
        
            
                
            
        

    
The Girl Next Door

Everyone deserves a happily ever after, that’s why Jenna Murphy is fiercely proud of her romance-only bookstore, BookLove. With her pets by her side, she’s content in her neat life, convinced that one day she’ll find her person. Jenna helps Grandma with her groceries, runs the library’s used book sale, and hands out water to the runners in the local 5K race. What’s not to love?

Sawyer Hall, a sharp-witted book blogger, has gained a reputation for her brutally honest takes. Fresh from a messy breakup, her posts have grown...snarkier than usual, and when she stumbles into Jenna’s charming bookstore filled with “sappy fluff,” she doesn’t exactly hold back.

Sawyer’s suggestion that romance novels peddle unattainable dreams to the sad and lonely makes Jenna absolutely livid. But fate has a twisted sense of humor because a new neighbor is moving into the other half of Jenna’s duplex and it’s Sawyer Hall, because, of course it is. And Sawyer is gorgeous. And funny. And sort of makes Jenna swoon. So annoying.

A witty, heartwarming enemies to lovers romance about falling for the girl next door that proves the best stories are the ones with endings we never see coming.
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Chapter One



You’re gorgeous with your arms full of books.

Jenna Murphy pushed the tissue aside and took in the bookmarks tucked so snugly in the box. They were glossy and purple and exactly what she’d hoped for when she’d ordered them. On one side was the tagline she’d come up with. On the flip side, the name, address, phone number, and social media links were printed and all, thankfully, correct.

“Look at these.” She held one up for Shane to see.

One of her only two employees, he stopped dusting the bookshelves and crossed to her. “Oh, this is nice,” he said as he turned the bookmark in his hand. “I like the way it feels. The smoothness.”

“Me too.”

“That tagline is fire.” He grinned at her.

“Agreed.” She popped a stack of the bookmarks into a cup and set them near the cash register on the counter. “One goes in every sold book, okay?”

“Got it,” Shane tossed over his shoulder as he went back to dusting.

Breaking down the box, she flattened it, then simply stood there behind the counter, braced her hands on it, and took in her very own little bookshop.

BookLove was small, but a dream come true for her. Little Jenna Murphy, running her own business—a business she’d created out of something that gave her endless amounts of joy: books. Specifically, romance books, which she had been reading and loving since she was probably too young to do so. The shop was small, but that was okay, and she glanced around with pride, having one of those moments when she couldn’t believe the place was actually hers.

She’d expected that feeling to go away once she’d gotten into the swing of things, but it never truly had. It would fade away for a while, allowing her to do other things. But then one day, out of the blue, it would surge up like a little wave of emotion in her chest, and she’d be filled with pride all over again, chest puffed up, standing tall. She moved out from behind the counter and stood in the open area just inside the door.

“You okay, boss?”

Shane’s voice reached her as if from afar, but he was only feet away. She blinked several times, as if coming out of a trance, and smiled at him, gave him one nod.

“You basking again?” His grin was knowing.

“Can you blame me?” she asked with a laugh as she held out her arms and spun in a circle. “Look at this adorable place.”

“It’s the best,” he said, and Jenna loved him for that. He always played along when she slid into moods like this, ones where she couldn’t believe she owned her own bookshop.

“Little ten-year-old Jenna would never have believed it,” she said, moving to the window display and straightening the books there. “Sitting in the library reading her Baby-Sitters Club books…” She let the thought drift off, shaking her head fondly.

“So, you were super popular then,” Shane said, and she heard the teasing in his tone.

Jenna feigned a gasp of insult. “Hey. I had friends.”

“The library staff doesn’t count.”

“Oh. Never mind, then.”

His chuckle was good-natured. “I was kind of a loner myself.”

“You? But you’re Mr. Popularity with all the school moms now.” She turned a book slightly to the left for better visibility from outside. “Was that not the case at school?”

Shane gave a snort. “Please. I was the fat kid. I had a couple of buddies, that’s true, but no, I was far from popular back then.” He sighed softly. “The school moms now are only enamored with me because I’m such a rare breed.”

“The kept man,” Jenna teased.

“Hey, it’s not my fault my wife is a high-powered attorney and that she chose to marry me.”

“Nobody can blame you,” Jenna said, her turn to play along.

“Plus, have you seen my wife?”

A laugh burst out of her. “I’m gay, Shane. Of course I’ve seen your wife.” She turned to regard him over her shoulder. “And tell her to stop leaving her underwear in my bed.”

Shane’s gasp of horror made her laugh out loud. “How dare you?” His eyes went comically wide, making her laugh harder. “Also, we need to get you a girlfriend so I can toss these lines back at you.”

“Listen, I’m trying. Dating apps are hell on earth, have I told you that?”

“Only about six hundred times.” Shane took a stack of books down and dusted the shelf behind them.

“They’re awful. The worst. They make you feel awful about yourself. You throw out likes and you get nothing back from those people. The ones who do like you are people you have no interest in. It’s a vicious cycle and it’s never-ending. But…” She shrugged and blew out a breath of frustration. “How else am I supposed to meet somebody? Am I just going to bump into the girl of my dreams on the street? I think not.”

“I know. I don’t envy you, that’s for sure.” Shane returned the duster to its spot underneath the counter. “Hey, isn’t the new Lily Chambers novel coming in today?”

“Ooh, that’s right,” Jenna said, her mind shifting from her wreck of a love life—well, wreck was being generous, since her love life actually could be better described as nonexistent—back to her little bookshop. “She’s always been really great about doing signings with me. I’ll reach out.”

“Great.”

They were quiet for a moment, then Jenna asked, “Feel like coffee?”

Shane touched his own arm, rubbed it, pinched it gently. “I mean…not really?”

“Oh my God,” Jenna said with a laugh she couldn’t help. “The dad jokes are endless with you.”

“I gotta practice regularly,” he called after her as she headed to the tiny back room that served as an office, a break room, and a closet, all in the space of about ten by ten—not including the tiny powder room tucked in the corner. Back there, she grabbed her jacket off the hook and slipped it on.

“Hold the fort,” she said as she pushed out the front door and into the crisp September day.

Living in the Northeast could be a complete crapshoot when it came to the weather, but Jenna Murphy wouldn’t have it any other way. She was born in Northwood, raised there, and had zero intention of ever leaving the small city in upstate New York. She couldn’t imagine anyplace else being half as wonderful, festive, or comfortable for her as Northwood, and the desire for the adventure of a new place didn’t exist for her.

She stood on the sidewalk in front of BookLove and zipped her jacket as the wind kicked up. September was one of her favorite months, but her jacket was a bit too light for today, and her body gave an involuntary shiver as she turned to her right and headed down the street. A car honked its horn, and she glanced toward it as she walked, and bam! She crashed smack-dab into another person.

“Oh God, I’m so sorry,” she said as she involuntarily reached out to steady the person she’d hit. Firm arm muscles tightened under the grip she had of a black trench over a black pantsuit, and she looked up into deep blue eyes that flashed behind black-rimmed glasses. The woman was taller, brunette, and absolutely fucking stunning as she held her cell phone away from her ear and glanced at Jenna.

“No problem,” the woman said quickly, then put her phone back to her ear and continued on her way, her heels clicking on the concrete in a hurried staccato rhythm. Click-clack, click-clack. Jenna followed her with her gaze, heard her say, “Yes, I found a new place. No. You absolutely cannot have the address…” before she’d moved out of earshot.

Jenna had to force herself to turn back toward the direction she was heading and move her feet to take her that way. Well, she was fun to look at. She grinned and gave her head a quick shake. When she reached Café Dakota, she pushed through the door and was suddenly enveloped by the most amazing scents on the planet, as if they were tangible and could physically wrap you in a warm hug. Pastries and coffee and chocolate, oh my.

“There she is” was called out before Jenna had taken more than three steps into the shop, and Dakota James stood behind the counter with her usual welcoming smile on her face, always several notches warmer for Jenna.

“How’s the café biz today?” Jenna asked once at the counter. There were several people sitting at tables, eating croissants and muffins and cookies from small, red plates, but nobody was in line at the moment.

“Not bad at all for a Monday,” Dakota said, her wheat-colored ponytail pulled through the back of her hat. “Trying out a new scone recipe. If you can stick around for five more minutes, you can have one.”

“How can I refuse that offer?”

“The usual?” Dakota asked, knowing that Jenna ordered a vanilla chai nine times out of ten.

With a nod, she added, “And also a soy caramel latte for Shane.”

As Dakota went to work on the order, Jenna was transported back five minutes to the street, the crash, those blue eyes taking her in behind glasses. Why can’t somebody like that be on the dating apps? Of course, why would she be? She probably had somebody at home who worshipped her. Jenna hoped so.

If nothing else, she had some new fantasy material, and the thought made her grin. Gotta take it where I can get it, right?
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The wind was too much today.

Everything was too much.

Sawyer Hall stabbed the red button on her phone, thereby ending a very stressful and not fun conversation with Amanda—the way all conversations with Amanda had ended lately, and she knew it was time. Time to block. She couldn’t do that kind of phone call every day, multiple times a day. It was killing her mental health. With a sigh, she scrolled through her contacts to Amanda’s number, and her finger hovered over the correct button for a moment before she sighed and backed out.

She should’ve blocked Amanda a long time ago, and like today, she always chickened out. She was clearly a glutton for punishment. What the hell was it about Amanda that kept her crawling back? Ugh. So annoying.

As if trying its best to add to her irritation, the wind kicked up harder, whipping her dark hair around her face and into her eyes. With a groan, she shoved it out of her way and noticed the sign on the building to her left.

BookLove.

Well, that would put her in a better mood. Books and bookshops always did. She blew out a breath and swerved her path, aiming for the door and pushing her way into the small shop, surprised she’d never noticed it before. The wind ceased, and she was enveloped by a lovely, cozy scent she couldn’t quite put a finger on—old leather, crinkly parchment, fresh ink. She inhaled and let this breath out slowly as she felt her muscles gently relax. Her shoulders eased down from her ears, her brow stopped its furrowing, and she flexed her fingers, wiggled them, closed them into fists, then opened them again.

“Hi there,” said a guy to her left, standing behind the counter where the cash register lived. He was broad and tall and had kind eyes and swoopy hair he moved by tossing his head.

“Hey,” Sawyer said with a quick nod, then headed toward the shelves.

“Let me know if I can help,” the man said.

She never needed help in a bookstore. The simple act of wandering between the shelves—whether in a bookshop or a library—always calmed her down, always relaxed her, always helped her destress. And losing herself in a mystery or a thriller or even a horror story never failed to help get her out of her own head.

BookLove was adorable. Small and cozy, it boasted three free-standing shelves with books on both sides, then random shelves on the walls—most of which seemed to feature particular authors. It looked like there were a few book clubs, judging by the notices tacked to a corkboard near the lounge area in the back.

Speaking of the lounge area, it took way too much of Sawyer’s willpower to not flop down onto the soft-looking couch, put her feet up on the table in the center of the arrangement, and recline there for the rest of the day. She stood there for what felt like a long time, just staring, before finally shaking herself back to reality. She needed to get back to work, but maybe she could find something here to blog about.

Turning away from the lounge area with a quiet, sad sigh, she began scanning the shelves, looking to see what was new. She ran her fingers along an entire shelf of romantasy. When she reached the front of the store again, the big guy was still there.

“Hi,” she said. “Can you tell me where the new releases are?”

“Of course,” he said with his nice eyes and kind smile, and swoopy hair. He pointed behind her. “Right there on that table.”

She glanced over and laughed softly. “You mean the one that says Newest Releases on it?”

“That’d be the one.” He grinned back at her.

“Thanks.” She headed to the table, which was round and covered with a burgundy cloth. The sign that read “New Releases” was hand-lettered in a lovely calligraphy. Each book was a romance of one kind or another. She turned back to the guy. “Do you have any new thrillers or mysteries?”

He shook his head, and one corner of his mouth turned down just a little. “Oh, no, we’re a romance bookshop.”

She blinked at him while the words sank in. “No thrillers?”

“Just romance. Though we do have some romantic thrillers and some romantasy, which can be thrilling.”

Well, that explained why the place was so small. “Got it. Okay.” She strolled back between the shelves and looked at the titles more closely. Nora Roberts. Jill Shalvis. Lily Chambers. Beverly Jenkins. There were labels on the shelves, too. Contemporary. Romantasy. Classics. Historical. Series. Every last bit of it some kind of romance. It really was too bad. BookLove was a super-cute shop and—oh, now the name of it made more sense, too. All right. Time to flee. “Thank you,” she said with a quick wave as she exited the little shop, disappointed.

At least she had some new stuff to blog about tonight.

Her phone buzzed in her coat pocket as she set off into the wind once again toward the parking lot and her car. Worried it was Amanda again, relief washed through her as her screen showed her mom’s photo, and she smiled softly.

“Hey, Mom.”

“Hi, honey. I’m calling to invite you for dinner.”

“Tonight?” She stopped at the corner and waited for the walk signal.

“No, next month. Yes, tonight.” Her mother laughed, a woman who continually cracked herself up with her own jokes, which made her even funnier.

“I can do that. Whatcha makin’?” The light changed and she crossed. The lot wasn’t far after that and she reached her car, got inside, and slammed the door, the sudden silence after the rushing of the wind feeling almost like a blissful relief.

“Beef stew. Your father asked me what football team I’m feeding, so there’s a lot.”

Sawyer laughed softly as she started her car and kicked on the seat warmers. “Sounds great. I can’t stay too late ’cause I’ve gotta pack, but I’ll see you tonight.”

“Bring wine,” her mother called out as she hung up, and Sawyer sat in her car, shaking her head and smiling.

She wasn’t in a giant hurry to get back to the office, so she let herself sit there, absorbing the heat as the car warmed up, people-watching as best she could from a car sitting in a parking lot. This part of Northwood was busy, considered “downtown.” Boasting tons of little businesses—restaurants, cafés, coffee shops, hair salons, bars—it was the heart of the small city. She was excited to be moving into a new place that was closer to this part of town than the suburbia she was currently in. Just one more week.

She hated moving. She’d read somewhere that moving was in the top five most stressful life events, and she didn’t doubt it for a second. While she loved the idea of a new space and a new neighborhood and fucking starting fresh, she absolutely abhorred having to pack up every single thing she owned into boxes. It was exhausting, both physically and emotionally. Her muscles were sore from lifting and carrying stuff. Her brain was battered from what it all meant to her heart.

She watched a couple cross the lot in front of her, holding hands as long as they could until they had to part and go to their separate cars, and she wondered about them. A married couple or boyfriend and girlfriend meeting for lunch and now headed back to work? Or something more secretive? An affair, perhaps. Something hidden and exciting because of that covertness. She’d been that girl once upon a time.

With a sigh, she shifted her car into drive and headed back to the office. As she pulled out onto the street, her phone rang and the screen in the dash showed Amanda’s name. With a sigh, she hit the decline button and kept on driving, her brain thinking about cardboard boxes, a clean slate, beef stew, and finally blocking Amanda’s number.

Not necessarily in that order.


Chapter Two



Had she ever been this angry before?

Jenna felt like every organ inside her body was literally shaking. Quaking with rage.

“Who is this woman anyway?” she asked the empty bookshop. “Who? And what is her beef with romance?” A scoff, a snort. “Well, I mean we know what her beef is: She probably never had any romance. Probably never had anybody bring her flowers or candy or sweep her off her feet or make her feel like the sexiest, most desirable creature on the planet.” She glanced at the portrait of Nora Roberts on the wall across from the counter. Beneath it was one simple line: You can’t have a life without love. “I mean, to be fair, I haven’t had a lot of that stuff either, but I’m not bitter about it like this chick clearly is.”

Shane came up from the back of the store carrying a box of books. “Are you bitching to Nora again?”

Jenna sighed. “Only because I’ve already caused your ears to bleed and I wanted to leave you at least a little bit of your hearing to take home with you in case one of your kids has something important to say when you pick them up from school.”

“You are a selfless woman.”

“It’s true.”

“Does Queen Nora have any advice for you?” Shane set the box down behind the counter and began entering the books’ ISBN numbers into the computer.

“You know how she likes to think about stuff for a while before she offers a solution.”

“Mm-hmm.” He tried to hide his grin.

“You stop that,” she said, pushing at his arm.

“Stop what?” Shane widened his eyes almost comically, Mr. Innocent.

“Mocking me.” She feigned a pout as she arranged more of the new bookmarks in a little holder on the counter.

“I would never mock you. I just think it’s adorable how pissed off you are about the blog of this one woman.” He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug.

“She trashed my shop!”

“I know. That wasn’t cool. But—”

“Between the Lines is a book blog that has almost thirty thousand followers. That’s thirty thousand people who’ve read that what I sell here is ‘sappy fluff.’ ” She made the air quotes with her fingers.

Shane stopped what he was doing and stared over at the shelves for a beat before saying, “I mean, some of what we sell is exactly that…” He met her gaze. “Intentionally so. That’s what some people want, right?”

Jenna’s lips trilled as she blew out a defeated breath. “Sometimes, yes. And there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that.” She took a moment, calmed down a bit, but then remembered another line, and her ire ratcheted right back up again. She held up a finger to Shane and said, “She also said—and I quote—that the romance genre ‘peddles unattainable dreams to the sad and lonely.’ And how my ‘hearts and flowers décor only perpetuates the lack of reality around the genre itself.’ I mean, the nerve of that woman!”

Shane stopped what he was doing to look at her for a moment. “Did you memorize the whole blog?”

She blinked at him with a frown. “I might’ve read it a few times.” A beat went by before she woke her phone up and showed him the blog page, which she had bookmarked. “See?” She stabbed the screen with her finger. “See what she says?”

“Wait.” Shane reached over and poked his own finger at the screen, scrolling back until he got to the beginning of the blog with the photo of the blogger. He pinched his finger and thumb together and enlarged it. “Oh, I remember her. She came in looking for a thriller.” He went back to his box of books. “She was really pretty.”

Jenna groaned. “So what if she was pr-—” She squinted at the photo, then used her thumb and forefinger to enlarge it more. A simple headshot, this Sawyer Hall—what kind of name was that anyway? sounded like a dorm on a college campus—was brunette, her dark hair shiny. Her eyes were a soft blue behind black-rimmed glasses and— “Oh my God.”

“What?”

“I ran into her on the street.”

Shane tipped his head. “What?”

“I literally ran into her on the sidewalk. Almost knocked her over. Now I wish I had.” She made a sound of disappointment. “And you’re right, she was gorgeous. Well. She’s a lot less attractive now, isn’t she?”

“I don’t know, I’d have to see her again to be sure.” He smothered a grin.

She glared at him. “Funny. You’re a funny guy.”

“That’s what they tell me.”

She read the blog one more time, just to keep her anger brewing, then went to work shelving the new books that Shane had entered into inventory.

The day zipped on by, and Jenna’s anger at the blog stayed somewhere between a simmer and a slow boil all afternoon. Shane left to pick up his kids from school, and Jenna ran the afternoon alone.

At four forty-five, Delia DiMarco, Jenna’s other employee, who worked evenings and some weekends, breezed through the front door like a gust of wind.

“Oh my God, did you see the Between the Lines blog this morning?” Dee was clearly angry, possibly just as angry as Jenna was, and Jenna loved her for it.

She wrinkled her nose. “I did.”

“Maybe we should relay to our customers that they’re just sad and lonely people looking for unattainable dreams. See how that goes over.” Dee walked toward the back of the store, pulling off her jacket. “I’ll give her sad and lonely,” she muttered as she returned. She sidled up to Jenna and wrapped an arm around her shoulders, gave her a squeeze. “Don’t you let people like that get to you.”

“I won’t,” Jenna said.

“You already have. I can tell by looking at your face.”

Damn it. Dee knew her too well. After all, she’d been Jenna’s English teacher in high school, and Northwood was a small city, so they’d known each other for nearly two decades. She sighed. “It’s just so infuriating. Why? Why does somebody like that have to crap on something that makes other people happy? What’s the point? I don’t get it.”

“Some people are just unhappy, and the only way they feel better is to make other people unhappy as well.”

“Well, that’s just stupid,” Jenna said with a pout.

“I agree.”

They worked together for about an hour before Jenna left BookLove in Delia’s capable hands and headed out to meet her friends for dinner. Because BookLove was right in Jefferson Square—a giant block of small businesses, bars, and restaurants—and Dakota was coming from her café only a couple doors down, they met at a new little bar and grill called Lizzie’s and made Veronica travel from her office on the west side to meet them.

Lizzie’s was comfortable. That’s what Jenna liked about it. It wasn’t pretentious. It wasn’t trying to be something it wasn’t—not fancier than it was, not trendier than it was. It was simply a bar and grill with a good liquor selection and a small menu of decent bar food. Jenna arrived first and she knew Ronni liked the high-top bistro tables, so she snagged one across from the bar, draped her jacket over the back of her chair, and took a seat to see Dakota coming in.

“Hey, bitch.” Dakota pulled the hair tie out of her hair and ran her fingers through it. “Damn ponytail gave me a headache today.”

“If you worked in a bookshop instead of a café, you wouldn’t have to wear a ponytail and hat every day.”

“Yeah? You hiring?” Dakota asked as the waitress brought them menus.

“Nope. Sorry.”

“Tease.”

Jenna grinned and opened her menu, and a few minutes later, Veronica showed up.

“Hey, bitches.” She took off her jacket and hung it on a nearby hook, draped her purse over the back of her chair, and flopped down into her seat with what sounded like a relieved sigh. “What a day.”

“Tell me about it,” Jenna said.

The three of them had been inseparable in high school. They’d drifted a bit as they went off to different colleges and experienced new friends and new partners, and focused on what they each wanted to do with the rest of their lives. Surprisingly—or maybe not, given how much they all loved their home city—they all returned to Northwood to start their adult lives. Reconnection hadn’t taken long, and the trio was inseparable once again.

Once they had cocktails and had put in their food order, they began the game of Catch Up.

“How’s small business life, you two?” Ronni asked as she sipped her cosmo.

Jenna and Dakota glanced at each other and nodded in tandem. “Café’s doing well. Fall’s on the way, so coffee orders will pick up, so that’s good.”

“To pumpkin spice, baby,” Ronni said with a grin and held up her glass to cheers with them. She turned to Jenna. “And the world of books?”

“The books are good. I did have a thing happen, though.” She proceeded to tell them about the stupid blog, and whatever calmness her rum and Coke had trickled into her was washed out by a resurgence of that irritation from earlier.

“Ugh. What a bitch,” Ronni said. “And not the good kind of bitches, like you guys. The bad kind.”

“It’s just so infuriating,” Jenna said with a shake of her head. “Like, if you don’t like romance books, then don’t wander into a romance bookstore. And why do you need to trash a little shop like mine?” She took a sip of her cocktail and looked from Ronni to Dakota and back. “Her blog has lots of followers. She could hurt my business if she wanted to. It’s just so not cool.”

Dakota reached across the table and gave her forearm a squeeze. “I’m sorry, boo.”

“Oh!” Jenna held up a finger. “I almost forgot. She’s local.”

“The blogger?” Ronni asked. “Like, she lives here in Northwood?”

“I assume so, since I ran into her on my way to see you yesterday,” Jenna said, pointing at Dakota. “Literally ran into her. I had to grab her to keep her from falling.”

“Shoulda let her tumble,” Dakota said.

“I said that to Shane earlier. If I’d only known…” Jenna gave herself a full body shake. “Okay. Enough of my complaining.” She turned to Veronica. “How were the patients today in therapy world?”

“Well, unsurprisingly, everybody is a mess…”
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Carmichael Avenue was quite lovely—tree-lined and quiet with a decent amount of space between houses and alternate side of the street parking. It was Friday afternoon, and Sawyer glided her Honda Accord to a stop in front of the duplex that was labeled number 513.

There was a red pickup truck in the double-wide driveway, and as she looked, the driver’s side door opened and a man with white hair and a matching beard got out.

“Mr. Oliver?” she asked as she exited her own vehicle and crossed to him, hand outstretched. At his nod, she added, “Sawyer Hall.”

“Nice to meet you in person, Ms. Hall,” Oliver said, shaking her hand. He had a gentle smile and reminded her of everybody’s favorite uncle. “Shall we?” He indicated the house in front of them and headed toward the open front porch and the door on the right.

She’d seen the house online, done the virtual tour several times, and it lived up in person. If the smell was any indication, it had been freshly painted, and David Oliver confirmed that when he said, “Painters just finished up yesterday. Everything’s white, but if you want to do a different color on your own, I’m good with that, just try not to paint any rooms super dark, yeah?” He glanced at her with a grin. “Takes a lot of primer to cover black walls.”

She smiled back at him. “I just want to get in and settled. If I paint, it would be down the line.”

“Fair enough.”

The front door opened into a small foyer with a coat closet to her left and a small square of ceramic tile on the floor. The staircase was straight ahead, and to her right was the living room, empty, that featured warm-colored oak hardwood floors, a gas fireplace on the outside wall, and tons of natural light. “This is great,” she said quietly. “It’s hard to tell from photos online whether a place is light or dark, you know?”

“My wife has tons of plants in our house, so she’s all about the sunlight,” David Oliver said. He was respectful and stood back while she wandered, and she appreciated that.

The living room led into a small dining space, with sliding glass doors that led out into what looked to be a shared yard.

“Yard is fenced,” David said. “There’s a divider between patios, but you share the yard. That seemed better than cutting it in half.” He shrugged as if he wasn’t a hundred percent sold on the idea himself.

She nodded. “And who is my neighbor?” Please don’t say a family with teenagers who will blast loud music and bang on the walls…

“Oh, that’d be my niece. Just her and her animals.”

She managed to keep her “Thank God” inside her head and simply nodded instead. The kitchen was small but functional and modern, not that she’d done much cooking lately. Maybe it was time to get back into that…

“Your stove is gas,” David Oliver was saying, pulling her back to the present conversation. “Dishwasher’s over here. It’s new. Fridge is also new.” He pulled the freezer drawer on the bottom open. “Fresh ice,” he commented for no reason, and Sawyer decided she liked him a lot. The path moved in a circle, a hallway leading from the kitchen back out toward the front door to the stairs. “You’ve got your powder room here.” He gestured to a doorway off that hall. “Small but updated.”

He held an arm out for her to head up the stairs first where she checked out the two bedrooms, one bathroom with a new, big tub that Sawyer immediately envisioned herself soaking in, and a sizable linen closet.

Back downstairs, David said, “Welp,” and held out a set of keys and a garage door opener. “One key for the front door and one extra. Your garage space is on the right, just like your half of the house. Easy to remember.”

“Got it.”

“You have all the info about how to pay rent and when, yeah?”

Sawyer nodded, and David held out his hand for another handshake.

“Then I’ll leave you to it. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

She stood in the doorway as he got into his truck, started the engine, and drove away. The wind chose that moment to kick up and hit her with a chilly fall breeze that made her shut the door and go in search of the thermostat. It was electronic, one that could be programmed, but she didn’t have any desire to do that right now, so she simply kicked it up, and soon, she could feel the warmth.

She walked into the center of the living room and sat down in the middle of the floor, then lay down on her back and stared at the ceiling.

A fresh start.

That’s what this was.

She’d been nurturing her own pain for so long, and it was time to finish that and start again.

She scoffed from the floor. “Easy to say. Hard to do.” Because no matter how ready she felt for this new start, the pain of rejection still hung out inside her. In the back of her mind. In the corner of her heart. Hiding behind things and waiting for just the right moment to jump out and clobber her when she was least expecting it. She was so fucking tired of that. Truly, utterly exhausted.

The ceiling was pretty, that old-fashioned stucco kind of look that she knew was done by a craftsman with a round brush and a strong wrist. She’d seen her father do it when he’d finished her mom’s crafts room, and her entire arm ached just from watching him. But the resulting look of uniform circles with little hangy-downies, as she’d named them, couldn’t be beat.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket, and she lifted her hips to pull it out. A text from her sister.

Tommy! What’s new?

She smiled at the nickname she’d been given when Courtney had read Tom Sawyer in school, thinking herself so clever. It had stuck.

My house! she typed back. Well, my half a house. She held up her phone and took a selfie as she lay on the floor, then sent it.

Why are you on the floor? Did you fall down? Need me to call an ambulance? She followed that up with an ambulance emoji.

Sawyer grinned and typed. No, just…taking it all in.

The gray dots bounced for a moment before Courtney’s message came. This is a good thing, this move. You deserve a clean slate.

Yeah, Sawyer sent back.

Movers tomorrow?

She nodded as she typed. Yup. I’ll be all in this weekend.

There was a beat of quiet before Courtney’s next text came. Proud of you, Tom.

Sawyer took in a big, cleansing breath and let it out slowly. Thanks, C. She took a moment, then changed the subject. Hey, how are you feeling? How’s my binky? Courtney was five months pregnant and didn’t want to know the sex, so Sawyer had taken to calling her future niece or nephew “binky.”

In response, Courtney sent the green-faced puking emoji, and Sawyer laughed out loud.

Still? I thought morning sickness was only in the beginning!

The dots bounced. Yeah, me too. That’s a load of bullshit.

Sawyer typed, I’m sorry, C. That’s gotta suck.

Next came a shrugging emoji. Then, Mom and I are gonna come by this weekend, check out your new digs, help you unpack.

Yay! Much as she knew how hard this move was going to be, and much as she might feel she needed to be alone during it, she also knew support from her family would help a great deal.

She signed off with Courtney and continued to lie on the floor for a bit longer. The place had warmed up nicely, though she knew from her weather app that the weekend was going to be almost summerlike, so she pushed to her feet and turned the heat back down.

Wandering a little longer felt right, so she did that, going from room to room, picturing her own furniture in the spaces, her own photos and artwork on the walls. There was a door off the kitchen that David had forgotten to address, and she pulled it open. The stairs to the basement were wooden but sturdy, and she followed them down into an open basement that ran the entire length of the house. A washer and dryer stood in one corner, hers, clearly, and another set stood in the opposite corner. That one had a bottle of laundry detergent and a box of dryer sheets, as well as a laundry basket next to it. Along the far wall were heavy duty plastic shelves you buy at Lowe’s in a flat box and piece together, and they held several cardboard boxes, a few large pots, and a Crock-Pot. The same kind of shelves lined her wall, empty of course, and she liked the idea of this extra storage space—something she didn’t have at her current apartment.

Yeah, this place was going to be perfect.

Her phone buzzed in her back pocket again, and she pulled it out as she headed back up to the kitchen. A notification from her blog. She’d posted it a few days ago, so most of the commenting had eased up, but she’d still get a few here and there as traffic hit her site. She clicked to see the comment.

Why? Why do you have to crap on something that other people love? What do you get from doing that? So you don’t like reading romance. That’s fine, it’s your prerogative. But other people do, and you mocking them for it is just childish. Grow up.

“Well, okay then.” Obviously, it wasn’t the first time she’d received a comment that disagreed with her—that was par for the course—but she was pretty sure nobody’d ever called her childish before. The comment came from somebody who called themselves “Romance BookLover.” “So creative,” she said with a slight eye roll. Ah, well. Life of a blogger. Nature of the business. Came with the territory.

Before she could dwell on it any longer, a text message buzzed through.

Walk thru done? All good? It was Colton Reeves, her coworker and the person she was closest to aside from her sister.

All good. There now. She held up the phone and snapped a photo of the kitchen to send with the text.

Bangin! he sent back, and Sawyer laughed. “Dude, it’s a kitchen,” she whispered, but still appreciated his excitement. Text me the address again. She did. BTWs, I hate when you leave me here alone. SO BORING.

She grinned as she typed, eternally grateful for the goofy friendship they shared. Colton could always make her laugh. I’ll try not to let it happen again.

SEE THAT YOU DON’T.

She laughed again.

Hoping at least one of your movers is hot…

Shaking her head at his comments was a regular occurrence, and she typed, …and gay?

He sent a laughing emoji. Oh, honey, they’re only straight until they’re not.

They finished their conversation, confirmed times, and signed off. Sawyer pocketed the keys David Oliver had given her and took one last look around before she headed for the front door.

“Until tomorrow, new house. We’re gonna be good together.”


Chapter Three



Business always started to pick up in the fall.

People buying Christmas gifts for others or for themselves, or simply stocking up on books to read once the weather turned and the snow fell, and being home, all tucked up and warm with something to read, was the best thing in the world.

Jenna switched hours with Delia every other Saturday, and this weekend was her turn to open. Normal hours were ten to seven, but she tended to go in early. Her favorite time in BookLove—aside from when it was packed full of customers—was when she was there alone. The smell of the books, being surrounded by all that sexy love and desire just spilling off the pages…it did things to her. Good things. Most of those early mornings were spent doing paperwork, placing orders, reading reviews and notes on upcoming releases, but once in a while, she’d simply wander. Stroll around her little bookshop slowly, run her fingertips along the spines of the books. Sometimes, she’d even pull one off the shelf, sit in the little lounge area, and read a chapter or two. Could be a brand-new novel. Could be an old classic. She’d lost track of how many times she’d read Pride and Prejudice.

BookLove was definitely her happy place. She could think of no other place where she felt more alive, more like herself, than at her little bookshop, and she knew just how very lucky that made her.

A look at her watch told her the date, and she realized she hadn’t called her parents in over a week. With a sigh, she headed back up to the counter, found her cell, and dialed. It rang three times before her mom answered with what sounded like an irritated “Yes? Hello?”

“Hi, Mom. It’s Jenna.”

“Hello.”

“Just calling to say hi, see how you and Dad are doing.”

“Your father is coming down with a cold.” As if on cue, she heard the trumpeting sound from her youth that was her dad blowing his nose.

“Oh no. Do you need anything?”

“Nathan is going to the store for us.” Her brother was taking care of it; she wasn’t needed. Simple and to the point.

Jenna stifled a sigh. “Okay, that’s good. Just remember that I’m closer, and because I’m the boss here, I can leave more easily than Nate can.” She kept a smile in her voice so her mom wouldn’t think she was trying to tell her what to do.

“Yes.”

Yes? What does that mean? “Things are good here,” she said, because if she waited for prompting, she’d turn old and wrinkled on this call. “Business is good. Got some signings coming up. You should stop by next time you and Dad are out and about.”

“We don’t leave the house much anymore, you know.”

“Yeah, well. Just an idea.”

She stretched out the painful call for another minute or two before telling her mom she loved her, asking her to say hello to her father for her, and then hanging up. She set the phone down, then mimed shooting herself in the head. It had sucked—it usually did—but she could now check that box and be free for another week.

Delia arrived at two forty-five for her three to seven shift. Jenna filled her in on any happenings from the morning, then bid her farewell, left her with half a dozen customers, and headed home. She loved to cook, but tonight seemed like a good night to order in, and she was trying to decide between Thai and empanadas when she turned onto her street. The day was gorgeous—sunny and bright and rather warm for fall—and it was only in that moment she remembered that her new neighbors were moving in today.

That reminder came in the form of three cars filling up the driveway so she couldn’t get to her usual spot or her garage door. She sighed and muttered to herself, “Sure. Park wherever you want. Who cares?” Then she chastised herself. “It’s fine. They’ve probably got friends helping. Chill out, Jen.” She found a parking spot on the street a couple houses down, then walked back.

The right side of the house was bustling, if the sounds drifting out through the screen door were any indication. No moving truck—or truck of any kind—was there, so the big stuff probably got delivered earlier, while she was away. But music was playing inside, something smooth and jazzy, and peals of laughter from a couple of women carried out into the air. Jenna smiled as she slid her key into her own lock. Maybe her new neighbors would be fun. Friendly. People to hang out with.

Once inside, two little critters came running, and she bent to give them love. “Well, hello there, my kitties. How was the day? Everything go okay? No parties, right?” She turned to the tabby rubbing against her knee. “Wallace? You kept things calm, yes? Kept Gromit away from the internet? You know how he loves to shop.” She spent another moment loving up her cats, then headed into the living room where Arnold lay curled up in the donut bed on the floor. His hearing was barely there, so he rarely heard her come in the door, but as she got closer, she was pretty sure he could feel her footsteps through the floor, and he cracked an eye open. His tail began to wag, thumping against his bed, and she got down on the floor so she was face-to-face with him.

“Hello, my handsome man,” she whispered, kissing his head about twenty-seven times. “How was your day? Did you nap the whole time I was gone, you lazy man?” A few more kisses and then she stood and motioned for him to follow her. “Come on. Outside.”

He pushed himself up, taking his time, stretching and yawning, and she laughed at his slow pace.

“No, no, it’s fine. Take all the time you need. I don’t have anything to do in life besides wait to open the door for you.”

He finally meandered to the sliding glass door, and she let him out into the back yard.

A few books were in her bag, and she pulled them out, fresh copies of some new releases she wanted to read. She spread them out on the kitchen counter, trying to decide which to read first. They were nothing alike. One had the illustrated cover of a rom-com, with two characters dressed in colorful clothing next to a food truck. One was clearly a romantasy, with a dragon and a sword on the front. The third was a sapphic romance, the hands of two women entwined together in what was unmistakably a grip of passion.

Making a selection, she decided the sapphic book and a glass of wine on the front porch would be the perfect way to spend her Saturday afternoon. She was just pouring the wine when there was a knock on her front door.

Not expecting anyone, she opened it to a pretty brunette holding Arnold in her arms.

“Is this handsome guy yours?” the woman asked. She was smiling and dressed in joggers and a long-sleeve shirt with the sleeves pushed up.

“Oh my God, yes. What—?” She reached out for her dog, confused.

“We left the sliding glass door open, and all of a sudden, we noticed this dog in the living room.” The woman’s laugh was soft and her eyes held kindness. Jenna liked her immediately.

“I’m so sorry. He’s pretty much deaf, and sometimes, he wanders without paying attention.” She dropped a kiss on Arnold’s head. “Are you my new neighbor?”

“That’d be my sister. I’m just here pretending to help.” She gave Jenna a conspiratorial look. “I’ll get her.” She held up a finger. “Hang on.” She scooted back inside, then returned a moment later, tugging another woman by the arm. “This is your new neighbor.”

Jenna could do nothing but stare.

“Hi,” the new neighbor said, holding out a hand, still just as gorgeous as the other day when Jenna had literally run into her on the street. “Sawyer Hall. It’s so nice to meet you. I swear I’m quiet. No kids or pets. I’m not into death metal music, nor do I have a penchant for construction or power tools.” Her voice trailed off a bit as Jenna stared at her. “Meaning I won’t be loud. Promise.”

It took another beat or two, but Jenna managed to pull herself out of it and nod. “Okay. Great. Hi.” She shifted Arnold to one arm and finally took Sawyer Hall’s still outstretched hand, shook it quickly. “Jenna Murphy.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Jenna.” Looking mildly uncomfortable now, Sawyer pushed her glasses up her nose with a finger, then jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “Well, I’d better get back to it. Those boxes aren’t going to unpack themselves, am I right?”

Jenna managed another nod.

“Okay. Cool. Um…” Then she and the sister both went back inside.

Arnold still in her arms, Jenna watched their retreat, then stepped into her own house, shut the door, and leaned back against it as she released a slow breath that had the word “fuck” on it, stretched into one long sound. This had to be a joke, right? Her eyes were deceiving her. That had to be it. Sawyer Hall. The book blogger who had just trashed her romance bookshop—and the romance genre as a whole—could not be her new neighbor, could she?

Could she?

“Seriously, what are the fucking odds?” she whispered.
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“Well, that was just fucking weird,” Sawyer said quietly as she shut the front door.

“Maybe she’s shy,” Courtney said, giving her a half shrug. “Or maybe she was worried about her dog.” She picked up a lamp, moved it to an end table in the corner, and set it there. “Which, by the way, was the cutest dog I’ve ever seen.”

Sawyer thought about the little brown and white animal that had simply wandered in through the open back door without a care in the world, and she couldn’t help a small smile. “He was pretty cute.”

“His collar said his name is Arnold, which also might be the best name ever.”

“You are easily impressed today.” She grinned at her sister.

“Your neighbor might be shy, but she’s super cute.” Courtney’s eyes widened. “Oh my God, you’re right. I am easily impressed today.” She rubbed a hand over her slightly swollen belly. “Must be the hormones.”

Sawyer thought about Jenna Murphy, with those rich brown eyes that seemed to flash at her. Funny how she noticed them right away, along with the fact that she was shorter than Sawyer by a good three inches, and that her hair was the color of honey, deep amber brown with a few highlights of subtle red. She wondered now how the color would change in the sunlight.

“Sweetie? Come here and tell me what you think.” Her mother’s voice carried through from the kitchen, where she was arranging the cupboards for Sawyer.

Shaking the image of Jenna Murphy and her honey hair out of her head, she moved to the kitchen.

All the cupboard doors stood open, her mom in the center of the room looking proud of herself and also like she was ready to give a PowerPoint presentation.

“Okay,” she began, pointing to each cupboard as she went. “Dishes and glasses here. This is your coffee station. Mugs, sugar, coffee pods here and your coffee maker on the counter below. Spices here, not that you ever use them.” She paused to shoot Sawyer a look. “Some of them are older than your sister, you know.”

Sawyer gasped in feigned insult. “That is a cruel and horrible lie. How dare you?”

Her mom went on pointing. “Cereal and dry goods. Canned goods here.” She moved to the bottom cupboards. “Pots and pans. Cookie sheets and cutting boards. Tupperware.” She indicated the dining room table, which was littered with her stand mixer, her air fryer, her Instant Pot, and several other small appliances. “This stuff will probably have to go on the shelves in the basement. There isn’t room up here for them.”

“Seriously, with the amount of cooking Sawyer does, they’ll probably all collect a good layer of dust on them before they get used again.”

“Hey, I cook,” Sawyer said with a pout.

“Pouring soup from a can into a pot and warming it up doesn’t count,” Courtney said.

“Listen, if I have to use the stove, it’s cooking.”

Courtney snorted her disagreement.

“This is great, Mom. Thank you so much.”

Her mother looked pleased, and Sawyer knew that the kitchen—any kitchen—was her happy place. “Yeah? Everything in a good spot?”

A nod. “Perfect.”

A sudden knock on the door startled them, and for a brief second, Sawyer had a flash of Jenna Murphy, standing at her door, smiling, popping by to apologize for being so odd earlier…

“That’s gotta be the pizza,” Courtney said. Oh. Right. Pizza. Courtney practically sprinted to the door. “Thank God. I’m starving.” Her pregnancy mantra.

They spent the next hour eating some really good pizza, drinking a bottle of Merlot—Courtney had water—and laughing. Sawyer’s family always laughed. They joked and teased and had genuine fun with each other, and she often remembered the moment in elementary school when she finally understood that not everybody’s family was as close knit as hers was. And it wasn’t until high school that she realized just how lucky she was.

“You’re sure there’s nothing else I can help you unpack?” her mother asked as she and Courtney got ready to go.

“No, Mom. You did more than enough already. And Court’s gonna fall asleep if she doesn’t get home soon.”

“I’m fine,” Courtney said. “Not tired at all.” Then a yawn cranked her mouth open wide, making all three of them laugh.

“Liar.” Sawyer hugged her sister, then bent and kissed her tummy. “Let mommy sleep tonight, Bink. Okay? That’s an order from your favorite aunt.” Her mom was next in line for a hug. “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

“Love you too. Call me if you need anything, okay?” They let go of each other, and her mom took another glance around the room. “It’s a nice place, honey. You can be happy here.” And that’s when Sawyer saw it: the worry in her mom’s eyes. It was there a lot lately.

She walked them to the door and stood on the porch while they got into their cars and pulled away. Only then did she realize Courtney had parked in the driveway in front of her new neighbor’s garage. A lone Toyota sat parked a couple houses down, and Sawyer wondered if it belonged to Jenna Murphy. “Ugh,” she groaned quietly. “Sorry about that, neighbor.”

The night was beautiful, a little crisp, but not actually cold. Cicadas were singing and the air smelled clean and earthy at the same time. Inside her apartment, she found a folding chair, a fleece blanket, and her glass of wine, and took them all out onto the porch. Yeah, this was going to be a good spot to hang. She’d need to find a better chair for this spot. Maybe a rocker? That made her smile as her brain tossed her a vision of her rocking away on her porch like an elderly woman, watching the neighborhood go by.

There are worse existences.

She sat, put her feet up on the railing and the blanket over her legs, and let out a long, slow breath. She was in. All her stuff was here now. Away from her old life. Away from Amanda. Of course, at the thought of her ex, her brain drifted to the spot in her head with all the questions. Why? Why had she gotten involved with somebody like her in the first place? And why had Sawyer not been enough for Amanda to make changes to her life, but this new woman was?

She shook her head, hard, and took a sip of her wine. “Nope. Not going there. No.” She spoke out loud before she noticed Jenna Murphy in the growing dusk, heading toward the porch from the sidewalk, Arnold trotting along on a leash next to her. She shrugged. “No need for alarm. Just me, your new neighbor, out here talking to herself.”

“Happens to the best of us,” Jenna said with a soft smile. Arnold pulled in Sawyer’s direction, so she pushed her feet off the railing and leaned down so she could pet him.

“Hi, buddy. Hi. Hi. Hi.” His whole back end wagged along with his tail as she spoke to him. “You’re so handsome. Yes, you are. Are we gonna be friends? Hmm? I think we are. Yes, sir.” When she looked up, Jenna was watching her with an expression on her face that Sawyer couldn’t quite read.

“Okay, Arnie, come on. Let’s leave our new neighbor to her peace.” A little tug and Arnold turned to head to his own door. “Good night,” Jenna said, and then she was gone, her door closed solidly behind her, and Sawyer was alone on the porch once again.

She’d noticed Jenna’s side of the porch when she’d arrived that morning. She hadn’t paid attention yesterday, but this morning, as she’d turned her key in the lock, she’d taken in the comfy-looking outdoor loveseat. A couple throw pillows leaned in the corners, and a round, black metal end table sat next to it with a coaster and a small vase of wilted flowers. A round indoor-outdoor rug brought the space together, and if Sawyer had ever seen a more inviting porch space, she couldn’t remember it now. To hell with the rocker, maybe she needed her own loveseat. Or maybe a porch swing.

She smiled at the thought and took a sip of her wine. A light breeze whooshed over her, and she pulled the blanket more tightly around her legs. She loved it here already. She could see herself here for a while, settling in, making friends, exploring her new neighborhood. Maybe she should get a cat.

A small chuckle escaped her. Amanda hated cats. That was reason enough for Sawyer to think about getting one, wasn’t it?

Let’s get settled in first.

She drained the rest of her wine, and much as she’d have loved to continue sitting on the porch and taking in the new neighborhood, she really needed a shower. With a sigh, she pushed to her feet.

Yeah, she’d made the right decision. All of it. The move to the other side of the city. The not telling Amanda where she was going. The starting fresh. All of it.

This was gonna be good. She was sure of it.


Chapter Four



“You’ve gotta be fucking kidding me.” Shane stood there, his eyes wide, as if Jenna had just told him their bookshelves were actually made of chocolate and he could take a bite out of one any time he wanted. “What did she say when you told her?”

“I haven’t told her.” Jenna grimaced as she shelved a new order. “It wasn’t really the right time to. Plus, I have to live next to the woman, so starting a fight with her on day one didn’t seem like a great idea.”

Shane tipped his head one way, then the other. “I mean, I get that. Don’t you think it’ll come up, though? Eventually? Even in just casual conversation?”

Jenna shrugged. “Not necessarily.”

“Really?” He changed his voice so it sounded softer and more feminine. “So, Jenna, what do you do? Oh, I own a bookstore. Really? That’s so cool. I write a book blog. I have thirty thousand followers, if you can believe that. What’s your bookstore like? Maybe I can give it a shout-out.”

Jenna frowned as she met his gaze across the shop. “Okay. Fine. I just…” She dropped her head backward and groaned. “Of all the houses in the entirety of Northwood, she has to move into mine? I mean, what are the freaking odds?”

“It’s a crazy coincidence, that’s for sure.”

She’d managed to mostly avoid Sawyer Hall for the past couple of days, largely by not being home, which she felt guilty about, given how Wallace and Gromit looked at her with their sad kitty eyes every time she grabbed a jacket. When she was home, she’d stayed inside, watched as a new bed had been delivered, then a very nice rocker that found a cozy spot on Sawyer’s side of the porch. It was going to be hard for Jenna to sit and read romance in her favorite spot in the world—her loveseat on the porch—if her romance-hating neighbor was going to be out on the porch as well. As soon as she had that thought, she’d get mad at herself for thinking for even a second that she needed to tailor her activities to be approved by or to avoid completely her new neighbor. But then she’d think about the kind of conversation they might have or the disapproval in Sawyer’s eyes, and the whole train of thought would circle around and begin all over again.

She was driving herself bonkers.

A trio of women came into the store in that moment and yanked her out of her internal merry-go-round of thoughts, thank God. She couldn’t be wasting her time ruminating over Sawyer Hall. There was work to be done, readers to guide, and books to sell. And nobody was going to make her feel weird about her love of romance novels.

Two nights a week, she closed, and tonight was one of them, so she did her usual run home in the early afternoon to let Arnold out and give all the animals some treats to tide them over, since dinner was going to be late that night. One of her brothers could usually help in a pinch, but tonight, the animals would be fine.

The day went well, business stayed steady, likely due to the lovely early-fall weather. It was warm and breezy, and that seemed to be enough to coax people outside to wander around Jefferson Square. The more foot traffic, the more customers moseyed into BookLove. By the time Jenna turned over the Open sign, her feet were sore, her eyes were tired, and all she wanted to do was curl up on her porch with her dog, a glass of wine, and a good book.

When she turned into her driveway, however, the first thing she saw was Sawyer Hall sitting in her rocker, her feet up on the porch railing.

With a sigh, she exited the car and headed up the steps.

“Hi, neighbor,” Sawyer said, looking at Jenna through her black-rimmed glasses.

“Hey,” Jenna said, shuffling her keys in her hand, looking for the right one.

“Good day?”

“Not bad. You?”

“Same. Always happy to get out of my work clothes, though.”

She was being friendly, nice, and Jenna had not been raised to be a rude person. At the same time, she wasn’t prepared to get into the “what do you do?” conversation. Not yet. She was too tired. “I totally get that,” she said instead. “About to do that myself. Have a good one.” With that, she headed inside and closed the door behind her. With her back against it, she blew out a long, slow breath.

Arnold didn’t let her peace last long, putting his paws up on her legs, and she squatted down to greet him.

“Hi, handsome,” she said quietly, scratching behind his ears. “Ready to go out?”

As Arnold wandered the back yard, she got dinner ready for him and the cats, then poured herself a glass of Chardonnay. Once Arnold came in, all three animals got dinner, and she stood in the kitchen, sipping and watching them, her heart filled with so much love.

“Who needs a woman?” she said softly to the empty room. “I’ve got my boys. I’m good.”

Upstairs in her room, she changed out of her jeans and sweater and into joggers and an oversized hoodie—her favorite one, washed and worn soft. She clipped her hair up into a pile, and when she came downstairs, she tried to be subtle about checking the front porch. To her relief, Sawyer was gone, so she grabbed her wine, a book, and a fleecy blanket off a chair and put them all outside on the porch. In the coat closet, she kept an adjustable baby gate, so she pulled that out and put it on the porch, across the opening to the steps. This way, Arnold could come out with her and not wander off the porch into the yard or street. She dragged his donut bed out as well, and soon, the two of them were settled in nicely, Jenna on the loveseat and Arnold giving the entire porch a good sniff-down.

The book she was reading was a new romantasy—which was a genre she wasn’t quite used to but found herself enjoying very much—and she was three chapters in when the door next door opened and Sawyer came out. Jenna quickly turned the book so the cover couldn’t be easily seen and was immediately irritated at herself.

“Well, hi there, buddy.” Sawyer scratched the dog’s head as she glanced up at Jenna. “Arnold, right?”

Jenna nodded, feeling an unreasonable sense of betrayal from her own dog, who clearly wanted to be friends with the new neighbor.

Sawyer was dressed nicely in a black casual dress and a jean jacket over it. As if reading Jenna’s mind, she said, “Not gonna be able to get away with this jacket for much longer.”

“It’ll be cold before we know it,” Jenna agreed with a nod, tearing her gaze away from Sawyer’s bare—and very shapely—legs. Then she noticed the gate. “Oh. Let me get that.” Book set down, she opened the gate, keeping Arnold back with a foot, and let Sawyer off the porch.

Sawyer turned back and Jenna saw those blue eyes through the lenses of her glasses. “Thanks.”

“Sure.”

Halfway to her car, Sawyer stopped and turned back to her. “Oh. I wanted to apologize for my mom and sister taking up the whole driveway.” She grimaced. “I didn’t realize it until I saw you parked halfway down the street.”

Jenna waved a hand. “No worries.”

“Okay.” Their gazes held for a beat before Sawyer gave one nod. “See you.”

Jenna replaced the gate, sat back down, and watched as the Honda Accord backed out of the driveway and coasted away down the street. The whole time, only one thought rolled through her head on a loop: Why did Sawyer Hall have to be so fun to look at?
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“Am I late?” Sawyer said as she reached the table where Courtney sat. She bent and kissed her sister’s cheek, then sat across the little round table from her. Courtney already had coffee and an empty plate, a crumpled napkin and a smattering of crumbs littered the space in front of her.

“No, no, I was early.” Courtney scowled. “And starving. So I didn’t wait. Sorry, Charlie.”

Sawyer laughed. “Don’t apologize. Pregnant women never need to apologize.” She indicated the empty plate with her eyes. “I’m gonna get something. Want more?”

“Yes, please.”

Sawyer laughed. “You got it. Be right back.”

A few minutes later, she returned to the table with her own latte, a bacon, lettuce, and tomato panini for herself, and a chocolate croissant and a cranberry scone.

“You decide if you want the croissant or the scone.”

“What if I want both?” Courtney asked with a grimace.

“Then you eat both. There are more. I’m not worried.”

They dug in.

“How’s the new place?” Courtney asked through a mouthful of scone. “All unpacked?”

Sawyer nodded. “I think so. I have a few boxes of miscellaneous stuff that I have to figure out what to do with, but for the most part, I’m settled. Did my first load of laundry yesterday, and that went well.”

“That was one of your big requests,” Courtney said with a chuckle.

“Listen, I am thirty-eight years old. I refuse to lug my dirty laundry to my mother’s house like I’m a freshman in college.”

“I know. You’ve said that exact line to me, like, fifty times.”

Sawyer grinned. “ ’Cause it’s the truth.”

Courtney studied her face, something she always did before she was about to broach a difficult subject, and Sawyer felt herself automatically bracing. “And how are you?” It was a simple question, but Courtney put an emphasis on it that meant it was serious. She tapped a finger against her temple. “How are you here?” Then she tapped her chest, over her heart. “And here?”

Sawyer chewed a bite of her sandwich as she thought about her answer. Courtney was the one person in her life that she’d never, ever lied to. Not since they were kids. “I’m doing okay,” she said, and she meant it. “It’s hard. Not gonna lie. But I’m hanging in there.”

“Have you heard from her?”

Sawyer sighed. “She called the other day. Wanted to know my new address.”

Courtney’s eyes widened. “You didn’t give it to her, did you?”

“No. I told her she couldn’t have it.”

“Good. The last thing you need is her showing up at your door and doing her best to reel you back in.”

Sawyer nodded, trying not to picture Amanda’s face, her big blue eyes. “No. I do not need that.” She chewed for a moment before adding, “And then I blocked her number.”

“Yeah? That’s fantastic. I’m so proud of you. I know that was hard.” Courtney had a way of looking at her that made it feel like she could see right into her soul. Maybe that was why she’d never lied to her little sister: She was afraid she’d know. Immediately. This time, she simply gave a nod and moved on to the croissant. “I’m proud of you, Tommy. You were so wrapped up in her for so long, and untethering is fucking hard.”

“God, it so is.”

“And how’s the adorable new neighbor?” Courtney waggled her eyebrows and made Sawyer laugh.

“Honestly? I don’t think she likes me.”

“Well, that’s silly. She doesn’t know you.”

“True.” Sawyer thought about how cute Jenna had looked on her porch with her blanket and her book and her wine and her dog. She also thought about the pull she’d felt, how she’d thought about what it would be like to sit next to her with their feet up on the railing, just sitting together in the fall breeze.

Yeah, that was weird.

“Give her time.” Courtney’s voice tugged her back to the present.

“Yeah. I will.” She took a sip of her latte, then said, “And how are you feeling?”

“Like I’m as big as a house.” Courtney shook her head and held out a hand. “I had to take my rings off. They were getting too tight. Look at these sausage fingers.”

“Stop it. You’re beautiful.”

Courtney snorted loudly. “Yeah. A beautiful house.” They both laughed and talked about a few other mundane things before Courtney asked, “And how are things ‘Between the Lines’?” She made fun air quotes. “Your followers keep increasing, I see. Super cool.”

Sawyer nodded as she chewed the last bite of her sandwich. “It’s definitely doing well. I got about a dozen review requests in my inbox, so I’ve got some reading to do. I’m behind on about three reviews, so I need to get those done and posted.”

“And what was with that slam of the romance shop?” Courtney popped a crumb from the empty plate into her mouth. “Not your usual genre.”

Sawyer chuckled. “Yeah, I got some shit for that, too.”

“I saw.” Courtney arched an eyebrow at her.

“What, you’re gonna side with them? Come on, Court. You know those books are lame and unrealistic. How many women get swept off their feet by the local hockey player they dated when they were fourteen? Or the firefighter who shows up during a call? Please.” She gave a scoff.

“Clearly, you don’t watch the Hallmark Channel.”

“Couldn’t pay me enough.”

“What’s your beef with romance?” Courtney tipped her head, studied her, and Sawyer didn’t like it, didn’t like the way she narrowed her eyes, as if she was searching for something in Sawyer’s head.

“I just told you. It’s silly and unrealistic.”

“I think it has to do with Amanda.”

Sawyer feigned a gasp. “How dare you mention that name?” Trying to play it off as a joke. That was her angle. It didn’t work on Courtney, though.

“I’m serious. I think she’s soured you on it.”

For about two and a half seconds, Sawyer thought about battling the point but ended up simply sighing instead. “Maybe. Maybe she has. I don’t know.”

“All I’ll say is don’t let her. Okay? She’s certainly not powerful enough to destroy all the beauty of a good romance story.” Courtney reached across the table and grabbed Sawyer’s arm. “And you, my big sister, are so worth loving.”

Tears unexpectedly sprang into her eyes, and she had to blink them away as she gazed off into the rest of the café.

“Stop that. I’m not saying that to make you cry. I’m saying it because it’s the truth and I don’t want you to forget it. Okay?” Courtney waited until Sawyer returned her gaze, then asked again, softer, “Okay?”

“Okay.” Sawyer cleared her throat. “Thanks, Court.”

“Any time. As compensation, you can go get me another scone.”

Sawyer laughed. “You got it.”

An hour later, she was back home and getting ready to slide into her bed and read the latest thriller she’d been sent, the author requesting a review. She washed her face, brushed her teeth, slipped into shorts and a tank top, and slid under the covers of her bed, e-reader in hand, notebook and pen nearby so she could jot down things she observed as she read. She was just about to open the book when her gaze landed on the painting across the room. She hadn’t hung it, so it sat on the floor, leaning against the wall. A peaceful landscape, a small pond with tall trees, a doe and a fawn helping themselves to a drink, the sun high in the sky and shining down on them. It was warm and calming, and a gift from Amanda. They’d been in bed one night, on Amanda’s laptop, shopping for decorations for her new office. She’d scrolled to this painting, and Sawyer had loved it immediately. A week later, it had been delivered to her place, one of the few romantic things Amanda had ever done. It had hung in Sawyer’s bedroom for nearly six years.

She stared at it now. She still loved it, but not where it came from, what it represented.

With a groan, she tossed off the covers, padded across the room to the painting, and picked it up. She carried it through the house in the dark, the streetlights outside her only source of light. Down the stairs, along the hallway and into the kitchen. She opened the basement door, clicked on the light, and descended the stairs. It wasn’t until she’d set the painting in the corner next to some boxes that she registered the sound of an appliance. When she turned to the source, there stood Jenna Murphy, standing under a very dim light bulb she hadn’t even noticed, empty laundry basket in hand.

“Jesus,” she exclaimed, hand on her heart, and gave an uncertain laugh. “You startled me. I didn’t realize you were down here.”

“Yup.” She stood there for a moment in her pajamas while Jenna’s eyes roamed over her. Then Jenna cleared her throat and added unnecessarily, “Just doing some nighttime laundry.”

Sawyer nodded. Jenna was still in her joggers and hoodie, as she’d been on the porch earlier, and she wasn’t sure if it was the later hour or what, but she looked…softer somehow. Even more casual and more comfortable. Sawyer rubbed her arms with her hands. “Chilly down here.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“Okay, um,” Sawyer jerked a thumb over her shoulder, “I guess I’ll see you. Good night.”

“ ’Night.”

Back in her bed, Sawyer shook her head. What was it about Jenna Murphy that both intrigued and infuriated her? She couldn’t figure it out. She picked up her e-reader again and clicked it on. Spread out over her was her pristine white duvet, the bumps of her legs the only things interrupting the flow. Her thoughts turned to Jenna in her own bed, Arnold curled up next to her. She was pretty sure she’d seen a cat in the window at some point, so her brain put a cat on Jenna’s other side. It was a snug little picture, cozy and warm, and she found herself irrationally envious.

Sawyer had no pets because Amanda was allergic.

“Maybe it’s time for a cat,” she said out loud, the second time she’d thought it. “Maybe.”


Chapter Five



The following Monday was like second summer. Temps in the mid seventies, sunshine, a lovely warm breeze. Complain all you want about upstate New York winters, but the fall was simply gorgeous.

Sawyer pulled into the driveway at about five thirty after a day of meetings that were largely an unproductive waste of her time, and she was still feeling a bit frustrated about that as she approached the house and saw Jenna sitting in her loveseat, a glass of what looked like iced tea on the table next to her, Arnold waiting with his tail wagging his entire body. The baby gate was across the entryway, and Jenna took her time setting her book down and releasing it so Sawyer could step onto the porch.

“Hi there,” she said, trying to sound somewhat cheerful.

“Hey,” Jenna said, refastening the gate, then returning to her seat.

At least Arnold seemed happy to see her, and she squatted down and gave him some pets. When nothing more came from Jenna, she stood and slid her key into the lock, pushed her door open, and stepped inside. She set her stuff down and was about to close the door when instead, she pulled it open again and pushed through the storm door back out onto the porch. Because enough was enough, and she’d already had a shitty day. Why not add to it?

“Have I done something to offend you?” The question spilled from her mouth before she thought about it, before she could stop and think about it.

Jenna took a beat, Sawyer was sure of it, before slowly turning to meet her gaze. “I’m sorry?”

“I mean, it’s very clear that you don’t like me, but I can’t for the life of me figure out what I did to you to make you feel that way. Was it the cars on the day I moved in? ’Cause I apologized for that. Am I too loud? I find that hard to believe because I’m pretty freaking quiet, but maybe. Is it because I’m gay? ’Cause if that’s it, then maybe you need to do some self-reflection.”

“You’re gay?” Jenna’s brow furrowed, kind of adorably, but Sawyer shook that off.

“Yes. Thus the rainbow sticker on my car.” She pointed in the general direction.

“I didn’t realize.”

“Okay, so that’s not it.”

Jenna blinked and stared for a moment, and Sawyer could almost see her reach deep and find her irritation again. “What do you do for a living?” Jenna asked her, somewhat carefully, and the question seemed so out of place, given the conversation, that Sawyer stared for a moment, needing time to pivot and readjust.

“I’m a technical writer for a software company. Why?”

“Cool. Now ask me what I do for a living.”

Where the hell was this going? Sawyer pursed her lips for a moment, then said, “Hey, Jenna, what do you do for a living?” Yes, she was slightly sarcastic. It was kind of warranted, really.

“I own a bookshop,” Jenna said, her eyes flashing. “Now ask me what kind of bookshop.”

Uh-oh.

Sawyer wet her lips. “What kind of bookshop?”

“A romance-only bookshop.” Shit. “Wanna guess what it’s called?”

Sawyer gazed off the porch and toward the big tree out front and took a moment. She wanted to take about a hundred, but… Without looking at Jenna, she wrinkled her nose and asked, “Is it called BookLove?”

“It is. What a lucky guess.”

Sawyer blew out a breath and looked down at her feet. There was a scuff on her right shoe, near the toe. “Look, I’m—”

“No.” Jenna held up a hand. “Nope. You are totally within your rights to hate the romance genre. Believe me, you’re not the first person I’ve had a debate with about it. But you didn’t just trash romance, you trashed my shop. That store is my baby, and you just…mocked it.” She seemed to run out of steam, then, and sat back in her seat. Poor Arnold sat on the floor looking from his mom to Sawyer and back, like he was a spectator at Wimbledon.

“I…” Ugh. Sawyer sighed and tried again. “Look. I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have trashed your shop. You’re right. That wasn’t cool of me. But…”

Jenna arched one eyebrow at her, waiting. Almost daring, it seemed.

“I mean, don’t you think some of what I said is right, though?” Jesus, Sawyer, what the hell are you doing? her brain shrieked at her. Shut up!

“Seriously?” Jenna’s tone wasn’t one of anger or irritation. It was, if Sawyer had to put a word to it, almost bored.

“Well, yeah. I mean, romance is pretty unrealistic. Don’t you think? And so formulaic, my God. The meet-cute where boy meets girl, the obstacles, overcoming the obstacles only to have a bigger obstacle—usually a huge misunderstanding—happen, then the make-up scene and the happily ever after. Whose life is like that?”

“Yeah, I read your blog. You don’t need to summarize it for me.”

Sawyer cleared her throat. “Sorry.”

“First of all, name me a genre that isn’t formulaic. Formula is essentially the blueprint for almost any story of fiction. Secondly, for your information, romance is meant as an escape. Is it unrealistic? Maybe. Sometimes. Sure. But readers know that. They expect it. They want it. Real life is hard enough. Have you seen the shit show of a world we live in right now? What’s wrong with wanting to see two people fall in love and ride off into the sunset together? Why is that something to scoff at?”

Sawyer stood there, blinking at her. Most people on the other end of this debate either waved her off or ended up agreeing with her. Such a passionate defense was…unexpected. Interesting.

“And for your information—you may or may not know this, Ms. Book Blogger—but the saying in publishing is ‘romance keeps the lights on.’ ” Jenna made the air quotes with her fingers. “It outsells all the other genres combined. If you ever decide to come down from your high horse and give a romance a try, let me know. I’m kind of an expert in the field and would be happy to suggest a few titles.” And with that, she picked her book back up—a romance, of course, judging by the couple on the cover—stretched her feet out to the railing, crossed them at the ankle, and began to read and ignore Sawyer completely.

A second or two passed and Jenna turned a page, and then Sawyer was able to make herself move. With a clearing of her throat and a slight wave of shame that washed over her, she turned and went inside, closing the door behind her and leaning back against it.

Wow.

Jenna Murphy had handed her her ass.

That was so embarrassing.

So why was she standing there with a smile on her face?
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Then she went inside and I sat there shaking for the next ten minutes.

Jenna was under the covers in her bed, Arnold curled up next to her hip, Wallace between her knees, and Gromit on the other pillow, as she texted in the group thread with Dakota and Veronica and told them about her run-in with Sawyer.

Guuuuuuurl! Dakota typed back. I am so freaking proud of you!

Ronni was next and sent a string of celebration emoji: champagne, fireworks, party horns.

Jenna’s fingers flew over the keyboard on her phone. I was just so mad, you guys. Like, how dare she? WTF? But even as she typed it, her brain reminded her of the flash of pain in Sawyer’s eyes. Not that she didn’t deserve the takedown—she absolutely did. But it wasn’t something Jenna did often: lambasting another person. While she was proud of herself for standing up, she didn’t necessarily feel good about it afterward. As she sat there, recalling the look in Sawyer’s eyes—her soul-searing, felt-like-they-saw-too-much, really pretty eyes—she remembered the other part of the discussion and typed out OMG! I forgot the craziest part!

Dakota’s message came through. It gets crazier?

It does…she’s gay! Jenna sent, followed by several rainbow emoji, just to emphasize the point.

Ronni sent another string of emoji, this time all the same: the wide-eyed one. It made Jenna laugh. Right? she texted. I managed not to show my surprise, but I was!

The gray dots bounced in two rows, telling her both of her friends were typing, and she sat there smiling, waiting for the messages. They came one after the other.

What are the odds of that? Dakota sent.

You should ask her out, came Ronni’s message.

Then Dakota added, You totally should!

Jenna snorted a laugh. Please. If she didn’t hate me before, she certainly does now. Also, I can’t date somebody who mocks my favorite thing in the world. That’s not a good person. You know? And after she sent that text, she sat in the quiet of her room and blew out a sad breath. She had initially thought Sawyer Hall was nice. Arnold liked her, and that was always a good sign. But people who crapped all over things that others loved were one of Jenna’s least favorite kinds of people. No, she’d never match with somebody like Sawyer Hall. She’d be civil, because she was a nice person, but that was it.

Sawyer’s face materialized in Jenna’s mind for about the fifteenth time that evening. The dark hair. The blue eyes behind the black-rimmed glasses. The full lips and straight teeth. “God,” Jenna whispered, “why does she have to be so pretty?”

Ah, well. She’d just have to settle for watching from afar, because Sawyer would certainly be keeping her distance now. She’d pretty much made sure of that.

Maybe I shouldn’t have said anything, she typed.

The responses were instant enough to make her laugh out loud in her bedroom.

Here we go, said Dakota.

And the second-guessing begins, right on time. That was Ronni. What happened to being proud of yourself for defending the thing you love?

Jenna frowned and typed, I know. You’re right. It’s just…we’re neighbors. It’s gonna be weird now.

Just avoid her. Dakota, being unrealistically pragmatic.

We live in the same house, duh.

Dakota’s response to that was a GIF of somebody peering out their window with binoculars.

She laughed some more. You guys are a huge help.

They signed off a few minutes later, and Jenna reached for the book she’d been reading, a sapphic romance by an author who was new to her. She made it her business to read as much romance as possible, and she read it all—sapphic, gay, straight, and anything in or around those, traditional, historical, fantasy, sci-fi. She wanted to make sure she could help any customer who walked through the doors of BookLove looking for something in particular. But she had to admit that, unsurprisingly, the sapphic stories were her favorites.

She thought about Sawyer’s words, that romance novels were unrealistic. It was such a common complaint, along with it being formulaic, and it didn’t really have any legs to stand on. Mystery was formulaic, too. The setting, a dead body, the detective or busybody or whoever was there to solve it, the clues, the bad guy revealed. That was absolutely a formula, but she never heard anybody complaining that mysteries were formulaic.

Of course, that was because of the misogyny that came with romance—a genre written overwhelmingly by women and for women—and she didn’t want her brain to go down that road while she was trying to relax before bed. Giving her head a literal shake, she then opened the book, laid her hand on Arnold, and read until her eyelids became heavy and the words on the pages blurred.

That night, she dreamt of soft, blue eyes and waves of dark hair and rainbows.
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Sawyer’s mind was not on work, and she hated that.

Being unable to concentrate on what needed to be done was the worst. She sighed and deleted the paragraph that had taken her the better part of half an hour to write. Trying to refocus on the details in her notes, she gave it another shot.

“Okay, that’s about the thirty-fifth time you’ve sighed in the past hour.” Colton Reeves spun in his chair so he faced her in the oversized cubicle they shared. “What’s going on?”

She dropped her head back and groaned softly. “Can’t concentrate.”

“Why not?”

Her cheeks puffed out as she blew a breath, then turned to face him. He was a few years older than she was, thin and always very well dressed. Colton was the first person she’d connected with when she started this job, and despite the TV show Modern Family claiming lesbians and gay men have nothing in common, they somehow forged a solid friendship. Aside from her sister Courtney, the person who knew her best was Colton.

Which was exactly why he could interpret her sighing as something more than just fatigue. It was also why she knew better than to try and tell him nothing was bothering her. He’d see right through her. A blessing and a curse, that.

She glanced around to see who was close enough to hear their conversation, then lowered her voice to just above a whisper and told Colton everything that had happened. She started with popping into BookLove on a whim and ended with the conversation with Jenna that had taken place a few days ago on the front porch of her new home.

“And now you have an enemy who lives next door.” Colton sighed and shook his head.

“What? Why are you shaking your head at me?”

“Blogs are tricky business,” he said with a shrug. “I told you that.”

“There’s nothing wrong with doing reviews.”

“Of course not. But you didn’t do a review. You trashed somebody’s livelihood. Totally different thing.”

Sawyer swallowed, not wanting Colton to be right but knowing he kind of was.

“What were you thinking?”

Sawyer frowned as she recalled that day. “I’d left Wyman’s after a meeting that was sort of stressful. I wanted to walk it off for a bit, and then Amanda called.”

Colton groaned and rolled his eyes. “Of course she did.”

“I was already frustrated, and she just added to it. When I hung up from her, I was near a bookshop and thought that would cheer me up.”

“And it ended up being her romance-only bookstore.”

“Yes.”

“And you thought you should write about that and how much you hate it.” Colton was clearly smothering a grin.

“Shut up.”

“Hey, I’m just calling ’em like I see ’em.”

Sawyer sighed, again, and covered her face with her hands. “Fucking Amanda. She ruins everything.”

“That’s true. That bitch is like black mold. She’s deadly and she spreads everywhere.”

Sawyer grinned sadly because he wasn’t wrong. But also, that was a person she’d loved once. Sometimes, she worried that she still did.

“Still. You fucked up, my friend. Better fix it.” Colton never was one to pull any punches, and her flinch over his words was quick because, again, he wasn’t wrong. His phone rang on his desk, and he gave her a smile, then spun his chair to answer.

She sat for a long while, thinking about his words, about the blog—which now had a good number of replies from romance lovers who’d chimed in—and how she could maybe repair things. The idea of living next door to a person who hated her wasn’t one she relished, but it was up to her to repair things if she could.

Finally finding her ability to concentrate, focusing solely on her work for the rest of the day helped it to go by, and she packed up a little early. Jacket and bag in hand, she waved to Colton, who was on the phone again, and headed out into the mid-September weather. Today was chilly and gray. No rain yet, but it was on its way. She slipped on her jacket, drove herself to Jefferson Square, and managed to find a parking spot in the public lot not too far from her destination.

When she reached the front door, she took a deep breath and pushed through.

BookLove was a cute little shop. Admitting that wasn’t hard. It was small but cozy, warm, and inviting. The check-out counter was on the left, a window behind it looking into the alley next to the building. Two round tables stood on their own, one with featured local authors and one with the sign touting New Releases. A sign near the fireplace told her if she took her receipt to Café Dakota a few doors down, they’d give her a ten percent discount on her purchase, and she could bring it back and enjoy it on one of the couches with a book.

That sounded like a lovely idea, if Sawyer was being honest.

“Can I help—oh. It’s you.” Jenna Murphy had come from the back, carrying a small stack of books, and glanced her way, speaking before she recognized her.

“Hey,” Sawyer said, giving a lame little wave and trying to smile.

Jenna continued to make her way up front until she was behind the counter. Sawyer followed her path, and Jenna didn’t speak again until she’d looked around. Opening one of the books, she scanned something with a handheld scanner as she spoke. “Did you want to burn some books? Or are you here looking for unattainable dreams? I’m sure I’ve got some I can peddle to you, but only if you’re sad and lonely.” She closed the book and met Sawyer’s gaze. “Are you?” Her eyes were brown, dark and rich—and currently flashing with a spark of irritation.

Sawyer cleared her throat. “Um, no. No, I’m not. But I am in the market for a book.”

Jenna’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly. “Is this a joke? Are you screwing with me?”

“I’m not. Promise.” She wet her lips. “I would like for you to recommend a book to me.”

Jenna held her gaze. Blinked. Looked unimpressed. “This is a romance-only bookshop.”

“I’m aware.”

Jenna stared some more, as if waiting for the punchline. And Sawyer couldn’t blame her. So she waited her out until finally Jenna cleared her throat. “Okay. Um, let’s see.” She came around the counter and headed over to the shelves. “What do you like?”

Sawyer pursed her lips in thought but then said, “What do you mean?”

“Like, do you like small town? Or do you like a little mystery with your romance? Would you prefer a classic? Or maybe you like historical.”

“That’s a lot of options.”

“Only the beginning.” Jenna stood near the end of one of the shelves, hand on her hip, and waited.

Sawyer nibbled the inside of her cheek. “I didn’t expect so many choices,” she said, her surprise genuine. “I think…” She swallowed and met Jenna’s eyes. “What do you recommend?”

The slight tip of Jenna’s head as she thought about it was adorable, and Sawyer couldn’t help but let a small grin appear on her own face. Jenna was too deep in thought to notice. Then she held up a finger, moved down the row a bit, and pulled a book off the shelf. “Now, I was going to have you start with Nora Roberts because she’s the queen, but you’re a writer, and Nora is a notorious head hopper, and I don’t want you to be turned off by writing technicalities and miss out on a great story. So, let’s start here.” She handed Sawyer a book.

“Lily Chambers.” Sawyer liked the cover, a cool blue with some abstract art as a background and two women standing at opposite sides.

“This one is sapphic. I thought you might like that, considering your rainbow flag and all.”

Sawyer’s head snapped up. “Wait. Was that a joke? Did you, woman who hates my guts, just make a funny?”

Jenna was trying not to smile, Sawyer could tell. “I might have” was all Jenna said as she left Sawyer standing there and went back around the counter. She didn’t correct Sawyer, didn’t say she was wrong and that she didn’t hate Sawyer’s guts, but Sawyer would take the almost-smile. “Lily Chambers lives in New York City most of the time, but she’s from up here in Northwood, and she visits every so often. She’s gonna do a signing with us next month.”

“I’ve heard of her.”

“As a book blogger, I would hope so. She’s pretty well known.”

Sawyer handed the book back to Jenna and dug her wallet out of her bag. “Listen,” she said, then cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. About the blog. I shouldn’t have done that. I was having a shit day, and my ex was making me feel awful and…” She wiped a hand in front of her. “You know what? None of that matters. I shouldn’t have crapped on your store. I’m sorry. I’m gonna take the blog down.”

Jenna rang the book up but then held Sawyer’s gaze for what felt like long enough to make her squirm but was probably only a few seconds. Then she gave one nod and said, “Apology accepted. Thank you.”

Sawyer took the book from her and held it up. “And thank you.”

“Let me know what you think.”

“I will.” Sawyer stopped at the door. “I mean, it’s not like I can avoid you.”

Jenna’s smile—a genuine one this time—was the last thing she saw as she pushed back out onto the street, feeling lighter than she had in days.


Chapter Six



Jenna loved the fall. She loved the cooler weather and the gorgeous oranges and reds and yellows of the falling leaves and the earthy scent of the world and the coziness of the atmosphere. There was only one thing about the season she hated, and that was that fall meant winter was coming.

She strolled around the neighborhood with Arnold, letting him sniff whatever he wanted to—and what Arnold wanted to sniff was pretty much everything. Every blade of grass, all the trees and fire hydrants, and since garbage went out tonight, he had to stop at every little thing out on the curb. Old furniture, worn boxes, random wood. Arnold needed to check it all out, including the contents of each and every recycling bin. Jenna did her best to let him. She tried not to rush him too much, and since he didn’t hear well, she’d give a little tug on his leash to let him know they needed to get moving. He was small but solid, and if he was particularly interested in whatever he was sniffing at the time she tugged, he’d lean away from her so his weight would keep the leash taut. His subtle protest. Jenna would grin and shake her head and sometimes, mutter an apology to “his royal highness,” because God forbid she hurry him along.

As he was lost in the sniffing of the corner of an old, worn-out, scratched-up ottoman—she suspected the owner had cats, judging by the shredded corners—she inhaled deeply through her nose, taking in the scent of crushed leaves and crisp fresh air. October was around the corner, her favorite month of the year. She needed to plan a trip to the public market to get her fresh fall decorations—corn stalks, pumpkins, maybe even a bale of hay this year—for both the house and the shop. She needed to dig some of her other decorations out of the basement, and she had the sudden, overwhelming urge to bake a pie, which made her smile.

Yup, fall was just about here.

She and Arnold wandered back to their street, waving at various neighbors and saying hi to Mr. Creeley two doors down.

“Can Arnold have a treat?” he asked, the same question he asked every single time they saw him. Jenna never had the heart to say no.

“He’d love one.”

Mr. Creeley’s smile was wide as he held up a finger for her to wait, then shuffled into his garage and came out with a box of Milk Bones. Arnold sat patiently, his tail wagging the whole time because he knew this routine.

“Chilly today,” Mr. Creeley said as he handed Arnold a biscuit.

“Definitely starting to feel like fall,” Jenna agreed. “Especially after the past week or two of warmer weather.”

“I used to love winter,” he said, a slightly dreamy quality to his voice. “I skied and went sledding and had snowball fights.”

She grinned at his nostalgia. “Sounds like you had fun.”

He nodded, handing Arnold a second biscuit. “Now the cold is hard on my joints.”

“I get that. And I wish I didn’t have to drive in it. The cold and snow.” Arnold finished chewing. “Say thanks, Arnie,” she said to signal that was enough treats.

Mr. Creeley patted Arnold’s head. “I see you got yourself a new neighbor.”

“I did.”

“She nice?”

Jenna thought about it, as she glanced at her house. “Let me get back to you on that.”

He gave a soft chuckle. “Understood.”

They said their goodbyes, and she and Arnold were just at the bottom step of the front porch when Sawyer’s door opened and she stepped out.

“Oh, hey,” she said, locking the door behind her.

“Hi there.” Arnold, the traitor, insisted on getting attention from Sawyer, so Jenna stood there at her own door, no slack in the leash whatsoever, and watched Sawyer squat down and lavish him with pets. She was always dressed so nicely, very put together, and today was no different. She wore jeans and black ankle boots with a black sweater Jenna could see in the V of her wool peacoat. A plaid scarf in black and lavender hung around her neck under the collar of the coat. “So, what did you think of the book?” she asked to make conversation.

Sawyer glanced up with a frown. “Oh, I haven’t had a chance to start it yet. Life has been crazy.” As their gazes held, Sawyer’s phone rang and she pulled it out, looked at the screen, and her brow furrowed. With a final pet to Arnold’s head and an apologetic wave to Jenna, she headed down the stairs toward her car. Jenna heard her answer pleasantly, then say, “What is this number? I told you to stop calling me,” before giving her head a shake and letting herself back into her own place.

It was Monday evening, the first day of Jenna’s “weekend.” She remembered when Dakota had first opened her café and told her that retail knew no weekends. Bankers’ hours were not a thing for a shop owner, but salon hours were. BookLove was open Wednesday through Sunday, and she had Monday and Tuesday off. That had taken a lot of getting used to, but eventually, when she’d become successful enough to hire some help, she’d given herself a few Saturdays or Sundays off here and there, which had kept her sane by allowing her to see her family members who worked normal Monday through Friday schedules. Owning a retail business was a good way to lose every other aspect of your life—friends, family, partners. Dakota had helped.

Speaking of her friends, both Dakota and Veronica were due to show up in a little over an hour, so she fed Arnold, Wallace, and Gromit, then went to work on a charcuterie board she’d been excited to put together. The trio of friends had made a game of board creation, choosing a theme for each time they got together. Tonight’s theme was, appropriately, fall.

She sliced up blocks of cheese—she’d chosen a goat cheese with cranberries, as well as a wheel of brie she was going to bake until melty and cover with a candied pecan compote. She put apple butter into a small dish, laid out crackers, and preheated the oven for the tiny pumpkin pies she’d found at the store the other day.

By the time her friends arrived, she had spiced pumpkin candles burning, the gas fireplace was on, and the board was finished and on the dining room table.

“It smells incredible in here,” Dakota said, handing over a bottle of red wine, as well as a loaf of cinnamon raisin bread.

Jenna’s eyes went wide. “This is still warm,” she said, inhaling the rich cinnamon scent.

“That’s because I don’t mess around,” Dakota said. “Also, I almost forgot to make it.”

Veronica had brought her own fall board, and shockingly, she and Jenna had duplicated exactly nothing. Ronni’s cheeses were different, and she’d circled it with homemade pumpkin cookies.

An hour later, they were seated at the table, laughing and drinking wine and simply enjoying each other’s company. These girls’ nights were favorites of Jenna’s, and at one point, Ronni and Dakota were having a lighthearted debate about Grey’s Anatomy and whether it should finally end, and Jenna sat with her chin in her hands, simply watching them.

“What are you grinning at?” Dakota asked as she glanced at Jenna.

“You two,” Jenna said with a happy sigh.

“Us two, meaning the one who’s right,” Ronni pointed to herself, “and the one who’s wrong?” She pointed at Dakota.

“Shonda Rhimes is a fucking genius and Grey’s can go on for the rest of time, and I’d still watch it.” Dakota was passionate and punctuated her statement with a raise of her wine glass. “So there.”

“I agree Shonda Rhimes is an absolute queen, but Her Highness needs to understand when it’s time to put a thing out of its misery.” Ronni also lifted her glass.

They both turned to Jenna.

She held up her hands like a robbery victim. “Oh no. No way. I am not about to break this tie. There’s no winning for me. I’ll sit this one out, thank you.” She laughed and sipped from her own glass.

“Hey, how are things going with the evil new neighbor?” Dakota asked, changing the subject and inclining her head toward the middle wall that Jenna shared with Sawyer.

“Well. That’s been interesting,” Jenna said.

“More interesting than her trashing your store in a blog?” Dakota shook her head. She turned to Jenna and waggled her eyebrows. “I kinda love that she plays on your team, not gonna lie.”

Jenna laughed at the phrase Dakota always used when referring to gay women. “It was definitely a surprise.”

“I mean, what are the odds?” Dakota shook her head. “I had to endure months of horror on Tinder before I found a decent guy, but you have a lesbian move in right next door? I call bullshit.”

“Same,” Ronni said, and she and Dakota touched glasses across the table. “I know you think she’s awful, but she’s also fucking hot. So there’s that.”

“How would you know that?” Jenna squinted at her.

“I looked up her blog to see for myself what she said—girl has a serious bias against romance, that’s for sure—and then I internet stalked her.”

“You did what?” Jenna asked, eyes wide as Dakota lifted her glass and touched it to Ronni’s again.

“What? I just looked at her socials. Newsflash: She’s fucking hot.”

Jenna shook her head with a grin.

“You don’t agree?” Ronni asked.

“I’m not saying she’s hot,” Jenna said carefully. “But I’m not not saying that either.”

The three of them burst into laughter.

“She came into the shop,” Jenna told them. “To apologize and to buy a book.” She sipped and watched her friends gape at her.

“What?” they said in tandem.

“How did you not text us this?” Dakota asked.

“Why did you not text us this?” Ronni added.

Jenna grinned, satisfied to be the one in the trio with the fun news for a change. “You know, I’m kinda liking this not being the boring one thing.”

“You are definitely not boring,” Ronni agreed.

“She bought a book from you?” Dakota asked. “A romance?”

“I mean, that’s all I sell, so…” Jenna shrugged.

“Wow,” Ronni said. “That’s a pretty good apology.”

Jenna agreed. “If she meant it. Sure.”

“You think she didn’t?” Dakota.

Another shrug from Jenna. “Seemed sincere. But I don’t know her. You know? Maybe she does this all the time.”

“Fake apologizes?” Ronni wrinkled her nose. “Do people do that?”

“And does it matter?” Dakota added. “Seems like she’s trying to keep the peace and be a decent neighbor. Maybe just take that?”

“I still think you should ask her out,” Ronni said, reaching for some cheese.

“And I think that is a terrible idea,” Jenna said with a laugh.

“Well, I stand by my assessment that she’s fucking hot.” Ronni finished her wine and refilled her glass, then topped off the others.

As they moved on to other topics, the thought of simply accepting Sawyer’s apology and letting the rest go stayed in the back of Jenna’s mind. Sawyer had taken steps to make their living situation a bit more comfortable. Maybe Dakota was right. Maybe she deserved credit for that, regardless.
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Sawyer loved the public market but hated the crowds. That’s why going in the fall was preferable. True, there was less to choose from, as far as produce went—so much was no longer in season in the northeast—but part of going was simply the atmosphere. The ambiance. Wandering rows of vendor tables, sampling different foods, sometimes listening to live music. It was a feature of Northwood that she loved.

That Sunday morning, her mother was with her, and they strolled casually, lattes in hand, sampling different honeys at the table of a local beekeeper they’d come to know.

“Oh, this one’s a bit more…floral,” her mother said, and Beekeeper Ted smiled at her like she was his prize pupil. They each bought a jar.

They moved on down the row, sipping their lattes and carrying their honey. “How’s the new house?” her mom asked. “And when are you having us over for dinner?”

“As soon as I learn to cook,” Sawyer said with a grin.

“How about I bring over something on Monday night?” They stopped at a table featuring various cured meats and homemade pepperonis.

“Monday would work,” Sawyer said. “I didn’t know you could make pepperoni at home, did you?”

Her mother picked up a little paper tray with a bite of pepperoni on it. “You can make sausage, so I guess pepperoni isn’t all that different?”

Sawyer shrugged and popped her own sample into her mouth. “Holy crap,” she said immediately as her eyes started to water.

“What?” Her mother chewed, swallowed, and simply looked at her.

“Spicy,” Sawyer managed to say, trying to finish chewing and swallow while her mouth was on fire.

“Really? Mine wasn’t.”

“Mom. It’s the same pepperoni. Why am I the only one dying?”

“Because you’re a wimp?”

“Oh my God.” She rifled through her bag and came up with a tissue, pressed it to her eyes.

“You’re so dramatic,” her mom teased.

Tissue to her nose, she blew, glanced up, and met a curious brown-eyed gaze three tables down. The figure was blurry, thanks to all the watering her eyes were doing, and seemed to have an armload of fresh flowers. She blinked several more times, and the person became clear.

Jenna.

Choking back a cough, she finished blowing her nose, then dabbed at her watering eyes some more and lifted a hand in a halfhearted wave. Jenna started walking toward her, and there was no escape.

“Everything okay over here?” Jenna asked with an uncertain smile as Sawyer coughed a little more. “Should I call an ambulance?”

“Hilarious,” Sawyer said with a grin. “This pepperoni just tried to kill me.”

“My daughter is just a little sensitive when it comes to spicy food,” her mom said, clearly enjoying Sawyer’s misery as she stroked Sawyer’s arm as if she were a small child.

“Oh, that’s so sad,” Jenna said, her grin telling Sawyer that she, too, was finding the level of tears and snot and discomfort entertaining.

Sawyer sipped her latte, hoping the creaminess of it would help alleviate the volcano in her mouth. After a moment, she cleared her throat, wiped at her eyes again, and made the introductions. “Sorry. Mom, you remember Jenna, my next-door neighbor. Jenna, my mother, Ally Hall.”

“Ah, yes, the girl next door.” Her mom said it like she knew something neither she nor Jenna did. They shook hands and her mom asked, “How are things on the other side of the duplex?”

“They’re good.” Jenna shifted the flowers into her other arm. “Can’t complain.”

“The new neighbor okay? Not obnoxious or playing music too loud?”

“Mom,” Sawyer said, sounding like she was seven years old and being embarrassed by her mother in front of her friends.

“So far, so good,” Jenna said, her eyes shifting from Sawyer’s mother to Sawyer. “But it’s still early days.”

Sawyer’s mom laughed at what Sawyer wasn’t sure was a joke. “And that adorable dog of yours?”

“Oh, he’s great.” This time, Jenna’s smile was big. Genuine. “He’s the best. Spoiled rotten, as usual.”

“As it should be,” her mom said. Her eyes lit up, followed by a little gasp, the way they always did when she thought she had a good idea that often…wasn’t.

No.

“I have a fabulous idea.”

Oh no.

“Are you busy Monday evening?”

Jenna blinked rapidly several times, and Sawyer could tell she’d been taken off guard. “Um…it’s actually my day off so…no?”

“Excellent. I’m ordering dinner to have at Sawyer’s. You’ll join us. Anything you don’t eat?”

“Um…no?”

“Great. It’s settled. Come by around six thirty. And bring that adorable dog of yours.” Sawyer’s mother was far too pleased with herself. “So good seeing you, Jenna. I look forward to getting to know you better.”

“Same,” Jenna said, lifting a hand as Sawyer’s mom continued down the aisle.

Sawyer mouthed “I’m so sorry” as she passed by Jenna, sniffing and still dabbing at her eyes with a tissue.

But Jenna was smiling, little crinkles at the corners of her eyes, and said very quietly, “Don’t be.”

And something about those two small words caused a flutter of butterflies low in Sawyer’s abdomen. Then she turned and followed her mother. She waited until they were plenty far from Jenna so she was sure she wouldn’t be heard before she hissed, “What the hell was that?”

“What was what?” her mother asked, all innocence, flipping through a bin of small plastic bags filled with dried herbs.

“I barely know her, and now she’s coming to dinner?” Sawyer kept her voice low and made surreptitious glances down the aisle. She could still see Jenna, but she was far away.

“I can’t think of a better way to get to know someone than to have them over for dinner, can you?” They moved on to the next table.

Sawyer shouldn’t have been surprised. This was how her mom operated, and it wasn’t for any other reason than she wanted to help. Telling her she was butting in or her opinions were unwelcome never went over well and always ended with her mom either in tears or feeling very insulted or hurt, or both. The best thing Sawyer could do now was let it be. Her mom meant well. She always had Sawyer’s best interests at heart, even when she went about things the absolutely one hundred percent worst way possible.

When she saw Jenna at home later, she’d just tell her it was totally okay to bow out, that she was under no obligation to come to dinner. No pressure at all.
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“Why would I want to bow out?” Jenna asked, her key halfway into her front door, one of the bouquets of flowers she’d purchased earlier cradled in the crook of her arm.

Sawyer stood half in and half out of her own door and blinked at her. She must’ve been watching and waiting for Jenna, because the second she was on the porch, Sawyer’s door had been whipped open, startling her enough to make her jump. “I, um, it’s just my mom kind of ambushed you at the market this morning, so I wanted to let you know you could totally cancel, and I won’t be offended. At all.”

“Do you want me to cancel?”

Sawyer’s brow furrowed adorably under her glasses. “Do I want—no. No, of course not. I just want you to know that there’s no obligation. My mom can be a bit of a bulldozer. But she means well. She just doesn’t get how she comes across, all pushy.”

Jenna twisted the key in the lock and turned her head to meet Sawyer’s uncertain gaze. She was nervous, Jenna could see that. Squirming on the inside, which she found amusing. “No, dinner sounds nice. I was planning to come.”

“Oh. Well, good. Okay then.”

Not the response Sawyer was expecting, that was clear, and Jenna rolled her lips in to keep from smiling like the Cheshire Cat. “Night,” she said, then let herself in and shut the door behind her. Then she leaned back against the door and laughed quietly. Why did seeing Sawyer uncomfortable give her a little jolt of adrenaline? She wasn’t proud of it, but she could admit it was true.

At the vibration of the door closing, Arnold jumped off the couch and ran to her, tail wagging like crazy, and she squatted down to lavish him with kisses and love.

Surprisingly, she found she’d like to learn about Sawyer Hall. Get to know her. Those were the facts of the matter, and with Sawyer’s mom there as a buffer, she might actually get some information.

Business had been decent today; weekends usually were. Her time at the market earlier had been her break, and Delia had held down the fort until she showed back up with the fresh flowers she’d bought, one bouquet for the shop and one for home. She took them into the kitchen, let Arnold out the back door, and fished in the cupboards for a vase. When she found one the right size, she set to trimming the stems and arranging the flowers so they looked pretty. The full vase went onto the center of the dining room table, and the flowers gave the room a lovely pop of fall colors.

Back in the kitchen, she made herself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, poured a glass of sparkling water, and took it all out onto the porch. It was cool and crisp but lovely out, and she knew she wouldn’t get a whole lot more days when she could sit outside, so she found the gate, set it up at the stairs, let Arnold in from the back, and stopped to give Wallace and Gromit kisses as she passed their cat tree where they lounged in the evening sunlight coming through the window. Then she grabbed a blanket off the couch, Arnold’s soft and cozy bed, and her book, and headed out to the porch.

Her intention had been to read, but she found herself simply watching the neighborhood go by as she ate her sandwich. The house across the street was the home of a young couple and their newborn. They’d only just taken the It’s a Girl! sign down a couple weeks ago, and Jenna watched as they maneuvered the stroller down the front steps. They waved to her as they headed out for a walk, leaves crunching under the wheels. Next door, Mr. Sullivan was raking his front yard. He was elderly but kept himself in good shape by constantly moving, even if he was slow. She glanced at her own front yard and wondered if Uncle David was planning to have the leaves taken care of. She’d be willing to rake if he wanted her to. There weren’t a ton of leaves, but she knew in the next few weeks, they’d all come down.

She was about to pop the last bite of her sandwich into her mouth when she saw the big, brown, hopeful eyes watching her, and she chuckled softly. Biting it in two, she ate one piece and gave the other to Arnold, then scratched the top of his head as he chewed. “Good?”

She picked up her book and opened it when her phone buzzed an incoming text. Ronni.

Hey, bitch. How was biz? Ronni almost always checked in on Sunday nights, just to say hi and see how her day was. It always warmed Jenna a bit, the routine of it.

Great, she typed back. No complaints. How was your weekend?

The dots bounced. Then, Had an emergency with a client, but all ended up okay. A little stressful. On my second glass of wine. That was followed by a gif of a woman drinking out of a comically large wine glass.

Jenna laughed, then typed, Glad it ended up okay. Then she let go of a little gasp when she realized she had news. OMG, you’ll never guess what happened to me today. She typed up a paragraph about running into Sawyer and her mom at the market and how she’d been invited to dinner tomorrow night. How crazy is that?

The next thing she knew, her entire paragraph had been cut and pasted into the group thread, because apparently, Ronni thought Dakota needed to be in on this conversation.

WHAT??? came Dakota’s immediate response, and Jenna couldn’t help but sit there laughing on her porch swing.

Yeah, and I think S is a little freaked, she typed. The second I got home, she popped her head out and told me I was free to “bow out” if I wanted.

This is amazing, better than reality TV, Dakota said. And there will be no bowing.

I want to be a fly on the wall, came Ronni’s next comment.

Jenna typed, At the very least, I’ll get some insight into my neighbor. Who better than to give me all the info than her MOM?

I’m really going to need you to start referring to her as your HOT neighbor, please. That was Ronni, and it was followed up with a flame emoji. For specificity.

Because I have so many neighbors? Jenna typed back with a grin.

You could be talking about the old guy next door, Ronni typed. How would I know?

They went back and forth a few more times before signing off for the night. That’s when Jenna finally picked up her book and opened it, but her focus wasn’t there. Between the wonderful scent of fall in the air—crushed leaves, fresh grass, wet earth—and the conversation she’d just had with her friends, focusing on the book in her lap seemed harder than it should be. She put the bookmark back in it, set it on the table next to her empty plate, and pulled the blanket up around her. The air had a crisp evening chill to it, but the blanket kept her toasty as she put her feet up on the railing and exhaled a slow breath. Arnold was curled up in his dog bed, but his head was up and his nose twitched as he sniffed the world from his little zone of comfort. She reached down and rubbed his ears as they watched the world go by.

She spent a little time pretending that she didn’t feel like reading—side note: she always felt like reading—because of how much she loved fall and how busy the shop had been and how she wanted to spend time with Arnold, but none of that was it, and deep down, she knew it. No, the reason she couldn’t concentrate was about twenty feet to her left, living in the other side of the duplex.

She was having dinner with Sawyer Hall tomorrow night. Sawyer Hall and her mother. And while she wasn’t quite sure why—and also had zero desire to try and figure that out—she was nervous. She was also excited, and she really wasn’t sure what to do with that part of it.

Like, what the actual fuck was happening?


Chapter Seven



“I really, really can’t believe she put me in this position.” It was about the fifth time Sawyer had said the line out loud to her empty house, but this time, it was punctuated by the front door opening and her mom walking in.

“I’m here,” she called out, her arms full of two bags from the store. “I was going to bring dinner with me but thought maybe we’d just DoorDash instead. Yeah?”

Sawyer met her and took one of the bags. “If you didn’t bring dinner, what’s all this?”

“Just some stuff I grabbed for you at the store today.” She followed Sawyer to the kitchen and set the second bag on the counter, then shrugged out of her coat. “Just a few things.” As she left to hang up her coat, Sawyer unloaded the bags. Apples, toilet paper, cheese, bread, eggs, laundry detergent.

“Mom, I’m almost forty,” she said when her mother returned to the kitchen. “You don’t have to bring me groceries like I’m a starving college kid anymore.” She kissed her cheek. “But thank you. This was very sweet of you.”

It was five forty-five and her mother mentioned they should probably get dinner ordered if they wanted it to arrive by the time Jenna did. Sawyer opened a bottle of Sauvignon Blanc and poured two glasses as her mother placed an order for Chinese on her phone.

“I ordered a bunch of different dishes and figure we can all eat from each of them,” she said as she took the glass Sawyer offered. They sat in the living room on opposite ends of the couch, curling their legs up underneath their butts like mirror images of one another. “How was your day?”

“Not bad. The project I’m working on isn’t exactly exciting, so it was a pretty uneventful day.” Sawyer sipped her wine, the tang of the first taste hitting the side of her tongue like it always did.

“That’s why you have the blog, right?” Her mother glanced at the stack of books on the end table next to Sawyer. “Are those all books you need to review?”

Sawyer turned and took the top one off the pile, a thriller by a debut author. “Yup. I’ve heard good things about this one.”

“Well, you know the rule.”

“I do. If it’s good and not too scary or violent, you get it next.” As she set the book back down, a knock-knock at the door.

“Got it,” her mom said, jumping up like an excited kid welcoming her first guest to her birthday party. “Jenna! Hi!”

Sawyer pushed to her feet and watched the scene unfold. Jenna was dressed comfortably in soft-looking jeans and a cream-colored sweater, her hair pulled back in a casual ponytail. As she kicked off her shoes, she handed a bottle of wine to Sawyer’s mom, then looked down at her feet and held up a finger. “You be good.”

Arnold came strolling in as if he was actively containing himself, his tail wagging hard enough to create a slight breeze. He went right over to Sawyer, and she squatted down to give him some love. “Well, hello there, sir,” she said, rubbing both sides of his face. “How are you today? Did you work hard?” When she glanced up, both her mother and Jenna were watching. She cleared her throat, stood, and waved to Jenna. “Hi. Glad you could make it.”

“Thanks for inviting me,” she turned to look at Sawyer’s mom, “Ally.”

Sawyer’s mom laughed and said, “Come in. Come in. Food should be here any time. I hope Chinese is okay.”

“Perfect,” Jenna said as she wandered into the living room and looked around.

“Can I get you some wine?” Sawyer asked. “We have a Sauvignon Blanc opened. We can open yours if you prefer red. And I have some other options.”

“Sauvignon Blanc sounds great.”

With a nod, Sawyer headed into the kitchen, the click of nails on the hardwood telling her Arnold was coming along to keep her company.

In the kitchen, she braced herself on the counter with both hands. God, why did Jenna have to be so goddamn attractive? And she wasn’t even Sawyer’s usual type, which made it even more confusing. She looked down at Arnold, who was looking up at her with the sweetest brown eyes on the planet. “Your mommy stresses me out,” she whispered to him. “And I don’t know why.” She inhaled through her nose, blew it out slowly through her mouth in the hopes of calming her pounding heart and jangling nerves, then poured a glass of wine for her guest.

Back in the living room, her mother and Jenna were already sitting close and laughing about something. It was a strangely domestic picture, and Sawyer felt an odd sense of wonder at it. She handed Jenna the wine, then found her own and took a healthy sip.

“Jenna and I were just discussing your pile of books,” her mom said.

“Not a romance in the bunch,” Jenna said.

“Did you know Jenna owns a bookstore?” her mom asked, clearly excited about that.

“I did,” Sawyer said.

“She bought a book the other day,” Jenna pointed out. “But I don’t see it on the pile here.” She shifted her expectant gaze to Sawyer.

Sawyer turned to look over her shoulder at the dining room table where the Lily Chambers book lay. She hadn’t told her mother what she’d said about Jenna’s shop in her blog before she took it down, and her mom clearly hadn’t seen it, so she braced for Jenna to blow her in.

But she didn’t.

“I really hope you’ll read it,” Jenna said instead. “I think you’ll be pleasantly surprised.”

“Oh, I love Lily Chambers’s stuff,” Sawyer’s mom said. “I feel like I could run into her characters at CVS or something.”

“Right?” Jenna agreed. “And Lily herself is wonderful. As I told Sawyer, she lives mostly in New York City now, but she’s from here and she does signings at my store. She’s doing one in a few weeks, in fact. You should come.”

Sawyer watched her mom’s face light up. “Oh, that’s fantastic! I’d love to.”

“Give me your details.” Jenna handed her phone to Sawyer’s mom. “I’ll text you with the particulars.”

And as if she was in some weird episode of Black Mirror, Sawyer stood helplessly and watched as her mother typed her number into Jenna’s phone, her mother and her neighbor becoming besties right before her eyes.

There was a knock on the door, which saved Sawyer from her own thoughts, and she opened it to the Dasher with their food.

Ten minutes later, they were seated around the dining room table, all the dishes Sawyer’s mom had ordered spread out so they could help themselves. Arnold, who was shockingly not under the table waiting for scraps like every other dog Sawyer had ever met, was curled up on a throw rug near the fireplace she’d kicked on. Wine was topped off, food was plated, and they were actually having a really nice time.

“So, Jenna,” her mom said, chopsticks with lo mein hovering in front of her mouth. “What’s your status? I assume not married?”

Jenna shook her head as she chewed a piece of chicken. “Nope. Not yet. One day, I hope.”

“No men on the horizon?” Sawyer’s mom asked.

“No women, no.” Jenna smiled, clearly showing she took no offense to the assumption.

Sawyer’s mom smacked her own forehead. “Forgive me. You’d think with my having a gay daughter, I’d know better than to assume. I apologize.”

“No need,” Jenna said.

“Are you dating?” Sawyer’s mom asked then.

“Mom,” Sawyer said, a warning tone in her voice.

“What? I’m just asking the girl a question.” Sawyer’s mom looked at her and their gazes held while they had a silent conversation, which Jenna interrupted.

“I’m open to dating, yes, but there isn’t anybody right now. If that’s what you mean.” Jenna scooped some rice into her mouth and looked from one of them to the other and back, her brown eyes wide and innocent. Then she smiled.

She’s enjoying this, Sawyer thought, and it almost made her laugh.

“Well, maybe you two should go out, then,” Sawyer’s mother said, pointing with her chopsticks to Jenna, then to Sawyer. Sawyer’s wine went down the wrong pipe so she was suddenly coughing like a tuberculosis patient in a period piece. “My daughter doesn’t have the best track record in that department.”

“Mom.” Sawyer managed the word between coughs, and she glared at her mother as she took her glasses off to wipe at her eyes.

“What? It’s not like you ever told me anything about that last girl. All I know is she made you very unhappy.” Sawyer’s mom lowered her voice to a whisper and said to Jenna, “I think she was married.”

“Oh my God. Mom. Enough. I’m begging you.” Sawyer looked at Jenna, eyes watering, voice weak from the coughing, and said, “Please kill me now.”

And Jenna, God bless her, burst into laughter. In a moment, all three of them were cracking up. When they finally got themselves together again, Sawyer’s mom took a sip of her wine, then spoke.

“Look at that smile,” she said as she laid a hand against Sawyer’s face. “I just want my daughter to find a nice girl that makes her happy. For the past year or so, she just hasn’t been herself. And it’s been way too rare that I’ve seen this smile.”

They were quiet for a moment. Sawyer slipped her glasses back on, and then Jenna said softly, “That doesn’t seem to be asking for too much.”

“I don’t think so either,” Sawyer’s mom said, looking at Jenna. “And laughter is important.”

“It is. I agree.” Looking down at her plate, she added, “A sense of humor is such a turn-on.”

“Yes. Sawyer’s father makes me laugh every day, I swear.”

Sawyer picked up her own glass. “He’s pretty funny, it’s true.”

“Is your family local, Jenna?” Sawyer’s mom asked.

“They are. I have two big brothers and my parents, and we all live within about fifteen minutes of each other.”

“Fantastic. Family is so important.” Sawyer’s mom set down her chopsticks, clearly done eating.

“I agree,” Jenna said. “And I wish mine was tighter.”

“You’re not?” Sawyer’s mom looked at Jenna intently.

“I’m close to my brothers, but my parents are elderly—I was unexpected—and they—” She cleared her throat, and Sawyer could see her weighing how much to admit. “They’re not great with the gay thing.”

Sawyer’s mom grasped Jenna’s forearm. “Oh, honey. I’m sorry.”

Jenna shrugged, clearly trying to shed the subject. “Thanks. It’s okay, though. I’m used to it at this point.”

Arnold began snorfling in his sleep, and Sawyer felt an immediate sense of relief at the distraction. For Jenna’s sake. All three of them turned his way and laughed softly.

“Shall we move to the living room where it’s more comfortable?” Sawyer asked. They were on the second bottle of wine, and she held it up.

“I’m not driving and I’m off tomorrow,” Jenna said, holding up her glass for a refill. “Hit me.”

“I am driving, so I’m going to stop there,” Sawyer’s mom said, and Sawyer told her she’d get her some water. When she came out carrying the glass, her mom and Jenna were on the couch, so Sawyer chose to sit on the floor by the fire where she could pet Arnold’s brown-and-white fur.

For the next half hour or so, they talked about more books, and it didn’t escape Sawyer’s notice that Jenna was well-versed in other genres as well as romance. She was familiar with several of the authors in Sawyer’s pile and pointed out a couple she’d read.

“How did you get into blogging?” Jenna asked. She took a sip of her wine, the soft brown of her eyes focused on Sawyer.

Sawyer continued to stroke Arnold’s side as he absorbed the heat from the fireplace. “Well, I’m a technical writer by trade. I help write things like instruction manuals, PowerPoint presentations, website pages, things like that. And I’m good at it. But exciting? Invigorating? Not usually words I link to my job.” She laughed softly and sipped her wine. “One day, about three years ago, I read a book by a very popular thriller writer. It had been so hyped up online, everybody was talking about it, and,” she paused for dramatic effect before announcing, “it sucked. I hated it. I hated everything about it. The writing style. The way the female main character was portrayed. I guessed the twist at about chapter three. I just…expected more from this guy. You know?”

“So, you wrote about it,” Jenna filled in.

“So, I wrote about it. I had a website at the time, and I did occasional book reviews and it was fine. Midline popular. I had maybe fifteen hundred followers.”

“Not bad.”

“Not at all. But this review seemed to hit on something a lot of people were thinking, I guess.” She shrugged, not wanting to sound like she was tooting her own horn. But her mother picked up the story.

“It went viral,” her mom said, clearly proud of Sawyer. “It got…how many views, honey?”

“Just under five hundred thousand.”

“Wow,” Jenna said, her eyes wide. “That’s incredible.”

“Got me a lot of followers,” Sawyer said. “And after that, I had authors and agents reaching out, wanting to send me advance copies so I could review their books, too.”

“And that’s how it happens,” Jenna said with a laugh. “Welcome to social media in America.”

“It was a definite whirlwind,” Sawyer said. “But it’s also really fun. It’s a nice counterpoint to my day job.”

“And do you hate everything you read?” Jenna asked, but one corner of her mouth twitched up, so Sawyer knew she was teasing.

“Nope. Just the romances.” She gave Jenna a wink.

“Well, that goes without saying.” Jenna drained her glass and pushed to her feet. “What do you say, Arnie?”

Arnold lifted his head and stared at her as Sawyer continued to pet him. The three of them laughed, and Sawyer gave him a pat. “Come on, buddy. Mommy’s ready to go home.”

He rolled onto his stomach, yawned, and took his time stretching.

“Oh, that’s a big stretch,” Sawyer said.

“No, really, go as slow as you want,” Jenna said with a shake of her head and a grin. “I’m not in any kind of hurry.”

Arnold pushed up to his feet, then shook himself, then yawned again, as if he completely understood that all three women were watching him.

Finally, after many more little delays, he wandered toward Jenna where she stood at the door. “Thank you so much for dinner and the wine and the conversation,” Jenna said, her gaze moving from Sawyer’s mom to Sawyer.

“I’m so glad you came.” Sawyer’s mom went in for a hug as Sawyer watched. “Let’s do it again, yeah?”

“Definitely,” Jenna said. One hand on the doorknob, she lifted the other in a wave to Sawyer. “See you in the yard,” she said with a grin.

“Or on the porch,” Sawyer added. And then both Jenna and Arnold were gone, the door closed behind them, and both Sawyer and her mom stood in silence for a moment.

“Well.” Her mom turned to look at her. “She’s lovely.”

Sawyer nodded. “She is.”

“You should ask her out.”

Sawyer snorted a laugh. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Why not?” Her mom found her coat, slid her arms into it, and watched Sawyer’s face as she buttoned it up.

“I mean…” Sawyer waved her hands around ineffectively. “She lives next door.”

“I know. How convenient.”

She tipped her head as she stared at her mom, who seemed like she was searching for something on Sawyer’s face. She finally gave up, sighed loudly, and reached for the door handle.

“You okay to drive, Mom? You’re welcome to stay. Or I can call you an Uber.”

“No, no. I’m fine. I’ve been drinking water for the past hour. I’m good.”

“Okay. Well, thanks for dinner.” They hugged and she let her mom out, then stood in the doorway until she’d gotten into her car, started it up, and driven away into the night. Then she closed the door softly and leaned back against it.

The house was so empty now. Moments ago, it had been filled with laughter and life, and now it was silent. Barren. With a sigh, she gathered up wine glasses and took them into the kitchen. And as she washed them, her hands covered in warm, soapy water, she couldn’t help but smile as her mother’s words echoed in her head.

She’s lovely.

Well, that was certainly true. Her brain replayed her an image of Jenna laughing at something her mother had said, a big, genuine laugh that seemed to come from deep in her lungs, making her throw her head back and reveal her long column of neck, her throat…

You should ask her out.

In the history of terrible ideas, that one might take the cake.

Still…

Sawyer smiled as she set the glasses on a towel to dry, then turned off the lights and headed upstairs to bed.

She had a feeling Jenna Murphy wasn’t leaving her head any time soon.

She was right.


Chapter Eight



“See you tomorrow,” Shane said with a wave as he pushed through the door and left the shop to go pick up his kids.

Jenna watched him walk down the street, a shiver from the brief gust of wind he’d let in crawling up her spine.

October first came in kind of chilly, and Jenna gazed out the window of BookLove as a few newly fallen leaves blew around the sidewalk and down the street.

She loved the fall so much. The coziness, getting out and slipping into that first soft sweater of the season, curling up on the couch under a blanket. Definitely her favorite season of the year for so many reasons.

Speaking of gifts… She glanced across the shop to the shelf on the far wall. She tried to stock a few happy little things in addition to books—candles, bookmarks, mugs, pens—things people could give as gifts to their book-loving loved ones, and the new shipment of scented candles looked colorful and inviting sitting on the shelf. They were hand-poured by an artisan with a small shop in the Adirondacks, and they sold like crazy, so she jotted herself a note to remember to put in another order within the next week or two so she’d have a decent stock for the holidays.

She went back to what she’d been working on—fall and Halloween decorations for the shop. Each year, she forced herself to wait until October first before putting up anything Halloween related, but some of the stuff that was just fall-ish had been up since mid-September. Garlands made of orange and red plastic leaves were draped along shelves. Some corn husks were wrapped together in a bunch and stood next to the door. Today, she would add some colorful gourds, a few witchy things to would spruce up the romantasy section, and a couple of light-up plastic pumpkins that would go near the door.

The bell over the door yanked her back to her present reality, and she was happily surprised to see Ally Hall, Sawyer’s mother, coming into her shop.

“What are you doing here?” she asked, standing to give Ally a hug.

“I mean, duh. I came to buy books.” Ally squeezed her tightly, then let her go. “How are you?”

“Great,” Jenna said. “Really good. I was just watching out the window and thinking how much I love the fall.”

“Oh God, me too. It’s the best. All the colors and getting cozy and making apple pie.”

“Apple pie,” Jenna said, pointing a finger at her. “One thing I forgot when listing my favorite things about fall.”

“We’re going apple picking this weekend,” Ally said, her face lighting up as she gave a small gasp of delight. “You should come.”

“Really?”

“Yes! It’ll be me, my mother, Sawyer, and my other daughter, Courtney. You met her the day Sawyer moved in.” She held her hands out in front of her stomach.

“Ah, the pregnant one.”

“That’s her. My youngest and about to give birth to my very first grandchild.” Ally pulled her shoulders up to her ears and grinned widely, doing a little happy dance.

“Not at all excited about that, are you?” Jenna said with a soft laugh.

“Not even a little bit. Babies are so boring.” Ally grinned, then glanced around. “Oh, this place is just so cute!” She waved a hand at Jenna. “You think about it while I wander.” And then she headed down the first row, dragging her fingertips across the spines of the books.

Jenna used to go apple picking often with her aunts when she was younger, but her mom and sisters had all become too elderly to be able to navigate the bumpy terrain between rows of apple trees. Then she’d opened the shop and all her time got sucked away anyhow. Now the shop had grown and become successful enough for her to hire help, and that enabled her to take some time away if she needed or wanted to. She could definitely go apple picking this weekend.

The question was, did she want to spend a day with Sawyer Hall? And more importantly, how would Sawyer feel about her mom inviting Jenna without asking? Would she feel stuck? Set up? Happy about it? These questions danced around in her head for the next twenty minutes, until Ally arrived at the counter with a stack of four books and a candle in her arms.

“Wow. Found some stuff to read, did you?” Jenna asked as she went around the counter.

“There’s so much here,” Ally replied, clearly delighted. “I had to stop myself.”

“Listen, you don’t have to limit yourself on my account. I won’t tell.”

They laughed together as Jenna began ringing things up. “So?” Ally asked. “What do you think about apple picking? Will you come?”

“Are you sure Sawyer will be okay with it?” She wrinkled her nose as she asked, slipping a bookmark into each book Ally was buying. “I don’t want to step on her toes or anything.”

Ally waved a dismissive hand. “Are you kidding? She’ll be thrilled. We would love you to join us.” She handed Jenna her credit card.

There was something about Ally’s energy that drew Jenna in, made her feel warm and welcome. She didn’t always get that from her own mother, who loved her very much, of course, but because she struggled with Jenna’s “lifestyle choices,” as she called them, they hadn’t spent much time together over the past several years. Before she could allow herself any more second-guessing, she nodded.

“I’d love to go. I could use some fresh apples.” She bagged up Ally’s purchases. “As long as you’re sure.”

“I am one hundred percent positive.” Ally reached across the counter and squeezed Jenna’s hand. “I’m so glad you’re coming. We’re going to have so much fun!” She gave a little squeal of delight. “I’ll send you the details about when and where. See you soon!”

And she was off.

Jenna watched her go and stood staring after her at the closed door for another moment or two, and then Dakota entered her vision as she came through the door carrying a to-go cup.

“Just passed a very happy-looking woman carrying one of your bags,” Dakota said, setting the cup on the counter. “And I brought you some sustenance.”

Jenna smiled at her and took the cup. “Oh, you’re the best.” She took the lid off and held the cup up so she could inhale the earthy aroma of Dakota’s house-made chai. Vanilla, cloves, ginger, cinnamon; she could pick it all out. She took a sip and hummed her approval. “God, that’s good.” Meeting Dakota’s eyes, she added, “Yeah, that was my neighbor’s mom.”

Dakota looked at the door as if Ally was still in sight. “The one you had dinner with?”

Jenna nodded. “She’s invited me to go apple picking with her and her daughters—and I think she said her mom, too—this weekend.”

“Babe, I hate to break it to you, but she is so trying to fix you up.”

“Oh, I don’t think so,” Jenna said. “At dinner, she kind of hinted that Sawyer’s had a breakup.”

“Recently?”

Jenna squinched up her face. “I’m not sure.”

Dakota shook her head. “Doesn’t even matter, though. When a mom finds somebody they think is perfect for their kid, nothing can stop the matchmaking. It’s, like, in their mom blood or something.”

“And you know this how?”

Dakota shrugged. “I read.”

Jenna looked pointedly at the shelves in her shop. “And I don’t?”

“Okay. Fine.” Dakota pulled out her phone, typed up a quick message, and sent it. Seconds later, Jenna’s phone pinged and she looked at the text in the group chat.

Jenna’s neighbor’s mom invited her to go apple picking with them. One simple, truthful sentence.

Dakota stared at Jenna like they were in a standoff until both their phones pinged a second later with a text from Ronni.

OMG, she’s trying to set Jenna up with her daughter!

“And I rest my case,” Dakota said, holding up her phone and tipping it side to side.
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Sawyer couldn’t believe her mother had invited Jenna to go apple picking with them and hadn’t even cleared it with her first.

“Would you have said no?” Colton had asked her when she’d told him.

Sawyer’s hesitation did her in.

“Yeah, I didn’t think so.” When she made a worried face at him, he grinned. “You’re not getting married. It’s not even a date. How about you just try to have a good time? Pick some apples. Laugh a little. Enjoy yourself.”

That seemed like good advice, and it was how Sawyer planned to spend the time, but apparently, she’d forgotten to tell her face that. The second Jenna stepped out onto the porch to meet her, she grimaced and said, “Look, if you don’t want me to come, just say so, okay? No hard feelings.”

Her voice was soft and kind, and Sawyer knew she meant it, which made her feel worse. “No, no. It’s totally fine. Let’s go pick some apples.” She did her best to shoot Jenna a genuine smile, then clicked the key fob in her hand to unlock her car. The second Jenna slid into the passenger seat and closed the door, she looked like she was maybe second-guessing whether she should’ve driven her own car. “If you need to escape, just give me a look,” Sawyer said. “I’ll give you my keys and get my sister to drop me off. Okay?”

Jenna nodded once. “Okay.”

There were so many things Sawyer wanted to say to Jenna as they drove. That she was sorry her mom had put them in this awkward situation, that her family was fun and Jenna shouldn’t worry, that she’d fit right in, that Sawyer was honestly glad Jenna was coming, despite her clear worry about it.

She didn’t say any of it. Instead, she picked a playlist of upbeat songs on her phone so they weren’t driving in complete silence. Jenna was looking super cute, again, and Sawyer now understood that she just always did. She wore jeans today with a bright blue Buffalo Bills sweatshirt and white sneakers. She’d brought a jacket, but the sun was shining and the temperature was already in the mid fifties, so she likely wouldn’t need it. Her honey brown hair was again pulled back into a ponytail, and she wore the barest of makeup. Sawyer wanted to study her more in depth, the rich brown of her eyes, her soft-looking hands, her jewelry, but there was also this pesky driving thing she had to focus on, so she kept her eyes to herself for the moment.

“There they are,” she said as she pulled her Accord into the grassy parking lot next to a minivan with the hatchback open, three women mingling around it. She heard Jenna take a deep breath, and it was the first time she realized that her neighbor might be a little nervous.

Sawyer parked and got out of the car, only to be immediately enveloped in the warm embrace of her grandmother.

“Hello, sweetheart,” her grandma said close to her ear as they hugged.

“Hi, Grams,” Sawyer said, hugging her tightly, trying not to dwell on how fragile and birdlike her form felt in her arms. When the embrace ended, Sawyer turned to indicate Jenna. “Grams, this is my next-door neighbor, Jenna Murphy. Jenna, my grandmother, Ursula Baker.”

Jenna held out a hand to Sawyer’s grandma, then closed her other on top of it. “So nice to meet you, Mrs. Baker.”

Her grandma gave a smile even as she scoffed and waved her free hand. “Please. Call me Ursula.”

Sawyer moved on to the rest of the crew. “And you know my mom. Do you remember my sister, Courtney?”

“I do,” Jenna said, smiling. “How are you feeling?”

“Like I have a watermelon permanently growing inside my body.” Courtney laughed, but it was sarcastic. Still, she managed a smile for Jenna. “Good to see you again.”

“It’s been years since I did this,” Jenna said, “so I’ll follow your lead.”

“Not to worry,” Courtney said, hooking her hand through Jenna’s arm as they started to walk. “We are old pros.”

It wasn’t as busy at the apple farm as it would have been had they come a few weeks earlier, which they usually did. Mid to late September was peak time for picking, but every time they tried to set it up, somebody was busy. Usually Sawyer. So now it was early October and here they finally were. Sawyer carried two cardboard boxes, and her mom had several reusable shopping bags under her arm.

“Hey, Grams, do you think all the good apples will be gone?” Sawyer asked.

“If they are, I’m blaming you,” her grandmother replied, but then bumped her with a hip to show she was kidding.

“Valid,” Sawyer said with a laugh.

They stopped at the makeshift cash register area and got their carts, dropped the boxes and bags onto them, and hauled them into the orchard.

It wasn’t peak picking time, no, but that didn’t mean it wasn’t busy. Several groups of people—some clearly families—milled up and down rows of apple trees, dragging their carts, picking apples, filling up boxes and bags, munching on them as they worked. Sawyer had forgotten how weirdly relaxing it could be, this tradition she had with the women in her family.

“Do you guys do this every year?” Jenna asked, as if privy to her thoughts.

“We try to,” Sawyer said as she read the signs they passed. Empire, McIntosh, HoneyCrisp. “We missed it last year. Well”—she cleared her throat—“I missed it last year.”

“Yeah, you did,” Courtney said as she moved past them, so much more in those three words than just simple agreement.

Sawyer shot her a look.

“Here,” Sawyer’s grandma said. “I want some Cortlands.”

“You got it,” Sawyer said, grabbing a bag and heading down the row. She realized Jenna was following her.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

Sawyer glanced back at her. “Everybody starts picking right at the beginning of the row. Usually, if I walk down a ways, I can find a tree or two that hasn’t been stripped of all the good fruit yet.”

“Makes sense.”

“Ah, here we go.” Sawyer stopped at a tree that looked to be bursting with shiny red apples. When she turned to look at her neighbor, Jenna had her phone out and was taking photos. She met Sawyer’s gaze and shrugged.

“It’s so pretty, don’t you think?”

Sawyer turned to look at the apple tree. “To be honest, I never really thought about it.”

“Well, think about it.” Jenna’s grin took any sting from the words, and they stood there, simply looking at the gorgeous work of nature, all thick brown trunk and branches, lush green leaves, and bright, shining red apples. “It’s gorgeous,” Jenna said quietly, and Sawyer realized she wasn’t wrong.

“It really is.”

They stood quietly for a moment before Jenna broke the silence. “Okay. Let’s pick these babies.”

A laugh shot out of Sawyer at the sudden change in attitude, and she reached up and grabbed an apple, and the picking began. There were some bright, shiny round ones up higher on the tree, and Jenna pointed to them. “Here. Boost me.”

“What?” Sawyer blinked at her.

“Link your hands. Like this.” Jenna demonstrated how to make a cradle of her hands. “I’m gonna step there so I can reach those four up there.” She pointed to a cluster of big, juicy-looking apples.

“Ah, okay.” Sawyer did as she was told, Jenna put her sneakered foot into her hands and used Sawyer’s shoulder to balance. For one blissful moment, Jenna’s stomach was at eye level, and her body was so close, Sawyer could smell everything about her—the clean of her laundry detergent, the softness of her lotion, the subtle sweetness of her perfume—and then it was over and Jenna stepped down, one arm cradling the apples.

“See?” Jenna held one up, and she wasn’t wrong. It was big and perfectly round and gorgeous. And Jenna’s satisfied smile outshone them all. She dropped them into the bag and pointed at another tree. “Let’s do this one, too.”

Sawyer swallowed hard before following. When she thought about all the things in life that might be the death of her, apple picking with a pretty girl had not been on her bingo card.
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“So, what do you do, Jenna?”

Sawyer’s grandmother, Ursula, was sweet and kind and unexpectedly funny, Jenna had discovered, over the past two hours they’d picked apples. And while they’d had a chance to banter and tease playfully, they hadn’t really been able to get to know each other. Now they sat across from one another at a little diner for lunch. Jenna had driven past this place about a hundred times but had never been inside, and it was just as kitschy as she’d always expected, with its red vinyl booths and red-and-white checked tablecloths.

“I own a bookstore,” she said as she spooned up some of her minestrone.

“A romance-only bookstore,” Ally added. “It’s so cute. I was in there the other day.”

“Oh, I love a good romance,” Ursula said. “I used to read them all the time when I was younger.” She furrowed her brow like she was thinking. “Danielle Steel. Judith Krantz. Barbara Cartland. Nora Roberts.”

“Wow, I’m so impressed you remember all their names,” Jenna said, and she was. “That’s the sign of a true romance fan.” She ate a spoonful of soup and added, “And Nora is the queen.”

“She’s still writing, isn’t she?” Ally asked, and Jenna nodded with enthusiasm.

“She is. She’s written more than two hundred books. Can you believe that?” She gave a laugh. “Don’t get me started on this subject, ’cause I’ll go on and on, and we don’t want to bore poor Sawyer here.” Jenna patted the thigh next to hers as she felt Sawyer’s eyes on her.

“Funny,” Sawyer said, and when her eyes met Jenna’s, there was a weird fluttering that started in Jenna’s stomach and drifted lower.

“Some people just don’t get it,” Ursula said, and Jenna returned her attention to the elderly woman. “They can’t understand what it means to the people who love it.”

Jenna was both impressed and surprised by Ursula’s accurate assessment. “That’s exactly right. They criticize it by calling it formulaic or predictable or”—she turned to Sawyer again—“unrealistic. They don’t get that those are exactly the reasons people love it.”

“Okay.” Sawyer set her fork down and shifted in her seat toward Jenna.

“Here we go,” Courtney said quietly, but she was smiling.

“First of all, romance is formulaic. It is predictable. Boy meets girl, boy falls in love with girl, boy loses girl, boy gets girl back, they live happily ever after. Interchange boy and girl as necessary, but the story is always the same. That, my friend, is a formula.” She pushed her glasses up her nose, picked up her fork, stabbed a cherry tomato, and popped it into her mouth, looking incredibly satisfied as she chewed.

Jenna tipped her head to the side. “Let me ask you something.”

“Shoot.”

“Have I ever once argued back at you that romance is not formulaic? Have I ever said, ‘No, it is absolutely not predictable, what are you saying?’ Like, ever? Even once?” She picked up her water and took a sip, as if she had all the time in the world, her eyes never leaving Sawyer’s, and she took great pleasure in watching Sawyer furrow her dark brows, as though trying to work out if Jenna was laying a trap for her.

“I…” Sawyer cleared her throat. “No, I don’t think so.”

“No. That’s correct. Do you know why I’ve never argued that point with you?”

Now, Sawyer really looked worried, and her throat moved as she swallowed. Jenna had to make a conscious effort not to grin. “No?”

“Because you’re right. You’re absolutely right. Romance is one hundred percent formulaic. It is absolutely predictable. There is always a happy ending. In fact, there has to be one—or at least an ending that’s hopeful—or it can’t be marketed as a romance. Did you know that?”

Sawyer shook her head. The rest of the table was riveted, the three other women eating their lunch but clearly enjoying the discussion, watching raptly as they chewed.

“Did it ever occur to you that romance is predictable because that’s what the readers want? I told you when we first discussed this subject: Romance is an escape. From home. From work. From reality. When a reader picks up a romance, she knows she’s going to be safe. Yes, it might be a harrowing journey for the characters. They might make horrendous choices and stupid mistakes, but by the end, they’re going to be together, in love, happy. That is why the genre is so popular. It keeps its readers safe and warm and loved, and they know that when they pick it up.” With that, she popped a bite of her own salad into her mouth and chewed, holding Sawyer’s gaze the whole time.

A beat of silence went by before Sawyer finally said, “You’ve had this argument before.”

Jenna grinned. “Only about five hundred times.”

“Okay. You make a very valid point. I concede.” Sawyer nodded and shifted her attention back to her food, and for a moment, Jenna worried that she’d gone too far, that she’d embarrassed Sawyer in front of her family. In her head, she was formulating an apology for later, but just as Ally changed the subject over to what she intended to make with all the apples they’d picked, Jenna felt a warm hand on her thigh. She turned her head and met Sawyer’s gaze, and she was smiling softly. She gave Jenna’s thigh a squeeze, then went back to paying attention to her mom.

And just like that, everything was back to normal.

“I vote for apple turnovers,” Sawyer said. “You haven’t made those in forever.”

Ally nodded. “You’re right. Might be time to bring those back.”

“I just want pie.” That was Courtney, whose plate in front of her was so completely cleaned of food, Jenna wondered for a split second if it had been delivered to her empty, straight from the cupboard. “All the pie. Mom. Seriously. Will you make me pie?”

As Jenna looked around the table, listened to the conversations, and laughed at the teasing and joking, she felt completely at ease. Like she belonged. Not that she didn’t belong in her own family, but it wasn’t like this. It wasn’t tight and warm and intimate. No, this was new for her. And she liked it. A lot.

An hour later, after saying goodbye to the others, Sawyer pulled her Accord into her spot in the driveway and cut the engine. She and Jenna got out, opened the trunk, and hauled their baskets of apples up onto the porch, where they moved to their separate doors.

“I don’t know what I’m going to do with all of these,” Sawyer said with a soft laugh as she slid her key into her door. “Every year, my mom insists I take a whole basket home, like I have a dozen apple recipes I’m dying to make.” She lifted one shoulder. “I just eat them with my lunch until whatever’s left goes bad.”

Jenna grinned. “Well, I have a few things I’m going to make. If you leave some in the basket and put them in the basement, I’ll make some for you, too.”

“You will?” Sawyer’s smile was wide, and she pushed her glasses up her nose.

“Absolutely.”

“It’s a deal.”

“Good.” Jenna slid her own key into her lock. “I had fun today. Thanks so much for letting me hang with your family.”

“Please. I think they liked you better than me.”

“I mean, that’s probably a given.” But Jenna winked at her to show she was teasing. “Have a good night, okay?”

“Yeah, you too.” Sawyer pushed her door open, picked up her apples, and went inside.

The wind had picked up a bit, cooling down the air, and Jenna shut the door behind her. She gave a light stomp of her foot on the floor, and Arnold lifted his head from his spot on the couch. When he saw her, he jumped up and hurried toward her, his tail wagging furiously, like he hadn’t seen her in days.

She sat on the floor and let him put his paws up on her chest so he could lavish her with kisses. “Hi, sweetie,” she said, hugging him and scratching his throat the way he liked it. “So, that was actually fun. Sawyer’s family is super nice, and they took me right in like I belonged there. I picked lots of apples. Do you want a bite of one with your dinner later?” Arnold watched her talk as if he could not only hear her but understood exactly what she was saying. There was something so incredibly heartwarming about having his attention, and she hugged him close. “I missed you,” she said into his fur.

After their little lovefest, she hauled her apples into the kitchen, let Arnold out to do his business, then plopped onto the couch and texted Shane to see if all was well with the store. She never really worried about leaving things in the hands of her employees—they were more than competent. But BookLove was her baby, so she checked in often, even when she didn’t need to. She opened a bottle of a smooth Cabernet and poured herself a small glass. Once she was assured all was fine, she set the phone aside, kicked off her shoes, and stretched out on the couch, the latest advance reader copy of a new book in her hand. Arnold curled himself up between her knees, and it only took a couple minutes before both Wallace and Gromit joined her, Gromit stretched across the back of the couch and Wallace parked on her chest, his purr vibrating through her rib cage.

She opened her book, glad she’d poured the glass of wine, because Wallace wasn’t going to let her up any time soon, and never once focused on the pages in front of her.

Her brain was too busy replaying the day for her.

Watching Sawyer stretch her long body, reaching for the higher, brighter apples.

Sawyer lifting her to reach the higher apples.

Sawyer’s laugh echoing through her head as her sister said something funny.

Sawyer’s hands on her waist, steadying her as she stood on a ladder to pick a bunch that was too high up in a tree for her to reach, even standing in Sawyer’s hands.

Through the lenses of her glasses, the way Sawyer’s clear blue eyes focused on her, zeroing in on Jenna like she was the only person in the world with anything valuable to say.

After a while, she gave up on the book, slipped the bookmark in, and set it aside, her eyelids growing heavy even as the memories of the day kept replaying.

She eventually drifted off, but her dreams were busy ones, filled with laughter, family, deep blue eyes, and apples.


Chapter Nine



Sunday dawned gloomy and crisp, as if it was announcing that fall had arrived in full swing and the people of Northwood should be ready.

Sawyer thought about going for a run, but the gray sky changed her mind, so she opened the app on her phone and went through a half-hour yoga class, just to get her body moving and her muscles stretched. After that, she headed downstairs to start her coffee brewing.

She heard Jenna’s door close, watched out the front window as she drove away in her decade-old Toyota, and part of her was bummed to know she wasn’t next door. There was something warm and satisfying knowing she was tucked safely in the same house as Sawyer—which she didn’t understand but accepted for now.

Around noon, it started to rain and made for the perfect Sunday atmosphere to spend the day on the couch. She clicked on the fireplace, then made herself a bowl of popcorn and watched a movie. By the time that was over, the rain had eased up, and she found her gaze landing on the Lily Chambers book Jenna had sold her, sitting accusingly on the table under the TV. They had a little stare-down, her and the book, across the living room. It lasted a good four minutes before Sawyer sighed loudly, pushed herself to her feet, and crossed to grab it. Back on the couch, under the afghan her grandmother made her, she stared at the cover.

It was happy, with bright colors of turquoise and coral, two women on the front who were obviously bakers or something. Pastry chefs, maybe? She sighed again, opened the book, and began reading.

When the knock on the door came, it startled her enough to make her flinch in her seat. She had no idea how much time had passed, but she was on page 112, so quite a bit. She set the book, pages down, on the coffee table and tossed the blanket off, regretting that instantly as the chill of the day assaulted her, so she picked it back up and wrapped it around her shoulders. She was running a hand through her hair when she opened the door and stopped in shock.

“Hey, Sawyer,” Amanda said, an uncertain smile on her face.

Sawyer had to swallow twice before she could find her voice. “Amanda. Hi. Um…” She cleared her throat. “How did you…what are you doing here?”

“Well, it took some fancy undercover work, but I managed to find your new address, since somebody wouldn’t give it to me.” Amanda said it with a smile, like it was a silly misunderstanding that Sawyer hadn’t shared where she lived now. “Can we talk for a minute?”

No! No, we cannot talk. I don’t want to talk to you. You ruined me. You broke me in ways I didn’t know a person could be broken. I’m still recovering and I’m just now starting to do better. It has taken me so long to get here. So, no, I don’t want to talk to you because I don’t want to go backward. I don’t want to undo all the hard work it took for me to get to this place. Backsliding is not an option for me, can you understand that? This isn’t all about you, you know. I exist here. I’m part of this.

That’s what she should have said, should have shouted, to Amanda.

“Sure” is what she actually said, though she didn’t let Amanda in. Instead, she stepped out onto the porch, tightening her grip on the blanket wrapped around her like a protective cocoon, and forced Amanda to take a couple steps back.

They stood there awkwardly for a moment, Amanda sort of shuffling from one foot to the other, as if she was nervous, Sawyer gazing off into the street or at the trees or down the block. Anywhere but looking right at Amanda. She didn’t want to fall into the depths of her blue eyes the way she used to. She would drown, just like always.

“This is nice,” Amanda said, making a show of looking around, at the house, the porch, the front lawn. “It’s a really nice neighborhood.”

“It is.”

Amanda glanced down at her feet, and Sawyer realized in that moment that she was nervous. Amanda was never nervous. Ever. She had the confidence of a dozen CEOs, of several star athletes. Sawyer had never seen her even flinch with any kind of nerves. She never raised her voice. She was always calm and stoic. It was infuriating, especially when they were having an emotional discussion. But Sawyer did her best to match that, to appear unaffected, despite the fact her heart was beating so solidly against her rib cage, she was surprised Amanda couldn’t hear it.

“Okay, um. So, I just wanted to say thank you.” Amanda’s smile was uncertain—again, a strange emotion to appear so clearly on her face.

“For?” Sawyer was confused now. She hadn’t done anything. In fact, she’d maintained as much distance as she could from Amanda over the past eight months. What could she be thanked for?

Before Amanda could continue, Jenna’s car pulled into the driveway, and both Sawyer and Amanda glanced at it.

“Who’s that?” Amanda asked.

“My next-door neighbor.” Sawyer swallowed hard as Jenna shut her car door and headed for the porch, both women still watching her.

Jenna’s look of concern somehow made Sawyer feel the tiniest bit better as she mounted the stairs and reached her own door. She looked at the women as she slid her key into her lock and made eye contact with Sawyer. “Everything okay?” she asked.

Sawyer gave one nod.

Jenna nodded back, shot a glance at Amanda, then went inside and shut the door.

A beat passed and Amanda spoke again. “I’ve been seeing Christine,” she said, then added, “from the office,” as if Sawyer needed additional information.

“I know who Christine is.” It took every ounce of energy Sawyer had not to allow any emotion into her words.

“Sure. Of course you do. That was dumb.” Amanda glanced down at her feet. “But I wanted to let you know that I left Cindy.” She gave a humorless laugh. “Finally.”

“Oh.” It was all she could manage. If she said more, she’d explode. Or implode. Or just plode? Was that a thing? All she knew was that if she opened her mouth again, she couldn’t be held responsible for what came out. So she stood there. Just stood there like some mute idiot while Amanda went on.

“I’m in such a better place now. I mean, it hasn’t been easy. There’ve been tears and arguments. Lots of shouting and sobbing. Moving out was hard.”

“You moved out?”

Amanda nodded, clearly proud of the fact. “My therapist helped me realize it was for the best.”

“You have a therapist?”

This time, Amanda laughed. “I do. Can you believe it?”

Sawyer shook her head slowly because no, she couldn’t.

“Anyway, I wanted you to know about all these changes, and I wanted to say thank you, because I hear your voice so often in my head telling me the right thing to do.” She laughed through her nose. “If you hadn’t blocked me, I’d have just texted or called. But I thought it was important for you to know, so I hunted you down. And like I said, I wanted to say thank you.” And before Sawyer had time to defend herself, Amanda had pulled her into a hug, wrapped her up in her arms, her usual sweet floral scent enveloping Sawyer like a poison gas. She closed her eyes and let herself inhale and sink into Amanda for only a split second before she stiffened and pushed her arms out from inside the blanket, made herself dislodge from Amanda’s embrace. Amanda looked disappointed for only a moment before schooling her features and forcing a smile—an expression Sawyer knew well. “Okay. Good. I feel better now that you know and now that I got to thank you.” She took a step back and made a show of looking around the porch again. “This really is nice, Sawyer. It suits you.” She smiled again, a genuine one this time, gave Sawyer a little wave, and descended the steps to head toward her Mercedes, parked on the street.

Sawyer stood there on the porch, wrapped in her grandmother’s blanket, and stared. Amanda gave a little toot toot on her horn as she drove away, and Sawyer was pretty sure she felt her heart crack open in her chest—something she’d thought she was through with when it came to Amanda. She continued to stand there until Jenna’s door opened and she peeked around the edge of the storm door.

“You okay?” she asked, her voice soft.

Sawyer swallowed. “I’m not sure.”

Jenna held the door open. “Come inside. You can sit with me while I cook.”

Somehow, nothing in the world sounded better than that. Sawyer, still wrapped like a burrito in her blanket, followed Jenna inside.
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Jenna had a small table with two chairs set in the tiny breakfast nook of her kitchen, and she guided Sawyer to it and sat her down. Arnold, sensing the atmosphere, trotted over to Sawyer and lay down near her feet on guard duty. Jenna smiled at her boy, then turned on the kettle.

“Do you like tea?” she asked.

“Do you have wine?” Sawyer countered, and Jenna grinned.

“Something stronger is needed, huh? You got it.” She turned the kettle back off and poured two glasses of wine from the bottle of Cabernet she’d uncorked the night before. She handed one to Sawyer and said, “I’m here to listen if you want to talk about who that was and what she said to make you look like somebody stole your puppy. And if you’d rather not talk about it, that’s okay, too. I’m making us some chili. The weather kind of calls for it, you know?”

The silence stretched on for several moments, the classical music emanating from Jenna’s Bluetooth speaker on top of the fridge the only sound. Vivaldi, she thought. She didn’t push. She understood the need sometimes for silence, the need to simply be. Sawyer was clearly hurt by whatever had just happened on the porch, and Jenna could admit to her own curiosity, but she also understood privacy, so she didn’t ask. She cooked and sipped and waited. Ground beef went into the pot once the onions had softened. She stirred it around until there was only a little pink left, then added a can of crushed tomatoes. She stirred some more, the kitchen beginning to smell delicious, and that’s when Sawyer finally spoke.

“That was Amanda. My ex.”

Jenna nodded to show she’d heard, but said nothing more, waiting for Sawyer to speak at her own pace.

“I saw her for five years.”

“Long time.” She pulled cumin, chili powder, and onion powder out of her spice cupboard. She glanced at Sawyer, backtracking to the odd choice of words. “Saw her?”

“She was with her wife, Cindy, the whole time.”

When Jenna turned her gaze to Sawyer, the blue eyes flashed, as if daring her to judge.

“In my defense, she said she was going to leave. She said they were unhappy, sleeping in separate rooms, and that she was just waiting for the right time to tell her she was leaving her.” Sawyer shifted her gaze to Arnold by her feet, and she bent down to stroke his brown-and-white head.

Again, Jenna didn’t speak, she just waited. She had the feeling Sawyer needed to get this all out but that it was also painful, and she needed to do it slowly, at her own pace.

A moment passed before she spoke again. “I believed her, like an idiot, and it went on like that for five years. Me believing. Me waiting. Her not leaving.”

“Ouch,” Jenna said.

Sawyer snorted a sarcastic laugh. “Yeah. Such a classic, dumb thing, right? Believing that.” She took a sip of her wine, then returned to petting Arnold.

Jenna added a small can of green chilis to the pot, along with another can of crushed tomatoes, and stirred some more. She was opening the cans of beans when Sawyer spoke again.

“I’d finally had enough. Of the promises. Of the waiting. Took me five years—five fucking years of my life—but I finally realized she was never going to leave Cindy, that she couldn’t, that she didn’t know how, and she never would. I could never grasp the hold Cindy had on her, but whatever it was, it was stronger than any connection Amanda and I had. And the waiting had become brutal. I didn’t like that I was with somebody who was still with somebody else. I was never first. I was never the priority. When I’d complain about that, she’d talk down to me, make it sound like I was being petty and whiny and selfish. I started to feel really shitty about myself because she made me feel like I had no value, like I didn’t matter to her, like I was a bad person for getting involved in the first place. You know?”

When Jenna looked at her, there was such pain in Sawyer’s blue eyes, it made her own breath catch in her throat. She nodded.

“So, after many failed attempts and threats to break it off, I finally found my spine and did. I broke it off, and I meant it.”

“That had to be hard,” Jenna said.

“Hardest thing I’ve ever done.” She took another sip of wine. “I was destroyed. Devastated. And it’s weird how, in a situation like this, part of you hopes the other person is, too, because that would show that you did actually mean something to them. You know?”

Jenna nodded and Sawyer went on. “No such luck for me. Amanda moved on with somebody else in about two months.”

Jenna grimaced. “Oh, ouch,” she said again.

“Yeah. Christine, this chick from her office. I met her once at a bar, and I knew right away that there was something between them. It was obvious. So, when I found out, I was hurt but not surprised. If I could’ve said one thing to Christine, it would’ve been ‘Good luck, babe. She’ll never leave Cindy.’ ”

Jenna added the drained beans to the chili and stirred them in, riveted by the story Sawyer was telling her, heart aching for her.

“And then…” This time, Sawyer’s eyes welled up as she glanced off into the middle distance. “She shows up today—I didn’t give her my new address, by the way; she hunted me down—she shows up today to tell me she’s left Cindy. She’s moved out. Actually moved out.” Her eyes widened and she shook her head as if she couldn’t believe the words she’d just uttered. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “So I guess it wasn’t that she didn’t want to leave Cindy. She just didn’t want to leave her to be with me.”

“Oh, Sawyer.” Jenna didn’t want to sound full of pity, because she didn’t think that’s what Sawyer wanted from this discussion, but she couldn’t help it. What an awful fucking thing.

“And you know what the worst part is? I think she wanted me to be happy for her.” Sawyer’s sarcastic laugh rang through the kitchen.

“I’m so sorry. That had to be hard.”

“We’re so different, she and I. We always have been. She can turn her emotions on and off like that.” She snapped her fingers. “As soon as we broke up, she flipped a switch and we went from lovers to friends for her. Just like that. Well, I’m not wired that way, and like I said, I was crushed. My poor therapist has gotten so many earfuls.” This time, her soft laugh was genuine.

“Sounds like Amanda could use some therapy,” Jenna said.

Sawyer snorted. “I always thought so, but she was totally against it. When hell freezes over. That’s when Amanda Gentry would go to therapy. Well, guess what?”

Jenna stared at her. “Has hell frozen over?”

“Apparently.”

“Wow.”

“Right? Jesus.”

Jenna refilled their wine glasses, then put a lid partway on the pot and turned the heat down to a simmer. Taking the chair opposite Sawyer, she sat and held her stemless wine glass between both hands, her forearms on the table. “I’m sorry you’re going through this,” she said softly. “I wish I could help.”

Sawyer met her gaze across the table and smiled gently. “You are.”

Jenna smiled back and they stayed that way for a long moment. “So. How about we move to the living room and get more comfortable? The chili needs about twenty more minutes and then we can eat.”

Sawyer’s expression was uncertain. “Are you sure? I don’t mean to impinge on your Sunday evening.”

“You’re not impinging. You’re joining me. I was going to eat some chili and maybe watch a movie, and now you’re here to keep me company. Simple as that.”

Sawyer pushed her glasses up her nose and smiled, and Jenna was pretty sure she could see relief there on her smooth, expressive face. It was definitely there in those eyes. “Okay.”

“Go make yourself comfy. And fair warning: Cats will appear out of nowhere and want to lie on you. I have no control over that. I apologize in advance.”

Sawyer laughed as she stood and headed down the hall. “I will not complain about something furry that wants to snuggle with me.”

Jenna watched her retreat, wine in her hand, her blanket still wrapped around her shoulders. It was both amusing and sweet, and seeing Sawyer so casually in her space stirred something within her, something she wasn’t sure she wanted to acknowledge. Something she wasn’t sure she should acknowledge. Not just yet.

She smiled into the chili as she gave it another stir.
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There was a humming.

No. A vibration.

Soft. Quiet. But there.

She could feel it in her skin, low and comforting.

Sawyer swam up from the depths of sleep, where she’d been tucked up safe and warm and comfortable. Until the vibration. Slowly taking stock of her limbs, she found it odd she couldn’t move her right leg. Or her right arm, now that she tried.

She opened her eyes to see large green ones staring down at her from the back of the couch. The couch that wasn’t hers. The cat was purring softly.

It took her a moment, but her memory caught up. Jenna’s place. She was at Jenna’s place. On Jenna’s couch with Jenna’s cat staring down at her from the back of it—was he judging her?—and under her grandmother’s blanket as well as—

Oh my God.

Brown hair with highlights of rusty red lay just beneath her chin, smelling like the comfort and sweetness of autumn—cinnamon and cloves and nutmeg, and what kind of shampoo smelled like that? She inhaled anyway, deeply, taking it in, letting it fill her lungs with a feeling of warmth, as she tried not to panic over the realization that Jenna was draped over her fully, tucked up against her, sleeping soundly, her long breaths deep and even. Racking her brain to remember the hours before, she recalled them watching a scary movie—a surprising choice for somebody who immerses herself in romance, she’d pointed out—and they’d sat close in order to grab onto each other during the jump scares, which they did, then ended up laughing each time. Sawyer hadn’t been quite ready to leave yet, despite her own yawning, and Jenna had said she was enjoying herself, too. Then she’d suggested another movie, a drama this time. Jenna had clicked the fireplace on, which was still burning, turned off the lights, and inched a bit closer so they could share Sawyer’s blanket.

That was all Sawyer remembered. She must’ve fallen asleep right after that. Jenna must have, as well, though the TV was off.

Interesting fact, that.

Because instead of turning off the TV and waking Sawyer up to send her home, Jenna must have turned off the TV and snuggled in.

Sawyer wasn’t mad about it.

The opposite, in fact, and waking Jenna up so she could slide out from under her and go home to her cold and empty side of the house didn’t interest her in the slightest. Instead, she burrowed down into the couch a bit more and tightened the muscles of her right arm, which was wrapped around Jenna’s shoulders. Jenna shifted a bit in her sleep, and that’s when Sawyer became aware of Jenna’s arm draped across her ribs, Jenna’s hand splayed over her left breast as if it belonged there, as if Sawyer’s breast was Jenna’s property, resting warmly on the swell of it, and Sawyer felt her nipple tighten at the thought.

She swallowed hard, and Jenna shifted again, and this time, it was her knee that caused havoc in Sawyer’s body. The knee of the leg that was thrown over Sawyer’s thigh, the knee that was nestled between Sawyer’s legs and pushed against her center any time Jenna moved.

And suddenly, Sawyer was wide awake.

Nibbling her lip, she glanced up at the cat, who was still staring at her with accusation. “It’s not my fault,” she whispered at the feline, who yawned widely, as if entirely bored with her very lame statement of defense. Sawyer made a face back.

She was uncomfortable now and hyperaware.

She was also wet.

And warm.

And turned on.

Jesus Christ…

But Jenna had stopped moving, and her breathing had evened out again. The brief idea Sawyer had entertained of maybe waking her up floated away into the dim firelight of the room. Amanda had never been a cuddler, but Sawyer loved cuddling. Snuggling in close and holding each other—yes, please. It was something she’d missed greatly over the past years, and as she lay there now, she thought Fuck it. A deep breath in, a slow exhale, and her body relaxed again, muscles loosening, tension melting away. Absently, her lips found the top of Jenna’s head, and she gave her a small kiss before settling in and letting her eyes drift closed once again. Sleep was right there on the edge, waiting for her with open arms.

The next time she opened her eyes, it was because a slight chill hung in the air, and she was alone on the couch. She had blankets—both hers and Jenna’s from the back of the chair across the room—but she was still cold. She knew immediately it was because she’d lost Jenna’s body heat—how the hell had Jenna gotten up without waking her?—and a big part of her was immediately depressed by that.

Dishes rattled in the kitchen, and she glanced at her watch. Six fifteen on Monday morning. She knew she had a meeting in the office at nine, so she wasn’t in a huge hurry, but she did need to get up. Instead, she lay there, thinking back on the night, about waking up to the realization that she and Jenna were wrapped up in each other and that she’d opted to keep it that way, rather than wake her up and make changes to their positions. That had been selfish of her. It had also been the warmest and safest she’d felt in a very long time.

“Good morning.” Jenna peeked out from the kitchen and across the small dining room. “How do you take your coffee?” She didn’t sound uncomfortable, but she stayed far enough away that Sawyer couldn’t really see her face.

She reached for her glasses on the coffee table and slid them on, and Jenna came into focus. “Morning,” she said, and had to clear her throat. “Just a little sugar if you have it.”

“You got it.” Jenna disappeared back into the kitchen.

Okay. What do we do about last night?

The thought ran through her head on a loop. Do we address it or shrug it off? She pictured them laughing, waving dismissive hands, could’ve happened to anybody, falling asleep like that mid-movie. They were working women. They were tired. No biggie.

Jenna interrupted her swirling thoughts, entering the living room carrying a steaming mug. “Voilà.”

“Amazing. Thank you.” She looked up at Jenna, at those rich dark eyes, and smiled. “So.”

“So,” Jenna said, and she was nervous. Sawyer could tell by the way she subtly shifted her weight from foot to foot.

“Thank you for yesterday. And for last night.” More throat clearing. Yeah, way to be smooth and calm, Hall. “It was nice to be able to talk to someone. About all of it.”

Jenna nodded, her eyes darting from Sawyer’s to the coffee table. “I’m glad I could help.”

“You did.”

“Good.”

Silence fell. Sawyer sipped her coffee, which was much too hot to be sipped, then she sat there trying hard not to be obvious about the fact that she’d just scalded her tongue and taken a layer off the roof of her mouth.

“Um. Are you hungry? I can make some breakfast.” Jenna looked both hopeful and filled with dread, and Sawyer wasn’t sure how that was possible.

“I’d love to, but I have a meeting this morning, so I should probably get home. Grab a shower. Etcetera.” Oh, God, did she just use the word etcetera in a sentence?

“Okay. Sure. No problem.” Jenna smiled softly. “I forget that my weekends aren’t the same as everybody else’s weekends.”

“Oh, you’re off today. I forgot about that.”

“Yup. It’s my Saturday.”

Again, they faltered in the silence. Jenna did the shifting thing again, and Sawyer knew if she’d been standing, she’d be doing the same thing.

“All right.” She slapped her hand on her thigh like an old man and pushed to her feet.

“Take the coffee with you,” Jenna said, gesturing to it in Sawyer’s hand. “I know where you live, so it’s not like I’ll never see my mug again.”

Sawyer grinned. “I will. Thank you.” They stood looking at each other, the coffee table between them, and Sawyer smiled tenderly. “Thank you again. For last night.” She swallowed. “All of it.”

Jenna nodded, her eyes dancing away, and headed toward the door. Sawyer stepped into her shoes as Jenna opened it and gave an exaggerated shiver. “Chilly this morning. Be careful on the long commute.”

Sawyer tried to grin but worried it appeared as more of a strange grimace. “Will do.” She stopped directly in front of Jenna, but it felt too close to stay there, too scary, and she made herself keep walking until she was safely past Jenna and on the front porch. “Enjoy your day off.”

Exactly six steps separated Jenna’s door and her own; she counted them, and Jenna didn’t close her own door until Sawyer had walked through hers. Once inside, she leaned back against the door and let out a long, slow breath.

She wondered if Jenna might be doing the same thing next door.


Chapter Ten



The store looked great, if Jenna said so herself.

The decorations had multiplied, somehow, over the past two weeks until the entire shop looked like autumn had thrown up all over it (but tastefully). Pumpkins and gourds and plastic leaves and orange twinkle lights and corn stalks and a couple bales of hay outside on the sidewalk—all of it made for the coziest, warmest-looking season so far since Jenna had owned BookLove. The second she walked in the front door, she felt herself relax and become filled with a sense of belonging and invitation. Exactly how she wanted her customers to feel.

Candles burned behind the counter—the only place she ever burned them in the store because an open flame and shelves full of things made out of paper didn’t really mix—and filled the air with the scent of cranberries and apples. Off to the side, near the wall, stood a small table that featured a Crock-Pot keeping apple cider warm and a plate with apple cider donuts piled high in a pyramid. Several more boxes sat ready in the back room, donated by Dakota’s shop and baked just that morning.

In the center of the store, as soon as you walked in, sat a small table and chair. The table was piled high with copies of Lily Chambers’s most recent book, titled Cupid’s Arrow, along with two black fine point Sharpies and an empty mug that she’d fill with whatever Lily wanted once she arrived. Some of the books had sticky notes attached with names of people who had preordered signed copies so that Lily would know how to personalize them. The rest were blanks, and an additional box remained in the back.

“Stop wringing your hands,” Delia said from behind the counter, but her voice was warm. “The place looks amazing, all the bases are covered, there’s a line down the street, and you’ve got nothing to be nervous about.”

Dee wasn’t wrong; Jenna tried to remind herself of that. She was a pro at this. How many book signings had she hosted at the shop? Thirty? Fifty? And, sure, Lily Chambers was one of the most famous, but they’d met several times, and they liked each other. Lily was lovely, no pretense, no diva-like behavior. She was just a person, and Jenna was fond of her. One might go so far as to call them friends. There really was nothing to be nervous about.

Shane came up an aisle from the back, a neat pile of napkins in his hand that he set down near the donuts, then fanned out a little so they looked nice. “She’s right,” he said, without looking at her. “You got this.”

She clasped her hands together tightly to stop the wringing just as her phone pinged from her back pocket. A text. From Lily. Yes, she had the personal phone number of New York Times Bestselling Author Lily Chambers—a fact she would never get used to.

“She’s here,” she said out loud. With a smile at both her employees, she asked, “Ready?”

Delia grinned and gave her a thumbs-up and Shane said, “Totally.”

“Okay. Let’s do this.” She headed down the center aisle to the back door of the shop. When she pushed it open, a black car was pulling into the parking lot. It glided to a stop. Before the driver could get out, the back door opened and a tall, dark-haired woman exited the car. She was gorgeous, all olive skin and wide, white smile.

That must be Marina Troiani, Jenny thought. She hadn’t met Lily’s girlfriend yet, but suffice it to say, if this was her, she was stunning.

The woman held a hand into the car and helped Lily Chambers out. She looked different than the last time Jenna had seen her, and it took her a moment to figure it out. She wore black pants, a royal blue top, and a black trench, casually unbuttoned and hanging open, with modest heels giving her slightly more height. Her light brown hair didn’t quite reach her shoulders, and she had it tucked behind her ears. But the thing Jenna finally pinpointed was the clear happiness. Strange how you could see that just from looking at a person. It was like an aura, surrounding her and bathing her in a soft yellow glow, and the second Lily glanced up and saw Jenna, her smile grew and she hurried to her with a small squeal. Jenna found herself wrapped in a tight hug before she could even comprehend it.

“Jenna,” Lily said near her ear. “I’m so glad to see you.” She tightened her grip and gave a squeeze before letting Jenna go and holding her at arm’s length. “You look fantastic.”

“Me? I mean, look at you. You’re literally glowing. I’m not even exaggerating.” It was true. Lily’s face had a healthy pink tint, and her blue eyes sparkled. Her gentle smile seemed permanent.

“Well, that’s credit to this one,” Lily said, jerking a thumb in the direction of the brunette. “Marina, I’d like you to meet my good friend Jenna Murphy, the woman who sponsored my very first book signing here in Northwood—how many years ago?”

“Oh God, six, maybe? I had just opened the shop, and it was your…” She squinted. “Third book? Fourth?” She held out a hand to Marina. “It’s so nice to meet the person who’s made this woman so happy.”

Marina took her hand, then closed her other one over it and held on warmly. “I’ve heard a lot about you,” she said, her Italian accent prominent. “It’s a pleasure to finally have a face to go with the name.”

“Same.” They let go, and Jenna clapped her hands together once. “Well, there’s a line of people waiting to get their books signed. Are you ready?”

With a nod, Lily said, “Let’s do this.”

They headed inside.

The key to a successful book signing was twofold: First, keeping the author supplied with everything she needed—water, coffee, alcohol, whatever was requested. Fresh pens for signing. The line had to move along, so no dawdling. If the author was okay with photos—which Lily was—then Jenna would take them. And, again, she’d keep the readers moving along. If she didn’t, there would inevitably be one or two or twelve who’d want to hang out and talk Lily’s ear off about their thoughts on her book or their idea for her next book or pitching their own book, and the rest of the line would start shifting and muttering and it would devolve into unhappiness for everybody. Jenna had been doing this long enough that she now knew how to run a very efficient book signing. And Delia and Shane had been around long enough to help her with that.

They worked like a well-oiled machine, the three of them. Shane delivered donuts and ladled cider into plastic cups. Delia rang up purchases, and Shane would scoot over to the register to help if she got overwhelmed. Jenna stayed next to the table, handing open books to Lily to sign, chatting with customers, and taking photos. Marina was there, too, and helped with the photos.

They were about an hour into things when Jenna looked up and felt her own eyes go wide. There, in line, stood Sawyer, Ally, and Courtney.

“You guys,” Jenna said, hugging both Courtney and Ally. She smiled at Sawyer, who smiled back while standing there looking incredible, and the fact that neither of them went in for a hug was an interesting tidbit Jenna would revisit later. “What are you doing here?”

Ally held up her copy of Cupid’s Arrow. “Getting my book signed. Duh.”

Jenna laughed, then met gazes with Shane. “Can you go in the back and grab a folding chair for Courtney?” He nodded and disappeared.

“You don’t have to do that,” Courtney said, but it was clear that being on her feet was exhausting for her.

“Here,” Lily said, standing. “Take my chair.”

Marina moved it so Courtney could sit down, and despite her protests, she sighed in obvious gratitude and relief.

“My sister-in-law had terrible leg pain when she was pregnant with my niece,” Lily told her. “She needed to sit practically every half hour. It was awful for her.”

Jenna met Sawyer’s gaze over the top of Courtney as she chatted with Lily. They hadn’t talked about sleeping on the couch together. It was like an unspoken agreement that neither of them was ready to address what had happened, what it had felt like, and what they should do about it. If anything. The only thing Jenna knew for certain was that her dreams since then had been filled with Sawyer Hall, and that they’d run the gamut from tame—Sawyer washing Jenna’s windows, weirdly—to not tame at all—Sawyer stepping into the shower behind her, sliding her soapy hands around Jenna’s wet torso…

She cleared her throat loudly, and Shane arrived with a chair, which Marina set back behind the table so Lily could sit again. She signed Ally’s book, then Courtney’s, and then came Sawyer.

“You brought your book?” Jenna asked before she could catch herself, her disbelief clear.

“Of course I did,” Sawyer said, then turned to Lily. “I admit to not being much of a romance fan in the past. Jenna and I have had debates about it.” She shot a wink in Jenna’s direction. “She recommended your book to me, and while I know she hoped I’d read it, I don’t think she had much faith that I would.”

“I mean, it did sit on your dining room table for weeks,” Jenna muttered good-naturedly.

“I needed to work up to it,” Sawyer said, handing her book to Lily. “That being said, I devoured it in two days.”

“You did?” Again, the words were out before Jenna could think about them. Again, her disbelief was obvious.

“I did.” Sawyer seemed very satisfied to have proved Jenna wrong and looked damn good doing it. Dressed in tight-fitting jeans—which left nothing to the imagination, as far as her ass went—and a black ribbed turtleneck that seemed to enjoy every curve of her upper body, she looked absolutely delectable. Her dark hair was slightly tousled, as a light breeze had kicked up outside, and her dark-rimmed glasses only added to her look of authoritative sexiness.

“Jenna?”

Jenna snapped out of it, the uncertain sound of Marina’s voice making it clear she’d said her name more than once as she held up a Sharpie. “I’m sorry. What?”

“This one’s dead.” Marina smiled as she held up a Sharpie, and there was a spark of…something in her dark eyes.

“Oh. Sure. Got it.” She took the pen as Lily signed with the second one she’d left, then hurried to the counter where Delia was busily ringing up customers. Once behind it, Jenna inhaled deeply and took a moment to steady herself. What the hell was wrong with her?

“You okay, boss?” Delia asked, scanning books with the little gun attached to the computer.

“Yup. Great. Peachy. No worries. I’m fine. I’m good.”

Dee looked up at her then and narrowed her eyes. “Really? ’Cause that was an awful lot of reassurance.”

“I’m fine,” she said, more to convince herself than Delia. She stretched all ten of her icy cold fingers out and “shook the stupid off,” as Shane had taught her. Weird, but it worked. She took in one big breath, straightened her back, dropped her shoulders into relaxation, and repeated “I’m fine,” with confidence this time.

Delia scrutinized her for a moment before saying simply, “Good.”

Heading back toward Lily’s table with two more Sharpies, Jenna had no choice but to face Sawyer, who reached out to hold her upper arm. “Hey, is it okay if we hang for a bit? My mom and sister want to look at other books, and honestly, I’d like Courtney to sit for a bit.”

“Of course,” Jenna said, putting her hand over Sawyer’s without thinking about it. Sawyer’s skin was warm and soft, and her hand felt strong as it held Jenna’s arm…which did weird things to her insides. “As long as you like. The line’s dying down, finally, so it’ll be less congested shortly.”

“Awesome. Thank you.” Sawyer squeezed lightly, and Jenna felt it right in that spot below her belly button, a pleasant fluttering that forced her to swallow.

She pointed across the room to the donut table. “I’ll grab Courtney a donut and some cider.”

“Oh, no, let me.” Again, her grip tightened, but never in an uncomfortable way. The opposite, in fact, and it kept Jenna riveted to her spot, close enough to Sawyer to draw in the scent of her, woodsy and mysterious, with each quiet inhale. “You’re working. I can do it.” She gave her a warm smile, then let go, and Jenna felt the loss of her grip much more than she expected to. Or cared to admit.

She watched Sawyer walk across the store, followed her with her eyes. When she finally tore her gaze away and moved it to her left, she met another gaze. Lily’s. Lily, with a knowing grin.

Jenna cleared her throat and forced herself back into work mode. It wasn’t as if there was nothing to be done or no customers to take care of.

Come on, Jenna, get your shit together!

She mentally scolded herself, even as she threw herself back into her work. An evil part of her brain simply would not allow her to put her fantasies about Sawyer Hall back on a shelf where they belonged, and so they replayed in her head on a loop. Like having a TV on in the background, not taking all of your attention but still snagging it here and there. She literally walked into a bookshelf at one point, and Delia gave her a worried look.

Goddamn it.

Thankfully—holy shit, thank God—things died down slowly, and Lily managed to sign everybody’s book. Jenna had had one or two signings in the past where either she’d miscalculated and run out of books for signing or, the dreaded opposite, hardly anybody showed and she was left with an overflow of books nobody wanted. That was always rough on the author, and Jenna always felt terrible for them, sitting there at the little table with their pen and stack of books, basically twiddling their thumbs. A huge blow to the writer’s ego, that.

Such was never the case with Lily Chambers. Any appearances she made at BookLove equaled an excellent sales day for Jenna, and tonight was no different. By the time the last person in line had their book signed, Jenna had less than ten copies left, and everybody breathed a quiet sigh of relief.

“Well,” Lily said, capping the pen she’d been using. “That was incredible.” She pushed to her feet as Marina moved the chair out of the way for her. “And how are you feeling?” She turned her attention to Courtney, who was still sitting nearby and held up a half-eaten donut.

“This is my fifth one, I think,” she said, “so I’m great.”

Ally appeared from between two shelves. “You ready to go, honey?”

Courtney nodded. “Yeah, or I’m gonna end up sleeping right here in this chair. I’m so tired.” She reached out a hand to her mom and was pulled to her feet with some effort.

Sawyer had been scanning shelves, too, much to Jenna’s surprise, and she appeared from the back. Jerking a thumb over her shoulder, she said, “That loveseat back there is super comfy. You should’ve rested there, Court.”

“And miss watching the signing?” Courtney said. “As if.”

Lily laughed. “I can’t imagine anything more boring than watching me sign books.”

“Are you kidding?” Courtney said, as her mother held out her coat and Courtney slid an arm into a sleeve. “That one woman practically sat in your lap. And how about the one who took about thirty-seven photos?” She met Jenna’s gaze. “Did you see her? Even after Lily signed her book and had moved on, she still stood there, snapping away.”

Marina laughed as Lily shook her head with a smile. “She’s used to that,” Marina said. “People want to be close to her.” She held Lily’s coat for her. “Right, bella? I don’t blame them.”

“There’s one at every signing,” Jenna said, and it was true.

“Or five,” Shane muttered, but with a grin.

Sawyer donned her own coat and met Jenna’s gaze. “I’ll get these two out of your hair, but thanks for letting us hang.”

Jenna waved a dismissive hand as both Courtney and Ally nodded and gave her their thanks as well. “I’m just so glad you all came,” she said as she hugged them both. Giving Sawyer a little wave, she stood there as the door closed behind them. She turned the sign from Open to Closed and watched as they moved down the street and out of sight.

“Was that a sigh?” Lily asked, and Jenna turned to her, surprised.

“That was most definitely a sigh,” Marina agreed.

“She sighs like that all the time after she’s around that one,” Delia said, and Jenna whipped her head around to look at her traitorous employee in shock. “What? It’s true.” Delia shrugged.

“There’s definitely something there,” Lily said, waving a finger toward the door. She was cleaning off the signing table, straightening the remaining books and gathering her cup and pens.

“Stop it,” Jenna said, taking things out of her hands. “You do not clean up. You’re the guest.”

Lily looked at Marina. “She’s ignoring the subject.”

“Absolutely, she is,” Marina agreed.

Jenna could feel the heat climbing up her neck from her chest as she threw things in the trash and moved Lily’s cup over near the Crock-Pot for washing. When she turned back, all four of the remaining people in the shop were looking at her. “What? I’m not sighing on purpose, okay?”

“Well, I wouldn’t blame you if you were,” Lily said, hooking her hand through Marina’s arm. “She’s gorgeous, and you two have some serious chemistry going on.”

That stopped her in her tracks. “We do?”

Dee snorted a laugh as Lily and Marina both nodded. “Yeah. Big time.”

Jenna looked at Dee. “You think so, too?”

“I have eyes, don’t I?” Delia was never one to sugarcoat anything. Jenna remembered that from school. Then Dee addressed Lily and Marina. “Did you guys know that she lives next door? In the other side of Jenna’s duplex?”

Jenna watched as Lily’s mouth dropped open. “No.”

“Yup.” Delia hit some buttons on the computer to tally up the night. “Just a wall separates them. One measly wall.”

Lily stepped close to Jenna and wrapped an arm around her. “Sweetie, I am a romance writer, and I couldn’t come up with something more perfectly romantic.”

Was it her gentle tone? Her choice of words? Jenna wasn’t sure, but whatever it was about Lily Chambers in that moment, it relaxed her, made her lose the edginess and the defensiveness and just breathe. She felt her shoulders lower under Lily’s arm, and she simply nodded. “Yeah.” She couldn’t get into more, she didn’t have the ability. How could she explain something she didn’t quite understand herself? Sawyer was not somebody she’d liked…initially. And now?

Well. Yeah.

Now.

She sighed again, and that made Lily laugh and wrap her up in a full, two-armed hug. “You are by far my favorite bookseller, Jenna Murphy. I’m so happy I got to spend time in your shop again.” She let go and held Jenna at arm’s length. “Speaking of which, I need about a dozen of those candles.” She pointed behind the front counter. “They smell amazing.”

“Don’t they? I have another shipment due in next week.”

Lily pulled out her phone. “I’m making a note to place an order.”

Marina leaned close. “Bella, we’ve got to go if we’re going to meet your Chloe for dinner.”

“My niece,” Lily said by way of explanation, then gave Jenna one more hug.

Marina hugged her too. “So nice to finally meet you,” she said, her dark eyes soft and kind. “Until next time.”

At the back door, they were surprised at how warm it had become, the fall breeze carrying the scent of earth and crushed leaves as it slid around them and ruffled their hair. Lily slid off her coat as they headed to their car, then turned back to Jenna with a smile and asked simply, “What have you got to lose, you know?” She tossed a wink at her, then eased into the car, leaving Jenna standing there and wondering about the answer.

[image: ornamental scene break]


Jenna was exhausted.

She always was after a signing at the shop, whether it was busy or not. If it was busy, like tonight had been, she’d be running around like a madwoman, taking care of customers, making sure her author was comfortable, getting everybody whatever they needed. And even if it wasn’t busy, she’d spend her time chatting with the author, keeping them occupied with conversation to take their mind off the fact that they weren’t signing many books.

Both situations wrung her out.

Now that she’d locked up the shop and was on her way home, the fatigue settled into her muscles and bones, her body absorbing it like a sponge set in a bowl of warm water, and all she wanted was to collapse into her bed and sleep for a week.

Seeing Sawyer sitting on the front porch, seemingly waiting for her, was most definitely not something she expected.

“Hi again,” she said as she climbed the stairs. With her eyes, she indicated the two wine glasses sitting on the little table next to Sawyer’s chair. “One of those for me, or are you saving yourself a trip inside for a second glass for yourself?”

Sawyer grinned, her eyes soft behind the lenses of her glasses. “Definitely for you. Figured you earned it.” She picked up a glass and held it out to her. “It’s an Amarone that my mother loves. The last time I bought her a bottle, I snagged a couple for myself.” Jenna took the glass, and Sawyer held up her own. “To an absolutely stellar book signing.”

Jenna smiled and they touched glasses with a soft ping. The sip coated her tongue in a subtle sweetness with a hint of raisin and a little spice. “Oh, that’s fabulous.”

“Right?”

With a soft sigh, Jenna said, “I need to take Arnold for a walk. He’s been cooped up most of the day. Can I finish this after?”

“Of course. Do you…” Sawyer looked at her for a quick moment before finishing. “Want company?”

“I’d love it.” The words were out before she even thought about them—something that seemed to be happening a lot around Sawyer Hall. A few minutes later, she exited her house with a very excited Arnold, all harnessed and leashed.

“Gorgeous night,” Sawyer said softly as they strolled down their street. It was dark, but the streetlights made walking easy. Houses were decorated for Halloween, some with lights or inflatable figures in their front lawns. One house had a large black cat with glowing eyes and a moving head. Arnold growled low in the back of his throat as he stared at it. “You gonna save us from that mean old cat, Arnold?” Sawyer squatted down to give the dog some pats and reassurance.

Jenna watched, a weird wave of something flowing through her.

“Tonight was fun,” Sawyer said. “Lily was really nice.”

“She’s great. I adore her.”

“You known her long?” They stopped so Arnold could sniff a tree, then pee on it.

“Six years? Maybe seven?” Jenna said. “She was already on her way to being a bestseller, but I caught her just before that happened. I had just opened the shop and she wandered in. I had no idea who she was at the time, and she’s so humble. Never played that card. It wasn’t until I’d rung up her purchases and saw her name on her credit card that I realized. We set up her first signing right then and there.”

“And the rest is history,” Sawyer said.

“Exactly. She always does a signing with me—which I appreciate more than I can say because she certainly doesn’t have to. There are much bigger bookstores than mine in Northwood. And if she doesn’t have a new book out but she’s in town visiting her family, she always stops in to say hi.”

“She’s a cool woman. She was great with my mom. And Courtney.” Sawyer groaned.

“Oh, your poor sister. She’s just miserable.” Jenna laughed softly, then caught herself. “I don’t mean to laugh. She’s just funny about it.”

Sawyer laughed too. “She is. Today, she compared herself to a sumo wrestler because she can no longer see her feet.”

“She is carrying that baby all in the front, isn’t she?”

“Like she’s got a beach ball under her shirt.”

They were still chuckling as they came back to their house and headed up the walk.

“Nobody stole our wine,” Sawyer said.

“Thank God. Let me feed my guys and I’ll be right out.”

“Deal.”

Inside her house, Jenna unclipped Arnold, then blew out a long breath as she leaned against the wall for a beat. She was utterly wiped out and should have just gone to bed, but what lay waiting for her on the front porch was too tempting—and that wasn’t something she’d expected.

She fed Wallace and Gromit and made a mental note to give them some extra love later. Arnold scarfed down his dinner in under two minutes, and she led him back out onto the porch, along with his dog bed. She put the gate up, then took her wine from Sawyer’s outstretched hand.

Sawyer had moved her chair to Jenna’s side of the porch, next to her loveseat. The wine was on the little table next to her.

“You could sit on the loveseat with me, you know,” Jenna said with what she hoped was a meaningful smile.

Sawyer grinned at her but stayed in her chair, subtext hanging in the air, untouched, like a raincloud about to let go. “I thought you might want to stretch out a bit after being on your feet for so long.”

She wasn’t wrong. Jenna shifted sideways and did exactly what Sawyer had suggested, and holy crap, had she ever been this comfortable? “That’s the stuff,” she muttered as she settled in. A beat of quiet went by and she added, “I can’t believe how nice it is out.”

“Right? I came out here with a blanket but didn’t need it.”

More silence as they sipped and just existed together. Being in the quiet with Sawyer wasn’t at all uncomfortable, not the way it could be with some people. Jenna felt no need to fill the silence, so they sat and sipped and watched the neighborhood.

“Thank you for coming tonight,” Jenna said softly after some time had passed. “You didn’t have to.”

“I didn’t come because I had to,” Sawyer said, and Jenna could feel her gaze. “I came because I wanted to.”

Jenna turned to look at her then. “Did you really finish the book?”

“I did.” Sawyer held up a hand. “Swear to God.”

“And you liked it?”

“I didn’t hate it.” Sawyer’s teasing expression was clear even in the dim lighting.

“Fair enough. Will you write about it on your blog?”

“Are you arching an eyebrow at me right now?”

“Hundred percent. It’s for emphasis.”

Sawyer laughed, and the sound was deep and husky and went straight to Jenna’s lower body. “I haven’t decided yet if I’ll blog about it.”

“Can’t have your fans thinking you’ve sold out to romance, now, can we?” Jenna smiled, taking any sting out of her words.

“I still say romance is unrealistic.” Sawyer sipped, then shook her head.

“Sometimes it is.”

Sawyer’s quick turn of her head to look at Jenna broadcast her surprise, and Jenna laughed. “What, did you think I was going to argue with you?”

“I mean, kinda, yeah.”

“Clearly, you need me to go over it once more, so I will. Ready? Romance is an escape. People don’t pick up a romance novel so they can see reality. Reality is hard. Sometimes, reality fucking sucks. You know? They pick up a romance because they want to get away from reality, at least for a little while. They want to forget about their lazy partner and their screaming kids and their sink full of dirty dishes and their impossible boss, and they want to get lost in somebody else’s story. And even if they don’t have any of those things, even if their partner is wonderful and their boss is amazing and their house is neat as a pin, they still want to go on that journey with the characters. The journey of meeting that person and maybe trying to resist but finding yourself drawn in anyway. That journey of reevaluating everything you thought you wanted or needed. That journey of falling in love. Maybe we’ve already done that and maybe our life is just perfect. But we still want to go on the journey. Because who doesn’t want that?”

Sawyer was staring at her with a look she couldn’t pinpoint.

“What?”

A head shake. “Nothing. You just have such passion for the genre.” Sawyer took another sip of her wine.

Jenna hoped she couldn’t see her flush. “Yeah, I can blather on about the subject. Sorry about that.”

“No, no. Don’t apologize.” Sawyer was sitting close enough to reach out a hand and set it warmly on Jenna’s ankle. “It’s pretty cool to witness how much you love it.”

The flush deepened. So much more she could say. She settled on “Thanks.”

“It’s good to be passionate about something.” Sawyer’s grin was only slightly teasing.

“Yeah? What are you passionate about?” And suddenly, she wanted to know. Needed to know.

Sawyer tipped her head, obviously thinking. “That’s a good question. Hmm.” She took a moment before she spoke. “Well, as a technical writer, I’d say I’m passionate about proper grammar. Punctuation. Spelling.”

Jenna nodded. “Valid.”

“I can be passionate about wine.” She held up her glass.

“Mm-hmm.”

Another moment of silence went by. “You know what? I am passionate about the person I’m with.”

Jenna turned to look at her. Sawyer was gazing off into the distance. “Yeah?”

“Absolutely. I think it’s important to be. I mean, why else be with somebody, right?”

“Agreed.” She sipped her wine. “Were you passionate about Amanda?”

“Of course. In the beginning, I was all in.” Sawyer turned to meet her gaze, held it. “But it’s been a long time since I’ve felt that. For anybody.”

“Ah.” Jenna nodded.

The silence settled back in. Slightly charged, but still comfortable. Jenna had so many questions, so many more things she wanted to know about Sawyer—even about her relationship with Amanda. She’d seen them together, and they…they didn’t fit. Not in Jenna’s mind. Amanda was beautiful, yes, but not in a warm, inviting way. She was beautiful in a cold, untouchable way, like she was used to people admiring her from afar but not with them wanting to be close. Sawyer was the opposite. She was just as beautiful, if not more so, but she was magnetic. She drew people. You wanted to get close to her, to smell her, to touch her…

Jenna cleared her throat. Okay, enough of that line of thinking, yikes. “I really need to go to bed or I’m going to end up falling asleep on you right here.” Sawyer looked at her and grinned, and Jenna said it before she could. “Wouldn’t be the first time. I know.”

Sawyer’s soft laugh seemed to reverberate along Jenna’s limbs until it tingled in the tips of her fingers and toes. “I get it. You’ve had a super-busy night.” She stood up and moved her chair back to her side of the porch, then went back and held out a hand to Jenna.

She took it, and Sawyer hauled her to her feet. “Oh, that’s not better. That’s worse. I want to lie back down.”

“In your bed, champ. You’ll be glad when you wake up in the morning and don’t have the neighbors gawking at you here on the porch.”

“Valid.” She opened the door to let Arnold in, then grabbed the gate and his bed. Halfway through, she turned to meet Sawyer’s gaze. “I’m glad you came tonight.”

“Me too.”

“Good night, Sawyer.”

“ ’Night, Jenna.”

She went inside and closed her door, then stood quietly with her back against it and listened until Sawyer’s closed as well. Her body felt like rubber. Her brain was swirling. She gazed down at Arnold, who sat at her feet, looking up expectantly at her.

“What a weird night, Arnie,” she said with a slow shake of her head. “What a weird, weird night.”


Chapter Eleven



“Sweetie, I adore you, but you are so incredibly boring today, what with all the staring off into space.” Colton stood at Sawyer’s desk, and she flinched in surprise when he spoke. “See? You didn’t even realize I was here. I’m gonna start taking this personally.”

She grinned at him and gave herself a mental shake. “Sorry. Sorry. I’m just…distracted today.”

“Yeah, no kidding. You barely reacted to my story about my date with the fitness instructor.” He folded his arms.

“Oh my God, are you actually pouting?”

“You hurt my feelings.”

Sawyer burst into laughter. “Well, for that, I’m sorry. How can I make it up to you?”

“Come to lunch with me.”

A sigh, but in jest because Colton was one of her best friends, and she knew he was teasing. Mostly. Besides, getting out of her cubicle and experiencing a change of scenery might help. It wasn’t like she was getting any work done sitting there daydreaming. He wasn’t wrong about that. “Fine. Let’s go to lunch.”

Twenty minutes later, they were seated in a little café about a block from their office building. If yesterday had been unseasonably warm, October was clearly done with that nonsense. A brisk wind seemed to cut through Sawyer’s too-light jacket, and she’d had to pull it tightly around her for the brief walk. She rarely ordered coffee with her lunch, but it was the first thing she did once they sat. Now, both hands wrapped around the warm mug, she finally felt better.

“So, what’s with all the staring off blankly today?” Colton asked, then took a sip of his sparkling water. “Something you want to talk about? If not, that’s fine, it’s none of my business.” He waved a dismissive hand, then leaned forward and added, “Except you should talk about it anyway.”

She debated for about half a second before realizing that she did, indeed, want to talk about it. Rolling it all around in her head certainly wasn’t getting her anywhere, except that much closer to going mad. With a nod and a fortifying sip of much-needed caffeine, she launched into the story of Jenna that he hadn’t been privy to. He knew about the apple picking, but she’d left it there, so now she told him about the rest. The appearance of Amanda at the house. Sawyer’s reaction to her and Jenna witnessing some of it. Jenna inviting Sawyer over and cooking her dinner. The movie watching. The falling asleep like entangled vines, all wrapped up in each other. The book signing. Right up to how Sawyer waited for Jenna to come home last night, a glass of wine poured for her.

“It was a gorgeous night, and she was wiped out, but she sat on the porch with me anyway.”

The waitress brought their orders, and when Sawyer looked up from her soup and salad, Colton was studying her face.

“What?” she asked, opening a napkin and draping it across her lap.

He shook his head and did the same. “Nothing. I’m just noticing the way you sort of light up when you talk about her.”

“Do I?”

Colton gave a snort. “Um, yes. Like the proverbial Christmas tree. You like her, and she clearly likes you.” He pulled the top piece of bread off his club sandwich and added extra mayo.

“You think?”

He tipped his head and hit her with a stare that said duh without saying it. “If she didn’t, she’d have gone to bed without hanging on the porch with you.”

“Maybe she just wanted the wine.”

“Maybe she just wanted you.”

Sawyer chewed a cherry tomato and held Colton’s gaze as he took a bite of his sandwich. Then she let out a long exhale through her nose.

“What?” he asked.

She shook her head.

“Sawyer. Talk to me.” He waved a finger in a circle in front of her face. “What’s causing this…frowning situation?”

“What if I’m too—”

“Don’t you dare say—”

“Damaged,” they finished together.

“Goddamn it.” He took an aggressive bite of his sandwich.

Sawyer grimaced.

“How many times do I have to tell you your experience with Amanda does not define you?” he said after a moment. “I don’t know why you think it does. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“I mean, I did, though.”

“It’s debatable. You didn’t have all the information.”

She tipped her head. “I guess that’s true.”

“It is. You thought she’d be leaving her relationship. And she knew she had no intention of doing that.”

“She did it, though.”

He sighed, and this time, his expression was sympathetic. “Yeah. And that sucks elephant balls. I know it hurts. I’m sorry about that.”

“Me too.”

“But I stand by my assessment that you were operating without all the details. So, I repeat: You didn’t do anything wrong. And letting that selfish cow make you question your worth is not okay.”

Sawyer cleared her throat. “I know. You’re right. And I don’t feel as stuck. I was for a long time, as you know, but I don’t feel bound to her anymore. And I just…” She trailed off, not sure exactly how to put things into words.

“And you’re just surprised by this Jenna thing.”

She stared at him for a moment. “Yes. You’re stupidly wise. It’s frightening.”

He shrugged. “I know.”

“So, yeah, I’m surprised by this Jenna thing, as you put it.” That was pretty much it in a nutshell, wasn’t it? She’d chosen to relocate, start fresh, clean slate, all that business, and bam! There’s Jenna.

“The best things happen when you least expect them,” Colton said, chewing the last bite of his sandwich. “I mean, I wasn’t expecting the hedge fund guy.”

“You were at a gay dance club.”

“Still. I expected a guy, but not that guy.” Colton prided himself on his perpetually single lifestyle and his wide variety of dates, but Hedge Fund Guy had stuck around longer than the rest.

“You still see him?”

“Here and there,” Colton said, and the smile he tried to smother told her it was more than here and there. “Anyway, my point is, you weren’t actively looking, and she appeared. That’s usually a good sign.” He dabbed the corners of his mouth with a napkin. “Why don’t you ask her out? Take her on a real date?”

“Oh, I don’t know about that.”

“Why not?”

She didn’t have a good answer to that. Not one acceptable to Colton, anyway. She knew she felt out of practice. Rusty. A little silly. And, yes, kind of damaged. But she also knew she felt calm around Jenna. Relaxed. Easy.

That was something, right?

The rest of the day went by with her being slightly more focused, and she actually got some work done. She was driving home, several blocks from the house, when a blink of brown and white caught her eye as she passed. A glance in the rearview mirror made her narrow her eyes.

“What the hell?”

She pulled over, jammed the car into park, got out, and hurried back the way she’d come.

“Arnold?” As she called his name, she realized if it was in fact him, he wasn’t going to hear her. He was trotting down the sidewalk heading for the intersection that was way too busy, especially at rush hour, for a deaf dog. She broke into a run, not easy to do in her low heels and dress slacks, but she finally passed him and cut to her right to get in front of him.

He was clearly confused and scared, his brown eyes wide enough for her to see the whites. He met her gaze and recognized her immediately, and the relief in those eyes was shockingly clear.

“Buddy, what are you doing way over here?” She squatted down and he put his front paws right up on her knee so he had access to her face. His entire body vibrated as he shook, and she realized he was terrified. With him in her arms, she walked back to her car, got in, and sat with him until he calmed down.

What the hell had happened? Why in the world was he hurrying down a street alone a good half a mile or more from his home?

Suddenly, a sickening dread for Jenna blossomed in the pit of her stomach. Seat belt clipped, she put the car in gear and headed home.

Jenna’s car was in the driveway. Sawyer got out of her own with Arnold still in her arms and headed up the front steps, where she knocked on Jenna’s door.

It was pulled open in a matter of seconds, and Jenna stood there. Frazzled and completely panicked was the most accurate way to describe her. Eyes wide and fearful, hair disheveled, hands shaking. The second she saw Arnold, she gasped loudly and snagged him out of Sawyer’s arms.

“Oh, God, there you are! Where have you been? Where? You had me so worried!” She kissed all over his face, hugging him tightly to her body.

Sawyer followed her inside and shut the door behind her, then simply stood and watched as the wave of relief washed over Jenna. She turned to Sawyer, her eyes filled with tears. She set Arnold on the couch, turned to her, and wrapped her arms around Sawyer’s neck in a firm, grateful hug.

It stunned Sawyer at first, took her by surprise. But then she closed her arms around Jenna’s body and held her tightly, feeling her warmth and the slight tremble that ran through her. Inhaling deeply, she took in the scent of night jasmine and invitation. She held tight, wanting nothing more than to keep Jenna safe.

“Thank you,” Jenna whispered near her ear. She cried quietly for a moment while Sawyer continued to hold her. When they finally relaxed their grip on one another, they still stayed close. Jenna’s hands slid down from Sawyer’s shoulders but stayed on her body for a moment, near her collarbones, and Jenna seemed to study the neckline of her button-down top.

Sawyer cleared her throat as she became aware of the goose bumps that broke out along her arms. “What happened?” She asked it softly, not wanting to break whatever spell had them continuing to stand so close together, touching.

Jenna took in a breath. “My uncle raked the back yard today. He does it every year, rakes up all the leaves, puts down winterizer and stuff to keep the lawn healthy when it gets cold.” She swallowed hard. “I think he didn’t latch the gate when he finished. I got home from work, let Arnie out back, then went upstairs to change. While I was up there, I got a call from the shop, so I was on the phone for about half an hour. I went to let him back in and he was just…gone.” She waved a hand. “I ran up and down the street in my socks, calling him—which was silly because he can’t hear me. I was just about to get in my car and drive around when you pulled in.” They both glanced down at her feet. One sported a red sneaker. The other wore a once-white-now-kinda-brown sock.

“Fashionable,” Sawyer said, and Jenna’s laugh was clearly one of relief.

“I am nothing if not trendy.” She blew out a huge breath. “God, I don’t know about you, but I need a drink.”

Sawyer found herself following Jenna into the kitchen and watching as she pulled a half-full bottle of white wine from the fridge. Two glasses poured, she handed one to Sawyer. They touched them together in a sweet little ping and sipped. Arnold was at Jenna’s feet, and she squatted down to pet his head some more.

“Tell me what happened,” Jenna said.

Sawyer shrugged. “I mean, not much. I was driving home. I was over on Pine Street.”

Jenna gasped. “Oh my God, he got that far?”

“He was trotting along at a pretty good clip. I caught him out of the corner of my eye as I drove past, and I didn’t think it could be him. I mean, why would it be?”

Jenna nodded and took another slug of her wine.

“But I had a weird feeling, so I pulled over and had to run to catch up. The second he saw me, he came to me. I think he was scared and so relieved to see a familiar face.” She decided not to mention how close he was to that busy intersection. Jenna didn’t need any more stress or worry around the situation. “He let me pick him up and we got back in my car.”

“I can’t believe you stopped. I don’t know how to thank you, Sawyer.”

Jesus, the way her name sounded coming from Jenna’s lips did things to her, caused that familiar fluttering low in her body. “No thanks necessary. I’m just really glad I saw him.”

“I’m really glad you stopped. Not everybody would have.”

That was a fact, and they sat with it for a moment in silence, sipping their wine while Arnold sat on the floor between them, looking up at them, his head moving from one of them to the other. Jenna set her glass down and swooped him up in her arms, kissing all over his furry head again.

“Don’t ever worry your mommy like that again, mister. Understand?”

Sawyer watched as she kissed him some more, his tail sticking out from under her arm and wagging about a mile a minute, her brown eyes wet with unshed tears and an expression of such love and relief that Sawyer knew it was a picture that would live in her head rent free for a long time.

“Well,” she said, clearing her throat. “I should go.”

“Wait.” The word seemed to shoot from Jenna’s mouth. “Stay.”

“Stay?”

“Have dinner with me.” Jenna stopped, and her eyes went just a little wide for a fraction of a second. Then she seemed to shake off whatever it was, straighten her spine, and smile softly. “I was going to make some pasta.”

There was zero comparison, and Sawyer knew it. Home alone with a bowl of cereal or here in Jenna’s warm and inviting house with her, eating pasta and talking about, well, anything, really. No contest.

“Okay. I’d like that. Let me run next door and change into something cozier.”

“Perfect.”

Sawyer could feel Jenna’s eyes on her as she set her glass down and headed down the hall to the front door. Outside, she went back to her car and got her work bag out, then headed inside. Ten minutes later, she was dressed in joggers and a hoodie, her hair clipped up in a messy pile, fresh coat of gloss sparkling on her lips, and a bottle of Cabernet under her arm.

Dinner and conversation with Jenna.

She couldn’t think of a more perfect evening.
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What was it about having Sawyer in her kitchen while she cooked?

Jenna couldn’t put a finger on it exactly, but there was something that made her feel…warm. A little tingly in places. Nervous. Definitely nervous, but in that kind of fun way, where the butterflies flew lower in her body than usual.

She put a pot of water on the stove to boil and sautéed a little minced garlic in a deep skillet, along with a small bit of chopped onion. A glass of wine sat on the counter next to her, and a beautiful woman sat in the chair behind her. Arnold was curled up in his donut bed, probably exhausted from his own stress and excitement, and Wallace and Gromit were lounging in the living room. It all painted a very domestic—and unnervingly comfortable—picture, and Jenna tried not to dwell on it as she stirred.

“How’s the blog lately?” she asked Sawyer.

“I’m a little behind, to be honest. I need to get a couple of reviews up soon. Plus, I need to schedule a couple of interviews…” Her voice drifted off, and Jenna turned to look at her. Sawyer gave her a half grin. “Been a little preoccupied.”

Guilt immediately flooded through her as she turned back to the stove. “I’m sorry. I know I’ve been taking up some of your time. I just—”

“No.” The way Sawyer said that one small word, the emphasis she put on it, had Jenna spinning to look at her again. When their eyes met, Sawyer smiled and softened her voice. “No. You have no need to apologize. The time I’ve been spending with you has been much more fun than sitting at home alone, writing my snarky blog.”

A laugh shot out of Jenna then. “It has been kinda snarky.”

“You’ve read it?” Sawyer’s blue eyes went wide behind her glasses.

“Of course I have. I wanted to make sure you took that ridiculous romance blog down.” She shot a sly grin at Sawyer and didn’t get into details of how she’d gotten sucked in, had spent an entire day at the shop reading Sawyer’s blog, going back months and then years. It was the posts from the last eight to twelve months, though, that had signaled a change.

Sawyer sighed. “I guess my writing can reflect my life sometimes. When I was going through the shit with Amanda, I was kind of mad at everything.” Her small chuckle held a bitter edge.

“I get that.” A can of crushed tomatoes went into the pan.

“What about you?” Sawyer asked.

Jenna turned to meet her gaze, watched as Sawyer sipped her wine. “What about me?”

“Relationship-wise, I mean. Don’t take this the wrong way, but why is somebody like you single?”

“Somebody like me?” she teased.

“You know what I mean. You’re successful, smart, kind, hot…” Sawyer lifted one shoulder as if this was all common knowledge.

Jenna added some salt and pepper and then some freshly chopped basil to the sauce, and put the spaghetti into the boiling water, the whole time trying to hide the giddy grin at being called hot by somebody as hot as Sawyer Hall. “I guess…” She made herself really think about the question and answer honestly. “I guess I’m just waiting for the right person to come along. So far, she’s taking her time.”

“Do you date?”

“Sure. I date. Not terribly often, but I date.” She held up the wooden spoon she’d been using. “In fact, I went out two months ago with a pilot.”

“Ooh, sexy.”

“She was. She was also an egomaniac and hugely narcissistic. No, thanks.”

“Yeah, those are no good.”

“So, I’m just waiting until my princess comes along.” She gave the pasta a stir to keep it from clumping.

“Like your very own romance novel, yeah?” She could hear the teasing tone in Sawyer’s voice, and she turned to look at her.

“As a matter of fact.”

“And you think she’s just gonna walk into your life one day? Just show up out of the blue?”

Jenna held her gaze for a beat before lifting one shoulder and saying simply, “Maybe.”

The air felt charged. Electric. Like either one of them could get zapped at any moment. Jenna wanted to feel that excitement forever, but at the same time, needed it to stop. She wet her lips and made herself turn back to the stove, but her heart pounded and her palms sweat, and, goddamn it, her underwear was damp now, too. She wondered if Sawyer was feeling something similar. She also didn’t want to know.

“So,” she said, her tone clearly indicating a change of subject, she hoped, “what’s the next review? What are you reading now?” She didn’t look at Sawyer, hoped she’d taken the hint and was collecting herself, too.

“The new Stephen King, actually. I’m about a third of the way in.”

“And?”

“I mean, it’s Stephen King. Some of his books are better than others, but there’s not a bad one in the bunch.”

“I read Children of the Corn when I was way too young,” Jenna said with a laugh. “I had nightmares for days. Can you grab the strainer out of that lower cupboard?”

“Oh, yeah, that’s not for kids.” Sawyer found the strainer and put it in the sink. Jenna poured the spaghetti in and let it drain. “So, you weren’t always a romance nut.”

“No, I pretty much was. My dad was a Stephen King fanatic, and I wanted to know what all the fuss was about. I think the nightmares were karma for me stealing one of his books without asking.”

“You don’t talk about your family much,” Sawyer said. Her voice was curious, but softly so.

“I don’t. No.” For most people, that put an end to this line of questioning, but apparently, not for Sawyer.

“How come?”

And instead of being annoyed by the question, Jenna was actually glad she’d asked, and tight belts of unhealed pain that had been buckled around her for years suddenly opened and slid off her as she took a deep breath—the first in a long time when it came to thinking about her family. She wanted Sawyer to know things about her, and she didn’t want to take the time to analyze why. She served up pasta on two plates, added the sauce, and handed them to Sawyer. Wine bottle in one hand, grated parmesan in the other, she followed her out to the dining room. Sawyer went back in to grab their glasses, and soon, they were seated, Jenna at the head of the table, Sawyer sitting to her right.

“As I told your mom, my parents are older. I was an oops baby. My mom was in her mid-forties when she had me. My brothers were already thirteen and fifteen.”

“Oh, wow.”

“Yeah, by the time I was five, they were both off to college, so I was kind of an only child. Which was fine. I got lots of attention then. But”—she inhaled slowly and eased it out—“my parents are very conservative.”

“Uh-oh,” Sawyer said, spinning spaghetti on her fork.

“Yeah.” She gave a soft, bitter laugh. “Coming out didn’t go so well.”

“How old were you?”

“Seventeen?”

“Oh. Early. I didn’t come out until I was in college.”

“Yeah, I knew pretty early on. Did my own research, because I couldn’t exactly talk to my mom about it.” She forked some pasta into her mouth and chewed. “They love me. I know they do. They just…don’t understand me. And they don’t really try to. You know?”

Sawyer nodded.

“And don’t get me started on how they voted.” She grimaced.

“I’m so sorry,” Sawyer said, shaking her head.

“You’re so lucky to have the family support you do. I hope you know that.”

“I do. Truly.” Sawyer’s smile was tender, and Jenna felt a weird mix of envy for the family Sawyer had and relief that she didn’t have to deal with the lack of acceptance Jenna herself had faced. “So,” Sawyer went on, “when was your last long-term relationship?”

“I was with a girl I met through friends for about two years.” She tapped a finger against her chin as she did the math. “Three years ago?”

“What happened?”

Jenna lifted a shoulder. “She got transferred to San Diego. She wanted me to go with her, and that’s when I realized that I loved my shop more than I cared about her. We broke up. She left.” She sighed. “I felt terrible about that for months.”

“Sounds like you made the right choice for everybody, though.”

A nod. “I did. I cared about her, but I wasn’t really in love with her. It just felt awful at the time.”

There was a beat of quiet where they simply smiled softly at each other. Jenna was shocked at how comfortable it was just to be in Sawyer’s presence. Comfortable and completely unexpected. They’d finished eating, and by unspoken agreement, they stood. Sawyer cleaned up the dishes, rinsing them and loading the dishwasher while Jenna fed her animals. When it came time to let Arnold out, she slipped the red Crocs by the back door on and went out first, making sure the gate was latched tightly and Arnold couldn’t escape again. She did not need two heart attacks in one day, thank you very much. She waited for him, but he didn’t stay out very long, and she wondered if he was also trying to avoid another scare. She let him in and shut the door.

When she came back in, she found her wine glass refilled and sitting on the coffee table. Sawyer was standing near her bookshelf, her own wine glass dangling delicately from her fingers as she scanned the titles.

“I don’t think anything there’s gonna be your cup of tea,” she teased.

“I might want to read another Lily Chambers. You don’t know.”

Jenna laughed softly and flopped down onto the couch. “Help yourself. I have them all.” She picked up the little remote and clicked on the fireplace. “It’s chilly out.”

This was when the nerves kicked in. She knew that but still felt it. Butterflies banging around in her stomach. Fluttering lower in her body, beneath her belly button. It was one thing when there was dinner to be made and a table to be set and a meal to eat. It was quite another when it was just her and Sawyer and a couch and a fire and nothing to keep her busy. Nothing to keep her from running her eyes over Sawyer’s body, noting the pleasing curves and dips and imagining how they’d feel under her hands. Nothing to distract her from staring at Sawyer’s mouth, her full bottom lip. Nothing from feeling the warmth of Sawyer’s proximity to her as she sat on the couch not very far away from her.

“What about you?” Sawyer asked. “What are you currently reading? ’Cause I know you’re reading something.” Her blue eyes smiled at Jenna over the rim of her glass as she sipped her wine.

“I’m always reading something. Always. I try to keep up as best I can so I can answer questions for customers, you know?” Sawyer nodded. “I’m currently deep into a story about a witch and a vampire that are sworn enemies.”

“Have they had sex yet?” Sawyer asked with a laugh.

“They’re very close,” Jenna said, laughing with her. “You know, I didn’t expect to like romantasy. Fantasy’s not really my bag. But I’ve really enjoyed most of what I’ve read.”

“That must be fun. Finding out you like something you didn’t think you would.”

“It has been, actually.”

And then there was quiet. Well, almost quiet. The fire crackled. Arnold snored softly from his bed. There was an occasional light thump against the couch—Wallace’s tail swishing as he lay on the back of it, watching out the window. Jenna sat with one leg folded up underneath her, in the corner but facing Sawyer. They looked at each other, and in that moment, Jenna understood what all the books meant, all the ones that said something like “an electric charge ran between them,” because it absolutely did. In fact, she was kind of surprised to not see a line of something akin to lightning running from her body to Sawyer’s, connecting them, threatening to electrocute them both.

Sawyer felt it, too. She could tell just by the look on her face. It was heavy-lidded. Expectant. Resigned. And as Jenna watched, she set her wine glass back on the coffee table, then reached for Jenna’s. Hers joined Sawyer’s, and then Sawyer scooted closer until their knees touched. A warm hand rested on her leg, and Jenna could feel the heat of it through her pants. She swallowed, Sawyer’s face a mere six inches from hers.

“Hi,” Sawyer breathed out.

“Hi,” Jenna whispered back.

“Is this okay?”

Jenna nodded.

“Good.” And she leaned in. Slowly. Giving Jenna time to pull away if she wanted to.

She absolutely did not want to.

Sawyer’s mouth was soft and wet and warm and delicious. She tasted like wine and the peach lip balm she must’ve applied when Jenna wasn’t looking, and Jenna sank in. Sawyer’s hand stayed on her knee, the other one cradling her face, fingers in her hair. She grasped the sides of Sawyer’s shirt, using them to hold on so she didn’t get swept away because holy shit, Sawyer could kiss.

Jenna had kissed her share of women. She’d been out since her teens and she was now in her thirties. She’d sampled the lips of enough women to know a good kisser when she came across one. Sawyer Hall? A+ kisser. A++, in fact. Jenna felt her body turning soft, melting under Sawyer’s mouth. Sawyer paused, removed her glasses to set them on the table, and was back in a second, kissing her some more. And when Sawyer’s tongue subtly sought entrance—the gentleness of that was a turn-on all by itself—Jenna didn’t hesitate. She let her in, and the kissing turned deep and intense and her entire body felt it. The waves that rolled through her sent a pleasant shiver up her spine, and the throbbing that began between her legs only increased in intensity as they continued to kiss.

Kiss?

Who was she kidding? This wasn’t kissing. This was full-on making out, and it was fucking incredible. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been this turned on this quickly, but Sawyer had something. A key or a code or whatever it was that unlocked intense pleasure in Jenna. Her arms were around Sawyer’s neck now, one hand in her thick, dark hair, holding the back of her head, keeping her mouth fused to Sawyer’s. The only sounds in the room were the artificial crackling sound of the fire and the soft noises of their kisses that included occasional hums and whimpers—Jenna wasn’t sure from which of them. Maybe both? Probably her.

She could take Sawyer upstairs. It would be easy. Stand up, take her hand, lead the way. It would be even easier to simply slide down beneath her right there on the couch. Pull her shirt off over her head so she could see what she was certain would be warm, soft skin that glowed in the dim light. Slide the pants down over the sexy curve of her hips so she could glide her own hand between Sawyer’s thighs, feel the warm wet of her…

And the warmth was gone.

She opened her eyes to see Sawyer had pulled back, her lips kiss-swollen and glistening, her chest rising and falling rapidly, her eyes heavy-lidded. She swallowed hard enough for Jenna to hear it.

“What’s wrong?” Jenna asked softly.

Sawyer shook her head. “Nothing. Nothing at all. I just…I think we should slow down.”

“Oh. Oh, okay.” Trying to hide her disappointment was hard, but maybe Sawyer was right. She struggled to figure out why.

Sawyer’s hand was on her knee again, and she spoke. “Listen. I like you.” She picked up her glasses and slid them onto her face. “Like, a lot.” She cleared her throat, took a sip of her wine, and cleared it again before returning her gaze to Jenna’s. “And I have the bad habit of diving in, headfirst, before I should.”

Jenna nodded. Reluctantly, but she nodded. “I get it.”

Sawyer grabbed her hand and squeezed. “Please don’t misunderstand. I made the first move. I know that. And I’m not upset that I did.” Her grin was sheepish as she added, “I’ve kinda wanted to do that since apple picking.”

“Yeah?” That lifted some of the weight off Jenna.

“Hundred percent.” She sighed. “I like you, Jenna.” She waved a finger between them. “And I don’t know what this is, but if it’s something important, I don’t want to rush it.”

That was fair. It was. And as her body settled, as the rushing of her blood slowed back down to almost normal, she accepted it. If it’s something important… She let those words sink in a bit, using them to keep her warm.

They got up from the couch, straightening shirts and hair and grinning at each other like a couple of young kids who just did something they weren’t supposed to. At the front door, Jenna stopped with her hand on the knob.

“Thanks again for getting Arnie home safely to me.”

Sawyer’s smile was tender. “Any time. I’m so glad I saw him.”

Jenna reached up and grasped Sawyer’s chin, pushed up onto her toes, and kissed her softly. Mouths lingered, and Jenna knew it wouldn’t take much to get things going again, to wind them up. And she thought about it, seriously considered it.

“You don’t know how badly I want to take you up to my room right now,” she whispered, surprised when the words came out of her mouth.

“Oh, I think I do,” Sawyer whispered back. She kissed her one more time, then opened the door herself. “Which is why I need to go.” She moved her lips from Jenna’s mouth to her forehead, pressed a kiss to her skin, and stepped out onto the porch. “Good night, Jenna.”

“ ’Night, Sawyer. Be careful on your long commute.”

“That one never gets old,” Sawyer said, and then she took the six steps that connected her space and Jenna’s and pushed through her own front door. One more smile, a small wave, and she stepped inside.

The door clicked shut, and Jenna stood there for another moment, letting the crisp fall air cool her heated skin.

She had not expected this evening. Obviously, she hadn’t expected to lose Arnold for a time, but she hadn’t expected to end up in a make-out session on her couch with Sawyer Hall. Far from it. She grabbed her phone and typed a message onto the group thread with Dakota and Veronica, ’cause she needed her girls right now.

Just had a serious make-out session on my couch. Need to analyze.

No more than thirty seconds passed before a string of wide-eyed emoji came from Dakota, followed by a gif of two people jumping up and down in celebration from Ronni.

Deets, Dakota typed.

Asap, came Ronni’s text right after.


Chapter Twelve



Halloween in upstate New York was always a crap shoot as far as the weather went. When Sawyer thought back to her childhood and trick-or-treating, her attire ran the gamut. There had been years where she’d had a heavy winter coat on under her costume. There had been years where she’d sweat in her mask, and years where her mother had insisted she carry an umbrella (totally cringe, but her mom didn’t care… “It’s better than catching pneumonia,” she could still hear her warn). And there had been years in between.

This was going to be an in-between year. She thought that as she packed up her bag in her office and got ready to head home. The morning had started out damp with a bit of drizzle, but the temperature stayed in the fifties all day and things had dried up.

Admittedly, she’d failed in the decorations department as far as the house went. She’d noticed over the past couple of weeks how Jenna had added something new to the porch every couple of days, the fall decorations seeming to multiply all on their own. Another pumpkin here, some corn stalks there. Today, as she pulled into the driveway, she noticed that Jenna’s decorations seemed to bleed onto her side of the porch. Suddenly, there was a little table with a smiling jack-o’-lantern sitting next to her door, and orange twinkle lights were weaved into the porch railing, not only on Jenna’s side but up over the top of the entryway above the steps and back down along Sawyer’s side. Her grin grew as she approached the steps and Jenna’s door opened and a gorgeous, sexy witch stepped out.

“Oh, hey,” Jenna said, her smile wide. Radiant. “You’re home.”

“Thank God.” Sawyer climbed the steps. “You look…” She shook her head, unable to keep the grin off her face.

“Scary? Accurately witchy? Hilarious?” Jenna popped the top off her own jack-o’-lantern and used a long-handled lighter to ignite the candle inside.

“Incredibly sexy,” Sawyer said simply. Honestly. And with great satisfaction when she noticed the two blossoms of pink that formed on Jenna’s cheeks, along with a soft smile.

Jenna swallowed, and Sawyer was pretty sure she could see a slight tremor in the little flame she held. She lit the candle, then turned to Sawyer, one eyebrow arched. “Are you flirting with me?”

“Just stating the facts, ma’am.” Sawyer kept grinning. She couldn’t help it. Then she let her eyes roam over Jenna’s body. She wasn’t dressed as a traditional witch. No long black robes or pointy hat. Instead, she wore high black boots with a heel that put her almost eye-to-eye with Sawyer, a black cape over a skintight black body suit, dark eyeliner, and black gloves. She looked confident and powerful, and yes, goddamn sexy. Sawyer lifted one shoulder. “Calling ’em like I see ’em.”

Jenna waved her makeshift wand. “I accept that answer.” Then she smiled and whispered, “Thanks.”

“Welcome.”

“Are you gonna go get dressed?” Jenna waved the wand in the direction of Sawyer’s door. “The little ones will start coming soon, and they’re the best part!”

Her excitement was contagious and adorable, and Sawyer shot her a salute. “Yes, ma’am. Be right back.” She hurried inside, dumped her stuff on the floor, and ran up to her room to change into her costume. Colton had picked it out for her, gotten it from a friend who ran a costume shop, promising that even if Jenna didn’t know who she was, the trick-or-treaters would, and that would make her very cool. And Sawyer had seen several Marvel movies, so she wasn’t unfamiliar. She struggled into what turned out to be a very tight bodysuit—how had Jenna gotten into hers?—strapped on the gun belt and fingerless gloves, stepped into the boots, and gave her hair a toss as she stood in front of the mirror. Then, because she was feeling mischievous, she pulled the front zipper down enough to give a peek of cleavage—for Jenna’s benefit. “I’ll zip it back up before the kids come,” she whispered to her reflection.

Downstairs in the kitchen, she grabbed the biggest bowl she had, dumped three bags of fun-size Snickers bars and Reese’s cups into it, then headed out the front door. Jenna must’ve been back inside, but the gate was up and Arnold was wandering the porch, sniffing the floor. The orange twinkle lights were glittering, jack-o’-lanterns were glowing with warmth, smiling at passersby, and Sawyer set her bowl of candy on the little table Jenna had brought out. Then she pulled her chair over so it was closer to the steps—and to Jenna’s side—and stood there looking out at the neighborhood. She loved it here. Like, loved it. She hadn’t expected to, not like this. She inhaled the crisp fall air, the scents of earth and grass and crushed leaves filling her lungs, and let it out slowly, feeling more like herself than she had in a long time.

Amanda who?

She was chuckling softly to herself and petting Arnold’s furry head when Jenna’s door opened and she came out carrying two glasses of red wine. “We deserve a treat of our own while we’re handing out treats to—” Her gaze rose and landed on Sawyer, and she stopped. Just stopped. Stopped moving. Stopped talking. Just stopped. And stared. Her lips moved, but no sound came out. Her wide eyes roamed over Sawyer’s body, taking their time.

Sawyer reached out to take one of the wine glasses, and she made a mental note to buy Colton lunch next week as a thank-you.

“Black Widow!” came a voice from the front yard, and she turned to see three kids of maybe seven or eight coming up the walk. “Cool.”

And so it began. The sheer volume of trick-or-treaters shocked Sawyer. She’d lived in an apartment for most of her adult life, and apartment buildings didn’t get a ton of kids on Halloween, so this was new to her. She and Jenna barely had any time to talk for the first forty-five minutes after those first kids.

“I’m a person who’s prone to give out handfuls,” Jenna said at one point. “But at this rate, we’ve gotta be careful or we’re going to run out early.”

Sawyer grinned at her. “I’ve got four more bags inside. We’ll be okay. But yeah, no handfuls.” Which was hard to stick with when Elsa and Anna from Frozen came up the walk. “Oh my God, look at you two!”

As their father led them back down the steps a moment later, Jenna asked knowingly, “How many did they get?”

Sawyer sighed and looked sheepishly at her. Wrinkling her nose, she said, “Four? Each?” At Jenna’s mock gasp, she cried, “Did you see them, though?” Then she pouted. “I love Frozen.”

“You do?” Jenna asked, eyes wide. “I’m surprised by that. Though…it’s not a romance, so maybe I’m not.” She shot a grin at her.

“It’s still about love, though.”

“True.” Jenna held her gaze for a moment just as more kids came tromping up the walk.

It went on like that for a solid three hours, and they somehow managed not to use up all their candy, though they did finish the bottle of wine. Arnold got more pets than they could count, and by the time Sawyer had a chance to drop back down into her chair, she was exhausted.

“Holy crap, Halloween is tiring.”

Jenna laughed. “This is a super-busy neighborhood because the elementary school is only two blocks away. Lots of kids. Lots of new families starting out. It’s like this every year.”

“I had no idea.” Sawyer unwrapped a Snickers bar and took a bite, then looked at it in her hand. “This is, like, my tenth one. I’ve gotta stop or I’ll never be able to get this bodysuit off.”

“Happy to help.”

Sawyer turned at the words and found Jenna’s eyes startled wide, as if her own words had surprised her, and Sawyer burst out laughing. “You should see your face right now.”

Jenna joined her in the laughter, leaning back in her chair. “That just came out all on its own,” she said. “I blame the wine.” When the laughter died down, she turned her head and locked gazes with Sawyer. “The offer stands, though,” she said softly.

“I’ll take it under advisement,” Sawyer whispered back.

“You do that.”

[image: ornamental scene break]


The following Tuesday was a busy day at BookLove, the kind of day Jenna lived for. A steady stream of customers, a big influx of new releases to be shelved and put on display, and it was also the beginning of November, which meant it was very nearly time to put up the Christmas decorations.

“No.” Delia was adamant. “Not yet.” She pointed at Jenna. “You have to wait at least until the middle of the month. At least.”

It was a battle they had every year, and it never didn’t make Jenna laugh. “But I can start playing Christmas music, though, right?”

“No. Absolutely not. Middle. Of. The. Month.”

“Ugh. Fine.” Jenna stomped away toward the back room like an annoyed teenager, but she was grinning because the “battle” had gone exactly as it did every November. She had no intention of decorating this soon or of playing Christmas music quite this early. There were still three and a half weeks until Thanksgiving, and the last thing she wanted to do was annoy her customers by starting the season too soon. But it was fun to mess with Dee, so she did it every year.

Her stuff gathered, she double-checked to make sure Dee was set for the evening. More and more often, she’d been allowing herself to take evenings off, and it was finally starting not to feel like she was slacking. She suspected this was the case with many a small business owner—that feeling that if they took any time at all off, they were doing a disservice to their shop or restaurant or bar. She was a member of a couple of small business owner organizations, and they’d had the same discussion many times.

November had come in with a definite chill, as if to say Enough of this wishy-washy weather. It’s fall now, and winter’s just around the corner. Brace yourself. She drove home, gathered her things from the passenger seat, and was headed toward the porch when Sawyer’s door opened and she burst out in a flurry, her coat hanging off one arm as she locked the door behind her.

“Hey,” Jenna said. “Everything okay?”

Sawyer was clearly frazzled. “No. No, it’s not. Courtney’s headed to the hospital. She’s bleeding and freaking out.” She stuck her arm into a coat sleeve.

“Oh my God. Okay. Don’t panic. That happens sometimes.” She put a hand on Sawyer’s arm. “Do you want me to go with you?”

Sawyer shook her head. Jenna could feel the tremble in her arm, even through the coat. “No.” She met Jenna’s gaze, and the way she suddenly calmed was clear and surprising. She took a deep breath and put her warm hand over Jenna’s on her arm. “No. Thank you. I’m okay.”

Jenna nodded. “All right. You’re okay to drive?” The hospital wasn’t terribly far away.

“I am.” Sawyer cleared her throat.

“Good. I’m here for the night, so text if you need anything.” She squeezed Sawyer’s arm for emphasis. “I mean it. Anything.”

Sawyer’s turn to nod. “Okay. Thank you.”

“Keep me posted if you get a chance.”

“I will.” Sawyer hurried down the front steps, then turned in the lawn. “Thanks, Jenna.”

“Of course. Any time.” She waved her away. “Go. I’ll be here.”

She watched as Sawyer got in her car, backed out, and drove away, a rush of worry filling her heart. As she stood on the porch in the cold autumn air, she sent up a prayer for Courtney and her baby, whispering it aloud and sending it off on a cloud of vapor.

What had been meant as a relaxing evening off became an evening of nerves and worry. Rather than setting her phone on its charger, as she usually did when she was home from the shop, she slipped it into her pocket so she wouldn’t miss a text or call, should Sawyer reach out, should she need anything.

“Be so real, Jenna,” she whispered to herself as she fed Arnie, then the cats. When every four-legger was chowing down, she beat some eggs for the omelet she planned to eat for her own dinner and continued with her quiet self-talk. “You’re not the person she’s gonna call if she needs something. She’s got her mom, her dad, she has friends who were around long before you were.” She paused. “She’s got an ex who probably knows her family way better than you do.” And with that, she grimaced, not happy with the way that sentence made her feel.

In her pocket, her phone pinged, and she nearly dropped the entire bowl of eggs trying to get to it quickly. But it wasn’t Sawyer. It was Delia asking about a new book.

Jenna sent back a quick response and went back to her dinner, doing her best to push Sawyer and the concern she had for her to the back of her mind. She’ll text when she can. It was all the reassurance she had. She let Arnold out the back to do his business, then got dishes out for herself.

Omelet finished and stuffed with spinach and cheddar, she poured herself a glass of water and carried it all into the living room. Once Arnold was back inside, she sat on the couch and picked up the remote, looking for something to watch while she ate.

She’d settled on an old episode of Friends when Arnold started to bark. Muting the TV, she listened and heard the telltale creaking of a porch floorboard that told her somebody was out there. Hoping Sawyer was home, she pulled the front door open and stuck her head out the storm door.

But it wasn’t Sawyer.

A woman stood at Sawyer’s front door looking slightly out of place and a little frazzled. It was clear Jenna had startled her, her blue eyes wide with surprise as her hand reached out, not quite touching Sawyer’s door handle. It took a beat, but when she turned, Jenna recognized her as the same woman who’d been there before. The ex. Amanda.

“Can I help you?” Jenna asked.

The woman cleared her throat. “I was looking for Sawyer.” Her voice was low, and she swallowed audibly. That’s when Jenna noticed that her eyes were red-rimmed, like she was upset. Like she’d been crying maybe.

“Yeah, she’s not home right now.”

“Oh.” The woman made no move to leave, just stood there, as if coming to Sawyer’s house had been the only thing on her list, and now she wasn’t sure what to do. The overhead porch light bounced off her auburn hair as she stood there.

“Do you want me to give her a message?” She wasn’t about to tell this woman where Sawyer was or why, though maybe she should have.

Amanda cleared her throat again. “Um. Yeah. Okay.” She took a step toward Jenna, and Arnold squeezed out from behind her legs. Amanda looked down at him, her expression one of slight distaste, as if she was trying to hide it but couldn’t. Then it was like she realized the face she was making and consciously shifted it to a cool smile. “My name’s Amanda. I’m Sawyer’s…friend.”

“I know who you are.” The words slipped out before Jenna could lock them in, and she swallowed down her own annoyance with herself.

Amanda’s smile faltered. “Oh. Okay.” She stood back up. “Well, if you could just let Sawyer know I stopped by.”

“I thought she wanted you to leave her alone.” Oh, shit. What was happening? Why couldn’t she control her mouth?

And that’s when Amanda gave a clearly sarcastic chuckle, tipped her head to one side, and said, “Trust me, Sawyer rarely knows what she wants.”

In that moment, a meme Jenna had seen a hundred times flashed through her mind. It was a picture of a lion, and it said the lion, the witch, and the audacity of this bitch, and it was a hundred percent perfect for this situation. She almost laughed but managed to keep her lips closed, trapping the words. This time. She watched in awe as Amanda went from a woman who looked sad and emotional to one who was cool and in control. The transformation happened in a split second, and it made Jenna realize that the sad and emotional act had been just that: an act. Amanda turned and headed down the stairs, then gave Jenna a quick wave.

“Have a good night.”

Jenna stood there, watching her walk across the lawn toward her Mercedes parked on the street. She was very attractive; Jenna couldn’t deny it. Dressed in clearly expensive clothes, business attire, as if she’d just come from work. Black slacks. Expensive heels. She left behind a cloud of a sweet-smelling perfume, and Jenna found herself exhaling, not wanting the scent getting into her. She waited until the Benz’s engine turned over and the car pulled out into the street before she corralled Arnold back inside and shut the door against the brisk fall air.

Back on the couch, she covered herself with her blanket, and Arnold hopped up to curl into a ball near her feet. Wallace decided to park himself directly on her chest, which made typing on her phone more difficult. Working around him, she tapped out a text to Sawyer—she didn’t want to bother her with Amanda’s visit but was also worried if she didn’t tell her now, she might forget altogether, which would not be cool, even if it was her preference.

With a sigh, she sent a text.

Hi there. Sorry to bother you. How’s Courtney? FYI, Amanda stopped by. Not sure why she didn’t call first, but she asked me to tell you she was here.

A few minutes went by before Sawyer’s text came back. I blocked her number, that’s why she didn’t call first. Courtney’s good. Doc says nothing to worry about. I’m taking her home soon.

“Oh, thank God,” Jenna muttered out loud, then typed, Fabulous news. Give her a hug for me. She had nothing more she wanted to say about Amanda, so she left it. It wasn’t her business anyway.

And that was the thing, wasn’t it?

She grabbed Wallace’s little face in both hands and looked into his big, green eyes. “It’s not my business, right, buddy? Tell me it’s not my business.”

Wallace blinked at her in silence.
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Sawyer had felt the adrenaline crash about an hour ago, and now, as she pulled her car into the driveway and killed the engine, she was finally starting to feel somewhat normal again. Crazy how you could go from hyperaware, to wanting to curl up and sleep, to back to being a human, all in the course of a few hours.

She trudged up the front steps, ready to veer to the right to her door, but Jenna’s lights were still on. It was a little after ten, and before she could think about it or second-guess the choice, she veered left instead and knocked lightly on the door.

When Jenna opened it, she knew she’d made the right decision because everything in her body settled, relaxed, eased up.

“Hi,” she said.

“Oh, my God. You’re back. Hi.” Jenna didn’t hesitate. She pushed the storm door open, reached out, and tugged Sawyer inside.

“Is this okay?” Sawyer asked, standing in the entryway. “I don’t want to interrupt anything or…” She shrugged as she took in Jenna—joggers, long-sleeve T-shirt, no bra, which was emphasized by the fact that Sawyer could see the outline of her nipples. Her hair was pulled back in a clip, and several locks had escaped and dangled around her face. The white socks on her feet were the final touch and screamed “adorably sexy” at her so loudly in her head, Sawyer was surprised Jenna couldn’t hear it.

“Are you kidding?” Jenna waved at the TV. “As you can see, I’m very absorbed in this show from thirty years ago.” She chuckled, then stepped closer and reached out. Hand on Sawyer’s arm, she looked her in the eye. “How are you? How’s Courtney? Do you need anything? Water? Wine? Whiskey?”

Sawyer smiled. Jenna was always trying to take care of her. “Courtney’s fine. And water would be great.”

“You got it.” Jenna disappeared into the kitchen while Sawyer slipped her coat off and squatted down to give Arnie some love.

“Here you go.” Jenna handed her a glass of water, and they continued to stand in the entryway as she added, “I hope it was okay that I texted you about Amanda. I was going to wait, ’cause I didn’t want to bother you when you had so much going on, but…” Her grimace was so cute, and Sawyer reached out, touched her face.

“No worries at all.”

“I wasn’t very nice to her.” Jenna’s wrinkled nose was even cuter than the grimace.

“No?”

Jenna shook her head, and there was something intense in her dark eyes as she darted them away. She was standing close, and all of a sudden, Sawyer could feel her body heat. It radiated off her. She inched closer.

“How come?” Sawyer asked, her voice soft.

“I don’t like her,” Jenna whispered.

“No?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

A loud swallow. “Because you deserve better.” Jenna looked up at her then, and that intensity in her eyes? It had multiplied. By a lot. Sawyer felt like it reached in and stroked her, and a low-key throbbing started between her legs.

Everything in her hands—her bag, her coat, her keys—all of it dropped to the floor as she reached up to grab Jenna’s face in both her hands. The kiss was not gentle. It wasn’t tentative. It was hard and thorough and demanding. She pushed her tongue into Jenna’s mouth, pulling a whimper from her that only shoved Sawyer’s arousal higher. Jenna tasted like sweetness and spice and salvation, and Sawyer couldn’t get enough. She could feel Jenna’s hands, first on her forearms, then on her waist, pulling her closer. One of them snaked up the back of her shirt, the heat from Jenna’s hand against her skin threatening to combust them both.

When they finally wrenched apart, they were as breathless as if they’d just run a race. Sawyer trailed her fingertips along Jenna’s jawline, stroking her thumb over the splotch of pink on her cheek. Her hand trailed down Jenna’s arm and grasped her hand, and she glanced at the stairs, then back at Jenna, eyebrows raised in question. “My first time with you is not going to be on a couch. Okay?”

Jenna grinned at her. “Okay.” She led the way.

Seeing a woman’s bedroom was an intimate occurrence in Sawyer’s mind, and Jenna’s was pretty much exactly like she’d expected—soft, inviting, with a subtle element of playfulness that she’d come to associate with Jenna Murphy. Soft lilac walls and a fluffy white comforter accented by about eight pillows and an old, worn teddy bear were what she managed to take in before Jenna pulled her head down to meet her lips.

She stopped, removed her glasses and set them on a dresser, and refocused.

God, when was the last time she’d wanted somebody this badly? It was hard to remember. Maybe the first few times she’d been with Amanda? That had tempered quickly, though, and she wasn’t sure it was ever like this, so raw, so primal. She wanted to literally rip Jenna’s clothes off. Literally. Strip her roughly until she stood naked before her, waiting, wanting. She had to consciously slow herself down, and it wasn’t easy, because Jenna clearly did things to her, made her blood run hotter than it ever had, and she felt like her body was on fire.

For her part, though, Jenna gave as good as she got, and it made Sawyer wonder if she was maybe feeling it, too. She wrenched her mouth away, Jenna’s face in her hands as they stood there panting.

“Jesus Christ,” Jenna muttered, her breathing ragged.

“I know, right?” Sawyer swallowed.

“I don’t know if…” Jenna glanced away as she cleared her throat, but when her gaze came back, her eyes were nearly all pupil, hooded, and she reached up for Sawyer’s head. “God, I just want you so badly it’s frightening.”

That was all Sawyer needed, to know Jenna was as all in as she was, and the stripping began. Between kisses, she pulled at Jenna’s clothes, and in a matter of moments, she was standing there naked, all creamy skin and subtle curves, and holy fucking shit, Sawyer had never been so turned on in her entire life. She reached around the back of Jenna’s head and grabbed the hair clip, releasing all that honey-brown hair so it cascaded over Jenna’s shoulders.

“My God, you’re beautiful,” she whispered, sifting that hair through her fingers, then watching as Jenna blushed. It began at her chest, the pretty pink traveling up her throat to settle in her cheeks. Her gaze moved lower, to Jenna’s breasts, a bit larger than Sawyer had expected, the pink nipples standing erect in the cool air. She wanted to touch them. To caress them and knead them in her hands and bathe them with her tongue—but she also wanted to simply look, to feast with her eyes, because oh my God, what a view.

“Okay,” Jenna said after a moment, stepping closer. “Here’s the deal. I’m soaked and beyond ready, and you’re overdressed.” Her long fingers began to unbutton Sawyer’s shirt, and then she pushed it off her shoulders so she stood in her bra and jeans. Jenna’s eyes never left hers as she trailed her fingertips down Sawyer’s bare stomach, causing a ripple in her muscles and goose bumps on her skin, flipped the button of her jeans, and slowly lowered the zipper. Her voice was barely above a whisper as she ordered, “Take these off.”

Sawyer didn’t have to be told twice, and she quickly shed her jeans and underwear. Jenna held her gaze as she reached around her to unfasten her bra, and then they were standing inches apart, both naked. Sawyer was reasonably sure her heart was about to pound out of her chest, but she did her best to stand there and wait, to let Jenna look at her. And God, did she look. Sawyer swore she could feel Jenna’s eyes on her just as certainly as if they were fingertips, caressing her skin, moving along her body. From her lips, down the long column of her throat, along her collarbones and over her nipples—which made themselves known—and down to the apex of her thighs, where she knew she was soaking; she could feel the slickness of her own skin.

She swallowed hard because the waiting was killing her.

Jenna arched an eyebrow and grinned at her, so she knew exactly the effect she was having.

When she finally reached out and stroked her thumb across Sawyer’s nipple, it was all over. Sawyer gasped, grabbed Jenna’s face, and kissed her senseless while backing her across the room to the bed.

They fell back onto it.

Sex with Jenna Murphy was so easy.

That was the first thought that popped into Sawyer’s head. She felt no pressure. No concern. No trepidation or shame. No worry. Touching Jenna, being touched by Jenna was one giant dichotomy—calming and exciting, serious and fun, frantic and tender—and she never wanted it to end. She ran her fingers, her tongue, across every expanse of skin she could reach, delighting in the smooth softness, the sweet and salty tang of Jenna, of all of her.

Jenna was no wallflower, though. They rolled several times, shifting positions so one was on top, in control, and then the other, and Sawyer couldn’t remember sex ever being so equal before. At one point, she was on top, and she grasped Jenna’s wrists, pinned them above her head, and simply gazed into her eyes. Their faces were close enough for their noses to brush, and she pulled back just enough to focus on the deep, rich brown of Jenna’s eyes. What she saw there—desire, yes, but also possibility—reached right into her chest and squeezed her heart, and she had to crush her mouth to Jenna’s just to keep from being crashed into by the feelings that suddenly threatened to flood her.

One hand released Jenna’s wrists, and Sawyer quickly slipped it down between their bodies, finally allowing herself to feel the hot, slick wetness between Jenna’s legs. She gasped beneath Sawyer, pushing her head back into the pillow, exposing her throat to a full-on assault by Sawyer’s mouth, her tongue. Without preamble, she slid inside, Jenna’s soft, warm walls contracting around her fingers, but that wasn’t what nearly sent Sawyer over the edge herself. No, it was the sounds. The sounds Jenna made, the sounds Sawyer dragged out of her, were the biggest turn-on of all. The little breaths, the gasps, the whimpers, the softly whispered pleas—Sawyer had never heard anything so fucking sexy in her entire life. Ever. She took Jenna to the edge over and over again, stopping and pulling her back until she was breathless and begging for release.

“Please, Sawyer.” Her breath was ragged, her hips undulating even as Sawyer had stopped any movement of her fingers. “Please.”

Sawyer smiled down at her. Who was she to deny a beautiful woman? She stroked her fingers in and out slowly, letting it build once more, and this time, she didn’t stop. She tipped Jenna over the edge and watched.

Jenna’s whole body arched, her muscles spasming as she let go of a cry of pleasure, again, like nothing Sawyer had heard, and Jesus fucking Christ, the things it did to her. Watching and listening to Jenna have an orgasm almost brought Sawyer to her own, that’s how fucking sexy it all was. She held tightly to Jenna’s squirming body, but what was more, Jenna held tightly to hers. She felt fingers twisting in her hair and Jenna’s other hand gripping her upper arm like she’d fly off into oblivion if she let go.

There would be marks tomorrow.

Sawyer didn’t care.

Worth it.
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Warm.

Relaxed.

Safe.

Those were the three things Jenna felt as she blinked her eyes open. It was still dark, and across the room on her dresser, the big red numbers on her digital clock told her it was nearly two in the morning.

Memories from a few hours ago began to seep into her mind as she mentally took stock of her position. On her side, head cushioned on Sawyer’s chest, Sawyer’s arm wrapped around her shoulders. Her own arm was draped across Sawyer’s middle, and her leg was thrown over Sawyer’s thigh. They were like vines that had grown around each other in slumber and were now almost one entity, the exact same position they’d fallen asleep in on the couch a few weeks ago.

Flashes of their lovemaking hit her hard as she lay there, moving her fingertips ever so slightly across the soft skin of Sawyer’s abdomen. The deep kissing, the way they moved together, that moment when Sawyer had her pinned to the bed and simply…looked at her. God, Jenna had felt that gaze deep in her soul. It had shaken her then and it did now, even just as a memory.

Shit. She was in trouble with this woman. She could already tell.

Normally, that would scare the bejesus out of her. But instead, it simply made her smile. She moved her hand up just a bit to Sawyer’s modest breast and kept her fingers feather-light as she circled a nipple, then touched it, moved back and forth over it until it grew and hardened and Sawyer’s breathing changed very subtly. Jenna waited, but she stayed sleeping.

Jenna played a little more, fully awake now and throbbing yet again, and in a split second, she decided she couldn’t wait any longer. She pushed herself up and off Sawyer’s chest and took that hardened nipple into her mouth, sucked. Sawyer’s intake of breath was not subtle this time, nor was the groan that escaped her lips.

Jenna didn’t wait. She trailed her tongue down Sawyer’s stomach to the apex of her thighs, pushed her legs apart, and dove in. Sawyer was still wet from earlier, warm and slick and salty, and when Jenna pushed into her, she was rewarded with sudden hands in her hair and a whimper that said she’d found exactly the right approach. She slowed down, stroking the sides, licking around the one place she knew Sawyer wanted her most, teasing her and drawing out the anticipation. Sawyer moved her hips, trying to follow Jenna’s mouth, trying to help, and Jenna smiled against her skin. She felt Sawyer’s fingers tighten in her hair, an attempt to direct her head, and Jenna finally gave in. With one long, slow stroke of her tongue, she sent Sawyer over the cliff. Her hips rose up off the bed, and her groan was louder this time as she pulled a pillow over her face and muffled the sound. Jenna stayed with her and rode it out until Sawyer’s body began to relax, settle back down on the mattress.

They lay there in silence, the only sound that of Sawyer’s ragged breathing returning to normal. Her hand was still in Jenna’s hair, and she gave it a little tug, requesting she come up. Jenna obliged and returned to her spot cradled against Sawyer’s side.

Sawyer attempted to speak and had to clear her throat first. “Good God, woman,” she croaked, and it made Jenna laugh against her skin. “Out of a dead sleep?”

“I couldn’t wait,” Jenna whispered. “Should I apologize?”

“Don’t you dare.” Sawyer’s arm tightened around her, and a kiss was pressed to her forehead. “Don’t you dare.”

Jenna pulled the blankets back up and over their bodies and smiled as she heard Arnold’s soft snores coming from his dog bed. He usually slept on the bed with her, but their frenetic movement for the past few hours had sent him elsewhere to sleep.

Sawyer’s breathing had become deep and even again, and she marveled at how quickly the woman dozed off, feeling slightly jealous about it but also happy to have a moment to simply feel. To absorb her current state: warm, safe, happily sore, cradled in the arms of a beautiful woman, her dog snoring softly from the corner, one cat curled up at the foot of the bed, the other on her pillow. It was incredibly comfortable and achingly domestic, and she refused to let herself panic over either of those things. Instead, she sent up a quick prayer of thanks and closed her eyes. Behind her eyelids, everything that had happened that night replayed for her in an endless loop, from the making out in the living room to the climb up the stairs to the loss of clothing to the orgasms. Yes, plural, she thought, and smiled against Sawyer’s skin. It was such a cliché to think about how well Sawyer seemed to know her body, just how to touch her and where, but it was true, as if she had inside information on how best to make Jenna become the proverbial putty in her hands.

She took in a deep, full breath and let it out, her entire body finally relaxing. She needed rest if she intended to function tomorrow, so she burrowed in a little closer and willed her mind to quiet and sleep to take her.


Chapter Thirteen



“How are you feeling?” Sawyer asked her sister as she set the pizza box down on the counter of Courtney’s kitchen, along with the container of chicken wings.

“Like a fucking beached whale who’s not allowed to sleep. Like, ever.” Courtney’s house was open concept, so Sawyer could see her from the kitchen even as she sat on the couch with her feet up and a pillow shoved behind the small of her back.

“I’m sorry. You want pizza?”

“Is the Pope Catholic? Of course I want fucking pizza.”

“I see Mom was right when she said your discomfort has done wonders for your language,” Sawyer said with a soft laugh.

“Fuck you.” Courtney held up her middle finger.

Sawyer laughed louder as she slid two slices onto a plate, added some wings, poured a glass of water, and delivered them to her sister. “I’m having wine, just so you know,” she said.

“And fuck you again.”

“You’re lovely when you’re pregnant. I can’t wait for you to have a dozen more kids.”

“When hell freezes over.” Courtney took a bite of her pizza as Sawyer sat down next to her and handed her a napkin.

“Good?”

Courtney hummed as she chewed. “Heavenly. I am a bottomless pit. If I could eat twenty-four hours a day, I abso-fucking-lutely would.”

They sat quietly and ate for a moment or two before the entire reason for Sawyer’s visit burst out of her as if she had no control over her voice. “I slept with Jenna last night.”

Courtney stopped chewing and stared at her. Sawyer didn’t look at her, but she could feel it, and she had to fight hard to keep from squirming. Courtney swallowed loudly and said, “I’m sorry, what?”

Sawyer sighed. “Yeah.”

“Okay.” Courtney nodded and seemed to take a moment to get her bearings. “Okay. And?”

“And what?”

An annoyed sigh. “And how was it? What did you talk about afterward? Are you okay? Is she okay? Are you gonna do it again? Are you girlfriends now?” She took another bite of pizza and said around it, “I have questions.”

“Clearly.” Sawyer laughed through her nose. Then she took a deep breath and answered. “It was amazing. Like, truly amazing. We haven’t talked about it because I haven’t seen her today. I had to work, and then I came here. We’ve texted a tiny bit, but that’s all.” She grimaced, trying to hide the guilt she felt at having snuck out that morning and hauling ass to work early. “I did leave her a note.”

“Wait. You left her a note.”

“Yes.”

“What did it say?”

“Um…” Sawyer tried to recall what she’d jotted on the sticky note she’d found in the kitchen. “ ‘Had a great time. Early meeting. Talk later.’ ”

“Oh, so romantic and heartfelt,” Courtney said with a roll of her eyes. “So, you left while she was still sleeping?” At Sawyer’s embarrassed nod, she shook her head and asked, “What the hell am I going to do with you?”

“I don’t know,” Sawyer whined. “I panicked.”

“Obvies. But why?”

“Because Amanda had come by earlier and Jenna talked to her and—”

Courtney cut her off with a groan. “Jesus fucking Christ, that woman. What is the hold she has on you? I don’t understand it.”

Sawyer blew out a breath and her voice lowered. “I don’t either. I mean, it’s not a hold anymore, but she messes with my head. She does it from afar. I don’t even see her, and she can still mess with my head.”

“Sawyer.” Courtney said her name sternly and waited until Sawyer looked at her. “Listen to me. I’ve said this to you a million times, but I do feel like you’re finally in a place where you might actually hear me.”

Sawyer’s small grin came unbidden.

Courtney reached over and grasped her hand, held it tight. “You’re amazing. You’re kind and loving and smart and beautiful. Any woman would be lucky to have you. I hate that Amanda has made you doubt any of those things. She’s a manipulative narcissist, and you doubting yourself is what she lives for. It’s how she keeps control. It’s why she’s never made you feel good about yourself. Because if you do, you’ll see that you deserve so much better than her.”

Sawyer nodded. She knew all of this was true, but it was sometimes hard to take it all to heart.

“Now, Jenna? She’s the real deal.”

“You think?”

“Hundred percent. And if you can’t see that, you need to get your eyes checked, dear sister of mine.” She chewed a piece of pizza and swallowed it before adding, “Don’t hurt her. Okay?”

“I don’t want to. Believe me, I really don’t.” That was the absolute truth, and Sawyer had been sitting with it all day. “I shouldn’t have bolted this morning, but it all felt so…heavy. You know? My past with Amanda, this new possibility with Jenna. And then there’s the fact that maybe Jenna doesn’t even want anything that’s a ‘possibility.’ ” She made the air quotes. “Maybe it was just sex, plain and simple.” She wasn’t sure she could face that either. She picked up her wine and sat back against the couch. “I’m not sure what to do,” she whispered.

Courtney put a chicken wing into her mouth and, like a cartoon character would, pulled out a clean bone. Sawyer never understood how she did that. Even as kids, she was fascinated. Courtney’s eyes bored into her as she said, “Talk. To. Her.” She scoffed and added, “You fucking idiot.”
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Jenna shoved a book too hard and the stack next to it teetered for a moment, then toppled over, spilling across the floor of the aisle. There was nobody in the store but her right then, and she allowed herself a moment to groan. Loudly and with immense feeling.

Then she dropped to her butt on the floor next to the scattered books and sat there.

What the actual fuck?

When did her bullshit detector become so broken?

She’d been sure things between her and Sawyer had been good, that they’d been not only on the same page but on the same paragraph. The same sentence, even. The night had been incredible. Hadn’t it? They fit together perfectly. Didn’t they? The sex was off-the-charts terrific. Wasn’t it?

Had she been mistaken the entire time? Misreading the signals? Misinterpreting things she heard? Saw? Felt? Because she’d woken up to a sticky note.

A fucking sticky note.

The thing that had thrown the entire fanbase of Sex and the City off the deep end: the dreaded sticky note.

“Goddamn it,” she muttered as she began stacking the books up again so she could shelve them. She picked one up and read the synopsis on the back, which talked about how the female main character didn’t trust the male main character as far as she could throw him, but she was so drawn to him anyway…

“Run,” Jenna said aloud to the empty shop, coupling it with an eye roll. She scanned for the character’s name. “Shana. Run now, Shana. Run fast and far. And for the love of God,” she put her face close to the cover as she hissed, “do not have sex with him!”

She shelved the remaining books, then dusted a bit, placed some orders, rang up some customers, and basically did her best to keep herself busy while her phone stayed infuriatingly quiet. Delia arrived in the early afternoon, and when Dakota came in a few minutes later carrying two cups, she took one look at Jenna and indicated the chairs in the back.

“Come. Sit. Talk.”

Jenna sighed and hung her head for a moment.

“Go,” Dee said from behind the counter. “I’ve got this.”

In the back of the shop, Jenna dropped into the chair next to Dakota, across from the loveseat, and took one of the cups. “That obvious, huh?”

“Girl, I’ve known you too long not to be able to read your face in a split second.” Dakota took a sip of her coffee, then added, “And you suck at masking. You really need to get yourself a resting bitch face like mine.”

That made Jenna laugh softly.

“The girl next door?” Dakota asked.

Blowing out a long breath, Jenna nodded.

“What happened?”

She spent the next few minutes relaying the events of the previous evening, from Sawyer running out to the hospital to Amanda showing up to the way Sawyer had come to her rather than go into her own place to the sex. At that, she fell back against the chair with a whimper. “God, Dakota, it was so good. So. Freaking. Good.” She waved an all-encompassing hand. “I don’t mean to sound like one of these books I sell, but we fit together perfectly.”

“Like two puzzle pieces?” Dakota said with a gleam in her eye.

“Yes.” Jenna sat up. “Fucking yes. Just like that. It was almost frightening, it was that good.”

“And then?”

“And then I woke up to an empty bed and a sticky note.”

“Oh, shit.”

Jenna nodded. “Yup.” She had to stay angry or she’d cry, and crying in front of Dakota wasn’t something she wanted to do. She didn’t want her friend to know how deeply this thing hurt—no, she wanted to shrug and be flippant about it.

“What did it say?” Dakota leaned forward toward her, clearly invested.

“ ‘Had a great time. Early meeting. Talk later.’ ” Yes, she’d memorized it, because how hard was it to memorize eight generic words?

“Okay. Not terrible.” When Jenna gave her a slightly wide-eyed look, she tipped her head at her. “It’s not. Did you text her?”

“I did. She texted back. It was all very surface-y and impersonal.”

“All right. Again, not terrible. Her job is busy, right?”

“Yeah.” They sat there, sipping their coffee. The bell over the door rang a few times here and there, and Jenna saw a customer or two wandering the aisles, heard Delia talking from the front, and they continued to sip. Dakota’s eyes were on her, she could feel them, and she avoided her gaze for as long as she could before finally sighing. “What?”

Dakota’s voice went soft as she asked, “Are you okay?”

To her horror, Jenna’s eyes welled up, and she squeezed them shut, muttering “Goddamn it” as she willed the unshed tears away, mentally tried to push them back into her tear ducts. “I am not going to cry over this. Over her.”

More silence. They sat there, just being in each other’s company, Jenna fighting off her impending tears. After a moment or two, Dakota spoke.

“What now?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, you live side by side. It’s not like you’re never going to see her again. What are you going to do now?”

“I’m not sure.” It was the most honest answer she could give.

Dakota took in a deep, slow breath, ruminating. “Give me the top three options you’ve been hamster-wheeling in your head.”

Jenna nibbled on her bottom lip. Dakota wasn’t wrong about that. “Okay, one. Ignore her completely. Like, pretend we never met.”

Dakota’s lips twisted with uncertainty.

“But then there’s her family,” Jenna said, on a miserable sigh. “I don’t want to ignore them.”

“Fair. Number two?”

“Rage date in front of her.”

Dakota squinted, then asked, in the drollest of dulcet tones, “Scratching number two from the running, dare I ask for option three?”

Jenna sighed. Deflated, really. “Number three. Maybe I should just…talk to her.”

“Say more.”

“I mean, how would she know how that triggered me when I don’t even know her middle name? Her favorite color?” She flailed her arms. Let them fall. “I don’t know her triggers, after all.”

Dakota feigned horror, hand splayed on her chest. “You mean”—fake gasp—“handle it like a mature adult rather than losing your shit?”

Jenna pulled her own droll face. “Listen, bitch—”

“Don’t try me, bitch.” Dakota raised her fists. She held her stance soberly for three seconds before melting into an empathetic smile and pulling Jenna into a hug both fierce and comforting. “You know what you need to do. Didn’t need my input at all.” One punctuating squeeze, then Dakota let her arms drop. “Talking to her,” Dakota said, “is a great next step.” With that, she kissed her own thumb, then pressed it to the middle of Jenna’s forehead—a little harder than necessary, if you asked Jenna.

“I will,” Jenna muttered back, rubbing her forehead.

“I mean, I’m not taking sides, but hear me out.” Dakota shrugged. “Maybe there was a perfectly logical reason for what she did. Or more, how she did it. I mean, the sticky note joke is our schtick, not hers.”

Damnit. Dakota had points. Lots of them.

“Maybe she’s dealing with some crap you don’t know about? Maybe it was…not such a thing?”

“Are you saying I’m overreacting?”

Dakota held up a hand. “Not public defending. You know I’m Team Jenna, even when I’m not taking sides, such as right now. I’m just saying…” She tucked her chin and did the truth-eyes stare—always, before a bitter truth pill. “It’s very new. The two of you.”

“I know,” Jenna choked out, as she swallowed it.

“And maybe you just communicate differently.”

Jenna had thought the same thing with the mature part of her brain. “That, too.”

“Which means—”

“A conversation is in order, I know,” she said again, trying to reassure Dakota with her eyes, since she couldn’t seem to pull off a full smile. She did understand. Because she couldn’t just leave things the way they were. She didn’t do casual sex, and she hated to think that might be exactly what she’d accidentally had with Sawyer. She’d never know unless they talked, though. It was so logical, she couldn’t even argue the point. She blew out a defeated sigh.

Dakota put a hand on her knee. “I have to get back to the café. I see the making of scones in my very near future.” She squeezed until Jenna raised her eyes to meet Dakota’s. “But I’m around. Text me if you need me, okay? You got this.”

Jenna nodded.

Dakota pulled her into a hug. “Let’s grab drinks with Ronni. Tomorrow? I’ll set it up. Watch your texts.”

“Sounds good.” A night out with her girls might be just what she needed. “Thanks, Dakota.” She squeezed her friend tightly again.

When they separated, Dakota held on to Jenna’s shoulders and looked her in the eye with one more truth-pill stare as she said, “You deserve the best. Don’t you forget that. Okay?”

“Yes, ma’am.” That one went down easier.

She sat back down in the chair as Dakota headed up the aisle and out the front door, calling a goodbye to Delia. She finished up the last sip of her coffee, then turned the paper cup around and around in her hands as she stared at it. This had hurt, mostly because she hadn’t been prepared for it. She hadn’t braced. She hadn’t done enough research. She’d let herself be blinded by her attraction to Sawyer—because, let’s face it, the woman is ridiculously gorgeous—and she hadn’t taken the time to suss out everything else she should know about somebody before she slept with them. That had been a mistake.

One she wouldn’t make again.
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The day had been a hard one.

Slow. Hard to concentrate. Sawyer had been annoyed with herself for most of it. Colton kept peering at her, but thankfully, didn’t say a lot other than to ask her if she was okay.

She lied and said yes, that she was just tired.

He lied and pretended to believe her.

She got very little accomplished, and when five o’clock finally rolled around, she couldn’t escape her office building fast enough. Of course, that meant going home. Where Jenna lived next door.

Had she fucked up?

Her texts to Jenna had been quick—the day had been a busy one—but Jenna’s texts back had also been…abrupt? Simple? Not very emotional? Was Sawyer even allowed to be concerned about that when her own texts had been no more than three or four words here and there?

Jesus, new stuff was hard.

Gliding into the driveway, she saw Jenna’s car parked in her spot. The day was brisk and cold, and she pulled her jacket around her tightly as she gathered her stuff to head inside where she needed to figure out how best to approach Jenna.

Turned out, she didn’t need to think too hard because just as she lifted her foot to the first stair, Jenna’s door opened and she stepped outside with Arnold on a leash. Clearly, the dog had no idea what had happened because he came right to Sawyer, tail wagging, excited to see her. She smiled at him and gave him some pets.

“Hi,” she said as she looked up at Jenna’s face.

“Hey,” Jenna said. Her smile was there, but the wattage was dimmer than usual. “Um, I’m gonna walk Arnold, but…could we talk when I get back?”

“Absolutely.”

Jenna seemed relieved by her answer, which was curious, and Sawyer watched as she headed off with Arnold. Then she finished climbing up to the porch, fished out her keys, and went inside.

The coolness.

She’d never really noticed it before, the lack of warmth in her place, especially compared to Jenna’s. Her furniture was sleek and modern. It looked terrific, with all its angles and sharp edges, but it didn’t invite the way Jenna’s did. Her couch didn’t scream for her to come sit on it, to grab a blanket and burrow in, hunker down to watch TV. All her walls were white—which made sense, given that she was renting—and painting, adding some color, some warmth, hadn’t appeared on her radar.

She set her stuff down, moved to the center of her living room, and stood there, turning in a slow circle. Her stuff was beautiful and expensive. It was also cold.

Like Amanda’s house.

A small gasp escaped her at the realization. Oh, God, had she unconsciously modeled her place after Amanda’s? Looking around, there was one major difference: the books. She had small stacks of them on almost every surface. The end table. The coffee table. The mantel over the fireplace. She thought about Jenna’s house, how cozy and inviting it was and how she also had stacks of books all over the place. She would say it looked lived in, but she’d mean it in the most positive of ways. Jenna’s place screamed for you to come in, flop down, and make yourself at home. Grab a book. Put your feet up. It was all earthy colors and warm textures and comfort. Like Jenna.

With a sigh, she moved back over to the door so she could hang her coat and bag on the coat tree in the corner, and that’s when she heard a soft voice outside and the creak of the porch steps. Without thinking, she yanked the door open to Jenna and Arnold coming up the front stairs.

“How was the walk?” she asked.

“It was fine.” Jenna unclipped Arnold and let him inside, then wrapped her arms around herself against the chill in the air as they stood on the porch. “So, um…” She seemed to struggle with finding the right words, and Sawyer felt a pit settle in her stomach.

“Is everything okay?” She asked the question, though she wasn’t sure she wanted the answer.

Jenna looked down at her feet. “I had a really good time with you last night.”

Okay, whew. Sawyer ventured a small smile. “Me too.”

“But I have to be honest and tell you, I had a bit of a…” She seemed to search for the right words before settling on, “A bit of a triggering moment around you leaving me a sticky note this morning and not being there when I woke up.”

Sawyer blinked at her. “Oh. Okay. I mean, I’m sorry. You looked so peaceful and we’d been up so late, I just wanted to let you sleep.”

To Sawyer’s horror, Jenna’s eyes welled up. She heard her swallow. “I just…okay. Just…let me work through a few things, okay? Just let me do that?”

“Sure. Of course.” Sawyer’s own eyes were wide. She could feel the cold air on them. She watched as Jenna seemed to escape the porch and went inside, closing the door quietly behind her.

“Fuck.” Sawyer whispered the curse and stood there for another moment before going back inside. “What the hell was that?”

Upstairs, she changed into cozier clothes. In the kitchen, she emptied a can of tomato soup into a pot to heat up while she made a grilled cheese sandwich—the one thing she was good at cooking. Then she took it all into the living room and sat on her beautiful, uncomfortable couch, clicked on her very nice television, and ate her solitary dinner.

The state of her stomach left much to be desired, but she made herself eat as much as she could, having skipped out on lunch. Sawyer was one of those people whose brain and stomach were connected, and when her brain was working overtime—like today—her stomach checked out to give all the energy to her head.

It wasn’t the best way to handle stress.

She ate half the soup and about three-quarters of the sandwich and tapped out. Her dishes shoved away from the edge of the table, she lay back on her couch, wondering how she’d ever expected to get comfortable on something with so many sharp angles. Lasting about seven minutes, she sat back up and got her laptop.

Back on the couch—sitting this time, because leaning back was just ridiculously uncomfortable—she opened up Between the Lines, skipped all the comments and messages, and began a new entry.

I have said many times that romance novels are unrealistic…that they tell their readers they can attain things that are mostly unattainable. Once in a while…

She stopped. Sighed. Shook her head in utter disgust at herself. This was a terrible idea. She signed out of the blog without posting anything, opened her journal in Word, and began to type.

She spent the next hour venting. Spilling her worries out onto the screen. Jenna clearly had an issue, and they clearly should talk about it, but she’d been shut out for the time being, and that didn’t sit well. She got it all out of her head and down through her fingertips, then finally closed the laptop. She wasn’t sure if she felt better, and part of her thought about stomping right across the porch, taking those six steps that somehow felt like an abyss between them, and pounding on Jenna’s door until she let her in.

But she’d asked for some time, and Sawyer was not an asshole, so she’d give it to her. Even if it had her mildly panicking that the spectacular night they’d shared might never happen again.

Upstairs, she went through her nightly routine and settled into bed. Through the shared wall of the house, she could vaguely hear the sound of Jenna’s television in her bedroom. She pictured her, wondered what she wore to bed when she was alone. Did she have actual pajamas? Did she sleep in underwear and a T-shirt or tank? Oh, God, does she sleep naked? Those questions rolled around in her head as she clicked her own light off and slid down under the covers.

Sleep claimed her quickly, but it was restless, and she dreamed of her entire life taking place on sticky notes.


Chapter Fourteen



Today was not a good day.

Between the freezing cold weather, the fact that she hadn’t slept well and when she had, she’d had weird dreams, and the way she couldn’t seem to get Sawyer out of her head, despite the anger and disappointment she felt about their whole situation, Jenna was wondering if there was a way she could simply remove her own head and set it off in a corner by itself so it would stop bothering her.

“That should be a thing,” she whispered to the shelves as she lined up some new books. “Why isn’t it?”

Keeping busy was the best she could do, so she focused on that. Shane was there as well, and the two of them worked well together. His regaling her with stories of his kids helped a lot, kept her from drifting off into the weird mix tape of feelings playing on a loop in her head over Sawyer Hall—who she wished had never left her a sticky note to send her spiraling, and who she also wished would walk in the door right now and literally sweep her off her feet.

At the front desk were several boxes, deliveries dropped off by the UPS guy, and Jenna carefully sliced them open—she’d learned the hard way that you can’t get too exuberant with an X-Acto knife when the box you’re cutting open contains books…made of paper—while Shane leaned forward on his forearms, reading something on the computer.

“Oh, this is a nice cover,” she said, holding up a new book.

Shane glanced over at the romantasy in her hands. It was deep dark blue with a dragon in the background trimmed in silver and a woman with a flowing purple gown in the front. “I wondered if the computer version would translate to print. Totally does.”

“I’ll skim through it later,” Jenna said. “I’ve heard mixed reviews.”

She pulled out another book, and the model on the cover looked so much like Sawyer, Jenna felt like she’d been punched. Weird because it wasn’t even a photograph, it was illustrated. A cartoon woman with dark hair and glasses, and Jenna was turning her into Sawyer.

“What the fuck is wrong with me?” she whispered as her eyes filled with tears. She made a quick excuse to Shane and hurried back to her office, where she closed the door and dropped into her chair and waited for the emotion to pass.

As if she had telepathy and knew now was the moment Jenna needed to be prodded, her phone lit up with a text from Dakota on the group thread.

Talk to her yet?

Did you talk to her? came immediately after from Ronni, so she knew they’d discussed it.

Hesitating, she typed, then backspaced, then typed, then backspaced, before finally settling on a simple I didn’t.

An anger emoji came from Dakota then. Why not?

Well, that was easy to answer. I was going to, but when I saw her, I was so embarrassed and I just couldn’t. I had to get away from her before I burst into tears.

I get that. God bless Ronni and her ability to understand all sides.

I did ask her if we could talk, and I did tell her that her sticky note had triggered me, but that’s as far as I got. And reading those words back made her grimace, thinking how confused and possibly hurt Sawyer probably was, wondering what exactly was happening.

That’s a start, Dakota typed. Don’t let it go on too long, though. Ron and I chatted a couple times about how you light up when you talk about her. Maybe give her a chance? Tell her the truth, yeah?

Hard agree was Ronni’s contribution.

She couldn’t be mad that her best friends talked about her love life when she wasn’t around. She’d talked to one of them about the love life of the other a hundred times. It’s what friends did. They chatted and they theorized and they worried. They also knew her better than anybody else, and they loved her. And the truth was, she felt the tiniest bit less stressed after talking to them.

She inhaled deeply and let it ease out of her.

Okay. I’ll do that.

Smiley emojis from Ronni and, weirdly, a Champagne bottle emoji from Dakota popped up, and Jenna laughed quietly.

Might be time to listen to her friends.
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“Why do you do that?” Courtney’s voice held an edge that surprised Sawyer.

“What do you mean?” She had the phone propped up against a coffee mug while she unloaded her dishwasher. Courtney rarely just called or texted. She FaceTimed. Like, all the damn time. Sawyer always found herself fixing her hair or her clothes the whole time, her eyes drawn against her will to the tiny rectangle that showed her own face. “Do what?”

“You let women you like dictate how things go, Sawyer. It’s not good.”

Oh. That. She sighed, then stretched out of the frame to put a dish on a higher shelf. She had told Courtney about Jenna asking to talk, then asking for time, and not hearing from her since. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

“Probably?” Okay, the edge in Courtney’s voice hardened enough that Sawyer stopped what she was doing to look at the screen.

“You’re mad at me.”

“I’m pissed at you.”

Sawyer flinched like her sister had smacked her. “Why?”

“Because you refuse to stand up for yourself. Everybody in your life sees what a great person you are. What a catch. Why don’t you?”

“I know. I know.” It was not a new argument, but then there was a knock on the door, three sharp raps that saved her from any more of Courtney’s wrath. “Somebody’s at the door,” she said quickly, grateful for an excuse to end this convo. “Gotta go. Call you back later.” She hung up in the middle of Courtney’s protests, then blew out a relieved breath as she pocketed her phone and headed to the door.

Her relief was probably super obvious to Jenna as she stood there.

“Hey,” she said with a furrow in her brow. She looked almost angry. Was she angry?

“Hi. Come in.” Sawyer stood aside and let Jenna come in.

Jenna was here. That was the only thought that ran through her head, and it made her happy. Jenna was here. Angry, she thought, but also super cute in her anger, and what the hell was that about? What is wrong with me? she wondered, even as she took in the soft-looking jeans and light blue sweatshirt with a big white heart on the front. Jenna’s hair was in a ponytail, and she looked like every leading “nice girl” in every teen angst film she’d ever seen.

They stood there, much too awkwardly for two people who’d shared the night they’d had, but Jenna seemed to be struggling with words, so Sawyer jumped in first.

“First of all, I want to apologize. I didn’t think the note would be an issue. I certainly didn’t mean for it to indicate anything other than I was trying to be quiet, but…” She swallowed the sudden lump camped out in her throat. “But it bothered you, and I’m sorry about that.”

Jenna glanced around the room as if hoping words would appear on the wall. Finally, she said, “It wasn’t your fault. I said before that it triggered me, and that wasn’t your fault. But it did.”

“Can you tell me why?”

“I dated somebody a while back. A woman named Whitney. I thought we had something good, but it turned out I was just casual for her.” She sighed, clearly annoyed by the story. “We never talked about what we were, and I—”

She stopped there and swallowed, took a moment to get her bearings, maybe? Sawyer wasn’t sure.

But then she went on, looking Sawyer in the eye as she said, “I don’t do casual sex, Sawyer. I’m not wired that way. But that’s what we were to her. Just sex. And when we had ‘run our course’ ”—she made air quotes—“she left me a sticky note saying so.”

Sawyer frowned in disbelief, her heart aching for Jenna.

“So, if that’s what we had, if that’s what we are to you, it’s better that I know it now. Save myself the heartache down the road.” She blew out a little puff of breath there, like she was relieved to have gotten all the words out.

The relief Sawyer felt course through her system was like a drug, both uplifting and calming at the same time. Shouldn’t have been possible, but there it was. “First of all,” she said, holding Jenna’s gaze, “I’m so sorry you went through that. I’m even more sorry that I brought it all up again. For the record, I use sticky notes all the time. They’re all over my workspace at the office.” Jenna gazed down at her feet and smiled softly at that. “Second of all… ” She dipped her head until she caught Jenna’s gaze again. “We are much, much more than casual to me.” The eye contact held, and it was strong. Solid. She held it for a moment longer before letting it go and moving to the couch where she took a seat. “That being said, I admit that I was scared.”

Jenna seemed to relax just a bit. Or maybe Sawyer was making that up, wishful thinking. But she put her hands in the back pockets of her jeans, the stance softer. “What scared you?” There was no accusation in her voice this time. Only curiosity.

Sawyer swallowed, and it seemed so loud in the quiet room. She scratched at a spot on the side of her neck as she said, “You did. We did. I did.”

Jenna pressed her lips together as she nodded. “That’s a lot of scared.”

“Sure felt like it.”

Jenna finally moved, came into the room and took a seat at the opposite end of the couch, leaving an entire cushion between them. “You could have talked to me, you know.”

“Yeah.” Sawyer sighed. “I just…I panicked. I woke up and you were sleeping and everything was so good, felt so perfect, and I just panicked.”

Jenna tipped her head from one side to the other as she said, “I mean, perfection is a great reason to panic.”

“Right?”

“No, you dork, not at all!” And Jenna laughed. She was laughing now. Thank God. “Why the hell would you panic if it was all so good?”

It was now. Now was the time. She knew this. She knew if she ever wanted to have anything real ever again in her life, she had to be completely honest about her past. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly to center herself. “Because in my past relationship, whenever something was really good, it didn’t stay that way. Things being perfect was the lead-up to things being shitty. It was a very discernable pattern that I became alarmingly used to, and I don’t want that to happen again.”

Jenna was listening intently. Sawyer could tell by the weight of her gaze, the furrow of her brow, her slight nod as Sawyer spoke. “So, you woke up and it was all good, and you thought, ‘I have to get out of here before the next part comes.’ ”

“Exactly.”

Jenna took a moment to absorb that. “Wow. That’s a tough way to exist.”

Sawyer glanced down at her hands, noticed how tightly she’d clasped them together, and forced herself to relax. “Yeah. I’ve been pretty much conditioned. Been trying to break all the bad habits, but it can be hard.”

“You’ll get there, though.”

“I hope so.”

“What can I do to help?” Jenna had lightened by the moment. Sawyer had watched it happen as she spoke. Her face relaxed. Her shoulders lowered. And her question surprised Sawyer.

“What do you mean?”

Jenna wet her lips and seemed to take a moment to gather her thoughts. “I mean that I like you. And I think you like me.”

“I do.” Was that too fast? That was probably too fast.

Jenna grinned. “Well, good.” She cleared her throat and looked down at her hands in her lap, and Sawyer realized it was the first time during the conversation that Jenna seemed…uncertain. “Maybe we could, I don’t know, go out to dinner or something? Some time?”

Was she saying what Sawyer thought she was saying? “Like, go back to the beginning, you mean? Go on a date?”

“Yes. A date. Exactly.”

Sawyer just looked at her, knowing the grin on her face was wide and likely a little goofy. “I’d like that. Very much.”

“Yeah?” At Sawyer’s nod, Jenna smiled and nodded. “Good.” Then she held up a finger. “I have conditions, though.”

Sawyer waved her on.

“If things feel weird, we have to say so. Both of us. Deal?”

“Hundred percent. Deal.”

“If I’m sleeping and you have to leave, you wake me up first.”

Sawyer took a moment to absorb the fact that Jenna maybe saw them in bed together again. She nodded with enthusiasm. “Got it.”

“No more sticky notes.”

“No more sticky notes.”

“Okay.” They sat there for a moment before Jenna pushed to her feet. “I have to go feed my boys. Give me a hug.” She made a “come here” gesture, rolling her hand.

Sawyer jumped to her feet, very much enjoying this bossy version of Jenna, and she walked into her arms.

That’s where everything stopped, calmed, relaxed. Sawyer let out a long, slow breath, then inhaled the scent of night jasmine that followed Jenna wherever she went, let it fill her lungs, her psyche. She took it all in—the way Jenna’s body felt in her arms, soft and strong, feminine, the way Jenna’s arms felt around her as they held her, safe and certain. A big part of her wanted to kiss Jenna, touch those lips with her own, but she also knew that might be pushing it. Instead, she placed a gentle kiss on her cheek as they parted, and Jenna smiled softly.

“Text me?” she asked.

Sawyer nodded. “I will. Give Arnold a kiss for me.”

“I will.” With that, Jenna turned and opened the front door. She seemed to hesitate in the doorway and turned back to Sawyer. She looked like she wanted to say something, actually took a breath in preparation, then let it out without words. She smiled and said simply, “ ’Night, Sawyer.”

“Good night.”

The door clicked closed and Sawyer stood in her living room listening to the muffled sounds from next door, Jenna baby-talking to her animals, and she couldn’t help but smile. A warmth settled around her, along with a weird sense that life was just about to begin.


Chapter Fifteen



By late November, the first snow had fallen. It was just a dusting and likely wouldn’t stick around for long, but for a moment that Saturday morning, the world looked fresh and clean, like if you wanted to start all over again, with anything at all, today was the day.

Jenna texted with Delia a few times to make sure things at the shop were okay. She didn’t often take a weekend day off, but every year, she helped the local library with their book sale to help raise funds, and Delia was more than capable of running BookLove on a Sunday without Jenna there to tell her what to do. Still, it felt a little bit like leaving her infant with a babysitter, so she liked to check in and make sure everything was going okay without her.

As she locked up her car and was crossing the parking lot, her phone rang. A glance at the screen told her it was her brother.

“Hey, Nathan,” she said cheerfully.

“Hi, Punky, how’s life?” Her brother used the nickname he’d given her when she was about six and favored pigtails over any other hairstyle.

“It’s not bad. I’m headed into the library to help with their book sale.” She involuntarily shivered. “Ugh. Winter’s on its way. Cold today.”

“I think it’s here,” he said. “Listen, Mom wanted me to check with you about Thanksgiving next week.”

She stifled a sigh. Her mother rarely called her, and Jenna had grown used to that. She did the calling, once or twice a month, just to check that box, but they really didn’t have much to talk about. “What time?”

Nathan told her they were planning to eat around one o’clock, as usual. Her parents were elderly—her father in his early eighties and her mother not far behind—and they liked to have their evenings to themselves. That meant their children should come early and leave early, and Jenna was okay with that. “You’re in charge of rolls.”

Jenna rolled her eyes at that. She’d been in charge of bringing rolls to Thanksgiving dinner since she’d moved out years ago. It was as if her mom didn’t think she was capable of making any kind of dish, certainly not anything complicated. She wrapped things up with her brother and headed into the library, shaking her head with a sigh as she typed herself a reminder to pick up rolls. Holidays were not much cause for celebration in her family, mostly because she’d never felt like she could be herself. No, that wasn’t quite it. It was that she didn’t think her parents were okay with her being herself.

“Jenna!” Her thoughts were interrupted by Becca Jenkins, one of the library employees that Jenna had known for years. Before she could even unbutton her coat, Becca had wrapped her in a warm, loving hug. “How are you, my friend?”

They chatted as Jenna stowed her things and Becca showed her to the romance table, which was set up right off the entryway this year. “Oh, look at us, right in the traffic pattern,” she said with a grin.

“We decided not to put you in the basement this year,” Becca said, laughing, then detailed pricing for her, where to send folks to pay, everything Jenna already knew, but Becca had to go over anyway. “Wow, there’s some good stuff in here,” she said quietly, as she scanned the books available, picking up a Susan Mallery novel.

“There always is,” Becca said. “Thanks again for giving up a Sunday for us. We’re always thrilled to have a romance expert to help guide people.”

Jenna waved her away with a pfft. “I’m just happy to help.”

This location was perfect. The library wasn’t huge, but it wasn’t small either. Three floors and a basement level, all filled with shelves of books. Becca was right: for last year’s book sale, the romance section had been set up downstairs, and foot traffic to that floor was minimal. But where she was today, you could see her and her table of books through the windows from the street. Anybody entering the library would walk right past her.

The doors opened at ten, and people filed in, and Jenna was busy for a solid hour before a to-go cup was set in front of her, the mouthwatering scent of fresh coffee wafting up from it. She looked up to see Dakota and Veronica.

“You guys! What are you doing here?” Jenna came around the table and hugged each of them, then took a sip of the coffee and hummed her approval.

“We couldn’t let you stand here all day without saying hi,” Dakota said. “Plus, Ronni wants to check out the sci-fi section.”

“My nephew’s really into sci-fi and fantasy now, so…” Ronni shrugged. “Thought I’d see what they’ve got here.”

Jenna pointed her in the direction of the sci-fi table while Dakota hung out. “How’s things?” Jenna asked. “I feel like I haven’t seen you in a while. This time of year gets so busy.”

“We need to set up a holiday happy hour,” Dakota said.

They chatted for a bit as people came and left Jenna’s table. Then Dakota asked if there were cookbooks for sale, and Jenna pointed her toward Becca as the woman to ask.

Each time she got a slight break in the action, Jenna would scan through the books on the table, picking up one here and another there, and soon she had a pile of about six books she planned to buy. She set the most recent choice on her pile behind her, then turned back and gave a small, involuntary gasp at the person suddenly standing there.

“Hi,” Sawyer said with a warm smile, handing over another to-go cup of coffee. She saw the one Dakota had brought and she frowned, but Jenna didn’t care. Sawyer was just the sight she needed. Her cheeks were rosy, and there were small snowflakes melting in her dark hair. Her glasses were in one hand. She set the coffee down and held up the glasses. “It’s cold out, and they fogged up as soon as I came in.”

“What are you doing here?” Jenna asked, feeling like she had no control over her face or what had to be a goofy smile. “I didn’t expect to see you.”

Sawyer pointed to the cup. “Brought you this.” Her eyes indicated the cup Dakota had left her. “Though I see I’m a bit late.”

Jenna grinned at her and took the coffee. “You can never have too many warm liquids on a cold day like today. Plus, this one’s almost gone.” She met Sawyer’s bright blue eyes. “Thank you,” she said softly.

“You’re welcome.” Sawyer jerked a thumb over her shoulder. “I’m gonna wander around, see what there is, but then…can I hang with you for a bit?”

“I’d love that.”

Sawyer’s responding smile was radiant, and Jenna felt a gentle pulse low in her body as she watched her walk away, farther into the library, absorbed by the rest of the wanderers.

“Was that—?” Dakota asked as she came back by the table.

“It was.”

“Things are going well there?” Rather than sounding happy for her friend, the best way Jenna could describe Dakota’s tone was hesitant.

“Yes. They’re going slow, but that’s a good thing.”

Dakota nodded, clearly a woman with thoughts on the subject, but she ended up keeping them to herself, aside from saying, “Just be careful.”

“I will.”

“I think she has the potential to hurt you.”

Jenna met her friend’s gaze, saw the worry there, and felt a warm love for her. “I know. I’m paying attention. Promise.”

Dakota and Ronni left soon after—Ronni with a stack of books for her nephew and a big smile on her face—and Jenna dealt with a handful of customers before she saw Sawyer wandering back toward her. Her heart rate kicked up in speed, something she was keenly aware of when it happened.

“Hi,” she said when Sawyer reached her. “Find some good stuff?” She indicated the three books in Sawyer’s hands.

“I managed to snag two Lee Childs and a Tana French. I read this one, but not the other two. Thought they’d be good additions to my bookshelf.” She scanned behind Jenna and saw the stack she’d built and laughed as she jerked her chin at it. “Ma’am, you own a bookstore. What can you possibly need with old library books?”

“Oh, those are for you.” Jenna grinned at Sawyer’s surprise.

“Me?”

With a nod, she said, “I haven’t given up on you finding a romance you actually like.” She winked, just to make sure Sawyer knew she was toying with her a little bit.

Sawyer shed her coat and set it behind the table with Jenna’s, then stood next to her, and Jenna didn’t want to admit how her entire body reacted to Sawyer’s proximity. The way her skin tingled when Sawyer was close, the way she could smell Sawyer’s perfume, something light and warm and inviting, the way Sawyer was a bit taller and made Jenna feel safe somehow. Protected.

“Have you read her?” A woman was pointing to a Lily Chambers book on the table, and she looked up at Sawyer.

“I have, but not that particular book.” She indicated Jenna. “This is the woman you want to ask, though. She’s an expert on the romance genre, and she actually knows Lily Chambers.”

“Well, I wouldn’t say expert,” Jenna began.

“I would,” Sawyer countered with a sly grin. “In fact, I just did.”

Sawyer stayed with her for hours. She didn’t seem to notice the concerned look Dakota had shot at Jenna on her way out, and she even ran out to grab them some lunch when Jenna complained about how she’d forgotten to eat that morning.

“Hey, I was thinking,” Sawyer said, as things wound down.

“Uh-oh.”

“Funny.” Sawyer’s laugh was rapidly becoming a sound Jenna adored, and she pointed a finger at Jenna. “You’re very funny. You should take that on the road.”

“I mean, I have thought about it.”

“Anyway.” Sawyer gave her a mock glare. “Thursday is Thanksgiving.”

“It is.”

“Are you going to your parents’?”

Jenna nodded on top of a sigh. “Yeah.”

“Oh, that sounds ominous.”

She shouldn’t be that way about her own parents, and she knew it. “No, no, it’s fine. My parents are just…they can be tough, as I’ve told you. But I’ll get to see my niece and nephew, and my brothers and…” She wiped her hand across the air like she was erasing what she’d said. “It’s fine.”

“What time is dinner there?” Sawyer asked, picking up their coats.

“Early afternoon.”

“Why don’t you come to my mom’s after that?”

Jenna blinked at her in surprise.

“We don’t eat until later. I know my mom would love to see you. You could meet my dad. And I don’t want to have to listen to Courtney complain about how she’s bigger than the Goodyear Blimp all by myself.”

“I mean, that’s a reason in itself right there.”

“Exactly.”

Jenna was surprised by how much she was not wavering. “You’re sure your mom wouldn’t mind?”

“Are you kidding? She likes you better than me.”

“Duh.” She bumped Sawyer with a hip. “Okay.”

Sawyer blinked in clear surprise. “Okay?”

“Yeah. Okay. Sounds fun.”

“Oh my God. Fantastic. Excellent. I’m so excited.” There was that radiant smile, and it warmed Jenna, lit her up in all the dark corners.

Jenna paid for the books she’d picked out, then they put on their coats and strolled together out into the brisk November air. “Snow stopped,” Jenna observed.

“More’s coming tomorrow.”

Jenna looked up at Sawyer, her dark hair slightly tousled, her arms folded in an obvious attempt to ward off the cold. “Thank you for coming today. I didn’t expect to have company. It was nice.”

“You’re welcome.” Sawyer glanced at her with a soft smile. “I had a good time with you. It’s fun to watch you in your element.”

They reached their cars, which happened to be parked side by side. Sawyer’s was running, as she’d used her remote starter to warm it up. She took Jenna’s keys and started hers, and they stood there.

“It’s funny that we’re, like, saying goodbye when we’re driving to the same place.” Sawyer’s breath left her mouth on a cloud of vapor.

“I was thinking the same thing.” Again, Jenna’s proximity to Sawyer was doing things to her body, causing heartbeats she could feel and a throbbing she could really feel. She wet her lips and said, “How do you feel about Thai food and a movie at my place?”

Sawyer leaned close, her lips only a couple of inches from Jenna’s as she said softly, “I feel very, very positive about those things.”

“I was hoping you would. Meet you there?”

“Deal.”
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Sawyer’s plan had been to pop into the library, say hi to Jenna, drop off some coffee, and leave. But there was something—she couldn’t put a finger on it—just something that made her stay. She hadn’t had any plans for her Sunday other than doing some cleaning and maybe watching a movie, but she’d ended up at the library for hours, and she wasn’t even the slightest bit mad about it.

And now she had a date.

In her own house, she took off her jeans and sweater and switched them out for joggers and a cozy hoodie, as she’d been ordered to change into comfy clothes for her stay next door. Big, fluffy socks came next. She pulled her hair into a messy bun, slid her glasses back on, grabbed a bottle of white wine from the wine rack she’d just refilled last week, stepped into her slippers, and headed across the porch. A quick knock and she let herself in, once again enveloped in the warmth and inviting feeling of Jenna’s home. The fireplace crackled, a couple candles burned on end tables, and the whole place smelled deliciously like cinnamon.

Jenna came down the stairs then, all cozy like Sawyer in joggers and a sweatshirt, hair up, feet bare, looking at her phone. She glanced up and smiled at Sawyer, and Sawyer was pretty sure something inside her melted. Simply melted.

“Hi.” Jenna held up the phone. “Know what you want?”

“Pad Thai,” Sawyer said.

“Wow. You didn’t miss a beat.”

She shrugged. “I love Pad Thai.”

“Protein?”

“Chicken, please.” Arnold had wandered in from the kitchen, licking his lips, saw Sawyer, and picked up the pace. She squatted down to love on him. “Hi, buddy. Hi. Hi. How are you? How was dinner? Delicious, I hope?” When she glanced back up at Jenna, there was an expression on her face Sawyer couldn’t specify. It was soft, held a bit of yearning, definitely positive. A beat passed and Jenna cleared her throat.

“Could you let him out back? He just ate. I’ll finish up ordering.”

“You got it.” She gave Arnold a pat on his side. “Come on, big guy.”

Standing at the back door and watching Arnold as he sniffed, peed, sniffed some more, peed again, had a domestic feel to it that Sawyer didn’t expect. A comfort. It covered her like a warm blanket around her shoulders with its familiarity and coziness.

She liked being here.

She liked it a lot.

Less than an hour later, they were on the couch, side by side, plates of Thai food and glasses of wine on the coffee table in front of them, a drama ready to go on the TV.

“We can watch a rom-com, you know,” Sawyer said with a soft chuckle. “I’m not anti-romance.”

“Oh, but your blog says different,” Jenna countered, but her tone was playful.

“I will never live that blog down.”

“Not ever.”

That moment of comfort Sawyer had felt in the kitchen stretched into an entire evening of it. They ate, they drank, they watched, all side by side with their thighs pressed together—which Sawyer was keenly, keenly aware of.

She tried hard to pay attention to the movie. She really did. Pretty sure it was about a woman building her own company from the ground up…a food company of some sort…or something like that? Frustrated with her inability to concentrate, it only got worse when Jenna sighed and sort of snuggled a bit closer without actually snuggling. How that could possibly make sense, Sawyer didn’t know, but it was the only way her brain could describe the way Jenna was somehow closer to her now, head leaning against Sawyer’s arm. She could feel her—her warmth, her presence. She could smell her. God, could she smell her, that delicious scent that somehow seemed to wrap around Sawyer, teasing her, running its imaginary nails along her skin and causing goose bumps to erupt on her arms.

And then came the moment when she ventured a glance. She’d been dutifully staring at the TV—despite having almost no clue what she was watching because she was paying it so little attention—when she finally turned her head to look at Jenna. Just look. She simply wanted a peek at the beautiful woman next to her.

And Jenna was looking back at her.

That was all it took.

She turned slightly, grasped Jenna’s face in both hands, and crushed their mouths together like she couldn’t wait another second to kiss her. Because she couldn’t.

Jenna released a sound that was a combination sigh/hum, and it did things to Sawyer. Sexy things. Erotic things. She pulled her closer.

What was it about kissing Jenna Murphy that seemed to elevate…well, everything? Sawyer couldn’t figure it out. She’d kissed plenty of women in her lifetime, and none of them had felt like this. It was sexy and sensual and an enormous turn-on, yes. But it also made her feel safe and wanted and cared for. Held. Valued.

Okay. Getting kind of deep here.

She pulled back only enough to catch her breath and gaze into the rich brown of Jenna’s eyes.

“You okay?” Jenna asked on a whisper.

Sawyer nodded, and her smile came all on its own. “Hundred percent. I just really, really like kissing you.” Oh, God. What a juvenile thing to say. But the thought was driven out by the way Jenna’s face lit up.

“Oh, yeah? Well, I really, really like kissing you too.”

“What a happy coincidence,” she whispered, and kissed her again.

Things went from zero to sixty very quickly, which wasn’t a surprise to Sawyer, given how badly she wanted Jenna. They were practically horizontal on the couch, Jenna on the bottom, Sawyer with her hand under Jenna’s shirt and pressed against the warm skin of her stomach, when Jenna wrenched her mouth free and whispered, “Wait.”

Sawyer pulled back immediately, breathless. “What? Did I hurt you?”

“No.” Jenna shook her head as Sawyer sat up and Jenna followed suit. “No, not at all. I just…” She cleared her throat and used a finger to swipe at the corner of her mouth. “I just think maybe we should stop.”

“Oh. Okay. Yeah, sure. Whatever you want.” Sawyer was doing a shitty job of hiding her disappointment, and she knew it.

Jenna reached out and grasped her arm. “For now. Just for now.”

Sawyer nodded. “Okay.” She took a deep breath and willed her own heart to slow down. After a moment, she said it again, but this time, with more confidence. “Okay.”

Jenna turned and tucked a leg under her butt so she was facing Sawyer. Still holding on to her arm, she said, “Listen. That was—I was gonna say fun, but no. That’s the wrong word. It was hot. Kissing you is…” She gazed off into the room and swallowed audibly. “It’s fucking hot,” she said quietly, returning her gaze to Sawyer, and her words sent a shot of dampness to Sawyer’s center. She groaned softly, and Jenna laughed. “Exactly. And given everything we’ve…” She looked up at the ceiling as if maybe the words were painted on it. “Everything we’ve been dealing with, I just don’t want us to move too fast. Does that make sense?” She asked it softly, a slight expression of worry on her gorgeous face.

Sawyer nodded. “It does. Yeah.”

“Okay. Good. Do you”—she indicated the TV—“wanna keep watching?”

“Absolutely.” Deciding to go home in that moment would basically indicate that Sawyer was only there for sex, and that wasn’t true. While she absolutely did want to sleep with Jenna—with absolutely zero actual sleeping involved—she also wanted to simply be with her, be around her, be close to her. She rearranged her position on the couch so she was lounging back against the end. Then she made room for Jenna to snuggle in next to her and lifted her arm, and the smile that blossomed across Jenna’s face told her it was exactly the right move. Jenna tucked herself against Sawyer’s body, aimed the remote at the TV, rewound the movie to where they’d left off when their make-out session had begun, and hit play.

Sawyer tightened her arm around Jenna, pressed a kiss to her forehead, and settled in, surprised by the fact that being close like this, being wrapped up in each other, warm and safe, this was almost better than making out with Jenna.

Almost.
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It happened again.

That was the first thought that ran through Jenna’s mind when she opened her eyes.

It was still dark. The TV was still on, but it was the only light in the room besides the fireplace and the two candles that still burned on the end tables. Without lifting her head, she could see that Arnold was curled up on his dog bed in the corner, snoring softly. Wallace and Gromit were on the chair across the room, cuddled up with each other the way they had since she’d brought them home as kittens. And underneath her, Sawyer breathed, deep and even, sound asleep on her couch. Again.

The blanket that was usually draped over the back of the couch covered them, and Sawyer must’ve pulled it down at some point because Jenna had no recollection of doing so. Or of how the movie had ended, now that she thought about it. She must’ve fallen asleep on Sawyer. Her cheek rested on Sawyer’s chest and her hand was splayed directly over Sawyer’s left breast. Again. Well, wasn’t that interesting? Like her hand had not only a mind of its own, but a favorite place to hang out. Sawyer’s sweatshirt was between her skin and Jenna’s, but Sawyer could still feel the swell of it, the way it rose and fell with Sawyer’s breaths, and she moved her hand just a little, just enough, and before long, she could feel Sawyer’s nipple under her palm.

She swallowed hard.

She glanced up.

Sawyer was awake and staring back at her with those soul-searing eyes.

Jenna moved her hand some more, and this time, she tipped her head up just a touch so her nose brushed against the side of Sawyer’s neck, that soft skin only millimeters from Jenna’s lips. She could smell Sawyer’s scent—musky and inviting—and she kissed her there. Softly. Tenderly. Barely touching her skin, just kind of rubbing her lips against it. Again, moving as if it knew where it wanted to go, her hand slid down to the hem of Sawyer’s shirt and went under it, and she almost moaned at the absolutely erotic feeling of Sawyer’s warm skin. She felt Sawyer’s hands move up to her waist, grasp her sides, and dig her fingers in. Jenna skimmed her palm over Sawyer’s stomach and up, until she was back to her breast. Sawyer was braless, and her nipple stood at attention, as if waiting for Jenna’s hand to return.

With a hard swallow, she threw gentleness out the window and closed her hand over Sawyer’s breast, and Sawyer’s intake of breath was nothing short of erotic. Jenna pressed her mouth to Sawyer’s neck and used her tongue to stroke along the side, and Sawyer’s body arched subtly under her.

Sawyer met Jenna’s eyes. Their gazes held for a long moment before their mouths crashed together in a blistering kiss that Jenna momentarily worried might set the couch on fire. Lips and tongues and teeth were all in play as Sawyer shifted their bodies as one, so Jenna was lying directly on top of her. She spread her legs to accommodate Jenna’s hips, and the soft cry that left Jenna’s lips at the position, the feeling of it, surprised them both. Sawyer held Jenna’s head with one hand, plundering her mouth, breathing her in, and the other Jenna felt on her ass, pulling her tighter. Closer.

She pushed herself up onto her knees, Sawyer’s legs wrapped around her waist, and looked down at her. Shoving her other hand up under Sawyer’s shirt, she kneaded both breasts and watched Sawyer’s face, that beautiful, sexy face, watched Sawyer’s arousal build as she zeroed in on her nipples, rolling them between her thumbs and forefingers until Sawyer arched beneath her. She tugged at the sweatshirt.

“Off.” Her own voice surprised her in its directness, but she tugged at it again, impatient.

Sawyer sat up as best she could. “You’re sure?” she asked quietly.

“Take it off,” Jenna ordered. “Now.”

Sawyer’s dark eyebrows rose in surprise, but Jenna shot her a grin. “Yes, ma’am,” she said, and did as she was told.

Oh God, who was she? How had she turned into this assertive, dominant woman on top? She’d never really been like this in bed before, but Sawyer was so fucking sexy right now, she couldn’t help herself. She pulled Sawyer’s sweatshirt out of her hands and tossed it to the floor, then simply looked at her. Stared. Ogled.

“My God, you’re gorgeous,” she whispered, not even sure if she’d said the words out loud until a smile broke out across Sawyer’s face, and she reached up to grasp Jenna’s head, pull her down for another searing kiss.

How the hell did they kiss so well together? It was alarming how perfectly their mouths fit, how erotically they made out with each other. Jenna had kissed enough women to know this was different. Better somehow. Shockingly sexy, and she tried to ignore how wet she’d become. Arching her body so she pushed into Sawyer’s center brought forth a moan from Sawyer that might’ve been the most erotic sound Jenna had ever heard.

So she did it again.

This time when Sawyer moaned, she looked Jenna in the eye, and the sheer sensuality that shot between them felt like an electric charge to Jenna.

“Jesus,” she said quietly before coming to a decision. And it wasn’t really a decision. She didn’t have to think about it. She pushed herself up and to her feet, and she caught a flash of disappointment in Sawyer’s eyes before she held out her hand to her. “Come with me.”

Sawyer’s hand was warm and soft as she grabbed Jenna’s and got up off the couch, topless and fucking gorgeous, and Jenna led her to the stairs, blowing out the candles on her way. They didn’t hesitate. Didn’t stop at all. Just headed straight into the bedroom, and before Jenna could continue her domination, she found herself turned so she was facing Sawyer, and suddenly Sawyer’s hands were everywhere. Tugging at her shirt, pulling it up and off. Sawyer’s mouth was suddenly on hers, stealing all her thoughts and all her breath, and she felt fingers at the waistband of her joggers, which were on the floor in the next moment. Sawyer’s tongue in her mouth, she felt herself backed up gently until the mattress was behind her and she tipped backward onto the bed, Sawyer following her down.

All sensation blurred together into one, erotically charged feeling of pleasure, and Jenna grasped at whatever parts of Sawyer she could reach as Sawyer launched an all-out delicious attack on her body. Hands and mouths were everywhere—and yes, there was a point where Jenna absently wondered if it was possible for Sawyer to have more than one mouth. She felt it on her nipples, on her neck, on her mouth, and sometimes, it seemed like it was all at once. Then it was trailing down her body, leaving a path of goose bumps, until Sawyer’s head was tucked between Jenna’s legs, and the touch to her center was so feather-light, she had to wonder if it was a trick of the air, if Sawyer’s tongue was touching her at all. Her thighs tingled, over and over, as Sawyer barely touched her, but touched her just enough for her to feel it. Her breath was hot on Jenna’s flesh, and Jenna’s hips began to move rhythmically without any decisions from her brain. Her body was in charge now. She reached down with both hands to grasp Sawyer’s head, to direct her, but Sawyer pushed them away, grasping her hips and keeping Jenna at the mercy of her mouth. Her torturous, gloriously sexy mouth, and before long, Jenna was whimpering—actually whimpering!—as Sawyer continued with barely-there touches of her tongue.

“Are you ready?” Sawyer asked her quietly, finally, Jenna clutching the pillow beneath her head. And just the eroticism of the question sent a surge of wetness to Jenna’s center.

“Yes,” she said on a whisper. “Yes. Please. Please, Sawyer.”

She barely had time to register the firm swipe of Sawyer’s tongue before she tipped over the edge, colors exploding behind her eyelids as her hips lifted off the bed. Sawyer held firmly to her hips, keeping her from going too high and enabling her to keep her mouth pressed tightly to Jenna’s hot, wet center, her tongue doing unspeakably sexy things to her as she crested, higher and higher, and finally crashed down with a loud groan, chest heaving, legs numb.

“Good girl,” Sawyer said, low and husky, and Jenna was sure she could hear a smile in her voice.

“Oh my God,” Jenna whispered, still breathless. “Oh God.” She swallowed and reached blindly down toward Sawyer. She tried to calm her own breathing as she felt Sawyer crawling up her body, and then Sawyer kissed her. Softly and tenderly, and Jenna could taste the salty tang that still clung to Sawyer’s lips.

“That was incredible.” Sawyer gazed down at her with a smile. “You are so fucking sexy. My God.”

If Jenna’s body hadn’t already been flushed from her orgasm, she’d have blushed from the top of her head to the tips of her toes at the compliment. She grinned up at Sawyer. “Please. All I did was lay here. All the magic was performed by you.”

“I’m a magician, am I?” Sawyer slid to her side and propped her head up with an elbow, then traced light paths across Jenna’s stomach, and there came the goose bumps again.

“Hundred percent. Utter magic.” She took a big inhale and let it out slowly, finally feeling calmer—though the fingertips on her stomach were keeping things tingling. She looked into Sawyer’s deep blue eyes, and their gazes held as Sawyer continued to move her fingers and Jenna’s body began to ratchet things up again before it had even really calmed down. “What are you doing?” Jenna whispered.

Sawyer leaned closer so their lips almost grazed. “Touching you,” she whispered back.

Jenna reached over and stroked a hand over Sawyer’s breast. “But I want to touch you.”

“You will,” Sawyer said, shifting herself so she could move Jenna’s hand, and the next thing she knew, Sawyer had both her hands and moved them above Jenna’s head. She held them there with her left hand as she settled back down next to Jenna’s body and returned to stroking her fingertips along the sensitive skin of Jenna’s stomach. “But I’m not done with you yet.”

Oh, God, were there ever any sexier words uttered? Jenna didn’t think so. She squirmed under Sawyer’s hands, just a little, but being held by her—no, being restrained by her—was a far more delicious form of sexual torture than she expected, and she couldn’t remember ever being so wet. When Sawyer trailed her fingers up to circle Jenna’s nipples—first one, then the other, back and forth endlessly until she finally drifted a finger across one—Jenna gasped, arched her back, and let loose a cry that surprised her. Sawyer spent some time on her nipples, keeping them hardened and ultrasensitive, until Jenna was writhing. She swallowed hard and turned to meet Sawyer’s gaze, her breathing ragged, her body squirming all on its own, her wrists still pinned above her head. She’d never, ever in her life been this turned on, and Sawyer seemed to know it. She moved her hand up to Jenna’s face, ran her thumb over Jenna’s lips. Jenna felt Sawyer’s leg slide over her thigh and then back, pulling her leg toward her, forcing her open, and she trailed her hand back down, over each nipple, across her stomach, and those feather-light touches began again, but this time, along her inner thighs.

“I need…” she began and barely recognized her own voice. The throbbing between her legs felt like a drumbeat at this point, and she twisted her wrists in Sawyer’s grasp.

“Not yet,” Sawyer said, holding firm as she gave her the sexiest grin Jenna had ever seen. She trailed her fingers so close to where Jenna wanted them—needed them—and then backed away. Over and over again, she circled Jenna’s dripping center, then backed away, teasing her until Jenna was literally squirming beneath her, making sounds she barely recognized as coming from her own mouth. She couldn’t think straight, could no longer pinpoint where exactly Sawyer was touching her because it felt like everywhere. Every part of her felt like it was about to explode…

And then Sawyer swiped a finger across her swollen center, and she did. The cry ripped from her throat was a completely foreign sound, but Jenna didn’t care. The only thing she could focus on was the unbridled pleasure rocketing through her body, causing her muscles to spasm and arch her up off the bed. She felt Sawyer slip inside her just as she didn’t think any of it could feel any better, but she was wrong, and another cry burst from her mouth. Sawyer let her wrists go, and she grabbed Sawyer with both hands and pulled her close, something to keep her tethered to the earth because she was certain she’d just float away into oblivion otherwise.

Time seemed to stop existing, at least for a bit, and Jenna was unaware of anything until she finally seemed to come into focus again, come back into her body. Her hips were back down on the bed, and her breathing, while still a bit ragged, had calmed. Her fingers still gripped Sawyer’s shoulders tightly, and she had to consciously loosen them before she finally opened her eyes. Sawyer slowly slipped out of her, and Jenna’s legs spasmed at the loss.

Sawyer was smiling down at her. “Hi,” she said and kissed Jenna’s mouth softly.

“Hi,” Jenna tried the word, but it came out like a croak. She grinned, cleared her throat, and tried again. “Hi, you.”

“That was pretty incredible to watch.”

“Well, it was pretty incredible to feel, so I think I win.” She ran a fingertip down Sawyer’s cheek, followed her jawline, skittered across her lips. With wide eyes, she slowly shook her head, still feeling a gentle throbbing between her legs.

Sawyer settled down onto the bed and shifted them so Jenna was on her side, curled up against her. Sawyer’s arm wrapped around her and pulled her closer, and she pressed a kiss to Jenna’s forehead.

Jenna hummed her approval as she let her eyes drift closed, feeling so perfectly comfortable—warm, safe, protected. She draped her arm across Sawyer’s torso and squeezed her tight. “Just give me a second to recover,” she whispered.

Sleep claimed her.


Chapter Sixteen



When Sawyer opened her eyes, it took her a moment to remember where she was. She was on her side, and the sage green of the wall she faced was unfamiliar, as was the soft duvet covering her nakedness, as was the warm body wrapped around her from behind like a vine of ivy.

That’s when she remembered.

Jenna.

They were spooning, and even though Jenna was the smaller of the two of them, she was playing big spoon, her entire front pressed to Sawyer’s back. Sawyer could feel every inch of her—Jenna’s breasts against her shoulder blades, Jenna’s knees tucked up under hers, Jenna’s warm center pressed to her ass. Jenna was breathing softly and evenly, her nose near Sawyer’s shoulder, and her arm was wrapped around Sawyer’s torso, her hand loose and relaxed even as it skimmed Sawyer’s breast.

Sawyer never wanted to move again. Ever. She could just stay here, right? Just like this? For always? Was that asking too much?

Behind her, Jenna stirred, did that big intake of breath a person does when they’re just waking up, and Sawyer could feel her muscles tense as she tightened and released them, a subtle stretch. Sawyer grasped the hand near her breast and gave it a squeeze, then pressed it to her lips.

“Morning,” Jenna said quietly near her ear. “You’re still here.”

“I am.”

“No sticky note.” She could feel Jenna grin against her hair.

“No sticky note.”

Jenna took in a deep, full breath, then let it out slowly and pulled herself up against Sawyer more tightly. “Can we just stay like this all day?”

“I was thinking the same thing.”

“It’s my day off,” Jenna said. “But I know you have to work.”

And in that moment, Sawyer decided she wasn’t going anywhere. Their phones sat side by side on the nightstand, and she reached out to grab hers. It took her less than two minutes to send a text to her boss. She set the phone back down and turned around so she could see Jenna’s sleepy gaze.

“There. Now it’s my day off, too.” The way Jenna’s face lit up, like the proverbial child on Christmas morning, did things to Sawyer’s heart. Warm, happy things. She arched an eyebrow as she asked, “What should we do now?”

Jenna’s smile was mischievous and sexy. “Oh, I have a few ideas…”
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The next time Sawyer opened her eyes, she was alone in the bed. Jenna’s bed. The sun was just coming up, a sliver of it sneaking in past the blinds. She was warm and sated, and when she stretched, there was a pleasant soreness along her inner thighs. Her brain tossed her a memory of Jenna holding her legs apart so she could taste every bit of her center, so she had full access and could slide her fingers in and out, keeping Sawyer at her mercy, and Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, Sawyer’d had an orgasm that had rocked her fucking world.

She lay there, grinning like a fool with her arm thrown over her eyes, and let herself remember.

After a few moments—and when the delicious scent of coffee wafted up from the first floor—she decided she didn’t want to lie there alone any longer. Searching through random piles of clothing on the floor, she found her joggers from last night. She stepped into her pants and looked all over but couldn’t find her sweatshirt. She saw Jenna’s lying there, and with a grin, she picked it up. It still smelled like her, and Sawyer took a big breath while it was over her head, taking in that intoxicating scent of night jasmine and Jenna.

A quick stop in the bathroom later, she headed downstairs.

In the doorway of the kitchen, she stopped, leaned against the doorjamb, and just watched, her heart filling with something she wasn’t quite ready to deal with.

Jenna—wearing Sawyer’s sweatshirt—was cooking, humming quietly as she did. Bacon sizzled in a frying pan, and she reached for the toaster to push the lever down. She glanced at the back door where Arnold could be seen wandering the yard, and Sawyer watched as she picked up a mug and sipped, a tender smile on her face.

“Penny for your thoughts,” Sawyer said quietly, not wanting to startle her but not wanting to be away from her for one more second.

“Trust me, they’re worth way more than that.” Jenna’s smile was radiant and she sipped. “You look great in my shirt.”

“I was gonna say the same thing.” She couldn’t wait any more, couldn’t stand there not touching Jenna. She crossed the few steps into the kitchen and kissed her softly on the mouth. “Good morning.”

“Good morning to you,” Jenna said, then indicated the counter with a tip of her head. “Coffee?”

“I got it.” Jenna flipped the bacon while Sawyer poured herself a cup of coffee. She added sugar and cream, took a sip, and hummed her approval. Meeting Jenna’s gaze, she said, “We have the day off together.”

“Yes, we do.”

“I wonder how we should spend it.” She sipped again, watching Jenna over the rim.

“Once again, I have some ideas.” Jenna sipped her own coffee, also watching over the rim, and their gazes held for a delicious moment.

Two hours later, they were naked and breathless on the couch, Sawyer on her back, Jenna draped over her body like a blanket. “Jesus Christ, woman,” Sawyer said as she tried to catch her breath. “Are you trying to kill me?”

Jenna laughed and Sawyer could feel the vibration through her own bones. “Nope, just testing your stamina.”

“Yeah? How’d I do?”

“Not bad, but I think you could do better…” And then she slid back down Sawyer’s body, her head between Sawyer’s legs, and all coherent thought flew out the window. Again.

Sawyer had been in a relationship where she couldn’t keep her hands off the other woman, but she’d honestly never been in one where that went both ways. She and Jenna spent that entire Monday switching back and forth between who was in control and who wasn’t, who was on top and who was on the bottom, and it was utter bliss. Besides that, it was fun. That was new, too.

Back in the living room later, this time on the rug in front of the fireplace, they lay cuddled up with each other in the quiet, breathing evening out. Sawyer pressed a kiss to Jenna’s forehead and whispered, “It’s never been like this for me.”

Jenna lifted her head and shifted so she was propped on Sawyer’s chest, looking down at her. “Like what?”

“Like this. Fun. Playful. No pressure.”

Jenna tipped her head. “Sex is pressure to you?”

Sawyer sighed. “I mean, it has been in the past.”

“With Amanda?”

A grimace parked itself on Sawyer’s face. “Yeah, I don’t want to talk about my ex when I’m here with you. I just wanted to tell you how amazing it is to be with you like this.”

Jenna kept her eyes locked on Sawyer’s for what felt like a long time before she said softly, “I feel the same way.” She leaned forward and kissed her tenderly.

Later still, they were cuddled on the couch, watching a movie, but also drifting a bit. The coffee table held a half-eaten bowl of popcorn and empty glasses that had held sparkling water. Jenna leaned back against Sawyer’s front, but every few minutes, her body gave a quick jerk as she dozed. Sawyer held her tightly and turned to gaze out the window.

Snow was falling slowly, had been for the last hour. Dusk was fast approaching, and the street outside was quiet, with only an occasional passing vehicle. It was like they were in their own little bubble, her and Jenna, snuggled up in their own private little snow globe.

She pressed a kiss to Jenna’s head before she spoke. “I hate the idea of getting up and going to work tomorrow.”

“You could call in sick again,” Jenna said, her voice teasing. “I have tomorrow off, too.”

“Listen, don’t tempt me,” Sawyer said, giving her a squeeze. “I have a big project due next week or I’d actually consider it.”

“Can you at least stay here again tonight?” Jenna shifted so she could turn her head enough to see Sawyer’s face. “Please?”

Sawyer took in the soft brown eyes, the rosy cheeks, the slightly pouting lips, and only one question rolled through her mind.

How am I ever going to say no to that face?
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The snow had eased up by Thursday, which Jenna had been thankful for as she drove to her parents’ house for Thanksgiving, rolls in tow. Now, as she sat at the table and listened to her brother Jacob talking about his job in Human Resources, she couldn’t keep her mind from drifting to all things Sawyer Hall—all the time she’d spent at Jenna’s this week, how Jenna was headed to Sawyer’s parents’ house after this, how excited she was about it.

Then, inevitably, her brain decided to toss her some X-rated memories as she sat next to her mother. Memories of Sawyer’s naked body beneath her, Sawyer’s naked body above her, Sawyer’s head between her legs, Sawyer doing indescribably erotic things with her tongue…

“Right, Jen?”

Jenna blinked rapidly, her attention yanked back to the present by Jacob. “Sorry. What?”

“I said having to hire and fire sucks.”

She nodded, forcing herself back to the current conversation. “Hundred percent. That’s why I’m always telling Shane and Delia they can never leave me. I can’t handle the stress of interviewing potential new employees.”

“The worst,” Jacob said, then shoved a forkful of mashed potatoes into his mouth.

“How’s business?” Nathan asked, and she wanted to hug her brothers for making sure she was part of the conversation.

“This is my busy time of year,” she said, forcing a smile onto her face and confidence into her voice. “Lotta people buy books for Christmas gifts.”

Her mother nodded but said nothing.

Her father asked Nathan how his truck was running.

Jenna checked her watch.

“You’ve checked that four times in the past half hour,” her mother said, calling her out. “Do you have someplace to be?” Suddenly, everybody at the table was watching her. At least Nathan had a look of sympathy on his face, and that was the nudge she needed.

“As a matter of fact, I do.” She met her mother’s gaze. “I’ve been seeing somebody, and she’s invited me to her parents’ house later. I don’t want to be late, so that’s why I’ve been checking my watch. I apologize. I didn’t mean to be rude.”

Nathan grinned at her, and Jacob jumped in with “That’s great, Jen. What does she do?”

Thanks to her brothers, she spent the next fifteen minutes extolling the virtues of Sawyer Hall, and while her parents were their usual quietly unimpressed selves when it came to their daughter’s sexuality, they didn’t interrupt. In fact, they seemed to be attentively listening, taking it all in, and that felt new. Different. By the time Jenna had helped clear the table and load the dishwasher and was getting ready to leave, her mother approached her in the kitchen, a homemade apple pie in hand.

“Here. Take this.”

Jenna frowned. “Mom, I love your pie, but I can’t eat the whole thing by myself.” She wrinkled her nose. “Well, let me amend that. I shouldn’t eat the whole thing by myself.”

Her mother smiled and said, “No, it’s to take with you today. You can’t show up to somebody’s house empty-handed.”

While she had two bottles of wine in the car, as well as a new romance for Sawyer’s mother, she knew enough to appreciate her mother’s gesture for what it was: a peace offering. She took the pie. “Thanks, Mom.”

Her mother wrapped her in a hug, and Jenna tried to hide her surprise. Not because her mother hugged her, but because she hugged her. Held on tight. Squeezed her close. It was new and different, and when she heard her mother whisper, “It’s nice to see you so happy,” close to her ear, her eyes welled up. When they parted, she saw her mother was also teary, and they both laughed about it. Her mother waved her away. “Go. Say goodbye to your father and then get a move on. You don’t want to be late. And be careful driving.”

Ten minutes later, she was backing out of her parents’ driveway, a fresh apple pie on the passenger seat and an oddly pleasant feeling in her soul, despite the remnants of slight shock that still hung on, so opposite of how she usually felt after spending the day at her parents’ house. While she had no idea what had happened today, she wasn’t about to ignore that it had been something. Interestingly, she couldn’t wait to talk to Sawyer about it.

She followed her GPS, pulled into the Halls’ driveway just behind Sawyer’s Accord, and then flipped the visor down to check herself in the mirror. Hair, mascara, good. She swiped on some peach-flavored lip balm, gave one nod at herself, flipped the visor back up, and let out a little cry of surprise.

Sawyer was looking in her car window waving.

Jenna pressed a hand to her chest and laughed. “Are you trying to scare me to death?” she asked as she pushed the door open.

“Oh, no, if I was trying to do that, I would’ve borrowed the Ghostface mannequin my dad keeps in the attic for Halloween decorating.”

“Yup, that would do it,” Jenna said as she handed both bottles of wine to Sawyer, then picked up the pie.

“You made a pie?”

“Nope. My mom did.” At Sawyer’s wide eyes, she said, “I know. Tell you all about it later.” She held Sawyer’s gaze for a moment, then said, “Hi, you,” and pushed up onto her toes to kiss her quickly on the mouth.

“Hi.” Sawyer’s smile was radiant. “I’m so glad you’re here.”

“Me too.”

“Come on.” Sawyer took her hand and led her up the driveway of the modest, white-sided house with an open front porch. When she pushed the front door open, Jenna was shocked by the difference between her parents’ house and Sawyer’s.

Not that her parents’ house was cold or uninviting. It wasn’t. But the Halls’ house was like an invitation on steroids. It was warm—both in temperature and in atmosphere—and it seemed to pull Jenna in without her consciously making a decision to enter. The aromas of turkey and bread and baked goods hung in the air like additional guests, making Jenna’s mouth water, despite her having already eaten. Laughter came from a room on the left, and Sawyer led her by the hand into the dining room where it seemed impossible that the joyous sounds were coming from only four people—Sawyer’s mom and dad, her sister Courtney, and a man Jenna assumed was Courtney’s husband.

“Jenna!” Sawyer’s mom stood from her chair, arms outstretched and crossed the room before Jenna even had a chance to take off her coat. The next thing she knew, she was wrapped in a warm embrace.

“Mom’s had a little wine,” Sawyer stage-whispered, and that earned her a playful slap from her mom.

“I have not.” Ally met Jenna’s gaze and held her thumb and forefinger close together as she whispered, “Just a little bit.”

“You can have as much wine as you want,” Jenna said, and Ally stuck her tongue out at Sawyer. Jenna held out the pie. “From my mom.” She felt a weirdly new sense of pride as she said it, and she could feel Sawyer’s surprise as she stood next to her.

“Oh, that looks amazing.” Ally took the pie into the kitchen.

“Come on,” Sawyer said, tugging Jenna’s coat off. “I saved you a seat.” She pointed at the empty chair and place setting between Courtney and what Jenna assumed was Sawyer’s chair.

Jenna sat and gave Courtney a one-armed hug. “How are you feeling?”

“Like my child wants to kill me,” Courtney said. “It wants me to eat constantly, so I do, and then it gives me heartburn and nausea and leg cramps, and do you wanna know something, Jenna?” She leaned close. “I am fucking over it.”

“You only have to hang in there a little longer.” Jenna looked at the handsome man with the sandy hair and neat beard sitting next to her. “Hi. I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Jenna.”

“Ugh,” Courtney said, waving a hand. “Sorry. Jenna, my husband Marshall, who I hate for getting me into this”—she waved an open hand in a circle in front of her swollen belly—“situation. Marshall, this is Sawyer’s girlfriend, Jenna.”

The descriptor came as a surprise to Jenna—and to Sawyer as well, who stopped in her tracks on her way back in from hanging up Jenna’s coat, if her wide eyes were any indication. Jenna met her gaze, smiled and gave her a subtle shrug, and that’s all it took for relief to wash over Sawyer’s face.

Jenna spent the rest of the evening in awe of how different their families were. It wasn’t like she’d never been to the houses of others for holidays. She had. Maybe because this was Sawyer, and Sawyer was starting to mean something to her…maybe that was why it was all so glaring. While her own parents were nice, decent people, they weren’t riotous. They weren’t hilarious, not like Sawyer’s family. Sawyer’s father, Jeff, was just as warm and welcoming and funny as her mom, and between the two of them and Courtney’s constantly comparing her baby to various monsters or very large food, Jenna laughed almost nonstop for the entire visit. By the time she and Sawyer got ready to leave, she was overly full, a little tipsy, and her sides hurt from laughing so much.

Deciding they’d leave Sawyer’s car there to be picked up the next day so she could drive Jenna home, they hugged everybody, said their goodbyes, and piled in. Sawyer had started the vehicle ten minutes before, and it was all toasty when Jenna dropped into her own passenger seat.

“Oh my God, that was so much fun,” she said, leaning back against the headrest as Sawyer put the car in gear and backed out. “Your family is hilarious. My face hurts from laughing.”

“I’m really glad you came.” Sawyer flicked on her turn signal and made a left.

“Me too.” Jenna blew out a long breath. “I told my family about you today,” she said quietly, and she felt more than saw Sawyer look at her.

“You did?”

“Mm-hmm.”

“And…how did that go?”

Jenna rolled her head to her left to study Sawyer’s profile—the strong jawline and perfect nose with the dark-rimmed glasses perched on it, her tousled dark hair—and smiled at her. “Better than you or I would have expected.”

Sawyer looked at her as they sat at a red light. “Really?”

“Really. My brothers got me talking, and my parents didn’t say much, which was exactly what I expected.” Her mind took her back to that moment in the kitchen. “But my mom hugged me so tight, and she told me I seemed happy, and she gave me a pie so I wouldn’t show up empty-handed.”

“Wow.”

“Right?”

The light turned green and Sawyer pressed on the gas. “And are you?”

“Am I what?”

“Happy.”

Jenna had no control over the smile that broke out across her face as she continued to study Sawyer’s gorgeous face. “Very.”

And then it was Sawyer’s turn to smile.

A few minutes later, they were home, and it was by unspoken agreement that Sawyer would stay at Jenna’s. She didn’t even go into her own side of the house, Jenna having already gotten her a toothbrush. Once inside, Jenna’s slight intoxication became a bit more pronounced, and she tipped a bit into Sawyer, who steadied her with a soft laugh.

“Why don’t you head up? I’ll take care of Arnold and the cats.”

Normally, Jenna wouldn’t entrust her boys to anybody else, but Sawyer was different. She kissed the top of her dog’s head and sent him on his way to the back door, then stood at the base of the stairs and watched as her dog and her “girlfriend” headed down the hall and into the kitchen. She could hear Sawyer talking to him, heard the door open and close, then heard her chatting to the cats, who surely had congregated in the kitchen expectantly. The sounds of dishes and utensils came next, and it was all so wonderfully domestic, so normal, that it brought tears to Jenna’s eyes.

With a scoff, she chided herself for having had a smidge too much wine and headed upstairs with a smile on her face she couldn’t seem to shake. Once she finished brushing her teeth and washing her face, she undressed, then pulled out her pajamas…and put them back. She slid under the covers naked just as she heard Sawyer and Arnold coming up the stairs.

“Okay,” Sawyer said as she came into the room. “Everybody’s fed and watered, and Arnie did all his business.” Arnold jumped up onto the bed for some loving from his mommy. “I’ll be right there.” Sawyer disappeared into the bathroom, and Jenna heard the various sounds of her nightly routine. By the time she finished and came back into the bedroom, Arnold had retired to his dog bed in the corner, and Jenna watched her cross the room. She took her glasses off, got in bed, and said, “Hoo, what a day. I am ex—” and that’s when she noticed Jenna’s state of undress. “You’re naked.”

“I am.”

“And I’m suddenly no longer tired.”

Jenna grinned. “I was hoping that would be the case.” She reached for Sawyer’s head and pulled her into a searing kiss, then rolled them so she was completely on top. She looked down into blue eyes and whispered, “I’d like to give some thanks…”


Chapter Seventeen



The snow only let up for about a week before it started to really fall, and it was officially winter in Sawyer’s eyes. By the second week in December, the ground was covered, and the temperatures were cold, but she didn’t care because she had Jenna.

She had Jenna.

What an unexpected and surprising thing to know.

She sat at her desk with a big, stupid grin on her face. She knew it was a big, stupid grin because she could feel it. Also because Colton has asked her earlier why she had such a big, stupid grin on her face. She’d said nothing but had continued to grin. Big and stupid-like.

Colton had been in a meeting with one of the higher-ups, and now he walked toward her and their cubicle. When their gazes met, he rolled his eyes in an exaggerated manner and shook his head. “My God, woman, enough with that face.” He flopped down into his chair.

“What’s wrong with my face?”

He made an expression that included a giant dorky smile while he blinked his eyes rapidly.

She burst out laughing. “You look like a cartoon. All you need are little cartoon hearts floating over your head.”

“No, that’s all you need,” he said, pointing at her. Then he fluttered his hand over his head, presumably mimicking floating cartoon hearts.

“You’re just jealous,” she said, sticking her tongue out.

He softened and gave her a genuine smile. “I’m just teasing you. Honestly, it’s nice to see you like this and know that it’s not fleeting.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

One shoulder lifted in a half shrug. “I mean with the last one, your happiness was always temporary. I knew that if you were giddy like this, it was likely gonna go away soon.” He paused and held her gaze for a moment before he added, “She never let you stay that way.”

He wasn’t wrong. In fact, he was exactly on the nose. It was as if Amanda couldn’t allow her to be happy for too long. Sawyer wasn’t ever sure if it was an ego thing or a control thing or what, but whenever things were going well, and Sawyer was happy, Amanda would do or say something to bring it crashing down. More often than not, it would be one simple line, something subtle but cutting. If Sawyer had a new outfit, Amanda would compliment it and then pick something on it apart. There was always a “but” with her.

I do love that sweater, I’m just not sure about the color.

Your hair looks great…I just didn’t know you were going to cut so much off the length.

Dinner is delicious, yes. Maybe a little less pepper next time.

That kind of thing became normal to Sawyer. Eventually, she accepted the criticism as part of the compliment. When her mother had called her on it, she’d shrugged, smiled, and waved a dismissive hand as she said, “Oh, that’s just the way Amanda is. She doesn’t mean anything by it.” And her mother would tip her head with a sad smile and say nothing more, and she knew now that her mom had been walking a fine line between expressing her concerns about her daughter’s partner and risking losing her by overstepping. In hindsight, Sawyer felt bad about that.

“So, when do I get to meet this person who’s responsible for your goofy facial expressions?” Colton’s question pulled her back to the present.

“Soon. I promise.”

He softened. “I look forward to it. Truly. I tease, but it’s really nice to see you like this.” He reached over and squeezed her upper arm, then spun his chair back to face his own desk.

Her phone pinged a text indication, and when she looked at it, her heart did a happy little skip. Jenna.

How’s your day?

Sawyer typed back, Better now…

Such a sweet talker. Jenna followed that up with an eye roll emoji, but then a heart eyes one.

The romance novels must be rubbing off. She laughed softly as she added a wide-eyed emoji.

My dastardly plan is working! Bwahahaha!

Sawyer laughed some more, then sent more wide-eyed emoji. Then she typed, All set for tonight? BookLove was hosting an author signing that evening.

Almost. Books just arrived. Another eye roll, presumably because the books should have arrived two days ago. Should be a good turnout, though.

She typed, You sure you don’t need me to feed the boys? I’m happy to do it.

Jenna sent a heart emoji and followed it with, I appreciate that more than you know, but I’ll be ready for a quick break. And I want to give them all some love.

It was something she found unexpectedly attractive about Jenna: her love for her animals. She was away from them during the day, like any other person with a full-time job out of the house, but it weighed on her, and more often than not, she’d run home at lunch or in the middle of the afternoon just to give them a hug and kiss. It really was an adorable quality of hers.

Okay. If anything changes, shoot me a text. She didn’t have a key, but she knew where Jenna kept the extra hidden in the garage, so she could get in if needed.

Will do. The gray dots bounced for a bit, like Jenna had more to say. Then they stopped. Sawyer held the phone and waited. No more came, and she was about to set the phone down when a text finally popped up.

I miss you today.

Everything within Sawyer suddenly increased in temperature, as if her circulatory system had been flushed with warm water. The grin was permanent now, she could feel it as she typed. I miss you too. See you later tonight. She added a heart emoji for good measure. And because it felt right.

Her last meeting of the day ran long, so she got out later than usual, and when she finally arrived home, the driveway, front sidewalk, and steps to the porch had all been shoveled free of snow. Jenna’s Uncle David, the landlord, must’ve been by earlier. No cars in the driveway, and Sawyer didn’t pull into the garage because she wanted to go see her mom tonight. The sky had cleared, and though the sun had already set, it had turned into a lovely, not terribly cold early winter evening.

Her sigh left on a breath of vapor as she climbed the porch steps. She’d hoped to catch Jenna at home feeding the boys, but she must’ve missed her, thanks to her late meeting. In her entryway, she’d barely set her bag down, coat still on, when there was a knock on her door. Heart skipping beats in the hopes it was Jenna, she yanked it open.

And blinked.

“Amanda. What are you doing here?”

“Nice greeting.” Amanda probably meant the words to be snarky, but they came out more sad, almost pathetic, and she grimaced. She looked as beautiful as always, with her auburn hair in some kind of complicated twist at the back of her head, still dressed in a suit and dress boots, which indicated she must’ve come right from her office. A glance behind her revealed her car parked on the street, and Sawyer found it both amusing and irritating that she hadn’t noticed it. Again.

“No, seriously. What are you doing here?” And to her surprise, Amanda’s eyes welled up.

“I, um…” Amanda glanced down at her feet, at her very expensive boots. When she raised her gaze again, she sighed, as if the words were being forced out of her. “I miss you.”

“You miss me?”

Amanda nodded.

“Don’t you mean you miss Cindy? Or what about Christine? You must miss her.”

“No.” Amanda shook her head and looked off to her right. There was a beat of silence. Very weird, very uncomfortable silence.

“I’m not sure what you want me to say here, Amanda.” And she wasn’t. This was, admittedly, a state she’d never seen Amanda in—uncertain, emotional, pleading. She was normally none of those things. Ever. So, seeing her standing on her porch this way was a little unnerving.

“Can I come in at least?” Amanda used the little half grin that had always worked on Sawyer, had always gotten Sawyer to bend. Shockingly, it had zero effect on her now.

“I’m actually on my way out,” Sawyer said, using an old trick she’d read about once that included putting on your coat before answering the door. If it was somebody you were happy to see, say you were just getting home and invite them in. If it was somebody you didn’t want to see, tell them you were on your way out. It didn’t matter that Amanda had been sitting in her car and surely saw that Sawyer had just come home. She pulled on the lapel of her wool coat, indicating to Amanda that she was leaving. She grabbed her purse, stepped out onto the porch, forcing Amanda to take a couple steps back, and locked the door behind her, committing to the role.

“Oh.” It was all Amanda said for a moment as they stood on the porch looking at each other. “Okay. I just…” She sighed and gazed over Sawyer’s shoulder for a moment, and Sawyer started to realize that Amanda was out of her element. It was odd, so strange to watch, and she was reminded of a video she’d seen online recently of dairy cows that had been cooped up in tiny pens their entire lives now released into fields of grass. Yes, they’d quickly ended up frolicking and jumping and celebrating their freedom, but those first few moments, they were simply…confused. Like Amanda seemed now. “So, Christine left me.”

And there it was.

Her choice of words was intentional. Sawyer recognized that immediately and was then surprised by that fact. Amanda didn’t say “I left Christine” or “Things between Christine and me are over.” She specifically said “Christine left me,” clearly going for the sympathy vote.

And Sawyer saw it. Instantly.

Now, that was progress.

“I’m sorry to hear that.” A simple, kind phrase.

“No, I’m sorry,” Amanda said, and reached out to lay a hand on Sawyer’s arm. “I’m sorry for everything. I was such a fool.”

In the past, Sawyer’s response to that would’ve been to make Amanda feel better by saying something like “No. No, you weren’t. You were following your heart/doing what you thought was best/whatever placating line she could come up with” that would defuse the situation and keep things calm. Now? She simply stood quietly. Predictably, Amanda felt the need to fill the silence.

“Okay, okay. I was a bitch. Is that better?”

God, all of her reading had done wonders, because Sawyer knew that frustrated anger was next on the list, and Amanda didn’t disappoint. She remained silent and let Amanda bluster. Her hand was back, reaching for Sawyer’s arm, giving it a squeeze.

“I’ve changed,” Amanda said quietly. “Things can be different, you know. I’ve learned my lesson, and I miss you. You belong with me. Don’t you want to come home?”

“I am home.” Sawyer said it very matter-of-factly. Because it was a matter of fact. She indicated the door behind her with a tilt of her head. “I’ve lived here for nearly four months now, and I’ve never felt more settled. I am home.”

“In a duplex?” Amanda’s tone was condescending, the words out before she could polish them a little better. “Okay, look. I know things were hard for you, I was hard on you.”

Sawyer snorted before she could catch it.

Amanda pressed her lips together in a thin line of disapproval, an expression Sawyer knew all too well. “Like I said, I’ve changed.”

“Yeah? How?”

Amanda blinked in obvious surprise, clearly not expecting the question. “Oh. Um. Well, I listen better, for one.”

“No, you don’t.”

Again, Amanda blinked in surprise.

“I’ve blocked you everywhere, on social media, on my phone, I never gave you my new address, yet this is the third time you’ve shown up on my doorstep uninvited.”

It was Amanda’s turn to snort, and she added a half shrug to go with it. “Well, if you won’t talk to me or won’t bother to text, what was I supposed to do?”

“Respect my wishes!” Sawyer looked at her in disbelief. “Understand that I don’t want to talk to you.”

“That doesn’t solve anything, though. Not talking solves nothing.”

“No, not talking keeps you from gaslighting me.”

Amanda gasped. “Gaslighting you?”

“Yes. Making me think all our problems were my fault, that I was responsible for every bad thing that happened in our relationship because I didn’t listen, I misunderstood you, I wanted too much, I was oversensitive, whatever thing you came up with on that day.” Whew. Okay, that was more than she intended to say, and she should probably stop, but she couldn’t. The words kept coming. “I have somebody now, somebody who doesn’t make me feel like that. Somebody who listens to me and asks my opinion and makes me feel like I’m worth something.”

“You have somebody?” Amanda’s voice was quiet, and she looked almost stricken.

Sawyer shook her head with a sigh and muttered, “And that’s what you came away with from everything I just said. Because of course it is.” She should have predicted that. More loudly, she said, “Yes. I have somebody. She’s incredible.”

Amanda’s swallow was audible. This was not the way she thought this conversation would go, that was clear by the bewildered look on her face. She didn’t look sad. She looked puzzled, as if she couldn’t imagine the scenario Sawyer had just laid out for her, and she was mentally working through how to navigate it. Finally, she cleared her throat. “Are you in love with her?”

The question stopped Sawyer short, only because she’d asked herself that same question in her head more than once recently, and she’d been avoiding an answer. Now, though? Now, it felt okay to be honest about her feelings.

“I think I might be.” She smiled. It was big. And probably goofy. She couldn’t help it. Colton would roll his eyes…and then probably high-five her.

“I see.” And, as Sawyer watched, Amanda morphed. Right before her eyes. She sharpened, stood up a little straighter, and any and all traces of emotion on her face melted away like wax under a heat lamp. This was the Amanda she knew, the one she was used to. Cool. In control. Unbothered. “Well then.” And for just a split second, her armor cracked, and she glanced down at the floor, probably collecting herself, repairing that damage, and when she looked up again, her blue eyes were back to their usual iciness. “I wish you well, Sawyer.”

“Thank you. You too.”

And with that, Amanda turned on her designer heel and descended the porch steps. Sawyer stood there and watched as she walked down the driveway, got into her car, started the engine, and pulled away, and she felt lighter than she’d felt in literal years. She felt untethered. Free.

The stupid author signing annoyed her because she wanted to tell Jenna all about the encounter, but she’d have to wait. Instead, she pulled her coat more tightly around her and headed back to her own car. She had to wait to talk to Jenna, but she knew her mom was home. Probably having dinner. Sawyer had intended to go later, but she knew her mom would love to set an extra place for one of her daughters popping home in time to eat with them.

She got in her own car, started the engine, and sat there. Just sat there, smiling and feeling so much lighter, she was surprised when she didn’t float up out of her seat. Car in gear, she backed out of the driveway and realized she couldn’t stop smiling. Big and probably goofy.

Colton would smack her.


Chapter Eighteen



Jenna watched through a slit in her curtains as Sawyer backed out of the driveway and pulled away. She was shocked, proud, a little giddy. Not necessarily in that order. And she kept replaying two lines in her head, over and over again.

Are you in love with her?

I think I might be.

Are you in love with her?

I think I might be.

Are you in love with her?

I think I might be.

Over and over, like a streaming show with a glitch that kept bumping it back to the same spot.

She’d heard Sawyer pull in, had her hand on the doorknob ready to scoot next door to greet her, maybe get in a little making out before she had to go back to the bookstore. But the ex had shown up out of nowhere—Where the hell had she been? Hiding in the bushes?—and while Jenna knew she really shouldn’t have been eavesdropping, she couldn’t get her feet to move. So, she’d stood there. And listened. Listened to it all.

Are you in love with her?

I think I might be.

Jenna let Arnold in from the backyard. The boys had all eaten, and now she sat on the floor and let them crawl on her, push noses against her, get kisses and love from her. The whole time, she wondered about her own feelings for Sawyer. They were complicated but also not, and they were currently rolling around in her head, clearly trying to drive her mad. She dropped a kiss on Arnold’s head as she pulled her phone out of her back pocket and sent a text to the group thread.

Girls, I have a signing tonight at the shop, can anybody meet? I need to talk something out.

Dakota was first to respond, as usual. I’m out in 15. I’ll be over.

Veronica’s dots started to bounce before Dakota was even done. On my way, babes.

With a relieved sigh, Jenna pushed to her feet, gave her boys one more kiss each, and locked up the house. She’d taken advantage of the lovely winter evening and walked home from the shop, so it took her almost fifteen minutes to walk back, but the fresh air did her good. By the time she arrived, her lungs were clear, even if her head wasn’t, and Shane and Delia had things well under control.

Shauna Cramer was a new author, only on her second romance novel, but she lived in Northwood and she was lovely—kind and funny and a damn good writer—and Jenna was thrilled to be hosting her very first book signing. Shauna arrived wearing black pants and a nice sweater, her reddish-brown hair pulled back in a clip, her wire-rimmed glasses magnifying her large eyes. She was clearly nervous as she shook hands with each of the three BookLove folks, but she was also excited. That much was evident by her enormous smile. Shane was showing her to the signing table when Dakota walked through the door carrying two recycled cardboard trays with a total of six cups. She left three on the front counter, telling Delia they were for her, Shane, and the author. She shot Jenna a head bob as she carried the remaining three to the back.

Veronica showed up five minutes later, gave Jenna a wave, and headed back to join Dakota.

“Can you guys handle things here if I’m in the back with the girls?” she asked her employees. “We need a meeting.”

Shane gave a snort as Delia nodded. “We got this.” He turned to Delia and held up a hand, which she slapped a high five onto with great enthusiasm.

“Just give a shout if something comes up.”

Delia held up the coffee Dakota had brought. “We have caffeine.” She indicated the small table off to the side where some refreshments had been set up. “We have Christmas cookies. We’re all good.”

“You guys are the best.” Jenna gave them a grateful smile, then headed back to her girls, who were all settled into the loveseats and talking quietly. She picked up her cup, took a sip, and hummed her approval. “Needed this,” she said to Dakota. “Thanks.”

“So?” Ronni asked. “Tell us your woes.”

Jenna grinned. “Well, not exactly woes.”

“Oh.” Dakota sat forward in curiosity. “Not woes. Better than woe?”

Jenna laughed through her nose. “Yeah. Definitely. I think so.” She took a deep breath and told them the story of what she’d overheard earlier, starting with Amanda’s unexpected arrival.

“She ambushed her on her own doorstep?” Dakota asked, and the annoyed look on her face said exactly what she thought about that. “Ballsy.”

“It’s not the first time,” Jenna said. “It’s like the second or third.”

“Pushy bitch,” Ronni muttered.

Jenna told them the exact conversation, right up to those two lines that had been rolling around in her head for the past hour.

“She said that?” Dakota asked, sitting forward on the loveseat, leaning closer. “She said she might be in love with you?”

Jenna blew out a breath, relieved to have shared what she heard with somebody. “She did.”

“Wow,” Dakota said, and when Jenna glanced at Ronni, she was grinning hugely.

“What?” Jenna asked.

Ronni shrugged but kept grinning. “I mean, she’s in love with you.”

“She said she might be,” Jenna clarified.

Ronni’s snort was so loud, it was comical. “Please. She totally is. You don’t say you might be in love unless you’re trying to soften the blow for somebody else. She’s totally in love with you. And she knows it.”

“I gotta agree with that,” Dakota said with a nod, pointing at Ronni. “So, the only thing left to address is…” She gestured with an open palm to Ronni to finish the thought.

Ronni did. “Are you in love with her?”

Dakota pointed and nodded again.

Jenna had avoided this entire subject for no other reason than it terrified her. But sitting here, now, with her two best friends in the whole world, the fear was nowhere to be found. The only thing she felt was a certainty. A conviction that was new to her. Her brain called up an image of Sawyer—that gorgeous, perfect face, the clear blue eyes rimmed by black glasses, the wide smile framed by full lips that Jenna couldn’t look at without wanting to kiss them for days, her soft, dark hair, her beautiful, shapely body, those strong hands that took Jenna to heights she’d never experienced. And then there was her brain. Her intellect was such a turn-on. And there was her heart, big and tender. There was so much about Sawyer Hall that Jenna could go on and on about, and all of these things, every last one of them fit together seamlessly to form a clear picture for Jenna. A clear picture of the woman she loved.

“Yes,” she finally said, very softly, and much to her surprise, her eyes welled up. “Yes. I am. I am in love with her.”

Dakota’s smile went soft and mushy. Ronni let go of a quiet squeal of delight and stomped her feet as quietly as she could, given her obvious excitement.

“Girl,” she said. “Thank God.”

Jenna squinted at her. “Thank God?”

Dakota laughed and used one finger to indicate herself and Ronni. “We’ve been talking about this for weeks now.”

Jenna feigned a gasp. “You two talk without me? How dare you.”

“We had to!” Ronni said. “It was killing us watching you go all melty soft and not saying anything. We were trying to give you space to figure it out, but it was pretty clear to us, despite our worry.”

“What was clear?” Jenna asked.

“That you were gonna end up together,” Dakota said. “Despite your differences, you fit really well.”

“And even though she didn’t become an instant fan of romance,” Ronni pointed out, “even if you didn’t change her mind about that, she tried.”

“She tried,” Dakota echoed. “She made the effort. She got big points from us for that.”

“She did make the effort, didn’t she?” Jenna took another sip of her coffee and looked from one friend to the other and back. “I feel kind of…gooey.”

“You look kind of gooey,” Dakota said, and Ronni nodded with enthusiasm.

“That’s it?” Ronni asked. “That’s what you wanted to talk about? Whether you were in love with her or not?”

Jenna nodded slowly at the realization that she simply needed her girls to help her navigate this path. “I just didn’t get that it was so clear to you both.”

“And to everybody else,” Shane said as he walked by, headed to the office.

Jenna blinked in surprise at his back while Dakota and Ronni burst into laughter.

In a moment, he was back, carrying a small stack of books. “Dee and I were ready to put your head through a wall,” he said as he passed again.

“True story,” came Delia’s voice from the front of the store.

Jenna felt the blush creeping up her neck and settling on her face as she said, “Well. I guess the signing hasn’t started yet and everybody’s eavesdropping.” She raised her voice on the last two words, but she was smiling.

“Pretty sure you’re in love,” came the less familiar voice that had to be Shauna.

The three women burst into laughter once again, and this time, Jenna’s heart was full. She felt light, like the proverbial weight had been lifted, and she was almost surprised when she didn’t float up off the loveseat and hover just above it.

“You look happy,” Ronni said softly, reaching across to squeeze Jenna’s forearm. “It’s nice.”

“There’s only one thing left to do now.” Dakota sipped her coffee and watched Jenna over the rim.

Jenna gave one nod in her agreement. Dakota was right. She had one more thing to do, and she realized she wanted to do it as soon as possible. “I have to tell her.”

Dakota reached her cup over the table to Ronni, who touched her own cup to it in a toast. “To love.”
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There was no way Jenna was going to bail early on a new author doing a signing at her shop, no matter how competent her employees were. And for a new author, Shauna’s signing was quite successful. She didn’t have near the numbers that somebody like Lily Chambers pulled in, but she had a very steady turnout, and by the time they rang up the last customer, locked the front door, and turned on the Closed sign, BookLove only had half a dozen copies left in stock of Shauna’s new book.

With a clear expression of relief and a heartfelt thank you, Shauna headed out, followed by Shane. Delia, her coat buttoned up and her purse over her shoulder, turned to Jenna and wrapped her in a surprising, tight embrace. “You deserve somebody who adores you,” she whispered, her mouth close to Jenna’s ear.

Unexpected tears sprang into Jenna’s eyes as Delia turned quickly and headed out the door before Jenna could respond. She locked it behind her, turned, and leaned back against it, then let out a long, slow breath.

“What a fucking night,” she said quietly into the empty store, but she couldn’t keep the smile off her face.

There were a few small housekeeping things to be done before she headed home, and she flew through them, her final destination—home to Sawyer—the only thing on her mind. She sent a quick text.

Still up for coming over tonight?

It only took a moment for Sawyer’s response. Been waiting not-so-patiently for you to get home…

Jenna laughed softly. Heading out in five.

Be careful. Snowing again.

She hadn’t even noticed the weather. What had been a clear evening had become a cloudy, snowy night, and she bundled herself up good before heading out to clear off her car.

Fifteen minutes later, car snug and safe in her garage, she slid a key into the lock of her front door and absently thought that it was time to have one made for Sawyer.

As if her thought conjured the gorgeous creature, Sawyer’s door opened and she popped her head out. “Welcome home, beautiful. How’d it go?”

“Come in here and pour me a glass of wine, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

“There you go, making me offers I can’t refuse again.” Sawyer was dressed in black joggers and a gray hoodie. Her hair was tousled but down, and she had slippers on her feet as she shuffled out onto the porch and followed Jenna into her place, where they were greeted by three very happy animals.

Jenna set her stuff down and squatted to greet her boys. Arnold’s tail wagged his entire back end. Wallace pressed himself against her thigh while Gromit watched from a slight distance. He’d approach after the original exuberance was finished.

Sawyer pressed a kiss to the top of Jenna’s head, then passed her and went into the kitchen, calling, “Go put something comfy on.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Jenna said, and did what she was told. Ten minutes later, she flopped onto the couch and reached for the glass of red Sawyer handed her.

“How was the signing?” Sawyer asked, sitting next to her, close enough so their thighs pressed against each other. She reached out and tucked a lock of Jenna’s hair behind her ear, and just that simple gesture made everything within Jenna relax.

“It went well. Truly. Shauna is super nice. She was great with her readers, talked to them. We sold a lot of books for her. I’d have her back.”

“Fantastic.” Sawyer was nodding and looking into her own glass of wine like she was searching for words in it.

“What?” Jenna asked. “Is something wrong?”

Sawyer shook her head. “No. Nothing’s wrong. But there is something I want to talk to you about.”

Jenna wet her lips. “Okay. I have something to talk to you about, too.”

“Do you want to go first?”

“No, no. You go.” Jenna went for a sip of wine that ended up being a slug of wine, her nerves suddenly making themselves known.

Sawyer took a deep breath and let it out, clearly gearing up. “So, Amanda stopped by today.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah. She was waiting for me. I didn’t even see her car.” Sawyer sighed, her annoyance evident.

“What did she want?”

“Good question. I’m not even really sure.” Sawyer swallowed. “She told me Christine had left her.”

“That’s the wife?”

“No. Cindy is the wife. Christine is…well, she is—was—the new me.”

“Ah.” Jenna nodded. “And they broke up.” She then remembered the last time Amanda had shown up, when Sawyer wasn’t home, how she looked like she’d been crying. Jenna wondered if they’d been having trouble even then.

“Apparently. Amanda doesn’t get left, she does the leaving, so having two women leave her had to rock her world a bit.”

“Interesting. And she came here why?”

“She wanted me to come home.”

“Oh.”

“Yeah.”

Even though Jenna had heard the entire conversation, knew exactly how it had gone, her heart began to hammer in her chest, and waiting to hear what Sawyer said next was more stressful than it should have been. Maybe she’d changed her mind while Jenna had been working. Maybe she’d decided she missed that life of extravagance and luxury. She cleared her throat. “What did you say?”

Sawyer took a sip of her wine and then she smiled.

“Oh. A grin. What does that mean?”

“It means I held my ground. It means I finally—finally—stood up to her. She said she’s changed, and I asked her how. She said for one thing, she listens better. That was it. I almost laughed in her face and told her she absolutely does not listen better. And then it was like a dam opened, and I just let loose. I told her she was crossing all kinds of lines by showing up at my home when I’ve blocked her everywhere. I told her I wasn’t going to let her gaslight me, not again.”

“Wow. Go, you.” Jenna put her hand on Sawyer’s thigh and squeezed.

“Right? I told her she always made it seem like I wanted too much or misunderstood her or was oversensitive, but that I now know that’s not the case because I have somebody who treats me the way I deserve to be treated.” Her swallow was audible.

Jenna grinned at her and gave her leg another squeeze. “And?”

“She asked me if—” Sawyer’s phone ringing on the coffee table sounded so incredibly loud just then that they both jumped, startled. “Jesus Christ,” Sawyer said with a laugh, pressing one hand to her chest as she reached for the phone with the other. A glance at the screen sobered her expression a bit. “It’s my mom.”

Jenna waved at her. “Go ahead.” She sipped her wine as Sawyer took the call, and her voice went from calm to serious to stressed in a matter of seconds.

“What? Right now? Oh my God. Which hospital? Okay. Okay. I’m heading out right now. Meet you there.” She hung up and looked at Jenna with wide eyes. “Courtney’s in labor.”

“Oh my God.”

“Right? I’ve gotta get to the hospital.” She practically jumped to her feet, then looked back down at Jenna. “Come with me?”

Jenna blinked at her. “Yeah?”

“Absolutely.” She gestured at a sleeping Arnold and both snoozing cats. “The boys’ll be fine, and if we end up there too long, you can drive my car back and I’ll Uber.” She stopped moving and looked down at Jenna. “I’d love it if you were there with me.”

“As long as you’re sure,” Jenna said, disappointed to have had their conversation interrupted but thrilled to be asked to join Sawyer on such a momentous occasion.

“I’m positive.”

“Okay then.” Jenna stood.

“I’m gonna go get shoes and my coat.” Sawyer turned to her, sudden tears in her eyes as she put a hand on the doorknob. “I’m gonna be an aunt tonight.”
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Courtney’s labor was not fast, it turned out. Sawyer looked at her watch, and Jenna said, “Babe, it’s five minutes later than the last time you looked.”

A heavy sigh. “I know. This waiting is killing me. I hope she’s okay.”

Sawyer’s mom was in the delivery room with Courtney and her husband, and every so often, she came out to give them an update. Courtney was dilating very slowly, and Sawyer’s “I’m gonna be an aunt tonight” had changed to “I’m gonna be an aunt tomorrow.” Because it was now tomorrow.

“If you want to go home, you can,” Sawyer said after a few moments of silence.

“And why would I want to do that?” Jenna asked. They were sitting side by side on a two-seater bench type thingy in the family waiting room. There was another family across the room—an older couple and a child of maybe eight or ten—watching a rerun of The Simpsons on the TV mounted above them, but otherwise, things were pretty quiet.

“Because it’s late and you have to work tomorrow.” Sawyer was so tired. Jenna could tell by the way she sounded.

She leaned in close and whispered, “Your voice is even sexier when it’s all scratchy like that.”

Sudden pink tinted Sawyer’s cheeks, and she grinned. “You stop that.”

“Then stop telling me to leave. You forget, I’m the boss. I texted Delia while you were in the restroom. She’ll open for me tomorrow—er—today.”

Sawyer had leaned her head back against the bench, and now she rolled it so she faced Jenna. “You’re amazing. Why are you so good to me?”

“Because I love you.” She just said it. Just…said it. No thinking about it. No wrestling with it. She was too tired. It was close to two in the morning, and Jenna was tired of waiting to say the thing she’d wanted to say all night.

Sawyer blinked at her, her surprise clear, but only for a moment. Then her expression settled back into something…relieved. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, thank fuck, because I love you, too.” Eyes never leaving Jenna’s, she reached for her hand and entwined their fingers. “I am so in love with you. I’ve suspected so for a while, but Amanda visiting today solidified it for me.”

Jenna brought their linked hands to her lips and brushed a kiss across Sawyer’s knuckles. “I should probably tell you that I was home when Amanda came.”

Sawyer’s brow furrowed. “What?”

Jenna nodded and blew out a breath. “Yeah. I was about to open the door to scoot over for a minute.” She bumped her with a shoulder. “Maybe make out a little bit before I had to go back to the shop. I literally had my hand on the doorknob, and I heard you ask what she was doing there. I didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but I totally did.” She grimaced. “I’m sorry.”

Sawyer shook her head. “Nothing to be sorry about. I’d have done the same thing, probably.”

“For what it’s worth, I was super proud of you.”

Sawyer’s frown turned back into a soft smile. “You were?”

“Totally. You’ve come a long way from the first time she ambushed you.”

“Jesus, what is that with her?” Sawyer’s chuckle had a bitter edge to it. “Who does that?”

“Someone who thinks they’re the most important person.”

“Exactly.”

They sat quietly for a beat or two before Jenna spoke again. “So. That’s what I wanted to talk to you about tonight. But then you brought it up first, and then we got interrupted.” She glanced at their hands, still linked. “I wanted to be honest with you.”

It was Sawyer’s turn to bring their hands up and kiss Jenna’s, and they were gazing at each other when Sawyer’s mom came through the door.

They both sat up, faces all expectant.

“It’s a boy!” Ally said, clapping her hands together once.

Sawyer and Jenna leapt to their feet and squealed, then grimaced and looked at the other family in apology, but they were smiling, too.

“I have a nephew,” Sawyer said. “Oh my God. I have a nephew.”

Jenna looked to Ally. “Is she okay? Everybody’s all right?”

“Everybody’s great. Court’s exhausted but thrilled. Marshall started crying like a small child, which was adorable. And the baby is…” She stopped and swallowed, emotion clear on her face. “He’s beautiful. Oh, Sawyer, he’s beautiful.” The huge smile reappeared. “I’m a Nana!” They celebrated a bit more before she said, “Okay, I have to go call your father, and my purse with my phone is in the room, so…”

“When can we see them?” Sawyer asked.

“Just a bit longer. Marshall is doing that skin-to-skin thing.” Ally headed back for the door. “I’ll come get you in a bit.”

She left, and Sawyer and Jenna stood there for a moment, just absorbing the events of the past eight or ten hours.

Sawyer turned to look at her. “Wow.” Tears glimmered in her eyes.

Jenna nodded and ran a hand down Sawyer’s arm, then pulled her into a hug.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Sawyer whispered. “Thank you.”

Jenna squeezed her tightly. They parted but stayed close, and Jenna laid her hand against Sawyer’s cheek. “You’re gonna be an amazing aunt. Your nephew is very lucky to have you.”

“And I’m lucky to have you,” Sawyer said quietly. “I have you, don’t I?”

“Hundred percent. Yes.” She held Sawyer’s gaze. “I love you.”

Sawyer’s swallow was audible, and it took her a moment to collect herself. “I love you back,” she said, her voice a whisper. She leaned down and kissed Jenna softly, and when they parted, Jenna glanced across the room to see the family of three watching them in surprise.

She shrugged. “Sorry. Living my own romance novel over here.” When she looked back at Sawyer, her smile was radiant. “I really am.”

“Me too.” Sawyer pulled her into a hug. “It’s my new favorite genre, you know.”


Epilogue



Six months later

The screaming.

Holy shit, the screaming.

Sawyer stared at her six-month-old nephew and, not for the first time, wondered how the hell something so small could make a noise so incredibly big. Doing a favor for her sister and taking the baby overnight for the first time was one thing, but sacrificing her own eardrums—not to mention her sanity—was quite another.

She stood there, hands over her ears, and just watched as Ethan Sawyer Jacobsen did his very best to shatter all the glass in his aunt’s home with nothing but his voice. And his lungs.

As she debated calling Courtney and telling her to get her ass back here and pick up her devil child, Jenna hurried into the room with a bottle in one hand and a cloth slung over her shoulder. She was completely calm—how? How the fuck was she not rocking in a corner like Sawyer wanted to be? But she wasn’t. She was softly smiling, and the second she reached down to pick up Ethan, the smile grew. She scooped his little body up, cradled him in the crook of her arm, and gave him the bottle.

The screaming stopped.

Bliss.

“Oh my God,” Sawyer said on a whisper, afraid speaking louder would disturb this newfound silence, and let her hands fall from her ears.

Jenna looked at her with a radiant smile. “You okay?”

Sawyer looked at her in baffled awe. “How does he make that much noise? How is it possible for something so small to be that loud?”

Jenna laughed softly. “I know, right?” She turned back to Ethan. “Poor little guy was starving,” she said in baby talk.

Ethan’s big blue eyes were fixed on Jenna as he drank, watching her with fascination, not that Sawyer could blame him. She was breathtaking in this role, something that had surprised Sawyer, though she wasn’t sure why. Jenna was a natural when it came to maternal instincts, and it was beautiful and unexpectedly sexy to watch.

Arnold nudged Jenna’s leg, Sawyer noticed, so Jenna squatted down and let the dog smell the baby. He was gentle, sniffing him all over, then giving him a little nuzzle near his chin, probably trying to taste the bottle’s contents, which were dripping a bit into Ethan’s neck folds.

“Good boy,” Jenna whispered and gave Arnold a kiss on his head.

By unspoken agreement, they moved to the porch, where they’d installed a porch swing. It was early June, not too hot yet, not too buggy in the evenings, and the porch swing had rapidly become their favorite spot. They sat, and Sawyer put one foot up on the railing so she could gently push them. Ethan drank greedily, and Jenna stopped to burp him twice before the bottle was empty.

“Dude.” Sawyer held it up. “You’re a little piggy.”

“You tell Aunt Sawyer you’re a growing boy. You gotta drink all your milk, huh?” Jenna bounced him gently on her knee, then handed him over. “Here. I’ll take the bottle in, he’s gonna be asleep in minutes, and I need a glass of wine. How about you?”

“God, yes,” Sawyer said with a sheepish grin.

Jenna laughed and dropped a kiss on the top of her head before heading inside.

Sawyer held her nephew and pushed the swing with her foot, and the two of them watched the neighborhood go by. It wasn’t quite dusk yet, so people were busy. Across the street, two kids were having a game of Horse in the driveway, shooting hoops. She could see Mr. Creeley two doors down watering the potted flowers he’d put out the day before. A young couple walked by with two Boston terriers on leashes, followed not far behind by a woman pushing a stroller.

“Do you know how much my life has changed in the past year?” she asked Ethan softly. “No, of course you don’t. How could you? You’ve only been here for six months.” She shifted his pudgy body so he was sitting up in her lap and could see the activity too. “Well, let me tell you, I was kind of a different person when I moved in over there.” She pointed to her own front door. “Your Aunt Jenna didn’t like me much, not that I blame her. I was kind of a di—er—a jerk to her. But not because I didn’t like her. It was because I was struggling with my own stuff, you know? Like, I didn’t know who I was. At all. And your Aunt Jenna? She helped me figure that out.” She played with his chubby hand, stroking his tiny fingers between her thumb and forefinger, everything about him just so small and soft. He grasped her finger in his fist tightly. “Oh, that’s a good grip, buddy. You could play baseball with that grip. Or golf. Or tennis. You could be a star and make millions of dollars and support your aunts in their old age. Right? What do you think? I like it.”

Ethan made a gooing sound, and Sawyer grinned.

“Exactly. So, anyway, I just want you to know that your Aunt Jenna? She’s the most amazing woman. She’s like…hmm. Okay, let me explain this to you: There’s these things called genres in books. That means what kind of story they are. Okay? And Aunt Jenna’s favorite is a genre called romance. It’s all about people finding love.” She kissed his head again. “Which you have plenty of, so you don’t have to worry about it for a long time. But anyway, within romance, there are things called tropes.” She lowered her voice. “Don’t worry, Aunt Jenna had to teach me all this stuff, too. It’s okay if you’re confused.” She gave him a squeeze, and he blew a raspberry, which made her laugh. “I totally get it. Anyway, there’s a character trope called the girl next door, and that’s what your Aunt Jenna is. Literally and figuratively, which is kind of crazy if I really think about it. You know? Like…” She sighed heavily and watched a couple stroll by holding hands. “Like, I didn’t even like romance. I didn’t read it. And it’s still not my favorite, but I do enjoy it at times. My point is, I ended up in my own little romance novel. With my own girl next door. Isn’t that crazy? And she’s changed me in so many ways.” She said that last line softly, almost more to herself than to the baby on her lap. It was so true. She shook her head and just sat there, in awe of how completely, unabashedly happy she was in this new life. She kissed Ethan’s head again.

“You want one of those?” Jenna’s voice was soft as she asked the question. She handed Sawyer a glass of red wine as Arnold sauntered to his dog bed in the corner and made himself comfortable but kept his attention on the tiny boy in Sawyer’s lap. Jenna took a seat next to her and cooed at Ethan. He touched her lips with his chubby hand, and she kissed it.

Sawyer was only slightly surprised by the question, given how incredible Jenna had been with Ethan. She’d seen it a hundred times since he’d been born, in all their visits, but this was the first time they’d had him on their own, just the two of them and a baby. “I might want one of these,” she said, meeting Jenna’s gaze and holding it. “Do you want one of these?”

“I might want one of these. I might want three of these.”

“Three, huh?” Sawyer grinned. “Well, you’d be an amazing mother. You’re so calm and patient while I…am not.” She laughed softly.

“Are you kidding? You’re great with him. Look how happy he is right now, sitting with his Aunt Sawyer.”

“That’s because his belly is full.” There was a sudden gurgling sound, and they both looked down at Sawyer’s lap. “And so is his diaper.”

They laughed together, and Jenna stood back up and held out her hands. “Gimme.”

Sawyer handed the baby over with relief, so glad that Jenna understood how much she hated changing diapers.

“If we have our own kids, you’re gonna have to suck it up, you know,” Jenna said, as she pushed through the storm door. “I refuse to change one hundred percent of the diapers. I will divorce your sexy ass in a heartbeat.” She laughed and the storm door shut behind her.

“You hear that, Arnold?” she asked quietly, then took a sip of her wine. “She’ll divorce me. You know what that means, right?” Another sip, but this time, she couldn’t stop the smile that spread across her face and stayed there. “It means she’d have to marry me first.”

She had a ring already. She’d bought it a month ago. She was just waiting for the right time, but it would happen. There wasn’t a doubt in her mind that she’d make Jenna her wife in the near future. That knowledge settled comfortably within her, made itself a little home around her heart and kept her warm.

She hadn’t been kidding when she’d told Ethan she’d changed. She had. She was easy now. Less stressed. Less worried. About anything. About everything.

Jenna returned, sans baby. “He was getting sleepy, so I put him in his bed and he settled right down.” Courtney had brought a portable camera for them, and now she set up the little video baby monitor on the table next to them so they could see him as he slept. Jenna pulled her feet up underneath her, picked up her wine, and leaned into Sawyer, who lifted an arm to cradle her close.

They swung silently, happy in their togetherness, and Sawyer marveled at that, at how this simple, uncomplicated evening could create the most precious of memories. Life was so strange, wasn’t it?

“I love you,” she said softly, pressing a kiss to Jenna’s temple.

“I love you, too.”

She continued to push the swing gently with a foot as Jenna snuggled into her, and they rocked together, watching the neighborhood go by.
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A Million Dollar Marriage by Margo Glynn. Their marriage ended months ago, but with an inheritance on the line, Elsie and Petra will fake it until they cash in, or until their true feelings catch up. (978-1-63679-961-2)

Changing The Game by Lissandra Rowe. Two former college basketball rivals turned lovers are reunited at a luxury resort, where hot days, sultry nights, and undeniable chemistry ignite a second chance at forever. (978-1-63679-998-8)

I Hate You, Now Kiss Me by Kimberly Cooper Griffin. When family brings them home, childhood enemies Lena and Andy are surprised to discover not only are they civil, but they find the missing parts of themselves in each other. (978-1-63679-996-4)

Musical Theatre Mondays by Marie Incontrera. A messy, musical queer romcom about falling in love, falling apart, and rewriting your second act. (979-8-90035-014-1)

Shot Through the Heart by Claire Donniere. When a Secret Service agent goes undercover to protect a senator, she falls for the woman she’s meant to investigate and must choose between breaking the rules or breaking her own heart. (978-1-63679-985-8)

The Girl Next Door by Georgia Beers. A witty, heartwarming enemies-to-lovers romance about falling for the girl next door that proves the best stories are the ones with endings we never see coming. (978-1-63679-933-9)

Experts Only by Kel McCord. Torn between comforting solitude and the irresistible pull of connection, Michelle and Cas begin to wonder if the life they thought they wanted is enough. (979-8-90035-070-0)

Never Say Die by Meredith Doench. Detective Rory Scott’s personal and professional lives converge as she races against time to find the connection between two crimes and bring a killer to justice. (979-8-90035-051-6)

Swept Away by Radclyffe. When ER physician Sloane Marshall is called in as a last-minute replacement for a federal outreach mission in the remote mountain town of Coulter’s Gap, she doesn’t expect to fall in love with a sharp-edged helicopter pilot. (979-8-90035-050-9)

When Hearts Collide by Renee Roman. A car accident isn’t a likely way to meet the love of your life, but when Harlen’s and Annie’s hearts collide, they may not have a choice. (978-1-63679-922-3)

Yes, Honey by Claudia Parr. Four sexy couples break stereotypes about committed sex to explore lust and love when the honeymoon is over. (978-1-63679-992-6)

Hurricane Season Hustle by Greg Herren. Scotty must catch the killer to protect his nearest and dearest, before they strike again. (978-1-63679-882-0)

The Moon to Me by Ana Hartnett. Sometimes it takes traveling thousands of miles to discover what’s been yours all along. (978-1-63679-918-6)

Royal Rush: 75 Days to Fall in Love by Lissandra Rowe. When a royal matchmaking scheme leads to a chance encounter with Isabella Acosta-Ramon, a slow burn sparks that neither can deny. (978-1-63679-965-0)

To Love Violets for Their Thorns by Rachel Sullivan. Forced to face the heartbreak they never quite got over, Elly and Sonia must decide: breathe fresh life into an old love or try again with someone new? (978-1-63679-928-5)

Virtually Perfect by Melissa Sky. If your AI flirts better, listens harder, and never ghosts you…does that count as love? (979-8-90035-005-9)

Brooke Takes Queen by Alaina Erdell. Brooke Staley faces personal and professional upheaval when Elizabeth Bettancourt, the emotionally scarred new owner of the resort she works for, considers selling. (978-1-63679-886-8)

Coda by Anna Gram. Parker is intriguing, magnetic, impossible to ignore—and completely wrong for Hannah. But sometimes love’s melody refuses to end. (978-1-63679-926-1)

The Debutante Dilemma by Jane Walsh. Two debutantes are engaged to wealthy and titled brothers…but discover they only have eyes for each other. (978-1-63679-896-7)

The Love Book by Gun Brooke. When literary agent Rowan Cross receives an anonymous manuscript that deeply resonates with her, Verity realizes she has accidentally sent her own manuscript, complete with her very real feelings for her boss! (978-1-63679-850-9)

Secrets Under the Junipers by Suzie Clarke. Who killed Hallie Lynn Peeples? Cecilia McConnel needs to know. Bitsy Hanover holds the key. Can love uncover secrets? (978-1-63679-845-5)

Traveling Toward Forever by Erin Dutton. When almost-strangers take a road trip through America’s national parks, love may be the final destination. (978-1-63679-894-3)

Beautiful Things by Emma L McGeown. A warmhearted romance of missed chances, undeniable chemistry, and a stubborn love that maybe, just maybe, can find its way back. (978-1-63679-934-6)

The Great Popcorn Romance by Georgia Beers. Opposites attract, and Riley Shaw stands no chance of resisting Hannah Kramer’s magnetic pull. But opposites know just how to drive each other crazy… (978-1-63679-910-0)

Love Takes a Village by Karis Walsh. As Lena Preiss struggles to manage a busy restaurant in the Bavarian Christmas village of Leavenworth, Washington, chocolatier Devin Meyer brings an unexpected richness into her life, along with her delicious desserts. (978-1-63679-902-5)

Secrets of the Heart by Jenny Frame. When a beautiful stranger starts asking questions about Nikki Sharkey, head of an infamous crime syndicate, Nikki will stop at nothing to protect her daughter Isla. (978-1-63679-653-6)

Talon and the Songbird by Julia Underwood. In a world where survival depends on strategic alliances, Makayla and Talon must navigate not only complex politics but also the dangerous territory of their hearts. (978-1-63679-970-4)

Three Blissful Days by Dena Blake. Kendall Jackson attempts to make her ex regret dumping her by announcing she’s dating beautiful park ranger Ivy Patterson. But there’s nothing fake about how attracted Ivy is to Kendall. (978-1-63679-707-6)
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