
        
            
                
            
        

    


Ice Queen


Synopsis


High school counselor Aislin Kennedy’s charisma and
exuberance mask deep scars that prevent her from letting anyone too close.
Instead, she throws herself into helping her students. CEO of a fashion
conglomerate, Susanna Durr has been through three painfully public divorces,
and to say she’s given up on love would be an understatement.


When Aislin agrees to help Susanna connect with her
daughter, Cynt, surprising feelings awaken for both of them. But Aislin isn’t
ready to trust again and Susanna’s track record is intimidating. If the past
were to repeat itself, it could break Aislin for good.


 


What Reviewers Say About Gun Brooke’s Work


Treason


“The adventure was edge-of-your-seat levels of gripping and
exciting…I really enjoyed this final addition to the Exodus series and
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“This novel tugged at my heart all the way, much the same
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It’s a story of new beginnings, of rediscovering oneself, of trusting again
(both others and oneself).”—Jude
in the Stars


“If you love a good, slow-burn romantic novel, then grab
this book.”—Rainbow
Reflections
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of ‘aw shucks’ at the end.”—C-Spot
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“I was glad to see a disabled lead for a change, and I
enjoyed the author’s style—the book was written in the first person alternating
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Thorns of the Past
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clear of the typical butch PI with femme damsel in distress trope. Both main
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they both dress down in sweatpants and sweatshirts in the evening. As a result,
I instantly found it a lot easier to relate, and connect with both. Each of
their pasts hold dreadful memories and pain, and the passages where they opened
up to each other about those events were very moving.”—Rainbow Reviews


“I loved the romance between Darcy and Sabrina and the story
really carried it well, with each of them learning that they have a safe haven
with the other.”—Lesbian
Review


Escape: Exodus Book Three


“I’ve been a keen follower of the Exodus series for a while
now and I was looking forward to the latest installment. It didn’t disappoint.
The action was edge-of-your-seat thrilling, especially towards the end, with
several threats facing the Exodus mission. Some very intriguing subplots were
introduced, and I look forward to reading more about these in the next
book.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo Library, London (UK)


Pathfinder


“I love Gun Brooke. She has successfully merged two of my
reading loves: lesfic and sci-fi.”—Inked
Rainbow Reads


Soul Unique


“This is the first book that Gun Brooke has written in a
first person perspective, and that was 100% the correct choice. She avoids the
pitfalls of trying to tell a story about living with an autism spectrum
disorder that she’s never experienced, instead making it the story of someone who
falls in love with a person living with Asperger’s. …Soul Unique is her best. It was an
ambitious project that turned out beautifully. I highly recommend it.”—Lesbian Review


“Yet another success from Gun Brooke. The premise is
interesting, the leads are likeable and the supporting characters are
well-developed. The first person narrative works well, and I really enjoyed
reading about a character with Asperger’s.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (London)


Advance: Exodus Book One


“Advance
is an exciting space adventure, hopeful even through times of darkness. The
romance and action are balanced perfectly, interesting the audience as much in
the fleet’s mission as in Dael and Spinner’s romance. I’m looking forward to
the next book in the series!”—All
Our Worlds: Diverse Fantastic Fiction


The Blush Factor


“Gun Brooke captures very well the two different ‘worlds’
the two main characters live in and folds this setting neatly into the story.
So, if you are looking for a well-edited, multi-layered romance with engaging
characters this is a great read and maybe a re-read for those days when comfort
food is a must.”—Lesbians
on the Loose


“That was fantastic. It’s so sweet and romantic. Both women
had their own ‘demons’ and they didn’t let anyone be close to them. But from
the moment they met each other everything felt so natural between them. Their
love became so strong in a short time. Addie’s thoughts threatened her
relationship with Ellie but with her sister’s help she managed to avoid a real
catastrophe…”—Nana’s Book
Reviews
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combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her
growth as inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the
coming year.”—Just About
Write


“Brooke is an amazing author. Never have I read a book where
I started at the top of the page and don’t know what will happen two paragraphs
later. She keeps the excitement going, and the pages turning.”—Family and Friends Magazine


Fierce Overture


“Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle and
Helena are no exception. Each woman is ‘more than meets the eye’ as each
exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual tension between them is
real, hot, and raw.”—Just
About Write


September Canvas


“In this character-driven story, trust is earned and secrets
are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and prove to the reader
each has much depth, talent, wit and problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a
good read with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.”—Just About Write


Sheridan’s Fate—Lambda
Literary Award Finalist


“Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to make
this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the wonderful emotional
explorations of these characters to tell the story of those who, for various
reasons, become differently-abled. Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a
problem at birth, many women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation.
Her courage and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a
‘must read.’”—Just About
Write


Coffee Sonata


“In Coffee
Sonata, the lives of these four women become intertwined. In forming
friendships and love, closets and disabilities are discussed, along with
differences in age and backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with
complexity and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while
her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you enjoy a good
love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata
at your favorite gay and lesbian bookstore.”—Family
& Friends Magazine


“Each of these characters is intriguing, attractive and
likeable, but they are heartbreaking, too, as the reader soon learns when their
pasts and their deeply buried secrets are slowly and methodically revealed.
Brooke does not give the reader predictable plot points, but builds a
fascinating set of subplots and surprises around the romances.”—L-word.com Literature


Course of Action


“Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their growing
relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking and heart-stopping.
Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for one, would like to see more
romances from this author.”—Independent
Gay Writer


“When we first picked up this book we glanced at the
author’s profile and upon finding that Gun Brooke lives in Sweden wondered how on
earth she could write a believable story centered around something as American
as Hollywood. But, she did it, and did it big. …You can’t put this book down. Brooke’s ability to weave a
story through her characters has us anxiously waiting for her next effort.”—Family and Friends Magazine


“Brooke gets to the core of her characters’ emotions and
vulnerabilities and points out their strengths and weaknesses in very human
terms.”—Just About Write
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Chapter One


Aislin drummed her fingertips against the steering wheel of
her well-used Ford Focus to the rhythm of the old Phil Collins song her mother
used to love as Phil hit the massive drum solo. This section always gave her
goose bumps and reminded her of when her mom would sing along with her idol and
perform the drum solo on the edge of their stainless-steel sink.


She was turning the corner to get off the main shopping street of
East Quay when the engine gave a strange grinding sound, and the car began to
jerk.


“No, no, no.” Moaning, Aislin managed to coast to a free space at
the side of the smaller street she’d turned onto and park. She turned off the
ignition and cautiously tried turning it on again. The starter engine cranked,
but that was it. Nothing more happened. 


Letting her forehead thud against the wheel, Aislin cursed the
car, herself, and life in general. Usually she was the first one to spot a
silver lining, but the recent months had been challenging, to say the least,
and the car was just another symptom of it all. She tried to remember if she
was still a member of the roadside-assistance service. When had she paid that
bill last? After her school cut her hours, even though students these days
needed a fulltime counselor more than ever, she’d had to pick up work whenever
possible doing just about anything. Paying the service that could help her out
now had not been her top priority.


Pulling out her cell phone, Aislin located the number to the
service and called, while crossing her fingers on her other hand. Two minutes
later, she knew that crossing fingers was just a waste of effort. She had let
the roadside-service bill stay unpaid, obviously. Sighing, she debated if she
should call a tow truck anyway, but too much time was left at the end of this
month’s salary. She had passed a bus stop just before she turned the corner,
which would have to do. Grabbing her briefcase, purse, and coat, which she had
tossed onto the passenger seat, Aislin stepped out into the cold November
evening. After she put on the coat, she looked for her gloves and scarf in its
pockets, but they weren’t there. Wonderful. They had to be in the office, which
meant she wouldn’t have access to them until Monday. 


As she turned the corner, she could tell it was, as always, a
busy Friday evening in the shops lining the street. The large mall outside East
Quay was popular among the inhabitants most days, but for some reason, the
people of this town kept up the tradition of doing their shopping, eating, and
drinking on the main shopping streets that framed the square. Here, in the old
days, farmers had sold their produce and flowers, and the nearby shopkeepers
had flourished. These days, if it hadn’t been for the loyal inhabitants of East
Quay and its surrounding villages, the town center would have died, as it had
in so many other places this size.


The bus stop sat just outside one of the most popular
coffeehouses, Mike’s Little Nook, owned by the same women who ran the Sea Stone
Café in the
marina. They were members of a world-renowned music improvisation group that
had once and for all put East Quay on the map. This recognition helped keep the
town alive and attracted both tourists and new inhabitants. 


Aislin had been born and raised in the south part of town, where
she had grown up with her parents and four older siblings. In her eyes, being
reared in East Quay had been a blessing and a curse. She had loved her hometown
during the summers, but she hated the winters. After going to college in Texas,
and enjoying the climate there in the colder seasons, she had returned and gotten
a job at her old high school as a counselor. Only then had she realized how
much had changed and how much was the same. She reconnected with old friends,
and soon they slipped into old patterns, which meant quite a bit of partying
and occasional one-night stands.


The cold wind found its way under Aislin’s collar, and she didn’t
have to push to talk herself into getting a hot pumpkin latte. She stepped into
the cozy environment of Mike’s Little Nook and found a vacant stool at the
counter. 


“This seat occupied?” Aislin asked a young woman sitting next to
it.


Flinching, the girl, because she was very young, whipped her head
around to look at Aislin. “What? Um…no? I don’t know. I don’t think so.”
Despite the expertly applied makeup, and the girl wore lots of it, Aislin
estimated her at somewhere around fifteen or sixteen.


“I’ll take my chances,” Aislin said, placing her briefcase on the
floor next to the stool and climbing up. She nodded at the young man who worked
behind the counter. “A large pumpkin latte, please.”


“Coming up.” He gave a thumbs-up and began working the machine by
the wall. “Want whipped cream?” The smile on his narrow face was only too
familiar. Aislin knew both men and women found her pretty or cute. She had been
called exactly that since she was a baby. She could still remember how grownups
had pinched her cheeks when she was a toddler, exclaiming how adorable she was.
This young man was no exception. He had taken one look at her long, auburn
curls, her bright-blue eyes, and her full, pouty lips, and thought, cute, even
adorable, and perhaps even written her off as not very bright. So tiresome.


Returning her attention to the girl, who seemed to be clutching
an empty coffee mug, Aislin thought she saw traces of tears on the olive-tinted
cheek closest to her. 


“I hope I didn’t make a mistake. A mocha latte might have been
the better choice. At this rate, I might get tired of the pumpkin lattes way
before Christmas.” She paused. “I’m Aislin, by the way.”


The girl looked at her again, her dark-brown eyes guarded. “Hi.
I’m Cynt.”


“Cool name. Can you recommend anything to go with my latte?”
Aislin scrutinized the menu written on blackboards on the wall next to the
impressive coffee machine the young man was working.


“I had the veggie pie. It was good.” Cynt shrugged, but Aislin
thought she could see her relax marginally. 


“I’ll take your word for it.” Aislin waited until her latte was
done and then ordered a veggie pie. The young man beamed at her, and she
couldn’t help but sigh as he left.


“He’s pretty obvious about liking you.” Cynt turned her stool
more toward Aislin.


“I could tell.” Aislin sipped the pumpkin latte. At least the guy
also knew how to make a really good drink. Then again, he wouldn’t have been
employed at this café if he didn’t.


“Just as I can tell that you’re not even remotely flattered.”
Cynt crinkled her nose. “Boys can be so obvious at times. And they don’t even
realize it.” She huffed.


“Probably true.” Aislin didn’t have a lot of experience with what
boys liked or disliked, as she had known she was a lesbian since she was ten
years old. That hadn’t stopped boys or men from coming onto her from her high
school days onward. “And you’re right. I don’t find it flattering, just
exhausting.”


“I know what you mean.” Cynt colored. “I’m not saying that boys,
or girls, for that matter, come on to me like he did with you just now. I
attract attention for completely different reasons that have very little to do
with me personally.” 


Aislin came close to asking how that made Cynt feel. She did that
sometimes, slipped into her work persona when she was around kids, but now she
reeled herself in. “How do you mean?”


“I tend to either slip under the radar or…” Cynt plucked at her
utensils. 


Aislin waited patiently.


“Or they’re just being nice to get invited to shows or to my
house.” Cynt’s voice was barely audible among all the ones around them. 


Aislin regarded the girl sitting next to her. Cynt had beautiful
long, chocolate-brown hair kept in a simple braid. Her eyes were large and
slanted behind glasses that rested on her short, straight nose. Dressed in what
Aislin now realized was a school uniform, she had placed a black coat across
her lap. “Shows?” Aislin wondered what that could mean.


“Fashion shows, or shoots, or even makeup launches. Stuff my mom
is involved with.” Cynt closed her fist around the fork, holding it as if she
were about to stab someone. Aislin wasn’t worried. 


“Ah, well, those are popular things with many girls—and boys as
well. Do you mean they expect you to buy their friendship by providing these
perks?” Holding on to her mug, Aislin leaned in so nobody would overhear,
focusing on Cynt.


“That’s one way of putting it, but yeah.” Though Cynt was clearly
trying to sound cool and casual about her situation, the tension around her eyes
revealed her pain.


“That’s not right, and definitely not fair.” Suddenly angry at
the kids around this girl for being assholes, Aislin felt a twinge of pain in
sympathy.


“Agreed.” Cynt pulled up her cell phone and tapped at the screen.
“Oh. That’s my mom. She picks me up here most afternoons.” Cynt’s face changed
into something entirely different when she gave a crooked smile. “Killing two
birds and all that. I have somewhere to wait that isn’t school, and I can eat.”
She turned to the guy behind the counter. “Hey, Fred?” Now her voice was
stronger, and as she stepped off the stool, Aislin saw that she was about her
own height. She had seemed smaller before.


“Yeah, Cynt?” Fred said and came up to them.


“Put Aislin’s meal on my tab, please.”


Aislin gaped. “No, wait a minute—”


“Humor me.” Cynt donned her coat and slung her backpack over her
shoulder. “You’re the first person who’s actually talked to me like a human
being in ages. Please.” She kicked the toe of her left shoe into the floor. 


Aislin genuinely wanted to object but was certain she’d hurt
Cynt’s feelings. “Okay.” She smiled. “Thank you. I’ll treat you next time.”


A light flickered and then vanished in Cynt’s eyes, and she gave
Aislin and Fred a small wave with her fingertips and walked out of Mike’s
Little Nook. Aislin turned back to face the counter and found Fred still
standing there, wiping the same part of the surface over and over.


“That was nice of her.” Aislin needed something neutral to say.


“She’s a sweet girl. In here most days after school until that
witch of a mother deigns to pick her up.” Fred pulled a face. “Some people
shouldn’t have kids.”


As much as Aislin had been of the same opinion on occasion, she
still wasn’t comfortable with him bad-mouthing a woman she knew nothing about.
The kid had talked about fashion shows and makeup launches. If her mother
slaved away at one of the big department stores, who was Aislin to judge? 


She didn’t encourage Fred to keep going, but instead pulled out
her cell phone to check the time. Six p.m. How long after school had Cynt
waited for her mother, not that Aislin was about to criticize a working mother
for doing her best to put food on the table. Obviously, the girl went to a
private school, judging from the uniform, and that could well be why her mother
had to work long days. The tuition alone at such places was steep. Aislin had
made it one of her priorities to be a whiz at finding scholarships and grants
for the kids in her school.


After gulping down the rest of her veggie pie, Aislin asked for the
rest of her pumpkin latte to go and left the café, feeling self-conscious for
having a stranger treat her. Who knew what the mother would say when she
learned Cynt had spent their hard-earned cash like that? Then again, Aislin had
never heard about anyone having an account at a coffee shop. Perhaps the mother
was well off? Thinking back, Aislin remembered the quality of Cynt’s coat was
high-end, and her backpack…had it been a real
Prada? Nah. Who in their right mind gave a teenager a
thousand-dollar bag to bring for school?


Approaching the bus stop, Aislin considered herself lucky that
her bus came after only five minutes. It was crowded, but she was going to the
very last stop and managed to weave through some youngsters she recognized from
her school. One of them, a boy in ninth grade, saluted her in a funny gesture
and shoved his friend aside.


“Here, Ms. Kennedy.” He motioned for a niche normally meant for
people accompanying someone using a wheelchair. 


“Thanks.” Aislin smiled at the boys, noting bemusedly that two of
them blushed profusely. Great. She didn’t engage in conversation but pulled out
her cell again and clicked on her Facebook page. Some of her friends were
discussing which club they were planning to go to, and Aislin hoped they’d
settle for staying in East Quay. She usually was the designated driver when she
went clubbing, and as she was going to have her oldest brother fetch her car
with his tow truck as soon as possible, she knew her friends would be
disappointed. Her mother kept saying she spoiled her friends by being too
accommodating, but normally Aislin didn’t mind. She typed in a short message to
the Facebook group she and her friends had created and let them know the car
had broken down.


“You can drive my Toyota,” Corinne wrote back instantly. 


Aislin sighed. So, they’d decided on Providence after all. “What
about the new club close to the marina?” Aislin mentally crossed her fingers. 


Several scowling emojis showed up from Chloe and Mellie. Aislin
was about to agree to Providence, when LuAnn wrote, “Oh, yeah. I forgot about
that one. YouMeShe? That’s the name, right? Let’s do that one!”


Immediately when their formidable leader, a position LuAnn had
earned for being the most levelheaded of the four while they were in high
school, voiced her opinion, the other three didn’t argue.


“It might be fun to check out the locals for a change.” Chloe
sent an emoji with sunglasses and a heart. “That means we can share a taxi.”


Or take the
bus, if it doesn’t get too late. Aislin sighed in relief. Fixing the
car would probably cost her quite a bit, and not having to go all the way to
Providence for a night out with her friends would save her some money. It
didn’t matter that she wouldn’t be driving her friends around. She never drank
when they were out, and her friends had long stopped buying her drinks and
asking about her abstinence. 


They had all kept in touch during their college years on
different campuses, and when they returned to the East Quay area, they were
older, slightly wiser, and, in Aislin’s case, sober. You subjected yourself to
some things only once. She squared her shoulders and gripped the pole she was
clinging to as the bus turned a corner. Struggling to type on her phone, she
wrote a “see ya 2night” to the girls, finally relaxing and starting to look
forward to trying out the new club. 


Chapter Two


Susanna placed her purse on the semicircular cherrywood
table in her hallway as Cynthia stomped up the stairs toward her room.
Honestly, the girl couldn’t get more sullen if she tried. And it felt utterly
unfair, as Susanna had been on time for once after more or less hanging up on
the chairman of the board of her conglomerate of companies. 


“Cynthia? Wait.” Reaching for patience, something she had become
good at faking many years ago, Susanna shrugged out of her coat. “You know what
my work entails.”


“I do.” Cynthia stopped in the middle of the white staircase but
didn’t come down. “The thing is, I said no to an invite from the only girl in
school who gives a damn about me—”


“What do you mean? You’ve had the entire class over many times.
You have tons of friends.” Frowning, Susanna put her phone on the wireless
charger on the table. 


“Right. Sure. Compare true friendship to a bunch of teenagers who
come for free food, a pool party, and, let’s not forget, gift bags worth
several hundred dollars each.” Her mouth twisting into an ugly grimace, Cynthia
glared at her mother. “Anyway. Alyssa is having a party and invited me, but as
you said we were going to have movie night, I turned her down—”


“Alyssa? I don’t remember you mentioning her.” Susanna placed a
hand on her hip, mainly to keep herself from gesturing to Cynthia to get to the
point.


“Mom!” Cynthia slammed her palms onto the railing, which
apparently stung enough for her to grimace again. “I canceled my plans for
you—and you made new ones and canceled your plans with me.” Cynthia’s chin
trembled, and she continued up the stairs.


“But Cynthia…this came up at the last minute. These are important
business connections that will only be in East Quay this weekend. They expect
me to—”


“I hope they don’t expect you to keep your goddamn word, because
that won’t last.” Cynthia yelled the words from the top of the stairs, and a
few seconds later the door to her room slammed shut.


Furious at how Cynthia spoke to her, for it was unacceptable,
Susanna hung her coat in the hallway closet. She was not thrilled to have to
cancel on Cynthia; in fact, she had agonized over the decision, but Cynthia
knew how much responsibility being the CEO of several companies that employed
tens of thousands of people entailed. If Susanna didn’t keep ahead of the
competition, these people would lose their livelihood. Fashion, makeup,
jewelry, accessories, magazines, haute couture…she commanded the most
successful companies in all these branches on the East Coast. Perhaps living in
East Quay instead of Manhattan was a mistake after all. 


Footsteps approached, stirring Susanna out of her reverie.
Glancing up, she saw Lovisa, her live-in housekeeper, approach. 


“Was that Cynt I heard?” Frowning, the middle-aged woman glanced
up the now-empty staircase. 


“It was. She hates me. Again.” Susanna pinched the bridge of her
nose. “She’s going to be home alone tonight.”


“I see.” She heard nothing judgmental in Lovisa’s voice, but
there might as well have been.


Susanna’s phone rang, and she glanced at the screen. Vincent, her
personal assistant. “Yes?” Susanna answered after tapping the speaker symbol. 


“The Italians have decided on where they want to go after
dinner.” Vince sounded apprehensive, which didn’t bode well. After having
worked for her more than three years, very few things rattled him.


“Just tell me,” Susanna said and sighed as she toed off her
four-inch heels. 


“A new club has opened in the marina, called YouMeShe.
Apparently, it has created enough buzz for them to have read about it,” Vince
said.


“I see.” Susanna really didn’t. She rarely went out for any other
reason than representing her company, and the suits she usually dined with
weren’t set on going clubbing. “Text me when you find out the demographic, the
dress code, who owns it, et cetera.” 


“Absolutely.”


Susanna disconnected the call and started up the stairs. She had
counted on being home after dinner and drinks, but now it seemed as if it would
be far too late for her taste. Wonderful. She passed Cynthia’s door and
stopped, letting her hand hover, debating whether to knock. Just as she pulled
her hand back to start the forward motion, she heard Cynthia’s cell phone give
that god-awful noise her daughter claimed was a renowned rock band. Perhaps it
was a sign that Susanna was getting old when she thought it sounded more like
suffering animals. 


Not about to stoop to eavesdropping on her child, Susanna strode
down the hallway to the master suite at the other end of the house. As she
entered it, her sanctuary in blue, cream, and gold, her phone pinged. She
tapped it and read Vince’s text.


“Demographic: 21-35, very inclusive. Dress code like any high-end
NY club. Owned by a company called VEMM.” 


VEMM? Susanna had never heard of it. Perhaps since the club was
new, the company was too? She shrugged and opened the door to her walk-in
closet. High-end New York club. Twenty-one to thirty-five-year-old demographic.
Charming. And inclusive. What the hell did that mean? 


Susanna began browsing through the hangers among the clothes she
had yet to wear, some specially made for her by some of the finest designers in
the world. Black was always a safe bet at these places, right? Still, it would
have to be appropriate for the very
high-end restaurant she was taking the Italian delegation to first.


“Mom?” Cynthia interrupted Susanna’s train of thought.


“Yes?” Turning around, Susanna tried to interpret the look on
Cynthia’s face. 


“I talked to Alyssa. I’m still welcome, but I need something to give
her. I mean, it’s her birthday, or was, earlier in the week.”


“Take anything from the boxes in storage.” Relieved that Cynthia
wasn’t going to drill her dark eyes into hers, the way she’d been able to do
ever since she was five, Susanna tried for a smile. “I really am sorry this
came up.”


“Whatever.” Cynthia didn’t return the smile, but at least the
venom in her voice had disappeared.


Susanna hated that word. She found it passive-aggressive and
dismissive in a horrible way. “Will there be adult supervision?” Belatedly, she
realized she knew very little about Alyssa’s party.


“Yes. The invitation said that Alyssa’s mom and older sisters
will be there.”


“And when does it end?”


“Midnight.” Cynthia looked over Susanna’s shoulder. “Are you
wearing that?”


“Midnight is too late.” Starting to become concerned, Susanna
checked the time. Seven. “When does it start?”


“In an hour. That’s why it ends a bit late. That’s a cool dress.”


“What?” Susanna turned to the clothes rack. She had pulled a
hanger from it without looking. “Oh, I don’t know. I’m trying to decide.”


“Where are you going?” Cynthia jumped up onto the dresser and
pulled one leg up, hugging it to her chest. Her eyes had softened, and she
smiled faintly. 


“Dinner at Destiny’s Door, and don’t laugh now, but clubbing at a
place called YouMeShe.”


Cynthia’s eyes grew larger. “Really? Then that’s the dress you
want to go with. You can’t wear one of your staple black dresses. Whoever
you’re schmoozing will think you’re predictable and boring.” Raising her chin
in a clear challenge, Cynthia motioned to the dress. 


Not sure if it was entirely a compliment, or if it was at all,
Susanna regarded the dress that certainly wasn’t boring. “All right.” She
placed it on her bed and returned to pick up some less conspicuous shoes, and
lingerie, her mind returning to the party Cynthia was going to. “All right.
I’ll have a car collect you at midnight. The driver will escort you to the
front door, and Lovisa will be here to make sure you’re all right.”


“Okay. Thanks.” Cynthia jumped off the dresser. She left the
master suite, and Susanna felt a surge of regret that their movie night had
been canceled. She had looked forward to spending the Friday evening with her
daughter and then getting a chance to catch up with work afterward. Checking
the time, Susanna decided to skip the bath and instead have a shower. She
admitted reluctantly that she felt worn out after these last two weeks of
negotiations with the Italians. Once the contracts were signed, her company
would own the majority of the shares in a European fashion house, which was
right now co-owned by the up-and-coming designers.


Having shed her work clothes, which always made her feel like she
was shedding her skin and becoming someone else, she stepped under the spray of
warm water and moaned quietly. Her shoulders were always in knots, especially
like this after a full workweek. Susanna rubbed her neck and then reached for
the pump that held her favorite shower gel. The scent, consisting of bergamot,
jasmine, and vanilla, made her close her eyes and inhale through her nose. It
really was soothing and not as heavy as most jasmine-based scents tended to be.



Susanna could have stayed in the shower for much longer but
washed her body and hair with her usual efficiency, slipping back into work
mode as she blow-dried, applied makeup, and slipped on her lingerie. As she
returned to her bedroom, she looked hesitantly at the dress draped across the
bed. She wanted to change it for something a little more her style, but Cynthia
would see…and she had agreed to wear it. If she could go at least an evening
without disappointing her daughter, that would be worth it. 


Susanna stepped into the dress and pulled up the zipper located
on her left side. The shoes she’d picked out were wrong for the dress. She
browsed the shelves holding her sandals and decided on four-inch ones covered
in Swarovski crystals. They were surprisingly comfortable and fit the dress
perfectly. Apart from the diamond studs in her earlobes, Susanna opted to forgo
any other jewelry. She chose a clutch that could hold her credit card, phone,
and lipstick. Then she walked over to Cynthia’s door and knocked twice.


“Yeah?” Cynthia opened, and to Susanna’s surprise, she smiled
broadly. “Wow, Mom.”


“Thank you, I think?” Susanna scanned her daughter’s appearance.
“And you look lovely.” The highlights in Cynthia’s long hair actually suited
her daughter. At first, Susanna had refused to allow her daughter to have
multicolored highlights done, but now, along with the equally colorful onesie
Cynthia was wearing, she could tell it really was a style that suited her. 


“Lovely?” Cynthia crinkled her nose, but her eyes still had the
warm expression from earlier, which was rare. “Well, I suppose that beats you
trying to sound chill, like Alyssa’s mom always does, without much luck.”


Heaven forbid. And that was a miracle, that there actually were
parents even more of a failure than Susanna was. “I’ll drop you off at
Alyssa’s. I’ll be early at the restaurant, but that’s all right.” Susanna
turned and descended the stairs. “Remember, the car—”


“Will come at midnight, like I’m Cinderella or something. Yeah,
yeah.” Cynthia pulled on her jacket after reaching the hallway. “I remember.”


Susanna cupped Cynthia’s cheek. “Take care now. And call me if
you need help. Or Vince, or Lovisa. I have no idea if I’ll even be able to hear
my phone in a club.”


“I won’t need to, but good to know.” Cynthia motioned for the
closet behind her. “Time to go or I’ll be late.”


Susanna clenched her teeth and bit off more words of warning that
wanted to spill over her lips. “I’m ready.” She donned a cashmere coat and
checked the time. Her chauffeur should be waiting for them. Setting the alarm,
as Lovisa was in her private quarters, she then locked the door on the keypad,
hearing it click reassuringly. She vowed not to be late, as she wasn’t
comfortable with her fourteen-year-old daughter being out this late without
her. Vowing to have Vince place a call to Alyssa’s parents to ensure the
parental supervision wasn’t a downright lie, Susanna stepped into the backseat
of the car and sat down next to her daughter.


“Have fun,” Susanna said to Cynthia’s downturned head as she
fiddled with her cell phone. “Cynthia?” 


“Hang tight. Almost done.” Cynthia’s thumbs tapped at an insane
speed against the screen. “There. I texted Vince Alyssa’s mom’s phone number. I
figured your next call was going to be to him, to check everything out.”
Placing her cell into her jacket pocket, Cynthia folded her arms. 


Susanna could only stare at her child at first. After getting her
bearings, she shook her head slowly. “I’m that predictable.” It wasn’t a
question.


“No, well, yes, but that’s because you’re a mom. At least when
you remember you’re one.” Cynthia spoke softly, but the words still seared
Susanna’s soul. She wished she could protest vehemently, because she really
wanted to, but Cynthia’s words contained too much truth, so she stayed silent. 


Chapter Three


Aislin was freezing where she stood in line with her friends
outside YouMeShe. She checked her phone for the umpteenth time. They had been
waiting forty-five minutes. 


“I hope this is worth it,” Corinne, her friend all the way from
middle school, said. Tall and with long, blond hair, she stood out,
particularly when you took her bright-pink outfit into consideration. Corinne
dressed in the girliest colors, but had the innate ability to look edgy and
trendsetting, nonetheless. 


“I do too,” a short and curvaceous brunette Corinne worked with
stated. “I should have known better than to go for nylons. I think they’ve
permanently frozen onto my skin.” She grimaced and moved her legs. “Ew.”


Aislin wore skinny black jeans, a leather bustier, and a long,
white, transparent shirt. As always, her favorite ankle boots added a couple of
inches to her mere five foot four inches. She pulled her down jacket closer
around her as the bitter November wind tried to reach her skin. Inhaling
through her nose, she was certain she could smell impending snow. 


“Oh, would you look at that,” another one of her friends in their
group of seven said, disgust in her voice. “Privilege at work.” 


Aislin rose on her toes to see over the shoulder of the couple in
front of her in line. A stretch limousine had pulled up by the awning to the
club, and a group of men and women climbed out after the chauffeur rounded the
car and opened the door. Three men and two women in expensive clothes, their
jewelry glittering brightly enough to be seen from orbit, stood still for a
moment as if striking a pose in front of the locals. 


As it turned out, they were waiting for another woman, who exited
the vehicle with a grace that made Aislin think of a powerful lynx. Tall, with
golden-brown hair that boasted a striking white forelock, she wore a black coat
and amazing sandals that sparkled around her elegant feet. As she came closer,
Aislin noticed the woman’s high cheekbones, straight dark eyebrows, and curvy
lips. It was hard to judge her age; she could be anywhere between thirty and
forty. When she brushed by Aislin and her friends, clearly not about to stand
in line, a scent of something soft and fresh wafted toward them.


“Put your tongue back in and stop drooling,” Corinne murmured in
Aislin’s ear. 


“Shut up.” Aislin bumped Corinne’s hip with her own. 


“Ha. I saw you ogling her. I promise you, that tree’s not worth
barking up.” Corinne snorted and took a step forward as the line moved.


“Not that I intend to bark up any tree, but why would you say
that?” Too curious at her friend’s words to care about Corinne’s
“I-told-you-so” look, Aislin followed her.


“You didn’t recognize her? Or you’re oblivious to the rich and
famous who populate our hometown? That was Susanna Durr with her current
entourage. Or she’s entertaining clients, or whatever.”


Susanna Durr. The name was familiar. “Enlighten me.”


“God. You work too much. Clearly no time to read the tabloids or
even the local rag.” Corinne shook her head. “Susanna Durr. CEO of a
conglomerate of companies that run fashion houses, magazines, beauty brands,
and God knows what. She settled here a while back for whatever reason, and
since then, all our local politicians have tripped over each other to suck up
to her because of all the business and goodwill she brings to East Quay and the
area.”


“Oh? Oh!” Remembering some of what Corinne was telling her,
Aislin realized she had never seen a picture of Susanna Durr, just heard about
her, and somehow deduced that the woman was much older. 


“Finally. We’re next,” one of the girls in their group said,
sounding as if her teeth were clattering. “After standing in this line, I’m
going to need the biggest drink known to mankind.”


“Me too,” Corinne said as she stepped up to the bouncer. “Hi
there, Trev. I’ll remember that you let the richy-rich in, but not one that was
actually in your class in high school.” She glowered at the tall man, who
seemed speechless for a moment.


“Ah, well. Didn’t quite catch it was you, Corinne,” he muttered
as she motioned for them to enter. “Have fun.”


“We better.” Aislin chimed in, remembering the boy who had played
football and been voted the one most likely to go pro. “Good to see you, Trev.”


Trev nodded where he towered over her. “Same.”


After they left their jackets and coats in the wardrobe, Corinne
ushered them into the bar area of the club. The music met them as if it were an
entity in its own right, wrapping around Aislin like a blanket. This had been
her playground of choice for many years, ever since she started sneaking out as
a teenager. Not to drink, or only very rarely, but to dance. She had lived for
losing herself in the rhythm and could easily dance the night away without
paying much attention to whoever she was dancing with. Not that she hadn’t
appreciated the attention of the girls she attracted, but if they were
interested in anything other than moving to the music too early in the night,
she made sure she stayed away. If a girl could keep up with her, that was
another matter. That, to Aislin, had been the spark that lit her libido, and
many times, that was the girl she hooked up with. They didn’t always have sex,
but often they did. That had been another life in many ways. 


Now, as the music entered every part of her, she looked around
the new club that had attracted so many patrons. The dance floor was octagonal,
made from some sparkling material. Around it, divided into four tiers,
semicircle booths created seating. A mezzanine held even more of the booths,
all of them quickly filling up.


“Hey, I’m heading over to get some drinks.” Corinne tapped
Aislin’s shoulder and then gripped it firmly. “That’s a great table. Over
there. Get it!”


“Get it? You make me sound like a dog.” Aislin looked at the far
end of the dance floor, close to the DJ booth, and saw an empty booth that sat
slightly askew from the others. Corinne was right. A great table. Close yet out
of people’s way at the same time. Aislin crossed the floor, ducked between two
exuberant guys dancing, and flung herself onto the seat half a second before a
couple that approached with drinks in their hands. “Sorry, guys.” She fired off
her best grin. This greeting didn’t do much for the woman, but the man winked
at her and steered his date around the booth. 


“She stole it from right under our noses,” the woman said as they
walked away, her voice high-pitched. The man answered something inaudible, but
Aislin didn’t care. Using the cute factor was second nature to her in some
instances, and even if she tried to rise above such measures, normally, at
times like this it happened automatically.


A few people came up and asked if the rest of the seats were
taken, and Aislin merely nodded until her friends came with their drinks and a
regular Coke for her. 


“Oh, cool.” Corinne sat down next to Aislin and sipped her
colorful drink. “The dance floor looks almost holographic. Better not get too
drunk.” She giggled and nudged Aislin. “It could be a dizzying experience.”


Aislin was already tapping her foot to the music, and when the DJ
started another song, she merely shook her head. “Dizzy or not, I can’t keep
still any longer. Are we going to dance or merely sit here?”


“All right, all right.” Corinne stood. “Dancing it is.”


They entered the floor, and as the music captured Aislin in a
welcome grip, she began to sway. Soon she felt the percussive pulsations, the
laser beams’ pumping movements, and the vision of them against the glittering
floor, as if they were all part of her system. She was only vaguely aware of
Corinne dancing next to her and of her other friends joining them. Being in her
true element, if only for a few hours, losing herself in the beat of the music,
made Aislin feel safe. Content. 


✥  ✥  ✥


“This club almost feels European,” Maria Aiella, the head of the
Italian team, called out as she moved into one of the booths, a tall glass
containing something green and poisonous-looking in her hand. 


“I’m glad you like it,” Susanna said, hoping Maria could hear her
above the pounding music. She refused to shout the entire evening. If she could
only survive the upcoming hours and not sustain a headache, that would be
marvelous. 


“I do.” Sophia grinned and raised her glass, clinking it against
Susanna’s, which contained a virgin Bloody Mary. Knowing herself well enough
not to mix alcoholic beverages, Susanna had chosen to have some red wine at
dinner, and now she wasn’t about to add anything else to the mix. It simply
wasn’t worth it. 


She sat down at the end of the booth. She had deliberately made
sure her guests took their seats before her, as she couldn’t bear the idea of
being locked in between them. Now she let her gaze travel around the dance
floor, which was right before them, three steps down. Young people swayed,
bounced, and gyrated to the pulsating music. Remembering her days in college
and university when she had partied with her friends most weekends, Susanna did
her best to shake the feeling of being too old for YouMeShe. 


A glimpse of pale skin caught her eye, and then she noticed the
shine of red, curly hair sparkling in the lights that played across the people
dancing. A young woman, clearly lost in the music, danced with another girl
only a few feet from the edge of the dance floor. She moved as if the music ran
through her. While the others around her had their moves and repeated them, the
woman looked like she was in a trance. She was dressed all in black, and her
leather vest hugged her upper body close. It was impossible to look away from
the sight of her dancing. She looked so…free. Only when someone placed a hand
on her arm did Susanna realize that someone was trying to talk to her.


“Excuse me? Yes?” Susanna turned her attention back to the people
she was entertaining.


“We should dance,” the Italian team’s only male member, Matteo,
said and stood. “Susanna?”


Oh, God. Susanna wanted to refuse but couldn’t come up with a
reason that would sound plausible. The deals she was closing with the Italians
were too important, and besides, she had accepted that this might be expected
of her. “Why not?” she said and offered her well-rehearsed smile. Entering the
dance floor next to Matteo, who immediately fell into the rhythm, Susanna
allowed herself to sway. She refused to let her awkwardness show—she was too
much of a professional to ever do that—but inwardly she cringed at how stiff
she felt. 


Soon Maria and the others joined them, and dancing together as a
group took some of the pressure off. Susanna made sure she kept her distance
from the people around her. She didn’t want to get caught up in any crazy
moves. The Italian team had consumed their fair share of wine at dinner, and
now they took the opportunity to enjoy themselves. The night was shaping up to
become a success, which was the intended outcome. Susanna hoped that one dance
would be enough for tonight.


Someone bumped into Susanna from behind, making her stumble.


“Oh, damn it. I’m so sorry.” Careful hands around Susanna’s upper
arms steadied her.


Turning around, icy glare in place, Susanna found herself staring
down at the young redhead. Any words that had been at the tip of her tongue
died. 


“You all right?” The woman leaned in and spoke loudly. “Pretty
crowded.”


Susanna had stopped dancing but found herself begin to sway again
as the other woman had not. “I’m fine,” she replied. The woman danced close to
get out of the way of some boisterous people behind her. She was about five
inches shorter than Susanna, and the way she looked up at her, bright-blue eyes
sparkling, made Susanna’s stomach clench briefly. 


“I’m Aislin,” the woman called out over the music. 


“Susanna.” Allowing the music to guide her, Susanna managed to
relax into the beat. According to Cynt, she “could be a good dancer if she
wanted to,” and for some reason, she wanted to be good at it now. 


“Nice to meet you.” Aislin pivoted before her and then danced
closer again. Her hips moved as if of their own volition, in a subtle
provocation. Susanna’s body appeared to respond, yet it took her a minute to
realize she was actually dancing with Aislin and not the team she meant to keep
happy all evening. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that some of them were
still dancing, and a couple had returned to the booth and ordered new drinks.
Returning her focus to Aislin, Susanna again met the gaze of those blue eyes
that suggested this woman was completely alive and in the moment. 


The music shifted, the beat slowing and growing more pulsating
and suggestive. 


“May I?” Aislin raised her hands, palms up, to Susanna. What did
she mean? Did Aislin want to dance like some of the people around them, holding
on to each other? Her nerves suddenly on alert, Susanna merely stood there, not
sure how to proceed. Why didn’t she just decline and return to her guest, which
would be easy?


“I—I’m not…”


“It’s just a dance,” Aislin said, her bright smile mirrored in
her eyes. She gently took Susanna’s hand. “And you’re gorgeous.”


The impossible words hit Susanna right between her breasts,
stopping her heartbeat for a few moments. The audacity of this woman. Now
Aislin took Susanna’s other hand and placed it on her bare shoulder. Susanna
felt the leather of Aislin’s vest against her fingertips, and the smooth, pale
skin burned her palm. Before she realized it, she was pulled closer, and
Aislin’s arm was around her waist. There was plenty of space between them, and
Aislin’s touch was completely innocent, yet Susanna’s blood pulsed to the beat
of the music in a way she had never felt before.


“See? Just a dance,” Aislin said, but now her broad smile
vanished as she sucked her full lower lip in between her teeth. She guided
Susanna safely among the people on the dance floor, which was fortunate, as she
had no sense of direction. This dizzying feeling couldn’t be because of the few
glasses of wine she’d had. Perhaps the lights that played over the people
dancing on the shiny floor caused it? Susanna huffed inwardly at herself. She
knew all too well that she was out of her element in this environment, and in
the arms of this…this girl.



Aislin in turn kept looking up at her as they danced, her pretty
face expressing more puzzlement than flirtation now. She was clearly an
experienced dancer, which Susanna appreciated. Her competence made Susanna look
almost as if she knew what she was doing. Before, when Susanna had observed
Aislin from the booth, the woman had danced as if in a trance. Later, after
bumping into Susanna, she had glittered and, well, yes, flirted. And now, as
the music grew even slower, her face seemed as focused as if she was trying to
solve some mystery.


Susanna knew she must seem rigid to Aislin. But if she relaxed
the muscles in her back and neck, she’d begin to tremble because of all the
conflicting emotions that washed through her, and naturally, that couldn’t
happen. She doubted Aislin knew who she was, but if she did, all the more
reason to remain in control. 


Aislin shifted her grip around Susanna’s waist, pulling her a few
inches closer as the music grew softer and seemed to fade. “Thank you,” she
said and tilted her head slightly. “Maybe I can ask you for one more dance
later?”


This was her out. Susanna donned her best polite smile. “Thank
you. However, I must rejoin my party for the rest of the evening.”


Aislin’s smile didn’t reduce in brilliance, but the delicate skin
around her eyes tensed. “Of course. I hope I see you here again sometime,
Susanna.”


The idea of how unlikely this was to happen stung more than
Susanna had thought possible. She really needed to get back to the Italians and
make sure they were having a good-enough time, but as she took a step back, her
stomach clenched, and that short stab against the center of her chest
reappeared.


“As do I,” Susanna said, thinking it was a lie, but as she walked
back toward the booth where Matteo and the others were toasting again, she
thought perhaps it wasn’t.


Chapter Four


The evening showed every sign of dragging out far too long,
and the way her Italian guests downed their shots and cocktails had begun to
worry Susanna, when her cell phone buzzed. Glancing discreetly at the screen,
she frowned as she saw it was Lovisa, her housekeeper.


“Excuse me,” Susanna mouthed to Matteo, who sat next to her, as
she couldn’t possibly drown out the music by yelling. She rose and walked out
into the foyer, where the architect clearly had managed to insulate the walls
enough to make it possible to carry on a conversation. “Lovisa?”


“I’m sorry to disturb you, Susanna,” Lovisa said, and the concern
in her voice made Susanna’s back grow rigid. “I wouldn’t have called, but I
think something happened at the party Cynt attended…well, something’s upset
her.”


When didn’t things upset Cynthia these days? “Did she say what
happened?” Susanna tried to keep the impatience out of her voice. 


“No, but the look on her face and the fact that I’ve heard her
crying in her room and she won’t let me in worries me.” Lovisa’s voice grew
sterner. 


If Lovisa hadn’t mentioned Cynthia crying, Susanna would have
asked her housekeeper to keep an eye on her daughter until she could leave the
club with her party, but now she knew that wasn’t an option. “I’ll be on my way
home once I’ve called Jordy.”


“Good.” Lovisa sounded relieved. “See you soon.”


Disconnecting the call, Susanna phoned for her chauffeur before
returning to the booth, where the Italians seemed to have gotten their second,
or third, wind. Singing along with whatever thunderous dance music pulsated
around them, they seemed oblivious to Susanna’s first attempts to get their
attention. She finally lost her patience and gripped Matteo’s shoulder tightly
enough to make him jump.


“I have to get home to my daughter,” Susanna yelled close to the
man’s ear. “I’ll send the chauffeur back for you and text you his number for
when you’re ready to return to your hotel.”


“Aw, Susanna, you can’t leave us just yet. We have to dance
again.” Matteo regarded Susanna with red-rimmed eyes. “Beautiful Susanna—”


“No.” Completely without any desire to play nice with this
drunken fool, Susanna stepped out of his reach. “I’ll talk to you on Monday.”
Matteo and the rest of his associates would hopefully be sober and over the
worst of their hangover by then. She waved to the rest of them, fairly sure
they didn’t even notice, as they seemed intent on ordering more drinks. As
Susanna weaved through the people at the perimeter of the dance floor, two men
dancing blundered into her, and she stumbled sideways. For a moment, she feared
she might fall, but then someone wrapped their arms around her waist from
behind, steadying her before letting go.


Turning around, Susanna found herself gazing into Aislin’s eyes.
“Oh. Hello. Thank you.” 


“You all right?” Aislin glowered at the two men, who continued
their wild dance moves. “Some are totally unaware of others’ safety.”


“I’m fine. I…I have to go. But thank you, again.” 


Susanna nodded briskly at Aislin and then hurried back to the
foyer, where she retrieved her coat. Her phone buzzed again, and she saw the
text from her chauffeur indicating he had arrived. With her coat draped around
her shoulders, she exited the club and found him waiting at the end of the
awning, opening the rear passenger door for her. She slipped into the seat and
closed her eyes briefly. 


The silence nearly made her ears ache, and she tipped her head
back. Her chauffeur pulled out into traffic, and as he drove her toward home,
Susanna took several deep breaths at the thought of going toe-to-toe with
Cynthia. It seemed that if they weren’t involved in a lengthy fight, her
daughter shut her out completely. On very few occasions did they seem to find
middle ground these days. Still, Lovisa had mentioned Cynthia crying. That was
not very common with her child. Anger, resentment, exasperation, yes, but
tears? 


The streetlights flickered by, and Susanna deliberately forced
herself to think about something else, to not get too worked up, or, to be
honest, worried. Immediately the image of a smiling redhead with sparkling blue
eyes injected itself into her brain. The way Aislin had moved against her as
they danced and the way she had made sure Susanna hadn’t fallen among all the
people dancing just earlier made her clench her hands around her clutch. The
woman danced like music ran through her veins, and the way she acted…well, it
was flirtatious, to say the least. Susanna doubted they’d ever run into each
other again, but that did nothing to erase the memory of their time on the
dance floor.


The slight jostle when her driver pulled into her driveway broke
Susanna out of her reverie. Stepping out of the backseat before he even had a
chance to exit the car, she merely nodded at him and walked toward the front
door. When it opened and Susanna found Lovisa waiting for her, she pushed her
shoulders back and lengthened her stride. What could have gone wrong at the
party?


✥  ✥  ✥


Aislin watched Susanna leave, clearly in a hurry. She had been
heading for the bar to get another Coke when she spotted the woman she’d danced
with earlier nearly get body-slammed by some wannabe street-dance performers.
Susanna took two steps to the right, her impossibly high and narrow heels on
the verge of breaking, and Aislin threw herself forward and caught her just in
time. The gasp she thought she heard from Susanna was more a feeling than an
actual sound as the music cascaded throughout the club. The flickering lights
hid the potential paleness of Susanna’s cheeks, but the way she looked at Aislin
as she briefly clung to her arm spoke volumes. 


Aislin shot the dancing couple a withering look before turning to
Susanna. “You all right? Some people are totally unaware of others’ safety.”


Susanna straightened and raised her chin. “I’m fine. I…I have to
go. But thank you, again.” She looked down at Aislin for a few moments that
seemed to drag out and then turned around and walked toward the foyer. Her
confident stride was obviously back, and the way it made her hips sway, subtly
but in such a sexy manner, made Aisin take a deep breath. She really could have
used something stronger than a Coke, but as she was the designated driver, that
was not to be.


After elbowing her way to the bar, Aislin decided to have her
Coke there. She managed to grab a stool that a tall man vacated and climbed
onto it while clutching her glass. Sipping from it, she thought back to the
woman—Susanna. Always somewhat of a harmless flirt, though never a tease,
Aislin usually didn’t let her thoughts linger on any dance partner when she was
out with her friends like this. It was the dancing that mattered, and yes, the
camaraderie of the group. She used to hook up a lot, but life and age had
changed her. Having a good time was one thing. Getting into anything that would
just screw up her life and be…messy was another. 


And yet. There was something about this Susanna. She had looked a
bit out of place at first. No, strike that. A lot out of place. Her black dress
was sexy enough, but too posh. Her jewelry spoke of refined taste and wealth.
The shoes though. God, those sandals with the heels from hell had added at
least four inches to Susanna’s height. Despite that, the two of them had fit so
well together while dancing. The way it had felt to wrap her arm around
Susanna’s waist…Aislin groaned into her Coke. God damn it. It had felt too
good. 


She found Susanna’s hasty exit intriguing. The woman had been
part of a group of foreigners. Aislin thought she had heard some Italian, yet
she had ditched them and hurried off with a worried look chiseled on her face.
Ah. Her face. Susanna had high cheekbones, nearly transparent hazel eyes that
reflected the wild lights in the club, giving the impression of stars, and lips
painted a brownish-rose color that begged to be kissed away. Exasperated at where
her thoughts kept going, Aislin downed the last of the Coke and slid off the
barstool. As she turned to return to the dance floor, she bumped into the
person behind her.


“I’m sorry,” Aislin called out to be heard over the music.


“No worries. My fault,” a tall, dark-haired woman said. Dressed
similarly to Aislin, she merely smiled and then leaned in over the counter.
“Two strawberry daiquiris and a virgin Bloody Mary, Peter!”


“Coming right up, Boss!” the bartender shouted back and fired off
a broad grin. “You in your private booth? I’ll come over with it.”


“Thanks!” The tall woman turned to leave but stopped. “You look
familiar.” She tapped her chin. “Wait. Do you work at East Quay High?”


“I do. I’m the school counselor. Aislin Kennedy.” 


“Mike Stone.” She held out her hand to Aislin.


Aislin tried not to gape. Of course. This was Michaela—Mike—Stone
of Chicory Ariose fame
and local entrepreneur. Aislin found her bearings and shook Mike’s hand. “Nice
to meet you. As I’m sure you hear all the time, I’m a fan of your music—and
your food.” Aislin felt like an idiot, but it was hard not to fangirl around
this statuesque woman.


“That never gets old.” Mike grinned. “My friend’s daughter loves
her school and is all about how great the staff is.”


Aislin’s chest filled with pride and warmth. Her work as school
counselor was never easy but often very rewarding, and it was nice to hear that
students were happy with their school regardless. For some reason, an image of
the young girl in the coffee shop earlier in the day flickered through her
mind. Judging from her uniform, she didn’t go to East Quay High. Aislin hoped
she had a good connection to her school.


“You here with friends?” Mike leaned her elbow against the
counter, clearly not in a hurry to get back to her party. 


“I am. This is our first time, and we really like it.” Aislin
snapped back into their conversation. “Is it your place, Ms. Stone? I mean, the
bartender called you boss.”


“Mike. Please. And yes. My wife and I own it, together with Manon
Belmont.”


Manon Belmont. The legendary Belmont family was as close to
royalty as you would get in Rhode Island, or the entire Eastern Seaboard, for
that matter. “I think it’s awesome that you open up venues like this locally.
Usually, you have to go to Providence, or even Boston or New York, for a club
experience like this.”


“That’s what we thought.” Mike nodded. “I saw you dance earlier.
You’re talented.” 


Her cheeks heating, Aislin looked down at her hands before
returning her gaze to the smiling Mike. “Thank you. I enjoy it.”


“And to dance with the most eligible woman in these parts, that’s
quite the accomplishment. I’m not prying, don’t get me wrong, but Eryn, my
friend, spotted Susanna Durr on the dance floor, in the arms of a pretty young
woman, and got very excited.”


“Eryn Goddard?” Aislin’s brain nearly stalled as she tried to
focus on Susanna’s surname, not to mention the part of her being eligible, and
of being watched by famous people. “She’s amazing as well, and Vivian Harding…”
Embarrassed at her gushing, even if Mike simply smiled kindly at her, Aislin
closed her lips around the rest of the words and only continued speaking after
she cleared her throat. “We bumped into each other on the dance floor. I mean
Susanna and I. Happenstance. I wouldn’t read anything into it.” Not sure why
she was defending herself, or Susanna, Aislin pushed her hands into her back
pockets.


“Please, forgive me. I didn’t mean to put you on the spot like
that. It’s just that we know Susanna from mutual friends in New York, and when
we saw her, we were elated. Good for business, you know. She has quite the
following.” Mike chuckled. 


“She does?” Aislin knew she was missing something.


“Susanna Durr. Famous or infamous, depending on your standpoint,
CEO of Karma Enterprises. Fashion, makeup, magazines, you name it!”


Oh, shit. Aislin remembered Corinne’s words while they were in
line to get into the club. She had of course heard of the company. Who hadn’t,
really? Among teenage girls, and boys, young adults, and people of all ages who
were into fashion, it was almost a religious experience to follow every branch
that Karma touched. Aislin wasn’t as into fashion and makeup as some of her
peers, mainly because she had found her style years ago and stuck to it.
Corinne, on the other hand, subscribed to several Karma-owned magazines, and
Aislin wondered if she would figure out who Aislin had danced with earlier.
Probably.


“I had no idea. My friend recognized her earlier, but I didn’t
quite make the connection. Honestly,” Aislin said, turning her attention back
to Mike. “We just found ourselves dancing in the same spot, sort of. I hope she
had fun. I mean, so she’ll be back.”


“Looked like it.” Mike winked at her. “Not every day you see
Susanna letting her hair down, so to speak.”


Aislin thought of how Susanna had felt in her arms and realized
that it didn’t matter one bit that Susanna had turned out to be corporate
royalty. On the dance floor, Aislin considered everyone equal. It was about
moving to the rhythm, the connection with your dance partner. Being rich or
poor was insignificant. 


Mike pointed at a booth to their far right. “I better get back to
my wife and Eryn, but it was really nice running into you, Aislin. I know
Stephanie, their daughter, will be thrilled, as she sings her school’s
praises.”


“I’m glad she likes East Quay High.” Aislin smiled. “It was nice
to meet you.” And pretty awesome to find out that one of the town’s most famous
citizens was not stuck up at all. In fact, the opposite. 


While walking back to her own friends, who were back on the dance
floor, Aislin thought of how Susanna Durr had gone from stiff and a bit awkward
to soft and lithe in her arms while dancing. An unwelcome tingle erupted in the
center of Aislin’s belly at the thought of how they’d swayed to the music, and
she pushed it back immediately. Dancing was one thing, it was her thing, what
she loved to do. Dancing with Susanna was a one-time occurrence and something
she’d enjoyed, but no more than that. It was better, and safer, that way.


Chapter Five


Cynthia’s door was closed but not locked. After knocking
twice, Susanna opened it and peered inside. The room was dark, but she made out
the silhouette of her daughter over by the window seat.


“Cynthia? I’m coming in, all right?” Susanna had kicked off the
sandals in the foyer before hurrying up the stairs, and now she padded over to
Cynthia, her feet not making a sound against the plush white carpet.


Cynthia had her face turned toward the window where rain created
lines, which in turn drew eerie patterns on the light-gray walls. Her breathing
was labored and tear-filled, and she hugged her knees tightly against her
chest. Susanna couldn’t remember ever having found Cynthia in a fetal sitting
position like this, and dread fought with worry as she sat down in front of her
daughter on the seat.


“Sweetheart?” She placed a gentle hand on one of Cynthia’s knees
but removed it when her daughter jerked backward.


“Don’t.” Cynthia’s whisper was hoarse, as if it pained her to
speak at all.


“What happened?” Susanna folded her hands on her lap. 


“Nothing.”


“Clearly something happened.” Susanna heard how rigid she sounded
and attempted to mellow her tone. “You’re upset.”


“What else is new? Right?” Turning her head slowly to face
Susanna, Cynthia’s green eyes burned a lime-green hue. “It’s me, remember. Too
emotional, too erratic, too demanding…too much.”


Flinching and unable to hide her reaction, Susanna drew in new
air through her teeth. “You’re nothing of the sort. Right now, you’re upset,
and I want to hear about it.”


“Why?” Cynthia returned her attention to the raindrops sliding
down the glass between them and the elements. 


“Why?” Susanna couldn’t believe her ears. “Because I want to
help.”


“There’s nothing to help. At all. Everything is fine.” Giving a
snort that sounded like a mix of mockery and sadness, Cynthia shrugged. “Or as
people in your world would say, business as usual.”


“That doesn’t make sense,” Susanna said. “Lovisa said you were
crying.”


“Well, I’m not crying now. I’m fine.”



Stress and impatience, and a sense of having gone through this so
many times with Cynthia, made Susanna fight back a sigh. “Why won’t you talk to
me?”


Slowly, Cynthia turned her focus back to Susanna. There was
something distant in her gaze, and she didn’t appear tense anymore. Rather,
Cynthia slumped against the window frame, letting her head fall back as she
regarded her mother through eyes that were mere slits. “Why should I?” she
whispered. “You never hear me.”


The matter-of-fact words were like a hard slap across Susanna’s
cheek. She flinched but tried to remain calm and keep her focus on Cynthia.
Something was wrong. Something had to have happened at Alyssa’s party. Why
couldn’t her daughter just tell her? “But I really want to help you. Together
we can—”


“Fix it? Fix me?” Shaking her head, Cynthia snorted. “That sounds
more like you, Mom. See a problem? Fix it at any cost. Throw your money and
name around, put the fear of God, or should I say, of being blacklisted, into
those who won’t fall in line.” Cynthia sat up, her movements jerky. “You don’t get
it, and you never will. You can’t help me. I’ll be fine. I’ve been through
worse, and I can take care of myself.” She pushed off the window seat and
strode over to her bed. Getting under the covers, she pulled them up to her
chin and curled up to a ball. She looked so small, Susanna felt as if she had
traveled back a decade in time. But Cynthia wasn’t an adorable little
four-year-old any longer. Instead she was on the cusp of becoming a young
woman, and Susanna ached at the thought that she had no idea what to do at this
point. Everything she tried backfired. Used to success in every other aspect of
her life, she couldn’t understand why she couldn’t be the mother she envisioned
she should be to her child. 


Knowing full well she was dismissed for tonight and that Cynthia
wouldn’t open up—yet again—about what was going on in her life, Susanna
hesitantly walked over to the queen-size bed and bent to kiss her daughter’s
forehead. “I love you. Get some sleep.”


Cynthia didn’t respond, but Susanna could have sworn she heard
her give a quiet sob. Wanting to hold her girl tight, Susanna knew her hug
wouldn’t be welcome. Instead she smoothed Cynthia’s multicolor tresses from her
face and then left the room. Still in the mindset of earlier years, she left
the door to the hallway slightly ajar until she heard Cynthia say, “No. Close
it.”


Susanna gripped the doorknob hard and pulled it shut behind her.
The symbolism in that movement did not escape her.


✥  ✥  ✥


Aislin pulled out into traffic, glad she had only one more stop before
she could go home. She planned to park her friend’s car at Corinne’s condo and
walk home the short distance. 


“So how come you actually ended up dancing with Susanna Durr?”
Corinne leaned against the passenger door and grinned broadly. “I mean, she isn’t
exactly your type.”


Though used to Corinne’s directness, Aislin found her friend’s
inebriated words annoying. “What’s that supposed to mean?” she muttered.


“Hey, no offense. You usually go for the ones that share your,
um, aesthetic, sort of.” Corinne held up her hands, palm forward. “I can see
the attraction, though, and you did check her out when she arrived with her
people. Simply curious how you managed to work up the courage to ask her to
dance. I mean, her and her kind aren’t exactly…you know, people like us.” 


People like us? Aislin wondered how it could have escaped her
friend of so many years that Aislin had felt like an outsider growing up, and
now when she had returned, some familiar patterns had reappeared. Granted,
Aislin wasn’t the one to share and turn herself inside out to her friends,
which in all honesty meant she kept them guessing.


“I didn’t exactly ask her to dance. We were shoved together when
the dance floor got crowded. Guess it just happened.” Aislin made a left turn
and ended up behind two double-parked cabs letting off more people than should
have been humanly possible to cram into the vehicles. “Look at that. Clear
violation.” 


Corinne didn’t allow for a change of topic. “So, how was it,
then?”


Amazing. Heart-throbbingly amazing. “It was fine. She was a bit
taken aback, I think.”


“And you reassured her?” Corinne wiggled her eyebrows. “I mean, I
saw you continue when the music slowed.”


“I suppose.” Cringing now, as she didn’t want to talk about the
feelings dancing with Susanna had stirred in her, afraid of somehow diluting
them, Aislin was relieved when the cabs finally moved, and she could pick up
speed to get Corinne home.


“I don’t want you to walk home,” Corinne said and yawned, clearly
done with the topic of Susanna Durr for the moment. “Just let me off, and you
can return the car on Sunday or something. I’m not going anywhere this weekend.
Intend to spend it sleeping, I swear to God. I’m bushed.”


“Thanks.” Relieved and touched by Corinne’s consideration for her
safety, Aislin patted her friend’s knee. “Maybe we can do pizza Sunday
evening?”


Corinne brightened. “Yeah, pizza. Just you and me, okay? I love
our crowd, but after tonight I’ve had my fill for a while.” Which in Corinne’s
case meant a week or so.


“Sure. We can watch some of the best episodes of Game of Thrones, or
something.” Aislin returned the smile. They were both die-hard fans of the
fantasy show.


“Excellent. We’ve got to re-watch the one with the red wedding.”
Corinne made some uncoordinated movements with her hand as if stabbing someone.



“All right.” 


They rode the rest of the way in silence, and Aislin couldn’t
shake the vision of Susanna, or how she had felt as they danced. How could
someone who was far from Aislin’s type—Corinne did have a point—get under her
skin so fast? Perhaps because it was unlikely she would ever run into Susanna
ever again, which made it safe, without fallout? Could be.


After walking Corinne to her door, as her friend had managed to
fall asleep the last minute of the drive, Aislin drove to her apartment complex
and parked the car in her spot. Corinne’s car didn’t have a tag for the parking
lot, but Aislin pulled out an old empty envelope from the glove compartment and
scribbled a note for the janitor in charge. He wouldn’t have the car towed
without talking to her.


Aislin entered her apartment, and with a sigh of relief she
locked the door behind her and then told her Google assistant to turn on the
mood lights she had painstakingly set up around her one-bedroom home.
Undressing, she hung her leather outfit on the outside of the closet, making a
mental note to take it to be expertly cleaned up the street. After a quick
shower, she put on a sleep T-shirt with more holes than fabric and cotton
briefs. Staying true to her usual method when it came to calming down, she made
some chai latte and headed for the bedroom. As she passed her desk, she saw her
desktop computer was still on and reached for the mouse to close it, but
stopped midmotion.


Slowly, Aislin sat down in her office chair, clinging to her mug
with one hand and drumming her fingertips indecisively against the worn wooden
desk with the other. Before her conscience interfered, she opened her search
engine, typed in “Susanna Durr,” and hit Enter. A few seconds later, the
results proved to be overwhelming. After clicking on the first link, one that
had several photos and the basic information, her eyes were drawn to a
professional photo of the woman she’d danced with a couple of hours ago.


Dressed in a navy suit jacket with a white shirt underneath,
Susanna looked confidently into the camera. Her hands were calmly folded on the
desk before her. Her hair, dark brown and shiny as if bronze, with the white
streak swept back from her face, framed her angular, unforgettable face. In the
photo, her lips seemed thinner, as if slightly pressed together in exasperation
or impatience. Her eyes, though, were the same. Intense, scrutinizing, and
somewhat detached. Aislin realized she was probably reading far too much into
the face and eyes of a woman she’d met for only the briefest of moments.


Scrolling down to other images, she noticed some photos clearly
taken by paparazzi. In some, Susanna posed on red carpets at events, and in
others she was clearly on the move and not interested in having her photo
taken, though Aislin couldn’t find a single one where Susanna acknowledged the
photographer at such moments.


On the first basic page, Aislin found that Susanna was forty
years old, thirteen years her senior. A single mother of a teenage girl,
Susanna had been married twice—to the girl’s father and to one other man, a
marriage that had ended two years ago. The latter husband had clearly had no
scruples talking to the press. Aislin read a few paragraphs of his “tell all”
but was so disgusted with his whining and complaining, she shuddered and
clicked back to the photos. She saw no shots of the girl. Perhaps she lived
with her father. Aislin found it to Susanna’s credit that she seemed to be able
to keep her kid out of the claws of the tabloid press.


Eventually, Aislin’s conscience stopped her from researching
Susanna any longer, and she cleared her browser. There was no chance of her
ever meeting Susanna again, let alone talking to her, which meant she was done
with this subject. This weekend, she had files to go through and prepare for
the appointments she had with kids, and in some cases, parents, next week. That
and catch up on sleep. It seemed the nights were filled with old ghosts that
kept her from settling into a deep sleep.


Sipping her now too-cold chai latte, Aislin crawled into bed. The
images of Susanna dancing, almost falling, and posing for a photo flickered
through her mind. Unnerved at how impossible it was to shake them, Aislin had
to admit they were more pleasant to think about than the other memories that
could torture her.


Curling up on her side and hugging one of the pillows close to
her chest, Aislin gave up. She thought of how Susanna had felt in her arms,
chaste as their encounter had been, and, amazed at how exhaustion closed its
grip on her, she eventually fell asleep.


Chapter Six


On the following Wednesday, Aislin stepped out of the garage
where the mechanic had just delivered discouraging news. Her car would not be
ready for another week. Although it was a common model, apparently some parts
had to be ordered, and the bottom line would do more than nibble at her savings
account. 


Gazing up at the cloudy sky, Aislin sighed and remembered the
forecast had promised snow. Great. Walking home was out of the question. She
had been so certain the car would be ready that she had opted for her suede
ankle boots, which of course now was a major mistake. As if the weather gods
were eager to prove the meteorologists right, snowflakes the size of mittens
began falling. Aislin was sure she could hear them land with a splashing sound.



“God damn it.” She hurried to the part of the sidewalk where the
wall would offer some protection. She walked along it, hoping she’d reach the
bus stop without ruining her boots. Normally, she wasn’t a shoe person, but when
Corinne had strong-armed her into going to Providence a couple of weeks ago,
she had fallen for them even though they cost far too much. Corinne had happily
called them “fuck-me boots” and not cared one bit that the shoe-store clerk and
the other customers had glared at them. 


Four blocks later, and after almost falling as the wedge heels
slipped on the now slippery ground, Aislin saw the bus stop outside the
coffeehouse she had visited last week. Brightening, she lengthened her stride,
only to gasp aloud as she nearly fell again. Tiptoeing in a way that made her
feel ridiculous, she waved with her briefcase as she saw the bus approach.
Clearly this attempt was not enough. The bus driver stopped and let on two
people and then took off again, despite Aislin’s objections and wild gestures.
She barely got out of the way in time as the bus sprayed sloshy snow toward
her.


“You son of a—” Clamping down on the last word, mostly out of
habit since she worked around kids, Aislin lowered her arm and held on to a lamppost.
It was at least thirty minutes until the next bus. She had used public
transportation to and from work a couple of days, and as she barely could
afford fixing her car, she could not splurge on an Uber, let alone a taxi.


“Hi again,” a young voice said from behind her.


Aislin turned around, still supporting herself with one hand. It
was the girl she had run into last Friday at the coffee shop. “Hi, Cynt.
Waiting for your mom again?”


“I was. As it turns out, she can’t make it.” Cynt shrugged and
then tugged at her multicolored hair. She wore her prep-school uniform under
her coat, but she didn’t look as pristine as she had last Friday. A large, red
spot covered most of the chest area of her white shirt. Cynt jerked and pulled
at her lapels. 


Aislin decided not to comment on what she saw. “I’m sorry to hear
that. You waiting for the bus as well? I missed it by two seconds, so it’ll be
a while.”


“No. I don’t usually take the bus.” Cynt kicked at the snow that
was now about two inches deep. “My mom’s car, I mean her driver, will pick me
up.” She looked up at Aislin and then down at the suede boots. “You’ll ruin
them. You can ride with us, if you like. Mom won’t mind.” The last words didn’t
sound like a compliment, rather like criticism toward Cynt’s mother.


“That’s very sweet of you, but I can’t take you up on it.
I’m…well, I’m a stranger, after all.” Aislin smiled. “As tempting as it sounds
right now.”


“Our driver will be there,” Cynt argued, blushing faintly. “I
mean, he’s also a bodyguard of sorts.”


A bodyguard? How rich was this family? “Still—”


“Please. We’ll swing by your place first, and that way…um…maybe
we could talk?” There was  something
so heartbreaking in the hopefulness in Cynt’s eyes, Aislin found it impossible
to refuse.


“Give your mom a call and ask permission.” Aislin had begun to
shiver but tried to not let her reaction show. 


As soon as Aislin spoke, Cynt pulled out her seriously bejeweled
cell phone and tapped the screen. Holding the phone to her ear, she wiggled her
foot impatiently. After a few moments, Aislin could barely hear the voice
picking up at the other end. 


“Mom. I’m giving a friend a lift home, okay? Yeah?” Cynt chewed
on her lower lip. “Uh-huh. Yeah. Yes.” She pulled the phone from her ear.
“Where do you live?”


Aislin gave her address. “Should I talk to your mom?”


Cynt relayed the information and then shook her head as she
disconnected the call. “She was in a meeting. She’s always in meetings. I don’t
know how she can stand it.”


“But she was all right with this?” Aislin tilted her eyes and
scrutinized Cynt’s expression. She was very good at reading kids’ faces, and
most of the time, she could tell if someone was fibbing or downright lying.
Cynt looked excited but truthful.


“She was. She is.” Cynt turned her head as a silver town car
pulled up. “Perfect timing. Hi, Jordy. This is Aislin. We’re dropping her off.”


“Checked it with your mother?” Jordy, a burly man in his forties,
eyed Aislin cautiously. 


“I did. You can call her back if you like, but she’s in a
meeting. Come on. I wouldn’t lie about it. She’d find out right away.” Cynt
made a production of rolling her eyes. 


“Very well, kiddo.” Jordy stepped outside and held the door
firmly open for Cynt and Aislin. “Nice to meet you, Ms…?”


“Aislin Kennedy.” She felt awkward, as if she was muscling her
way into Cynt’s world, which was clearly one of wealth. “It’s not very far.”
She gave her address. “I’m happy to wait for the bus,” she lied, but she really
didn’t feel like being judged by Cynt’s chauffeur.


He surprised her by smiling broadly. “Nah, that’s all right, Ms.
Kennedy. I recognize you.”


Blinking, Aislin stopped in mid-stride. “You do?”


“My daughter goes to East Quay High. You encouraged her to join
the choir. Lisa Fuentes.”


Aislin climbed into the backseat next to Cynt. Once Jordy had
closed the door and joined them, Aislin nodded toward him via the rearview
mirror. “Lisa Fuentes. Yes, of course.” East Quay sure was a small pond, at
least if you attended the only public high school. “She has an amazing voice.”


Jordy grinned and gave her a thumbs-up before pulling out into
traffic.


“So, you work at the local high school.” Cynt spoke casually, but
Aislin could tell she was interested. “You a teacher?”


“Counselor.” Aislin nodded toward Cynt’s uniform. “Drew?” The
Drew Prep School was renowned and a tremendous opportunity for those aiming for
Ivy League colleges and universities. More than a few powerful people had gone
to Drew, and the networking between students and faculty there was legendary.


“Yes.” A deep sigh spoke volumes. 


“What happened to your shirt?” Aislin didn’t want to pry, but
something told her that perhaps this girl needed someone to actually ask about
something so obvious. Cynt could always tell her to mind her own business.


“Ever watch Glee?”
Cynt shrugged. “Clearly Alyssa’s friends have, and they tossed a mug of
strawberry smoothie at me. Freshly made, of course. We have quite the cafeteria
at Drew.” Her acerbic words couldn’t hide the pain.


“I’m sorry they’re being mean. What grade are you in?”


“Ninth. I’m a year younger than my classmates. They’re all
fifteen. I skipped one class in New York, before we moved here.”


So, a bright girl with her own style. Clearly it provoked some of
the other girls. “What does your counselor say?”


“Our counselor?” Cynt looked frustrated. “She says they’re
jealous. That I should ignore them. Or retaliate. Or invite them home. Or…”
Shrugging, Cynt tugged at her hair. “She has a lot of strategies, our
counselor. Most of them are what I
should do.”


And not a whole lot about what the bullying kids should do.
Aislin had heard this type of reasoning among some of her own faculty, but she
had gotten through to most of them by now. Zero tolerance toward bullying could
not just be about words. There had to be a plan. It was surprising that a school
that catered to the rich and famous wasn’t implementing the newest research and
findings.


“What’s it like at your school? Seems like Lisa likes it a lot.
I’ve met her a couple of times.” Cynt studied her perfect, zebra-patterned
nails.


“It’s a good school. We’re working a lot with the Belmont
Foundation, and that has helped when it comes to books and other supplies.”
Aislin could tell this wasn’t what Cynt wanted to know. “We have a lot of
extracurricular activities, many geared toward the performing arts, which make
the kids really care about each other. School spirit at its best.”


“No one throwing smoothies, then?” Cynt said lightly, but she
curled her hands into fists. 


“Not that I know of. Now, don’t get me wrong. Kids can fight with
each other, but we try to deal with such situations right away. No one should
have to go home after school’s out with an unresolved matter hanging over
them.” Aislin hoped her words might give Cynt some hope and desire to take
action.


Jordy pulled over, and Aislin realized they were outside her
apartment building. “This is me, right here.” She took Cynt’s hand in hers.
“Thank you for giving me a lift.”


“No problem.” Cynt held on to Aislin’s hand. “Can…can I call
you…I mean if, if those girls in my class…” She closed her eyes hard for a
moment but then looked steadily at Aislin again.


“If it’s all right with your mom, you can call or text me. But
your mother has to know and agree to our communication. As I’m an adult and I
work with kids, I can’t barge in without parental consent.”


“Why not?” Cynt grimaced. “We’d just be like friends.”


“If you were my child, I would certainly want to know which
adults you communicated with and why. And you’re just fourteen, right?”
Speaking softly, Aislin squeezed Cynt’s hand and reached into the outer
compartment of her briefcase with the other one. “Here’s my card. Have your mom
give me a call, all right?”


Cynt pressed her lips together, and for a moment, Aislin thought
the girl might burst into tears. Instead, Cynt straightened her back and nodded.
“Okay.” She sounded so defeated, Aislin wondered if she was even going to
bother asking her mother. 


Jordy had rounded the car and was now holding open the door for
Aislin to exit. Sure. She could take a hint. Reluctant to leave Cynt, as the
girl was still gripping her hand so hard, Aislin gently patted their joined
hands with her other one before freeing herself. As she stepped out of the car,
she murmured to Jordy, “Take care of her.”


“We always do,” Jordy mouthed. Raising his voice, he said, “I’ll
make sure Ms. Durr gets your card, Ms. Kennedy.”


“Aislin, please.” She took one step forward and had turned to
wave to Cynt, when she stopped in mid-motion. Wait—what? “Ms. Durr?”


“Cynt’s mother is Ms. Susanna Durr,” Jordy said, raising his
eyebrows. “I thought you knew.”


“I had no clue,” Aislin managed to say as a small eruption of
panic in her stomach began to grow. She thought of the card she’d just given
Cynt. 


Automatically she bent and gazed into the car. “Take care, Cynt.”
She thought her voice sounded hollow, but Cynt merely waved as Jordy closed the
door and then got behind the wheel again. As the car took off, Aislin found
herself simply standing there, certain she had somehow, by some unbelievable
happenstance, gotten herself into a mess.


Groaning, she began to walk toward her building, exhausted and
with every single nerve on high alert.


Chapter Seven


“I want to transfer to another school.”


Susanna had barely taken off her coat when Cynthia spoke from the
dark staircase leading up to the second floor. “Oh, dear God. You startled me.
What were you saying?” Susanna had heard every word, but she needed to stall,
to catch her breath.


“You heard me.” Cynthia sauntered down the last few steps. “I
want to transfer. As quickly as possible.”


Placing her purse on the small table next to the full-length
mirror, Susanna turned to face her daughter with measured movements. Yes, she
confessed to herself, she was bracing for impact. “Is this because of whatever
happened at Alyssa’s party?” 


Cynthia tilted her head, and Susanna could tell she was weighing
her response. “In part.”


“You can’t switch schools because of a single incident.” Resting
her hip against the table, Susanna tried to read the rigid young face before
her. Today, Cynthia wore more makeup than usual, which meant there had to be a
note for her waiting to be signed. Drew’s prep school had strict dress codes,
which extended to makeup, and, God forbid, tattoos. 


“You’re not listening.” Cynthia sounded tired, but she kept her
gaze firmly locked with Susanna’s. “I said, ‘in part.’ I’m not ready to talk
about what happened. Let’s just say a lot has gone on since I started at Drew,
and last Friday was the final straw.” Cynthia pushed her chin out and clenched
her fists. On every finger, multicolor rings sparkled.


Her fourteen-year-old suddenly sounded so mature. She wasn’t
ready to talk. Yet. Might her daughter confide in her later? Susanna couldn’t
even ask that question, or Cynthia would withdraw.


“I’m not prepared to send you to a boarding school.” Susanna gestured
for Cynthia to follow her into the family room. “Please. I need to get off my
feet.” She took off her pumps as she sat down on the love seat. To her
surprise, Cynthia took the seat next to her, her focus unchanged.


“I want to go to East Quay High.”


Susanna blinked. “What? The local public school?”


“Yes.” As Cynthia pushed her shoulders up, the bravado seemed to
seep out a little at a time as she flexed her hands.


“But…you don’t know anyone there, do you?” Shaking her head, more
from confusion than anything else, Susanna dared reach out and take one of
Cynthia’s restless hands in hers. 


“I do, actually.” Cynthia stared at their joined hands for a
moment but didn’t pull back. “And it’s a good school.”


“I’m sure it is, but it’s not Drew. It’s not a prep school. Ivy
League schools are murder to get into these days, and if you’re not on the
track—”


“Mom. Stop.” Cynthia tugged at Susanna’s hand and squeezed it
hard. “I know you want that for me, but you have to listen to me.
I’m—not—happy—there. At Drew. I hate it.”


Those words were more than Cynthia had shared with her on a
personal level in ages. Yet Susanna felt she had to encourage Cynthia to stick
it out at Drew. The prestige that came with a high school diploma from this
school was worth so much more than her daughter realized right now. Ever since
kindergarten, Susanna had made sure Cynthia was enrolled in the right schools,
among the right people. Networking couldn’t start early enough, but how did you
explain that to a teenager?


“I have the school counselor’s business card. You can call her.”
Cynthia slid her hand free and pulled out a card from one of the back pockets
of her striped sweatpants. “She’s really cool, and she knows all the kids at
that school…and I need to do this.”


Stunned, Susanna accepted the card but didn’t look at it. “How on
earth did you find the school counselor? Did you actually visit the school on
your own?” How dare the principal of the local school let someone else’s child
in and try to persuade them to transfer?


“Of course not. I’ve only passed it on my way home. I met Ai—Ms.
Kennedy at the coffee shop. You know? Where I do most of my homework?” Her eyes
mere slits now, Cynthia clearly challenged her.


“Ah. A stranger in a coffeehouse persuades you to jump ship and
downgrade to their local high school. Brilliant.” Pressing her lips together,
Susanna shook her head.


“I’m practically a stranger in that coffeehouse on most weekdays,
so perhaps you need to give Ms. Kennedy the benefit of the doubt, unless you
want to paint me with the same brush.” Cynthia straightened but didn’t leave
the room in full-on drama mode as she had so many times before. “Just call her.
Please. She’s really cool and…she gets me. I mean, she gets kids. It’s
obvious.”


Susanna watched her daughter intently, and the desperation in
Cynthia’s eyes was far too obvious for her to dismiss it. A small, insistent
voice acerbically added, “as she normally would.” Shaking it off, she examined
the business card. Aislin Kennedy, CSC, East Quay High School. The woman’s first
name sent a shiver through Susanna’s belly. Closing her eyes briefly, she saw a
pretty face, curly red hair, and bright-blue eyes, and she felt lanky, yet
strong, arms around her, both when they danced and when Susanna nearly fell
later on. Unusual name, but surely not…?


“All right. No, no.” Susanna held up her hand, forestalling the
joy on Cynthia’s face, but she knew the millisecond of uninhibited hope would
linger with her. “All right, as in I’m going to call Ms. Kennedy.”


“Don’t go all Susanna Durr on her.” Cynthia scowled.


“What on earth are you talking about?”


“You could probably ask any one of your employees, and it
shouldn’t be news to you, but you have a way.” Shrugging, Cynthia stood. “I’m
not going to sit here and cringe. I’ll be in my room.”


Susanna gazed down at the card. A cell-phone number was scribbled
below the school’s switchboard number. So, Cynthia expected her to call this
woman now? Checking the time, Susanna deemed it early enough to not be too
intrusive. She might as well get this out of the way and make sure this wasn’t
her Aislin. Wait. Her? The foolish voice in her head had the audacity to phrase
it like that. Getting her cell out of her jacket pocket and then tossing the
garment over the backrest, Susanna dialed the number written with a ballpoint
pen on the card. Surely it wasn’t the girl from the club. She looked young
enough to be in college.


“This is Aislin.” The clear voice on the other end was
unmistakable. 


“Good evening, Ms. Kennedy,” Susanna said politely after nearly
dropping the cell. “My name is Susanna Durr. Am I calling at a bad time?”


At least three seconds went by in complete silence.


“No, it’s fine, Ms. Durr. I take it Cynt has given you my card.
Hm. Already.” Coughing lightly, Aislin seemed taken aback, but Susanna wasn’t
sure if it was because of her calling at all, or if she recalled Susanna from
the club. “Er…Ms. Durr. I don’t know if you remember, but we’ve met. Recently.”


Now this was unexpected. For some reason, Susanna had thought
she’d have to be the one who admitted to their previous encounter, even if she
wasn’t sure why. Clearly Aislin was the up-front type.


“I know. You have an unusual first name…and I recognize your
voice.”


“This is a small town,” Aislin said, sounding relieved. “So, what
can I do for you?”


Susanna leaned back and gripped the cell phone harder. “You can
start by telling me how you’ve convinced my daughter she should transfer from
Drew to your little high school in a matter of days.”


Now the silence stretched five seconds. When Aislin spoke again,
her voice was low but urgent. “I haven’t talked to Cynt about her school, or
mine, in that way at all. If she’s thinking of transferring, it has to have
been on her mind for a lot longer than she’s known me.” She sounded honest and
very assertive. “I would never dream of suggesting I know your daughter as well
as you do, not even close, but I know about middle school and high school kids.
All she asked of me earlier today, when she offered me a lift—which you
allowed, by the way—was if she could call me to talk every now and then. That’s
why I gave her my card, for her to ask your permission.”


Susanna’s thoughts whirled, and she couldn’t pin a single one
down that made sense. “Talk.” She rubbed her neck with her free hand. 


“Yes. It can be good for a person her age to have grownup friends
to confide in. That bears no reflection on your parenting skills.”


Like hell it didn’t. “I’m not comfortable with this situation.
Not comfortable at all.”


“I can understand that, since you don’t know me. Would it ease
your mind if we met? I can also give you the phone number for the principal of
East Quay High for references.” Aislin’s voice was still calm and professional.


“Why are you so adamant about talking to Cynthia? What can
possibly be in it for you?” Cringing at how harsh her voice, not to mention her
words, sounded, Susanna slammed a fist into the cushion next to her.


“This is my job, what I live for, to help young people find their
way. Apart from that, you have a terrific kid who is mature beyond her years in
many ways.” Aislin went quiet for a few moments. “And to be honest, she seems
unhappy. You must be worried about her.”


It was as if Aislin’s last sentence opened a floodgate inside
Susanna. Concern for Cynthia washed through her, overwhelming enough for her
usual defense mechanisms to kick in. “All right,” she said briskly, outwardly
all business. “As my daughter is clearly not backing down regarding this issue,
I would like for you to come to the house when it’s convenient for you. Perhaps
together we can convince Cynthia not to throw away her future after all.” She
lowered her voice to the register that had been known to make seasoned board
members tremble. 


“I think you misunderstand. I’ll be happy to join you, but only
for you to decide if you are comfortable with your daughter confiding in me.
I’m not going to be part of any persuasion campaign. I realize that Drew is
prestigious, but it’s also a highly competitive school academically, which
isn’t for everyone.”


Standing up now, furious at how damn pedagogical Aislin sounded
and, damn it, well-informed, Susanna clenched her teeth around words like “how
dare you” that wanted to escape.


“Fine. I’m working from home tomorrow. I would like us to meet
without Cynthia, if that is all right.” Susanna began pacing, which was never a
good sign. Nobody entered her office if they saw her walking back and forth by
her desk. 


“Okay. I get off work at two p.m. tomorrow.”


“I’ll expect you at two-thirty.” Susanna gave Aislin her address.



“Can we make it three? I’ll have to wait for the bus. My car is
being repaired.” For the first time, Aislin sounded uncomfortable. Susanna was
about to offer to send her driver but instinctively knew that such a suggestion
wouldn’t go down well. 


“Two-thirty. See you then.” Susanna disconnected the call and
pressed a hand to her neck again. Damn. At this rate, she was going to have to
make an appointment with her chiropractor ahead of time.


“Well?” Cynthia’s voice made Susanna jump for the second time
during the evening.


“Ms. Kennedy will come see me tomorrow.” 


“Really?” Cynthia smiled cautiously. “Really, Mom?”


“Really. I’m not promising anything, but if she checks out,
there’s a chance I’ll agree for you to talk with her.” Rolling her shoulders,
Susanna sighed. “I shouldn’t have coffee at this hour, but—”


“I’ll make us some chai. Decaf.” Cynthia rocked back and forth on
her soles, and for a moment she looked like her much-younger self. Envisioning
the eagerness Cynthia had shown when she was off to her first day of school,
how proud she’d been of her pink schoolbag and the colorful barrettes in her
hair, Susanna extended a hand and cupped Cynthia’s chin. 


“Thank you, sweetheart. That’d be lovely.”


As Cynthia walked toward the kitchen, Susanna had another
memory—of a deflated Cynthia returning home with her hair loose, the barrettes
in her bag, and a note stating that both bags and hair clips were not in
compliance with the dress code at the posh elementary school in Manhattan. Was
that when the attempts at conforming had begun?


Returning to the love seat, Susanna pulled off her suit jacket
and unbuttoned the top two pearl buttons of her blouse. She pulled her feet up
under her just as Cynthia returned with two steaming mugs.


“I made them lattes.” Cynthia placed Susanna’s mug on a coaster
before her on the coffee table. “One Splenda for you.”


“Perfect.” Susanna took the mug and blew gently on the steaming
beverage. “Smells good.”


“Perfect comfort drink.” After sitting down in the armchair
perpendicular to the love seat, Cynthia sipped her tea.


Comfort? Susanna chastised herself for not even knowing this. “It
is.” Sighing, she leaned back and regarded her daughter with more perception
than she’d done in a long time. This was obviously not the little girl she’d
just remembered, and she hadn’t been for a long time. It pained Susanna to
realize she didn’t know this girl. The part of her in charge of her
self-preservation argued that no parent knew their teenagers very well, but she
was sure that, in her case, such reasoning was a cop-out. 


“Mom?” Cynthia studied her over the rim of her mug, a purple
monstrosity with a psychedelic image of a lime-green lizard wrapping around it.
“Thanks…for not shooting me down right away.” Sucking her lower lip in between
her teeth, Cynthia appeared to be holding her breath.


“I’ll have my decision ready for you regarding Ms. Kennedy when
you get home from school tomorrow.” As soon as her words were out, Susanna knew
this was not what Cynthia had wanted to hear. Before her daughter had time to
say something more, she continued. “You’re not missing out on school, no matter
what your new friend and I decide.”


“It’s just so unfair. This is my life. My future. And I’m the
only one without any power at all.” Tears rose in Cynthia’s eyes, but she wiped
at them with fast fingers. It didn’t escape Susanna that the movements looked
well-practiced. The idea of Cynthia crying alone in her room tore at her.


“I know it seems so now. I wish you’d trust that I know what’s
best for you.” Susanna knew she was close to pleading with Cynthia.


Shaking her head slowly, Cynthia stood. “That’s just it, Mom. I
honestly don’t think you know what that is. And from what I’ve learned, when
someone says they’re doing what they think is best for you, it almost always
hurts like hell. This is no different.” She fiddled with her mug, and the jewel
that made out the lizard’s eye sparkled. “I’m going up. Homework.”


Susanna said good night, but Cynthia didn’t reciprocate. The fact
that she didn’t stomp up the stairs implied the significance of Cynthia’s rapid
exit. This was clearly bigger than those annoying little things that could be
stomped out on her way to her room. 


Susanna groaned and closed her eyes. How the hell was she going
to be able to talk to Aislin Kennedy tomorrow without thinking about them
dancing, first to the thunderous, pulsating music, and later to the much slower
song? Aislin had been one with each note, each beat, and to her credit, she had
made Susanna relax into the dance and helped her become less and less
self-conscious.


When had she danced like that last? College? Perhaps. At forty,
the college years seemed far away. She had no contact with her roommate or
anyone in her study groups. Being ambitious to a fault, Susanna made sure she
remembered she was in college and, later, university, to study, and nothing
else. Perhaps that’s why her social skills had faltered later down the line.
Her former husbands, both of them, insisted that her shortcomings in that area
had destroyed the marriage. If Susanna had stooped to their level, she would
have stated the reason that was obvious to her. The two divorces happened
because both husbands had affairs. Long-lasting, committed affairs. Craig, her
first husband and Cynthia’s father, had paraded his young mistress at
functions, and that’s how Susanna—and Cynthia—found out. Myron, her second
husband, whom she divorced two years ago, had been subtler. It was Cynthia who
had broken the news of his infidelity to her mom. Crying and fearful, she had
told Susanna of the women—yes, plural—who frequented her house when she was out
of town on business. Myron had expensive tastes, and she was the main
breadwinner in their household.


When Susanna learned that Myron had used cocaine at their home,
with Cynthia asleep in her room, she had tossed him out. The press had devoured
the scandal, especially when Myron had first “told all” and later ended up
hooked up to an ankle bracelet for six months, as he was stupid enough to think
that a sprinkle of cocaine was nobody else’s business. The police watching his “tell
all” segment on TMZ thought differently. Myron had been arrested at a private
club that also provided illegal gambling for its patrons. 


The scandals, Craig’s betrayal, and Myron’s illegal behavior had
made Susanna get a realtor and decide not only to move Cynthia and herself, but
also Karma Enterprise’s headquarters, from Manhattan. The irony of the name of
her company did not elude Susanna. Karma could be a bitch, as the saying went,
and in her case, she intended to keep them both out of the destructiveness of
her former husband’s actions.


Getting up, Susanna carried her empty mug out into the kitchen.
There, on the marble counter, sat Cynthia’s mug as well. For some reason, the
sight of the lonely, colorful lizard made Susanna’s eyes burn.


Chapter Eight


Aislin stepped out of the Uber and walked up to the security
gate, grateful it had turned out to be a lovely late-autumn day. The gate’s
bars were spaced close together 
and in offset double rows, which meant it was impossible to 
look straight through it. From a forty-five-degree angle, she saw part of a
driveway, paved with large, pink-maroon stones. Farther to the right, fall
colors suggested the presence of, perhaps, a maple tree.


To Aislin’s left sat an intercom, and as she stepped closer to
locate the buzzer, an LCD screen lit up. A logo, probably the security
company’s, twirled and then morphed into the face of a middle-aged woman with
short, brown hair. 


“How can I help you?” The woman’s gaze darted back and forth a
few times, making Aislin wonder if she was checking other screens for security
reasons. That would make sense.


“My name is Aislin Kenney. Ms. Durr is expecting me.”


“Of course. Please come on through, Ms. Kennedy,” the woman
replied, sounding somewhat warmer. 


Aislin jumped when the large gate began to move, but then she
hoisted her messenger bag higher onto her shoulder and stepped inside the Durr
property. She had been right. Four large maple trees sat in the center of the
circular driveway. A gardener worked on some large planters that lined the
curb, probably preparing the plants for the colder season. Behind the driveway,
an enormous two-story house sat overlooking the water, which was barely visible
to the north end of the structure. White and built in colonial style, it looked
surprisingly homey. Considering that Susanna Durr was probably as wealthy as
the Belmonts, she had half expected something more ostentatious and opulent.


Half of the glass double door opened, and the woman from the
screen stood in the doorway. “Welcome, Ms. Kennedy. My name’s Lovisa. I’m
Susanna’s housekeeper.” The brunette was tall, and her sharp gray eyes combined
with measured body language made Aislin wonder if Lovisa also held a position
as some sort of bodyguard. 


“Please, call me Aislin.” Aislin extended her hand and shook
Lovisa’s. The faint calluses in Lovisa’s palms spoke of the housekeeper either
being an avid gardener or indeed some martial-arts expert. She stepped into the
foyer and took in the large staircase, the hardwood floor, and several urns and
vases holding fresh flowers. It was beautiful, but not luxurious to a degree
that some of the houses belonging to other people in Susanna’s income bracket,
as Aislin had seen on TV, were. This spoke more of personal taste.


“Of course, Aislin. Let me take your coat.” Lovisa held out her
hand while Aislin tried not to fumble as she unbuttoned it and handed it over.
She hoped her dark-blue trouser suit wasn’t too rumpled after a day at work.
“Susanna’s in her study.” Lovisa motioned for Aislin to follow her through a
hallway with artwork-adorned white walls. The dark hardwood floors kept the
white from coming off as too stark, as did the contemporary furniture. A scent
of something green and fresh, combined with—was that cinnamon?—helped make the
large house feel quite cozy.


Lovisa stopped by an open door and rapped her fingertips against
the frame. “Aislin Kennedy to see you, Susanna.”


“Please, come in, Aislin.” Susanna sounded calm, bordering on
detached.


Lovisa nodded at Aislin and turned back toward the foyer. “Go
right in.”


Aislin stepped into a large, bright room, its focal point a
mahogany desk. Behind it, Susanna was just getting to her feet and rounding it,
holding out her hand. Dressed in off-white slacks and a button-down blue
chambray shirt, Susanna wore her hair in a low, soft bun. A thin gold chain
adorned her neck, and she wore what Aislin first thought was a gold bracelet,
but then she saw what had to be the tiniest watch known to mankind around her
left wrist. She seemed shorter than Aislin remembered, and a quick glance at
the floor showed that Susanna was barefoot. That homey touch nearly made
Aislin’s knees buckle, but she quickly straightened and shook Susanna’s hand.


Narrow and elegant, without rings, or even nail polish, Susanna’s
hand gripped Aislin’s firmly. Naturally, this woman was used to shaking hands
with dignitaries in the US and around the world. 


“So here we are.” Susanna pointed at the far end of her
impressive study, which boasted an antique settee clad in some shiny blue fabric.
“Please, have a seat. Coffee? Tea?”


“Tea, please.” Aislin sat down on the settee and hoped she
wouldn’t make a fool of herself and spill something on the expensive-looking
fabric. 


Susanna poured tea for both of them, not in dainty cups, thank
God, but in rather sturdy mugs. An assortment of baked goods sat under a glass
dome, which she removed and placed on her desk. “Help yourself.” Sitting down
across the table from Aislin, Susanna busied herself by adding some Splenda to
her tea. Eventually she leaned back into the chair and sipped the steaming
beverage. Her hazel eyes looked more transparent than Aislin remembered,
perhaps because of the bright sunlight streaming into the room.


“Why don’t you begin by telling me how you came across my
daughter? Exactly.” After Susanna placed the mug back on a coaster on the
wood-framed glass table, her eyes narrowed.


“Exactly?” Aislin gave that choice of word a second’s thought
before she continued. “My car broke down last Friday. It was horrible weather,
and my bus was going to be a while. I was curious about the new addition to
Michaela Stone’s coffeehouse, Mike’s Little Nook, which happened to be right
there.”


“Happened.” Susanna’s tone was indifferent, but it still made
Aislin clutch the tea mug harder. Afraid she might break it, she put it back on
the table as well.


“Yes. I took an available seat at the counter, next to Cynt, as
it happened,
and we started to talk. Your daughter is a sweet kid.”


“And how is it that you managed to do what several other people
have not managed the last couple of years?” Susanna shifted and crossed her
legs, resting her jaw against bent fingers. The pose was elegant, and Aislin
had the feeling it was well-rehearsed. That, or this woman was simply born to
look superior and elegant at the same time.


“I’m not sure what you mean, but if you’re referring to Cynt’s
wishes, I think they have more to do with her situation at Drew and the other
students there than with me. She could have picked up on the fact that I’m used
to listening to kids, that I honestly love working with young people, girls and
boys. Cynt strikes me as the kind of person who can recognize authenticity.” 


There. Respond to that. Aislin truly hadn’t agreed to show up
here to be lectured, and certainly not to be treated as some creep with
ulterior motives. Still, she used her training to stay calm. Nothing would be
gained, and it certainly wouldn’t help Cynt, if she and Susanna began some sort
of screaming match.


“I see.” Susanna tapped her cheekbone with a long, tapered index
finger. She kept her nails blunt, which surprised Aislin, who would have
thought a woman connected to the fashion industry would have those fashionable,
long gel nails that Corinne favored on special occasions. Was this a sign of
practicality or lack of vanity? Perhaps both. “I had my assistant call your
principal, and if she hadn’t given you the best of references, I would have
cancelled this meeting.”


What the hell? “Excuse me?” Aislin’s determination to remain calm
vanished. “Then what was all the third degree for? I don’t know about you, but
my time is precious, and I have a lot of work still to do when I get home—”


“Calm down. I had to make certain for myself.” Raising her chin,
Susanna seemed to think that such a half-assed explanation was enough.


“I’m not sure what you can possibly have deduced from our
exchanging a few words, most of them half offensive.” Certain she was screwing
up Cynt’s chances of effecting change, Aislin clamped her teeth together around
even more frustrated words.


“You have a point, but you’d be surprised at how much I’ve
learned about reading people as well, in my line of business.” Susanna felt
over her low bun and smoothed down nonexistent errant strands.


“I’m pretty sure I can’t compare to your boardroom members,
stockholders, and CEOs. That could mean your ability to read people may be off
when it comes to regular people. I have no desire to take advantage, in any
shape or form, of your daughter and her position as the child of a wealthy
parent. She’s simply a sweet kid who seems unhappy and in need of a friend who
can offer valuable advice that can help her change things for the better.”


Susanna smiled. This expression startled Aislin enough to make
her flinch. Showing off perfect, white teeth, of course, in a broad, luscious
smile, Susanna had a beauty that went from austere to otherworldly.
“Excellent,” Susanna said. “You stand up for yourself, and that’s what I feel
Cynthia is trying to do as well. She does need someone who can understand her
in ways I can’t. It’s not that I don’t want to,” Susanna said, and adjusted her
watch, looking uncomfortable, the smile fading. “I have limited time during the
week, and we don’t seem to speak the same language.”


This wasn’t the first rich parent with no time for her children
that Aislin had ever come across, but the fact that Susanna looked so pale and
stricken was promising. “I’m sure you wish that were different. Perhaps I can
be the conduit for a short time, and you two can find common ground when things
calm down.” Aislin slid forward on the chair and placed her elbows on her
knees, looking firmly into Susanna’s eyes. “And, if you agree to trust me on
this, you need to start with a show of good faith.”


“Toward you? How?” Susanna eyed her suspiciously. “Money?”


Aislin couldn’t help it. She threw her head back and groaned.
Though Susanna was a brilliant president and owner of a huge conglomerate of
companies, she had a stupid streak. And a paranoid one. Granted, no doubt a lot
of people were looking for a free ride, but it was important that Aislin put a
stop to this foolishness now. “Rewind. We are talking about Cynt. Prove that
you’ve listened to her and that you are ready to negotiate and make time for
her. She may be asking to talk to me, but, trust me, it is your attention and approval
she dreams of.”


Susanna gaped, only for a second, at the most, but her jaw
dropped, and the move actually looked sexy. Aislin found her mind returning to
the dance floor and the feel of Susanna moving to the beat in her arms. Shit.


“What do you suggest I do?” Susanna’s cheekbones turned the
faintest shade of pink.


“Tell her you’ll tour our school with her. You can be as cautious
as you like, but that would be a great way for you to see how we work, and for
Cynt to do the same. Perhaps our school is not what she thinks it is—or maybe
you’ll find good things about it that you didn’t expect.”


Susanna shifted her gaze to the window and didn’t reply for a few
moments. “All right. I’ll have my assistant call you. You will be the one
showing us around, right?” She snapped her head back, and now her eyes were
like glass. Shiny, transparent. 


“I will. Just call the administrator, and she’ll make an
appointment for you. I’ll leave word with her to set aside however long it
takes.” Aislin drew a deep breath. This was the hard, but still the easy
part—getting Susanna to stop reacting like she was about to call the feds on
her. “Before I go, however, we need to talk about something else. The elephant
in the room, as it were.”


Susanna’s eyes widened. “Excuse me?” She uncrossed her legs and
looked like she was about to stand up.


Aislin steeled herself, speaking fast to forestall Susanna. “We
have to talk about last Friday.”


Chapter Nine


Susanna found it impossible to keep up with what Aislin was
talking about. The woman went from incredibly professional, to angry, to
understanding…and now this. The elephant in the room, as she had put it. Last
Friday, at the club, when Susanna had not been herself—that’s what Aislin
wanted to discuss? Such matters were better off disregarded and simply ignored.
“Yes? What about it?” Susanna forced her shoulders to stay in a low, seemingly
relaxed position. 


“We danced, and we connected.” Aislin drummed her fingertips
against her knees. Perhaps she wasn’t as relaxed as she appeared either. 


“We happened to end up on the dance floor next to each other.” It
wasn’t as if either of them had asked the other to dance. “I don’t know how
that’s significant.”


Aislin smiled, something knowing, perhaps even sympathetic, in
her expression. “Yes, you’re right. But then we slow danced to yet another
song. That wasn’t pure chance. And definitely worth mentioning.”


“Where are you going with this? What does this have to do with my
daughter?” Her back now ramrod straight and her shoulders rigid, Susanna was ready
to go back on her word and simply have Lovisa escort Aislin out.


“It doesn’t, at least not per se, but I’m the type of person who
likes to take the guessing out of as much as possible. It’s sometimes hard,
even awkward, like now, but it makes everything easier in the long run.”


“For whom?” 


A sparkle ignited in Aislin’s eyes. “For everyone involved. I’m
not sure what you think I’ll say, but I assure you, I’m neither coming on to
you nor about to pursue you, if that’s what you’re worried about.”


How blunt could one woman be? In Susanna’s world, you conducted
business, and your private life, with careful strategies. You didn’t just blurt
things out. “I’m not. But now I can’t help but wonder if you don’t have
ulterior motives after all.”


Aislin laughed. She actually crinkled her nose, and her eyes
became radiant slits, as a contagious chuckle erupted. “Just trying to clear
the air and unmuddy the waters. I’m sorry. I’m going at this the wrong way, I
can tell. May I start over?”


Susanna sighed. “If you must.” She hoped her clipped tone would
discourage Aislin, but, of course, it didn’t.


“I must. I’m gay. You’ve figured that out by now, I imagine?”


Susanna nodded.


“And you must have felt that something shifted…I mean, that there
was an attraction. I sensed it when we danced, but even more so when you
stumbled, and I caught you.”


“Very well. Will this attraction become a problem for you when
you talk to Cynthia?” Susanna studied her nails, aiming for indifference, even
if her heart had picked up speed ever since Aislin stepped over the threshold.
She should have been more prepared, though she didn’t think she could have
anticipated this reaction…these feelings. Not one to acknowledge anything that
didn’t fit in with her self-image, she had thought it entirely possible to meet
with Aislin and remain Susanna Durr, famous, or infamous, depending on who you
talked to, business tycoon. The ice queen.


“A mutual attraction.” Aislin’s smile went from warm to polite.
“It was pretty obvious, whether you meant for me to notice it or not.”


This woman, however many years Susanna’s junior, was impossible.
How could anyone who looked cute and pretty, and young enough to model for Teen Queen, the latest
among Susanna’s publications, be this upfront, direct…and fierce? And damn it,
Susanna finally conceded, if only to herself, Aislin was right. When they began
to slow dance, at moments, Susanna could barely breathe. And when she literally
fell into Aislin’s protective grip, the same reaction had erupted, which had
only become obvious after she had come home and made sure Cynthia was all
right. As ridiculous as it sounded, Susanna had trembled at the memory of
Aislin’s strong arms around her, preventing her from slamming into the floor.
Was that why she was still sitting here, allowing Aislin to corner her like
this, while at any other given time, Susanna would have coolly dismissed her
and indeed have her escorted off the premises? “I suppose,” Susanna said
tightly. “I still fail to recognize why this subject is of any importance now.”


Aislin merely gaped. “You’re joking.”


Susanna pushed her unwelcome reaction to Aislin’s presence as far
away as possible and adjusted her features. She had perfected being
noncommittal, disdainful, and coolly polite, and now she aimed for the latter
and stood. “I assure you, I’m not. We happened to meet in a public setting,
while I was entertaining business associates. This has absolutely nothing to do
with the fact that you might prove beneficial when it comes to my child.”
Having turned her back to Aislin for a moment, needing to keep her bearings,
and her demeanor intact, Susanna now rounded on her guest again, only to find
her standing as well.


“That was quite definite,” Aislin said slowly, and the broad,
brilliant smile suggested that she too could pull out a practiced expression if
need be.


Taken aback, Susanna knew she was truly seeing Aislin for the
first time. Of course, she was stunning. Pretty, rather than beautiful, but
arresting, nonetheless. Short, curly red hair perfectly accentuated her heart-shaped
face. A dusting of freckles danced across her nose and matched the hue of her
peach-colored, full lips. The bright-blue eyes under delicate straight eyebrows
and dark auburn eyelashes appeared able to pierce Susanna’s forehead and read
her mind. That was a disturbing thought, as Susanna had rarely felt this
jumbled and turned around. Perhaps the demands of her work, now that the move
of her headquarters was in its most sensitive phase, were getting to her. That,
and her concern for Cynthia. Her girl who too often had to take a backseat to
Karma Enterprises.


“I think we have covered what we needed to discuss,” Susanna
said, extending her hand. She only realized her mistake when Aislin took it and
a jolt traveled up her arm. Inadvertently, Susanna stepped closer to Aislin and
their gazes caught. Her breath stolen, Susanna swept her thumb along the back
of Aislin’s hand. Aislin’s pupils dilated despite the autumn sunlight streaming
through the window, and her lips parted enough for her teeth to show.


“I think we’ll have lots to talk about later.” Aislin gently
pulled her hand free and moved toward the door. “I look forward to showing you
around East Quay High. Give Cynt my best until then.”


“I will.” Susanna clenched her hands, still feeling Aislin’s palm
against her own. 


Aislin scanned her slowly, and Susanna wondered if Aislin had any
idea how intimate that gaze was. Perhaps it was retaliation for how she had
just looked at Aislin. Either way, Susanna knew they had come full circle, and
somehow this did not sit well with her. She had let Aislin in behind her shell,
even if it was only for a second. Always the competitive one, even in personal
relationships, she had lost track of any inner scoreboard today. Chastising
herself for thinking in competitive terms, or of herself at all, when it came
to Cynthia’s wellbeing, Susanna nodded. “All right. We have an understanding.
You’ll hear from us shortly.”


“Excellent. Well, thank you for the tea. I’ll see myself out.”
Aislin took her briefcase and walked toward the door. As if on cue, Lovisa
appeared in the doorway, ready to assist. Aislin smiled broadly toward Lovisa
and left the room after a final wave at Susanna, who could finally draw a deep,
much-needed breath. What the hell had just happened? 


✥  ✥  ✥


Later that evening, Aislin got a text from Cynt.


 


Not sure
how U pulled it off. We’re coming to EQ High on Thursday. :-) 


 


Aislin was happy for Cynt, but the flutters in her stomach
weren’t entirely pleasant. Susanna was stern, rigid, and matter-of-fact to a
fault. She hadn’t seen much of the woman from last Friday during their meeting.
Of course, she couldn’t expect Susanna to be too personal when they were
discussing her daughter, but the way she spoke, as if she were addressing her
minions at work, was disconcerting. And yet…there was something so mysterious,
and yes, goddamn hot, about the icy veneer of this woman. She was beautiful in
an austere, unapproachable way, and as clichéd as it sounded, the idea of
melting that ice, of discovering more of what she’d glimpsed last Friday, made
Aislin’s thighs clench. Stomping a foot to snap out of it, she texted Cynt
back.


 


You are
both very welcome to visit EQ High. I look forward to showing you around. 


 


Cynt responded with a long row of smiling emoticons.


Aislin rapped her fingertips against the kitchen table and then
dialed Corinne. She needed to vent, or she’d implode.


Corinne picked up so fast, Aislin knew her friend was on one of
her social-media apps, discussing something intricate with her usual passion
for details. She was at work, but at this time of day, she took a break for
coffee and pastry, which was another staple in the life of Corinne. “Tell me
everything. What was it like to meet the ice queen again?”


Missing a couple of beats, which Aislin was certain didn’t elude
Corinne, Aislin cleared her throat. “Don’t call her that.”


“Oh. That way, huh?” Something rattled in the background, and
Corinne cursed under her breath. “Goddammit.”


“What’s happening? You leveling your entire shop?” Aislin knew
Corinne was probably in the back part of her gift shop, where she had her small
office.


“Kicked over the trashcan. Ice cream wrappers everywhere.”


“Ah-hah. Busted.” Aislin chuckled. Corinne was an ice cream
aficionado as well as a fan of pastries. How the woman maintained her figure,
Aislin had no idea. 


“Oh, shut up. Back to the ice…I mean, the lovely Ms. Durr. What
happened? How did it go? Spill.” The last word came out muffled as Corinne
obviously bit into something.


“I will if you don’t chew with your mouth open in my ear.” Aislin
walked into her kitchen and poured some water in her electric kettle. After
placing it on its base, she fetched her favorite thermo mug, brown sugar lumps,
and a box of assorted teas.


“I would never! Honestly.” Corinne huffed demonstratively. “Come
on. I have about twenty minutes before Jake ends his shift, and then I have to
take over the checkout.”


“She tried to go all ice queen on me.” Aislin poured hot water
over a chamomile teabag and added one lump of brown sugar. Stirring gently to
avoid breaking the teabag, she then attached the lid and took it with her to
the couch. 


“What do you mean, tried?”


“You’re right about her reputation. I’m not saying otherwise, but
I think it’s carefully constructed. The mask slipped a few times.” Aislin felt
guilty for discussing Susanna behind her back, but she also knew that anything
she confided in Corinne about would never go any further. They had kept this
vow to each other ever since they were in high school and sometimes suffered in
the presence of some committed mean girls. 


“It can be sexy as hell when there’s heat under the icy
exterior,” Corinne said. “Something in your tone tells me there’s more than
that.”


“You’re scary perceptive sometimes. Must be all the sugar.”
Aislin curled up against the worn but plush armrest and pulled a fleece blanket
over her legs. Sipping her tea, she sighed and closed her eyes. “All jokes
aside, I felt there was tons more and that I actually should tread very
carefully around her. I mean, for my own sake.”


“Oh, God. You’re really attracted to her, aren’t you?” Corinne
stopped chewing, and Aislin heard her swallow. “Yeah. I’d say you have to be
cautious. She’s—”


“Out of my league. I know.” 


“Stop it. That’s not what I was going to say.” Corinne’s voice
became sharper. “Susanna Durr is not in your
league, if you want to talk in those terms. She’s among the movers and shakers
who are ready to climb over dead bodies and what have you. You, my friend, are
all heart. Don’t think I don’t know that. She wouldn’t know what to do with
you.”


“Could also be because she’s been married a few times, to men.
Wealthy men with pedigrees. So, for all I know, she’s entirely straight.” This
wasn’t the whole truth.


“Oh, you stalker! You googled her. Way to go.” Corinne snorted.
“The way you two danced suggests she’s not unreceptive to your charms, Aislin.
Then again, what do I know?” A sound that suggested Corinne was emptying a
beverage with a straw came over the cell phone. 


“The feeling when we danced made me think she could be into
women, at least to a degree, but that only makes me think it’s smarter to keep
my distance. Emotionally.”


“What does that even mean? Keep your distance emotionally? That
you’d fuck her unemotionally, if given the opportunity?” Corinne sounded
doubtful.


Horrified at the mere idea, Aislin took a large gulp of her tea
and burned her tongue. Cursing, she put the mug down and touched the tip of her
tongue with her index finger. “Ow.”


“What are you doing?”


“Tea too hot.” Aislin sighed. “And no. I wouldn’t fuck her
unemotionally. That’s not my style. Not even back in the day when I was young
and stupid.”


“I know that. I’m just messing with you.” Her tone regretful,
Corinne continued. “So, to sum it up, hot ice queen showed herself to have a
human, breathing soul under her cool exterior, making you want her more, but
also be more guarded. Am I right?”


“You are.”


“And the kid? What’s her name again…Cindy?”


“Cynthia. Goes by Cynt. She’s actually a very cool and sweet girl
who’s going through something that’s hurting her. They don’t talk much, I
gather. They’re both coming to EQ High on Thursday. Susanna is still firmly set
on Cynt attending Drew, which is a great school, but Cynt is just as stubborn
about transferring. Either way, I have parental permission to talk with, I
guess counsel Cynt in an informal way.”


“So, no extra pay?” Corinne asked slowly.


“What? Pay? No. No, of course not. That wouldn’t feel right. Cynt
needs something in between a grownup friend and a counselor. And since I
injected myself into their lives by allowing Cynt to approach me, I can’t very
well show up on their doorstep demanding to be paid.”


“Ah. When you put it like that. I see.” Corinne was quiet for a
few moments. “Just be careful, okay? It sounds like you can get sucked in
because you like the kid and you sort of like the mom.”


“Yeah. I’ll be careful.” Aislin looked out the window at the
setting sun. 


“Promise? I would hate to see you get hurt again.”


Aislin reached for the nearest velvet pillow and hugged it to her
chest. Her ribs and muscles ached and felt rigid as she tried to draw another
breath. “I promise.” It was all she could manage to say, and she knew that the
two words that came out more like a croak than anything else told Corinne
everything she needed to know.


“Oh, Aislin.” All the teasing and humor gone, Corinne’s voice
sounded nearer, and Aislin pictured her friend pressing the cell closer to her
ear. “Keep me posted, okay?”


Nodding, Aislin realized Corinne couldn’t see her response. “Yup.
Will do.”


They spoke about mundane things for a few minutes, which loosened
Aislin’s chest and made it possible to draw breath again. She was blessed to
have a friend like Corinne, but when they disconnected the call, it was only
Susanna Durr’s transparent hazel eyes that had etched themselves to Aislin’s
retinas. 


Crap.


Chapter Ten


East Quay High School was a surprise. Susanna had expected
it to be a decent enough looking school—she had no reason to expect anything
else—but it was obvious that it had been renovated in the last few years. That,
or the students were proud enough of their school not to wreck it. Taking in
the corridors leading to the faculty wing, she did spot some graffiti, but it
wasn’t too bad. The metal lockers were the standard gray that most schools
seemed to use. At Drew, all the lockers were full length and made of wood. 


Class must have been in session everywhere, as they met only a
few students and one adult when they made their way toward the offices. The
guard at the reception where they had to sign in had ushered them through the
metal detector and pointed in the right direction. They had not set the
equipment off, which, considering Cynthia’s enormous earrings, was a blessing.


“The walls are so bright,” Cynthia said and turned the other
corner. “Oh, wow. Look at that, Mom.” 


Susanna looked at the right side of the new, shorter corridor. A
mural depicted the ocean or, rather, what exists under the surface in the
ocean. Cartoon-like fish, shells, seahorses, algae, rocks, and in the center,
some pirate’s treasure, were brightly lit by three spotlights. It was actually
quite impressive. The artist, or artists, was talented and had made good use of
the entire corridor wall.


They neared the double doors leading into faculty offices, and
Susanna found she was slowing down. Cynthia was already by the door and had
opened it. “Mom? We’ll be late.”


Checking her watch, this one a white Omega, Susanna shook her
head. “We’re fine. Five minutes to go.”


“Yeah, but still.” Cynthia passed through the door, and Susanna
pressed through as her daughter let go. “Sorry, Mom.” Cynthia made a face of
contrition and adjusted her pace to Susanna’s. “I’m just so excited. I’ve read
up on the school a lot.”


Susanna had skimmed through the binder her assistant had put
together, but Lovisa had been the one looking into everything in detail. “What
makes you think this would be more beneficial for you?” She really wanted to
know.


“Not beneficial, exactly,” Cynthia said slowly. “More like a
better environment for me to…thrive. Academically as well as socially.” She
shot her mother a glance that spoke of hope but also trepidation.


“That’s a mature way of looking at it.” Susanna didn’t want
Cynthia to think she wasn’t listening, because she really was. Soon they’d be
in Aislin’s office, and she knew that she, more than Cynthia, would be
scrutinized. 


The main desk was just inside the door, and a young
African-American man greeted them with a warm smile. “Ms. Durr!” He extended a
hand over the counter. “My name’s Trevor. And you must be Cynt.” He shook
Cynthia’s hand in the same polite manner. “Welcome to East Quay High. Ms.
Kennedy’s office is the last on the right. You can go on in.” 


“Nice to meet you,” Susanna said and couldn’t help but compare
his greeting to the more rigid formalities at Drew. “Thank you.”


“Thank you,” Cynthia echoed. When they were halfway down the
corridor past the desk, she whispered, “He seemed nice. Trevor.”


“He did.”


“Mrs. Stoltz at Drew rarely smiles.” Cynthia paused. “Actually, I
think she’s sad. Or shy.”


Cynthia’s words broke Susanna out of her reverie. She vaguely
remembered the face of the receptionist at Drew. A faint image of a gray-haired
woman in a charcoal skirt and white blouse flickered through her mind before it
dissolved into nothing. No, she couldn’t remember Mrs. Stoltz.


As they approached the last office to the right, Aislin stepped
out through the doorway, smiling just as warmly as Trevor had, but her smile
sent Susanna’s heart racing. Dressed in navy slacks and a flowy white shirt
over a white silk shell, her eyes beaming toward Cynthia before they locked on
to Susanna, Aislin too shook both their hands before she motioned for them to
join her in the office. “I thought we’d go through any initial questions, and
you can also tell me what in particular you’re interested in seeing on the
tour.”


“Everything!” Cynthia practically bounced into Aislin’s office
and took one of the visitors’ chairs. “The cafeteria, arts, science, library,
media room, and—and—”


“So pretty much all of it.” Aislin chuckled, a contagious sound
that made the small hairs on Susanna’s exposed arm rise. 


“Not so interested in the gym. Gym class is not my favorite.”
Cynthia shrugged, but an obvious shadow traveled across her face.


“All right,” Aislin said easily, but the small worry-frown
between her eyebrows didn’t escape Susanna.


“I would rather talk about the academics.” Susanna held up her
hand, palm toward her daughter. “Hold on. I’m still nowhere convinced that
transferring is in your best interest.” 


“I know.” Cynthia deflated a little, and Susanna could feel
Aislin’s eyes on her. 


“Just ask away, and I’ll do my best to answer.” Aislin pulled out
a note pad and a pen. 


“The school looks renovated.” Susanna glanced around Aislin’s
office. Her desk was mayhem, but, with her trained eyes, she could still see
some method to all the stacks of folders. Still, it also indicated that the
school might not have enough computers.


“I see what you’re looking at,” Aislin said and smiled broadly
enough for dimples to appear, something Susanna could swear she hadn’t seen on
Aislin’s face before. “I do have digital copies of all this, but too much
screen time is hard on my eyes. I also find it much easier to make notes in the
margin, low-tech style. I assure you, we’re fully equipped when it comes to
computers.”


“Sounds reassuring.” Susanna didn’t offer anything else, but
waited for Aislin to continue.


“As for the school looking renovated, it happened two years ago,
when the municipal area received a grant from the Belmont Foundation, earmarked
for that exact purpose. We have a very dedicated faculty, and they were doing
all sorts of fund-raising, parents and kids too, to spruce up the school. It
was built in the 1970s and had only been patched up every so often. With the
help of the foundation, we had it all done while the kids and teachers were on
their summer break. The kids voted on the colors.”


“Who did the mural? The one of the ocean.” Cynthia was literally
at the edge of her seat, and Susanna regarded her daughter with astonishment.
When had she last seen her child this excited? It hurt that it was so long ago
she couldn’t remember.


“Actually, a professional artist, Hayden Rowe, did that mural.
Manon Belmont, the president of the foundation, is a personal friend of Hayden
and her family. Not sure how Ms. Belmont pulled it off, but while the
renovation was going on, Hayden spent six weeks painting, together with some of
the art students. The foundation even made a documentary of the process. You
can find it on the school’s website.”


Susanna’s flagship magazine, Glow,
had run a piece about Hayden Rowe. The woman didn’t give interviews, but there
had been enough sources to add interesting captions to the photos of her
artwork. Susanna found it odd that a person would willingly share photos but
not give an interview, but she had conceded defeat when not even a call to
Hayden’s agent from her personally had made an impact.


“Did you get to meet her?” Cynthia asked. “She was in one of
Mom’s magazines. Well, not her, but some of her paintings.”


“I did. She’s a very private person, though.” Aislin smiled, but
it was obvious she didn’t intend to elaborate further. Aislin apparently wasn’t
the type to gossip or name-drop. Susanna relaxed marginally. 


They continued talking about the school, also after-school
activities, and Susanna asked in detail about how many students graduated and
went to college. The numbers turned out to be comfortably above the national
average, which made Cynthia look at Susanna with increased hope in her eyes.


“Drew’s numbers are better,” Susanna said slowly, hating to watch
the sparkle in Cynthia’s eyes fade again. 


“There are pros and cons with both types of schools,” Aislin said
calmly. “It all depends what best fits the student in question. Some thrive in
the private prep schools, and most of those schools can also pick and choose
what kind of student body they want to have, which can be beneficial in some
circumstances. When it comes to public schools, we can’t do that, which makes
it a priority to learn to work together, no matter which walk of life you come
from. Many people argue that public schools expose our students to a diverse
group of people. I’m not saying that privately run schools don’t care about
diversity. Some are part of programs that bus kids from low-income areas. Here
at EQH, we have students and faculty from a multitude of cultures and different
socioeconomic backgrounds.”


“I see.” Susanna regarded Aislin thoughtfully. The autumn sun hit
her from the right, igniting her red curls and making her eyes glitter. Aislin
was proud of this school, and there was no reason she shouldn’t be. It seemed
like an ambitious and nice place to work and study. Still, Susanna couldn’t
help but wonder if her own bewilderment regarding this woman wouldn’t tip the
scale in the school’s favor if she didn’t harness herself. “Why don’t we look
around, then?” Susanna stood, unable to scrutinize Aislin any longer.


“Yes!” Cynthia jumped up and literally bounced out through the
door. 


Aislin rounded her desk and motioned for Susanna to join Cynthia.
“Someone’s curious.” Then she motioned for Susanna and Cynthia to follow her. 


This arrangement turned out to be a great distraction. Susanna
wanted to moan out loud as she watched the lithe way Aislin’s narrow hips
swayed before them. The loose white shirt billowed with each step, and its
transparency left little to the imagination. For heaven’s sake, Aislin was
appropriately dressed. She was completely covered. And yet…there she went,
giving Trevor a wave and a bright smile, which he returned, of course, and her
innate grace made Susanna’s mouth go dry. What the hell was going on? She
honestly didn’t recognize her reactions. 


After taking them down some corridors that were all decorated
with different art pieces, Aislin stopped. “I thought we’d start here. This is
the art studio, and, as you can tell, it’s located in the south wing. This was
deliberately thought out, as it gives the students natural light from the west,
south, and east. During the dark winter months, lighting fixtures are
available.” Aislin knocked on the door and poked her head in. “Clarence? Is now
a good time?”


“Absolutely,” a deep voice said from behind the door.


Aislin opened it fully, and they stepped inside a
classroom-turned-studio that impressed even Susanna. Cynthia’s eyes were wide,
and the fact that she blushed only added to her charm. Five students stood at
several easels, and three others were working on something with fabric over at
a large table. They had all stopped what they were doing, and one of them, a
young boy, grinned at Cynthia and waved her over. “Hey, come over and check
this out. I can tell from your awesome hair that you’re the right one to ask
about color choices.” He winked at Cynthia, who flushed even deeper, but walked
over to the boy and gazed down at their work. 


“A quilt,” she said quietly, shooting the trio a look. “But the
coolest one I’ve ever seen.”


“Isn’t it?” The boy high-fived the girl on his other side. “I’m
Carlo, and this is Marie and Emily.” Carlo pointed at the pieces of fabric
sitting next to what was already sewn together. “So, what do you think? Stay
with a more monochrome frame, or…?”


Curious, Susanna took two steps closer to see better but didn’t
say anything. It was a quilt, yes, but not like any of the usual, classic
patterns. The pieces weren’t meticulously measured, and it depicted a space
motif, graffiti style. It took Susanna’s trained eye only seconds to see that
there was indeed talent in this room.


“This is Mr. Clarence Bryant.” Aislin broke into Susanna’s
thoughts, and she quickly changed her focus and greeted the teacher. He
appeared to be in his sixties, and he shook her hand warmly. 


“Ms. Durr. So very lovely to meet you. I hope you’ll consider
this fine school for your daughter. Seems she makes friends quite easily.” He
nodded toward the four teenagers at the table. Susanna turned her head and saw
they were all moving pieces of fabric around, Cynthia already engaged in the
discussion.


“Well. Yes. Look at that.” Her throat constricted so hard that
she could only get one-syllable words out, Susanna looked helplessly at Aislin.



“Why don’t you show us what your other students are doing, if
they’re willing to let us hover for a moment, Clarence?” Aislin asked easily.


“I’m sure they’d be pleased to show off their work.” Clarence
waved at them to join him, and Susanna had time to regain her footing as she
viewed the students’ artwork. She wasn’t sure what was the right thing to do,
but as she was quite impressed with their efforts, she gave each of them a word
or two of praise. The broad smile on Aislin’s face signaled that it had been
the appropriate choice.


After ten minutes, Cynthia returned to Susanna and Aislin, her
eyes shining in a completely new way. Susanna groaned inwardly. It was going to
break Cynthia’s heart if she decided to keep her at Drew.


“Let’s go check out the computer lab and the science wing. We
also have the recreational area on our list.” Aislin held open the door. 


After saying good-bye to Clarence and his students, Susanna
walked out behind Cynthia, and as she passed Aislin, the scent of her perfume,
or perhaps skin lotion, a mix of clean cotton and berries, filled all of
Susanna’s senses. It was as if she suddenly had developed some magnifying
vision. The pulse throbbing under the skin on Aislin’s neck was easy to spot.
The faint blush on the top of her cheekbones that deepened the golden-auburn
freckles was easily distinguishable. The gold specks in the crisp blue eyes
were clear enough to count. Susanna wanted to keep a greater distance, but as
Aislin was right there in the doorframe, she had to angle her shoulder and pass
her closely enough for their chests to almost touch. She saw Aislin swallow
hard as her larynx shifted. The red curls moved, and Susanna had the impression
that they wanted to extend, wrap around her fingers, and pull her closer.


Almost certain she gave an audible whimper, Susanna swept by
Aislin and joined Cynthia in the corridor. “All right. Science lab?” Susanna
asked, mortified at how out of breath she sounded.


Aislin’s smile was not brilliant and blinding this time, but
instead a slow, knowing, and slightly lopsided type that made Susanna tighten
her abdomen and straighten her back. 


Aislin walked backward a few steps, her gaze fastened on Susanna.
She hooked her finger directly at her while addressing both mother and
daughter. “Follow me.”


Chapter Eleven


Susanna knew there was no turning back. After walking with
Aislin through the different wings of the school, she could see Cynthia’s eyes
shine in a way they hadn’t in a long time. As it turned out, they ran into her
driver’s foster child, Lisa, who was organizing a table where the students
planned to sell items for charity later in the week. Paintings and different
crafts were displayed on the table and the wall behind it.


“Cynt! Hey!” Lisa rounded the table and seemed about to hug
Cynthia when she met Susanna’s gaze. “Oh, hello, Mrs. Durr.” The girl settled
for placing a hand in the small of Cynthia’s back. Cynthia smiled shyly but
didn’t say anything. Lisa looked a bit wary of Susanna’s presence. Perhaps Cynthia
was too.


“Hello, Lisa. This is quite the display.” Susanna leaned over the
table. “Ah, I see. A silent auction?”


“Yes. The Glee Club needs more instruments. This is one way to
raise money.” Lisa hooked her arm around Cynthia’s. “How come you’re here?” She
looked back and forth between mother and daughter.


Cynthia whipped her head around. The way she stared at Susanna
couldn’t be interpreted as anything but challenging. Her green eyes had an
almost fluorescent yellow ring around the pupil, making her glance feel like a
laser.


“We’re touring your school to see what a potential transfer might
look like for Cynthia.” Susanna spoke to Lisa, but her focus was on her
daughter, whose eyes teared up. 


“Oh, that’d be awesome, Cynt. You’d fit right in here, I promise.
Our principal, Mrs. Molina, has zero tolerance for bully—” Lisa stopped talking
and seemed panicky for a few moments. “I mean, she’s really cool and fair.”


Susanna went into battle mode. Why had Lisa mentioned bullying,
or bullies, specifically? And why did Cynthia look like she was about to bolt? 


“A great endorsement, Lisa,” Aislin said, her calm, clear voice
dispelling some of the tension. She continued showing Susanna and Cynt around
the cafeteria, which was separated from the dining room. Here, the students
could buy salads and beverages focused more on juices and smoothies than
carbonated ones. 


“The prices are beyond reasonable,” Aislin said, “as this is
another feature the Belmont Foundation sponsors to encourage the students to
opt for healthier snacks.”


Politely, Susanna glanced at the price list that hung above the
counter. It wasn’t just inexpensive. It was very cheap. “You’re giving it
away.” Susanna didn’t mean to sound critical, but she could tell from the way
Aislin pressed her lips together for a second that she did.


“Even these prices are too much for some students. It’s all about
perspective.” Aislin managed to sound non-didactic yet pointed. 


Susanna groaned inwardly. She had barely any idea what different
income brackets were represented here, but if some kids could barely afford a
smoothie in this cafeteria, was this really the place for her daughter? Then
she returned her attention to Cynthia, who had moved away a few steps with Lisa
and was now patting the latter on her shoulder and smiling faintly. 


“You sure?” Lisa grimaced. “I’m an idiot.”


“I’m sure. She doesn’t pay much attention anyway. Just forget
about it.”


“All right.” Lisa sighed. “I’ll try to engage my brain before I
gush next time.”


Cynthia laughed. The sound made several of the young people in
the cafeteria turn their heads, and Susanna could tell why. Her daughter didn’t
laugh like that very often, and now that she did, Susanna felt the melodious
sound all the way to her core. Obviously, so did the others around them. When
Cynthia noticed that she had attracted attention, she stepped out of sight,
just behind a partition wall, her eyes darkening.


“That was the last stop on our tour,” Aislin said evenly. “We’ll
let you get on with your work here, Lisa. Thank you for being so welcoming.”


“Of course. Cynt and I are friends.” She shot Susanna a
challenging glare. “My dad’s Ms. Durr’s driver.”


“Yes, he told me.” Aislin motioned toward the corridor, where an
exit sign proved they had indeed walked through the entire school, except for
the gymnasium.


“Thank you for accommodating us,” Susanna said as they made their
way through a crowd of students that looked a few years older than Cynthia.
“Cynthia and I have a lot to discuss, but I can say that what the staff and
students have accomplished here impresses me.” It wasn’t a lie. Susanna had
expected the school to be run-down and full of graffiti, like some schools
she’d seen on TV, but this one seemed…happy. That wasn’t the word she’d been
aiming for, but it was astute. Apart from the ambitious academic curriculum,
this campus provided activities that Susanna knew a lot of the people that
worked for her would have called well-rounded.


“That’s nice to hear,” Aislin said. “I suppose you’ll get back to
us if you plan to let Cynt transfer here.” She guided them to the side of the
busy foyer.


“I will.” Susanna hoisted the strap of her purse higher on her
shoulder.


“If you decide to give our school a chance, transferring after
the Christmas break would be ideal.” Aislin tugged gently at a blue tress of
Cynthia’s hair. “In the meantime, you and I will keep in touch, no matter
what.”


“Yeah. When’s the best time to call you?” Cynt stepped into
Susanna to avoid two young boys who were tossing a baseball between them and
came inches from crashing into her. Susanna staggered on her high heels,
experiencing such deja vu, it was ridiculous.


“Hey, guys. Take that outside or put the ball away,” Aislin said,
grabbing Susanna’s arms and steadying her. “We have got to stop meeting like
this,” she whispered, her lips almost touching Susanna’s.


“Oh, for heaven’s sake.” Susanna straightened and glowered at the
boys, who were running for the door. 


“Sorry, Mom,” Cynt said, and to Susanna’s surprise, her eyes
glittered with amusement. “God. I don’t think I know anyone that can glare
quite the way you do. Possibly Grandma.”


Susanna refused to bring up the topic of her eccentric and
exasperating mother. “Well.”


“To answer your question, Cynthia, you can call me between five
and eight thirty p.m. If I can answer, I will, and if I can’t, I’ll text you
back. Sound okay?” Aislin placed a hand loosely around Cynthia’s shoulders,
shaking her gently.


“Yeah. Thanks.”


“All right then. Thank you for visiting, both of you.” Aislin
seemed to hesitate for a beat but then extended her hand to Susanna. “Until
later. Take care.”


“Yes, thank you. You as well.” A believer in firm handshakes,
Susanna squeezed Aislin’s hand and was completely unprepared for how Aislin’s
reciprocation would feel. Virtual flashes singed the nerve endings all through
her arm and made the small hairs on the back of her neck stand up. Shuddering,
Susanna wondered if Aislin felt it too, or if she could tell what effect she
had on her. Pulling her hand free, trying to not be too fast and obvious,
Susanna placed the trembling hand at the small of Cynthia’s back and started to
usher her toward the doors. “Bye.” 


After a few moments, she gave in and turned her head to see if
Aislin was still there, nearly losing her breath when she was. Much like how an
arctic ship, an icebreaker, divides the ice with its reinforced bow, Aislin’s
still form parted the throng of students hurrying to their next class, while
cradling the hand Susanna had just shaken against her chest.


✥  ✥  ✥


Aislin put her work clothes away and slipped into a pair of
snowflake-patterned pajama pants and a long-sleeve T-shirt with a floral
pattern in psychedelic colors and headed for the kitchen. Going for her
favorite chai tea, she changed her mind and pulled out her espresso machine
from where it sat under the sink. Chai wouldn’t cut it. Not today. She needed
something to sharpen her senses. 


As the machine pressed the hot water through the densely packed
espresso beans, Aislin thought back on her workday. But as much as she tried to
avoid the obvious, Susanna and Cynt’s faces showed up for her inner eyes.
Susanna had looked elegant and professional in her trouser suit. Cynt, on the
other hand, dressed in her Drew school uniform, had appeared to be wearing a
costume. With her multicolored hair, she seemed to be suffocated while trying
to fit in. Aislin shook her head. No. Cynt was beyond trying to fit in. The
girl seemed as if she’d reached a breaking point where she was ready to battle
Drew, her mother, and, Aislin guessed, whoever, or whatever, was making her
miserable.


Cynt’s reception at EQH had been fantastic. Aislin knew most of
the kids personally, after working at the school for more than three years. She
wondered how the conversation had gone at the Durr house this evening. After
being welcomed in such a heartwarming way, Cynt had probably taken her
persuasion campaign up a notch. Susanna had seemed surprised and maybe even a
little impressed, but the woman had some rigid notions about what was best for
her kid. Was she trying to prepare Cynt for taking over her business one day,
or at least working together? Perhaps that might be possible, if Cynt could be
employed in one of the branches where she could utilize her creativity and
bohemian outlook, but as a damn accountant or CEO? 


Aislin shrugged. Perhaps she was reading too much into what was
going on and falling into the trap of thinking she knew Cynt better than she
did. Susanna was her mother and should know her daughter better. Still,
Aislin’s work had showed her on countless occasions that parents could be
oblivious and kids could be reluctant to communicate, and when that happened
simultaneously, the student hopefully came to her.


The topic of Susanna Durr…or, rather, Aislin’s response to being
in her presence, not to mention in the headlights of Susanna’s hazel eyes, was
something entirely different. Some magnetism was occurring and had been from
last Friday. It had been a week after they’d danced together, and Aislin could
have happily spent her entire upcoming weekend studying every inch of Susanna.
The dark-chocolate hair with that thick, white lock swept back from her
forehead…it made her look royal. Feeling ridiculous, Aislin rubbed her cheeks
that had begun to warm far too easily when Susanna was concerned. 


Damn it. If their attraction had been only one-sided, this
“getting-stuck-in-each-other’s-eyes” thing, Aislin could have chalked it up to
her thinking of Susanna as eye-candy and just moved on. But now that Susanna
kept blushing and her breathing sounding far too labored around Aislin, it was
impossible to stop thinking about her. Considering she would be a sounding
board to Cynt muddied the waters too. Susanna seemed to think she was able to
just ignore and deny, but that wouldn’t work for Aislin. She knew herself well
enough to recognize the signs. She was well aware that her cutesy persona, when
not at work, made people who didn’t know her think she was rather shallow. So
maybe that was why Susanna was so “so-what” about the chemistry between them.
She was just waiting for the ditzy redhead to calm down.


Pushing the thoughts of Susanna out of her mind, for now, with
great effort, Aislin began to browse through her personal email account on her
phone. After she deleted at least ten spam emails, she saw someone had asked to
friend her on Facebook. She rarely added new friends, and she was open at work
about not using social media that way. She kept an eye on the different
platforms to understand where her students might be hanging and potentially run
into bullies, but personally, she wasn’t that interested. Aislin wasn’t sure
why she clicked on the link, but when she did and saw the photo and the name, a
fairly common name, which was why her brain hadn’t figured it out immediately,
she just stared.


 


Tina Jensen
has sent you a friend’s request. Approve. Ignore.


 


Aislin swallowed and couldn’t take her eyes off the beautiful,
angular face under deliberately windswept and messy blond hair. Slightly pouty
lips, bright-blue eyes, and that “come hither” look written all over her
face…it was all like a sucker punch, and Aislin gasped for air.


The espresso machine began gurgling and tore her from the feeling
of utter humiliation that transported her three years into the past. Right
where she’d sworn she wouldn’t go. No way was she going to plummet back into
that sinkhole. People recuperated from heartbreak all the time, and so would
she, even with the bonus of public humiliation. What she would not do was add the
woman behind the request to her list of friends. Instead she was going to
finish making her latte. Before she turned back to her espresso machine, she
glowered at the perfect photo of the woman who had come close to destroying her
career and breaking her heart. Raising her free hand, she shoved her index
finger against the screen. Ignore.


Chapter Twelve


Susanna opened the door to her house and stepped inside. She
had been in New York City for business, and after spending two weeks in a
luxurious condo on the Upper East Side, she was beyond ready to be home.
Facetiming with Cynthia had been all right the first few evenings, but after
that, she had missed her daughter so much, it was starting to get on her
nerves. She had been on extended business trips before and also missed Cynthia
on those occasions, but now it was different.


Deliberately, and quite unsuccessfully, she had tried to not
think about Aislin. Cynthia had brought her up in every other sentence while
they talked. Aislin said, Aislin thought, Aislin suggested. Torn between fury
and exasperation, and yes, frustration, Susanna had tried to tune out those
references, but as it turned out, Aislin was full of good suggestions, like
insisting that Cynthia be careful about her attendance record at Drew. Susanna
knew Cynthia was disappointed that her mother was taking “too long” to decide
about the potential transfer. Hearing from Aislin that she had to keep up the
good work in the meantime, no matter how long Susanna took to decide, had to
sting. Well, Susanna had made up her mind now, which proved that getting
uninterrupted time to ponder had some merit, even if she had been terribly
lonely while doing so.


The sound of voices made Susanna smile as she imagined that
Cynthia and Lovisa might be in there baking, or cooking, and even if it was
past dinnertime, she might find some leftovers. Stepping out of her ankle
boots, she padded toward the kitchen, and only when she was just outside the
door did she realize she heard three different voices, not two. How fun that
Cynthia had a friend over. This didn’t happen too often. Come to think of it,
it hadn’t happened for the last month. The only other person her own age
Cynthia spent time with was Lisa, her driver’s daughter, when she came with her
father to work.


Walking into the kitchen, Susanna stopped abruptly. Around the
kitchen island, Cynthia and Lovisa were laughing and pointing at Aislin, who
sat with her back toward her. 


“You are too a cheater.” Cynthia giggled and poked Aislin’s
shoulder. “I swear if we turn you upside down, you’ll have half a deck of cards
up your sleeves.”


“But how can that possibly be true?” Aislin said, raising her
shoulders and holding out her arms. She was wearing a tight-fitting blue,
long-sleeved T-shirt. She was right. No way could she hide anything there, as
the T-shirt left nothing to the imagination.


“Okay, so you’re sitting on them,” Lovisa said, frowning. “Nobody
can be that lucky in cards. It’s unnatural.”


Aislin chuckled. “Lucky in cards, unlucky in love. You know how
it goes.”


“No. Evidently I don’t.” Lovisa sighed and studied her cards. “I
must be really lucky in love, from how this looks.”


“Me too.” Cynthia turned to pick up a glass of orange juice and
stared at Susanna.


“Mom!” She jumped up. “I thought you were coming home tomorrow.”
She hurried over to her. “Everything okay?” She looked up into Susanna’s eyes.
“You look tired.”


Oh, great. Nothing was as flattering as that particular comment.
Except for when it came from her daughter, who appeared genuinely worried.


Susanna held Cynthia’s chin between her index finger and thumb.
“I’m fine. And tired, yes. I wrapped things up today because I missed you.” She
realized she was still holding onto her briefcase and placed it on the counter
to her left. “And I see you have a guest. Hello, Aislin.”


“Nice to see you again,” Aislin said, giving her a smile that
made Susanna forget about being tired for a few precious moments. “I’ll go,
since you’ll want to catch up with your mom, Cynt.” She stood, but Susanna
waved her hand dismissively.


“No. Please stay a little longer, if you have time.” Susanna
kissed Cynthia’s forehead and then went over to the last unoccupied barstool
and sat down next to Aislin.


“May I heat some of the lasagna we had for dinner, Susanna?” It
was Lovisa’s turn to stand. 


“Please. That’d be fantastic.” Rubbing the back of her neck,
Susanna scanned the surface between them. “A card game, I see? What are you
playing?”


“Poker.” Aislin sat down again. “And don’t worry. We’re playing
for toothpicks.” She motioned toward her neat stack. “As you can tell, I’d make
a killing in Vegas.”


“I see, yes. And what about you, Cynthia? Are you defending the
family honor?” Susanna raised an eyebrow at her daughter.


“I tried, and it went well in the beginning. Honestly, if Aislin
isn’t cheating, she has at the very least hustled us.” Cynthia stuck her tongue
out at Aislin, who reciprocated the grimace, which nearly gave Susanna a heart
attack.


“And you, Lovisa. You’ve been known to play cards, so I
understand?” Susanna watched as Lovisa put a plate of food in the microwave. 


“I have. And I would second Cynthia’s theory of cheating if I
wasn’t certain Aislin never would.” She shot Aislin a look. “Right?”


“Right!” Holding up both hands in surrender, Aislin chuckled. “I
don’t cheat, and I don’t lie. I have been known to use subterfuge though.”


“Subterfuge,” Susanna said thoughtfully and rested her chin in
her hand. “That could be interpreted as hustling.”


“Mom! You’re right!” Cynthia’s eyes sparkled as she regarded
Susanna with newfound joy. Maybe she didn’t have too much of a reason to think
her mother had any sense of humor whatsoever.


“I’m very often right.” Susanna winked at her daughter. “And
speaking of being right, I’ve made a decision about your desire to change
schools.” She placed both hands, palms down, on the marble before her. 


“Oh, God.” Cynthia’s smile died. “But we haven’t really had a
chance to talk. I mean, face to face. I’ve even made a present-t-tation with
all the pros and cons.” Her chin trembled as she looked at Aislin. “Like we
talked about. Right?”


“We did,” Aislin said quietly.


“I need to show it to you, Mom. Just w-wait. I really gave it a
lot of thought.” Cynthia got up, but Susanna reached out and stopped her.


“Now, you wait, sweetheart.” Susanna’s heart ached because of the
panic on Cynthia’s face. “I’ve made up my mind. You are a very good advocate
for your own cause. You’re starting East Quay High after Christmas.”


Cynthia’s eyes had never seemed larger. She stared at Susanna for
a few trembling seconds. “Mom?”


“Yes. I do insist that you finish this semester at Drew, unless
you have a compelling reason not to.” Susanna pulled her hand back, only to
have Cynthia nearly knock her off the barstool when she lunged at her and
wrapped her arms around her neck.


“Mom! Oh, thank you. Thank you, thank you, thank you.” Hugging
Susanna tight, Cynthia began to cry.


“Sweetheart?” Susanna found Aislin’s gaze over Cynthia’s
shoulder. “You’ll do fine, better than fine, at East Quay.”


“I—I know. I just…I was so sure you’d say no. I’m sorry.” Cynthia
clung to her for a few moments longer, but then she pulled back and reached for
a paper towel. Wiping at her tears, black from her mascara, she hiccupped. 


“Between your own strong conviction, touring the school, and
watching you interact with the other students, my decision wasn’t hard, in the
end.” Susanna gripped the edge of the island countertop. She really should have
eaten earlier. 


“Any time of arrival on that lasagna, Lovisa?” Aislin asked.


Susanna felt a hand on her left knee and snapped her head around
to face Aislin.


“Half a minute.” Lovisa pointed at the timer.


“Good. I think Susanna needs something to eat.” Aislin poured a
glass of orange juice. “Start with this. You look a bit pale.”


“Oh, Mom. You do.” Cynthia pushed the glass close to Susanna, who
dutifully drank from it. “I have to call Lisa. That okay?” Bouncing where she
stood, Cynthia already had her cell phone in her hand.


“Absolutely.” Susanna was starting to fear she might pass out.
She drank more juice, and then the plate with homemade lasagna sat before her.
She didn’t look at the other two women, just started eating. “So good,” she
murmured and closed her eyes briefly.


“I’ll take care of the kitchen later,” Lovisa said in a low
voice, apparently talking to Aislin. “I imagine you have things to discuss
regarding Cynt.”


Susanna looked up half a plate of lasagna later and found herself
alone in the kitchen with Aislin. Sitting calmly, hands folded in front of her,
she had gathered the cards and put the deck back in its box. The toothpicks
were gone.


“Feeling better?” Aislin was half turned toward Susanna, but her
gaze wasn’t intrusive, or even inquisitive, despite the question.


“I am. Thank you.” Susanna pushed the plate away and drank some
more orange juice. “Mind if we move into the living room? I’ve sat in meetings
enough to never want to sit on a hard chair again in my life.”


Snorting, Aislin nodded. “I hear you. Yes, let’s do that, but
only for a little while. You and Cynt will have lots to discuss once she’s
stopped squealing over the phone to Lisa. And, lasagna or not, you must be
exhausted.”


“Looking that amazing, huh?” Susanna grimaced, both from moving
her stiff limbs off the stool and knowing that Aislin was right. She was bone
tired.


“You look stunning, but still…” Aislin walked next to her as they
made their way to the living room. Grateful, Susanna pushed off her suit jacket
and tossed it over a chair before taking a seat on one of the plush armchairs.
She pulled her legs up under her and tipped her head back for a second. When
she returned her gaze to Aislin, who had sat down on the nearest end of the
couch, she flinched. Aislin was regarding her with such intensity it could
almost be called hunger.


“Aislin?” Susanna murmured and placed a hand against her throat.
If she didn’t know any better, she would have thought her heart had changed
location and lodged in there. 


“Damn it, Susanna. Wow.” Pushing her fingers through her curls,
Aislin groaned. “Am I really the only one who feels this?”


Pulling her knees up farther, Susanna thought fast. How was she
going to respond? Lying wasn’t her thing, unless you counted lying to yourself.
That was something she had perfected over the years, according to her former
husbands. “Depends what you mean by ‘this.’” Susanna was well aware that she
was stalling.


Aislin stood, which made Susanna lose her breath. She knelt next
to the armchair and took Susanna’s hand in hers. Gently turning it over, she
exposed the inside of Susanna’s wrist. Very gently, Aislin pressed her lips
just above the crease. “This. I mean this.” She studied Susanna, her gaze
cautious but unwavering.


“Oh, my God.” Susanna’s heart thudded so hard, it had to be
visible through her shirt. She couldn’t avert her gaze from those bright-blue
eyes that seemed to pierce hers again. Was this woman a mind reader? No. A
sorceress. Susanna knew she could easily pull her hand free at any moment, as
it only rested against Aislin’s. Instead, she turned it and gripped Aislin’s
hand in hers. “No.” 


Aislin blinked. “No?” She moved as if to get up, but Susanna
pulled her back down.


“No. You’re not the only one who feels this.” 


Her lips forming a perfect “o,” Aislin leaned closer. “I’m glad
you told me. I don’t expect anything from…this.” She flicked the fingers of her
free hand between them. “I just needed to know that I wasn’t imagining things.
Doesn’t mean I’m going to, well, hold you to it.”


What was that supposed to mean? “I see.” Susanna really didn’t,
but that was perhaps because all she could think about was how Aislin’s lips
had felt against her wrist.


“I’m glad one of us does.” Aislin grew quiet. Tilting her head,
she kept looking at Susanna, who in turn tried to figure out what exactly she
might be searching for. “You’re tired. I’d love to hear your thoughts about
deciding to let Cynt transfer, but this evening isn’t the right time.” She
hesitated and then seemed to realize their hands were still joined. Carefully
placing Susanna’s back on the armrest, Aislin stood. “Part of me thinks I
should apologize.”


Really? “And the other part?” Susanna asked, her voice just above
a whisper.


“Oh, I’m not sure you’re ready to hear that, or that you’d ever
be, Susanna.” Her radiant smile in place, Aislin pushed her hands into the back
pockets of her jeans. 


“You make me sound like some damn hothouse flower.” Susanna
straightened in her chair but didn’t get up. It was true. She was way too
tired, but also reluctant to say good night.


“But you are. To me, you’re like an exotic flower that needs
special tending to. Like an orchid,” Aislin said, rocking back and forth on her
feet.


“If I’m an orchid, what are you?” In fact, she was enjoying
this…banter? Flirtation? Susanna wasn’t sure how to categorize it.


“Me? Oh, maybe something like a dandelion?” 


“No.” Susanna let her gaze travel across Aislin’s face, down her
curvaceous body that still seemed so lithe and strong. “I think…a poppy.”


Aislin gaped. “What? Huh. A poppy?”


Pleased to have managed to surprise, perhaps even shock Aislin,
Susanna smiled. “Yes.”


“Not sure what I thought you’d come up with, if anything, but it
wasn’t that. What do I have in common with a usually deep-red, kind of
regal-looking flower that you can make opium from?”


Aislin was perhaps not regal, but she had something Susanna had
never come across before. And, oh, God, the woman’s mere existence was
intoxicating. “The red hair is an obvious thought,” Susanna said lightly. “The
rest, I think I’ll keep to myself. For now.”


Aislin shook her head, making her curls dance around her face.
“Wow.”


“Ah. Eloquence.” Susanna smirked but also realized she was
relaxed enough now to fall asleep in the chair if she didn’t get up. “You are
correct once again, Aislin. I’m very tired, but I want to see you out before
you go. Do you want to say good-bye to Cynthia?”


“Nah. I don’t want to disturb her. I’ll text her when I get
home.” 


Susanna padded behind Aislin to the foyer, devouring the way she
moved. Aislin’s hips swayed, but not in an exaggerated way—just enough to draw
attention. She kept her shoulders back and low, and the way she carried herself
made Susanna wonder if she’d trained as a dancer. She moved with such grace and
confidence on the dance floor—and even while just walking—that possibility
seemed plausible. 


“All right. Good night, Susanna,” Aislin said as she reached the
door and took her jacket from the closet and put it on. “I hope you get a good
night’s sleep.”


“Thank you. And thank you for being there for Cynthia. She…she
seems like a different girl than the one I left.”


Aislin’s smile faded. “To a degree. Yes. But…deep down, she’s
really not. You realize that, don’t you? Right now, she’s on a high, and
transferring is right for her. I really do believe that, but it’s not the
entire answer.”


Susanna pressed a hand against her midsection. Suddenly those
heavy rocks were back, making her nauseous.


“No, Susanna, no. Not like that.” Aislin took Susanna’s hands and
held them gently. “Don’t do that. Please. That’s not why I said that. I didn’t
mean it as a critique. Just information. Cynt is on the right track, and you
just made her day. Week. Hell, her whole month. Use that as a steppingstone.
Just think of how worried she was about you and could show it.” Pulling Susanna
closer, Aislin lowered her voice. “Transferring isn’t the whole answer, but
it’s a major thing, not just between the two of you.”


Susanna clung to Aislin’s hands in a way she would no doubt find
embarrassing tomorrow, but right now, the connection anchored her. “All right.
Thank you.” She hated how short she sounded, but she suddenly felt all talked
out.


“No need to thank me. Honestly.” Bending forward, Aislin kissed
Susanna’s cheek, gently and whisper-light. “Now go to bed before you fall down,
Ms. Durr.” She let go of Susanna and pushed her feet into her boots. “Talk
soon.” And then she was out the door.


Susanna remained motionless for a few moments while her brain
caught up with that last part. She still felt the softness of Aislin’s lips
against her cheek. The “Ms. Durr” had definitely appeared flirtatious. And the
“talk soon” had sounded like a promise.


God.


Chapter Thirteen


It should have been more obvious to Aislin how profound the
last encounter with Susanna was and how it would impact her. Yet as she went to
work and lived her life as usual, her thoughts kept drifting to the sight of
the weary and much-softer Susanna that had appeared six days ago. It was as if
a photographer had put a blur filter between them, as she had seen hardly any
sharpness in Susanna’s eyes. Her voice had been rounder, bordering on sultry on
a few occasions. Being in the presence of Susanna when her defenses were down
had been magical. Snorting, Aislin shook her head at herself. She was heading
for the faculty lounge, which, along with the music room, was the last space
waiting to be upgraded.


Just as Aislin placed her hand on the doorknob, her phone buzzed
in her pocket. She checked the number. Cynt. Frowning slightly, she remained in
the corridor and answered. “Hi there, Cynt.”


“Hi.” Cynt’s voice was a trembling whisper. 


“Hey. Are you all right?” Putting her briefcase on the floor,
Aislin placed her free hand on her hip, a pose Corinne called an “uh-oh.”
Normally this happened before Aislin went into battle on someone’s behalf.


“No.” Cynt sobbed. “I’m so fucking mad.”


Mad was a bit better than sad. “What’s happened?”


“Same old bullshit.” And now the sadness behind the anger shone
through. 


“Want me to come get you? I’ve just gotten off work.”


Cynt didn’t speak for a few moments. “I wish, but my deal with
Mom was to remain here at Drew these last five weeks. Five weeks. How can they
feel so long?” The forlorn tone, laced with frustration, made Aislin ache for
Cynt. 


“How about I call your mom, or leave a message, saying that today
it isn’t doable and that you need to see me?” Aislin grabbed her bag and
motioned to one of the math teachers that she was heading out. He nodded and
signaled thumbs-up. “What do you think?”


“Yes. Please.” The relief in Cynt’s voice said a lot about how
bad this day had to have been. “I’m going to need a note. Or something.”


“I’ll take care of it. Just go to the reception—”


“No. Call me, and I’ll go there when I know I can.” Cynt’s voice
hardened. “Okay?”


Now Aislin was truly concerned. What was going on around Cynthia
at Drew? Something had to be wrong. The last time she had seen Cynthia, the joy
on the girl’s face had ignited so much happiness inside Aislin, she knew she
would never forget it.


“All right. I won’t be long. Calling your mom now.” Aislin
disconnected and found Susanna’s private number among her favorites. Susanna
picked up after the third ring.


“Yes? Aislin?” Susanna was clearly walking while talking, her
heels clicking against a hard surface. 


“Cynt called me, Susanna. She needs to see me ASAP. May I go get
her? She might miss a class or two, as I’m off earlier today.”


“She called you?” Susanna sighed. “Now what? She knows the deal
we made.”


“I suggested asking you if I could go get her. I’m not prone to
drama, Susanna. I think this is a golden opportunity for her to open up.”’


“So, more of a counseling session?”


Spotting a familiar figure outside East Quay High, Aislin thought
fast. “Yes, you could say that. With assistants present.”


“What are you talking about?” Susanna sounded impatient and
stressed, but her concern was obvious. “Never mind. I’ll text Drew that she has
an appointment. Where are you taking her?”


“My apartment, unless she insists on going home, if that’s all
right.”


Susanna cleared her throat. “I’ll pick her up in about two hours.
We had planned a joint evening.” 


Aislin had to slap her hand over her mouth to prevent snorting
out loud. Only Susanna could make a family evening with her only daughter sound
like she was directing a stockholder meeting. “You have my address, right?”


“Jordy, my driver, has it in his GPS, I believe.”


“All right. Just call if there’s a snag.” Relieved, Aislin could
breathe easier. “I’ll text Cynt, then. See you later.” Knowing she’d see
Susanna later almost made Aislin stumble.


“Later.” Aislin hung up and texted Cynt that she was good to go
and that she’d call her when she was in the Drew parking lot. After receiving a
“thanks” back, Aislin lengthened her stride and caught up with Lisa. “Hi there.
You heading home?”


“Yes.” Lisa smiled broadly. Her round face with cute dimples lit
up. “You too, Ms. Kennedy?” 


“You know you can call me Aislin, right?” Aislin returned the
smile. “Actually, I’m on my way to Drew to pick up Cynt. Want to tag along?
Unless you have somewhere to be?”


Lisa nodded. “I don’t have anything to do today. It’s my
chore-free day, and I plan to just chill. Let me just call my mom.” She dialed
and then shot Aislin another broad grin. “I still can’t get over that I get to
call them Mom and Dad. Never knew my birthparents.”


Aislin’s heart clenched at the joy in Lisa’s voice. “I’m happy
for you.” She hoped that Lisa’s foster parents would adopt her one day. 


After letting her mother know where she was going to be and for
how long, Lisa jumped into the backseat of Aislin’s car. “I’m sure Cynt wants
to ride up in front next to you.”


“She might, yes. Thank you.” Aislin texted Cynt that she would be
at Drew shortly, steered her car out of the parking lot, and drove toward the
north part of East Quay, where Drew was located. In the center of campus, an
old brownstone building held the reception area, library, and several
classrooms. Pulling into the parking lot in front of it, Aislin called Cynt’s cell
phone. No reply, which made her frown. She tried again. Still no reply.


“I’m going inside, Lisa. Not sure what’s happening. Can you wait
in the car?” Aislin unbuckled her seat belt.


“Sure thing. Just call me on my cell if you need anything.” Lisa
held up her phone. “Your number?”


Aislin gave it to her and heard her phone give a notification for
a text message a few moments later. Glancing at it, she saw Lisa’s name flicker
across the top of the screen. “Okay. Thanks. This won’t take long.” She hoped
she was right.


After going through the sign-in process and having her bag
x-rayed, Aislin hurried toward the reception area. At first, it seemed almost
devoid of people, but then someone raised their voice behind a frosted glass
door to the right. 


“No, you are not to use your cell phone while in class. And you
were found without a hall pass, with said phone. This is unacceptable.” It was
a male voice, though very high-pitched, and the person sounded infuriated. If
it turned out to be Cynt he was chewing out, there would be hell to pay. 


“Sir, I’m trying to explain—”


“Quiet. We have gone the extra mile for you, on so many
occasions. Your hair. Your habit of leaving school grounds without permission,
being excused from gym class. The list is endless.” 


The man sounded vicious. Aislin walked closer and now could see
two women standing farther down a corridor, their heads close together, their
backs turned. If they were supposed to man the reception section, they were
obviously more interested in whatever they were talking about. It wasn’t hard
to guess.


“Why won’t you listen?” Cynt’s voice rose, and Aislin could hear
her frustration.


“If it wasn’t for the fact that your mother is who she is—”


Oh, hell no. Aislin had meant to knock on the door, but she was
past that now. She pushed it open and stepped inside. “I’m here now, Cynt.”


Cynt jumped up from the chair and hurried over to Aislin.


“Who are you?” A surprisingly burly, tall man, whose appearance
didn’t fit his voice, stood behind his desk, his palms pressed to the leather
surface, where he hovered over the chair that Cynt had occupied.


“My name’s Aislin Kennedy. Cynt’s mother sent me to fetch her.
She actually called ahead to let you know. I can provide identification.”


“We’ve had no such calls,” the man said.


Aislin saw the sign with his name and title that sat in front of
him on his desk. Principal Lorne. She remembered the name now, but she had
never had the dubious honor.


“Actually, sir,” a timid female voice said from the doorway
behind Aislin, “Ms. Durr called, and I did try to tell you.”


Aislin still held her cell phone in her hand and now tapped the
app that would record sound.


Lorne huffed. “It doesn’t matter. This girl has broken one rule
too many. I would suspend you, Cynthia Durr, if I didn’t know that is what
you’re hoping for when you pull stunts like this.”


“What stunts are those, exactly?” Aislin kept her voice low, but
on the inside she was furious.


“Nothing I have to explain to you, as you are not her mother.”
Lorne pointed at Cynt. “You, my girl, are going to participate in gym class
from now on. That is only part of your punishment for once again breaking the
rules. I’m going to have to let you go with this woman, as your mother has
called the school, but I expect you to stop by my office tomorrow morning, half
an hour before assembly. Is that clear?”


“Yes, sir.” Cynt spat the words, but Aislin also felt her
tremble.


“Come on. Get your cell phone. We’re leaving.” Taking Cynt’s
hand, Aislin left the room with the shaking girl before she grabbed one of the
golf clubs she’d spotted in the principal’s office and beat the crap out of
him. As they exited the building, she squeezed Cynt’s ice-cold hand and let go.
“I have two surprises. One is that we’re going to my place. Two is that your
buddy Lisa is waiting in the car and coming with us. Sound good? I mean, you
can go home if you’d rather do that.” 


Cynt made a noise that sounded like something between a sob and a
cry. “Your place sounds great. Does Mom know?”


“She does.”


“Okay.” Cynt cast a glance over her shoulder. “He hates me. I’m
not sure what I ever did to him, but he hates me.”


Aislin didn’t want to comment about what she truly felt about the
idiot Drew employed as its principal, or at least not until she’d talked to
Susanna. “We’ll figure this out.” 


“I don’t see how, but I’m so glad you could come get me.”


“Me too. And here’s Lisa.” Aislin watched Cynt jump into the back
seat next to her friend, who in turn hugged her. Climbing into the driver’s
seat, she couldn’t avoid overhearing the girls talking.


“Was it the queen? Or one of the princesses?” Lisa asked quietly.


“I suppose it was both.” Cynt drew a trembling breath. “I might
have screwed up being able to transfer. I don’t know.”


“No, you haven’t. You’ve got to talk to Aislin, or your mom.”


“I…you know I can’t.” Cynt groaned softly.


“I think you can. Truly,” Lisa said.


Peering in the inner rearview mirror, Aislin saw that Lisa had
put her arm around Cynt’s shoulder. Just as she expected, Cynt looked dejected,
but the dominant feeling radiating off Susanna’s daughter was anger.


Chapter Fourteen


The three rapid knocks on the door were insistent. Aislin
rose from the kitchen table where she’d been working on her laptop for the last
two hours. In the living room, Cynt and Lisa were watching the last of The Lord of the Rings
trilogy on Aislin’s fifty-inch flat-screen. Aislin had tried all her best
methods to show Cynt it was safe to tell her what had happened today, but the
more she pushed, the more Cynt recoiled. Afraid that she might lose what window
into her life Cynt had already opened for her, Aislin knew when to back off.
Even Lisa had tried a few times.


“If you don’t explain in more detail to your mom, you might never
get to transfer schools.” Lisa had taken Cynt’s hand.


“She shouldn’t need details,” Cynt had answered, her chin raised,
the anger showing again. “She should know only that it’s killing me to go
there.”


Reaching the hallway and peering through the peep hole, Aislin
saw Susanna and opened the door. Susanna had her cell phone pressed to her ear
and held up a finger as she strode by Aislin. 


“No. Daphne, no. We’re not taking ads from that company, no
matter what they pay. I vetoed it, and I’ll make it blatantly official. Yes.
Truly.” She tapped the screen and shoved the phone into her purse so hard,
Aislin heard it slam into what else Susanna stored in the rather large designer
bag. “She ready?” Susanna raised a hand and smoothed down her hair, which she
kept in an austere twist. 


“Cynt’s watching a movie with Lisa. Can they finish it? I think
there’s about half an hour left.” Aislin motioned toward the kitchen. “I can
make you a latte, or a cappuccino. Or tea.”


Susanna looked hesitant. No. Caught, somehow. She adjusted her
necklace, some intricate set of five gold chains with a large symbol looking
like a sun sitting just above her cleavage. Aware that she was ogling Susanna,
Aislin admired her work outfit—a black coat over a navy skirt suit, a very
low-cut shirt, and black four-inch ankle boots, more height than was
appropriate.


“All right. Why not?” Susanna took up her phone again. “I’ll text
Jordy. He might want Lisa to come home right away.” After doing so, she looked
up. “He’s running a personal errand. Did you say latte?”


Aislin smiled so hard her cheeks hurt. Ridiculous. Susanna was here
to pick up Cynt and get the information she needed about what had happened this
afternoon.


“I sure did. Come in.” Aislin went back into the kitchen and
snapped her laptop closed. Pulling out her espresso machine—honestly, she had
no idea why she kept putting it back in the cabinet since she used it almost
every day—she began to make Susanna’s drink. “How was your day?” Aislin wanted
to groan as soon as the words were out. Why would she even ask that? Susanna
wasn’t interested in telling her stuff like that. 


“Busy. Frustrating, for the most part, but it had its moments.
Worried about Cynthia, of course. And your day?” Susanna moved one of the three
kitchen chairs so it sat at a forty-five-degree angle to the kitchen table,
before sitting down and crossing her legs. 


Aislin could barely think of what to say. What had happened just
now? And God, those legs. The navy skirt rode up at least four inches when
Susanna sat down, and Aislin had to secretly pinch herself not to stare. “Um. I
had a good day. We’re planning a special event in two weeks, about starting up
a sponsor program.”


“Sponsor?” Susanna frowned. “Does the school need more funds?”


“What do you mean, funds—oh, no. Not like that.” Aislin took the
tool she used to press the finely ground espresso beans into the holder. “We’re
going to have the older students, juniors, volunteer to sponsor the youngest
when they start high school. It’s been a successful program in other schools,
when done right.”


“What will the sponsors do?” Susanna laced her fingers together
on the table. With unwavering eyes, she studied Aislin’s every move.


Willing her hands not to shake, Aislin poured water into the
machine. “They’ll be part of the welcoming process, and they’ll be assigned a
younger student. This is all voluntary, from both sides. We also want to make
sure no stigma is attached to the younger student for feeling they’ll benefit
from a sponsor.”


“Sounds ambitious.” Susanna spoke in a clipped tone, but she
didn’t sound unimpressed. “Good luck with everything.” That last part sounded
genuine.


“Thank you.” Aislin worked in silence while she finished
Susanna’s latte, and in the meantime, she made herself a chai. “Sugar?”


“No, thank you.”


Placing the mugs on the table, Aislin opened a tin box of oatmeal
cookies and put it between them. “Help yourself.”


Susanna sipped her latte and her eyes grew wider. “Oh. Mm. This
is really good.” She took another sip and moaned.


Aislin thought she might slide off the chair. If Susanna was
going to make sounds like that, she would self-combust. And as if the sound
effects weren’t enough, Susanna began to pull hairpins out of her severe
hairdo. 


“I apologize, but I can’t take it anymore. This is starting to
give me a headache.” She tucked the disregarded pins into her pocket with one
hand and ran her fingers through her loosened hair. “I hope I don’t look like a
troll.”


A troll…the idea was too hilarious to even consider when Susanna
looked like she had the best bed-hair ever. Aislin cleared her throat. “Wait.
Here. Let me.” She leaned over the table, reached out, and pulled the
blindingly white streak in the dark-chocolate hair to the right side of the
part. “There.”


“Oh. Thanks,” Susanna whispered. She grabbed her mug again and
drank. Keeping it in place, she seemed to half hide behind it. “What happened
today?”


Aislin described how Cynt had called her, sounding upset and
angry, and how she and Lisa had gone to Drew. When she recalled the scenario
that had unfolded in the principal’s office, Susanna put the mug back on the
table hard enough for small droplets of latte to escape, but she didn’t seem to
notice. “I cannot believe that Mr. Lorne would—” Her eyes were darkening with
each word.


“I recorded what was said.” Aislin pulled her cell phone to her
and pressed play. She became even angrier when she listened to what had
transpired earlier. “God, it’s been four hours, but I’m still steaming!”


Susanna slowly leaned against the backrest of the chair. “This…is
unexpected. I had constant reassurances that her style and interests were no
issue for this school. I know Lorne hasn’t been the principal for very long,
but this…” Susanna covered her mouth.


Aislin regarded her closely, hoping to see signs of Susanna being
willing to take any form of action. “I don’t know how this all ties into Cynt
wanting to transfer, but it’s most likely part of it.”


Susanna half stood but then sat down again. “Oh, God. I just…I
don’t know who to trust these days. If anyone at all.” She covered her face
with both hands. “Damn.”


Aislin couldn’t just watch and do nothing. She ached for the pain
and fury in Susanna’s voice. Getting up, she rounded the table and knelt next
to Susanna. “Hey. This can be remedied. We’ll figure it out.”


“We?” Susanna put her hands down and looked at Aislin, her
expression impossible to read.


“I know it’s presumptuous, but yes. For whatever reason, Cynt
feels comfortable with me, and I think it would be a missed opportunity if we
don’t make the most of that fact. Am I wrong?” She honestly wanted to know.


“No. Not really,” Susanna said throatily. “But there
are…complications.”


Aislin’s brain stalled. “What…eh, I mean, complications?”


“You know what I mean.” Rigid now, Susanna closed her eyes for a
few moments. When she opened them again, she studied Aislin closely. “You were
the one who talked about us having some form of chemistry.”


Aislin was afraid her clenching heart would stop the blood flow
to her entire body. “We better figure things out then,” she whispered. Unable
to resist, she placed her hands gently on Susanna’s knees. It was amazing to see
how hazel eyes could go almost green. Offsetting Susanna’s caramel skin, the
color change made her beauty go from stark to ethereal in seconds.


“Aislin…” Susanna’s whisper was husky, and she covered Aislin’s
hands with hers. Certain that Susanna would push them away, Aislin began to
remove them, but Susanna gripped her wrists firmly, yet not hard. With an
undeniable sense of déjà vu from when she had knelt next to Susanna and kissed her
wrist, Aislin drew a shaky breath. 


“You’re so beautiful. I somehow get the feeling you have no
idea.” Aislin freed one hand and ran gentle fingertips along Susanna’s cheek.
“I wish you could see yourself like I do now.”


Her lips parting, Susanna slid forward on the chair. “You should
talk.” She cupped Aislin’s face with both hands. “What sorcery is this?” She
bent, so slowly, much too
slowly, until her hair caressed Aislin’s temples like a bird’s wings. Susanna’s
breath held the scent of coffee, but also something else, like dark, sweet,
mint chocolate. 


Aislin responded to all of it. She couldn’t help it. Rushing
through her now, searing hot, her blood carried the desire to her every cell.
Still, in spite of her arousal, she didn’t lose every thinking function of her
brain. “May I?” she asked as she stopped with her mouth only a fraction of an
inch away from Susanna’s.


“Oh, yes.” Susanna pulled Aislin closer, her hands around her
face traveling into her curls.


They pressed their lips together, and at first the entire world
seemed to stop, go still, and maybe hold its breath. Aislin heard nothing but
the thunder of her own heart and could only focus on Susanna—her scent, her
hands, and her lips. This was really happening. How the hell could this be
happening?


✥  ✥  ✥


Oh, dear God. Susanna wanted to slide down onto the checkered
kitchen floor with Aislin, so considering that urge, it was probably a good
thing she couldn’t move. She held Aislin close to her, and their lips were a
wonderful, dangerous, point of contact. Aislin was all softness. Cute, pretty,
and soft. That was an accurate description of the woman who made Susanna forget
about everything else. And it was completely inadequate and missing the most
important qualities of this woman. Strong, with more spice than sweetness, and
the sexiest woman she had ever met.


Aislin’s lips moved against Susanna’s as she leaned close and
wrapped her arms around her waist. Any nearer and Susanna wouldn’t be able to
hold back. Her lips were already shifting, brushing, searching for the perfect
angle. There, just like that. So gentle, so non-intrusive. Just right. Parting
her lips more, Susanna heard someone whimper. Was it her? 


Aislin’s grip tightened, but in the sweetest way. And there…there
was her tongue, just the tip, sliding so slowly along Susanna’s lower lip.
Jesus. When had she been kissed like this? Ever? She couldn’t remember. She
drew in Aislin’s scent. Something fruity and fresh. “Mm.” The short groan
originated from Susanna. Aislin must have heard it too, as her hands began
moving up and down along her back. Restlessly moving her legs, Susanna knew
that was a mistake, as her silk stockings easily carried her body heat up and
in between her thighs, spreading to her belly.


Aislin changed angles again and gently grazed her teeth along
Susanna’s lower lip. “So sweet. You taste so sweet.” Trembling, Aislin pushed
one hand down the front of Susanna’s suit jacket and slipped underneath it.
Resting it against her, just above the skirt waistband, it burned through the
white shirt.


“Whoa, wasn’t that romantic, though?” Susanna heard Lisa’s voice
and footsteps coming from the living room.


“And sad,” Cynt replied.


Aislin pulled back, but slowly, preventing Susanna from guiltily
rushing to her feet, which had been her gut reaction when reminded of her
daughter’s—and Lisa’s—presence.


“Shh. It’s okay.” Aislin stood and smoothed down Susanna’s hair
before taking her seat. Was Aislin burning inside as much as Susanna was? Was
she at all as affected by this unexpected, amazing, yet quite chaste kiss? And
how the hell could Susanna still feel Aislin’s handprint on her skin at her
waist?


“Oh, hi, Mom. You’re already here? I didn’t hear you.” Cynt stood
in the doorway, literally clinging to the door frame. She appeared calm, but
her eyes held an expression that Susanna had seen far too many times. And had
disregarded almost all the time, attributing it to teenage issues that Cynt
would grow out of. Guilt-ridden, Susanna stood. “Ah. Movie ended? Guess it’s
time to go home, then.” She knew she sounded forced, and she couldn’t look at
Aislin yet.


“Yeah. I suppose.” Cynt tugged at a few colorful tresses of her
hair. “Lisa’s dad texted her and said he’s downstairs. He texted you too.”


Her cheeks warmed so fast, Susanna had to lower her gaze, speechless.
Why couldn’t she pull herself together?


“Ah, your mom and I talked about what happened today. I had hoped
we’d get a chance to discuss it together, but since you have to go, we might
try later this week?” Aislin stood, and Susanna could see her just out of the
corner of her eyes. How could Aislin sound so calm and together?


“Okay.” Cynt sighed.


“No need,” Susanna said, standing up and willing her knees to
lock and not send her to the floor. “There isn’t anything to discuss, really.”


“Mom!” The panic in Cynt’s voice made Susanna straighten her back
until she heard a muted pop at waist level.


“No, sweetheart. There’s no way you’re going to spend a single
day more under the thumb of that pathetic man. I’m going to call Principal
Molina tomorrow morning and arrange for you to transfer as soon as possible.”


“Mom?” This time, Cynt’s voice came out in a husky whisper.


“You heard me. No more Drew Prep.” Susanna willed herself to
relax, and then Aislin was by her side. Her warmth pressing into Susanna made
it possible to lower her shoulders and take a deep breath.


Cynt moved across the small kitchen in one long step and hugged
Susanna and Aislin at the same time. Pulling them to her, she sobbed against
Susanna’s shoulder. “Thank you. Oh, thank you, Mom.”


Swallowing hard, repeatedly, Susanna still couldn’t speak.


“It won’t take very long,” Aislin said, her voice bright. “Mrs.
Molina and I prepared most of the paperwork beforehand, so we will just require
your mother’s signature and—red-tape-red-tape-red-tape—boom!”


Susanna smiled and Cynt giggled, which, Susanna deduced, was
Aislin’s intention.


“Now I can send you on your way and feel good about it.” Aislin
regarded Susanna over Cynt’s head. “Some other things to figure out, but that
will happen…when it happens.”


Susanna shivered but masked her reaction by rubbing her
daughter’s arms. “You ready to go?”


“Yes. I just want to grab my phone. It’s charging.”


Lisa went with Cynt, which made it impossible for Susanna to
avoid meeting Aislin’s gaze.


“I’m so glad we get to have Cynt join us,” Aislin said and angled
her body to look at Susanna. “Wonder when Cynt last took part in a group hug.”


Susanna couldn’t remember ever participating in a group hug. Or
when she and her daughter had clung to each other in the way they just had.
“You keep a wand around somewhere?” she murmured, shocked that she had actually
spoken out loud.


“Excuse me?” Aislin’s eyebrows went up.


“Every time you’re near me or my daughter, something that I
previously deemed impossible happens. I’m thinking, magic? Witchcraft?” Susanna
had to smile when Aislin’s cheeks colored.


“No magic. Honestly.” Aislin cleared her throat. “Though some
parts were magical.”


Susanna gasped softly, but she couldn’t blame Aislin for going
there. She had thought about sorcery earlier. “Well, yes. Agreed.”


“Ready, Mom.” Cynt poked her head in. “What?”


“What do you mean, what?” Aislin walked them out into the
hallway. “See you tomorrow, Lisa. And you, very soon, I’m sure, Cynt.” She
raised her gaze to Susanna’s and looked like she wanted to say something, but
she just gave a little questioning shrug.


“We look forward to seeing you.” Susanna wanted to say more. So
much more. But who was she kidding? Even if the girls hadn’t been there, she
would have clammed up. Something in Aislin’s expression made it impossible to
leave her without at least a feeble attempt. “Soon,” she added, feeling utterly
foolish.


Aislin’s smile made her eyes shine. “Very soon.”


Chapter Fifteen


Aislin checked the time for the umpteenth time. She had
rushed home after work and erratically tossed clothes around the bedroom until
she decided on an outfit. Having dinner at Susanna and Cynt’s house was
different than just stopping by or casually playing cards with Cynt in the
kitchen. To receive a call from Susanna’s personal assistant, Vince, at work,
asking if she was free for dinner on a Friday evening had such an official
flavor. 


Aislin had accepted far too quickly and felt self-conscious about
her reaction afterward, wondering if the assistant had picked up on how eagerly
she had said yes. She had no idea if she was the only guest or if it was some
sort of function. And if so, what was the dress code? At first, she had planned
to ask Cynt, when she spotted her in the corridor at school, but had thought
better of it. Either way, this was such a lame mix of feelings. Anticipation,
dread, nervousness, and…perhaps hope? But hope for what? 


She snorted as she donned the black slacks that could be dressed
up or down, depending on the top and what jewelry she chose. She opted for her
favorite watch and a thin gold chain her mother had given her when she
graduated from high school. Her thoughts leapfrogged to when she had graduated
from university, having earned her master’s degree, but she slammed them back
into the recesses of her brain, where they belonged. She pulled a white flowy
shirt over her chemise. She often dressed like this, as the flow of the shirt
gave her more freedom to move.


Debating about footwear didn’t take long, as she owned only two
pairs in each category: sneakers, ankle boots, hiking boots, and loafers. The
only ones that would look good with the black slacks were the ankle boots, so
she chose the new ones, as the other pair was too scuffed, and one heel was
worn down more than the other.


She pushed her arms into her long, black down jacket, as it was
in the upper thirties outside, not even counting the wind chill. Not a
surprise, as the holidays were only two weeks away. Aislin gave her reflection
in the mirror a critical glance, ruffled her red curls, and, of course, started
to think that she shouldn’t have added any makeup. She had used just a bit of
mascara, but it did change the look of her eyes. In the hallway light, her
strong blue irises appeared nearly purple.


Sticking out her tongue at herself, she pushed her wallet into a
pocket and grabbed her keys. Time to go, or she’d be late. Something told her
that Susanna was a stickler for punctuality. She was out the door in seconds,
but then she cursed under her breath when she had to hurry back in and grab the
hostess gift she’d bought on her way home from school. Just to be on the safe
side.


She didn’t even have to press the buzzer at Susanna’s gate when
she arrived. It soundlessly slid open, and she drove up to the house and found
a spot next to a low sports car she hadn’t seen before. Good thing she’d
dressed up a bit by wearing her best shirt with the slacks, as other guests
were apparently already here.


After she rang the doorbell, it took only a few moments for the
door to open, revealing a smiling Susanna.


“Welcome. I’m so, hm, glad you could make it.” Susanna motioned
for Aislin to come inside. 


Aislin handed over the bottle of red wine she’d bought earlier.
It wasn’t an expensive brand, but Aislin really liked it and hoped Susanna
would too “Here. For inviting me.” This was so different from the other times
Aislin had visited Susanna and Cynt, so formal and suffused with this weird
nervous energy she couldn’t put her finger on.


“Oh, thank you. You didn’t have to…but this is a good vineyard. I
think Glow reviewed several of them last year.” She held the bottle like a
baby, and the sight inexplicably made Aislin’s heart thunder.


“I hope you’ll like it.” She toed off the boots and hung her
jacket in the closet.


“I’m sure I will. Lovisa has prepared dinner, and we just have to
get it out of the oven. I hope you’re hungry. She made a three-course meal.”
Susanna motioned toward the kitchen, which puzzled Aislin. Why was Susanna so
chatty in an almost forced way? And where were the other guests?


“Cynt in her room?” Aislin asked as they entered the kitchen,
where a table for two was set by the bay window.


“Cynt?” Susanna frowned. “I thought she told you. She’s with her
father in New York over the weekend. He’s going on a trip with his wife and
children during the holidays, which means this was her last chance to see him
this year.” 


Table for two. No Cynt. Evidently no other guests. Aislin could
tell Susanna’s smile was fading. 


“Ah. I didn’t know.” Aislin wanted to lie, play along like she’d
known all along that she’d be alone with Susanna, but that wasn’t her style.
“This looks lovely, though. And whatever Lovisa has in the oven smells
amazing.” She shot Susanna a smile, not her fake one, but perhaps a little
broader than normal. 


Susanna didn’t look convinced. “Didn’t Vince inform you?” The
tension around her eyes was obvious.


“I was between two meetings and could give him thirty seconds at
the most to ask me. I’m sure he meant to tell me before he was interrupted.”


“I see.” Susanna obviously didn’t.


“Hey. I want to be here.” Perhaps it was the simple words or
Aislin’s direct gaze that relaxed Susanna’s shoulders.


“Good. Go sit down, and I’ll get the appetizer. I’ve already
opened some white wine, but perhaps you’d like something else?”


“I’m driving, so I should stick to something non-alcoholic.”
Aislin took the seat facing the kitchen island so she could watch Susanna move
around. “Where is Lovisa, by the way?”


“She’s in Boston, celebrating her grandmother’s ninetieth
birthday, I believe. The person I use for backup security is in the smaller of
the two garage apartments. We’re quite safe.” Pulling out what looked like two
large martini glasses from the refrigerator, Susanna placed them on the
counter. She moved with such ease in the kitchen, Aislin realized that she had
to spend some time in here, if not cooking maybe, then at least hanging out
with Lovisa or Cynt. She didn’t have to open and close several drawers to find
what she needed.


“You always have security on your property?” 


“Yes. I didn’t always. In Manhattan, the building where we owned
a condo had its own security people, which meant that when Lovisa was off duty,
we could count on them. Here, it is safer in many ways, but the police response
time can be much longer.” 


Even if Aislin had understood that Lovisa performed double duty
as housekeeper and bodyguard, she hadn’t realized that someone was always here.
“Has anything happened where you needed them?” 


“Regardless of what some people believe, it’s not potential
kidnappings, or even robberies, that happen most often when you’re wealthy.”
Susanna carried the oval plates to the table and set them down. Large, peeled
shrimp hung all around the edge, a red dipping sauce perched in the middle of
each plate. “In my case, ardent fans of Glow,
or any of the makeup brands, sometimes have a problem understanding boundaries.
Literally. I once came home and found two teenage girls in my kitchen in our
house in Miami. Nobody was home at the time, but I had been visiting friends
and was carrying Cynt, who was sleeping, over my shoulder and an overnight bag
in my other hand. I was completely unprepared, as the alarm system was set. It
turned out, they’d found a way to get in through one of the skylight windows.
They were harmless, but…” Susanna shrugged and poured mineral water for Aislin
and wine for herself. 


“The incident still frightened you, and no wonder. Such a
violation of your privacy, not to mention illegal. Did you press charges?”


“No. I filed restraining orders, though, since I found the
parents were even more unhinged.” Susanna took one of the small forks before
her and pointed at Aislin’s shrimp cocktail. “So, in short, yes, having live-in
security personnel is a must, as I have a child.”


Aislin speared a shrimp, dipped it into the red sauce, and bit
into it. She moaned and closed her eyes. This was perfection. “So good,” she
said and opened her eyes again. 


Susanna had stopped halfway with her first shrimp, the fork
holding it in midair between the cup and her lips. She was looking at Aislin
with eyes larger than normal.


“What? Did I spill something?” Glancing down, Aislin couldn’t see
any telltale signs of red sauce, for which she was relieved, since it would be
a hassle to remove. Then why was Susanna staring at her like that? Unless…oh. A
soft ember ignited in the lower part of her belly as she kept eating


They finished their shrimp cocktails, keeping the conversation
light. It ranged from Cynt’s first two weeks, which had gone remarkably well,
to the upcoming holidays.


“Four siblings and they’re all brothers?” Susanna looked
somewhere in between impressed and horrified. “How was it growing up like
that?”


Aislin waited a beat to respond, but Susanna seemed genuinely
interested. “It was great in many ways, since I learned to stand up to them. It
helped having a mom that kept them and my father on a short leash, so to speak.
Also, being sort of the curly-haired cutie as a child made it possible for me
to get away with quite a lot. Until I started going out on my own, you know, as
in school. The boys never did let me fight my own fights, at school or any
other place. I sometimes wonder if my dad sat them down at one point and gave
them instructions to take care of their sister.” 


“Being protective isn’t such a bad quality in a brother, is it?”
Susanna dabbed at her lips and placed the linen napkin by her plate.


“No, not as a rule. But when you’re trying to find your own way
of dealing with stuff, and you have four older brothers that seem to be on a
mission, it can be a bit much.” Aislin shrugged. “It took me a while, actually
until I went to college, before the family began to realize I can handle
myself.” She leaned forward, placing her lower arms against the table. “What
about you? Any overly protective siblings?”


“No. I’m an only child. On one hand, no competition, but on the
other, too much interest in everything I did, or wanted to do, by my parents.”
Standing up, Susanna removed their bowls and then opened the oven. “I hope you
like casseroles. Lovisa has served this a few times, and I’ve had many people
ask for the recipe.” She pulled out a bright-orange cast-iron pot. The kitchen
smelled wonderful already, but even more so when Susanna opened the lid. “It’s
one of those convenient one-pot meals. Very practical, just like Lovisa.”


“I really like her. To be honest, she intimidated the hell out of
me at first, but when I saw her with Cynthia, and learned how very loyal she is
to the two of you, my fear went away. Mostly.”


“Lovisa has been with us since Cynthia was five years old. She’s
one of a kind, and sometimes I depend on her more than I should.” Susanna
stopped what she was doing and glanced quickly at Aislin.


“What do you mean?” 


“My work demands a lot from me, and there are times…My mother
once told me I should run the business the way it’s supposed to be run or have a child. That I
couldn’t do both.” Susanna snorted, took a ladle, and began filling their
plates. “I laughed in her face. I was quite brazen and sure of myself, but then
again, I was married at the time and thought my husband and I would be
partners. As it turned out, my mother had a point, even if I did too, in
theory.”


“I wouldn’t presume to know what work is like at your level,”
Aislin said as Susanna placed her plate before her. “Oh, that looks so good.”


“Dig in, as Cynthia would say.” 


“Thank you.” Aislin waited until Susanna sat down. “Anyway, even
if work makes such demands on us, it shouldn’t stop us from having children if
we want to.” 


“That’s exactly what I told my mother at the time.” Susanna
grabbed her fork but then appeared to get lost in thought, merely looking at
her food.


Aislin didn’t want to be pushy, even if she wanted to hear more.
She ate a few bites of the casserole, identifying mushrooms, carrots, peas,
beef, and artichokes. Susanna began to eat as well, but when she didn’t say
anything for another couple of minutes, Aislin started to worry.


“I didn’t mean to pry,” she said carefully. 


Susanna snapped her eyes up to meet Aislin’s. “You didn’t. I
apologize. Some not-so-pleasant memories sidetracked me.” She rolled her
shoulders and stabbed at something on her plate. “To sum it up, employing
Lovisa after my first divorce was a godsend. I could trust her to take care of
Cynthia, who also had a nanny until she turned twelve, and our different houses
or condos.” Susanna ate several bites and then poured herself some more wine.
“Where did you go to college?”


“Texas. I loved the climate there, even if a lot of people
complained about the heat and humidity.” Aislin grinned. “I should be born to
endure the New England weather, but some days, when that cold, raw rain comes
down and trickles down inside your collar, it’s not fun.”


“I hear you.” Susanna returned the smile, which transformed her
face. Again, the stunning features softened, if only for a moment, and Aislin
had to put down her utensils in order to hide how the sight made her tremble.
“I’m privileged to have access to homes in different areas. When I can, I like
to escape the worst of the cold season, but work rarely allows me to do so.”


This gave Aislin pause. Why be rich if your money didn’t bring
you the freedom to live the way you wanted? Or was she being naive? Perhaps the
work, the power, and the success meant more than the freedom to scamper off to
the Caribbean islands? She really didn’t know anything about the sort of life
Susanna and Cynt lived. “When did you have a vacation last, and where did you
go?” A safe enough question, Aislin hoped.


“Florida. Or, that’s not entirely true. We stayed in our house in
Miami that I mentioned before, but I had to work some of the time. It was nice
though, and it was…almost a year ago.” Looking stricken for a moment, Susanna
sighed. “I haven’t even made firm plans for when we go somewhere next…or where.
Cynthia hasn’t mentioned anything either. Maybe she’s given up on us doing
anything after the fall we’ve had.”


“I think she’s so busy settling in, and happy to be at EQH, she’s
probably just pushed it away for a bit.” Aislin finished the remaining food on
her plate. “I must remember to thank Lovisa.”


“There’s more.” Susanna motioned for the oven, where she had put
the pot again.


“I’d burst at the seams, but thank you. I’ve never had a
casserole quite like that. Thank you.”


“You’re welcome.” Susanna took their plates. “Coffee in the
living room sound all right, or tea?”


“Either is fine. Thank you.” Aislin stood. “Please, let me help.”


“All right. You can put our dishes in the dishwasher while I wipe
down the counter, but that’s it.”


Aislin made quick work of their plates and bowls. She finished
her glass of water and tucked it in as well. Susanna still had wine in her
glass, so she let that remain on the table. 


“Coffee’s brewing. Why don’t we go make ourselves more
comfortable while we wait for it?” Susanna asked, gesturing to the doorway.


“Comfort is my middle name.” Aislin walked ahead of Susanna
toward the living room, and halfway there, she couldn’t wait to ask the
question that had burned a hole in her brain the entire evening so far. “Why
did you ask me to dinner, Susanna?”


Chapter Sixteen


Caught. Or, rather, put on the spot. Cornered. Of course,
not having known she’d literally be the only guest, as Cynthia and Lovisa
weren’t here, Aislin had wondered why. 


“We did say we would talk soon.” Susanna tried for her usual cool
demeanor but was not quite succeeding. They were in the narrowest part of the
corridor leading to the living room, and only a few smaller lamps were on. She
could still see Aislin clearly, and the way the soft light cast muted
highlights in her hair and reflected in her eyes made it damn near impossible
to think.


“Yes, we did,” Aislin said softly. She was standing so close. Too
close. “But is talk really all you have in mind?” ‘


“Excuse me?” Certain she’d misheard Aislin, Susanna retreated and
found herself with her back against the wall. 


“Considering what happened in my kitchen ten days ago, it’s a
valid question.” 


Aislin’s words tingled against Susanna’s skin. And yes, of course
it was a valid question. Aislin deserved an answer, but Susanna seemed to have
lost all her words. Flustered, she took Aislin by the shoulders and turned them
around. Now Aislin had her back against the wall. This position didn’t seem to
faze her. Instead, she looked intently at Susanna with her probing gaze. 


“So, tell me.” Aislin placed her hands on Susanna’s waist. “Tell
me what you want to talk to me about, or do.”


“You’re impossible.” Susanna growled the words, feeling Aislin’s
touch scorch her just like it had in her apartment. While coming home from
there, Susanna had fully been prepared to discover marks from the heat they generated
on her skin. “I want this.” She pressed her mouth to Aislin’s in a firm kiss.
As soon as she felt the full lips against hers, the kiss softened, and Susanna
relaxed into Aislin.


Strong yet gentle arms went around Susanna’s waist and pulled her
close. Aislin tilted her head, and there, there was the perfect angle and the
sweet feeling Susanna remembered from last time. Her arousal simmered deep in
her belly, but she couldn’t think about anything except how Aislin’s mouth felt
against hers. This time, it didn’t take them more than a few seconds to deepen
the kiss, and when Aislin moaned, the sound reverberated throughout Susanna as
well. How was this even possible? 


After pulling back—not for air, but because she needed to find
her bearings and remain on her feet—Susanna still couldn’t let go of Aislin.
She had one arm wrapped around her shoulders and the hand of the other pushed
into her hair. Aislin’s curls draped around her fingers as if trying to keep
her hand there.


“You taste so good.” Aislin’s low purr of a voice nearly undid
Susanna’s control of her knees. “I’ve dreamed of kissing you again.”


“Oh, dear God.” Susanna pulled back a few inches, took Aislin by
the hand, and guided her to the living room. There she fell, rather than sat
down, onto the couch and pulled Aislin with her. “You can’t say things like
that.” She had returned her hands to Aislin’s shoulders and now shook her
gently. “Nobody says things like that, not to me.”


“Should I apologize?” Aislin didn’t look sorry at all. Instead
her eyes glittered, again, and Susanna wanted to press her against the armrest
and devour her. 


“Yes. No.” Susanna ran a hand over her face. “You don’t get it.
I’m not…approachable. People just don’t say things like that. Not to me.”


“I honestly don’t get that. You’re so hot.” Aislin leaned her
cheek into Susanna’s hand. Her face was flushed, and her damp lips beckoned and
pulled Susanna in. 


“Oh, damn.” Susanna pulled Aislin closer, up and on top of her.
“This…okay?” She hoped it would be, that Aislin was not going to regret this,
because the fire inside her was taking over.


“Yes!” Aislin wrapped her arms around Susanna’s neck, where she
lay half-sprawled across her. She kissed Susanna with so much passion,
something close to pain traveled from her lips to her chest and down to her
thighs. Parting her lips, Susanna welcomed Aislin’s tongue, loving how the kiss
went on and on. She absentmindedly felt hairpins dislodge, but she didn’t care.
Susanna wanted nothing but to feel as much of Aislin against her as humanly possible.
She pushed her hands in under Aislin’s loose shirt and found a silk chemise,
which warmed under her touch. She ran her hands up and down Aislin’s back, but
that still wasn’t enough.


“You can go underneath if you want,” Aislin murmured against Susanna’s
lips, while one of her hands slipped in under the neckline of Susanna’s top. “I
want your touch. I’ve yearned for it.”


The impossible words ignited more embers inside Susanna, and it
became almost impossible to breathe. She pulled at the chemise and pushed her
hands underneath. The sensation of touching Aislin’s smooth skin made Susanna
cry out. Aislin pressed her lips to her mouth, effectively capturing the sound,
which turned into helpless whimpers when Susanna realized Aislin wasn’t wearing
a bra. Her hands grazed the sides of Aislin’s breasts. “Like this?” Susanna
managed to whisper when she pulled back enough to speak. 


“Yes. Any way you want. You make me feel so good.” Aislin kissed
a trail along Susanna’s jawbone and then down her neck. “And you smell
amazing…and taste even better.”


“Oh, God.” The heat between Susanna’s legs was now so
overpowering, she could feel herself growing damp, which turned into wetness
that she feared might even permeate her slacks. 


“What do you need?” Aislin’s mouth was hot against Susanna’s ear.
“Just tell me. I want to do anything for you, but I need directions.”


Directions? Susanna had never been asked to do that, not from her
husbands, and not from any of her lovers when she was younger. “I don’t know,”
she murmured, hiding her face against the abundance of red curls. Errant
thoughts scattered, clung together, and swirled in Susanna’s mind. 


“I promise that I really want to know.” Aislin kissed along
Susanna’s left collarbone and then used her tongue to draw a damp trail over to
the right one. She was only inches away from Susanna’s cleavage and…perhaps
that was something…


“Kiss me, farther down. Between my breasts.” Susanna’s eyes
opened wide when Aislin honored her request without missing a beat. Pressing
her lips between Susanna’s smaller breasts, licking and nibbling right there,
even venturing to where her breasts began to curve made Susanna moan and arch
under Aislin. 


“Like that. Yes.”


“More?” Aislin stopped for a few moments, making Susanna nearly
weep with want.


“Yes.”


Pulling at the cups of the La Perla lace bra, Aislin freed
Susanna’s breasts, and when her mouth closed around her right nipple, while one
of her hands found the left, Susanna cried out and started to undulate, her
hips moving on their own. She was heading for something that hadn’t happened in
quite a while, and she wanted it, she feared it. And in the middle of
everything, there was Aislin, whom she desired with such fervor.


“Mm. This what you want? This is certainly what I’ve wanted since
the first time I saw you.” Aislin pushed Susanna’s breasts closer together, her
hands trembling. She licked, sucked, and yes, bit down, over, and over, until
Susanna could barely move.


“Please…” Susanna was holding onto Aislin, but her grip was weak.
It was as if all her blood, her nerve-endings around her breasts and thighs,
took her entire strength and left nothing for any other part of her body.


“May I take care of you, Susanna?” Aislin raised her head and
looked intently at her.


All her defenses were down. Shaking with need, Susanna knew only
that she wanted Aislin so badly. “Yes. Please.”


“You don’t have to beg,” Aislin said. “I’m going to undress you.
Do you want us to stay here or move to your bed?” The words were uttered with
such tenderness, Susanna cupped Aislin’s cheeks. Pulling her in for another
deep kiss, she then shook her head.


“I don’t think I can move.”


Aislin smiled. Standing up, she pulled off her shirt and her
slacks. Hesitating only for a second, she let the spaghetti straps of her
chemise fall off her shoulders, and the silk garment slid off her like white
water. After unbuttoning Susanna’s slacks, she tugged gently at them, and with
Susanna’s fumbling assistance, Aislin managed to pull them off. 


“Oh, Jesus.” Aislin stared at Susanna’s black, thigh-high
stockings. “Do they stay up by sheer willpower?”


Suddenly chuckling in the middle of her arousal, her deep need,
Susanna nodded. “Of course.” It was easier to breathe, but her arousal remained
intact. How odd.


After some awkward moments when Susanna feared she might get
stuck in the sleeves of her shirt, she found herself on her back on the couch,
wearing only her panties. Squirming, which was something she never did, she
wished she could be as open and free as Aislin and merely take them off. 


Aislin gently cupped her between her legs, as if reading her
mind, and the awestruck way she looked when she felt the drenched fabric was
magical. “Can we lose these?” She stared at Susanna.


“Yes.” The word barely left Susanna’s lips before Aislin had removed
the expensive panties and tossed them onto one of the armchairs with the rest
of their discarded clothes. She lay down next to Susanna on the deep, plush
couch. “Let me know if I do something you don’t like, all right?” 


“All right.” Susanna pressed her lips against Aislin’s. She
wasn’t sure what it was about her that made Aislin double-check before moving
on, but she appreciated the feeling of safety and being cared for. That was her
last coherent thought before Aislin touched Susanna where she needed it the
most.


Chapter Seventeen


The sounds Susanna made as Aislin slid her fingers in
between her silky-smooth thighs came from deep within her chest and was
something between a hum and a moan. When Aislin ran her fingertips up over the
small tuft of hair and rounded Susanna’s bellybutton, only to return to the
slick folds, her hazel eyes fluttered and closed. 


“Remember to tell me what you want,” Aislin said, studying
Susanna’s flushed cheeks and almost pained expression. “Soft and gentle, hard
and fast, anything you would like.”


“Damn…oh, God…” Susanna seemed to react just as much to the words
as to the way Aislin moved her fingers down her thighs. “Fingers…on both sides
of my clit.” Susanna groaned out the words, moving her hips to try to reach
Aislin’s hand. “Your mouth on my breasts.”


“Now we’re talking.” Smiling and so filled with tenderness,
Aislin pushed one leg in between Susanna’s. Leaning on her elbow, she could use
her hand and mouth freely. The small rosy nipple closest to her was already
hard, and Aislin’s mouth watered as she closed her lips around it. Immediately,
Susanna’s hands were in her hair and one of her long legs around Aislin’s body.


“Yes, yes, yes.” Susanna held Aislin’s head gently but quite
insistently against her breast. 


Aislin ran her index and middle finger on either side of
Susanna’s clit, testing how fast she should go, back and forth. In response,
Susanna bucked her hips so hard, she nearly threw Aislin off.


“So sensitive,” Aislin murmured around the swollen nipple. “Good
to know.” Tasting the sweet, puckered flesh made her bolder, and she slid her
teeth gently along it. 


“Ah!” Raking her blunt nails down Aislin’s neck and back, Susanna
began shaking harder. “Aislin?”


“Right here. Just let go if you need to.”


“Can’t believe…” Susanna moaned and shifted restlessly under
Aislin’s hand. “Faster?”


Aislin could picture a thousand things she wanted to do with
Susanna, but if this simple caress was it, she would keep going and do it
faster. The profound wetness between Susanna’s thighs conjured up images of how
much Aislin wanted to taste her, but that wasn’t going to happen right this
minute. Susanna wasn’t far from coming, and Aislin sensed that a steady pace
was what she needed.


“Yes. Bite me.” Susanna said in a muffled voice, and a quick
glance up showed Aislin that her lover—oh, God, lover—had one hand pressed over her mouth.



Eager to please, to bring Susanna pleasure no matter in what way,
Aislin gently tugged at the nipple with her teeth. Pulling up farther alongside
Susanna, she was able to reach the other nipple and gave it the same attention.
Her wrist of the hand buried between Susanna’s thighs ached a little, but no
way was she letting go. She was determined to pleasure the woman she had been
thinking of constantly for weeks on end, because she desperately needed this
too.


“Soon.” Susanna cried out, and Aislin looked up again to make
sure her cry was for the right reason. It was. “Slow…slow down some…yes, like
that. Pinch me harder.” Susanna whimpered and then grew tense. Her eyes snapped
open, and she stared at Aislin with eyes in which the iris had become a thin
ring. And then her back arched, and she squeezed her thighs shut around
Aislin’s hand. Instinctively, Aislin slowed her strokes. Bending, she kissed
Susanna’s half-parted lips, slipping her tongue inside. And even if Susanna
seemed completely out of it and was still shaking, she met Aislin’s tongue and
matched its gentle caresses.


“Stop. Please.” Susanna slowly turned onto her side, facing
Aislin, who gently removed her hand, which made Susanna shudder.


Aislin wrapped herself entirely around Susanna, so desperate to
feel every inch of this woman, this unattainable, stunningly beautiful, and,
God, enigmatic, woman. 


“You’re trembling,” Susanna said quietly, but her voice wasn’t
that of an exhausted woman. “Your turn.”’


“Huh?” Aislin was aware that she was trembling. In fact, her
teeth were nearly clattering. 


“To tell me what you need. Bear in mind that I haven’t been with
a woman for the last sixteen, seventeen years. I may need more detailed
instructions.” Susanna pressed her lips to Aislin’s forehead.


Wow. Sixteen years? And here Aislin had thought perhaps Susanna
identified as mainly straight. The fact that she’d had female lovers was such a
surprise. “I’m sure it’ll come back to you.” Aislin cleared her throat. Running
her fingers along Susanna’s cheek, she kissed her gently. “There have been
times when I have just had to look at you.”


Susanna blinked. “Really?”


“Really.” Aislin adjusted the thick white lock of hair over
Susanna’s forehead. “So sexy. Everything about you.”


“You’re stalling.” Smiling crookedly, Susanna ran her hand down
Aislin’s chest. She took the closest nipple between two fingers and rolled it
back and forth, which felt so good, so overwhelming, Aislin threw her leg over
Susanna’s hip. 


“Like that. How could you know that?” Aislin tipped her head
back. “Harder.”


Susanna was either a psychic or extremely intuitive. Her touch
felt more perfect than anything Aislin had ever felt before. 


“Tell me more,” Susanna said, moving half on top of Aislin. 


“I need you inside me. Fill me.” Aislin pulled her free leg up
and tipped it outward. Immediately, Susanna’s hand was there, and it was as if
Aislin had waited for it forever. Her body accepted the slender fingers that
carefully caressed her and then entered her, first two, then three. Feeling so
full that it burned, Aislin flinched and grabbed her knee to pull it toward
her.


“Oh, fuck…” Susanna’s profanity was as unexpected as it was sexy.
It sent a jolt between Aislin’s legs, and small contractions began, alerting
her to how close she was. “Susanna…” She wanted to say more about how good it
felt, but all she managed was, “Faster.”


Susanna heard her, despite Aislin’s strained vocal cords. She
moved her hand in a fast, fluid way, and Aislin didn’t have to ask her to curl
her fingers upward, since she did that anyway. Hitting the spot that made
Aislin cry out, Susanna hovered above her, looking intently at Aislin’s face as
she took her.


“You’re amazing.” Susanna bent and kissed Aislin, without
breaking the rhythm. 


Aislin wrapped her arms around Susanna’s neck, hard, as she
needed to hold her. She was going to come very soon, but it would be horrible
to feel even the slightest distance between them.


“And you’re taking me.” Aislin knew she sounded astounded, but
that was how she felt. As much as she had been certain they had chemistry
between them since the evening they danced, she had never thought this would
happen. Her jumbled thoughts jumped between images of Susanna while the tsunami
that was her pending orgasm surged toward her. Her body moved like a ship on a
stormy sea, and soon the wave would crash over her. She needed such a strong
hold on Susanna or she’d fall into the sea around her and sink. 


“Yes, that’s it, that’s it.” Susanna gasped the words against
Aislin’s lips. “Just give in. You’re so tight around me. Give in.”


Release tore through Aislin but then turned molten, and the
stormy sea changed into a maelstrom that pulled her into a ball of pure
pleasure. The orgasm eventually erupted through her throat in a pained moan.


Susanna gently pulled her fingers out and gathered Aislin in a
firm embrace. “Amazing,” she said again, and the thickness in her voice made
Aislin look up and blink at beads of sweat, and perhaps tears. 


“You too.” Aislin shamelessly clung to Susanna, shivering now
that she was coming down from her high. It was an odd feeling. New. Half of her
was loose and warm, the other jittery and electrified. 


“You cold?” Susanna sounded surprised but reached for a soft
blanket and tucked it around them. 


“Thank you. No, not cold. I don’t think so. Just adrenaline
maybe.” Aislin shifted, and they lay together on the couch, side by side, arms
and legs tangled. “Think we ruined the couch?”


“No. I don’t care.” Susanna pushed at Aislin’s damp hair. “I may
never be able to look at it the same way again, though.”


The unexpected humor from Susanna eliminated the last of Aislin’s
jitters, and she melted into Susanna’s warm embrace. She closed her eyes
briefly, knowing she would want Susanna again very soon. She just needed to
catch her breath. She was half asleep when she realized that Susanna had become
much heavier than just a moment ago.


Carefully turning her head, Aislin saw that her lover’s lips had
parted a little. Her breathing was deep and even. Sound asleep, Susanna looked
a decade younger. Where her features were normally sharp and chiseled, they
were now soft, her lips plump. The hair was tangled around her beautiful face,
and her right arm lay gracefully along Aislin’s hip.


All right. If Susanna needed a nap, that was cool too. Closing
her eyes, Aislin had never been this comfortable. Some rest might be good for
her too. As she fantasized about all the different ways she could make love to
Susanna, she finally let sleep claim her.


Chapter Eighteen


Breakfast with Susanna Durr was a disheartening experience.
Sitting on the opposite side of the kitchen aisle, nursing the last of her
second mug of coffee, Aislin regarded another side of Susanna. With no less
than three ten-inch tablets and two cell phones spread out in front of her, the
woman was managing to read and scroll on all five screens and eat at the same
time. And apparently, what Susanna had for breakfast was a fruit bowl, almonds,
and—thank God—coffee. Susanna had merely waved toward the cabinets and told
Aislin to make herself at home and eat what she wanted.


So, here Aislin sat with oatmeal, coffee, and an orange. It was
that or any of the assortment of indecently sugary cereals. And when she had attempted
to talk to Susanna, she received only one-syllable replies. Not one to be
offended easily, Aislin took her time while eating her oatmeal, but when an
entire hour had gone by and all Susanna had uttered were yes, no, wait, in
different constellations, it was hard not to feel entirely invisible and not
exactly prioritized. She wasn’t expecting to hold hands and lovingly discuss
their night together, but surely she deserved more attention than she had
received after Susanna had woken up, showered at lightning speed, and
disappeared toward the kitchen with a “your turn” over her shoulder?


“I should go.” Aislin didn’t want to leave. After the night
they’d just shared, half of it on the couch and the latter half in Susanna’s
queen-size bed, she wanted to spend as much time with Susanna as possible. But
it was obvious Susanna had other ideas. When her words went unnoticed, Aislin
rose and placed her bowl and mug in the dishwasher. She glanced over her
shoulder at Susanna and decided she could put her own damn bowl away. Despite
her best attempts to rationalize what was going on, and that was, after all,
one of the things she was good at, resentment, and yes, hurt and
second-guessing rose higher within her with each passing moment. She might be
good at finding excuses for other people, often to her own detriment, but she
was running out of them for Susanna right now.


The bedroom looked fantastic, mainly because of the way the
pillows were stacked together, showing how they’d slept together—what little
sleep they’d managed. They had nodded off, woken up, and made love all over
again. At least that’s how Aislin thought of it. Not just sex, even if there
was nothing wrong with that, but more than that. For her. Last night, she could
have sworn it was more for Susanna as well, but that might just be wishful
thinking. And what did she expect? Susanna had invited her to clear the air, or
something like that. Talk things through. Well, they’d cleared something, all
right, and now Susanna was back to business-as-usual. Was it possible for
Susanna to work a person out of her system just like that?


Aislin had already taken a quick shower, and now she had to ditch
the borrowed robe and put on her clothes from last night. She hated wearing
yesterday’s underwear, but she would drive straight home and take one more
shower to wash Susanna Durr off her skin. Yet washing her out of her mind would
be impossible just yet, she was certain. 


When she reached the foyer, she pulled out her jacket and stared
at her boots, debating whether to attempt one more “I’m going now,” but as all
her efforts at connecting had fallen flat, Aislin decided against it. She stuck
her feet into her boots and made sure she had her messenger bag. Standing still
for at least ten seconds, her hand on the door handle, she admitted to herself
that if she had been her usual feisty self, she would have marched straight out
into the kitchen and slapped a palm on a tablet, demanding attention. For all
she knew, Susanna was simply going through her routine and not meaning anything
by it. And yes, there she went again, making up excuses.


She turned the handle, opened the door, and stepped outside. It
was a beautiful mid-December morning. A low-set sun spread a pale light on the
still-snowless ground, but frost was in the air and had coated everything. That
meant deicing the car windows.


Aislin made her way over to the garage where she’d parked. The
engine took two tries before it started, and Aislin let it run for a few
moments before she put the heater on full blast. Rummaging through the door
compartment, she found the ice scraper and, to her relief, some deicer spray.
She soaked the windscreen and let it do its magic. In the meantime, she took
care of the rest of the windows.


“Hello, ma’am,” a dark voice said behind her, making her pivot so
fast she nearly toppled over. 


A tall man in his late twenties stood behind her. Of Asian
descent, he was zipping up his jacket. She saw a patch on the chest and on both
upper arms, containing a well-known security company’s logo. Ah. The security
guard.


“Hi there. I’m Aislin. I was just leaving.”


“I’m Jack Chu. I buzzed you in last night.” Jack gave her a broad
smile. “You have a standing permission to enter at any time.”


“Well, now you know it’s just me going through the gate when it
opens.” Aislin leaned over the hood to reach the front window with the scraper.


“Please. Let me.” Jack reached out for the scraper, his bright
smile in place.


“That won’t be necessary,” Susanna’s clipped voice said, making
Jack quickly take a step back. 


“Yes, ma’am. I apologize. Ma’am.” Jack nodded at Aislin before
walking off.


Slowly, Aislin turned to look at Susanna, who was standing there
in her robe and slippers.


“Go back inside. It’s freezing.” Aislin didn’t even try to sound
polite. 


“What are you doing out here?” Susanna pulled the robe closer
around her. Her hair was no longer damp from the shower but not done into its
usual impeccable style. “Why did you just disappear?”


Aislin gaped. “I didn’t disappear. I told you I was going.”


Frowning, Susanna shook her head. “One second you were there, and
the next you were gone. I didn’t hear you say a thing.”


“That doesn’t surprise me.” Returning her attention to the car,
Aislin fought back tears. “I tried to talk to you throughout the entire
breakfast, but it was obvious you didn’t want me there, so I told you I was
going home.”


“What are you talking about? Of course, I want you here.” Susanna
sounded honestly confused. 


“You have a funny way of showing that preference.” After pushing
the now sloshy ice off the window, Aislin turned back. “I’m going home now.
You’re busy with work, I get that much, and…and I have errands and…” Aislin
stopped talking and studied Susanna more closely. 


Normally, Susanna’s caramel-colored skin held a golden hue, but
now it had a gray undertone where she had paled. Her hazel eyes were nearly
colorless in the bright morning sunlight. And her lips were trembling.


“Please, come inside.” Susanna’s voice was as colorless as her
cheeks. “Don’t go like this.” Susanna hesitated and pulled her hands into her
sleeves. “I couldn’t bear it.”


The words hit Aislin right between her breasts and made her heart
ache. Without a word, she opened the car door and leaned inside. Turning off
the ignition, she took her messenger bag and closed the car door. “All right.”


Susanna merely stared at her. “What?”


“We’re going back in before you catch pneumonia.” Aislin motioned
for the front door, which she now saw was wide open. “Unless you decided to
cool the entire house?”


“Oh.” Susanna started back to the house next to Aislin. 


When they were inside, Aislin removed her coat and placed it on a
stool near the door. After kicking off her boots, she took Susanna by the hand
and pulled her into the living room. She smoothed the pillows and blankets they
had tossed around last night, refusing to think of too many amazing details. 


“Perhaps…the kitchen?” Susanna stood with her arms wrapped around
herself, shivering still. 


“No. The kitchen didn’t work so well this morning. Not to mention
your tablets and your phone. If we’re going to talk about what happened, we do
it here, away from…that.” Aislin flicked her fingers toward the kitchen.


“All right.” Stiffly, Susanna sat down, elegantly crossing her
legs. 


Aislin sat also and took Susanna’s hands in hers, rubbing them.
“God, you’re like ice.”


“I’ve heard that many times.” Susanna raised her chin.


“What? I mean your hands, silly.” Aislin shook her head, but as
ridiculous as their exchange was, there was real hurt there. “Trust me. A lot
of you is pure fire. I know.” Reaching down, Aislin felt Susanna’s shins and
feet. “Holy crap. I didn’t think you were outside long enough to get this
cold.”


“There are different ways to freeze,” Susanna said, her lips pale
and tense.


Aislin pulled off Susanna’s slippers and gathered her feet into
her lap, even if it meant sitting farther away from her. Spreading the same
blanket that had covered them the first half of the night on top of Susanna’s
legs, she began to massage her cold feet underneath it. “True. Let’s take care
of your feet first though.”


They sat in silence, and Susanna closed her eyes for a few
minutes. Then she looked up, her eyes at least three shades darker, the green
more prominent than usual.


“All right, Aislin. Let’s talk.”


Chapter Nineteen


Susanna held a gray, fluffy pillow against her chest,
looking at Aislin, certain that the long list of her shortcomings would now
begin. Her husbands, independently of each other, had kept quite the record of
all the times she had failed as a wife and mother, not to mention lover.
Generally, in all areas as a human being.


“You look braced for impact,” Aislin said softly, her warm hands
still working Susanna’s feet.


She was braced. Susanna had experienced this reaction, not
counting the foot rub, before, and that was why she had taken the initiative
about talking. Aislin looked hesitant.


“I have a routine.” Susanna’s lips felt cold and tense. “I follow
it every morning, no matter what time I get up. I have to do this, to stay on
top of all the information that pours in at all hours. When you run a
conglomerate that has a multitude of international associates, business
partners, and clients, a ton of information hits your inbox at all hours. If I
wait, if I don’t stick to my routine, I will get overwhelmed, the companies
will suffer, and my employees’ jobs will be in jeopardy.”


Aislin kept moving her hands, but it seemed to Susanna that now
they caressed more than rubbed. She wiggled her feet some. She was getting
warmer.


“It sounds like you’ve had to explain that situation to quite a
few people over time.” Merely holding Susanna’s feet under the blanket, Aislin
momentarily looked thoughtful. “I understood everything you said, and I can
especially understand that you have an immense responsibility for a great
number of people.”


“You can’t understand.” It was fairly audacious of Aislin to even
presume to claim such a thing.


“Just because I don’t employ half the eastern seaboard doesn’t
mean I don’t have a great responsibility to my students. They are in the midst
of their teenage years, when they are the most vulnerable. If something goes
seriously wrong for one of them at that stage, it can become, if not always
irreparable, then something they’ll have to work on for years to come. People
like you—and by that I mean, parents, guardians, foster parents—send their life
blood to school, and I’m in a rare position among the faculty to meet these
amazing kids when they are the most sensitive. If that’s not an overwhelming
responsibility…” Pulling one hand free, Aislin rested her head in her hand,
supporting it against the backrest.


“I stand corrected.” Susanna had never thought of her job in
comparison to one like Aislin’s.


“And I am guilty of thinking you employ minions in droves to do
everything.” Aislin sucked her lower lip in between her teeth. “I can safely
say that I know zero about running any sort of business, let alone an empire.”


“Empire. Yes, that’s one way of putting it.” Susanna wasn’t sure
where their talk was heading. Instead of listing her faults, Aislin had
compared Susanna’s work to her own, which was something Susanna’s husbands had
never done. Most likely because Cynthia’s father, a playboy whose trust fund
allowed him to play a lot, had never worked a day in his life. The fact that he
played with at least ten other women the last year before their separation,
according to Susanna’s private investigator, was just one of his shortcomings.
Husband number two had held a position similar to her own, but on a much lower
level, which made him seek comfort in the arms of women who undoubtedly
understood him better than his wife did. 


“What hurt a lot was how invisible I felt while you were doing
your thing.” Teardrops rose in Aislin’s eyes but didn’t fall. “I felt dismissed
and angry.”


“I never meant for you to feel either of those things.” Hating
how rigid she still sounded, Susanna pulled her feet off Aislin’s lap and moved
to sit next to her instead. She took Aislin’s hand and held it against her
chest. “I should have told you what I needed to deal with and not just assumed
you’d read my mind and just know.”


“My crystal ball is in the workshop being mended.” Aislin smiled,
and a few tears escaped. “And you’re right. I promise I’m not the clingy type,
but after the amazing night we just had…I started to think perhaps I was the
only one who thought it was amazing.”


“Hardly.” Susanna’s cheeks burned. “We were quite amazing.” 


Aislin tipped her head sideways and leaned it against Susanna’s
shoulder. “Yeah, we were. I needed to hear that from you.” She squeezed
Susanna’s hand lightly. “And I suppose I could have stomped the floor in the
kitchen and said, ‘Hey, lady, pay attention,’ but that’s just not me. I
evidently needed for you to freely give me the attention, if only for a few
minutes, without having to be coaxed. You know, to show me that you really
heard me. Other than that, you can have ten tablets and phones and do your
job.”


Susanna turned her head and pressed her lips to Aislin’s curls.
“I understand.” Or at least she thought she did. Aislin was an impulsive,
emotional woman. This quality showed in everything she did, whether she was
fighting for Cynthia’s best interests or bringing fire to every caress when
they made love. How could that approach to life possibly mesh with her own
measured, cool persona? Every time someone had an emotional outburst, or even
tantrum, Susanna’s blood cooled, icicles made her spine ramrod straight, and
she removed herself from this type of situation. Just look at the way they’d
met. In a club, which Susanna only visited because it was good business at the
time. It had been obvious that the loud, crowded environment appealed to
Aislin. 


“What are you thinking? I can hear the wheels turning.” Aislin
didn’t move but stroked her thumb over the back of Susanna’s hand. 


Susanna wasn’t sure if she could share, or even sort through, her
thoughts. “We’re very different,” she said slowly.


“Yes.” Aislin nodded.


“Barely compatible.”


“You can’t be sure of that. We don’t know each other well enough
to make that judgment. And usually when you look at a person under the surface,
you can find you have more things in common than you first thought.”


Susanna wasn’t certain, but she found she wanted to believe
Aislin more than she’d wanted anything in a long time. “Are you ready to put up
with me a little longer?”


Aislin flinched and turned to meet Susanna’s gaze. “What do you
mean?”


“It’s Saturday morning. Do you have anywhere to be, or can you
stay until Sunday?” Susanna had no idea where she found the courage to ask such
a question. 


Aislin’s by now irresistible smile erupted. “I’d love to. I don’t
have a change of clothes though. If you recall, I had no idea I’d spend the
night.” She pursed her lips and looked so cute, Susanna’s heart hurt.


“I have things you can borrow while we put your stuff in the
washing machine.” Susanna found herself returning the smile.


“Okay. I can’t wait to get out of yesterday’s clothes. That’s
kind of a thing for me.” Aislin stood and began pulling off her shirt.


“Wait. Now? Here?” Susanna looked out through the window, fully
expecting her security guard to be standing there getting an eyeful.


“Do you mind me getting naked?” Aislin wiggled out of her slacks
and let them drop on the floor. “If you don’t mind me asking…what exactly are
you wearing under that robe?”


Chuckling now, Susanna stood and took Aislin’s hand as she
stepped out of the slacks. “Nothing.”


Aislin stumbled and grabbed a fistful of the robe lapel, trying
to regain her balance. “Nothing?”


“Are you objecting to my
state of undress?” Susanna sent Aislin one of her practiced cool looks. Unlike
her minions, as Aislin had called them earlier, it made her lover wet her lips
and look so hungry that Susanna’s thighs clenched.


“Uh-uh. I don’t object at all.” 


Susanna began pulling Aislin toward the master bedroom. “Let’s go
look for some clothes for you.”


“All right. In your bedroom, right?”


“Right.”


As they tumbled down onto Susanna’s bed, neither of them wearing
a stitch of clothing, Susanna caught Aislin in her arms and held her close.
Rolling them, she ended up on top and braced herself on her arms so she
wouldn’t be too heavy. “Can I ask something of you, Aislin?” 


Aislin stilled, and a look of concern flickered over her face.
“Yes?”


“Please don’t disappear again. Scream or whatever…just don’t
disappear.” She could hear how her voice trembled, and the softening expression
on Aislin’s face showed she did too.


“I won’t disappear. Though I might swat your head.” 


Susanna pressed her lips to Aislin’s and there—there it was, that
feeling of last night when she had given and taken over and over, unable to get
enough. How could she have shut Aislin out this morning when she could have
been doing this?


Chapter Twenty


“I just wanted to know if you managed to get some sleep.
Like an hour or so?” Susanna loved listening to Aislin’s warm, teasing voice,
even if she was phoning and not near enough to touch. “And please tell me I’m
not on speaker when you’re in the office.”


“You’re not. I know better,” Susanna said dryly. “After these
four last weeks, I’m well aware that you may let go of your filter at any given
moment.”


“Mainly when you make me lose my mind, Susanna Durr.” Aislin
chuckled. “But I’ll behave. For now. Don’t you have a meeting soon?” A sound in
the background made Susanna think Aislin was snapping a binder closed. 


“I do. In two minutes.”


“Me too. Time to get ready.” Aislin went quiet for a moment.
“Take care, Susanna. Talk tonight?”


“Yes. And you too. Bye.” Disconnecting, Susanna closed her eyes
briefly and visualized Aislin as she’d looked last night. All last night.
Flushed, tousled, and, sometimes, downright feral.


“Manon Belmont to see you, Susanna,” Vince said over the
intercom. Susanna hated yelling, or slamming doors, and insisted on the rather
old-fashioned intercom system.


“Show her in, please.”


The door opened, and Manon breezed in, her strides simultaneously
elegant and economic. 


“Welcome, Manon.” Susanna rounded her desk and greeted the woman
who carried the unofficial title of East Quay’s first daughter. The Belmont
Foundation, a seemingly bottomless well of money, helped the community on so
many levels. Not just in their area, but in the entire state of Rhode Island,
and beyond. The newest branch of the foundation had opened an office in South
Africa, working together with the Rhode Island colleges. “How are you doing?”


“I’m fine. Exhausted, but fine.” Manon kissed the air next to
Susanna’s cheek and didn’t appear at all tired. Silky, chocolate hair, as
always kept in a low chignon, framed a face of classic beauty. Her intelligent
blue-gray eyes had a way of sizing someone up, but instead of offending anyone,
Manon made everyone feel thrilled about her interest in them. “Life with a baby
is tiring at times. But you know all about that.”


Susanna had some flashbacks of trying to nurse but failing,
colic, sleepless nights, but also the sweet scent of a baby, of toothless grins
that melted her heart She also recalled the joy when Cynthia hit her milestones
and the stress when it took longer than the how-to books said it would.
“Please, have a seat.” Susanna pointed at the armchair by the small sitting
area in her office. “Can I offer you coffee? Tea?”


“Coffee, please.” Manon sat down, perfectly poised and relaxed,
of course. 


“I have some of the Sea Stone Café’s original blend. Will that
do?” Susanna opened the door to the outer office.


“Oh, what a godsend. Yes, please.” Manon looked relieved. 


“Two coffees, Mike Stone’s blend. Some cookies and fruit as well,
please,” Susanna said to her second assistant, before returning to Manon and
sitting down perpendicular to her in another armchair. “To answer your question
about knowing about babies—I do, even if it has been fourteen years. You have a
little boy, I understand? How old is he?”


“Yes, we do. Lucien is nine months and starting to pull himself
up along our furniture. I swear Eryn and I have baby-proofed the entire house.
And if I hadn’t stopped her, she would have baby-proofed Mike and Vivian’s
house, and our other friends’ homes where we visit.”


“Good to know.” Susanna had to smile at the thought of the
aristocratic woman in front of her crawling around her house, making sure her
child couldn’t stick his fingers into something dangerous. 


“I couldn’t be happier about you showing interest in our cause.”
Manon laced her fingers and rested her hands on her lap. “You reach a massive
amount of people from all walks of life, and you also know what it takes to
plan an event like the one we have in mind. May I ask why you seem to have had
a change of heart? I don’t mean to criticize, but we have tried to contact
Karma before. You have always been most generous when it comes to donations,
but I’ve never heard of you getting personally involved.” Manon, non-judgmental
and direct, seemed truly interested.


“As we were just on the topic of children, I’d say it started
with my daughter, Cynthia. She’s fourteen and is going through some things.
Part of it, I’m sure, is regular teenage angst, which I don’t mean to downplay
by any means. I remember some of that trauma, and it was very hard at the time.
But she’s also been dealing with more than that, and she’s not very forthcoming
with me—which is my fault.” Susanna hadn’t meant for her explanation to be so
confessional, but she felt unexpectedly comfortable with the woman across from
her.


“Yes, those teenage years. I’m always suspicious about people who
rave about their wonderful high school years. Not that I begrudge those who did
sail straight through without any glitches…but still.”


Relaxing some more, Susanna nodded. “I feel the same way. You and
I come from old money, which has its own set of rules, and it can make you a
target.”


“It certainly can. In my case, I was shipped off to boarding
school but eventually home-schooled.” Manon regarded Susanna kindly. “And you?”


“Oh, yes. Boarding school. A very strict prep school. Networking
from age eight.” She shrugged. “Can you believe, I tried that with Cynthia,
minus the boarding-school part, even if I knew she isn’t the type that would
thrive there? It was one of the few things I agreed with her father about when
I moved here from Manhattan.”


“Is she still—” Manon interrupted herself as the assistant
brought a tray and placed it on the coffee table. 


“Thank you. I’ll pour myself.” Susanna nodded approvingly at the
tray, and her newest assistant gave an audible sigh of relief before she left.


“Is she still at the prep school?” Manon asked while Susanna
poured the coffee.


“No. She’s been at East Quay High for four weeks now. It has gone
well, with some minor hiccups. Her, eh, the school staff has been very
helpful.” Wanting to hide her cheeks that entirely betrayed her by heating up,
Susanna hoped Manon wouldn’t notice.


“And is it Cynthia’s situation that has inspired you to take this
personal interest?” Manon asked and sipped her coffee.


“Yes, in a way. Glow
Magazine reaches young men and women, and if it could have a
positive impact when it comes to the social environment in schools, I’d be
delighted. I find that EQH has a very forward-thinking staff that isn’t afraid
of addressing hard issues. Their efforts when it comes to visual arts,
performing arts, music, and phys ed have proved to work very well. Developing
such programs further takes money. Which part of the above blends well with
Belmont’s objective?”


“The social part. The after-school activities. I’m talking about
diversity, empathy, loyalty, safety, anti-bullying…” Manon spoke solemnly. “The
way children are involved in social media on a multitude of platforms, they
rarely have an escape if they’re targeted. I want to help create programs that
can be implemented nationwide. At least, that’s the dream.”


Susanna studied Manon’s demeanor. Something told her that Manon,
or someone she loved, had been subjected to bullying or harassment. “You know
tons more than I do about these things because of your foundation. I’m ready to
listen to you to determine how we can best pool our resources.”


Manon, more animated now, slid forward on the cushion. “I can’t
say how much this will mean to us.”


“Your email mentioned something about a gala fund-raiser?”
Susanna remembered her coffee and sipped it. Half hiding behind the cup, she
hoped she had done the right thing when she had quite spontaneously answered
Manon’s email.


“Yes.” Manon plucked a cookie from the plate. “I know it’s short
notice, but we’re aiming for late March. Will that give you ample time to fit
the topic of anti-bullying and these after-school programs into the March issue
of Glow?”


“Yes. I’ll have to clue in the editor in chief right away.”
Susanna pulled up her calendar on her cell phone and tapped her tablet. “The
last Saturday?”


Manon had taken a thick Filofax notebook from her briefcase.
Susanna wasn’t aware that anyone still used them. When Manon opened it, a
multi-colored array of narrow Post-it notes lined three sides of the Filofax
like a fringe. Susanna could relate to Post-its. An equal number of the exact
same kind created a frame around her desktop computer at work.


“Yes, that will work. Invites have to go out no later than
mid-February.” Manon tapped her chin with the back of her Mont Blanc fountain
pen. “Another important part of this project is to work with a school that we
can hold up as an example to the people whose wallets we want to unburden. East
Quay High is an obvious choice, as it is as local as it gets, and my foundation
knows it well.”


Susanna nodded. “Agreed. If it were possible, I would have held
up Drew as a warning example, but perhaps that’s counterproductive.”


Manon snorted. “Had a run-in with Principal Lorne? My
condolences.” Shaking her head, she returned her focus to her Filofax. “We’ll
need a contact, a liaison, at EQH.” Manon flicked her pen back and forth.
“Wait,” she said and lit up. “What about that young woman Mike talked to at the
club? She was really impressed, and Stephanie Bonnaire-Edwards constantly raves
about her. What’s her name again? Something Irish…”


“Aislin Kennedy,” Susanna said, without thinking. 


“Yes, that’s her. Mike Stone is a great judge of character, and
she couldn’t stop talking about her when we had our next rehearsal. She met her
at YouMeShe a
while back.”


Susanna had no idea if Manon knew that she and Aislin had danced.
If she did, Manon was far too discreet and considerate to comment about it. 


“My group will be playing a few songs. We also will need the art
and performing arts departments at EQH to participate, if at all possible. The
more we can involve the students, the better.”


“That sounds amazing. You haven’t toured in a year, or more.”


“Because of Lucien, mainly.” Manon smiled, and the loving glow
she radiated made Susanna self-consciously wonder if she’d ever stopped her
insane life to appear like that fourteen years ago? Did she ever look like that
even now?


“People will love it. I will need Chicory Ariose to appear in a
large spread in the March issue as well.” Susanna tapped in notes on her phone.


“Of course.”


“Are we going to bring in other celebrities? I have a long list
of people that owe me favors, and doing this lets them off way too easy, but
it’s for a worthy cause after all.”


Manon threw her head back and laughed. Her wide smile reminded
Susanna of Aislin, and she found she was growing excited about telling her
lover about this opportunity to make a difference. 


“I have an entire phone book full of people of all ages. Not sure
they owe me favors, but I can be persuasive.”


Susanna didn’t doubt it. They were both businesswomen, each in her
own right. “I think you’re part of the reason that several of them either live
here in East Quay or have summer houses here.”


Manon winked at her. “Personally, I think it’s Mike’s coffee.
Addictive, isn’t it?”


“It is. I don’t know how all of you find the time to have a
successful music career as a second career” Susanna wasn’t lying about being
impressed. Manon and the others’ mind-blowing vocation in the improv music
group Chicory Ariose was extraordinary. Manon was a brilliant pianist. With her
wife, Eryn, on electric guitar, Mike Stone on drums, and, unfathomably, the
world-renowned alto Vivian Harding, Mike’s wife, as their vocalist, they had
toured the world several times over. Susanna had been to a couple of their
concerts and knew that droves of their fans traveled in their footsteps when
they were on tour. 


Susanna cleared her throat. “Speaking of Aislin, I can ask her.
She’s a friend.”


“Excellent.” Manon merely nodded, but her eyes took on an
interested gleam. “I’ll have my assistant set up One Note folders for
brainstorming. Let’s keep it among my crew, yours, and Aislin Kennedy until we
have more tangible plans.”


“Agreed.”


Manon stood, and so did Susanna. “Thanks again, Susanna. And, if
I haven’t been absolutely clear about it before, you are doing East Quay a
great service by moving your headquarters here.”


Susanna chuckled. “Not sure Principal Lorne would agree, but
thank you.” They exchanged new air kisses. 


“Why don’t you come to dinner soon?” Manon stopped with her hand
on the doorknob. “Are you free this weekend? You can bring your daughter,
Cynthia, was it? And Aislin Kennedy.”


Susanna could feel herself reddening. Feigning interest in her
calendar, she took an invisible, deep breath. “I’m free. Thank you. As far as I
know, so is Cynthia.” She cleared her throat for the second time. “I’ll ask
Aislin.”


“If I don’t hear anything, we’ll look forward to seeing you on
Saturday at seven. Here’s my private card.” Manon pulled out a white-and-gold
business card containing a phone number and an email address. Above the
information it said only “MB” in monogram lettering.


“Thank you. I look forward to it.” Susanna returned the favor
after writing her private cell-phone number on the back of the card she handed
Manon. She normally never gave out that number.


After Manon left, Susanna sat back down behind her desk. A dinner
with Manon and Eryn. Bringing Cynthia was one thing, but Aislin? Surely the
sharp-eyed Manon would see right through them. They’d been with each other
every weekend, mainly at Aislin’s apartment, since they made love the first
time. The air around them was electric, and they couldn’t keep their hands off
each other. Sure, they wouldn’t be going as a couple. More like a pre-business
dinner engagement, really. 


Susanna wasn’t ready for anything remotely official, and that was
just as well, since Aislin seemed fine with being together when they could get
away. Susanna was barely able to admit to herself that, even if she had spent
all of Sunday evening with Aislin at her apartment only two days ago, she was
aching to see if she was free tonight. After all, she intended to call her when
she knew she was on her break and ask about Saturday. Perhaps she could let the
invitation slip in passing?


Feeling ridiculous, like a forty-year-old teenager, Susanna
swiveled her chair to face her desktop computer. First, she needed to contact Glow’s editor-in-chief
and set the ball rolling. Three months was far too close to the finish line
when it came to the magazine-publishing business. 


Susanna pressed the buzzer, alerting the outer office. “Get me
Sandra Beyer.”


As she waited for either of her assistants to put the call
through, her personal cell phone beeped. She cast a quick glance at it. Craig.
Susanna groaned. She didn’t have time for her first husband and Cynthia’s
father right now. She tapped the text icon. 


 


I’ve spoken
to Principal Lorne at Drew. He has agreed to re-transfer Cynthia from Monday
next week. C.


 


Oh, hell no. Susanna knew enough of Craig’s tactics to take
action immediately. She pressed the intercom button. “Vince. Hold the call for
ten minutes. Make my sincere apologies. You know the drill.”


“Yes, Susanna.” Vince, of course, sounded unfazed.


Dialing her private legal team, Susanna waited impatiently until
she had her personal barracuda on the phone. “I’m going to read you a text that
Craig sent, Carla.” She read his text, aware of the venom in her voice. “I want
you to deal with this and make it go away. I have full custody, and at
fourteen, Cynthia’s wishes count as well.” Susanna knew she wasn’t telling
Carla Baltzar anything she didn’t already know, but she was furious.


“Hey, consider it done, Susy.” Carla was the only one who could
get away with shortening Susanna’s name like that. “He hasn’t got a prayer. Any
decisions regarding Cynthia’s schooling and future until she comes of age are
yours—and yes, Cynthia’s, since you’re no idiot.”


It was a relief in itself to hear the irreverent woman who had
been working for her family since Susanna was in high school sound so
confident. What was more, Susanna knew Carla intimidated Craig to no end, which
had come in handy during the divorce proceedings.


“Thank you, Carla.” Susanna sighed.


“Hey, girl. What’s up? Something else we can do for you? Don’t
tell me we need to take care of some more restraining orders?” Carla’s voice
went from a drawl to sharp in a second.


“No. I’m fine. Actually, better than in a long time. And
transferring Cynthia to her new school was the right thing to do. If anything,
I wish I’d thought of it before she did.”


“That kid’s sharp. You’d do well to listen to her, no matter
what.” Carla chuckled hoarsely, and Susanna heard the unmistakable sound of her
lighting a cigar. Shaking her head, she thanked her lawyer and friend and
disconnected the call.


She felt better now, so it was time to get back to work.


Chapter Twenty-one


Aislin was on the phone with Corinne, who was visiting her
parents in Boston, discussing which club to go dancing at next, when she
remembered she hadn’t opened her mail. Normally she had nothing but junk in her
physical mailbox these days, but she did still get some of her bills the
old-fashioned way, and she remembered seeing some envelopes that looked legit. 


“I vote we go back to YouMeShe,” Corinne said. “It’s a great
place, and the same DJ is playing on Friday. It’s convenient, too, since it’s
local. You don’t have to be the designated driver. We can share Ubers”


“Uh. That’d be a nice change. I’ve had more Coca Cola this last
year than I had during my teens.” Aislin snorted. “I wouldn’t mind revisiting
YouMeShe. And I agree with you.” Aislin thought of Susanna. She wanted to ask
her to join them, but she was ninety-percent sure Susanna would decline. She
had been there the last time only to keep some Italian people happy.


Picking up the first envelope, Aislin huffed, as it was only a
cleverly disguised suggestion that she should subscribe to three different
periodicals for the price of two. She tossed it back onto the kitchen table.


“What? Something I said?” Corinne broke off in midsentence. 


“Huh? No, no. I’m sorry. I got sidetracked and opened some damn
junk mail. Can you rewind?”


“Sure. You should ask the enigmatic Susanna. It’s time your
friends got to meet her.”


Aislin gasped and tried to mask her reaction by coughing. “Are
you insane? We’re not an item. And we’re definitely not near any stage where we
meet friends or, God forbid, family.”


“You met her daughter. And you have sex.” Corrine sounded
unfazed. 


“I already knew her daughter. It’s not like Susanna introduced
her to me and was all like, ‘Oh, here’s my lover that happens to be your school
counselor.’”


“Do you think the kid’s stupid? She must know something’s going
on. You’ve seen Susanna at least a gazillion times this last month. If not
more.”


Oh, God. Actually, Aislin had been with Susanna more often than
she’d told Corinne. Mostly at Aislin’s apartment, but also at Susanna’s house
when her daughter was busy with extra-curricular activities. If Cynt knew where
her mother spent her free time, yes, she would soon figure it out, if she
hadn’t already. Was Susanna aware of this probability? Despite being the most
brilliant woman Aislin had ever met in so many ways, Susanna could have
blinders the size of barn doors when it came to some rather obvious things
around her.


“You might be right.” Aislin sighed and reached for the last
envelope. Her name and address were handwritten on the front. She turned it
over and grew rigid. A PO box in Denton, Texas. “Can you hang on for a moment,
Corinne?” Aislin put her cell down, tapped the speaker icon, and then opened
the envelope. Before she read one word of the letter, which was also
handwritten, she dropped her gaze to the bottom of the page. Tina Jensen. What
the fuck? 


“You’re hyperventilating.” Corinne sounded worried. “What’s up?
Did the car-repair dude charge you a year’s salary for fixing your old wreck of
a car?”


Aislin had to take two deep breaths. “No. I wish.”


“What’s wrong? Should I come over?” 


“No need. I’ll be fine. Just a letter from Tina Jensen.”


A brief silence was followed by an “oh, shit” from Corinne. “She
apologizing for what she did, maybe? Ha, what am I saying…that bitch would
never acknowledge a thing.”


Aislin had turned the letter upside down. “I’m going to read it.
Eventually. I just hate how these flashbacks happen. She tried to friend me on
Facebook just a few weekends ago. I ignored her request. And then I went back
and blocked her.”


“Good for you.”


“I’m not sure about that. Maybe that’s why she’s resorted to
snail mail? And how the fuck does she know where I live?” Aislin tried to calm
her breathing. 


“Hey, Ais. She doesn’t have any power over you, or your future,
anymore.”


“Are you kidding? She was my professor, and my mentor when I got
my master’s degree. She could still cause trouble if she insisted on it.”
Grabbing the phone, Aislin went to sit down by the kitchen table, but her
restlessness made it impossible. Instead she paced in a small circle in her
living room.


“I think you should call Susanna,” she said firmly. “I’m not
saying that to be funny. I think you need to call her and let her be there for
you. You’ve done a lot for her kid, and it’s always good to balance a
relationship.”


“We don’t exactly have a relationship.” Suddenly bone tired,
Aislin slumped down on the couch. “We have…something. Not sure if it will lead
to anything more. Asking her to be a shoulder to cry on, so to speak, it’s a
huge step…and…and…” Aislin wiped at her wet eyelashes.


“And you aren’t sure you want to explain the whole damn thing.”
Corinne’s voice softened. “But if you don’t want me to drive over, you need
someone. I can tell.”


“I am over this. I really am.” Aislin wondered if she was telling
the truth or merely trying to convince herself.


“I know. Or I know you think you are. But when a person does
something that shitty to you when they’re supposed to love you and put you
above everyone else, it messes with you. When you factor in that she actually—”


“I know. All right. I’ll call Susanna. Maybe she can be with me
when I read the letter.”


“If not, then call me back.”


Aislin smiled. “All right.” 


After disconnecting, Aislin sat with her cell phone clutched in
one hand and the by-now-wrinkled letter in the other. Wiping at her face with
the sleeve of her black, long-sleeve T-shirt, she tapped Susanna’s icon on the
cell. It rang three times, and Aislin fully expected to get Susanna’s voice
mail, but instead she heard a sharp, “Susanna.”


“Um. Hi. It’s me.” At a loss, and uncomfortable to not be her
usual verbal self, Aislin cleared her throat and tried again. “It’s Aislin. Am
I disturbing you?”


“Oh. Hello. No, of course not.” But Susanna still sounded short,
yet at least not preoccupied. “What’s up?”


It was impossible to get what she wanted to say over her lips,
and Aislin felt new tears cling to her lashes. Her throat closed.


“Aislin? Did I lose you?” Susanna sounded exasperated now, but
also slightly concerned. “Aislin?”


“Still here,” Aislin managed to croak. “I…” She was at a loss how
to phrase her next remark. “I just needed to hear your voice.” It wasn’t a lie,
even if it wasn’t all Aislin needed.


“Something’s wrong.” Worry, expressed in a much softer tone,
laced Susanna’s words. “Can you tell me?”


“I got a letter.” The tears spilled down Aislin’s cheek. “It’s
ridiculous really, but…I don’t think I can read it alone. I mean, it’s probably
nothing, at least nothing to worry about, but I still…I just don’t know.”


“I’m on my way. You’re home, right?” Sharp clacking sounds proved
that Susanna was striding across hardwood floors. A rustling sound suggested
she was pulling her coat from the closet. “Lovisa? Cynthia? I’ll be back later.
I need to take care of something, all right?” 


“Aislin okay?” Cynt’s faint voice came through clearly. “You said
Aislin’s name.”


Susanna was quiet for a few moments. “Yes. I need to go see
Aislin.” She spoke so matter-of-factly it was impossible to hear if she was
embarrassed or feeling awkward. 


“Tell her hi from me. I hope she’s all right.” Cynt sounded
concerned but not surprised.


“I will.” Susanna began walking fast again. “I’ll be there with
you in fifteen minutes.”


“Thank you,” Aislin whispered. She disconnected the call and
remained sitting on the couch, motionless as what had happened three years ago
washed over her.


✥  ✥  ✥


The stairs up to Aislin’s apartment felt steeper and longer than
usual. Susanna took them two at a time, her impatience, and concern, growing.
She had never heard Aislin sound this…forlorn. What the hell could be in the
letter that upset Aislin like this? Aislin, who was a pillar of strength when
it came to the kids she worked with and amazing with Cynthia, who was starting
to relax and blossom. Susanna was embarrassed to realize she hadn’t asked
Aislin about very many details regarding her life, her past. She was interested
in everything about Aislin, but each time they got together, they had limited
time, and truth be told, they couldn’t keep their hands off each other. When
the passion was temporarily quenched, and they could have had time to deepen their
conversations, it was usually time for one of them to leave. 


Hurrying along the narrow corridor leading to Aislin’s apartment,
Susanna heard the sound of her own heels echo off the walls. She had once
overheard a couple of her subordinates compare the sound to that of a machine
gun and remark how it always made them stand at attention. Susanna hadn’t known
how to feel about that comment. She commanded respect, but she also knew that
she wasn’t always well liked. 


As she reached Aislin’s door, it opened before she knocked. Just
inside, a pale Aislin stood there, her arms, normally ready to embrace Susanna,
hanging by her side, her left hand clutching an envelope. “Hi.” Raspy and half
an octave deeper than usual, Aislin’s voice startled Susanna.


“Hello.” Susanna tossed her coat and bag onto the chair next to
the door and then pulled Aislin in for a hug. “What’s going on?”


Aislin sank into the embrace and buried her face against
Susanna’s neck, but she didn’t reply. Susanna held her for a while, not moving.
At first, she wasn’t sure, but then she felt barely distinguishable tremors
reverberate through Aislin. “Let’s go sit down. Couch?”


“Okay.” But Aislin remained where she was until Susanna took the
initiative and guided her to the deplorable-looking couch. Brown and torn in
places, it was the most comfortable couch she’d ever sat in, Aislin claimed.
Susanna found that when she was on this couch next to Aislin, the piece of
furniture was the last thing on her mind. Now, she pulled Aislin close as they
sat down, looking furtively at the envelope in Aislin’s hand. “Talk to me?”


Aislin tipped her head back, so pale the dark circles under her
eyes looked like bruises. Her bright-blue eyes seemed veiled and as if the
color had seeped out. “I had a letter.”


Susanna waited a few beats, but Aislin had closed her eyes and
didn’t continue.


“I see.” Susanna really didn’t, but somehow she needed to coax
more information from Aislin. “From whom?”


“I—I’m not sure. It only says it’s from Denton. A PO box.” Aislin
held up the letter, still firmly clenching it in her hand. “This one.”


“And you haven’t read it yet?” Susanna asked the question without
any inflection in her voice and made sure to keep her demeanor neutral, when
she really wanted to find out who had put Aislin in such a state. And kill
them.


“No.” Jerking, Aislin sat up. “Maybe…maybe you could read it? Or
does that make me a total wimp?”


“It doesn’t. I can read it if you want, but why don’t you try to
tell me what has led up to this…” Susanna caressed Aislin’s cold cheek with the
back of her curled fingers. “This state.”


“Right. Yes.” Aislin slumped against Susanna’s shoulder. “It’s
not a pretty story.”


“Just tell me, darling.” The term of endearment left Susanna’s
lips before she realized it.


Aislin melted close to her and nodded. “All right.” She took a
few deep breaths. “I did really well in college. I attended a university in
Denton, Texas, and I loved it. I had friends, tons of them, and dated a lot
during my first years. I don’t think I’ve ever felt that free, that accepted,
and nobody treated me badly. It was almost too good to be true.” Aislin
shivered. “Turned out it was.” Pressing her face against Susanna’s neck again,
she pressed her lips against the soft skin just below her ear. “When I went for
my Master of Science in Counseling and Development, I had planned to even take
it as far as a doctorate later down the road. I was so psyched about it and
felt I had found what I was meant to do with my life.” 


Susanna could hear grief and something that she interpreted as a
mix of anger, hurt, and resentment. “Go on,” she said gently.


“That’s when Tina Jensen came into my life.” Aislin pulled back,
leaving a cold inch between them. She now held the letter so tightly with both
hands, Susanna feared she might tear it apart. And who the fuck was this Tina
Jensen? 


“Yes?” 


“Tina was…is a beautiful woman, about your age. She was my
psychology professor, and she was perfect at everything. Everyone loved her. It
was a huge honor to be on her brunch list, where you were invited to her house
on some Sunday mornings, after signing a paper that you were not to reveal any
personal details about her home, which seemed legit. It was her home we visited,
after all. There she served up an amazing buffet and gave extra classes that
put those fortunate students ahead of the game. I made that coveted list after
one month of studies. She made sure we all knew she only took in the best and
the brightest. What she wasn’t as forthcoming about was that she also, each
semester, or even the whole school year, chose one of the brunch students as
her favorite.”


“And she picked you.” That was obvious.


“She did. And, oh, boy, was she subtle about it.” Aislin
chuckled, an unhappy staccato sound. “Tina was smart. I mean, she was also a
respected and revered professor of psychology.”


“How did she do it?” Susanna’s lips felt tense, but she managed
to sound calm.


“It was far too easy since I already had a crush on her, which
would have amounted to nothing but hero worship if she hadn’t pursued me.” 


Susanna pulled Aislin back into her arms. “Please, let me hold
you. You’re shaking.”


Aislin nodded against Susanna’s shoulder.


“Can you continue?”


Aislin moaned but then kept talking. “I fell like those infamous
tons of bricks. She was attentive, supportive, and, naturally, very sexy, but
seemed also so serious about us, and she wanted to wait. Wanted it to be right.
Her interest in me made me grow, made me even more eager to learn. And she
couldn’t get enough of listening to me talk about my background, my family. I
took that as a sign that she was interested in being introduced to them. I even
entertained the idea she might love me. My imagination ran away with me, and I
pictured us living together in her house, doing research together, and in the
very far-off future, I saw children and dogs.” Starting to laugh, Aislin
pressed a hand over her mouth. “How naive, huh? Playing family and dreaming of
fucking picket fences.” 


She laughed louder now, the paroxysms turning into tears. “For an
entire year, I was in heaven. I was willing to wait for her to take our
relationship to the next level, for us to finally make love when it felt right
to her. Tina and my studies were everything. Everything.” Wiping at her wet
cheeks with her sleeve, Aislin hiccupped. “When only three weeks of the second
semester were left, all the students in the master’s program were on pins and
needles, as Tina was going to present her latest scientific article, meant to
be published in a very prestigious psychology magazine.”


Dread permeated Susanna. All she could do was hold Aislin and
wait. 


“As it turned out, the subject of her article was manipulation
and peer pressure in social situations.” Freeing herself, Aislin stood. “Did I
mention she is brilliant as a researcher, scholar, and teacher? She never
misses a beat, can read perfectly between the lines, and is an expert at what
she does.”


“What did she do?” Susanna felt the cold fury inside, chilling
her every organ as Aislin stood motionless in the center of the room, as if she
couldn’t even tremble anymore. Susanna rose and cautiously walked up to Aislin,
who looked ready to bolt at any moment.


“She described the main case study she had built her research
around.” Aislin looked down at the envelope. “It took me all of three minutes
to realize she was talking about me.”


Chapter Twenty-two


“What?” Susanna’s voice was barely audible, and the way she
narrowed her eyes told Aislin that she was trying to understand the last thing
she’d said. 


“She studied me for almost two semesters, using all her skills,
all her tricks, and, yes, her knowledge from prior research, to manipulate me
into becoming a lovesick, adoring fool who had already planned a house, kids,
and a dog—and questioned nothing.”


“That’s insane. Not to mention inhumane. And unethical. Surely
you…you reported her.” Susanna took Aislin by the shoulders, gently holding her
in place. 


“I did. But remember the document we, her students, signed? The
lucky ones to attend her Sunday brunches? Turned out to be an ironclad
contract. She knew exactly what she was doing. Maybe I should count myself
lucky. Another young woman was treated very harshly to use as a contrasting
example to me. I was Subject A. She was Subject Z. There were others too, minor
studies, other letters. According to the contract, we willingly took part in a
social-interaction study.” Aislin wiped at her cheeks again. “It was there, in
the fine print, worded so cleverly, and of course none of us ever gave a
thought to having it scrutinized. 


“She was reprimanded for her methodology, but it was more a slap
on the wrist. She still works there for all I know. She still teaches. I
wouldn’t be surprised if she to this day invites students to her brunches.
Students from earlier years reached out to me after a month or so, since I made
such a stink about it. She had used this method for years. I tried to get word
out before I graduated, for women to read through the ‘privacy contracts’
properly before signing.” Resting her forehead against Susanna’s shoulder,
Aislin inhaled her scent. So familiar. So lovely.


“Did it help?”


“Damned if I know.”


“Come sit down.” Susanna pulled Aislin back to the couch, and
this time she put her arms around her, holding on tight. “And the letter
today?”


“I honestly don’t know if it’s from her. The only reason for
freaking out about it is that she tried to friend me on Facebook a while back.
Out of the blue. I clicked ‘ignore.’”


“I should think so.” Susanna’s voice was cold. “Why don’t you
read it?”


Aislin really didn’t want to but knew she would not be able to put
it out of her mind if she just threw it in the trash. “Oh, God.”


“Or I can read it to you, if that helps.” Susanna pressed her
lips to Aislin’s temple, obviously not deterred by the fact that Aislin had
once again broken into a cold sweat. 


“Please.” Aislin slowly, and painfully, opened her fingers that
had clutched and creased the envelope. 


Susanna calmly took it and opened it by ripping the envelope. She
opened the folded paper. “Handwritten.”


“Then it’s from her.” Aislin pulled her knees up and hugged them
to her chest.


“All right.” Susanna shifted, facing Aislin more and stretching
her left arm along the backrest. 


“Dear
Aislin, I have thought about you many times. I even tried Facebook to
reconnect, but to no avail. While this is frustrating, I also realize why you
wouldn’t want to hear from me ever again. We ended our relationship on a very
bad note. I take my part of the blame—”


 


“Her part?”
Aislin sat up, her hands balled into fists. “Which part of that was I to blame
for?” 


“Let me continue.” Susanna used her free arm to pull Aislin in
under her chin. 


 


“I take my
part of the blame seriously, but also find some comfort in that I stayed on
course and gave you the grade you deserved.”


 


“I did get a top grade and evaluation. At that time, I saw it as an
insult. Like ‘look at this fool, she got an A
in the subject of being gullible and stupid.’” 


“Shh. Let me finish.” Susanna kissed the top of Aislin’s head.
“All right?”


“Yeah. Go on,” Aislin muttered but pressed closer to Susanna, who
seemed to be the only steady part of her spinning, topsy-turvy world.


 


“I admit my
gut reaction was to be harsher in my critique of your work, but truth be told,
all your papers and results were stellar, and you deserved your grades in all
subjects. Facts are facts, dear Aislin. You did sign up for the study. I cannot
be held accountable for you not reading it through. I am, however, terribly
sorry about how I acted once I realized you, and some of the others, were
unaware of how much the contract covered. In the interest of my research, I
became overzealous. Another truth is, you’re such a lovely young woman, and I
found myself quite enthralled with you. I hadn’t counted on that.”


Susanna stopped reading. “I thought as much,” she said darkly. 


Aislin looked up. “What do you mean?”


“You’re irresistible. This woman would have to be made from stone
to not respond to you. Especially as you were in love with her.”


Aislin gaped. “Not sure it was love. But it was close to it.
Infatuated. Consumed. And yes, wanting to get into her pants.”


Susanna coughed and then cleared her throat. “Right.” She
tightened her grip on Aislin before continuing. 


 


You must
wonder why I’m writing you now, three years later. It will sound sappy and
contrite, but I found love. For the first time in my life, I’ve surrendered to
another person and left myself open to the risk of being hurt—but also to the
chance of immense happiness. And by doing so, it has dawned on me how my
perceived…no, my very real betrayal of your feelings, must have hurt you. I
knew where your feelings were going. Aislin, I ask your forgiveness, but I
understand that you may not ever be ready to forgive.


I have
written Hannah as well and extended a similar apology to her.


I genuinely
hope you are happy and that my social experiment didn’t cause irreparable harm.


Sincerely,


Tina
Jensen.


 


Aislin was quiet for a few moments. It was as if she couldn’t
think or feel. “I hated her for three years.” Barely able to get the words out,
she pressed her face into Susanna’s shoulder. “It’s like I’m free-falling.”


“It may feel like that, but I have you,” Susanna murmured against
Aislin’s hair. “If you’ll allow me, I’ll demonstrate that you’re very much here
and not falling anywhere.” 


“Demonstrate?” Dazed, Aislin looked up at Susanna just before
determined lips closed over hers. The kiss was not about sex. If anything, it
was affirming, and perhaps reassuring. With no parting of lips, merely a slow,
searching pressure, Aislin thought they were navigating a new path in an
unknown forest. She tipped her head back, and Susanna followed smoothly, never
letting go of the kiss. Slowly, because they were so heavy, Aislin wrapped her
arms around Susanna’s neck. 


“Open your mouth for me,” Susanna whispered against Aislin’s
lips. “Please.”


Those words stoked the flame Aislin had carried since the first
time she met Susanna. She let her tongue softly brush against Susanna’s lower
lip. 


Whimpering, Susanna pushed her hands into Aislin’s curls and
deepened the kiss. They went from soft and gentle to full-blown passion in a
second. Aislin’s legs tensed, the dampness between them turned into a flood,
and her nipples ached for Susanna’s touch.


“I need you.” Aislin pulled back and looked into Susanna’s eyes.
“Come to bed?”


“Yes!” Susanna was on her feet, tugging Aislin with her. 


Aislin gasped. It wasn’t the first time they’d used Aislin’s bed,
but these feelings of overshadowing passion were new. She followed Susanna into
the bedroom, not even caring that she hadn’t made her bed this morning. 


“I want you under me.” Susanna pushed Aislin’s clothes off. 


Aislin crawled onto the bed and lay down on her back, propped up
some by the pillows. She anticipated Susanna tearing her own clothes off at the
same speed, but instead, Aislin moaned at the sight of Susanna—so elegant, so regal,
slowly undressing, one garment at a time. First the shirt came off one
shoulder, then the other. Her caramel skin glowed in the muted light from the
nightstand. Turning her back, Susanna unhooked her bra, keeping it in place a
few seconds with her folded arms, and then she let it fall to the floor. She
unzipped her mauve pencil skirt, hooked her thumbs around the waistband, and
pushed it off. It slipped easily down Susanna’s long legs and pooled around her
feet. 


“Jesus.” Aislin parted her legs. She had to. If her thighs rubbed
together a second longer, she would come.


Susanna had turned around, and her gaze moved slowly over Aislin.
Feeling utterly on display, she squirmed, but the heat in Susanna’s eyes also
spoke of how mutual their desire was. Methodically, with economic, measured
movements as she removed her black pantyhose, Susanna took off the last of her
clothes. When naked, she climbed up onto the bed and between Aislin’s thighs.
“You are beautiful.” She bent and kissed a hot trail up along Aislin’s stomach
to her breasts. “You’re beyond beautiful.” Kissing another trail, this time to
Aislin’s mouth, she kept it gentle and frustratingly sweet, though Aislin
didn’t mind that at all. Being, well, worshipped this way by Susanna was new.
So far, their lovemaking had been passionate and very sexy, but this…oh,
God…this was making her melt into the mattress and pillows.


Mapping every inch of Aislin’s body, Susanna’s lips left little
embers in their wake everywhere. Sensitive to a degree that it almost hurt,
nearly burned, Aislin had to slap a hand over her mouth to mute an
irrepressible scream when Susanna ran her tongue the entire length between her
legs. Arching, Aislin tried to convey what she needed, and luckily her
incoherent words seemed to make sense to Susanna. Parting Aislin’s folds
completely, she began an agonizingly slow, close to reverent, exploration. 


“Susanna, oh my God, Susanna.” Aislin held on to her knees,
needing Susanna’s caresses more than she needed air. “Right there. Yes.” Crying
wordlessly when Susanna found the spot where stars started going supernova
against the inside of Aislin’s eyelids, she knew she couldn’t stop herself.
“Coming,” she whispered hoarsely. Susanna’s slow pace, with just the tip of her
hot tongue, didn’t change. Desperate for more pressure, and for Susanna to go
faster, Aislin tried to move her hips.


“Lie still,” Susanna said softly, with firm hands holding
Aislin’s hips in place. 


Damn. Aislin wanted to buck against Susanna, close her legs
around her and ride that hot mouth, but she remained still, spread open so wide
her hips ached. “Please.”


Susanna closed her lips around Aislin’s clit and sucked it
gently. All the time, that insistent tongue was there—flicking, caressing,
pressing. Aislin wasn’t sure she would be able to lie still any longer. She
pulled at the sheet around her, moaning, as she had never been on edge like
this. Susanna kept the steady pace, and Aislin’s sanity began to slip. Then
Susanna placed her fingertips at her entrance. 


“May I?” Susanna asked, her lips moving against Aislin’s
sensitized tissues as she spoke.


“Yes!” It was a cry, or maybe a prayer. Aislin had no idea what
she meant. The sensation of being filled, of being claimed, was all it took. The sweet ache
became an open flame, and then something beautiful, strong tore through her,
hunting for the embers and putting them out. At that moment, the pleasure
erupted. Over and over, Aislin cried out, clung to Susanna, who was
miraculously at her side, kissing her and absorbing her sounds.


“Like that. Oh, God, like that.” Susanna moaned. “You are so
beautiful. No, you’re beyond beautiful.” She pressed herself against Aislin’s
hip. “I’ve never seen or felt anything like this.”


“Susanna…” Aislin turned to her, blinking fiercely to rid herself
of the blurry vision that came with the orgasm. “You…are the amazing one. You.”
She kissed Susanna, and the feeling was so intense. It also showed just how
much Susanna needed her in return. “For a moment I thought you were determined
to make me faint,” Aislin said and smiled.


Susanna blinked. “I did nothing—”


“Of the sort. I know.” Tugging at Susanna’s lower lip gently with
her teeth, Aislin let go. “My turn.”


“Your turn?” One of Susanna’s perfectly maintained eyebrows rose.


“Yes. I’d like you on your stomach. Or on all fours, if you
want.”


Susanna blushed a crimson hue within two seconds. “What? On all
fours?”


“It’s not a demand, Susanna.” Aislin kissed her again. “Just a
fantasy.”


“Of yours?”


“Yes.”


“About—me?”


“Oh, absolutely about you,” Aislin said, chuckling, but the idea
that Susanna might agree was sending more moisture between her legs. 


“Then…by all means.”


✥  ✥  ✥


Susanna shifted and moved up onto her knees. Her arms straight at
first, she then bent her elbows and hugged one of Aislin’s pillows. She kept
her knees spread enough to make room for her lover. 


“Oh, fuck. I can’t stop looking at you. You show me such trust.
Don’t think I don’t know it.”


Aislin’s words brought tears to the corners of Susanna’s eyes.
“Touch me,” Susanna said hoarsely.


“Oh, I will.” Aislin moved against Susanna, who could feel the
soft tuft of hair at the apex of Aislin’s thighs against her. “I will touch
you. I’ll do anything you want. Anything.”


“Ahh.” Susanna shamelessly pushed her ass up and pressed her
upper body into the pillow. 


“So ready,” Aislin murmured. “I’m going inside.” Like Susanna had
done earlier, she positioned her hand between Susanna’s legs and waited.


“Just do it.” The words were harsh, but the tone was pleading
before Susanna buried her face in the pillow. 


Gently, but without hesitation, Aislin slid two fingers inside
Susanna, kept them in place as her own heart nearly leaped straight through her
rib cage. She was inside the woman she could not stop thinking about, couldn’t
get enough of, and who wanted Aislin to take her. With long thrusts, she began
moving her hand, curving her own body along Susanna’s. “So hot, so tight,” she
whispered in Susanna’s ear. 


“God.” Susanna’s whimper sent tremors through Aislin. “I’m not
going to last…”


“That’s okay. Just tell me…faster? Slower? Harder?”


“Harder!” The cry ended in a wail into the pillow. 


Aislin moved her hand more forcefully, carefully observing
Susanna for any trace of true pain. Instead, the way Susanna met her thrusts,
it seemed she wasn’t going hard enough, or fast enough. Picking up speed, she
shifted to rest on her elbow instead of her palm, and this position made her
breasts rub against Susanna’s sweat-slick side. Aislin’s clit twitched, and she
gasped at how small convulsions began on the inside of her thighs. “Fuck,” she
whispered.


“What?” Susanna turned her head to look at her.


“You’re going to make me come,” Aislin said, now allowing her
hips to help push her fingers into Susanna. 


Susanna hid her face again, and now the wail turned into a near
scream. Aislin stopped moving her hand and simply caressed Susanna deep inside
with her finger, finding the spot that she hoped would give her lover as much
pleasure as it did for her. And when it obviously did, and Susanna collapsed
flat onto the bed, Aislin shifted enough to press herself against Susanna’s
ass. 


“Wait,” Susanna gasped, then moved. 


Aislin carefully removed her fingers. Susanna rolled onto her
side and pushed her hand in between Aislin’s legs. “Go back inside me.”


Relieved, and unable to hide a broad smile, Aislin did just that.
Looking into Susanna’s dazed eyes, she watched them grow wide as they found the
same rhythm.


“This doesn’t happen,” Susanna whispered. 


“I know.” Aislin could barely breathe. 


“Now.” 


Aislin bit into her lip. Susanna was stretching her, filling her,
and she was doing the same. “Yes,” she moaned. “Now.”


The orgasm was long, slow, billowing. It was impossible to feel
where Aislin’s started and Susanna’s ended, and vice versa. They kept looking
into each other’s eyes, their hands moving slower, following the waves that
gently rolled in over them, until they were spent.


Later, when one of them had pulled the covers over them, Aislin
realized that she felt free. Yes, the letter had something to do with it, in
all its imperfection, but mainly it was this. Her connection to Susanna. Not
only in bed, but in the way Susanna had demonstrated complete loyalty and
hadn’t second-guessed anything Aislin said. She had literally rushed over to be
with Aislin, which was a miracle. 


“I need to get home in a bit, but I really want to be here a
while longer.” Susanna sighed and nuzzled Aislin’s neck. “I’m afraid I’ll fall
asleep though.”


“Hey. I’ll set my alarm.” Grabbing her old clock radio, Aislin
pushed a few buttons. “An hour?”


“Make it two.”


Smiling so broadly at that remark that it hurt, Aislin changed
the setting. “There.”


Susanna gave her a lazy grin. “Thank you.”


Aislin put the clock back and then wrapped her arm around
Susanna. “You’re welcome.” She inhaled the scent of Susanna and of sex. “And
thank you for coming over.”


Susanna cupped Aislin’s cheek and kissed her lips gently. “Shh.
No need for thanks.”


Aislin wanted to remain awake when she felt Susanna’s body go
heavier as she fell asleep, but the emotional turbulence combined with having
made such amazing love proved too much.


Chapter Twenty-three


It was suddenly Friday, and wondering where her work week
had gone to, Susanna felt a tired sense of déjà vu. Standing in her walk-in closet, she stared at the rows of
garments, all the latest fashion and delivered, and sorted, by one of her
assistants. Simply too many to choose from. If this had been a public
appearance, she would have left the decision to her stylist, but as this was a
private get-together at Manon Belmont’s, she had to make her own choice.


“Oh, boy. How the hell can you find anything in here?” Aislin
stepped into the closet and looked at the clothes, her eyes huge.


“Tell me about it.” Susanna sighed and cast a glance at Aislin,
who was dressed in a robe after using the bathroom in one of the guest rooms.
“What are you wearing?”


“Well, with all of two days to figure that out and about four
different outfits to choose from, I eventually came up with, wait for it…” She
created a drumroll on the shelf to her right. “Leather slacks and a white
shirt. I know. Predictable.” Grinning, Aislin looked entirely unapologetic.
“It’s my uniform when dressing for a proper thing.”


Susanna smiled, and some of the stress of the last week melted
away. “Makes me wonder what you dress like if you’re going somewhere improper.”
She ran her fingers along Aislin’s jawline. “And I entirely approve. You look
fantastic.” Susanna gestured around them, indicating all the clothes. “I never
used to have all this. Only after the fashion business exploded with the
increase in influencers on social media, when it made good business sense to
jump on that train while it was picking up speed. I had no idea that I was
meant to have access to every single garment created in the US.”


“I doubt it’s every single garment—but probably a good portion of
the garments that are remotely your style.” Aislin ran her fingertip along the
hangers. “Give me a color.”


“What?” Susanna let go of a hanger she was about to pull out. 


“A color. Your favorite color.”


“Blue.”


“Ah. A bit predictable, as most people seem fond of blue,
but…okay. Name the shade.”


Susanna thought fast. “Aqua.”


“Heavy on the blue or the green?”


“Eh…green, actually.” Surprised, Susanna realized this was true.
She would have said blue there too, if she had given herself more time to
think.


“Good. Now, let me see.” Aislin browsed through some tops. “Mind
wearing slacks?”


“Not at all.”


“Cool. Pick out some black, flowy ones.” Pushing at the hangers
on her side, Aislin browsed through a section of aqua-hinting-at-green
clothing.


“Flowy. Really?” What was Aislin up to? Susanna walked over to
the black section and found what Aislin had asked for. The fabric was cut in an
unusual way, creating a beautiful fall when she moved the hanger. Checking the
label, Susanna saw it was from one of the Italian designers she had taken to
the club where she met Aislin.


“Let me see.” Aislin came up to her, hiding both hands behind her
back. “Oh, yeah, those. Beautiful.” She kissed Susanna’s cheek and produced a
top in the color Susanna had decided on. “See?” Holding it up, Aislin smiled.
“Am I brilliant or just super-smart?”


“Jury’s still out on that one.” Susanna examined the top. It
wouldn’t be tight on her, by far, but quite fitted. “I’ll try them on,” she
said, mostly to make Aislin happy. To her surprise, she genuinely liked what
she saw in the full-length mirror in her bedroom. The juxtaposition between the
flowy slacks and the fitted top flattered her figure. The color warmed her skin
even further and brought out additional green in her hazel eyes. “How did you
know?” 


She turned to Aislin, who had also put on her clothes. Susanna
realized that they were similarly dressed, yet instead of flowy trousers and a
fitted top, Aislin wore skinny leather slacks and a flowy white shirt over a
white shell. Susanna had seen her in this outfit before, but it suited her so
well. “I like your look. And mine.”


Aislin colored faintly and wrapped her arms around Susanna’s
waist. “Yeah? How very cool.”


“Cool indeed.” Dragging her fingers through her dry but tousled
hair, Susanna continued. “Better get this under control.” Despite her words,
she remained in Aislin’s arms for a few moments, reluctant to leave their
warmth. Four days had passed since the evening she had driven over to see
Aislin because of the damn letter, and she was ready to cancel dinner and just
stay here. Cynthia was home, and it would have required at least some
explanation about their relationship, though they hadn’t exactly defined it to
themselves, but Susanna didn’t care. She sighed and let go of Aislin. You
didn’t cancel on Manon Belmont at the last minute. Not that Manon would hold it
against them, but you just didn’t.


“Mom!” Cynthia’s voice was a screech more than a shout. Susanna
had just plugged in her hair straightener and nearly dropped it in the sink.


“What the…?” She hurried into her room just in time to see
Cynthia fly through the doorframe. “What’s going on?”


“You tell me!” Cynthia seemed filled with equal parts of fury and
agony. “You fucking tell me!” She shoved her cell phone toward Susanna,
stopping a fraction of an inch from her nose. “This. This is what’s going on.”


“Hey, Cynt, easy there.” Aislin’s calm voice stopped Cynthia from
whatever she was about to say, and she closed her mouth so hard, Susanna could
hear her teeth slam together and winced. “No matter what it is, we’ll figure it
out.”


“I doubt it.” Cynthia sank to the floor, her back to the closet
door. She handed Susanna her phone. “Texts from Craig.”


Knowing how it bothered Cynt that Craig had asked her to stop
calling him Dad, as it apparently confused his younger children, Susanna closed
her eyes briefly. Opening them again, she read the texts.


 


Craig
Remerton: Good news. You’re back in business at Drew on Monday, kiddo. 8 a.m.
sharp. Trust your old man to fix that for you.


 


Cynt: What?
I’ve transferred for good more than a month ago. Ask Mom.


 


Craig
Remerton: She can’t decide that without my input. You’re staying at Drew. 


 


Cynt: No.
Never. I go to EQH. I’m not transferring back. Stop nagging. 


 


Craig
Remerton: It’s decided. Your mother knows.


 


Susanna threw the cell phone on the bed, where it bounced and
fell off onto the floor. “This is not true. He texted me about this, but I told
him, in a text, and over the phone, that you’re enrolled at East Quay High,
Cynthia. Carla took care of it. This is just Craig—You’re not transferring
back.” Susanna’s voice shook as waves of fury crashed through her.


“Mom? Really?” Teary-eyed, Cynthia hugged herself. “Can he make
me?”


“No. He can’t. He can cause trouble like this, but he can’t make
you. I have full custody of you, and he has visitation rights. You know that.”
Craig had generous
visitation rights, which he didn’t take full advantage of, but Susanna refused
to say that in front of her daughter. “Unless you want to return to Drew,
you’re staying where you are.”


“Get off the floor,” Aislin said, pulling Cynthia to her feet.
“It’s good that you and Lisa decided to have a sleepover instead of you coming
with us to the Belmonts’. You need to vent with your friend.” She glanced at
the clock on the dresser. “Lisa will be here in less than half an hour. Lovisa
is cooking up a storm.”


“Yeah.” Wiping at her eyes, Cynthia glowered at her mother. “You
should have told me.”


“I should have.” Susanna sighed. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. I didn’t
want you to worry about it, but I should have realized he’d do something like
this.” Not about to badmouth Craig in front of her child any further, she
walked over to Cynthia and tugged gently at her hair. “Let’s make a deal. If he
contacts either of us about this, we’ll tell each other right away.” 


Studying her mother closely, Cynthia stood in silence for a few
moments, but then she nodded. “Okay.” 


Susanna wasn’t sure her daughter was convinced of her sincerity,
but at least they agreed. Spontaneously, she wrapped her arms around Cynthia
and hugged her tightly. Normally, if they’d had words, she found it hard to do
this, fearing more than anything that her daughter would push her away, but now
she simply had to. She couldn’t go to dinner tonight without having shown
Cynthia how much she loved her and wanted what was best for her. 


Craig was an idiot if he thought he had a chance against
Susanna’s ironclad divorce and custody agreement. When they divorced, Craig had
shown little interest in his child, an attitude Susanna had made sure her legal
team took full advantage of. Perhaps she hadn’t been able to anticipate this
exact situation, but she had known that Craig was the one person who could
screw up Cynthia’s life worse than she herself could.


“Mom.” Cynthia went from rigid to soft in a few beats. Hugging
Susanna back, she tipped her head back and smiled. “Have fun at the Belmonts’.”


“I will. We will.” Susanna kissed Cynthia’s forehead and then let
go.


Cynthia took a step back and looked back and forth between them.
“Wow. You sort of match.”


“You like it?” Aislin rounded the bed and picked up Cynthia’s
cell phone. “Here you go. Might be smart to forward your dad’s texts to your
mom’s phone, just to keep track.”


“I’ll do that.” Cynthia tapped on the screen of her bejeweled
phone. “There.” She turned to leave but stopped by the door, looked back over
her shoulder, and said, “Just so you know, you look good together,” before
breezing out into the hallway.


Susanna’s cheeks warmed. “Oh, my.”


✥  ✥  ✥


“The look on your face,” Aislin said when they sat in the back
seat of Susanna’s car. Jordy had delivered his daughter to hang out with Cynt,
and now he was driving them into East Quay, to the Belmonts’ house.


“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Susanna managed to
sound like her usual austere self, but Aislin wasn’t buying it.


“When Cynt said we look good together.” Snorting, Aislin took
Susanna’s hand. “You can breathe. I’m not reading a lot into it. Just a teeny,
tiny bit.”


“Teeny, tiny. The maturity level of your conversation is
outstanding.” Susanna’s words would have stung if she hadn’t squeezed Aislin’s
hand and pressed it against her thigh.


“I work on my vocabulary daily. Teeny, tiny is a useful term.”
Aislin couldn’t slide any closer because of her seat belt, but she freed her
hand to place it more firmly on the inside of Susanna’s leg, which made her
gasp. That was her intention.


“Behave.” Susanna spoke through clenched teeth, but the way the
corners of her mouth curved assured Aislin that her touch was welcome. 


“Oh, all right.” Still, Aislin didn’t remove her hand. “I’m proud
how you handled everything tonight.”


Susanna didn’t reply at first, and Aislin was ready to apologize
for bringing up the subject—technically it was none of her business—when
Susanna took her hand again.


“I nearly didn’t handle it well at all. I tried to keep what he
wanted to do from her.” Placing her other hand against her throat, Susanna
tipped her head back. Her loose hair ran like silk over the collar of her coat.


“Why did you do that?”


“I’ve kept a lot, and still do, about Craig from Cynthia. If she
knew everything, she’d have hardly any relationship with him. He may not
deserve her, but she deserves to know her father. At least the part of him
that’s worth knowing. Craig…can be very charming in a ridiculously boyish kind
of way. After his younger children were born, I’m told he’s scaled back on his
partying. I have no idea if he’s being faithful this time. None of my business.
His wife is more his type than I was, so perhaps he is.”


“He sounds peachy.” Aislin crinkled her nose. “You know? I think
Cynthia is quite aware of her dad’s shortcomings. At least some of them.”


“What? Has she said so?” Susanna snapped her head back up, her
eyes narrowed.


“No. But she’s no fool. She notices things.” Aislin kept
Susanna’s hand in hers, wanting to raise it to her lips, but she didn’t, as
Jordy might see. He was another perceptive soul, judging by the twinkle in his
eyes when he came to pick them up.


“No, she’s not. Well, I’ll try to let her know, somehow, that
it’s okay to share her perceptions with me.” Susanna lifted their joined hands
and kissed the back of Aislin’s. 


Aislin’s heart seemed to somersault and land with a thud back in
her chest. Either Susanna was preoccupied with the topic of her daughter and
didn’t pay attention to Jordy’s presence, or she trusted him completely. Or was
she even okay with public shows of affection? Unable to resist, Aislin repeated
the caress, furtively studying Susanna. Susanna merely smiled faintly and
squeezed Aislin’s hand again.


“Charmer.” Susanna kept her eyes forward, and Aislin could swear
she was blushing. 


Aislin took in the sight of the lit store windows on Main Street.
“Oh, look at that. So pretty.” She indicated the holiday displays. “That was
always my favorite thing as a kid, going with my family and looking in the
store windows. My brothers were seriously bored, but I pressed my nose to them
and made mental notes about what to wish for.”


“We can do that, if you like,” Susanna said. “Unless you’d rather
go with your friends…or family.”


“You’d come with me? And maybe Cynthia too?” Aislin almost didn’t
dare ask, as such a request seemed presumptuous, even if Susanna offered. 


“I would. I have to check my calendar, of course.”


“Me too. There’s the school thing on Wednesday, so that day’s
out.”


“We’ll figure it out.”


Aislin knew they were nearing Manon and Eryn’s house and began to
get nervous. “You’re certain Manon meant to include me in all this planning?
I’d hate to be the fifth wheel.” Susanna squeezed Aislin’s hand once more. “Of
course. I’m very sure. I find it amazing that you have no idea of your own
reputation as one of the key people at EQH. Your principal sings your praises,
and so does the entire faculty. That fact doesn’t elude Manon Belmont. Despite
her career as a musician, she has a finger in every pie in this town. Thank
God.”


“How do you mean?” Intrigued, Aislin shifted as much as her seat
belt allowed, turning toward Susanna.


“From what I’ve learned, this place was becoming like so many
other coastal towns in Rhode Island, a sleepy area that came alive only when
the summer tourists and guests started to arrive around Memorial Day. A lot of
that began to change when the Belmont Foundation gained traction within the
entire state, and here in particular. Vivian Harding’s return to her hometown,
forming Chicory Ariose with Manon, Eryn, and Mike, put East Quay on the map,
which made people move here and open businesses, increasing tax revenue.”


“People like you.” 


“Yes. I admit that I’d never heard of this town before I
encountered Manon through Karma Enterprises’ charity work. When I wanted to
relocate, this seemed to be the obvious choice. Not so far from New York that I
can’t drive there, if need be, or to Boston, which has turned out to work well.
Except when I have to stay away for several weeks.” Susanna sighed. “And that
will be even harder now.”


Aislin’s stomach clenched, and a warm, tingling feeling ran down
her spine and legs. “Yeah?”


Letting go of Aislin’s hand, Susanna cupped her cheek. “Oh, yes.”


Oh, great. Of course, Susanna had to say something like that just
as Jordy was pulling up into the Belmonts’ driveway. Large, old-fashioned
looking gates opened quietly after he spoke into the surveillance box. A large
circular driveway made it easy for Jordy to let them off at the entrance to the
house. 


“I’ll be only ten minutes from here,” Jordy said as he held the
door open for them. “Just text or call when you’re ready to leave.”


“Thank you, Jordy.” Susanna patted his arm. “If the girls need
you at the house for some reason, prioritize that, all right? Aislin and I can
always get an Uber or a cab.”


“All right. Thank you.” Jordy did a one-finger salute.


Aislin walked toward the entrance next to Susanna, amazed at the
Christmas fairy lights that adorned the four-yard-long pergola. “Wow.”


“Yes, it’s very pretty.” Susanna stopped when they were halfway
to the door. 


Aislin took one more step before she felt a gentle pull at her
coat sleeve. Turning around, she swallowed, her throat suddenly dry when she
saw Susanna bathed in the magical lights and gazing at her with eyes that
reminded her of a starry night. “Yes?” she whispered.


“I don’t care. I need to kiss you.” Susanna stepped close to
Aislin. “You’ve never looked more beautiful than you do tonight. The lights
make your hair sparkle like wildfire.” Susanna bent and brushed her lips along
Aislin’s. “You can’t blame me for having no willpower when you smell so good
and make me feel like…this.”


Aislin wrapped her arms around Susanna’s waist, spreading her
fingers wide against her back. “Kiss me again,” she murmured. 


Slowly, Susanna did just that. Kisses like whispers against her
mouth and moans like echoes in the wind all made Aislin forget where she was.
She could feel and hear only Susanna, and in that instant, she knew she was in
love. Aislin whimpered as Susanna’s tongue gently sought entrance and met it
with hers. She loved this woman, and the knowledge filled her. Nothing in her
life had prepared her for how this would feel. This was it. 


Susanna pulled back and smiled wanly. “I think we’re attracting
an audience.” She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry.”


Aislin looked toward the main door. It was open, and Manon, and a
woman Aislin recognized as Eryn, stood there, both smiling broadly.


“Welcome,” Manon said, and now Aislin saw she was holding a baby
in her arms. “You look warm enough, but you’re still welcome to get out of the
cold.”


“They look fine to me,” Eryn said and chuckled. “Come inside,
though. We have a few other friends over that are dying to meet you.”


Aislin’s heart pounded from fear that being caught kissing
Susanna would make her lover distance herself. 


“Thank you again for having us. It’s quite nippy, isn’t it?”
Susanna placed a hand at the small of Aislin’s back. “Let’s go, darling.”


There it was. For the second time, Susanna had called her
“darling.” Not about to let Susanna think her term of endearment went
unnoticed, Aislin took Susanna’s hand as they walked up to the house.


Chapter Twenty-four


Susanna sat to the left of the couch in Manon’s living room,
and for some unfathomable reason, someone had placed Lucien in her arms. The
child had his mother’s dark hair and startling blue eyes, not unlike Aislin’s.
Lucien was wide awake, and at nine months, he was squirming like an eel. He
seemed enthralled by the white streak in Susanna’s hair and kept tugging at it,
gurgling with laughter.


“He likes you,” Aislin said where she sat next to Susanna.


“Hm. I can tell.” Susanna couldn’t sort through all the emotions
flooding her. Aislin’s kisses, how her defenses crumbled around her, and now
this little boy, bringing back so many memories—but also not enough. She had
worked such long hours back then too and missed a lot with Cynthia. Still, the
scent of a baby and the image of a completely guileless little face with
adoring, mischievous eyes made her want to turn the clock back.


Around them, the other couple from Chicory Ariose, Vivian and
Mike, sat together on a love seat. On Aislin’s other side, a woman Susanna
recognized as the world-famous violinist Gail Owen sat, and on the armrest next
to her, a young woman called Romi. It had surprised Susanna to find out that
Gail and Romi were engaged, as the difference between them was obvious. Whereas
Gail looked refined and elegant with her blond hair in a chignon, Romi seemed
street-smart yet frail. She wore leather slacks like Aislin did and kept her
black hair choppy and her makeup bordering on goth. Everyone had greeted them
warmly, and despite Eryn’s statement earlier that they were dying to get to
know her and Aislin, nobody had accosted them with probing questions. Yet.


“Are you all right?” Aislin murmured, leaning closer. “Want me to
take him?”


Did she? Susanna felt the warm little body move as Lucien tried
to get his legs under him to stand up on her lap. “Yes, perhaps.” She
reluctantly handed the boy over to Aislin, who proceeded to have him balance on
her thighs. 


“Hey, little man. It won’t be long until you start to walk
properly, huh?” Aislin laughed, and little Lucien joined in. He threw himself
forward toward her and shoved his hands into her hair. “Ow. It’s attached to
the other end, kid.” Aislin was still smiling, but Susanna could tell it hurt.


“Let me untangle him.” Susanna reached for the closest tiny fist.
“Don’t scalp her.”


“Oh, dear God. Lucien!” Eryn hurried over. “He has a thing for
hair. That’s why I always keep my braid curled up in a bun these days. No
earrings or necklaces. Glasses are in jeopardy.”


“I can imagine.” Aislin moaned as Susanna freed her from Lucien’s
other persistent hand. “Boy, he has a strong grip.”


“He does. Come here, you little brat. Time for you to eat and go
beddy-bye.” Erin plucked her son from Aislin’s arms. “Thank you for watching
him while we checked the catering and the table.”


“Does he have a nanny?” Susanna asked, watching Eryn place Lucien
on her hip.


“During office hours, yes. If we need a babysitter any other
time, we normally ask my mom, or one of our close friends. It’s not often
though, as we put being with him first. These few years will never come back.”


Susanna flinched but steeled herself. “This is very true.” She
couldn’t hide the sadness in her voice. Aislin seemed to pick up on it as well,
as she placed a hand on Susanna’s knee.


“I know you have a teenager. That must be a whole new world.”
Eryn sat down on the coffee table across from them, Lucien now looking tired as
he placed his head on her shoulder and tucked two fingers into his mouth.


“It is a landscape of bliss and land mines. Mostly mines, on some
days.” Susanna smiled to show she was mainly joking. “Aislin is the expert on
this subject.” 


Aislin squeezed her knee. “Teenagers are trying to find out who
they are,” she said gently. “And by doing so, they reject their parents at
first. When they start to piece together their own personality and opinions…or
should I say, values, the parents get them back. That’s why it’s important to
keep communication going, no matter what.” 


Grateful that Aislin didn’t use anything about Cynthia as an
example, Susanna relaxed against the backrest.


Manon came back into the room. “Dinner’s almost ready, but why
don’t we have another drink while Eryn puts Lucien to bed? Sorry that it’s your
night tonight,” she said to Eryn.


“That’s okay. He’s already half asleep. He’ll have his bottle, and
then he’ll be down for the count. I’ll be right back.” Eryn stood and waved,
using Lucien’s now-limp little hand. “Night, night.”


When she had left the room, Susanna found Aislin grinning at her.
“Yes?”


“I have to help you sort that out.” Aislin pointed at Susanna’s
head. “He really did a number on you. On me too, but my curls are more
forgiving. May I?”


Susanna nodded, acutely aware that the others were looking their
way as Aislin rose on one knee on the couch and restored Susanna’s hairdo.
Manon, who was pulling the cart holding crystal decanters, glasses, and bottles
to the sitting area, gave Susanna a knowing smile.


“There.” Aislin sat down again. 


“Thank you.” Susanna pushed her shoulders back. 


“How long have you known each other, Susanna?” Gail asked,
accepting a glass of white wine from Manon.


“Um. Almost two months.” Susanna looked longingly at the cart. A
whiskey straight up would have been perfect now. 


“Aislin is the counselor at East Quay High,” Manon said and
turned to Susanna. “What can I get you?”


“Whiskey, if you have it,” Susanna said, nearly regretting her
request when Aislin gave her a surprised glance.


“I do.” Pouring one finger, Manon handed it over. “Single malt.
Twelve years old.”


“Thank you.” Susanna clung to the glass and knew that at least
Aislin would notice her tense hand, as she did with everything.


“I know Romi a little,” Aislin said, and Susanna could have sworn
she interjected herself to take the focus away from her. “We’ve met at a few
school gatherings that had ties to the Belmont Center Choir.”


“Yes, we have.” Romi raised her glass, which Susanna knew held
only mineral water, in a silent toast. “And I’m glad you’re on board with this
project for kids, both of you. The choir is going to play a key role too. It’ll
be amazing.”


Susanna blinked. This was the woman in charge of Lisa’s choir?
They had won competitions on national levels. Cynthia liked to sing, but she
hadn’t shown any interest in joining the choir, despite the fact that Lisa was
becoming her best friend and they didn’t seem to be able to spend enough time
together. Cynthia was more about the visual arts and had begun talking about
mixed media being her favorite.


“Gail’s orchestrating some of the music that Giselle Bonnaire is
writing for the choir.” Romi beamed. “I think we’re going to have people come
from way outside of East Quay.”


Susanna’s head was spinning. Giselle Bonnaire, the famous
composer, was involved too? She knew Manon was well connected, but this was
getting ridiculous.


“My editors have begun freeing five spreads in the February issue
and five more in the March issue of Glow.
My assistants have arranged opportunities for us to meet, by contacting your
people, Manon. I’m hoping Aislin will be able to free some time for at least a
few of our discussions, and everyone else here that’s involved.” Susanna gave
her best professional smile. She wasn’t sure why she was growing more and more
rigid, when the environment was relaxing and she had Aislin by her side. “If
that doesn’t work, we can always teleconference online.”


Aislin shot her another look, this one full of concern. 


“He’s down. Half a bottle and he was out.” Eryn stepped into the
living room, having changed her top and let her braid down. “The caterers say
we’re good to go. Please come to dinner, everyone.”


“Thank you, darling,” Manon said and then turned to Susanna. “And
thank you for getting the ball rolling so quickly.”


They rose, and Susanna noticed how Mike easily offered Vivian her
arm. Vivian had been blind only a few years, but you wouldn’t think so from
watching her move. Susanna remained by Aislin’s side, not about to get in
Vivian’s way as she maneuvered toward the dining room. 


“There’s no seating arrangement or anything silly like that,”
Eryn said merrily. “Just sit wherever you want, all right?”


Susanna tried to calm her anxiety. She couldn’t figure out why
she felt so cornered. She was clearly among lovely people, potential friends,
and Aislin was here. Yet she made sure she had her hand against Aislin’s back.
Did that seem like a possessive gesture? Perhaps.


Susanna didn’t care. 


Chapter Twenty-five


Aislin sat between Susanna and Romi, a seating arrangement
that, she realized only later, Manon had probably engineered. Feeling more at
ease while flanked by the two people she knew, Aislin was able to actually eat.
Her stomach had the bad habit of acting up when she felt awkward or nervous.
Now she could relax and enjoy the food served by the caterers that ghosted
around the oval table.


At first, she merely listened as comments about shared acquaintances
bounced back and forth. Decked with a maroon-and-gold runner over a white linen
tablecloth, and a beautiful, and mercifully low, centerpiece of pinecones,
spruces, and gold ornaments, the table held a holiday feeling in a luxurious
style. 


“Where will you spend the holidays, Aislin?” Eryn asked after
sipping her red wine.


“Christmas morning, I’ll be over at my folks’. They live on the
outskirts of East Quay, and it’s only a half-hour drive. Other than that…” She
shrugged, her cheeks heating. “I have no plans. I usually spend a lot of the
holidays watching movies and snacking. I know many of my colleagues do the
same, to recharge after all the holiday preparations at school.”


A hand landed on Aislin’s left thigh, and she jumped. Glancing
down, she saw that Susanna’s hand was chastely covered by the tablecloth.
Susanna ran her fingertips along Aislin’s slacks and then squeezed her thigh
lightly. 


“Cynthia and I will be disappointed if you don’t spend some time
with us,” she said calmly, as if completely comfortable discussing such things
in front of everyone. Then again, it seemed everyone around the table was
either lesbian or bi, so perhaps that was why.


“I’d like that,” Aislin said, knowing she was beaming and giving
herself away far too easily. Hell, she had no interest in, or time for, playing
games. If Susanna wanted her to come over, Aislin would be there.


“Excellent.” Eryn raised her glass at them in a quiet toast. “I
don’t mean to be too forward, but the two of you look amazing together.”


“Darling,” Manon said, nudging Eryn with her shoulder. “Don’t
jump to conclusions.” She tilted her head, looking so regal where she sat next
to her wife. “But you’re right, of course.” Winking at Aislin, Manon continued
to eat.


Aislin had to look at Susanna. Slowly turning her head, she met
Susanna’s gaze and tried to decipher her expression. A mix of vulnerability at
being caught and…arousal? Susanna’s lips formed a faint “o” that was so damn
sexy, Aislin wanted to kiss her, right there. Perhaps something of what Aislin
felt showed in her eyes, because Susanna inhaled sharply and gripped Aislin’s
knee harder.


“Behave,” Susanna mouthed, her hazel eyes glowing a fiery amber.


“You should talk,” Aislin mouthed back, deliberately pressing her
leg against Susanna’s. 


A surprising smile made Susanna’s expression change into one of
mischief. “I know.” She let go of Aislin’s leg and returned her focus to the
food. Aislin allowed herself to breathe in and out six times before she
attempted to keep eating. As lovely as the food was, she had to be sure she
could swallow and not suffocate.


The rest of the dinner gave Aislin an extraordinary feeling of
being among friends she had known for a long time. Aislin only now realized
that she had been more nervous than she thought, worrying she wouldn’t fit in.
Now as she scanned the women around the table, she wanted to pinch herself
hard, and she did, on the side of her right thigh. Grimacing, as it truly did
hurt, she chastised herself for not understanding that these famous people and
their friends were…just people. 


“You all right?” Susanna murmured as she put down her utensils. 


“I’m fine.” Aislin placed her left hand on Susanna’s thigh and
caressed the soft, vulnerable skin on its inside. “Better than fine.”


“God.” Sitting straight in a perfect ninety-degree angle, Susanna
dabbed at her lips with the linen napkin and placed it next to her plate. “Are
you determined to get me into trouble?”


“Ha. You started it.”


Susanna gave her a mock scorching look. “Hm.” And then she placed
her hand on Aislin’s and pressed it harder against the warmth of her thigh.
“You are
staying the night.”


Closing her eyes for a moment, Aislin could only say, “Okay.”


After the three-course meal, the women returned to the living
room, but all the candles and the crackling fire were giving Aislin a headache.
“I’m going to go outside for some air,” she said to Susanna.


“Are you sure you’re—”


“I’m fine. Just need some oxygen.” Not even considering that they
were in full view of everyone, Aislin kissed Susanna’s cheek. “Five minutes is
all I need.”


“I’ll come with you.” Romi took two blankets from a metal wire
basket under a sideboard. “Here. It’s getting really cold.” She handed one to
Aislin. “Manon? Alarm off? We need a bit of air.”


“We all do in here.” Manon walked over to a small panel on the
wall. “There. Airing windows open, and you can use the patio door over there.”
She pointed across the living room.


Aislin and Romi went outside and started laughing when both of
them sighed in relief.


“Manon and Eryn love their candles.” Romi smiled. “It really is
good to see you. It’s been a while. You were involved with our last mini tour.
If it hadn’t been for you, it would have been extra hard on the kids that are
new and just settling in with their foster families.”


Aislin wrapped her blanket around her and looked up at the black,
velvet sky. Noting that it was clear of clouds, she saw an entire carpet of
stars stretch across it and sighed at their beauty. “From what I understand,
jumping in headfirst with the choir gave them a purpose and a way to show a
skill immediately. They were afraid to be judged, but when they were already in
the choir and doing so well…and of course winning that last competition made
them school heroes. Everyone loves a winner, right?”


Romi shrugged. “We try to focus on the performance and about how
they can make new friends among their competitors, but yes. It is good for
their confidence to enjoy the admiration and affection of their classmates.”
Romi rested her hip against a cast-iron table in the center of the patio. “I
never had that. To be truthful, it makes it even more sweet.”


“Where did you grow up?” Aislin asked. 


“Here in East Quay. I lived with my aunt in the countryside, just
on the border with Easterly.”


Frowning, Aislin tried to think back. “Did you go to East Quay
High?”


“I did.” Romi smiled. “Until I was sixteen, when I ran away. And
don’t worry for not remembering me. I left town seven years ago. You’re a few
years ahead of me, right?”


“I’m twenty-seven, yes.”


“I’m twenty-three.” Romi laughed. “You were away at college
then.”


“Ah, that explains it. I’m glad you made it back here though.
You’re a godsend to the choir.” Aislin wanted to add that Romi looked so
settled and happy. Being engaged to the slightly terrifying Gail Owens clearly
agreed with her. How similar their dynamic seemed to be, as a lot of people
considered Susanna a terrifying ice queen. It felt like a privilege to know how
hot, sweet, and beautiful Susanna really was.


“What are you thinking of?” Romi asked and nudged Aislin’s
shoulder. “You just had the sweetest expression.”


“About Susanna.” Honesty was usually the best policy, when
possible. Aislin covered her cheeks. “That obvious, huh?”


“Only for someone who’s been there—who is there. Gail is the best
thing that’s ever happened to me. I count myself very lucky.”


“We’re nowhere near that part yet,” Aislin said, tightening the
blanket around her. “It’s very…very new.”


“And very obvious.” Romi shivered. “Time to join the others
before they send out a search party?” 


“Yup.” Aislin and Romi walked back, chatting about a funny
incident with the choir when it performed at EQH as they reentered the living
room. Aislin was relieved that someone had turned off the gas fire in the
fireplace. It made all the candles a bit more bearable. Still chuckling, she
crinkled her nose at Romi, who made a face back. As she looked around for
Susanna, Aislin found her sitting on the love seat next to Vivian Harding.
Starting to walk over to join them, Aislin slowed as she neared. It was obvious
something was wrong.


The ice queen was back.


✥  ✥  ✥


The room seemed too cold now after Eryn had switched off the gas
fireplace. Susanna studied the cashmere blanket thrown over the armrest next to
her, but something prevented her from wrapping it around her. She would be
questioned about how she was feeling and attract too much attention. Right now,
when she was trying to sort through her tumultuous emotions, she didn’t want to
be in the spotlight at all. But if she thought sitting next to Vivian would mean
that the others would direct less interest at her, she was mistaken.


“It’s rather amazing that we’ve never met,” Vivian said, and her
alto voice wrapped around Susanna, its world-famous timbre still holding its
magic. “I mean, since you and Manon know each other.”


“Manon knows most of the people in Rhode Island, and that’s just
for starters.” Susanna hoped her own voice sounded calm.


“That is absolutely true. And even if I’ve developed an ability
to attach names to voices the last couple of years, I can’t possibly remember
everyone I’m introduced to. Especially the suits.” Vivian gasped and put her
fingertips to her lips. “Oh, dear. That came out wrong. I apologize.”


Susanna had to smile. “By that, I take it you picture me as one
of the suits?”


Vivian gave an elegant shrug. “I admit that I thought I had you
pegged before I met you, and I should know better. Listening to you during
dinner proved me wrong.”


“You mean, even suits are people?” Susanna snorted and Vivian
laughed, another famous sound that echoed throughout the living room.


“Ah, delightful. I like your sense of humor, Susanna. Now,
please, won’t you satisfy my curiosity?”


“If I can. Naturally.” Susanna laced her fingers.


“Describe Aislin for me. She sounds delightful.”


Susanna cursed inwardly. Of course, she had walked right into
that one. “Physically?” She was stalling and she knew it. And her question
sounded stupid. Why did she suddenly sound stupid?


“Yes, you can start there.” Vivian beamed. The woman’s warmth was
disarming, and for a moment, Susanna could disregard her own sense of
awkwardness and just admire the strength of the woman in front of her. Losing
one’s sight…Susanna couldn’t even imagine what that must have been like. Still,
here Vivian sat, poised like royalty, but royalty with fire-truck red lipstick,
an elaborate blond updo, and curves to die for. How old was she? Somewhere in
her early fifties, Susanna remembered, and married to the much younger Mike.


“Aislin has red, short ringlets. Copper.” Susanna glanced over to
the closed patio door. She pictured Aislin out there, getting some fresh air.
But it had been more than the room being too hot. Concerned, Susanna continued,
now speaking more slowly. “Faint freckles. Ice-blue eyes that shine with
such…life. She’s about five-foot four.”


“She sounds taller.” Vivian nodded. “Perhaps it’s her
larger-than-life persona that elongates her body. She has a firm, but not hard,
grip when she greets you. Please, tell me more.”


“She loves dancing. Aislin is a very good dancer.” Images from
the club, of swaying in Aislin’s arms, made Susanna shiver. 


“Mike said she ran into Aislin when we were at YouMeShe a while
back.” 


“I was there too, with some Italian clients. And I met Aislin,
literally, on the dance floor.” Brushing away invisible dust from her slacks,
Susanna hoped her casual tone wouldn’t sound too contrived.


“That sounds romantic. Mike and I met at her café at the marina.
She served me some of her magic potion, and that was the start of us.” Vivian
smiled, her expression tender and wistful at the same time. “Mike turned out to
be the love of my life.” Tilting her head, Vivian seemed as if she could
actually see Susanna.


What was she suggesting? Was she comparing Susanna and Aislin to
her and Mike? She could barely breathe. Did all the women in here assume that
she and Aislin were a couple? Too many thoughts collided with each other in
Susanna’s mind, and she wiped her hands against her slacks. “Very romantic,”
Susanna repeated, mainly to have something to say.


Right then, the patio door opened, and Aislin came inside, a big
smile on her face and grinning at the young woman, even younger than
Aislin…what was her name again? Romi…yes, that was it. In fact, this girl
looked a lot like Aislin had when Susanna first saw her. Young. Edgy. Susanna felt
old. She compensated for that fact by straightening her back and raising her
chin. The change worked with much-taller corporate men who lived with the
illusion that towering over everyone would give them the upper hand in her
boardroom. Raising her chin and lowering her voice half an octave, combined
with her best glare, always worked.


Aislin looked around the room, and her gaze locked onto
Susanna’s. It was heartbreakingly obvious the exact second Aislin read
Susanna’s expression, since her eyes grew wide, and she pressed a hand to her
stomach.


“Cooled off?” Susanna said, her lips tense.


“Yes.”


“Ah, Aislin,” Vivian said calmly. “I was just grilling Susanna
about you.”


“Yikes.” Aislin remained standing for a moment, but then she sat
down on the armrest next to Vivian, and her choice didn’t escape Susanna. “I’m
here on your left, Vivian, if that’s all right.”


“Are you kidding? It’s wonderful. Mike tells me all these amazing
things about you, and I have so many questions.”


“Then ask away,” Aislin said lightly, but her eyes looked several
shades darker when she regarded Susanna over Vivian’s head. Her jaw seemed
broader, and Susanna realized Aislin had clenched her jaw hard enough for the
arteries on her neck to protrude. 


“Are you all right, Aislin?” Vivian asked, placing a hand on
Aislin’s knee with surprising accuracy.


“I’m fine. I was just a little too warm earlier.” Aislin kept
looking at Susanna. “It was nice outside, if a bit cold.”


Susanna sat and listened to Vivian’s and Aislin’s voices, not
really registering the words. Her mind was busy turning Vivian’s words over,
examining them from all angles, as was her way when she was faced with a new
problem. Was that even a correct comparison? Aislin was hardly a problem. She
was…beautiful, funny, caring…amazing. Why did she suddenly feel so cornered? So
afraid, even?


Only a couple of hours ago, she had kissed Aislin under the fairy
Christmas lights in the pergola, thinking there was magic in the air. She
hadn’t even felt awkward when Manon and Eryn had witnessed it all. In fact,
their kiss had felt natural and right.
Why was it when Vivian spoke of how she and Mike met, and their journey—and she
wasn’t even making a comparison at all—that Susanna felt ready to bolt? She had
been flung into business mode and, more than anything, wanted to regroup. 


Chastising herself for thinking of doing a pro-and-con
spreadsheet of what Aislin meant to her, of what impact Aislin’s presence made
on the life she and Cynthia shared, Susanna couldn’t remain seated. “Excuse
me,” she murmured and stood. As she made her way toward the guest bathroom in
the foyer, she stopped at the glassed-in courtyard. Exotic plants surrounded a
dinner table that sat on a floor constructed of what looked like old-fashioned
cobblestones. The tall ceiling was made of glass, and Susanna gazed up, almost
getting dizzy at the sight of the starry night sky. 


Not really needing to use the bathroom, Susanna remained where
she was. She heard the other women chatting and laughing, from a distance. Why
couldn’t she relax into that warmth, just be with people and trust that their
being nice and accommodating was not a trap? No hidden agendas? This was
nothing new. Ever since she realized she was on track to taking care of the
family fortune and all the responsibility that came with it, her trust in other
people had been erased. 


She had married a man, Craig, who came from a similar background
as hers, though he had never done a day’s work in his life, found her
dedication boring, and hated any type of schedule. She couldn’t even begin to
imagine why he was so worked up now about Cynthia’s transfer to EQH. Husband
#2, Myron, had actually held a job. He also held her in very low regard pretty
quickly and resented her for being more famous and richer than he was. Myron managed
money for sports stars, and perhaps he had hoped to ride on their fame and
become a household name like them. If he had asked Susanna, she could have told
him that doing cocaine and quite openly sleeping around weren’t the right paths
to take. 


Susanna remained standing in the center of the courtyard, her
arms tightly folded. She knew, and had known for some time, that she hadn’t
loved those two men. They had possessed redeeming qualities, but she hadn’t
even come close to giving herself to them fully. Not even when Cynthia was born
two weeks early had Susanna’s heart filled with love at the sight of her baby’s
father. It could have had something to do with the fact that Craig had found it
a good idea to leave at that time for a vacation in Mexico, despite his wife’s
upcoming due date. Susanna had always thought she was so full of contempt at
that time, for Craig, and for how he had acted…but now, Susanna knew that her heart had
been completely full of her love for her baby daughter. Craig’s betrayal had
caused her to lose face and embarrassed her, but Susanna knew that the way she
was struggling right now, with what was going on between Aislin and her,
impacted her far more. 


Walking over to a small two-seat bench between small, lush palm
trees, Susanna sat down. Here she was out of immediate sight, which she needed
to be. She had to think, and it seemed as if she couldn’t wait to do just that.
This entire evening had worked like a switchboard in her mind. Aislin coming
over to change at Susanna’s house, in her bedroom. Click. Aislin helping her
figure out what to wear. Click. Cynthia needing reassurance and support.
Susanna and Aislin doing that together. Click. Cynthia’s comment about them
looking good together. Click again. Kissing under the pergola. And again. All
those different tracks with Aislin had been leading to one thing. 


Susanna placed a trembling hand over her mouth. How could she
have placed herself in this situation? Hadn’t she promised herself to use her
business sense, the only sense of hers that she truly trusted? Her ability to
judge the character of people in her private life was obviously abysmal. And
here she was, in a house full of beautiful, queer women, with Aislin as her
date. Aislin, her lover, who had invaded her heart and her mind so very fast,
who looked at Susanna with radiant eyes. And, oh God, Aislin, who held Susanna
as if she was precious, beautiful, and meant the world to her. 


Vivian had compared the two of them, and Mike and Aislin,
apparently sensing the common denominator. What Vivian couldn’t know, nobody
could, was that Susanna had tried being with someone who was her equal in most
ways, and then someone who wasn’t—and neither had worked. If she attempted
something long-term with Aislin, it would kill Susanna when it failed. And she
had no doubt that, at some point, it would. 


She couldn’t bear to hurt Aislin. Nor could she bear the idea of
Aislin leaving her down the line, which was inevitable. It would devastate her.
Better sever what bond had formed now, in one clean scalpel cut. It would hurt,
but surely it would be worse…Susanna doubled over when the full brunt of the
idea of cutting Aislin from her life sank in.


Chapter Twenty-six


The house was quiet when Aislin and Susanna stepped inside.
A faint light filtered through from the back area, where Lovisa had her rooms. 


“She knows we’re back because of the security system,” Susanna
said calmly as she hung her coat in the closet. Reaching out for Aislin’s, she
frowned. “Your coat?”


“Oh. Right.” Aislin pulled it off and gave it to Susanna.
“Thanks.” She studied her lover furtively. She had no idea what had happened
tonight, but it was as if someone had slipped a glass wall between them.
Susanna was perfectly polite and smiled when such a response was called for. Trying
to wrack her brain and figure out when everything changed, Aislin knew she was
too tired, too confused, to make sense of anything right now. 


She would have asked Jordy to let her off at home if she hadn’t
left her house keys and other important things at Susanna’s house. She had even
texted Corinne on the way back, casually asking how her evening was going, to
see if her best friend was home. When it turned out she was still visiting with
her parents, Aislin had merely sent off the eye-roll emoji and left it at that.
The thought of Corinne’s parents made her think of her own. She could have
asked to be let off at their house or at any of her brothers’, but that was
really not an option. Aislin pressed her tongue against the back of her teeth.
She could easily imagine any of her brothers starting the third degree, ready
to defend her to the last drop of blood. So, here she stood—motionless,
clueless, and less
in general—in Susanna’s foyer. When Susanna began walking upstairs, she
convinced her legs to climb the stairs, but she felt robotic. 


Susanna knocked on Cynt’s door and poked her head in. She
murmured something and turned to Aislin. “They’re watching a movie. Want to say
good night?”


Aislin mimicked Susanna and stuck her head in too. The girls lay
on Cynt’s bed, tucked in with a large bowl of popcorn, focused on the large
flat-screen TV. More of The
Lord of the Rings. “Good night, girls.”


Susanna closed the door after the girls murmured a preoccupied,
“’Night.”


They reached Susanna’s master suite, where Lovisa must have
picked up after them, something Susanna had explained she did only when an
event was going on. Aislin kept her focus on Susanna, who had already begun
removing her jewelry.


“You know,” Aislin said, having to stop and clear her throat twice.
“You know, I should really return home. I need to, um, catch up on some of the
work about the school holiday expo, which is coming up Wednesday.” Her excuse
sounded thin, even to her own ears.


Susanna rounded on her, her eyes transparent, and this was the
first time Aislin had seen the ice-queen veneer melt some during the last three
hours. 


“I thought you were staying.” Susanna yanked at her rings. “Ah.
Damn it.”


Pulled out of her train of thought at Susanna’s pained
expression, Aislin walked up to her, taking her left hand in hers. “Don’t hurt
yourself.” She looked down at normally such slender fingers and saw that two of
them were swollen and red, especially around the rings. Susanna had a habit of
tugging at her jewelry, especially her rings. “Cold water and soap.” She let
go. It was difficult to be this close to Susanna. It even made it hard for
Aislin to breathe. “Are you saying you still want me to stay?”


“What do you mean? I merely stated that I thought—”


“Please. Let’s not play games. Something happened tonight. I’m
not sure what, but whatever it was, it’s causing a problem with us. Am I truly
the only one feeling this difference?” She was trying to reach Susanna, and
fast, as the glass wall seemed to be solidifying between them again. “After I came
in from Manon’s patio, something was different.” Had something spooked Susanna?
She’d been with Vivian, but surely that lovely woman couldn’t have said
something untoward?


Susanna had retreated one step, and that in itself hurt Aislin
enough to bring tears to her eyes. When she had gotten dressed with Susanna
earlier in the evening, in this very room, she had never expected this outcome.
How could she turn her feelings on and off like this? Just like—Aislin’s mind
stalled. Blinking to keep the tears at bay, she pushed and pushed at the
unwelcome thoughts, but they broke free and filled every insecure nerve ending
in her brain. Just like Tina had. Tina had tricked Aislin for her own gain and
purpose, but Aislin didn’t think that was Susanna’s reason for changing so
suddenly. No, Susanna’s ability to turn things on and off was rooted in some
other, unfathomable reason that Aislin couldn’t even begin to figure out. 


“I…I just can’t.” Susanna entered the en suite bathroom, leaving
the door ajar, and Aislin could hear her run the faucet. 


Aislin admitted that, most of all, she wanted to call an Uber and
get the hell out of here. Her car was downstairs, but she was in no condition
to drive after the alcoholic beverages she had downed. Especially after coming
in from the patio. Being on the receiving end of the ice queen’s
standoffishness, second-guessing herself, she wouldn’t get behind a wheel even
if she now felt entirely sober. This was the first time in ages she’d had more
than an occasional beer. 


Reluctantly moving to the en suite doorway, she stood there,
leaning against it as she watched Susanna franticly scrub the rings from her
fingers. She wiped her hands on a towel and turned to leave. Stopping in
midstride, she looked at Aislin with something resembling dread, which couldn’t
be right. 


“What are you thinking?” Aislin remained where she was.


“That you’ve never looked more beautiful,” Susanna whispered and
unbuttoned her cuffs. “That I want to drag you off to bed and keep you there
forever.” Impatiently, Susanna yanked her shirt open, making buttons ping to
the tile floor. “That I’ll fail at this. Again. I always do.” Susanna pushed by
Aislin. “You’re right, of course. You should leave. You should stay away from
me, because something’s wrong with me, and ultimately you will find whoever is
right for you. You…you might as well start that process now.”


What the fuck? Aislin lost cohesion in her arms as she stared
after Susanna. “What are you talking about?”


Unhooking her bra, Susanna stood in the middle of the bedroom,
naked to the waist, but it was as if she didn’t realize her own nudity. “You
heard me.”


“I did, but your words don’t make sense. What you’re saying…I
don’t get it.”


“All right. Again. You want to leave. To go back to your
apartment. I’m not stopping you. I’m agreeing with you. Going is the right
thing for you.” Susanna shoved her slacks down and swore when she almost
tripped while pushing them off her feet. 


“But I promised not to just leave without us talking.” Aislin
hoped she didn’t sound as bewildered and close to begging as she thought. 


“We’re talking. You’re off the hook.” Pulling a drawer in her
dresser open, Susanna took a nightgown and jerked it over her head. 


“We’re not talking,” Aislin said quietly. “You’re yelling at me
to go. That’s not the same thing.” 


Susanna stopped moving after pulling the covers aside on the bed.
She gripped the duvet hard and lowered her head. “Oh, God.” She sank down,
slowly, as if she hurt all over, and covered her eyes. “I’m sorry. I didn’t
mean to. To yell, or…for any of this to happen.” She made a slow circle with
her free hand. Aislin wasn’t sure what Susanna was indicating with her gesture
or what “any of this” meant.


Approaching Susanna as if closing in on a wounded animal, Aislin
tried to disregard her own thundering heart. It was as if half her brain was
trying to deal with what tormented the woman she had realized she loved only
hours ago, and the other half was examining her own response during this
evening. All she seemed to accomplish was more confusion for herself. “You’re
cold,” Aislin said quietly. “Climb in. Please.”


Susanna waited so long before moving that Aislin’s concern grew.
Eventually, Susanna sat down on the edge of the bed and pulled the covers over
her legs. “Exhibit one, Craig. Exhibit two, Myron. And several exhibits before
them, and between them.” Susanna snorted. “No exhibits after them…until you.”


Aislin rubbed her temples. “You’re going to have to be less
cryptic.”


It was as if Susanna hadn’t heard her. “You are all wrong for me,
I mean, on the surface, but I let myself believe that this alone could mean you
were the one. Craig and Myron, and some other people I dated, looked perfect
‘on paper,’ so to speak. And being with them became disastrous.”


Aislin was starting to see a common thread, but it was damn thin.
So yet again, Aislin was an experiment? Was that what Susanna meant? She
shuddered. Not again. “They were assholes.”


“True. But not all of them were. After I moved here and somewhat
out of the limelight, I concluded that the common denominator of it all is me,”
Susanna said, followed by another unhappy snort. “Not when it comes to their
shortcomings. But in my own ability, or lack thereof, to judge someone’s
character, to know my own heart, to connect on a deeper level with someone.
That is the common denominator. In business, I can do all that, no problem.
When it comes to personal relationships, even with my own daughter, for
heaven’s sake, I must be missing the most important components.”


Aislin knew now that she had been wrong when she saw Susanna next
to Vivian. The ice queen wasn’t back. In fact, Aislin was sure there had never
been an ice queen to begin with. Not really. What she saw now was fear. And
what had turned Aislin into one big knot tonight was also fear.


“There’s nothing wrong with you,” Aislin whispered, putting her
arm gently around Susanna’s waist. “I know you think there is, and God knows
that the press has had a field day with both your divorces. Yes, I admit, I
have stalker tendencies. I googled everything I could about you.” She tipped
her head enough to be able to see Susanna’s expression. “I apologize for that.”


“What? You googled me?” Susanna didn’t sound angry, merely
somewhat dazed.


“I did. But I didn’t get to know the real you, or the real Cynt,
by reading what the tabloids spewed. I hope you have gotten to know me well
enough to see that, being wrong or right, I make up my own stubborn mind.”
Despite trying for bravado, Aislin knew her own fears were still just beneath
the surface. “At least I hope so.” 


“I left New York, mainly because of the tabloids, not long after
my separation from Myron. I loathed being the reason they made so much money by
writing about me, but they were also starting to circle like sharks around
Cynthia. Combined with an increase of ardent fans showing up and getting far
too close, it was the right thing to do.”


Aislin remembered her Google search when she realized that Myron
had been beyond loose-lipped and not shy about selling his story to said
tabloids. Wondering if Susanna had ever had the chance to process what she went
through with the divorces and how she was treated in the press, Aislin knew
better than to ask. If Susanna thought for a second that Aislin was analyzing
her, she’d be furious. 


“Any particular reason you want to go back to your apartment?”
Susanna straightened and slowly turned her head and faced Aislin.


“I saw something different in you when I returned from the patio
at Manon’s. I saw you look at me like you did before.”


“What do you mean?” Susanna frowned. 


“The way you looked at me before you and I, um, kind of hit it
off.” Oh, how ridiculous that sounded. How utterly childish. Aislin wanted to
hide her face in a pillow. To her astonishment, Susanna’s expression softened,
and she smiled. 


“We did, didn’t we? Hit it off.”


“I know. Not very eloquent.” Aislin rubbed her palms against her
thighs.


Shrugging, Susanna seemed to become lost in thought for a moment.



“Susanna?” Aislin was tempted to get up and leave, just to
provide a little distance between her and all these rampaging emotions. “What
were you thinking about when I came back from the patio that changed your whole
demeanor?”


“That everyone there, and who can blame them, thought we are a
couple.” Susanna sounded absentminded, but the fine tremors in her hand as she
pushed back the white streak from her face told a different story.


“And you hate that idea.” It wasn’t a question. Why else would
Susanna have looked almost sick to her stomach unless she loathed the idea of
anyone jumping to conclusions about them?


“What? No. No.” Susanna snapped her gaze up to meet Aislin’s.
“Or, at least, not because of you. It’s the entire idea of being in a
relationship at all. It…it terrifies me.” The vulnerable tone in her voice and
the way Susanna’s eyes grew wider and shinier nearly made Aislin miss what she
was actually saying. 


“You mean it’s fine as long as we carry on in secret, but—”


“No, that’s not it. And I wouldn’t call it secret.” Susanna
sighed and clenched her trembling hands into fists. 


“No? Seeing each other. Making love, having sex, whatever you
want to call it, and not telling a soul. Sounds pretty secret to me.” Getting
angry at how evasive Susanna could be, Aislin stood. “Well, I’ll take myself
out of both the public and non-secret
part of the equation.”


“Don’t be so dramatic!” Susanna raised her voice, and her tone
shocked Aislin, as she had not heard anything like this from Susanna before. 


“Oh, God, you’re one to talk.” Holding back a sob, because
honestly, she was mostly furious, Aislin told herself, she made a helpless
gesture. “I have seventh graders that show more courage and resilience than you
do.”


“What?” Susanna slowly lowered her hands and clasped them on her
lap.


“You think you’re the only one who’s uncertain? You seem ready to
be able to call this, whatever you deign to categorize it as, off at any given
second. I’ve had that happen before, remember? I don’t care for a repeat
performance, even if your motives are at least not amoral.” Tears of pain and
fury ran down Aislin’s cheeks. “Can’t you see that?”


Chapter Twenty-seven


“Wait.” Susanna smoothed down her top, the movements helping
her keep her composure. “You’re comparing me to your old professor?” This was
starting to get ridiculous, not to mention farfetched. 


“You switch emotions on and off at will, like she did. You pull
me in and make me think I matter, and you can look at me like I’m the only
other person, right then and there, in the whole fucking universe. And then you
back off. Not just one step. You leap back so fast, I’m sure it’s
record-breaking somewhere in the world.”


Susanna gaped. “I do nothing of the sort!” She yelled, for the
second time in a few minutes. Staring at Aislin, she realized she looked just
as shocked as Susanna felt.


“You do,” Aislin whispered. “You may not realize it, but you do.”
She wobbled where she stood and then sank to her knees. “And, damn it, so do I.
In my own way, so do I.”


All Susanna knew right in the midst of total confusion was that
she couldn’t bear not to be close to Aislin. She slipped off the bed and knelt
next to Aislin on the plush carpet. “I don’t want to. I mean,” she said quickly
as she saw immediate signs of Aislin jumping to conclusions about what Susanna
might say, “I don’t want us to be apart or to pull back. In any way.” She took Aislin
by the shoulders, caressing them. “I hate that I’m afraid, that I allow the
past to have such influence on the present. I’m no fool, darling. I know that’s
what’s going on.”


“Yeah?” Aislin cupped Susanna’s elbows. “You’re not the only one
with scars from the past. I can’t let you take all the blame.”


“Tonight…” Susanna interrupted herself and pressed her lips to
Aislin’s forehead. “Tonight, I saw us through the eyes of the women we were
with, and it was as obvious to me as it was to them that we’re a couple. I know
we haven’t negotiated about a single thing, but we’re together.” Susanna drew a
deep breath. “Aren’t we?”


Aislin chewed on her lower lip for a moment, and Susanna feared
she might asphyxiate if she kept holding her breath. 


“Yes,” Aislin said, and then Susanna found herself in a tight
embrace as Aislin flung her arms around her neck. “Yes!”’


So relieved, even if they had so much left to talk about, Susanna
slumped sideways against the bed, still holding on to Aislin. “Thank God.”


“Susanna?” Aislin’s quick breaths moved Susanna’s hair. 


“Yes.”


“Since we’re being truthful,” Aislin shifted until she straddled
Susanna’s legs, “I’m in love with you.”


And here she went again. Unable to breathe for several moments,
Susanna framed Aislin’s face with her palms, pushing red locks from her face.
And it was there, the love, in those sparkling blue eyes. It dawned on Susanna
that she’d seen this exact expression before but been unable to correctly
interpret it. Yet Aislin had perhaps not known either. After all, the last time
Aislin had been in love, she had been almost destroyed by that catfishing
psychopath. Now, Susanna took her time. Gently tipping Aislin’s head to the
side, she kissed her tenderly. As she tasted the remnants of tears from only
moments ago, Susanna hoped she wouldn’t be the cause of too many of those in
the future. Then, as she pulled back just enough to meet Aislin’s gaze, she
couldn’t help but smile. “I love you too.”


“You…you…” Aislin obviously gave up on talking and instead
pressed her mouth to Susanna’s. Not holding back, Susanna parted her lips and
invited her lover in. Her lover, as in the woman she loved. 


Aislin hummed into the kiss, the sound so sexy, so typical of
Aislin, Susanna growled in the back of her throat. “The bed.”


“Huh?”


“I’m too old for the floor. We should be in bed.” Susanna didn’t
move. All she could think of was Aislin’s lips on hers.


“Okay,” Aislin whispered against Susanna. “Just a moment.” She
didn’t move either. “Damn. My brain’s not connected to the rest of my body.”


Snorting gently, Susanna shook her head. “Joined forces?” 


Aislin managed to get onto her knees, and they climbed into a
standing position by pulling at each other’s bodies and clothes. That meant
Susanna was naked and Aislin close to it when they finally fell onto the bed.
It took Susanna all of ten seconds to help Aislin into a similar state of
undress.


Aislin’s hands found Susanna’s breasts. “I love everything about
you.”


“Ah!” Susanna threw her head back as her nipples hardened against
Aislin’s palms. It was as if the arguments, the angst, and finally, hearing
that Aislin loved her, were one long foreplay. “I promise we’ll go slowly,
darling. Next time. Right now, I need you inside me. Please.”


Aislin moved in between Susanna’s legs. “Oh, God, yes.”


Susanna needed Aislin’s touch to ease the ache, to fill her the
way she had done before, but this time it would be different. More. Spreading
her legs wide, Susanna crossed them behind Aislin, pulling her closer. Aislin’s
right hand was already in place, and when she pushed several fingers inside
Susanna, without hesitation, Susanna moaned. It was more. Looking up at Aislin,
Susanna tried to convey it, but all she could say was, “Like that. Yes. Yes…”
She pushed one hand in between them, searching for Aislin. “Let me.”


Aislin moved up a few inches, just enough for Susanna to slip her
fingers in between her wet folds. Entering her, Susanna tried to keep the same
pace, but the passion, the overwhelming emotions that flooded her, made her
uncoordinated. Beads of sweat ran down her face, or was it sweat? Susanna
didn’t know. 


Once the orgasm hit, Susanna fell into a bundle of arms and legs,
not knowing which ones belonged to her or if Aislin had come as well. 


“Fantastic,” Aislin wheezed next to her. “That has to be the
messiest, best lovemaking ever.” 


Grateful she hadn’t left her lover hanging, Susanna had to agree.
Messy, definitely, but oh, so good. Her entire body was reverberating, sending
aftershocks through her half a dozen times, at least. 


“Hey, you all right?” Aislin pushed up on an elbow, grunting. She
pushed the hair from Susanna’s face. “Ah, there you are.” She ran a gentle
finger down Susanna’s cheek.


“Mm.” Susanna closed her eyes. 


Aislin chuckled and pulled Susanna onto her shoulder. They lay
quietly there for a while, until Susanna started to shiver as cooling sweat
made her grow cold. Aislin, of course, picked up on her condition instantly and
pulled the covers up and over them.


“I’m not done with you yet,” Susanna said, surprised at how husky
her voice was. 


“Oh, goody.” Aislin pressed her lips to Susanna’s temple. “I was
promised something sweet and slow, as I recall.”


Susanna rolled them onto their sides and then up on top of
Aislin. “Well, then it’s good that I’m a woman of my word.” She spoke with a
smile, but the sight of Aislin’s flushed, beaming face, made her serious. “I
love you, Aislin.”


Aislin wrapped her arms around Susanna’s neck. “I love you.”


As Susanna began making love to Aislin, who claimed several times
that it was an agonizingly slow process, she realized they’d experienced a
catharsis this evening. Mapping every inch of Aislin’s beauty, with her mouth,
her eyes, and her hands, Susanna was certain she would feel the same way next
month, next year, and—quite possibly—in the next life.


Epilogue


Three months later.


 


“Oh, look at that,” Mom said, nudging Cynt with her elbow before
motioning toward the stage of the newly renovated East Quay concert hall, which
was located next to the old, beautiful hotel where they were staying for the
fund-raiser gala. “I knew you had talent when it came to art and design, but
this backdrop is magical.”


Cynt, who sat to her mom’s left on the second row, smiled so
broadly her cheeks hurt. “Thanks, Mom. Team effort, you know.”


“Was this why you didn’t want me to come inside the school all
these late evenings?” Mom covered her mouth and shook her head. “You and your
friends are very talented. I can tell you painted the dragonflies and maybe the
bumblebees?”


Cynt gaped. “You can? How’s that possible?” She leaned past her
mother and glared at Aislin, who sat on her mom’s other side. “Did you tell
her?”


“Nope. Not a word. Despite some not-so-idle threats to my health
and well-being.” Aislin grinned and ran her fingertips along the back of Mom’s
hand. The tenderness in the gesture, combined with the look of love in Aislin’s
eyes, made Cynt so happy. 


“You’ve doodled dragonflies a lot during the last few months. I
recognize the style. So, this was why.” Mom pulled her close and rested her
cheek against her hair, not multicolored right now, but a blond-to-turquoise
ombre.


“Shh. Lisa’s on soon with the choir. She’s got a solo.” Cynt sat
up, propping her trembling hands under her thighs. She was more nervous than
Lisa about this solo. Romi, the choir’s conductor, took her place in the front,
with her back toward the packed East Quay High auditorium, and the lights
dimmed. Spotlights found the choir, illuminating them against the beautiful
painted backdrop of dragonflies, bumblebees, butterflies, flowers, and some
critters that weren’t normally considered very cute, but who were needed just
as much in nature. Cynt hoped her mom wouldn’t notice too many of them, as she
was aware of her mother’s strong dislike for anything even resembling a worm.


As Lisa began to sing, Cynt heard her mom draw a surprised
breath. They had all heard Lisa sing around the house, but she sounded amazing
in this setting, with great acoustics. The song was an original, written by the
students in the music department. Cynt knew she had a mediocre voice, at best,
but she had a knack for writing lyrics. Together with four other students in
her class, they had written a song with a strong message of love, loyalty, and
courage. Lisa’s voice was perfect for the verses. 


Glancing toward her mother and Aislin, Cynt hid a smile when she
saw they were holding hands. It hadn’t taken Cynt long to understand that
Aislin loved her mother. Their situation had looked hopeless for a while as the
two danced around each other. At one point, Cynt had thought she might have to
sit them down and spell out the obvious. Thankfully, they had figured
themselves out before that happened. Cynt had never seen her mother so happy.
Lisa and she had a bet going how long it would take for Mom and Aislin to
officially move in together. Lisa, the true romantic, thought the upcoming
Easter, but Cynt had a feeling it might happen when school was out for the
summer. Truthfully, Aislin spent most of her time at their house anyway, so it
was merely a formality.


Last year had been difficult. She had gone from being invisible
to a complete outcast. Cynt had blamed herself for being such an idiot to
confide in Alyssa, the one girl who had seemed to actually give a damn. She had
just needed one friend at Drew, and Alyssa had seemed nice. As it turned out,
Cynt had underestimated Alyssa’s deep desire to be in the most popular girls’
inner circle. Cynt had only realized the full scope of things at Alyssa’s party
when Sharon, the ringleader of the popular group of girls at Drew, had kept
pretending to trip over her, interrupted her constantly, and eventually told
Cynt in a bored voice that nobody wanted her there. Nobody stood up for her,
not even Alyssa. It didn’t take a Mensa membership to figure out which people
were behind the hateful messages scribbled with Sharpies on her locker, or the
group of girls Cynt really didn’t know ganging up on her in the girls’ bathroom
that last day at Drew, accusing her of stealing someone’s cell phone—and
threatening to push her head into a toilet bowl and flush. 


Principal Lorne didn’t help the situation but made it infinitely
worse by putting the entire blame on Cynt, accusing her of being the disruptive
force, the instigator. The way he showed lenience to Sharon and her gang,
letting them get away with anything, had made Cynt’s life unbearable. Some
teachers and kids were cool, but it was obvious that Lorna reigned supreme. 


Transferring to EQH had been bliss for the most part. Some kids
there could have an attitude, but at her new school, the principal and the
faculty did not tolerate any type of bullying, and their opinion showed. Cynt
had slowly begun to share some of the details with her mom and Aislin. Her new
group of friends at EQC knew parts of what had been going on, but Lisa knew
everything.


A few weeks ago, Cynt had overheard Manon discussing Drew Prep
School with Aislin and Mom. The words “investigation,” “breach of contract,”
and “growing number of complaints” sounded promising. From her point of view,
bastards like Lorne shouldn’t hold a position of power around kids.


Now it was Lisa’s turn again. Her clear, angelic voice was strong
as she sang the last verse.


 


Look for
the light


I’ll keep
it on for you


To shine
your way 


To keep you
safe


In the dark
of the night
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and drives you to become the person you’re destined to be. (978-1-63555-786-2)


Ice
Queen by Gun Brooke. School counselor Aislin Kennedy wants to help
standoffish CEO Susanna Durr and her troubled teenage daughter become
closer—even if it means risking her own heart in the process.
(978-1-63555-721-3)


Masquerade
by Anne Shade. In 1925 Harlem, New York, a notorious gangster sets her sights
on seducing Celine, and new lovers Dinah and Celine are forced to risk their
hearts, and lives, for love. (978-1-63555-831-9)


Royal
Family by Jenny Frame. Loss has defined both Clay’s and Katya’s
lives, but guarding their hearts may prove to be the biggest heartbreak of all.
(978-1-63555-745-9)


Share
the Moon by Toni Logan. Three best friends, an inherited vineyard
and a resident ghost come together for fun, romance and a touch of magic.
(978-1-63555-844-9)


Spirit
of the Law by Carsen Taite. Attorney Owen Lassiter will do almost
anything to put a murderer behind bars, but can she get past her reluctance to
rely on unconventional help from the alluring Summer Byrne and keep from
falling in love in the process? (978-1-63555-766-4)


The
Devil Incarnate by Ali Vali. Cain Casey has so much to live for, but
enemies who lurk in the shadows threaten to unravel it all. (978-1-63555-534-9)


His
Brother’s Viscount by Stephanie Lake. Hector Somerville wants to
rekindle his illicit love affair with Viscount Wentworth, but he must overcome
one problem: Wentworth still loves Hector’s brother. (978-1-63555-805-0)


Journey
to Cash by Ashley Bartlett. Cash Braddock thought everything was
great, but it looks like her history is about to become her right now. Which is
a real bummer. (978-1-63555-464-9)


Liberty
Bay by Karis Walsh. Wren Lindley’s life is mired in tradition and
untouched by trends until social media star Gina Strickland introduces an
irresistible electricity into her off-the-grid world. (978-1-63555-816-6)


Scent
by Kris Bryant. Nico Marshall has been burned by women in the past wanting her
for her money. This time, she’s determined to win Sophia Sweet over with her
charm. (978-1-63555-780-0)


Shadows
of Steel by Suzie Clarke. As their worlds collide and their choices
come back to haunt them, Rachel and Claire must figure out how to stay together
and most of all, stay alive. (978-1-63555-810-4)


The
Clinch by Nicole Disney. Eden Bauer overcame a difficult past to
become a world champion mixed martial artist, but now rising star and dreamy
bad girl Brooklyn Shaw is a threat both to Eden’s title and her heart.
(978-1-63555-820-3)


The Last
First Kiss by Julie Cannon. Kelly Newsome is so ready for a tropical
island vacation, but she never expects to meet the woman who could give her her
last first kiss. (978-1-63555-768-8)


The
Mandolin Lunch by Missouri Vaun. Despite their immediate attraction,
everything about Garet Allen says short-term, and Tess Hill refuses to consider
anything less than forever. (978-1-63555-566-0)


Thor:
Daughter of Asgard by Genevieve McCluer. When Hannah Olsen finds out
she’s the reincarnation of Thor, she’s thrown into a world of magic and
intrigue, unexpected attraction, and a mystery she’s got to unravel.
(978-1-63555-814-2)


Veterinary
Technician by Nancy Wheelton. When a stable of horses is threatened
Val and Ronnie must work together against the odds to save them, and maybe even
themselves along the way. (978-1-63555-839-5)


16 Steps
to Forever by Georgia Beers. Can Brooke Sullivan and Macy Carr find
themselves by finding each other? (978-1-63555-762-6)


All I
Want for Christmas by Georgia Beers, Maggie Cummings, Fiona Riley.
The Christmas season sparks passion and love in these stories by award winning
authors Georgia Beers, Maggie Cummings, and Fiona Riley. (978-1-63555-764-0)


From the
Woods by Charlotte Greene. When Fiona goes backpacking in a
protected wilderness, the last thing she expects is to be fighting for her
life. (978-1-63555-793-0)


Heart of
the Storm by Nicole Stiling. For Juliet Mitchell and Sienna Bennett
a forbidden attraction definitely isn’t worth upending the life they’ve worked
so hard for. Is it? (978-1-63555-789-3)


If You
Dare by Sandy Lowe. For Lauren West and Emma Prescott, following
their passions is easy. Following their hearts, though? That’s almost
impossible. (978-1-63555-654-4)


Love
Changes Everything by Jaime Maddox. For Samantha Brooks and Kirby
Fielding, no matter how careful their plans, love will change everything.
(978-1-63555-835-7)


Not This
Time by MA Binfield. Flung back into each other’s lives, can former
bandmates Sophia and Madison have a second chance at romance?
(978-1-63555-798-5)


The
Dubious Gift of Dragon Blood by J. Marshall Freeman. One day Crispin
is a lonely high school student—the next he is fighting a war in a land ruled
by dragons, his otherworldly boyfriend at his side. (978-1-63555-725-1)


The
Found Jar by Jaycie Morrison. Fear keeps Emily Harris trapped in her
emotionally vacant life; can she find the courage to let Beck Reynolds guide
her toward love? (978-1-63555-825-8)


Aurora
by Emma L McGeown. After a traumatic accident, Elena Ricci is stricken with
amnesia leaving her with no recollection of the last eight years, including her
wife and son. (978-1-63555-824-1)


Avenging
Avery by Sheri Lewis Wohl. Revenge against a vengeful vampire unites
Isa Meyer and Jeni Denton, but it’s love that heals them. (978-1-63555-622-3)


Bulletproof
by Maggie Cummings. For Dylan Prescott and Briana Logan, the
complicated NYC criminal justice system doesn’t leave room for love, but where
the heart is concerned, no one is bulletproof. (978-1-63555-771-8)


Her Lady
to Love by Jane Walsh. A shy wallflower joins forces with the most
popular woman in Regency London on a quest to catch a husband, only to discover
a wild passion for each other that far eclipses their interest for the Marriage
Mart. (978-1-63555-809-8)


No
Regrets by Joy Argento. For Jodi and Beth, the possibility of losing
their future will force them to decide what is really important.
(978-1-63555-751-0)


The
Holiday Treatment by Elle Spencer. Who doesn’t want a gay Christmas
movie? Holly Hudson asks herself that question and discovers that happy endings
aren’t only for the movies. (978-1-63555-660-5)


Too Good
to be True by Leigh Hays. Can the promise of love survive the
realities of life for Madison and Jen, or is it too good to be true?
(978-1-63555-715-2)


Treacherous
Seas by Radclyffe. When the choice comes down to the lives of her
officers against the promise she made to her wife, Reese Conlon puts everything
she cares about on the line. (978-1-63555-778-7)


Two to
Tangle by Melissa Brayden. Ryan Jacks has been a player all her
life, but the new chef at Tangle Valley Vineyard changes everything. If only
she wasn’t off the menu. (978-1-63555-747-3)


When
Sparks Fly by Annie McDonald. Will the devastating incident that
first brought Dr. Daniella Waveny and hockey coach Luca McCaffrey together on
frozen ice now force them apart, or will their secrets and fears thaw enough
for them to create sparks? (978-1-63555-782-4) 


Best
Practice by Carsen Taite. When attorney Grace Maldonado agrees to
mentor her best friend’s little sister, she’s prepared to confront Perry’s
rebellious nature, but she isn’t prepared to fall in love. Legal Affairs: one
law firm, three best friends, three chances to fall in love.
(978-1-63555-361-1)


Home
by Kris Bryant. Natalie and Sarah discover that anything is possible when love
takes the long way home. (978-1-63555-853-1)


Keeper
by Sydney Quinne. With a new charge under her reluctant wing—feisty, highly
intelligent math wizard Isabelle Templeton—Keeper Andy Bouchard has to prevent
a murder or die trying. (978-1-63555-852-4)


One More
Chance by Ali Vali. Harry Basantes planned a future with Desi
Thompson until the day Desi disappeared without a word, only to walk back into
her life sixteen years later. (978-1-63555-536-3)


Renegade’s
War by Gun Brooke. Freedom fighter Aurelia DeCallum regrets saving
the woman called Blue. She fears it will jeopardize her mission, and secretly,
Blue might end up breaking Aurelia’s heart. (978-1-63555-484-7)


The
Other Women by Erin Zak. What happens in Vegas should stay in Vegas,
but what do you do when the love you find in Vegas changes your life forever?
(978-1-63555-741-1)


The Sea
Within by Missouri Vaun. Time is running out for Dr. Elle Graham to
convince Captain Jackson Drake that the only thing that can save future Earth
resides in the past, and rescue her broken heart in the process.
(978-1-63555-568-4)


To Sleep
With Reindeer by Justine Saracen. In Norway under Nazi occupation,
Maarit, an Indigenous woman; and Kirsten, a Norwegian resister, join forces to
stop the development of an atomic weapon. (978-1-63555-735-0)


Twice
Shy by Aurora Rey. Having an ex with benefits isn’t all it’s cracked
up to be. Will Amanda Russo learn that lesson in time to take a chance on love
with Quinn Sullivan? (978-1-63555-737-4)


Z-Town
by Eden Darry. Forced to work together to stay alive, Meg and Lane must find
the centuries-old treasure before the zombies find them first.
(978-1-63555-743-5)
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