
        
            
                
            
        

    

  Wings Over Boston


  Fate intervenes on behalf of love when characters are unexpectedly stuck together. With too much time and an irresistible attraction anything could happen.


  Flight paramedic Ryland Matthews and pilot Tess Goodwin have an uncomplicated past that included a no-strings tryst before they went their separate ways and never looked back. That is, until a medical emergency and an unlikely coincidence leaves them grounded together in the middle of nowhere with nothing to do but relive history and ignite the passion neither can forget.
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      Chapter One


      


      Ryland Matthews’s Jeep was the only car left in the hospital parking lot by the time she emerged, exhausted and dirty, from the end of another sixteen-hour shift. Technically, this particular parking lot was only for the doctors. But Ryland didn’t waste a lot of time with technicalities, and when one of the neurology residents she was sleeping with forgot her key fob to the lot’s gate at her place before ghosting her a couple of months ago, she decided it would make an appropriate parting gift. God, she really had to stop fucking people she worked with. But where else was a queer flight medic supposed to meet girls? The scene in Boston was pathetic at best, and that basically left Tinder. Not that Ryland was above the occasional dating app. It was a quick and easy way to find someone, and about ten percent of the time at least resulted in getting laid. As her car let out a tired blip blip and she yanked the driver’s side handle, Ryland remembered just how much she wanted all of the one-nighters and fun flings to end. And this was never more apparent than when she had to drive home to a very empty apartment.


      To be fair, the apartment wasn’t entirely empty. Rodrigo, her terrier mutt mix she’d rescued from the streets of Louisiana after Katrina, came bounding to the door like he did every night. His coarse, fluffy mess of a tail whipped through the air with a ferocity you wouldn’t expect from something that weighed in at only fourteen pounds, and he leapt so high he nearly collided with Ryland’s chest.


      “Hey, buddy!” Like most proud pet owners, Ryland’s voice seemed to jump two octaves whenever she addressed Rodrigo. Rodrigo continued to wag his tail with sheer joy and followed Ryland through the entryway of her tiny studio apartment. The TV was on. She always left ESPN on for Roddy when she was at work for the day and would inevitably come home to reruns of the earlier hours’ SportsCenter. It could have easily been CNN or even cartoons, but at some point in their years together she’d convinced herself Roddy was a big sports fan, as if he had any idea what Max Kellerman was saying about Patrick Mahomes. An overhead light was dimly shining directly above her head. Otherwise, there were no signs of life. Most nights, Ryland tolerated the loneliness—maybe even embraced it. On her shorter days, she’d order a pizza and eat it on the bed while she watched a scary movie and fed Roddy leftover pieces of her crust. Life was comfortable and easy. And she never felt like she needed more.


      Her job helped. Ryland absolutely loved her job, in a way most people weren’t fortunate enough to. At eighteen, she took her first EMT course after watching a five-year-old boy nearly drown at the local beach in the small Cape Cod town Ryland had grown up in. It wasn’t so much the well-known feeling of helplessness people describe when they lay eyes on a tragedy. It was the paramedics. After one of the lifeguards yanked the kid from the water, two paramedics in navy blue uniforms with aviator sunglasses and radios strapped to their belts ran through the sand and scooped the boy up onto their stretcher. In what seemed like no more than seven seconds they had him hooked up to their monitors and were listening to his lungs with their stethoscopes. Ryland had never seen anyone so cool in her entire life. Of course, she was only fifteen, so the bar was pretty low. In hindsight, it was probably the lifeguard who actually saved his life. But Ryland hated water, so paramedic seemed like a more reasonable life goal.


      The airborne part of Ryland’s career came many years later, when she realized that saving lives was even more exciting at ten thousand feet. And every day since she stepped foot in that Boston MedFlight chopper five years earlier was the new best professional day of her life.


      Ryland had her own apartment in Jamaica Plain (one of the more up-and-coming neighborhoods in Boston), a good paying job that women found undeniably attractive, and the real love of her life, Roddy. It wasn’t exactly part of the plan to be a single thirty-eight-year-old, but things could have been worse. Much worse.


      Roddy sat at the end of the bed, his tail wrapped around his wiry little body, as Ryland ate a bowl of Cinnamon Toast Crunch a few feet away. Eating in bed was one of her few bad habits. But she figured it was her space, and if she wanted to eat cereal in bed she damn well could. An episode of The Simpsons was on the small TV in the corner of the apartment, but Ryland was only half paying attention, focusing most of her energy on scrolling through Instagram to admire the lives of everyone she hardly knew.


      Social media was probably one of the worst things to happen to the world. All you had to do was open an app, and in one click, the girl who hated you in high school was modeling in New York, the ex-girlfriend you were never really that into was now engaged to someone marginally better looking than you and taking stunning photos on their Maui vacation, and your coworkers were all out dancing and drinking their brains out and looking beautiful doing it. Ryland was smart enough to know most of it was bullshit. But it didn’t keep the pangs of jealousy at bay as she thought about the voids in her life even sugary cereal couldn’t fill. It also didn’t keep her from an at least twice-daily browsing of the thrilling and perfect lives of everyone she sort of knew.


      When a picture of her last failed “talking stage” popped up, decked out in a sundress with perfect long curls propped in front of a sunset with the love interest that Ryland had lost out to, it was time to shut it down for the night. Roddy let out a tiny groan, and Ryland felt judged.


      “What? I know, I know. I’ll stop, okay?” She shook her head. Why was it that every time she thought she was content on her own, she seemed to catch herself mid-conversation with a dog?
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      It wasn’t often that Tess Goodwin’s phone pinged at midnight. At the ancient age of thirty-two, most people in her life knew Tess had downed a hefty dose of melatonin and been horizontal for at least a good few hours by then. Even with the sleeping aids on board, Tess had always been a light sleeper, so it wasn’t surprising that the sound roused her awake. A moment of confusion was replaced with downright terror as her anxious mind suddenly kicked into full speed. Was it her mom? Did something happen to her? She was healthy but almost in her seventies now. Maybe she had a heart attack? Oh God. No, that didn’t make much sense. Anyone trying to get ahold of her to tell her something awful had happened to her parents probably wouldn’t text her. It was definitely an ex then. Tess hadn’t gotten a “you up?” text in months. In fact, her date card (and her bed) had been pretty empty for the last six months or so. But that kind of thing happened to people all the time, right?


      That particular muddled heap of thoughts actually only took about two-point-five seconds to blast through Tess’s mind like a demolition before she fumbled with the clutter on her nightstand until she found her phone. She squinted as she held it inches from her face, nearly blind without her glasses on.


      Huh, that was odd. She didn’t recognize the number.


      Hi Tess, this is Adam with PrideStar. We need your help. One of the pilots with Boston called out sick tomorrow and they’re desperate for a fill-in. Any chance you could help? Sorry it’s so late.


      Tess was wide awake now, and not even a whole bottle of melatonin would help. PrideStar was the little med flight company she worked for down in Providence. They were mostly private but were affiliated with the big boys, Boston MedFlight. Any pilot who stood even a dream of a chance of running with them usually started with PrideStar and worked their way in. Tess had been waiting three years to get the chance to fly with them. If she could make some connections, it was possible she could make the switch.


      She smiled and closed her eyes, already dreaming of a cute apartment in a quaint Boston neighborhood overlooking the Charles River. The fantasy was so colorful she quickly realized she had yet to actually reply to Adam’s text.


      Yes! Of course. Happy to help.


      It was supposed to be her day off tomorrow—her first day off in twelve. But Tess didn’t care. This was too good to pass up. She hit the lock button on her phone one more time to light the screen up. It was already almost one a.m., and she had to wake up at five a.m. to make it to Boston for six thirty a.m.—better make it four thirty a.m. just in case there was traffic.


      Tess jostled Max, the fat, orange cat sleeping at her feet. “Max, wake up, buddy.” Max didn’t even open his eyes. “We’re heading to the big time, baby.”
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      No one would have called Ryland a morning person. In fact, she loved everything about her job except for the daily five thirty a.m. wake-up call. Most people grew out of the majority of their morning-grumpiness by the time they left their mid-twenties. Not Ryland. Over the years, she’d found ways to make it work. Her Mr. Coffee was on a very strict timer, and there was always a fresh three cups for her to start with before she even hit the shower. The first cup or two usually did the trick, but for particularly brutal mornings (especially in the winter), Ryland actually brought her coffee with her into the shower like a college kid sneaking a beer. By six fifteen a.m., when she made her way out to her car, Ryland was usually some semblance of a human being. But she always knew by the time she made it into work, the adrenaline rush of knowing she was about to have someone’s life in her hands at ten thousand feet above Boston would take over.


      The med flight hangar wasn’t really in Boston. The city was cramped enough for real estate without throwing in what was essentially an airfield. Instead, Ryland actually started her day in the town of Bedford, Massachusetts, every shift. The hangar was about fifteen miles north of the city, in a rural area about halfway between Boston and the New Hampshire border. Ryland usually used the thirty-minute commute to play whatever her music artist of the moment was. Today was The 1975. She’d probably do what she always did, which was play the album on repeat until she was so tired of it she wanted to vomit, then she’d move on to the next.


      It was an absolutely perfect New England fall morning. The September sun wasn’t as high as it had been a couple of weeks earlier, and the air was clear and warm without the assault of the daily humidity that had hung around through the entire month of August. It was warm enough for the top to be off Ryland’s Jeep Wrangler, and her mop of hair flew everywhere. A pair of aviator sunglasses sat on her nose. It was all she ever wore. In fact, she liked to joke that Joe Biden stole the look from her. Her blue jumpsuit with the MedFlight patch on the sleeve that read “Your life. Our mission.” was still one of her coolest pieces of clothing. Every time she put it on, she still felt like Tom Cruise in Top Gun. And it definitely didn’t hurt that women absolutely loved it. Ryland’s Tinder profile included at least three photos decked out in the uniform, complete with a black stethoscope around her neck and a confident grin. She wasn’t insecure. And maybe in her baby-dyke days she was more than a little cocky. But she was settled—confident in herself. But something about that uniform made Ryland feel like a fucking badass.


      She couldn’t help but smile as she sang along (badly) to “The Sound.” The station was just around the corner and Ryland was early. There was time to stop at Dunkin’ for a gigantic iced coffee. This was the best kind of day.


      The day was so great, and Ryland’s mood so high, that she decided to pick up a dozen doughnuts too. As she headed back to her Jeep, she grinned at a little boy who was gawking at her from a corner booth. Ryland knew she had the downright coolest job in the entire world. And she also was often humbly reminded just how lucky she was to take care of people on the worst day of their lives.


      Ryland’s partner of the last two years, Mitch Nyland, stood outside the hangar when she pulled in. He was older than her by about ten years, and his hair had a handsome hint of gray that Ryland always envied. Mitch was an RN. And a goddamn good one at that. He’d bailed Ryland out of more than one hairy situation in their time together. Along with that, she liked him—a lot. He was much quieter than Ryland, and his humor was so dry it was easy to overlook. But if you listened closely, Mitch was one of the funniest people Ryland had ever met.


      “You know each doughnut you eat takes thirty-two minutes off your life expectancy?” Mitch expertly raised one eyebrow as Ryland jostled with the box of pastries.


      “Did you know the odds of a helicopter crashing are about one in one hundred thousand?”


      Mitch just shook his head pensively for a while before one corner of his mouth finally curled upward a little.


      “It’s going to be a fucking fantastic day, my friend. Just fucking fantastic.”
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      Tess believed most pilots were probably introverts at heart, and she was no exception. She much preferred the solitude and space of the sky to the cramped, people-littered earth below. Not that a helicopter was the best place to avoid human interaction. The H145 Airbus she would be flying today was a tiny little twin engine, which didn’t leave a ton of breathing room once you tossed in a sick patient, an RN, and a medic. Tess only hoped she would like the crew she was assigned to. It was going to be a long day if she got stuck with a talker, or even worse, the awkwardly silent type. Tess already had that role good and filled.


      After she locked the doors to her Honda, Tess stuffed the keys in her jumpsuit pocket and let her hands follow. She meandered to the open hangar, the familiar anxiety settling as a quickening of her pulse and a tightening just beneath her chest. New jobs were like first dates, or parties with people you didn’t really know—uncomfortable social pressure-cookers. And to add steam to the cooker, Tess really, really wanted to work for Boston. This was her shot, maybe her only shot, and she had to be on her game.


      Standing just inside the hangar’s shadow were two people, one much taller than the other and seemingly a little older, although it was hard to tell from that distance. As Tess got closer, her legs trembled a little with that expected first-meeting terror. Twenty-five feet away or so now, the trembling turned to full-blown liquidation. Her knees refused to straighten, and she was afraid if she took even one more step she would collapse on the hot pavement in an embarrassing pile. Tess knew exactly who she was looking at.
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      “I heard Todd banged out for today?” Ryland was deftly sipping on her iced coffee as she took a seat on one of the chopper’s landing skids, completely unaware of the petite redhead in a PrideStar suit walking slowly toward them.


      “Yeah. Pneumonia, I think. But he’s okay. They just won’t let him work until he’s cleared. Speak of the devil. I think this may be our fill-in headed our way,” Mitch said.


      Ryland tipped her chin toward the hangar entrance. She was fully expecting John Zabloski or Ace McKenna or one of the other per-diem pilots to be standing in front of her. She felt her eyes bug involuntarily and her heart skidded a little out of its usually slow rhythmic cadence. It wasn’t John. It wasn’t Ace either. It was Tess Goodwin—a very remote, occasionally revisited piece of Ryland’s past.


      


    


  




  

    

      

        Chapter Two


        


        “Wow. I…I was not expecting this.”


        Tess was eternally grateful Ryland still had trouble keeping her mouth shut, easing the burden of deciding who was going to acknowledge who first.


        “I guess I should have considered it, since I knew you worked here.” Tess offered a cordial smile. After all, there were no hard feelings left between them. What had happened was a month or so of casual sex, a few Netflix binges, and a lot of takeout. Ryland had said she wasn’t looking for anything serious, and Tess, albeit a bit wounded, took the whole thing in stride. They kept in touch for a while after, and when Ryland left to go work for Boston, Tess was fine. So maybe “fine” wasn’t the word. But she sure as hell wasn’t sitting up at night listening to Taylor Swift and crying her eyes out. Tess had liked Ryland. She’d wanted to see if things could go any further. And every now and then, over the few years since they’d seen each other, Ryland would cross her mind, if only for a minute or two.


        “You’re saying you haven’t been thinking about me after all this time?” Ryland tossed Tess one of her terrible winks that always made her look more frightened than flirtatious, and Tess couldn’t help but burst out laughing.


        “How old are you now, Ry? Like, forty? I thought for sure you’d have at least considered adulthood by now.”


        Ryland feigned offense and crossed her arms, which Tess could see were just as defined as they were years ago, if not more so, even through her blue sleeves. She looked good. Really good, actually. Ryland had always joked about “aging like a fine wine” and she didn’t seem to be wrong yet. Her brown hair was cut short on the sides but a little longer on top than it had been the last time Tess had seen her, and she had just a few more wrinkles at the sides of her eyes that made her look a little cleverer, and a lot sexier. There was no harm in admitting that, right? It wasn’t like Tess had been pining away for her all these years, waiting for Ryland to change her mind about continuing their relationship. She’d dated plenty of people since then. There was nothing wrong with acknowledging that this woman who she’d slept with a million years ago looked damn good.


        “Okay. Well, ouch? First of all, I’m thirty-eight. And don’t pretend you don’t know that.”


        Tess did know that. She knew that Ryland was a whole six years older than her, and it only took a quick second of math to know Ryland was actually only thirty-eight, not forty years old. But the jab felt playful and appropriate in the moment.


        “It’s been a while. I guess I forgot.” Tess grinned and flicked her eyebrows quickly. Fucking hell. The flirting was already starting.


        “Shit. I’m—wow. I mean, it’s great to see you, Tess.” Ryland shifted her feet in an uncharacteristically awkward fashion and then held her arms out. “Can I uh…can I give you a hug or something?”


        Tess wasn’t a hugger in general. In fact, she kind of hated people touching her. There were of course exceptions, though. On most first dates, Tess would make sure she was holding her jacket or had something conspicuous in her hands to avoid anyone trying to hug her. But she was always comfortable with Ryland—even before they’d actually slept together. Even as coworkers, Ryland had always put Tess at ease with her charm and confidence. It didn’t hurt her case that Tess found her painfully attractive either.


        “Duh.” Tess closed the gap between them and Ryland wrapped her up tightly, and for just a little bit too long—enough for Tess to feel just the slightest pang of something ancient stirring inside her. Ryland still smelled the same as she did years ago, and Tess was surprised by the total familiarity of it. It was some mix of musk and ocean air and a little hint of coffee that wafted off the skin of Ryland’s bare neck as Tess pressed her face against her. One of them finally pulled away, she wasn’t sure which, and it wasn’t until then that Tess remembered there was someone else standing there with them.


        “Hi. Mitch Nyland, RN.” The tall nurse who had been probably awkwardly waiting for Tess and Ryland to end their L Word reunion had a face stiller than a funeral and Tess was sure she’d been there for less than ten minutes and he already hated her.


        “Oh my God, I’m so sorry. I’m Tess. Goodwin. The uh, pilot?”


        “You don’t sound very sure about that, Tess Goodwin. Is this your first day flying?” Mitch’s tone was flat and cold, and Tess’s stomach lurched. This was not a good start. Not a good start at all. Before she could think of anything to say, she automatically looked to Ryland, an old reflex, she guessed. Ryland had this presence about her that always projected strength and safety to Tess. Maybe it was their age difference, or maybe it was just part of Ryland’s DNA. But even now Tess found herself turning to Ryland for help. She was glad she did. Because Ryland was smiling bigger than the sun was bright that morning, and when her eyes met Tess’s, she burst out laughing.


        “He’s fucking with you, Tess. I’m sorry.” Ryland could hardly contain herself at this point, a few tears snaking their way out both eyes. “Mitch is an asshole. It’ll take you years to figure out if he’s joking or not.”


        “Oh. Oh.” Tess felt her cheeks burn and she joined in Ryland’s laughter, although with not quite as much enthusiasm.


        “Seriously. I’m kidding,” Mitch said, still not cracking even a hint of a smile. “She’s right, I’m an asshole. Welcome aboard. We’re happy to have you.”


        With that, Mitch gracefully turned and made his way into the hallows of the hangar, presumably to somewhere indoors far away from the sexual tension that was so clearly not left behind three years earlier.
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        Goddamn, Tess looked like a million fucking bucks and then some. She’d always been attractive, but the last few years had really done something to her. Age? Wisdom? Or was it that undeniable glow of happiness that only came from finding someone you were head over heels in love with? That had to be it. Ryland’s mind immediately spun a dozen scenarios about what Tess had been up to since they last saw each other. She was probably married now—disgustingly ecstatically married to some sexy woman in the suburbs with a solid 401(k) and maybe even some foreign investments. And kids? Maybe there were even kids now. Ryland groaned internally. Why was she so resentful of the theoretical happiness of someone she slept with a handful of times a million years back? Maybe that was just human nature? Or maybe misery really did love company.


        “So. Tess. Tell me, what’s been going on with you?” Ryland pursed her lips and nodded in a sad attempt at some version of casual swagger that probably just made her look contrived and ridiculous.


        “Not a whole lot. You know, same old, same old.” Tess seemed to mirror Ryland’s stab at casual, and almost as unsuccessfully too. It was several seconds before Ryland realized her eyes had drifted down to Tess’s left hand, searching for a ring.


        “Mmm. Good, good.” Ryland nodded again and bounced up onto the balls of her feet.


        “Yeah. Totally. Working a lot. I am, I mean. I’m still at PrideStar. Still living in Providence.” Tess sucked in her bottom lip and Ryland’s stomach tightened a little. It had been a good, long four and a half months since she’d had sex, and she was suddenly very reminded of that fact.


        “How’s Providence treating you? You still like it? I miss it there sometimes. I mean, Boston’s great. I love it. But it’s just a very different city.”


        “I still really like it. But I’ll be honest, I was psyched to get this gig last night. I’ve been trying to get into MedFlight for years. I’d love to make this a more permanent thing.” Tess’s cheeks colored nearly immediately, and she balled her hands into loose fists that hung near her hips. “I mean, the job. I’d love to make the job a more permanent thing. Not this, this.” She pointed quickly, first at Ryland’s chest, then at her own.


        Ryland relaxed a little, fully realizing that Tess was much more nervous than she was.


        “I knew what you were getting at.” She laughed coyly.


        “Wow. This is—”


        “Awkward?” Ryland finished.


        They both chuckled a little. “Yes. Why is this so weird?”


        “Hmm. I’d say it’s probably because we’ve seen each other naked.”


        The color returned to Tess’s cheeks, and she diverted her gaze far to the left of Ryland’s. Ryland had always rattled Tess like this, and Ryland absolutely loved it. What had gone wrong with them anyway? It wasn’t even a question worth asking. Ryland knew the answer. Three years ago, Ryland was a mess. And for a thirty-five-year-old, she had a lot of growing up to do. She seemed to have gone from one failed relationship to another for far too long, and by the time she met Tess, Ryland was already done. Tess was in that uncomfortable stage of her late twenties where she was looking to get wifed-up as soon as possible while also not really seeming to know herself well enough yet to make the best choices. She was sweet, and fun, and sharp as a goddamn dagger. And the sex was undeniably some of the best of Ryland’s life. It wasn’t just physical either. For that month that they were together, however “casually,” Tess spent the night several times a week. And Ryland had never forgotten the way she’d fall asleep with her head on Ryland’s chest and wake up with it still there. More than that, though, Ryland remembered the rush she felt knowing Tess was next to her. It wasn’t the kind of rush that came with easy, torrid hookups. It was the kind that came from actual feelings.


        Somehow, though, Ryland had managed to convince herself that they weren’t real feelings—that Tess was just filling a void in her fragile ego, or occupying the lonely nights. As Ryland looked at Tess that morning, she acknowledged without a doubt that was not it. And denial was a powerful force.


        “You okay? You’ve been staring at me all funny for like, a solid five minutes now,” Tess finally said, snapping Ryland out of what was clearly an embarrassingly long duration of reminiscence.


        “Yeah.” Ryland smiled. The urge to retort with a protectively flirtatious line hit strong, but she pushed it down. Tess had always been real with her, and she owed it to Tess to do the same finally. “It’s just really good to see you.”


        Tess looked bashfully at her feet and a few strands of red hair fell perfectly over her face. Man, Ryland did not remember her being this hot.


        “It’s good to see you too, Ry.”


        “So, look. Down to business. We have to get you a new jumpsuit. That PrideStar thing isn’t going to work here.” Ryland was relieved to have something concrete to talk about that could distract her from Tess’s green eyes that she just couldn’t seem to quite stop looking into.


        “Do I get to keep it?” Tess grinned.


        “I won’t tell if you won’t.” Ryland attempted her sad wink, wondering why everything they said ultimately felt like innuendo.
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        It turned out there was an entire crew’s quarters in the back of the hangar, although Tess wasn’t really thinking about the architecture of the small airfield. Not when she was disconcertingly hung up on the gravel vibrato of Ryland’s voice and her full, pink mouth that she still remembered kissing in excruciating detail. Ryland would always go down in Tess’s book as one of the absolute best kissers ever. That kind of superlative was hard to forget.


        “This should fit,” Ryland said after rummaging through a closet full to the top of royal blue flight suits. She tossed one behind her, hitting Tess square in the chest.


        “Thanks.” Tess studied her surroundings for a minute, trying to decide what her next move was. Did she ask for a bathroom and come across like a prude? Did she strip down right there like the cool girl she always wanted to be? Ryland had turned her back and was busy folding the rest of the flight suits that she’d flung onto the floor. Tess bent over and untied the laces of her black boots. She took her time standing up, and when she did she reached for the zipper near her neck and slid it down, the suit she was currently wearing opening all the way down to her crotch. She pulled her arms out and the suit fell, gathering around her ankles. She wasn’t entirely exposed, standing there in a pair of very short gym shorts and a sports bra (it was still too hot that time of year to wear anything else underneath). Besides, Ryland wasn’t even paying attention.


        Just as Tess picked up the new suit and started to step out of the old one, Ryland looked up from the pile of jumpsuits she’d begun to pretend to fold. Her chin dropped a little and her eyes widened, and Tess now realized she’d made the very intentional decision to undress in front of Ryland, in hopes of this very look.


        “Oh. Okay. You…Uh, there’s a bathroom if you want to use it?” Ryland’s words came out in a machinery-like stutter that left Tess feeling unusually in control. Most things in Tess’s life were about control. Hell, her job was to literally pilot helicopters. But there was always something about Ryland that melted that control into a useless puddle. And Tess liked it. She never liked the term “Pillow Princess,” but she certainly didn’t mind when Ryland had her way behind closed doors. That wasn’t that unusual for Tess, though. She’d always been a bit of a bottom. The unusual part came outside of the bedroom. Ryland remained in control, in the least asshole-like way Tess could imagine. There was a quiet, calm strength about her that always made Tess feel like she could just let go.


        “Are you blushing, Ryland? My God. I had no idea you were so bashful.” Tess took full advantage of the rare glance of power she’d been gifted, her tone light and teasing.


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


        They were alone in a small back closet near one of the bunks. Mitch was nowhere to be found, and the faint echoes of other crews and station workers were far enough away that Tess had to fight the very transient urge to slowly saunter up to Ryland and run a hand through her thick, wild hair, just daring Ryland to kiss her. Thankfully, the urge was just that—transient. Or, if not the urge, then at least the actual consideration of the idea. Ryland was as magnetic a force as ever, and Tess hadn’t touched a woman in…God, how long had it been now? Eight, ten months? Anyway, it had at least been long enough to make her palms sweat a little at the very hint of someone else’s skin against hers. Even Ryland’s looks and charm, though, were no match for Tess’s pride surrounding her career. She would never dream of risking chances of making it to Boston MedFlight for a quick fuck in a supply closet with a woman who’d made it very evident years earlier she wasn’t interested.


        “So, what happens now?” Tess asked, trying to shift her thoughts away from ideas of Ryland pinning her hands against the wall as she taunted her with that ridiculous mouth. The attempt was only marginally successful.


        “What do you mean?”


        “Come on. This is MedFlight. I figured we’d be wheels up by now, scraping trauma victims off the highways or whatever.”


        Ryland feigned a shudder. “Yikes. That’s dark.” She laughed.


        “Sorry.” Tess realized she sounded a little psychopathic and her shoulders bunched involuntarily in embarrassment. Before Ryland had a chance to answer, a loud crackle came from an overhead speaker, followed by a prolonged beep that always sent a visceral rush of adrenaline through Tess. The sound of a call coming in was pretty much the same at every station.


        “MedFlight Air Unit 9, please respond to Monadnock Community Hospital in Peterborough, New Hampshire, for transport of a forty-two-year-old male status post cardiac arrest, currently intubated, pressors running, being transferred to Mass General for consideration for ECMO. Details to follow.” The speaker hissed and sputtered once more and then went silent.


        “There we are,” Ryland said.


        “Let’s do it.” Tess was a little surprised that their first call was a transfer from a community hospital. She always figured MedFlight did a lot more trauma response than PrideStar. But Tess didn’t care what the call was. She just wanted to fly.


        “We’ll leave in about ten,” Ryland said. “Do what you need to, and I’ll go track down Mitch. He’s probably reading Good Housekeeping on the toilet again.”


        Tess laughed and Ryland disappeared down the hallway. Tess hadn’t been paying particularly good attention on their trip to the supply room, and for someone who made her living on her navigational skills, she wasn’t entirely sure she could find her way back to the hangar. That would be humiliating—being late for her first MedFlight call because she got lost inside the station.


        It wasn’t an issue, though. Tess’s sense of direction was always reliable, and today wasn’t the day it failed her. She easily retraced a couple of turns down some dark halls, past a few closed doors and a dimly lit conference room with a few CPR dummies lying creepily on tables like possessed mannequins in a horror movie, until she arrived in the open air of the hangar. Tess hadn’t had a chance to do her flight check yet, so she was glad she had a few minutes to familiarize herself with the Airbus. It was nearly identical to the bird she flew with PrideStar, but she wanted to be sure everything was in order anyway. She climbed into the cockpit and flipped the ignition switch, letting the rotors begin their slow windup. The sound of the blades cutting through the air was always immensely satisfying to Tess. Tucked inside the door panel was a binder with a laminated checklist.


        “Flight controls? Free and correct.” Tess always preferred to perform her checks out loud. “Throttle.” She placed her hand on the handle that jutted out to her right. “Closed. Instruments? Static at zero.”


        “I see you still talk to yourself when you do your checks.” Ryland’s voice startled Tess to the point of nearly falling out of her seat.


        “It works for me, okay?”


        “We just about ready to go?” Mitch stood quietly a couple of feet behind Ryland.


        “All ready.”


        “Wheels up then.” Ryland jumped in the back of the chopper.


        Tess rolled her eyes. “Can you stop talking like you’re in Top Gun?”


        “Not a chance, Goose.”


        “Wait, why am I Goose? I want to be Maverick. I’m the pilot. It only makes sense.” Tess picked up the aviators that had been hanging around her neck and coolly slid them on.


        “You can’t be Maverick. I’m Maverick,” Ryland said dryly.


        “And why not?”


        “Because it’s my bird?”


        Mitch cleared his throat from the seat next to Ryland and they both fell silent. “Whenever you two are done, I’m sure the gentleman in New Hampshire who needs a machine to keep him alive would appreciate it if we got going? But, you know, no rush.” Aside from Mitch’s lips, his face hardly moved. Tess’s heart slid a little further toward her stomach. She’d already been mortified at least four or five times that morning.


        


      


    


  




  

    Chapter Three


    


    Watching Tess navigate the bird’s controls was always a bit of a religious experience for Ryland. Her small, delicate hands worked their way over the throttle with a strength and a certainty that seemed in opposition to her usually well-manicured nails. When they used to fly together with PrideStar, Ryland always made a point to sit in the jump seat directly behind Tess just to watch her work.


    “Your takeoffs have gotten really smooth,” Ryland said through the bulky headset that allowed them to speak through the whir of the rotors.


    “A lot of practice,” Tess said. “And are you mansplaining flying to me?” Her tone was matter-of-fact but she couldn’t seem to hide the hint of a proud grin that crept onto her face.


    “Jesus. Are you two going to be able to keep your clothes on for at least the rest of this call?” Ryland had almost forgotten Mitch was there too, and the radio channel on his headset was very much connected to theirs.


    “We’re old coworkers, Mitch. Friends.” The wording felt forced even to Ryland’s ears.


    Mitch held up a hand. “I don’t want to know, actually.” He feigned a dramatic shudder and then pantomimed some epic vomiting in a performance that should have won him some kind of award, or at least red carpet appearance, and Ryland felt her face heat up.


    “I get it. Details will be kept to a minimum.”


    “I appreciate that,” Mitch said, nodding.


    “Oh, and, Tess, since you can’t see him back here, Mitch is joking again,” Ryland shouted, as if Tess’s headphones had some idea how far away she was sitting.


    “No, I’m really not,” Mitch snapped.


    “Okay, not about the details part. But he’s joking about being a total asshole.”


    “Noted.” Tess chuckled.


    Ryland took off her headset for a second and motioned for Mitch, who was sitting directly to her left, to do the same. She was pretty sure Mitch knew her well enough to know what she was about to say, but she didn’t want to take any chances.


    “Look, you know me. I love this job. And nothing would keep me from doing it well. I hope you know that.”


    “I do know that, Matthews.” In a rare moment of earnestness, Mitch smiled and punched her in the shoulder. “And I’m not worried.”


    Ryland laughed and went to put her headset back on.


    “But it is really gross!” Mitch shouted over the roar of the air between them.


    A short twenty minutes later, Tess landed the chopper with a sense of ease on the helipad of the small community hospital in New Hampshire. A switch had flipped in all three of them. The friendly banter wound down with the engines, and a sense of urgency settled in around them. Now that they were there, they had a job to do, and all of their focus needed to be on that.


    On the outside, that would be absolutely no problem for Ryland. But it was hard not to notice the way Tess’s flight suit squeezed her ass when she walked. Not when she still remembered exactly what Tess looked like naked. Just before Tess prepared to disembark from the chopper, she reached up and gathered her long, fiery hair into a thick ponytail and pulled it to the back of her head with a grace, a confidence, that made Ryland’s legs quake just a little as she tried to step out. Ryland could do her job—that was without question. But that didn’t mean she was going to be able to keep herself from thinking about getting her pilot naked every now and then.


    “You can wait out here, if you want,” Mitch said to Tess. “The pilots don’t have to come in.”


    “It’s okay. I like to see what all these different small-town hospitals are like. I find them charming.”


    Ryland couldn’t help but smile as she guided the cot with the attached heavy monitoring equipment to the door of the helipad and onto the elevator. Tess had a sweetness about her, a joy that most people, especially people in medicine, just didn’t. It was something Ryland certainly couldn’t claim for herself. And it was nice to be around. In fact, it always had been.


    A security guard directed them up to the ICU, which looked like it was only big enough to hold about four patients. Two of the beds were empty. One held a very elderly man on a ventilator, the only signs of life the unnaturally rhythmic rise and fall of his frail chest. A slightly younger woman sat next to him holding his hand, seemingly having a full-on conversation as if they’d talked over breakfast like this for fifty years. They probably had. These were the kind of things that still made Ryland sad after all these years of becoming hardened and, as she sometimes worried, nearly heartless. Old people die. Hell, young people die. And a lot of the time, there’s nothing anyone can do about it—even the best medics, or the best nurses, or the best doctors. It’s part of the circle of life. That part hardly ever got to her anymore. What did still bother her was the people who loved the dying that got left behind. Ryland only had a few seconds to glance into this man’s room before she was pulled away to pick up his neighbor, but it was enough to drum up an entire folklore of their life together.


    She imagined they’d been married young—he was twenty-one, she was nineteen. They’d only known each other a few months, too. The dying man, now weak and fully dependent on machines to keep him breathing, was wild and in love, and he actually had to win the woman away from another man she was already promised to. Her parents probably didn’t want her to pick this guy because he was too poor, but she loved him.


    Ryland quickly realized she was basically just recapping the plot of the movie The Notebook. But still, it made her sad nonetheless. And something about the way the woman continued talking to him, about what Ryland couldn’t make out, like nothing was wrong, nagged at Ryland’s slightly brittle heart.


    What was worse? To be the dying man in the bed, probably too drugged out to have any idea what was going on, but obviously loved endlessly by this woman? Or to be the wife—about to be left behind in a world she won’t recognize any longer? No. There was a third possibility. And it terrified the shit out of Ryland. She didn’t want to be the one in the bed, alone, with no one to miss her.


    “Ry? You okay?” Tess spoke slowly, gently, as if she might wake Ryland from a night terror.


    “Huh? Oh yeah. Sorry, I was just looking at those two in there. It’s sad, isn’t it?”


    “Actually, I think it’s kind of beautiful,” Tess said, shifting her gaze into the man’s room. “To have that kind of love? To have lived that kind of life? I bet he has no regrets.”


    “None? Come on. Everyone has regrets. Maybe he really wanted to go skydiving but she would never let him. Or maybe he missed an epic trip to the Arctic because he knocked her up. Everyone regrets something.”


    “Do you? You know, regret anything?”


    Ryland’s pulse doubled. She knew exactly what Tess was asking her. And although she’d thought of Tess and their time together a thousand times over the years, she wouldn’t have said she regretted the way things ended. At least, not until seeing her that morning in the hangar.


    “They’re ready for us, guys,” Mitch said.


    Ryland forced out a gust of air so quickly her lips flapped together loudly. She was grateful for Mitch’s interruption. There was a lot more to say about the topic—more than Tess had any idea about. Tess was probably thinking a simple “no” would have sufficed for Ryland. But that wasn’t the case. Maybe “regret” wasn’t the right word. But there were absolutely all kinds of second thoughts running through Ryland’s head. And the hallway of the ICU was not the place to be talking about them.


    Right person, wrong time. Ryland wasn’t sure why the phrase suddenly jumped into her brain like an amoeba, but it did. And she couldn’t get it out.
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    The problem with Ryland Matthews was that she was addictive. Miraculously, Tess had managed to forget that for several years. And then, like a loaded shotgun aimed at her head, it came back to her. By the time Ryland told her things between them couldn’t go any further, it was already far too late. Tess was addicted to nearly every part of her—the way she laughed at The Golden Girls reruns they’d watch late at night, the swing in her step as she sauntered through the station, the soft but absolutely certain way she’d touch her fingers to Tess’s lips just before she kissed her. Yet somehow, in what had to be the most impressive case of elective amnesia in history, Tess had managed to forget all of that. The narrative she’d created in her head was something entirely different. It started off based somewhere in reality, with the thrill and shiny newness of infatuation. But the ending was altogether different. The ending Tess had crafted was something along the lines of a relatively mutual one, with both parties walking away unscathed.


    She watched as Ryland carefully tucked the straps around the unconscious man who they’d just moved onto their cot, the little vertical line between Ryland’s eyes sharp as her face focused. Her lips were pursed just slightly, and another incredibly awkward wave of lust crested over Tess. This was the problem with Ryland. She was like a drug. Of course, Tess had never really done drugs before, except for the few joints in college she’d smoked and the one time she accidentally rolled on Molly thinking it was a Zofran tab her roommate had left in their bathroom cabinet. But there was definitely something about Ryland that Tess just couldn’t get enough of back then. Or maybe it was nearly everything about Ryland? The timing of her very juvenile fixation was entirely inappropriate in that moment, watching Ryland and Mitch package up this poor patient who needed their help. But she couldn’t help it. A flood of what must have been repressed memories hit Tess square in the head. There were so many times when they’d worked together that she found herself beyond distracted by Ryland’s mere existence. Nearly every shift together meant Tess quietly eavesdropping and watching out the periphery of her vision as Ryland simply was. All Ryland had to do was open that unbelievable mouth, or run a hand through her messy hair, and Tess was completely transfixed. The only exception was when she was actually flying or had to keep her focus to avoid killing them all. It was actually pathetic. No wonder her brain had shoved all of those memories into some dark little corner to, hopefully, never reemerge again. And they probably wouldn’t have, either, if she hadn’t shown up at the fucking hangar that morning.


    “You okay?” The low growl of Ryland’s voice rocked Tess out of her teenage daydream, which only embarrassed her even more.


    “Absolutely. I’ll head on back to the bird and get it fired up.” Tess tried to keep her tone as cool as she could, terrified that Ryland would somehow have any idea what she’d been thinking for the last five minutes. She wasn’t entirely sure it worked, because Ryland flashed her a coy grin that Tess had seen several times before—it was the look Ryland would give her when she caught Tess staring at her while she restocked the helicopter, or when Tess would get so flustered she’d produce just the slightest hint of a stutter, a few red patches popping up on her neck. It was the look Ryland gave her when she knew Tess was smitten. Fuck me.


    There was nothing left to do but roll her eyes at her own internal dialogue and walk out to the helipad. Get it together, will you, Tess?
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    Tess was a skilled enough pilot at this point to think and fly at the same time. That didn’t mean go into a full-blown waking dream, but it did mean she could use the time to clear out some of the garbage that had just blown its way into her brain revolving directly around Ryland.


    The flight was only about twenty minutes from takeoff to touchdown, but it was enough time for Tess to get her shit together. She focused on her yoga breathing she’d mastered over the years—breathe in for a count of three, and out for a count of five. Hold. Repeat. You were a dumb kid, she told herself. It was only three years since she pined after Ryland like a lovesick puppy. But she was only twenty-nine then. To some, that’s plenty of time to get married, buy a house, and even push out a handful of kids. But Tess at twenty-nine had just barely figured out who she was. Her weak sense of self and quietly deep-seated insecurities made it easy to fall for someone as big as Ryland. She was older than Tess and had vast amounts of experience with love and women in comparison. Not to mention she was well-established in her career and incredibly admired at work by just about everyone. The power dynamic was clear. Ryland was a bit of a narcissist who enjoyed the attention, and Tess had a big crush and significant daddy issues—an explosive yet ultimately toxic combination.


    But now was not three years ago. Tess had grown up. She knew herself. She liked herself. And she hadn’t spent much time with Ryland yet, but there was a humility about her that hadn’t been there before. Maybe they’d both grown up.


    After another nearly perfect landing, Tess closed her eyes, took one more deep breath, and smiled to herself, her head now as clear as the sky she’d just navigated them through.
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    A lot of what Ryland did on the job these days was managed on autopilot. When you’ve been practicing the same skill set for over a decade, some things just become second nature. Stable but still critically ill patients were her most commonly encountered. And they didn’t take a lot of critical thinking most of the time. The patient on the cot in front of her had a tiny portable ventilator breathing for him, a handful of IV pumps all set to automatically administer the correct medications in the correct amounts, and even his vital signs were all set to be taken without prompting. Really, most of her patients were being kept alive by machines, and much of that work, on transports at least, was already done for her by the time she arrived. Ryland was there to do what machines couldn’t—divert a crisis if and when it occurred. Thankfully, the short trip to bring Mr. Reynolds to Boston was void of all crises.


    Ryland often found herself wishing for a little stress on some of her transports, just to keep things extra spicy. But not that day. She was far too distracted by the free strands of Tess’s fiery hair that occasionally tried to escape her ponytail under the influence of the chopper’s overhead fan. Every now and then she caught the scent of her shampoo and Ryland would almost reflexively suck in her lower lip and close her eyes, thinking about how it had been months since she’d kissed a girl, and right now, all she wanted was to be kissing Tess.


    She felt foolish—like some sort of infatuated kid who was about to get laid for the first time. This level of distraction couldn’t continue for the rest of the shift or something bad was definitely going to happen.


    


  




  

    

      Chapter Four


      


      “How about the MGH cafeteria?” Mitch said once they had safely dropped Mr. Reynolds off in the Massachusetts General Hospital ICU. The great lunch debate had begun. Another call could come in at any minute, but it was almost noon, and there was no telling when they’d get the chance to eat again.


      “Mitch, we have company. Can we do something a little more elegant?” Ryland scoffed and then turned to Tess with a look that pleaded chivalry. Tess was charmed. But she was always charmed by Ryland. She also knew better. She knew that Ryland was too good at being chivalrous. She could smile and flirt her way into a million girls’ beds with her bad white-suburban-dad dance moves and veil of self-deprecation. But once she was there, you were so completely hers that it didn’t matter if she walked out the next day. And she always did.


      “I’m fine with the cafeteria, really,” Tess said.


      “How about sushi? You still like sushi, don’t you?” Ryland coaxed her.


      “How did you remember that?”


      Ryland grinned at her and took a half a step closer so their shoulders threatened to touch, seeming to once again completely ignore Mitch awkwardly clearing his throat.


      “Of course I remember that. Hey, how about that night in Newport? Remember we went to that piano bar and got so drunk that—”


      “—you got up on stage and sang ‘Don’t Stop Believing’ with the band?” Tess could hardly finish the sentence she’d started laughing so hard. It was one of the best nights she’d had in years. After a particularly long day at PrideStar, she and Ryland, along with a few others from the crew, decided to head to the bougie seaside town of Newport for the night. They’d perhaps gone a little too hard, a little too fast. But the night ended in spontaneously renting a room in a hotel by the ocean, where she proceeded to collapse into Ryland’s arms sometime around three a.m., still fully dressed, maybe drooling just a little, but as content and safe as she could remember.


      “I have no idea what that has to do with sushi, and I don’t think I want to hear the rest of that story either,” Mitch said.


      “Oh, the sushi thing came from our RN puking his maki out directly next to the toilet in the bathroom of a really nice Japanese restaurant,” Ryland said matter-of-factly.


      Mitch’s lips curled into a scowl, and he held his hand out. “What part of ‘I don’t want to hear the rest’ did you misunderstand?”


      Ryland tried to contain a giggle and apologized.


      “Not really sure I’m into sushi anymore,” Tess said.


      “If I ever was, I’m definitely not now,” Mitch said.


      Ryland paused, lowering her chin in focus. A second later, her head bobbed back up excitedly. “I’ve got it. Deluca’s.”


      Mitch seemed to ponder the idea for a moment, and then nodded his head in hesitant agreement.


      “I’ll eat anything,” Tess said. “Let’s just get something before we get called out again and I have to get hangry at y’all.”


      “This is the best deli in Boston, hands down. Let’s go.”


      They had enough time to walk the four blocks to the deli, order their sandwiches in an impressive line of lunch-goers, and even sit down at a nearby park before the radio strapped to Ryland’s belt crackled to life. Like a perfectly timed scene from a comedy, Tess actually had her turkey on rye held up to her mouth, seconds away from the first bite, when the call came in. She started eating anyway, but not without a very audible groan of frustration.


      “Fastest way to get a call: pick up your fork,” Tess said, her mouth still full. She was used to eating on the run, and was just happy she’d had a chance to grab something before her blood sugar plummeted and took her mood with it.


      “MedFlight Air Unit 9, respond to Martha’s Vineyard Hospital in…” The dispatcher paused, probably at the absurdity of her own words. “Martha’s Vineyard. Patient is a thirty-eight-year-old male, polysystems trauma, fell off a roof. Intracranial hemorrhage, pelvic fracture, left femur fracture, intubated. Transfer to Brigham and Women’s Hospital TSICU.”


      Tess felt the same surge of adrenaline she always did when a call came in. It was always five percent nerves and ninety-five percent excitement. She was glad she got the sandwich, but she also knew in a few minutes, she’d be flying to the small island off the coast of Massachusetts to help bring a man to the care he needed. And she’d undoubtedly forget all about food.


      “Oh. The Vineyard. Haven’t been there in a while.” Ryland cooed. Everything was an adventure to her—something Tess always found just the slightest bit childish, in the most endearing way possible.


      “I wish I had your youth and enthusiasm, pal,” Mitch said, clapping Ryland on the back so hard she actually jolted forward.


      Mitch took off in a near sprint down the street back toward the hospital where their helicopter was waiting, and Ryland tried to follow but quickly fell behind.


      “Goddamn it, Mitch,” Ryland said in between gasps of air. Tess kept stride next to her, slightly less winded. “Fucker was a high school track star and he never lets me forget it.”


      Ryland stopped and leaned forward, holding what was probably a mean stitch in her side, and then began running again. Tess knew the difference between a fast sprint and a brisk walk back to the chopper probably wasn’t going to mean the difference between life and death for the man waiting for them on Martha’s Vineyard. But it was sort of fun to feel like characters from a Marvel movie for a minute. She smiled to herself as she stayed on Ryland’s heels—everything was a damn adventure.
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      “So, do you guys really run to all your calls like that?” Tess said, steadying her breath as she climbed into the pilot’s seat, grateful she’d been a D1 soccer player in her younger days.


      “All of them,” Mitch said, a single bead of sweat dangling from his temple the only sign he’d even gotten his heart rate up.


      “Mitch insists on it. He says time is always of the essence. But really, I think he just wants to show off the one skill he has—being fast as shit.”


      “The one skill I have? I’ve been putting 14-gauge IVs in since you were playing T-ball, my little sidekick.”


      “I have nothing to say to that other than, well, you’re old as dirt. There. Argument won.” Ryland did a little victory dance in her jump seat as she buckled herself in, and Tess turned to check on them just in time to see Ryland run a hand through her short hair that seemed to get wilder as the day went on and slide her sunglasses over her nose with a cocky smile. God, she hated how badly this woman could make her want.
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      Something was wrong. Something was very wrong. One of the fuel light indicators now lit up the instrument panel in an ominous red. Tess had seen it flash on, her eyes automatically darting to the screen. This was fine. She could handle this. She was trained to troubleshoot all kinds of mechanical issues. The bird was still flying just fine, and she knew there was no way they were actually in danger of running out of fuel. They’d left the city with a full tank of gas, and Tess knew that even if there was a breach, the backup tank would take over. She took in the deepest breath she could, holding it for several seconds at the top and then blowing it out through puffed cheeks.


      “Hey, guys? We have a problem.” Tess tried to keep her voice even. The last thing she wanted to do was rattle the rest of the crew—especially Ryland. Whenever that chopper left the ground, they counted on Tess to get them to wherever they were going safely. And she couldn’t let them down.


      “What’s wrong?” Mitch’s tone was tense, without the usual hint of dry teasing.


      “The fuel light is on. I think we’re okay, but I should radio into base.”


      “What does that mean? It sounds bad,” Mitch said.


      Tess was a little surprised to find Mitch was the anxious one of the three of them.


      She heard the loud smack of skin against canvas as Ryland thwacked Mitch on the shoulder. “Mitchy here is a bad flyer.” Ryland laughed.


      “Excuse me for not wanting to crash?”


      “We’re not going to crash,” Ryland reassured him. But there was a tentativeness in her words that made Tess’s stomach turn a little.


      “We’re not going to crash,” Tess repeated. “It’s just a precaution. These things happen all the time.”


      “It’s never happened to me,” Mitch said. “Not in twenty years of flying.”


      Tess tried not to take his nerves as criticism.


      “One time, on a long-haul to New York, our instrument panel went totally out for like ten minutes,” Ryland said excitedly. “It was scary as hell. But Tess knows how to manage this stuff. She’s a great pilot and she won’t let anything happen to us.”


      Ryland reached around Tess’s seat and gently placed her hand on top of Tess’s that rested uneasily by the throttle. In an instant, the rubber-band-like tension that held Tess’s muscles captive released. The warmth from Ryland’s skin traveled up her arm and across her chest, and settled into her head, like sitting in a patch of sun on the first perfect day of spring. With Ryland’s hand on hers, any apprehension vanished into the ether.


      “I’m just going to call in and let them know,” Tess said, giving Ryland’s hand one single squeeze before reaching for the radio.


      “Air Unit 9 to base, do you copy?”


      The silence before the staticky voice on the other end of the radio always triggered Tess’s pulse a little, even in the weirdly drug-like hypnotic state Ryland had seemed to put her in.


      “This is base. Go ahead, 9.”


      “We have a fuel light on. Do you want us to land?” Tess glanced at the GPS in front of her. A tiny blip flickered over Fairhaven, Massachusetts, and she knew realistically they were almost there. Another ten minutes or so and she could land them in the Vineyard like they’d planned. Then again, if the fuel tanks were going, they might not have another ten minutes.


      “Do me a favor, 9, and open up your fuel log under your maintenance screen.”


      Tess scolded herself for not thinking of that immediately. The person on the other end was asking her the equivalent of “did you try turning it off and turning it back on again?” Thankfully, she was quite sure Ryland and Mitch had absolutely no idea just how stupid an error she’d made.


      “Great idea, base. It’s open. Okay, Tank One is at eighty-eight percent capacity, backup is at one hundred percent.” Tess’s head collapsed in relief, and she smiled to herself. They were going to be fine.


      “What does that mean?” Mitch asked eagerly.


      “Quit it,” Ryland snapped back. “Let her work.”


      “Air 9, that sounds totally fine. Must just be a faulty sensor. You can keep on going to the Vineyard, but don’t load that patient. I repeat, don’t load that patient. Call here when you land and we’ll give you more details.”


      Tess wasn’t entirely sure what that meant, but she turned to Mitch and Ryland and smiled reassuringly like she did.


      “Good news, you two. We’re not going to die.” Tess giggled nervously.


      Mitch scowled at her. “So we heard.”


      “Oh, you get nasty when you’re scared,” Ryland said, teasing him.


      “I was not scared. I had a very appropriate reaction to what could have been a potentially serious situation.”


      “The fuel tanks are fine, Mitch. You heard base. We have plenty of gas, and we’re headed to the Vineyard as planned,” Tess said. Now that the immediate terror of the moment had passed, a new worry gripped her. She hoped this little snafu wouldn’t hurt her chances of joining up with MedFlight. Mitch seemed to have a lot of clout with the company, and Tess worried he might go to the captain and tell him Tess was incompetent or something. That didn’t really seem like Mitch, though. He was a little shaken up when he thought they might plummet ten thousand feet to their deaths, but he wasn’t mean or vindictive. Still, Tess made a mental note to talk to Ryland about it later. Just in case.
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      Ryland had no doubt in her mind Tess could handle whatever crisis faced them in the friendly skies. That didn’t mean she wasn’t nearly pissing herself when she saw the flash of terror cross Tess’s face. In retrospect, safe on the ground, Ryland was actually quite tickled with the fact that she still knew Tess enough to be able to gauge her feelings from one quick glance in the mirror—even over a pair of sunglasses. But she couldn’t deny that she was scared. She was scared of Tess’s distress. There was always something steadfast about Tess that Ryland loved. She was a rock—a rock with a soft, sexy exterior who wasn’t afraid to grab you by the hips and pull you in for a kiss in the middle of the street—but a rock nonetheless. She was exactly who you wanted as your pilot. To see her rattled was, well, it was unsettling to say the least. But with Mitch having a near panic attack in the seat next to her, Ryland couldn’t fall apart. Tess needed her to manifest that strength that they’d always been so good at fortifying for each other. What was even more unsettling, though, was the adrenaline that flickered through Ryland’s veins when her hand met Tess’s. She didn’t remember feeling that years ago. And if she had, it certainly wasn’t loud enough to drown out the sounds of their own mortality. This was something else entirely.


      With the bird safely sitting in the field of the local high school, Mitch, Tess, and Ryland seemed to breathe one collective sigh, none of them wanting to admit just how terrified they’d really been. Flight medicine was statistically dangerous business. The Bureau of Transportation Statistics reported a total of six crashes for every hundred thousand flight hours in the last year. She flew about thirty hours every week on a normal week with overtime, which meant that based on those statistics she was likely to crash once every nine years or so. If she was better at math, she would have taken the time to figure out the odds ratio of crashing every time she came to work. But she got a B- in statistics in college, and really she only used the stat to impress people with her valor at cocktail parties and on Tinder dates. Numbers didn’t scare her. In fact, a crash every ten years seemed very reasonable. Ryland had never had her helicopter threaten to malfunction while she was in it before, though. Maybe she better stop throwing fake odds ratios around just to get laid.


      Her own sense of mortality now securely in check, Ryland looked around for Tess. She had hopped out of the pilot’s seat a few minutes ago and Ryland just assumed she was around back neurotically checking the bird for signs of a problem. After one full lap around, Ryland spotted her standing under the shade of the field’s one enormous willow tree. It was early enough in the season to still be warm enough for them to roll their uniform sleeves up and keep a light jacket stashed in the back, but the light was already beginning to fade, even at just past five thirty p.m. A soft shadow obscured half of Tess’s face, the other engulfed by a brilliant red and yellow hue from the sun cascading off the trees on the perimeter of the field. She held her phone up to her ear, and even at a distance Ryland could see her forehead was wrinkled and her lips were pursed.


      “You okay?” Ryland mouthed once she’d reached Tess’s side. She placed a gentle hand on the lowest part of Tess’s back and dared herself to leave it there.


      Tess nodded, the phone still pressed to her cheek.


      “I understand.” She nodded again. “That’s not a problem. We’ll just wait to hear from you.”


      Ryland assumed Tess was on the phone with the MedFlight base, but she still didn’t move her hand away. As she talked and nodded, and nodded and talked some more, Tess slowly inched her way closer to Ryland, making no attempt to break the touch. Just before she hung up, she looked down at Ryland and grinned. One corner of her mouth curled just a little and her eyes flashed a sultry fire that Ryland could have seen from back in Boston. By the time Ryland was able to get ahold of her breath again, the look was gone, replaced by the matter-of-fact, here-to-take-names Tess. The intensity of just how much she wanted to have Tess’s back against that tree was so strong it nearly kicked Ryland’s feet clear out from under her, leaving her wondering when Tess learned how to play the game better than she did.


      Ryland pulled her hand away in a panic and took a step away from Tess as Tess put her phone back in her pocket, seemingly completely unfazed by whatever had just transpired between them. How was it even possible that she hadn’t felt that lightning bolt? Lightning bolt wasn’t right. Earthquake? Ryland was only sure it was some sort of force of nature.


      “So? What’s the deal?” She danced around impatiently, trying to make herself appear bored or dismissive.


      “Good news, bad news?” Tess answered, her words tied together with the cutest little upward inflection.


      “Good news?” Ryland hated these scenarios.


      “We all get to enjoy Martha’s Vineyard for the night!” Tess threw her hands up feigning enthusiasm, and it was clear she wasn’t entirely sure how Ryland was going to feel about the situation.


      “What do you mean?”


      “They don’t want us to fly the bird home. Not until they can send a mechanic over to look at it. In the meantime, we’re staying here. They’re sending us back on the ferry tomorrow.”


      Ryland thought about it for a minute. Her first question, and not unreasonably so, was what was going to happen to the patient who needed to be transferred out.


      “They’ve already got another crew on the way to pick him up,” Tess answered. “Unfortunately, they can’t take all of us. So…”


      Tess looked nervous all of a sudden. This was different from the nervousness of seeing her helicopter misbehave. Her cheeks were flushed with a red that rivaled the turning leaves behind them, and she stuffed her hands quickly in her pockets, bouncing on her toes like she was warming up for a road race. What was she so uneasy about all of a sudden? They’d spent the entire day together and now Tess was acting like it was their first date.


      Then the possibility hit Ryland like the entire sun falling out of the sky—would they want to share a room, after all this time? Or would Tess want her own space and feel too uncomfortable with Ryland being in such close proximity? No matter how small, the prospect of sleeping near Tess again thrilled her.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter Five


      


      It wasn’t to anyone’s surprise that Mitch was less than thrilled about the change in plans. He had a wife and a three-year-old and valued his free time much more than Ryland did. Ryland felt bad that he was stuck on this island for the night with them when he could be home with his family. The empathy was fleeting, though, because really all Ryland was thinking about was being stuck on an island with Tess, and she wondered exactly how difficult it would be to ditch Mitch for the rest of the evening. She stifled a chuckle as she thought about it. Operation Ditch Mitch.


      “What’s so funny?” Mitch said, the same snarl from their earlier near catastrophe back like a seasonal flu.


      “I was just thinking about a, um, funny cat video I saw the other day,” Ryland said.


      “Funny cats,” Mitch grumbled.


      “You are in a foul mood, sir. Can I buy you a scotch?” Ryland punched him repeatedly on the shoulder like always, but this time Mitch grabbed her arm and twisted her into an easy headlock.


      “Better be a lot of scotch, you little brat.” He rubbed the top of Ryland’s head with his knuckles.


      “Okay. Shit. Uncle. Uncle Mitch, stop.” Ryland was laughing so hard tears poured out her eyes. She glanced up at Tess, who was bent over, holding her middle, laughing as hard as Ryland was.


      “Uncle Mitch. I like that,” Tess said once Ryland was finally standing upright again. She stood in front of Ryland and their eyes locked as she reached up and smoothed a piece of Ryland’s stray hair.


      “You’re a mess,” she said softly, her fingers slow to make their way down the side of Ryland’s head, just grazing the skin of her neck as she did.


      Ryland could only swallow hard and nod in full-fledged agreement.


      “Look, you two. If I’m going to stay here, I need a stiff drink, a warm bed, and a cheeseburger,” Mitch said, breaking the thick film of tension that had built around them.


      “What are you going to do if we say no, Mitch? Swim home?” Ryland asked.


      “Just shut up, will you? I’m calling an Uber. We’re finding a hotel and we’re getting the biggest burgers on the Vineyard.” Mitch pulled out his phone and went to work.


      “Is he serious? We’re on Martha’s Vineyard and he wants a burger?” Tess asked.


      “He’s dead serious. That’s literally all the man eats. He’s an anomaly.”


      “Ten minutes. Hussan will be here in his gray RAV4. We’re going to the Holiday Inn and Suites and I’m going to get the nicest room they’ve got. And you can bet your ass the company’s going to pay for it,” Mitch said, bobbing his head from side to side and jutting out his hip.


      “Such a diva,” Ryland said. He was right, though. They did need somewhere to sleep. Wouldn’t it make more sense to ask Tess to share a room? It would be the fiscally responsible thing to do. Hotel rooms were so expensive these days, especially on the Vineyard. They could get two queen beds and they could just watch movies and…


      Ryland put the thought out of her head. It was too weird a subject to broach. There was too much history there. She’d get her own room, and Tess would get hers. And if one thing led to another, well then, so be it.


      A few minutes later, a RAV4 pulled up to the access road just off the edge of the field, and they all got in, Mitch in the front seat, of course, and Ryland and Tess in the back. It was a fairly large SUV, but Ryland kept her hand to her side, resting close to the middle seat that lay vacant between them. Tess did the same. Ryland wasn’t sure if it was intentional, but she desperately flirted with the idea of dancing her fingers closer to Tess’s and weaving them together. She wanted to feel that explosion she’d felt earlier when they were flying. She wanted to see if something as small as their hands touching was enough to make her body feel like it was actually vibrating again, or if it was just a one-off.


      But Ryland didn’t move her hand. The car passed through winding roads and under quaint bridges, edging past the water with the vast expanse of the Atlantic Ocean out Ryland’s window. The sun was a little lower now but still echoed off the glassy sea. There was something nostalgic about early fall in New England—something that made you long for a past you never actually lived. And Ryland felt it hard sitting next to Tess that evening.


      Much to Ryland’s chagrin, the car stopped in front of the Holiday Inn a few minutes later, neither she nor Tess seeming to have moved the entire ride. Their hands still rested about four inches apart. And Ryland felt the urge to touch her grow with every passing second.


      “I’m nauseous,” Mitch whispered as they walked toward the hotel entrance.


      “You fly four days a week and you can’t handle a ten-minute Uber ride?” Ryland asked.


      “It’s totally different,” Tess said, defending him.


      “Thank you, Tess,” Mitch said. “I think we could all use that burger now.”


      They all nodded in agreement and passed through the automatic glass doors into the lobby of a rather high-end Holiday Inn. Overstuffed sofas that looked like they came from West Elm adorned the high-ceilinged room, a few well-dressed visitors occupying them. A family decked out in boat shoes and Nantucket-red shorts stood at the desk looking impatient. Ryland staked out a place behind them and the others followed.


      “Checking in?” the woman behind the counter with a pressed white shirt and a smile fit for customer service asked them.


      “We actually need some rooms for the night.” Mitch took a firm step to the front.


      “Hmm.” The woman’s face pinched tightly and she clicked her tongue a few times, then tapped some keys on the keyboard in front of her. “That’s going to be a problem,” she said. Ryland wasn’t sure she even looked.


      “What do you mean?” Mitch asked.


      She looked up from her computer matter-of-factly. “How many rooms do you need?”


      Panic once against crested over Ryland and she looked furiously at Tess, then back at the concierge.


      “Three,” Mitch said. Ryland exhaled.


      “Hmm, see, now that’s going to be a problem.”


      “I wish you’d stop saying that,” Mitch said.


      “There’s a big regatta in town this weekend. No room on the whole island. But since you folks are in a bind,” the concierge gestured to their uniforms, “and clearly in the business of helping others, I think I can help you out. I can get you two rooms. The honeymoon suite is available, and I have a smaller room with a double bed that just had a cancellation. You aren’t going to get a better deal anywhere else tonight.”


      Before Ryland could even process what she was saying, Mitch had whipped out his Mastercard and slammed it on the counter. “We’ll take them.”


      The concierge smiled the same practiced smile, punched a few more things into the computer, and slid three key cards to them.


      “Enjoy your stay.”


      Mitch grabbed the keys and turned to go. With his back to them, Tess and Ryland exchanged perplexed glances, and Ryland wondered if Tess was as preoccupied with the sleeping arrangements as she was.


      They followed Mitch all the way to the elevator before he said anything. “Here you are, kids. Behave yourselves, will you?”


      Neither of them said anything.


      “Look. The hotel is on me. But I’m old, so I get the suite. You two can take the other room.” Mitch smiled and looked first at Ryland, then at Tess. Ryland wasn’t sure if Mitch was trying to help or not, but somehow, she thought he was.


      “We—I mean, if that’s all right with Tess?” Ryland asked, her voice shaky.


      The tops of Tess’s ears had turned pink, like they had earlier as they stood in the field together. She bit her lower lip and nodded, not making eye contact with Ryland.


      “Fine with me,” she said.


      “Great. I’m going to take a shower. I’ll meet you two down here in an hour and we can get some dinner?” Mitch said, but the elevator doors had opened and he’d already stepped inside without waiting for them to respond, leaving Ryland and Tess standing alone.


      “Are you sure this is okay with you?” Ryland asked.


      “Absolutely. Why wouldn’t it be?”


      “I just didn’t know if you’d think it was—”


      “—weird? Because we’ve shared a bed so many times?”


      They both laughed nervously and then silence fell around them again, a slew of questions left unasked.


      “I can sleep on the couch if you want?” Ryland looked straight ahead at the elevator doors. A small crowd of other patrons had begun to gather behind them, and all she wanted was for everyone else to go away. Tess was taking an unbearably long time to answer Ryland’s chivalrous suggestion, which, in all honesty, Ryland was hoping she’d decline.


      A crisp ding chimed, and the elevator doors opened. Ryland waited a beat and let Tess step in first, the oblivious strangers pushing their way around them.


      “That’s very sweet of you to offer,” Tess finally said. Ryland was still facing away from her, everyone in the elevator looking at the doors, as was the etiquette. She wasn’t expecting to feel Tess’s warm hand gently press against hers, Tess wrapping her pinkie around Ryland’s. The same surge that had wreaked absolute havoc on Ryland when they touched earlier came back with a serious vengeance. “But also unnecessary.” Tess tightened her grip on Ryland’s hand as the doors opened on their floor. Ryland’s legs failed her for a second, and she was forced to let other travelers around her off first. As soon as she was confident enough she wouldn’t collapse, she followed Tess into the hallway.
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      The room was of the fairly typical vacation-town chain hotel variety. A small leather love seat not big enough for anyone over five feet tall to actually sleep on sat in the corner. There was a metal-framed desk next to a big screen TV with the typical corded phone to call room service. Several fake plants adorned the window, which admittedly had a very nice view of the ocean. And in the middle of the room was a lone double bed.


      Tess wanted to play it so cool when the subject came up. She wanted to be “that girl”—the go-with-the-flow, let’s-just-see-what-happens girl. But that wasn’t her. Ever since the possibility of spending the night with Ryland again came to light, her brain could do nothing but obsess about it. It forced her to play out every possible scenario, from mind-blowing makeup sex to a fairy-tale love story reunion to an all-out fight, about what she wasn’t totally sure. And now, here they were. Ryland had offered to sleep on the couch. And Tess was sure the offer was genuine. But really, Tess knew the second she saw Ryland again that wasn’t the way things were going to go. She didn’t want Ryland on the couch. She wanted her in bed, next to her, holding her, kissing her bare shoulder in the middle of the night and brushing her hair back behind her ear as Tess dozed off. The consequences of wanting all that were far from silent in Tess’s head. But they weren’t loud enough to deter a single thing.


      “Nice room,” Ryland whispered, her voice hoarse. Tess could see her throat rise and fall as she swallowed hard.


      “I get the impression Mitch likes the finer things in life.”


      Ryland laughed nervously. “You would be right.”


      “So I’m going to go try to clean up a little bit.” Tess was the only one of the three of them who’d come prepared with a change of clothes and some toiletries. She learned a few years ago, after some bad weather stranded her in Connecticut, to always have a go-bag with her. This was the first time she’d ever had to actually use it, but she was never more grateful not to have to go out to dinner in her flight suit with the day’s stink on her.


      Tess closed the bathroom door and took down her hair. She shook it out a little and then brushed the ends with her fingertips, trying to bring some life back to the sad, limp strands. It had been so long since she’d packed the bag, she couldn’t even remember what was in it. Whatever it was had to be better than her uniform. She pulled out a pair of black jeans and a simple striped long-sleeved T-shirt. She sure wasn’t going to win any fashion awards, but it would do the job. For some stupid reason, Tess found herself hoping Ryland would be impressed. This was Ryland Matthews, who’d seen her butt-naked, in her flight suit, in her after-work spontaneous drinks attire, in her pajamas. Why did she think she could catch her attention with a little lip gloss and a fresh shirt? Why did she care?


      When she opened the bathroom door, Ryland was stretched out across the bed on her stomach. She’d shed her jumpsuit and was in a pair of U-Conn basketball shorts that were just small enough to hug her ass and ride up to show off her muscled thighs, and a white T-shirt that stretched tightly across her back. Tess could see the lines of Ryland’s shoulders even under the shirt sleeves, and the strong tendons of her forearms as she scrolled through the TV remote. Tess’s throat tightened and then became agonizingly dry. Ryland looked good before. But it was quite clear that time had been nothing but a gift to her.


      It took Ryland a beat to notice Tess had appeared, but the second she did, she averted all of her attention away from the football game that was playing on the TV and jumped to a seated position.


      “Wow. You look… Shit. You’re going to put Mitch and me to shame out there is all I can say.” She shook her head, her eyes still wide, and Tess grinned at her. This was exactly the reaction she was hoping for—maybe even more.


      “I don’t know. You’re managing to make a pair of gym shorts look pretty damn good.”


      Tess watched the color rise in Ryland’s cheeks and let herself enjoy the rare moment of bashfulness she was managing to elicit. She moved to the bed and took a seat next to Ryland, close enough that their thighs touched. So much of their past left Tess feeling out of control, like she wasn’t playing with a full deck. She was always chasing Ryland in a way, wanting more than she could have. But things felt different now. Ryland wanted her. And Tess was entirely in control.


      She sat quietly for a moment, allowing the tension to build to a sustained hum before she reached over and placed her hand on Ryland’s knee. Immediately, Tess felt the muscles in Ryland’s leg tense under her exposed skin.


      “You look really nice,” Ryland said, her voice shaky and uncertain. She angled her body toward Tess’s and placed her hand tentatively on Tess’s lower back. Ryland Matthews was nervous, and it was all Tess’s doing—an accomplishment Tess hadn’t known she’d been striving for.


      “You said that already,” Tess whispered. She smiled and tilted her chin a little so her lips were just inches from Ryland’s. Ryland’s breath was hot against hers and they held each other’s gaze, Ryland’s eyes pleading for Tess to close the space between them. But Tess didn’t. She wouldn’t. She knew Ryland was waiting for her. She knew exactly what Ryland wanted. But she wasn’t about to give it to her so easily.


      Ryland parted her annoyingly inviting lips but didn’t say a word. No one broke the stare, and the only movement was the tiny stroke of Tess’s thumb along the bare skin of Ryland’s thigh. Tess’s heart was beating so hard she thought it might shatter the bones in her chest. She was quite sure the football game was still on in the background, but her pulse in her ears and the sound of her own ragged breathing was so loud she didn’t hear it. Or maybe it was Ryland’s breathing. It was so hard to tell. For a split second, Tess wasn’t sure she had the control to keep herself from pressing her mouth against Ryland’s and exploring her tongue with her own. She couldn’t remember wanting anything so badly in her entire life. But by some miracle, she channeled whatever she’d learned from flying, or from past romantic disasters, and she held on.


      “We should go meet Mitch,” Tess said, giving Ryland’s leg one last pat and breaking her gaze.


      She watched the absolute agony wreck Ryland’s face, and Tess found some sick sense of satisfaction in the way she’d made Ryland want her. She knew the night wasn’t going to pass without that excruciating need being met. It went against all laws of physics. But Tess was going to hold out as long as possible, trying to keep as many cards in her hand as she could.


      “Oh, right.” Ryland stood up and wiggled her hips a little, seemingly trying to shake off whatever had been stirring inside her.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter Six


      


      Mitch was already in the lobby of the hotel when Ryland and Tess arrived exactly forty-five minutes after they’d checked in. Ryland wasn’t surprised. Mitch was nothing if not aggravatingly punctual. He was still in his jumpsuit, but his hair was combed back and his face looked fresh and bright.


      “I see you went with jumpsuit chic?” Ryland said, teasing him.


      “Laugh all you want, but I bet you this baby gets me at least one free drink,” he said, patting the MedFlight patch on his sleeve with pride.


      “So where should we go?” Tess asked.


      “Don’t worry about that. I’m sure Mitch has spent the last twenty minutes researching and has the rest of the evening planned out,” Ryland said.


      Mitch rolled his eyes and looked at Tess. “Clearly we’ve been working together for too long. Remind me to ask for a transfer.”


      “Out with it. Where are you taking us?” Ryland asked. She tried to keep her eyes on Mitch, hoping it would help distract from the heat that still remained between her legs and the ever-tightening knots in her stomach. Ryland felt drunk already, like she was hearing the words Mitch was saying, and could respond somewhat appropriately, but she was somewhere else entirely, her mind stuck in a dreamland of distraction and almost disorientation. Something had shifted between her and Tess since the last time she’d seen her. Tess was confident, strong. In control. Ryland wanted her back then. But she really fucking wanted Tess now. What they had years ago was fun. Easy. But this…this was something deeper. And all Ryland could think about was taking Tess back upstairs and kissing her until she couldn’t breathe.


      “There’s a gastropub down the street that apparently has an epic lobster roll. I might even branch out tonight,” Mitch said. “Great Yelp reviews. Then, if I haven’t gotten entirely sick of you two by then, there’s a whiskey bar a few miles away I want to try.”


      Ryland hoped they wouldn’t make it past more than a couple of drinks before she could get Tess back to the hotel. But why hadn’t Tess kissed her earlier? She seemed to want to as badly as Ryland did. And God knew she had every opportunity to. Something told Ryland that whatever was going to transpire between them that night had to be at Tess’s hand.
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      The cocktail Tess had ordered, which was some fruity pineapple thing with a generous pour of vodka, was hitting hard. She’d always been a lightweight, but that might not serve her so well tonight. She’d nervously downed half the drink before her lobster roll had even arrived, and the room was starting to swim pleasantly. Her chest and belly were warm but couldn’t rival the heat that had been there since her near kiss with Ryland earlier. As Ryland and Mitch bantered about the Red Sox bullpen, Tess sat quietly, more out of an effort to keep herself together than a lack of things to say about Chris Sale’s fastball. She made a mental note to slow down on the alcohol, or else she’d be pulling Ryland into the nearest bathroom within the hour.


      Mitch was ranting about one of the MedFlight managers, Tess only tuning in and out. She’d managed to eat some fries, although she wasn’t particularly hungry, and the buzz that came on a little too strong had ebbed to a dull sense of disinhibition. She felt Ryland’s hand move to her thigh, so high up that her thumb landed nearly at the ache between Tess’s legs that was growing louder with every small stroke. It was just enough to send Tess entirely over the edge. She inched down in her chair, trying to bring Ryland’s thumb closer to where she needed it, her hips writhing under the table. She closed her eyes involuntarily and it took every ounce of strength she had not to take Ryland’s hand under the table and make her touch her.


      She wasn’t going to last. She was too weak.


      “I have to pee.” Tess flashed Ryland a quick glance and prayed she’d take her cue.


      “Same,” Ryland said, jumping up after her.


      Mitch eyed them suspiciously, but Tess didn’t care. The ache between her legs was now a physical pain. If she didn’t have Ryland now, she might actually, literally die.


      Tess hadn’t thought about what would happen if the bathrooms were multi-stalled, but when she saw the lock on the outside, she breathed a sigh of relief. At this point, she’d take Ryland on the floor of the restaurant kitchen if she had to. She’d never needed anyone like this.


      A single patron walked out of the women’s room, and Tess and Ryland exchanged a knowing look. Tess took Ryland’s hand, pushing the door open with her hip, and closing it swiftly behind them. Tess was a bottom if ever there was a bottom. But something was possessing her. Ryland was just a little taller than Tess, and Tess took her shoulders and pushed them hard against the closed bathroom door. She stilled herself just long enough to hold her lips close to Ryland’s, letting the tension between them that had been building into a firestorm all night erupt into a full-fledged disaster. When she was satisfied she’d held out as absolutely long as she could, Tess kissed Ryland. She kissed her hard and slow, letting her tongue dart past Ryland’s lips. Ryland gasped into Tess’s mouth and the firestorm continued and Tess thought she might actually cum right then and there. Tess kept her hold on Ryland’s shoulders, pinning her against the door. Ryland had moved her hands to Tess’s waist, pulling her in closer as she kissed her with an ever-growing sense of desperation.


      Ryland wasn’t going to stand being topped for much longer. It wasn’t in her DNA. And Tess didn’t mind in the slightest when Ryland tightened her hold on Tess’s hips and spun her around, never breaking the kiss, until Tess’s back was now the one pressed against the bathroom door.


      Tess was torn somewhere between feeling the thrill of hooking up with someone in public and the embarrassment of it being a dingy toilet stall. She was quite sure the sense of the thrill won out. Ryland’s breath smelled like hot whiskey and danger, and Tess was so wet now she was over any hope of pretense. She grabbed Ryland’s hand that was exploring Tess’s hair and pushed it down between her legs. Ryland gasped and bit down on Tess’s bare neck far harder than Tess thought she’d meant to. Tess didn’t mind. The pain felt amazing, a sharp contrast to Ryland’s warm tongue running down to the divot between Tess’s collarbones. Ryland didn’t need any more hints. She pushed her palm into the crotch of Tess’s jeans with one smooth motion and Tess saw stars. Her legs shook so badly she didn’t think they’d keep her up much longer and she desperately wished there was a bed or at least a clean floor nearby. But her legs held—barely. Tess bucked her hips hard against Ryland’s strong hand, feeling herself agonizingly close to cumming already.


      “Holy shit, Ry. Holy shit, fuck, fuck fuck.” Each “fuck” Tess muttered was a little louder than the last, and Ryland shushed her, laughing in a whisper. But she never stopped touching her. Knowing she needed to keep quiet just made Tess even hotter, and she knew there was no long game being played here. She wanted Ryland too much. And in that moment, Tess’s body needed her in a way she had absolutely no control over.


      Tess tried to last at least a few seconds longer, wanting to draw out the mind-numbing pleasure she’d found. But when Ryland took her hand away and curled her fingers inside Tess’s jeans without even bothering to unbutton them, Tess exploded. All it took was a couple of strokes against the silk of Tess’s panties, and it was all over. Her throat felt like it was closing and her legs betrayed her. If Ryland hadn’t been holding Tess’s wrist above her head with her free hand, Tess would have absolutely collapsed. Once the waves of the near transcendent orgasm had ebbed, every muscle in her body ceased to work, and she fell in a depleted, sweaty heap into Ryland’s arms.


      The afterglow didn’t last long. Tess’s euphoria was quickly plundered by a loud knock on the door.


      “Just a minute!” Ryland shouted. They giggled noiselessly and Tess kept her tight grip around Ryland’s neck.


      As Tess scrambled her brain trying to figure out how to get them out of there discreetly, the person on the other side of the door knocked again.


      “Coming!” Tess yelled. She shrugged and turned around, unlocking the rusty hinge. A short, stout woman in her fifties with an I-want-to-talk-to-the-manager haircut and a Led Zeppelin T-shirt barely covering her large breasts stood so close Tess almost knocked her over when she opened the door.


      “Sorry,” Tess mumbled, avoiding all eye contact with the much shorter woman, who shot her a nasty glare.


      Ryland put her hand on Tess’s back and guided her quickly past the angry woman and out of the bathroom, trying to contain an amused snicker.


      “Shit,” Tess whispered as they made their way back to the table. “That was embarrassing.” But she couldn’t help but smile as she said it.


      “Nah, that lady was a total Karen. I’m glad she had to see that.” Ryland kept her arm around Tess until they reached their seats.


      Mitch looked up from his drink, first with just a hint of suspicion and then with clear disinterest. If he had any questions, he obviously didn’t care enough to ask what was going on with the two of them.


      “Long line?” he asked.


      “Uh, yes,” Ryland said. “Another round? Come on, this one’s on me.”


      Mitch picked his nearly empty gin and tonic up, downed the last sip, and made that same face of indifference. “Why not?”


      “Great. I’ll be right back.”
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      Ryland got up and walked to the bar where a handsome man with a well-trimmed beard was busy pouring tap beers for a group of cute young college students. After several minutes of his increasingly obnoxious flirting, Ryland realized she was not going to be served. This was a common problem for her. Masculine-presenting women often had trouble catching the attention of young, straight cis guys, even if it meant a hefty tip. The bartender continued to ignore Ryland, leaning over the counter to chat up the redhead who seemed less than interested in his advances. Most people as outspoken as Ryland would have said something. But for whatever reason, she could never bring herself to, usually opting to stand there with her arms crossed looking as displeased as possible, or let out a few loud sighs before walking away, drinkless and defeated.


      “Need a hand?” Tess was behind her now, sliding one of her hands into the very top of the waistband of Ryland’s shorts.


      “How’d you guess?”


      “I’m familiar with the masc-invisibility amongst straight dudes,” Tess said.


      “I appreciate that.”


      Within a half a minute, the bartender had abandoned the redhead and was smiling at Tess.


      “What can I get you?” he said, never bothering to look at Ryland.


      “A gin and tonic, Maker’s on the rocks, and a…fuck, let’s do a sex on the beach.”


      His smile widened and his eyes sparkled just a little. Ryland instinctively moved to Tess’s side and placed a hand on her back. Now the bartender was looking at Ryland. It was a look she’d seen many times—one that said, “How is she with you?”


      They collected their drinks and Ryland signed the credit card slip, leaving a measly one-dollar tip.


      “I don’t remember you having such a filthy mouth, by the way,” Ryland said, the pink cocktail spilling a little onto her forearm.


      “When the moment calls for it.” Tess gently slapped Ryland’s ass, making her jump just a little, a few more drops of whiskey sneaking onto the floor.
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      Mitch hadn’t even finished his third gin and tonic before he suggested a venue change. In all the years they’d worked as partners, Ryland had never actually gone out with him, and she was surprised to find he was actually a lot of fun. Not that Mitch wasn’t fun. But there was work-fun and there was fun-fun. The kind of fun that wanted to keep the party going after the first rounds had finished. Ryland wasn’t often fun-fun herself. But that night, with the two of them, she was more than happy to oblige. As atypical a trio as they were, they were having a great time. They were laughing and eating well into the evening, and for the first time in a while, Ryland felt relaxed and free. Of course, there was more than a little part of her that wanted to rush Tess back to the hotel and rip her clothes off. But she couldn’t figure out a particularly inconspicuous way to do it, and besides, she was really liking the way Tess’s hand felt on her thigh under the table. She liked that Mitch didn’t know what was going on between them. She liked the passion and the imminent need and the littlest hint of “we probably shouldn’t” that was flowering between her and Tess. Ryland wanted to hold on to that as long as possible, afraid that if they left, the spell would be broken. She didn’t know where the night was headed, but she wasn’t finding herself in any hurry to get there quickly.


      “Hmm, looks like a lot of things are closing in the next hour,” Mitch said, scrolling through his phone and shaking his head.


      “Let’s just wander out and see where we end up, then?” Tess was always so easygoing, ready for whatever adventure wanted to find them. Ryland loved that. It made her feel younger, unencumbered from the anxiety and overthinking she usually wrestled with.


      “Let’s do it.” Mitch stood and they followed, leaving Ryland still very surprised at his spontaneity. She thought for sure he’d be headed to bed by now.


      What was usually one of the busier streets that time of night in the summer looked empty and almost abandoned in early September. The cool fall air held a hint of the ocean, and a chill ran over Ryland’s arm and up her neck. She shivered quickly, trying to ignore the fact she wished she’d had a jacket.


      “You must be freezing,” Tess whispered to her as they walked over the cobblestones. Mitch was a few steps ahead, always leading the pack.


      “I’m okay,” Ryland said between clenched teeth.


      “Here.” Tess weaved her arm around Ryland’s waist and pulled Ryland’s body against hers. Immediately, the heat coming from where their hips met spread up through Ryland’s abdomen and into her chest, warming her core. She didn’t remember liking touching Tess this much. Hell, Ryland couldn’t really remember liking touching anyone this much. And Tess’s confidence and willingness to hold her, even with Mitch right there, was more of a turn-on than Ryland could have imagined. As they walked a little farther, Tess dropped her grip and snaked her arm through Ryland’s, which, in spite of the rather rude return of the cold around them, Ryland liked even more. She liked feeling like Tess was hers.


      Ryland turned and looked at her, their stride still perfectly in sync. She smiled shyly, and an unsettling but also exhilarating vulnerability engulfed her. Tess caught her gaze and she smiled back, Ryland tilting her chin as the exposure only grew. Oh God. She liked Tess Goodwin. She actually liked her. Not just in a “here for a good time, not a long time” way, or a “let’s just get takeout and fuck” kind of way. Not like it used to be. Ryland liked her. She wanted to take her on dates. Real dates, to nice places. She wanted to show her off and call her “her girlfriend.” She wanted something real with Tess.


      Tess suddenly broke the stare and withdrew her arm, as if reading every thought that had just assaulted Ryland’s brain. The fear that came with that same vulnerability Ryland had just accepted overwhelmed her and she began to panic. It had been so many years since they’d seen each other. Why would Tess feel the same way? Sure, they’d had a drunk quickie in the bathroom earlier, but maybe that’s all Tess thought it was. And now Ryland was freaking her out.


      “Well. This place looks seedy as hell,” Mitch said, stopping in front of the one tavern that had its lights on and a bouncer in a black watch cap standing outside. “I’m in.”


      Ryland had given up trying to predict what Mitch was going to do. Besides, she desperately needed another drink.


      The bouncer, who was a rough-and-tumble blue collar local clearly making a few extra bucks to help his deep-sea fishing charter, half-heartedly looked at their IDs and waved them in.


      The bar was, indeed, seedy as hell. At least at first glance. It was wall to wall with straight locals drinking tallboys. A bartender in his forties with a pleasant face smiled as he spread cocktail napkins out in front of Ryland, Mitch, and Tess, who’d by some miracle found three seats left at the bar.


      Ryland’s buzz had worn off now, and she was looking to find the same easy vibe she’d so readily had earlier in the night. She didn’t drink often, but when she did, she knew how to pace herself. The panic of realizing she actually had honest-to-God feelings for Tess was ebbing a little, but she couldn’t stop thinking about the way Tess’s face dropped right along with her embrace as they shared what Ryland thought was a real moment.


      A few sips into her Woodford Reserve neat with an orange, Ryland’s belly was warm and any worry had slowly given way to the easy hum of chatter around her and the Elton John song coming from the jukebox on the wall. She stood abruptly, the room shifting just the slightest. Ryland had an idea.


      “Do you have any cash?” she asked Tess.


      “Sure.” Tess looked a little perplexed but didn’t ask anything further. She unzipped a pocket of her tiny carryall she’d had slung around her shoulder that was just big enough for her phone and some credit cards, and pulled out a few folded dollar bills.


      Ryland was gone for what felt like an hour, scrolling through the song selections on the jukebox making sure she’d gotten it exactly right. She wasn’t even sure they’d have any Taylor Swift, save for maybe “Shake it Off” (easily one of her worst songs), never mind have her entire discography. Finally, she made her way back to the bar.


      “What were you doing?” Tess asked, smiling suspiciously.


      “Oh, just loading a few songs on the jukebox. Just wait.”


      No one Ryland knew loved Taylor Swift as much as Tess, save maybe for Ryland herself. Much of their earlier days together were spent driving in Ryland’s Jeep listening to her own best of collection on full blast, singing at the top of their lungs out the open roof. It made for some of Ryland’s favorite memories together. There were so many late evenings where she’d just wanted to keep driving, ignoring the destination, just to thrive in the energy that shouting “Fearless” out the windows always brought them.


      She sat anxiously through the next couple of songs, each time shaking her head as Tess asked if this was her choice. “Trust me, you’ll know,” she kept saying.


      Mitch was busy watching the Monday Night Football game that had run particularly late into overtime on the TV above them and was paying very little attention.


      Then Ryland heard it—the initial bass drumbeats leading up to the intro to “The Way I Loved You.” Tess’s face lit up and she burst out laughing.


      “Oh my God.” Tess grabbed Ryland’s shoulders and shook her gently. “How much Taylor did you cue up on that thing?”


      “Not much. Five? Seven songs? Just enough to make the majority of the people in here want to kill me.”


      Tess couldn’t help herself. She downed the last sip of her beer and started singing, the same joy that Ryland remembered from years ago radiating off of her. Ryland sang too. They laughed and pointed their fingers for emphasis as they sang, not caring where they were. They sang directly to each other, like they were on a Providence highway at midnight with the city lights shining like spotlights on them. And everyone else was just gone.


      Mitch pretended to be absorbed in the Raiders’ missed extra point, but every once in a while, when he thought Ryland wasn’t looking, he glanced up at them and smiled sweetly.


      One more round and an encore performance of “Red” later, and Mitch suggested they call it a night. It was almost one a.m., after all, and last call was coming. But there was something in his eyes that told Ryland he was offering it as much for Ryland and Tess as he was for himself. Ryland was relieved, simultaneously exhausted from a whirlwind of emotions she still couldn’t keep straight and as amped up as if she’d taken a handful of Adderall and a few cups of coffee. The hesitation she’d sensed from Tess earlier seemed to have vanished, and Tess had long since pushed her stool closer to Ryland’s, allowing herself to be draped in Ryland’s lap. Ryland’s panic had at least settled to a low simmer, and Tess seemed to be okay again too. They were comfortable. And they both seemed to want the same thing—to get the hell out of there.


      Mitch hailed another Uber, which Ryland was grateful for since her head was swimming with too much whiskey and the knowledge she was about to be very much alone with Tess again. A few minutes later, they closed their tab and climbed into a Honda Civic, heading back to the hotel.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter Seven


      


      Ryland was nervous. Holy shit was she nervous. She’d fucked Tess a couple of dozen times before. Hell, she’d even fucked her earlier that night. But this felt different. There was a tension between them that had never been there before—a pretense? Expectation? No, that wasn’t quite right either. It was the overwhelming sense that Ryland didn’t want to disappoint Tess. She wanted this to be the best night she’d ever had. She wanted this to be the beginning of something—of everything.


      The doors to the hotel slid open, ushering Ryland into a world of unknown. Her heart pounded harder with every footstep toward the elevator. Without a word, they got on and Mitch hit the buttons for both of their floors. There was only one other person on board—a clearly intoxicated middle-aged man in an unseasonable Vineyard Vines polo shirt and shorts with heavy bags under his eyes. Ryland wasn’t dressed any more appropriately, but she was sober enough to feel the cold. When the bell dinged on the fourth floor, Mitch waved his good nights and got off, the drunk preppy man following several paces behind. Ryland and Tess were alone.


      The tension between them thickened like smoke, nearly suffocating Ryland. Tess was smiling at her, her eyes calm, confident. Ryland imagined she didn’t look quite so cool. They only had long enough for a look before the elevator opened again.


      “This is us,” Ryland said. What a stupid thing to say. Of course Tess knew this was their floor. Ryland shook her head as she stepped out, trying to clear some of the fog that had made its way into her brain. Tess had been holding the room key in her carryall the entire night, and she easily pulled it out of one of the zippered pockets and waved it in front of the door. An approving “beep” came and Tess turned the handle.


      Suddenly, the quiet was deafening. The radiator hummed in the background, blowing off cool air that kept the room as frigid as a Midwest winter. Ryland was grateful for the air conditioner. She was already sweating under the collar of her T-shirt, and she knew it was only about to get worse. Tess slowly walked to the dresser and placed the key card on top, along with her bag. Her back was to Ryland, who couldn’t take her eyes off Tess’s perfect ass. Tess reached up a hand and pulled the clip out of her long hair, shaking it over her shoulders. The only light in the room was the glow of streetlamps and moonlight coming in through the large picture window, casting Tess’s figure in a spectacular silhouette. Without turning around, Tess hooked the ends of her fingers under the hem of her shirt and pulled it over her head so agonizingly slowly Ryland let out an actual groan. Her feet were stuck to the floor, refusing to move but also offering no support for her ever-wavering legs. With her shirt cast on the floor, Tess reached down and unfastened the button on her jeans. Ryland couldn’t actually see her doing it, but the mere idea of it was enough to send her over the edge. She let the pants fall to her feet and kicked them away. Ryland’s entire body was going to fail her if Tess did anything else.


      For a long time, Tess just stood there, letting Ryland admire the soft outline of the curves of her lower back and hips and the shape of her thighs. Finally, she turned, her ridiculous body now in full view. Ryland’s nerves melted to the floor with Tess’s clothes and she rushed the few feet toward her, clasping Tess’s face with both hands and kissing her, taking exactly what she wanted. Tess moaned into Ryland’s mouth as Ryland pushed her tongue past Tess’s lips, controlling the tempo with the grip she kept on Tess’s head. Just as Ryland’s breath started to evade her, Tess stepped away, placing her hand on Ryland’s chest.


      “I want you to finish,” Tess whispered. It took Ryland a second to figure out what she meant, but when she did, she smiled and leaned down to kiss Tess’s neck and tease her earlobe with the end of her tongue. Ryland reached around and unhooked the clasp on Tess’s bra in one smooth snap.


      Tess giggled. “Good to see you’ve still got it,” she said.


      Whatever remained of Ryland’s apprehension and insecurity evaporated. She wanted Tess. And Tess wanted her. That’s all there was to it.


      Ryland leaned back and looked at Tess’s nearly naked form, not wanting to rush a single second of what was happening between them. When she was satisfied that she would remember that image forever, she placed her hands on Tess’s hips and knelt in front of her. Once she was on her knees, she looked up at Tess, completely at her mercy. Tess grabbed the back of Ryland’s head as Ryland reached up and slid Tess’s panties down with just her thumbs. She ran her tongue down Tess’s flat stomach, dipping it in her navel and nipping gently at the skin of Tess’s thighs. Tess gasped so loudly Ryland wondered if anyone walking by the room would hear. She hoped they would. She tightened her hold on Ryland’s head, trying to guide her higher.


      “Please, Ry. I need you.” Her voice was hoarse and staggered and every word sounded like it took tremendous effort. The heat between Ryland’s legs doubled and her body ached for Tess to touch her. But her mind was much stronger than that.


      “Say it again,” Ryland rasped, her tongue getting closer with every stroke.


      “I. Need. You,” Tess said again, this time stronger, more desperate.


      That was enough for Ryland. She stood up abruptly, grabbing Tess’s ass and lifting her until Tess’s legs were wrapped around her. Ryland kissed her hard on the mouth as Tess pulled handfuls of Ryland’s hair. They stumbled backward, falling into the small bed, Ryland’s body now draped on top of Tess’s.


      She paused for a moment to look into Tess’s face. Their eyes met with the same intensity they’d found earlier, maybe more so given the context. Still propped over her, Ryland lifted herself to take off her shirt. Tess dug her nails into Ryland’s bare back, pulling them closer until their bodies merged at every possible intersection.


      “You feel so good,” Ryland said into the soft crook of Tess’s neck. She once again forced herself to memorize this moment—the feel of Tess’s skin against hers, the cool of the air around them, the starch of the sheets beneath them. Pieces of Tess’s hair tickled Ryland’s nose. Ryland knew even if this was only one night, she’d always remember it if she ever came across the fruity and floral scents of Tess’s shampoo on someone else. She didn’t want there to be anyone else. She didn’t want this to be only one night.


      “I wanted you years ago, but I really want you now,” Tess said. “Please touch me, Ry.”


      Ryland grinned at her and slowly walked her fingers to Tess’s breasts, taking one of her nipples and squeezing with an increasing amount of pressure. Tess let out a high squeak that was almost inhuman and Ryland knew she was ready. She moved her hand farther down, brushing her fingertips gently over Tess’s skin as she went. When she reached the area between Tess’s legs, she stopped, hovering motionless. Tess bucked her hips, trying to bring Ryland’s hand closer, but Ryland kept it still until Tess began to whimper. She wasn’t sure she had any more self-control than Tess did in this moment. Ryland took her middle finger and stroked softly a couple of times, Tess’s fingernails now digging into Ryland’s back so hard Ryland was sure she’d drawn blood.


      “Oh Jesus,” Tess whispered. Her hips were frozen this time, as if she were too overwhelmed to even try to move. She was completely at Ryland’s mercy, and Ryland knew it. It was how Ryland liked it. It was how she knew Tess liked it.


      Ryland picked up her pace, stroking faster, feeling Tess harden underneath her. She took in the cadence of Tess’s ragged breathing, the ever-increasing frequency of her whimpers, and the quivering of her thighs underneath Ryland. And when she felt like Tess was about ready to lose all control, she slid two fingers inside her, and just held them there.


      Tess screamed. There were no teasing moans this time. This was an actual wallpaper-peeling scream. Ryland knew anyone in a fifteen-foot radius would hear them. And she didn’t mind at all.


      Ryland moved her fingers faster, feeling Tess tightening around her. She was close. And Ryland wasn’t far behind. Just touching Tess, hearing the noises she made and the way she writhed her hips underneath Ryland, was enough to nearly make Ryland cum. All Tess would have to do was press her knee between Ryland’s legs and it was all done.


      Tess let out one more scream, this one the loudest of all, and wrapped her legs around Ryland’s waist as she shuddered over and over again. The aftershock seemed to just keep coming, but eventually, Ryland felt all of Tess’s muscles relax and melt underneath her.


      “I don’t remember it being like that.” Tess panted, her eyes still closed.


      Ryland laughed. “I mean, it was always good—”


      Tess reached up and put her hand on Ryland’s cheek sweetly. “That’s not what I meant. It was always amazing. But that was like, a whole new level.”


      Ryland smoothed Tess’s hair over the pillow and leaned down, kissing her on the forehead before burrowing her head in the curve of Tess’s arm and falling fast asleep.
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      “Ry. Psst, Ry.” Tess was wide-awake now, and she was hungry. She glanced at the oversized digital clock on the nightstand: 2:34 a.m.


      Ryland didn’t move. Tess remembered she’d always slept like a corpse. She sat up in bed for a second, trying to decide on her next move. What she wanted to do was wake Ryland up by kissing her naked body. But she knew that wouldn’t work. Man, how did this girl ever wake up for a call?


      “Ryland!” Tess shouted at full volume.


      That one worked. Ryland shot up to attention, her eyes wide and her breathing heavy.


      “Are you okay?” Ryland asked, looking at Tess with pure alarm.


      “Me? Oh, I’m so fine. But hey, you’re awake.” Tess kissed her quickly on the lips and the distress slowly eased from Ryland’s face.


      “Did you yell at me?” Ryland asked, her voice still groggy.


      “I don’t know what you mean. You just woke up all on your own. And since you’re up, I’m hungry. And I really want a brownie sundae.”


      Ryland erupted in laughter. “A brownie sundae?”


      “Yes. A fucking brownie sundae. Is that an issue?” Tess asked, smiling.


      “It’s almost three in the morning.”


      “And?”


      Ryland shook her head and laughed resolutely. “Okay. I’ll try room service.”


      Tess clapped her hands in delight and Ryland leaned over to the side of the bed to pick up the phone.


      “Hello. Is room service still available, by chance? I have a very hungry pilot here. I’m worried about my safety if I don’t find her a brownie sundae ASAP.”


      Tess feigned a pout and then smiled, laying her head in Ryland’s lap. Ryland stroked her hair as she waited, presumably on hold. Butterflies were such a cliché. But there was no other way to describe what was happening in Tess’s stomach. Her body felt so light it might take off toward the ceiling. She was firmly fixed in that exact moment in time. Ryland was bad news. Or, at least, she used to be? But none of that mattered. Not that night. Not when there were brownie sundaes to be eaten in bed together. Not when everything felt so right—so safe.


      “You’re in luck,” Ryland said after she’d put the phone back on the receiver. “The receptionist saw us come in in uniform and they’re apparently suckers for heroes. The kitchen’s closed, but they’re going to make us one anyway.”


      “You are amazing.” Tess sat up and put her hand on the back of Ryland’s neck, pulling her in and kissing her much slower than before. The cliché fluttering in her gut was so strong now it moved all the way into her chest, climbing into her head until she thought she might actually pass out. The loudest voices in Tess’s head told her she was in trouble. Big trouble. But she was able to hush them by thinking about just how good Ryland’s lips felt on hers.


      Not even fifteen minutes later, there was a quiet knock at the door. Tess, realizing they were still completely naked in bed, jumped up and ran to the closet, pulling out a terry cloth robe before ushering the hotel attendant in.


      A tired-looking younger man who couldn’t have been much older than twenty-five forced a smile and wheeled in a silver cart with a covered dish on top. Next to it was a bottle of champagne on ice.


      “We didn’t order the champagne,” Tess said apologetically.


      The man waved. “It’s on the house. We really appreciate everything you guys do. My mom’s a nurse. I know how hard it can be.” His smile evolved into a more genuine one and Tess saw a boyishness in his face she hadn’t before. He was probably just some nice kid trying to make a few extra bucks for college by working the overnight shift answering phones. Instead, he got roped into bringing ice cream to a couple of healthcare workers on an impromptu vacation at nearly three a.m.


      “Wait here a second.” Tess ran off to her bag, which sat in the corner near the bed.


      “What are you doing?” Ryland, who was still covered only by a sheet and thankfully out of view due to the room’s foyer, mouthed to her.


      “Tip,” Tess mouthed back. She pulled a twenty-dollar bill out of her wallet, and then thought about how bright the world had looked over the last twenty-four hours, and pulled out another. She returned to the bellhop and handed it to him.


      “Thank you,” Tess said. He smiled, looking more awake now, and turned to leave.


      “That was very thoughtful of you,” Ryland said, once they were alone.


      Tess wheeled the room service cart over to the bed and climbed back in next to Ryland. She pulled the plate over and took the lid off, revealing a brick of a brownie covered with no less than four scoops of vanilla ice cream, hot fudge, whipped cream, and chocolate sprinkles.


      “He was a nice kid. And probably makes minimum wage. As bad as I feel that they went out of their way to make this for us. This looks fucking amazing.” Tess picked up a spoon and dug in. Once she was satisfied she had a little bit of everything, she brought it to Ryland. Ryland groaned as she engulfed the desert.


      “Shit, that’s good,” she mumbled, her mouth still full.


      Tess followed suit and took a big bite. She felt her eyes roll into the back of her head. “Oh my God.”


      Ryland was staring at her.


      “What?” Tess said.


      “You’ve just got a little something.” Ryland reached up and dabbed the corner of Tess’s lips with her thumb. “Oh, and maybe something here.” She kissed the tip of Tess’s nose.


      “Huh, that’s funny. I think you’ve got something on your face too,” Tess said, smiling.


      “No way.” But before Ryland could continue her protest, Tess dipped her finger in the pile of whip cream and smeared it on Ryland’s cheek, laughing.


      Ryland’s face was stone, the dollop of whip cream beginning to run down the side of her chin. Tess was just waiting for her to break. She finally did, the laughter spilling out of her so hard that tears followed.


      “You are such a slob, you know that?” Ryland said as she picked up the spoon and traced a smudge of chocolate syrup on Tess’s bottom lip.


      “Hey, we better stop. We have to sleep in this bed tonight,” Tess said, still laughing uncontrollably. Eventually, the laughter settled, and Ryland leaned in slowly, kissing the chocolate off Tess’s lips as she ran her fingers through Tess’s hair.


      


    


  




  

    

      Chapter Eight


      


      Ryland woke up a few hours later to the sound of her phone blasting its grating ringtone next to the bed. It wasn’t even seven a.m. yet and she knew it was Mitch. Once she was done being irritated with him, she was grateful. They hadn’t set an alarm, and the ferry was leaving at eight a.m. Tess barely moved from where she lay nestled against Ryland’s chest. They’d been like that since they fell asleep. Ryland hated sleeping on her back, but having Tess in her arms made her feel safe and needed all at the same time. So, she lay awake for a while, stroking Tess’s hair as she slept and listening to her breathe. If there was any doubt in Ryland’s mind what she wanted, it completely vanished into the night as she watched Tess sleeping on her chest.


      “What’s going on?” Tess mumbled, her voice heavy with sleep. She sat up groggily.


      “Nothing. It’s just Mitch telling us the ferry leaves in an hour.” Ryland wrapped her arm around Tess’s waist and pulled her close, kissing her shoulder.


      Immediately, she felt Tess’s body tense up. Tess pulled away politely and threw back the covers, abruptly getting out of bed.


      “What are you doing?” Ryland asked. “Come back to bed.”


      “I’ve got to get dressed. We should leave in a little bit if we’re going to make it back to Boston.” Her tone was curt and serious. Ryland’s heart sank.


      “Is everything all right?”


      Tess stopped her frantic picking up of clothes on the floor and stood, her back to Ryland. Ryland watched her force her shoulders to relax as she took a deep breath. She turned around.


      “Yeah. Fine. Why wouldn’t I be?”


      Ryland hadn’t seen Tess in years, but she knew when something was terribly off. She racked her brain to see what it could be. They’d had an incredible night together. There was no way Tess didn’t feel that too. Ryland couldn’t have been wrong about that. This couldn’t have been just a one-nighter brought on by circumstance.


      “You just seem kind of—” Ryland stopped, choosing her words carefully. She didn’t want to come off as needy or crazy. But she felt needy. And she felt absolutely crazy. “Kind of distant.”


      Tess zipped her bag and smiled. It wasn’t the same light, enamored smile she’d offered Ryland the night before. It felt contrived and weighty. Ryland knew she wasn’t fine. Tess made her way back over to the bed and got in next to Ryland, kissing her quickly.


      “I had a really nice time last night,” she said.


      Ryland’s heart continued its journey down to her feet, and an overwhelming sadness hit her like a sudden storm. She wasn’t expecting to be so heartbroken at the idea that Tess might not feel the same way she did. But she was. In a matter of one night, Ryland had managed to fall for a girl who’d been right in front of her for years. And it was completely one-sided.


      “Nice. Not exactly the word choice I was hoping for, but okay,” Ryland said, laughing half-heartedly.


      “Oh, stop it.” Tess got up again and finished packing. “Come on, we should get going or we’ll miss the boat.”
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      It was a nearly perfect New England fall day. The morning chill was still very much there, especially where Tess stood at the bow of the ferry. But the sun was out enough to warm any exposed skin and the light reflected autumn hues off the water near the shore. Tess needed a minute. Hell, she needed more than a minute. Her emotions were all scrambled, tossed and tangled inside her. It felt like a war was being fought in her gut. Tess had one of the best nights of her life with Ryland. And that was exactly why she had to pull away.


      “Hey.” Ryland had come up behind her so quietly Tess didn’t notice until she had her arms wrapped around Tess’s waist. Tess’s first instinct was to pull away, to self-preserve. But Ryland’s body felt too good against hers.


      Tess leaned into her, covering Ryland’s hands with her own. “Hey.”


      “Are you ready to tell me what’s going on yet?” Ryland asked. She pulled some of Tess’s hair to the side and kissed her exposed neck. Tess melted even further into her. She knew she wasn’t going to get away with just quiet evasion. Ryland was too insightful for that. She was too smart. They knew each other too well still.


      Tess turned around and put her arms around Ryland’s neck, locking eyes with Ryland.


      “Why don’t you start by telling me what you’re thinking right now,” Tess said.


      Ryland held her closer. “Why me?”


      “Because you ended it, Ry. You didn’t want me. And I’m not strong enough to be the one to open up first right now.”


      Tess watched Ryland’s face fall a little and she knew it hadn’t occurred to Ryland even once just how much damage she’d done to Tess three years ago.


      “Okay.” Ryland took a deep breath and exhaled loudly, blowing out her cheeks. “I had an incredible night with you last night. No. Not just last night. The entire day. From the minute I saw you again something in me woke up. The way I felt with you last night, Tess…I don’t know what was wrong with me years ago, but I know what we had last night? That was real.”


      It was exactly what Tess wanted to hear. Then again, Ryland had always been good with words. She’d also always been honest with Tess, though. She never painted their relationship to be anything other than what it was. And what Ryland said she felt the night before? Tess had felt that too. It was hard to believe that was anything but mutual.


      “I never told you this. But when you cut things off, I was crushed.”


      “What? You were?” Ryland seemed genuinely shocked.


      “Of course I was. I really liked you. I thought we had something. I honestly let myself believe we could go somewhere.”


      Ryland pulled her in tighter. “I’m so sorry. I had no idea. You were so cool.”


      Tess laughed stiffly. “I wasn’t cool. I was putting on a brave face because I wanted to be cool. I wanted to be the ‘cool girl’ who didn’t care. Because I thought that was who you wanted. But that’s not me. I’m really not cool at all, actually.”


      “You are incredibly cool,” Ryland said, grabbing her face and kissing her softly. The wind whipped through Tess’s hair and the boat bobbed and up down on the nearby wake. Tess had never felt all at once safer and more vulnerable. “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize. And I’m sorry I screwed everything up royally back then. I don’t know what was wrong with me. But I do know it was me. You were everything. You were exactly what I wanted. I just wasn’t ready for you yet, I guess.”


      Tess looked up at her and smiled, placing both hands on Ryland’s strong chest. “Right person, wrong time?”


      “Yes.” Ryland nearly jumped with excitement. “That’s it exactly.”


      “How do you know?”


      “How do I know what?”


      “That I’m the right person this time?” Tess wasn’t sure she wanted to know the answer.


      Ryland took a minute, seeming to really think about her answer, her face growing serious again. “Because you’ve always been the right person, Tess. I just wasn’t the right me yet.”


      It was as good a reason as Tess could have hoped for. And she knew that she couldn’t hold their past against Ryland if she wanted to attempt any kind of a future with her. It was a risk. But wasn’t love always a risk?


      “So.” Tess bowed her head bashfully.


      “So.” Ryland echoed.


      “What happens now?”


      Ryland seemed to contemplate the question for a minute and then brushed the hair away from Tess’s cheek, answering her with a soft, slow kiss that left Tess wobblier than the epic wake the ferry was battling ever could.


      “Now? We go back to Boston. And then I drive to Providence. And we drive off into the sunset in my Jeep,” Ryland said, matter-of-factly. “Listening to Taylor Swift, of course.”


      Tess laughed. “Naturally.”


      “I’m serious, Tess. I want this. I want you.”


      There were all kinds of questions tumbling through Tess’s brain. But there was time to answer all of them later. For now, she just wanted to enjoy being with Ryland.


      “I want you too.” Tess kissed her again and leaned her head against Ryland’s neck, letting the breeze rush past them as they rocked up and down.


      “And I know what you’re thinking. You live in Providence. I live in Boston. But it’s only like an hour. I can drive to you all the time. And I can stay with you on weekends I’m off. We can make it work.”


      The distance felt like a minute obstacle compared to the way Tess felt in Ryland’s arms.


      “That sounds really nice.”


      “It sounds perfect,” Ryland said.


      They fell silent, both watching the outline of the city come slowly into view. The whole world felt like it was in Tess’s reach. Their story had ended three years earlier.


      And now they would write a whole new chapter.
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