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It was one of those days when she walked into the café. One of those days that I would need a drink after. One of those days when I wanted to tear off my apron, toss it in the corner, and tell Sal and Jen that it had been real, but I had other shit to do.

And then she walked in. It was one of those things where I happened to turn at the right moment and bam. There she was. Like fate had placed her in the doorway of the Violet Hill Café. The sun lit her up from behind so it was like her dark hair glowed. The door shut behind her and she took off her sunglasses and looked around. I instantly appraised her blue button up and slim black pants. Hmm, she might be lost and not know that this was a totally queer café. Or she could know exactly what she was doing, and in that case I wanted to wait on her.

I walked over. Damn, she was sexy as hell. I should probably not be ogling her like that, seeing as how I was on work time. But when had that stopped me before?

“Can I help you?” I asked in my nicest voice. I tried not to make it too sugary sweet because then it just sounded sarcastic.

“Yes, I was hoping to speak to one of the owners?” Huh. That was an odd request. I looked her up and down again, but she didn’t seem the type to “ask for a manager” so I was a little caught off-guard.

“Can I ask what this is regarding?” I was so professional right now.

“Sure, my name is Lacey Cole and I’m a freelance photographer. I’m working on a project right now and I was wondering if I could take some pictures here and write a piece on the café. Kind of a ‘People of New York’ thing, but for LGBTQ spaces.” Oh, well. That was something completely different. I sputtered for a minute, trying to think of what to say. I had other tables and other customers. But this girl with her dark hair and captivating hazel eyes was going to make me ignore them all.

“Sure, Jen is in the back. I’ll just go get her. If you want to find a seat?” I gestured around the café, currently full of people on laptops, the working lunch crowd, a few families with young children, and some teens that had clearly skipped school to come here.

“Thanks so much,” she said, taking a seat in a corner at a table for two.

“Oh,” I said before I forgot, “can I get you anything?”

“Uh, sure. Dirty chai?” I tried not to smile when she said “dirty” and failed. What was wrong with me? I was a flirt for sure, but this was throwing me off my game. Pretty girls tended to do that to me though. So did pretty boys. And pretty non-binary people. Pretty people just got to me. The perils of being pansexual.

“Can do,” I said, nearly tripping over my feet as I went back to the kitchen to put in her order and get Jen.

“Thanks . . . ” she said, trailing off and trying to read my nametag.

“Anna,” I said.

“Thank you, Anna,” she said in a husky voice that made my knees weak. I needed to get my shit together ASAP. I wobbled back to the kitchen and called out an order for a dirty chai and nabbed Jen who was right in the middle of assembling sandwiches.

“There’s a photographer here who wants to do a story or something on the café. Figured it could be good publicity.” Jen nodded to me and finished the sandwiches before taking off her apron and washing her hands.

“Pst,” Daisy, who was up to her elbows in dough, said over the half-wall that separated the kitchen from the bakery.

“You talking to me?” I asked, leaning back.

“Yeah. Who’s that hottie you were talking to?” I rolled my eyes. Guess I’d had an audience when I’d been talking to Lacey. You couldn’t do anything in this town without someone catching wind of it.

“No one,” I replied and then went to pick up Lacey’s drink. My hand shook just the tiniest bit when I brought it to her. Fuck. I was really having some serious issues. I wish I still smoked. I could use a cigarette right about now. Calm me down. Or maybe a shot of something.

“Here you go,” I said to Lacey, who was deep in conversation with Jen.

“Thanks,” she said, glancing up and shooting me a smile that made me flutter in several places. Damn. I needed to get away from her so I could keep my wits about me.

I went back to work and dealt with my other tables, but my attention kept drifting back over to the corner where Lacey was. Fortunately, I had a woman asking me for every single ingredient in every single menu item (she wasn’t eating “that bad stuff that’s in bread,” aka, gluten), and by the time I sold her on a salad, Lacey was gone. I almost breathed a sigh of relief. Of course, then I scurried back to the kitchen with the pretense of picking up an order and asked Jen what Lacey had wanted.

Jen had a shiny business card in her hand.

“She wants to take some pictures and write a story about the café. I’m sure Sal is totally going to go for it.” She rolled her eyes. Sal wasn’t a fan of having her picture taken.

“But it could be good publicity, right? I mean, it would get us out there. Maybe it would bring in more business.” Not that we seriously needed it. We seemed to do just fine, even in the winter when all the tourists left and it was just the locals. There were the regulars who came every morning for their coffee, or during lunch, and there were always kids using our Wi-Fi after school.

“Sure, it could be. Or maybe it will bring a bunch of fucking homophobes to protest outside. You know how those nuts troll the internet for queers to harass.” Well yes, there was that, but we were just a tiny café in Maine. It was a liberal state. And the town loved us.

“Or maybe it will bring in a bunch of new business and will end up being a great idea.” I didn’t know why I was so on board with this thing. It wasn’t like I really cared that much. But there was something about Lacey. Something I couldn’t put my finger on.

Jen sighed.

“Ugh, I don’t have time for this. Since you seem to be so excited about it, how about you negotiate with Lacey? Sit down and figure out what she wants and so forth. And maybe think of a good way to pitch this to Sal so she won’t flip out. Can you do that?” Sure, I could do that. I only had three jobs, but I could add this on top of them. Besides, Sal and Jen had given me a job and had been so good about the hours I could work. They were like family. Hell, they were a lot better to me than my actual family.

“Uh, yeah, I think I can handle that,” I said, feeling my face go a little red. There was something seriously wrong with me right now. Jen handed me the business card.

“You are the best. Oh, I posted the new schedule. Just let me know when you can’t be here and we’ll work around it.” She patted me on the shoulder and got back to the kitchen. I was supposed to leave in a few so I could get to my other job at the library down the street. I shook myself, slipped the card into my pocket, and went to finish my last few tables so I wouldn’t be late.
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I got back to my place at a reasonable time, but I had a ton of publicity work that had piled up during the week. I tried to set myself a schedule and stick to it, but I’d been slacking lately. I had several blog tours to organize and a ton of graphics for a new release, but the second I opened Photoshop I swear my eyes crossed. Maybe a shower first.

I was taking off my clothes and checking the pockets when I found the business card. I hadn’t forgotten about it. Well, I’d forgotten about the card, but not about Lacey. I sighed and set the card on the edge of the sink as I put my hair up. Since I liked to keep my color as long as possible, I only washed it every third day. It was still fading too much for my liking. I was going to have to do another color job sooner rather than later.

Lacey. I had volunteered to talk to her about taking pictures and doing a story of the café. Why had I agreed to that?

Because I would do anything if a hot person was involved. I really was shameless. Shaking my head at myself, I got in the shower and did my thing, but I couldn’t stop picturing Lacey’s beautiful face and feeling the tingles she gave me when she’d walked into the café.

Fuck. When I fell, I fell hard and fast. And I was already feeling something for Lacey. If I let myself, I could definitely fall for her. But falling also scared the shit out of me, which was why I stopped dating anyone when it got too real. It was so much less messy to just fuck and have that be it. I hadn’t been in a relationship in so long that I’d pretty much forgotten what it was like to be in one. Flirting and fucking was so much easier. So much less complicated.

Why was I thinking about this? I needed to get a grip. Shaking my head at myself, I got out a brush to detangle my hair. It was early, but I was exhausted. And I still had work to do. Maybe work would take my mind off of Lacey. That was probably a smart idea. Work was good. Money was good.

Thinking about a pretty girl and how she made you feel wasn’t the wisest choice for me, I had too much else going on. And I didn’t need complications. Nope. I was going to be a professional and contact Lacey in a professional manner because I was a professional.

Maybe if I said it enough times to myself, I’d actually do it.

*^*^*

I stressed the whole next day at the library for my morning shift. I was so out of it, that I had trouble shelving the books, even though I could normally do that in my sleep. I knew I had to contact Lacey ASAP and that Jen was going to ask me about it when I got to work later. So, I sucked it up and got out my phone when I had my lunch break before heading to the café.

Please let me leave a message, please let me leave a message, I thought as the phone rang. Of course, she picked up.

“Hello?”

“Hi, may I please speak with Lacey Cole?” I probably sounded like someone who was trying to sound professional, without actually sounding professional. Why was I such a dork sometimes?

“This is she,” she said and I could hear a lot of background noise.

“Yes, hi, hello, this is Anna, from the Violet Hill Café? Jen asked me to call you and work things out with what you had in mind for the photos and the story.” I had practiced what I wanted to say and I still sounded awful. Why was I like this? Why couldn’t I be confident? Oh, right, because she was gorgeous. I had such a weakness for pretty people.

“Oh, hello, Anna,” she said, and I swore she was smiling when she said it. I could just hear it in her voice.

“Hi,” I said again, like a dope. Wow, I needed to get this situation over with so I didn’t embarrass myself further.

“I’m actually doing some work in a friend’s studio. That’s how I found out about the café. Do you want to meet me there and we can discuss?” Oh, well. I guess?

“Um, sure. I have to work until seven tonight, though. Could I come after?” I hoped she would say yes so I could just get this done.

“Yeah, that works. It’s the Shelly Jones photography studio. Do you know it?” Oh. Yeah. I did. She specialized in taking sexy boudoir photos. Mostly of women to give to their men on Christmas and Valentine’s Day. Not exactly the kind of person I could see hanging out with Lacey, but then again I didn’t know much about her. I’d been tempted to stalk her online, but had refrained out of self-preservation.

“Does eight work for you?” she asked. Shit, her voice was so sexy.

“Yeah,” I said. “Um, see you then?”

“See you then, Anna.” I tried not to imagine her saying my name in the throes of passion. I did not need that in my brain, thank you.

“Okay, bye,” I said before hanging up.

Please let me be more suave tonight. Please.

*^*^*

I told Jen that I was meeting with Lacey after work and she seemed satisfied with that.

“You told Sal anything?” Jen rolled her eyes. Today she was rocking several shades of glittery shadow that made her eyelids look like a galaxy. I would never be able to pull of that look, but she could.

“I’ll only tell her when it’s a definite. You know how she feels about ‘social media clickbait’,” she said, using her fingers to make air quotes.

“Yup, I do.” For someone who was still quite young, Sal was a hardcore Luddite. She didn’t even like people paying with cards, and Jen had had to talk her into upgrading their equipment all the time. But she was a lovable grump and I adored them both.

“So, maybe get something in writing? Like a proposal or something? I don’t know. Just some parameters so we know what’s what.” That sounded like a good idea, and something that hadn’t even crossed my mind.

“I will. I’ll work up something with Lacey.” Why did that sound totally dirty? I could feel myself blushing, but Jen didn’t seem to notice.

“Sounds good.” I got through the rest of my shift and hurried home to shower and get myself presentable before driving over to the photography studio. The lights were off on the first floor of the building, but there was a glow on the second floor. I texted Lacey to let her know I was out front and she told me to come around the back and head up the stairs.

I knocked on the door at the top of the dark stairs.

“It’s open,” Lacey called and I cautiously stuck my head in. She was working, crouched behind a camera and taking photographs . . . of a cat.

“Hey,” I said, not wanting to disturb whatever was going on. The all-black cat sat placidly on an elaborate velvet chaise, not even disturbed by the clicking of the lens or the lights trained on it.

Lacey looked up from the camera.

“Hey, sorry, I was just working with this new lens I got.” She grinned and set the camera on a desk in the corner.

“Come here, Murder,” she said and wiggled her fingers toward the cat. Said cat gave her one look, closed its eyes and fell asleep.

“Bastard,” she said, sticking her tongue out at him.

Lacey swiveled around and turned her attention to me, and suddenly I felt like I was the one under the spotlights.

“So, come on in and have a seat,” she said, motioning to a little sitting area with two chairs and a table in between them.

“Coffee?” she asked. There was a little cart nearby with a coffeemaker on it and several mugs.

“Do you have tea?” I didn’t need excess caffeine right now. She nodded.

“Sure, can do.” She set the machine to dispense hot water and I looked over at the cat.

“You named your cat Murder?” I asked. She laughed.

“It’s the name for a group of crows. Seemed appropriate for a black cat, no?” I nodded and crossed my legs. I was feeling like an interloper. And I also couldn’t stop watching the way Lacey moved. She was just so sexy in that effortless way. I was always drawn to beautiful people and she was one of the most beautiful I’d seen in a while. I was in trouble. I jumped when she walked over and pressed the cup of tea into my hands.

“Thanks,” I said, looking up into her eyes. They weren’t quite brown and they weren’t quite hazel either, but some sort of gorgeous mix. I needed to stop staring at her. Like, right now.

“So,” she said, sitting down across from me. “What did you need from me?” I blushed, even though she hadn’t said anything overtly dirty. I was seriously going to have a breakdown. I needed to get this done as quickly as possible.

“Um, well, Jen asked if you could draw up something in writing? Like a proposal or something. Then she can take it to Sal and they can talk it over. Oh, and I was wondering if you had examples of other stuff you’d done?” She got up and grabbed a laptop off the desk.

“Sure thing. This is my site.” I set my tea down and she handed me the laptop, but then came to stand behind me to scroll through it. She smelled like jasmine. Some of her dark hair brushed my shoulder as she leaned forward.

I had to force myself to focus my eyes on the screen.

“Wow,” I said. She had a gorgeous site with tons of unbelievable photos on it. Including boudoir sessions with people of all shapes and sizes and genders and orientations.

“That’s one of my main goals. To make boudoir accessible to everyone,” she said in my ear. I shivered. I needed to get this over with.

“Nice,” I said, my voice hitching a little. I turned my head and our eyes met. She smiled slowly.

“So. Let me show you some of my project. I haven’t launched it yet. I’m working on getting it off the ground. And if there’s enough support I might even do a book.” That was a lot. Damn. She was really serious about this.

I coughed and moved a little further away from her. I couldn’t think. She made me feel drunk. Everything got a little blurry at the edges, but her face sharpened in focus.

The chair had wheels on it, so I slid away from her. She made a little sound that I didn’t know how to interpret. Was it one of disappointment?

“That’s amazing,” I said, spinning in the chair to face her. “Really amazing.” She smiled and a dimple popped in one cheek. Made her even more irresistible. I had a thing for dimples.

“Thanks so much. So, basically, what I want to do is a profile on the café. How it started, what it’s doing for the queer community, that kind of thing. And I’m going to want to interview Jen and Sal and probably some of the employees, and take pictures to go with the stories. If I could talk to some of the customers and get their stories. That’s kind of my thing. Everybody has a story and all that.” I still didn’t know if she was actually queer, and I felt like I needed to know.

“So, what inspired you to do this project?” I asked.

She crossed her arms and leaned against the desk. I tried to keep my eyes on her face.

“Well, I’m a member of the community myself, being both trans and bi. So, who better to tell the stories of queer people than a queer person?” She did a little shrug and I bit my bottom lip.

“Yeah, I agree. As a pansexual person.” There. Everything was out. She showed me hers and I showed her mine. Bisexual. So, she was probably into girls. I hoped.

She took a deep breath.

“So, I can get something typed up and I have boilerplate release forms as well. I’d like to have another meeting with Jen and Sal too. Jen said that Sal was going to be a harder sell on the project, but I’m ready to make a presentation. I’ve been told I can pretty persuasive.” Why did that sound super dirty and totally turn me on? I needed to go home.

“Sounds good.” I stood up on wobbly legs and nearly screamed when something brushed against them, but it was just Murder. I looked down at him and he blinked at me with yellow eyes and just kept purring.

“He likes you. And he pretty much hates everyone,” Lacey said, leaning down to pet him.

“Yeah, well I think we have that in common,” I said, trying to joke. It wasn’t really true. I liked most people.

Lacey laughed and the sound was warm and rich like spiced rum. I needed to stop thinking of her in sexual terms. This was a business thing. Nothing more.

“Would you be interested?” she asked, and I couldn’t figure out what she was asking me.

“Interested?” I said, like a dumbass.

“Interested in being interviewed.” She straightened up and we were nearly at eye level. She would only have to bend a tiny bit to kiss me. Which I needed to stop thinking about. Lacey wasn’t going to be kissing me. I didn’t even know if she was single.

“Oh, that. Um, sure. Yeah, that would be fine,” I babbled and then laughed nervously.

“Great,” she said. I wanted to stare into those eyes and pick out every single color in them and then paint my walls those colors.

I needed to get a grip. She finally blinked and stepped away from me, but her cheeks were a little red.

“So, um, it’s late and I should be getting back,” she said, raking a hand through her hair.

“Where are you staying?” I asked and then wanted to kick myself. That was absolutely none of my business.

“Oh, I’m renting this little run-down cottage. It’s cute and right on the water, so I get up in the middle of the night sometimes and take pictures, or watch the sun rise. Maine is such a beautiful place.” Huh. I’d lived here for so long that I forgot about all its natural wonders. I was usually too busy going from one job to another, or hermiting in my apartment and doing work. I needed to get out more apparently.

“Where are you from?” I needed to stop asking questions, but my brain kept firing them out through my mouth.

“Tennessee, originally, but I’ve lived all over. I’m a bit rootless. Can’t seem to find a place that feels like home.” I’d always lived here. I couldn’t imagine moving from place to place like that. I’d feel so lost.

I nodded and it seemed as if our interaction had come to a natural end.

“Well, it was nice to see you again,” I said, heading toward the door. “And I look forward to talking more with you.”

“Thanks for coming, Anna. I really appreciate it. And you’ll be seeing so much of me that you’ll definitely get sick of me.” She laughed.

“Don’t count on it,” I said over my shoulder as I headed out the back door of the studio and down the stairs.
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The next week, I saw Lacey a lot. But it wasn’t enough. The more she was around, the more I wanted her around. Somehow she’d impressed Jen and Sal with her presentation, and had commenced work on her profile. She’d taken action shots of Jen assembling sandwiches, interviewed them both, and had also done an interview with Daisy, since Violet Hill was what helped her reconnect with Molly. It was all very sappy and cute. I teased Daisy about it mercilessly, but she just had a dreamy look in her eyes ninety percent of the time, so I was pretty sure my teasing went in one ear and out the other.

“You’re so in love with her, it’s gross,” I said to Daisy as she squealed and launched herself at Molly when she came to pick her up from work. It was like they hadn’t seen each other for years instead of just a few hours. I didn’t know what that was like. And then Lacey walked in and my heart jumped and started beating super-fast.

“Hey,” I said walking over to her. “Dirty chai?” I’d gotten to know what she liked and didn’t like. It made me feel like a creeper, but also exciting that I knew things about her.

“Yeah, sure. And maybe a BLTA?” she asked. It was basically a BLT with avocado instead of mayo. We also had a version with veggie bacon for all the vegetarians/vegans that we served. What was it with queers and being vegetarians/vegans? It was such a cliché, but it was so true.

“You got it,” I said, stumbling a little bit on my way to put in her order.

“You totally love her,” Daisy said in sing-song as I passed the half-wall that separated the bakery from the rest of the kitchen.

“Huh?” I said, looking back at Lacey, who was busy with her phone.

“You’ve got the biggest fucking heart-eyes right now,” Daisy said as she took off her apron. Molly nodded in agreement.

“I do not,” I said, and actually rubbed my eyes.

“Do too,” Molly said with a little giggle. I rolled my eyes.

“Whatever,” I said under my breath and turned toward the kitchen. I could still feel them watching me.

“Stop it,” I said before I went back to taking care of my tables.

“Never,” Daisy called after me as she headed out the door.

****
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“SO,” LACEY SAID ON her way out. “I’d love to do an interview with you, if you have the time? I’m only here for another week, and then I’m off to my next project.” My heart actually sank down to my feet. I mean, I should have known that she was going to be on her merry way, but to hear the words from her lips made them real. This sucked. I had just met her, but imagining her leaving felt like a horrible wound opening in my chest. What was wrong with me?

She was still waiting for an answer from me. Oops.

“Oh, yeah, sure. When did you want to do it?” I cringed at how that sounded. I couldn't keep my mind off dirty things when she was around.

“Whenever you have time. I’m pretty much open.” Yeah, I definitely needed to get my mind out of the gutter, but I wasn’t sure if that was ever going to happen. At least not around Lacey. She made my mind go to dirty places with just her presence.

“Oh, yeah. I have some work to do tonight, but maybe I could bring my laptop and I could multitask?” It would help me be more professional if I could get myself into work mode when I was with her. That would be much better.

“Sounds good. I have some editing to do in the studio, so that would be great. How about around eight?” I nodded and she gave me another one of her smiles. I still hadn’t gotten used to my reaction when she smiled. Like the sun was coming out from behind the clouds and I was completely drunk at the same time. It was a strange feeling.

“Great!” I said, squeaking a little. I couldn’t seem to keep my cool around her. It was a real problem. Maybe it was good she was leaving in a week. Then I could get my feet back under me.

*^*^*

I showed up at the studio with my laptop and my professional face on. And then Lacey opened the door with Murder (the cat) in her arms and everything fell away.

“Hey,” I said, feeling the awful urge to giggle.

“Hey, come on in. I was just getting a few cuddles with this monster,” she said, setting the cat down. He immediately wound his way round my legs and purred so hard I thought he was going to hurt himself.

“Little monster,” Lacey said fondly.

“How does he do with all the traveling?” I asked as we headed over to the little office area to sit down. She already had some photos up on the huge desktop and was in the middle of editing.

“He loves it. I swear, he’s like a dog. He sits in the front seat and just purrs away. As long as I don’t take him on a plane, he’s fine. So my car has a lot of miles on it.” Huh, I hadn’t thought of that. A mobile lifestyle. Still couldn’t imagine it.

“That’s good,” I said, sitting down and pulling my laptop out of my bag. “What are you working on?”

She clicked a few things and brought up a seriously sexy picture of a woman wearing black lacy lingerie and laying on a bed, with light streaming through the window. In fact, that very bed was in the room over in a corner. I recognized other areas of the studio too.

“Amazing,” I said. The woman was totally gorgeous. All smoky eyes and red lips and a smile on her face as if she’d just gotten herself off.

“I think so,” she said, and clicked through a few more of the pictures. There were people of all shapes and sizes, femme and butch and everything in between. Lacey had the knack of bringing out the beauty in everyone and each shoot was completely unique and worked for that person.

“You’re really good at this,” I said, looking from the picture to her.

“I really appreciate that. It’s my life’s work to help people feel good about themselves.” Well, I’d say she was succeeding.

“I’ve always wanted to do something like that, but I didn’t have a reason. You know, most people get them taken for someone.” Like a husband or girlfriend or someone for Valentine’s Day. I didn’t have anyone like that in my life and hadn’t for a long time. I missed things like that.

“Why not do it for you?” she asked and I didn’t have a good answer.

“I guess I’m only going to be this young once.” Someday, I’d look back on this body and wish for it when I was old and saggy and sad.

“I mean, if you wanted to. I could take some for you.” I blushed so red that I had to look away from her. I couldn’t imagine being that vulnerable in front of Lacey, since I’d been developing a serious crush on her. She was going to be gone so soon, so letting that crush further crush me wasn’t the best idea.

“That’s okay,” I said, wishing my cheeks weren’t blazing. I looked down and coughed and Lacey closed the window on the computer.

“So, should we get to work?” she asked. I nodded and put my attention back on my laptop. Work. Right. The thing I was supposed to be doing right now.

I blinked a few times and pulled up Photoshop. I was working on a Facebook banner for a client for her upcoming release.

Lacey went back to her computer and we got down to business for a few minutes, with the only sounds being the clicking of laptop keys.

It was awkward. For me, at least. I couldn’t focus on what I was doing. I was too busy watching her. This was a ridiculous idea. There was no way I could concentrate on pixels when she was sitting so near me, her light brown brows furrowed in concentration. She rested her chin on one hand and I admired the graceful arch of her spine. Everything she did was so careful. So elegant. I felt like a total klutz in comparison. Bumbling and awkward.

“You’re staring at me,” she said, and I almost died right there.

“Sorry,” I said. She swiveled in her chair and stared right back.

“It’s okay,” she said.

“Is it?” I asked, licking my lips. They were extremely dry for some reason.

“Yeah. You can look at me all you want.” 

“Do you want me to look at you?” I needed some clarity, but I was terrified of getting it. So far, things seemed to be going in a good direction. But I’d been wrong before. Many times. I had a habit of misreading situations and getting myself into trouble.

Lacey started laughing.

“I feel like I’m too old to be coy. I like you. And I am getting the feeling that you like me?” she asked. I nodded.

“You’re into me?” I asked, my voice squeaking. I was really failing at this. She was probably going to second-guess everything now that I’d started talking.

“Yeah, little bit. Is that okay?” Was she serious?

“You’re asking me if it’s okay that a ridiculously sexy woman is somehow into me? Uh, yeah. It’s pretty much okay.” I laughed a little hysterically. I really was blowing it.

“Ridiculously sexy? Oh, I like that,” she said, getting up from her chair and coming toward me.

“You are. Ridiculously sexy.” She leaned down and took my laptop off my knees and set it on the floor.

“Well, I think you’re ridiculously sexy,” she said, leaning forward and then pausing with her face a breath away from mine. “Do you think I could kiss you?” My answer was to push forward and meet her lips with mine.

Oh. Wow. It was a sweet kiss. A brief kiss. But it was perfect. Her mouth curved into a smile.

“I’ve been wanting to do that since the moment I met you,” she said. We were so close I could count her eyelashes.

“Really?” I asked, breathless. I’d forgotten that I needed to keep breathing. The kiss had knocked me completely off my axis. Just one little kiss.

“Yeah. But I wasn’t sure if you were into me, or available or . . . anyway.” I almost burst out laughing because this was somehow happening.

“I am. Into you and available.” She licked her bottom lip.

“Good.” She leaned in for another kiss. My fingers curled against the back of her neck and pulled her closer. We were at an awkward angle, but it didn’t matter. Lacey was a damn good kisser.

Damn good.

Something brushed against my leg and I jumped, but it was just Murder. I laughed and Lacey picked him up.

“Little brat. You always get mad when the attention is not on you.” She nuzzled him and he purred like a tank. Way to clam-jam, Murder.

Lacey growled at Murder and set him down.

“Sorry about that,” she said, her cheeks just a little pink.

“It’s okay,” I said, wondering when we’d be going back to kissing. Or something more. There was a bed in here and a lock on the door.

“There’s just one little thing I think we should talk about before we go further,” she said. Dammit. Of course there was a catch. There was always a catch.

“And what’s that?” I asked, not really wanting to know the answer.

“The fact that I’m leaving in a few days.” Oh, that. I’d completely forgotten about that because of the kissing.

“Right,” I said. “I mean, that sucks, but can’t we still have fun for a few days?” I wasn’t really looking for anything long-term anyway. My feelings for Lacey were strong, but I’d had strong feelings before. I guess I was fickle. I fell hard and fast, but then I somehow moved on to the next shiny person. It would be nice to have something for a little while.

“You’re okay with something quick?” she asked.

“I mean, if you are. I am. You’re hot and I’m into you and you’re a great kisser and you’re smart and interesting and I would like to spend some time with you. Whatever that means.” It wasn’t exactly the best sales pitch, but it was the best I could do.

Lacey laughed a little.

“You’re so cute. So fucking cute.”

“Thank you,” I said, blushing a little.

“And you’re okay with the whole trans thing? I haven’t asked, because I wasn’t sure,” she said. I’d dated a trans guy before. I’d been totally in love with him and then he’d shattered my heart. But that didn’t have anything to do with him being trans. We just weren’t a good fit. Different places in our lives and all that.

“Of course. One of my boyfriends was a trans dude. And I’ve dated people without genders and with genders that changed while we were together and every kind of person in between. I like who I like.” She seemed to visibly relax. Shit. I probably should have said something sooner.

“You know that I don’t care, right? That it’s not a problem, at all?” 

She let out a shaky breath. “I mean, I figured, but you really never know with people. I’ve only been out for a few years, so I’m still working on the whole coming out part. I’ve known I was bi since I was eleven, so that hasn’t really been an issue. But the trans part is . . .” she trailed off.

“Yeah, I know. And thank you for telling me and trusting me.” I stood and rose up a few inches to kiss her.

“You’re so sexy, Lacey,” I said. “So fucking sexy.” I put my arms around her neck and pressed closer to her.

“Mmm, so are you. I’m a sucker for a girl with purple hair.” 

I giggled. “Is that so?”

“It is.”

We kissed again and it set my blood on fire. I got closer and closer until I was pushing her back and then we crashed into her chair.

“Oops,” I said and she smiled.

“No worries.”

I stuck my tongue back in her mouth and she made a little moaning sound. It turned me on so fucking much I thought I was going to die. Now that I had her, I just wanted more, more, more. I wanted her naked and spread out for me to enjoy. But I knew that she might not be as comfortable with that. So I was going to take her lead and see where she wanted us to go.

Her fingers started to move up my shirt and I was hoping we were on the way to getting naked, but then she stopped.

“I’m sorry,” she said, her face going red. It was the first time I’d seen her less-than confident.

“It’s okay,” I said, taking her hands and kissing the backs of them.

“Is it?” she asked. “I just . . . I’m a little self-conscious when I’m with someone new.” I kissed her softly.

“It’s okay. We can go at whatever speed you want to. Would you . . .” I trailed off, trying to think of what we could do in a small town at this late hour. Everything was closed.

“How about we just sit and talk?” she suggested. That was good enough for me.

“Sure,” I said. I looked around the studio and there were chairs and the bed, but no couch or anything.

“I’m staying down the street at the Violet Hill Inn, if you maybe wanted to go there? I have a couch in my room. No pressure, or anything.” That actually sounded nice. The Violet Hill Inn was an adorable little place, perfect for tourists. It was the off-season now, so I bet she was getting one of the best rooms at a low rate. I’d worked there a few summers in high school as a housekeeper and I still remembered the layout and which rugs were the hardest to clean.

“Sure, sounds good.” It was within walking distance, as were most things around here. Didn’t look like we were going to get much done tonight.

“We could also do the interview there, if you want. Or maybe not. I don’t want to push you about doing it if you feel weird about it.” I shook my head.

“I don’t feel weird. I think we should still do it.” Plus, it might keep my mind off thinking about kissing her.

“Only if you’re sure,” she said, saving her work and then shutting down her computer.

“I am.”
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I was right about Lacey getting the best room at the Violet Hill Inn. She’d even managed to get herself the suite that had its own entrance. They didn’t accept cats, so she’d left Murder at the studio.

“Pretty nice,” I said, as she let me in.

“Yeah, it’s not too bad. Much nicer than the last place I stayed. I kind of hate hotels, so I was glad there wasn’t one here.” Yeah, there wasn’t much around here. The closest chain hotel was probably forty minutes away.

The place was cozy and had new furniture since I’d been here last.

“Sorry about the mess.” It was a little cluttered with photography equipment, a couple suitcases and some clothes thrown here and there on chairs. No underwear though. I wasn’t sure who would be more embarrassed by that, her or me.

“It’s nice,” I said as she cleared off a little loveseat.

“Do you want anything? I have a microwave, a minifridge, and a coffeemaker. It’s a pretty nice setup.”

“Some tea would be great,” I said.

“I have that too.” She walked over and got out a mug to heat up some water for tea and I looked around the rest of the room. There were things everywhere and it felt intimate. Like I was seeing a side of her that I shouldn’t be seeing yet.

“Here you go,” she said, handing me my tea. “So, do you want to do the interview first or maybe do something else? And I don’t mean kissing.” I laughed a little.

“I’m trying not to kiss you right now, and talking about kissing just makes me think even more about it. So.” She sipped from her steaming mug.

“Yeah, I’m having some issues too. We probably should have done the interview before the kissing.” Yeah, probably. Oops.

“I’ve never been good at doing things in the right order.” Lacey smiled and I set my tea down.

“Sorry,” I said as I leaned over and kissed her again.

“Don’t be,” she said into my mouth. We kissed and kissed until I didn’t know why I hadn’t spent most my time kissing Lacey Cole. There were goosebumps all over my skin and I didn’t have any blood running to my brain anymore. I was so fucking turned on that I was nearly shaking.

“Are you okay?” she asked, pulling back and putting her hand on my cheek. God, her eyes were so beautiful.

“Yeah. I just . . . I want you. A lot.” I wasn’t going to lie. She was so damn sexy. Just . . . everything about her got to me.

“Mmm, I want you too,” she said, closing her eyes briefly and making a little sound of desire. Why did she have to do that? It just made things worse.

“Well,” I said. “What are you going to do about it?” I bit my bottom lip and she groaned and rested her forehead on my shoulder.

“Why are you doing this to me? It’s like you were thrown in my path to destroy all my focus and turn my brain into a lust monster.” I giggled a little bit at the use of “lust monster.” I’d never thought of it that way, but it was an apt description.

“I’m sorry?” I said, and she just raised her face and grinned at me.

“You’re not sorry. Not even a little bit.” 

I giggled. “Not really. Because you’re doing the same thing to me.” Lacey put some space between us and leaned back.

“Yeah, I think we should do the interview. Maybe if I get myself in professional mode, I’ll stop thinking about taking your clothes off.” She was trying to kill me. Seriously.

But I nodded and moved to other end of the couch.

“Sure.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath and then another.

“Okay. Back to professional mode.”

I waited while she got out another laptop and came back over, folding her legs up on the couch and then setting the computer on them.

“So. If there’re any questions you feel uncomfortable with, just let me know and I’ll move on. You only tell me what you want to tell me, okay?” I nodded. I was pretty open about most of my shit, so I wasn’t particularly bothered about what she might ask. Sure, I did have people who, when I explained I was pansexual, asked me if I loved cookware.

“How about we start with how long you’re been working at the café.” Oh, right.

“Um, about two years, I think? Yeah, that seems about right.” Wow, it didn’t seem like it had been that long.

“And how did you get the job?” I went into the story of meeting Jen randomly at a rally for Planned Parenthood and realized that she was one of the owners of the café in town. We’d struck up a conversation about witty protest signs and she’d essentially given me a job on the spot. It had been perfect timing because I’d needed one desperately.

“What does it mean to you, as a part of the LGBTQ community to work at a place that celebrates you?” Lacey asked. I had to think about that one for a minute.

“It means that I can be myself. That I can talk about my life and not worry about hiding. That I can be a girl who dates girls, or a girl who dates someone of any or no gender, and it’s embraced and celebrated. It’s the most freeing, comfortable thing in the world. It’s my family.” I wiped at my cheeks and found tears. Wow.

“It felt like a safe place for you. Is your family supportive of you?” I snorted and wiped my eyes on my sleeve.

“That’s a no. I’m pretty sure my mom is just praying I’ll settle down and marry a nice boy and have babies and go to PTA meetings like a ‘regular’ person.” I put “regular” in air quotes.

“Hm, sounds familiar,” Lacey said as she typed. I knew so little about her and I wanted to know everything. Yet here I was, spilling my guts.

“She’s also horrified about my hair,” I said, pulling a strand in front of my eyes and studying it. “The first time I dyed it she grounded me for a week.” Ah, memories. I was a rebellious teenager and I didn’t give a fuck about my parent’s rules. Sure, I understood why they had some of them. But others were just made so that we could appear to be a nice, normal family. When we very much weren’t.

“I don’t like to think about my family,” I said. We might live in the same town, but I avoided them as much as I could. I was an expert at dodging my parents in the grocery store if I saw them.

“I’m sorry,” Lacey said, her fingers typing. I knew she was taking down my words, but she was also going to add other things.

“Would you . . . would you mind if I took your picture right now?” she asked, slowly setting down her laptop.

“I guess not,” I said. I wasn’t sure that I looked all that great, but she was a photographer and there was something about the way she asked me that made me say yes.

“Hold still,” she said, putting her hands out as if I was going to lunge away or do something.

“I will,” I said, trying not to move my lips and watching her as she scurried around the room, getting different things that she apparently needed.

At last, she came back over with a camera. It was definitely one of the fancy ones that she used for work. For some reason, having her take my picture here and not at the café was making me feel on display. Vulnerable. Or maybe it was because I was telling her all kinds of personal things about my past and my relationship with my family.

I expected her to tell me to look or feel a certain way, or maybe to even fix my hair, but she didn’t do that. She just snapped a few pictures. Silently. It was eerie, hearing the click of the lens. Lacey paused, as if she was waiting for something.

“Should I do anything?” I asked after a few moments of silence.

“No. I’m sorry. You’re just so beautiful.” I felt myself blushing.

“Thank you.” She was beautiful. I was so ordinary. I mean, my hair was unusual, but other than that I was pretty plain.

“What are you thinking about?” she asked me.

“How gorgeous you are,” I said and then shut my mouth. She clicked a few more times and then sat back on the couch.

“Look at you,” she said, showing me some of the digital images. I didn’t see anything remarkable, but I guess she did.

“You’re stunning,” she said, looking at them. “Just so beautiful.” I coughed and she shook her head a little, as if she was trying to clear it.

“Sorry. Got a little carried away. I get like that sometimes.” Setting the camera down, she picked up her laptop again and typed out a few words.

“Okay, so, moving on. Why do you think places like Violet Hill are important for people?” I turned that one over in my brain again.

“Because they’re a safe place for people to be. For queer teens. For adults who don’t feel that they can come out. For people who are so far in the closet they hate themselves. For people to see that, contrary to popular culture, you can be gay or trans or pansexual and happy. That there is a life for you, and a place for you. People who are like you. You’re not alone.” I felt like I was going to get emotional again, so I looked at the ceiling and tried to get it together.

“It’s okay. We can stop if you want,” she said softly. I definitely needed a breather. I picked up my tea with shaky hands and took a sip. It was barely warm, so I made a face.

“I can warm that up for you,” Lacey said, taking the cup from me.

“Thanks.” Now that I’d told her so much about myself, I wanted to know a little about her.

“Can I interview you?” I asked. She looked over at me from the microwave.

“You want to turn the tables, huh?”

“Yeah, just a little.”

“Okay, I’m game.” Cool. Now I got to pretend to be a journalist.

“So. You told me that you knew you were bi when you were young. Can you tell me a little about that?” Her eyes narrowed and I could tell she wasn’t super happy with me turning the microscope around.

“Sure. Basically I thought it would be really nice to kiss a girl. Which, since I was assigned male at birth, was expected. But then, I also thought it would be nice to kiss a boy. When we played Spin The Bottle, I never minded kissing anyone. I just liked people. I had so many crushes it was ridiculous.” I knew exactly what she meant.

“So, I just thought I was bi. A bi dude. And that was fine, but it never felt right. I didn’t want to be someone’s boyfriend.” She shrugged and the microwave dinged. Lacey brought my tea back and talked more about how she’d come to understand she was a trans woman and how that transition had gone with her family.

“I’m so much happier now. And it’s right. Everything feels right now.” She smiled and I finished my tea.

“And then I’ve just been bouncing around for a few years, trying to figure my shit out and find a place that feels like home. Haven’t found it yet.”

“Do you think that you will?” I said.

“I’m not sure. Sometimes I think I’m bound to just wander the earth aimlessly for the rest of my life. Rootless. It’s not the best way to live, but it’s what I know how to do. I guess that means I’m not good at commitment.” I snorted.

“Yeah, me neither. I mean, when it comes to relationships. It all kind of scares the shit out of me. How do you know that you can be with someone for your whole life? That’s a huge choice to make and I don’t know if I’m ready to make it.” I didn’t know if I would ever be able to make it, honestly. Some might thing that was sad, but I was okay with it. As long as it worked and I wasn’t miserable I figured it was the way to go.

“Agreed. I don’t know. I could see myself being with someone, but maybe not marriage? Some days I think I want that and then others I want to float around with nothing tying me down.” Neither of us could make up our minds it seemed.

“Looks like we’re in the same boat,” I said.

“Seems so.” Silence fell over us like a thick blanket. I wasn’t sure where we were supposed to go from here.

“Now that we’re not doing the interview, do you think I could kiss you again?” she asked, and it was so sweet. It was probably a bad idea, but I didn’t care.

“Yeah, you can.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Five

[image: image]


Somehow, we were both able to put on the brakes before things went too far. I realized it was very, very late and that I had to work the next morning. I said goodnight to Lacey with a soft brush of our lips and she promised to come by the café for lunch so I could see her.

I went to bed giddy. I couldn’t remember the last time I was this excited about seeing someone the next day. Hell, I was excited about work. Not that any of my jobs were awful, but being this stoked was a rarity.

She was just so sexy and cool and smart and interesting. I loved knowing what she thought about everything. Even if I didn’t want to kiss her face off, I wanted to know her. To talk to her. To spend time with her.

And that time was running out. She was going to leave and not come back. She’d said so herself. A boat without an anchor. Adrift.

I didn’t want to be the one to hold her back. I didn’t even know if I could. I liked her. A lot. But I’d liked a lot of people a lot. Sure, I couldn’t remember liking someone so quickly to this degree, but what did that mean? Not a whole lot.

Still, it kept me up most of the night, thinking about Lacey and kissing her and even drifting toward a future. Coming home from work and seeing her on the couch.

That last part was when I was almost asleep and when I woke up, the dream was hazy and I was turned on. Oh.

I lay there for a moment, trying to get my brain to start functioning normally again. I didn’t dream about shit like that. Ever. I needed to cool things down so I didn’t find myself too far in with no way to get out except with a slightly broken heart.

I was pretty sure that was going to happen anyway, but maybe I could somehow minimize the damage. I’d nursed heartbreak before. I should probably stock up on ice cream and make a list of comfort movies that were available on Netflix. To get out ahead of things.

My alarm didn’t give a shit about potential heartbreak and started screaming, so I got up and turned it off. Time for another day at the Violet Hill Café.

*^*^*

“Did you sleep last night?” Daisy asked when I showed up with barely a minute to spare to clock in.

“Thanks for the compliment,” I said, putting on my apron and checking my hair in the mirror.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it in a bad way. I know you work so many jobs. I wonder how you do it.” I gave her a smile.

“So do I.” She laughed and headed back to the bakery. She’d already been here for several hours. Getting the bread baking, making cinnamon rolls the size of a human skull, and putting glaze on the breakfast muffins (they were basically cupcakes). My mouth started watering. I had definitely gained a few pounds since I’d started working here and I didn’t regret a single one of them. I’d never eaten so well. I was kind of a horrible cook, so about ninety percent of the food that I ate came from here.

I got started with setting up my tables and chatting with the other waitress, Ruthie. She was fresh out of high school and was heading off to college in a few months. I thought of her as a little sister and I knew she was going to set the world on fire. So incredibly smart.

“How are you doing?” She’d recently gone through a breakup with her long-distance girlfriend and was pretty blue about it. I’d shared lots of cheesecake and advice during our breaks.

“Fine. I think I’ve moved from acceptance back to rage. I figure as long as I’m not stagnant in one emotion, I’m making progress.” I laughed as she flipped her braid over her shoulder. She had the longest hair of anyone I’d ever known. All the way down her back, it brushed the back of her legs even when it was up. I always joked that she should give up the college dream and just be a princess.

“Well, rage is good. Burns calories,” I said and she nodded.

“Sounds legit.”

We opened the door and our first customers flooded in, eager for caffeine and Daisy’s cinnamon rolls. I greeted most of them by name. Even thought it was a small town, Violet Hill was even smaller and I liked seeing the same faces every day. Consistency was so comforting.

I thought about what I’d told Lacey last night, about this being my family and it was so true. When I looked around, I saw people who would gladly give me the shirt off their backs if I needed it. Who would come and bail me out of jail if I had to call. Wasn’t that what a family was for?

I moved through my day so lost in thought that I didn’t notice when someone came up behind me.

“Whoa!” she said when I nearly dropped the plate I was carrying. I turned to find Lacey standing there and my heart did a little flip and wiggled with happiness. I smiled, despite the fact that she’d scared the crap out of me.

“Sorry,” she said.

“It’s okay.” I took the plate back to the dishwasher and wiped my hands off before I came back out to see her.

“Dirty chai? And a BLTA?” She ducked her head as if she was ashamed that she was predictable.

“Yup. I’ve got a ton of work that I was supposed to do last night that I’m going to catch up on, if that’s okay.” How sweet. She was asking permission to work here. Some people acted like this was their living room, kicking off their shoes and playing funny videos at full volume. Without headphones. I’d gotten used to giving them glares to make them stop.

She took a seat in one of the corners in a fluffy chair that had a little table next to it for the food. She’d brought her laptop in a messenger bag and I couldn’t stop thinking about how graceful and beautiful all of her movements were. I wondered if she’d ever danced. She’d be good at it.

I looked at the clock and realized with all my thinking, I’d missed one of my breaks. Perfect timing. I sidled over to where Lacey sat and pulled over another chair.

“Mind if I join you for a few?” I asked. She opened her computer on her lap and beamed.

“I would like nothing more. Well, I’d like to have you for more than just a break, but I’ll take what I can get.” Now it was my turn to be shy. She made me feel like I was a young teenager with a mountain-sized crush that was going to swallow me whole.

“Okay, then,” I said. She typed something into her laptop and then looked up at me.

“I’ve been working on some of the pictures I took of you, if you’d like to see them.” I wasn’t sure if I did, but I said yes.

Lacey turned the laptop around and I was astonished.

“Wow. I look . . . pretty?” It almost sounded like a question. My hair was a mess, and my cheeks were red and my eyes were a little wet from crying. But I had an intensity in my eyes that she’d captured. It was raw and it was real. She’d taken a picture of me. Not airbrushed. Not fancy. Just me.

“You look gorgeous. But then, you always do. I just had to get that emotion on your face because it was so gorgeous.”

“You sure you didn’t Photoshop me?” I asked, looking up at her again.

“Just a little changing of the light and shadows and fixing some of the tint. But other than that, it’s just you.” I wasn’t so sure about that. But I liked the picture. I hoped that I could get a copy of it when she left.

“Would you like to see the others?” she asked and showed me some of the other raw images she had yet to work on. There was Daisy and Molly, gazing lovingly at each other, Daisy’s face covered in flour. A picture of Jen making sandwiches. Sal in the office, doing the books. A few of our customers, including Todd, the trans man who practically lived here when he wasn’t at work, and who we’d had a fundraiser for his top surgery. Ellie, who was genderqueer and disabled and had the best laugh of anyone I’d ever met. They were all there and they were all beautiful. My patchwork family.

“You really love them,” Lacey said.

“Yeah. I do.” I had tears on my face again.

“Why do you keep making me cry?” I asked, using a napkin to blot my cheeks.

“It’s unintentional, I assure you,” Lacey said. I balled up the napkin and she reached for my face. 

I flinched. “What?” 

She froze. “You have an eyelash on your cheek.” Oh, how cliché. I leaned forward and let her gather the eyelash with her elegant fingers.

“Make a wish,” she said, holding it up. I couldn’t see it because I was too busy staring into her eyes. Today they looked like black tea with too much honey. Perfect.

“Okay,” I said, blowing at the supposed eyelash. I didn’t make a wish. I was too distracted to think of one.

“I really want to kiss you right now. I wonder if that’s what you wished for,” Lacey said. She’d come closer and our faces were only inches apart. I could kiss her so easily. But I was at work. Not that I thought that Jen or Sal would demote me for kissing in the café (seeing as how Daisy and Molly sucked face, and did lots of things when Daisy was in the bakery), but still. I was still a little rattled from those strange dreams I had last night and trying to figure out my feelings.

“I probably shouldn’t,” I whispered and she nodded, pulling back.

“You’re right. We probably shouldn’t. Here.” I nodded and she looked back down at her laptop. There was a breath of awkward silence and I wasn’t sure what to say.

“I’ll, um, go get your chai and your BLTA,” I said, getting up. I went back to the kitchen to get her order and brought it out.

Lacey was quiet as I set down the plate and handed her the chai cup. I hated to think it was something I’d done.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out. “I’m sorry about the kissing. It’s just . . .  you’re here and I want to kiss you, but you’re leaving. I know I said I was up for whatever, but I’m not sure if I am. I know that’s a bit like flip-flopping. Ugh, I don’t know what I’m trying to say.” I put my head in my hands.

A hand brushed my shoulder.

“It’s okay. Really. I didn’t think that this was going to be anything. There’s just . . .  there’s no time. For anything substantial and I don’t know if I can do anything with you that isn’t . . .  substantial.” That was how I felt, but it was kind of too late to be making this decision. I was already wading into a pool of feelings for her.

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” I said, sighing. Lacey sipped her chai and I let the music of the café distract me for a minute.

“Why does everything have to be so complicated?” she said, laughing a little.

“I don’t know. I think things get more complicated the older you get.” It was true, in my experience.

“I think you’re right.” She sighed and shook her head. “I wish my life wasn’t complicated. I think I’d like to try simple for a while. Instead of blowing around like a tumbleweed. I don’t even know if I could. But it would be interesting to try.” She turned her eyes on me and my stomach twisted with what she might be saying.

“Do you . . .  do you think you might want to stick around here? For a little while?” I didn’t have the right to ask her to be here since I wasn’t offering her anything. I couldn’t offer her anything. I still barely knew her. What I did know, I liked. A lot.

“I’m not sure. But I can at least stay for another week? Just . . .  take a break. I can’t remember the last time that I just sat around and did nothing. I’ve been working so hard for the past few years and I want to see if I can actually slow down and take a breath. This seems like as good a place as any. And it’s got a bonus. You’re here.” I felt myself blushing.

“Another week?”

“Another week.”

A lot could happen in a week.
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I had to go back to work before we really hashed things out, but I could barely contain my glee that she was staying for an extra week. Maybe I could even take a day or two off and we could hang out. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slowed down either. I was always moving, always doing something else so I didn’t have to stop and think. I’d done it in my relationships, too. I’d moved from one person to the next, never slowing down long enough to see if something could work in the long-term.

Maybe we both needed to put on the brakes and breathe. Together.

I found someone waiting by my car for me when I walked out of the library after locking up.

“Fancy seeing you here,” I said. She grinned and adjusted the adorable baseball cap she had on. She looked damn adorable.

“I know. I can’t imagine what I would be doing at a library.” I snorted.

“So, what can I do for you? You want to break in and read all the dirty books?” She leaned close and whispered conspiratorially to me.

“Do you have any gay books? Those are my favorites. With girls kissing other girls.” I pretended to gasp.

“So scandalous,” I whispered back.

“I know.” She wiggled her eyebrows and I couldn’t resist any longer. I reached for her face and she came forward to meet me.

It was like the first time. All fire and sweetness and her lush lips on mine. I’d never had someone kiss me who just completely swept me up in it. I couldn’t remember what else I was supposed to be doing, other than kissing Lacey Cole. Why would I ever want to do anything else?

She rested her forehead on mine.

“You’re incredible. I don’t even know your middle name, but you’ve just totally ruined all my plans. And I like my plans, Anna.” I shivered at the way she said my name.

“I’m sorry I fucked with your plans.” I licked my lips, tasting her.

“No you’re not.” She pushed away from me and sighed.

“You want to do something?” she asked.

“What?” Everything was closed or closing soon. Ridiculous small town hours. At least in the summer we would have been able to get a drink until ten.

“I . . .  don’t know. You’re the one who lives here. Show me your town.” Okay. I guess I could do that. It was a relatively warm night and we only needed light jackets to wander around without getting cold.

“Sure,” I said, motioning to the street. “Let’s go.”

*^*^*

We headed up and down the main street and then went down to the water. There was a dock that people often used in the summer as a place to get drunk, but tonight it was abandoned. Sometimes I would come down and stick my feet in the water, but you couldn’t pay me to do that now. Way too cold.

Still, Lacey and I sat on the dock and watched the moonlight drift over the waves.

“It’s nice here. It feels like this town moves at a different speed than the rest of the world. It’s calm. Slow. But in a good way. I like it.” I’d been other places, but not for a long time. I’d flirted briefly with the idea of moving to New York or Seattle, but that had always seemed impossible. Unreachable. So I’d just stayed here. And I was happy. I was. I think?

“Does it make you happy? Traveling?” Lacey pulled her legs up and put her chin on her knees, looking out at the water. The wind tossed her hair around under the ballcap.

“It used to. I think it still does. But, like I said, I feel the need to stay still for a while. To breathe. To do nothing but sit and read a book, or watch movies all day. To be idle.” I liked the idea of it, but wasn’t sure if I could really do it.

“I could try being idle with you. I could take some days off, maybe.” She turned and smiled at me, hopeful.

“Really? I think I’d like that. A lot. Being idle with you.” I didn’t mean to make it sound sexy, but there was an undercurrent that I didn’t think I was the only one feeling. She brushed some of my hair behind my ear.

The ocean air was cold, but cleared my head. I’d always loved living near the salty air. It helped me get clarity sometimes. 

“Then let’s be idle.”

*^*^*

It got too cold to sit by the water, so we ended up being idle in the comfort of Lacey’s room with a few rum and Cokes, and some cheese and crackers. 

“If you had a million dollars, what would you do with it?” I asked. We were getting to know each other by asking ridiculous questions. It was fun and silly and I was warm from the alcohol and I couldn’t remember being this relaxed in ages.

“Hmm,” she said, her face screwing up as she thought. So adorable. “Probably buy some boobs.” She looked down at her chest and pouted a little.

“How big would you go?” I asked.

“I’m not sure. I’m still waiting for mine to grow a little more.” They looked perfect to me, but I wanted her to be happy with them.

“I think I’d buy a villa in Tuscany,” I said. “Fix it up. Like that movie.” Lacey looked up from her chest.

“That sounds nice. I’ve never been to Italy.” I could tell she was still thinking about her body.

“Hey,” I said, reaching out and touching her arm. “I think you’re beautiful. Just the way you are. Okay? You don’t need to change anything. But if you want to, need to, that’s okay too. Do what you need to do for you. You deserve it. You deserve everything.” She bit her bottom lip and nodded.

“Thanks. I’m still figuring out what I want. It changes. Anyway, let’s talk about something else.” She went back to asking about what I’d put in my villa.

“Well, I think I’d love to have a huge garden. I mean, I can’t grow a damn thing, but maybe I could hire a gardener or something. I mean, if I had all that money, I don’t see why I couldn’t pay someone to grow stuff. And then I’d put my library with windows overlooking the garden so I could have a window seat to read in.” Of course I’d have a huge library. That was essential.

“And who would live with you in this villa, or would it just be you?” I knew what she was asking.

“I’m not sure. It might be awful lonely to be in a villa by myself. I might want to have a cat, at least. A black one.” She smiled slowly.

“Oh, really?”

“Uh huh.” 

Lacey sipped at her drink and thought about that.

“I think Murder would like living in a villa. There’d probably be lots of birds in the garden for him to watch and plenty of places to hide and then jump out and scare us.”

“Us?” I said.

“Yeah, us.” That word was both terrifying and reassuring at the same time. I couldn’t figure out if I liked the sound of it or not. So many conflicting feelings.

“I could put in a photography studio. I think someone could take a lot of wonderful photographs in Italy,” I said. Her smile got wider.

“I think I could.” I changed the subject again, asking about her most-embarrassing moment. I then shared mine, and we went back and forth like that for hours. Well into the night.

“Do you want to just stay here?” she asked. I thought about it. Not a good idea. Too many temptations.

“It’s okay. I don’t live that far.” And I had my car. This was when living in a small town worked out in my favor.

“Okay,” she said, but I could tell she was a little hurt.

“It’s not that I don’t want to. I just . . .  I think we should keep things . . .” I couldn’t find the right words.

“Uncomplicated?” she asked and I laughed.

“Yeah. That.” Lacey sighed and nodded.

“Yeah, you’re right. We should keep things as simple as possible. At least for now.” For now. 

“Sounds good. So . . .  I’ll see you tomorrow?” I hoped I would.

“Yeah. You’ll see me tomorrow. We’ll do some more idling.” I couldn’t resist giving her one last kiss before I left.

“Goodnight, Lacey Cole.”

“Goodnight, Anna Corcoran,” she said.
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The next few days were a blur of work, seeing Lacey, talking with Lacey, laughing with Lacey, and work. I wasn’t getting a whole lot of sleep, but I couldn’t remember being happier. I’d put in for five days off at the library and Violet Hill and I’d somehow gotten them. Mostly based on the fact that I almost never took vacation days and rarely called in sick. It paid to be a good employee apparently. I also got ahead on my design work, so I wouldn’t have to do that either. I was going to have five days of complete idleness with Lacey and I couldn’t wait.

“So, are you like, together?” Ruthie asked as we took one of our breaks at work. Lacey was finishing up her interviews and taking some boudoir shots today so she wasn’t here, but she’d pretty much been camping out at the café for the past few days. I was going to miss the sight of her in the corner, concentrating and working hard.

“No. We’re just . . .  I don’t even know what we are. She’s leaving soon. It’s not even a fling because we haven’t had sex.” 

“Do you have to have sex to consider it a fling?” I thought about that.

“I don’t even know anything anymore. I’m just going with the flow I guess.” The flow was good. I loved the flow. 

“So what happens when she leaves?” I gave her a look.

“Oh, sorry. I shouldn’t have asked. But it’s nice to think about someone else’s relationship for a few minutes.” I could understand her need for distraction.

“Sorry,” I said.

“Yeah, it’s okay. I’m moving on. I think. Maybe if I say I’m moving on enough times, it will actually happen.” Ouch. She was in a tough spot.

I wanted to say something comforting, but I couldn’t think of what. 

“Shit,” she said, looking down at her phone. 

“Break’s over.” So it was.

*^*^*

A few days later was the eve of my five days of idleness.

“So. I have an idea. But I’m not sure if you’re up for it, but hear me out,” Lacey said, putting her hands up to stop any protestations I might have. But I didn’t know what she was going to suggest, so how could I protest?

“Hit me with it,” I said. We were back at the photography studio, hanging out with Murder and talking about our worst school pictures.

“I know I’ve already taken some pictures of you, but I was wondering if maybe . . .  maybe you’d want to do a boudoir session? Before I go? Free of charge. No pressure.” I opened my mouth to say “hell no,” but then I thought about it. Why not? Who else would I be comfortable enough with to do something like this? If I put it off, then I was going to be eighty and wondering why I’d never done it. And how bad could it be? Really?

“I think I’ll do it.” Her eyes lit up.

“Really? I mean, not just because I’m excited about the prospect of seeing you in lingerie. I like photographing pretty people.” I bet she did. I laughed.

“You’re hilarious. So, do I have to do anything special?” I didn’t have much in the way of lingerie in my drawers.

“Just bring what you feel comfortable and sexy in. And maybe I’ll have a few little things for you to try on.” Oh, that was interesting. The idea of wearing something Lacey picked out for me turned me on. A lot.

“You’re trying to seduce me,” I said. She giggled.

“Am I that obvious?”

“Uh, yes?” Lacey hid her face.

“I’m not trying to seduce you,” she said, her voice muffled.

“You’re always trying to seduce me. Everything you do seduces me.” She lifted her head.

“Really?”

“Uh, yeah. I honestly don’t know how I keep my hands off you most of the time.” It was a serious challenge. But I wanted to keep things toned down. I was still totally confused about what to do with my feelings for her.

“Well, that’s a bit like the pot calling the kettle black,” she said. I stuck my tongue out at her.

“Real mature.” I shrugged.

“Never said I was.” 

She rolled her eyes.

“Okay, so I’ll take your picture and I’ll keep my hands to myself and my seducing to a minimum. How’s that? I can be a professional.” I wanted to laugh, but I didn’t.

“I feel like I should make a bet with you about this,” I said.

“No way. I am really trying here.” She pretended to be serious, but failed. So cute.

“Stop being cute, you’re making it worse.”

“You’re seduced by cute?” Lacey raised one eyebrow.

“Always.” 

“Oh, then I’ll try not to be cute.” She batted her eyelashes and pouted her lips and I groaned and threw a pillow at her.

“Stop it!”

“I can’t! I’m just too cute! It’s a disease!” I lunged at her and shoved her against the couch.

“If you don’t stop, I’m going to kiss you.” She gasped.

“Oh, no that would be terrible. The absolute worst thing to ever happen to me. Being kissed by Anna Corcoran. Please, no.” We both giggled and I shoved the pillow out of the way so I could get to her.

But at the last second, I pulled back.

“No, I don’t think I’ll kiss you. Because that’s what you want.” She sat up.

“Are you serious?” Now who was frustrated?

“Yup. I’m not going to kiss you.” I moved away from her and pressed my lips together.

“Meanie,” she said, pouting. Damn, now she was back to being adorable again.

“Takes one to know one.” We were both being totally childish, but I didn’t care at all. I loved being silly with Lacey. It was so nice to be silly with someone.

“Fine, fine,” she said. “I don’t want to kiss you either.”

“Liar.”

She sighed.

“Whatever.”

*^*^*

The morning of my first day of idleness, I woke at my usual time. Of course. But I had a full day with Lacey planned and I was eager to get to it. First up: breakfast.

“I thought you said you were terrible at cooking?” Lacey said when I showed up with a waffle iron and ingredients for waffles.

“I am, but waffles are the one thing I make really well. It’s a gift.” I set the waffle iron on the table next to her coffeemaker and got to work mixing the ingredients. I’d also brought whipped cream and blueberries that I’d pilfered from Violet Hill. What they didn’t know wouldn’t hurt them. Plus, Daisy had been watching the whole time I’d been stealing them from the walk-in and hadn’t said a word.

“A gift, huh?” she said, coming up beside me and sliding her hand down my back. I leaned into her and she kissed me on the cheek.

“A gift,” I said, turning so I could meet her lips. She still took my breath away when she kissed me. Every single time. I didn’t know when or if I’d ever find someone who kissed me like that ever again.

“You’re such a good kisser,” she said when she pulled back.

“Am I?” I wasn’t aware that I had any particular talent at it. I mean, I’d never had any complaints, but I’d never won any awards for it either.

“Mmmm, yes. You make me forget about everything.” She made a little groan of frustration and stepped away from me.

“So, I got you some stuff for your shoot. And I can do your hair and makeup if you want. Or if you want to go natural, we can do that too.” I wasn’t sure. I kind of liked the idea of getting all dolled up, but I wasn’t really like that normally. Not that I didn’t wear makeup, but I tended to keep it on the light side. My hair was dramatic enough already.

“Can we do maybe a little bit?” I asked.

“Of course. This is all you. This is all for you. Whatever you want to do that’s what we’ll do.” I liked the sound of that.

“Can I see what you bought?” I wasn’t sure if I wanted to. This photo shoot was already going to be tough.

Lacey went and got a bag from under the bed.

“So I got a little bit of everything.” She dumped it out on the bed. Oh. She really had gotten everything. There were plain cotton tanks with briefs, lacy bralettes, a sport’s bra, a pair of lacy boxer shorts, a barely-there thong and one other thing. A corset.

“I estimated on the sizes,” she said sheepishly. She’d estimated perfectly.

“They all look good,” I said, running my hands along the pink lace bralette. It had matching panties and was so pretty and delicate. I’d never owned anything like that. I’d always worried the lace would just get torn in the wash.

“You like?” she asked, coming to stand beside me.

“I do. Very much. You didn’t have to do this.” I turned and found her face so close. Her eyes were more gold today. Almost like topaz.

“I wanted to. I wanted to buy something pretty for you to wear.” 

I brushed my hand against her cheek.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” I paused with our lips just a whisper away from each other.

“Do you think I could maybe see you in something like this,” I asked, brushing my fingers along the lace set again. Lacey blushed like a sunset.

“I don’t know. I’m so self-conscious about my body.” I kissed her nose.

“It’s okay. Just an idea. But no pressure. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to, gorgeous.” I put my arms around her and squeezed.

“You’re the best,” Lacey said.

“No, I’m not. I’m terrible.” We both laughed.

“So, anyway,” she said, breaking the hug. “I thought you could pick what you wanted and discard the rest.” I picked up the lace bralette and matching panties and one of the cotton tanks.

“I don’t really think I’m a corset girl. I don’t fancy my ribs being smushed.” I shuddered.

“Yeah, I don’t blame you there. Okay, I’ll take the rest of these back if you don’t want them.” Lacey gathered up the rest of the items and put them back under the bed.

“So, I can get the studio tomorrow for a few hours, if you’re ready to do it.” Oh, wow. That was quick. I was kind of hoping I’d have a few more days to mentally prepare, but whatever. I could do this. I wasn’t going to be naked, for fuck’s sake.

“Sure, sounds good. Do I need to do anything special?” Lacey ran her hand through my hair.

“Just bring your gorgeous self and anything you’d like to wear. I have some jewelry in the studio already if you want to wear some. And some hair accessories, although, I think a simple shoot would be best for you. Is there any music you’d like?” Oh, I hadn’t thought of that. There was a lot to this thing.

“Um, whatever. I’m not picky.” Now I had a full day to stress and hope that she didn’t notice the cellulite on my ass, or the stretch marks on my thighs or that weird little scar I had on my belly from when I fell off my bike.

I mean, I wasn’t obsessed with my flaws, but photo shoots tended to kind of bring that stuff out in the open. I hoped that I looked okay. 

“You’re going to be gorgeous,” she said, wrapping some of my hair around her fingers and tugging gently. 

“I hope so.”

*^*^*

There was one thing I needed to do before the shoot. Re-dye my hair. Lacey offered to help and I didn’t think she knew what she was in for.

“Gloves,” I said. “Gloves, gloves, gloves. Unless you want purple hands.” She laughed and said maybe she did. We did the dyeing job in her bathroom and it was hilarious and we had a few mishaps and my mind drifted into “what if we did this all the time?” What if Lacey was my hair-dye helper for more than this one time? I really wished my brain would stop running with this stuff. It made it harder to think about her saying goodbye in a week. Not that I was counting the hours I had left or anything . . . 

“And now we wait,” I said as she set the timer and hid the white towels that were now splotched with purple. The inn was totally going to find those and bill her.

“I’ll reimburse you,” I said.

“Don’t worry about it.” She kissed my cheek and put on some music and started doing a goofy dance to keep me entertained. I started laughing so hard that I couldn’t stop and tears streamed down my face.

“Stop it, I’m going to die,” I wheezed as she moon-walked around the bathroom with a goofy smile on her face. My lungs were dying.

“Stop what? This?” She turned and did a dorky little butt wiggle.

“Yes, that! Stop. I can’t breathe.” Lacey started to laugh as I wiped my eyes. The timer went off and she took me over to the sink to wash out the color.

“If this was blue, it would look like Smurf blood.” I snorted and nearly banged my head on the sink. 

“You have to stop being so funny or I’m going to injure myself.” She rinsed the color out and then wrapped my head in a towel.

“This is the most fun I’ve had in a bathroom in a long time,” she said and I started giggling again. She’d hit my funny bone and now I couldn’t seem to stop.

“Ugh, I didn’t mean that the way it sounded!” she wailed, but all was lost. We both had a laughing fit until we were rolling around on the floor and gasping.

“I can’t remember the last time I had this much fun with anyone,” she said, reaching out and taking my hand.

“Same,” I said, turning my head to meet her eyes. We were laying on a bathroom floor, but it didn’t matter. My hair was wrapped in a towel, but it didn’t matter. I was right where I wanted to be. With Lacey Cole.

“I really like you, Anna,” she said in a hushed voice.

“I really like you, Lacey.” She took a deep breath.

“That’s kind of a problem.” 

Yes, it was.

“You’re leaving in a week,” I said. It was actually six days, not that I was counting.

“I know. But I’ve already pushed leaving by a week. What’s another?” But what would two more weeks do? She’d still be leaving, she’d just be prolonging it and making it worse. Perhaps it was better to end things now. Then my heart would only be a little broken.

I’d recover. Probably.

“I don’t know what to do here,” she said. 

“I know. It’s a rock and a hard place.” She groaned and looked at the ceiling.

“If I go, I could come back. I could always come back.” She could, that was true. But what was I supposed to do? Just sit and wait for her? That wasn’t fair to either of us.

“I don’t know,” I said. 

“Me either.”

All we could do was enjoy the next few days and see what happened. Six days could change everything.
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Our second day of idleness started with me getting my hair and makeup done by Lacey. Apparently she was good at that as well. She was just good at everything.

Murder twisted himself around my feet, meowing for attention. I fed him treats when Lacey wasn’t looking. I wanted him to love me. By the way he was trying desperately to burrow his way into my lap, I’d succeeded.

Lacey rolled my hair up and pinned it and applied what felt like a ton of makeup to my face, but when she showed me the final product, I just looked like a more polished version of myself. She did an amazing job. My shiny violet hair fell in soft waves over my shoulders. All I needed to do now was put on the bralette and panties and pose. She’d set up a few different scenes and I wasn’t going to admit that I’d practiced in my mirror at home.

Spoiler alert: I was not good at making sexy faces. I hoped that I would discover some hidden skill when Lacey turned her camera on. I didn’t have a whole lot of faith that would happen.

“Okay, beautiful, all you need to do is get changed and then we’re ready to roll.” She’d turned on some music and it turned out to be Adele. Interesting choice.

I scurried toward the bathroom and was pleased to see a robe in there for me. She’d also turned up the heat so I wouldn’t get cold. I slipped into the lingerie and looked at myself in the mirror. I looked like me, but better. Sexy. Or at least as close to being sexy as I was going to get. 

“You can do this,” I said to myself and then realized I was talking to myself. Yikes. I shook my head and put the robe on, cinching the tie. Lacey Cole was going to see me in my underwear. I’d spent at least an hour in the shower last night getting rid of every offending hair that I could find. Now I was worried that I’d missed one or two.

Not that it mattered, she could airbrush them out. But still.

“You ready?” Lacey called to me and I turned and opened the door.

“Yeah,” I said, not sounding very confident. I came out to find her fiddling with the lights.

“Hey,” I said, my hands still on the ties of the robe. It just skimmed the top of my thighs, so this was the most unclothed I’d been with her.

The song switched to “Make You Feel My Love” which was a little disconcerting. I wondered if she’d planned that.

“Wow,” she said, staring at me. “You look amazing.” I looked down to make sure I wasn’t falling out anywhere.

“Um, thanks.” I fiddled some more with the robe and then she shook her head as if to clear it. 

“Oh, yeah. Right. Pictures.” She was blushing. “So, what I thought we could do is have you start out sitting, to get you comfortable, and then move to standing and then the bed. But only if you’re comfortable. I’m only doing this if you want to, okay? You don’t have to take a single shot if you don’t want to. Or, I could take them all and then you decide that you want to delete them. This is all for you. You’re in charge, Anna.” I held the robe a little closer and nodded.

“Okay,” she said and motioned me over to a red velvet tufted chair that looked like something from a professor’s library.

“If you want to keep the robe on for the first few, that’s more than okay. I’m mostly going to take a few test shots to make sure the lighting is right.” I looked into her eyes and instantly calmed down. Her voice soothed me.

“Uh huh,” I said, sitting down. She arranged me with my hands in my lap and fixed my hair.

“Gorgeous,” she said, winking and stepping back to pick up the camera. 

“Here we go,” she said. 

“Do you want me to look at you?” I asked, trying not to move too much.

“Just stay right like that,” she said from behind the camera. She crouched down and clicked a few times.

“One, two, three,” she’d say and then there would be the click. I tried not to blink. Sure, I’d had my picture taken before, but not under these circumstances.

“Good, good,” she would interject. I wasn’t sure what, exactly, I was doing that was good, but I guess it was working?

She stopped and moved back.

“Now I want you to think about something warm. Something that makes you happy.” I looked at her.

“Now look away,” she said, but I shook my head.

“I just want to look at you.” She froze. 

“I’m sorry,” I said, ducking my head and blushing. I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“No, it’s . . .  it’s okay. I’m just a little taken aback.” I peeked up at her. She had a stunned look on her face.

“Sorry,” I said again.

“Don’t be. I feel the same way. I was just hoping you weren’t going to find out my ulterior motives for wanting you to do this.” I couldn’t hold back a laugh.

“You aren’t as stealthy as you think you are, Lacey Cole.” 

“I know. But I was hoping you’d let me get away with it.” I took a breath, stood up and dropped the robe.

“Maybe I will.”

I sat back down and tried not to think about all my flaws that were now on full display.

“Holy shit,” she said in hushed tones. “Holy fucking shit.” I’d never really gotten that reaction before. Lacey sort of tipped over and sat on her ass, holding her camera up so it didn’t hit the floor. 

“Are you okay?” I asked, trying not to fidget. 

“Yeah, I think so. I’m not really sure.” Her voice had a dreamy quality to it and her eyes were wide.

“Seriously, are you okay?” I was starting to get worried.

Lacey nodded slowly.

“Yup. Just fine. I’m just staring at the most beautiful human I’ve ever seen and I can’t believe you’re real, but sure, totally fine.” I looked down at myself. Just a regular body. A little chunkier than I’d been a few years ago. A few scars. Stretch marks. Uneven boobs. Chunky legs. Nothing special. I wasn’t a radiant beauty. But she was looking at me as if I was a priceless work of art.

“You’re stunning. Absolutely stunning.” She finally got up and aimed her camera again.

“If you say so,” I said.

“I do.” She started clicking again and I followed her instructions, looking in a few different directions, playing with my hair, moving my hands. I got more comfortable as the time ticked on and she actually got me to laugh a few times by making funny faces at me. Things got less serious and I started to have fun and loosen up.

She had me do some standing poses and I felt kind of silly trying to be alluring, but she assured me that I was doing a good job. 

And then, we moved to the bed. She had me start off sitting and then resting against a pile of soft white pillows. 

The more I’d watched her work, the more turned on I’d become and I seriously wanted her. Everything she did was erotic and she was in her element. I couldn’t stop myself from reaching out and taking the camera from her hands.

“What are you doing?” she asked, but she let go of it.

“Turning the tables,” I said, figuring out which button to push to take the picture. She seemed hesitant at first, but I got a few shots of her and then I stood up.

“Come here.” I patted the bed and she sat down on it. Today she wore a faded t-shirt and jeans and the shirt clung to her body so perfectly. She was a stunner.

“Relax,” I said, brushing my hand through her hair. 

“I’m not good at this,” she said nervously.

“You’re doing fine.” I took a few shots and then made a face at her to get her to laugh. I had no idea if I was doing this right, but that didn’t matter.

“Okay, okay,” she finally said, taking the camera back, but it was to set it on the floor.

“I need to kiss you,” she said, reaching for me.

“If you must,” I said, leaning down. She pulled me onto the bed and I squealed a little. Lacey rolled me until she was on top and I was pressed against the bed. Oh.

“Hello,” I said, a little breathless.

“Hello,” she said, her voice low. She braced herself on her arms, but there wasn’t much between us. The scraps of lace I was wearing seemed insubstantial at the moment.

“Fuck, I want you so much,” she said, just barely pressing her hips against mine. Just enough to make me moan.

“I want you, Lacey. So much.” So much I was losing my mind. This was torture. Pure, irritating torture.

“Can I touch you?” she asked, and I nodded. She started at the top of my head, running her fingers through the loopy curls she’d created earlier. Her fingers traced my ears and skipped down my neck to my chest and roamed across my breasts and then down to my navel. Her touch became hesitant.

“It’s okay,” I said and she moved lower, just barely caressing the apex of my thighs. I arched against her hand and I couldn’t stop the moan that came from my mouth.

“You feel incredible,” she said, moving against me again. If she kept this up, I was going to combust.

Combust from lust.

She lowered her head and kissed me, but I pushed against her and deepened the kiss. Her hand continued its slow torture even though I started rhythmically arching against her. She didn’t take it further than that, and I wanted her to. I also wanted to touch her.

I pushed my hand against her shoulder and she reared back.

“I’m sorry.” She thought she’d done something wrong.

“It’s okay! You didn’t do anything. I just want to touch you. Is that okay?” She thought about it a minute.

“You can stop me anytime. For any reason.” 

“Sure.” Knowing that she was still shy, I went slow, starting with her face like she’d started with mine. When I got to her chest, I waited, to make sure it was okay with her. I brushed against the soft curves there and I wanted to fill my hands with her. I knew she would look so amazing naked, but that would come with time. I hoped. It would come with trust.

My hand ventured lower, dipped into the curve of her belly button and then rested at the top of her jeans.

I waited again, but she urged me on and I covered her. I hadn’t asked about any surgeries because it hadn’t been the time. I hadn’t had the right to know.

“I haven’t . . .  I mean, I’m still,” she said, her face going red. I knew what she meant.

“It’s okay, Lacey. I’ll work with whatever you’re working with.” I smiled and cupped her through her jeans. She moaned and I was pleased when she pushed herself against me. I stroked her again and she let me. I moved so I could use more of my hand and squeezed her gently.

“Fuck,” she said.

“More?” I asked, doing it again.

“Yes.” I wanted more of her, so I unbuttoned her jeans and slid my hand in, palming the outside of her underwear.

“Holy fuck,” she said, her eyelids fluttering.

“You feel so good,” I said, stroking her.

“You feel so good,” she said, her hands gripping the comforter.

She looked incredible like this, all wild and undone. Like a goddess. I started a rhythm, trying to find what she liked. At one point, she asked me to stop.

“Are you okay?” I asked, pulling my hand back.

“Yeah. I just want to touch you, too.” She wiggled her fingers and I laughed.

“Okay, we can do tandem.” We moved so that we could both have full use of our hands and still look at each other. It was hard to maintain composure and keep up a steady rhythm when she was touching me, but I did my best. When she went faster, I went faster and we started building towards the peak together. Sweat broke out on her face and both our breathing took on another pitch. At one point, Murder jumped on the bed and stared at us, but wandered off to lick himself.

“Little pervert,” she panted and then moaned. “I’m close.”

“Me too,” I said and I wondered if we would come at the same time. The combination of touching her and the way she touched me had me building and building until I crested and my hips jerked against her hand. I felt her coming just after I started and that just made it even better. Stars exploded behind my eyes and the storm seemed to go on and on.

When things finally started to calm, I didn’t want to move. My entire body was electric. I hadn’t come that hard in . . .  ever, maybe.

“Fuck,” she said, looking at the ceiling. I took my hand back to find it was sticky and wet.

“Sorry about that,” she said, still trying to catch her breath.

“No worries,” I said, getting up and washing off in the bathroom. When I came back, she was a little red.

“Do you need to clean up?” I asked and she nodded. “No worries.” She shuffled off to the bathroom and came back a little while later.

“Well, I wasn’t expecting that to happen,” she said, sitting back down on the bed.

“Me neither. But I liked it. Even though it was unexpected. Sometimes the unexpected things in life are the best.” I got up and kissed her softly.

“It was amazing. You felt amazing.” 

“So did you.” She caressed the back of my neck. “Can I take a picture of you like this? You’re glowing.” I didn’t see why not. I got back on the bed and she arranged me again and snapped a few shots.

“You really are astonishingly gorgeous.”

“So are you.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Nine

[image: image]


Once we both came down from orgasm high, we realized we were starving. I put my regular clothes back on and we headed to Zukos for pizza. We both consumed way too much melted cheese and practically had to waddle back to her room at the inn.

“So, I have a question for you,” she said as I lay on the couch and moaned about eating too much.

“Fire away,” I said, putting my hand on my stomach.

“What would you think . . .  about me not leaving in a week?” I sat up and stared at her.

“Are you serious?” She bit her lip and nodded.

“I know that we’re not even technically doing anything and I wouldn’t be staying just for you. I like it here. I’ve found a peace that I haven’t witnessed anywhere else. I want to see what it would be like to stay in one place and I’d like this to be the place. Or at least give it a try.” My mouth dropped open.

“Are you serious?” I said again, getting up from the couch and walking toward her.

“Yes.”

I tackled her onto the bed and kissed the shit out of her.

“Yes, I totally want you to say, are you kidding? I was going to try and get up the courage to ask you, but I thought that was totally selfish, but I wanted to give it a shot and I’m rambling and I don’t even care. Yes. I want you to stay, Lacey Cole. I want to find out what we could be. And I want you to be where you feel happy. And if it’s here, then that would be amazing. But I don’t want you to feel obligated.” She put her finger against my lips.

“I’m not obligated. Honored. Stunned that you’d want me to stick around.” I shook my head.

“You’re ridiculous.”

“Only sometimes.” We kissed again, but she pulled back.

“Oh, I have a question. Can Murder stay with you until I find another place?” I laughed.

“Of course. Your cat is my cat.” Her eyes narrowed.

“Don’t you dare steal him. He’s mine.”

I pretended to be offended by the notion.

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Liar.”

I stopped her protestations with another kiss.
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“He loves me more,” I said, as Murder perched on top of a stack of boxes that we had yet to unpack. Lacey had sent for the last of her things from storage and we were moving her into her new apartment. Our new apartment.

We’d only been together for a few months, but my lease had been up and she’d wanted me out of that crappy studio. So when she’d asked me if I would rent a place with her, I had no objections.

“It’s only because you sneak him treats,” she said, fiddling around in one of the boxes for the wine glasses she thought she had in there. We’d gotten everything inside the apartment. Now we just had to unpack it, but first we needed a drink.

“I can only find a mug with the word ‘fuck’ on it and a cereal bowl with a unicorn on it,” she said, holding them up.

“Good enough,” I said and popped the bottle of wine, filling the unconventional glasses.

Lacey Cole was my girlfriend and we were living together. I didn’t know much beyond that, but I didn’t need to. I was happy. She was happy. I was still working my three jobs, but I’d cut back a little on my hours so I could have more time with Lacey. More time to be idle. To be still. She was still working on her project and was looking at launching it soon. Instead of staying in a new place, she would go for a weekend, or a few days. She also had been taking photos at her friend’s studio and was building up quite a list of clients and had several weddings booked this summer.

I took the offensive mug, leaving her with the bowl.

“To love,” I said, holding the mug up.

“That’s a cliché,” she said, making a face.

“So?”

“So, we should toast to something original.” 

“Like what?”

“To . . .  boxes!” She raised her bowl. We were surrounded by them.

“Okay, fine. To boxes. And love,” I added.

Lacey smiled.

“To boxes and love.” We both raised our “glasses” and clinked them together.

Murder yowled in protest.

“No, you can’t have any wine,” Lacey said. “Wine is for humans only.” We sipped and set our makeshift wine glasses down.

“Come here,” Lacey said, holding her arms out.

“What are we doing?”

“Dancing.” We started to sway to nonexistent music.

“This is my favorite song,” I said.

“What song is that?” Lacey said, dipping me. I arched back and then looked up at her.

“Ours.” 

“Mine too,” she said.
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