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Chapter 1
 
 
 
Evelyn
Evelyn sat forward in her chair, staring at her laptop. Squinting, she closed her left eye and tried to concentrate on the screen. Still blurry. Closing her right eye and focusing with her left eye yielded the same result.
“I'm not wearing those bloody glasses,” she mumbled to herself.
“Can I ask why you're winking at your laptop?” Maggie asked as she walked into Evelyn's office, sitting herself ungracefully into the chair opposite her boss. “I hope you're not having video sex,” she added with a smirk.
“The chance would be a fine thing,” Evelyn answered, still trying her hardest to get her uncooperating eyes to focus on the number in front of her. “Anyway, I'm not sure what kind of video sex you're used to, but I can't say winking would really get the job done.”
“How should I know what you're into?”
Evelyn pushed back from her desk and rested her head on the back of her ergonomic chair. “When would I find the time to have video sex? I'm here all the time.”
Evelyn Crawford had been thrust into the CEO spot two months ago when her father, Richard Crawford, CEO and founder of Crawford Pet Supplies, announced he was off on a world tour with his new floozy, Lyla, and shouldn't be expected to return anytime soon.
“You don't have to be here all the time, Evie,” Maggie stated. It wasn't the first time Evelyn had heard those words from her assistant, and it wouldn't be the last. Truth be told, Evelyn did need to be there twenty-four-seven. Her father had buggered off at the busiest time of year, dumping Evelyn in the deep end.
Now Evelyn loved her dad dearly, but sometimes his laid-back attitude really clawed at her nerves. How he'd built a multi-million pound pet supply empire was anyone's guess. Evelyn always thought it had been her mother who was the real brains behind the operation.
Roslyn Crawford was a magnificent woman. The world was a much darker place without her. Especially for Evelyn, who had always been close to her mum. It was nearly three years since Roslyn passed away from cancer. Richard had grieved, Evelyn knew that, but she found it in poor taste that he seemed to replace her mum so easily. Lyla—the floozy—was half his age and clearly in it for the money.
Evelyn shook her head, dislodging Lyla and her dad from her mind. There wasn't enough space for them to take up residence, not when she had a company to run. With Christmas around the corner, there was a mountain of work to get done.
“There's a lot to get done, so lay off, Mags.” Maggie Peach was one of Evelyn's closest friends. As soon as Evelyn had taken up the mantle as CEO, she'd contacted Maggie and begged her to take the assistant position. Maggie had been a receptionist for five years in a small law firm and Evelyn knew she was ready for something different. Maggie jumped at the job offer, and as they say, the rest is history.
“Yes, there is a lot to do, but overworking yourself isn't going to get anything done faster. In fact, you'll do a terrible job and I know that's not what you want.”
“I'll finish by ten tonight, I promise. I need to complete some things for the Christmas line.” Evelyn was coming to hate the festive season. All it did was put her under more pressure.
As well as the work she had to wade through, Evelyn knew she had to keep the board happy. Her father hadn't consulted them at all about her appointment. Evelyn wasn't stupid. She knew there were a couple of board members that were pissed she'd got the job. Her job security would never be in question, not when her dad owned fifty-one per cent of the company, but that wouldn't stop the board causing problems for Evelyn if they so wanted.
Christmas for the company was their golden goose. Every pet owner in the UK went bonkers for cute sweaters, new toys, and treats. Crawford's had a stellar reputation for quality products at reasonable prices. Something that made them the number one place to shop.
This would be Evelyn's first Christmas in the big chair, and she didn't want it to be her last. Even though she hadn't asked for the job, she wasn't about to mess it up. Evelyn took pride in her family's hard work and the company they had built. Evelyn herself had started at the company straight out of university, officially. Unofficially, she'd been coming to the office since she could walk with her mum and dad.
So, as much as she was irritated at her dad, she wanted to make him proud. Her mum, too. “Okay, tonight it's ten. Tomorrow, you're clocking out with me and we're hitting the pub.”
“Mags, come on,” Evelyn whined.
“Nope, it's non-negotiable. Tomorrow is Friday, it's the law.”
Evelyn chuckled, “It is not the law, you idiot.”
“I'm pretty sure it is. Anyway, stop arguing. Tomorrow, you and me and a few pints or wine. Whatever, I'm not fussy. Oh, and one last thing,”—Maggie stood and made her way to the door—“put your bloody glasses on.”
As soon as Maggie was gone, Evelyn let her head thump to the desk. How was she going to get through the Christmas season in one piece? The trill of her phone echoed through her office. “I have to change that ringtone,” she grumbled. Without moving her head, Evelyn removed her phone from her blazer jacket and sighed.
“Hey, babe,” she said, trying as hard as possible to sound upbeat.
“Where are you?” Mindy huffed. These calls were becoming a frequent thing. Evelyn had told her girlfriend that the next few months were going to be tough and at the time Mindy had said she understood. Apparently not.
“I'm in the office, Min, you know that.”
“It's nearly nine o'clock. Are you coming home tonight at all?”
“Yes, of course. I'll be out of here by ten, at the latest.”
“Ten?” Mindy screeched. Evelyn pulled the phone away from her ear. Her head was still firmly planted on her desk.
“Yes, ten. I have a budget to approve and it can't wait.”
“Fine, but this needs to change, Ev. Seriously, when was the last time we had an evening to ourselves?”
“Last Saturday,” Evelyn answered.
“Oh, you mean the hour I got between you working on your laptop and your phone?” Evelyn hated fighting with Mindy, but what was she supposed to say? The company had to come first for a little while.
“Min, I swear, as soon as this god-awful season is over, I'm all yours. We'll take a trip, somewhere tropical. I just need you to support me, just for a bit longer.”
Silence filtered down the phone. Evelyn was far too tired for this, but she didn't want to lose her girlfriend. They'd been together eighteen months and mostly it was good. This was just a blip.
“I support you, Ev, I do. I just want a little more time with you. Is that so bad?” Evelyn's stomach dropped. Of course, it wasn't a bad thing. They should spend time together, but it just wasn't possible at this exact moment in time.
“Just a few more weeks, okay? That's all I ask.”
“Fine, I'll see you later.” Mindy didn't wait for Evelyn to reply before ending the call.
“Great,” she huffed to no one.
It was almost eleven thirty by the time Evelyn crawled in to bed. Mindy wasn't waiting for her. Hours later, Evelyn was jolted awake by a very drunk Mindy stumbling in the door. “Baby, you're home,” Mindy crowed far too loudly. Evelyn flipped over her phone, noting the time.
“Jesus, Min, it's half three. What the hell?”
“Oh, hush. I just went out with a few friends. It's not like I had anything else to do.” Evelyn was not about to get into it again with her drunk girlfriend.
“Can you just come to bed? I'm wiped and I still have a full day's work tomorrow. Sorry, scratch that in three hours.”
Mindy didn't seem to be paying attention, that, or she was ignoring Evelyn. Ten loud minutes later, Mindy finally crawled into bed and promptly started snoring. Evelyn lay on her back, staring at the ceiling. There was not a cat in hell's chance she was getting back to sleep now.
Turning her head, Evelyn studied Mindy. The light from the bathroom that Mindy had left on illuminated the room. Her short black hair was sticking out in all directions. Her lips were slightly swollen. Screwing her eyes shut, Evelyn tried not to think about the reason her girlfriend had swollen lips.
Not for the first time, Evelyn questioned their relationship. Mindy was eight years younger than her. They'd met in a bar and Evelyn had been swept away by Mindy's energy. They'd dated for a few weeks before making it official. A year later, Mindy moved into Evelyn's penthouse. Their lives were good. Not great. Evelyn struggled with Mindy's need to go out all the time, but they got by. Getting by wasn't the standard a relationship should be based on, but Evelyn hated being alone. At thirty-five, she thought she would be married, possibly with a dog of her own. Evelyn didn't want children, but a house full of pets would be perfect.
Finally, Mindy's snoring became so loud, Evelyn had to leave. Grabbing a quick shower, she made herself a coffee, grabbed a protein bar, dressed in her usual pantsuit, and called a car to take her back to the office. If she wasn't going to sleep, she might as well get some work done.
* * *
Coffee should be listed as an essential food group on medical websites or something in Evelyn's humble opinion. Without it, she would crumble into a useless heap within minutes of waking up. The thing is, though, Evelyn liked good coffee. The machine in the office kitchen produced black sludge. It was only just turning six a.m. though, so unless she wanted to leave the office and trek to the nearest coffee shop herself, Evelyn was stuck.
After forcing said sludge down her throat, Evelyn cracked her neck and readied herself to tackle that bloody Christmas decoration budget. It was fast becoming the bane of her life. As the hours slipped by, her mood grew dark. All this extra work for one goddamn holiday. Why did they need to spend all this money? New decorations for each store? No way. Evelyn put a strike through that. Real trees? Nope, plastic would do fine. And, who the hell thought to ask for an extra five hundred pounds for staff Christmas parties?
The board was going to pitch a fit if she signed off on any of that. On the other hand, though, if she looked to be cutting back on the company's most important quarter, the board would also find fault. The working day hadn't even officially begun yet, but it already felt like she'd done a full day's grind.
“What time did you get here?” Maggie asked, standing in Evelyn's doorway holding two cups of take-away coffee.
“Around four.” Evelyn didn't need to look up to see Maggie shaking her head in disapproval.
“I'm sure Mindy was thrilled with that.”
“Mindy rolled in at half three and woke the whole building up with her snoring.”
“She went out until that time? On a Thursday?”
“Yep.” Evelyn didn't want to have this conversation, not again.
“And you're okay with that?”
Throwing her glasses—that she had reluctantly put on this morning—onto her desk, Evelyn massaged her temples. How she wished she had a bottle of Baileys in her desk drawer. Today was definitely an Irish Coffee kind of day.
“I'm not her mother. She's her own woman. It's not for me to tell her what she can and can't do, Mags.”
“I get that, but come on, Evie. What's this, the fourth night in a row she's been out.”
It was the fourth night in a row, but Evelyn didn't have the right to moan. Not when she'd been burning the midnight oil for the past two months. It was hardly fair to ask Mindy to wait around the penthouse all night for her. “Mindy likes to party. It's just who she is.”
Maggie scoffed. “Whatever, Evie, but you don't fool me.” What did she mean by that?
“Maggie, can we leave it, please?” Evelyn looked at her best friend, her eyes pleading for her to let it go.
“Fine.” Sliding a coffee over to Evelyn, Maggie waltzed to the door. That woman really liked to make an entrance—and exit. “Don't think I have forgotten about tonight. It's you and me, and a slew of alcoholic drinks.”
There was no way Evelyn was going to piss off Maggie anymore, so she nodded and gave a tight smile. Getting blasted wasn't the best idea, but hell, if she had to choose between a raging hangover or Maggie's ire, she'd choose the former every time.
Five o'clock rolled around and Evelyn felt as if she'd been run over by a truck. Her body was tired, her mind was tired, and now she had to go to a pub and pretend to enjoy herself. Evelyn hadn't always been like this. In fact, she was often the life and soul of the party. That's why Mindy had been so attractive to her. They shared an enjoyment of socialising, dancing, and drinking. Obviously, things had changed rapidly for Evelyn when she became the boss. Now, all she wanted to do after work was don her fuzzy slipper socks and fleece hoody, grab a glass of wine, and watch mind-numbing TV.
“Let's go, missy.” Maggie swept in, closing Evelyn's laptop. After being swivelled around by her overzealous friend, she found herself being yanked out of her chair. “Coat on.”
Laughing at how ridiculous Maggie was behaving, Evelyn did as she was told. “You're buying,” she commented, walking out of her office and towards the elevator.
“Not likely. You're loaded,” Maggie shouted after her.
The office was almost empty. Richard Crawford had implemented an early finish time of four p.m. for all HQ employees every Friday nearly ten years ago. The board—which was full of old white guys—had been super pissed, but Richard stuck to his guns and proved the board wrong. In the first year of the initiative, productivity had shot through the roof. Evelyn wasn't going to mess with that. The more productive the office, the less ammo the snooty board members had to use against her.
Fifteen minutes later, the duo swung open the door to Penny's Pub and Grill. The smell of fruity cocktails slapped them in the tastebuds. Penny Porter, owner of said pub and grill, was a genius mixologist. The pub still sold beer and bags of Scampi Fries, but it was famous for the cocktail menu. It was also a lesbian bar, which, let's be honest, meant it should be put on an endangered species list.
“Evelyn? Jesus, you're alive,” Penny boomed from across the room. The music wasn't that loud, certainly not at the level where Penny needed to shout.
Evelyn gave a wave. She hated that every eye in the place was on her now. “Hey, Pen, good to see you too,” she replied when they reached the bar. Penny was already mixing something up for the two women. There wasn't a single time that Evelyn had ordered a specific drink. Penny knew what her customers wanted before they did.
“Feels like a Sidecar kind of day to me,” Penny said, sliding the drinks toward Evelyn and Maggie. “So, Evie, what's kept you away for so long?”
“Work.” Evelyn was too busy guzzling her drink to elaborate. Penny nodded and moved to serve a couple of women further down the bar.
“So,” Maggie began. “I should say sorry for this morning. Talking about Mindy like that.”
“Should?”
“Okay, I want to. It's none of my business. But–”
“Apologies with a 'but' in them aren't really apologies, Maggie.”
“You're right. I was just going to say that I want you to be happy, that's all. I know things are hard at work right now. I just don't want you settling for someone because it's easier than being alone.”
Oof, that was a sucker punch to Evelyn's heart. “I'm not settling,” she argued, albeit weakly.
“Really?” Maggie's soft, understanding voice almost unravelled her.
Throwing the rest of her drink down her throat, Evelyn sighed. She'd never kept things from Maggie, and she wasn't going to start now. “I think Mindy cheated on me last night.” The more Evelyn thought about last night, the more obvious it became. Mindy's lips were swollen, the kind of swollen that only happened after a hot make-out session.
“Why do you think that?”
“When she came to bed last night, I could see her lips were red and swollen. Like she'd been kissing.”
“Did you ask her?”
“Nope, she passed out and imitated a freight train. I haven't heard from her today either.”
“That little hussy!” Maggie frowned, slamming her hand on the bar.
“Calm down,” Evelyn laughed.
“Calm down? Seriously?”
“Mags, I don't know for sure.”
“Um…” Evelyn watched Maggie's face pale, and her eyes grow wide. Turning to follow Maggie's gaze—which was lasered on something over Evelyn's shoulder—Evelyn watched as her girlfriend leaned in and kissed a very busty redhead. Mindy's hand was caressing the woman's hip, while the other grabbed her arse.
“Well, at least I know now,” Evelyn muttered.
“I'll kill her,” Maggie hissed. Evelyn reached out to stop Maggie from marching over to Mindy, but she was too late. “Oi,” Maggie shouted.
Well, so much for a night out. They'd be spending it in the local police station if Evelyn didn't get Maggie out of there. Disregarding the mortified face plastered on Mindy, Evelyn grabbed Maggie by the arm and dragged her out of the pub.
“She's not worth it, Mags.” Sure, Evelyn was pissed, but she wasn't exactly devastated.
“Evie!” Maggie protested, straining to turn back.
“No, Maggie. Enough, come on, I want to go to Bargain Booze, grab a bottle or two of wine and drown my sorrows. It's my prerogative and, as my best friend, you have to support that.”
“Fine, but I'm cutting all her thongs in half,” Maggie stated.
“Deal,” Evelyn laughed.
Okay, so Evelyn's love life had just gone up in flames, but at least she had a great friend to fall back on. Oh, and a couple of bottles of vino. Life could be worse. Right?



Chapter 2
 
 
 
Alyssa
Alyssa had to stop running her hand through her hair. The more she did it, the bigger her mane got. Unfortunately, it was her way of coping with stress, and, boy, was she feeling stressed.
Deciding to close her dog rescue sanctuary Four Paws, over the Christmas period, starting the first of November was causing her all sorts of bother. Mainly from irritated parents who wanted to get their kid a puppy from Santa.
That was the reason Alyssa decided to shut the sanctuary in the first place. Alyssa was sick and tired of these poor dogs being carted back to the centre because the shine of owning a cute dog had worn off as soon as the calendar flipped over to January. Even though Alyssa and her team did the best they could to warn prospective adopters that dogs were a lifelong commitment and that they needed love and time, it still didn't stop the poor buggers being returned.
Everything came to a head eleven months ago. January had just started and, sure as eggs are eggs, in waltzed a man who had adopted a beautiful Collie mix called Benson. Alyssa had personally seen to the adoption—which had happened just before Christmas. The process was long and detailed, with Alyssa reiterating several times about Benson's needs. The time and monetary considerations the family would have to give. How he and his wife would need to make sure their son understood Benson was still a young dog and therefore needed a careful hand. The training it would require for Benson to become a well-rounded pooch. The guy—Harry—had reassured her repeatedly that they were ready and that their son was more than capable of handling a new puppy. So, Alyssa had allowed him to take Benson home after a house check had been completed. Imagine her shock and anger when Harry came back with Benson a few weeks later, stating that his son couldn't handle the pup. That they didn't have the time to get the dog into behavioural classes.
Alyssa had seen red. It was the straw that broke the camel's back. Out of fifteen dogs adopted during the run up to Christmas, two-thirds had been returned. That's when Alyssa knew she had to do something drastic. If she couldn't talk sense into people, couldn't get them to see the damage they caused to the animal when they so carelessly returned them, then she'd simply take the option away all together.
For weeks after her blow up, Alyssa brainstormed ideas. Even though she planned to keep the sanctuary closed, she still needed to give the dogs daily stimulation, preferably the kind that involved socialising with people. That's when Lil, her co-manager and friend, had come up with a brilliant idea. Her dad was chummy with the CEO of Crawford Pet Supplies, Richard Crawford. Lil suggested contacting him to see if they could arrange some sort of partnership over the Christmas period. What that partnership would look like was a mystery, but at least it was a step in the right direction.
The phone call with Richard Crawford had not gone how Alyssa thought it would at all. Richard was friendly, down-to-earth, and a really nice guy. Not that Alyssa thought he wouldn't be any of those things, but when she imagined the CEO of a multi-million pound empire, she automatically thought of an uptight powerhouse that wouldn't give her the time of day.
On the contrary, though, Richard had been so enthusiastic about working with the sanctuary, he made Alyssa laugh. He was like a school kid hopped up on sugar at the idea of it. It was Richard that suggested the dogs be partnered up with workers in the company's HQ building in London. In fact, Richard threw himself into the organisation of it, leaving Alyssa very little to do.
Now here she sat on the eve of November the first, arguing with another irate person who couldn't understand why she wouldn't let them come to the sanctuary and pick out a dog. Even though Alyssa had put up posters and social media blasts warning the public that the Four Paws Dog Sanctuary would be closed for two months, it still didn't stop her from getting daily emails and calls.
Instead of arguing, Alyssa should have been going over the schedule for the morning. The team had to transport all twenty-six dogs to Crawford's by eight a.m.
“As I said, Ms Brown, the sanctuary is closed until the beginning of January.” How many bloody times did the woman need to hear it?
“It's just ridiculous. My grandson is expecting a dog on Christmas Day! What will I tell him when he's crying because Santa didn't bring him what he wanted?”
As if that was any business of Alyssa's. “I'm sure you'll figure it out. Now, if you don't mind, I do have to go. Take care, Ms Brown, and Merry Christmas.” Alyssa slumped in her chair, dropping the phone back in its cradle.
“How many times have you run your hand through your hair, Al? It's bloody massive!” Lil laughed, sitting on the edge of Alyssa's desk.
“How big are we talking?” Alyssa mumbled.
“Big, big. Here, tie it up. You can't go outside looking like you've just been freshly…”
“Freshly what?”
“Well, you look like you have sex hair.”
“Ha, I wish. No, this is my freshly stressed hair. Nothing amorous about it at all.”
“Either way, you need to tame the beast. You'll scare the dogs,” Lil grinned. Alyssa took the offered hair tie and wrangled her mane into something more manageable. Maybe she should finally get it chopped off. Could she get away with a pixie cut?
“Did you brief everyone about tomorrow?” Alyssa studied the list of jobs she needed to complete before they set off tomorrow morning.
“All briefed and ready. Don't worry, Al. We're only sticking the dogs in a van for twenty minutes.”
“It's not the van that's making me anxious. It's the bit after. We must make sure all the employees that are signed on to take a dog know what's expected of them.”
“Richard assures me everything and everyone at Crawford's are well aware of their duties. Alyssa, just relax. It's all going to be great.”
Alyssa nodded, calming herself down. Lil was right, everything was in hand. Richard had made everything so easy and for once, Alyssa could go into the festive period happy that all her dogs would have a good time. “Alright, I'm chill. Let's wrap up and get out of here. We have an early start.”
“That we do, my friend. Sure you don't want to nip to the pub for a quick pint before calling it a night?”
“Nah, Hannah's staying over tonight.” Hannah was a friend that occasionally shared Alyssa's bed. They had good chemistry, but Alyssa couldn't see herself committing to Hannah, or anyone else, for that matter. Not anytime soon, at least. Four Paws took up all of her time and unless the woman or man she got with could fully embrace that, then there just wasn't much point. Sex with no strings was much easier.
“You need to move on from that girl, Al,” Lil huffed. “She's completely besotted and you are playing with fire, leading her on.”
“Hey, I'm not leading anyone on. Hannah has always known it's a bit of fun.”
Lil shook her head. “Not anymore she doesn't, and her 'sleep overs' are becoming more frequent. You've been so busy here you haven't noticed.”
“Noticed what?”
“That Hannah is getting comfortable. This is more than a friend with benefits to her, Al. Just saying.”
Alyssa rolled her eyes. Lil always liked to make a mountain out of a molehill where her love life was concerned. Lil Barnes was a one man kind of lady, which Alyssa fully respected. Lil wanted to find “the one” and settle down, which was great. What was not so great was that Lil couldn't or refused to understand why Alyssa didn't want the same thing.
“Stop fretting. It's fine.” Alyssa closed her laptop and stowed it away in her messenger bag. “Let's go.” With all the dogs settled for the night, Alyssa and Lil bid Gary the night worker adieu. The carpark was empty save Lil's little hatchback and Alyssa's push bike.
“See you in the morning,” Lil sang climbing into her car. Alyssa wasted no time slinging her leg over her bike and pushing off. The commute home would take her roughly three minutes. The air was frigid as she cycled down the lane. It was times like this Alyssa was glad she'd bought a small plot of land near the sanctuary.
The light in her mobile home was already on and there was a car parked out front. Lil's voice echoed through Alyssa's head as she pulled up, resting her bike against the side door. Was Hannah getting a little too comfortable? Sure, she'd been around a little more than usual lately and yeah, she kept a few items of clothing in the wardrobe. Goddamn it! Lil was totally right. How had Alyssa not seen it? Oh, that's right because as usual she'd been focussing all her efforts on the sanctuary.
The smell of roast chicken assaulted Alyssa's senses as soon as she stepped inside. Her mobile home wasn't exactly palatial, so it took little for the entire space to absorb smells from the kitchen. “Hey,” she called, dumping her bag on the sofa. The style of mobile home Alyssa had chosen was an open plan unit. She watched Hannah pull out the chicken from the oven and set it down.
“Hi, glad you're home,” Hannah called. An uneasy feeling was swimming around Alyssa's stomach. The more she thought about it and the more she observed, the clearer it became. Hannah was acting like her girlfriend.
“I thought I was going to call you later?” Alyssa said, scratching the back of her head. This was so uncomfortable.
“Well, I was coming over anyway, right? Thought a nice cooked meal would be welcomed.”
“Yeah, yeah, sure. Um, I'm just super tired. Had a really long day and tomorrow is going to be crazy.”
Alyssa could see the disappointment wash over Hannah's face. “Oh, of course, I'm sorry. I should have called and let you know I was planning to come over early. My bad. I'll just grab my stuff.” Hannah made her way towards the front door, where her coat and handbag were stowed.
Feeling like an arse, Alyssa bolted over and took Hannah's hand in hers. It was out of order to behave like that to her friend. They might sleep together now and then, but Hannah was and would always be her mate, not just some random hook-up. “Sorry, Han, sorry. Don't go, the chicken smells awesome.”
Hannah hesitated for a few seconds. “Are you sure?”
“Yes, completely. Although…” Alyssa trailed off. No, she didn't want Hannah to feel bad, but they had to clear a few things up. Obviously, they weren't on the same page anymore.
“Although?” Hannah parroted.
“I think we need to talk, Hannah. About us.” The glint of hope in Hannah's eyes made Alyssa want to slap herself. Surely she could've found a better way to have phrased that sentence. One that didn't give Hannah false hope. “Come on, sit down for a minute.”
They made the two-step journey to the settee. Alyssa took a breath. It had been a while since she'd had to let someone down. The last person was Paul. Alyssa had only been out with him a handful of times before she realised he was way more invested than she was. “Hannah,” she began, not sure how to continue.
“I want you to be my girlfriend, Al,” Hannah blurted. Oh God.
“Hannah, are you still planning on moving to Scotland?”
“Well, yeah, but that's a long-term plan. I'm not going anywhere for a while.”
“See, that's the thing. My long-term plan is to stay right here and run the sanctuary.”
“I know, but that's something we can talk about in the future, right?”
“There's nothing to talk about, Han. The sanctuary is my life's work. I love it. It's my passion. There's no scenario I can see where I would pack it up, even to relocate. This is my home, and I don't want to move.”
“But—”
“Hannah, there's a reason I don't commit. You know that. I thought we were on the same page.”
“I can't help developing feelings, Alyssa.”
“And I can't fake what I don't feel.” Oops, that was a bit too blunt. Alyssa could see the tears building in Hannah's eyes. “Shit, I didn't mean it like that. You are one of my closest friends. I love you, but not in the way you want or deserve.”
“You won't even try?” Hannah let out a sob as the first tear slipped down her cheek.
“It would be cruel of me to do that to you, Han. Knowing that we wouldn't work but still leading you on.” Alyssa shook her head. “I won't hurt you that way.”
“I'm hurting now,” Hannah hiccuped.
“And I hate it. I'm so angry with myself for not noticing you were feeling more than me, but don't you see? That's how it is with me. Unless you are the sanctuary, I'm not going to notice. You don't want someone like me to be your girlfriend, Hannah. You want someone who treats you like the Queen you are. Someone who only wants your attention and who wants to give you all of theirs.”
Hannah brushed the tears away and took a long, deep breath. “I'm sorry, Al, you're right. I knew you didn't want more. I should have told you earlier, or just stopped sleeping with you. This is on me.”
“No way, it's not on you. I don't want to lose you, Hannah. Our friendship means the world to me. You know that, right?”
“I know, I think… I think I might just need a little time away, though.”
“Whatever you need. I'm a phone call away, okay?”
“Okay.” Hannah gave Alyssa a tight smile. “I'm gonna go home now,” she said, heading to the door. Alyssa helped her with her coat and gave her a brief hug. When the door closed and Alyssa was alone, she knocked her head against the wall several times in frustration. What a mess!
* * *
“Morning everyone,” Lil called, trying to quiet the rabble. “Oi, shut it,” she shouted after losing patience. “Now, you all have your assigned dogs ready?” There was a collective murmur. “Is that a yes or no, people?” Alyssa laughed to herself as the team suddenly became a lot more animated. Lil was excellent at coordinating. Her take no shit attitude meant she got things done.
“It's only a short drive to the Crawford building, but the dogs are going to be excited. You need to be vigilant. Even the calmest of the lot might be a little hard to handle. Once the van is parked, we will take them out to the grassy area around the side of the building. Richard has had it fenced off, so I think it's a good idea to let them loose for ten minutes.” The team didn't wait to respond this time with an enthusiastic response.
“Okay, people, let's get this show on the road!” Alyssa shouted. Following the rest of the team to the kennels, Alyssa found her allotted dog. Like a well-oiled machine, each team member slipped on their dog's harness and collar and filed out to the van. The cacophony of noise was overwhelming as the dogs got more and more excited. It was unusual for them all to go out of their kennels at the same time, but Alyssa had organised it so that any nervous dogs made it to the van first. Once the pack was settled and securely locked in their travel boxes, Alyssa jumped behind the wheel.
“Ready, Al?” Lil asked from the passenger seat.
“Let's do it!”
The drive to Crawford's was loud. Even with the radio blaring out songs, it was hard to hear what Lil was saying. The rest of the team were following behind in a convoy of personal vehicles.
As they'd discussed, the team unloaded their dogs upon arrival and walked them around to the grassy, fenced off area at the side of the building. With fifteen minutes of excited barking and playing, the pups finally calmed. “Lil, can you fetch Joy?”
“On it.”
Joy Hubbard was the woman who was supposed to help get everything organised. Richard had left the job to Joy due to his absence, something that Alyssa wished he'd mentioned before skipping out of the country. After all, it was him who set all this up and now he was off somewhere on holiday, leaving Alyssa and someone she'd never spoken to before to get everything set up.
Lil returned with a woman Alyssa presumed was Joy. In her late fifties, Joy radiated warmth, her eyes lighting up when she spotted the dogs. “Oh my goodness, look at them,” she cooed. Alyssa smiled. Joy was going to be just fine to work with.
“Is everyone ready?”
“Oh yes, I've never seen so many happy people,” Joy laughed.
“That's what I like to hear.” Alyssa signalled for her team to follow. In a single line, they walked into Crawford's HQ Tower. Twenty-five people stood lined up, ready to get their dog. “Hello, everyone,” Alyssa shouted over woofs and chatter. Several people replied, but most of them were too enamoured with the four-legged friends to pay attention to her. For once, she was more than happy to be ignored.
“To your stations,” Lil called, laughing. Each team member hustled over to their respective 'buddy' and began introducing their dogs.
Alyssa couldn't hide the smile that blossomed on her face. Today was going to be a good day.



Chapter 3
 
 
 
Evelyn
Today was not going to be a good day. Nope, not at all. Not only did Evelyn have a board meeting to get through, she also had two disciplinary hearings and a budget meeting that was sure to get heated once she informed the relevant managers they would not be getting all the money they'd applied for.
The flip calendar on Evelyn's desk tormented her. November the first was the official start of Crawford's Christmas season. Ugh. Worst of all, every member of the HQ tower would decorate their offices with gaudy tinsel and plastic ornaments. Even worse than that, Evelyn would be expected to decorate and join in the festive cheer with the rest of her colleagues.
“Morning, sunshine,” Maggie sang. “How are you this fine day?”
“Well, you're chipper,” Evelyn mumbled, her face buried in her hands.
“You know, Evie, every time I come in here, you're looking more and more distressed.”
“That's because the longer I sit here, the worse my day gets!”
“What's happened now?”
Evelyn sighed. Nothing had happened, well nothing out of the ordinary. As per usual, she'd turned up at the office before the sun was awake. Her in-box was overflowing and no matter how many of those little bastards she replied to, ten more took their place. It was a never-ending cycle of electronic torture.
“Nothing, ignore me. It's just been a day.”
“Evelyn, it's nine in the morning. The day hasn't even begun. What time did you get here?” Maggie's tone oozed exasperation.
“A little after three-thirty. I couldn't sleep, and honestly, I didn't want to chance Mindy showing up, piss drunk again.” For the past three weeks since Evelyn had caught Mindy red-handed, she'd had to deal with Mindy rocking up to her door in the early hours of the morning drunk as a skunk begging for forgiveness.
“Dear Lord. Did you call the hunky security man?”
“Yes, and his name is Harvy.”
“Oh, hunky Harvy, that just rolls right off the tongue, doesn't it?”
“Do you need to take a cold shower, Mags.” Evelyn laughed at Maggie, who was fanning herself, clearly worked up. “You should just ask him out. He's single, you know.”
“How the hell do you know that?”
“I talk to him, you moose! Something you should try.” Evelyn had watched Maggie swoon over Harvy for over a year now. Maggie, a woman whose confidence melted into a puddle whenever she came within ten feet of the man. It was laughable and a little cute.
“I'll make you a deal.” Maggie smiled, raising her eyebrow. “You make it out of the office by seven every night for a week and I'll talk to Hunky Harvy.”
“How does that in any way benefit me?” Evelyn laughed.
“Trust me, it will do you the world of good to remember there is a world outside these four walls.” Evelyn scoffed. “Don't scoff at me, lady. You know I'm right. Evie, honey, you shouldn't be looking this stressed, not at your age. Plus, you're starting to get a bit of a reputation with the staff.”
Evelyn snapped her eyes to Maggie. “What do you mean? What kind of reputation?”
“The Ice Queen kind. Evelyn, you hardly talk to anyone. Your face is permanently scowling and you keep such unreasonable hours. It's making everyone feel on edge, like they shouldn't be going home at five o'clock.”
Evelyn sat back in her chair and swung it around so she was facing the floor-to-ceiling window at the back of her. Tears suddenly sprung to her eyes. She didn't want Maggie to see how affected she was by what her friend had just said. The last thing Evelyn wanted was to be seen as some sort of tyrant.
Yes, she was stressed, but that had nothing to do with her colleagues. They all worked hard. The proof was in the numbers. Crawford's was a raging success. It was on Evelyn to make sure nothing changed. That's why she'd been killing herself lately, because she didn't want to let anyone down. But she was letting people down, anyway.
Her father would have never made anyone feel on edge. Richard Crawford was the epitome of a perfect boss. It was heartbreaking that Evelyn was failing so badly.
“Hey, hey, hey. What's all this?” Maggie rounded the desk and knelt in front of Evelyn.
“I'm trying so hard, Mags, and I'm still letting people down.”
“Sweetie, you're not letting them down. You're hurting yourself, that's for sure. People don't need you to be perfect, Evie. You know how to run this company with your eyes closed. You don't have to burn yourself out to do it.”
“But I do, Mags. Dad left me in charge. Crawford Pet Supplies is a successful business thanks to him and now he's gone and I have to make sure it stays that way. Half the board members want me gone, so I can't put a foot wrong. I can't…” Evelyn's sentence was cut off as she sobbed. Weeks of pent-up anxiety, stress and frustration broke free. Maggie pulled Evelyn into a hug, rocking her back and forth.
“Evelyn, honey, you have to slow down. You are doing a fantastic job. Everyone who works here supports you. Fuck the board. Your dad wouldn't have left if he thought you couldn't handle it.”
Evelyn let herself cry for a few more minutes. Wiping her eyes and clearing her throat, she sat up straight. This wasn't the time to be breaking down. There was too much to do. “I'm fine, Maggie, sorry about that.”
“Don't say sorry. You clearly needed it.” Maggie sat back on her heels, looking at Evelyn with concern.
“Seriously, Maggie, I'm good. I need to get back to it. I'll take onboard what you said about the staff. I don't want them to be on edge.”
Maggie didn't look convinced, but she rose to her feet and headed to the door, anyway. Maggie had known Evelyn long enough to discern there was no point in pushing the conversation further.
Evelyn blew out a breath, retrieved her compact mirror from her top drawer and surveyed the damage. Drunk Panda was a good look, right? After wiping away the smeared mascara from under her eyes, Evelyn got back to work. She didn't have time for breakdowns.
The morning passed like any other. Emails, phone calls, more emails. The dreaded board meeting, which turned out not to be as horrific as Evelyn first thought. By the time lunch rolled around, Evelyn was ready for a shot of whiskey and a massage. A Caesar salad would have to suffice though. The budget meeting weighed heavily on her mind as she summoned the energy to get lunch. Maggie was right, she needed to break out of her office, even if it was just for half an hour.
Shutting down her laptop and grabbing her jacket, Evelyn slipped out of her chair and began towards her office door. Her journey was cut short though when she nearly tripped over… Why the hell was there a dog sitting in the middle of her office?
Minutes passed as Evelyn stood frozen to the floor in some kind of weird stare off with the little black and white dog. Blinking rapidly, Evelyn rubbed her eyes. “Oh, Jesus. I have got a brain tumour! I knew I didn't need glasses,” she mumbled to herself.
Pulling herself from the dog's gaze, Evelyn crept around the animal, who didn't move a muscle. As soon as she reached her door, she called for Maggie. Evelyn watched the dog whilst she waited. And waited. Where the hell is everyone? The staff probably had the same idea as Evelyn and were out enjoying lunch. What was she supposed to do? She needed confirmation that she was definitely hallucinating before she really started to panic and called for the family physician.
With no hope of finding Maggie, or anyone else for that matter, Evelyn slid the door shut, pivoting on her heel. It was still there, just sitting in the middle of her floor, looking serenely at her desk. Walking back to where she first clapped eyes on the little beast, Evelyn stood with her hands on her hips. “So who are you then, and why are you here?” The dog—or hallucination—didn't answer with any kind of recognition apart from a blank stare. “You're a Cocker Spaniel, I think,” Evelyn continued. “Why would I hallucinate a bloody Cocker Spaniel?”
Of all the things Evelyn's fatigued and overworked brain could conjure, why a dog? “This is stupid,” she grumbled, fetching her phone from her purse. “You better bloody pick up, Maggie.” Evelyn really needed to stop talking to herself. Three rings and Maggie's cheerful voice rang through the office.
“Evie, you alright, chuck?”
“I'm dying,” Evelyn whined dramatically.
“Are you really?”
“Maybe, probably.”
“How about you tell me what's going on and then we'll have a discussion about calling up friends and declaring you are dying, and the effects that can have on a person!”
“I'm being serious, Mags—”
“As am I.”
“Look, I think I'm hallucinating. I'm going to send you a picture and you tell me what you see, okay?”
“Alright, I'll bite. Why do you think you are hallucinating?”
“Just look at the damn picture,” Evelyn snapped. Bringing up her camera app, Evelyn took several photos of the little dog. “Did you get the pictures?”
After a few beeps and some curse words, Maggie finally replied. “Why do you have a dog in your office, Evelyn?”
“You can see it?”
“Yes, it's a black and white… Cocker Spaniel, I think.”
“Oh, thank God,” Evelyn sighed. Dropping her head to her chest, Evelyn started to laugh. Maybe she was going a little bonkers after all.
“I'm coming back to the office. Do you want anything?”
“A Caesar salad and some Valium.”
“Okay, on the salad. No on the pills. See you soon.”
Okay, great, Evelyn more than likely did not have a brain tumour. But that led to the oh-so-important question: Why is there a dog in her office? Hell, why is there a dog in the building?
Sitting back at her desk, Evelyn and the unnamed pooch continued to stare at each other. Their stalemate was broken when the dog stood up and wandered over to the window. Evelyn waited for his next move, but nothing happened. The dog parked his bum on the floor and sat looking out over London.
Try as she might, Evelyn couldn't ignore the creature. What the hell was he looking at? With Maggie still MIA, Evelyn gave into her curiosity and walked over to stand by the dog. “What are you looking at?” Evelyn scanned the horizon, then the street below. There was nothing of significance—in her mind anyway— that she thought could capture the pup's attention so avidly.
“Hey,” Maggie called as she rushed through the door. Dropping Evelyn's salad on her desk, Maggie marched over to Evelyn and the mystery canine. “What's this?” she asked, waving her hand at the dog.
“I wouldn't have called you in a panic if I knew why he was in here, would I?” Evelyn shot back.
“Well, did you call someone?”
“Yes, you!”
“I meant a security guard or something.”
Evelyn shook her head. “Nope, just you.”
“Well?…”
“Well, what?”
Maggie scrubbed her hands over her head in frustration. “Evelyn, you are vexing at times, woman. Are you going to call security?”
“Right, yes, of course.” Honestly, Evelyn had been so intrigued by the little guy she hadn't thought about calling anyone after Maggie.
After a quick conversation with Terry, the building security manager, Evelyn dropped down to her settee that sat across from her desk and inhaled her food. “Ms Crawford?” Terry's deep voice boomed.
“Come in, Terry.” Evelyn stood back up, brushing down her pencil skirt, hoping she hadn't spilt any dressing on herself.
“Sorry about the break-in,” Terry laughed. “I'll get this little fella back downstairs where he belongs.”
Evelyn didn't understand any of that sentence. Why would he belong downstairs? “Sorry, I'm confused. You know this dog?”
“Not personally, but I know he is with the others.”
“The others?” Evelyn looked at Maggie, who was equally perplexed.
“Yeah. There's like twenty-five dogs all in all.”
“Twenty-five?” Maggie screeched. “Why, in God's name, are there twenty-five dogs in the building?”
“What do you mean?” Terry asked, his eyebrows drawing in.
“Terry, why is there a pack of bloody dogs in my building?” Evelyn was tired of running round in circles.
“Well, they're part of the partnership. Over Christmas.” Terry was looking at Evelyn and Maggie like they were idiots.
“Knock, knock,” another voice singsonged.
“Jesus christ,” Evelyn moaned. Could this day get any worse? “Mindy, what are you doing here?”
“I'm here to talk, Evie. You owe me that.” Was this woman for real?
“She owes you nothing, you harlot,” Maggie shot. Evelyn had to bite her lip to stop herself from laughing.
“This has nothing to do with you, Margaret,” Mindy seethed.
“Alright, alright. That's enough.” Evelyn was over this conversation already. “Mags, give me a minute, please. Terry, don't go far. We still need to discuss this,” she said, pointing to the dog who hadn't moved an inch. Seemingly unperturbed by everyone in the room. Maggie shot Mindy an icy glare before leaving, pulling Terry out the door by his elbow.
“Thanks, Evie,” Mindy cooed.
“Don't thank me. I just want this over and done with. What do you want?”
“Evelyn, do you have to be so mean?” Mindy sauntered over to where Evelyn was perched against her desk. There was a time that Evelyn would have found her sultry walk sexy. Now it just pissed her off.
“I'm not being anything, Mindy. We've already talked. It's done, we're over and I'd just like to get on with it now. I'm busy and you dropping by the house and the office isn't appropriate.”
“It's the only way I can get you to talk to me, Evie,” Mindy whined. “What do I need to do to get you to forgive me?”
“I forgive you, there. Are we done?”
“Only if that means I get a second chance.”
Evelyn rubbed her forehead. A migraine was building rapidly. “Mindy, no. No second chance. You clearly weren't happy if you had to find intimacy with another woman. Nothing has changed on my end. I'm still busy, still have a company to run.”
Mindy took Evelyn's hands in her own. “But like you said, you won't be busy forever. I made a mistake, Evelyn. I was frustrated, but that's no excuse. I know that. Please, don't let one mistake ruin our future. Please.”
It felt like the universe was having a laugh at her expense today. All Evelyn wanted was to be left alone to get on with her work. Was that so much to ask for? “Look Min, can we table this? I'm not saying no, but I need to get through today and then I'll have some space to think about it some more.”
“But you’re saying there's a chance we can try again?” The hope in Mindy's eyes was soul crushing. Mindy wasn't her forever person, but she was nice enough, if you discounted the whole cheating thing. Had Evelyn been too rash?
“I'm saying I need to think on it, okay?”
“Okay, okay, that's fine. I'll leave you to think. Not too long though, Evie. I'm not sure how long I can go without touching you,” Mindy purred into Evelyn's ear. Not giving her a chance to react, Mindy skipped out of the room. Evelyn wasn't impervious to Mindy's charms. The woman was hot, but the effects weren't as strong on Evelyn anymore. Mindy had broken the trust between them and there was no going back. How was she going to get that through to Mindy, though?
With the office finally silent, Evelyn took a second to breathe. There was still a full list of things she needed to attend to, but she just needed a few seconds of calm. Walking over to the window, she dropped down to her knees next to the little dog. Resting her head against the cool window, she gazed out upon London, her hand stroking gently across the dog's back. 
As the minutes ticked by, Evelyn felt her stress slowly dissipate. The beep of her email notification signalled the end of their time together. Evelyn looked down into the soulful eyes of the pup. Smiling, she gave him one last pat and went back to her desk. “Mags, can you bring Terry back in, please?”
“Ms Crawford,” Terry nodded.
“Right, Terry, sorry about that. Let's get back to why that little one and twenty-five others like him are in the building.”
“I think you need to talk to Ms Fox,” he replied.
“Okay, and who is that?” Evelyn knew all her employees by name and there was no Ms Fox among them.
“She runs the dog sanctuary.”
“Right, and which dog sanctuary is that?” Good Lord, it was like pulling teeth.
“The one that's here,” he said matter-of-factly. Evelyn was about to burst, her frustration with this particular conversation was driving her insane.
“Okay, can you send Ms Fox up here then?”
“Certainly, Ms Crawford.”
Evelyn watched him leave before addressing Maggie. “Have you any idea what the fuck is going on?” Evelyn was completely exasperated.
“Nope, I tried to get an answer, but he just repeated what he said to you.”
“Christ, I hope whoever this bloody Ms Fox is has some sodding answers. I'm about ready to commit murder.”
“I hope I'm not the one you're going to off,” a low velvety voice said from Evelyn's doorway. Jumping in surprise, Evelyn nearly fell out of her chair. “I'm Ms Fox, the one with some sodding answers.”
Evelyn could feel her cheeks burning. Not only had this woman overheard Evelyn grumbling, she'd also just witness her nearly pole vault out of her chair.
Excellent.



Chapter 4
 
 
 
Alyssa
The morning had started off wonderfully. All of Alyssa's worries were for naught. The team overseeing the handover of the dogs did a great job with no cock-ups. A minor miracle in Alyssa's eyes.
The one and only doozy of an issue arose before lunch. With all the dogs successfully buddied up, Alyssa  was left with one pup. Bug, a three-year-old English Cocker Spaniel, who was supposed to have been partnered with Cyril Jones. Unfortunately, Cyril had taken a nasty fall the night before and was in hospital, having his hip replaced.
“Bugger,” Alyssa muttered when she heard the news. Cyril Jones had been paired with Bug specifically. “What shall we do with you now?” she asked Bug, who sat by her feet looking into her eyes. Alyssa would never admit this out loud, but Bug was her favourite dog. There was just something about him that made him special.
“What's up, buttercup?” Lil called. Lil had spent most of the morning checking up on everyone, fielding questions and concerns.
“Bug hasn't got a partner.”
“Oh, no. Where's Cyril?” Lil looked around the crowded office for the older gentleman.
“In the city hospital, receiving a titanium hip apparently.”
“Bugger!” Lil exhaled loudly.
“That's what I said. What do we do now? I don't want him to be the only one without a friend.” Alyssa really hated the idea that Bug was going to miss out.
“You will just have to take him, Al. Anyway, he will be back with the others in the evening.”
“I'm going to be in and out of here though, Lil. I have meetings across the city. I can't take Bug with me.”
“Obviously. He can stay with me when you have to go out. It's no big deal.” It felt like a big deal to Alyssa, though. Bug had been with the sanctuary for two years now and it pained her to see him overlooked time and time again. Why was it always this little fella that got left behind?
“Okay, I'll take him with me today. I'm just going to wander around the offices, making sure everyone is good to go.”
“What do you think I've been doing all morning, Al.” Lil rolled her eyes. She was more than used to Alyssa and her controlling ways.
“I know, I know. Just let me do it for my own peace of mind, okay?”
“Go on, off you go, your ladyship. Check on your lowly workers.”
“You're an arse,” Alyssa laughed. Alright, so she could do with learning to let go of the reins a bit more, but it was hard. Four Paws was Alyssa's baby, her dream come true and she would do anything to make sure it succeeded. This relationship with Crawford's was a huge step. The connection she'd forged with Richard Crawford meant tremendous opportunities for the sanctuary, and Alyssa wasn't about to fluff that up.
Richard had talked about fundraisers and adoption parties. Everything that Alyssa dreamed of was in her grasp. That's why these two months had to go perfectly.
“Okay Bug, let's… Bug?” Alyssa turned on her heel and frantically searched her immediate surroundings. The spot where Bug had been sitting was now empty. “Lil, where is he?”
“Bug?” Lil called. Both women split off, searching around the feet of office workers. There was no sign of him.
“Shit, shit, shit,” Alyssa hissed. How in god's name had she managed to lose him?
“Don't panic, Al. He couldn't have gone far. It's not like he can open doors. He's two feet tall on his hind legs. You'll see, we will find him curled up next to a radiator or something.
The next half an hour was a frantic search of the office floor. Crawford's HQ occupied the entire tower. Alyssa had dogs spread over all twenty floors. “Start on the other levels. I know it's unlikely that he left this office, but we have to check. He's definitely not here right now.” Alyssa was panicking. Of all the stupid things she could have done today, misplacing a dog that was in her care was not something she thought would happen, but here she was. Shaking her head at her idiocy, Alyssa set off to comb Crawford HQ.
Alyssa's legs were on fire. Any other day, she would have thought she was in decent physical shape. Not now though. Running up and down stairs gave Alyssa a painful reality check. Breathing was also becoming a problem, but she couldn't stop. Alyssa's mind came up with terrible scenarios. What if Bug had been snatched? What if he was scared and alone, trapped somewhere? Sheer dread settled over her body like a weighted blanket.
Lord knows how much time had passed, but Alyssa finally found herself on the topmost floor. By the look of the décor and furniture, it was the floor where all the higher ups worked. Expensive leather sofas and glass walls occupied the entire area.
The office was empty save for Terry, the security guard who had just exited an office in the far corner. “Ah, Ms Fox, just the person. Ms Crawford wants to see you.”
“I can't right now, Terry. I'm on the lookout for our resident escape artist.” Bug had been known to disappear now and then. In the rescue centre it wasn't a big deal. There were only so many places he could go and he never went far. Usually it was to the sunny spot in Lil's office. That dog was a sun worshipper through and through.
“Are you looking for a little Cocker Spaniel by any chance?”
Alyssa rounded on Terry, grabbing his very thick arms. “Yes, I am. Have you seen him?”
“He's alright. In fact, that's why Ms Crawford wants to speak to you. She found him in her office.”
Oh crap! How the hell had he got all the way up here? And into the bloody CEO's office. “Right, okay, I'll just…” Alyssa pointed to the office Terry had exited moments earlier.
Straightening her shirt, Alyssa approached the door to the office, which was slightly ajar. Voices mumbled inside, and Alyssa couldn't help but overhear. Ms Crawford did not sound happy at all.
“Christ, I hope whoever this bloody Ms Fox is has some sodding answers. I'm about ready to commit murder.” Alyssa heard Ms Crawford say. That was her cue to enter.
“I hope I'm not the one you're going to off. I'm Ms Fox, the one with some sodding answers.” Alyssa had clearly taken the woman—who was downright stunning—behind her desk by surprise. So much so that Alyssa had to stop herself from laughing when the gorgeous Ms Crawford almost fell out of her chair.
Whilst the grumpy CEO straightened herself out, Alyssa took a moment to drink her in. Ms Crawford was the epitome of elegance and good taste. Her perfectly styled blonde hair sat just above her collar, tucked behind her ears, shining like gold rays of sunshine. Diamond studs twinkled from either lobe. Hazel eyes, so rich they looked like pools of chocolate, bored into Alyssa as she studied the woman.
Heat rose in Alyssa's body. A heat that had been absent for far too long. The top two buttons of Ms Crawford's shirt teased Alyssa's imagination. If the swell of her breasts were anything to go by, Alyssa knew that the body underneath said shirt was breathtaking.
Swallowing thickly, Alyssa cleared her throat. No point ogling the woman, not when the CEO was so clearly pissed off. “Ms Fox, I'm… sorry, didn't see you there,” Ms Crawford stuttered. “Please come in and take a seat.”
Alyssa took a step towards the empty seat directly in front of Ms Crawford, but stopped when she saw Bug sitting by the window. Her instinct was to scoop him up and squeeze him. “Where have you been?” she whispered into his ear. Bug gave her a quick sniff before licking her face. Alyssa giggled. Oh shit, I just giggled like a child in front of Ms Crawford and whoever that other woman is.
Releasing Bug, Alyssa turned back to the women and smiled. “Sorry about that. I was just worried. We've been looking for him for a while now.”
“Right.” Ms Crawford stated, studying Alyssa.
“So, you said you needed some answers?” Alyssa took the offered seat and waited.
“Indeed Ms Fox. You can imagine my surprise when I found that little one sitting in the middle of my office floor.”
“Yeah, sorry about that. Bug likes to wander.”
“Bug?”
“Yes, the dog,” Alyssa pointed to Bug, who had resumed his perusal of London City.
“Right. So can you tell me why there are twenty-six of your dogs wandering around my office building?”
Alyssa didn't like Ms Crawford's tone at all. “I assumed your father would have filled you in.”
“My father?”
“Yes, Richard Crawford.”
“I'm well aware who he is, thank you.” Wow, snarky much?
“Then you should know why I'm here with my twenty-six dogs. I don't make a habit of turning up uninvited, you know.”
“Well, you have today,” Ms Crawford shot. A different kind of heat was taking over Alyssa's body now. Gone was any kind of pleasant feeling towards the uptight cow sitting on her stupidly expensive-looking chair and ostentatious desk.
“I assure you, Ms Crawford. I have not. May I suggest you call your father and talk to him?”
“I'm talking to you, Ms Fox.”
“No, you're being a condescending arsehole to me, Ms Crawford.” With that zinger of a sentence hanging between them, Alyssa stood, scooping Bug into her arms, and left the office without another word.
Well, that could have gone better.
Alyssa made her way down to the bottom floor with Bug snuggly tucked into her body. Her heart rate was still cruising along at warp speed. “Well, she was horrible,” she muttered into Bug's fur. “This is why I prefer dogs to humans, Bug.”
“Where have you been?” Lil screeched when the elevator doors slid open.
“Looking for this one.” Alyssa jiggled Bug playfully. “And I found him.”
“Where was he?” Lil didn't wait, relieving Alyssa of the dog immediately, then smushing her face into his. Alyssa smiled. Lil was a big 'ol softy sometimes.
“He was in the bloody CEO's office.”
“Oh, bugger!”
“Yeah, you can say that again.”
“Did you talk to her?” Lil was rocking Bug back and forth like a baby, kissing his head every few seconds.
“I did, and it did not go well.” Alyssa recalled the fierce expression on Ms Crawford's delicious face.
“What does that mean, and why are you looking like that?”
“I'm not looking like anything. Turns out Ms Crawford is the complete opposite of Richard. As in, she has a stick up her arse and a chip on her shoulder.”
“Explain.” Lil finally sat Bug down on the floor, clipping on his lead so he couldn't make another great escape.
“I mean, she had no idea we were here. Until she found him,”—Alyssa pointed to Bug—“in her office. Looks like Richard didn't fill her in on our partnership before leaving.”
“Well, what does that mean? Can she cancel it? Send us home?”
“Lil, I have no idea. I mean, I have a written agreement with Richard, so that must mean something. I told her to ring her dad and talk to him…” Alyssa trailed off because she didn't want to blurt out that she'd called the CEO a condescending arsehole. Lil wouldn't be too pleased with that.
“What aren't you telling me, Al?” Damn it!
“I may have called her a condescending arsehole,” she muttered under her breath.
“What?” Lil bellowed. “Alyssa, have you lost your mind?”
“Lil, you should have heard the way she was talking to me,” Alyssa argued. “I didn't deserve it and she was being an arsehole!”
“That doesn't mean you point it out to her, you prat!”
“It just slipped out. I was angry.”
“I wish, just once, you would curb your temper. See, this is what I get for working and being friends with a bloody Aries.” Alyssa rolled her eyes. So what if she fit her astrology sign to a T. It didn't make her wrong! Ms Crawford was a miserable cow who shouldn't be allowed to speak to people like that unchecked.             
“Relax, Lil, I'll apologise later.”
“You better, Al, we haven't got a back-up plan.”
Alyssa wasn't stupid. She knew she had to apologise and make nice, but she wasn't in the headspace to do that just now. It was better for everyone involved if Alyssa had time to cool off. Otherwise, the apology would turn into another argument.
“So what's she like, apart from being an arsehole?” Lil asked, dragging Alyssa along to the vending machines.
“Well, she's… she's…”
“Ha, she's fit, isn't she? You're all stuttery, meaning Ms Crawford has to be a looker.”
“Oh for god… she's pretty. I'll give her that. Shame, her personality sucks so much, though.” There was no chance she was going to tell Lil that the wretched Ms Crawford gave her all the feels in her intimate areas. Nope.
“C'mon, fess up, she's hot and you want to do unspeakable things to her,” Lil cackled. Alyssa laughed along because her friend was ridiculous.
“Shut up and get me a coffee, oh, and a muffin.”
“There's a muffin waiting for you in the office, upstairs,” Lil winked.
“What?”
“Ms Crawford's muffin.” Lil laughed harder this time.
“That was such a bad lesbian joke. It's almost funny.”
“I'm freakin' hilarious.” Lil wiped the stray tear from under her eye. Alyssa had to give it to her best friend. There wasn't anyone else she knew who found themselves as funny as Lil Barnes.
“You're off your freakin' rocker, more like. Anyway, enough chit-chat. Any updates?”
“All's well, fearless leader. Most of the team have gone back to the centre to do a deep clean. Thought it would be a great opportunity to spruce the place up a bit whilst the residents are out.”
“So who's left here, then?”
“You're looking at 'em, love. Just me and you. I was going to do one more check before heading out to lunch.”
“I'll do that. You go grab some food. Bring me back a sandwich or something.”
“Roger that. See you soon.” Lil handed Bug's lead to Alyssa and skipped out the room. The manky apple slices in the vending machine weren’t particularly appealing. No wonder everyone went looking elsewhere for sustenance.
“Just me and you now, Bug. C'mon, let's go visit some of your pals.” Alyssa led Bug around the offices, stopping to chat with as many people as possible. After checking the fenced-off play area outside, Alyssa sat back and relaxed with Bug in a particularly sunny spot by the office entrance.
Closing her eyes, Alyssa basked in the heat of the winter sun. “Global warming is a real bitch, Bug,” she mumbled. They should not be having temperatures like this in November. The chatter of two people caught Alyssa's attention.
“I heard she went off on the woman who brought the dogs,” a woman said.
“Are you surprised she didn't know? The woman never leaves that bloody office,” the man walking next to her replied. Alyssa heard the two workers fiddle with a packet and then the distinct sound of a lighter being flicked. The woman took a long draw of her cigarette in.
“She needs to relax. Richard was never like this. I'm getting secondary stress from just being near her.”
“What the bloody hell Richard was thinking running off like that. I suppose we have to give her some credit for stepping in at the last minute. Right before Christmas as well. I wouldn't want to be her.” The man said.
“God, and did you hear about her ex strolling in earlier?” Alyssa's ears perked up. “That woman was awful. What Evelyn ever saw in her is beyond me.” Woman. Her. Did that mean…
“Yeah, I get that. Mindy was a bitch from the start. Everyone knew she was just after the money. Shame, really, it's not like Evelyn isn't a looker. I'd have thought she'd have the pick of anyone on the London Lesbian scene.”
“Tom, what the bloody hell would you know about the London Lesbian scene?” The woman laughed.
“I know things. I'm just saying, Evelyn surely has more options than that gold digging cow.” Tom replied. Alyssa's mind was spinning. Evelyn Crawford was a lesbian, or at least dated women. Not that it changed anything. The woman was still condescending and mardy. Not Alyssa's type at all.
Still, Alyssa found herself thinking of Ms Crawford for the next few hours. Even though she had things to do, her mind wandered back to the infuriating CEO.
“Did you apologise yet?” Lil asked later that afternoon. They hadn't broached the subject and Alyssa foolishly thought Lil had forgotten all about it.
“Not yet, but I will.”
“Alyssa, go and do it. Maybe take the time to actually tell the woman why we're here. It is her company, after all.”
“It's Richard's company as far as I'm concerned.”
“Stop being antagonistic and just go apologise. Think of the centre. Think of what we're trying to achieve. All of that can and will go away if you piss off the woman in charge.”
“Fine, I'm going.” Lil was right, this wasn't about her or Evelyn Crawford. It was about her dogs and they were the only thing that mattered. If Alyssa had to put up with Ms Crawford and her catty attitude, she would. Alyssa Fox would do anything for her pups.              
The ride up to the executive floor was silent bar the hum of the elevator. Alyssa counted down the floors as she ascended higher. A weird lump had formed in her stomach, but she couldn't quite work out if that was because she was going to have to apologise and grovel if necessary to Ms Crawford or if it was because Ms Crawford's beauty was unnerving. Either way, the next few minutes were going to suck.



Chapter 5
 
 
 
Evelyn
“What the hell was that?” Evelyn barked once Ms Fox had stormed out with her dog.
“That was you getting told off by a fine piece of ass,” Maggie laughed.
“Never say 'fine piece of ass again,' Mags, seriously.”
“Whatever. She was fine. Did you see her hair? I would give my yearly paycheck for that mane.”
Evelyn rubbed her forehead. Why had that gone so badly? Had she spoken to the woman condescendingly? “Mags, was I out of order?”
Maggie brought her forefinger and thumb close together. “A little, Evie. I mean I know today has been stressful, and you weren't expecting to deal with a bunch of dogs on top of everything else, but you didn't really give the woman a chance to tell you who she was or what she was doing here.”
“Hey, she told me to call my dad. How is that explaining things?” Evelyn protested.
“I think she only said that because you came out of the gate swinging. Your body language didn't exactly scream warm and friendly.”
“Maggie, come on.”
“No, you come on. It's been a bit of a running joke between us lately about your stress levels. You think I'm just nagging, but I'm worried, Evelyn. Ever since you took over from Richard, you have been going full steam, with no breaks. How many times have you come to the office before dawn?” Evelyn went to open her mouth to mount some sort of protest, but Maggie wasn't in the mood. “Don't answer that because we both know it's one time too many. Yes, there is a lot of work to do, but nothing that's out of the ordinary. Nothing you weren't accustomed to before you became CEO. Everyone knows you were practically running the place, well before your dad buggered off. Ask yourself why you have taken it upon yourself to carry all this extra weight?”
“You think I like this?” Evelyn shot. How dare Maggie accuse her of putting this on herself?
“Yes, I do. You have done the Christmas period many, many times. You have overseen budget reports and meetings. All that shit you've done for years. Yet now those three letters are attached to your name, you've become work obsessed. And, before you try to argue, don't.
“When was the last time you took a weekend off? Or finished work before midnight? Gone out for drinks with your friends? Friends, I might add, that sorely miss you. Before you became Evelyn Crawford CEO, you had a good balance between work and home. Now? Nothing, you're making yourself ill, working every god given hour.”
“Maggie, I haven't got my dad to fall back on this time. The buck stops with me. That's what comes with having those three letters attached to my name.”
“Three letters you never wanted,” Maggie shouted. And there it was, the thing that Evelyn hadn't voiced in months. The truth. Before Richard decided to go on an extended trip with the floozy, Evelyn was contemplating resigning from the family company. Maggie was her confidante and knew that for a few years, Evelyn had become steadily more unhappy in her job.
The thing that always held her back was her loyalty, which increased tenfold after her mother passed away. The thought of abandoning her dad and the company her mother had created felt too much. Her mum and dad had worked hard to provide her with a stable income, a family legacy.
For the most part, Evelyn loved working at Crawford's Pet Supplies, but as she got older, she felt the need to branch out. Try something that she had to work for without having her parents there to hold her hand. Because that's how it felt. Even though Evelyn worked harder than most people, she still felt the unease of having a company practically handed to her. A career path laid out since she was a toddler.
“I couldn't just leave, Mags.”
“Why the hell not? Your dad should have checked in with you before saddling you with his company.”
“It was my mum's company too!” Evelyn shouted.
“But your mum isn't here, Evelyn. I'm sorry, honey, I'm not trying to piss you off or hurt you. Hell, you're doing a good job of that yourself. But be honest with yourself. Would your mum want to see you this stressed out, tired and on the verge of collapse?”
“It's just until after Christmas,” Evelyn tried to reason. Was she reasoning with Maggie or herself though? Why was she clinging on so tightly to a company she didn't really want to be a part of anymore? Simple, that's what she was used to doing. If she let go of Crawford's, what would she have? No girlfriend, no other career options. Evelyn would have nothing, and that wasn't acceptable.
“You won't get all the things you want in life, Evie, if all you have is this office,” Maggie said, as if reading her thoughts.
“How did this turn into a beat on Evelyn conversation, hm?”
“Okay, you don't want to hear it. Call your dad, ask why we have a bunch of dogs running around and then apologise to that woman. She didn't deserve the way you spoke to her.”
“Maggie…” Evelyn began, because she hated hearing the dejection in her friend's voice.
“No Evelyn, I'm done trying to convince you to look after yourself. I'll see you later. I have some files to get to.”
Evelyn huffed out a breath. Today sucked. Like, really, really sucked. With the budget meeting looming over her, Evelyn pulled open her bottom drawer and grabbed two chocolate bars. Ideally, she would like to have a shot of something strong, but she wasn't quite at the drinking at work stage yet. “I love you,” she mumbled to her Double Decker.
With an entire day's worth of calories consumed, Evelyn picked up her mobile. It was over two months since her dad left and she'd only received one message from the man. Well, now she needed him to pick up and explain who and why this sexy Ms Fox was in the building.
“Ms Fox,” she said to no one. Hearing the name roll off her tongue sent shivers down her spine. Evelyn could imagine playing a few naughty games with that woman. Pulling herself back to the present, Evelyn hit the Call button. Straight to voicemail. Great. Instead of calling again, she sent a message asking her dad to call ASAP.
The office felt too big and way too quiet. Maggie's words bounced around her brain as she sat in silence. What could she do, though? Even if she wanted to look into a different career path for herself, Richard had put pay to that by leaving.
Outside, Evelyn could hear her colleagues returning from their lunch. That meant the day had to go on. Whether or not Maggie agreed, there was still a lot to get done. The damn budget meeting for a start. Taking some meditative breaths, Evelyn readied herself for the afternoon ahead.
* * *
“Well, that went down like a bag of crap,” Evelyn muttered as she sat behind her desk after a gruelling two hours in the conference room. All the managers were angry because they didn't get the money they requested. It was a no-win situation, and Evelyn was glad it was over. Budget meetings were Satan's playground.
A sharp rap on the door nearly caused Evelyn to catapult her coffee across the room. Maybe more caffeine wasn't such a good idea after all. “Come in,” she called, secretly praying it wasn't someone else who wanted to shout at her. The door opened slowly and Evelyn audibly gasped when she locked eyes with Ms Fox.
“Don't worry, I'm not here for round two,” the gorgeous woman chuckled. “I came to apologise.”
Evelyn stared at Ms Fox, unable to form a sentence. Maggie called her a fine piece of ass—crude—but not wrong. Evelyn, however, would call her exquisitely beautiful. Ms Fox had thick, dark hair, which she had bundled into a ponytail. Though her hair looked as if it could burst its restraints at any moment. Evelyn could imagine Ms Fox's hair hanging down in luscious locks around the woman's shoulders. There must be some Italian in her lineage. Not only was her hair fantastic, but her skin, face, body, hell, you name it, Ms Fox had it. Even in worn jeans and a flannel shirt, she was delectable. Last but in no way least were Ms Fox's eyes. Not brown, but almost golden. In a word, she was breathtaking.
“Ms Crawford?”
Evelyn jumped a little at the sound of her name. “Right, right, um… yes… sorry.” Nicely handled, Evie.
“Can I?...” Ms Fox pointed to the seat in front of Evelyn's desk.
“Sure, yeah.”
“Ms Crawford.”
“Please call me Evelyn.”
“Okay, Evelyn. Please let me say how sorry I am for the way I reacted this morning.”
“I should apologise too, Ms Fox—”
“Alyssa.”
“Alyssa. Yes, as I was saying, Alyssa. I shouldn't have let my bad mood out on you.”
“How about we start again?” Evelyn watched as Alyssa leaned over the desk, offering her hand to shake.
“That sounds good,” Evelyn replied, taking the offered hand. Holy moly, Alyssa had soft skin. “So, now we are back at square one. Could you tell me about the partnership you formed with my father? I have tried to call him, per your request,” Evelyn gave Alyssa a little smile. In return, she got a smirk. Alyssa had a very sexy smirk. “However, he is unreachable and God knows when he'll return my calls.”
“Fair enough. Okay, so I run Four Paws Dog Sanctuary—”
“Oh, I know that place. My next-door neighbour got a beautiful little terrier from there last year.”
“Monty?”
“Yes, how did you know that?”
“I remember every dog that has been in the centre. Last year we had two terriers. One female and one male. The little girl got adopted by a woman in Scotland. So that left Monty.”
“Wow, impressive.” Evelyn really was impressed.
“So, this year I closed the centre from November to the beginning of January.”
“That's risky business,” Evelyn commented, earning a nose flare from Alyssa. Oops, she'd said something wrong already.
“It would be if the sanctuary was a business. It's not.”
“My apologies. I didn't mean to offend you.”
“It's fine. Anyway, once I decided to close, I contacted your father.”
“Can I ask why you closed it?”
“I was sick of dogs being adopted for Christmas and returned in the New Year once their shine had worn off.”
“That happens a lot?”
“More than you realise. Two-thirds of the dogs adopted last year were returned.”
Two-thirds, that was an outrageous amount. “That's awful,” Evelyn murmured.
“Yes, it is. Even though we spend an absurd amount of time drilling home, the fact that a dog is hard work, and requires time and patience….” Evelyn watched Alyssa huff out a frustrated breath. The woman was too worked up to even finish her sentence.
“So why the partnership?” Evelyn wanted to move the conversation along. Not because she was bored, but because she didn't like to see Alyssa upset.
“The dogs still need stimulation and socialisation. My partner came up with the idea of approaching Richard. Honestly, I didn't go to him with any kind of plan. That sort of just happened. Your dad got so excited,” Alyssa chuckled.
Evelyn rolled her eyes playfully. That was her dad alright. Put a dog in front of him and he was a kid at Christmas. Maybe not the best phrase to use. Definitely not something to say in front of Alyssa. “So, what did he offer?”
“Basically, we paired each dog up with a volunteer. Your dad made sure that everyone involved knew their responsibilities. They signed forms. Anyone in the office with an allergy was moved to a different floor, or offered to work from home if possible.”
“Okay, that doesn't sound too bad, I suppose.”
“We collect the dogs at the end of the day and return them to the sanctuary.”
“The volunteers can't take them home?”
“Not yet. We decided to give everyone a month. When December rolls around, any volunteer that wishes to take the dog can do so for a night during the week or the weekend.”
“But not all week?”
“Nope. I don't want the dogs thinking they have found their forever home. It's not fair to them. That's why I will be the one to decide if a dog can be taken for a night. Some of the pack are more sensitive than others.”
“Sounds reasonable. And everything is going well so far?” Now that Evelyn had calmed down and spoken to Alyssa like a rational human being, she was delighted with the partnership. Her dad knew what he was doing. She trusted his judgement, even if she wished he had told her first.
“Everything has gone brilliantly. Except for the minor hiccup with Bug,” Alyssa chuckled. Ah, yes Bug. The little runaway.
Evelyn laughed. “It was a surprise, I must admit. At first I thought I was hallucinating.”
“Oh, no. Bug is definitely real.”
“Who is his volunteer?” 
“It was a fella called Cyril—”
“But Cyril is in the hospital—”
“With a broken hip, yes. I found out once we were here. Well, there isn't anyone else who matches Bug, so he will stay with me during the day. Or Lil, when I need to go to meetings.”
“Lil?”
“Yes, my partner.” Evelyn's heart dropped to her stomach. Of course, Alyssa had a partner.
“I feel a bit bad for the little guy now.”
“Don't feel too bad. Lil and I will spoil him.”
The conversation hit a lull. Evelyn watched Alyssa gaze around her office. “It's not the most exciting of offices, I'm afraid.” Evelyn suddenly felt conscious of the stark coldness her workspace offered. Alyssa seemed like a warm and colourful kind of person. Not corporate bland.
“Hey, whatever floats your boat. My office is a sixth of the size of this, covered in dog hair and piles of paperwork.”
“Sounds heavenly,” Evelyn laughed.
“So…”
“So?” Evelyn arched her eyebrow and then blushed because she was using her signature sexy eyebrow move on this woman, the one with a partner and not in the least bit interested in her.
“Are we okay, the partnership, I mean?” Did Alyssa have a little tinge of red on her creamy cheeks? If so, was that because of Evelyn's fabulous eyebrow game?
“Yes, of course. I think it will be great for morale around the office and the dogs get some human time. Win-win.”
“Oh, thank god,” Alyssa laughed. “I really didn't have a backup plan.”
“Let me know if you need anything. I'm only an elevator ride away.”
“Will do. Thanks, Evelyn, really, I appreciate what your dad offered us and I appreciate you upholding it.” Evelyn gave Alyssa a shy smile.
With the partnership debacle cleared up, there wasn't anything else to discuss. Evelyn wanted more than anything to keep the conversation going, learn everything she could about Alyssa but that would have seemed weird, right? Unprofessional. Yes definitely, anyway there was still a good chunk of the day left.
Bidding Alyssa goodbye, Evelyn sat a while processing. Not about the alliance between Four Paws and Crawford's. No, she needed to process Alyssa. Sweet, beautiful, sexy Alyssa Fox. Partnered Alyssa Fox. She's a no go, Ev, keep it in your undies girl.
* * *
The sun had long set over London. Evelyn checked the time on her laptop, surprised to find it was only half five. The rest of the afternoon had been crammed as usual. Plenty of people needing her time. The last of those people was Roger, the IT guy. Evelyn hated talking to Roger because Roger only spoke to Evelyn's cleavage. He also left the bloody door open after leaving. An open door meant people thought they could pop their heads in and chat. Evelyn was not about that at all.
Standing, getting ready to close said door, Evelyn chuckled when she met the little brown eyes of Bug, who sat squarely in the middle of her office again. “Well, what are you doing here, young man?” This time there was no stand-off, no staring competition. Evelyn manoeuvred herself round the desk and sank to her knees in front of him. Bug lifted his left paw, placing it delicately on Evelyn's lap.
“Good god, you're a charmer,” she giggled. Unable to resist any longer, Evelyn took his face in her hands and kissed his head. Ruffling his cheeks. This seemed to be the magic action because Bug immediately moved closer, ramming his head into her belly, demanding more, which only caused her to laugh again.
“Alyssa is going to be worried sick about you again, Bug. You can't keep running off.” Evelyn should take him back downstairs, but the thought of Alyssa paying her another visit was too enticing. Maybe they could chat a bit more.
The sound of footsteps hurrying down the hall gave Evelyn a spike of excitement. The rapid knock on her door made her smile.
“Come in,” she called.
The door pushed open, but it wasn't the illustrious Alyssa Fox. No, this woman was a little shorter, with spiky brown hair and dark makeup. Her black dungarees had rips in the knees and her top looked as if it was twenty years old. “Oh, thank Christ,” the woman bellowed. Her hands dropped to her knees as she bent over, trying desperately to catch her breath.
“Can I help you?” Evelyn asked, getting to her feet.
“Sorry. Lil Barnes. With Four Paws.” Ah, Alyssa's partner. Evelyn couldn't stop the zing of jealousy that shot through her body. Silly really, considering she'd only met Alyssa twice and the first encounter wasn't exactly something to write home about.
“Of course. I take it, you're looking for this one?” Evelyn smiled, pointing at Bug, who hadn't moved.
“Yup, gave me and Alyssa another heart attack. Thanks for that, mate,” she chuckled. “Sorry, he keeps breaking in.”
“The door was open so…” Evelyn shrugged good-naturedly.
“Well, I'll be getting him back downstairs. The van is waiting for him.”
“Oh, you're all done for the day?” Evelyn felt a pang of disappointment, knowing that Alyssa would be leaving.
“Yeah, it's half five. Most of your staff are packing up to head home.”
“Of course. Well, see you tomorrow then, I guess.”



Chapter 6
 
 
 
Alyssa
November was flying by. The partnership with Crawford's was sailing along brilliantly. All the dogs were being spoiled by their volunteers and it made Alyssa's heart sing to watch some of her more timid dogs come out of their shells.
The offices were now decorated to the nines in Christmas apparel. Crawford's Pet Supplies really took the festive season seriously. Best of all, Evelyn had gifted each of Alyssa's dogs a brand new coat, fresh off the production line. The only pooch not happy about the new winter wear was Bug. He was not impressed at all, which shouldn't have come as a surprise. Bug liked things a certain way, and getting jammed into a fluffy coat was not how he wanted to spend his time.
“Al, have you seen Bug?” For the past three weeks, that sentence was asked daily by Lil. Alyssa had long stopped worrying about Bug's Houdini act. She knew exactly where to find him, and she wasn't about to stop him from going there.
Evelyn had said nothing about the little dog travelling up to her office daily. In fact, Alyssa had noticed that the high powered CEO had started to leave her door ajar, which made her smile.
Sure, Alyssa could just ask Evelyn outright if she wanted to be Bug's new volunteer, but that meant Alyssa wouldn't have much of an excuse to go up to the twentieth floor daily. As it stood, Alyssa would let Bug go for a few hours, then wander up to Evelyn's office to “check in.”
Nine times out of ten, Alyssa would catch Evelyn on the floor with Bug, rubbing his head or belly. Sometimes they would be standing together looking out over London. Occasionally Alyssa worried that Evelyn probably didn't have the time to be entertaining Bug, but then she'd stop and flip it over. Maybe entertaining Bug was exactly what she needed. Who was Alyssa to decide otherwise?
“You know where he is,” she chuckled, shaking her head at Lil.
“I know, I just like asking it. It's like our thing now,” Lil grinned. “Are you going up to get him?”
“I suppose I should.” Alyssa tried to sound nonchalant.
“Oh, look at the time. It's almost lunch. You could grab something for Evelyn before going to retrieve Bug. Wouldn't that be kind?” Lil's shit-eating grin was just too much. For the past few weeks, Alyssa had put up with Lil's comments and suggestions.
“You know what? I think I will.” So Alyssa might have a tiny crush on the CEO, and sure, she was pretty crap at hiding it from her best friend who liked to tease her mercilessly, but that wasn't going to stop her from admitting how she felt. Evelyn Crawford was intriguing, funny, kind, sometimes stern but overall utterly magnetic.
Alyssa and Evelyn chatted daily. They spent their time talking about this and that. Only covering surface topics, but it allowed them to get to know each other.
For example, Alyssa now knew that Evelyn had a major man crush on Jason Statham. Hawaiian pizza was her favourite food. The argument of whether pineapple should belong on pizza was a doozy. Eventually, they had to agree to disagree. Evelyn's favourite colour was Emerald Green and her favourite band was The Red Hot Chili Peppers.
Alyssa told Evelyn about her first crush on a girl. About her first date with a guy. How her parents threw her a coming out party at sixteen. Most importantly, Alyssa filled Evelyn in on her pet history. All the dogs and cats she'd had as a kid. It surprised Alyssa to find out that Evelyn had only ever had one pet, and that was a hamster.
“Knock, knock.” Trying to push open Evelyn's heavy ass door with her hands full of takeout food and coffee wasn't the easiest of things.
“Jesus, hang on, let me help,” Evelyn said, rushing over to relieve Alyssa of the bags. “You brought lunch?”
“Well, yeah. Is that okay? I just figured I was going to eat, and I knew I would have to come up and make sure Bug was here so…”
“Alyssa, it's perfect, thank you. I thought I was going to have to skip lunch today. The meeting with the board ran over by an hour, leaving me no time to grab food.”
“Well, fear not. You have a chicken mayo baguette with your name on it. Literally,” Alyssa laughed, holding out the wrapped sandwich that had Evelyn's name scrawled on it in black pen.
“Did you go to Marco's?” Evelyn gushed. Alyssa loved how excited the woman got. Alyssa nodded with a big smile. “That place is my favourite. How did you know?”
“I've seen Maggie bring you food from there before, so I made a leap.”
“God, I could kiss you.” Alyssa froze. Evelyn obviously didn't register what she'd just said. No, she was too busy stuffing her face, moaning. Moaning! Dear Lord, Alyssa wanted to be that sandwich.
“Do you want to come out for a drink tonight?” The question was out of her mouth before she could overthink it. A few employees went to the local Irish pub down the street a few times a week and had asked Alyssa and Lil to join them. Now Alyssa wanted Evelyn to be there. More time outside of the office environment and all that.
“Oh,” Evelyn coughed, swallowing her baguette. “I… I probably have to work late.”
“Nonsense,” Alyssa chuckled. “Come on, just for one drink. It is the holiday season, after all.” Alyssa watched Evelyn roll her eyes. “Don't you like Christmas?”
“I like it enough.”
“Wow, way to convince me there, Evie,” Alyssa laughed.
“Christmas is fine. It just means more work for me.”
“Then going to the pub for a drink is the perfect excuse to unwind a little. Come on. For me? A bunch of us are going.” Alyssa gave Evelyn her best puppy eyes. Her grin spread widely when she saw the CEO's resolve falter.
“Fine, one drink, but then I have to get on.”
“Shake on it,” Alyssa smirked, thrusting her hand to shake Evelyn's. Laughing, they sealed the deal. “Now, eat up. You've got a long afternoon ahead. I'll take Bug back downstairs.”
“Oh… alright then.” Alyssa didn't miss the flash of disappointment that ran over Evelyn's beautiful features.
“I'll swing by your office at half five. Be ready!” Alyssa didn't stick around long enough for Evelyn to answer. With her half-finished sandwich in one hand and Bug tucked under her arm, Alyssa made her exit. Bug didn't help the situation by trying his damndest to nibble the sandwich as she ran the gauntlet of office workers, who had a habit of jutting out their chairs randomly.
After a short ride down, the elevator doors slid open. Bug wriggled himself free, determined to get over to the patch of sunlight shining through the lower office window. Alyssa had ten minutes to wolf down her lunch before she had to head out for the afternoon. Just as her lips met the bread, a shadow loomed over her. Looking up, she was pleasantly surprised to see Josh, one of the building's security officers.
“Hi,” he said with a grin. Josh was tall, blonde and stacked. Alyssa could see his muscles through his shirt, which did rather naughty things to her.
“Hey, Josh, how's it going?”
“Great. Sorry to interrupt your lunch. Just wanted to make sure you were coming along tonight?”
“Yup, that's the plan. Is Terry coming too?”
“Yeah, says he needs a cold one after the week he's had with his fella.”
“Oh no, trouble in paradise?” Alyssa liked Terry a lot. He came across as a little gruff, but he was a big ol' teddy bear. His long-term boyfriend was the sweetest man she'd ever met. Funny, really, because he and Terry were like chalk and cheese, but it worked for them.
“Ned threw a wedge of brie at him because he left his underwear on the kitchen table again.”
Alyssa threw back her head, laughing. “I would have, too,” she tittered.
“So, tonight, you'll be there.”
“Yeah, I just have a few things to do, but I'll be back here before half five.”
“Cool, see you then.”
Alyssa watched Josh walk away. Those bum muscles were incredible.
“Earth to Alyssa,” Lil sang.
“Yes, dear,” Alyssa answered, still looking at Josh's fine glutes.
“You're terrible, do you know that?” Lil wheeled a chair over and sat next to Alyssa.
“Why am I terrible?”
“Because you're salivating over Josh whilst simultaneously drooling over Evelyn.”
Alyssa failed to see the problem. “I'm young and single. What's the issue?”
“Would it kill you just to… nevermind, you do you!”
“I shall,” Alyssa smirked.
“What did Josh want? Has he finally asked you out yet?”
“Nope, not outright anyway. He wanted to know if I was going to the pub tonight. I said yes. So are you, right?”
“Sure. Charlotte's taking the dogs back tonight. Pete's coming too and he's driving so we can grab a lift home from him.”
“Fabulous. Right,” Alyssa slapped her hands on her thighs. “I've got to go see a man about a dog.”
* * *
Working with dogs was Alyssa's dream. It had been since she was small. What she didn't like about the job was having to deal with the heartache that inevitably came with it. This afternoon had been tough. One of the other local shelters had a litter of puppies brought in. Seven little fluff balls found in a garbage bag on the side of a busy road. The shelter was full and had reached out to Alyssa. The puppies were in awful shape. Each of the babies had fleas and worms.
Of course, Alyssa immediately agreed to take them on. As soon as they were treated by a vet, Alyssa would set them up in her home. That meant she had approximately three days before she would have to stop visiting Crawford's as much. The puppies would need her attention.
Five-thirty arrived and Alyssa was bang on time to collect Evelyn, who looked as if she was going to try to get out of the pub drink. “Before you say anything, Ms Crawford, I have had a hideous day and could do with a friendly face and a chat. Yes, there are other people I could chat to, but I want to chat with you, so get your coat.”
Alyssa hid her grin as Evelyn opened and closed her mouth several times before closing her laptop and grabbing her coat. The commute to the pub was short. Several coworkers joined them in the lobby and walked with them. Ideally, Alyssa wanted Evelyn alone, but tonight wasn't the night for that.
The pub was busy, packed with office workers trying to shed the stress of the day. The Crawford's group had snagged a large table at the back of the pub. Alyssa sat down and removed her jacket. She was ready for a cold beer. Before she could utter a word, a pint of Guinness was placed in front of her. Josh leaned over and winked.
“Glad you made it,” he said. Then he realised Alyssa wasn't alone. Evelyn was sitting there looking between them. “Oh, Ms Crawford, I didn't see you there.”
“Hello, Josh,” Evelyn replied with an almost cold indifference.
“Would you like a drink?” Josh was stuttering, his face had flushed. Alyssa couldn't help but chuckle.
“I'll have what she had, please.”
“On it.” Josh raced over to the bar.
Alyssa turned, amused. “Do all your employees react like that around you?”
“Of course not. Josh was just embarrassed because he wanted to sit here hitting on you all night and instead he gets to sit next to his boss.” Evelyn quirked her eyebrow, equally amused as Alyssa.
“Has he ever hit on you?” Alyssa didn't know why she was asking. It was none of her business.
“Nope, everyone knows I'm gay.”
“So, what about female employees flirting then?”
“Nope, I was seeing someone and everyone knew. Crawford's is a gossip mill.”
“I'm sorry, was it a bad split?”
“Well, she cheated on me, but it's fine?” What sane woman would cheat on Evelyn Crawford?
“Here you go, Ms Crawford,” Josh panted, putting Evelyn's drink down a little too hard, causing some of it to slosh over the top and onto her skirt. “Oh shit, I'm so sorry,” Josh spluttered.
“It's fine,” Evelyn sighed, batting away his hand. “I'll be right back.”
Should Alyssa go after her? Help her with the spill? No, that was stupid. Tonight was not turning out how she wanted. As much as she liked Josh and his assets, Alyssa really wanted to spend her time chatting with Evelyn.
“Crap, I can't believe I just did that,” Josh mumbled, sitting in the seat Evelyn vacated.
“Stop worrying, Evelyn's cool. It was an accident.”
“Yeah, but she's the boss.” Josh shook his head, admonishing himself. “So, how was your day?”
Alyssa got lost in conversation with Josh, only realising that Evelyn hadn't returned from the toilets a while later. Looking around the pub, she couldn't see the woman anywhere. “Hey, Terry, did you see Evelyn?”
“Yeah, she left. Said something about needing a change of clothing or something.” Damn it. Being sure that Evelyn was gone for the night, Alyssa couldn't hide her surprise when the CEO waltzed back in twenty minutes later in a pair of black jeans that clung to every inch of her legs and arse.
“Sorry about that, I just had to grab something dry to wear.” Alyssa looked up at Evelyn, unable to speak. Evelyn looked back down at her and then at Josh. Her eyebrow rose slowly and her eyes bored into his.
“Oh, do you want your seat back?” he asked.
“Yes, please.”
Alyssa was in awe of the woman. Sleek and elegant. Powerful, yet soft. Commanding people with the arch of an eyebrow was amazing and very hot. Josh scuttled out of the seat. Unfortunately for him, the only other vacant spot was down at the other end of the table.
“I'll… see you later then?” Josh mumbled. Alyssa offered him a little wave.
“Did I interrupt?” Evelyn asked, sitting down. Alyssa grew jealous of the pint Evelyn put to her lips.
“Not at all. We were just chatting.”
Evelyn nodded and wiped a bit of foam from her top lip. “So you said you had a bad day? Tell me.”
With her Guinness in hand, Alyssa walked Evelyn through her afternoon. It felt good to unload. Evelyn didn't offer an opinion, she just sat and listened. Even though Alyssa was sure that Evelyn had far worse and stressful things going on in her own life, she never felt like her problems were less than. Evelyn made Alyssa feel heard.
“Can I ask about Bug?” They had been quiet for several seconds after Alyssa finished ranting about her day.
“Of course. What do you want to know?”
“Well first, why Bug, I mean, it's an odd name, don't you think?”
Alyssa laughed. It wasn't the first time she'd heard that said. “Bug is a perfect name for him. It sums him up.”
“What do you mean?”
“Okay, first, when he gets to know you and is comfortable, he is a massive snuggle bug. I'm talking world-class cuddler. So that's the first connection: Snuggle Bug. Second, he was born a grumpy old man at Christmas. He was never an overly excited puppy. He liked to just sleep and grumble anytime we tried to get him to walk or play. So with him being a December baby and a miserable sausage, you can understand why we linked his Scrooge-like behaviour to his name. You know Bah Humbug. Third, he is black and white. Just like the hard-boiled sweet humbugs.”
“I'm starting to see the pattern,” Evelyn laughed. Alyssa smiled. Evelyn's low sultry laugh was outstanding.
“Last but not least, he bugs the crap out of me most days.”
“How,” Evelyn snickered.
“Bug has a few interesting habits and traits. I'm not going to tell you because I think it's something you have to discover on your own. But! When you do, some of those traits will bug you. Even though he is totally adorable. That dog is special. Only the lucky get to really know him.”
“I hope I'm one of those lucky ones,” Evelyn sighed.
“You are. He hasn't visited anyone else in the building since the day we arrived. Whether you like it or not, he's made you his friend.”
“I like when he comes to my office.” Alyssa wanted to reach out and cup Evelyn's cheek. She was so sweet and almost shy as she spoke.
“Do you want to visit the centre some time?” Another rogue invitation. Alyssa really had to stop blurting out the first thing that came to her head. First the pub invite and now a Four Paws invite.
“Really?”
“Yeah, totally. I think it would be really good for you to come and see what we do. Especially if we work together in the future.”
“I'd love that.” Silence settled between them. Alyssa was very aware of Lil's eyes drilling into her from across the table.
“Has Bug been with you since he was a baby?”
“Yeah. He was born on a working farm but he was the runt of the litter. The farmer didn't even try to raise him, just dropped him off with us. We had to bottle feed him for weeks.”
“Poor boy.”
“Yeah. I thought he would get adopted quickly, but it never happened. For some reason, he always gets overlooked.”
“I don't know how anyone could overlook him. Have you seen his face and those bloody sad eyes he makes when he wants something?”
Alyssa burst out laughing. “So you are getting to know his traits then, huh? That lad can manipulate the hardest of people. It's a gift.”
“Could…?”
Alyssa waited for Evelyn to continue, but the CEO had become quite timid, her hand rubbing the back of her neck. “Could?” Alyssa urged.
“Could I be his volunteer from now on? He spends his day with me, anyway. Or maybe we could share him. You know if I have a board meeting or something, then you could have him, but otherwise he can stay in the office with me?”
“Evelyn, that would be wonderful! Yes, yes, yes, of course you can be his volunteer.” At that moment, Alyssa knew something good was on the horizon. Whether it be for Bug or for her, she wasn't sure, but she knew that Evelyn Crawford was the key.



Chapter 7
 
 
 
Evelyn
The first week in December was the only time Evelyn could carve out some space for a visit to Four Paws, a full week and a half since Alyssa had extended the invitation.
The night in the pub still played on a loop in Evelyn's mind. Normally, she would have made every excuse under the sun to stay in the office and get a little more work finished. Maggie could attest to that. But when someone like Alyssa Fox invites you for a drink, there is no other answer than yes. Knowing there would be other people there had been a tad disappointing. Evelyn wanted to continue their chats. Getting to know Alyssa was Evelyn's favourite thing to do now, apart from looking after Bug.
Ah, Bug, that little charmer!
Bug had a way to let Evelyn know it was time to take a break. People would think she was a sandwich short of a picnic if they heard her thoughts, but Evelyn was sure of it. Bug had special powers. He was the only creature that had got her to take a step back in months. Even Maggie had commented.
In just a few weeks, Evelyn had gone from workaholic, hell bent on spending every waking hour chained to her desk to something… different. It was hard to put a finger on what exactly had changed, but one thing was for sure, Evelyn found herself taking more breaks, even if that was just to stare out of the window with her furry friend. The pressure to be perfect and do everything herself had lessened.
That's why Evelyn knew she had to make time for the tour around Four Paws. Like Bug, the sanctuary was special. Evelyn felt it in her bones. Plus, she would get a little one-on-one time with a certain raven haired beauty.
A solid frost clung to the ground. Evelyn's car tyres crunched loudly as she made her way down the winding gravel driveway to Four Paws. The clock read seven-thirty, which was a hideous time to be awake on a Saturday, but Alyssa had asked her to arrive early.
Pulling into the empty car park, Evelyn took a second to look at the centre. The building looked brand new. A lot of money had been invested in it, that was for sure. Evelyn got to wondering how Alyssa had secured the finances for such a place. It was well known that animal rescue centres found it hard to survive. Usually because they relied on charity.
The façade of the building was ninety per cent glass. Decals stuck on the windows in the shapes of bones and dog paws softened the harshness of the glass and chrome. Smoothing down her jumper, Evelyn headed for the entrance. Her hand had just touched the handle when the door flew open and a thrilled looking Alyssa ushered her inside.
“Hey, how was the drive over?” Alyssa was dressed in her usual worn jeans and flannel shirt. Evelyn wondered if her entire wardrobe comprised jeans and shirts.
“Easy peasy. It's been a while since I've left the city.”
“As soon as you're out of the city, it's quite a pleasant drive over, I think.” Alyssa was walking as she spoke. Evelyn followed, trying to take everything in. The reception was all clean lines and chrome. On the left-hand side was another wall of glass, through it, Evelyn could see a playroom. “That's where we take the dogs to meet potential owners.” Alyssa remarked.
“It looks wonderful.” The room was set up with toys and beds. Hidey holes and adventure equipment.
“We try to cater for all our dogs. Some need to hide away for a little while before they are comfortable meeting people. That's why we have the hidey holes. Other dogs are full of energy and want to zoom around the adventure course. It's important that the owners get to see the dog's actual personality.”
“It's brilliant, Alyssa.”
“Want to feed some puppies?” Alyssa grinned, her eyes sparkling.
“Are you joking? Of course I want to feed some puppies, but first can I say hello to Bug?” Evelyn had missed the little guy. It had been just over twelve hours since she'd seen him, but already she could feel his absence.
“He's waiting for you in my office,” Alyssa chuckled. Sure enough, as soon as Evelyn walked into Alyssa's office—which was piled high with files and dog hair—Bug came waddling over. He wasn't fat, it's just that when he wagged his stumpy tail, his whole body moved with it. He looked as if he was doing some strange version of the twist.
“Hey, little man,” Evelyn crooned. “Missed you, buddy,” she whispered into his ear. Bug dropped his head and rammed it into Evelyn's stomach, trying to get as close as possible to her.
A good ten minutes went by of Bug demanding Evelyn's attention. It was only when Alyssa laughed and tugged on his collar that the moment was broken. “He'd have you doing that all day. Come on, we have jobs to do. You can come too, Bug.”
Evelyn smiled sheepishly. She'd forgotten about everything as she massaged Bug's fur. It was just as therapeutic for her as it was for him. Getting to her feet, Evelyn shot a wink down at her favourite pooch and followed Alyssa into another room. This one had several crates with heat lamps in them.
“This is where we bring dogs that need some TLC. Right now, it's just the pups. Thankfully, all our other residents are fighting fit.” Evelyn moved quietly to the crate at the back of the room. Bending down slightly, she gazed at the mountain of fur wiggling and squeaking. “There are seven of them,” Alyssa whispered.
“It's hard to see them, they're so tightly packed together.” Evelyn looked closer and could see tiny pink paws and little blue eyes.
“Let's get them fed.” Evelyn didn't move. She waited for Alyssa to return with seven bottles of milk. “Watch what I do and then give it a go.” Alyssa opened the crate and untangled one of the puppies. Evelyn gasped at how small and adorable the puppy was. All brown, with a smushed face. Its eyes shining bright. She had to laugh when the little dog fought for all its worth to get to the bottle Alyssa was dangling close to its mouth.
“He's hungry,” Evelyn chuckled quietly.
“This one always is. She's going to be a tank,” Alyssa laughed, finally letting the dog suckle. Evelyn watched carefully until she was sure she knew what to do. Together, they fed each puppy until they were full to bursting. “I'm going to stimulate them so they poop. Normally the mother would do it, but…”
Evelyn nodded, understanding the seven dogs were orphans. Evelyn regarded Alyssa with wonder. She was so fluid in her motions, so knowledgeable and sure of herself. Every dog in the centre was loved and adored. That was plain to see. For Alyssa this wasn't a job, it was a lifestyle, a passion and Evelyn admired her for it.
“What's next boss?”
“Let me give you the grand tour.” Evelyn's favourite part of the tour had to be the kennels. It was obnoxiously loud, but so full of life. The dogs at Four Paws were happy and excitable. Taking the entire pack out to the playing field was certainly an experience. Together, Alyssa and Evelyn took turns running with a football, throwing tennis balls and playing tug.
Once the fun was over, Evelyn happily helped feed and water all the dogs. It was hard work and Evelyn wondered how much time, if any, Alyssa got to herself. Back in Alyssa's office, they sat with a fresh coffee and a box of donuts. Bug dutifully guarded them with his life. Evelyn had to laugh. He was staring at the box so hard, like he was expecting to move the donuts into his mouth by sheer will or the force, one or the other.
“This is a really impressive set-up, Alyssa. I can honestly say I've never seen a rescue centre so well equipped or managed.”
“Thank you. This place is my life. All I ever wanted to do was help and work with dogs.”
“Can I ask how this place is funded? Is that too personal?” There was no way the sanctuary was funded on charity alone. Everything in the place was new and top of the line.
“It's fine. I won the Euro lottery when I was twenty-one.” Evelyn almost choked on the sip of coffee she'd just taken. Alyssa laughed. “That's usually the response I get.”
“Wow, I mean, that's awesome. Lucky you.”
“Yeah, I won more money that I could ever spend and I'm not about personal materialism. My parents are new age hippies. I was practically brought up in a campervan.”
“I can see that,” Evelyn smiled.
“We had a house. It was only small. But my parents wanted me to experience things, not spend my time in front of a TV. We were always travelling around, even if it was just day trips, we were always visiting somewhere. I learned all I needed to be happy was my family and my pets.”
“That's beautiful.”
“It was different. I didn't have loads of friends, but I didn't mind. Anyway, when I won the lottery, I knew straight away what I wanted to do. So I sunk my winnings into this place, and I've never looked back.”
“I'm so impressed with you right now, Alyssa Fox.” Could this woman be any more perfect?
“Thanks. What about you? What's your story? I feel like I know you, but not the deep stuff.”
Evelyn blew out a breath. “It's not exciting, really. Mum and dad started Crawfords when I was small. I remember the first shop they opened. It was like a wonderland for me. I loved helping them out and learning about animals. I grew up in the business, so it was a foregone conclusion where I would work. Even though dad is the face of the company, it was really my mum who was the driving force.” Evelyn needed to take a steadying breath. Anytime she spoke of her mum, her heart broke all over again.
“Was? You said your mum was.”
“Yeah, she passed away a few years ago from cancer.” Evelyn gave a watery smile as Alyssa took her hand. “We were really close. I am with my dad too, but I had a special bond with my mum. Probably because we were so alike. Dad is the easygoing kind of person whereas my mum was serious. Not all the time, mind you. She knew how to let go, but she just had a focus about her.
“When dad started seeing his floozy, I found it hard.” Evelyn hadn't told anyone this except for Maggie. “I felt like he just abandoned Mum. I know she was gone, but he just found someone else, so fast. That's where he is now, on some tropical island with her.”
“The floozy.”
Evelyn chuckled. “Yes, the floozy. She's my age, for god's sake.”
“Have you told your dad how you feel?” Jesus, this was turning into a therapy session. Evelyn didn't want Alyssa to see her as this weak and vulnerable mess.
“Enough about my sad life,” she chuckled.
“Is it sad? I mean, outside of losing your mum?” Bloody hell, Alyssa was going for gold with these questions.
“I…” Should she confess how she really felt about being CEO? “Before dad went away, I was considering leaving the company.”
“Wow, and now you're CEO.”
“Yeah, not by choice. Dad didn't exactly give me an option.”
“Why did you want to leave?”
“I love the company, don't get me wrong. It was built from hard work and love. My parents gave everything they had to it. And then they gave it to me. Well, that's how it feels. I haven't earned it, I was given it and that irritates me.”
“Are you kidding me?” Evelyn was taken aback by Alyssa's sudden outburst. “Evelyn, I've known you for a month and I already know you well enough to see how bloody hard you work. How can you say you haven't earned it?”
“I had a job waiting for me since the day I could walk. How's that me earning it?”
“Alright, yes, you were given the opportunity, but I bet you worked your arse off. I'm guessing you went to university, aced business, and then steadily worked your way up through the company.” Alyssa was right. Evelyn had done that. “If you weren't CEO, what would you do?”
“I have no idea. I think I would prefer to work in the charity side of the company. Like I said, I admire you for doing what you do. I'd like to do something in the same field.”
“So you don't really want to leave Crawford's, just change up your position?” Evelyn sat and thought for a minute. She'd always imagined that if she wanted something different, she would have to leave the family business behind. After all, how disappointed would her dad be that she didn't want to be at the helm but in a lower position?
“I love Crawford's. I just need a change. Something I have done on my own.”
“So do it then. Find something you want to do and get on with it. Evelyn, I have seen you work. I know for a fact that you could find that thing you love and make it a success. Take some time to figure out exactly what you want and go for it.”
Could she really do that? Tell her dad she didn't want to be CEO. Find something within Crawford's that was just hers? Alyssa was the first person to  tell her outright to go for it. Maggie was supportive, but she listened more than advised.
“It's hard not to get swept up in you sometimes,” Evelyn laughed, then stilled. Their eyes held and Evelyn swore she saw more than friendship on Alyssa's face. It was a building heat, a crackle, and Evelyn wanted to do something about it. But she wouldn't, not when Alyssa had a partner.
Clearing her throat, Evelyn swallowed the last bit of coffee, hoping the break in eye contact would also break the tension.
“Want to stay for dinner?”
* * *
All Evelyn had to do was politely turn down Alyssa's offer to stay for dinner. Did she do that? Nope. Of course not, because she was an idiot. Even though Evelyn knew she couldn't pursue Alyssa, that didn't stop her body from wanting to be close to her.
As she helped Alyssa hand over the nightly duties to a man called Gary, her nerves kicked up a notch. It's not like they'd never shared a meal before. Blimey, they ate lunch together most days, but this felt different. Evelyn was going to be invited into Alyssa's private space, her home. A home that took Evelyn a quick minute to process. “You live in a caravan?”
“No, I live in a mobile home. What part of that,” Alyssa pointed, “looks like a caravan?” Thankfully, she was laughing as she spoke, so Evelyn didn't worry that she'd offended her.
“No, sorry, I know. I'm just surprised.”
“Most people are. Come on, I'll show you around.”
Evelyn had stayed in mobile homes before. Her mum and dad took her to Cornwall every year for their family holiday. Some of her best memories were in mobile homes. Inside was deceptively large. All open plan, top of the range equipment and fittings. Evelyn instantly felt at home. Unlike her penthouse, which had always felt lonely. Even though she decorated to her own taste, it never felt cosy and homely.
“I love it, Al.”
“So do I. It's super convenient for the shelter.”
“And the views are superb. I bet you get a lovely sunrise from your deck.”
“Indeed I do. That's why I wanted a model with a full wrap around deck. I can sit outside and enjoy the sunrise and sunset. Not that I've done it in a while.”
“You should make the effort, Alyssa.”
“You're right.” There it was again, that undeniable tension between them. The eye contact had to stop because it was driving Evelyn bonkers. “Drink?”
“Please.” Evelyn dropped her purse by the door and took a seat on the settee. Alyssa handed her a bottle of beer and sat beside her. Everything in Evelyn was screaming to reach out and kiss Alyssa. What she wouldn't give to run her hands through Alyssa's gorgeous hair.
The atmosphere was heady. If Evelyn didn't look away soon, she was going to do something stupid. Luckily, there was a knock at the door, which made both women jump a little. Evelyn closed her eyes and took a few steadying breaths as Alyssa moved to greet her guest. Probably her girlfriend, you moron. 
“Hannah, what brings you here?” Evelyn looked over at the door. A very attractive woman stood with her hands in her pockets, looking at Alyssa like she hung the moon.
“I wanted to see if… Look, Al, I want you to reconsider.”
“Reconsider?”
“Yes, us, Al, reconsider us. I miss you. I miss your bed.” Well, that was interesting information. Evelyn didn't know where to look. She was sure that Alyssa wouldn't want her privy to this conversation. Not when it implicated her cheating on Lil.
“Hannah, I told you how I feel.” There was an awkward silence. Evelyn wanted to crawl under the coffee table.
“Oh, I see,” this Hannah woman sneered. “You've moved on to the next one.” It was clear as day that Hannah was referring to Evelyn.
“Hannah, this is Evelyn. I work with her company. I was just giving her a tour of Four Paws.”
“Yeah, right. You're unbelievable, Alyssa.”
“No, Hannah. Stop. I was honest with you from the start. What I do in my personal life has nothing to do with you. I don't have to explain myself. Please leave.”
“Maybe I should…” Evelyn began. She would be more than happy to extricate herself.
“No, Evelyn, sit down.”
Sitting back on the sofa, Evelyn gave both women a tight smile. This was friggin' awkward as hell.
“Alyssa,” Hannah began.
“No, I need some time to cool off. I'll call you Hannah. Night.” And that was that. Alyssa shut the door and came back to the settee.
“That was…”
“Embarrassing. Awkward?” Alyssa grinned.
“Yep, all that.”
“Sorry. I thought Hannah and I were on the same page. Obviously not.”
Evelyn peeled the label off her beer bottle. It wasn't any of her business, but she couldn't stop herself from asking. “Does Lil know about her?”
“Yeah, of course? Why?”
That was not the answer she expected. “Oh, right. And she doesn't mind?”
“Why would she?”
“Well, I… I wouldn't want to share you, that's all.” Was that too honest?
“Why would… Evelyn, do you think Lil is my girlfriend?”
“Yeah, you told me she was.”
“When?”
“When we first met. You said Lil was your partner.”
“Business partner, Evelyn. Business partner. Lil has never and will never be my life partner.”
Well, shit!



Chapter 8
 
 
 
Alyssa
Being made to feel like a liar was not Alyssa's idea of a good time, but here she was, three days after Evelyn's visit to Four Paws and their evening together. The one that was so spectacularly disrupted by Hannah showing up. Hannah who had accused her of moving on to her next notch on the bedpost.
Normally, an accusation like that wouldn't have upset Alyssa. But when that comment was aimed at Evelyn, it irked her. Evelyn wasn't a notch on the bedpost. She was a friend, a very sexy friend that Alyssa wanted to do naughty things with, but not just for one night.
And that's where the lie came in. Or was it? During her time with Hannah as friends with occasional benefits, Alyssa had been straightforward, honest with her intentions—or lack of—because she wasn't lying when she told Hannah they could never be more than what they were. Alyssa didn't have the time or inclination to be in a relationship. Four Paws was her chief priority. But now? Shit, there was something about Evelyn Crawford that made Alyssa, for the first time ever, want more.
Why did Bug have to go wandering off to Evelyn's office? If he had just stayed in the lower offices, this wouldn't be happening! Those were the kinds of thoughts that had been circulating around Alyssa's head since Evelyn's visit. Not only were they interrupted by Hannah, but Evelyn had thought she was a cheat. How could they have got their wires crossed so badly? The evening had ended with an awkward goodbye and a promise for lunch on Monday.
It was Tuesday now, and no lunches had happened. Evelyn apparently couldn't stop for an hour, too swamped to eat lunch. Bug still got to visit, which sounded petulant, but that's where Alyssa's state of mind was at. Jealous of Bug getting to spend time with Evelyn.
Now Evelyn was Bug's official volunteer, Alyssa didn't have an excuse to go to the CEO's office every day. But she wanted to! Boy, did she want to, even if she could only see the woman for five minutes. What was happening to her? How had Evelyn got under her skin so easily? For the first time… ever, Alyssa was struggling to concentrate on the sanctuary. Sure, she got the jobs done, but her focus was on the twentieth floor.
“What is wrong with you?” Lil huffed, jabbing Alyssa in the arm. They were spending the afternoon at Four Paws combing over their finances. It wasn't a fun task, but not something they could shirk.
“Nothing,” Alyssa huffed back. Her mood had soured over the past forty-eight hours and Lil had noticed.
“Wanna try that again? Jesus, Al, you've got a face like a wet weekend.”
“Just had a thing with Hannah.”
“What does that mean? Bloody hell, Alyssa, spit it out.”
“She came over unannounced on Saturday. Asking me to reconsider having a relationship with her.”
“Right, and how did that go?”
“I told her I'm not the relationship type and that she always knew the score.”
“Okay, and?”
“Then she left.” Not the entire story, but Alyssa wasn't sure she could explain what had happened without trying to make sense of her frustrating feelings.
“Tell you what, I'm going to go make a coffee and give you time to settle down. Then you can tell me the rest of the story and I can help.” Lil didn't wait for Alyssa's response. Closing her eyes, Alyssa growled under her breath. This is why she didn't do relationships and feelings. All those things ever brought was frustration.
“Can we not talk about it?” Alyssa pleaded when Lil placed her coffee in front of her five minutes later.
“Nope. You've been in funk and I don't like it. C'mon, spill.”
“You're so annoying.” Lil nodded in agreement and smiled sweetly. Alyssa rolled her eyes. “Evelyn was with me when Hannah arrived. I'd given Evelyn a tour of the shelter and asked her to stay for dinner.” Chancing a look at Lil, Alyssa wanted to growl again. Lil wore a satisfied grin that rubbed Alyssa up the wrong way.
“Go on,” Lil urged.
“Hannah accused me of moving on to my next fling, which I don't really care about, but…”
“You don't want Evelyn to see you that way.”
“Yeah, I suppose. But it got worse. When I finally got rid of Hannah, Evelyn asked if you were okay with me sleeping with other women.”
“Why the bloody hell would I care who you're shagging?” The look of bewilderment made Alyssa laugh.
“She thought you and I were a couple?”
“Why?” Lil laughed. “That's ridiculous, and gross.”
“Hey!” Alyssa laughed.
“It's gross,” Lil repeated.
“It is. Anyway… When we first met, I introduced you as my partner. I meant business partner but Evelyn thought I meant life partner.”
“So all these weeks she's been flirting with my girlfriend?” Lil gasped, holding her hand to her heart.
“Oh stop. She has not been flirting.”
“Alyssa, don't be a moron. Of course she has. And why wouldn't she? I knew the two of you were into each other.”
“Lil, c'mon, it's not like that.”
“Oh, give me a break. Why are you in such a tizzy then, if it's 'not like that'?”
Bloody Lil. Ugh. “Okay fine. I have been feeling stuff.”
“God, you're so deep and enlightened, Alyssa. You should think of doing some life coaching on the side,” Lil deadpanned.
“Look, I stand by what I said to Hannah. I don't do relationships, I haven't got the time—”
“But?...”
“But,” Alyssa sighed. “I can't get Evelyn out of my mind. I want to spend time with her. Get to know her more than I already do and it's frustrating me. I can't concentrate on the things I need to. I feel like a liar, like I misled Hannah.”
“Alyssa, sweetie, you didn't mislead anyone. You can't help who you fall for.”
“Hold your horses, lady, no one said I was falling for anyone.”
“Didn't you? I mean, you've just described everything that happens when you meet and fall for someone. Tell me. When you wake up, do you think of her first or the centre?”
Alyssa's face flared red. Over the course of the past few weeks, Evelyn had been invading her mind more often. To the point that Alyssa thought of her when she woke up, or grabbed a coffee, or lunch. It didn't seem to matter the time of day. Evelyn Crawford was never far from Alyssa's mind. “Shit,” she hissed.
“Stop fretting. It's not the end of the world to like someone, Al. Look, you know I have respected your choices regarding relationships and all that jazz, but I'd be a shitty friend if I didn't give it to you straight.” Well, this sounded ominous. “The shelter isn't going anywhere, Alyssa. You have a crack team of people behind you, all willing to put in the hard work. I think we've all proven how valuable we are. I totally understood your aversion to relationships when you first got Four Paws up and running. There was lots to do, and you needed to focus. But, the thing is, you don't need to focus that hard anymore.”
“This place is my home, Lil,” Alyssa argued.
“Of course it is, and no one is saying otherwise. But the truth is you could, if you wanted to, dedicate some of your fierce focus on a woman. Obviously, the right lady has never come along, but I think that's changed. Evelyn likes you, that's plain to see and you like her. Refusing to do anything about it is just stubbornness on your part. But it's your choice.”
“Christ, tell me how you really feel, Lil,” Alyssa groaned. She was feeling pissy because her friend was right.
“I always will. Now, will you stop moping and help me get this finance shite out of the way so I can go home?”
“Whose collecting the dogs?”
“You are. Get the pack and talk to Evelyn whilst you're there.”
* * *
“Ricky, what are you doing here?” It was almost half five and Alyssa had just arrived to collect the dogs.
“I'm taking the dogs back. Lil called me earlier, asked if I could stop by. Said you would drop the van off and she'd give me a lift into work tomorrow.” Lil, you conniving so and so!
“Oh, my mistake. I thought I was taking them back.” Lil had set her up knowing full well that without the excuse of getting the dogs, Alyssa would not have come to Crawford's today.
“No worries. I'll get them loaded. You okay getting home?” Lil hadn't thought it through at all. How was Alyssa supposed to get home? Well, she could take Ricky's car, she supposed. Oh, hang on a minute, Alyssa understood now. Lil expected her to talk to Evelyn with the hopes of more would happen and she would either go back to Evelyn's or ask her for a lift home. Neither one was going to happen.
“I'll drive your car back if that's cool. You get everyone ready and I'll meet you back there. Don't worry about Bug, I'll bring him with me.”
“Roger Dodger! See you later, Al.”
Alyssa waited for Ricky to leave. She needed a moment to gather herself. Even though she had no intention of going anywhere with Evelyn tonight, she wanted to clear the air between them. When Evelyn found out Alyssa was not with Lil, she acted a little oddly. Alyssa couldn't quite put her finger on it. However, the fact that Alyssa felt Evelyn was avoiding her was enough to warrant a discussion. They were becoming fast friends, and no matter how Alyssa's feeling evolved, she didn't want to lose that friendship.
As usual, the top floor was quiet when Alyssa arrived. Only a couple of employees lingered, but they were chatting amongst themselves, too busy discussing Eastenders to take notice of her.
Evelyn's raised voice echoed through the door to her office. “Daniel, I don't care. I have no time to plan a bloody Christmas event. It should have been done months ago.” Alyssa stopped and listened. “Dad might have always organised it, but he isn't here and this is the first I'm hearing about it.” Alyssa could make out the garbled noise coming from the other end of the phone. “Whatever Daniel, I'll sort it out. Goodbye.” The sound of a phone being slammed into its cradle signalled the call's end.
“Hey,” Alyssa called quietly. Approaching Evelyn cautiously. The CEO looked wired, maybe a little manic.
“Alyssa,” Evelyn barked, causing her to jump. “Sorry, didn't see you there. Have we got an appointment?”
The hot poker of disappointment jabbed Alyssa in her gut. They'd never needed an appointment before. “No sorry, I just came to grab Bug.” Not a lie. Yes, she hoped they could chat, but this clearly wasn't the time. Evelyn's face visibly dropped, which confused Alyssa. Was Evelyn upset that she was taking Bug or that Alyssa hadn't come up to see her specifically? Blimey, all this falling for someone was ridiculous and complicated.
“He's in his usual spot,” Evelyn replied despondently, her fingers massaging her temple. Should Alyssa just grab the pup and hightail it out of there? Probably, that's what commitment-free player Alyssa would do. But this was Evelyn, and Alyssa's heart ached at the sight of this beautiful woman struggling.
Instead of picking up Bug, Alyssa sat in the chair opposite Evelyn, who had her head down, staring at her desk. “Is everything okay, Evie?” Stupid question. Clearly, everything was not okay, but this was way outside Alyssa's wheelhouse. If Evelyn was strictly a friend, Alyssa would be shit hot at advising, but as soon as the line blurred from friendship to something more, Alyssa was lost.
Evelyn let out a sharp laugh. “Oh, the usual, you know.” Finally Evelyn looked up. Alyssa was shocked at how tired the CEO looked. Dark circles marred Evelyn's perfect face.
“Evelyn, when was the last time you ate? Or slept, for that matter?”
“What time is it now?”
“Half five.”
“Then yesterday. I ate yesterday. Couldn't sleep, so came in around four.”
Alyssa let out a surprised gasp. “Evelyn Crawford,” she admonished.
“I know, I know. I've already had a bollocking off of Maggie.”
“Good. Now, want to share the reason you were so angry at the phone you almost put it through your desk?”
Evelyn chuckled. “Apparently my father, the perfect boss, organised a HQ Christmas Party each year. Obviously I knew about the party but I never realised it was him that threw it. Dan, the douchebag, was just informing me the responsibility for said party falls to me now. And he decided to let me know that nugget of information, two weeks before the party is supposed to happen. I have no time to eat, let alone plan a fucking party.”
That was probably the first time Alyssa had heard Evelyn swear. “I can help.” Oh look, another case of verbal vomiting, Alyssa. Maybe one day you will think before you open your trap?
“You can't help, you have the centre to run. You're just as busy as I am.” Alyssa heard Lil's earlier words. The truth is you could, if you wanted to, dedicate some of your fierce focus on a woman. Lil was right, Alyssa had plenty of help. There was no reason she couldn't lend Evelyn a hand, as she was clearly struggling. What would that mean, though? Alyssa never chose a woman over Four Paws. Never.
“I have time, Evelyn, and I can help you.”
“What about Four Paws?”
“Lil is there and I have a full team to help. Let me do this for you. Let me help.” Alyssa saw Evelyn's eyes swim with unshed tears. This was unfamiliar territory. How should Alyssa handle it? Standing up, Alyssa rounded the desk and hauled Evelyn into her arms for a bone-crushing hug. Alyssa's mum always gave her a hug when she was feeling a little overwhelmed, and it always helped.
“Thank you,” Evelyn mumbled into Alyssa's shoulder. They stayed glued to each other for a few moments longer. Alyssa broke the hold because she was getting some pleasant feelings in pleasant places that were wholly inappropriate for the circumstances.
“Okay, here's the game plan. You're going to shut off your laptop and pour us a drink of something. Do you have alcohol?” Evelyn shook her head. “Bummer. Okay, new plan. I'll order a pizza and beer. We'll sit on the sofa with Bug glaring at us whilst we eat.” That earned her a laugh. “Then we will have a quick chat about what needs to be done for this party and then you're going home to sleep. Deal?”
“Well, how could I say no to that?”
“You can't. It's impossible,” Alyssa grinned.
With the pizza ordered, Alyssa and Evelyn settled on the sofa. Bug trundled over, ignoring Alyssa completely. Popping his front paws on the sofa, Bug looked at Evelyn expectantly. Alyssa regarded the pair with curiosity. What's going on here then?
Evelyn didn't skip a beat. As if this was something they did regularly, Evelyn scooped Bug on to the sofa by his bum. Bug circled twice and then lay down, his upper body leaning over Evelyn's leg. Evelyn carried on like nothing was amiss. Alyssa wanted to laugh out loud. What else did this pair get up to? It was clear as day that they had formed a bond and now had a routine.
“Oh, pizza's here,” Evelyn announced when her phone pinged. Jumping up, Alyssa headed to the elevator to wait for the delivery man. She was determined to get Evelyn to relax and if that meant sitting on the sofa with Bug lounged on her, then so be it.
“Oh, my God, this is heaven,” Alyssa mumbled through her first bite of pizza.
“This is just what I needed, thank you Alyssa.”
“No worries. I am worried about you, though, Evelyn. You can't keep going like this.”
“I know,” she sighed. “I'll just be glad when bloody Christmas is done.”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa. We need to rectify this dislike of Christmas. You're as grumpy as Bug about it. Have you never enjoyed it?”
“Not at all. I loved Christmas. Decorating, watching movies, eating junk. Waiting for Santa. What isn't there to like as a kid?”
“But not now?”
Alyssa watched Evelyn deflate. “My mum was the one who made Christmas extraordinary. Every year seemed to get bigger and better than the last. Then she died.” Alyssa wiped a tear from Evelyn's cheek. “Dad didn't know how to make Christmas what it was without her and then he met the floozy. There was no way I wanted to share Christmas with him and her, so I worked. That's when I realised how much larger my workload was over the festive period. I had less and less time to enjoy it.”
“I'm really sorry to hear that, Evie.”
“It's okay. Times change.”
“But that doesn't mean you can't enjoy Christmas again,” Alyssa said gently, taking Evelyn's hand. All she wanted to do was make the woman feel better. Wrap her up in cotton wool and make everything okay.
“What's the point? My dad will be away. Maggie has her family. I have an empty penthouse. I might as well forget about it and carry on as normal.” No chance in hell Alyssa was going to let that happen. She had some planning to do.
“Well, let's forget about that tonight. We still have pizza. Bug is practically drooling in anticipation. I'm guessing this isn't the first time he's got food from you with those big puppy eyes. Am I right?” Evelyn ginned. “Thought so. So let's eat, drink and plan for this party.”
“I can do that. And, to show you I'm not quite the grinch you think I am, I'll treat you to some festive music.”
The opening bars of “Fairytale of New York” played softly through speakers dotted around the office. With the light low and the beer flowing, Alyssa had to be on guard. Those complicated feelings were becoming less complicated as the minutes wore on. Evelyn Crawford had captured her attention, and it was becoming painfully clear that somehow she'd captured Alyssa's heart, too.



Chapter 9
 
 
 
Evelyn
The middle of December arrived with a flurry of snow and biting ice cold wind. Of course, the British government went into meltdown, causing more trouble than the weather itself.
Although inundated with work, Evelyn was making a conscious effort to relax. All thanks to Alyssa and Bug. Since the night Alyssa witnessed Evelyn's little hissy fit at Dan the douchebag, they'd spent nearly every day together, planning the Christmas bash, eating lunch and generally just hanging out. There was an ease to Alyssa. Evelyn felt comfortable, and she found her stress levels go from close to heart attack to mild indigestion whenever Alyssa was close.
“Hey, Evie,” Alyssa called, walking into her office and plonking herself on the sofa.
“Hey, yourself. Good day?”
“Yeah, um, I actually came in to ask you a favour.”
“Okay, shoot.” Evelyn placed her fountain pen on the desk and waited. Why was Alyssa looking uncomfortable?
“So, um, you know the dogs are having their sleepovers tonight?” Evelyn nodded. Alyssa had granted most volunteers a night with their dogs. The ones she felt weren't ready for that were being treated to a sleepover with members of the Four Paws team. Bug was staying with Alyssa because Evelyn hadn't been sure she would be available to have him overnight.
“Yeah, everything okay? No issues, I hope.”
“Um, no, not really. It's just… well, I was wondering if you could have Bug. I know you said you weren't sure if you were free, so it's totally cool if you can't.”
“I can. I was going to ask you today about it, actually. I thought I would have to stay out of town, but the meeting got cancelled last minute.”
“Oh great, thanks.”
Evelyn smiled. “Is there an emergency at the centre?”
“No, um… I have a date with Josh and… um, with the Christmas party being next Saturday, tonight is the only free time we have.”
What the fuck? A chorus of those three words played on repeat in Evelyn's head. Alyssa was going out on a date with Josh? Wow, did she feel foolish? Stupidly, Evelyn had thought she and Alyssa were heading in that direction. In fact, Evelyn had planned to ask her out as soon as she'd found the courage. But she was too late.
For God's sake, of course, Alyssa was going to date. Hadn't Evelyn heard the woman say she didn't do relationships? Why would that be any different with Evelyn? But they'd been spending so much time together. Talking for hours, even when Evelyn should have been concentrating on the mountains of work perched on her desk.
How idiotic are you? Falling for her, when you didn't stand a chance of keeping her.
Schooling her features into something that Evelyn hoped read as unfazed, she smiled. “Oh, sounds lovely. I'm sure you'll have a wonderful time. I'm happy to keep Bug for the night.” There, that sounded alright, right?
“You're… you're sure you don't mind?”
“Nope, you enjoy your date with… Josh.”
“Great… well, thanks.” An awkward silence descended. Evelyn wanted the floor to open up and swallow her. Could she fire Josh? No, stop it Evie, don't be ridiculous.
“Well, I um… I should get on.” Evelyn picked up her fountain pen and gave a mock salute, then wanted to die of embarrassment. Because who does that? Alyssa gave her a tight smile, waved, and left. After all the time spent together, how had they taken such a step back?
“What the hell was that?” Maggie bawled, rushing into the room, her face flustered.
“Sorry what?” Evelyn didn't have time to decrypt whatever Maggie was banging on about.
“That?” Maggie shouted, pointing to the door.
“Do you mean Alyssa?”
“Of course I bloody do. What are you playing at?”
“Maggie, can you stop yelling and start explaining what you are yammering on about?”
“Evelyn. That woman just told you she's going on a date with someone else and you did absolutely nothing!”
“Why would I do anything?”
Maggie shook her head. “Don't give me that nonsense. Anyone with two eyes can see you pair have been flirting up a treat. I thought you would have gone out with each other by now.”
“Maggie, give me a break. We've had to work close together, that's—”
“Enough, Evie. Enough. Why can't you just admit you fancy the pants off her? Hell, I kind of do. She's smokin'.”
Could this day get any worse? Hearing Maggie from Croydon say smokin' was just too much for one day. “Listen, Alyssa can date who she likes. She doesn't do serious, so what's the point? I want more than a weekend shag.”
“Maybe she hasn't been given a good enough offer in the past. You could be that offer. Look, I'm not saying you have to go full lesbian cliché. You can keep your U-Haul parked up for now. I'm just saying that asking the girl out would be a good start. Give her the choice, you know.”
“You're full of opinions lately, aren't you?”
“I've always been full of opinions. Doesn't make me wrong. Come on Evie, grow some bloody ovaries and ask that sexy minx out.”
The dam broke inside Evelyn. Alyssa was sexy, she was kind and Evelyn had wanted to be more than friends from the beginning. What was she playing at? Why was she letting Alyssa get away? “Oh, sod it. What have I got to lose, right?”
“That's the spirit. I'm going to get her back.” Once again, Evelyn didn't have a chance to reply. Maggie zipped out of the room like her bum was on fire. Rolling her neck and shoulders, Evelyn prepared for what she thought would be rejection. Surely if Alyssa wanted more than friendship, she'd have asked Evelyn out already. It's not like Alyssa was shy or anything.
Evelyn almost jumped out of her skin when Alyssa spoke. She'd been so lost in her head she didn't see her enter the office. “Hey, Maggie said you needed me.” Evelyn's heart drummed, her palms sweaty.
“Hi, yes. Right.” Excellent start, Evelyn, top-notch! “Sorry,” she mumbled, taking a gulp of cold coffee. “Alyssa, would you have dinner with me?”
“Sure, when? I can grab takeout on Monday if you like.”
“I mean a date, Alyssa, not an office dinner.”
“A date?” Alyssa squeaked. Oh, crap, had Evelyn made a terrible mistake and ruined their friendship? Why didn't she think of the repercussions of being rejected? How could they stay friends? That would be way too uncomfortable. Bollocks!
“Yeah, yes, a date. I can cook, or we could go to a restaurant. Or I could drive to Four Paws, so you are close by in case of an emergency. Whatever.” Shut up, you rambling pillock!
“Yes. To the date,” Alyssa stuttered. Evelyn smiled brightly. She'd said yes! But she also said yes to Josh, so don't get too excited Ev.
“Okay, great, we'll chat about it then. Soon.” Evelyn gripped her pen, needing to channel her excitement into something that wasn't a happy dance.
“Okay.” Alyssa smiled, her cheeks a little red.
Evelyn was a grown woman and yet she felt like a spotty tween who had just spoken to her first crush. Good Lord. “Okay, so I'll see you soon. Don't worry about Bug, he's going to have a great time with me.”
“I know he will. That dog adores you.” They smiled sweetly at each other. “I'm gonna…” Alyssa said, hooking her thumb over her shoulder.
“Night, Alyssa.” Whoa, that sounded way too sultry. Tone it down, Romeo.
As much as Evelyn hated saying good night to Alyssa, knowing she was off to get wined and dined by someone else, Evelyn couldn't stop the ember of hope growing in her belly. She also couldn't help watching Alyssa's lovely derriere leave the office. Hot damn.
Unsurprisingly, Maggie blew back into the room, sporting a grin as wide as the River Thames. “Nice one, Evie, very well handled.”
Evelyn laughed. “I think we need to have a chat about eavesdropping on my conversations, Mags.”
“Don't be silly. Now, what's the plan? Posh restaurant? River cruise?”
“Nope, I think I want to cook for her. At my place, or hers. I want to talk to her properly and relax.”
“Yep, good thinking. Plan the best date ever and Josh won't stand a chance!”
“I'm not competing with Josh or anyone, Maggie. Alyssa knows her own mind. If she chooses to be with Josh, that's her call.”
“You are way too passé about this Evie. I mean really.” Maggie rolled her eyes.
“Well, now that's done, I'm going to go home. I have a house guest tonight and we need some sofa time.”
“Have you got everything he needs?”
“Maggie, I run a pet supply company. I literally have everything he needs. I'll message Blake to deliver some stuff to my place.”
“I'm proud of you, Evie.”
“Don't be soft. I'm just looking out for him this evening.”
“Not for that, and you know it. Whether it's because of Alyssa or that ball of fluff over there,” Maggie pointed to Bug, who was curled up in a ball by the window. “You've been making some changes these past few weeks. Good changes. I'm proud of you for doing that.” Evelyn dropped her eyes to the table. It was Alyssa and Bug that had helped her.
“They're good for me,” she said, her voice just above a whisper.
“Then keep hold of them.”
* * *
“Alright, Bug, we're home. Now, I just need a minute to get everything ready for you. So take your time. Have a wander round and make yourself at home.” Had Evelyn gone overboard with what she'd asked Blake to bring over? No doubt. Did she care? Not one bit. It felt wonderful to spoil her little friend. He deserved it for being so caring.
Even though it was past the middle of December, Evelyn's penthouse remained Christmas-less. There was no garland on the fireplace. No tree twinkling in the corner of her living room. All signs that it was the festive season were nonexistent. Unlike her office, which had been transformed into a winter wonderland by Maggie.
No matter how hard she tried, Evelyn couldn't muster the enthusiasm for the holiday season. Everything just reminded her of her mum and how many things had changed. Even though she was an adult when her mum passed away, they'd always shared Christmas together. Roslyn didn't care that Evelyn was in her thirties. She still made the time magical, just like when Evelyn was a small child.
Those times were gone, though, and there was no way to get them back. Christmas was too hard without her mum, so Evelyn chose to skip it. So, here she stood in her white and chrome penthouse with nary a bauble in sight.
Shaking her head, Evelyn set off to unpack the mountain of supplies shipped over for Bugs' stay. “Now, I know you have dog kibble, but how about we have a treat?” Evelyn took Bug's puppy eyes as a yes. Taking out two steaks from the fridge, Evelyn set about cooking them a feast of meat and maple-roasted vegetables. “No one can complain, Bug. I've given you protein and veggies.” She mumbled to him. Bug hadn't left Evelyn's side since getting home.
With a glass of red wine poured and a bottle of dog beer emptied into a bowl, the duo sat in the living room to eat. For the first time since Evelyn's mum had passed, she didn't feel completely alone. Richard had tried his best, but he was grieving, too. Maggie tried to be there for her, but the woman had her own life to deal with. And Mindy, well, Evelyn should have known that was doomed from the start because Mindy never made her feel supported, not in the way she needed.
For three years, Evelyn had been lonely. But the little dog, quietly munching on his steak, had turned that around in a matter of hours. Since the first time he absconded to her office, Evelyn felt that want of companionship sated.
There were no conversations to be had, just Bug's presence. Evelyn was amazed at how intuitive he was. As if he could see all her feelings and know what she needed. Whether that was a break from work, in which case Bug would literally bug her until she stopped and petted him. Or when she was frustrated and Bug would whine at the window in her office until she joined him for a few calming minutes.
“Want to meet someone, Bug?” Maybe the third glass of wine was a mistake. Evelyn always got sentimental and emotional after too much wine. Not waiting for the dog to answer—because she wasn't that sozzled—Evelyn took out her photo albums from a box in the bottom of her wardrobe.
Bug wandered over to her as she sat on the floor, her back against the sofa. “This is my mum,” she mumbled. The creak of the cover revealed how little the album had been opened. As with Christmas, staring at Roslyn's smiling face was just too painful at times. “She was the best. I miss her.” Over the space of an hour, Evelyn showed Bug her family pictures. The pup sat diligently by her side and even though she knew it wasn't possible, Evelyn let herself believe he was looking at the photos taking in everything she had to say. It felt good to talk about her mum. Sure, she wished she could do that with her dad, but Richard always shut the conversation down.
Hot tears streaked down Evelyn's face as she combed through the photos for a second time. Bug sidled up and leaned against her chest. “I miss her so much.” Bug abruptly got to his feet and dashed off toward Evelyn's bedroom. Wiping her face, Evelyn stood to investigate. The silence was worrying. The jingle of bells stopped Evelyn in her tracks. Bug appeared moments later with a Christmas tree decoration in his mouth. Stunned, Evelyn watched him walk back to the living room and drop the decoration.
“No, buddy, this isn't a toy,” Evelyn chided, scooping the offending article back up. Striding into her room, Evelyn saw the box of stored Christmas paraphernalia opened. How in the world did he know this was here? Returning the bells to their rightful place, Evelyn made her way back to the living, only to witness Bug running back to her room. Out he came with a different Christmas decoration. Dropping it in the same place as before, he sat and stared at her.
Huffing and growing frustrated, Evelyn returned the ornament. “Stop it, Bug,” she whined when he repeated his breaking and entering of her Christmas stash. Twenty minutes passed of them playing Bug's game. Eventually Evelyn slumped to the floor in the middle of the growing pile of Christmas decorations. Bug was quite content ferrying the items one by one from her room.
The doorbell rang, which caused Evelyn to frown. Who the hell was at her door at… nine-thirty in the evening? Grumbling the entire way to her front door, Evelyn ripped it open with a scowl. “Whoa, what's wrong with you?” a surprised looking Alyssa asked.
“Alyssa?”
“That's me. You okay?”
“What… why are you here?” The tone of her voice was snippy, causing Alyssa to raise her eyebrows.
“I just wanted to stop by and say hi. Sorry, I'll go. See you tomorrow.” Evelyn could have screamed at herself. Taking her frustration out on Alyssa wasn't right.
“No, Al, sorry wait. Come in.”
“Are you sure?
“Perfectly. Sorry, I'm just having a bit of an issue with Bug.”
“Bug? Is he okay?” Alyssa didn't hesitate, stepping past Evelyn and heading to the living room. “Um…”
“Yeah,” Evelyn chuckled. Bug was sitting proudly in the middle of his Christmas decoration pile.
“I think I need some context.” Alyssa grinned. Evelyn momentarily forgot how to breathe. That grin was a lesbian slayer. It had the power to render mere mortals incapable of thought and movement. “Evie?”
Snapping her eyes away from Alyssa's lips, Evelyn motioned them towards Bug. “He got all my decorations out. I tried to put them back, but he just kept going back to fetch them.”
“He's a strange little guy,” Alyssa chuckled, and then her face sobered. “Is that why you looked so pissed when you answered the door?”
Rubbing her forehead, Evelyn sighed. “I haven't had any Christmas-related items on display in my house since my mum passed. I had a couple of glasses of red this evening and showed Bug my photo album. The next thing I know he's toddled off and found all this. We played a game of chase before I gave up and let him win.”
“Ah, I see.” Alyssa wandered over to the open photo album, looking at Evelyn, silently asking for permission. Evelyn nodded, taking a seat next to Bug. “You look like her, you know.”
“Yeah, I take after her in every way,” Evelyn smiled.
“Would she want you to shut out Christmas, Evie?”
A lone tear breached, tracking down Evelyn's cheek. “No, she wouldn't.”
“I can't imagine how you feel, sweetie. I have my parents. They're a little unusual,” she laughed. “but they're still with me. I don't want you to think I'm interfering.”
“I don't. It's just hard spending this time alone.”
“But you're not alone.” Evelyn studied Alyssa's face. There was an emotion present that Evelyn didn't dare interpret. If she was wrong, she would blow up their friendship. But what if I'm right? Leaning in, Evelyn slipped her hand around Alyssa's neck, hesitating to allow Alyssa to back out. She didn't. Closing her eyes, Evelyn inhaled Alyssa's captivating scent. Her senses came alive. The surrounding atmosphere sparked as their lips gently brushed without quite connecting. Alyssa's breath caressed her mouth. Their noses brushed gently, their eyes searching each other.
“Kiss me,” Alyssa whispered. Evelyn closed the last few millimetres of space. From the moment Evelyn saw Alyssa, she knew those lips were going to be her undoing. Soft and plump, teasing yet forward. Evelyn's hand held Alyssa closer, her fingers massaged the nape of Alyssa's neck, earning a whimper. Needing more, Evelyn softly stroked Alyssa's bottom lip with her tongue. Her reward was to be taken wholly by Alyssa's mouth. Their lips clashed as the kiss heated. Tongues swirled, licked, and lavished. Alyssa brought her hands to Evelyn's face, cradling her jaw. This was more than a kiss. This was the beginning of something spectacular.



Chapter 10
 
 
 
Alyssa
This was not what Alyssa expected to happen when she drove over to Evelyn's. Actually, she surprised herself by going there in the first place. Who seeks out someone else after a date? A successful date at that!
Josh was a lovely guy. He brought flowers after volunteering to drive over to Alyssa's place to pick her up, which would have definitely been out of the way for him. The restaurant was pleasant and Josh was a proper gentleman. Not in the mansplaining, patronising way. He didn't order for her or anything. He was charming, but not slimy. Attentive, but not over the top. He listened and took an interest. So why had Alyssa wanted to see Evelyn? Why hadn't she invited Josh back to her place? That was her usual behaviour. A one-night stand, or a casual hook-up arrangement. Something that Josh seemed okay with. Alyssa made sure he knew from the beginning that she didn't do serious.
Yet here she was. Sitting on Evelyn's expensive couch being kissed into oblivion! This was a head swimming, tummy tingling, whopper of a kiss. The heat between them built rapidly, and Alyssa knew she was close to taking Evelyn on the couch. But that wasn't how this was supposed to happen. Alyssa fantasised about sleeping with Evelyn, she wasn't a nun and Evelyn was completely gorgeous. In all those fantasies, they'd do exquisite things together in a bed. For hours. Having a quickie on the couch with Bug in the room was not the way they should do this.
Reluctantly and with an impressive amount of willpower Alyssa pulled back. They were both panting hard, a testament to how close they both were to ripping each other's clothes off. “Wow,” Alyssa gasped. It wasn't the most descriptive of words, but that was all she could summon. Her brain was a pot of mush.
“Yeah,” Evelyn sighed. Alyssa grinned at the goofy smile on Evelyn's face.
“As much as I would love to do that some more, I think I should go.”
“Oh.”
Alyssa grabbed Evelyn's hand. The look of dejection on the woman's face was too much to bear. “I want to go on that date with you, Evie. I want to do this properly.”
“I want that, too,” Evelyn grinned.
“So, I'm going to go. For now. But how about I swing by in the morning for breakfast?” Was that too forward? Truth be told, Alyssa didn't want to wait until after the Christmas party for them to go out. Even though she had a pile of things to do tomorrow, Alyssa was determined to spend some time with Evelyn.
“That would be great. I'll send you the door code. Just let yourself in.”
With that, Alyssa made a hasty exit. Her willpower was crumbling with every second she spent in Evelyn's presence. The little devil that sat on her shoulder admonished her for passing up the opportunity to know Evelyn in a carnal way. But she wouldn't give into lust, not when she felt, for the first time, that there was something to explore. Something that went beyond casual arrangements and flings.
The other part of her also knew she needed to think about Josh. Nothing had happened between them physically. Well, a kiss on the cheek as they parted ways, but that was enough to set Alyssa's stomach rolling with guilt. Leading people on was not her thing, she detested it.
When Josh had finally bucked up the courage to ask her out, Alyssa was on the verge of declining. Her feelings for Evelyn were already surpassing the norm, but that was partly the reason she'd accepted his offer to have dinner. Alyssa's rapidly growing feelings for Evelyn scared the crap out of her.
It's safe to say her mind took a drastic nosedive into fatalism. What if she got so enamoured with Evelyn, she let the centre fall by the wayside? Would she be neglecting her duties to the dogs? What if Evelyn decided she wanted nothing substantial? They were both busy women, after all, and Evelyn was constantly stressed and tired. Wouldn't a relationship with Alyssa cause more stress? What would Lil think? They were best friends and worked hard at Four Paws. Wouldn't Lil be pissed if Alyssa devoted time away from the shelter? Basically, her mind went on a grand tour of Going Bonkers Ville, and therefore she ended up in a restaurant with Josh.
* * *
The shrill noise of Alyssa's phone filled her car as she travelled home. “Hey, Lil.”
“Where you at? Did you go home with Josh?”
“No, I didn't,” Alyssa tutted. It's not like she just fell into bed with everyone. Well, mostly not. Okay, occasionally she did. Rolling her eyes, she returned her concentration to the road.
“Where are you then? Because I'm outside your house and you ain't in it!”
“I'll be five minutes, okay? Let yourself in and pop the kettle on. I could do with a chat.”
“Oh, sounds juicy. I'll stick a pizza in, too.”
“I already ate.”
“Good for you. I haven't.”
Laughing, Alyssa signed off the call. Maybe talking her dilemma out with Lil was the best thing. Her brain certainly wasn't capable of sorting itself out, that's for sure.
“Cuppa's on the side,” Lil called from the bathroom. Alyssa dumped her bag on the floor, kicked off her shoes and slunk to the kitchen to retrieve her much needed tea. “Hey there, lady.” Lil parked herself on the chair next to Alyssa, appraising her look.
“Hey to you, too.”
“Oh, that's not the voice of someone who just had a date with a hot guy.”
Alyssa pressed the palms of her hand to her eyeballs. “I had a great time with Josh…”
“Okay…”
“And then I had a better time with Evelyn.” Alyssa waited for Lil to respond. After a few seconds of silence, Alyssa snuck a peek from behind her hands. Lil was sitting there with a smug grin on her face. “What's that look about?”
“I knew it…”
“Knew what?”
“You like Evelyn.”
“Well, obviously, you know that.”
“No, no, my friend. You like her, as in she is potential relationship material.”
“Hang on a second.” Why was Alyssa protesting? Yes, Evelyn was relationship material. That's why her head was in a tizzy.
“And you're freaking out because you're not used to being in this situation. Evelyn isn't a fling or a casual hook-up. You want her to be your girlfriend.” Alyssa wanted to bop Lil on the nose because her mocking tone was unnecessary. Alyssa wouldn't have been surprised if Lil broke out in a chorus of Alyssa and Evelyn sitting in a tree. K.I.S.S.I.N.G.
“You're a child,” Alyssa scoffed, rolling her eyes.
“Yes, but I'm right, aren't I?” There was that bloody smug grin again.
“Fine, yes, you're right.”
“C'mon, tell aunty Lil all about it.”
“Ew, don't speak like that. It's weird.”
“Alyssa, spill.”
So Alyssa did the mature thing and stuck out her tongue, blowing a raspberry. They both laughed. “Ugh, it's stupid. I'm not someone who gets scared about commitment. I just don't think it's for me.”
“Because of Four Paws?”
“Yeah. I've been happy with my life. I enjoy meeting people and having a bit of fun. You know the centre is my number one priority.”
Lil nodded her head. “Yeah, but it doesn't mean it has to be your only priority.”
“Yeah. I'm seeing that.”
“So why go out with Josh?”
“Because he's a really nice guy. I told him as soon as he asked me out I was only looking for casual, and that suited him fine.”
“Does Evelyn know that's all you want?”
“No, because we've never had that conversation. I mean, she was there when Hannah dropped by so she might have gathered that I rarely do committed relationships, but she's never asked.”
“And you have never told her. Why's that?”
“I…” Why hadn't they ever discussed relationships? Hell, they'd talked about everything else, but thinking back, Alyssa couldn't remember a time when they'd spoken of their love lives in depth. What did that mean?
“I'll tell you why. Because you didn't want to limit what you could have with her.”
“You really think so?”
“Yup. Look, Al, I know you, so I'm guessing that by now you have run every worse case scenario through your head.” Alyssa ducked her head, tearing her eyes away from her friend. “Yeah, thought so. Let's clear a few things up. I want you to have a life, Alyssa. You are the one that puts pressure on yourself to be the wonder woman of Four Paws. We have built a fantastic team, one we both trust. Nothing at all is going to go wrong if you take a tiny step back and focus on something else.”
“But…”
“No buts. It's a fact. I want you to explore a relationship, Al. You've got so much to give and I've seen the way Evelyn looks at you. She's just as smitten as you.”
“Smitten? Really?”
“If the goo-goo eyes fit! Yes, smitten. I don't know her like you do, but that much is clear. If you gave it a chance, I think you could have something with that woman. Something great.”
“I'm going round for breakfast in the morning.”
“Okay. How did that come about? You haven't actually told me how you ended up at her place.”
“I feel like an arsehole. Josh was the perfect date, but I just couldn't stop thinking about Evelyn. I remembered her face when I told her I had a date. She was upset, even though she tried to play it off. And to be honest, I felt horrible telling her I was going out with someone else.”
“Okay, continue.”
“Josh was funny, charming, all the things I look for, but with Evelyn… I feel a connection, something deeper. After I said good night to Josh, my entire body craved to see Evelyn.”
“Wow,” Lil puffed. “That's new.”
“Yeah, tell me about it. We've been getting close for some time. After I told her about my date, she asked me out to dinner. I thought she wanted a friendly working lunch, but she clarified she wanted it to be a proper date. I couldn't get her off my mind after that. So I drove over to her place.”
“And how did that go?”
“Well, she gave me the best damn kiss of my life, Lil. I'm talking spine tingling, toe curling, clit throbbing good.”
“Jesus. Why has it taken us this long to get to the juicy part of your night? Bloody hell, Alyssa.”
Alyssa laughed. “You asked me to explain,” she mock whined.
“So why are you here and not doing unspeakable things to that lovely lady?”
“Because I want to do it right.”
“And how does that look to you? What's your way of doing it, right?”
“Dating. Exclusively.” The clarity that washed over Alyssa was astounding. Why the bloody hell had she been so worried? Alyssa wanted Evelyn. Not just for a night or a few weeks.
“So go for it. Look, I'm not gonna get all psycho analyse-y on you, but I think this should help. You're not scared of commitments, you just think you don't know how to do it right?” Alyssa nodded in agreement. It's true she'd never been in a relationship. “But here's the thing. You do know. You have loads of relationships!”
“With who?”
“The dogs.” Alyssa blinked slowly at Lil. Was she high? “Don't look at me like I'm nuts. Just listen. With your parents moving you about so much, you didn't learn how to connect with people. Is that fair?”
“I suppose.”
“But you learned how to connect with your pets. The thing is, Alyssa, forming a bond and a relationship is the same, whether it's an animal or human. Giving love, learning their traits and behaviours. Being compassionate, caring, and all that other gumpf.”
Squinting in concentration, Alyssa tried to see where Lil was coming from. “Alright, I think I get what you're on about.”
“You know how to maintain a healthy relationship, Alyssa. So far it's just been for your animals but that can transfer to humans too. Hell, we're in a committed friendship, right?”
“Of course.”
“So there you go. It will be the same with Evelyn except for all the hot sex.”
Alyssa barked out a laugh. “Okay, I think that's enough from you. I get what you're saying though.”
“Good. Go have breakfast and just see where it goes. Don't put a limit on it and don't, for the love of beans, worry about me, the team or the dogs.”
* * *
“Hello?” Alyssa slowly pushed open Evelyn's front door. She'd contemplated ringing the doorbell but Evelyn did tell her to use the door code she’d sent through text message last night. Still, it was a little weird letting herself into Evelyn's home. Especially when she couldn't hear the woman. What if Evelyn was still asleep?
The tic tic tic of Bug's paws was the first sign of life in the dark penthouse. Pushing forward, Alyssa closed the door, took off her coat and wandered into the living room. No sign of Evelyn. Should I go look for her?
Even though Alyssa had been in the penthouse before, she'd never had a tour, so blindly opening doors didn't seem like a good plan. Entering the kitchen, Alyssa threw caution to the wind and set the coffee machine going. Rooting through the fridge, she found some fruit and yoghurt. Would Evelyn like breakfast in bed? Was that too much? Am I a creeper?
Bug tottered into the kitchen, lying down by the window. Ah, he found a sun patch. “You had a good time, buddy?” Bug yawned and collapsed in a dramatic heap.
Ten minutes later, Alyssa was armed with a tray of coffee, tea, orange juice, toast and fruit with honey yoghurt. Better to over prepare right? Wandering down the hall, Alyssa poked her head through the first open door. Not Evelyn's bedroom, but a guest room. Alyssa noted the bed covers, smiled, and made a note to talk to Evelyn about them. The next door along was ajar. The blinds were half drawn, allowing sunlight to filter in. Alyssa could see Evelyn asleep.
Creeping into the room slowly, Alyssa sat the tray on the bedside table closest to Evelyn. It was now or never. Alyssa figured it was going to go one of two ways. Either Evelyn would love the surprise or freak the hell out when she realised Alyssa had let herself in, used her kitchen and entered her room without knowing it. A pit of dread began filling in her stomach. Suddenly, this seemed like the worst idea in the world.
I need to leave!
Standing up, Alyssa went to tiptoe away but was stopped by a hand, grabbing her wrist gently. “Where are you going?” Evelyn's sleepy voice whispered. Alyssa's heart did a little flutter. Evelyn's sleepy voice was low and raspy. It was hot. Hell, Evelyn all mussed up from sleep was hot!
“I didn't want to scare you,” Alyssa answered, settling back down on the edge of the bed.
“You didn't. I thought I was dreaming.” Evelyn's smile was shy, which caused Alyssa to melt. God, could this woman get any more enticing?
“I made you breakfast. Maybe I should have waited, or come back later?”
“What time is it?” Alyssa scooted away as Evelyn adjusted herself into an upright position. Evelyn's usually pristine blonde hair jutted out in different directions. Smiling even harder, Alyssa let her fingers reach out and tuck the blonde locks behind Evelyn's ear. Then she froze. Not only had she let herself into Evelyn's home, she had now touched her without permission. What the bloody hell is wrong with me?
Snatching her hand back, Alyssa avoided looking at Evelyn. “Sorry about that. Um, it's… um… it's.”
“Alyssa, stop.” Chancing a look, Alyssa breathed out a sigh of relief. There wasn't a shred of annoyance or discomfort on Evelyn's beautiful face. “Would you kiss me?”
Sucking in a sharp breath, Alyssa had to remind herself how to function like a regular human. What was it about Evelyn that stripped her of coherent thought and action? Licking her lips, Alyssa's eyes drifted down to Evelyn's mouth. Pitching forward slowly, Alyssa gently sucked on Evelyn's lower lip. The breathy moan Evelyn let out was almost too much to bear.
As the kiss deepened, Alyssa became very aware that Evelyn was in her nightwear. Specifically a silk tank top that didn't really cover a whole lot. The rigid peaks of Evelyn's aroused nipples teased Alyssa. But she couldn't touch her, could she? Evelyn was definitely into the kiss. In fact, her hands were doing some roaming of their own.
“Take this off,” Evelyn gasped between kisses. Her hand tugging on Alyssa's jumper. Not one to refuse a beautiful woman, Alyssa swept the top up and over her head. “You're not wearing a bra!” It wasn't a question. Alyssa could get away without having to wear a bra. Her breasts were just small enough.
“Is that okay?” The kiss suddenly broke, and Alyssa wanted to cry. Had she just ruined the moment?
“You are sublime and I want to touch you everywhere.” Alright then, the moment was not ruined, at all!
“Go nuts,” Alyssa chuckled, recapturing Evelyn's lips. They tugged, pushed and pulled until Alyssa realised they were both very naked. So much for taking their time.



Chapter 11
 
 
 
Evelyn
Evelyn rolled her hips slowly. Her fingers digging into Alyssa's supple and muscular back. The heat radiating off of their bodies was immense. Beads of sweat rolled down her abdomen. The sweet pressure of Alyssa's centre pushing against her own was driving her insane. The rush to strip their clothes off had slowed to a sensual crawl. Every movement was deliberate and calculated to give each other the maximum amount of pleasure.
The throbbing between Evelyn's thighs was almost painful. She desperately needed a release. Alyssa was teasing her, coaxing her body to heights she'd never experienced. Delayed gratification was torturous in its beauty. Alyssa held Evelyn on the precipice of climax for what felt like an eternity.
Needing more, Evelyn lowered her hands to Alyssa's backside. Grabbing firmly, she pulled Alyssa closer. The wetness of Alyssa's pleasure soaked Evelyn's thigh. Both women were wordless, their pants and moans echoing through the silent apartment. Evelyn's eyes rolled back in her head as Alyssa deepened her hip roll, biting at Evelyn's pulse point on her neck. They moved in harmony, amping up their pleasure.
“Alyssa,” Evelyn gasped as she edged ever closer to falling.
“Evie,” Alyssa replied in equal want. Evelyn squeezed Alyssa's arse harder. Bringing up her thigh to allow Alyssa to grind deeper. So far, they hadn't touched each other, which for Evelyn was a first. Normally, her sexual encounters were a race to touch slick folds and firm clits. To get to the end goal as fast as possible. That couldn't be further from the truth now, though. This experience, this revelation with Alyssa, was beyond her wildest dreams. Evelyn was going to call out Alyssa's name in rapture any moment, and Alyssa's fingers had been nowhere near her sex yet.
“I'm… God, yes, Alyssa.” There was nothing but that moment. The clarity of mind that came with such an explosive orgasm rocked Evelyn to her soul. There were no stars and bright lights behind her eyes as she came. There was only euphoria, only Alyssa staring down at her as she rode her climax all the way to sated bliss.
“Evelyn, oh, Jesus,” Alyssa cried seconds after Evelyn had floated back down to earth. Holding Alyssa's body tighter, she helped steady the woman as she writhed and rocked. Time slowed as Alyssa's body sank into Evelyn. Their slick skin cooling in the aftermath. Evelyn cradled Alyssa's head, which lay tucked into her neck. Their breaths still ragged from exertion. Alyssa's weight felt heavenly on Evelyn's body.
What a perfect way to have woken up. Evelyn had found it difficult to sleep during the night. Her kiss with Alyssa made it nigh on impossible. The feelings coursing through her body after just one kiss were baffling. By three a.m. Evelyn finally drifted off which is why she was still tucked up in bed when Alyssa arrived for their breakfast date.
Alyssa's nerves were adorable. In other circumstances, Evelyn would have been shocked to see someone in her bedroom, but it was Alyssa's scent that had woken her, causing no alarm. Evelyn thought she was possibly dreaming until the bed dipped. Then Evelyn knew it was real. Alyssa, the woman who stole Evelyn's breath, was there, in her room.
How could she not touch her? Not kiss her again? Evelyn understood why Alyssa wanted to wait. She, too, wanted them to date and take their time, but in that moment, as Evelyn regarded Alyssa in all her ethereal glory, there was no way she could wait. It was inevitable that the kiss would lead to more and, good god, Alyssa hadn't disappointed in that department.
Alyssa shifted her head, kissing down Evelyn's neck. The moment those soft lips connected with Evelyn's sensitive skin, she knew they would come together again. This time, though, Evelyn wanted to be on top. Actually, she wanted to be kneeled between Alyssa's strong thighs.
In an impressive move of strength and grace, Evelyn rolled them so Alyssa was on her back. Peering down into her lover's blue eyes, Evelyn was almost overwhelmed by the feeling that punched her in the chest. Alyssa looked up at her with rosy skin. Her dark hair had got even bigger once pulled out of the ponytail Alyssa wore when she first walked in. She was a vision of creamy skin, delicate beauty spots and rich flowing hair. Had hair ever looked so perfect on a pillow? Not until now.
Licking the hollow of Alyssa's neck, Evelyn set off on her journey to the promised land. She could already smell Alyssa's scent rising from her sex. It was mouthwatering. Evelyn studied every inch of skin and muscle as she dipped lower. Alyssa was thick, tight, and soft. All that work at the rehoming centre had sculpted Alyssa's body into pure power.
A smile blossomed on her face when she felt Alyssa's hand gently push on her shoulder, clearly eager for Evelyn to reach her intended target. The first swipe through Alyssa's pink folds sent a shock of inconceivable pleasure through Evelyn's core. The placement of Alyssa's hand on the back of her head heightened the sensation. A connection that propelled Alyssa's desire into Evelyn. 
Reaching up with her hand, Evelyn gently kneaded Alyssa's breast. Rolling and tugging her nipple until she heard the women gasp and squirm. It was difficult to decide which one of them was enjoying it more. Evelyn loved oral—giving and taking. Her own arousal usually grew as she pleasured her partner with her mouth. With Alyssa, her arousal surged so quickly, she was afraid to come before finishing what she started.
Sucking Alyssa's stiff bud into her mouth, Evelyn closed her eyes and savoured every taste, every brush of silk in her mouth. “Evie, my God, don't stop.” Alyssa's hips were rocking. Evelyn rode the rhythm of Alyssa's movements with practised ease. The gentle vibration of Alyssa's thighs and the rapid panting told Evelyn she would come soon. Needing to taste more, Evelyn thrust her tongue into Alyssa's opening, earning a shout to the heavens. The earthquake that was Alyssa's orgasm shook them both until Alyssa's legs collapsed, her hand dropping to her stomach.
“You taste magnificent,” Evelyn murmured from Alyssa's apex.
“That… I…” Evelyn was elated that she'd rendered Alyssa almost speechless. Kissing her way back up, she settled on top of Alyssa. “Evelyn,” Alyssa gasped as Evelyn reached down and stroked her pulsing silk.
“Again,” she whispered into Alyssa's mouth.
“You, too,” Alyssa managed to reply. Evelyn felt fingers brush past her hip. The soft stroke of her neat curls revved up her excitement. Lifting slightly and shifting to the left, Evelyn positioned herself so they could both stroke each other with abandon, no barriers. A guttural groan burst from Evelyn's throat as Alyssa stroked her hard and fast with pure determination. Doubling her efforts, Evelyn entered Alyssa with two fingers, instantly curling them to rub along the ribbed flesh that would make Alyssa fall apart in her hand.
The smell of sweat and sex permeated the air as they picked up their pace. Neither one breaking eye contact as they climbed higher and higher until eventually they tipped, crying out in unison.
* * *
The toast was soggy, and the coffee was cold, but Evelyn didn't care. After more orgasms than Evelyn could count, she needed sustenance. Alyssa lay sleeping soundly next to her. When was the last time Evelyn lay in bed at eleven a.m. on a weekend without her laptop on? Months ago probably. Although even before she took over as CEO, Evelyn spent little time relaxing like this.
“Coffee,” Alyssa blurted, startling Evelyn. Holding her hand to her chest, Evelyn let out a nervous chuckle. Alyssa was sitting up, her huge hair shrouding her face.
“Al, are you okay?”
A very disoriented and supremely cute Alyssa struggled to swipe her hair away from her face. “Yes, sorry,” she mumbled, still half asleep. Evelyn passed her the cup of cold coffee. Without question, Alyssa downed the majority of it. It was quite comical how quickly Alyssa seemed to come to life. “Wow, I had a really wonderful dream.”
“Oh, care to tell me?”
Alyssa turned her head and grinned slyly. “Actually, I don't think it was a dream, but a very, very decadent memory.”
The sound of the front door slamming shut cut off any response Evelyn was about to give. Scrambling for her robe, Evelyn shot out of bed and headed for the door. “Stay here,” she hissed to Alyssa. Peeking her head around the door frame, Evelyn scanned the corridor. A noise was coming from her kitchen. Carefully, she made her way towards the disturbance. What do I do if it's a burglar? The familiar voice of Mindy put those worries to bed pretty sharpish. Her anxiety was quickly replaced with anger.
“What the bloody hell are you doing?” she shrieked, causing Mindy to jump.
“What are you doing here?” Mindy answered in kind.
“It's my house!”
“But you're usually at work!” Mindy barked.
“Obviously not this morning. Why are you in my kitchen?”
“I came to set up a surprise for you, if you must know,” Mindy huffed.
“Why?” Evelyn bellowed. Both women were interrupted by Alyssa, who poked her head into the kitchen.
“So, I'm gonna go…”
“No, Alyssa—” Evelyn began.
“It's cool, Evie. Speak later.” And with that, Evelyn's morning got tanked. She rounded on Mindy with fury in her eyes.
“Mindy, what in the ever-loving fuck are you doing in my home? You don't live here, and we are not together.”
“Evelyn, don't you think it's time you forgave me? Come on, I made a mistake, but we are supposed to be together.”
Shaking her head, hoping to dislodge the insanity of the conversation, Evelyn took a step towards Mindy. “Mindy, listen very carefully. We are over. I do not love you. I do not trust you.”
“Well, that's charming. After all the shit I had to put up with?”
“Are you referring to my late nights at work?”
“You bet your arse I am. I waited around for you all those months and one minor mistake on my part and that's it. I'm kicked to the curb.
“If by waiting around for me you mean partied it up several times a week, on my credit card, then yes you're right. How very difficult for you. Let me take a wild stab in the dark. This new woman you were shagging isn't as well off as you thought? Hm? Can't provide the life you became accustomed to with me? About right?” Evelyn knew damn well she was right. The blush on Mindy's face only confirmed it.
“So because you've found another body to warm your bed, I'm toast?”
“Alyssa—the body you are referring to is so much more than a bed warmer. Although after this little stunt, I won't be surprised if she wants nothing to do with me.” A frustrated growl rumbled in her throat. Evelyn and Alyssa hadn't even had the chance to talk about their relationship, if that's what you could call it. Evelyn knew it was going to be a tricky discussion anyway with Alyssa's aversion to commitment. How the hell would they broach it now? Maybe seeing Mindy in Evelyn's kitchen would reaffirm to Alyssa that she was better off in casual set-ups. Christ, Evelyn wanted to scream.
“Evie, come on.”
“Get out. Now!” Evelyn's tone left no room for questions. Her glare also squashed any protests Mindy was about to unload. Evelyn waited until she heard the door shut, before letting out a scream of frustration. Her perfect, perfect time with Alyssa had been utterly ruined. Rushing back to her bedroom, Evelyn scooped up her phone and hit the Call button. Please pick up, please pick up. Nothing. It rang until the voicemail kicked in. Great, Alyssa was ignoring her calls. And why wouldn't she? How was she supposed to act after witnessing Evelyn's ex-girlfriend making herself at home in the kitchen?
“Bug,” she exclaimed. Running from the kitchen to the living room, Evelyn's heart bottomed out. Alyssa had taken Bug with her. Dropping to her settee, Evelyn surveyed her empty home. “I'm always going to end up alone,” she sobbed.
* * *
Lunch time was an acceptable time of the day to be drunk, right? Ah, balls to it. If Evelyn had to suffer through the stupid festive season all alone, then she was going to make sure she was well lubricated. After the third unread text message to Alyssa, Evelyn gave up. She'd apologised and explained. What else could she do?
So, instead of trying to get hold of Alyssa, Evelyn cracked open a bottle of wine. Then another. Not a very good look for a CEO, but who cares? Evelyn would go back to work tomorrow, then the next day and so on until she died a lonely old woman.
Drinking two bottles of wine evidently wasn't good for her morale. What would make her feel better? Well, Alyssa talking to her for one. Failing that, she needed to rant. The phone rang. Shockingly, for the first time since he'd left, Richard Crawford picked up his blasted phone.
“Hey, honey, how are you?”
Anger raged through Evelyn's body. “Where the hell have you been?” she barked. “I have been trying to get hold of you for fucking weeks.” Evelyn never swore at her dad. “How dare you just swan off and leave me in the shit? I have needed you and you just vanished with that trollop. How could you be so selfish?” she screamed.
Silence.
“Evie… I.”
“You what, Dad? What could you possibly say? You left me in charge of the business without consulting me. You left me at the mercy of a board that doesn't want me there. You neglected to tell me about a bloody working relationship with a goddamn pet rescue. You left me to organise the Christmas party. You. Left. Me!”
“I'm sorry, love, I just… I couldn't be around the business… I needed space.”
“And what about what I needed? You think I want to be here? Alone? No support. At least you have your floozy. I have no one.”
“She's not a floozy, Evelyn.”
“Sure, because your vast wealth holds no interest for a woman half your age and who has nothing in common with you. It must be love,” Evelyn scoffed.
“Evelyn, have you been drinking?”
“You bet I fucking have. My life is in the toilet because of you. I never wanted to be CEO, Dad.”
“I didn't know that lov—”
“Why would you? You never asked, you never talk to me now Mum's gone.” A sob ripped through Evelyn. “You just forgot about her and then forgot about me.” Tears streamed down her face.
“I could never forget about either of you,” Richard's voice cracked. “Roslyn is one love of my life and you are the other. Lyla knows the score.”
“What does that mean?” she hiccuped.
“Lyla will never replace your mother. No one will. I take her on holiday and spend money on her, but that's it, Evelyn. She's company for me, nothing more. I could never be with another woman that way. Never.”
Evelyn wiped her nose on her jumper sleeve and then her eyes. All this time, she'd thought that her dad had simply found someone else, someone younger than her mum. “You're not together?”
“No, we're not. Lyla has no family. We bonded over our mutual grief. Neither of us want more than friendship. I should have told you, Evelyn. I should have done a lot of things for you, but I was and still am so lost without your mum by my side, honey. The thought of being home at this time of year is agony. But I should have thought of you, too. I could only see my pain. I didn't do a good job as your dad. Are things really that bad at the office?”
“I'm constantly stressed. I know I've put myself under a tremendous amount of pressure since you left. I can't do it anymore, Dad. I'm burning out.”
“Alright, sweetheart. I'll sort it out. I'm sorry Evie, truly.”
“I miss Mum. I miss her every day but it's worse this time of year, I know that. But, Dad, everything is ten times harder when I feel alone. I need you, too.”
“Oh, darling,” he cried. Evelyn's dad hadn't cried in front of Evelyn since her mum's funeral. “I'm coming home.”
A rush of emotion spilled out as Evelyn shattered. The years of hurt and loneliness coupled with Alyssa and Bug's departure came flowing out. Evelyn listened as her dad laid out his plan to get home. With a ringing in her ears and her heart palpitating, Evelyn took herself back to bed the moment she disconnected the call.



Chapter 12
 
 
 
Alyssa
Alyssa scrubbed her face. This morning had been perfect, beyond perfect actually. Then Mindy showed up, which put a spanner in the works, but it was okay. Alyssa knew she needed to leave Evelyn to deal with that hot mess, which is why she nipped out with Bug. Going home, taking a shower and checking on the other dogs would waste a bit of time before she could return to Evelyn and her oh so comfy bed.
That had been the plan, anyway. However, as with all good intended ideas, it got mucked up. First by Alyssa losing her phone. The bloody thing couldn't have got far, but she couldn't find it for the life of her. Then there was a crisis at Four Paws. One of the puppies had taken a turn for the worse and needed emergency medical care.
When Alyssa finally got back, she found there was no power to her mobile home, so that took another hour to sort out. All in all, it was well into the afternoon before things settled and Alyssa could organise herself to head back over to Evelyn's.
It was on the journey back to the penthouse that inspiration struck. Hearing Evelyn describe her Christmas experiences since her mum died was heart-wrenching. No one should feel alone, especially in the festive season. So, she formed a brilliant plan to help Evelyn embrace a holiday she once loved.
Alyssa's newfound joy and optimism dissipated like a tissue in a puddle. The shopping centre she stopped at was bursting at the seams with grumbling Christmas shoppers. Weary mothers dragging their screaming children from store to store. Lonesome husbands hanging around the food court, ladened down with bags their wives had dumped on them. Thank god Evelyn wasn't here. A sight like this would definitely reinforce her belief that Christmas wasn't worth celebrating. Although, after talking to her, Alyssa knew it wasn't a genuine dislike of the season. Evelyn just felt lonely and sad. Time to turn that around.
Rolling her shoulders and neck, Alyssa prepared herself for the upcoming battle. She had a vague idea of what she needed to buy and where she had to go. Into the fray she went. Bobbing and weaving like a pro, dodging prams and couples who halted in the middle of the walkway to argue.
Forty-five minutes later, Alyssa emerged from the crowds hot and flustered but triumphant. Her arms were weighed down with bags. A total success. Now she just had to get Evelyn onboard. That was probably going to be the hardest part. With a quick check of the time, Alyssa reasoned that taking an extra twenty minutes to grab Bug was a good idea. If anyone could soften Evelyn to the idea of Christmas, it was him.
* * *
Why was Evelyn's penthouse so dark? Crap, maybe she'd gone out. Alyssa stood inside the door, weighing up her options. First option was to leave and come back later. Messaging or phoning Evelyn was out of the question because she still couldn't find her bloody phone and the one she’d grabbed from the sanctuary didn’t have Evelyn’s number listed as it was for work purposes only. Second option was to stay and surprise Evelyn with everything she'd bought.
Bug decided for her by wandering over to his pile of discarded Christmas decorations he'd hijacked from Evelyn's closet yesterday evening. Setting her bags down, Alyssa shoved her nerves down. Evelyn could hate everything she was about to do and kick her out, never wanting to see her again. Shaking her head, Alyssa got to work as Bug lay watching in a supervisory role.
There was a distinct possibility that she'd gone a tad overboard. Evelyn's penthouse looked like Christmas had upchucked all over the place. The only thing missing was a Christmas tree, and that was only because Alyssa couldn't get the guy to deliver within the hour. Checking the time again, she ran downstairs to wait for the tree. Darrel—the tree man—had messaged her work number to say he'd had a cancellation and was on his way over now. Hurrah, another victory!
* * *
“Perfect,” she whispered to herself and Bug. It had taken an hour to place the tree and get it decorated. Looking around, Alyssa smiled, and then it wavered. She'd taken a huge risk sprucing up Evelyn's place. The woman could detest it and feel like her space had been violated. “Shit,” she hissed. What had she been thinking? Well, she hadn't had she? No Alyssa had floated along in a post sex love haze, only thinking about how romantic it would be to do this for Evelyn. Love haze? Surely not.
In truth, this could be an utter disaster!
The squeak of a door almost gave Alyssa a heart attack. There was someone in the penthouse. Oh shit, what if it was Mindy? Alyssa hadn't even considered that possibility. She'd just presumed Evelyn would deal with her ex and ask her to leave. What if it was a burglar? Picking up a Nutcracker statue that was positioned by the open fireplace, Alyssa creeped towards the hall that led to the bedrooms. Counting silently in her head to three, she shrieked like a banshee, raising her weapon ready to strike down the intruder. Evelyn's scream pierced the house with such force Alyssa instinctively flung the Nutcracker behind her and ducked.
“What the fuck?” Evelyn screamed again, clutching her chest.
“Evelyn,” Alyssa panted, her heart rate that of a jackhammer. “I didn't know you were here.”
“Why does everyone think me being in my own home is surprising?”
Alyssa didn't know what to say. She was too struck by how tired and sad Evelyn looked. “Are you okay?” she asked, staggering to her feet. Evelyn had dark circles under her eyes and her hair was a mess. Had she been sleeping all day? “Did something bad happen with Mindy?”
Evelyn laughed. “You tell me. You left, ignored my calls and messages, and took Bug. But it's okay, I know you don't do relationships or anything. I shouldn't have presumed.”
Alyssa stood, staring in shock. Evelyn thought she'd been upset and left, never to return? The comment about her not doing relationships stung. Yes, it was true, but now, after experiencing something so pure and magical with Evelyn this morning, Alyssa knew her stance on that matter had changed. She wanted a relationship alright, but only with Evelyn.
“I left to give you time to sort out things with Mindy. I didn't want anything to escalate because I was there. Then I lost my phone, had a puppy emergency and lost power in my house. As soon as I could, I came back here. That was a few hours ago. I didn't realise you were home.”
“You weren't upset?”
“No, of course not. Evie, we all have exes. You met mine, kind of. I just wanted to give you some privacy, but I certainly didn't mean to be gone for so long.”
“Oh,” Evelyn whispered, her eyes straying from Alyssa's.
“I did something,” Alyssa blurted. The only reason Evelyn hadn't seen the grotto that was now her home was because they were still in the hallway.
“Okay,” Evely replied, elongating the word.
“I think I did something bad. I thought it was a good idea at the time, but now I think you're going to be mad and wish I'd stayed away.” Alyssa was panicking.
“Alyssa, it can't be that bad.”
“Well, let's find out,” Alyssa chuckled nervously. Taking Evelyn's hand, she pulled her into round the corner.
“Holy shit,” Evelyn gasped. Alyssa winced. “Alyssa.”
“I know, shit, I'm sorry. I was feeling all warm and fuzzy on the way over here and then I thought about how sad you were, because it was Christmas and I got this stupid idea in my head that if I decorated your house, and spent the evening with you, watching Christmas films and eating gingerbread, you would feel better. Now I know I messed up big time. I'm so sorry, Evelyn, it was completely insensitive and rude of me to force this on you, knowing why you don't enjoy the season. I was being selfish. I'll just go.”
“Will you slow down?” Alyssa was already making her way to the door before Evelyn caught up and pulled her back to the living room. “I didn't say it was a bad thing. Just a shock. It's…” Alyssa perused the room. Reds, golds and greens sparkled and shone from every corner.
“Tacky? Over the top?”
“Beautiful,” Evelyn sighed. “I called my dad.”
Interesting change of topic, but okay. “Oh, right, how is Richard?”
“I shouted at him.”
Alyssa wasn't entirely sure what was happening. Evelyn seemed lost. “Let's sit down.
“I thought you'd left me and I sort of lost the plot. I drank way too much and then called my dad.”
“Sweetie, I'm so sorry you thought I'd left. I would never do that, not because your crazy ex showed up. I just wanted to give you some space to work it all out.” Alyssa drew in a breath. The time had come to put her cards on the table—which was beautifully decorated, by the way. “It's true that I didn't do relationships. I always said it was because the rescue centre was my sole priority. I couldn't give a woman my attention, so I didn't bother. After talking to Lil, I think I understand myself a little better. She pointed out that with all the moving around I did as a kid, I never really learned how to connect with people. Especially not romantically.
“I always had a bond with animals, especially dogs, so instead of learning how to connect with women, I used Four Paws as an excuse. I don't know why, but I did. Then you came along. From the second I saw you, something in me changed. You must think I'm nuts, but I swear it's true. I wanted to get to know you. Hell, I just wanted to be around you.”
“Even if I was a bit of a bitch when we first met?” Evelyn's eyes shone with vulnerability and doubt.
“Yes, even then,” Alyssa chuckled. “I can be hard-headed. Lil says it's because I'm an Aries.”
“You are fiery,” Evelyn smiled.
“I am, and that gets me into trouble sometimes. Anyway, after talking to you and hanging out in your office, I knew you were different.”
“But you went out with Josh?”
“I did, and I feel bad about it. Don't get me wrong, he's a great guy, but I only agreed to dinner because the feelings I had for you freaked me out a little bit.”
“But not now?”
Alyssa scooted closer to Evelyn on the couch. “They still scare me, but in a good way. The moment my dinner with Josh finished, all I wanted to do was see you. And then we kissed and my world turned upside down. I wanted you so badly last night.”
“Me, too.”
“And then this morning…”
“Yeah,” Evelyn smiled, her cheeks tinted red.
“It was perfect, Evelyn. So much more than sex. I lost myself in you and that has never happened. But I was happy that it happened, happy I got lost in you.”
“I feel the same. It's fast, we've only known each other a few weeks, but I am so drawn to you. Not just your body, which, FYI, is ridiculously sexy, but to your charm and kind nature. I'm so turned on by your passion it's unreal.” Both women laughed. “I think that's why I overreacted this morning. Our bubble was burst. It's been a struggle these past few years. There was no happy ending for me in sight. Nothing will ever make my mum's passing easier. I don't want you to think I'm trying to fill a void by being with you.”
“I don't think that, Evie.”
“Good. I also don't want you to think I'm latching on to you because I'm lonely. I don't put the responsibility of my happiness on you, Al.”
“I know that too, Evelyn. But I want to make you happy.”
“Our time together has made me very happy. For a long time, I've felt out of sorts. Nothing in my life seemed to line up. I've felt a disconnect. Then you waltzed into my office and boom!”
“Boom?”
“Yes, boom. Actually, I need to amend that.”
“Okay,” Alyssa chuckled.
“Bug broke into my office and boom. That little guy was the beginning. It's because of him that you had to see me.”
Alyssa beamed. “It's his wisdom,” she stated.
“His wisdom?”
“Yes, I have always said he is a special dog. He has this… God, I don't even know how to describe it. That dog knows things.”
“And you think he knew we had to meet?” Evelyn grinned. Alyssa rolled her eyes playfully.
“I mean, yeah. Think about it. He made a beeline for your office and refused to quit stalking you,” she laughed. “He knew you needed someone to show you how to relax. I lost count of how many times I came up to fetch him, only to find you guys looking out the window or sitting on the floor playing.”
“He's very persistent,” Evelyn laughed.
“Exactly. He is wise. Bug gave you what you needed. He also made sure I kept seeing you. He knew what I needed, too.”
“And what is it you need, Alyssa?” Evelyn's tone was husky, her eyes had grown dark.
“I need you, Evelyn.” Alyssa might not be an expert in relationships, but she knew how she felt. It didn't matter that they'd only known each other for a handful of weeks. Or that they still had a lot to learn. Wasn't that a part of a relationship? Delving deeper, asking the hard questions, learning, exploring? That quest never stopped, no matter how long a couple had been together. So why should their limited time knowing one another be an issue? Alyssa wanted to stick around, take her time unravelling Evelyn. Coaxing out her secrets, gaining Evelyn's trust. Being the one that Evelyn relied on. Just like Four Paws, Alyssa felt that undeniable need to give Evelyn her all, and she had a little black and white dog to thank for it.
“Can we do everything you wanted to do? Watch the movies and eat gingerbread?”
“I'd love nothing more,” Alyssa whispered, gently caressing Evelyn's cheek.
“Maybe I could show you some pictures. Like I did Bug.”
Alyssa loved that Evelyn wanted to open up. Share something so precious with her. “Yes, completely yes. Why don't we get comfy? I'll go make us some hot chocolate, because let's face it. Nothing compares to hot chocolate with marshmallows in it whilst snuggled down in front of a film.” The smile that beamed from Evelyn's face was blinding. Alyssa's heart swelled. She'd brought that smile to Evelyn's face, and she wanted to keep on doing it.
* * *
“Is that really your favourite Christmas film?” Evelyn asked.
“God yes, it's like the best film ever. A Muppets Christmas Carol
is Christmas for me. Didn't you like it?”
“I love it. It's my favourite, too. I've never met anyone else who felt the same way.”
“It's Bug's favourite, too!”
“It is not. Don't play daft.”
Alyssa shot up in her seat. “I swear it. Last year Bug spent Christmas Eve with me and we sat and watched it. That dog's face never looked away from the screen. I think he felt a connection to Michael Caine's character.”
Evelyn's laugh rang through the room. “You daft sod.”
“I swear it. Cross my heart. Bug recognised a kindred spirit.” Alyssa nodded with finality. “Speaking of Bug…” The bedsheets in the spare room Alyssa had glanced that morning popped into her head.
“What about him?” Evelyn asked, her hand stroking Alyssa's thigh absentmindedly.
“Evelyn, did you buy a new duvet set for Bug?” Bingo! Evelyn's hand stilled and a red flush washed across her face.
“Well… I mean, he needed somewhere to sleep and I have a spare room.”
“So you bought him a dog bone bed set,” Alyssa said, trying to keep the grin from her face.
“I… I wanted him to feel welcome.”
She was just too fucking adorable for Alyssa to handle. “Come here,” she whispered, claiming Evelyn's face with her hands. Their lips met softly, but there was an intensity that drove the kiss deeper. Alyssa wanted to consume this adorable, sweet woman.
* * *
Alyssa rolled over, expecting to find the warm, naked body of Evelyn next to her. What she found was an empty space, chilled by the night air.
They'd spent hours talking, watching movies, eating and drinking. Then they spent hours exploring each other. First on the rug in front of the fire, then the dining room table and finally in Evelyn's king-sized bed. Bug had taken himself to bed by nine. It still tickled Alyssa that Evelyn had set up an entire room for her four-legged friend.
Now, with only the soft moonlight spilling into the room, Alyssa lay sated, yet a little worried. What if Evelyn was regretting everything they'd divulged to each other? Why wasn't she in bed, tucked into Alyssa? These were the things that Alyssa wasn't used to worrying about.
Stretching out her limbs, she crawled out of bed, threw on her t-shirt and set off in search of Evelyn. The twinkling of the Christmas tree lights cast a magical glow around the living room. Alyssa leaned against the wall, taking in Evelyn, who sat on the floor cross-legged staring up at the tree. She looked so peaceful. Alyssa didn't want to disturb her, but she also wanted to make sure they were okay.
“Hey,” she said softly. Evelyn turned her head, smiling.
“Sorry, did I wake you?”
“No, well, your absence did. Everything okay?”
“Everything is wonderful. Come, sit down with me.”
Alyssa strolled over and lowered herself to the floor. “It's so pretty.”
“Yeah. My favourite thing as a kid was to sit and stare at the lights. I loved to look at all the different decorations. I also loved stealing the little chocolates off the branches when mum and dad weren't looking,” she giggled. “I woke up and felt this urge to sit here.”
“Is there something on your mind?”
“Just how much lighter I feel. I know I had a bit of a wobble yesterday, but I think I needed it. I needed you and Bug. Everything seems clearer to me now.”
“Tell me,” Alyssa said, linking her fingers with Evelyn's.
“I'm going to tell my dad that I want to step down as CEO. I love the company but not the job. Ever since Mum died, I've thrown myself into work, trying to prove my loyalty to the thing she loved and built. I can't keep on doing that and I know she wouldn't want me to. She also wouldn't want me shutting myself away, especially at Christmas. I'm doing her a disservice ignoring it. You helped me see that by doing all this,” Evelyn waved around her room. “I also wanted to talk to you about Bug. I know you're not letting the dogs get adopted until January, but I want to put my hat in the ring for when it's time.”
“He's yours, Evelyn. Bug chose you from the start.”
“Then I need to get some more things in for him. Another bed cover.”
Alyssa chuckled. “Are you seriously giving him an entire bedroom?”
“Of course I am.” Evelyn stated. “The other thing that became strikingly clear is that I want you, Alyssa. I want you to be with me. At Christmas but also for all other Christmases. I know it's fast and you might need time to adjust. I'll be waiting for you when you're ready. I just needed you to know that I'm all in.”
Alyssa felt her eyes water. “Evelyn, I'm all in too. I don't know what I'm doing and I might completely suck at being your girlfriend, but I will try my utmost to give you everything you need. The sanctuary has been my everything for so long, but now I know I can share that space. Is that okay?”
“You wouldn't be the woman I fell for if you didn't put your everything into the things you love. I will never ask you for more than you can give. And maybe, in time, I can help more with Four Paws?”
“So we're doing this?”
“Honey, we did this a long time ago. We just had to let our heads catch up to our hearts.”



Epilogue
 
 
 
“Alyssa,” Evelyn whisper-hissed. “Al!”
“What?” came a mumbled reply.
“He's doing it again.”
“Just ignore him.”
“I can't. His eyes are boring into me.” The bed dipped as Alyssa rolled over to face Evelyn, who was staring wide-eyed at Bug. This was the scene that had greeted Alyssa every morning for the past three weeks. The time Evelyn had been living in the mobile home with her and bug.
Bug, the master of manipulation and puppy eyes, had wrapped Evelyn further round his little paw in record time. Anything the pooch wanted, he got from Evelyn, much to Alyssa's annoyance. Annoyance because this, here, now, was the result of Evelyn pandering to Bug. A five a.m. wake up call by the furry menace. He didn't scratch or whine, oh no. He silently crept into the room, jumped on the bed like a ninja, and sat by Evelyn's head, staring down at her until she woke up.
Alyssa knew from experience now that Evelyn was a light sleeper, especially when it came to Bug. The woman refused to close the door in case he needed something. Evelyn likened it to a mother hearing her baby cry. Alyssa rolled her eyes until she strained them when that conversation took place. So, the result was a daily conversation at the ass crack of dawn about Bug creeping Evelyn out. Good job Alyssa was an early riser.
“Babe, if you don't want him being your creepy alarm clock, close the bedroom door.”
“But what if he needs us?”
“Evelyn, honey, c'mon. If it was an emergency, we would know. The door doesn't need to be open. Plus, think of how much sexy time we could have without interruption!”
“That's a good point,” Evelyn smiled, her hand instinctively reaching for Alyssa's boob. Another thing Alyssa had learned about her girlfriend… she was a breast woman for sure. Not that Alyssa was complaining, she just wished Evelyn could feel up her boobs without Bug interrupting for food.
“Alright, we'll close the door.”
Alyssa laughed. “Is that decision based on the fact you're turned on now you've had a good feel of my ladies?”
“One hundred per cent, yes! I'm going to feed Bug quickly and I'll be right back. Don't move, or start without me.”
Alyssa smiled and stretched out her limbs, listening to the birds begin to wake, and Evelyn's soft crooning as she whispered to Bug how much of a good boy he was. Honestly, Alyssa couldn't have asked for a better owner for that little fella. Bug understood Evelyn, sometimes better than Alyssa. Even though Evelyn was much happier now she'd stepped down as CEO of Crawford's Pet Supplies, there were still times that she withdrew, or stressed herself out with work. Alyssa knew how to help, but it was Bug that really settled Evelyn. They just had a bond that was unexplainable, and Alyssa loved it. She also loved that since stepping away from her family's company in the spring, Evelyn had joined Alyssa at Four Paws as director of events.
In the time Evelyn had worked at Four Paws—which was coming up to eight months—she'd already organised a summer fundraiser that topped anything in the sanctuary's history. An adoption drive, backed by Richard Crawford, the new/old CEO. And last but not least the Christmas party that was being shared with Crawford's HQ. Evelyn had stepped back, but she hadn't left the company completely.
As for Alyssa, well, she'd learned that sharing her passion with the woman she was hopelessly in love with was a gift. It didn't matter how hectic the sanctuary got, or how involved Alyssa needed to be, she always had Evelyn there, supporting her and often helping her with the workload.
“I'm back,” Evelyn panted.
“Did you run a marathon?” Alyssa laughed.
Evelyn closed the door and ripped off her t-shirt. “Yes, I did. I was in a hurry to get back to bed,” she grinned. Alyssa's pulse responded with a quick uptick in rhythm. The sight of Evelyn crawling towards her, naked, was an exquisite and underwear-wrecking sight.
“Have we got time?” Alyssa asked with a pant. Today was the first of November. An entire year since Alyssa and Evelyn met. And of course, all the dogs at Four Paws were off on an adventure to Crawford's HQ.
“We always have time for sex, Al.” It's not like Alyssa needed any convincing. The year they'd been together had been phenomenal, especially in the bedroom. Learning about each other's wants and desires was fantastic. Alyssa had never felt so comfortable with another human being. All the worries of being in a relationship fell by the wayside after the first few months.
Why she ever thought she wouldn't be able to connect properly with a woman was ridiculous in hindsight. Maybe it was just with Evelyn, though. They got each other. They knew each other's quirks and odd characteristics. They also understood each other's moods and emotions. Like, for instance, right now. There was no mistaking Evelyn's mood. Which read: I'm about to devour you entirely until you can't walk straight.
* * *
Evelyn was practically salivating as she made her way up the bed. Alyssa was a dream come true. She was sexy, smart and Evelyn's. It was hard to believe that they'd been in each other's life for an entire year. A year that had flown by with a lot of changes.
Leaving Crawford's was the right choice. Evelyn was free to pursue a career that she felt she really earned—even though her dad and Alyssa argued that she already earned her career at Crawford's. The point was that Evelyn had done it her way and she couldn't be happier.
The night that Alyssa surprised Evelyn with a fully decked out Christmas wonderland in her living room was the catalyst to their now remarkable life.
Alyssa had called Josh that night and explained that they wouldn't be going out on a second date—to Evelyn's immense relief. Evelyn had called her dad back to apologise for her outburst and to set up a time for them to hash out their problems.
Together, Evelyn and Alyssa had shared an evening of movies and gingerbread before retiring to make love all night. And that was the start of their lives. Neither woman wanted to spend a moment apart and so they travelled to and from the city each night.
Their first Christmas together was kicked off at the Crawford's Christmas party, which Evelyn and Alyssa had worked on together. Evelyn was over the moon when her dad turned up to take back the reins. They all danced and drank to Crawford's success that night.
Alyssa invited Evelyn and Richard to spend the holiday with her parents. Alyssa laughed repeatedly when Evelyn and her dad realised they would spend Christmas Day eating turkey out the back of a campervan. It turned out to be one of the best Christmases Evelyn had ever had, and she knew her mother would be smiling down on her.
Evelyn would always be grateful to Alyssa and Bug for giving her back the magic of Christmas. In fact, she would always be grateful, full stop. Her life was everything she wanted it to be.
“Babe, we need to hurry. I have to help get the dog—”
“Alyssa, I'm about to eat you out. Zip the lip, put your head back and enjoy this, love.”
“Well, alright then,” Alyssa grinned.
Yup, Evelyn would always be grateful for the wisdom of Bug.
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