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Chapter One
Chelsea’s world was blissfully blurred by champagne and affection as she watched her fiancée play tennis. They were surrounded by friendly, welcoming folks—Gail’s family, and some friends of her parents. Chelsea fit in well enough, as long as she didn’t remind herself of how rich those people were. The thought freaked her out every time, so she tried not to dwell on it. She snatched another glass from the waiter’s tray as Gail and Felicity—Gail’s younger sister—finished their game. Gail had won, of course. In the past years, Chelsea had greatly improved her taste in women, and she had earned her happy ending.
Gail was kind and passionate, and as far as Chelsea was concerned, those traits were the best riches you could ask for.
“Are you okay? You look a little hot.” Gail was barely out of breath. Maybe one of these days, Chelsea should learn to play too. It was what people did around here.
“I hope you mean that as a compliment.”
Gail leaned down to kiss her. She chuckled. “Of course I do. Come on, let’s find some shade.”
They walked along rose bushes in full bloom, and Chelsea imagined what a wedding would look like in this place, compared to today’s ‘casual’ cocktail party. In her head, it was beautiful and romantic. She smiled to herself.
“I’m afraid I have to go into the office tonight,” Gail said with audible regret.
Chelsea touched her hand to her face. The skin felt hot under her fingers, which didn’t come from Gail’s admission, but the fact that she’d sat in the sun for too long. “That’s okay. I can stay in.”
“You don’t have to. I could join you later.”
Chelsea didn’t mind Gail’s sometimes crazy work hours, given the cause. She was a third year associate with a law firm that mostly represented women in messy divorces and domestic abuse situations. There wasn’t much money to be made, but the partners, a married couple, were like most of their employees, rich and idealistic—in Chelsea’s opinion, an unusual combination that deserved all the respect and support she could give. Chelsea worked at the local women’s shelter, and some of her clients were better off because of Gail’s work. They were a good match—in everything.
“You’re not going to make it.”
“Probably not.” Gail gave her a rueful smile.
“That’s okay. I’ll see who’s there, stay for an hour or so.”
“You do that. Wait up for me? I’ll try not to be too long.” The implications were much less innocent than the words themselves. Chelsea blushed as Felicity waved from the other side of the pool.
“I will,” she promised, wondering what had possessed her to spend this much time drinking champagne in the sun.
“You’re not still worried about marrying money, right? Nothing much will change for us—except that we should go house hunting soon. If either of us ever finds the time, that is.”
“House hunting?” Chelsea repeated, taken off guard by the suggestion. They had moved into their apartment early on in their relationship, a few months after they’d met. In the city center, both of them were only minutes away from their workplaces, and the space was more than enough. Gail was right—there wouldn’t be so many changes as Chelsea hadn’t paid half to begin with, but a contribution they had agreed on. Gail had insisted that she didn’t want to live in a shoebox. She was convinced that owning an apartment would be a good investment and pay off one day.
“Of course,” Gail said, like it should be obvious. “The apartment is nice, but we’re going to be married, maybe have a family. It’s a whole new chapter.”
“A family?” Chelsea took a deep breath. Her voice sounded louder than she’d intended it to be.
“Why not? We don’t have to decide all this right now, but if we ever go there, we need the right environment for that. The apartment isn’t very child friendly.”
“Child friendly,” Chelsea echoed, feeling stupid, both for repeating Gail’s words and the fact that she’d been unaware of Gail’s plans. “No, I guess not. Let’s talk about this…on the weekend.” The unintended humor made both of them crack up. It was the weekend, but that was no guarantee that either of them would find enough free time to tackle these more private issues. God knew it would be hard enough to set a date for the wedding.
On the bright side, they had never fought. They made better use of what little time together their respective schedules allowed. Chelsea decided she didn’t need to worry about houses or children at the moment. They would be all right.
* * * *
“I really hate to go.”
“It’s okay,” Chelsea murmured, her voice muffled against the cool pillow. She had stretched out on the bed once they got home and not moved since Gail had taken a shower and changed into a crisp grey business suit. She might just take a nap until Gail returned, and not go out at all. They were supposed to meet some friends at their favorite hangout in order to celebrate the vague progress of deciding they were going to set a wedding date, and soon. Now Gail had to work, and Chelsea found it hard to resist the lure of the cool, soft sheets against her sunburned face.
“Are you sure?” Gail asked, concerned. She laid a hand on Chelsea’s back. The light touch felt good, though twenty minutes of sleep was all that was on Chelsea’s mind. “I’ll be fine. Go and kick some ex-husband-jerk’s ass.”
Gail laughed. “If you put it like that…”
Chelsea heard her footsteps on the wooden floor, the door falling into the lock moments later. She wasn’t going to go anywhere as long as the sun was still high…
When she woke up much later than intended, a couple of hours after Gail left, the change in light had her slightly disoriented for a moment. It was close to 8:00 p.m., no sign of Gail yet. Chelsea found a text message on her cell phone that said unexpected complications in the case had come up, and Chelsea didn’t need to stay awake. She sighed. She didn’t know what case Gail was working on at the moment, since it was not related to her own workplace.
In any case, she felt a lot more rested than before. The thought of staying in wasn’t as appealing as it had been before. Chelsea decided she might conclude the weekend with some chitchat after all, before reality hit home in terms of the upcoming workday.
“Oh hell no.” Her reaction to her own mirror image wasn’t exaggerated. No wonder Gail had repeatedly asked if she was okay, given the sunburn she was sporting. Maybe she should stay home after all. Then again, in the dim light of the bar it wouldn’t be as bad as with the merciless halogen lamps of the bathroom. After a quick shower and some cooling lotion, she felt ready to end the day in the company of friends. She might wear sunglasses though.
Chez Violet, the cozy bar where both Gail and Chelsea would always find a familiar face at their table in the corner, was under ten minutes away on foot. One more reason not to move too far away from the city. Gail would agree on that, and they were too busy for children anyway. As she walked into the bar, Chelsea felt more optimistic than she had all day, especially when she saw the small group assembled around their table. They would tease her for coming alone, and possibly, for the sunburn too, but she felt comfortable with these women. She also loved the décor of Chez Violet, black and various shades of purple. If there were some not so pretty memories connected to this place, she had forgiven and forgotten. She was going to get married. Life was good.
Since Gail had to work all night, she probably had the option of going in later tomorrow. Maybe Chelsea could surprise her with lunch.
Leigh and Joyce waved, Tracy and Deb were busy with each other as usual, and Carolyn had come alone. Chelsea hadn’t seen her in a while, but she’d heard that Carolyn and her girlfriend had broken up recently.
Chelsea and Gail finally getting married was the good news everyone had been looking forward to, and from the looks of it, their friends had started celebrating without them.
“Hey, Chels, are you incognito today?” Lea, the waitress, asked when Chelsea passed her by.
“That’s right. I don’t want to be seen with the crazy folk over there.”
Lea giggled. “Good luck with that. They’ve been talking about you all evening. Gail isn’t with you?”
“Work.” Chelsea sighed, even though she didn’t mean to. Gail’s work was important, as was hers. “Oh well. I just came to say hello.”
“Funny. That seems to be the motto of the day.” A co-worker called for Lea from the kitchen. “See ya.” She was gone before Chelsea could ask about her cryptic words.
She shrugged and made her way further through the crowd. Casting a look at the bar, wondering if she should go with a soda, Chelsea froze. She stood for several seconds, jostled by a group of people leaving, not trusting her eyes. Eventually, she shook herself out of the disturbing immobile state and made it to the table on shaky legs. It was important to keep a brave face. Only Tracy knew a bit of the history, and she probably hadn’t even noticed the woman mixing drinks behind the bar. Maybe Chelsea had been mistaken. Maybe she was still dreaming.
“Here comes the bride,” Leigh greeted her with a bright smile. “At least one of them. Where’s your other half?”
“Called in to work.” Chelsea slipped into the booth next to her, craning her neck as she didn’t have a good view on the bar from here. “We might both make it tomorrow.”
“I hope you two will be better at sticking to the plan when it comes to the actual wedding day.” Joyce picked up her drink. “Here’s to both of you anyway. We dragged Caro out of the house to celebrate, so that’s what we’re going to do.”
“Sure. Thanks for coming.” Chelsea looked behind her again, her heart skipping a beat, but the vision didn’t change. She shifted uneasily in her seat.
“Wow, that’s got to hurt.”
Chelsea flinched at Tracy’s exclamation before she realized that Tracy was talking about the sunburn. “I’m okay,” she said. “I could use a drink though.” Something stronger than a soda, that much was for sure. All of a sudden, spending the evening at home seemed such a better idea, but she couldn’t leave without raising questions. She would hide here in the corner until it was safe to make her escape. The joke had been on her once—she didn’t want to be the source for Tonya’s entertainment ever again.
“What can I bring you, honey?” Lea had caught the last part of her statement.
“Gin and Tonic,” she said without thinking.
Deb whistled. “That bad? Come on, you’re going to get married. That’s more than I can say of myself.”
Oh, it was that bad, and worse if Tonya Gray was back in town. Trying to keep an eye on her, Chelsea would risk giving herself away, or strain something in her neck—or both. While no one but Tracy knew details, most of her friends were familiar with Tonya one way or another. Chelsea didn’t want them to think she had any interest whatsoever in her. She didn’t. She never should have, but that was how hindsight worked.
Chelsea could only see the back of the blonde patron waiting for her drink. She wore a red shirt and a ponytail. Chelsea could imagine the conversation though, judging from the body language. Tonya was leaning towards her customer with an engaging smile, whispering something that made the other woman blush and giggle. Chelsea realized that she might be mistaken as memory and present blended together. That wasn’t happening right now. It had been Chelsea behaving that way once upon a time—spellbound—when she didn’t know better. The blonde woman picked up the drinks she had ordered and turned to her girlfriend without giving Tonya another glance.
Chelsea turned to her friends again, intent on saving what could be saved of the evening.
“Marriage is not for everyone,” she said, glad when Lea arrived with her drink.
She continued her observation as another woman went to sit at the counter. This one wasn’t in a hurry to go anywhere, and from the looks of it, she enjoyed her conversation with the bartender. Nothing had changed, as it seemed. Tonya had come back to claim her old job, and she was on the prowl from the first day. Chelsea only hoped the girl with the dark curls was less naïve than Chelsea had been three years ago. A few minutes later, when the brunette finally had her drink, Tonya left her place behind the bar to talk to someone at a table Chelsea couldn’t see, and then…Whoa. Just in time, she dropped her sunglasses and dove under the table where she stayed long enough for Tonya to greet the group with a lazy “Hi girls,” and pass them by.
“Chelsea? Everything okay?”
“Yes. Perfect. I needed to get…these.”
She stared after Tonya with resentment. Long dark hair coming down to the middle of her back, black tank top and tight jeans, high-heeled boots. Like that impressed anyone.
Well, truth be told, she was getting the looks, and not only from the single women. Who was she kidding? Tonya got second glances from the straight girls having a bachelorette party on the other side of the bar. Not that it was any of Chelsea’s business or concern. She drew her attention back to the table, aware of Tracy’s scrutiny. Chelsea shrugged and finished her Gin Tonic in one last sip.
“I guess I better go home. I’ll see you tomorrow.”
Tracy didn’t even know half of the story. One person did, and maybe it was a good time to call him. Tomorrow. Unless she woke up in her bed sometime soon and seeing Tonya was all it had ever been—a bad dream.
Chelsea had no idea when Gail had come to bed. They didn’t get to talk until the next morning. She could tell by her girlfriend’s bleary eyes that it must have been late, so she didn’t ask, just poured more coffee into Gail’s cup.
“Did you see the girls yesterday?” Gail’s voice was still heavy with sleep.
“For a bit, yes. Nothing out of the ordinary,” Chelsea added quickly. There was nothing to tell. She was grateful to have moved on. What did it matter that she and Tonya would inevitably run into each other at some point? If anything, Chelsea could show off her engagement ring. “I said we might come over tonight.”
Gail shook her head. “I’m afraid I can’t—otherwise ex-husband jerk’s attorney is going to kick my ass. This should be over soon though. This weekend, we can take it easy.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Chelsea sighed. It was going to be a long week.
“Tough day at work ahead?”
The stories she heard at the women’s shelter were always tough to deal with, but with a guilty conscience, Chelsea realized that she was grateful for the distraction to come—and a reality check. She had nothing to complain about, especially given the fact that she and Gail had a wedding to plan.
“Same as usual. Will you be home for dinner? I could cook something.”
Gail gave her a grateful smile as Chelsea refilled her cup once more. “I’d love that.”
“Okay. I’ll do some grocery shopping after work. Don’t fall asleep again.”
“I’ll try not to.”
* * * *
Chelsea checked in at lunchtime to make sure that Gail had succeeded, and after hanging up, jotted down her grocery list. She never left the shelter without feeling incredibly grateful for the life she had, with a woman who loved her, and enough privileges to shrug off the craziness of those who thought they shouldn’t have the right to marry like any straight couple.
She was even more grateful that her life lacked men like the one who had been banging on the door earlier, enraged that his wife had dared to leave him for the abuse he’d heaped on her. Not only did they have to call the police, but the disruption left everyone—staff and residents—in a state of alarm.
“I’m sorry for bringing her to the session,” Danielle said, referring to her four-year-old daughter who climbed onto the chair next to her. “She didn’t want to let me out of her sight.”
“I can’t blame her. It’s no problem,” Chelsea assured her. “Please believe me, it’s not like that every day.” Her thoughts wandered back to what Gail had said about having a family, raising children. There was no doubt that money was helpful, yet a child was a big responsibility Chelsea wasn’t sure she was ready for—or would ever be. She stumbled through the therapy session on auto-pilot, still shaken from this morning’s unwelcome visit.
In comparison, it was hardly understandable that Tonya’s reappearance had rattled her this much. She needed to call Dylan. There were some situations best talked through with your gay best friend. When it came to her former infatuation, he’d be the most objective person.
* * * *
The rest of the workday had fortunately passed without any other incident. Browsing the aisles of the supermarket, Chelsea was already looking forward to the meal she had planned—chicken, pineapple, vegetables, rice, and a rich mousse au chocolat for dessert. She’d probably have ample time to prepare everything, because Gail was unlikely to be home before 8:00 p.m.
She loved cooking, a relaxing activity to mark the end of the work day. Maybe tonight, neither of them would be so tired…Dylan could wait another day. After all, the situation wasn’t urgent, was it?
Gail’s Audi was in the parking lot. Even better. They might share a glass of wine and some kisses in the kitchen. Excited with the prospect, Chelsea turned the key in the lock, a bounce in her step as she walked up the stairs to their front door. Opening it, she heard Gail laugh, and frowned. Had she brought colleagues? That was not the dinner Chelsea had in mind, but she would live with it if it meant Gail and her friends wanted to celebrate their victory. The smell of pizza made her halt another time. What was going on?
As she walked into the living room, her jaw dropped at the sight, and Chelsea nearly dropped the grocery bag as well. The pizza carton and the empty bottles on the table were the least of her trouble. She stared in disbelief from Gail who greeted her with a smile, to the woman on the couch balancing a beer bottle on her knee.
“Hi, Chelsea,” Tonya said, the tone of her voice warm and seductive, treacherous, just as Chelsea remembered it.
“I didn’t know you were ordering in.” Her own voice sounded a bit too high and breathless. Other than that, Chelsea was proud of her composure. “Excuse me. I have to put this away. I’ll be right back.” Or never. Forget about grateful. At the moment, calm and realistic was out of the window. In the kitchen, Chelsea put the chicken into the freezer, fresh vegetables and fruit into the fridge. She slammed a couple of cupboards for good measure, before she leaned her head against the wooden door of the pantry, trying to relax. This didn’t mean that Gail knew what a fool Chelsea had made of herself years ago. It didn’t mean anything. Gail knew better than to get entangled with the likes of Tonya Gray—and why the hell did this scene even bother her so much?
“Hey, I’m sorry. I thought we could have dinner another time.” Gail embraced her from behind. “Tonya is an old friend. She moved back here a few weeks ago.”
There were choices that came for Chelsea with that piece of information, about how much she could, or wanted to reveal to Gail under the circumstances. Mostly, she was still stunned, and curious, but it was too dangerous to have this conversation with Tonya in the next room.
“It’s okay. I was…surprised.” To put it mildly.
“Come join us. There’s still enough beer and pizza left.”
“What if there wasn’t? You’d make me cook my own dinner while you two are on a trip down memory lane?”
Gail laughed. “Sulking isn’t going to work, it’s too cute on you. Come on. You’ll like Tonya. She’s an interesting character.”
“I have no doubt,” Chelsea said, and that was nothing but the truth.
* * * *
Much to her credit, Tonya didn’t give her away, but as far as Chelsea was concerned, that was her only redeeming quality. She squirmed under Tonya’s intent looks—which was, no doubt, Tonya’s intention, to make her nervous. She had always enjoyed that. Chelsea wished she could give the woman a piece of her mind, but that had to wait.
“Tonya’s lived all over the country in the past years, and even in South America,” Gail explained before she turned to her friend. “What are you doing at the moment?”
Gail and Tonya, friends. It would take some time to get used to that concept.
“A few shifts at Chez Violet for starters,” Tonya said, but her eyes were on Chelsea. “I have some other plans though.”
“Yes, and so far you refused to tell me,” Gail chided good-naturedly.
“I will, but first I’ll have to see how it all works out.”
Oh, come on already, you’ve got nothing to tell. Chelsea was tempted. A good person like Gail didn’t deserve to be misled. All Tonya ever had on her mind was her own advantage. Chelsea watched her with growing irritation. How rude was it to invade her and Gail’s home and spoil their evening…while looking as gorgeous as ever. Tonya wore her casual style like other women did evening gowns, plus those extra inches of heels she didn’t really need.
Where had that come from? An objective observation, Chelsea assured herself. She had once had high hopes for the two of them, but those were in the past. She had learned to look beneath the beautiful surface—the hard way.
“By the way,” Tonya continued, still addressing Gail, “I hear everything has worked out great for you. You’re getting married.” There was a hint of accusation to her tone, making Chelsea wonder why Gail hadn’t mentioned it earlier if she and Tonya were such good friends.
“Yes, of course.” Gail cast a quick glance her way, obviously concerned about Chelsea’s barely improved mood. “I was going to tell you.”
Tonya raised her bottle. “Congratulations then.”
“Thanks.” Chelsea got up again, without having touched the pizza or beer. “I’ll leave you two to it. I’m really tired.”
She fled for the bathroom and locked herself in. All of a sudden, house-hunting, the baby question or even other women’s crazy ex-husbands weren’t her biggest problems any longer. Moving on proved not to be as easy as she had imagined.
* * * *
“What’s wrong?” Gail asked softly when she came to bed later than Chelsea had hoped. At this point, Chelsea was tired of moping like a sullen child. She was a grown woman, for Pete’s sake, with a career and a wonderful relationship. An unpleasant memory from the past shouldn’t make her that way.
Before Chelsea could answer, her stomach growled. That’s what she got for sulking.
“I’m hungry,” she said.
“Besides that…which is your fault by the way.”
“I know.” Chelsea was reluctant to leave Gail’s embrace, but she had only had a light lunch in expectation of a romantic dinner. “How did you meet Tonya?” she asked. “You never said.”
“I didn’t?”
There was something in Gail’s tone, a wariness, that made Chelsea pause and think that getting up to get some food might be a good idea. In her opinion, there had been enough revelations for one night. She wasn’t sure she could handle another one. It was only Monday, after all.
“No, you didn’t.” She pushed back the covers and put her feet on the floor. “It doesn’t matter. I’ll get something to eat. I won’t be able to sleep otherwise.” That was as much an attempt at diversion as it was the truth.
In the kitchen, she stood in front of the open fridge for a moment, wishing she had taken a piece of that pizza. Eventually, she opted for yoghurt.
“It was a long time ago.”
Chelsea nearly dropped her spoon at the sound of Gail’s voice. She stood in her doorway, her expression wistful.
“Two weeks. We had fun together, but our goals weren’t exactly the same, so we decided we made better friends. We kept in touch with occasional emails, but it’s been a long time since I last saw her. Tonya isn’t big on commitment, and that didn’t work for me in the long run. You know I love you, right?”
Chelsea put aside the small container and walked right into Gail’s embrace. “I know. I’m sorry I acted this way. It’s been a long day and I…was looking forward to spending some time with you.” Gail pulled her close, placing a kiss on the top of her head. “After this case, I promise. We’ll make time.”
“I’d like that.”
“You don’t mind if Tonya’s going to be around?”
“No, why?” Chelsea asked, her heartbeat sounding uncomfortably loud to her. She hadn’t told any lies…yet…just little sins of omission.
“I think she’s trying to settle down for real this time, and it’s not going to be easy for someone like her.”
Someone like her? What did that mean?
“We’re still friends. I want to help if I can,” Gail continued.
“Sure. I understand.”
Gail stepped back, a relieved look on her face. “I’m glad we talked about this. I don’t want her back. Tonya can be trouble.”
Chelsea could have given her a first-hand account, but she was distracted by an unexpected emotion. Gail was always so kind and considerate, to everyone. However, what was probably meant to be reassurance sounded almost patronizing to Chelsea. She wondered if, against all odds, she felt sorry for Tonya. That would come close to poetic justice.
We had fun together. The various ways in which she could interpret these words, kept Chelsea awake long after Gail had fallen asleep next to her. Gail and Tonya. It astonished her that someone as put together and confident as Gail could not only have fallen for Tonya, but stayed friends with her afterwards.
Chelsea had harbored a curiosity once. She got too close to the fire, got burned and learned her lesson. Gail was a great lawyer and an even better person, but Chelsea imagined she had never been as starry-eyed and easy as Chelsea had been. Gail had come out at sixteen, she’d once told her. Chelsea hadn’t told her anything.
Twenty-seven, the year that changed everything.
No—if she went there now, she’d never get any sleep.
* * * *
Chelsea spent the next three days avoiding Chez Violet, which worked like a charm. Gail was wrapping up her case, and Chelsea was busy at work too. Despite all Gail’s warnings, Tonya hadn’t come by again. Thursday night, they finally had their dinner together.
Dylan called after they had finished the main course.
“I wanted to make sure you’re okay,” he said without much introduction. “I hear the wicked witch is back in town.”
Chelsea cringed, but put a smile on her face for Gail’s sake. “This won’t be long,” she whispered to her before she went into the living room. To Dylan, she said, “Don’t call her that. I’m fine. I’m engaged…as you know.”
“Frankly, I was afraid you might rethink that.”
“What?” Chelsea reminded herself to keep her voice down. “I mean—come on. That’s crazy. Why would I do that? No. We’re going to pick a date this weekend.”
“Just checking. Because you and I remember a time when she had you wrapped around her—”
“Don’t remind me. That’s over.”
“Good. The only time I want to see you cry is happy tears at your wedding.”
Chelsea was mildly annoyed with her friend, but of all people, it was hard to blame Dylan who had witnessed the most embarrassing moments of her life. “Can we talk another time? I’m kind of in the middle of something here.”
He laughed, sounding more relieved than she would have liked. “That’s good then. Get back to it right away.”
“Not what you think!” Chelsea blushed hotly. “Dinner.”
“I bet I caught you right in the middle of dessert. Sorry about that. See you soon, sweetie.”
“You will, don’t worry.”
Gail cast Chelsea an amused glance when she came back to the dining table. “What was that about? You’re bright red.”
“You know Dylan. You can imagine.”
“Can I?” Gail reached out to brush her fingers over Chelsea’s cheek, and then leaned in to kiss her, gently at first, then with more passion. The evening was shaping up exactly what Dylan had imagined it to be, which was fine with Chelsea. Both she and Gail could use a little stress relief…dessert could wait.
With Gail, she had always felt warm and safe, much needed after the emotional roller coaster she’d just gotten off when they met. This was where she belonged.
After the crazy weekend and beginning of the week, time finally slowed down to a more enjoyable pace, as they undressed each other. Chelsea closed her eyes, willing to ban all distractions from her mind…work, Tonya, Dylan’s concerns.
Gail’s words from a few days ago sprang to her mind unbidden—we had fun together. She’d never wanted to go there ever again, doubting that she could be enough in any sense of the word. Gail hadn’t asked Tonya to marry her, after all—they’d broken up because of a lack of commitment on Tonya’s side.
Did that mean Gail was settling for Chelsea, because when she said ‘yes’, she meant it? What exactly was she giving up in return?
Gail stilled her hand, letting it rest on Chelsea’s hip. “You’re far away,” she said, sounding disheartened. “I’m not sure I want to ask.”
“I’m sorry. I’m just—” Chelsea realized she hadn’t even told her about the woman’s angry husband banging at the door of the shelter. Tonya hadn’t done anything, at least not in the present, so why was her reappearance becoming such a big deal? She could give herself the answer in her mind. The connection between Gail and Tonya bothered her more than she had imagined.
“I’m sorry. You still sure you want to marry me?” When you have dated women like her?
“Of course I want to. What kind of question is that?”
“Forget about it. No question.”
Chelsea reached over to the nightstand to switch off the lamp before covering Gail’s body with her own, starting a trail of kisses leading downward, determined to keep any doubts out of their bedroom. Hers, and Gail’s, if she had any.
“Maybe one question…How would you like a fall wedding?”



Chapter Two
Her client’s now ex-husband had finally signed the divorce papers, allowing Gail to take a half day and have lunch with her parents before she headed home. This time, it was Chelsea who couldn’t get away from work before late in the evening, due to a new training program. The weekend, however, looked good.
The future looked good.
They had set a wedding date.
Gail knew Chelsea was still a bit squeamish about buying a house, and even more so when it came to Gail’s family planning, but she’d get over that. In their work, they were so often confronted with the outcome of one or both parents failing their task. Gail was confident she and Chelsea could do a better job, for various reasons of which money was the least.
Her mother greeted her at the door with a hug. “This is a rare occasion,” she said, smiling happily. “Come on in. Lunch will be served in a few minutes. Dad is just wrapping up a meeting, and we’ll have another guest.”
“Oh, really?” Gail followed her mother down the hallway to the dining room.
“Yes, I think she’s going to eat with us. You’ll remember her. How are the wedding plans coming along? We’ll do the reception here, don’t you think? Have you looked at cakes yet?”
“There hasn’t been time yet,” Gail said.
“Too bad. Well, we can talk about all this the next time you two come here. Oh, and here they are. Ms. Gray, you remember my daughter Gail?”
Gail nearly didn’t recognize Tonya in the dark blue business outfit. It sprang to her mind that her expression was probably the same she’d seen on Chelsea’s face when she walked in on Gail and Tonya that evening. Her friend got around. Gail was curious what kind of business meeting this had been.
“I sure do,” Tonya said with a smile that brought forth many memories, not all of them appropriate in the present.
“Let’s all sit down and continue that conversation over lunch,” Gail’s father suggested. “I’m starving.”
* * * *
After the meal both her parents had plans, so Gail and Tonya retreated to the deck with a glass of wine, where Tonya revealed details about her project. She had opened a school of self-defense classes for women. She had a location where she’d signed a lease, a program, a business plan, but was looking for another investor.
“Wow, I had no idea. Why didn’t you come to me though?” Gail asked.
Tonya sipped her wine slowly. “I thought about it,” she confessed. “Then I remembered how amazing all of your family is when it comes to causes like this, and I decided to do it right. I wanted an investor who believes in the project, rather than a friend who takes pity on me.”
“Why would I take pity on you?”
Tonya raised her eyebrows, and Gail laughed, shaking her head. “Okay, maybe—but you’re right, and going to Dad was the better idea. I’m sure he has some tips he can share with you to get your school off the ground. I’ll put out the word at work. You’re going to need some paying clients so you can afford the ones you really want to teach. Any more surprises up your sleeve?”
“Maybe. This one you won’t like, I’m afraid. There’s another reason why I wasn’t too comfortable asking you for money.”
“I’m intrigued,” Gail said. “With you, the surprises never end.”
“Look who’s talking. You’re getting married…which brings me to my question. I thought maybe I could teach some classes at Chelsea’s workplace.”
“You’d have to ask her, but I don’t see why not.”
Except Chelsea had seemed uncomfortable around Tonya, but maybe Gail had imagined that. The timing hadn’t been that great. “Why don’t you come to Chez Violet with us tomorrow? I assume you won’t be working there anymore now that you got serious about your business.”
“I’d love to,” Tonya said. “Lea only asked me if I could help out for a few days, and I did. It will be nice to come there just to hang out. So…you and Chelsea? How did that happen?”
That sounded almost resentful. Gail was more surprised than offended. “Oh, you know. Two people meet, they fall in love, that sort of thing.”
“You love her?”
“Excuse me? I’m going to marry her.”
“That’s not what I asked.”
Come to think of it, Tonya had been acting a little strange, too, since Chelsea had all but stormed from the living room that night.
“What’s with the interrogation? You know me a little. I wouldn’t make a commitment like that if I didn’t mean it. I’m not into that kind of drama.”
“You still want kids?”
“Of course I—what’s going on, Tonya? Since when have you become an expert on the subject anyway?”
“I’m not.” Tonya shrugged, leaning back in her chair. “Those are legit questions. You’re my friend, and I want you to be happy with your decision. Besides, I have a confession to make. Regarding Chelsea.”
“Jesus, is there any woman in town you did not sleep with? Wow, I’m not sure I want to hear it.” Bit by bit, Gail remembered why she and Tonya hadn’t stayed together as a couple. The great sex didn’t even come close to outweighing all the ways in which her friend was screwed up. No, she didn’t want her back, but maybe that hadn’t been Chelsea’s primary concern.
“It’s not what you think. I didn’t sleep with her.”
“What’s the problem then?”
Tonya winced. “We came close. I screwed up big time…I guess that one doesn’t come as a surprise.”
Gail failed to find anything to say that wouldn’t sound arrogant or mean, so she remained silent. Her intention to help Tonya start over had been a bit premature, she realized. “Why are you telling me this? If you need to apologize, do it. Chelsea is just about the sweetest person on the planet, but if you screwed with her, pardon the pun, you know that already.” She made a frustrated sound. “How bad is it? Should I uninvite you from the wedding?”
“You haven’t invited me yet,” Tonya pointed out. “I just wanted to warn you—and yes, I’m going to apologize.”
Gail nodded. “That’s my fiancée we’re talking about.”
“Believe me, I’m aware.”
I hope that’s true. There was a lot more unspoken between the lines, which Gail found unsettling. She wished Tonya had picked a better moment for her return, but then again, timing had never been her strongest suit.
“I need to get home. Good luck with the school.”
Gail meant it. It was a good thing to keep Tonya busy.
* * * *
There wouldn’t be much vacation time this summer, given their plans and individual work schedules, but they had managed to wedge in a few days for a little getaway. There had been no other freaking out moment for Chelsea. She had no reason to evade Tonya in the long run. She didn’t have that much power anymore, and with the way their lives had turned out…Guess who had the last laugh.
Tonya wasn’t working behind the bar tonight. She and Caro stood in a corner, engaged in what looked like deep conversation. Standing close.
Chelsea leaned back in the booth, determined not to pay attention. None of her business really, and after her bad breakup, Caro would be smarter than to head straight for the next heartbreak. Yes, like every person she knew would have handled things better back then. Water under the bridge, wasn’t it? If she could forgive Tonya, she would have to forgive herself as well. Chelsea cast a sideways glance at Gail who was telling Joyce about the wedding invitations they’d looked at, and the stunning cake photos from the bakery.
“White chocolate. That’s always been a favorite of yours,” Tonya remarked as she sat next to Chelsea, her remark meant for Gail who gave her an indulgent smile. Her reaction told Chelsea that this comment wasn’t so innocent. What exactly could you do with white chocolate—Whatever. It didn’t matter.
“It’s a wedding. It’s supposed to be white,” she said. In her mind, she hadn’t meant to snap, and Chelsea instantly regretted that it came out that way. She admitted to herself that she’d need a little time to get used to…Tonya at the table. Sitting this close. She wondered if there would come a time when they could be friends, talk like normal people, or if any interaction would always feel this awkward. The proximity made her nervous, especially when she noticed Gail studying her. Who knew what she and Tonya had talked about that evening?
“I take it you’re still not into cute and sweet,” Tracy said to Tonya, prompting Deb to ask, “What exactly are we talking about?”
It would always be that way, Chelsea thought. Tonya was the center of attention wherever she went—if it went to her head, who could blame her?
“It doesn’t really matter,” Tonya said with a hint of amusement to her voice. “She’s not marrying me.”
“Lord, no,” was Gail’s answer, making everyone crack up.
“I feel so valued.” Tonya leaned forward to pick up her beer, her arm brushing against Chelsea’s, making her flinch. What had happened? At one time, they had conversations long into the night, over a tea or glass of wine. Chelsea had shared some private details of her life that even Gail didn’t know about. Tonya, on the other hand, wasn’t so big on sharing. That had been okay for Chelsea, because she thought she’d give her time and eventually earn her trust. Talk about naïve.
She was safe now, which was a good thing, because Caro was obviously overcoming her heartbreak pretty fast. Besides, if Chelsea didn’t know better, if she wasn’t in a relationship that gave her everything she’d ever wanted, Tonya might still invade her fantasies.
Thank God she knew better.
“Could you please—?”
Tonya fortunately understood without any more words. She got up to let Chelsea get out of the booth.
“Where are you going?” Gail asked.
“I’ll be right back.”
* * * *
In the restroom, she splashed cold water on her face. People dealt with more severe problems every day of their lives, not that she had any problems at all, because…Chelsea frowned at her reflection.
No problem. What had she expected anyway, that Tonya would beg her forgiveness, for what, hurting her ego? No one had ever died of a broken heart or the question what could have been—especially when life had gotten so much better. For her, Gail, and maybe Tonya and Caro as well. Not that Chelsea had any proof the two of them were together, nor did she have a right to feel jealous about it.
She was so lost into thought she hadn’t heard the door opening. With a yelp, she jumped when she realized she wasn’t alone anymore.
“Why are you sneaking up on me like this?” Chelsea wasn’t even mad, she reflected, just resigned.
“I was hoping to get you alone.”
“Yeah, right.” It was a little late for honesty.
“Please don’t run away. I want—there’s something I need to tell you.”
“You couldn’t tell me earlier? Whatever. Go ahead.” Chelsea attempted to sound bored, not sure she’d pulled it off. However, she didn’t expect any big revelations from Tonya. Experience had taught her not to expect too much from her at all.
“I know I should have apologized rather than run away at the first chance I could, which I intend to do now,” Tonya said. “I’m really sorry.”
“That’s okay. As you can see, I survived. I’m doing just fine.”
“I know I said some things that are pretty inexcusable, and that I hurt you. I never meant to, but I don’t expect you to forget that.”
“Don’t worry. We’re good. If that’s all—” Tonya’s expression in the mirror made her stop and spin around. “What do you want?”
She took a step backwards, hitting the edge of the sink. Direct questions in close proximity with Tonya had always gotten her into trouble. She should know better.
“I’ve been miserable every single day since I left town. I know I brought this on myself, but things have changed. I changed, and I realized I was too much of a coward to admit I’m in love with you.”
Chelsea hadn’t missed the use of present tense. She reached behind her for the sink to steady herself, trying to come up with words—any words. She had feared jokes at her expense, some talk behind her back, but not this.
“As usual, you’re yanking my chain. I’m sorry, it doesn’t work quite as well as it used to.”
“Tell me if you think I’m kidding.”
Tonya leaned forward to kiss her, a soft touch of lips at first, a brush of tongue, and the present fell away in a way that was both exciting and disturbing. There had been a moment when they could have gone somewhere from here, when everything had been possible. It was long gone.
Warm and safe. It was what she needed. It was what Chelsea had, and what Tonya could never give her. Not that she wanted anything from her.
“What the hell are you doing?” she shouted. The two women who had stepped inside cast curious looks in her direction. “Whatever. It’s not like I needed any more proof how much of a hopelessly selfish person you are.” She had lowered her voice, but the women were still looking on with curiosity.
“I can be unselfish. Give me a chance to show you.”
If her heartbeat still hadn’t returned to its normal rhythm, anger was the only plausible reason, the same for which her cheeks turned bright red at Tonya’s words.
“I already did, remember? Funny how you weren’t interested when I wasn’t engaged to be married to your good friend. Forget about that. You have clearly no idea what friendship is—or love.”
Tonya looked hurt at that. She didn’t seem to think that she was the one who had a lot of explaining to do, never mind that phony apology.
“I care about Gail,” she said, “and you. I believe you shouldn’t do this.”
Three years ago, Chelsea might have been thrilled to hear there words from her. At the moment, annoyed didn’t even begin to describe her mood. At Tonya, at herself. Her body shouldn’t react like this to the touch of someone who wasn’t trustworthy, but of course, her body remembered those days when she’d been head over heels for Tonya.
“Well, I believe this is none of your business. Stay out.”
“I will, if you really want me to. Just think about it. If you’re absolutely sure, I’ll never mention it again,” Tonya promised.
“Mention what again?”
Chelsea’s heart skipped a beat. “Nothing,” she said quickly, making distance between her and Tonya, startled once more this evening, by Gail’s voice this time. Her cheery tone sounded forced. Chelsea wished she could end this conversation with a real conclusion, make sure that Tonya was simply messing with her again, like she had all along. Of course, with Gail in the room, she couldn’t.
However, looking from her to Tonya and back, Gail had come to her own conclusions anyway.
“I can’t believe this,” she said, her emotion clear, not muddied in any way by past mistakes. She spun around and fled the room. After a moment of whole-heartedly agreeing, it occurred to Chelsea that she should follow her, before the evening could get any more out of hand.
* * * *
“Gail! Please. Wait for me?”
“Did you two make up?” Gail asked icily. She kept walking, but had waited for Chelsea to catch up with her. Their footsteps echoed more loudly on the sidewalk, an angry staccato.
“I didn’t do anything! It’s her, creating a mess for me again.”
“Yeah, I heard about that. I know Tonya is the crazy one. I didn’t expect the guilty looks from you. What did you do down there?”
“What? She…” Within a split-second, Chelsea realized what her choices were. Gail hadn’t seen the kiss happen. Since it meant nothing, she never had to find out, did she?
“She did what—come on to you? Don’t feel too flattered. That’s you and every other girl who walked into this place.”
“No, she didn’t! I wouldn’t be flattered. What’s wrong with everybody tonight?” Chelsea bit her lip to keep more words that wouldn’t help her case from coming out. She hadn’t been prepared for the sensations though, the tenderness of fingertips on her cheek, or the way she’d responded to the kiss. Even the memory came with a jolt of heat in places she didn’t want to be aware of at this moment.
“You’ve been acting weird ever since she came back. Whatever it was between you two—of course, I have no idea what exactly it was, because neither of you is telling me. How serious was it?” Gail sounded more frustrated now.
Frustration, Chelsea could understand. She warred with herself for several long moments. She owed Gail the truth, didn’t she? Not necessarily about the stolen kiss, but the past events. However, in this case, the truth had the potential to do more harm than good.
“Your silence is already telling me everything I need to know. Tonya told me what happened back then, at least the bare bones of the story. You weren’t really on the same page.”
“No.” Except that for a short period, Chelsea had gotten lost so deep in her fantasy that she imagined they were. “Look, she caught me off guard. I should have told you. I had a crush on her, and she wasn’t too kind about it. End of story.”
“Seems to me like you’re still not on the same page.”
“It doesn’t matter. Please, you have to believe me.”
Gail sighed. “I guess I have no choice. I told the bakery we’ll go with the white chocolate cake.”
Unbidden, Tonya’s cryptic remark sprang to mind.
“I love you, you know?” Besides, at the moment, she was in no position to complain about the fact that Gail had made that decision for both of them. It was just a cake.
“I know. You’re sure there isn’t anything I need to know? That might make me go slap her?”
Chelsea laughed. “No thanks. My virtue is intact. If any slapping had been necessary, I would have done it myself.” Yeah, keep kidding yourself, why don’t you? “It’s still early. What do you say, we forget about this and go somewhere else?”
“I’d love to but…” Gail smiled wistfully. “I kind of forgot to pay when I ran out earlier. Although, I could call Lea and have her put it on the tab. I’d rather be somewhere alone with you right now.”
“Me too.”
This time, she wasn’t going to be the one left behind. Chelsea had no interest in Tonya’s reasoning either.
* * * *
Just think about it. Chelsea wished she weren’t, but the flashback had come without warning. What could Tonya possibly hope to achieve? It was crazy megalomaniac of her to think that because she had changed her mind, Chelsea would cheat on someone she was committed to, and building a future with.
It wasn’t fair.
Tonya had kissed her like that, once before, and made her believe that they had someplace to go from there. Three years older, and hopefully wiser, she might have made different choices tonight, had she been free to do so—just to show Tonya that two could play that game, that she could do casual too. It all came down to choices, didn’t it? Frankly, Chelsea didn’t want to do casual. It had never been her world, before or after the revelation that she wasn’t as straight as she had considered herself to be. She wanted reassurances, reliability—those words didn’t belong in the same sentence with Tonya. Why was she still obsessing about that kiss?
When the phone rang too early for a Saturday morning, she felt like she hadn’t slept more than a few minutes. Chelsea made it to the phone the exact moment the answering machine picked up.
“Hey Chels,” Dylan said. “I know it’s early, but when you get this, call me back, please. Hope you’re okay…All right. Call me when you’re awake.”
Chelsea shrugged as she bypassed the phone, deciding that she wasn’t in the mood for that conversation before the first cup of coffee. Dylan had the uncanny skill to hear it in her voice when something, anything was out of place. She wasn’t ready to tell him about her glitch of reason yet—today, or ever.
The phone rang again. Chelsea answered without checking caller ID. “Okay, I’m awake now. What’s the matter?”
“I wanted to apologize. Again.”
Her tone was lighter than she had the right to make it, given the circumstances. Chelsea was not amused. “Well, I’m surprised, because I can’t imagine what you could have to apologize for! Aren’t you always right? Isn’t that exactly your problem, that we all misunderstand you?”
“Chelsea, please don’t hang—”
“Watch me,” Chelsea muttered and ended the call. Somehow, punching a button wasn’t as satisfying as hanging up on somebody on an old phone. Oh well. It had to do. When the ring tone sounded again, she was tempted to turn off the phone altogether.
“Don’t,” Gail said, coming out of the bathroom. “She’ll get it in a bit, and then forget anything ever happened.”
“We’re supposed to indulge her?”
Gail yawned. “For now. Let’s go out for breakfast, okay?”
“Sure.” Somehow, Chelsea felt irrationally betrayed that Gail didn’t quite acknowledge the harm Tonya had done—three years ago, and yesterday—but could she blame her if she wasn’t willing to tell the whole story?
* * * *
After the first couple of clients, Bethany Franken, Chelsea’s supervisor, knocked on her door. “I’ve got a friend of yours here who wants to say hello. She has generously offered to give some free self-defense classes. Why don’t you show her around?”
“Very generous. Of course—What the hell is this?” Chelsea asked after Bethany had closed the door behind herself. Once more, she was struggling to keep her voice down. That seemed to happen to her often lately. “Are you stalking me?”
Tonya’s eyes went wide with honest surprise. “Oh. I thought Gail had told you.”
“Told me what? Forget about it.” Chelsea got up from behind her desk, not wanting to be alone in the room with her friend any longer. There was no saying what could happen, right? This was Tonya, after all. “I’ll show you a room you can use, even though I have no idea how you talked Bethany into this.” She held up her hand when Tonya opened her mouth to explain. “No, thanks. I don’t care. Let’s go.”
Chelsea was aware of the curious looks the two of them earned, unsure if it was because the women knew her, or were interested in knowing more about Tonya. A few of them had met Gail for court-related reasons, but their relationship wasn’t a subject in this context.
Usually, she would have to hurry to keep up with Tonya, but since she didn’t know her way around, she’d slowed her step to wait for Chelsea to show her the way down a flight of stairs, and to the room she’d be able to use for her purposes. Chelsea hoped Bethany didn’t expect her to work out a schedule too. She was a counselor. She had no time for this kind of thing, or anything regarding Tonya.
“So, what were you going to say? ‘I’m sorry for ruining your evening? For causing a totally ridiculous scene a matter of weeks from your wedding?’”
Tonya leaned against the wall, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’d hope I’d have something more to say. I am sorry. I went at this all wrong. It was a bad idea to ambush you like that.”
…even if you enjoyed it a little more than you should have. That pesky inner voice was worse than anything Tonya could come up with. “Yes, it was, but life goes on. Why don’t we just leave it at that? I accept your apology. Let’s be grown-ups.”
“Okay. Thank you.”
That was all? Chelsea stopped herself in time. There was no reason for her to be mildly disappointed. This was how she wanted Tonya to act, to leave her alone, to finally understand that her chance had come and gone. Right?
“You’re welcome. You talked the details over with Bethany, schedule and where to get a key?”
Tonya nodded.
“Good. I suppose you’ll do classes in the afternoon, or after dinner. We have groups and individual counseling during the day.”
“Yes, Bethany told me.” After a pause, Tonya added, “I’ve always admired the work you do. It takes courage to listen.”
Chelsea wasn’t sure what to say to that. It was hard to think that they could have any conversation that wasn’t filled with insinuations. She had once welcomed the teasing and the flirting, now she felt tired trying to find any hidden implications in Tonya’s words.
“If you think so. I guess we’re done here?” She didn’t want to sound like that either. It looked like Tonya was trying to act like an adult. Gail had gotten over any suspicions pretty quickly, which meant that they could all peacefully coexist in this town, and at Chez Violet.
“I guess so. I missed you.”
“You never called,” Chelsea reminded her.
“I had to figure out some things for myself.” Tonya still hadn’t left her spot by the wall. Chelsea dared to take a look. She’d be fine if she could just put an end to all those conflicting emotions, distance herself enough to get over the hurt that Tonya was only partly to blame for. What would lie underneath?
“Eventually I did,” Tonya continued. “That’s why I came back. For you.”
“If you’re trying to make amends, this is not the way.”
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to try anything. All I ask you is to think about it. What if you weren’t engaged?”
“Wrong question. I am.”
Tonya pushed herself off of the wall, and Chelsea made a hasty step backwards, but Tonya simply passed her by and sat on the bench in the corner.
“You want to get married, I’m not going to stop you, even though I think you and Gail are making a mistake. I know you like each other—but I fail to see that you can’t live without each other, that you’d be miserable apart.”
“What a great friend you are once again to Gail, and me. Some people appreciate a lack of drama in their lives.”
“I am your friend,” Tonya said. “That’s why I’m telling you the truth. I wasn’t talking about a lack of drama.”
“Then maybe you can enlighten me as to what it is you’re talking about, because I don’t understand. The way I see it, you’re just a sore loser. Forget that. You have the same job you had three years ago, mixing drinks whenever Lea needs a replacement. Don’t tell me what’s lacking in my life!”
To her chagrin, Tonya could barely stifle the smile. “Don’t try. You’re not going to make me believe you turned into a snob. There’s nothing wrong with being a bartender, and you know it. If it makes you feel any better, though, I hope to have some paying students as well. Self-defense for women. I have a couple of rooms and a real office.”
Chelsea took several moments to let that sink in. “Okay. You do have a talent—for making me feel stupid.”
“Believe me, that’s not my intention.” Tonya got to her feet. “I’m not going to come by your house, if that makes you feel uncomfortable. I’m not even coming to your wedding if you don’t want me to, but I’ll be around at Chez Violet, and I’ll be working here.”
“You’re free to do that.”
“Would you go for a coffee sometime? You know—talk. In public. I’ll stand by my promise.”
A moment like this, Chelsea remembered well how she’d gotten into trouble in the first place. There was—something between them that she had sadly misinterpreted three years ago, something that Tonya seemed to overestimate these days. What if there was the flicker of attraction? Their lives had taken different turns. She laughed nervously.
“What? You want to get to know me better?”
“I do.” Tonya’s smile turned a bit smug. Chelsea remembered that expression as well. “I would love to do a lot more than talk, but I know you’re not ready for that.”
“You really think I’d call off my wedding, just because you have lots of confidence. You’re that good?”
“When you’ve made up your mind, let me know and you can find out. Thanks for showing me around. I’ll find my way out.”
“Funny,” Chelsea said to no one.
* * * *
She could have used time to herself, clear her mind, but that wasn’t an option as her next client was already waiting in front of her office door. Tonya had always been a smooth talker, but Chelsea couldn’t believe the boldness of the claims she made.
It wasn’t fair that Tonya still easily exposed her insecurities, when it was Chelsea who had achieved a lot more in those past years. A stable relationship, to be with someone you could trust—Chelsea would take that any day over sparks that could burn you if you got too close.
She had paperwork to do after the last client, but her thoughts kept drifting. The current situation was like puzzle pieces that didn’t fit together—her and Gail, Tonya, past mistakes and the uncomfortable questions raised. Chelsea knew she shouldn’t be giving them any weight at all, considering their thoughts. Tonya wanted to be friends. Maybe she wasn’t as terrible a person as Chelsea had made her in her mind, but she did present a problem.
Resigning to the fact that she wouldn’t accomplish a lot more today, she turned off her computer, picked up her keys and purse and locked her office. She’d never called Dylan back. Maybe he was free for some friendly talk.
“Chels, where have you been?” he asked, foregoing the greeting.
“Long story. Can you meet me for a coffee somewhere?”
“Of course, sweetie. Oh boy, I knew something was about to happen.”
“What?” Chelsea didn’t like the sympathetic tone. “Nothing happened. You called me earlier, remember?”
“Yes, and that was for a reason. There’ll still be a wedding, right?”
“Of course. Don’t get any ideas. Gail and I are just fine.”
How many times had she told that to herself and everyone else in the past few days?
“Good. I can’t wait to hear more about the wedding plans, and get terribly jealous.”
“I think I can do that. I’ll come pick you up.”
Whenever she was in danger of being too forgiving when it came to Tonya, spending some time with Dylan would help to set her straight. After all, he had witnessed all of her heartbreak, and dysfunctional ways of dealing with it, up close.
Tonya might deserve a second chance when it came to friendship, but she had no right asking more of Chelsea.



Chapter Three
Three years ago
Chelsea nursed her second drink for the second time this week at the same bar, feeling a lot less encouraged than she had when she’d first walked through the door. There were groups of women who knew each other, and some single ones who apparently had no problem finding company. Chelsea didn’t want to hook up, and she felt as out of place as she had in other bars, for most of her adult life.
This wasn’t going according to plan…and maybe she was wrong. Maybe she didn’t belong here either, a reasonably attractive woman with a degree and an F when it came to relationships. Well, at least the former enabled her to buy drinks for herself in this upscale lesbian bar, and those were damn good drinks. A third Cosmo might prevent her from wallowing in her misery once she got home—if she was still able to get home after that.
“One more, please.”
“Bad day, huh?”
Chelsea looked up at the woman’s voice, realizing it wasn’t the same bartender as before. She let her gaze linger for long enough to be caught staring. It got better a second ago…
“I haven’t seen you here before,” the woman said, as she prepared the cocktail. Her voice was warm and sexy, making Chelsea feel more welcome than she ever had in this place—or maybe she’d had too much to drink.
“I don’t come here often,” she said, blushing for no good reason.
“Well, I hope you like it. There you go, your Cosmo. I’m Tonya, by the way.”
“Chelsea.”
“Knowing a girl’s name and her favorite drink is always a good start. So what happened? Trouble at work?”
The way Tonya directed all her attention at her was unnerving and exciting at the same time. Still, Chelsea wasn’t drunk enough to tell her the truth—that she hoped the conclusion to which she’d come recently, would make everything so much easier. She hadn’t told anyone yet. Chelsea didn’t think her friends or family would treat her any differently. She felt silly to even approach the subject when there was no one to introduce to them. Same as always. Chelsea was married to her studies, her work. People close to her had given up the idea of seeing her in a relationship, and maybe she should give it up too. Less pain and disappointment that way.
“I’m a counselor,” she said. “There’s always trouble at work. Fortunately, most of the time, it’s not mine.”
Tonya laughed. “Better that way.”
“Hey, Tonya! You done chatting?” the waitress called, obviously amused. “I need five Margaritas for table seven.”
“I’m on it.”
“I have to go.” Chelsea slipped from the barstool, holding on to the counter for a moment as the ground beneath her feet felt suspiciously unsteady.
“Hope to see you soon again, Chelsea.”
Chelsea smiled to herself. That would not be a problem. Not at all.
* * * *
Chelsea had approached her coming out in the same way she had addressed most important changes in her life—with lots of books. She read some novels and non-fiction, could relate to some, blushed over certain paragraphs, and said “no way” out loud often during one book in particular.
There was really no one she could ask. Besides, at twenty-seven, she felt too old to need anyone’s relationship advice, especially when she was the one dishing it out at her work. The idea of not fitting in anywhere was frightening. As a teenager, she had believed she could be married this close to thirty, although children had never really been on the horizon. She liked women, but most of the ones she found interesting since that revelation already had a boyfriend or husband…except Tonya at Chez Violet. Chelsea had a hard time explaining the effect the woman had on her, except that she wanted to go back and talk to her some more, hoping that Tonya would find her at least a bit interesting too.
Her casual but feminine style was different from Chelsea’s, defying all stereotypes Chelsea had to ruefully admit she’d had. If anything, Chelsea had to go back to Chez Violet’s to test a theory, and see if the effect was the same when she was in a sober state. There wasn’t much of a dress code in the bar, so the past two times, she had opted for casual as well. She didn’t want to stand out too much either.
Tonight, however, she was on a mission, the hem of her dress a little shorter, the neckline a bit more plunging. If she could make up her mind whether the hair should be up or down, she’d be good to go.
To her disappointment, when she’d finally opted for the more complicated hairstyle and crossed the threshold of Chez Violet with a hammering heart, Tonya wasn’t behind the bar, but the other woman with the purple hair Chelsea had seen before.
What now? Should she come back every night? To ask for a phone number after a couple of minutes’ worth of conversation was too silly, wasn’t it?
She went to the bar anyway, but chose a beer instead of her usual cocktail. She’d sit down and regroup for a bit. Moments later, Chelsea jumped at the feel of a hand on her shoulder, turning around with the intention to snap at the person who’d snuck up on her. The scent of a perfume she recognized made her stop, even before Tonya said, “That’s on me, Lea,” and put a bill on the table. “Hey. You’re back.”
“I’m…oh. Yes.”
“I take it you came back for the great drinks.” Tonya’s smile told her that she knew very well expensive cocktails hadn’t been foremost on Chelsea’s mind. “I’m not working tonight as you can see. Would you like to sit with me for a bit—or are you expecting anyone?”
Chelsea couldn’t decide if the last question had been made out of courtesy or cruelty. Either way, she had no complaint. “I’d love to. I mean…sit with you.”
On the way to her table, another woman, who was with a group of friends, waved to Chelsea. To her surprise, it was Tracy, a secretary she knew from work.
Okay, so she had fallen for the fallacy that she couldn’t possibly know any other lesbian in her social circles. Tonight, she wouldn’t beat herself up over it, because she got to sit with Tonya.
“You seem less stressed than the last time,” Tonya observed. “Work has been better?”
Work and everything else.
“Yes. I work at a women’s shelter. It can get intense.”
“I couldn’t do that,” Tonya said after she’d pulled a chair for Chelsea and sat down herself. “Listen to those stories all the time, it would make me want to go and shoot somebody.”
“I feel like that sometimes, but it wouldn’t help the women.”
“It would help me.”
For a first conversation, it wasn’t going too badly, though Chelsea was distracted from the subject matter by Tonya’s unabashed attention and the soothing cadence of her voice. It brought her mind to less serious contemplations.
“How long have you been working here?” she asked, sounding a bit breathless. Tune it down, she berated herself. The last thing Chelsea wanted to do was to appear cheap and easy to the woman who had caught her interest.
Tonya shrugged, wrapping long fingers around her own beer bottle. Chelsea watched with a fascination she could barely hide. “A few years. I have a degree in physical education, but I can’t really see myself training cheerleaders. Getting women drunk pays the bills for now.”
Somehow, the phrases physical education and getting women drunk stuck on Chelsea’s mind, and probably not the way Tonya had intended them.
“Well, I know you’re good at one of those.”
“If you’re looking to hire a personal trainer, I could show you about the other. Not like you have to change anything, but I do individual exercise plans.”
“Sounds great.”
Chelsea wanted to say more, but before she could come up with anything vaguely interesting, she was interrupted by a petite blonde who got much too enthusiastic upon spotting Tonya.
“Hey, good to see you!” She leaned down for a kiss in greeting—on the mouth. “We’re meeting some friends at the Eclipse later. Don’t you want to come? I haven’t seen you in forever.”
“I’ve been working.” Tonya turned back to Chelsea, startling her by taking her hands on the table. “Would you like to join us?”
In theory, Chelsea wouldn’t. She would have much preferred to stay here in their little corner, at the Chez Violet where she was barely starting to feel comfortable, and talk some more. In practice, this was an offer she couldn’t refuse. Sensing her hesitation, Tonya said, “You’re perfectly dressed. In fact, you might be the only one they’ll let in, but then you’ll say I’m with you, right?”
“Of course.”
All of a sudden, Chelsea had the feeling that this evening could end so much better than it had started.
* * * *
The getting drunk part still proved to be true a couple of hours later, but Tonya had yet to engage her in anything physical. The Eclipse was a dance club, and logically it was much louder there than at the cozy Chez Violet. Conversation was mostly yelling about who got to get the next round of drinks.
Tonya was dancing with the blonde. To add insult to injury, it was truly a beautiful picture, not that Chelsea was appreciating it much, and the amount of alcohol she’d had wasn’t making it easier to have a rational perspective on the subject. They had talked twice, briefly. Tonya had invited her, after all, but that was all the reason for optimism.
The sobering conclusion—some things were exactly the same for gay or straight people, and there was a type of woman who’d hardly ever be single. Since Tonya’s friends ignored her for the most part, Chelsea went to find the bathroom by herself, a task that turned out to be more difficult than expected. Maneuvering through the crowd and down one flight of stairs wasn’t easy this far from sober, but eventually, she managed. The sounds from the club were muted down here, making Chelsea even more aware of what was going on around her. There were two women in the corner kissing passionately. Chelsea didn’t want to look, but she couldn’t seem to stop her eyes from wandering. They’d think she was a freak, or just inexperienced—at this point she wasn’t sure which was worse. She wondered if Tonya had ever made out with a girl in this restroom, and then, what it would be like to make out with her. The alcohol and scenery were only partly responsible for what these thoughts did to her body. Chelsea combed her hair quickly, with strokes harsh enough to pull her out of the fantasy, and left the two women to themselves, nearly running into another group walking inside.
“You’ve been sitting here all night,” Tonya remarked after she’d finally managed to pull herself away from her “friend”. “Everything okay?” At least, she had noticed that the evening left some things to be desired for Chelsea. Her absence however seemed to have gone unnoticed.
“I’m fine,” Chelsea lied.
“Sorry?” Tonya leaned close, maybe because she really hadn’t understood, or maybe she enjoyed torturing her. “You okay?”
Chelsea nodded.
“Would you like to dance?”
Chelsea got to her feet so quickly the room was spinning for a moment, but as they made their way to the dance floor, the crowd and Tonya’s hand on the small of her back made sure that she remained on her feet.
“I take that as a yes,” Tonya told her after the slow song had already started.
Just like this, Chelsea’s world was in order again, Tonya’s arms around her, a strand of her hair tickling Chelsea’s cheek, the feel of her skin, warm and inviting. She had been worried for a while, wondering what her lesson was to learn from past mistakes. The thought of being with a woman had excited her from the first moment she’d been able to acknowledge it, but it had taken her a lot of courage to even go and have a cocktail at Chez Violet’s for the first time. The crushes she’d had on straight women every now and then were different, safely leading nowhere.
It was her job helping people figure out the story of their lives, and damn it, she was good at it, but she had trouble making sense of her own. Her tentative steps into the local lesbian community made her feel like a refugee, unsure if she was welcome.
Dancing with Tonya to the longing words of Faith Hill made the pieces of the puzzle come together, especially when her mind traveled back to the scene she had witnessed earlier in the restroom. She wanted that knowledge, and she wanted it as soon as possible. The fantasy was intoxicating. Chelsea was in equal parts impatient, and relieved about the fact that it was just a fantasy for now.
She could have stayed here forever—if she hadn’t started feeling dizzy for real.
* * * *
The next morning, Chelsea woke to a terrible headache and the even worse realization that if anything had happened last night, she didn’t remember. Tonya lay next to her, fully dressed but barefoot, regarding her with an expression somewhere in between amused and sympathetic. Wait—
This wasn’t her apartment. She bolted upright, and then grabbed her head with both hands.
“Ow!”
“Take it easy,” Tonya advised. “I’ve got Aspirin and water for you, and breakfast when you feel like it. I feel kind of responsible.”
You should.
“I should have warned you the shots at Eclipse are killer.”
Shots? She’d had a couple of beers at Chez Violet, then a cocktail at the club. Someone had ordered a bottle of champagne, she remembered. Chelsea didn’t remember shots. “I’m twenty-seven years old,” she said, her voice sounding every bit as miserable as she felt. “I shouldn’t have to be warned.”
“We all have those days. What happened? You seemed okay earlier?”
“Oh God.”
“What’s wrong?”
Bits and pieces of the previous evening came back to her, and not all of them were encouraging. Neither were the blackouts.
Tonya answered her own question. “You didn’t do anything embarrassing, if that’s what you’re afraid of. If you meant to ask something else—the answer is no. It’s more fun when you’re conscious, believe me.”
Chelsea got to her feet, slowly this time. On the bright side, she should be grateful that Tonya was not only still talking to her, but making her breakfast.
“I hope you’re okay with this. My place was closer, and I didn’t want to go through your stuff to find out where you live. I can give you something to wear if you want to shower and change.”
“Thank you. You must know that I don’t always act this way…it’s been a few strange weeks.”
“Don’t stress.” Tonya’s gaze was warm and affectionate. “I’ll have breakfast ready for you when you’re done. Will you be okay in the shower?”
“Sure.” Chelsea had hesitated, but only for a moment. She’d prefer for the two of them to get naked together when she wasn’t hung over on too many drinks she didn’t even remember. Tonya was always so attentive. She deserved nothing less in return.
* * * *
In many ways, that evening was characteristic of many that followed, with the exception that Chelsea learned to anticipate certain situations and stay sober in the face of them.
She went to Chez Violet’s almost every night after work, sometimes just for a snack, sometimes for drinks, always in the hope of having Tonya all to herself. It didn’t happen often, but whenever it did, Chelsea was more than certain she wanted to take it one step further and then many more. She believed that they had common ground where it mattered. The fact that Tonya was usually the center of attention, whereas Chelsea was always hoping for a moment alone—oh well. She’d deal with it.
Chelsea had made up her mind. She wanted to replace imagination with experience, and she wanted Tonya to be the one. In the meantime, she’d also found out that the blonde, Shelly, was an ex, but still good friend, another fact she was willing to work around.
She believed herself a lot closer to that goal when Tonya invited her to join her for a weekend at a friend’s beach house. Chelsea wasn’t very close with Tonya’s group of friends, but at this point, everyone was used to seeing her around. Her circles overlapped with Tracy’s, as she’d found out, and she’d be part of the weekend trip too. Tonya and Tracy made the decision to carpool—Chelsea imagined Tracy’s girlfriend Lauren was as hesitant about that plan as Chelsea was, but once at the house, there’d be some alone time.
Who are you kidding? It didn’t matter, Chelsea told herself as she was sitting at the bar, waiting for Tonya to finish cleaning up. A weekend on the beach, a shared bedroom. It was finally going to happen.
“Why don’t you stay with me tonight?” Tonya asked, washing her hands under the sink. “We could all go for breakfast together.”
“Or you could come with me…” In her imagination, the sound of waves had made a nice background sound, but then again, there was no time like the present. Tonya turned to her, regarding her speculatively for a moment. Chelsea held her gaze, willing not to blush or falter. She’d been inviting some major changes into her life, dealing with the consequences that came with them, and she didn’t feel like going back.
“I could.”
“There’s a little breakfast place across the street from my apartment.” Chelsea said, hoping to make most of the time. “We could pick up Tracy and Lauren afterwards.”
“You’ve got ice cream in the fridge?”
“You bet.”
“Then it’s decided,” Tonya said. “Let me drive by my place to pick up my bag, and I’m all set.”
It was impossible for her not to know what was on Chelsea’s mind, was it? After all, it was Tonya who had been dropping all those small hints right from the start. It was time to uncover what they meant.
Chelsea had lied about the ice cream, and so she made a second stop on the way at the supermarket.
“Strawberry?”
“Caramel,” Tonya corrected, that innocent bit of conversation enough to make Chelsea nervous once more. She took the container of strawberry ice cream anyway, much to Tonya’s amusement. “That will require a lot of exercise.”
“Yeah. Maybe you can help me with that,” Chelsea said, studying the label intently as if she was really interested in the ingredients.
Tonya smiled.
In the familiar surroundings of her home, Chelsea felt assured that she was making the right decisions. She put on some music, a radio station playing slow bluesy tunes, and lowered the blinds.
“Take a seat. I’ll be right back with the ice cream.”
Caramel for her nerves and Tonya’s pleasure, strawberry as a backup plan for an emergency that might come up at some point in the future. The latter was nothing she wanted to consider right now. Everything would be perfect.
Despite Chelsea’s offer, Tonya followed her into the kitchen, folding her tall frame into one of the chairs as she watched Chelsea prepare their snack.
“You have a nice place,” she said. “Very calming. I imagine that in your line of work, it’s necessary.”
“Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. It suits you. I’ve hardly ever stayed in one place long enough to decorate much—but maybe you could help me with that.”
“Sure, I’d—”
“Actually, there’s something else I’ve been meaning to ask you all night,” Tonya confessed.
“Yes?”
“Come here for a second?”
When Tonya tugged on her hand, Chelsea landed in her lap like in some deliberate choreography, forgetting about the food on the counter instantly. The kiss was all the fireworks she had hoped for, further confirmation.
“What was it you wanted to ask?” This time, she had reason to sound breathless. Tonya reached out to tuck a strand of hair behind Chelsea’s ear. “I already have my answer,” she said.
The change of pace felt confusing, when Tonya went on suggesting they’d better have the ice cream before it melted. Truth be told though, Chelsea was grateful for a moment to step back and think. Not that she wanted to step back far—or think much.
“I’m so glad you’re still here,” she confessed when they had retreated back to the couch. “I swear that for most of the time, I do behave like an adult. On the job—”
“Don’t be so stressed.” Tonya was idly playing with her hair, the effect even more relaxing than her words. “There’s time.”
“You’re sure? I just want you to know what you’re getting yourself into.”
“Oh, I think I do. It’s not that easy to get back into the game when you’ve had a lousy relationship. I’ve been there.”
Chelsea realized that she could simply let that interpretation stand, and have them go from here. Tonya wouldn’t be able to tell, would she? This was the part she had worried about even before they’d met, a situation where she had some explaining to do. She had a lot of catching up to do.
“The thing is…I haven’t…”
“Okay. I get it. Don’t worry.” Tonya’s lips brushed a spot behind her ear that made Chelsea want to abandon the conversation altogether. “It will come back to you, even if it’s been a while.” She chuckled. “It’s like riding a bike.”
Chelsea pulled away and got to her feet. “I’m sorry. I fail to see the humor here.”
“I didn’t mean to make fun of you.” Tonya sounded serious enough. She got up too, to stand in front of Chelsea. “Are you going to tell me what you’re so worried about? I’m not going to run away, I swear.”
“It’s nothing. I’m sorry. Can we please get back to where we were before?”
Tonya kissed her again, softly this time. “Why don’t we postpone that for a bit? You were right. It’s not the best moment. We have an early start tomorrow.”
Didn’t she just say they had time? “It doesn’t matter. Tracy can drive. I didn’t mean to freak out, I—”
“It’s all right,” Tonya assured her before she walked out of the room. A moment later, Chelsea heard the bathroom door. She was left standing in the middle of the room, dumbfounded.
Why did she have to ruin it with her silly doubts? They could be in the bedroom by now. Chelsea had the sad suspicion they wouldn’t get near anything she’d imagined them doing in there anytime soon.
* * * *
“I think you need a little more of this.” Tonya held up the bottle of sunscreen. “Turn over.” Someone snickered at her friendly command, but Chelsea had no objections. She was getting used to tumbling from harrowing doubts into a world of fantasy, and whatever any of Tonya’s friends thought, or even Tracy, only happened on the periphery.
“If you say so,” she murmured, reaching up to brush her hair aside.
“I got it.”
“You sure do.” Shelly sounded jealous, which Chelsea enjoyed nearly as much as the gentle touch of Tonya’s hands on her body—even though she wished there was no one else around but the two of them.
She had made a decision. Next week, she’d invite Tonya over to dinner, make sure there was enough time, no early morning the next day. She wouldn’t panic, and she wouldn’t take no for an answer. Tonya had talked about postponing. She never said she wasn’t interested.
When the sun was beginning to set, their group of eight returned to the beach house where they started the barbecue on the huge terrace.
“It’s a beautiful place,” Tracy said to Lauren as she handed her a bottle of beer. “Maybe we could come back here some time.”
Chelsea caught Tonya’s gaze on her, and for the umpteenth time, she wished she knew what Tonya was thinking. She hoped she had a general idea, at least, but maybe her mind was too clouded by emotions and hormones that should have had their say in her teenage years. All the other women here had known long ago. Chelsea wondered how they had managed to circumvent societal brainwashing. They talked a lot about heteronormativity, but they had done a pretty good job getting away from it when it counted. At this moment, she wasn’t interested in a political dispute, she just wanted to get over that threshold, and soon.
“Why go to the same place twice?” Tonya said. “I want to see a bit more of the world. I was thinking of South America this fall.”
“Yeah, you don’t like going to the same place twice.” Sarcasm was dripping from Shelly’s words, and an awkward silence ensued.
“I always wanted to go to there,” Chelsea said, though that wasn’t entirely true.
“Now there’s an idea. You know what to do, girls. Next time at Chez Violet, don’t forget to tip the bartender. Argentina, baby.”
Tracy laughed. “You expect us to finance your vacation?”
“Why not? I got you this place here almost for free. Least you can do is support a little trip for me and my lady,” Tonya said, putting her arm around Chelsea’s shoulders.
Chelsea blushed. Shelly did, too, though not for the same reason, she assumed. The evening proceeded, until it was just her, Tonya, Shelly, Tracy and Lauren. The shy girl that accompanied Shelly had left for their room a while ago. Obviously, they weren’t together. Not that Chelsea had any reason to be so sure, but a trip together might be a hint as to where she and Tonya were heading. Just the two of them, no interruptions, no distractions—it was a beautiful thought.
“Were you serious about Argentina?” she asked, much later, when she slipped under the covers next to Tonya.
“Why not? If I get the money together, I’d love to go.”
Money was not the problem from Chelsea’s point of view. I still don’t know if you’re serious about me…She scooted a bit closer, wishing she had any idea how to do this right. “Me too. I think we could have a great time and—” Time to take a deep breath. Her voice had steadily risen with each word. “I really like spending time with you.”
“Me too,” Tonya echoed her words, but she didn’t move.
“Would you like to come over to dinner on Monday night? I could cook us something—if you’re not working.”
“I start Tuesday night, so that’s fine. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
This was silly, Chelsea decided, and she leaned close enough until their lips met, willing to forego dining and wining, and to ignore the people in the next room. Chances were they were doing the same thing.
Tonya indulged her for a moment before she pulled back. “I think the walls are pretty thin here. Dinner sounds good to me though…Don’t worry.”
“I’m not worried.” Are you? Chelsea wondered. You’re the experienced one. If anyone should be freaking out, it’s me.
“Sleep well. We’ll talk about it when we’re home. I promise.”
What was one more sleepless night when they were finally coming to an end?
* * * *
At close to 10:00 p.m. that Monday night, Chelsea had lost all her appetite, and not just because her magnificent dinner didn’t look all that appetizing any longer. Sick with worry, she hadn’t even thought of putting the food away for the next day. After the third—or maybe fifth—call to Tonya’s phone went to voicemail, Chelsea picked up her keys and left her apartment. The ten minute drive to Tonya’s place was more than enough to realize that it was likely to be futile. She didn’t have a key. As expected, the windows were dark. Tonya didn’t own a car at the moment, saving money to see the world. Where was she?
Maybe Lea could help her with that. She had to have some more information. While she was friendly with the girls from Tonya’s clique, Chelsea didn’t know any of them well enough to have their phone numbers. She parked her car on the street across from Chez Violet, remembering a time when she’d walked in with trepidation, thinking everyone would be looking at, and seeing right through her.
That was not her problem at the moment. Lea was behind the counter, drying glasses. Relieved, Chelsea started making her way through the crowd when the sight, a few feet away, made her stop cold.
There was Tonya, sitting at a table with Shelly, who seemed in a much better mood than she’d been all weekend. Her first impulse was to storm over and shake both of them, but Chelsea restrained herself. There had to be some kind of explanation. She recalled the conversations they’d had over the weekend, the looks, the touches…the kisses. She couldn’t have misinterpreted all of it.
“I can’t wait to see you,” Tonya had said when they’d parted.
Strategically well placed, there was a pillar close to the table in question, which gave her an opportunity to listen in on the conversation going on right at this moment.
“No, I’m not on the market,” Tonya said, laughing. “Don’t get any ideas.”
That’s right, don’t get any ideas, Chelsea silently agreed.
“I don’t get you, then. She follows you everywhere with those puppy dog eyes. It’s not your style to turn down one of your groupies, so why this time?”
“That’s cruel.”
Shelly shrugged. “So?”
Tonya rolled her eyes at her. “If you must know. She’s a sweet girl, but—” That moment, Chelsea wished she could bring time to a halt, because she sensed that what she’d heard was nowhere near cruel yet.
“I’m not going to sleep with a virgin. That’s too much work in my opinion.”
In her hiding place behind the pillar, Chelsea gasped.
Shelly giggled. “Really? Wow. That explains a lot.”
“I like to hang out with her. I just don’t feel that charitable these days.”
“Because you, of course, are God’s gift to women, and you have to be careful whom you share it with.” Shelly shook her head, amused. “You’re such a bitch.” The tone of her voice was more admiring than scolding, despite the slur.
“I guess you’re right about that.” Tonya got up, tossing a bill on the table. Shelly stood up as well. “You feel like offering some of that charity to me? As you know, I will not require too much work from you.”
“Sounds good to me,” Tonya agreed. Chelsea took that moment to flee the bar, her face burning.
She bumped into people on her way out, uncaring. Whatever she had hoped for, she had her answer now, and it wasn’t going to happen with Tonya. She sat in her car, anger and disappointment aimed mostly at her own naiveté. She didn’t want to sit here and cry—or sit at home and cry, for that matter. Tonya didn’t deserve that much attention, did she? Not that she knew or cared. Why had she even thought that this would be any better, that women would handle rejection in a kinder way? Chelsea leaned forward until her head touched the steering wheel.
She’d be better off becoming a nun. No disappointments to be expected there.
* * * *
None of it would have happened if she’d reached Dylan that night, or maybe she would have simply postponed one of the worst ideas she’d ever followed through with. Eclipse was the only place she knew beside the Chez Violet in order to casually meet somebody. However, Chez Violet was a gentler environment, where the general audience was couples and groups of friends who didn’t prey on someone inexperienced. Oh well, maybe one of them did.
Alone at Eclipse, it didn’t take too long for Chelsea to have someone ask if she could join her, maybe buy her a drink. Chelsea looked the brunette woman up and down and decided she’d do.
Later, she would wonder how they got from the club to the woman’s apartment, stumbling onto the bed laughing. The roommates were having a party with loud music, lots of alcohol and possibly other recreational substances. Here it was, the moment she’d been waiting for, getting naked with a woman she found reasonably attractive, and she couldn’t wait for it to be over. None of it was the woman’s fault, Judy, if Chelsea remembered correctly.
“I’m not going to sleep with a virgin.” In some twisted way, she had hoped to get even with Tonya, to demonstrate she wasn’t as naïve as she thought. On the contrary, she could go and have a one-night-stand if she wanted to. Cheap was all Chelsea felt at the moment. She learned that there was nothing exciting about drunken sex with a stranger, when you were lacking coordination, enthusiasm, and really wanted to be with someone else.
“You can stay if you want to, but I have to get up early tomorrow—and there’s nothing in the fridge.” Judy had to raise her voice over the noise from the neighboring room.
“That’s okay. I’ll call a cab.”
She cried in the backseat of the cab, after having to walk nearly a whole block so it’d be quiet enough to make the call—and then it seemed like she was unable to stop.



Chapter Four
Present
If there were any old doubts knocking at her door, she had no reason at all to let them in. There was no reason for Chelsea to start cleaning out her closet—no pun intended—at ten in the evening, if only because Gail was working late once more.
Maybe it was because of work more than anything. Many of her clients clung to old patterns and habits, because what you knew could mean comfort even if it hurt you. It was scary to walk into the unknown, even when it meant a better life.
Chelsea needed some kind of ritual. An exorcism. She laughed to herself. She was well aware that Tonya had acted in the same thoughtless way she did with everyone. She hadn’t come up with a particularly evil scheme for Chelsea, probably still couldn’t understand what happened that night. Of course, she didn’t know Chelsea had overheard her conversation with Shelly.
Chelsea took out a pile of shirts from the back of the closet shelf, regarding them critically. Cleaning up. Letting go. It was a good thing to do before a wedding…whoa. She hadn’t forgotten, just repressed for a while that she’d never given back the shirt Tonya gave her on the first night she’d stayed over. Tonya had never asked for it. Chelsea brushed her hand over the fabric, remembering how giddy she’d felt wearing it. Had Tonya really changed? If yes, what did it matter?
“Wow. You’re busy.”
Chelsea jumped, dropping the shirts she’d been holding when Gail appeared behind her.
“Sorry I’m so late. I swear I’ll make time for dinner tomorrow. I’ll be visiting you at work, anyway. Maybe lunch, then.”
“Lunch is good,” Chelsea said, quickly covering up that shirt with the others, as if Gail would recognize it. She probably wouldn’t. The only one creating imaginary problems was Chelsea.
“Cool. Would you mind if Tonya and Caro joined us?”
“Why?” Her surprise was just as much for the fact that obviously, Gail didn’t mind, as for Tonya and Caro going anywhere together. So much for Tonya’s sincerity to win her back—not that Chelsea wanted to be won back. That sounded bad in her head anyway, because they’d never been together other than in her imagination.
Gail sat on the side of the bed. “No particular reason, I think. You’re not still upset, are you? Tonya talks a big game, but she quickly loses interest in ordinary, happy people like me and you.”
“How are you two friends?” Chelsea was usually good at explaining the works of other people’s relationships, however strange at times. This, she couldn’t make sense of.
“Opposites attract? You don’t have to worry. I’ll make sure that she behaves around you.”
Good luck with that…At the very last moment, Chelsea stopped herself from smiling. Nothing funny about that.
“You have to understand this about Tonya,” Gail continued. “When she wants something, she wants it right now, but she changes her mind in a heartbeat. It’s never boring with her…I guess that’s one plus.” She got up again. “I’ll go shower. You’re almost done here? We could make it an early night. Chelsea?”
“Yes. Yes, we could.”
After Gail had left the room, Chelsea put all the clothes back into the closet without having chosen any for charity, and plopped down on the bed with a sigh. No big deal. Not at all—she was still hiding that shirt in the back of her closet out of laziness. Once she and Gail had found a house and moved, she’d get rid of it and the memories.
Meanwhile, Tonya would be around. Who cared?
* * * *
Chelsea called Dylan, who failed to give her the support she’d been hoping for.
“I understand that you were upset, and hurt, but remember, Tonya did not tell you to sleep with the first woman you ran into. She did something shitty, no doubt about it, but as much as I hate to defend her…She didn’t even know you heard, or what you were going to do afterwards. Did you even talk about that?”
“Of course not!”
This from the friend who had spent quite a few nights with Chelsea, listening to her crying, providing booze and encouraging words—and who called Tonya the wicked witch most of the time. She remembered clearly what he’d said to her when she told him parts of the story: “Tonya? Sounds like she’s got legs up to here. Bitch.” While the first part was the truth, unfortunately, she’d been uncomfortable with the slur, but not feeling any of it so much after sharing a six pack and a few tequila shots with Dylan.
Most of all, they had talked a lot, and Chelsea had never felt like getting drunk in misery, or hooking up with a stranger, ever again.
She had, however, briefly considered swearing off all relationships. “Why would we talk about that? It’s done, over.”
“Seems like Tonya doesn’t think so—and neither do you.”
“I don’t want to talk to you right now,” Chelsea said.
Dylan chuckled, having caught her sullen tone. “Frankly, I don’t get what your problem is. You used to have all those dysfunctional ideas about how nobody would ever want you again. Now you have a marriage proposal from one hot chick, and an indecent one from another. What’s to complain about?”
“I’ll talk to you later.”
She hung up, not only to be impolite, but because she had a lot of paperwork to do before she could leave for lunch. Chelsea briefly considered using this an excuse, but then again, her stomach was growling already. Dylan didn’t know everything. She’d told him about Judy, ashamed about her poor attempt at retaliation—but not the fact that, for some time, she’d feared that she’d never have an intimate relationship with anyone, male or female, because she didn’t know how to make it happen. Like Tonya, he had assumed that Chelsea had trouble getting over past heartbreak. No wonder they didn’t get what the problem was.
An hour later, no proposal, indecent or otherwise, could have kept her from the lunch table. She closed all files and locked them away, then locked her office behind her. Hopefully, the service would be quick.
Her life had changed in many ways—she had real friends now, aside from her longtime companion Dylan. Tracy was the only one from the old group that still hung around. However, when she walked inside the bistro, seeing Gail at the table with Tonya and Caro, laughing, some of the old feelings washed up again. She hated that they came so easily—it wasn’t like she had gone through anything that was nearly as traumatic as the stories of the women she listened to every day. Still.
Dylan knew half of it. So did Tonya. Gail, even less, but she wanted to marry Chelsea, and Chelsea wanted to be married. End of story—wasn’t it?
* * * *
“I’m so sorry.” Gail sounded sincere. “I know we have a lot of preparation to do, but I need to go on this trip. If all goes well, there could be a promotion in it—which would be great for both the wedding and the house budget.” Technically, all of them knew Gail’s parents would step in at any time, but it wasn’t anything either Gail or Chelsea wanted. “That’s fine. I’ll make all the decisions and send you the bill.”
“Best deal you can get, in my opinion,” Caro said, laughing. She, as it turned out, was not providing anyone with the easy way out. The way she and Tonya interacted lacked any of the teasing and flirting Tonya was so good at. “Don’t worry, Gail, we can all help her with that.”
“I’m scared.”
“That’s what happens when you leave your girlfriend in the hands of well-meaning friends.” Caro seemed unaware of possible implications of what she just said. Chelsea caught Tonya’s gaze, calm, a bit smug, and quickly looked away.
“I see. Maybe you could find us a house, too, in the meantime?” Gail sighed, rather frustrated now. “From the moment we set a date for the wedding, work has tripled. I enjoy it, but every once in a while, it would be nice to actually see your significant other and have time to talk about important things.”
Invitations and centerpieces. House-hunting. Family planning. Chelsea wondered if she could do it, go against her instincts and prove to both Gail and Tonya that she could be a mother. For Gail, it had never even been a question, career, owning property, raising a family, the steps of adulthood. Chelsea always had idealistic ideas of changing the world to the better, hoping for someone by her side who shared those goals. Questions of real estate or children hadn’t been on her mind, but to Gail, these mattered. A relationship meant compromise, right?
As Dylan had said, she was complaining on a mighty high level.
“I see I’ll have all the support I need,” she said with a wry smile. “We’ll figure it out. I have to go back to work now.”
“Are you going to hate me if you have to have dinner on your own?”
Chelsea pretended to think about that. “Oh well, I’ll live. As long as you show up for the wedding, we’ll be fine.”
Under the laughter of her friends and lover, she left the café. This hadn’t been so bad, had it?
* * * *
The afternoon actually brought a positive development. Lacy, one of her clients, came by to tell her that she was going to leave the next day. She had reunited with her sister who had helped her find a job and an apartment in another city, far away from the ex-boyfriend who had been responsible for her stay here.
“Thank you so much,” she said. “You helped me a lot.”
“Well, you did all the work. Good luck.”
“I can use it.” They shook hands, and spontaneously, Lacy hugged her. “You know, it makes one hell of a difference to have somebody listen to you. Now I’ll go and make the rounds before I start bawling.”
Chelsea was already tearing up. Good people making headway was always something that made her emotional. True, she was good at listening and giving others a safe space to talk about issues they were usually afraid to be judged for. The paperwork wasn’t all that bad when it came with some sort of happy ending. She was making headway on that, too, and starting to prepare the next week when she heard the knock on the door.
“Come on in…” On second thought…don’t.
“Hey,” Tonya said, leaning against the door frame. “I’m done with classes for today. Would you like to have a snack somewhere? I’ll buy. I know I have a lot to make up for.”
Chelsea leaned back in her chair, studying the woman in front of her. Tonya, chastised and hopeful, was a different experience. “By buying me dinner when you know my fiancée is working late?”
“I asked your fiancée for permission. She said if I don’t try anything funny, it’s okay.”
Despite herself—and the fact that no one seemed to consider it necessary to ask her first—Chelsea had to laugh. “You sure you can do that?”
“I guess we’ll find out?”
Chelsea took in Tonya’s hopeful expression with some regret. She didn’t want to go there, thinking they could be friends and end up disappointed like the last time. The last time had been different though. There was no heartbreak likely to come out of this, was there?
…and that’s why I’m still keeping your shirt in the back of my closet. There was an unfortunate metaphor in that.
“I’m all for holding a grudge, but I’m not about to turn down a free dinner—especially when my fiancée okayed it. Let’s go.”
There was no point in staying angry and resentful for years, especially when she’d never expressed the reason for those emotions. At the cozy pizza restaurant, even all sober with the soda she was sipping, Chelsea discovered something unsettling. If she wasn’t angry at Tonya anymore, if she could get over that, she’d have to deal with an underlying emotion that was maybe even more difficult.
She loved Gail. She wanted that relationship, for better or worse, for the long run, with compromises if necessary. So far, so good.
However, as she listened to Tonya talk about her school, and then the trip to Argentina she’d taken all by herself, Chelsea found herself be drawn into old, dangerous feelings.
“How did you manage that?” Chelsea loved a routine in her life, with reliable people around her. The one time she’d been ready to take a risk, it hadn’t turned out so well, and she had drawn her conclusions from that. There was no reason to be disappointed, or even jealous, about the way Tonya led her life so differently. “Just buy a plane ticket and go?”
“I wish.” Tonya laughed, remembering. “There’s some paperwork you have to do, especially if you want to stay longer. I found a job bartending in a hotel, and stayed as long as I could afford. I met a dance teacher, Soledad, and she taught me some tango steps in exchange for cocktail recipes.”
Chelsea had no doubt that involved tango of the horizontal kind as well.
“I could show you sometime,” Tonya offered.
“Tell me again, what is it you want from me?”
Tonya wasn’t at all fazed by her outburst. “I think I made that pretty clear, but you’re not interested, okay, I’ll respect that. It doesn’t mean we can’t be comfortable with each other, does it? I didn’t sleep with the dance teacher, by the way.” She couldn’t quite hide the smile which told Chelsea she had given herself away.
“Not that I care.”
“Of course not, why would you? See, I think to be friends with someone, to like to be around them, is important for a marriage, but it’s not enough. I’ve told Gail, I’ve told you, because I care about both of you—but that’s just my opinion. If you two think you can build your lives on that, if it’s enough for you…nothing I can do about it, right?”
“What the hell are you talking about?”
Tonya took a sip of her cappuccino, licking her lips, unaware. Chelsea wanted to shake her.
“I told you that too. I just don’t see it. Passion.”
“Okay.” She’d been asking for it. If Tonya wanted to discuss hard questions, well, Chelsea had some for her as well. “Since having an honest conversation is such a big deal for you, let me ask you something—if you think you can give all of that to me, why did you disappear without a word three years ago? You’ve had a few opportunities, if I remember correctly, but you took off with Shelly while I was waiting for you with that stupid dinner. Guess she wasn’t that much trouble in bed, having experience and all.”
If all of this had to come out tonight, then so be it. This might be a more effective cleaning up than she had tried yesterday. There was a flash of surprise on Tonya’s face at her wording.
It occurred to Chelsea that maybe she didn’t remember, that every one of those words Chelsea had carried with her for years, didn’t mean anything to her. She was one to talk about passion.
“See, this is what I’m talking about,” Tonya said calmly. “I didn’t understand it back then, tried to ignore it, because I thought we weren’t a great match, and that you were maybe looking to experiment.”
“What gave you that idea?”
“It happened to me before.” Tonya held her gaze. “I was afraid, because I was feeling all those things for you. Once you allow yourself to acknowledge them, you give a person a lot of power to hurt you.”
At this point, Chelsea wished she would have gone with the red wine after all, but if, after this conversation, the air was finally clear, it would be worth it. “Poor Tonya. So it’s me who did everything wrong?”
“I didn’t say that. I meant—”
“I hadn’t even dated anyone! How would I have known that you had…issues with feelings?”
“I knew you hadn’t been with a woman before, but—” Tonya’s eyes widened, as the meaning of ‘anyone’ dawned on her.
“That’s right. Anyone. Now you can go make fun of me some more.”
“That’s not my intention—it never was. People do stupid things out of fear. I did. I’m sorry I hurt you, but what can I do to make it right? I could show you if you let me. I don’t want you to cheat, but you have to make up your mind.”
For the second time that day, Chelsea felt herself tear up—this time, for all the bad reasons. As long as she held onto her anger, which was more or less righteous these days, it was easier to ignore regret. As long as Tonya was this flaky, unreliable person in her mind, Chelsea could count her blessings regarding what had never been.
There would be no temptation whatsoever…but the emotion was tiring. She felt silly for even harboring her grudge for such a long time. Dylan had a point.
“I made up my mind. I’m getting married. Contrary to what you say, I believe Gail and I work. Not that it’s any of your business.” Chelsea was quite certain that Tonya was still speculating, and the idea made her uncomfortable.
“Okay. I guess if I can’t tempt you at least a little, I have to accept that.”
“Why did you have to wait three years before making that freaking apology?”
Chelsea knew she was stepping into dangerous territory. It came close to an admission, that if Tonya had come to that realization a little earlier, Chelsea might have gone with it—that the thought of the two of them together still crossed her mind, especially with the wedding date getting closer.
“I was a coward? I couldn’t deal with how much I wanted you, because that would come with consequences. Responsibilities, commitment.”
Chelsea shook her head. “You didn’t understand a thing about me. I was in love with you. I was asking for a lot less than you think.”
“I know, but you deserved more than that, the toe-curling sex and the ring.”
The blood shot to her face. “You have a high opinion of yourself.”
“It’s different when you love someone, believe me.”
“Yes it is,” Chelsea said when she could breathe again. “I agree. We both made poor choices back then. I told you, I accept your apology. Excuse me now, I should go home to my soon-to-be-wife.” She didn’t wait for an answer.
* * * *
To her surprise, she found Gail in the living room, dressed in comfortable after work clothes, reading. Chelsea felt irrationally guilty—at least, she hoped the sentiment was irrational. She had done everything right, walked away on time.
“I thought you were working late.”
“Something came up,” Gail said, laying the book aside. “How was dinner?” There was no teasing or scolding in her voice. Easy for her, she had gotten Tonya out of her system long ago. Of course, lacking Chelsea’s insecurities, Gail had qualified for Tonya’s standards.
“I thought we could look at those invitation samples together?” Gail suggested.
“There’s something else I’d rather do.”
“Is there?”
Chelsea wasn’t in the mood for a lengthy explanation. Straddling her lap, she leaned forward to kiss Gail, deeply and somewhat desperately.
Why didn’t anybody understand?
Gail’s touch was warm and comfortable. It was what she wanted. It was what she had always wanted.
Yet, the thought of what could have been, haunted her, as they were undressing each other on the couch, and finishing later in the bedroom. Her gaze hefted to some irregularity in the ceiling, shivering under Gail’s caresses, she couldn’t help wonder what it would be like. A different, deeper experience, more.
How could this possibly be different with Tonya?
She wasn’t quite prepared for the intensity, the rush of sensation or the sound she failed to keep in.
“I’m so glad we skipped those invitations,” Gail whispered.
Right. Maybe they
should skip them altogether. Chelsea pulled Gail closer to her and said the first thing that sprang to mind. “Is there any way I could come with you on that business trip?”
Maybe temptation wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t right in front of her eyes.
* * * *
It turned out that Gail would have loved to take her, but there was no way Chelsea could take those days off. Bethany expressed sympathy.
“I’d love to say yes, but we are short-staffed as it is, and I’d need you to find a replacement for the time. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay. Another time.”
Back at work, with her mind on many things other than her current dilemma, Chelsea didn’t feel more than mild disappointment. A little mortified at yesterday’s glitch, and a little tired, because that had kept her awake for some time, but she’d be okay.
It was okay to be a little confused. For a long time, Gail had been the only woman on her mind—after Judy, whose last name she’d never learned, and Tonya. If she’d had more relationships in between, she might feel different now. She had chosen not to, and that’s what she got for it.
Tonya didn’t come by her office that day. However, when the phone rang later in the evening, Chelsea wasn’t much surprised to hear her voice.
“Hi, I wanted to talk to Gail. Is she there?”
Her tone was unassuming, as if Chelsea hadn’t run out on her only the night before.
“No, she’s not. Do you need her number at work?”
“No, thanks, I got it.” She paused. “Are we okay?”
We might, if you could stay out of my affairs and my bedroom, or if I was able to tell if you’re serious or not, this time.
“Yeah.” Chelsea sighed.
“Good. Would you like to have coffee sometime next week?”
“Part of your agenda?”
“You bet.” Tonya chuckled. “You seem immune to it, so I settle for a latte as the only hot thing we’re going to share.”
“I’m good with that. Although there’s nothing wrong with adding a little caramel—or vanilla.” Sometimes, Chelsea couldn’t believe the words that came out of her mouth. This was one of those moments. She didn’t need to encourage her.
“Vanilla is fine. I’ll leave the cuffs at home,” Tonya said. “This time,” she added before hanging up.
Chelsea gave the phone a bemused smile, shaking her head. Gail was right…with Tonya, it never was boring. The only problem was she had added the idea of cuffs to the inappropriate imagery that was already there. Maybe she could ask Gail…
“No,” she said aloud. There was inappropriate, and then there was no way in hell.
* * * *
To see Tonya settling for something was kind of unnerving, Gail had to admit. Her father wouldn’t think so. He was glad that his investments seemed to work out. The idea that Tonya invested the same kind of focus where Chelsea was concerned…Gail had a few choice words for that. Sad. Pathetic. She would have used these exact words with her friend if it hadn’t been Tonya.
She’d change her mind soon enough, wouldn’t she? Tonya always did.
“Dad likes you,” she observed when they were sitting in the den after one of Tonya’s appointments with her main investor. “I used to like you much better when you were not trying to steal my girlfriend.”
“Fair enough. I’d have a much guiltier conscience if you two were really on the same page. You could have slapped me the moment the idea came up. Why didn’t you?”
“Because it’s silly,” Gail scoffed. “See, I know what you have to offer, and it’s fine if that’s what you’re after. I’ve had my moments, but Chelsea doesn’t do casual. She…we both want something real. I’m sorry, my friend, but I don’t think that’s anything where you can compete.”
“How’s the sex, then?”
Gail burst into laughter. “Wow. I’m happy that your career plans are going well, but you do have some growing up to do. We’re not in our twenties anymore. I’m getting married.”
“So you guys keep telling me. Have you had those invitations printed yet?”
Gail briefly allowed her mind to wander to what they had done instead. Not that she planned on telling Tonya any of it, but as far as she was concerned, she and Chelsea had a great sex life. “Not yet. We both work hard. When we have some time together, what do you think it is we do?”
“Point taken.” Tonya chuckled. “The white chocolate body paint was too much of a mess for you anyway.”
“That wasn’t so bad. The peach slices from the can made the mess.” Gail shuddered at the memory. “A few minutes of fun don’t make up for having to do laundry in the middle of the night. It was a good thing I was already moving out. They would have thrown me out otherwise.”
“You changed,” Tonya said. “Why is it so hard for you to believe that I have too?”
“You want to settle down, okay with me, but find someone who’s not engaged. What do you want with Chelsea anyway?” That had sounded a lot better in her head. “I mean, she’s really not your type.” Why did she have the feeling that she was digging herself deeper with every word?
“What do you think my type is?”
Easy, she almost said, but Gail caught herself at the last moment, because that would insult not only Tonya, but her as well. Tonya had gotten the gist anyway.
“What about you? Shouldn’t you be with someone who really wants children and a family home? Are you willing to give up on that?”
“Chelsea will come around.” Defiantly, she held Tonya’s gaze, hoping to convey more confidence than she’d had lately when it came to that subject.
“What if she doesn’t?”
“Jeez, what do you think this is…a movie?” Gail felt more tired than irritated. Maybe that was Tonya’s intention after all, to wear her down. She wasn’t going to give in so easily. “You can’t be serious about any of this. Who am I kidding? Of course you aren’t. You’re never serious about anything. Go ahead, try your little seduction scheme, but don’t be surprised if it doesn’t work. There’s more to life than great sex.”
“Everyone deserves to be the only one, no back door, don’t you think?”
“I think you ought to be careful,” Gail said, surprised that the idea hadn’t occurred to her much earlier. “I like you, I really do. Those two weeks were a part of my life I like to remember. That being said, you leave Chelsea alone, or I might drop hints to my father that you’re making my life complicated. Let’s see how soon he can pull the money from your school.”
“I see,” Tonya said as she got to her feet, a smile playing over her lips. “You’re proving my point. If you were so sure, why would you need this little backup plan? Don’t worry. I’m not going to touch her unless she wants me to…but you’re going to get married, right? Thanks for the coffee. I can see myself out.”
Clearly, her amateurish attempt at blackmail had backfired. There were some choice words Gail never wanted to use for another woman, much less so with a friend, but she was tempted.
* * * *
Chelsea didn’t like sleeping alone. There was too much space in the bed, in her mind for the thoughts that wouldn’t stop. Three nights without Gail by her side hadn’t helped make anything clearer…on the contrary. She had avoided Chez Violet this week. No call from Tonya. Maybe she had forgotten about coffee, like she had forgotten about that dinner before. It wouldn’t be surprising, and there should be no way Chelsea should feel disappointed about it.
Gail hadn’t called either in those three days, and maybe that was the reason why Chelsea hadn’t cancelled the coffee date, or why she felt defensive enough to put on a red dress and make-up. Besides, Tonya had played with her before. Two could play the silly game. She put on high heeled sandals that would probably cause her more pain than Tonya, then on second thought, put them into a bag and slipped into a pair of sneakers.
Chelsea put the bag on the passenger seat and pulled out of her parking spot. It was still early, yet her heart was thumping.
Tonya thought it would be easy to turn her around with a few nice words. Gail didn’t seem to feel the least bit like she could find herself in a situation where she’d have to fight for Chelsea. It was like both of them were taking her for granted.
Welcome to the emancipation of Chelsea. She’d make her own rules from now on…or maybe make a fool of herself like she had three years ago.
After parking across the street from the café, she leaned forward to change the sneakers for the sandals once more, hitting her head on the steering wheel in the process, and nearly stumbling as she stepped out onto the sidewalk.
Off to a great start.
It got even better after Chelsea had crossed the street, miraculously without getting run over, and walked into the café.
For a split-second, she wondered about the stares turned her way, but then she realized her state of overdress was most likely the reason. The décor was hip and modern—stainless steel combined with bold colors.
Tonya was nowhere to be seen.
Chelsea found herself a table by the window. The tables were high, the chairs more the height of barstools. Wearing such a short skirt—not a good idea. If that didn’t impress Tonya, at least she had impressed every other occupant in the place. It was definitely a success she could have done without.
* * * *
Tonya—no surprise there—entered the place like she owned it. Her eyes widened briefly when she saw Chelsea. Of course, she was dressed in her usual buttoned-down shirt and jeans, looking gorgeous. The heels of her boots clicked on the tiled floor.
“Hi,” she said, leaning in to kiss Chelsea on the cheek. “I hope you didn’t have to wait too long?” She didn’t mention Chelsea’s appearance at all, but appraised her silently. No reason to blush. The air conditioning blasted away at full force, damn it.
“Well, at least you showed up this time.” Chelsea couldn’t help it. She shouldn’t feel or act like a teenager, but she sure had back then, stood up by her crush. On purpose or not, Tonya still made her feel that way. “So, how’s work going?” she asked in attempt to make this encounter look less like a date that could go wrong at any second.
“Great.” Tonya took a seat beside her, ordering a latte with a double caramel shot when the waitress came by. “Would you like to share a piece of cake? The chocolate chili cream cheese is to die for, but too much for one person.”
Right, there was nothing much vanilla about Tonya. Chelsea wasn’t too sure about the chili though. It was already pretty hot in here. Maybe she was developing a fever?
“Okay, we’ll take one.” The waitress went on her way, and Tonya resumed the earlier topic. “It can be a depressing place, no matter how bright the paint color of the walls, but I like doing this work. At the very least, it gives the women something else to think about for a few minutes, and if they feel a little better about themselves and their bodies, even better.”
“I’d prefer if we taught men, and some women, not to be jerks,” Chelsea countered. “I know what you do matters, but it doesn’t get to the root of the problem.”
“Maybe, but this is what I am able to offer. I believe it counts in the bigger picture. Your work, Gail’s, all of it intersects. At least we try to keep the jerks at bay until we figure out what to do next.”
By the time Chelsea realized she was smiling, it was already too late.
“I have girls’ classes now too. For that, I make the parents pay though. Would you like to visit sometime?”
“Sure. For what it’s worth, I think what you’re doing is great.”
“Growing up?” Tonya asked, amused.
“I wasn’t saying that.”
“Starting a business is great, and it’s frightening, especially when it’s not just you depending on it working out. I love a challenge.”
“Is that what I am to you? A challenge?” Now that the question was out in the open, Chelsea found herself unable to stop. “What if, for a moment, I was crazy enough to go along with all of this—if I was curious about all that great sex you’re promising? What comes after that?”
The waitress brought their orders, and for a moment Chelsea was worried she could have overheard her words. If she had, she didn’t care.
Tonya pushed the plate towards her. “Try.” She went back to the more pressing question when the waitress was out of earshot. “It’s much more than that, but since you’re asking, I would want you to come live with me for a week, take your time to make up your mind, and go from there. I would have taken you to Boston or New York to get married but as it is, we could just go to the courthouse. Not that I want you to think I’m cheap. We could go to New York on our honeymoon.”
“Now that is just cruel.”
“Is it?”
“Besides, one week seems a bit rushed,” Chelsea said, trying not to imagine how two people attracted to each other could spend one week. None of this was at all realistic.
“It’s enough. Besides, you needed less than that to decide in the first place. I was the one who screwed up, remember?”
Chelsea shifted on her chair, awkwardly pressing her legs together. Hell, yes, she did remember…all of it.
“I won’t run out on you again. Ever.”
“Couldn’t we…” Chelsea cleared her throat, “…be friends? Let’s say we both moved on and leave it at that?”
“We could try.” Tonya’s agreement was half-hearted. “Don’t you think we’d always keep wondering? I know I do.”
It was impossible to fight the images that came with her words, especially when she used that tone of voice. “It’s wrong.” Morals were Chelsea’s last resort. It hadn’t taken her long to get there.
“If you want something this much, how can it be wrong?”
It was hard to tell whom Tonya was talking about at this point, whispering sweet indecencies over coffee and cheese cake, in the middle of the afternoon. “To get back to your original question, if you said yes, I’d take you home this moment, do what I should have done three years ago.”
“Oh God.” Chelsea hadn’t meant to say it out loud. It didn’t matter what she was feeling or not, Tonya’s logic was that of a cheater. If you wanted something badly enough, every means was justified.
Not that Chelsea had room to talk after she’d come here all dolled up, wearing shoes that hurt her feet even when she was sitting, all for the effect of having Tonya undress her with her eyes. Tonya hadn’t changed, right? No matter what story she told, Chelsea had changed, without a doubt—and somehow that made things worse. The fantasy that had snuck up on her in the bedroom proved it.
“Gail knows I’m here,” she said abruptly.
“I don’t believe you. You could never lie very well.”
“Unlike you, you mean?”
Tonya flinched slightly, but she wasn’t ready to give. “It’s you I want, but if that’s the only way to convince you…I wouldn’t have a problem with Gail joining us.”
Chelsea nearly spat her coffee all over the table as the meaning of those words registered. As it was, they sent her into a coughing fit.
Tonya couldn’t quite suppress her smile in reaction. “Are you okay?”
“Yes…No…” Chelsea said when she could breathe properly again. “You want to convince me you’re ready for commitment by suggesting a threesome?”
“You’re right. When you put it like that, it doesn’t sound very convincing,” Tonya agreed. “It would be all for you though.”
“Right.” Chelsea took a deep breath. “I’m not into that kinky stuff.” Was Tonya? What did it matter? “If you knew me as well as you claim to, maybe you’d understand that.”
“What do you like, then? Lights on or off? Under the covers? Romantic dimming? Toys, I guess, fall into the kinky category.”
Listening to Tonya talk about sex was about as inappropriate as it got. It made Chelsea feel like she was doing something inappropriate in public. Nevertheless, here they were.
“It sounds so easy coming from you,” she scoffed.
“It can be easy.”
“Yes, if you have no conscience whatsoever.”
“Love is easy. It’s with guilt and obligations that the problems come in.”
Chelsea let that sink in for a moment. “I tried to live like that, and frankly? It wasn’t worth it.”
Tonya laid her hand on the table, but she made no attempt to touch Chelsea’s, which was only inches from hers. Chelsea’s fingers tingled.
“It’s too late. I…I can’t.”
“Marriage is not something to take lightly. It’s for the rest of your life. At least, that’s what it’s supposed to be. I want you, but it’s all up to you.”
“I’m getting married. Can’t we at least give this friendship thing a try?”
“If that’s really what you want…and if you can accept that I’m not thinking of you that way. I’ll try,” Tonya said. Seeing her act this sincere was disconcerting in a way. She might have learned a lesson or two. It hadn’t done much for the effect she had on Chelsea, and part of her still resented Tonya for it, more than for the betrayal three years ago, or Chelsea’s very dysfunctional way of dealing with it.
“Yeah…me too.”
Whatever Tonya would make of it.
* * * *
Chelsea
spent another restless evening, listlessly making dinner, the television blaring in the background. She couldn’t have cared less, eager for Gail to return. She resented Bethany for not giving her the time off, and of course, Tonya for giving her too much to fret about in that time. People differed, couples differed. Just because she and Gail weren’t all over each other all the time in public, that didn’t mean they didn’t have passion. She couldn’t compare that to the feelings she’d once had for Tonya, which had been more like a teenage crush, far too late at the age of twenty-seven. One more night. She would survive, and ban all those silly thoughts from her mind.
That resolve lasted a few minutes at least, until she stood under the shower spray, really wishing Gail could be with her. Gail, however, was far away and mostly unaware of Chelsea’s self-made misery. She leaned back against the cold tile with a sigh, wishing. There was no way she was going to do this, was there? Of course, there would be nothing wrong with having a fantasy about the absent fiancée she missed so much she could almost imagine her hands on her skin. The hands she imagined touching her weren’t Gail’s though, which was sad, and in a way, predictable. Shame could wait, guilt could wait. Chelsea had no doubt they’d keep her company later. A selfish and irrational act shouldn’t bring this much pleasure, but it did, building up to an intense climax that left her shaking and breathless. The water continued to rain down on her and Chelsea turned it off, defeated. She and Tonya could never be friends. They couldn’t be anything else either.



Chapter Five
Doubt. No matter how hard she’d tried to chase it away, the sentiment caught up with her. If Chelsea was honest, it was there some time before Tonya’s return, but she’d been better at ignoring it.
She and Gail had a good comfortable life together, and there was no need to change anything. Gail wanted a family though. Chelsea had pushed that fact aside for now, but what would happen if she was faced with the question in earnest? Would Gail want to have the baby? How would they pull that off exactly? If not, would they adopt a child? Without a doubt, Gail’s financial background would help with either of the alternatives, at least that was what Chelsea thought, but it would do nothing to change Chelsea’s reservations on the subject.
She dealt with lots of responsibility at work, which was okay with her. The truth was Tonya’s attempts at seduction were merely a distraction where this issue was concerned, if a successful one. Chelsea didn’t want children. She never had. It was something she had to talk to Gail about, as soon as Gail was back from her trip.
Regardless of Tonya’s agenda, she had a point when she said they needed to address this. Just like Tonya had used her back then, maybe Chelsea would use Tonya in order not to be alone after throwing away a perfectly good relationship.
“Not going to happen,” Chelsea told herself out loud as she paced the living room of their apartment. They’d have that conversation. Maybe Gail would realize that having children would come with major changes and adjustments neither of them was ready for. They’d get married. If she kept telling herself that everything would be okay, maybe she could make it happen by sheer force of will.
Should all of that fail, Chelsea would move on, somehow, by herself. She didn’t want to be someone who used others, did she? She wasn’t that kind of person.
“Damn it!” she cursed to no one. In the office, the invitations lay on the desk. They had a date, but nothing else, and with Gail’s various family members and business contacts she wanted to invite, time was running out.
Chelsea would only have her parents and a cousin coming from the other side of the country. She was a bit more flexible that way. Neither of them had ever learned about Tonya. They thought everything was fine…and it was, wasn’t it?
On the spur of the moment, she decided to invite some friends for dinner. Company would keep foolish thoughts away, like what could have happened if she’d left with Tonya.
Maybe she needed a distraction because she’d wanted to give in, be selfish and irresponsible for once in her life.
* * * *
Tracy, Deb, Caro and Dylan agreed to come over and bring some food and booze from their respective fridges. Joyce and Leigh were out of town, but, as Joyce claimed when Chelsea reached her on her cell phone, they’d be back for the wedding.
“Wow, Gail sure is busy,” Deb said as they stood around the kitchen island fixing snacks. “Are you sure she can make it to the wedding? She told me she won’t be back before the end of next week.”
An awkward pause ensued when Chelsea realized Gail had spoken to Deb after leaving. “There’ll still be enough time,” she said. “It’s a big case. They might make her a partner soon.”
“Hey, that’s fabulous,” Dylan said. “Why didn’t you tell us earlier?”
Chelsea shrugged. “It’s not certain yet. Let’s not jinx it.”
“I heard her dad has invested in Tonya’s school.” Caro sighed. Chelsea’s knife slipped as she cut a cucumber. “Man, I’m going to be surrounded by rich and successful lesbians…Okay, on second thought, that doesn’t sound so bad.”
Tracy gave Chelsea a sharp look. She had noticed the near accident and could probably take an educated guess regarding the reason.
It couldn’t be true. Wouldn’t Gail mention her family was involved in Tonya’s business? How could Tonya take that money and pursue Chelsea at the same time? Chelsea couldn’t believe that no one had deemed it necessary to keep her in the loop.
“Have you seen it yet?” Caro asked. “Looks pretty ambitious.”
“That doesn’t surprise me. Tonya usually gets what she wants.” Another one of those looks from Tracy.
“Can anyone look after the onion rings?” Chelsea asked, hoping to distract Tracy from her observations. “I think they’ve been in the oven long enough.”
“They need a few more minutes.”
Chelsea wondered about the defiant tone in Tracy’s voice.
“I’ll check on them,” Dylan offered. “Another beer, anyone?”
While he passed out more drinks, Chelsea used the moment to escape to the balcony. She wasn’t surprised that Tracy followed her. The silence dragged on, until Tracy asked, “Are you still going to get married?”
“Why are you asking me that?”
“We both know Tonya’s not the type for ’til death do us part.”
“What are you talking about?”
Chelsea knew before Tracy answered her. She pressed her palm against her forehead.
“So it’s true.”
“Whatever you think you saw, Gail is coming back at the end of next week. We’re getting married. End of story.”
“Don’t tell me you always dress up like that when you’re having coffee with a friend. I don’t understand you, Chelsea.” Tracy sounded frustrated. “I thought she broke your heart. You were so miserable back then…but you were also single, and you’d just come out—easy prey. I thought you knew better.”
“Jesus, Tracy, we had coffee!”
“Okay, I was wrong. I apologize.”
Tracy went back inside, leaving her standing alone. Suddenly, the people in her home made her feel crowded. Chelsea wished she’d found a better solution to deal with her guilty conscience than inviting all too observant friends.
* * * *
Gail called briefly, their conversation lasting less than five minutes as she had to get back into a meeting. “I hate this, but I’ll have to stay longer. Will you still love me when I come back?”
Chelsea didn’t have the heart to tell her she had already learned about the delay of Gail’s return, and how. She slept badly, torn between nightmares and another kind of dream that had her bolt upright in bed.
Tonya had also called, with another proposition, and Chelsea toyed with the idea of turning her down…for less than five minutes. She wasn’t going to cheat. All it meant was that they were trying to be better…at being friends. Never mind that this outing was a trip to the beach, the same where they’d spent the long weekend with Tonya’s clique three years ago.
Tracy came by and brought her a coffee the next morning. “If you think this is my way of apologizing…well, you’re right. I’m sorry. It’s none of my business really, but I believe you learned your lesson with Tonya. You better, because if I’m not a maid of honor this fall, I’m going to be very mad.”
Chelsea took the coffee, laughing. “Fair enough.”
* * * *
The sky was alternately bright with sunshine or clouding over with the next rain shower, fitting Chelsea’s mood to a ‘T’. Then again, Gail had practically given her carte blanche, trusting that Tonya would change her mind at any given moment, and Chelsea wouldn’t.
What could happen during a small trip to the beach, with an overnight stay at Tonya’s friend’s trailer? Truth be told, if Tonya hadn’t suggested it, Chelsea would have contacted her anyway. She wanted to get to the bottom of what she’d heard about Gail’s father investing in Tonya’s business. She was certain Gail knew.
Leaning back in the passenger’s seat, Chelsea sighed.
Tonya gave her a quick sideways look. “I’m sure it will clear up any moment.” Chelsea had waited for her at the corner with her small umbrella, bravely withstanding the wind. To her, it didn’t look like the dark clouds would disappear anytime soon.
“Is it true that you borrowed money from Gail’s father?”
Tonya smiled to herself. “I guess that couldn’t wait until after the first coffee.”
“It’s not a joke.”
“You’re right. I presented my project to him, and he thought it was worth investing—which turns out to be true. If all goes well, I can pay him back before the end of the first year.”
“What did Gail say about that?”
“You didn’t talk about it?” Tonya asked, sounding genuinely surprised. “Well, I guess she didn’t think it was that important then. Don’t worry about it. Business is business…at least as long as you’re still going through with the wedding.”
“What does that have to do with me? Wait, if it does, why isn’t anybody talking to me?”
“I am now,” Tonya said calmly.
“So, what did she say?”
“I should make up my mind whether I want the school or you. I’m not telling you this to convince you one way or another. I get her. I would probably have done the same.”
She had asked for the truth, and Tonya had respected her wish. “You’re crazy!” Chelsea said out loud, the first thing that sprang to mind, voicing her frustrations for many reasons. “It’s a great project. It’s important, to you and in the general sense, and yet you asked me on this trip?”
“It’s about priorities.”
“What are you going to do if you have me alone in the middle of nowhere?”
Tonya chuckled at the bold question. “I know what I’d like to do, but I know nothing’s going to happen tonight.” More serious, she continued, “I lost you once. If I ever get another chance, nothing else is as important.”
Chelsea didn’t have a comeback to that, and with every passing moment, the weight of Tonya’s words became heavier in the silence. Could she turn down a chance like that, with the first woman she’d fallen for head over heels?
The short answer was yes. Damn, of course she could, most of all because she was engaged to another woman. “You’re crazy,” she said again, for the lack of something better. “I’ll talk to Gail. She’s not going to do anything.”
“What about you?”
“It’s pretty complicated being me these days. Honestly? I don’t know. I’d take that coffee now.” To her relief, Tonya didn’t seem to mind leaving the conversation at that.
* * * *
Tonya had been wrong in one thing…it wasn’t going to clear up. The closer they got to the campsite, the harder the rain came down.
“I guess that means no barbecue tonight.”
“There’s a little restaurant on the site we could go to,” Tonya explained.
“After walking on the beach?” Chelsea asked dryly, and they both cracked up with laughter. It felt good to have a moment that wasn’t laden with innuendo. While Chelsea still wasn’t happy about all Gail had neglected to tell her, she was determined to enjoy the day. If Tonya stuck to her promise, she had only her own guilty conscience to worry about, but after this day—and night—it would be clear to everyone that they’d be doing okay as friends, right?
“You brought a book?”
“Sure.”
“I thought so. We could watch a movie on the tablet too.” The surprise had to have shown in Chelsea’s expression, because Tonya laughed.
“Hey, I’m a businesswoman now. Modern technology is making my life a lot easier.”
“A businesswoman with friends in high places,” Chelsea observed as Tonya opened the door to the trailer, which sat on the spacious campground. The interior was impressive too, with a double bed on one side, a sink, cabinets and a small bathroom in the middle, and a table with booths on the other end. “This is very nice.”
“I think Gail’s family owns one bigger than that. You must have gone a few times…”
“No, there hasn’t been a lot of time for vacation.”
Yet she was making time now to hang out with Tonya in this confined space while the rain was pouring down outside, creating a staccato sound on the roof of the trailer.
Tonya didn’t react to any possible implications of her words. “There’s a functioning shower,” she explained as she stowed the food away, then straightened to look at Chelsea.
“What would you like to do?”
Chelsea stood in the middle of the trailer, trying to make sense of the question or any possible answer. Tonya closed the door of the fridge, straightening, very close all of a sudden.
“We could take a walk. I’ll show you around the site some?”
“In this weather?”
“What’s the worst that could happen?”
I’m getting all sentimental about the last time we went to the beach together? Not that the rain was any reminiscent. It had been a hot, dry summer the year Chelsea had held such high hopes for making love during the beach trip, and after…and then, not anymore.
“Okay. Let’s go.”
* * * *
The rain let up a bit when they got down to the beach, but the frequent showers had made the sand muddy, water and skies still equally grey.
“I’m so glad you came,” Tonya said.
“What do you think it means?” Chelsea asked, curious. Hell if I know.
“You trust me enough to share a bed with me. That’s pretty amazing.”
“It wasn’t what happened that made it hard to trust you again. It was what didn’t happen…and the reason you gave for it. I heard you that night. I heard what you said.”
“I know this must be getting old, but I’m really sorry.” Tonya sounded wistful as she tightened the belt of her coat. “I can only imagine how that must have sounded to you.”
The wind blew the rain in her face despite the umbrella, the water on her face feeling like cold tears. “You meant what you said. It doesn’t matter how it sounded to me. If I hadn’t slept with any women in those three years, would you still want me?”
Tonya turned to her abruptly, forcing her to stop.
“I knew the moment I woke up the next morning. That’s why I bought the ticket to Buenos Aires. I didn’t know you heard me, but my opinion of myself was pretty damning already. I only came back when I knew I had something to offer you.”
“I’m sorry,” Chelsea said, surprised that she actually meant it. “I wish you’d told me sooner…but that’s the way it is. I’m marrying Gail.”
“I know. How about we grab a bite to eat and then turn in? It’s not going to get any sunnier out here.”
“Fine with me.”
A hearty meal of burgers and fries helped to orient her in the moment, get her feet back on the ground and stop fantasizing about what could have been. Gail was smart, funny, a skilled lawyer. Chelsea admired her, and she felt safe with her. The sex was…as good as it got, she assumed. Three years ago, her mind had been clouded by infatuation. It didn’t mean anything at all, and sex wasn’t enough to base a relationship on anyway. Neither was curiosity.
She’d go with a book. The idea of watching movies with Tonya, especially if there was any romantic content, was a bit too troubling.
The rain was even more intense on their way back to the trailer, so they decided to take a shower to warm up. Chelsea went first, changing into PJs after…which was why she was sitting in the booth not much later, clutching her book and trying to ignore the images that came with the sound of the shower. She imagined Tonya coming out of the small space wearing only a towel, her mind pausing on that idea far too long. Of course, it didn’t happen. They might be playing with fire, but they were responsible adults doing so.
Tonya wore leggings and a shirt when she came out, somehow managing to make the sloppy look attractive. Half-amused, half-apologetic, she said, “This has to be the worst vacation ever. I’m so sorry. I should have checked the weather channel.”
Chelsea closed her book. She wasn’t going to reveal that she had checked, and decided she wasn’t going to say anything. “It’s okay. We’ll find something to do with the time. Do you have any pictures of Argentina on the tablet?”
“I wasn’t sure you wanted to see them.”
“Oh well. Since I’m not going to get a tan, I can dream of place where I’d have the chance…”
Tonya laughed. “I hate to break it to you, baby, but you weren’t going to get a tan anyway. The best we could do is keep you from getting sunburn.”
“Oh come on, you’re still as mean as you always were.”
Her words were meant to be a joke more than an accusation, but they made Tonya silent for a moment. “I told you, I wasn’t mean. Just scared of falling in love so deeply there seemed no end to it.”
“That’s scary, huh?”
“It is. How do you feel about a movie now?”
* * * *
It wasn’t like Chelsea didn’t know what was happening. She and Gail had watched movies together, went on a weekend trip. The reason why the present moment felt different, both new and familiar in an exciting way was that she’d never stopped wondering. Time hadn’t softened the sting of disappointment that much, but if Tonya had repented enough so they could be friends, maybe…She remembered the invitations on the desk in the office, the white chocolate cake ordered for a very specific and important date. Chelsea imagined standing up and saying ‘I do’ in front of their friends and family, in the backyard of Gail’s family’s estate.
The vision troubled her. It shouldn’t do that, right?
Her curiosity shouldn’t spike on certain scenes of those movies either.
I Can’t Think Straight…how appropriate.
Tonya, meanwhile, made good on her promise. While proximity was a given in their current surroundings, she made no move.
It would have been too easy for Chelsea to do it instead. She couldn’t blame Tonya for everything she was feeling, the images in her head, either. She hadn’t put them there. Well, maybe she was a little to blame for making Chelsea watch a romantic and sensual movie with her.
“What happens after that one week?” she blurted out.
Tonya turned to her—her gaze calm and attentive, but she didn’t say anything, as if she was waiting for Chelsea to find the answer herself.
“I give up everything for you so you can show me a good time, which I obviously know nothing about since I don’t have your experience. Fine. What comes after that?”
Tonya laid her hand over Chelsea’s, momentarily forgetting her promise. The ringing of a cell phone jolted them apart.
Distantly, Chelsea realized it was hers, and one look at the caller ID made her flush with shame. It was a good thing she had strong morals. If a touch like this, cheating in thought, had this effect, imagine what the real thing would be like. No, imagining it was not a good idea.
“Hi, Gail,” she said.
“Hey. I’m sorry I didn’t call earlier. It’s brutal around here…but we’re going to win.”
“That’s great. Congratulations,” Chelsea muttered.
Tonya got up to retreat to the kitchen area, just a few feet away…a rather futile attempt at giving them more privacy.
“I might have even more good news when I come back. Are you okay, Chelsea? You don’t sound so good.”
“I’m fine. The connection is bad, maybe that’s why.”
“Yeah, I’ve been wondering about that. Are you in the basement?”
“No,” Chelsea said.
“All right, I need to go. Sleep well and dream of me, okay?”
“Always.”
Chelsea was about to hang up, when Gail said, “Oh, wait a minute, I forgot.”
Her heart beat uncomfortably hard, but of course, it didn’t have anything to do with Tonya, or Gail possibly feeling the need to change the rules where she was concerned. “My parents have a dinner with friends on the day I come back. They also want to help us get into our own house.”
“You invite Tonya?”
Gail seemed as startled by the sharp question as Tonya was. “No. Why would I? This is for our family, and to see how we can get forward with planning the wedding. It’s not that long anymore. In fact, we should go apply for a license already if we want to keep the date.”
“I just thought you might, since she and your dad are business partners now.”
“Oh, that.”
“Yes. Why didn’t you tell me?”
Gail gave a surprised laugh. “I didn’t think you’d be interested. Okay. I really need to go. We’ll talk when I come back?”
“Of course.”
Chelsea hung up and stared into nothing for a moment. Tonya appeared with a couple of mugs that, judging from the scent, were filled with something delicious, topped with whipped cream.
“I’m afraid the hot chocolate is instant, and the cream is from a can, but that was the best I could do out here. I thought you could use something sweet.”
“You got that right. Thank you.”
Chelsea took a sip, realizing that this was not a hot chocolate you’d serve to children.
“This is good.” She sighed. “You want to get me drunk? Got any plans?”
“I wish.”
“Yeah.” Me too, Chelsea almost said. Too bad she couldn’t get drunk enough on a shot of rum to abandon all responsibility…not that she wanted to. Not like this.
“We can’t do this again,” she said instead. “I feel like I’m already doing something wrong. I don’t think we can be friends…” Unless I have a long, possibly difficult conversation with Gail, to find out what the future is supposed to look like for us…until after that dinner. “It doesn’t work. I don’t want you to lose your school either.”
“All right.”
That was too easy, wasn’t it? Chelsea shouldn’t be disappointed, because that had been the problem for so long, that they weren’t on the same page. Now they were.
“Just like that, all right?”
“I’ll drive you home tomorrow after breakfast,” Tonya said, her tone not revealing if she felt the same disappointment. “After that, I’ll stay away from you. It’s not about the school. Frankly, being around you doesn’t make anything easier.” She laughed wryly. “I guess that’s a case of what goes around, comes around? Okay, here’s the deal. If you ever change your mind, you come find me, okay? I won’t judge.”
“That’s very generous of you.”
This conversation, like the ones before, was going in circles. It really was up to her, Chelsea realized, to stick to the plan or do something completely crazy and unexpected. The idea of making that choice terrified her.
Maybe she should consider the threesome. Some progress she’d made, from three years ago when joining a nunnery had seemed like her last option.
She rinsed the cups in the sink, then turned to the bathroom to brush her teeth.
They took turns and settled in for the night in a space that seemed much smaller than when they’d arrived here earlier today. Chelsea turned her face to the wall, not that it made so much of a difference.
“There’d be another week,” Tonya said quietly, “and another one after that. You asked me what was going to happen after that week. The answer is, as long as we have…preferably, forever.”
“Now you’re just making stuff up.”
She felt Tonya’s fingers brush over her shoulder, down her arm, and then…nothing more. “Good night,” she whispered.
Chelsea wanted to stop playing around, turn and kiss her, touch her in the way she’d imagined, no more holding back. She resented Tonya for leading her on, when she wasn’t delivering.
The problem was she was only waiting for Chelsea to give her permission.
Chelsea took her responsibilities seriously. She always had, except one night when she went home with the first girl who’d said yes, beyond disillusioned. Her relationship with Gail had been an affirmation, reassurance that she was where she belonged. That she was a lesbian, and happy with it.
Maybe, though, that had happened the first time Tonya had eyed her like she looked good enough to eat.
Chelsea closed her eyes, but it did nothing to calm her heartbeat or other, even more inappropriate sensations. That’s why people got married, right? To take the complications and hazards out of desire, in order not to find themselves in a ridiculous situation like that.
Even in thought, those explanations sounded lame to her. She gave in to the inevitable, if only in her head.
* * * *
“We are so proud of you.” Gail’s mother greeted them at the door, kissing Gail and Chelsea on both cheeks. “You’ve made excellent choices in every way, and now you’re going to be their youngest partner!”
Chelsea smiled politely. There hadn’t been much time for any conversation. Gail had showered and changed into her party outfit, and Chelsea had done the same.
At Gail’s parents’ house, people, food and drinks were in abundance as usual. “There’s only one thing missing, then,” Mrs. Fleming continued as she led them to the buffet. “The house…we can take care of that for you, if you don’t mind. You two always seem so busy. Then there’s the subject of my grandchildren. I’ll leave that up to you.” She winked at Chelsea before leaving them to greet another guest. Chelsea snatched a glass of champagne from a waiter who passed them by.
“Grandchildren,” she echoed.
“Oh, come on, it’s not like it’s a surprise at this point.” Gail, in an excellent mood, smiled into the direction of an aunt and uncle who had just arrived. Chelsea had met them on other occasions, and she wondered if they were also thinking about grandnieces and nephews.
“It is to me.”’
“We talked about this. Once we have the baby, it will all be different. You’ll see.”
Chelsea tried herself that she was mostly responsible herself for feeling her growing irritation, but this sounded too much like Gail had never even bothered to see her point of view. If she had, she obviously thought it didn’t count much.
“Why do you think I’d change my mind just like that? If it’s that easy, why don’t you?”
Gail frowned. “How about that’s awesome, Gail, I’m happy for you?”
“I am,” Chelsea said, feeling chastised and not liking it. “That has nothing to do with the fact that you keep making decisions without me. What’s this about your parents helping us with the house?”
“Come on! Neither of us wants to live in a shoebox, right? My parents own property, as you know, and some of it is move-in ready.”
“I thought you wanted us to do it all by ourselves.”
“When would we even have the time to buy the damn furniture? Jesus, Chelsea, I can’t talk to you when you’re behaving like an ungrateful brat.”
Chelsea stared in shock after Gail turned on her heel and stormed out of the room, uncaring about the curious looks that followed her. She jumped at the feel of a hand on her shoulder.
Gail’s dad smiled at her gently. “Don’t worry. Pre-wedding nerves, it’s normal.”
* * * *
It would have been hard to locate Gail if Chelsea hadn’t known where to look in the mansion-style home. As it was, she was certain she’d find her in her old bedroom. Chelsea knocked on the door to hear a resigned, “Come in.”
For too many moments, there was silence, awkward and heavy.
“I didn’t mean to spoil your party,” Chelsea said, regretting what she’d already said, and what she still needed to say. She sat next to Gail on the bed. “I’m not going to change my mind. I’m sorry. It makes me wonder though if I really am what you need.”
“That’s Tonya talking, not you.”
“Maybe a little…actually, no. It’s a big decision. A child deserves better than a maybe.”
“Maybe was good enough for you before she came along,” Gail said bitterly.
“That’s not true. We just never sat down and talked about it, and I thought…” Chelsea sighed and leaned forward, holding her head in her hands for a moment. “I thought you might not be that serious about it,” she finally said. “I can deal with it. Don’t worry about Tonya, and please, don’t say anything to your dad about the school. We’ll be okay, right?” She reached out to touch Gail’s shoulder, but Gail evaded the touch, standing up quickly.
“You tell me…because I just don’t know.”
“What do you want from me? You said Tonya was your friend, and that it was okay to hang out.”
“You do that often while I was away?” Gail asked, her tone icy.
Only twice, and each time I went in my mind where I never should have. Chelsea stayed silent.
“Maybe we were a little too overzealous, setting a date for the wedding.”
“What?” Chelsea asked, dumbfounded, though she had heard Gail’s words just fine. They were damning.
“It’s obvious to me that you have some questions to answer for yourself. If you have second thoughts, it’s better to deal with them now.”
“Are you breaking up with me?” The thought made her nauseated, but maybe Chelsea was simply sick of herself, her doubts and weakness in the face of temptation. Her relationship with Gail was no doubt the best that had happened in her adult life. You couldn’t build a future on longing, and craving, foolish ideas.
“No, I’m not.” Gail gave a heartfelt sigh, but she didn’t have a lot of reassurance to offer to Chelsea. “I want to give you enough time to make sure you know what you really want.”
“I already said yes, didn’t I?”
“That’s right. It wasn’t like you had other options on the table at the time.”
Don’t panic. Don’t say anything you’ll regret. “Stop it!” Gail was worried, and hurt. Chelsea understood that, but the sarcasm didn’t help. Thought crimes were all she’d committed for now, and she had hoped that this long overdue conversation would make all the difference. Gail gave her a long regretful look before she walked out of the room.
* * * *
Tonya was talking to students at the end of the class, the center of attention in a group of chatting laughing women who gave her admiring looks—everything she liked best. Gail observed her old friend with a sense of bitterness and resentment. It was hard to imagine that they’d once made love on the floor of her apartment, between boxes packed and ready for moving day.
Finally, Tonya had ushered the group out and made time for her.
“Is it time for me to give the keys back?” she asked, with only a hint of irony.
“Got something to confess?”
Tonya leaned against the door frame, studying her. Gail found it unnerving.
“You know, it’s ironic. I would let her go,” Gail said in a voice calm enough to betray her inner turmoil. If that was a big revelation for Tonya, she didn’t show it either, her expression one of mild curiosity. “If I was really certain all that BS you’ve been telling her was true, that she’d be better off with you. As it is, I know you’re going to make her miserable again, and that’s where I think I should keep her from making a stupid mistake.”
“Come one. You make it sound like I’m—”
Gail held up a hand. “No. You wanted the truth? You’re going to get it. I understand Chelsea has some sentimental feelings about you, but you? Why can’t you let her go?”
“I love her.” The quiet, heartfelt statement wasn’t enough to gain Gail’s respect. In fact, she didn’t want to consider for a second that it could be true. In that case, she’d be in deep trouble—but hey, this was Tonya, right?
“No, you don’t. You just want to fuck her.”
Tonya flinched.
Gail couldn’t bring herself to feel sorry for her. “There’s a difference, right, but you wouldn’t know. You didn’t want her before, because it would have been too easy. Now she’s with someone else, it’s a challenge.”
“Not everything is a challenge.”
“Maybe this is. I can go back to my dad right now and tell him to pull the money.”
Tonya pushed herself off of the wall and locked the training room. She held up the key ring to Gail. “You do what you have to do.”
Realizing she wasn’t getting anywhere with threats or expletives, Gail ran from the second confrontation today. She nearly collided with the middle-aged man in the raincoat waiting outside the building near the door. He gave her a sympathetic look. Not in the mood for anyone’s pity, Gail forewent an apology for coming close to slamming the door in his face. She didn’t want to go home yet. She couldn’t stand to see Chelsea, or the invitation samples on the office desk for that matter.



Chapter Six
Palm Springs—Buenos Aires, Round Trip
Tonya all but disappeared in Buenos Aires, into an everyday life that was almost identical to what she knew. She had filed all the paperwork earlier, found a job via a friend of a friend who helped on her side with obtaining the necessary visa.
She spoke Spanish well enough for the daily life, spent her nights creating colorful drinks for admiring strangers, waiting tables, making allies against the loneliness creeping up on her.
In over two months, she hadn’t once tackled the question of why running away from home had suddenly become so urgent.
She missed Chelsea, so what? It was nice, flattering, to become the center of someone’s attention, but there was no way the two of them could have worked in the long run. While standing her up might not have been the gentlest way to let her down, it could have been worse.
Chelsea had taken baby steps out of the closet, daring to go hang out in a lesbian bar, trying to make friends—but what if she was ready to go back at the first chance? She had signaled her interest clearly, but if she thought there were no conditions, she was kidding herself. Sex would lead to emotional entanglement, at least it would for Chelsea, and that was something Tonya wanted to avoid.
She’d stop thinking about her so much eventually.
“What are you thinking?” Malena asked. She had been a trusty companion for a few weeks now, showing Tonya around places and restaurants aside from the usual tourist hangouts, introducing her to friends. Tonight, they had snuck away from their group, to Malena’s apartment.
Contrary to popular belief, Tonya Gray didn’t put out on the first date.
Regardless, she wasn’t willing to share her thoughts. Malena might think of them as ungrateful—and be right.
What the hell had happened? She liked women. She liked to date, she liked sex. For the most part, Tonya had managed to find partners who were on the same page.
Truth be told, she had known that Chelsea spelled trouble from the first time she saw her, a bi-curious girl lost in a world that wasn’t her own. At least that was the way she’d seen her back then. Usually they were easy to sort out, but somehow, she liked spending time with her. She was looking forward to some time alone even more than hanging out with the girls.
“You’re beautiful,” she said, because it seemed to be the right thing to say given the situation, but her words lacked meaning, and Malena wasn’t stupid.
“It would be nicer hearing that if you weren’t so distracted. Who’s the girl back home?”
“There’s no one.”
Malena’s doubtful look told Tonya that she didn’t believe her. She sighed. “I left things kind of…unresolved. Not for me,” she hurried to say.
“Of course not.” Malena laughed. “You’re worried she’s not over you, is that what you’re saying?”
“No, that’s not what I’m saying. It would be very conceited of me, wouldn’t it? I’m shocked you would think such a thing of me.”
“I’d call it confident. You definitely are.”
It hadn’t been a confident decision to practically flee the country. This might be an invaluable learning experience, but there was no doubt her unsolved issues had followed her all the way here. Chelsea, and all the uncomfortable questions she had confronted her with. Tonya wasn’t going to mess with the image Malena had of her though. If there was something even scarier than letting somebody get too close, it was being all alone.
* * * *
She had done some sightseeing by herself, learned about the history of the Casa
Rosada and how it had gotten its pink color—an act of compromise between two parties that Tonya found amazing, given the lack thereof at home. If she didn’t feel completely settled, it had little to do with her temporary stay in a foreign country—she had felt the same way at home.
Maybe it had to do with being past thirty and far from having found a place in life. It didn’t seem all that long ago that she’d taken a look at the options her degree could give her, and decided it wasn’t anything she wanted.
Tonya didn’t mind waiting tables or working nights. She had met many interesting people, including a celebrity or two who were there incognito, or at least tried to, listened to many stories of love and heartbreak, back then, or here in Buenos Aires. She was good at that, had found another job and place to sleep right after her contract with the hotel ended.
For the first time in long while, it didn’t seem enough anymore.
Tonya refused to believe her being unsettled and unusually stressed about the future had anything to do with a young ambitious counselor, or the wish to impress her.
She and Chelsea were done.
No need to go there.
The time came when she had to renew her visa, the deadline looming, but Tonya couldn’t bring herself to get started.
The idea of going home appealed to her even less, because she had nothing to present, no deep insights, to the people there. To her friends, here or there, did it really matter? She had made an effort not to care too much, and so they responded in kind.
At work, she kept up the smile and the pretense, but she stopped calling Malena and didn’t answer her messages.
Tonya didn’t understand what was wrong with her, or the world around her. Maybe she’d go back to the US and visit her parents, something she hadn’t done in some time—or finally start the damn paperwork.
Instead, she spent her day off sleeping in the back room of the bar, trying to ignore the obvious.
“Buenos Días,” a familiar voice made her bolt upright.
“Excuse me, but there’s a reason why I didn’t call you.” Tonya saw no need for niceties.
“Well, yes, that is why I’m here. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine, even though there’s talk you didn’t just have dinner at Julieta’s.”
“So?” Unfortunately, that wasn’t just talk, but Tonya hadn’t called Julieta either.
“So it’s not a date, but I need you to get up and come with me tonight. It’s going to be fun, you’ll see.”
That was the problem with someone you got to know better—they wanted to talk, and sort out your issues. Tonya didn’t appreciate the attempt.
“I’m sorry you had to come all the way here, but I’m not going anywhere tonight. Excuse me now…I’m trying to sleep.”
“You’re depressed,” Malena stated bluntly.
“Whatever. Good night.”
“It’s not night. It’s two in the afternoon.”
“Fine!” Realizing that she might be able to put an end to that conversation sooner that way, Tonya sat up, pushing back the covers. “Whatever it is, I won’t stay long,” she warned. “I have to work tomorrow.”
“You have to take care of the paperwork, or go home,” Malena reminded her, “but tonight, we’ll have fun. All in good time.”
“You’re going to tell me where we’re going?”
Malena smiled enigmatically. “As I said, all in good time.”
* * * *
“I am so glad you all came. I hope you enjoy the show.”
Soledad, Malena’s cousin, held on to Tonya’s hand a little too long. “I’ll see you later.” Tonya watched her walk away, back straight, on high-heeled silver sandals. She couldn’t help being impressed, with Soledad, and this place. Soledad taught tango to lesbian couples. According to Malena, she had won many prizes, and tonight her school was doing a show to promote their classes.
As they watched together, Tonya was torn. The visuals were beyond pleasant, colors, music, emotion. Too much emotion. She wished she had that much purpose, striving for something.
“You’d be good at it,” Malena said. She sounded wistful as if she already knew that there was no way she’d get Tonya to try.
“I doubt that. It’s a long way from mixing drinks.”
“You got rhythm.” Malena gave her a long, intent look, and for the first time today, Tonya didn’t regret that she had gotten out of bed in the first place…it looked a lot like that was where they might end up tonight. Sometimes, the perfect distance needed a bit of negotiating. If she could get there with Malena, getting that paperwork done might be a good idea.
Unbidden, Chelsea came to mind, and the night they’d spent at the beach house, where it would have been so easy to cross the line. Tonya wished she had. Maybe she had exaggerated her worries, and they would have been just fine negotiating the space between them. A continent away seemed drastic.
Too little, too late.
“I bought both of us a ticket,” Malena whispered, handing her a paper slip. “Maybe we’ll win a class. Then you have to stay.”
Tonya thought it wise not to tell her that she had written an email to her mother, to check if it was a good time for a visit. She was almost certain that there was nothing more she could get out of her stay in Buenos Aires.
When her number was drawn, she was more than certain that the game might be a little rigged. However, Malena’s number didn’t come up. Instead, Tonya had won a series of private sessions with Soledad.
“You did that on purpose,” Malena accused her cousin.
Soledad laughed, but her gaze was on Tonya. “I’ll make you a special price, if you want to, then you can both come.”
“You remember I’m back in school this fall?” Malena sulked.
“When can you start?” Soledad asked, ignoring her. This was going a bit too fast for Tonya. She didn’t want to upset her temporary girlfriend either.
“See, it’s a great prize, but I don’t mind if Malena wants to go instead…”
“I want to, but it’s not going to happen.” Malena picked up her glass with a sigh, raising it. “Congratulations. Like you need to learn any more moves.”
“Just give it a try,” Soledad continued. “You might be surprised.”
* * * *
Tonya had always been a reasonably good dancer, so she had no problem following Soledad’s instructions—until they changed roles.
“You can’t always be the one to lead. That’s life. That’s why I teach both parts.”
“I don’t know. I think I like that part better,” Tonya admitted.
“That, I figured out.”
Unlike Malena—and pretty much every woman she’d dated—Soledad was close to her own age. It was both relaxing and frightening. The former, because she sensed that there was no interest beyond a friendly-professional relationship. Nothing to prove. The latter, because at maybe a couple of years older, Soledad was running her own business successfully.
Tonya honestly believed that a job should enable you to make ends meet and enjoy your day—everything else was no one else’s business. She could have made more money teaching P.E. at a school or college, but the thought made her shudder.
She felt trapped, worrying that whatever she did, stay or go home, the end result would be the same.
Still, she submitted the paperwork even after finding an email from her mother that said she’d be welcome at any time, and returned to Soledad’s classes. After she had used up her prize, she paid out of her own pocket, a ridiculously low price Soledad had insisted on.
They had coffee and dinner together sometimes, and still, there was no signal…Maybe Soledad didn’t want to interfere with Malena, with whom Tonya hadn’t talked in weeks. Maybe she simply wasn’t interested.
Tonya couldn’t tell, but she was intrigued. For the first time in months, those hours spent on Soledad’s dance floor were making her forget about imminent troubles, and a more distant one—Chelsea.
“I saw Malena yesterday,” Soledad said as they were sitting at the table of a street café, spending some time together before Tonya’s shift.
Tonya winced, then silently scolded herself. It was unlikely that Malena’s world revolved around her. It never really had. “How is she?”
“She’s fine, seeing another student from her class, I think.”
“Oh. Good for her.”
“Yes, I believe so. What about you?”
“Me?” Tonya laughed uneasily. “I’m fine. Getting better each time, you keep saying.”
“I wasn’t talking about the dancing, though I can see a parallel…Malena isn’t angry with you. Which doesn’t mean she wouldn’t appreciate a call every now and then, but not for the reasons you think of. She says you had a good time…and that she could tell from the start it wouldn’t last, but would be worth it.”
Tonya made a face. “That sounds like someone told you too many details.”
“Nothing I couldn’t already tell,” Soledad reassured her, smiling. “What about you? Have you enjoyed yourself here in Argentina?”
“I’m not complaining.” It wasn’t exactly clear to Tonya what they were talking about. She was uncomfortable with this course of conversation, wondering what exactly Malena had told her cousin. She thought of what she’d said to Shelly about Chelsea, stupid, arrogant, the memory still making her cringe. It wasn’t like anybody had to worry about her—because she always got what she wanted, didn’t she?
“Okay then. I’ll see you on Monday?”
“Of course.”
Tonya spent a busy shift with no time to ponder Soledad’s cryptic words. After the last guest had left and she had finished cleaning up with a couple of coworkers, she didn’t feel like returning to her room, in need for some space and contemplation.
“Tonya, wait a moment,” Leandro, her boss and owner of the bar, called after her. He looked apologetic. Tonya feared that this meant no good news. If she lost her job now, she would have to go back. While she was looking forward to seeing her mother and stepfather, her and Soledad’s routine had become important to her. Bit by bit, she’d begun to feel more at home here.
“It’s about the room,” he explained. “I’m sorry, but I need it for a friend of mine, and I have no idea how long he will stay.”
For a moment, she looked at him in confusion. It was not what she had expected—not much better though. Tonya had taken the cheap housing for granted too long, first at the hotel, then here. She knew that there was no way she could find anything within that range in the city center, which meant spending time and money on commute. “When do you want me to leave?”
“Next week would be great.”
“Sure. I might need a day or two to find something, but I’ll get started right away.”
“Thank you. I’m really sorry, but this is an emergency.”
“No problem. I’ll find something.”
She needed that walk even more now. The time of day didn’t bother her. Tonya had been in the city for long enough to know her way around and blend in, feel safe among strangers.
Strangers…the word caused a pang of melancholy, rather than feeling like a threat, even when she heard the sound of a motorcycle behind her, getting close. Everything happened so quickly she didn’t have time enough time to process or react as the man reached for her shoulder bag, his partner sped up the motorcycle, and she ended up on her knees on the sidewalk. She was on her feet a moment later, cursing herself and her increasingly bad luck. At least, someone had called the police.
* * * *
“I don’t know how this could happen. I’m not some naïve tourist! Why did I even carry all that stuff with me on a freaking walk?”
Tonya was rapidly reaching the end of the line, not just in terms of this night. If she’d been alone, her frustration might have changed into something else, more embarrassing and unwanted, but she didn’t want to lose it in front of her friend.
At her call, Soledad had dropped everything and picked her up at the police station where she’d been giving her statement, then made sure she didn’t forget any of the most urgent necessities, like having her credit card blocked.
“Doesn’t mean someone should rob you for it. I’m so sorry.”
Soledad had embraced her before she unlocked her car, Tonya’s composure teetering dangerously.
“Also, come next week, I’ll be homeless. I swear I’m not making this shit up. I should take my money and go hiding in Mom and Dad’s basement.”
“For now, you can hide in my spare room, and we’ll talk about everything after we slept. We’ve done everything we could for now. You have to wait until you have all your papers anyway, before you can decide what to do next.”
“If I’d seen that guy coming, I would have—”
“I’m glad you’re not hurt,” Soledad said calmly. “Everything else is replaceable.” Her voice shook a tiny bit, but Tonya wasn’t in the mood to deal with nuances.
“I won’t get the money back, and then there’s the issue of finding a place to crash.”
“Don’t worry about it. You can stay as long as you need to.”
“Thank you,” Tonya murmured. “I don’t want to impose though.” At least, the tiny room at the bar hadn’t been worth any peso more than she’d been paying for it.
“You’re not. It’s okay to let someone else do something for you, you know?”
That didn’t mean she had to like it. Tonya was too tired to argue.
“Here we are now. I’ll get you some towels and a toothbrush, and tomorrow, we can get the rest of your things.”
Tonya had been to Soledad’s apartment before, but she’d never spent the night. She was exhausted, should have fallen asleep the moment her head hit the pillow, but at the first hint of dawn outside, she was still lying awake, pondering her options. Eventually, she got up, and after a few moments, worked up the courage to go across the hall and knock on Soledad’s door.
“Can I come in?”
“Sure.” Unlike Tonya, Soledad had obviously slept.
“I’m sorry, I couldn’t sleep.”
Soledad smiled, hiding a yawn behind her hand. “I’m not surprised. Do you want me to make some coffee? It must be almost time.”
“No.” Hesitantly, Tonya stepped closer, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I couldn’t sleep, because…I didn’t want to be alone. I’m sick of it.”
“I understand. Maybe coffee would be a good idea—”
Tonya leaned forward until their lips touched. Soledad put both her hands on Tonya’s shoulders, gently making distance.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered.
“Oh, my God.” Rejection wasn’t something Tonya was used to. She thought that weeks without anything happening other than tango, or the fact she was a mess right now should have given her a clue to let it be. “Can we please forget this ever happened?”
“It’s all right,” Soledad insisted. “I’m actually very flattered, but…I’m not a lesbian.”
Tonya sighed. “That’s okay. I’m not at my best these days. You don’t have to spare me.”
“That’s not what I’m doing. I guess it’s a common mistake people make based on my work. I just want to show the world something beautiful, that’s all. Dance and music opens hearts and minds, and I think we all need that. Wow, I’m rambling now. That is how flattered I am.”
“Thanks…I guess.” Tonya couldn’t help smiling. “I should leave you alone, try to get some sleep.”
“You can stay here. I’m not worried about anything.”
About two hours in the early morning turned out to be the best sleep Tonya had in some time.
* * * *
The following weeks came with mixed emotions. Tonya stayed with Soledad in spite of the awkward moment. The fact that Soledad was so relaxed about it, helped, even when she introduced Tonya to her boyfriend, a professional tennis player.
She continued working at the bar, taking the subway where she got proof how much the incident that night had rattled her. The proximity of so many people caused her stress, and she always breathed a little easier once she got off the train. It was probably time to invest in a used car. She also wanted to get back to an exercise routine, something she had neglected for too long and she hoped would help her feel comfortable in her own body again.
Dancing did a great job for her sanity these days.
“You could help out at the school sometimes,” Soledad offered, “and don’t make that face. It’s not charity. I need some help, you need some extra cash. There are a couple of good gyms in the neighborhood too, not too expensive. Everything is going to work itself out.”
In fact, Tonya didn’t mind this solution. She had learned to let someone else lead, in dance, at least, let someone hold her. It was kind of telling that it was with a person who would always be a good friend, nothing more.
* * * *
Watching Soledad and Joaquín together, the way their professional and personal lives were entwined, gave her a sense of longing. Not jealousy—her feelings were more affection than attraction, if she was honest. It was just that one came easier to her than the other, less complicated.
Either way, it wasn’t on the forefront at the moment. She couldn’t hide out here in Buenos Aires forever, one job or the other to tide her over until the end of the month. She wanted to see family, friends, again—and maybe she’d rethink giving her résumé a do-over and try to get a job more in line with her training.
Meanwhile, she and Soledad performed a dance routine at a club that held a Tango night. Tonya barely recognized herself in the mirror, the dress, shoes and hairstyle a complete contrast from her usual style. The things that could happen if you really wanted them and worked hard enough…
“Maybe you should be your own boss,” Soledad said as they were sitting at a table, watching the other couples, both gay and straight, dance. “What would you like to do?”
There was no easy answer to this question, but Tonya didn’t feel any pain over it. Her carefree state might have to do with performing in front of people, or the chilled sangria the waiters kept bringing.
“I can mix drinks, wait tables, and if someone ever tried to rob me again, I’d get my act together and kick them in the balls. Which I should have done in the first place.”
“Well, I’m still relieved it didn’t get that physical, but that wasn’t my question.”
“I’m serious. I could maybe work in a gym, teach self defense. I actually know how to do that, even if, sadly, I didn’t get to show it.”
“I think there’s a lot of demand,” Soledad said, her expression thoughtful. “You could be self-employed.”
“I don’t know. Too much trouble, and I’d need money up-front.”
“Who taught you? You have great coordination…even when you’re scared to put your heart in it.”
Come to think of it, Soledad was the only person who could actually talk to her like this—maybe because they hadn’t slept together and never would.
“My stepdad is a retired cop. He always thought that girls should be able to kick ass, so he made sure I could.”
Life with her mother and Michael had been mostly good. It was what Tonya preferred to remember, a lucky chance to start over again. She tried not to dwell on that other time, those weeks before they moved out. She’d been constantly feeling like something terrible was about to happen.
“Which was not in reaction to something that happened to me. He saw a lot of shit happen on the job, so…okay, maybe it was. For a while, Mom dated this guy who seemed to be perfect, too good to be true. Only that he wasn’t, good in any way. When he started to show the creep, Mom called the police several times.”
Soledad was listening attentively, her expression not revealing any thoughts or worries than came with this story.
“Like I said, it could have been worse. He was mostly yelling, sometimes throwing things. We got away in time. Michael was very helpful, and eventually…they fell in love. Lucky.”
“That must have scared you.”
“I’ve never been that easily scared.” How did they get there? Tonya wondered as she emptied her glass. The truth could be shifting at times, a matter of interpretation. She hadn’t realized until months after, when she and her mother had been living with Michael for almost a year, how terrified she’d been. Depending on someone emotionally, letting them get under your skin could be dangerous. The reminder, every now and then, was unwelcome but necessary.
Tonya had never told her mother that long after she’d moved into her own place, every phone call made her jump, fearing Michael could have left, leaving her vulnerable again.
He had turned sixty last year, built a new deck for their house with a few buddies. For their anniversary, they had gone on a trip to Mexico. He wasn’t going anywhere.
Yet, Tonya had a hard time believing that anyone would care about her that way, and for the most part, she thought she was fine with that. The women she’d been with, had enjoyed themselves, and so had she.
No hard or complicated feelings.
The cute petite woman who had been watching the show with her friends, giving her the eye all evening, was no exception.
She was giggling as they snuck into Soledad’s apartment later that night, kissing, undressing each other.
“Hey, I don’t live here alone.”
Tonya bent to pick up the woman’s shirt, then tugged her into the room, wincing as the door slammed shut. She could only hope that Soledad and Joaquín were fast asleep or otherwise occupied. She brushed her hands over the woman’s hair, the soft skin of her cheeks before she trapped her against the door, pushing up her skirt. Her actions caused a yelp that indicated pleasant surprise.
Before she leaned in to catch any other sounds in a kiss, Tonya thought that she looked familiar in a way that was hard to ignore, like Chelsea Breyer’s long lost cousin. When it came to making mistakes, Tonya was nothing if not predictable—but at least for a little while, they’d both enjoy themselves.



Chapter Seven
Present
The slow day at work was both a blessing and a curse for Chelsea, who spent too much time sitting at her desk, drinking too much coffee and wondering where she’d gone wrong. She didn’t want out of the relationship, did she? In any case, Gail wasn’t offering her an easy way out. Gail’s family would be so disappointed. Chelsea assumed her own parents and cousin would be, too, if the wedding was off, but at least, they wouldn’t resent her.
She hoped Tracy was joking about being mad if she didn’t get to be a bridesmaid. Yeah, right. The joke’s on me.
She would have liked to lay all responsibility on Tonya. The truth was her reappearance had simply been a catalyst, bringing some uncomfortable truths to the surface. Chelsea made a face. Regardless of Tonya’s interpretation, it wasn’t her sex life where something was amiss. It wasn’t the end of the world, to think of someone else for a guilty moment, as long as you didn’t act on it, was it?
Chelsea wasn’t so sure anymore, and she didn’t know what to do. If she called Dylan, or went downstairs to have a serious chat with Tracy, she knew what they would say. She didn’t want to hear any of it, nor did she think they could help her. This decision was solely between her and Gail. Tonya had found clarity learning tango in Buenos Aires.
Tonya wanted her.
As usual, she was ruining everything, or maybe Chelsea wasn’t strong enough to resist trouble.
For the first time, she allowed herself to think about a reality in which she wouldn’t have to add house ownership or motherhood to the list of her responsibilities. The way Gail had brushed off her reservations made Chelsea feel silly and childish, in spite of the fact she knew she deserved to make those choices herself.
Why had neither of them looked harder, for someone whose choices were closer to their own? Convenience? Laziness?
The fear of getting hurt, or the hope that if it ended, this time, the pain wouldn’t be so bad. In fact, the idea of letting go, as scary as it was, came with a sense of relief. The combination of both confused her to no end, and that was without considering Tonya’s offer. She’d thought of her relationship with Gail as safe, but that safety looked treacherous now.
No point in blaming the messenger, but she wasn’t ready to be with her either.
All Chelsea wanted was a moment to herself.
* * * *
For a change, Gail was home early, and they prepared dinner together, neither of them mentioning any previous arguments.
“Do you want to eat here or…” Chelsea stood, plates in hand, indecisive. Most of their meals were had at the kitchen table, on those occasions they actually had time to share. They rarely used the dining area, but maybe tonight was the occasion, for something more formal, to take a step back.
“Wait a moment,” Gail said. She walked out of the kitchen and, a moment later, returned with the invitation samples. “I don’t think we need these anymore.”
She tossed them into the trash, leaving Chelsea speechless. Thinking about it was one thing. This was real. The plates trembled slightly in her hands, and she set them down before more got broken.
“I realized,” Gail continued, “it doesn’t matter if I mess with Tonya’s little business, and believe me, I could. That wouldn’t change anything about the way you feel about her, and while there’s the option to make you stay out of guilt, I don’t want to sink that low. Whatever decision you make, I won’t hate you, and neither will anyone of my family—but if you choose Tonya, I want you out of here. I’ll still talk to you, but I can’t live under the same roof anymore.”
“You don’t have a lot of faith in us,” Chelsea said sadly, though she guessed she didn’t have the right to that emotion, not anymore.
“If you had any, there would be no need for this conversation, right? Oh, forget about dinner. I’m not hungry.”
Gail made a hasty exit, and moments later, Chelsea heard the front door fall shut. Tears fell as she grabbed a couple of containers from the cabinet to fill them with food. No reason for it to go bad too.
* * * *
Chelsea had secretly harbored some high and haughty opinions about a few of her clients. Before, there had been only one occasion when she’d briefly allowed her life to get out of control. She liked order, and it served her well. A job, a regular income, her own personal independence—all of that came first.
If another person messed up your life, threatened that order, they shouldn’t have a place in said life, should they? The comparison was wonky, to say the least, but it was the best she had at the moment.
Maybe she should start to pack, book a hotel room until she knew what she was going to do, but she couldn’t bring herself to make those consequential decisions. Instead, she curled up on the couch.
She thought of Tonya, images of Argentina, and how nice it would be to get away from everything and everyone, too many sleepless nights finally taking their toll on her.
I can teach you some steps if you like.
Memory and dream blended together. Is that all you’re going to teach me? In one of the pictures with Soledad, Tonya had worn a red dress and silver sandals, the heels a dizzying height. Despite all of Tonya’s claims about the innocent nature of her relationship with the dance teacher, Chelsea had found the woman in the photograph intimidating.
Her subconscious didn’t have so many hang-ups, guilt or competition—it quickly did away with inhibitions and clothes. In that somewhat blurry, but nevertheless intense reality, she and Tonya were naked, in an indecent embrace. White sheets, sunlight streaming through the blinds, a pleasure that washed away all thought.
Chelsea woke, her heart pounding as she sat up. The apartment was dark and silent. Gail had not returned. She reached up to touch her cheek, the skin hot under her fingers—no surprise there.
She had to do something. Starting with a long cold shower seemed like a good idea.
* * * *
Truth be told, the shower had been lukewarm and quick. Chelsea decided that she’d spend some time at Chez Violet, test the waters and see if anyone was throwing things at her. Waiting for Gail seemed futile. She was probably spending the night at her parents’.
Even considering the last time she’d been stood up by a woman with dinner in mind, Chelsea couldn’t help the nagging worry. Chez Violet was always a good place to start asking around, and if all else failed, she’d work up the courage to call.
She wouldn’t have to, as it turned out moments later, but that didn’t mean Chelsea didn’t need courage. Gail was sitting at the bar with Tracy and Deb.
“Hey, look, it’s my fiancée,” she said, her voice slurred enough to reveal she hadn’t bothered with a soda. They had shot glasses in front of them.
“Gail. Don’t you want to come home?”
“It’s like every damn lesbian movie,” Gail claimed. “Can’t agree on having a baby. That’s where the sleeping around comes in, with the biggest slut in town.”
Both Tracy and Deb flinched at the wording.
“You’re drunk,” Chelsea said, still hoping she could offer a voice of reason.
“There’s no such movie,” Deb chimed in.
Gail glared at her. “Forgive me. An episode of The L-Word, then. Or was that—oh, whatever. It always ends that way.”
Deb opened her mouth and closed it again, obviously thinking twice about a response.
“Gail,” Chelsea tried again.
“Go away. I don’t want to talk to you.”
Tracy took Chelsea by the arm and half-dragged her away from the scene, ignoring her protest. “I’m not going to say I told you so, but you won’t be shocked that I’m tempted. I don’t even know where to start.”
“Then don’t.”
“What I meant to say is you don’t have to worry. She can stay with one of us tonight.”
“Thank you.”
Tracy gave her a long look. If her expression meant accusation or pity, Chelsea couldn’t tell, though she felt quite pitiful. “That would also give you some time to pack—if you need to. I’m just saying.”
“Why is it that everybody thinks the worst of me?”
“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the company you keep,” Tracy said matter-of-factly.
“Oh really? You used to hang out with Tonya before I even knew her. Why is she such a horrible person all of a sudden?”
“You’re asking me? I’m not the one who broke off an engagement because of her. She’s really that good?”
“Hey, girls, what can I bring you?” Lea asked with a bright smile.
Chelsea just shook her head as she stood. “Thanks. I’ve had enough.”
Back at the apartment, Chelsea allowed herself minutes of a daydream. She could call Tonya and tell her that now she was free to decide, and maybe she wanted to give an ill-fated, but potentially exciting love affair a try.
Of course, she would do no such thing. She threw clothes into her suitcase, cried some more and called the first hotel she could think of that she could afford for a week, a month, or worse. She also took the shirt she had borrowed from Tonya three years ago—if Gail knew, she might burn it.
* * * *
“This is for you.” Tracy gave her an apologetic look. “I’m so sorry. I’m just passing this on.”
“What is this?” Chelsea took the folded sheet of paper, staring at it in confusion. That summed up her past few days well. She failed to understand what was happening.
“Gail gave it to me. She says to tell you to keep the keys for now—and these are the times when she’ll be at work, so you won’t run into each other when you’re cleaning out your stuff. Her words, not mine. I really hoped you would make it. I mean, you didn’t do anything, right?” Tracy’s expression clearly showed how uncomfortable she was with the situation.
“That’s okay.” Chelsea opened a drawer in her desk and put the sheet inside. “I’ll make sure to respect—”
She hadn’t meant to start sobbing, at work, in the middle of the day, but she couldn’t stop it either.
“Hey.” Tracy came around the desk to embrace her. “I don’t claim to understand any of this, but you know what, it’s your life. This deal only works if you really want to spend the rest of your life with that person.” She sighed, exasperated. “How I hate it when Tonya has a point.”
Chelsea wiped her face, certain that the smile she couldn’t suppress had to look deranged. “Wow, I’m the worst cliché of a shrink. Telling others what to do while I can’t handle my own life.”
“Nonsense,” Tracy said. “I bet no one who ever came in this office ever went out without feeling a little bit better. You are good at that.”
That was probably true, but frankly, it was no help for the present problem.
“Thanks, and I guess I have to go back to it now. I have an appointment in a few.”
That was a bold lie, but she didn’t want to tell Tracy what she really had to do. When she’d closed the office door behind her friend, Chelsea picked up her phone and called Gail. She was probably working at the moment, but Chelsea didn’t want to wait. To her surprise, Gail picked up.
“I didn’t expect you to call,” were her first words. “I thought my schedule was pretty self-explanatory.”
“So that’s it?” Part of Chelsea still had trouble believing it, but the fact that Gail hadn’t tried to contact her, should have probably been a hint.
“I guess you can tell Tonya you two can ride off into the sunset now. Just leave the keys when you’re done.”
“This is…quick.” Chelsea didn’t want to start questioning Gail’s choice of words. She had a right to be angry.
“Maybe. Then again, maybe not so much.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” This time, Chelsea couldn’t help it. If Gail accused her of any wrongdoing other than the ones that happened only in her mind, she wanted to know.
“Nothing. I don’t have time to talk. I guess I’ll…see you around?”
“Yes, of course.”
There was a pause in which Chelsea almost hung up, but she wasn’t quick enough, leaving enough time for Gail to share her assessment of the situation.
“There’s a difference between wanting to be with someone, and not wanting to be alone,” she said. “I’d rather not be anyone’s second best. Good luck, Chelsea.”
Chelsea hoped Gail was sincere, because she could use lots of it. “You too.”
She saw two more clients and managed to get through a staff meeting. The schedule in Bethany’s office showed that Tonya would have a class tonight. As a regular staff member, Chelsea had a key that would open all doors in the building, including the gym.
She went downstairs to let herself into the room and sat in the corner by the window, waiting.
Tonya arrived with twenty minutes to spare. At least there were some things she took seriously. She didn’t seem surprised to see Chelsea. Why would she? Things had gone according to her plan.
“Hey, I’m glad to see you. I wanted to talk to you about work…” She shook her head at her own words. “Well, not just about work, but that probably goes without saying. Can you stay until after the class?”
“Sure. I’m really looking forward to going home to my hotel room, but I guess it can wait for a bit.”
Tonya laid a hand on her arm, squeezing gently. “Do you need some place to stay? I could—”
“I’m fine, thanks.” Chelsea put on a smile in order not to sound like a petulant child. Moderate success was better than none.
“We’ll talk later, then. You can wait here, if you want.”
Despite the polite exchange of words, something between friends, Chelsea felt like this was too much, too soon. Remembering the vivid dream from a few days ago made it worse. She couldn’t turn a switch in her mind and make herself believe she was completely innocent in the turn of events, or that she was ready to cross any lines. Even if she could imagine…it didn’t seem right.
“We’ll have to do this another day. I just remembered, I forgot something.”
“Really?” Tonya sounded skeptical, but she caught herself. “When can we talk?”
Her voice soft and warm like this, she was a lot more dangerous—or maybe Chelsea was simply too melodramatic. Other people left relationships and met someone new, didn’t they? Only this wasn’t the case with Tonya. Chelsea had been curious about her for a long time.
“I’ll call you,” she said.
* * * *
Chelsea had dreamed of that chance for some time, to prove to Tonya she’d been wrong all along. She wasn’t some naïve girl who had seen nothing of the world. In fact, she listened to stories daily in her job that others couldn’t bear to hear.
Tonya had talked about love a lot, but Chelsea couldn’t help wondering if she really knew what she was talking about. All possible answers she could come up with didn’t do anything to make her own curiosity go away.
What did she have to lose?
She was single again, no obligations to anyone, and a lot fewer illusions than three years ago. Chelsea leaned back in the bathtub—one of the comforts her hotel room had come with, at least—imagining a possible compromise.
One week with Tonya. No doubt she’d get to enjoy herself. She’d fall too deeply again, and then what? Didn’t she know already how the story would end, and if she did, what was there to worry about?
It wouldn’t be like the last time, heartbreak so all-encompassing that she’d felt like she’d never get out of it. Chelsea shook her head. Never again would she walk into a trap like that unprepared. Tonya had to be aware of that too.
After the bath, she retreated to the bedroom with the intention to read, a glass of wine on the nightstand. The written words couldn’t hold her attention.
Foolish. She had to find a new apartment, so she could finally get the rest of her belongings out of Gail’s. That was clearly more urgent than any other…needs she might have. At the very least, she had to think of a storage unit. It wouldn’t be much of a problem, since Gail had paid for most of the furniture, and Chelsea didn’t feel like getting into an argument over an armchair or lamp.
This was a new start, right?
There were a few loose ends she had to tie up before she could truly move on. Maybe Tracy and Dylan would help, and that would be enough. Chelsea had no desire to go back to Chez Violet and face the scolding she was no doubt going to get from someone.
* * * *
“This is really happening?” Dylan asked, a little late considering his boyfriend’s SUV was already packed with boxes. Tracy gave her a concerned expression, but Chelsea wasn’t going to have another crying fit. She was past that. In fact, organizing the storage unit meant that at some point, things would be in order again.
If only she and Gail had realized where they were heading, and before setting a wedding date. “As you can see…I guess that’s it.”
She removed the apartment keys from her key ring and placed them on the kitchen table, wondering if she should write a note. Aware of the looks on her, she decided against it.
“Come on,” she said, forcing a smile. “Let’s get this done, and I’ll spring for some pizza. Classic food for moving day.”
“It’s not moving day. You live in a hotel,” Dylan reminded her. “Are you sure you don’t want to come to my place?”
“Yes, I’m sure. I don’t want to disturb the honeymoon phase. Happy smiling people are kind of TMI right now…I’m kidding! I’m okay.”
“Why don’t you ask Caro?” Tracy suggested. “I think she’s still looking for a roommate.”
“I might, but I don’t want to decide this right now.”
Dylan gave her a quizzical look. “That sounds a bit to me like someone has other options. It’s not the wicked witch, is it?”
“Don’t call her that—and no, there are no other options at the moments. I’ll give Caro a call. For now, I just want to get out of here.”
“Sounds like you can’t wait.”
Everyone turned at the sound of Gail’s voice. She stood in the doorway, looking tired and frustrated.
“Don’t mind me, kids. I’m just going to take a shower.”
“Gail…we were going to have dinner. Would you like to join us?” The words were out of her mouth, before Chelsea realized she was pushing her luck.
“No, I wouldn’t. I’ll see you.”
This was the last chance, Chelsea realized. She could send her friends away, go after Gail, beg her…no. She straightened, turning away from the apartment as she picked up one of the last boxes—free.
* * * *
She watched Tonya give her afternoon class on the other side of the glass door, hiding behind the door frame, nearly banging her shoulder into the wall when she heard footsteps behind her.
“There you are,” Bethany observed, amused. “I wanted to tell you that your schedule is clear this afternoon. Rose is moving out today. She found a job where she can start tomorrow, and she will stay with a friend.”
“That’s good news,” Chelsea said, reluctantly tearing her gaze away. “Beth…I know the situation hasn’t changed, but I’m sorry. I need some time off…a week. It can’t wait.”
“That sounds…dire. Do you have a replacement in mind?”
Chelsea sighed. “Not really. It’s nothing terrible, just—”
Bethany gave her shoulder a pat. “I can imagine. You know it’s none of my business, but of course talk reaches me too. I heard about your wedding. I’m sorry.”
“That’s okay.”
The last thing she wanted was Bethany to feel sorry for her. On the other hand, she might have to play the effect a little bit in order to get what she wanted. Didn’t everybody else?
“I suppose there are things you need to take care of. How about this? Can you reschedule your appointments toward the end of next week, go home now and come back on Thursday maybe? I’m afraid that’s all I can offer you at the moment. You can always take more time when we find someone who can take over your sessions for a bit.”
“Thank you,” Chelsea said. “That’ll be enough. I’ll go work on my schedule now.”
* * * *
The sun was setting, the busy nightlife just about to start as Chelsea stepped out on the sidewalk. She had put on a white blouse, a blue and grey patterned skirt and sandals, a style vaguely appropriate for a dinner to talk about work, her hair in a ponytail, little makeup. She found her low-key appearance to be calming, much better than her previous failed attempts at seduction…because it was about work. No reason to get her hopes up too high again, was there? That’s why you brought a toothbrush and a pair of panties in your purse, right? Just in case.
Chelsea didn’t want to think about the possibilities. For once, she wanted to trust that whatever happened, she’d be okay in the end.
It was about a ten minute cab ride from the hotel to Tonya’s apartment. Chelsea spent five minutes more wondering if she should turn around, be that sensible, responsible adult who…She finally rang the bell.
“Whatever it is you’re selling at this time of the day—Chelsea.” The surprise was obvious on Tonya’s face. She had probably not expected anyone either, dressed in shorts that showed off long legs, and a T-shirt. Her hair was still damp from the shower, and she was barefoot. “Come on in.”
Tonya closed the door behind them, leaning against it. Chelsea realized she was staring, trying to be less obvious. That had always been the problem on her side, too obvious, too easy.
She wondered how much Tonya had heard through Chez Violet’s grapevine, and what she had made of it.
“It’s a little late to talk about work, but that’s okay with me. Would you like a glass of wine?”
Such friendly, civilized conversation seemed inappropriate somehow, a stark contrast to the images in her head. I listened to what you said, and now it’s up to you.
“Why not?” Chelsea said.
“Okay, great. We can sit on the balcony. See,” Tonya explained as she went to get glasses and a half filled bottle from the kitchen, “I was thinking of giving you a part time job at the school—which you still haven’t seen, by the way. You do relaxation classes, right? It would be a nice addition to the program.”
“Relaxation,” Chelsea echoed.
“Yes, if you have the time. What do you think? I’m sure Bethany wouldn’t mind if you asked her.”
“Probably not. I’m just not sure if I want to work for you.”
“Why not?” Tonya wasn’t teasing her. She honestly had no idea, thanks to Chelsea’s rather erratic behavior the last times they’d met, and maybe her rather tame choice of outfit. Chelsea set down her glass on the counter, and stepped forward to kiss her.
She was going to stop doing what she thought was right, and start doing what felt right. For a moment, Tonya seemed as startled as Chelsea had been that night in the restroom at Chez Violet, but then she pulled Chelsea closer, deepening the kiss, a long slow reunion that left them both breathless.
Tonya’s expression was guarded. “Are you sure?”
“How much more sure can I be? You gave me a long time to think about it. You made some good points too. I give up. You were right all along.” The words weren’t all coming out right, harsher than intended, a bitter tinge to them.
Tonya brushed her hand over her hair, with obvious hesitation. “You know this isn’t about being right.” She moved her hand down Chelsea’s arm, linking their fingers. “You took me by surprise…but I’m not complaining. I’m glad you’re here.”
Subtle, maybe unaware even, but she was taking control. Chelsea wasn’t ready for that. It would have been easy to let things go from here, and it would have been too much like three years ago, when she’d all but thrown herself at Tonya. Leaning in, Tonya brushed away a strand of hair, kissing her neck, a spot below her ear, causing a series of shivers.
“Wait,” Chelsea said, though she welcomed the sensation and its after-echoes. A few steps out of the kitchen she paused, unsure which door to try. Of course, the one she opened had to be the bathroom.
“To the left,” Tonya said, sounding both amused and turned on.
“Well…one week is a lot of time to try different things.”
Tonya’s eyes darkened at the suggestion, and for the first time, Chelsea allowed herself the idea of what might have been playing on her mind these past weeks.
“I agree. The bedroom’s a good place to start though.”
They never stopped kissing, stumbling over the threshold and onto the bed, and Chelsea had to remove her sandals. Their clothes weren’t much of a barrier to curious, impatient fingers sliding underneath.
Chelsea stilled Tonya’s hands, moving to straddle her hips.
“Can I touch you?” This question from Tonya, sounding almost shy, was a surprise.
“Not yet,” Chelsea told her, stilling her hands. “Relax. I’m not going to make you work hard for it.”
“Come on. You’re not still hung up on—” Tonya let her words trail off as Chelsea pushed up her shirt and kissed her stomach. “You’re not still mad at me.”
“You figure it out.”
She leaned forward for another kiss, pushing her hand beneath the hem of Tonya’s shorts, and her panties. She wasn’t going to make either of them wait any longer. Tonya held on to her as her fingers caressed slick, heated skin, finding their rhythm easily. Chelsea was somewhat amazed she was capable of such a coordinated movement, when she felt herself be swept away, desire, excitement, an overwhelming mix of emotion.
“Please. Oh God, yes.”
Tonya’s quiet gasp made her own body tense in sympathy, but she focused all her attention on the woman coming apart under her hands, the woman she’d wanted for so long. They fit together. She might have always guessed, but she had irrefutable proof now, which was maybe more than Chelsea had expected. This was only the beginning.



Chapter Eight
They spent the next moments in each other’s arms, with long, slow kisses, and the removal of the last clothes. There was something in Tonya’s expression Chelsea never thought she’d see there. “You’re not…”
“Nervous?” Tonya laughed self-consciously. “Well, I guess I am.”
That was quite silly, coming from a woman with a body like this, Chelsea thought, taking in the sight unabashedly. If her face was heating, it was from the realization what she could do to her, what she still imagined doing, so different from the vague ideas she’d had three years ago. Her gaze traveled to Tonya’s hands, her slender fingers, and her breath caught in her throat. “Don’t be. Nervous, I mean. I made up my mind, didn’t I?”
“I made you a lot of promises. I hope I’ll live up to them.”
“Yeah,” Chelsea said dryly. “You and me both.”
Their shared laughter did little at this point to help with the tension, her rapid heartbeat, the heat centering between her legs. What could go wrong? She wanted this, to be here with Tonya, more than she had wanted anything in her life. At this moment, Chelsea was certain.
“I wasn’t sure what you’d decide,” Tonya whispered, her touch soft and slow, making her shiver with want. The warm tone of Tonya’s voice had almost always been enough to give her ideas, but Chelsea didn’t say that—no reason and no need to encourage her any further.
The touch of fingertips moved down her shoulder, her collarbone and her breast, nipple perking under the feather-light caress. When Tonya leaned down replace her fingers with her mouth, sucking gently, Chelsea closed her eyes. As she listened to her own strained breathing, she idly hoped the walls of the building weren’t too thin, because she could hardly stay quiet at this point. Warm lips moved to her other breast, fingers now merely teasing, brushing the skin just below her navel.
Her hips came off the bed.
“Not yet,” Tonya said, her smile smug without a trace of nervousness, as she held her down. “I’ve got plans for you. I might have liked to take you out to dinner first, but I don’t mind either way.”
Chelsea didn’t mind either, not at all. She needed no prompting to part her thighs as Tonya settled between them, placing kisses all over her body, stopping at her hipbone, then moving from the knee upwards. Chelsea wasn’t sure if experience was really the deciding factor, but whatever had led them here, there was something she did know—being with the person she’d wanted all along, did make a difference. She didn’t want it to end, but then again, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could stand this onslaught of pleasure without the promised relief. Tonya’s hands were hot on her trembling thighs, her gaze affectionate. “You tell me if it’s as good as you imagined.”
Chelsea might have done just that if she’d been capable of forming words, but as it was, Tonya would have to take her wordless moans and helpless squirming as appreciation of the blissful shock to her system.
Tonya held her gently, hands on Chelsea’s hips as she continued the intimate caress, tongue exploring her sex. Tonya had lied—or maybe just exaggerated. Chelsea didn’t think that she was the type of person to offer a ring, to anybody, but she definitely fulfilled the toe-curling part.
Chelsea thought about how Tonya had come underneath her touch, with barely a sound, something unlike she had expected, unlike the sounds she herself couldn’t seem to stop making…and the memory was enough to topple her over that brink. It was a long way down, and extremely satisfying as well. Chelsea kept her eyes closed for a moment longer, the warmth of Tonya’s embrace easing her back to reality.
She still wasn’t sure that all Tonya’s arguments had been solid, that a certain emotion would justify everything, but for the moment, she had no reason to doubt them.
* * * *
They retreated to the bathtub later, with the earlier abandoned wine glasses and a couple of tea candles on a small table. “I think I owe you a little romance after the fact,” Tonya explained the setting.
Chelsea was wrapped into her arms once more, enveloped by warm water and bubbles, thinking she’d have been comfortable even without wine and candles. There had never been too much of a game plan for what would happen, after the fact, but for the moment, she didn’t feel like she needed one, at least not for the next few days. The idea of petty revenge was absurd in this setting, with everything that seemed possible all of a sudden. “Don’t worry. We’re even. I…I took a few days off, not even thinking that you probably can’t do the same.”
“I’ll switch a few classes around. You can come to the school, take a look.”
“I’d like that. I’ll think about those relaxation classes.”
Tonya was silent for so long that Chelsea wondered if she had changed her mind on the matter, now that their relationship had evolved to something all but business-like. “You know I was kidding about that one week, right? I want you. There’s no time stamp to that.”
“You never know,” Chelsea said. “A few years down the line…people change their minds and cancel a wedding.”
“This is different.”
“Maybe it is. In any case it’s not something I’ll ever regret. You were right, I can see that now. Sometimes when we think it’s enough, it’s not.”
“I love you.” There was a fragility to Tonya’s voice, another unexpected discovery. The truth might startle her, still, but for Chelsea, it came with the certainty that she wasn’t going to end up getting hurt again.
* * * *
Rationally, there should have been a residue of guilt, something to keep her up like it had been for weeks, but logic wasn’t always what guided people. That was true even for Chelsea who made a living out of helping others sort out the haze and smokescreens emotions could create.
In a way, she could realize that she and Tonya weren’t so different after all. They both had spent a lot of time creating distance from an emotion that felt too deep and dangerous—but damn, it was worth giving up the safety.
She slept soundly, feeling a lot safer than she had in forever, not disturbed by dreams of any kind. That actually made sense. Everything she had worried and fantasized about, had come true.
No more wedding.
No more speculating.
She turned to Tonya, soft hair tickling her cheek, sleep-warm skin tempting her. It was a little after 5:00 a.m. but maybe Tonya would appreciate an early start. Chelsea let her hand rest on her hip, waiting for her to wake up.
“Good morning.” There were a few seconds in which Tonya was maybe processing the significance of Chelsea being here, or maybe she was just reminiscing. “How are you feeling?” she asked.
Inspired, came to mind. Chelsea let her hand slide slower. “How are you feeling?”
“Good. You feel good,” Tonya gasped, clearly jolted awake by the play of Chelsea’s fingers.
“That’s the plan.” Chelsea continued the slow, rhythmic motion for a few moments more before she stopped and drew back the sheet. “Just in case you were still wondering, there are some things I don’t do under the covers. That only happens on television.”
Not that Tonya appeared to care much. Nothing they’d done so far had been a first time for either of them, yet Chelsea found there was something remarkable about this moment. Being in control mattered to Tonya, but she seemed to have no problem allowing herself to come apart under Chelsea’s lips and tongue. The act had never felt this intimate and arousing to Chelsea, bringing her close to the brink of her own climax.
Maybe it was love that made the difference, or sex, or the two of them blending together, but those questions were rapidly losing relevance.
* * * *
They could simply let it go on like this, Chelsea mused as she lay in Tonya’s arms. No questions asked about the future, live in the moment.
There was a possessive feel to that embrace, and it didn’t even bother her. She still hadn’t completely come down from the high—or the plural thereof.
Unbelievable.
“I need to make a few phone calls, and there’s an appointment I can’t skip this morning,” Tonya whispered. “You can sleep a bit more if you want, and I’ll let you know when you can have the bathroom to yourself?”
Her fingers were mere inches away from rendering Chelsea incapable of processing the question.
“Okay, I guess,” she murmured.
“I’ll make you some breakfast in between,” Tonya promised. “After that appointment, we’ll have the whole day, and most of the time until Thursday. We’ll take it from there.”
There was a little question mark at the end of her statement. Chelsea wasn’t willing to deal with it yet. That time would come soon enough.
She allowed herself to slip back into sleep until Tonya woke her gently, dressed in slacks and a white shirt.
The scent of coffee tickled her nose. No appointments, no work for her, for the next few days to come. She didn’t have any clothes other than the panties in her purse either.
“Wow. I really didn’t think this through. I’ve got nothing to wear.”
“I can give you something for now,” Tonya offered, pausing, as she maybe had a déjà-vu of this moment. “We can get your clothes later.”
“Sounds like a plan. Thank you.” The uncomfortable truth that most of what she owned was in a storage unit, her clothes in a suitcase in a hotel, was another thing she didn’t want to think about—at least not before Thursday.
“You’re welcome. Having you in my apartment, half-naked, works.”
“—or I could just stay naked.”
Tonya shook her head, laughing. “Come on. Let’s have breakfast.”
It occurred to Chelsea that she had seldom seen Tonya this happy and relaxed, with her guard down. Had she ever?
“I’m afraid I didn’t expect any guests, but I’ve got scrambled eggs, toast and jam, and some fruit.”
“That’s perfect.” It didn’t matter that she’d had the same pretty much every day at the hotel. “Thank you so much for disrupting my routine. I haven’t had a vacation in forever.”
“Would you like to go away on the weekend?” Tonya asked. “A couple of nights—I don’t think we could get the trailer on such short notice, but maybe a bed and breakfast…”
“Staying here is fine.” She had already lived out of a suitcase longer than she should have, and there was no apartment in sight yet. She hadn’t called Caro either. In fact, Chelsea’s idea of what life after this week would look like, was sketchy. “Would you mind if I did some laundry while you’re gone?”
“Of course not…necessities first. We’ll talk about everything else.” Tonya got up to get the coffee pot, leaning down to kiss Chelsea’s shoulder before she refilled her cup. “It’s funny. I never thought I’d be looking forward to mundane things like laundry so much.”
“I’m sure there’s plenty of other more or less mundane things we can do…Hey, don’t look so surprised. You were the one who was dragging her feet. I always wanted you,” Chelsea admitted. It was the plain truth. She wasn’t even blushing saying it out loud.
“I know.” Tonya’s gaze on her was intent. “This is just very new. I’m a little scared it’s too good to be true.”
“It will still be true when you come back from your appointment. I’ll be here.” At least for this week…Chelsea hadn’t made any promises of her own, but that seemed to be okay with Tonya.
“Thank you,” she whispered. “For not giving up on me, until I finally got it right.”
“I love you too,” Chelsea said, excited and shocked to realize that while she’d said those words before, they came with a new quality…they rang true.
She was in trouble.
* * * *
That trouble, however, was nothing more than a small cloud in an otherwise brilliant blue sky. Tonya picked her up around noon. Chelsea had spent a lazy morning doing dishes, making the bed and after her shower, dressing in clothes that didn’t fit her…pondering the meaning of life.
Was it All right to put your own happiness first, comfort, pleasure or all of the above? Selfish—or just an inevitable outcome of the human condition? She had no answer. Maybe she and Gail should have worked harder on their relationship, but neither of them seemed much motivated once the road got rockier than expected. It wasn’t like they had been completely incompatible to begin with, but time had always been a problem, not just when they’d been planning a wedding.
Chelsea thought of Tonya’s theories, and how they had irritated her at first. Tonya wasn’t dropping everything because Chelsea had shown up on her doorstep, but she was making an effort. Be it sex, or cooking a dinner together, in the end, Chelsea and Gail had been fine living mostly parallel lives, along lines that hardly ever intersected. They had allowed for that joint vision to slip away, but who said everything would be different now?
Of course, she had been excited for Tonya to return, even though she’d been gone for less than two hours. Chelsea had considered waiting for her with nothing under the borrowed shirt, but they had plans, so fantasy had to take a backseat.
In the hotel room, she changed into an outfit of her own and quickly threw clothes into the suitcase.
“You can take all of it,” Tonya said. “I’m aware that it’s a little early to talk about moving in, but…actually, I don’t mind. We’ll figure something out.”
Chelsea didn’t argue.
Tonya finally showed her around the rooms of her school, the training room, showers and a locker area, a small but cozy office and a kitchen. Blue, green, grey and white in the areas that were open to the clients, neutral but still welcoming. Tonya’s office had bright red and orange file cabinets, a contrast to the cold colors she preferred to wear.
“It’s great,” she said. “Very professional, and very you.” Chelsea picked up the orange coffee mug sitting on Tonya’s desk. “I think I might like one of those. I bet it makes the paperwork go faster. How did you come up with all of this? You never mentioned it three years ago.”
“I needed something to present myself as a good catch to you. I thought having a business might help.” Tonya’s tone was light, conversational, making it hard to tell how serious she was.
“Try again.”
“I was giving a few classes at the university even then, but I decided to turn that into a business after I came back from Buenos Aires. I took some classes for marketing, accounting and such things. I really wanted to create a safe space for women.” She shook her head, remembering. “There was a guy in one class who claimed it would never work, because women don’t trust women doctors or business owners. Yes, some of us laughed at it back then, too, though in fact it’s sad. Well, it turns out he was wrong.” So there was a lot more they had in common. For a long time, Chelsea hadn’t even known, hadn’t been able to look past her infatuation with the first lesbian she’d fallen head over heels for.
“How did you get in touch with Gail’s dad?” Chelsea asked, even more curious.
“Research. I called some of my friends from the university, asked around. Gail’s family does a lot for charity, and he’s familiar with the shelter and some of Gail’s work there. I presented my plan and he liked it.”
That was as close as they could get to discuss Gail, because every step further would lead to inevitable questions about their uncertain future…or even the past. Two weeks. Did it matter when it happened before she had met either Gail or Tonya? Chelsea had more urgent matters to deal with. Sometime this week, she’d sneak away for a few minutes to call Caro.
She would have disappointed Gail either way, if not now, a few months or years down the line, when the baby question came up again.
Tonya…Chelsea was unsure what would happen a few days from now.
“It’s a good plan,” she said, wishing she had one too.
* * * *
Chelsea still had many questions about Tonya, realizing at every step how little she actually knew. It was hard to figure out the right moment to ask them, or if there was any. Her perception of time was somewhat distorted and confusing these days, a week, three years—her comforting routine had given way to something a lot more intense, and dangerous.
Her memories were starting to lose some of those sharp edges, too, which made a seemingly perfect plot look ridiculous and petty. It made her miserable to think about, so she tried to avoid it.
Live in the moment.
The scent of laundry detergent and the soft rumbling sound of the dryer would always be associated to the moments spent in the tiny laundry room in Tonya’s apartment, with barely enough space to fit the both of them, but plenty of imagination. Tonya slid her hand up her thigh, and Chelsea opened herself to the touch with a little too much enthusiasm, hitting her head on the edge of the cabinet as she leaned back.
“Careful.” Tonya placed a gentle hand at the back of her head. Her heated whisper had the contrary effect, making Chelsea abandon all care.
“Funny,” she said breathlessly.
“Yeah?”
Chelsea held on for dear life as Tonya’s fingers brushed over her panties, then sliding underneath the fabric, finding their target. The world was closing in. She didn’t have much space to move in the first place, but she managed to place her legs in a way that gave Tonya easy access and also left no doubt as to what she had imagined.
Fortunately, Tonya understood without words. “Funny…is not the first thing that comes to mind, but whatever works,” she amended.
This was working perfectly for Chelsea, but Tonya could probably tell from the strained breaths each movement caused, two fingers gliding easily into the heat of Chelsea’s eager body. The soft vibrations of the surface underneath her made for an additional, if somewhat naughty thrill. She wondered briefly if there might have been other women who had been treated to the laundry room delight, pushing that thought aside quickly. Not long after that, every other thought vanished. Chelsea trusted Tonya to make sure she wouldn’t hit her head again as she let herself go. For several moments, their strained breathing and the rumbling of the dryer were the only sounds.
“Wow. That has to be the best laundry day ever.”
Tonya smiled at the unveiled praise. “Good. I plan to make it even better for you. What do you say we go to a restaurant tonight?” Tonya held her up when Chelsea slid off the dryer, her legs still trembling.
“Sure,” she agreed, incapable of a more detailed opinion at the moment.
“…have a cocktail at Chez Violet first?” The tone of Tonya’s voice revealed that she had enjoyed herself almost as much as Chelsea.
“You really want to go there?” The idea killed a bit of the afterglow. All of a sudden, Chelsea felt in need of some more space, shaky legs or not. In an attempt to make that distance, she nearly stumbled over the laundry basket.
“Why not? It’s not like any of us owns the place. Unless you don’t want to be seen with me.” Tonya might be joking, but she sounded anxious.
“Well, my favorite bartender doesn’t work there anymore…but it’s okay. I’m not hiding.” Besides, Caro might be there—and maybe Chelsea would simply let the opportunity go by, trust this exciting new development one step at a time, without a plan B.
* * * *
Lea’s eyes widened when she saw the two of them coming in, but she caught herself quickly, greeting them with a smile. “Hey, girls. The usual table?”
There were Joyce and Leigh, Tracy and Deb, a woman with dark curly hair Chelsea hadn’t seen before—and Gail. Chelsea exchanged a look with Tonya, shaking her head.
“I don’t think so,” Tonya said wryly. “We’ll take the table over there by the window.”
“All right. Drinks? You know yet?”
“A Cosmo for me,” Chelsea told Lea. She could use a reminder of less complicated times.
“Sex on the Beach. Let’s see how the new girl is doing.”
Tonya’s matter-of-fact delivery made Lea giggle nervously. Chelsea felt her cheeks heat.
“You know I was talking about mixing cocktails?” Tonya asked after Lea headed for the bar, well aware of the double meaning to her earlier words.
“How am I doing?”
“You are perfect in every way. I wish it hadn’t taken me that long to notice.”
Tonya pulled a chair for her, on the side of the table where any scolding looks would be in her back, for which Chelsea was grateful.
“I’m glad I have your attention now,” she said. “I enjoyed it…all afternoon.”
“I enjoyed it too.” On the table, Tonya took her hand. “You know it’s about more than that, right?”
Chelsea held her gaze for long enough to reassure her—at least she thought she succeeded. Funny how Gail had always said that Tonya was unable or unwilling to commit, and Chelsea had never doubted the theory.
“I do,” she said, finding it ironic.
Could you have it all, without compromise, the emotional safe space and the passion?
She had spent the past few years stumbling through a reality that never seemed to live up to her dreams, so she couldn’t really complain about her time with Gail. As long as they didn’t approach certain subjects, they’d been doing okay. Tonya claimed that “okay” was not enough.
“I’ll be right back,” Tonya said when they were halfway through their drinks. “Don’t go anywhere.”
Chelsea leaned back in her chair, following her with her gaze and as usual, she wasn’t the only one.
“I would have brought a leash if I were you.”
She jumped, nearly knocking over her drink. Turning around to see Caro and Deb, Chelsea glared at them. “I’m not into that kind of stuff. Why are you sneaking up on me?”
“Seizing the opportunity,” Deb said. “So it’s true.”
“What do you want me to say?”
“Well, Gail hasn’t said much, so we’re still in the dark.” Caro stayed silent, looking embarrassed. “Are you sure about this, Chels? I mean, you were going to get married.”
“Now we’re not,” Chelsea said. “That’s actually something Gail and I agreed on before everything else.”
“This is just not right,” Deb claimed. “Not only Tracy’s never going to ask me now, but stories like this that make people think this is what we’re all about. Well, considering that Tonya’s involved, I’m not surprised.”
She turned on her heel and left the conversation, leaving Chelsea and Caro in the awkward moment.
“Wow.” Chelsea sighed. “What’s her problem?”
Caro smiled apologetically. “I’m sorry about this. We were all a bit shocked. Well, you know Tracy really wanted to be a bridesmaid. For what it’s worth, I don’t think you owe anything, to anyone. Sometimes it doesn’t work out no matter how hard you try.”
“Thanks. Can I call you tomorrow? I heard you’re still looking for a roommate.”
She could relate to the look of confusion on her friend’s face. Chelsea was pretty confused about this issue herself.
“I thought you—”
“We’re not there yet.” Whatever that meant. If there was a plan, still, it would be hard to stick to it.
“Um…okay. Call me. You can come by and look at the room next week.”
“Perfect.”
“I’ll see you. Have a good evening.”
Chelsea suspected that her evening would start looking up the moment they left for the restaurant. It seemed like a good idea to take a break from Chez Violet and everyone familiar for a while. She’d find her way eventually.
“Did anyone bother you?” Tonya asked when she returned to the table.
“No, not really. Can we go though? Remember how what you asked me about being seen in public with you?”
“Yes?”
Chelsea stepped forward and kissed her, in a way she’d never kissed anyone in public, an exhilarating moment free of any doubt.
* * * *
It was hard to believe that she had come here only a little over twenty-four hours ago. Such little time shouldn’t make a big difference in the big scheme—if Chelsea was honest, it wasn’t just a couple of days that made her feel like life with Tonya could be everything she’d imagined. She might have gotten herself together, three years ago, after a rash decision she’d always regretted, and a week of drinking and crying, supervised by Dylan.
Eventually, she’d felt safe enough to go out and make friends, focus on the job otherwise.
Gail had pursued her, in a way that had left enough room for Chelsea to decide it was time to come back out of her shell, and that it was safe to do so. Gail Fleming was attractive, smart and successful.
She’d said yes eventually. After the emotional roller-coaster with Tonya, the smooth sailing had been most welcome. Chelsea had thought that this was all, but the moment Tonya returned, it was obvious that she had deluded herself. Maybe she was, still, but it felt too good to stop yet.
Ironically, her conscience wasn’t burdened anymore, at all, by the cancelled wedding. After the fact it was easier to see that Tonya had been right all along. Gail deserved better. Maybe Chelsea did, too, though she wasn’t sure if that would still be true a few days down the line. It could be that she was as bad in relationships as she had always feared.
She cast a regretful look at Tonya sleeping next to her, wishing they had better timing and more courage between them now and then.
At twenty-seven, Chelsea had thought she’d figured out the world in general, and Tonya Gray in particular. With a degree in psychology and her recent coming-out, it seemed okay to make that assumption.
Three years later, she was at a complete loss. The realization was bitter-sweet, but for the moment, sweet outweighed everything else.
* * * *
“Frankly, I don’t understand you. I mean, you can move in tomorrow, if you want to, but I thought you were with Tonya now. You’re not staying with her?”
It was hard to explain. Chelsea stood in the middle of the empty room. A great size, with a huge window. The apartment was big enough for two people to live comfortably and not bump into each other. Quiet, easygoing Caro was probably the best roommate she could ask for, and yet Chelsea felt like she was on the verge of tears.
“Hey, why don’t you sit down for a moment? I made coffee,” Caro said, obviously sensing her chaotic state.
“I don’t have time. Thanks for showing me the room. I could move in the next weekend.”
“Sure, fine with me. I don’t mean to sound like a broken record but—Tonya? Forget it, it’s probably none of my business. When we saw you yesterday, though, you two looked like you were in love. That’s awesome.”
“Yeah, awesome,” Chelsea echoed. “I’m sorry. I have to go.”
Out on the street, she checked her watch to realize she still had enough time for the phone call before she had to head back to the apartment. Tonya had one more meeting this morning. Around noon, they’d leave for the beach.
“Wow, what is going on with you?” Dylan asked, foregoing the greeting. “I hope I don’t have to break out the Tequila shots any time soon. For that reason, that is.”
“Don’t worry. I’ll need you to help me move my stuff again though.”
“What?” His voice had gone up a few notches. “You’re moving in with her? Wow. I should have seen it coming. You had it bad for her all along.”
For a split-second, she almost smiled. Too true.
“I’m not moving in with Tonya. I just don’t want to go back to the hotel.”
“Wait a minute, then why don’t you ask her to—” He was silent for a few moments, as, Chelsea assumed, realization was dawning. “Wow, Chels. That’s—”
Cold, she finished silently, startled he had read her intentions like that. At least, Chelsea had thought those were her intentions. Nothing was for certain anymore. Maybe she could justify this any other way that it made sense not to move in too quickly after a breakup, that somehow Tonya would understand what she was trying to do, even if Chelsea didn’t.
“Not like you,” Dylan said instead. “I thought everything was different now. I don’t know about her, but this is pretty messed up. I hope you’re having a good time, to help you with the heartbreak that’s coming, because Chels, you’re going to have a hard time with this.”
Chelsea loved and valued her friends, but lately, there had been too many questions, too much second-guessing.
None of them knew what she was feeling, or had felt three years ago. She didn’t feel like correcting his dire predictions, for most of them could still come true. Maybe they wouldn’t, if she was honest with Tonya, find middle ground where Chelsea’s living arrangements were concerned. Did she really still want revenge for a few thoughtless words?
* * * *
Chelsea got her answer over the next couple of days. They had left late, spent the afternoon on the beach where Chelsea finally got the chance to read the book she had started over so many times, staying long enough to watch the sun set over the ocean.
This was the first time she’d ever walked along the beach with someone, hand in hand, the water swirling around their ankles. For some reason that realization made her eyes well up.
“Hey, what is this about?” Tonya asked softly, pulling her close. Chelsea couldn’t bring herself to look at her, but she went willingly into the offered embrace. “I’m not going anywhere, okay? I’m not messing up this time.”
What if I am?
Chelsea wiped her face, forcing a smile. “I’m sorry. I don’t know where this came from.”
“It’s okay. You’re cautious. I get that.”
Cautious might not be the appropriate word, given where they were now, trying to deal with emotions, trust, and their not so surprising inability to keep their hands off each other.
“You know what, I don’t feel like driving all the way home tonight,” Tonya said. “Why don’t we check if we can get a room somewhere around here, go back tomorrow? I know we said we’d stay in town, but—”
“I’d love that.” Any more time away from their nosy friends and uncomfortable truths was welcome.
Chelsea found it hard to pinpoint the exact moment—going up the stairs to their hotel room, sharing a glass of wine on the balcony where she felt Tonya’s gaze on her, as if amazed that Chelsea hadn’t disappeared by now.
Maybe it happened while making love with the sound of the ocean in the background, just like she’d always dreamed. Maybe this was the moment where she had to take a chance over reason, without the room at Caro’s as a backup plan in case it didn’t work out.
Her plan might have made sense at some point, when she’d been angry and frustrated, and blaming Tonya for at least half of it. She didn’t need it anymore. The time had come to abandon it.
“We could go to Buenos Aires next year. They have marriage equality too.” Tonya’s words came out of the blue, the reference to marriage startling and exciting Chelsea as if she hadn’t just turned her back on the concept. This was different now, wasn’t it? Everything had changed.
“Tell me more about it,” she said.
“I loved being there…but I hated being without you. I wish you could trust me on that, but I know it’ll take more than a week.”
“I trust you.” If you were willing to lose yourself in another person, that had to mean you trusted them, completely, didn’t it? Warm and safe—she hadn’t imagined she could have that with Tonya, too, if only for a little while, together with the heat.
If that was too good to be true, she’d take it as long as it would last.
Much later, she sat up in bed, sleep still eluding her. Not so Tonya, who lay comfortably sprawled next to her giving all the impression of someone who was enjoying a deep, much-needed rest, her dark hair a stark contrast to the white of the pillow.
Chelsea reached out hesitantly, brushing her fingers over Tonya’s shoulder, and down her arm. Tonya didn’t even stir. Turning away, Chelsea set her feet on the floor, in need of feeling the solid ground underneath them as the truth was becoming hard to ignore.
Of course going along with Gail’s wish to go separate ways had been the right thing to do. Gail, as it seemed, wasn’t looking back after a couple of drunken nights, and Chelsea—if she was honest to herself—fear and doubt had played a role in keeping her in that relationship. Not that she’d been aware of it much, because she and Gail were doing okay, as long as they didn’t tackle the hard questions. All this time, she’d been waiting for the impossible, a foolish dream, someone who could make her knees weak with an innocent touch, make her burn up with want with a look, a brush of their fingers.
A romance novel happy ending. She already knew who that someone was, had known from the day they first met.
Which raised the question…what is your problem, Chelsea?
If at this point, she didn’t have any reason to doubt Tonya’s motives, then the only person she couldn’t trust was herself.



Chapter Nine
Tonya thought that she owed some of the people in her life an apology. Maybe she should start with Michael whom she had doubted for so long, based on her own troubles of forming a long-lasting attachment.
For sure, she owed an apology to Gail, once a lover, a longtime friend whose plans she had thoroughly ruined. Tonya had been desperate, she could admit that now. She also still believed she’d been right about everything she’d said—regardless of her own hopes to be able to make right what had gone so terribly wrong three years ago.
Too much immersed in her own issues, she had misunderstood almost every signal Chelsea had given her. She had hurt her, in a way Tonya had never intended. The memory came with a chill. Wrapping herself in the sheet, she got up to get her robe out of the wardrobe. Chelsea was only a room away in the bathroom. She’d be leaving at the end of the week, but only to go back to work and arrange for the rest of her belongings to be moved.
Tonya found a radio station that played the kind of music she’d been looking for, and afterwards went to the kitchen to refill their glasses. Back in the bedroom, she dimmed the light to a romantic glow. It was time to make good on another of those many promises she’d made to Chelsea.
When she returned to the bedroom, Chelsea gave the setting a surprised look. “This is nice. Not that you need it in order to seduce me. I think that part already worked out well.”
“Just to make sure,” Tonya told her and held out her hand. “Would you like to dance?”
“Why do I think there’s a double meaning in that?”
Tonya didn’t think she needed to answer that question as Chelsea went into her embrace, because without a doubt, they wouldn’t stop at practicing a few steps…or maybe the dancing part could wait after all. A couple of steps, a gentle push and she was on her back, Chelsea on top of her, their lips locking in a deep hungry kiss. No double meaning in that. The belt of her robe fell away, warm hands stealing underneath the fabric. Tonya didn’t think she’d ever opened herself this eagerly to another person’s touch, body and mind, or craved it as much. The realization would have been troubling, had she cared to pay attention. Chelsea’s lips were soft against the skin of her thigh, a hot trail of kisses with a clear purpose. She knew what to do, with a woman, and Tonya couldn’t understand why she had ever doubted her.
More likely, she had doubted herself, and her ability to give somebody this much power. In the end, it had never been about how many lovers Chelsea had. In sex, there could be emotional distance or closeness. It was the latter that had troubled Tonya, still did in some part, because you never knew how it would end—or when that person was going to walk out on you. Chelsea, however, wouldn’t walk out on her.
She couldn’t suppress the sound of protest when Chelsea sat back to take off her own shirt, eager to have the warmth of her lips and hands back.
“Don’t worry.” She sounded breathless. “I think you’re not the only one who has something to prove.”
“You don’t. You weren’t the one who messed this up.” Tonya shivered at the warm pressure of Chelsea’s hands, opening her legs further.
“I didn’t make myself very clear either. You didn’t need to spare me, or whatever your reasoning was at the time. I wanted you, so much, and I was willing to risk a broken heart, but you never gave me the chance.”
“What about now?”
“I was hoping you’d be able to tell.”
She gripped the sheet with both hands, needing to hold on to something as Chelsea leaned down for a wordless demonstration of how much she wanted Tonya, still. She’d never been this helpless and appreciated it, the warm caress of Chelsea’s tongue reducing her to whimpers and wordless moans, a steady crescendo towards the point of no return. Every line she’d used to convince Chelsea to come back to her, proving to be true. Maybe she had never been truly in love before, but giving up power was not such a scary concept any longer, or maybe she simply no longer had a choice.
* * * *
“I’m going to drop this,” Chelsea threatened. Indeed, the bottle teetered dangerously in her hand as she was pouring herself a glass of water when Tonya had sneaked up on her in the kitchen, embracing her from behind. The temptation was too great, now that they were in close quarters, able to kiss, to touch whenever they wanted to. She couldn’t leave her alone for a few minutes.
It was more than imagination come true. Many things that Soledad had told her were making sense right now, a truth that had been too uncomfortable at the time.
It was the truth as well, what she had said to Chelsea in order to change her mind, to try and seduce her with words, but in the long run, some good points wouldn’t have been enough.
Love didn’t come with a safety net for either of them, but that was okay. Never mind the fact that they were unable to keep their hands off each other. That was what three years of yearning and imagining did for you.
“Then we’ll clean it up. What’s the problem?”
“No…problem.”
Chelsea relaxed into the touch, finally setting down the bottle. They wouldn’t always have time for this, hiding from the world in the middle of the day, but they would be together. There was a connection that Chelsea didn’t have with Gail, and, if Tonya was honest, she hadn’t had it with anyone before either.
Halfway to the bedroom, the sound of the doorbell jolted them out of their shared fantasy. “Wait for me there?”
“I’m not going anywhere.” With that promise, Chelsea closed the door behind her, and Tonya went to answer. She hadn’t expected to see Caro, looking apologetic and somewhat uncomfortable.
“Hey.” Tonya really didn’t want to ask her in, even though she knew she had to come across as quite impolite.
“Hey. Is Chelsea here? I thought—” Again, Caro broke up without finishing her sentence. Tonight, Tonya didn’t have a lot of patience. All she wanted was to get back to Chelsea. All else could wait.
“I’m afraid she’s not decent right now. How can I help you?” If Caro needed a little hint, Tonya was more than willing to give it to her.
“Yeah, I know, it’s kinda late, but I was driving home, and I thought I’d drop by. Could you just give her this?” She removed two keys from her keychain and handed them to a baffled Tonya.
“What is this?”
“The keys to my apartment,” Caro explained. “Front door, and apartment. She’s going to need them when she moves in. I just learned today that I won’t be in town.”
Time came to a screeching halt. Tonya stood still, holding her breath for a moment long enough to make her feel light-headed. Maybe she was silly and paranoid. This didn’t have to mean anything.
“I don’t think Chelsea needs those anymore,” she said, trying to sound as if she was approaching this situation with a sense of humor, not offended—or scared. She had nothing to be scared about. Chelsea had made up her mind. “I know you were looking for a roommate, but she’s gonna stay here.”
Caro looked confused now. “Really? Why did she come look at the room then yesterday?”
Yesterday.
An awkward pause ensued, in which Caro was probably coming to a conclusion, and Tonya—she didn’t know what to believe anymore. She didn’t want to consider the obvious. She couldn’t stand the thought.
“I hope I didn’t mess anything up. I thought it was a little weird, but…it’s maybe better to give it some time, not move in together right away. Look what happened to me. Everything’s okay, right?”
“Right. If you excuse us now. I’ll make sure Chelsea gets these.”
“Thanks so much.” Caro was happy to leave, the relief written all over her face. “I’m sorry I won’t be able to help, but maybe we can have a little party when I come back. Erase all the bad stuff, start anew.”
“Sounds good,” Tonya said without much enthusiasm.
“It does, right? Good night. I’ll see you.”
“Good night.”
After closing the door behind her friend, Tonya stood in the same spot for some time, the keys feeling heavy in her hand. She dreaded the conversation that was inevitable now. Chelsea would have an explanation, wouldn’t she? If she needed distance that badly, Tonya would go along with the plan, even though she didn’t think it was necessary. They had been apart for long enough, and neither of them had been happy. It was time to take chance.
Yesterday.
Taking a deep breath, Tonya went to open the bedroom door.
Chelsea was comfortably lounging on the bed, her face lighting up when Tonya entered the room. She got to her feet, walked up to Tonya and embraced her. “I missed you,” she whispered.
“That was Caro.”
“Caro? What did she want?”
Tonya searched for a hint, something in Chelsea’s gaze that could reassure her, hoping for her to come up with an explanation without being prompted. She took a step back and dangled the keys in front of her. “For the moving day. Caro says she won’t be home.”
Come on, tell me.
“Wait. What exactly did she say?” There was a hint of panic in Chelsea’s expression. “That’s old news. I changed my mind. Come on, I couldn’t live in a hotel forever, and when I came here, I couldn’t know we would be so—”
Compatible?
“You talked to her yesterday. Old news, huh?”
“I changed my mind,” Chelsea repeated, sounding a tad desperate now. She wouldn’t have a reason to be desperate, would she, if everything was fine?
“I said you could stay,” Tonya reminded her.
“Yes, I know. I want to, believe me. I’m not good at revenge schemes, and I realized it would be silly.”
What exactly did that mean? Tonya remembered how angry and disappointed Chelsea had been when they’d met again. Had the tables turned on her without her even noticing? She couldn’t be that good an actress, could she? Tonya had underestimated her. That had been the problem to begin with.
“Let me make sure I get this right. You met with Caro yesterday, and then you changed your mind? All this time before, you wanted what—to be the one to sneak out first this time?” Her questions might sound harsh, but Tonya didn’t see any reason to hide her disappointment either.
She didn’t need Chelsea to spell it out—her tears were answer enough. For a split-second, Tonya had thought that she might be unfair and jumping to conclusions. It seemed like that was exactly what Chelsea had been planning from the day she’d shown up on Tonya’s doorstep, have her revenge. That’s what she’d said, just a moment ago.
“There was a moment when…yes, I was thinking about it,” Chelsea confessed. “You have to believe me, I couldn’t do it. I thought maybe we shouldn’t move in together this quickly, but…I was going to call Caro and tell her.”
“When?”
“Today!” Chelsea claimed. “I want this, us, you have to trust me! I’m in love with you. I’ve always been. Damn it, Tonya, I’m not going to beg, not again.”
“I never asked you to, remember? Yes, I did a stupid thing, and I apologized, over and over again. Trust you? That’s a little difficult right now.”
“You hurt me.”
“Well, I guess then we’re even,” Tonya said coolly. Disappointed and hurt—maybe for the first time, she knew without a doubt how Chelsea had felt when she had overheard those careless words, but at least they hadn’t been part of a plan at any point.
“No, it’s not that easy. I was going to get married! You stand me up, you disappear without a trace, and you come back and say you want me, when you feel like it, regardless of—”
“I wasn’t just saying it, as you know. I—I can’t talk to you right now.”
“That means I was right all along, doesn’t it? It’s all about the fun, but when you need to work for something, you’re out. You apologized, fine, but I don’t think you realized what you did to me.”
“Maybe,” Tonya acknowledged. “The difference is that I didn’t plan to hurt you. I never set out to.” She couldn’t stand a single more moment in this place, physically and metaphorically. The worst thing was that both of them had their own part of the truth, and maybe both were a bit right. Tonya fled from her own apartment, glad she had somewhere else to go.
She couldn’t think, about her own share of the blame, Chelsea’s, or if she had been serious when she said she’d changed her mind about the plan. Did it matter that she’d had a change of heart? Tonya felt disturbed knowing that she’d had it in the first place, that she’d sought out Tonya with the idea to, after all this time, get back at her. All of this didn’t sound like the woman she knew, or thought she had known. Still, it was something that must have lingered on Chelsea’s mind, during their time together, when they made love.
That’s right, you have a talent for bringing out the worst in people.
Tonya slowed down the car after nearly running over a bicyclist who swore at her very righteously. That was the last thing she needed today, someone getting hurt because of her. Someone else, to be correct.
She’d never meant to wreck Chelsea’s coming-out, on the contrary. Tonya had considered it an act of kindness to leave her behind before anything happened, before either of them was in too deep. She could have talked to her. Then again, if Chelsea still harbored some fears after she’d decided to stop hiding out in the hotel room, she hadn’t mentioned it.
At what point had she crossed the line into something unforgivable, giving Chelsea carte blanche to get back at her?
Had there ever been a time when Chelsea trusted her, or was she simply more cautious, jaded, than Tonya remembered? She shouldn’t have run out. She should have stayed and talked this through. She hadn’t waited for three years, gone through all this contemplation and reality checks to let go—unless it was what Chelsea really wanted. In that case, she didn’t have much of a choice.
It was that possibility that kept her driving around aimlessly for a few minutes, before she took the turn, as intended, to the building that housed the school, and parked the car on the lot. There was one other car, an SUV that could have used a visit to the car wash.
Maybe they’d both been fooling themselves. Maybe they weren’t meant to be, and she should have never messed with the dream wedding Gail had wanted. Sometimes, you could have it all, the feeling, the connection, and it still didn’t work out. Life was like that, wasn’t it?
“Hey. You!”
The man sounded drunk. She kept on walking, annoyed with him, and with herself, because the scene was an unwelcome reminder of another. She had problems more severe than this jackass, and if he wanted money, he’d be in for a surprise.
“Hey! Are you the counselor bitch who told Danielle to leave me?”
As she made the connection, Tonya froze.
“That’s right, did you think I’d let you ruin my marriage, you stupid dyke?”
Hey, you say that like it’s something bad…and I ruined a marriage before it even began, so clearly, I win. However, the idea that he thought he was talking to Chelsea, chilled her.
Tonya unlocked the front door, turning around to give the man a piece of her mind. “I’m pretty sure you did a great job ruining your marriage all by yourself, but since you came all the way here, why don’t you tell me your name, so I can check?”—and call the police afterwards. The next moment, she was ducking the brick that hit and shattered the window behind her, glass raining down.
Talk about a bad day.
The menacing grin on the man’s face told Tonya that it wasn’t about to get better anytime soon.
“I think Danielle made a really smart move, but you didn’t. You know what it is I teach here?”
It was obvious he didn’t.
* * * *
“Didn’t you represent Danielle Prescott in court?”
“What?” Gail needed a moment to orient herself. It had still been light outside when she stretched out on the couch for a bit, now the room was dark, the fluorescent display of the phone her only source of light. Why would Caro call her about a case? She wondered if she was still dreaming. “I did. Why do you ask?”
“Her ex showed up at Tonya’s school, threw a brick through the window. I thought you might come…this is really scary stuff.”
Gail sat up straight on the couch. “Was Chelsea there? Did she get hurt?”
“No, no, I need to call her next,” Caro reassured her. Why was she there in the first place? However, her friend didn’t offer any explanation, but went on to describe Tonya’s condition in detail. “Tonya…she’ll be okay, just got cut a little from the shards everywhere, a little banged up, I guess—”
“Yeah, well, I’m sorry about that. Good night.”
“Gail, please. She can sue him, right? From what I understand, he was really after Chelsea, because he thought she told Prescott to leave him.”
“Where are you?”
“At the hospital around the corner. I need you to come.”
Gail felt a pang of guilty conscience—of course, she hadn’t wanted for this to happen, but on the other hand, she had vaguely wished Tonya harm. Nothing too bad, of course, just a little twist of fate to make her realize she couldn’t just mess with people’s lives like that. Come to think of it, she hadn’t been serious about it at all.
“The things I do for my friends.”
“Thank you so much. I knew you’d—”
“What, let something minor like my cancelled wedding get in the way of a good career opportunity?”
“I didn’t mean it like that,” Caro said ruefully.
“I know. Danielle’s ex is a creep. If I can make him pay a bit more, I’m in—even if it’s for Tonya.”
Disconnecting the call, she stood, straightening her clothes. The workday never seemed to end—sad, in a way, that it was exactly the same when Chelsea was still living here. However, she hadn’t left because Gail was ambitious. She had left because Tonya was who she wanted.
Sighing to no one, she picked up her keys and purse, mentally going through the names of colleagues who were better suited to take this case—and make sure that Mister Prescott was going to prison this time.
* * * *
“Miss, could you please fill out these forms for me?”
Tonya stared bleakly at the tired, overworked nurse’s face, trying to make sense of her words. The glaring overhead lights aggravated her headache, as did the incessant crying of the baby a few feet away from her. The packed ER waiting room was the last place on earth she wanted to be. After getting a couple of cuts cleaned and bandaged, she didn’t think they could do anything more for her.
“I think I’ll just go home,” Tonya offered, hoping that her suggestion would be welcome.
“A doctor is going to take a look. It won’t be long.” That was without a doubt a blatant lie.
Tonya accepted the clipboard and pen, not because she had changed her mind, but because the alternative wasn’t any better. The idea of facing an empty apartment was making her stomach churn. She might as well spend the night with strangers whose lives, just as hers, had taken an abrupt turn to worse. She felt suffocated by Caro’s panicked concern, wished she hadn’t called her. Then again, at the moment, most of her friends resented her for stealing Chelsea from Gail—even if that was a highly simplified version of the story. She didn’t feel like she had the time and patience to go look for someone who would believe hers after tonight’s encounter. Being the bearer of bad news, Caro owed her a little. That wasn’t rational either, but Caro hadn’t challenged that interpretation.
The pen shook slightly in her hand. She’d have a reason to go home, if Chelsea had still been there, but that was probably not the case. She laid the clipboard aside.
Tonya had thought she’d paid her dues, made amends and moved on. She could envision the road ahead so clearly and, this time, knew for certain what she wanted. It wasn’t enough for the woman she loved, or was it? Chelsea didn’t want to make up, she’d wanted to get even all along, and Tonya had a hard time overlooking that.
All of her efforts and best laid plans seemed ridiculous to her now. Tonya had made a fool of herself. That was not growing up. That part was just the same old pattern, over and over again. She felt dizzy. Around her, the sounds of the busy ER vanished in the distance—



Chapter Ten
If Tonya had stayed just a bit longer, maybe Chelsea would have been able to explain that the plan had never been more than a fleeting idea, and that she never expected multiple apologies—just one that was sincere.
For someone whose work was all about communication, she had done a terrible job of making herself clear. Chelsea was feeling sick with fear that she might not get another chance. She’d acted irrationally—there was no doubt about it.
If only she’d had enough time to tell Caro she didn’t want the room. Tonya had wanted her here. That was probably in the past though. Instead of wallowing in her misery, she should start packing her belongings—again.
When the phone rang, Chelsea hurried to pick up, caught between hope and dread.
“Tonya?”
“It’s me. Please, don’t hang up.”
It was exactly what Chelsea did when she heard Caro’s voice. The phone rang again—and again. It wouldn’t stop. She briefly considered unplugging it.
“Caro, what the hell do you want from me? Leave me alone!”
As she listened to her friend’s narrative, dread was quickly winning. Chelsea didn’t need a lot of imagination to fill in the blanks—her sessions with Danielle had given her enough of an idea about her ex-husband.
Finally, the day was taking its toll on her.
“Chels, I’m so sorry. I know you’re angry at me, too—please, stop crying. It’s not that bad, I swear! She’ll be okay!”
Chelsea didn’t trust promises anymore. She had to see it for herself.
“I’ll see you there.”
“You shouldn’t be driving. Take a cab,” Caro instructed. “A few minutes won’t make a difference, I swear—”
This time, she didn’t try to call again, or if she did, Chelsea was already out of the apartment.
She had to admit there were some merits to Caro’s suggestion when she arrived on the hospital’s visitor’s parking lot, with little memory of how she’d gotten there. “Okay” was a relative statement. It could have always been worse, and all because of her petty little revenge act—a terrifying thought.
At the shelter, they got threats sometimes, and Bethany had to call the police on a number of occasions, but never had she or a friend of hers been physically threatened because of her association to the place. Chelsea ran the last few steps, nearly bumping into a couple of nurses who were ending their shift.
Caro met her in the waiting room. Chelsea needed a few anxious moments to realize that her worried look didn’t have anything to do with Tonya’s condition, but the fact that Gail was in the room as well.
Gail shrugged. “It’s a party,” she said sarcastically. “How could I miss this? Let’s hope that this time, Prescott broke enough glass so they put him away.”
Chelsea wanted to cry again at the images her words produced, but she knew she needed to keep it together for the inevitable difficult talk with the nurse or doctor. “I need to see her.”
Gail’s expression was pained, but she nodded. “I can tell them you’re working with me—unless you guys were quick to get some other kind of papers signed. Let’s go.”
The doctor, a tall woman in her mid-thirties, wearing her chestnut-colored hair in a neat bun, looked tired. “I appreciate your concern, but it is late, and I assure you, there’s nothing to worry about. Your friend will be fine—and I’m sure she’ll appreciate a ride home tomorrow morning.”
Chelsea opened her mouth to protest, but Gail laid a hand on her shoulder. “Thanks, Doctor, but I prefer to talk to my client right now. I’d like my assistant to come with me.” For once, Chelsea appreciated Gail’s way of taking charge without asking. The doctor, however, was only mildly impressed.
“Client?” she asked, raising her eyebrows.
“That’s right. Mister Prescott did considerable damage to Ms. Gray’s property, and in order to file for claims from him and the insurance, I need to talk to her. I don’t mean to make your job any harder, but I need to do mine.” In any other situation, Chelsea would have been intrigued by the standoff—as it was, she was simply tired and scared, unwilling to uphold the charade much longer.
“I guess I’ll go home then,” Caro offered hesitantly. “You guys keep me up to date?” She was gone before anyone could give her an answer, probably uncomfortable about her unintended revelation. It was nothing Chelsea could deal with at the moment. She had her own dues to pay.
“Okay, I see this is kind of urgent, but only one person, please. You can go. The other patient—”
“I don’t care!”
Chelsea only realized that she’d said those words out loud when all the other occupants of the room were staring at her. “I’m sorry. It is urgent. Please.”
“I guess I can wait until tomorrow,” Gail said with a half sigh. “How about this? I’ll buy you a coffee, and once we’re done, I’ll make sure my friend here goes home?”
“Your assistant,” the doctor stated, with barely a trace of irony in her tone.
“Well, I made that part up. Not the one about the insurance claims though. What do you say?”
The woman gave Gail a speculative look. “Fifteen minutes. I guess that can’t do any harm. If it does, you may leave your phone number in case I should need a lawyer.”
Gail smiled at her cordially. “We can arrange that, no problem.”
* * * *
From the moment Caro had shown up at the apartment until now, Chelsea had almost forgotten the bitter exchange of words they’d had earlier. Unbidden, it came back to her. She barely dared to look at Tonya.
“How are you?” She cleared her throat.
“If they told you I fainted, that’s a lie, just so you know.”
Tonya sounded tired. Save for her bandaged wrist and a small cut on the side of her face, though, she didn’t seem visibly harmed. Chelsea didn’t feel any relief yet. Prescott had wanted to harm her. It could have been much worse.
“I came here right away, I…I owe you an apology too. I messed up—everything.” She didn’t care that the woman in the other bed was starting to take notice, rather interested.
“That’s not true,” Tonya said, but the resignation in her tone and posture spoke volumes. She was probably exhausted, but if this was Chelsea’s only chance to turn her around, she couldn’t let it go by.
“Yes, it is, and I know that I made it really hard for you to trust me. It’s true that in the beginning, I wanted to get back at you, but then I understood why you turned me down that time. I wanted to call Caro and tell her I wouldn’t take the room. I swear.”
“Oh my,” the other patient muttered.
“I wanted to make things right. I love you, and you were right, that makes all the difference. Now you got hurt because of me, and I hate myself. You have every reason to hate me too.”
The gasp came from the fascinated spectator—Tonya was probably too stunned to react in any way. Chelsea turned around and headed for the door when a hand on her shoulder held her back. Tonya drew her into a tight embrace.
“I don’t,” she whispered. “I’m not letting you go, not unless you want me to.”
“Young lady, those insights into your relationship are very fascinating, but you might want to close that gown a bit in the back,” the other patient said, leaving them both mortified.
“Oh, my God; Ma’am, I’m sorry.” This was probably the first time Chelsea had seen Tonya blush.
The other woman chuckled. “No harm done.”
“Are you serious?” Chelsea asked, nervous once more. “You’re not throwing me out? I’d understand that. I was going to start packing, but then Caro called, and I came here right away.”
Tonya, after having fastened her gown in the back, gave her a long look. “How about you tell your friend Dylan that the move is still on, just the address changed?”
“Yes!” Chelsea almost forgot that there was another person in the room as she leaned forward to kiss Tonya, nearly tumbling into the bed with her.
“Now that we’ve got that cleared up—” The doctor was standing in the doorway, Gail behind her. “Why don’t we all get a good night’s sleep before you discuss the details? There are other patients here,” she scolded gently.
“Oh, I don’t know,” the other woman said. “It was very entertaining.”
“I don’t doubt that,” Gail murmured, but she sounded amused rather than offended. “Tonya, is it okay if we save the less pleasant part until tomorrow after breakfast? I think we’ve got a good case against Prescott.”
“Sounds good to me. Sorry about all this.”
“Don’t apologize for giving me work to do—especially if it involves Prescott. Since my wedding was cancelled, I’m not so pressed for time anymore.”
This time, both patient and doctor openly stared in fascination.
“Neither of you apologize, please, I think that’s more than I can stand.” Gail gave a half laugh. “Especially if you were right, and I can’t believe I’m saying this in front of witnesses. I’ve been taking a good look at my priorities, and maybe I’ve given too much importance to the shared house, or the white chocolate cake. Not a word, Tonya.”
“I wasn’t going to, I promise. Okay then.” Tonya’s gaze wandered to Chelsea, silently asking. Chelsea thought that she’d respect Gail’s secrets, but maybe she would ask Tonya about the white chocolate at the next best occasion. Her face heated, Tonya’s amused expression telling her that she was at least guessing what was on Chelsea’s mind.
“I’ll come get you tomorrow,” she promised.
…and after that, we’ll never spend another night apart.
* * * *
One year later
At their usual table, they shared drinks and the rest of what had been a gigantic cake—butter cream—plus one round of champagne for everyone, before one couple would head for their honeymoon, and another, on a different kind of trip.
Not so different, actually, but that was a surprise they weren’t ready to change yet.
“Before we go…there’s something we’d like to share with you. Actually, my parents, and Natasha’s parents know, and that’s the reason why you’re all drinking champagne tonight. Well, except for me.”
Natasha gave her an affectionate smile. The doctor had soon become a regular member of their group at Chez Violet, and eventually, Gail had gotten her dream wedding, both she and Natasha wearing spectacular gowns when they said their vows in front of nearly two-hundred friends and family members. Early tomorrow, they’d go on their honeymoon to Costa Rica.
Chelsea and Tonya had an early flight to catch, too—to Buenos Aires.
“No.” Tracy’s jaw dropped slightly. “Really?”
“Yes, really,” Gail said with a bright smile. “I’m twelve weeks along.”
While the table erupted in happiness and congratulations, Chelsea leaned back into the booth, her hand closing around Tonya’s, as she thought about the rings they were not yet wearing, and the plans they had made for their stay in Argentina.
She was happy she and Gail had stayed friends after all, and that Gail had found someone who had the same dreams and ambitions.
As for her own dreams…one by one, they were coming true.
When it was love, it was actually easy.
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