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CHAPTER ONE
“THAT’S IMPOSSIBLE.” The hairs on the back of Mat’s neck stood at attention as she gripped the phone harder. “How could the store get one hundred and twenty-seven HR complaints in a week? We don’t even have that many employees.”
“I don’t know what to tell you, Mathilda.” Sandy, Mat’s father’s executive assistant at Kincaide Books’ corporate office was her usual no-nonsense self, direct but not unkind. Even if the use of Mat’s full name, which only her parents still insisted on calling her, was enough to bring on an outbreak of hives. “The new anonymous online system was promised to make employees feel freer in sharing issues with management. Perhaps there are more problems under the surface than you realized.”
“Or there’s a serious glitch in that app my dad got such a good deal on,” Mat countered with a laugh that sounded more like the start of an asthma attack. “I told him it was a bad idea to trust something as important as employee satisfaction and retention to an unknown company operating out of a garage.”
She’d wanted to keep the conversation light, but her nerves kicked up dust she’d thought long settled. Her father, the head of Kincaide Books, was a disaster when it came to anything he considered too modern—vaguely defined as technology newer than the 1990s. He’d fought like hell against every change she’d suggested in the past year since she took on the role of manager of the company’s flagship store. Her job was meant to be a stepping stone to taking over the whole company. Instead, his constant opposition made it feel like a millstone around her neck.
Mat fully believed her many plans, such as expanding their café to include a full bar and turning the bookshop into a popular nightspot for people of all ages, were vital to bringing the company into the post-digital age. She was already planning a holiday launch for it. He thought every one of her suggestions was foolish and a colossal waste of money. But he was more than happy to shell out cash on an unproven app to make it easier for her employees to anonymously stab her in the back.
Fucking fantastic.
“Speaking of employee retention, your father would like to know how close you are to meeting your staffing goals for the holiday season.”
And Mat would like to know how close her father was to meeting his retiring by age seventy goal, but she had a feeling she would be as displeased with his answer as he was going to be with hers.
“Tell him it’s coming along.” It was the best nonanswer she could give. Mat straightened the photo of her great-grandfather on the desk in her tiny office on the fourth level of the store. He’d been the one who started selling books out of a wheelbarrow, before taking the biggest risk of his life by sinking every last dime into constructing the beautiful flagship store that to this day pulled in book lovers and tourists alike. “What are these HR complaints saying, anyway? You’ve gotta help me fix this, Sandy, or my dad’s never going to step down. You don’t want him to have another heart attack, do you?”
“I don’t know all the details yet.” There was a pause, like the woman was weighing her loyalty to Mat’s father with her desire not to find him dead at his desk one morning. “From what I’ve seen, they’re plausible but totally unsubstantiated.”
“That’s a relief, at least.”
Mat’s mind whirred. Real or not, this would be a black mark on her record. If she couldn’t get to the bottom of things and resolve the anonymous complaints, her father would never turn over the reins of the company to her. The longer it took, the more likely Kincaide’s would be doomed to become yet another brick-and-mortar store that didn’t see the writing on the wall in time. Not only would her career go up in flames, so would her great-grandfather’s legacy.
“You don’t have an inkling at all about what type of things are being said?” In today’s world, anything could become fodder. She tried to be fair, but she ran a tight ship, and it was possible Mat had provided more cause for grumbling than she’d thought. She needed to be certain she wasn’t to blame.
“Looks like mostly scheduling complaints, morale issues, and the like. Nothing like harassment or anything more serious.” Sandy’s voice lowered, like she was afraid to say the words out loud. And who could blame her? In today’s climate, even the hint of a sex scandal would be a disaster. Doubly so when the boss was both a woman and queer. Might as well paint a bullseye on Mat’s back. “Even so, if it gets out on social media…”
“I swear to you, there’s no truth to any of this. I fear there’s a traitor in our midst.” Mat bit down on her lip, nearly drawing blood. It was the first time she’d said that out loud, and the weight of the words squeezed the air from her lungs. Anger replaced those nerves, and she was ready to lop off heads. “What do I do?”
“I suggest you find out who it is.”
“What does that mean?” Mat’s tone was razor blade sharp when it should have been more like warm honey. “I’m sorry. Here you are trying to help me, and I’m taking out my frustration on you. I appreciate the warning, and I’ll do my best to flush out the perpetrator.”
Preferably without going ballistic on the rest of the team. Just the asshole. Whoever that may be. But until it was resolved, Mat was going to have to work extra hard at keeping her temper in check.
“Good luck,” Sandy said before ending the call.
Mat stared blankly for many seconds before the full realization of what she’d heard sank in. Someone on her team was trying to sully Mat’s name, maybe even get her fired. Was it only one person, or was it a whole gang? Keeping a business in tiptop shape rubbed some folks the wrong way, but they didn’t understand the pressures Mat faced every day. How would they like to be responsible for keeping a small chain of family stores in Colorado from being crushed by corporations who had no regard for the little people?
All Mat wanted to do was be a good steward of her family’s legacy and keep the company healthy long enough to hand it off to the next generation when the time came. Considering Mat had no siblings and no thought of having children, she wasn’t exactly sure where that next generation was going to come from, but it didn’t matter. She refused to let Kincaide’s die on her watch. That was assuming her father ever let her take charge.
Mat tucked her phone into her pocket. Taking her blazer off her chair, her eyes stayed on the photograph of her great-grandfather. “Did you have to deal with this shit?”
Unsurprisingly, the man in the photo didn’t answer.
Heading downstairs to the main floor of the store, Mat paused on one of the landings to survey her queendom. It was two in the afternoon on the first Saturday in September and a handful of customers explored the titles on the tables in the front, the ones publishers paid big money to be on. The displays had to be perfect, and she made sure they were every day when she came in. If one book was cockeyed when a bigwig walked in, that’d spell the end of the contract. In this business, word spread quickly. One lost deal would multiply like rabbits.
Fortunately, everything appeared to be in order, despite sales staff being somewhat light on the floor today. She hadn’t wanted to admit the truth to Sandy, but hiring had been slow. Despite stacks of promising applications and several offers, nearly every candidate had turned them down in the end. Mat had blamed it on a strong job market, but now another thought occurred to her. Was it possibly related to the bogus HR complaints? Maybe someone was scaring prospective employees away. Mat vowed to take a more active role in the hiring process until all the remaining positions were filled. Whether it was a traitor on the team or a competitor poaching her prospects, Mat wanted to know firsthand.
Descending the final steps, Mat’s gaze swept the open interior of the first floor. It was the most spacious, with display tables in the center, a café tucked into a corner, and dark brown bookshelves in every conceivable space. The second and third floors were more like oak balconies with a five-foot space for customers to browse the floor-to-ceiling shelves on the walls. The dark green walls reached up like tree branches toward the conservatory ceiling with its large domed stained-glass window that let the light in from above.
They simply didn’t make buildings like this anymore, and all of it still wowed Mat to this day, even after growing up in the store. According to her father, Mat had taken her first step right over by the front windows. She’d lost her first tooth when she stumbled down the back stairs and fell flat on her face. She was the fourth generation of Kincaides to run the flagship, and she planned to be the first woman to take the helm of the company as a whole. Being a bookseller was in her blood, and she wouldn’t have it any other way.
A few steps ahead of her, a child ran across the floor, holding up a book, screaming, “Dad, can I get this one?”
Mat’s heart swelled. Watching little ones develop a love of books was what this job was all about. Tears pricked her eyes, and she looked away quickly. There’d been a time when she’d been so certain a family with children was in her future. Things had changed, mostly of her own doing, but it didn’t mean the reminder of what she’d given up didn’t cause the occasional pang of regret.
She searched out a gathering of elderly women at the café to keep her mind off it, smiling to find them exactly where she’d expected. This wasn’t only her home, but a place for the community. Mat could read customers better than their family and loved ones. Like the man with a Brandon Sanderson hardcover tucked under his arm, his eyes darting here and there as if waiting for someone to mock him for being a fantasy nerd.
She knew deep within her soul, the man would casually meander to the history aisle, select an impressive tome, and tell the clerk the Sanderson book was a gift.
Mat’s eyes followed the man to the American history section, as he selected Ron Chernow’s biography of Alexander Hamilton. Like clockwork. He marched to the checkout, saying something to Darwin. Darwin nodded and reached for the gift wrap. Too much wrap. Mat would have to mention that to the youngest and newest staff member. But gently. She didn’t need any more complaints lobbed at her for hurt feelings.
If Mat had been alone, she would’ve patted herself on the back for guessing the customer’s choices. Living every day of her thirty-five years in the world of retail, no one surprised her. Not ever. It was comforting as a businesswoman and a complete disappointment on the human level.
Mat’s best friend, Gage, and his wife, Kate, were always going on about how Mat needed to find a woman, fall in love, and live happily ever after. That Gage also happened to be Mat’s ex-husband made those conversations awkward at best. Perhaps not as uncomfortable as that time she’d had to confess to Gage that she’d cheated on him with some random woman she’d met on a queer hook-up app and discovered in the process she was a lesbian, but awkward nonetheless.
While she couldn’t be happier that her ex and the new love of his life had found their fairytale ending, Mat knew deep down she didn’t deserve a happily ever after of her own. Not given the way she’d ripped out Gage’s heart and stomped it into so many pieces it was a miracle Kate had managed to help him put it back together. There was no excusing what Mat had done, no matter how many times Gage, sweetheart that he was, had tried to give her a free pass.
No, Mat had proven she wasn’t meant to have a spouse or kids. Even the casual flings she’d sought out those first few years after discovering the truth about her sexuality had tapered off almost to the point of non-existence once the thrill had worn off. At this point, Kincaide Books was the only legacy she would ever leave. She had to be happy with this, and for the most part, she was. Why else would she spend every waking hour working the way she did?
As Mat was lost in thought, a woman some six or seven years younger than Mat entered the store. From the modest skirt and jacket, prim bun and pearls, the newcomer displayed the epitome of librarian chic. But no amount of frumpy clothing or thick glasses could hide her attractiveness. It was almost a cliché how easily this woman could transform herself into a “sexy librarian” if she tried. Mat’s mind lit up with the image of the woman taking off her glasses as she removed a single hairpin from her bun, sending the blond tresses cascading around her shoulders. In Mat’s imagination, that sensible pencil skirt concealed a garter belt and lace-trimmed stockings.
Had it gotten a lot hotter in the store all of a sudden?
Aside from good bone structure and striking hair, what snagged Mat’s attention was that she couldn’t pinpoint the woman’s first move—her primary purpose for visiting Kincaide’s. That was nearly unheard-of for Mat. After a lifetime in the bookselling business, she could read every customer with the same ease as the Sanderson fan from earlier. But not this time.
Behind her glasses, the woman’s eyes darted around like a mouse surrounded by hawks. Why was she so nervous? Judging by her outward appearance, this was someone for whom a bookstore should be a second home. But something had her on edge. The way the woman’s shoulders slumped as she avoided all eye contact, Mat was tempted to guess she was there for a self-help book, maybe something about finding the color of your parachute or harnessing your inner goddess. But no. That was too obvious.
Was she an academic? That would make sense. The university was nearby, and this stranger had the serious look of a grad student. Classes were back in session, so maybe she was in over her head and in need of some help. That would explain the nerves. Mat craned her neck, taking steps to follow as the woman disappeared around a bookcase.
Like clockwork, she headed toward a display of study guides, and Mat congratulated herself. Definitely a frazzled grad student. After finding the right guide, would she add a crock pot cookbook to her pile? Grad students never had much time for frivolous things like life skills. Mat could relate.
Except the woman passed the study section without pausing her step, heading instead to the one part of the store Mat could not have dared hope for. Not even if she’d given in to temptation and allowed her overactive imagination to embellish that naughty librarian fantasy more than it already had. Kincaide’s had the largest selection of LGBTQ+ books, including more sapphic books than any other independent bookstore in Colorado. And the newcomer was headed right for it.
Mat blinked, and blinked again, before getting her feet to move.
When Mat rounded the corner, her heart skipped a beat. Not only was the woman standing directly in front of the sapphic books, she had a finger on what was without a doubt Mat’s favorite book in the entire store. A look of awe transformed the woman’s face more than any hair or glasses trick ever could as she eased it from the shelf. She positively beamed with a reverence akin to a member of the Knights Templar encountering the Holy Grail.
Now, this was a surprise. Perhaps not all people were so cut-and-dried. Was it possible there was more to learn about human behavior? Or this human in particular? An odd sensation expanded in Mat’s chest, one she hadn’t experienced in too long to remember. Was it hope?
Don’t give it too much credence, Matty.
While possibly not rearranging everything Mat knew about the universe, the woman’s selection did provide Mat with two useful pieces of information: this stranger had excellent taste, and she liked women-loving-women fiction. The highly erotic kind.
These kernels weren’t nearly enough. Mat enjoyed learning everything she could about her customers, or people in general, really. Though, more often than not, people disappointed the more you got to know them. It was only a matter of time, really.
Disappointed. That word alone should be the epitaph on her tombstone. No name. No dates. Just that single word to sum up a lifetime of experience.
The stunning blond with searing eyes had to be a figment of Mat’s imagination. That was the only explanation. No one this beautiful—albeit in such a non-showy way it was almost like she deliberately tried to hide her appeal—would randomly come into the store and browse the section that was Mat’s pride and joy… emphasis on the Pride.
Either this woman didn’t exist at all, or Mat’s brain was superimposing a total fantasy on what would turn out to be a thoroughly ordinary and completely boring grad student who had probably wandered into the wrong section by accident. This sudden attraction was no more than an old coping mechanism, a throwback to the days right after her divorce when Mat had found solace in the embrace of as many beautiful female bodies as she could. The phone call with Sandy earlier had left Mat more rattled than she’d realized, and now her imagination was indulging in sheer fantasy.
Unless this was real…
There was only one way to find out.
Mat slowly approached, unsure if she wanted to yank herself out of dream world so soon. “Hello.”
Startled, the woman let the book drop from her hand with a squeak. She stared aghast at the ground, as if momentarily paralyzed, before swooping down to retrieve the fallen item. As she did, the satchel she wore across her back tumbled open, spilling the contents over her bowed head.
Gadsby, the official bookstore mascot, darted across the woman’s shoes with an annoyed meow.
“Oh my goodness,” the woman exclaimed in the most endearing way as she scrambled to gather it all up.
“Let me help.” Mat knelt beside her, holding back laughter and maneuvering Gadsby to the side so he’d stop playing with the scattered pencils. If put in the same position, her choice of language would have been considerably stronger. That the woman’s words were as prim as her appearance was charming.
“I’m so sorry.” The woman was on the verge of tears as she rose, and it was all Mat could do not to reach out a soothing hand. The stranger’s eyes dropped to the floor, hiding them from Mat’s view.
“It’s okay. Can I help you find a book?” Mat straightened slowly, her stomach tight with nerves, not wanting to spook this woman who looked like a startled deer. “Or did you want that book? I highly recommend it.”
“Uh… no… I’ve read it.” Still no eye contact, aside from a slight flicker of hazel. But it was enough to set Mat’s heart racing.
What had gotten into her?
“Would you like a recommendation for something similar? I’d be happy to dazzle you with my sapphic skills.”
Wow. That thought had come out way more sexual than Mat had intended. Clearly, she’d meant knowledge of sapphic books. Hadn’t she?
“No… I…” The woman gulped, shaking. “I’ve gotta go.”
Before Mat could react, the would-be customer shoved the book into Mat’s hands and raced toward the exit without looking back. But not before offering the briefest glimpse of what Mat could have sworn was the lacy top of a stocking and the narrow ribbon of a garter belt through the back slit of her very businesslike skirt.
When Mat drew a breath, she was the one shaking.
Oh. My. Goodness.





CHAPTER TWO
HEAD DOWN, Camdyn made her way through the busy downtown streets, avoiding college students and business types alike as she headed for the coffee shop. She’d promised to meet Nina immediately after stopping at Kincaide’s, but given the fifteen minutes Camdyn stood outside the store before working up the courage to go in, she was running behind schedule.
“Sorry I’m late!” she announced as she skidded to a halt in front of her best friend’s table.
Nina stood, laughing as she spread her arms wide. “You haven’t changed one bit. Flustered as always.”
Camdyn leaned into the hug, not overly stung by the honest assessment. “You would think being a full-fledged adult would have cured me of that trait.”
“I don’t think that’s how adulthood works. You don’t magically become the type to make it to appointments on time, sock money in a retirement account, and never have to worry again just by virtue of passing a certain date on the calendar.” Nina didn’t retake her seat even as Camdyn sank into the one on the other side of the table. “Let me get you a drink. Sit. Recover from whatever catastrophe you’ve just left.”
“How’d you know there was a catastrophe?” Camdyn’s stomach twisted at the thought it was so obvious.
Nina circled a finger in the air. “It’s written all over you face. Pumpkin spice latte? It’s ridiculously early, given it’s barely September, but I’ve been staring at the ads since I got here and now, I’m a little bit obsessed.”
“Sure, that sounds good.” What didn’t sound great was it was already September. How many more days until she had to call her editor and tell him the book wasn’t done and probably never would be? Simply mentioning the month was enough to induce a panic attack. That would make two in the span of half an hour, a record for Camdyn. Just barely, but still a record.
Nina returned with two lattes.
“Thanks.” Camdyn hoped the caffeine would jump-start her brain. Apparently, she was not above wishing for miracles.
“Now spill it, but not literally because this is a really nice latte.” Nina smacked her lips.
“Where do I begin?”
“Why are you so upset today?” Nina offered a sympathetic smile.
“I left the house with one purpose in mind. To get a job application at Kincaide Books—”
“The one just down the street?” Nina butted in. “I love that place.”
“Yeah, well, I failed miserably.”
“How? Did you face-plant like you did in the university cafeteria?”
“That would have been less embarrassing.” Camdyn cringed over the memory of landing in her spaghetti for her entire dorm to see. “You were the only one to help me up.”
“That’s what college roommates are for.”
“And backstabbing,” Camdyn couldn’t resist pointing out in a teasing tone.
“Little old me?” Nina spread not-so-innocent fingers across her chest. “Whatever can you mean by that?”
“You’re the reason I don’t have a safe, practical job like every other member of our graduating class.”
“I doubt it’s every member. Remember Dave? No way he got his shit together.” Nina chuckled as she sipped her latte. “Besides, you have a career most of us only dream of. You’re an honest-to-God author with a three-book deal from a major publishing house. Or have you forgotten?”
“How could I forget? It’s all I can think about. As in, how I’m failing at it. And in an even more spectacular manner than not being able to get a simple job application, I’ll have you know.” Camdyn narrowed her eyes to the point that she could barely see.
“What?” Concern creased Nina’s forehead. “Did something happen with your book deal?”
“It’s still on, aside from one simple problem.” Camdyn sipped her latte, the liquid burning her tongue.
“Which is?” Nina boosted one eyebrow.
“I have to write the book.” Camdyn groaned, wishing she could curl up beneath the table in a little ball. “Turns out they don’t give you money just for an idea. You have to actually produce a manuscript. On time.”
Nina waved a hand as if brushing away the problem was that simple. “Come on. In college you were always writing. I remember you filling at least a notebook a week by hand. You’ve got this.”
“Let me rephrase. I can’t write the book they want me to send them.”
“I thought you had the whole next book planned out.”
“I did, but that was when I was going to publish it myself.” This was how Camdyn had gotten her start, but her debut book had succeeded beyond anyone’s imagination, sparking a bidding war among some of the top mainstream publishers and yielding a sizeable advance. It had been a dream, until it turned into a nightmare. “Now that I have a publisher, do you know what they want me to do once it’s done?”
“Write the next book?” Nina guessed.
“Well, that,” Camdyn said with a slight roll of her eyes, “but they also want me to promote it. Like in person, on a book tour.”
“I know you’re shy—”
“It’s not just that. I could maybe get over the shyness with some practice. But I can’t go on a book tour and promote the smutty stuff I normally write.” Just thinking about the prospect made Camdyn break out in a cold sweat. “I’d have to read it. Out loud. In front of people.”
Nina frowned, really not getting it. “Why does that matter?”
“You’ve read my book. You know why.” Camdyn’s hand shook as she lifted her latte to her lips, resisting the urge to take a huge gulp to soothe her suddenly dry throat. “Readers are calling You Can Have My Heart the sapphic answer to Fifty Shades of Grey.”
“That’s a bad thing? Honey, that’s brilliant!” Nina shook her head like she thought Camdyn had lost her mind. “I don’t like to read much, but I read your book three times. I’m the one who told you to publish it.”
“Which is why this is all your fault. I don’t know what I was thinking, but when I went into Kincaide’s, I just had to check their queer section to see if it was there. When my publisher said they were going to put out a new print edition and get it into bookstores, I didn’t believe them. But there it was, and as I held my book, shocked the store had it in stock, this woman approached me.” A sexy and slightly older woman, but Nina didn’t need to know all the details. Camdyn continued, “She startled me, and I dropped my book on the floor, and in the process of picking it up, I spilled everything in my bag over my head. It cascaded down like a waterfall all over the floor. And that was simply a stranger who wandered into the same aisle in a bookstore and said a friendly hello, not me sitting in front of an audience for an author chat or whatever.” Camdyn reached for her throat to settle her heartbeat, doing double time trying to strangle her.
“Was she hot?” Nina asked, raising an eyebrow in the incredulous way she’d perfected in college.
“Yes, she was—what does that have to do with anything?” Shoot, Camdyn hadn’t meant to share this tidbit. Not with Nina. Who always overlooked the big picture for the small.
“Hello? Hot woman in the queer book aisle?” Nina’s palm made contact with her forehead. “Maybe the problem isn’t writer’s block. Maybe you just need to go on a date and get yourself some new material. How long has it been now since you and Addison—”
“No!” Camdyn held up a hand. “Don’t even say her name. And sex is not the answer.”
“Sex is always the answer,” Nina argued. “If it’s not, you’re just asking the wrong question. As for the public speaking part, it’ll take some practice, but you can’t stop writing. That’s not the solution.”
“It’s not a choice,” Camdyn wailed. “I literally can’t write. I sit down to do it and nothing comes.”
“I don’t believe that. Hand over your notebook.” Nina put her hand out. “Give mama some of that sweet sapphic smut.”
Camdyn’s eyes widened, and her voice dropped to a whisper, “I can still write that stuff. Just not the book for the publisher.”
“But isn’t that why they want you? You know, for that stuff?” Nina’s playful expression spelled out she wasn’t truly getting Camdyn’s dilemma.
“You’re not listening to me.” Camdyn let out a breath, aiming it at a stray hair on her forehead. “Whatever I write, they will publish. And whatever they publish, I will have to admit I wrote, and have my picture on the back cover, and read from it at book signings. This is big time. I need to think more Sarah Waters and less Fifty Shades.”
Nina wore a dubious expression as she asked, “Is that what the publisher wants? Because it sounds bor-ing.” Nina cupped her mouth for the megaphone effect.
“For the record, I like Sarah Waters.” Camdyn’s eyes darted back and forth, to ensure none of the customers overheard and were able to put all the pieces together. “And I don’t want a scarlet S on my forehead.”
“I thought that was an A. Speaking of boring shit, that book qualifies.” Nina’s body went limp, and she pretended to snore.
“In this case, S is for smut. I don’t want to be the queen of smut.”
“That is the best marketing angle I’ve ever heard. The Queen of Smut!” Nina bounced in her chair. “Can you trademark that?”
“I can’t let the world know that’s what I do. I just can’t.” Camdyn blinked back tears. “I could never look my grandparents in the eyes again.”
“I think you should be proud,” Nina reprimanded. “How is this Great Lesbian Novel, or whatever it is, coming along?”
“It stinks.” Camdyn plugged her nose.
“All writers think that,” Nina assured her. “Have you put it in a critique group for some feedback?”
“Yes.”
“And?” Nina’s hopeful expression was tinged with caution.
“It stinks like a tuna sandwich left out on a summer day.”
“At least you haven’t lost your ability to make a mountain out of a molehill,” Nina said with a chuckle. “What did they really say?”
“That was a direct quote.” Camdyn’s shoulders slumped. “My editing deadline is barreling at me, and I’m afraid they’ll want the advance back if I don’t deliver the manuscript by the end of the year. That’s why I’ve moved back in with my grandparents, to save enough money so I can pay off the debt.”
“Whoa. Moving back home?” For the first time, Nina’s horrified expression suggested she grasped the severity of the situation. “And you’re okay with that? Are they?”
“They are, with two stipulations. One, I get at least a part-time job. Hence why I went to Kincaide’s for an application. Two, I promise to study in earnest for my CPA exam, like I should have done right after college.”
“You don’t want to be an accountant!” Nina spoke with such force, Camdyn expected her friend to blast off into space. “That was the whole reason you started writing.”
“I don’t want to be homeless, either,” Camdyn protested, the possibility of it nipping at her heels. “I’m dancing along the edge of complete and total destruction of my life.”
“In that case, write the book you’re good at,” Nina urged. “Forget all about the publicity afterwards. Focus on what you do best—making readers hot and bothered. Making them swoon. That’s your superpower. Why would you want to hide it from the world?”
“Would you like the world to think you’re the Queen of Smut?”
“If I could write erotic sex scenes like you do, I would buy myself a damn tiara and insist everyone refer to me as Her Majesty. Do you want to know why?”
“Because you’re insane?”
“Because there’s nothing to be embarrassed about.” Nina reached over and held one of Camdyn’s hands. “You’re an amazing writer, Cammie. Embrace it. Be bold.”
“Bold?” Camdyn laughed. “I’ve never been bold.”
“You were when you hit the publish button three years ago.”
“You literally put your hand over mine and clicked the mouse for me after I let it sit as a draft for two weeks.”
“Details, darling. Now, show me your smutty notebook. I bet there are a billion good ideas in there to get you going.” Again, Nina put her hand out.
Camdyn stared daggers at it.
“You know I’m right. That’s why you aren’t showing me,” Nina teased.
“Fine.” Camdyn reached for her bag, fishing through all the contents. A frown creased her brow, and her pulse beat faster as she searched deeper. “It’s not here.”
“Nice try.” Nina shook her still empty hand, wiggling her fingers.
“No. It’s not—” On the verge of hyperventilating, Camdyn dumped her bag out on the table, sorting all of her belongings into small piles. “Oh, no no no.”
“Did you leave it at home?” Nina used her calming voice, the one she employed when Camdyn used to freak out during finals week every semester.
“No. I had it when I left the house.” Camdyn sucked in a deep breath. “But I spilled everything from my bag. It’s probably on the floor at Kincaide’s. Oh, God.”
“Looks like you’ll have to go back.”
“I can’t go back. Just thinking about it is causing me to—” Camdyn closed her eyes to steady her breathing, to avoid spurring another panic attack.
“You can’t leave your notebook behind. That’s akin to leaving a wounded soldier on the battlefield. It’s morally reprehensible.”
“It’s just a notebook.” Camdyn’s breathing wasn’t improving—unless not being able to was a good thing.
“It’s your soul. The reason why you get out of bed.”
“No, it’s not.” Camdyn lied.
“Then why are you still writing in it? You’re supposed to be crafting the next book to bore the hell out of English lit students.” Nina crossed her arms over her chest, leveling her gaze onto Camdyn. “Don’t even argue. I know you too well. You have to go back.”
“I can’t.”
“Your grandparents want you to get a job. Kincaide’s is definitely hiring. I saw the big-ass sign in the window. Check lost and found for your notebook and get an application.”
“But, I—”
“Go. Now.” Nina pointed toward the door.
“Or—?”
Nina stopped short, clearly at a loss for words now that her bluff had been called. Camdyn couldn’t believe she’d never discovered this trick before.
“Or what?” Camdyn asked again.
An evil smile curved Nina’s lips upward into a terrifying smirk. “I’ll tell your grandparents your pen name.”
Camdyn gasped. “You can’t do that. You’re the only one in the entire world who knows that name, aside from the Evil Ex. You pinky-swore you’d never tell a soul.”
“And I take that vow seriously, but if it’s the only way to get you to write again, I’m willing to break it. That’s how much I believe in you.” Nina covered Camdyn’s hand with her own, giving it a squeeze. “Fuck whatever you think it is people will think of you. I have a newsflash for you. Most people won’t care about your book. Only your readers. They’re the only ones who matter.”
“That’s easy for you to say.” Camdyn cleared her throat, thick with a mix of emotions she couldn’t begin to name.
Nina’s expression softened. “If you think it’s easy for me to say any of this, you clearly don’t understand how much I value our friendship. I don’t want to lose you, but I can’t stand by and let you destroy your life over something so silly.”
“It’s not silly to me.” Camdyn’s voice wobbled.
“I know, but it’s not insurmountable, either. You can accomplish anything. You’re a survivor. You know that. Deep down.”
What Nina didn’t say was that Camdyn’s mother had slipped out of the hospital hours after giving birth. It wouldn’t have been as bad if her father hadn’t abandoned her a few years later. Sure, he left Cam with his parents, her grandparents, but the betrayal of both of her birth parents still stung twenty-eight years later.
That didn’t mean she was a survivor. Not the way Nina thought.
“I can’t do it,” Camdyn said in a whisper she wasn’t sure Nina heard.
“Do what you always do. Break things down into manageable pieces. The first is to go to Kincaide’s and see if your notebook is there. Second, get the job application. You are perfectly capable of doing those tasks. Do you want me to go with you?”
“I thought you had a flight to catch.”
Nina offered a half shrug. “There are more flights.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll go, okay?”
Nina put her pinky out to lock Camdyn into a promise.
“Sometimes I hate you.” Camdyn latched her pinky to Nina’s. “I’ll go, but tomorrow. I’ve had enough humiliation for one day.”
“Fair enough. As long as you promise to step into your future and become the Queen of Smut you’re meant to be. I’m picturing a Cleopatra entrance to your first book signing.”
Camdyn couldn’t stop the laughter bubbling out of her. “You’re impossible.”
“It’s why you love me.” Nina jumped up from her chair. “I have to bail, but I want proof you went to Kincaide’s. If I don’t have photos of the notebook and job application with tomorrow’s newspaper, I’m going to have a very entertaining chat with your grandmother.” With that, Nina fled the coffee shop.
Camdyn stared at the glass door.
All she had to do was go to Kincaide’s, see if her notebook was there, and ask for a job application. It shouldn’t be hard.
Why then did Camdyn picture herself at the base camp of Mount Everest?





CHAPTER THREE
“DO you think I know what’s going on in my store?” Mat demanded the moment Gage, her one-time husband and still best friend, opened his front door. She nearly collapsed into him after the tension from the workday but held her ground as she stepped into the entryway.
“I’m going to need context before I venture into that territory, but I do enjoy how you skip the pleasantries and get right to it.” His grin was wide, and despite being a confirmed lesbian, Mat could hardly deny the sexiness of the crinkles around his blue eyes. “Come on in so we can get to the juicy bits.”
“Can I just say I hate how we’re the same age, and you’re getting more attractive each year and I’m really starting to show every single one of my thirty-five years?” Mat massaged her temples, the self-deprecation so natural at that point she barely noticed she’d done it again.
“Did you come all the way here to fish for compliments?” Gage gave Mat’s cheek a chaste kiss. “You look fabulous, and you know it.”
“I know no such thing,” Mat argued. “Just today, the very sight of me sent a woman running, screaming, from the store. It’s only a few more years before I die alone and Gadsby feasts on my corpse.”
“How you managed to turn a customer leaving without a purchase into a sign of your impending mortality is a mystery to me.” He let out a puff of air.
“She wasn’t just any customer,” Mat confessed. “She was in the queer section. Not only that, but she grabbed my favorite book. And it turned out she’d already read it.”
“Your favorite book? She must be a catch. I hope you got her number.” He tapped his fingertips together.
“Are you even listening? I told you, she got one look at me and ran out the door.” Mat knew this wasn’t exactly how events had played out, but it was cathartic to complain about it nonetheless. “My sex life is basically over.”
“I can already tell I’m going to need some liquid courage for this convo. Would you like some wine?” Gage didn’t wait for an answer, filling a glass for Mat.
“I might need the whole bottle to prevent me from murdering someone.” Mat slid into the wingback chair, nearly collapsing from exhaustion in the process. Getting older was making her soft, a luxury she didn’t have time for.
“Because you didn’t score with some random chick with similar taste in books? That seems extreme even for you.” His expression was impossible to read as he handed her the glass. Was he trying to temper his merriment over her dilemma or looking for a way to say, you’re almost middled aged, sweetheart. What the fuck do you expect?
“Careful, buddy. I have room on my kill list.” Mat glugged her wine, hoping she wasn’t really as far past her sell-by date as she felt.
“Kill list, huh? Do you keep it on a papyrus scroll and add each name with a fountain pen filled with your own blood?”
“My blood? Hell no. I use the blood of my latest victim.” She flicked a hand in the air as if Gage should have known that.
“Naturally. Totally normal thing to do. So, what’s going on?” Gage took a seat, leaning back on the seafoam green couch that his wife, Kate, had definitely picked out, threading his hands behind his head.
Mat settled into her chair, resting the wine glass on the arm, staring at the large canvas of the Flatirons, a rock formation outside of Boulder, at sunset on the wall behind him. “Someone in the store is trying to sabotage everything I’ve been working for. I don’t understand it. I’m a fair boss. I pay way above minimum wage. Yet they stab me in the back?”
Gage steepled his fingers. “How do you know this?”
“Sandy called.” Mat laughed softly as Gage cringed at the mention of her father’s assistant. “Exactly. Hearing from Sandy is never good news. Ever since Dad signed up for that new HR app, they’ve been flooded with anonymous complaints. Like hundreds. They’re all bogus, but vague enough they’re impossible for me to dispute.”
He let out a whistle. “You have no idea who it might be?”
“Right now? Not a clue. But you know how my father already is about handing over the reins of the company to me. This is a black mark I don’t need on my record right now.”
“You’re sure it’s all bogus?” Gage shielded his face with his glass, as if needing it for protection.
“Hey! I’m firm, but fair. Most of the time. Everyone has their bad moments, right?” Mat swallowed a nervous sip. Did she need to do more soul searching on this? “And I think my customers love the atmosphere I’ve created. MaryAnn practically lives in the store, along with a handful of other regulars.” Mat gripped the armrest with her free hand, her other hoisting her glass to her mouth. Before drinking, she said, “Whoever is spreading this hate—they’re at the top of the kill list right now.”
“That whole kill list thing gives some credence to your anonymous snitch, just so you know.” His eyes twinkled, and he had a knowing smirk on his lips that she hated seeing. It never boded well. “What are you going to do about it?”
She inhaled deeply, trying to steady her frayed nerves. “I don’t know if I have the capacity to come up with an elaborate scheme to catch whoever it is. We’re in the middle of renovations for the bar, all the while heading full steam ahead into the fourth-quarter insanity, and there’s a huge book launch coming up in the next month, too. I honestly don’t have time to figure it out.”
“Do you have the option to ignore it?”
Mat scowled. “No.”
No wonder she never slept. She wasn’t just running a store. That would be too easy. She was attempting to bring Kincaide Books kicking and screaming into the present century. Mostly it was her father doing the fighting. She bickered with him about everything, it seemed.
“Maybe your dad will give in,” Gage suggested. “He’s got a weak ticker. If he wants to live to see the… well, you know, to a ripe old age…”
Mat’s hands clenched the sides of her chair as she tried not to react to Gage’s near slip-up. He was definitely going to say live to see the grandchildren until he caught himself. It was just a figure of speech, she reminded herself. He wasn’t trying to be cruel. Except that he had been the one to change his mind about having kids when they’d been together. That alone hadn’t ended their marriage, but it was the first domino to fall. The rest of the inevitable, spiraling collapse had been entirely of her own making.
But that was in the past.
Mat relaxed her hands. “It doesn’t help that the most recent thing I tried backfired spectacularly. Word to the wise. Never put an open call for suggestions on the internet for people to name your new business venture.”
“What, you don’t like the name The Boob Bar?” Gage asked with a snicker.
“They must’ve meant The Book Bar, right?”
Surely it had been a mistake, but once the typo went live, the public had gone gaga, resulting in the totally inappropriate name winning by a landslide.
“You go on believing that, Cupcake.” Gage’s phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen, his smile of pure contentment and happiness piercing her spirit with an envy she refused to admit. “The wife is on her way home.”
“It’s not fair. My life is falling apart, and you’re over there like a rainbow farting unicorn superhero shooting across the sky.” She pretended to shove two fingers down her throat before downing the rest of her wine.
“The world does need more rainbows.” Gage winked at her.
Mat growled. She hated that he always looked on the bright side. By which she meant she hated how much she actually loved Gage’s cheery optimism. She definitely needed that balance in her life. If she could figure out a way to bottle and sell it, her bookstore woes would end overnight.
“Am I at the top of the kill list now?”
“You should be. Little known secret, most of us hate happy people.” Her chuckle was dangerous as she leaned back in the chair again, and she silently reminded herself that happiness wasn’t in her wheelhouse. She’d proven that when she married a decent guy and then wrecked everything because she couldn’t keep her own needs in check.
“Who’s us?”
“People with both feet in reality, not in the clouds. Otherwise known as normal people,” Mat muttered.
“I would never describe you as normal.” Gage had that glittery, knowing look in his eyes, with a seriousness that made Mat squirm beneath her skin. “You too could be a rainbow farting unicorn if you allowed yourself to be. You know what I’m going to say, right?”
“Nope. Funny story, but I’m not a mind reader,” Mat informed him, shaking off the unpleasantness that itched in places she couldn’t reach to scratch. “If I were, I would know which of my employees was stabbing me in the back.”
He sucked his bottom lip into his mouth, something he did a lot when they were married and she was gearing up for a fight. Gage was many things, but he most definitely wasn’t a fighter. Much to her annoyance. She loved verbal sparring. Not that it would have saved their marriage. In the end, it was more about what he’d had—namely a Y chromosome and all the usual body parts that entailed—than whatever fighting spirit he might’ve lacked.
Suddenly, Mat’s thoughts drifted to the buttoned-up cutie who’d been in the bookstore earlier that day. She hadn’t exactly exuded a warrior’s persona, yet there’d been something about her that Mat couldn’t forget. She’d been surprising, unpredictable, and that was every bit as appealing as the ability to engage in heated debates. Plus, she’d most definitely had all the right bits, even if they had been hidden beneath a plain Jane get-up. That glimpse of stocking would probably haunt Mat’s dreams for a week.
“What made that smile appear?” Gage circled a finger in the air, pointing it toward her.
“Nothing.” It was her turn to suck her lips into her mouth. Why had Mat thought about that customer again? And more importantly, had it really drawn out a smile? No, that was impossible. Gage was fishing for something that wasn’t there. That woman, whoever she’d been, had relationship material written all over her. And Mat most certainly wasn’t into that. She barely had time to breathe.
“It’s not nothing,” Gage assured her with an annoyingly know-it-all tone. “I can’t describe it, in part because it’s hard to believe, but for a minute you almost seemed… happy. Do you have a fever?” He leaned over to press a hand to her forehead.
“Asshole.” She swatted him away, but a rush of heat flashed through her. She wrinkled her nose at it, not knowing how else to ward it off.
His eyes lit up, his little epiphany happening in a flash. “It was the woman who picked your favorite book, wasn’t it? I bet you were holding out on me. Did you get her number before she went racing out of the store?”
“No, and I hate when you do that. We’re not married anymore. You shouldn’t have this ability to read my mind.” She pulled her suit jacket tighter, as if that would shield her. She did love him, she really did, but not that way.
“Newsflash. If I’d been able to read your mind when we were together, I would have saved both of us a lot of pain by not proposing in the first place.”
“Touché.” Her shoulders slumped in defeat. That whole situation—marriage and divorce—had been her fault, and despite knowing deep down Gage had meant it as a joke, his brutal honestly practically ripped off a layer of skin. “You see, this is why I’m determined never to let someone else into my life. You mean the most to me, but I have no idea why you keep me around. Not after what I did.” She stared into her wine glass, wishing to drown herself it in, figuratively. Sadly, the glass was way too small to literally drown in.
“You’re not the first person on the planet to cheat on a spouse, Mathilda. And I wasn’t entirely blameless, myself. I pulled the rug out from under you when I told you I wasn’t ready for kids, and probably never would be. I’ve forgiven you for what you did, but you have to forgive yourself.” His eyes gleamed with understanding and with echoes of that old pain she’d caused.
That was never going to happen, but it was no use having the same old argument. She would win every time because she was right. She’d decided the moment they filed that she would never get married again. Hell, she took it to an extreme—no relationships. No one deserved Mat’s whirling-dervish ways, leaving nothing but ruin in her wake.
“You had every right to change your mind,” Mat told him, because she could never leave an argument until she was good and done. “It doesn’t excuse how I reacted. I threw you into a tailspin.”
“Finding out your wife is a lesbian will do that,” Gage admitted. “But if I hadn’t gone to church to seek the meaning of life after our divorce, I wouldn’t have met Kate. I’m madly in love with my wife, and I have you to thank for it. In a way.”
“Yeah, a hell of a way,” Mat scoffed. “Of course, I’m not into church, so I guess I’m off the hook for new relationships.”
“Right, because everyone knows you can only meet people at church.” He wore his get over yourself expression.
“Why do I come over here for drinks?” She knew why. He wasn’t just her best friend, but her only friend, and the only one who found her company entertaining enough to keep inviting her over.
“You love me. You always have. Just not romantically.” His tone softened, and he gave her a serious look. “That’s not a crime, Mat. You’re an amazing woman. You need to see that for yourself so you can let love in.”
“Did you read that on a pillow?” She loathed this conversation and would do anything to get it to end.
“Yes, at church,” Gage mocked. “Oddly, it was in the shape of a unicorn with a rainbow coming out of its butt.”
She snorted. “My favorite kind.”
“If she came back into the store, would you ask her out?” He just wouldn’t give up prying, would he?
“She wasn’t the asking-out type.” Mat’s shoulders pulled together, and she eyed the bottle of wine, debating if she had the energy to snag it and drink from it, giving up all pretense she was a civilized human being.
“What does that mean?” His brow furrowed.
“I didn’t get the one-night stand vibe from her.” Her face reddened as she put into words what had become her single most important dating rule. “I don’t have time for that, anyway. I need to solve my backstabbing employee problem. That’s going to take all my focus right now.”
“That is so not your biggest problem. You deserve happiness. I’m begging you.” He looked ready to get on his knees and press his palms together. “Forgive yourself. Let the right person into your life.”
“I need a refill.” She thrust her empty glass in his direction, elated that she’d found the perfect opportunity not only to get more wine but to avoid any more discussion of her real problem.
“You need a lot more than that, my dear. As for the employee problem, my advice. Hire someone you trust and have them be your eyes and ears.”
The sound of a car pulling into the driveway, signaling his wife’s return from work, was perhaps the only thing that was able to put this conversation to an end. Mat was grateful for it, even if the prospect of them making goo-goo eyes rubbed her more raw than usual. But not because she wanted that kind of relationship for herself.
Definitely not.





CHAPTER FOUR
I JUST NEED to earn a living.
Eyes fixed on the giant Now Hiring sign in the window, Camdyn placed her hands on the heavy oak door at the front of Kincaide’s. An employment application and her writing journal both awaited her inside. Whether she would ultimately earn a living writing books or selling them, her future depended on her ability to walk through this door. Trying not to overthink it any more than she already had, she forced herself to push.
Inside, the shop buzzed with Sunday shoppers like bees in a hive. One woman in particular caught her eye, grabbing books as she wandered the shelves, sometimes setting one down again on a random table as she passed. Forgetting her own nervousness in the face of the consternation caused by such casual chaos, Camdyn followed behind her, picking up the discarded books and putting them back where they belonged.
“Do you know where I can find the husband book?” the woman demanded, catching Camdyn completely by surprise.
“Er, I…” Camdyn was going to say she didn’t work there, but then it occurred to her how odd it must look that she was reshelving books for no reason other than her own desire for orderliness. “Which book?”
“The one where the woman has seven husbands,” the customer explained, the description ringing a bell deep with Camdyn’s brain.
“You mean The Seven Husbands of Evelyn Hugo?”
“Yes, that’s it.” The woman’s face telegraphed relief. “Everyone in my online reading group keeps recommending it, but I’m not sure where it would be.”
“The title can be confusing, but it’s a queer book,” Camdyn explained, delight hitting her deep inside that she’d guessed correctly. “You’d find it back there in the LGBTQ+ book section.”
“Thank you,” the customer said with a smile. “There’s only one copy at the local library, and I think I’m number fifty-seven on the waitlist. I feel so left out.”
“It’s definitely worth owning. If you’re interested in sapphic fiction, you might also consider Nightwatch by Sarah Waters. It follows three women in London during the 1940s and was shortlisted for the Man Booker Prize and Orange Prize in 2006. Another cool fact, it’s told backwards.”
“Backwards? How fascinating.”
“Yes, and if you haven’t read Tipping the Velvet, I highly recommend it too.” The words rolled off Camdyn’s tongue like she had said them a million times before. Where was this confidence coming from? She could get used to it.
“They’re all in stock?” the woman asked.
“I think so,” Camdyn said, trying to recall if she’d seen all three books on the shelf the day before. Considering her own book had been there, she couldn’t imagine these much more popular books wouldn’t be. It occurred to her as the woman thanked her and headed to find the books that Camdyn could have recommended her own, but she didn’t have the guts.
“Would you like a job?”
The sultry female voice behind her sent a jolt all the way to the tips of Camdyn’s fingers and toes. Heart hammering, she whirled around to come face-to-face with the same woman who had caused her to dump the contents of her bag over her head and make a total fool of herself the day before. The woman was dressed in a pair of soft gray trousers with a light cream sweater set that might have been cashmere. Belatedly, Camdyn realized this woman—clearly a few years older than Camdyn and so very put together and elegant—was probably the store manager.
“I… uh, I would,” Camdyn heard herself reply. Two points for saying things right in a row! She was on a roll.
“Oh.” The woman blinked, her face contorting into confusion. “Really?”
“You weren’t serious.” Camdyn’s face caught fire as she realized the question had been asked in jest. Subtract three points for that blunder. “Of course you weren’t. I’m such a—”
“No!” The woman seemed taken aback by her own forcefulness. “I mean, I was kidding, but only because it never occurred to me you would actually be interested. You really want a job here? Why?”
“I’ve always wanted to work in the book world,” Camdyn replied. It was as honest an answer as she could give without coming right out and saying she just needed a paycheck. She had always wanted to work in the publishing industry, just not on this end of things. “Plus, I’m more comfortable around books than people.”
This was one hundred percent true. Did she score a point for that? Why was she even keeping track?
The woman raised an eyebrow skeptically. “You know we have customers, right?”
“Ones who love books,” Camdyn pointed out, thinking of the woman she’d been able to help a few moments ago. That hadn’t been half bad. In fact, it was almost satisfying, in a way.
“Not all of them do,” the woman warned. “Like a teenager needing a book they have to read for class. Or a grandson looking for something his grandmother sent him for. Those customers would rather eat a worm than browse the chick lit section.”
“Me too.” Camdyn’s eyes went wide as she realized what she’d said, and she clamped a hand to her mouth.
The woman appeared to swallow a guffaw. “Do you really want to work in a bookstore? I can’t imagine why.”
Camdyn closed her eyes as the pull for truth hit. “I need the money.”
“Huh.” Instead of being on the verge of telling Camdyn to leave, the woman seemed oddly impressed by the confession. “Honesty is an admirable trait. But I’ll warn you, it’s not all fun and games here. Some people can be rude. Extremely.”
“I don’t really care what people think.” Camdyn wasn’t sure why she’d said that so bluntly, especially as it wasn’t nearly as true as she wished. She blamed it on being too transfixed by the way the woman’s lips moved as she spoke to pay any attention to which words were coming out of her own mouth.
“That’s an interesting take when it comes to customer service.” The woman’s lips, pink and glossy, curled upward, suggesting that she was amused and not appalled. “Come on. Why don’t you come with me to the café, and I’ll interview you right now.”
“Now?” Camdyn swallowed hard. She’d been expecting to fill out an application, not jump right into an interview. She needed time to prepare.
“No time like the present.” The woman reached out her right hand. “I’m Mat Kincaide, by the way.”
“Camdyn Stone.” As Camdyn went to grasp the woman’s hand, she managed to process the name she’d been given. “Kincaide, as in the name of the store?”
“That’s right,” Mat confirmed as she led the way to the café. “I’m the manager, but I’m also the great-granddaughter of the founder.”
“Oh, uh…” Camdyn’s temples throbbed. If she wasn’t mentally prepared for an interview, this was doubly true of being interviewed by Mat Kincaide. She was going to blow it for sure.
“Can I get you a coffee?” Mat asked as they approached the café, energy oozing off her. Did the woman have a slow the heck down so I can think button? “What do you want?”
Camdyn’s practical nature suggested a plain coffee would be the safest—and cheapest—option, but then it occurred to her that this drink would be on the house. Instead of playing it safe, Camdyn ordered something she rarely would. “White chocolate mocha with an extra shot, almond milk, one pump vanilla and cream on top.”
“An unexpected choice. I had you pegged as a plain coffee gal.” Mat’s raised eyebrow and the cryptic statement sent Camdyn back into a frenzy. But, thankfully, a slow smile spread across the woman’s face. “It’s a rare thing for me to be surprised, and you’ve now managed it three times.”
Camdyn stared, unable to answer. What was it about the way Mat’s lips curved? That smile was causing Camdyn’s brain to self-destruct. To be fair, Camdyn’s brain frequently did this, but not usually with such overtly sexual undertones. If she wasn’t careful, she was going to start drooling, and then she’d never get hired.
Why was she so awkward? She should say something to Mat. They should be talking about Camdyn’s past work experiences or something. Unfortunately, she didn’t really have any. Her biggest selling point, being a best-selling author, was top-secret, the weight of which was making her brain sputter.
Finally seated at a table for two, Camdyn waited for the inevitable interview to start. She never nailed these. It was always hit-or-miss if she would get a call back about a job. But she needed this job. Stories had always managed to save Camdyn during dark times, and she wanted to be surrounded by them now, at what was arguably one of her darkest moments.
“Here you go.” Mat handed Camdyn a foam-topped mug before settling into the seat across the table. She sipped her coffee, dark brown eyes pinning Camdyn as they sat in facing lounge chairs, like a weird jousting tournament. “Tell me a bit about yourself.”
“I’ve worked in a couple libraries.” Camdyn’s heart thudded hard as she talked. But she could do this. She just had to keep reminding herself of that. “One when I was in high school and one in college. So I have a lot of experience around books.”
“But not selling books.” Mat pinned Camdyn with a look, reeling her in.
“Not directly to make a profit, no.” Camdyn rubbed her fingertips with the pad of her thumb as her nerves took over. She should have had a better response for this, but with Mat’s intense stare, Camdyn could barely remember her real name, let alone anything pertinent for the impromptu interview.
Mat’s brows scrunched together, probably under the strain of trying to make sense of that ridiculous answer. “Have you ever worked in sales?”
Camdyn shook her head before she could stop herself. It wasn’t quite true. She had done some sales. When she’d published her book, she had to market it a bit, too. Meaning, she did understand the concept. But actually ringing through a purchase and taking a payment? No, she hadn’t done that. Were cash registers hard to operate? Camdyn could do the math in her head, including calculating tax, but technology was a whole other animal.
Mat pursed her lips, that gaze never wavering from Camdyn’s. “I don’t require sales experience for my floor staff. It’s an entry level position, so I was just curious.”
“Since it’s an entry level position,” Camdyn blurted out, “why are you the one interviewing me?”
Camdyn wished she could bite her tongue. Why had she asked that? If she wanted this job, she had no business interrogating her potential future boss.
Mat Kincaide would be her boss.
Camdyn sucked in a breath as the word tickled a spot low and deep in her core. Her mouth was dry, and she blew on the coffee in desperation, wishing it wasn’t too hot to drink. Why had the word boss struck her with the force of a body blow?
“I usually delegate this kind of thing to the assistant manager, Merle. He’s my cousin, by the way. This really is a family operation. But he’s been super busy gearing up for a big book release event, not to mention the rush into the fourth quarter. Besides, the opportunity arose.” Mat sipped her coffee, that gaze never wavering, confidence rolling off her and hitting Camdyn full force.
If only Camdyn could have confidence like that. “Okay. So um… I do have some retail experience. I worked at a grocery store when I graduated college.”
“What did you study in college?” Mat uncrossed and recrossed her legs.
Camdyn’s eyes were instantly locked on those legs, a gut punch to her stomach. What was she even doing? Why couldn’t she tear her eyes away?
“Camdyn?”
“Sorry. I studied business finance and accounting.” Her cheeks burned, both from embarrassment at having been scoping out the woman’s legs, and also from how pathetic her resume was. She had one useless degree to her name, and a pen name that could open doors that she wasn’t even using, and not much of a job history talk up. How had her life ended up this way?
“Really?” Mat’s fingers tightened around the coffee cup, and she leaned forward a little, as if suddenly intrigued. “What do you plan to do with that?”
“I had thought I’d become a CPA. My grandparents would like that, but I haven’t quite finished all my exams yet.” Camdyn’s voice wobbled. Mat had to be judging her so hard right now.
“Are you planning to?”
Was she? Camdyn wasn’t sure. It was a good backup plan in theory, except for the part where it smashed her soul into jagged pieces. But what choice was there if she couldn’t write another book?
Shoot, she’d done it again. Lost her focus. She needed to get back on the topic of the interview. “Yeah.”
“Good for you.” Mat smiled, and Camdyn’s insides melted like ice cream dribbling down a cone.
What was going on? She was honestly getting lightheaded from all the fluttering going on in there.
Needing a distraction, not to mention a jolt of caffeine if not common sense, Camdyn finally sipped her drink, reveling in the flavor. She wouldn’t normally buy something so expensive and specific, but the Evil Ex had hooked her on it. As much as Camdyn hated any memory of that relationship, she did enjoy the drink. Oddly, for the first time she could recall, the taste didn’t bring the sense of loss she’d grown accustomed to.
Instead, all she could do was stare helplessly at Mat’s lips, pondering which color lip gloss she had on. And what it would taste like if they kissed. Camdyn’s brain was caught in a loop, threatening to break off and go places she only went in her writing. Sex in the back room. Foam from her fancy coffee spread all over Mat’s naked body. Camdyn choked back a whimper. She was powerless to make it stop.
As the silence stretched infinitely, the store owner rested her chin on top of slender fingers, studying Camdyn like she was a puzzle to be solved. A horrible possibility occurred to Camdyn. What if Mat could read her mind? It would certainly explain the intensity of the stare.
“Right. Let’s see if we can get the paperwork started,” Mat finally said, breaking the silence.
“Paperwork?” Camdyn choked out. Had she landed herself a job? How? If she was in Mat’s shoes, and if she could read all the dirty thoughts going on in Camdyn’s head, she’d never let herself back in the store again. Not even as a customer.
“You seem surprised. Well, you shocked me the other day, and that’s incredibly difficult to do.” As explanations went, Mat’s was lacking. Though Camdyn was now thoroughly intrigued by the second mention of surprises.
“How did I do that?” Camdyn’s lower lip quivered, but she desperately wanted to know. She rarely surprised anyone. She was the straitlaced kid who never stepped out of line and rarely tried something new or daring. If a substitute teacher needed to put a kid in charge of something, they always chose Camdyn. Probably because she’d always held herself back, scared to make a mistake and be forced to leave.
“It’s not important,” Mat said in a dismissive tone. “What matters is we’re in desperate need of help as we gear up for the holidays.” Mat stood up, her cup in her hand.
Camdyn followed suit, gathering that the interview was over based on Mat’s abrupt shift in posture. Camdyn swallowed down the anxiety and fear that still lingered. She wasn’t good at this. “This is a real job offer, then? No joke?”
A laugh burst from Mat, her shoulders rocking. “Yes, it’s a real offer. You can start Tuesday, if you want, fill out paperwork with Merle. That is, if you don’t have any better offers. If you do, let me know, and I’ll see what I can do.”
“I… wow. Yes. I accept.” Camdyn blew out a breath and managed to give a meek smile. “Thank you.”
Camdyn was so flustered when Mat offered a hand to shake—the second time that day their skin had touched, but this time was so much more intense—that she started toward the door, completely forgetting her drink on the table. By the time she got outside, she was too embarrassed to go back in for it.
Camdyn clenched her keys tightly in her hand, the bite of metal into skin doing its best to erase the memory of Mat’s flesh against hers. Mat Kincaide was her boss, and there was absolutely zero chance she’d allow herself to cross the line, even in her imagination.
She was halfway home when she realized she’d never checked the lost and found for her notebook, but she could hardly go back for it now. It could wait until Tuesday.





CHAPTER FIVE
MAT SWEPT her gaze across the main floor of the store, checking that everything was in place. The last of the employees had left after the store closed at six. She let out a sigh of relief, finally able to let her guard down. It had been a long day, but she was satisfied with the work she had accomplished.
Sunday nights were her favorite time. The week was officially in the books, but Mat wasn’t dead on her feet due to the earlier closing time.
She took a few moments to appreciate the details and make sure that everything was in order. She savored this last check before she left. It was quiet, and Mat enjoyed the lack of noise. No chatter of customers or hum of the air conditioning or heating system, just the silence of a perfect bookstore.
A new table had been set up with TikTok recommendations. If she ever had the time, she’d start her own account. For now, this was the best she could do to seem like she was up on the hip trends. Her heart filled with a momentary pang of longing. What would it be like to be young again, to be one of those people with thousands of followers whose tastes set trends for strangers around the world? Deep down, she knew that wasn’t for her. She was too old, too established, too set in her ways. Hell, she probably always had been.
Mat made her way to the children’s section next. She stopped short when she reached it, swell of emotion in her chest. It was always this way when she came here: nostalgic and a bit melancholy.
This section of the store was home to books she had read as a child, stories that had shaped and influenced her as an adult. There were new stories, too, ones that she hadn’t encountered before, but she could appreciate their beauty nonetheless.
Mat remembered the life that she had imagined for herself. She had tried so hard to be “normal,” the way she knew her parents expected her to be. When she’d married Gage, she really had believed she was in love. She’d had every intention of having a family and continuing the legacy of Kincaide Books. How was she supposed to know back then that there was something missing? That how she felt about Gage and how other women felt about their husbands wasn’t quite the same? It had taken her years to figure it out, and she’d done it in the very worst way possible.
Mat closed her eyes, exhaling with a slow resignation as the crest of emotion ebbed within her, leaving behind an emptiness in its wake. She had once wanted so badly to hand the store off to her son or daughter someday. Until Gage confessed he wasn’t ready and he doubted he would be.
It’d been like a kick to her lady parts.
She hadn’t handled it well, to say the least. By the time the dust had settled, any hope of a child in her future had crumbled. That didn’t mean the ache for what might have been disappeared.
Mat sighed, moving two tiny chairs to the table, when she spied a jacket under one of the chair legs. Hunching down, she picked up the red and white jacket with a spider on the chest and the Spider-Man logo on the back.
“Someone’s going to miss this.” She tucked it under her arm, to bring it to the lost and found when she was done.
Now for her favorite section.
She meandered through the LGBTQ+ section, taking her time. She ran her fingers along the spines of books, noting their titles and authors as she went. Most were familiar to her; a few weren’t. But it didn’t matter either way because they all held a special place in her heart now. Each one contained a story of someone like her.
A sudden memory of Camdyn spurred an uncomfortable flush. Why hadn’t that reaction worn off by now? There was the initial surprise of encountering the sexy librarian archetype in the flesh, sure, but what did that really mean? Nothing in the long run.
Camdyn wasn’t Mat’s type. The woman came across as much too young, always tongue-tied and lost in her head. To the point that it should have annoyed Mat. She had zero time for flighty women. And yet, Camdyn had intrigued her from the moment they met.
The truth was, Mat had found herself thinking of Camdyn way more than Mat should have since that chance encounter in the LGBTQ+ book aisle. When she’d discovered they had the same taste in books, before that memorable demonstration of what a fascinating klutz the woman was. Again, what should have driven Mat bonkers did the exact opposite. It was as if the universe was playing a cruel joke on her.
Mat shook her head, trying to dispel the thoughts from her mind. She focused on the books in front of her, trying to lose herself in the titles as she focused extra hard on straightening each one to almost military precision on the shelf. But the words and colors blurred together as her mind wandered back to Camdyn and that flash of lacy stocking.
Mat was too old for this kind of crush, if that was even the right word for it. What was she thinking? It was ridiculous. And yet, her heart still skipped a beat whenever she thought of Camdyn’s shy smile or the sound of her nervous laughter.
Mat couldn’t help but wonder what it would be like to kiss Camdyn, to touch her, to be with her.
Stop that!
But Mat couldn’t turn off her imagination. The sensual thoughts stirred up by this most unlikely woman both thrilled and terrified her, like a spark had been lit inside her, and she didn’t know how to put it out.
Mat shook her head again, trying to clear her thoughts. She couldn’t act on these feelings. Camdyn was younger, much younger, and Mat had no idea if she even felt the same way. Why would she? Aside from a single book, what did they even have in common?
Besides, it wasn’t like they could ever have a relationship. Mat was Camdyn’s boss. Even if Camdyn did feel the same way, it was completely inappropriate. Mat had made a lot of dubious life choices in the past, but that was one line she wouldn’t cross.
Why’d you hire her, then?
It was a damn good question, especially considering Camdyn’s lack of experience and painful shyness. But how could Mat have turned the woman down when it had been so clear in the interview how badly she needed the job? Retail skills could be learned easily enough, and anyway, there was something to be said for the unshakable loyalty of an employee who had been given a chance despite the odds against her.
Perhaps Gage had been onto something when he’d suggested Mat needed someone on the floor to be her eyes and ears. Loyalty was the number one requirement, and as Mat had already determined, she would have that in spades just for giving Camdyn a shot. Unfortunately, the young woman seemed too much of a nervous Nelly play the role of spy. The woman also had a tendency to blurt out the wrong thing at exactly the worst time.
Talk about another quality that should have rubbed Mat the wrong way but didn’t. Mat would almost go so far as to say it was beguiling. Had she lost her mind?
Based on the X-rated thoughts she’d been having watching Camdyn sip her fancy coffee during their interview, and the almost overwhelming desire to flick away the last bits of milk foam on Camdyn’s lips with her tongue, Mat knew the answer was a resounding yes. If she wasn’t careful, she might find herself crossing some boundaries that could get them both into trouble. She needed to keep her distance whenever Camdyn was working on the floor.
But how could Mat enlist Camdyn’s help in spying on the rest of the staff without coming near her, and without spooking the nervous woman in the process?
Mat would have to put some serious thought into that.
With her final sweep done, Mat headed for the lost and found near the register to deposit the tiny sweatshirt from the kid’s section. Mat grasped the plastic tub and tossed the sweatshirt in, catching a glimpse of something that almost certainly didn’t belong in the bin.
Sitting at the bottom of the bin was a dark red, luxurious leather journal with intricate flower patterns on its cover and a metal clasp for closure. It was the type of item friends and family members purchased for the writer in their life. They made a fantastic gift, but the recipient more often than not deemed them too nice to write in. They were a bookseller’s dream product, and Mat kept dozens of styles in stock at all times.
Including this one.
What was it doing there in the lost and found? It looked brand new, and Mat was certain it had come from the display in the gifts and stationery department. Had one of the newer employees put it in here by accident instead of restocking it?
Mat turned it over in her hand. Only one way to find out.
The front page was blank. No name, email, or phone number. It was exactly as Mat had expected. Except, flipping through the pages, she could see rows of neat handwriting across multiple pages. The book belonged to someone after all.
There were snippets of words on a page. Sometimes the space was entirely filled or a sentence or two. Had the person divulged their identity further inside, making it easier to reunite the journal with its the owner?
She turned another page, her eyes skimming for a clue.
The park was bathed in a beautiful golden hue, the air warm and inviting...
Sounded like part of a novel. A sense of sadness filled her. The journal had the aura of being well loved and utilized. Why hadn’t the owner come back?
Alyson let out an involuntary moan, her body trembling with pleasure as Jessica touched her in all the right places. She got hotter and wetter by the second, and she could tell Jessica was feeling the same way.
Hold on a second... was this a sex scene? And a sapphic one, no less, judging by the character names.
“I shouldn’t be reading this,” Mat murmured, but her eyes kept darting across the page. Were Alyson and Jessica still in the park?
Jessica moved lower, pushing the fabric of Alyson’s pants aside and slipping a finger inside of her as Alyson braced herself against the sturdy oak tree.
Yes. Yes they were.
She went to the next page, invested now.
“What the?”
Jessica and Alyson were gone, and this was a different scene, one involving a couple in a crowded restaurant.
“What if someone sees us?” Ginny breathed.
“No one will,” Rene gripped Ginny’s shoulder, guiding the woman beneath the long white tablecloth with one hand as she hiked up her skirt with the other. “It’s my birthday, and you promised me a present.”
Heart racing, Mat devoured the rest of the scene. Suffice to say, Ginny was a very good gift giver. When Mat turned the page again, it was simply a line of text that read: masturbate in a bubble bath?
Too bad that one hadn’t been fleshed out.
Feeling slightly guilty, like she’d been reading someone’s diary, Mat put the journal back into the tub. A thought struck. Every writer liked to be praised, right?
Mat grabbed a scrap of paper from next to the register and scribbled a quick message.
Whoever you are, please keep writing.
When you do, leave this journal on the lowest shelf of the LGBTQ+ section.
I’ll find it, read it, and turn it back in to lost and found with my thoughts.
I’m dying to read more.
Sincerely,
A Most Wanton Fan.
Slipping it between the pages, Mat placed the journal back into the tub, along with the Spider-Man jacket. She had to chuckle. In most businesses, the juxtaposition of those two items wouldn’t fit, but that was life in Kincaide Books. All types coexisted within these hallowed walls.
Would she ever hear from the journal’s owner? Mat knew it was a long shot, but something inside her had pushed her to try. Now that she had, it was out of her hands.
As she prepared to leave, she saw a box of books that should have been taken to the returns section. It was easy to make this sort of mistake with everything that usually went on in the store. She set it to the side for the merch team to deal with first thing in the morning.
Now it was time to head home and get ready for the upcoming week. As she walked to her car, images of Alyson and Jessica, along with the couple in the restaurant, danced in her imagination. She had no idea who had written those scenes, but they set her alight like very few authors could. If only she could read more.





CHAPTER SIX
“YOU’LL LOVE WORKING HERE. What’s better than being surrounded by books?” Merle Kincaide was a bearded man in his early sixties, and while he was supposedly Mat’s cousin, he looked more like a close relative of Santa Claus.
As the assistant manager, he’d been tasked with walking Camdyn through all the new hire paperwork. It took all of Camdyn’s concentration not to picture him in a red suit and cap, though that was probably better than the decidedly naughtier places her imagination went whenever Mat was nearby. For as much as Camdyn had sworn to herself that no lines would be crossed, even imaginary ones, her dirty and highly creative mind had other ideas.
“It’s a dream job, for sure. I love books,” Camdyn said, trying not to recall in vivid detail the role books had played in one of her dreams the night before, which had served as a bed for her and Mat’s naked bodies. She’d woken up in a sweat from that one, desperate for her notebook to write down the scene. Alas, she still hadn’t had a chance to check the lost and found for it.
“Do you want to be a writer?” Merle’s kind voice shouldn’t have felt like he’d taken a cheese grater to her face, but it did. Maybe because his question cut a little too close to the bone?
“No,” Camdyn lied. “Why?”
“Most of us here do. Even us old fogies. I’m writing a television script about misfits working in a bookstore. One of the characters keeps moving the Dan Brown novels into the art history section to drive his frenemy at work insane.” His brown eyes sparkled, making Camdyn regret her fib—almost. It would have been a commonality with her coworkers that might’ve led to friendships, and goodness knew she needed all the help she could get in that department.
“That’s all the official paperwork. This one is completely optional.” Merle slid a form across the table in the break room. “You can donate a portion of your paycheck to a rainy-day fund. It’s in case an employee needs help. Recently, Janine’s apartment building burned down. The fund helped her put down first and last on a new place.” Merle grinned with pride. “I give ten dollars every month. We’re family here.”
“I think I can afford that.” Barely, but Camdyn couldn’t imagine having to survive a fire on her own. If only crippling self-doubt and writer’s block counted as an emergency, she’d be all set.
“I think we’re going to get along. Kindred spirits. You ready to hit the floor? The best way to learn is to be out there and interact with customers. Janine will show you around, and tomorrow, she’ll train you on the register. Isn’t that exciting?” He jumped out of his seat, surprisingly agile for a man his age. “It’s quiet now, but tonight there’s an author talk, and the foot traffic will pick up.”
“Who’s the author?” Camdyn stretched up on her toes, readying for a day of walking she wasn’t used to.
“Lucy Blue.”
“That’s one of my grandmother’s favorites. Anything with time travel gets her blood pumping.” A thrill ran through Camdyn that she could connect the two. Then again, introducing her grandmother to a famous author on her first day of work might not be the best idea. Her grandmother was… special… in a train-wreck kind of way. Most weren’t able to take their eyes off Gram and her antics.
“Invite her. The tickets are only twenty bucks, and there’s wine available. Personally, I think our great-grandfather would spin in his grave to see it, but Mat is intent on putting in a bar in time for the holidays.” His tsk and shake of the head added years, making him seem like he’d traveled from the Prohibition days.
“A bar in a bookstore? That’s a novel idea.”
“Novel idea.” Merle paused a moment, a smile slowly blossoming on his face. “Now that’s a funny pun. Back to the talk tonight. Since you work here now, your grandmother will get the employee discount.”
“I won’t get in trouble? I only started today.” Camdyn peeked over both shoulders, like she expected the bookstore police to whisk her off to jail. Would the bars be made of books? If true, that didn’t sound half bad, really. Could she read the books if she pinky swore not to bust out? She wasn’t the busting out type.
“Are you kidding me? I meant what I said earlier, we’re like a family here. In fact, James Kincaide, the CEO, is my uncle so I know for a fact you won’t get in trouble.” Merle clapped his hand on her shoulder, and Camdyn stiffened instantly. She hated being touched by strangers.
A chill hit the air as Mat breezed past them, nodding at Merle, and barely giving Camdyn any notice. It was hard to tell if the drop in temperature was from the movement of air or the total indifference the boss had paid to her newest employee. All Camdyn knew was, if it had been Mat’s hand on her shoulder, she would not have complained one bit. And that was a problem.
“What’s her deal?” Camdyn asked, her voice sounding odd to her ears. Was that frustration she detected in her tone? If it was, it had no business being there. What had she expected? It wasn’t like Mat was going to hold her hand while personally walking her through training day.
“My dear cousin takes some getting used to,” Merle said with a laugh. “I know how to handle her, though, so stick with me. As for the event tonight, go ahead and text your grandmother now. I won’t tell a soul. She texts?” He said it as if he was young and hip, as opposed to being old enough to be a grandparent himself.
“Are you kidding me? More than I do. She loves her emojis.”
Sure enough, Gram responded with five salsa dancers. Camdyn’s heart stuttered. Her grandmother was every bit as quirky and unpredictable as she’d said. Would the woman behave herself at Camdyn’s place of work? She sure as heck better if she expected her granddaughter to remain employed.
“Here’s Janine,” Merle said, handing her off to an older woman with gray hair and an apparent fondness for shirts with flowers covering every square inch of fabric. “Janine, this is the new girl. You need to show her the ropes.”
Merle was called away, leaving Camdyn alone with another new person, which was one too many in the span of three and a half hours. Bookstores were supposed to be refuges for introverts, right?
“You survived all the paperwork.” Janine leaned closer. “Mat tried to get me to onboard new employees, but just the thought of paperwork gives me the willies. Luckily, Merle came back to be assistant manager.”
“Came back?” Like from the dead? Fortunately, Camdyn stopped herself in time before expanding on all the possibilities.
“He used to be in the Fort Collins branch.”
“I didn’t know there was one there.”
“Sadly, it closed. Have you met Darwin yet? He’s closer to your age. I think you two will get along.” Janine spoke like someone who assumed everyone could be friends. Which sounded lovely, aside from the people aspect.
“That’s an unusual name. Is it his last name?”
“Nope. It’s—”
“Excuse me.” A man interrupted. “I need help choosing a book for my nephew’s birthday.” The man’s furtive glances made it clear he was more comfortable hunting for actual prey, not for books.
“How old is your nephew?” Janine inquired as Camdyn watched intently for tips on how to handle a customer request of this type.
“Ten or nine...” He closed one eye. “Maybe eleven. He’s this high.” He held a hand nearly to his shoulder.
“If you’ll follow us, I’m sure we can find something your nephew will like.” She led him to the children’s books, with Camdyn tagging along.
“Do you know what kind of books he likes?” Janine asked, her face hopeful, but Camdyn doubted the man would know in the slightest given the way he blanched.
“Uh—the kind you read backward with pictures.”
Camdyn was convinced the man was a total idiot, but Janine nodded with what seemed to be comprehension.
“I know just the thing. Here are some manga books that are all the rage right now.” Janine pointed to a book on a shelf. “Demon Slayer has more than twenty in the series so if he likes the first ones, you already know what to buy him for Christmas.”
The man simply stared.
Janine took some books off the shelf and placed them in the man’s hands.
The man’s confusion was replaced with relief. “Thanks! You’re a life saver.”
“Why doesn’t this shelf have a face out?” Mat’s voice from a nearby aisle cut through the air, a sharp and slightly harried quality to it that made Camdyn think the woman was at the end of her patience.
There was a mumbled answer.
“Make sure you do it from now on when stocking the shelves.” Mat’s footfalls retreated.
Camdyn instantly knew she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of Mat’s reprimands ever. But Janine offered a shrug like it was nothing unusual.
“What’s a face out?” Camdyn asked, determined never to screw it up, whatever it was.
“It helps make the shelves look pretty. See here, how we have all these copies of the same manga book? Turn three or four copies so the cover faces out, and then scoot the other books on the shelf so there’s no space to prevent them from tumbling over, making it look sloppy.”
“That does look nicer. Is M—Ms. Kincaide always so sharp with employees?”
“She has high standards.” It was hard to say whether Janine admired or resented her boss for this quality.
Camdyn couldn’t dig deeper because another customer approached.
Two hours flew by as she shadowed Janine, who helped one customer after another find the perfect book. The breadth of Janine’s book knowledge wowed Camdyn. How would Camdyn get this good? There hadn’t been one genre Janine couldn’t offer a recommendation for. It would take Camdyn decades to achieve this level of proficiency.
“I’m looking for my granddaughter. Can you point me in the right direction?” The sound of her grandmother’s voice stopped Camdyn’s heart. “She’s probably dressed like a librarian,” her grandmother added.
“That describes half the staff.” Camdyn recognized Merle’s laugh.
Now Camdyn wanted to rip her own heart out to put an end to the humiliation.
“There you are!” Gram, wearing one of her favorite Talbot’s shirts with tiny blue and green flowers, made a beeline for Camdyn, who realized a little too late that she held a racy book in her hand. “What book is that?” Gram tilted her head to see the beefy bare-chested man in a kilt. “Oh, yes. I’ll take that one.”
“This is for a customer, Gram.” Camdyn handed the book to the woman with bright pink hair who wasn’t that much younger than her grandmother—a fact Camdyn hadn’t taken into account until they stood side-by-side. How was she aiding a woman who was practically her grandmother’s age find a book with a half-naked man on the cover? Janine had been called away, leaving Camdyn to wing it. Instead, she was almost certainly screwing something up. This couldn’t be the right book.
“Are you sure that’s the one you wanted?” Camdyn asked, mortified.
“Definitely. It’s for my book club,” the woman explained, without a whiff of embarrassment. Camdyn admired that and wondered if that confidence came with age or if the woman was born with it like her grandmother had been.
Also, what kind of book club indulged in bodice rippers?
“Are you looking for new members?” Camdyn’s grandmother asked the pink-haired woman with ill-concealed excitement. “I don’t get nearly enough excitement in my life these days.”
The last word came out as Camdyn’s grandfather caught up, his breathing labored and his face cherry-red. Concern filtered through Camdyn at the sight. He’d been looking a lot worse for wear in the past couple years. Seeing him age like this broke her heart over and over. Her grandparents were all she had.
“What’s that, dear?” he asked.
Gram and the pink-haired woman shared a conspiratorial snicker, as if becoming fast friends. Camdyn had always admired her grandmother’s ability to make friends without effort, even if it baffled her. Being social was one of the hardest things in the world to Camdyn. Unless she counted her posse of stuffed animals that she still kept on a shelf in her room.
“We meet here the second Thursday of the month. In the coffee shop. Anyone’s welcome if you want to come.” She winked at that line, making it clear she’d intentionally meant that to be naughty, and to Gram! “I’m MaryAnn, by the way. Track me down if you do decide to join. I’m here most days.” MaryAnn raised the book in the air. “Thanks for the help, new girl.”
“Literally my job and my pleasure.” Camdyn couldn’t help but beam with pride. She wasn’t one-hundred percent carefree, but she felt a step or two closer—and she’d earned a nickname if she ignored the fact the woman simply didn’t know Camdyn’s name and improvised.
“You’re a natural.” Her grandfather rested a hand on one of the shelves, still wheezing.
“Enough job talk. Have you met any girls? It’s time to get back into the saddle.” Gram let out a hee-haw while miming lassoing a cow—er, woman?
“Gram!” Embarrassment set Camdyn’s cheeks on fire. She looked around wildly to make sure no one had witnessed that display. This was the downside of having a grandmother with zero filters. “I’m not here to cruise for chicks.”
“Certainly not with your shirt buttoned all the way up.” Gram reached over to undo the top button, but Camdyn swiped the hand away. “I’m serious, Camdyn. You need to get laid. That’s what your twenties are for, and they’re more than halfway gone! You don’t have time to waste. You’re way too serious all the time. Have fun. Sleep with as many people as you can. You’re single again, thank goodness. I hated that woman. Good riddance. But back to the matter at hand, there’s no reason to hold back.”
“Hello.”
Camdyn died. The smooth voice echoed in Camdyn’s ears, making them burn even more. Would it be too much to ask that Mat was hard of hearing? Or not on the fucking floor right at the moment? Because she’d been absent for the past two hours and three minutes, not that Camdyn was keeping track. Camdyn couldn’t even dare herself to turn around and look Mat in the eye, the entire image she’d worked so hard to present no doubt ruined.
“Is that a pussy?” Gram blurted out as she bent awkwardly to look around Camdyn.
Had Gram really just said that word in the middle of a crowded store? Camdyn’s mouth formed an O as she tried to conjure up reasons to excuse her grandmother’s behavior. Stroke? Tourette’s? Camdyn groaned inwardly and shot a furtive look at her grandfather. She needed help, and he had so far been the only person on the planet who could control his wife.
“This is Gadsby.” Mat leaned down to pick up the cat, handing her to Camdyn’s grandmother. Today Gadsby had on a purple bow tie, with a flair of silver running through the center. “I’m Mat Kincaide.”
“Nice to meet you. I’m Crystal Stone. This is my husband, Thom with an H. He’s fancy like that.” Gram ruffled the fur behind Gadsby’s ears.
“Tell me more about the book club. Is it always smut or is this month’s reading a tease to hook new blood? Unlike my granddaughter, I like my books spicier than spicy.”
“Is that right?” Mat kept her eyes on Camdyn before turning those eyes to Camdyn’s backstabbing grandmother. “Every month is guaranteed to get your heart rate going and keep your panties damp. The group has unofficially renamed it the Smut Club.”
Gram let out a whoop, scaring Gadsby who darted out of her arms and under a nearby table. Gram frowned and immediately chased the cat, yelling, “Come back, pussy. I’m not done with you.”
Thom followed with an apologetic glance in Camdyn’s direction, leaving his mortified granddaughter alone with Mat.
“Is your grandmother always a hoot or is she off her meds?”
“She’s reached the age where she doesn’t care what people think.”
“I admire that. Maybe I can learn from her.” Mat flashed a brilliant smile, a hand at Camdyn’s upper arm, like it belonged there.
“You don’t seem like the type to hold back.”
“Sometimes I am.” Mat cocked her head to the side, a ghost of a smile on her lips. Her gaze did a quick flick to the top button on Camdyn’s shirt and back up to her eyes. Fear tore through Camdyn as she realized Mat may have heard more of the conversation with Gram than she’d realized. If she lived a hundred years, she would never live that down.
Unless it was just a coincidence and Camdyn was paranoid.
Camdyn sucked in her bottom lip, off-balance and unsure what to say. “I need to save your pussy from my grandmother.”
Of all the possibilities, that had definitely not been the right thing to say.
Mat’s wicked laugh echoed as Camdyn made a mad dash for the history section, where she hoped to find absolutely no one. She wouldn’t be able to outrun this latest humiliation even if she started training for a marathon.
“How are you getting on?” Merle sidled up to Camdyn.
Camdyn jerked with a start, heart lodged in her throat, completely distracted by the unattainable. “Oh! Good.”
He cleared his throat. “Did Mathilda say anything to you?”
“Just hello and that she hoped I was fitting in. She told my grandmother about the Smut Club.” Camdyn’s face went up in flames. Had she really just said the word smut to a man who could have a second career as a mall Santa?
“Please let me apologize for my cousin.” He pressed his hand over his heart, his face ashen. “She can have odd ideas about what’s appropriate sometimes.”
Was it wrong that Camdyn found this quality a turn on?
“I almost forgot. Does the store have a lost and found?” Camdyn was more than happy to let this conversation change course, and besides, the naughty thoughts she was having about her boss reminded Camdyn she needed to retrieve her journal.
“Right behind the register,” Merle told her.
Camdyn found the bin easily enough, relief flooding her as she caught site of the familiar red cover. She took it into her hands and stoked her fingertips lovingly across the clasp, opening it. Her thumb fanned the pages, her breath catching as a scrap of yellow paper slipped out and fluttered to the floor. As she read it, Camdyn’s pulse raced.
She had a fan.





CHAPTER SEVEN
MAT STOOD on the second-floor balcony, surveying the main sales floor. “Not too shabby,” she said in a low voice, which nevertheless sounded loud in her ears in the deserted store. 
The only thing that stuck out was a small handcart tucked away in the music section. It was easy enough to fix. 
At the top of the stairs, Gadsby shot out of nowhere, making Mat grip the railing. “Gads. One of these days, you’re going to kill me.” 
Mat was fairly certain Gadsby didn’t torment anyone else in the store this way. She would have heard complaints, especially from MaryAnn, who probably spent as much time here as Mat did. In fact, if Mat couldn’t get her hiring numbers up before the holiday rush, she was tempted to add MaryAnn to the payroll. She could probably pay the woman in books without any complaint.
Up ahead of her, Gadsby dashed for the back room. It was feeding time, naturally. Besides the daily ritual of donning a new bow tie, food was the only motivating factor for Gadsby to do anything other than sleep. In other words, she was a typical cat. 
Gadsby circled Mat’s feet when Mat didn’t head straight for the back room, stopping instead in the music section. “We have to get the handcart, my dear.” 
The cat stuck her tail in the air, swishing it back and forth to tell Mat exactly where both she and the handcart could go. 
But halfway to the back room, Gads ran off, chasing the light coming from a passing car. 
Standing beside the door, Mat waited patiently for the cat. For the millionth time she wished she’d installed a cat flap. It was ridiculous that she, a grown woman and almost-business owner, spent as much time during her day waiting on a cat as she did. Not that anyone would ever guess that about her.
After another minute, fed up with standing there like a fool, Mat propped the door open saying, “I’m not going to wait for your lazy ass all night, Missy!” 
“Excuse me?” Camdyn stood on the other side of the door with a box cutter in her hand. 
“Jesus! You scared me.” Mat placed a palm on her chest. “What are you doing back here?” 
“Working. So, I’m not sure why you’re calling me lazy.” Camdyn reached into a box, taking a handful of paperbacks out and placing them on the sorting carts. 
“All the staff left half an hour ago.” 
“And I’m the lazy one?” Camdyn wore a shy smile, which Mat shouldn’t have found alluring, but it was. 
Mat swallowed hard, trying to ignore the way her heart was racing. “I didn’t expect anyone to be here this late. The store’s closed.” 
Camdyn looked at the clock above Mat’s head. “It’s barely seven.” 
“It’s Sunday, Camdyn. We close at six.” 
“It’s Sunday?” Camdyn quickly put the rest of the books in her hand back into the box. “Gram is going to kill me. She likes to eat right at seven-thirty on Sundays.” 
“You better get going. Don’t want your grandmother to get worried.” 
“Why are you still here?” 
“It’s my favorite time in the store. Don’t get me wrong, I love all of our customers, but there’s something special being in the store when no one else is. I imagine it’s what people experience when they go to church.” Maybe Gage wasn’t wrong. If this was Mat’s church, then perhaps she could meet a woman here.
“I think that’s why I like being back here, unboxing the books. It’s mindless work—I don’t mean that in a bad way.” Camdyn’s cheeks burned cherry red.
A color that looked good on her, with her blonde hair pulled back in that infernal bun. Mat couldn’t help but appreciate how adorable she looked in the moment, her librarian uniform going full swing. The next moment Mat shook her head to dislodge yet another inappropriate thought she shouldn’t be having about her employee. 
“You know what they say about idle hands,” Mat remarked, trying to distract herself from her thoughts. 
“I’m not sure I want to know,” Camdyn replied. “But I really didn’t mean it that way.” 
Mat realized Camdyn must’ve misinterpreted the head shake for a sign of disapproval.
Mat quickly clarified, “No, no, I didn’t mean it like that either. I just meant that it’s easy to get lost in your thoughts when there’s nothing else to do. But you’re doing great work back here.” 
Camdyn’s blush eased, and she gave Mat a small smile. “Thanks.”
“I like being the first one to get my hands on—” Mat’s mind went blank, the word she was looking for nowhere in sight. All she could focus on was the way Camdyn’s shirt shifted as she moved, accentuating her curves.
Mat cleared her throat, hoping Camdyn didn’t notice that she had just blatantly checked her out. “On the new releases,” Mat finished lamely. “You know, before they hit the shelves and get all messed up by customers browsing through them.” 
Camdyn nodded, a small laugh escaping her lips. “Yeah, it’s nice to have the inside scoop. I feel like I’m in on a secret.” 
It was all Mat could do to resist the urge to lean in a little closer to Camdyn and whisper all sorts of secret things that raced through her mind.
What the heck was wrong with Mat? 
From the way Camdyn stared at Mat, the newest employee was trying to figure out the same thing. But Mat couldn’t help it. She had never experienced this kind of attraction before, and it was driving her crazy. 
“I should probably get back to work,” Camdyn said, breaking the silence. “Or home, rather.”
Mat nodded, trying to regain some semblance of professionalism. But she didn’t want Camdyn to go home yet. They were finally getting to know each other a little better. Work was a safe bet for a conversation, and maybe Mat could even glean some information about her own problems that hadn’t gone away—like the continued HR complaints. “How are you liking it here?” 
“It’s getting me out of bed, so that’s a good thing.” 
“Do you prefer being in bed?” Was a question Mat should never ask an employee, so why had those words just escaped her lips? 
“Who doesn’t? Isn’t it a form of self-care?” 
Was Camdyn hinting about masturbation? Honestly, it was the first form of self-care that came to mind when Mat thought of the word bed.
“Bed rotting. That’s what people are calling it.” Camdyn’s tone hadn’t changed, and it was as though they were talking about the weather. Which, was it hot in here? Mat tugged at her collar.
“What?” Surely they weren’t still talking about masturbation. Not that they ever had been. “That sounds filthy.”
And not in a good way. 
“It means staying in bed. I read an article about it. It’s the latest buzz word. Like quiet quitting.” 
Mat blinked a few times, trying to process what Camdyn had just said. She really hadn’t meant masturbation in any shape or form. What a relief!
“I see. Yeah, I’ve heard of quiet quitting too.” Mat forced a chuckle out of her throat, though her mind was still spinning with all sorts of dirty thoughts she couldn’t seem to shake off. Just because Camdyn hadn’t been thinking of masturbation didn’t mean Mat wasn’t. “Anyway, I should probably let you get back to your bed, uh, I mean, your house.” Mat mentally cursed herself for the slip-up and turned to leave, her face burning with embarrassment.
“Wait.” There was that shy, almost seductive, smile again. Suggestive. Seductive. The corners of Camdyn’s lips turned up ever so slightly while her eyes sparkled as if she knew a secret. “Before I run, I want to show you something.”
As Camdyn waved Mat to the back corner of the space a rush of excitement flooded Mat, unsure of what to expect. She was back to wondering what Camdyn’s true motives might be, and hoping they involved the kind of behavior that would definitely get Mat written up on her father’s stupid HR app if anyone found out.
Which was both wrong and reckless.
“I really ought to—” 
“I’m not going to bite you.” Camdyn laughed with a sultry undertone Mat hadn’t heard before. 
Mat couldn’t lie. She was a little disappointed by that fact. The thought of Camdyn nibbling on her was now lodged firmly in her mind, and she couldn’t shake it. 
“What is it you wanted to show me?” Mat asked, trying to stay focused on the task at hand and not let her mind wander down more dangerous paths. 
“Something strange with one of the latest shipments.”
Okay, so not quite as exciting as Mat had pictured, and strictly work-related. Mat engaged her feet and tried to shut her brain down. Not an easy feat. ”It’s been a long week. I’m a little out of it.”
“I’m sorry. This could probably wait, except I’m not on the schedule again for a couple days.”
“No, that’s fine.” And now Mat was a lot less eager to come into work tomorrow.
“When I opened one of these boxes, I saw some books with the covers sliced.” Camdyn pointed to the books in question. “I put them back here so no one would accidentally shelve them. What should I do with them?” 
“We need to send them back to the publisher. There’s a clipboard hanging by the computer where you jot down the book titles and date you discovered it, along with your initials. The next person to handle returns will enter the information into the system. Old fashioned, I know, but we have yet to put an in-house digital system in place.” The fact that her father was willing to shell out money for digitizing complaints but not systems to make work easier was not lost on Mat.
“I promise it wasn’t me who sliced them. The box had already been opened.” 
“Don’t worry. Even if it had been, it happens even to the best of us.” Mat thought for a moment, trying to remember the last time books had been cut like this.
“Does it happen a lot?”
Mat couldn’t come up with any recent examples off the top of her head. Usually Merle did the unpacking, and he was very careful. But maybe Darwin had helped out and slipped up. He seemed like the clumsy type, and Mat didn’t know him as well as she should.
“Not too often, but seriously—” Mat placed a hand on Camdyn’s shoulder, immediately removing it when it was too intimate. “—it happens. There’s no reason to fret too much about it. Just follow the protocol and we’ll send the books back. We’ll make sure to keep a closer eye on the shipments from now on.”
Even as she was explaining all this, Mat’s mind kept wandering to other things. Specifically, to the way Camdyn’s tightly wound bun might spring loose if she shook her head. Mat imagined running her fingers through Camdyn’s hair, letting the strands slip through her fingers like silk.
“It wasn’t just the top books, though,” Camdyn said. 
Mat wheeled back around, uncertain what she’d heard. “What about being on top—er, the books on top?” 
“The cut books. Two of them.” Camdyn pointed to a horror book. “These were on the bottom of the box. That doesn’t make sense to me. If covers get sliced with a box cutter—wouldn’t all the damaged books be on top?” 
“That’s interesting.” Mat’s mind reeled back to the phone call with HR and how someone was making false complaints in mass quantity. Was this another form of sabotage? 
She studied the book title, which seemed important though she couldn’t remember why. Pulling out her phone, she consulted the upcoming event schedule. 
“Huh. The author of this book is coming for a signing next week. I’ll need to put a rush order in. We’re not expecting a huge crowd, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared. Thanks so much for telling me. It takes some guts to come forward with something like this.” 
“I didn’t do it.” 
“I believe you, but you told me even though you might have been worried I would blame you. I appreciate that. I really do.” Mat thought for a moment, then added, “Would you be willing to do a little favor for me in the future? Can you tell me if you notice anything else that seems off?” 
Camdyn lit up at the suggestion. “I can do that. I’m really good at spying things that aren’t right. Like that?” She pointed to something behind Mat. 
“What?” Mat slowly turned, staring to where Camdyn pointed. “What am I missing?” 
“It says there haven’t been any workplace accidents in seventy-five days. But Merle tweaked his back lifting one of the boxes. It’s why he asked me to finish the job.” 
“Merle hurt himself? No one told me.” Mat made a mental note to send him a text to ask how he was doing.
“He said it wasn’t anything a few aspirin wouldn’t fix. But we should reset that.” 
“I will.” 
They stood, not speaking, the air crackling between them. At least it was for Mat. The way Camdyn’s eyes sparkled. The slight heave of her chest with every intake of air. The jasmine scent that emanated from her skin. Mat’s mind wandered, and she quickly shook it off.
“Aren’t you late for Sunday dinner?” Was her voice breathy? Mat needed to get Camdyn out of the store pronto to exorcise all of these improper thoughts. 
“Goodness. Gram’s going to send me to bed without dinner.” Camdyn laughed, the sound doing things to Mat she refused to acknowledge. “I’ll see you around.” 
“Not if I see you first.” 
There was more laughter, which sent a thrill through Mat. 
And a lot more inappropriate thoughts. Mat knew she was indulging in a dangerous game. She was terrible when it came to resisting temptation, and Camdyn was all sorts of tempting. But the woman was an employee, and besides that, she had relationship material written all over her. That was two strikes, and considering this wasn’t baseball, that was more than enough for Mat to run the other way.
Except neither of them moved. 
Nor did they break eye contact. 
Was Camdyn as tempted as Mat was? 
No, that couldn’t be it. It absolutely couldn’t be, because she was Mat’s employee and there was no way that could happen. They were in the back room of the store. No one had sex here.
Did they?
Well, now that Mat started thinking about it, she could envision how in a lot of ways it would be the perfect place for sex. It was dark, it was secluded, and not many ever came back here, especially after hours. Mat’s heart pounded, and she couldn’t keep her eyes off Camdyn. 
Camdyn’s smile faltered slightly as she read the intensity in Mat’s gaze. Mat watched as her lips parted slightly, and her tongue darted out to wet her lips. It was a small gesture, and yet it was enough to push Mat over the edge.
Her mind reeled, and she knew that she needed to get out of here before things escalated.
A loud plaintive meow from Gadsby interrupted them. She must have been lounging next to them for who knew how long. The old girl could move like a ninja when it suited her. Mat let out a sigh of relief, the tense moment broken at last.
“I see Gadsby has finally arrived for dinner.” Mat quickly shook her head to clear the final remnants of desire. “You’d better be off before your Gram starts to worry.”
Camdyn nodded, a hint of disappointment on her face, unless maybe that was only wishful thinking on Mat’s part. “Yeah, you’re right. I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
“You’re not scheduled tomorrow.”
“Right. Uh, Wednesday.”
Mat watched as Camdyn gathered her things and made her way toward the door. Wednesday felt like a lifetime from now. The temptation was still there, and Mat fought to keep her eyes from straying to Camdyn’s curves as she walked away.
Once the door clicked shut, Mat let out a deep breath and turned to face Gadsby. The cat looked up at her with big, innocent eyes, as though nothing out of the ordinary had just happened.
Mat scratched the cat behind the ears. “Thanks for the save, Gads.”
It was going to be a very long night.





CHAPTER EIGHT
“WHAT THE HELL AM I DOING?”
The glowing white screen on Camdyn’s laptop mocked her, the blinking cursor a source of indescribable torment. She’d been sitting there for an hour, and nothing had come to her. Not a single word. Her writing career was over. She’d been nothing but a big fraud all along.
Bob Dylan’s “Don’t Fall Apart on Me Tonight” echoed up the stairs of the old house. Camdyn cringed. She missed having her own place. That was her grandparents’ sexy music, and she died a little bit inside knowing what was going to happen later that night. Not that she begrudged anyone a romantic evening, but there were some details a grandchild did not need to know. If she had to acknowledge her grandparents having a sex life at all, she preferred to believe it had ended around the time Reagan was president.
Camdyn snagged a book from her desk and opened it to where she’d read last. She wrinkled her nose as she realized it was a romance. Despite writing a bestselling erotic novel, Camdyn had no more taste for romance in her books right now than she did for listening to it in her grandparents’ music. As far as she had experienced, relationships only spelled doom. Granted, her experience was mostly limited to Addison, the Evil Ex, but still. Camdyn could never be like the women in those books. She would never let someone have the chance to hurt her again.
The fact was, in real life, Camdyn wasn’t just bad at relationships; she was bad at sex. Addison had told her that enough times that there’d been no doubt it was true.
Camdyn shuddered as she stared at the book between her fingers. If only real life could be like the pages of a book. Instead, sex was filled with awkward moments, odd sounds, and people saying weird things at inappropriate times. Well, mostly her saying things she shouldn’t. And never getting her fingers to move the right way. And a million other things she got wrong that kept Addison from ever truly enjoying the moment.
Camdyn winced at the memory of Addison’s constant disappointment. That was the real world, along with jobs that paid the bills. Like becoming a CPA. It was solid and reliable. She had to stop living in a fantasy, one where she earned a fabulous living as a writer. Or found a woman to have mind-blowing sex with. The world in books wasn’t real, as much as she wanted it to be. Reality was cold and had few happy endings. It certainly had never worked out for her—everyone always left. Except her grandparents, but they were somewhat obligated to love her.
Back to her book, Camdyn tried to narrow her focus. Words whizzed through her mind, but she was two pages in before she realized she had no idea what the words on the page were. Instead of picturing the story she was reading, her brain was too busy replaying the fantasy she had been harboring all night, a fantasy that featured her boss in the starring role. Try as she might, Mat wouldn’t get out of her head. Where was Camdyn’s sense of boundaries? Or self-preservation, for that matter?
Camdyn eyed the red journal warily. She shouldn’t reward herself with that when she had failed to get a single word on the pages that mattered. Still, maybe it would prime the pump if she let herself write something that would come easily. It was worth a try.
In an almost trancelike state, her pen flew over the paper, words scribbled as she recreated the scene in her imagination. Hands, mouths, touches, heat. Camdyn’s heart raced by the time she came to the end, several pages filled with tightly cramped scribbles of pure lust. The words had just flowed from her.
Camdyn shook her head as she read back the story she’d written in her journal, all about an employee who had sex with her boss late one night when no one else was around. She’d changed the names, of course, and made it an office instead of a bookstore, but the basics were all there. There was even a cat.
Wonder where you got that idea.
Groaning, Camdyn wanted to toss the story across the room. She’d written the whole thing in record time, and it was damn good, too. If you liked stories that featured a dozen different ways to describe dripping wet pussies. Not the feline variety.
Still, the story had turned out okay for what it was. At least, Camdyn thought so. It had been so long since she’d written anything like this, it was a little hard to judge. The inspiration that had been flitting through Camdyn’s brain the entire time she had been alone with Mat in the back room had been hotter than hell. But had she managed to capture the essence of what she’d seen in her mind?
Maybe she should take her newest fan, Wanton, up on their offer to read her work and provide critique. She needed an outsider’s opinion. Her own ability to judge her work was flawed after months of writer’s block, and if she showed it to Nina, her friend would cheer her on with no regard for whether it was good or not.
Or maybe Camdyn should just go back to writing the serious work of literary fiction she was supposed to be working on and leave all this nonsense alone.
Apparently, that was all Camdyn was good at, writing smut. She could spend a full day rewriting one paragraph of the manuscript she needed to have to her publisher any day now. But a totally inappropriate fantasy about her boss? It flowed like a river in springtime.
That wasn’t the only thing that had been flowing. As she’d written the story, Camdyn had become so turned on by the visions in her head that her panties were soaked through.
With a sigh, Camdyn left her desk and spread out on her bed. Leaning against the pillow, Camdyn’s knees fell to the sides. She took deep, slow breaths to calm herself. When had she gotten so wet just writing a scene? Never. It wasn’t just that.
It was Mat. Mat and her sexy, confident looks, her brash behavior, the constant seduction in her words. Mat, who was completely off limits, even if Camdyn had been willing to give a relationship another try.
Just what did that mean? Camdyn pinched the pages in her notebook, nearly ready to rip the story out and crumple it up. Mat was a good daydream for sure, but it could never happen in reality. This was the purpose of her red journal. To channel that part of life onto the page, where it was safe and locked away from all.
There was one point, though, when the look in Mat’s eyes had been pure lust. Surely Camdyn hadn’t imagined that. Had she?
Camdyn played her fingers against herself, pressing into her crotch through her pajama bottoms. She had to bite back her moan as her eyelids fluttered shut.
Holy smokes, she was ready for more.
Camdyn relaxed her body. It had been a long time since she’d had sex, or even masturbated, but she wanted it now. She craved more. She wasn’t about to deny herself this one pleasure. It was the only thing she was going to get out of her night with Mat.
With Bob Dylan still playing in the background, Camdyn slid her pants down her body, locking them around her knees exactly as she’d pictured Mat doing in her fantasy. If Camdyn could just recreate this one moment from her imagination, maybe she could write it out even better. Tuning out the music in the living room, she pictured Mat’s face, the lines of her cheeks, the dark brown of her eyes, that super-cocky smirk she seemed to wear every moment of the day. Or at least when Camdyn was looking at her, which was pretty much whenever the woman was within sight.
Chuckling, Camdyn rolled to her side and grabbed the new vibrator she’d ordered that week with her first paycheck. It was small, fit right into the palm of her hand, and was said to give the best orgasms around. With a dab of lube between her thumb and pointer finger, she slicked up her clit. She wished her grandparents were playing anything other than Bob Dylan or that they would turn the damn volume down, but that was what she got for living with them.
Maybe becoming a CPA wouldn’t be as bad as she thought if it meant her own apartment again.
She glanced at the door, debated whether to lock it, and decided she was too hyped up to get it done. Camdyn arched her back and turned the toy to the lowest solid setting. She closed her eyes, imagining Mat between Camdyn’s legs, glancing up at her as Mat lapped and sucked Camdyn’s clit.
The toy mimicked exactly what Mat would do with her mouth. It was almost as good as a lover who knew what they were doing. Its gentle hum wasn’t too loud, and if Camdyn focused her mind, she could tune it out and sink into the dream.
Camdyn moaned. Her back arched. They might not ever get a chance to do this in real life, but she would gladly play the fantasy of it for weeks and maybe even months to come—pun intended. Camdyn giggled at her own play on words. She bucked her hips up as the intensity increased. She could dream about Mat every day from here on out for all she cared. This was as good as it was going to get.
With her eyes closed, Camdyn imagined Mat’s hands all over Camdyn. She dragged in a sharp breath, her body heating the same way it had in that back room as she imagined what it would be like to have Mat pressed against her. The toy worked between Camdyn’s legs, and it was a damn fine replacement for the real thing as far as she was concerned. Not perfect, but close enough.
She groaned, her hips moving wildly. Mat could do amazing things to her, she was sure. The passion, the single focus when she got into that intense mood, which she seemed to do often around Camdyn. Breathing was more difficult than before. Camdyn reached up with her free hand and shoved it under her shirt. She cupped her breast, flicking the edge of her thumb over her nipple.
Mat would bite her. Camdyn was certain of it. Her mouth curled in a sly smile as she pictured how it would play out. She rocked her hips up and down, letting the toy work her. She could do this over and over again. The scene she was writing played out again, finally finishing even though she hadn’t written it all.
“So close,” she murmured, wishing Mat truly was there to keep Camdyn going.
She moaned on a sigh as she cascaded smoothly through the orgasm. She was just about to turn her toy up to the next level to go again when the doorknob to her bedroom rattled.
“Camdyn!”
Camdyn jerked with a start when the door opened and pulled the blanket over her body. She fumbled wildly for the button on the toy to turn it off, but it wouldn’t stop. Her cheeks heated, and tears breached the corners of her eyes. She pressed frantically around with her thumb to make the fucking thing stop, but it wasn’t working. She panicked. What could possibly be worse than this? Mat walking in and teasing her about bed rotting being a code word for masturbation? Camdyn had witnessed firsthand that thought flash through Mat’s mind. Camdyn was certain.
No. Mat would find it sexy. She’d get down on her knees, push the toy aside, and take over.
But this was Gram at the door, for god’s sake! This was the woman who had raised her, changed her diapers, and was more than a little unhinged. Camdyn needed to turn the damn vibrator off right this second. But instead, it sped up, and the terrible hum amplifying. Even her half-deaf grandmother would be able to hear it, which was evident by the expression on her face when she walked in.
“Oh.” Gram let out a light chuckle, her own cheeks reddening. “You should lock the door next time, honey.”
“Oh my god. Get out. Please.” Camdyn couldn’t stop the embarrassment. She was coming undone and not in the way she had wanted to. Finally switching the damn device off, Camdyn shoved it farther under the blanket, while squeezing the blanket around her legs to make sure she was covered. She needed this moment to end. In a panic, she saw her book with the trashy cover and shoved that under with the toy. Her own place—definitely.
“Baby.”
Camdyn couldn’t look at her. She tensed when Gram sat on the edge of the bed and picked up the book from just under the covers. She wanted to groan, to cover her face with her hands, but she couldn’t make herself move. The train wreck happened right in front of her eyes.
“Is this one of those books you didn’t want me to read?”
Snagging it back, Camdyn closed it, adding it under the blanket with the damn suction vibrator, the best clit stim she had ever experienced in her life from something store-bought. “Don’t read that.” She couldn’t take any conversation about sex with Gram right now. Not ever. But especially not right now.
“Is it the one you wrote? I wish you’d let me read what you write. You know how I love all kinds of books. I’m nonjudgmental about love and spiciness.” Gram wiggled her shoulders like she was doing some odd version of a salsa dance.
“This is not something I want anyone reading, Gram. Just leave it alone.” Camdyn’s heart was in her throat. She couldn’t believe this was happening. “What did you want?” Maybe that would get Gram the hell out of there.
“Pops and I were talking about taking a trip to Bora-Bora in a month or so. What do you think?”
“I think you should do whatever you think will make you happy.” This is really what she’d been interrupted for? What happened to Bob Dylan? Were they getting too old for even that?
Gram grinned, her hazel eyes exactly the same as Camdyn’s. She wished she looked more like them, that they were actually her parents. She hated that she looked so much like her mother, a woman who had never been in her life beyond her birth.
“I can hold down the fort here while you’re gone.” Camdyn tried again, pushing the conversation to end so Gram would leave.
“Good, because we were talking about being gone for a couple weeks at least.” Gram rubbed her hands together, her eyes lighting up like a kid on Christmas.
“Sure.” Camdyn’s tongue thickened. “Do you… uh… mind if we talk about this later?”
“Righty-Oh.” Gram winked. “You were late getting home tonight. Did you have a date?”
“It wasn’t a date, Gram. I was working and lost track of time until Mat found me in the back room.” Camdyn wanted to kick herself for mentioning Mat, or the back room. Why couldn’t Camdyn stop babbling?
“Sure, sure.” Gram put a finger to her lips. “Secrecy. I get it.”
Camdyn rolled her eyes. Normally she would resist, but this was her grandmother, the woman who had raised her and who had gotten crazier as the years went by. Shaking her head, Camdyn shifted awkwardly, still half-naked under the blankets.
“I’ll let you know when I start dating a woman, okay? Now, please… leave.” Camdyn’s cheeks still burned, completely on fire.
“Of course. You want some alone time.” Gram chuckled knowingly as she stood up.
Camdyn was never going to live this one down. She covered her face with her hands and hid behind them as Gram left her room and shut the door behind her. Camdyn couldn’t move. The panic that had failed to reach her when Gram came into the room hit her full blast. Turning on her side, Camdyn hid under the covers. What the hell would Mat think of her if she saw this? She’d probably laugh her ass off. She seemed amused by Gram, but Camdyn couldn’t tell yet if that was in a good way or not.
Damn it, she had just masturbated to images of her boss going down on her. Camdyn was going to die when she walked into the store for her next shift. It would no doubt take everything in her to maintain enough poise to avoid going into cardiac arrest on the spot. She pressed a hand to her chest and rolled on her side, clenching her eyes tight.
What the fuck had she been thinking?





CHAPTER NINE
DON’T GET your hopes up, Matty. 
For three days, she’d done a walk by, hoping the author who’d lost their journal would take Mat up on the suggestion of leaving their latest creation for her to read. 
Each time, Mat walked away dejected.
Maybe she needed to get laid, to get this silly obsession out of her mind.
Yeah, right. If only it was that easy. She missed the days when she truly believed that meaningless hookups would solve all her problems, but now she realized that it was just a temporary fix. Nothing ever truly satisfied her anymore.
Right when Mat was about to turn into the LGBTQ+ aisle, someone called her name. Turning, she smiled at MaryAnn, who sported lime-green hair. Now there was a woman who always seemed to know what she wanted and wasn’t about to let anything hold her back. “Morning, MaryAnn.” 
“What game are you playing?” 
What did MaryAnn know and how? 
Wiping away the fear by swiping the hair of her eyes, Mat asked, “Can you provide more details?” 
“The book for November’s Smut Club isn’t in stock. Are you embarrassed by the club?” 
If only MaryAnn knew about Mat’s current mission to find a journal filled with erotica, the woman wouldn’t need to ask that question. 
“Absolutely not. The Smut Club will always have my endorsement and support. Let me check the inventory to figure out what’s going on.” 
“I’ve got my eyes on you.” MaryAnn pointed to her eyes, and then aimed her fingers at Mat. 
“You have all my life.” There were benefits to customers who pledged lifelong loyalty to a store, true, but sometimes it felt like Mat still had a nanny.
“Someone has to make sure this store doesn’t go down the shitter.” With that, MaryAnn dashed away, probably to torment some other hapless Kincaide’s employee. God love her, that woman loved to stir the pot. 
Mat rubbed the top of her ear, casually scoping out the area, before heading to the spot that would more than likely disappoint her once again. What was the definition of insanity? Doing the same thing over and over, hoping for a different outcome? 
Mat’s current mission seemed like a perfect example of that.
With the coast clear, Mat strode to the set of shelves she’d indicated in her note, the place she’d designated to leave the journal if the author wanted her feedback. It wouldn’t be hard to spy if it was there. Her heart thudded in her eardrums, as she bent down— 
“It’s here.” Mat grabbed it, tucking it into her armpit to disguise the item so no one would be the wiser.
She took a deep breath, the thrill of the risk igniting a fire within her. This was what she lived for, the rush of adventure, the possibility of getting caught. Mat was so tired of the predictable rut of a life she had fallen into. She wanted passion and heat, all the things this journal promised to deliver.
Now she needed to get to her office without a soul seeing her. What if the author was still in the building? Risk was one thing, but actually getting caught was something Mat preferred to avoid. 
Luckily, Mat knew every nook and cranny of the store, having practically grown up in the place. She hopped through the least-trafficked spots during the morning hours: music history to architecture to young adult, before reaching the stairs. 
With her office door closed, Mat sat down at her desk. The silk ribbon bookmark led Mat to the latest creation. Damn, she should have stopped for a cup of tea. There was nothing like reading while sipping tea. 
But that would mean heading to the café, and the last thing Mat wanted was to get trapped by the likes of MaryAnn. No, Mat would have to do without for now.
She opened the journal with reverence, eager to delve into the world of the unknown author. She held her breath as she read the first sentence, feeling as if the words exploded from the page. Two women were working late in the office sharing a pizza, one a younger employee and the other her older, more mature boss. The sexual tension crackled from the page. Mat was instantly hooked, unable to resist the pull of the story.
When she reached a certain spot, Mat started to quietly read aloud:
“Only one way to find out.” Vale slid her hand back down Jade’s front, cupping a breast.
Moaning, Jade rested back into the chair and gave Vale as much access to her body as possible. “Squeeze. My nipple.”
Vale eased her hand under the satin fabric, Jade’s nipple already hard. Every breath she took pushed her breast into Vale’s palm, her fingers teasing around exactly where Jade wanted her to be.
“Harder.” Jade leaned her head back into Vale, her back arching as she silently begged for more contact.
“Like this?”
“Yessss…” Jade hissed, completely lost to the touch, the sensations running through her. She gave herself over completely to the movement of Vale’s fingers against her.
“I thought we weren’t going to do this again.” The wanting in Vale’s tone was too much to ignore. “Someone could walk in any moment.” 
Jade broke free, getting to her feet, locking her eyes onto Vale’s. She couldn’t take the back and forth any longer. The teasing. Especially if Vale was going to pull away after that. “If it’s too risky, leave now.”
Vale returned Jade’s searing gaze.
“Last warning,” Jade cautioned.
Vale didn’t budge.
Jade charged, claiming Vale’s mouth, her hands clasping each cheek as she walked Vale back up against the wall. Exactly where she’d wanted to take her. Jade fumbled with the buttons on Vale’s chest, not making any progress. She pressed her thigh between Vale’s legs to keep her in place and give her something to grind down on.
“Fuck it.” Jade tore her blouse open, the buttons flying.
Their mouths collided again, each trying to gain the upper hand with their tongues. Jade was surrounded by glorious skin, soft perfect skin. She undid Vale’s trousers with one hand, shoving her hand under the last barrier, her knees almost buckling when she encountered Vale’s wetness.
“Jesus,” she groaned into Vale’s mouth. “Holy fucking Christ.”
Jade eased a finger inside. Vale bit into the flesh on Jade’s shoulder. God, she loved this. She couldn’t get enough of it. Vale came alive under her hands and mouth. Jade loved seeing it.
Jade moved her finger in and out of Vale.
“M-more.” Vale’s voice hitched.
Jade added another finger.
Vale stumbled a bit on her feet.
Jade pressed against her to keep her upright, giving her the exact support she needed to stay against the wall. She nibbled on Vale’s ear, teasing it with the tip of her tongue like she would love to do to Vale’s clit. “You’re so fucking wet.”
Vale responded with a hungry kiss as though if she didn’t kiss Jade senseless, she’d die.
Pushing through the pain in her wrist from the angle, Jade thrust in deeper with her fingers, the pad of her thumb circling Vale’s clit since there was no way she was getting her mouth near there in the next twenty seconds. Hands would have to do for now.
“Don’t stop,” Vale begged.
Jade never wanted to.
Vale’s body shook, trembles running through her legs and chest. Jade moved her knee, to help keep Vale on her feet. The tremors increased. Vale held onto Jade for dear life as her entire body rocked to the pattern Jade had set.
The first wave tore through Vale, the woman letting out the most satisfying moan. Jade didn’t want to stop, pushing in deeper. Vale tried speaking, but her voice vanished into the room.
“Should I stop?” Jade asked, ready to do whatever Vale needed if that was the case.
There was a furious shake of the head before the second full-body shudder worked through Vale, and she blurted, “I fucking love pizza in the office.”
Jade laughed. “I’ve never heard someone shout that while coming.” She held onto Vale, not wanting her to fall.
“This is a whole new experience for me. An out-of-this-world experience.” Vale’s grip turned vice-like, not showing any signs of ever letting go.
While it was amazing, it couldn’t last. They were never meant to be lovers. This was wrong. 
Jade kissed under Vale’s chin, slowing the touch of her hand. Her body raged for someone to touch it—anyone at this point, but preferably Vale. She rested her forehead on Vale’s shoulder and gathered herself together. She had to be the one to hold the line, especially if Vale wasn’t going to. Not tonight.
“We have work to do,” Jade murmured, even though she really didn’t want to say it.
“But you—”
Jade shook her head, still not looking Vale in the eye. She couldn’t fall into that gaze again. She would be a goner then. “This was for you.”
Jade kissed Vale’s cheek. The corner of her mouth. Her lips. Slowly, she pulled her fingers away and rested her hand against Vale’s hip, kissing her slowly. Her heart rate evened out as their tongues slow danced instead of dueled. When Jade was ready, she broke the kiss.
“Besides, we still need to eat.” She winced at her wording.
Vale stared at her wide-eyed. “I wouldn’t mind that.”
“Not this time.” What the hell had possessed Jade to say that? That implied there would be a next time. And as much as she might want it again, Jade would screw it up. She always did. And she wouldn’t do that to Vale. Jade wouldn’t ruin her.
Heat pooled between Mat’s legs as she devoured the words as thoroughly as Jade had devoured Vale. Why weren’t these two meant to be lovers? There were hints, but it wasn’t spelled out. The not knowing tormented Mat in all the right ways. 
Who was this author? The style seemed so familiar, like someone she knew, but she wasn’t quite sure. Regardless, Mat wanted to read more. She reread the scene again, trying to force her foggy brain to cough up an answer.
Suddenly, Mat snapped her fingers. Of course! Unless she was completely crazy, this scene was reminiscent of her all-time favorite sapphic author. It was a rough draft naturally, being hand-written. It wasn’t polished for publication yet, but the raw sensuality was there all the same. And that was the special something that made Mat come back to You Can Have My Heart time and time again.
There was just one problem. Despite Mat reading the character names as they were written, she couldn’t stop her imagination from casting these two characters as dead-ringers for herself and Camdyn.
Which was absurd for so many reasons. On the other hand, it stood to reason. They worked together, and Mat was the older boss to Camdyn’s younger employee. Other than the setting being an office instead of a bookstore, this could easily have been one of her own fantasies.
Except it was completely wrong of her to think like this, and Mat chastised herself. After all, sleeping with an employee was about the very worst thing Mat could do if she ever hoped to take over the company from her father. A single word of such behavior and he’d never let her near the business, no matter how qualified she was.
But that didn’t stop her from dreaming, which Mat did with reckless abandon as she read the scene again.
A knock on the door pulled Mat out of her head. She slammed the notebook shut, guilt pooling in her gut. She quickly shoved the book away and plastered on a smile. “Come in.”
Camdyn stuck her head around the door. 
The universe was fucking with Mat. There was no other explanation. 
“Sorry to bother you, but MaryAnn—”
“I’m looking into the Smut Club problem right now,” Mat lied. She would, of course, but in her excitement to read the journal, she’d forgotten all about MaryAnn’s problem. 
“Not that. She wants to know if we’re going to collect Christmas gifts for needy families this year?”
“We’ve done it every year I’ve been alive, so I’d say probably yes.” Mat needed to control her tone because she was accidentally taking her frustration out on Camdyn. It wasn’t the young woman’s fault she’d played a starring role in Mat’s mental sexual escapades just seconds earlier. 
“I’ll tell her, and again, I’m sorry to bother you. I know you must have a lot going on.” 
“Not a bother at all,” Mat said, her voice a little too cheerful. “And thank you for the reminder. It is about time for me to get started on the holiday planning, even if MaryAnn can be a bit too much sometimes.” 
Camdyn smiled before saying, “I’ll let you get back to it.” 
If only Mat could.





CHAPTER TEN
“WHAT’S this bullshit about not being able to have wine during Smut Club? We already have to provide our own. Unlike the fancy-schmancy author talks.” MaryAnn’s latest hair color, flaming red, matched the fire in her eyes.
“That can’t be right.” Camdyn pointed to the printed advertisement depicting books and wine bottles on the tabletop easel where the space for the group had been reserved.
“Not according to this email.” MaryAnn pressed her phone into Camdyn’s hand.
“Uh—Mat!” Camdyn waved her hands wildly at Mat, who was speaking to a café person behind the counter, didn’t hear the distress in her voice.
“You bellowed?” Mat nodded hello to MaryAnn.
“Do you hate us?” MaryAnn lobbed the statement like a verbal grenade. “Are we not valuable customers? I’ve been shopping here since I was a child, but I guess that doesn’t mean a thing to you.”
“Excuse me?” Mat’s voice quavered.
“Show her. Show her.” MaryAnn forced Camdyn’s hand holding the phone into Mat’s—setting off sparks throughout Camdyn’s body.
She nearly moaned but managed to keep it in at the last second.
“Who sent this?” Mat squinted, leaning in, her face almost level with Camdyn’s chest, which may or may not be heaving.
“It came from your email address.” MaryAnn wasn’t going to let Mat off the hook, only befuddling Camdyn even more.
Mat was in the process of building a bar for the store. Why would she send out an email banning wine?
“I don’t actually write these,” Mat said. “But that doesn’t matter. It’s a mistake. I would never deny the Smut Club drinks—that’s suicidal. We have a beer and wine license, but until we finish the bar, we’re not set up for selling.”
“I have news for you, I was going to whether you said yes or no.” MaryAnn opened her quilted shoulder bag, where two bottles rattled against each other. “Finish the bar so I don’t have to break my back lugging these in.”
“I’m doing everything I can.” Mat briefly met Camdyn’s eye, the worry evident. Did Mat have an off moment and send out an email that was never intended to be seen? Why, though? Camdyn didn’t know MaryAnn all that well, but she imagined if you wronged the woman, she’d do everything in her power to take her enemy down.
Camdyn’s grandmother approached wearing a shirt that read: If It Involves Wine and Books Count Me In.
“Here’s my new best friend. I’m MaryAnn. You look familiar.” MaryAnn reached for her glasses that dangled on a chain around her neck to get a better look at Gram.
“I’m Crystal, Camdyn’s grandmother. We met when Camdyn was helping you find this book.” Gram held up the paperback with the bare-chested man in a kilt. His abs glistened in the lights, as if Gram held it at just the right angle on purpose.
“That’s right. You’ll have to forgive me, but I had a glass of wine before I got here as a way to protest this fascist regime.” MaryAnn added a foot stomp for good measure.
“We’re not—” Mat tried to refute the claim but couldn’t get another word out before Janine rushed toward them.
“Am I late?” Janine skidded to a stop. “One of my kids called as I was heading out the door.”
Janine’s interruption was probably for the best since, in Camdyn’s experience, trying to disprove an accusation of fascism only made things a hundred times worse.
“We haven’t even started yet. There was some confusion about the new dictatorial wine policy.” MaryAnn raked her eyes over Mat as if she was an honest to god dictator.
“There isn’t a new policy. Whoever sent the email was simply confused and misinformed. I value you too much, MaryAnn, to deny you a glass.” Mat pressed her palms together, as if begging for forgiveness.
“Now you’re limiting me to one glass. Will this evil totalitarian streak ever end? This isn’t the town to try those type of controlling measures. The state might be purple, but all of us here bleed blue.” MaryAnn offered up her wrist out as if willing Mat to cut it to prove MaryAnn right or wrong.
“I would never limit you on anything.” Mat splayed her fingers across her chest, pulling Camdyn’s gaze to the spot she shouldn’t ever look at. Checking out Mat’s cleavage equaled torture—because Camdyn wanted more than a sneak peek.
“Would you like my cookies?” Mat flicked her eyes to Camdyn but landed on MaryAnn. “As a way to say sorry, we’ll supply the club with homemade cookies. Darwin’s mom sent them in with him. Can you get Darwin for me?” Mat briefly placed a hand on Camdyn’s arm, giving it a squeeze.
“For?” Camdyn could only focus on Mat’s touch, not the words. Her mind was a blank slate aside from the fact that she never wanted Mat to stop touching her or looking at her.
“The cookies.”
“Right.” The tension in Mat’s shoulders threw Camdyn off her game.
Something more was going on here. Not simply an email snafu. For the second time since she’d started this job, the word sabotage flitted through her brain. Camdyn closed her eyes, hoping for clarity. Finding none, she set off on her mission.
By the time Camdyn tracked Darwin down and returned to the café, six other white-haired women sat at three tables smooshed together, their wine glasses full and the chatter loud.
Darwin set the plate down and attempted to bolt immediately, until Mat said, “Darwin, can you man the café? Avery needs to leave early to study for an exam.”
“Ladies, shall we bring this club to order.” MaryAnn pounded a fist on the table. “Let the smut commence.”
Camdyn looked for the quickest escape route. Being wrapped up in the Smut Club wasn’t something she relished.
Mat whipped around to face Camdyn. “Go with Darwin. He can train you in the café. You haven’t done that yet, right?”
Camdyn shook her head, measuring with her eyes the distance from the café counter to the book club gathering, not liking how close they were to each other. She’d be safer on the moon.
“I’d like one of those fancy coffee drinks.” Her Gram snapped her fingers.
“You have a glass of wine,” Camdyn said frostily.
“Have you ever heard of fisting?” Gram shot back.
Mat burst into laughter, trying to pretend she’d been struck with a coughing fit.
“I think you mean double fisting—holding two drinks. That other thing is what they have in the porn videos,” Janine corrected, and Camdyn was left with a lot of questions in general and about Janine.
Of course, asking those questions would earn Camdyn an earful of information she didn’t want. It was better not to say a thing and slowly back away.
“Are the videos any good? Camdyn, where are you going? You might know. Are the videos good?” Gram stared at Camdyn expectantly.
Mat swiveled her head to Camdyn, a question in that searing gaze.
“How would I know?” Did Camdyn’s voice just wobble? How could she get out of this embarrassing slow-motion train wreck?
“It’s no secret that you like sex toys.”
Now every pair of eyes, even Mat’s, singed Camdyn’s skin, like she was being branded a sex perv for the entire book world to see.
“Ooo… what kind? I’m having trouble with my wrists, and I need one that’s easier to hold. Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m dead inside.” MaryAnn saucily chewed on her bottom lip, letting out a growl.
“You need to get the one Camdyn has. It’s a miracle device.” Gram wore a knowing look.
“You used my clit stim!” When the words she’d said echoed in her head, Camdyn wanted to die. Deader than dead. Forget the burial. Just toss her into the dumpster out back and be done with it. Her grandmother was a wild card, but Camdyn had never thought she’d have to explain to Gram there were sex toy boundaries.
“Where can I get one?” MaryAnn asked Gram, perhaps sensing Camdyn wasn’t in the right mind to think clearly. She wasn’t wrong.
If the ceilings weren’t so fucking high, Camdyn might be setting the smoke detectors off. Could embarrassment of this level cause third degree burns?
None of the smut club noticed, all of them shooting questions to Gram about this miracle device, all of them demonstrating their wrist immobility.
Not everyone ignored Camdyn. Mat stared directly at her with an expression that was impossible to decipher, and this wasn’t the time for the woman to keep her cards close to her chest. Did Mat think Camdyn was disgusting now? Or…?
Gram mimed the shape of the device, making vroom vroom sounds, before barking, “Where did you get it from, Cammie? Everyone wants their own. I should be the spokeswoman for the company.”
“I need to report for duty in the café.” The problem was Camdyn’s feet wouldn’t budge.
“Mat, can you tell my granddaughter it’s rude to ignore customer requests?”
“We don’t sell them here, Gram.” Camdyn whacked the side of her own leg because she needed to hit something. Hard. Sadly, it only accomplished a shooting pain, instead of launching her into outer space never to return.
“You should. You can put the Kincaide logo on it,” Gram recommended.
“I should get one as a free gift for being one of the founding members of the Smut Club,” MaryAnn pleaded with Mat.
“I’m giving you free cookies, MaryAnn,” Mat told her. “Don’t press your luck.”
“I think you’re missing the marketing angle on this one, Matty. Youth is wasted on the young, am I right ladies?” MaryAnn cackled.
“I can see about selling them in the store.” Mat’s serious expression proved she wasn’t blowing smoke but was actually considering the idea.
What would they do? Display them in a case in the self-help section? That wasn’t an entirely ridiculous idea, but Camdyn would mention it to Mat without an audience of horny white-haired women, who included Gram. There wasn’t enough soap to make Camdyn feel clean again.
“Sell what?” Merle sidled up next to Mat, but he didn’t wait for an answer. “Ladies, I hope you’ll keep things down this time. We’re a respectable family bookstore.”
“Mat’s going to start selling vibrators, and I have to wonder why it took her this long to come up with this most brilliant plan.” MaryAnn shook her head. “No. We came up with it for you, thanks to Camdyn and her grandmother.”
If it was possible to smite an enemy with their eyes, Camdyn better watch out, because the intensity of Merle’s stare scared the heck out of her.
“It’s just an idea that we can discuss at a later time. Again, I’m sorry about the confusion over the email, MaryAnn. The Smut Club will always be able to drink wine. Fingers crossed, soon we can add cocktails from our bar and really celebrate smut like it should be.” Mat turned and winked at Camdyn.
“Mat, you can’t be serious.” Merle followed her to the staircase.
Camdyn rounded the café counter. “Reporting for duty!” She saluted Darwin like a dork, but he hadn’t noticed.
A young woman roughly his age took a seat with the Smut Club.
Was it even legal for her to be near MaryAnn and her Merry Band of Sex-crazed Grannies? Maybe Camdyn should demand to see the woman’s ID.
“Hey, I want a fancy coffee!” Gram waved from her seat to garner Camdyn’s attention. “What does a woman have to do to get your attention around here?”
“You’ve been doing a good job of that, don’t you think?” Camdyn wanted to list everything Gram had done, but what good would that do? Gram was a force of her own, and now that she had MaryAnn on her side, Camdyn’s life was going to be miserable. Working here was supposed to be Camdyn’s refuge—the one place where she belonged, to reignite her passion for books.
“Don’t be so uptight. Just think. Now they know about the clit stim, they’re going to be the happiest customers. They’ll be putty in your hands.”
“I don’t want them in my hands under those circumstances, thank you very much. What coffee is fancy?” Camdyn needed to get her Gram onto safer territory. With the clit stim debacle, would Camdyn need to start looking for a new job?
“There’s my pussy!” Gram jumped out of her chair and gave chase to Gadsby, who for some inexplicable reason didn’t run away. Camdyn sure would have if she could’ve gotten away with it. This was like one of those nightmares where you’re suddenly walking down the halls of your high school completely nude.
“Look how cute this is.” Gram held Gadsby to Camdyn’s eye level. The cat wasn’t fighting. Instead, she stretched her neck to show off her bow tie.
“Are those?” Camdyn craned her neck to see the print on the tiny bow’s fabric. “Romance covers?”
“Looks like. Don’t forget my drink.” Gram returned to the tables.
Darwin shrugged. “What does your grandma want?”
“Coffee with enough room for milk.”
“She said fancy.”
“Milk is her idea of fancy. She normally drinks it black.”
“What do you know about MTG?” Darwin poured a cup of coffee for Gram.
“Is that short for mortgage?” She knew it wasn’t because Darwin was a senior in high school and no kid that age worried about mortgages. At least they shouldn’t be.
“No. It’s short for Magic: The Gathering. Richard Channing Garfield, a mathematician, created it in the early nineties. More than twenty billion cards have been made.” His gaze drifted to the girl as he started to hand Gram’s coffee to Camdyn, presumably to take to her grandmother. She couldn’t blame him, even if she felt slightly betrayed.
“Why don’t you take the drink to my Gram, and then you can tell me all about it.”
He gulped air but did as directed. She knew she shouldn’t have thrown him to those wolves, but she couldn’t stand walking over there again.
Over the next two hours, while the smut club got louder and louder, Darwin filled Camdyn’s brain with more details about MTG than anyone on the planet should know. At least for someone who wasn’t into it.
“How long have you worked here?” Camdyn needed something else to talk about.
“Not much longer than you, but if I don’t get more hours, I might have to find a new job.” Darwin wiped the counter with a rag.
“Why?”
“Magic cards don’t grow on trees.”
And just like that, they were back to Darwin’s favorite topic.
After the last customer left the store, Mat came back to the café as Camdyn stacked chairs on the tables.
“MaryAnn was full of it tonight.” Mat flipped one of the chairs over.
“Is she always like that?”
“To be honest, that was pretty tame for her when she gets riled up. Ever since her husband died, she’s been in the store almost daily. I think she’s lonely.” Mat frowned as she flipped another chair.
“She doesn’t seem lonely.”
“People get really good at hiding it. Like Merle.”
“Merle’s lonely?” Camdyn hadn’t been able to get a good read on the man, aside from the fact he could never, ever know she wrote sex scenes.
“He’s a widower. I think it’s why he teases the Smut Club. It’s his idiotic way of flirting.” Mat tossed a helpless hand in the air. “Like they want a strong man to boss them around or whatever.”
Camdyn snorted and shook her head. Even she was better at flirting than that. “He should brush up on his game. Speaking of games, I’m pretty sure Darwin has a crush with one of the Smut Club peeps.”
“If you say MaryAnn, I’m going to break off a chair leg and plunge it into my chest.” Mat pressed her bosom against one of the legs.
“No, a young woman showed up.”
“Oh, that’s probably MaryAnn’s granddaughter, Tess.”
“She’s more open minded than I am.” Camdyn straightened up a table before she started flipping chairs onto it.
“MaryAnn or her granddaughter?”
“Both, I guess. I wouldn’t be able to sit with the group with Gram there.” Or with anyone there.
“Is that right? Because if memory serves, MaryAnn now expects me to give her a free vibrator. And it’s all because of you.” Mat stopped, grinning, her hands on her hips as if she had Camdyn pinned.
“Don’t put the blame on me. That was all Gram. And, I’m making a mental note never to use the one I have at home ever again.” Camdyn did a full-body shake.
“You continue to shock the hell out of me, Cammie.”
Camdyn started at the use of her nickname.
“Sorry. I heard your grandmother say it.” Mat raised her hands in the air as a way of apologizing.
“It just took me by surprise. Only my grandparents call me that.” Well, and Nina, but Camdyn didn’t need to mention that.
“I won’t tread on sacred nickname ground.”
Hearing Mat call her that made Camdyn feel all sorts of things that were too delightful to name. How could Camdyn tell Mat to call her that from now on? Camdyn couldn’t. Not if she expected to maintain a proper working relationship with her boss. Hence why Camdyn needed to order a new clit stim ASAP, now that her grandmother had irreparably contaminated the old one.
“Who do you think sent the email?” Camdyn asked, needing a change of subject stat.
“Janine usually sets them up, but I don’t see her adding that detail considering she’s another founding member of the group. I’ll have to ask her tomorrow.”
Camdyn wanted to broach the topic of Darwin wanting more hours, but Mat stormed off when Gadsby knocked over one of the displays in the history section.
It was probably for the best. Since learning of the email, Mat had seemed off. Not cold, but protective of herself. Like she didn’t trust anyone around her. Did that include Camdyn?





CHAPTER ELEVEN
“DO you have all the drawer counts?” Camdyn stood in Mat’s office doorway, her eyes burning into Mat’s.
“Are you asking me to drop my drawers?” It took Mat a second to catch her bearings and realize that was entirely the wrong thing to say. But ever since she’d read that erotic story and imagined Camdyn as the lead, Mat couldn’t separate fact from fiction without tremendous effort. 
“So funny. Not.” For someone trying to look peeved, Camdyn’s eyes sparkled more than normal. Like dark emeralds with yellow flakes. Before being polished, ruining the primal quality. “Janine told me this morning my drawer was short last night, and I just know it wasn’t when I left. I’ve been thinking about it all day, and something’s off. Like the slashed book covers and the Smut Club wine snafu.”
“What?” Mat hadn’t heard a word. She sank her teeth into her bottom lip. She was too busy thinking about Camdyn’s eyes. Mat raked her nails across her scalp, nearly drawing blood. Anything to get those images out of her mind before she went mad with desire. If she wasn’t already there.
An odd sound echoed through the room, like a growling wolf. Could it have been a purr?
“Was that Gadsby?” Mat leaned over, searching for the cat under her desk, not spying the feline.
Mat had put Gadsby in a bright pink and white polka-dot bow tie that morning, so the cat should be relatively easy to spot. She’d thought about adding a bell, but that would be torture for everyone, not just Gadsby.
“Is she okay? Should I go look for her?” Mat capped her pen, readying for Operation Rescue Gadsby.
There was another growl, and this time Mat knew it wasn’t feline in origin. She jerked her chin up, staring directly into Camdyn’s amazing eyes. “Was that you?”
“Yes. Sorry. I’m hungry.” Camdyn’s gaze dropped, the lines of her mouth forming into a frown, her cheeks rushing with a light pink. Was she embarrassed? 
“Is your stomach devouring itself?” Mat laughed at her stupid joke but inwardly cringed at her timing. Apparently, she had lost all her talent for flirting over the years.
Camdyn’s face burned scarlet, and Mat wanted nothing more than to kiss away that blush. But she stayed put, her gaze locked with Camdyn’s, waiting for her answer. 
“Yeah.” Camdyn let out a deep breath, her eyes still fixed on Mat. “I skipped lunch, and now I’m regretting it.”
“Do you want to go home for the night? We’ve been going at it for—” Wow, totally the wrong choice of words. Mat’s brain filled with an image of herself throwing Camdyn on the table, thereby completely frying her ability to communicate. Unless grunting like a cave woman counted.
“I can’t leave yet. Not without going over the drawer counts. Not that you don’t do a good job of that, but maybe my fresh eyes can see something out of the ordinary. I do have a background in accounting, remember.”
Camdyn sounded so aloof and appeared to have every damn part of herself under control, aside from a hungry stomach. Mat lost control of her own thoughts, consumed with the desire to kiss Camdyn and explore every inch of her body. Mat really was trying to keep her feelings for her employee in check, but it was becoming increasingly difficult.
Mat was the horndog in this situation, and she couldn’t take advantage of Camdyn in that way. It would be wrong on a million levels and could jeopardize her future as the next CEO of Kincaide’s. The hundreds of HR complaints hadn’t stopped in the last few weeks. Nothing was worth risking her career over. She had to maintain her composure, even if it meant suppressing her desires and denying herself the pleasure she craved.
Mat should send Camdyn home now. The images flooding her mind grew more intense by the second and got harder to resist.
“Let’s order pizza,” Camdyn suggested, not-so-helpfully. If there was anything other than sex that Mat had a hard time resisting, it was pizza. Especially with the memory of that scene she’d read about eating pizza in the office. “We can eat here while I do some investigating. It might be good training for me with my exams coming up.”
Sure, we can do that. Or I could slam you up against the door and pull your pants down and eat right there. A primal part of Mat’s brain suggested the second option from out of nowhere, shocking even Mat with its insistence.
“Pizza,” Mat said breathlessly. “Yeah, that sounds perfect. Go ahead and order. These are the till counts.” She flipped her laptop around. “I need to freshen up.” Mat tossed Camdyn a credit card. “Put it on that. Tip well. I can’t stand stingy bastards.”
“Do you hand over your credit card willy-nilly to everyone?” Camdyn teased, but Mat had to flee before something happened. Her heart was in her throat, hammering away as every sensation she wanted to feel pooled between her legs. Her own body betrayed her.
In the bathroom, Mat splashed cold water on her face, repeating it several times before gripping the counter and staring into her reflection in the mirror. “You will not fuck Camdyn. Not tonight. Not tomorrow. Never. Do you hear me?”
This shouldn’t be so damn hard, Mat thought as she took a deep breath and tried to calm down. All she had to do was keep reminding herself that she was the boss and Camdyn was her employee, and there were lines that shouldn’t be crossed. Just one more time and it was sure to sink in. She couldn’t let her desire for Camdyn cloud her judgment or risk her career.
When Mat returned to the office, Camdyn had the laptop on the table. Mat wanted to applaud herself for not looking in Camdyn’s direction, not sure she could stop her baser instincts from taking control if she even glimpsed those eyes. If she did, she’d be doomed. The word echoed in her head. 
Minutes ticked by tediously until Camdyn jumped out of her seat. “Pizza’s here. Be right back.”
Mat mumbled something without looking up. What had she even said? Was it good? Thanks? I want to screw your brains out? Let’s fuck?
It couldn’t have been the last two options because Camdyn hadn’t crossed the room and given her face a slap. So that was good news. The fact she wasn’t entirely sure she wouldn’t eventually say one of those things was less comforting.
Honestly, Mat was screwed, and unfortunately not in a literal sense. But that brought her the reminder of that damn scene she had read, and how she wanted to try that with Camdyn. Up against the wall, leg between her naked thighs. Mat shuddered as arousal coursed through her. To make Camdyn come all over her repeatedly was another goal that she hadn’t known she’d wanted.
Camdyn had to save Mat.
No. That didn’t make sense. Camdyn was the problem.
No, that wasn’t fair.
Mat needed to act her damn age. Be the grownup. The boss. And order Camdyn to strip off her clothes.
“Fuck!” Mat smothered her face with both hands. Why was her brain stuck on this one topic tonight? She’d spent all day attempting not to think about Camdyn but now that they were together, alone, in her office, Mat was bombarded with all manner of temptation. Why had Camdyn come to Mat’s office tonight of all nights? She was beyond stressed and now Camdyn had brought to light possible issues with the drawer counts. 
Mat added up the laundry list of items: 
The anonymous complaints to HR
The slashed book covers
The Smut Club email fiasco and missing November books
Now the tills
What was next? Mat looked skyward, almost fearful, as if asking the question would send lightning bolts from the sky. 
If Mat didn’t catch a break soon, she’d be so twisted into knots that she’d never be able to untangle herself. It didn’t help that the only surefire stress relief she had in her arsenal was sex. Which was definitely not happening.
She snapped her fingers. Yes, that was the reason for all of these thoughts about Camdyn. Nothing else, nothing more. Mat needed a roll in the hay. With anyone who wasn’t named Camdyn Stone. 
If only that was something that would actually happen without her having to go out of her way to accomplish it. Like ordering a pizza. Someone really needed to take that idea for a business and run with it. 
Mat let out an angry huff of air, covering her eyes again. 
“What’s wrong?” Camdyn slid the pizza box on the desk.
Mat peeked at Camdyn through the cracks of her fingers, focusing on the cardboard box, but even the woman’s fingers sent Mat into a tizzy. Wanting those fingers inside her. Wanting them to play over her skin.
“Did you get pineapple on it?” That was an unsexy conversation, right? Mat needed a safety net immediately because she was falling hard and fast into the sea that was Camdyn.
“I asked for triple the normal amount.” Camdyn’s tone was light, oblivious to Mat’s plight.
Mat swallowed to push the down the urge to gag.
Camdyn burst into laughter. “Your face right now is priceless. Of course I didn’t. Only sociopaths like pineapple.”
Mat tried to laugh, sounding more like Gadsby puking up a hairball. Yes, keep thinking of things that turn me off completely. Hairballs. Gadsby cleaning her butthole. Where was that damn cat? She’d be a good distraction—a different pussy to think about and stroke and touch. Okay, that was not helping.
“You know, we really must stop doing this.” Camdyn opened the lid of the box, steam swirling up.
“What?” Mat cleared her throat, catching her bearings yet again.
“Working overtime when everyone is gone. People might start talking.” Camdyn laughed, completely unaware of the thoughts overloading Mat’s brain.
Lips.
Tongue.
Fingers.
Pussy.
She couldn’t even think in complete thoughts, but each time she blinked, a new sexual image appeared. Closing her eyes only made it worse. Her solution was to stop blinking.
“Are you having a stroke or something?” Camdyn bit into her pizza, seemingly unconcerned.
If only.
Camdyn continued to eat, some cheese dangling from her chin, before her soft, pink tongue poked out to lick it.
Mat’s pussy clenched. Her hands were cold and clammy. Her heart raced to try and catch up with whatever last sexual image she’d conjured up.
“You’re not eating,” Camdyn observed, her gaze locked on Mat. Did Camdyn know what she was doing to Mat? Did Camdyn understand the torture she implemented with a single look?
“I like my food cold.” Mat shielded her face, staring down at the desk, the lines of the grain blurring.
“No. Something’s wrong.” Camdyn stood, but Mat refused to look up, narrowing her gaze on the computer to try and make it out better. She could do this. She could distract herself from what her body wanted.
“Do you have a fever?” Camdyn now stood behind Mat. Heat wafted from her, warming the back of Mat’s neck and making the tiny hairs stick straight up.
Mat was aflame, all right. But like hell she’d ever admit that, especially to Camdyn, especially with her standing so close. All Mat had to do was lean back a little and she’d be cradled by Camdyn’s body. And she wanted to do that more than anything.
Camdyn pressed a hand to Mat’s cheek. “You’re warm.”
“I’m fine. Really.” Mat waved her off and tried to escape the touch. She couldn’t do this. Why did Camdyn have to work for her? Any other situation and she would have charged full steam ahead.
“Do you have a headache? Body aches?” This was the most concerned Camdyn had ever sounded about something. It was sweet in a way. The tone touched Mat deeply.
A certain part of Mat ached. But again, she’d die before she admitted that.
“I find if my shoulders are tense, I get the worst headaches.” Camdyn placed her hands on Mat’s shoulder, digging her thumbs in.
Mat tensed immediately. She hadn’t realized that swatting Camdyn’s hand away from Mat’s face would result in a shoulder rub. She couldn’t breathe, her chest constricting from the sexual tension bursting from her. But holy hell, Camdyn’s hands on Mat, touching her, sliding against her was something else entirely. Mat was not prepared for this.
“Dear god, I’ve never felt someone so tense. Lucky for you, I have strong hands.” Camdyn’s voice dropped, a soft whisper in Mat’s ear.
Was this seduction? Was Camdyn breaking the boss-employee boundary before Mat could? Mat couldn’t break the rules, but technically, Camdyn could. That way it wouldn’t be the boss making the move, but the employee. That wouldn’t be a power imbalance, would it?
“You don’t have to,” Mat whimpered, forcing herself to keep the words don’t stop from escaping. Camdyn hadn’t shown many signs of attraction. There had been looks, yes, but nothing as forward as this. Surprise ricocheted through Mat again. Why was Camdyn always surprising her? Why did it thrill her so much each and every time?
“My grandfather is like you.”
Mat’s eyes popped open. “Come again?”
That was not seduction, pure and simple. Mat should be relieved, right?
“Wouldn’t you like that?” Camdyn tittered, but there was a hitch to it.
Oh god, maybe Camdyn was flirting. And it was adorable in a horribly nerdy way. Mat couldn’t resist this, which was a problem. She really should put a stop to whatever this was before it got out of hand
Mat was just about to speak when Camdyn jumped back in.
“I just meant, he has problems with stress. He works too much, hunched over a laptop. I actually took massage classes to help him. And, now you.” Camdyn sounded pleased as punch, a confidence she rarely exuded overtaking her.
“Your hands are magic.” They were. Healing parts of Mat she didn’t know needed attention. She bit back a groan when Camdyn hit another particularly sensitive knot. She couldn’t stop whatever this was now, could she?
“That’s what all the girls say,” Camdyn whispered into Mat’s ear, her breath moving down her neck and into her shirt. But her breath trembled.
Mat’s nipples tightened into hard little nubs while her eyelids fluttered closed. She would let Camdyn do whatever she was doing forever and a day, so long as she didn’t stop touching. Under the table, Mat dug a fingernail into her thigh, hoping the pain would keep her from doing what she wanted: flip around, push Camdyn against the wall, be knuckles deep inside her.
Whatever you do, don’t do that, urged the last scrap of sanity in Mat’s fevered brain.
Camdyn continued to knead Mat’s muscles, with more and more strength. Mat’s breathing was in short rasps. Containing herself was impossible. She’d never struggled so hard to keep a boundary in place.
“I need to really get in there.” Camdyn reached around.
Mat whimpered and clenched her eyes tight. “What are you doing?”
“I’m going to work on your pec. I’m hoping it’ll help release you.” How was Camdyn so fucking confident? Not once did her voice waver, and she didn’t even hesitate. This was a whole new side of her.
“Release what?” Mat needed release all right, but Camdyn seemed oblivious to what type. Wasn’t she? Maybe she wasn’t.
“Your demons.”
“What?” Mat pulled away, spinning around to face Camdyn fully.
“That’s what I call tension. This would be easier if you were lying down.” Camdyn’s fingers ran along Mat’s collarbone, one after the other, tracing the lines of Mat’s body. “Most massage therapists avoid this area. The pectoralis muscle runs along the whole ribcage and attaches under the arm and up under the clavicle.”
“Why’s that?” Mat’s body thrummed, her breath clogging up her throat and making it so difficult to speak.
“It’s an erogenous zone.”
You don’t say.
“Are you okay with this?” Camdyn flicked her gaze to Mat’s, the question genuine.
Mat tried to speak but couldn’t, resorting to nodding.
Camdyn’s hand slid under the blouse, her fingertips running from Mat’s center, across the clavicle. She turned Mat back to the position she had been in before. Gentle hands roving across her skin. That was definitely a caress, not a massage. How far would Mat let Camdyn take this?
“It’s amazing when you think about it. I’m thinking with my fingers. Do you know what I’m learning?”
Mat shook her head. She couldn’t speak because she would say something stupid. Career-ending stupid.
“You really don’t know.” Was Camdyn’s voice growing husky?
“I’m not the massage expert.” Fuck, Mat had opened her mouth. But it had been fine, right? She hadn’t stepped over any line. She hadn’t asked the question that was vying for attention on the tip of her tongue. Oh, what her tongue wanted to do.
Camdyn leaned over Mat, reaching farther down the shirt, breasts pushed into Mat’s shoulder. “You sit too much and don’t move your abdomen enough. Causing a lot of shoulder, neck, and back tension. Do you see a professional?”
“What kind of professional?” The only thing that came to Mat’s mind was ordering for sex. Like food delivery, but the thing Mat was hungriest for. That couldn’t possibly be what Camdyn meant.
“A massage therapist. I recommend it. No reason to live in pain. Or at least you can mitigate it.” Why did something so boring sound so sexy? When had Camdyn gained the ability to turn everything into sex?
“There’s a lot of things I need to mitigate.”
“Can I help you with any of them?” Camdyn’s hands were back on Mat’s neck, her fingers moving up toward the scalp. Her thumbs slid along either side of Mat’s neck, fingers wrapped around the front.
Mat moaned. Her eyelids fluttered shut as her head dropped forward. She did nothing but feel, the entirety of her arousal hitting her full force in a way she hadn’t allowed yet.
“That’s a good sign.” Camdyn’s voice was that gentle soft whisper again. 
“No. It’s not.” The war within her had to come to an end. Mat hated that she had to do this.
“Why not?” Camdyn was back to that anxious worried tone she normally had.
“You don’t want to know.” Mat bit her tongue. She had to stop talking. She was so close to making a very idiotic mistake.
“I do,” Camdyn whispered into Mat’s ear, making every hair on her neck stand up. Her lips brushed the edge of Mat’s ear. Was that a kiss? Did Camdyn want this as much as Mat did? Or was Mat losing her mind?
“I’m not sure you can handle it.” Mat tried to keep her voice level, but it came out as a husky whisper. Whether Camdyn could was irrelevant. Mat was the one who couldn’t. “I think we should call it a night.”





CHAPTER TWELVE
WHAT THE HELL was I thinking?
It was two days later, and Camdyn still couldn’t get the night in Mat’s office off her mind. She’d gone up there for a simple drawer count. How had Camdyn ended up with her hands all over Mat’s bare chest?
I’m such an idiot.
“There you are!” Mat approached Camdyn, looking ready to commit murder. “What are you doing here?”
“Where should I be?” Camdyn gulped air, certain she wasn’t the only one regretting what had happened, or almost happened, between them.
“Helping me.” Mat’s face twisted into a look of sheer desperation. “Tonight’s Sip and Chat. The books on the tables in the café are wrong. They’re ones with a woman on a stripper pole.”
“Holy smokes!” Camdyn palm-slapped her forehead. “Tonight’s author is a nun who wrote about her religious pilgrimage.”
“Holy smokes is right. While she’s a hip nun, I’m not sure she’s that hip. We have about ten minutes to get this latest disaster fixed. I can’t find the right books anywhere on the shelves.” A host of emotions, ranging from anger, frustration, and sadness, blared across Mat’s face. “Why does this person hate me so much? I need to get two steps ahead of the damage before it gets out of control.”
Were those tears forming in Mat’s eyes?
“Who?” Camdyn put a hand on Mat’s arm, deep concern roiling inside. “Who are you talking about?”
“Never mind. It’s nothing.” Mat shook Camdyn’s hand off. “Right now, we need to find the right books. That’s the first step.”
“Are you sure they’re not on the shelf? Just maybe out of order?”
“I can look again.” Mat’s forlorn expression tore Camdyn to shreds.
“Do that, while I check the back room. I’ve been in tighter spots with nuns.” That made zero sense, because Camdyn had never interacted with any nuns to her knowledge.
But Mat’s intensity and the mention of someone hating Mat had Camdyn’s mind racing to unpleasant things. Was someone out to get her boss, or maybe take down the store? That couldn’t be. Camdyn got the sense the staff enjoyed working in the store. Was someone lying?
Bursting through the door, Camdyn stood in the middle of the space, checking the stocking shelves. If I were a saboteur, she asked herself, where would I hide a nun’s story? Actually, that sounded like the makings of a fantastic erotic short story, and Camdyn lodged that nugget away for when she had time to breathe, let alone think.
Her eyes landed on the computer where they scanned the books meant to be returned to the publisher.
Crossing the space in three steps that should have taken her at least five, Camdyn spied the books in the half-packed box.
Shit.
They’d already been scanned as returns.
Mat crashed into the room. Camdyn jerked, startled.
“Found them, but—” Camdyn pointed to the screen helplessly. “How do we un-return them?”
“You found them? Wow. Whoever this person is, they’re good.” Mat typed something into the computer and then used the scanner on one of the book’s barcodes, her hands shaking. “Who did the returns today? I was in Loveland most of the day and didn’t see.” She cursed under her breath. “I knew I shouldn’t have left, but I had no choice.”
“Four of us, including me. I actually like it because it gets me away from people. Gives me time to think in the quiet, too.” Speaking of thinking, Camdyn should try it now, given the situation.
“If you’re the one out to get me, I can’t decide if I should be impressed with your raw honesty or worry that you’re a brilliant sociopath who can make people believe what they’re seeing isn’t what they’re actually seeing.” Mat shot Camdyn a cutting look.
Camdyn froze. Had Mat actually just said that? Accused Camdyn of being a sociopath? She stuttered, “W-what are you talking about? Who’s out to get you?”
“If I knew that, would I be in this situation right now?” Mat scanned another book, her grip on the device tightening like she wanted to snap it into two.
“You can’t seriously think it’s me. Holy smokes—”
“Stop saying that.” Mat closed her eyes and seemed to say a prayer.
“Sorry, but is this why you wanted my opinion on how the other employees felt? Are you wanting me to spy on them?” Camdyn leaned against the table, needing support. Was Mat the person Camdyn thought she was? Or was Mat the kind of boss that pitted one employee against the other?
“That’s an ugly word.” Mat scanned another book, her jaw tight, but she didn’t refute Camdyn’s accusation.
“Is it the right one, though?” Camdyn couldn’t believe they were even having this conversation.
“Look, Camdyn. I don’t know what I want right now, besides getting things right for tonight. I don’t have the time to deal with everything all at once.” Mat’s voice cracked.
What exactly was Mat dealing with? Because she hadn’t said a word to Camdyn. But the tension underlying each of Mat’s movements was obvious now that Camdyn was looking at it. Mat was stressed, and it looked as if she was at the point of bursting from it.
“I’ll do what I can to help. You can trust me.” Camdyn moved forward, wanting to cup Mat’s cheeks and tell her things would work out.
That was until Mat said, “You’re still not off my list.” She tossed the scanning gun to the side. “Let’s get these books out there. Jesus Christ, it’s seven o’clock. You moved the other books off the table like I asked, right?”
“No.” Camdyn’s pulse skittered, and her stomach dropped to the floor. Had Mat told Camdyn to do that? She scanned her memories, recalling Mat saying the first step was to find the books, but not mentioning step two. Camdyn hated being accused of things she wasn’t at fault for, but this didn’t seem like the time to raise the issue with Mat. The changes in the conversation were already causing whiplash.
“Maybe I didn’t ask. I don’t know. My mind is a jumble.” Mat swore again, sweeping the box into her arms, and rushing toward the café with Camdyn giving chase.
Slightly out of breath, Camdyn noticed the chairs now faced the opposite direction so everyone in the audience would have their backs to the author and interviewer. “Seriously?”
“If that was the only thing, I would call it amateur, but with everything going on—I want to kill someone.” Mat set the box down, hastily moving the stack of sapphic erotica next to the café register. “Darwin! Help me turn the chairs around.”
“What’s going on?” MaryAnn approached, with Gram in tow. The two had become inseparable since the Smut Club. “The chairs never face this way. Shouldn’t the talk be starting now?” MaryAnn tapped her wrist.
“Darwin, did you see who did this?” Mat demanded as the teen hastily moved the chairs around.
The poor kid blinked, stunned and looking like he was caught in the headlights of an oncoming train. His coke-bottle glasses only magnified the sudden fear.
“He just got to the store, so I doubt he saw a thing,” Camdyn came to Darwin’s rescue. She’d developed a fondness for him since their stint in the café.
Darwin nodded his head furiously, dislodging his glasses and shoving them back into place.
Janine placed wine bottles on the café counter, doing her best to keep her head down. Mat was on a tear and who knew whose head would be next on the chopping block.
“What’s going on?” Merle pulled his sagging pants up, his belt straining against physics, his breathing labored. “I’m supposed to introduce the author, but I don’t see her. I thought she might have assumed she’d be speaking in the religious section.”
“Help us turn the chairs around.” Mat snapped her fingers twice, probably implying double time, barking, “Camdyn, set up the right books nicely!”
“The cover is ripped on the top one.” Camdyn held it up for all to see.
“Put it on the bottom.” Mat stepped back to survey the scene. “Angle the signing table more to the right. Yeah, that’s right.”
Camdyn glanced at her watch. It was five minutes past seven. Now that the chairs were fixed, Mat made an announcement over the PA system that those with tickets to the talk should come on over for their complementary glass of wine and author chat. Somehow she managed to sound as though nothing in the last twenty minutes had even occurred.
Suddenly, roughly thirty people convened in the wine line.
Janine asked if the person wanted red or white, pouring accordingly. Not that she’d been asked, but Camdyn joined Janine. Anything to distract her from Mat’s presence on the floor and the memory of the massage. Her hands all over—nope. Don’t go there.
“What’s your poison, MaryAnn?” Camdyn asked.
“I swing both ways.”
“You know the rules, MaryAnn, only one glass.” Janine handed a cup to a man.
“If you’d like red and white I can mix them.” Camdyn hadn’t meant to say that, but her brain was simply focused on things they shouldn’t be.
“Thanks, kid. I’d like that.”
“I was kidding, MaryAnn.” Camdyn’s mouth opened in shock when she actually realized what she’d offered. “You don’t really want that, do you?”
“Don’t know until I try it.” MaryAnn gave a nonchalant shrug.
Camdyn complied, handing off the glass to MaryAnn, wondering if the woman got sick, would Camdyn be at fault.
“I’ll have the same,” Gram said, MaryAnn’s new twin.
“I’m not sure that’s wise.” Camdyn slid her eyes to MaryAnn.
MaryAnn sipped hers. “It’s a masterpiece, and I think we should call it The MaryAnn. It should be the specialty drink for The Boob Bar.”
“The Boob Bar,” Camdyn chuckled over MaryAnn’s Freudian slip. She’d heard that the new bar was going to be named The Book Bar. “You two are going to regret this, but here you go, Gram.”
Mat, with a forced grin, sidestepped MaryAnn and Gram, whispering to Janine, “Have you seen the nun or the journalist who’s interviewing Sister Joan?”
“They should have been here half an hour ago,” Janine whispered back, before cheerily asking the next person in line if they wanted red or white.
Mat stretched her neck, rubbing it with a palm, and it kind of looked like she was contemplating ending things right then and there. Perhaps Mat was closer to her breaking point than Camdyn thought.
“Why don’t you interview her?” Mat asked Janine, who poured another glass of white.
“I haven’t read the book.” Janine shook her head, while pouring another glass.
“You should. It’s good.” Camdyn asked the next person their wine preference.
“You’ve read it?” Mat’s eyes widened.
Camdyn nodded. “When I saw the flyer for the talk two weeks ago, I was intrigued. It’s searingly honest, and she’s led such an interesting life. I never thought a nun could be so interesting.”
She neglected to say she also read it to understand the author talk more. Perhaps there would be mention of dealing with writer’s block or something. Camdyn needed all the inspiration she could get and a chat with a nun might spark an honest-to-god miracle.
Camdyn poured the last glass of wine, the customer heading to the seats, leaving Camdyn and Mat off to the side, alone.
“There’s Sister Joan. And tag, you’re it.” Mat attempted to march away toward the incoming nun.
“For what?” Camdyn grabbed Mat’s arm, fearful of what it meant. Why did Mat’s arm feel so perfect in her hand?
“To interview the nun.”
“Me?” Camdyn clutched her shirt, fear coursing through her. “I can’t do that. In front of all these people?” Her eyes swept the crowd, landing on MaryAnn and her Gram, their heads nearly pressed together, conspiratorial like. “You can’t ask me to do this, Mat.”
“I don’t have a choice. Janine hasn’t read it. Neither have I. We can’t stand up to a nun.” Mat’s eyes softened, and she stepped in a little closer. Mat put her hands on Camdyn’s shoulders, holding her tight, imploring her with a strong gaze. “Please, Camdyn. I need help.”
It was probably the worst time to remember those moments that had passed between them in Mat’s office, softening Camdyn in a way she didn’t quite understand.
“Hi, I’m Sister Joan.” There stood the nun, not in a habit, but a long skirt, long-sleeved top, and sensible black shoes.
“Welcome.” Mat directed Sister Joan to one of the interview chairs, the two of them chatting as if nothing was wrong in the world, and leaving Camdyn in the wake of what? Arousal? Compassion? A compelling need to fix all of the wrongs lobbed in Mat’s direction?
All the while, Camdyn’s mind spun like a pinwheel trying to remember the book, but nothing came to her. It wasn’t like Camdyn had a lot of experience being on either side of these chats, as an author or an interviewer. She had one hit book, but had fobbed off media requests, saying she was too focused on the next book. Which had been a lie—mostly.
Camdyn stayed put, until Mat, now behind the crowd like a stalking lioness, raised her hand in the air, snapping her fingers.
If she kept doing that, someone was going to break her fingers, and it just might be Camdyn doing the breaking.
Before taking a seat, Camdyn grabbed a copy of the memoir in case she needed to refer to it for details. Like remembering the chick’s name.
The author, that was. Not chick. The woman was a nun!
Whatever you do, Camdyn, don’t say Sister Chick.
Settling into her chair, Sister Joan leaned forward. “I thought someone was supposed to be here from the Religious Times. That’s what the email said.”
“Uh—who sent you the email?” Camdyn distracted herself with business.
“Mat. Where’s Larry?”
“We’re not sure what happened to Larry, so I’m, uh, filling in.” More than likely, Larry got a message canceling the event, kind of like the Smut Club email snafu. “I hope that’s okay. I really did love the book. Are you ready?”
Fortunately, Sister Joan answered with a warm smile, instead of whacking Camdyn’s knuckles with a ruler. What would happen if Camdyn smacked Mat’s ass with a ruler?
Seriously, Camdyn. Stop!
Camdyn held onto the book, her knuckles white as she stared at the cover, not the people sitting in the chairs, as the hum of anticipation rang in Camdyn’s ears. In elementary school, Camdyn had a small role in a play. When it came time for her to go onto the stage, Camdyn peed her pants.
Why did she remember that now?
As if on cue, the sudden urge to pee burned through her lower abdomen. Crossing her legs, and then uncrossing them, Camdyn went to speak, but her throat was dryer than the surface of the moon.
Mat stood in the back, giving Camdyn an encouraging smile. It was almost sweet really, but Camdyn was more in a murderous mood. Whoever was out to get Mat was now on Camdyn’s shit list for putting her in this spot. Which meant Camdyn was determined to know exactly who it was.
“Welcome everyone to tonight’s author chat. We’re fortunate to have Sister Joan with us this evening to discuss her life and pilgrimage. I’m Camdyn, filling in for Larry from the Religious Times. Before we get to your book, can we address something I’m sure that’s on everyone’s mind. Why aren’t you in a black habit?” Oh god, had she really just asked that? Was that offensive?
Sister Joan laughed, nodding her head. “The simple answer is I’m not a Catholic nun, but an Episcopalian one. We’re not as well known, but if you’ve seen Call the Midwife—that’s me.”
“What’s the not-simple answer?”
“I won’t go into that, but I will say black is not my color.” Sister Joan winked, which got some giggles from the audience and told Camdyn to change the topic.
The knots in Camdyn’s tummy uncoiled a smidge. She raised her eyes, meeting Mat’s gaze from over the audience, Camdyn’s confidence boosting instantly with the thumbs up and the smile. Maybe this hadn’t been so bad after all. Mat’s smile seemed genuine, and Camdyn had played a small role in that. Not to mention, Camdyn hadn’t peed her pants. It was a low bar, but it was where she started the evening. Could Camdyn get the hang of speaking in front of people? She might have to if she published a second book.
Don’t think of that. Focus on the now.
Once Camdyn got into the groove of asking questions, the chat flew by, Sister Joan peppering her stories with a wry sense of humor—like the two of them were chatting over a cup of coffee, not before an audience, who had mostly faded from Camdyn’s view.
It ended before Camdyn wanted it to and it took a second for it to sink in, but the audience began to clap.
“Thanks, Camdyn. That was fun.” Sister Joan gave Camdyn’s hand a squeeze. “I’d like a drink now. These events always make me nervous.”
“You didn’t show it.”
“I had a pro interviewing me.”
“I can get you a glass of wine.” Camdyn got to her feet, feeling like she’d crossed the finish line of a marathon, and with Sister Joan’s compliment burning through her, she might just be able to take on the world right now.
“I’m much more in the mood for an herbal tea.”
“Right.” Camdyn couldn’t believe she’d offered a nun alcohol. Were they allowed to drink booze? “Let me make you a cup of tea.”
Dashing to the café, Camdyn filled a cup with hot water.
Sister Joan stood at the register, with her wallet out.
“This is on the house,” Camdyn said.
Sister Joan didn’t seem to hear the words, her attention trained on the stack of sapphic erotica next to the register. The exact books that Mat had shoved to the side earlier just to get them out of the way but had failed to put them away completely. Camdyn’s stomach twisted hard. Sister Joan flipped the pages of the book, and Camdyn strained to hear a crack of thunder or God’s voice instructing Sister Joan to go straight to hell, do not pass go.
Mat approached with a strained expression.
“Here’s your tea. On the house,” Camdyn repeated, her voice wobbling.
“Is this any good?” Sister Joan tapped the book cover.
“I haven’t read it yet.” At least Camdyn hadn’t lied to a nun’s face. “The first in the series is good, so I imagine this one will be just as good, if not better.” Did she really just say that to a nun?
“Can I get a copy?” Sister Joan reached into her wallet for a twenty-dollar bill.
“It’s our gift,” Camdyn said, crossing her fingers that Mat would approve. “For all the confusion this evening.”
“What are you talking about? This was one of the nicest evenings I’ve had in a while. You asked excellent questions. If you give away books, you’ll go out of business. I know something about that.”
Camdyn had no idea what that meant, but she rang up the purchase. She risked a glance at Mat, who watched her intently. That look—whatever it was—warmed Camdyn in places it really shouldn’t. Rather like when she’d caressed Mat’s skin just the other night. Clearly she was a glutton for punishment.
“I better start signing books.” Sister Joan went to the signing table, and the people who had purchased the books from Darwin at a register to the side of the café lined up.
“I just knew she was a cool nun.” Mat practically patted herself on the shoulder. “You’re pretty cool, as well. Great job tonight, Camdyn. I’m sorry I had to put you in that spot. Truly.”
“That’s not getting you off the hook with the stunt you pulled, making me interview Sister Joan instead of you, the store owner.” Camdyn crossed her arms, staring up into Mat’s dark brown eyes, mischief in her gaze.
“I—” Mat put her hands up in a placating way, but MaryAnn butted in.
“She’s quite the character, isn’t she?” MaryAnn checked out the drink specials on the chalkboard. “I’ll have a spiced latte.”
“Who’s a character?” Mat asked.
“Sister Joan. She’s coming to the next Smut Club. We’re going to read this book since the other isn’t in stock.” MaryAnn took one of the copies from the counter. “Add this, please.”
“You invited a nun to Smut Club?” Mat asked, and it was difficult for Camdyn to discern if Mat was in awe or pissed.
“Nuns have needs too, Mat.”
“That’s something I never needed to know.” Mat literally stuck her fingers into her ears.
“I don’t get your generation. Do you just not like sex?”
Camdyn nearly fainted dead away, but she focused on making the latte. Her hands shook as she repeated the process, not wanting to mess it up and incur MaryAnn’s wrath.
“When’s The Boob Bar going to be done?” MaryAnn wore a mischievous smile.
“It’s The Book Bar,” Mat corrected, her face paling.
“That wasn’t the winning name,” MaryAnn protested, squaring her shoulders.
“The person who submitted that in the contest misspelled book. I’ve done it a million times myself.” Mat’s cheeks pinked, and she avoided Camdyn’s gaze.
“I did not!” MaryAnn was downright indignant now.
“Yes, they—” Mat staggered back a step. Her eyes widened, her full lips parted as she did a double take at MaryAnn. “You submitted that name?”
“I did, and it won the contest fair and square. You, Mathilda Kincaide, can’t rob me of my win. The public voted on it. It won by a landslide.” MaryAnn stood on her tippy toes.
“Here’s your latte.” Camdyn placed it in front of MaryAnn, hoping the interruption would shift the energy in the room.
“I expect you to be a woman of your word, Matty. Or I’ll put you over my knee and swat you like I did when you stole that five-dollar bill from Old Man Freddie.” With that, MaryAnn took her drink, leaving them alone.
“The Boob Bar?” Camdyn queried Mat.
“I’m going to have to figure a way out of that one. A word of advice. Never let your customers propose names on the internet.” Mat swiped her hand over her forehead. “This store has always been quirky, but it’s getting stranger by the day.” Mat sucked in a breath. “Are you closing tonight?”
“Yes, and before I leave, I wanted to go over the drawer counts with you. Uh… we never solved that mystery, and when something’s not adding up, it gets under my skin.”
“Always so curious about my drawers.” Mat placed a finger to her lips, but Camdyn wasn’t sure if she was shooshing herself or Camdyn. “Upstairs at nine.”
What did Mat’s breathy voice imply? Was she simply overwhelmed by everything? Did she want to put Camdyn at ease for pinch-hitting with the nun? Or did drawer counts really get Mat hot? And if so, what else would have that effect?
So much to think about, but there wasn’t time.
Camdyn made a couple more drinks before Darwin took over, allowing Camdyn a chance to sweep the floor to prep for closing, which involved straightening up the tables. At least it allowed Camdyn to leave the crowd behind.
Merle had one of the small hand carts, sweeping up discarded books to be restocked in the morning. “What a night, huh?”
“One for the boobs—er books!” Heat rushed to Camdyn’s cheeks.
He laughed, but then his face grew serious. “Is it just me or are things slipping through the cracks? Like Mat’s dropping the ball.” He didn’t wait for an answer. “If you ask me, Mat’s nothing like her dad and can’t handle this place. Our great-grandfather would be rolling in his grave, knowing there was a nun drinking wine with the likes of MaryAnn in the café.”
Wait until they can drink in The Boob Bar.
Camdyn did come to Mat’s defense about the nun. “She’s having herbal tea.”
“At least that’s something. Have a good night.” He placed a few more books on the cart, giving Camdyn a two-finger salute, before wheeling the cart to the back room.
After completing the remaining closing tasks, Camdyn headed upstairs to Mat’s office.
“Come on in,” Mat answered when Camdyn knocked. “Was your till short again?”
“No, not mine. But I overhead Janine say something to Avery in the café,” Camdyn said.
“Avery’s not in trouble. Everyone does from time to time.” Mat seemed intent to brush it off, and Camdyn couldn’t blame her. The prospect of an employee stealing from the company would be hard for any boss to take.
“Yes, a few pennies here and a dollar or two there. If that’s the case, then I agree, no biggie.” Camdyn’s shoulders grew tight as she attempted to maintain control and not throw her arms around Mat’s neck to comfort her.
“What are you thinking? They’re not honest mistakes?”
“No idea, but it might be a piece of your puzzle. I’ve noticed a few things since starting in September. The email snafu. The author chat. Earlier, you mentioned someone was out to get you. What if this is another way to drive you crazy? Do you have cameras over the tills and where the assistants count them?” Camdyn couldn’t stop the rush of thoughts as they left her lips.
“Yeah, that. I’m going to install them. Things are getting out of hand, and not in the way I like them to.” Did Mat just give Camdyn a saucy look?
There was an awkward silence.
Mat blinked like a woman who couldn’t believe what she’d said.
Camdyn was at a loss for how to react. Should she say, Let’s screw and get it out of our system?
Probably not.
She settled for, “I should get home.”
“Drive safe, Camdyn.”
On the way out of the store, Camdyn paused to check the lost and found. She’d left another sampling earlier in the day, so odds were the person hadn’t found it yet. But her journal was there. Excitement tore through her in a flash. Had her fan left her another note?
Her hands shook as she flipped through the pages.
Once again, there was a note:
This was amazing. I think you may be the voice of a generation with your writing. Please never stop.
A Most Wanton Fan
Her fan had liked the story that much? A bloom of pride radiated from Camdyn’s heart.
She hadn’t experienced this about her writing in so long.
Someone wanted Camdyn to write more. With her mind racing for a new scene, Camdyn couldn’t wait to get home to do exactly that.





CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“SHE’S WHAT?” Mat’s eyes bugged out as the news tumbled from Gage’s mouth and into her ear. Pushing away from her desk, she walked the length of her office, her heart in her throat as the phone pressed against her ear.
She needed to pace.
“She’s pregnant. With twins.” Gage sounded a little scared but there was something else lurking beneath that. Was it… joy?
Mat’s stomach dropped, and a faintness overcame her. “How? Don’t answer that. That’s a stupid question.” She raked her fingers through her hair, her brain whirling with more idiotic questions. “Jesus, Gage. I thought you didn’t want kids.”
“I know. And I didn’t, but then... I did.” He said it so simply, as if his decision not to have kids—correction, not to have kids with Mat—hadn’t been the spark that started the fire that had burned their marriage to the ground.
“You’re telling me you wanted this?” Mat spun in a circle, energy coursing through her. She needed to get her tongue in check. She was prying way too much into her ex-husband’s life.
“We’d been trying for about a year.” Gage’s voice was soft, almost sorrowful now. “I didn’t know how to tell you.”
Mat faced the large window of her office with the view of the busy street below. It used to be one of her favorite views of this front range city, but tonight it just brought a sense of dread. She hadn’t expected this. Kids changed everything, and Gage and Kate would be consumed by them. And then there was that small but persistent voice in the far corners of her mind: this could have been your baby.
“Life has a way of taking unexpected turns, I guess,” she finally said, because remaining silent forever wasn’t really an option.
Mat pressed her forehead against the glass. As much as she wanted to say more, she valued her friendship with Gage too much for that. If she talked now, she was going to say something spectacularly hurtful. She should be happy for him. Excited. Supportive. But she couldn’t find it in herself. That was probably why he had called her instead of telling her in person. He knew her too well some days.
“I’m sorry, Matty.”
“Yeah.” As if she didn’t already feel small and insignificant, it was dark outside already, and if she squinted, she could make out the stars in the sky over the foothills even though the lights from downtown obscured them. Just like her. Distanced. Obscured. Barely connected to the world around her.
“Let me know if there’s anything I can do to help. And congrats, Gage. I’m happy for you both. Truly.”
She hung up before Gage could say anything more, unable to mask the tremble in her voice. Mat slumped down in her chair and stared at her phone screen, the weight of the conversation heavy on her chest. She couldn’t help the tears that streamed down her face, her emotions a chaotic mix of bitterness, regret, and jealousy.
This could have been her, pregnant with twins and bursting with hope for the future.
It wasn’t though. It never would be. 
Mat was more alone than ever.
Shivering, Mat stood up and crossed her arms, the energy surging through her untenable. She couldn’t stop thinking about Kate and those two babies growing inside her. There was an odd twinge in Mat’s belly. 
Mat was thirty-five, and she had nothing to show for it other than a business in chaos that wasn’t even fully hers yet. She also had a string of one-night stands that if added up, still amounted to an empty, meaningless life.
Mat marched across her office floor with determination, turning around to reverse her steps. She shook out her hands. This shouldn’t be affecting her like this. Not anymore. She wasn’t with Gage and hadn’t been in close to a decade. So why was she so stuck on the fact that Gage was going to be a dad?
She needed to do something to get her frustration out.
Bolting from her office, Mat headed downstairs and straight to the stock room off the main floor. The store had been closed for over an hour now, so she was sure it was empty. She could throw around some boxes, do some hard labor, and temporarily distract herself from her racing thoughts.
Mat pulled off her jacket and tossed it over another stack of inventory before grabbing hold of a box cutter. The first box she reached became her immediate enemy. She was through the first one in no time, the books stacked onto the proper carts. Mat worked efficiently, albeit stiffly.
Aside from the shock that Kate was pregnant, it was the fact that she could so easily have been a mother if she hadn’t chosen the path she did. Maybe Gage would have changed his mind if she’d just waited it out. Instead, she’d had an affair with a woman and confirmed in the process what she’d only ever suspected.
There was no putting that genie back in the bottle. Mat had chosen a different life, one that didn’t include children, but that didn’t mean it didn’t still sting to see others living the life she thought she might have had. She shuddered.
“What are you doing here?”
Mat froze, spinning around with the box cutter in her hand, ready to pounce.
Camdyn stood, stiff as a board, her lips furled and her hands in the air.
“You scared the fuck out of me,” Mat exclaimed, her heart racing. But when she thought it would calm since the fright was over, it didn’t. Camdyn was there, staring at her with those beautifully wide hazel eyes. “But, to answer your question, it’s my store.”
“It’s after hours, and you pay people to do that.” Camdyn pointed at the boxes Mat had been breaking down.
“Yeah, well, sometimes I need to get some shit off my mind, all right?” Why was Mat so defensive with Camdyn? 
“What stuff?” Camdyn inched forward, the kindness in her words contrasting with the sharpness of her gaze.
Mat bristled at the intrusion. “It’s none of your business.”
“Looks to me like it’s causing you harm, so it’s my business now. You can talk to me, you know.” Camdyn stepped closer, reaching out to touch her arm.
Mat recoiled, turning her focus to the next box, ready to demolish it. But even as she lifted the box cutter, she knew it wouldn’t help. There was only one way of obliterating these types of thoughts from her mind.
And it didn’t involve talking.
Camdyn stepped up next to her, her eyes flicking to the box. “Your back room is a bit of a disaster, you know.”
“I don’t need the added insult on top of everything I’m dealing with at the moment.” The last thing Mat wanted was to talk business.
Camdyn lifted a shoulder and shrugged, her face pinched tightly. “You asked me to keep an eye out for things that didn’t line up. It’s messier back here than normal. Just trying to give you a report, boss.”
Boss. Right.
Mat set the box cutter down, squaring off her shoulders as she faced Camdyn down. “You’re right. I am the boss, and I’m allowed to be here.” Why did she sound like a petulant child?
“I know you’re struggling with the idea that someone in the store might be sabotaging you, but—”
“You don’t know me at all,” Mat scoffed.
“You’re hard to know.” Camdyn’s hands were on her hips. “Lately, you’re either stalking the store like a hunter or you’re holed up in your office.” 
“Stop!” Mat spat the word, her stomach twisting hard at the arousal coursing through her. “You’re out of line, Camdyn.”
“I’m not. You asked me to tell you where I saw problems, and this is one of them.” She sounded so confident, and fuck, it was sexy as hell.
Mat shot her hand out and grabbed Camdyn’s arm before she realized what she was doing. She tugged her sharply, so they stood nose to nose. “I didn’t ask for your opinion tonight. I can’t—”
What?
Handle it? 
Of all the damn nights for it, but Camdyn couldn’t possibly know about the phone call and the mind fuck it’d done on Mat.
If circumstances were different and they were in a bar, not the store, Mat would be trying to get into Camdyn’s pants. But Mat couldn’t, despite how sexy Camdyn looked in tan slacks and a white button up shirt, which was buttoned all the way up like on that first day. Sexy librarian all the way. This woman was so hard to resist, especially when Mat was at her weakest.
But Mat was her boss. It was a conflict of interest. That was that.
Except Camdyn stayed put, holding her ground. It was slowly undoing Mat’s resolve to keep her distance. Camdyn didn’t budge, staying perfectly in place with that defiant look on her face. Mat had thought about it all too often, late at night, in the middle of the day, during meetings, in the shower, while getting dressed—every time Mat closed her eyes, there was Camdyn.
The scenes from that journal simply spurred Mat’s imagination onto greater heights. Hell, this, right now, what was going on between them, could have been ripped from its pages.
“You can’t what?” There was something in the way Camdyn said the words, but Mat didn’t want to read too much into them.
“Not tonight.” Mat’s voice was quiet, and she found herself leaning in despite her brain telling her to pull back and leave. “I can’t deal with anything tonight.”
“Mat.” Camdyn was firm. She put a hand on Mat’s hip, pulling them closer. “What’s wrong?”
Mat couldn’t stand the softness of Camdyn’s tone. “I don’t need your pity.”
“You don’t have that, Mat. I’m genuinely worried about you.” Camdyn’s hand moved from Mat’s hip to her cheek, her thumb tenderly caressing her skin. “Please, talk to me.”
Mat couldn’t bring herself to look at her, but she did have to move. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Camdyn.”
Stepping back, Mat went to the stack of boxes, ready to attack the next one. She could go to the bar downtown and pick up some willing woman to bring home. Surely she still had it in her to seduce someone, anyone but the one person who was off-limits.
Camdyn’s hand on her shoulder surprised her. “You’re upset.”
Mat clenched her jaw. “Yes, I am. Which is why I’d prefer to be alone. I’d like to work it out down here, on my own. So if you don’t mind…” She shooed Camdyn with flicked fingers. 
Camdyn paused, her lips slightly parted, that defiant look back but in a whole new capacity. “Is this what you normally do when you’re upset?”
Mat snorted. With her chin tilted down, she looked Camdyn over with as much fire in her gaze as possible. “No.”
“What then?” It was almost like Camdyn wanted to know the truth.
“If you really must know, I like to fuck.”
“Oh.”
“Exactly.” Mat’s entire body was in tune with the woman standing next to her. “What are you doing here this late anyway?”
“I was using the back-room computer to get ready for next month’s Smut Club.” Camdyn pointed toward the computer in the far corner of the room. “I didn’t get it done before everyone left, so I told Merle I would lock up.”
Mat flicked her gaze back to Camdyn, completely entranced with the lines of her body. “Sounds like a shitty boss to work for if you’re staying late to get normal routine stuff done.”
Camdyn narrowed her gaze at Mat. “Where would you go?”
“What?” Mat’s brows drew together. She was having one hell of a hard time dragging her gaze off Camdyn’s body and telling herself yet again that Mat needed to step away and stop her imagination running wild until she got home.
“To pick someone up. You know, for the fucking.”
Mat bit down on her lip, loving the way Camdyn put it. The fucking. That should go on a shirt or something.
“A night like this? I’d go to a local bar,” Mat said without a laugh, which took effort. 
“Which one?”
“Are you looking to get laid? Is that why you won’t drop it?” Mat moved in closer, right into Camdyn’s space. “You should undo one of these.” She grazed a finger over the button. “Or maybe two…” Mat’s voice dropped to nearly a whisper.
Camdyn drew in a sharp breath but didn’t answer.
“Hmm. Interesting.” Mat dropped her hand to the next button. “If you’re looking for pointers, I can help. The best place to pick up a woman is typically where they’re most comfortable.” Mat pulled at Camdyn’s shirt, effectively undoing the next button. She moved one lower. 
“Like here?” Camdyn whispered, not stopping Mat in the least.
“Hardly.” Mat had the next button undone, Camdyn’s white lace bra peeking out from under the fabric. “Do you know how many times I’ve wanted to kiss you?”
Camdyn sucked in a shuddering breath. “I don’t know what to say.” 
“What have you wanted to do?”
“I can’t tell you that. It’s inappropriate.”
Mat chuckled low in her throat. “Inappropriate is the name of the game.” She flicked her gaze up to Camdyn’s face. “Have you ever wanted to touch me?” Except Mat knew the answer to that question—Camdyn had touched her, massaging her, those delicate but firm fingers all over her skin.
Camdyn’s lips parted, and she hesitated before admitting the truth. “Yes.”
Mat’s breath hitched, remembering the feel of Camdyn’s hands against her chest, the dreams of what it would have been like to have pressed Camdyn’s hand to her breast. “Do you want this as much as I do?”
A blush rose in Camdyn’s skin, moving from her cheeks, down her neck, to her chest.
Perfect.
“Do you, Camdyn?”
Camdyn visibly swallowed.
“I need to hear a yes or no.” Mat prayed for the former but would absolutely respect the latter. “Either answer is perfectly acceptable. You can always say no.”
“I don’t know if I can say it.”
Shit. It was going to be a no.
Mat’s hand dropped to her side, the hurt of rejection bubbling up in her chest. “I understand.”
“I didn’t tell you what I wanted.”
“You’re afraid that if you say no I’ll fire you.”
Camdyn’s fingers traced the edge of her shirt where Mat had undone the button. “You’d be an idiot to fire me. I’m the only employee you trust.”
“You’re right.” Mat had to suppress a shit-eating grin. “You have spunk, I’ll give you that.”
“What if my answer is yes?” Her gaze held Mat’s, and her mouth curved up in a seductive smile.
Mat blinked. Yet another surprise to add to the list that was Camdyn. “Are you saying it is?”
“Mm. I just don’t know if it should be.” Camdyn’s fingers stopped on top of the next button, as if the debate still raged deep within her.
“Right, but… is it yes?” Mat chewed the inside of her cheek, trying desperately to keep her gaze on Camdyn’s face and not her body. She needed proof that Camdyn wouldn’t regret this. 
“It shouldn’t be.” Camdyn bobbed her head up and down as if saying yes but saying it shouldn’t be. It was doing a number on Mat’s head. 
“No. It probably shouldn’t be,” Mat agreed, her heart rate picking up with the tenuous hope laid out in front of her.
Camdyn took a deep breath and looked Mat straight in the eyes. “But it is.”
“I need to hear it.” Mat cupped her ear. “I have to hear that word.” Not just for what Mat wanted to do, but for her soul. Camdyn had that kind of pull on Mat. It should make Mat run.
“You heard me, but I’ll say it loud and clear.” Camdyn’s eyes sparkled. “Yes, Mat. It’s yes.”
The next instant, Camdyn’s lips were on hers and there was nothing professional about it. It was pure passion. Their mouths pressed together with desperation.
Mat knew exactly what hers was about. She wanted to forget that phone call. Forget that she had no family of her own and never would. She wanted to obliterate every thought from her head.
Nipping at Camdyn’s lower lip, she slid her hand around Camdyn’s back and dragged her in closer.
This was so much better than what she had daydreamed. Camdyn was hot, burning with unsated desire. Mat stepped forward, pushing Camdyn toward the boxes. She tugged sharply at the bottom of Camdyn’s shirt and pulled it out of the waistband of her pants, revealing her chest.
“Your tits are amazing.” Bending her head, Mat pressed open mouthed kisses down Camdyn’s neck to her chest while pushing the shirt over her shoulders. She needed skin, body against body, and nothing else. As soon as she got the chance, she dragged the cup of Camdyn’s bra down and captured Camdyn’s nipple between her teeth. She sucked, teased, tasted. Camdyn’s hand was in her hair, her nails scraping against her scalp as she arched back.
“Don’t stop,” Camdyn muttered.
Mat laughed, biting her way back up Camdyn’s chest to her neck and her mouth. She couldn’t get enough of Camdyn’s lips. They were exactly what Mat needed—hot and willing. Walking, Mat moved them until they crashed into something solid. She dragged Camdyn’s shirt all the way off before working at the belt across her hips. Her heart raced. She had never done this before, never with an employee, never in the store. Dreamed about it? Hell yes. Especially after reading that titillating story in the red journal. But she’d never been brave enough to go through with it.
She had the belt undone swiftly and pushed at the edges of Camdyn’s pants. Camdyn moaned, the sound spurring her on. Mat could not stop touching her. Anywhere more skin was exposed, she wanted to taste, to run her fingers over. Was it just as hot as her tits? Or was she cold in places? Mat sucked in a breath of surprise when Camdyn grasped her hand with tight fingers, nails digging into the side, and shoved Mat’s hand down the front of her pants.
“Touch me already.”
Chuckling low, Mat smirked. “Yes, ma’am.”
Her fingers slipped through Camdyn’s wet slit as she fumbled for a second in the tight pants. The angle was awkward, Camdyn’s legs weren’t spread enough, and Mat just wanted to get to where she needed to be already. Camdyn clutched at Mat’s shoulders. Pressing her lips to the side of Camdyn’s neck, Mat held onto her hip before shoving a knee between her legs and parting them wider. Camdyn gasped, and the sound was pure to Mat’s ears as she reached her destination.
“Yes…” Camdyn crooned.
Mat couldn’t stop the chortle. She bit into the soft skin at the side of Camdyn’s neck, sucking and leaving off with a pop. She twirled the tip of her finger around Camdyn’s clit, making hard circles as she held onto her hips. Something fell off a box, Mat catching sight of it out of the corner of her eye. She ignored it until a loud popping greeted her.
She stopped, startled. They were alone. They had to be. No one was supposed to be there this late.
“Don’t stop,” Camdyn whined.
Mat shifted her foot, looking down as she stabilized herself again. “Fucking bubble wrap!”
The pops reverberated in the back room, echoing against the boxes as she put her full weight on the bubble wrap. Camdyn ground her hips down into her hand, desperation in each jerk of her body. Like she could fuck Mat’s fingers better than Mat could fuck her with them.
“Desperate much?” Mat teased. Suddenly, concern flashed through her. “Are you going to hate yourself for this?”
Camdyn stilled slightly. Mat slowed her circles. Their eyes locked, standing only inches apart. “No.”
“Good.” Without warning, Mat started again, sliding two fingers deep inside her and using her thumb against her clit. Camdyn cried out, her eyes clenching tightly as she clutched onto Mat’s shoulders. She loved when a woman clung to her. It was pure, raw, and nothing but unadulterated lust.
Mat kissed Camdyn’s chest, finding her exposed breast and capturing her nipple again. She teased it with her tongue the same way she used her thumb and she waited. Keeping everything the same, she let Camdyn’s body do the work it needed, building up toward orgasm so she could find the ecstasy Mat was giving her.
Camdyn grunted hard. Her hips jerked, and she pulled back. Mat wouldn’t let her. She held on, pushing her shoulder against Camdyn’s body to keep her in place as she continued to stroke.
“Mat,” Camdyn whispered.
“That’s my name.” Mat laughed and pressed their mouths together, sliding her tongue along Camdyn’s swiftly before Camdyn’s entire body tensed sharply. This was it. “Beautiful,” Mat murmured, keeping her hand moving as Camdyn continued to clench against her fingers. “Absolutely stunning.”
This time the kiss was slower, steadier. Mat cradled Camdyn as the embrace deepened. Camdyn was putty in her hands.
“Don’t think I’m done with you yet,” Matt spoke against Camdyn’s lips. “We’re just getting started.”





CHAPTER FOURTEEN
“ARE my fingers dexterous enough for you?”
Camdyn laughed at Mat’s utter cockiness. Then again, it’d been well deserved. Camdyn still wasn’t sure she could stand properly if she had to. Her shoulders pressed into cardboard, her chest rising and falling sharply as she tried to catch her breath. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen anyone as confident in their own abilities as you.”
“I aim to please.” Mat winked, that smug grin back in place.
Camdyn had missed that look, and she’d been nervous with the sudden solemnness that had slipped over Mat.
Mat brushed the backs of her knuckles across Camdyn’s cheek. “Think you can stand?”
Camdyn whined, her eyes closed. Her entire body was on fire still, her nerves sending tingles through her, her brain spinning in circles that would take her minutes to get out of. She hadn’t had sex this good in a long time. And she didn’t want to move—which surprised her. Normally the first thing she wanted to do after sex was leave or pretend to be asleep, just so she wouldn’t have to hear Addison’s complaints. “Do I have to?”
“Nope!” Mat removed her hand from Camdyn’s pussy, leaving her clenching at nothing. She groaned as a small burst of pleasure coursed through her. Mat licked her fingers swiftly before scooping Camdyn up in her arms and walking a few steps to the table they used to pack up books for mailing. With a bounce as Mat put her on the table, Camdyn grasped at the edges to try and hold herself on it.
Mat’s hands were at her hips, tugging her pants all the way down. Before she knew what was happening, she was on her back, her pants around her knees, and Mat’s face between her legs. That first full lick and tease of her clit sent her straight back into oblivion. Camdyn couldn’t move. Her legs were locked under Mat’s arms, tied by her pants. She arched her back up before crashing down, a crackling sound under her.
She jerked sharply at the sound. “What the hell is that?”
Mat chuckled but didn’t stop, the vibrations underneath Camdyn shot straight from her clit into the center of her pussy. Camdyn cried out at the sudden onslaught of sensation. She groaned loudly, her hips rising off the table. When she rested back down, the same crackling happened again.
“Seriously, what is that?” Camdyn wished she could open her eyes to look, but she was caught between pleasure and curiosity, a place she didn’t mind being for the moment.
“Bubble wrap,” Mat murmured before diving back in.
“Oh my gooooood,” Camdyn dragged out. Her fingers curled around the edge of the table. She clenched her eyes shut when Mat’s lips closed around her clit. The sucking was obnoxiously amazing. She tried to ride Mat’s face as best as she could, but she was so confined by her clothes that she couldn’t do it well. She just wanted to move, to press herself to Mat’s mouth and get exactly what she wanted out of this.
Mat’s breathing increased, and Camdyn lost all track of what was happening. Her head felt like she was floating, her entire body tense and ready for the next orgasm to consume her in exactly the same way the first one had. She hadn’t realized how much she had needed this. Mat jerked her forward by her hips, loud pops reverberating through the stock room. Camdyn was pressed at the edge of the table, half falling off it. Gasping, she flitted her hands around for purchase, finding nothing but the damned bubble wrap. She clenched it tightly, bubbles popping every time she tried to hold herself still just to keep Mat’s fucking tongue… well… fucking.
“Mat,” Camdyn murmured, closing her eyes and focusing everything she could on the sensations rolling through her—the swipe of Mat’s tongue, the suction she created, the press of her fingertips into Camdyn’s hips. She was out of breath. When did that happen? Heat burned her from the inside out. She couldn’t drag any cold air into her lungs despite repeated attempts. She was damn near in pain, but she held on, fingers clutched around the plastic bubbles, ass pressed into the edge of the table. She would never live this down. She would never forget this moment.
Camdyn grunted, wind rushing from her lungs. She crashed through her second amazing orgasm in the span of what must have been minutes. How the hell had Mat managed that? Was it Mat? This could be one of the damn scenes from the books she wrote. Groaning in embarrassment, Camdyn tried not to think. To think would be the death of this amazing orgasm. She didn’t want that, ever.
Mat kissed the inside of her thigh, the wetness of her face leaving cold spots as she moved from one leg to the other. Camdyn still attempted to come back to herself. If she couldn’t walk before, she definitely wouldn’t be able to now. Mat was on her breast, tongue teasing her nipple. When had that happened? Where was she going next?
“You’re dripping,” Mat purred into her ear, pressing kisses against Camdyn’s neck.
Camdyn didn’t even have enough brainpower to answer. She’d just had sex with her boss on a table in the back room. Anyone could walk in on them at any point, even if there wasn’t anyone left in the store. She didn’t want them to know what they were doing. Camdyn shuddered, her brain coming back into her body, making her have to function. She didn’t want to do that. She wanted another mind-blowing orgasm.
Mat nipped at her just above her hip.
“Ouch!”
“Sorry, did I distract your thinking?”
“You sound so pleased with yourself.” Camdyn’s voice was barely there, as if Mat had stolen it from her.
“I think it’s well deserved.”
Camdyn hated that she agreed. Even if it had been a while since she’d had sex with another woman and not her hand or a toy, it hadn’t been this good in a long time. “I hope you don’t have security watching cameras.”
Mat snorted. “I don’t have any cameras back here. Besides, if I did, I’d delete the footage from tonight. As much as I’d love to watch this video repeatedly, I don’t think you would enjoy that.”
“Good.” Camdyn reached up and brushed a hand through her hair, which was no doubt a mess. She needed to move, get up, and figure out what was going to happen next, but she couldn’t think straight for more than two seconds.
“Sit up, Camdyn.” Mat was so tender with her, running fingers over her thighs, hands on her knees.
“Too hard,” she whined.
“Come on.” Mat gripped her forearm and dragged her up, the bubble wrap popping as she went.
Camdyn’s messy bun flopped forward, her hair coming out of it and covering half her face. She blew at it in annoyance. She was still light-headed and stayed right where she was sitting on the edge of the table.
Mat cupped her cheek, bringing their mouths together. It was the softest kiss. Camdyn had never thought Mat capable of something this gentle. Their lips roved over each other, tongues tentatively reaching out and testing the waters before slowly sliding against each other. She could taste herself on Mat and shivered at the flavor. Camdyn wrapped her arms around Mat’s neck, leaning into her fully as the embrace deepened.
Camdyn wanted to touch. Slowly she came back into herself. Trailing her fingers across Mat’s shoulders, down her bare arms. Mat was amazingly sexy, even under her typical business-casual garb. Camdyn pulled at the loose tank Mat wore, dragging it over her head and dropping it to the floor. She reached behind Mat’s back and pinched the strap of her bra.
Mat leaned into Camdyn, one hand pressed firmly against the table as her bra fell away. Camdyn broke the kiss, staring down at her full breasts, her dark and hard nipples. Camdyn captured one between her lips. Mat’s hands were in her hair, pulling at the tie and then holding her hair back.
“You have a wicked mouth.”
Camdyn hummed. She palmed Mat’s hips, holding her in place until she reached between them to fumble with the button and zipper. She wanted to give Mat exactly what she’d received, and even though she was pretty sure she didn’t want to attempt to stand just yet, she wasn’t going to wait. Spreading her legs, she coaxed Mat to step between them, as close as she possibly could.
She slid her hand into Mat’s pants, elated to find that she wasn’t the only wet lesbian in the room. Channeling her inner erotic romance enthusiast, Camdyn pushed her abundant doubts and fears out of the way. Her fingers were slippery as she brushed them back and forth against Mat. Her heart raced while she listened for any sign that she was doing this right.
She’d been told so many times by Addison that Camdyn hadn’t quite gotten it right, and she didn’t want that to be the case this time. With tension riding in her shoulders, Camdyn put her sole focus into what she was doing.
“Relax,” Mat whispered, fingers tightening in Camdyn’s hair. “This is so much better when you relax.”
Camdyn couldn’t stop from straightening her shoulders. She fumbled. With a sharp breath, Camdyn vied to refocus her attention away from her doubts and back on the woman half-naked in front of her. She couldn’t do this. Clenching her jaw hard, Camdyn closed her eyes as shame coursed through her. She was the prude who would never know what a good fuck was, let alone what true love was. Her only relationship of substance had included bucketloads of anguish, frustration, and sadness. Not love.
“Camdyn.” Mat’s voice was firm. Her hands on Camdyn’s cheeks. “Listen to my body, not your head.”
“What?” Dazed, Camdyn blinked, finding Mat’s dark brown eyes right in front of her.
“Move your fingers. I’m so close because of you, and I want you to fuck me. I’ve wanted it since I met you.”
Camdyn’s lips parted. She blinked.
“Come on, Camdyn. Make me come for you.”
That was the hottest thing Mat could have said. Spurred on, Camdyn thrust her fingers and circled her thumb.
“That’s it.” Mat rocked her hips, undulating in time with Camdyn’s movements. “Keep going.”
“I’m not stopping.”
“Better not be.” Mat chuckled. “This feels so good.”
Camdyn wasn’t sure she believed Mat, but she tried to at least for that moment. She made sure to capture every small detail in Mat’s face in her mind. She was pretty sure this was never going to happen again, and she wanted to make sure that she never forgot a single moment of it.
Mat keened, her voice carrying through the room and echoing at them. Camdyn pulled away almost instantly, but Mat grabbed her wrist hard and put her hand back in place.
“Tease it out.”
Doing as she was told, Camdyn found the same pattern as before. Mat eased her grip, her breathing evening out. She kissed Camdyn’s cheek, her chin, her neck.
“You’re amazing.”
Camdyn didn’t believe it. Nothing could make her believe it. Her hand shook when she pulled away, wiping her fingers on her bare thigh. “We should get cleaned up.”
“Hmm. Yeah. In a second.” Mat kissed Camdyn again, but her heart wasn’t in it.
She waited until Mat stepped back to stand up. Camdyn used the table to keep herself upright while she pulled her underwear and pants up. Mat watched her through hooded lashes. Camdyn wasn’t going to say a damn word. They had nothing to talk about.
“Your boss really is an ass if she won’t give you time during the day to work on the very thing she hired you to do.” Mat bent down and grabbed her bra, flicking it up into the air before snagging it to put it back on. “What do you say we fix that?”
“It’s my fault. A learning curve for ordering that I wasn’t prepared for.” Camdyn pulled the cup of her bra, her boob settling awkwardly against the material, but she wasn’t about to fix it. Not as embarrassed as she was.
Mat had her shirt on, looking as pristine and sexy as she did when Camdyn had found her. She shuddered at that. Camdyn still couldn’t find her shirt.
“Here.” Mat walked over to the boxes she’d been unpacking and grabbed the white shirt off the floor. It was stained with dirt. “Sorry about that.”
Camdyn pursed her lips as she took it back, putting it on because she had no other choice. She couldn’t very well go home half-naked. Gram would definitely have questions then. Not that she wasn’t going to have them when she saw how many bite marks Mat had left on her.
“Camdyn.” Again, Mat’s voice was gentle, plying almost. “Promise me one thing.”
“What?” She snapped, guilt filling her.
“Don’t regret this.”





CHAPTER FIFTEEN
“MORNING, DARWIN.” Mat was nearly prancing as she made her way through the store the next morning, her mood better than it had been in weeks.
“Uh… morning.” Her employee wore a shocked expression, like he hadn’t expected his boss to notice his existence, much less to comment on it. The young man sported patches of stubble that made him look like one of those magnetic Wooly Willy toys that had half-heartedly been shaken for a redo. 
Mat’s breath caught as she spotted Camdyn heading in her direction, and she couldn’t resist raking her gaze up and down the woman’s curvy figure. Camdyn was wearing a demure blouse that somehow still managed to hug her full breasts and a slim-fitting skirt that clung to her shapely hips.
“Good morning, Ms. Stone.” A sudden warmth pooled between her legs as Mat recalled all that had passed between them the night before. “I trust you’re doing well this fine morning?”
Camdyn bit down on her lip, but she nodded confidently, finally saying, “Very well. And you, Ms. Kincaide?”
Mat shrugged but couldn’t wipe the grin off her face. “I certainly can’t complain.”
But by the time she had climbed the flights of stairs to her office and reached her desk, the enormity of what she and Camdyn had done weighed on her like a lead cloak. Her heart thudded at the memory of Camdyn’s touch, the softness of her lips, the way her body had arched beneath Mat’s in pleasure.
But she was Mat Kincaide, future CEO of her family’s business. She couldn’t afford to let desires cloud her judgment. She’d broken one of her cardinal rules by sleeping with an employee.
Mat needed to set some things straight with the younger woman as soon as possible. The previous night had been a one-off. Nothing more. Mat had been in a vulnerable spot and had been searching for the type of comfort sex could provide. That was all there was to it.
But at the same time, she didn’t regret it, and she didn’t want Camdyn to either. There should never be shame when it came to sex. 
There was, however, danger. What if they were found out? Would that add more fuel to her saboteur’s fire? 
Mat needed to rein things in. 
She called downstairs, relieved when Camdyn answered the phone instead of having to ask to speak to her.
“You rang?” Camdyn said, making Mat laugh. She had to admit, she found Camdyn adorkable.
“I did. I was hoping to arrange a little after-work meeting about the thing we didn’t discuss last night.”
“I see. When?” Camdyn sounded unusually calm. Was that what a single night of reckless fucking did for the woman’s poise? If so, they should do it more often. 
Except, no! They should not! Which was the whole point of this call. 
Mat frowned at the top of her desk, wondering if she’d already taken a wrong turn with this. She quite possibly turned nothing into something by her need to explain how things should be. Camdyn would never want anything serious from Mat. Of that she was certain. Sex, sure. But a relationship? Not a chance. Mat wasn’t the sort of woman people fell for, and especially not straight-laced librarian types. 
“I was thinking tonight. Dinner.” Almost instantly, Mat realized this might sound like a date, but it was too late to take it back.
There was a hitch in Camdyn’s breath before she said, “I understand.”
Mat tried to decipher what the hitch meant. A second ago, Camdyn had shown no emotion. Now there was a hitch.
Shit. Camdyn thought this was a date.
Last night had been a colossal mistake, which Mat had only complicated by her need to over explain. But she couldn’t say anything else about it right now. She’d just have to lay all her cards on the table tonight.
“Seven at Ray’s.” Mat suggested the barbecue joint because she wanted ribs, and there was nothing sexy about the place. Wood picnic tables, plastic red-and-white checkered tablecloths, no booze, and paper plates. It was not a date place, and there was no way it could be mistaken as such.
“I understand,” Camdyn repeated, but Mat didn’t detect a hitch this time. Maybe there hadn’t been one the first time. 
Was Mat losing her mind? 
“Okay, then. Seven tonight.” Mat was being awkward. She knew it and couldn’t stop herself. What she needed was to bury herself in work, and forget all about sex. With the busy holiday season nipping at her heels, there was so much on the line right now. The last thing she needed was a wrinkle in the form of a romantic entanglement.
Focus on work.
Unfortunately, the more Mat tried to keep her thoughts on work, the more visions of Camdyn pecked away at Mat’s brain. 
The day dragged on endlessly.
By the time Mat entered Ray’s, her head was a jumbled mess, and her heart was beating rapidly. She spotted Camdyn sitting at a corner table, her nose buried in a thick hardbound book.
Mat approached the table and pulled out the chair across from Camdyn. “Hi,” she said.
Camdyn looked up from her book and gave Mat a small smile. “Hey.”
“Last night was a mistake,” Mat rushed to say, her hands shaking. Dear God, that had come out all wrong. “I mean, I owe you an apology for last night. It was inappropriate of me to make a move on you, no matter what the circumstances. It won’t happen again.”
“I see. Is that it? Or are we still having ribs?” Camdyn boosted her eyebrows to the hairline, an intimidating direct gaze, and her usually full lips thinned into a line.
What did that mean?
And why did Mat’s pussy clench so tightly in response?
It was as if Camdyn stole the line right out of Mat’s playbook. It shouldn’t have had this power over her, but it did. She wanted to retract her words. She’d been too quick to put the nail in the coffin of… whatever this was. 
A red light flashed in Mat’s head. She should leave right then and there. She’d done what she meant to do. There was nothing else to say. 
Leave. 
Now. 
Leave now. 
Instead, Mat said, “I would never deny a woman ribs.” Why did her tone have to do that? Why did she have to sound so damn seductive when it was the last thing on the planet that she needed? This wasn’t a date. Wasn’t she the one who had been determined to make that understood? So why was she throwing innuendos around like they were candy?
Get with the program!
“Good. Then let’s eat.” Camdyn was so cool, her voice could freeze the air between them.
“Perfectly said.” Inside, Mat felt strangely disappointed that Camdyn hadn’t even hinted at wanting to talk about what had happened between them the previous night. Was Camdyn really just fine with it?
Because now maybe Mat wasn’t so sure she was.
Maybe she wanted to talk about it, to explore the unexpected chemistry that had sparked between them. Mat might as well have woken up in opposite world. Since when was she the needy one?
No. Sleeping together was a mistake, a one-time thing, and there was no use dwelling on it. Mat had to get her head on straight, her feet under her again, and she had to walk out of here tonight righted.
Thank the stars, a server arrived, young and bubbly, asking, “Are you two ready to order?”
“Full slab of pork ribs,” Mat said, glad to have something she could say with absolute confidence. 
“Wet or dry?” The server tapped her pencil on her pad.
“Excuse me?” Mat’s imagination took a nose dive into the gutter. Was the server referring to the ribs? Or the current state of her panties?
“Wet or dry rub on the ribs?” The server clarified, oblivious to the thoughts running through Mat’s head.
“Dry,” Mat replied, relieved to return to the land of the living.
“I’d prefer the wet,” Camdyn said, and the server scribbled their order down.
Because of course she had to say that. Hell, Mat preferred wet, too. At this point she had no idea whether she was referring to ribs or something else. The only thing for certain was she was losing her mind.
As the server went to put in their order, Mat shifted on the wood bench. Her butt was already sore and her ego even more bruised. When had she gotten so bad at this?
“So, uh...” Mat struggled to find the right words, completely thrown off her game. “While last night was amazing—beyond amazing, really—I don’t think it should happen again.”
“I thought we’d already established that.”
“Right. Yeah. It’s settled then?” Mat expected to feel elation, but what gurgled in her chest was overwhelming grief. Couldn’t Camdyn express a twinge of remorse? Had last night meant nothing?
Back it up there, Matty.
What was going on with her?
“Yes.” Camdyn reached into her bag, seemingly nonplussed by Mat’s raging internal turmoil. “Would you like to go over some of my observations about my fellow employees? I assume you’re still interested in getting to the bottom of the sabotage in the store.”
“Already?”
“Isn’t that why you wanted to meet? You said you wanted to talk about what we hadn’t discussed last night.” Camdyn’s nose crinkled with confusion, her gaze never wavering from Mat’s.
How could a nose be bewitching? Mat wanted to just lean over and kiss it.
And, Camdyn thought dinner was about the employees, not Mat’s declaration that they couldn’t fuck again. Did the woman have a block of ice for a heart? 
“Yes, of course, but I’m starving and can’t think straight.” Why was Mat lying? She didn’t want to do that, but the innate need to save face pulled her to it.
“Were you starving last night, too? Is that the excuse you’re going with to explain your lapse in judgment?”
Damn, Camdyn was on a roll in the worst possible way given Mat’s desire to nip this in the bud. Not only was Mat trying to be the bigger person, the way Camdyn had accepted the this can’t happen again bullshit line with a bat of an eye—well, it stung on a level Mat couldn’t quite locate, let alone understand.
Even if Mat understood they could not fuck again, would it be that bad if they did? Or had last night not been as good as Mat had thought? Camdyn was younger, after all. More energetic. It wasn’t like they’d hung from the rafters, going at it like monkeys. Was Mat getting rusty? 
That wasn’t the point, though. 
The point was it couldn’t happen again. Period. And they both agreed. Which meant Mat should have been getting ready to hang a Mission Accomplished banner in her office and popping the cork on some champagne.
“No. I mean...” Mat shifted on the bench again, guilt settling into the pit of her stomach. “I’m not that kind of woman. I don’t do things like that.”
“Like what, exactly? You did plenty of things last night.” Camdyn’s voice took on a sultry quality, like she was toying with Mat. If Camdyn was going for seductive, it was working.
“I meant I really enjoyed last night, but that’s as far as it can ever go. I don’t do relationships.” Mat was butchering this. It only reconfirmed the fact that she shouldn’t be in a relationship with someone. A simple conversation was throwing her for a loop.
“I agree wholeheartedly.”
“You do?” Instead of relief, sorrow etched its way into Mat’s voice.
“Relationships are for suckers.” It was said with zero emotion, making Mat believe Camdyn meant every single word.
“Last night, I got some news that rattled me, and I’m afraid I didn’t handle it in the best way possible.” Why was she still rationalizing? Camdyn didn’t need to know Mat’s personal life troubles. The woman was probably better off not getting involved with someone like Mat anyway.
“You seemed to do just fine from my point of view.” Camdyn’s lips twitched into a barely-there smile, as if she appreciated the conversation for what it was, and possibly the night before for what it had been.
The fact that Mat wasn’t taking this as a win was a testament to how much trouble she was in.
When the food arrived, Camdyn reached for a rib, tearing off a bite, getting sauce on her chin. “What was the news?”
“My ex-husband is going to be a dad.” Mat stared at the tiny dollop of sauce. It took every ounce of control to keep from leaping across the table and licking it off of Camdyn’s chin. If only she’d gone for dry ribs. 
“A baby is bad news?” Camdyn took another bite, nearly clearing all the meat off the bone.
“No, it’s wonderful news, of course. It was unexpected, that’s all.” Mat looked away, seeing a family of four at a table across the room, laughing. That could so easily have been her had she not fucked everything up.
It still could be, a voice whispered in her head, but Mat shut it down.
She’d promised herself she would never take the chance of ruining someone else again.
“Is that why you don’t do feelings? Because of your ex?” Camdyn reached for her napkin.
For a brief moment, Mat thought that Camdyn was reaching for her hand, and relief washed through her when she realized Camdyn simply wanted the napkin. Mat wouldn’t be able to handle a touch right now, no matter how innocent. Things might happen…
“Yes and no. I’m not hung up on the guy, if that’s what you’re thinking. I never was, and marrying him is one of my biggest regrets.”
That wasn’t quite true. Cheating on Gage was her biggest regret. Then again, if they hadn’t ever gotten married, then she wouldn’t have cheated because she wouldn’t have been in a position to cheat. Did they have that on a greeting card? 
“Is that why he told you the news? To get back at you?” Concern flooded Camdyn’s eyes.
“No. Gage would never do something like that. We’re best of friends now.” Mat finally tore off one of the ribs, needing to occupy her mouth before she said or did something regrettable.
A deep line creased in the center of Camdyn’s forehead. Mat wasn’t surprised. Her relationship with Gage was odd, but it worked for them. And she never wanted to explain it to anyone, mostly because she didn’t fully understand it herself. They did still love each other, just not in a married kind of way.
“If it’s good news, why are you acting like it’s not?” Camdyn brushed her thumb across her lower lip, sucking the sauce off it.
“I’m not.” Mat swallowed, unable to tear her eyes away from the woman’s lips.
“I’ve seen actors playing dead on television who were more convincing.”
“Ouch!” Mat had to laugh. “I guess it’s good news for him but not so good for me.”
“I’m not sure I follow.”
“When we were married, he decided he didn’t want kids. It was a point of contention, causing quite a few arguments, and led to… other things. Now I know he just didn’t want them with me.” Cold washed through Mat at the memories.
“And that’s why you got a divorce?”
Before she could stop herself, Mat blurted out, “No. I cheated on him, making me the worst person on the planet.”
Camdyn didn’t even flinch. “Does he know this?”
Mat nodded, unable to speak. She expected Camdyn to run out of the restaurant. Or yell at Mat. Or call her awful names. Probably all the ones Mat had called herself for years.
“Clearly he doesn’t think you’re a terrible person if he’s still friends with you.” There was kindness in Camdyn’s words that Mat couldn’t take to heart.
“Gage is the forgiving type,” she explained it away like she always did.
“And you’re not?”
Oh, she hit that nail straight on the head. Mat winced. “No.” 
“I see.” Camdyn leaned back, appraising Mat. Once again, Camdyn seemed to see right through Mat’s bravado.
“So, there you have it. That’s who I am, and why I won’t be in a relationship again.” Way to play it cool, Mat.
“I don’t necessarily buy that. Being judged all your life for a mistake—”
“Some mistakes should leave a permanent stain.” Mat wasn’t going to let this one go. She hadn’t since it happened, and she wasn’t about to give up on the belief she’d held so firm to. Otherwise, the past decade of torment she’d put herself through had been for nothing. 
“You’re being really hard on yourself. People are people. Flawed to the bone. And we all make mistakes. It’d be a terrible world if there wasn’t forgiveness.”
The way Camdyn spoke, as if she meant every word, slammed into Mat, leaving her speechless for a moment. 
“Either way…” Mat faltered. “It’s why relationships are for suckers, as you so eloquently put it earlier.” Mat waved her hand in the air to dismiss the conversation before grabbing hold of her tea. She needed something to wet her tongue.
“That doesn’t mean you should keep beating yourself up for it. Don’t have a relationship. I fully endorse that.” Camdyn nodded vigorously to drive this point through Mat’s chest. “But beating yourself up for something that happened—how long ago was this?”
“Uh… eight years. Maybe nine or closer to ten,” Mat muttered. Shouldn’t she know the exact amount given how much she’d been beating herself up?
Camdyn let out a low whistle. “Yeah, you definitely need to forgive yourself. That was a lifetime ago.”
Mat couldn’t help to make the connection that Camdyn was just a teen back then. What was Mat doing seducing someone so young? Except at the moment, Camdyn exuded wisdom beyond her years, and Mat couldn’t help but feel a pull toward Camdyn.
Mat cleared her throat, trying to shake off the thoughts that were starting to take hold. “It’s not that simple.”
“Life rarely is,” Camdyn agreed.
Considering the contradictory emotions churning inside her, Mat was starting to realize that Camdyn was one of the few people she’d met who actually understood the messiness of life. There was something comforting about that, and yet it also made Mat feel vulnerable.
If there was one thing Mat could still count on being true it was that she didn’t like feeling vulnerable. Not one bit.





CHAPTER SIXTEEN
THE MORNING AIR was crisp as Camdyn walked from her car to Kincaide’s, and while the day before there had been Halloween decorations galore, today bright green wreaths hung from the lampposts, and storefronts all along the way were decked out for the winter holidays.
Camdyn took a deep breath, savoring the fresh, cool air. She loved the transition from fall to winter, when the streets were adorned with colorful lights and glittering ornaments. Despite her grandmother’s many idiosyncrasies, they’d always done it up big for Christmas, and Camdyn couldn’t help but smile at the thought of the holidays approaching. Even if the turning of a new calendar page meant she was that much closer to having to admit to her editor that she was going to miss her deadline.
That’s a problem for future me.
As she entered Kincaide’s, the delicious scent of coffee beans hit her nose. She checked the time and was relieved to find she still had fifteen minutes until her shift started. Plenty of time to get a coffee. She walked back to the café and smiled at Darwin, who was working behind the counter. At the sight of the new seasonal menu, Camdyn couldn’t help but clap her hands together.
“Hey there,” Darwin greeted her. “Can I get you something?”
“Peppermint latte,” Camdyn said with a grin. “Can’t resist the Christmasy flavors.”
Darwin nodded and began working on her drink, expertly steaming the milk and adding a generous amount of peppermint syrup. As he made her order, Camdyn’s eyes scanned the cozy interior of Kincaide’s. The bookstore looked especially magical with all the green and red decorations.
Except for that single wall of orange and black that caught her attention with all the force of a needle scratching across the surface of a record.
“This can’t be right.” Camdyn studied the display in the stationary section, the one she’d worked on the afternoon before, following the detailed schematic to a T.
“What can’t be right?” Darwin asked as he handed her the warm latte mug. But suddenly, Camdyn had lost her Christmas spirit.
She turned to Darwin, her eyes wide with confusion. “The Halloween display for Dandelion Papers. It’s still up,” she said, pointing to the wall of orange and black decorations.
Darwin shrugged. “Maybe someone forgot to take it down,” he suggested, but Camdyn knew better than that.
Mat had explained to her how fanatic that particular vendor was about stores doing their displays just the way they wanted. Camdyn had spent six hours on the project, and when she was finished, it had been like a display worthy of the frickin’ North Pole. Now the Halloween stock was back, and all her hard work was obliterated.
Before she’d arrived that morning, everything was right in her world. Now, everything was wrong. The only thing that would make it worse was—
“Camdyn!” Mat came barreling toward her from the staircase, frantic. “Thank god you’re here. Sandy just called. Dad’s meeting up with the Dandelion Papers sales rep for lunch later today and they’re planning to drop by so he can check out the display. You double checked it, right?”
That. That was exactly the one thing that could make Camdyn’s life even worse.
“I think the world is ending.”
“What?” Mat took a step back, appraising Camdyn.
“I swear to you, it was perfect when I left last night.” Unable to put the disaster into words, Camdyn pointed to the spooky display that was so very out of place.
Mat followed her gesture to the Halloween display and her face fell. “This can’t be happening,” she muttered under her breath, rubbing her eyes as if to clear her vision so the correct display would suddenly appear.
It didn’t work.
“I’ll put it back together,” Camdyn promised. She’d worked too hard, and the last thing she wanted was for Mat to get into trouble.
“In three hours?” Mat asked in disbelief, scanning the store. They had only just opened for the day, and customers were already trickling in. They were still short staffed, and the chances of Camdyn being able to work uninterrupted were about nil.
Camdyn took a deep breath, trying to calm the panic that swelled inside her. “I’ll do it,” she said firmly. “Just give me a chance.”
“Okay. I’ll help you when I can, but right now I need to run interference with our corporate office and see if Sandy can stall my dad until as late in the day as possible.” Mat headed for the stairs, her shoulders pulled inward, like she was expecting an arrow to the flank.
Given how things were escalating, was that on the horizon?
Camdyn quickly assessed the situation, first grabbing the ladder and starting to take down the Halloween products from the shelves. After that, she checked under the floor-length tablecloth for the correct items, praying the boxes would be there.
They weren’t.
Camdyn shoved the back-room door hard, wishing the jerk who’d ruined all of her hard work was behind it.
“Careful, there’s water on the floor.” Hovering over a box of books, Merle pointed to a spot on the floor with the box cutter in his hand.
“Naturally,” Camdyn muttered under her breath. Where was the nearest overhead power line? It would be just her luck for it to come loose and fry her where she stood. “Have you seen the Christmas stationary from Dandelion Papers?”
“It’s already set out.” Merle sliced a box open like he wanted to murder someone.
Join the club, buddy.
“It was, but there must have been a mix up because the Halloween stuff is back.” Camdyn wasn’t sure her jaw could clench any harder.
“That’s not good.” His brow furrowed with worry. “The deadline was yesterday. Do you need my help?” He retracted the blade. 
Camdyn did need help, but at this point the only person she trusted to get the job done was herself. “No, I got it. I just need to find the supplies.”
“Good luck. It’s a disaster back here. I need to talk to Mat about enforcing the protocols. Like the water. Someone can get hurt. A big lawsuit is the last thing we need. Uncle James would probably have to shutter the doors, and I don’t know what I’d do if this store closed.”
Camdyn didn’t know, either. In the two months she’d been working there, Kincaide’s had become a second home to her. She wasn’t about to let anything like that happen. Not if she could help it.
She scoured the back room, not seeing what she needed. Merle continued to unpack the boxes, humming quietly to himself, as if he didn’t have a care in the world. Which was odd, considering the dire situation they were in. Camdyn wondered if he was secretly plotting their demise. Could Merle be the saboteur?
Impossible. Merle was a Kincaide. He would no sooner hurt his family legacy than Mat would. But whoever kept causing chaos in the store needed to be stopped before it was too late.
Just as Camdyn thought she would have to give up, there was a meow.
“Gadsby?” Camdyn looked under a shelf, where she thought she’d heard the cat.
“What’s wrong? Did something happen to Gadsby?” Merle set the books in his hands on the cart, stepping closer to Camdyn with concern etched on his face.
There was a rustling sound, and Gadsby darted out of a box that was half shoved under a shelf, running away from the two of them. As soon as Camdyn spotted the Dandelion Papers logo on the cardboard, she knew that cat had saved her bacon. Behind that box were several more just like it.
“I found them!” Camdyn said, grabbing the closest Dandelion Papers box before it could disappear again.
Merle breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness. I was worried we were going to get a surprise inspection and lose the account.”
If only Merle knew how close to the truth that was.
Hoisting the box onto her hip, Camdyn booked it for the door. 
“Watch out for the water!” He called out. “The last thing we need is another disaster.”
Gadsby met Camdyn at the door, wanting out.
Halfway to the table, Camdyn stopped in her tracks, suddenly uneasy about leaving the rest of the boxes alone. “Shoot.”
“What’s wrong?” Mat asked, her voice seeming to come out of nowhere.
Camdyn jumped, her heart in her throat as panic settled into her stomach. “Don’t sneak up on me like that. My heart can’t take it.”
“Did something happen?”
“No. It was nothing.” Camdyn shifted her hip to keep the awkward box in place.
“I’ll get that.” Mat didn’t wait for a protest, not that Camdyn had one ready.
When all the boxes were safely on the floor, Camdyn rummaged through them with an increasing sense of dismay. “The schematic is gone.”
“Did you really think he’d leave it?” Mat huffed as she pulled items off the table to clear it.
“He?” Camdyn couldn’t process any of this. How could someone hate Kincaide’s, or Mat, so much? “You think you might know who has been doing this?”
“Unfortunately, no. There are thirty employees if we count all the part-timers.” Mat sighed and shoved more items into the empty box. “I hope we can figure it out soon though. It’s clearly escalating.”
Camdyn nodded in agreement. “I know. But let’s focus on finding that schematic first. We can’t afford to lose this account, and we need to make sure everything is in order before your dad gets here with the sales rep.”
Mat nodded. “You’re right. I appreciate you keeping a level head through all of this. It’s been a hell of a day already. If we pull this off, I owe you dinner.”
Camdyn’s pulse fluttered. Dinner? The last time Mat had invited her to dinner, it had taken all of Camdyn’s self-control to keep herself in check. Not that she disagreed with Mat that the last thing they needed was to fall into a relationship neither of them wanted. But she’d be lying if she said it hadn’t hurt just a little for the woman to have been so cavalier about it less than twenty-four hours after fucking her on a table covered in bubble wrap.
Why had Camdyn thought that Mat would be different than everyone in her past?
Why had she dared to hope that Mat wouldn’t abandon her like even her own parents had?
Camdyn pushed the memory of that night aside. They had both agreed that it wouldn’t happen again, and she wouldn’t let herself get hung up on Mat—no matter how tempting the offer of dinner sounded right now.
“Let’s just focus on work,” Camdyn said, trying to keep her voice steady. “We’ll be lucky if we’re done in time for breakfast tomorrow. Whoever’s doing this, they’d almost need to work part time just to get all this done.”
Camdyn contemplated sweeping the rest of the Halloween stuff off into the box with her arm. The only thing stopping her was the fact all the merchandise had to be moved to the clearance section, and damaging it wasn’t going to help the situation if the sales rep caught sight of it.
She focused on the table. No way was she going to let the saboteur hurt Mat or the store. Even if the woman did have a way of sending mixed signals better than a traffic light in a snowstorm.
“I think I remember where that goes.” She plucked a reindeer candle from the box, placing it on the table. “And these binders stand upright in the center.”
“You know, the store in Loveland might still have the schematic. I’ll call them and see if Misty can text me a picture of it.”
“That would be helpful. I have a good memory, but not perfect.” Camdyn focused her mind, trying to remember placement. She wasn’t much of a visual person, so it was hard. Then again, maybe she could focus on remembering the piece of paper with the planogram on it.
“If it’s any consolation, I think you’re perfect. And, I can’t thank you enough for everything you’ve been doing. You probably had no idea what was in store for you when you applied for a job here. Truth be told, I still don’t understand what’s going on.” Mat stepped outside the store to speak on the phone.
All Camdyn could think about was Mat saying Camdyn was perfect. Surely Mat didn’t mean that. Or she meant it like Camdyn was the perfect employee. Not that the bar was all that high at the moment. Whoever was behind all these pranks was risking the entire store, including Camdyn’s job. And she liked working here. She didn’t enjoy all the drama, but when things weren’t going tits up, there was something special about Kincaide Books. 
Mat returned, still holding her phone in one hand. “Do you want the good news or bad?”
“Bad.” Might as well, Camdyn figured. She was already feeling a little defeated by the whole situation.
“They tossed out the schematic.”
Camdyn groaned. “If the good news is donuts, I might survive this day.”
“What kind of donuts?”
“I’m a simple gal. The powdered ones you get at gas stations.”
“I think I can do better than that, but the good news is the store sent me a photo of their display.” Mat stood next to Camdyn, enlarging the image on her phone. “You know, this was my first chore in the store when I was a kid.” Mat set her phone on the table to get some items from the box. “I used to love putting these tables together.”
“How old were you?”
“Seven or eight.”
“Isn’t that child labor?”
“It might have been if my parents paid me, but they both worked in the store, and I preferred being here in the summers instead of camp.” Mat shrugged. “This has always been my happy place. Or it had been.”
“It’s going to be okay. We’ll figure this out.” Camdyn’s throat closed as she spoke, the weight of the situation heavy on her shoulders. She wanted to reach over and touch Mat’s arm, but with everything that happened between them, Camdyn awkwardly stood still.
Camdyn couldn’t ignore the nagging stir in her gut. There was something else going on here, something deeper than just a disgruntled employee. She had a suspicion that the sabotage was just a symptom of a larger problem, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it yet. All she knew was that she needed to get to the bottom of it before any more damage was done.
After all, her author career was pretty much circling the drain. She couldn’t afford to lose her only source of steady employment. That it would also benefit Mat was a bonus, but surely not Camdyn’s only motivation.
The time went by quickly, and by seven minutes after one, the table was nearly finished.
“We need this pencil case—” Mat studied the photo on her phone “—right here.”
Camdyn bent over to get the next thing from the box, but it was empty. “We fucking did it!” She put a hand up in the air as MaryAnn and her granddaughter walked by.
“I’d like to lodge a formal complaint about the price of your coffee.” MaryAnn’s smile was devilish.
“Let me guess. You want a free coffee. Fine. Tell them I said it was okay. Use the code Jelly Fish.”
“Two coffees.” MaryAnn jerked her head toward her granddaughter. 
“Say it twice, then.” Mat couldn’t seem to muster much of a fight.
MaryAnn let out a squeal and clapped her hands together, heading in the direction of free coffee.
“Jelly fish?” Camdyn shoved the empty box under the table.
“You know how they look so serene floating in the water and then when you least expect it, you get stung. That’s MaryAnn. Everyone loves her. She knows this and uses it to her advantage.”
“What would be my code?” Camdyn bit her lip, staring up into Mat’s dark eyes.
Mat blushed, her lips parted, and her gaze dropped all over Camdyn’s body in that slow way Camdyn had come to know as Mat undressing her with her eyes. The tension between them rose, tightened, and intensified. Mat’s voice was sultry as she spoke. “Bubble wrap.”
Fuck.
Camdyn was just about to respond when a clearing of a throat behind her interrupted her thoughts. She turned to see two men in suits, one of whom bore a striking resemblance to the portrait of the founder that hung on the second-floor landing.
“Dad! Howard!” Mat put her hand out to greet the stationery rep. “How nice of you to drop by today.”
Not wishing to get caught up in the meeting, Camdyn disappeared into a nearby row of bookshelves. It was amazing how Mat didn’t give out panicky vibes. Not like Camdyn would have in her shoes.
Why did everything stress Camdyn out? And how was Mat acting like she was at a cocktail party, chatting with a friend?
What Camdyn wouldn’t give for that skill. Even with everything going on, Mat could still shine when she had to. Mat would probably never get writer’s block. No, she’d set her mind to it and write until it was done. No ifs, ands, or buts.
Camdyn admired that but was also jealous as hell. Why couldn’t she handle writing like she did the table? All of her work had been erased. Like someone had highlighted all the text and then hit the delete button. But Camdyn didn’t quit this morning. She rebuilt what she created.
With Mat’s help, but still.
Camdyn hadn’t simply said it was too hard and walked away, like she’d done with her writing. Aside from the scenes she’d written in her journal, she’d barely gotten a word down on the page in weeks. 
“Are you ready for victory donuts?” Mat grinned as she found Camdyn hiding among the bookshelves. “I know just the place.”
“Huh? Victory donuts?” Camdyn hadn’t even realized how long she’d been lost in her own thoughts. “I’m not done with my shift.”
“You’re allowed a lunch break. Besides, I have some sway with your boss.”
Camdyn’s head spun. Should she take this at face value, or was Mat asking her on something that kind of resembled a date? Unless it was going to turn out to be their dinner at Ray’s all over again.
“I’m not sure,” she hedged. “I mean, victory donuts sound great, but I don’t want to take advantage of your sway with my boss, as you called it.”
Mat cocked her head and grinned. “What’s the matter, Camdyn? Are you afraid to have fun?”
Camdyn’s cheeks flushed. “No, I—”
“Come on. Let’s get out of here. I promise you won’t regret it.” Mat grabbed Camdyn by the hand and led her out of the bookstore.
What Camdyn really wanted was to go someplace to think, but her brain wasn’t functioning, so she stepped outside into the light rain, following Mat’s lead.





CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
MAT MADE her way across the sales floor, one hand on her gurgling belly. She’d skipped lunch today, trying to make up for all the donuts she’d consumed in the past week. Somehow she’d made three trips to the local shop in six days when she had maybe gone once in six months before. Each time had been with Camdyn.
Mat would ask herself how it had happened, but she already knew the answer. She was feeding an addiction, one that had nothing to do with sugary fried dough. Camdyn was her drug of choice, and Mat couldn’t get enough.
As Mat neared the back of the store, she saw Camdyn standing by the employee break room. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore a conservative black skirt that still managed to show off her curves. The sexy librarian personified. It was a mystery how the woman could pull off that look so effortlessly, and even more mysterious how it could have such an effect on Mat each and every time.
Mat’s pulse quickened as she forced herself to look away, detouring down the LGBTQ+ aisle to reach the stairs unnoticed. She had too much work to get done to allow her mind to get wrapped up in Camdyn. As she did, her eyes fell on a familiar red journal on the bottom shelf.
Was her new favorite author back with some more juicy erotic scenes?
Mat knelt down and retrieved the journal, tucking it under her arm as she raced up the stairs to her office. This was exactly the kind of distraction she needed to get her head on right again where Camdyn was concerned. She was just about to crack open the book when she was interrupted by Gage standing in the doorway to her office, bearing a to-go bag with dinner.
“Knock! Knock!” he called out with a grin.
Crap. She’d completely forgotten they were having their weekly dinner night.
“Shut the door.” Mat waved her hand at him as she set the journal down on her desk.
Coming up behind her, Gage leaned over her shoulder and whispered, “What are we reading?”
“Brilliance.” The awe in her tone couldn’t be mistaken.
“You’re going to have to bring this down to my level of stupidity. It looks like you’ve stolen someone’s diary. Unless you’ve taken up journaling. I hear it’s all the rage.”
“Honestly, I don’t even know how to explain.” Mat opened to one of the stories she’d already read and handed it to him to find out himself.
If she recalled correctly—which she should, considering how many times she’d read it—the story involved two women in an office. One of them sat at the desk, her knees spread wide and skirt hiked up to her hips, while the other was curled into the space beneath the desk, her head buried and tongue hard at work. Meanwhile, the boss stopped by for a chat and had no clue what was going on.
“Dayum!” Gage declared after reading it through. “This is hot.”
“Right? It’s some of the most compelling writing I’ve ever read, and not just the sex scenes.” Mat could honestly gush about the journal for days if Gage let her.
“Whose are they?”
“No clue.” Mat’s cheeks reddened. She hadn’t worked to find out, either. She kind of liked the mystery.
“And here I had hoped you were finally taking up writing as a hobby.” Gage gave her an over-the-top frown.
Mat rolled her eyes with a snort. “Fat chance. I’ll stick to reading and selling, thank you.”
“Pity. So, am I still feeding the starving tonight?” Gage winked at her, stepping past her to the small coffee table in her office.
“I’m not one of your church’s charity cases.” Mat crossed her arms after following him to her couch. Though if things kept progressing the way they were, she might very well end up homeless and on his doorstep. She really had to turn things in her store around—and soon.
“If I ever caught you stepping foot in a church, I’d faint. But I know you’re hungry.” Gage set the bag down and opened it. The scent of fresh, hot pho hit her, and her stomach echoed a resounding growl.
“How do you know that?” She tried not to take the observation personally, because he was right. She hadn’t eaten since the quick snack she stole from the break room midway through the morning. And that was just a granola bar.
“Because I know you. When stressed, you forget to eat, and you’re in the thick of the holiday season. The most stressful time of the year.”
Mat couldn’t refute him. “Where’s Kate?”
Gage made a puking sound.
“And you’re not with her?”
“She kicked me out. Said I was hovering.” He flicked his hands in the air.
“Good man.” Mat moved to sit with him, ignoring the journal for now. She wanted to read whatever new story awaited her immediately. But the scent of food wafted to her again, and she was ready to suck it all down.
“Have you been on your best behavior?” Gage handed Mat a plastic utensil.
“Why would you ask that?” Mat took a bite as soon as possible, burning her tongue in the process. She winced, but kept going, hoping to avoid deeper conversation about what she was ignoring—or trying to ignore. No matter how many attempts she had made that day, she had failed to not think about Camdyn. 
“Only teasing.” Gage studied her, as if he could read every nuance she tried to hide. Which he probably could. It was unnerving sometimes.
Mat ate quickly, the scent and relaxed environment making her mind and body a little weak. “I can’t remember the last time I ate a proper meal.” Had it been the night she’d shared ribs with Camdyn? Surely not, and yet the fact that that was the first example her brain offered up was troubling in so many ways.
“You’re getting older. You have to start taking care of yourself.” Gage gave her a serious look.
“I’m fine.” She bit back the sharp retort that wouldn’t help either of them. He was just as old as she was.
Gage’s eyes narrowed. “What trouble have you gotten yourself into now?”
“I h-haven’t.” She might have been convincing if she hadn’t tripped over the key word.
“You know you can’t hide anything from me, and I’m picking up all sorts of weird vibes today.” Gage set his food down on a table, tapping his fingertips together. “Spill it.”
“There’s nothing to spill.” Mat’s face pinched with the effort of the lie.
“Have you met someone?” He sat on his hands, rocking back and forth, his eyes never leaving her face.
She couldn’t escape this. “When have I ever met someone?”
Gage pointed both index fingers at his chest in an Uh, hello? move.
“I sure as hell haven’t met another man, so nothing to report on that front.” Mat took another bite, hoping her avoidance would be accepted. But knowing Gage, her attempt was laughable.
“I know from experience that men do nothing for you.” Gage let out a wry laugh.
That old familiar guilt roared back. She still hated herself for what she’d done. “I’m sorry.”
“Stop apologizing, Mat. It’s not healthy. You need to move on from it. I have. You have to or you’ll always spend your nights alone reading saucy snippets of other people’s adventures.”
She stared at the journal, her cheeks burning. The image of what was in those pages came back to her, and she instantly wanted to send Gage on his way so she could read some more. “Stop being so nosy.”
“That’s what besties are for. To get you to open up. Unburden yourself.” He took a bite of his pho. After he swallowed, he said, “I’m not budging until you tell me.”
“I don’t have much to say. Whatever you think happened, didn’t. Not in the way you think.” Mat couldn’t look him in the eye though. As soon as she did, he would know. She held herself tightly, keeping all the emotions under lock and key so not even a single stray one would escape.
“This is getting juicier by the minute.” Gage sounded intrigued.
Sighing, Mat shoved her hand through her hair and flopped her half-eaten pho onto the coffee table. “I may have accidentally fucked one of my new employees.”
Gage’s lips formed a circle, his cheeks paling before reddening. Suddenly, he was grinning, as if he had the juiciest tidbit of information on the planet. “How does one accidentally make love with someone?”
“Make love?” She jacked up her eyebrows. “Now who’s been reading snippets and filling in the happily ever after?”
Her stomach swirled again, but this time with denial. She and Camdyn hadn’t done that at all. She’d been afraid Camdyn thought it was that, but after the conversation at Ray’s, they were both on the same page. At least they’d said they were, even if her own imagination had at times threatened treason. “You really need to stop putting your hopes on me falling in love. It’s not going to happen, buster.”
“You slept with someone, though, and you’re still thinking about it. Which means you two have hit it off.” He excitedly clapped his hands together like a kid at Christmas.
“I don’t know about that. Yes. There was an incident. But I’ve got it under control.” At least she would—eventually—get it under control. That red journal would help distract her from Camdyn. It had to.
“An incident? You make it sound like a harmless blunder, like forgetting to turn off the oven.” Gage leaned back against the sofa, his eyes trained on Mat and seeing right through her. “Was it good sex?”
Mat threw her hands up, knowing she would never get him to stop pestering her until she gave him every last detail. “Yes. It was good sex. On bubble wrap if you can believe it.”
“No way. I’ve never tried that, but I guess I see the appeal. A little snap, crackle, and pop.” Gage laughed at his joke.“It can’t happen again, obviously.” She was uneasy with that thought, even though she had been the one to make sure the boundary was in place.
“Why not? Do you like her?” Gage studied her expression presumably to sniff out some type of tell.
The word yes was on the tip of her tongue, but she bit it back, literally, pain shooting through her as her teeth sank into her tongue. “She’s an employee, one of my new seasonal workers.”
“So what?” Gage shrugged his shoulders. “She’s temporary, and this is hardly some high-power operation you’ve got going on, no offense. It’s a bookshop. If you’re both consenting adults, it’s nobody’s business except your own.”
“That’s just not how it works,” Mat sighed, running a hand through her hair, visualizing the hundreds of HR complaints inching over into the thousands with this one right on top. “It’s unprofessional, no matter how big or small the business might be. Besides, we’ve discussed it, and neither one of us is inclined toward taking things any further. It was a one-time mistake.”
“With bubble wrap.” Gage stroked his chin. “How exactly did bubble wrap get involved?”
“We were in the back room. It was there. I stepped on it. She landed on it. Bodies in motion made things pop.” Mat’s cheeks heated with embarrassment as the pop pop pop resounded through her memory and warmed her body in ways it really shouldn’t.
“The back room? You did not!” His eyes bulged. 
“Like I said, it wasn’t planned, and it shouldn’t have happened.” She covered her face with her hands. She really should have used her brain more during that entire encounter. She would have been able to stop herself if she’d tried. At least she’d like to think so.
“She’s a grown woman, right? It’s not like you shagged a teenager?”
“Dude, don’t be gross. She’s younger than me, but she’s not that young.” 
“You see? It’s not as bad as you think.”
“Except, if my dad ever heard about it, I’d be toast.” Or the person who had been sabotaging her, Mat added silently for her own benefit. She didn’t need to make Gage worry. 
“It’s bullshit. He wouldn’t care if you were a man.” Gage took a long sip from his drink. “Sexism at its finest.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ve told you, never again.” Mat was going to stick with that, no matter what. The universe wouldn’t laugh at her this time.
“Is she a bad lay?”
“I can’t believe you asked that question!” Mat laughed, remembering that night in vivid detail. She would relive it for as long as she could, since that would be all she would get. “No. Quite the opposite.”
In fact, it had been beautiful to watch Camdyn falling apart under Mat’s fingers and mouth. But there were at least a few things she would not share with her ex, and that was one of them.
“Your cheeks are pink. Oh, Mat. You do like her.” Gage softened, as if he suddenly understood the gravity of the situation. Screw him and his knowing looks. She would deny it to her dying day.
“Why do you constantly harp about my love life—correction, lack of love life. I don’t want one. I’ve been clear for years. Never again. Maybe you should focus on yours. Are you not getting laid because Kate’s pregnant? Is that why we’re constantly going on this merry-go-round of pester Matty?” Her defenses kicked into high gear.
“My love life is alive and well—obviously. Yours isn’t so merry. I want to help you change that. I want you to experience love like I have.” He looked so damn earnest, and Mat couldn’t handle it. If she gave into this line of thinking, it doomed her entire mantra when it came to life, and she couldn’t let that happen, no matter if she wanted it just a little right then. 
“I want to change the subject.” She collapsed in on herself.
“We can, but I won’t give up on you. I never did, and I never will.” Gage touched her arm lightly, giving comfort for the upset he had so obviously caused.
“Why not?” Mat quieted. Why were they friends again? Why hadn’t he scorned her like everyone else had? Including herself.
“Because I believe you’re going to make someone very happy. You’re not the awful person you think you are.”
“My track record isn’t stellar on that front.” Mat smacked her lips, feeling as unattractive as the sound.
“Mistakes were made—they’re made often in any relationship. But love isn’t about a record. It’s about meeting your soulmate.”
“Soulmate?” She blew a raspberry with a violent shake of her head. “That belongs in the self-help books we sell. It’s not real, dude. None of it is.” She’d thought that for so long, she might say it in her sleep. But maybe he did have a point, and Camdyn too for that matter. Ten years of harping on herself for her mistakes was a long time. Gage had forgiven her, so why couldn’t she forgive herself?
“Mat?” Camdyn appeared at the door, knocking as she opened it, but she tucked her head back before Gage looked up. “Sorry. Can I talk to you… in private?” 
Mat stiffened immediately. Gage was no fool, and he’d figure this out in one second flat. Getting up, Mat joined Camdyn in the hallway. “What’s wrong?”
“There’s some inspector here. He said he didn’t need to see you, but I thought you’d want to know.” Camdyn had her lower lip pulled tightly between her teeth, her glasses making her eyes look big and worried.
Mat held back her moan of desire, but barely.
“Inspector?” Mat popped her head back into the office, holding up a be-right-back finger, before bounding down the stairs as fast as she could, Camdyn following. “What is he inspecting?”
“The café? Something about a contamination complaint.” Camdyn huffed as if she’d run a marathon.
“What?” Mat stopped briefly on the second floor to let her catch up. Why was the café so far away?
“There was an anonymous complaint filed, and so he’s here to look into it.” Camdyn’s lip was back between her teeth and Mat nearly winced at the damage that was likely being done to it.
“Just what I need.” Mat scaled her way down the rest of the stairs, making it to the café in record time. Camdyn was on her heels. “Can I help you with something?”
“Nope.” His focus was on his clipboard before scribbling something.
“I’m the manager of the store.” Mat would throw that weight around to get any answers she needed.
The inspector flicked his gaze toward Mat. “Your food isn’t stored properly.” He pointed with his pencil in the direction of the refrigerator in the back room.
“What do you mean?” Mat moved ahead of him, stepping up and glancing over everything.
It was all out of order. The cooked sausages for the breakfast sandwiches were under the raw sausages. The milk lining the left side of the cooler was out of date, by weeks and some even months. If she had the freedom to scream, she would. Instead, she dug her nails into her balled fist to center herself. 
“You also haven’t announced allergens. That was the complaint.” He leaned against the cooler, a knowing and satisfied look on his face. “The rest was just a bonus.”
“I promise you this isn’t how I run my store.” But she had nothing to back her up claims in the moment aside from her word. Mat’s stomach dropped, every ounce of food she’d eaten for dinner already wanting to claw its way back up.
“I’m shutting the café down for the rest of the month. The out of dates and cross contamination are easy fixes. The allergens?” He dragged out the word. “Not so much. Get it fixed, otherwise you’ll get a fine.”
“A month? But—” Mat stopped short at the expression on the inspector’s face. She feared if she tried to argue, he’d make it longer and ruin any chance of getting the bar up and running in time for their holiday extravaganza.
He finished his paperwork, handed her a report of his findings and left. Mat stared at the paper in her hand.
This was what happened when Mat followed her heart—she took her eye off the ball. The café had always flown through every inspection. This had to have been sabotage, pure and simple. 
“Mat, what’s going on?” Camdyn asked, her voice breaking through the ramble of thoughts in Mat’s head.
She stared at Camdyn, looking for any kind of answer. “I don’t know.” She’d never failed on this level before. “I just don’t know anymore.”





CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
EMERGING from the back room in defeat, Camdyn scanned the store for Mat, who had been cornered by MaryAnn near the closed café. Camdyn hated to be the bearer of more bad news, but that seemed to have become her role lately as the efforts of the saboteur, or maybe just rotten luck, increased with each passing day.
“Mat, we have a problem.” Camdyn cringed as Mat turned to face her with a mixture of dread and resignation in her eyes. She knew her boss was probably already anticipating the worst.
“Of course we do, because that’s all we have these days. If only I could pay all the bills with problems.” Mat shook her head, as if to get herself to focus. “MaryAnn’s upset we can’t serve wine tonight because the café’s closed down.”
“It’s uncivilized,” MaryAnn interjected.
“It’s BYOB,” Mat corrected.
“It’s as bad as a cash bar at a wedding,” MaryAnn complained, her voice rising in pitch. “You can’t have your guests bringing their own bottles of wine like you’re a cheap, tacky establishment. It’s embarrassing.”
Camdyn wasn’t certain, but she thought she detected a slight growl coming from the base of Mat’s throat.
“Meanwhile, a publisher is upset about the books we had to send back that were damaged. Larry from the Religious Times, who was supposed to interview Sister Joan, keeps emailing to ream me over the incident, because the first five times wasn’t enough.” Mat pressed her fingers onto her closed eyelids. “What’s the new problem?” 
“All the Christmas tree ornaments are missing.” Camdyn’s heart clenched on behalf of Mat, hoping this wasn’t the last straw that would do the woman in. 
“What do you mean all the ornaments are missing?” Mat asked, looking at Camdyn with disbelief in her eyes. “The boxes probably just got moved. I can help you—”
“No. The boxes are there, but they’re empty.” Camdyn wanted to get the news out fast, like ripping off a Band-Aid. 
“Someone stole the ornaments?” Mat let out a string of curses under her breath. “Who would do something like that?” 
“The Grinch,” MaryAnn offered with a smirk. Mat shot her a withering look, but Camdyn couldn’t help but let out a small laugh. 
“Funny, MaryAnn.” Mat shook her head, her eyes scanning the store once more. “I need to think. We can’t just have a bare tree in the middle of the store. We need ornaments. We’re launching the Book Bar—” 
“The Boob Bar!” MaryAnn held a finger up in the air. “It won fair and square.” 
“I can’t argue with you about that right now. We’re already getting complaints that the tree isn’t up yet. It’s a tradition, and it should’ve been done days ago. But without enough staff...” Mat’s voice trailed off, and she looked like she was on the verge of tears. “Do you think we can get decent replacements at a dollar store? We don’t have this in the store budget.” 
“I think I can help you out, Matty.” MaryAnn placed a hand on Mat’s shoulder. “And, as an added bonus, I won’t mention The Boob Bar for the rest of the day.” 
“A whole day?” Mat raised an eyebrow skeptically. “That’s a tall order for you. How ever will you manage to restrain yourself?” 
MaryAnn grinned. “I know, but desperate times call for desperate measures. And I care about you, even if you’re a pain in the ass.”
“Really inspiring confidence right now,” Mat replied dryly. “But I appreciate the sentiment. What do you have in mind?” 
“You’ll be thanking me in a minute.” MaryAnn winked. “In my storage unit, I have boxes and boxes of ornaments. I used to sell them at craft fairs with Roger—but since his passing, I haven’t been able to manage it.” 
“I don’t want to upset you by putting them up in the store,” Mat was quick to say, even though MaryAnn waved her off dismissively. 
“Oh nonsense. Roger would have loved to see these ornaments being used in the store. And it would give me such joy to see them hanging up again. Consider it my Christmas gift to you.” 
“That’s so sweet,” Camdyn interrupted, shooting Mat a look that told her to shut up and accept the offer.
“But they must have so much sentimental value,” Mat protested, clearly having missed Camdyn’s intent.
“They do, which is why I want to see them in use. It’ll bring my Roger closer for the holidays. We had so much fun making them together.” MaryAnn fished in her bag and produced a key. “It’s the storage place on Elm Street. Here’s the key to the unit. The number’s on the tag. And don’t you worry about the wine for the author talk. You leave that to me.” 
“I can’t ask you to—”
“You didn’t ask. I’m offering. Go before you get the reputation as the bookstore who ruined Christmas.” MaryAnn gave Mat a motherly shove before heading toward the door like a woman on a mission. 
Gadsby came over, sliding against Mat’s leg, moving her head back and forth. The cat was showing off a Frosty bow tie and not for the first time it occurred to Camdyn to wonder where the heck all those little accessories came from.
“Can you help me?” Mat asked Camdyn, nodding at the storage unit key in her hand. “I’ll admit the prospect of going alone into a storage unit that belongs to a nut like MaryAnn leaves me a bit uneasy.”
“Absolutely.” Right then, Camdyn would do anything to chase the wounded look from Mat’s eyes. “Let’s go check it out.”
“It’ll be good to have some one-on-one time with you.”
“One-on-one time?” Camdyn tensed up at the suggestion, unsure of what Mat meant by it. Did she mean it in a romantic way? Or was this nothing more than a check-in of a boss to her employee? Why did Camdyn keep thinking about a relationship? Mat had made it clear that wasn’t what she wanted. And Camdyn didn’t either. She couldn’t take the hurt of the inevitable ending.
“Yeah. I’ve got some things I want to talk to you about. I need to grab my keys. I’ll be right back.”
Camdyn swam in anxiety. What exactly did Mat want to talk about? They’d already had their post-sex discussion, and no matter how difficult it had been at times, Camdyn had kept to the agreement that it was a one-time deal.
But as she stood there, watching Mat disappear up the staircase, Camdyn couldn’t help but second-guess herself. Maybe this was Mat’s attempt to start something up again. After all, they had chemistry, and Mat’s eyes seemed to light up whenever she looked at Camdyn. But then again, maybe Mat planned to fire her in order to reduce any temptation to hook up again.
Gadsby circled Camdyn’s ankles, purring. “What do you think, kitty? Mat’s not going to fire me, is she?”
Gadsby purred louder, rubbing her head along Camdyn’s shin. Was that Gadsby’s way of saying everything was going to be okay?
“Ready to roll?” Mat’s face was red, and her chest hitched up and down. 
“Did you run up and down the stairs?” 
Mat nodded. “I grabbed your jacket from the back room, too. It’s chilly outside.” 
Camdyn was surprised Mat knew which jacket to retrieve. Did she really pay that much attention to her wardrobe? 
"Thanks,” Camdyn mumbled. She reached for the jacket but Mat held it out for her. Camdyn hesitated and sucked in a sharp breath before turning her back to Mat and sliding her arms into the jacket. Mat skimmed her fingers down her arms, just to her wrists, before the touch vanished. But definitely not the memory of that sweet moment. Turning around, Camdyn looked up into Mat’s eyes, her lips parted as she debated what to say.
“Ready?” Mat’s cheeks were still red, and her gaze dropped to Camdyn’s lips before flicking back up to her eyes.
“Yes,” Camdyn whispered and tugged her jacket tightly around her.
“Good.”
As they headed toward MaryAnn’s storage unit, a tingling sensation ran down Camdyn’s spine. Mat’s presence was always a bit overwhelming, but now, with the promise of a one-on-one conversation, Camdyn was on edge.
When they reached the car, Mat punched in the address in her phone and started the navigation. It was a twenty-minute drive, much longer than Camdyn had expected.
“Tell me about your CPA exam,” Mat said as she eased her phone into the holder on the dashboard. 
“Is that what you wanted to discuss? Accounting?” Camdyn asked, trying to keep her tone light and casual. Because that definitely wasn’t what Camdyn wanted to discuss.
Mat let out a small laugh that didn’t quite reach her eyes. “No, not exactly. I just wanted to make sure you’re doing okay with the stress of studying and all.” 
Camdyn relaxed slightly. “Yeah, it’s definitely been challenging to find the motivation with all the hours I’ve been putting in at the store. Not that I’m complaining. I could use the paycheck.”
Mat put the car into drive. “Yeah. If I remember correctly, you’re taking the exam soon.” 
It was the last thing Camdyn wanted to discuss. How much would it hurt to jump out of a moving car? Like dead hurt, or months in the hospital bad? Because she might be willing to take the risk.
“It’s going, I guess,” was the most diplomatic answer Camdyn could supply. 
Mat made a right turn. “You guess? That doesn’t sound like it’s going well.” 
“If you want the truth, taking the exam is the last thing I want to do. Maybe not the last, but it ranks way up there on the stuff I don’t want in life list.” 
“Did you want to keep working at the bookstore?” There was an edge to Mat’s tone, and Camdyn couldn’t tell if it was worry or annoyance. Did Mat assume everyone was going to leave her too?
“Like forever? No. Not that there’s anything wrong with it, but I want a career, not just a part-time job. But I… I just feel like I’m at a crossroads, and I can’t decide which path to take. Accounting or…” Camdyn jostled two hands in the air to imply other options, though she stopped short of naming them. 
“Or what?” 
Leave it to Mat to notice the omission and call her out on it and not subtly. Camdyn couldn’t bring herself to share about her writing career. It was all so stupid and like a wasted opportunity. But she also couldn’t sit there in silence and not reply. Besides, part of her really wanted to know what Mat would advise.
“I’ve always wanted to do something more creative with my life. Creative accounting is frowned upon, though.” Camdyn fiddled with the zipper on her coat, sliding the plastic lock back and forth. She had six weeks to meet her writing deadline. Correction. She had six weeks until she had to pay back the advance. “My college girlfriend always said I’d never amount to much. I guess she’s right.” 
“Only if you quit and let her win.” There was a surprising amount of passion in Mat’s words. “I don’t know who this ex is, but I’ve gotten to know you fairly well in the past few months, and I don’t think you’re the quitting type.” 
“I can be about some things.” Would Camdyn have to pay back the advance in one lump sum or would they give her a payment plan until the end of time? Her pen pal hadn’t returned the latest installment and that could only mean one thing. It was so awful, and they didn’t know how to break the news to Camdyn.
“When did you break up with this terrible person?” 
“You mean the first time, or the final time?” Camdyn twisted her hands together in her lap. Why was she even sharing this? Normally she would hold all these secrets inside her. No one wanted to know about her life except her grandparents and Nina. But this felt good talking to Mat, as if someone else might actually see her.
“Multiple breakups?” Mat seemed surprised by that.
“It wasn’t the best relationship all around, and when I decided not to take my CPA exam right after graduation, she got angry.” Now that was definitely an overshare, and Mat would probably run away as soon as possible. At least she would if she was smart.
“Why?” Mat pressed, showing no signs of running. If anything, she seemed as confused by Addison’s behavior as Camdyn still was.
Camdyn had never managed to figure out why Addison had such a problem with her pursuing her dreams of writing. Had it threatened Addison? That was what Nina had said, that the possibility of Camdyn making it big made it harder for Addison to control her. But Camdyn was never fully certain.
“It really doesn’t matter,” Camdyn mumbled. “I’m not sure what she saw in me. All she ever did was complain about who I wasn’t.”
“It does matter, though.” There was a hint of determination in Mat’s voice. “It matters because it’s holding you back. You’re letting someone else’s opinion of you dictate your life, and that’s not fair to yourself. You deserve to pursue your dreams, whatever they happen to be.”
Camdyn’s eyes widened in surprise at Mat’s words. Camdyn hadn’t expected the usually closed-off woman to be so supportive, yet her encouragement made Camdyn feel seen in a way she never had before. Maybe it was Mat’s kind eyes or the way she tilted her head as she spoke, but something about her made Camdyn want to believe Mat’s words were true.
“I think the same could be said about you, Mat. Except the person holding you back is you.” Why had Camdyn said that? Did she think she was right? Yes, but that didn’t mean Mat would be open to hearing it.
“Touche.” Mat gave her a grin that made Camdyn go weak in the knees. “I probably needed to hear that.”
Camdyn’s cheeks flushed. “I needed to hear that, too. Maybe you’re right, maybe it’s time for me to stop letting the past hold me back.”
Mat smiled. “You’re not the only one—obviously. I know it’s not easy to break free from toxic relationships, but you’ve gotta try. What does this—what was her name?” 
“Addison.” 
“What does this Addison do for a living, anyway?” Mat said with a sneer, her obvious disdain for Camdyn’s ex making the expression beyond endearing.
“Not much. She bounces from job to job. She’s never out of work for long, but she’s never happy with what she finds.” Like every other department in her life.
“I think that speaks volumes about Addison. She’s an unhappy person, so she belittles others to boost herself. I’m sorry she treated you that way. No one should be treated like that, especially not a sweetheart like you.” 
“I’m not a sweetheart.” Did Mat really mean that or was she simply trying to boost Camdyn in the moment?
Mat reached over and took one of Camdyn’s hands. “You are. I wish you could see how special you are. I wouldn’t have been able to survive all these disasters at the store without you. Each time one strikes, you put your head down to figure a way out of it. You don’t quit, Camdyn.” 
“Why are women so mean?” Camdyn bumped her head against the back of the car seat, defeated.
“I hope you’re not including me in that.” Was Mat blushing? It sure seemed like the comment had hit home, and Camdyn couldn’t help but wonder if Mat was having second thoughts about the agreement they’d reached to keep things between them strictly professional.
But surely that was hoping for too much.
“No. It’s just—Addison was my first serious relationship, and the more distance I get from her the more I realize how awful she was.” 
“Is this why you don’t do relationships?” Mat clenched Camdyn’s hand, a strong reminder that she was still holding on to it.
“Yes. I can’t have my heart shredded to pieces again.” But Camdyn’s answer lacked a little of its usual conviction. Had she been fooling herself more than she cared to admit?
“Not all relationships end up that way,” Mat said softly. 
Camdyn gave her a sharp look. “How can you say that? You told me yourself you don’t do relationships.” 
“I did, yes.” Mat pulled into the parking lot of the storage unit and put the car into park.
“And now?” 
Mat turned her head to Camdyn, weaving their fingers together. She brought Camdyn’s hand to her lips, kissing her skin delicately. “I don’t know.” 
Hope burst inside Camdyn like fireworks, but she quickly tried to stifle it. She wasn’t sure what to make of Mat’s answer. Were they really on the same page about wanting more? Or did Mat simply mean she was theoretically open to the potential of falling in love again?
“What type of woman would you consider dating?” Camdyn asked, proceeding with the utmost caution, but her chest tightened, and just as her hand clung to Mat’s, she clung to every word Mat was about to say.
Mat shrugged, but her gaze was locked on Camdyn’s still. “I don’t like limitations.”
“What position would change your mind?” 
“Let me be clear. I like them in all positions.” Mat winked saucily, a sexy smirk on her lips.
“Mat,” Camdyn said in a warning, though she wasn’t sure why she was warning her. Was it because she didn’t want to get her hopes up? Or was it because she was afraid of what might happen if things between them escalated beyond their current arrangement? 
“Come on,” Mat teased, her voice sending shivers down Camdyn’s spine. “We’re all alone. You know you want to hear more about my preferences. Or better yet, you tell me which position came to your mind when I said that.”
Camdyn’s cheeks flushed as she tried to keep up with Mat’s flirtatious banter. She found herself wanting to take a risk, the kind she never would have before but was more and more inspired to do in Mat’s presence. Camdyn leaned in closer, her breath hitching in her throat. “I think you already know the answer to that,” she whispered, her eyes locked onto Mat’s. “But maybe we should focus less on positions and more on reaching the end goal of what we both want.”
Mat’s gaze intensified, and Camdyn could see the desire in her eyes. “And what is it that you want?”
“Maybe I want everything,” Camdyn said slowly. A sly smile spread across her face as she sensed Mat’s anticipation. She experienced a devilish urge to say something Mat would never see coming. “Or maybe I just want to be tied up and spanked.”
“Like the scene in You Can Have My Heart?”
Camdyn stilled. She’d meant it as a joke, but she’d forgotten all about that scene from her own damn book, not to mention that Mat was a fan.
And Mat was right, exactly like that scene. It was one of her darker fantasies. Something she’d never shared with anyone in real life until this moment. “Maybe so.”
Mat grinned broadly. “Maybe so.”
Did Mat mean maybe they would do that? Or just that it was possible someday that Camdyn could fulfill her fantasy with someone? She couldn’t bring herself to ask. 
Camdyn settled into sitting next to Mat, this powerful woman who seemed so chill about everything, even when the world was falling apart around her. The silence between them buzzed with hope for the remainder of the drive.
“Should we find these ornaments?” Mat opened her door. 
Camdyn also climbed out of the car. She couldn’t help but feel she let something important pass by. Addison was right. Camdyn was a quitter, because she was quitting before even starting. 
But before Camdyn could dwell on that thought, Mat wrapped her arms around Camdyn’s shoulders and pressed a kiss to the side of her neck. It was over in an instant and could have passed for a purely friendly gesture of support, save for the briefest flick of tongue on Camdyn’s skin before she backed away.
“For the record, I don’t think Addison deserved you in the least.”
Camdyn’s heart rate jumped up, her entire body tense with anticipation. She turned her head to face Mat and was met with those intense, desire-filled eyes once again.
“What makes you say that?” Camdyn asked, her voice barely above a whisper.
Mat leaned in closer, her breath hot against Camdyn’s ear. “Because I think you deserve someone who can give you everything.”
The moment hung between them, ripe with possibility, but Camdyn couldn’t seize it. She was too scared of what it could mean.
Mat pulled back and stood up, brushing off her pants. “Come on, let’s find those ornaments. Shall we?”
“It’s why we’re here.” Camdyn stood up straight, taking a step backward and very nearly tripping over the curb. “What are we going to find inside?”
“Old lady ornaments, I assume.” Mat was back to her playful tone, devoid of any sexual innuendo.
“If they’re like my grandmother’s, they’re crocheted and practically colorless from the years.” 
Mat inserted the key, unlocking the door and sliding it up to reveal a dozen red and green boxes inside, along with more junk than Camdyn dared try to contemplate. 
“She’s got the Christmas stuff organized. I’ll give her that.” Mat lifted the lid to one box and let out a gasp. 
“What?” Camdyn stood closer, only able to focus on Mat’s body heat. 
Mat held up one of the ornaments, which could only be described as an extremely buxom Mrs. Claus in a very slutty position. “I don’t know if we can put these up in the store. The children’s story hour will be in front of the Christmas tree for the rest of the year.” 
“Let’s keep looking. They can’t all be X-rated, can they?” Though somewhere in the back of Camdyn’s mind, she wanted them to be. Maybe she and Mat could put them up on a special tree in Mat’s office so they could giggle like teenagers every time they saw them.
“We’re talking about MaryAnn. She’s insisting I call the bar The Boob Bar.” 
“Come on.” Camdyn placed a hand on Mat’s shoulder. “Where’s your belief in Christmas?” 
Mat smothered Camdyn’s hand with her own. “You’re right. Maybe I do need to start believing in things more.” 
Camdyn wasn’t sure what more Mat had in mind, but Camdyn thought she very much wanted to find out.





CHAPTER NINETEEN
“HERE’S THE LAST ONE.” Mat hung a silver ball onto the tree. “Can you believe we found enough normal ornaments in those boxes?” 
“Normal, huh?” Camdyn took off the ornament Mat had just put in place and held it up for inspection. “Do you call this normal?” Camdyn spun it around for Mat to get an eyeful. 
“I’m hoping no one turns it around to see Santa slapping Mrs. Claus on the ass.” Mat swiveled it around, putting it back up on the tree. “It’s just a risk we’re going to have to take.” 
“I knew MaryAnn had a thing for smutty books, but I had no idea it was a key component of her personality.” 
“At least with MaryAnn, you know what you’re going to get. She doesn’t hide it. I love her boldness. I strive to be bold.” Mat pulled her shoulders back.
“I think you’re bold.” 
All at once Mat deflated, knowing deep down she was nothing but a fraud. If she were actually bold, she’d embrace Camdyn and say, I think I’m falling for you, and I want to see where this can lead.
Instead Mat asked, “What’s your plan for dinner?” 
“I haven’t given it much thought, but I guess it’s almost dinner time.” 
“Would you like to come over to my place? I think after you stayed late to help me with the tree, the least I can do is feed you.” Nerves ran rampant in Mat’s belly. But she couldn’t understand why.
“That sounds nice.” Camdyn wiggled about, like she’d walked through a spiderweb. 
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” Camdyn stiffened. “Just got a really weird feeling, that’s all. I think all the shenanigans in this store with our mystery saboteur are kicking my imagination into overdrive.” 
Mat’s mind was in overdrive, too, but her thoughts revolved much more around which of the inspirations from the naughty ornaments she wished she and Camdyn could recreate after dinner. “Just so you know, my idea of cooking is ordering food. Do you want to ride with me or follow?”
“Follow.”
Mat had hoped somewhere in the back of her mind that Camdyn would take the offer of a ride. Mat would love to wake up with Camdyn in the morning after fucking all night. Which was why choosing to follow was definitely the safer option considering they said they’d never have sex again. But that was definitely what Mat was asking without asking.
Shivering from the arousal running through her, Mat zipped up her bag. “What should we order?”
“You decide.” Another little wiggle of Camdyn’s hips just about did Mat in.
“Right.” All Mat could conjure up was that night in the back room with bubble wrap. She couldn’t serve bubble wrap, could she? Did she even have any at home to recreate that night? No, she wanted this to be entirely new.
They walked in silence through the back area, where employees came in and out of before the store officially opened or closed. They were the last ones there.
“Did you hear something?” Mat looked about, half expecting to see the boogeyman. 
“No.” Camdyn didn’t brush off Mat’s concern. Instead, Camdyn cupped an ear, straining to pick up whatever it was Mat thought she heard. “Should we do a sweep of the store?” 
“No—maybe.” Mat winced. She didn’t want this to ruin their night.
One of the boxes next to the door shook, and Gadsby jumped out. 
Mat’s heart nearly burst in her chest. Scooping up the cat, she said, “Are you trying to kill me, Gads? I can’t take any more surprises.” 
“How can you be angry at that face?” Camdyn laughed and leaned in, running her fingers down Gadsby’s back.
Gadsby butted her head into Mat’s face, before leaping from her arms. 
“Sorry, I’m a bit high strung at the moment.” 
“I can’t blame you, considering. Have you been sleeping?” 
“Not a lot. I haven’t been eating either. Let’s get out of here and fix that.”
With the door locked, Mat got into her car. As soon as her Bluetooth connected, she ordered on the drive, hoping the food would get there soon. She was starving, though in more ways than just the one.
Did Camdyn feel the same? It was impossible to tell. There had been a few opportunities when they were at the storage unit earlier in the day, but each time the chance had passed by, untaken. Maybe the easiest answer was the correct one: Camdyn didn’t want to take the chance. 
At her front door, Mat looked over her shoulder. “I hope Chinese works. I ordered my favorites.”
“It’s my least favorite food.” 
“Shoot.” Mat’s spirits fell. “I can get something else.” 
Camdyn giggled. “I was kidding. Don’t stress. I don’t know anyone who doesn’t like Chinese.” 
“Teasing an old lady, huh?” Mat could have kicked herself on the spot. Why had she referenced their age difference when she was desperately hoping it was one of many things Camdyn might be willing to overlook tonight?
“You’re not old.” 
“I’m older than you.” Mat put the key in the lock, turning. 
“Age is only a number. Look at MaryAnn. She has more energy than I’ve ever had.” 
Mat laughed as she opened the door to let them inside. That was the nicest way to describe MaryAnn.
“What’s this?” Camdyn stepped close to the window in the living area. She pointed at the sewing machine stashed in the corner, the remnants of Gadsby’s last bow tie still on the tabletop because Mat hadn’t had time to clean it off. She’d completely spaced that it was there. 
“Is that…?” Camdyn stepped closer, picking up the cut fabric. “This is for Gadsby.” It wasn’t a question. “You actually make all of her bow ties? I just thought you bought them.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Was that the best Mat could come up with?
“I always thought it was sweet you put them on her, but to hand make each one?” Camdyn looked at Mat with something akin to wonder. “That’s a whole new level of special.”
“I’d like to keep that a secret.”
“Why?” 
“A girl has to have her secrets.” Like Mat’s increasingly intense feelings for Camdyn, for instance. There was a secret that would be kept locked away for now. Mat didn’t want to scare Camdyn off, not when things were finally clicking between them.
Camdyn dropped her eyes. 
“Everything okay?” Without overthinking it, Mat grabbed a hold of Camdyn’s hand. 
“Yeah. It’s just been a long day.” 
“No, it’s more than that. You can tell me.” Mat murmured, distracted by the way Camdyn was looking at Mat, a soft smile on Camdyn’s lips. Mat’s heart fluttered as she looked into Camdyn’s warm hazel eyes.
Camdyn lifted their joined hands and pressed her lips to Mat’s fingers before breaking the touch. She slowly pulled the buttons on her jacket, revealing one of those damnable white button up blouses she liked to wear, the collar as high as a Victorian governess.
As much as Mat loved the button up, she equally hated it right now. She wanted nothing more than to rip it off Camdyn like she had in the back room that one night. The memory of doing precisely that made Mat’s heart race and heat rise from her core.
“What exactly is going on between us?” Camdyn’s voice was smooth, as if she’d practiced this for days compared to her normal awkward.
“I don’t know if I can answer that definitively, but I would like to explore… this connection.” Even though it would be foolish on so many levels, Mat couldn’t leave well enough alone. 
Camdyn’s lips thinned. She dropped her jacket onto the arm of the couch. “I’d like that, but…”
“It scares you.” Mat knew it as soon as the words were out of her mouth.
“How’d you know?” 
“Because it scares me. We both said we don’t do relationships. Since meeting you, though, I can’t get you out of my mind. I—”
Camdyn stepped in close, snagging Mat’s hand. She twined their fingers together, as if fine tuning an instrument she was preparing to master. “I’ve been thinking about things, too.”
“Things?” Confused, Mat stared into Camdyn’s hazel eyes, trying to find some truth to what she was saying.
“It’s so hard to resist.” Camdyn didn’t look away. A promising sign, perhaps?
“What is?” 
“You.” 
“Me?” Mat’s breathing quickened. Camdyn flitted her fingers over Mat’s jacket, pushing it off her shoulders. She moved her hips saucily back and forth, running her hands across Mat’s chest, her hips, her sides. Camdyn’s gaze followed every touch. Mat held her breath, waiting to see what was going to happen next.
Moving swiftly, Mat wrapped her hand around the back of Camdyn’s neck and pulled her in. Their mouths locked together in a heated kiss. She couldn’t think about what Camdyn was saying, about the fact that she wanted to see Camdyn, naked in her full glory, the beauty that was her body, yes, but the beauty that was her soul, bared and vulnerable. Mat slid her tongue along Camdyn’s, holding her close while she took a step toward her bedroom. Oh to have Camdyn laid out like a goddess on her bed was too tempting.
“Was this your plan all along?” Camdyn whispered as they reached the bed.
“Maybe.” Mat stared at Camdyn, batting her lashes.
“You’re devious.” Camdyn giggled. The sound was pure, brilliant, and totally unexpected. Mat wasn’t sure she would ever hear a sound like that out of a woman like her. Camdyn reached up, pulling the buttons of her shirt loose. “Don’t want to ruin another good shirt.”
“It was so worth it.” Mat watched with rapt attention as Camdyn’s fingers worked at the blouse. She could watch this small strip tease for days if she had to. Well, maybe not, they would definitely fuck in there because she would lose patience.
“It was,” Camdyn agreed, pulling the shirt off and dropping it to the floor. Next was her bra.
Mat clenched her fists, resisting the urge to help Camdyn undress. This was a stunning beginning to an encounter with what Mat could only describe as the most arousing woman she had ever met. When Camdyn’s breasts were free, Mat couldn’t stop herself from reaching out and caressing her skin. It was so soft and smooth. Mat brushed her thumb across Camdyn’s hardened nipple, enjoying her quiet moan.
“I want you to touch me, Mat.”
“Hell yes.” Mat stumbled forward, trying to step out of her shoes while also not falling face first between Camdyn’s legs. Mat wanted this time to be different from the last. She wasn’t quite sure why, but she knew it had to be.
Camdyn’s hands were at the button on her pants, pulling the zipper down so she could shimmy out of her clothes. Mat rushed to get her shirt off, her pants, all the while keeping her eyes glued to Camdyn as best as Mat could. Excitement tore through her, as if this was their first time truly fucking. It wasn’t, but it felt so different from the last time.
Once they were naked, Mat pressed against her, body to body, skin to skin. She cupped Camdyn’s cheek, tilting her face up so their lips could meet tenderly. The embrace was humbling. Mat couldn’t stop. She pushed Camdyn back onto the bed, following her as she backwards crawled toward the center. She didn’t want their lips to stop touching or for Camdyn to get too far away. She needed this more than she wanted to admit.
Mat placed a trail of kisses down Camdyn’s neck to the top of her chest. She circled her nipples before finally covering one, flicking her tongue slowly. Mat lapped up every sensation, every sound, every wiggle Camdyn made. She moved down, across Camdyn’s belly to the jut of her hip. She nuzzled her nose through her curls, dragging in a deep breath full of her scent. Elation hit her first. This wasn’t the first time Mat had gone down on her, but it would be so much better now. She could take her time—she could taste and savor.
Mat didn’t wait. She slowly slid her tongue through Camdyn’s wet pussy, tasting and swallowing. Camdyn gasped, her hips coming off the mattress. Lying down on her belly, Mat wrapped her arms around Camdyn’s thighs and lost herself in the moment. Mat suckled, she teased, she tested every pattern she could think of. This didn’t have to be quick like the last time, and she wanted it to be as drawn out as possible. She wanted Camdyn to come for what felt like ages, to have her mind totally wrapped around Mat and everything she was doing.
“Mat.” Camdyn’s fingers tangled in the hair at the top of Mat’s head.
She loved that sound, the sweet surrender in Camdyn’s voice. Mat doubled down in her efforts. She never wanted this to stop. She wanted the entire night with Camdyn in her arms. Pleasure coursed through Mat’s own body, pooling between her legs. Her pussy clenched at nothing. Camdyn cried out, her eyes shut as her thighs pressed against the sides of Mat’s head.
Mat dipped her tongue down, thrusting as deeply as she could into Camdyn. She sighed as the flavor hit her. This was easy, comfortable in a way she hadn’t expected. Yes, they were hot together, they were all fire when Camdyn tore down that wall every time, but this was unexpectedly satisfying. Mat couldn’t explain it, but her own body was reacting to every noise and movement of Camdyn’s even though Camdyn wasn’t touching her.
Rocking her hips against the mattress, Mat focused. She wanted Camdyn to have a slow buildup and a hard crash down. She wanted Camdyn to lose her breath, to come again and again against her mouth. Mat’s face was wet, slipping as she pressed in closer. She was surrounded completely by this woman, by her desire and openness to whatever they were doing. Mat’s clit tingled, as if someone was teasing her. She moved as her own pleasure built. If she kept this up, she was going to come before Camdyn even got there.
Camdyn gasped, her body jerking as she tightened her grip in Mat’s hair. Mat slowed her pace, taking longer licks and swallowing down everything Camdyn gave her. Mat struggled to concentrate, the magnitude of what this meant overwhelming her.
“Mat…” Camdyn cried out, moving her hips upward.
Back in the moment, Mat pressed her face between Camdyn’s legs, kissing, sucking, and using her tongue. Mat was going to give Camdyn the best orgasm she’d ever had. Camdyn’s noises became wild, her movements uncoordinated. Before long, she was digging her nails into Mat’s scalp, her voice raspy as she groaned, her grunts uncontrolled.
Camdyn’s body relaxed, and a euphoria washed through Mat.
“Come up here.” Camdyn’s voice was slow, almost slurred.
Climbing up, Mat used the time to kiss as many places as she could reach.
When their lips touched, Camdyn smiled into the embrace, saying, “Get up here.”
“What?”
“Sit on my face. I want my taste of you this time.”
Mat hesitated.
“I’m not sure I can get up right now.” Camdyn locked their gazes together. “Please.”
Oh that tone in Camdyn’s voice—borderline begging and consumed with pleasure. Mat couldn’t resist. She pushed up on her hands and knees, crawling up the bed so she straddled Camdyn’s head. Within seconds, Camdyn’s mouth was on Mat, a furious pace set. Mat gasped in surprise at her enthusiasm. She needed something to hold onto, to steady herself from this onslaught.
Leaning back, Mat pressed her hand between Camdyn’s legs. Camdyn spread her knees as Mat tried to find the best angle. She hissed when Camdyn sucked particularly hard against her. Fuck, she wasn’t going to make it through this night if they were going to continue on like this. With her fingers stroking Camdyn’s clit rapidly, Mat barely managed to keep her balance. But if she was going to get off, then Camdyn deserved it too.
Everything became a blur as Mat tried to keep focused on Camdyn, but Camdyn’s damn tongue did wicked things, making it difficult to stay focused. Mat’s skin shone with a sheen of sweat, her body heating up even more as she struggled to stay upright. Ripping her hand from Camdyn, she twisted around and pressed her palm onto Camdyn’s forehead to keep steady.
Falling apart against Camdyn’s mouth, Mat lost any semblance of what she’d originally wanted when she’d climbed up here. She held herself as still as possible as the tendrils of pleasure continued to slide through her. Mat’s breath came in short rasps, and it wasn’t until she managed to pry her eyes open that she realized she needed to move. She needed to lie flat on her back, otherwise she was liable to topple over.
Mat scrambled off Camdyn’s face and dropped to the mattress, laughing. There wasn’t anything else she could do at that moment. The sound erupted from her right when a loud knocking echoed through the living area and into her bedroom. She put her hands against her face and shook her head.
“Fuck, I forgot about dinner.”
“But you taste so good, my dear.”
Mat snorted loudly. “I need to get the food before the asshole breaks down the door.”
“Your choice.”
It was hard to force her body to move, but Mat got off the bed and grabbed a robe she rarely used from the closet. She wrapped it around her, tying it around her waist. Camdyn’s direct stare didn’t leave her the entire time. Returning with the food, Mat slid onto the mattress, Camdyn still naked in all her glory. What would it be like to eat something sweet off of her? Shaking that thought, Mat handed over the to-go container.
“What do you say sustenance and then another round?”
“Can’t think of a better way to spend a night.”
Camdyn was a firecracker, and now that she’d been ignited, Mat wanted nothing more than to watch her explode.





CHAPTER TWENTY
EVEN FROM ACROSS THE STORE, Camdyn could tell from the look on Mat’s face that something was wrong. Again. The way things seemed to go around this place, it figured.
Mat approached Camdyn with a sense of urgency mixed with resignation. “Tonight’s going to be a disaster.”
“What? Why?” Camdyn’s body clenched, contemplating all the possibilities. Overflowing toilets? A box of rattlesnakes? Ax murderers? They hadn’t experienced any of those yet. At least the variety would keep things fresh.
“Janine booked the wrong Marty Quinn for this evening’s author talk.”
“Tonight’s author?” Camdyn’s head spun as she contemplated whether anything could be done about it at such a late hour. The talk was due to start in an hour.
“Yeah. All the flyers and emails promoted Marty Quinn, author of literary fiction.”
“I know,” Camdyn said with a sinking feeling. “I was looking forward to it. I even invited a friend to attend.”
“I hope your friend is open minded, because Janine booked the erotica-writing Marty Quinn.” 
“Oh no.” Camdyn’s face ignited as she imagined the potential awkwardness of the situation. “That’s not good. I didn’t know there were two authors by that name.” 
“And, they’re both local if you can believe it.” Mat shook her head in disbelief.
“Can you call the correct Marty and explain? Maybe he can still make it in time.” Camdyn knew she was grasping at straws. 
“What do I tell the other Marty? She’s already here. An hour early.” 
“At least we’ve got someone here. That’s better than the last author talk.” Camdyn swallowed her disappointment. She’d been looking forward to hearing the other Marty Quinn for some inspiration, on the off chance she could write a book in a month and manage to make her deadline after all.
Fat chance. 
“I don’t know what to do.” Mat raked a hand through her hair. “Customers are expecting a deep dive into a book that reviewers are calling the modern Catcher and the Rye. Not The Billionaire’s Forbidden Lover.” 
“Goodness. I know that cover. It’s…” Camdyn was speechless as she pictured the semi-pornographic image on the front of the book in question, finally settling on, “Graphic.” 
Mat groaned. “We’ve sold out the tickets, and I can’t afford to cancel them. I’m cursed, Cam. Cursed.” 
Cam. Mat called her Cam. Her heart did a twirl, but she had to press the warmth down. There was a crisis, and Mat needed Camdyn to be clear-headed, not some twitterpated schoolgirl with a crush.
Camdyn took a deep breath and straightened her spine. She was a professional, and it was time to act like one. “We’ll do what we always do. Make the best of it.”
As soon as they arrived in the café, which still couldn’t serve any food or beverages, MaryAnn pounced. “Where’s the sign for the bar?” MaryAnn shook an angry fist. “The bar’s almost done, but I haven’t seen any signage. You’re not trying to pull a fast one, are you, Matty?” 
“We’re getting ready for tonight’s author chat,” Mat said in the worst distraction attempt ever. No way would MaryAnn let her issue slide for such a weak excuse.
“You’re always too busy to talk to me these days,” MaryAnn pouted. “We haven’t had lunch in forever.” 
Mat started as if she’d been slapped. “I always have time for you. Let’s do lunch tomorrow and, to answer your question, the sign hasn’t come in yet. Any day, though.” There was a nervous shuffle of the feet. Was Mat worried about revealing to MaryAnn that her preferred name of The Boob Bar was a definite no-go? Or was Mat concerned another disaster would come along and destroy all of her hard work on the bar?
“I’m loving the new shade of pink hair,” Camdyn said quickly to buy Mat enough time to come up with an escape plan if she needed one. 
The attendees milled about the café, nervously glancing at the books on display. It was clear they were waiting for an explanation as to why there were so many naked people on the cover of a book that was supposed to be about migrant laborers in the late nineteenth century. Camdyn really didn’t want to be the one to explain it.
MaryAnn returned a minute later, a grin on her face. “I almost forgot to tell you. I solved the wine problem.” 
“What?” Mat’s nose scrunched, adorably. 
“You said we had to bring our own, so I did. It’s over there.” MaryAnn pointed to the café counter where at least a dozen bottles of red and another dozen of white sat on display. 
“How much do you plan on drinking?” Mat goggled at the impressive wine collection. 
“It’s for everyone.” MaryAnn inched closer. “Janine told me about the snafu with the two authors. I think the sooner you start plying people with happy juice, the better.” 
“MaryAnn, I could kiss you.” Mat cupped the woman’s face, planting on kiss on MaryAnn’s forehead. “You’re wonderful. Just wonderful. I’m going to start pouring.” 
Without being asked, Camdyn joined Mat. The two of them stood so close, Camdyn soaked up Mat’s body heat. Images of the night they’d shared together so recently flashed through her mind, and she took an involuntary step back. She couldn’t let herself get distracted when there was work to be done.
A line of customers formed as soon as the drinks were announced, and MaryAnn was the fifth one back.
“Jelly fish,” she chirped, using the code Mat had given in what seemed like another lifetime.
“It’s your own wine,” Camdyn pointed out. “You don’t need to pay.”
“We’re not charging anyone tonight. Besides, you’ll never have to buy for any drinks in my store again after saving the day like this.” Mat laughed, filling a glass for MaryAnn, who stood next to her granddaughter.
“She likes half red and white.” Camdyn poured the concoction, her stomach turning. 
“Hey, what about Tess?” MaryAnn stuck a hip out.
“She’s not twenty-one,” Mat protested. “That’s not going to help us get the city to sign off on opening the bar.” 
“Yes, she is,” MaryAnn argued. “Just yesterday.”
“Is that right? I could have sworn last month was her birthday, when you wanted her to get a free sandwich.” Mat handed a cup to the woman standing behind MaryAnn. 
“Are you accusing me of lying about my granddaughter’s birthday?” MaryAnn seemed to struggle to mount much disgust.
“Come on, Grandma. Leave poor Mat alone.” Tess steered her grandmother to a seat with other members of the Smut Club. 
MaryAnn’s granddaughter kept stealing a look in Darwin’s direction. Camdyn recognized all the signs of teenage infatuation, but also her own infatuation. She’d been looking at Mat like that for months now. Today was worse because of the other night. She had to get herself under control. However, where it concerned Darwin and Tess, Camdyn really wanted to see how that one would play out. Would there be more drama with the loveable MaryAnn?
“Have you ever played cupid?” Camdyn asked Mat, while handing a glass to a customer, and quirking a brow to the next in line.
Mat poured a glass of red. “What do you mean?”
“Darwin and MaryAnn’s granddaughter keep flirting from afar, and I think they need a shove to make it happen.” Camdyn handed off a glass to a woman who barely glanced up from the book she was reading.
Mat held the bottle, mid-pour, staring intently at Camdyn. 
Someone cleared their throat, and Camdyn was startled to see that it was her own grandmother. Her jaw dropped as she saw the flash of mischief cross Grams’ gaze.
Mat looked up, a blush forming on her cheeks. “Hello, Crystal.” 
“What’s this about playing cupid?” Gram looked from Mat to Camdyn, back and forth, like she was watching a tennis match. Oh Gram definitely had the wrong idea. Camdyn needed to fix that—immediately.
“I’ve just learned that Darwin and Tess, MaryAnn’s granddaughter, might like each other. Camdyn thinks we should help them along.” Mat slid Camdyn a look, direct, firm, a raised eyebrow of curiosity.
Camdyn’s heart skipped a beat, her lips parted. What had she just thrown herself into?
“Ooh… I love playing matchmaker. Leave it up to me.” Gram took her wine, dashing toward Tess, who would henceforth be known as victim number one.
“Why’d you tell Gram? That woman is about as subtle as a shark with blood in the water.” Camdyn poured the last glass of wine, all the customers milling about the café, chatting. “No one seems to be noticing the book covers anymore.” 
“There you are!” Nina shouted, before throwing her arms around Camdyn. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
Camdyn couldn’t help but notice Mat’s entire body tense in a definite display of territorial jealousy. Did she think this was Addison?
“Nina!” Camdyn gave her friend a quick hug in response, saying her name loud so Mat could hear. “You made it.” 
Mat’s shoulders unclenched, but she was clearly confused by the way her eyebrows met. 
“This is Nina. My college roommate.” 
“I prefer bestie. We’re not in school anymore.” Nina shook Mat’s hand. “I thought you said tonight’s talk was an author you wanted to learn from. You already know how to—”
“There’s been a mix-up,” Camdyn said quickly, not wanting Nina to spill any secrets with Mat standing right there. If word got out that Camdyn was Mat’s favorite author, Camdyn wasn’t sure what would happen. Probably death by embarrassment. “The author we thought was coming, isn’t.” 
“Lucky me. I wasn’t in the mood for a snoozefest.” Nina rubbed her hands. “I’ll take the book with a cover like that one any day.”
“I guess I should get the talk going.” Mat located the author, who fortunately was too far away to have heard Camdyn cutting Nina off before she blew Camdyn’s cover. 
“Do you have any wine left?” a voice asked. 
Camdyn looked up to find Sister Joan looking longingly at the row of empty bottles. “Of course. I wouldn’t deny a nun.” 
That had come out oh so wrong, making Nina snicker behind her hand. 
“Over here, Nun!” MaryAnn stood, flagging Sister Joan down. 
Sister Joan took her glass, waving thanks to Camdyn. 
“I see you still have a way with the ladies. Even ones of the cloth,” Nina teased.
“I’m so embarrassed,” Camdyn confessed.
“This is turning out to be quite the night.” Nina’s eyes sparkled with humor. “I only came to see you, but it’s been nothing but exciting. Let’s take our seats.” 
Mat took a seat with the author in the front. When it was Sister Joan, Mat had made Camdyn lead the talk because she’d read the book. Did that mean Mat had read the book? Mat gave Camdyn a wink, which made her believe that had to be the case. 
Nina nudged Camdyn in the side, stirring fear. If Nina suspected the wink had been intended for Camdyn, there’d be another person in the building playing Cupid. 
“She’s so young. Like you.” Nina jerked her chin to the author. 
Marty Quinn was indeed a fresh-faced young woman who seemed barely old enough to drink.
“Good evening, everyone. We’re thrilled to welcome an exciting author to Kincaide Books.” 
“I heard you weren’t expecting me,” the author said with a laugh. 
Mat’s face went up in flames, and her eyes landed on MaryAnn. No doubt the culprit of spilling that secret.
“It’s okay,” the author assured Mat as the crowd chuckled along. “I get that a lot. I think both of us do. Marty is a lovely chap. He forwards me the emails intended for me, and I do the same for him.” 
“He doesn’t mind?” 
“Sharing a name with a smutty author?” Marty quirked an eyebrow. “No. We’ve met for coffee many times to chat about writing. He came to me just last week because he needed advice about writing a sex scene, and well, I know how to do that.” 
“What’s the trick to writing sex?” Mat asked, somehow managing to keep a professional tone.
“Research. Lots and lots of research.” Marty laughed again, clearly enjoying herself. “I’m kidding. Half the time, I’m trying to remember if I removed all the articles of clothing and to ensure the body parts aren’t bending in impossible positions. It’s not easy. Many think writing a steamy scene is a piece of cake. Let me tell you, it’s not.” 
“How do you keep your scenes from becoming all about sex? Each one in your book, and there are many, are sexy, but it’s the emotions that pull me in,” Mat admitted, shocking Camdyn in the process. Had she just admitted that she was more drawn to emotions than sex?
“Storytelling, any kind, is about exploring truth in fiction. I don’t know what truth I’m seeking until I’m writing. But I uncover it. Humans are wonderfully complicated beings. Each one of us has our own wounds. Traumas. But we also have this desire to be loved. I want to uncover the wounds, or their truth, so they can let love in.” 
The words sunk in with Camdyn. 
Nina whispered, “I know you were looking forward to the other author, but I really think you should listen to her. Truth in fiction. That’s beautiful.” 
It was. 
Before Camdyn realized what was happening, Mat opened up the floor to audience questions.
Gram stood, holding the roving mic. “Have you ever considered product placement in your stories? I sell clit stims.”
“What type of stems? Roses?” Marty cupped her ear. 
“No, devices to stimulate your clitoris for the purpose of masturbation or pleasuring a partner.”
As if this night hadn’t been enough of a nightmare. Camdyn wished briefly that she could disappear into thin air. Nina shot her a sympathetic look, but Camdyn could tell Nina was trying to suppress a laugh.
The audience tittered in unison, while a woman in the back row demanded, “Where do I get one of those?”
“I have some in my car. Do you have Venmo? They make excellent Christmas gifts.” Gram spoke into the mic like she was doing standup.
Camdyn wasn’t sure which shocked her more, that her grandmother was trying to sell sex toys as stocking stuffers, or that the woman had a Venmo account.
“I’m intrigued,” Marty spoke into her mic. “Let’s chat after this. I’m sure I can help you out. Us women have got to stick together, am I right?”
There was a collective whoop.
MaryAnn got to her feet. “I loved your book, Marty. Your sex scenes were so vivid. Do you get turned on when you write them? Do you take care of yourself afterward?”
“MaryAnn…” Mat tugged her shirt up, to cover her face.
“That’s the nicest thing someone has said. As I was saying, there’s so much choreography to them, I’m focused on that. And the emotions. That’s what gets my heart going. The feels.” Marty grinned. “It’s when I read them back, that’s when I get all hot and bothered.” 
Camdyn’s jaw dropped. No way would she say that in front of an audience. Even if it was true, and especially recently when the scenes she’d written were recreating her fantasies with Mat.
“Do you make illustrations? I’d pay more for those to be included.” MaryAnn hiccupped, the wine clearly kicking in.
Mat met Camdyn’s gaze, who could only toss up what can you do hands. 
Every member of the Smut Club tried to outdo each other when it came to asking inappropriate questions, but Marty never chafed or even blushed. She didn’t mind talking about her book at all. If anything, she seemed proud. Camdyn envied that.
Mat finally said, “Okay, ladies. I think we’ve tortured Marty Quinn enough. Marty, thank you so much for being so easy going tonight.”
“Are you kidding me? This has been the best author chat I’ve ever been involved with. I hope you invite me back. Maybe a panel with the other Marty.”
“We’ll get that into the books.” Mat turned to the audience. “Marty will sign books in a few minutes.” Mat motioned to Darwin to kill the mics before MaryAnn or Gram tried to get one last saucy question out.
Nina squeezed Camdyn’s arm. “I hope you learned something.” 
“Such as?” 
“Your stories are beautiful,” her friend told her. “Don’t hide them or be ashamed of them. You should be proud.”
Camdyn wished she knew how to follow Nina’s advice, but her stories were too personal, too intimate. They were her way of exploring her deepest desires and fears, her way of processing the world around her. She couldn’t bear the thought of putting them out there with her photo on the back for everyone to judge.
If only she could, though, she would.





CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
THE BLARING of Mat’s phone ripped her out of a deep sleep. She didn’t recognize the number, but her gut told her to answer. 
“Mathilda Kincaide?” a strange man’s voice asked on the other end of the line.
Her whole body tensed. Bad things happened when someone used her full name. “Yes.” 
“There’s been a break in at your store. You need—”
“I’ll be there right away.” Mat tossed the covers off and rushed to get dressed. 
In record speed, she arrived at the store. 
“What the fuck happened?” Mat opened the front door of the store. Not that she technically needed to. Anyone could walk right in through the massive hole in the store window as long as they didn’t mind some shattered glass.
“I showed up for the early shift, and I saw—” Janine covered her face as she sobbed, her body on full alert despite it being a little after six in the morning. 
“Who would do this?” Camdyn winced as if she regretted her words immediately.
“This is going way beyond messing with merchandise.” Mat balled her fists, wishing to hit something.
“Merchandise?” Janine could barely get the words out. “Who’s been messing with that?”
“Someone’s been targeting the store for months now.” Mat growled. “Moving items, hiding things, slashing book covers. But it’s never been this bad before. This—” she gestured to the shattered window “—is something else entirely.” 
As she scanned her store, Mat’s footsteps crackled over the shattered glass, reminding her of the enormity of the problem. It was as if the breath in her lungs wouldn’t flow freely. Everything in her chest was tight, and she wanted to punch her fist through what was left of the window in her frustration.
“Could it be an ex-girlfriend?” Janine asked.
“No, I think it’s someone who works here.” Mat leaned down, picking up a paperback that had been torn into two halves. Her heart sank. Whatever monster had done this, they’d come inside the store. Violation swam up around her and pulled her under with its ugly vines.
“Who could do this to a book?” Mat clenched her jaw. “This is personal.”
“Kincaide Books is a staple of the community,” Janine added, “If it’s really an employee—why?” She toed some of the spray-painted flyers for the upcoming holiday party marking the opening of the bar.
“I never thought it’d reach this level. But whoever is doing this has crossed a line.” Mat’s voice was filled with determination. “I’m going to find out who’s behind all of this and put an end to it once and for all.”
Mat hated seeing the devastation, and she was sure it went further into the store. There was no way this was some punk kid in town wanting to rile her up. This had been done to hurt her. As far as she could tell for the minutes she’d been inside, nothing had been taken. Destruction was the goal. Unfortunately, it had been accomplished, not just in the store, but in Mat’s heart as well.
She had dedicated her life to Kincaide Books, pouring all her energy into it, and now it was being torn apart. Furious tears pricked at the corners of her eyes, but she refused to let them fall. She had to remain strong, for the sake of the store and her staff.
One of the officers approached, notebook in hand and a sad look on his face. “Do you know what this is?” He held a card.
Mat squinted at the image of a fantastical beast being consumed by fire. “It’s a magic card. We sell them here.” Mat went to point to the table where they were but stopped instantly. It had been wiped clean. Whoever it was had taken something after all. Her chest tightened a couple notches.
“Several of these cards have been placed where most of the vandalism occurred. Like a calling card.” The cop smacked it against his palm. 
“Darwin’s always showing me his newest magic cards.” Janine covered her mouth, speaking through her fingers. “But I just can’t believe that sweet boy would do something like this.”
“You never really know someone. Where is this Darwin fella?” The officer tucked the card into a plastic bag.
Mat shook her head, “No, Darwin’s not capable of this. He’s a good kid and an excellent employee. It’s probably someone who knows how obsessed he is with these cards and wants to frame him.”
“Who knew about these cards being here?” the officer asked.
“Anyone who’s been to the store more than once,” Mat said dryly
“He got this job so he could afford to buy those cards, so I can’t believe he’d treat them like that.” Camdyn stepped up next to Mat, wrapping their fingers together. The small move, the most public move Camdyn had ever made toward her, gave Mat so much comfort, and she didn’t want to let go.
“He loves this store. He wouldn’t do anything to harm it.” Mat clenched her fists, her knuckles turning white. “I’ll talk to him, get to the bottom of this.”
“We’d still like to talk to him,” the officer insisted. “Is he coming in today?”
Janine shook her head. “No. He’s not working this weekend. He was going to Manitou Springs to see his dad. He left last night.”
“Convenient timing. I’ll need his phone number and last name.” With this, the officer left them.
“Mat, you can’t let them put this on Darwin.” Camdyn placed a hand on Mat’s arm, holding onto her steadily.
“What’s going on?” MaryAnn carefully stepped inside the store, doing her best to avoid the glass. “I was on my morning walk and saw the commotion. This is—” She bent down to pick up a torn romance. “What kind of monster does this?” 
“Sorry, MaryAnn,” Mat said. “We’re closed today.”
“I figured that much, but what happened?” She held her arms tightly over her chest, stepping around the wreckage as she moved closer. The tears in her eyes echoed Mat’s, along with the clenched fists.
“The police are trying to figure that out as we speak.” Mat reached for her phone to call her father. It was the last call she wanted to place, but as head of the company, he had to be told. Her fingers hovered over her father’s name, unable to put the call through.
“No, they’re not. They want to frame Darwin,” Camdyn’s voice cracked.
“Darwin?” MaryAnn screeched. “He’s with my granddaughter.”
Overhearing this conversation, the officer returned. “I thought he was visiting his dad.”
“They’re staying at Darwin’s dad’s place,” MaryAnn explained. “That’s the only reason I let my granddaughter go. They had tickets for some group who’s playing at a club. Here—” She got her phone out. “Here are photos of them from last night.”
“Your granddaughter sends you photos?” The officer didn’t seem to want to believe Darwin was innocent.
“It’s on her socials, you moron. What type of detective are you? Because from my viewpoint, you seem lazy.” 
“From my viewpoint, you’re impeding an investigation.” The man stood taller, dwarfing MaryAnn. 
“Whatcha going to do?” MaryAnn taunted, bouncing on the balls of her feet. “Arrest an old lady?”
MaryAnn had fight in her, but Mat worried the woman was digging herself into a hole she wouldn’t be able to get out of.
The officer remained unfazed, his eyes fixed on MaryAnn. “As a matter of fact, I can, if you’re obstructing justice.”
MaryAnn rolled her eyes. “I’m not obstructing anything. I’m just telling you that you’re going after the wrong guy.”
“If you don’t leave now, I’ll arrest you if I have to,” the officer threatened.
“Weider,” MaryAnn read, squinting at the officer’s name tag. “You Bryan’s kid? I know your daddy, buddy.” MaryAnn looped arms with Camdyn and Mat, taking a stand like she was reliving the Vietnam War protests of her youth. “You’ll have to take all of us.”
Camdyn let out a tiny squeak while Mat groaned. This was going to go downhill fast if MaryAnn kept provoking Weider. Mat needed to step in and de-escalate the situation before it got out of hand.
“When do you think you might have some leads?” Mat asked, unhooking herself from MaryAnn’s grasp
“Without any video evidence?” The officer took his glasses off, rubbing his eyes. “Why don’t you have cameras covering your store?”
“We can’t afford it.” Mat squeezed Camdyn’s hand.
“I recommend you get some. Even some tiny ones. The nanny cam types. Because without any footage—I’m going to be straight with you, we don’t have the resources to find the culprit. Fingerprints will be a nightmare given the size of the store and how many visit every day.” He let out a whistle and left to attend to another officer who called his name.
“What an ass!” MaryAnn spat in the man’s direction.
“I’m going to call Doug to board up the windows. He’s done work on the store in the past.” Mat reached for her phone. 
“Good lord, what happened here?” Merle carefully stepped inside. “It’s like a war zone.”
“I’m going to war, that’s for sure.” Mat stepped outside, needing the fresh air.
After calling Doug, Mat sat on a bench, staring at her phone. How was she going to tell her father what happened?
“You okay?” Camdyn handed Mat a coffee from the closest coffee shop. “Thought you might want this to help stay warm.”
“Thanks,” Mat mumbled, their fingers brushing as she took the coffee. The same comfort and support that filled her when Camdyn took her hand filled her now.
“You haven’t answered my question.” Camdyn sat next to her, bumping their shoulders together.
“Not sure I have an answer. This—it’s a lot to take in. My great-grandfather started this store by selling books from a pushcart before buying this building. His son expanded into three other cities. My dad opened a couple more. Do you know what my Kincaide Books’ claim to fame is going to be?” Mat sipped the coffee, the liquid burning its way down her throat. 
“Opening a store on Mars?” Camdyn’s grin was quirky and adorable.
Laughter bubbled out of Mat. “That’s not something I’ve honestly considered.”
“If you ask me, Kincaide Books is out of this world. So why not expand to places no one’s tried?” Camdyn rested her head on Mat’s shoulder, like Camdyn knew Mat needed the help to stay upright, to feel like she was still in control of something—anything. 
“I like your spirit, and it’s making me feel bad. Like I don’t believe enough in it.” Mat cringed as hot tears stung her eyes.
“Oh, Mat. I was trying to get you to laugh, not make you feel worse on what has to be one of your worst days.”
“It’s not a great one, that’s for sure.” Mat turned her phone over in her hand, the weight of all her troubles crashing in. “I need to call my dad, and I’m scared to.”
“Why? Will he blame you?” Camdyn’s voice was barely above a whisper. 
“I don’t know what he’ll say, or think.” Mat turned her head to Camdyn. “Shouldn’t I know that?”
“I don’t think this is the type of situation anyone prepares for. I, for one, couldn’t wait to get into work this morning to unbox the new books. That’s my favorite part of working here. I’m the first one to touch most of the books that hit the shelves. It’s like when I start reading a new book. There’s so much hope and promise about what I’ll find between the covers.”
Mat swallowed at the mention of covers. Instead of books, all she could picture were the sheets of her bed, and suddenly she was thinking about what it would be like if the two of them were in her bed, cuddling under the covers, spilling their hearts out, sharing things they never told another soul, instead of sitting on a bench in the cold dealing with this shitstorm. 
Still lost in the pleasant warmth of this daydream, Mat reached for Camdyn, fingers behind her neck and dragged her forward so their mouths pressed together. Camdyn moaned, instantly softening against Mat’s chilled body. Mat’s heart raced as she held Camdyn close, stealing whatever comfort she could from this moment, inappropriate as it was. Camdyn ran soothing fingers through Mat’s hair, against her cheeks, down her chest. Their tongues did a slow dance, one that was chock full of ease and familiarity.
When had that happened?
Humming, Camdyn nipped at Mat’s lower lip and pushed in right when Mat was about to let go. Mat sank into the sensation. She was wanted, and of all the things going wrong in her life, this wasn’t one of them. Clinging to that reality, Mat re-doubled her efforts.
Mat’s entire body was warm when Camdyn pulled away, a sweet smile on her lips and a dazzling light in her eyes. “Don’t give up yet.”
Was Camdyn talking about them and a relationship? Or was she referring to the store and Mat’s position? Either way, the answer was the same, and the word slipped from Mat’s lip without hesitation. “Never.”
Camdyn stood, her fingers trailing over Mat’s shoulder and arm as she put distance between them. “I should let you call your dad. If you need anything, just let me know.” She started to walk to her car.
“Where are you going?” Mat asked in a panic. She needed Camdyn nearby.
“Home. They want everyone out of the store.”
Mat noticed Janine’s car was gone.
“Right.” How long had she been sitting on the bench, not doing the thing she needed to do? “Do you think he’ll hate me? Nothing like this ever happened to the store before. This happened on my watch.” 
Camdyn sat back down, placing her hand on Mat’s thigh. “You’re the victim here. None of this is your fault. I’m sure your dad will realize that. Eventually.”
“This person has it in for me. It’s getting personal, and that scares me.” Mat rested her head on Camdyn’s shoulder. What if they went after Camdyn next? Mat wouldn’t be able to handle that. “What if it doesn’t stop here? What’s his next move? I’m afraid someone will get hurt.”
“It has to stop here. The police are involved now. The person would be an idiot to keep going.” Camdyn sounded so confident, but Mat wasn’t. Everything was escalating quickly. Besides, the cop basically said it was a lost cause finding the person responsible. 
“That’s what has me worried. This escalation is drastic. Is the endgame soon?” What would the endgame be? Burning down the store entirely? That was way more than Mat could handle on her own. “I should call my dad, now.”
“Do you want me to stay?”
Yes! was Mat’s first inclination, followed immediately by the realization that if her dad did ream her out over this, Mat didn’t want Camdyn to witness it. 
“No, I got this. Go home. Enjoy the day, but when we get the all clear, I’m going to need everyone to help clean up the mess. I’m going to need you.” Nothing was truer than those last words.
“Will do, boss. I have a feeling a lot of people will want to help. Everyone loves Kincaide Books.” Camdyn stood slowly, walking to her car while looking back at Mat as if to make sure she was okay still.
“Almost everyone,” Mat muttered to herself. There was one notable exception, and they needed to figure out who that was.
With as much resolve as she could muster, Mat tapped her dad’s number.
It rang and rang.
Right when she was about to hang up, she heard her father’s gruff voice, “Do you know what time it is?”
“Time to put a store on Mars.” Mat watched Camdyn’s car pull out of the parking lot.
“Are you drunk?” His tone was sharp.
“I wish. You need to come to the flagship store right now.” Mat’s heart sank, and she shook all over. She didn’t want to say the words, and even her subconscious wasn’t letting her to lose them into the world.
“What happened?”
“I think you need to see it to believe it, but it’s bad.” Her voice cracked. Fuck, was she going to cry?
“Are you okay?”
Mat’s heart clenched. As much as she had struggled with her parents over the years, he was still her dad. The worry in his voice was like coming home, like when he’d pick her up and hug her when she’d skinned her knee. She held it in, but barely. “No.”
“I’m on my way.”
The phone went silent. Unfortunately, Mat’s mind did not. It whirred from one catastrophic scenario to another. 
Doug pulled up in his Ford truck, shaking his head when he eyeballed the damage. “I’ll get this boarded up by noon. Have you ordered new windows yet?”
Mat shook her head, not really able to talk.
“I’ve got a buddy who’ll give you a good deal.” Doug let out a long breath, forming vapors in the cold. “What’s the world coming to?”
Her dad’s car pulled up, slowing as he gaped at the damage. Getting out, he strode to Mat. “What the fuck happened?” 
“I’m so sorry, Dad.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.” He took a step forward and put his hands on her shoulders, eyeing her over. Once he determined she was fine, he nodded sharply and stepped back. “You’ve had a ton of employee complaints. Is this related?”
“No. Besides, those are bogus. Even Sandy agreed with me on that one.” 
He steamrolled on. “Publishers are complaining about the number of damaged books that are being returned. The café is shut down. You’re planning this big holiday party to open this bar you’re so hellbent on, but you can’t even serve coffee right now.” 
Mat’s stomach twisted so tight, it practically strangled her vocal cords. ”I don’t know what happened. I think it was just a random act of vandalism.” Maybe if she said it a hundred more times, she’d start believing it.
Her dad’s eyes narrowed, searching her face. “Are you sure about that? Because I’m starting to think the store is too much for you to handle. You’re too young. Merle has more experience.” 
“Merle?” Mat was shocked to hear her cousin’s name brought up. “His store was the only Kincaide store that’s ever had to close in the entire history of the company.” 
“It was the economy.” 
“All the other stores stayed open.” Defiance flooded her system. “Merle’s incompetence drove his store under in a booming city. Fort Collins is thriving and growing, and he couldn’t even manage to keep it in the black. I’ve been doing everything in my power to keep this place running.” 
“But that doesn’t appear to be enough,” her dad said, though not unkindly. “He said he’s willing to step up, if need be.” 
Her father’s words struck a nerve in her. Mat had never wanted to consider Merle was the person behind everything because he was so protective of the family name and brand. However, she couldn’t ignore the fact that her cousin had often been jealous of her success. He’d been gunning for another store manager position since they’d closed the Fort Collins branch, and she couldn’t shake the feeling that something was off about Merle’s sudden offer to help.
“Really? When did he say that?”
“At the store manager poker night last week.” 
Mat’s jaw tensed, but she forced herself to remain civil. “Funny. I wasn’t invited.” 
“We didn’t think you’d like it. You’re—” 
“A girl? Nice that I have to deal with misogyny in my own family. I’m going to figure out who did this if it’s the last thing that I do. Give me until the end of the year before you make a decision about the future of the company. It’s not that far away. If I can’t fix everything by then, I don’t deserve to be a store manager, let alone the next CEO.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
“I DIDN’T KNOW they were so small.” Camdyn held one of the cameras between two fingers at eye level.
“Thank goodness they are, because the best way to hide them in the store right now is in MaryAnn’s decorations.” Mat inserted one camera into a stuffed Mrs. Claus busty chest.
“This one fits into this naughty Rudolph.” Camdyn inserted it into the red nose. “I feel kinda dirty, doing this. Adding spy cameras to Christmas ornaments.”
“I don’t. I’m going to catch this rat bastard red handed.”
“Rat bastard. There’s a phrase I don’t hear often.” Camdyn placed another camera into an ornament, unsure if she should say something about her suspicion. “Does your gut say anything about who it could possibly be?”
“I’ve been thinking of nothing else. Well—” Mat’s cheeks blushed. “That’s not the only thing, but there’s really only two people who know the store inside and out like I do. That’s Janine and Merle.”
“I can’t picture Janine doing it.” But at least Mat seemed to be on the same page Camdyn was, even if she wasn’t saying it out loud yet.
“But you can with Merle?”
“There’s been something off with him since I met him. He’s so high and mighty, while always mentioning your dad. He hasn’t been shy about hating the Smut Club and bar. It only makes this all the funnier if it is Merle.” Camdyn picked up the Mrs. Claus that was more hooker than Merry Christmas.
“I’d love to see the look on his face when I nail him.”
“You think it’s Merle, then.” The confirmation filled Camdyn with relief.
“I think Merle wants to take over the company. I’m standing in his way.” Mat’s eyes blazed. “I won’t know for sure until I get it on camera. Do you think it’s safe for stage two?”
“Which is?”
“Spread these around the store. I’ll take care of the main floor if you want to cover the second and third floors. When you’re done, we’ll meet in my office.” Mat followed that up with giving Camdyn a peck on the cheek before heading out.
Camdyn pressed her hand to where Mat’s lips had just been, wanting to keep the warmth a moment longer. A little voice in Camdyn’s head told her they were very steadily walking straight for relationship territory. The sexual attraction between them was undeniable. Even Nina had seen it and texted her about it. Gram had thrown hints her way since she’d started working there. But could Camdyn ever get past her own insecurities and fears long enough to take the final leap?
“Better get to work,” she said, forcing herself out of her head and into action.
After Camdyn hung her last camera, hidden in a wreath on the railing of the second floor to ensure it pointed down onto the main area, she returned to Mat’s office. Mat was already there, collapsed on the couch.
“Let’s hope this works,” Mat said from the depths of the cushions.
“It will. Have faith in a Christmas miracle.” Camdyn sat down next to Mat, attempting to keep the tension out of her body. It wasn’t there because of Mat, but because of her own insecurities, which she needed to learn to control if this thing between them was ever going to grow.
Mat rolled her head toward Camdyn. They stared into each other’s eyes. Camdyn’s breath caught at the raw desire that coursed through her.
Camdyn inched closer, kissing Mat on the lips. Her eyes fluttered shut as heat kissed her cheeks. “Is this okay here?”
“There aren’t any cameras in my office.” Mat offered a wicked smile.
Camdyn’s entire body hummed with pleasure. She curled her arm around Mat pulling her down hard on top of Camdyn. The weight of Mat’s body was exactly what Camdyn needed, something to focus her physically so she could shut off her mind. Finding skin at the edge of Mat’s pants, Camdyn pulled the shirt up.
“Are we really doing this?” Mat whispered, pressing kisses down the line of Camdyn’s neck.
“Yes. Yes we are.”
“You know, I’m starting to believe in this faith you keep talking about.” Mat’s fingers pulled at the buttons on Camdyn’s shirt.
“Let me help while you lock the door.” Camdyn completed the row, shoving the fabric to the sides while Mat left her briefly. The thing was, Camdyn had full confidence Mat would come back. And that had never happened before.
Mat kissed the center of Camdyn’s chest. “I can’t thank you enough for helping me. For believing in me. This has been such a difficult time.”
“I think it’s about to end, and where else would I be tonight if not with you?”
Crashing their mouths together, Mat rested fully on top of her. Camdyn wrapped her arms around Mat’s back, holding her close, but the entire mood of the moment had shifted. She couldn’t keep up with it. Camdyn managed to get her hands between them, pulling at Mat’s belt and pants. Quickly, she got her hand inside, her fingers sliding against Mat, slipping through her. Mat ground down, her hips rotating on Camdyn’s fingers as she thrust deep inside.
Stunning. Mathilda Kincaide grinding against her with abandon was absolutely stunning. Camdyn’s breath caught in her throat. She could stare at this woman every day. She wanted to be underneath her, on top of her, inside her every chance she got. Mat’s breathing increased, tiny little grunts and moans leaving her lips. Camdyn was in awe. No matter what Mat did, she was entangled with hope. Something she hadn’t felt in a very long time.
“Mat,” Camdyn whispered.
Mat clenched her eyes shut tight, her forehead resting on Camdyn’s shoulder.
“Mat, look at me.” She didn’t know why she wanted to see those eyes, that power tightly constrained. “Look at me.”
Groaning, Mat’s pattern faltered. She had to be close. Camdyn tangled her fingers in Mat’s hair, cupping the back of her head, pulling tight.
Camdyn increased the pressure with her other hand, staring up at Mat’s face, wishing she could know what Mat was thinking. Mat was gorgeous. She clenched her jaw, her eyes still closed tightly, no doubt as she was trying to focus.
“I want to see you come.” I want this. She didn’t say, but it was everything for her in this moment. Camdyn wanted Mat, longed for her in ways she hadn’t with anyone else. Something about Mat made Camdyn believe she could have a relationship that wouldn’t end in heartbreak.
Mat nodded, doing her best not to close her eyes.
“You’re so beautiful.” Camdyn readjusted her wrist, for a better angle.
Mat rode Camdyn’s hand.
Camdyn’s thumb brushed Mat’s clit. Once. Twice. Settling into a circular pattern, bringing Mat ever closer to the release Camdyn wanted to provide. Camdyn had never wanted something so much, to be close with someone, to have a future with Mat.
Mat’s body shuddered, her eyes closing.
Camdyn increased her speed, bringing out the most satisfying moan she’d ever heard.
“Cam—” That was all Mat could get out before the orgasm took over.
Their bodies melded together, as they lay on the couch in bliss. Camdyn stroked her fingers through Mat’s hair, leaning into the post-coital haze and into the realization of certain desires. Camdyn wanted more than a fling. She just had to trust that Mat could deliver.
“You’re amazing,” Mat whispered. “Absolutely amazing.”
Camdyn kissed Mat’s cheek, breathing in her scent. “You bring it out in me.”
“Don’t give me credit.”
“We bring it out in each other?”
“I like the sound of that. Each other. Together.” Mat’s voice was raspy, like she was about to fall asleep.
Camdyn wanted to sink into the moment, but she knew they couldn’t wake here in the morning. Not with everything going on. She’d have to stay awake and get Mat moving soon. Camdyn would protect Mat’s serenity tonight because of all people, Mat deserved that.
For now, Camdyn held Mat in her arms, promising she’d never let anyone hurt Mat again.





CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“AND, ONE FINAL SIGNATURE RIGHT HERE.” Leaning against the top of his hand truck, the delivery driver pointed to the spot on the paper attached to the clipboard. 
Mat eagerly scribbled her name. “I can’t believe the bar sign is finally here. Isn’t this amazing?” 
The man smiled, but it didn’t really reach his eyes. Not that Mat could really blame him for not sharing her enthusiasm. He was a delivery guy with an entire truck filled with packages in the middle of the holiday season. There probably wasn’t a whole lot he was loving about life right now.
“Happy holidays,” he mumbled as he wheeled the empty hand truck toward the door. 
“You too!” Mat refused to let the driver’s lack of enthusiasm rain on her parade.
The first order of business was tucking the sign into a safe hiding spot in the back room, behind a stack of boxes that wouldn’t be opened until after the new year. It was self-preservation. She’d been sure to mention to Merle, not once, but twice that the sign had been delayed till after the party. 
The man had hardly been able to contain his shit-eating grin, only helping to add credence to her theory that he was the one behind the store’s recent string of unfortunate events. She could hardly wait to expose him for the fraud he was, especially so that her father could see.
Mat left the back room, the store completely quiet. 
No one was in sight. “Not even a mouse.” Mat giggled like a kid on Christmas morning as she improvised on the old poem. 
The holidays weren’t quite upon them yet, but they would be soon. It was the second day of December, and Mat had to keep everything together. Luckily, her sea of bad luck had started to change. All the cameras had been installed. The city health inspector had allowed the café to reopen. And everything, including all the paperwork from the licensing board, was in place for The Book Bar’s grand opening. Nothing was off. Not a thing. 
The best part, things were going well between Camdyn and Mat. 
Climbing the stairs to the office, Mat’s spirits rose so high they nearly lifted her off her feet. All she needed to do for the night was to send some paperwork to the main office and then she could head to her apartment for a late dinner date with Camdyn. 
After all these years, Mat was dating someone. Not just anyone, but a woman she could see a future with. Someone who understood her, listened to her, and supported her dreams. Camdyn was a breath of fresh air in Mat’s life, someone who made her feel alive and happy. It was a wonderful feeling, to finally be with someone who loved Mat for who she was. Not that Gage hadn’t tried, but it was impossible for him to succeed when Mat hadn’t even understood who she was back then. She wouldn’t make that mistake again.
Mat unlocked the office door and walked over to her desk. She wrenched a desk drawer open to pull out a pen, but instead she spied the red journal. She’d stowed it there after Gage’s visit, the day the health inspector had shut the bar down.
During all the madness, Mat had forgotten all about it. How long had it been? Weeks? 
And she’d never read the most recent erotic story her mystery writer had given her. There was no time like the present.
Mat’s heart raced as she picked up the journal and flipped to the last entry. She couldn’t resist reading it, even though it felt a little bit wrong now. After all, the stories were more than racy. They provoked the kind of erotic response that almost nothing ever had, with the notable exception of Camdyn in bed. Hence the guilt. Now that she was dating Camdyn, did reading this journal count as cheating?
For someone who had cheated on her husband and destroyed her marriage, it was a serious question. Could Mat really keep reading this in good conscience?
Maybe she could share it with Camdyn. If it wasn’t kept hidden, it was something they could both enjoy. After all, hadn’t that been the very first thing they’d bonded over? Mat could still remember that first day they’d met, the way Camdyn had looked at the cover of You Can Have My Heart like she’d found a treasure.
I’ll read it first, Mat thought, and then tell Camdyn all about it. What a great way to get Mat’s engines revving before seeing Camdyn that night. Sure enough, as soon as Mat began to read, a warm sensation bloomed between her legs, her excitement mounting.
Until it burst like a water balloon. 
Mat couldn’t believe the words on the page. 
Bubble wrap.
She was reading a bubble wrap sex scene. Much like the one she’d had with Camdyn in the back room.
No. Not just like it. Exactly like it.
“No, fucking way!” 
Mat re-read the words, even more convinced the mystery writer was describing in vivid detail the very personal encounter she’d had with Camdyn. Her employee. In the back room of the store.
Shit.
Just when she’d started to believe her run of disasters was over, the universe had thrown another curveball. Mat slammed the journal shut, both anger and embarrassment churning deep within. How could the writer know about her and Camdyn’s intimate moment? Had they been watching them? Listening in on their conversation?
Was it the saboteur?
Mat couldn’t shake feeling being exposed, vulnerable, and violated all at once. She couldn’t believe that someone had invaded her privacy like this. It was one thing to write steamy fiction, but it was another to base it on real-life events without permission.
But as Mat sat there stewing in her anger, a small voice in her head spoke up. What if it wasn’t the work of a saboteur, or at least what if they hadn’t been working alone? Was it possible Camdyn had something to do with this information getting out?
Mat quickly dismissed the thought. Camdyn wouldn’t share something so private with a living soul. She was too kind, too sweet, and too innocent. Just look at how she blushed whenever her grandmother so much as mentioned sex.
Then again, maybe there was a side to Camdyn that Mat had never seen before. Maybe Camdyn was keeping secrets. Mat shook her head, trying to dispel the doubts that crept in. She couldn’t let her imagination run wild like this. She needed to focus on catching Merle in the act and putting an end to the sabotage that was threatening to bring down her store.
Because if she didn’t, and her cousin knew the details of what she and an employee had been up to on company property—and hell, Camdyn may have even still been clocked in at the time—Mat could kiss any hope of being made her dad’s successor goodbye as soon as it was made public.
And it would be made public.
Mat needed to take control of the situation before it spiraled completely out of hand. She couldn’t afford to let anyone else find out about her indiscretions.
She opened the journal once more and reread the passage. Despite the anger and frustration that still boiled within her, Mat had to admit that the writing was captivating. The way the words described the encounter was so tantalizing, so alluring, that she couldn’t help but feel a twinge of desire deep within her.
Mat shook her head again, trying to clear her thoughts. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by something as trivial as lust. Merle was still out there, waiting to strike again.
Maybe with Camdyn’s knowledge, or maybe not. Hopefully not. But there was only one way to find out.
Mat slipped the journal into her bag and made her way down the stairs. Camdyn would be on her way to Mat’s apartment soon, and when she got there, Mat would simply ask Camdyn to her face. 
It would be hard, but the alternative was worse. The biggest mistake Mat had made in her marriage was not talking things out. She’d done a lot of screaming, but not much talking or listening for that matter. Mat didn’t want to repeat the same mistake. If there was one thing she’d learned, it was that honesty was key to any successful relationship.
As Mat waited for Camdyn to arrive, the flutter of nervousness took root in Mat’s stomach. She knew what she had to do, but it wasn’t going to be easy. She had to confront Camdyn and find out the truth.
And if Camdyn was involved in Merle’s sabotage, Mat needed to know before her indiscretion brought her down.
The doorbell rang. 
Mat stared at her front door, unable to move her feet. She dreaded what was about to happen, but she knew she had no choice but to face it head-on. She took a deep breath and opened the door.
Camdyn’s beaming smile faltered when she saw the seriousness on Mat’s face.
“Hey,” Camdyn said tentatively. “Is everything okay?”
Mat gestured for her to come inside.
“Did something happen at the store?” Camdyn stepped through the doorway, giving Mat a peck on the cheek. Even Mat could tell her whole heart wasn’t in it. Camdyn was instantly on the defense.  
“Yes—No. Uh… we need to talk.” 
“I knew this was going to happen. It was too good to be true.” Camdyn slumped into a chair, her entire face falling.
Mat’s heart sank. Had Camdyn already guessed what Mat wanted to talk about?
“It’s not about us, necessarily,” she said, trying to keep her voice even. “It’s about something that’s been happening at work.”
Camdyn didn’t look convinced. “Are you sure? Because whenever someone says we need to talk, it never bodes well.” 
Mat scratched the back of her head. “It’s just… I know something that you should know.” 
Camdyn canted her head to the side, more confused than anything. 
Mat took the red journal out of her bag and held it out to Camdyn. “Do you have any idea what this is?” 
All the color drained from Camdyn’s face. She collapsed in on herself, the tension flowing off her in waves and moving straight to Mat’s heart. “I can explain.”
Mat’s heart raced as she watched Camdyn’s expression falter. Mat didn’t want to believe that Camdyn could be involved in Merle’s sabotage, but the evidence was becoming undeniable. Mat took a deep breath and held up the journal, her knuckles turning white with her grasp
“Explain what, Camdyn? That you told someone about what happened between us in the back room?” Mat said, her voice barely above a whisper. “Or is there something else that you’re hiding?”
Camdyn’s eyes widened in shock. “What are you talking about?” she asked, her voice trembling.
Mat took a step closer to her. “Don’t play dumb with me,” she said, her tone firm. “There were only two ways I could think of that what’s in this book got written. One, someone saw us and wrote this to blackmail me. But as soon as you said you could explain, I knew that wasn’t the case.”
“What do you think happened, then?” Camdyn asked, her voice shaking.
“You told someone, and they wrote a story based on what you wrote.”
“Who would I tell?” Camdyn demanded, a touch of anger creeping into her tone. “All I do lately is work in the store. With you.”
“I don’t know,” Mat said, her brain barely managing to function with all the spinning it was doing. “Maybe it was a customer, or one of the women in the Smut Club. God knows this would be right up their alley.”
“You think I would share it with them?” Camdyn gaped at her in disbelief. “My grandmother belongs to that group.”
Mat waved away her objection. “Whatever. That’s not the part I’m concerned about right now. What I need to know is if the person who wrote this plans to share it with Merle.”
“You think I’m acting as a double agent?” There was no denying the wounded expression on Camdyn’s face or the tears that had welled up in her eyes. “How could you think that?”
Mat’s heart ached seeing Camdyn’s pain, but Mat had to be rational about this. “I don’t know what to think right now. I want to think you didn’t know what they might do, but I can’t take any chances.”
“And you honest to god can’t think of a third way that story could have been written?”
Mat shook her head, her thoughts still muddled. “Not off the top of my head, no. All I know is that this could ruin me, and I need to protect myself.”
Camdyn stared at her, hurt still etched in every line of her face. “What about me?”
“Yes, of course,” Mat answered. “Obviously this could ruin your reputation, too.”
“No, I mean, what about me being the one who wrote the story? Did that never even occur to you as a possibility?” Camdyn’s cheeks were bright red, and tears were in her eyes.
Mat’s eyes widened at the suggestion. She’d been so focused on trying to protect herself and Camdyn from the potential threat of blackmail that Mat hadn’t even thought of this possibility.
“I... I didn’t consider that,” Mat stammered, unsure of what to say next. “Is that... Did you?”
“I wasn’t going to publish it, I swear. It’s just that my editor expects my manuscript, and I have writers block, and this was the way I tried to get my creative juices flowing,” Camdyn explained, her voice shaking slightly. “I never meant for it to go any further than that. I didn’t think anyone bad would see it. I accidentally left it behind and someone found it. And they were so nice, telling me they liked it, so I just thought—”
“Hold on,” Mat said, trying to make sense of the rush of words that hammered her ears. “Editor?”
“Yes.” Camdyn took a gulp of air. “I signed a three-book deal with a publishing house in New York last year, but I can’t complete the first book. Which is due at the end of the month. I can’t do it. I can’t write it.” 
“But—you have this?” Mat waggled the journal. “It’s brilliant for a first draft.” 
“I can’t write that for the publisher. That’s the problem. They want me to produce another You Can Have My Heart, but I can’t give them that. Some people only have one book in them, and I think that was mine.” 
Mat did a double-take, like she’d been smacked in the face by a heavyweight. The whole truth of the situation sunk in. While she vaguely realized she was no longer in danger of being exposed by her vindictive cousin, the reality made no sense at all.
“Are you telling me you not only wrote this journal, but you wrote that book?” The question sounded ludicrous to Mat’s ears, but Camdyn nodded, her eyes downcast.
“Yes, I did,” Camdyn admitted meekly. “But it wasn’t supposed to be like this. I don’t want to be defined by just one book, but the pressure to produce something just as good, if not better, is overwhelming. And I can’t do it.”
“But you did. This is better.” Mat whacked the journal against her palm. “So much better. Why didn’t you tell me you could write like this? It’s amazing.” 
“You’re only saying that because you like me.” Judging by Camdyn’s dejected demeanor, she honestly believed what she was saying was true.
“But I’ve been saying it the whole time,” Mat argued. “Who do you think that nice person, as you called them, who wrote all those encouraging reviews inside the pages of your journal actually was?” 
Understanding dawned on Camdyn’s face. “You’re my secret fan?” 
“I am. Even more now,” Mat joked, saddened it didn’t lighten the mood. God, she’d been an ass to accuse Camdyn of those things, not considering what made more sense. “What you wrote is amazing, Camdyn. You have to send that to your editor.” 
“No. I can’t give them that. It’s smut.” 
“It’s beautiful. So beautiful. Like you.” 
“They’ll want me to promote the book in person. How can I read those words?” Camdyn seemed to shrivel in on herself, her voice barely above a whisper now. 
Mat reached over and gently took her hand. “With your head held high, and I’ll be right by your side, cheering you on and telling everyone you’re my girlfriend.” Mat swallowed. “I can call you that, can’t I?” 
Camdyn pressed her lips together hard, her head shaking. Mat was torn because she couldn’t read the situation. What exactly was Camdyn saying no to?
“Why would you want to? I’m on the precipice of failure. When I don’t turn in the manuscript, they’re going to ask for the advance back. I don’t have the money. I’m going to be ruined.” 
The book. Mat reset her mindset and focused back on work—Camdyn’s work—her book.
“That isn’t going to happen, because you’re going to get the manuscript done.” Mat hunched down in front of Camdyn. “What you’ve written is amazing. Everything you need is right here in the journal. It just needs polishing. I know there’s not a lot of time, but if you focus every second of the day, you can do it.” 
“How? I’m putting in over forty hours a week working at the store, and—” 
“Not anymore, you’re not. I’m taking you off the schedule for the rest of the month. If you even think of stepping foot inside, I’ll toss you out myself.” Mat cupped Camdyn’s cheek, looking deeply into her hazel eyes. The real issue here wasn’t finishing a book. The problem was Camdyn didn’t feel good enough—she had no confidence in herself. “I believe in you. I always will. Have faith in another Christmas miracle.” 
“Where will I write? I can’t at home. Not with my grandparents there. After that unfortunate clit stim incident, I’m petrified every time I hear them turn on Bob Dylan.” 
Mat’s eyebrows reached her hairline, but Camdyn waved her off from asking questions. Honestly, Mat figured it might be best if she didn’t know too many details. Instead she said, “You can write here. I’ll be at the store every waking second with the holiday rush and the opening of the bar—the sign came in tonight, by the way.” 
Camdyn’s eyes lit up at the news. “That’s wonderful, but how can I leave you short staffed? Or even shorter staffed.” 
“I’ve been in tighter spots. Besides, I can’t stand in the way of literary greatness.” 
“It’s not literary.” Camdyn heaved a massive sigh. “That’s what I’ve been trying to write, but I’m not cut out for it.” 
“It is literary. Don’t let anyone tell you differently. Write from the heart.” Mat placed her hand on Camdyn’s chest. “The best writers do. You can do this, Camdyn. I believe in you.” 
Camdyn clutched Mat’s hand, a tear rolling down her cheek. “You’re not mad at me?” 
“For what?” 
“Not telling you sooner?” 
“No. I understand why you didn’t. Every great artist is a bundle of raw nerves. But I know now, and I’m going to do everything I can to help you get this book over the finish line.” Mat wouldn’t give up on her. Never.
“In less than a month?” Camdyn’s laugh was incredulous. 
Mat shrugged. “Hey, if miracles can happen at Christmas, then why can’t we make one happen for your book? We’ll make it work. Trust me.” 
Camdyn wiped away her tears and nodded. “I do. I trust you. You might be the only person I trust not to leave me high and dry.”
Mat pressed her hand harder against Camdyn’s chest, the weight of the conversation setting in thick. She had to do this right. Camdyn demanded the best of Mat, and she wasn’t going to give Camdyn any less. “Have faith in yourself and the words that come out of you.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
CAMDYN GOT up from her seat and stretched her back. She cracked her fingers one by one, as if to snap herself out of her trance. She’d been at her laptop for hours.
No. Days. And days and days. 
As she slowly forced her eyes away from her laptop, she took a good look around her. Mat’s apartment had become like an oasis, a place where Camdyn could concentrate. Everything was still and quiet, save for the ticking of a clock that served as a reminder of how much time had passed since she had first taken her seat.
But it had all been worth it.
She was about to do something she had never believed she’d ever get to do on this project. 
Her heart raced. 
Her skin went cold with anticipation. 
Then she sat her butt back down in the chair. Just like every great writer tells wannabe authors: sit your butt in your chair and write. 
Again, Camdyn cracked her fingers, before typing out the two most wonderful words in the English language: The End. 
It wasn’t really done, but she’d gotten the first draft done and that was the most important step. She leaned back in her chair and let out a satisfied sigh. Once she’d gotten going, the story had taken on a life of its own—full of not just erotic scenes but adventure, love, and all of the twists and turns she had always wanted in a book. She couldn’t believe she felt this way, but she honestly couldn’t wait to share it with the world.
In her heart, she knew the story was solid. More than that, even. It was good. Mat would tell her it was the most perfect manuscript ever written in the whole history of the world. And that would be complete nonsense. It would need going over for sure. That didn’t mean Camdyn wouldn’t spend a minute or two basking in her girlfriend’s praise.
Her girlfriend. Camdyn could hardly believe that she had found someone like Mat. Someone who supported Camdyn’s dreams and ambitions, even if they did apparently involve writing erotic novels instead of literary fiction. Mat had embraced every aspect of Camdyn’s creative process, even when it meant spending countless hours alone while Camdyn was lost in her own world of words.
Tonight, Camdyn intended to make it up to Mat, because that worry was still in the back of her mind. If she didn’t pay attention to Mat, if she wasn’t perfect, then Mat would leave her, just like Addison had done. Just like her parents before that. It wasn’t true, and part of Camdyn knew it. But that fear, as much as it had quieted, still niggled in the back of her mind.
Camdyn glanced at the clock. A little after five in the evening. Mat was expected home around eight. That left Camdyn plenty of time to go to the store, buy groceries, and fix a proper meal. She could do this.
With Mat putting in long hours at the store and Camdyn tied to her laptop, they’d been surviving on takeout. Which was well and good when busy, but Camdyn was the type to savor a delicious home-cooked meal when the occasion arose. Maybe she’d even make dessert.
Or maybe she’d buy a can of whipped cream at the market and slather it all over herself the way her characters had done in chapter fourteen.
Camdyn chuckled at the boldness of her own thoughts, but she couldn’t completely dismiss the idea. And Mat would be down for it, too. That much Camdyn knew. Not like Addison, who would’ve made Camdyn feel ashamed for those thoughts, let alone expressing them. Not because Addison hated sex, but because she loved to belittle Camdyn, to keep her under her thumb.
Mat was different. Mat encouraged Camdyn to explore her sensual side, to embrace her desires and fantasies without reservation. With Mat, Camdyn had discovered a freedom she had never known before. A freedom that allowed her to delve deeper into her own sexuality, both on and off the page.
Camdyn stood up from her chair, a little lightheaded. She grabbed her coat, looking forward to a chance to clear her head. By the time she returned from the store, she was ready to sink into a favorite recipe, and barely heard Mat’s key in the front door hours later.
“Hello?” Mat’s voice shook her from her daydreaming. 
“In the kitchen.” 
“Do I need to put you over my knee and spank you?” Mat stood in the kitchen entryway, her jacket and beanie still on. 
“Not sure I’d complain all that much.” Camdyn offered Mat a saucy wink. “Spank me, baby.”
“You know what I mean.” Mat shook a shame on you finger at her. 
Camdyn put her hands on her hips. “Are you mad that I’m making you dinner?” 
“I’m upset that you’re procrastinating again. Like yesterday, when you vacuumed the entire apartment.” 
“Only because I’d already cleaned the bathroom the day before.” Camdyn winked at Mat again. “Aren’t you even a little bit excited about a real meal?” 
“It does smell delicious.” Mat inhaled, her eyes closing in delight. “Pork chops?”
“I’d answer that, but are you done yelling at me?” Camdyn walked her fingers up Mat’s chest to her shoulder.
Mat crossed her arms and shot her a serious look. ”Are you done with your book?”
“Yes.” 
“You need to stop—wait. You’re done?” Mat staggered back a step, using the wall behind her to stay standing. “For real? That’s more than a week ahead of schedule.”
“I finished the draft,” Camdyn corrected. “It needs a bit more polishing, but I need some hours away from it before I go over it again.” 
“Can I read it?” Mat scoped the area, probably seeking out the laptop so she could devour the book, which Camdyn had kept strictly off-limits this whole time. 
“Not until it’s done done.” Camdyn smiled. When was the last time anyone was this excited for her other than Nina? It felt so good.
Mat pouted for a moment before asking, “How do you feel about it?” 
“Truthfully?” 
“Nope. Lie to me. That’s what I want from the woman I love.” 
“You love me?” Camdyn gulped air. She froze, turning slowly to face Mat. She locked their eyes together, imploring, searching for signs that Mat would take it back. But Mat just stared at her curiously, like Camdyn had lost her ever living mind. Stuttering, Camdyn set the spatula on the counter. “For... for real?” 
“Of course I love you.” Mat took a few steps, putting her arms around Camdyn rock hard shoulders.
Camdyn froze as if her brain had blown a fuse, but she couldn’t stop the smile that reached her lips. Mathilda Kincaide loved her. The giddiness roared to life in her chest. She wanted to believe with everything she had inside her that Mat was telling her the truth.
“It’s okay if you don’t want to say it back, but I won’t stop.” Mat gave Camdyn’s nose a kiss. “I’m sorry I didn’t say it earlier.”
“Sorry. I’m just processing. Earlier today, I finished the draft, and I think it’s damn good. Now, you’re saying you love me.” Camdyn paused, taking in a deep breath. “I feel like this is one of those moments where everything seems perfect. Life can’t get much better than this.” 
“Not true,” Mat argued. “We could eat dinner. That would unlock a whole new level of perfection. Shall I set the table?” 
“The one where you sew Gadsby’s bow ties?” Camdyn teased. 
“Yes, but give me five, and it’ll be worthy of our celebratory meal.” Mat gave Camdyn a quick kiss. “This is so exciting.” 
“Go. Set the table. I’m almost done in here.” Camdyn turned back to the stove and grabbed the spatula. This really was a perfect day, wasn’t it? There was a lot of hard work involved, not just in the writing of her book but in being in a relationship with someone, but that made it all that much sweeter.
“We need to celebrate.” Mat startled Camdyn out of her reverie, rubbing her hands together like she had some big plan in the works. “Did you get champagne?”
“Not on my budget, but we can open a bottle of wine. I don’t need a lot of hoopla. I still need to finish the book and send it off to my editor.” 
“You deserve everything.” Mat was right next to her again, pressing a gentle kiss to Camdyn’s neck. “When you send it in, we’re going to have champagne. Every book you finish, we’ll celebrate the hell out of it.” Mat walked to the other room with an extra bounce in her step. 
Camdyn stilled, her heart thundering. What was happening? The goodness of this moment almost scared her. Crazy as it sounded, it took everything in her not to run out the door just to escape this feeling that was too big to contain. It was like an ideal relationship, something she might write about in a book, but this was real. She’d thought about it for ages, and this was real. Camdyn clenched her fist tightly and pressed it to her chest.
Was this love?
Mat had said it, and even though she didn’t expect a response, Camdyn wanted to say it back. But could she trust these emotions running through her? Could she trust that as soon as she said those words that Mat wouldn’t turn around and high tail it out of there?
Camdyn plated their meals, carrying them into the dining area, where she spotted an unusual addition to their table. “What’s that?” 
“I have high hopes tonight is the night.” Mat turned her iPad around, sitting on a stand. 
“To catch Merle?” Camdyn set the plates down, while Mat poured wine. 
“I set up a dummy liquor shipment for the party. When I informed him it was arriving after I left—you should have seen the glee in his eyes. I don’t know what he plans to do to the delivery, but I hope it’s enough to convince the cops he’s the one who destroyed the store last month.” 
“What do you mean a dummy shipment?” Camdyn pictured manikins drinking wine.
“It’s all nonalcoholic cider. Not expensive at all. He can still make a big mess with it, though. Actually, I’m counting on that.” Mat looked so pleased with herself.
“This is funny, isn’t it? We’re sitting down to a celebratory dinner, waiting for your demented cousin to do something bad.” Camdyn couldn’t help but chuckle. 
Mat raised her glass, “To catching a criminal in the act. But that’s not all we’re doing. I’m truly proud of you. You’ve been working so hard. When not cleaning the top of the dish soap bottle.” 
“I don’t like the gunk that accumulates.” Camdyn knew it was a weak defense, but it was all she had. Procrastination was to writing what gasoline was to a car engine. Everyone might think she was wasting time if they saw her in the moment, but in reality, that idle time was when she got some of her best ideas.
“For your next book, I’ll have a cleaner come in to degunk everything.” Mat squeezed Camdyn’s hand, but she didn’t let go.
“Pretty sure that’s not a word.” Camdyn sipped her wine, a tingling sensation coursing through her. She paused in the moment, soaking in every emotion that she could. She had to choose which one to trust and which one to discard. Did she want to let Mat love her? Yes. Smiling, Camdyn rested her head on Mat’s shoulder. “Oh, this feels good. Like a huge weight is off my shoulders.” 
“I can’t imagine. Are you sure I can’t read it yet?” Mat cut into her pork chop, taking a bite. “Maybe you should procrastinate more. This is delicious, by the way.” 
“I’m glad you like it. How is everything else going at the store? Is MaryAnn still driving you bonkers about the bar?” 
“Good lord. Her husband must have had the patience of every saint to have walked this earth,” Mat said with a groan. “She won’t let up.” 
“What are you going to do when you unveil the sign and she finds out you didn’t use her winning idea after all?” Camdyn trailed her fingers up and down Mat’s arm, creating a slow, sensual pattern.
“You mean the way I’ve already told her a hundred times I wasn’t going to do?” Mat’s shoulders slumped a little in anticipation of the coming scene. “I’m hoping my compromise will appease her.” 
“What did you end up deciding to do?” 
“I put a dot inside each of the O’s in the word book.” 
“You made them into boobs?” Camdyn sputtered so hard she nearly spit out her wine. “Clever girl.” 
“I’ve been soaking up your brilliance.” Mat kissed her cheek and went back to her meal.
“Pretty sure you don’t need to. I’m hoping you’re leaving room for dessert because—” 
“Yes!” Mat leaped out of her chair, doing a victory dance. 
“I’ve never seen someone react that way at the mere mention of dessert.” 
Mat pointed to the iPad. 
On the screen, Merle stood with a baseball bat, slamming it into the boxes of fake champagne. Even through the graininess, Camdyn could see liquid seeping out. Camdyn’s heart jumped just as Mat had.
“He’s even more demented than I thought,” Camdyn said, shaking her head. “What does he have against the opening of the bar?” 
“Simple. If it’s successful, there’s no way Merle will become CEO. Therefore, I can’t succeed.” For a woman watching her cousin destroying bottles of cider, Mat looked way too pleased. 
“Are you going to take this to the police?” 
“Yes.” 
“Dessert can wait, then.”
“Wait?” Mat whined.
“Yes, for when you get home from the police station.” Camdyn cocked her head to the side, suddenly confused by Mat’s hesitation.
“I’ll show them in the morning. This is our night. You finished your book. I caught Merle. We should have dessert.” Mat pulled on Camdyn’s arms so they were standing nose to nose. Camdyn was suddenly the center of Mat’s world again, and as much as she felt like she might topple over because of it, Mat’s strong hands against her steadied her.  
“It’s not ready.” Was her voice raspy?
“That’s not the kind of dessert I’m talking about. Let’s finish this celebration in the bedroom.”
“I knew I should’ve bought the whipped cream.” Camdyn laughed as Mat shot her a truly puzzled look. “Never mind. Lead the way.”
Leaning in, Mat kissed her hard. All of Mat’s passion hit Camdyn full force in an instant. How did Mat do that time and time again? Camdyn wrapped her arms around Mat’s neck and kissed her back. Suddenly, Mat turned them, walking with Camdyn wrapped in her arms.
When they reached the bedroom, Mat gave her a light push onto the mattress. Camdyn giggled as she landed, pulling herself up to lie flat on her back as she waited to see what Mat had up her sleeve this time. Mat crawled onto the bed and hovered above her, their eyes locked. Without breaking the intense gaze, Mat bent down to place a gentle kiss on Camdyn’s lips. Slowly, their lips parted, and their tongues danced together in a passionate kiss that sent shivers down Camdyn’s spine.
“I really do love you, Camdyn,” Mat said quietly as she traced a finger along Camdyn’s cheek. “I was so stupid about it for a while there. Like when I thought you might have been conspiring with Merle.”
Camdyn cupped Mat’s cheek. “You’re not stupid. You just have baggage, like I do. It’s hard to learn how to trust.”
Mat kissed her again, this time for longer. Camdyn lost herself in the embrace, combing her fingers through Mat’s hair. Mat was so soft against her, pouring her heart out for Camdyn in every way possible. She needed to do the same, no matter how hard it could still be sometimes.
“I love you,” Camdyn finally whispered. “I love the way you’re bossy when you need to be, but you’re such a softie behind it all.”
“What?” Mat wrinkled her nose, but a smile bloomed on her lips. She knew what Camdyn had said, and she wasn’t going to make a big deal about it. “I am not a softie.”
“You have a rainy-day fund for your employees. Do you think I don’t know you added to it from your personal account when you drained it for Janine?”
“Fuck, how do you know that?” Mat buried her face in Camdyn’s neck.
Camdyn laughed. “It was a good guess. I studied accounting, remember?”
“Fine. I’m a softie.” Mat kissed her neck again, sucking and leaving another mark. “But you will never have to consider becoming a CPA again.”
“Thank god.”
Mat gave her a playful nip, and Camdyn squeaked, which turned into a roaring laugh when Mat repeated the move a little harder. When Mat popped back up into Camdyn’s line of sight, she raised an eyebrow in Camdyn’s direction. “What do you want to do tonight?”
“Uh… this?” She questioned if that was the actual answer Mat was looking for. What was she supposed to say?
Mat’s grin broadened. “You’re adorkable, but I meant, are there any specific positions or moves you’d like to see in the repertoire this evening?”
“Oh.” Camdyn’s cheeks burned, the flush running down her chest and straight between her legs. “No. I’m good. I don’t really care.”
“Yes, you do,” Mat chided. “I’m not stupid enough to think that you haven’t thought about this a million times while writing that naughty book of yours.”
How the hell could Mat know that with such smug certainty? Camdyn’s heart thudded hard, and she was damn sure Mat could hear it if she listened close enough.
As much as she still struggled with embarrassment sometimes expressing her sexuality so openly, Camdyn followed her gut, moving so that Mat’s thigh was pressed between her legs and wrapping her arms around Mat’s back. She clamped her thighs and pulled Mat into her.
“See? I told you that you knew what you wanted. You always do.” Mat’s mouth was back on hers as she rocked hard.
Camdyn couldn’t keep up. Between the kisses, the thrusts, and the confessions, she was putty in Mat’s hands. Camdyn couldn’t have asked for more between them. They still had things to resolve, like figuring out what was going to happen with them in the long term. Mat’s apartment had started to feel like home these past few weeks, and yet Camdyn wasn’t sure if she should plan on staying now that the book was done. But they could figure that out another day.
Mat slipped her hand between their bodies, playing with Camdyn’s clit each time she pulled back. Camdyn threw her hands above her head, trying to find something to grab onto. All she managed to grab was a pillow. She clenched it tight, keeping her eyes wide open as she watched Mat above her, teasing and moving in a slow rhythm that built her pleasure up inch by inch.
“You can do anything you want, Camdyn,” Mat murmured. “Anything.”
“Yeah? I want to taste you next.”
Mat laughed heartily. “I was actually talking more about your career that time, but I’ll take your mouth against me anytime. It’s sexy as hell.”
“Uh-huh.” That wasn’t really a response so much as a noise that came rushing from Camdyn’s lungs in lieu of coherent thought. She tried to focus on Mat’s words, but they became a blur. She was at the point where there was no return, where her body pooled every pleasurable nerve together into one giant explosion. She flung her hands down, gripping onto Mat’s shoulders as she cascaded through her orgasm, her vision going in and out with the intensity.
“Camdyn?” Mat’s fingers were gentle against her skin, tracing patterns along her stomach, her chest, her shoulders. She wasn’t inciting any pleasure, thankfully. Camdyn wasn’t sure if she could handle that again. “You coming back around yet?”
“What do you mean?” Camdyn pouted, turning her chin toward Mat’s voice. Mat was lying next to her in the bed, a sweet smile gracing her face.
“You kind of went really still and flushed there for a minute. I was worried you passed out.”
“Oh.” Camdyn checked in with her body, her relaxed muscles, her aching pussy, her still hard nipples—but this time from the chill in the room. “No. Still conscious, but it was probably a close call.”
Mat kissed her cheek, then her neck. “Let’s not do that again.”
“I mean, we could, though. That felt really good.” Camdyn captured Mat’s mouth with her own. “Because I can definitely go another round or two.”
“We have the rest of the night.”
“Perfect.” Camdyn twisted, landing right on top of Mat as they kissed. “Because I don’t think I want to give this up.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
MAT SCANNED the main floor of the shop, her eyes roving over the various groups of people gathered around the bookshelves and displays. It was the evening of the holiday party and the interior of Kincaide’s Books hummed with a jazzy mix of Christmas music and the sound of hundreds of party guests chatting. She frowned as she spotted MaryAnn touching some of the ornaments on the tree.
“Hey, what’s going on here?” Mat asked, sliding up beside her favorite red and green haired patron.
“I know you’ve had your hands full with everything,” MaryAnn said, her head bobbing in time with the music, “so I just want you to know I fixed all the ornaments for you. Frankly, I didn’t think I’d have to, since they’re all pretty self-explanatory, but kids today.”
“What do you mean you fixed the ornaments?” Mat’s face contorted in confusion even as her insides squirmed with unease.
“Some of them were just not hanging right, you know? And others just weren’t quite festive enough, so I added a few things here and there,” MaryAnn replied, her voice taking on a sing-songy quality.
Mat’s eyes widened as she took in the tree, all the naughty ornaments in full display with explicit baubles hanging from every branch, including ones shaped like genitalia and featuring risqué illustrations that Mat was certain hadn’t been there before.
“MaryAnn, did you make more?” Mat heard her voice crack as she spoke.
MaryAnn’s face lit up, “Oh, you noticed! Yes, I did, and I’d forgotten how much I enjoy it.”
“But... why?” There was a catch in her throat as Mat tried to keep her rising panic in check. “We didn’t approve anything like this for the party.”
“It wasn’t a bother, and there’s no reason you need to worry about paying me.” Apparently, MaryAnn believed the approval Mat had mentioned had to do with a line on a budget sheet. “I just thought the tree could use a little more... spice. There’s Sister Joan. I need to go get her and show her my handiwork.” 
Mat stared at the tree in horror, uncertain where to begin. She could already hear the whispers and giggles of the party-goers as they approached the tree, their attention inevitably drawn to the more scandalous decorations.
“Hey, what’s this?” Camdyn asked, coming up beside Mat with a glass of wine in each hand. She quickly offered one to Mat, who took it gratefully.
“MaryAnn added some new ornaments,” Mat replied, her voice shaking slightly as she gestured to the tree.
Camdyn’s eyebrows shot up as she took a closer look. “Oh wow,” she let out a loud, surprised laugh. “That’s a bold choice.”
Mat cringed inwardly, not daring to look at whichever ornament Camdyn was admiring.
“This place is awesome,” said a college-age guest to a friend, pointing at the tree. “Check out these ornaments.”
A moment later, several other twenty-somethings snickered as they worked their way around the tree. 
Camdyn looped an arm through Mat’s. “I think we owe MaryAnn a debt of gratitude. The younger crowd is getting a kick out of her handiwork, and they’re exactly the demographic you wanted to draw in with the bar.” 
“There’s my daughter,” came a man’s voice from nearby.
“Hi, Dad.” Mat shifted position so her father wouldn’t have a clear view of the tree as they spoke. “I want you to meet Camdyn.”
“Ah, the new lady in your life.” Her dad’s smile was friendly, but Mat could sense a slight edge in his tone. “Pleased to meet you, Camdyn.”
“Pleased to meet you too, sir.” Camdyn smiled warmly, unfazed by the man’s presence.
Mat’s father looked suspiciously at the tree. “What’s going on here?”
“Just some holiday cheer.” Mat moved again, praying her father’s attention would shift as well. “How about this turnout from the campus crowd, huh?”
“Yes, yes. I have to hand it to you, Mathilda. I’ve never seen so many young people in a bookstore.” Her father took a sip from the glass of whiskey in his hand, the tree seemingly forgotten. “I didn’t think young people even knew how to read anymore if it wasn’t on a screen. Maybe this bar idea was a good thing after all.” 
“It’s a college town. The best way to lure them in is with a fun nightlife.” Mat stopped herself from saying anything else, knowing her father was already skeptical about her business choices. “How’s Mom doing?
“She’s good. Couldn’t drag her out tonight. You know how she hates crowds. She’s already stressing out about the holiday dinner.” Mat’s father shook his head, a small smile on his lips. “But you know your mother. Everything has to be perfect.”
Camdyn chuckled. “I guess now I know where Mat gets it from.”
“Double dose. Both sides of the family,” Mat’s father said with a laugh. “You know, all the other store managers are taking note. You might not be the only location with a bar come this time next year. You should be proud.” 
He stopped just short of saying he was proud of her, but Mat could hear it in his tone. She had always been a bit of a rebel, and her father had never quite approved of her offbeat choices. But for once, it seemed like he finally understood her.
“Thanks.” Mat turned to Camdyn, grateful for her companionship. “I couldn’t have done it without Camdyn’s help.”
Camdyn blushed at the compliment. “It was my pleasure.”
Mat’s father cleared his throat, signaling a change in topic. “Have you seen Merle tonight?”
Mat tensed. She hadn’t told her father about what Merle had done at the store, nor the fact she’d turned the video evidence to the police. But she knew she couldn’t keep it hidden forever.
“Actually, there’s something I need to tell you about Merle,” Mat began hesitantly, fidgeting with the glass in her hand. “He—”
“This is discrimination, pure and simple!” Merle bellowed as he entered the shop wearing a garishly bright Santa outfit. “Just because I’m an older man with white hair and a beard doesn’t mean I should be stereotyped.” 
Mat swallowed a snicker. “He’s a little upset about the Santa gig tonight.”
“I’m being oppressed.” Merle’s complexion matched his suit. “This must be what Martin Luther King Jr. felt like.”
“Did he just compare wearing a Santa suit at a holiday party to the battle for civil rights?” Camdyn whispered.
“Pretty sure he did,” Mat confirmed.
“I think you look great,” Mat’s father told his nephew. “And as you know, being a team player is the most important thing.” Her dad took a sip of his drink while Merle scowled.
“Team player, my foot,” Merle muttered under his breath as he wandered away from them. “I should be the one in charge.”
Mat rolled her eyes. As soon as the police decided to act on the information she’d given them, any hope Merle had ever had of being in charge of anything but the prison library cart would disappear. But for now, she didn’t want to ruin the holiday mood with talk of her cousin’s criminal behavior.
“When’s the unveiling?” Mat’s father asked, gesturing to the drape that covered the bar’s new sign.
“I should do that now.” Mat excused herself, motioning for Camdyn to join her.
As Mat approached the bar where a sound system had been set up, Mat’s stomach was in knots. As many times as she’d told MaryAnn the bar’s name would be kept family-friendly despite the winning submission, the explicit holiday ornaments were proof enough that the woman’s ability to comprehend news she didn’t want to hear was somewhat lacking.
“Hello everyone!” Mat said into the mic, waiting for the hubbub to die down before continuing. “Thank you so much for dragging yourselves out on a snowy night just two days before Christmas. We hope the party’s worth it. But it’s not just a regular party, we’re also here to launch our new bar. Without further ado, I give you The Book Bar.” Mat motioned for Darwin to pull away the drape and plug it in. As soon as he did, the letters of The Book Bar sign came to life. 
There was a squeal from MaryAnn, and every muscle in Mat’s body tensed.
“They’re boobs!” the woman cried out with yell. “I thought you were going to screw me completely, Matty. But you gave me boobs for Christmas!” 
The tension left Mat’s body as she realized her compromise had been accepted.
“That’s right. You deserve the best as our most loyal customer.” Mat checked out the dots in the middle of each of the O’s, proud of just how subtle but effective it was at giving the impression of boobs while still remaining suitable for all ages. 
There was a smattering of applause, and Mat took it as her cue to continue. 
“As you can see, The Book Bar is a place where we encourage everyone to come and enjoy a good book, a good drink, and good company. We have a wide selection of classic and contemporary literature, as well as a team of expert mixologists that will create the most delicious cocktails you’ve ever tasted. So come on in, grab a seat, and let us take you on a literary journey you’ll never forget.” 
Mat smiled, satisfied with her speech. She stepped away from the mic and made her way through the crowd to greet the patrons who had shown up for the opening night. As she walked through the throng, she noticed Merle, his hat crooked and dragging his Santa bag like a petulant child.
“Oh, look! Santa has arrived, so if you want a photo with him, you better get in line.” Mat waved fuck you fingers at Merle, who begrudgingly sat on the over-sized chair. He grumbled about the absurdity of the whole thing, but Mat knew he secretly enjoyed being the center of attention.
Camdyn gave Mat a hug, whispering, “You pulled it off!” 
Before Mat could say a word, Camdyn’s grandmother approached. “Fantastic night, girls. Just fantastic.” Crystal moved closer. “Is it just me or are Sister Joan and that nice man in the black shirt hitting it off? Given my success with Darwin and Tess—” Gram not so subtly jerked her head to the couple in question, who were sharing a kiss under a sprig of mistletoe. “—I’m thinking I should put my matchmaking hat back on.” 
“Gram!” Camdyn held up a stop right there hand. “That man in the black shirt is a priest. Don’t you see his white collar?”
“Perfect,” Crystal said with a sly smile. “Sister Joan is a nun, isn’t she? They’ve already got something in common.”
“That’s not how it works,” Camdyn argued, and Mat couldn’t help but chuckle at the exchange. “They’re both already married. To God.” 
“Why can’t they form a threesome? Times are changing. You need to catch up.” Crystal took off in the direction of Sister Joan and the priest, leaving Camdyn and Mat to laugh in disbelief at the woman’s audacity.
“Should I go after her?” Camdyn bit down on her bottom lip. 
“I’m pretty sure Sister Joan can handle herself,” Mat said with a grin before taking a sip of her wine.
“I’ve gotta say, this store has one of the quirkiest collections of customers I’ve ever seen,” Camdyn said.
“It’s what makes the place special,” Gage interjected, coming up to them with his wife’s hand firmly gripped in his own. “Wonderful night, Mat. Well done.” 
“Everyone keeps saying that.” Mat’s face burned with embarrassment. “But it’s just the annual Christmas party.” 
Camdyn raised her eyebrows at Mat’s modesty. “Just the annual Christmas party? You pulled off a miracle. Everyone is having a great time.”
“Yeah, even Sister Joan and the priest are getting cozy under that mistletoe.” Gage nudged Mat playfully with his elbow, and Mat gave him a swat.
“How much longer until the button pops on those little holiday turkeys?” Mat asked, pointing to Kate’s growing belly. 
Kate gave her baby bump a pat. “Halfway there. I can hardly wait to meet them.” 
“That makes two of us.” Gage nuzzled his head against Kate’s.
“Make that three,” Mat said, and for the first time since they’d announced their pregnancy, Mat was happy for them without the usual sorrow. She had no idea where her future with Camdyn was headed, but for now, Mat was happy to simply enjoy the present moment with her friends without focusing on what she didn’t have.
Perhaps in time, she and Camdyn would have a family of their own. For now, they had Gadsby, who was busy poking his furry nose out from a bookshelf, his Christmas bow tie a little crooked from whatever mischief he’d gotten himself into.
“Camdyn!” A woman ran across the store, flinging herself into Camdyn’s arms. Mat would have been alarmed if she hadn’t recognized Nina from her first high-pitched squeal.
“You still know how to make an entrance, Nina.” Camdyn laughed. 
“And this is me sober. Not for long, though. Let’s get a drink.” Nina hooked an arm through Camdyn’s. “Mat, would you like something stronger than wine?” 
“I would, but not until everyone has gone home.” Mat added to Camdyn, “You should have something special to celebrate sending your book to the editor.” 
“You finished?” Nina let out an excited yip. “Where’s your crown?” 
“What crown?” Mat’s curiosity was more than piqued. 
“She’s the goddam Queen of Smut!” Nina crowed. “Didn’t you know?”
Camdyn’s face went up in flames, but Mat had to agree. “That she is.”
After dispatching everyone, Mat found a quiet corner near the entrance to survey the revelers. She’d done it. After all the trouble she’d faced in the past few months, everything had turned out perfectly.
Well, almost. The police still hadn’t acted on the evidence Mat had provided, but deep down she believed Merle would still have his day in court. For now, his humiliation in the dreaded Santa suit was a suitable appetizer in her quest for justice.
She touched the top of one of MaryAnn’s naughty gingerbread men, closed her eyes, and sent a silent prayer for one more miracle—only feeling slightly foolish. 
When she opened her eyes, two police officers marched into the store, heading straight for Merle. 
Was it wrong to wish for a family member to be arrested right in the middle of a holiday gathering? Mat didn’t know, but she couldn’t help the satisfaction within her as Merle’s face paled, his grin turning to a scowl.
“Merle Kincaide?” one of the officers said in a booming voice that everyone was sure to be able to hear, even with the loud music playing. “You’re under arrest.” 
“Very funny.” Merle looked past them, making eye contact with Mat. “You’re taking this practical joke too far, cousin.” 
One officer pulled Merle to his feet, while the other put handcuffs on him. 
“Let me go.” Merle struggled against the officers, but they didn’t budge. “This isn’t funny anymore. I didn’t do anything wrong. What do you think you’re doing?” 
“Arresting you for destroying my store,” Mat said, stepping out from the shadows. 
“You’re destroying the store,” Merle screamed. “And the family name. That bar is an abomination. Wait until Uncle James finds out what you’ve done.” 
The police officers dragged him toward the exit, but Merle wasn’t done yet, kicking an inflatable snowman.
“What just happened?” Mat’s father demanded. “I thought I heard Merle call my name, but I don’t see him. And someone said Santa just got arrested.”
“Dad,” Mat said, her voice heavy with emotion. “Merle was arrested for what he did to the store. It was Merle who’s been sabotaging me and the store. I caught him on video. I provided the evidence to the police, and they’ve finally acted on it.” 
“At the holiday party?” Her dad asked incredulously, looking at the chaos around them. 
“That part wasn’t in the plan, I’ll admit.” Mat was afraid her father would be angry, but instead, he let out a hearty laugh that echoed through the store.
“I can’t say I’m not entertained.” Her father’s bushy eyebrows pinched together. “Clearly, I seriously misjudged him.” 
“All of us did.” 
Mat waited for the rest of what he had to say, perhaps an apology for thinking a guy like Merle could run the company better than his own daughter. But her father said nothing of the sort.
Finally, he cleared his throat. “It’s time for my speech. Gotta address the troops.” 
Crestfallen, she ushered everyone to gather together as her father made his way to the microphone. She couldn’t believe how nonchalant he was being about the whole thing. Wasn’t he upset that his own nephew had been trying to ruin the family business?
Her father tapped the mic to make sure it was on. “Good evening, everyone. I hope you enjoyed tonight’s entertainment. I never thought I’d see the day when Santa would be hauled off by the cops.”
There was some uncomfortable laughter, and it seemed likely not everyone understood the arrest had been real. Given all of MaryAnn’s ornaments, Mat couldn’t blame them. It had been a strange night all around.
Her father pressed on. “This has been a pretty good year for Kincaide Books, meaning we get to keep all the stores open for another year. The flagship store is up twenty percent. I’m not surprised, though, since my daughter is running it. Under her stewardship, she’s not only met the bare minimum, but she keeps knocking it out of the park. Like the grand opening of the bar tonight.” He raised his glass in Mat’s direction. “It makes my next announcement so much easier. I know many of you have been wondering when I’d hang it all up. My wife has been wanting to travel more.” 
There was a pause, and Mat’s heart jumped into her throat. Was he finally going to acknowledge her hard work and name her as the successor to the company? Was her time to shine finally coming?
“I’m happy to announce that after the first quarter, I’ll be stepping down as CEO, and handing over the reins to my daughter, Mathilda Kincaide. Please everyone. Raise a glass to welcome the next generation. To Mathilda!”
“To Mathilda!” the crowd echoed. 
Mat stood frozen, unsure if she could even move her lips. But for the first time in her life, she didn’t really mind everyone calling her by her full name. 
“You did it!” MaryAnn tossed her arms around Mat, pulling her out of her trance. “I always knew you had it in you, kid.” 
Before she knew it, everyone was congratulating Mat. Everyone but Camdyn. Where was she?
There was a tap on Mat’s shoulder, followed by a sexy giggle. Without turning around, Mat knew it was the one person she wanted most. The one Mat had been searching for all her life, not just in the moment. 
“Look who’s the big shot now.” Camdyn pulled Mat into a tight embrace. “I knew you could do it.” 
“I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
“I don’t believe that.” 
Mat pulled away to stare into Camdyn’s eyes. “It’s true. I couldn’t have without you. Don’t ever think differently.” 
“We’re good together, aren’t we?” 
“We are.” Mat pulled Camdyn back into a hug. “Always.” 
“Did you get a load of Merle’s face when he realized he was really being arrested?” Camdyn laughed. 
“Priceless, but this, right now, is better.” 
“Getting the promotion?” Camdyn asked. 
“No. Getting you.” Mat moved closer. “Please tell me you’re wearing those lace stockings from the first day we met.”
“Only one way to find out.” Camdyn winked.
“I plan to. Is it too soon to leave?”
“It might be, but I’ll make it worth your while.”





CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
CAMDYN SLAMMED the phone down and raised her hands in victory. “Woo-hoo!” 
“Easy there. I know the store is doing well, but there’s no need to break things.” Mat wore a teasing smile. 
“I just sold the last ticket to the New Year’s Eve party.” Camdyn explained, still coping with the rush of adrenaline. “We’re going to have the best party in town, and everyone wants to be a part of it.” 
“It’s really sold out?” Mat’s eyes bulged. 
“Yes, although, that woman asked if we were going to have another Santa arrested. I still think half the town thinks it was some prank.” Camdyn couldn’t help but laugh. It might not have been nice to revel in someone else’s misfortune, but after all that Merle had put them through, Camdyn didn’t care.
“Hey, Mat?” From her usual perch at the bar, MaryAnn held up a martini glass in the air. ”You’re almost out of gin!”
Mat visibly ground her teeth. “How can a tiny woman drink that much? She’s going to be the death of me.” 
“At least she’s paying for the drinks,” Camdyn pointed out, “even though you were a big ol’ softie and said she’d never have to pay for one again.” 
“I thought we agreed to keep that whole softie things under wraps,” Mat said with a smirk. “Plus, it’s good for business. If MaryAnn keeps drinking like that, she’ll be the next Santa to get arrested.” 
Camdyn laughed at the thought of MaryAnn getting arrested for drunken antics. It was hard to imagine the always-cheery woman causing any real trouble, but with enough alcohol, anything was possible.
As she turned her head, Camdyn caught sight of Nina walking into the store, holding something shiny in her hands. Knowing Nina, things were about to get awkward. 
“There’s my queen!” Nina boosted her palms in the air, revealing a shiny tiara. “I read the new manuscript. It’s brilliant. And, I’m here to officially crown you as the Queen of Smut.”
Nina attempted to put the tiara on Camdyn’s head, but she quickly dodged, too embarrassed to wear the shiny accessory. 
“Nina, please. Not in front of everyone,” Camdyn begged, feeling her face flush with embarrassment. 
“Oh, come on. You deserve it. Your writing is amazing,” Nina insisted, still holding the tiara in one hand. 
“Excuse me.” A somewhat nerdy looking woman in chunky black glasses approached the register. “I’m looking for Camdyn Stone.”
“She has a new name, now: Queen of Smut.” Nina made a trumpet-like sound. 
Camdyn wanted to die. “I’m Camdyn. How can I help you?”
Hopefully this wasn’t one of the customers who wanted to watch Santa be hauled off in handcuffs. They might decide having Camdyn carted off in a straitjacket was a fine substitute. 
“I’m Jackie Ross, your editor.” The woman stuck out her hand.
“My… editor?” If Camdyn had thought the situation couldn’t become more humiliating, she was terribly wrong. “Oh, what an unexpected surprise. Please don’t mind my friend. She’s insane.” 
“On the contrary. I’m liking this idea.” Jackie motioned to the tiara. “Queen of Smut. It’s a good marketing ploy.” 
There had to be a but, right? Only Jackie looked completely serious. Maybe too serious. Now Camdyn was worried.
“Oh no. Did you come all this way to tell me the book is terrible?” Camdyn almost lost her footing, and Mat had to reach out to prop her up. 
“Are you kidding me?” Jackie’s eyes widened, her expression growing earnest. “I read it on the plane, and I had to stop by before heading to the slopes for a week of skiing with the family. The book is brilliant. You better get ready for your career to go to the next level. I’m foreseeing a lot of buzz. This has New York Times Best Seller written all over it.” 
“What’s this about?” Gram asked, appearing as if out of nowhere.
How did Gram manage to arrive in the store right at exactly the worst moment every single time? What happened to the holiday magic? Her grandmother still had no idea about her book deal, or even what her pen name was. This had disaster written all over it. 
“Gram, this is Jackie Ross.”
“I’m her editor,” Jackie added, filling in the detail Camdyn had been just as happy to leave out.
“An editor, you say?” Gram’s eyes lit up. “Isn’t that just wonderful news! I knew all those late nights with your nose in a book would pay off someday.” She beamed at Camdyn with pride, then turned to Jackie. “What’s the book about?” 
Camdyn’s throat went dry. If Jackie revealed the nature of the books Camdyn wrote, she would never hear the end of it from Gram. Camdyn could just imagine the horrified expression that would cross Gram’s face as she learned that her sweet granddaughter was the author of some of the smuttiest sapphic fiction on the market. 
“Your granddaughter is going to be the next big sensation,” Jackie assured Gram, leaving the rest blessedly vague. “Look, my Uber is waiting outside, and I promised my kids I wouldn’t be gone long. Get ready for greatness, Camdyn.” Jackie waved goodbye. 
“Greatness.” Gram rocked back on her heels like she was the one responsible. In a way, she was. Gram had taken Camdyn in when no one else wanted her. “I’ve always known you were great. I’m just glad others are seeing it.” 
That brought a tear to Camdyn’s eye. She hugged Gram tightly. Despite the fact that Gram was completely clueless about her book’s content, she was still the person who loved Camdyn unconditionally. 
“I’m just so happy, Gram,” Camdyn whispered. “I never thought this day would come.”
“Of course it was going to come, my dear. Can I know the title of your first book now?” 
“Sneaky.” Camdyn wagged a finger at Gram. But all at once, the embarrassment was gone.
“Come on,” Nina urged. “Don’t you think it’s time you told her?”
Camdyn thought for a moment. If Jackie was right and the book was going to be as big as she said, there would be no hiding it. Camdyn would be doing author talks and book tours. And no matter what Gram thought at first when she found out about the nature of Camdyn’s writing, her love for Camdyn would never falter. That much she was certain of.
“Lucky for you, I’m feeling pretty good in the moment. I’ll probably regret this, but here.” Camdyn reached for the book that Mat had been prominently displaying on the top of one of the tables, even though it wasn’t supposed to be there. 
“Will you just look at this.” Gram ran her hand over it like she was looking at the most precious thing she’d ever seen. “And you wrote this? I knew it. I knew you could do it. MaryAnn! Janine! Come quick.” 
Camdyn startled at the shouting, suddenly regretting her decision to show Gram the book. But it was too late now. As the other members of the Smut Club rushed toward them, Gram was already gushing about Camdyn’s writing talent. 
“Look at this cover, everyone. Isn’t it stunning?” Gram turned the book around for them to see. “This is my granddaughter’s first book. My Cammie wrote this!”
Camdyn’s face grew hot with embarrassment. She wasn’t ready for the whole world to know about her book just yet. But as Gram excitedly showed off the book to her friends, Camdyn couldn’t suppress a sense of pride bubbling up inside her. She had poured her heart and soul into this book, and to see her grandmother so proud of her made it all worthwhile.
As the members of the Smut Club gathered around, there was a sudden shift in the air. They were all staring at her with a newfound interest, and the curiosity emanating from them was unmistakable.
“Don’t keep us waiting,” MaryAnn said. “Read us a passage, Camdyn. We want to know what all the fuss is about.”
Camdyn gulped. She hadn’t prepared for this, and the thought of reading her erotic words aloud to her grandmother and her friends stripped away her confident veneer, revealing her vulnerable core. But she couldn’t back down now. Taking a deep breath, Camdyn opened the book to a random page and searched for something, anything, that wasn’t a sex scene.
Her eyes landed on a page near the end of the book, and she began to read:
“But when I woke up the next morning, everything had changed. The sun was shining brighter, the air smelled sweeter, and the world seemed to be filled with endless possibilities. As I got up and went about my day—”
“That’s not what I meant,” MaryAnn interjected, cutting Camdyn off mid-sentence. “We want to hear something steamy.”
“Yeah,” Nina joined in, her eyes sparkling with how much she was enjoying tormenting her best friend. “Give us the juicy stuff. Show us what you’re made of, Camdyn.” 
“Now ladies,” Mat broke in. “If you want to find out what happens, you’re just gonna have to buy the book and read it yourself.”
Camdyn could have hugged Mat in that moment. She always knew how to defuse tense situations in just the right way. But before she could thank her, MaryAnn spoke up again.
“If Camdyn won’t read it, then maybe the two of them can act it out for us.” MaryAnn’s words were met with a chorus of laughter from the rest of the Smut Club.
Eventually, Camdyn’s grandmother spoke up. “I recommend we read You Can Have My Heart for the next Smut Club. Do I have a second?” 
“I second that.” MaryAnn was quick to reply, her tone laced with amusement. “But only if you’re absolutely sure Camdyn won’t read it to us right now.”
“Sorry, MaryAnn,” Camdyn replied. “I’m sure.”
“In that case, I third the motion,” Janine chimed in. 
“I fully endorse this idea, and the drinks for that meeting of the Smut Club will be on the house.” Mat clarified. “For you three. Not the whole group. I’m running a business here, after all.” 
“What about Camdyn?” Gram turned to Cam. “You’ll speak at the club, right? You don’t have to read a passage if you don’t want to, but it would be great to have you share your thoughts on the book.”
The weight of her grandmother’s expectant gaze landed on Camdyn, and she knew there was no way she could say no. “I’ll be there, Gram,” she said with a sigh. “But no promises on the reading part.”
MaryAnn grinned wickedly. “We’ll get you to read eventually, Camdyn. Just you wait.” 
The worst thing was, MaryAnn was probably right. For a moment, Camdyn wondered if it would be possible to focus all of her energy at the ground like a rocket and blast herself right out of the building. 
But then her eyes landed on the tiara, which was still in Nina’s hands. Was it time to shed the old Camdyn? The one who was afraid to step out into the world as a best-selling author of erotic novels? The one who was too afraid to live the life she wrote about? The one who was so scared of being abandoned that she never risked her heart?
Maybe it was time to embrace a new and improved Camdyn, along with her alter ego, the one who wrote with passion and lived without fear. The woman who had found the love of her life in Mat. The one with a best-selling book already in print and a three-book deal in the works.
That was a lot to be proud of, and it was about time Camdyn owned it. She stood up and walked over to Nina, holding out her hand for the tiara. Nina handed it over, a wide smile on her face. Camdyn placed it on her head, giving in to the significance of what it represented settling in her chest.
“You know what? I’m in,” she said. “I am the goddamn Queen of Smut, and I’d love to talk about my book. I’ll even read a passage at the next meeting of the Smut Club. As long as there is wine. Plenty of wine.”
Her announcement was met with raucous cheers and applause. Camdyn basked in the moment, a sense of empowerment washing over her. She was taking control of her life and her passions.
“Are you sure you don’t mind?” Mat said quietly, pulling Camdyn aside. “If you feel uncomfortable, you don’t have to do this.”
Camdyn smiled up at her, grateful for her concern, but also experiencing an overwhelming desire to show Mat what she was capable of. “I’m sure,” she said. “I’m done hiding. I want to share my work with the world, and I want to live the life I’ve always dreamed of. With you by my side, I know I can do anything.”
“I’m so proud of you,” Mat said, her eyes shining with admiration. “You inspire me every day.”
“There’s just one thing. With two more books to write and all the press that comes with being a best-selling author, I’m not going to be able to work at the store anymore.” Camdyn bit her lip, a twinge of guilt creeping in. “I hope you understand.”
“Of course, I do,” Mat said. “In fact, it’s sort of a relief.”
“It is?”
Mat chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, I love having you at the store, but you were always meant for bigger things. You have a gift, Cam, and it’s about time you share it with the world.”
Warmth flooded Camdyn. “Thank you.”
“And besides, now that I’m not your boss and you’re not my employee, I can do this.” Standing in the middle of the store where everyone could see, Mat pulled Camdyn into a tight embrace and kissed her soundly on the lips.
The kiss was electric, causing Camdyn’s knees to weaken and her entire body to go limp with pleasure. Mat was her everything, the person who had given her the courage to pursue her passion.
Camdyn wrapped her arms around Mat, pulling her closer even as MaryAnn and the other members of the Smut Club whistled and hollered in approval. Mat’s lips were hot and hungry, and Camdyn couldn’t get enough of her sweet taste. It seemed like everything that had been holding her back before was finally falling away, leaving her free to embrace this new life with Mat by her side.
Camdyn was nearly blown over by the heat rising between them. “Let’s celebrate,” she whispered, her hands trailing up the buttons of Mat’s shirt. “I want to make love to you, right here, right now.”
“Here? In the middle of the store?” Mat let out a nervous laugh but the sparkle in her eyes said she was more than game.
“Not here here. I was thinking maybe the back room. Or your office.” Camdyn grinned a naughty grin as her meaning dawned on Mat’s face. “Do you know if we’ve gotten in a new roll of bubble wrap?”





EPILOGUE
ONE YEAR LATER…
“Merry Christmas,” Mat said, her tone brimming with joy as Darwin left the store for the night, hand in hand with Tess. It had been over a year and those two lovebirds were still going strong. Mat couldn’t be happier for them.
Or for herself.
The source of her happiness was readily apparent as Camdyn stood under the Christmas lights, her head bobbing to the Christmas music as the annual party wound down. The last few stragglers were leaving the party, but Mat’s eyes were glued to Camdyn. She still couldn’t believe that after all they had been through, Camdyn was with Mat.
Part of Mat wanted the evening to go on all night. But it was close to midnight, and Mat was dead on her feet. She ushered the last few people out of the shop and closed the door, turning the lock. She knew she should be making a beeline for bed, but tired as she was, there was no way she’d be able to sleep tonight. Not with what she knew was coming.
“So?” Camdyn came up behind Mat, running a hand down her arm with the slightest touch. “How do you think it went?”
“Better than expected.” Mat gnawed on her lower lip. “MaryAnn’s auction for her pornographic Christmas ornaments to benefit the local food pantry was a brilliant success.”
“Who would have thought a collection of erotic snowmen and naughty Santas could bring in so much money for charity?” Camdyn chuckled, her lips curving up in amusement.
Mat snorted. “Only in this town would something like that be considered a success.”
Camdyn leaned in, her lips brushing against Mat’s earlobe. “You know, the party’s over. You can bring your stress level from here—” Camdyn held a hand over her head “—to here.” She moved her hand to below her waist. 
“I know I should relax, but it seems to go against my nature. It’s hard to believe my first year as CEO is almost in the books and all of the stores are still standing.” Mat kissed Camdyn’s cheek. “It’s so much more work than I thought it’d be. I mean, I knew it’d be hard, but not this hard.”
Camdyn narrowed her gaze, looking over Mat’s shoulder to try and make eye contact, which Mat skillfully avoided.
“Oh, shoot. Is Janine still here?” Mat asked.
“She already left, but good job catching yourself on the swear word,” Camdyn teased. “Gage and Kate will appreciate it if you don’t turn their little ones into potty-mouthed sailors.”
“They’re the ones who chose me, of all people, to be the godmother to Isaiah and Miriam. They knew what they were getting into.”
“Mat,” Camdyn said with a sigh, “you need to learn to let go and relax sometimes. Let me help you with that.”
Camdyn’s hand wandered down Mat’s arm and onto her waist as she pulled her in for a deep, passionate kiss. Mat responded eagerly, her hands wandering down to Camdyn’s hips. She let out a contented sigh, temporarily at ease.
“Isn’t that better?” Camdyn asked. “Now, what did you need to find Janine about?”
“I wanted to tell her about the raise she was getting next year.”
“She’ll find out soon enough.” Camdyn faced Mat fully. Camdyn flashed a mischievous grin. “Time to head home and go to bed?” 
“Yes. No. I don’t know.” Mat hefted a futile shoulder, unable to make the simplest of decisions. Stress consumed her, but not for the reasons Camdyn probably thought.
Camdyn’s eyes narrowed. “You’re acting weird. Why?”
Gadsby jumped on the nearby table, headbutting Mat’s hand. “It’s nothing. I think all the stress is leaving my body, but not fast enough.” 
“No. It’s something else. I know you well enough to know something else is brewing. You’re not going to break up with me or something, are you? FYI: that’s the worst Christmas gift on the planet.” Camdyn laughed, clearly not serious, but doing her best to help Mat relax. 
Mat couldn’t bring herself speak. 
Camdyn took one small step backward. “I was joking, but is that it?” 
“No. It’s not. So far from the truth.” Mat pulled away, leaving Camdyn standing alone as Mat stumbled and almost fell over.
“Can you tell me what the truth is, so I can restart my heart? Unless you’re going to smash it to pieces.” A hint of panic came through in Camdyn’s voice. “Is there a box I can put it in to protect it?” 
“A b-box?” Mat stuttered, completely uncertain what was going on. She stood there like a deer in the headlights, frozen with fear.
Camdyn stepped closer, her hand out, reaching for Mat’s shoulder. “Talk to me, babe. Don’t shut me out.”
Mat shook her head. “I’m sorry. I’m just... I’m scared.”
“Scared of what?” Camdyn looked at her with pleading in her eyes. “Don’t do this, Mat. Not after everything.” 
Mat took Camdyn’s shaking hands. “It’s after midnight. It’s officially Christmas. I would never break up with you on Christmas.” She quickly added, “Or any other day, sweetie.” 
Camdyn’s shoulders melted at the pet name, but her eyes still shone with worry. “Mathilda Kincaide, out with it.”
Mat’s head snapped up at the use of her full given name.
“Good. Now that I have your attention. What on earth is going on with you?” 
Mat wrapped her arms around Camdyn’s shoulders. “You have nothing to worry about.”
Mat wasn’t sure if that was completely true. If she were in Camdyn’s shoes, given what Mat knew she was about to do, worry would be very appropriate. Worry over Mat’s track record in long term relationships, for example. Marriage, specifically. She’d struck out once before. Was she a fool to think she could do better a second time? 
“Telling me there’s nothing to worry about only makes me worry,” Camdyn insisted. 
“Right.” Mat laughed, but it got stuck in her throat. “Right, so umm… I had this whole thing planned for Christmas morning.”
“It is Christmas morning.” 
“Yeah. I meant, for when we were at home, opening gifts. I have one I want to give you, but I’m scared to, so… I don’t know what to do.”
“Is it something that’ll kill me?” Camdyn’s brow wrinkled. “Are we talking about a Venus fly trap big enough to eat a human?”
“What? No. Don’t let your imagination get the better of you.” 
“Writer.” Camdyn circled a finger in front of her face. 
“A New York Times bestselling author,” Mat corrected. 
“Stop sweet-talking me and do what you have to do to put me out of my misery.” 
“Right now? In the middle of the store?” 
“If you don’t, I’m going to scream bloody murder. Not exactly the image you want for the store. The last thing you need is the police bursting in on the holiday party two years in a row.” 
“True.” Mat reached into her trouser pocket. “I’ve been carrying this with me for days now, afraid I’ll lose it.” She pulled out a small rectangular box.
Camdyn gasped, putting her hands on her cheeks.
Mat panicked, certain Camdyn was horrified. “I knew it wasn’t the right gift. Let’s just pretend—” 
Camdyn snatched the box from Mat’s hand and wrenched the lid open, revealing a ring inside. It was a simple white gold band, with delicate etchings and tiny rubies that caught the light just so.
“Oh, Mat. It’s perfect.” Camdyn flicked her gaze upward, locking onto Mat’s dark brown eyes. “I love it, but...” 
But? Mat’s stomach did a swan dive over a cliff at this word. “No, I get it. I mean, why would you want to take a chance on someone with such a bad history of commitment failure.” 
“I mean, I might,” Camdyn said gently. “But you haven’t asked.” 
“Asked what?” Mat could barely breath. 
“Can you just clarify. Is this a ring, or is it, you know, a ring?” 
“What’s the difference?” Mat focused on the ring, like it offered the clue, before it finally clicked. “Oh!” Mat palm-slapped her forehead. “I have to ask you the question.” 
“A girl wants things done right.” 
“All girls?” 
Camdyn smiled sweetly. “This girl.” 
“You’re the only girl that matters.” Mat started to get down on one knee. 
“No, don’t.” Camdyn tugged on Mat’s arm. “I didn’t mean you had to do that.” 
“I want to do this right. You deserve to have every box checked.” Mat settled on one knee, looking up into Camdyn’s tear-streaked face. “I may not get everything right all the time, but I promise you this one thing. I will love you with all my heart every single second of every day.” 
Camdyn covered the bottom half of her face with her hands, her eyes shining with tears. Mat could hear her sniffles as she tried to hold back her emotions.
“Will you make me the happiest person to have ever walked this earth by marrying me?” 
Camdyn let out a small sob before throwing herself into Mat’s arms. “Yes. A million times yes.” Camdyn pulled Mat up with one yank. “I love you.” 
“May I?” Mat took Camdyn’s ring finger, sliding the ring on. “It’s perfect.” 
“You’re perfect.” Camdyn kissed Mat. 
“I’m far from it, but you make me want to be a better person every day.” Mat wrapped her arms around Camdyn, pulling her in for a deep embrace. Camdyn melted into Mat. Closing her eyes, she breathed in Camdyn’s scent. Mat reveled in Camdyn’s nearness, her strength, her love.
“For years I didn’t think I was worthy of love,” Mat confessed in a soft voice. “That’s why I wasn’t finding it. I didn’t know this entire time, I was looking for you.” 
“I found you when I came in here to this bookstore,” Camdyn said. 
“I’m the one who followed you around in the store,” Mat felt compelled to say. 
“Stop,” Camdyn commanded with a laugh. “Roll those words back. It makes you sound like you were a creeper.” 
“Creepy for you.” Mat laughed at the stupidity of her joke. 
“Should that go on our invitations?” Camdyn rolled her eyes at Mat’s antics, but the love in her eyes was clear.
“I think I’ll leave the wording to you, my dear.” Mat rested her forehead on Camdyn’s. “That’s why you’re the writer.”
“Oh my gosh!” Camdyn exclaimed. “Speaking of that, I have a present for you.”
“Here?” Mat couldn’t imagine what it would be, watching with interest as Camdyn raced to the back room. She returned a minute later with a thick envelope in her hands.
“It’s the proof copy for the next book,” Camdyn said, holding it out for Mat to take from her.
Mat slid the book out of the envelope, laughing when she saw the title on the cover.
“All Wrapped Up in You,” Mat read aloud.
“I know the illustration shows a package with a bow, but I think we both know what kind of wrap we’re really talking about, right?” Camdyn gave Mat the type of wink that made her heart race with anticipation.
Mat couldn’t help the way her cheeks flushed with heat as she leafed through the pages of the novel. “I have a feeling this one’s going to be a bestseller,” she said with a smirk, knowing full well that her own experiences with Camdyn had inspired many of the intimate scenes in the novel.
“You really think so?”
“I know so, and I can’t wait to read it,” Mat looked at Camdyn, a mix of love and desire in her eyes. “But right now, there’s something else I want to unwrap.” 
Camdyn’s eyes lit up at Mat’s suggestiveness. “You don’t have to tell me twice,” she whispered.
Mat leaned in and kissed her deeply, a rush of passion and arousal coursing through her body. “Good. In that case, can we go home now and really celebrate, my future wife?” 
“Absolutely,” Camdyn replied, her voice low and sultry. “I can’t wait to show you just how much I love you.”
“I love you too,” Mat said, and knew no matter how many times they said it, it would never be enough to truly convey the depth of their feelings for one another.
Mat had been so certain she was too damaged, too much of a screwup, to ever find love again. But meeting Camdyn had changed everything. The woman had swept into Mat’s life like a hurricane, tearing down her walls and showing her a world of passion and love that she never thought possible.
“As long as I live,” Mat promised as they made their way out of the shop through the back door, “I will always be all wrapped up in you.”
    
A HUGE THANK YOU
THANK you so much for reading All Wrapped Up in You.
When we first started talking about this story during Zoom writing sprints, we had no idea how much fun it’d be to work together.
The kernel of the story came when TB shared a memory about a terrible boss she’d had, who loved to scream at employees all the time. It turned out this person had shared some photos on social media of themself wrapped in bubble wrap… and nothing else. When the employees saw the pictures, you’d better believe morale improved greatly, even though the screaming continued. Side note: there’s nothing wrong with wearing bubble wrap. However, if you have disgruntled employees, double-check your privacy settings before posting racy photos online.
This bubble wrap memory instantly threw Adrian into a giggle fit. But it got our minds whirring, and we quickly turned the conversation to what would happen if two people got frisky with bubble wrap. Kinky or happy accident? What would that be like?
Snap, crackle, and pop…
Then there was a vibrator mishap TB experienced, which introduced the whole thread about Camdyn’s grandmother selling vibrators. We should back up here. TB didn’t have the same mishap that Camdyn experienced.
TB’s incident involved the device sitting on her nightstand when a building maintenance person arrived. He had to remove all the items from the surfaces in her bedroom for a ceiling construction project. As TB stood in the room, her face burst into flames when the man reached for the vibrator and then stopped like a deer in headlights as realization dawned.
(This also sent Adrian into a fit of giggles she still has yet to recover from.)
If we piqued your curiosity about the vibrators Gram was selling, we have fab news for you. Our friend Crystal, whom Gram is named after, sells them in her online store and she’s offering readers a discount. Click on this link and enter this code BUBBLEWRAP for a $5 discount.
So if you want the full experience, have at it!
If you’d like to stay in touch with TB and hear about all her mishaps, of which she has many, not solely involving vibrators (she has had at least 3 vibrator incidents just in the past 6 months, though), you can sign up for her newsletter right here. You’ll receive the novel A Woman Lost, the bonus chapters, and a sexy short story as a thank you.
To stay connected with Adrian and follow the insanity of her life as a minister, a parent, an author, and all-around weirdo, make sure to sign up for her newsletter and get "Energy Feed,” a spicy urban fantasy short story with a bisexual one-quarter vampire as a thank you! Sign up here.
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