
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
    
  




The Last Place You Look


Synopsis


Julia Pierce can think of nothing more humiliating than her
wife of eight years leaving her for her personal trainer. Oh, wait. She can.
Without a career or a place to go when that exact thing happens, she’s forced
to move home and take a job at her family’s winery.


 


Taylor Winslow has been in love with Julia since tenth
grade. Not the desperate, pining sort, but the kind that never really went
away. When Julia reappears, Taylor has a chance to finally win her heart. The
only problem? Julia’s hell-bent on making up for lost time by dating every
eligible lesbian in town.


 


Signing on as Julia’s wingman may land Taylor in the friend
zone for good, but it’s a gamble she’s willing to take. With Taylor in her
corner, will Julia find love, and herself, where she least expects it?


 


What Reviewers Say About Aurora Rey’s Work


 


The Inn at Netherfield Green


 


“I really enjoyed this book but that’s not surprising
because it came from the pen of Aurora Rey. This is the kind of book you read
while sitting by a warm fire with a Rosemary Gin and snuggly blanket.”—Les Rêveur


 


“Aurora Rey has created another striking and romantic
setting with the village of Netherfield Green. With her vivid descriptions of
the inn, the pub, and the surrounding village, I ended up wanting to live there
myself. She also did a fantastic job creating two very different characters in
Lauren and Cam.”—Rainbow
Reflections 


 


 


Lead Counsel—Novella in The Boss of Her


 


“Lead
Counsel by Aurora Rey is a short and sweet second chance romance.
Not only was this story paced well and a delight to sink into, but there’s A++
good swearing in it and has lines like this that made me all swoony because of
how beautifully they’re crafted.”—Lesbian
Review


 


 


Recipe for Love


 


“Recipe
for Love by Aurora Rey is a gorgeous romance that’s sure to delight
any of the foodies out there. Be sure to keep snacks on hand when you’re
reading it, though, because this book will make you want to nibble on
something!”—Lesbian
Review


 


“So here’s a few things that always get me excited when
Aurora Rey publishes a new book. …Firstly, I am guaranteed a hot butch with a
sensitive side, this alone is a massive tick. Secondly, I am guaranteed to
throw any diet out the window because the books always have the most delectable
descriptions of food that I immediately go on the hunt for—this time it was a
BLT with a difference. And lastly, hot sex scenes that personally have added to
my fantasy list throughout the years! This book did not disappoint in any of
those areas.”—Les Rêveur


 


 


Autumn’s Light


 


“Aurora Rey has a knack for writing characters you care
about and she never gives us the same pairing twice. Each character is always
unique and fully fleshed out. Most of her pairings are butch/femme and her
diversity in butch rep is so appreciated. This goes to prove the butch
characters do not need to be one dimensional, nor do they all need to be
rugged. Rey writes romances in which you can happily immerse yourself. They are
gentle romances which are character driven.”—Lesbian
Review


 


“Aurora Rey is by far one of my favourite authors. She
writes books that just get me. …Her winning formula is Butch women who fall for
strong femmes. I just love it. Another triumph from the pen of Aurora Rey. 5
stars.”—Les Rêveur


 


“This is a beautiful romance. I loved the flow of the story,
loved the characters including the secondary ones, and especially loved the
setting of Provincetown, Massachusetts.”—Rainbow
Reflections


 


“[Autumn’s
Light] was another fun addition to a great series.”—Danielle
Kimerer, Librarian (Nevins Memorial Library, Massachusetts)


 


“Aurora Rey has shown a mastery of evoking setting and this
is especially evident in her Cape End romances set in Provincetown. I have
loved this entire series…”—Kitty
Kat’s Book Review Blog


 


 


Spring’s Wake


 


“[A] feel-good romance that would make a perfect beach read.
The Provincetown B&B setting is richly painted, feeling both indulgent and
cozy.”—RT Book Reviews


 


“Spring’s
Wake has shot to number one in my age-gap romance favorites shelf.”—Les Rêveur


 


“The Ptown setting was idyllic and the supporting cast of
characters from the previous books made it feel welcoming and homey. The love
story was slow and perfectly timed, with a fair amount of heat. I loved it and
hope that this isn’t the last from this particular series.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog


 


“Spring’s
Wake by Aurora Rey is charming. This is the third story in Aurora
Rey’s Cape End romance series and every book gets better. Her stories are never
the same twice and yet each one has a uniquely her flavour. The character work is strong
and I find it exciting to see what she comes up with next.”—Lesbian Review


 


 


Summer’s Cove


 


“As expected in a small-town romance, Summer’s Cove evokes a
sunny, light-hearted atmosphere that matches its beach setting. …Emerson’s shy
pursuit of Darcy is sure to endear readers to her, though some may be put off
during the moments Darcy winds tightly to the point of rigidity. Darcy desires
romance yet is unwilling to disrupt her son’s life to have it, and you feel for
Emerson when she endeavors to show how there’s room in her heart for a family.”—RT Book Reviews


 


“From the moment the characters met I was gripped and
couldn’t wait for the moment that it all made sense to them both and they would
finally go for it. Once again, Aurora Rey writes some of the steamiest sex
scenes I have read whilst being able to keeping the romance going. I really
think this could be one of my favorite series and can’t wait to see what comes
next. Keep ’em coming, Aurora.”—Les
Rêveur


 


 


Crescent City Confidential—Lambda Literary Award Finalist


 


“This book blew my socks off. …[Crescent City Confidential] ticks all the
boxes I’ve started to expect from Aurora Rey. It is written very well and the
characters are extremely well developed; I felt like I was getting to know new
friends and my excitement grew with every finished chapter.”—Les Rêveur


 


“This book will make you want to visit New Orleans if you
have never been. I enjoy descriptive writing and Rey does a really wonderful
job of creating the setting. You actually feel like you know the place.”—Amanda’s Reviews


 


“Crescent
City Confidential pulled me into the wonderful sights, sounds and
smells of New Orleans. I was totally captivated by the city and the story of
mystery writer Sam and her growing love for the place and for a certain lady.
…It was slow burning but romantic and sexy too. A mystery thrown into the mix
really piqued my interest.”—Kitty
Kat’s Book Review Blog


 


“Crescent
City Confidential is a sweet romance with a hint of thriller thrown
in for good measure.”—Lesbian
Review


 


 


Built to Last


 


“Rey’s frothy contemporary romance brings two women together
to restore an ancient farmhouse in Ithaca, N.Y. …[T]he women totally click in
bed, as well as when they’re poring over paint chips, and readers will enjoy
finding out whether love conquers all.”—Publishers
Weekly


 


“Built
to Last by Aurora Rey is a contemporary lesbian romance novel and a
very sweet summer read. I love, love, love the way Ms Rey writes bedroom scenes
and I’m not talking about how she describes the furniture.”—Lesbian Review 


 


 


Winter’s Harbor


 


“This is the story of Lia and Alex and the beautifully
romantic and sexy tale of a winter in Provincetown, a seaside holiday haven. A
collection of interesting characters, well-fleshed out, as well as a gorgeous
setting make for a great read.”—Inked
Rainbow Reads


 


“Winter’s
Harbor is a charming story. It is a sweet, gentle romance with just
enough angst to keep you turning the pages. …I adore Rey’s characters and the
picture she paints of Provincetown was lovely.”—Lesbian Review


 


“One of my all time favourite Lesbian romance novels and
probably the most reread book on my Kindle. …Absolutely love this debut novel
by Aurora Rey and couldn’t put the book down from the moment the main protagonists
meet. Winter’s Harbor
was written beautifully and it was full of heart. Unequivocally 5 stars.”—Les Rêveur
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For my real-life Taylor


Chapter One


Julia Pierce was home. Well, not home home, but her hometown:
Kenota, New York. More specifically, her grandmother’s house, which would be
home for the foreseeable future, since Meemaw had passed and her parents hadn’t
sold it and she had nowhere else to go.


It was a strange thing, having nowhere else to go. Now that she’d
landed herself in such a predicament, she could see how inadvisable it was.
Even though the spectacular end of her marriage hadn’t been her doing, she’d
allowed herself to become dependent and complacent. Just thinking about it
turned her stomach.


She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. No time for
wallowing. She had a U-Haul to unload.


She cut the engine of the truck and climbed down. She’d told her
parents she would be arriving the next day, but found herself overwhelmed by
the crushing need to escape the city. Well, that and the small fantasy of
arriving without the welcome wagon waiting in the driveway. Her family meant
well, but Christ, they could be a handful.


The key remained under the front mat just as it had when Meemaw
was alive. Julia let herself in the front door, only to be stopped in her
tracks by the smell of her childhood: baby powder, lilac, and vanilla. The
combination shouldn’t work, but it was so achingly familiar she couldn’t decide
whether to laugh or to cry.


“Julia Anne Pierce, you are not supposed to be here until
tomorrow.”


Julia closed her eyes and prayed for calm before turning to face
her sister. “I was afraid everyone would make a fuss.”


Caroline planted her hands on her hips. “Of course we’re making a
fuss. You’re home.”


Being right proved a small consolation. “I wanted to get settled
in and have it not be a big deal.”


Caroline’s angled head and look of exasperation matched her
posture perfectly. “You can’t move back home and not have it be a big deal.”


“I know.” She did. She could also long for a moment of privacy
and what remained of her dignity.


Caroline closed the distance between them and put a hand on her
shoulder. “You okay?”


The thing about her family was that they welcomed her with open
arms, always. She loved them for that. It didn’t make them less overwhelming,
or their brand of good intentions any easier to digest, but she could
appreciate it was more than a lot of people had. “I will be.”


With that, Caroline yanked her into a hug that made Julia feel
all of twelve again. Back when Caroline was her fiercest defender. But also
when Julia first learned needing a defender in the first place made her the
lesser of the sisters, and not only because she was five years younger.


“You have to come to dinner tonight. The kids will be so excited
to see you.”


She didn’t want to go to Caroline’s for a family dinner, but it
would be casual and full of kid energy that would take the pressure off her.
Better than sitting at her parents’ table and having their expectant faces
staring at her the whole time. “If I can get everything unloaded, I will.”


“You are not going to unload this truck by yourself.”


Before Julia could argue, Caroline whipped out her phone and
started texting furiously. Within minutes, Caroline’s husband and two of his
buddies were en route to the house. She tried not to think about the state of
the house, or the mismatched boxes and bags holding her relatively meager
possessions. She tried not to think about being the woman in need of help or
the woman coming home with her tail between her legs. She’d think about those
things plenty, just not now.


For now, she had impromptu movers and no idea where to put
anything. She said as much to Caroline, who was more than happy to take charge.
They walked through the house, noting corners and rooms where her things could
be stacked. Truth be told, it was a relief not to have to make any decisions.


A pickup pulled in behind her moving truck and three guys spilled
out. One she recognized as Darren, Caroline’s husband. The other two were
vaguely familiar, but she didn’t know them well. They didn’t ask about her sad
tale or current situation. They swarmed the truck and had it completely empty
in less than half an hour. How could she be anything but grateful?


Caroline insisted on following her to return the truck so she
wouldn’t have to walk home. After that and securing her promise to come to
dinner at six, Caroline offered her another hug and left her to her own
devices. Julia stood in the driveway for a moment before returning to the
house.


Much like the smell, everything in the house felt unchanged. Her
family had done some cleaning and clearing after Meemaw’s death, but the
essence of the house remained untouched. Julia wandered the rooms, trailing
fingers along the back of the floral sofa and the polished banister leading up
the stairs.


Some of the furniture had been claimed for sentimental or
practical reasons, but the essentials remained. The Formica table in the
kitchen, the hutch full of china and crystal. The sofa and coffee table and
massive box television from the late nineties. The spare beds had found new
homes with Caroline’s children, so only Meemaw’s room remained intact, complete
with one of her handmade quilts.


It might have felt strange to be staying in the bedroom that had
been her grandmother’s. Yet, she’d spent the last two weeks alone in the bed
she’d shared with Erica for close to eight years while Erica was in Rome with
her new girlfriend, aka her personal trainer. It turned out strange was relative.


Her mother had been by to clean, so there were fresh sheets and
the space felt livable. She’d need to unpack and make some decisions, but that
could wait a day or two. For the moment, she unpacked enough to shower and
change for dinner at Caroline’s.


She lingered under the hot spray, driving away the stiffness of
hours driving the truck, and gave herself a pep talk. She had a roof over her
head, a job lined up, and a family who cared about her. She was lucky.


Even as she ran through all the things she had going for her, the
less thrilling aspects of her situation loomed large. Her marriage was over.
She had no meaningful career to support herself. She was back in her hometown
after more than a decade in New York City because she literally had nowhere else
to go.


All she wanted was a quiet place to lick her wounds and figure
out what she was going to do with the rest of her life. Fly under the radar and
make a little routine and mostly keep to herself. Ha. If today was anything to
go on, and she had a feeling it was, keeping to herself was not going to be an
option.


 


* * *


 


Taylor Winslow backed her truck up to the rear entrance of Finger
Lakes Consignment. She let herself in the back door and called out a greeting
for Loretta, the store owner and the very first person to put Taylor’s work in
her shop.


“I’ll be with you in two shakes,” Loretta said.


“Take your time.” Instead of waiting, Taylor went back to her
truck to grab some of the things she could carry on her own: a set of four
kitchen chairs, a pair of end tables, and a rocker. She was just pulling the
rocker out when Loretta emerged, complete with overalls, a flowy top over them,
and gray hair held up with what appeared to be a pencil.


Loretta let out a low whistle. “That’s a beauty.”


Taylor grinned, unable to suppress her satisfaction at the
compliment. She’d used a new technique to spin the rails of the back and base.
The result managed to feel both modern and traditional, intricate without being
fussy. “I’m pretty pleased with it.”


“Do I want to know how long it took? Or how much it’s going to
cost?”


Although she did a lot of custom orders, the bulk of Taylor’s
business came from consignment and wholesale. Loretta’s store, nestled in the
heart of Finger Lakes wine country, was one of her primary outlets. They’d
worked together long enough that she didn’t bristle at the question. “I’ll have
you know it’s no more than a regular rocker.”


Loretta folded her arms. “Well, that’s just plain stupid.”


Taylor shrugged. Since she carved each piece by hand, tweaking
how she turned things on the lathe didn’t add to the overall time of a project.
Once she got the hang of it, of course. “You can charge more if you think it’ll
sell, but I’m happy with the standard rate.”


Loretta tutted. “We’ll see.”


Not only was Loretta one of her most reliable customers, she was
one of Taylor’s most supportive. It was Loretta who’d encouraged her to branch
out, who never hesitated to put something in her shop and see how it would do.
Between that and being a seventy-year-old spitfire, she was one of Taylor’s
favorite people. “Yes, ma’am.”


They unloaded the kitchen table that went with the chairs and a
small desk she’d managed to make adjustable. She saw no reason why someone who
wanted to stand while working on their computer should have to do so on ugly
particleboard. They carried everything inside, leaving a few pieces in the back
and bringing the rest out to the main shop floor. “Looks like business is
good,” Taylor said.


“I’m out of Adirondack chairs again.”


She didn’t bother trying to hide her groan. “Seriously?”


“I can’t seem to keep them in stock.”


She appreciated their popularity and their price point. They fell
into the bread-and-butter category of her business—easy to turn out and quick
sellers, if lacking in the inspiration department. “I’ll bring ten more.”


Loretta gave her a noisy kiss on the cheek. “You’re the best.”


“I know.” She chuckled. “Really, though, you’re my favorite
customer. Anything to keep you happy.”


“Make it fifteen, then?”


Taylor rolled her eyes, but smiled. They played this game, but in
truth, Loretta pushing her chairs meant even more money in her pocket than
Loretta’s. Her grumbling was done in jest. “You got it, doll.”


Loretta went to her office to cut Taylor a check for the recent
sales and Taylor poked around the store to see what new items Loretta had added
to her inventory. The shop sold some furniture, but also clothes, jewelry, and
knickknacks, vintage and new. “You know who’s coming back to town?” Loretta
called.


Loretta’s shop sat right along the wine trail, but she lived in
Kenota, the same town Taylor had spent her whole life in. She wasn’t much for
the small-town gossip that came along with that, but Loretta lived for it.
“Who’s that?”


“Julia Pierce.”


She’d not expected it to be someone she had any interest in or
even knew. Hearing Julia’s name took her by surprise and, well, something else.
Taylor accepted the check and made a point of keeping her tone light. “Is that
so?”


Loretta nodded, needing minimal encouragement to keep going.
“Divorced, or at least on her way there. Martha told me her wife ran off with
some model. Or maybe it was her personal trainer. I’m not sure which.”


Taylor’s throat tightened. Not only was Julia coming home, but
she was single. No one could read her thoughts, but she chastised herself
anyway for where her mind went. If Julia, who’d left Kenota at nineteen and not
looked back, was moving home, it meant her life was in shambles.


“What? My gossip too dull for you?”


“Huh? No, no. I was thinking about how long it’s been since I’ve
seen her.” She wasn’t thinking at all about the colossal crush she’d had on
Julia for pretty much the duration of high school.


“Were you close before she moved to the city?”


Ha. She wished. “Friendly, but not close. We graduated the same
year.”


“Well, you should look her up. I’m sure she could use a few
friends.”


Taylor made some vague reply about doing just that and excused
herself, citing work. On the drive back to her workshop, she let her mind
wander down memory lane. They’d played softball together, but Julia had been a
graceful outfielder and Taylor the rough-and-tumble catcher. They’d been in a
lot of classes together because their tiny school only had one honors section
for most subjects.


After graduation, Taylor had gone for her associate’s in business,
and Julia had headed off to Binghamton. She’d moved to the city only a couple of
years later to be with her big city girlfriend. Other than a chance run-in one
Christmas a few years prior, she hadn’t seen her since.


Not that any of it mattered. They hadn’t been tight then and it
was unlikely they’d become so now. And given her apparent taste in women, there
wasn’t a chance in hell Julia would be interested in some small-town furniture
maker.


Still, Taylor couldn’t seem to turn her mind away from the Julia
she remembered and thoughts of the woman Julia might be now.


Chapter Two


Julia survived dinner, her first night alone in the old
house, and a visit with her parents the next morning. Without two kids
dominating the conversation, things got uncomfortable quick. Since she’d be
seeing plenty of them at the winery, she made excuses about getting settled in
and escaped to the solitude of Meemaw’s.


She should probably stop referring to it as Meemaw’s house at
this point, since doing so both gave her a pang of missing her grandmother and
made her feel bad about her current living situation. Resolved to make it her
own, Julia worked her way through the house. Leaving out family photos and
items that made her smile, she boxed up knickknacks no one had claimed, lace
doilies, and about half of the several dozen throw pillows Meemaw had loved so
much. The shift made her feel decidedly better.


She stopped around noon, realizing she hadn’t eaten yet and
wishing she’d gone to the grocery store when out visiting her parents. No
problem. It wasn’t like she had a schedule to keep, at least not yet.


She didn’t bother with a shower, instead putting one of Meemaw’s
ancient cardigans over her cutoffs and Fairmount Ridge T-shirt. She climbed
into Meemaw’s Buick and made the short drive into town. At the Shurfine, she
grabbed essentials. Maybe she’d drive to Ithaca in a few days and visit
Wegmans. It might be dumb to miss a grocery store, but she’d missed Wegmans.


Before returning home, she remembered the torn window screen in
her bedroom, the one she’d discovered when she went to open the window for bed.
The one that had kept her from leaving the window open overnight and made her
sleep sticky and uncomfortable. She headed in the direction of the hardware
store. How hard could it be?


Five minutes later, Julia stood in one of the aisles of Nuts
& Bolts and surveyed her options. Why were there so many? Rolls of screen
and rubber tubing of different weights and sizes, kits that promised to include
everything she might need. A kit was probably the way to go, since she had no
idea what she was doing. She picked up two that looked identical but one cost
twice as much as the other. What was the difference?


“Julia Pierce?”


Julia closed her eyes for a second. It was only a matter of time
before she had to run into someone, but seriously, did it have to be
twenty-four hours after arriving? She turned in the direction of the voice, a
fake smile firmly in place, and found herself face-to-face with Taylor Winslow.
Fuck. “Hey.”


Taylor smiled. “I’d heard you were back.”


“Yeah.” She’d probably also heard the story behind it. Reason
number two hundred to hate small towns.


“It’s been a while.” Taylor’s expression appeared to be a cross
between curiosity and pity.


Julia glanced down, only to be painfully reminded of her
appearance. Why was the universe so cruel? “Yeah.”


Taylor could have left it at that, wished her a good day and left
her to her own pathetic devices, but no. She angled her head slightly. “I’d
heard you were back, but I wasn’t sure whether to believe it.”


Julia ran her hand up the back of her neck, only to remember her hair,
in one of those messy buns that was supposed to look sexy but never managed to
on her, was as much of a disaster as the rest of her. The thin thread of what
remained of her composure snapped. “So, I’m guessing you’ve also heard the
why.” Taylor winced, making her regret the snarkiness of her tone.


“Only that you’d broken up with Erica.”


It struck her that Taylor knew—remembered?—Erica’s name. But
investigating would prolong this conversation and, at the moment, she just
wanted to escape. “You heard correct.”


“So, what are you working on?” Taylor nodded toward the shelves.
“I mean, not that you have to tell me. You just looked a bit lost and I thought
maybe I could help.”


Seriously? Not only did she have to bump into Taylor—looking
fucking gorgeous, by the way, in carpenter pants and washed out gray Bandwagon
Brewery tee—she had to do it while looking like a hot mess and advertising how
clueless and helpless she was. She should say no, thank you and walk away. But
even as her pride screamed for her to, the rest of her, the part who’d slept in
the oppressively stuffy bedroom, reconsidered. “I’m trying to repair a window
screen.”


Taylor smiled. Or was it a smirk? “Have you done that before?”


“Not technically.”


She seemed to consider for a moment. “I don’t want to step on
your toes, or imply you can’t handle it, but would you like some help?”


God, this was mortifying. But it was Taylor. Even though she’d
gone from sort of cute to drop-dead gorgeous in the last ten or so years, she’d
always been nice and not one to gossip. And, honestly, Julia was pretty
desperate. “I’m not going to say no if you’re offering.”


The smile grew. Maybe Taylor’s hesitation wasn’t about being
judgy but something else entirely. “I have an appointment soon, but I could
come by this afternoon if you’re free.”


Oh, she was free. “That would be great.”


“Where are you staying?”


At least the gossip wagon hadn’t picked up every detail of her
sad existence. “My grandmother’s house. My parents still own it, so it’s been
sitting empty for the last year.”


“I was sorry to hear about Mrs. Pierce.”


“Thanks. It was sad for all of us, but she was ready.”


Taylor nodded. Not the awkward, pitying nod of someone who didn’t
know what to say, but one that exuded genuine empathy. “Mine was the same.
Still, it’s never easy.”


“Yeah.” She paused, unsure of what to say next.


“Do you want to exchange phone numbers? I can text you when I’m
on my way over.”


The window. Right. “Sure.” Julia fished in the cardigan pocket
for her phone. When she pulled it out, a tissue and a peppermint fell to the
floor. She cringed.


“Let me guess, not your sweater?”


She shook her head.


“It’s sweet. And don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”
Taylor offered her a wink that, in other circumstances, might be flirtatious.


“Thanks for that.” She unlocked the screen and typed in the
number Taylor recited, sending her a text of confirmation. A chirping sound
came from the phone in Taylor’s hand.


“Got it.” Taylor reached over and picked up one of the kits she’d
been eying, the cheaper one. “Bedroom window?”


“Yeah.”


She handed it to her. “This one should do the trick. I need to
run, but I’ll see you later?”


Julia nodded, still not entirely sure how her errand had morphed
into help and a houseguest. “Sounds good.”


Taylor headed in the direction of the cash registers and Julia
lingered, not wanting the conversation to limp along while they both checked
out. She wandered over to the paint aisle and studied the plethora of color
options. She probably shouldn’t be spending the time or money on redecorating,
but part of her really wanted to make the house hers. At least a little bit.
She grabbed a few shades of green that appealed to her and, confident Taylor
had gone, made her way to the check out.


The boy at the register looked all of sixteen, so she was spared
any further recognition or uncomfortable conversation. The drive home took
three minutes, but it was enough time for her to make a list of at least twenty
things to do before Taylor stopped over. At the top of the list? Look less like
a bag lady.


 


* * *


 


Taylor pulled into Mrs. Pierce’s driveway and cut the engine. She
wasn’t nervous. Unfortunately, telling herself that didn’t stop the dance of
anticipation in her stomach. Nor did it keep her from checking her appearance
for the tenth time in the rearview mirror.


She knocked on the door and steeled herself. It would be fine. It
didn’t matter that Julia was even more beautiful than she’d been in high
school. Or that they’d never spent any time alone together and now they were
about to. She was a grown, successful, confident woman, not some love struck
teenager.


And then Julia opened the door.


Gone were the messy bun and droopy cardigan. She’d changed into a
dress that managed to look completely casual and incredibly sexy at the same
time. It didn’t show off her curves necessarily, but it gave enough of a hint.
Her light brown hair fell around her shoulders and the bright smile was enough
to make Taylor’s breath catch.


“Hi.” She wanted to say more, but her mouth and brain refused to
work together.


“Hi. Thanks for coming.” Julia swung the door wide and gestured
for her to come in.


“Of course.” Should she comment on the change in appearance or
would it imply she was paying attention to that sort of thing? Or that there
was something wrong with her appearance earlier?


“I’m still getting settled, so please forgive the mess.”


“When did you arrive?” Surely this was safer conversation.


“Yesterday.”


“Oh, wow. Really just arrived, then.”


Julia smirked. “Complete with U-Haul. Lesbian in reverse.”


Even without the details of what happened, Taylor’s heart broke a
little for her. Which was silly since it might have been her decision and she
might be thrilled about coming home. But that’s not the vibe Taylor got. There
was something vulnerable about Julia standing in the middle of her
grandmother’s living room making a joke about lesbian mating rituals.
Vulnerable, but also defiant. The combination did things to Taylor’s
old-fashioned butch sensibilities. Things that made her feel protective. “I’m
sorry for whatever happened. Unless, of course, it’s exactly what you wanted to
happen.”


Something passed through Julia’s hazel eyes, but Taylor couldn’t
quite put her finger on it. One thing she could tell for sure—it wasn’t a look
of vindication. “Thanks. It is what it is.”


Just like at the hardware store, she regretted bringing up what
was clearly a painful subject. “Let’s take a look at this window, shall we?”


“I haven’t even offered you something to drink yet.”


“I’m okay for the moment. I promise I’ll say yes when we’re
done.” She offered a wink, hoping to dispel any lingering negativity.


“Deal.” Julia nodded decisively and led the way upstairs.


She wasn’t sure what she expected, but old lady caught her off
guard. It diffused any discomfort over being in Julia’s personal space. Julia
marched over to the window and lifted the sash. “It’s right here.”


Taylor moved in for a closer look. “Let’s see what we have here.”


“Does the whole thing need to come out or do we fix it as is?”


Taylor unlatched the screen, angled it out of the frame, then
pulled it inside. “Doing it on a flat surface is much easier.”


Julia blinked in obvious surprise. “I’m glad one of us knows what
she’s doing.”


She realized she was in danger of steamrolling the project.
“Sorry. I don’t mean to take over.”


Julia waved a hand in this adorably feminine, completely
disinterested, way. “No, no. You go right ahead.”


“Don’t you want to know how to do it yourself?”


She offered a sheepish shrug. “Honestly?”


Taylor laughed. “Yes, honestly.”


“I don’t. I want to want to be handy, but I don’t. I want it done
and can’t afford to hire someone.”


Instead of screaming high maintenance, the comment made Julia
seem authentic. Sure, Taylor was biased, and maybe had her own agenda when it
came to saving the day, but still. “Nothing wrong with that.”


“I mean, I’m not completely useless. I’ve just never lived
anywhere where I had to do this sort of thing and it seems a little late to
start.”


“It’s never too late, but if you’re not interested, you
shouldn’t.” She paused for a second, then decided to press her luck. “You just
need to make sure you’ve got the right friends.”


The smile Julia offered seemed to hold a hint of flirtation.
“Looks like I’m off to a good start.”


Taylor removed the old screen, then measured and cut the new. She
offered basic description, but not enough to count as instruction. The whole
thing took all of ten minutes.


“Do you do plumbing?” Julia asked.


“I can replace a faucet and stuff, but nothing major. What do you
need?”


Julia laughed. “I was kidding.”


“Oh.” She could be so literal sometimes.


“Although if I decide to replace any faucets, I know who I’m
calling.”


Taylor shrugged. “I’m happy to help if I can.”


Julia’s genuine smile affected Taylor even more than her
flirtatious one. “Thank you. Can I offer you that something to drink now?”


“Sure.” She’d take any reason to spend a few more minutes with
Julia.


They went downstairs and Taylor followed her into the kitchen.
“I’ve got lemonade or seltzer. Oh, and wine.”


“Lemonade would be great.”


Julia poured two glasses from what looked like an antique
pitcher. Taylor accepted one and took a sip. “I can’t remember the last time I
had real lemonade.”


“I decided it was a good metaphor, getting a sack full of lemons
and literally making them into lemonade.”


It both satisfied and saddened her to be right. “Do you want to
talk about it?”


Julia took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “Not today.
Maybe some other time.” She lifted her glass. “With something a little
stronger.”


Taylor chuckled. “You’re on.”


“Is there anything I can do to thank you for your help?”


“It was nothing.” She wanted to see Julia again, but not as some
kind of favor in return.


“It may be nothing to you, but it means I’m going to be sleeping
much better.”


“Then I’ll say it was my pleasure.” Too much? Maybe, but Julia
smiled again.


“I’m guessing I’ll see you around?”


She liked Julia putting it out there first. “I imagine so. It’s a
pretty small town.”


Julia rolled her eyes. “It certainly is.”


“Are you going to be working at the winery?” She wanted to know,
but hoped asking wasn’t overstepping.


Another deep breath. “I am. I’m not qualified for much, so I’ll
be in the tasting room.”


“A very important job.”


“You’re as good at pep talks as you are fixing things. I’m going
to keep that in mind.”


Taylor offered a dramatic bow. “At your service.”


That got a laugh out of Julia. She almost seemed surprised by it,
which was a shame, because it was a delightful thing. Taylor made a vow to
herself to try to elicit it again soon. “Thanks.”


Taylor nodded. “I mean it. Anytime.”


Chapter Three


Taylor resisted texting Julia too soon after seeing her. She
didn’t want to come across as overly interested. Still, she couldn’t help but
want to see her, talk to her. Fortunately, she had a new set of wine racks to
deliver to Fairmount Ridge and, thanks to Julia’s comment, Taylor knew she was
now working there. Perhaps she could orchestrate a chance meeting.


She spent the morning in her shop, cutting boards and starting
assembly of the latest batch of Adirondack chairs. At one, she stopped for a
shower and lunch, obsessing perhaps a little too much about what she put on.
The end result—jeans and a Winslow Woodworks tee—felt the right amount of
unstudied. Unfortunately, her hair wanted to do this weird flip thing, so she
had to add a hat. After one too many minutes of considering her options, she
rolled her eyes in self-disgust and slapped a Stihl ball cap on her head.


She loaded the racks into the back of her truck and wished for a
second she’d done that part of the task before showering. Not that it mattered.
She’d be lucky to see Julia, much less talk to her.


On the drive to the winery, she put the windows down and the
radio up. She found herself flipping stations, though, trying to avoid sappy
love songs. She might be a romantic, but her reaction to seeing Julia reminded
her how little she had going on in that department these days. She pulled into
the winery parking lot and cut the engine and the music. Maybe Julia’s return
would shake things up.


Inside, Julia stood behind the bar, even more beautiful in real
life than the handful of daydreams Taylor’s imagination had cooked up. She had
her hair pulled up, but the look was a far cry from the messy bun she’d sported
the day Taylor bumped into her. No, today she was all polish. Not formal or fussy,
but put together. Like maybe she was getting a glimpse of city Julia.


“Taylor?”


She turned in the direction of the voice and found Rob giving her
a look that said she’d been caught staring. She cleared her throat. “Rob.
How’ve you been?”


“Good, good. You?” He extended his hand and smiled, but his eyes
held questions.


Taylor pretended not to notice. “Can’t complain.”


“You remember Julia, right? Were you a couple years ahead of
her?”


She scratched her temple. “No, no. We were the same year.”


“Ah, so you must know her then.”


“I do.” Taylor tried to glean whether she was being teased, or
put to some test.


“She’s been in New York for years, but she’s just come home.” There
was no mistaking the affection in his voice. She’d yet to determine whether
Julia was happy to be home, but she had no doubt how her father felt about it.


“I bumped into her at Nuts & Bolts a couple of days ago.”


“Ah.”


Before he could ask about it, she said, “I’ve got your racks.”


“Right, right. Thank you for taking care of them so quick.”


She’d built the others that filled the hybrid tasting room and
shop, so it hadn’t required any design work. “Happy to hear you needed more.
They’re in my truck. I wasn’t sure if you wanted them here or around back.”


Rob gestured to an empty space. “We’ve already rearranged, so
let’s bring them right in.”


Taylor stole another look at Julia, who seemed thoroughly
engrossed in a conversation with a group of women. It would have been nice to
share a moment of eye contact, but whatever.


By the time she and Rob made the third and final trip in, the
large group had departed. A few people strolled around the retail area, but no
one stood at the bar. Before Taylor could decide whether or not to go and talk
to her, Julia looked up. “Hi.”


Taylor swallowed. “Hey.”


“I thought maybe I’d missed you.” She came from behind the bar
and over to where they stood, trailing her fingers along the top of one of the
racks. “These are beautiful.”


Taylor told herself the heat in her cheeks was pride, not
embarrassment. “Thanks.”


“Jules, if I bring out cases, can you get these filled?”


“Of course.”


Rob slung an arm around her shoulders and kissed her temple.
“See? All those years in retail weren’t wasted after all.”


Julia’s shoulders dropped as he walked away. Before Taylor could
think of what to say, Julia seemed to remember she wasn’t alone. She squared
her shoulders and the smile returned. “So, you made these?”


Pride. Definitely pride. Taylor swept her hand around the room.
“And all of those.”


“Really?”


Taylor tried for a playful smirk. “You don’t have to sound so
incredulous.”


Julia laughed. God, she had a great laugh. “It’s not that. I
just, well, I guess I hadn’t given much thought to what you do for a living.”


Not surprising, but she couldn’t help the pang of disappointment.
“That makes sense.”


“So, is this what you do for a living?”


Taylor thought about the company she’d built over the last
decade. “It is. This and rocking chairs and dining room tables and bookcases.
If it’s wood, I do it.”


“Wow.” The answer, simple and genuine, did things to Taylor.


“I like it. I’m fortunate people are willing to pay me to do it.”
The older she got, the more she realized not everyone got to say that about
their work.


“False modesty? I wouldn’t have pegged you for that.” Julia’s
tone was playful.


“Not false. And not entirely modest. I do what I love and that’s
a luxury I don’t take for granted.”


A shadow passed through Julia’s eyes, but her smile didn’t waver.
“Yeah, okay. I’ll give you that.”


“I’d be happy to show you around my shop sometime, if you’re
interested.” Yikes. Did she really just say that?


The shadow gave way to mischief. “Sounds like fun.”


“You name the day.” And the time and the place and the activity.


“I’m going to hold you to that.”


Rob emerged from the stock room with a dolly stacked with cases
of wine. Any moment she and Julia might have shared, or be about to share, was
done. Probably better to escape before she said something really embarrassing.
“You’ve got my number.”


 


* * *


 


Julia watched Taylor leave, sorry to see her go. Talking to her
had been fun, a nice distraction from the flow of drunk and giggly bachelorette
parties. And it wasn’t only the low bar of comparing the two. Besides, she
thought maybe Taylor was hitting on her. Not in that obnoxious, pushy sort of
way, either. No, Taylor was subtle. So subtle, it may have been just her being
friendly. Ugh. She was so out of practice, she couldn’t even tell.


Either way, it was nice to snag an invite to Taylor’s shop. She
needed to make some friends here. A friend who happened to be handy and hot?
Well, that might be just what the doctor ordered. She could sort out whether or
not they were flirting later.


She’d just started to indulge thoughts of flirting with Taylor
when Caroline came out and set a case of Gewertz on the top of the stack. “Who
were you talking to?”


Julia focused her attention on the box, opening it with
excruciating precision. She did not want to share the specifics of her pseudo-flirting
with Ms. Mc Why Don’t You Maybe Be by Yourself for a Little While. “Taylor
Winslow. We went to school together. Graduated the same year.”


“Hmm.” Caroline scrunched up her nose. “Why don’t I remember
her?”


“Because she looked like a lesbian even then and spent half her
time in shop and the other half in the library.” She’d meant it as more of an
insult to Caroline’s focus on boys and cheerleading, but it didn’t stick.
Caroline was Teflon when it came to stuff like that.


“Oh, yeah. She owns Winslow Woodworks. Makes furniture. Really
beautiful stuff.” Caroline pointed at the empty racks. “Including those.”


“Yes, that’s her.” Julia took four bottles from the box and
brought them behind the bar to restock the tasting area.


Caroline leaned on the bar and propped her chin in her hand. “So,
were you flirting with her?”


“No.” She couldn’t admit she wasn’t sure. Or give Caroline the
impression she was looking for a confidante.


“Isn’t she your type?”


In Caroline’s mind, lesbian was her type, end of story. Julia sighed.
That wasn’t fair. If pressed, she could probably come up with a few
specifics—arty, masculine of center. Like Erica. Like Taylor. Of course, she’d
not really dated enough to even have a type.


“What’s going on?”


Julia started tucking bottles into the cooler under the bar. “What
are you talking about?”


“You’re being cagey.”


“Am not.” Because that was a mature and compelling comeback.


“Do you have a thing for her?”


“No,” she said more loudly than she would have liked.


“Okay, I know you’re lying.”


Caroline’s propensity to declare things as fact bugged her. Her
being right more often than not bugged her even more. “We’re friends.”


Her face remained suspicious, but she nodded. “Well, she is cute,
but I think that’s probably for the best. I’m glad you’ve decided to take my
advice.”


“Yeah.” If she only knew. Julia had been mulling over the
specifics of her love life for the last few weeks and had settled on dating as
the way to break out of her funk. Lots and lots of dating. Hopefully with lots
and lots of sex. Caroline would absolutely, positively not approve.


Caroline narrowed her eyes, but ultimately shrugged. “I’m going
to head home. You okay here?”


“I am.”


“Do you want to come for dinner tomorrow?”


She wanted to decline, but she’d already deflected once this
week. And she had her first of these dates lined up for the following weekend,
courtesy of the app she’d installed on her phone. She wouldn’t be able to keep
it secret once she started going out with people, but that didn’t mean she
needed to broadcast it for commentary. “Sure.”


“Good. Bring dessert.”


Julia offered a salute. Caroline left and a big group came in.
Mixed couples instead of a bachelorette party at least. Not that she had
anything against bachelorette parties. Well, not too many things.


“Welcome to Fairmount Ridge. How are you all doing on this
gorgeous May afternoon?”


She chatted, she advised, she poured. The bus crowd trickled out
and a few couples and smaller groups trickled in. She and the two seasonal
workers poured glass after glass. Her father mingled and made conversation, and
Brandon, the sales guy, worked the register. On and on it went until she
flipped the lock on the front door at eight.


Christ, what a day.


By the time Julia got home, her feet hurt, her head ached, and
she didn’t want to talk to another person for at least a week. She knew
Saturdays would be intense, but damn. It was the volume of visitors to the
tasting room, but more, it was the vibe. So many party buses. She didn’t
begrudge the good time, but really. So much squealing.


It was good for business. She said that out loud a couple of
times, willing it to stick. Because even though she was an hourly employee, she
had a vested interest in the winery thriving. And visitors equated to sales
and, maybe even more importantly, the kind of word-of-mouth marketing essential
in the wine industry. The tips didn’t hurt either.


She peeled off her clothes, chuckling at her use of industry
talk. She might not have any interest in that herself, but she’d spent enough
time with her parents for it to rub off. The least she could do was rustle up
some enthusiasm, considering their pride and joy was currently keeping her
afloat.


After taking a shower and pouring a much-deserved glass of wine
for herself, she debated whether to sit on the back patio or the front porch.
While sitting on the porch and watching what little of the world went by made
her feel old, the rocking chairs were far more comfortable than the old patio
chairs. She slipped on a pair of flip-flops, grabbed her phone, and went out
for some peace and quiet.


That was one of the few things she never got used to in the city.
In the ten-plus years she lived there, she was pretty sure she didn’t
experience a single moment of absolute quiet. Not that she had that now, but
she’d take the sound of chickadees and woodpeckers, a lawn mower in the
distance, over cars and horns and the construction that never seemed to end.


Maybe being home wouldn’t be all bad. Her family, for all their
little digs and clumsy reassurances, seemed happy to have her around. She’d
bumped into a couple of people from school, people like Taylor, who either
weren’t judgmental or at least had the sense to keep it to themselves. And
maybe most importantly, she’d have the time and energy to focus on herself.
Even if the idea terrified her, it was long overdue. She hadn’t made much of
her life to date and she sure as hell wasn’t getting any younger.


She unlocked her phone and pulled up the dating app. She
responded to a couple of messages, did some swiping. It didn’t take long for
her to get bored. Or maybe demoralized was a better word. As much as she wanted
to be reassured by so many fish in the sea, the sheer volume of it all proved
overwhelming. It didn’t help that so many of them were straight couples looking
for unicorns. She didn’t begrudge them wanting new and different sexual
experiences, she just didn’t happen to be attracted to the cis dudes or the
feminine women.


Julia sighed and closed the app. She switched over to her text
conversations and pulled up the exchange she’d had with Taylor. Well, maybe
exchange was an overstatement. After sharing numbers and Julia offering her
thanks again for the DIY help, they hadn’t talked.


But Taylor had been friendly at the winery, if not flirtatious.
She shrugged. Why the hell not?


So what
does a girl have to do to score an invite to your shop?


She didn’t expect an immediate reply, but one came. Pretty sure the invite is there.
Name the day, remember?


Why did texting with Taylor feel infinitely more satisfying than
half the conversations she had going in the app? Okay, if she was being honest,
more than half. Are
weekdays an option? I’m off Monday and Tuesday.


Fantastic.


They went back and forth for a few minutes, setting a time and
confirming Taylor’s address. By the time Taylor wished her a good night, dusk
had given way to darkness and the frogs and crickets surrounded her with their
motley chorus. Julia collected her now-empty wine glass and headed in to throw
together a salad.


She had a date with Taylor in two days. Well, not technically a
date. But she was looking forward to it more than all the other potential dates
currently on the horizon.


Chapter Four


What did one wear to a woodworking shop anyway? Probably not
a dress. Even if she had no intentions of doing any type of work in said shop,
she didn’t want to come across as dainty. As much as a chubby girl could come
across as dainty.


She settled on skinny jeans and ballet flats—practical and
durable, at least in relative terms. It took seven tops before she settled on a
cranberry colored tee with a deep scooped neck. The hint of cleavage balanced
the casualness of the jeans, right?


Why was she even worried? It wasn’t a date. And even if Taylor
had maybe, sort of been flirting with her at the winery, she could have also
just been trying to be nice. Ugh. This was why she needed to get back in the
dating pool. Her confidence was tanked on pretty much every level, and feeling
clueless rubbed salt in the wound. If flirting with Taylor gave her a boost,
she’d take it.


She finished her makeup and swept her hair into a ponytail, happy
the result looked casual and fresh instead of trying too hard to be young. She
got into Meemaw’s car—not quite ready to call the maroon sedan her own—and
punched Taylor’s address into the GPS.


Even if she was tempted to hook up with Taylor, it probably
wasn’t a good idea. Taylor was nice and fun to hang out with. Oh, and handy. If
they slept together and it didn’t go anywhere, she stood to lose a friend and a
skilled pair of hands. But she’d be lying if she didn’t admit to wanting to get
in Taylor’s pants.


At the very least, she should own her plan to slut it up so
Taylor would know where things stood and make an informed decision. Would
Taylor be interested? Julia shook her head. She was getting way ahead of
herself.


She pulled into the driveway and double-checked the address to
make sure. A gorgeous old farmhouse stood to the right, not huge, but with a
deep front porch that spanned the entire front and wrapped around one side.
This was Taylor’s house? To the left sat a giant red barn, complete with white
trim and a big sliding door open wide. A wooden “Winslow Woodworks” sign hung
to the left.


A half dozen chickens scratched around in the grass. Like a
postcard for the idyllic rural life of upstate New York. Julia brushed off the
ambivalence that stirred in her and got out of the car. A couple of the
chickens looked her way, but they seemed otherwise unfazed by her arrival.
Since Taylor told her the barn was her workshop, she headed there instead of
the house.


She didn’t know exactly what she was expecting, but a clean,
cavernous, brightly lit space wasn’t it. Inside the door, at least a dozen
Adirondack chairs sat in a neat row. Next to them, rocking chairs and what
appeared to be a swing.


“Hello?”


“Coming.” Taylor’s voice came from somewhere deeper in the barn,
but there were a pair of doors and Julia couldn’t tell which one to choose.
After a few seconds, Taylor appeared through the one to the right. “Hi.”


She wore a pair of faded jeans and a navy T-shirt with work boots
and a Yankees cap that made her blue eyes seem a shade darker. Julia told
herself her heart didn’t skip a beat at the sight, but it was a lie. “Hey.”


“Thanks for coming.”


Julia shook her head. “Thank you for the invitation. I’ve never
visited a workshop before.”


“It’s not terribly glamorous I’m afraid.”


“It’s cool, though. What you do is cool. I want the full tour.”
And to spend time with you. And maybe get my hands on you.


Taylor chuckled, as though maybe she’d been able to read Julia’s
thoughts. “You might regret that. I’m just warning you.”


She couldn’t imagine regretting anything that involved spending
time with Taylor, which was maybe a dangerous thing to admit, even to herself.
But at least it seemed like Taylor had no idea where her brain was. “I’ll take
my chances.”


Taylor swept her arm to indicate the space around them. “This is
the outdoor inventory.”


Right. Because she made indoor stuff, too. “The swing is
gorgeous.”


“Thanks.” Taylor angled her head toward the door at the left end
of the space. “The rest of the stuff that’s already made is this way.”


Aside from not being artfully arranged, the storage room could
have been a showroom. There were tables with matching chairs, shelves, hope
chests, and more intricate and beautifully stained rocking chairs. “Taylor,
this is incredible.”


“Again, you don’t have to sound so surprised.”


Julia let out a sigh and looked right at Taylor. “I’m not
surprised you’re talented. It’s just, the level of talent, and the scale of
your production, makes me feel painfully unaccomplished.”


“That’s silly.”


“Is it?” From where she sat, she’d pretty much wasted her
twenties and she didn’t have much to show for her thirties so far, either.


“You’re shifting gears and embarking on a whole new phase in your
life. That’s huge, not to mention full of potential.”


“Thanks.” She didn’t agree necessarily, but she’d just as soon
not analyze her pathetic life with someone who so clearly had theirs sorted
out.


Taylor frowned. “You’ll figure it out. Give yourself time. And
trust yourself.”


For not knowing her all that well, Taylor seemed to know her
really well. And if they kept going like this, she’d end up crying before they
finished the tour. Julia nodded and put on her most optimistic smile. “You’re
right.”


Taylor seemed to be debating whether to press the matter.


Julia decided not to let her continue down that path. “Come on,
we’re not here to talk about me. Show me the rest.”


They peeked into where Taylor stored wood—logs and slabs and
boards of all different sizes. “I buy some lumber, but like to mill and plane
it myself whenever I can.”


“Mill and plane?” She thought she knew what those words meant,
but they didn’t make sense in this context.


“Turn whole logs into boards and other usable pieces.”


“Ah. Sounds fancy. And hard.”


Taylor chuckled. “It’s not either, but it can be time consuming.”


“Do I get to see your tools, too?”


She grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”


Okay, that was definitely flirting. Taylor led them through yet
another door and into the biggest room yet, filled with tools she didn’t
recognize, some as big as her. The finished products were impressive, but they
had nothing on the workroom. “Wow.”


“You don’t have to say nice things. I’m pretty secure in my
equipment.”


Julia snickered at the double entendre. At least she assumed it
was a double entendre. “Good to know. Still, this place is impressive.”


“Thank you.” Despite the comment, Taylor beamed. The pride she
had in her shop, her work, radiated from her. Julia did not expect to find it
sexy, but she did.


“Is it dorky of me to want to know what the different tools and
machines are?”


“No, but I should warn you that you may regret asking.”


“I am a sponge.”


Taylor tucked her tongue in her cheek. Despite Julia’s
declaration, she knew it didn’t take much for the average person’s eyes to
glaze with boredom. She offered the highlights—her planer and the jig saw, the
lathe where she turned spindles and the occasional bowl. Julia seemed more
interested than most, and not in that polite way so many people had. It made
her like Julia even more, not that she was lacking on that front.


“How about, for being such a good sport, I fix you a drink?” It
was too early for dinner, but she wanted an excuse for Julia to linger a bit
longer.


Julia crossed her arms and cocked one of her hips to the side.
“What does that mean?”


“I mean it as a poke to me, not you,” Taylor said quickly, not
wanting to give the wrong impression.


Julia’s stance didn’t waver. “I asked. Besides, what you do is
really cool. I mean, completely beyond me, but cool.”


“Thanks. I’ve had a lot of practice.” She resisted a face palm.
Could she have come up with something less inspired to say?


“I won’t say no to a drink, though.”


At least Julia didn’t think she was too boring to converse with.
“How about we head over to the house? I’ve got lots of stuff in the fridge and
I think Waylon is sleeping on the porch.”


“Waylon?”


“Oh, my dog. He’s chill, I promise.”


Julia followed her back through the barn and outside. “What a
fantastic name for a dog.”


“I can’t take credit. He came with it. He’s a coon hound rescue
from Kentucky.”


“That might be the most adorable thing I’ve ever heard.”


“Easy for you to say. You haven’t heard him snore.”


Julia laughed that incredible laugh as they approached the porch.
Waylon, who had been napping, lifted his head and let out a woof of greeting.
Taylor glanced at Julia to make sure the size of the sound hadn’t caught her
off guard.


She needn’t have worried. Julia had already bent down to Waylon’s
level and extended a hand for inspection. He gave it the once-over, then nudged
her palm with his snout. Julia petted him gently, then went in with both hands.
Waylon pushed his head one way then the other. “He’s officially in love with
you. I hope you’re prepared for all the rights and responsibilities that come
with that, including drool.”


Instead of answering her, Julia talked at Waylon, lavishing him
with praise and assurances that she loved him, too. In danger of doing a little
drooling herself, Taylor bounded up the porch steps. “I don’t have lemonade,
but I can offer you beer or wine or, don’t judge me, Mountain Dew.”


Julia made a show of wrinkling her nose. “Beer would be great, as
long as it’s not too dark.”


“Fat Tire okay? It’s a Belgian amber.”


“Ooh, yes please.”


Taylor headed in to get their drinks, telling herself Julia
liking her favorite beer didn’t mean anything. She returned to the porch with a
pair of bottles. Julia had made herself at home in one of the rockers and
Waylon sprawled contentedly at her feet. She handed Julia one and took the
other rocker. “How’s it all going so far?”


Julia smiled ruefully. “Sort of a loaded question, don’t you
think?”


“Sorry. I meant it in the most general way possible.”


“It’s okay. I’m mostly teasing.” She reached over and extended
her bottle. “Cheers.”


“Cheers.” Taylor clinked her bottle to Julia’s and took a sip.
She really did love cold beer on a summer afternoon.


“They’re not bad, actually, all things considered,” Julia said
after a minute.


“I’m glad.” Taylor wished they were better, but she appreciated
that some things, the kind of things Julia was working through, took time.


“I think I’m going to try to do a few things at the house.
Painting and maybe replace a faucet or two. Are you really willing to help?”


The idea of spending time with Julia made her pulse quicken, even
if it was time spent on projects and not more personal things. “Absolutely.”


“I promise I wouldn’t just stand around. And what I lack in handy
skill I make up for in the kitchen. I’d totally make you dinner for your
efforts.”


Getting better by the second. “I like the sound of this.”


“I hope it’s as much as I like the sound of giving my house a
facelift.”


If Julia only knew. “I think it might.”


They drank in comfortable silence for a few minutes. Waylon, true
to form, started to snore. More of a snuffling whistle than a true snore. It
always reminded her of Big Bird. When Julia made that exact observation, Taylor
decided to take it as a sign.


“Do you want to grab dinner or a drink sometime?” After asking
the question, Taylor held her breath.


Julia studied her and Taylor would have paid a hefty sum to know
what she was thinking. “On a date?”


Not the answer she was hoping for, but not a total shutdown.
Taylor resumed breathing and did a quick calculation. She could play it off,
make some comment about wanting it to be as friends. But she’d never forgive
herself if she didn’t even try. “It doesn’t have to be, but that would be my
preference.”


Julia didn’t answer, and as the seconds ticked by, Taylor began
to dread the inevitable letdown. Eventually, Julia folded her arms and said,
“Here’s the thing.”


Taylor scratched her temple. “What’s that?”


“The last time I went on a date, I ended up married for the
better part of ten years.”


Her first thought was to wonder if that would be so bad, but that
was not the answer Julia wanted. “I promise I won’t propose. Or show up with a
U-Haul.”


Julia chuckled but Taylor picked up on a slight edge. “I’ve
decided to date liberally.”


“Liberally?” Taylor pointed to herself. “I’m very liberal.”


“That’s a relief, but not what I meant.”


She sort of suspected, but didn’t want to take anything for
granted. “Please, tell me more.”


“I was the good girl. I was devoted and faithful and gave my
whole heart, and you know what it got me?”


Funny how much she wanted to punch a woman she’d seen maybe once
or twice more than a decade ago. “She was a fool. A stupid, stupid fool.”


Julia shrugged. “Maybe. But I’m washing my hands of the whole
thing. I’m officially slutting it up.”


She must have done a bad job of hiding her surprise because
Julia’s eyes narrowed. She fumbled for something—anything—to say. Nothing.


“You’re judging me. I can tell.”


Taylor shook her head vigorously. “Not judging. Definitely not
judging.”


“It’s fine. I’m pretty sure everyone else will. That’s kind of
the point. Well, not the point but a perk.”


Even if her sensibilities tended toward the old-fashioned, Taylor
was not about slut shaming or telling any woman what she could or should do
with her body. Still, she couldn’t very well admit she had feelings for Julia.
Feelings that went beyond a roll in the hay.


“You should do exactly what you want to do.” That, at least,
wasn’t a lie.


“I just think I need to live a little. I missed out.”


It wasn’t a crazy notion. Even if Taylor wasn’t crazy about it.
“You deserve that. But I hope you’re doing it because you want to, not because
you feel like you should.”


Julia frowned, but it looked more like she was considering
Taylor’s assertion than taking issue with it. “Well, sure.”


“Good.”


Julia grinned. “So, does that mean you do or don’t want to go out
with me?”


What an impossible question. “I definitely want to grab dinner.
I’m not sure I want to be a notch in your bedpost, though. Not because there’s
anything wrong with that, it’s just not really my style.”


“So, friends?”


If part of her cringed at being relegated to that category, the
rest of her knew she couldn’t stand to be one of Julia’s conquests. Or
experiments. Or whatever she decided to call them. “Friends.”


Julia nodded and, after a moment, stuck out her hand like they
were closing a deal. “Good. I could use one.”


Chapter Five


The problem with being with the same person for more than
ten years, married for more of them than not, was it made one feel like a
complete novice with regard to dating. Not to mention how much grownup dating,
with its apps and profiles and swiping, felt utterly foreign. Still, Julia had
managed a few flirty conversations and lined up two dates in the span of a
week.


Really, she thought she’d done everything right.


She picked a neutral place to meet. She let her sister know where
she’d be and with whom and endured the inquisition and subsequent advice. She’d
spent just the right amount of time getting ready so she’d look nice, but not
like she’d tried too hard. But for all of her careful planning before wading
back into the dating world, she’d neglected to consider one crucial element: an
exit strategy.


PJ had been forward in their initial chatting and in making
plans. Julia hadn’t minded, though. It was nice to have another person so interested,
to feel pursued. Now, however, with PJ’s hand on her leg and her too loud voice
laughing at another one of her own sexual exploits, all Julia could think about
was how to escape.


Sure, she could excuse herself to the restroom and sneak out the
back, but she couldn’t bring herself to be that rude. This woman wasn’t a
horrible person. She just wasn’t the right fit. She’d probably make someone
very happy. Julia had a hard time imagining who, but certainly such a person
existed.


She’d expected PJ to suggest dinner by now. They’d been at the
bar going on two hours. When that happened, she could cite a stomachache
perhaps and say her good nights. The only problem? PJ was on her third beer and
showed no signs of wanting to leave the bar. Her stories were getting worse,
and her laugh grew louder with each one. It took considerable effort not to
flinch at the pounding that seemed to be moving from the base of her neck to
the top of her skull with increasing intensity.


“And I said, ‘I don’t mind that you’re a squirter, but next time
I’m going to make you bring your own sheets.’” PJ roared with laughter.


Julia took another sip of her beer, kind of wanting to be tipsy
but wanting even more to be able to drive herself home the second she could
find a graceful way to leave. Although Jeb’s was crowded, she caught movement
out of the corner of her eye and glanced toward the door. Taylor.


Julia did her best not to stare. She’d come in with her brother.
They both wore jeans and T-shirts that managed to look casual, but sexy. Well,
Taylor looked sexy at least. Chris looked cute enough, but his lumberjack beard
did nothing for her.


“What about you? What gets you off?”


Julia refocused her attention on PJ and tried to process the
question. “Um.”


“Don’t be shy. I want to know. Trust me, I’ll probably think it’s
hot.”


Too bad she didn’t want PJ thinking she was hot. Still, she
refused to play the shrinking violet on her first forays into slutdom. “I like
being tied up.”


“Girls like you usually do.” PJ angled her head and offered a
slight shrug. Her tone made it clear she didn’t mean it as a compliment.


“How so?” Julia didn’t really want the answer, but she didn’t
have the wherewithal to change the subject at this point.


“You femme types. You act all independent but you really want to
be pillow princesses.”


Being offended warred with not caring enough to argue on her own
behalf. Julia looked away to regroup and found Taylor’s eyes on her. Great.


Taylor shouldn’t have been staring, but she couldn’t seem to take
her eyes off Julia. She’d caught her eye the moment she and Chris had walked
in, and it had been a struggle to focus on anything else. She looked gorgeous,
of course, but that wasn’t what tugged at Taylor’s attention. No, it was
something in her eyes, something pleading. She looked trapped.


After the third time she caught Julia glancing her way, she gave
in to the urge to do something about it. If she’d read the signals all wrong,
Julia could blow her off. She set down her beer and said to Chris, “I’ll be
right back.”


“Where are you—”


She lifted a hand. “I’ll be right back.”


In the twenty or so seconds it took her to cross the room, Taylor
threw together a plan. She hoped it would give Julia an out if she wanted it
without ruining things if she didn’t. Not that there could be much mistaking
complete mortification. As she approached, Julia caught her gaze once again.
The pleading morphed into confusion.


“Julia Pierce, is that you?”


Julia narrowed her eyes. “Taylor?”


“Oh, wow. It’s been ages. How are you?”


“I’m good.” She shot a seemingly apologetic look to her date.
“Um, how are you?”


“Well, I was okay for a while, but then the whole accident. You
heard about it, right? So sad.” She made a show of covering her mouth with her
hand and shaking her head.


Julia nodded. “I know. I know. How are you holding up?”


It was all the invitation she needed to plow on. Taylor wasn’t a
pro when it came to fake tears, but she did her best. “Just—just doing the best
we can.”


“I can’t even imagine.” Julia patted her arm.


Taylor dropped a line about wanting to catch up and share memories,
then one about not wanting to disturb her evening. She added a dramatic sigh
and a sniffle to the latter. She wouldn’t win any awards for her acting, but
Julia played along like a champ. After a bit of back and forth, Julia said
something about needing to be there for a friend and hoping her date
understood. The date scowled but didn’t argue. Julia insisted on paying the tab
and gave the woman a half-hearted hug. Then she put her arm around Taylor and
led her to a relatively quiet corner of the bar.


“Okay, that was amazing. I don’t know how to thank you.”


“Honestly, the look on your face is enough. Do I get to ask what
that was all about?”


Julia rolled her eyes. “First date. Also, last date.”


Taylor snickered. “That bad, huh?”


“You have no idea.”


“Where did you find her?”


Julia sighed. “Online. Isn’t that what everyone does?”


She had a few times, never with much success. She got why it
appealed to so many people, especially in rural places without much of a queer
scene. Still. She couldn’t quite get behind it. “I wouldn’t say everyone.”


“Well, I’m not giving up, but definitely a less than stellar
start. I’m not sure why I thought dating would be easy.”


Taylor considered a commentary on the difference between getting
dates and enjoying them but thought better of it. “What you need is a wingman.”


Julia raised a brow. “Wingman?”


“A trusted friend to scout hotties with and who will come to your
rescue when you find yourself in unfortunate situations.” Even as the words
formed, she couldn’t believe she was saying them.


“And you’re offering your services?”


The thought of helping Julia score hookups made her stomach
clench uncomfortably, but it had nothing on the idea of Julia stuck in an
awkward or, worse, unsafe situation. “I am.”


Julia grinned. “You’re hired.”


Even more surprising than her offer was Julia’s instant
acceptance. “Really?”


“Well, I’d rather not need one, but clearly I do.” She rolled her
eyes again.


Taylor stuffed down the part of her that screamed what a terrible
idea this was. Julia mattered, way more than her libido. “So, you’re okay?”


“Yes. And thank you again for coming to my rescue. I was working
on making a graceful exit, I just hadn’t figured out how to do it yet.”


Taylor laughed even as she died a little on the inside.
“Anytime.”


Julia started like she’d just remembered something important.
“Oh, no. I didn’t pull you away from a date, did I?”


It probably came from a place of being considerate, but Taylor
let herself believe Julia might not like the idea of her on a date with another
woman. “Just my brother.”


Her eyes lit up. “Right, right. Chris. I saw him come in with
you. How is he?”


“He’s good. Do you want to join us? We were going to grab
dinner.”


Julia glanced over to where Chris sat. “I’m good, I think. But
thanks.”


“You sure?” She didn’t want to press, but she also didn’t really
want Julia to go.


“Yeah, I think I need a shower.” She shuddered dramatically.


Taylor couldn’t help but laugh. “All right. You text me tomorrow?
We’ll work on your game plan.”


Julia offered a playful salute. “You got it, Coach.”


She left and Taylor reluctantly returned to Chris. She flopped in
her chair and took a long swig of her now tepid beer. What had she just gotten
herself into?


“You want to tell me what that was all about?” Chris eyed her
with more amusement than concern.


“Just helping out a damsel in distress.”


“Damsel, huh? Was that Julia Pierce?”


“One and the same.” She’d never confided her crush on Julia. Not
something one shared with a brother, even a twin. But it wouldn’t surprise her
if he’d picked up on it. He was the quiet type like her, always observing more
than participating in the conversations around him. Whether he did, or whether
he remembered it, was another matter.


“Didn’t you have a thing for her in high school?”


Well, that answered that. “Slight. Not the unrequited love sort.”


He nodded slowly. “Do you still?”


She didn’t want to answer that question, at least not out loud.
“She’s been away for like ten years and back for two weeks. That would be kind
of sad, wouldn’t it?”


“Eh.” He shrugged. “First loves have a way of lingering.”


“Says the guy who’s gotten pretty much every guy he’s ever
wanted. She wasn’t my first love anyway, so it’s a moot point.”


He merely raised a brow.


“I’m serious.” She’d never been in love, not even close. Julia was
the first girl she’d had a real crush on, or at least the first one she really
understood as a crush. Not like she’d been closeted, just not interested in
dating. In hindsight, of course, she could see it had been a matter of not
finding boys interesting and a shortage of lesbian role models. Once she’d
sorted that out, having a thing for Julia just sort of happened.


Chris lifted both hands. “Okay, okay. But are you going to tell
me why you had to go talk to her?”


“She was on a really bad date and I gave her an out.” She
shrugged, hoping to make it seem like no big deal.


“Uh-huh. And you gleaned that from two minutes of observation?”


She should have known he wouldn’t let her off the hook. He might
be quiet, but he was opinionated. And had the no-nonsense teacher thing working
for him. “Well, I happen to know she’s wading back into the dating pool, so
when I saw how uncomfortable she looked, I deduced.”


“Ah. You and your powers of deduction. How, exactly, do you know
she’s, as you say, wading in?”


In addition to being introverted and gay, Chris was emotionally
aware. It was one of her favorite things about him and made it easy to think of
him as her best friend as well as her brother. Sometimes, though, it proved
rather inconvenient. Like this one.


Chances were high she was going to end up telling him everything.
Probably better to do it from the get-go. “I bumped into her at Nuts &
Bolts and ended up helping her fix a window. I saw her again at Fairmount Ridge
when I delivered the new wine racks and we chatted. She moved back after her
divorce.”


“She told you all of that and the fact that she’s dating?”


“I asked if she wanted to grab dinner sometime. I figured it must
suck to come back to a place and know a lot of people but not have a lot of
friends.”


“And you’re such a good friend.”


At his suggestive tone, she gave him a solid punch to the arm.
“Dude, don’t be crass.”


“I’m not being crass. She probably could use a friend or two. And
if she’s dating, you might manage to be one with benefits.”


As much as she might like to take Julia to bed, the idea of being
a friend with benefits—one of several or, worse, many—made her uncomfortable.
“It’s not like that.”


“You’re saying if she wanted to sleep with you, you’d turn her
down?”


This conversation was going from bad to worse. “I’m saying she
wants to date a lot of people and that’s not my scene.”


“So, even if she tried to have sex with you, you wouldn’t?”


“I volunteered to be her wingman, so I don’t think it’s something
I need to worry about.” She really hoped she didn’t wind up regretting that.


“That’s pretty definitive friend zone space, you know.”


She did. “But clearly she could use the help. You should have
seen the tool she was with.”


“You’re a regular knight in shining armor.”


“It’s not like that, either.” He didn’t mean it as an insult, but
it wasn’t a compliment either. She had a tendency to do the noble thing, and it
had come back to bite her on more than one occasion. But even after learning
her lesson, she couldn’t seem to banish the trait from her personality. Truth
be told, she didn’t want to. She didn’t need to be some hero for the hapless or
helpless, but she held on to the hope of meeting a woman who was smart and
fierce and independent, but who also didn’t mind being taken care of.


“If you say so, T. If you say so.”


“I do.”


He picked up his menu. “Now that we’ve established you’re not
playing hero, can we order? I’m starving.”


She was happy to drop the matter. “That, we can agree on.”


She settled on a burger, ordered a second beer. She listened as
Chris gave her the blow-by-blow of how his students fared on the English
Regents exam. Their food came and conversation lulled. She’d been pretty hungry
herself. By the time they said their good-byes in the parking lot, the topic of
Julia had faded to the background. It was a relief, even if—or maybe
because—Julia remained front and center in her brain.


Chapter Six


Julia angled herself back and forth in front of the mirror.
The dress was casual, but the deep vee in the front felt a little too revealing
for a first date, especially at Jeb’s. She started toward her closet to look
for another option before catching herself and turning back. “That’s why you’re
wearing it,” she said to her reflection.


She added a pair of dangly earrings and low-heeled sandals,
spritzed on her favorite perfume. On her way out, she double-checked her phone.
Nothing from her date, but there was a text from Taylor confirming their plan
to meet half an hour prior to strategize. She grabbed her keys and purse and
told herself the lack of communication wasn’t an omen of how her evening would
go.


Two hours later, she finished the last of her wine and drummed
her fingers on the bar. “I had a feeling she wasn’t going to show.”


“Why do you say that?” Taylor sipped her beer and looked
genuinely interested in the answer.


“You sent me a confirmation text and she didn’t. It struck me at
the time, but I hoped I was wrong.”


“I’m sorry you weren’t.”


Julia pointed at Taylor and made a circle with her finger.
“Don’t. Don’t even think about it.”


“What?” Taylor looked legitimately alarmed.


“You were about to feel sorry for me and I won’t stand for it.”
Because she felt plenty pathetic on her own.


Taylor frowned. “I don’t feel sorry for you.”


“Really? Because those sad puppy eyes of yours are telling a
different story.”


“I don’t have sad puppy eyes.”


She did and if they weren’t busy making Julia feel like a loser,
they’d be making her sappy in all sorts of other ways that were probably a bad
idea. “Yeah, you do. So knock it off.”


“Okay. No sad eyes. No moping. We should do something fun with
our night. I’d hate for all that pretty to go to waste.”


Julia lifted her chin. “You know my answer should be that I get
pretty for myself.”


Taylor hung her head. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”


God, did she have to be so nice about everything? “I said should
be, not is. I totally wouldn’t go to all this trouble for myself.”


Taylor let out a chuckle. “I still stand corrected.”


“You really don’t have any other plans?” Julia asked.


Taylor took a deep breath and tried to decide how honestly to
answer. No, she didn’t have other plans. She’d specifically made a point of not
making other plans so she’d be available if Julia needed her. Her own special
blend of pathetic. “I don’t.”


Julia grinned. “Well, I’m sad to need a B-team, but I’m glad
you’re it.”


She was sorting out a clever comeback when Julia’s gaze shifted
to the door. Taylor’s followed and she found herself looking at a rather
harried looking woman dressed in dark jeans and blue button-down. The woman
looked their way. Her heart sank.


“Julia?” she asked.


Julia nodded. “Bianca?”


The woman smiled. “I am. And I am so sorry I’m late. It involves
a flat tire and dropping a lug wrench on my phone.”


Julia offered her a sympathetic look. “Oh, no.”


She glanced at Taylor. “Am I too late? I hope you’ll at least
give me the chance to reschedule.”


Julia shot Taylor an apologetic look. Taylor swallowed her
disappointment. “I was just going. Julia, it was great to bump into you. I’ll
see you around I’m sure.”


It was the line they’d agreed to earlier, the one where Julia’s
response would tell her whether or not she wanted Taylor to stick around. She
knew it was dumb, and watching Julia’s date play out was torturing herself, but
she couldn’t help but want Julia to want her to stay close.


“Give my best to your mom.”


And with that utterly innocuous phrase, she was dismissed. She
stood. “You, too.”


She headed toward the exit. Even though she knew better, she
looked back. Julia was laughing and she’d put her hand on the woman’s arm.
Taylor shook her head and left.


Julia would be fine. They’d already agreed Julia would do a
check-in via text either way a couple of hours in. She should be happy for
Julia not to have been stood up. She was, at least technically.


Taylor pulled out of the parking lot, but instead of turning
toward home, she headed for the road that would take her up the east side of
the lake. The days were almost at their longest, which meant more than an hour
of light remained. She turned the radio up and put the windows down and let
herself wallow in being the B-team.


By the time she got home at ten, Julia had texted an all clear
and don’t wait up. As much as she wanted to be happy things had gone well, she
couldn’t quite manage it. She’d be able to fake it in person all right, but she
was by herself and it didn’t matter if she was sullen and full of regret.


Taylor let Waylon out and headed to her bedroom. Instead of
stripping for bed, she changed into work clothes. She already knew she wouldn’t
be able to sleep; she might as well do something productive with her time.


She headed to her workshop, whistling to let Waylon know where
she was headed. She flipped on the lights, squinting at the brightness after
the dark of outside. Waylon trotted in, seemingly unconcerned they were going
to work at night instead of in the morning. Probably because he’d fall asleep
either way.


She surveyed her options and decided power tools were not the
best idea given her state of mind. She went over to her finishing area where
the pieces for the dining room set waited for assembly and sanding. She grabbed
a super fine sanding block and got to work.


The thing with building furniture was that doing it right meant
it couldn’t be rushed. It was one of the things Taylor loved about it. Yes, she
put in far more than forty hours a week and went out of her way to avoid
calculating what she earned in an hour. But she never, or at least almost
never, felt frantic. Even with the Adirondack chairs she loved to hate, her
work felt almost like meditation. It calmed her mind no matter what kind of
stress was kicking around.


Tonight was no different. She moved the sanding block over the
wood, working with the grain. One, two, three strokes, then she trailed her
fingers over the same area, testing for smoothness. By the time she’d finished
all the pieces, it was well after one in the morning and her mind had stilled.


It was fine. Everything was going to be fine. It wasn’t like she
was hopelessly in love with Julia. She’d gotten caught up in the moment, in how
easy it was to spend time with her.


She whistled softly to wake her snoring, not a care in the world
dog. “Come on, buddy, it’s time for bed.”


 


* * *


 


Julia woke with a start. It had taken her ages to fall asleep,
and the sleep she’d managed hadn’t been great. How long had it been since she’d
spent the night with someone new? Too long.


She reminded herself of this and gave herself a mental pat on the
back for managing the first hookup of her life. Even if the woman next to her
snored like a freight train and left her clutching the edge of the mattress.
Even if the sex had been just a hair above passable. It was the spirit of it,
right?


Was it bad form to sneak out before Bianca woke up? She hadn’t
gone over the rules for morning after with Taylor. Not that Taylor would even
know the rules, being so against one-night stands in the first place.


She shifted slightly, seeing if Bianca would stir. She did not.
Julia weighed her options. Maybe she could slip out of bed and go to the
bathroom. Surely that was allowed. And if Bianca still didn’t wake up, she
could leave a nice note and be on her way.


It wasn’t like she didn’t have any fun. Bianca had been nice.
Funny, too. And Julia didn’t find her unattractive. It just all felt like so
much work. She could see why people stuck it out in mediocre relationships. Not
that she’d been given that option.


Julia took a deep breath. Time to make her move.


She eased herself from under Bianca’s arm and tried to roll out
of bed. The result left her on her hands and knees on the floor. Not the most
graceful, but it did the trick. And it wasn’t like she had an audience.


She tiptoed to the bathroom and closed the door. After peeing,
she gave her face a quick wash and smeared some toothpaste on her teeth with
her finger. Her hair was a lost cause, but she did her best to tame it.
Satisfied it was as good as she was going to get, she shrugged at her
reflection in the mirror.


She opened the bathroom door, only to find Bianca standing on the
other side. Julia yelped and, in her instinctive jump back, slammed her elbow into
the towel bar on the wall. She let out an f-bomb before she could stop herself
and grabbed her arm. Poor Bianca looked horrified.


“I didn’t mean to startle you.”


Then don’t lurk on the other side of a closed door. “No, it’s me.
I didn’t realize you were up.”


Bianca offered her a grin. “I woke up all by myself and got
lonely.”


She could tell Bianca meant it in a playful way, but Julia
stiffened. This woman was into her and it wasn’t mutual and she had no idea
what to do about it.


“Can I make you some breakfast?”


All she wanted to do was go home to her quiet house and have a
couple of hours alone before she had to be at work. “You’re so sweet to offer,
but I should go. I’ve got to get ready for work.”


“Coffee at least?”


“Thanks, but I’m really okay.”


Bianca closed the space between them and wrapped her arms around
Julia. “I had a great time last night.”


“Same.” Not a lie, exactly.


“I’ll text you later?”


It was clearly code for “can we do this again?” Julia didn’t want
to say no, but she didn’t want to say yes, either. “Sure.”


They stood for a moment, in the hallway, naked. Eventually,
Bianca stepped to the side. “I’ll let you get dressed.”


“I should probably do that before going outside,” Julia said,
trying to keep the tone light. She returned to the bedroom and pulled on her
clothes from the night before. Bianca leaned against the doorframe, watching.
Not in some creepy way, but the attention made Julia uncomfortable.


Bianca pulled on a robe and followed her to the living room. “I’m
glad you didn’t bail on me last night.”


“I’m glad you didn’t stand me up.” Which was the truth.


Bianca grinned. “Have a good day at work.”


For a second, Julia blanked on what Bianca did for a living. God,
she was terrible at this. Wait. Something at a college. Some kind of program
director. “You, too.”


Bianca opened the front door and Julia stepped out. Was she
supposed to kiss her? Or was a hug more appropriate? Before she could fret too
much, Bianca leaned in and kissed her cheek. “Hope to see you soon.”


On the drive home, she tried to deconstruct the night. She’d been
nervous, especially considering the train wreck of her first attempt. Then
excited. Having Taylor there made it easier to relax. When it looked like
Bianca might not show, she’d been disappointed, sure, but also a little
relieved. That had to be her nerves at work, right? The prospect of a no
pressure night with Taylor had obvious appeal, even if it wasn’t the point.


But then Bianca had shown up. Compared to PJ, she’d been an
absolute dream. Interesting and funny and kind. And at least a modicum of
chemistry. Enough to inspire sex.


And the sex. She’d had a good panic, or perhaps several good
panics, about the prospect of having sex with someone new. The general
intimidation factor, the fluffiness of her thirty-three-year-old body. And she
couldn’t possibly forget the fact that her wife found her unattractive and
uninspired. Bianca didn’t make her feel any of those things. By rights, she
should be thrilled.


But she wasn’t thrilled. She was, what? Disappointed. It hadn’t
occurred to her she might be disappointed, rather than disappointing. Such a
strange turn of events.


At home, she took a shower and got ready for work. By the time
she got there, she had a missed text from Taylor. Well?


Well? Julia sighed. Good?


FYI, question
mark makes it less convincing.


Julia laughed. Exactly.


She turned her attention to setting up for the day. The
incredible weather would bring people out in droves, and she wanted to have
extra of everything on hand and organized to help keep things running smoothly.
Before opening the tasting room doors, she stole a peek at her phone.


Wanna talk
about it?


She did and she didn’t. But after a long day of pouring samples
and saying the same twenty things over and over and over, a little
decompression would be just the thing. Sure.
But working til 7.


Come to my
place? Dinner and fire?


You cook?


Taylor sent back a frowny face. Why
do you seem so shocked?


Sorry. She
was, too.


I’m full of
surprises. You just wait and see.


The text could have been flirty. Or teasing. Or maybe even edgy.
She hated not being able to tell. But before she could decide whether to ask, a
top hat emoji came through, paired with a rabbit. It didn’t clear up the
question of flirting, but it assured her there were no hard feelings. She’d
take it. Can’t wait.


Just text
me an ETA.


She couldn’t help but smile. I’ll
bring wine. And a six-pack. She added a winky face and hit send,
then tucked her phone under the bar. She went over and flipped open the lock,
finding a small group already waiting to come in. Suddenly, the prospect of a
crazy busy day seemed a bit less daunting.


But as she poured samples and stocked shelves, her thoughts kept
going back to Taylor. Why did the prospect of sitting around a fire with her
have about a million times more appeal than the idea of seeing Bianca again?
She might tell herself it was the no pressure thing, like with going on the
date in the first place, but a little voice in the back of her mind said it was
something more. Something that had to do with Taylor’s quiet confidence and the
way she spoke and how she looked in a pair of faded jeans.


Chapter Seven


When her shift finally—finally—ended, Julia contemplated
running home for a shower. But she’d get all smoky smelling from the fire and
want another one before bed. Oh, and it wasn’t a date. Getting all nice implied
it might be.


So she grabbed a bottle of cab franc from the shelf and headed to
Taylor’s, stopping at a gas station for a six-pack of the Fat Tire Taylor had
offered her last time she visited. She hoped the gesture came off as thoughtful
and not stalkery. She followed Taylor’s directions to head around to the back
of the house and found Taylor already there, stacking wood.


“How’s my favorite slut this evening?”


Was it a good sign or a bad one that Taylor had taken to using
slut as a term of endearment? She supposed she’d started it. “I’m good. So glad
to be done with work.”


“Bad day?”


She shrugged. “Just busy. I’m grateful for the work and the money
and stuff, but this is so not my calling.”


“It’s a lot of people all day long. I’m not sure I could do it.”
Taylor took the beer from her. “You didn’t have to bring this, but thanks.”


Julia smiled. “It’s the least I can do.”


“Do you want a glass of that?” Taylor gestured to the wine.


“You know, I think I’ve seen enough wine today. I’ll have one of
those.”


“Excellent.” She carried the beer over to the deck and pulled out
two bottles, popping the lids with an opener attached to the deck before
handing one back to Julia.


“Cheers.” Julia lifted her bottle.


She looked around the yard. Taylor had a small fenced-in
vegetable patch, pots of herbs on the deck. A couple of maple trees and some
bushes lined the perimeter before giving way to cornfield. “How much of this
land is yours?”


“Just the part around the house and barn. A couple of acres.”


“It’s really nice.”


“Thanks. I’d love to do some updates on the house, but it’s
otherwise what I always wanted. I couldn’t pass it up.”


“Huh.” Did she even know what she always wanted?


“What?”


Julia shook her head. “Nothing.”


“Come on, you can tell me. Friend, remember?”


Ugh. She did not want to have a sad, jilted woman moment tonight.
“You’re so focused. You know what you want to do with your life and you’re
doing it.”


Taylor gave her a funny look. “Is that a bad thing?”


“No, no. I don’t mean that. It just makes me realize how much I
don’t.”


“Ah. Well, no time like the present, right?” Taylor offered an
encouraging smile that didn’t make her feel better but didn’t make her feel
worse.


“Right. You’re absolutely right.” Even if she’d wasted so much
time. But dwelling on it would only waste more, so she squared her shoulders.
“What’s for dinner? Can I help?”


“Nothing fancy, I’m afraid. I’m a passable cook, but not much
more.”


Julia filed that detail away for the next time she wanted to wow
Taylor. Or maybe the first time. She hadn’t managed to do much in the way of
wowing thus far. “I’m pretty easy.”


“So I hear.”


“Funny. You’re funny.”


Taylor shrugged. “I try.”


Taylor grilled an assortment of chicken and vegetable skewers.
She’d marinated them in something garlicky and lemony and they were far better
than passable. They ate on the deck as the sun set, helping themselves from the
big platter. The whole thing proved more pleasant than any of the dates she’d
been on so far. Ironic, really.


When they finished eating, Taylor cleared the dishes. They
grabbed more beers and went out to the fire pit. While Taylor arranged wood,
Julia studied the stones arranged to contain the fire. “You built this, didn’t
you? The chairs, obviously, but this, too?”


Taylor lit the kindling and blew on it lightly. As the flame took
hold and spread, she stood. “I helped my brother put in a patio. These were
leftover. I don’t think it really counts as construction.”


Julia laughed. “It does in my book.”


Taylor added sticks of increasing size, eventually stacking three
logs at different angles. Flames licked at them, crackling and emitting just
the right amount of warmth.


“That’s pretty impressive, too.” Julia indicated the fire.


“You are easy.” Taylor winked at her.


They settled into two of the Adirondack chairs. The sun had
slipped below the tree line and a cool breeze picked up. She toed her shoes off
and propped her feet on the stones to warm them. “This is perfect.”


“It’s pretty much my favorite place to be.”


“I can see why.” And she honestly couldn’t remember the last time
she’d done anything like it.


Taylor sipped her beer and studied Julia. Should she bring up her
iffy date or let it go? She kind of wanted to know and kind of didn’t. “So, do
you want to talk about last night?”


Julia sighed. “It was nice.”


“Nice question mark?”


Julia’s brow furrowed. “No, it was nice. Pleasant. Just not
anything more.”


“Ah. No spark.” Taylor told herself not to be glad it was less
than perfect.


“Yeah, I guess that’s it. I mean, I think she felt spark. That’s
what’s so weird.”


“Why is it weird?” She didn’t date a lot, but that kind of
disconnect seemed pretty common. Part of why she didn’t date a lot. She didn’t
like the letdown, but having to do the letting down? Even worse.


“I’d thought about being into someone and not having it
reciprocated. I don’t think I’d really considered the reverse.”


That echo of insecurity, the one Taylor had picked up on before,
hung in the air. “I think you’re going to have to get used to it.”


“Really?”


“You’re attractive, Julia. You have a lot to offer. People are
going to be into you.”


“Huh.” She settled back into her chair and nodded slowly.


“Are you truly surprised?”


She glanced Taylor’s way and shrugged. “Apparently.”


Conversation lulled and Taylor got up to add a couple of logs to
the fire. She snagged another pair of beers and offered one to Julia. They sat,
just like that, as flames engulfed the newly added wood.


It was only the third—fourth?—time they’d hung out and already
they’d mastered the art of comfortable silence. Did Julia find it as remarkable
as she did? Did she even notice? Either way, Julia sat slumped in her chair,
seemingly mesmerized by the fire. She’d been worried about not being
entertaining enough for Julia, not intense enough to spend time with, even as
friends. It was nice to be proved wrong.


Julia tipped her head back and stared at the sky. “I missed the
stars.”


She couldn’t even imagine living somewhere where they couldn’t be
seen. “It’s nice to know you haven’t shunned all your roots.”


At the comment, Julia sat up straight. “I haven’t shunned
anything.”


Taylor didn’t want to start a fight, but she had to press, at
least a little. “No?”


Julia shook her head. “No. If anything, I was shunned.”


The assertion seemed implausible, but Julia’s tone was adamant,
the look in her eyes fierce. And she didn’t know the ins and outs of Julia’s
family situation. “What happened?”


“When Erica and I fell in love, my parents were so unhappy.”


“Because you were gay?” She’d never gotten that vibe from the
Pierces, but people could be different when it came to their own kid.


Julia shook her head. “Because Erica was from the city and came
from money. Because I was nineteen and hadn’t really dated anyone else. Because
I was already wishy-washy about college and being with her sealed the deal.”


Taylor imagined having a daughter, just out of high school,
getting swept up in a whirlwind romance. She’d probably have the same reaction
Julia’s parents did. “Can you blame them?”


Julia sighed. “Now? No. But at the time it felt judgmental and
suffocating and I wanted to escape.”


“Is that what it felt like? Escape?”


“Yeah, because what were my prospects? Major in business? Work at
the winery? I wanted more.”


She could appreciate wanting more, even if she couldn’t imagine
leaving home to find it. “Did you find what you were looking for?”


Another sigh.


“You don’t have to answer. We don’t have to talk about this if
it’s hard.”


Julia looked right at her. “Honestly, it’s nice to have someone
ask.”


Taylor nodded. “Then tell me.”


“The city felt new and exciting at first. Erica’s family, they
owned galleries and had money. It was all so sophisticated and glamorous. I
fell in love with how different it was from everything I knew.”


“What changed?” She didn’t need to know the details of Julia’s
breakup, but she wanted to understand why Julia chose to come home.


“My wife had an affair, decided she didn’t love me anymore.”


Taylor’s stomach turned at the thought of Julia experiencing that
kind of betrayal. “I’m sorry.”


“Not as sorry as I am. It wouldn’t have been as bad had I not
built my entire life around her and the life I thought was ours. I only worked
part-time so I could travel with her, host dinner parties for her artists and
clients. Meanwhile, I didn’t bother to claim anything as my own.”


The full reality of Julia’s situation sank in. She’d not only
lost her marriage, she’d lost her entire sense of self. Not to mention her
financial security. “I can’t imagine what that was like.”


Julia laughed and the brittleness in it broke her heart. “Living
that way or having it end and realizing you have nothing?”


Suddenly, Julia’s need for independence, sexual and otherwise,
made a lot more sense. It might not be how she’d handle things, but she could
understand the need to do it. “Both.”


Julia shrugged, any anger seeming to give way to defeat. “Yeah.”


“But you’re taking control now, right?”


“Am I? I’m living in my grandmother’s house and working for my
parents.”


“You’re regrouping. You should cut yourself a little slack.” She
had no idea who Julia was at this point in her life or what she wanted, but
Taylor wanted to help her figure it out. Whether or not she was a piece of that
puzzle in the long run.


“I appreciate the vote of confidence.”


Taylor sat up in her chair and turned toward her. “I mean it. You
are smart and beautiful, and I can tell you have this fire in you. You just
have to figure out what you want it to look like.”


Julia nodded slowly and Taylor hoped it meant she was soaking in
the words, taking them to heart. “I’m glad at least one of us thinks so.”


“I’m happy to remind you anytime you need it, okay?”


“Is this part of the wingman package?”


“I’d say it’s more friend territory, but I’m not going to split
hairs.” An honest answer, if not exactly the one she wanted to give.


Julia chuckled. “Fair enough.”


“Another beer?”


“Not if I’m driving.” Julia nestled back into her chair and once
again looked up at the sky. “What about you?”


“What about me?”


“You seem to have life pretty figured out. Are you exactly where
you want to be?”


She thought about all the nights she spent exactly like
this—unwinding from the day with a fire and a beer, maybe some music. She
rarely had company and rarely minded. But this moment, with Julia next to her
and fireflies blinking all around, felt pretty close to perfection. “For the
most part.”


“I’ll try not to be too jealous.”


Taylor chuckled. The least she could do was be honest. “If it’s
any consolation, I’ve got the life and work and place settled, but I’m still
waiting for love. It’s eluded me thus far.”


Julia looked her way. “And you want that?”


“I do.” She didn’t like to think about how much. Of whether
finding it might require her to compromise on all the other parts of her life
that felt right.


“It makes me feel better.” Julia winked at her. “So, thanks.”


She stopped adding new wood, and the fire burned down to embers.
Julia said she needed to go, but seemed pretty wistful about leaving. It made
Taylor feel better about not wanting the night to end.


She walked Julia to her car, using one of her camping lanterns to
light the way. Julia opened the door but paused before getting in. “Thanks for
tonight.”


Taylor smiled. “Thanks for coming over.”


“Sorry if I was a downer.”


“Not at all. I like talking to you. It feels real.”


Julia nodded. “Yeah.”


Julia continued to stand there, like she was waiting for
something. Like maybe a kiss. Was she?


“Okay, I’ll get out of your hair.” She climbed into the car,
closing the door but putting the window down.


The moment, real or imagined, ended. Taylor shook off the disappointment
she probably had no right to feel in the first place. “Text me when you get
home?”


“Really? Gallantry?”


She shrugged. “Wingman prerogative.”


Julia laughed, offered a final wave, and pulled away. Taylor
watched until the car disappeared from sight, then returned to the backyard to
douse what remained of the fire. She took her time picking up the remnants of
the evening and cleaning the kitchen. She contemplated a shower before deciding
to take the lingering smell of the fire with her to bed. On her way up the
stairs, her phone pinged.


Made it.
Sweet dreams. Julia had included the kiss-blowing emoji.


You, too. Taylor
returned the emoji and tried not to read anything into the exchange.


Julia had a lot to figure out. The last thing Taylor wanted was
to be some bad idea rebound relationship they’d both regret. But as she brushed
her teeth and climbed into bed, all she could think about was the look in
Julia’s eyes when she talked about missing the stars, and that frisson of what
might have been an almost kiss. It was a terrible idea to let her thoughts go
there, but knowing that did nothing to stop her.


Chapter Eight


Wanna
be my date to a wedding? It’s a paid gig.


Julia stared at the text. Was Taylor really asking her to be her
date to a wedding? For money?


Oh, but you
have to work.


The winky face helped, but still left her confused. But rather
than starting with questions, she decided to play along. I don’t wait tables. She
waited a beat, then added, Not
because I think I’m too good but because someone would end up with a lap full
of food.


LOL. No
food service, promise. My cousin’s photographer flaked and I’m filling in.
Could use a lovely assistant.


Julia got a flutter at Taylor’s referring to her as lovely, which
was silly since she was probably making a joke. I don’t know anything about photography.


You were
such the photographer in high school. That’s plenty. Promise.


Julia hesitated. Yes, she’d loved taking pictures when she was
younger. She’d even considered photography as a major in college. But that was
before Erica and getting swept up in the world of real artists. She hadn’t done
more than snap candids with her phone in years.


She’d love to spend an evening with Taylor. But at the same time,
she didn’t want to make an idiot of herself. She’d done enough of that lately.
And she really didn’t want to make things awkward between them. Taylor was
exactly the kind of friend she needed right now, and messing up or, worse,
getting all sappy and emotional at a wedding, could send Taylor running in the
opposite direction.


You’d be my
wing woman. Consider it payback.


Even with all her waffling, she couldn’t say no to that. I’m at your disposal.


Taylor sent her the details; it didn’t even conflict with her
work schedule. The universe telling her it was a good idea, perhaps. She just
needed not to think too much about the fact that it was a wedding, full of
promises of love and forever.


After nagging Taylor with questions about attire, she settled on
a simple black wrap dress—subtle but not so much so she’d be mistaken for the
waitstaff. When Taylor pulled into her driveway in her gorgeous red F-150, it
felt for a second like they might be going on a date. She tamped down the
notion.


But instead of letting her climb in, Taylor got out and walked
around to open the passenger door. “You look amazing.”


Julia shook her head. “You don’t have to say that.”


Taylor narrowed her eyes. “But it’s true, and I want to say so.”


Not a date. Not a date. Not a date.


“You’re also an amazing person for helping me out. I may have
agreed to do it based on the hope you would.”


Julia smirked, telling herself to keep it light. “Seems like the
least I could do.”


Taylor helped her into the truck and they headed to the winery
where the wedding and reception were being held. She helped Taylor lug
equipment, wishing she knew enough to be more helpful. For the ceremony, Taylor
set up a camera on a tripod and left Julia there to take photos while Taylor
roamed around with a second camera. During the group shots, she watched. But
instead of watching the bridal party, she mostly watched Taylor.


She had this relaxed confidence about her, like she was entirely
in her element. Just like in her shop. Or tending the fire. It was really
fucking sexy.


When the reception began, Taylor gave her one of the cameras and
directions to wander, taking candids and group shots. “There’s no wrong way to
do it.”


Despite feeling like she had no idea what she was doing, Julia
did as she was told. It was sort of fun, actually. It reminded her of a time in
her life when things were far less complicated. And since it was all digital,
the worst that could happen was that they’d all need to be deleted.


When dinner was served, they took a break. Since the bride was
Taylor’s cousin, they were guests, too. Julia didn’t know what to expect, but
the easygoing conversation and minimal questions about her return to town
wasn’t it. It was more low-key than anything she ever did with Erica.


When the dancing began, she was relieved to have a job. She did
her share of kitchen dancing but preferred getting her groove on without an
audience. She continued making the rounds with Taylor’s camera. In addition to
people, she captured the cake and the centerpieces, the bride’s bouquet and a
pair of abandoned heels. Taylor would probably laugh at them, but she didn’t
care.


She was sad to see the night end. On the drive back to her house,
she almost said as much to Taylor, but didn’t want to give the wrong
impression. “So, where did you learn photography?”


Taylor shrugged. “I don’t have much formal training. I took a
class to learn about angles and lighting and stuff so I could take pictures for
my website. And I got a couple of decent cameras to play around with.”


“Is there anything you’re not good at?” She was sort of joking,
but sort of not. Unlike herself, sadly.


Taylor laughed. “Plenty.”


“I’ll believe it when I see it.”


“We could go dancing.”


Julia laughed. “If I wasn’t terrible at that, too, it might make
me feel better.”


When Taylor pulled into the driveway, she got out and came
around, offered Julia a hand down, and walked her to the door. “Thank you again
for your help tonight.”


“I had fun.” Julia smiled and tried not to think about what it
would feel like if Taylor kissed her.


“Do you want to come over tomorrow and help me go through them?”


“I wouldn’t want to be in the way.”


“Julia, I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t want you there.”


Right. Why did this whole thing make her so nervous all of a
sudden? “That would be cool.”


“When do you work?”


She cringed. “Eleven to six.”


“Why don’t you come over after? I’ll make dinner again.”


“You keep making me dinner and you won’t be able to get rid of
me.”


Taylor grinned. “I can think of worse things.”


Julia sighed. That’s what she was afraid of. “What can I bring?”


“Wine?”


“That I can do.”


“Excellent.” Taylor leaned in and kissed her cheek.


Julia closed her eyes and, for a second, thought Taylor might
kiss her for real.


“Good night, Ms. Pierce. I look forward to tomorrow.”


She opened her eyes and cleared her throat, a strange mixture of
relief and disappointment swirling through her. “Good night.”


Taylor stepped off the porch and turned. She was waiting for
Julia to unlock her door and step inside. The realization did not help the
weird mix of emotions Julia had going on. She let herself in and gave Taylor a
final wave. She closed the door, but watched Taylor leave. She didn’t bother
trying to suppress the sigh of longing.


Developing a thing for Taylor was the absolute last thing she
needed to be doing right now. And yet, like so many things in her life, knowing
it was a bad decision didn’t seem to stop her. If anything, it made her want it
all the more.


 


* * *


 


Taylor shook her head. She hadn’t expected the pictures Julia
took to be terrible. Modern cameras made that virtually impossible. She hadn’t
expected to be blown away, either. But that’s exactly what she was.


They weren’t perfect. A few were out of focus. And some of the
group shots looked clumsy, like she was hesitant to give too much direction.
The candids were great, though. And the stills. Without a hint of coaching,
she’d captured some absolutely stunning images. The combination of composition
and lighting, even the objects themselves, seemed to tell the story of a
wedding—from the bride’s bouquet next to a half-drunk glass of champagne to one
of the groom’s nieces, sound asleep in her flower girl dress. Whether she knew
it or not, Julia had an eye.


At five, she tore herself away from the screen to start dinner.
She wanted to show off a little, making her signature stuffed chicken breasts
and pasta. She cranked the radio, jamming out to songs about women and whiskey
and pickup trucks while chopping and pounding and assembling.


“Taylor?”


Julia’s voice, unexpected and right behind her, caught her by
surprise. She jumped, and much to her chagrin, let out a yelp. “Julia. Hi.”


“Hi.” It was a good thing the playful smirk looked so good on
Julia or Taylor might not have taken it so well.


She crossed the room and turned the volume on the portable
speaker down. “I didn’t hear you come in.”


Julia continued to smile. “I knocked but you must not have heard
me. I didn’t mean to startle you.”


Taylor shook her head and chuckled. “Don’t apologize. I must have
lost track of time.”


Julia eyed the breading station—flour, egg wash, and
breadcrumbs—and the inevitable mess that came with it. “You’ve got quite the
setup here.”


“I do my best.”


Julia nodded slowly. “So I’m learning.”


Was Julia flirting with her? Taylor cleared her throat in an
effort to cut off the path her thoughts had taken. “I hope you came hungry.”


Julia swept her hands up and down her body. “I think it’s pretty
apparent I like to eat.”


“You better mean that in a good way.”


She shrugged. “Eh?”


“You are utterly gorgeous. This is an objective, unbiased truth.”
She didn’t even want to think about the number of people who’d line up to agree
with her.


Julia frowned and shook her head. “You don’t have to say that.
I’m not, like, wading around in a vat of self-loathing.”


“Look, I don’t know what kind of number that sorry excuse for a
wife worked on you, but you shouldn’t even know the phrase ‘vat of
self-loathing.’” The expression on Julia’s face, kind of a wincing smile, told
her she’d been more vehement than she’d intended, but she couldn’t bring
herself to take it back. “I’m serious.”


“Thank you.” The look of surprise faded, but Taylor could tell
Julia didn’t believe her.


“I respect you too much to objectify you, but I could totally
objectify you.” Unlike the previous comment, Taylor would have preferred to
filter that one before saying it out loud. Not that she didn’t mean it, but
still.


Julia waited a long moment before responding, long enough to make
Taylor squirm. Eventually, she said, “A little objectification isn’t bad.”


Taylor laughed. “I’m going to remember that the next time I’m
struck by just how smoking hot you are.”


Julia blushed. An actual, honest to God, blush. But then she met
Taylor’s eyes. “Deal.”


“Hey, Julia?”


“Yes?”


This was almost too easy. “You’re smoking hot.”


Her shoulders dropped and her head tipped to one side, but the
exasperation seemed feigned. “Settle down now.”


“I will not. I will, however, finish making you dinner.” She
gestured to the pot of water on the stove. “Will you turn that on high?”


“Sure.”


Taylor finished chopping garlic and pulled the chicken from the
oven to rest. She poured wine while the pasta boiled, then tossed it with a mix
of garlic, olive oil, and black pepper. Julia watched her with more intensity
than the whole thing warranted, and Taylor tried not to wonder why. She
assembled plates and they sat at the small table in Taylor’s kitchen.


“This is nice.” Julia pointed to her plate. “And this is
amazing.”


“Again, you sound surprised.”


“Again, I’m trying to make peace with you being good at
everything.” Julia laughed, taking any sting out of the comment.


“Thank you on both counts, then. And agreed. It’s nice to hang
out.” She left off the rest of the thought, the part about preferring her house
to a bar and not having Julia waiting for her next hookup.


“I’m glad we bumped into each other, reconnected.”


“Yeah.” She wanted to say more, but couldn’t decide what, so she
opted for a change of subject. “We need to talk about your pictures.”


Julia made a face. “Are they that bad? I’d hoped at least a few
of them would be keepers.”


“No, no. Not at all. The opposite.”


“What do you mean?” The genuine confusion in her voice made
Taylor smile.


“They’re really, really good. You have an artistic eye.”


“Stop.” Her voice held an edge of exasperation.


“I mean it.”


“I know I’ve been a sad sack lately. You don’t need to stroke my
ego about something I haven’t done in years.”


“Come with me.” Taylor took Julia’s hand and led her to the
office at the back of the house. She ignored the intimacy of the move, the
images her mind conjured of leading Julia to a different room for a completely
different purpose. She sat Julia at the desk chair and pulled up the album. “I
deleted a few, but not many.”


Julia took the mouse and started to click through. Since she’d
already seen the pictures, Taylor allowed herself to watch Julia. She looked
suspicious at first, but it didn’t take long for her to expression to soften,
like it might over a pleasant memory. She angled her head and, eventually,
propped it in her hand. When she got to the end, she turned and met Taylor’s
eyes. She shrugged slightly. “They came out nice.”


The lack of confidence in her voice made Taylor sad. “They’re
more than nice. I’ve seen professional photography less inspired than this. You
have talent.”


“You think so?” Julia frowned, as though unwilling to consider
the possibility.


“I get your reluctance to embrace my many and varied talents, but
you should at least embrace your own.”


The comment broke the tension and Julia laughed. “You’re funny.”


“If I gave you one of my cameras to play with, would you use it?”


She shook her head. “I couldn’t take one of your cameras.”


Taylor raised a finger. “Loan, then. I really think you should
give it a try, see what happens.”


Julia’s expression said she remained unconvinced. “What would I
take pictures of?”


The idea popped into her mind and she didn’t let herself overthink
it. “We should take a ride, let ourselves be inspired by nature.”


“Right now?”


“Not tonight. It’s getting dark and it’ll be buggy soon. But we
should make a day of it, pack a picnic and everything.” It would be amazing and
absolute torture at the same time.


“That sounds fun.”


Taylor imagined her truck parked off an old dirt road, sitting
with Julia on the tailgate while music wafted through open windows. A slow song
would come on and Julia would eye her hopefully. She’d take Julia’s hand and
they’d dance in the shade of a hickory tree. She could see it so clearly.


“Or not?” Julia’s frown had returned.


“Sorry. My imagination got the better of me.” No need to confess
where it had gone.


Julia chuckled. “Yeah. Happens to me all the time.”


“So, my schedule is flexible. You let me know when’s good for
you.” Because she’d pretty much bend over backwards to spend time with Julia
anytime Julia said the word.


“Next Tuesday?”


“Perfect.” And even though she knew she shouldn’t, she would be
counting down the days.


Chapter Nine


Julia was nervous. Like, first date butterflies kind of
nervous. Which made no sense, really. Unless she thought about the look in
Taylor’s eyes when she said Julia had talent. Or let herself imagine what it
might be like to have a talent, much less an artistic one.


No, Taylor was likely humoring her. Using a memory conjured up
from their youth to give her nuggets of encouragement. Pumping up her ego so
she could withstand the slings and arrows of dating. Definitely not angling to
sleep with her. Sure, she’d been increasingly flirty, but it all seemed to be
part and parcel of her wingman role. Taylor made no attempts to do anything
other than hang out and offer pep talks and commiseration, which turned out to
be this weird combination of encouraging and deflating at the same time.


Would today be any different? She didn’t have any prospects to
dish over or anything. She could come up with something, but part of her wanted
to spend time with Taylor talking about anything but her love life. Maybe talk about
Taylor for a change. She filed that plan away as she finished getting ready.


When Taylor pulled into her driveway, she grabbed Meemaw’s picnic
basket and pulled the front door closed behind her. Taylor got out to greet
her, taking the basket and opening the passenger door. She smiled at the
gesture, mostly because Taylor clearly did it without even thinking.


They headed north along the lake. Julia didn’t bother to ask
where they were going. With the sun shining and nothing else on 
her agenda, she was perfectly content to put herself in Taylor’s hands.


It wasn’t the first time she’d been in Taylor’s truck, but
something about it struck her. Reminded her of the fantasies she’d had as a
little girl about falling in love with a country boy and taking endless rides
down two-lane roads. Before she’d realized she wasn’t attracted to boys at all.
Before the pace and promises of life in the big city had lured her away from
those childish dreams.


But what if they weren’t so childish after all?


“Penny for your thoughts?” Taylor glanced at her, hand draped
casually over the steering wheel.


Ha. If Taylor had any clue where her mind was, she’d turn that
F-150 right around and drop Julia on her doorstep. Because as much as Julia
might be thinking about Taylor’s lips and her body and the things they could do
in the bed of that truck, she was also thinking about all sorts of sappy
forevers. What might have happened if she’d never left.


“You don’t want to know.” Because even if Taylor professed to be
old school romantic, there was romantic and there was crazy lady whose divorce
papers were barely final.


“What makes you say that?” Taylor’s tone was gentle, not at all
defensive.


“I’m thinking about what a colossal mess I’ve made of my life.”


Taylor pulled off the road into a clearing. She cut the engine,
but the radio stayed on. “You don’t think you made the best decisions you could
with the wisdom you had at the time?”


No one, not a single other person in her life, had framed it that
way. Not when she left. Not when she eloped. Not when she came home with her
life in shambles. Julia didn’t know whether to laugh or to cry. “I don’t know.”


“From where I sit, you launched yourself into a life, into a
place, you knew nothing about. That’s brave.”


“Or foolish.” God, she’d been so foolish.


“Who isn’t a little foolish at nineteen?” Taylor shrugged. “It
didn’t work out. Things don’t always. It doesn’t mean they weren’t worth
doing.”


Julia braved a look at Taylor’s eyes, expecting to see that blend
of encouragement and pity she’d come to know so well since arriving back home.
But that wasn’t what she saw. It was almost as if Taylor regarded her with
admiration. “Do you believe that or are you trying to make me feel better about
my really bad decisions?”


“Do you need someone to make you feel better? Or want that?”


Did she? Again, no one had ever bothered to ask. She lifted a
shoulder. “Maybe.”


“From where I sit, most people aren’t brave enough to take the
leap you did. That says something.”


Right. Julia nodded. Right. “Thanks.” Afraid her emotions might
be close to getting the better of her, Julia turned her attention to their
surroundings. “Are we here?”


“We are.” Taylor noted the abrupt shift, but didn’t comment on
it. They’d had a moment. That was more than enough for her. At least for now.


The spot counted among her favorites, with cornfields on one side
of the road and forest on the other. The fields belonged to her second cousin
and the woods were public land, so she never hesitated to wander either, or to
sit in the shade and think about life. Hopefully, Julia would find it even half
as magical as she did.


She got out of the truck and pulled equipment from the back seat.
She hadn’t bothered with special lenses or accessories, just a pair of cameras.
Julia joined her, peering over her shoulder. “So, you’re going to tell me what
to do, right?”


“I’m going to tell you there are no rules.”


She frowned. “Come on. I need some direction, something
concrete.”


“Do you remember how to work the focus?”


Julia nodded.


“That’s all you need to know.”


She made a face.


“Are you seriously pouting right now?” She was and it was way
cuter than it should have been.


Julia bit her lip, then laughed. “No.”


“Good.” Despite the laugh, she still looked unsure. “Just do what
you did at the wedding, what you used to do in high school. Take pictures of
whatever captures your interest.”


Julia squared her shoulders. If the pout had been cute, the look
of determination added an endearing quality to the mix that made Taylor want to
sweep Julia up in her arms and never let go. “Okay.”


Taylor handed her a camera. She gestured to one side of the road,
then the other. “Field or forest?”


Julia grinned. “Let’s start with forest.”


“After you.”


Julia stepped gingerly into the brush and Taylor followed. The
woods weren’t dense and the ground easy to navigate. Sun filtered through the
leaves, creating interesting pockets of shade and light. Not ten feet in, Julia
paused and raised the camera to her face.


Taylor planned to take some photos as well, but for now she
simply watched. Julia angled her head back and forth, bent down low and then
got onto her tiptoes. Did she even realize she was smiling?


Almost without thought, Taylor lifted her own camera and started
snapping photos of Julia. The look of intense concentration, the flash of delight
when a butterfly flitted by. She was so caught up, she didn’t even notice
becoming Taylor’s subject.


Taylor alternated between taking photos of Julia and of their
surroundings. She didn’t want to cross into creeper territory. Even if Julia
was the most captivating thing around.


She hadn’t given too much thought to how she wanted the day to
go, or what she hoped Julia got out of it. But watching Julia slide so
effortlessly into her element, even if it was an element she didn’t know she
had, made Taylor happy.


After about an hour, they stopped for lunch. Taylor put down the
tailgate and spread a thick blanket across it. Julia’s picnic consisted of
turkey sandwiches and chips, paired with a bottle of just thawed rosé. The simplicity of it made Taylor smile.
It also made her think of a hundred picnics like this, a lifetime of them. She
shook off the thought before it could take hold.


And then Julia whipped out an ancient looking Tupperware. Inside,
the most insane brownies she’d ever tasted. “Is there actual crack in these?”


Julia licked a crumb from her finger. “A girl never reveals her
secrets.”


Taylor peeked into the container, then helped herself to another.
At least they were small. “Your refusal to answer is pretty damning.”


Julia raised a brow. “I can see you’re really torn up about it.”


“It’s an addiction I’m willing to risk.”


“All ingredients are legal, I promise.”


After finishing her third brownie, Taylor insisted Julia put the
lid on the container and move them from arm’s reach. Julia laughed but obliged,
tucking away the leftovers and their used napkins and cups. With the picnic
basket packed away, they sat side by side, feet dangling off the back of the
truck. She hoped Julia couldn’t read her thoughts because, if she could, she’d
be hightailing it out of there so fast she’d leave a cloud of dust in her wake.


Her secret must be safe because Julia remained, head dropped to
one shoulder like she didn’t have a care in the world. “Thank you for this. The
day away from thinking about my life and the chance to dabble in something
creative.”


“I’m hoping you come to see what a natural you are.”


“Maybe.” Julia smiled like she appreciated the compliment but
didn’t necessarily agree with it.


“Why are you so hesitant to believe you might be really good at
something?”


Julia’s smile turned into a scowl. “I’m good at plenty of things.
I can talk up anyone, I obviously make the best brownies on the planet. Art is
different.”


“Wasn’t your ex-wife an artist or in the art world or something?”


“Her family owned galleries. Paintings mostly, and some
sculpture. Really modern stuff. It always felt a little beyond me.”


She didn’t want to be in the business of talking smack about
Julia’s ex, but something in the comment hit a nerve. “Did she make you feel
that way?”


Julia didn’t answer for a long time. “Maybe? But not on purpose I
don’t think.”


“Things don’t have to be malicious to do harm.”


Another stretch of silence. “Yeah.”


She had a pang of guilt for making Julia feel bad, even for a second.
But maybe she’d said something that really needed to be said. “Either way,
you’re good at this. I hope you can believe me, believe in yourself.”


“Thanks.” Julia leaned over and bumped her shoulder lightly
against Taylor’s.


The movement caused a lock of Julia’s hair to fall in front of
her eyes. Taylor let herself reach out and tuck it behind Julia’s ear. The
gesture brought them even closer. The look in Julia’s eyes was one Taylor
couldn’t quite decipher—a mixture of appreciation and longing maybe. She had no
way of knowing if the longing was for her, but it proved irresistible.


She dropped her gaze to Julia’s mouth for a second. Julia didn’t
flinch or pull away. If anything, her gaze grew more intense. Was it
permission? Invitation? Without waiting to find out, Taylor gave in to her own
longing. She brushed Julia’s lips with hers, only to find Julia’s mouth even
softer and more perfect than she’d imagined.


Julia grasped Taylor’s arm, but instead of pushing her away, she
held tight. Taylor angled her head to give herself better access and took the
kiss deeper. She put one hand in Julia’s hair as Julia’s tongue came out to
tease her bottom lip. She’d thought so much about what it would be like to kiss
Julia, but this, having Julia kiss her back, was more than her brain could
handle.


In the distance, a tractor roared to life. The noise yanked
Taylor back to reality, and to what she’d done.


“I’m sorry.” She resisted the urge to groan at her own idiocy.


Julia’s eyes flashed, but gave nothing of her thoughts away.
“Sorry you kissed me or sorry you stopped?”


“Both.” How could she have been so stupid?


“What, exactly, does that mean?”


“It means I really wanted to kiss you, but I overstepped.”


Julia seemed to consider for a moment. “Overstepped, okay. Your
line? Or mine?”


She sighed, but it came out as more of a growl. “The one we
agreed to mutually.”


Julia waved a hand back and forth. “Oh, this is like the wingman
code or something, isn’t it?”


“Sure. Yes. That’s it.” Better to cite that than her fears Julia
would break her heart.


“Not very convincing.”


Taylor nodded, maybe more vigorously than necessary. “It is, at
least partly. You’re trusting me to look out for you and I’m edging in. It’s
skeevy of me.”


“Even if I wanted you to edge in.”


“Julia, I can’t be one of your one-night stands.” It hurt to say
it; she couldn’t imagine being it.


Julia offered a small smile that tested Taylor’s resolve. “You’d
never be just that.”


“But I don’t want to be that and your friend. Or your friend with
benefits. Or any of those things. I’m not built for it.”


Julia lifted her chin, a hint of defiance in her eyes. “So, you
won’t even go on a date with someone who isn’t immediately ready to contemplate
forever.”


“I didn’t say that.” Was she trying to pick a fight? It sure felt
like it.


Julia closed her eyes and let out a breath. “I know. I’m sorry.”


Taylor didn’t know what to do with the abrupt shift. “There’s
nothing to apologize for.”


Julia opened one eye and offered her a half smile. “I was being
testy. That’s reason enough.”


“Pretty low-level testy.” She’d much rather let it go than have
any hard feelings.


The other eye opened and she shrugged. “Still. This dating
business is harder than I anticipated.”


“Aren’t you having fun?” Taylor couldn’t imagine it being fun,
but it wasn’t her place to say so.


“It’s fun, but takes a lot of energy. Between that and working at
the winery, I’m not used to being on so much of the time.” She looked at the
ground then into Taylor’s eyes. “That’s one of the reasons I like hanging out
with you. It’s easy.”


A pang of regret fisted in her chest. “Until I went and
complicated it. I’m the one who should be apologizing.”


“Please don’t.” Julia shook her head. “You didn’t do anything
wrong.”


It felt like it. Even if part of her thrilled at Julia not
regretting kissing her. “Still. I don’t want to be one of the things that sucks
your energy.”


“You don’t. Promise.” Julia gave her a look that seemed
flirtatious. Maybe in other circumstances, it would be. It was a small
consolation, but she’d take it.


“Shall we poke around some more?” Because if they continued to
sit there, she’d probably start thinking about Julia’s mouth again. Or maybe
her body. Because while she generally considered herself a bastion of
self-control, spending time around Julia was proving a dangerous temptation.
Temptation that teetered on the edge of torture.


Chapter Ten


Julia was driving to Utica. For a date. On one hand, it was
absurd. On the other, the local prospect pool wasn’t shaping up the way she’d
hoped. Well, aside from Taylor, who was sadly off limits. At this point, casting
a wider net might be just the ticket.


Taylor had been suspicious. Well, less about the Utica part and
more everything else. Julia had filled her in on the specifics of her plans,
both for her wingman input and as the keeper of all the relevant details in
case something went sideways.


“What do you mean she booked a hotel room?” Taylor had asked.
“You’re meeting for lunch.”


“She said she wanted to be able to have a drink and not worry
about driving. And that we could potentially hang out by the pool.”


Taylor hadn’t found either of those explanations compelling.
Telling Taylor she didn’t mind the idea of a hookup hadn’t helped. In the end,
Taylor conceded it wasn’t her call to make and wished her luck.


And now she was cruising down the Thruway and contemplating
whether she might stay over if things went well. She had no reason not to. She
and Amber had been texting for quite a while, so Julia felt like she knew her
way better than a normal first date. The couple of times their texting had
turned sexy, it had been kind of hot. Considering the only person she’d managed
to sleep with was Bianca, maybe a hookup was exactly what she needed.


She shrugged, despite being alone in the car. “Why the hell not?”


She got to the Applebee’s where they’d agreed to meet ten minutes
early, but Amber was already waiting. A good sign for sure, even if it was
Applebee’s. They exchanged a slightly awkward hug before being shown to a
table.


A waiter appeared with water and menus. Julia ordered a glass of
chardonnay and Amber went with an amaretto sour. Julia couldn’t suppress a
chuckle.


“What?”


“I think I forgot those existed.” She’d drunk her fair share, but
as a teenager.


Amber shrugged. “I like them.”


“It’s cute. Endearing even.” It was.


Amber smiled. “You think I’m cute?”


See? This was fine. Nothing to worry about. “I think I do.”


They exchanged flirtatious smiles before perusing the menu. Julia
didn’t necessarily want to be the girl who ordered a salad on a date, but chain
restaurant fare often sat heavy. And she didn’t want to be bloated and full if
there was a chance of action later.


“I’ve been doing Paleo for a month and I feel like having a cheat
day.”


Julia respected that it worked for some people, but she couldn’t
fathom forgoing bread or pasta or cake unless her life literally depended on
it. Not to mention cheese and ice cream. “I think you should go for it.”


“Do you want to share some things? I like the look of the ribs,
the five-cheese grilled cheese, and the fettuccine Alfredo.”


Given the right circumstances, she wouldn’t turn her nose up at
any of those. “I love sharing. I’m down with any of those. I was thinking about
the harvest salad.”


Amber nodded. “Yeah. That looks good, too.”


The waiter returned with their drinks and Julia indicated Amber
should order. Amber took the hint, but proceeded to order everything they’d
discussed. And a crock of French onion soup. The waiter scribbled furiously and
Amber looked her way. “Did you want one, too?”


“I’m good, I think.”


They sipped their drinks and talked about jobs and pets and
pastimes. Not the most stimulating conversation ever, but it was nice. Heads
and tails above chatting with PJ or this other woman Sara she’d gone out with.
Julia extended her foot under the table, rested her hand in a way she hoped
invited some kind of physical touch. Amber either missed the hints or wasn’t
interested. She hated not knowing which.


The food arrived and they ate. Sampling everything pushed the
limits of what Julia could comfortably eat. Amber didn’t seem to have any
limits. She tucked into everything with gusto. It made her think Amber liked
her well enough, but wasn’t attracted to her physically. Which was kind of
disappointing, but fine. Mostly.


Plates were cleared. Amber ordered the chocolate peanut butter
cake after Julia promised to eat at least a couple of bites. In her mind, the
gesture screamed the meal was more of a draw than the company.


“Did you want to come to the hotel?” The way she asked sounded
almost shy.


The invitation came as a surprise, but not an unpleasant one.
“I’d like that.”


“Good.”


They fought briefly over the check, then settled on splitting it.
Julia got into her car and followed Amber’s Subaru to the hotel she’d booked.
She brought in her bag, hovered awkwardly while Amber checked in. How did
people do this?


The room had two full-size beds. Julia couldn’t decide if it was
weird or oddly respectful. They set down their things and had a moment of
looking alternately at each other and around. She’d never had a first kiss
after already being in a hotel room.


“It’s warm in here. Are you warm?”


She wasn’t. “Maybe a little.”


Amber fiddled with the thermostat on the wall. A second later, a
blower kicked on and a gust of cool air came from the unit under the window.


Julia perched on the edge of one of the beds, trying to signal an
invitation for Amber to join her. Instead, Amber flopped, spread-eagle, on the
second bed. Both Amber and the bed let out an oof. Julia blinked and grasped
for something to say.


Amber rolled over. “Lunch was good, huh?”


“It was.” She wasn’t a runner, but it reminded her of the carb
loading people did before marathons. She scooted back on the bed and grabbed a
pillow, holding it on her lap.


“I’m glad we came back here, though. More relaxed.”


There, that was the mild suggestion she’d been waiting for. “Agreed.”


“Do you want to fuck? We could. I’m really good at getting women
off.”


Julia hugged the pillow tighter to her chest. “Um.”


“I’m just putting it out there, I mean. No pressure.”


She didn’t feel pressured. She didn’t feel desired, either. She
didn’t know what she felt. Well, besides uncomfortable. “Okay.”


“We should go for a swim.”


Amber had suggested swimming when they were planning the date.
She’d agreed to bring a suit, but figured it was little more than a pretense
for going back to the hotel after lunch. Which she’d appreciated at the time.
Now, she appreciated it for a different reason entirely: giving them something
to do.


They took turns changing in the bathroom. Julia emerged, feeling
silly and also cold. The air conditioning in the room continued to blast. She
slipped on the flip-flops she’d thought to toss in her bag, and down the
elevator they went.


The pool, it turned out, was indoor. The space, cavernous but
stuffy, was warm and humid and reeked of chlorine. Splashing sounds served as a
bass note to the squeals of what appeared to be college-aged girls. At least a
dozen people ran, swam, floated, or lounged in and around the pool. She
couldn’t have come up with a less sexy setting if she tried.


“Busy,” Amber said.


Julia nodded. “Yeah.”


But instead of suggesting they return to the room or do something
else, Amber strolled over to an empty chaise and dropped her towel. Julia
followed reluctantly. They waded in and moved to the end that didn’t appear to
be hosting a frat party. Amber put her back to the wall, spreading her arms
along the concrete ledge. She did look good in a bathing suit, so there was
that. Julia stood a few feet away trying to decide the appropriate amount of
personal space for attempting conversation in a public pool.


“So, you’re just coming back to dating, right?” Amber asked.


“Yeah. I was in a ten-plus-year relationship until a couple of
months ago.”


Amber tutted. “Well, let me tell you, it’s a jungle out there.”


“Oh?”


“Women are batshit crazy.”


Julia swallowed the pot and kettle crack that popped into her
mind and asked why Amber had such an opinion. She figured it would get Amber
talking and spare her having to come up with conversation. It worked, perhaps
too well. Twenty minutes later and Amber had yet to let up. She’d launched from
one failed relationship to the next, from the woman who tried to move in two
weeks into their relationship to the one who made no apologies for wanting a
sugar mama to cater to her every whim. Julia nodded and threw in a “wow” here
and there, hating the conversation but not sure how to change the subject.


Perhaps it was the highway exit sign she could make out above the
hotel parking lot, or the gas station selling two-for-one hot dogs. Maybe it
was the sexualized game of Marco Polo going on behind her. She’d been bumped
three times already by one of the frat guys clearly hoping to cop a feel.
Likely, it was the mix of it all, so surreal she couldn’t have made it up if
she’d tried.


She filed away the details and imagined the look on Taylor’s face
when she heard the story. Taylor. Julia sighed. She could be spending the day
with her instead of here, but no. She’d been adamant about not passing up the
chance for a date with someone who didn’t know her family, her childhood, and
her whole sad saga. And now here she was in a bathing suit, in a pool, with a
woman who’d offered to fuck her but who seemed to have no genuine interest in
doing so.


“I think I need to get out.”


“You okay?” To her credit, Amber seemed genuinely concerned.


“Yeah, it’s just the chlorine. It’s starting to make my skin
crawl.”


She looked disappointed, but didn’t argue. Before they had the
chance to climb out, the sounds of retching came from the other end of the
pool. One of the girls was puking into an ice bucket. Julia shuddered.


“Too many White Claws,” the girl’s friend said to one of the
guys, who looked on with more disgust than concern.


They made their way back to the room, which had become even more
frigid since leaving. Julia shivered and, despite her instinct to defer, asked,
“Do you mind if I shower first?”


Amber bowed dramatically. “After you.”


Julia collected her clothes and retreated to the bathroom. She
hesitated for a second, then locked the door. As much as she’d come into this
hoping to get laid, the idea of Amber sneaking into the shower with her was too
much. She cranked the water and climbed in, the warm spray bringing instant
relief to both the chill and the itch from the chlorine.


After rinsing and drying off, she pulled on the change of clothes
she’d brought. She combed her hair, but didn’t bother drying it, and opened the
door. Amber lay sprawled on one of the beds, flipping channels. “All yours.”


“Cool.” She got up and started riffling in her bag. A leather
flogger popped out. Julia averted her gaze. Amber picked it up and flicked it
back and forth. “Just in case.”


She disappeared into the bathroom and Julia considered her
options. She could leave, but that felt rude, even considering how badly it was
all going. She could always take her clothes off and see how Amber responded.
The fact that she even considered it should tell her something.


She settled on putting herself together and packing up her
things, then perching on the edge of the second bed. She sat for a second, but
popped up to adjust the thermostat up from sixty. She returned to the bed and
sat. And sat. Minutes ticked by. She might have twiddled her thumbs. Finally,
the water stopped. Amber emerged a few minutes later, wearing athletic shorts
and a New York Jets shirt. “I’m not feeling too good.”


“Oh, no.” Things were weird, but not so terrible she’d wish her
date ill.


“Yeah. My stomach is all off.”


Not that she was in the business of I told you so, but it was
hardly a surprise. “I’m so sorry.”


Amber flopped on the opposite bed again. “Ugh.”


Julia remained on what she was starting to think of as her bed.
Maybe this could be her cue to go. “I should probably head home, anyway.”


“Yeah?” She looked surprised and vaguely disappointed. Which was
kind of strange given she’d not even hinted at making a move.


“I have work in the morning.” Not until eleven. She totally had
it arranged so she could stay if she wanted to. Want being the operative word.


“This is kind of weird, isn’t it?”


“This?” Julia moved a finger back and forth to indicate the two
of them.


“Yeah. Like, not what I expected.”


Understatement of the century. “A little.”


“Maybe we could have a do-over.”


Julia summoned a smile. “Maybe.”


She got up from the bed, but Amber didn’t move. She wasn’t hoping
for a kiss at this point, but a hug seemed like a goodwill gesture, especially
for someone asking for a do-over. She picked up her bag. Still nothing.


“I hope you feel better.”


“Thanks.” Amber smiled, the one that had been so full of
potential a few hours prior. “Drive safe.”


Julia sighed and resisted the urge to shake her head. So weird.
She booked it for the door, her car, and as far away from the Utica Ramada as
possible.


 


* * *


 


When Taylor’s phone buzzed with a call from Julia, rather than a
text, a lick of panic coursed up her spine. She swiped her finger across the
screen. “Hey.”


“Oh, my God.”


“What is it? What happened? Are you okay?” She didn’t have a good
feeling about this date, but had convinced herself it came from her own
discomfort and not some kind of premonition.


“That was the weirdest experience of my life.”


Taylor closed her eyes. Okay. Weird wasn’t traumatic, usually. It
wasn’t good, either, but now was not the time to take satisfaction in that.
“Are you still there?”


“On my way home. I just went to Krispy Kreme and I’m on the
Thruway.”


She shouldn’t take delight in Julia not staying the night, but
she couldn’t help it. “How many donuts did you get?”


“A dozen. There may be a couple left to share by the time I get
home, but don’t hold your breath.”


Taylor chuckled. “That bad, huh?”


“Not to be repetitive, but oh, my God.”


“I want to hear everything. I can wait if you’d rather not rehash
it while driving.”


Julia barely let her finish. “No, no. I need to process. Am I
interrupting you?”


She surveyed the half-assembled Adirondack chair in front of her.
“Not at all.”


“It started out normal enough. The restaurant was fine, if
generic. She was cute. Kind of shy, but in that endearing sort of way.”


Taylor made noises of agreement and asked a question here and
there, but mostly she listened. She left her shop and walked over to the house,
flopping into one of the rocking chairs on the front porch. Waylon followed,
content to be anywhere she was. Julia regaled her with every excruciating
detail, from the amount of food ordered to the awkward proposition to the
swimming and the flogger that fell out of her date’s bag.


“Not that I’m opposed to that,” Julia said as an aside.


Taylor’s brain stumbled, trying to keep up with the story and
trying not to imagine Julia bent over a bed, tossing a playfully defiant look
over her shoulder. Something resembling a squeak escaped her lips.


“Too much?”


“Oh, no. Go on.” She refused to contemplate Julia giving that
look to anyone else.


“So, it falls out and she makes some kind of awkward joke about
it and stuffs it back in the bag. I mean, if you’re going to bring that on a
date, you need to own it.”


Taylor took a deep breath and tried to keep her focus on the
conversation at hand. “But maybe don’t bring it on a first date.”


“True. But we’d been flirting for weeks and sexted like half a
dozen times. It kind of didn’t feel like the first date.”


“This is the problem with getting to know someone online. You get
this false sense of intimacy before you know if there’s any chemistry.” She’d
said as much before, but Julia brushed her off.


“You can say I told you so. You’ve earned it.”


Taylor winced. That Julia remembered the comment now made her
feel like a tool. “I don’t want to say I told you so. I’m sorry it was
awkward.”


“I just don’t get it. In all our chatting, she came off as so confident.
Assertive, even. And I was clear I liked that.”


For the first time in all this, Taylor experienced a pang of pity
for the woman. “She was probably intimidated.”


“Well, that’s dumb.”


She could so easily imagine this woman, in a hotel room with someone
as stunning and effervescent as Julia, terrified to make a move. “But not an
implausible explanation. You’re hot.”


“Pft.”


“I’m serious.”


“Again, pft. But seriously, I haven’t even gotten to the good
part yet.” Julia practically screamed the declaration.


It wasn’t lost on her that Julia deflected the compliment, but
she opted not to press it, at least for now. “Sorry, sorry. Keep going.”


By the time Julia finished, Taylor had tears streaming down her
face. Part of it was how laughably awful the whole thing had been, but part of
it was Julia’s delivery. The details, the timing—comic perfection. “At this
rate, I’m starting to think you should take this on the road. At least consider
writing a book.”


“You’re not helping.”


“You could be sitting on a gold mine.”


“I’d rather be sitting on some hot butch’s face.”


Taylor’s mouth went dry while other parts of her did the
opposite. She opened her mouth to respond, but was unable to formulate words.


“I’m sorry, that was crass. I think I’ve eaten too many donuts.”


That broke the tension and Taylor laughed. “No apology needed.
How many have you had?”


Julia hesitated. “Four?”


“Oh, that’s not bad. I thought you were going to say ten.”


“Well, I’m not home yet. Speaking of, what are you doing?”


Waiting around to make sure you’re okay? She cleared her throat.
“Contemplating a 30 Rock marathon.”


“Shut up. Can I come over? I’ll share my donuts.”


She shouldn’t say yes. Spending casually intimate time with Julia
was exactly why she couldn’t stop thinking about her in decidedly uncasual
ways. “Sure. What’s your ETA?”


“An hour?”


“Have you had anything other than donuts for dinner?”


“No, but if you recall, I ate half the restaurant menu for
lunch.”


Taylor laughed. “I’ll make snacks. Something light.”


Julia didn’t answer and Taylor worried she’d come across as too
eager. But then she said, “On one condition.”


“What’s that?”


“There’s wine, too. Big glass. Maybe two. Or beer. I’m not
picky.”


Taylor smiled. That, she could do. “I think that could be arranged.”


“Can’t wait. Seriously.”


She tried not to be too excited, to read too much into it. “The
door will be open. Come on in when you get here.”


“Perfect. Hey, Taylor?”


God, she loved the way Julia said her name. “Yeah?”


“Thanks. You’re the best.”


“I’ll see you soon.” She ended the call and looked over at
Waylon. He regarded her with mild curiosity and she shrugged. So much for not
being excited.


Chapter Eleven


“One more?” Julia eyed her hopefully.


“Your wish is my command.” Taylor clicked the Keep Watching
button.


Julia nuzzled deeper into the sofa and took a sip of her wine. “I
know this isn’t a date, but this is the best date.”


Taylor couldn’t help but smile. “Maybe you’re going on the wrong
kind of dates.”


Julia eyed her with sarcasm. “You think?”


“Remind me why you’re doing this again?” She knew, but she wanted
Julia to say it out loud, own really wanting it.


Julia sat up, nearly sloshing her wine over the edge of the
glass. “I’m proving a point.”


“To whom, exactly?”


She frowned. “Myself.”


“Okay. Just making sure.”


“You think I’m crazy, don’t you?”


“Not crazy.” She knew dangerous territory when she saw it.


“But you don’t get it.”


She might not get Julia’s methods, but she could appreciate the
sentiment. “I get the spirit of it.”


The frown became a scowl, but then Julia shrugged. “I guess
that’s close enough.”


The episode started and conversation lulled. Taylor half-watched
Liz’s ill-advised attempt to make things work out with Dennis, again. When the
credits rolled, she turned to ask Julia if she’d learned anything about
settling, but found her sound asleep. She looked peaceful and, although she’d
hate the word, vulnerable.


How could this woman stir her most primal desires and her desire
to protect at exactly the same time? Even as she asked the question, she knew
the answer. She didn’t like it, but she knew it. She was halfway in love with
Julia Pierce. Halfway being a conservative estimate.


Taylor collected the dishes and glasses from the coffee table and
brought them to the kitchen. She returned to the living room and shut off the
TV. Julia didn’t stir.


Taylor grabbed a blanket from the back of the sofa and laid it
gently over her. Should she try to angle Julia into a position that would leave
her less stiff in the morning? No, that would likely wake her up. She grabbed a
pillow instead and set it next to her in case she slid down during the night.
There, that was better.


“Don’t go.” Julia mumbled the command, eyes half-lidded.


“I’m not going far,” Taylor said. “Just to bed.”


“Can I come?”


Taylor froze. Did she hear right or did she imagine it? Or was
Julia talking in her sleep?


“Just to cuddle. I promise I won’t get handsy.”


Okay, so not imagining it. Not dreaming, either, if she had the
wherewithal to throw in caveats. There was no way humanly possible this would
go well, but equally impossible was denying Julia’s almost timid request. “Of
course.”


Julia pushed the blanket to the side and extended her hand.
Taylor closed her eyes and took a steadying breath. And then she took it.


It felt at once natural and surreal to lead Julia up the stairs
to her bedroom. She let go of Julia’s hand long enough to flip on the lamp near
the bed. She turned and found Julia looking down at her dress, frowning.


“Do you want a T-shirt to sleep in?” Because that wasn’t the stuff
of fantasy.


Julia smiled. “I’d love one.”


Taylor went over to her dresser and pulled one out. She handed it
to Julia. “I’ll give you a minute.”


“Thanks.”


She went to the bathroom, bracing her hands on the vanity and
staring at herself in the mirror. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust herself to
act like a gentleman. No, it was her own feelings she worried about, letting
them tumble out into a messy pile at Julia’s feet. She shook her head. “Get a
grip, Winslow.”


After counting to fifty, she returned to the bedroom. She found
Julia in her bed, covers pulled up to her chin. “I didn’t know which side of
the bed was yours.”


“It doesn’t matter.” Not like she’d be getting any sleep.


“Come on, everyone has a side.”


“Fine. Left.”


Julia scooted over to the right. “See? That wasn’t so hard.”


Taylor got into bed and switched off the lamp. The nearly full
moon gave the room an iridescent glow. Julia had turned onto her side to face
her. Taylor cleared her throat. “Do you need anything else? I should have
asked.”


“I’m good. Thanks for letting me crash.”


“Anytime.”


Julia smiled. “Good night.”


“Night.”


Julia closed her eyes but Taylor kept hers open. She’d given a
lot of thought to what it might be like to spend the night with Julia. None of
those thoughts—or fantasies or daydreams—had looked like this. But she couldn’t
quite manage to bring herself to be disappointed.


This was probably a terrible idea. Getting closer to Julia made
it seem like maybe something was there, something more than a roll in the hay.
But that could be wishful thinking as much as anything else. Pursuing it would
be a huge risk, to her ego yes, but also to her heart.


The question, the one that kept her up at night even without
Julia lying next to her: was she willing to risk it?


 


* * *


 


Julia woke to Taylor’s arm planted snugly around her middle. She
didn’t remember positioning herself to be the little spoon, but that’s exactly
what she was, her back pressed perfectly against Taylor’s front. A flash of
self-consciousness hit her but was drowned out by how good it felt to be in
Taylor’s arms.


Good in a way none of her hookups had felt. Good in a way she’d
maybe felt with Erica years ago. Good in a way she’d almost forgotten.


She squirmed slightly, mostly to relish the sensation of Taylor’s
body so close. Taylor let out a low groan and her grip tightened. So. Fucking.
Good.


She’d just started thinking about how she could stay exactly like
this all day when Taylor shifted. Started might be a more accurate description.
Like she’d woken up and realized where she was and who she was holding.


Julia put a hand over Taylor’s, trying to make the moment last a
hair longer. “Good morning.”


Taylor didn’t relax, but she didn’t pull away either. “Good
morning.”


She scrambled for something else to say. “I hope I didn’t make
things awkward last night.”


This time Taylor did shift. “You didn’t.”


Julia rolled so they were facing each other and propped her head
in her hand. “Your mouth is saying one thing, but your body language is
screaming something different.”


Taylor mimicked the posture and frowned. “I think I’m just
confused.”


“Confused that I wanted to stay?”


“Confused about what you want. Because last night feels like the
exact opposite of what you’ve been saying you want, of what you’ve been doing.”


The trace of accusation in Taylor’s voice made Julia bristle. Not
because it wasn’t true, but because it was. “I don’t really know what I want.
That’s the problem.”


Taylor’s whole demeanor softened and she closed her eyes. She
opened them with a sigh and an encouraging smile. “Your ten-year marriage ended
like two months ago. You’re not supposed to have it all figured out.”


“Yeah, but—”


“No buts. I get why you feel like you need to play the field,
make up for lost time. There aren’t any rules aside from going about it with
honesty and integrity.”


Rather than making her feel better, the understanding made her
feel selfish and small. “You think I’m a train wreck, though.”


Taylor shook her head. “I never said that.”


Never saying it and not thinking it were not the same thing, a
fact not lost on Julia. “You wouldn’t go out with me.”


Taylor rolled her eyes and flopped onto her back. “That has
nothing to do with thinking you’re a train wreck.”


Julia lifted her chin. She should drop it, but she couldn’t.
“Then why?”


With almost alarming speed, Taylor rolled back toward her. The
look in her blue eyes was so fierce, it took Julia’s breath away. “Have you
forgotten the fact that I asked you out?”


Oh, she remembered. “And then took it back pretty much the next
breath. You weren’t shy in judging my choices.”


“I wasn’t judging.”


Julia sat up then and pointed a finger at Taylor. “‘I don’t want
to be a notch in your bedpost.’ I’m pretty sure that’s what you said. If that’s
not judging, what is it?”


Taylor sat up, too. She let out a groan and her head fell back.
When she righted it, she once again looked into Julia’s eyes. “I like you. A
lot. Have I not been obvious enough about that?”


She’d figured Taylor liked her well enough. Who would hang out
with and sign up to be the wingman of a woman she didn’t like? But at the same
time, why would Taylor sign up for that role if her feelings were anything more
than friendly? “Now I’m confused.”


Taylor chuckled. “Maybe we could continue this conversation with
coffee?”


If a small part of her never wanted to get out of a bed shared
with Taylor, the rest of her needed caffeine. And to figure out exactly what
was happening between them. “I approve this plan.”


Taylor climbed out of bed, giving Julia a glimpse of navy and
white polka dot boxers. She hadn’t noticed them the night before, which was
probably a good thing. She’d have had an even harder time keeping her hands to
herself otherwise. “Would you like a pair of shorts or pajama pants or
something?”


She looked down. Probably not the best idea to go prancing around
Taylor’s house in a pair of lacy hip-huggers. “That would be great. Shorts are
fine.”


Taylor opened a drawer. “Boxers okay?”


“Perfect.” Sure, lounging around in the boxers and T-shirt of
someone she’d spent the night with fell into the category of girly daydreamy
things, but it didn’t need to be a big deal.


Taylor dug around for a moment, then pulled out a pair in plaid
that sort of matched the colors of the shirt Julia wore. Did she do that on
purpose? And why did Julia find it so damn charming?


Taylor left the room and Julia pulled on the shorts before
padding after her. She walked into the kitchen to the whir of a coffee grinder.
Of course Taylor ground her own coffee. Julia shook her head and tried to focus
on the moment. Not on the way every minute she spent with Taylor fucked up the
neat little compartments she’d created for the people in her life.


“What’s wrong?” Taylor looked at her with concern as she filled
the carafe with water.


“Nothing. I mean, everything, but nothing.” What were the odds
Taylor would take that answer and drop it?


She pointed a finger at Julia. “That is why we’re going to talk.”


So, no. “Do we have to?”


“Julia Pierce, are you afraid to talk about your feelings?”


Her therapist in New York may have used that exact phrase on more
than one occasion, but Taylor didn’t need to know that. “No.”


Taylor smirked. She actually smirked. “Good.”


They lingered quietly while the coffee brewed. It should have
been awkward, but it wasn’t. Before long, they sat on the sofa, the one they’d
sort of cuddled on a few hours prior. Julia sipped her coffee. Maybe they
wouldn’t have to talk about feelings after all.


“I wasn’t judging you.” Taylor set her mug on the coffee table.


“So you said.” Although she’d yet to come up with another
interpretation.


“I didn’t want to casually date you because I’m pretty sure I’d
end up wanting more.”


Oh. Why didn’t she see that coming? “Really?”


“I maybe, sort of, had a thing for you in high school. Seeing you
again made me realize it never really went away. So, when you said you wanted
to date, or hook up, or whatever, with anyone and everyone, I knew better than
to be one of those people.”


It all made sense now. Even as it made no sense at all. “You
liked me in high school?”


Taylor shrugged. “Not in an obsessed, unrequited love sort of
way. Just your garden variety crush.”


“Why didn’t you ever tell me?”


“We weren’t tight. I didn’t even know you were queer. Until you
hooked up with Erica.”


And once that happened, she had eyes for no one else. Would she
have made different choices if she’d fallen in love before Erica came along?
Not that she could do anything about it now, but she couldn’t help but wonder.
“I wish I’d known.”


Another shrug from Taylor. “It’s fine. And being friends now is
fine.”


“But you don’t want to be anything more.” She tried to ignore how
disappointed the idea left her.


“It’s not that at all. I…” Taylor looked up at the ceiling. “I
don’t need to think we’re going to end up together, but like I said before, I
can’t just be a hookup. A good time you have once and never think about again.”


She thought about the feeling of Taylor’s arm around her in bed,
the look in Taylor’s eyes as they shared sandwiches after taking pictures
together. “You could never be that.”


“Look, I don’t need you to stroke my ego—”


Julia didn’t let her finish. She closed the space between them
and she pressed her lips to Taylor’s. She’d meant to get Taylor’s attention,
get her to stop talking nonsense. But once she started kissing Taylor, she
couldn’t seem to stop. Taylor wound her fingers into Julia’s hair and took her
bottom lip between her teeth. Not aggressive, exactly, but commanding,
confident. And completely different from the tentative kiss on the tailgate of
Taylor’s truck.


When Taylor eased back, it took a second for Julia’s head to stop
spinning. “Um, wow.”


Taylor’s smile was as confident as her kiss, and maybe the
tiniest bit smug. “I was thinking the same thing.”


“We weren’t going to do that.”


Taylor cocked a brow. “I know.”


“But I’ve been wanting to.”


“Same.” Taylor nodded slowly. Was she encouraging her or putting
the brakes on?


“Do we get to do it again?” Please say yes.


Taylor didn’t answer for a long time. It took every drop of
energy Julia had to sit still. Wait. Wait. Wait. After what felt like an eternity,
Taylor said, “Yes.”


Thank God.


“But not right now.”


It was all Julia could do not to pout. “No?”


“If we’re going to do this, we’re going to do it right.” The
firmness in Taylor’s voice was a total turn-on.


“And how does that go?”


“You’re going to let me take you to dinner and be romantic and
treat you the way you deserve to be treated.”


“Old school.” Despite the teasing tone, the idea made her insides
all fluttery.


Taylor crossed her arms. “Do you have a problem with that?”


“I do not.”


“Good.”


Julia leaned forward, resting her elbows on her crossed legs.
“When do we get to go on this date?”


Taylor picked up her coffee and took a sip. “You name the day.”


The part of her all about instant gratification wanted to say
tonight, but she had to work until seven and again the next morning. “How’s
Thursday? Six o’clock?”


“I’ll pick you up.”


Chapter Twelve


Julia should be embarrassed by the amount of daydreaming she
did over the next several days at work. Fortunately, no one but her knew the
extent of it. The weight of Taylor’s arm wrapped around her, the solid warmth
of her body pressed against Julia’s back. The taste of Taylor’s mouth and the
confident sparkle in her eyes when they agreed to go on a real date. A date
that still felt ages away.


Two days. Exactly two whole days away. She was a grown woman. Two
days should not feel like an eternity. Only it did.


She slipped into yet another daydream, this one about Taylor
naked and pressing into her in a way she hadn’t yet. Taylor’s body, hard and
soft in all the right places, moving against hers, also in all the right
places. Taylor’s fingers, grazing her thigh, before slipping into her.


The door to the tasting room swung open and a dozen people
streamed in. They wore matching polo shirts with a logo Julia didn’t recognize
stitched onto the left breast. Perhaps they were on some type of corporate
retreat. She plastered on her most welcoming smile. “Good afternoon. Welcome to
Fairmount Ridge.”


They sidled up to the bar in small groups. Most looked happy to
be there; a few did not. Julia sympathized with the miserable ones. Sure, there
were worse ways to spend a Tuesday than on a wine tour, but group activities
with colleagues could be insufferable. Especially if some of those colleagues
were over-eager, enthusiastic types.


A woman, the only one not in a matching teal shirt, caught her
eye. Her navy polo had the University of Rochester embroidered on it. “Hi.
Tasting for ten, please.”


Her smile seemed almost too familiar, like they were in on a
secret together. Odd. Julia hadn’t decided whether or not to reciprocate when
realization hit. “Bianca.”


“I thought for a second you didn’t recognize me.” She winked,
indicating no hard feelings. At least that’s what Julia hoped.


“Unexpected is all. Are you guiding a tour?” Only a partial lie,
really. She thought Bianca did something fancy in the business school. This
didn’t go with any of the contexts she had.


“Sort of. We’re doing a summer fintech institute. Today is a team
building outing.”


Should she admit to having no idea what fintech was? Probably
not. “Ah.”


“I wasn’t sure if you’d be working today. I almost texted you.”


Julia experienced a pang of guilt for essentially dropping off
the face of the planet after their night together. Not ghosting, exactly, but
offering thin excuses about needing to refocus her energies. “Let me get
everyone situated and then maybe we could chat for a minute?”


Again with the warm smile Julia probably didn’t deserve. “Sure.”


She set ten menus and ten wine glasses on the bar and walked
everyone through a Fairmount Ridge tasting. She gave an overview of the
options, including the flagship chardonnay and the ice wine, and concluded
with, “And if you have any questions about specific varietals or anything else,
my name is Julia and I’d be more than happy to assist you.”


Based on her experience, she had about three minutes before the
quick deciders were ready to sample. She moved to the end of the bar and
returned her attention to Bianca. “How are you?”


“Good. Work, play, the usual. A lot of kayaking to be had this
summer.” She genuinely seemed to have no hard feelings. “You?”


“More work than play, but I’m making time to enjoy the summer.”


Bianca looked away for a second, then back at Julia. “I started
seeing someone. Right after you, ironically.”


“Oh, that’s great.” She didn’t have to fake her enthusiasm.
Bianca was a fantastic person, and it made her feel better to know there’d been
no pining.


“Thanks. You never know, right?”


Julia’s thoughts went immediately to Taylor. Wasn’t that the
truth? With the initial awkwardness dispelled, she wished they had time to talk
for real, but a few of Bianca’s group started looking up from their menus. She
angled her head in their direction. “I think that’s my cue.”


She signaled to Dwayne, who’d been arranging glassware, and they
got to work. She poured and chatted, learned about what the hell fintech was,
and settled the tab with Bianca. When the group left, she cleaned up and
prepared for whoever came in next. All in all, it was shaping up to be a good
afternoon.


When she took her break, she discovered a voice mail from Amanda,
a woman she knew casually through her sister, but who was a good ten years
older than her. No specifics, just a request to call her back. Strange.


She left her usual spot at the picnic table near the loading dock
and wandered into the vineyard. Ten minutes later and she was still on the
phone. She and Amanda had caught up, but the conversation had only gotten
weirder from there.


“You want me to take Cal’s senior pictures?” Julia was glad to be
having this conversation over the phone instead of in person. The look on her
face would have likely killed any confidence Amanda had in her abilities.


“I saw the ones you did at Jessica’s wedding. They were so
artistic. I’m already pulling teeth to get Cal to take them. If I go with some
stuffy, traditional photographer, he’ll mutiny.”


Julia swallowed a laugh. She’d babysat for Cal and his sister,
Daniella, before moving to the city. He was equal parts awkward and opinionated
as a child. It seemed like the trait had proved permanent. “I mean, I’d be
totally honored. But you know I don’t have any formal training, right?”


“If you can get me one decent shot to hang on my wall before he
goes off to college, I’ll consider it a win.”


If Cal was hesitant about having his picture taken, it would
probably help that they had some history. Whether the rapport would be there
after so many years she couldn’t say, but it couldn’t hurt to try. And it
wasn’t like a wedding. If the whole thing turned out to be a disaster, they
could start over with a professional. “Okay.”


“Oh, I’m so excited. Cal will be, too. You let me know some dates
you’re free and your rates and we’ll get it on the calendar.”


Rates. Again, she had to suppress a laugh. “Sounds good.”


“I can’t wait to see you, either. It’s been too long. Text me.”


“Will do.”


Amanda ended the call and Julia stared at her phone. Did that
really just happen? It did, of course it did. She’d not gone so far over the
edge as to start hallucinating. Still. The whole conversation had been surreal.
It also left her with a host of questions and a daunting to-do list, including
begging a camera off Taylor again. She sighed. And figuring out if Taylor had
been the one to orchestrate the whole thing as part of her mission to convince
Julia she had talent.


Julia glanced at her watch. It would have to wait, though. Her
break was exactly two minutes from over.


 


* * *


 


“Dude, are you sure this is a good idea?” Chris leaned against
her workbench and sipped his coffee.


Taylor continued applying stain to the bookcase she’d finished
that morning. “No, I’m not.”


He folded his arms. “Tell me how this all happened again? I’m not
sure I’m clear.”


He wasn’t clear because she hadn’t told him. She couldn’t decide
if he’d tease her mercilessly or give her some sort of brotherly lecture about
getting her heart broken. Either way, she wasn’t interested. “We’ve been
hanging out. There’s a mutual attraction.”


“But you’ve been like her dating coach, or wingman, or whatever.
You can’t switch teams in the middle of the game.”


“It’s not a game.” Even if she appreciated the analogy, she
didn’t have to concede the point.


“You know what I mean.”


“She put me on the spot about why we hadn’t gone out.” Not that
she hadn’t given plenty of thought to what she’d like to do with Julia on a
date. After a date.


“And why hadn’t you gone out?”


He sort of knew the answer, which made the question all the more
annoying. “Because she’s looking for casual.”


“And you don’t do casual.”


She sighed. “Right.”


“She’s changed her mind?” Chris gave her the same exasperated
face he made when she regularly nixed his idea of opening her own shop.


“Not exactly.”


“So, if you have the hots for someone and that’s what’s on the
table, maybe you reconsider.” The second the words were out of his mouth, his
eyes got big. “You don’t have the hots for her. You’re in love with her.”


She cringed. “Maybe you could stop saying ‘having the hots.’ It’s
so juvenile.”


“Only if you stop changing the subject. Are you in love with
her?”


“No.” Maybe she answered a little too quickly, but it wasn’t a
lie. “I haven’t spent that much time with her. There’s no way I’m in love.”


“But you’re in the vicinity, I can tell.”


“I wouldn’t say that.”


He set down his coffee and crossed the room. He pointed a finger
at her. “You might not say it, but you have it bad for her. Relationship
territory, not banging.”


She rolled her eyes before closing them and shook her head. “I’m
never in banging territory.”


When she opened her eyes, he had his worried brother look on.
“True, true. You’re about as old-fashioned as they come.”


“I’m sorry, did you only come here to harass me? Because I have
work to do.”


“Hey, now. I’m not harassing. I’m looking out for you. If you’re
all in and she’s not, it could end badly.”


“I’m not all in.” She wasn’t that stupid.


“But you have this way of being whatever everyone else needs,
which is great for everyone else, but not always for you.”


She maybe had that exact fear simmering. “Eh. It’ll be fine.”


“Who are you and what have you done with my sister?”


She’d spent the better part of her adult life waiting and hoping
the woman she was meant to love would appear on her doorstep. It hadn’t gotten
her very far. “You know what? It might be a terrible idea, but I’ve decided to
go for it.”


He nodded slowly, as though trying to digest her words or,
perhaps more accurately, figure out if there was some hidden meaning.


“I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?”


He laughed then, a real laugh, long and hard. “Famous last words,
T. Famous last words.”


“Don’t you have somewhere to be or something? Cleaning the house
or making dinner for Jack?” Jack, Chris’s husband, was a mortgage broker who
did not get summers off.


“No.” Chris shrugged. “My house is clean and I’m meeting Jack in
Ithaca for dinner.”


Taylor sighed. She didn’t begrudge teachers their summers off
and, normally, she enjoyed the extra time they got to spend together. But at
this rate, it was going to be a long couple of months. “Then how about we stop
discussing my love life and get to work?”


Taylor had cut pieces the day before, so ten Adirondack chairs
came together in no time flat. When her phone rang with a call from Julia, she
ducked outside, saying to Chris, “Be right back.” Once out of earshot, she
swiped her finger across the screen. “Hey, you.”


“Did you set me up?”


Other than her efforts to set herself up with Julia, she had no
idea what Julia might be getting at. “What are you talking about?”


“Amanda. Did you tell her she should hire me to take Cal’s senior
pictures?”


It took her a second to place even knowing an Amanda. Then it hit
her. Friend of her sister, a bit older. She couldn’t even remember the last
time she’d seen her. “No?”


“Why did you say it like a question?”


“Um, because I have no idea what you’re talking about?” That came
out like a question, too, but she was legit confused.


“You didn’t suggest it? Even mildly?”


“I only know one Amanda, and barely. I certainly wouldn’t be
giving her advice.”


“Huh.”


When she didn’t elaborate, Taylor ventured a, “Julia?”


“What?” There was genuine confusion in her voice.


“What’s going on?”


“Oh. Yeah. So, I got this phone call out of the blue from Amanda
Russo. You know her, right?”


At least it was the Amanda she remembered. Perk of a small town.
“Only a little. She’s in the married with kids set.”


“Her youngest, Cal, is going to be a senior.”


Christ, that made her feel old. “Okay.”


“Anyway, she calls me and says she saw the pictures from Jessica’s
wedding and asked if I do senior pictures. Like, professionally.”


She might not have orchestrated it, but it didn’t surprise her.
“I swear I had nothing to do with it.”


“I believe you. I wasn’t mad either way. It was just so weird. So
out of the blue.”


Of course she would think that. “You take really amazing
pictures. I don’t think it’s out of the blue at all.”


Julia sighed audibly on the other end of the line. “But I don’t
know how to take senior pictures.”


“I think it’s just taking pictures. With a high school senior in
them.”


Julia coughed, but it didn’t quite cover up the snort that
preceded it, which made Taylor smile. “Don’t be a smart-ass.”


“What did you tell her?”


“That I didn’t have any formal training.”


“And what did she say in return?”


“That Cal hated the idea of senior pictures and she figured
someone less traditional would probably do better anyway.”


She could empathize. “Sounds perfect, then.”


“You really think I can do this?”


No matter what developed between them romantically, she hoped, if
nothing else, the time they spent together might help Julia feel more confident
in herself, her talents. “I think you’re going to do amazing.”


“You would say that.”


“I would. I’ve seen what you can do with a camera.”


“Speaking of cameras…” Julia trailed off.


“What about them?”


“Do you think I could borrow yours? I should probably buy my own
at this point, but I’m going to need a few paychecks before I can save up for
one worth bothering with.”


“Absolutely. I’ll bring them both tomorrow night. We can play around
with the manual focus so you feel comfortable with it.”


“You’re the best.”


Taylor ended the call and returned to her workshop. She found
Chris lounging against her worktable, making a show of twiddling his thumbs.
“All right, all right. Back to work.”


“Are you going to tell me who that was? Or do I even need to
ask?”


“It could have been a customer for all you know.” It didn’t
bother her he knew it was Julia, just that he assumed it was.


“Was it?”


“No. Julia got asked to do somebody’s senior portraits and needs
to borrow my camera.”


“That’s awesome. And awesome that you helped her get into it.”


For all his poking at her, Chris had a good heart. “She really is
talented. I don’t have anything against the winery, but I’m pretty sure working
in the tasting room is not how she wants to spend her life. Maybe this could
turn into something.”


“Wait, are we still talking about photography?” Chris offered her
a suggestive look.


Okay, maybe looking out for her laced with teasing. “No reason it
can’t be both, right?”


Chapter Thirteen


Julia opened the door and sighed. Taylor stood on her porch
in dark jeans and a button-down, holding a bouquet of what appeared to be
wildflowers. “Hi.”


Julia didn’t use the word swoon lightly, but it came to mind.
Even though she didn’t really consider herself a hopeless romantic, it was
impossible not to bask in the butch splendor standing before her. Paying
attention to her. Courting her. Okay, courting might be an overstatement, but
it was the closest to it she’d had in as long as she remembered. Even the early
days with Erica were more about the flash of first love and not being able to
get enough of one another. This—whatever this was—with Taylor felt different,
more intentional.


She realized with a start that she’d been staring. “Hi. Come in.”


She stepped back and Taylor crossed the threshold, handing her
the bouquet. “I’d like to say I picked them myself, but I’d be lying.”


Probably not the time to admit imagining Taylor in a flower shop
made her even more fluttery than the idea of her in a field. “They’re
beautiful. And you really didn’t have to.”


Taylor smiled. “That’s why I did.”


When did Taylor Winslow get so smooth? “Do you mind if I put them
in water before we go?”


“Of course not.”


Julia headed toward the kitchen. “This assumes I can find a
vase.”


Taylor followed. “My money is in the cabinet over the
refrigerator.”


“Why would you say that?”


She shrugged. “Accessible, but out of the way. It’s where you put
the stuff you don’t need every day.”


It sort of made sense, even though it was the last place she’d
think. She set the flowers down and dragged a chair over to the fridge. Sure
enough, an assortment of vases were crammed in with a crystal punch bowl.
“Well, I’ll be damned.”


“Perhaps your grandma and my grandma were kindred spirits. Or
maybe it’s more of a universal grandma thing.”


“Either way.” She snagged one of the vases and climbed down.


After getting the flowers situated, they spent some time with
Taylor’s camera. She remembered more than she expected. That and knowing she had
close to a week to fiddle with it eased a lot of her worry. She offered Taylor
a thank you as they headed out. Taylor walked with her to the passenger door
and opened it. Apparently, it was a thing with her. A perfectly charming, make
her sigh kind of thing.


When she did sigh, Taylor raised a brow. “Do you not like it or
are you just not used to it?”


A fair question, one that deserved an honest answer. “Not used to
it.”


Taylor pushed the door closed and got in on her side. She started
the engine and offered a sideways smirk. “I can work with that.”


Julia nodded, not wanting to make a sarcastic comment but not
trusting herself to say something sincere without being sappy. This whole thing
could get her into some serious trouble.


Taylor drove them east, away from town. Julia wanted to ask where
they were going, but she also liked the idea of being surprised. Of having
someone want to take the reins when it came to making plans. Erica had done
that so much in the beginning, but as her career became more demanding, Julia
took over more and more of all the other details of their life together. She’d
not minded, not really, except when it felt like Erica was merely going through
the motions. Which, obviously, she was.


When they rolled into Trumansburg and Taylor pulled into an open
parking spot right on Main Street, she said, “Have you been to Fig since they
reopened?”


She’d heard about the fancy overhaul to the restaurant, but
hadn’t been. “Not yet.”


“You’re going to love it.” Taylor seemed to catch herself. “I mean,
I hope you will.”


“I have no doubt.”


In addition to a new menu, the inside had been redecorated. Her
memories were fuzzy, but gone were the heavy tables and chairs and wood
paneling. The new design managed to feel both light and intimate.


They shared a bottle of wine and the most incredible asparagus
and ricotta bruschetta. She convinced Taylor to share an entree with her, too,
so they could order dessert. Conversation meandered from Taylor’s work to
Julia’s role at the winery. “I should probably try to learn the business side
of things, or the wine making, but they don’t stir my soul, you know?”


“I do. Your passion and how you earn a living don’t have to be
one and the same.”


She had a point. “Yeah.”


“I think you need both, though, one way or another.”


“I can’t believe I neglected both for so long.” Julia
straightened her posture. “But no more.”


Taylor nodded. “We all get caught up in the noise sometimes. What
matters is you’ve sorted out where you want to be and what you want to do.”


Julia lifted both hands defensively, but laughed. “Let’s not
overstate things, shall we?”


Taylor angled her head. “I think you’ve got more figured out than
you’re giving yourself credit for.”


“I don’t know if that’s true, but I’ll take it.”


After an insanely delicious lemon tart, they left the restaurant
and meandered through town. There was live music in the park, so they stopped
under a tree and listened for a while. Toddlers and a few elderly couples
danced. “Are they polkaing?” she asked.


“I think so. The old folks at least. The kids seem to be winging
it.”


Julia chuckled. “Right.”


On the walk back to where they parked, Taylor took her hand. It
was casual but, like the kiss on Taylor’s sofa, confident. On the ride back,
music played softly. It took Julia a second to realize it was country. Just one
more thing that felt both foreign and familiar.


“So, how do I measure up?”


Julia bit her lip and shot Taylor a sideways look. “Measure up to
what?”


Taylor laughed. “Never mind. I don’t think I want to know.”


“The food was spectacular. The entertainment a very close
second.”


“Oh, good.”


She paused for a moment, not wanting to seem flip, but not
wanting to lay it on too thick, either. “The conversation, though, heads and
tails above.”


Julia caught the smirk of self-satisfaction before Taylor turned
a genuine smile her way. “I’m glad.”


She’d not expected it to be bad, but she also hadn’t expected it
to be perfect. And it was pretty damn near perfect. “Me, too.”


In her driveway, Taylor once again came around and opened Julia’s
door. It was the sort of thing she could get used to, honestly. Just like in
town, Taylor took her hand for the short walk to the front porch. They stood by
the door for a moment, not saying anything, but looking at each other with
those hesitant smiles that came with not knowing what to do next. Did Taylor
feel half the anticipation she did?


“I really did have a nice time.” Julia tucked a piece of hair
behind her ear, suddenly nervous.


“Same.” Taylor looked so relaxed it wasn’t even funny.


“Does that mean we get to do it again?”


She nodded. “We do.”


“Good.” Julia thought for a second that might be the end of it,
but no.


Taylor kissed her in the glow of the porch light and she felt
about eighteen. Only there was no curfew, no one waiting up to make sure she
made it home safe and into bed alone. Just her and Taylor and the desire that
had been simmering between them all evening.


“Would you like to come in?”


Taylor gave her a knowing smile. “I appreciate the invitation,
but no.”


“No?” Surely she’d misheard.


“No. I’m not staying over on our first date. And if I come in
now, that’s exactly what’s going to happen.” Nothing in Taylor’s expression
indicated she was joking.


“But we’ve already spent the night together.” It came out a bit
more petulantly than she would have liked.


“Don’t tell me you’re incapable of delayed gratification.”


Julia frowned. “Not incapable. I just don’t see the point.”


“It lets you know if you really want something,” Taylor said
without breaking eye contact.


“I’m pretty certain I want you.” She trailed a finger down the
front of Taylor’s shirt. “If you come in with me, I’ll show you.”


Taylor’s eyes intensified. “I’m sure you would. But I’m pretty
set in my ways when it comes to stuff like this. I’m not going to let you
convince me otherwise.”


She wasn’t sure whether she admired Taylor’s resolve or loathed
it. “You’re serious.”


“I am.” Taylor leaned in and kissed her again. And not some
chaste peck on the cheek. It left Julia weak in the knees and more than a
little hot and bothered. But then Taylor smiled the most casual of smiles.
“Good night, beautiful.”


She opened her mouth, but all that came out was a small squeak.


At the bottom of the porch steps, Taylor stopped and turned. “I
really would like to do this again.”


Julia bit her lip. “Yes, please.”


“I’ll text you.”


“Text me when you get home, too. Just so I know you made it
safe.”


Taylor offered a casual salute, and then she was gone. Julia
unlocked her door and went inside but watched from the window until Taylor
drove away. When her taillights had disappeared from view, she turned and
slumped against the door.


When was the last time she’d wanted someone so badly?


Julia hefted herself to an upright position and headed upstairs.
She shed her dress and went to the bathroom to wash off her makeup and brush
her teeth. She studied herself in the mirror and the reality of her situation
struck her. She wasn’t sure she had ever wanted someone as much as she wanted
Taylor Winslow.


 


* * *


 


Taylor hadn’t been at the family Fourth of July barbecue two
minutes before Chris pounced. “So, how was it?”


She’d kept her texts vague because it wasn’t her style to kiss
and tell. “I told you, it was good.”


“If you don’t give me more to go on, I’m going to have to sic
Jack on you.”


“Oh, sure. Let your husband fight your battles.”


“You’re just jealous.”


She teased Chris, but it was rooted in a combination of
admiration and affection. Jack was fierce, but in the best possible way. “I
am.”


“What are you jealous of, gorgeous?” Jack sashayed over with a
glass of wine.


Taylor smiled at him. “You.”


“Well, that’s fair. I’m fabulous.” He did a turn.


Chris threaded his arm around Jack’s waist and gave it a squeeze.
“Actually, she’s jealous of me for snaring someone as fabulous as you.”


Jack’s face softened. “Your lady is out there. I can feel it.”


“Her lady might be right across town, but she’s withholding
details.” Chris dropped the line with a casual air, but calculated precision.


Jack didn’t miss a beat. “Oh? Do tell.”


Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Chris’s smirk. “May I
put my veggie tray down first? And grab a beer?”


Jack stepped aside and offered a sweeping bow. “I’ll follow you.”


And follow he did, with Chris right behind. Taylor settled her
contribution to the party on one of the tables, then greeted her parents and
some of the relatives and family friends scattered around the deck and yard.
She grabbed a summer lager from one of the coolers and nestled it into a
Winslow Woodworks koozie. Those had been marketing money well spent. She
managed one nice sip before Jack cleared his throat.


“Okay, okay.” She related the details of her date with
Julia—dinner and the concert in the park, driving her home, and the kiss good
night. She left out Julia inviting her in because if Chris knew she’d turned it
down, she’d never hear the end of it.


“That’s it?” Chris shook his head. “It’s so PG.”


“It was a first date,” she said.


“But isn’t she all about, you know, sowing her oats? Or whatever
it is girls do?”


Jack smacked Chris on the arm and Taylor had to explain Julia’s
commitment to promiscuity.


“And you,” Jack poked her lightly in the chest, “are not that.”


“Exactly.” She loved that he got it.


“So, you think this is a good idea?” Chris eyed him with
exasperation.


Jack shrugged. “I think she’s doing what she needs to do.”


“Thank you.” Taylor tapped her beer to his wineglass.


Before Chris could argue the point, their niece Ava came running
toward them. “Aunt Taylor, Aunt Taylor.”


“Hello, Miss A.” Taylor scooped Ava into her arms and gave her a
hug. Although, at seven, she was teetering on the edge of too old for scooping.


Ava kissed her noisily. “Daddy got us sparklers for later. Will
you do them with us?”


“Absolutely. Are you having a fun summer?”


She nodded. “I went to science camp last week with Ellie and
Madeline and it was so fun. And Ellie’s birthday is next week and there’s going
to be a bounce house and then Mama and Daddy and me are going camping for a
whole week.”


Taylor filed away the assorted details so she could ask more
questions later. “You sound like a busy bee.”


Ava shook her head. “Not really. Bees are some of the busiest
insects, except maybe ants. Did you know a bee can fly six miles in search of
nectar?”


“I did not.” Nor did she know where Ava had picked up such a
specific factoid.


Their sister Mandy joined the small group. “Science camp included
a trip to the insect exhibit at the Strong Museum.”


“Very interesting.” Taylor gave Ava another kiss before setting
her down.


“What were we discussing before bees?” Mandy asked.


“Bees, in a way. Along with birds.” Chris angled his head toward
Taylor. “Her love life.”


“You have a love life?” Mandy’s question held all the teasing and
sarcasm of an older sister.


Chris flipped a hand back and forth. “Well, it’s not much of a
love life yet. She’s doing the whole noble, take things slow move.”


Mandy nodded. “Who are you moving slow with?”


“Julia Pierce,” Chris said.


“Caroline’s sister?” Mandy raised a brow.


Right. Because Mandy and Caroline were friends. “That’s the one.”


She nodded again, this time more slowly. “Nice. Poor thing could
use a non-asshole in her life after the number her wife pulled on her.”


“I do my best not to be an asshole.”


Mandy lifted her chin and smirked. “You’re giving her the knight
in shining armor routine, aren’t you?”


“I’m no knight.” Taylor scowled. “And it’s not a routine.”


“Didn’t you literally come to her rescue, wingman?”


Of course Chris would bring that up.


“Wait, what? Wingman? What’s going on and why don’t I know about
it?” Mandy’s teasing tone had a hint of an edge. She might have the role of
annoying older sister, but she had a protective streak, too.


Ava, clearly bored with the grownup direction the conversation
had taken, let out an exaggerated sigh. “I’m going to find Sal.”


She ran off and Taylor couldn’t help but chuckle. “Can I get away
with that move?”


Chris, Jack, and Mandy all shook their heads. “No.”


Mandy folded her arms like they were all kids again and she was
the bossy sister who always got her way. Some things never changed. “Spill.”


She didn’t spill, exactly, but gave the highlights. It was a wacky
enough story that Mandy didn’t seem to mind getting the broad strokes, at least
to start. She asked a few questions. Jack asked a few more. Chris’s prodding
had nothing on the nosiness of their sister and his husband.


“Can we talk about something else now?”


Jack gave her a look of pity. “Of course, honey. Besides, we have
news.”


Taylor made a sweeping motion with her hand. “Please.”


He looked at Chris for a moment, as if seeking permission. Chris
gave an almost imperceptible nod. Jack took a deep breath but didn’t
immediately speak.


“Well, go on. You’re killing us.” Sometimes, Mandy’s impatience
worked in her favor.


Chris nodded again and Jack said, “We’ve been approved to be
foster parents.”


Taylor lifted both hands. “How could you not lead with that? That’s
fantastic.”


They’d been discussing it for the better part of a year. What
began as a plan to adopt morphed into wanting to offer a home to older kids,
ones who had a harder time being placed. They’d started the application a
couple of months prior, but the paperwork and home visits and everything else
made it seem like it would be years before they got anywhere.


Chris put his arm around Jack again. “Not only that, we’re slated
to get our first placement next week.”


Taylor gaped. “Holy crap. That’s soon. How old? What’s their
story? Do you know how long they’ll be with you?”


Chris and Jack took turns filling in the gaps—boy, Marcus, age
eleven, and probably only a couple of weeks until his grandparents could make
it up from the city. Taylor was thrilled for them, and relieved for the change
of subject. Not that she wouldn’t share with her family. Things with Julia
felt, what? Delicate. She didn’t want to jinx them.


“You okay?” Jack regarded her with concern.


“Totally fine.” She forced a smile.


“You’re making it worse.” Mandy’s lip curled. “What’s up?”


“Sorry. I got distracted. Let’s keep talking about Marcus.” That
was his name, right?


Mandy shook her head. “We’ve moved on to Miss Kitty LaGrande’s
move to drag story hour.”


“Right. Sorry I zoned.” Jack had started doing story hour with
another drag queen at the library in Ithaca and had recently convinced the
Kenota branch to do the same. It caused a stir at first, but Mandy and Caroline
championed it and now it was a twice-a-month thing. Kids loved it and Jack had
an outlet for his inner diva that was less brutal on his nine-to-five
lifestyle.


“It’s fine.” Chris elbowed her. “We don’t expect you to have an
opinion on whether eleven is too old for story hour.”


“Huh.” She didn’t.


“So, if you and Julia end up together, will you have kids?” Mandy
asked.


“Oh, my God.” Talk about jinxing.


“What? It’s a perfectly valid question.”


Before Taylor could disabuse her of that notion, Ava reappeared,
requesting a hot dog. Mandy shrugged a mock apology and off they went. Taylor
congratulated Chris and Jack again and excused herself to make the rounds. She
chatted with her father about the raised beds her mother wanted and her mother
about the raised beds her father insisted she needed, then some aunts and
uncles and cousins.


Jessica found her and went on and on about the wedding pictures.
She promised to pass the compliments on to Julia, along with Jessica’s giving
Julia’s name to at least a dozen other people in town. Taylor liked the idea of
Julia’s phone ringing off the hook.


She lingered long enough for sparklers but headed home shortly
after dark. She put down the windows on the ride home and cranked the radio.
Her thoughts drifted to Julia and that perfect kiss on her front porch. It had
been pure torture to leave, especially after Julia’s not so subtle invitation.


In her driveway, Taylor cut the engine but remained in her truck.
She contemplated their next date. And the one after that. What it would be like
if Julia stayed. If she decided playing the field was as overrated as Taylor
believed it to be. And as she headed inside and made her way to bed, Mandy’s
question, the one about having kids, hovered at the edges of her imagination.


Chapter Fourteen


Julia studied herself in the mirror, lifting her chin and
squaring her shoulders. It was fine. Everything would be fine.


Probably not a good sign that she had more anxiety about her
niece’s birthday party than all the first dates she’d gone on in the last
month, but whatever. It was her own hang-ups, honestly. She let her sister and
her parents get under her skin when, really, their hearts were in the right
place. She sighed. Even if their good intentions came out as backhanded
compliments and their encouragement came laced with vague disappointment.


At least she looked cute. She’d dropped close to ten pounds since
the breakup, which she didn’t want to consider an accomplishment. She’d made
peace with being what most people would consider fat. But since she’d spent the
better part of six months subconsciously eating her feelings, it felt good to
fit into her clothes comfortably again. Especially since she didn’t have the
funds for a new wardrobe.


She grabbed Ellie’s gift and the bowl of fruit salad and headed
over to Caroline and Darren’s. A bunch of balloons in brown and green, tied
with string to the mailbox, bobbed in the breeze. The camo colors gave her
pause, along with a lick of panic that she’d somehow confused Luke’s and
Ellie’s birthdays. She’d never hear the end of it.


She bypassed the house and headed to the backyard. More green and
brown balloons. And a bounce house in the shape of a brontosaurus. Right.
Dinosaurs. Ellie was obsessed with dinosaurs. Julia shook her head at her own
self-doubt.


“Aunt Julia!” The enthusiastic squeal definitely belonged to
Ellie.


Julia turned and found Ellie standing in the doorway, a huge grin
on her face. “Hello, birthday girl.”


“I’m so glad you’re here. Mom is freaking out.” Ellie turned on
her heel and walked back into the house without elaborating.


Julia set things down and followed Ellie inside. Caroline, hair
in a messy bun and with what appeared to be powdered sugar all over her shirt,
looked up. She looked panicked. “I’m not sure I can do this.”


On the island in front of her sat a large rectangular cake
frosted in the same green and brown as the decorations. “I’m one hundred
percent certain you can. What is it you’re trying to do?”


She pointed to a sad looking piping bag full of frosting. “I’ve
tried to write ‘Happy Birthday Ellie’ eight times already. If I scrape the
frosting off one more time, the cake is going to disintegrate.”


Julia bit her lip, trying to fight off a smile. While part of her
was all empathy, the other part took some small satisfaction in Caroline being
unable to do something perfectly. It was such a rarity. “Okay, let’s step back
for a second and consider our options.”


“It has to have my name on it,” Ellie said from the living room.
The quiver in her voice said she was closer to tears than a tantrum.


“And it will.” Julia managed to insert more confidence into her voice
than she felt.


“Why didn’t I order a cake from the stupid bakery?” Caroline
asked.


“Why didn’t you?” Maybe not the time to pose such a question, but
it was out of her mouth before Julia could stop herself.


“Because it’s dinosaur marble on the inside,” Ellie said.


Julia looked to Caroline for elaboration. “I found it on
Pinterest. It’s chocolate and vanilla tinted green.”


Was she the only one who kept getting camo instead of dinosaur?
She knew better than to ask. “Ah.”


Caroline stuck out her arms with exasperation. “The cake came out
great. I just made the idiotic assumption I could decorate it, too.”


Okay. Clearly, someone needed to take charge. And since both her
sister and her niece seemed to be on the verge of a meltdown, that left her.
“We’ve got this. It’s going to be great.” She looked around the kitchen. “Do we
have other decorations to work with?”


Caroline pointed to a collection of dinosaur figurines and a tub
of chocolate rocks. “Just those.”


Inspiration struck. “Didn’t I see M&Ms out on the table when
I got here?”


“Yeah.” Caroline gave her a quizzical look.


“Ellie, would you go get them for me?” She looked at Caroline. “I
got this.”


“Are you sure? What are you going to do?”


Julia waved Caroline away. “Trust me. You go get ready. People
are going to be here any minute.”


Caroline looked down at her clothing, then back at Julia. The
panic had returned to her eyes. “Oh, God.”


“Go. You’ll look gorgeous in ten minutes, I’m sure.”


Without another word, Caroline fled the kitchen. Ellie returned
with the bowl of candy. “Can I watch?”


“Of course.” It might not look amazing, but it would be better
than nothing. Julia took a second to compose herself, then got to work.


By the time Caroline returned—looking gorgeous, as
predicted—Julia had arranged the required message in various candies, turning
the M&Ms on their sides so she’d have room for everything. She’d taken the
liberty of putting the dinosaurs on, too, under the opinionated direction of
Ellie. Not the most elegant design, but it worked.


“Oh, my God. You saved the day.”


Ellie jumped up and down. “Aunt Julia saved the day!”


Julia was pretty sure that was the first time such a phrase was
uttered about her. It probably wasn’t a good idea to get puffed up over a
simple compliment, but she couldn’t help it. Especially when it came to her
family and being competent at something. Before she could respond, Darren and
Luke walked in, Darren carrying six large pizza boxes. “Pizza is here.”


He’d no sooner closed the door than her parents arrived, then
Darren’s. She joined the flurry of last-minute setup just in time for the first
guests. Caroline slid into supermom hostess mode and Julia let herself fade
into the background with a glass of rosé.


It was fun to watch a bunch of kids run around, jump in a bounce
house, and stuff themselves with the cake she helped decorate. She chatted with
a couple of Caroline’s friends, a few she remembered from high school, a few
she’d never met. At one point, her dad came over. He whispered conspiratorially
he’d heard she rescued the cake and saved Caroline from the horrors of a bad
mom moment.


Julia chuckled. “My reputation wasn’t on the line. It made it
easier to keep a level head.”


He laughed. “She’s glad you’re back, you know. We all are.”


Great. She’d just congratulated herself on being the cool,
together one, and a single comment from her dad had tears threatening. The
thing was, for all her family’s judgment about her life and her choices, she
believed him. And, maybe for the first time since coming home, she agreed. “I
am, too.”


He put his arm around her. For a guy not big on displays of
affection, it was kind of a big deal. “You’re going to make something of your
life. I can feel it.”


The idea that, at thirty-three, she’d not made anything of her
life stung. But she couldn’t really deny it, either. “Thanks.”


“This time, it will be yours. Not what your parents want or what
some woman wants for you. Don’t you doubt that, or yourself.”


If her father wasn’t big on PDAs, he was even less one for
heart-to-heart talks. This one made her chest swell uncomfortably. She swiped
at a tear that threatened to spill over and took a sip of her wine. “I’m going
to do my best.”


“I’m sure you will, baby girl, and it will be amazing.”


Julia couldn’t remember the last time he’d used the pet name. If
someone had asked, she would have insisted it made her feel like a
child—fragile and unable to take care of herself. Oddly, it didn’t. It felt,
for the first time in a long time, like she had someone in her corner.


 


* * *


 


Taylor eased down from her truck and groaned. She didn’t mind the
drive to Lake Placid, but going there and back in one day exceeded her
threshold for sitting in one position. She stretched side to side and reached
down to touch her toes. At least three vertebrae shifted, each with a satisfying
click. She let out a different sort of groan.


Waylon greeted her at the door, tail wagging with enthusiasm.
“Hey, buddy. How was your day?”


He sniffed her feet and sat, waiting for his signal to go out.
She patted him on the head and swept her hand. He bounded down the porch steps
and flung himself onto the lawn, rolling around and covering himself with the
grass she’d cut that morning. After sleeping, it had to be his favorite
pastime.


She left him to his own devices and headed to the bathroom to shower
off the day of driving and unloading furniture. Clean, relaxed, and dressed in
boxers and a tee, she wandered into the kitchen to contemplate dinner. More
hungry than inspired, she pulled out a beer and fixings for a sandwich. She ate
standing at the counter, content to be home.


Waylon scratched at the door to come in. Taylor gave him his
dinner and a bite of her turkey, then picked up her phone. She’d missed a text
from Julia along the way. Let
me know when you’re home?


Without context, it was difficult to read meaning into Julia’s
question. Was she worried about Taylor getting home safe? Looking to chat?
Looking for more than a chat?


“Why is this so complicated?” she asked Waylon. Certain the
question had nothing to do with more turkey, he snuffled and disappeared in the
direction of his bed. “A lot of help you are.”


She spent more time than she cared to admit crafting a reply. Just a bit ago. You?


Okay, that really didn’t warrant the thought she put into it.


Same. About
to climb into bed.


Taylor glanced at the clock on the stove. Quarter of nine. Not an
unreasonable time to call it a night, but knowing Julia had spent the day with
her family made her worry. Up
for a phone call?


Julia replied with the emoji that made Taylor think of jazz
hands. It made her smile. As did her response of Give me ten.


Taylor glanced around the kitchen. With no dishes to do and no
other reason to stay downstairs, she decided to head to bed as well. Might as
well be comfortable. She whistled for Waylon and he followed her upstairs,
settling into his bed in her room. A bed was a bed in his book.


Taylor propped herself up with a stack of pillows and set her
phone in her lap, willing it to ring. It only took about ten seconds. “Hey.”


“Hey.” Julia sounded tired.


“How was it?” Taylor asked.


Julia sighed. “It was fine.”


“That bad, huh? Tell me everything.” She set her beer on the
nightstand and burrowed into the bed.


“It really wasn’t. Ellie was adorable. Caroline indulged her
pleas for a dinosaur-themed party and didn’t even pink-ify it.”


She imagined a slew of little girls reenacting scenes from Jurassic Park, which
was probably inaccurate, but gave her a chuckle anyway. Especially since she
knew one of the little girls involved was Ava. “I love that. Still, there’s
something in your voice. I can tell.”


Another sigh. “Should I be worried you know me so well?”


“I don’t think that’s something to worry about.” She sure as hell
hoped not.


“Since my default is to worry, I’m going to take your word for
it.”


“You should. I’m very trustworthy.”


Julia laughed, a trace of her usual energetic demeanor coming
through. “Noted.”


“So, what happened? Did you get the ‘what brings you back to
town?’ from someone you hadn’t seen yet or the ‘why don’t you have kids of your
own?’”


The second laugh had even more punch. “Neither, actually. By all
accounts, I saved the day.”


“Oh, fun. Tell me more.”


Julia relayed a story about a cake mishap, Caroline’s meltdown,
and her rather clever solution. What came after, though, was what had Julia
stirred up. The sidebar conversation with her father, the sentimental end to
the day with her sister and mother. “I don’t know. It’s like they really are
happy I’m home.”


Taylor shook her head. “Why wouldn’t they be?”


“I know they love me. It’s just, it was hard when I left. And I’ve
been gone so long. I didn’t think they’d reject me. I think I expected it to be
more grudging, or maybe judgmental.”


Taylor couldn’t fathom having that sort of ambivalence about her
family. She never felt like she took them for granted, but maybe she didn’t
fully appreciate how solid the relationship was. “Isn’t that a good
development?”


“It is,” Julia said quickly. “Totally. Surprising, but good.”


“I’m glad, then.”


“Enough about me. Tell me about your day.”


Taylor talked about her drive up to Lake Placid, the funky shop
that ordered from her a few times a year. It all seemed uneventful after
Julia’s day, but Julia asked lots of questions about the drive and the kinds of
furniture they bought. Taylor confessed to coming home with a bear carved from
a tree stump with a chainsaw. “He’s really cute,” she said in her defense.


“I’m only mad you didn’t bring me one.”


“Next time.”


Julia let out a hmm. “Maybe next time I could go with you.”


“Deal.” She liked the idea of spending a day driving back roads
with Julia. Taylor rolled from her side to her back and switched the phone to
her other ear. Her brain half registered something and she pulled the phone
away to double-check. Sixty-eight minutes. She chuckled.


“What?”


“I just realized we’ve been talking for more than an hour.”


“Seriously?” Julia’s voice held the same surprise she felt.


“Apparently.”


Julia laughed. “It hasn’t felt that way.”


It hadn’t. The whole thing reminded her of high school and
spending night after night on the phone with her friends or, if she was being
honest, her first girlfriend. Before cell phones and before she had her own
car. When endless conversations stood in for what she’d rather be doing—making
out, and more. “It’s nice, though.”


“Yeah.” Julia sighed, a very different sort of sigh than at the
start of their conversation.


“I should probably let you go to bed.” Though, really, she’d much
rather talk to Julia than go to sleep at this point.


“Probably. I’m helping on the production line tomorrow and I’ve
got to be at work by seven.”


Taylor glanced at the clock. It was quarter after eleven. “Oh,
that’s so early. Why did you let me keep you up so late?”


“Because this was fun.”


“It was.”


There was a moment of silence, then Julia asked, “Do we get to go
out again?”


Taylor had been thinking about how and when to ask Julia on a
second date. She didn’t want to seem too eager, but she’d been thinking about
it pretty nonstop. “Would you believe me if I said I was just thinking about
that?”


“Maybe.”


She loved the playfulness Julia had at these unexpected moments.
“How about I let you go to sleep and we iron out details tomorrow?”


“I’d like that.”


She’d like it, too. “Get some sleep.”


Another relaxed sigh. This one might even count as contented. “I
will. You, too.”


“Good night.”


“Night.”


The line went quiet. Taylor plugged in her phone and shut off the
lamp. In the dark and otherwise quiet room, Waylon’s snores became more
pronounced.


When was the last time she’d spent an hour on the phone with a
woman? High school, probably, like she’d remembered earlier. But even though
she’d had a thing for Julia then, their relationship had never included late
night story swapping. She smiled at the unexpected shift since Julia’s return.
Better late than never.


Chapter Fifteen


Between production and the tasting room, Julia put in crazy
hours at the winery. The prospect of overtime pay mitigated her fatigue. And if
manual labor made the days drag, the promise of another date with Taylor gave
her something to look forward to. As did her portrait session with Amanda’s son,
Cal, even if the idea of it still made her nervous.


The morning of the shoot, her eyes flew open at six. Since she
wasn’t scheduled to be there until two, she got up and puttered around the
house, cleaning and thinking about projects she could tackle, perhaps with
Taylor’s help. Painting for sure. Maybe update the bathroom upstairs. The pink
tile had lost its charm somewhere in the eighties. Anything major in the
kitchen would be out of her budget, but new hardware might freshen up the
cabinets.


She had no idea how long she’d live in Meemaw’s house, or if
she’d ever stop thinking of it as that, but any improvements would help the
resale value long-term. And make it feel more like hers in the meantime.
Feeling inspired, she started a list of ideas. She could run them by her
parents, then Taylor. It would be fun.


After doing a full walk-through of the house, she went outside.
She was keeping on top of the lawn, but hadn’t planted any flowers in the boxes
and beds around the front porch. She shook her head. That didn’t require help
or parental approval. And Meemaw had always planted flowers.


She’d get flowers. No excuses. Well, aside from not knowing much
about flowers, but that’s what the internet was for.


Oh. She could ask Caroline. A week ago, Julia would have balked
at the idea—admitting one more thing Caroline was better at than she was. But
the cake incident, as she’d taken to calling it, had changed things. Not
leveled the playing field, exactly. More like the competition itself was over,
or at least the stakes had been lowered. Whatever it was, she liked it and
found herself wanting to spend time with her sister.


She made more lists, had an early lunch, and got ready way
earlier than she needed to. She spent a good hour fiddling with Taylor’s
cameras and the fancy lens, even though Taylor’s lesson had been great and
she’d practiced every day since. She wandered the house again, snapping photos
as she went. Instead of looking for projects, she sought out details that
reminded her of Meemaw. Most of the obvious stuff had been claimed by her
children and grandchildren, but a lot of subtle things remained: lace curtains
on the window over the kitchen sink, Corelle coffee cups hanging on the mug
tree next to the coffee pot. Every room had something. Julia soaked it in and,
at the same time, captured it for posterity.


The whole exercise made her feel all the more comfortable behind
the camera. More, it gave her a certain calmness that had eluded her since
arriving home. No, before that. Way before.


When Erica came home from a scouting trip to Milan and announced
she wanted a divorce, Julia clung to the idea of being blindsided, telling
herself she’d been blissfully happy and unaware of Erica’s increasing
disinterest in her and their marriage. But now, with the benefit of distance
and in the privacy of her own thoughts, she could admit the truth. Things with
Erica weren’t terrible, but they hadn’t been good, either. Not for a long time.


Julia shook her head. Not now. She didn’t have time to wallow.


She drove to the address Amanda gave her, not far from Caroline’s
house. She’d been a little overeager in allowing time to get there and had to
park up the block for a few minutes to avoid being obnoxiously early. It made
her feel silly, but prepared. And gave her the chance to give herself another
pep talk. She could do this.


She restarted the car and drove the ten additional seconds to
Amanda’s driveway. Deep breath, good posture, big smile. She knocked on the
door, calm if not confident.


Amanda opened the door with a huge smile. “Julia. It’s so good to
see you. You look fantastic.”


Either Amanda was really good at fake enthusiasm or she genuinely
was happy to see her. At this point, Julia would take either. “Same, on both
counts.”


Amanda pulled her into a hug. “How are you?”


“I’m good. It’s nice to be home.” Her stock answer, although she
was starting to feel it and not just say it.


“Well, I don’t want to pry or anything, but I had a pretty nasty
divorce myself. If you need a friendly ear, we could grab coffee sometime.” She
tipped her head and lifted a shoulder. “Or a cocktail.”


Julia didn’t really have any girlfriends left in town. Even if
things with Caroline were better, it wasn’t the same. And Taylor certainly
didn’t count. “That would be great.”


“I’m going to remember you said yes. You might never want to see
me again after trying to get Cal to smile for the camera.”


Julia laughed, despite the ripple of anxiety over trying to win
over a reticent teenager. “I’m sure it will be okay.”


Amanda led them through the entryway to a beautifully open
kitchen at the back of the house. “Cal’s a sweet kid. He just hates having his
picture taken.”


She could empathize. “I’ll convince him the sooner he cooperates,
the sooner it will be over.”


That earned her a laugh in return. “You’re a smart woman.”


Maybe she’d picked up some transferable skills from working
retail after all. “How about you reserve compliments until I’ve managed to get
some photos?”


Amanda pointed at her playfully. “Deal. I’ll go get him if you
want to start setting up.”


She had this panic over not having lights or filters or other
fancy equipment, but Taylor assured her if they were shooting outside,
everything would be fine. Especially if it was an overcast day, which it was.
“Backyard, right?”


“Right through there.” Amanda pointed at a set of French doors.
“Make yourself at home. Oh, can I get you something to drink?”


The offer went a long way to calm her nerves. “I’m good, but
thanks.”


Amanda disappeared, and Julia let herself into the backyard.
Trees and bushes lined the perimeter, giving a sense of privacy. A couple of
old maples dotted the yard itself, and a bench had been set up near a
combination bird bath and fountain. It was enough to make her long for her own
backyard oasis, no disrespect to Meemaw’s tidy fenced-in space.


Although she didn’t have a lot of equipment to set up, Julia
pulled out both cameras and set them on the table on the deck. She only planned
to use one, but having a spare gave her confidence. She headed down the steps
into the yard and wandered around with the camera to her face, looking for
spots that would enhance, rather than distract from, her subject.


“Will it do?” Amanda stood at the deck rail and gave her a
hopeful look.


The idea that Julia had some sort of standards that might or might
not be met by this gorgeous space made her laugh. To herself, of course. “You
have a beautiful yard. It will more than do.”


“Oh good. Julia, this is my son, Cal. Cal, this is Julia Pierce.
She used to babysit you, but now she’s a photographer.”


Both descriptors warmed her from the inside.


“Hey.” Cal offered her a half-hearted nod.


Julia reminded herself it was teenage boy speak and not any sort
of dismissal or disrespect. “Hey, Cal. I’m excited to be working with you.”


“Yeah.” He shrugged. “My mom said you were cool. No dumb poses
and stuff.”


Julia chuckled. “None. I promise. I hated my senior pictures for
that exact reason.”


“Yeah?” Cal looked at her hopefully.


She made an L with her index finger and thumb, rested her cheek
and chin in the shape. “Oh yeah.”


He laughed. Not the polite, I’m humoring a grownup sort of laugh,
either. It was a real one. “Cool.”


Something about his demeanor shifted. Whether he decided she was,
in fact, cool, or perhaps only tolerable, it was better than when she walked
in. Julia decided to run with it. “So, your mom said you might want to do some
with your guitar?”


He flushed. “Not if you think it’s dumb.”


Oh. He wasn’t aloof. He was nervous, in that self-conscious,
awkward teen sort of way. Julia’s own nerves eased tenfold. “Not dumb at all.
We can make it seem like part of the scenery, or maybe you could play me a
song.”


He didn’t balk, but he didn’t jump on it either. Julia didn’t
press, asking him instead about what he liked in school and his hobbies. She
had him stand against a backdrop of lush shrubbery, sit under one of the trees.
Amanda appeared with his guitar and Julia asked if maybe he could show her a
few chords. He seemed to like showing her the finger positions, and she didn’t
have to fake interest. She had no musical talent, but she’d always wanted to
play an instrument.


Over the next hour, she snapped hundreds of photos, grateful
she’d landed on photography in the post-film era. She didn’t have to flip
through to know there were some good ones in the mix. Despite his reticence,
Cal was a good-looking kid, even more so after he warmed up.


She’d chatted with him about music and this engineering software
he’d been able to get his hands on at school. Something about smart buildings
and LEED design. It was Greek to her, but once he got going, he was completely
relaxed. His whole body loosened up, almost like he forgot the camera was
there.


Satisfied she had more than enough to work with, Julia declared
the torture over. She packed up her borrowed equipment, trying to keep her
demeanor calm and professional. Even if she felt about two seconds away from
breaking into a happy dance.


The back door of the house opened and Amanda emerged. “How’s it
going?”


Before she could reply, Cal bounded over toward her. “Mom, it was
so cool. Like, not like senior pictures at all.”


Amanda raised an eyebrow at Julia. “Not at all?”


Julia tried to offer a smile that was enthusiastic but
restrained. “I think you’ll be pleased.”


“When do we get to see them?” Cal asked.


“Soon. I’m going to cull it down to a manageable number and do
only the slightest touching up.”


“You can do that?”


Instead of defensive, the question, and her answer, gave her a
flash of pride. Thank you, graphic design class. Even if she only took it to
help with Erica’s websites. “Nothing dramatic, but I can even out the lighting
and stuff.”


She wanted to kick herself for saying “stuff,” but neither Amanda
nor Cal seemed to mind. Amanda waved a hand. “The yearbook deadline isn’t until
September.”


“You won’t have to wait that long, I promise.” She didn’t add it
was because she had no other clients. “I should be able to turn them around in
a week or two. Does that work?”


“Yeah.” Cal’s nod had some energy to it, such a far cry from when
she arrived.


“Do you want me to pay you now?”


Thanks to her prep session with Taylor, the question didn’t catch
her off guard. And they’d already agreed on an amount. “On delivery is fine.”


She didn’t want to jinx herself.


“Is it okay if I give your info out to people?”


Taylor had joked about her becoming the “it” photographer in
town. Not like there was much competition. Still, she’d brushed this off as a
one-time thing. A fluke. “Um, of course. That would be great.”


“I think it’s great you’re doing this.” Amanda put a hand on her
arm. “I’m sure your family is thrilled to have you back at the winery, but
this, this is for you.”


The combination of her words and the gesture made tears prick at
Julia’s eyes. She blinked them away. Nothing less professional than crying on
the job. “Thanks.”


“We really should grab a drink sometime. I’d love to catch up.”


Unlike some of the other invites she’d gotten since returning
home, this one felt genuine. Julia smiled. “I’d really like that.”


She offered a good-bye to Cal and headed to her car. She forced
herself to back out of the driveway and make it around the block before pulling
over to text Taylor.


OMG that
went amazing.


Taylor didn’t immediately reply, so she pulled back onto the road
and drove home. Maybe it wasn’t a good thing she wanted to tell Taylor
everything. That it felt like Taylor’s success as much as her own and she
wanted to share it. But even as she chided herself, she remembered Taylor’s
enthusiasm and encouragement. Taylor had no reason to fake that. Especially
since Julia had been trying to get into her pants and not the other way around.


By the time she pulled into her driveway, Taylor had replied. Of course it did. I want to hear
all about it. Dinner? Tonight?


She’d taken the whole day off for the photo shoot, so she
literally had nowhere else to be. Yes!


Taylor’s response came immediately. 7pm. Casual. I’ll pick you up.


Can’t wait.
It felt silly to admit, but she liked Taylor’s directness, her
willingness to take charge. It didn’t come across as bossy or suffocating. Just
confident. Quietly confident, too, not brash or arrogant. Taylor had a lot of
things going for her in the sexy department, but her confidence might be at the
top of the list.


Julia unloaded the car and checked the time. She had over two
hours before her date. Was it a date? Or a friendly celebration? She had no way
of knowing, save, perhaps, asking Taylor directly, and she wasn’t about to do
that. They’d scheduled their second date for later in the week, so this might
just be something casual.


Ugh. Why did it have to feel so complicated? She sighed. Because
she liked Taylor and she didn’t want to mess it up, that’s why.


She’d prep like it was a date but not expect anything. That was
reasonable, right?


Even with that mindset, she didn’t need two whole hours to primp.
So she pulled out her laptop and started transferring the photos from the
memory card to her computer. As they loaded, she clicked through, deleting only
the obviously bad ones. Even after doing that, she had close to two hundred.
She started a second pass, trying to be more discerning, and whittled it down
to about a hundred.


A hundred solidly decent photos of a kid who had absolutely no
interest in having his picture taken. Taken by her. Not just with her finger on
the shutter button, but at her direction, her attempts to make Cal comfortable.
Crazy.


Julia glanced down at the clock in the corner of her screen and
realized she’d left herself barely half an hour to get ready. She took a quick
shower, not bothering to rewash her hair, and settled on a navy and white polka
dot sundress. She debated footwear while doing her makeup, settling eventually
on her favorite red heels. Not exactly casual, but they made her feel sexy.


Taylor pulled in just as she clasped her floating pearl necklace
around her throat. She stepped back from the mirror to take in her full
reflection. Not half bad.


Downstairs, she grabbed her purse and opened the front door,
expecting Taylor to be waiting in her truck. But of course she wasn’t. She
stood at the door, hand raised like she was about to knock. In her other hand,
flowers. Sunflowers this time, five of them tied together with ribbon.


“You don’t have to bring me flowers every time, you know.”


Taylor smiled. “I do know. That’s why I do it.”


This definitely felt like being courted. Would Taylor use that word
to describe it? “Well, thank you. They’re beautiful.”


“Besides, today was your first solo photo shoot. That’s something
to celebrate.”


Julia took a deep breath and smiled. “It feels like something
that warrants a celebration.”


“Good.”


“Let me put these in water before we go. Come on in.” She headed
to the kitchen, not bothering to see if Taylor followed. The first bouquet from
Taylor still sat on the kitchen table. Fortunately, Meemaw had a collection of
vases. Julia filled a tall one with water and set the flowers in it. “They
really are beautiful. And so cheerful.”


“Like you.”


The compliment could have come across as cheesy, but it didn’t.
It made Julia blush in all the good ways. She mumbled a thanks before changing
the subject to where they were headed for dinner.


“I thought we’d take a drive up the lake. Is that okay?”


It was fun and sweet and totally romantic, not to mention more
than she expected when Taylor asked if she wanted to grab dinner. “Absolutely.”


Guess it was a date.


Chapter Sixteen


Taylor settled on Gianna’s, an old school Italian restaurant
with stunning views of Seneca Lake. The menu had been updated in the last
couple of years, and it was one of the more romantic spots in close proximity
to Kenota. Julia seemed pleased, which was what really mattered, and they
decided to share a few dishes and a bottle of wine.


She asked Julia perhaps too many questions about the photo shoot,
but Julia answered with enthusiasm. When the plates were cleared, they
lingered, finishing the last of the wine. For an impromptu date, it was turning
out to be a pretty good one.


During a lull in conversation, she found Julia looking at her
with a certain added intensity. “You’re good at this, you know.”


Taylor offered her a quizzical look. “Good at what?”


“Dating.” Julia tipped her head back and forth. “Wooing.
Courting.”


She set down her wine glass and leaned back in her chair. “I’m
not sure that’s a compliment in your book.”


“Oh, it definitely is.”


“Then thank you.”


“I like it. I guess I’m not used to it.”


Taylor let a few seconds pass before answering. “Maybe you should
be.”


She anticipated a pithy comeback, but Julia said, “I’m starting
to think you have a point.”


“If it’s what you want, then you shouldn’t hesitate for even a
second to think you deserve it.” Her tone was perhaps a touch too adamant, but
she believed it and wouldn’t take it back.


Julia took what appeared to be a shaky breath before continuing.
“Is it too forward of me to ask about rules?”


Taylor studied her, trying to glean meaning. “Rules?”


“Well, you made it clear you don’t have sex on the first date.”
Julia lifted a hand. “Which I respect, by the way, despite my recent
adventures.”


Oh, that’s what she was getting at. “I’m not sure I’d call them
rules. Principles, maybe. A personal code.”


Julia nodded. The suggestive look in her eye was almost enough to
make Taylor forget all those principles. Almost. “Okay, then. Tell me about
your code.”


“I’m not sure there’s much to tell. I’m traditional, I guess. I’m
not precious about sex, but I’m not flip about it either. I have too much
respect for women to be flip.”


“I see. What does that look like, in more practical terms?” She
traced her finger up and down the stem of her wineglass as she spoke, driving
Taylor to distraction. It didn’t help that the conversation was a thinly veiled
proposition. One in which Julia was making her interests known, but leaving it
to Taylor to take the lead.


“It means I want to make sure the woman I’m with knows she’s more
than a hookup, that I like her and value her as much as I’m attracted to her.”


Julia leaned forward, resting her elbows lightly on the table.
The shift gave Taylor the most delicious glimpse of Julia’s ample cleavage. She
allowed herself the briefest of looks before returning her gaze to Julia’s. It
wasn’t like she was claiming to be a saint. Julia, who clearly knew where
Taylor’s eyes had been, angled her head. “Do you like me?”


A loaded question if ever there was one. She opted to keep it
simple. “I do.”


“I know.” Julia offered her a slow, seductive smile.


“I value you, too. And respect. So much respect.” Taylor
desperately hoped her words came across as playful and not, well, desperate.


“I know that, too. And for what it’s worth, the feeling is
mutual.”


It was so strange, having such an innocent conversation laced
with so much innuendo. “I like being respected.”


Julia’s lips twitched. “So much respect.”


Their waiter appeared and Julia made a move to her purse. Taylor
waved her off and she didn’t argue, which Taylor appreciated. She slid her card
into the holder and handed it over. Julia studied her but didn’t speak. She’d
made her desires clear and now she was waiting for Taylor. Taylor appreciated
that as well. The waiter returned and thanked them for coming. Taylor scribbled
a tip and her signature, closing the folder with a snap.


“Would you like to go home together tonight?” She expected a
clever answer, or maybe a suggestive one. But Julia looked right into her eyes,
so deep she had to fight the urge to squirm.


Julia swallowed and tried to calm her now skittering pulse. “I
would.”


Taylor took her hand and led her from the restaurant. Julia, a
step behind, studied their laced fingers, mesmerized by the contrast of
Taylor’s tanned, slightly roughened skin next to hers. Outside, anticipation
crackled in the air. Taylor’s words, about respect, but also her exquisitely
simple invitation, singed into her mind. Between that and the look in Taylor’s
eyes when she said it, well, Julia wasn’t sure she could wait even the short
time it would take to get to one of their houses.


It made her realize how lackluster the attraction had been in her
recent dating.


They walked to Taylor’s truck, both to the passenger side, of
course. Taylor opened the door, but didn’t let go of her hand. “You’re not
stalling, are you? Or changing your mind?” Julia tried to keep her tone
playful.


The kiss Taylor gave her was brief, but held all the promise of
what was to come. “No.”


“Good. That’s good.” She climbed into the truck and Taylor shut
the door. Julia fumbled with her seat belt, nerves and desire and anticipation
swirling together and making her shaky. It made her feel like a teenager
almost, but with the benefit of knowing what was to come and not just
speculation.


Taylor joined her and started the engine. “Your place or mine?”


The question, direct and laced with promise, turned her on even
more. But the arousal mixed with a flash of discomfort. Julia bit her lip.
“Yours, if that’s okay?”


“Of course.” Taylor glanced over at her with a look of concern.
“Are you okay?”


Julia cringed. How could she say this without being awkward or
breaking the mood? “Yes. It’s just—”


“We don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, or if you’re not
ready. I mean it.” The firm tone made Julia smile.


“Oh, no. I absolutely want to. It’s, well, my house sort of feels
like my grandmother’s house still.” Including the bed she slept in.


“Oh.” Taylor elongated the word, indicating she understood.


“I hope that doesn’t seem weird.”


“Not at all.” Taylor reached across the seat and put her hand on
Julia’s knee. “It’s sweet, really. I’m not sure I could have sex in my nana’s
house either.”


Rather than making things worse, the comment dispelled any
awkwardness. “Thanks.”


Taylor drove in the direction of her house and they fell into a
comfortable silence. Well, not entirely comfortable. Sexual tension simmered in
the air, making it seem even warmer than it was. She worried about letting her
expectations get the best of her, but she’d not wanted someone as bad as she
wanted Taylor in a very long time.


 


* * *


 


When they arrived at her house, Taylor fought the urge to get
Julia naked and under her as quickly as possible. She wanted to savor the
moment, as cheesy as that might sound. She had no idea if this would be their
first time together or their only and she wanted to commit every detail to
memory. But perhaps even more, she had a feeling Julia expected hurried, if not
frantic. And as much as she wanted Julia to be comfortable, she also wanted to
keep her on her toes.


In the bedroom, she flipped on a lamp. Even though dusk cast a soft
light through the windows, it would fade long before she planned to come up for
air. She stopped short of the bed and turned, pulling Julia into a kiss.


Julia’s hands went to work on the buttons of Taylor’s shirt.
Taylor didn’t try to stop her, but once the shirt was gone, she twined her
fingers with Julia’s. “I want you to talk to me, okay? Tell me what you like,
what you don’t like.”


Julia looked right into her eyes, then away. “Okay.”


The sudden timidity made Taylor’s stomach flip. She brought her index
finger to Julia’s chin, gently nudging her to make eye contact again. “And we
can stop anytime.”


Julia shook her head. “I won’t want you to stop. I’m not shy or
changing my mind or anything. It’s just, I don’t know, it feels like this
matters.”


Taylor’s heart thudded against her ribs. Paired with the flippy
stomach, she had to take a slow breath to steady herself. “It does matter.
Because you matter.”


Julia blinked, fear evident in her hazel eyes. “I like you a lot,
Taylor. You’re the best friend I have since coming back. I don’t want to fuck
that up.”


“You’re not, we’re not, going to. Because we like each other.
That’s not going to change, no matter what. Deal?”


She nodded, looking a fraction more certain. “Deal.”


“Now,” Taylor grabbed the fabric of Julia’s sundress below each
hip, “as I was saying, I want you to tell me what you like.”


Julia tipped her head to the side. “I like you. I want to feel
your hands and your mouth and your skin. The more the better.”


“You will. I promise.” She lifted the dress up and over Julia’s
head. Underneath, Julia wore a pale pink bra and matching panties—sexy and
sweet at the same time. “But I need to take a second to appreciate how stunning
you are.”


Julia’s head dropped and she smiled. If Taylor wasn’t mistaken,
she blushed, too. “You don’t have to say that.”


Something in Julia’s voice gave her the impression it was about
more than being bashful over compliments. “Julia, do you have any doubt that
you’re gorgeous?”


She shrugged. “Let’s not go there, shall we?”


Oh, they were going to go there, but it didn’t need to be right
now. “I guess I’ll just have to show you.”


She took Julia’s hands again, lacing their fingers together. She
wanted to touch Julia—everywhere—but she also wanted to control the pace. She
brought her mouth to Julia’s, pulling Julia’s bottom lip between hers before
tracing it with her tongue. Unlike the first, and second, times they kissed,
her brain didn’t scream at her to stop.


So she didn’t. She kissed Julia long and slow and deep. She
kissed Julia until Julia sighed, until she moaned. And then she kissed her some
more.


When she finally stopped, Julia’s eyes were glazed with desire.
“Wow. I mean, I know I said that last time, but wow.”


Taylor couldn’t help but smile. It was nice to know she wasn’t
alone. “For the record, I’m just getting started.”


She walked Julia backward toward the bed, gently nudged her onto
it. Julia sat and Taylor guided her onto her back. Julia’s fingers roamed over
her shoulder blades, stroking, teasing, and scratching in the most soothing,
yet provocative, ways. Taylor alternated between kissing her and kissing her
neck, her collarbones. She worked her way to Julia’s breasts, biting and
sucking and telling herself over and over to take her time. Julia arched and
Taylor took the opportunity to reach around and unhook her bra.


Her breasts were even more beautiful than Taylor’s overactive
imagination had conjured—pale and full, with large areolae in dusky pink. Her
nipples stood erect, practically begging to be sucked. “You are perfection.”


Julia started to shake her head, but seemed to think better of
it. “You are.”


Yet another deflected compliment. They were going to have to work
on that.


She continued her exploration of Julia’s body. Her ribs, her soft
stomach, the swell of her hips. Julia’s hands continued to move over her with a
sort of restless urgency, but she otherwise left Taylor in charge. It was as
much of a turn-on as having Julia’s nearly naked body beneath her.


Until nearly naked was no longer good enough. She hooked her fingers
into the waistband of Julia’s panties and started sliding them down. Julia
lifted her head and pointed to Taylor’s still mostly clothed body. “Hey, no
fair.”


Taylor didn’t stop what she was doing, but after dropping Julia’s
underwear to the floor, she quickly dispensed with the rest of her clothing.
She returned to the bed, pressing the entire length of her body to Julia’s.
Every inch of her tingled at the contact.


“Oh, that’s so much better.” Julia’s hands resumed their
wandering—over Taylor’s shoulders, down her arms and back up, over her chest.
“You’re so strong.”


“Manual labor will do that to a body.”


“I like it. I like it very much.”


“I like you very much.” Taylor had straddled one of Julia’s legs,
which Julia now lifted and pressed against her. The friction was enough to push
Taylor close to the edge. “But if you don’t stop doing that with your thigh,
I’m not going to have the chance to show you.”


Julia lifted her hips, grinding into Taylor with excruciating
precision. “Maybe I’m willing to take my chances.”


Although tempted, Taylor shifted away. “You might be, but I’m
not.”


She straddled Julia’s thighs and wrapped her fingers around
Julia’s wrists, pinning them lightly over her head. Julia pushed back but it
felt more like testing Taylor’s hold on her than wanting to escape. The look in
her eyes echoed that sentiment and she smiled. “I like that very much, too.”


The comment, hinting at so much more beneath the surface, made
Taylor ache in the best possible way. “Good.”


She took her time exploring Julia’s body, tasting and testing the
textures of it. Julia squirmed. Was the torture she inflicted unconscious or
intentional? She nudged Julia’s legs farther apart and settled herself between
them.


“Please touch me. I need to feel you.” Julia’s voice was hoarse.
The plea turned Taylor’s insides molten.


She grazed her fingers over Julia, expecting to find her aroused.
But Julia was so much more, hotter and wetter and softer than even her most
explicit fantasies. Julia arched against her, and Taylor’s intentions to take
her time, to go slow, vanished in a haze of needing to be inside her.


She eased one finger into Julia, but quickly added a second.
Julia let out a sound that was half sigh, half moan. Taylor skimmed her free
hand over Julia’s abdomen, then slid her thumb over Julia’s clit.


Julia’s body clamped around her, her hips moved in time with
Taylor’s hand. It was hypnotic and made her feel powerful. Julia let out an
expletive and her whole body convulsed. It happened so quickly, and without
warning, but there was no mistaking the release.


Taylor waited for her to still before pressing a kiss to the
inside of her thigh. “You are so beautiful.” She kissed the other thigh. “And I
hope you don’t think I’m done with you.”


Julia let out a ragged laugh, but she didn’t argue. Taylor
resumed fucking her, slowly at first, and without any other stimulation. Julia
followed her lead, moving against her with perfect rhythm. Taylor increased the
speed and intensity of her thrusts, her own arousal building as she pushed Julia
harder, higher.


She felt the second orgasm coming, Julia’s body tensing and
quivering before tumbling over. Heat poured from her. The way Julia said her
name was almost enough to make her come.


“Holy fuck.”


Taylor chuckled at Julia’s comment, delivered with almost panting
breaths. “I’m going to assume you mean that in a good way.”


Julia lifted her head, then let it fall. “So good. So so good.”


“Yeah.” Taylor shifted so her body was once again pressed against
the length of Julia’s. As turned on as she was, it felt so incredible to hold
her, she wasn’t in any hurry to do anything else.


Julia, however, seemed to have other ideas. She rolled to her
side and propped herself on one elbow. “I mean, I expected it to be, but
seriously. That was off the charts.”


Taylor couldn’t help but grin at the assertion. She thought so,
too, but didn’t want to lay it on too thick. “You’re amazing.”


“I haven’t even done anything yet.”


She let her gaze skim down Julia’s body and back up. “Oh, you’ve
done plenty.”


“Just you wait.” Without further commentary, Julia wiggled her
way down the bed in a way that managed to be both adorable and erotic. She
settled herself between Taylor’s thighs. “I have to say, I’ve been thinking
about this a lot.”


“Really?” The idea of Julia having sex fantasies about her was
something she’d never considered.


“Ever since that kiss in the back of your truck.” She kissed the
insides of Taylor’s thighs.


“Yeah, well for the record, I’ve been thinking about it longer.”


Julia lifted her head, looked right into Taylor’s eyes. “How
long, exactly?”


Taylor let her head fall back into the pillow. “I’d rather not
say.”


“Come on. Tell me.”


Taylor shook her head.


Julia pressed her tongue into Taylor and, for a second, Taylor
thought she might come right then and there. But then Julia’s mouth was gone.
“Tell me. I’m not above torturing you.”


Oh, God. Were they really having this conversation now? “What if
I promise to tell you after?”


“Hmm.” Julia tapped a finger against her thigh. “I guess you’ve
proved yourself to be a trustworthy sort.”


“I have.” Should she tell Julia they’d already crossed the line
into torture?


“Okay, then.”


Without another word Julia’s mouth—her soft, hot, perfect
mouth—wrapped around Taylor’s throbbing clit. She groaned before she could stop
herself, but this time, Julia didn’t pull away. No, she stayed right where she
was, only her tongue started making these lazy circles that drove Taylor the
very best kind of crazy.


She’d thought so much about how this would go, how it would feel.
She managed to decide it was even better than she’d imagined before her brain
stopped formulating thoughts altogether. It was all sensation, like every cell,
every fiber of her being was tuned to the same station and her whole body was
surround sound.


Julia brought her to the edge and backed off. Once, twice, three
times. The line between pleasure and pain blurred as her body strained for
release. But before she could say anything, before she could beg, Julia took
her to the precipice and over.


The orgasm was like free fall, weightless and exhilarating. But
instead of picking up speed, she slowed. There was no crash at the bottom.
Instead, she drifted. Aftershocks rippled through her, each one a small quake
of pleasure.


She wanted to speak, to say something nice or sensual or funny,
but there were no words. At least none she could trust herself with, none that
wouldn’t send Julia running. Julia didn’t seem to mind the quiet. She rested
her head on Taylor’s thigh and seemed perfectly content.


Chapter Seventeen


Julia didn’t want to leave the cocoon of Taylor’s arms. Or
her bed. Apparently, that’s what happened when sex was off the charts amazing.


Without intending to draw comparisons, she couldn’t help but
think about how not off the charts her recent experiences had proved. From
wanting to sneak out on Bianca to not even making it to bed with PJ or Amber or
any of the others. The difference was so stark it made her chuckle.


Taylor, who’d once again taken on the role of big spoon, nuzzled
her neck. “What’s so funny?”


Julia wiggled slightly, relishing the feel of Taylor’s body
against hers. So much better naked. “Nothing.”


The nuzzling became a nip just below her ear. The sensation, a
perfect mix of pleasure and pain, sent a shiver down Julia’s spine. “Tell me.”


“I may have been comparing you to all the other people I’ve gone
out with since coming home.”


Taylor went still behind her. “And?”


“And I realized it wasn’t even a fair comparison.”


“Oh.” Taylor relaxed.


Julia rolled so they were facing one another. She put her hand on
Taylor’s cheek. “Don’t tell me you were honestly worried.”


She shifted a shoulder. “Not worried, exactly.”


The hint of something not entirely confident melted Julia’s
heart. “You are amazing. Last night was amazing. Like, contender for the best
sex of my life amazing.”


Taylor rolled her eyes. “You don’t have to say that.”


Where was this shyness coming from all of a sudden? “I wouldn’t
say it if I didn’t mean it.”


“All right, then.”


She seemed convinced, but Julia wanted to drive home the point.
Also, being naked in bed with Taylor had her all turned on again. She rolled on
top of Taylor, straddling her thighs. “Maybe I should show you.”


Whatever emotion had been in Taylor’s eyes switched to desire.
Taylor’s hands came to her hips and guided them as she moved. “That might be a
good idea.”


Julia leaned forward. She kissed Taylor’s jaw, then her neck. Up
to her earlobe, over to her mouth. By the time Taylor’s tongue tangled with
hers, they were writhing around on the bed and Julia thought she might die if
Taylor didn’t take her.


Fortunately, Taylor didn’t leave her hanging.


After, they showered together and Julia pulled on her clothes
from the night before. “I have half a mind to call in sick.”


“Don’t do that. I’ll see you again soon.”


Julia pouted. “How soon?”


“Tonight?”


Her pout became a grin. “I like the way you think.”


“We’ll be responsible adults, and then it’ll feel like we earned
a relaxing night.”


Why did that sound beyond perfect? “Can we hang out here again if
I promise to make dinner?”


“You don’t have to make dinner to come over, you know.”


“I do know. But I’d like to make you dinner.”


“Then, yes. That sounds fantastic.” Taylor wrapped her arms
around Julia. She honestly couldn’t think of anything she’d rather do.


“We don’t need to discuss this now, but I’ve been thinking.”


A knot formed in the pit of Taylor’s stomach and she took a step
back. If Julia was going to give her the we need to just be fuck buddies talk,
she wasn’t sure she could take it. Not after last night. “About?”


“My house. I want to update it, make it more mine. I think it
would be good for the house, but also make it not creepy to have you spend the
night there sometime. Would you be willing to consult on some ideas and maybe
help me a little?”


The request was so far from what Taylor expected, she couldn’t
help but laugh.


“Do you think it’s a stupid idea or stupid to think I can do it
myself?”


“Neither. It think it’s a great idea and I’d love to help.”


Julia narrowed her eyes. “Then why did you laugh?”


“I thought you were going to say something else. Sorry. Not
funny.”


“Good, because I may have already started a list.”


She probably shouldn’t feel so relieved about something she
shouldn’t have been worrying about in the first place, but it was what it was.
“I love lists.”


“Why does that not surprise me?”


Taylor shrugged. “I’m a what you see is what you get kind of
woman.”


Julia quirked a brow. “I really like what I see.”


The look on Julia’s face was half playful, half take me back to
bed. Knowing how close she was to doing just that, Taylor gave her a pat on the
rear end. “Go to work before I decide calling in sick is a good idea.”


She tipped her head. “Only if you promise to do that again later,
too.”


Teasing or not, Taylor’s body tightened at the idea. “I think
that could be arranged.”


“Good.” Julia kissed her, the kind of kiss designed to stir her
up and leave her aching for more. Then she trailed a finger from Taylor’s
throat down to the waistband of her boxers.


“Uh-huh.” She’d have used words, but she couldn’t remember any in
the moment.


Julia’s smile gave way to a frown. “Wait.”


“What?”


“You picked me up. I don’t have a car.”


Oh. Right. For a second, she’d been worried it was something bad.
Why was she so convinced it was going to be something bad? “Sorry, I forgot.
You have a way of addling my brain. I’ll bring you home.”


“Are you sure?”


“Well, I’m not going to let you walk, silly. Let me grab pants.”
She started upstairs.


Julia smirked. “You don’t want to ride around town in your
underwear?”


Taylor called down. “I’m going to go with no.”


The ride to Julia’s and back took all of twenty minutes. Taylor
went to the kitchen to make a plan for the day. Waylon, waiting patiently for
his breakfast, looked at her with mild curiosity. “I know. We never have girls
stay over. It’s good though, right?” His tail thumped lazily. Taylor nodded.
“Exactly.”


She put down his breakfast and made coffee, pouring it in a
travel mug she could take with her to the shop. It shouldn’t be possible for
her to be all stirred up again, but she was. She checked the time. Less than
twelve hours until she saw Julia again. Considering how many years she’d waited
for last night, she could certainly wait 
that long.


In the meantime, she had work to do. “How about we get to it?”


Waylon probably didn’t understand half of what Taylor said to
him, but he knew work meant the barn. He stretched and yawned himself this way
and that, then loped over to the back door. On the short walk to her workshop,
she considered her options. The day was perfect—sunny, but cool. She had a
batch of logs she’d been wanting to run through the sawmill.


She explained her plan to Waylon, who, to his credit, looked at
her as though he knew exactly what she was saying. He followed her around to
the back of the barn and settled himself in the shade of a maple tree while she
got to work. “It’s a pretty good gig you have there,” she said before donning
her safety glasses and earplugs.


Two hours later, her arms ached, but she had a beautiful stack of
live edge boards that would become coat racks and floating shelves. She decided
to call it quits and moved inside to do some staining. She had a flirty
exchange with Julia about ingredients she kept in her kitchen, or perhaps more
accurately, didn’t keep in her kitchen.


That played out as she went back and forth with Chris about
assembling a set of large bookcases and a delivery to Skaneateles. When he
asked about Julia, she told him about spending the night together. That led to
a barrage of questions and her telling him he’d have to wait to get the story
in person.


He pulled into her driveway twenty minutes later.


“You are worse than an old lady at the beauty salon.”


He looked at her quizzically. “You say that like it’s a bad
thing.”


She laughed in spite of herself. “I do love you.”


“As you should. Now give me the scoop. Jack insists.”


“You already told him?”


“Uh, he’d kill me if I didn’t.”


His nosiness didn’t bother her. Partly because it came from a
place of love. And maybe because she’d started to allow herself, just a tiny
bit, to imagine a future with Julia. Yes, it was premature, but a month ago,
she would have said the same thing about the idea of them sleeping together.


“Well?”


She cleared her throat. He cared, but it didn’t mean he needed to
know every detail. “It was good.”


Chris’s shoulders dropped and he gave her a look of exasperation.
“Seriously?”


“We weren’t even scheduled to go out, but she had her first real
photo shoot yesterday and it went well, and I offered to take her to dinner to
celebrate.”


“Mm-hmm, mm-hmm.” He nodded.


“We took a ride to Gianna’s and then came back here.”


“Your idea or hers?”


“It was mutual.” She had a flash of the look in Julia’s eyes when
she asked about rules.


“I know you’re not going to give me any of the sex details and,
don’t tell Jack I said so, but I’m cool with that. How did you leave things?”


Taylor lifted a shoulder. “She’s coming over after work and
cooking dinner.”


“No shit.”


“Come on. It’s not that big a deal.”


“It is when she’s been playing the field and you’re in love with
her.”


“I’m not in love with her.” Dangerously close at this point, but
not all the way. Not yet.


“Are you two exclusive?”


“We haven’t discussed it.” She knew better than to make that sort
of demand at this point, even if the thought of Julia with someone else made
her queasy.


“How long can you handle that?”


If part of her resented his asking, the rest of her knew he had a
point. “I don’t know. I’d rather not think about it.”


“That’s fair. I mean, you’ve only had sex once.”


She smirked. “Twice, technically. Well, three times if you count
the middle of the night and this morning.”


Chris reached over and punched her in the arm. “Look at you.”


Taylor closed her eyes for a second. “It was fantastic, I’m not
going to lie.”


He gave her an encouraging smile. “I really hope it works out.”


She did, too.


 


* * *


 


“You had sex last night.”


Julia looked down at her clothes, like maybe she’d somehow given
herself away with her outfit. “What?”


“You. Had. Sex.”


“How do you know?” The question was pretty much an admission, but
she couldn’t take it back now.


“I’m your big sister. I know you.”


She laughed because it was true, even now. “Okay. Yes. I had
sex.”


“It was with Taylor, wasn’t it?”


Julia closed her eyes for a second. “Yes.”


“I knew it.” She set down the clipboard she’d been marking
inventory on. “I know I said you should be single for a while, but if you
aren’t going to listen to me, I don’t think you can do better than Taylor.”


Caroline’s voice held no judgment. Maybe she really had mellowed,
or maybe Julia had imagined more than was there in the first place. “I think you’re
right.”


“You’re not going to break her heart, are you?”


Julia frowned. Why would Caroline ask that? “I’m not really the
heartbreaker type.”


Caroline pointed at her. “I wouldn’t be so sure of that.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?”


Caroline came around behind the bar and put her hands on Julia’s
shoulders. Julia braced herself for whatever lecture she was about to get.
“Erica did a number on you. I get it. But you are smart and beautiful and a
total catch. Taylor is sweet and probably half in love with you already.”


What bizarro universe had she wandered into? “I think you might
be overstating my feminine powers a tad.”


Caroline started to respond, but a group of women walked in and
headed right for the bar. She gave Julia a we’re not done here look and headed
back to the office. Julia switched into hostess mode and delivered her standard
greeting and introduction.


The tasting room remained busy most of the afternoon. Not
Saturday busy, but busy enough she managed to avoid Caroline and her weird new role
as Julia’s biggest fan. She did catch Caroline giving her pointed looks every
time she emerged from the office, but Julia got away with a half-smile and a
shrug. Work, after all, came first.


Fortunately, Julia could do her job half asleep. She did a little
daydreaming about Taylor and the prospect of spending the night with her again.
Taylor made her feel—what was the word?—craved. It made her feel like a
goddess. She’d never felt like a goddess before.


And then there was this whole photography thing. Thinking about
it as photography and not simply taking pictures was weird in the first place.
But if she was going to take people’s money for it, she should probably get
used to it. One of Amanda’s friends had called her that morning to request an
appointment, making a comment about getting in before Julia’s schedule booked
up. It was all she could do not to laugh.


Was it too soon to think about business cards? Or a website? She
was big on not getting ahead of herself, especially given her track record in that
department. But she didn’t want to come off as unprofessional. Nothing worse
than being asked for a card and not even having one.


She pulled out her phone during a lull and researched a few sites
where she could get them pretty cheap. She’d need a professional email address,
too. It only took a couple of minutes and a few misfires before
japiercephotography@gmail.com was hers. That was fun. Oh, and a planner. She
loved planners. After shopping for one, she pulled up the notes app and started
a to-do list. She loved lists almost as much as she loved planners.


When more customers came in, she didn’t even mind the
interruption. Her mind swirled with ideas and possibilities. Maybe she could do
some new photos for the winery website. Definitely the tasting room, but maybe
some of the production line, too. Even the images of the vineyard could be less
generic. She added a note to talk with her dad.


By the time Julia clocked out, she was borderline giddy. She
drove to the supermarket to pick up ingredients for dinner, then stopped at
home to pack a bag. She and Taylor hadn’t discussed it, but it was hard to
imagine not spending the night. Because she had every intention of having
mind-blowing sex again, and she wanted Taylor’s take on her ideas. And given
the current state of her list, they had a lot to talk about.


Chapter Eighteen


In the span of two weeks, they went from sleeping together
for the first time to spending more nights together than not. A drastic change,
but one Taylor had absolutely no problem with. She didn’t think she could get
enough of Julia. And even though they weren’t discussing being exclusive at
this point, time together meant less time Julia might be off seeing someone
else. Not that Julia didn’t have that right, it just made Taylor happy. Maybe
she should analyze that, but not today.


Besides, when she invited Julia to join her on a delivery to Lake
Placid, Julia hadn’t hesitated. She’d even suggested they stay over before
Taylor had the chance. Again, she wasn’t rushing things. She simply liked the
direction they seemed to be going. And liked that Julia seemed to be on the
same page.


On the day in question, Julia showed up at her place bright and
early to help with the loading. Although Taylor was partial to seeing her in
dresses, the cutoffs and Winslow Woodworks T-shirt affected her in an entirely
different way. “Where did you get that?”


She offered a playful shrug. “Chris gave it to me.”


“When did you see Chris?”


“When I called him and asked him to hook me up with a shirt so I
could look the part of delivery helper.”


That she went to the trouble made the whole thing even better.
“It looks really good on you.”


“I aim to please.” Julia curtsied. Without a skirt, the gesture
proved both endearing and comical.


Taylor had half a mind to take Julia’s hand, take her inside, and
take her directly to bed. She wasn’t a horny teenager, though. Even if she felt
like one these days. They had a delivery to make. At least said delivery
included a hotel room with a tub big enough for two. She settled for a, “You
always do.”


They loaded rocking chairs and swings, along with a few indoor
pieces. Because of the distance and the profit margin, this store got
Adirondack chairs from someone else. It was one of the main reasons Taylor
continued selling to them. She got to build more of the interesting pieces, and
the owner never hesitated to take something on the funky side, like the spalted
maple box shelves she’d cooked up.


Julia provided a running commentary on the items she liked most,
and Taylor did her best to commit them to memory. She liked the idea of making
something special for Julia for Christmas. Almost as much as she liked the idea
of being with Julia come Christmas.


With everything loaded, Taylor secured the final ratchet strap
holding the cargo in the back of her truck and double-checked the hitch and
wiring for the trailer. “Thank you for helping me load everything.”


Julia made a show of flexing her muscles. “I’m not just a pretty
face, you know.”


“Indeed you are not. Although, I must say, you have a very pretty
face.” She wrapped both arms around Julia and pulled her close. “The rest of
you ain’t so bad either.”


Julia wiggled far enough away to hip check her. “Flattery will
get you everywhere. I mean nowhere.”


She loved this playful side of Julia. They climbed into the truck
and headed out. “I waited to stop for gas so we could load up on road trip junk
food.”


“Ooh.” Julia rubbed her hands together. “I haven’t road tripped
since I got here. And that trip was so depressing, I didn’t even snack.”


Taylor reached over and gave her leg a squeeze. “I’m sorry it was
hard.”


She shrugged. “At this point, I’m glad I’m home. Do I wish it
could have been less humiliating? Sure. But it is what it is.”


Rather than defeated, Julia sounded resolved. Maybe even defiant.
It made her happy that Julia hadn’t merely settled into this new version of her
life, but owned it. “Sometimes it takes something extra terrible to jolt us out
of a rut.”


Julia chuckled. “That’s one way of looking at it. Are you
speaking from experience?”


Was she? In the moment, she couldn’t come up with anything that
level of terrible. And if it didn’t come to her immediately, it probably wasn’t
bad enough to count. “I’m not one for big, bold moves in my life, good or bad.”


“Huh.”


“Yeah.” She hadn’t given it a lot of thought, but now it seemed
strange.


“How do you feel about that?”


“I’m not sure. I mean, I like my life, so I don’t have any
complaints.” She glanced at Julia and winked. “Especially the last couple of
weeks.”


Despite the flirtatious tone, and obvious attempt to change the
subject, Julia frowned. “But what if you’re destined for greater things?”


“I have no desire to become president, if that’s what you mean.”


Julia huffed and rolled her eyes. “That is not what I mean.”


She turned into the gas station and pulled up to the pump. “Saved
by the rest stop.”


Julia pointed at her. “We’re coming back to this. Maybe not right
this second, but don’t be thinking you’re off the hook.”


“Yes, ma’am.” She offered Julia a playful salute and got out.


After pumping gas, they ventured into the convenience store
together. There was serious conversation about the need for both sweet and
salty snacks, as well as the merits of gummy things versus chocolate things. In
the end, Julia scoffed at Taylor’s Pringles and Taylor threw some serious shade
over Julia’s Diet Coke.


“You know it’s worse for you than regular soda.”


Julia didn’t even flinch. “Worse is relative and I like the way
it tastes.”


Hands full, they returned to Taylor’s truck and got on the road
in earnest. Whether adequately distracted or intentionally putting their
previous conversation on the back burner, Julia didn’t press the matter of
Taylor’s life traumas, or her ambitions. They talked about the Adirondacks, how
little time Julia had spent there.


“I think because we went camping a lot for family vacation, it
was an obvious choice,” Taylor said.


Julia nodded. “Right. And since we were in the wine business,
vacations always happened in the winter. Hence, Florida.”


“It’s funny how, as kids, we don’t analyze where we go on family
trips or why.”


“Only how often. I do remember being very pouty about not ever
going anywhere.”


Taylor laughed. “We went a lot, but I had major resentment about
never going to Disney.”


“Such neglect.”


As they drove north, conversation wound around as much as the
roads. Julia talked about getting another call for a senior portrait session
and wanting to buy a camera of her own. Taylor talked about Chris and Jack’s
forays into foster parenting. Marcus had already come and gone and there was a
chance of them getting a newborn in the next week.


Julia made a sweeping gesture with her Diet Coke. “How do you go
from an eleven-year-old to an infant? Psychologically, but also logistically? I
mean, there’s so much stuff involved.”


“I know. They’ve got a great support network, so they’re hoping
to borrow more than buy.”


“That’s good.” Julia shook her head. “Still. I can’t even
imagine.”


Something about Julia’s tone gave Taylor pause. “So, no kids for
you?”


Julia looked at her like she’d asked if Julia might like to
relocate to Mars. “Um.”


“You don’t have to answer if it’s too personal.” And from the
sound of it, she wasn’t going to like the answer.


Julia methodically unscrewed the top from her soda. She took a
sip and screwed the lid back in place. “It’s not that.”


“What is it?” Taylor wanted the answer and didn’t.


“I always wanted kids when I was younger. Erica didn’t. Since it
wasn’t a burning sort of longing, I put the idea on the back burner. Now, I
honestly don’t know the answer.”


“It seems like a lot went on the back burner when it came to
Erica.”


Julia huffed out a breath. “Yeah.”


Don’t badmouth the ex. Don’t badmouth the ex. Don’t badmouth the
ex. “But not something to beat yourself up over at this point, right?”


“Right.” Julia squared her shoulders. “I’m in charge now. And
I’ll never not be in charge again.”


The speed and ferocity of Julia’s assertion made Taylor smile.
They were definitely making progress. “Cheers to that.”


“You’re pretty clever, you know?”


“Thank you?” Where did that come from?


“You’re all subtle, but I see what you’re doing.” Julia angled
herself toward Taylor and made little circles with her finger. “Every time we
start talking about you, you nudge the conversation back to me.”


“Not true.” Not entirely, at least. She took her eyes off the
road just long enough to catch the most withering look possible.


“Seriously?”


Taylor shrugged. “Okay, maybe. But not on purpose. Not really on
purpose.”


“Mm-hmm. It’s okay. I won’t torture you. At least not right now.”
Julia reached over and turned up the volume on the radio. She made a show of
dancing around in her seat and singing along. “Is it weird to say I missed
country music?”


Taylor couldn’t help but chuckle. “Not at all.”


 


* * *


 


Julia dropped her bag on the bench at the foot of the bed. She
used their joined hands to pull Taylor close and press a kiss to her lips. “I
can’t believe you’ve never stayed over. As an adult, I mean.”


“I’ve never had such a good reason.” Taylor’s eyes were earnest
and she kissed Julia again.


How was it every time Taylor said something like that, her heart
did this fluttery thing? “Aw, that’s sweet.”


“Maybe, but it’s true.” Taylor’s arms came around her. “Spend the
night with me?”


She looked around the hotel room: nice but not over-the-top
lavish, complete with a king-sized bed, massive television, and a jetted tub in
the corner. To her mind, it was a thousand times better than the posh and
sterile hotels she and Erica usually stayed in. “I could be persuaded.”


Taylor gave her a playful pinch. “I’m not sure you have a lot of
choice.”


The thing with Taylor was that she did have a lot of choice. More
than any other person she’d ever been with, Taylor seemed able to take charge
without losing one drop of respect or consent. Even with her limited
experience, she knew it was rare. “You could at least buy me dinner first.”


Taylor made a show of considering her options, tipping her head
back and forth. “I suppose that could be arranged.”


“I promise I’ll make it worth your while.”


“Oh?”


Julia nodded, then lifted her shoulder in a casual shrug. “Yeah,
dinner’s my treat.”


“I see.” Taylor gave her a look of mild exasperation. But despite
the face, the look in her eyes made Julia’s insides go hot. Taylor wanted her,
bad. And it seemed to be getting more intense the more time they spent
together, not less. What a delightful development.


She offered another shrug. “Totally. Dessert, too. Although I
thought maybe we could come back here for that.”


“Deal.” Taylor grabbed her hand and out the door they went.


They meandered through town, poking in and out of shops. She made
Taylor take her back to the place they’d delivered the furniture so she could
buy one of those bears. After a moment of hesitation, she picked up a second to
give to Caroline. They had dinner at this great hole-in-the-wall with the best
burgers perhaps in the history of hamburgers.


They watched the sunset over the lake and had ice cream cones
from a little stand that barely held the two teenagers working it. Despite
having dessert, once they were back in the room, Julia laid it on thick. “Icing
on the cake,” she said as she massaged Taylor’s neck and shoulders.


She didn’t let Taylor reciprocate, but Taylor managed to turn the
tables and what Julia got was way better than a neck rub. They fell asleep
tangled up together and woke the same way. Showering together led to shower
sex, which led to another round in bed and the need for second showers.


They finally managed to make it downstairs to check out and have
a late breakfast. If Julia hadn’t been scheduled to work in the late afternoon,
she was pretty sure they would have just stayed in the room. She took
consolation in knowing going home didn’t mean they couldn’t still spend the
night together.


“That was fun.” Julia looked at her from the passenger seat as
they started the trek south.


“Agreed.” Taylor reached over and squeezed the back of her neck.


“I meant the whole trip. The delivery. Everything.”


She did, too. “I enjoy deliveries, especially at this time of year.”


“But your profits are way less with wholesale, right? Is it as
bad as regular retail?”


Kind of a weird turn of conversation, but Taylor went with it.
“Yeah, but then I don’t have to think about the retail side of things.”


“Half your revenue bad?”


Taylor raised a brow. Were they really discussing profit margins?
“What are you getting at?”


Julia shrugged and did this sideways glancing innocent thing.
They hadn’t been dating long, but Taylor knew enough to know Julia had an
agenda. “Your work could sustain a retail space. And if you worked for
yourself, you could do more custom pieces and fewer Adirondack chairs.”


Oh, that’s where they were going. She had a flashback to their
conversation the day before, the one where Julia asked her about being destined
for greater things. “It’s not that I haven’t considered it. But I don’t want to
spend my time running a shop. I want to spend it making furniture.”


“You wouldn’t have to be open all the time. And you could totally
hire someone to manage the floor and the register. Hell, that’s what I did in
the city for years. For like twelve bucks an hour.”


“I still don’t like the math.”


Julia folded her arms, clearly not ready to let this go. “Is it
the math?”


“And the people.” She didn’t want to insult the work Julia had
done, but the prospect of running a store sent a shiver of discomfort through
her.


“What if it wasn’t just you?”


Where was she going with this? “Like what?”


“Like, what if we opened a shop together?”


“Seriously?” It came out more incredulous than she might have
hoped and, judging by the look on her face, Julia agreed. “I mean, not that I
doubt your abilities, I just—”


Julia lifted a hand. “Don’t backpedal. I’ve worked retail, but
I’ve never done anything close to owning my own shop. I get it.”


“It’s not that.” Taylor wasn’t sure she would have wanted to open
a shop with even the most experienced businesswoman in the state.


“What is it then?” She seemed more curious than offended.


Taylor took a deep breath. “You may not believe this, but I’m not
the biggest fan of change.”


Julia let out a snort, followed by an apologetic look. “Sorry. Go
on.”


“I’m not completely risk averse, but if something works, why
would you change it?”


Julia sighed. “Six months ago, I would have said the exact same
thing. But here’s the thing. Saying something works is relative. Maybe it does
and it’s really awesome. But, sometimes, I think we tell ourselves things are
working because they’re not terrible and we’re scared of rocking the boat to
try for something better.”


Even without a divorce to serve as reference, Taylor understood
the sentiment. And, for better or worse, she was definitely someone who’d spent
her life playing it safe. “Maybe.”


“Look.” Julia squared her shoulders, all business. “I’m the last
person to be giving career advice, or life advice, for that matter. But I do
feel like I’m quite the expert in letting the world pass you by. Take it from
me, it sucks.”


She said it matter-of-factly, without bitterness or any trace of
despondence. Still, the assertion made Taylor sad. “Maybe you’re right.”


“Are you humoring me? Don’t say that if you’re just humoring me.”


“I’m not, I promise. It’s something that’s crossed my mind more
than once. I’ll think about it.”


Julia reached over and gave her knee a squeeze. “I’ll take it.”


“Now, can I change the subject without you thinking I’m just
trying to change the subject?” She was only sort of kidding.


“Fair game. Go for it.”


“Excellent. We’re about two hours from home. I thought I could
bring you home to get ready and then maybe drop you off at work.”


Julia made a face. “As much as I’d love more time with you, I
hate having to bum a ride home.”


She was maybe pushing it, but they’d literally just discussed
taking more risks in life. “What if I picked you up, too, and brought you back
to my place?”


Understanding passed through Julia’s eyes. Then she smiled. “Oh.”


“Is that a yes?”


“It is most definitely a yes.” She kicked her bare feet up on the
dashboard. “Most definitely.”


Chapter Nineteen


Julia read the website for what had to be the hundredth
time. The contest rules were simple, the deadline a full two weeks away. All
she had to do was submit ten photographs with a shared theme and short personal
statement. Simple. And she was utterly terrified.


In truth, the contest guidelines had nothing to do with the
ripple of panic. It was the prize: a six-month position as an artist in
residence at a program in the city aimed at connecting disadvantaged kids to
the world of art. Not that she wouldn’t love to work with kids. No, it was the
six months in the city part. What would have felt like a godsend only a few
months prior now crippled her with indecision.


She’d waffled for days, unable to come up with a single person
she could tell. Someone whose opinion she trusted. Someone who didn’t have a
stake in where she ended up. She’d resorted to lists, old school tallies of
pros and cons. The result was a dead tie. She could think of as many reasons
why it was a terrible idea as she could why she should suck it up and do it.


In the end, fear won out. Not fear of the unknown, but fear of
her own cowardice. Of missing out on yet another opportunity because she didn’t
believe in herself. Of thinking way too much about what other people might
think. Of what would happen, not if she failed, but if she succeeded.


Once the decision was made, an almost eerie calm settled over
her. Whether it had to do with making the right decision or the assurance she
could do it all in secret, she didn’t know. All she knew was she was taking a
chance. And it was about fucking time.


She pored over the images she’d captured to date. She dismissed
the ones she’d taken at the winery—interesting but they didn’t scream wanting
to work with kids. The ones from her afternoon with Taylor were cool, but so
rural. She worried they wouldn’t translate to an urban program.


Julia wrestled with another bout of indecision. She mulled over
her options all through her shift and got caught zoning out. Twice.


The second time, Caroline snuck up on her, hovering right over
her shoulder and saying, “What’cha thinking about?”


Julia jumped a mile and almost clocked Caroline in the nose. Not
intentionally, of course. “Nothing.”


“Well, I know that’s not true. It’s Taylor, isn’t it? You can be
gaga. It’s cute.”


“I’m not gaga.” She was, but that wasn’t the point. “I was
thinking.”


“About Taylor?”


“No.” Which was the truth, although she’d confess to daydreaming
about her girlfriend before she’d own where her thoughts really were.


“I know I was kind of anti you getting involved with anyone, but
I’m glad you and Taylor hooked up.”


Julia snickered at the choice of phrase. “Thanks.”


“I mean it. Taylor’s awesome. She’s a stand-up person, you know?
Has integrity.”


Oh, she did. It made her insides all fluttery and it overwhelmed
her and terrified her all at the same time. Especially if she allowed her mind
to wander to words like relationship and the future.


“What? Why are you frowning?”


“I’m not.”


“Are you breaking up with her? Because that would be a terrible
idea.”


She had a flash of the old Caroline, the one who needed to insert
her opinion into anything and everything related to Julia’s life. “I’m not
breaking up with her. I wasn’t even thinking about her.”


“So, what were you thinking about?”


She’d walked right into that, hadn’t she? “Photography, if you
must know.”


Caroline’s eyes lit up. “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about
that. I ran into Amanda at the gym and she couldn’t stop talking about how
great the pictures you took of Cal are.”


She didn’t have a lot of experience being the subject of positive
gossip. It was sort of nice. Although, was it called gossip if it was nice?
“He’s such a great kid. The second he warmed up, it was easy to get good
pictures.”


“Still.” Caroline frowned. “Taking senior pictures is a big
deal.”


Julia braced herself for a lecture on how she had no formal
training and probably shouldn’t be putting herself out there as a real
photographer.


“If his mom is thrilled with them, you must have done an amazing
job.”


The compliment stopped Julia in her tracks, or would have, had
she been moving. Even with their newly fortified relationship, praise wasn’t
really part of the package. “Um, thanks.”


“She said she gave your name to all her friends and was pretty
sure you were getting lots of requests.”


“Yeah.” She hadn’t shared her foray into photography with
Caroline, in part because it still felt new and she didn’t want to jinx
anything. The other part was opening herself up to Caroline’s special brand of
well-intentioned but slightly judgmental curiosity. The kind of backhanded
compliment that could deflate her quicker than a thumbtack to a balloon.


“That’s really great, Julia. Why are you being all weird and
shy?”


How could she explain without unearthing a lifetime of being the
slightly less smart, slightly less pretty, way less successful sister? “I don’t
want to jinx it, I guess.”


“If you have talent, there’s nothing to jinx, right?”


“Right.” Not unlike Ellie’s birthday, everything about this felt
different from the dynamic she’d grown accustomed to with Caroline through the
years. Old habits, it seemed, died hard.


“Would you do us? Like a family portrait? We haven’t done one
since Luke was born, and it kind of makes me feel like a bad mother.”


It was hard to know what caught her more by surprise—Caroline
requesting her photography services or owning any weakness as a parent. She
sighed.


“Why are you scowling?”


“I’m not.”


Caroline’s expression hinted at the old, bossy sister she knew.
“You’ve always been a terrible liar.”


Julia laughed. It might be an insult, but it was true. In the
spirit of all this new connection, she decided to be honest. “I was kind of
expecting you to not take it, or me, seriously.”


“What do you mean?”


“Pat my head and say, ‘Oh, look. Julia is trying to do something
and is probably in over her head, but good for her for trying.’” It came out
snarkier than she intended, but she had years of low-grade resentment stored
up.


“That’s so condescending. I would never say that.”


“You’d think it, though, and say some slightly nicer version of
it.”


Caroline frowned. “Is that what you think of me?”


“It’s more that I’ve made it super easy for you to think that of
me. I’m kind of a mess.”


Caroline folded her arms and Julia braced herself for an
argument. “You are not. You’ve come through a terrible situation and you’re
making a whole new life for yourself. I’m proud of you.”


She didn’t like to use the word dumbfounded, but it fit. Between
this and Caroline calling her a catch a couple of weeks before. “You don’t have
to say that.”


“Of course I do, because apparently you need it.”


Did she? Wanted, maybe, but that was different.


“I’m not super effusive with the warm and fuzzies.” Caroline
moved her hands back and forth in a clear demonstration of her discomfort.
“I’ve gotten better with the kids, but I figure people know when they’re
rocking it.”


Julia chuckled. “Spoken like someone with a healthy ego.”


“Ha.”


If Caroline confided having some deep-seated insecurities, Julia
might actually fall off her chair. If she’d been sitting in a chair. “No?”


“Let’s just say, the older I get, I realize the less I know.”


The comment resonated on so many levels. Maybe that’s why they
were getting along so well. They were finally on the same page. “Well said,
dear sister. Well said.”


“So?”


To her credit, Julia didn’t immediately think the worst. She
didn’t know what to think, but she didn’t think the worst. “So?”


“So, you’ll take our picture?”


Right, that. “On one condition.”


Caroline rolled her eyes but smiled. “I’ll pay you. I don’t
expect a freebie because we’re family.”


“I’ll do it for free if you let me put you on my website. You’ll
be my first family session.”


“You have a website?” She sounded surprised, but Julia didn’t
hold it against her at this point.


“Not yet, but I will.”


Caroline grinned and stuck out her hand. “Deal.”


 


* * *


 


Taylor was supposed to be staining a glider, but her eyes and her
attention kept drifting to Julia. She’d stopped by for lunch before heading to
work and now was wandering around the workshop. It was an arrangement that
would be easy to get used to.


After the rundown of her latest bookings, Julia had shifted the
conversation to other things she’d like to photograph, which included revamping
Taylor’s website with new pictures of her work. Taylor didn’t give her website
much thought since she was pretty close to maxed out on wholesale clients, but
Julia’s enthusiasm proved infectious.


“You could do a whole section on custom pieces because I bet a
lot of people would like something custom, but don’t know exactly the sort of
thing they want until they see it.”


Taylor made a joke about consumerism and the power of suggestion,
but Julia gave her a stern teacher look. 


“You want more custom work, don’t you?”


She did, even while remaining skeptical of opening a shop.
“You’re right. I do.”


“And what if, instead of shooting things against a plain background,
we put them in a real setting?”


It wasn’t a bad idea, but Taylor couldn’t figure how it would
work. “But where would we get those settings? My house would get redundant
pretty quick.”


“What if we reached out to your previous customers? I bet a lot of
them would be happy to have you stop by and take a picture.”


It would be fantastic and it would solve the problem of not
having a ton of inventory. The prospect of all the legwork, on the other hand,
did not sound fantastic in the least. “That’s a lot of phone calling and
talking and driving around.”


“You’re even worse of an introvert than I am.”


“Yup.”


Julia frowned, then poked Taylor’s midsection. “What if you
contracted with me to do it?”


Taylor raised a brow. “I’m not sure I could afford you.”


“Stop.”


She threaded her arms around Julia and pulled her close. “You
stop. You’re developing quite the reputation, and following. You’re in demand,
Ms. Pierce.”


Julia leaned back slightly and looked into her eyes. “I kind of
am, aren’t I?”


“I’m not sure why you’re still surprised by this.”


She huffed out a breath. “Not surprised, just, well…”


“Surprised?”


She smiled and lifted a shoulder. “Maybe.”


“I think it’s a great idea and I’d be more than happy to enlist
your help. I won’t let you work for free, though.”


“I was afraid you might say that.”


Taylor laughed. “Is that supposed to make me feel bad?”


“No.” Julia’s eyes gleamed with mischief. “It’s my lead-in to
suggesting a barter.”


“A barter, huh?” She couldn’t imagine Julia wanting anything from
her she wouldn’t gladly give.


“I saw this console table with matching end tables online and I
was hoping I could sweet-talk you into making them for me. Or some version of
them. I’m not picky.”


As anticipated, Julia’s ask was for something Taylor would
happily do for nothing in return. Well, not nothing. She’d have the
satisfaction of making Julia smile, of knowing something she created belonged
to Julia. But even as she opened her mouth to say as much, she paused. She
might be comfortable in the value of her work, but Julia was still getting
there. A trade would put them on equal footing. “I like where you’re going.”


“Excellent.” Julia nodded as though they’d come to some high
stakes agreement. “You get me contact info for the clients you have in mind and
I’ll get to work.”


“You’re very sexy when you boss me around.”


“I’m going to remember you said that.” Julia came around the
worktable and gave Taylor a kiss that made her insides hot and her knees weak.
“At least when we’re outside the bedroom.”


“Oh, really?” Taylor wanted to find out exactly what Julia meant
by that, but doing so would probably make her late to work.


Julia’s smile was coy. “Maybe.”


“Okay, then.” Taylor cleared her throat. “I’ll see you tomorrow,
yeah?”


“Absolutely. I have girls’ night at Amanda’s but I shouldn’t be
crazy late. I’ll text you.”


“Perfect.”


Julia left and Taylor returned her attention to the glider and
the stain. But as she worked, she couldn’t stop her mind from wandering. It
started on the image of Julia in a tight pencil skirt and a pair of glasses,
complete with clipboard. It didn’t stay there long, though. No, Taylor spent
most of the afternoon wondering if Julia’s comment about the bedroom meant she
liked being bossed around inside it.


Chapter Twenty


Loretta stood, hands on hips, regarding her with
disapproval. “A little birdie told me you and Julia Pierce are quite the item.”


Taylor had gotten out of her truck, but hadn’t even dropped the
tailgate yet. “Where did you hear that?”


Loretta shook her head. “I can’t reveal my sources. Is it true?”


Taylor mimicked the posture. “Maybe if you’re so incredulous, you
need some new sources.”


“My sources are fine, thank you very much. I just can’t believe
you didn’t tell me yourself. I’m hurt.” Loretta put a hand on her chest and
glanced at the sky.


“I haven’t seen you in like a month. Did you expect me to make a
special trip to keep you abreast of my love life?”


She’d been teasing, but Loretta gave her a look that screamed,
“duh.” “I’m the one who told you she was back in town. I think that’s the least
you could do. Besides, I always need Adirondack chairs.”


Taylor laughed in spite of the absurdity of the conversation. “I
bumped into her all by myself, thank you very much.”


Loretta came over to the truck and helped her unload a pair of
end tables. “Tell me everything.”


She adored Loretta, really she did. But being the best source of
gossip in town meant she was also the biggest broker of it. Things with Julia
might be going well, but they were in that delicate sort of state where she
still worried about jinxing things. Other than her siblings, she hadn’t told
anyone anything. “I’m not sure there’s much to tell. We hung out as friends a
few times, and we’ve been on a couple of dates.”


“A romantic date at Gianna’s. Marjorie said the looks you two
were sharing over your dinner could have set the place on fire.”


Not that she expected Chris or Mandy to be dishing about her, but
it was a relief she and Julia had simply been observed by one of the resident
biddies. “That’s probably an overstatement.”


“Is it?” Loretta looked at her pointedly.


It was one thing to talk about whether or not she and Julia were
dating. No way in hell was she discussing the heat level of things between them
with one of her customers. Not even Loretta. “To the best of my knowledge,
Gianna’s is still standing.”


Loretta nodded slowly. “Not much of a denial.”


“I’d say more, but I don’t kiss and tell.”


She chuckled. “That’s too bad.”


Taylor shrugged. “Called me old-fashioned.”


“Oh, I do.”


Loretta was clearly teasing, but not kidding. Oh, well. There
were far worse reputations to have, at least in her book. “Should we unload the
rest of your order?”


She seemed to relent. “Fine. Just tell me, is it serious?”


What a loaded question. “I think it’s too soon to tell.”


Loretta snagged one side of an Adirondack chair and they lowered
it to the ground. “Sweetheart, that tells me everything I need to know.”


They unloaded the rest of the truck and Taylor helped Loretta get
it inside. While she disappeared into the office to cut a check, Taylor poked
around to see what was new and made a few mental notes. When Loretta handed
over her payment, she gave Taylor a pat on the cheek. “Julia Pierce is a lucky
girl to catch your eye.”


The comment reminded her of something her grandmother might say,
if her grandmother were still alive. “I think I’m the lucky one, but thanks.”


Loretta shook her head, but with what appeared to be more
affection than anything else. “Exactly why she’s so lucky. You’re a catch,
Taylor. Don’t you forget it.”


Taylor couldn’t decide what amused her more—the general theme of
this conversation or Loretta referring to her as a catch. Splitting hairs,
probably. “Thank you, gorgeous. You know, if you weren’t forty years happily
married, I might try and catch you.”


She let out a bark of laughter and smacked Taylor on the arm.
“And if you weren’t half my age, I might let you.”


Taylor gave her a kiss on the cheek and said her good-byes. On
the way home, she stopped at the florist and picked up a bouquet of gerbera
daisies. Julia might be coming to her tonight, but there was no reason not to.
Truth be told, she didn’t care who was catching who. All she knew was she
couldn’t get enough of Julia, and she hoped more than anything the feeling was
mutual.


 


* * *


 


Julia added her ninth senior portrait session to the planner that
no longer felt like an indulgence. Bookings seemed to be coming out of the
woodwork. And each booking had a delivery date for the touched up images. Plus
her work schedule at the winery. Oh, and her dates with Taylor.


After adding the details to the seventh of August, she closed the
book and ran a finger over its paisley cover. Despite loving the look and feel
of them, she’d given up paper planners years ago. With Erica’s schedule being
as crazy as it was, it had made more sense to have a shared electronic
calendar. And it wasn’t like she had enough going on in her own life to warrant
such a thing.


Ugh. One more example of living in Erica’s shadow and not even
realizing it. She refused to let the realization sour her mood, especially when
she had cause for celebration. And plans with her new friend.


Julia grabbed the plate of treats and headed over to Amanda’s.
She pulled into the driveway and cut the engine. Why was she nervous? She was
spending her evening drinking wine and eating junk food with a bunch of women.
And Jack. No agenda, no expectations.


She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She was nervous
because she hadn’t had a girls’ night since high school. It was less about the
company and more about feeling so out of practice with female friendship. Which
was dumb. But telling herself it was dumb didn’t chase away the butterflies.
She climbed out of the car and headed to the front door. Perhaps a glass of
wine would help.


Amanda flung open the door before Julia had a chance to knock. “You’re
here.”


She seemed almost surprised. Julia offered a shrug and a smile.
“I said I would be.”


Amanda smacked her lightly on the arm. “I know, but I thought you
might bail. You seemed unsure about the whole thing.”


“Only because I don’t know everyone. But if they’re friends of
yours, they have to be all right.”


“That’s the spirit.” She grabbed the bottle of wine Julia held
and eyed the platter. “What did you make?”


Julia followed Amanda into the house and toward the kitchen.
“Slutty bars.”


“I have no idea what those are, but I like them already.”


She’d happened upon the recipe in one of those addictive cooking
videos that littered her Instagram feed and had been looking for an excuse to
make them—chocolate chip cookie dough layered with Oreos and cheesecake and
topped with more Oreos and homemade caramel. “They’re all about pleasing
everyone.”


Amanda laughed at the description, then led Julia into the living
room where she introduced everyone and made Julia describe them again. It
served as the perfect icebreaker—a decadent dessert with a suggestive name. If
the women hadn’t been inclined to like her from the get-go, they were now.


There was Tanya, who worked with Amanda, and Minha, a
veterinarian. Jack, of course, and Erin, a cop. Other than her professional
life being on the underwhelming side, she felt like they were a chill group
happy to have her join in. Amanda poured her a glass of wine, and she took a
seat on a huge pillow next to the coffee table.


“There’s room on the sofa if you want,” Minha said.


“I’m good for now.” Julia grinned and gestured to the spread on
the coffee table. “I’m happy to be closer to all this.”


That earned her a laugh, and any final traces of nerves vanished.
Since everyone else already had a plate, she snagged one and filled it with a
bit of everything. It was her favorite kind of food—cheese and dips and veggies
and all sorts of crackers and snacky things. Conversation resumed, a discussion
about whether a certain character from a certain show deserved a spin-off. That
led into a general lament on the state of television and movies, including how
few of them passed the Bechdel test.


She laughed, a lot. She wasn’t sure why she’d been worried. Her
misadventures in dating provided plenty of comic relief. She saved Utica for
last and, by the end, had everyone roaring.


“I don’t know how you do it. This makes me think being single
maybe isn’t so bad.” Minha shook her head and looked legit horrified.


“I like to think of it as a learning experience. Like, things I
should have learned in my twenties and never did.”


Amanda frowned. “I’m not sure what the lesson is, other than
dating is worse than middle school and dying alone is underrated.”


Julia bit her lip and snickered. “When you put it that way.”


“But you and Taylor?” Amanda asked.


She’d told Amanda some. More than she’d shared with Caroline or
anyone else. “It’s good. And not just because the bar is so low.”


Jack raised his hand. “For the record, what’s said here stays
here.”


Crap. She’d not even thought about Jack’s connection to Chris
and, by extension, Taylor. “Um, thanks.”


“I’m serious.” He nodded dramatically. “That said, I feel like
I’m not breaking any confidences when I say Taylor has it pretty bad for you.”


There were tuts of approval. It was hard to know if the
discomfort tingling through her had to do with being the center of attention or
with the specific assertion about Taylor. Or, maybe more accurately, Taylor’s
feelings. “You think or you know?”


“Ooh.” Erin grabbed a handful of M&Ms. “Good question.”


Jack crossed his arms like she’d insulted the quality of his
scoop. “I didn’t tête-à-tête with her myself, but I don’t think Chris would be
conjecturing about such a thing.”


It was Julia’s turn to nod. She didn’t know what to do with that
information, but believed him. 


Amanda leaned over and gave her shoulder a nudge. “How
uncomfortable are you right now?”


Julia laughed. “On a scale of one to ten? I’m going to say around
thirteen.”


That got her a round of chuckles and an almost instant shift in
the conversation. She reached for the M&Ms and happily switched into
listening mode. The party wound down a little after nine. Julia lingered as
everyone else left, helping with dishes and packing away leftovers. After
hugging Jack and sending him on his way, she returned to the kitchen and
grabbed a towel to dry things.


Amanda looked over from wiping the counter. “You really don’t
have to clean up.”


“I know. I like helping.”


“Is it that or is there something else on your mind?”


“What do you mean?”


“You seemed kind of distracted tonight, even before we started
talking about Taylor.”


Julia’s shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry if I was bad company.”


“You weren’t. You were hilarious.” Amanda crossed the room and
slung an arm around her shoulder. “I just seem to have a sixth sense when it
comes to stuff like that. It’s both annoying and incredibly useful.”


She laughed at the description. “I can imagine.”


“So? I’m right or I’m losing my touch?”


She’d not planned to tell anyone about the contest. But Amanda
was this weird combination of a good friend and no history. Unlike her family.
And she didn’t have any stake in the outcome. Unlike Taylor. “It’s not a big
deal.”


“Then you can tell me all about it. Do you want another glass of
wine?”


It was after ten and she had plans of going to Taylor’s instead of
home. “I’m okay. It really isn’t anything. I don’t know why I’m being weird
about it.”


Amanda blinked at her, no judgment but not letting her off the
hook, either.


“I entered some of my photographs in a competition.”


“That’s awesome. Why is it weird?” Her eyes got big and then she
poked Julia’s shoulder. “You’re not doing that self-deprecating thing, are you?
I’ll smack that out of you faster than you can say ‘I’m not good enough.’”


Julia laughed because she had no doubt Amanda meant it. “Maybe.
But it’s more that the prize is a residency at this art program in New York
City.”


“Oh.”


“So, as much as I would want to win, I also don’t. And I didn’t
want to tell anyone because either outcome is gross.”


Amanda tipped her head back and forth. “I wouldn’t say gross.”


“You know what I mean.”


“I do. You could also say either outcome would be a relief.”


“That’s true. Thanks.”


“Good. Now, can we discuss how kick-ass it is that you put
yourself out there in the first place?”


Julia cringed. “Do we have to?”


Amanda shook her head. “Yes. It’s really kick-ass.”


“Thanks.”


“See? Was that so bad?”


Julia snickered. “I guess not.”


“I’m pretty smart. You should listen to me more often.”


She took a deep breath and nodded. “Promise. I’m really glad
we’re friends.”


“Same. Cal’s staying at a friend’s. You want to stay over? The
guest room’s not half bad.”


Julia lifted a shoulder. “I was kind of planning to go to
Taylor’s.”


“Oh, sure. We have a moment and then you abandon me to get laid.”


“That’s obnoxious of me, isn’t it? I don’t have to.”


Amanda laughed. “I’m kidding. If you give up a chance to get laid
to hang out with me, I might not forgive you.”


“I love you.” Julia bit her lip. She’d not meant to say that, but
it was true. She hadn’t had a friend like Amanda in a long time.


“Ditto. Now go. I’m glad at least one of us is getting action.”


Julia gave Amanda a hug, grabbed her purse, and let herself out.
She started the car and dashed off a text to Taylor. Taylor’s reply was
instant. Door unlocked.
Porch light on. I’ll be in bed waiting for you.


Julia shifted in her seat, her body responding to Taylor’s words
as quickly as they’d appeared on the screen. Good thing Taylor’s house was only
a few minutes away.


Chapter Twenty-one


Taylor couldn’t think of anything more satisfying than lying
in bed with Julia sprawled across her chest. She ran her fingers through
Julia’s gorgeous mane of hair. “You’re amazing. You know that, right?”


Julia lifted her head. Her grin managed to be cocky and kind of
drowsy at the same time. “I do. Which I can own because I can say the same
about you. Ah-may-zing.”


Taylor lifted her own head so she could plant a kiss on Julia’s
mouth. Her lips were swollen from kissing, and it gave Taylor a jolt of
satisfaction to know she’d been the one to do it. “And sexy. Maybe the sexiest
creature I’ve ever known.”


Julia dropped her forehead to Taylor’s chest. “Stop.”


“I will not.” She gave Julia’s hair a gentle tug.


“Mmm.”


“You like that, huh?” Taylor asked, half joking.


Julia lifted her head again and looked into Taylor’s eyes. “I
do.”


Despite the simplicity of the statement, the intensity in Julia’s
face made Taylor’s stomach flip. Especially when combined with the casual
bossing around comment Taylor had been unable to chase from her mind. “As in,
you really like it?”


Julia closed her eyes and flopped onto her back. “You’re judging
me, aren’t you?”


There were a lot of words Taylor could come up with in this
moment. Judging was not one of them. “Not at all.”


Julia sat up suddenly, turning to face Taylor and crossing her
legs. “You can say it. I know.”


“Say what?” That she found the direction of this conversation
sexy as fuck?


She winced. “Nothing.”


Taylor sat up, too. “Come on. Talk to me.”


Julia lifted a shoulder but wouldn’t make eye contact. “It’s
weird. I’m a sassy, independent woman, and I like having my hair pulled.”


The comment did way more than make her stomach flip. “It’s not
weird.”


“Most people think so.” She huffed out a breath. “Erica thought
so.”


Taylor put her index finger under Julia’s chin and gently tipped
it up. “I’m not Erica.”


Another big sigh. “I know. You’re so much better for me than she
ever was, which is saying something given how short a time we’ve been going
out.”


“I’m glad you think so.”


“You’re also, by your own admission, super old-fashioned.”


Oh. They were going there. “Old-fashioned when it comes to
relationships. Romance. Not everything.”


Julia looked at her with a mixture of suspicion and affection.
“You don’t have to say that.”


“You think I’m vanilla, don’t you? Be honest.” Taylor shook her
head, surprised by how disappointed the assumption left her.


“It’s not an insult. Vanilla is a great flavor. I love vanilla.
Most of the women I sleep with are vanilla.”


Taylor ignored her visceral reaction to Julia’s use of the phrase
“most of the women I sleep with.” “I’m not saying it’s good or bad, I’m only
saying maybe you shouldn’t be so quick to jump to conclusions.”


That caught Julia’s attention. Her hands, which had been
gesturing back and forth a moment before, stilled. She looked right into
Taylor’s eyes, sending Taylor’s pulse skittering with a mixture of nerves and
want. “Tell me.”


This wasn’t how she wanted this conversation to go. Not that
she’d given it all that much thought. But when—hell, if—they went there, she
wanted it to come from a place of mutual curiosity and desire. At this moment,
she was on the defensive, wanting to prove herself, but also afraid she might
scare Julia off.


“Well?” Julia had this impatience about her that was sexier than
it had any right to be.


She took a deep breath. Tread carefully. “I like lots of
flavors.”


Julia shot her a look of mild exasperation. “That doesn’t tell me
much.”


She decided to stick with the ice cream metaphor, at least for
the time being. “I like different textures, hard and soft. Ribbons of something
unexpected.”


Julia nodded. “Okay. Variety is good. Are you telling me you like
everything?”


Taylor shook her head. She had no idea how this was going to play
out, but she’d never forgive herself if she didn’t take the chance. “Not
everything. Mostly, I like to be the one choosing the flavor, deciding how it’s
going to be served. Where I’m going to have it, whether I’m going to eat it
fast or really slow down and savor.”


She watched understanding bloom in Julia’s eyes. Understanding
followed by—God, please don’t let her be imagining it—arousal. “So, you like to
be in control.”


“Yes.”


Julia’s eyes narrowed. “How in control?”


Taylor took her time answering, letting herself enjoy how this
seemed to be playing out. “As in control as my partner wants me to be. I’m all
about consent. Enthusiastic consent.”


Julia’s lips parted and she let out a shaky breath. It was one of
the sexiest things Taylor had ever seen. “Does that include restraints?”


Were they really having this conversation? “If she wants them.”


“So, if I wanted them?”


“I can’t think of a thing that would give me more pleasure.”


Julia didn’t speak. She merely nodded. Hopefully, a sign her
imagination was hard at work, not that she was having second thoughts.


“I’d want to talk it through first, understand what you like,
what you want. There’s a lot of variation still, both in terms of what we do
and how we do it.”


A slow smile spread across Julia’s face. “Can I say I want you to
make all the decisions?”


The image of Julia, naked and bound to her headboard, danced
through Taylor’s mind. “Once we’re there, yes. But I need to ask you some
questions before.” Taylor tipped her head to the side. “And you’ll need a safe
word.”


She could see Julia swallow. A flush rose in her cheeks and
spread to the tops of her breasts. It was all Taylor could do not to grab her
and tie her up right then and there. Julia licked her lips but didn’t speak.
She merely nodded. Taylor smiled. Consent came in all different shapes and
sizes. Julia, speechless, might be her new favorite.


 


* * *


 


Julia scowled at the stack of supplies Taylor had instructed her
to buy from the hardware store. Half of them resembled torture devices, and not
the sexy kind. The other half looked like things she’d use to frost a cake.
“Are you sure we can’t just spend the afternoon having sex?”


Taylor gave her a stern look. “We literally had sex this morning.
You’re insatiable.”


“I can’t help it if I’m insatiable when it comes to you.” She
said it in a teasing tone, but she so wasn’t kidding. Taylor had flipped some sort
of switch in her and it showed no signs of abating.


“I promise I’ll take good care of you later.” Taylor’s fingers
encircled Julia’s wrists and squeezed.


The sensation, paired with knowing exactly how Taylor planned to
take care of her, sent a jolt of desire through her. Like, next level desire.
Taylor was going to tie her up. And Julia couldn’t wait. “If we started right
now, think how much longer we’d have to play.”


“Julia.”


“Kidding. Mostly.” She pouted.


Taylor’s hands moved from her wrists to around her waist. “You’re
adorable. Incorrigible, but adorable.”


The pout became a smirk. She never bantered with Erica like this.
Ever. “Thanks.”


“Now, let’s focus on the task at hand or I’ll have half a mind to
spank you.”


Julia raised a brow in challenge. “Promise?”


Taylor folded her arms. “Or maybe I should say I’ll refuse to
spank you.”


Julia giggled. “Okay, okay. I’m focusing.”


“Good. All right, it looks like you have everything.” Taylor
nodded and tutted her approval at the pile.


“Your directions were very explicit.”


Taylor raised a brow. “Are you complaining?”


“Not at all.” She really wasn’t. She had no idea what she was
doing and Taylor’s offer of help was about a thousand times more promising than
the dozen or so YouTube videos she’d watched. She could have managed on her
own, but she really, really, didn’t want to.


“And you picked out a color?”


She picked up the chip she’d used to have the two gallons of
paint tinted.


“Nice.”


“Thank you.” She’d agonized over the choices. Seriously, who knew
there were so many shades of green? Her ultimate choice, spring sage, had blue
and gray undertones rather than yellow ones. She’d already ordered herself a
new quilt for the bed for when they were done and couldn’t wait to see how it
all looked together.


“Now, have you ever painted a room before?”


Julia shook her head.


“Never?”


“Erica didn’t really believe in DIY. We always hired people.”


Taylor made a tsking sound. “That’s sad.”


She shrugged. “Yeah.”


“Wait. Is this like fixing the window screen? You’re enlisting my
help but secretly hoping I do all the work?”


“No.” She answered maybe a little too quickly.


“Oh, my God. You are.” Taylor looked genuinely appalled.


A hint of panic licked at her belly. She imagined Taylor walking
out and leaving her with all this stuff she had no idea what to do with. “I
swear I’m not.”


Taylor didn’t speak. She just continued to stare. What if she
wasn’t teasing? What if she left Julia there with the brushes and rollers and
tape and trays? Even worse than the prospect of tackling the project alone was
Taylor thinking Julia really was trying to use her.


“I’ll own being clueless, but I’m not lazy. Or a mooch. Or—”


“I’m picking on you. I don’t think you’re any of those things.”


The relief was palpable. Maybe a little too palpable. She tried
not to think about how fragile her sense of self was that she’d get so worked
up over such a small thing. “Cool. Sorry if I overreacted there.”


“You’re cute when you’re freaking out.”


The comment returned Julia, and the conversation, to an even
keel. “How about you boss me around now and we get this done?”


Taylor grinned. “I thought you’d never ask.”


Taylor didn’t boss her around, exactly, but she was directive. In
a really smart, efficient sort of way. Julia appreciated the willingness to
take charge. She appreciated even more having the entire room taped, prepped,
and primed before lunch.


“By the time we eat, it should be ready for paint,” Taylor said.


“Really? That fast?”


“Yeah, especially on a warm day like this with the fans going.”


They headed to the kitchen and Julia whipped up sandwiches. She’d
made a pitcher of lemonade, just like the first time Taylor came over. She and
Taylor had come a long way since then. Hell, she’d come a long way on a lot of
fronts.


They ate on the back patio, the breeze making the August
afternoon pleasant rather than stifling. Julia pulled out the brownies she’d
baked the night before. Even more than the lemonade, the memory of the first
time she’d made them for Taylor—the picnic, taking pictures in the woods, the
kiss Taylor seemed to regret the moment it happened—made her smile.


She cleaned up the dishes and they went back upstairs. Like
before, Taylor was clear and specific in her directions. By the time she rolled
color onto the walls, Julia would be hard pressed to say she wasn’t having fun.
It was so damn satisfying.


She had a moment of panic about the shade, but Taylor assured her
it would darken slightly as it dried. “Good.” She blew out a breath. “Because
I’m not about that sea foam life.”


The joke earned Julia a laugh and pinch to her side. She
retaliated by tapping her paint roller to Taylor’s stomach, leaving a smear of
green on her navy T-shirt. Her mouth fell open, realizing what she’d done.
Taylor’s did, too, followed by a slow shake of her head. “Really?”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to do that. I mean, I did, obviously,
but I wasn’t thinking.”


Seconds ticked by and, for the life of her, Julia couldn’t figure
out if Taylor was annoyed or amused or something different. It was weird to
have that feeling twice in one day. She must be more out of her element than
she’d admitted, even to herself. She was about to own it when Taylor’s roller
hit her thigh and went all the way down to her ankle.


Taylor smirked. “Oops.”


Any concerns about Taylor’s reaction evaporated. Julia sent a
streak of paint up Taylor’s arm. Julia’s breasts were next, Taylor’s ass. Julia
grabbed for Taylor’s roller and Taylor grabbed for her. The next thing she
knew, they were tangled up in each other, covered with paint, and laughing like
a pair of kids. The drop cloth they’d been so careful to put down bunched
around their feet. Julia gasped for breath. “Okay, okay. You win.”


“I’m sorry, what? I didn’t hear you.” Taylor tickled her ribs,
making her shriek. She was so strong.


“You win, you win. I give up.” Taylor released her. Julia took a
step away and leaned forward, resting her elbows on her knees. “Holy crap.”


“Too much?” Taylor looked at her with a smirk.


“Oh, no. That was fantastic.”


“Good.” Taylor dipped her roller in the tray, rolling and tapping
away the excess paint. “I like you squealing and squirming and completely at my
mercy.”


She resumed painting and Julia stood for a moment, simply
watching. She hadn’t thought Taylor could surprise her much at this point.
Clearly, she’d been very, very wrong.


Chapter Twenty-two


After finishing the painting without further incident, Julia
talked Taylor into joining her in the shower. Taylor kept to the task at hand,
though, scrubbing away the splats and splotches despite Julia’s best efforts to
get handsy. Some nonsense about building anticipation.


Since Julia’s whole house smelled of paint, they agreed to head
to Taylor’s. Julia packed a bag. They stopped for a pizza and a bottle of
Chianti on the way. By all appearances, it was a completely normal, completely
laid-back night together.


Only it wasn’t.


Julia ate only one slice of pizza, but had two glasses of wine.
She didn’t want to own being nervous, but she had a fair share of jitters.
Rather than letting herself go down a spiral of self-analyzing, she sent Taylor
on to her room to get ready and locked herself in the bathroom to lotion her
skin and collect her thoughts.


The thing with nerves was they could be the good, excited kind or
the oh, no, what was I thinking kind. She definitely had the former. Of that,
at least, she had no doubt. She wanted this. She wanted Taylor. And, perhaps
most important, Julia trusted her.


After one final reminder to herself to be brave, to go with it,
Julia walked into Taylor’s bedroom, wearing only a black satin robe. Well, a
robe and a pair of black patent leather heels. Taylor hadn’t requested those,
but Julia figured she wouldn’t mind the liberty. They made her feel sexy and,
perhaps ironically, powerful.


Taylor stood at her dresser, lighting the last of at least a
dozen candles scattered around the room. The sensuality of the gesture
surprised her. Based on their conversation, she sort of expected rough and raw,
complete with stark surroundings. Instead, Taylor’s bedroom was washed in a
warm glow, with the gentle fragrance of vanilla and lit matches hanging in the
air.


The bed had been turned down, the white sheets crisp and
inviting. In the middle sat a pair of black leather cuffs, a length of satin
rope, and what looked like a red silk scarf. Seeing them, knowing they were for
her, sent a ripple of arousal through her. It stopped right between her legs,
where her clit began to throb.


She tore her gaze from the bed and looked over at Taylor, who’d
finished with the candles and was now watching her. The arousal intensified as
her body and her brain calculated the things about to unfold. And that Taylor
was going to be the one doing them.


“How are you feeling?” Taylor asked.


“Good.” Her reply came out hoarse, barely above a whisper. She
licked her lips and tried again. “Good. Very good.”


Taylor crossed the room slowly, her gaze brazenly traveling up
and down Julia’s body. “Pretty shoes.”


The simple compliment affected her probably more than it should.
“Thank you.”


“Would you like to leave them on for a little while?” Taylor
traced the neckline of her robe, all the way down to where the fabric
overlapped between her breasts.


“If you would like that.” How was it she had no hesitation with
the idea of being bossed around, told what to do, but these gentle questions
left her almost bashful?


“I would like that very much.”


Julia looked into Taylor’s eyes. She saw desire, clear as day,
but also something else. Tenderness, maybe, or reverence. It left her with this
weird combination of feeling assured and on edge. “Okay, so where do you want
me?”


Taylor’s expression turned playful. “Patience.”


Playful was good. That she knew what to do with. “In case you
hadn’t noticed, that isn’t one of my virtues.”


Taylor nodded as she untied the belt holding the robe in place.
“We’ll see about that.” With only a gentle nudge, the robe fell from her
shoulders, slinking down her body and pooling at her feet. Taylor took her
hands and led her toward the bed. They stopped a few feet short of it and
Taylor let go. “Don’t move.”


There. The command had returned to Taylor’s voice. That’s what
she expected, what she wanted.


Taylor went over to the nightstand and picked up a bottle too big
to be lube. She returned to where Julia stood and squirted some into her hands,
closing the bottle and tossing it on the bed. Her hands went to Julia’s
shoulders. Oh. Massage oil.


Ohhh.


Although there was nothing overtly sexual about the movement of
Taylor’s hands, Julia had to fight to keep her knees from buckling. She didn’t
even bother trying to quash the moans that escaped each time Taylor’s thumbs
pressed along the length of her shoulder blades. “Fuck, that feels good.”


Taylor let out a chuckle before pressing her lips to the back of
Julia’s neck. “How about you lie down for me? On your stomach.”


Oh, good. She didn’t know if she could take it if Taylor wanted
to drag this out forever. She didn’t need it hard and fast, necessarily, but
Taylor had this way of sending her libido into orbit and, like she said,
patience wasn’t one of her virtues. At least when it came to sex. She moved to the
bed, tried to arrange herself on it in a sexy way.


“Relax. You’re beautiful.”


She couldn’t know if the combination of direction and compliment
was meant to smooth out apprehension Taylor perceived or if it simply
manifested Taylor’s thoughts at the moment. Either way, the words and the
velvety timbre of Taylor’s voice did the trick. Her body relaxed into the bed;
tension, nerves, and even a little of the anticipation melted out of her and
into the mattress.


“There. That’s better.” Taylor joined her on the bed and resumed
the massage.


Julia sighed, then let out another moan. It might not be the
sexcapade she’d bargained for, but she couldn’t bring herself to mind. She’d
just started to drift into that mushy-brained state when Taylor’s hands
stilled. When they left her body completely, a small squeak of protest escaped.


“Now, now. I’m not done with you yet. Roll over.”


And just like that, the arousal returned. Julia did as
instructed. Taylor had shed her shirt and was wearing only a pair of snug
forest green boxer briefs. The sight—broad shoulders, perfect breasts, muscular
thighs—pretty much dissolved any self-control Julia had left. Tied up or not,
she was completely and utterly at Taylor’s mercy.


“Hands over your head.”


Julia swallowed and did as she was told. “You’re really good at
this.”


Taylor’s smile held a hint of arrogance. “I haven’t done anything
yet.”


She opened her mouth to protest, but Taylor had picked up one of
the cuffs and began buckling it around Julia’s wrist. Words vanished and she
watched, transfixed. Taylor repeated the process with the other wrist, then
looped the rope through each of the rings. She wound it around one of the rails
of the wrought iron frame, and Julia had a flash of wanting to know if she’d
bought the bed for this specific reason.


“Is that too tight?”


Julia tugged gently. There was a fair amount of give. “No.”


The rope tightened. “Now?”


She could still move a couple of inches, but no more. The added
restriction ticked her arousal up a couple of notches. “Just right.”


“And what’s your safe word again?”


Julia snickered. They’d agreed it should be something ridiculous
that would never come out otherwise. “Pineapple.”


“Good. Now, I’m not going to try to make you use it, but you
shouldn’t hesitate. Even if something just falls asleep. The second this stops
being pleasurable, we stop.”


Taylor’s intensity sent a shiver down her spine. She nodded. “I
understand.”


“I’d like to blindfold you. I think having one of your senses
deprived heightens the others. May I do that?”


It was impossible to say which was sexier, the idea of being
blindfolded or Taylor asking her permission to do it. Fortunately, she didn’t
have to decide. “Yes, please.”


Taylor folded the scarf and placed it over Julia’s eyes. “Lift
your head.”


She did as she was told and Taylor tied and tightened it around
her head. “Can you see? No fibbing.”


Julia smiled. “I can’t.”


“Good.”


“Are you going to tell me what you’re going to do?”


“No.”


The answer left nothing and everything to the imagination. Julia
took a deep breath and willed herself to relax. This was the point—not being in
control. She wanted it and, more, she wanted Taylor. She nodded, answering the
questions in her mind more than responding to Taylor.


Taylor’s fingers trailed down her torso, over the crease where hip
met thigh. Her lips brushed Julia’s neck before she gently bit Julia’s ear
lobe. Not being able to see, having no idea where Taylor would touch her next,
made her pay attention to each sensation. She let her head roll side to side.
She sighed. When Taylor took one of her nipples into her mouth, she gasped.


On and on it went. Gentle caresses, teasing nips. As Julia became
more aroused, the intensity of Taylor’s touch increased, which only turned her
on more. There was a roughness in the way Taylor squeezed her breast, the way
her teeth scraped against Julia’s skin. Like maybe she wasn’t one hundred
percent in control. The idea of that, of driving Taylor to her limits, turned
her on as much as the touches themselves.


And then everything stopped. Taylor shifted away. Julia felt the
absence keenly. Was this part of the plan? Was she supposed to beg?


“I’m going to put my mouth on you, but I don’t want you to come.
Do you understand?”


Oh. Oh, my. Julia nodded.


Taylor’s mouth was hot and soft and wet. She literally whimpered
it felt so good.


“Hold still.”


Julia took a deep breath and did her best to comply. She focused
all her attention on the press of Taylor’s tongue and resisting the urge to
move with her. It didn’t take long for her body to creep dangerously close to
the edge of orgasm. “I can’t.” She panted out a breath. “You have to stop.”


“Do I have to stop if I tell you you can come?”


Julia shook her head. “No.”


“Then come for me.”


Taylor’s mouth covered her once again and Julia did just that.
The orgasm rippled through her in a wave, poured over her like melted wax. “Oh,
Taylor.”


“That’s my good girl.”


Julia’s body, still trembling, reacted as though Taylor had
pressed a button she didn’t even know was there. The second orgasm tumbled into
the first, barely giving her a chance to catch her breath.


Taylor shifted again. One of Julia’s shoes came off, then the
other. She’d forgotten she was wearing them. And then Taylor was back, between
Julia’s thighs. Kneeling, maybe? Taylor’s hand grazed where her mouth had been.
Julia’s muscles tightened, imagining Taylor inside her. But like with
everything else tonight, Taylor seemed in no hurry.


Taylor’s fingers traced her labia. Up and down. Up and down.


“Please.” Her voice came out hoarse, desperate.


“Please what?” Taylor didn’t stop caressing, but she made no move
to fill Julia in the way she so badly needed.


“Please be inside me.”


Taylor’s hand touched her cheek, then loosened the scarf from
around her eyes. Even in the dim candlelight, she had to blink while they adjusted.
Taylor’s hand continued its slow torture. Up and down. Up and down. “I want you
to look at me when you say it.”


Honest to God, it was almost enough to make her come. She didn’t.
Instead, she did as Taylor instructed and looked right into her eyes. “Please
be inside me.”


In an instant, Taylor’s fingers were there, filling her. Julia
arched, moaned. How could it feel so good every time?


Taylor let out a noise of her own, kind of a sigh mixed with a
groan. “You feel so good.”


Despite feeling like she might spontaneously combust at any
moment, Julia laughed. “That’s my line.”


Taylor’s response was to ease almost entirely out, then drive
back into her. It was a taste of the hard and rough she’d been expecting all
along. Julia couldn’t muster the words, so she tried to convey to Taylor with
her eyes, her body, how badly she wanted that.


If Taylor’s smile was anything to go on, she succeeded.


Seconds ticked by. Julia hovered on the precipice, not sure if
she was meant to be holding on or leaping off the edge. And then Taylor, in
that way only Taylor seemed able to do, took charge. She filled Julia. She
fucked her. She made love to her. It was this exquisite, almost excruciating
combination of the three that made Julia’s whole body ache for release, but
feel utterly satisfied at the same time.


Again and again. Hard, fast, demanding. With her free hand,
Taylor grabbed a fistful of Julia’s hair and held tight. Julia’s brain couldn’t
keep up, but her body did, matching Taylor thrust for thrust until pleasure and
pain melded into a single strain of sensation and liquid heat poured from her.


Unlike the first two, this orgasm ripped through her, electric.
But instead of tearing her apart, it made her whole. She arched, testing the
restraints. She tensed, then trembled. She screamed Taylor’s name.


Julia didn’t remember Taylor taking off the cuffs, but the next
thing she knew, she was wrapped in Taylor’s arms. She clung to Taylor’s
shoulders like Taylor’s body was the only thing keeping her tethered to
reality. Her body continued to quake, making her hold on even tighter.


“Shh, it’s okay.” Taylor kissed her cheeks, which were damp not
with sweat, but tears.


“I’m okay. Good. More than good.” Her voice trembled, but
hopefully the sincerity of her words came through. Julia didn’t think she could
conjure a time in her life when she was more okay.


“You have to tell me if it’s too much.” The trace of fear in
Taylor’s voice pulled the moment into focus.


“Not too much. Not even a little. Perfection.” Okay, so she had
focus but not quite the ability to form sentences.


Taylor eased back ever so slightly and trailed a finger where her
lips had been. “Are you sure?”


Desire, of a very different kind, stirred in her. “Let me show
you.”


She shifted out of Taylor’s embrace and nudged Taylor onto her
back. Taylor didn’t resist. Julia kissed her face, her neck. She kissed down
one arm, then the other. Tasting herself on Taylor’s fingers made her smile.


Taylor lifted her head so she could watch Julia move over her.
She sighed and mumbled Julia’s name. She wanted to tell Julia reciprocating
wasn’t necessary, that being with Julia that way had been satisfying in ways
she couldn’t even describe. But as Julia’s mouth continued its methodical
exploration of her body, the words vanished.


When Julia’s tongue swirled around her nipple, she arched, unable
to remember the last time they’d been so sensitive.


Julia lifted her head. “I’m not going to have to tie you up, now,
am I?”


Taylor chuckled, but the sound came out ragged with need. “No,
ma’am.”


Julia resumed her assault, but much like Taylor had, she took her
time. Taylor threaded her fingers into Julia’s hair—gently this time—and gave
herself over to wherever Julia wanted to take her. Across her ribs, over her
stomach, around her hips, and down her thighs. Julia’s tongue and teeth and
lips claimed her. Although, truth be told, Taylor was already pretty much hers.


When Julia’s mouth wrapped around her clit, she came
instantly—hard and fast and fierce. The surprise of it caught her as much as
the intensity and left her breathless.


“Don’t think you’re getting off that easy.” Julia kissed her
thighs briefly, then returned to Taylor’s center.


Her mouth was gentler this time, slowly tracing along either side
of her. She pressed her tongue inside, and Taylor thought vaguely if it was
possible to die from pleasure, this would be what did her in.


The second orgasm built slowly. It started low and deep in her
belly, then spread like fire engulfing a stack of kindling. It left her singed
and spent, her body glowing like white hot embers.


“Julia.” It came out as a whisper, as reverent as a prayer.


“Yeah.”


She took comfort in the fact that Julia’s voice was as shaky as
her own. “Come here.”


Julia crawled up the bed and settled into Taylor’s outstretched
arm. Taylor kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair. “You are amazing.”


She could feel Julia smile against her. “You are.”


“I think we’re pretty amazing together.” She meant it in more
ways than one, but they didn’t need to have that conversation now.


“Agreed.”


Despite telling herself not to get too emotional, Taylor couldn’t
help but add, “Thank you for trusting me enough to do that.”


Julia lifted her head and looked into Taylor’s eyes. “Thank you
for making it even better than I imagined.”


Not for the first time, Taylor wondered how much experience Julia
had with this sort of thing. Her response, without being a specific answer,
gave Taylor all the assurance she needed. Not that she was Julia’s first or
only, but that it was something she wasn’t flip about. “Ditto.”


Taylor got out of bed long enough to blow out candles and pull up
a sheet and light blanket. She’d barely climbed back in and Julia was curling
up against her. She kissed each of Julia’s wrists where the cuffs had left
marks, then wrapped both arms around her. Taylor stroked Julia’s hair, and it
wasn’t long before Julia’s breathing evened out. Taylor continued stroking, the
motion soothing her almost as much as it had Julia, and she drifted off to
sleep.


Chapter Twenty-three


Julia woke to Taylor snoring, loudly. The sound made her
smile, if for no reason than it implied she’d worn Taylor out. She kind of
wanted to stay wrapped up in Taylor all day, but needing to go to the bathroom
eventually won out. She slipped out of bed and padded to the bathroom. Taylor
didn’t stir.


After washing her hands, she combed her fingers through her hair,
attempting to tame it. Perhaps the only—only—downside to Taylor’s propensity
for putting her hands in Julia’s hair was that it made it all the more unwieldy
in the morning. A small price to pay, really.


She poked her head into the bedroom, but Taylor remained sound
asleep. Although tempted to crawl back into bed with her, she headed to the
kitchen instead. In the dozen or more times they’d spent the night together,
she’d never been awake first, or at least not long enough to be the one to make
breakfast.


In the kitchen, she ground coffee and got the pot going.
Priorities, obviously. While it brewed, she opened the fridge to survey her
options. Since she’d been spending more time there, Taylor kept the fridge well
stocked. After briefly considering omelets, she spied a big container of fresh
blueberries just begging to be put in pancakes. Sure enough, Taylor had all the
necessary elements.


She pulled up a recipe on her phone to make sure she had the
proportions right, queued up some tunes, and got to work. The batter came
together quickly enough and she set a skillet on the stove to warm while she
fixed herself a cup of coffee. At the rate she was going, she’d be able to
bring Taylor breakfast in bed. That would be fun.


“Well, there’s a sight a body could get used to.”


She turned. Taylor looked so damn sexy standing there in boxers
and a T-shirt, she had half a mind to abandon breakfast entirely and drag her
back to bed. “And good morning to you, too.”


“Are you making pancakes?” Taylor peered around her in the
direction of the stove.


“It depends. Do you like pancakes?”


Taylor crossed the room and wound her arms around Julia. “I like
them almost as much as I like you.”


Julia smiled at the compliment.


“And I like you almost as much as I like coffee.”


Rather than deflating her, the comment made her giggle. She
coughed to make it seem less obvious. “I suppose there are worse things.”


“So many.” Taylor’s voice was serious. She kissed Julia firmly.
“Not many better.”


“Well, when you put it that way.”


“I do. And your pan looks hot. Don’t let me distract you.”


Julia turned and, sure enough, wisps of smoke wafted from her
skillet. Distract was exactly what Taylor had done. “Crap.”


Taylor chuckled and watched as Julia scurried over to the stove,
pulling the pan off the heat and waving it in the air a few times. It was
pretty damn adorable. “Sorry.”


“Mm-hmm.” Julia shook her head. “I bet.”


She poured herself a cup of coffee and retreated to one of the
stools at the island. “I promise I’ll stay out of your way. Unless, of course,
you need help.”


Julia tossed a look over her shoulder that said she needed no
help and didn’t appreciate the insinuation. “I’m fine.”


“You most certainly are.” How many times in her life had she had
a beautiful woman in her kitchen? Not enough, that’s for sure. But in the
moment, all she could think about was one particular woman and how perfect she
looked wielding a spatula and swaying to the music playing softly on her phone.
When Julia placed a gorgeous stack of pancakes in front of her, dotted with
blueberries from her mother’s garden, Taylor wasn’t sure life could get much
better.


“Butter and syrup?”


“Absolutely. I’ll grab them.” She hopped down before Julia could
protest.


Taylor ate three large pancakes, but then Julia offered to make
another round with the leftover batter and she couldn’t turn them down. She
should have regretted it, but she didn’t.


“I’m so full.” Julia poked at her midsection. “Why do I have no
restraint?”


“Well, there’s restraint and there’s pancake restraint. The
second is next-level deprivation. If you had that, I’m not sure we could be
together.” She slid their plates and utensils into the dishwasher and did a
quick wash of the pan.


“I’m not sure I agree with your logic, but I’m not going to
argue.”


“Good. I can be very stubborn.”


Julia drained the last of her coffee and set her mug in the sink.
“I’ve heard that about you.”


She couldn’t tell if Julia was teasing her or if she legitimately
had that reputation. Oddly, she was okay either way. “When do you have to be at
work?”


Julia lifted a shoulder. “Not till three.”


Taylor glanced at the clock on the stove. Barely nine. “So much
time.”


Julia folded her arms and gave Taylor a skeptical look. “Maybe I
have other things to do today.”


She wrapped her arms around Julia and pulled their bodies close.
She gave Julia a squeeze, not possessive exactly, but maybe a little. “Do you
have other things you’d like to do today?”


Julia sighed dramatically and looked up at the ceiling. Taylor
got the feeling she was about to be turned down in favor of laundry. She
acknowledged the importance of clean laundry, but still. But then Julia looked
into her eyes and offered a seductive smile. “No.”


“Does that mean I get to take you back to bed?”


“Well, since you asked so nicely.”


Taylor tapped a finger to her lips. “Is that your way of saying
you want me to be nice once I get you there?”


Julia smirked. “Nice is a relative term, don’t you think?”


Taylor’s mind filled with all sorts of not nice, very nice things
she’d like to do with Julia. To Julia. She grabbed Julia’s hand and led her to
the stairs. “Yes. Yes, I do.”


 


* * *


 


By the time they came up for air and took showers, it was after
noon. Since they’d had a large breakfast, Taylor suggested they go for a walk
before grabbing lunch.


Julia glanced down. “I really should leave some spare clothes
here.”


Taylor studied her for a moment. As she’d taken to doing, Julia
had put on one of Taylor’s T-shirts and a pair of her boxers. “I don’t know, I
think you look pretty fantastic.”


“Maybe, but I can’t exactly go out in this.”


“What if I lent you a pair of real shorts? And a pair of
sneakers.”


“Uh, my ass is way bigger than yours.”


Taylor crossed the room so she could put a hand on each of
Julia’s butt cheeks. “Your ass is perfect. What size shoe do you wear?”


Julia cringed. “Eleven.”


“Me, too.”


She raised a brow. “Really?”


“This is the universe’s way of telling us we’re perfectly
compatible.” Sure, she’d already started to believe that, but she’d take silly
little signs, too. She fished out a pair of stretchy gym shorts and tossed them
at Julia. “See if those fit.”


They did and they made her ass look perfectly grabbable. They
each donned a pair of Taylor’s sneakers and headed downstairs.


“Can Waylon come?” Julia asked.


“Oh, he can. I’m not sure you can convince him he should.”


Julia snickered. “Has he ever even been on a leash?”


Taylor frowned. “Of course he has. I trained him, you know. I
didn’t just let him go and hope for the best.”


Julia’s expression sobered. “I’m sorry. I never meant to imply
you did.”


“It’s okay. To be honest, it didn’t take much. He’s a homebody
and has always wanted to stick close to me.” She’d been very fortunate in that
regard, especially since he’d already been a year old when she brought him home
from the SPCA.


They stepped onto the porch and Waylon picked up his head, like
he knew they were talking about him. Julia went right over to him and got down
on his level. “Hey, buddy. How’s my best boy this morning?”


Something about Julia loving on her dog did things to Taylor. Way
more than discovering they wore the same shoe size. “It’s a trick, man. She’s
going to try to get you to exercise.”


Julia turned and glared, although Taylor got the impression it
held no malice. “Just a stroll. Do you wanna go?” Julia ruffled Waylon’s ears,
then stood. She slapped her hands against her thighs. “Come on. Let’s go.”


She fully expected Waylon to give Julia a sideways glance, then
return his chin to the porch floor. He lumbered to his feet, though, and his
tail started to wag. “Oh, sure. A pretty girl asks you to go for a walk and you
can’t get up fast enough.”


Julia smirked and walked down the porch steps, Waylon right
behind her. Between the messy bun and the borrowed clothes, not to mention the
amount of sex they’d had in the last twelve or so hours, it made no sense for
Taylor to be turned on. But so it was. Distinct from her feelings about Julia
and what they had and where they were going, but just as powerful. She shook
her head.


“You’re that bothered?” Julia tossed a playful look over her
shoulder.


“No, not bothered. Amused.” That felt like the safest answer at
this point.


They meandered down the driveway and up to the dirt road. It was
her usual spot for taking a walk and one of Waylon’s favorites. Despite giving
Julia a hard time about his laziness, he did come with her from time to time,
especially in the spring and fall.


“You want to hear something crazy?” Julia asked.


“Sure?” Given the last few months, she wasn’t sure what would
qualify as crazy at this point.


“I’m really glad I came home.” Julia’s voice held genuine wonder
at the statement.


“You didn’t expect that?”


“Well, certainly not at first. I mean, the whole thing was pretty
pathetic.”


Taylor put her hand on Julia’s wrist, pulling her to a stop.
“There is nothing pathetic about you.”


“Fine.” Julia rolled her eyes, but smiled. “My circumstances were
pathetic.”


“And you handled them with courage and grace.” She didn’t want to
get overly sentimental, but she couldn’t bear the idea of Julia thinking poorly
of herself, especially about her breakup.


Another eye roll, but her sigh told Taylor she accepted the
compliment, if grudgingly. “Thanks.”


They circled the cornfield bordering Taylor’s property, looping
back to the dirt road and picking up the main one to Taylor’s house. They
showered, totally had shower sex, and shared sandwiches before Julia headed
home to get ready for work. It was, to Taylor’s mind, an absolutely perfect
twenty-four hours.


“I’m sure you’ll be beat tonight, but can I see you again soon?”


“You could stop by the winery. I won’t be able to keep you
company, but the music should be good and the weather is going to be
fantastic.”


She could think of worse things than watching Julia work. “I’ll
see if Chris wants to come out.”


She thought of that first night she’d seen Taylor and Chris at
Jeb’s, the night Taylor came to her rescue. If she’d only known then what would
unfold. The idea of it made her laugh. “That would be great.”


“What? What’s so funny?”


Julia bit her lip. “Not a thing.”


Taylor gave her an incredulous look.


“I’m thinking about flirting with you while I should be working.
It makes me feel about seventeen.”


“I’ll plan to come either way and I promise I won’t be too
distracting.”


Julia leaned in and kissed her. “I hope you’ll be a tiny bit
distracting.”


“Tiny bit. You got it.”


At home, she watered the flowers then started getting ready for
work. She planned her outfit around knowing she’d see Taylor. Well, that and
her most comfortable shoes. Tonight was part of their outdoor summer concert
series and things would be bumping at the winery until at least eleven. When
her phone rang, she almost didn’t answer. It was a New York City area code,
though.


“Hello?”


“Hello, is this Julia Pierce?”


Great. A telemarketer. She was terrible at hanging up on
telemarketers. “It is.”


“Ms. Pierce, this is Claudia Ashton with the Community Art
Collective. How are you today?”


Julia froze as a tingle of anticipation rippled through her. “I’m
well, thank you.”


“I’m calling with regard to the portfolio you submitted for our
artist in residence program.”


“Yes, of course.” What was she supposed to say to that?


“The selection committee was very impressed with your work, and
with your statement of purpose. We’d like to offer you an interview with the
program director.”


“An interview?” Holy crap. Holy crap. Holy crap.


“I know it’s a bit unorthodox for a competition, but since the
prize, if you will, is working with our youth for six months, we really want to
make sure the individual we select is a good fit.”


“Yes, of course.” Great, she was already repeating herself. Pull
it together, Julia. “That makes perfect sense.”


“Oh, good. Is this a good time to schedule with you?”


“Absolutely. Let me get my planner.” She snagged it from her
purse and grabbed a pen. “Okay. What time frame are you looking at?”


“I know you’re upstate right now, but we’re really hoping to wrap
this up by the end of next week. Is that doable?”


Julia flipped to the dates in question, even though she already
knew her schedule. She had senior portraits with Jesse Preston on Monday and
was scheduled to work Wednesday through Sunday. “Is there any chance we could do
Tuesday?”


“Tuesday would be fantastic. We weren’t sure you could make it
down to the city on such short notice.”


Just a five-hour drive to the place she’d left three months
before, with no intention of ever going back. “It’s not a problem at all.”


“Do you have a preference for morning or afternoon?”


“Afternoon, please.” Because unless she wanted to broadcast her
whereabouts, she’d be going down and back in one day.


“Excellent. I’ll have our admin email you the details. We’re very
much looking forward to talking with you.”


“I am as well. Thank you so much.”


The call ended and Julia set down her phone, only to realize her
hands were shaking. The reality of what she’d been offered, agreed to, hit her.
Excitement and panic coursed through her, sending her pulse racing and making
it difficult to breathe. Her pictures—hers—had been chosen. Maybe not as the
very best, but some of the best.


She wanted desperately to call Taylor, or better yet, show up at
her shop and deliver the news. Without Taylor’s encouragement, she’d never even
have taken up photography again, considered it something she could do
artistically or professionally. But telling Taylor would entail telling her the
grand prize. The thought put a boulder in the pit of her stomach, almost as
much as the thought of moving back to the city.


Oh, God. What was she thinking?


Julia started to pace, foyer to living room to kitchen and back.
She couldn’t tell Taylor, or anyone else for that matter. She didn’t want to
answer the question about whether she’d really go. Even more, she didn’t want
the unspoken “I told you so” from everyone who didn’t have the heart to tell
her she’d, once again, gotten a little too big for her britches. Because,
really, what were the chances she’d get it? They were probably interviewing at
least three or four finalists, maybe as many as five or ten.


No, she wouldn’t borrow trouble. It was flattering to be a
finalist and, when it was all said and done, she could tell Taylor and everyone
else like it was an accomplishment in itself. Because it was.


Calmer, she grabbed her purse to head to work, only to realize
her shift started in exactly five minutes. “Fuck.”


She hustled out of the house, then realized she’d forgotten her
keys. “Fuck.”


She got the keys, locked the door, and started the fifteen-minute
drive to the winery. She could see her sister’s face, teasing. At least it
would be about her assuming she was getting busy with Taylor. Julia shook her
head. Knowing she’d not get fired, or even yelled at, felt like a consolation.
Strange at this point, but she’d take it.


Chapter Twenty-four


Taylor stood in her shop and surveyed her options. “What do
you think, buddy? Pay the bills or feed the soul?”


Waylon tipped his head from side to side, as though contemplating
the question. Then, without ceremony, he loped over to the corner and curled
up.


Taylor shook her head. “Ah, to be a man of leisure.”


He snuffled his agreement and rested his chin on the tufty part
along the edge of his bed.


She might tease him, but she was not made for too much leisure.
Aside from the unyielding desire to be with Julia for as long, and as often, as
she could, she needed to work. Because it both paid the bills and fed her soul.
But also because she liked routine and work and turning blocks of wood into
things both beautiful and functional. Perhaps those were subcategories of the
first two.


Not generally one for philosophical musings, she shook her head
and got to work. She started with a commission: a chunky farmhouse table made
from reclaimed wood. It ticked all the boxes.


She planed the wood, trying to leave as much character as
possible, and cut the pieces for the top to size. She laid the five boards out
on her worktable, moving them around until she was satisfied with how they fit
together, literally and aesthetically, before marking each with a pencil and
pulling out her pocket jig.


Taylor measured joints, drilled holes. Each board got a bead of
wood glue before being attached to the next with screws. The whole process took
maybe an hour. It was nice to work at her own pace and not with deadlines hot
on her heels. She cut and framed out the skirting that would hold the legs and
got it assembled.


When her phone buzzed, she pulled it out, expecting it to be from
Julia. Instead, it was Chris. How’s
wingman turned gf life?


Taylor smiled at memories of the night before. Really good.


That’s all
I’m going to get?


She looked at the tabletop, considered her options. Details for manual labor?


He replied with an eye roll and Taskmaster,
but followed with, Sure.
Now?


Whenever.
Here all afternoon. She wasn’t in a rush for the table, but it would
be nice to keep working on it.


Be there in
an hour.


While waiting for Chris to show, she assembled four Adirondack
chairs whose pieces she’d cut before. At this point, she could probably put
them together in her sleep. She griped from time to time, but it didn’t really
bother her. If this was the worst part of her job, she had it pretty good.


At the sound of Chris’s car, Waylon lifted his head but didn’t
bother to get up. Family didn’t warrant an official welcome. Chris called a
hello and Taylor replied with her location in the shop.


“Happy Saturday, stud.”


Taylor made a face at the moniker but didn’t comment. “Thanks for
coming.”


Chris made a show of flexing his muscles. “I’m glad you don’t
only love me for my brains.”


“Never.” She gestured to the partially assembled table. “I need
to flip this.”


Chris stood on the far end of the newly assembled tabletop and
helped her heft it up and over. “So, is it serious?”


So funny he would ask her that now. Or maybe not funny. He always
seemed to know her thoughts and feelings, sometimes even before she’d wrapped
her own head around them. “I think it…” She paused, letting the reality of it
sink in. “She, Julia, might be the one.”


She wasn’t sure what she expected. A look of surprise, perhaps,
or a low whistle to note the significance of her declaration. But Chris gave
her none of that. Instead he smiled. “Yeah. I thought maybe.”


“You did?”


He shrugged. “Well, to be fair, I kind of thought it the second I
heard you were dating.”


Taylor ran her hand over the surface of the table. She’d use some
matte poly to protect it, but it wouldn’t even need stain. “Even after the
whole wingman fiasco?”


He lifted a finger. “If you recall, I had reservations about that
from the get-go.”


He did. She did, too. But it had all sorted itself out. “Yeah.”


“Do you think she feels the same?”


“I’m, let’s say, cautiously optimistic.”


“She’s not dating anyone else anymore?”


They’d not discussed that, but Julia would have told her, right?
It hit her that she’d forfeited her wingman role when she became one of the
women Julia was seeing. Still. They talked, or were together, pretty much every
night. Julia wouldn’t be flirting with her over text while she was out with
someone else. “I mean, we didn’t discuss it explicitly, but I feel like we’re
there.”


Chris came around to where she stood. “I’m probably the last
person you want to take advice from, but do you want my advice?”


She did and she didn’t. “Sure.”


“Talk to her. Don’t assume anything, good or bad.”


“That’s pretty decent advice. When did you get so smart?”


He offered her a “beat’s me” look and lifted a shoulder. “I have
my moments.”


The gesture, one he’d been making for as long as she could
remember, made her sentimental for all they’d been through together. If she
owned it, he’d probably tease her about going soft. So, instead, she asked,
“How would you feel about helping me load some chairs?”


He bowed dramatically. “At your service.”


It took all of ten minutes to load ten chairs into her truck.
Some things really were better with a second pair of hands. “Thanks, man.”


“It’s the least I can do, especially since you’re going to fix
the railing on my deck tomorrow.”


“I am?” She didn’t mind returning favors, especially of the handy
variety.


“I mean, I probably could figure it out, but it would take me at
least twice as long and not look as good as if you did it.”


She appreciated that he didn’t even pretend to be handy, or take
issue with the fact that his sister was. “How about I stop over before lunch at
the parents’ and figure out what we need? I can swing by Nuts & Bolts after
for supplies.”


“You’re the best.”


Taylor smiled. “Ditto.”


“You want a hand unloading? I don’t have anything until tonight.”


“I’m good, but thanks. What’s tonight?”


Chris lifted a shoulder. “Just a date.”


“Date?” Taylor lifted a brow.


“With a kid in the house more often than not lately, Jack and I
decided to make a point of enjoying an evening alone.”


“Dude, that might be the most adorable thing ever.”


“Well, with everything you’ve been up to lately, I’ve got to up
my game. I can’t have Jack getting bored with me.”


Although anything was possible, she had a hard time imagining
Chris and Jack as anything but besotted with one another. Then again, maybe it
was because they made a point of keeping things that way. Something to remember
for the long term.


Chris left and she resumed work on the table, giving it one final
sand and a wipe down with mineral spirits before applying the first coat of
poly. Since it needed at least a couple hours to dry, she decided to deliver
the chairs Chris had helped her load. “Waylon, want to go for a ride?”


At the sound of his name, the dog lifted his head. Once he heard
“go” and “ride,” he was up and ready. She loved that about him.


On the ride over to FLC, her thoughts wandered from Chris and his
romantic adventures to her own. She and Julia were way past third-date stage,
but exactly where was hard to say. Given how things between them had started,
she didn’t want to be the one pushing for more, but it would be nice to get a
confirmation they were moving in the same direction.


Taylor pulled into the lot behind Loretta’s and pulled out her
phone. Is it cheesy to
say I miss you already?


Knowing Julia was working, she didn’t expect an immediate reply,
but one came. If it is,
call me cheddar.


The comment, silly and plenty cheesy on its own, made her smile.
She sent back the cheese emoji.


Julia’s response was anything but cheesy. I can think of a thousand places
I’d rather be right now, but with you is at the top of the list.


She hadn’t planned on inviting Julia to do another delivery with
her, but the idea popped into her head and took root. She imagined holding
Julia’s hand across the bench seat of her truck, singing along to the radio. Since
it was even farther than Lake Placid, they could find a romantic spot for
dinner, stay over at a B&B. What
are you doing next Tuesday? Please don’t say working.


Not
working, but other plans. What’s up?


A twinge of paranoia lodged in Taylor’s brain. She pushed it to
the far recesses. Doing a
delivery to Vermont. Was going to invite you along.


Bummer.
Next time?


Julia had friends and family and a life, and Taylor supported
that. She wasn’t some kind of possessive creeper. Still, it was a bummer. Of course.


Perfect. The
bubble indicated more was coming. Maybe she was asking when next time might
happen. Or if Taylor could move it by a day so they could go together. But when
the follow up text appeared, all it said was, Buses!
Talk later.


The level of her disappointment wasn’t justified, or even
rational. It had to be tied to her conversation with Chris and his comment
about being on the same page. And her thinking a romantic night away would be
the perfect time to solidify they were. But Julia couldn’t possibly know that.
It didn’t mean they weren’t in the same place.


 


* * *


 


The morning of her interview, Julia pulled out of her driveway
just after five. The sky had taken on the soft grays of early morning. She
probably didn’t need to leave this early, but better safe than sorry. And this
lessened the chance she’d pass anyone she knew on her way out of town. It was
slightly surreal, sneaking away, not quite under the cover of darkness.


No. Julia shook her head, as if doing so would deny entry to the
thoughts lurking in the back of her mind. She wasn’t sneaking anywhere. She was
being private about something deeply personal that, for the moment, had only to
do with her. She didn’t owe anyone anything.


She loosened her grip on the steering wheel and turned the music
up, drowning out her worries with the defiant songs of her independent women
playlist. She belted out sentiments of getting what she wanted, playing her
favorite records, and not needing anybody. By the time she reached Scranton,
she was wide awake, pumped, and in need of something to drink.


After getting a Diet Coke and filling her tank, she switched to
country music. It had this strangely calming effect on her, like a long-lost
security blanket whose powers had shifted over time, but somehow remained. She sang
along to those songs, too, both the old ones she remembered and the new ones
she’d learned in the last few months.


It was all well and good until a song she and Taylor had danced
to in the kitchen came on. Her heart thudded, and a desire to turn the car
around and forget the whole thing swept through her. She flipped to Top 40 and
told herself, out loud, that going on this interview didn’t have anything to do
with Taylor or her feelings for Taylor or where their relationship might be
going. It was fine. She probably wouldn’t even make it far enough in this
process to have to think about the what-ifs.


She hit the Lincoln Tunnel around ten. The worst of the rush hour
traffic had cleared, but it still took half an hour to make it the last few
miles into the city. She navigated to the garage she’d scoped out online and
handed over her keys. The sight of Meemaw’s Buick being driven into the
impossibly narrow underground tunnel gave her a chuckle. If only Meemaw could
see her now.


She had an hour to kill before the interview, so she walked
slowly, taking in the sights and sounds and smells. All the edges seemed
sharper, the noise harsher. How could a place that was home for a decade feel
so jarring?


Despite her intentionally slow pace, she arrived with over thirty
minutes to spare. She loitered until the twenty-minute mark, then headed
inside. The building had the feel of a converted warehouse, with exposed
ductwork and scarred floors. The education space of the CAC occupied the fourth
floor, so she took the barely modified freight elevator up. On the short ride,
she managed ten calming breaths, complete with her “you are enough” mantra. It
might be hokey, but it worked and she wasn’t about to turn her nose up at
anything that worked.


There was a reception area of sorts, but no receptionist. Julia
hovered awkwardly for a moment, oscillating between waiting and going in search
of the director with whom she was supposed to meet. While waffling, she studied
the art covering two of the walls. There were photographs—really stunning
photographs—but also paintings and some collages. It had to be student work,
which she found both inspiring and humbling. The nerves she’d sort of managed
to tame kicked back into high gear.


“Julia?”


She turned. The woman who’d called her name looked to be about
her age. She looked to be mixed race, though, and her purple dreads made Julia
feel ancient and painfully square. “Yes.”


“I’m Sasha Niang. It’s so great to meet you.”


It would be hard not to relax at least a little at the warm
greeting. Julia shook the extended hand. “Same. I’m excited to be here.”


“Drive okay? It didn’t take you too long, I hope.”


“It was very easy, thank you.” So easy, it gave her a pang of
guilt for not going home more often during the years she lived in the city.


“Good, good. I thought we could start with a chat in my office.
Is that okay?”


Julia had no idea what to expect coming in, so she was,
theoretically at least, prepared for anything. “Absolutely.”


She followed Sasha down a narrow hall to a tidy office with big
windows overlooking the street. She took a seat in one of the mismatched wing
chairs and tried to channel confidence and poise.


Sasha offered an encouraging smile. “So, tell me about yourself
and how you came to apply for this position.”


Was it really going to be that kind of job interview? “Well…”
Julia drew out the word while scrambling to collect her thoughts. “I grew up in
the Finger Lakes and live there now, but I spent close to ten years in
Manhattan. I dabbled in photography as a teenager and only recently began to
pursue it in earnest. But I’ve dedicated a lot of time to developing an eye and
a feel for things. A voice, if you will.”


“It’s interesting you use the term ‘voice,’ as not everyone who
practices photography would.”


She might be killing her chances, but she couldn’t bring herself
to be anything but honest. “I don’t have formal training, and I don’t want to
pretend otherwise. But, for me, taking pictures is telling a story. Whether I’m
in my grandmother’s house or a forest, there’s a narrative.”


“And people. Do you have experience shooting portraits or candids
of people?”


“I seem to have found this niche in senior pictures. What started
as a one-off request has led to over a dozen sessions. I think the teens I work
with appreciate that I’m interested in getting to know them, and I don’t have
an agenda when it comes to what senior pictures are supposed to look like.”


Sasha nodded slowly. It was either a perfect answer or one so far
out of left field she didn’t know what to do with it. “Interesting.”


Julia decided to plow on. “I think that’s what struck me about
the position. The idea of working with youth, helping them to tell their own
stories and stories about the things and people that matter to them, really
resonates.”


Sasha’s eyes warmed. Definitely the right angle to work. Good
thing she actually meant what she said. “I’m glad to hear it.”


Sasha asked her about any experience she had teaching or working
with kids, how she might go about inspiring those slow to trust. By the end,
Julia was pretty sure she’d talked herself out of the running. Her complete
lack of any meaningful professional endeavor was kind of pathetic. Sasha
continued to smile and nod, but there was no way she could be taking Julia
seriously at this point.


When the interview ended, Sasha took her on a tour of the space.
There were three classrooms, each with a smattering of mismatched tables and
chairs. The program offered classes in painting and drawing as well as
photography, along with occasional workshops in other media. “Our grant covers
stipends and supplies, so there would be cameras for the students to use and a
budget for printing for shows.”


“That’s wonderful.” Even if she wouldn’t be part of it, she was
glad programs like this existed for kids who might not otherwise have their
creative sides fostered.


“We’re wrapping up our summer sessions. Fall and winter
photography will run from October through March, with four cohorts in each of
the three-month blocks.”


Six months. The idea of being away for six months had given her
pause when she applied. Not enough pause to deter her, obviously, but still.
She was kind of relieved to not have to make that kind of decision, even though
it would have been amazing to be chosen. She shook off the disappointment. “You
touch a lot of lives with the resources you have.”


“That’s our goal.” They’d made a circle of the modest space and
were back at the main entrance. “Do you have any further questions for me?”


Julia shook her head and offered a smile more confident than she
felt. “None that you haven’t already answered. I can’t thank you enough for the
chance to see the work you’re doing and talk about the position.”


“Thank you for coming down. We’ll have a decision within the week
I would say.”


That was good. She wouldn’t be left to wonder and could get on
with being glad her photos were good enough to make the initial cut. “Sounds
great.”


They shook hands, and Julia found herself on the sidewalk in
front of the building. Maybe that hadn’t gone amazing, but it wasn’t a train
wreck. Not bad, given how surreal the whole thing still felt. She made her way
toward the garage where she’d parked, suddenly ready to be out of the city and
home.


While she waited for her car to be brought up, she checked her
phone. She had a text from Amanda, asking her how it all went. It was nice to
be able to confide in at least one person. She also had messages from Taylor
and Caroline, asking what she was up to and how her day was going. She crafted
slightly different, but equally vague, responses. She wasn’t technically lying
to either of them, but she didn’t like the feeling of being truthful only in a
technical sense.


It was fine. It was done and she’d be home and back to real life
in a few hours, and all this would be a nice memory. A confidence boost, as she
went about turning her informal arrangements into an actual business.


On the drive home—that felt twice as long as the drive down,
unfortunately—Julia tried to focus her attention on the idea of setting up her
own shop. A website, a small studio space, equipment of her own. Business
cards. It would be great. She didn’t need some artist residency to make her
feel good about herself.


Although fairly convincing, Julia couldn’t quite keep the
what-ifs from creeping in. What if she was good enough to be chosen? What if
she had occasion to see Erica in the city and could hold her head high because
she was making it on her own?


As those images formed in her mind, others did, too. The look on
Taylor’s face when Julia told her she’d be leaving. Or her parents. Proud but
worried, convinced she couldn’t settle on one thing and make it work.


It didn’t matter, wouldn’t matter. She was getting way ahead of
herself. Borrowing trouble. And if there was one thing Meemaw told her never to
do, it was that.


Chapter Twenty-five


Julia was sorry to miss the chance to do another road trip
with Taylor, but relieved the distance meant Taylor would be home super late,
and it made more sense to each crash at their own places. Despite being
exhausted when she got home, Julia found herself wound up and restless and
spent half the night tossing and turning.


She finally drifted off around three, giving her just enough time
to settle into deep sleep before being jarred awake by her alarm. A cold shower
and an extra cup of coffee got her to work, but she wasn’t thrilled about it.
She told herself it was lack of sleep and not anxiety about the interview. The
interview that had gone better than she expected, once she’d let herself
believe it. The one she’d still not told Taylor about.


When Taylor texted an offer to stop by with lunch, she
immediately accepted. It might be weird, but after not seeing Taylor for a
couple of days, she missed her. Besides, she hadn’t packed lunch and her
crackers and peanut butter situation left her far from inspired.


When Taylor showed up bearing Cobb salads and a cold bottle of
Diet Coke, she wasn’t sure which she was happier to see. Well, yeah. Taylor,
obviously, but it was closer than she would ever admit. They camped out at the
picnic table out back and Julia took a long sip of her soda, relishing the
fizzy burn. “So good. Thank you.”


Taylor drank from her own bottle of Pepsi. “Of course. You look
like you could really use it.”


“I can.”


“You okay?” Taylor regarded her with concern.


“Yeah, yeah. Just a bad night’s sleep.” Julia mustered a smile.
“I must be spoiled on sleeping with you.”


That got her a chuckle. “The feeling is mutual.”


“That makes me feel better.” She stuffed a forkful of salad in
her mouth. “Thank you for this. It’s so good.”


“My pleasure. How was your,” Taylor paused, “whatever it was?”


Julia nodded. “Fine. Good.”


Taylor narrowed her eyes. “You don’t sound sure. What was it?”


Her brain froze, then raced. She could tell Taylor. But something
in her hesitated. Whether it had to do with her ego or not telling Taylor in
the first place or something else, she didn’t know. But the lie formed and came
tumbling out. “Just a thing with Amanda for her job. She didn’t want to go solo
but didn’t want the hassle of a date. It was fun, but I didn’t know a lot of people
there, you know?”


“I do. It was nice of you to go with her.”


“Especially when I could have spent the day with you instead.”


“Well, that always sounds like a better way to spend a day.”
Taylor gave her foot a playful nudge under the table.


Julia lifted a shoulder. “How about we spend the night together
instead?”


“Oh, even better.”


Julia cleared her throat. She hated not being completely truthful
with Taylor, but it wasn’t like it mattered on any real level. “Want to spend
the night at my place?”


Taylor raised a brow. “Yeah?”


They’d yet to, but it finally felt enough like hers not to be
weird. “My new quilt came yesterday. Between that and the paint…”


Taylor grinned. “I’d love that.”


“I’ll make you dinner, too. And dessert.” Not that she was
feeling guilty or anything.


“I’m not sure what I did to merit this level of spoiling, but I’m
smart enough not to turn it down.”


“You brought me lunch.” Julia gestured to the remnants of their
salads.


“Remind me to bring you lunch every day.”


“I could get used to that.” She could, too.


“Since you’re feeling so sweet on me, is it a good time to ask if
you want to come to my parents’ anniversary party this weekend?”


“I’d love to.” Perhaps weirdly, she meant it. It helped she
already knew Taylor’s parents, at least casually. Mandy, too, since she was
Caroline’s best friend. And she didn’t know Chris well, but she’d gotten to
know Jack through Amanda, so that counted for something.


“Really?”


“Why do you sound surprised?”


“Well, it’s, you know, kind of relationship-y.”


“Relationship-y?” She knew what Taylor meant, but wanted her to
elaborate. Because, honestly, she was kind of digging being in a relationship
with Taylor.


Taylor wadded up her paper napkin and put it in the bag with the
empty containers. “It wasn’t all that long ago you were shunning all things
settled down and serious.”


“I wasn’t shunning, exactly.” Oh, but that’s exactly what she’d
been. And although she wasn’t ashamed or anything, her feelings were so
different from what they were, it felt strange to own it.


“No?” Taylor angled her head, although it was hard to know
whether the gesture was more curiosity or suspicion.


“Okay, kind of shunning. More gun-shy, really.”


“Ah. I must have missed that in all the dating and sleeping
around.”


In a different context, from a different person, Julia might have
taken offense. But when someone helped out in said dating, then made a move
themselves, it kind of entitled them to some teasing. “I can see how I may have
given a more brazen impression than is accurate.”


Taylor stood and leaned across the table to kiss her. “I like
your brazen side.”


They might have been teasing, but Julia got this sensation of
butterflies in her stomach. Taylor liked her. Not pieces of her, not in spite
of her faults and failings. Taylor liked her exactly as she was, faults and
failings included. It hit her what a colossal and amazing thing that was.
Afraid she might turn into a pile of sentimental mush, she offered a playful
smirk. “I like the brazen you bring out in me.”


Taylor returned the smile. “You know what? Let’s forget about the
party. We can spend the time at my place instead. In bed.”


Julia sat up straight and folded her arms. “Nope. You invited me.
You can’t take it back now.”


“Fine.”


“Besides, maybe I want relationship-y.”


Something shifted in Taylor’s eyes, something that turned the
butterflies into a full body tingle. “Yeah?”


“Yeah.” She wasn’t ready to use the L word, but it was there,
front and center in her mind. “And besides, you can take me home with you
after.”


Taylor’s eyes shifted again. She absolutely loved how much she
could make chivalrous, old-fashioned Taylor Winslow want her. Taylor smiled
slowly. “Now we’re talking.”


 


* * *


 


Taylor had no reason to be anxious. It wasn’t like she was
bringing Julia home to meet her family for the first time. Pretty much everyone
in her family knew Julia in one capacity or another. And, at this point, most
of them knew she and Julia were seeing each other.


She tied her shoes and assessed herself in the mirror. It was
about as good as she looked in jeans and a short-sleeved button-down, and her
hair was definitely working for her. Not that she put much stock in that sort
of thing, but it was nice when it all came together. She grabbed her keys and
was halfway out the door before remembering the cases of beer she’d stuck in
the fridge 
the night before. Waylon watched her backtrack through the kitchen, one eyebrow
lifting, then the other. “Why am I nervous?” she asked him.


His response, as it so often was, was a long and snuffly sigh.


“I know. It’s not whether everyone will get along. It’s whether
this means we’re serious.”


Blink.


“Yes, we’re adults and should be able to have a conversation
about it, but given how we started, I’m not sure I want to be the one to bring
it up first.”


He picked up his head and shook it, sending his floppy ears
flying. Then he yawned.


“All right, man. Jeez.” Nothing like being dismissed by a dog.
She loaded the beer in a couple of trips and headed to Julia’s.


By the time she pulled into Julia’s driveway a few minutes later,
she’d talked herself down. She liked what she and Julia had. It was a whole lot
more than she expected when they agreed to go on a real date just a couple of
months ago. No need to rush things or rock the boat. She could do a check in,
but it didn’t need to be a big thing.


Patience was a virtue, after all. She’d said as much to Julia.
Yes, that had been in the bedroom, but the sentiment still applied. Patience.


When Julia stood up from the rocker on her front porch, red
sundress falling to her knees and swaying in the breeze, all that went out the
window. She’d propose to Julia tonight if she thought Julia might say yes and
happily spend the rest of her life doing everything in her power to make Julia
feel as smart and beautiful and special as she was.


Taylor shook her head. Patience.


Julia offered her that radiant smile and headed her way, holding
a tray of cookies. Taylor gave herself firm directions to chill the fuck out
and got out to greet her. “You look amazing. And you didn’t have to bake.”


“Thank you and I know. I like to bake though, and it’s fun to
have a reason.”


Taylor leaned over the tray of what looked like snickerdoodles
and gave Julia a kiss. “You’re perfect, you know that?”


Julia smirked, but a hint of color rose in her cheeks. “Nah.”


“Here, let me hold these while you get in and then you can keep
them safe on your lap.”


Julia handed them over and climbed into Taylor’s truck. Maybe
Taylor imagined a lifetime of Julia doing that exact thing, but she brushed it
aside. The thing about forever was, if that’s what they were meant to have,
there was no rush to get there.


At Mandy’s, where the party was being held, she did a few
introductions, but it was mostly “you remember” and “it’s great to see you
again.” Julia, who’d been so apprehensive about running into people in the
first few weeks after arriving, talked and chatted like she’d never left town.
It made Taylor wonder what might have happened if she never had left. Silly,
really, since Taylor might not have ever worked up the courage to ask her out.
A decade of admiring from afar would have been rather sad.


They talked to Chris and Jack, making Taylor realize Julia knew
more about their adventures in foster parenting than she did. Julia grinned and
blamed girls’ night. Taylor elbowed Chris and told him to keep up.


She’d anticipated keeping close to Julia the whole time because
it was rude to bring someone to a party and abandon them, but it quickly became
a moot point. Julia peppered the next-door neighbor with questions about
keeping aphids off her roses, asked her mom for her potato salad recipe, and,
if Taylor wasn’t mistaken, booked three photo shoots. Instead of tempering her
thoughts of forever, it only intensified them.


“So, this is big. I take it you talked.” Chris, who’d appeared
out of nowhere, offered her a fresh beer.


“Thanks.” She took it, but didn’t make eye contact. “Not
officially.”


“You talked unofficially? How does one do that?” His tone was
facetious.


“I mean, I invited her to a family function. That counts, right?”


“Dude, you didn’t talk to her at all, did you?” He shook his
head, disappointment evident on his face.


“I will. I kind of have this romantic thing planned. Assuming it
goes well, I thought we could talk then.”


“I can’t believe you’re being chicken shit about this.”


How could she explain how badly she didn’t want to mess this up?
“I’m taking my time.”


“You act like you’re planning a proposal and not a ‘hey, do you
want to go steady’ conversation.” His eyes got big. “Oh, my God, are you
planning a proposal?”


“No. Absolutely not. Are you insane?” Yes, she’d thought about
how she might like to propose should she have the chance, but she wasn’t
actively planning. Chris did not need to know that specific detail.


“Whoa, whoa. Settle down. I was just asking.”


“Just, it’s complicated, okay?”


Chris slung an arm around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze.
“It’s cool. I didn’t mean to make you feel pressured.”


She chuckled. “Nah. I seem to be doing a perfectly good job of
that all on my own.”


He gave her another squeeze and asked about the schedule for the
upcoming week. Since he and Jack were momentarily kidless, he offered to come
to the shop every day and she wasn’t about to turn it down. She gave him a
rundown of the bigger projects she had lined up. While they were talking, the
food truck they’d hired to do the catering pulled in, and Chris went in search
of Jack.


Taylor scanned the crowd for Julia, finding her in a matter of
seconds. As if sensing her gaze, Julia turned her way and smiled. Taylor’s
stomach flipped, as it did every time Julia looked at her that way. No, she’d
not be proposing anytime soon, but it didn’t mean she didn’t want to when the
moment was right.


Julia made her way over and they joined the line for plates.
Taylor made a joke about calling dibs on her for the fire. The way Julia leaned
against her and rested her head on Taylor’s shoulder told Taylor she didn’t
mind in the least. She snagged a couple of the stools she’d carved from tree
stumps and scooted them close.


S’mores led to sparklers and her cousin pulled out his guitar.
The whole thing was, in her mind, a perfect summer evening. Well, almost
perfect. She had a couple of tricks up her sleeve still, and it felt like about
the right time to pull them out.


Chapter Twenty-six


Julia stared into the fire in a state pretty close to bliss.


“You want to get out of here?” Taylor tipped her head toward the
driveway.


“It depends.” Julia offered a smirk. “Does it involve going back
to your place?”


Taylor gave her a look of playful exasperation. “We’ll get there
eventually.”


“Are you going to tell me where we’re going in the meantime?” Not
that she could imagine saying no to anything Taylor had in mind.


“Don’t you trust me?”


A loaded question to be sure, but Julia knew the answer
instantly. She did trust Taylor. As a person, but more than that. She trusted
Taylor with whatever bit of her heart she was willing to put on the line these
days. It might have started out as not a lot, but it got bigger every day. “I
do.”


“Good.” Taylor leaned in and kissed her, then took her hand. She
weaved her way through the crowd, keeping Julia close behind her. No stopping
to chat or wish anyone a good night. Julia couldn’t help but respond to the
clear, decisive way Taylor led her. It made her feel safe and a little reckless
at the same time.


The air still held a hint of warmth from the day. The final
strains of dusk clung to the western horizon while stars winked to life in the
dark sky. If she’d been alone, she might have stopped for a moment to
appreciate it. She promised herself she’d never again take a starlit sky for
granted.


Taylor opened the passenger door and Julia climbed in. When
Taylor pulled onto the road, Julia settled into the beautiful night and the
music playing softly on the radio and the wine she’d had over the course of the
evening. Oh, and being with Taylor.


“You really don’t want to know where we’re going?”


“You told me not to ask,” Julia said with more emphasis than was
probably necessary.


Taylor snickered. “I know, but I didn’t expect you to hold to
that. You’re pretty persistent.”


Julia folded her hands in her lap. “I’m going to pretend that was
a compliment.”


“Totally a compliment. It’s one of my favorite things about you.”


Julia merely raised a brow.


“I said one of my favorite things.”


Taylor passed the road that led to her house, but made the next
left. Even slowing down didn’t keep the truck from jostling around. Julia
squinted through the windshield. “Is this a dirt road?” She slapped a hand over
her mouth, pulling it away only to add, “Never mind. No questions. I take it
back.”


“It’s okay. We’re pretty much there.”


“We are?” From what she could tell, they were in the middle of
nowhere.


“You sit tight for a minute.” Taylor cut the engine and started
getting out.


“While you…” Julia let the question trail off, hoping Taylor
would fill in the blanks.


“Arrange a couple of things.”


Well, that was a whole lot of no help. Taylor opened the back
door and pulled out a pair of duffel bags. Julia glanced into the back seat and
spied a stack of pillows and blankets. “Are we camping?”


“Not exactly.”


Generally, she liked that Taylor wasn’t one to fill space with
unnecessary words. At the moment, it felt like a playful, but very intentional,
game of cat and mouse. “Can I help?”


Taylor reached back into the truck and pulled out the stack. “You
can grab that cooler.”


“Got it.” A small task, but at least it was a task. She got out,
grabbed it, and walked around to the back. Taylor had essentially turned the
bed of her truck into a bed, complete with pillows, blankets, and what looked like
an air mattress. A small camping lantern sat on the tailgate, emitting a
romantic glow.


“There’s supposed to be a meteor shower tonight.”


“There is?” As much as she would find such a thing appealing, it
would never occur to her to go looking for when it might happen.


“All week, but tonight is supposed to be the best night for
viewing.”


“Did you have this in mind all along?”


Taylor shrugged. “Maybe. Is that bad?”


“Most definitely not bad. It’s perfect.” And sweet and romantic
and made her feel like a princess.


A grin spread across Taylor’s face. “I’m glad you like it.”


“I more than like it.”


Taylor took the cooler from her. “Wine?”


“Sure.”


She handed Julia a pair of glasses. “Hold these.”


Taylor pulled out a bottle of Fairmount Ridge rosé, the same one
she’d been drinking earlier. The one she’d taken to drinking more often than
not. Of course Taylor had paid attention, remembered. “Should we settle in
before we pour?”


“Oh, good call.” Taylor took the glasses and gestured to the
truck. “Would you like a hand?”


“I’m good.” Julia hefted a knee onto the tailgate and hauled
herself up. Not the most graceful move, perhaps, but it probably wouldn’t have
gone any better with help. She extended her hands. “Here, I’ll take those.”


Taylor handed her the wine and glasses and started to climb in,
but paused. “Music?”


Julia smiled, pretty sure this night couldn’t get any better.
“Yes, please.”


Taylor disappeared for a moment and music, the same station that
had been playing on the ride, wafted through the air. “Anything else?”


“I can’t think of anything.”


Taylor joined her and poured wine and they situated themselves,
backs against the cab. Even without lying down, a huge swath of the sky was
visible. Jupiter glowed and Cassiopeia flaunted herself overhead. Aside from
naked in Taylor’s bed, she couldn’t think of a single place she’d rather be.


“Did you see that?” Taylor pointed at the sky.


She hadn’t. Damn it. “No.”


“It’s okay. There should be plenty.”


Before she had a chance to say she hoped so, a tiny flash
streaked across the sky, disappearing as quickly as it came. She pointed to the
spot where it had been. “Oh, I saw that one.”


They sipped wine and took turns pointing at the sky, which was
silly really, since by the time they pointed, there was nothing left to see.
But it felt intimate, made the whole experience more shared, more romantic. At
one point, they set the wine aside and slid down. Taylor spread a light cotton
blanket over them and extended her arm for Julia to lie on. Julia curled up
against Taylor’s side, keeping her gaze turned to the sky, but soaking in
Taylor’s scent and the strength of her body.


Taylor started stroking her hair, and Julia couldn’t suppress a
moan of pleasure. It felt so good. She traced her fingers over Taylor’s
chest—the swell of her breasts, the curve of her ribs. She undid a couple of
buttons of Taylor’s shirt so she could slide her hand inside. Taylor’s skin,
warm and smooth, took her arousal to the next level.


Would Taylor have sex with her out here? Theoretically, someone
could drive by, but what were the odds? No one had since they’d parked. Still.
Would Taylor think all she thought about was sex?


She was in the middle of this argument with herself when Taylor
shifted onto her side. “The sky is beautiful, but it has nothing on you.”


In any other context, the line would have been too much. But
tonight, with Taylor staring at her with such intensity and the stars and the
night air and the fireflies, it worked. And left her blushing and tongue-tied.
She glanced away, not trusting herself to say anything in return.


Taylor placed her index finger under Julia’s chin and gently
nudged her focus back. “I’m serious.”


Julia closed her eyes. “I know.”


“But you don’t believe me.”


“I do. I just don’t know what to do with it.”


Taylor traced a finger along the curve of her face. “You don’t
have to do anything with it. Just accept it.”


She made it sound so simple. “I want to. It’s not you, I just—”


Taylor silenced her with a kiss. “Maybe it would be easier if I
showed you.”


The statement, spoken quietly but with Taylor’s signature
confidence, did crazy things to Julia. Her body, yes, but also her heart. She
shoved the feelings aside, certain that panic would follow, and focused her
attention on the moment. On the cool air and the warmth of Taylor’s body. On
Taylor’s mouth making a lazy journey down her neck. On Taylor’s fingers sliding
up her thigh.


When Taylor’s hand eased over the lace of her panties, Julia
sighed. This, the way Taylor touched her, made her feel beautiful. For some
reason, it felt easier than words. Safer, maybe.


She went to work on the buttons of Taylor’s shirt, wanting to
feel more of her skin. She got about half of them undone when Taylor pulled
back. “Patience.”


“Is overrated.” Julia finished the statement even though Taylor
hadn’t left it hanging.


Taylor shook her head. “I want to enjoy you.”


Like the comment about being beautiful, the assertion made her
squirm. “I want to enjoy you, too.”


“We’ll get to that.”


To drive home her point, Taylor wrapped a hand around each of
Julia’s wrists and pinned them over her head. Julia pushed back, not fighting
but basking in the strength of Taylor’s hold on her. Her grip didn’t loosen but
she looked into Julia’s eyes. There was meaning in her gaze, a question
communicated as clearly as if she’d spoken it out loud. She was asking for
consent.


Julia answered with another push against Taylor’s grasp, this
time accompanied by a smile and an arch of her body, bringing her hips up to
meet Taylor’s. Taylor smiled in return. Message received.


Taylor’s mouth returned to her neck, but there was nothing lazy
about it now. She nipped and sucked her way from Julia’s ear, down to the
neckline of her dress, and across the top of her breasts. Julia writhed in
pleasure, wanting more but not wanting Taylor to stop what she was doing.


When Taylor shifted, Julia opened her legs, taking one of
Taylor’s thighs between her own. Taylor moved over her. Julia lifted one of her
own thighs, trying to mimic the delicious friction. They made out like that,
grinding against one another, for what felt like ages. It was glorious, but
every second Taylor spent not inside her felt like an eternity.


As if sensing Julia’s increasing urgency, Taylor shifted again.
She knelt between Julia’s legs, running her hands from Julia’s thighs down to her
ankles and back up. She hooked her index fingers into the waistband of Julia’s
panties. Julia lifted her hips and Taylor slid the fabric down. The air hit her
newly exposed skin and sent a shiver through her, more sensation than chill.


Taylor pressed her lips to Julia’s left knee, then her right. She
kissed each of Julia’s thighs. Back and forth, she worked her way closer and
closer to Julia’s core. Julia squirmed, desperate for Taylor’s mouth on her but
wanting to draw the moment out, make it last forever.


When Taylor’s tongue pressed into her, Julia gasped. Just like
the first time, and the second, and every time since, the absolute perfection
of it caught her by surprise. But unlike the first time, at least, she knew it
was only the beginning of what Taylor could, would, do to her.


Julia resisted the urge to close her eyes. She’d never been
fucked under the stars before and she didn’t want to miss a single detail.
Taylor slid two fingers into her just as a meteor streaked across her field of
vision. She almost laughed at how perfect it was, but then Taylor started to
move—long, slow strokes that seemed to touch every nerve ending at once. No,
that was perfection.


Julia moved with her, against her, but Taylor controlled the
pace. She coaxed Julia to the precipice but held her there. Over and over
again, Taylor filled her. Over and over, she made Julia feel complete. Like
time stood still, nature and longing and pleasure all rolled into a barrage of
the most exquisite sensation.


When the orgasm came, it rippled through her, like a promise
fulfilled. Heat flooded out of her and she was powerless to stop it. Her hands
fisted in the blanket and she held on, trying to anchor herself in the moment,
the pleasure that, once again, stole her breath.


It took her a long time to come down. She filled her lungs with
cool air and willed her muscles to stop trembling, her heart to stop racing.
Taylor crawled up so they were face-to-face and kissed her. Julia could taste
herself on Taylor’s mouth.


“Do you believe me now?”


“Believe you?” Julia fumbled for meaning. Clearly, the blood flow
hadn’t yet returned to her brain.


“That you’re beautiful.”


To deflect now would be an insult to what they’d shared. But as
the last however many minutes flashed through her mind, she realized she didn’t
need to. “You make me feel that way.”


“Then I guess I’ll have to keep making love to you, to make sure
it sticks.”


Julia let herself imagine night after night with Taylor. In her
truck, in front of her fireplace, in her bed. It was easy, almost shockingly
so. She swallowed, told herself to stay in the moment. “Well, if you insist.”


“I do.” Taylor kissed her once more.


“Speaking of insisting, I think it’s only fair that you let me
reciprocate.”


Taylor quirked a brow. “Well, if you insist.”


Having the phrase turned around on her made Julia smile. “Oh, I
most certainly do. I’m pretty comfortable, though. I think I’d like to stay
right here and have you come to me.” Taylor’s look turned questioning. Julia
tapped her finger to her lips. “You. Right here.”


Realization dawned and Taylor’s eyes went deliciously intense.
“Yeah?”


“Oh, yeah.” Julia reached for Taylor’s belt. “Here. Let me help
you with those.”


A moment later, Taylor was braced over her, hands pressed against
the back window. Julia wrapped her arms around Taylor’s thighs, enjoying the
way her muscles tensed at the touch. She took a moment to appreciate the look
of desire on Taylor’s face, the scent of her invading Julia’s senses in the
most intoxicating way.


As tempting as it was to take Taylor hard and fast, her desire
for long and slow won out. Without breaking eye contact, Julia ran her tongue
up and over the tip of Taylor’s clit. Taylor’s eyes closed for a moment.


She alternated between languid strokes and lazy circles for as
long as she could stand it, then let herself pull Taylor in and suck her in
earnest. One of Taylor’s hands came down to fist in her hair. The gesture
spurred her on. She hummed her pleasure, which seemed only to intensify
Taylor’s.


Taylor said her name, interspersed with some expletives and
moans. Despite her position, Julia couldn’t remember a time she felt more
powerful. When Taylor bucked against her, Julia didn’t let up. She rode the
orgasm with Taylor and, when it ebbed, she gentled her tongue, but she didn’t
stop. Taylor let out another expletive and started to move. It was all the
permission Julia needed to coax her up again.


Her second orgasm seemed to have even more force. Taylor
trembled, froze, then trembled again. She sat back slightly and slumped
forward, giving Julia space to catch her breath.


“What was that?” Taylor asked.


“Something that’s been on my mind for a while.”


Taylor moved to one side, then repositioned herself to be braced
over Julia, the length of her body covering Julia’s. “If I’d had any idea, we
would have done it ages ago.”


For some reason, the playful compliment was easier to take in
than the more emotional ones earlier. Or maybe it was about her skill and not
her as a person. Either way, Julia grinned. “I’m happy to work on making up for
lost time.”


“I’m going to hold you to that.”


Taylor kissed her, long and deep, then settled next to her. They
watched the sky, Taylor stroking Julia’s hair and Julia tracing circles over
Taylor’s skin with the tips of her fingers. At some point, the touches took on
an edge. Hands and mouths roamed, suddenly urgent.


After, more meteors. Julia didn’t mean to doze, but she must
have, because Taylor woke her with a kiss. “Can I take you home now?”


“That depends. Do you mean home with you?”


“I did promise to take you to my place eventually.”


Indeed she had. Julia smiled, happier than she’d been in recent
memory. Hell, maybe ever. “Yes, please.”


Chapter Twenty-seven


With Julia not needing to be at work until midafternoon,
Taylor talked her into sleeping in. Well, sleeping in for them. It was quarter
of eight and they’d not even bothered with coffee yet. Waylon, who’d gone out
when they got home around midnight, continued to snore from his bed.


“I could seriously get used to this.” Julia stretched, then
snuggled back against Taylor.


Taylor trailed her fingers up and down Julia’s arm. Despite what
she’d said to Chris about wanting to talk to Julia, she still hadn’t been sure.
Even after tying Julia up, she’d not been able to discern if what they had was
crazy sexual chemistry, with a lot of trust of course, or something more. Last
night had tipped the scales. She’d wanted it to be romantic, but it had felt
like Julia had given her heart. And any part of her own Taylor still held,
she’d laid at Julia’s feet.


Neither of them had said as much, and it almost felt like they
didn’t need to. But Chris was right. Not talking about it was chicken shit. And
now Julia had opened the door. She had absolutely no reason not to walk
through. “Would that be so bad?”


“Nope.”


“We could make it official?”


Julia lifted her head and looked at her. There was curiosity in
her eyes, maybe some confusion, but no panic. “Official.”


“Call it a relationship. Be exclusive.” Why did the words sound
so silly coming out of her mouth? “Or, as Chris has taken to teasing me, go
steady.”


Julia laughed, putting a hitch of apprehension in Taylor’s chest.
But then she looked at Taylor with what Taylor could only describe as delight.
“I’ve never gone steady with anyone before.”


“You were married.”


“Yeah, but we never talked about it or were intentional or
anything. Erica was a tornado, and I got sucked up in her.”


The description made Taylor frown. “I don’t ever want to be that
for you, even if it has kind of a romantic ring to it.”


Julia sat up. “That’s just it. I don’t ever want that again. I
got lost in it.”


Taylor sat up as well. They were in serious conversation mode
now. “You shouldn’t get lost or overpowered or anything else.”


“Well, maybe overpowered a little, sometimes.”


Taylor couldn’t help but smirk. “And with consent.”


Julia grinned. “Enthusiastic consent.”


As fun as it would be to turn this conversation into foreplay, it
wouldn’t give her the answer she needed. “But aside from that…”


Julia’s face took on a serious expression. “Aside from that, I
want to be equals. I feel like I have that with you, in all the ways that
count.”


The depiction, so close to how Taylor would describe what she
wanted, what she hoped she and Julia were building, made her heart thud.
“Same.”


“And you’re saying you want to do that with just me?”


“Yes, but I understand if you’re not there. You’re coming from a
very different situation than I am and I don’t want to downplay the
significance of that or make you feel like you have to agree to something
you’re not ready—”


“Taylor?”


She took a breath, grateful for having her self-conscious ramble
cut off. “Yeah?”


“I want that with you, too. Only you.”


Was it as simple as that? “You do?”


Julia laughed again. “I do. It’s been on my mind, honestly, but I
wasn’t sure you’d believe me.”


Taylor frowned. “Why wouldn’t I believe you?”


Julia simply raised a brow.


“Well, yeah, but it feels like things have changed. I mean, we
spend a lot of time together.”


She angled her head. “We do. For the record, I haven’t seen
anyone else since we started sleeping together.”


Even if the idea of that made her happy, she didn’t want it to
come at Julia’s expense. “I hope you didn’t feel like that was an expectation.”


“I didn’t. I just, I don’t know, dating isn’t all it’s cracked up
to be. At least not for me.”


“I get why you did it, though, why it was important.”


“Oh, sure, you say that now.”


Taylor cringed. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


“I’m teasing. You were honest and supportive, when I really
needed both.”


That made her feel better. “Thanks.”


“But back to the topic at hand—us going steady.”


Taylor chuckled at the phrase, even though she’d been the one to
bring it up, then schooled her face to a serious expression. “Yes. Right.”


Julia took her time looking Taylor up and down. Taylor could feel
her gaze linger on her mouth, her breasts. “We should definitely go steady.”


Despite the silliness of settling on that phrase, Julia’s
declaration made Taylor’s heart beat a little faster. She nodded and, for lack
of a more thoughtful reply, said, “Good.”


Julia went from sitting to her hands and knees. She closed the
short distance between them and kissed Taylor long and slow. “If we’re going
steady, does that mean I get to have sex with you anytime I want?”


Taylor moved quick, nudging Julia onto her back and bracing her body
over her. She had the distinct pleasure of seeing Julia’s breath catch. “Don’t
you already?”


Julia gave her a coy smile. “Mostly. But I like the idea of
making it official.”


“I believe it’s one of the key rights and responsibilities of
going steady.”


“Excellent.” Julia’s arms came up and wound around her neck. She
pulled Taylor down and Taylor happily obliged, kissing her lips, her jaw, her
neck. And then they went about making it all the more official.


 


* * *


 


Julia floated through the first half of her shift in a semi
blissed out state, body sated and heart full. She poured wine and chatted with
customers, and in between she stocked shelves and daydreamed about Taylor and
how she might set up her studio when she found a space she could afford. It
made her wish she could go back and tell her sad, just-divorced self to hang in
there, that things were about to get better than she ever imagined.


She took her break around four, taking her sandwich outside so
she could enjoy the sun and send Taylor sexy texts. She had a couple of
messages from Taylor waiting, but also a voice mail from Sasha, the woman at
the art program. Might as well listen to that first, then cheer herself up with
flirting.


She played it, then played it again. The message was brief, only
fifteen seconds. Sasha’s voice was cheerful and energetic, a friendly hello and
a request to call back.


Strange. She would have figured regrets could be left in a
message. Unless. Even as she considered the possibility, Julia shook her head.


Sasha said to call anytime before ten, so she did. Julia left her
sandwich on the picnic table and paced back and forth. When the call ended four
minutes and eighteen seconds later, she stared at her phone, then her abandoned
dinner and surroundings. Was this what an out-of-body experience felt like?


“What’s wrong? Did you see a skunk?”


Caroline’s voice pierced the bubble of her thoughts and brought
her back to the present. “No.”


“A ghost, then? You look kinda spooked.”


She blinked a few times in that weird way of being conscious of
blinking. “Not spooked.”


Caroline came over and put a hand on her shoulder. “Something’s
up. Sit.”


“I’m fine.” But as she said it, she let Caroline guide her to the
bench.


“Don’t be stubborn and weird. Talk to me.”


The stern tone made Julia chuckle. Caroline had always been
bossy, but being a mom had taken it to a whole new level. She took a deep
breath. “I’ve been offered a six-month artist residency in New York.”


“What?” Caroline’s voice pitched high, in surprise or perhaps
disbelief. “When did this happen? How?”


Despite telling herself she wouldn’t, Julia flashed back to all
the times Caroline questioned her judgment or her ideas or her commitment to
something. Her stomach tightened and her left eyelid twitched. “The offer
happened just now. Literally. I submitted a portfolio of photography last
month.”


Caroline closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. “Wait, wait,
wait. Back up. Start from the beginning.”


She did, explaining the contest and the interview, the specifics
of the position. She talked about the program itself and what her role would
be. “I honestly never expected to get it. I mean, I don’t have any formal
training or teaching experience or anything.”


She expected Caroline to agree, to declare that the whole thing
was unreal, or worse, sketchy. But when Julia finally stopped talking, Caroline
tapped the tip of her index finger against the table. “You’re a people person,
though. You always have been. That’s why you’re so good at the winery.”


The compliment caught her off guard. “It’s all those years of
working retail.”


“Maybe, but it’s also a talent, part of your personality. And
your photography is amazing. There’s no debating that.”


“Um, thanks.” As much as part of her still craved her sister’s
approval, getting it made her strangely uncomfortable.


“I’m not surprised you got it, just that you applied. I thought
you were happy here.” Instead of being judgmental, Caroline sounded
disappointed.


“I am. It’s not that I have a burning desire to move back to the
city. I just, I don’t know, needed to do this. Needed to feel like I could.”


Caroline nodded. “Are you going to take it?”


Julia blew out a breath. It was a question she remained
completely unprepared to answer. “I don’t know.”


“It’s six months?”


“Yeah.”


“Would you stay there when it ended or come back here?”


“I’d definitely come back here. This is home.” Only in saying it
out loud did the certainty take root. This was home, and not in the sad,
nowhere else to go sort of way. Her family, her future, the life she wanted—all
of that was here.


“Does Taylor know?”


Julia took a deep breath. “Not yet.”


“Does anyone?”


“No.”


“I feel special, then.” She smiled. “I’m really proud of you.”


Despite how much closer she and Caroline had become in the last
couple of months, Julia couldn’t remember her sister ever uttering those words
to her. Although, she realized suddenly, she couldn’t remember ever saying them
to Caroline either. She vowed to change that. “Thank you.”


“So, when are you going to tell Taylor?”


The dread of that conversation, dread she’d managed to tamp down
in telling Caroline, bubbled up. “Tonight.”


Caroline cringed. Apparently, the dread came through loud and
clear. “Are you worried about how she’s going to take it?”


She thought back to the conversation she and Taylor had about
ambition and priorities. And the one that morning about going steady. “Worried
might be a bit of an understatement.”


“Is there anything I can do?”


The offer, so simple and such a sisterly thing, made Julia’s
heart swell. “You already have.”


Caroline waved off the compliment, but snagged Julia’s hand and
gave it a squeeze. “That’s what we do, right?”


It wasn’t, or at least it hadn’t been. But she really liked the
idea of making it so. “It is.”


Feeling like they were approaching the limits of heart-to-heart,
Julia shifted the conversation to Ellie and Luke. Caroline, God bless her,
cracked a joke about her changing the subject, but rolled with it. Julia
scarfed down her sandwich while Caroline talked, even though her stomach had
that jittery feeling that made food the last thing she wanted.


When they got up to go inside, Caroline gave her shoulder a
gentle bump. “For the record, I think you should take it.”


A few months ago, she would have taken that kind of statement as
an assertion of Caroline being smarter and wiser, swooping in to prevent poor
hapless Julia from making yet another mistake. Now, though, it didn’t feel that
way at all. It felt like encouragement, laced with a belief that Julia
could—would—be successful. “Thank you.”


“I mean, you should definitely do it in principle, but even in
practical terms. It’s the quiet season at the winery. And I’m guessing there
aren’t a ton of weddings or senior pictures and stuff to do in the winter. You
wouldn’t be missing out on much here.”


She’d had that thought herself. It was one of the things she used
to justify submitting her work in the first place. “Yeah.”


“And, like, if money is a problem, I can help out.”


Again, the statement could have felt condescending, but it
didn’t. “Thanks.”


“If Taylor loves you, she’ll support you.”


Caroline’s use of the word love put a knot in Julia’s stomach.
Not because she hadn’t used that word to think about Taylor, but because she
had. And the fact that she’d kept this whole thing under wraps suddenly felt
like a rather colossal problem.


Chapter Twenty-eight


Julia drained her wine glass and set it down. “Haven’t you
ever wanted something bigger, something more?”


Taylor frowned, unsure where the vehemence in Julia’s voice was
coming from. She’d been off since she’d arrived. Taylor thought maybe she was
hangry, but dinner hadn’t helped. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”


Julia stuck out her hands, like she was exasperated at having to
explain. “You make absolutely stunning furniture, but you’re content to spend
half your time making cookie-cutter things to sell wholesale. And you refuse to
open a shop or really put yourself out there as an artist.”


They’d sort of had this conversation once already, and Taylor
couldn’t figure out why they were having it again. After that conversation,
she’d thought again about her own retail space, pulling together handmade works
of artists and artisans throughout the Finger Lakes. But the hassle and risk
still gave her pause, especially since she had a system that worked, personally
and financially. “Where is this coming from?”


“You’re so busy telling me to follow my dreams, I wonder if you
ever give any real thought to yours.”


Julia might not be trying to come off as antagonistic, but that’s
exactly the vibe Taylor got from her. But why? “I’m doing what I want to do
with my life.”


“Are you sure you aren’t just doing what’s easy?”


The question stung, more than she cared to admit. Still, she
wanted to give Julia the benefit of the doubt.


“If you were in New York City, you could do nothing but custom
pieces and make a killing.”


Taylor laughed at the sheer absurdity of the idea. “But then I’d
have to be in New York City. I can say for certain that is not my dream.”


“How do you know if you’ve never even considered it?”


Trying to understand Julia’s thought process gave way to how
unreasonable her argument was. “I’ve never been an astronaut, but I’m pretty
confident that’s not my calling, either.”


“Well, that’s ridiculous.”


Taylor folded her arms. “So is the idea I’d want to move to the
city. What are you trying to get at, Julia?”


She huffed out a breath, like the question was unfair. Or like
Taylor had started the argument. “I’m just asking about whether you’re really
living up to your full potential.”


The question—or was it an accusation?—landed right in the center
of Taylor’s chest. “Do you have a problem with my work, or my choices? Is that
what this is about?”


“No.” Julia let out a sigh. “I’m sorry.”


“Okay. I’ll take the apology, if for no other reason than you
seemed hell-bent on picking a fight. But I’d much rather know what’s really
bothering you.”


The look in her eyes was pure misery. “I entered this photography
contest and I won.”


The words said one thing, but Julia’s tone didn’t match. Even in
her confusion, Taylor’s first reaction was pride. “Isn’t that a good thing?”


“It would be if the prize was money or a nice certificate to hang
on my wall.”


“What is it, then?” She couldn’t imagine a prize that would
warrant this level of angst, especially if Julia went to the trouble of
entering the contest in the first place.


“Being an artist in residence for this program that supports kids
in the arts.”


Taylor struggled to find the dark cloud, but all she could come
up with was silver lining. “That sounds amazing.”


“It’s six months.” Julia looked in her eyes, then at her empty
glass. “In New York City.”


“Six months?” Taylor got this sinking feeling in her stomach and
she tried to keep her voice even. At least she understood why Julia was harping
on the city.


“Yeah. I even had to interview for it, which makes it better, but
also worse. That’s what I was doing the day you had that delivery to Vermont.”


The sinking feeling became a free fall. Not only had Julia
neglected to mention going to New York City to basically interview for a job
there, she’d actively lied about it.


“You’re mad. I can tell you’re mad. This is why I didn’t tell you
in the first place.” Julia’s shoulders slumped and she looked like she might be
on the verge of tears.


“I’m not mad that you did it. I’m mad that you lied about it.”
Saying it out loud, that Julia had lied to her, made it worse. “And, honestly,
mad isn’t even the right word.”


“Let me guess. You’re disappointed.” Her voice took on this edge
of defiance that made Taylor bristle.


“Kind of. I know we’re not talking about forever or anything,
but—”


“It’s six months. Less than, really, because there’s two weeks
off at Christmas when the schools are out.”


Taylor pinched the bridge of her nose. Julia was on logistics and
Taylor remained stuck on being kept in the dark like some inconsequential
hookup. “I was talking about you and me forever. I know we’re not there, yet.
Hell, we’re just barely exclusive. But I thought I’d at least warrant knowing
you were thinking about something like this.”


“I was embarrassed, okay?” Julia’s voice pitched both louder and
higher.


“Embarrassed about what? That doesn’t even make sense.” Maybe
she’d oversold the disappointed angle. She was definitely at least a little
mad.


“I didn’t think I’d get it. And I really didn’t want you to do
the sweet, encouraging thing and then try to cheer me up when I didn’t.”


Her voice cracked at the end, and whatever anger Taylor had
evaporated. Well, mostly evaporated. “Maybe I would have wanted to encourage
you.”


Julia groaned. “I’m sorry. Like, really and truly sorry. I wasn’t
thinking about that. I was thinking I’d be proud of myself for trying, and that
would be that. I don’t want to keep things from you.”


Taylor wanted to believe her. In truth, she did believe Julia’s
intentions. And her assumptions, no matter how shortsighted and off they were.
The problem was, she put a lot of stock in the truth. And if Julia was willing
to bend it when she was nervous about something, it was hard not to wonder if
she might again.


“What can I do to make it up to you?”


She sighed. “There’s nothing to make up.”


“Sure there is. And it would make me feel better. Dinner? Back
rub? Sex slave?”


Despite the kernel of anxiety that remained rooted in her gut,
Taylor smiled. “I’d never want you to be my sex slave out of some sense of
obligation.”


Julia grinned. “That’s nice of you. And to be fair, that would be
as much for me as it would be for you. Dinner then, extra fancy, and a real
massage.”


The thing was, no matter what Taylor might be feeling in the
moment, her bigger and more permanent feelings were pretty solidly in the
hopelessly in love category. And because of that, her heart wanted to make
Julia’s heart happy more than anything. Letting this go would do that. She just
had to hope, to trust, that it would work out. And that Julia’s feelings were
somewhere in the same vicinity.


 


* * *


 


Julia thought she and Taylor had kissed and made up, but
apparently not. They’d done the kissing part, and a whole lot more, over the
next few days. And Taylor swore up and down she wasn’t mad, but something
between them had shifted, and not for the better.


Taylor was cool, aloof. Not in that passive aggressive way that
was so obnoxious. No, this was subtle, like Taylor was leery of her. It didn’t
aggravate her; it terrified her.


Taylor remained adamant she wasn’t angry, but she didn’t want to
talk, either. She just circled back to insisting she had a lot on her mind,
which was hard to argue with. And since Julia had plenty to stress about on her
own, she didn’t press.


At the top of the list of things keeping her up at night: whether
or not to accept the position. She’d burned the week they’d given her to
decide, not on scouting out a place to live, even though that was the point of
having a whole week. She felt about ninety percent sure she should take it,
which really should have been enough. That remaining ten percent, though, it
stole her breath and made her think she was getting a peek into what panic
attacks must feel like. Worse, it sneaked up on her, catching her at work, in
the shower, even in the middle of the night.


The morning of her deadline dawned gray and rainy. It was
dramatic to say so, but it matched her mood perfectly. Taylor had spent the
night, but they’d ended up watching a movie and not even having sex. Not that
they always had to have sex, but they kind of always did. Well, until last
week.


She worked through her cycle of what-ifs, confirming they all
remained. She studied Taylor and tried to keep her heart from aching. Keep
herself from wanting to chuck the whole idea of leaving, even temporarily.


It was unlike Taylor to still be asleep, but maybe she’d been
sleeping like shit, too. She kissed Taylor softly and nuzzled her neck.
Taylor’s arms wound around her and pulled her close. Julia let herself sink
into it. It felt like home.


But just as she let herself sigh, Taylor’s body stiffened. Like
she’d woken all the way up and realized what she was doing. It reminded Julia
of the stilted affection she got from Erica toward the end.


Taylor kissed the top of Julia’s head and released her. “Good
morning.”


“Morning.” Julia blinked away the tears that pricked at her eyes.
She was overreacting.


“I’ll do coffee if you want to jump in the shower.” Taylor sat up
without waiting for an answer.


“Sure.”


Taylor got up and Julia ordered herself to pull it together.
Taylor was in a funk. Given that Julia had kept something from her, it
shouldn’t surprise her. But it also shouldn’t cause panic. Funny how telling
herself that didn’t seem to do much.


She showered and dressed. She found Taylor in the kitchen,
already in work clothes and staring out the window over the kitchen sink. “I
put yours in a travel mug so you could take it with you.”


On any other day, it would be a thoughtful gesture. She and
Taylor would have gotten frisky in the shower and she’d be in danger of being
late to work. Today, it was like Taylor couldn’t get rid of her fast enough.
“Thanks.”


“So, are you going to give me the specifics or am I going to have
to ask?”


Julia stared at the mug and chewed the inside of her lip. “I
haven’t technically accepted it yet.”


“What?” Taylor’s voice held accusation.


“I have until today, I’m not putting them off or anything.”
Stalling, yes. But she was doing it in her officially sanctioned time frame.


“That seems kind of pointless, doesn’t it? It’s not like you
haven’t decided.”


Julia didn’t answer right away. Not that she wanted to hedge, but
she wasn’t sure how much of her waffling to subject Taylor to. Especially after
the damage she’d already caused. “It’s just, it’s a really big decision.”


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


Although she’d used that exact word herself to describe her
current state, she bristled at Taylor flinging it at her now. “I’m not.”


“I hope you aren’t having doubts because of me.”


Well, yeah. Duh. Instead of saying that, she went with, “It’s a
lot of things.”


“You wouldn’t have applied for it if you didn’t want it.” Taylor
shook her head. Her tone made it hard to tell if she was encouraging Julia or
accusing her.


“How many times do I have to tell you I didn’t think it through?
Perhaps you haven’t noticed this is the pattern of my life. Dive in headfirst,
worry about silly things like logistics and regrets later.”


Taylor huffed out a breath. “You’re selling yourself short
again.”


“I’m working on it. It’s not the sort of thing you can flip a
switch on.”


“I know.” Taylor sighed again. This one sounded more defeated
than anything else. “Look, it’s an amazing opportunity. It will probably help
you grow as an artist, and it will be a great bullet on your résumé for growing
your business.”


Julia nodded. They were the points she’d made to herself when she
wasn’t busy kicking herself for maybe ruining what she and Taylor had. “You
know that’s my end goal, right? Being here, having a business.” She swallowed.
“Being with you.”


“I do know.” Taylor’s voice didn’t hold the same conviction as
her words.


“And keeping it from you, even for the reasons I did, was totally
dumb. And I’m sorry.” God, was she ever sorry.


That seemed to soften her. “I know that, too. Take the position.
Kenota isn’t going anywhere. I’m not, either.”


More than any encouragement or tough love, the simple statement
melted her. “How did I get to be so lucky?”


“I think it was the day you mastered beautiful and clueless at
the hardware store.”


Despite being on the verge of tears a moment before, Julia
laughed. “That’s what did it, huh?”


“That was my in. I stayed because you’re smart and funny and
caring and really, really good in bed.”


She laughed again. “I really am sorry.”


“And I really do believe you.”


Julia nodded.


“If we’re going to be together, we have to trust each other,
though. You know?” Taylor looked right at her.


“Yeah. It’s not that I don’t trust you.” More like she didn’t
trust herself.


“Choosing not to confide in me is kind of a trust thing, even if
that wasn’t the motivation.” 


Taylor was right. “I won’t do it again.”


“Good. Now call them and accept the position.”


She might sound more resigned than excited about it, but it was
exactly what Julia needed to hear. They’d find a way to make it work. “I will.”


“Now go. You’re going to be late for work.”


She glanced at the clock. Taylor was right about that, too. Damn
it. She crossed the room and gave Taylor a kiss. Not quite back to normal, but
an improvement. At this point, she’d take it.


Chapter Twenty-nine


Julia stood in the doorway and looked around. To call it an
office would be generous. The entire space couldn’t have been more than a
hundred square feet. It held a worktable that took up at least half the
available floor space and three mismatched chairs. And it was all hers.


She’d been in New York exactly two days. Things with Taylor had
sort of settled back into some sense of normalcy. And Taylor had driven her
down with her things and helped her set up the room she’d managed to rent from
one of her old retail friends. Taylor had been encouraging, if a bit stoic, and
the whole thing left her feeling like a scared kid being left at sleepaway camp
for the first time.


And now Taylor was gone and she had an office and students and
all these expectations and no idea how it was going to go.


Her first instinct was to snap a photo and send it to Taylor,
even if Taylor’s texts since leaving had been more subdued than she would have
liked. She took out her phone and found a text from Caroline. How’re the digs? Send pics.


There was also one from Amanda. You’re
going to slay. Can’t wait to hear everything.


No message from Taylor.


Before she could swipe to the camera function, the tears started.
The magnitude of the last few weeks hit her. Getting the residency, the ensuing
weirdness with Taylor, Caroline’s unexpected and unbridled enthusiasm, moving
back to the city—everything came crashing down on her at once.


“I know it’s small, but you probably won’t be spending all that
much time in it.”


Julia turned to find Sasha regarding her with concern. She wiped
her eyes hastily. “It’s perfect. I promise.”


Sasha seemed far from convinced. “I don’t pretend to be an
expert, but those don’t look like tears of joy. It might not be the size of
your office, but it’s something. Do you want to talk about whatever it is?”


“It feels like a very big deal is all.” Which wasn’t a lie.


“Would you like a minute?” Sasha looked sympathetic, but slightly
uncomfortable. The poor woman was probably terrified she’d hired a meltdown
waiting to happen instead of a stable professional.


“No, no. I’m fine. I guess I needed to get it out of my system.”
Good thing she had so much practice pulling herself together.


“Okay. I just wanted to make sure you had everything you needed.”


The question implied she had a clue about what she would need,
which of course she didn’t. She didn’t know what she was doing at all. “I think
I’m all set.”


Whether Sasha believed her or simply didn’t want to open the door
to potential drama, Julia didn’t know. But she smiled and nodded. “I also
wanted to make sure the gala is on your calendar.”


“Gala?”


She handed Julia a program. “It’s our big fundraiser every fall.
The foundation board puts it on. Black tie, the whole nine yards. They really
like the artists in residence to be there. Donors eat it up.”


“Ah.” She’d gone to plenty of events like that as Erica’s wife.
Most of them bored her to tears, but at least she knew how they worked.


“It’s a week from Friday.”


“I’ll be there.” Because it wasn’t like she had plans or any sort
of social life here.


“Excellent. Since you’ll have met your fall classes by then, you’ll
be able to talk about your students and what they’re working on. It will be
great.”


She nodded. That, she could do. Even if she had no idea what her
students would be like. Or what they’d be working on. Or what she would wear.
“It will.”


Sasha left and Julia spent the afternoon settling into her office
and reviewing the previous session’s lesson plans. She had no words for how
grateful she was to have them, since she wouldn’t have known where to start
otherwise. She met the other artists, spent some time in her classroom, and by
the time she was on a subway to her apartment at six, was completely exhausted.


“How was your first day?” Zuhrah, her old friend and now
roommate, asked when she walked in the door.


“You mean other than crying in front of my boss? Fantastic.”


“Did your boss make you cry?”


Julia laughed. “No.”


“See? It could have been worse, then.”


They’d not been super close, but that one comment reminded her of
how much she’d liked Zuhrah then and gave her confidence the feeling wouldn’t
change. “Thanks for that.”


“Anytime. How’re you settling in?”


Julia looked around at the space. It was cozy and cute and
everything her modern loft with Erica hadn’t been. “Good. Your place is
perfect. I still can’t believe in all the time we worked together I never came
to your apartment. I’m a terrible friend.”


Zuhrah shook her head. “We weren’t those kinds of friends. Don’t
beat yourself up over it.”


The assertion, delivered without force or ceremony, turned on the
waterworks again. Julia sniffed and swiped at her eyes, although it didn’t do
much good. “I guess I’m a pathetic one, too.”


“Girl.” Zuhrah grabbed her arm and pulled her into a hug. Not
just a friendly hug, either. It was fierce and strong and way better than she
deserved.


Despite her best intentions, the whole thing made her cry even
harder. “Sorry,” she managed, trying to catch her breath and chill the fuck
out.


Zuhrah released her from the hug but held on to both her
shoulders. “Want to tell me what this is really about?”


She appreciated Zuhrah’s astuteness, not because she wanted to
talk about it, but because her reaction totally didn’t match the situation and
would have otherwise been weird. “You don’t want to listen to my drama.”


“Of course I do. You listened to plenty of mine back in the day.”


That, at least, was true. Zuhrah went through several boyfriends,
and a girlfriend, during the time they worked together at Tip of the Pen. Julia
had no idea what her current status was, but Zuhrah might be just the person to
help her make sense of her roller coaster of a love life. “How much do you want
to know? Or, perhaps more relevant, how much time do you have?”


“Girl, I got all night.”


They’d talked when Julia reached out to her for possible
apartment leads, but other than ironing out the details of her serendipitously
open room, they’d not talked about too much else. Julia smiled, suddenly
looking forward to catching up for real. “At least let me buy you a drink
first.”


Zuhrah grinned. “I know just the place.”


A few minutes later, they sat with dirty martinis at, quite
literally, a corner bar. It had dated decor and a neighborhood vibe, kind of
like Jeb’s. It was exactly the kind of place Erica wouldn’t deign to set foot
in. And since Erica wouldn’t, she never did. How sad was that?


“All right.” Zuhrah nudged Julia’s foot with hers. “Spill.”


Julia shook off the Erica gloom. She told Zuhrah everything—from
Erica basically kicking her out of their apartment to rolling up at her dead
grandma’s with a U-Haul, from her terrible dates to her few good ones, Taylor coming
to her rescue, and everything that transpired after. Up to and including being
offered the residency. She left out keeping it from Taylor, because hopefully
that wouldn’t have any bearing on things moving forward. Even the abbreviated
version came out like a saga worthy of daytime TV.


“Damn.”


Ha. That pretty much summed it up. “Yeah.”


“Why didn’t you take Erica to the cleaners? I would have.”


Julia rolled her eyes. If only. “Prenup.”


“Fucking A.”


“Yeah.”


“I’m glad I never met her.”


Erica’s disinterest had bothered her. Now, it was just one more
piece of the whole obnoxious puzzle. “Probably for the best.”


Zuhrah nodded her agreement. “I’m so proud of you.”


Why did people keep saying that? “I’m not sure that’s a
situationally appropriate response.”


The comment, a throwback to something their old boss used to say
to irate customers, sent Zuhrah into a fit of laughter. “You bet your bra it
is.”


Another of Sylvia’s catchphrases, the retort got Julia going.
After crying, the giggling that came out had an almost manic quality to it. She
took a deep breath and a long sip of her drink. “I pretty much ran home with my
tail between my legs because I didn’t know what else to do. Seriously, not
brave.”


“But you’re making it work. Killing it, even.”


“Okay, now you’re just blowing smoke up my ass.”


“I mean, I don’t mean to be dramatic, but you’ve turned the worst
thing ever into the opportunity of a lifetime. You’ve made some serious
lemonade, my friend.”


Zuhrah meant it as a compliment, but Julia fixated on the idea of
having the opportunity of a lifetime. Is that what she had? And, if so, was it
the residency or falling for Taylor? The residency represented so much more
than some professional notch in her belt. It was her chance to do something—be
someone—that mattered. All on her own. But, if she was being honest, it all
paled in comparison to what she had with Taylor, what she wanted with Taylor.


The fact that Taylor was so far away hit her, again, and tears
once again threatened. This time, Julia kept them in check. Enough wallowing.
She plucked the olive from her drink and turned the conversation to Zuhrah and
the comings and goings of her life.


Zuhrah’s life proved almost as volatile as hers. In addition to
making her feel better, it proved the perfect distraction from the crushing
homesickness and anxiety about meeting her students. By the time they got back
to the apartment, she was beyond ready to crash.


She holed up in her room and called Taylor. Thanks to her
pseudo-therapy session, she managed to keep the conversation light. Which was
good, really, since the last thing she wanted to do was burden Taylor with her
insecurities and doubts. Or let on that all she really wanted was to be curled
up on Taylor’s couch with a glass of wine and Taylor’s arms around her and
Waylon snoring on his bed.


 


* * *


 


Taylor put her hands on her hips. While Chris studied the space,
she studied him. “What do you think?”


He nodded slowly. “It’s nice.”


“Nice? Dude, you’re killing me. Shouldn’t a gay teacher have
better adjectives than that?”


“Whoa, whoa. Settle down. I wasn’t finished.” The look on his
face told her he was more amused than offended. “It’s spacious, but cozy. Great
natural light. I’m still sad it’s not Brown’s anymore. Why am I here?”


She’d asked him to meet her, in the space that used to be a
quirky used bookstore right on Main Street, but hadn’t told him why. “I’m
thinking about opening a shop.”


His eyes got huge. “No shit? Here?”


She tried not to cringe, telling herself his surprise had more to
do with her shunning the idea for years than the absurdity of it. “That’s the
plan.”


“The space is fantastic and the location is perfect, and I think
you should do it.”


“But…” she took a deep breath, “a shop.”


“Where your work becomes the centerpiece and not an afterthought.
Where you get to make and sell exactly what you want. Where you—”


“I know, I know. But also where I have to manage staff and,
presumably, other inventory.”


“I feel you. Is…” He paused, as though unsure how to word
whatever he wanted to say next. “Is this something you and Julia would do
together?”


They’d talked about the business side of things in a big picture
way, but nothing specific. Encouragement and signing on as a partner were very
different things. “That would be my hope.”


“Is Julia coming home this weekend? Are you going to get her
input before you decide?”


Taylor sighed. She couldn’t imagine making this decision without
Julia being a part of it. “I want to, but she’s got this big fundraiser gala
for the foundation that sponsors her program. I might have to do a video or
something because I think someone else might be interested in the space.”


“Wait. She’s got to go to some fancy event and you aren’t going
down to be her date?”


“She said it was a long drive for one evening.” She’d taken
Julia’s assertion at face value, but as she said it aloud, it sounded weak.


Chris merely raised a brow.


“You think I should go.” The prospect of seeing Julia canceled
out the dread of going back to the city only a couple of weeks after leaving
it.


He shrugged. “I’m a romantic.”


Taylor frowned. “I’m a romantic.”


Another shrug.


“Will you watch Waylon?”


“Of course.”


Taylor closed her eyes. “I really don’t like the city.”


“That makes it extra romantic.”


“It’s black tie.”


Chris’s smile became a grin. “Good thing we’re the same size.”


She laughed. They’d shared clothes as kids, mostly because Taylor
started refusing to wear dresses pretty early on. By high school, she had her
own boys’ jeans and clever T-shirts. The idea of sharing now made her
nostalgic. “Aw.”


“You should come try it on, though. A tux needs to fit a little
better than a pair of Levi’s.”


“I beg to differ. The fit of a pair of Levi’s is very important.”


He rolled his eyes.


She imagined Julia in some gorgeous dress that showed off her
curves, how amazing it would be to stand at her side and play the proud and
adoring girlfriend. “Should I tell her I’m coming?”


He considered for a moment. “I vote surprise.”


“Yeah.” She could see the look on Julia’s face. They’d never
gotten all dressed up before. Maybe there would be music and they’d be able to
slow dance. They’d go back to Julia’s apartment and make love until the sun
came up.


“You’re daydreaming, aren’t you?”


“Maybe.”


“It’s cute.”


She didn’t think it was entirely fair to attribute Chris’s sweet
and sensitive side to the fact that he was gay, but in that moment, she was so
glad he was—sweet, sensitive, and gay. “I don’t need to worry about outing her,
do I?”


“Uh, it’s New York City.”


“Right.” So, in spite of the noise and traffic and concrete and
people, it had at least one thing going for it.


“I’m not going to lie, I love everything about this.”


As the plan took shape, she did, too. “Thanks for the idea.”


“At your service.” Chris bowed. “So, how are things for Julia?”


“Good, I think.”


“You think?” He gave her a suspicious look.


“I mean, from what she tells me, they’re good. Her students are
really diverse, both in terms of background and experience with photography,
but she says they’re all great.”


“What aren’t you saying?”


Taylor frowned. “Nothing. Just, I guess I’ve been trying to let
her do her thing. I mean, we talk, but we’re not spending tons of time on the
phone every night.”


“I see. Is that your idea or hers?”


“More of an unspoken agreement. I don’t want her to feel like
she’s missing too much here, or that she has to keep one foot in both places
while her attention should be on her work.”


Chris didn’t seem to like her answer, but he didn’t say so.
Instead, he made a circle with his finger to indicate their surroundings. “All
right. Let’s get back to why we’re here.”


She gave him the full tour. There was a decent sized stock room,
an office that she hoped would be big enough for Julia to use as a studio, and
a closet of a bathroom. She’d offer to remodel the bathroom for the landlord in
exchange for whatever modifications Julia wanted for her space.


He nodded and tutted his approval. It wasn’t like she needed his
okay to make decisions, but having someone confirm her leanings was nice.
Especially since she’d gotten this crazy gut feeling when she’d seen it the
first time and worried she might be making more of an emotional decision than a
logical one.


“I really think you should take it.”


“Yeah?” She did, too, but it seemed crazy all of a sudden. A
shop. She’d refused to seriously consider the idea for the better part of two
decades.


“I’ve always thought you should, but I respected why you didn’t.
You doing it now, with Julia, seems right.”


Of course he would focus on that. “I guess if I see her this
weekend, I can tell her about it, even if she can’t see it in person.”


“Have you talked about this before?”


“Sort of.” More of an argument, but she knew where Julia stood on
the matter.


“So, it’ll be a win-win.”


Everything about this plan made Taylor happy. She’d get to see
Julia, they’d have the weekend together. And maybe most importantly, Julia
would be part of this decision. Since it was one of the biggest of her life,
that mattered. Especially if Julia was also part of the long-term plan. Taylor
had resisted thinking about that too much, but even with Julia hundreds of miles
away, it felt right.


Chapter Thirty


Julia got to the gallery where the gala was being held,
anticipation and a bit of dread swirling in her. It was a thrill to be part of
the evening, and she couldn’t wait to talk up her students to anyone who would
listen. But the excitement was tempered by the very real possibility she’d have
to see Erica.


At least she had advance warning. The program Sasha had given her
for the event had a whole spread dedicated to the foundation’s board of
directors. And because the universe had such a fondness for throwing her curve
balls, Erica’s sleek and glossy head shot smiled at her from the page.


Julia took a deep breath and did a quick check of her reflection
in the window before going in. She probably shouldn’t have splurged on a new
dress, but if there was a chance she’d have to bump into the ex who’d left her
for someone a decade younger, she deserved to look good. And the one she’d
settled on—dark green with a shimmer in the fabric and a low back—made her feel
both classy and sexy. The haircut and highlights hadn’t hurt, either.


Maybe Erica wouldn’t be there. Maybe she was traveling or one of
her artists had a show or something that had to be more important than rubbing
elbows with fellow art patrons.


Julia walked into the galley and scanned the crowd. It took about
two seconds to confirm what she’d spent the last week fearing. Erica was there
and looking utterly and absolutely stunning. Julia berated herself for allowing
herself to hope or pretend otherwise. No way in hell would Erica miss the
foundation’s biggest and glitziest fundraising event of the year.


And of course she wasn’t just there. Erica never simply went
somewhere or attended some event. She held court.


That’s exactly what she was doing now. At least half a dozen
people stood around her, smiling and laughing and hanging on her every word.
Her body language oozed the kind of polished confidence Julia only dreamed of.


Interestingly, there was no sign of Natasha, the trainer. Not
trainer, girlfriend. That’s what they were, after all, and why Erica had asked
for a divorce.


The idea of calling her that didn’t give Julia the pang she
expected. Sure, she had a certain fear and loathing over the prospect of seeing
Erica, of having to talk to her. It was general discomfort, though. She no
longer felt like the jilted wife. Funny how love could do that to a person.


Julia smiled at the idea of being in love, or more specifically,
in love with Taylor. It had healed her heart in more ways than she could count.
She had a pang, then, but it was wishing Taylor could be there with her. Yes,
things like this were always better with a date, but more than that, Julia
missed her.


She pulled her eyes from Erica to survey the room. They might
have to cross paths at some point, but there was no way in hell she was going
to seek her out. Fortunately, the gallery was a good size and the event already
well attended.


Julia made her way to the bar for a glass of wine. Not that she
needed it. Okay, she sort of needed it.


She got a Malbec and stepped off to the side, working through the
mental list she had of people she needed to talk to before the evening ended.
Jacques, the gallery owner, for sure. All the members of the board who weren’t
her ex-wife. Oh, and that woman from the foundation, Claudia something.


“You look stunning tonight. May I get you a drink?”


Fuck. In all her processing, she’d completely—completely—missed
Erica slide up beside her. Her defenses were down and she had nothing prepared
to say in response. It didn’t help that Erica looked pretty stunning herself.
The Prada suit fit her like a glove, and the white shirt she wore underneath
straddled the line between feminine and masculine to a tee. The buttons left
open at her throat revealed just the right amount of smooth, bronzed skin.


In spite of herself, Julia’s heart rate kicked up a notch. Did
she have to be so fucking gorgeous? Julia swallowed the self-loathing that
swelled in her throat for still being susceptible to Erica’s looks.


“Thanks, but I’ve already got one.” She gestured to her glass.


Erica’s smile, slow and easy and confident, sent Julia’s already
scattered thoughts to the wind. “It looks like you could use a refill.”


She glanced down and, sure enough, her glass was nearly empty.
Funny, she didn’t recall drinking it. Without waiting for a reply, Erica
signaled to the bartender. “Grey Goose on the rocks and a Malbec.”


It was hard to know what bothered Julia more—Erica ordering for
her or remembering what she drank. Deciding she had a lesser of two evils
situation on her hands, she drained the remainder of her first glass and
accepted the newly poured one. She most definitely needed it at this point.


“I meant it. You look amazing. Being back in the city seems to be
suiting you.”


No, it was six months out of the city and away from a lying,
cheating wife that had suited her. Knowing better to say so to the woman who
ostensibly held the power to have her fired, she forced a smile. “It’s an
incredible opportunity.”


“Everything I’ve heard so far from Sasha has been complimentary. Who
knew you’d be so great with at-risk kids?”


Again, Julia swallowed the retort on the tip of her tongue. Along
with the questions about how much checking up on her Erica had done. “They’re
the impressive ones. I get to coach and encourage them.”


“Now you’re being modest. I’ve seen your photographs. You’ve got
quite the talent.”


Despite her unease, Julia couldn’t help but bask a little in the
glow of Erica’s praise. She might have been dishonest about a lot of things,
but she didn’t lie about art. And she might not have integrity, but she sure as
hell had taste. “Thank you.”


“Tell me about your work.”


Julia closed her eyes for a second and took stock of her options.
She could try to make a graceful exit, but Erica would likely see through it.
Or she could play along. There were worse things than humble bragging about her
recent accomplishments to the woman who’d kicked her to the curb. And staying
in Erica’s good graces would be good for the program. That mattered a lot more
than some temporary discomfort.


Julia talked about her forays into photography, refusing to let
herself be self-conscious about the portraits she did for money. Another glass
of wine appeared and Julia didn’t push it away. She wouldn’t get drunk, but
having a slight buzz was making this evening suck a little bit less.


“I think you should consider a show of your own. It would up your
name recognition and give the program a boost.” Erica smiled. “Assuming, of
course, you want to be taken seriously as an artist.”


The jab registered but took a back seat to the absurdity of what
Erica was suggesting. “A show?”


“You could use the photos you submitted with your portfolio or
some you’ve taken since. I’d be happy to host it. You’d probably make a nice
windfall, too.”


In spite of wanting nothing to do with Erica, her brain raced
ahead. The kind of money that could come in from even a modest show would give
her the leverage to buy professional equipment, maybe even rent a space. Kenota
of course, not New York. She’d never be able to afford New York rents. Not that
she wanted to.


“I can see your wheels turning. You should say yes. Why wouldn’t
you?”


Because it would mean spending time with Erica. It would mean
owing Erica something, if she didn’t already. She really didn’t want to
consider that possibility. “I need to think about it.”


Erica offered her another smile, the smile Julia fell in love
with all those years ago. “I hope you’ll say yes. You deserve it. And it’s not
like we’re enemies. At least I hope we aren’t.”


“We aren’t.” Julia sighed. She didn’t want enemies, even, or
maybe especially, of the ex-wife variety.


“Good.”


With a truce sort of settled, Julia let herself relax. She asked
about a few of their mutual friends she was sorry to have lost, a couple of the
up-and-coming artists whose work she liked. Somewhere along the way, the
familiarity, and perhaps the wine, softened her even further. Rather than
resenting Erica’s questions about how she’d been, she answered them. She talked
about her adventures in the world of dating and Taylor, her wingman turned
girlfriend.


Just talking about Taylor gave Julia an ache of missing her. It
had only been a few weeks, but she literally caught herself pining for the next
time they’d be together. As amazing as this experience would be, it drove home
for her just how much her life was in Kenota and with Taylor. She let out a
wistful sigh and leaned forward on the bar. Erica did the same. “You’re an
incredible woman, Julia Pierce. I’m sorry I ever lost sight of that.”


The apology was too late to make any difference in the outcome of
their relationship. In truth, she didn’t even know if that was Erica’s
intention. Maybe she was trying to make peace. Julia could get behind that. And
the apology, more sincere than any of the platitudes she’d managed during the
divorce itself, went a long way. “Thanks.”


Erica rested a hand on her back. It might not have been intimate,
save the open back of Julia’s dress and the fact that Julia was leaning over
slightly. Maybe it wasn’t still. Just her own discomfort. Swatting Erica away
would draw attention to it, to her, to the fact she’d noticed in the first
place.


She let her mind wander to what it would be like to have a show
of her own. She’d been to enough of them as Erica’s wife that she knew how they
went. Of course, she’d never been the one in the spotlight. Could she handle
it? Would she like it? And perhaps most importantly, did she want to find out?


 


* * *


 


Giving herself an extra hour to account for traffic hadn’t been
enough. Taylor fought her way into Manhattan and down to SoHo, pulling into the
overpriced garage she’d scouted out almost an hour after the gala had started.
She handed her keys to the attendant and hoofed it the half dozen blocks to the
gallery, trying to will away the stress of her white-knuckled drive.


She handed over the ticket she’d bought online and walked into
the gallery, scanning the crowd for Julia. She saw older couples chatting, two
women looking cozy at the bar, a trio of men in tuxedos having a laugh about
something, a younger guy with dreads in a burgundy suit who had to be the
sculptor Julia had told her about. She did another sweep of the room before
returning to the couple at the bar.


The woman in the dress was turned away, but the woman in the suit
looked vaguely familiar. And she had her hand on the skin left exposed by the
open back of the other woman’s dress. No, not the other woman. Her girlfriend.
Julia.


Julia’s hair was different, shorter by a few inches and several
shades lighter than the last time Taylor saw her. And she was dressed in an
evening gown that Taylor had never seen before. Still, every line and curve of
her body was one hundred percent Julia. It was jarring that she didn’t
recognize her immediately.


Almost as jarring as seeing another woman’s hands on her. Erica’s
hands. The realization of who Julia was with hit even harder.


Taylor froze in a mixture of rage and indecision. Part of her
wanted to confront them, cause a scene and maybe a fight. The other part, the
much bigger part, wanted to flee. Why did she come here? She shouldn’t ever
have come.


Before she could move her feet, which felt cemented to the floor,
Julia turned her way. “Taylor?”


Even with all the people, the space was small enough that she
could hear the surprise in Julia’s voice. It sounded more like the horrified
kind of disbelief than the delighted. Still, she couldn’t seem to move, not
toward Julia and not far, far away from her. It only took a second for Julia to
cross the room.


“What are you doing here?” There may have been delight in her
voice then, but Taylor didn’t allow herself to hear it.


“It’s your big night, isn’t it? A little bird told me you might
be sad not having a date.” It was the line she’d prepared on the long ride,
when she’d imagined this night going very, very differently. Now, it left a bad
taste in her mouth.


“I can’t believe you came.” Julia’s arms went around her and
squeezed.


Taylor returned the embrace instinctively, her hand grazing the
warm, soft skin of Julia’s back. The skin Erica Montrose had been touching only
seconds before. She flinched and released Julia, but Julia didn’t seem to
notice.


“I can’t even tell you how glad I am you’re here. Literally,
there are no words.” Julia beamed.


The statement, along with Julia’s body language, didn’t jibe with
the narrative forming in the brain. The dissonance left her unsettled and
unsure what to do next. “I wanted to surprise you.”


“It’s the best surprise. You look amazing. There are so many
people I want you to meet.” Julia took her hand.


The flitting commentary felt like the Julia she knew, the one she
loved. But her brain had yet to stop screaming about the presence of Julia’s
ex-wife, not just at the event, but in the very intimate position she’d
stumbled upon when she arrived. “I—”


“I need to warn you that Erica is here.” Julia frowned. “She’s on
the board of the foundation.”


“Did you find that out tonight?” Even as she asked the question,
Taylor knew she didn’t want to know the answer.


Julia winced. “A few days ago. I saw the program for the event
and she was in it.”


“I see.”


Julia took her other hand. “It’s a story. I should have told you
before, but, well, I’ll explain it all later, I promise. Is that okay?”


She could see the pleading in Julia’s eyes, mixed with that
delight over Taylor being there in the first place. Love, paired with really
wanting to believe Julia’s version of the story, won out. “Of course. I’m here
to support you.”


Julia visibly relaxed. Then she squeezed Taylor’s hand and pulled
her in the direction of the guy in the burgundy suit. “Let’s start with Kwame.”


They made the rounds, Julia introducing her to literally dozens
of people. She was about to suggest they step out for some air when she caught
Erica striding toward them. She tightened her grip around Julia’s waist and
cleared her throat.


Julia looked at her, then followed her gaze. “Fuck.”


The flash of jealousy returned. Was Julia’s discomfort from the
inevitable awkwardness of the moment? Or was she hiding something?


“You must be Taylor.” Despite the smile and extended hand,
Erica’s eyes traveled up and down in a cool assessment. “Julia’s told me about
you.”


She wondered if the subtext of the statement, positioning herself
as the one with intimate knowledge of Julia, was intentional. How could it not
be? Taylor settled for a cool, “Likewise.”


Julia made conversation and Taylor tried not to count the seconds
until she could escape. It was low-grade torture until Sasha came over. “I need
to borrow you for a minute. There’s someone I want you to meet.”


Julia shot Taylor an apologetic look and allowed herself to be
led away. Taylor stared at her drink and willed Erica not to talk to her
further. She also willed herself not to jump to any conclusions about how cozy
Julia and Erica were when she arrived. Or how cozy they’d become in the last
few weeks.


“I’d never have guessed this was how I’d lure Julia back to New
York.”


A shiver of dread slicked down her spine. “Excuse me?”


“When Julia applied for the fellowship, I was convinced it was a
different Julia at first. But then I saw the images and I’d recognize Kenota
anywhere.”


The question formed in Taylor’s mind and she squelched it down.
She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know. She didn’t want to know.


“If the photos had been lousy, it would have been different. But
as I’m sure you know, she’s got quite the talent.”


The ice in her veins melted and hit the boiling point in about
two seconds flat. The condescending tone, the fact that this woman had used her
influence. That alone would have made her angry, but far worse was the stab of
betrayal. Not from this woman she hardly knew, but from the one who held
Taylor’s heart in the palm of her hand.


“I’m hoping I might convince her to come and work for me when
this is all said and done.”


“You never know,” Taylor said stiffly.


She watched Erica’s gaze shift to where Julia stood chatting with
other members of board. It was impossible to know if it was love in Erica’s
eyes or simply lust, but it sure as hell wasn’t indifference. “Well, I’ve
convinced her to let me put on a show of her work. I would really like to see
her make a name for herself as an artist.”


Even as her blood boiled, Taylor could imagine it, imagine Julia
getting the praise and recognition she and her work deserved. Maybe then she
could finally believe, truly believe, in her talent.


“Besides, I know Julia pretty well and I’m guessing she’s more
than ready to call the city home again.”


Taylor swallowed the rebuttal on the tip of her tongue, not
because she didn’t want to pick a fight or because this woman’s opinion hardly
mattered. No, at this moment, Taylor wasn’t sure her own opinion mattered. Or
whether Erica maybe knew Julia better than she did after all.


She was spared trying to come up with a graceful exit when a man
in a velvet tux walked up to them and started talking to Erica like Taylor
wasn’t even there. Which was fine, since she didn’t want to be anyway. She
looked over at Julia again, so at ease with these people. So happy. She’d been
a fool to think her coming was the cause of that happiness.


Taylor made a beeline for the door. She needed some air and some
space and some distance. Outside, on the sidewalk, she looked around, although
for what she couldn’t say. There were no answers. No questions, either, really.
Just an ache that took up all the space in her lungs and made it impossible to
breathe.


Despite feeling like she couldn’t get enough oxygen, Taylor
started to walk. She had no destination, or even a solid idea of where she was,
but it didn’t matter.


Where did
you go?


Taylor ignored the text and the one came after, asking if she was
okay. When Julia texted her for the fourth time, Taylor unlocked her phone and
dashed off one of her own. On
my way home.


Julia’s reply was a string of question marks.


I figured
it would make it easier for you to go home with Erica if I wasn’t lingering
around like a puppy. It was more pathetic than scathing, but
whatever.


Julia’s face and number appeared on her screen. She should let it
go to voice mail. Nothing good could come out of talking right now.


Taylor swiped her finger across the screen. “What?”


“Where are you? What happened?”


The street noise probably gave away that she wasn’t really on her
way home, but it didn’t matter. “I’m sorry I came and crashed your fancy
evening. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have shown up.”


“What are you talking about? I’m thrilled you came. You know
that, right?”


“I thought I knew a lot of things, but don’t worry, I’ve been set
straight.”


“Taylor, you’re confusing me right now. And scaring me, for that
matter. Where are you? I’m coming to you and we’re going to talk.”


“It’s your big night. You can’t leave. Think how disappointed
Erica would be, especially after she went to all that trouble to get you the
fellowship in the first place.”


Julia’s silence was telling if not satisfying.


“Seriously, enjoy your night. And your life.” Taylor ended the
call and resumed walking.


Julia called again, but this time she did let it go to voice
mail.


Chapter Thirty-one


Julia stalked back into the gallery and over to Erica. Her
professional reputation was the only thing that stopped her from screaming. “I
need to speak with you.”


Erica turned to her with a smile. If Julia didn’t know better,
she’d think it held desire. “I was thinking how nice it would be to catch up.
I’m sorry we weren’t able to at the open house when you first arrived. I was
leaving for Paris early the next morning.”


Julia gritted her teeth. “This is more urgent than catching up.
Could we step outside for a moment?”


Erica’s gaze traveled down her body and back up. “Certainly. Give
me one moment.”


Erica stepped away and exchanged a few words with Sasha. Julia
used the time to try to calm down. Because no matter how angry she was, and no
matter how justified she was, picking a public fight with Erica would hurt her
more than Erica in the long run.


When Erica returned, her smile had the same warmth as before.
“Shall we?”


Julia led the way toward the exit, working to keep herself from
storming out. When Erica’s hand rested in the curve of her lower back, she
flinched. She turned back only long enough to glare at Erica. “Don’t.”


Outside, guests of the event loitered on the sidewalk, smoking
and chatting. Julia stalked up the block, trying for something resembling
privacy. She spun around and folded her arms. “Did you get me this position?”


Erica regarded her, the epitome of polish and poise. “What makes
you think that?”


“Whatever you said to Taylor gave her that impression.” And
stirred up a fear she’d mostly managed to quash.


Erica’s expression gave nothing away. “Would it be so very bad if
I did?”


“Yes.” How could she possibly think otherwise?


“You have talent, Julia. Real talent. If I saw that and did what
I could to foster it, you couldn’t blame me.”


Dread knotted in her stomach. “You never bothered to do that when
we were together. And you still haven’t answered my question.”


Erica didn’t respond right away, giving Julia’s rage the chance
to mingle with self-doubt into a dangerous cocktail of emotion. “You’ve come
into your own since we broke up. It suits you.”


Through the haze of fury, Julia couldn’t make out whether the
comment was a compliment or a come-on. Not that it mattered. “You left me
pretty low. It wouldn’t have taken much to be an improvement.”


A line formed between Erica’s brows, the one tell of frustration
she’d never been able to suppress. “You can’t blame me for growing bored. We
both had. I was just the one willing to do something about it.”


“You could have broken up with me without breaking my heart.” Why
were they even discussing this? She needed to bring the conversation back to
the issue at hand—the possibility that everything she thought she’d
accomplished was a sham.


“I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


She couldn’t stop the snort of derision from escaping. So much
for keeping her cool. “Did you pull strings so I got this fellowship?”


Another pause, followed by a deep breath. Julia held hers. “I did
not.”


Julia believed her but only because it came out so reluctantly.
Air tumbled out of her lungs and a wave of dizziness washed over her. Had it
not been humiliating, she might have bent over and stuck her head between her
knees. Since it was, she dug her nails into her palms and willed herself to
stay upright. “Why did you say you did?”


“I didn’t, actually. Taylor assumed and I didn’t correct her. You
have to watch out for those women who are always ready to assume the worst.”


For as powerful as the relief was only a moment before, it
evaporated in a cloud of entirely new dread. She could see Erica choosing the
exact words to make Taylor do just that. “You had no right.”


Erica sighed, a trace of exasperation coming through. “You can’t
tell me you plan on staying with her, staying in Kenota. Your life is here.”


Despite her anger, a burst of laughter escaped. “The life that
centered around yours? The one you blew up without a second thought?”


“I backed you into a corner. I regret that. But look at what
you’ve discovered, what you’ve grown into. You could do great things. Surely
you’re not so stubborn you’d throw it away to spite me.”


Julia laughed in earnest then. Even now, in this moment of being
all about Julia, Erica made it about herself. How could she have been blind for
so many years? “Spiting you is literally the furthest thing from my mind.”


“Good. I should get back inside. I’ll call you next week to
discuss your show.”


Since Erica didn’t frame it as a question, Julia didn’t bother to
answer. Even though there was no way in hell she’d let Erica represent her or
her work in any way, shape, or form. When she stood alone on the sidewalk, she
pulled out her phone and tried Taylor again. Again it went to voice mail.


 


* * *


 


Taylor pressed a thumb to her sternum and told herself to relax.
She was not having a panic attack in the middle of Manhattan. She closed her
eyes and breathed in for a count of four, then out. Again. And again after
that. There. That was better.


She opened her eyes just as a chorus of horns blared behind her.
Her heart rate spiked again, which was dumb. She was standing on a sidewalk.
They weren’t honking at her.


Taylor shook her head and continued walking. She’d ended up in
Greenwich Village, full of shops and bars and queers and college students. It
didn’t make her feel at home necessarily, but it was an improvement over the
stuffy gallery crowd. She looked down at herself. Even if she was wearing a
tux.


When she looked up, she found herself staring at Stonewall. Like,
the Stonewall. She knew it still operated as a bar, but she expected it to be,
what? More like a museum, maybe.


The door opened and a group of boys stumbled out. Not technically
boys, but she couldn’t help but think of gay men in their twenties as that.
Fondly, of course. With them, the thumping bass of club music. They laughed and
linked arms and headed up the street.


Taylor looked at them, then at the door. Why the hell not? She
could use a drink.


She sat at the bar and marveled at the queerness around her. More
men than women, but people of all ages and genders and gender expressions
milled around her. Some talked, some danced, some made out without even
bothering to sneak off to a quiet corner. She could never live here, but she
could appreciate the community of it. Jeb’s rarely had this many patrons of any
orientation, and it was entirely possible there weren’t this many gay people in
the whole county.


She ordered a Jack and Coke, then another. After her third, her
brain had the fuzzy edges of a nice buzz. She’d expected it to soften the anger
and the hurt, calm the roiling in her stomach, but it didn’t. Whiskey,
apparently, had its limits.


She pulled out her phone. Julia had sent two more texts, pleading
to explain, and another voice mail she wouldn’t be able to hear in the bar
anyway. But then communication had ended abruptly about an hour ago. Maybe
she’d decided to go home with Erica after all.


Taylor left the bar just after two, a little too drunk to drive
home, but too restless to check into a hotel. She followed another gaggle of
boys and landed at a Greek place with counter service. Although food was the
last thing she thought she wanted, the aromas wafting from the grill pulled her
in. It would do her good to soak up some of the alcohol anyway.


She left the restaurant, gyro in hand, and continued walking. She
somehow ended up on Broadway and worked her way up to Midtown and Times Square.
Other than her senior trip in high school, she’d never visited Manhattan.
Seeing so many of its landmarks as she wandered felt kind of surreal. The press
of people she imagined during the day had thinned, but what they said was true.
The city didn’t sleep.


By the time the sun came up, her feet were screaming and she was
completely sober. She popped into one of the sixty or so Starbucks she’d passed
and got a coffee, then mapped herself back to the garage where she’d parked
hours before. Time to go home.


On her walk back to SoHo, she checked her messages again. She had
a worried text from Chris. Julia had called him when Taylor wouldn’t pick up.
She assured him she was okay and would explain it all when she got home.


She decided to listen to the messages from Julia. The first was
confused and seemed to be laced with irritation. The second picked up the
pleading tone of her texts. The third went on for close to two minutes and
included a vitriolic account of having it out with Erica and understanding why
she left.


The last one did her in. Julia’s anger morphed into sadness and
her plea to talk had an almost desperate element to it. Taylor had put that
there. She’d been reactive and defensive and had jumped to conclusions. And
she’d hurt the woman she loved.


She flipped back to the text conversation and pulled up the
keyboard. Hey.


It was a weak opening, but she didn’t want to lead with apologies
and desperation. That seemed like the sort of thing she should build to. And
she still needed to hear Julia’s accounting of how Erica came into all this.


It occurred to her suddenly Julia might not answer for hours, or
at all. Should she go to Julia’s apartment? She’d just started to panic about
Julia maybe not wanting to see her when her phone vibrated in her hand,
startling her so much she nearly dropped it.


Hi.


Never had two letters had such an immediate and calming effect on
her. Even if they were on the noncommittal side. She decided to lead with a
little bit of groveling, so Julia would know where she was coming from. I’ve been an ass. Can we talk?


I’d like
that. Where are you?


Taylor took a deep breath and looked around, then typed her
response. At the corner
of Bleeker and Bowery.


Read but no reply bubble. Seconds ticked by. What if Julia told
her she should just go? What if—


Haha. For
real.


It was hard to know if Julia not taking her seriously made things
better or worse. I’m
serious. I walked the city all night and now I’m back where I started.


Another pause, probably less than a minute but it felt like ages.
You didn’t go home. Shit.


How was she supposed to respond to that? But now we can talk in person?


There was no lag in her response now. We could if I didn’t just get here.


She’d included a shocked face, a crying one, and the one laughing
and crying at the same time. It was sort of like the five stages of grief in
emoji. On her end, Taylor was processing things more slowly. Despite there
being no room for mistaking her meaning, she felt the need to reply with, What?


You said
you were going home, so I followed you. Only you weren’t at your house. So now
I’m home.


If she wasn’t stuck in the middle of New York City, five hours
away from home and Julia and pretty much everything she cared about, she might
be able to find the whole thing funny. But she was stuck, and Julia felt
impossibly far away. Oh.


Instead of a text reply, her phone lit up with Julia’s face and
number. “Hi.”


“Why are you still in the city?” Julia sounded incredulous, but
not angry. That was good.


It was a fair question, after she’d declared so strongly she was
leaving. She decided to go with the truth. “Leaving would have felt like giving
up.”


“Does that mean you’re not giving up?”


The uncertainty in Julia’s voice tore at her. They couldn’t leave
it at that, but for the moment, what remained of her anger evaporated. “I’d
never give up on you.”


There was a long pause and she could imagine Julia pacing in her
living room, weighing whether or not to believe her. “I could meet you halfway?
Although wait. I’m not sure Scranton is where we want to sort through all
this.”


For the first time since this whole ill-advised trip began,
Taylor smiled. “Don’t go anywhere. I’ll come to you.”


“Are you sure?”


Seeing Julia and getting out of Manhattan as quickly as she’d
arrived? “So sure.”


“Where’s Waylon?”


Even more than Julia’s willingness to talk, her asking about
Waylon gave Taylor hope. “He’s with Chris.”


“What if I went and got him and met you at your place?”


“That would be fantastic.” Even more fantastic than Julia
offering to meet her in the first place.


“Is the key under the frog?”


She remembered. “It is.”


“Okay. I guess I’ll see you in a few hours, then.”


Five impossibly long hours. But she’d see Julia. For now, that’s
all that mattered. “I’ll see you then.”


Chapter Thirty-two


Despite telling herself repeatedly not to get her hopes up,
Julia couldn’t stop the bubble of optimism from forming. It was one of those
traits she sometimes wished she could squash but wouldn’t really if given the
choice. Even if it increased her chances of disappointment.


They’d probably just talk, but Julia showered and took her time
getting ready. It never hurt to look good. And there was the matter of having
five hours to kill. Even with primping, it didn’t take long. She texted Chris
and headed to his house.


He answered the door with a sheepish smile. “I’m sorry things
went sideways.”


Julia shook her head. “Don’t apologize. It’s not like you had
anything to do with it.”


He shrugged. “I encouraged Taylor to go down, to surprise you.”


Her heart ached for the mess she’d created, or at least helped
create. “I loved the surprise. It was my ex who threw a wrench in everything.”


“Do you want to talk about it?” He seemed vaguely uncomfortable,
like he was worried about loyalties or confidences or something. He tipped his
head toward the back of the house. “Jack is in the kitchen.”


She did her best to offer an encouraging smile. “I think I should
talk to Taylor first. I’m sure one of us will fill you in sooner rather than
later.”


He nodded but frowned. “You’re not going to break her heart, are
you?”


The question brought tears to her eyes. God, she’d been doing a
lot of crying lately. “I’m going to do everything in my power not to.”


“Good.” Chris pulled her into a hug, making her think how lucky
she was to have fallen into this extended family. “You want some coffee or
something?”


“I so appreciate the offer—”


He waved a hand. “I understand. Hopefully we’ll be seeing more of
each other instead of less.”


She nodded, grateful for the encouragement even more. “I hope
so.”


He whistled for Waylon, whose head poked up over the back of the
sofa in the living room. “Look who’s here.”


Julia smiled at the dog, but then narrowed her eyes at Chris. “I
thought he wasn’t allowed on the couch.”


“I won’t tell if you won’t.”


If Taylor was half as happy to see her as Waylon was, things
might work out. Julia loaded him into the back seat of the Buick and headed to
Taylor’s. When she let him out, he went right to the front door and sniffed his
impatience while she riffled around for the key.


Inside, he headed straight for his bed. Julia, who still had time
to kill, wandered the first floor and let memories of her time in the house
wash over her. She also laughed at herself, seeing as she hadn’t even been gone
a month.


When Taylor’s truck pulled into the driveway, she resisted the
urge to run out and fling herself into Taylor’s arms. Instead, she went out to
the porch. Taylor, minus the jacket and tie but otherwise still in a tux,
looked bedraggled but gorgeous. The open vest and untucked shirt only
intensified the rumpled sexiness. Not where her brain needed to be right now.


Taylor climbed the steps slowly, like someone who hadn’t slept at
all and who’d spent the night roaming the city.


“I thought you were here,” Julia said in lieu of a greeting.


Taylor offered a half-smile. “I thought you were there.”


“Do you want some coffee? A shower?”


“I’m going to say yes to both, but we should talk.”


“We will.” Despite the churning in her gut, the need to take care
of Taylor beat the need to have it out immediately. “You go shower and I’ll put
a pot on.”


Without another word, Taylor nodded and headed for the stairs.
Julia hoped it was fatigue talking and not resignation.


Twenty minutes later, Taylor came down in clean clothes, feeling
at least halfway human. They sat on the sofa, facing each other, but not
touching. Taylor fought the urge to take Julia’s face in her hands, to kiss her
and tell her she was sorry and pretend the last twenty-four hours never
happened. As good as that might feel in the moment, it wouldn’t solve anything.


“I never—”


“Can I start—”


Just as she’d started to speak, Julia did, too. Taylor motioned
to her. “You first.”


“I’m so sorry I didn’t tell you about Erica’s connection to the
foundation. I was annoyed by it, and I had this nagging feeling that maybe
she’d had something to do with my selection and I was ashamed and scared.”


It killed her that Julia still questioned herself. Almost as much
as the fact that Julia questioned her. “I get it. I swear I do. But if we have
any chance of making this work, you can’t go it alone.”


“I understand that now. If I’d told you, nothing she could have
said would have made you assume—”


“She did a hell of a lot more than make me assume.” Taylor spat
out the words, unable to keep the anger from bubbling back up.


Julia rolled her eyes. “Of course she did. God, I was so stupid
to think even for a second that maybe she’d changed.”


“She changed her mind, that’s for sure. She realized what a
colossal mistake it was letting you go.” Try as she might, Taylor couldn’t
shake the mental picture of Erica’s hand on Julia’s back, on her bare skin.


Julia shook her head. “I don’t think she wanted me back. She just
wanted to know she could.”


“Could she?” She hated herself for asking, but she needed to hear
Julia deny it.


“Seriously?” Julia’s eyes narrowed, but Taylor couldn’t bring
herself to take the question back. Julia waited a beat. “No. No, she could not.
Even if I wasn’t in love with you, I could never trust her again.”


Taylor would never know if the flip her stomach did came from
Julia’s dismissal of her ex or saying she was in love. “Could you say that
again?”


“That I can’t, won’t, ever trust her again?”


Taylor smiled. “No, the other part.”


Confusion played across Julia’s face before realization flashed
in her eyes. She returned the smile. “I love you. I’m so ridiculously in love
with you.”


Taylor stilled. The seeds of doubt, those planted by Erica as
well as the ones conjured from Taylor’s own mind, scattered. “Julia—”


Julia pressed a finger to Taylor’s lips. “You don’t have to say
anything. I’m not taking it back, though. I love you in the ‘you’re an amazing
person’ sort of way, but also,” she paused, as though searching for the right
words, “the ‘you make my heart flutter and make me imagine a forever’ way. You
should know that.”


Taylor wrapped her fingers around Julia’s wrist. She pulled
Julia’s hand away, but not before kissing each of her fingers. “I love you,
too.”


Julia cringed. “I get the timing of this is shit. I just, wait,
what?”


Taylor laced their fingers together. “I love you, too. You’re
right about the timing, but I don’t see why we’d start being conventional now.”


“Me.” Julia moved her hands up and down to indicate herself. “You
really are in love with me.”


It wasn’t a question, but Julia’s tone was incredulous. Taylor
took her hands. “You. It’s always been you.”


Julia nodded. “I used to think love was all about losing yourself
in another person. But you make me feel seen, loved, as a whole person, exactly
as I am. I can’t tell you how much that means. You’re the one for me today,
tomorrow, always.”


Taylor pulled her into a kiss. “I’ll take it.”


They sat in silence for a moment. Julia got this worried look on
her face. When she took a shaky breath, Taylor braced herself. “I think I
should withdraw from the program. I want to be here, with you. And having
anything to do with the foundation feels like a conflict of interest at this
point.”


Taylor shook her head. “You can’t do that.”


“Why not?”


“Ethan and Enrique and Nyasha and Daniyal and Anna…” She trailed
off, not sure of how many more of Julia’s students she could call by name.


Julia’s head dropped. “Yeah.”


“They’re counting on you. They need you.”


Julia looked up and into Taylor’s eyes. “But what about you?
Don’t you need me?”


If only there were words for how much. “I do. But as much as I
love having you in arm’s reach, I don’t need that.”


“I know, but—”


“I love you, Julia, but I also trust you.”


“Do you? I have to be honest, it hasn’t felt that way lately.”
Her eyes held more sadness than anger.


“When you didn’t tell me about the residency in the first place,
it threw me. I thought I’d gotten over it, but I guess I’d just set it to the
side.” Because that was her habit, because she didn’t want to rock the boat.


Julia looked at her hands again. “That’s fair.”


If they were being honest, she should probably own the rest of
it. “I think I also had this fear you’d change your mind.”


“About you?”


Taylor blew out a breath and looked at the ceiling. “About
everything. You came home because you had to not because you wanted to.”


“That’s fair, too. But so much has changed. You have to believe
everything that’s happened over the last few months has been real.”


For as much as she wanted to blame Julia for the doubts and
questions, she knew they were rooted in her own fears. Fear of being everything
to Julia, but also nothing. “I believe it. I know I’ve not been the best at
showing it lately, but I do.”


Julia nodded, tears in her eyes. “I’m sorry I ever did anything
to jeopardize your trust.”


Taylor traced her thumb across Julia’s cheek, wiping away one
that spilled over. “Then trust me enough to tell me things, even the hard
things.”


“I will.” She sniffed. “You, too.”


“This might be a good time to tell you I’ve decided to open up a
shop.” Suddenly, it didn’t seem so hard.


“You have?”


“In addition to wanting to surprise you and be there for your big
night, I wanted to tell you in person. I found a storefront. I wanted to show
you, pictures at least, before I signed the lease. But now I can show you in
person.”


Julia’s eyes got huge and a grin spread across her face. “That’s
amazing.”


“I was hoping you might consider making it a joint venture. Running
it, but also stocking it. I don’t want it to just be my furniture. I want to
sell your photography, too.”


“Really?”


“And Mandy’s jewelry and all sorts of local crafts and art and
stuff. There’s no reason Kenota shouldn’t have a store like that.”


Julia nodded. “And no reason it shouldn’t be yours.”


Taylor shook her head. “Ours.”


Julia’s grin softened, and for the first time since Julia told
her about winning the contest, Taylor believed everything was going to work
out. “Ours.”


 


* * *


 


On the drive to the shop, Julia did her best not to fidget. Her
mind raced, thinking about the next five months and whether she could really
tolerate being away from home, from the launch of a new venture. If Taylor
would really wait for her.


“It’s empty now, but the lease wouldn’t start until January. I’m
hoping to knock off the first month or two of rent by offering to do some work
on the place. I thought maybe we’d open in May.”


Julia looked at Taylor sideways. “Are you reading my mind now?”


Taylor grinned. “A spring opening is always better than winter.
Besides, I’m not about to do this without you.”


The calm certainty of Taylor’s declaration warmed Julia’s heart,
especially after how the last twenty-four hours, or even the last month, had
played out. It gave her the certainty she’d not been able to muster on her own.


They pulled into the parking lot of a building Julia had been in
at least a hundred times. It sat on the old stretch of Main Street that
languished in her teens but had started to bounce back in recent years. A
couple of shops, one of those wine and paint places, a brewery. This specific
building had been home to a bookstore, one she’d been sad to see close up in
the wake of ebooks and online retailers. It had been empty for ages.


“This is the place? Brown’s. For real?”


Taylor lifted a shoulder. “It’s been wanting for a new life,
don’t you think?”


She did. “It’s a little surreal that it might be ours.”


“I called the owner and she said she’d stop by and unlock it for
us.”


Taylor took her hand and in they went, right through the front
door. Julia looked up and smiled. A bell announced their arrival. Inside, it
was just as she’d remembered, only empty. Memories of coming here with her
friends, poring over used copies of the Babysitter’s Club series or, later,
Harlequins. She turned a slow circle. “It’s amazing.”


“You haven’t seen the best part.” Taylor’s smile was sly.


“Hard to imagine something better than this.” The space was truly
perfect: huge windows, concrete floors stained an earthy green, great light.
All the bookshelves had been cleared away, leaving an open and airy feel.


Taylor took her hand and led her toward the back. “Come with me.”


“If you’re more excited about the stockroom than the retail side,
I’m going to give you a really hard time.”


“The stockroom is impressive, but no.”


Taylor opened a door and flicked a switch. The room was kind of
large for an office, but it had an old desk and a few chairs in it, along with
a pair of oak filing cabinets. “You’re excited about an office?”


“I thought we could set up a mini office in the stockroom.”


“Um, I’m confused, then.”


“I did some research, and I think if we get you the right lights
and background screens, it’ll work.”


Realization dawned and Julia’s heart flipped in her chest. “You
want this to be my studio?”


“I mean, I know it’s on the small side, but it wouldn’t be a bad
start, especially since you do a lot of shoots outside or on location. And
you’d be able to spend your money on equipment instead of rent.”


She could see it as clearly as she could see Taylor standing in
front of her. She didn’t need an elaborate setup, and this fit the bill
perfectly. Even better, it was within her reach. More than the prospect of
taking her business to the next level was knowing Taylor had been thinking
about her—the future she wanted to build for the two of them. Not that she’d
even consider Erica at this point, but the difference was stark.


“If you don’t like it, it’s okay. I don’t want you to feel
obligated or, worse, trapped.” Taylor looked at her with concern.


“I don’t like it.” She closed the distance between them. “I love
it.”


“I figured the foot traffic would be good exposure for you, and
if your clients happen to shop while they’re here, it’s a win for everyone.”


It was. It would be. And the best part, they’d be in it together.
“Where do I sign?”


Taylor, being Taylor, had the paperwork at the ready. They
reviewed the terms together. Taylor was basically taking on the lease herself,
and Julia would contribute a portion of the rent for her space, but Taylor had
gotten it all written into the agreement. It made Julia feel like they were
equals, but not like she was making an impulsive decision she might regret
later. Then, after one more look around the space and a long, lingering kiss
near the registers, they signed on the dotted line.


Epilogue


Taylor looked around. Every square inch of Rustic Refined
had been artfully arranged to appear cozy and haphazard. The space was
interesting, well stocked, and inviting. She’d never have been able to pull it
off on her own.


“What if no one comes? Wait, that might not be so bad. We’d have
the whole place to ourselves and I could have my way with you on the farmhouse
table.” The more she thought about the idea, the more it appealed.


Julia shot her a stern look. “People will come.”


They’d invited enough of them. Between family and friends, both
their client lists, and every other business in town, the potential guest list
topped three hundred. If even a quarter of them showed up, they wouldn’t all
fit in the store at one time. “Yeah.”


Julia came over and grabbed the front of Taylor’s shirt. “We want
people to come.”


“Right. Yes. I know. I’m ready.”


Julia angled her head and made a face. “Maybe don’t look so
wild-eyed when you say it.”


She laughed and at least some of the tension fell away. As
nervous as she was to embark on this new journey, doing it with Julia might be
the single best decision she’d ever made. Well, aside from asking Julia out in
the first place. “Yes, dear.”


Julia poked her elbow into Taylor’s ribs. “Don’t call me dear.”


“Yes, goddess.”


“Better.” She grinned. “Now, are we ready?”


Ready was a relative term. But they were set to open the doors in
five minutes, so she was about as ready as she was going to be. “Totally.”


“You don’t think it’s silly to open on our anniversary, do you?”


When they’d picked the date, the most logical Saturday happened
to be exactly one year after their chance meeting at the hardware store. To
Taylor’s way of thinking, setting up shop together was the ultimate celebration.
“I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.”


Julia hung her head and looked up at Taylor through her lashes.
“Not anything?”


God, she loved this woman. “Maybe a couple of things.”


Julia grinned and shot her a wink. “Just checking.”


“Later, I promise.”


The look in her eyes was all suggestion. “I’m going to hold you
to that.”


Taylor reluctantly let go of her and went to open their doors
officially. A handful of people were already waiting or making their way from
the parking lot—mostly her relatives or Julia’s, but also a few people she
didn’t recognize at all. She welcomed them, pointed out the location of the
food and Julia’s studio, then started over with the next batch.


She and Julia took shifts at the door and working the room. She
was pretty sure she’d never talked to so many people in one day. Once or twice,
she wanted to disappear into the back for a moment of quiet. But then she’d
look over at Julia, who radiated charm and upbeat energy with seemingly no
effort at all. It spurred her to keep smiling and chatting and all the other
things a shopkeeper needed to do.


And if she reminded herself from time to time that every day
wouldn’t be this busy, well, there was no harm. Neither was thinking about how
many more hours until she got to take Julia home.


 


* * *


 


When the last of the guests trickled out a little after eight,
Julia flipped the lock and turned the vintage sign she’d found at the flea
market to closed. “I think that was a success.”


Taylor surveyed the shop, hands on hips. “I’d say so.”


“Honestly, I didn’t really think we’d make many sales.” She’d
been wrong. She was glad to have arranged for Cal to work or they’d have spent
the better part of the party behind the register.


“Same. Not that I’m complaining.” Taylor crossed the room and
wrapped her arms around Julia. “I feel bad all your perfect arranging is in
disarray.”


“I think you’re going to have to get used to it.” Even if she
found Taylor’s concern kind of adorable.


“Should we restock before going home?”


They were scheduled for their first day of regular hours
tomorrow, and Julia expected quite a bit of foot traffic. She’d stockpiled
inventory—Taylor’s creations, her photographs, and a smattering of other local
arts and crafts—so they had plenty. But today was for celebrating. “No, we can
do that in the morning. We’ll be fresher then anyway.”


Taylor’s hands shifted from around her waist to her ass. “Does
that mean I get to take you home now?”


The innuendo in the question sent a ripple of arousal through
her. It caught her sometimes how much she wanted Taylor, more today than a year
ago. But it was the other subtext that really got her. The one about home.


They’d moved in together only a month prior, after Julia had
finished her residency and they literally spent every night together. It didn’t
make any sense to maintain two houses and cart Waylon back and forth. And as
much as she loved Meemaw’s house, it would always be that—Meemaw’s house. Her
family hadn’t put it on the market yet, but she figured it was only a matter of
time. She’d expected the idea to make her sad, but it didn’t. Meemaw’s house
deserved to have a family bustling around in it. Yes, she and Taylor had
started talking about that sort of thing, but Taylor’s house, with the workshop
and the land and the more secluded location, suited them perfectly.


“What? I can see your wheels turning. Was that the wrong thing to
say?”


Julia shook her head. “No.”


“What, then?”


“Stop being a worrywart.” She gave Taylor’s side a gentle pinch.
“I’m just happy to be going home with you.”


Understanding flashed in Taylor’s eyes. “Home.”


“A lot more than I bargained for when I accepted the window
repair services of an old friend. Or went out to dinner with the sexy woman who
was supposed to be my wingman, for that matter.”


“Are you complaining?”


“Never. It still gets me sometimes that I found my happily ever
after right here.”


Taylor lifted a shoulder and smiled. “You know what they say.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s always the last place you look.”


She’d always thought it a rather silly saying because who’d keep
looking for something after they found it? But now, wrapped up in Taylor’s arms
and so very much in love, it made absolutely perfect sense.
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