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FOREWORD
Throughout the process of writing and publishing this, I’ve received many comments from readers that Sutton/Charlotte and Those Who Wait is the happy place for a lot of people. That the idea of this book is almost too painful to read.
And I truly understand that. Especially while living in… unprecedented times, taking comfort and happiness from your favorite fictional happily ever afters is important.
So, I want to reiterate that this book is truly an alternate reality scenario. It was written as a way to spend more time with characters we love. Written to explore the what-ifs, for us to get to see who Sutton and Charlotte would have become if their ending didn’t play out the way it does in a canon-world.
This book does not negate the ending of Those Who Wait. Sutton and Charlotte are still living their blissful reality in the Haley Cass Literary Universe.
Even here - there might be some angst on the way, but there is no what-if in my world that ends without the HEA.
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PROLOGUE
FOUR YEARS AFTER THOSE WHO WAIT
SUTTON PACED BACK AND FORTH, pressing her hands to her stomach, where the butterflies were absolutely going crazy.
This was normal, right? To feel this way the morning of your wedding?
Sutton had to believe that was the case because she’d felt this crazy twisting and turning in her stomach since she’d woken up this morning.
“Oh, good, you’re awake!”
Regan’s voice snapped Sutton out of her thoughts, and she turned to look at her best friend as she let herself into Sutton’s hotel room.
“How did you get in here?” Sutton asked, staring incredulously at Regan, who grinned, totally unashamedly, as she held up a key card.
“I grabbed your spare last night from your dresser. My plan as your maid of honor was to surprise you with breakfast and tea in bed before your mom comes in and then the hair and makeup people and all that jazz.”
True to her word, she held a tray with Sutton’s favorite breakfast foods and a tea kettle in her hands.
Sutton couldn’t hold that bit of key-card pickpocketing against Regan. Her best friend had been a very involved, supportive maid of honor throughout the last year, and Sutton had appreciated every second. She’d planned excursions with Sutton’s bridal party—consisting of Regan as well as Emma, Alex, Jane, and Isla, Sutton’s sisters-in-law—all suiting Sutton’s exact interests. On top of that, she’d come to every cake tasting and meeting with the wedding planner that Layla hadn’t been able to attend at the last-minute thanks to her work schedule.
So Sutton wasn’t all that shocked when Regan was showing up bright and early to continue her support on her big day.
“I expected to find you sleeping in bed, a smile on your face as the visions of white gowns danced in your head,” Regan commented, her mouth pulling into a slow frown. “I didn’t expect to find you holding your hands against your stomach like you’re going to be sick. Are you going to puke?”
Sutton shook her head before pausing to wonder—was she?
She forced the ill feeling back down. “No. I’m not going to be sick.”
Skepticism slid over Regan’s face. “Uh, okay.” She took a few steps into the room, put the tray down, and marched over to Sutton, landing her hands on her hips. “Tell me what’s going on in that magnificent brain of yours.”
Sutton closed her eyes, as if Regan could read through them into her soul or something. “Nothing. Really. I’m—I’m excited.”
“Oh, no.” Regan gasped. “Are you going to be a runaway bride?”
“No!” Sutton yelped, affronted by the very idea. “I’d never do that to Layla. Are you kidding me?”
Regan shrugged. “Well, I’m mostly upset because I don’t have a go bag to whisk you away to a tropical island for a week while you heal your wounds. But we can buy stuff on the journey; it’s fine.”
Sutton huffed out a breath, rolling her eyes as she turned away from Regan. “We aren’t running off.”
“Okay. I mean, there’s still time, so…” Regan trailed off. “I’ll handle everything if you⁠—”
“Oh my god, I’m not leaving Layla at the altar,” Sutton cut her insane best friend off, scoffing out a laugh. “Why do you sound so gung ho about it?”
“I’m… not,” Regan spoke carefully. “I’m just, you know, in support of your happiness.”
Sutton turned back to her best friend, studying her through narrowed eyes. “And you don’t think Layla is going to make me happy?”
“Uh, no. I do. I mean, you feel happy, right?” Regan’s voice was soft and probing.
“Yes,” Sutton answered immediately.
And she did. Her life was in a good place—a really good place.
She was in her final year of getting her Ph.D., she was surrounded by supportive friends and family, and she loved a beautiful, brilliant woman. A beautiful, brilliant woman who loved her back. Who wanted to marry her. Today.
They’d planned their wedding day around Layla’s crazy residency schedule as best as possible, and so far, everything was going off without a hitch.
So… yes.
Sutton was happy.
“It’s just—I’m getting married today,” she breathed out, feeling the weight of those words as they settled over her. They weren’t necessarily pushing her down or suffocating her, but it was a big thing to say all the same.
“Which is your dream,” Regan cautiously spoke, still studying Sutton through narrowed eyes.
“Exactly.”
“And… you can’t think of anything or anyone that would make this dream better or more exciting than Layla makes you feel?”
Unbidden, Charlotte’s face popped into Sutton’s mind.
She didn’t think of Charlotte Thompson often. Not anymore, not after almost four years. Sutton told herself she’d think of Charlotte even less frequently if Charlotte was just… any normal person in the world.
But she wasn’t. She was Charlotte Thompson, rising star politician, whose popularity had only continued to skyrocket since their time in one another’s lives had ended.
As a consequence, Sutton couldn’t avoid her all of the time. Charlotte’s speeches in Congress or on the news would inevitably pop up, and Sutton would see her, hear her, all perfectly styled hair and satisfied half-smiles and curvy hips under well-tailored clothing.
Sutton quickly shook her head.
It seemed normal for the only other person she’d been in love with to pop into her mind on a day like today, right? Besides, having this dream with Charlotte didn’t make Sutton feel whimsical or excited, emotions she’d felt for the majority of her engagement to Layla.
It mostly reminded her of that dull ache Charlotte had left her with when she’d chosen her career over Sutton. In fairness, Charlotte was a politician of her word; she’d never made a promise to Sutton that she didn’t keep.
And that was great.
Charlotte got to live out her dreams, and Sutton now got to live out her own.
Everyone wins.
“No. I was just having some pre-wedding butterflies. But I’m ready for a celebratory breakfast.” When Regan’s brow remained furrowed, she added, in a voice she hoped was chirpy and pleasant, “Now.”

CHARLOTTE WALKED INTO HER APARTMENT, kicking the door closed behind her, as she spoke into her phone, “Yes, Bryce, I’m meeting with Senator Pike next week about it… Great. All right. Have a good night.”
She let out a deep breath, exhaustion from her very, very long day finally edging in and demanding to be felt.
She’d kept herself very busy today, deliberately scheduling as many meetings as possible. As it was, she’d just returned home and hung up with the governor at nearly nine o’clock p.m., despite having been out of her D.C. apartment by six this morning. And she hadn’t gotten very much sleep last night either.
Today was the day.
Charlotte had learned about Sutton’s big day unwittingly, but it had been burned into her memory as if it were a core, defining moment ever since.
It had started a few months ago. She’d been at a fundraiser upstate when she’d overheard a small group of people talking, including a current Massachusetts senator, who mentioned Jack’s daughter’s upcoming wedding.
Charlotte had been really on her game that day, up until that moment. She’d been schmoozing and wheeling and dealing, and then her stomach felt like it had fallen to her fucking feet.
Jack was a common name, Charlotte knew, but she also knew Senator Eaton didn’t have any family members named Jack, and therefore, he was likely talking about a friend. Likely a coworker, given this event and who she was talking to.
No, Jack, coming from Melody Eaton, could only mean one man; Charlotte was sure of it.
She’d known Sutton, Jack’s daughter, was dating someone.
Against her better judgment, Charlotte had never been able to bring herself to block Sutton on social media. She’d never been able to stop herself from looking at Sutton’s accounts every so often, when her curiosity—see also: longing, regret—got the better of her.
She didn’t do it frequently, which was why it was okay. Only once or twice a year. That was sane. That was fine.
This woman Sutton had been dating for over a year was… attractive, Charlotte had to grudgingly admit. She was apparently a fucking doctor. Dr. Layla West.
Charlotte was able to draw the line at looking into Layla West. She’d only learned what she knew about her from Sutton’s posts.
That night at the fundraiser, she’d excused herself outside in the still-chilly air, her hands shaking slightly as she’d pulled out her phone and looked at Sutton’s Instagram page.
The first post felt like a stab to the heart.
Sutton’s beautiful, beaming face. Her blue eyes shined into the camera, and the large, diamond engagement ring glinted from her finger. Engagement photos. August 22nd
was written under them, and Charlotte truly might have thrown up had dinner already been served.
It shouldn’t have shocked her, shouldn’t have stolen the breath painfully from her lungs. She’d always known Sutton was the kind of person who wanted to get married. To settle down and build a life with her partner. It was why Charlotte and Sutton were never meant to be more than they were to one another.
But god, it fucking hurt.
Even though Charlotte hadn’t looked at those photos again, they were so vividly emblazoned into her mind’s eye. The last few months, weeks, and days leading up to Sutton’s wedding had felt like Charlotte was living with a ticking time bomb. Following her to work, then back home, crouching in the corner of her bedroom at night.
In her wildest fantasies, she imagined showing up today at whatever beautiful venue Sutton had inevitably chosen and telling Sutton that she’d never really gotten over her. That when Charlotte closed her eyes and thought about when she’d been the happiest in her personal life, it had been with Sutton, and that she couldn’t fathom that ever changing.
But then Charlotte snapped herself back to reality. That wasn’t her life; it wasn’t the path she’d chosen for herself. Sutton had—clearly—moved on and found someone who wanted the same things.
And yet…
As Charlotte poured herself another glass of wine, two hours after coming home from work—Oops! That was the whole bottle!—she found herself living in those thoughts.
The fantasy of it made her feel good. Made her feel like she hadn’t made a mistake. While she was drunk like this, she could be the most honest with herself by admitting that she did regret it. She regretted everything, especially the way she could still see Sutton crying as she walked out of her life.
Charlotte inhaled sharply, only to realize she was crying herself when she blinked and felt the tears falling down her cheeks.
Unable to stop herself, she blearily reached for her phone with the hand not holding her wineglass and searched for Sutton’s name with slightly clumsy fingers.
Sutton Spencer-West popped up instead.
The glass slipped from Charlotte’s hand and shattered, the glass and dark red wine spreading over her otherwise pristine kitchen floor, but Charlotte couldn’t care less.
She pressed her now-free hand over her mouth, stifling any of the ugly, heartbroken sounds that wanted to escape.
“No, no, no,” she whispered against her palm before she tapped on Sutton’s name and pulled up her page.
Right there was a picture of Sutton in her wedding dress, luminous and radiant, clutching the hand of her new wife as they walked down the aisle.
Charlotte closed her eyes tightly, hiccuping as she tried desperately to stop crying, but that only served to make her cry harder.
What did she fucking expect?
She’d broken Sutton’s heart four years ago, and Sutton Spencer wasn’t a woman who would be on the market for long. She was someone who wanted and deserved to be loved and cherished, and Charlotte had been unable to do that. Now she was married, and Charlotte…
Charlotte had to let go.
She had to really, truly, finally let go of these ridiculous, baseless dreams that she and Sutton would somehow find their ways back to one another.
Because Sutton was happy, and Charlotte didn’t deserve her.
No, wait⁠—
Because Sutton was happy, and Charlotte was, too, her drunk mind told her.
Or, she could be.
Her heart ached—god, it ached—as she stared down at Sutton’s picture.
Charlotte knew what she needed to do. She knew it was finally time.
With that resolve in mind, she blocked Sutton’s profile.



CHAPTER ONE
NINE YEARS LATER
CHARLOTTE LET out a deep breath and leaned her head back against the leather car seat as her driver shut the door behind her. She didn’t mind being busy—honestly, she preferred it—but when she had so many meetings she didn’t even have a half hour for lunch? That was a little too busy.
Thankfully, it wasn’t her everyday schedule.
“I’m starving. Autumn, can you order that salad for dinner? The one from⁠—”
“The bistro on Eleventh? I already took care of it.” Autumn, her personal assistant, promptly answered, but something was just a bit off in her voice.
Charlotte lifted her head to give her a questioning look. “What is it? Are they out of that soup you like? I’ve told you a thousand times you don’t have to buy your dinner where you order mine from; you can still put it on my card.”
Her slightly joking tone wasn’t enough to make Autumn break her serious expression, and Charlotte’s stomach started to bottom out.
“Autumn, tell me what it is. I’ve had the longest day, and you know I’d just prefer to have the Band-Aid ripped off.”
“It’s not me you should be looking at, Senator Thompson,” Autumn deferred, tilting her head to the other person in the town car.
“Senator Thompson… well. Then I know my night is going down the drain, don’t I?” Charlotte remarked. She held back a sigh as she turned to face Maya, who was in charge of her schedule.
Since she’d won her senate seat, it had taken months to get Autumn and Maya comfortable with referring to her by her first name; after all, her history and reputation preceded her. Now, nearly two years into the role, she knew that if they weren’t referring to her as Charlotte, they had news she most definitely did not want to hear.
Maya cleared her throat and sat with her back up straight, but Charlotte could see the weariness in her eyes as they met her own. Maya was a straight shooter who never fidgeted; Charlotte liked that about her.
She lifted an eyebrow expectantly. She didn’t want to have to ask again.
Maya nodded. “There’s an event at Georgetown University tonight that you’ve RSVP’d to.”
“I most certainly did not.” Charlotte held Maya’s gaze, tilting her head. “I personally have not responded to any events at Georgetown, and I know for a fact that this was not on my schedule even just this morning.”
Maya grimaced, quickly flicking on her tablet as she explained, “Right, it wasn’t on your schedule, which was—well, I was only notified about it a few hours ago, personally.”
She blew out a breath and roughly rubbed a hand over her forehead before she deliberately sat up straight again and centered herself.
This was life, and it was usually a life Charlotte loved. “And what exactly am I supposed to be attending?”
“It’s a benefit in honor of the three youth centers currently being built across the city. You know, the ones that promote healthy recreation activities, with a focus on after-school professional-level academic assistance for underprivileged kids?”
Charlotte stared at Maya for a few long moments as she ran through her thoughts, but she was coming up empty. “I may have been in nonstop meetings for the last thirteen hours, but I have no recollection of this being something that’s crossed my desk.”
Maya nodded again. “Yes, that’s because it’s not technically congressional business. Lily Balducci sent me a reminder today about the event, as the youth centers are being sponsored by the Thompson Foundation. It was”—she cleared her throat—“one of the last programs your grandmother personally signed off on last year.”
It had been almost ten months since her grandmother had died, and Charlotte still felt the reminder like a sting right to her heart. Ninety-three and still sharp as a tack, her grandmother had worked at the charity organization she’d founded and nurtured until the day she’d died. Literally. Charlotte had personally chosen Lily as her replacement.
Those were the magic words, though. This had been her grandmother’s project, and she would have personally been there to oversee its opening if she could. Now that she couldn’t, Charlotte would.
Her stomach rumbled, but she pushed her hunger to the back of her mind as she shook out her shoulders. Her team—specifically Autumn and Maya, given that they spent almost the entire day with her—had seen her at her weak points. Not the weakest, Charlotte saved those for total solitude, but after a long, hard day when she just needed to sigh and let her shoulders slump, these two were there.
She tried to not let that happen often.
“All right,” she said. “When do I have to be there? Do we have time to get dinner?”
She could tell by Maya’s apologetic look that it was a no even before she said, “We’re on the way now… and you are fashionably late as it is.”
“And is my business suit suitable?” She semi-joked, gesturing to the standard tailored pantsuit she’d been wearing all day.
Autumn met her with a bright smile and reached for the garment bag that Charlotte had just assumed held her dry cleaning. “Already grabbed this from your personal shopper!”
“Wonderful.” The only question she really had about the evening was if there would be food at the event.
She could only hope.

SHE WAS FASHIONABLY LATE.
Fortunately, people were still milling about and chatting freely—meaning none of the speeches had started before her arrival—as Charlotte made her entrance.
She shook a few hands and gave as many mindless, perfunctory greetings, as was second nature for her at this point, because her mind was on one single thing: the table of finger foods at the other side of the hall.
Her phone vibrated in her hand. She paused for only a few seconds to read:
AUTUMN ALTON—7:57 P.M.
 
Also a reminder that Marcy from the publishing house wants a name for the author of your biography by the end of the week. Know you had a long day, but she’s emailed again. I’ll re-send you the writing samples we have of the top contenders. 
It was Charlotte’s own fault for pausing, she decided, as a man in a chic blazer stepped up to the podium at the front of the room precisely as she slipped her phone back into her pocket and called for everyone to come to a halt.
“If you wouldn’t mind settling in for a few words, I’m Zeke Heller, and it’s my fault we’re all here.” He flashed a charming smile and chuckled along with the room. “It’s been my goal to fund these centers…”
Charlotte would admit, in spite of her growling stomach, that Zeke told a very inspirational tale about how his brother had failed out of school when he was fourteen because he struggled academically and there was no affordable help for him. Meanwhile, their dad had worked two full-time jobs, and because he couldn’t be home often, this led to his brother being involved in gang activity in his teens. Zeke outlined his solid plans for academic and recreational activities at all three of The Zones, as the centers were called and how he’d been working toward this since he’d been in undergrad.
Charlotte quietly smiled from her spot in the crowd. She understood exactly how and why her grandmother had signed the Thompson name onto funding the project.
She was interested in listening, though she was still inching—as indiscernibly as she could—toward the food.
Charlotte clapped along with everyone else as Zeke finished his speech, starting toward the refreshments on the other side of the room as she did so. This was so far from her first rodeo; she knew that as soon as the dust settled, she would be swarmed with people who wanted her attention.
Not just to discuss tonight’s benefit, but also her thoughts on the latest in Congress, in the Middle East, on policy reform—that’s how it always was.
She needed a bit more energy tonight before that all happened.
As she closed in on the cucumber sandwiches, Zeke was introducing the next speaker. “And it is my immense pleasure to introduce the woman who responded to my outpouring of requests for help in forming our academic programs, the reason why we are here at Georgetown tonight, Sutton Spencer.”
And just like that, Charlotte’s world stopped.
The clapping that echoed through the hall dimmed under the roaring in her own ears, and she swore that every light must have dimmed, save for the one up on the stage.
For all she wanted to tell herself that there had to be a different Sutton Spencer out in the world, her stomach was already clenching. She knew.
There she stood. Tall, even taller thanks to the slight heels she wore, with a long-sleeved, dark blue dress that accentuated the light curve of her hip and showed off her long, smooth neck. Her hair, that vibrant, lively red, was slightly shorter now than it used to be, cut to just below her shoulders instead of cascading down her back.
Charlotte had the sudden wish that she hadn’t kept to the back of the room. She couldn’t see what she wanted to see—What lines had life given Sutton around her eyes or punctuating her mouth? Were her eyes still the most arresting shade of blue?
Was she wearing her wedding ring?
“Hi,” she warmly greeted the crowd. “I’m Sutton Spencer, an assistant professor of literature here at Georgetown.”
For an involuntary moment, Charlotte’s eyes closed. Her voice, the timbre of it, sounded exactly the same as she remembered.
She hadn’t heard it since that day they’d met in a café. The final day. The one when Sutton had proclaimed her love for Charlotte, denounced any sort of friendship they’d had, and then walked out of her life, totally shattering her heart in the process.
Thirteen years.
The thought bounced around in her mind as her eyes snapped back open to take it in. To take her in.
Thirteen years, and she remembered that—and so, so many other moments—like snapshots saved to a hard drive.
Charlotte’s hunger ebbed, her attention entirely captured now. Sutton fucking Spencer.
No longer an adorably awkward graduate student, but an adorably less awkward… professor? She stood at the podium, poised and somehow endearing.
“Growing up, my family’s standing gave me a very privileged life experience, with a deep appreciation for academics and literature in particular. Clearly.” She grinned, sweetly and self-deprecatingly.
Charlotte felt like she was flashing back, right back in time, to that same smile. It made her smile, even as it made her heart twinge.
It did that, sometimes. Whenever she thought of Sutton.
“I’ve never been in the same position as Zeke, with a personal connection as to why we so desperately need more resources like these in the community. My life has been very fortunate, and, perhaps even more fortunately, I was given the tools to see that what I had was a gift not granted to many others.”
Charlotte stared from the back of the crowd, transfixed. Even as she concentrated on every single word, her mind couldn’t help starting to whir, a series of thoughts forming in rapid succession.
What was Sutton doing here? Why was she in D.C.? What happened to Manhattan? Or even Boston?
Did she still blush? Was she still shockingly bold? Was she still best friends with Regan?
Was she still married?
All too soon, Sutton gave one final smile to the crowd before stepping away, riding the wave of their applause. Charlotte distractedly joined in, even as she craned her neck to see where Sutton exited to.
Unfortunately, even in her own heels, she wasn’t tall enough to see—and what would she even do if she had seen where she went? Charlotte shook her head at herself, taking in a deep breath and drawing back her shoulders.
She hadn’t seen Sutton in over a decade. She didn’t know anything about the woman Sutton had turned into. There was nothing between them at all.
Charlotte repeated that to herself, trying to actually make herself believe it—normally, it wasn’t that difficult for her to do—as she turned back toward the refreshment table.
Sutton Spencer had nothing to do with Charlotte. Charlotte had had… feelings… for her, years and years ago, and Sutton hadn’t wanted to continue their friendship once she was aware of them. It had been admittedly painful for quite some time for Charlotte.
But when push came to shove and it was either come out or continue with her plan to remain low-key until she’d gained far more popularity in politics, not to mention wait for times to change to become even more accepting, Charlotte had waited. Sutton had gone to Rome and continued on with her life, and Charlotte had continued with hers.
It was that simple.
“Simple,” she repeated to herself as she shook her shoulders and walked toward the refreshments table.
And if she cut her eyes across the room to keep an eye on the people milling about as she put a few helpings on a plate, then… that was just human nature, wasn’t it?
It was normal to be curious.
And Charlotte was a more curious person than most.
“Senator Thompson! You came!”
Charlotte hadn’t actually met him, but she knew that the owner of that enthusiastic greeting was the man who had just spoken, Zeke. She quickly swallowed the bite of the sandwich she was eating and put the plate back down as she turned, her professional smile fixed in place.
He was already reaching out to shake her hand as she turned to face him, and she accepted. It was a very, very enthusiastic handshake, she noted, unsurprised.
“I did, of course,” she replied. “As soon as I heard about the event, I knew I’d be attending,” she said, finding amusement in her non-lie. He didn’t know, of course, that she’d only heard of the event less than an hour ago. Softening into a more sincere tone as he released her hand, she informed him, “After hearing you speak, I can see why my grandmother believed in all of this.”
He nodded. “Of course we have other donors, but without the graciousness of the Thompson Foundation, I’m not entirely sure we’d be here. I was so grateful for your continued support this year.”
The sympathetic look he gave her made her aware that he was referring to her grandmother’s death and how she’d only just signed off on the donation to Zeke’s proposal the week before she’d died.
She managed a smile. “Anything that my grandmother signed off on will have continued support. You don’t have to worry about that.”
“I’m so, so grateful to hear that.” Zeke’s eyes lit up as he peered over Charlotte’s shoulder, then gestured quickly, waving at someone as he spoke, “The Zones also wouldn’t be anywhere near what they are right now if it wasn’t for this brilliant woman either!”
“Zeke, please stop introducing me to people like that,” Sutton’s exasperated whisper registered before Charlotte shifted to face her. “It’s embarrassing.”
It happened again, she dimly thought. The din of sound around them faded into background noise as thirteen years vanished from memory.
It had been thirteen years, but Sutton Spencer, up close and personal, still made Charlotte’s stomach flip.
Sutton Spencer, and everything that came along with her.
The way her perfume still smelled absolutely incredible. How blue those eyes were. Sometimes, on nights after they’d parted ways, when Charlotte was lying in bed, she would think about Sutton’s sapphire eyes. She didn’t really have those nights anymore—not really—but she’d had them for, well, for far too long after their end.
But she’d convinced herself that she was imagining just how blue they had been.
She hadn’t. They were just as blue as she’d remembered, and they were currently incredibly wide as Sutton stared at her.
Ah. So Sutton was just as surprised to see her as Charlotte was to see her. That was not just a little bit pleasing.
It pleased her even more to learn that Sutton still wore her emotions all over her face.
Being face to face with the shocked look written all over Sutton’s features filled Charlotte with the most unexpected warmth. The smile that she felt slide over her lips was entire genuine.
Sutton was thirty-eight and fucking gorgeous, even as she gaped at Charlotte.
“Sutton,” Zeke’s voice cut in between them. Charlotte would be lying if she said she remembered he was there. “Sutton Spencer, as you surely heard, spearheaded the academic side of the programs; she’s been a complete godsend. And Sutton, this is⁠—”
“Charlotte,” Sutton breathed, and Charlotte hummed under her breath as she felt the utterance of her name, all the way down her spine.
“Do you… oh! Sometimes I completely forget your own family background, Sutton.” Zeke chuckled congenially.
“Yes,” Charlotte confirmed in a murmur, not breaking eye contact with Sutton. She couldn’t. “We met in a café quite some time ago, getting coffee with her father.”
“Right,” Sutton confirmed, dimly. There was the lightest blush on her cheeks at the memory, and yes, Sutton still blushed. She still did that.
Charlotte delighted in the fact.
“Ah. Friends, then?”
We were never friends. Sutton’s own words echoed in her mind, but Charlotte didn’t care. To her, they had been. To her, they were. To her, losing Sutton had felt like a far bigger loss than just sexual intimacy. It was closeness, and…
“For a time, before life got in the way,” she confirmed.
“Yeah.” Sutton’s voice was so soft. Her eyebrows crinkled, and she brought her hand up, rubbing at her forehead roughly. It was then that Charlotte broke eye contact to take note⁠—
No ring.
No wedding ring.
That knowledge thundered through her, even though she didn’t quite have a place to file it.
Sutton had gotten married eight years ago, in April. Charlotte remembered it clearly. No, she hadn’t been there; they hadn’t been on speaking terms for four years at that point. It had been a busy year for Charlotte, as she’d been running for and won the governor’s seat for New York.
But she remembered seeing Sutton’s wedding photos to another woman on social media.
That night, she’d drunk a bit too much, and it had been the last time she’d ever looked at Sutton’s social media. She’d set a hard and fast rule for herself, forbidding herself from looking at it ever again. Four years was long enough to be holding on to anything personal, especially something that hadn’t even been a real relationship, regardless of how shaken she’d felt, right to her core. She’d set that rule and had followed it to this day.
Not looking at Sutton’s social media had done her well. She’d truly let go of her. Of those feelings. Of what they’d had.
But the fact that Sutton wasn’t wearing a ring… Charlotte would be lying if she said it didn’t ping her interest. Sutton Spencer was the kind of woman who would never take that ring off if she was still married.
Zeke looked between them for a long moment before he nodded. “Well, just another good thing that we’re doing here! Bringing old friends together again.”
Charlotte only spared him a look now because Sutton cleared her throat and looked away. “It appears the event is wearing several hats.”
“If you’ll both excuse me, I have to catch Rex Tally before he leaves. It was so lovely to meet you, Senator Thompson.” Zeke gave Sutton’s shoulder a squeeze before making his way through the crowd.
Charlotte turned back to Sutton, running her eyes over her again for a beat too long to be polite. Charlotte knew social rules to a T: how long it was appropriate to gaze, how long to shake someone’s hand, what to say to break a silence… she knew it all instinctively.
But she looked now, uncaring, with so many questions swirled through her thoughts.
What are you doing here? How long have you been a professor? What happened to your wife? Is spending time with you still like taking in the most refreshing drink? Do you ever think about me?
She had to take a second to ponder what was appropriate to ask. What did you say to your ex-lover for whom you’d had such a deep affection that you still thought of her years later?
She settled on niceties and opened her mouth to deliver one. After all, she wasn’t ready to let this opportunity go. But then⁠—
“What are you doing here?” Sutton blurted out. She fidgeted slightly before clearly forcing herself to stop.
Charlotte ate it up like she was starving. Still refreshing.
“I live in D.C. for the majority of the year right now; I’m a senator for New York.” She chanced a joke, winking as she rubbed her hand over her chest. “Also, ouch. I hadn’t realized I would be so far down on the list of current events that you wouldn’t know.”
A fleeting smile lit up Sutton’s face, delighting her, before she shook her head and brushed her hair behind her ear. “As if anyone could escape that headline; I know that much, thank you. I just meant, what are you doing here?” She gestured around them. “We were told there would be a representative from the foundation, but I never…” She cleared her throat. “I didn’t think it would be you.”
“This program moved my grandmother. I wanted to be just a little part of it. For her.” Charlotte’s voice dipped to a whisper that threatened tears, which surprised her. She wasn’t surprised by her own motivation of being here, but she was damn shocked that she was admitting it to anyone who wasn’t Caleb, Dean, or William. She took a deep breath and blew it out, shaking her head and smiling. “Sorry, a little too serious for this.”
For this event, for this unplanned reunion.
But Sutton shook her head. “No, it’s—I’m really sorry.” Sutton’s hand landed on her arm, over the thin fabric of her sleeve, squeezing gently. “I was really sorry when it happened. I mean, she was incredible, but I… I know what she meant to you.”
Charlotte’s eyes searched Sutton’s. She could feel the genuine sympathy in them. It wasn’t what she had been given from the hundreds of people who’d given her condolences just after the death; it felt more personal than that.
“Thank you.” She wanted to put her hand over Sutton’s, but Sutton slid hers off almost as soon as it landed.
Sutton gave her a ridiculously charming, embarrassed half-smile. “Of course.”
Charlotte arched an eyebrow, feeling more at liberty to ask, “And what are you doing here?”
Sutton waved her hand. “Oh, I’m the head of the academic organization of the Zones.”
Tilting her head, a slow grin pulled at her lips. “No, I heard your speech. I meant: What are you doing here, in the broader sense? I never expected you to be this far from your people.”
“Oh. Well, I got a job offer at Georgetown at a fortuitous time; my—my, um, ex-wife was from just outside D.C., in Maryland, and so it just made sense.”
Ex-wife.
Ex-wife? About a thousand questions entered Charlotte’s mind. Who ended it? Why? What⁠—
She couldn’t ask any of that.
“Georgetown is lucky to have you.”
“I’m lucky to be at such a great university.”
Charlotte shook her head slowly. “No, I had it right the first time. I’m so glad you figured it all out.”
A small, adorable smile curled at Sutton’s mouth, and she took a deep breath before starting to speak. Then⁠—
“Sutton! Your speech was perfect, honestly. I have to ask you about our next meeting before I leave. Oh, am I interrupting?” A woman Charlotte had never seen before sidled up to them out of the absolute blue.
She really should have had the presence of mind to know she hadn’t been keeping an eye on the rest of the room.
Sutton looked startled herself, looking between Charlotte and the woman, then back again. “Um, hi, Cleo.” She looked back at Charlotte, searching her face before she shook her head. “No, we were just catching up. I got your email earlier, if that’s what you’d like to discuss.”
The woman, Cleo, grinned brightly. Charlotte made a concentrated effort to not purse her lips in disappointment and annoyance at the interruption.
“Oh! You’re Charlotte Thompson,” Cleo stated, eyebrows lifting. “That’s—wow, it’s nice to meet you. Cleo Myers. I work with Sutton.”
Charlotte fixed a smile onto her lips. “Very nice to meet you as well.”
If she knew anything, it was how to make a graceful exit, and, unfortunately, she knew that time was now.
She extended a hand, wanting far too much to feel Sutton’s hand in hers for the first time in thirteen years. She wondered, almost desperately, if it would still feel like that… have that spark. That certain something.
Sutton slid her hand, skin so soft, into Charlotte’s, and yes. It was still there. Miraculously, somehow, there it was.
Charlotte smiled softly in wonder, and it turned into the slightest smirk when she saw Sutton look down at their hands, wide-eyed. Yeah, she felt it, too.
“It really was lovely to see you, Sutton.” She meant every word, and she stroked her thumb over the inside of Sutton’s wrist.
“It was… you, too,” Sutton managed to get out, clearing her throat as she withdrew her hand from Charlotte’s and pressed it against her thigh.
Charlotte let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding as she watched Sutton walk away.
Thirteen years.
Sutton Spencer.
Who was divorced and living in the same place as Charlotte.
It was all so very interesting.



CHAPTER TWO
SUTTON LAY in bed after having woken with the sunrise that morning, almost an hour ago.
Waking early wasn’t abnormal for her. But lounging for so long in bed? That was.
She just couldn’t help it today. What was last night? Obviously, it had been the event launch for the Zones, and she’d been ready for that. Sutton had prepared her speech, she’d assisted in getting the event off the ground. But…
Charlotte.
It wasn’t as though Sutton hadn’t seen Charlotte Thompson at all in the last thirteen years; that would have been impossible, given how Charlotte’s celebrity had steadily risen with every election. She was a liberal politician who stuck to her guns and had drawn in a younger audience of voters while her charisma and family name continued to win over older Democrats. It wouldn’t be reaching to say that Charlotte’s name was a party unifier.
It would be a lie if Sutton ever tried to say she hadn’t followed Charlotte’s career deliberately. Not in the beginning; no, back then, it was far, far easier for her to disappear to Rome and then bury herself in academics, trying to ignore everything related to politics.
But as much as her heart twinged years after their breakup when she saw Charlotte on CNN or in a debate, she rooted for her.
This was all Charlotte had ever wanted, and she deserved to have it.
Had Sutton quite literally dropped the dish she’d been washing last year, when she’d heard on the news that Charlotte had publicly come out?
Yes.
Had she paid special attention to the mentions of Charlotte’s personal life for the months following that, attempting to spot a special woman in her life who may have inspired that coming-out?
Also yes.
But, then again, so had Regan. That was human nature.
Speaking of her best friend…
REGAN—1:04 A.M.
 
CHARLOTTE FUCKING THOMPSON WAS AT YOUR EVENT AND YOU DIDN’T EVEN TELL ME! YOU SNEAKY B 
 
I had to see it on my current events app on my way home. Some best friend you are 
 
I was literally at your house when you got home after watching your lifeblood while you were out. I SAW you and we TALKED and you told me the event went WELL, and you just let me LEAVE? 
 
did she say anything to you? Did you see her? I assume you saw her there 
REGAN—1:13 A.M.
 
Since you haven’t seen my message yet, I’m going to assume you are in bed. But I WILL be coming over for dinner tomorrow with the wife and you WILL be dishing 
Sutton shook her head and dropped her phone back to her bed as she groaned and pulled her pillow over her face.
Seeing Charlotte shouldn’t have her paralyzed in thought while she lay in bed like this! It was just… it was the way Charlotte had looked at her, with that same slightly crooked smile, like she knew something Sutton didn’t. Like she knew everything.
She’d looked at Sutton like they hadn’t had a tumultuous history at all. Like they’d really been good friends who had just fallen out of touch, like the last time they’d spoken hadn’t presented Sutton with the worst heartbreak she had ever felt. Maybe Charlotte remembered it like that, though, since she hadn’t felt the same way. Maybe, when Charlotte looked back on it, that was how she remembered them.
Sutton had been foolishly naïve to fall for her, even more foolish for believing Charlotte had fallen back or that they could have been great friends if only that hadn’t been the case.
And maybe that was what bothered her the most, as she’d woken up with it on her mind.
Charlotte had been all genuine smirks and bright hazel eyes, and Sutton had felt sucked right back into being the awkward, fumbling grad student she’d once been, not the established, successful woman she now was.
The pillow was tugged off of her face, allowing the sunlight to stream over her face. Sutton blinked several times as her vision came back into focus.
“Can I have cookies for breakfast?” Lucy asked. “Why were you hiding?”
Her daughter’s strawberry-blonde hair was messy from sleep, but her blue eyes were alight and curious as she looked at Sutton from the side of her bed.
“I was hiding so that my cookie monster of a daughter wouldn’t find me and ask to have cookies for breakfast,” she whispered, taking a moment to shake her head and rid herself of absolutely pointless and ridiculous thoughts.
Okay, so, she’d seen Charlotte and had been surprised by it. And, okay, Charlotte had seemed to have a hold on her like she’d had thirteen years ago, but that could have also been the surprise speaking.
Mostly, though, it didn’t matter. She wouldn’t be seeing Charlotte Thompson again.
What did matter, was sitting up quickly enough that she could snatch her six-year-old daughter right off her feet, snuggling her into her lap and tickling her sides. Lucy’s giggles erupted, echoing off her bedroom walls.
Lucy wiggled in her grasp, gasping for a breath through her laughter. “No! Mama! Nooo!”
“Didn’t you have enough cookies last night with Auntie Regan? Hmm?” She continued her tickle attack. She knew Regan gave Lucy more sugar than Sutton wanted her to. All. Of. The. Time.
“You can’t have enough cookies! That’s what Auntie Regan says!” Lucy managed to wiggle enough to escape the tickles and turn in Sutton’s lap to look up at her earnestly.
Sutton slid her hands back and played with her daughter’s messy hair. “Auntie Regan does say crazy things, though, doesn’t she?”
Lucy nodded quickly.
“Okay, so let’s pick out something else for breakfast instead of crazy Auntie Regan’s cookie breakfast.” She hefted Lucy back onto her feet and stood up behind her, resting her hands on Lucy’s shoulders as she directed them out toward the kitchen. “Did Auntie make sure you filled out your reading worksheet last night?”
Lucy nodded before launching into a description of The Magic Tree House book she and Regan had started the night before, and the sound of it calmed Sutton.
This, right here, was what she needed to focus on. Lucy, her job, her work with the Zones, Regan and Emma… this was her life.
Not Charlotte Thompson.

SUTTON HAD QUITE LITERALLY JUST FINISHED her morning class—her only class of the day—when her phone buzzed on the corner of the desk she kept it on through her lecture.
When she saw that the number was blocked, she wasn’t going to answer⁠—
But then she remembered the last time she hadn’t answered a restricted number, which had turned out to be Lucy’s school calling, six months ago, from one of the teacher’s private lines, telling her Lucy had gotten sick.
They’d ended up calling Layla, which had resulted in a tense conversation between her ex-wife and herself regarding who Lucy’s main school contact should be, even though Layla lived almost an hour away.
“Hello?” She picked up, balancing the phone between her jaw and shoulder as she started to gather her bag and head to the administrative wing of the English department’s building to begin her office hours.
“Is this Dr. Sutton Spencer of Georgetown University?”
“I don’t particularly like to be referred to as ‘doctor,’ but…” Sutton cut herself off from her usual spiel as she frowned in confusion, slowing her motions as she pulled the phone away from her ear and looked down as if it would give any explanation as to who in the world this was. “Um, yes. This is she. Um, who is this?”
“Great. This is Autumn Alton, Senator Thompson’s personal assistant. She’d like to have a meeting with you, at the earliest possible convenience. Today, if you’re available,” the matter-of-fact tone informed her.
The papers Sutton had collected fell from her free hand to the desk. “I—she wants to have a meeting with me? Why?”
Her stomach flip-flopped in a way Sutton hadn’t felt in a very long time. A mix of confusion and excitement and utter—what?
“She would like to discuss the matter with you directly,” Autumn sharply commented. “The senator is in back-to-back meetings the entire morning but will be available at one fifteen. Are you able to meet then?”
Sutton stood in her classroom, utterly frozen in that moment.
No, was on her mind, wanting to work itself from her lips. No, because… Today? A meeting on such short notice? She had to maintain her requisite office hours; she had to pick Lucy up by two thirty; she had errands to run.
No, because Charlotte didn’t have the right to… to demand her time after reconnecting for only a few moments last night. She didn’t have the right to demand her time at all after more than a decade has passed without a word. After she’d broken Sutton’s heart.
No, because—just, no!
Then again, what if it was about the Zones? About the Thompson Foundation or something related to last night? Sutton supposed that made the most sense.
Yes. Okay.
The thought calmed her; she nodded to herself. That had to be it.
“I’ll be there.”
“Perfect. I’ll text you the details.”
“Perfect,” she echoed faintly before hanging up. She dropped her arm down to her side, feeling the nerves work their way through her stomach.
Hardly a second went by before Sutton’s phone vibrated with a text from Autumn, which held Charlotte’s office’s information.
There was no backing out now.

SUTTON HAD to take a steadying breath before she opened the door she’d been granted access to by Charlotte’s secretary in the Hart Senate Office Building.
It was about the program, she reminded herself. It had to be. There was no other reason Charlotte would want a meeting with her.
Clearly that was the case; after all, Sutton had only warranted a phone call from her assistant. She was low on Charlotte Thompson’s totem pole now. It wasn’t like Charlotte would summon her just, what? To see her again?
That thought, as ridiculous as it felt, made her lower stomach tingle even as she rolled her eyes at herself.
There was no way Charlotte would do that. Especially not when they were what they were to one another now, which was to say nothing. Charlotte had proven long ago that she didn’t miss Sutton enough to contact her, and that had been in the middle of their… whatever they had been.
As she opened the door and took her first step in, squaring her shoulders, she froze again at the sight of Charlotte pushing herself up to stand from where she’d been perched on the edge of her desk.
Her light brown hair was down today, not in the simple but classic updo she’d worn last night. Instead, her loose curls hung past her shoulders, over the crisp, white button-up she’d clearly worn under her blazer, which was hung over her desk chair. The sleeves of her shirt were currently rolled up to her elbows.
God, but was Charlotte Thompson ever the most gorgeous woman in any room.
Her smile—that slightly crooked smile that was all-knowing and just this side of mischievous—grew as soon as they locked eyes. “Sutton, I’m so glad you could make it.”
“Is this about the Zones?” she blurted out before cringing at herself.
Charlotte lifted her eyebrows, the only outward sign of confusion or surprise or—Sutton didn’t know. She didn’t know Charlotte anymore. But her grin grew, and Sutton did know that meant she felt amused by Sutton, as she often had in the past.
“The Zones?” Charlotte repeated as she walked closer.
With her every step, Sutton felt even more off-kilter.
Charlotte didn’t do—well, Sutton didn’t even really know what she was “worried” Charlotte might do. When she reached Sutton, she reached out and placed her hand over Sutton’s folded arms, establishing a quick, casual connection in that way that seemed so, so easy for her.
“I’m so glad you could make it. Let’s have a seat. Would you like anything to drink? Tea?” Charlotte arched an eyebrow as she directed Sutton to the comfortable chairs at the cozy setup near the windows.
Sutton shook her head as she sat. “No, I’m fine.” Her nerves buzzed right back to life as Charlotte sat next to her, so close Sutton could smell her subtle perfume. She squeezed her hands together in her lap as she looked even closer at Charlotte.
The subtle signs of aging were there, in the lines at the corners of her eyes, her mouth. But mostly, Charlotte looked… even better? The air she’d had around her in her twenties, the one that made you want to lean right into her and know everything she knew—because she knew everything—it had only magnified with time, age, and experience.
In that moment, it didn’t matter that Sutton was thirty-eight, that she’d been married and divorced, that she’d had a child. In that moment, all she felt was exactly like the twenty-five-year-old who had fallen into Charlotte Thompson’s orbit.
Shaking her head at herself, she leaned back, bracing herself against the arm of her chair. “What am I doing here?”
Charlotte grinned. “Always cutting right to the chase.”
Sutton only waited.
Charlotte crossed her legs and smoothed her hands over her thighs to clasp over her knee. “I’d like you to write my biography.”
Sutton was so, so glad she hadn’t had any tea; she choked on the air in her throat as it was.
She blinked at Charlotte, mouth agape.
Charlotte maintained a small grin.
“What?” she managed to splutter out.
“My biography,” Charlotte repeated, shifting closer to Sutton. “It’s been in the works for a while now; I was approached during my senatorial campaign. I was far too busy at the time to consider it seriously, but after I won the seat…” She trailed off and pursed her lips, clearly thinking of other details. “Ultimately, it was decided that the biography would only enhance my publicity and name recognition before my presidential bid.”
The words seemed to spin above Sutton’s head in a confusing jumble before she shook her head to clear the thoughts. “Charlotte, I—why?” The question flattened everything else. “Why would you ask me? I’ve… I’ve only written academic pieces.”
“Not only academic pieces. You always wanted to write a novel,” Charlotte easily countered. “And I know you co-wrote one of the books in your mothers’ series. There was a collection of essays as well.”
Sutton only stared. Had—had Charlotte followed her career?
She sincerely hoped Charlotte hadn’t read her essay collection. She’d come up with the idea and written several of the first pieces when she’d been drunk. She would never have done it if she hadn’t been encouraged by Regan that night.
“I saw it all this morning when I did some research,” Charlotte continued, and Sutton didn’t know whether she was relieved or deflated. “We can work out quite a reasonable rate for your work and an interview schedule that works for both of us. I’m thinking perhaps Tuesday evenings and any time on Sunday that you might be available…”
As Charlotte kept speaking, Sutton could only stare.
What was she even doing here? Showing up as if they were old friends, as if they had anything to talk about? And of course Charlotte already had a plan at the ready. When did Charlotte Thompson not have a plan?
And when in the world would such a plan that involved Sutton actually work in her favor?
Sutton shook her head, cutting Charlotte off. “I’m sorry. I can’t.”
Charlotte broke off midsentence, actual surprise working over her features as she blinked for a few long seconds. “You… can’t?”
“I can’t. I have my job at Georgetown, my work with the Zones, Lucy⁠—”
“Lucy?” Charlotte asked, leaning forward.
It took Sutton a moment to work out what the question meant. It was so weird for her to have someone, anyone, in her life who didn’t know her daughter, but it only served as a reminder that Charlotte was not actually in her life. “My daughter.”
“You have a daughter.” The quiet, reflective tone Charlotte took on was markedly different than the one she’d had since Sutton had walked into the office.
The Charlotte up until this moment had been every ounce the charming politician. This Charlotte was taken a bit off-kilter.
Sutton smiled at that.
“Yes. She’s six.” Out of habit, she tapped her phone to show the picture of Lucy blowing bubbles on the lock screen.
“Oh. She’s beautiful,” Charlotte said, her voice quieter than before.
“She is,” Sutton agreed, a warmth spreading through her. It was confusing, though, to speak of her daughter while facing the woman she’d once fantasized so strongly about having a future with.
It was embarrassing, really, to look back on her life and know that even though her affair with Charlotte had been so brief, the breadth of the love she’d had for her, the want, the adoration, the daydreams toward a future—well, they had been stronger than she’d felt for anyone before or after.
That knocked some sense into her. No. She should not be getting drawn back into this. Into Charlotte.
No.
“And”—she refocused her attention—“she’s a handful at times. So, as you can imagine, I don’t have much free time as it is. I definitely don’t have time to write your biography, as illustrious as it will likely be.” Sutton truly meant that. “So if this meeting doesn’t have anything to do with the Zones or the Thompson Foundation, I think I should probably be going since we don’t really have any business to do with one another. I don’t want to waste any more of either of our time.” She pushed herself to stand. “If you need anything in the future from me, though I can’t imagine you will, I would ask that you call me yourself and not have me summoned by your assistant.”
Okay. Perhaps she wasn’t entirely over everything that had happened between them in spite of the time that had passed. She’d always thought she was, and her own words shocked her as she felt herself blush.
Charlotte, similarly, appeared surprised. “I had meetings nonstop all morning, and the need to find an author is becoming fairly pressing; if we don’t really have any business with one another, then why would it bother you that I didn’t call you personally?”
Despite her argumentative words, Charlotte seemed entirely too amused. Sutton could see why she made such a great senator.
“I—you—you had time to research me this morning but not enough to call me yourself? As if we’d never met?” Sutton clapped her hands over her burning cheeks, blowing out a deep breath. Of course, Charlotte would still have this power over her, even when Sutton had grown more confident and poised in so many other avenues in her life. “I’m sorry. Honestly, it doesn’t truly matter. Because I can’t do it.”
With that, she nodded to herself and turned to leave, feeling like an idiot for even coming to this… this summons. Like a fool, who hadn’t moved on with her life in over a decade, though she had. She saw Charlotte once, and…
“Sutton—” Charlotte was right behind her in a beat, her hand reaching out and falling to Sutton’s wrist.
The touch was tentative, so unlike the Charlotte she recalled, and she stilled completely.
“Why?” she asked, still facing the door.
“Why what?” Charlotte’s voice was only a murmur; her fingers were so delicate, yet they were leaving a brand on her skin.
“Why me? Why this?” She finally turned around, gesturing between the two of them. “Why?”
“Ah. Well, I was reminded that I needed to make a final choice on an author just last night, right before I saw you, and it all seemed to align.”
Sutton shook her head. “No. I don’t care if it’s been thirteen years or thirty years or three days since the last time I saw you, Charlotte. You aren’t going to make a decision like someone writing your biography on a coincidental whim. Why? Why am I here today?”
Charlotte would never act on a flight of fancy. But Sutton also knew there was no way Charlotte had considered her for this project before they’d reconnected at the event. So, why?
Those big, brown eyes searched Sutton’s before Charlotte whispered, “I want my biography done well, but anyone who is discussed as an option for me is a good writer. I want it written by someone who knows me.”
“I don’t know you,” Sutton whispered back, unable to look away from that arresting gaze or put some distance between them, even though she knew she should.
“You do,” Charlotte insisted, frowning deeply at her.
“I don’t,” she disagreed. She’d been so wrong before, and it had taken so much work to get over it, so many months, that no matter how long it had been, she couldn’t forget it. “I thought I did, a long time ago, but I was wrong about so much back then, and that was before all of… this.” She gestured to the large office around them. “Before you had assistants to make your phone calls for you, before your office had a view out on Capitol Hill, before people were seeking you out for your biography!”
“And maybe you could consider that’s exactly why I want you.” Charlotte’s hold on her wrist tightened. It wasn’t hard, not hurting, but there. A grip.
Sutton honestly wanted a moment to hold her head in her hands and just wrap her mind around the last twenty-four hours. Instead, she only stared.
Charlotte’s touch gentled, her thumb stroking over Sutton’s hand, making it tingle as she stared up into Sutton’s eyes, ensnaring her with only a look. “You have an insight into who I am fundamentally. You knew who I was before all of this, and you did see me, Sutton. You knew me. You understood me—in many ways better than just about anyone else. More than anything, I believe that you’d be fair. You won’t pull punches because you never did. You’ll write what you see, and you’ll do it boldly and truthfully, and I want that. Maybe I hadn’t considered you before last night, and who could blame me? But we’re both here, aren’t we? Isn’t that something to consider?”
Sutton would be lying if she said Charlotte’s words didn’t hit somewhere close to her heart. Especially as she read between the lines: “You trust me.”
Charlotte’s thumb froze with her words. She blinked in surprise before she grinned, slow and soft. “I suppose… I do.”
Sutton didn’t know why that made a difference to her, but it did. She didn’t know why that made this deal more feasible, but it did.
“I trust you,” Charlotte asserted more confidently. “And that’s why I want you.”
Sutton herself almost faltered at the words, but then she coughed and added, “To write your biography. You want me to write your biography.”
Charlotte’s grin remained unchanged. “Yes.”
Sutton chewed the inside of her lip.
“If I were anyone else, any other public figure, who approached you and wanted you—Sutton Spencer, a professor of literature at one of the top universities in the country, who has a rich understanding of composition and politics—to write a biography, would you turn me down?”
That definitely gave her pause.
But you’re not, she almost said before she stopped herself. Charlotte essentially was any public figure, really. If she really thought about it.
And she’d be lying if she said writing more wasn’t something she wanted to do. She always longed for more time to write, more of a purpose to make the time. And what was this, if not that opportunity falling right into her lap?
She stared closely at Charlotte’s face.
Beautiful, brilliant, sharp, charismatic, successful, powerful Charlotte Thompson. She was dangerous. Sutton knew that. Intimately.
But Sutton was no longer an inexperienced graduate student any more than Charlotte was a political underling in the mayor’s office.
“Okay,” she finally spoke. “I’ll do it.” She pulled her hand away from Charlotte’s touch. “But we have to figure out a consistent work schedule, and above all else? We keep this professional.”
Charlotte resolutely nodded.
“All right. Well, then. I have to go and pick up Lucy from school, but it’s been—uh, it’s been very enlightening.”
“I’ll be in touch. Personally,” Charlotte added with a wink.
Oh, good god, Sutton thought as she retreated from the office. So, so dangerous.



CHAPTER THREE
CHARLOTTE PURSED her lips as she stared at herself in the full-length mirror in the corner of her office.
No.
She slid the eggplant Marc Jacobs blazer off her shoulders and hung it back in the closet. She routinely kept several changes in her office “just in case” and had deliberately put a few extras in for this evening.
“I’ve arranged for your schedule to be cleared for all upcoming Tuesdays from four to six, as requested.” Autumn sat on the lounger, facing Charlotte but with her face buried in her tablet. “Saturday afternoons as well, though those were easier, generally. You’ll be sending Senator Lakshi’s wife a particularly lovely bracelet in lieu of attending her birthday dinner.”
“Thank you.” She slid on the silk white Ralph Lauren blazer instead, tugging to adjust it till it hung around her waist just right.
Maya, sitting across from Autumn, never next to her, cleared her throat. “I’ve already sent your schedule for tomorrow to your email, synced in your e-calendar as well. You have the sustainability committee breakfast at eight, so the car will be there for you by quarter past seven.”
“I’ve already sent out my notes for the meeting,” she murmured absently, turning to the side and brushing a minuscule piece of lint from her shoulder.
“…right. I got a copy this morning.” Maya shook her head. “You’re in on the conference call with the UAE at one in the morning, so I figured I’d give you a heads-up for the early morning tomorrow, just in case.”
Charlotte put her hands on her hips as she stared at her two staffers in the mirror, arching an eyebrow. “Did I not send you both a brief on that call only thirty minutes ago?”
She watched as they exchanged looks; of course, the only time they were willing to admit they got along was when they had something to discuss with her and they both agreed neither wanted to bring it up.
She chose Autumn, who was always more willing to fold, spinning around as she crossed her arms. “What is it?”
Autumn sat up straighter in her chair, as if it were possible, and exchanged a look with Maya, who studiously stared down at her tablet again. Autumn glared before slowly turning back to Charlotte, cheeks flushed. “Um, well. It’s nothing, really. None of our business, actually.”
“Then why are you two staring at me as if I’ve lost my mind?” This time, she stared down Maya until she slowly looked up from her device.
“If you two exchange a look one more time⁠—”
“Oh! Your brother is calling, Senator.” Autumn couldn’t have sounded more relieved as she hopped up and handed Charlotte her phone from where it was perched on a side table.
Charlotte hummed as she slid her thumb over the screen to answer, watching both of her assistants scurry out of her office. “I’ll see you both in the morning, and when I do, I either want normal behavior or answers.”
“Your reservation is at Gardenia, in twenty-seven minutes, so you might want to leave soon!” Maya poked her head back into the office before quickly pulling the door shut.
Caleb was laughing into her ear already. “Ah, I love when you answer the phone and you’re terrorizing those lovely women who work for you.”
“If anything, today they are terrorizing me,” she muttered, tugging at the bottom of the blazer once more before she gave up.
She looked fucking fantastic; she knew she did. This blazer had been tailored to her body, just as all of her wardrobe had been. It was just Sutton. Which was absolutely ridiculous because she’d never worried about what she was wearing, with just about anyone, even Sutton back in the days when they’d been sleeping together.
Sutton had always thought she looked fantastic, Charlotte knew it. It hadn’t mattered what she was wearing. And tonight they certainly weren’t doing that. Sleeping together, that is.
But after their last meeting, she felt something… more.
She did trust Sutton. She believed in her as a writer. And she did want to get to know her again, beyond that.
“What are they doing to you, my poor, poor sister?” Caleb pressed on.
“They’ve been staring at me like I’m insane all afternoon, for starters.”
“Well, what are you doing?” he asked in a way that implied he was entertaining the idea.
“Changing my blazer.” Four times.
Caleb was quiet for a few beats before asking, “Does this have anything to do with Sutton Spencer writing your biography?”
Charlotte tossed her hand into the air. “I told your loudmouth husband to keep that to himself.”
“And he would never withhold that from me!” Caleb laughed raucously in her ear. “Oh, lord. You are going to meet Sutton Spencer today for her to write your biography, and you’re probably standing in that ostentatiously large office and trying on all of your fabulous blazers.”
Charlotte forced herself to stop fidgeting with her fucking outfit, especially because her brother could clearly see what she was doing from states away. “Must you full-name her whenever you say her name?”
“Yes. Why wouldn’t I?”
“Because it makes you sound crazy. We are just two…” She stared at herself in the mirror, thinking back to a week and a half ago when Sutton had been in this very office. They were simply professional women, with a bit of a personal history.
I don’t know you, Sutton’s words replayed in her head as they had many times in the last ten days.
Charlotte wouldn’t have thought that would sting, but it had. To her, Sutton was the only person who had ever known her intimately.
“We’re just two professionals,” she stated.
Caleb scoffed so loudly, it rang in her ear. “Professional! The last thing you think about Sutton Spencer is professional.”
“It’s been thirteen years, Caleb.” Exasperation rang through her tone. “I can be professional with her.”
“But you’ll want more. You’re opening a door, Charlotte. That’s why your assistants were looking at you like that. Dean told me that you requested Sutton Spencer after you saw her at that thing.” He sobered for a second, before he asked, more quietly, “What are you doing?”
“Having dinner with my biography writer,” she shot back smartly, even as her stomach turned.
The truth was, for the first time in her adult life, Charlotte truly didn’t know what she was doing. She hadn’t really thought it out when she’d requested Sutton to be her writer.
Her thought process started and stopped with this unquenchable desire to not lose Sutton completely before they could even talk or reconnect or, or… she didn’t know.
The truth was that she just did not know what she was doing or what she intended to come out of this. At the very least, she did trust Sutton’s insight and her writing abilities, and that was all she truly did have at the moment.
“Okay…” Caleb trailed off before he cleared his throat. “I mean, you are out now.”
“I’m aware.” She really, really was. She glimpsed at the antique clock on her wall. “Shit.”
She now only had twenty minutes to get to the restaurant… and in this traffic? Charlotte never made a habit of running late, and the last person she wanted to be late for right now was Sutton.
“I have to go. Tell your husband he’s a rat and I’ll talk to you both soon.”

SUTTON BEAT her to the restaurant.
Charlotte almost cursed under her breath, but then her breath caught in her throat. The sight of Sutton sitting at a table in Charlotte’s favorite restaurant, her hair delicately tucked behind one ear, as she typed out a message on her phone was literally breathtaking.
“Senator Thompson! Your table is ready, and the other member of your party is already seated.” The host shook her out of her thoughts. “Would you like me to take you to the table?”
Charlotte blinked a few times, taking herself out of the moment as she shook her head. “I—no, that’s quite all right. Thank you, Arnold.”
That feeling fluttered in her stomach as she approached, the one she’d felt tinges of all day. What was it? It struck her then—nerves. She was nervous! To have dinner with Sutton, even in a professional capacity. Of course.
The idea was so absurd to her, she couldn’t help but chuckle minutely. She’d been nervous on her election night, but it hadn’t felt quite the same. Professionally, Charlotte was solid. She knew she was. Even if she couldn’t get a bill to pass or had she lost an election, she could control those things. She was capable.
Sutton looked up at her then, fingers freezing on her phone, as Charlotte stood a few feet away.
With this new territory, she had to admit the ground was less than stable beneath her feet.
Shaking herself out of it, Charlotte cleared her throat. “Sorry I’m late.”
Sutton waved her off. “It’s only a few minutes; I assume you had some giant filibuster or congressional emergency?”
She was joking. Charlotte hadn’t known what to expect, after their last encounter, but she hadn’t anticipated Sutton’s little jokes. Their last meeting had been charged and entirely unexpected, though in all honesty, Charlotte couldn’t have said what she’d expected either.
As promised, in their contact since, Charlotte had personally reached out to Sutton to set up their twice-weekly meetings, but their conversations had always been very short.
She relaxed into a smile. “Yes, actually. I’ve fixed the entire infrastructure of the country.”
“Just in time for dinner.” Sutton sent her a soft grin.
A piece inside of her relaxed, and the feeling of it utterly baffled Charlotte. She hadn’t known what to anticipate at all, and because of that, she hadn’t been able to predict her own reactions.
Then again, she’d often not known what to expect with Sutton in their past, even when she thought she did. Maybe that was a part of her appeal?
It definitely was. Charlotte just hadn’t experienced it in so long.
Sutton’s phone lit up again, and Charlotte watched as blue eyes looked down to skim the words on the screen, a smile tugging at her lips as she did.
“Do you have to respond? It’s all right if you do.” Charlotte wanted to ask, desperately, who it was. Who made Sutton smile like that.
But Sutton shook her head. “It’s just Regan, telling me something Lucy said.”
“Your daughter.” Charlotte tasted the words the same way she had when she’d learned of the daughter in question.
She didn’t know why she’d been surprised; Sutton had always wanted children. It only made sense that she now had one.
“Is she your only child?”
Sutton nodded before she let out a soft sigh. “I would’ve had more, but—” She cut herself off, blinking as if keeping herself from saying too much.
Only nothing could be too much. Not for Charlotte. With every single word Sutton said, Charlotte found herself sitting more at attention.
“But?” she urged.
Sutton hesitated before she shook her head again. “It’s not important.”
“Of course it is, if it is to you.”
Sutton stared at her for a few moments, mouth slightly open, and Charlotte held those blue eyes with hers. In much too short a time, Sutton’s eyebrows furrowed, and she cleared her throat. “No, this is a business meeting.”
Charlotte had to bite the inside of her cheek. “Right.” She had agreed to it, after all. She gestured for Sutton to continue.
And continue she did. Sutton pulled out her iPad, a brand-new voice recorder, a notebook, and two pens. The page she flipped to in the notebook was already covered in her neat and tidy handwriting, and she tapped her long fingers against it.
“All right, I’ve done a bit of research in the last week around how to best write this manuscript. Obviously, we need to start with my getting your information. I figure that we can, at least for the first bit, do our info sessions, and then I can write a bit in my off days to see which style we’d prefer.”
Charlotte gamely nodded. “You’re the creative genius; I will defer to you.”
Truthfully, this biography had not been her idea, nor was it something she’d particularly wanted to do. In fact, she’d turned it down multiple times when she’d first been approached during her campaign.
She had no idea how to properly do this.
“You deferring to me… that’s a new twist for us,” Sutton murmured as she uncapped a pen. It seemed she didn’t realize what she’d said—that is, until her eyes widened as she cleared her throat and deliberately stared down at the notebook.
Charlotte leaned back in her chair, saying her thanks to their waiter for delivering the water, wine, and chef’s special that was always prearranged for her, even as she kept her eyes on Sutton. A slow smile tugged at her lips.
Oh, yes.
Sutton closed her eyes, shook her head slightly, and pursed her lips. “So”—she reopened her eyes—“I want to know: Would you rather go chronologically or by topic?”
“I think topical would suit best, for my memory purposes.”
Sutton nodded. “I thought so, too. I have a plethora of areas to cover…” She hesitated, her gaze landing on Charlotte. “Though I should ask how personal you want to get. I know that—” She paused, clearing her throat in an adorably awkward way. “You aren’t— Your personal life… It used to be… private.”
Charlotte couldn’t help but smirk. “And here I thought we didn’t know one another.”
Sutton’s eyes rolled, and Charlotte reveled in it for a moment before she relented, speaking softly, “My private life is still relatively private. But I suppose that’s why I chose you for this… I will need to be a bit more open.”
Sutton’s mouth ticked into the smallest of smiles before she nodded. Their eyes caught and locked… and then Sutton’s phone vibrated again.
Charlotte observed the small smile before Sutton turned her phone to show her. The adorable little girl with Sutton’s unmistakably bright blue eyes smiling through the screen… it was only the second time she had seen the young girl, but every time she did, it felt like a punch to the stomach.
Sutton had a child. A daughter. A very adorable one at that.
Then her eyes flicked to Regan, who was holding the phone, making a ridiculous smile as the two of them held up bowls of ice cream.
Charlotte arched her eyebrow. “How in the world did Regan end up here with you? Did she pack herself in your suitcase?”
Sutton laughed before she started to explain. “She might’ve. Honestly, moving here it was—it was a hard decision, but… well, it was right for me, Layla, and Lucy. But after…” She trailed off, her eyebrows drawing together, a look in her eyes that seemed so conflicted and pained, it made Charlotte ache. It was gone a second later. “After my divorce, I was really struggling here by myself, and I couldn’t move across states with Lucy, so Regan and Emma became my saviors.”
“Regan and… Emma?” Charlotte drew out, in disbelief. She hadn’t met Emma much thirteen years ago, but she remembered faces well enough to have a clear picture, and she knew that they hadn’t gotten along. “I must be thinking of a different Emma.”
Sutton chortled. “You’re not. Emma Bordeaux.”
Charlotte leaned back in her chair and stared. “I would have never seen it coming.”
“I know, right?” Sutton enthused. “But…” She seemed to realize what was happening with the conversation as she shook her head and cleared her throat. “We should talk outlines. We have a pretty strict schedule.”

TWO HOURS LATER, they’d made plenty of headway, and it was the first time in a very, very long time that Charlotte didn’t want a business meeting to end. Because it was business, she reminded herself as she watched Sutton slide into a light jacket and stand from their table.
“Where would you like to meet on Saturday afternoon?” Charlotte asked as they walked out, very aware of every time Sutton’s arm brushed against hers. “My office? My home? Or a café, perhaps.”
Sutton hesitated, and Charlotte wished she knew the thoughts rushing through her mind before she said, “I’ll be dropping Lucy off, so I’ll be on the road no matter what. So, maybe at your office?”
Charlotte nodded, relishing the chance to be with Sutton in a more private place. “Where will you be bringing her?”
“Um, Layla, my ex, lives in Bethesda, so I’ll be dropping her off for the night. We had some scheduling issues this week.”
Charlotte had so many questions. Why was this idiot woman not married to Sutton anymore? What had happened? Why hadn’t they had more children? She knew Sutton would have wanted at least two. She loved having siblings far too much to not want that for her own children. How long had they been divorced? How had Sutton dealt with it all?
She was starving for the information, she found. She supposed it didn’t shock her; she was a curious woman.
As they walked to the curb, Charlotte slowed and turned to face her. The slight breeze wafted Sutton’s scent to her, and she allowed herself to breathe in deeply.
It was the same scent.
God.
“Do you need a ride?” she murmured as her driver pulled up to the curb.
Sutton fidgeted for a moment, before she caught herself and crossed her arms. “Ah, uh. No, thank you. I’m parked just across the street. But I’ll see you in a few days?”
“I’ll be there,” she confirmed, as she reached for the handle to the car, hesitating for a moment.
But Sutton turned and started walking over to her car, and Charlotte breathed through a long sigh as she dropped into the backseat.

IT WAS the uncertainty of it all, she decided after the first couple of meetings. It was the uncertainty that had her changing her jacket a handful of times and feeling unsettled.
She hadn’t known what to expect with Sutton. How could she?
She hadn’t known what she wanted from Sutton. She’d been telling the utter truth to Caleb on the phone.
But, in the interim, she had been able to decipher some things that she wanted.
First, she wanted to know Sutton again. She wanted to see everything Sutton had grown into, wanted to witness what the young woman who had so much potential had made of herself.
She supposed that was maybe what had driven her to this in the first place.
But she didn’t know where to start with that, and Sutton didn’t make it easy. Once upon a time, with the Sutton of her memories, it would have been so simple. She would have let Charlotte bring her a cup of impeccable tea and sidetrack a meeting and delve into personal questions. She knew that, as certain as she knew anything.
However…
Sutton was not the young woman she’d once known; that much had become clear within the next few weeks. Time changed everything; Charlotte knew that better than just about anyone.
Sutton didn’t blush or fumble nearly as much as she used to. She also was very fastidious at keeping things professional.
Much to Charlotte’s dismay.
It didn’t matter what topic they were on; it didn’t matter that these meetings were designed for Charlotte to disclose her own information. Charlotte always tried to turn the conversation back to Sutton. She couldn’t help it; the more she saw Sutton, the more she was hungry for the information she’d missed. She wanted to fill in every gap she had encountered over the last decade.
And Charlotte had learned some things, to be fair.
1: Sutton enjoyed living in D.C., despite the fact that she’d never planned to be here.
2: She’d written a dissertation on the Romantics. (And she’d eventually given Charlotte a copy of said dissertation. Which was delightful.) She’d also tracked down a copy of Sutton’s book of personal essays entitled Tales of a Literally Hopeless Romantic. They’d been humorous and emotional, though Charlotte had skipped over a few. (“The Benefits of Friendship” and “It’s Not You, It’s Us” and “Ill-Fated From the Start” and “First Time [Redux]” and “Sapphire With Eyes to Match”… which she feared were about herself.)
3: Regan and Emma indeed were married and were happy?! Regan watched Lucy every Tuesday during their meetings.
4: Sutton’s favorite part of the week was picking Lucy up from school on Mondays; their custody agreement saw that Sutton had Lucy from Monday afternoon to Saturday morning.
5: Her ex-wife was a doctor. (But could she face down the Speaker of the House about civil rights issues at seven on a Monday morning?)
6: She was still very close to her parents.
7: She adored her job.
These were some of the facts Charlotte had managed to squirrel away into her memory over the first month of damningly professional meetings.
But before she could get more information out of Sutton, Sutton always seemed to catch herself in the process of divulging another small factoid before aiming a look at Charlotte. “This is about you.”
She learned that Sutton took care to make sure they did not touch in any way. She was very careful as to where she sat in relation to Charlotte.
And Charlotte learned that she had this intense drive to prove herself to Sutton.
She found this as she divulged anecdotes from her childhood, tales from the last decade. She… she needed to prove that she was reliable and good-natured— as much as she could be—and determined.
And, well, she needed to prove that it had all been worth it. That the pain they’d both suffered, the sacrifice she’d made—I’m in love with you. I think you could love me, too, but that you’re just too afraid—had been worth it, for her to get where she was. For her to have made the advances she’d been able to make in the last decade.
She had to prove that to Sutton.
And perhaps to herself as well.
“You were approached then for the first time regarding writing a biography. Right?” Sutton asked, three and a half weeks into their meetings.
It was the sixth meeting—Sutton had to cancel one, when her ex had reneged on taking Lucy for the weekend at the last minute—and they were discussing her successful run for governor in 2024.
Charlotte blinked from where she’d been focusing on Sutton’s right ear, behind which her red hair was carefully tucked. She’d had an errant curiosity to learn if she was still sensitive when kissed just there.
Those thoughts happened a bit more frequently than she’d like during these meetings, Charlotte found. Especially because, with every meeting, she felt it became increasingly clear that Sutton did not have the same thoughts.
Charlotte cleared her throat as she took a second to process the question. “Right, yes. That was the first time. This deal, the one I accepted, was the third attempt to sway me.”
Sutton arched an eyebrow. “Why did you agree now?” She made an I know, I know gesture, holding up her hands. “Publicity, sure. But… something happened.” She stared so astutely at Charlotte that it stole her breath away.
How did Sutton still know her like that? How did Sutton still see her so clearly?
She swallowed hard. “Yes. I… my grandmother.” She cleared her throat. “She left us all these letters that she’d written about six weeks before she died.” Charlotte closed her eyes tightly, warding off the sting behind them.
“I didn’t think she was sick?” Sutton’s voice was low and caring. It had a timbre that Charlotte knew was genuine, something she wasn’t sure other people would be capable of.
God, that was why she’d chosen Sutton for this. She was still genuine. Time hadn’t changed that.
“She wasn’t.” Charlotte cleared her throat and opened her eyes. “She wasn’t, but she was… I think she knew she wasn’t quite well.” Her voice lowered beyond her control as her eyebrows furrowed and the memories took over.
Her grandmother never said a damn word that she hadn’t felt one hundred percent, but that didn’t shock Charlotte.
“She would never slow down.” Her throat felt tight as a whisper worked its way out. “Not at all, not even for a day. The last time I saw her, she had to use her walker to get around, and I made a comment about her hip.” She attempted a smile. “It was two weeks before she died.”
Silence settled, and she stared hard, down at her knees. This was the kind of stuff she was so reticent about sharing, but… she had to.
She startled when Sutton sat next to her, on the loveseat in her office. Sutton always deliberately sat across from her, in one of the armchairs. Charlotte stared at her in surprise as Sutton gave her the smallest smile, her hand falling onto Charlotte’s, grasping and holding it tight.
Charlotte clung back, her heart pounding at the same time that it warmed with the comfort.
“We can come back to this, if you want,” Sutton murmured. “The bit I have outlined for your grandmother isn’t for a while; I figured we should ease into that.”
But Charlotte shook her head; she’d rather just get it out now. Pull off a Band-Aid.
“I had been joking. About her hip.” She dug her teeth into her bottom lip. “But I should have maybe been a bit more serious. I was too focused, though, on my senatorial campaign, that I didn’t think—” She broke off, pursing her lips as she shook her head. “Yes, sorry. Perhaps we should put this off a bit.”
She didn’t want to let go of Sutton’s hand, though. Didn’t want to lose this contact.
Sutton didn’t drop hers either. Instead, she squeezed, her long fingers feeling like they encased Charlotte’s hand as she nodded. “We can do that. But, Charlotte? Your grandmother was the strongest-willed woman in the world. I don’t think she wanted you to know that she wasn’t well, and I don’t think there’s anything she would have let you do if you did.”
Charlotte hadn’t known just how much she’d needed to hear that. But those words, coming from Sutton, felt— They felt⁠—
Like the only comfort she’d had about her grandmother. At all.
She managed to blink away any oncoming tears—thank god—as she nodded softly. “Yes. Well, you’re probably right.”
They sat in silence for another couple of seconds, and Charlotte was weary about bringing it to an end. It was the first contact from Sutton in weeks, and it was the first contact in years that made her feel so many things just from a simple touch.
She made herself speak before Sutton could move to pull away, once she realized what they were doing. “In the letter she left me, five pages long, she dedicated a section to professional advice. One of her points talked about how doing the biography and doing it the next time it came up was the right timing. And so, the next time it came up, I agreed.”
Sutton took in her words with a considering nod as she searched Charlotte’s gaze.
They were so close, closer than they’d been in just a quiet moment in… so long. She could see the way Sutton’s eyes had the brightest sparks of blue around the pupil. She hadn’t seen that blue in a long time.
Her grandmother’s letter also discussed how she didn’t regret her choices. How she felt fulfilled with everything she’d done and that, when she looked around in her life, she would go in peace knowing what she’d left behind.
Knowing that she’d left Charlotte behind. That Charlotte was her legacy.
And that she’d seen Charlotte struggle in terms of loneliness in the past years. The more she’d climbed up the ladder, the more isolated she’d become. That she wanted Charlotte to find her whole happiness.
She stared at Sutton, who said, “Thank you for sharing that with me.”
She only nodded, thinking about Sutton’s words from their first meeting about the book. You trust me.
She hadn’t even consciously put it together then, but yes, she did. She trusted Sutton in ways she trusted no one else, and it didn’t matter that thirteen years had been wasted between them. It didn’t matter; nothing mattered except for Sutton’s hand in hers, still feeling the way it had felt a decade ago. Soft. Warm. Comforting, even as it made her skin tingle.
She wanted so much more.
And Charlotte, for perhaps the first time in her life, was entirely unsure of how to go about getting it.



CHAPTER FOUR
“LUCY, get cleaned up for dinner, please,” Sutton called over her shoulder.
Her daughter was either in her bedroom or in the den, but wherever she was, she undoubtedly had to wash her hands before dinner. This was a good rule of thumb in general, but also, Lucy in particular had a way of finding something to dip her hands into.
“What are we eating?” her daughter shouted back.
Sutton tilted her head, triangulating where the shout had come from. Definitely the bedroom area, she thought as she absently swiped her finger across her phone screen to answer Regan’s incoming FaceTime call.
“A roast! And it’s almost ready!” She turned back to her friend on the phone as she pulled the plates out from the cabinet above the sink. “And how may I help you?”
“If you have leftovers, can you save Emma and I plates for when we watch Luce tomorrow?” Regan asked, clearly lying on the couch in her apartment.
“I’m obviously going to have leftovers; the two of us will not eat a whole roast. But you have to make sure Lucy also eats it for dinner and you don’t order another pizza. I suppose I should be thankful Emma has the night free tomorrow so that someone will be here to enforce some rules.”
Regan rolled her eyes. “The girl you raised loves pizza! Also, you act like my perfect wife doesn’t also give in to your daughter almost as easily as I do. What do you want from us?”
“To not give her everything she wants whenever she wants it,” Sutton shot back, exasperated. It was useless. She and her best friend had been having this same conversation since Lucy was born.
If Sutton thought she was wrapped around her daughter’s little finger, Regan was wrapped around her whole hand, and Emma wasn’t far behind.
“We’re the cool aunts! That’s what cool aunts do!” Regan narrowed her eyes, bringing her face closer to the screen. “Are you still wearing your work clothes? After six? While you’re cooking? This goes against Sutton Spencer Chapter Fourteen, Subsection C.”
Sutton shook her head as she pulled the roast out to let it rest. “Ha. Ha.”
“For real, though. You’re all about the comfy clothes when you get home. Unless…” She wiggled her eyebrows. “You’re expecting some company?”
“Yes, I’m expecting to sweep someone of their feet tonight with Lucy at the table singing a song about how her green beans are keen on being mean.”
“Oh, that’s a classic.” Regan cleared her throat: “Maybe I’ll be nice when I’m a teen!”
“And I can wear fancy jeans,” Sutton finished her daughter’s nonsensical vegetable ballad, laughing as she stirred the gravy.
“All right, but then why are you still in your fancy jeans?”
Sutton hesitated. She had never been a masterful liar, especially not to Regan, and so she said, “I’m just expecting someone to drop off some papers any minute now, and I don’t want to look like a slob.”
She went about getting the utensils, knowing that Regan was watching her. She would not let herself blush.
Of course, it only took Regan about twenty seconds to suss out the truth. “Charlotte Thompson is coming to your house?! I thought you weren’t having company.”
“I’m not,” she shot back vehemently. “And, no, Charlotte is not coming to my house. We have a deadline on the first draft for the first half of the manuscript to the editor at the end of the week, and I needed some clarification on a few things, so I sent her an email yesterday. She informed me that she would make her notes and send the physical notes to me via courier.”
All right, Charlotte hadn’t specifically said via courier, but she’d said, “I’ll make sure they get to you by Monday evening.”
Either Maya or Autumn, her personal assistants, whom Sutton had met a few times but always briefly, would likely be the messenger. Unless Charlotte would be paying a real courier? In which case, Sutton definitely did not want to face a senatorial courier in her sweats.
Charlotte, back when they’d been… friends, always looked fashionable and put together. Charlotte as a senator was even more put together, more chic, more everything. She was unfairly beautiful.
Devastatingly so.
Or, you know, she could be. If Sutton really paid attention to it. But she didn’t.
Obviously she noticed Charlotte’s stylishness, but she didn’t let herself linger. Or stare. Or think. Or—no. None of that.
Not even when Charlotte tried to get them to go there. She was never overt or pushy, but somehow, nearly every single time the two of them were together, they wound up on the topic of Sutton.
She was usually able to cut it off when she realized what was going on, but Charlotte was always able to get something out of her. Some fact or short story. She was so good like that.
She had been good a decade ago, so it only made sense that she would be even better at… talking now.
Regan shook her head on the screen. “You know you can’t hide anything from me, Sutton Spencer. You always come back from your Tuesday meetings with Charlotte so tight-lipped and all, ‘Nooo, nothing happened! We are professionals, I⁠—’”
“I’m there, thanks,” Sutton cut in dryly. “And there has been absolutely nothing that’s been unprofessional.”
Truly!
Sutton made sure of it.
Even when Charlotte sat with her legs impeccably crossed and leaned to the side so that her skirt rode up just enough to truly see her thighs. Or when she slid her hand through that light brown hair and made it cascade over her shoulders just so. A little messy, but not really. Or when⁠—
Sutton thankfully was taken out of her thoughts by the knock on her door. Tossing the dishtowel she’d used to clean her hands through cooking over her shoulder after one final quick wash and dry, she took the phone and hurried to the door for the courier.
“Sorry it took me a minute, I’m just in the middle of—” She cut herself off when she noted that the person at her door wasn’t a courier at all. Surprise slammed through her as she faintly finished, “Making dinner.”
A grin slid over Charlotte’s face. It was her sly one, though it was also sincere in a way that made her look charming, knowing, and guileless all at once. “It’s not a problem.”
Sutton could only blink. It really was Charlotte, standing on her doorstep at six o’clock at night, as the chilly night air and evening rain surrounded her. Those rain droplets were in her hair, her breath visible in light puffs as she exhaled, and Sutton’s heart skipped a beat.
Before she put a stop to it. No.
Charlotte did not look enchanting in the rain outside of her home, and the little smile on her face was not cute or sexy and⁠—
“Is Auntie Regan here?!” Lucy’s excited squeal as she ran around the corner to see down the front hallway seemed to bring Sutton back into the moment.
Regan was speaking from her phone, asking—no, demanding—to know what was going on; her daughter’s hands were, of course, covered in what looked like paint and glitter, with some of it on her cheek, too; and Sutton had dinner just ready to serve, as the insistent timer from the kitchen reminded her.
Sutton shook her head, first quickly looking at Regan, who seemed about ready to fall over herself on the phone. “Oh my god, is that⁠—”
“I have to go,” Sutton said. “I’ll call you later.”
“Don’t you d—” was all Regan got in before Sutton ended the call.
“Who are you?” Lucy asked, blue eyes crinkling up at Charlotte from the end of the hall, tilting her head as she lightly mashed her fingers, sticking them together with… god, whatever was all over her hands.
“What were you playing with, Lucy Katherine?” Sutton arched an eyebrow.
Her daughter bit her lip before she quickly put her hands behind her back. Classic Lucy move.
Sutton fought against a smile.
“Nothing, Mama!”
“Mm-hmm, well only little girls who have clean hands are allowed to have a brownie for dessert…” It was all she had to say before her daughter’s feet moved like little bolts of lightning on the floor.
“I’m a little girl with clean hands!” echoed behind Lucy as she made a dash for the bathroom.
With a deep breath, Sutton turned back toward… yes, Charlotte was still in her doorway. Smiling even wider now.
“What are you doing here?”
Charlotte tapped the folder she held in one hand against the opposite hand’s palm. “Well, I did tell you I would have this paperwork back to you tonight.”
Sutton blinked for a few moments, before… “Don’t you have two personal assistants?”
“Maya had requested some time off this week months ago, and Autumn went home early with a migraine,” Charlotte easily returned.
“I can only imagine that in your profession you know of a wonderful courier service?”
The smile on Charlotte’s face faltered. Just a little, just enough for Sutton to notice in a way that she truly didn’t think most people would. Instantly, she felt badly about causing it.
Even though she shouldn’t.
But she did notice these things, little slips in Charlotte’s nearly unreadable mask, that she was certain other people might not see. Sutton shouldn’t have seen them either; it had been so long without them seeing one another, and they weren’t even really engaged in any sort of personal relationship now. Back when they had been, she’d been so, so incorrect about how much she thought she knew about Charlotte, anyway.
So she did what she had gotten in the habit of doing when this cropped up in her mind over the last few weeks and pushed it all away. No. Nope. Not going there.
It was just too confusing, with things the way they were. Their arrangement was strictly professional, and when it was done, they would be, too.
“I do know of a few wonderful delivery services, yes,” Charlotte conceded, “but I thought we could benefit by going over a few of the anecdotes and notes I added in.” She paused, looking into Sutton’s eyes with a solemnity that wanted to steal Sutton’s breath. “And, I would really enjoy if things like this, seeing one another when unplanned, could be simple. Easy. Friendly, even.”
The correction back to keeping things professional stuck right in Sutton’s throat.
It had come out repeatedly. She’d repeated it in her mind since the first day they’d reconnected.
But… what was the harm in being friendly?
Especially because, for Sutton, it was very difficult to not be friendly, and—she steadied herself, taking in the smile on Charlotte’s perfect lips—it was admittedly even harder to hold back friendliness from Charlotte Thompson.
“I think that’s a, a decent idea. Do you…” She hesitated for only a moment before mentally kicking herself. They were adults. She was nearly forty. She could do this. “Do you want to come in for dinner? It’s just a roast and vegetabl⁠—”
“Yes. Thank you,” Charlotte easily cut in, and the way she tilted her head made the few raindrops clinging to the ends of her hair drip down onto her collarbone… and then farther… down her chest.
Sutton watched one for long moments, mesmerized, before—no.
She snapped her eyes back to Charlotte’s, where an expectantly raised eyebrow met her. “May I come in?”
“Of course!”
She moved to the side and let Charlotte in. Charlotte brushed by her, the movement seeming somehow both casual and slower than normal. Her scent, the clean, fresh floral, seemed to surround Sutton. God. That was why she stayed farther away from Charlotte during their meetings. She deliberately sat away from her because it was so easy to remember things she did not want to remember when she smelled that scent.
Charlotte walked slowly down her entrance hallway, sliding her rain jacket down her arms as she looked over her shoulder at Sutton. “Coming?”
Sutton swallowed hard and tried to convince herself that she wasn’t getting in over her head.

IT WAS SO SURREAL.
Seeing Charlotte in her home at all, looking at the photos on the walls—some that were the same as the ones she’d had back in the day, and many that were new.
Having Charlotte sit, in her Versace suit, at her kitchen table, which had a small chip in its side from Lucy’s last birthday, when she’d gotten a skateboard from Alex and had run around the house waving it in excitement until she’d smacked it right into the edge of the table.
And mostly, watching Charlotte interact with Lucy. They were two parts of Sutton’s life that had never, ever collided. And she’d never once expected them to.
“You’re the lady on the boring TV that Mama watches,” Lucy commented easily after giving Charlotte a long look and sticking her fork into her mashed potatoes.
Charlotte arched her eyebrows at Lucy, shuffling just enough in her seat to tell Sutton that she may be able to face down anyone in Congress but that she was uncomfortable with a six-year-old. “The boring TV?”
She looked between Sutton and Lucy.
Sutton pushed down a laugh. “The news. CNN. You know.”
Then Charlotte’s face transformed into a laugh with Lucy that was unexpectedly soft. It stole the smile from Sutton’s face. “The boring TV seems very apt.”
Lucy nodded in confirmation, dropping her fork and using both hands to grab her plastic cup of water. “You’re on there sometimes.” She took a big sip of water before grabbing her fork again and holding it up like a fake microphone. “And earlier today in the world, there was a big problem with all the old poops who run the gover-gover-ment.”
Charlotte’s snort shocked Sutton, but it sounded very genuine. “That also seems very apt.”
“I think someone’s been listening to her grandfather a little too much,” Sutton commented, suppressing her own smile before she said, “I also think we have a rule against bathroom talk when we eat, no?”
“But I wasn’t doing bathroom talk! I only had to say poops because it was about people, not actual⁠—”
“Fresh-baked brownies are on the line, honey. Let’s think about that.” This was high stakes for Sutton in a way she wasn’t sure Charlotte understood. It had become especially high stakes after the time a year ago when Sutton had gotten an earful from Lucy’s teacher about her daughter regaling her classmates with a lively story about the hole pee comes from at snack time.
Since then, they’d had a hard and fast rule about no talk about anything regarding the bathroom at mealtimes.
Lucy nodded seriously, stabbing her fork through a part of her roast as she dramatically sighed. “Oookay.” She was quiet for a few moments, but Sutton knew it wouldn’t last. “Did you know that Jonah Newton in my class brought his lizard in at show-and-tell?”
She wasn’t informing Sutton of this; Sutton had already heard the whole story earlier. No, Lucy’s blue eyes were focused on Charlotte, who finished chewing her food slowly, seeming alarmed that she was the point of contact yet again. “I hadn’t heard, no.”
“My teacher said that she was going to lose her mind if Jonah brought in an animal again, after he brought in a snake from the playground last month. And Auntie Regan says that most of the people who are on the boring TV are people who have lost their minds. So I didn’t know if you knew.” Lucy shrugged like it was the most obvious thing in the world, still staring expectantly at Charlotte.
Charlotte lifted her eyebrows and nodded slowly. “Auntie Regan certainly has a lot of opinions.”
Lucy smiled and nodded quickly. “Yep! And so do I!”
“She really does,” Sutton affirmed affectionately before she reached out and swiped Lucy’s chin with her napkin before a line of gravy could fall onto her shirt. She’d long become an expert at spotting those moments with her messy eater.
“I’ll let you know something: I do, too,” Charlotte murmured conspiratorially, keeping her voice low as she leaned in a bit closer to Lucy.
Lucy leaned in, too, seeming enthralled. “What do you do on the TV?”
“Talk about my opinions.”
“Is it boring?”
“Maybe to some people,” Charlotte allowed with a shrug, and Sutton felt that both she and her daughter were mesmerized by the way Charlotte’s hair fell over her shoulder in what seemed like a perfect moment. “But not to me.”
“To me?”
“Well…” Charlotte flicked her gaze to Sutton, and she wanted to say she couldn’t read it. She wanted to say that she had no idea what those honey brown eyes were saying to her. But she did, or, at least, she thought she did. She thought Charlotte was advertising some uncertainty. Sutton was admittedly very curious as to where this was going, so she arched her eyebrows and shrugged, gesturing for Charlotte to address Lucy.
She did. “I’m not exactly sure what you’re interested in.”
Lucy lit up.
As her daughter launched into a conversation around her interests and hobbies, Sutton shook her head and leaned back in her chair. So, so odd..
And maybe, perhaps, a little nice.

SUTTON HUMMED under her breath as she slowly made her way back into the living room after tucking Lucy in and reading a section from Fantastic Mr. Fox, one of her bedtime favorites. Then she moved a little more slowly.
Then she stopped and looked at herself in the ornate mirror hanging in the connecting hallway.
Her hair was half up in the bun she’d pulled it up in to cook earlier and hadn’t taken down because, well, she hadn’t thought of it at all. On a normal night, she would leave it up like this until her bedtime shower.
She’d long since wiped off the light makeup she’d worn to work.
On display were the little lines next to her eyes, at the corners of her lips, the little signs of aging that had happened here and there. They were unnoticeable in the day to day of her life, but she wondered… How did Charlotte see them? When Sutton had last truly seen Charlotte without makeup, without any extra boosts to her appearance, she’d been twenty-five.
She’d been so shocked by Charlotte’s appearance and subsequent entrance into her home, with Lucy appearing to take their attention by storm as well, that she hadn’t even registered it.
Charlotte was sitting out there in a designer suit, looking immaculate, and Sutton⁠—
She glared at herself again in the mirror.
It didn’t matter what she looked like, right? There was no reason to fixate. Charlotte hadn’t intimated that she was looking for something beyond friendship.
And not even a full friendship.
She wanted to be friendly and review their notes so that Sutton could finish the write-up she had to do for their editor. That was all.
Sutton took a deep breath and turned to enter the living room, then hastily reached up and pulled the rest of her hair down, smoothing it quickly with her fingertips.
She entered the living room only to falter when she saw Charlotte standing at the mantel, looking at her photos. Specifically, the photo she still had up of herself, Layla, and Lucy from four years ago, from their first family vacation to Disney World. She didn’t keep many photos up from her marriage, admittedly.
She’d thrown many of them out, actually, in a fit of anger she had never felt before, six months after that picture had been snapped. When Layla had first confessed to her affair and stated that she wanted a divorce.
But that sole picture remained, for Lucy’s sake.
She cleared her throat. Still, even though Charlotte definitely hadn’t known she’d been there, she didn’t jump or move in any way that betrayed surprise. She merely straightened from looking at the mantel and turned just enough to gesture at the picture. “Your ex-wife?”
Sutton could have sworn there was an emphasis on “ex,” but she could have also been reading into things.
“Uh, yes. Layla.”
Charlotte’s lips pursed ever so slightly, the right side ticking down in a barely perceptible motion. “Hmm. I thought… I had assumed she’d be in more photos.” She used her hand to gesture to the entire wall, full of framed snaps.
Sutton scoffed a laugh. “Well, when your wife cheats on you, you don’t really want to keep many photos.” She nearly slapped her hand over her mouth. She could joke about this now; it had been nearly four years. But this was Charlotte she was talking to, not Regan and Emma, who had both been ready to kill Layla at that time. Regan very much still was.
Sutton still wasn’t convinced that it hadn’t been Regan who had somehow slipped away from Manhattan and been responsible for Layla’s two flat tires the following week…
Charlotte’s expression, though, made the joking smile fall off of her lips.
Maybe it had been Charlotte who had figured out how to go back in time and slash Layla’s tires? That’s what her face was saying, anyway.
“You’re kidding.” Her tone left no room for confusion. She sounded angry. Angrier than Sutton thought she’d ever heard, even back then.
Unease and defensiveness skittered through her stomach, and she wrapped her arms around herself. “I don’t really think that it’s a great joke.”
“It’s a terrible joke,” Charlotte agreed, “but I would have to assume you’re kidding for your wife to have cheated on you.”
“Well… my comedy chops aren’t that bad, I suppose. So that’s a good thing.”
“Your comedy chops are safe,” Charlotte assured Sutton, her eyes softening as she continued to look at her from across the room. “Did you two live here together? She gestured around them, and Sutton for a moment wrestled with whether or not she should answer.
This wasn’t professional.
But Charlotte was in her home and seemed so genuinely interested, and she’d had dinner with her daughter, and not talking to Charlotte about all of the things she had asked about in the last few weeks took effort. There was something so easy about talking to Charlotte that begged for Sutton to just share with her. Speak to her freely.
And fighting that tonight, when she had no armor—no makeup or nice clothes—on, in her living room, with her daughter sleeping down the hall, after they’d shared a meal together… was too hard.
“No. We had a house in Bethesda that she still lives in. I decided to move here to be closer to work, so it just… worked out.”
Charlotte stared at her, a stormy expression behind those eyes. “I just cannot believe she had this life with you and then cheated. Chose to have a life with someone else. How long were you together, again?”
Sutton blinked widely, surprised at the vehemence in Charlotte’s tone. At the utter emotion in a voice she’d come so used to hearing in the last decade on television, always composed. In the last month, she’d heard it in different tones, but it was always in control.
“I—we got married in 2024, after being together for three years. And everything happened quickly after that. We had Lucy, and two years later…” She shrugged as her tangled her fingers together. “Sometimes I think it should sting less, knowing that she didn’t leave me for just anyone, but for her high school and college sweetheart.”
That’s what she’d said to Regan and Emma and her mother, anyway.
“But, honestly, I think sometimes it’s even harder to know that while I thought she and I were the main love story, I was really just a footnote in hers. Theirs.”
Charlotte rolled her lips. “I’m not quite a fan of… Layla.”
Sutton shook her head, walking to where Charlotte stood, staring at the picture that had started this. “She’s not a terrible person.” Sutton did have several grievances with Layla to this day regarding Lucy, but she’d moved on from most of them. “Besides, she gave me the best thing in my life, so I can’t hate her. Honestly, maybe it’s just me.”
Charlotte arched a perfect eyebrow, incredulous as she stared up at Sutton. “What in the world do you mean by that?”
“I think maybe I just have a radar for falling for people who never quite fall the same way back.”
This was a conversation she would have with a friend; it was a conversation she’d had many times with her actual friends.
But… Charlotte wasn’t quite that, she thought in the silence that followed her words.
God, idiot, Sutton internally cursed herself. Really? Saying this to someone she’d fallen for so completely who had broken up with her? Yeah, even though it had been so long, it still wasn’t a topic she wanted to invite them to open up.
And she was positive Charlotte wouldn’t appreciate it either.
Swallowing hard, she diverted her gaze to the folder Charlotte had brought over with Sutton’s requested hard copy of her notes, which was sitting on her coffee table. She cleared her throat. “You know, we should really dig into these notes!”
Yeah, she cringed at her own enthusiastic subject change.
Before Charlotte could comment, before Sutton could allow herself to look into Charlotte’s gaze and get lost in any way, she instead reached for the papers. “Did you expand a bit on the gubernatorial race? I think that’s the bit of the outline I’d like to start touching on for part two of the outline. You’d been in the House of Representatives for four years by then.”
Professional. Moving on from that foot-in-mouth comment. Good.
“Yes,” Charlotte confirmed, even though it hadn’t been phrased as a question.
Charlotte had been elected in her initial run in 2020. When they’d broken up. Her smiling, victorious face was an image Sutton had never been able to forget while she’d still been nursing her wounds from their kind of breakup. Or whatever they could call it. And then Charlotte had been re-elected twice after that.
“And that was your plan the whole time, right? To make the run for governor in 2024?” Sutton asked. These had been clarifying questions she’d given Charlotte to start their next info session, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to sit down and dig into her papers when she had Charlotte standing right here next to her, close enough to feel her warmth.
“Yes,” Charlotte confirmed again. She shifted on her feet.
Their arms brushed.
Sutton’s stomach swooped, and she didn’t move away even though her brain told her she should. It also told her that would be silly to do.
“Close race,” she said, and her voice sounded a little hoarser to her ears than it should have been.
“Did you vote for me?” Charlotte asked, and her voice was a little quieter than it should have been.
There was a playful tone there, but there was also an underlying serious one.
Sutton’s heart beat a little faster at the truth of her answer, and despite the voice in the back of her head telling her to move away, she instead turned to look at Charlotte, who was already staring intently at her, waiting for her response. She looked, honestly, like Sutton’s answer meant a lot.
“Of course I did,” she whispered, though those words shouldn’t have been a whisper. They shouldn’t have been a confession or a secret or anything of the sort, but they felt sacred, still.
“I believe in what you stand for. In what you do. I… I’ve always believed in you and your career, Charlotte. I wanted you to be the governor for the best of the state.” She bit her lip and dug her fingers into the file she still held, feeling her heart pound in her chest. “And I wanted it for you, too.”
And that was the truth.
The truth was that she’d kept up to date on Charlotte’s career, every step, for the last thirteen years. That she was proud of Charlotte and Charlotte deserved it. She’d dedicated, truly, her life to that career.
Still, Charlotte was staring at her with that intense look. Still not saying much of anything but standing so close.
“In a way, it was the year we both got what we wanted,” Sutton added. She had to say something to take away from this moment between them. She wasn’t even sure where the moment had come from or how it had happened, but her heart was beating faster, and she felt warm, and Charlotte had spent all night in her house with her and her daughter… She shook her head softly to push out those thoughts. “I mean, I got married. You furthered your career. It was a big year.”
“Yeah,” Charlotte murmured. “It was a very big year.”
But instead of a victorious smile that matched all of those victorious photos from back in the day, the words felt empty.
Sutton squeezed her eyes closed, trying to not think about the question that she’d thought so many times back then. They were questions she’d long since stopped asking, but would Charlotte have won her seat in the House if they’d stayed together? If they’d become a true couple? Would she have been elected governor?
Would—
“Sutton,” Charlotte whispered.
She was so close. Her breath slid over Sutton’s lips, and Sutton’s skin erupted in goose bumps at the feeling.
She took as deep a breath as she could and opened her eyes.
As soon as she did, Charlotte’s hand came up to cup her jaw, thumb stroking right over her cheek, and her eyes wanted to close again.
They shouldn’t do this. They shouldn’t touch like this. They shouldn’t stand so close.
But then Charlotte rocked forward, up onto her tiptoes, and her lips touched Sutton’s. So soft and so demanding, both at once. Just like they’d always been. Charlotte kissed the same way she existed in life, coaxing but unyielding in what she wanted and how she wanted it.
And, damn, was it enticing.
Sutton sighed into the kiss, into Charlotte’s mouth, as her free hand came up to dig into Charlotte’s shoulder, tilting her head to deepen the kiss.
Charlotte groaned softly, right in the back of her throat, one of her arms snaking around Sutton’s waist to pull her in closer as the other continued to stroke Sutton’s face in light, seductive touches. Her jaw, her cheek, down her neck and back up.
God, it had been forever since she’d had this. Since she’d been kissed like someone meant it.
Like someone was kissing her because they wanted her and only her, like she was all that was on their mind. Like all they wanted was her kiss, her touch… her.
Heat pooled between Sutton’s legs as she leaned easily into Charlotte’s touch.
It wasn’t just anyone’s touch, and that was important. Because Charlotte Thompson, to this very day, touched Sutton like no one else ever had. Like she knew exactly what Sutton wanted when Sutton herself might not know.
And she did.
Even now.
Charlotte placed her thumb under Sutton’s chin to tilt her head up before she moved her warm mouth to Sutton’s neck, and she could feel her own pulse hammering as warm lips touched the sensitive spots there.
The folder with Charlotte’s notes fell to the floor, and Sutton whimpered as she slid her hand into silky, brown hair.
“You don’t,” Charlotte murmured against her neck, somehow without stopping those sensations that made Sutton’s hands shake with need.
“What?” She blinked her eyes open, starting to clear the clouds there over her rational thoughts.
“You don’t have a radar for falling for the wrong people,” Charlotte said against her neck before she nipped, and Sutton’s knees went weak for a few seconds.
But—no.
The word broke through her lustful haze.
No. No, they were not going down that route.
This was Charlotte. Whose touch made Sutton yearn, made her burn, made her ache and want and need, more than anyone in her life. Even her wife, even the few people she’d tried to be with in the last few years.
But it was Charlotte who had a touch that convinced Sutton that Charlotte was feeling things she wasn’t. It was such a confusing touch.
Because though Sutton had learned long ago that while Charlotte’s touch told her that Sutton was all Charlotte wanted, Charlotte’s words and actions and ambitions told her that Charlotte wanted much, much more.
It was a dangerous game.
One she’d been determined not to play.
Shaking her head, she used her hold on Charlotte to push her back.
And even though she didn’t want to look, she did. She looked at how Charlotte’s hair looked ever so slightly disheveled, how her eyes looked heavy and dark with utter desire, how her lips were bruised from Sutton’s kiss…
Sutton shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.
“I… I think you should go.”
“Sutton,” Charlotte started, clearly ready with her pretty words.
But Sutton was no longer someone who fell for pretty words so easily.



CHAPTER FIVE
CHARLOTTE WAS IN A TRICKY SITUATION, and she knew it.
But the facts were these:
1: She wanted Sutton Spencer more than she wanted anything or anyone else. She wanted Sutton Spencer with an intensity, a burning, an aching that resonated through her entire body.
2: She craved time with Sutton, in any capacity. Enough that she’d deliberately sought Sutton out on a night they weren’t even supposed to see one another. Charlotte… she didn’t do that.
She knew she was testier than she should have been the day after they’d kissed because it was a Tuesday, and they were supposed to meet on Tuesdays. They had for weeks now, and Charlotte had come to look forward to Tuesdays. It didn’t matter if Sutton never sat directly next to her, made certain not to touch her, and worked to avoid talking about herself. Just being with Sutton and having easy conversation… it felt good.
3: Charlotte knew that kissing Sutton Spencer for the first time in over a decade felt like heaven.
4: She knew she wanted more of it.
5: Most of all, she knew—now, for certain—that Sutton wanted her, too. She couldn’t fake that.
Something Charlotte loved about Sutton, still to this day, was that Sutton couldn’t fake the important stuff. There was a raw honesty to Sutton that was absolutely captivating.
And the way Sutton kissed her, had leaned her whole body into Charlotte’s, how she’d dug her fingertips right into Charlotte to try to hold herself steady… She couldn’t fake that.
She wanted Charlotte, maybe even just as much as Charlotte wanted her.
However.
That led Charlotte to the most insurmountable issue she’d faced in quite some time, which was that Sutton had asked her to leave. And she’d been firm about it.
Maybe Sutton wanted Charlotte, but she was not open to wanting Charlotte.
She pursed her lips and stared down at her desk.
Honestly, she understood where Sutton was coming from. She did. She was scared because she’d been hurt before. Both in her divorce—Charlotte’s lips curled in distaste at the thought of the blonde woman in the photograph cheating on Sutton. How dare someone cheat on Sutton? The idea of it was unthinkable to her. To have everything Charlotte herself had wanted, the life she would have killed for, and then to just throw it away?
She shook her head and took in a deep breath.
Never mind that.
More important than the divorce, when it came to Sutton, was that not only had she been hurt by others, but mostly she’d been hurt by Charlotte herself.
Charlotte understood that. She could be patient.
All right, so it wasn’t one of her many virtues, but she could do it.
She was doing it already, wasn’t she?
After she’d kissed Sutton four days ago, Sutton had missed their Tuesday meeting with a flimsy excuse, and Charlotte had been totally and completely patient and understanding and, as a matter of fact, chill about the entire thing.
So chill.
Unbelievably so.
Charlotte stared down at her phone, unable to resist tapping on her text thread with Sutton, pursing her lips as she stared down.
Tuesday—or, as Charlotte thought of it, the day after the monumental and disastrous kiss⁠—
CHARLOTTE—2:35 P.M.

 

Very hectic day in the office, likely going to place an early order for dinner, likely just before our meeting. Would you like something? 

SUTTON—3:13 P.M.
 
I actually forgot I have a department meeting this evening. No big deal, right? I have your notes now, so I’ll make sure I’m submitting the partial draft to the editor before I see you next. 
Wednesday
CHARLOTTE—12:05 P.M.

 

I have a few pieces I’d like to go over that I thought of last night. Are you free for a meeting before Saturday? 

SUTTON—2:57 P.M.
 
A meeting? I really do have a lot going on this week. Can we make it a phone call? Maybe tomorrow night? 
CHARLOTTE—2:59 P.M.

 

Absolutely. Let me know when you’re free 

Thursday
MISSED CALL FROM CHARLOTTE 6:31 P.M.
SUTTON—6:34 P.M.
 
Sorry I missed your call! Lucy’s not feeling too well, and she got sent home from school today. I’m just getting her settled, and I’ll give you a call back as soon as I can? 
CHARLOTTE—6:37 P.M.

 

Oh no! Nothing too bad, I hope? Don’t worry about the call. We can just talk at the next meeting this weekend 

After all, Charlotte had somewhat exaggerated about the details she’d wanted to give Sutton. Oh, she had some comments, but it had never been anything urgent. She’d just wanted something, some reason to reach out.
SUTTON—7:12 P.M.
 
Charlotte! You shouldn’t have sent this! This gift basket is insane, she only has the sniffles. But… thank you. So, so much. Really. Lucy’s already going crazy over the cookies in here. 
CHARLOTTE—7:13 P.M.

 

It was no problem, I hope it makes her feel a little better 

SUTTON—8:59 P.M.
 
Thanks again. For the care package. It was wonderful. 
SUTTON—9:04 P.M.
 
I 
 
Shit! I didn’t mean to send that. 
CHARLOTTE—9:05 P.M.

 

No? I could have sworn I saw three dots there for a while after the first message? 

Fine, so she couldn’t resist sending that. But it was true. And she’d wanted so badly to know what Sutton was about to say.
She was destined not to know, however, because Sutton hadn’t responded.
CHARLOTTE—9:06 P.M.

 

Good night, Sutton 

Yup. Totally and completely chill.
“Tomorrow night you have a dinner with Lily and the rest of the Thompson Foundation board after your meeting with Ms. Spencer, and then Sunday afternoon you’re flying back to New York. Maya should have already sent the itinerary to you. I’ll check you in tomorrow night.” Autumn reviewed her schedule as she sat opposite Charlotte’s desk. “Maya and I will meet you in the office Monday morning.”
“Mm-hmm,” Charlotte hummed. She’d reviewed this earlier herself, but she did appreciate the final weekend review before Autumn left on Friday evening.
Her head simply wasn’t in it today, especially given that Sutton hadn’t confirmed their meeting for tomorrow. She hadn’t typically confirmed their meeting in the last couple of weeks, since they’d established this rhythm, but given that kiss and their subsequent communications, Charlotte had sent a little message to Sutton a couple of hours ago to check.
And had received nothing in response.
Even though she was now staring mostly out the window, she could see the questioning look on Autumn’s face in her reflection.
“Senator… Charlotte.” She coughed, straightening her back. “If I may ask, is everything all right?”
Charlotte was already arching her eyebrow in question as she swiveled in her chair to look at Autumn. “Why do you ask?”
“Uh, well…” Autumn’s discomfort and clear regret at asking the question was amusingly apparent as she fidgeted with her work phone in her lap. “You didn’t have a meeting with Ms. Spencer on Tuesday, and you sent the care package, and…” She trailed off, clearing her throat as she stared into her lap.
Charlotte leaned her elbow into her desk, staring down her assistant across the desk. “And?”
“I just, well, you did say that given our constant proximity—yours, mine, and Maya’s—that dipping into each other’s personal lives at times would be highly likely and that we could discuss it as long as we don’t cross any lines. Maya said to me last night that she thought… Ms. Spencer… anyway…” She fumbled. “I was just wondering, Senator,” she hesitantly added before her eyebrows scrunched together and she bit her lip.
Charlotte hummed again under her breath. “And you don’t think that question regarding Ms. Spencer and me was crossing a line?”
Autumn’s eyes widened, her mouth falling fell open in sheer horror. “I— No, I— Yes, I shouldn’t⁠—”
Charlotte broke, the entertainment she’d felt showing itself in a smirk. “I’m joking, Autumn. It wasn’t crossing a line. You’ve noticed something has been… abnormal with me, and you asked about it; we spend upwards of ten hours a day together. It’s all right.”
Her assistant melted into the chair with relief. “Oh, thank god.” She furtively looked up at Charlotte. “So… is everything all right, then?”
While she didn’t find it inappropriate for Autumn to ask, it still didn’t mean she was about to lay her inner turmoil out for her. The muddle of her feelings was certainly not her assistant’s business. Charlotte sometimes wished it wasn’t even her own.
“Everything is fine, Autumn. I’ve been a little distracted after my meeting with Sutton on Monday, but it’s nothing to be concerned about.”
“Your, um, meeting with her on Monday, when you went to her house?” Autumn asked, giving Charlotte a very curious, expectant look.
Charlotte nailed her with a look in return. “The very one.”
Autumn looked down at her lap, barely able to hold back a smile, though the way she bit her lip certainly implied she was trying. “Right.”
As Charlotte leaned back in her seat, she studied the young woman in front of her. “You know, Autumn, you would do quite well to learn to control your facial expressions a bit better, especially if you’d like your political career to go further,” she commented mildly.
The hiding-a-smile look completely vanished as Autumn looked up at her in wide-eyed alarm. “Senator, I⁠—”
Charlotte waved her off. “It’s still Charlotte, and I’m not admonishing you; I’m giving you a piece of advice. You wear everything on your face. You could learn a bit from Maya.”
That alarm only grew, a surprised squeak leaving Autumn’s lips before she pressed her fingers against them to silence herself. Her face slowly started turning tomato red. “Right. Yes. Good idea.”
As if Charlotte didn’t ever pick up on things like, Maya and I will meet you there Monday morning, and, Last night, Maya said, from her own staff.
To stem Autumn’s clearly growing panic, Charlotte held her hand up. “You’re not in detention, Autumn. There’s no power imbalance between you two. Just continue to keep it discreet, please, and think about the fact that I always expect professionalism in the office.”
She wasn’t concerned about that; in fact, unsurprisingly, she had very little fears regarding that fact. She’d chosen Autumn and Maya for specific reasons, and both of them maintaining the upmost of hunger and motivation in regard to their careers was one of them.
When Autumn continued to stare at her, like she had just been caught shoplifting, Charlotte barely smothered a laugh. “You can go home for the weekend, Autumn. Thank you for your diligence. I’ll see you Monday.”
Autumn nodded quickly, packing her bag as efficiently as always. “Will you be leaving the office soon? I can get your dinner sent if not?” she hurriedly asked, looking as though she was ready to bolt.
It was impressive, the way Autumn was doing her job even as she was heading out the door. Charlotte nodded in approval. “No, don’t worry about it.”
Autumn popped up out of her seat, slinging the bag over her shoulder. “All right. I’ll send the preliminary schedule for next week to you by Sunday.” She swallowed, her grip tightening on her bag, and she took a step toward the door. Then she paused, looking back at Charlotte before she took another step. Then paused again.
Charlotte watched, fascinated and, frankly, amused by the distraction from her own love life.
“I—we aren’t romantically involved, Senator,” Autumn explained. “It’s only that it’s difficult to meet people at times, and—we aren’t in a relationship. Maya is aggravating, honestly, and I’m just saying that if we were, I would have reviewed the ramifications with any necessary superiors.”
“I don’t quite need to know the details of your escapades outside of work, Autumn, but I appreciate the clarification.”
“Yep! I’ll see you Monday!” Autumn very nearly flew right out of the office, clicking the door shut behind her.
Charlotte watched and chuckled, spinning her chair once more to look out the window. She had no doubt that Autumn was scrambling to tell Maya that their boss knew and to overanalyze what that could mean for them.
Which meant Charlotte now had ample time to go back to overanalyzing her own romance.
Not that she and Sutton had a romance, she thought, echoing Autumn. She’d been wondering quite a bit this week—and perhaps for the last few weeks—if they truly ever had.
She’d never taken Sutton out on real dates, back when they’d been acquainted. Not really. She’d never picked Sutton up and surprised her with an outing just to see the delighted smile she knew Sutton would have worn. She’d never taken Sutton out to a club and danced with her so closely it would have bordered on indecent. She’d never taken Sutton out to dinner and held her hand at the table. She hadn’t even done that when they’d eaten their many meals at her apartment. It hadn’t been part of their agreement. The rules.
In fairness, Charlotte had never done any of those things with any woman.
But she’d certainly never done them with the only woman she’d ever wanted to do them with.
She wondered if that was where she should start. She didn’t have the first clue how to start a true romance with Sutton, but she thought she could figure it out. She was intelligent and resourceful.
And Sutton loved romance. Charlotte didn’t care what else might have changed in her life, Sutton Spencer adored romance. She wanted to be swept off of her feet. She was certain that instinct couldn’t have disappeared.
Not only that, but she deserved it.
She hadn’t seemed particularly receptive to romance on Monday, though, after cutting their kiss off and kicking Charlotte out, but maybe it was because Sutton hadn’t been romanced yet.
Charlotte reached for her phone and had unlocked it—Was Googling how to romance a woman at age forty after being a lifelong lesbian ridiculous? She felt like it was—when the door to her office opened again.
“Autumn, truly, I’m not interested in your sex li⁠—”
“What do you think you’re doing?”
That was decidedly not Autumn.
Charlotte froze before quickly turning in her chair to look up in surprise. “Sutton.”
Like an idiot, it was all she could say.
Sutton was here, in her office. Her hair was clipped up, she was wearing her glasses, and her hands were on her hips. She wore form-fitting jeans and a blazer, and… Charlotte could only smile at her from her seat. She’d never seen Sutton looking so casually professional. Back then, it had been very preppy outfits, and Charlotte had loved them.
This was like the amplified version.
She realized Sutton was still looking at her, waiting for a response, so she tilted her head up at her. “Excuse me?”
“You can’t just… do things like that.” Sutton’s voice was strong and sure, and Charlotte enjoyed it despite having no idea what she was referring to.
“I’m sorry, I haven’t got a clue what you’re referring to. You’ve barged into my office,” she pointed out.
She enjoyed the way Sutton seemed to pause at that, her eyebrows drawing down as she faltered for a moment as if only realizing now in this moment that she had, indeed, barged into Charlotte’s office.
It made her just a bit flustered as she wrapped her arms around her waist.
“I mean. You can’t just send hundred-dollar ‘get well’ baskets to my house, both the one from last night and this morning.”
Charlotte’s eyebrows furrowed as confusion rolled through her. “Did Lucy not enjoy them?”
She’d deliberated over them, picking the items for the food gift basket the night before to please both Sutton, with soup and vegetables and healthy juices, and Lucy, with a cupcake and a few cookies and some candies. This morning, she’d done the same with a different basket, one with tissues and Tylenol (both children’s and adult) and VapoRub as well as a soft blanket and a cute stuffed animal from a popular franchise that was apparently very hard to find as well as new knee-pads, as Lucy had enthusiastically discussed how hers were scratched so much from learning how to skateboard.
Charlotte had assumed Lucy would enjoy it all; honestly, she was out of her depth with children, but Sutton’s daughter had seemed relatively straightforward and adorable on Monday evening, enough that she’d felt comfortable with sending the gifts and certain they’d go over well.
Sutton tossed her hands in the air. “Of course she liked them! She’s six! And you sent sweets and toys! She’s enamored with you now. But you can’t do that. Would you do that for any other colleague who has a child with a cold?” Sutton challenged.
“I wouldn’t… not do it for a colleague I enjoyed who had a sick child,” Charlotte hedged around the truth they both clearly were aware of.
“Charlotte.” Sutton’s voice sounded almost pained, certainly exasperated, and tinged with so many shades of something Charlotte couldn’t identify, just in one word. Just in the way she said her name. “Please, it’s too much. And I don’t know what you’re getting at because we—we kissed, and then things got… they’ve been…”
“Ah, so you will admit it.” Charlotte leaned back in her chair, linking her fingers as they rested against her stomach, and watched Sutton’s pacing suddenly stop.
“Admit what?”
“That you’ve been acting avoidant since Monday.”
Sutton’s mouth fell open in what seemed like offense even as she blushed. “I—I have not.”
God, she was such a terrible liar. Charlotte loved it. Honestly, it delighted her.
“Sutton, I didn’t send you those gift baskets with any untoward intention,” that was the truth. She didn’t expect to get anything from sending them. “You are my…” She pursed her lips. “Did we not agree on Monday to be friendly? That’s a bit more than colleagues, kissing notwithstanding, right?” she countered.
Sutton’s lips pulled into a frown before she admitted. “I… I guess so. But⁠—”
“A kiss only has to have as much effect on our relationship as we let it.” The words coming out of her mouth sounded so familiar, they made her ache. But it was the truth. She’d just gotten Sutton back into her life. She wasn’t going to risk it all and push for another kiss or anything more now.
She slowly stood, coming to the front of her desk, only a foot in front of Sutton. She could feel those blue eyes on her, watching every move. She felt Sutton’s gaze like it was a physical touch, and she made sure to stay at least a few feet away.
Almost every instinct inside of her said to move the slightest bit forward. To move close enough that Sutton would feel that physical connection they shared. That they’d always shared, and even before the kiss on Monday, it had still been there.
She wanted to feel it herself, that buzz of awareness that swept through her whenever they were close, and she wanted Sutton to feel it, too. It was instinctive, this innate part of her that knew how much of an effect she could have and how much sway it had over both herself and Sutton.
The kiss was evidence enough of that.
But—no.
She wasn’t doing that. Charlotte was not relying on the physical with Sutton. That was what she had done before.
Charlotte had to figure out her game plan for romance now.
So she crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back to sit on the edge of her desk. “I apologize for the kiss and any other feelings it inspired throughout this past week to have caused any sort of avoidance. It wasn’t my intention when I arrived at your home on Monday.”
Also true.
Was she upset about it? Of course not. The opposite, really.
But she’d just – she’d just wanted to move things forward between them. She didn’t want to waste this opportunity of Sutton returning to her life only to have it wither into truly nothing more than a professional acquaintance.
Sutton’s eyebrows drew down, and Charlotte could really see all of the fight that had been bolstering her the whole way here drain out of her.
Her body language read as fidgety but no longer upset as she intertwined her fingers in front of her. Charlotte would count that as a win.
“I, um, accept your apology,” Sutton spoke, her voice quiet. She bit her lip, seeming unsure of her next move.
The closer Charlotte looked, the odder Sutton seemed. Her mannerism storming into the office, her fidgeting now, the flush in her cheeks.
Odd, she thought again, studying her closely.
“I’m”—Sutton cleared her throat—“sorry about avoiding you. We are adults in a working relationship, and that was not professional. I—” She closed her eyes tightly. “I’m feeling out of my depth a little bit,” she admitted, her tone so vulnerable.
And even though Charlotte wanted to reach out so badly, she kept her hands pressed against her thighs. “Sutton, would you like to get dinner with me?”
Those blue eyes opened wide, blinking incredulously at Charlotte. “Excuse me?”
“Dinner?” Charlotte suggested, a small smile on her lips, even as her hopes rose at the unexpected invitation. “I assume, since you’re here, that Lucy is with her other mother. For the night.”
“What…” Sutton seemed nonplussed, her eyebrows drawing together at Charlotte’s invitation. “What?”
“I’m not sure what.” Charlotte was already thinking of a few options. She could get them in essentially anywhere, and even though she hadn’t really tried to woo anyone in, well, ever, she knew which venues exuded romance. “Anything you’re in the mood for.”
Sutton shook her head before staring at Charlotte, eyebrows furrowed.
“I know a lovely bakery that sells lemon cakes.”
She always took notice of lemon cakes when she saw bakeries. Ever since Sutton. Even though she never ate them, it just happened. It was ingrained in her. Now it seemed it had a purpose.
Romance.
She could wipe the slate clean from that kiss and start over tonight. She could take Sutton out, and⁠—
She had what it took. The thought struck her just then, in that moment.
She knew she had what it took for Sutton to want to be with her. Charlotte wasn’t necessarily certain what it was, but she knew she had it. It had worked before, somehow, without her even trying.
“No.” Sutton started pacing again, crossing her arms and then uncrossing them. “No, Charlotte, I don’t want to have dinner tonight. That’s not why I came here.” She took a deep breath and stopped her movements, coming to stand right in front of Charlotte. Only a foot or so away, closer than Charlotte had stood to her.
Charlotte quirked her eyebrow, setting her palms behind her on the desk as she looked up at Sutton, ignoring the way her pulse sped up just a bit as she did. “Yes, you came here to yell at me about sending you a gift basket.”
“I came here because…” Sutton stared at her, that cerulean gaze seeming to turn laser-intense, and Charlotte’s heart rate jumped with it.
And then her heart rate went through the roof as Sutton’s mouth descended to hers.
She hadn’t seen it coming. Her hands flexed in surprise against the papers on her desk they had landed on, as Sutton pressed forward. She hadn’t seen it coming.
She could have never seen it coming, the way Sutton was standing above her, Charlotte’s crossed legs bracketed between Sutton’s thighs while Sutton slid her hand into Charlotte’s hair and kissed her.
The kiss was nothing like a kiss she expected from Sutton Spencer. It was not soft or hesitant or coaxing or sweet. It wasn’t romancing Charlotte.
It was devouring her.
Sutton’s lips were hot and heady and demanding on her own, moving intently as Sutton’s tongue swept into her mouth, tasting her. They wordlessly demanded Charlotte keep up with her, and in spite of her utter shock, she did.
She gasped and groaned in succession, shock and want coursing through her. One of her hands came up to clutch at Sutton’s waist, and she clenched her thighs together as the desire pulsed through her.
Only Sutton could give her that reaction, she thought dimly, as her blood rushed through her. She’d been with women in the last ten years, of course she had, but it had always been discreetly agreed-upon, quiet affairs, and somehow, the wanting reflected that. Physically, sure, she’d wanted the women. They’d always been beautiful.
But it was nothing—nothing—like the need that pumped through her right now.
Sutton backed up her body just enough to keep their mouths connected and still draw her hands down to Charlotte’s legs. Crossed as tightly as they were, when she felt Sutton’s hands on her, the long fingers burning through the thin layer of her skirt, she let them fall open.
A moan tore from the back of her throat as she felt Sutton’s fingertips on her bare knees, moving up her thighs. Charlotte’s head absolutely spun.
What was happening?
Sutton moaned against her lips in response, and Charlotte swallowed the sound, greedy for more.
Sutton’s lips fell from hers and trailed down to her neck, and Charlotte didn’t need to be urged or encouraged in the least for her head to fall back, baring as much of her throat as she could for her.
She wanted it. She wanted to feel Sutton’s lips on her skin so badly. She felt like she’d been starving for it, for years.
And she had been, she thought vaguely, digging her fingers into Sutton’s hip now before slipping under her shirt with the hand she didn’t have braced against the desk.
Charlotte had longed to touch Sutton’s soft, heated skin for as long as she hadn’t been allowed to. She had wanted to feel the way Sutton’s pink lips would press against the base of her throat in that way she did—the way she was doing now—since the last time it had happened.
She wouldn’t deny it to herself, even as confusion swirled through her.
Because…
“What is happening?” she whispered, her voice breathy and hoarse already as she stared up at the ceiling of her office.
“You drive me crazy with wanting you,” Sutton answered, her own voice so sweet and needy, sounding confused herself. “You always have, and then you kiss me, and I just—want.”
And then Sutton’s mouth was on hers again as Sutton’s hands slid Charlotte’s skirt up her thighs even farther.
For a moment, Charlotte could only think about how different Sutton was than the Sutton she’d experienced twelve years ago. The cute, stumbling, awkward graduate student would have never taken the initiative to walk into Charlotte’s office, push her down on the desk, and kiss her within an inch of her life while trailing her fingers up and down Charlotte’s thighs.
Charlotte wouldn’t have complained then, and she certainly wasn’t now.
She’d seen it in Sutton, in moments. At her grandmother’s party, in the museum. There were flickers of all Sutton wanted deep inside, in a place she herself may have not even known, glimpses of who she would become as a lover.
But she hadn’t been there just yet, then.
And it would be a lie to say that the thought didn’t echo through Charlotte’s mind: She hadn’t gotten to see this part of Sutton blossom. Someone else had.
Then Sutton’s fingers brushed over Charlotte’s underwear, and she knew even before Sutton moaned how fucking wet she was.
She couldn’t not be.
Not with Sutton’s lips on hers, tugging Charlotte’s bottom lip between them. Nibbling, then releasing, and swiping over with her tongue.
“Fuck,” she groaned as Sutton rubbed her through her underwear, even firmer.
“You drive me insane with wanting you, and you kissed me, and I— I—” Sutton whispered against Charlotte’s kiss-swollen and sensitive lips, her fingers toying with her, still, before pausing.
Waiting.
Charlotte didn’t have to be asked. She didn’t need to think twice. She didn’t need to consider that they were in her office, that there was a chance there was still straggling staffers here.
“Touch me.” The urgency in her voice slid through her veins as she dug her nails right into Sutton’s soft skin. “Touch me, Sutton.”
Sutton pulled her panties to the side, sliding her fingers over Charlotte’s entrance, and they both groaned.
Charlotte tilted her fingertips, panting against Sutton’s lips as she dragged her own fingers down into the waist of Sutton’s jeans, curling them into the material. “Touch. Me.”
She needed it. She hadn’t even known how badly she’d needed it before this moment, but she did. Desperately.
Charlotte hadn’t expected the shocked cry from her own throat and barely managed to cut herself off as Sutton slid two fingers inside of her.
Yes. This. Yes.
She found herself chanting it, “Yes, Sutton. Yes,” as Sutton started moving inside of her. Charlotte’s thighs tightened around Sutton’s as the pleasure inside of her mounted.
Sutton’s free hand slid to the back of Charlotte’s head, holding her right there, against her, as Charlotte made a concentrated effort to quiet herself. She made another concentrated effort to keep her eyes open and on Sutton, biting her lip to cut off the groans escaping her as she stared into the bright blue eyes that were so locked on her own.
She wondered if Sutton knew she didn’t have to hold Charlotte so close; she would make the effort to ensure she didn’t move away from Sutton at all.
She couldn’t help herself.
As she moved her hips, fucking herself even harder against Sutton’s hand, closer and closer to the edge, she undid Sutton’s jeans with deft fingers.
She had to touch her, too. Had to.
She moaned, loudly, unable to stop, as she felt how fucking wet Sutton was.
Sutton’s warm breath washed over Charlotte’s lips as she whimpered, and Charlotte was so close. She just— She needed⁠—
She slid her hand down, feeling how hard Sutton’s clit was, how she dripped over her fingers.
Sutton’s choked cry as she pressed herself harder into Charlotte was— It was⁠—
“Sutton, god, I’m—” It was all she could say before she felt her orgasm wash over her, the release of it stunning her into silence.
Her mouth fell open in a soundless cry. She shuddered at the pleasure coursing through her body, and she couldn’t stop. Couldn’t stop moving her hips, pressing into Sutton’s fingers, arching into the touch to draw out every sensation before Sutton gently withdrew.
Sutton whined, deep in her throat, rubbing herself against Charlotte, and she was still dazed from coming, but she managed to move her fingers against Sutton, faster, faster, and⁠—
And then Sutton froze above her, trembling, her hand fisting in Charlotte’s hair as she stared into her eyes, and Charlotte felt that look in that dark blue gaze move through her.
This moment, the way Sutton felt clenching around her fingers as her hot, erratic breaths washed over Charlotte’s lips… she’d never been so caught up in another person in her entire life. Yes, she’d been with women since Sutton, but not even the best nights she’d experienced with different women felt half as good as this hurried, intense moment with Sutton Spencer.
With every quake that rocked through Sutton’s body, Charlotte felt more and more intoxicated by her pleasure. This was it. It was everything.
When Sutton’s breath became a little more regulated, more normal, and her forehead fell into Charlotte’s shoulder, she finally was able to take a deep breath.
She slid her hand out of Sutton’s pants, settling it on her hip, as she felt Sutton’s heart racing. She knew hers was, too.
“Darling, I⁠—”
Charlotte didn’t know what she did.
But in that moment, she could feel Sutton stiffen, moments before she jerked away.
Wide, blue eyes stared at Charlotte, who was still leaning back, shamelessly, on her desk, thoroughly fucked. Even though Sutton had been the instigator, she blushed. And, damn, Charlotte adored that, even as confusion crashed down over her.
“I—” Sutton began. “Sorry, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t⁠—”
“Sutton, it’s okay.” It was more than okay⁠—
“No! It wasn’t! Not okay! Nope,” Sutton seemed to be muttering to herself more than Charlotte as she backed away, quickly zipping up her fly. “I have to go. I…” She stared, wide-eyed, at Charlotte for a long moment before turning around and fleeing.
Charlotte could only stare, her heart pounding in her chest while utter bafflement mixed with satisfaction in her mind.
What in the hell was that?



CHAPTER SIX
WHAT THE HELL had she done?
It was really all Sutton had been able to think since the previous night.
She was Sutton Spencer. She didn’t do those kinds of things! She didn’t just walk into Charlotte Thompson’s office and—and… have her way with her.
And yet she had. She’d walked right into Senator Charlotte Thompson’s office, pushed her against the desk, and fucked her. There was no other way to say it. And then—or, at the same time?—Charlotte had made her come.
It was all she was able to see in her mind’s eye. Not even just when she closed her eyes and thought about it, but constantly. The way Charlotte had moved against her, the heat in her eyes, the way she’d sounded as she’d moved against Sutton’s hand. The way she’d felt.
The way she’d made Sutton feel… No one touched her like Charlotte did. So knowingly, all confidence and no question.
God. She⁠—
“Sutton, hello?” Regan snapped her fingers in front of her eyes, jolting Sutton out of her thoughts and back into the moment.
Brunch. At the hole-in-the-wall diner down the street from where Regan and Emma lived; it was Regan’s favorite place.
Sutton rubbed a hand over her heated cheeks, shaking her head. “Sorry. I’m listening.”
And she had been. She had been listening to Regan talk about the remodel at her bakery, which was delivered in typical Regan fashion: big gestures, perfect delivery, and, typically, Sutton would have been listening without difficulty.
Regan nailed her with a critical look. “Like I don’t know when you’re zoning out.” Also in typical Regan fashion, she wasn’t offended by Sutton’s lack of focus. Instead, she was studying Sutton so closely, her dark eyes narrowed as she stared across the table…
Sutton ducked her gaze to pick at the pancakes she’d barely taken a bite of. Otherwise, and maybe even in spite of this defensive maneuver, she knew Regan would be able to read her like a book.
“Something big is going on in your head,” Regan muttered. “I clocked that when we sat down, but⁠—”
“Babe, if Sutton doesn’t want to talk about what’s going on in her life, we don’t make her,” Emma cut in as she came up behind Regan, cupping a hand on her jaw to tilt Regan’s head up, ducking down to plant a soft, quick kiss on her lips. Sutton watched as Regan so naturally moved with the touch, a warmth lighting up her face as she tugged the chair next to her out just in time for Emma to sit.
“Sorry I’m late, I just had to meet this deadline⁠—”
“For the Post article, I know.” Sutton waved Emma off, smiling in genuine happiness and relief at the sight of her. “How did it go?”
Regan shook her head, staring between the two of them. “Ohhh no.” She reached down and took Emma’s hand in hers in an easy, natural move, their fingers intertwining on the table as Regan used her other hand to point to Sutton. “Sorry, light of my life, but we all know this is one of my biggest and best skills: being able to tell when something is going on with Sutton and getting her to talk about it so that we can help with it!”
“And one of my biggest skills is making you stop,” Emma reasoned, arching an eyebrow at Regan as she tilted her head in challenge.
Regan turned to face her, mouth falling open. “I know it is, but look at her! I’ve tried to let it go for the last half hour; I really have!”
Regan gestured at Sutton, who shot them both a look even as she felt her cheeks flush. She couldn’t hide things from the people who knew every single tell she had; it just wasn’t possible.
Emma sighed at Regan, squeezing her hand as she obligingly looked across the table at Sutton. Sutton took a deep breath and met her gaze head-on. In a mere handful of seconds, Emma allowed begrudgingly, “Yeah, okay. There’s clearly something going on.”
Regan lit up, turning to face Emma and leaning in quickly to pepper her cheek with kisses. “Thank you!”
“It’s nothing,” Sutton insisted.
“It’s Charlotte,” they said in unison, Emma matter-of-factly, Regan with a Gotcha! tone to her voice.
Sutton groaned. Just the mention of her name brought back the mental images. And with the images came all her messy feelings.
There was the aching want, the alarm at her own actions—because she hadn’t intended on doing that. Not at all. But when she’d been there and overwhelmed by the feelings Charlotte’s kiss had invoked in her days earlier and Charlotte had leaned against her desk looking powerful and sexy and, ugh. Then there was the embarrassment, the guilt—because she hadn’t even asked. That definitely wasn’t like her.
“Yes, fine, it has something to do with Charlotte, but I don’t want to hear that you knew this would be a bad idea or anything like it!” she said, dragging her hands through her hair.
“I can’t believe you had sex with Charlotte Thompson! What year is it!” Regan all-but shouted, “J’accuse!”
Sutton reached out to knock away the finger Regan was using to point at her. “Enough! We aren’t— We—we’re…” God, her cheeks were burning, and she groaned as she buried her face in her hands. “I didn’t mean to. And I am not talking about it again.”
Regan absolutely cackled at that, but when Sutton looked up, Emma was looking at her in a much more muted amusement.
A minute later, when Regan managed to take a deep breath, she slid the omelette she’d ordered to Emma’s side of the table, along with the orange juice. “I got these for you,” she managed to get out through little bursts of chuckling before she looked back at Sutton. “So, if you didn’t mean to, did you slip and your fingers fell into her?”
That set her off all over again even as Sutton pursed her lips. She wouldn’t laugh. She wouldn’t.
“You assume it was fingers,” Emma murmured as she took a sip of her juice.
Regan cackled loudly, leaning heavily into Emma. And even Sutton had to crack a smile at that, amid the tumult inside of her.
“You two are the worst.”

SUTTON TOOK a deep breath when she found herself outside Charlotte’s townhouse later that afternoon.
She’d done everything she could possibly think of to keep herself busy after brunch. She’d returned to her house, folded and put away all of her and Lucy’s laundry, vacuumed the floors that didn’t need to be vacuumed, and graded the remaining two papers she had left to give back in her Victorian Literature intro course, even though the class only had handed them in two days ago. But she’d gotten very little sleep last night, so. There was that.
The entire time, she had vacillated as to what to do regarding everything with Charlotte.
Sutton hadn’t felt like she’d been on even ground since she’d seen Charlotte for the first time nearly two months ago. Just seeing Charlotte had thrown her off-kilter, which had been followed by walking on eggshells after Charlotte had asked Sutton to write her biography, as she tried not to divulge any personal information and stick to only business; there was the whirlwind of a week they’d had with the kiss, and then, last night…
If she could, she would avoid it all. If she could, she would bury herself in anything else to not think about this. And yet…
“You can do this,” she encouraged herself, trying to shake out her nerves before she rang the doorbell.
The thing was, how everything had played out between them last night was all very, very simple, when it was boiled down.
Charlotte Thompson made her burn up inside. She made Sutton ache and want and desire things that Sutton never thought she would want. Things that she didn’t want; not with anyone else, anyway. She made Sutton question her own sanity, with the things she was willing to do to be with her.
It had been like that a decade ago, when they’d been sleeping together.
Charlotte hadn’t been the one to suggest they have sex in the first place all those years ago; it had been Sutton who had shown up at Charlotte’s home, suggesting they sleep together.
It hadn’t been Charlotte who suggested they become friends with benefits in the first place; that had been Sutton, when she’d realized that Charlotte desired her in the same way Sutton wanted her.
And even though Charlotte had been the one to initiate this development in the form of that kiss, it was Sutton who had been haunted by it all week and had been behaving… abnormally.
Charlotte might have initiated a kiss, but she’d behaved like a normal human being after.
She hadn’t come to Sutton’s office unprompted and fucked Sutton against her desk. Nope, she hadn’t done that at all. It was beyond one of Sutton’s wildest fantasies…
Anyway.
Sutton just needed to face this, apologize, and move on from it like an adult. And that’s what she was going to do.
Still, her nerves fluttered in her stomach as she heard footsteps approach from the other side of the door.
And as the door was pulled open, she nearly swallowed her tongue, tangling her fingers in front of her tightly.
There was something incredibly, completely entrancing about Charlotte in her work clothes. The fitted slacks, the silk shirts, the blazers, the dresses. All of these classy, polished ensembles spoke to who she was, all she’d accomplished, her status, her power, and they did, admittedly, drive Sutton a little crazy.
But Charlotte at-home was different.
This moment was a stark reminder that Sutton hadn’t seen this side of Charlotte since they’d reconnected.
Charlotte was wearing a comfortable-looking, blue Yale sweatshirt and gray cotton shorts, with all her long, wavy, brown hair tossed into a bun. It had clearly been done up hours ago, as tendrils were now falling out.
This Charlotte did something entirely different to Sutton.
It fused with the images Sutton still had in the recesses of her brain, from the nights she would hang out with Charlotte in her apartment after work, when Charlotte would immediately change into comfy clothing.
This was what Sutton had always felt was not exactly the real Charlotte, because Charlotte at work? There was nothing more real than that, honestly. Sutton knew all too well how highly her career ranked on her list of priorities, but this at-home Charlotte was the one not many people were able to see—the vulnerable, soft, even sweet Charlotte—and being faced with her once again tripped Sutton up for a second.
God, she looked good.
“Sutton.” Charlotte’s surprise was palpable in the way she said her name, in the way her big doe eyes widened and took Sutton in. “What are you doing here?”
“Hi.” She had to clear her throat again. She tugged at her sweater before brushing her palms down her jeans. “I just— I was wondering if we could… if I could talk, about yesterday? Please?”
Both of Charlotte’s eyebrows lifted as she took in Sutton’s request, nodding slowly as she opened the door wider in invitation, a smile gracing her soft, pink lips. “Whatever you’d like. Why don’t you come in?”
Well, that was easy. Step one already done…
“Come on, I’ll take you into the sunroom off the kitchen. I think you’ll like it.” Charlotte tilted her head as she shut the door and started walking down the hallway.
Sutton could only stare around the townhouse. The floors were all beautifully polished hardwood, with large, open archways between many of the rooms. The living room they passed, the den, the dining room… she stared into them all, unable to curb her curiosity.
They were all, unsurprisingly, impeccably decorated with artwork and plants. She would bet anything Charlotte tended to the plants herself.
“Do you live here alone?” she couldn’t help but ask as they walked through the rooms and she peered in at vaulted ceilings and, well, more space than Sutton could ever imagine living in even with Lucy, let alone by herself. She’d never lived by herself, and she didn’t think she would enjoy it.
First she’d lived with her family, then with a roommate in college, then Regan, then Layla, and now Lucy. She found herself without Lucy for only two nights a week, and those were the times she had to keep herself busiest.
Charlotte shot her an amused look over her shoulder, mesmerizing waves of dark hair shifting over her shoulder. “As the woman writing my biography, what do you think?”
“Ha, ha,” she mock-laughed, even as she inwardly rolled her eyes at herself. Right. Of course, Charlotte lived here alone. Who else would be here? Sutton knew damn well Charlotte didn’t have a partner.
Then again—her stomach twisted—she didn’t know much about Charlotte’s personal or romantic life. She knew she’d publicly come out, of course, but there was nothing else about her romantic pursuits discussed in the public eye. And it hadn’t been a topic they’d delved into… yet.
Since they’d agreed to move topic-by-topic through events in Charlotte’s life, that was a subject that they could blessedly cover last. Sutton wasn’t sure she was ready to hear about it.
But she had strong reason to believe Charlotte was unattached right now, right? Charlotte had kissed her, after all. Then again, Charlotte hadn’t been the one to take things any further.
God, the idea was making the dread and anxiety clawing up inside of Sutton even more sickening.
“Caleb and Dean stay here whenever they are in the area,” Charlotte extrapolated, bringing Sutton back into the moment. She paused for a few moments. Sutton knew there was more coming with the thoughtful look on her face before Charlotte murmured, “And my grandmother, in the last couple years of her life, stayed here whenever she was in D.C.”
Sutton wondered, unbidden, at the tone of Charlotte’s voice, how lonely she was here in this big townhouse. There was nothing obvious that made her think it, though; Charlotte wasn’t giving any big signs or frowning or anything of the sort.
Unlike Sutton, Charlotte had always lived alone. She’d practically lived alone even when she’d been growing up. In a mansion with parents who were hardly ever there, her company had primarily been Caleb—until he’d gone to college when Charlotte was sixteen—and hired help.
Still, Sutton couldn’t help but empathize.
Charlotte’s loneliness had been a fleeting thought she’d had several times over the last month. She just refused to let herself dive too deeply into it. Charlotte’s life was none of her business—that is, beyond what she was sharing for her biography.
As open as Charlotte was being about facts and anecdotes, there was no way Charlotte would ever tell Sutton, in a professional capacity, that she was lonely. No fucking way. It didn’t matter how long it had been since they’d been close; she knew that hadn’t changed. Charlotte wouldn’t want to even admit that vulnerability to someone in her life, let alone the world.
But, she thought, as she looked around into the big, beautiful, well-decorated rooms… it had to be lonely sometimes. Her grandmother was no longer around to provide the support and reassurance that she’d given when Sutton knew Charlotte; back in the day, they’d had a weekly tea, a tradition that used to make Charlotte glow whenever she’d talked about it. She used to radiate with a quiet pride every time she talked about her interactions with her grandmother. Those moments couldn’t happen anymore.
And her closest friends—her only friends, back then, other than Sutton, who, well, she didn’t think she counted—were Caleb and Dean. Sutton didn’t know for certain, but she couldn’t imagine a life in the harried world of politics had allowed that to change very much.
Charlotte didn’t let anyone in, not easily. She’d discussed many times with Sutton that with the people she spent the most time with, her coworkers, she could only let in at arm’s length. She could never let herself trust them fully, because – in Charlotte’s own words – just about everyone in politics had their own agenda, and she could rarely be one-hundred percent certain as to who someone answered to.
And now, without having Caleb and Dean in D.C. as she lived here for eight months of the year, all Charlotte had were her work acquaintances and her assistants.
It must have been achingly lonely, Sutton thought again, worrying at her bottom lip as she stared at Charlotte.
Charlotte seemed entirely unaware of the odd direction Sutton’s thoughts had taken as she led them into a dreamy kitchen.
Sutton’s eyes widened at it—the unexpectedly warm colors and homey feeling, the wood and marble that mixed in a gorgeous way on the counters and the cabinets.
“This is amazing,” she blurted out, taking it in.
Charlotte turned to face her, an amused smirk on her lips. “I am not surprised you think so.” She slid long, deft fingers along the island counter as she walked by it, Sutton following the motion closely. “As you may remember, though, this kitchen sees very little action.”
“That’s a crime,” she couldn’t help but shoot back because, yes, she would love to cook in this kitchen.
Charlotte’s laugh was low and floated right over Sutton. “I thought you would think that.”
They paused here, as Charlotte turned to a very fancy coffee press—a very Charlotte thing to have. She poured herself a mug, then turned to look at Sutton over her shoulder.
“Can I get you a tea? I have, well, just about any kind you’d like.” She chuckled lightly. “I don’t often drink them, but I do have them.”
Sutton marvelled at the ease and simplicity of this moment. Of her. Because Charlotte did have this uncanny ability to act like everything was fine. Normal. Like they hadn’t had sex eighteen hours ago on Charlotte’s work desk before Sutton ran away.
Sutton had been agonizing over it, nonstop, since it had happened, and even though she was here to face her faux pas, she felt like she wanted to be sick.
Charlotte didn’t have that problem.
Then again, when did she ever? Charlotte was always in control, calm, and collected. If she wasn’t, then she at the very least knew how to put up the façade that she was. Sutton had improved on this in the last thirteen years, but she would never be a professional at it, the way Charlotte was.
This uneasiness, that was all Sutton. Sutton, who wanted Charlotte, lusted for her so strongly she made these clearly rash decisions and bad choices that held big ramifications for them both.
She blinked widely, coming back to herself at Charlotte’s expectant stare.
“No. No, thank you.” Even though a tea might be soothing, she shook her head. “I don’t intend to keep you from whatever you were doing for very long, I swear. I’ll be out of your hair soon.”
Charlotte accepted her refusal with an easy shrug before she added a splash of cream to her coffee. “You’re not in the way, Sutton. I have a relatively easy afternoon ahead of me; I was just packing for a trip.”
“Right. To New York?” she asked, though she already knew. It wasn’t like she had Charlotte’s schedule memorized; that would be difficult, given how busy it was.
But Charlotte had shared her schedule with Sutton, and Sutton, obviously, had peeked at it. She knew their typical twice-weekly meetings for the following two weeks weren’t going to happen because Charlotte had business in the city.
The smile that played on Charlotte’s lips was pleased. “Yes. I’ll be in Manhattan for a little over a week.” She sipped her coffee before gesturing around them. “Would you prefer to sit in here or out in the sunroom?”
Even though the sunroom did sound very nice and Sutton, honestly, would like to see it, she found comfort in this kitchen. “Here’s good.”
Charlotte nodded, pulling out a stool from the island, and Sutton did the same, sitting across from her.
She re-tangled her fingers in her lap, gripping tightly as the words bubbled up in her throat.
“First of all, I’m sorry. I’m really sorry.” She dug her teeth into her bottom lip, squeezing her eyes closed to push through the nerves and embarrassment. “I should never have done what I did yesterday. It was so wrong—and not just because it was unprofessional, but because I didn’t even ask or—or anything. I just—” She broke off, swallowing thickly at the thought.
“It’s all right,” Charlotte broke in, watching Sutton carefully, her soft, accepting, honey eyes trained on her face.
“It’s not all right,” she insisted, shaking her head as she switched from clasping her hands together to tightly gripping her knees, giving her something to ground herself on. “That’s not who I am.” The words fluttered out, a little desperate. It wasn’t who she was. It wasn’t. “I didn’t go there for that, I promise you, and I don’t…” She shook her head tightly, voice strained. “It was so disrespectful, to come into your office, without even an appointment or a phone call to let you know, and on top of that, I— We⁠—”
She cut herself off, hating how deeply she felt herself blush, but… she was right to say it. She had to have Charlotte understand.
“Sutton.” Charlotte’s voice was both gentle and amused, though, and not at all reflective of Sutton’s apology or the emotions racking her. She waited to speak again until Sutton took a deep breath and lifted her gaze to really look at her.
There was a small smile playing on her lips as she held Sutton’s gaze. “It is all right. Did it appear in any way that I didn’t…” She coughed slightly, before sipping her coffee, a thoughtful look on her face. “How should I say it… respond in kind, to you?”
Sutton’s breath left her on a sharp exhale as she pictured it so, so clearly. The way Charlotte had reacted to her touch, to her kiss, to everything. To how wet she was for Sutton, right away. The heat that slid through her drove her insane. She was here to apologize for that, not feel it all over again!
Then again, she wondered if she would ever have a time in physical proximity to Charlotte where she didn’t feel this zing between them. Honestly, she didn’t think that was possible.
She blew out a shaky breath before admitting, “No, you seemed to… respond.” For lack of a better word. For lack of Sutton trying very much to not think about the way Charlotte had responded.
“Exactly. And if I had told you to stop, at any point, would you have?” Charlotte questioned, lacing her fingers around her coffee cup, staring intently at Sutton as if she genuinely expected an answer.
Sutton, of course, gave it to her. Sitting up straight, appalled at even the insinuation, she nodded vigorously. “Of course! If you said the word, I swear, I would have stopped.”
Charlotte gave Sutton the slightest of grins. Victorious, almost. “Exactly. And I know you would have.”
The validation did calm Sutton somewhat. Maybe more than somewhat. The ease which Charlotte had seemed to be rubbing off on Sutton. Because of that, though, she stared, baffled, at Charlotte. “How are you so calm? After what happened? After…” She gestured widely into the air, as if trying to encompass everything that had passed between them.
“The truth is, Charlotte, I—I don’t know what to do with you. With us,” she confessed, the raw truth of it burning in her throat. The words that she hadn’t vocalized and had tried to push down and not think about for the last six weeks refused to stay hidden in the back of her mind anymore.
It was like the snap of their physical draw to one another had released this, too.
“I thought I did,” Sutton equivocated, “or I had convinced myself that I did. I thought, ‘It’s been thirteen years. There shouldn’t be anything between us that has lingered in any way, right?’ So I thought—or I made myself think?—that it could just be simple and straightforward. That we could just exist like any other two people without any history between them. I thought it should be easy to be professional with you, and that’s how I was trying to, to be.”
Her heart beat a little too fast as the words rushed out of her, stomach twisting even as a weight melting off of her, now that her inner thoughts had finally been spoken.
“But it’s not?” Charlotte quietly prompted. Her eyes were bright as she watched Sutton, unreadable, from across the counter.
Sutton couldn’t help but laugh. “Obviously not! Every time we meet, it’s hard to pretend that I don’t know anything about you. That I don’t know who Dean is, and the impact of his friendship in your career. Or that,” she paused, her breath catching in her throat, as she pushed herself to continue, “That when you tell me all of the stories about your life that I’ve never heard, I have to act like there wasn’t a time in our lives that I was desperate to hear all of this, before.” Because they hadn’t had times where they’d lain in bed for hours, just sharing all of their stories.
God, how Sutton used to wish they would. Even though they did relax together, they did cuddle, they did share, it had never quite progressed into the bigger intimacies of a real relationship.
“And somehow, I have been trying to process it from an angle like I don’t know you? Like you are Senator Thompson, and I don’t know how you were going to take your coffee when you made it just now, and—it’s so difficult.” She swallowed hard, blushing. “And then, with what happened yesterday…” She bit at her cheek at the rush of heat mixing with the memory.
“There is clearly a physical attraction between us,” she managed to get out, her voice as even as she could make it. “There always has been, and I guess time hasn’t dampened it all that much.”
“I think you’re correct about that,” Charlotte murmured, and yeah, even the tone of that voice sent the shiver along Sutton’s spine.
She pushed through it, sitting up straight and putting her hands out flat on the counter in front of her.
“I guess that’s the thing, though. That part of us was never difficult. And maybe that’s why it was so easy to, um, give in to it.” She searched Charlotte’s gaze for validation, her heart beating a little faster in her chest.
Because she’d put a lot of thought into this, and that was the conclusion she’d come to last night.
Charlotte nodded slowly, clearly turning Sutton’s words over in her mind. “I can see that. It was very easy to give in to this chemistry we have, you’re right.”
“And we can’t,” she stressed. “That would complicate everything and make it all so messy. And the truth is, after thinking about this?” She gestured between them. “All night, I’ve been thinking about where to go from here…”
She paused, taking a deep breath, and it was of all times in this entire conversation that now, Charlotte sat up at attention, gaze intent.
“Yes? Are you thinking about not working with me anymore?” Charlotte cut right to the chase.
“Maybe I should.” Sutton shook her head. Because maybe she should. That was the easiest way out of all of this. “But I don’t want that.”
“You don’t,” Charlotte echoed, surprising flashing across her face.
“I don’t,” she confirmed, a disbelieving laugh leaving her, even as the confounding feeling weaved through her. “I thought that would be the best way, logically, but the truth is, I like having you in my life,” she admitted softly. “I look forward to talking to you.”
It was damningly true. Even when she was determined to keep things professional, even when she tried to keep a distant mindset.
There was a spot in her life that Charlotte just filled. She couldn’t describe it, and it wasn’t necessarily in only the physical sense. It was simply Charlotte. There was a magnetism she had, that she had always had, that gave this sense of excitement just being in her atmosphere.
Sutton tucked her hair behind her ears. “I think being friends with you, true friends, can work? Maybe? If you still think so, even after yesterday?”
Charlotte was quiet for a moment. She sipped her coffee again before she slowly set it down. Sutton waited on pins and needles. Yes, they’d discussed this before. The idea of being friendly, even earlier this week.
But Sutton hadn’t been in the right frame of mind for that. She had still been trying to deny their spark, deny everything about them that made them who they were.
“And I know we sort of agreed to this, earlier this week. To be… friend-like. I know,” she rushed to say. “But after yesterday, I think we just need to have it all on the table. Our attraction is out there and acknowledged, and I don’t think we can just reach back in time and grab the friendship we had been developing before we became… more,” she settled on, rolling her eyes at herself, worrying again at her lip as she tried to figure out what the hell she was trying to say. “It’s just, maybe we can skip past where we’ve been. Maybe we can be done with all of that—the stiltedness or acting like we aren’t comfortable around each other or anything like that.”
“So, to be clear, you don’t think we should keep things friendly. And you are not quitting. And you would, in fact, like to jump into a true friendship. Because you are, in fact, comfortable around me,” Charlotte surmised, her recap sounding a lot more concise and simple than Sutton’s ramble had.
She drummed her fingers once on the countertop before nodding sharply. “I, uh, yes. That’s what I’m saying. If that’s something you want?”
A whole other set of nerves set in as she waited for Charlotte’s response.
Charlotte sat up straight with a smile Sutton wasn’t entirely familiar with. It seemed satisfied, almost? Just verging on giddy?
She didn’t quite understand, and it sent both a rush of pleasure through her at having caused it, along with a little caution that skittered down her spine. Why did Charlotte react in this way?
Charlotte shook her head slightly, the smile toning down a bit. “Sutton Spencer, I would be delighted to be your friend.”
Sutton slumped against the counter in relief. “Oh, thank god.”
“Did you think I would disagree? I don’t think I have been the one who has been against us being friends,” Charlotte teased, a lightness in her eyes that… honestly? It was nice to see and just be able to relax into it.
Somehow, despite their uneasy footing, despite Sutton’s attraction getting the best of her yesterday, this… felt easy?
“You’re right.” She rolled her eyes back. “But it’s only because you throw me off-balance! I don’t know anyone like you, and I’ve definitely never experienced our relationship before. So, excuse me for having an adjustment period.”
“I can excuse it,” Charlotte allowed after pretending to deliberate for a moment.
“Thank god,” she deadpanned and let herself enjoy Charlotte’s quiet laugh for a few seconds before she cleared her throat. “Should I let you get back to packing?” She gestured vaguely behind her.
Charlotte frowned. “I mean, if you have something to do, then sure. But if you’d like to stay, my flight isn’t until ten tomorrow morning, and I have nothing on my agenda today, for once.”
Sutton sat with the invitation for a second, debating.
On one hand, yesterday she had fucked Charlotte, without warning and unprompted, because she’d been overcome with how much she just wanted her, and something told her to be cautious of spending time alone with her now. Maybe it was a good thing Charlotte was leaving for two weeks; they could get their bearings and start on this new foot in a couple of weeks.
On the other hand, she felt at ease with Charlotte for the first time in over a decade. And she loved this kitchen. “I don’t really have anything else to do for the evening either,” Sutton decided. “I think I would love some tea.”
That same smile from moments ago slid over Charlotte’s face, bright and blinding. “Perfect. And how do you feel about Indian for dinner?”
Sutton blinked in surprise. It had been such an easy suggestion from Charlotte, she hardly followed, but, “I—sure, yeah, that sounds good.”
Charlotte reached out and squeezed her hand. Just once, and the contact was warm. Comforting. It only left Sutton feeling a little bit warmer, like her hand only tingled a little bit… manageably so.
It made her feel like acknowledging this was the right idea.
Wait—
“Um, just to check, before we… you’re not dating anyone right now, are you?” she blurted out, the thought from earlier, about how she didn’t truly know anything about Charlotte’s romantic life, returning unbidden. She needed to make sure she hadn’t stepped in the middle of anything with her actions yesterday.
Charlotte’s eyebrows winged up. “Excuse me?”
“I just mean—you never have mentioned, and I know you’re obviously publicly out, so maybe you do, but we just weren’t in a place to discuss it?” God, she could feel her cheeks burning, even as she grimaced at herself, but she couldn’t help it.
Charlotte laughed quietly, giving Sutton a fond look. “No, I am not dating anyone at the moment.”
That was the biggest relief. Maybe too big, but Sutton was not giving that too much thought at the moment. No.
“Are you?” Charlotte turned on her.
“You think I would—with you—when I was dating someone?!”
“Perhaps you found me simply too alluring to control yourself, Sutton. How am I to know?” Charlotte clearly teased, and Sutton?
Well, she almost wanted to continue to be offended, but all she could do was laugh.
Yes. This was the right decision.



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
	Develop real friendship—off with a bang, if she said so herself!—while figuring out how her life fit together with Sutton’s, now, as adults. Beyond sizzling attraction and lovely conversation. 

	Figure out how to romance Sutton and make her see how much she wanted her, in every way. 

	Sweep Sutton Spencer off of her feet. 



CHARLOTTE REALLY DIDN’T KNOW what to expect from friendship with Sutton.
Caleb and Dean were the only two people she considered her friends. One was her brother while the other was her brother-in-law, so she didn’t necessarily feel like they counted, if she was being honest with herself.
And maybe it should have alarmed her that she found herself on her fourth decade on this earth, still feeling like the concept of making a real friend was foreign to her. When she thought about it in those terms, it did seem rather concerning.
But it had never bothered her before.
Sutton herself was the only friend, barring Caleb and Dean, that she’d ever had that she’d thought was worth keeping.
All she really knew was that sitting in her townhouse with Sutton, letting Sutton explore her kitchen and then exclaim over her sunroom before lounging on a chaise and just… existing with her, was the best weekend Charlotte had had in years. Sutton had stayed for over two hours while Charlotte neglected packing and prepping for her upcoming trip.
And honestly, she didn’t give a shit; she could handle the meetings with less prep.
She’d been extremely reluctant to say goodbye to Sutton after dinner, given that she was about to leave D.C. for over a week.
“Thank you again for dinner,” Sutton had said as she’d lingered by the door. “I’d never even heard of that Indian place!”
Charlotte smiled indulgently; her cheeks were almost sore from the amount of real smiling she’d done at Sutton tonight. It was such an instinctive thing; looking at Sutton like this—in Charlotte’s home, comfortable, bright-eyed, talking about her work and Lucy and, just, life, that wonderfully husky laugh falling from soft lips—it just made Charlotte… happy.
“Maya, one of my assistants, she orders from there all of the time,” she had said.
Sutton’s slow smile was nearly lethal, the way it cut through Charlotte. Sutton had such a sweet, soft smile, but there was an edge to her that Charlotte saw—maybe she was the only one who did—as Sutton mocked, “Oh, one of my assistants.”
Charlotte’s mouth fell open. “She is! What would you like me to call her?”
Sutton merely laughed, leaning back against the door as she regarded Charlotte. “Nothing. I want you to call her what she is. I just…” She fiddled with the ends of her jacket sleeves. “It’s sometimes crazy,” she confessed.
Charlotte knew she must have looked as wanting and confused as she felt inside as she asked, “What is?”
“This.” Sutton gestured around them. “All of this. I just… you… you really did it,” she said softly. “Everything you planned. Everything you wanted.”
The words were admiring and encouraging and warm, but as Charlotte stared at Sutton getting ready to leave, they landed hollowly inside of her, in a void of longing and wanting that Sutton’s company alone could fill. “Not everything,” she murmured, the words slipping out, echoing with that longing that hit so strongly.
Sutton rolled her lips before she smiled, a little teasing. “Right. Here comes Ms. President.”
Charlotte exhaled quickly, amusement and disappointment wrapping together in a confusing bundle in her stomach as she smiled. “Right. Yes.”
“Let me know if you hear anything before I do from the publisher? I can get started writing the next bit or editing through their suggestions,” Sutton offered as she hesitated at the door, her hand on the knob but not quite twisting.
And Charlotte—it was so ridiculous, especially considering she herself was on a flight in the morning, but she didn’t want Sutton to go. She liked Sutton in her house. She liked the way the house felt warmer with her. She liked the way she felt with Sutton; she liked the way life felt with Sutton.
But. They were friends. That was what was happening now. And if a friendship was what she could have with Sutton, a friendship was what she’d take.
“I’ll let you know,” she promised. “And,” she added, as Sutton started opening to door, “I’ll text you anyway. As friends do.”
A grin pulled at her lips, especially as Sutton slowly smiled back.
“Right. Good, then.” Sutton stood in the open doorway, lingering as if unsure how to say goodbye for several seconds. She nodded to herself minutely and leaned in. Surprise slid through Charlotte as well as a light flutter in her stomach, even as Sutton wrapped her arms around her.
It was a quick, brief squeeze, friendly, but Charlotte leaned into it anyway.
“Have a good trip. Um. Effect change.”
Charlotte laughed, bright and easy, so brought about by Sutton. “Will do.”
And so what if she watched Sutton leave, the way she walked down the walkway, breathing a little sigh that no one else had ever made her feel?
It was all in the name of… friendship.

SHE HADN’T KNOWN that friendship with Sutton would mean such frequent texting, not that she was complaining about it.
CHARLOTTE—11:31 A.M.

 

Texting a friend, as one does, to inform her of a safe flight. On my way to effect change. What are you up to this Sunday? 

SUTTON—11:47 A.M.
 
Lunch with Regan and Emma soon. Preparing the digital quiz for my lit class tomorrow morning. What change, exactly, are you going to effect on a Sunday afternoon? 
CHARLOTTE—11:48 A.M.

 

World hunger on the agenda today 

 

Honestly, I have a dinner with Senator Gotts and a few House reps. Very light. Until tomorrow. 

SUTTON—11:49 A.M.
 
Ah, Gotts. Or, as my brother likes to call him— Always Gotts A Problem 
CHARLOTTE—11:49 A.M.

 

Ha, well, Oliver is correct. Nigel and I get along, but he is absolutely draining 

SUTTON—11:51 A.M.
 
You remembered it was Oliver? 
 
Jesus, I didn’t even think—he’s the governor now, I’m sure you two have run into each other at some point. Stupid of me. 
 
Or, just, you are obviously aware of political events 
CHARLOTTE—11:52 A.M.

 

You are never stupid. Yes, he and I have been at the same events on occasion. 

 

But I would have remembered anyway. 

SUTTON—11:56 A.M.
 
You are just that good. Color me entirely surprised 
They talked about Charlotte’s work.
CHARLOTTE—10:11 P.M.

 

Sorry, it took me so long to respond. I’ve been in a meeting for the last four hours and I’m so frustrated about the state of this upcoming bill 

 

But I quite enjoyed the tale of Lucy angling for a dog. I’m shocked it hasn’t worked yet, if I’m being honest… 

SUTTON—10:13 P.M.
 
Fine, I do love dogs! But a dog is a responsibility and I want her to be prepared for that. My parents did that for us, and it worked 
 
But enough about that. Tell me about what you’re working on. The bill regarding gun control? 
CHARLOTTE—10:14 P.M.

 

Yes. I’m doing a spot on CNN about it, and the fucking POLITICS of it all is revolting. Coming from a career politician such as myself, it should tell you everything you need to know 

SUTTON—10:15 P.M.
 
It does tell me all I need to know. But I also know you, and I know that you will find a way. You always do. Want to write out, here, what your talking points are? 
CHARLOTTE—10:16 P.M.

 

I’d honestly love to, but I also know that you are more than likely going to go to sleep soon and I don’t want to keep you up to hear me rant and/or work out politics talk 

SUTTON—10:17 P.M.
 
It’s important and you are very attention grabbing; one of the only reasons CNN is bearable sometimes tbh 
– About Sutton’s work⁠—
SUTTON—1:17 P.M.
 
I’m not positive, but I think one of my students wrote a paper using you as a queer role model, comparing you to Sappho 
 
{Attached image} 
CHARLOTTE—1:34 P.M.

 

What can I say? Sappho is likely my direct ancestor. You should tell this student of yours that you know me. Earn some true respect 

SUTTON—1:35 P.M.
 
Oh, so you think I have to name-drop you to earn respect from my students? Then again, if you came into my gender and sexuality in literature class, I’m sure you alone would leave a string of hearts behind 
CHARLOTTE—1:35 P.M.

 

Not at all, but I thought it might be more comfortable for you to have your students stargazing at me rather than at you. I’m sure you already have their little sapphic hearts laying at your door 

SUTTON—1:36 P.M.
 
Ha-ha 
 
It has only happened one time. 
CHARLOTTE—1:37 P.M.

 

I am genuinely shocked by that 

 

Please, do tell 

They talked about Lucy… well, a lot about Lucy, and it wasn’t all that shocking. She was Sutton’s pride and joy, and Charlotte knew Sutton well enough to know that would be the case even before meeting Lucy over dinner.
CHARLOTTE—4:41 P.M.

 

Got the edits in—I can send them over if you want to have a look whenever you’re not busy 

SUTTON—4:44 P.M.
 
I’m sitting in the parents’ section for karate class, watching a group of 5- to 8-year-olds try to break a board with their hands. Please send it to me now 
CHARLOTTE—4:45 P.M.

 

I’m very tempted to not send it to you now because I personally find the idea of watching children break wooden boards with their hands fascinating 

SUTTON—4:45 P.M.
 
With the giggling and screaming and fits of running around, you would need at least eight ibuprofen to make it through the hour, Charlotte Thompson 
CHARLOTTE—4:46 P.M.

 

I’m moderately insulted, yet still agreeable with your conclusion. However, please don’t pretend that you don’t love watching Lucy run around during these little classes 

SUTTON—4:47 P.M.
 
Fine, I won’t. She’s having an amazing time, wearing her yellow belt. It gets all of her energy out, she’s thrilled. She just lost a tooth last night, she’s going to FaceTime Alex later to tell her about her new rank. And she’s just so adorable 
CHARLOTTE—4:48 P.M.

 

Ah, see? I knew you loved it. I didn’t realize she got her yellow belt; that’s exciting. She talked about that at dinner the other week. I’m sure your sister will be thrilled. The only person to this day who has ever manhandled me 

SUTTON—4:48 P.M.
 
Oh my god, I totally forgot about that. I’m still SO sorry 
CHARLOTTE—4:51 P.M.

 

Don’t be, it was quite the experience. I bet she’s very proud of your little karate kid 

SUTTON—4:53 P.M.
 
She certainly is. She makes a point to come to every meet, if she can. And Lucy loves telling her karate friends all about her professional fighter aunt. She believes it is extremely impressive 
CHARLOTTE—4:54 P.M.

 

I believe Lucy is correct; someone who is able to flip a person 4x their size is very impressive. Oh, tell Lucy congratulations from me, if she remembers me from dinner 

SUTTON—4:59 P.M.
 
IF she remembers you… you have been on the TV. Much like my daughter is swayed by Alex beating people up into thinking she’s cool, you being ON THE TELEVISION is even more so. She has talked about you several times 
 
She is very pleased that you said congrats and she’d like to show you her belt 
 
(attached image) 
They talked about Autumn and Maya’s continued affair, which had turned into a bit more…
CHARLOTTE—8:03 A.M.

 

They arrived in the same cab today. THE SAME CAB. It’s as if they now want to broadcast it for all the world to see. Discretion be damned. 

SUTTON—8:05 A.M.
 
lol. It’s a cab! Were they clothed coming out of it? Not fixing lipstick or skewed clothing? 
CHARLOTTE—8:05 A.M.

 

No, they were perfectly put together. Who do you think I’m hiring to work for me? A lawsuit on hold? 

SUTTON—8:06 A.M.
 
I expect no less from you. But my point is—maybe they got breakfast together. Maybe they are staying at the same hotel. Maybe they wanted to catch up before work to reconcile the demands from their very busy boss 
CHARLOTTE—8:06 A.M.

 

We are talking about two women who barely ever say two nice sentences to one another, Sutton. And for the last year have done so very infrequently. They spent the night together! And they aren’t pretending that they didn’t! 

SUTTON—8:07 A.M.
 
How do you know, then? Are they acting any differently now? Exchanging a nice word? 
CHARLOTTE—8:11 A.M.

 

Fine, no, they are not. Maya just informed Autumn under her breath while not looking at her that her handwritten agendas are redundant when she has the same notes copied into digital planners. And Autumn murmured that she’d like Maya to kindly mind her own fucking business 

SUTTON—8:12 A.M.
 
… why, out of the many applicants you surely had, did you choose two women who do not like one another to be the ones constantly in each other’s proximity? 
CHARLOTTE—8:12 A.M.

 

I appreciate the energy it brings to the room. They always keep one another on each other’s toes and, as a result, keep me on mine 

SUTTON—8:15 A.M.
 
Of course you did it on purpose… of course YOU did 
 
Why are they sleeping together if they can’t stand one another? I can’t wrap my mind around it 
CHARLOTTE—8:29 A.M.

 

I don’t find it shocking that it’s not something you can relate to 

SUTTON—8:29 A.M.
 
I’m feeling a little insulted, I think? 
CHARLOTTE—8:32 A.M.

 

It’s not an insult; I was merely stating it as a fact. Autumn and Maya are running on this… pure energy. Maybe these little personal details about one another are annoying, but the reason they still work for me isn’t because they couldn’t find another job; it’s because they like this energy just as much. They love being kept on their toes. Neither of them want easy—or, maybe if they do WANT it, it’s not something that will make them happy right now 

SUTTON—8:36 A.M.
 
Well, color me crazy, but I think that deep down, everyone wants the easy kind of love 
CHARLOTTE—8:38 A.M.

 

Both of them are career-driven, and they love this world. They want a little zing back and forth. And honestly, that probably does give them some kind of ease, that they are on each other’s level in so many ways. But that’s what they are thriving on. And so I suppose, in a way, I manufactured this. 

SUTTON—8:39 A.M.
 
I like a zing 
CHARLOTTE—8:50 A.M.

 

You do 

 

But the zing you want is pleasant. You don’t want the flirting that begins in barbs, a romance where you are in competition, where everything is a battle. You want a zing where a woman (or man, I suppose), smiles at you and flirts with you and jokes with you, but it’s never harsh or too mean 

SUTTON—8:53 A.M.
 
What I’m gathering here is that you are calling me soft? 
CHARLOTTE—8:54 A.M.

 

I am, yes. But don’t mistake it for me calling you weak. What you are looking for and what you give is honesty and softness and truth. Autumn and Maya have a zing that is comfortable for their lifestyle and the walls they both have around what is comfortable for them. The zing you crave and the one people find in you is vulnerability. And that is a far more difficult energy to both give and receive 

CHARLOTTE—10:11 A.M.

 

I’m sorry if I overstepped in saying those things. I truly didn’t mean anything negatively; very much the opposite 

SUTTON—10:18 A.M.
 
No, you didn’t overstep. I guess… I just wasn’t ready for so much insight into, well, me. And then my 9 a.m. course started, so… 
 
Anyway. Maybe Autumn and Maya are going to end up having the soft zing. You never know 
CHARLOTTE—10:25 A.M.

 

Autumn just informed Maya that she can’t have a sip out of her water bottle even though we’re stuck in traffic with no end in sight for at least an hour and gave Maya a look as if she’d asked to cut her arm off. I think their soft feelings are safe 


CHARLOTTE HADN’T EXPECTED the commentary she received from Caleb, though she should have. That was on her.
“Who are you texting?” Caleb asked as she answered Sutton’s latest message before setting her phone face down on her lap. Her brother’s tone implied he already knew damn well who she was texting.
Charlotte ate another bite of her pasta rather than dignify him with an answer.
“Work,” Dean surmised easily, shooting Caleb a look like he was crazy. “If it’s an ongoing back-and-forth, it’s always work.”
Caleb rested his hand on his husband’s, tapping his finger against the back of Dean’s hand as he stared at Charlotte with unconcealed glee. “No. It’s Sutton.”
Even as her phone vibrated with what was sure to be Sutton’s response to her last message, Charlotte resisted the need to check it, even though it went against everything she’d felt in the last couple of weeks.
Charlotte had never been much of an ongoing texter. Who would she do that with? There was no one outside of work that she found it imperative to talk to every day, let alone multiple times a day.
But, god, if she said she didn’t eat up every word Sutton said, that her heart didn’t flutter with excitement every time she got a message signaling that Sutton wanted to talk to her, she would be quite the liar.
Still, if something hadn’t changed in… ever, it was that she didn’t want to deal with Caleb’s needling.
She narrowed her eyes at him. “And what makes you so sure?”
“Every time we’ve seen you, you’re texting,” Caleb pointed out. “And not for work. Not serious-face Charlotte. It’s more like smitten-kitten Charlotte.”
The look she gave him for referring to her as a smitten kitten was absolutely murderous.
Dean nodded slowly. “Huh. He’s right. I hadn’t even realized, but you are always looking a little flushed. Happier, maybe?” He tilted his head at her from across the table.
She definitely flushed under his gaze at that comment.
“Sutton and I,” she spoke slowly, enunciating every syllable as she pointed her fork at both of the men in her life, “are friends.”
“Right, just like you two were friends the last time this happened,” Caleb nodded sagely—not to mention annoyingly.
Her phone buzzed again, and she set her jaw in determination not to follow her twitching fingers’ lead and check it.
She’d been telling herself that they were friends for the last two weeks. She had to think about it in those terms: Sutton wanted a friendship with her, and that was it.
Still, with the looks of both Dean and Caleb digging into her, she snapped. “What is it you want me to say? Do you want me to say that it’s Sutton for me, it’s only ever been Sutton, and I can’t imagine how it ever won’t be? Do you want me to say that I’ve spent the last thirteen years with this wanting inside, with this wondering what could have been if only I’d made a different decision? That every time we text, I feel both elated and insane, because how have those feelings not gone away? Fine, there, I said it.”
She settled roughly back in her chair, crossing her arms over her stomach as both her brother and friend stared at her in shock. She felt both immensely pleased at causing the shock and frustrated with herself for voicing the thoughts she was still working through.
Caleb’s mouth opened, then closed, before he cleared his throat. “I mean… yeah. I guess I wanted you to say that?” He slid his gaze toward Dean, whose eyebrows were near his hairline.
“I never thought we would actually hear it,” Dean finished for them both.
Charlotte took in a deep breath before slowly blowing it out and sitting upright, straightening her shoulders. “Well. Now, you have.”
“Charlotte, if that’s how you feel, then…” Caleb gave her a softly encouraging look.
“Then what?” she challenged, arching an eyebrow at him. “Tell her? When she’s made it clear that she isn’t ready for more?”
It was something she was struggling with, being incredibly thrilled that she was getting this chance to become closer to Sutton while also knowing full well that she was only going to be falling for Sutton even harder.
Clearly, Sutton was attracted to her—the knowledge gave Charlotte a visceral satisfaction that throbbed through her whole body—but emotionally, Sutton didn’t seem to want her. It was an irony Charlotte was becoming very familiar with: Back when Sutton had wanted Charlotte in every way, Charlotte wasn’t emotionally equipped to manage it, and now that she was—or at least, she thought she was—Sutton didn’t want it with her.
And that was an entire thing in and of itself, Charlotte believing she was ready for a real adult relationship with Sutton. She’d never really done it, so how would she know? How would Charlotte know if she was ready?
She thought this friendship angle might be smart, to test the waters, so to speak, and move at a pace Sutton was comfortable with, while also seeing her own limits. She had to know how their lives could truly fit together before getting ahead of herself.
Because the last thing she wanted was to have more with Sutton and realize she was wrong. She couldn’t break Sutton’s heart again; she wouldn’t.

SHE DIDN’T EXPECT the Welcome Back! basket Sutton brought to her when they met up for the first time once she was back in D.C.
She looked down at the basket in her hands, eyebrows lifting in surprise, before moving her gaze back up to Sutton. “You know I was only gone for less than two weeks, right?”
Sutton’s cheeks colored slightly as she coughed into her hand. “I—yes. Obviously. But I took to making these for Regan and Emma whenever they left to go somewhere longer than a few days because Lucy finds it really fun, so… it just… happened.” Brilliant blue eyes shut tightly as Sutton shook her head. “Actually, it was silly. Here, I’ll take it back.”
Charlotte hugged her arms securely around the basket, holding it closer to her as she arched a sharp eyebrow up at Sutton. “You can’t take this back; it’s my basket now.”
She led them to sit on the couch, combing through the items in said basket.
“It’s just some little knickknacks,” Sutton explained, clearly a little embarrassed as she settled in next to Charlotte and watched her look through the items. “Lucy decorated that little Christmas ornament.”
Charlotte picked up the rather messily painted bulb, though there were admittedly charming hearts distinguishable on it, as her lips tugged into a grin. “Thank her for me, please.”
She reveled in Sutton’s quiet little smile before turning back to the basket.
“Chocolate chip cookies,” Charlotte commented, excitement moving through her as she lifted the container up. “Homemade?”
Sutton looked at her as through she were utterly crazy. “Of course. Don’t insult me.”
Charlotte cupped her hands around the Tupperware. “If these are the cookies I’m remembering, I really enjoyed the sea salt in them.”
“They are,” Sutton was quick to say before she cleared her throat. “I know you didn’t love desserts. Not as much as I do, anyway.” Sutton’s voice was so soft that it made everything inside of Charlotte yearn to match its mellow cadence.
She couldn’t believe Sutton remembered that. She’d only made the cookies twice in their tenure together, and Charlotte, as someone who didn’t overtly love sweets, had picked at them. Mostly, she’d eaten one the first time Sutton sheepishly handed a couple over because she just didn’t want to cause any frowns on Sutton’s gorgeous face. Her actual enjoyment of the dessert had been a delightful surprise.
But Sutton had remembered?
God, she knew they were only friends, but it meant so much in her solitary heart that she wasn’t the only one with all of the memories they’d made still so vivid.
“Thank you, darling.”
The endearment slipped out before Charlotte could even realize she’d said anything, and everything inside of her froze—too much, too fast—as she slid her gaze to Sutton, waiting to see how she’d react.
Sutton’s posture was rigid for a few moments, her face looking shell-shocked before she recovered. “Um, you’re welcome.” She quickly reached into her bag and cleared her throat. “I—actually, did you look over the email I sent you?”

CHARLOTTE most definitely didn’t expect what happened to her the following Thursday night, when Sutton called her for the first time.
Excitement shot through her when she saw Charlotte’s name on her caller ID; it was just after five, and she’d been working since quarter past six this morning. To say Sutton would be the most welcome surprise would be the world’s biggest understatement.
“Well, hello, stranger,” she answered the phone.
“Hi,” Sutton’s slightly breathless reply came. “Sorry, I’m just managing a ton of th—Luce, if you jump on that couch one more time, your Halloween candy will be meeting the trash.”
“Sorry, Mama!” came the faint reply. After dinner with her, and a video Sutton had sent, Charlotte could recognize her voice.
“Is this a bad time? You did call me,” she reminded Sutton with an endeared laugh.
Sutton chuckled back. “Right, I did. I just wanted to make sure we were still on for this weekend? Since we have the notes back from the editor and everything.”
“Yes,” she replied, wondering if she’d spoken too fast to sound natural, but in the past two months, she hadn’t canceled on Sutton once. Truthfully, she only would if there was a literal national emergency. “Of course.”
“I just wasn’t sure because I know you’ve been so busy this week; I mean, you worked until nine yesterday,” Sutton’s reply came with gentle reproach. “That can’t be healthy.”
“Ah, but who am I, if not dedicated?”
Sutton let out a begrudging laugh. “Fine, this is very true.”
Charlotte looked down at her watch before frowning. “Not that I don’t enjoy a phone call from you”—she really, really did—“but weren’t you going to attend your coworker’s engagement party this evening?”
“Your mind is really a steel trap.”
“It’s my finest quality.”
“One of them.” Sutton seemed to catch herself, if the sharp intake of breath was anything to go by, and Charlotte smiled as pleasure swept through her. “I mean, you have many wonderful qualities, and so you should never just have to pick one, but… your mind is a good one.”
God, she wanted to pursue this. She wanted to tease and banter and flirt. So, so badly.
She swallowed a handful of remarks that wanted to escape, though, only letting out a little laugh. “I will use that as my next campaign slogan.”
“Ha,” Sutton breathed before clearing her throat. “I was going to go to go. It’s just… I wound up not having anyone to watch Lucy tonight. I had a really great girl before, but she moved, and Regan and Emma are on their trip.”
“Oh, right, the France vacation.”
“Exactly.” There was a frustration marring Sutton’s tone, along with a tinge of disappointment, and Charlotte found herself saying the words before she even realized it.
“I can do it.”
There was a resounding silence as both Charlotte and Sutton took in what she said. Then Sutton cautiously asked, “Um… do what, exactly?”
What in the hell was she offering? Charlotte’s heart pounded in uncertainty even as she spoke again. “I…” She cleared her throat and nodded at herself as she sat up straight in her chair before speaking again. “I can watch Lucy for you tonight.”
Charlotte stared across her empty office, chewing at the inside of her lip for a moment before she caught herself and made herself stop.
She and Sutton were friends.
Lucy was Sutton’s child.
She had to spend more time with her, especially if they were going to see one another more frequently.
Charlotte had gone toe to toe with some of the biggest names in politics, on camera and on national news. How hard could this be in comparison?
“Sutton?” she prompted after thirty seconds had passed with no sound on the other end of the line.
Sutton cleared her throat. “I—sorry… did you just offer to watch my daughter?”
“Yes.” She sat up straight at her desk, nodding and allowing the words she spoke to strengthen her tone and conviction. “Yes, I did. What time did you need to leave by?”
“Um. Well. I, um, I mean, if you’re… serious? I should leave within the hour, but you don’t have to.”
“I’m serious,” she confirmed, drawing in a deep breath. “I’ll be there as soon as possible. Go, get ready.”
By the time she arrived, it was forty minutes later, and she’d mostly calmed her nerves—which, she shouldn’t have had any. Lucy was six, and Charlotte had had a good time with her when they’d had dinner. Granted, she’d felt a little out of her depth, in a very unfamiliar way, but… taking care of her for one night should be fine. Completely and totally fine.
She readjusted the grip she had on the bag in her hand; she’d sent Autumn to the closest mall on an emergency trip as she’d finished up her loose ends in the office, texting her a shopping list she’d received from Caleb. In a conversation that she’d wished she could have had with Dean, who hadn’t
answered her.
“What was that game Ricky is obsessed with?” she’d demanded as soon as her brother picked up the phone, referencing their brother William’s son. He had three, but Ricky was the one closest to Lucy’s age. “The one you played with him for hours the last time he stayed with you for the weekend?”
“Uhhhh… Mario Kart?” Caleb’s obviously confused answer came only seconds later.
Right. Charlotte quickly texted that, along with her other ideas, to Autumn. Who’d immediately responded with⁠—
AUTUMN ALTON—5:26 P.M.
 
For what game system? 
“What game system?” she’d asked next. How many were there? Charlotte had literally never played a video game. Not once in forty years.
“…the Switch?”
She’d texted that to Autumn as well, hoping to god she knew whatever the fuck it was and how to get it quickly.
“Thanks.”
“Yeah, sure. But, why?” Her brother’s bewilderment was all over his tone.
She balked for a moment before clearing her throat and straightening her shoulders. “I’m babysitting tonight.”
There was a resounding silence before his bark of laughter came so loudly through the phone, she winced at the strength. “Christ, Caleb, I have eardrums.”
The laughter continued. “You—did you just say… you’re babysitting?!”
She huffed out a breath. “And?”
“And you’re babysitting,” he stated before laughing again.
“You know, we have an equal amount of nephews,” she pointed out.
“Right, and when is the last time you hung out with them one on one, in a setting that didn’t include William or Claire or taking them out to lunch or shopping or to the movies?”
Fine. He was right. And even those sorts of hangouts happened infrequently. Charlotte hadn’t stayed for extended periods of time in their hometown since she’d moved away for college over twenty years ago. She went back maybe once a year now, to see William and his children, and they came to D.C. about the same amount of times to see her. For other holidays, she sent gifts, either ones William told her to get or whatever was the latest and coolest toy for that year.
Charlotte hadn’t really spent time with a human under college age since she’d been that age. Even when she took William’s boys, it was never one-on-one; she always took them all, and they often amused themselves while they were out and about, with bouts of conversation or questions for her every so often.
It always went well, but this was different.
Still, she scowled in frustration. “I can entertain a six-year-old, Caleb.”
“Uh-huh, and that’s why you’re calling me, desperate for a gaming system.”
“I’m going to hang up now.”
“God, you have it so bad!” Caleb shouted through the line as she hung up. “This is disgus⁠—”
CALEB—5:28 P.M.
 
disgustingly cute, was what I was saying! 
With another deep breath, Charlotte knocked on Sutton’s door. She only had to wait for a second before the door opened. It was so quick, she startled at it and then stared at Sutton.
Wearing a form-fitting blue dress, her hair, which just brushed her shoulders now, was down and pin-straight and shiny. She’d already done her makeup—a light, subtle hand—and Charlotte’s heart actually skipped a beat in her chest.
“Wow,” she breathed, regaining her ability to smile and pouring her charm into it. “You look… incredible. Are you certain this isn’t your engagement party?”
Sutton laughed, shaking her head. “Ha-ha. I have nights out like this so rarely, I figure I should take advantage when I can.” She stood back and gestured for Charlotte to come in quickly. “Come on, it’s getting chilly out.”
Charlotte walked through the threshold into the welcoming front hallway of Sutton’s home for the second time. The hardwood floors shined and seemed so welcoming; the house itself was warm but not stifling. She wasn’t surprised at all by the inviting, peach-colored walls that led down to the living and dining area; it felt like a home. Pictures hung on the walls everywhere: pictures of Sutton and Lucy; Emma and Regan; Lucy, Sutton, Emma, and Regan in any combination; handfuls with Sutton’s parents mixed in; her siblings, who Charlotte presumed were their children… It was charming and cozy, and it was so Sutton.
“Are you sure you want to do this?” Sutton asked.
Charlotte arched an eyebrow at her. “To confirm yet again, after the text you have already sent me… Yes. I do.”
Sutton tangled her fingers in front of her, studying Charlotte before she shrugged loftily. “Okay. I just—I don’t want you to feel like you have to.”
“I would never watch a child out of obligation.” The words slipped out of her mouth quickly, but, well, they were true.
Sutton laughed, the apprehension disappearing from her face with it. “That’s a good point.”
“Who was supposed to be watching her tonight?” Charlotte couldn’t help but ask. She knew that Sutton knew Emma, Regan, and her other babysitter wouldn’t be available, and she must have had other arrangements.
“It was supposed to be Arianne, Layla’s wife,” she explained, pulling a slightly tight expression. “Layla is on call tonight in the ER, but Arianne was unexpectedly called into a surgery as well. I suppose it’s hard to be upset with that.”
Charlotte’s mouth twisted into a scowl. “Not really.”
Again, Sutton laughed, pushing at Charlotte’s shoulder with her own. “The downsides of co-parenting with surgeons, I suppose.” She lingered closely, though, still smiling, and Charlotte reveled in it. Sutton’s gaze dipped to the bags she was carrying. “What are those?”
Charlotte’s hold tightened as she resolutely did not look down. “Just some kid-friendly fun.”
The look Sutton gave her was utterly ludicrous. “What kind of kid-friendly fun? Lucy has so many toys; you didn’t have to bring anything.”
Charlotte winked. “Better safe than sorry.”
Truly, though.
Sutton’s incredulous expression hardly faded, though she didn’t seem to have anything else to say. “All right. Well, I should be leaving soon. Lucy is washing up. I told her you’d be coming, and she was very excited.”
“She was?” Charlotte asked, the surprise pushing through her.
Sutton chuckled again. “I told you before. You are on the television. That makes you very high up on her cool-person list.”
Charlotte admittedly puffed out her chest at that, even if it felt ridiculous. What did it matter if a six-year-old thought she was cool?
Then again—she gazed at Sutton for a beat—this six-year-old’s opinion did matter.
“She’s already had dinner. There’s a drawer in the pantry for Lucy-appropriate snacks—you’ll know which one it is,” Sutton assured her. “Since it’s a school night, she should be in bed by eight-thirty. She might fuss about it, but she’ll be exhausted not too much later than that, so she should be easy.”
Charlotte nodded, cataloguing every piece of information.
“If you need me, you know where to reach me. My phone is fully charged, I’m less than an hour away, and when it comes to Lucy, my volume is on, too,” Sutton informed her as she reached for her jacket.
A fissure of nerves pushed through Charlotte as she reached out quickly. “Wait, that’s it? That’s all? You aren’t going to tell me the exact bedtime routine or allergies or doctors’ numbers or⁠—”
The list of things she’d thought about on the way over rolled off her tongue.
Sutton cut her off with only a look. A gentle look. One of softness and amusement and… something sweet in there, too.
“Charlotte, I wouldn’t let you watch Lucy if I didn’t trust you.”
“You trust me,” she repeated, feeling uncharacteristically stupid. It felt nice to hear, yet still it was shocking, considering, well, everything in their history.
Sutton hesitated before she nodded. “I trust that if something was going to happen to my daughter, you would handle it. My actual biggest fear is that you would call the National Guard for a very minor problem and that we will be on the next news story.”
Charlotte pursed her lips. “Very funny.”
It wasn’t not in the realm of possibilities…
Sutton seemed to know it and grinned at her again. Her smile was full of warmth, with just a tinge of mischief. “I am kind of looking forward to seeing how you handle this, I’ll be honest.”
Charlotte’s eyebrows lifted nearly into her hair. “Is this some sort of challenge?”
“Charlotte Thompson versus Lucy Spencer-West. Both enter. Will they both survive?” Sutton challenged before breaking into a sweet laugh. “I find it very nice to be your friend again, Charlotte.”
God. Yeah. That word… The huge positives behind it and the longing she had for more twisted inside of her, even as she nodded.
“Me, too.”
“Lucy,” Sutton called, “I’m leaving!”
Little footsteps came pounding down the hallway, washing away Charlotte’s warm feelings to replace them with nerves. It was only a couple of hours, she reminded herself, before Lucy was supposed to go to bed. Right?
Lucy’s hair was slightly damp and braided, clearly indicating that she had had a bath in the recent past. She was wearing some sort of children’s themed—Charlotte would have to figure out what exactly said theme was—matching pajama top and bottoms. They were clearly a favorite pair, as they were a little worn.
She hopped right into Sutton’s waiting arms, clearly a goodbye ritual. Sutton laid a kiss on Lucy’s cheek before Lucy mirrored it on Sutton’s, then squirmed down her mother’s legs like a little monkey. “I love you.”
“I love you more,” Sutton mirrored. “Be good for Charlotte, honey.”
“I willlll,” Lucy sang in a way that made Charlotte wonder about the validity of that statement.
“Be good for Lucy,” Sutton aimed at her, a warm laugh in her voice.
“I will,” Charlotte echoed. She would be.
“Goodbye you two.” Sutton waved/ “I’ll be back in a few hours. Before midnight.”
Charlotte gamely waved before looking down at Lucy, whose big, bright blue eyes were already on her as she bounced on her feet. “I watched you on the TV with Mama on Monday!” she announced.
Charlotte cleared her throat, nodding as she thought about her appearance on CNN to discuss her developing healthcare initiative. She could work with that. “What did you think?”
Lucy shrugged, playing with the bottom of her pajama shirt with fidgety hands. “I dunno. It was boring stuff. But you looked pretty,” she asserted brightly.
“I’ll take that,” she accepted. She gently set down the bag before sliding her jacket off and hanging it over the back of an armchair. “So…”
“Soooo…” Lucy mimicked her, staring up at Charlotte as she bounced back and forth on her feet, silence surrounding them.
Lord, what was Charlotte doing here? How did she talk to a child? She’d gone forty years without engaging in conversation with someone this young, just the two of them!
“What’s in the bag?” Lucy asked, clearly and thankfully not feeling the same sort of awkward nerve that Charlotte was.
Charlotte was relieved she’d had Autumn go to the store for her as she tugged the bag back up. “Ah! Well, I thought I would bring us some things to… play with?” That seemed like the appropriate terminology.
Lucy’s eyes—the exact same color and shape as Sutton’s—widened adorably. “Can I see? Please?!” She held her hands out excitedly but didn’t move to take the bag or peek into it herself. Charlotte attributed this to good parenting; god, had she seen some entitled children in her social circle.
Charlotte acquiesced, and Lucy squealed, revealing her missing teeth in an exuberant smile as she took the bag.
And Charlotte… well, Charlotte was truly worried about what she was in for.



CHAPTER SEVEN-AND-A-HALF
BABYSITTING AN ENERGETIC six-year-old for two hours, Charlotte learned, actually felt more like babysitting for six hours.
It started with Lucy exclaiming, “Kin-kinet… sand?!” Then she turned confused eyes Charlotte’s way. “What’s that?”
Charlotte kneeled next to her and took the box from her. She’d asked Autumn to get some sort of DIY craft thing as Sutton had informed her that she wanted to get Lucy more into some activities that were calming for the evenings.
She studied it for a few seconds before saying, “Kinetic sand. It appears to be sand that is… magnetic?” She pointed out the shapes and figures made out of colorful magnetic sand on the back of the box and watched as Lucy’s eyes popped wide.
“That is so cool! Can we do it?”
“That’s why I brought it.”
She learned during this activity that she truly needn’t have worried about making conversation with Lucy because Lucy was happy to make conversation with her. She didn’t appear to notice or care that Charlotte didn’t know how to use those soft child tones that people used on young children or that she answered the same way she would answer an adult.
Treating Lucy like she was an adult, but small, seemed the best way for her to go about this.
She learned over kinetic sand that Lucy’s best friend was named Tommy, a boy with two dads, as well as what the names of Tommy’s pets—two cats, a dog, and a lizard—were. She learned every bit of first-grade gossip there was to be had and that it was far more than Charlotte would have ever expected, if she was entirely honest.
“Wow. Miles kissed Jackie on the cheek and then pushed her into the fence? I hope your teacher did something.” She frowned at the injustice of this latest recess story.
Lucy nodded sagely at her. “I told the teacher, and he got in a lot of trouble. His mom got called and everything.”
Charlotte patted her shoulder with her clean hand. “Good job.”
It was that simple for Lucy to beam at her. “Thanks!” She turned her attention back to the kinetic sand on the plate on table in front of her, her eyebrows scrunching up in a way that left Charlotte reeling. It was so similar to Sutton’s own expression.
It hit her, then, all over again that this was Sutton’s daughter. Logically, she’d never forgotten it, but emotionally, it was overwhelming whenever she thought about the fact that this little person had genetically come from Sutton. That Sutton had raised her and made her into the person she was.
Lucy, entirely unaware of the thoughts Charlotte was having, turned to face her in excitement. “Look! Charlotte! The sand is making a ball.”
She giggled at it as she held up a little hand to show off her handiwork, and it made Charlotte smile indulgently as well. “Incredible. You did really well reading the instructions.”
And she had; Charlotte had been very impressed with the fact that Lucy had been able to read how to make this all on her own. Was that normal for a six-year-old? She didn’t think so. Obviously, Sutton’s daughter was smarter than others.
Lucy’s smile turned into her absolutely beaming, and Charlotte sat up a bit straighter.
“Thank you!” Her voice raised just a bit in her excitement, and she turned her attention back to the ball in her hands, rolling it a few inches across the table. “Look!”
Charlotte diligently did and then found herself grinning along with Lucy’s giggles as she continued to manipulate the sand ball. Yes, she could definitely do this. Caleb could take his doubts and⁠—
Her smile slipped as she watched Lucy toss the ball several feet in the air.

Kinetic sand, she learned, was not quite the easiest cleanup, despite what the box said.

Lucy’s still-damp-from-being washed hand grabbed at Charlotte’s, tugging her down the hall twenty minutes later.
“Come on, I’ll show you my bedroom!”
It was Charlotte’s own doing; after cleaning the table and the floor and herself and Lucy’s hands and hair to the best of her ability, she’d instructed Lucy to change her pajamas.
Lucy paused as they walked down the hall, smacking her tongue against the roof of her mouth before she turned to Charlotte and stuck her tongue out up at her. “Is there sand on my tongue?”
Taken by surprise for a moment, Charlotte took a breath and bent down to study said tongue… “I believe it looks normal to me.”
Lucy coughed into her arm once before shrugging. “I think I got sand in my mouth.” She took off down toward an open door at the end of the hall only a moment later, the abrupt change in action giving Charlotte pause.
“C’mon!” Lucy called, gesturing for Charlotte to follow.
Shaking her head slightly, she did.
Her bedroom was painted a light blue, with a purple canopy bed in the corner and stuffed animals hanging down from the top. There was a bookshelf, a dresser, a large mirror and a trunk, and several see-through containers that held, as far as Charlotte could see, LEGOs, paint, some sort of science-experiment-looking material, and much more.
Lucy immediately pulled out a drawer from her dresser and dug around in it. “I wanted to wear my Ivy Abrams pajamas to show you them.” She paused, to point at herself. “Because they’re my favorites.”
“Ah. I’m unfamiliar with Ivy Abrams,” Charlotte said, still taking in the room from her perch in the doorway, her hands clasped at her waist.
Lucy dropped the clothing she was wearing as she spun around. “No way! Charlotte, that’s crazy,” she informed her so seriously that it was damningly cute and hilarious in equal measure.
Charlotte arched an eyebrow, holding her hands up in defense. “I don’t get much reading done.”
“My grandma thinks that’s crazy. She says people should always read,” Lucy commented, clearly accepting those words as the gospel truth. She hurried over to her bookshelf and grabbed a book before hustling over to Charlotte to present it to her. “See?”
She certainly wasn’t surprised by Katherine Spencer’s thoughts on reading, she thought as she looked at the animated cover. There was a young girl on the cover, surrounded by animals, all in a cute little illustration. “I see, indeed. What does Ivy do?”
“Talks to animals and goes on adventures!” Lucy explained, looking at Charlotte as if she couldn’t quite grasp how in the world Charlotte didn’t know that. She pushed the book up at her. “Here, you can have it. It’s the first one.”
She was so earnest in that moment, so Sutton, that Charlotte felt a piece of her melt. An… unfamiliar feeling with a child. She acquiesced and took the book. “That’s very sweet, thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Lucy said back, as if it was so natural and easy to be so instinctively kind. Maybe for her it was; she was Sutton’s daughter, after all.

The next hour found them playing the Nintendo Switch Charlotte had purchased and subsequently hooked up to the television in the living room.
Lucy’s eyes had widened as soon as she’d looked into the bag and seen what else she’d brought. “Mario Kart! I love Mario Kart!”
“Do you already have it?” Damn it, should she have gone with another recommendation?
“Um, no,” Lucy answered distractedly as she hugged the box—longer than her short little torso—against herself. She was newly donned in a pair of Winnie the Pooh pajamas. “My friend Malia has it, and we play at her house! I like to be Toad.”
Charlotte had no earthly idea what that meant in the moment, but she felt a sense of victorious pride that wouldn’t be quelled. She was killing this whole babysitting thing. “You want to be… a toad?”
Lucy laughed loudly, leaning her whole body against Charlotte’s arm as she kicked her legs out. “You’re so silly. Not a toad. Toad!”
Ah, well that explained everything, didn’t it?
Charlotte spent the following twenty minutes hooking the gaming system up to the TV and figuring out how to work the controllers before she learned what it meant to be Toad.
Though she’d never played a video game, her competitive nature certainly kicked in. Especially after Lucy beat her in the first cup.
She’d dropped her little hand to Charlotte’s knee and patted her there, wide eyes looking up at her as she’d said, “Don’t worry, you’ll get better.”
And somehow, the touch and the words made that competitive edge take a little break.
As they played, she learned all about Lucy’s other hobbies: how she enjoyed skateboarding because her uncle Ethan brought her on his skateboard when she was four and it had been so much fun; she’d giggled through the entire story in the sweetest way. How she’d really wanted to paint her room half blue and half orange, but Sutton had made her choose one, with the promise that they could repaint two years to the next color of her choice. How her aunties Regan and Emma had come over and helped paint and Regan had then had dabbed a color of paint on Sutton’s cheek when she hadn’t been expecting it, which had been so funny.
Lucy exhaled in a big yawn after their third cup, leaning back against the couch, using one little fist to rub her eye.
“That was really fun,” Lucy said, nodding with it after taking a moment. “Maybe you can come back and we can play again?” She looked at Charlotte, more alert after voicing the idea. She turned and reached out to take the plastic cup she’d been drinking juice from, holding it with both hands as she sat back on the couch, sipping as she watched Charlotte, clearly waiting for a response.
“Oh, I’m not taking the Switch with me,” Charlotte said, turning slightly to face her.
Blue eyes widened as Lucy jerked the cup away from her mouth. Charlotte’s own eyes widened as the liquid hit the brim but then settled back. “Really? Is it for me? Is it gonna stay here? That’s mine?!”
The excitement seemed to perk her right back up, and Charlotte smiled at it, a little caught up herself at having caused it. “Of course.”
But then she realized… Sutton didn’t have any of these systems? Shit. Was Lucy not allowed to have video games? Had she just committed some sort of babysitting taboo?
But as she looked down into the sweet little face that seemed like Sutton’s in miniature, with some added freckles, she found she couldn’t take it back. It should be simple, she thought. She’d outright fought with key world leaders at this point, gone toe to toe with some people who held more power than a person probably ever should.
Saying no to a child shouldn’t be that difficult.
And yet…
“I’ll just”—she cleared her throat—“talk about it with your mom when she comes home.”
Lucy nodded sagely at her, wide-eyed and still grinning from ear to ear. “Thank you so much, Charlotte! You’re the best!”
In an action that seemed too quick to be plausible, Lucy had pushed up on her knees and launched forward—Charlotte presumed to give her a hug?
Only to send her juice all over Charlotte’s lap.
The wet splash had Charlotte sitting stock-still, and Lucy froze with it, too. She went back to grasping her cup with two hands, her mouth open as she stared at Charlotte. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

Charlotte was gamely trying to hold back a grimace. The sticky juice had completely seeped into her Armani pants, and she hesitated to text Sutton.
Lucy had oh so carefully placed her cup on the table before hopping off the couch and running into, well, somewhere else in the house. She’d been out of the living room like a flash; she really could move like lightning.
She’d returned just as Charlotte carefully stood, not wanting to let any of the liquid get into the soft, comfortable material of Sutton’s couch, even as she stood for a moment and didn’t quite know what to do with herself.
Lucy came running back, presenting Charlotte with a towel, looking so solemn and sincere as she did so. “Here you go! It’s one of the good, fluffy ones. And, um, maybe you can wear some of my mama’s pants!”
Charlotte had paused at that, automatically about to refuse even as the thought sent a charge right through her at the idea of wearing something that belonged to Sutton. She should refuse because of that reason, honestly.
But…
It wasn’t as though Charlotte had come here with the intention of needing to change her clothing, so she didn’t have anything else to wear. The juice had completely soaked through her pants, so unless she wanted to wear these and look like she’d had herself an accident, then she either had to change into Sutton’s clothing or walk around in her underwear, which was certainly not an option with Lucy here.
So, biting at her lip, she texted Sutton.
CHARLOTTE—7:56 P.M.

 

Small emergency that includes my pants being covered in juice. Would it be possible to borrow some of yours? 

SUTTON—7:56 P.M.
 
Emergency? 
CHARLOTTE—7:57 P.M.

 

By emergency, I mean everything and everyone is fine, by the way. 

She watched as Sutton read the message almost immediately… and then waited. Bubbles appeared and then disappeared. And then appeared and disappeared. And again, until finally⁠—
SUTTON—7:59 P.M.
 
What happened? 
She was going to save the whole I gave your daughter a Nintendo Switch, I hope that’s all right conversation until later.
CHARLOTTE—8:00 P.M.

 

Nothing big. Like I said, just a spill. Sorry, if it’s weird. I just don’t have anything else to wear 

SUTTON—8:03 P.M.
 
No. Not weird. At all. It only makes sense! 
 
Of course. Of course you can borrow something, no big deal. Any lounge pants I have are in the dresser in my bedroom, bottom right drawer. Help yourself. Of course 
It seemed like a little bit more “of course” than Charlotte was willing to bet was really natural, but she was feeling something similar to what Sutton must be feeling.
CHARLOTTE—8:04 P.M.

 

Great. Thanks. I’ll see you when you get home 

…wearing your clothes.
The shock of it vibrated right through Charlotte’s body. She’d had sex with Sutton weeks ago, and the echoes of that touch still took a concentrated effort to not think about in the name of friendship on a regular basis.
But wearing someone’s clothing was a different kind of intimacy.
In many ways, Charlotte didn’t consider sex to necessarily equal intimacy. She’d had sex with many women, both before and after Sutton, but she’d never shared those levels of intimacy with anyone else.
Taking a deep breath, she moved to the only door that was closed, curiosity, excitement, and, oddly, a bit of nerves coursing through her. Utterly ridiculous, she knew, but…
She opened the door and paused to take it in.
Sutton—fully formed, adult, divorced mother, professor, and author Sutton Spencer—lived here.
The room smelled like her. The faint, sweet scent lingered in the air, likely on her clothes and the bedding that kept it alive even when she’d been gone for hours. It was just as tidy as Charlotte had imagined it would be.
The bed with the warm, cherrywood headboard was made, peach-colored duvet perfectly fitted with a reasonable amount of pillows artfully arranged over it. The doors to what Charlotte assumed were the en suite and the closet were both cracked just a couple of inches. There was a stack of books on the bedside table that Charlotte very much wanted to go look at, but she respectfully refrained, stopping next to a picture of Lucy.
Even if none of those items were there, she knew that was Sutton’s side of the bed. Sutton had always slept on the right side of the bed… even when she usually would end up closer to the middle as a habitual cuddler.
It was so stupid, she thought—not for the first or even the tenth time—that she remembered these things. She could remember exactly how Sutton felt curled against her, all those years ago.
Clearing her throat and pushing back against that though, she turned toward the dresser. An ornate wooden jewelry box was there, with a few assorted perfumes, a pinch pot that Charlotte could only assume Lucy had made, and another collage of photos. An iPad rested on the end, on top of another book, with a pair of glasses resting on top of them both.
She could picture the way Sutton had likely been lounging here before placing everything she’d been using down, including slipping off her glasses, on the way out of her bedroom.
All right. Bottom right drawer.
She opened the drawer to see the neatly folded and stacked lounge pants there. Most of them were a warm, worn cotton; Charlotte was thankful for that—otherwise they likely wouldn’t fit. Charlotte may have kept in shape because the last thing she needed public criticism about was her fucking body, but her hips would never quite be as slim as Sutton’s.
She tugged out a pair of black joggers and paused there, having such a strange flashback to opening her drawer in a condo she hadn’t owned for years and finding a few items Sutton had started keeping at her place at Charlotte’s own request.
The what-ifs and the wondering that she’d managed to block out for years hit in that moment. She’d had these thoughts for a long time after their breakup, but⁠—
A loud crash shocked her out of her thoughts, her hands tightening on the soft pants in her hand.
A beat of silence went by before she heard, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’ll clean it up!”

Twenty-three minutes later, after discovering that Lucy had accidentally knocked down a little basket that held her toiletries—her toothbrush, kids’ toothpaste, a hairbrush, a fruit-scented lotion, lip balm—and that in the fall, it had knocked down the soap dispenser, which had then spilled on the floor, and after Charlotte had cleaned it while Lucy brushed her teeth, Lucy surprising her by giving her a quick hug around the waist and watching her tuck herself into bed, Charlotte breathed out a deep sigh as she sat on the couch, leaning her head back and closing her eyes.
Fine, yes. She could admit that babysitting was difficult. And that she was much more certain of her ability to spearhead political reform than to entertain a child.
But she’d done all right. Things were okay. Sutton’s daughter was safe and sound, and⁠—
“Charlotte?”
Her eyes opened quickly, heartbeat stampeding in her chest as she stared at Lucy.
She had gone to bed almost ten minutes ago, looking tired as she’d done so, but she was now staring at Charlotte with big, sad, blue eyes as she rubbed her small hands over her stomach, a stuffed dog held in the crux of her elbow.
“Yes?”
“My tummy really hurts, and I can’t get comfy.” Her bottom lip poked out in an adorable pout, even as she implored Charlotte. “I think I ate some of the sand that landed in my mouth.”
Heaving a breath, Charlotte sat forward. What should she do?
She’d, of course, looked up what happens when a child swallows kinetic sand earlier, when Lucy reported getting it in her mouth. In small amounts, it could cause gastrointestinal distress, but it should be fine. In large amounts, there might need to be medical attention. That thought alarmed her, the fear of it pushing down the dregs of exhaustion that had started to creep in.
She studied Lucy. It couldn’t have been a lot, right? She had only coughed and spluttered a little bit. A small mouthful, at most. Was that all right?
“How much sand went in your mouth?” she asked, instinctively reaching out and putting her hand over Lucy’s on her small stomach, as if she could sense how much sand was in there or something.
Lucy shrugged. “I dunno. Just one or two little swallows.”
She wasn’t taking any chances.
A call to poison control later, she was… somewhat calmed. The operator had informed her it was highly unlikely that Lucy had eaten enough for it to cause any real damage, and they had given her the warning signs to look out for.
Sutton herself didn’t seem overly worried when she’d texted her while on hold to poison control. She’d called and spoken to Lucy, asking her questions that Charlotte couldn’t hear before speaking calmly to Charlotte: “She has a very sensitive stomach, so it doesn’t surprise me that a mouthful of sand is giving her a stomachache. I’ll be leaving very soon.”
Charlotte wanted to assure her that, no, she didn’t have to rush home, that she was still in control of this, but… you know what? She wasn’t going to argue against it.
Especially not as Lucy looked up at her from where she sat on the couch, looking utterly miserable, her fingers toying lightly with her stuffed dog’s ears, as she asked, “When do you think my mama will be home?”
Charlotte sat next to her, placing her phone on the table in front of them as she answered, “Soon.”
Based on Sutton’s location, though, it might still take an hour or so before she arrived.
“Can I lay with you until she’s back?” Wide baby blues dug right into Charlotte’s chest as she froze at the question. “Please? Usually Mama rubs my tummy when it hurts, but you don’t have to. My mama said to remember you aren’t auntie Regan, and I remember, but, um… please?”
Oh, Jesus Christ.
It was there, in this moment, with those heartbreaking eyes coupled with the heartfelt tone and the sheepish, shy look on Lucy’s face that Charlotte just… felt it. This little girl was so much of Sutton; she was precious.
And she couldn’t say no to that, she found.
“Sure. Yes.” She hesitated for a minute, unsure of where to lay on the couch. How did one cuddle with such a small person?
The answer was made for her when Lucy crawled up to her, sliding her legs over Charlotte’s lap and just flopping her body against Charlotte’s. She fell back against the couch with the movement, and Lucy’s head fell against her shoulder.
She snuggled in, feeling like a mini space heater, her soft, wavy, strawberry-blonde hair tickling at Charlotte’s neck.
She wrapped an arm around Lucy’s back automatically before draping the other over her knees. This wasn’t half bad or nearly as uncomfortable as she might have thought. Lucy’s breath puffed against her as she turned her face closer into Charlotte, wiggling to get impossibly closer.
“Will you come back?” Lucy asked, her voice noticeably sleepy. “I had fun tonight.”
Charlotte was surprised to realize how endearing she found it.
Gently, she rubbed her hand over Lucy’s back, feeling her relax minutely against her. The more her little body fell into Charlotte’s, the more relaxed she felt herself melt into the couch.
“I’ll come back,” she murmured, and she meant it.
She knew she would because of Sutton, but the Lucy aspect of Sutton… well, Charlotte hadn’t known exactly what to expect. She knew she wanted Sutton enough that she would figure it out.
But, well, maybe it would be easier than she thought.
Lucy yawned widely before pressing her face against Charlotte, and she looked down at her little face. She could recognize the bits of Sutton there, especially now, while she was so still. The slope of her nose, the shape of her face, her ears, the set and color of her eyes. That thought may have melted her even more.
Yes, it would definitely be easier than she’d originally thought. She closed her eyes and settled back.



CHAPTER EIGHT
THERE WAS a belief Sutton had picked up in the last decade or so that she hadn’t been able to quite kick, the steadfast idea that if things were going too well, the other shoe was sure to drop down at any moment and ruin things. Or, at the very least, complicate them.
There were times now, when things were going well in her life, that she braced herself for the inevitable fallout.
She hadn’t always been this way. It took a while, but there came a time when it was too hard to be so hopeful and faithful, only to feel like life was kicking her in the stomach.
Like when she’d thought everything was going well in her relationship with Charlotte—admittedly, it had been her own naïve fault for believing Charlotte had been on the same emotional page as she was—and then she’d just not seen the breakup coming.
Or when she’d believed everything was going well between herself and Layla. They were settled in D.C., she’d just picked up her job again when Lucy turned two, and then Layla left her for her ex.
That wasn’t even really to speak of the relationships before that, which, obviously, had been awful.
This time, though, things were going so well, and she couldn’t really let herself be nervous or anxious over it.
Because it really was just this simple, and it wasn’t involving her personal life or anything like that.
Lucy was perfect. The highlight of her life, as always. She’d just lost two teeth, signed up for skateboarding lessons, and had finalized her list for Santa by November first, as Sutton—or, Santa—always preferred.
Her courses were going well; she was entering into some of her favorite course material that they would be working with until the end of the semester.
Regan and Emma were solid, as always.
Even her parents were great. She was having her regular video chat with them the week before Thanksgiving. Usually they chatted once a week, but this was the first time they’d done so in two weeks; now, Sutton was checking in on them after they’d returned from a cruise for her mom’s birthday.
She’d grinned instinctively at the slight tan lines on her mom’s face from where she’d clearly been wearing her sunglasses. “You look amazing,” she’d been unable to stop herself from gushing, not that she would have stopped herself if she could.
Her mom smiled, and Sutton thought yet again that she could only dream to look as beautiful at sixty-eight as her mom still did. “As do you, sweetheart.” Her mom angled her phone closer as she’d whispered, “Your father might grumble about it, but he had a delightful time… until he got sunburned. But I did warn him about reapplying sunscreen.”
“I’m not going to grumble,” her dad protested from the background, where he was unpacking their suitcases.
Sutton smiled brightly. “Maybe he’ll still have it next week when you two arrive for Thanksgiving.”
“I imagine he will.” Her mom winked back conspiratorially.
“Now that will be a worthwhile trip,” her dad voiced, closer now, appearing indeed a bit sunburned over her mom’s shoulder. His hair was fully gray, but thick as ever.
Sutton smiled back at them, taking these few moments before she would relinquish her phone to Lucy to have her usual catch-up time with her grandparents. “You had fun. I heard it from a reliable source already.”
Her mom smiled brightly up at him, and he couldn’t even pretend to grumble as he returned it, reaching up to stroke casually, softly, at her shoulder, before he went back to unpacking.
Sutton barely held back her sigh. As much as she’d admired their relationship growing up, becoming an adult with her failed relationships only made her appreciate it that much more. What they had was so damn difficult to find, cultivate, and keep.
“So, yes, our trip was lovely. And you? We did our best to remain on vacation, as you all insisted, but it doesn’t mean I don’t want updates.” Her mom arched an eyebrow at her, clearly waiting.
Sutton somehow still felt that look as if she were thirteen and confessing to getting a C on a math quiz.
“Everything here is good, Mom. I’d tell you if it were otherwise.”
“Ah. Yes.” Her mom paused, and Sutton’s stomach swooped for a moment. She knew that look very well. It said that something was coming. And it was: “I did, however, hear some interesting news when I checked in with my editor. Some interesting news from the publishing world…”
Oh.
Sutton bit her lip. “Ah.”
Katherine tilted her head expectantly. “You’re writing Charlotte Thompson’s biography?”
And there it was.
“Apparently, you’ve been working on it long enough that you’ve turned in several chapters, and yet I haven’t heard a word about it?” There was a hint of hurt feelings in her mom’s voice, and it made Sutton wince, her stomach turning.
This was ridiculous. She was nearing forty, and she was allowed to keep some personal life facts private from her mother.
But even as she inwardly protested, Sutton knew there’d been a reason she hadn’t told her.
Other than Regan, her mom could read her like no one else.
So when she said, “I didn’t want to make a big deal out of it. We’ve reconciled as friends, and we’re just working together. It’s all really professional. Really good,” she knew exactly what her mom would see.
Even if it wasn’t a lie.
There was a skeptical look on her mom’s face, as Sutton had expected. It had been her mom’s shoulder she’d cried on when she’d fled New York, her mom who’d held her after Oliver’s wedding during her final breakdown, her decision that she just had to get on with it.
“Mom, I’m thirty-eight. I’m no longer in love with Charlotte Thompson. I can work with her. And”—she hesitated because she worried exactly what her mom would read into what she said next—“she is a good person. She really is.”
Sutton really had never believed otherwise. Not even at her most heartbroken. Charlotte had never deliberately hurt her, had never lied to her, and she’d always been upfront about her priorities. It had taken some time and perspective, but the truth of it all was that Sutton got caught up in her feelings and had misread Charlotte’s affection for her.
She was older and wiser now.
“And it’s a great opportunity, to really write,” she added, an afterthought even though it was true.
Her mom slowly nodded. “It is a good opportunity, honey. It is. I just—” She shook her head. “You know, you are right. You’re more than fully grown, and if you think Charlotte has grown as well, then… it’s your prerogative.”
Her mom’s doubtful look didn’t match her words, but Sutton wasn’t going to push it. She was very grateful, though, when Lucy ran up to her from behind, calling excitedly and grabbing for the phone: “Grandma!”

THE THING WAS, Sutton wasn’t lying to her mom.
In spite of the initial bumpiness between them, things between her and Charlotte had been going so well in the last few weeks.
The truth she’d accepted when Charlotte had babysat Lucy was that she really did trust her. Regardless of their history and everything between them, she trusted Charlotte with something more precious than her own life.
She trusted Charlotte, she had a good time with Charlotte, and she simply enjoyed being with Charlotte, whether they were chatting, exchanging stories, or talking about work.
The last few weeks had been a true reminder of that. Even though they’d gotten so entangled those years ago, the baseline was that just existing with Charlotte was fun. They’d enjoyed spending time together and talking for months before they’d slept together, and that time together had always been so easy.
That ease melted right over them again, now that Sutton allowed it to.
Their meetings were still working—they did discuss the book, reviewing the stories, Sutton’s writing—and yet, they would often devolve into hangouts.
It was easy for it to happen, when Charlotte would tell Sutton about her day or would mention Caleb and Dean or would ask how Sutton’s had gone or how Regan’s birthday or Lucy’s school play was.
Leaning into this was so much easier than it had been in the first few weeks, when she’d kept her guard up and tried to be professional. So. Much. Easier.
She faced Charlotte now, her knees tucked up under her with her shoes kicked off as they sat on the couch in Charlotte’s office. Her tablet, notebook, and recorder were long forgotten now, given that they’d spent two hours discussing their latest notes.
“Please tell me they didn’t get caught,” Sutton managed to get out through a fit of laughter, muffling her giggles against the fist she was using to prop her head up.
Charlotte mirrored her pose, heels long dropped off. “Sutton, don’t you think you would have heard about the sex scandal if the mayor of New York’s husband was caught under his desk? Even if he really was looking for the penny he’d found on the sidewalk that he proclaimed brought him good luck.”
“Well, Dean’s secretary walking in on that position wasn’t very lucky.”
The surprised laugh that escaped Charlotte made Sutton smile triumphantly.
Something that she couldn’t quite kick from the past was that making Charlotte laugh like that—real, sheer laughter—always felt like a victory.
She didn’t have to ask to know that Charlotte didn’t laugh like this, often or with many others. She knew it, in her bones.
She didn’t know if it made her foolish or ridiculous or silly, but it made her feel a particular kind of special, that she was able to do this. To relax with Charlotte and laugh with her and see a true side of her. It had always been that way. But there was no point in questioning it or looking too deeply at that. It just was.
“I would say you’re quite right about that,” Charlotte agreed as her laughter died down.
Before Sutton could answer, her phone vibrated, and she looked down at the text Regan had sent.
REGAN—8:03 P.M.
 
legit no rush, my precious starfish, but I’m just wondering when to expect you home so I can give my glorious wife an ETA on dinner. 
 
Luce is all ready for bed 
Sutton’s eyes widened when she registered the time.
SUTTON—8:04 P.M.

 

Sorry! Didn’t realize how late it was. I’ll be home soon 

She bit her lip as she looked up at Charlotte, unsurprised at the knowing look in those golden-brown eyes.
“Time to head out?”
Sutton bit the inside of her cheek as she nodded. Absurdly, she wanted to apologize. Which really was ludicrous because the apology owed was really only the one she’d given to Regan. And yet it was so simple to get caught up with Charlotte that cutting their time together “short” felt… criminal.
Sutton was mature enough to admit that if she didn’t have responsibilities at home, she’d stay later.
She was also mature enough to know when it was time to go.
“Thank you again,” she said as she pulled on her shoes, gesturing at the now cleaned-up table. “For dinner.”
Charlotte shrugged as she stood, stretching.
Sutton took in a deep breath and averted her gaze instead searching for her jacket. Small deflections like that made their friendship far simpler.
“It was nothing; I should thank you. Knowing that you are joining me here on Tuesdays reminds me to have dinner.”
Sutton shook her head in exasperation. “You need to take better care of yourself, really.”
Charlotte shrugged again, smiling at Sutton softly. “I get by.”
Sutton didn’t smile back, though. Becoming Charlotte’s friend again had brought back memories: how Charlotte used to overwork herself, how she’d spend entire days living on coffee and very little else, how she refused to sleep even when she was literally sick and exhausted.
And it was very clear that with a bigger, more important job, those habits had only gotten worse.
Sutton moved to tug on her jacket before she turned to look expectantly at Charlotte, who’d returned to her desk.
Charlotte met her stare, quirking a brow. “Yes?”
“It’s time to go home,” she stated. “That includes for you.”
Both of Charlotte’s eyebrows winged up, clearly surprised. “Oh, does it?”
Sutton folded her arms, standing her ground. No, she couldn’t take care of Charlotte like a partner, but she could take care of her like a friend. “Aren’t you the one who told me you were in the office by seven thirty this morning? That’s over twelve hours ago. You already sent home Autumn and Maya, so…”
Charlotte held her gaze, leaning against her desk, and they stayed in that standoff for at least a minute before Charlotte broke.
“Fine. All right. You win.”
Sutton grinned.
“And you better not be using your home office either. You need to relax. Take a little bit of time for yourself,” she gently chided as she watched Charlotte shut down her laptop and lock some of her drawers.
Charlotte gently shook her head. “Relax, she says,” she murmured before moving to the coat closet.
Sutton had a very vivid memory in that moment, of Charlotte of old telling her about how she typically used sex as her way to de-stress, and her stomach clenched with the reminder.
But Charlotte didn’t go there. “An entire country’s future on the line,” she continued, “and she wants me to relax.”
Relieved that Charlotte hadn’t gone in the same decidedly sexual direction as her own mind, Sutton shook her head. “All right, Atlas.”
Charlotte only smiled again as she pulled out her jacket. “Can I offer you a ride?” she asked as she put her jacket on, effortlessly swishing her long hair out from getting trapped against her back with a tilt of her head, in that smooth way she had.
Sutton moved toward the door, feeling light and refreshed and just happy, nearly answering that, yes, she would love a ride. She may have resisted, but she was still buzzing as she shook her head. “No? I think I might walk. For a bit, anyway; I’m… I’m feeling energetic. I should work some of it off before I get home.”
Before she had too much time on her hands and was in for the night, before these light and happy feelings could possibly turn anxious or overthinking.
Charlotte’s lips turned down into a look of utter contemplation before she nodded. “Perhaps a wise idea. I’m feeling energetic myself. Do you mind if I join you?”
Sutton shook her head without a second thought, that buzzing feeling lighting up brighter at the prospect. “Of course not.”
She only paused when they were outside, turning in different directions. She turned to throw Charlotte a quizzical look. “You live this way,” she said, tilting her head in the direction she’d turned to go in.
“And you live this way,” Charlotte countered, as she pointed in the direction she’d turned to go in.
Sutton laughed, exasperated. “I’m the one who started this entire walking discission; I’m not going to let you walk by yourself. Senator Thompson, alone on the street, after dark? I’m not a monster.”
She semi-joked, but the idea of Charlotte walking somewhere alone after dark, especially knowing that there were, at times, vitriolic responses to her as a politician, didn’t sit well with her. No, she wasn’t about to do that.
Charlotte herself stood as firm as the Resolute Desk, arching a look at Sutton. “And you believe I would have you walk by yourself at night? Please.”
Sutton opened her mouth to push against the remark, before Charlotte spoke again. “Sutton, I will have my car meet me at your home. If you don’t want the ride, I will walk you and then get a ride. Deal?”
She posed it liked a question, but it was already a solid plan. It was something Charlotte did so well, and Sutton could only admire her for it.
And she acquiesced, turning to walk in the same direction. “You are irritatingly good at getting your way.”
Charlotte winked. “It’s part of my charm.”
“Charm, right…” Sutton pushed her shoulder against Charlotte’s lightly, but then just stayed that close.
They walked in a companionable silence for a few moments before Charlotte checked her phone, reading something before she slid it back in her pocket without answering.
“That better not be work,” Sutton joked.
Charlotte knocked her shoulder back into Sutton’s. “It was Caleb. He and Dean are leaving for their trip to Italy tomorrow, and he is officially on vacation.”
Sutton nodded before her eyebrows drew down in thought. “So… you won’t be spending Thanksgiving with them?”
Charlotte looked up at her, shaking her head. “No, I likely wouldn’t have even if they were in the country; I don’t really have the time for a trip right now. Will you be returning home?”
Sutton thought back to the look on her mother’s face when they’d discussed Charlotte and felt herself flush. She cleared her throat. “Um, no. I’m actually hosting it, since Oliver and Lucas are going to see their wives’ families for Thanksgiving this year. My parents, Alex, and Ethan are going to come here.”
“Ah, that must be exciting for you.” Charlotte smiled, that little smirking grin. “You love to host; I know you do.”
Sutton rolled her eyes, the blush deepening. “I can’t help that I’m so easy to read, but yes, I’m looking forward to it.”
“How was their cruise? You said they’d been gone for two weeks?”
As always, Sutton shouldn’t have been surprised at Charlotte’s steel trap of a memory, but she constantly was. It was as though she filed away every little comment Sutton made—she’d texted about her parents’ vacation as a side comment to Charlotte over a week ago—to bring up later.
“They had a really good time… I think it helps my dad to get out and go do something, even if it is a vacation.” She paused before she said the first thought that came to her head anyway. “He’s like you, in that he just doesn’t really know what to do with himself now that he’s retired.”
Charlotte pulled a face. “Retirement. It’s a curse word for those of us who live for work.”
Sutton shook her head, knowing in her bones that she resembled her mother in that moment. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Darling, what ever would I do with myself every single day without a purpose?”
Darling knocked right into her. She felt it, which nearly caused her to stumble.
She felt it in several ways: in the way that she ignored to the best of her ability, the one that felt that endearment right into the pit of her stomach, right into the core of her. In the way that it was a word reserved for Charlotte and Charlotte alone. The way that she was the only person who’d ever called Sutton that word and… and that, after everything, she’d been the only person who’d ever looked at Sutton and touched Sutton and made her feel like she was darling and precious to Charlotte. Regardless of how legitimate that feeling was.
Most of all, she felt it in a way that softly resonated through her entire being. A way that felt right.
Still, she shook her head and did her best to steel herself against it as she looked at Charlotte. “You know, darling isn’t what many people call their friends.”
“And I’m not many people,” Charlotte countered without missing a beat. She stared at Sutton, searching her gaze. “I believe, if my memory serves, that I called you darling long before anything else happened between us that didn’t qualify as friendship.”
A part of Sutton wished her own memory didn’t serve her so easily, but it did. She could so very easily picture it. “Your memory always serves,” she murmured as they walked. She tipped her face up to the sky, unable to stop herself from saying, “You said it to me before we even met in person.”
In those text exchanges they’d had, that’s when it had all started.
Charlotte smiled indulgently. It was unfairly attractive. Her look was fond and sweet but also tinged with an inherent sexiness. “Yes, I recall. You were just so darling. And you still are. You’ll have to live with that,” she added, her voice unfairly soft.
Sutton let out a deep breath, one that she didn’t let shudder or reveal any of the feelings currently swirling around in her stomach.
And even though she’d been very good about not letting herself go there—anywhere beyond platonic—it couldn’t be helped that there were these… moments. It seemed unavoidable between them.
She’d had to really accept it when she’d returned home the night Charlotte had watched Lucy, when she’d walked into her living room to find them both solidly asleep on her couch.
Lucy had been curled up on Charlotte, her head on Charlotte’s shoulder, her little face utterly relaxed and comfortable, and Charlotte’s hands had laid lax on Lucy’s back, as if she’d been comforting her when she’d accidentally fallen asleep.
Sutton’s stomach and heart had fluttered together.
She already knew Lucy really liked Charlotte—she thought Charlotte was cool and fun, and she was—and she wasn’t as surprised as Charlotte herself was that she handled Lucy’s exuberance so well.
And yet her own response to the scene in front of her had made all of the very soft, very not-strictly-friendly feelings tug at her.
She’d debated what to do when she’d stumbled upon the scene and had ended up lifting Lucy and bringing her to bed before she’d returned to the couch. She’d studied Charlotte sleeping, so vulnerable and relaxed and open⁠—
And Charlotte was well and truly such a catch that it astounded her. She was absurdly, unfairly beautiful. Genuinely charming. Brilliant. Powerful. Funny. Attentive. And privately, quietly, so, so sweet.
She hadn’t brought it up that night, when she’d gently woken Charlotte and not let herself brush the dark tendril of hair that fell over Charlotte’s forehead. And she hadn’t even brought it up since, but…
Darling.
“Can I ask you a question?” she found herself saying.
“I do believe that is the crux of our relationship since we have reconnected, so yes, you may ask me anything.” Charlotte swung her arms wide, taking up much of the space on the empty sidewalk, and still, somehow, she looked so in control. “I am an open book.”
Sutton stared for a beat, mostly because she simply couldn’t help it. Charlotte did look like an open book right now. Her eyes were bright and wide, unguarded, the smile still curling ever so lightly at her lips. It was so at odds with the Charlotte of Sutton’s memories.
She was still very much the same person: bewitching, captivating, sensual, concise, knowledgeable, charming.
But, on the other hand, she was so different—actually open and unguarded, in ways that she’d never been back then. Not unless she was sick or on the verge of falling asleep. Maybe after they’d just had sex. She’d always been warm with Sutton and affectionate. She’d never really kept secrets, but she was still private.
And they were right in public, right on the sidewalk.
Charlotte was looking at her, so open, telling Sutton she could ask her anything. That was so, so different than the past.
“Why did you come out?” The words poured out in a tumble. Maybe she should have regretted them, but Sutton had been wondering for so long. Not just in the last weeks of reconnecting, but ever since she’d seen it on the news, when it had happened.
Charlotte quietly studied her. “I never expected you of all people to be questioning my coming-out.”
Sutton shook her head in denial. “I’m not—I don’t mean that there is no value in it. It’s, honestly, amazing.” She rolled her lips, trying to find the words. She’d never forget what she felt, seeing Charlotte come out. Hearing the buzz around campus from her students, especially the thrill and elation of the queer students, people who already looked up to Charlotte in many ways.
She’d been proud, in a roundabout way. Excited and looking forward to what this could mean for the future of the country.
She’d been surprised.
And… unstoppably curious.
“But, I mean, it doesn’t appear you’ve been seeking a relationship since then.”
Charlotte gave her a sidelong glance, arching an eyebrow so perfectly as she implored, “Were you looking to see?”
Sutton felt herself blush as she turned to face forward. Which was ridiculous. Why should she be embarrassed about that? They were adults. “Of course I did,” she admitted. “After everything between us way back then, I wanted to know.”
That was only natural, right? Wouldn’t anyone who had been in Sutton’s shoes have done the same thing? It didn’t have to mean anything more.
She couldn’t help it; she’d wanted to know if there was a particular someone who had inspired Charlotte’s public coming-out. She’d wanted to know if there was a person who’d inspired such larger-than-life feelings for Charlotte, that she’d thrown all her carefully guarded caution to the wind.
But there’d never been anyone, at least not publicly. And this subject sat heavily between them, still untouched even when it came to the biography.
The topic felt off topic, even now. Like it wasn’t something they should touch on. Like by mentioning it, it could so easily bring up the past, a past they did not linger on or discuss. That was the way Sutton, honestly, preferred it.
“I guess I just wondered why you decided to go public with your sexuality, if you weren’t actively dating. And maybe you are,” she rushed to add, feeling like she was digging a deeper hole for herself, “but it doesn’t seem like it?”
Especially not since they’d started this friendship and talked just about every day, if only in occasional texts.
The resulting quiet from Charlotte only made Sutton regret asking, sending all of these feelings swirling through her stomach even more.
She very nearly apologized before Charlotte tilted her head back at the sky, answering softly, “It was always in the plan.” And that felt true. Charlotte had once told Sutton that eventually she would come out, but without a solid plan of when. “When the social climate seemed appropriate,” she reminded Sutton, “when it could be something far less risky.”
Sutton nodded, biting her lip. She wasn’t going to push it.
And it surprised her when Charlotte continued to speak, her voice a quiet admittance as she said, “It’s not as though I didn’t—that I don’t—desire that connection. It’s not as if there hasn’t been anyone potentially in the picture.” Charlotte stared at her.
“Right,” Sutton whispered, even though, god, it was so confusing. She knew she’d gotten over Charlotte; she truly had. She’d gone into her marriage with a clear, focused heart, looking forward to her life with her wife and leaving everything in her past, well, in the past.
And yet the idea of the anyones in Charlotte’s romantic life made her stomach cramp uncomfortably. Maybe it was that they were the people who’d entered Charlotte’s life at the right time, and Sutton hadn’t.
Still.
“You are quite the catch.” She cleared her throat and attempted to add a lightness to her comment that she didn’t necessarily feel. Even admitting that fact aloud felt inappropriate.
Charlotte’s laugh was disbelieving. “Sure. In some ways.” There was her easy confidence before she pursed her lips, contemplative, looking at Sutton again. “But in many others, I’m well aware that I’m not. Or that I wasn’t, for them.”
It was so ridiculous that Sutton couldn’t keep the incredulity off her face. There was no fucking way she believed that the women Charlotte dated didn’t want to hold on to her.
Charlotte stayed firm, though, as she held on to Sutton’s gaze. “I’m a big enough woman to admit that I have my flaws, darling. Prioritizing work?” She pursed her lips, before softly admitting, “Being… vulnerable… it’s not something I’m very good at.”
Sutton could only stare; this claim was so far from her own experience with Charlotte that she couldn’t readily agree. She could so easily see Charlotte’s easy smiles, the way she’d held Lucy as they’d slept.
Several moments beat by, in which she was unable to take her eyes off of Charlotte’s, until she was made to blink, rearing her head back and staring up at the sky as the drops of rain started to sprinkle down on her face.
“It’s raining,” she stated dumbly, feeling as silly as the young woman she’d once been with Charlotte. She’d been so struck by the sight of Charlotte and the consideration of all that she was that it took a literal natural phenomenon like rain to physically snap her out of it.
Charlotte joined her in staring up at the sky, blinking quickly as the rain started sprinkling down. “I don’t remember this in the forecast?”
“Me neither.”
Even in the minute they spoke, though, the rain had intensified, falling heavier by the minute.
“I suppose it’s lucky we’re near your house.” Charlotte arched an eyebrow at her, a lightness coming back to her face that Sutton was grateful for. They’d been getting into heavy, uncharted—and for good reason—territory.
“Come on,” Charlotte breathed as the rain poured harder, her hand lacing through Sutton’s. Their fingers threaded together easily, in a way that they hadn’t done in so long, but it was as though their bodies hadn’t forgotten.
She tightened her grip as Charlotte tugged, and she found herself jogging along with Charlotte down the sidewalk.
As thunder rumbled through the sky, they turned onto Sutton’s street, and as lightning flashed, illuminating the world as the clouds decided to split in half and pour everything they had onto the waiting earth, they broke into a run.
Even though she didn’t think she’d ever found this much enjoyment in getting caught in the rain, as Sutton ran down the sidewalk hand in hand with Charlotte, her clothes getting drenched, her hair soaked through, she felt herself laughing at the absurdity of it all.
A glimpse at Charlotte as they turned up Sutton’s walkway revealed a similar smile on her face.
In a move that Sutton would try to wrap her mind around later, Charlotte used their intertwined hands to twirl Sutton, bringing her back against her door. The move was so smooth, bringing Sutton perfectly out of the rain and under the arched awning outside of her house as Charlotte kept in step with her, pressing close enough to stay out of the rain herself.
She laughed with it all, breathless with the butterflies swirling in her stomach and the damning feeling of whimsy that Charlotte, somehow, against all odds, could inspire inside of her.
She looked down at Charlotte, who grinned up at her, all easy and sexy and sweet, all at once, with the rain dripping down her face and dampening her dark hair, dripping off the ends.
Their breath was visible in the cool night air, and Sutton’s stomach entirely bottomed out. She could feel her blood rush faster through her veins.
Her fingers trembled, where they braced against the door, and her entire body was already bracing, not for a physical impact, but for something much, much more powerful, and⁠—
The alarm bells went off in her head.
“Do you want to come over for Thanksgiving?” The words shot out of her, and she resisted the urge to groan. They were the first thing that had popped into her head. Anything to lead them into a different, potentially safer topic.
Charlotte blinked heavily several times before she breathed a long, deep exhale. The warmth of it washed over Sutton, and she felt slow relief as Charlotte pulled back just a bit, just out of her personal orbit.
“Thanksgiving?” she repeated, as if she wasn’t sure she’d really heard what Sutton had asked.
And… yeah, she understood that feeling, right now.
Swallowing hard, she nodded. Even with the extra inches between them, she didn’t breathe exactly easily; her body was still pulled taut with tension. “Since”—she had to pause and clear her throat—“since you don’t have any plans.”
Charlotte took in a visible deep breath before pulling back even more and rolling her shoulders. A few moments beat by before she quietly affirmed, “I’d love to join you.”
“Great. Good. That’s good.”
Dark eyes searched hers before Charlotte’s lips curled into a small smirk, one that just felt private, meant just for Sutton, which then also felt ridiculous to think. “Good,” she echoed.
Headlights flashed at them from the curb, and Sutton could have melted in relief as Charlotte looked over her shoulder. “It’s my driver.”
Sutton nodded again. “Good timing,” she whispered.
Charlotte’s eyes held hers, but she didn’t echo the sentiment this time. “Good night, darling.”
“’Night,” she breathed out, still holding herself against the door, muscles pulled tight.
She stayed that way until Charlotte got into the car, and only then did she breathe.
God, she had to get better at that. Had to get better at catching any of these potential moments, had to⁠—
The door opened behind her, and she barely managed to catch herself on the doorframe before falling right on her ass.
She whipped around to face Regan’s knowing smile.
“Don’t,” Sutton warned.
“I didn’t say a word.”



CHAPTER NINE
CHARLOTTE SAT IN HER CAR, idling just up Sutton’s street, on Thanksgiving.
Sutton had told her to arrive “any time after noon” and that they’d be eating by two. So, naturally, Charlotte had arrived at twelve fifteen and had sat outside for the last fifty minutes.
She wasn’t crazy; she’d brought work to do to keep her occupied while she’d waited.
It had been easy to accept the invitation. Very easy.
Because Sutton had invited her. Truthfully, when everything boiled down, that was it. Sutton had given her an invitation, and Charlotte was not going to turn her down.
Of course, if she cared to, there were other factors she could add in. Like how she craved more time with Sutton in any form, especially when they weren’t in the office. This was insanity for Charlotte, of course, given that Sutton’s book should have been a huge focal point for her in terms of her career.
But the truth that Charlotte could admit to herself was that if Sutton told her tomorrow, “I’d like to spend just as much time with you but never have to review notes for the biography,” Charlotte would nix the biography in a second. Just to spend more time with her.
Not just her; Lucy, too. She’d actually kind of… enjoyed? Was that the right word? Yes, she’d enjoyed spending more time with Lucy in the last few weeks. Odd, given that she was a child and Charlotte didn’t have a longstanding track record with those.
It was Thanksgiving; not that it meant anything to Charlotte on a holiday kind of level, historically, but knowing that everyone else she knew would be in good company with good food while she’d planned on working and having Autumn order her in dinner, preemptively, much as she had last year? Well, this was a far better arrangement, objectively speaking.
Then there was also this…
Sutton had invited her during a moment. Charlotte might have reached forty without knowing much about true romance, but she knew a moment when it landed in her lap.
Or, more aptly, when it involved Sutton Spencer, fresh raindrops trailing over her face and giving her an unreal glow as she’d breathlessly laughed and Charlotte had leaned in toward her.
Charlotte had wanted her so acutely in that moment that she would have likely agreed to anything Sutton suggested.
And, in those ways, this agreement to join for Thanksgiving was just fine. She would get time with Sutton and Lucy and a meal homemade by Sutton, which guaranteed it would be delicious.
And then there were the other ways in which it was just fine…
She bit her lip and looked down at her phone as it started vibrating on the middle console, flicking her eyes to the front door of Sutton’s home before she reached down and swiped to answer.
“Bonasera, Caleb,” she greeted him.
“And buongiorno back to you, my dear sister! Happy Thanksgiving.” Her brother’s exuberant voice rang through her car’s Bluetooth.
That irritating feeling of nerves swam through Charlotte’s stomach. “Yes, Happy Thanksgiving to you, too. Shouldn’t you and Dean be up to sipping your fifth glass of wine of the day and ordering a homemade pasta?”
“Fifth glass of wine! What do you take me for? It’s the fourth, and since we aren’t grandparents, we aren’t out for dinner yet; we’re in Europe, and it’s not even seven.”
She hummed, drumming her fingers against the steering wheel.
“We’re at the hotel to get ready for a night out, but I wanted to do my brotherly duty and remind you to not work on a holiday. You better not be at your office.” She could hear the wagging of his finger in his tone.
Charlotte’s gaze slid to Sutton’s front door again, and she felt great about not lying as she confirmed for him, “I am, indeed, not at my office.”
She would say nothing about the laptop and files she had sitting on the passenger seat.
There was a beat of quiet before he spoke again, sounding marginally more suspicious. “Where exactly are you? It sounds like I’m on speaker? Bluetooth?”
“I am… in the car,” she hedged, running her finger over the steering wheel.
“And are you being held at gunpoint? I’d like to be able to explain this tone…” He trailed off expectantly.
Fine. Charlotte was woman enough to face her own brother. Even though he couldn’t see her, she straightened her shoulders and set her jaw as she admitted, “I am having Thanksgiving with Sutton. If you must know.”
“Ah… and if I know Sutton⁠—”
“Which, for the record, you do not. Not well,” she remarked honestly. It wasn’t as though they’d spent much time together back in the day. It was her own doing, but still.
Caleb was undeterred. “Yes, but in meeting her a handful of times and hearing you talk about her, I know her better than I know Claire,” he said, laughingly referencing William’s wife.
She scowled.
“Anyway, the point is, Sutton is likely having the holiday with her family,” he announced precisely and in an annoyingly excited voice.
“Congratulations, Caleb, that was very, very difficult to deduce that someone would be with their family on a national holiday such as this.”
“Charlotte,” he said calmly after managing his laughter. “What are you doing sitting in your car? You’ve gone toe to toe with some of the shadiest, nastiest politicians in the game! You took on heads in the oil industry! Must I go on, listing the many comforting reasons you have to not be anxious to enter that house, or was that all right?”
Charlotte personally did not see the humor her brother found in all this.
And she did not mind saying so; she was working on being open.
Admittedly, it was much harder to hold such statements in when she had these nerves darting through her, settling angrily and unfamiliarly in her stomach.
“I suppose I don’t find it all at amusing as you do. If you recall, Katherine Spencer was not much of a fan of mine when we met.”
Which was putting it mildly, in her mind. They’d really only interacted the one time, at the Spencer family New Year’s Eve party, and it had not been a pleasant experience for Charlotte; she could still remember the way Katherine had looked at her, as if she’d been able to just sense that Charlotte wasn’t going to be good enough for Sutton.
And, in the end, she’d proven her right.
Here she was, a decade later, going to face the woman again, this time after breaking Sutton’s heart?
On top of that, Regan and Alex were in there, too.
This Thanksgiving was a road map through all of the people in Sutton’s life who had known the truth about their relationship and had all, in some way or other, expressed distrust for Charlotte. Who had warned Sutton away from her even before she’d broken both of their hearts.
She bit at the inside of her cheek as she admitted in an irritatingly small voice, “Facing down any political foe seems a lot simpler than this.”
Professionally, Charlotte was certain of herself.
When it came to matters of the heart… this was all new.
And these were people whom Sutton adored, loved in her selfless, wholehearted way. People who had been there for Sutton when Charlotte wasn’t.
Charlotte was happy to be in Sutton’s life again, and to say that she was unconcerned about what these people might think, about what they might say to Sutton about her now, might be the lie of the century.
“I’ve spent years building up a reputation so that when I walk into the room, professionally, those who stand against me know they will be in for an arduous uphill battle, and I…” She blew out a deep breath from the very pits of uncertainty inside of her. “Right now, I feel like I’m on the very base of the steepest hill.”
Caleb was quiet for a few beats before he cleared his throat and spoke, loudly and assuredly, making her startle at the tone. “Charlotte Elizabeth Thompson, you are a force to be reckoned with, do you hear me? You aren’t about to be intimidated by people at a Thanksgiving dinner! You are intimidated by no one! You were brought up by the most intimidating person either of us will ever know! Get in there.”
Charlotte’s eyebrows lifted in consideration. “Decent job.” She’d admit; her brother’s pep talk did give her the extra motivation to get her ass in gear.
“I’m your brother. It’s my job to know how to get through to you. Now, go. I’ll talk to you later!” And he was gone.
Charlotte took in a deep breath; she was Charlotte Elizabeth Thompson. She could stand the heat she might get. She certainly wasn’t a withering wallflower.
A knock on her window made her jump, accidentally slamming her hands against her steering wheel as her heart pounded.
She turned to see none other than Katherine Spencer standing at her door.
There was truly no time like the present, was there?
Charlotte steeled herself, cut the engine, and quickly packed her work haul into her bag, the disorganized motion making her grimace inwardly. She didn’t want to prolong this encounter now that it had begun.
“I came out to grab some things from the car,” Katherine started speaking as Charlotte opened her door, a bag, indeed, in her own arms, “and saw you sitting in yours. For the last half an hour or so?”
She arched an eyebrow at Charlotte, and so Charlotte knew, that was how it would be from the start. She appreciated the certainty, in a way.
“Yes, well, I had some work to finish up.” She gestured at her own bag. She took in a breath and smiled at the older woman. With streaks of silver running through her hair and subtle laugh lines next to her eyes and mouth, Katherine Spencer appeared as attractive and dignified as ever, like she’d seen the future coming and had shaken its hand, inviting it over as a friend. “It’s lovely to see you again, Mrs. Spencer.”
Katherine raised her eyebrows at Charlotte as they started walking to the house, returning her smile with one that wasn’t what Charlotte would say was cold but that certainly wouldn’t call friendly either. “And you, Senator Thompson.”
“Oh, I’d prefer if you’d call me Charlotte.” She gestured around them. “We aren’t here on business, after all.”
Katherine eyed her bag. “Some of us aren’t.”
Oof. Had that make her come off as a workaholic? Which, she was, fine, but she thought that she’d been balancing her friendship with Sutton very well. She’d taken more time to just be and exist in the moment with Sutton in the last weeks than she’d ever done for herself in years.
“Of course I’m referring to the book my daughter is writing about you,” Katherine expanded on her theme.
Charlotte did not overlook that Katherine hadn’t said that she could refer to her as anything other than Mrs. Spencer. Duly noted, but not surprising.
“Right,” Charlotte confirmed, treading very lightly.
If she approached Katherine in the way she would approach anyone in the political world, she wouldn’t necessarily want to give much away until she knew exactly what her stance was. She knew Mrs. Spencer’s stance on her wasn’t “good,” but she also didn’t know exactly what all Katherine knew about her and Sutton.
Sutton, for her partial openness in talking about her parents, had been relatively reticent on how they were doing currently. She mentioned them in passing often enough that Charlotte was aware she still had a good relationship with them, but she’d never, for example, brought up what Katherine knew about the book.
It was difficult to win someone over when you didn’t have an end goal. It was difficult to form a workable goal when you didn’t know exactly what someone else’s goal was. And unlike in a political arena, Charlotte couldn’t research and prepare on the subject of Katherine Spencer.
They approached the front door, coming up the walkway that Charlotte and Sutton had run up less than a week ago, Sutton’s hand in hers, her laughter in her ears over the din of the rain, and Charlotte’s heart stuttered in her chest.
It gave her another reason to subtly roll her shoulders back.
“I didn’t see your driver?” Katherine observed as they climbed the steps.
Charlotte gave her the most charming smile she had, though she wasn’t sure it would win her any particular favors here. “Well, it is Thanksgiving; I don’t generally have my staff working on holidays. As you said, most people don’t.”
Katherine inclined her head, in some sort of relatively positive form of recognition. At least, that’s what Charlotte thought it was as she opened the door.
“Charlotte!” Lucy squealing her name cut through their tension immediately before Charlotte fully crossed the threshold into the house.
She’d never been so grateful to hear a shout in her life. She found herself truly smiling as she turned to face the pounding of little footsteps running down the hall.
Lucy’s hair was done in two pigtail braids, now mussed from what Charlotte was sure was a day of excitement with her family here, and she wore a white shirt under her dark purple overalls. She slid to a stop in front of Charlotte and her grandmother, having run in socks down the hardwood floor, and smiled up at them, proudly revealing her missing teeth.
She was so ridiculously cute, Charlotte thought, and that alone was so strange, for her. But it was true, and she felt it, this sweet adoration for the little human in front of her. So, so strange.
Since the night she’d babysat, she would say Lucy’s feelings for her felt akin to a baby duck that had imprinted on a capybara; she seemed to love Charlotte.
She’d stopped by and had lunch with Sutton and Lucy, during which time Lucy had gravitated right next to Charlotte’s chair, so close she’d almost been climbing in her lap. Even when Sutton had lightly chastised her daughter about personal space, Charlotte had genuinely not minded.
She’d felt endeared. Especially when Lucy had looked up at her with big, blue eyes and said, “’msorry,” slurred with her missing teeth.
Lucy had showed her the skills she’d picked up at karate class and had asked Sutton to FaceTime her to show Charlotte her missing teeth last week. Granted, Charlotte hadn’t known much of what to say to her, but on the other hand, she hadn’t been irritated at the call that disrupted her day either.
It wasn’t anything she was used to, she could admit that.
And she honestly didn’t know if this affection she felt for Lucy had begun purely from the knowledge that this little human was Sutton’s little human. That the bright, happy blue eyes and adorable, sweet smile that clearly were inherited from her mother had nothing to do with how Charlotte instinctively cared for her.
But she knew that it was a different kind of feeling than she’d ever felt before, what she was starting to feel whenever Lucy was happy to see her and wanted to talk to her. It was something she’d never felt, in a very soft way that she was still deciding how to grapple with.
“Lucy!” She bent down to examine the missing teeth with the same intensity she used to look over legal documents. “Would you look at that. I certainly hope the tooth fairy came to visit.”
Lucy nodded vigorously, very seriously informing her, “Oh, she did,” before throwing her arms around her waist.
Charlotte, at first, had not quite known how to take this greeting, but she now reached down and softly patted at Lucy’s shoulders.
“Happy Thanksgiving!” Lucy exclaimed as she pulled back. “This is my grandma!” She pointed at Katherine. “Grandma, this is Charlotte; she’s Mama’s friend.”
The unimpressed, almost harsh expression Katherine had worn with her outside simply melted away. There was sheer warmth in her blue eyes—the same shade as Sutton’s and Lucy’s—and a tone of voice so warm and so at odds with how she’d been in their conversation that it nearly gave Charlotte whiplash. “You did such a good job introducing us, honey. Guess what I got from the car?”
Katherine held the bag out, clearly capturing Lucy’s rapt attention as excitement lit up her tiny features. “What?!”
“It may be an early Christmas gift…” Katherine wiggled her eyebrows playfully.
It was interesting, Charlotte thought, to watch a grandmother and granddaughter interact. It had been the most important familial bond she’d had growing up; she didn’t think her own relationship had had the same tone as this one, though.
Then again, her grandmother had been one of a kind, very different, foundationally, from Katherine Spencer in many ways.
“Can I see, Grandma? Please, can I see?” Lucy’s voice jumped an octave as she bounced on her toes.
“I’ve already asked your mom.” Katherine winked. “Let’s open it in the living room.”
Lucy cheered and gestured at them both to follow her down the hall and into the fray. It was in the look she exchanged with Katherine, and the gut instinct that settled heavily in her stomach, that told Charlotte that, adorable six-year-olds aside, their conversation was not done for the day.
The scents of the meal Sutton was preparing wafted through the house, immediately setting the tone into something warm and pleasant. It didn’t entirely settle the knots in Charlotte’s stomach, but its comforting holiday familiarity was something.
She paused in the doorway to the large living area, Katherine and Lucy walking ahead of her, just to get her bearings.
Regan, Emma, and Alex looked to be having an animated conversation—at least, Regan and Alex seemed animated while Emma looked amused—and in a way, the familiarity of that scene struck a chord of ease inside of her. Lucy had run over to Jack and now held court with both of her grandparents. Sutton’s youngest brother—Ethan, this one Charlotte knew, despite having only met once in passing at the New Year’s Eve party—sat on the couch, commenting on the parade to Alex’s boyfriend, whose name she didn’t remember, but they’d never formally met, so she gave herself a pass.
In a way, the fact that they all behaved as Charlotte might have anticipated in this scene gave her a blanket of security. Even if she was the odd woman out, she could read these people, read a room.
Rather than forge deeper into the lion’s den, however, she turned and slipped into the kitchen. To come face to face with Sutton bent at the waist, peering into the oven. It was a view she certainly appreciated.
“Regan, I swear, you better not be coming back to take out any more appetizers. No one will be able to eat when the turkey is done.” Her exasperated tone was obvious, and it made Charlotte’s shoulders loosen. The smile on her face was now entirely natural.
“Ah, okay, I will refrain from taking a tray out for a rotation in the living room then.”
Sutton froze before straightening up comically fast and whipping around.
Her cheeks were pink—likely from the heat in the kitchen, but Charlotte thought there was a little blush there, too—her hair pulled back into a half ponytail, and she had an apron folded around her waist that accentuated her hips in the most delightful way.
Charlotte would be the first to admit that she was not one to have any fantasies about women staying at home, so this specific image being so appealing to her in this moment was—odd.
But she was fairly certain that Sutton in any way appealed to her.
She shook herself out of it; she had been doing her very best in the last several weeks to not delve overly much into her attraction to Sutton or the feelings that swirled low in the pit of her stomach whenever they spoke.
It didn’t mean she didn’t feel them because fuck, did she ever. But Sutton wanted friendship, and Charlotte was doing her best to abide by it.
It was sometimes difficult, though.
“Charlotte,” Sutton breathed out her name, surprised but also warm, before that smile melted over her features. “I didn’t realize you were here.”
“You did say any time after noon.” She playfully tilted her head to the clock, that, indeed, reported the time to be one.
Sutton rolled her eyes as she wiped her hands over the apron. “I did.”
“And I am a relatively punctual person,” she added. “No?”
Sutton pursed her lips to unsuccessfully stifle a smile. “Fine, you win.”
A thoughtful look crossed her face for a moment, before she walked, hesitantly at first, across the room, toward Charlotte.
“I’m glad you came,” Sutton murmured as she came to a stop right in front of Charlotte, worrying at her bottom lip for a moment before she swiftly leaned down and pressed a kiss on her cheek and wrapped her arms around Charlotte’s waist.
It was casual. It was absolutely the same thing Sutton had done to every other person who’d arrived at her home today, more than likely, and Charlotte knew that. Logically.
Illogically, she had to take a moment to revel in it. In the feeling of Sutton’s body against hers, the way she could breathe in her perfume over the smells of the food cooking when she was this close, the lingering feeling of her lips brushing against her cheek.
They’d gotten better at casual touches. It wasn’t awkward or stilted between them.
But it didn’t mean Charlotte didn’t take absolute pleasure in them.
She squeezed once around Sutton’s waist, a conscientiously casual embrace, before they both drew back.
“I’m glad I did, too,” she finally returned, and honestly, she was. Even with her rather questionable welcome.
Because, honestly, if it meant this—this hug, this look of happiness to see her all over Sutton’s face, this extra time with Sutton when she may have otherwise not seen her for days—it was worth it.
“I brought you something,” she murmured, not necessarily wanting to break this easy, quiet moment. She reached into her bag, deliberately chosen for the size, and proudly pulled out the container she’d ordered had personally picked up yesterday afternoon.
Sutton’s smile was immediate and wide and so genuine it made Charlotte nearly puff out her chest with pride. “Lemon cakes! Where did you get them? I don’t recognize the bakery?”
“Ah…” Charlotte cleared her throat. “I just happened to be at Un Petit Plaisir and noticed they were on the menu and was lucky enough to get this to take with me last night.”
Sutton’s eyebrows raised, clearly questioning even with her excitement. “You got these from that crazy fancy French place that opened less than six months ago, run by a Michelin-starred chef?” Her gaze, amusement very clear within it, slid to Charlotte’s. “That you just so happened to be at last night?”
Charlotte refused to be embarrassed at this, of all things. “I just so happened to notice they were on the menu; I didn’t say I noticed last night.” She’d noticed when she’d had a business dinner there two months ago and had made a mental note to buy them for Sutton, at some point in time.
This seemed like a perfect point in time.
“You didn’t have to do that,” Sutton said, her own voice falling softly as she looked down at the dessert box.
“You are aware that I was raised to have impeccable manners? I couldn’t show up to a holiday meal empty-handed, darling. My ancestors would be rolling in their graves.”
Sutton’s laughter rang out, loud and entirely perfect. “Ah, right. Whenever I think of you, my first thought is of manners.”
“What else could it possibly be?” She couldn’t help but look up at Sutton from under her lashes. Even when she knew she was flirting with Sutton, she couldn’t always help it.
If Charlotte was honest with herself, she would desperately like to know what it was that Sutton thought about her.
Sutton’s smile slightly faded as she stared at Charlotte for a long moment, their gazes locked. “I⁠—”
She didn’t get to hear what she was very much wanting to know as the answer as Sutton’s sister walked in, announcing her presence loud and clear. “Sutton, I know you said we can’t have more apps, but Ethan and I are starving.”
The moment was broken, and Sutton turned to look at her sister. The softness dissipated as exasperation took its place. “Alex, there is no way you are starving; less than an hour ago, I put out the chips and dip and the scallops, and everything was eaten. Mostly by you two!”
Alex tossed her hands in the air. “Regan and Dad really helped put it away, too.” Her gaze caught on Charlotte then, and she could see the moment recognition set in. “You got any peanut butter?”
The words were said as a joke but with a sharp edge that she could recognize.
“Hello, Alex. Very nice to see you again.” Charlotte gamely smiled at her.
Alex arched an eyebrow. “Yeah, you, too. You know, back in the day, I was still in amateur status as a fighter.” She crossed her arms, which did have a very admirable muscle tone, even though her long-sleeved shirt. “I’m now a world champion.”
“That is the most random, ridiculous statement you could ever possibly greet someone with.” Sutton crossed the kitchen and nudged her sister—who, though much more muscular, stood several inches shorter than she did—out of the way. “And if you don’t have anything else to do in here except use minimal manners, you can go back out to report to the masses that the turkey will be done in twenty minutes.”
Alex nailed her with a look, even as she exaggeratedly sighed at Sutton—Charlotte supposed it was a universal relationship of sisters, regardless of age—and left the room.
She understood Alex’s message loud and clear. Her career heights were both impressive and threatening.
Especially as Charlotte understood a threat when she heard it.
Sutton gave her an apologetic look. “I’m sorry.”
Charlotte waved her off. “I’ve dealt with much stranger people than your sister,” she assured her, which made Sutton laugh.
Winning, yet again.
“I’m sure you have,” Sutton agreed before she startled at the sound of a timer going off on her phone. She spun, reaching out and turning the sound off. “Do you want to help me get everything set up?”
If Charlotte was honest, she’d never had such a good time in the kitchen. She very rarely ever spent any time in one, granted, but when she did, it was never fun. It never involved Sutton directing her around—which she’d uncharacteristically always enjoyed—or Sutton standing closely behind her and directing Charlotte on how she wanted certain things arranged.
Charlotte wished the rest of the day could have been that simple.

IT WASN’T.
Dinner went well, for the most part.
She was seated next to Sutton on one side, Jack on the other. This worked very well in her favor as she got to discuss what she was best at discussing: work.
Work talk was brought to an end toward dessert, when Alex cut in and reminded Jack that, per Katherine’s rules, politics talk wasn’t supposed to be holiday meal discussion, which Katherine seconded.
Which was also fine.
Made even finer when Sutton nudged at Charlotte’s ankle under the table and gave her an encouraging smile.
“So, how is the book going?” Katherine asked as Jack volunteered to assist Sutton in bringing out dessert.
“I thought we weren’t discussing work?” Ethan teased his mom from across the table. Charlotte had never had a younger sibling, but she appreciated Sutton’s in this moment.
“I said politics, you little…” Katherine trailed off, pointing her fork at her son in a playful threat.
It was crazy, really, to see the difference in Katherine’s tone and look in her eye when she was talking to someone she cherished like her children.
Charlotte cleared her throat, folding her hands over the napkin in her lap. “It’s going well; we’ve gotten up to two thirds of the way through the initial proposed content. Sutton’s been amazing.”
Katherine nodded in agreement at that, at least. “I always love when she writes; such incredible talent.” Still, intense blue eyes ran over her face. “What exactly is the schedule like? I’ve never approached writing for this sort of project.”
Charlotte couldn’t help but feel like she was walking into a trap, though, to Katherine’s immense credit, she couldn’t quite see where her feet were about to be yanked out from under her.
She answered cautiously. “Well, we meet in my office twice a week, generally Tuesdays and Saturdays. Review the contents, timelines, anecdotes, that sort of thing⁠—”
“Not always in your office!” Lucy interrupted. Charlotte had no idea when she’d started paying attention to them rather than being immersed in a conversation with her uncle about video games.
“Lucy, sweet, manners,” Katherine gently admonished her granddaughter.
Lucy looked sheepish for all of three seconds. “Sorry.” She paused, before saying, “’Scuse me… not always in your office!”
Charlotte would not blush.
“Oh no?” Katherine asked, looking at Charlotte, but it was Lucy who answered.
“Nope! Sometimes, um, sometimes Charlotte came here for dinner. And we got lunch out at a café! And Charlotte met us at the park once⁠—”
“Yeah, and wasn’t the park on a Thursday afternoon? Not Tuesday or Saturday,” Regan interjected from farther down the table, tapping at her chin in “thought.” Emma’s arm, draped around Regan, tightened, but there was a small smirk on her face.
Clearly, since they’d gotten together, Emma found Regan’s commentary more entertaining than she had back in the day.
Charlotte maintained her smile even as she could feel the strain of it. She could do this. “You’re right,” she acknowledged.
And it was true. Two weeks ago, she had met Lucy and Sutton at the park for a half hour. The weather had been unseasonably warm, and they’d been only a ten-minute walk away from where she’d been having her afternoon meetings.
“Ah, I see.” There was a look in Katherine’s eye now, like this had always been her line of questioning.
Oh, why had Lucy been with them? If this was a professional relationship, why did it so often break into other parts of their lives?
Charlotte should have seen it coming, and she felt foolish for not having done so. She wasn’t sure if she thought Katherine Spencer was evil, a genius, or both, for having brought it up under the guise of casual conversation among everyone else.
Likely both, she admitted to herself, with a grudging respect.
She steeled herself for whatever would come next—she was no stranger to answering to intimidatingly strong women, having essentially been raised by one—though it, admittedly, was not what she’d been looking forward to today.
Sutton, in that moment, walked out of the kitchen, pie carefully held in her hands. Though she was in conversation with her father, she locked eyes with Charlotte and smiled brightly at her. Charlotte felt that smile in her chest, hitting and landing so warmly around her heart at the same time that it gave her that feeling in her stomach, the feeling she didn’t quite know how to describe, that only felt with Sutton.
And that, she acknowledged, was why she was here.
She was saved from further questioning as Jack and Sutton retook their seats, and the conversation began to revolve around the food.
“Though the pies are delicious,” Charlotte started, toward the end of the dessert, facing Sutton as she did, “No lemon cakes?”
Sutton flushed extremely appealingly as she shrugged. “Those are going to be just for me. And maybe some for Lucy.”
Winning, yet again.
Charlotte avoided another interaction with Katherine immediately after dinner. Her saving grace came in the form of Lucy, who insisted Charlotte play her in a game of Chutes and Ladders. She’d never played the game in her life, but she was more than happy to oblige. And then obliged to play Go Fish. And checkers, which had personally been her favorite⁠—
“My grandparents brought me this,” she said as she held out the box to Charlotte, having tugged her by the hand to the dining room after everything had long been cleaned up. “But I dunno how to play.” She looked up at Charlotte. “Do you?”
Charlotte smiled indulgently at the pout on Lucy’s little face that appeared as she didn’t know what to make of the game presented to her. “I do. Do you want me to teach you?”
Lucy nodded enthusiastically, and as they set it out, Charlotte found herself saying, “When I was a little younger than you, my grandmother taught me checkers.” She bit her lip, smiling at the memory. “Granted, she did it to get me ready to play chess, but still.”
She could remember her grandmother telling her how to think strategically, even before Charlotte could properly say the word. And she remembered wanting, more than anything, to impress her grandmother. To win. Then she’d bought Charlotte a chess board at seven, and their games evolved.
“What’s chess?” Lucy asked, staring at the board.
“It’s… similar to this. The boards are the same. Only all of these little pieces”—she held up a checker—“look different. One is called a queen, one a king. One is shaped like a horse. And they all move differently across the board.”
“I want to play the one with the horse!” Lucy exclaimed, lifting her little hands full of the round pieces as if she could trade them in.
“We can work up to it,” Charlotte had answered with a chuckle.
She was saved yet again when she was subsequently drawn into a conversation with Ethan about green energy. This was a true surprise to her, but it was apparently something he was very interested in.
She tried to find Sutton then, after having been separated from her for the few hours since they’d eaten. First, Sutton had been whisked away by Regan when Alex’s boyfriend—name still unclear; Charlotte had yet to hear him truly speak—and Ethan had started cleaning up. She’d then been having an intent discussion with her father.
Charlotte didn’t find Sutton when she stepped into the kitchen. She did, however, find⁠—
“Charlotte! Just who I’ve been wanting a word with.” Katherine Spencer caught her before she could duck back out of the room. Her tone was somehow genial steel; in an alternate universe, Charlotte might have enjoyed spending enough time with her to learn how to emulate it.
Her luck could only take her so far, it seemed, but Charlotte Thompson didn’t run from a difficult situation.
She nodded, straightened her spine, and walked into the kitchen. “Ah, yes? Do you need… assistance?” She peered around; if she knew Sutton—and she did, she knew she did—the kitchen would be getting deep-cleaned as soon as this was all over.
“I was just starting the second load for the dishwasher,” Katherine elaborated, bumping it closed with her hip.
Charlotte nodded. And waited. She might as well.
“Why did you ask my daughter to write your biography?”
“You’ve said it yourself; she’s very talented,” Charlotte shot back quickly, evenly.
Still, Katherine’s look was unwavering. “She is, very much so. And yet, for a project like yours, you could have gotten many other writers. Ones with more experience writing political biographies. It seems like a very… personal choice to make.”
Charlotte swallowed back an easy rebuttal; she had many that she’d given to her publisher. They’d worked, too, to get them to this point.
Instead, she drew in a deep breath and latched onto her fortitude. “It was personal. Yes. I wanted Sutton because she knows me. And I think she will write a fair portrayal of me.”
“And it had nothing to do with anything more personal?”
Charlotte’s stomach twisted in revolt at the sharpness of her voice, the inquiry of something so, yes, personal to her. “I’m not really certain that’s any of your business, if I’m being honest.”
“It may not be my place to say this much,” Katherine acknowledged easily, “but I think that you are a woman who would appreciate a direct approach rather than to dance around anything, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t tell you that I have concerns.”
Charlotte bit at her inner cheek as she nodded slowly. “I do appreciate a direct approach.”
In a situation like this, yes, she did. No games were really needed here.
“The reality, Charlotte, is that as an individual, as a human, I think you are lovely. I’ve followed your career, and I find you a very impressive woman. In that way, I always have. I don’t think you’re a bad person, and, as a matter of fact, I think you are in many ways quite a decent one.”
Charlotte knew she didn’t hide her reaction well. Her eyes had widened because that was definitely not what she’d expected to hear. “Thank you… I think the same of you,” she returned honestly but cautiously.
“But you shattered my daughter’s heart.”
Her own heart sank, quickly and sickeningly, at the words. They were not angry, not loud, but impassioned and hurt, almost as if she’d somehow broken Katherine’s heart along with Sutton’s.
Charlotte swallowed hard at the reminder. It didn’t matter how much time had passed; she could still see Sutton’s heartbreak clear as day.
“And that… that makes it very, very difficult to like you on this personal level. It’s difficult not to be wary of you because I have seen her be hurt, time and time again. I know you do not have children, but watching your child, no matter how old they may be, be devastated like that…” Katherine rolled her lips, a pained expression sliding over her own features. “It’s difficult to watch.”
It was impossible for Charlotte, then, to hold on to her own feelings of this being none of Katherine’s business. Especially as her words twisted so deeply into Charlotte, achingly so, as she admitted, “I don’t want to hurt Sutton. It’s the last thing I want to do.”
The rawness in her voice, that was the utter truth. It surprised even herself to hear how pleading she was.
Katherine’s eyes widened, too, before she firmed her mouth into a line. “You never did want to hurt her, though, did you?”
The reality of that struck Charlotte with unerringly painful accuracy, twisting inside of her along with everything else. She swallowed hard against the newfound feeling. “No. I didn’t.”
“I know. Because I was there,” Katherine stressed, her eyes boring into Charlotte’s. “Even the one night I met you in person, I could see it. I knew how you looked at her; I know you didn’t hurt her because you didn’t care.”
“That was a long time ago,” she pointed out. She aimed a measured look at Katherine before taking a deep breath to attempt to level out the unexpected hurt from this reality check that was now lacing through her. “And Sutton moved on.” The living, breathing, Lucy-aged proof was part of that.
Katherine didn’t elaborate on Sutton’s state of being, though. What she said was far worse.
“It doesn’t seem, however, that you did,” she stated quietly, knowingly, in a way that made Charlotte’s heart race and a heat creep up the back of her neck.
Being so seen like that, by a woman who hardly knew her, was extremely disquieting. Charlotte didn’t have the words to respond.
Katherine nodded slowly. “It may not be my place, but I would be remiss if I didn’t take this opportunity while I have it. Sutton may be as soft as a person can be, in a great deal of ways, in the best of ways”—the words were said with utter affection—“but my daughter will do what she wants to do and with whom she wants, as she also has a determination that I admire. She knows what she wants, and no matter what I could say or think—or anyone could say or think—she is going to partake in her own actions, and she should.” She nailed Charlotte with a final look. “I would very much just like you to truly think about yours.”
Charlotte’s heart pounded in her chest as Katherine seemed to take her first true, deep breath all day—having successfully stolen Charlotte’s ability to—and stepped around her, through the doorway and out of the kitchen.
It was only when she was gone that Charlotte allowed herself to reach out and brace her hand against the counter. She leaned on it heavily, gathering herself.
Katherine Spencer, on one hand, didn’t think she was a terrible person. Which was great. She did, however, know likely every detail about how Charlotte had made Sutton feel back in the day, and, worst of all, she could read Charlotte’s feelings for Sutton like a fucking book.
A low whistle sounded from behind her, and she squeezed her eyes closed, breathing deeply for a second to pull herself together before she turned to see Regan.
Charlotte couldn’t help herself from lifting her hand to pinch the bridge of her nose. “I suppose let’s do this all at once, then?” At the very least, there were no more disingenuous niceties that could possibly be in play.
Regan approached her with a smile, though, one that seemed very genuine as she stood shoulder to shoulder with Charlotte in their corner of the kitchen. That alone was a little disconcerting, if she was being honest.
Because Regan was just as strong a protector of Sutton as Katherine was, if her memory served, and one who was far more… openly volatile.
“I don’t think I’ve ever heard such a dressing-down from her like that,” Regan commented.
Ah. That explained the smile, she supposed.
“That makes me feel very special,” Charlotte drawled, biting at the inside of her cheek, as she, hopefully unnoticeably, rubbed her hand over her stomach to settle the twisted-up feelings there.
“Brutal,” Regan stressed.
“It won’t be my favorite holiday pastime.”
“Yeah, but… I mean, in-laws can suck, right? That’s why there’s a whole, like, trope about it.” Regan shrugged.
Charlotte opened her mouth to agree before what Regan said really registered to her. “In-laws?”
Regan’s smile was slow and a little devilish, if she was being honest. “I’m not Sutton’s mother; I know everything that’s happening between you two.”
Charlotte raised her eyebrows, staring Regan down. “Then you know that we are only friends.”
“I know you are both currently deluding yourselves into that, for now, yeah.”
She wasn’t even going to argue the point. Because she was now positive that she wasn’t hiding anything, from anyone. Except maybe Sutton herself.
“Perhaps you would like to make your vaguely threatening commentary now. I vividly recall you were good at things like that.”
Regan didn’t walk into the opening she gave her, though. Instead, she hit Charlotte with a much softer look than she’d ever seen on her in the past. “No,” she said, simply. “Because, like Katherine, I was there, too. Every single day. And I really saw how you looked at Sutton.”
Charlotte refused to be embarrassed by these statements about the past. Refused. She told the heating of her cheeks as much.
“And honestly, she was right: It’s still here. But if I’m being honest? I’d rather have Sutton be falling back into something with someone who looks at her that the way you do, than anything else. Even Layla didn’t get that same… look. Ever.” Regan scowled as she stated the name.
Jesus, was Charlotte going to have to have Autumn photograph her when Sutton walked into a room to discover this look?
“Regardless of what happens as a result of it, I’m not as worried about it this time around. That’s all I’m saying, so you can take that for what you will.”
It really shouldn’t have meant as much to her as it did. Truly. And yet…
“Thank you.” The words rasped out of her honestly.
Regan shrugged. “A best friend’s duty.” She nodded her chin out to the other room. “By the way, A Charlie Brown Thanksgiving is about to be played. Tradition. You should join.”
“Maybe,” she murmured. She desperately needed a minute.
Regan shrugged again before she took a step toward the door.
“Do your in-laws…” She swallowed, clearing her throat, but she was unable to help her curiosity. “Are you speaking from experience? About Emma’s family?”
Regan crowed with laughter. “As if! They fucking love me.” That cackle followed her out into the living room.
Charlotte would lie if she said it didn’t lift her spirits in some way.
She remained there, in the kitchen, for she wasn’t sure how long, replaying both conversations in her mind. She tried to sort them, organize them, and figure out how they made her feel and then what to do with it all.
A warm touch landed on her wrist, dragging her out of her introspection, and she turned to face Sutton.
“Hey.” A big, genuine smile washed over Sutton’s face, lighting her up at the same time that it shot right through everything inside of Charlotte. “We’re watching a movie in there. Tradition.” A quiet, uncertain look filtered over her face. “Do⁠—”
The thoughts that had been circling everything Katherine had said came to the forefront of her mind. “Sutton, I…” she began, “I want to tell you that I am so sorry. For the past. And I hope you know that.”
You shattered her heart. The sentence echoed in her ears, and she didn’t want to be that person. She didn’t want to be the person who had shattered Sutton Spencer’s heart, even if she already was.
A flurry of emotions moved over Sutton’s face—surprise, confusion, contemplation, and then, finally, a flash of irritated exasperation. “Who said something to you, and what was it?” Her hand squeezed gently, encouragingly at Charlotte’s wrist. “Was it my mom?”
Charlotte shook her head. “Honestly, it’s not important.”
“It is, because I invited you here. Because I want you here. And I don’t want someone to say something that makes you look like—like that.” Sutton gestured at her face. “Like you’re sad.” She slid her hand up Charlotte’s arm, stroking it.
The touch was comforting, bafflingly so. Reassuring. And still, she latched onto it.
Still, she shook her head. “Really, darling, it’s fine.”
She realized as she said it that she meant it.
At the end of the day, Charlotte had no intentions of leaving Sutton’s life, in whatever capacity Sutton was ready to allow her in it. If Katherine needed to air her grievances, Charlotte would take it. She wasn’t someone who wilted down; she could handle whatever came her way.
“I just… we have never properly talked about it. And that’s all right. But I hope you know,” she repeated quietly.
Sutton was quiet, too, taking her in, her own expression somber as she whispered, “I know.”
Sutton slid her hand down to Charlotte’s and laced their fingers together. When she squeezed, Charlotte felt it. In her chest, in her stomach, everywhere.
“Come. Watch the movie,” Sutton coaxed, tugging her hand.
She wouldn’t say no. She’d never say no to this.
To the time she got to spend with Sutton in any capacity. To the feeling, the lightness, Sutton inspired in her. It was addicting and beautiful and the best she had ever felt.
And it certainly was not friendship, in any way.
As it happened, Charlotte wasn’t entirely positive how long she could continue to act like it was.



CHAPTER TEN
“DO YOU HAVE EVERYTHING YOU NEED?” Sutton asked Lucy as she helped her zip up her jacket. “You have your stuffed dog?”
“Yes!” her daughter exclaimed, her big, blue eyes blinking sleepily already. She was valiantly fighting feeling as tired as she felt, but… that was Lucy.
Given that it was a holiday, Sutton didn’t hold to Lucy’s typical bedtime, but Sutton didn’t think she’d last too much longer, anyway. It was barely seven now, and she was going for a sleepover with Sutton’s parents at their hotel for the night so they could take her out and about in the morning.
Lucy had been up and running around in excitement since just after six this morning and had gotten to have her sugar high at dessert, around three. She had napped during the Peanuts special, though, and would more than likely con Sutton’s dad into getting her ice cream, so Sutton really couldn’t decide which direction it would go.
She tugged Lucy into her chest for a hug, giving her a kiss on the cheek as she did. “You be good for Grandma and Grandpa, okay?”
“And Auntie Alex,” Lucy promised, wrapping her arms around Sutton’s neck and squeezing.
Sutton smiled as she held a little tighter for a second. “Yes, honey, Auntie Alex, too.”
Her parents and Alex were all staying at the same hotel, and for all Sutton knew, it would be her sister Lucy conned into getting her ice cream. She wasn’t sure who, but she knew it would happen.
“Happy Thanksgiving, Mama,” Lucy wished her as they pulled back.
“Happy Thanksgiving, honey.”
Lucy’s attention was already pulling away from her even before Sutton had fully straightened up from their hug and had moved on to Ethan, who’d just finished pulling on his jacket.
Her parents stood ready to go in Sutton’s front hall, and her mom was the first to hug her. As always, her hug was a little tighter, a little more desperate, like she tried to hold on to pieces of Sutton to keep with her during the weeks to months that they didn’t see one another.
Sutton held her back in the same way.
“We’ll see you for brunch tomorrow?” her mom asked quietly, still in the hug.
Despite the fact she was nearing forty, Sutton enjoyed the embrace as she always did. “I’ll meet you at the restaurant,” she confirmed.
As soon as her mom stepped back, her dad stepped in, and so the procession went until her family had all filed out the door, ending with Regan and Emma, who paused, as Regan made eyes at her.
“So…”
Sutton arched her eyebrows, already instinctively knowing what this was about. “So.”
She’d already heard Regan’s delighted feedback regarding Charlotte coming to Thanksgiving since the day she’d told her friend about Charlotte’s attendance last week (“God, having her and your mom in the same place will be priceless!” and “Do you think she knows how to have a holiday meal that’s not all about discussing the national treasury and foreign affairs?” and “Are you going to make googly eyes at her the same way you did when she met your family, back in the day?” and many more).
Regan had opened her mouth to speak, brown eyes bright with words Sutton could predict—wanting to talk about how she felt the day had gone, about the interactions Charlotte had had with her family, about Regan’s impressions of her—before Emma wrapped her arm around Regan’s waist and pulled her close.
“We are not doing this to Sutton right now,” she muttered quietly enough for just the two of them to hear while Sutton’s family mingled on her front stoop, waiting for Regan and Emma to join them.
Sutton gratefully leaned in to hug Emma before doing the same to Regan.
Nevertheless, Regan persisted. “We aren’t doing it now,” she whispered, “but we will be having a debrief soon!”
Sutton could only shake her head as she drew back, even though, as much as Regan could drive her insane, she wanted the debrief. She was self-aware enough to know that Regan was a once-in-a-lifetime kind of friend who would do anything to protect her while also giving her a raw, truthful opinion that kept Sutton’s best interests at heart.
And she was just as grateful for Emma, who had somehow found the best way to manage Regan into containing those moments into appropriate times.
She did want to debrief, she thought, as she shut the door behind them all. But right now was not the time.
Especially given that it was still the day of and Charlotte was still here; Sutton herself had barely had time to process how she felt about the day.
She took a moment to brace herself against the door, squeezing the handle before pushing herself off it and walking down the hall, intending to find the woman in question.
Charlotte had excused herself to Sutton’s guest room/office to take a phone call—much to the lifted eyebrow of Sutton’s mother; that Sutton hadn’t missed—about a half hour ago, toward the end of the movie.
Which had given Sutton just enough time to delve into what all of this felt like.
It was strange to be sitting, enjoying a holiday tradition with almost all of her favorite people, despite her two brothers not being in attendance, and Charlotte was among them. Strange and wonderful.
She was trying to figure out where Charlotte fit into that and what these feelings she’d been experiencing in different doses all day meant. Watching Charlotte with Lucy, with her mother, with her father, with Regan… it was all so unexpected.
Because if someone had told her only four months ago that Charlotte Thompson would not only be back in her life in any capacity but that Sutton would be inviting her to Thanksgiving dinner with her family, she would have genuinely laughed in their face.
And yet here they were.
And there Charlotte was—unexpectedly back in Sutton’s life, standing in Sutton’s kitchen, at her sink, somehow knowing that the dishes needed to be hand-washed rather than put in the dishwasher.
The sleeves of her business-casual royal blue shirt—a tailored button-up, deliberately flowy over the chest, and undoubtedly costing more than a shirt had the right to cost—were rolled up to her elbows, her hands and forearms sudsy as she seemed to be deep in thought. She’d put her hair up in a bun, and wavy tendrils fell lightly down the back of her neck.
The sight of her jolted Sutton all over again.
It had been such a strange Thanksgiving, one she’d been focusing her attention on just getting through. But now, it was through, and Charlotte was the only one still here.
Sutton cleared her throat as she walked into the kitchen, curiously tilting her head, unable to stop herself from smiling at the strangeness of the image. “I thought you had to take a phone call?”
Charlotte hadn’t seemed to notice her entrance but didn’t startle at Sutton’s presence, which didn’t surprise her either.
“It was unavoidable,” she said, a flash of contrition tugging at her lips. “I’m sorry; I do know that there is a no politics on holidays rule, but, well, in some parts of the world, this is not a holiday at all.”
Her voice was light yet apologetic, and Sutton shook her head, dismissing it.
“That is my mom’s rule; I have a bit more leniency,” she offered jokingly, though it was true.
While Sutton admired her mother a great deal and emulated her more than a bit, they did have their differences.
It didn’t bother her that Charlotte took business calls during their personal times together. She was always apologetic about it, but she did have a very important job that Sutton supported, and she wanted her to be successful.
Not to mention the fact that, even only as her friend, Sutton marveled at Charlotte’s success. She could admit that easily now that they were in a good place. As friends.
“Still…” Charlotte trailed off, a thoughtful look on her face.
It had been there a couple of hours ago, too, when Sutton had first found her in the kitchen. When Charlotte had apologized for their past.
“Sometimes I grade papers while Lucy watches a movie at night; my mom is someone who would have never let work come between bonding time. We are different people,” she teased softly, hoping to rid Charlotte of that very serious look.
Even though Sutton did need to process this holiday, she still knew a few things to be true: She welcomed Charlotte back into her life as her friend. She’d enjoyed their time together. She’d enjoyed Charlotte being among her people tonight, in this capacity. And she’d been appropriately concerned that someone might say something to Charlotte about the past that Sutton had moved on from.
She hadn’t enjoyed that part of today; that much she already knew.
“I’m a little surprised your parents aren’t staying in your guest room,” Charlotte commented, pivoting away from Sutton’s mother as the sole subject of conversation.
She was good at that, but Sutton was also good at picking up on Charlotte’s dodging.
Before she could get drawn into the conversation, though, she stepped up to Charlotte and lightly nudged at her, only taking a moment to be amazed by the fact that even though Charlotte had likely been awake, dressed, and prepared for the day for twelve hours, she still smelled so fresh.
Lightly shaking her head, she reached out to still Charlotte’s hands. “You don’t need to do the dishes. I can just get them done later.”
Charlotte’s hand—warm and soft and wet from the water—gently pushed Sutton’s away. “You fed me the best holiday meal I’ve ever had; I can wash some dishes.”
“Are you sure you know how?” she joked, arching an eyebrow, then laughing at the offended look on Charlotte’s face.
“You act like you weren’t raised by a bestselling author and a career politician, Sutton Spencer,” Charlotte reprimanded her, the deeply contemplative look fading into something much lighter as she flicked water at Sutton.
Sutton flinched, cutting off her laughter. “Well, I think my parents did a lot more to try to keep me humble,” she pointed out. “I went to public school, did chores, got grounded.”
“You never got grounded,” Charlotte stated with authority despite having never discussed this topic before.
Sutton found herself laughing as she nodded. “Fine, yes, but my brothers and Alex did, and so did Regan.”
“Of course your mother would also ground Regan.” Charlotte laughed.
She liked this. This rhythm, the beat they’d developed years ago and had now managed to return to. And she enjoyed finding it at the end of such a truly interesting day.
“Fine, though, throw your doting home life back in my face,” Charlotte scoffed at her, but there was a little smile playing at the corners of her mouth.
Sutton had found that Charlotte enjoyed the little jokes and mentions of life like this as they worked on the story of her life together. She didn’t often make commentary on Charlotte’s childhood with her parents, though, as Charlotte herself didn’t often talk about it.
In fact, Sutton had learned almost every story about Charlotte’s childhood—beyond cursory facts about her parents and occasional anecdotes about her and her brothers—only because of the biography. It hadn’t been something Charlotte discussed in detail in their history together, and Sutton, ridiculously, hadn’t ever asked. Not that she’d felt it was her place to press about Charlotte’s parents, anyway.
She did still feel it, if she was honest. It being the curiosity she’d had back then, wondering all about Charlotte and what made her who she was.
But she was fairly certain that anyone who got to know Charlotte on any personal level would want to know those things.
“So, the guest room?” Charlotte prompted as she resumed washing the dishes, giving Sutton a sidelong look. “I just, as with the aforementioned doting childhood, imagine that your parents would like to spend as much time with you while they’re here as they possibly can.”
Sutton blinked back to the moment as she reached for a dishtowel to dry everything Charlotte washed. They stood shoulder to shoulder, and she could feel the comforting warmth of Charlotte’s body next to hers as she considered the words.
“They do,” she agreed. “And they usually do stay with us here when they come to visit. But given that it was a whole group coming, with Ethan and Alex and Chris, it just was easier to have them all staying in the same place. They’re only ten minutes away.”
Charlotte hummed in acknowledgement. “They clearly dote on Lucy.”
“Maybe too much,” Sutton agreed, smiling down at the serving dish she was drying.
Her parents did love to spoil Lucy, often citing it as long-distance grandparents’ rights. Sutton had a hard time arguing.
“It’s impossible for a grandparent to love their grandchild too much,” Charlotte said softly, rinsing the dish in her hands, slowly turning it under the faucet.
The thoughtful tone was back in her voice as she started to wash the final dish. Sutton studied Charlotte closely, her heart feeling suddenly very full. Achingly full, at the tenderness in Charlotte’s words.
It was the first Thanksgiving since Charlotte’s grandmother had died, Sutton only realized in that moment, and she felt like an utter fool. The thought wiped the smile from her mouth as she looked closely at Charlotte’s profile.
“Would you normally have spent today with your grandmother?” she couldn’t help but ask.
“She wasn’t one to be big on the holidays necessarily, but I would have joined her in the afternoon for tea and dessert.” Charlotte’s teeth bit into her bottom lip, against a fond smile. “Your mother would have hated it; full of politics talk. But it was nice for us.”
The affection in her voice was so endearing in a way that Charlotte typically wasn’t. Well, not outwardly, not with most people, though Sutton herself was a party to it more than most.
The thought made her own chest feel warm, and suddenly, though she’d been anxious and doubtful about what today would bring, Sutton felt so fucking glad she’d invited Charlotte. It didn’t matter that the invitation had only rolled off her lips because they’d been caught in a moment.
The thought of her sitting at her home, alone, doing work, while Sutton was having a nice day, surrounded by people who loved her, made her ache.
“I’m glad you came here today.” The words left her as a whisper, but she meant them with her whole heart.
Charlotte finished rinsing the dish as she murmured back, “I am, too.”
Still, as she reached out to turn the faucet off, the thoughtful look was back on her face, the one from earlier. The one that she’d worn since Sutton had found her. One that told Sutton that she was thinking about something important.
Sutton couldn’t help but ask about it. “Are you?”
Surprised light brown eyes moved to catch Sutton’s, Charlotte’s eyebrows crinkling in question. “What do you mean?”
Sutton worried at the inside of her cheek before she asked the same thing she’d asked earlier. “Who said something to you tonight? About…” How should she phrase this? How should she phrase the big thing between them that they didn’t really talk about? “The past,” she settled on.
She already disliked the idea that someone had said anything, but she disliked it even more now. She wanted this friendship, and her home by extension, to be a place for Charlotte to feel welcome and comfortable.
Charlotte turned to face her, staring intently up into Sutton’s eyes, before she slowly shook her head. “It… doesn’t matter.”
At least it wasn’t denial. Still, Sutton felt bolstered as she put her hands on her hips. “It matters to me. Regan or my mother,” she muttered aloud; they had to be the culprits. “I invited you here as my guest. My friend. And earlier, you looked…”
She struggled to find the right words. Remorseful? Guilty? Just plain sad?
“It truly doesn’t matter, Sutton.” Charlotte’s voice was firm and unyielding and yet somehow still coaxing. Like she knew she could get Sutton to see her point. “It doesn’t matter,” she repeated, “because they said something I needed to hear. And my apology was something I needed to say.”
The raw honesty in her tone caught Sutton up in the moment. She could only stare down at Charlotte, desperately curious to know what she was thinking. She worried it would be something that might disrupt this peace they’d cultivated in the last weeks, but she was also unwilling to be the first one to speak and break the moment.
“I hurt you. Badly,” Charlotte began. “And I knew I was doing it, even though it was never my intention. I know we don’t talk about it and that it’s been a long time and that you got married and had a beautiful daughter afterward, but taking ownership of the things you’ve done to hurt people is the right thing to do.” Her tone was so sincere, so genuine, and her words were…
Well, there was a reason Charlotte was a popular speaker.
Sutton could admit she had fallen captive to Charlotte as a thinker and an orator just as much as anyone else who’d ever voted for her.
“And you, more than anyone, are someone I’ve never wanted to hurt,” Charlotte finished as she reached out to slowly, deliberately dry her hands, plucking the dishtowel from Sutton’s own. The dishtowel she’d forgotten had ever been in her grasp. “So I am. I’m sorry.”
Her heart had lurched in her chest, though, at the words her twenty-five-year-old self would have longed to hear, even if they weren’t the words she’d longed to hear. And maybe it was more than her body’s reaction to the words.
Maybe it was the reaction to Charlotte saying them and meaning them, so intently.
At the intense look on her face Sutton’s heart pounded harder. There was a reason they didn’t discuss this, she thought dimly; her throat was so dry, and her mind was moving a mile a minute.
Their past had been fraught with feelings, at least on Sutton’s side, and their residual chemistry lingered. While it could often be managed, with the proper ignorance and care, it was best to not ever acknowledge it so directly.
Acknowledging this was… dangerous.
Very dangerous.
The why was being so acutely thrown in her face in the moment. There were only inches between them, and they were breathing in the same air, and the second Sutton ever let herself feel it was the second her control wanted to slip.
Especially because she recognized the look in Charlotte’s eyes right now. For all Charlotte Thompson was world-class in disguising and mitigating and hiding her emotions with her admittedly skilled poker face, Sutton knew when Charlotte wanted her.
That had been something she’d never had to doubt or second-guess, not after they’d started truly sleeping together back then. The look was the same one now, a hunger that stole over Charlotte’s features, her cheeks flushing just a bit, her voice falling ever so slightly lower.
She heard it as Charlotte murmured, “I know we’re being friends, I know that.” Dark eyes slid so slowly over Sutton’s throat, watching the way she could feel herself swallowing heavily, likely noting the way her heart hammered unstoppably at her pulse point. She knew it because she knew Charlotte was just as acutely aware of what Sutton looked like when she wanted. After all, it had been Charlotte who’d shown Sutton what it was like to really want in the first place. “And I know that means I shouldn’t say this…”
She lifted her gaze to Sutton’s. “But I don’t think we were meant to be only friends, Sutton,” Charlotte declared, and Sutton’s mind went reeling with the statement. “I wasn’t put on this earth to be your friend.”
God. Sutton didn’t know how to address this. She hadn’t been prepared for this. She resolutely did not think about this because it wasn’t what they were supposed to be doing here.
Yet she couldn’t brush it off. She wanted to. She wanted to tell Charlotte that she knew they couldn’t do this. That they both knew this would be stupid.
But her words failed her because… Sutton wanted.
She wanted Charlotte Thompson with a feverish ache that had never been replicated. She felt it clawing through her, desperate to be acknowledged after weeks of being forced into dormancy.
“I didn’t think you believed in meant to be or any higher power,” she managed to point out. Her voice was barely above a rasp, but she was utterly unable to help it.
She saw Charlotte shiver at it.
Fuck.
Charlotte tilted her head up, swaying closer into Sutton’s space. Too close. Close enough to cloud her senses entirely.
“I don’t,” she declared, shaking her head with a dismissal so certain. “I’m not talking about any of that.” Charlotte’s tongue flicked over her lips, and Sutton tried not to stare but was entirely helpless to stop. “I’m saying, biologically, physiologically… you and I…” They both watched as Charlotte’s hand reached out and tucked Sutton’s hair behind her ear. Her fingertips were so light
it was hardly even a caress.
She felt it, the warmth and the knowledge of that touch, echo through her, and she was the one who shivered now.
She knew Charlotte saw it, too.
“We were simply not made to be just friends, Sutton Spencer,” Charlotte finished as she dropped her hand.
Charlotte stared at her, gaze searching Sutton’s, though she didn’t step back.
There was such an openness and honesty there that it sent a shock wave right through Sutton, even if she was becoming familiar with it. It didn’t matter that this had been the way Charlotte had been with her since they’d returned to one another’s lives; it just—it was so hard to mix the Charlotte in her mind with this woman in front of her.
The Charlotte of the past had been teasing and all-knowing and charming and in control but so rarely vulnerable or earnest—and rarely intentionally so. Meanwhile, the woman in front of her gave apologies about the past and made declarations that they were not made to be just friends.
And Sutton felt it, the lurching of her heart in her chest, the strength of which only Charlotte could bring out in her.
Still, though, she felt paralyzed as her emotions ran amok through her. There was surprise at where this night had turned, wonder at who exactly Charlotte was now. And there was… sheer desire.
“I didn’t mean to put you in an uncomfortable situation with this,” Charlotte said quietly after a long moment. “I just wanted to be honest with you about what I’m… feeling. I think, after our history, you deserve that.”
Sutton could only stare, frozen, as her heart pounded.
Charlotte’s lips ticked into a small smile as she stepped back, giving Sutton room enough to draw in a breath without it taking over her senses. “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
Sutton’s spinning thoughts hadn’t caught up with her yet, but—but no.
She reached out, wrapping her hand around Charlotte’s wrist. “You can’t—” She had to pause to swallow, hard. “You can’t just say those things to me and then leave.”
No, that couldn’t be the way this happened. Maybe she was thinking about the past too much, now that Charlotte had mentioned it, but Charlotte had been the one to call them off all those years ago. Charlotte had been the one to bring their sexual relationship to an end when Sutton had felt like it should have only just been beginning.
That was all she could think about as the want stormed through her, landing between her legs, making her throb with the sentiment behind Charlotte’s words.
“You were the one who stopped us back then,” she pointed out. Her heart pounded in her chest as she stepped even closer to Charlotte. She kept the hold she had, firm but not gripping, on Charlotte’s wrist, keeping her there.
But Charlotte wasn’t pulling back. Instead, she leaned against the counter and nodded. “I know.”
“You were the one who wanted to be only friends back then,” she reiterated.
“I know,” Charlotte confirmed, her voice soft, and this time, Sutton’s eyes followed the column of Charlotte’s throat as she swallowed hard.
Sutton didn’t even think as she stepped up even closer, boxing Charlotte in against her counter. She stared down at her, unable to even properly place the feelings raging through her if she tried.
“I didn’t want to stop sleeping together. I only ever wanted
you,” she confessed, not even able to find a shred of her youth’s embarrassment at the words. “You drove me crazy, and I thought about you constantly. About the way you made my body feel. About how much I wanted to touch you. You can’t say you don’t believe we were meant to be just friends when you were the one who ended that.”
Charlotte angled her chin up at Sutton, melting against the counter, against Sutton’s body. She could feel the press of Charlotte’s chest against hers, how fast her heart was beating. Or maybe that was Sutton’s own heart. She didn’t know.
She just knew that… she wanted. She wanted clarity, she wanted to be able to see this – them – clearly, and she desperately, deeply wanted Charlotte.
“I know, darling. It was never because I didn’t want you, though,” Charlotte explained, her voice hardly a murmur and an octave deeper as she flicked her gaze from Sutton’s eyes down to her lips. “You know I wanted you. From the very first day I saw your picture, Sutton, I wanted you. And it was never sated. I⁠—”
That was enough.
That was all Sutton needed or wanted or could stand to hear.
She used the hold she still had on Charlotte’s wrist to tug her forward, her other hand coming up to cup Charlotte’s jaw, holding her in place as she descended.
Their lips were already open as Sutton fell into the kiss. Furious and demanding and yes. Yes, she wanted this. Yes, she wanted Charlotte with a terrifying, ridiculous, needy arousal with which she’d never wanted anyone else.
And yes. She agreed that they were not physiologically ever meant to be just friends. Whatever that could possibly mean, however that sort of chemistry worked.
She could feel it in her veins as she licked into Charlotte’s mouth, swallowing the deep, throaty moan Charlotte let out. The moan reverberated through Sutton’s body, landing in her stomach and then melting lower, making her even wetter than she already was.
It shouldn’t even be possible to be so wet, she thought in the back of her mind. So achingly, pulsatingly soaked, after just a fucking charged conversation.
But this was Charlotte Thompson.
Charlotte arched against her, pressing her body right against Sutton’s, like she wanted to be so close, to feel Sutton against her with everything she had, and she could feel Charlotte’s entire body vibrating against hers.
One of Charlotte’s hands scratched at her neck before carding into her hair, and the other slid down, under Sutton’s shirt.
At the touch of Charlotte’s fingers on her own already-hot skin, she moaned against Charlotte’s mouth. God, yes. She fucking craved this.
Her own hands darted down, tugging Charlotte’s shirt out from where it had been tucked into her pants, wanting to feel the same soft skin. She used her hips to press Charlotte harder into the counter as she ran her hands up Charlotte’s sides, revelling in the feeling of her soft skin.
Charlotte’s nails dug into Sutton’s back, the biting pain driving Sutton higher, making her need ratchet up even higher, burn even hotter.
She slid her hands up higher, leaning back just enough to be able to cup Charlotte’s breasts, thumbing over her hard nipples through her bra. She leaned down, refusing to give up the taste of Charlotte, the soft but so hungry feeling of her kiss.
Like Charlotte craved her just as much.
And she did. She’d admitted to it. She’d never not wanted Sutton; emotionally, there had been everything else that had come between them, but she’d never truly registered how much she’d needed that confirmation till now.
She used more force than was probably necessary to tug the cups of Charlotte’s bra down. She didn’t need to take the garment off yet; she just needed to feel her. She pinched Charlotte’s nipples, already so hard, and felt Charlotte’s body jerk against hers, her hips starting to rock into Sutton’s.
Charlotte had wanted Sutton from the first day, from the moment she’d seen her picture.
The thought drove her forward, decisively kicking Charlotte’s feet apart, and pressed her thigh right in between Charlotte’s legs.
Through both of their pants, she could feel how hot Charlotte was for her already. She felt it even before her nails scratched down Sutton’s back, holding tightly on to her hips, trying to pull her closer.
Charlotte’s want for her had never been sated.
She rocked her thigh hard up against Charlotte, groaning roughly in the back of her throat just thinking about the words.
She jerked one of her hands out from under Charlotte’s shirt, then reached up and took out the elastic holding her hair in place so she could slide her hand into Charlotte’s hair. She held her still so she could suck at her bottom lip, scraping her teeth over it.
Charlotte cried out in pleasure at the sensation, her hips moving faster against Sutton’s.
“God, yes,” Charlotte groaned in the back of her throat before Sutton’s mouth reclaimed hers.
She’d never really thought about this, about the insecurities that must have remained somewhere deep down, after Charlotte had ended things. There was so much else for her to think about that, clearly, this hadn’t been at the forefront.
But she’d needed to hear it.
Then again, maybe hearing it was the most dangerous thing that had happened all night. The most dangerous thing that could happen between them.
Because now she needed the proof of it. She needed Charlotte again, and not in a way that was easily explained by the fact that they had undeniable chemistry. No, she needed Charlotte in the way that Charlotte wanted her, the way she’d wanted her back then.
Sutton didn’t even quite understand the difference in the state of mind she was in now, but she knew it was important and she knew she couldn’t stop it, and she knew she needed to make Charlotte come.
She wanted to make Charlotte Thompson come for her, so hard, while thinking about how much she wanted Sutton. She wanted to make Charlotte come after Charlotte had acknowledged the existence of them as a concept.
But when Charlotte’s hips started moving faster into Sutton’s, the desperation growing, she willed herself to stop.
She tugged her mouth away from Charlotte’s, sliding her hands down to still Charlotte’s hips as she stared down at her face.
The want pounded through her as Charlotte blinked her eyes open. Sutton could see it. She could see that Charlotte would have come right here, from this, with her.
Her face was so flushed, and she breathed so heavily, but Sutton didn’t want it like that. Not this time.
She wanted everything.
She wanted what she’d wanted in the past, and she wanted to reclaim what she’d had. She wanted to see Charlotte, to really touch her. And she wanted it in her bed.
“I want more,” she said, her throat guttural. “I want—I want you, wanting me, all of me.”
Charlotte nodded quickly, needily. “I do. I really do.”
Her pupils were blown. Her ready agreement pushed through Sutton, and she reached down to lace their fingers together and tug Charlotte back in to kiss her.
She used her other hand to steady herself against Charlotte’s hip, instinctively walking backward toward the kitchen doorway. Charlotte followed her, body moving in sync with Sutton’s as if they’d moved like this, body to body, millions of times before and hadn’t stopped for the last decade.
It made no logical sense. It shouldn’t. They shouldn’t fit together so easily, she thought with whatever clarity she could hold on to through the raging lust working through her veins.
But they did.
Charlotte reached under Sutton’s shirt as they stumbled down the hallway, gripping at her shoulder blades and sliding her nails down her back as she nipped her teeth into Sutton’s neck.
The dual sensation tore through her, and she surged forward for the final step, roughly forcing Charlotte back against her doorframe as they reached her bedroom.
Charlotte’s sharp intake of breath gave her a moment of pause before it melted into a long, drawn-out moan. She tilted her head up, demanding Sutton’s kiss again as she pressed herself harder against Sutton.
She remembered that about Charlotte, she thought dimly, and it notched up the heat in her body impossibly more.
Charlotte liked that.
She liked when Sutton was in control, when she showed Charlotte how much she fucking wanted her. She’d liked it, too, the few times they’d ever dabbled in any power dynamics. But Sutton hadn’t understood then, not fully, the dynamics she enjoyed during sex or what it meant.
She slid her hand up and gripped Charlotte’s hair, tugging her head back, feeling Charlotte’s answering panting, breathy moans through her entire body. They landed solidly between her legs, and she could feel herself ruining her underwear.
She liked it, figuring out how to take control of Charlotte, even if she’d only ever done it… lightly, back then.
That thought had her dragging her lips up Charlotte’s neck, biting, then sucking, as everything burned even brighter.
Charlotte had stopped this before they could really explore that together.
And she wanted it now. She wanted to be with Charlotte, to take away Charlotte’s control in the ways she’d wished she’d understood more then.
Her hands were frantic as she pulled off Charlotte’s shirt, shaking just a bit with how much she needed. Needed to be able to see Charlotte, to really take her in.
And she did, finally leaning back just enough, her own breath leaving her in heaving pants as the desire took her over. Charlotte’s breasts spilled over the cups of the bra that Sutton had tugged down, the curve of her hips was even fuller now, and she was so stupidly sexy.
Sutton lifted her arms automatically for Charlotte to take off her own shirt. The movement had the same urgency she moved with to slide down Charlotte’s hands, taking her underwear with them. She could see how wet Charlotte was as she did.
So fucking wet, and Sutton was so⁠—
“I want you so badly,” she admitted, need leaking into her voice.
“I do too⁠—”
She would never know if Charlotte was done speaking or if there was something else yet to come. She couldn’t wait.
She pressed herself against Charlotte, feeling her entire body skin to skin for the first time in over a decade, as she pressed Charlotte back into the doorframe. Charlotte shivered, arching into Sutton, but her mouth was just as hungry, her hands just as frantic as Sutton felt them streak over her.
Charlotte’s hands scratched up from her hips to her waist, slid to cup her breasts, her hips pressing right into Sutton’s as she kissed back just as fiercely, just as wanton.
Sutton could feel her body responding so easily to the touch. So wanting, so willing to giving into the skillful touch she knew Charlotte had.
Only—
“No.” The word escaped her in nearly a growl as she pulled back from their kiss.
“No?” Charlotte asked, eyebrows arching up in concern. “You don’t⁠—”
“I want to touch you,” Sutton told her, staring into Charlotte’s eyes as she slid her hands down to her hips and gripped them. “I’m going to fuck you.”
She felt a ridiculous sense of pride at the way Charlotte’s eyes widened, the way her mouth trembled open. She never would have said that, back then. She never would have felt comfortable, never would have expressed it in that way.
But she would now.
She used her grip on Charlotte’s hips to walk them toward her bed, squeezing a little tighter and feeling her blood start to pound in her veins as Charlotte’s breath escaped her lips in a whimper.
“I’m… surprised,” Charlotte breathed out, even as she arched closer.
“I remember that you like that,” Sutton asserted.
Maybe she should have questioned it, but she didn’t. Because, absurdly, she remembered everything when it came to this, to them.
“And I know now that I do, too.”
With that, she spun Charlotte around to face opposite her and used her hands to encourage Charlotte to climb into her bed.
Which Charlotte readily did, on her hands and knees, and Sutton’s breath stuttered out at the sight. She admittedly had to take a second.
Because… Charlotte Thompson was in her bed. On her hands and knees. And she was so wet for Sutton that she could see her dripping.
For her.
Because Charlotte had never stopped wanting her.
In the crazy, undeniable, ridiculous way that had never stopped.
She swallowed tightly against any of the old thoughts she might have had, against any of those feelings. Because this was not about that.
This was about needing to take Charlotte, to show both of them that this was exactly what Charlotte had said—physiologically impossible to ignore. This was for Sutton to fuck Charlotte in ways she’d made herself stop thinking about so long ago.
Her hands shook with need as she climbed up onto the bed behind Charlotte. She leaned down and kissed Charlotte’s shoulder, sliding her fingers up and moving over Charlotte. She was dripping, and she coated Sutton’s fingers the second she touched her pussy. She couldn’t have stopped her victorious groan if she’d tried.
She had done this to Charlotte. It was her. Just like it used to be.
She touched her lightly, just until Charlotte groaned in frustration, pushing back against Sutton’s hand.
Then she sank her teeth into Charlotte’s shoulder blade and sank two fingers into Charlotte.
They both moaned at the feeling.
Charlotte arched into her touch, pushing back against Sutton’s hand, and she had to fuck her.
She started slowly, for a few thrusts, sliding in deeply.
And when Charlotte released a long, shaking moan, she felt this triumphant, needy, longing feeling slide through her. Melting right into her very bones as she fucked Charlotte harder, faster.
She reached up and gripped Charlotte’s shoulder, pushing her down against the bed as she moved harder, faster, really fucking Charlotte.
The gasps and groans turned into cries of Sutton’s name, and every single one pounded through her until it was all she could hear.
Her name on Charlotte’s lips, Charlotte’s heat around her fingers, Charlotte’s legs sliding open wider to take her even deeper.
Charlotte wanted her, and she felt crazed by the thought.
She’d known for the majority of their friends-with-benefits situation that Charlotte was attracted to her, sure, but it wasn’t like this. This was not the controlled Charlotte she’d once known. The Charlotte who did only ever lose that control—unwillingly, it felt like—in the bedroom.
This was Charlotte who pressed herself back into Sutton with abandon. Her control didn’t slip this time; she’d given it up.
And that knowledge made Sutton moan herself, grinding into her own hand as she used her hips to fuck Charlotte even harder.
Both of Charlotte’s hands gripped Sutton’s sheets, knuckles turning white, as she felt Charlotte get tighter around her fingers. She wanted to feel Charlotte come for her more than she thought she’d ever wanted anything.
No, she didn’t want it; she needed it.
“I need it,” she found herself gasping as she moved her hand faster.
Charlotte only moaned in response.
“I need to see you come for me,” she said again, her own urgency rising as she slid her other hand down and sought out Charlotte’s hard clit.
Within seconds of rubbing her, even from a not-great angle, she felt it. Charlotte’s body froze, then trembled so hard as she cried out.
“Sutton. Sutt—fuck!”
She felt Charlotte contract around her, felt her body shudder so hard as she grinded back into Sutton’s hand.
She didn’t stop moving, not until Charlotte reached down clumsily, her hand weakly tapping at Sutton’s still moving between her thighs.
Her own desperation clawed through her even as Charlotte flopped down, seemingly boneless, onto her stomach.
Sutton stared at her, momentarily in a haze as she felt herself dripping down her thighs. Charlotte was breathing heavily, her hands curled into loose fists against Sutton’s sheets, and her body was utterly melted into the mattress from being so sated.
And Sutton needed all over again.
She reached down, urging Charlotte onto her back. Charlotte moved with her willingly, settling against one of Sutton’s pillows as her chest heaved, and she looked so utterly fucked, that Sutton felt her clit pulse even harder. She did that to Charlotte.
She did that, and she knew—she just knew—that even in the lovers Charlotte had surely taken since, she’d never let any of them have her in this way.
Sutton tossed her leg over Charlotte’s hips, settling above her as that thought nearly pushed her to the edge in and of itself. But she didn’t want to come without Charlotte’s touch, even if she could. That wasn’t what this was about.
She wasn’t even sure what it necessarily was about, but she knew it wasn’t that.
“Touch me,” she very nearly begged, her voice reedy. She rocked against Charlotte’s hips, knowing Charlotte could feel how wet she was for her. She rubbed herself against Charlotte, so wet she could hardly find any traction, and still it felt so… “Charlotte, I’m–”
Charlotte, brown hair tousled and messy, lips swollen from Sutton’s mouth, her entire expression dazed, looked up at her from where she lay and snapped to attention the second Sutton spoke.
As if her words, her need, lit something in Charlotte, her expression lit up, and she reached down, sliding her hand between Sutton’s legs. She lifted her hips just enough to let Charlotte touch her before grinding back down.
The firm, steady touch on her clit was fucking heaven, and she grinded down into it with great need. She didn’t care that she was soaking Charlotte’s entire hand, dripping down against her hip.
She couldn’t care less about the gasping, desperate groans escaping the back of her throat as she threw her head back.
She just—she was so— “God, I’m so close,” she moaned out. “I’m… I⁠—”
Fuck. Her world drew into central focus, her nerve endings alight, and she wanted to come so badly, she thought as she rode Charlotte’s hand even harder. She was so close, so⁠—
“You feel so fucking good.” Charlotte’s voice, so throaty after moaning and chanting Sutton’s name, forced her to open her eyes and stare down at Charlotte as she moved against her. “Darling, I⁠—”
Sutton’s orgasm hit her like a freight train at the word darling, hurtling through her body as her nerve endings lit up. She gasped, then groaned, jerking down against Charlotte’s fingers harder, needing to ride out every single sensation pushing through her body.
She rode through her orgasm, pushing through any aftershocks even as her body jerked with them, so ridiculously sensitive. But she wanted every moment of this.
Finally, when she felt totally wrung out, she slid to her side, collapsing next to Charlotte on her bed.
The quiet in the room was only disrupted by their heavy breathing; the blood rushing in Sutton’s ears moved from static at first to quiet background noise after a minute as she stared up at the ceiling.
And even though she didn’t know exactly what this meant or what they were doing, she couldn’t deny that she liked the feeling of this. Of Charlotte’s body warm and soft next to hers during the comedown, as the night settled around them.
This wouldn’t be like the last time they had done this, she knew that instinctively, and it also wouldn’t be the last time they did it. She didn’t know what it was, she thought again, as she turned her head to look at Charlotte, who was already gazing at her in the room’s low lamplight.
But she knew that.
“That’s not what I invited you here for today.” The words left her, unplanned but honest. Her brain was not firing at full capacity, in fairness to herself.
Charlotte’s smile was slow and beautifully crooked. “I didn’t assume so.” She paused, before saying softly, “I’m… thankful for it, though.”
There was an honesty there, but also that stupidly charming, joking voice, and Sutton could only laugh at it.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
CHARLOTTE READ through the most recent edits made on a proposal that she’d had land on her metaphorical desk, initialing and signing on her tablet when appropriate. Namely, she was doing her best to keep her mind on work.
And, in fairness, she was doing a decent job. This was a proposal she was soundly behind and had helped secure funding for, regarding building accommodations for the unhoused, and she’d already read over this proposal thoroughly several times.
It just so happened that she presently had some… other matters on her mind.
Maya cleared her throat from where she was seated perpendicular to Charlotte. “I’m sorry to bring this up, but you’d previously asked that I make certain your schedule remain relatively light this evening, given that the Senate is in session tomorrow morning and it’s likely to be…”
“Painful,” Charlotte supplied knowingly, still looking down at the proposal. So close to finishing it, she initialled at the bottom of the second-to-last page. “Yes.”
Maya was quiet for a few moments as Charlotte moved on to reviewing the last page. “Right. I’m just wondering if this event tonight is a priority. Should it be treated as such in the future?”
Charlotte paused, shifting her gaze for the first time since getting into her town car to look out the window in thought. Before she could let herself get too deep into those thoughts, though, she shifted her gaze back down with a nod. “Yes, it’s a priority.”
There were a few beats of silence before Maya spoke again, “Does that mean events from Georgetown or for the Zones in specific?”
Charlotte pursed her lips as she finished scanning the document and added her final signature. She closed the document out before handing the tablet back to Autumn in the seat next to her, who readily accepted it.
She absolutely did not miss the look Autumn was shooting Maya as she did so. It clearly read, Shut the hell up.
She glanced back at Maya who was shooting Autumn a look right back that clearly read, NO.
Their silent communication broke as soon as Charlotte settled back in her seat and simply answered with, “Yes.”
“Okay, then,” was all Maya said in response, and Charlotte knew they were giving each other looks again as she took her phone out and scrolled through her emails.
Maya was right; Charlotte had previously asked to keep her schedule clear tonight because tomorrow was absolutely going to be long and arduous. And she had never decided—on a rare evening that was work-free—to attend an event that she barely had anything to do with.
But she was living in unprecedented times.
It had been officially four days since she’d had sex with Sutton on Thanksgiving.
Four days since Sutton had completely and entirely shaken her right down to the very core of her being. Four days since she’d had the best sex of her life. Four days since she’d talked to Sutton vulnerably. Truly vulnerably. In a way that was difficult and rare for her to manage, even to herself at times.
Four days since she’d lain in Sutton’s bed, both of them breathing hard and deliciously sweaty. Her body had already been starting to feel the effects of their second round as they were both lying on their stomachs, facing one another on the same pillow.
Sutton’s arm had been slung over her back, and she felt herself continuously shiver as Sutton’s fingers traced invisible patterns over her skin.
Charlotte had so many thoughts spinning in her head in that moment⁠—
When had Sutton taken such control over her sexuality? Was this just who she was in bed?
It felt so good to get fucked the way she desperately wanted but hadn’t had. On the rare occasion that she hooked up with or, even more rarely, casually dated someone after she’d come out, she couldn’t really let go with them. Even if her body and mind wanted to really be fucked, she could never let that control drop fully with anyone else.
It felt so good to be in a warm, comfortable bed. In a warm, comfortable bed that smelled like Sutton.
And it felt so unreasonably good to actually be in bed with Sutton herself.
“You can stay if you want to,” Sutton murmured, her voice taking on a tone that told Charlotte she was very tired. Probably mere minutes away from falling asleep. The cute, drowsy look in her eyes said the same thing.
And the fact that she remembered these things didn’t feel ridiculous, for the first time. They were here in bed together, weren’t they?
“I know you don’t usually—or you didn’t…” Sutton trailed off, moving her hand from Charlotte’s lower back to put it in front of her mouth and attempt to stifle her huge yawn. “So that’s fine, t⁠—”
“I’ll stay,” she whispered back, nodding her head where it rested on Sutton’s pillow. She missed Sutton’s hand on her back when it became clear that Sutton was keeping it tucked under her chin.
There was a cute little smile on Sutton’s face and a nearly imperceptible head tilt of acknowledgement before she fell asleep.
Sleep didn’t come as easily for Charlotte.
Because it was so easy to remember the moment Sutton had referenced. Charlotte hadn’t really spent the night at Sutton’s place back then, even when Sutton had started sleeping over her house, and on the night she had, she’d “met” Sutton’s sister in what she still thought of as a disastrous introduction.
She’d been so comfortable in Sutton’s bed back then that it had scared her.
And as she lay in Sutton’s bed now, thirteen years later almost to the day, she wished she could shake her younger self. She wished she could tell herself that even though she’d been scared, that right behind that fear was this—a comfort and softness that would be there for her at the end of the day. Right behind that fear was a time when Sutton wouldn’t pull her hand away before sleep.
She’d blown out a deep breath, telling herself that upon releasing that breath, she was releasing those regrets and the wants and the missed time. She couldn’t change those things.
She could only exist right here, right now.
And right now was pretty good. She had the career and the track she’d always wanted, and she was in Sutton’s bed.
She’d fallen asleep, then, easily, drifting into one of the most restful sleeps she could remember having, which was also ironic, given that she hadn’t slept in a shared bed since the one she’d shared with Sutton all those years ago.
She’d only woken when Sutton gently shook her, long fingers softly resting on Charlotte’s shoulder. She’d blinked awake, feeling sleepy and pleasantly sore and so ridiculously cozy, snuggled in the warm blankets.
Sutton had been sitting there, showered and dressed and smelling amazing. Her hair was slightly damp still as it fell over her shoulders. There was a sweet, gentle smile on her face that gave Charlotte feelings that somehow matched the comfort she felt physically.
She could only smile back for a few time-blurred seconds because… yes. This was probably the best possible way in the universe to wake up.
“Good morning,” Sutton said, her voice quiet and warm.
Which in itself was a relief, as Charlotte woke up a bit more. Because they’d had sex last night. The last time they’d done that, Sutton had avoided her and wanted to act as if it hadn’t happened. There’d been a small kernel of concern deep inside of Charlotte the night before that something similar might play out this time, too.
It didn’t seem like it would, though.
Especially not as Sutton trailed her fingers softly down Charlotte’s shoulder to her upper arm, seemingly unaware of her own movements.
“Good morning,” she said back, clearing her throat as she pushed herself to sit up against the headboard. She reached up to rub the sleep out of her eyes as she looked at Sutton again, more awake and able to really register what she was seeing. “You’ve already showered.” She turned to look out the windows.
The sun streamed in brightly, which was odd, given that even on weekends, Charlotte never slept in.
“What time is it?”
“Almost ten,” Sutton answered easily, following her gaze to the windows. “It’s supposed to be beautiful out today. I’m meeting my parents and Lucy for brunch at ten thirty, so I have to leave soon… just wanted to wake you up first and see if you wanted a coffee.”
Charlotte took in the information with a light frown as she shook her hair back and stretched, sitting up fully. “How long have you been up?”
She trailed her gaze over Sutton’s room before dropping her arms and looking back at Sutton, whose gaze was fixated firmly on her chest. Satisfaction moved through Charlotte as she glanced down and saw that the blanket had well and truly fallen to her waist, leaving her torso naked.
A smirk slid over her face as she waited for Sutton to raise her gaze.
When she did, there was a blush high on her cheeks. That made this morning even better, the fact that Sutton could fuck her brains out, but at the same time would blush when she stared at Charlotte’s naked body the next morning.
Yes, this was so very unique to Sutton Spencer.
“I—um, yeah, I only woke up at nine myself,” she said, seeming to shake herself out of it. “I had a couple of messages from my parents, confirming the time we’d be meeting, and…”
She gestured to herself as if to explain why she’d then gotten ready.
Charlotte held Sutton’s gaze, grinning even as Sutton’s blue eyes dipped again. “Coffee sounds great. Thanks.”
Sutton nodded and cleared her throat, looking like she had just realized her hand was still resting on Charlotte’s arm, the backs of her knuckles now brushing against her bare stomach.
Coffee had been easy. It was the best word Charlotte had in her vocabulary to describe what it felt like to sit with Sutton in the late morning as sun streamed in through the kitchen windows, making casual and light and in no way awkward conversation as they drank their coffee after Charlotte had pulled on the pants she’d worn the night before and gratefully accepted the Georgetown sweatshirt Sutton offered her.
She’d worn that sweatshirt the whole day as she’d worked from home.
And she’d worn it a few times in the days since.
So, yes, it had been four days since then, and she hadn’t seen Sutton at all.
She hadn’t heard from Sutton that Friday, which she understood; she had been with her parents and daughter. Even if Charlotte was in that warm and lovely soft place after they’d had sex, she was alone and doing some work in her home office. Sutton was out and about. Busy.
Then she hadn’t heard from Sutton on Saturday either.
Charlotte tried to not be an alarmist at the situation by Saturday afternoon, when there was still radio silence. After all, she hadn’t texted Sutton either.
And so, Saturday evening, she had.
CHARLOTTE—6:02 P.M.

 

Hey, just checking in and saying hi. Haven’t heard from you since yesterday morning 

She’d stared down at the message and then deleted it, her stomach churning. Seeing it in words made it even more obvious how ridiculous she was being. It had been less than two full days since she’d seen Sutton. Who was busy. It didn’t mean anything that she hadn’t texted her.
Sending that message felt… desperate.
CHARLOTTE—6:05 P.M.

 

Just wanted to check in and see if we were still on for tomorrow’s work on the notes for the editor. I’m not sure how long your parents will be in town, so I just wanted to double check. I hope you’re having a great time with them 

She reviewed that for a moment before sending it, nodding to herself. That felt right.
And yet she was unprepared for the disappointment she felt when she got the message back—not to mention the fact that she didn’t get a message back for over an hour.
SUTTON—7:33 P.M.
 
Hey! Sorry, we’ve been crazy busy today, but I did want to text you to let you know that I won’t be able to meet up tomorrow. My parents are leaving Monday afternoon and I’m just trying to squeeze in as much time as possible :) 
Which—that was totally fine.
Charlotte had said as much.
CHARLOTTE—7:34 P.M.

 

Totally fine! Have fun with them. Pass on my appreciation for letting me crash Thanksgiving dinner 

SUTTON—7:37 P.M.
 
Done… but for the record, you don’t need to pass on any appreciation. I wanted you there 
So, that part was nice, absolutely.
They’d had a little exchange about some notes on the next section of the book that had been sent to her editor, and Sutton had sent a picture of Lucy and her parents yesterday, right after Jack and Katherine had left.
Which had led to a very short exchange, wherein Sutton had informed her that Lucy was having somewhat of a meltdown that her grandparents were leaving and that things at home were “not going well” and that she would get back to Charlotte later.
But then she hadn’t heard back from Sutton all of last night either.
Later apparently had meant early this afternoon, when Charlotte had gotten a phone call⁠—
“Sutton! A nice surprise to hear from you.” She’d only let herself answer after the phone had rung a couple of times, even though she’d been ready to answer on the first ring.
“Hi.” Sutton’s wonderfully husky voice warmed Charlotte from the inside out, even in just one word. “I’m so sorry I didn’t get back to you last night. Lucy…” She sighed, and Charlotte could just picture the way she was rubbing at her temples. “We love whenever our family comes to visit, but it often inevitably leads to Lucy being deeply devastated that they have to leave and questioning why we can’t live closer to them, and—it’s a whole thing.”
She could hear the exhaustion dragging at the edge of Sutton’s tone. “I see. And I understand; I’m sure it’s hard to live apart from the people who love you so much.” She paused, before confessing, “It was difficult for me to live away from my grandmother, and she was only about an hour away. When she was in the country, of course.”
It was strange, still, admitting to these feelings aloud. They were things she’d long stopped thinking about, feelings she’d long put behind her. She only ever brought them up on occasion, in her meetings with Sutton, and even then, it felt… odd.
“I can imagine how that was difficult for you. Especially given that your parents were often away for work, right?” Sutton asked, her voice quietly probing yet soft. Wondering.
This wasn’t for the book; it wasn’t for anything of the sort. It was just her and Sutton. Charlotte leaned back in her chair, her stomach tying in strange knots as she thought back to her childhood. “Yes. They were often… busy.”
She pursed her lips, thinking back to the solitude that echoed through her childhood home, especially when her brothers had gotten older and flown the coop.
It was a knee-jerk reaction for her to sweep it under the rug as if it were nothing. Mostly because, honestly, she felt like it was nothing at this point. It had happened, that had been life, and she’d been absolutely fine in the long run.
It took effort—emotional energy and an admitted courage—to stay in those emotions with Sutton and admit to her, “It was difficult at times. Lonely.” She swallowed hard, shaking her head. “But yes. My grandmother was a savior to me in those times, and being away from her was very difficult, so I understand Lucy’s plight.” She paused. “Then again, I didn’t have parents like you, so…”
She teased lightly, bringing them back to the present.
She wanted them to be in the here and now largely because, well, she’d missed Sutton in the last several days in the here and now.
She’d missed her, and she wanted her, and she wanted to know what she was thinking, and…
Charlotte cleared her throat. “I was thinking about what we could do for dinner, for when you come to my office later. Unless you’d like to go out somewhere?” She only hesitated for a moment, her heart beating strangely strong in her chest as she offered, “Or work from my home?”
Sutton’s beat of silence had Charlotte waiting on bated breath before she said, “Actually, that’s the reason I was calling; there’s an event for the Zones tonight. The last three months have been a huge success, which has been amazing, and we have another fundraiser tonight for next semester. I meant to bring it up to you earlier, but there’s just been so much going on…”
She trailed off slowly, the apology clear in her tone.
Charlotte found herself stupidly nodding as a troubling feeling started swirling in her stomach.
“Right. Yes. That makes perfect sense. I’m glad the Zones have been doing well, obviously.”
“Yeah, me too. Obviously,” Sutton added with a light little laugh. The laugh cut off after a moment, and Sutton’s demeanor became more serious. “Ah, I have some students arriving for my twelve thirty. I’ll talk to you later?”
Charlotte’s lips were already pursed in a frown as she hummed in agreement. “Sure. Have a good class, darling.”
And all she’d been able to think of after that was…
Was Sutton giving her the brush-off?!
She’d tried valiantly to think otherwise over the weekend despite Sutton’s general reticent communication, but blowing off their first in-person meeting after having sex?
She first tried to tell herself otherwise, that Sutton wasn’t going to do something like that. Even last month when Sutton had fucked her on her desk, she’d not even waited twenty-four full hours before Sutton had come to her home, seeking her out to talk.
Even though Sutton had wanted them to only be friends, the fact was that Sutton had still sought her out to talk. She’d clearly been on Sutton’s mind.
This… this silence was something entirely new for Charlotte.
She’d slept with someone, had an incredible time, and had slept over. The woman she’d slept with had then been the one to be all dressed and put-together the following day.
Charlotte had never been the person left waiting on pins and needles to hear from a woman. She’d never been left like this… in this state of emotional wanting.
Or, she supposed, a worse state. A state of emotional not knowing.
The only woman she’d ever emotionally wanted was Sutton Spencer.
But the Sutton Spencer of thirteen years ago was so emotionally open that Charlotte could read her like a book. Not even a novel; a picture book.
And now, Charlotte was tangled up in knots because Sutton was casually texting and being the opposite of clingy.
Which, honestly, was everything Charlotte had ever wanted in a sexual partner!
Unless, clearly, that partner was Sutton Spencer!
Was Sutton trying to put some distance between them before they saw one another again? Was she going to act like that mind-blowing sex hadn’t happened, like she wanted to the last time?
Charlotte hadn’t really known what possessed her, other than these ridiculous feelings marching through her veins, to scour her professional emails, an account handled preliminarily by Maya, filtered before anything reached Charlotte’s eyes, but… yes. There it was.
She was copied on an email about the Zones to the Thompson Foundation. Lily Balducci, who ran the foundation at present, had replied with her RSVP and said she would give the intended donation on behalf of the foundation, which was how the organization had been handled since Charlotte’s grandmother had died.
Charlotte had tapped her fingers against the edge of her desk for a few moments before she made the decision. Or, rather, it felt like her body made the decision for her. She’d stood and marched to the doors of her office, throwing them open and announced her intentions to attend the fundraiser for the Zones to Autumn and Maya. For Autumn, that meant obtaining an outfit for Charlotte to wear on short notice, given they’d need to leave in a few hours and Charlotte had back-to-back meetings all afternoon, and for Maya, it meant updating Charlotte’s entire afternoon and evening schedule, even if it was deliberately kept light.
The car slowed as they came to a stop in front of the building where the fundraiser was being held.
She took a deep breath and turned to address both Autumn and Maya. “You’re free to come to the event with me. Or free to take the evening to yourselves…” She arched a knowing eyebrow at them. “But don’t forget that you both have an early morning, whether I’m in session or not.”
“I’m just going to go home,” Autumn volunteered quickly, dipping her gaze pointedly to her tablet.
Maya bit her bottom lip but held Charlotte’s gaze. “Me, too.”
“Her own home,” Autumn cut in sharply, though she didn’t look up.
“Right,” Maya quickly agreed, looking less sure of herself.
“Right,” Charlotte echoed. “Take the car back to your home…s, then. I’ll call Hamish to return later.”
Romantically, she may have been in the beginning of a tailspin, but professionally, there was no way she was going to let her assistants think they were getting away with teasing her with no return.
“Have a good night,” she said. “I’ll see you bright and early.”
She smartly closed the door behind her as she stood on the pavement and brushed her hands down the thighs of her the new Tom Ford dress that Autumn had procured for her this afternoon. Charlotte had had to quickly style her own hair, which she’d done on the back end of her last meeting, video off.
God, was that—did her stomach feel full of nerves?
“You’re at a fundraiser at a university, for fuck’s sake,” she muttered to herself before smiling and nodding at one of the groups milling on the large steps outside. “You’re not at a presidential benefit or making a speech at the U.N.”
And when she was at those events, she didn’t feel half this nervous!
Refusing to brush her hands over her stomach and fidget with her clothing, she resolutely kept her hands down at her sides, nodding her thanks at the doorman.
The room was bustling with activity. Several other attendees were clearly dressed in their best, much like Charlotte—likely those who were there to make larger donations—while she could see that there were a handful of professors and other academics who likely worked hands-on at the Zones dressed in their everyday wear. There were younger people—teenagers—who likely attended the Zones as well.
She hadn’t had the time to research what exactly the atmosphere would be like tonight. She’d been more focused on making sure she’d be wearing something that would make Sutton think she’d be crazy to cut off anything sexual between them.
That was, apparently, who she was right now.
And while Charlotte didn’t necessarily love it, she was finding that she couldn’t quite control it. She nodded at several people who recognized her, continuing in her scan of the room as she slowly, casually started to circulate.
“Senator! We didn’t expect you tonight! I must have missed that memo.” A familiar voice came from her right, and she turned to face the man approaching her. She immediately placing his face from the first night she’d came to commemorate the kick-off of the Zones as the person responsible for coming up with the idea for the charitable organization.
The man who’d been responsible for bringing Sutton back into her life.
The smile she fixed on, for that reason, was genuine. She reached out and took the hand he offered. “It’s so nice to see you,” he said in greeting.
“Zeke, nice to see you again as well.” She returned. “How are you?”
He exuberantly shook her offered hand. “I’m good—great, actually! Everything’s been going really well for the start-up. A few hiccups here and there, but that’s all to be expected.”
“It’s sounded like you’ve been handling everything wonderfully,” she told him sincerely.
At his questioning look, she hastened to explain, “Ah, Sutton has⁠—”
“Right!” He cut her off, giving her that exuberant smile once again. “Right, she’s mentioned working with you on your book.” He shared a conspiratorial smile with her. “Not in detail, but I think it’s incredible. She’s extremely talented.”
She could feel her own smile growing. “Yes, she really is.”
His eyes lit up. “I just saw her, actually, talking to Lily Balducci. Just over here.” He nodded over his shoulder, to the left. “If you want⁠—”
“Yes.” Charlotte felt how she lit up from the inside. She tried not to be too outwardly excited, but… She managed to get a hold of herself. “Yes, sorry. I have some business I’d love to speak to both of them about.”
Zeke seemed pleased that he’d pleased her and led her swiftly through the crowd.
And he was right—there were both Sutton and Lily in conversation, only a few feet away.
“Look who I found,” he announced in the effortless way he seemed to have for breaking into groups.
Sutton and Lily turned to face her, and Charlotte met both of their surprised looks with a smile. It was a smile that, due to the widening of Sutton’s eyes, was tinged with the most ridiculous feeling of nerves all over again.
“Charlotte!” Lily spoke first, her very intensely green eyes staring right through her. “Here I was thinking I was representing the foundation solo this evening.” She laughed, lightly, though, shaking her head as she reached out to squeeze Charlotte’s hand in greeting. “It’s wonderful to see you out and about.”
Charlotte smiled back at her. She liked Lily; she wouldn’t have chosen her to fill her grandmother’s shoes if she didn’t. She squeezed Lily’s hand back. “Yes, even I have to leave the office sometimes.”
“Rarely,” Sutton cut in, her tone entirely joking, but in the way that said familiarity. Scolding but light. Like she had intimate knowledge of Charlotte’s life and where she spent her time.
Which, of course, she did.
And it thrilled Charlotte that Sutton wanted it to be known.
“I’ve been working on it,” she shot back, teasing as well, turning to face Sutton for the first time that evening.
Her hair was up in a simple twist, leaving her perfect shoulders bare; a simple diamond necklace glinted against her clavicle. She wore a long-sleeved, form-fitting black dress, and it took a lot of Charlotte’s famous self-control to not slowly peruse her frame. Even without it, she felt her heart start to hammer in her chest.
“Something tells me you could work on it a bit more. What did you get up to this weekend?” Sutton asked, arching an eyebrow at Charlotte.
Pined for you while you were out living your life.
Charlotte arched her eyebrow back. “Perhaps you’re correct. But only because I’m in session tomorrow.”
There was a question on Sutton’s face, hiding under her smile. Charlotte wasn’t sure Lily or Zeke could see it, but she could. It was lurking just there in the tilt of her jaw.
It was likely that Sutton knew she was due in session tomorrow and would likely not want to come to an event the night before.
“Well, I, for one, am amazed and grateful to see you beyond the walls of the foundation. It’s a comfort to have you fighting for us politically, but on a personal level, I find it a bit alarming that I believe you may actually have a bed in your office,” Lily semi-joked, squeezing Charlotte’s hand again before dropping her own back down to her side.
“Mm-hmm,” Sutton hummed in agreement. “It’s a couch, but it serves the same purpose.”
A smile tugged at her lips, and there was a joke present in her voice, but something felt off to Charlotte. It did not help her resist the sinking feeling she’d had about them over the last few days.
“Oh, god, that’s even worse.” Lily laughed, knocking her shoulder lightly against Charlotte’s in a little ribbing. “We, the concerned citizens, should pitch in for a cot at the very least. Throw a fundraiser for your back.”
“Speaking of the fundraiser, do you mind if I steal Lily for a few?” Zeke asked, and Charlotte couldn’t have been more grateful.
“Not at all,” Sutton and Charlotte answered at the same time, nodding their goodbyes for the time being.
They watched Zeke and Lily go for a few seconds before Sutton turned to face Charlotte, asking, “What are you doing here tonight?”
She almost wanted to laugh at the bluntness of the question—because that was Sutton. That forthright need to know and asking point-blank to satisfy that curiosity. It had always been one of her favorite of Sutton’s qualities except, perhaps, in this moment.
The emotion was unfamiliar… Embarrassment? Was that embarrassment? Yes, it crept through Charlotte’s stomach, making her want to squirm, but she refused to, holding her head high instead.
“Well, if you recall, this was a cause my grandmother cared deeply about, and thus, it’s something I’d like to be involved in myself, when possible. And tonight I found myself with no plans, which made it possible.”
It wasn’t necessarily a lie, so that was great, really.
Sutton stared at her in question, slowly tilting her head again. “You didn’t mention it on the phone earlier.”
Charlotte cleared her throat uncomfortably. “Right. I—wasn’t actually aware of it, given that Maya manages the preliminary rooting through my emails and my schedule.”
Once again… not necessarily a lie…
Sutton stared at her, hard, and Charlotte could tell she wasn’t entirely buying what she was selling. Even if someone else might—even if most people would have—Sutton didn’t.
And damn it if Charlotte didn’t enjoy that, on one level.
Pleasure glowed under the twisting of knots in the bottom of her stomach, like she was being caught out for being some desperate, needy… person.
A slow smile pulled at Sutton’s lips then, and Charlotte knew even before Sutton spoke that Sutton did see this for exactly what it was. “You came here tonight for me?”
The blood roared in Charlotte’s ears as she saw the two options presented to her: the road of honesty and the road of… less honesty. Maybe, in the past, she’d have chosen otherwise, but she felt different now.
Charlotte huffed out a breath, baffled, one of her hands falling to her hip as she rolled the other in the air. “We had sex four days ago!”
Never let it be said that Charlotte Thompson couldn’t be forthright as well.
Her actual volume was a controlled whisper, but Sutton’s eyes still widened, her mouth falling into an alarmed O as she blushed deeply.
“Charlotte!” she hissed, reaching out reflexively and gripping Charlotte’s hand in her own.
“I whispered,” she reminded Sutton, still whispering, in her own defense. Charlotte was constantly aware of the people around her and what was being said and what could be overheard; she was confident in this.
“In a room full of my coworkers!” Sutton tugged the hand she was clutching, leading Charlotte out the main doors and down into the hallway. She then turned into a different hallway for even more privacy, where the lights were dimmed and the sounds of the event were a distant din.
“Why did you say that?!” Sutton asked as soon as they turned the final corner, the blush on her cheekbones still so very prevalent as she rounded on Charlotte.
“Why did I say that we had sex?” Charlotte asked, certain her stare was incredulous but not as incredulous as she was feeling.
Sutton nodded sharply, eyebrows high on her forehead as if she was totally baffled.
Which, honestly, made Charlotte feel even crazier. She crossed her arms and angled her head up to stare at Sutton as the words clawed up her throat.
“Because we did. We had incredible sex, and then I spent the night with you, and everything seemed like it went well. There were no freakouts, no tears, no apologies, no verbal or visual regrets.” She would know; she’d gone over it in her mind ad nauseum.
Sutton’s teeth dug into her bottom lip as Charlotte spoke, her eyebrows furrowed as she nodded along. “Yes? I wasn’t denying we had sex.”
“Well, you haven’t mentioned it. And it’s been four days.” Four long days.
“I’ve been busy!” Sutton whisper-shouted, her cheeks reddening.
“You’ve been so busy that you haven’t thought once about the fact that we’ve had sex?” Charlotte somewhat echoed back, arching her eyebrows as that sentiment settled low and unwelcome in her stomach.
Exasperation pushed her further before she could possibly delve into that. “Sutton, you can’t fuck a woman within an inch of her life and then not mention it for days afterward.” Charlotte felt like that was common sense. Truly. “Especially given that the last time you fucked me so well my head spun, you then wanted to act as if it never happe—mm!” Charlotte’s words were cut off as Sutton’s lips descended to her own.
It was like a hit of victory and salvation all rolled into one. Which was ridiculous. She knew that Sutton wanted her, was attracted to her. That had never been up for debate.
And yet Charlotte had spent the entire weekend feeling unsure and wanting and—and this horrible needy feeling. It was a feeling she’d never once associated with herself or understood.
The kiss was searching and needy, yet exacting. It kept Charlotte right on her toes as Sutton’s hands came to her waist and squeezed, bringing their bodies flush against one another.
The skin revealed by the plunging, hip-level neckline of her dress rubbed against the soft material of Sutton’s, which made Charlotte gasp into her mouth as her skin erupted into goose bumps.
She reached up, carding one hand through Sutton’s hair and holding on to it as she lightly scratched her nails on the other down Sutton’s neck. She groaned in the back of her throat at the satisfaction that worked through her at the whimper that escaped Sutton’s lips at the sensation.
This is what she’d wanted. It was what she’d craved. What she’d been needing. For days. In ways she’d never truly, viscerally felt before. Not like this.
As she went to slide her hands down Sutton’s body, though, she was stopped.
The grip Sutton had on her waist tightened as Sutton pulled back just enough to disconnect, their chests still brushing as they breathed in deeply.
The color was high on Sutton’s cheeks even in the dim light, her hair slightly mussed from Charlotte’s hand, and her eyes looked electric.
Charlotte almost shivered again from the look alone.
“I’m not trying to pretend that it didn’t happen,” Sutton stated, her voice nearly perfectly firm, but Charlotte could hear the slight shakiness underneath. Like Sutton’s world was slightly off-kilter from the unexpected kiss as well.
“Less communication than we’ve had in weeks, not a single mention about anything between us,” Charlotte started to tick off the list to support her supposition.
“No, that’s—I—” Sutton blew out a breath, looking flushed. “I’ve thought about you, about us, so many times in the last few days. I can’t help but think about it.”
Charlotte arched a doubtful brow as she crossed her arms and leaned back against the wall behind her.
Sutton shook her head. “I’ve been genuinely very busy. First with my parents, and then this event. Which I”—she broke off on her own scoff, cheeks darkening as she admitted—“somewhat forgot about, even though I’ve been doing quite a bit of coordination for it. Because I’ve been so mentally focused on, well, you.”
Charlotte didn’t quite have words for the pleasure that moved through her at the words.
Even more alarming, perhaps, was that it wasn’t just pleasure. It made her nearly giddy. And so relieved, feeling like it wasn’t just her who’d been obsessed with thinking about them.
She controlled the wide smile that wanted to break out across her face, keeping it small and easy instead.
“You look absolutely stunning.” She finally let her eyes wander the way she’d wanted to minutes ago, now that she felt like she could breathe normally.
For maybe the first time in days.
Which, god, when she really thought about it, she did not enjoy that. What was that about?
“I’m not the one who showed up here in a designer dress with a neckline that plunges to my hips,” Sutton challenged, eyes glinting as she ran them over Charlotte.
The look was unsubtle but deliberately so. It was something she hadn’t seen from Sutton in the past, but it shot fire through her veins all the same.
“This? I’ve had it in my closet forever. Just waiting for the right occasion to let it breathe,” she murmured as she found herself swaying closer, right into Sutton’s gravitational pull, even as she drew her own hand lightly down the plunge of her dress just to watch the way she knew Sutton’s eyes would follow.
She started at the hollow of her throat, then let her hand travel down between her breasts, over her stomach…
She felt the sparks of Sutton’s gaze like they were Sutton’s own hands again. Perfect.
Sutton cleared her throat, and Charlotte watched the elegant line of her neck as she swallowed. Then she spoke, her voice an octave lower, “Mm-hmm, and your life doesn’t afford you that kind of luxury. So often trapped inside, nary an event that would grant you the opportunity to wear such a thing.”
Charlotte didn’t understand it. Maybe she couldn’t. Maybe it was just something cosmic, not meant for her mind to be able to comprehend. When she was with Sutton, she just wanted her so badly that it turned to need.
She didn’t just want her physically, sexually, but in every way. She wanted to be close; she wanted everyone to know they were associated with each other, wanted that soft look Sutton’s eyes seemed to hold only for her.
“Yes, darling, you’ve nailed it. Especially because”—she tilted her chin up, her eyes inches away from Sutton’s as she reached out to touch Sutton’s arm, stroking her thumb softly over the skin there—“as you yourself pointed out, I have a couch in my office that I sleep on from time to time.”
A round of applause came from the event, followed by the sound of someone speaking into a microphone, breaking through whatever spell was here between them.
Sutton dug her teeth into her bottom lip as she took a step back. “I have to get back in there. I’m supposed to be speaking soon.”
“You cannot pretend it didn’t happen. Again. I can’t,” Charlotte confessed before Sutton could truly back away.
The truth in her words made her feel ridiculous—her behavior this entire evening did. More than that, the bigger feeling that she had to say them was a tough pill to swallow.
She needed to let Sutton know where she was in this. This time around, things were going to be different. She was going to be different. Even if it scared her.
Bit by bit, she would make herself be brave. She would follow the example Sutton had set for her years ago.
Another round of applause erupted.
“I wasn’t pretending it didn’t happen. And I’m not doing so now,” Sutton confirmed. “I don’t think that’s a possibility anymore. I think about the way you look, the way you sound, the way you feel…”
Sutton trailed off, holding Charlotte’s gaze, and Charlotte felt that want spring right back into place before moving through her so intently.
“We’re both adults—real adults—now,” Sutton said, nodding shortly, seemingly to herself. “And we work together, which could make sleeping together… complicated. But we’re also friends, and I think we both are finally on the same page, for this.” She gestured, a little awkward and a lot adorably, back and forth between them with her index finger.
“Right,” Charlotte murmured softly, taking in what Sutton was saying.
“So… we can keep doing this. As friends. And just enjoy ourselves.”
Sleeping together. Friends. On the same page… as in Sutton was on her page. At least, the page Charlotte used to be on.
As people clapped again, Sutton swore lightly under her breath. “I really have to go. But if you’re going to stick around until later, we can…” She trailed off again, blushing even as she arched her eyebrows and dropped her gaze.
Charlotte’s body answered easily. “Yes.” Her mouth did, too.
Because of course she would stick around.
The grin flashed over Sutton’s face and made nonsensical butterflies act up in Charlotte’s stomach.
“Awesome,” Sutton breathed and leaned in to kiss Charlotte briefly before she turned to head back down the hall.
Charlotte fell back against the wall, blowing out a deep breath.
She was living in unprecedented times, indeed.



CHAPTER TWELVE
“GOD, IT’S CRAZY OUT TONIGHT.” Sutton grimaced as she walked into the mall, looking at the several hundred people milling around among the shops.
“I have no idea what you’re even doing out in stores tonight.” Regan could not have sounded more incredulous, even as her voice came through Sutton’s phone’s speaker. “It’s a Friday night less than two weeks before Christmas. Are you insane?”
“I have to finish shopping for Lucy,” Sutton explained, even though she added, “I thought we already talked about this earlier?”
She maneuvered around a woman holding far too many bags, then moved to hold open a door for her.
“I realize literally what you are doing there,” Regan clarified. “I just can’t believe the fact that you are there. Sorry, I guess that was my bad for not totally explaining, but in fairness, I thought you knew what I was getting at.”
The corner of Sutton’s mouth ticked up into a smile as she shook her head. Sure.
“As you so astutely pointed out, Christmas is in less than two weeks, and I don’t want to be out shopping any closer to the holiday than I already am. I just need to get it done,” she murmured as she spotted her first target and ducked in.
“We live in the digital age, babe. The magic of shopping is all online now. Haven’t you heard?”
Sutton walked through the store, shaking her head. “Regan, it’s impossible to get the RealJam Guitar online. It’s sold out everywhere!”
It was the hottest new electronic toy on the market this holiday season, and Sutton had been trying to hunt it down for the last two and a half months, since Lucy had named it as the only gift she wanted for Christmas. The RealJam was a new model guitar, integrated with Bluetooth and virtual reality enhancements to allow for instruction and self-improvement at home, and it had been flying off literal and digital shelves for the last six months.
Sutton had picked up a few other items here and there that she knew Lucy would want, but her daughter was very steadfast on this guitar.
And Sutton was very intent on finding it for her. If she could, that was. God, she so hoped she could.
Regan sighed, and Sutton could hear the sympathy in it. “Believe me, I know. Emma and I have been trying to get it for you, too.”
Sutton scanned her eyes over the shelves, smiling as she softened at Regan’s words. “I know you have. And I appreciate it.”
“You know my motto: Why do I need a kid when I already have yours?”
She laughed, combing through the crowd. “And I appreciate that village mentality, too.” She truly did; Regan and Emma had showed up for her in the hardest and most lonely moments of parenting.
“I love you, you little redheaded sunflower, and I love your offspring maybe even more,” Regan emphatically stated, but she spoke again before Sutton could return the favor. “What I really need to know, though, is this: You have a Friday night free. Luce is at a sleepover and is going to be picked up by Layla. You and I both know that this guitar is, unfortunately, not still going to be there⁠—”
“Two different stores confirmed getting a shipment today,” Sutton cut in.
Regan, true to form, ignored her. “And you have the perfect opportunity to spend a full night getting railed by Charlotte. Or… railing Charlotte?” Her voice turned thoughtful.
Sutton bit her lip as her cheeks warmed at the thought.
In truth, she would never be able to decide which of those options she enjoyed more.
And there had been many variations on those words to choose from in the last few weeks. Thanksgiving, of course, where she couldn’t help herself because Charlotte was being open and confessing to that want, which was, well, very much still alive.
There was the night after the fundraiser for The Zones, where she’d had sex with Charlotte in Charlotte’s car. Granted, it was a very spacious area, but… but Sutton had never done anything like it.
Something deep inside of her pushed her forward. She wasn’t sure exactly what; maybe the fact that Charlotte had gone out of her way to seek her out that night. Maybe it was that this flame had been reignited and it felt so fucking good to just give in, for the first time in years, to something that felt so good. Whatever it had been, she’d felt like a woman possessed as they’d climbed into the back of Charlotte’s car after the event.
She’d pulled Charlotte on top of her and slid her hand up Charlotte’s dress, feverish when she realized how wet Charlotte was for her already, made doubly so when she realized how quickly she was able to make her come, reaching up to stifle the sounds Charlotte made with her other hand.
They’d made time for those rendezvous several times a week since then. Every single time they met up to work together, it didn’t matter where; they’d give in. In Charlotte’s office last week, Charlotte had gone down on her as Sutton sat on her desk. At Charlotte’s apartment, Sutton had bent Charlotte over the couch.
They always started with their work first, but somewhere along the line, their tone switched.
“Either way,” Regan continued, “regardless of whichever one of you is fucking the other at the time, my point is, you have a full weekend night, totally free and clear, and for the first time in years you’re in a… huh.” Regan’s tone turned deliberately obtuse. “Would you call this a relationship?”
Sutton rolled her eyes, regardless of the fact that her best friend couldn’t see.
“Personally, that’s what I think of when I think about someone exclusively fucking one person and doing it multiple times every single week.”
“I told you a couple of weeks ago, and I’m telling you again: You and I are not going to do this.”
“I just want to talk to you about your life!”
“And I don’t,” she shot back, an uncomfortable weight settling inside of her.
For as much fucking as they did and as much talking as they did, she and Charlotte had not been talking about this.
They’d picked up the rhythm they’d managed to find in the last couple of months, where they’d found a friendship. They’d just figured out how to add sex to it.
“You can’t be having a friends-with-benefits relationship with Charlotte Thompson again. Not again,” Regan lamented.
If Sutton was being honest, she didn’t disagree. Except… “It’s just—it’s good. And I can’t stop it. I’ve tried.”
She had tried. For the weeks after they had slept together the first time, she’d tried. Being friends and only friends with Charlotte, working together, it never made the attraction, the want, the desire dim in the slightest. And it wasn’t attraction, want, and desire merely physically; interacting with Charlotte could be so much simpler if it was only physical.
It was a want for more.
And if more was playing out in whatever they had going on, Sutton felt powerless to stop it. She didn’t want to stop it. Regan was right: This was the first time in years that Sutton had had anything remotely romantic happening in her personal life. Dating, sex, romantic intimacy of any kind, none of it had been a regular part of her life in so long.
That was what she was going forward with, and right now, she was finding it was all she needed. Maybe she just needed what they had to be easy, and talking about logistics and “what this was” would make things complicated.
She just wanted to live in the easy part, for now.
“So… you two are just magnetically unstoppable when it comes to keeping your hands to yourselves. And you’re just rolling with it,” Regan summed up.
Sutton nodded as she leaned back against a shelf in a quiet corner of the store. “Honestly? Yes. For once in my life, that is what I’m doing.”
Regan was quiet for a few beats before she groaned. “I cannot even believe this. Out of all of the people who have wanted a piece of you over the last few years⁠—”
“Excuse you?! Like who?” she demanded.
“That woman Emma works with, who wanted your number. That other woman you went on a couple of dates with and told you that she was totally okay with doing whatever you wanted, at whatever speed you were comfortable with. The guy who⁠—”
“Okay, okay, I get it,” she cut Regan off, reaching up to massage her temples. “But…” It was difficult to put it exactly into words. “I wasn’t comfortable with those people, like this. I…”
Yeah, she truly didn’t know how to put her thoughts into words. There had been options over the years with a few people, but she’d been so scared to put her trust into someone again. So scared to put Lucy into a situation. And even if she’d been attracted to them, it was never this soul-searing, unignorable kind of need.
“This is different,” she qualified. “Things with Charlotte have always been different.”
For better or worse, that was the truth.
“I know! That’s why I can’t believe that you aren’t Sutton-Spencer-ing this!”
Sutton’s mouth fell open. “Did you just use my name as a verb?! What does that even mean?”
“Oh, you know exactly what that means! Questioning what every small thing could possibly mean; what it could be; what the other person is thinking or feeling; what you are thinking or feeling, quantifying and qualifying⁠—”
“All right, I get it,” Sutton cut in again, feeling tremendously too seen. “But why am I getting the feeling that you are encouraging me to Sutton-Spencer this?”
She knew all of Regan’s tones, supportive and skeptical and everything in between, and this entire conversation did not lean toward the skeptical end.
Regan sniffed. “Because! I am!”
“How are you encouraging this now?” Sutton almost felt like she was going crazy. “The first time Charlotte and I did this, you were the captain of the do not do this train!”
“It’s been thirteen years! Things are different now,” Regan argued.
Sutton looked around. She was standing in a mall, in a packed toy store, less than two weeks before Christmas, in D.C., where she lived. “Things are different now.”
She was divorced. She had a daughter. She had a full-time job. It had been thirteen years.
“It’s complicated,” was all she edged out, and before Regan could say anything, Sutton’s phone beeped in her ear.
She pulled it away to check and saw Charlotte’s name flash over the screen.
She was divorced. She had a daughter. She had a full-time job. It had been thirteen years. And she still had that ridiculous swoop in her stomach at the call.
“She’s calling me now,” she told Regan, putting the phone back to her ear as she pushed herself to continue searching for the guitar.
“Great! Love ya!” Regan swiftly said before she hung up.
The entire situation was so jarring, it took a moment for Sutton to process it as she stared down at her phone.
Which was informing her that Charlotte was still on the line.
“Charlotte. Hi. Is, um, is everything okay?” There was a strange part of her that felt like Charlotte could just sense Sutton talking about her and their relationship.
She’d felt like that in the past, too.
“Darling”—yes, the swooping feeling was so damningly real—“do my eyes deceive me, or did you actually text me that you were in-person shopping in a mall on a Friday night, the week before Christmas?”
She laugh-groaned. “I was just having this conversation with Regan. Yes, I am. And⁠—”
She came to a stop when she saw the large display set up for the RealJam Guitar… completely empty. This time when she groaned, she meant it; her stomach sank with frustration and disappointment.
“Is everything okay?” Charlotte asked, and Sutton could hear the genuine concern in her voice.
“No.” It would have been shameful, really, how pathetic her tone sounded even to her own ears. But she was beyond caring… and she was comfortable enough with Charlotte that she didn’t care.
“What’s wrong? Do you need help with anything? I’m leaving the office now, so…” There was an urgency in Charlotte’s tone that alone was able to warm something inside of her.
Still, she turned, defeated, as she headed toward the exit. “No, but thanks. I’m okay, I promise.” She sighed, reaching up to rub her eyes. “Have you heard of the RealJam Guitar?”
Charlotte’s silence was very telling, even before she spoke slowly. “Is quote-unquote ‘jamming’ not what all guitars are supposed to do?”
Sutton laughed as she walked out of the store. “No. I mean, I guess so. It’s—the RealJam is this new guitar designed for kids, or any beginner, I suppose.”
“Ahhh yes,” Charlotte hummed. “The guitar Lucy wants for Christmas. She was telling me about it a while ago.”
“She’s been talking about it for a while, yeah,” Sutton confirmed. “And it’s been impossible to find. I called two stores today before my final class. They both received the stock this afternoon, but neither puts on-demand items on hold.”
Which was fair but stressful.
“Well? Have you checked the second store?” Charlotte prompted.
Sutton was already on her way. “Tell me something else to keep me from panicking if this doesn’t go my way?”
The low hum of Charlotte’s laugh in her ear did alleviate some of the stress. “Of course.”
“Tell me how your meeting went, with the senator from California?”
Charlotte paused. “I was trying to think of something to tell you that was actually entertaining. I think that would be the point of distraction.”
“I’m ente—well, I wouldn’t say entertained is the right word, but I am interested in hearing how your work is going.” And that was the truth. She never got tired of hearing Charlotte discuss what she was working on. Not only because her political views were topics of interest for Sutton but because she loved the passion with which Charlotte spoke.
Charlotte’s voice and story about work kept her entertained as she made her way to the second floor and checked the department store she’d called… only to find that they, too, were out.
She swore under her breath at the realization.
“No guitar?” Charlotte asked.
Sutton squeezed her eyes closed, trying to temper the worry that she wasn’t going to be able to get Lucy’s desired Christmas gift. “Not even the life-sized ad was left up.”
She was faced with an empty stand, where the product had been set up earlier, only the price left to designate what had been here during the day.
“I’m sorry, Sutton. Truly.”
“It’s… fine,” she sighed out.
“Are you heading home now?” Charlotte asked. “Or are there more stops on the shopping adventure evening?”
Sutton turned toward the exit, working through the throngs of people. “Honestly, I’ll likely have better luck scouring the internet than trying to get it in store. This was sort of a last-ditch effort,” she admitted.
She hesitated before confirming that she would be spending the night alone. She hadn’t wanted to delve into detail with Regan, as she’d said to Regan’s face, and she did want desperately to get this guitar for Lucy for Christmas.
But things with Charlotte, also as she’d said to Regan, were complicated.
They didn’t address whatever it was they were doing. They were working together, had formed a friendship, and were having sex. Frequently. Charlotte was a senator with a clear track to becoming president, for Christ’s sake!
Nothing said complication like having any sort of relationship with Charlotte Thompson.
It was just—god, things just felt so good with Charlotte. It was the eternal problem between the two of them, wasn’t it?
Even if she could see that there admittedly were issues with doing what they were doing, Charlotte just made everything feel good. It wasn’t logical, but nothing about being with Charlotte was ever logical, nor had it ever been.
It was driven by feelings. Back when they’d originally done this and again now, they were driven into everything that happened between them because it just seemed so natural. They were both deeply, insanely attracted to one another; they had fun together; they could talk easily together—about work, hobbies and interests, the future. Not their future, really, but the future.
Charlotte was someone Sutton could talk to for hours and not even realize, at the end, what exactly they’d discussed.
It just—was.
It was exactly why and how they’d fallen into this in the past.
And yes, Charlotte seemed different now. She didn’t balk at talking about her personal life or sharing things or being more public together or even spending time with Sutton’s family.
But Sutton wasn’t the same person she’d been back then. This time, she could manage this. This time, she had her eyes open.
She chewed on her lip as she walked toward the entrance, the warring indecision of what to tell Charlotte regarding her plans coming to a halt as the wanting side won out.
She did have a Friday night completely free. No work to do, no Lucy—she wouldn’t even be picking Lucy up in the morning. No plans with Regan and Emma. Nothing.
And, regardless of complication, she wanted to see Charlotte. She could feel that uncontrollable wanting already.
“Yes. I’m heading home.” The anticipation worked through her. She hadn’t planned on seeing Charlotte tonight, she had deliberately not made any efforts to do so, but the opportunity was presenting itself, and even though she’d seen Charlotte a couple of days ago, being together not in the office—or on a night when they had no work to do—was different.
“From the main entrance?”
Sutton paused as she reached the glass door to, indeed, the main entrance of the mall. “Yes?”
“Well, perhaps you shouldn’t just stand there,” Charlotte teased.
That anticipation strengthened even as Sutton shook her head. There was no way Charlotte was at the mall.
She could feel expectation shiver through her as she pushed the doors open, her fingers tingling with it.
“You’re actually here?” she breathed in confused disbelief, still holding the phone up to her ear.
“I am,” Charlotte confirmed, that perfect half smile on her lips as she lowered her phone and ended the call.
Charlotte leaned against her black town car, one leg crossed over the other. In her long, belted cashmere coat, the December wind tossing her hair, she looked like the heroine in a romantic movie.
Sutton rolled her eyes at herself and tried to squish her butterflies as she walked closer.
This would only work, she reminded herself, if she didn’t allow herself to get swept up.
“You know, I do have my car here; I could have met you at my house.” Sutton tucked her phone into her back pocket as she drew up close to Charlotte, tilting her head in question.
Charlotte’s coy smile only grew. “You could have… However, I may have a surprise stop for us along the way. If you’d like to drive us?”
Still feeling both the effects of Charlotte’s unexpected arrival and of just, well, Charlotte in general, Sutton nodded, taking a few seconds before she confirmed aloud, “Sure. Of course.”
She waited in the chilly evening air as Charlotte leaned into the car to gather her belongings and inform her driver that she didn’t need his services. “For the time being,” she said as she shot Sutton a look over her shoulder that Sutton felt down to her core.
Charlotte had spent the night with her on Thanksgiving. She’d initiated no move of leaving Sutton’s bed, and Sutton had enjoyed it. Sure, she’d liked having a warm, inviting, soft body in her bed, but she’d loved that it was Charlotte.
They hadn’t had another opportunity in the last few weeks to recreate that moment.
Except for, apparently, tonight.
She wrestled with the excitement she had and the concern that swirled through her at the implication as they walked to her car.
“Where exactly are we going?” she asked, unlocking the doors.
Charlotte sent her a smile over the roof of her car. “If I told you, Sutton Spencer, it wouldn’t be a surprise, would it?”
Try as Sutton might, she couldn’t muster up anything other than a trill of excitement.
The trill continued to vibrate through her for the next fifteen minutes as Charlotte directed her into a parking lot, as the trill was replaced by confusion.
“Um,” she began as she slowly parked in front of the dark building—Lancaster’s Play Emporium. Lancaster’s was known in the area as a premiere indoor playground, complete with indoor pools and a gigantic toy store. “Though I understand why you thought of Lancaster’s—it’s one of Lucy’s favorite places to come for a treat—it always closes by six on weekdays.”
She turned to give Charlotte a gentle smile; whether or not the play place was open, she did think it was a sweet idea. “I appreciate the thought. Even if it was open, I’m sure Lancaster’s has been sold out of the RealJam as soon as the stock comes in.”
She’d called the store section herself a handful of times in the last few months.
Charlotte looked up, from where she’d been typing a message on her phone, to return Sutton’s smile, her eyebrows crinkled in confusion. “You believe I brought you here without realizing it was closed? Sutton, have a little faith.”
It was just a little teasing comment, Sutton knew, and completely unrelated to anything regarding their relationship, but it was a little hard for her to have faith in someone who’d broken her heart the way Charlotte had broken hers.
That was yet another thing that made this whole thing so damn complicated.
She blinked herself out of those thoughts, coming back to the moment as another car pulled into the parking lot a moment later. Sutton frowned as the car slowly drove over to where they were parked; the back door behind the driver opened, and someone climbed out. “Charlotte, what…” She squinted. “Is that Autumn? Your assistant?”
She whipped her head around to stare at Charlotte, who winked at her, before she opened her door and climbed out of the car.
Sutton was still confused—Was she about to be embroiled in some strange, illicit dealing of some sort?! Still, she supposed she did trust Charlotte enough that she wouldn’t be involved in something like that, so she turned her own car off and followed suit.
She was more familiar with Autumn than she was with Maya. Although she’d also met Maya more times than she could count at this point, Maya was in constant contact with Charlotte via phone while Autumn was her veritable shadow during working hours.
Autumn was always so put together—as one would have to be in her role—and fastidious, soft-spoken but firm. She was a slip of a woman who could easily fade into Charlotte’s shadow but whose presence she could easily make known with a clearing of her throat. Sutton knew not only from Charlotte’s testimony how much she valued her, but also from their easy interactions.
Autumn was reaching into her pocket as she spoke to Charlotte, withdrawing a small key ring with three keys on it. “The large one will open this main door, and the smaller ones will let you into the toy store and the back room behind the checkout counter, respectively.” Autumn tilted her head down to get a better look at the keys. “I’m not positive which one is which; they didn’t specify.”
Charlotte reached out to accept them. “I’m positive we can figure it out. Thank you for this.”
Sutton watched the short interaction, her brain having to take a few moments to connect the dots before her eyes widened. “Are—did you bring us the keys for Lancaster’s?”
Autumn turned to face her. Her expression was perpetually serious, which Sutton always found interestingly at odds with her almost doll-like face.
“I did. I heard it’s important to your daughter?” She arched her eyebrows in question, and even though Autumn kept that businesslike tone, Sutton could just feel that she wanted to know more.
“It is…” She shifted her eyes to Charlotte before shifting slowly back to Autumn. “Thank you so much? I’m not sure how, but…”
She trailed off, still just—just thrown by this entire turn of events.
Charlotte cleared her throat, shifting closer to Sutton so their shoulders brushed, and then held her position there as she nodded and smiled at Autumn. “Have a good weekend. Take the car home; no need for you to be taking public transport.”
Autumn nodded. “Thank you, Sen… Charlotte.” She seemed to correct herself, which amused Sutton every time she heard it. Autumn looked between them before she cleared her own throat. “I hope you have a good weekend, too.”
They waited a few moments to make sure Autumn returned safely to her car.
“Is that Hamish?” Sutton asked, squinting at the tinted driver’s window of the car. “How did he pick Autumn up and meet us here so quickly after he dropped you off?”
“No; I ordered a different car for Autumn before you exited the mall,” Charlotte answered as they walked toward Lancaster’s entrance.
As Charlotte opened the door, though, Sutton could only stare at her. “You—how did this happen?” she asked, still in disbelief even as they walked into the store.
The automatic lights turned on as they entered, and Charlotte pulled the door closed behind them and locked it as she responded, “Ah, well, when we started talking, I thought about how this Lancaster Play Land–”
“Emporium,” Sutton cut in softly. Charlotte didn’t even know the proper name of the place, and she had still managed to pull these impossible strings.
“Emporium, right.” She nodded as they walked toward the toy store area of the large building’s layout. Sutton could feel Charlotte’s arm wrapping lightly around her lower back as they went, a move that was so automatic for her that Sutton was never certain if Charlotte was aware she did it or not.
“The Lancaster Play Emporium is owned by Kim Lancaster,” Charlotte continued her explanation as she unlocked the door to the toy store.
It was a surreal experience to be walking through a dimly lit, gigantic, completely deserted toy store. It felt like something out of a movie. Then again, so many things about being with Charlotte did.
“And wouldn’t you know? Kim Lancaster is married to Georgina Huffman, who just so happened to be my last campaign manager. I’ve met Kim many times—a very sweet woman, who has, quite enthusiastically, regaled me with tales of her business here over many, many dinners.” Charlotte clicked her tongue against her cheek in a quiet celebration of her success as she slid the key into the door to the back room. “She has also told me many, many times that she is an avid supporter of mine and has offered her connections in the event I ever decide to procreate.
“We both know that is likely not in my cards in this life. However, I am not above calling in such a favor for my favorite child,” Charlotte finished, opening the door with a flourish.
There on the desk, stacked in their new-shipment boxes, were three RealJam Guitars.
Sutton shook her head in utter wonder as she walked toward them.
“Apparently, she kept these off the shelves to raffle off the week before Christmas,” Charlotte spoke softly, still standing in the doorway behind her.
“Charlotte…” Sutton trailed off, swallowing around the lump in her throat. That seemed ridiculous, but it was what she felt when someone went so far out of their way for her like this.
When Charlotte went so far out of her way for her like this.
“You didn’t have to do all this,” she whispered, turning around to face Charlotte, who was watching her with eyes Sutton could only describe as soft.
“It was just a few simple texts.” Charlotte waved her hand as she spoke, but there was an unmistakable, quiet happiness emanating from her as she did. “If there’s something I can ever do for you, I want to do it.”
Sutton swore her heart seized in her chest at the words, and she had to try make a valiant effort to not let them take a deep root in her heart.
“Thank you. So, so much.” She meant it. A part of her felt like it wasn’t right to use Charlotte’s connections like this. In other circumstances, she might stick to those beliefs.
But…
“I hope I don’t sound unsympathetic,” Charlotte said as she stepped closer to Sutton. “Because I, too, want Lucy to have a wonderful holiday. Clearly. But I have to say, I think you’ve done a wonderful job raising a daughter who wouldn’t have a meltdown if she was missing this gift on Christmas morning.”
Sutton swayed closer to Charlotte, unthinkingly. She just wanted to be in that warmth, something she’d not been able to control very well since they’d truly restarted sleeping together.
She cast her eyes over the guitar again as she thought about really what it would mean to her to be able to give it to Lucy.
“It might sound… silly,” she hedged because, in a way, she did feel silly that a gift had this much emotional meaning for her, that she was so driven to get it for Lucy. Especially because she was talking to Charlotte, who, in her own words, didn’t have an inclination to be a mother.
But they were here, and Charlotte had done this for her, and more than feeling like she owed any explanation, Sutton found that she wanted to tell Charlotte anyway.
“You’re right; I think Luce is going to be very occupied with the other gifts she’ll have received for the holiday,” she acknowledged. “Lucy and I are having our ‘Christmas morning’ on Christmas Eve this year.” She gave a small, self-conscious smile to Charlotte. “Which, in the grand scheme of things, is not a big deal. I know that.”
She’d been repeating it to herself enough in the last couple of weeks. Since the first week of December, when Layla had called her to talk about holiday scheduling.
“But Lucy is going to spend the night with Layla on Christmas Eve this year. She’s going to have Christmas morning there, with Layla and Arianne. It’s the first time I won’t be with her on Christmas morning. The first time I won’t wake up to her footsteps when she thinks she’s being sneaky, peeking at the tree before dawn. The first time I won’t be there to see her examine how many cookies Santa ate and make sure the reindeer ate all of their carrots. The first Christmas Eve I won’t be the one to read ‘T’was the Night Before Christmas’ two and a half times because she always asks to hear it more and always falls asleep during the third read.”
It was only a small list of moments Sutton would miss, but she’d been trying not to think about them as best she could. It was just… Christmases where Lucy still believed in all of the magic were getting more and more limited as she got older and older. And Sutton wanted to relish every one of them.
Instead of making a face like Sutton was being overly dramatic, though, Charlotte’s face was the picture of sympathy. So was the arm of support around Sutton’s waist.
The frown etched into Charlotte’s features as she spoke. “Layla’s never asked to have her during Christmas before?”
Sutton blew out a breath as she confirmed, “No. During Lucy’s third Christmas, it was the year we were getting divorced, and it wasn’t much of a conversation, I suppose.” She pursed her lips, a humorless chuckle escaping them. “Lucy was with me most of the time; we were trying to give her the most stability we could manage. And the last two years, Layla and Arianne were with Arianne’s family, so…” She forced a shrug. “This year is the first time Layla has asked to have Lucy for Christmas. And I’m not going to deny her or Lucy these moments together.”
As much as it did pain her, she wanted Lucy to experience the holiday magic in every permutation, with all of the many family members who loved her.
“So I’m going to give her an amazing Christmas Eve with me before she goes with Layla.” Sutton nodded to herself, as if reconfirming the plan, trying to talk it up in her mind.
Charlotte’s eyes were so big and understanding and nearly luminescent in the room, though, and Sutton could have fallen right into them.
“I’m sorry,” Charlotte said. The words were so simple, but she felt like Charlotte could pack unspoken words and emotion into anything.
It was part of her power.
“It’s all right. I’ll live.” She smiled weakly.
Charlotte lifted her eyebrows. “You had better. I won’t be done with you by Christmas, that’s for certain.”
Those butterflies, the ridiculous ones that she shouldn’t feel anymore, fluttered, and Sutton could feel her smile melt into one that was far more natural. “Oh?”
“Absolutely,” Charlotte confirmed, her voice dipping as her eyes tracked to Sutton’s lips.
She couldn’t help but lick them. She fucking loved the way Charlotte’s eyes darkened, the way she could feel Charlotte’s warm breath wash over her neck as she drew closer.
This draw didn’t ever go away. It didn’t get any less potent. And it was so, so easy to fall into.
She moved closer to Charlotte, so there were mere inches between them, craving the moment she knew was coming as Charlotte tilted her head and edged into her.
But that moment didn’t actually arrive. Instead, Charlotte spoke so low, Sutton swore she felt her voice more than heard it.
“While we are in an office, it is not my office. And who knows what these cameras can catch.” Charlotte pulled just far enough back that Sutton could look down into her eyes. “And I would much rather we start this tonight when we’re alone.”
It was hardly a douse of cold water; the anticipation only served to fan Sutton’s desire as she reluctantly nodded. “You’re righ⁠—”
Charlotte surged up, sliding her lips along Sutton’s. The kiss was fast and needy, and she fell into it. Because yes, there were cameras and Charlotte’s hands only touched her in more appropriate places—her neck and hair and shoulders—but Sutton’s knees threatened to buckle anyway.
The kiss lasted far, far too short a time, and soon Charlotte drew back, tugging Sutton’s bottom lip between her own as she went.
It was so easy, Sutton thought weakly.
It was so easy as they were walking out, to slip her hand into Charlotte’s when Charlotte brushed her fingers against Sutton’s.
So easy to come to a pause after they locked up the toy store and stood looking around at the play arena.
“I didn’t take in how insanely large this playland was when we came in,” Charlotte murmured, squeezing Sutton’s hand.
Sutton found herself smiling at the wonder on Charlotte’s face before she made herself look around, too. “I’ve been here a few times, but it looks even bigger when it’s not swarmed with children, if you can believe it.”
The arena was three stories, with more ten thousand square feet of air bridges and suspended trampolines and swimming-pool-sized ball pits and tunnel mazes, with arcade games sprinkled throughout.
It didn’t feel quite as humongous when there were hundreds of children, but right now, Sutton felt as though she and Charlotte were Jack at the bottom of the beanstalk.
Charlotte laughed. “I think I can.” Her mouth twisted to the side, her voice so thoughtful as she said, “I’ve never seen anything like this.”
It was crazy to think about, but—yes. She couldn’t imagine that Charlotte would have ever come to something like this to just run wild in as a kid.
So it was so easy for the words to fall out of her mouth. “Do you want to…?” She trailed off, gesturing at the arena.
Charlotte’s brows crinkled as she shook her head. “What? No. That’s—ridiculous.”
Sutton found the excitement moving through her as she lifted her eyebrows and reached out to touch Charlotte’s arm. “You’re it.”
Charlotte’s frown only deepened in incredulity. “It? I’m it?”
Sutton backed away from her slowly, laughing. “Yes, it. Like in tag. And now you have to catch me, to make me it.”
“Sutton…”
“I grew up with four siblings, I’ve always had a Regan, and I have a six-year-old. Being it is a very serious crime,” she teased, waiting a few seconds as Charlotte continued to stare at her.
The more time that ticked by, the more embarrassed she felt. This was what happened when she dropped her guard and got swept away in the fact that Charlotte had pulled all of these strings to get her access to an exclusive present for Lucy. This was what happened⁠—
“If I recall, you used to enjoy going on a run,” Charlotte mused, breaking Sutton out of her thoughts. “Do you still have time for that?”
Sutton tilted her head. “Um, occasionally. Not as often as I used to. Wh—hey!”
She cut herself off on a shout as Charlotte lunged toward her, a devious grin on her face.
She was just barely able to evade her, darting to the left toward the start of the maze.
They raced through the empty complex, Sutton barely managing to stay a step ahead of Charlotte. Until, that is, they hit the netted trampoline, and Sutton lost her footing.
She fell, feeling Charlotte trip right over her, as they bounced together on the trampoline.
She managed to flip onto her back, breathless from the running and the laughter, joyful in a way that she couldn’t remember being for a reason that didn’t involve Lucy in too painfully long to consider.
Charlotte’s body pressed into hers, her hands on either side of Sutton’s head, as the bouncing came to a stop. She stared up into Charlotte’s eyes, feeling warmed from head to toe as Charlotte smiled so brightly down at her, unbridled laughter all over her face.
And it was so easy to feel honored by it. To know she was the only one who ever got to see Charlotte like this, even if Charlotte didn’t say that.
So easy, it was utterly terrifying.



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
“YES, I look forward to our meeting in the New Year. Right. Happy holidays to you as well,” Charlotte said diplomatically as she gave a smile to Deena Rogers. Then she ducked into her car before the woman could get another word in.
She didn’t fully relax, though, until Autumn slid into the other side of the car, with the door shut and locked behind her.
“Amazing secretary of education. Terribly, inconveniently chatty person,” Charlotte commented as the car pulled out of the long driveway and into traffic. Safety.
She’d attended a simple brunch on Christmas Eve—for all officials still in the D.C. area for the holidays—hosted by Rogers at her luxurious home. Charlotte had debated attending but ultimately didn’t have any other plans and felt it was always beneficial to network when she was able to.
Especially at a function like today’s, where all working done was just that—networking. Eating food, making connections, with no “official” business on the table.
But she’d planned on leaving the event by three this afternoon. It was approaching five now, making the idea that this was a brunch a laughable one.
Autumn gave a quiet snort. “I would never voice it aloud, but given that you did…” She nodded as she crossed her legs and pulled out her work tablet. “But I believe that completes all of your obligations for the calendar year.”
Charlotte was well aware of this, but she appreciated the confirmation nonetheless. “Thank you. And thank you also for attending. I hope you didn’t feel you were obligated.”
She meant that.
Maya had left the city to go be with her family for the holidays two days ago and would have time off until January 2. Charlotte had offered Autumn the same ten-day vacation, but Autumn had hesitated before dismissing the offer, saying, “You have the Christmas Eve brunch.”
“I promise you, I’m capable of attending a meal alone,” Charlotte had dryly responded.
“I know!” Autumn coughed, looking as though she chastised herself inwardly as she did. “I mean, I know. Of course. But it’s a part of my job description to attend work functions with you, and I’d like to honor that.”
Charlotte wasn’t going to push or point out that while Autumn did attend events with her in official work capacity; usually she attended meetings, not work brunches where work was all unofficially being discussed. Autumn had a flawless memory and kept meticulous note of who said what, then followed up with them without Charlotte needing to remind her. If she wanted to attend the brunch with Charlotte, she wouldn’t argue.
“No, I didn’t feel obligated,” Autumn confirmed as she typed out something on her tablet.
“Well, now that I officially have time off for the next week, so do you.” Charlotte paused, frowning. “Have you heard from Maya? I meant to confirm she arrived safely back to…”
She knew it was somewhere in Pennsylvania, but they didn’t speak about their personal lives very much.
“Philadelphia,” Autumn quickly supplied before she cleared her throat and resolutely stared down at the tablet. “Yes. She made it back. She’s fine.”
Charlotte found herself grinning ever so slightly—just enough that she couldn’t hold it back—at Autumn’s answer.
Honestly, she found Autumn and Maya endearing. Perhaps their relationship wasn’t necessarily something she should encourage, not that she actively was; she had a strict no comment policy that she had been operating on regarding this development in her junior staff. Which was fine, given that Autumn and Maya never did anything remotely inappropriate in her presence.
As far as Charlotte had seen with her own eyes, they’d never even touched. They didn’t even sit next to each other when Maya joined them in the car.
The way they circled one another, though, the way they bantered, the way they one-upped one another while working together was, well, Charlotte might even be tempted to label it sweet.
Then again, she was fairly convinced she only felt that way because of her own love life.
Charlotte was self-reflective enough to be able to acknowledge that she might not feel this way if she wasn’t doing… whatever she was doing with Sutton. She didn’t think she would have any feelings or thoughts, positive or negative, regarding her assistant’s love lives otherwise.
As it was, she did have Sutton.
She wasn’t positive in what capacity she had Sutton, admittedly. She’d never been this person before. She thought they were… dating?
Then again, Charlotte had never truly dated.
The time they spent together felt like dating or what she imagined it would feel like. Would be like.
They had meals together, they laughed, they talked about life, they occasionally did other activities together, and they often ended their time together by having sex. That felt like dating to her.
It was also how Caleb had taken to referring to her time spent with Sutton. “Another date?” he’d ask, wiggling his eyebrows.
The thing was, Charlotte didn’t hate that.
If anything, she hated the idea that dating might be it.
“The Senate will convene January third. Will you be needing anything from me before then?” Autumn asked, bringing Charlotte back to the moment.
“No, that’s your time off. You should enjoy it,” Charlotte advised. “Next year will be a busy one.”
Autumn merely nodded, still looking down at the tablet, and Charlotte studied her.
She had spent more time with Autumn in the last couple of years than anyone else. Since Charlotte had hired her, Autumn had essentially become, in a very professionally complimentary way, her shadow.
That said, Charlotte knew very little about Autumn’s actual life.
She knew about Maya—the existence of her multiple siblings, parents, and many nieces and nephews; a little about her favorite television shows and movies; that she enjoyed crime novels; and that she had a cat. These were all bits and pieces Maya had casually offered about herself in conversation over the last few years.
Autumn was far more similar to Charlotte herself. Maybe even more reserved.
This had come to Charlotte’s attention because of, unsurprisingly, Sutton, who had asked questions about Autumn after Charlotte had arranged for Autumn to bring them the procured keys for the toy store.
It had only been after Charlotte admitted to knowing very little about her professional shadow and had seen the bafflement in Sutton’s eyes that she had questioned herself.
It wasn’t as if she was rude to or overly demanding of her assistants, and she knew that. She treated them well and made sure to allocate her funds competitively.
She also knew that Sutton would be personal with her assistants. Not unprofessionally, but there was no way Sutton would work with anyone and not be on friendly terms with them.
It had made Charlotte want to be better in that way Sutton had, where she never made Charlotte feel bad or like she was doing something wrong. She was just so Sutton—genuinely sweet and well-meaning and caring—that it made Charlotte ache to be on her level.
She cleared her throat. “And will you be heading home?” she asked, racking her brain for the right answer. “To… Rhode Island?”
It was a relief to recall that information.
Autumn turned to look at Charlotte then, eyebrows furrowed in obvious confusion. “Um. No. I’ll be staying here. In D.C.”
Charlotte nodded, not loving the feeling settling in the pit of her stomach. She didn’t want to be the kind of boss whose employee was shocked when they asked what they’d be doing over the holidays. “Right. Any plans?”
The crease between Autumn’s eyebrows deepened exponentially. “Not particularly.” A second beat by before she admitted, “Reading, mostly. Catching up on some shows. Just relaxing.”
Charlotte accepted that admission with another nod.
Autumn carefully studied Charlotte before slowly asking, “What about you? Do you have any plans for the holidays?”
Charlotte felt her stomach flip-flop at the question, thinking about what exactly she had planned, and a small smile crept onto her face. “I have a few ideas.”
Autumn’s own mouth slipped into the smallest of smiles as she turned to look out the car window. “It doesn’t seem we’re heading toward the office. Or to your home.”
Charlotte’s stomach fluttered once more at the observation. Autumn was correct. Typically, after they attended an event, they either went back to work or Charlotte would have Hamish drop them off, heading to whichever one of their homes was closest first. Today, that would have meant Charlotte’s.
“You would be correct. I have other Christmas Eve plans,” she informed her assistant.
Autumn frowned, looking back down at her now-dark tablet. “I don’t have anything on your schedule?”
“It’s personal,” she said as she grabbed the tote bag she’d placed in the car this morning.
Although she hadn’t wanted to be at “brunch” all afternoon, she wasn’t stupid; she knew Deena Rogers, and she knew there would be a good chance she’d be spending more time there than she’d have cared to.
When Sutton had told her last week about not having Lucy with her on Christmas Day for the first time, Charlotte had felt that sadness prick deeply in her own chest. Sutton’s sorrow had resonated through her voice and in her eyes, even as she’d valiantly tried to sound as upbeat as possible, describing the activities she was planning for herself and Lucy on Christmas Eve morning.
Sutton had been awake last night, wrapping some gifts for Lucy, and had called Charlotte. “I’m sure you would never guess, but the RealJam Guitar is not the easiest shape for wrapping,” she’d said sardonically as soon as Charlotte had answered the phone.
Charlotte laughed as she sat up in bed. “I would never have guessed.”
Sutton took in another breath, clearly ready to say something before she’d paused and asked, “Sorry—were you busy? Or going to sleep? I didn’t even think about how late it is. I let Lucy stay up a bit and watch Christmas movies, and I just got her into bed a little while ago and cleaned up the house.”
Charlotte had spared a look at her phone; it was past eleven. She had been lying in bed, reading through a few reports, likely going to sleep shortly, but hearing Sutton’s voice for the first time all day had been the most perfect jolt before going to sleep. Electric and soothing, all at once.
“No, I wasn’t busy,” she confirmed, closing her laptop. “And I’m awake.”
“Are you sure?”
“Positive,” she’d affirmed. There was nothing she wanted more than to talk to Sutton in that moment.
In most moments, if she was being honest.
It didn’t matter that they’d seen each other the day before. Sutton had finished grading all of her finals, and Lucy had been out with Regan and Emma doing her “Christmas shopping,” where she picked out a gift for Sutton and her aunts treated her to hot chocolate and an annual trip to see Santa. Sutton had spent her free hours by showing up at Charlotte’s, tearing her clothing off, and touching her until Charlotte had begged for mercy.
It didn’t matter that she and Sutton had texted back and forth for a few hours earlier in the day.
It was never enough; she constantly craved more.
They talked until nearly one, when they’d both fallen asleep on the phone with barely enough energy to say good night.
The most memorable part of the call, for Charlotte, had been the period where Sutton had told her what she’d be doing the following day.
“Well, Lucy and I are going to get up early and get pedicures together. And then we’re going to bake cookies for her to bring to Layla’s for Santa. Then we’ll open gifts together. Layla is getting off of her shift at two and is going to be picking Luce up by three.” Sutton blew out a breath, the sadness in the sound alone palpable for Charlotte over the phone. “And then I’ll pick her up December 27.”
“Are you going to go to Regan and Emma’s Christmas Eve party?” Charlotte asked, detesting that tone in Sutton’s voice.
She felt it urgently, settling in her own chest. A feeling she’d never really experienced, this—this need to make something better. To do anything she could to improve this situation for Sutton.
“I don’t think so,” Sutton eventually answered. “Maybe I should, just to get out of the house or try to take my mind off things. But I don’t really want to be around people when I know I’m not really going to be feeling the holiday spirit. I’m going to go over for Christmas dinner, but I think I’ll just spend tomorrow evening at home. Watch a few movies, have an early night. Maybe fall asleep in the living room with the tree all lit up.”
No. Charlotte found in that very moment that she couldn’t abide by that. The idea of Sutton sitting at home at any point during the holidays, feeling low and lonely, devastated her.
She’d spared a look at the gift she had neatly wrapped for Sutton, which was sitting on her bedside table. She’d wrapped it a few weeks ago, but she hadn’t yet made the decision of when to give it to her.
In all honesty, it made her a little nervous, this plan of hers. Showing up at Sutton’s on Christmas Eve, knowing that Sutton had already turned down the invitation to go to her best friends’ party in favor of being alone. A small worry that she would be unwelcome.
But even if that was the case, she would just give Sutton her gift and leave. No harm done.
Because, even more than that bit of nerves, there was this need to be there for Sutton. To be someone who showed up for her even when she didn’t ask. To be the person Sutton could depend on.
That she wanted to depend on.
As her car parked in front of Sutton’s home, Charlotte took a deep breath to settle herself. Her nerves and excitement were born of surprising Sutton on Christmas Eve. Born of the possibility of being with Sutton on a holiday that meant so much to her.
She hadn’t gotten that before.
No, when they’d done this before, she’d been scared. Terrified, really, of the feelings that had popped up right before Christmas. Terrified enough to pull away from Sutton, to have been grateful that she was going home to see her parents so that she could get a little bit of distance.
Stupid. That’s what she’d been.
And while Charlotte Thompson could accept being many things—not all of them positive either—she could not and would not accept being that level of stupid again.
With that in mind, she grabbed her tote and turned to Autumn. “I hope you have a very lovely holiday, Autumn.”
Autumn studied the outside of Sutton’s home before she turned to look at Charlotte. There was clearly a litany of thoughts running through her head, but she just gave Charlotte a smile, a genuinely warm one, not one of her typical work ones. “You, too, Senator.”
Charlotte aimed a look at her as she opened the door, and Autumn let out an exasperated breath as she corrected herself: “Charlotte.”
There it was. “Wonderful. Enjoy some time off.”
With that, she stepped out of the car and swung the door closed behind her.
The gift she had for Sutton was extremely light, but it felt significant in her bag. It was the only thing in there besides a couple of toiletries and a change of clothes.
She knocked on the door, butterflies flitting through her, and she was just ready to see Sutton. Even though it had barely been two days since the last time they’d seen each other, she craved it.
The door swung open, and Charlotte was already, automatically, smiling.
Until she found herself face to face not with Sutton at all, but with a woman she’d never met before. She looked familiar, though, and Charlotte placed her in a split second as they studied each other in a few seconds of silence.
Pretty face with delicate features; wavy, honey-blonde hair; sharp green eyes; curvy build—she was featured in one specific photo in Sutton’s living room. This was Sutton’s ex-wife.
The one who’d cheated on her.
The one who was currently staring at Charlotte with clear surprise. “Senator Thompson?”
Charlotte pursed her lips. “Yes. Hello.”
She—Layla—smiled then, brightly and objectively, and Charlotte could clock that she was attractive. But there was such a sour taste in the back of her mouth knowing how this woman had treated Sutton that Charlotte could hardly muster her own smile back.
She did, given years of training from mingling with the worst politicians the country had to offer. But even then, those smiles were always false niceties. This felt significantly more personal, and she was certain her smile was frosty with it.
Layla was still smiling, though, entirely unaware of the inner turmoil her presence caused Charlotte. Smiling excitedly, even as her eyebrows drew down in momentary confusion. “What are you doing here?”
“I’m here for Sutton,” she said, lifting her eyebrows expectantly.
A dawning took place as Layla nodded. “Right, right. She’s been working on your book. Which I’m very excited about reading, for the record.”
“Amazing,” she said back, frosty smile still in place.
Layla paused for a second at her tone before she visibly shook her head and then stepped back, opening Sutton’s front door wider. “Come on in; Sutton’s with Lucy in her room, but they should be down any minute.”
Charlotte walked through the door and felt that god-awful feeling that curled through the pit of her stomach only intensify at Layla inviting her in. She could not believe someone who had disrespected Sutton as a partner, a wife, and a person would have the audacity to welcome her into Sutton’s own home.
It was insane, this feeling, and she attempted to work through it as she shed her jacket and hung it up. There was jealousy, in the slightest bit, at the baseline that this woman had been married to Sutton, regardless of how their relationship had ended.
Anger, pity, and sheer distaste at the way in which this woman had treated Sutton flooded in, mixing with the jealousy until it was a quagmire of nastiness.
And amid all of it, a part of her had to be grateful that Layla had ultimately ended their marriage in any way because it meant Charlotte could be here. Could have whatever she was having with Sutton now.
It was confusing and ugly and not at all what she’d anticipated when planning this Christmas Eve surprise.
As she turned to continue down the entry hall toward the living room, she caught Layla studying her. “I’ve been a fan of yours since you first ran for Congress,” she said, shaking her head in wonder. “Well, I was a big fan of your grandmother’s, of course.”
“Of course,” Charlotte echoed. In fairness, she had yet to come across a non-conservative woman who wasn’t a fan of the first female president of their country. It wasn’t a very high bar to jump over to gain that bit of her respect.
“I was nearing the end of my surgical residency at New York Presbyterian, and I’d follow along with your debates during downtime on my shifts. It was so gratifying—amazing, really—when you came out a couple of years ago. To know that one of the most promising leaders in the country is also a lesbian? That’s incredible.”
“Thank you,” she accepted, studying Layla.
If this were a different circumstance, she could truly appreciate that comment. In one way, a small way, she did. From an accomplished surgeon who was also a lesbian, Charlotte appreciated it.
But nothing deterred her from the other bigger picture at hand.
“And now here you are.” She gestured at Charlotte as they came to stand at the end of the hallway, shaking her head in amazement.
“Yes, here I am,” she once again echoed. She wasn’t quite sure she had anything positive to say to Layla, and she was fairly certain Sutton wouldn’t appreciate any of the negative comments she had.
But she wanted this with Sutton, she reasoned with herself. She wanted to know where this could go. She wanted, she thought with alarming clarity, everything Sutton would give her. Anything they could have in a future together, she wanted.
And a future with Sutton would have to include Layla.
Maybe even more alarming in this moment was that no matter the situation—no matter how new or uncomfortable or strange—she didn’t care. If it involved Sutton, involved them being together, she wanted it.
It wasn’t a shock to her, but it was something she hadn’t thought she would be actively reckoning with while standing in Sutton’s home, a foot away from her ex-wife.
She cleared her throat, recognizing that she needed to make the effort. “What will you and Lucy be doing for Christmas this year?”
Layla glanced down the hall to where Lucy’s bedroom was, her smile dimming just a bit. “Um, tonight we’ll be going to see my parents. Tomorrow, my wife’s family is coming over; we’re hosting. There will be a lot of kids—Arianne has seven nieces and nephews, all around Lucy’s age—so I think she’ll have a good time.”
“I’m sure she’ll have fun.”
“I’m hoping so,” Layla murmured with a nod.
She wondered where Lucy and Sutton were, but she felt she couldn’t ask. She wondered if Sutton had known that the timing of plans had changed or if it had been a last-minute change on Layla’s part. She didn’t forget a word Sutton said, and she knew that Sutton had informed her that Layla was supposed to have been here over two hours ago to pick Lucy up. She didn’t speak on that either.
She didn’t really have to speak on anything, as Layla looked back at her curiously. “It’s Christmas Eve,” she said.
Charlotte lifted her eyebrows in question when she realized that was all Layla was going to say and couldn’t help but retort, “And it’s the seventh day of Hannukah.”
Layla didn’t remark on that at all. Instead, she dropped her gaze down to the tote bag that Charlotte had rested on the floor before looking back up at Charlotte with suspicion in her green eyes.
The look alone raised Charlotte’s defenses and told her that Layla had had no idea about Charlotte and Sutton’s personal relationship. Until now, anyway.
On one hand, Sutton’s romantic life wasn’t really something she needed to discuss with Layla. Charlotte knew that Sutton didn’t really consider her ex a friend or a confidante, so it didn’t have to mean anything.
On the other hand…
Charlotte was blessedly saved from having to think too much more about it as Layla’s voice became unquestionably sharp. “Are you and Sutton… working tonight?”
Charlotte arched an eyebrow back, not appreciating her tone. As far as Charlotte could see, it wasn’t Layla’s business what they were doing, especially given that Layla and Lucy were supposed to have left hours ago. “No.”
She wouldn’t lie to this woman; she had done nothing wrong and had absolutely nothing to be embarrassed about. But she also would respect Sutton and not explicitly expound on their relationship to her ex.
Layla’s look turned even more dubious. “Huh.” She crossed her arms, studying Charlotte closely. “Now that I think about it, were you here on Thanksgiving? Lucy said she played chess with Charlotte, but honestly, I didn’t connect the dots.”
“I was.” She couldn’t help the thrill of the simple admittance. Yes, she had been here. Yes, she played chess with Lucy.
Yes, she had truly rekindled the sexual aspect of her relationship with Sutton that very night, in this very home.
“I hadn’t realized you were so close,” Layla muttered, her face looking nearly as sour now as Charlotte felt hers must be.
Charlotte found herself squaring off with Layla, here in Sutton’s foyer.
Layla studied her through narrowed eyes. “Sutton obviously told me months ago about writing your biography, but she never told me exactly how you ended up finding her to be your author. As far as I knew, she hadn’t been looking for new writing opportunities at the time.”
As far as Charlotte knew—via Sutton—Layla had never read Sutton’s writing, anyway. As her partner and spouse, she would verbally support Sutton or listen to Sutton talk about what she was working on, so she was not entirely negligent. But Charlotte craved it. She loved when Sutton sent her the pieces of writing she was working on, and not at all because they were part of her biography.
It had been something she’d always loved about Sutton. Getting to explore those parts of her mind, the thoughts and expressions she was able to emote in words. Sutton had always downplayed her talent, and she did it even now.
Only a week ago, as they’d been lying in Charlotte’s bed after a particularly intense round of fucking, after Sutton had made her come so hard she’d screamed, she’d asked about what Sutton would write after she finished Charlotte’s book. The work on Charlotte’s book would be coming to an end soon; they had only a few weeks left before they would no longer have to meet, and then Sutton would finish up the writing on her own. It was all going far too fast for Charlotte’s liking.
Sutton had let out a quiet, cute laugh, completely at odds from the woman who had fucked Charlotte’s brains out only moments before. Then she’d said, “Uh, I probably won’t be writing anything. ‘Publish or perish’ is certainly real, but I think your biography is the last big project I’ll work on for a while.”
Charlotte let that settle in for a few seconds before she’d propped herself up on an elbow to be able to properly look at Sutton, still resting her other hand on Sutton’s chest. God, she loved the connection. “If that’s what you want to do, then okay. But, Sutton, you are such a talented writer. I can’t help but think about how you had so many ideas and thoughts about ideas to write, even years ago.”
They didn’t often mention the past. They definitely didn’t mention things like Sutton telling Charlotte about her writing ideas and passions during private moments, moments that left Charlotte utterly riveted.
She felt Sutton’s heart beat a little faster under her hand as Sutton had stared at her with big, blue eyes, cheeks flushing. “I—that’s—I mean.” She cleared her throat before confessing, “I have been working on a book. I haven’t made any moves to even attempt to publish it,” she rushed to say. “It was just this idea I got last year. And I wrote a bit before shelving it, and it’s—it’s just a romance. Nothing big.”
“I bet it’s incredible.” Charlotte had never meant anything more. Sutton was incredible.
“I don’t—” Sutton said, clearly starting to downplay herself, and Charlotte couldn’t abide it.
She’d tapped her fingers against Sutton’s chest. “Sutton, when I read my own life in your words, I… I don’t know how you do it. Because you are writing all of the anecdotes and pieces that I have literally lived through, yet I can see them all through a different lens. It’s—” She let out a disbelieving chuckle. “I feel like I’m a protagonist of some sort. But it’s all because of the words you wrote.”
Sutton had pulled Charlotte down, kissing her intently and passionately, then.
Charlotte blinked herself out of these thoughts as she circled back to Layla’s suspicious gaze. “She wasn’t looking. I sought her out.”
Layla hummed in acknowledgement before clearly attempting to ferret out more information. “And did that happen through some connection at Georgetown?”
She didn’t know what it was.
Maybe it was the way Layla folded her arms and stared at her, all traces of excitement to meet Senator Thompson gone, replaced with something far less enthusiastic in the face of Charlotte Thompson, who was dating Sutton.
Maybe it was in the way Layla settled in with her back against the wall, looking so at home in a home she’d never lived in with Sutton. Her stance was decidedly territorial. As if she hadn’t been the one to treat Sutton terribly as she’d ended their relationship.
Maybe it was because she knew that in the time since Layla had left Sutton and pursued her own relationship, Sutton hadn’t really dated. Nothing close to as serious as they were, Charlotte knew, even though they hadn’t labelled what they were to one another. Maybe it was because of when Sutton had let out a dejected sigh, weeks ago, and expressed that she hated the times she had to spend with Layla and Arianne as a couple because of the way it made her feel. Like the time they’d talked about it months ago, when Sutton had said, so dejectedly, that she had just been a footnote to them.
Maybe it was because of that feeling that bubbled inside of her at Layla, at the attractive, successful surgeon who had cheated on and left Sutton, making her feel so much less than.
Maybe it was because Charlotte might not have known Layla as a person, but in hearing descriptions of her and in this meeting with her, she felt she knew enough about her to finally read what was happening. Charlotte had made a career out of spending time with ambitious people who climbed ladders, making choices and then looking back at them. Maybe it was because Charlotte herself had been in those shoes with Sutton at one point. But it dawned on her in this moment that Layla, despite having left Sutton and remarried soon after to a woman who, according to Sutton, was a good match for her, seemed decidedly unhappy and jealous at the prospect of Charlotte wanting to be with her ex-wife.
It was likely all of this rolled up, bundling together, that pushed her to say, “Actually, no. I knew Sutton years ago. When she was in grad school. I knew even then that she was very talented, and when I had such an important book to be written, she was the only person I could think of to do it justice.”
She wanted Layla to know the value she saw in Sutton. She wanted her to know that she had given up the opportunity to be with the perfect partner and that Sutton had options. Successful, attractive options, who valued her for the person she was.
Layla studied her, face pinched, as she clearly worked through something in her mind. She then pushed out a short, humorless laugh. “It was you.”
Charlotte arched an eyebrow as she adjusted her own stance. “Perhaps it was,” she answered, despite having no fucking clue what she was referring to.
Layla shook her head, biting at her cheek. When she looked at Charlotte again, she was appraising her, like she was seeing her through new eyes. Like she was seeing or thinking something unpleasant. “You were the woman she was with. Before we got together.”
Charlotte’s stomach flipped at the recognition, but she didn’t say anything. In her experience, if you gave people more room to speak when they clearly had something to say, they would say it unprompted.
It worked.
“She would never tell me who it was, just that she’d had an extremely intense relationship with someone that ended poorly. That took her a long time to recover from, and—” She cut herself off, lifted her hand, and rubbed at her temples before blowing out a low breath. “It was with you.”
An extremely intense relationship that had taken a long time to recover from… That sounded fairly accurate, even though Charlotte would have never been able to put it into words. Accurate or not, it didn’t reflect just how much she’d felt. How much they’d had.
“And now, you want to come back, and⁠—”
“Someone is officially ready.” Sutton’s voice came from down the hall to their right, cutting through the moment, and they both turned to look in her direction. “She’s just going to the bathroom.”
Charlotte turned to see Sutton fussing with Lucy’s backpack as she emerged from the hall, the guitar she’d helped procure tucked safely under her other arm.
“Everything is…” Sutton’s voice fell away as she looked up to see Charlotte and Layla standing in the middle of their face-off. She blinked widely at Charlotte, and then her eyebrows pulled together in confusion even as she smiled. “Charlotte. I didn’t know you were here?”
She tracked her gaze to Layla, who was staring intently at Sutton, before looking back at Charlotte, a flush stealing up her neck and spilling over her cheeks.
Regardless of whatever had been happening moments ago, she felt the rush of warmth that always hit her when she first saw Sutton. “Hi, darling.”
Sutton’s flush got deeper, but her smile grew. “Hi.”
“Charlotte!” Lucy’s shout broke through the moment, her little footsteps running down the hall. Her body slammed into Charlotte’s legs with an intensity Charlotte had finally gotten used to as she felt little but surprisingly strong arms wrap around her thighs in a hug.
That warmth only intensified as she dropped her hand down to softly land on Lucy’s head. “And hello to you, too.”
“Are you spending Christmas Eve with my mama?!” Lucy’s own question seemed to wind her up as she turned to face Layla, then Sutton. Her eyes were like saucers, pleading in their own right. “But I want to stay and play with Charlotte too!”
Layla smiled down at Lucy, though Charlotte could see that the smile was strained. “You and I have to go, hon. We’re already running late.”
Charlotte could see the firm way Lucy set her expression and the storm behind her eyes even before she said anything.
Before she could, though, Layla turned her attention to Sutton. “But I need a minute before we go.” She lifted her eyebrows and tilted her head toward the kitchen, very unsubtly.
Sutton sighed before she gestured for Layla to lead the way, then turned to Charlotte. “I’ll be right back.” She looked down at Lucy. “And no making a run for it again. If you do, you won’t be able to give Charlotte the Christmas gift you made for her.”
Lucy acknowledged her with a defeated nod. “Fiiiine.”
As soon as Layla and Sutton left the room, taking the tension with them, Lucy tilted her head back to look up at Charlotte. “It’s not fair.”
Despite wanting desperately to know whatever was happening in the kitchen, Charlotte focused her attention on Lucy. Admittedly, it wasn’t hard, with her pout and the beseeching look in her big, blue eyes. “What isn’t fair?”
Lucy heaved a sigh before she just dropped, sitting on the floor next to her backpack and plopping her face into her hands. “That I have to leave on Christmas Eve. I don’t want to go.”
It was almost comical, but Charlotte could appreciate the dramatics of it all. Plus, the abject sadness in her tone grabbed Charlotte by the collar. She could feel it tugging at her as she kneeled next to Lucy. “Do you not have a good time with your mother on Christmas?”
Lucy shrugged, her little face tilting to look directly at Charlotte. “I guess,” she admitted, shrugging again. “But I always stay with my mama on Christmas Eve. Always! They both say that Santa will still find me at Mom’s and Arianne’s, so that’s fine. But I don’t know why I can’t stay with Mama and then to go to Mom’s the day after, like always.”
Charlotte could very much understand wanting to stay with Sutton, and she could understand Lucy’s reluctance entirely. Sutton was her primary parent. She spent over three-quarters of her life with Sutton, here in this home. She’d spent every Christmas she could remember here. At the root of it all, she agreed with Lucy that there was an injustice to this move in the name of “fairness.”
Still, that wouldn’t change anything for the little girl with the sad eyes on Christmas Eve.
So Charlotte did what she had to do at work in order to get something accomplished: pivot.
“When I was your age”—she tapped lightly, playfully, at Lucy’s thigh, donned in cheery, Christmas-themed leggings—“neither of my parents spent Christmas with me.”
They were words she hadn’t spoken in a long time, something she hadn’t even thought about in a handful of years. But it got Lucy’s attention, got her to stop looking so distraught, as she whipped her head up to look at Charlotte.
“What?! Why? What did they do?” All right, so she looked distraught in an entirely different way. Her mouth fell open in distress. “Are they dead?”
Charlotte gave her a little smile because Lucy’s heart was truly all Sutton. She flattened her hand to give Lucy a comforting pat on her leg. “No, they aren’t dead. They were just… busy.” There was the potential to sting, but she refused to let herself delve too far into it. This wasn’t about her; it was for Lucy. “They liked to have their time off to spend on themselves,” she explained.
Lucy’s face was scrunched up in disbelief as she stared up at Charlotte.
“So, while I understand you wanting to be with your mama on Christmas morning, I think it’s really cool that both of your moms want to spend the holiday with you and that you are able to celebrate it twice,” she stressed, giving Lucy an encouraging smile. “And I think you’ll have a lot of fun if you let yourself. Some kids, like me when I was young, would have loved something like this.”
But Lucy didn’t smile back. Instead, she veritably threw herself at Charlotte, who just managed to keep them both from falling over.
She was surprised, but she really shouldn’t have been. Not by Lucy’s care or her hug or the way it made everything inside of Charlotte just settle.
“You didn’t bake cookies for Santa? Or watch Christmas movies with your mom? Or read ‘T’was the Night Before Christmas’?”
Charlotte wrapped her arms loosely around Lucy’s waist to reciprocate the hug. “No. I didn’t.” She’d never done any of those things. “But I think it’s lovely that you’ll get to do them with both of your parents.”
“All right, it’s time—” Sutton cut herself off as she walked into the foyer and locked eyes with Charlotte. She lifted her eyebrows as she took in Charlotte sitting on the floor with Lucy draped over her in a hug, a smile made of clear confusion and endearment sliding over her features. “Is everything all right in here?”
Charlotte gave Lucy a final squeeze before Lucy released her and turned to address her mom. Make that moms, as Layla followed Sutton in, arms crossed and face looking decidedly less endeared by their situation.
“Everything’s fine, Mama.” Lucy pushed herself up to her feet. “Charlotte didn’t celebrate Christmas when she was little, so I’m gonna do it twice, for her.”
Charlotte found herself blushing at the look both Layla and Sutton gave her as she pushed herself back up. Mostly, admittedly, she was embarrassed at Layla having heard it.
Luckily, she didn’t have to find anything else to say just yet as Lucy continued, “Mama, you can do Christmas with Charlotte. It’s okay. That way you won’t be alone, and Charlotte can do all the fun Christmas stuff with you.”
Layla pushed past Sutton with a sigh as she walked to grab Lucy’s jacket, where it was draped over her overnight bag in the corner. “Come on, honey. We have to go.”
Lucy allowed Layla to put the jacket on her, seemingly far less combative or unhappy than she’d seemed just a little while ago. “You gotta do the Christmas stuff with Mama,” she told Charlotte as Layla zipped up her jacket. “You’ll have fun, I promise.”
Charlotte couldn’t help but smile back at her, her heart feeling unduly full from the sheer sweetness. “All right.”
Layla’s expression was far more subdued as she hefted Lucy’s bag and looked at Charlotte. It was astonishing to see the difference between what she’d looked like when she’d first greeted Charlotte and what she looked like now, now that she’d realized Charlotte was involved romantically with Sutton.
“It was nice to meet you, Senator Thompson.”
“Her name is Charlotte,” Lucy insisted, making Charlotte crack a grin.
Still, she evenly held Layla’s gaze. “You as well.”
“I’ll see you on the twenty-seventh?” Layla addressed Sutton.
“That’s when you’re picking me up,” Lucy interjected again, smiling at the prospect. “And then we’re going to Grandma and Grandpa’s!”
Sutton’s smile—forcibly polite at Layla—became very real as she looked back at Lucy. “You’re absolutely right. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Lucy popped back as she shouldered her backpack.
Within the minute, Lucy and Layla had left, the front door closing sharply behind them, and Sutton and Charlotte were alone. Charlotte turned to face Sutton again, feeling several anxieties now.
“I’m sorry,” they both said at the same time.
For a moment, they only stared at each other, and then Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh. Her laughter only got more intense as Sutton’s light chuckle joined hers.
“What are you sorry for?” she asked after she’d caught her breath.
Sutton fidgeted, her expression tight. “For any comments Layla might have made before I came in the room. I didn’t, I mean, I didn’t even know you were coming. What are you doing here? And what are you sorry for?”
“I know you intended to be alone today, so first, I’m sorry for potentially disrupting that. I can go, if you’d like,” she offered quickly, hating this uncertainty inside of her. “I just have a Christmas gift for you, and I wanted you to have it before rather than after the big day.” She paused before tilting her head in the direction of the door. “I’m also sorry for potentially making that situation any more difficult for you.”
Sutton’s eyes rolled as she shook her head, clearly frustrated. “You didn’t do anything, really.” She rolled her lips, clearly debating expounding on something, before she let out a sigh and refocused. “What did Lucy mean, that you didn’t celebrate Christmas? As far as I’m aware, you weren’t a non-Christmas-celebrator.”
Charlotte let out a slightly embarrassed laugh, sifting her hand through her hair at Sutton’s curious gaze. “I mean, I’m not not a Christmas celebrant. But she mentioned doing things like Christmas movies and Santa cookies, and I told her the truth, that I didn’t do those things.” As Sutton’s imploring eyes that always saw so much of Charlotte looked so intently at her, she felt the discomfort of sharing bubble up.
She changed the subject. “So, yes, I thought I would come here and give you a little gift and a check-in. I mean, I don’t have any other plans this evening; I usually spend Christmas Eve alone, so if you wanted to spend some time together, I’d love that. I just…” She looked back at Sutton as she confessed, “Honestly, I couldn’t stand the idea of you being alone.”
“You usually spend Christmas Eve alone,” Sutton gently echoed Charlotte’s own words, with the sweetest little smile on her face, one that featured a cross between exasperation and bafflement.
“I’m… me,” she offered simply. She only explained herself when Sutton’s look deepened into offense and confusion. “I just mean I’m used to that. You, on the other hand...” She trailed off, searching for the right way to explain herself. “Darling, you sounded so sad on the phone. I couldn’t not check in with you. Couldn’t not offer you company, right here and in your own space, to do something to make you feel better.”
There. It was the simplest and most honest answer. Charlotte wanted Sutton to be happy, to not feel lonely. And she wanted to be the person who provided Sutton with that happiness.
Sutton took in a deep breath, then blew it out through her nose and closed her eyes.
Which made that uncomfortable, anxious feeling slash through Charlotte’s stomach. It didn’t seem good. “I can go,” she muttered.
Sutton slowly shook her head as she opened her eyes. “Don’t.”
The single word was so soft.
“Don’t go. Please,” Sutton repeated, louder, as she stepped toward Charlotte. “I—I’m glad you’re here.”
The words were exactly what Charlotte had wanted to hear, but she couldn’t for the life of her figure out why Sutton said them as if they weren’t a positive thing.
For Charlotte, they were the most positive thing in the world.
“Thank you for coming. For knowing what I needed,” Sutton whispered as she came even closer. Closer than she’d been all day, close enough for Charlotte to feel her body warmth.
Her gratitude sounded genuine, but it also sounded confusingly exasperated.
Charlotte didn’t—couldn’t—think too much about that, not when Sutton leaned in against her and pressed their lips together.
She sighed into the gentle contact. It was a simple kiss, but Charlotte loved it. It spoke of familiarity and consistency. Just a hello or a goodbye or a thanks.
Sutton smiled at her, arching an eyebrow. “I can’t send you away, anyway. Not after what Lucy said.” She bumped her shoulder against Charlotte’s. “Santa cookies and Christmas movies?” She paused, studying Charlotte. “Only if you wan⁠—”
“I want to,” she blurted out, and she didn’t care just how rushed she’d said it.
She had nothing to be ashamed of and nothing to hide anymore. Not when it came to wanting to be with Sutton.
Sutton’s smile grew. “Great.” Slowly, she dipped her gaze down Charlotte’s body, making her shiver as she drew her eyes back up to lock onto Charlotte’s. “Not dressed like that, though.”
Confused, Charlotte looked down at herself and wondered if she should be offended. “I think this might be the first time in my adult life anyone has ever criticized my fashion choices?”
Sutton laughed, reaching down and taking Charlotte’s hand in hers. “No! No, not that. You look—I mean…” Her laughter faded, her voice falling into that deliciously husky tone. “You look really good. You always do.” She cleared her throat and brought deep blue eyes back to Charlotte’s as her cheeks flushed. “I just meant, in this house, on Christmas Eve, you have to wear the uniform.”
She gestured at herself, and for the first time, Charlotte actually took in her outfit.
She didn’t know what it was; maybe she’d been too distracted by Layla when Sutton had first walked in.
But Sutton was wearing thermal long john pants, dark blue with white snowflakes on them, and a white Henley on top.
She looked perfectly adorable, if Charlotte was honest, but she dragged her eyes back up to Sutton’s, arching an incredulous eyebrow. “I’m afraid I didn’t quite pack for the occasion.”
She and Sutton both knew she didn’t own anything close to that.
The most devastating smile flashed over Sutton’s face. “You can borrow mine.”
Charlotte would never turn that down. “Lead the way.”
As Sutton reached down and interlaced their fingers, starting to lead them to her bedroom, she said, “You don’t have to apologize for the second thing.”
It took Charlotte a moment to realize what she was referring to. “About Layla? And her… figuring us out?”
Sutton sighed, giving Charlotte a sidelong glance before she nodded. “Yes. It—you coming here was very sweet. And I realize you arrived hours after I told you Layla was picking Lucy up. Which I appreciate.”
She pushed the door to her bedroom open with her hip as she led them inside.
The last time Charlotte had been in here, she’d experienced some of the best sex of her life. This was a different tone entirely.
But Sutton was talking to her about her life, and they were spending Christmas Eve together while Charlotte would be wearing Sutton’s clothing, so different did not necessarily equate to bad in this instance.
“I did do that deliberately,” she confirmed, wanting to know it all. She wanted the whole story, everything that Sutton could fill her in on.
Sutton gave her a quick smile. “I know you did.” She let go of Charlotte’s hand as she moved to open one of her drawers. “Layla was supposed to be here by three at the latest.” She pursed her lips as she started to rifle through the drawer. “And once she was over an hour late, Lucy very determinedly decided it meant she didn’t have to go anymore.”
Charlotte leaned back against Sutton’s bed as Sutton pulled out a folded shirt and then opened another drawer.
“And this is the part of co-parenting that really sucks because I have to enforce the custody agreement even though I also don’t want her to go. And it’s hard to be truly annoyed at Layla, even though I am, when she was late because she was called in for an emergency surgery.” Sutton blew out a breath, from somewhere deep inside it seemed, as she pulled out a pair of pajama pants and held them up victoriously.
Charlotte could only look at her with a smile that she knew looked absolutely smitten.
Because she was absolutely smitten.
Sutton, with her hair haphazardly tossed in a ponytail that she’d undoubtedly worn all day while playing with Lucy, sharing her feelings while offering Charlotte a pair of Christmas pajamas…
Yeah. She was smitten.
“You’re well within your rights to be annoyed,” she assured Sutton when she remembered that she was able to speak and not just stare at Sutton while her heart seemed to beat too fast in her chest.
“Well, it doesn’t really change anything, does it?” Sutton said with a sigh before she shook out her shoulders and handed Charlotte her clothing, a playful grin taking over her lips. “I’d rather focus on this.”
Charlotte would do anything to keep a smile on Sutton’s face.
It was how she found herself wearing her own pair of holiday-themed long johns—hers gray with white snowmen on them, bunched at the ankles, as she presumed they fit Sutton’s longer legs perfectly—and a blue sweatshirt that she, admittedly, really liked.
Mostly because it was extremely comfortable and smelled perfectly of Sutton.
It was how she found herself laughing as they decorated the leftover sugar cookies, the ones that Lucy hadn’t taken to Layla’s.
It was how she found herself placing her gifts—the one she had for Sutton and the one she had for Lucy—under the tree. She had been surprised to see two gifts for her under there as well, one from Sutton and the other from Lucy.
She’d turned to look at Sutton, wordlessly gesturing at them, as Sutton gave her a sheepish smile. “Oh, it’s—mine’s—it’s nothing, really. We can open them later,” Sutton rushed to say, clearly feeling embarrassed.
It was how she’d found herself sitting through multiple versions of How the Grinch Stole Christmas.
“How have you never watched this? Any version?” Sutton asked, disbelieving, as she turned to look at Charlotte on the couch.
Charlotte turned her attention from the television to Sutton. “And how often have you watched it?” she teased, given that Sutton clearly knew most lines.
She loved the blush that moved over Sutton’s cheeks as she nudged her shoulder against Charlotte’s. They were sitting cuddled into each other on Sutton’s couch. The Christmas tree lights were on, casting the room in a dim but cozy glow. Sutton’s arm was draped over the back of the couch, de facto over Charlotte’s shoulders, with a blanket over both of them.
She wasn’t sure she’d ever felt more relaxed in her life, to be perfectly honest.
“This is a Spencer family favorite,” Sutton answered as she turned to look back at the television. “Every year, we would decorate the tree together, all of us. My mom wouldn’t let it happen until everyone was available. And on Christmas Eve, we would watch this, along with some other holiday movies, make our cookies, and sit in the living room with the tree lights on.”
“It sounds really lovely. To do those things with Lucy now,” she whispered back.
Sutton nodded, looking back at Charlotte with warm eyes. “It is. It really is.”
“Every Christmas that I can remember, I spent alone.” The words spilled from somewhere deep inside of her, unbidden. Maybe it was because of how comfortable she felt. How warm and safe and cozy, with Sutton pressed up against her side.
Sutton registered what she’d said, her eyes wide and confused. “Every Christmas? Where were your parents? Brothers? Grandmother?”
Charlotte held her gaze for a few long moments, nearly falling into them, before she cleared her throat and shook her head, wanting to fidget her hands against the blanket but stopping herself. “Well, I wasn’t truly alone, I suppose. I always had a nanny and a maid in the house. But my parents liked to vacation—as a couple—during the holidays. And with William and Caleb both older than I am, as soon as they became teenagers, they didn’t like to be home for holiday breaks. They usually had other things to do. Invitations to ski with classmates in Aspen or go on a cruise with friends. My grandmother was always very busy.”
Charlotte could feel this kernel of discomfort unravel inside of her, at sharing these details, talking about these things that did not matter, or so she’d told herself for a very long time. It… it embarrassed her, being this vulnerable.
She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt this way, if ever.
“It wasn’t a huge deal,” she pushed out, trying to work through that awful, squirmy feeling in her stomach. “It might have been different when I was very little, younger than five or six.” She didn’t have many memories of those times.
“What did you do, then? On Christmas?” Sutton asked, and her voice was so soft and so coaxing, as was her hand, which landed on Charlotte’s thigh and rubbed gently.
All of it in combination made Charlotte want to push through that terrible feeling in her stomach. To share more. To give more and to give it to Sutton, where she knew it would be safe.
“When I was younger, I would open presents with my nanny at the time. My parents’ chef would make a large dinner that I would eat. By the time I was a teenager, I stopped doing anything ‘special.’ I’d just take the time to relax from school, then work. I started spending more time with my grandmother or doing internships on holiday breaks.”
Sutton’s expression was so sad and sympathetic, Charlotte felt like it was undoing something inside of her, something old and long kept locked up, and her throat felt thick with it.
She couldn’t look away even as she admitted, “And it was never like this.” She gestured around the room, at the gingerbread houses on the counter—Sutton’s, which was pristine and beautifully decorated, and Lucy’s, which was hardly even formed into an actual house, because Sutton had explained that she had wanted to build it all by herself; at the Christmas tree, with homemade ornaments and unevenly strewn decorations; at the wall where Sutton had hung all of Lucy’s holiday artwork.
“When I stopped ‘celebrating Christmas,’ it didn’t feel like a loss of anything special,” Charlotte explained through the strange tightness in her chest. “There were no family memories or traditions that I was forgoing. Even the decorations we had were professionally done. It was so… sterile,” she decided on.
She dropped her gaze into her own lap as she bit at her cheek. “Most of my life was, I suppose.”
God, what was happening inside of her?
Talking about this felt meaningless and meaningful all in one. It felt important but also made her feel ridiculous.
But it was only when she was with Sutton that she really thought about these things. The moments she’d never experienced throughout her life. The unwavering love and the warmth and cherished childhood memories that Sutton held dear and wanted to pass on to her daughter.
Charlotte had none of them. And no one to pass them onto, even if she did.
Sutton’s hand came to rest on top of hers, and she hadn’t realized until that moment that she was white-knuckling the blanket on her lap.
She forced herself to relax and speak normally through the tightness in her throat. “It’s all—it’s silly,” she said, forcing a laugh. “Poor little rich girl story, really. My family are not bad people. I’ve never gone without anything.”
Sutton’s warm hand didn’t move. She gently took Charlotte’s hand between both of her own.
“It’s not silly,” she said, her voice low and earnest and beseeching. “I’m glad I have you here with me tonight. And not just for me,” she murmured, gently rubbing Charlotte’s hand.
It was exactly the comfort Charlotte needed to turn and look at her.
To find Sutton staring at her, eyes intense and honest and so caring, and Charlotte…
She just loved her.
She just loved Sutton Spencer with everything inside of her.
The strength of the thought, of the feeling, moved through her, and all she could do was turn just enough to truly face Sutton, surge up, and kiss her.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
SUTTON RETURNED CHARLOTTE’S KISS, hungrily.
She matched her beat for beat, her hands feeling greedy with the need as she tugged Charlotte up against her. Reaching down, she slid her hands over Charlotte’s sweatshirt-covered waist, down over her hips, itching already to touch the warm, soft skin underneath.
It was her sweatshirt, she vaguely registered, even as she knew it burned the fire inside of her even hotter. Charlotte was in her clothing, looking as sexy as she always did—devastatingly so—but also Christmassy and cute and she looked like… Sutton’s.
Charlotte groaned in the back of her throat, a sound so guttural that it resonated through Sutton’s entire body, as Sutton’s hands slid under her shirt and splayed over Charlotte’s waist.
She flexed her hands there, digging in just the right amount, the amount she knew Charlotte liked, and was rewarded with a keening sound.
Charlotte seemed to know exactly what Sutton wanted—then again, when they were like this, when didn’t she?—as she pushed herself up from where she’d been nestled against Sutton on the couch and straddled her, all without breaking their kiss.
Charlotte’s hands landed on her shoulders, finding her balance as she rocked her hips against Sutton.
It was heady. So powerful. This want, which came from the pulse-pounding need she always seemed to have inside of her for Charlotte. It was never-ending, Sutton had learned over the last few weeks.
But she could feel it tonight, in this kiss, in this moment. That want was not only undeniably present, lacing through her veins, but it was magnified.
She felt it in every movement, every action. She felt it as she mapped out Charlotte’s back, then up her sides, thumbing over her nipples. She felt it in the way Charlotte arched her back against her. She felt it as Charlotte panted into her mouth, the way she slid her full lips over Sutton’s like, even in the moments where she needed to take a breath, she wanted to share the very air they were breathing.
It was that needy, hungry feeling that she had whenever she kissed Charlotte, whenever she touched her, but it was something more. Something stronger. Somehow, it was all stronger, which seemed unfathomable to Sutton, because she’d already been insatiable when it came to Charlotte Thompson.
Charlotte’s hands dug into her shoulders then, and Sutton could feel her reluctance as she pushed herself back, truly breaking their kiss.
She still stayed there, though, her thighs bracketing Sutton’s and keeping them locked against each other. Sutton’s hands stayed where they were, dipped just under Charlotte’s borrowed pajama pants so she could run her fingers over Charlotte’s full hips.
Sutton panted up at Charlotte, her lips still tingling as Charlotte looked down at her.
The only lighting came from the television and the colored lights of the Christmas tree, casting Charlotte in a seemingly mystical glow. It was captivating, if Sutton was being entirely honest, and she swallowed hard, searching Charlotte’s eyes with her own. Questioning. Because there hadn’t been a single time they’d started to have sex that Charlotte had stopped them or hadn’t wanted it.
And Sutton… she wanted so badly, she had no idea how Charlotte couldn’t be feeling the same way.
“Darling, I… I didn’t come here for this,” Charlotte whispered, holding Sutton’s gaze. Her voice was so throaty, it sent a shiver right down Sutton’s spine.
She loosened the tight hold she still had on Sutton’s shirt, smoothing her hand over Sutton’s neck in a touch that was comforting and sweet and still made Sutton shiver, especially as Charlotte stroked her thumb over the hollow of her throat.
“Do you not want t—” Sutton couldn’t even finish asking the question before Charlotte cut her off with a choked laugh.
“No. I want to,” she assured her without a second of hesitation. She gently—so gently—stroked her thumb over Sutton’s neck again. Sutton shivered again, but it had nothing to do with heat or wanting or anything sexual. Especially not as Charlotte elaborated, “But I don’t want you to think that every time we see one another—especially if it’s not related to the book—that we have to have sex or that I’m expecting it. I came here tonight just to be with you. To make sure you were okay. To make sure you didn’t feel lonely, especially on Christmas Eve.”
There was such a genuine sweetness to Charlotte’s voice. It was something Sutton didn’t hear very often, but she tried to never linger on it when she did. She’d heard it in Charlotte’s voice, years ago, and after Charlotte had ended things between them, it had haunted Sutton.
As she sat there in her living room on Christmas Eve, thirteen years later, she couldn’t help but let the tone and the words delivered with it linger. To settle inside of her, even though she knew it was a bad idea.
Charlotte was perfect and, technically, correct as she insisted that they didn’t have to have sex every time they saw one another.
Her heart stuttered in her chest as she nodded. “I know. I know we don’t have to have sex.”
Maybe that, in and of itself, was a big part of the danger.
She knew Charlotte hadn’t come here just looking for or wanting sex. She knew Charlotte had come here with the kindest and most caring of intentions, ones Charlotte seemed to have for Sutton, frequently and sometimes singularly.
Everything would be so much easier, really, if Charlotte had come here only for physical intimacy.
For the last six weeks, they had been very physical. Sutton kept it that way; it made sense that way. She always wanted Charlotte, and she knew Charlotte wanted her. Between them, sex was the most uncomplicated part of their relationship.
Not to mention it was the best sex Sutton had had, and a part of her felt like she needed to get her fill, to sate herself, before it was over.
Sex made sense.
The little, sweet human moments filtered in, but Sutton did her best to accept them for what they were.
Right here, right now, Sutton could admit that this intimacy felt different than it typically did. It felt, already, truly intimate.
Right now, right here, Sutton didn’t have a single defense to hold up against Charlotte, even if it was a bad idea to have sex when she felt so… much.
This entire night so far, it had been so, so dangerous for her to be around Charlotte.
But she couldn’t stop it. She…
Charlotte mirrored her nod, the smallest yet most meaningful of smiles teasing at her lips. It was as if her knowledge that Sutton knew her true intentions regarding being here mattered so very much. “Good,” she whispered.
Dangerous.
The word floated through Sutton’s mind, just as much of a whisper as Charlotte’s.
And while she knew it, she couldn’t listen to it. Not right now.
Maybe it was because of this moment. Of the way they were wrapped together in the soft glow of the room, and it was Christmas Eve. Of how a part of Sutton always longed for home, for her family, tonight, and with Charlotte here with her, she… hadn’t.
Maybe it was because of exactly what Charlotte had just said. Charlotte had come to her tonight, seeking her out, unasked for and entirely unexpected, for the sole purpose of being there for Sutton on her first Christmas as a parent that she wouldn’t have Lucy. Charlotte had known how deeply Sutton would be feeling that loneliness, and Charlotte didn’t want Sutton to feel that loneliness.
Maybe it was because of the way Charlotte had just shared such an honest look at her childhood. Because, as Charlotte explained what it was like during Christmas in her youth, Sutton had ached for the young girl Charlotte had once been, lonely and forgotten on the holidays. That ache had remained for the woman who’d had to harden herself against that feeling.
She was able to see with such a complete vision now—finally—why Charlotte was the person she’d become as an adult.
She’d always had a scope, back then and now, a view most people in the world would never have, into the psyche of Charlotte Thompson. She knew that; she’d always known that she knew Charlotte in ways Charlotte didn’t offer to many others. But tonight, she felt like she’d cracked open something so rare.
A true vulnerability. The truth of what had shaped Charlotte, even if Charlotte herself didn’t quite know it.
It was probably an insanely powerful combination of all of those things that made her lower the guard she vigilantly kept up with Charlotte. It was all of those things that made another bigger part of her mind hush that warning of danger.
Just this once. Just this once, let the softer side of her, the side of Sutton that hadn’t existed the same way in so long, take over. To let her feel.
She leaned up, angling her chin, wanting…
And Charlotte met her halfway, connecting their lips once again.
It was the combination of all of those things, she dimly thought, that fanned the flames inside her to burn even hotter tonight. That was what it was.
The flames that, for once, didn’t feel like they were burning Sutton from the inside out. Not in this moment, as Charlotte sighed against her, sliding her tongue along Sutton’s, lighting her up.
No, the flames didn’t burn
as Charlotte carded her hands through Sutton’s hair, tugging gently, as she rocked her hips against Sutton once more.
They smoldered.
Her hands gentled, no less wanting, though they wanted to savor the touch and feel of Charlotte’s body.
She slid her hands down, gripping Charlotte’s waist, molding her hands to their curves as Charlotte’s hands cupped her jaw.
Charlotte’s kiss gentled with Sutton’s.
Beat for beat.
Sutton brought her hands up, sliding Charlotte’s—Sutton’s—shirt up as she went. She wanted to feel Charlotte’s body, her bare skin. It mattered to her, right now, and she wouldn’t—couldn’t—think too sharply about that in this moment.
Charlotte lifted her arms for Sutton, then reached back and had taken off her bra in seconds.
Sutton brought her hands up, cupping Charlotte’s breasts, mesmerized by how insanely hard her nipples already were for her. She moved her thumbs over them, circling, as Charlotte swore, then ducked her head down again, kissing Sutton deeply.
She slid her tongue into Sutton’s mouth, along Sutton’s own, and it felt so, so perfect. Like she could taste every sigh.
And Sutton was just as breathless, just as wanting as she’d been before. As she was every other time, even though this felt so different.
Charlotte breathed out little moans into Sutton’s mouth as Sutton slid one of her hands down, dipping into her pants again, drawing it over Charlotte’s thigh, and sliding it between her legs.
They both whimpered, their kiss slowing to the point that their mouths were simply pressed against one another’s. Breathing the same air, as Sutton rubbed her fingers over the sheer, expensive lace of Charlotte’s underwear.
She was so wet, Sutton’s fingers were soaked from rubbing her through the fabric.
And she needed to touch her. She needed to feel Charlotte, to be as close to her as she possibly could.
That same slow, smoldering need didn’t have Sutton hastily tugging aside Charlotte’s underwear the way she typically would when they did this. Instead, she teased her.
Sliding the tips of her fingers underneath the fabric, she drew them over Charlotte’s hot center, groaning from the back of her throat at how she felt.
“Yes. Darling, inside. I want you inside of me,” Charlotte spoke, a desperation lining her words, her lips sliding over Sutton’s in the most tantalizing, sensual movements that sent shivers all over Sutton’s body.
“You want me inside of you?” Sutton whispered, angling her head up now. Just enough to be able to look at Charlotte in the dim, intimate lighting of the Christmas tree.
She traced her fingers over Charlotte, just feeling her. How hot she was. How swollen. How soaked. How her hips jerked and her thighs shook.
She could hear the unstoppable little moans that escaped the back of her throat as Sutton rubbed her clit.
“How badly?” Sutton asked, staring right into Charlotte’s eyes as she circled her clit harder, not faster. Not even as Charlotte started trying to move with her.
Charlotte’s hands clawed into Sutton’s hair, tugging, as her mouth fell open, panting at Sutton’s touch.
God, her clit was so hard. Sutton panted with it, too, but she didn’t move yet.
She wanted to hear it.
She wouldn’t move fast enough for Charlotte to come like this. Sutton knew what she needed, and that thought alone sent the most insanely energizing jolt through her body. She knew that Charlotte needed her to touch her clit hard and fast for her to come apart.
But she didn’t want Charlotte to come yet, she thought as she stared up at Charlotte, her heart hammering.
Sutton was so wet herself; she ached and squeezed her thighs together with it. She knew she would likely come as soon as Charlotte really started to fuck her later. She knew it would be so simple.
But she didn’t care about that right now either.
All she cared about was this.
Was Charlotte.
The way she stared down at Sutton, eyes so dark. So needy.
“You have no fucking idea how badly I want you, Sutton.” Charlotte scratched her nails against the back of Sutton’s neck as she spoke.
Both the sensation and the words had Sutton gasping, and it was enough. It was more than enough for her to give them what they both wanted.
She slid her hand down, pressing two fingers into Charlotte.
They slid in so easily, fitting so perfectly. Like she belonged there.
She did, she thought wildly. Uncontrollably.
“God,” Charlotte grit out, the little moans from the back of her throat resuming as Sutton started sliding her fingers in and out.
Deeply, firmly, but not quickly. No.
She wanted to feel everything. Every movement, every quiver, every time Charlotte tightened around her.
Those sounds that Sutton didn’t think Charlotte knew she made.
She had a hunger inside of her, something she wondered if it could ever be sated, sparked by Charlotte’s words. By Charlotte sharing herself and being vulnerable with Sutton.
It consumed her, the embers only growing hotter and hotter with every sigh that left Charlotte’s mouth. Every trembling moan. Every hitch of her breath. Every time she jerked her hips down, thoughtlessly and shamelessly demanding more.
Sutton took in everything, feeling it rock through her body. Through every part of her.
When Charlotte’s thighs quaked around her wrist and her nails dug hard into Sutton’s shoulders and the sounds she made became even louder, even more choked off, Sutton knew she was close. So close.
Her heart pounded with the need for it, too. She needed Charlotte to unravel completely, all around her.
And still, she stopped moving. She hadn’t planned on it, but—she—she needed. She swallowed, and her throat was so dry, and she could only stare up at Charlotte, and she didn’t know what she needed, but she knew she wasn’t ready for this to end.
Charlotte’s chest heaved as she strained against Sutton, mesmerizing her as her breasts swayed with each breath. Yes, Sutton dimly registered. She needed more.
She kept her fingers stilled inside of Charlotte, curled deeply against her, feeling her drip around her fingers. Feeling Charlotte clench, desperately. Feeling Charlotte shake from how close she was to coming.
Sutton slid her other hand down and settled it on Charlotte’s hip, gripping, keeping her as still as possible. The wanton, uncontrollable rocking Charlotte could manage as Sutton held her still did nothing, she knew. Nothing that Charlotte needed.
The knowledge of that worked through Sutton, viscerally. The power.
She stayed perfectly still as she realized that was what made the throbbing between her own legs nearly unbearable right now. That was what had made her pause.
That she needed, in this moment, to soak in every second of this. Every single second that she was what Charlotte needed. Who Charlotte needed.
Whimpers snuck out of Charlotte’s throat as she finally blinked her eyes open, bleary and demanding and wanting and confused, locking them onto Sutton’s.
“Good,” she whispered, the feeling of the word like gravel in her throat after so many minutes of groans and panting for breath.
“Su… Su-tton,” Charlotte grit out, attempting to move her hips again.
Sutton tightened her hand against the motion, making Charlotte moan, the sound so guttural. It was feral, almost, as her fingernails dug in harder against Sutton’s shoulders, and she could feel Charlotte clench around her again.
Fuck.
God, she wanted it. She wanted to see and hear and feel Charlotte come for her.
Still, she didn’t move. Didn’t let herself.
The confusion that clouded Charlotte’s gaze became even more pronounced. She took in a deep breath through gritted teeth, like she was trying to focus on Sutton. Like she was trying to get more clarity on the situation.
But Sutton didn’t want more clarity.
Honestly, she wasn’t sure she could think super clearly right now. All she knew was that she wanted Charlotte entirely mindless for her. Open and vulnerable and giving and only for Sutton.
All for Sutton.
In all of the ways she’d dreamed about, fantasized about, and then locked away.
She flexed her fingers, the three she had inside of Charlotte, curling them inside of her.
The clarity that Charlotte had clearly been trying to grasp dissipated, and a vicious, intense sense of satisfaction slid through Sutton.
“God,” Charlotte keened, throwing her head back. “Please. S-ut—just—please.”
Sutton slid her fingers out, then thrusted again. Once more, she made sure her palm rubbed against Charlotte’s clit with every movement. Then again, as Charlotte scrambled to find a new purchase against Sutton’s shoulders.
With every sound Charlotte made, an echo of Sutton’s name sounded. Her eyes snapped open as Sutton felt her tightening around her fingers, locking onto Sutton’s gaze and holding there.
And she came.
Around Sutton’s fingers, with Sutton’s name on her lips, her nails leaving marks on Sutton’s shoulders as she still wore Sutton’s clothing.
She came for Sutton.
Charlotte was still panting as she started to come down, as she finally seemed to come back to herself. She stared, eyes dark and wanting, at Sutton.
And Sutton, her heart in her throat, couldn’t look away.
Charlotte crashed her lips into Sutton’s then, lips and teeth and tongue demanding, as she reached down and clutched at Sutton’s wrist. She lifted her hips and pulled Sutton’s hand out from between her thighs as she nipped at Sutton’s bottom lip, then sucked it between her teeth.
Sutton’s breath was already ragged, unable to keep her own hips steady because she wanted so badly. She wanted Charlotte inside of her. She wanted Charlotte’s mouth on her. She wanted Charlotte.
She whimpered as Charlotte released her bottom lip, then brought Sutton’s hand up to her mouth. Sutton let herself be maneuvered, anticipation spiking through her, desperate for Charlotte’s every move.
As Charlotte brought Sutton’s wet fingers to her lips, the nerve endings in Sutton’s fingertips seemed to explode as Charlotte moved them over her full lips.
She couldn’t even make sense of the sounds escaping her own throat, especially not as Charlotte then sucked Sutton’s fingers into her mouth.
“God,” she hissed out, biting off a whimper as her fingers were encased by the warmth of Charlotte’s mouth.
She felt Charlotte drag her tongue over her fingers, and she shuddered with it. She felt Charlotte’s lips wrap around her as she started sliding Sutton’s fingers out of her mouth, and she throbbed.
Charlotte knew it, too. Sutton knew she did, even before she quirked an eyebrow and leaned in to Sutton’s ear as she murmured, “Darling, I’m going to make you come so hard, you won’t be getting back up tonight. Do you want it here or in your bed?”
Fuck.
Sutton knew without a single doubt, as those words pulsed through her body, that Charlotte wasn’t being hyperbolic. “Bed.”

SUTTON WOKE without an alarm at eight, rather than being hopped on or shaken awake or alerted by excited squeals about Santa before six, which was how her Christmas mornings had been spent for the last several years. Ever since Lucy could walk and talk and escape her own bed.
And though that thought sent a spike of longing and sadness through her… she’d turned her head on her pillow to look at Charlotte lying next to her.
Still sleeping, soundly.
She’d always woken before Charlotte had. It was something she’d found so amusing, so endearing years ago. That Charlotte was such a go-getter, had every day planned, was always ready for whatever her day might bring but that she, instinctively, always slept heavier and for longer than Sutton did.
Sutton used to wake up before Charlotte; then—in the beginning, especially—she would leave before Charlotte woke or when she was just waking up.
But she always took a few moments to look at her.
Something about the sight of Charlotte sleeping had felt so sweet to Sutton.
It still did, she thought, and she was unable to control the way that feeling spiralled through her, melting through her veins before settling warmly in her chest.
Charlotte’s head was turned toward Sutton, her body curled up in the direction of Sutton’s, her arm thrown out over Sutton’s waist. When Charlotte was asleep, she sought out and initiated closeness.
It was so endearing.
Her wavy hair was tousled, and her cheeks were rosy, and her pouty lips were open the slightest bit, and Sutton couldn’t control the soft sigh that escaped her as her heart flip-flopped in her chest.
It was easier to keep up her emotional guards with Charlotte; she knew that.
And yet… she traced her fingers lightly over the arm thrown over her waist, revelling in Charlotte’s soft skin.
She was grateful when her phone buzzed repeatedly on her bedside table, keeping her grounded in reality as much as was possible in this moment.
Turning on her side, Charlotte’s arm still over her waist, she checked the messages she’d gotten that morning.
MOM—7:02 A.M.
 
Good morning, honey, and merry Christmas. 
 
I know it’s hard right now without Lucy with you, but you will have her and all of us with you soon. I can’t wait to see you! I’d have called, but I sincerely hope that you are able to sleep in. 
 
Also, your father says Merry Christmas and that he is excited to talk to you later tonight. 
 
We love you 
Little did her mother know that Sutton was grappling with far more this morning than not having Lucy. And her mother would never know because Sutton knew very well that her mom did not approve of what she was doing with Charlotte.
She had no idea they were sleeping together, but she wasn’t pleased with Charlotte being Sutton’s friend. At all.
Her mother had her best interests at heart, but, Sutton reminded herself as she typed out a reciprocal holiday message, she had this all well in hand.
She was enjoying herself with Charlotte. They were both having a good time. They had, as evidenced by the previous night, incredible sex. They treated each other fairly. They respected one another. They were—this time around—on the same page about what they were expecting from the other.
Charlotte hummed in her sleep as Sutton was halfway through her text response, her fingers stroking absentmindedly at Sutton’s hip, and she shivered at it, squeezing her eyes closed before she made herself stay focused.
She then scrolled through the other similar messages from her siblings, then to Regan’s.
REGAN—7:55 A.M.
 
Ho ho ho, Sutton Spencer! 
 
Don’t mistake me for being Santa. I’m calling you a ho ho ho, with your sexcapades with a certain senator 
 
And don’t mistake my calling you a ho ho ho for me being anything less than encouraging 
 
Anyway, Emma wanted me to remind you that “dinner” will be ready by 1. I wanted to remind you that you should come over even earlier so I can give you some presents and shower you in holiday affection—do not try to get out of it, I will not let you have a lonely Christmas 
Sutton couldn’t help but laugh, rolling her eyes affectionately. She nearly typed back if you think I’m already a ho ho ho, wait until you hear what happened last night but refrained from doing so; she’d tell Regan all of the details later.
SUTTON—8:07 A.M.

 

I will be over before dinner 

She rolled her lips, unable to dispel the warm feeling she’d woken up with. Unable to totally shake the feeling that lodged inside of her last night. Unable to stop herself from adding into the message for Regan⁠—
SUTTON—8:08 A.M.

 

And I’m not having a lonely Christmas morning… Charlotte’s here. 

She laughed as she saw Regan immediately start writing a response, but she left the text thread anyway. Regan could live with a little bit of anticipation.
She opened Layla’s message thread then, more than excited to see the videos of Lucy on Christmas morning even though the feeling of it all happening without her was bittersweet.
Before she watched the videos Layla had sent to her, though, she set her jaw at the last message Layla had sent her this morning.
LAYLA—6:49 A.M.
 
For the record, we will be discussing your apparent “relationship” with Senator Thompson when you pick up Lucy tomorrow. 
 
That conversation is not over, Sutton 
Aggravation and exasperation rolled through her. The message was very in line with the short conversation she and Layla had had the previous night, before she’d left, when Layla had stormed into the kitchen, just out of earshot of Lucy and Charlotte, and Sutton had followed her, feeling a combination of trepidation and annoyance.
“Are you okay, darling?” Charlotte asked from behind her, her voice that slightly slow, sleepy timber, her Southern accent more pronounced.
Sutton loved that. She always had.
Her heart fluttered with it, which she did her valiant best to ignore, as she turned to look at Charlotte.
Charlotte was propped up on her elbow, dark hair cascading down to Sutton’s pillow, arching a questioning eyebrow at Sutton, even as she still had a crease from the pillow on her cheek.
She looked unquestionably cute, and Sutton couldn’t help but smile at her in spite of the text. “Good morning. I’m sorry—did I wake you?”
Charlotte shook her head. “No. I just woke up, but I could feel that you’re… tense,” she settled on, frowning at the word as she lightly stroked her hand, where it lay on Sutton’s hip.
She hadn’t realized quite how tense she was, but Charlotte wasn’t wrong. She deliberately took in a deep breath, holding it before blowing it out and settling down into the bed.
The tension admittedly was still present, but it felt slightly better, snug in her bed with Charlotte’s attentive, concerned eyes on her.
“Do you want to tell me about it?” Charlotte asked, her gaze flicking to Sutton’s phone, which was still clutched in her hand.
Sutton knew she should say no. She knew that she shouldn’t open herself up like this to Charlotte. She knew she should keep these parts of herself separate. She knew she was only making things more difficult in the long run if she didn’t.
But it was Christmas morning. And she didn’t have her daughter. And she had Charlotte in her bed. And Charlotte had shared herself with Sutton, emotionally and physically, in the last twelve hours in ways Sutton could have never dreamed of. In ways that she shouldn’t dream of.
But the words escaped her because she just wanted it to all be simple. To be easy. Maybe she could let it be easy, just for now. “It’s Layla.” She closed her eyes and brought her free hand up to rub over her face.
“What about her?” Charlotte asked, and Sutton could hear in her voice how much she wanted to know but how cautious she was in asking.
Sutton simply didn’t have it in her to hold it in. Not when Charlotte felt so good next to her and sounded so coaxing, like she truly wanted to know.
“Last night, when we went into the kitchen while you sat with Lucy…” Sutton blew out a sigh, dropping her hand from her face as she stared up into Charlotte’s eyes. “She is not happy about… this.” She gestured between the two of them.
“I gathered that,” Charlotte murmured. Of course she had. That didn’t surprise Sutton in the least. Still, she looked apologetic as she searched Sutton’s gaze with her own. “I didn’t tell her about us. But…”
Sutton shook her head against the pillow. “No. But you were here. On Christmas Eve, to make sure I wasn’t lonely.” She offered Charlotte a small, tentative, emotional smile.
Because god, it was so thoughtful. It was just like Charlotte Thompson, wasn’t it? To make Sutton feel this way, even when Sutton was trying not to? It was just like Charlotte Thompson to make everything in her life so much harder while simultaneously making her feel so damn good. It was just like Charlotte Thompson to be so incredibly, ridiculously romantic, even without trying.
She swallowed hard, pursing her lips.
“You aren’t the problem, when it comes to Layla.” Maybe in so many other ways that Sutton was careening toward but desperately trying not to, but not in the minefield that was Sutton’s relationship with her ex-wife.
“What did she say?” Charlotte prompted again, and there was a sharpness in her voice, reflecting in the honey-gold brightness of her eyes. Something a little dangerous, like protectiveness. Like, if Charlotte didn’t like you, she would know just who to call to bury the body.
Alarmingly, Sutton thought, she truly might.
Sutton tried not to think too much about that fact or the fact that Charlotte was seeming so protective over her.
“She’s mad,” she said simply. “That she didn’t know about us beforehand. That you know Lucy.” She let out a scoffing, mirthless laugh, all of those negative, terrible feelings that made her feel sick pulling together in the pit of her stomach. “Mad, I think, that you’re you.”
Charlotte’s expression was so tight, so pinched. Like she really was contemplating Layla’s execution, as she nodded. “Mmhmm. Exactly the impression I got.”
“And I just—you are none of her business. What we do is none of her concern! Did she talk to me before she started dating Arianne? While we were married?” The words—the same ones she’d fired back at Layla last night—escaped her, still as fiery as they did the first time.
But it felt good to say them to Charlotte. It felt good to say them to someone, she wildly, insanely thought, who understood her. Someone who was clearly on her side.
Not that Regan wasn’t or Emma or her mother or the rest of her family.
But it felt good to say these things, her feelings and thoughts, to Charlotte, who narrowed her eyes to little slits as she bit at her cheek as if she were biting back harsh, extreme expletives.
She didn’t say the rest of what she’d said to Layla. That Lucy had met Charlotte before she and Sutton had started this… arrangement. That Charlotte was a trusted and safe person to be around their daughter. That, to Lucy, Charlotte was one of Sutton’s friends and someone she was working with. That Lucy had no idea about Sutton and Charlotte’s sexual relationship, because why would she?
Back in the kitchen last night, she’d quietly snapped, “And all of that? That’s the only thing you have the right to comment on when it comes to my relationships. What pertains to Lucy is something you and I can talk about. Beyond that? I do not want to hear it.”
“And you don’t think it pertains to Lucy that you’re in bed with a senator? With someone who is on track to be the fucking president?!” Layla had crossed her arms, scoffing. “You don’t think that is something I have the right to comment on?”
“What did she have to say to that?” Charlotte softly asked after clearly breathing through some of her anger.
“She…” Sutton rolled her eyes, even as the thought of the next words forced her nerves to leap into action. “She threatened to bring up our custody arrangement.”
She’d seen red at that.
Just, it appeared, as Charlotte did. Her eyes widened, her mouth fell open, and her fingers twitched against Sutton’s hip as if they were ready to reach for her phone. “Darling, I can make a simple phone call, and truly… Layla will never get her day in court.”
The threat was not a joke in the slightest. Sutton could feel how very serious Charlotte was, and she didn’t know what it said about her that she found it equal parts amusing, thrilling, and endearing.
But Charlotte’s response calmed Sutton’s, and she reached down, smoothing her hand over Charlotte’s. Intertwining their fingers so easily, she shook her head. “No, that’s… it’s not a real threat.” The words were a reassurance for both Charlotte and herself. “Layla can hardly manage the custody arrangement we currently have, even between her and Arianne, and we both know it.”
There were many days, Christmas Eve itself being the latest instance, in which Layla was late to picking up Lucy or had to postpone due to work.
It was an empty threat and they’d both known it, but it was something Layla had never once said before, which showed exactly how rattled she was by the whole situation.
“It was just… not a nice message to wake up to,” Sutton summed up.
Charlotte’s fingers flexed around hers, holding tighter, as she asked, “Have you watched the videos she sent? With Lucy?” She nodded toward Sutton’s unlocked phone, where the video thumbnails were still on the screen.
“Not yet,” she admitted.
“Do you want to?” Charlotte prompted, so softly. Like she was trying to cheer Sutton up, to comfort her.
It was damningly sweet. Sutton nodded before she bit her lip and cast a look at Charlotte. “You… don’t have to watch, if you’d prefer to get a coffee or anything else.”
Charlotte shot her a truly incredulous look. “I hope you’re kidding. Play the videos, please.”
So she did.
She lost herself in several glorious minutes of watching Lucy open her gifts at Layla and Arianne’s, her sullen pouts from yesterday forgotten as she exclaimed with joy over her gifts, then presented her own gifts to Layla and Arianne.
It worked very well to rinse the residual bad taste out of Sutton’s mouth, and she turned to look at Charlotte, who had a cute, soft smile on her face. “Thank you,” she whispered. “For the guitar; Lucy was so happy.” She pointed at the last video they’d watched. “She has it right there. She wouldn’t let it go.”
And the guitar was there, present, among even all of the new gifts she had just opened.
Charlotte turned to look right back at her, smiling indulgently. “It was very worth calling in the minor favor.”
She was close enough to see the flecks of gold in Charlotte’s eyes. Close enough to feel Charlotte’s warm breath blow over her lips. Close enough to fall right in at the thought of what they were doing: lying in bed on Christmas morning, watching videos of Sutton’s daughter, while Charlotte looked as enamored as Sutton felt.
Both of those flutters that Charlotte brought out in her kicked up, both the good, deep, warm one and the discomforting one. Both feelings Charlotte inspired in her were now both uncontrollable. Her heart started beating faster with the way Charlotte just looked at her.
She breathed through the way her heart pounded and her stomach fluttered and forced herself to blink and look away.
“Um. I have a gift for you, speaking of gifts,” Sutton murmured, unable to speak as if this morning wasn’t affecting her in some way. She held her phone up and shook it a little, bringing them back to the videos they’d just watched as a reminder that they still needed to open their own presents. “If you’d like to open it before I have to get ready?”
Even giving Charlotte the option of opening her gift, though, sent Sutton’s nerves buzzing.
Charlotte’s eyebrows lifted with obvious interest. “I would love it. I…” Her soft smile dipped, right into her own obvious bout of nerves, as she offered, “I have my gift, for you as well.”
They sat on the couch, re-dressed in Christmas pajamas with mugs of coffee in hand, twenty minutes later.
Sutton’s nerves spiked even harder as she flattened her hands over the small gift on her lap. It was adorned with the same cartoon animals playing in the snow that she’d wrapped Lucy’s in, and in the moment, she felt a little embarrassed by that.
She gripped her fingers around the edges of the rectangle, breathing out a small, uneasy laugh as she cleared her throat and pressed her gift toward Charlotte. Better to just do it.
“It’s—it’s nothing much,” she managed to say, even as her nerves grew stronger.
Charlotte aimed an incredulous look at her, her fingers wrapping around Sutton’s gift as she tugged it from Sutton’s grasp. “I will be the judge of that, thank you very much.”
Sutton nodded, tangling her own fingers together to give herself something to do as she nodded at the wrapping paper. “And the wrapping, well, I didn’t really have anything sourced for adults.”
The look Charlotte gave her was sheer amusement, pure warmth, as she slid her fingernail under the tape. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She paused then, the amusement fading from her expression as she admitted quietly, “I’ve never…” She cleared her throat. “I don’t recall the last time I opened gifts in pajamas, next to a Christmas tree. This is—it’s already very special to me.”
The sincerity in her voice pulled Sutton right in; it made that place inside of Sutton, the one that Charlotte had cracked into last night, spill out.
It pushed her right out of her own insecurities as she gestured for Charlotte to open the gift. “Well… okay, then. I hope you like it.”
The cute, small smile that tugged up Charlotte’s lips as she focused on slowly opening the gift made Sutton uncontrollably smile as well. She was so cute. So ridiculously sweet and open and adorable and pulling Sutton in, and…
Charlotte’s mouth dropped open as she pulled out the printed pages Sutton had wrapped, genuine surprise splashing over her face as she scanned the title page Sutton had created.
Sutton’s own nerves didn’t stop their increasingly fast fluttering, not even when Charlotte flicked her gaze to Sutton’s, her excitement clear.
“Is this what I think it is?” she asked, her perfect hand splaying over the title page.
Sutton swallowed hard as she nodded. She found herself grinning, feeling unbearably shy, as she softly explained, “Yes, it’s… it’s my manuscript. The one we talked about, a few weeks ago. For my romance novel.”
It was something she’d worked on, played around with, and ultimately shelved a while back. She had so many other things going on—with Lucy and work and the work to get the Zones set up as well as doubt around her own writing—that it had been easy to put it aside.
Charlotte’s eyes were wide and so deep, and the look she gave Sutton was so sweet, that Sutton couldn’t help the words that were falling out of her mouth. “I—I know it’s not—I just… I finished it,” she said, pressing her palms into her thighs as her knees sat flush against Charlotte’s. “I finished it after we talked about it.”
After Charlotte had looked at her so seriously, as she’d told Sutton that she would have loved to read it. That she thought Sutton should write, for herself. That she’d been surprised when she’d seen that Sutton hadn’t written any fictional novels, after looking her up.
“So I thought you might want to read it,” she finished quietly as she gestured to the manuscript. It was terrifying, to give her work to someone. “And I know you prefer to read in actual printed pages, so.”
Even when she sent her mom her work, she felt a kernel of nerves. This felt so much bigger than that. Charlotte’s opinion mattered to her—scarily so. In a big, demanding way, that Sutton tried not to think about.
Charlotte reached out and slid her hand over Sutton’s. “I love it.”
There was no doubting her emphatic tone. None.
It settled Sutton, her nerves fading as she melted into an easier smile.
“I also love that you could fuck me on this couch the way you did last night and still be so self-conscious this morning,” Charlotte whispered, arching an eyebrow at Sutton as the hand holding hers squeezed it.
Sutton felt herself blush even as she rolled her eyes. “Shut up. It’s… different,” she settled on, squeezing Charlotte’s hand back.
And it was.
But the feelings from last night and now from this morning were starting to meld together; that much was undeniable.
Charlotte leaned in and pressed a light, lingering kiss to the corner of Sutton’s lips. It was enough for her to feel the softness of her mouth before she drew back and reached down for the box she’d pulled from her bag.
Sutton swore she could see her recently forgotten nerves flash across Charlotte’s face.
She handed Sutton the gift before placing her own hands back over Sutton’s manuscript, clearly feeling her own sense of anticipation.
Which Sutton felt well up inside of her, too, intrigued as she was.
She opened the lid on the box, removing the tissue paper, which revealed—another box.
A jewelry box, and a decently sized one, at that.
Sutton traced her fingers over the soft, velvet exterior before she looked up at Charlotte in question.
“Merry Christmas,” Charlotte murmured as she nodded at Sutton, urging her, “Open it.”
Sutton frowned, though, glancing down at her manuscript. “That’s not worth anything.” She ran her fingers over the box in her lap again. “This…”
She didn’t have to open it to know already that it would be expensive.
Charlotte wouldn’t give anyone—let alone Sutton, and she knew it—cheap jewelry.
But Charlotte’s gaze was insistent as she urged again, “Darling, please. What you gave me is one of a kind. Irreplaceable. There’s no monetary value on something like this.” There was such a passion in her words that it swept through Sutton, making her cheeks flush all over again.
She’d be delusional to believe that Charlotte couldn’t afford, well, any gift she’d purchased. She didn’t have the bad manners to reject something Charlotte obviously wanted to give her.
And, most of all, she wanted to know. She wanted it.
She didn’t want to want whatever Charlotte was offering, but she did.
With that, she held her breath and opened the cover of the jewelry box.
And her mouth fell open.
It was a necklace. A stunning necklace, with a delicate, white-gold chain, a large, teardrop sapphire at the center with small clusters of diamonds surrounding it as well as twists of diamonds glinting along the chain. And because Sutton knew Charlotte as well as she did, she knew very well that every stone was high-quality.
“Charlotte,” she breathed out. It was all she could say as she ran her fingers lightly—so lightly—over the necklace.
It had been so long since someone had given her something like this. Layla, when they’d been married, had gifted her with jewelry, sparingly but occasionally. Even then, it had never been something like this.
Something so very aligned with Sutton’s taste, something so exquisite, something so exorbitant. Something so clearly with the intention of being for her, as a woman. Not “a mother,” not “a daughter,” not “a sister,” not “a best friend,” but a wanted, special, desirable person.
“I can’t,” she managed to whisper, shaking her head.
Charlotte seemed to anticipate that, though; she firmly nodded, resting her hand comfortingly on Sutton’s thigh. “You can. And I want you to have it. So very much.”
The words escaped Sutton then as she looked back down.
It was so incredibly beautiful, and it tugged at something in Sutton’s mind, though she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.
Only as she landed the tip of her index finger against the sapphire stone did it hit her.
Charlotte. Christmas. Expensive, exorbitant gifts.
“The earrings.” The words fell from her lips on a gasp as she blinked down at the necklace, looking at it closer.
Yes. The hue of the stone, the twist with the diamonds, the entire design, right down to the subtle and delicate statement of beauty. It perfectly matched the earrings Charlotte had given her the first time they’d been in each other’s lives.
“It matches the earrings you gave me,” she murmured, confused and surprised and—was it a coincidence? “Thirteen years ago.”
Charlotte’s cheeks looked the slightest bit pink, she saw, as she dug her teeth into her bottom lip. “It does,” she affirmed. Certain but soft. She seemed even more nervous as she swallowed visibly. “They were a set. I bought them as a set,” she explained, her searching gaze on Sutton’s.
Floored didn’t begin to describe the emotion rushing through Sutton, as the blood pounded in her ears.
“It’s okay if you don’t still have them,” Charlotte murmured, squeezing Sutton’s thigh again. Reassuring.
But Sutton did still have them. She did.
She hadn’t worn them again after Charlotte had broken up with her. It felt too big, too hard, too painful, too stupid, too… everything.
But she’d never, not in all of the times she’d culled and cultivated her jewelry collection, been able to get rid of the beautiful sapphire earrings. They perfectly matched her eyes, just like the necklace now did. She’d never been able to forget the way Charlotte had said those words when she’d given the gift to Sutton or the way she’d felt.
So seen. So appreciated.
She understood why she had those earrings.
But what she couldn’t understand was⁠—
“You kept this? For thirteen years?” She breathed the question out, as the backs of her eyes stung with tears, her throat feeling tight.
Charlotte nodded, rolling her lips, before she said, “It never felt right to get rid of it. They were a set. For you.”
Charlotte had held on to this necklace for over a decade. For Sutton. She’d held on to her for over a decade, and Sutton closed her eyes so tightly at the thoughts, at the feelings that bubbled up. At the intent, wanting expression on Charlotte’s face, the beautiful sincerity in her luminous eyes.
She closed her eyes, so tightly, against the tears that she didn’t want to leak out.
“Sutton?” Charlotte asked, clearly concerned, as she shifted closer.
But Sutton only shook her head, bringing her hand up over her mouth as the other wrapped around her stomach.
“You make it so hard,” she pushed out, her voice thick, as she blinked open her eyes. “So hard,” she repeated. “You’re so… perfect.”
Charlotte’s tentative smile at her words didn’t reflect at all how Sutton was feeling.
Charlotte was so perfect, she made it far too hard for Sutton to pretend like she had any semblance of control. She made it hard for Sutton to go about their relationship like there was any way of getting out of this unscathed.
She made it so very, very hard for Sutton to not fall in love with her all over again.



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
CHARLOTTE TYPICALLY DIDN’T EXPERIENCE déjà vu, but she was living through the most extreme example of it currently as she stared up at the grand Spencer family home on New Year’s Eve.
Back then, she’d been rattled and anxious when approaching Sutton’s childhood home because she’d been reckoning with the depth of her feelings. She was terrified of those feelings, of what they meant, of how undeniable they were, of what they might do to her life or her career.
Right now, over a decade later, she was rattled and anxious for entirely different reasons.
Mostly, they boiled down to the fact that Charlotte was confused.
Charlotte never enjoyed being confused—ever—but certainly not in the way she’d been confused in the last week. Since Christmas.
The information Charlotte had right now was this:
She’d spent an incredible Christmas Eve and Christmas morning with Sutton. They’d had mind-blowing sex, she’d shared so much of her vulnerable thoughts and feelings about her childhood and her family, and Sutton had given her a gift that had rendered her speechless.
Sutton had cried when receiving Charlotte’s own gift. Real tears, streaming from her beautiful blue eyes.
She’d called Charlotte perfect.
Charlotte hadn’t known just how much it would mean to hear that. Not in any way related to sex, where she’d been praised by Sutton and other women many times. Not in any way related to her work, where she’d been praised by too many to count.
Sutton had called Charlotte perfect because of the romantic gift she’d given her. Because of the vulnerability she’d shared with Sutton when giving her a gift… and Charlotte had felt vulnerable when she’d given it to Sutton.
She hadn’t realized until the moment she’d handed Sutton the necklace everything it said.
That Charlotte had held on to Sutton for thirteen years. That while Sutton had moved on and found a different life with a different woman—as she deserved to—Charlotte never had. That there was a part of her that, clearly, hoped they would find one another.
Sutton had trusted Charlotte with her manuscript, something so personal and held so close to herself that no one else had ever read it. Not even her mother, not even Regan.
Charlotte felt like they’d amplified their connection that morning. She’d left Sutton’s house that day, heading to New York but feeling closer to Sutton than she ever had before.
Like she—they—were on the verge of something, something Charlotte might not even be able to name, but she could feel it.
But then she’d experienced the last five days.
Sutton hadn’t been her typical self since Christmas.
Most definitely not herself as of the last couple of months, ever since they’d formed this friendship that had turned into something more.
She was concerningly not her typical self.
And Charlotte, alarmingly, couldn’t quite nail down what was different.
It wasn’t as though Sutton had gone radio silent on her, which would have been more than concerning.
At first, Charlotte hadn’t thought much of it. After she’d left Sutton’s, she’d gone home and finished packing her things before driving to New York. Sutton had been planning on spending the afternoon and evening with Regan and Emma. They’d exchanged some texts, which were fine.
The day after Christmas, Sutton had picked up Lucy from Layla’s and had then driven the two of them up to Boston to see her family, so they’d hardly talked.
Also fine; it had been a long and busy day.
Charlotte busied herself the day after that, settling in to do nothing but read Sutton’s manuscript; she both understood how sacred it was to Sutton to share it with her, and she wanted to dive into it anyway. She’d figured, as it was the first official day back with her family for the holidays, that Sutton would be very busy.
But when she’d called Sutton later that night to check in, to catch up, to talk about her book—which Charlotte truly had loved—Sutton had answered but kept things… short.
That had been when Charlotte truly had started to get this gnawing feeling in her stomach that hadn’t left her alone in the two days since.
Sutton had been perfectly friendly. She’d asked how Charlotte had been, what she’d been up to. She told Charlotte a little about her holiday with her family.
But she’d been—off. She hadn’t delved into anecdotes or settled into a real conversation. She hadn’t even wanted to dive into the literal notes Charlotte had taken from her book!
Something was very, very off.
Given that Charlotte had been in New York to meet with some constituents and have a belated holiday brunch with Caleb and Dean, and Sutton had been in Boston, though, there was no chance for Charlotte to be able to see Sutton and discern what in the world had happened.
Until tonight.
She’d been at brunch with Caleb and Dean yesterday. Both of them had been gloriously tan and relaxed from their holiday trip to Bali, which they’d just returned from the day before. Caleb had been teasing her about choosing to stay in the states and work, rather than join them, as she’d been invited to do.
She’d just started to tell them about what was worrying her regarding Sutton when her phone had pinged, alerting her to an email.
“That’s your problem, right there,” Caleb had alleged, waving his hand at her as she checked her work phone. “I’ll bet you anything. Your problems with Sutton are right there.”
Charlotte nailed him with a derisive look as she held her phone up before she’d checked it. “Oh? And how do you figure, wise one?”
Her brother sipped at his mimosa as he shook his head. “You have a very, very rare day off. You haven’t seen Dean and me in person in months. We’re having a lovely holiday brunch, and you’re checking your work emails!” He shot Dean a look before gesturing at Charlotte.
Dean had shaken his head. “I’m not going to get into this. I don’t know how many times I have to say it, but I will say it again: I recuse myself from your sibling work conversations.”
“Because, and I will say it if I have to, your own husband is a workaholic,” Charlotte reminded Caleb.
“No one is as bad of a workaholic as you are,” he shot back with a snort. “If you’re having a problem with Sutton, it’s that. I’ll bet you anything. It was what happened between you two before, hmm?”
Charlotte glared at him, even as she detested the feeling that started creeping into her stomach. “Yes. But only because I wasn’t willing to be in an open relationship before. It had nothing to do with my actual work.”
“I’m not trying to make you feel badly.” Caleb’s tone gentled, his brown eyes boring into her own. “You’re doing something you love, that you’re passionate about. I just…” He cleared his throat. “Maybe you’re right. Like I said, it’s been forever since we’ve caught up. Tell us what we’ve missed.”
Charlotte couldn’t help it, though. She’d glanced down at her phone—deliberately intending to not answer the email at brunch—and had been glad she hadn’t sipped her own mimosa when she saw that the sender was Katherine Spencer, as that likely would have caused a spit take.
“What in the…” She’d heard her own bafflement, then brief concern, before she reasoned that if something happened to Sutton or Lucy, Katherine likely wouldn’t reach out to her at all. That caused its own potential spiral she’d had to steel herself against.
Despite her resolution from only moments ago to not open the email at brunch, she couldn’t help herself.
Much less help the surprised gasp she let out when she saw the email’s contents.
“What?” Caleb had demanded. Both he and Dean leaned forward from where they sat across the table.
The message was short and simple:
Charlotte—
I’d like to reach out and extend the invitation to our New Year’s Eve party tomorrow.
I realize that it’s quite late notice, but I was reviewing our guest list and realized you weren’t on it.
I hope to see you tomorrow, though I certainly understand if we don’t.
Happy holidays,
Katherine
In the day since she’d received the email, she’d swiftly rejected Caleb’s excited offer to join her, gone home to deliberate her wardrobe, packed a bag, made a hotel reservation in Boston, and had driven in this morning.
The invitation, unfortunately, shed no light on whatever was going through Sutton’s mind.
Because Charlotte was certain that Sutton hadn’t been responsible for inviting her, given that if she’d wanted Charlotte there or believed Charlotte would be able to come, Sutton would have arranged for her to have been invited ahead of time or even invited her herself. Charlotte was doing her best not to obsess over this finer detail.
She definitely hadn’t been part of the planned guest list at all, which was fine, Charlotte didn’t take that personally. But she knew from years ago that Katherine and Jack didn’t send email invitations, but lovely, personalized ones on stationery, four to six weeks in advance. Even though it had been over a decade since she’d received one, she was pretty sure that hadn’t changed.
Sutton hadn’t called her last night either, so Charlotte felt that this was the perfect opportunity to see exactly what was going on with her.
She needed to.
Charlotte had never felt like this before. It was anxiety and anticipation and uncertainty and confusion all rolled into one, and she didn’t want that feeling at all, let alone with Sutton.
She wanted that feeling from Christmas back.
With that thought, she nodded to herself and stepped up to the immaculately, beautifully decorated porch and rang the doorbell.
Her heart pounded in her chest as she dropped her hand to her side. She only had to wait seconds before the door opened and she was greeted by Katherine herself.
Truly, déjà vu.
Charlotte bit back the bit of nerves that fluttered in her stomach under the observant look that was instantly trained on her.
“Charlotte,” Katherine greeted her a second later with a nod and a tilt of her head. “You came.”
“I was invited,” she answered some sort of unspoken question, arching an eyebrow even as she smiled. Truthfully, she felt more off-kilter at this New Year’s Eve party than she had years ago.
Which was saying a lot.
“So you were. Apologies for such a last-minute invite, and for the manner in which I contacted you.” Katherine’s voice seemed very measured, but Charlotte wasn’t really certain what she was looking for. “I was a bit surprised when you RSVP’d on such short notice; I’d expected—and would have understood—if you’d had other arrangements.”
She stepped back, gesturing for Charlotte to enter.
As she did, she took a quick glimpse around, noting the festive but tasteful décor, the updates that had been made to the home since the last time she’d seen it, and thought that even though it was quite a large manor, it still very much felt like a home. Then she landed back on Katherine.
“I did. I cancelled them,” she answered honestly.
Maybe in the past she would have toed a line with Katherine, not wanting to give away quite how much she was invested in Sutton or wanting to even hint that she was nervous. To play this interaction off as professional and amiable, not overly personal.
Katherine lifted her eyebrows. “Ah. Well. Nothing too important, I hope. Can I take your jacket?”
Charlotte diligently unzipped it, handing the jacket to her. “For the last couple of years, I’ve attended Governor Labelle’s get-together,” she informed Katherine, who hummed as she nodded slowly, scrutinizing Charlotte once again.
Charlotte figured Katherine would understand exactly what she was telling her.
Charlotte not only did have standing New Year’s plans, but they were with politicians she worked with frequently and handfuls of her own constituents, with whom she did her best to maintain a good relationship.
But coming here, to see Sutton, to try to form a better relationship with Sutton’s family, even with a last-minute invitation, was worth more than that to her.
She took in a deep breath, pulling together her courage as Katherine took to hanging Charlotte’s jacket in the nearby closet.
“I’ll be honest,” she pushed the words out, straightening her spine. She could do this; she could talk to anyone, even if that person was Katherine Spencer.
She’d grown up with Elizabeth fucking Thompson as a grandmother; there was no one and nothing more intimidating than that.
She’d made her own New Year’s resolution on the drive to Boston: fearful or not, she wasn’t going to leave this party without getting to the bottom of whatever was between herself and Sutton. And she was going to be as honest as she needed to be to do so. Even to people who weren’t Sutton herself.
A relationship with Sutton would also mean having as good a relationship as possible with Sutton’s parents, even if it wouldn’t be smooth sailing. Charlotte wasn’t afraid of hard work.
“I’m surprised that you invited me tonight, and I’m more than a little curious as to why,” she asserted.
Katherine turned to face her as she slowly pushed the coat closet closed, clearly a little surprised by Charlotte’s words.
Admittedly, Charlotte was glad she wasn’t the only person who wasn’t on even footing.
“I’d like to think you know me well enough to know that you are engaged in a personal relationship with my daughter. And that’s important to me,” Katherine answered, her tone measured.
“Yes. But I don’t have to know you well enough to know that six weeks ago, you weren’t very pleased about my relationship status with Sutton,” she challenged. “You were very direct about it.”
She didn’t think she would ever, decades from now, forget how sharply and swiftly Katherine had told Charlotte that she’d shattered Sutton’s heart. How those words and what they meant made her feel.
“And, clearly, you didn’t invite me when you invited the majority of your guests tonight. Therefore, I have to presume that something
else is going on.”
Charlotte held her chin high and searched Katherine’s gaze with her own, her heart pounding as she wondered if she’d get any clue as to what was happening with Sutton.
Katherine pursed her lips and nodded as she studied Charlotte. “Ah. Truthfully, Sutton is less of the reason I invited you here tonight. Mostly, it was because of Lucy.”
There was a warm note that creeped into Katherine’s voice that Charlotte could hear even as she tried to figure out what Lucy had to do with her getting invited to this evening’s main event.
“I’m afraid I’m not quite following,” she admitted.
“My granddaughter has talked about you quite a bit in the last few days. I hear you were responsible for making sure she received her favorite Christmas present. That she made you a clay pot in school. She says you’ve been playing checkers with her…” Katherine trailed off, holding Charlotte’s gaze with her own. “My personal feelings aside, I don’t see Sutton or Lucy in person as much as I very much wish I could. But I can get to know the people in their lives and try to take comfort that they are surrounded by people with their best interests at heart. Not inviting you in the first place was a part of a caution I take with you, due to the past, which felt like something I had to reconsider.”
There was a mixture of both contrition and matter-of-factness in her answer that Charlotte could appreciate.
“I do.” The words worked themselves out of her. She cleared her throat when Katherine sent her a searching look, explaining, “Have their best interests at heart. I do.”
She couldn’t mean those words more. And she wanted, very badly, for Katherine to see that.
Especially right now, while she was so unsure of whatever was going on.
“You said, the last time that we saw one another, that you wanted me to really think about my actions. And I have,” she asserted.
No, she didn’t have to justify herself to Katherine Spencer, but damn, if she didn’t want her to know that Charlotte was in this. That she wasn’t playing with fire, about to burn both of them again.
And she found that it felt good to say the words aloud and mean them so ardently.
She also found that it felt good to surprise Katherine. To defy the expectation she’d set for Charlotte, given what had happened in the past.
She wondered what would come of the considering look—before their collective was captured by Sutton and Lucy’s voices.
“You promise that I can stay up till midnight?” Lucy asked, an insistence that Charlotte was now familiar with in her tone. For a six-year-old, Lucy was very certain of her wants.
Then again, Charlotte didn’t spend much time with children; maybe Lucy wasn’t as above average as she believed.
“I do promise,” Sutton confirmed, a lightness and a warmth in her voice as both of their feet appeared on the stairs they were descending into the foyer. “I promised that last year, too, honey.”
“I know,” Lucy spent at least three syllables on that single word, and even though Charlotte couldn’t yet see their faces, she just knew the expression on Lucy’s sweet little face. Begrudging yet stubborn. “But I didn’t make it!”
“I will wake you up if you don’t make it. How about that?” Sutton proposed.
“Deal!” Lucy exclaimed brightly, and her legs—fully in view of Charlotte now—jumped from the step she was on in excitement. “But I’m gonna make it.”
Sutton laughed. “Okay, hon. But no jumping on the stairs.”
They fully came into view then, their hands locked together—well, Lucy clutching Sutton’s with both of her own—as Sutton swung their hands gently between them, taking their time making it down.
Charlotte’s breath caught in her throat, an inescapable reaction, as she took Sutton in.
She was wearing a long-sleeved, form-fitting, black dress that made the fiery red of her hair truly pop. And her hair was swept up on one side… god. Charlotte honestly wasn’t sure if she was staring because Sutton looked so exceptionally amazing—which she did—or if it was because she hadn’t seen her in what felt like forever.
But was, in actuality, just under a week.
Yes. She was truly a goner.
“Mom?” Sutton called out as they hit the bottom stair, and only then did Charlotte realize that she and Katherine were somewhat hidden behind the banister in the foyer. “I thought I heard the bell ring and wanted to see if you had anything you needed me to help with?”
Katherine stared at Charlotte for a beat before clearing her throat and stepping out from the coat closet under the staircase. “I’m just over here, sweet.”
Lucy dropped Sutton’s hand and used it to wrap around the large, polished, mahogany banister and spin herself fully into the foyer, adorably spinning out the skirt of the bouncy, sparkling green dress that Charlotte inherently knew Lucy had picked out herself. “Grandm—” As soon as she saw them, though, her eyes widened, and her mouth dropped into a wide-open smile. “Charlotte?!”
The immediate spark of excitement in those baby blue eyes warmed a part of Charlotte’s heart she’d never even been aware she had, and she found herself melting right back into a smile. “Hi, Luce.”
She prepared herself for the hug she received only seconds later, but even as she reciprocated Lucy’s embrace, she kept her eyes trained on Sutton as she, too, stepped around the banister and came to stare at Charlotte.
Unlike her daughter, Sutton’s blue eyes did not immediately warm into a bright smile, and Charlotte’s stomach sank.
She didn’t quite know exactly what she would call the look in Sutton’s eyes, but she knew it wasn’t what she wished she’d seen.
It wasn’t cold; it wasn’t anger; it wasn’t even unhappiness. It was just—off.
And it was very clearly surprised. “Charlotte?” Sutton breathed her name out, and Charlotte couldn’t for the life of her figure out what it meant. Sutton then flicked her gaze to her mother, throwing her an unmistakably questioning stare, before moving slowly back to Charlotte herself. “What are you doing here?”
“I was invited,” she echoed exactly what she’d said to Katherine minutes before, though she felt nervous for an entirely different reason now.
“Uh… huh.” Sutton blinked at her, holding her gaze for several long moments.
Then Lucy broke in, blissfully unaware of any unspoken glances in the adults around her, as she pulled back from the hug around her waist. “I never saw you at my grandparents’ house before!”
Charlotte’s heart pounded, and her thoughts whirled in confusion, and her nerves jangled together, but she dragged her focus from Sutton and down to the Mini Sutton in front of her, who demanded immediate attention. “No, it’s been quite a while since I’ve been here. Since before you were born.”
In a whole other world, it felt like.
“I gotta show you around!” Lucy insisted, reaching for Charlotte’s hand. “My mama is gonna help Grandma set up party stuff, and I was gonna go and see my cousins, but now I can play with you!”
Charlotte smiled. Despite everything swirling around inside of her, it wasn’t difficult. Which was so strange, but it was… so wonderfully sweet and special to be on the receiving end of this unfettered and uncomplicated attention and adoration. “I should maybe help your mother⁠—”
“No,” Sutton broke in, shaking her head. Charlotte, Lucy, and Katherine all turned to look at her, and she swallowed before folding her arms over her stomach and smiling. Sweet and beautiful but still just not quite right, as she nodded to where Charlotte stood with Lucy. “I have a few things to help take care of before everything really starts. You should enjoy a tour with Lucy. She’d love to give it to you.”
Lucy nodded vehemently in agreement.
Katherine said nothing now, only observing the scene in front of her, Charlotte noted.
And what was she to say, in the face of the three Spencer women in front of her? Other than… “All right. You lead the way, Lucy.”
Lucy giddily grinned before wrapping both of her smaller hands around Charlotte’s—just like she’d held Sutton’s as they’d walked down the stairs—and tugged her down the foyer.
She tossed Sutton one final look over her shoulder to find Sutton staring after her, biting down into her perfect, soft bottom lip.
For now, though, Sutton—and her answers—would have to wait.

THE FIRST AND only time Charlotte had ever attended a Spencer family New Year’s Eve party, she’d spent the first part of the night with Sutton, working as a political dream team. The second half of the night, she’d spent working the room on her own while trying not to stare too obviously at Sutton having fun with her friends.
This time around, she spent nearly the entire evening with Lucy.
The tour of the Spencer home, it turned out, was over two hours long and counting.
Admittedly, she was riveted.
Lucy put a particular emphasis on several rooms Charlotte wasn’t as fascinated by, such as the gigantic playroom, which was filled with toys and trinkets and truly was a child’s wonderland. “This wasn’t here when my mama grew up,” Lucy had explained, fiddling with a toy as they wandered through. “This was the second living room, but since they have me and all my cousins now, they made this for all of us to play in!”
That very much fit the narrative of Katherine and Jack Spencer that Charlotte had in her head.
She knew from her talks with Sutton over the last several months that all of her brothers had children—Oliver and his wife, Jane, had four; Lucas and his partner had two; and Ethan was a single father of two—and that they all lived locally, so she was certain this toy room saw a lot of action. Sutton had sighed wistfully when she’d told Charlotte. “I don’t regret Lucy in any way, so I can’t regret the circumstances in having her, like being in D.C., but I do wish she could be closer to her cousins more often.”
Lucy had also showed her the upstairs, opening every door they came across, whether it open onto a bedroom, bathroom, or linen closet.
Charlotte was interested, though, when Lucy had thrown open the door at the end of the long hallway, explaining, “This is my mama’s room! All my uncles’ rooms when they were growing up are guest rooms now, but they never redesigned my mom’s or Auntie Alex’s rooms. They don’t live around here, so they keep their rooms for when we’re here. I sleep in the room that used to be my uncle Ethan’s!”
Charlotte didn’t really get a good look at Sutton’s room, though, before they’d continued on their journey.
Lucy had then brought her down to the main floor again, to the rooms filled with the partygoers. Many were people Charlotte recognized; several were colleagues in some way.
They’d ran into Oliver, Sutton’s oldest brother, nearly immediately.
He grinned widely—a charming smile, which apparently the entire Spencer family shared—as he dipped down and tugged Lucy off her feet into a swinging lift that easily settled her onto his hip. He tickled her with his free hand, making her kick her feet out as she laughed loudly and wiggled against him.
“This is my uncle Oliver!” Lucy shouted through her giggles. “He wasn’t at Thanksgiving at my house, so you didn’t meet him yet.”
Oliver slowed his tickle attack down as he kept the easy smile on his face, but a far more thoughtful look swept over his face as he eyed Charlotte.
“Oliver Spencer.” He offered his hand. “Though, thanks to this perfect hostess, I suppose you now know that.”
“Charlotte Thompson,” she offered back, shaking his hand.
“My friend,” Lucy asserted Charlotte’s relation to her, wiggling enough against him that Oliver took the hint and set her back down on her feet.
“Nice to finally meet you, as both a senator and Lucy’s friend,” Oliver acknowledged as he dropped his hand back to his side.
“Likewise. I’ve heard a lot about you.” And Charlotte wasn’t simply blowing smoke; Sutton had told her a lot about her family, both now and in the past. While Sutton was close to all her siblings in different ways, she felt closest to Oliver in many ways.
Charlotte could see by the look in Oliver’s eyes as he studied her that he was very well aware of her relationship—both past and present—with his sister. “Same here.”
His speculative tone frustratingly gave Charlotte no indication of what was going on with Sutton.
Lucy retook her hand then. “Come on, I wanna show you the Christmas tree. Not the one for show, for the party, but the real one, in the family den.”
Charlotte nodded, letting herself be pulled along. “It seems the time to get off the tour bus is over,” she told Oliver.
“With this guide, you won’t miss a single sight to behold of Spencer history,” he shot back as Lucy started tugging Charlotte, unashamedly pushing her way through the crowd. “I hope to chat more later,” he called out, giving her a gentle smile.
Which was good, right? If he was smiling at her, it couldn’t mean that she’d done something wrong… right? If she’d somehow hurt Sutton or disrespected her—which Charlotte couldn’t imagine happening from anything she’d said or done lately—then her protective older brother wouldn’t be smiling at her.
She and Lucy found their way through the crowd and down a hall, coming to a stop outside of large, oak double doors, which were closed.
“The guests aren’t supposed to come in here,” Lucy explained as she let go of Charlotte’s hand and reached up to push one of the doors open. “It’s a family room.”
The den in question was large and spacious, but it definitely felt like a family room.
There was a large, stone fireplace against the far wall, with two oversized, soft-looking leather chesterfield couches. There were hand-knit stockings hanging not only above the fireplace, but along the windowsills as well. Off to the side, next to the bay window, was the large Christmas tree, with colorful lights and homemade ornaments.
Yes. Charlotte breathed in deeply, finding herself comfortable in this room. It felt like Sutton in here.
Maybe it was a different place, in a different house, in a different state, but this ambiance was the same one Sutton had managed to recapture in her own home.
Lucy skipped over to gesture at all of the stockings. “My grandma knitted my mama and Aunt Alex and all my uncles’ stockings when they were born. And then she made one for all the grandkids and my other aunts and uncles when everyone got married!” She stopped and pointed at a maroon one that Charlotte noticed was embroidered at the top with Lucy’s name. “This one is mine.” She then pointed at the light blue one next to it. “And that’s my mama’s.”
“They’re beautiful,” Charlotte assured Lucy, revelling in the bright smile she received in return. She traced her fingers over the soft wool that had made Sutton’s stocking.
There was an ache she felt then, right around her heart. Something tender and soft and loving and full and wanting, all in one, and she couldn’t put her finger on precisely what it was.
“Luce, honey? I think Charlotte’s received enough of a tour at this point,” Sutton said from behind them, surprising both Charlotte and Lucy.
She turned, her hand still on the stocking, taking in the sight of Sutton standing in the doorway.
Lucy sighed. “Mama! I’m not done yet.”
Sutton’s beautiful face melted into an exasperated smile. “Sweetheart, you have shown Charlotte more of this house than anyone ever needs to see in one night.” She arched her eyebrows, her tone turning playful. “Also, your auntie Alex is organizing a biiiig game of hide-and-seek with your cousins right now, and I happen to know that the hide-and-seek champion is in this very room.”
Lucy’s eyes widened as she bounced on her heels. “I’m the champion!”
“I know! So you better not miss it!” Sutton cajoled her.
Lucy nodded quickly, then turned to Charlotte. “We can finish the tour later?! I gotta go!”
Charlotte laughed. “Of course. I’d hate for you to lose your crown.”
It seemed like only seconds before Lucy raced out of the room, leaving Charlotte blessedly alone with Sutton for the first time all night.
Sutton sent her a small, apologetic smile. “I didn’t realize until I ran into Oliver that Lucy was still taking you on the tour. I’m sure you want to get to mingling with the other adults.”
“Actually, I had a wonderful time. Even for the ten minutes we spent in the kitchen, rooting around for the colander that folds up like a spaceship.”
Sutton’s cheeks flushed adorably from where she still stood in the doorway. “Ah, yes, many of Lucy’s Barbies have taken a trip to the moon in that very colander.”
“So I heard,” she murmured, studying Sutton closely. “I really did enjoy the tour.”
This house—this large, sprawling home in every sense of the word—and these people—these nosy, kind, intelligent, loving people—all of it had had a hand in making Sutton the person she was, Charlotte realized. Everything down to the handknit stockings and the many, many photos on the walls. There were far more personal photos—of all of the Spencer children and grandchildren and family friends—than artwork on the walls throughout the home.
All of this was why the house had made her feel so much.
“I’d wanted to take you on the tour the last time you came here,” Sutton whispered, the words so quiet they hardly made it to Charlotte.
A confession.
Charlotte’s heart and stomach flip-flopped at it, her breath catching and holding in her throat.
Sutton tightly closed her eyes as she brought her fingers up to rub at her forehead, wincing. “I’m sorry. That’s… I didn’t mean to say that.”
Charlotte shook her head as she walked closer to Sutton, coming to stand only a few inches away from her. If she wouldn’t approach Charlotte, then Charlotte would close the gap. It was hard not to, when Sutton said things like that to her.
“Don’t apologize,” she was quick to say. “I… I’d have liked that tour then. I was just too…” She struggled to find the right words to describe her past self.
Too invested and therefore too scared? The explanation felt far too long, yet not long enough. She had no idea how to explain her past actions, not when she cursed her past self and pitied her, all at once.
But Sutton dropped her hand from her forehead, holding it out in front of her and stopping Charlotte from saying anything else. “Please, don’t. It’s… it doesn’t matter now.” She opened her eyes again, locking onto Charlotte’s as she gestured back down the hallway. “We should get back to the party. I’m sure you want to⁠—”
“I don’t want to mingle,” she cut in. “I don’t want to network. I don’t want to talk to anyone in this home more than I want to talk to you. I don’t want to talk to anyone more than I want to talk to you, period.”
Sutton’s mouth fell open on a trembling exhale before she seemed to catch herself. “I… Charlotte, we should⁠—”
“Darling. What is going on?” she implored, the pleading edge in her voice undeniable, taking up so much space inside of her.
Sutton shook her head, wrapping her arms around herself and physically closing herself off from Charlotte. “I wasn’t—I didn’t plan on you being here tonight. We have plans for our next meeting next week, and⁠—”
What was Sutton even talking about?
“Sutton,” she said, swift but soft. “What are you talking about? Does it bother you that I’m here?”
“No… yes—I don’t know. Yes.” Sutton shrugged her shoulders up before heavily dropping them down.
That was all Charlotte needed to confirm the worst of her feelings over the last few days. Now desperation clawed at her. “What does that mean? What did I do? Please, Sutton, just tell me.”
Charlotte was absolutely not a dating expert, but she was a fantastic learner. She just needed to know what she was doing wrong, and then she could fix it.
“Nothing!” The word seemed to explode out of Sutton before she could catch herself. When she did, she rolled her lips in tightly, as if she could take them back. She tightly closed her eyes as she reached behind herself and pulled the door to the den closed.
Despite the nerves and confusion and desperation, Charlotte felt comforted by that; at least they would have this conversation.
“You haven’t done anything wrong, Charlotte. That’s—don’t you remember Christmas? That’s the problem.” The utter distress coloring Sutton’s voice, bleeding into the look in her eyes, distressed Charlotte as well.
Nearly as much as it baffled her.
“What does that even mean?” she begged to know. “If you feel that way, why do you say it like it’s a bad thing? Why aren’t you happy to see me tonight?”
God, she needed to know. She needed it more than she’d ever needed to know anything else in her fucking life.
“Because I don’t want to have this conversation tonight while dozens of people, including my entire family and my daughter, are around.” Sutton’s words were both pleading and final.
And utterly chilling.
“Have what conversation?” Charlotte asked, trying very, very hard to not jump to any conclusions.
Sutton sighed, closing her eyes and bowing her head for several seconds. Seeming to gather herself, she looked back up at Charlotte. “I think…” Sutton snapped her jaw closed, the muscle in her jaw jumping as she clearly pushed herself to finish. “We are getting to the end of our collaboration on the book. And whatever we have between us should taper off, too.”
The words struck Charlotte like a blow, and she stumbled back a step as she stared at Sutton. Hurt and confusion and— “What do you mean?”
Sutton stared at her so resolutely that it was terrifying. “Charlotte, it’s the natural course of this.” She gestured between them, and for some reason, she said the words like they were a foregone conclusion.
Everything inside of Charlotte immediately, vehemently disagreed. “I don’t want that. We haven’t spoken about exactly what we’re doing here, but—” She had to take a moment, try to slow the stampeding thrum of her heart. “I don’t want this to slow down. I don’t want it to taper off.” God, those words made her feel sick to her stomach. “If anything, I want more. I want us⁠—”
Sutton shook her head, decisively cutting Charlotte off. “No. That’s not—we can’t.”
For a moment, she could only stare at Sutton. She’d been confused about whatever was going on between them, but she genuinely hadn’t believed tonight was going to come to this.
“Why?” It was all she could force out through the tightness in her throat.
“For several reasons,” Sutton shot back, her cheeks flushed and her breathing heavy. She didn’t look like she was enjoying this conversation either, and Charlotte was just so—so…
She drew up her shoulders, straightening her spine even as the course of the conversation made her want to dissolve into herself in an insanely pathetic way. “What are these reasons, then?” she demanded, folding her arms across her chest. If anything, she needed the extra support.
If Sutton wanted to put an end to what was going on between them, Charlotte wouldn’t let it happen without an explanation. She wasn’t going to let Sutton go so easily this time. She couldn’t.
“First and foremost, I have a daughter,” Sutton stated, as if that was something Charlotte didn’t know.
“I’m well aware; I’ve spent most of the night with her.” Charlotte gestured around the room Lucy had led her into. “I adore Lucy. And I think it stands to reason that she likes me as well.”
“She does,” Sutton confirmed, but she sounded so utterly exasperated and pained by the fact. “And I love that, and it makes everything even harder⁠—”
“Is this because of Layla?” Charlotte asked, feeling like maybe she’d finally struck a match. Yes. Last week, Layla had been very unhappy upon discovering the nature of their relationship. “You don’t have to deal with that alone. We⁠—”
“It’s because Layla isn’t wrong,” Sutton said, her voice low but inarguably firm. Incontestably pained. Sutton’s fingers were interlocked so tightly, her knuckles were white.
“What?” Fuck, Charlotte felt lightheaded. She felt like she could hardly grasp what situation she’d walked into, like she’d been dropped into an alternate universe.
“She has no right to tell me how to live my life, but… you are a senator,” Sutton stated.
“And?” Charlotte challenged, still feeling like she wasn’t able to understand and hating it.
“And I—I can’t help myself when I’m around you! God,” Sutton breathed out the word, burying her face in her hands. “So I let myself get lost in whatever we have between us, but you’re on track to run for president.” She lifted her head to stare directly into Charlotte’s eyes. “You are Charlotte Thompson.”
“I’ve always been Charlotte Thompson,” she stated helplessly.
“I know, and that’s why you’ve done nothing wrong.” Sutton’s lips tugged into the saddest of smiles. “This time, it was all on me. Maybe it was last time, too. But… I have a daughter, Charlotte. And Lucy—her well-being, her mental health, her needs—she comes first. She has to.”
The backs of Charlotte’s eyes burned with tears as her nerves pricked with terror at the calm resignation in Sutton’s voice.
“You’re planning on being the first lesbian woman to run for president, and I would never stand in your way. But I can’t do that to Lucy.” Sutton swallowed, visibly hard, as she shook her head again. Just once. Firmly. “She’s my daughter—mine and Layla’s—and maybe, in another world, things could be different.”
In another world… Charlotte was certain she could feel her heart breaking in her chest, her breath quickening with it.
Sutton licked her lips, the bottom one trembling. “But she was brought into this world as Lucy Spencer-West, and we live a quiet life, and that’s the life I’m going to give her.”
Somehow, this was worse than it had been all those years ago. Charlotte had been heartbroken, then but… this time, it had all felt so close. Sutton—a relationship with Sutton—had been in her grasp, and now it was slipping away, and no, no, no⁠—
But Sutton didn’t seem to realize Charlotte was internally breaking down. She didn’t seem to share the sentiment as she continued talking. “I don’t want her mothers’ divorce dissected in a public forum, Layla’s infidelity splashed on a tabloid, where all of her peers will know about it. I don’t her life picked apart for the world to see, the way it would be as soon as you start to seriously run for presiden⁠—”
“Then I won’t.”
The words fell out of her mouth, interjecting into Sutton’s breakup speech.
They came from somewhere deep inside of her. A place Charlotte had never met. A place that shocked and alarmed her, even when she realized, shocked and breathing hard, that she’d actually just said that.
Sutton’s eyes were wide, her mouth hanging open, as she stared back at Charlotte.



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
“THEN I WON’T.”
Charlotte’s words echoed in Sutton’s ears, and in this moment, she wasn’t sure she would ever not hear them. The desperation, the urgency, the certainty.
She also wasn’t sure she’d ever forget how shocked she was in that moment. Truly, utterly, uncontrollably shocked in a way that Sutton had never felt before. Like the world had started spinning in the other direction.
She also would never forget the way Charlotte herself had looked after she’d spoken the words.
All Sutton had been aware of in the moments that followed was the stunned silence. How hard her heart beat in her chest, how wide Charlotte’s beautiful, honey-brown eyes were as they’d remained locked on hers.
There was nothing to say because nothing was making sense.
She’d never in her life been more relieved to have a gaggle of children interrupt her as Lucy and several of her cousins came barrelling down the hallway to hide from Alex, who was counting down to seek them.
The moment had been broken, Sutton had been able to flee and take a minute—or ten—to herself to regain her bearings on this earth, but when she’d regained her composure and returned to the party, Charlotte wasn’t there.
Not in the main entertaining area; not in the entire Spencer home.
Maybe not even in the state, for all Sutton knew.
After Charlotte uttered those words, Sutton could only imagine that Charlotte would run right back to D.C. That she would bury herself in work, reminding herself of her life’s purpose and determinedly putting her momentary insanity behind her.
Hell, for Sutton’s best guess, Charlotte may never even talk to her again. Sutton could imagine a world where Charlotte was so terrified and galled and disgusted by what she’d said that she would have to erase every trace of it from her life, which meant erasing Sutton, too.
She’d done it once before, so Sutton absolutely could imagine her doing it again.
What she couldn’t imagine was that Charlotte had actually said she wouldn’t run for president!
“She can’t have meant it,” Sutton insisted aloud for at least the tenth time in the last couple of hours, as she paced in her childhood bedroom.
“Maybe she did?” Regan insisted, though without confidence, from where she was now sitting on Sutton’s bed.
On almost any other night, Sutton would have been able to take some amusement from their current arrangement. Growing up, Regan had spent the night at Sutton’s house every New Year’s Eve. After the countdown, as guests started dwindling, Regan and Sutton would come up to her bedroom and stay up for almost the entire night.
They hadn’t had a “sleepover” in this sort of fashion since they’d been teenagers. They hadn’t had to; they’d shared their apartment, where they both had proper bedrooms, for years, and whenever Regan had spent the night at her place in D.C., which had happened a handful of times over the last few years, Regan slept in the guest room. And, the biggest thing, they never stayed up past two o’clock in the morning anymore.
But Sutton was so wired she didn’t think she could sleep even if she wanted to. She wasn’t sure she could sleep even if she took an entire bottle of melatonin.
Regan had scared the hell out of her a few hours ago.
As Sutton had predicted, Lucy hadn’t been able to quite make it until midnight, having fallen asleep near eleven. True to her promise, Sutton had gone into Lucy’s room to wake her up to ring in the new year.
Truthfully, Sutton hadn’t even truly left Lucy’s room after putting her in her bed. Sutton’s own bedroom was now technically a guest room, but very little had changed in it, other than the fact that she’d cleaned out all of her teenage memorabilia. Lucy’s room was the bedroom right next to her own, one of the two rooms her parents kept as guest rooms specifically designed for their grandkids. Lucy, however, was the only one of her parents’ grandchildren who didn’t live locally, and therefore she had crowned this room as “hers.”
Oftentimes, when Sutton was seeking a peaceful sense of calm—somewhere that made every other one of her life problems seem small, a place that gave her clarity—she would sit at the foot of Lucy’s bed while she slept.
Listening to the quiet, even breaths of her daughter, watching the way she snuggled into her stuffed animal, settled Sutton. These quiet moments typically gave her strength and focus when any other part of her world felt like it had been thrown into uncertainty.
Tonight, for the first time since Lucy had been born, even this didn’t quite do the trick.
She’d left Lucy’s room after waking her up at midnight, getting a sleepy hug and exclamation in response, before her daughter had—as Sutton had known she would—fallen right back asleep a minute later.
As she’d quietly shut the door behind her, she’d almost screamed when she saw Regan waiting for her in the hallway, arms crossed over her chest.
Sutton had slammed her hand over her racing heart. “What are you doing there, creep?!”
“Waiting for you! I’ve seen you for, like, five minutes the entire evening. Charlotte completely absconded into the night,” Regan finished listing off the inarguable details before throwing her arms into the air as she whisper-yelled, “and I need to know what the fuck is going on!”
“I don’t even know what the fuck is going on!” Sutton whisper-yelled back before dropping her head into her hands. Whatever calm she’d found in the last hour was completely shot yet again.
Then I won’t. What had Charlotte meant by that?!
“I told Charlotte that I couldn’t really be with her,” Sutton had said, voice slightly muffled from where her head rested in her hands.
“Sutton! What?!” Regan demanded, stepping closer as she dropped her hands to Sutton’s wrists, gently tugging them away from her face.
Sutton stared helplessly at her best friend’s baffled, demanding expression as she stated, “And she told me that if I can’t be with her because of her political office, then… then she won’t run for president.”
Yeah. Saying the words aloud had done absolutely nothing to make them seem more real. It still felt like Sutton was living in an alternate reality.
“She said WHAT?!” Regan yelled this time, with not a hint of a whisper.
Sutton had the presence of mind to reach up and slap her hand over her friend’s mouth before throwing Lucy’s door a look. “My daughter is sleeping.”
But in the beat of silence that followed, she didn’t hear a peep from inside of the room.
Regan grabbed Sutton’s hand and yanked it away from her face. “Yeah, and your perfect daisy child sleeps like the fucking dead when she’s tuckered out.”
Sutton allowed a nod; Regan wasn’t wrong.
For several long moments, they stared at each other. Sutton took a strange satisfaction in the knowledge that Regan was very obviously just as shocked and confused and unsure as she was.
Regan had pulled Sutton into Sutton’s own bedroom then, giving Emma a quick phone call to let her know that she had to stay with her best friend for the night.
And in the hours since, they’d cycled through the entire conversation and dissected every possibility.
“Are you sure you heard her correctly?” Regan had asked early on.
Sutton had scoffed, shoving at her shoulder. “What else could she have possibly said? Those words aren’t commonly mistaken for something else.”
“Well, I don’t know!”
Regan had tried again: “Maybe she said she won’t… but she didn’t mean run for president. Maybe she was referencing something else that you’d talked about?”
Honestly, Sutton had considered that. She’d had to; nothing else about Charlotte’s statement made sense.
But… “No.” She’d shaken her head firmly. “There was no way she was referencing anything else.”
Even if it could have been a conversational mix-up—which it definitely wasn’t—the look on Charlotte’s face afterward would have been enough to tell Sutton what she’d meant.
Hours later, all a beleaguered and very exhausted Sutton could believe was: “She couldn’t have really meant it.”
It was the only thing that made sense, and she’d repeated it to herself at least four times.
Regan was quiet for a long moment before she grabbed Sutton’s phone from the bedside table and offered it up to her. “Text her.”
Sutton recoiled, staring dubiously at her friend. “You want me to text her at 2:27 a.m.? That’s—no.”
Regan kept her arm outstretched, insistent. “Text her senatorial ass right now, Sutton Victoria Spencer, or I will. And you know I will.”
Before the very viable threat fully left Regan’s mouth, Sutton snatched her phone out of her grasp. Just in case. “Don’t you dare.”
Her phone felt five times heavier than it really was as she gripped it, still not unlocking it.
“You’re not going to be able to sleep until you talk to her, even if it’s just for her to confirm that she’d said it in the heat of the moment. And, what? You think she’s asleep? After she said that?” Regan’s eyes rolled so hard Sutton worried they’d stick that way.
“No. I don’t think she’s sleeping.” Sutton’s heart thudded in her chest as she stared down at her phone. With no texts or calls or any other notifications from Charlotte, Sutton knew she wasn’t asleep either. Sutton knew Charlotte was awake right now, just as haunted by her statement as Sutton was.
She swallowed hard as she looked back at Regan, unable to really decipher or put a name to the feelings pummelling through her. “But…”
“What are you so afraid of?” Regan asked softly as she stood up from Sutton’s bed and looked down at her. “If she didn’t mean it, which is the most likely scenario, then nothing changes. Then it’s exactly what you thought was the case. It sucks, but it is what it is. And if she did, then⁠—”
“Then I have no clue what to do from there,” Sutton cut in, feeling a claw of desperation low in her stomach. “You’re always telling me that I need to get out there? That I need to date?”
Regan had encouraged her to find someone new to share her life with so many times over the last few years. Sometimes she was gently encouraging, sometimes energetically bolstering; sometimes her pep talks had bordered on forceful.
“Because I know you’re lonely,” Regan spoke softly, reaching out to grab Sutton’s wrists in a gentle hold. “Because I know you aren’t someone who’s ever wanted to go it alone. Sutton, you’re—and I say this as your best friend in the entire fucking world—annoyingly perfect.”
There it was. That word made this ugly, revolting desperation churn her stomach. It pushed her breath out harshly, and she tugged her wrists out of Regan’s grasp so she could drag them through her hair.
“There! Right there! ‘Perfect.’” The word dripped from her lips, colored in disgust and disbelief.
Regan’s bafflement was palpable. “What?”
Sutton resumed her pacing from earlier, feeling even more unsettled now. “You just said it. I’m perfect. Well, if that’s true, how come I’ve fallen in love with two women who have both left me?” she challenged, the backs of her eyes burning at this raw truth. “How come every time I’m in love, I get blindsided by a breakup? And how come, in those breakups, I get told I’ve done nothing wrong?”
There. The confusing, looming, ugly truth was laid between them, and Sutton felt wrecked from admitting it aloud. She’d never, ever voiced it, but the thought had been so present in the background of her life for years.
Regan’s eyes were wide and surprised and sad, and she shook her head, her voice uncharacteristically quiet. “Sutton⁠—”
“Charlotte and Layla both shattered different parts of my life. My heart. And both of them told me I couldn’t have done anything differently.” Her voice broke as she stared at Regan, helplessly. “According to Layla, I was perfect.”
She could feel the bitterness seep out on that word, from every pore in her body.
“I haven’t been trying to date or find a partner for years, Regan, because every time I’ve had my heart broken, apparently there was nothing I could change. Both times, there was nothing I could do differently; there was nothing I could change about myself. Nothing I could work on. I give everything I am in a relationship; I treat my partner as best as I can, and yet it’s not enough. I’m sick to death of being the perfect partner and still never being enough. And I can’t do it again. I can’t handle it. I can’t.”
She felt like all of the energy zapped out of her body for the first time all night, and she collapsed onto the side of her bed, dropping her phone onto the blanket next to her and burying her face in her hands.
Within moments, she felt Regan settle next to her, an arm wrapping around her waist and pulling her in close.
“I’m so sorry, babe,” her best friend whispered, her other hand reaching up and brushing comfortingly through Sutton’s hair, pulling her head down against her shoulder.
Sutton settled her head there, taking in a deep, shuddering breath before she dropped her hands into her lap. “And I really can’t do it with Charlotte.”
She didn’t have it in her to elaborate on that. Maybe, one day, she could try to give her all in another relationship. Maybe.
But Charlotte Thompson was not just some random person. And if Sutton removed the barriers she had up between herself and Charlotte, if she let herself fall headfirst into this the way she knew she would—so, so easily—she wasn’t sure if she would recover from it again.
“I get it,” Regan murmured, continuing to card her fingers through Sutton’s hair. The best thing about Regan was that Sutton knew she did get it.
They sat there, cuddled close the way they would when they were kids, for several minutes, and Sutton took comfort from the warmth.
Then she felt Regan nod against the top of her head, pulling back from their embrace so that they could face one another.
“Sutton, you are my best friend. The only people on this earth that I love in the same stratosphere as I love you are my wife and your daughter.” Her dark eyes shone with sincerity as she reached down and squeezed Sutton’s hands.
She squeezed Regan’s hands right back. “I know.”
“So know that when I say this, I mean it: Your relationships not working out before? They had nothing to do with you and everything to do with the people you were with and the situations they were in. It was shitty and hard and unfair, and I’m not saying you didn’t have some bad luck in the mix with you.” Regan held her gaze, giving her a gentle smile even as she nodded. “And I will not try to sway you on what you should do one way or the other with Charlotte or your love life⁠—”
Sutton scoffed, incredulous.
Regan accepted it with a cheeky smile. “For tonight, anyway. But either way? You have to talk to Charlotte about this. You have to see her again, no matter what, to finish the final parts for the book. You have to know what it means, regardless of whether or not you want to try to be with her or not. And I’ll fully support you, whatever you decide.”
Sutton took in Regan’s words, letting them roll over her in quiet acceptance. For some reason, they quieted the insanity for the very first time since her earlier conversation with Charlotte.
She’d spent the last few days certain she would break off the sexual part of their relationship after the new year. She’d determined that was the best path, and she’d been prepared to follow through with it. For both her sake and Lucy’s.
Wherever this would lead, though, she needed to know.
With that in mind, she took a deep breath and reached for her phone.
SUTTON—2:43 A.M.

 

Are you awake? 

She had her answer before she actually received an answer: Her message was immediately read, a full minute before those three little dots appeared. Which was a full minute before she actually received a short, simple response.
CHARLOTTE—2:45 A.M.
 
Yes 
SUTTON—2:47 A.M.

 

I think we should talk about tonight. And… just, in general. Let me know whenever works for you? 

CHARLOTTE—2:51 A.M.
 
To be perfectly honest, darling, I don’t imagine I’ll be getting much sleep. You can come whenever you’d like. I’m staying at the Fox and Hyde, room 3501 

SUTTON HAD THOUGHT that her New Year’s Eve—well, she supposed it was now New Year’s Day, technically—couldn’t get any more surreal, but as she approached Charlotte’s hotel room at three thirty in the morning, she found that it most certainly could.
Somehow, by the end of her conversation with Regan, she’d found a determination inside of her to face Charlotte. To face whatever this was.
Which was why she was here right now instead of trying to get whatever fitful sleep she could manage and then coming to see Charlotte in proper daylight. Instead, she’d taken a quick shower to feel as refreshed as possible; hugged Regan, who had agreed to stay over in case Lucy needed anything; and had borrowed her dad’s car to drive to Charlotte’s hotel.
She took a deep breath, lightly rubbed her palm against the bag that was settled on her hip, and raised her fist to knock on the door.
Only to startle slightly, pressing her hand over her heart as the door opened before she could actually knock.
Charlotte stood in the entryway, no longer in her sleek, stunning, black suit; no longer with her hair beautifully curled and swept up, like it had been at the party. And seeing Charlotte standing there in her foyer, next to her mother, had shocked Sutton to the core. The sight of her had made her heart stutter in that inevitable god, she’s beautiful way before reality had set in.
The reality that she was figuring out how to break things off.
And now, as she stared at Charlotte a foot away from her, long, brown hair pulled into a high ponytail, wearing joggers and a sweatshirt with no trace of makeup on, her heart did the exact same stutter.
Before the reality set in, again, and she took a deep breath. “Hi.”
Charlotte gave her a small smile. “Hi.” She moved backward, pulling the door open to let Sutton walk by her. “Come on in.”
She did as she was directed, looking around the lavish suite as she did so. Fox and Hyde was a luxury hotel, and Charlotte was staying, of course, on one of the top floors. Even as she heard Charlotte close the door to the suite, she didn’t turn around.
No. Amid the insanity of the night, Sutton had, somehow, in the morning hours where clarity was typically the last thing available, found a purpose.
She headed for the far side of the suite, toward the large windows overlooking the city, bypassing the side of the suite that had the large, king-sized bed, the barely mussed covers telling her that Charlotte, similarly to herself, hadn’t even truly attempted to sleep tonight.
Charlotte spoke from where she followed a few steps behind her. “Sutton, about what I said earlier⁠—”
“I’m not here to talk about that.” Sutton cut in quickly, her heart leaping at the ghost of Then I won’t. She turned to face Charlotte again. “At least, not right away.”
She didn’t know what to make of the firm yet hesitant tone Charlotte was using either. She wasn’t going to think about it, not right now.
Charlotte slowly winged an eyebrow up. “Then, what exactly are you here to discuss with me at nearly four in the morning?”
“Before we potentially get into that…” Sutton had to clear her throat as she gestured to the bag at her hip, then at the desk and chairs in the office/living area of the suite. “I want to finish our interviews, for your biography.”
Her own words hung between them as she stared Charlotte in the eye, feeling like she could see the cogs turn in Charlotte’s constantly processing mind.
She watched Charlotte swallow heavily before she slowly worked out, “You want to finish our interviews for my biography, at my hotel at four in the morning, because you want to be able to completely break this off.”
Sutton’s stomach twisted at Charlotte’s words—at the meaning in them and at the despondent way Charlotte sounded as she spoke.
“I don’t—” She broke off, rubbing her hand over her stomach. “I don’t know, Charlotte.” Her voice fell into a whisper as that same uncertainty that she’d been steeling away so easily cut right back in. “All I know is that I want to have everything professionally as neatly tied up as possible before things get any… blurrier.”
It seemed crazy, really, to think that things between them could be blurrier than they already were, but Sutton truly believed that if anyone could manage to muddle things further, she and Charlotte could.
“Please,” she beseeched her.
Charlotte’s lips pursed tightly closed, and she was obviously in thought. She finally nodded, then blew out a deep breath. “All right, then.”
The slightest edge of relief slid through Sutton as she sat in one of the plush armchairs, taking her phone, notebook, pen, and tablet out of her bag. Charlotte sat in the chair across from hers, crossing her legs and smoothing her hands over her thighs as she shook her head back.
Somehow, Sutton thought, as she lifted her notebook and pen up to rest on her lap, Charlotte managed to seem just as put-together and prepared in this moment as she did during their meetings in her office on Capitol Hill.
Feeling her heart thudding in her chest, Sutton started recording on her phone, placing it on the coffee table adjacent to them. She glanced down at her notes, the comments and questions she’d left for their final topic, but she knew she didn’t need them.
She summoned her strength as she looked up to meet Charlotte’s gaze. “As you know, we’ve been moving through your life, topic by topic, and the only big topic left to discuss is…”
“My romantic life,” Charlotte finished, holding Sutton’s gaze steadily. “I’m ready.”
For just a moment, Sutton looked down at her notes even though she wasn’t really reading them.
It wasn’t as though they’d deliberately saved this topic for last. It had just worked out that way. Because, in a true-to-Charlotte fashion, there had been no tangents about her love life when she recounted anecdotes from her life. They’d discussed her grandmother, her parents, her brothers, her high school years, college years, the beginnings of her career, her move to spending most of her time in D.C. They’d discussed so, so much.
And, for most people, this conversation would have already branched into her love life.
Charlotte was just not most people.
In the most glorious, undeniable, magnetic, and, for Sutton, damning of ways.
She rolled her shoulders as she dove into it. “When was the first time you started questioning your sexuality?”
“Oh, I don’t think I ever questioned it,” Charlotte intoned, both thoughtfully and cheekily.
Sutton couldn’t help but smile even as she shook her head slightly. The answer was so very, very Charlotte.
“But, for the purpose of what you’re asking, I started looking at other girls and registering that I found them… enticing, by the time I was thirteen, I believe.” Charlotte’s tone took on this quality she got that Sutton had discovered in the last few months. Pensive, like she was truly sifting through her memories to give Sutton an answer to the best of her ability.
“When was the first time you had any romantic interaction with a woman?”
“Ah… not to name names, but there was a very lovely cheerleader I went to high school with.”
Sutton lifted her eyebrows with interest. “And what happened between you two? Did you initiate it?”
Charlotte smiled softly. “I did, yes. We were both on debate and were sharing a room during a travel competition when it started. I was nearly sixteen.” She nailed Sutton with a look. “And already captain of the debate team, I might add.”
Sutton, annoyingly charmed, shook her head. “Of course you were,” she murmured, before forcing herself back on topic. “Was this nameless cheerleader and debater a girlfriend? Did you have any high school girlfriends?”
Sometimes, over the last couple of months, it had been like this between them. Sometimes, she knew the answers, but she needed to ask anyway. To have everything clarified and on the record and official.
“Girlfriends? No,” Charlotte answered. “I had dalliances, for certain. Here and there. The nameless cheerleading debater, in specific, was two years older than I was, so we weren’t made to last after she graduated that year. Which was fine with me.”
“If it was fine with you, you didn’t have any feelings for her? At all?” Sutton asked, and she couldn’t control how much she truly did want to know.
Back when she and Charlotte had met, when they’d started this, she had known that Charlotte didn’t engage in relationships. She’d told Sutton that she never sought out a romantic connection, but what Sutton had never asked was if it had ever happened. Did high school sophomore debate captain Charlotte Thompson have at the very least a crush on the senior cheerleader she’d apparently hooked up with?
She could already see the answer reflected in Charlotte’s direct, honest expression. “No. I mean… I was attracted to her. I enjoyed whenever we ended up spending time together. But I never got those first-love butterflies or anything like that.”
“Not with her or the others after?” Sutton needed to clarify, and she hated how much she felt like she was hanging on Charlotte’s every word.
Yet that was nothing new.
Charlotte shook her head. “No. None of them.”
Pulling herself back from the edge, back from thinking anything about herself and Charlotte, about Charlotte having those feelings for her, she cleared her throat and asked, “Was that a conscious decision, you think?”
“How do you mean?” Charlotte clarified, eyes narrowing just a bit as she searched Sutton’s face.
She could feel her cheeks minutely heat even as she shrugged. “I mean… you clearly didn’t want to publicly come out until later in your life. And having a romance might have made that more difficult. Do you think it was as simple as, well, you just never truly fell for someone? Or was it a more conscious decision to hold yourself back?”
Sutton’s questions hung in the air between them. Her own heart pounded in her chest at the question—a question she hadn’t written down, but which was rather steamrolling its way through her current thoughts.
Because… she had her own supposition about this.
Apparently it was something Charlotte herself hadn’t anticipated discussing either.
Several seconds later, she recovered, speaking slowly. “Well, I was never particularly interested in romance. I was always much more focused on the bigger picture. The future. In high school, I cared more about extracurriculars; in college I was more concerned about internships.”
Sutton rolled her lips at the evasive answer before asking, “Did you tell anyone about your sexuality? At what point in your life did you tell people in your inner circle?”
Charlotte sat up straight, her shoulders back as she answered. “I told my ‘inner circle,’ as you say, in high school. My grandmother, my brothers. My parents.” The look in her eyes was blazingly direct, intent and purposeful, as she stated, “I was never ashamed of my sexuality, and that’s something I need to be known. I was just—busy.”
“What did your grandmother have to say about it?” Sutton waited for the answer on bated breath. Elizabeth Thompson had been a force of nature. In the handful of minutes Sutton had spent with her years ago, she’d been both intense and dismissive.
But she also knew in her bones how deeply Elizabeth had loved Charlotte. She’d seen it, even if Elizabeth hadn’t shown her love and affection in typical ways.
Charlotte paused, interlacing her fingers over her knee. “She was honest with me. As she so often was.” There was that warmth, that fondness in her tone. Unmistakable. A longing for a presence that was no longer here. It was something Charlotte subconsciously adopted every time they discussed Elizabeth. Something beautiful. “That the life I wanted for myself was already going to be an uphill battle, that I would already have a long road ahead of me. And that, frankly, my sexuality would make it more difficult.”
Her voice fell quiet then, as she thought about those words. Sutton could see it on her face, how Charlotte relived that moment. “She told me the truth. Her truth. That there was so much more to life than falling in love.”
“Do you think that influenced the way you approached romance?” Sutton asked softly, her heart thudding in her chest at the question. She needed the answer to the question she’d asked a minute ago, the one that Charlotte had somehow sidestepped.
There was simply no way that those comments at such a pivotal time, from a woman Charlotte idolized, hadn’t informed her decisions in life.
Charlotte blinked at her for a few seconds, seemingly brought back to the present. “I suppose, yes. It may have.”
There was a raw edge of honesty in her tone that even surprised Sutton.
Charlotte cleared her throat as she rolled her shoulders, adjusting her posture. “Admittedly, I was never someone who had flights of fancy when it came to romance. Even as a little girl. I never spent time thinking about falling in love or having pretend weddings or anything like that. Maybe romance would have been something that mattered more to me as I got older, if my circumstances weren’t what they had been. The way they are. I guess I’ll never know. But… not getting swept up in romance, not dating, it was never difficult for me. I never felt like I was at war with myself, trying to balance my life.”
Sutton nodded slowly, swallowing hard as she felt they were starting to walk into murkier territory. Unfortunately, that was unavoidable on this topic. For them, talking about love would always blur the lines.
“You came out publicly within the last couple of years. How did that change your view on dating, given that you could publicly be with a partner?”
“It didn’t,” Charlotte admitted with a wry smile. “Not really.”
“Did you date?” Sutton asked, painfully curious, feeling her heart start to pound even as she willed it not to.
“Not really,” Charlotte repeated, her voice low and solemn as she held Sutton’s gaze. “I went out with a couple of women, mostly casual. Socially. But coming out publicly did very little to change my approach in life at the time.”
Sutton nodded, gripping her pen tighter, even though—unusual for her, during these work meetings with Charlotte—she hadn’t taken a single note. Still, she carried on asking the questions she’d written, the questions for which she’d determined to pretend that Charlotte wasn’t Charlotte. Questions she’d ask anyone she was writing about, regarding their love life. As if it wasn’t personal to her, at all. “So no one caught your interest, even though I imagine there were several potential interested parties.”
“No. That is, there were interested parties, in your words. And I entertained the thought of them sometimes. I tried to.” Charlotte’s voice took on that serious, painfully sincere note as she stared intently at Sutton. “But the truth is, I’ve only ever wanted more with someone… once.”
“Oh?” Sutton intoned, holding the pen in her hand so tightly it creaked.
Charlotte nodded, not looking away. The look in her eyes was so gripping, Sutton couldn’t look away either. “And it was long before I ever came out publicly.”
“Charlotte.” The pleading note in her own voice was uncontrollable. “Don’t do this. This”—she gestured at her notebook, her phone—“this is work. It’s not the time for us. Please.”
“It is the time for us, Sutton, when the topic during work is about my love life,” Charlotte corrected her firmly. “Because on this topic, what you’ve not asked is whether or not I’ve ever regretted my decision to not come out when I did. If I wish I had done it sooner.”
“I imagine you don’t have regrets,” she managed in a voice barely above a whisper. “You didn’t sound regretful when you were discussing your love life a few minutes ago.”
“Not when discussing my love life from high school or college or whatever. Because I didn’t have regrets about not being with that cheerleader or anyone who came after her during those years. I never wanted more with them, regardless of the reason why,” Charlotte explained, the energy rolling off of her in waves as she leaned forward in her chair.
“But I do have one regret, Sutton. The only thing I look back on with regret is whether I should have come out sooner. If I should have given myself the opportunity to pursue a real relationship sooner.”
“No.” Sutton shook her head, closing her eyes tightly. “No.”
Even in the last month, even amid the resurgence of their sex life, they had never revisited the past. The past was the past, and Sutton liked it exactly where it was. They didn’t discuss Charlotte breaking Sutton’s heart. They didn’t discuss everything that had been said and unsaid back then. It was for the best.
“Yes,” Charlotte insisted, ignoring their unspoken rule. “Because I’ve only been in love once. And it’s the reason I’ve never been able to meaningfully date, even after coming out.”
Sutton shook her head, breath shuddering out as she stared at Charlotte. “No. Don’t—you can’t rewrite history like that, Charlotte. You can’t. Just because of what’s happening between us right now⁠—”
“This has nothing to do with us right now. This has nothing to do with what I said earlier.” The fire in Charlotte’s voice was blazing and insistent, though it wasn’t angry. It was passion, undeniably so. “I’m not rewriting history.”
“You are. You are, though, because I was in love with you, Charlotte Thompson!” The words exploded from Sutton, from somewhere so deep inside of her, somewhere that had been bottled up and pushed down long ago. “I was so, so in love with you, and I was fine with you not coming out. I was fine with us not labelling what we were to one another. I was completely fine with that, and you still ended it.”
That was Sutton’s painful truth. That she would have continued to live, for an indeterminate amount of time, by Charlotte’s career. And even then, it hadn’t been enough.
The hard, shattering truth that she’d had to accept in order to move on so long ago was that if Charlotte had truly loved her, it would have been enough.
“And I deluded myself into thinking that you might have felt the same way, until I had to eventually accept that you didn’t. Because if you had felt what I felt, you wouldn’t have been able to walk away.”
The pain from that, though healed, would always be sensitive scar tissue on Sutton’s heart, best left alone. And it ached now, all over again, as she stared desperately at Charlotte.
Charlotte jumped from her perch in her chair, unable to contain the energy inside of her. “You weren’t the only person who was shattered when things ended between us, Sutton.” Though Sutton tried to deny it, the painful edge to her voice was unmistakable.
Charlotte stood directly in front of her before dropping to her knees, her hands falling on Sutton’s thighs, her grip warm and desperate. “I wasn’t okay with not labelling what we did back then any longer.” Her hold tightened, as if Sutton’s heart-pounding attention could stray from her for even a single moment. “Because I was so deeply in love with you, I couldn’t see straight anymore. I wasn’t seeing anything correctly, not even my career. And that terrified me. So I ended it. And I was wrong.”
No. The word was stuck in Sutton’s throat, thick and croaky and intent, but she couldn’t voice it. Even though—no. It wasn’t true. Couldn’t be true.
“Yes,” Charlotte insisted, clearly not needing Sutton to speak her mind when she could read her thoughts. “And I’ve hated myself for it so often over the years because you moved on, darling, but I never did.”
This must be what insanity felt like, Sutton thought. She wanted to laugh and cry at once, her feelings overwhelming her, as she stared down at Charlotte.
The young woman she’d once been still lived inside of her, clearly, because at Charlotte’s words, a part of her screamed with joy. Like some part of her was healed in hearing them.
All the while, the heartache and blistering pain and the painstaking effort she’d put in by putting Charlotte behind her shouted in self-righteous disbelief.
And all of it tied together inside of her, insanely, as Charlotte Thompson beseeched Sutton to believe her, on her knees at Sutton’s feet.
“And that’s why I said what I said earlier, Sutton. Earlier tonight, at the party.”
Oh god. They were discussing it. Charlotte was going there.
And Sutton… she still couldn’t find any words; her tongue felt too thick.
“I was wrong to walk away from you then. To walk away from us. From everything we could have been together, everything we could have built. And I’ve never felt it, this thing we have, with anyone else, no matter how much time passes.”
“Charlotte.” Her name—begging, desperate, a prayer—was all Sutton could voice.
This was a dream. It was a nightmare. It couldn’t be—couldn’t be real.
“So if it means having you, then I won’t run for president.”
The words rang through the air, clear as day, for the second time in twelve hours. And even though Sutton had already heard them, the shock of it slammed into her all over again.
The shock, though, finally helped her find the ability to speak again.
“Charlotte, what does that even mean for you?” It was easier to ask that than to focus on herself. So much easier to focus on Charlotte than the calamity of thoughts and feelings trying to barrel their way through her.
Charlotte clearly had been entirely unprepared for that question as she stared up at Sutton, blinking widely.
That look nudged her to continue. She reached down, unable to keep her hands from dropping to Charlotte’s.
Maybe it was stupid, maybe it was ridiculous, but this… it really felt like the end. Despite all of Charlotte’s pretty words, the reality was different. Sutton knew that now.
“What does your life look like without this plan in front of you? How long will it take for you to resent me? What will you do with yourself?” she challenged, asking the questions she’d been unable to voice earlier, the ones that made Charlotte’s statement so unbelievable it was absurd.
“I don’t doubt that you—” She choked on the word love, unable to get it past her lips. She couldn’t go there with Charlotte, not even now. “That you have a lot of intense feelings for me. But have you even thought about what you’re saying you’ll give up?”
Sutton knew the answer without needing any confirmation from Charlotte.
It was what made the acceptance inside of her so easily accessible, even as it did hurt. Even as she wished she could get lost in this beautiful dream. She just knew that it wasn’t real. Couldn’t be real. Not for Charlotte Thompson.
And the thing was, Sutton understood that.
She reverently traced her fingers over the backs of Charlotte’s hands again, swallowing thickly at their softness and warmth.
“If things were different…” She trailed off, unable to finish that thought. “In another world, Charlotte. In another world. But you and I don’t live in that world.” She shook her head, cutting Charlotte off with a look when she opened her mouth. “Before we can talk about this, I need you to really think about that. I can’t… You did shatter me, Charlotte,” she confessed, the hurt of those old feelings now cut wide open all over again. “And I can’t even entertain the notion of being with you in any real capacity, unless it’s exactly that. Real.”
She slid her hands up to Charlotte’s jaw, cupping it, relishing the feeling of it under her palms.
Charlotte brought her own hands up to cup the back of Sutton’s, her eyes big and unsure, digging right into Sutton’s unprotected heart.
“Darling.” It was all Charlotte said, and even though she had barely moved in minutes, she was breathless.
Sutton understood, though. She understood exactly how Charlotte felt as she stroked her thumbs up, brushing against the softness of Charlotte’s bottom lip.
“I don’t need you to say anything now. Actually, I really don’t want you to,” she insisted, if quietly. Pleading, as she rubbed her thumb slowly over Charlotte’s lip once more. As if she was memorizing it.
But the true craziness was that she already had it memorized. She always had.
“Please, Charlotte. I need you to seriously think this through before you say any of your pretty words again. I won’t hold anything you’ve already said against you if you realize, as I suspect you will, that you won’t truly be happy giving up the dream you’ve worked for your entire life for me.”



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
“I KNOW I don’t often come to sit down for a chat. I’m sorry about that,” Charlotte murmured as she carded a hand through her hair, tousling it back over her shoulders. “And I know that you don’t blame me for that. But it doesn’t change the fact that I’m sorry for it.”
Closing her eyes, she leaned against the seat of the bench.
“I wish you were here. I don’t know what, exactly, I would do differently if you were here, but I still wish you were. That’s a part of why I don’t often come to sit here, you know. Because I know that if I did, I’d get so bogged down in missing you. And I knew that would make me feel this—this hurt, of you being gone, all over again.”
She stared intently at the Jane Magnolia tree she’d planted in her yard. The one she’d planted with her grandmother’s ashes; the ones that weren’t buried in the family mausoleum, anyway.
Charlotte hadn’t been aware of any of her grandmother’s postmortem plans. She’d asked once, when Elizabeth had gone in for a hip surgery several years before she’d passed, what arrangements she’d want. It was a conversation Charlotte did not want to have, but she’d thought it was prudent to discuss these things when an eighty-eight-year-old was going to have surgery.
Her grandmother had waved away her question with the response, “It’s all taken care of.”
Which Charlotte accepted and never questioned again. Of course it was taken care of; Elizabeth Thompson was at the helm. She’d had a will and estate plans drawn up with her lawyers since she’d been in her forties, and, according to said lawyers, she’d carefully make updates and reviews as she’d aged, as their family had grown, as new events occurred.
She’d wanted to be cremated. She’d had half of her remains go to the Thompson Mausoleum in Great Falls, where Charlotte was from, and half of them had been given to her, along with the letter.
Which had started:
I know, my dear girl, that you will miss me most of all. Perhaps more than anyone else in our family combined. I know you and I align on the believe that death is the end. I do not believe that my soul exists in my physical remains or in a spiritual afterlife, and I know you share that view. But this is about more than that. This is about you being able to have closure in my passing—something I want you to have.
The family plot is symbolic, a necessity for public image, and an agreement I made long ago with your grandfather for us both to be laid to rest there. Never let it be said that Elizabeth Thompson didn’t keep her word, even in death.
I spent my life trying to make an indelible, intangible change in this country, in the world. I’d like, in death, to make a physical change. I want you to plant my remains, to make a beautiful, physical addition to the world. I trust that you, more than anyone, will respect that wish for me.
Charlotte hadn’t known how much she’d needed that, not until she was entrusted with all of the information. It had given her closure, even though she was of the same mind as her grandmother; she did not believe Elizabeth Thompson’s spirit existed in this Jane Magnolia.
But she had taken comfort when she’d planted it. A visceral sort of comfort, with her hands in the soil, as she’d remembered her grandmother showing her how to garden in her youth. It had been something they’d shared, something before politics and current events and chess strategy.
Maybe the only thing they shared that was relaxing.
Her grandmother had left no instruction as to which plant, exactly, she’d wanted. Charlotte took that as another sign of trust. Her grandmother trusted her to figure that out.
After extensive research, with no outsourcing to assistants for something like this, she’d chosen the Jane Magnolia. Something that was, indeed, a physically beautiful addition to this world. It originated in the South, much like Elizabeth had, but unlike other magnolias, this one was able to flourish in not only the South, but the north. It was sturdy, strong, and versatile.
She blinked up at it, feeling a sentimental satisfaction at how well the tree had done in the year since it had been planted.
“I suppose the truth is that because neither you nor I believe in an afterlife, speaking into the ether at you about my life seemed like such a waste of time and emotional energy. And perhaps it still is.” She rolled her eyes at herself, a dry laugh working its way out of her throat as she waved her hand. “But the truth is, you’re the only person whose advice⁠—”
Charlotte cut herself off then because if she couldn’t be entirely honest right here and now, when it was only herself present, then when could she be?
“Whose approval, I need. To do what I think I have to do. What I think… what I think I want to do.” Her stomach churned as she admitted to the fact.
As her phone vibrated next to her, the sound jarring against the ornate metal bench in her garden, she nodded at it. With a deep breath, she leaned forward and pressed her fingertips gently to the tree—to the physical reminder of her grandmother left in the world—and nodded as she did so.
All she had left of her grandmother’s were weighty expectations—some spoken, many unspoken but just as heavy—and that letter. She’d never get her official seal of approval for any of her future choices.
Charlotte shook her head as she grabbed her phone.
It was just after seven in the morning, which meant her day was truly underway. She had several calendar reminders—kudos to Maya—and a handful of texts from Autumn, regarding her schedule.
Charlotte didn’t allow herself to review them, though. She knew she’d just get distracted and potentially sucked in, and that wasn’t going to happen today.
Today…
She looked down at her phone, tapping her thumbs against the sides before she bit the bullet and messaged Autumn and Maya.
 

I’m afraid I’m going to have to call in sick today. Should be a simple rescheduling for most things, let me know if there are any snags. I likely won’t be up for getting any work done at home today, but I’ll be available for emergencies. 

For a moment after she sent the message, she paused… before she added:
 

I hope you both had a relaxing time off from work. 

There. She’d done it.
She’d called in sick to work for the first time in… ever. And she was faking sick for the only time in her adult life.
Today was, technically, Charlotte’s first day back to work in the new year.
There was nothing pressing on her schedule; she felt it was a kindness for those in her employ to take a day to ease back into the thick of things. In addition, many of the people she had lined up on her docket for meetings were also just starting back in the office today, and Charlotte had learned over the years that many people weren’t quite as ready to jump into work with both feet after a few days off as she was.
Typically, when she was starting back to work after any break, Charlotte was ready. Typically, she’d have already had a jump start, because she didn’t usually volunteer to take time off. Her days off were governmentally required and organized, leaving Charlotte with ample free time.
Which she usually used to the best of her capabilities. There was truly not a better time to delve into an initiative or write a motion or deep-dive into campaign strategy than on days off from work. On these days off, she wasn’t inundated with meetings or bogged down in paperwork or spending entire days in congressional hearings. This was the time she had to really get shit done.
As Charlotte poured herself a cup of coffee, she thought about how much work she hadn’t gotten done over the holiday break.
No, she hadn’t missed any deadlines, and there was technically nothing she had to do, but there was always something she could be working on. If she wanted to get ahead, if she wanted to keep with the professional plan she’d been steadfastly climbing for the last twenty years, there was always something to do.
Being proactive was the only way to accomplish everything she wanted to accomplish. She knew that.
And yet Charlotte hadn’t done that work over the break.
Instead, she’d spent Christmas with Sutton. She’d seen Dean and Caleb. And then she’d gone to see Sutton for New Year’s. She’d spent the holiday break focusing on… herself.
On her personal life.
She snorted at the thought as she took a sip of her hot coffee.
A personal life was the last thing she’d really thought about, let alone dedicated serious time to, in a long while. If ever.
Which was perhaps why she’d had nothing to say when Sutton had challenged her, three days ago: What does your life look like without that plan in front of you? What will you do with yourself?
She wanted to be angry with Sutton. She so truly did. For devaluing Charlotte’s feelings for her, her words, a declaration she’d meant with every fiber of her being.
But, on the other hand, she understood where Sutton was coming from so deeply that she couldn’t have any real ire.
Sutton didn’t—or couldn’t—believe that Charlotte could follow through on her proclamation of not running for president. That Charlotte wouldn’t be able to give up her career to be with her.
Charlotte had been hurt and scared and—and an entire jumble of feelings that she couldn’t quite put words to.
But the truth was, deep down, she knew that she didn’t even know what to say to Sutton in that moment. She’d had no words to refute.
Because… she didn’t have a personal life. She didn’t have any clue where she’d go after this chapter was over, if it wasn’t forward in politics.
Charlotte knew she wanted Sutton. She knew she wanted Sutton from the very core of her being. With everything she had.
But what she didn’t know was who she was without her political aspirations. She didn’t have a fucking clue who she was or what she would do if she wasn’t doing this.
Which was, frankly, a terrifying thought.
Who she was and what she was, without the backdrop of her career, was something she needed to figure out.
And that was even more terrifying to admit to herself.
But there was no better time than the present to figure that out, she’d decided in the last couple of days. Sutton had promised her that there was no pressure, and she believed that. She believed Sutton wasn’t pressuring her to figure everything out right now.
Charlotte felt the pressure, though, from herself. She needed to know sooner rather than later. And right now, that started with calling out sick from work. Deliberately taking a day off to sit with her thoughts and reconcile what it was to exist without throwing herself into work when she was stressed or struggling.
Easier said than done, really.
She snorted at herself as she finished her coffee, glancing back down at her phone. Resisting the urge to text Sutton was not as simple as she wished it was. Especially not after their time together over the last couple of weeks.
Christmas Eve and Christmas and New Year’s—they’d gone through so many ups and downs so quickly, and she just wanted to talk to her. Even if it wasn’t about the serious shit they were dealing with right now. Even if it was just to ask how her trip back from Massachusetts had been because she knew Sutton had arrived last night. Even if it was just to ask what she and Lucy were up to today.
Anything.
She hadn’t realized how much she’d lived for these small lines of communication over the last few months, but she found herself desperately missing them in the day-to-day.
But she’d agreed with Sutton that they’d take a cool-down period for a little while. Until they’d both thought about what the future looked like—really thought about it. Those had been Sutton’s words.
So Charlotte was thinking.
She perked up, confused and surprised, at the sound of her doorbell. For a heart-pounding moment, she couldn’t help but think that Sutton was thinking of her just as much as Charlotte was thinking of Sutton.
Even as she slid off her seat and made her way down the hall, though, she dismissed the thought.
Sutton had made it very clear that they couldn’t go forward without knowing the plan forward. So it couldn’t be Sutton.
Caleb, maybe? He’d been blowing up her phone in the last few days to chat about what was going on between her and Sutton. Maybe he’d made the drive from New York to D.C.? Maybe⁠—
She peered out of the hall window as she approached the door, confusion deepening as she did so. Huh.
Still, she opened the door. “Autumn? What are you doing here? I just sent you a message that I’m out of the office today.”
It was extremely unlike Autumn to not promptly read a message. In fact, Charlotte had believed that between her light schedule today and her two capable assistants, her calendar would have been entirely reshaped by now.
Instead, Autumn stood before her, a frown etched deeply into her features as her eyes darted up and down Charlotte. Assessing her, it seemed like.
“Yes, I got the message. But you didn’t say you were out of office,” Autumn corrected, her own confusion and concern apparent as her eyes bored into Charlotte’s. “You said you were calling in sick and that you should only be disturbed for emergencies!”
All right, so Autumn had, in fact, received the message.
Charlotte stared back, dubious. “Yes?”
Autumn tossed her hands in the air, gesturing to the car behind her. “I came here thinking you’d be on your death bed! That I needed to have Hamish ready to bring us to the hospital.” She narrowed her eyes, running a clinical look over Charlotte again. “Do you? Are you ready? Have you taken your temperature?”
A disbelieving laugh worked its way out of Charlotte’s throat as she shook her head. “Autumn, I’m not going to the hospital. I don’t need to.”
Instead of alleviating Autumn’s concerns, though, it seemed her words had a perplexingly opposite effect. Her assistant’s eyes grew large, her jaw snapping shut as her hand clenched the handles of the bag she was holding.
“Oh, god,” she whispered. “You got terrible health news over the break. You’ve been strangely out of communication for the last few days; even on our days off, you usually have non-urgent messages you send. And you didn’t! Not a single one.” She lifted a hand, roughly drawing it through her hair as she shook her head. “It’s—it’s okay. Whatever it is, we’ll figure out a plan of attack⁠—”
Charlotte felt like she had whiplash from the sharp turn this had taken. “Autumn! I did not get terrible health news. I appreciate your spring into action, though, if that had been the case.”
Autumn blinked at her blankly then, for several seconds. “I’m sorry, Senat—Charlotte. I don’t understand.”
Charlotte pursed her lips before she took a step back and opened her door. “Care for a cup of coffee?”
Autumn’s eyebrows lifted even higher on her forehead. “Um, sure. As long as I don’t have to be at the office, I suppose?”
Charlotte nodded her acquiescence, letting Autumn walk into her foyer as she shut the door behind her. Both Autumn and Maya had been to her home handfuls of times in the last year, though usually their visits were brief, to drop something off or pick something up, in an off hour.
Still, it was unusual. Charlotte knew that. But she also knew that today was a particularly unusual day.
“If you wouldn’t mind letting Hamish know that he doesn’t need to be on call for a hospital visit?” she asked, leading the way into the kitchen.
Autumn nodded, already firing off the message.
“Appreciated,” Charlotte murmured as she walked toward the coffee machine Dean had given her years ago as a housewarming gift.
“Yeah. Sure. No problem,” Autumn said, and Charlotte could feel Autumn’s concerned stare as she poured her a mug. “I’m sorry, but I’m just—I’m so confused.”
Charlotte arched her eyebrows in question, silently asking her to elaborate.
It seemed Autumn didn’t need much more prompting than that as she tossed her hands into the air, obviously exasperated. “You never call in sick! Even when you actually are sick, you usually come into the office. Whenever you have a cold, you wear a mask into the office and cancel all in-person appointments. That time you had the flu really badly, you still worked from home and were available for communication like a normal day.”
As Charlotte slid Autumn her coffee, she nodded at her words, affirming them. Very true.
Autumn placed the bag she’d brought with her on the counter, gesturing at it. “I have, I don’t know, the entire cold and flu aisle from CVS in there. A medication for every symptom I could imagine. Because… I don’t know what’s going on.”
There was a desperation in her voice that Charlotte sympathized with. She really, truly did.
So she admitted, “I don’t really know either.”
Autumn stared at her, face scrunched up in wordless confusion.
She’d spent more time with Autumn than anyone else in the last couple of years. Not discussing her personal life with Autumn, admittedly, had been simple, given her lack of one. But even when she went on the odd date or when her grandmother had died, she’d maintained a very professional line with her assistant.
Today, though… Charlotte stared back at Autumn and felt very strongly like she saw herself in the younger woman. Autumn was in her late twenties, was sharp and driven. Queer. Despite their lack of personal life sharing, she liked Autumn and respected her.
And, for better or worse, no matter how pathetic it was, there was no one on the planet that knew Charlotte’s life the way Autumn did.
That realization was jarring, but Charlotte took it in stride. As much as she could, anyway, as she nodded to herself.
“Can I tell you the truth, Autumn? Perhaps take today as a page out of our typical book? Because to tell you what’s going on, I’m afraid I’m going to have to be more personal than professional,” she admitted, the words feeling so foreign on her tongue. “But I believe that I can trust you. In fact, I do trust you.”
She couldn’t work so closely with someone and not trust them—their opinions, their work ethic, their discretion.
Autumn stood several feet away, seeming to think over her words before she slowly nodded. “Yes. I—you can trust me. Professionally or personally. Like… a friend?”
Charlotte did not want to consider what it meant that her personal assistant was, actually, her closest friend, but it would be disingenuous to say that wasn’t the truth.
“Like a friend,” she confirmed, leaning against the island in her kitchen as she took a breath. She was about to share her personal life details, her sacred details, everything Sutton-related, with Autumn.
Talking to Caleb and Dean hadn’t gotten her anywhere. Her grandmother couldn’t answer her.
So, it seemed this was her best option.
Autumn nodded, her interest appearing more and more rapt as the seconds ticked by.
Charlotte summoned her courage as she cleared her throat. “The truth, Autumn, is that for the first time in my memory, I’m playing hooky. Taking a personal day, if you will.”
Autumn’s eyebrows moved up on her forehead in question, even though she didn’t voice anything.
Charlotte took it as her cue to continue. “The reasoning for that is…” God, where to even begin? She drummed her fingers against the marble countertop as she thought it over. Even if she could think of where to begin, she couldn’t fathom how to break it all down to Autumn. How she’d be able to spill her innermost thoughts and emotions aloud.
Seeming to sense her issue, Autumn perked up. “Okay. I have an idea. Do you have playing cards somewhere? Or a board game? I figured cards would be a safer bet.”
Confused but, admittedly, intrigued, Charlotte had to take a moment to think. Because she wasn’t someone who typically played games, honestly. Even if she had someone to play them with at her home, she never would have had the time.
Only, “Actually, I do,” she finally said. “Have cards.”
The last time Dean and Caleb had come for a visit, they’d all played poker, and then they’d left the cards when they’d gone home.
Charlotte gestured for Autumn to follow her into the living room before she started pulling open the drawers at the base of her television stand. She emerged victorious, holding up the cards as she turned to stare questioningly at Autumn. “What would you like to do with said cards?”
“When I was younger, I had some trouble… verbally expressing myself,” she settled on. “But whenever I had something going on that I didn’t know how to talk about, my mom would play games with me. Whenever something good happened to me in the game, she had to share something she was thinking about, and when something good happened for her, I had to share.” She frowned then at something much deeper, below the surface, before she shrugged. “I suppose it worked because it made me feel like there was no pressure. It was just a game. We were just… talking.”
Charlotte figured it would be worth a try.
They started with rummy, and by the end of the hand, as Charlotte scored thirty points higher, she sent Autumn a questioning look.
She nodded and bit at her lip before she stated, “At Christmas, you asked me if I was going home to Rhode Island. And while you’re right in that I went to Brown for college, I’m not actually from Rhode Island. Home is in Ohio. And I haven’t been back there in a long time.”
Surprise slid through Charlotte at Autumn’s blatant honesty, and she could admit that she appreciated her sharing.
“Apologies for getting it wrong. The place where the person I spent at least eight hours a day with is from seems… egregious to not know.”
Autumn shrugged as she dealt their new hand. “It’s not something I like to talk about.”
When Autumn beat Charlotte by forty-five points in the next hand, she felt more relaxed. More settled in the fact that this was the time to be honest.
“I’m sure you’re aware of my personal relationship with Sutton,” she started, aiming a look at Autumn, who nodded quickly, a small smile playing at her lips, before she flushed and cleared her throat.
“I—yes. I’m aware that there is very likely something more to your relationship than is strictly professional.”
“Glad to confirm it for you,” Charlotte dryly responded, making Autumn laugh.
“I mean, it was confirmed for me a few ways, but…” She rolled her lips before shrugging. “If we’re speaking plainly right now? I’ve had suspicions about you two since the first day she came into the office.”
Charlotte could only stare, which seemed to prompt Autumn to explain. “I just—you were so… excited? To see her? That she was even just coming in to have a meeting with you. I’ve seen you in a lot of situations, Charlotte. In meetings with people you respect and admire, speaking to people you loathe, and everything in between. I was even there the day before you went on a date with that woman last year. The pharmaceuticals rep from Virginia?” She shook her head, wrapping her hands around her mug. “And nothing was like the way you looked the very first day Sutton came to our office. It’s only gotten even more intense since.”
Holy hell, was Charlotte blushing? “Ah,” was all she could say, which seemed to alarm her assistant.
“Is that all right to say? Because I thought⁠—”
“It was,” she cut in, resolutely willing her blush to go away. “Right now, what I need to hear is honesty. In all facets. So that… was good to know.”
Autumn looked relieved, her shoulders slumping slightly as she blew out a breath. “Cool.”
Charlotte couldn’t help but grin. Cool. Something Autumn would never say to her during their workday.
She shuffled the cards as she started speaking again. “So you know Sutton and I are… engaged in a personal relationship. What you might not know is that it began over a decade ago. When I was first running for Congress.”
She admittedly did take some satisfaction from the way Autumn gasped in surprise.
“What?”
Charlotte nodded slowly, biting her cheek, before elaborating. “Yes. We met and carried on a very discreet—” How did she explain that? They hadn’t been in a relationship technically, but to reduce what they’d had down to a fling or an affair made her want to be sick. Screw it. To Charlotte, they’d had a relationship. The most meaningful one she’d ever had. “Relationship. Before a very, very messy breakup.”
Sutton telling Charlotte how she’d shattered her heart rang in her ears, making her stomach clench. Hearing it from Katherine on Thanksgiving hadn’t been easy, but somehow, it was so much worse hearing it from Sutton.
“Because I chose my career and I wasn’t ready to come out publicly then.”
It wasn’t easy to say that; it really wasn’t. But right now, she was going for broke.
Autumn appeared to be utterly fascinated.
Charlotte paused, though, as they played their next hand.
When Autumn edged Charlotte out by only five points, she gracefully accepted defeat.
“When we ran into one another again, I…” Charlotte’s eyes unfocused from Autumn as she thought back to that evening, the first time that she’d seen Sutton in so long. “I realized I’d never quite gotten over her.”
She stared intently at the cards as Autumn shuffled them.
“I realized, so acutely, that there was no one I’d ever met who made me feel that way. And I didn’t want to lose her again. So we’ve been seeing one another even as we work on the book.”
“That was the only reason I had doubts about your relationship,” Autumn said as she dealt. “Because you typically are so professional and so responsible, I thought maybe there was a slight chance I was reading into things. Maya never doubted it, though,” she grudgingly admitted.
Charlotte outscored Autumn by fifteen points on the next hand.
“Maya and I are still seeing each other,” Autumn confessed, a deep blush staining her cheeks. “I… I don’t really know what to do about it. I definitely didn’t expect for it to turn into what it is now. I’m—I’ve tried to stay as focused on work and on my career as possible, that I haven’t really had a relationship since college.”
Charlotte tilted her head, extremely endeared to the young woman, especially as Autumn fiddled with the pendant on her necklace.
“She gave me this necklace for Christmas,” she whispered, as they both looked down at it. Autumn’s fingers toyed with it. “And she—god, she invited me to Philly! I don’t know what is going on there.”
The words were hushed, spoken seemingly to herself, before she gave Charlotte a look of wide-eyed concern.
“Not that—it’s not coming into play at work. I’d never let it. And neither would Maya.”
Charlotte found herself grinning as she shook her head. “I work with you every day; I’m well aware that both of your work is up to par. Don’t worry.”
Autumn visibly relaxed as Charlotte dealt the next hand.
“Besides,” Charlotte said, “we’re being friends at the moment.”
“You’re the closest thing I have to one,” Autumn reported under her breath before she gave another of those embarrassed, worried looks.
“Yeah, you’re the closest thing I have to one, too,” Charlotte murmured, feeling the same embarrassment at the words, though far less intensely than Autumn seemed to.
At the end of the day, Charlotte was a workaholic. It wasn’t news to her, and it wasn’t a secret. Who else would she be spending so much time with?
Autumn breathed out a soft laugh. “Wow. Cool. Okay.”
At the end of the hand, Autumn took a victory with fifty points, and Charlotte stared down at their cards as the words bubbled up. “I told Sutton I wouldn’t run for president, if we could be together.”
“You what?!” Autumn positively yelped.
Her assistant stared at her in utter shock, her hand over her heart.
“I’m—I apologize.” Autumn took in a deep breath, then slowly let it out before clearing her throat. “What?” she repeated, far more calmly.
“Sutton has a daughter⁠—”
“Lucy, who you have plied with a gift basket when she was sick, and video games, and that guitar for Christmas, and whom you have babysat. Yes, I know.”
“Correct,” she affirmed, picturing Lucy. The way she’d given Charlotte the tour on New Year’s Eve, her excitement at seeing Charlotte at the party. She couldn’t help but smile all over again, at the girl’s easy well of affection. “And Lucy has not grown up in the public eye. Which is how Sutton wants to keep it. She doesn’t want to thrust Lucy under the microscope of public opinion. And I understand that.”
She really, really did.
Maybe it even made her love Sutton more, in an wild sort of way.
But Sutton would take care of her daughter and her daughter’s needs before anything and anyone else, and Charlotte wouldn’t want her to be any other way. She wouldn’t be Sutton then.
“So if you want to have a future with Sutton… you can’t do it by running for president,” Autumn quietly surmised, still sounding shell-shocked.
Charlotte nodded, the conflicting feelings battling it out inside of her all over again.
“I love Sutton,” she confessed, and the words felt so—so nice to say. Freeing. Validating.
It made her laugh, strangely, wildly, as she carded a hand through her hair. “I do. I love her, and I want to be with her in the very real, undeniable, not-discreet relationship kind of way. But… what does my life look like without my career? Who am I without it?”
Her laughter faded as she technically stared at Autumn, but wasn’t really seeing her. She was trying to see something far beyond her. Something she couldn’t see, because Charlotte was many things, but she’d never claimed to be clairvoyant.
Pursing her lips, she refused to get caught up in the emotions—how scary, how lonely, how uncertain—surrounding how her future looked if she took away her plan. Even if she and Autumn were acting as friends right now, Charlotte was entirely unwilling to bare herself in that way to her assistant. To anyone, really.
Except for Sutton.
“In truth, I have no idea. I’m very certain that I wouldn’t resent Sutton, no matter what the outcome. She isn’t forcing my hand or being selfish, and her concerns aren’t unfounded. But it’s a daunting thought, admittedly, and I’m not exactly sure what to tell Sutton. What do I tell her about a future together, about myself in that future, if I have no idea what it entails?”
That was where Charlotte had found herself stumped in the last couple of days.
“That’s… definitely a pickle,” Autumn quietly conceded.
Her solemn confirmation of Charlotte’s pickle made her chuckle. “You’re telling me.”

THE DAY WAS UTTERLY NOT what Charlotte had anticipated it being. She’d anticipated calling out of work and toiling around her house, perhaps making some of Sutton’s classic pros and cons lists and researching potential career possibilities. Trying to figure out where she saw herself without a future in politics, what she could do with herself. Trying to figure out what she could say to Sutton. How they could overcome this and come out on the other side together.
She absolutely could not have predicted she’d spend her entire morning and early afternoon with Autumn Alton, her assistant-turned-friend, playing card games.
Then they played The Game of Life, which Autumn apparently had ordered to be delivered from somewhere? Charlotte did appreciate Autumn’s resourcefulness; Autumn had never been presented with a task or a conundrum at work that she hadn’t been able to figure out.
Charlotte had been dubious of the game, but Autumn had insisted they play—three times.
Every time they did, Charlotte was given a new career and different obstacles to work through in the game, but she and Autumn ran through them as if they were real possibilities.
Truthfully, it was far more thought-provoking than Charlotte would have thought, more creative than Charlotte ever could have come up with herself, and fun to boot.
Though she didn’t believe firefighter, IT technician, or teacher were viable options for herself, working through hypotheticals made her brain work.
As they came to the end of their second game of MASH in the early afternoon, Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh as she leaned back against her couch.
“Autumn, I’ve always seen myself in you, but particularly today, with the realization that you are taking my personal life and treating it the same as we would treat a problem-solving brainstorm session in the office is the confirmation I never knew I needed.”
Autumn shrugged. “It just felt right.” But she had a pleased smile on her face as she accepted Charlotte’s words.
Charlotte drew out a deep breath, her laughter fading as she looked down at her latest result in the MASH game.
Owning a mansion, single, president, no children, driving a station wagon—her car with Hamish as her driver had been crossed off in the second round of cuts—and living in New York.
Other than the station wagon and the living in New York—though, granted, she owned a home there—it was an accurate representation of what she could expect if she stayed the course.
“I’ve always stayed the course,” she murmured, lightly tapping at Autumn’s neat handwriting. “Ever since I made the course, in high school, I’ve never strayed. There were moments, like when I’d been with Sutton back in the day. Moments that I nearly changed direction. But I never did.”
“And… did the course go the way you expected it to?”
A wry smile played on Charlotte’s lips as she lifted her gaze to Autumn’s and nodded. “Yes, actually. This was the course. Steady and direct.” She lifted her arm and held it out straight in front of her. “No wavering. Hold to the strength of my convictions. I’m exactly where I always thought I would be when I came up with the plan.”
Funny, really. How she was just where she’d always thought she’d want to be, but looking at it laid out for her in this MASH game didn’t make her feel any pride.
“Charlotte, can I speak to you as we’ve been speaking today? As… friends?” Autumn asked.
Charlotte met her gaze again, giving her permission, though it came with an inquisitive look.
“From what I’ve heard today, you’re unsure of what to do without your career in politics. That seems pretty clear,” Autumn said. “Clearly, it’s all you’d ever planned for yourself.”
Thus far, Autumn was only summarizing Charlotte’s own words, so this couldn’t be the point Autumn was trying to make. She waited.
Autumn paused, though, looking more and more unsure about saying exactly what was on her mind. “I really just don’t want to overstep. Because I know today has been—er, personal bonding.”
Charlotte snorted.
“But I also know that tomorrow we will be back to business as usual, and I don’t want to speak out of turn,” she finished.
“Understood,” Charlotte validated her. “But short of some sort of assault or heinously disrespectful comments, I want you to tell me what’s on your mind. I assure you, Autumn, I have heard a lot of remarks thrown my way over the years in this profession. I have a fairly tough skin.”
Autumn nodded, toying with her necklace briefly before she stated, “So when it comes to a future without your career, you’re—uncertain. Maybe a little scared.”
More than a little, but Charlotte appreciated Autumn splitting the difference.
“But… whenever we’ve talked about the possibility of things going the other way? The possibility of you keeping your career and staying the course? You seem—lost.” Autumn’s voice dipped to a whisper, but Charlotte felt the impact of that single word, landing in her stomach like a fucking stone.
She inhaled sharply.
Autumn continued. “When we played that game of Life, the second one, where we had you bypass having a partner as you drove through life, you weren’t engaged at all in the hypotheticals. Not the same way you were when you had the fake Sutton next to you. And when you talked about her earlier? About how you two met and then you lost her, it’s…” She rolled her lips before delivering the true assessment. “You seem devastated at the idea of letting her go again.”
Yes. God, Charlotte hated it, but yes. Autumn’s observation struck such a chord inside of her because it was the honest truth. It reflected the way Charlotte felt, even if she hadn’t voiced it in so many words.
Autumn shrugged then, finally dropping her hand from her necklace. “I just think that, in the grand scheme of things, that aimlessness and devastation is worse than the uncertainty.
“You’re gifted with a dedication and ambition and intelligence that so many people would die for,” she stated, a passion blazing through her words. A passion so strong, frankly, it was surprising to Charlotte to hear from her typically very controlled assistant.
“But you also seem to have found yourself in love with someone who knows all of you and loves all of you. Who couldn’t help but fall back into feelings with you even after you broke her heart. Whom you’ve spent more than a decade never getting over. So, to be entirely honest, who cares? Who cares what you’ll do after this?” She gestured at Charlotte’s work laptop on the table. “You are brilliant and ambitious and dedicated; you don’t have to do this one career—this one-in-a-billion career—to utilize that. You will figure it out.”
Autumn caught herself then, demurely coughing before she fixed her posture the way she usually sat at her desk. “All I mean is… it doesn’t actually seem as difficult of a choice as you’re making it. Sutton is understandably scared. It’s scary to trust people that hurt you so badly. But if she is what you want, then it’s time to stray from the course and put your ambition and dedication into making her see what you’ve let me see today.”
Charlotte could only stare for several moments before she realized why. Before she realized the role reversal she’d found herself in, with a woman ten years her junior, who worked for her.
But damn it if everything Autumn had said wasn’t exactly what Charlotte had needed to hear. If those words didn’t make Charlotte’s heart pound faster in her chest. If she didn’t feel that sense of purpose inside of her, something she’d been missing in the last few days.
“Autumn, you are a very intelligent person yourself. I’ve never regretted hiring you, not for a single moment, but right now, I think it might have been one of the best decisions I’ve ever made.”

A BREATHLESS HOUR LATER, Charlotte found herself knocking on Sutton’s front door.
She shifted restlessly from foot to foot, her stomach alight with butterflies. With hope, with nerves. She hoped that whatever words she managed when Sutton opened the door were the right ones.
Her nerves settled—bafflingly so—when Sutton opened the door.
Those blue eyes widened in clear surprise. “Charlotte? Hi. What are you doing here?”
“I called out of work today,” she found herself stating, startling both of them. What?
Sutton’s eyes seemed to widen even further, concern washing over her expressive face. “Are you all right? I can’t even imagine how terrible you must have felt to take a day off of work for it.”
She reached out and landed her hand on Charlotte’s wrist, pulling her inside before she quickly shut the door behind them. She ran her eyes down Charlotte’s body as if trying to silently assess her ailment.
“You can’t be standing out there in the cold when you must be feeling like you’re on death’s door. What are your symptoms? Do you⁠—”
Charlotte stopped her with a shake of her head. “No. I’m not actually sick; I just called in sick. Funny, you aren’t the first person to think that way.”
There was a clear relief that laced through Sutton then, her breath pushing out of her in a rush as she rested her hand over her stomach. “Charlotte, you are not the kind of person who calls in fake sick.”
“I am, though. I am when I’m more invested in thinking about us than I am in working,” she insisted, and—wow. That was entirely the truth. A truth that felt good to say.
Especially when she could see that it rendered Sutton speechless.
Standing in Sutton’s hallway, only a foot away from her, engulfed in the warmth and the feeling of home that lived here, quieted all the deafening anxieties and uncertainties that had plagued Charlotte in her own home over the last few days.
It was that feeling that she had with Sutton. That feeling like the world was all right.
For once, maybe the weight of the world wasn’t on her shoulders. She knew how to describe it now. The freedom from that feeling was something Sutton, and only Sutton, could give her.
If she’d needed another reason that she was doing the right thing, there it was.
“I know you don’t believe that I can reconcile giving up the future I’ve spent my life working towards, Sutton. I understand that, and I know why. Because part of me wasn’t even sure. Not really.”
She gamely shrugged, though she didn’t take her eyes off Sutton for a second.
“And maybe I’m still not entirely certain. Because, yes, I did say those words to you on New Year’s without truly knowing. And the truth is, I’m not sure when I will find my next career step. I have four more years in my Senate seat to figure that out.”
Terrifying. But far less terrifying than looking at a future without Sutton.
“That’s what I can offer you right now.” She gestured at herself, that quivering of butterflies working through her when she hoped—for the first fucking time in her life—that she was enough.
“No, I’m not certain exactly where I will end up professionally, but I do know that I can live without being the president, and I know I can be happy without it. I know I can.”
There was a strength in her voice that she felt coursing through her veins.
“What I don’t know is if I can live my entire life without you and be happy without you. I told you on New Year’s that I made a mistake in giving you up last time, and I can admit that. But I know who I am, and I learn from my mistakes. I spent over ten years wondering what life could have been like if I’d been brave and chosen you before. I will not spend the rest of my life wondering what we could have been if I’d been brave this time.”
The utter shock on Sutton’s face was palpable. It felt very in line with the way Charlotte could feel her heart pounding, her blood rushing in her ears.
“My life is—and always has been—the result of my choices. Let me choose you, Sutton.”



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
SUTTON KNEW that was she was about to do was probably a bad idea.
Really, logically, she knew that. Seriously.
She’d spent the last two days thinking about Charlotte nonstop, which, in and of itself, was not a good thing. Back in the day, she’d thought of Charlotte constantly. When she’d been a grad student with ample time on her hands.
Now, though, she was a woman with a career and a daughter to think about and prioritize. She didn’t have the time and energy to spend getting lost in thoughts of Charlotte Thompson. At least, she shouldn’t.
But, apparently, she did.
She’d talked it over with Regan, then Regan and Emma, multiple times.
What everything boiled down to was that she simply couldn’t imagine the future with Charlotte. Not because of her, but because she truly couldn’t imagine that Charlotte—after taking time to think about it—would ever truly be happy giving up the one thing she’d always wanted.
So she’d imagined what that conversation would look like.
She hadn’t imagined Charlotte showing up on her doorstep with some grand romantic speech. She hadn’t imagined Charlotte calling in fake sick to work to think about their relationship. The Charlotte she’d known had to literally be forced out of the office when she’d been actually been ill!
And she certainly hadn’t imagined Charlotte looking at her, with those luminous doe eyes, beseeching Sutton to let Charlotte choose her.
Sutton… she’d tried.
She’d really, truly tried to face reality.
She’d spent months managing to put in enough effort to hold herself back from Charlotte. Ever since the trajectories of their futures had merged—even before they’d been sleeping together, but especially then—she’d been managing to hold on to her logic and reasoning, sometimes by a mere thread.
In all of their intimate moments, she’d managed to hold herself back.
But right now, in this literal moment, every thread that had been holding her sanity in place had been severed.
Let me choose you.
Sutton reached out, driven by this need inside of her, as she grasped the collar of Charlotte’s jacket and swiftly pulled Charlotte against her.
Charlotte put up no resistance. If anything, she was already moving to press herself against Sutton. Like she’d been waiting for this moment.
Maybe she was.
Because as soon as Sutton’s lips met Charlotte’s, she felt everything slide into place. Like maybe she, too, had been waiting. She hadn’t known it, but that’s exactly what it felt like.
Especially as Charlotte breathed a sigh into her mouth and Sutton felt Charlotte’s arms wrap around her neck, pulling her even closer.
Sutton let herself be pulled this time, still clutching one hand to Charlotte’s collar and holding her close as she used her other hand to cup Charlotte’s jaw. She stroked over the softness of her skin at the same time her tongue stroked over Charlotte’s.
She heard the whimper that left the back of her throat at the same time that she felt it leave her. Unlocked from somewhere deep in her soul, the place that truly had been waiting for this.
It felt so good, to feel Charlotte’s soft lips brushing against hers. To take Charlotte’s bottom lip between her own, with no rush. To just let herself feel it.
Sutton melted into it. Giving into the touch, into the wanting.
Not in the frantic, hot, needy way they’d been giving into one another for the last couple of months, but the way that just spoke of familiarity. Intimacy. Comfort. Yearning. The wanting of more than physical, in the way that just made the physical things feel even better—this deep, slow kissing included.
“Oh my gosh!” Lucy’s squeal cut into the evening air.
It also cut right through that deep, liquid melting feeling that had slid through Sutton’s bones, that was absolutely certain.
Immediately tensing, Sutton tore herself away from Charlotte, breathing heavily as she turned to see her daughter standing at the end of the hallway on the other side of the mudroom, clutching the glitter-filled painting she’d clearly been coming to show Sutton with both of her little hands.
“Oh my gosh!” her daughter shouted again, her mouth falling open as she stared between them, before landing her attention squarely on Charlotte. “You’re kissing my mama!” Then she looked at Sutton, her eyes wide, eyebrows high on her forehead. “You’re kissing Charlotte?”
Sutton did her very best not to blush in the face of her daughter catching her, indeed, kissing Charlotte, as she lifted her hand to subtly wipe the lingering moisture from her lips.
“Honey—”
“Are you two girlfriends? Are you like Arianne to my other mom?” Lucy asked, pinging her attention back and forth between them. “Does that mean—um!—does—are you gonna move in, like Arianne lives with my mom?!”
Her voice grew louder as she continued her questioning, and that easy, slow feeling inside of Sutton quickly subsided as she was so acutely reminded of why losing herself in Charlotte had been something she’d resisted. And why it most likely was so not a good idea.
Charlotte, for her part, looked much more collected than Sutton felt. Her hair was still a little tousled from the wind outside, her collar askew from Sutton’s hands, her lips plump and red from their kiss. And she didn’t look nearly as “caught red-handed” as Sutton felt. No, Charlotte looked cool as a cucumber, if a little uncertain what to say.
Especially as she locked questioning eyes with Sutton, very clearly leaving the answers up to her.
God, Sutton would love to resent Charlotte for being so calm under pressure. Every kind of pressure. She always had been.
And yet, if anything, it made Sutton feel the opposite.
If anything, Charlotte’s ability to remain outwardly unflappable made her all the more attractive, physically and emotionally, to Sutton.
Damn her.
“Um…” Sutton ran a listless hand through her hair, squeezing her eyes closed as her daughter’s expectant gaze landed squarely on her. “Honey, why don’t you take your picture into the other room to show us later and get ready for dinner? We’ll talk more then.”
There. Dinner was going to be ready in only fifteen minutes, but she’d at least bought herself a little bit of composure time.
“But!” Lucy disagreed, shaking her head. “Mama!”
“Luce, I promise you we will talk at dinner. Go and get ready.” Sutton sharpened her tone—at least, the sharpest she ever used with Lucy, but it was the stern tone that Lucy recognized.
She sighed, puffing out her cheeks with the breath. “Oooookaaaaaay.”
Lucy turned slowly before she started trudging back through the house, sliding her feet as she went.
Sutton closed her eyes again, taking another stabilizing breath as she turned to look at Charlotte, who was still staring at her, this time looking slightly… more flappable. Uncertain.
Much like she had minutes ago, when she was making her profession to Sutton. Let me choose you.
Hearing those words ping through her mind again, they summoned those butterflies. The ones that had driven her to kiss Charlotte in the first place.
Butterflies she hadn’t felt in a very, very long time.
“This is your chance,” she found herself saying and was proud of how steady and serious her voice was.
Charlotte’s eyebrows drew together in confusion. “My chance? For…?”
Sutton summoned all of her willpower, clenching her fists with it as she nodded at the door a few feet away. “This is your final chance to leave. If you have any doubts about us having a future, about being with me even though I can’t be with you if you’re running for president, about what you just said to me. Any doubts or second guesses at all, then… take the chance,” she begged, unable to hide the desperation she felt at the idea. At how serious this felt to her. “Please. If you didn’t feel absolutely certain when saying everything you said when you arrived here, then please take the chance and leave.”
Charlotte didn’t.
Instead, she stood firm and shook her head, staring imploringly at Sutton. “Darling, why do you keep trying to get me to walk away? Why are you fighting this?” She swallowed hard as she clearly gathered her own strength, then said, “If you don’t want this, then⁠—”
“It’s because I want this!” The words exploded from her. She was baffled at how Charlotte couldn’t see that. “It’s because the idea of what you’re saying, it all feels too good to be true. And I’m terrified to really believe in it, Charlotte,” she confessed.
“Darling—”
Sutton cut her off, shaking her head. “Please don’t,” she murmured, needing her heart to not skip a beat with that single word. Not right now. “Please. Only say that if you are so sure. If Lucy hadn’t walked in when she did…”
Sutton rolled her lips, still able to taste Charlotte’s deliciously familiar, subtly sweet lip balm.
“Then I can tell you, I absolutely would have said yes, right now. Yes, to trying to move forward. Clearly.” She licked her lips again, flicking her gaze to Charlotte’s, a self-deprecating, embarrassed grin quickly tugging at her mouth.
It slid away just as fast.
“And we would have moved forward, navigating this as tentatively as possible. But the reality is, Lucy saw that. And I’ve never dated anyone, not seriously, with Lucy in the picture. But you and Lucy are both in the picture together, and… not telling her about us for a little while, that would have been one thing. But if I go into the dining room and have dinner with her now, I can’t simply not tell her about you and me. I don’t want to lie to my daughter, not about something that impacts her, too. So either I go into that dining room, and I tell Lucy that we are dating,” Sutton said, her voice low and measured, trying to tamp down on her nerves. “Or I go in there and I tell her that while she did see us kissing, it was just… friendly, and that she will likely not be seeing you very much anymore.”
Charlotte held Sutton’s gaze, her expression solemn, seeming to soak in every word Sutton said. Charlotte had that way about her; she’d always had that way. Like everything Sutton said was important. Everything Sutton said was something Charlotte would give serious consideration to.
“It’s not an ideal situation,” Sutton admitted the truth before she shrugged in acceptance, “but it is the reality. The reality that is having a daughter. Not everything can be on my timeline or at my convenience or done my preferential way. And if you stay—if you don’t take this chance to leave—then you’re admitting with full knowledge that you understand this is my life. I’m not just a me anymore. Lucy and I are a we, and it’s not always easy and convenient.”
It hadn’t been this difficult, when she and Charlotte had been sleeping together. Not even with the knowledge that Charlotte and Lucy had bonded. Because she’d never believed this was going to be an option.
“I’m not leaving, Sutton,” Charlotte stated with such assurance that Sutton knew that Charlotte hadn’t even contemplated it. “I don’t want the chance to walk out the door. If anything, I want you to lock the door behind me while I’m in here next to you.” Charlotte spoke so softly as she reached up to stroke a lock of Sutton’s hair behind her ear.
She shivered with the gentle touch, searching Charlotte’s eyes for any hint of doubt.
All she found was steady warmth.
There truly was only so much pushback she could summon in the face of something as incredible as Charlotte Thompson offering herself—not just physically, but her emotional, intimate, whole self.
And after long months, Sutton’s will to do so was simply gone.
“Okay,” she breathed, reaching up and taking Charlotte’s hand in hers. She laced their fingers together, and it felt so… so insane, the way they just fit. “Do you want to stay for dinner, then?”
“More than anything.”

SUTTON SAT NEXT TO CHARLOTTE, both across the table from Lucy, twenty minutes later. Their plates were loaded with spaghetti and meatballs, but no one was eating.
Not as Lucy sat with her spine straight, her hands linked together on the table in front of her, studying Sutton and Charlotte closely.
“Can I ask questions now?” she asked, aiming her puppy-dog eyes at Sutton.
She exchanged a look with Charlotte, who was wearing one of her alarmingly attractive, sweet smiles. It was something she’d never seen on Charlotte before, not until she’d seen Charlotte interact with Lucy. The smile made Sutton think Charlotte believed Lucy was absolutely adorable.
And for the first time in the months of seeing that smile, she let herself give in to the tempting warmth it lit inside of her.
“Yes, hon, you can ask questions,” she answered, turning back to face her daughter.
Lucy dropped her serious look quickly, lighting up in excitement instead. “Okay! Are you two girlfriends?” she repeated her first question from earlier.
Sutton’s insides turned soft and anxious and thrilled—all of the feelings she’d once felt, years ago, at the prospect of being Charlotte’s girlfriend. She honestly felt that by now, in her late thirties, being referred to as someone’s girlfriend shouldn’t appeal to her.
But, oh, it did.
And, oh, she really hadn’t thought about how tricky this conversation would be. Because she and Charlotte hadn’t even discussed that themselves yet.
“Well, Luce,” Sutton started, the words falling slowly from her mouth as she tried to think of what to say. And all she could think of was—honesty. She didn’t lie to Lucy. Not that she’d ever had anything to lie about, nor had she found herself in such a complicated situation in years, but… “It’s⁠—”
“Yes,” Charlotte answered, surprising her. “At least, I would like to be.”
Both Sutton and Lucy turned to look at her, and Charlotte’s cheeks went the slightest bit pink. Fuck, it was so endearing.
She felt Charlotte’s hand reach out under the table, landing on her knee and gently squeezing as she sent her an inquisitive look.
“You would?” Sutton asked, needing the clarification, even if it was for what felt like the hundredth time.
“I would.” Charlotte nodded, a gorgeous smile playing at her lips as she turned to face Lucy. “Though—would you believe this, Luce? I’ve never actually had a girlfriend before.”
Lucy’s mouth dropped open in shock, the expression making Sutton laugh even as her heart stuttered at the sweetness of the interaction. “No way! You’re so pretty!”
Charlotte chuckled again, reaching her free hand up to card through her long, wavy hair, and Sutton’s heart stuttered all over again. Because yeah, Lucy was absolutely fucking right. Charlotte was so pretty.
“Thank you! But, yes way. I’ve never had a girlfriend because I have always been very dedicated to my work.”
Lucy screwed up her face. “Yuck.”
They both laughed then, as Charlotte slowly nodded in agreement. “Though I do enjoy a lot of my work… yes. It is yuck, that it’s stopped me from having relationships,” she murmured in agreement, sliding her gaze back to Sutton for a few seconds before she cleared her throat. “So I would like your mother to be my girlfriend. If that’s all right with you.”
Sutton blinked widely at the last part of Charlotte’s statement. She’d never even really considered what her having a partner might look like to Lucy; Lucy had never had to share her, in any sense of the word.
She supposed it was a blessing she hadn’t had time to think about that yet. Another thing to worry about, and⁠—
That worry seemed to be unfounded as Lucy shrugged, unperturbed. “It’s okay. My other mom, um, she has a wife. So I think Mama should, too.”
Relieved, and wishing very much she could pull Lucy in for a hug right now, Sutton gazed at her, so full of that love Lucy made her feel. “Thank you, honey.” She mulled over Lucy’s words again before she slightly shook her head. “Though, Charlotte isn’t exactly like Arianne.”
“I know.” Lucy nodded firmly. “She gives funner presents and comes to holidays with Grandma and Grandpa, which is way better!”
Charlotte chortled before turning the sound into a cough at Sutton’s sharp look. Sutton herself wanted to chuckle at it, but presenting herself as a united front with Layla and Arianne was something Charlotte might have to learn…
Wow.
Shaking her head at that thought—she was getting far too ahead of herself—she resolutely tamped down on any sign of amusement. “What I was referring to, honey, is that Charlotte and I aren’t married.”
“So… you aren’t moving in?” Lucy asked, seeming alarmingly crestfallen at the idea.
Charlotte, for her part, seemed just as surprised at the reaction as Sutton did. “I—sorry, little darling, but I’ll be living in my own house for now. But if you’d like, you can come over there sometimes, too?” she tentatively suggested, looking at Sutton for approval as she did so.
“Really?!” That seemed to perk Lucy right up, just as Charlotte, unsurprisingly, had figured it would.
Sutton held Charlotte’s light, hopeful gaze with her own. God, she truly was such a sucker for her. “Yes, sweet, we can go to Charlotte’s house sometimes.”
“Okay!” Lucy crinkled her face up in thought before she tilted her head and sent Charlotte a far too imploring look for a six-year-old. “Are you still gonna be my friend?”
“If anything, I think we might be even better friends,” Charlotte promised without missing a single beat.
“Am I still gonna be your sweet pea?” Lucy asked then, sliding her gaze to Sutton.
She felt her heart squeeze in her chest, and she couldn’t resist reaching across the table to cup Lucy’s small, soft cheek in her palm. “Always, honey. That will never change.”
Lucy accepted that with a nod before she turned her head to plant a pecking kiss against Sutton’s palm, mirroring exactly what they did during Lucy’s bedtime routine. “Um… are you gonna hang out with us even more, then?” she asked as Sutton removed her hand.
“Yes,” Charlotte affirmed.
“Can I ask more questions if I come up with ’em later?” Lucy distractedly asked, starting to look down at her plate.
In a way, Sutton was a little impressed that her daughter’s attention hadn’t been captured by the spaghetti and meatballs before this, seeing as it was her favorite meal.
Sutton couldn’t help but laugh. “Yes. Always.”
“Okie! Let’s have dinner,” Lucy announced, lifting her favorite purple fork with the silicone grip.
Sutton let out a breath she hadn’t even been aware she’d been holding as she felt Charlotte’s hand that still sat on her knee squeeze again, this time for several seconds. Even when she stopped squeezing, she didn’t remove it.
Sutton turned slightly, looking toward Charlotte, who was already looking at her. The look on Charlotte’s face was something Sutton could only describe as adoring.
God.
Her stomach fluttered again. They were really doing this.
She wasn’t sure she’d be able to eat her spaghetti.

TWO LONG HOURS LATER, Sutton exited Lucy’s bedroom, softly pulling the door closed behind her.
She walked down the hallway toward the living room where Charlotte was waiting, pausing just before crossing into the entryway.
She was thrown back, suddenly, to months ago. To the first night Charlotte had met Lucy, the first night Charlotte had joined them for dinner.
The first time Sutton had kissed her in over a decade.
And she’d paused right here, looking at her decorative mirror, before entering the room after putting Lucy to bed.
Back then, she’d been conscientious of her looks, before getting over herself because, well, it didn’t matter what she looked like. She and Charlotte were nothing other than friendly colleagues.
Now… Sutton studied herself for a few seconds, recognizing every little aspect of her face. Every faint laugh line, the small wrinkles that so recently had started forming at the edges of her eyes.
“You look absolutely beautiful.” Charlotte’s voice carried to her, making her blush and startle as she turned to see her only a few feet away.
She was smiling at Sutton, so openly, so fondly, her arms crossed over her chest.
Sutton, still embarrassed at having been caught, brushed a hand through her hair as she turned away from the mirror. “I’m not chopped liver,” she acknowledged, her gaze unable to look away from Charlotte. “But… I’m no you.”
The words fell to a whisper from the truest, most honest parts of her soul.
Before Charlotte could say anything—and Sutton could already see the vehement disagreement forming on her lips—she shook her head. “Did you know that was one of the first things I ever said about you? Years ago,” she explained, the memory she hadn’t thought about in a very, very long time coming to the forefront of her mind. She grinned at it, nostalgic. “When Regan swiped on you, on SapphicSpark. I’d paused on your profile…”
She trailed off momentarily as she walked closer to Charlotte, running her eyes over her face.
That flawless, perfectly put-together face that only got better with age.
“And I couldn’t swipe on you myself. Because I know I’m not unattractive, but I’m not… this,” she murmured, lost in the memory and in Charlotte’s face. She slowly lifted her hands when she was close enough, drawing her fingertips lightly over Charlotte’s jaw, then her cheekbones.
“You are, actually,” Charlotte whispered back, her eyes hooded as she stared right into Sutton’s. There was a fire in them, and in her words, like she refused to let Sutton think anything else. “You are so much more, Sutton. You always have been.”
She couldn’t help but let her eyes fall closed then, taking those words to heart in a way she didn’t know if she ever could have before. The sincerity in them was undeniable, and she was so, so tired of fighting it.
They were no longer fighting it.
“I did not think that the first time we labelled our relationship as something would be in conversation with my daughter.” The words came unbidden, accompanied by a disbelieving laugh, as she opened her eyes.
Charlotte had her own small, charming smile playing on her lips. “It wasn’t quite what I’d envisioned either,” she admitted before that smile gave way to something far more serious. “But everything we said, I meant. I still wouldn’t take the chance to leave, darling, even if you offered it to me now.”
“I think it was incredibly sweet of you to take her feelings into account and ask if she was okay with our being together.”
“If Lucy wasn’t okay with our being together, I don’t think you would be,” Charlotte reasoned before she paused, blinking rapidly. “And… I just realized I don’t think I would have been either.”
Sutton felt herself speechless as she stared at Charlotte.
She reached out, much like she had earlier, only this time she didn’t pull Charlotte in for a kiss.
This time, she wrapped her arms around Charlotte and tugged Charlotte up against her. Right up against her, their bodies aligning from shoulder to knee. And she held her.
She simply held Charlotte in her arms, so closely, feeling her heart beating strong and steady in her chest. It beat against her as Charlotte reached up and wrapped her arms around Sutton, clutching just as tightly.
“I’m still scared,” she confessed in a whisper right against Charlotte’s ear. She squeezed her eyes closed, breathing in the scent of Charlotte’s perfume, feeling it both soothe her and excite her. “I’m still so scared of you, Charlotte Thompson. But I also want you. Want this. More than I’ve ever wanted anything.”
“I do, too,” Charlotte’s words were a promise.
It was exactly the promise Sutton needed to hear.
Either this would be the most devastating thing to ever happen to her, or it could be the best decision she’d ever made for the future.



CHAPTER NINETEEN
CHARLOTTE COULDN’T QUELL the butterflies in her stomach if she tried.
Which was insane, really, because there had been so few moments in her adult life that had caused her to feel butterflies.
But she felt them now, as she closed the door to her office behind her and turned to face Autumn and Maya, who were looking up at her from their respective desks.
As she smoothed her hands over the material of her jacket, she made eye contact with both of her assistants and nodded at them.
“I’m leaving for the night, and, barring a true national emergency, would like very much to not be contacted.”
They both, as she knew they would, nodded sharply back in acknowledgement. They both, also, seemed to be holding back small smiles.
Charlotte’s butterflies fluttered once more as she lifted her eyebrows at them both. “Yes, I am going on a date with Sutton. I appreciate your… discretion over the last several months and will continue to appreciate that support in the future.”
Maya’s smile widened, taking over her face, as she saluted Charlotte.
Autumn, in turn, gave her a much more reserved grin, but there was a twinkle in her eye as she met Charlotte’s gaze and nodded.
Nothing had really changed or shifted in the office after her personal day off that she’d spent with Autumn. Perhaps, Charlotte could admit, she felt a bit more affectionate toward the younger woman. She was maybe rooting more fervently than she had been for Autumn to figure all of her own life issues out soon—while she was still at the age at which Charlotte herself wished she’d figured her own issues out.
“I’ll be driving my own car tonight,” she continued, “but Hamish is available should either of you need a ride.” Taking in a deep, calming breath, she finished, “So. Have a lovely evening.”
“You, too!” Maya returned as Charlotte started to walk away.
Charlotte very much intended to.

CHARLOTTE, as she’d told her assistants, drove herself to Sutton’s home.
She was going on a date with Sutton. She was picking Sutton up, for a date. Because they were going to date, openly and with all of their respective cards on the table.
Because they were finally starting to get it right.
Well, she admitted to herself as she parked outside of Sutton’s home, because she was finally getting it right.
They’d seen one another at the beginning of this week, when Charlotte had showed up unannounced at Sutton’s house and had then been, unexpectedly, grilled by Lucy. And though Charlotte had wanted to stay that night, she’d reluctantly forced herself to leave soon after Lucy had gone to bed.
Mostly because, as they’d sat on the couch next to one another, Charlotte had found herself drunk on their proximity. She’d found it so difficult to hold herself back from reaching out and touching Sutton, from wanting to turn to Sutton and kiss her.
She’d been bursting with energy and excitement and joy and desire, especially as she swore she saw those same feelings reflected in Sutton. That hunch had been somewhat proven to be correct when Sutton had leaned in and captured Charlotte in a kiss.
A simple kiss that had quickly, easily escalated in intent and heat, and…
And Charlotte had had to force herself to pull back and tell Sutton that she wanted to do this in the right order this time.
“Right order?” Sutton had echoed, her voice low and raspy and undeniably amused.
Using every ounce of restraint that she’d had to stop herself from leaning back in and kissing that smile right off of Sutton’s lips, Charlotte had dragged her hands through her hair. “Yes, darling. The right order. Given that we’ve done this”—she’d gestured between the two of them—“twice now, and everything started physically rather than romantically. I want things to go differently this time.”
Charlotte had never experienced this with anyone. Now she wanted to have the whole experience with Sutton.
Which was why she held a bouquet of sunflowers as she walked up to Sutton’s front door, which swung open before she could even knock on it.
She blinked up in surprise at Sutton, who was smiling somewhat sheepishly at her. “I, uh, I saw you coming, so…”
Charlotte drew her gaze down Sutton’s body, taking in her fitted, black pants and the sweater she had tucked in at the front waist—dressy casual, matching the same type of clothing Charlotte had said she’d be wearing.
And god, if Sutton didn’t pull the look off exquisitely. Subtle but chic, with one side of her auburn hair swept up with a comb, and…
That swooping feeling returned even stronger than before as she stepped closer and handed Sutton the flowers. Simultaneously, she leaned in and pressed her lips against the soft, warm skin of Sutton’s cheek, deliberately catching at the corner of her mouth.
A familiar and easy want slid through her as she felt Sutton’s warm exhalation against her own cheek. She could only hear the quiet sound in Sutton’s throat as Charlotte lingered because she was so close.
After several long seconds, she drew back.
Sutton stared at her for a beat, her hand clenching the stems of the flowers before she cleared her throat and shook her head. “I… just give me one second. I need to put these⁠—”
The door behind her was tugged open wider, and Charlotte nearly jumped back in surprise at the sudden movement. Sutton did startle, and Charlotte reached out to steady her.
They both turned to look at Regan, who grinned brightly, mischievously, at them both.
Sutton’s hand was on her chest, undoubtedly over her racing heart, as she rolled her eyes. “What are you doing standing there like a creepy psychopath?”
Charlotte wordlessly mirrored that sentiment as she arched a severe eyebrow up at Regan.
Regan still grinned, entirely without shame. “Um, okay, first of all, I’d been coming to see you off at the door while smoothly slipping Stunning Charlotte some sort of a shovel talk. Secondly, I didn’t expect you two to be having a Victorian-era pornography shoot out here.”
Sutton narrowed her eyes, even as there was a clear blush rising onto her cheeks. “It—we were not…”
Despite everything, Charlotte couldn’t help but chuckle. Same old Regan. “A shovel talk?”
Regan shrugged, settling against the doorframe. “Well, Katherine would never forgive me if I didn’t.”
“And you won’t be,” Sutton cut in, arching her friend a look as she handed her the sunflowers. “A vase, please and thank you.”
Regan diligently took the flowers from her. “Aye, aye, captain.”
“Goodbye,” Sutton pointedly said, shaking her head as she turned around to fully step onto the porch next to Charlotte. “Please, let’s escape.”
Charlotte felt Sutton’s fingers brush softly, deliberately against her own, and she turned her hand around to interlace her fingers with Sutton’s. A perfect fit, as always.
As they descended the steps, Regan called out, “Be safe! Have fun! I’ll be here, watching my favorite spawn!”
Sutton shook her head again, that blush still present on her cheeks as she cut Charlotte an apologetic look. “I really, truly am sorry, but I hope you know well enough that I cannot control her at this point.”
Charlotte gently squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry, I am more than aware.”
“In fairness, this was why I suggested I meet you at the restaurant,” Sutton said, a slight teasing edge sliding into her voice.
“And, in fairness, if you’d met me at the restaurant, there’s no way I could have done this,” Charlotte murmured as she used their interlocked hands to twirl Sutton away from her at the same time that she used her free hand to open the passenger door, making it so Sutton was guided in a smooth motion into her car.
Sutton’s surprised laugh, coupled with the way her blue eyes gleamed up at Charlotte, made Regan’s appearance at the door more than worth it.

BY THE TIME they’d arrived at La Saveur and put in their order, Charlotte’s butterflies had returned roost.
“I’ve never been here, but I’ve always wanted to,” Sutton commented with an adorable smile on her face.
Charlotte had noted it when they’d walked in, but she hadn’t quite been able to place what, exactly, she felt that look reflected. It was something she hadn’t seen on Sutton in a very long time. Not since they’d first known one another.
For some reason, it bolstered her, made her feel the confidence she’d once felt with Sutton. Back when they’d first done this, Sutton had been so sweet and a little naïve, and Charlotte had felt like she’d had everything under control.
Of course, she’d realized when she’d fallen for Sutton that she truly did not have everything under control and hadn’t felt quite so confident since.
On the other hand, battling with that confidence was this feeling of… newness. This feeling like she was the one out of the two of them who was in brand-new waters, and she didn’t want to mess anything up.
“I’ve always wanted to come here, too,” she agreed, looking around.
Sutton’s gaze returned to her, eyes wide, brow arching skeptically. “You’ve never been here?”
Charlotte couldn’t help but laugh at her incredulous tone. “Why do you say it like that?”
Sutton shrugged. “I guess I just believed that you’d been to all of the upscale establishments in the area.”
Charlotte tilted her head, considering her words for a moment before she acknowledged, “You’re not incorrect, for the most part.” She held Sutton’s eyes with her own, as she said, “But this isn’t quite the atmosphere you’d be looking for to take someone to a business dinner.”
La Saveur was the most highly regarded restaurant in the district, known for its intimate setting. She hoped very much that Sutton understood what she hadn’t said, which was that there’d been no one else she’d ever have wanted to be here with.
Should she say that? She wondered and haltingly cursed herself. This feeling of uncertainty, of not knowing the proper thing to say on a date—Did this count as a first date? Did that change things?—was a terrible, unfamiliar sensation.
Sutton tilted her head, a small smile playing around her perfect lips, as she commented, “Charlotte… you seem nervous.”
Charlotte did not blush. She didn’t do… that.
She rolled her shoulders back, prepared to give a dignified answer. But then she gave in to the blatant affection in Sutton’s gaze.
“A bit,” she admitted.
Sutton chuckled, though her eyebrows furrowed in obvious confusion. “I just don’t understand why, I suppose. First of all”—she held up a finger—“you’re Charlotte Thompson; you don’t get nervous. I’ve seen you take on other politicians in Congress; you never seem like you’re going to break a single sweat. Secondly…” She held up another finger, her gaze gentling. “It’s just me.”
“There is no just you,” Charlotte corrected her immediately, incredulously. “Sutton Spencer, there is nothing just about you.”
This time, it was Sutton’s turn to blush, and with it returned some of Charlotte’s bravado. Thankfully, she still had that.
“I’ve never truly been on a date,” she finally said and felt the full reality of saying those words as a forty-year-old woman.
Sutton’s eyes widened, her shock blatant even before her mouth fell open. “But—I mean. You came out? And… I know you didn’t have anything serious, but…”
“Even the women I’d talked to or”—she paused, clearing her throat—“engaged with… Even after coming out, I still wasn’t focused on doing this.” She lifted her hand, gesturing around them.
After a few moments, Sutton spoke.
“I never thought this would happen.” Her voice was low, and there was a wondrous note in her tone. The combination grabbed Charlotte’s full attention.
“Even… back then?” Charlotte dared to ask.
She so frequently had avoided bringing up their past, not wanting to stir up any bad memories or feelings. She’d ask Sutton about the past in regards to the years in which they’d been out of contact but never about their time together.
She found she needed to know.
She remembered, so vividly, that Sutton had wanted to be with her. That she’d wanted to make it work, even if they couldn’t be public about it at the time. And she imagined that if Sutton had wanted to continue to be with her, had wanted to pursue a relationship with her, that Sutton had to have imagined what it would be like to go on a date with her.
She watched, hungry for the answer—maybe too hungry for it—as Sutton slowly shook her head.
“No,” she said, her face scrunched up as if she was trying to sift through her twenty-five-year-old self’s thoughts. “No, I never really thought about dates, specifically, I don’t think.”
“Then, what did you think about?” Charlotte couldn’t help but press. “Because… you wanted this, then.”
She felt abnormally anxious after saying the words. Wondering, even though they were together—or, on the road to being together?—right now, if this was a taboo subject.
But Sutton softly stroked her thumb over Charlotte’s knuckles, the touch warm even as she shook her head.
“I don’t think I ever thought concretely about things like dates. Not official dates, like going out for dinner and drinks or whatever else. I think…” Sutton licked her lips, her cheeks lightly blushing. “I think I was so satisfied with what we had already. Even if they weren’t dates like this, we had our things. We got coffee and tea, we had movie nights, we made time for each other in the little moments. That was what I wanted more of.”
Merely hearing Sutton talk about those moments together made Charlotte ache for it.
“And when I was reminded of the reality that we weren’t together, I never mourned the idea of date nights either. I think, beyond the quiet, private moments, I wanted to do things like… attend events with you. Even if it wasn’t romantic, and the events weren’t about us in the least. Parties, like your grandmother’s gala.” Her blush deepened as her eyes slid up to meet Charlotte’s.
She felt her own pulse speed up, knowing they were both thinking of what they’d done at the French modernism exhibit.
To date, it was one of the most intense sexual encounters Charlotte had ever had.
Sutton cleared her throat, reaching up to swipe her hair behind her ear. “But I knew that those public events were out of reach then, so I tried not to think about those too much either. So, to reiterate—I never thought this would happen.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, the truth of it turning her words hoarse. She squeezed Sutton’s hand in hers.
“I don’t want you to be sorry.”
“I just wish I’d realized what I’d had then.” How much Sutton had been willing to give to her, to them, and how much Charlotte herself had wanted to give it back.
“I don’t want us to live in the past, Charlotte,” Sutton murmured, her tone so imploring as she met and held Charlotte’s gaze. In Sutton’s eyes was a concrete certainty. “Because… this is happening.” Her lips tugged up into a beautiful smile, that wonder returning, as she looked around. “We finally figured it out, and what’s important is that we both want this, here and now.”
God, Charlotte loved her.
She loved Sutton so very much.
Conscientious of this being their technical first date, though, she swallowed back the words. She wouldn’t speak them. Not yet.

AFTER DINNER, as they walked back to the car hand in hand, Charlotte did not want the night to end. She didn’t ever want her time with Sutton to end.
And their date was going so well. They’d debated biopics of the last ten years, because Sutton had apparently remembered how much Charlotte loved them and kept up on them herself. Sutton had showed her a few videos of Lucy playing with her Christmas presents, especially with the guitar Charlotte had scored. They talked about Sutton’s plans for her upcoming women in literature course and how she was going to feature her mother for a section, which then turned into a lively conversation about the last few books Katherine had published that Charlotte loved.
Because their date was going so well, Charlotte very much wanted to enact the second part of the evening, especially as she was buzzing from how easy everything was with Sutton.
“Do you have to be back for Lucy?” she asked as they drew up to her car.
“Eventually, yes,” Sutton replied with a cute little smile. “But not immediately.”
“Perfect.”
Thirty minutes later, they got out of her car in the dark, abandoned parking lot. Save for the night security, they were the only ones there as they approached the large building.
“Are we allowed in here?” Sutton asked, nervously glancing over her shoulder.
Charlotte couldn’t help the incredulous laugh that escaped her. “You believe that I would start my criminal career by breaking and entering on a date with you?”
Sutton snorted a laugh, slapping lightly at Charlotte’s arm. “Obviously not. But I have no idea what is going on here, and the building is clearly not open.” She gestured at, indeed, the lack of lighting throughout the tall building in front of them.
Charlotte pulled the keycard out of her jacket pocket. “I am proud to inform you that this is entirely legal.”
“Is this like when we broke into the toy emporium?” Sutton whispered as they walked toward the elevator. “Did you pull some strings for this, too?”
“No,” she answered, whispering back, as she pressed the button for the forty-second floor, the highest in the building. “This building houses the headquarters for the Thompson Foundation. The top ten floors, anyway.”
Sutton’s blue eyes widened, immediately looking around, trying to take in more through the glass exterior of the elevator and see into the floors.
As they stepped off the elevator, Charlotte took Sutton’s hand in hers and led her down the main hallway, toward the back of the building.
They walked slowly, Sutton’s free hand coming to lightly grasp at Charlotte’s wrist. “Wow.” The word was said so softly, awed, as Sutton took in the setup.
Which, Charlotte admitted, was inspiring. Her grandmother had had their offices redesigned ten years ago in a collaboration with three of the most cutting-edge architects in the country. As a result, the workspace was open and welcoming, with polished wood floors, a lot of open, airy glass, and conference collaboration spaces and offices all designed with a perfect, ergonomic flow.
Whenever she came here, she felt fairly inspired as well.
Admittedly, she hadn’t come here very frequently since her grandmother had died. Since her political career had ended, this had become her grandmother’s focus, and her presence here was so incredibly strong.
Charlotte felt it every time she walked through the door.
Which was why it was very fitting to do what she intended to do here.
She let Sutton into the room they’d been heading toward, turning the lights to a dim glow. Just enough to really illuminate the corners.
Sutton’s soft gasp resonated with exactly what Charlotte felt settling inside of her, too.
Right in front of them, all of D.C. was laid out like an installation of living art. The foundation building was one of the tallest in the city, and in this room, facing out at the city, there were floor-to-ceiling glass walls.
It was one of Charlotte’s favorite spots.
“Charlotte, this is… just…” Sutton shook her head gently as she turned to look at Charlotte, that wonderment having clearly returned.
Charlotte felt absolute pride at having caused it.
“I know.” She nodded. “It’s incredible. And I thought that it would be the right place for me to do… what I’m about to do.”
Sutton’s eyebrows drew together in confusion, wordlessly watching as Charlotte reached into her jacket. She lightly traced her finger over the edge of an envelope before she drew it out of her pocket.
“I’ve debated showing you this,” she admitted, nervous anticipation streaking through her veins as she held the envelope out to Sutton, worn from the last couple of years of repeated handling from Charlotte herself. “No one else has ever seen the contents.”
Sutton’s eyebrows lifted in clear interest as she glanced down at the envelope. “Is it a state secret?” she teased.
“Something more important than that,” Charlotte answered seriously. “Perhaps not to, well, the government,” she clarified, flashing a grin, “but it is to me.”
She swallowed hard as Sutton reached out to take the envelope from her, her stomach swooping low as she murmured, “It’s a letter from my grandmother. That she left for me, before she died.”
One of several, but this one… this was the one she read more than any other.
This was the one that had changed her life.
Sutton’s eyes widened, and she whipped her head up from where she’d been looking at the envelope to stare at Charlotte.
“I think, after you read it, you’ll be able to understand more clearly why I’m so certain of my decision to pursue you. Us.”
As soon as she said the words, Sutton was shaking her head, trying to give the envelope back. “You don’t have to give me this. You don’t owe me—or anyone—the right to see something so personal. This is yours.”
It was the tone of Sutton’s voice even more than the words themselves that settled warmly in Charlotte’s chest. They clearly told her that Sutton understood how personal this was and how deeply she treasured her grandmother’s words.
“I know I don’t have to do it, but I want you to read it. Please.”
Sutton bowed her head as she started to read, and Charlotte had to swallow against her rampant nerves.
Even without having the pages in front of her, she knew what they said. She’d read that letter so many times after her grandmother’s death.
Charlotte—
I think I will do us both a favor and skip over any qualifiers such as, “If you’re reading this, I’m gone,” as I think we both know—I’m gone.
I’m not quite certain when or how it will happen. I can only tell you that, as I write this letter, it’s the eve of my ninety-seventh birthday, and there are days that I certainly feel that age in my bones. Not every day, mind you, but… some days. The terrible reality is that we are all put on this earth to leave it, and no matter how indomitable I am, my time will come as well. Sooner rather than later, at this point.
There is nothing I can say to you to ease my passing, so I won’t even attempt to do so.
What I will tell you here are the things I very much need for you to carry forward in this world after I am no longer in it.
First and foremost, I love you, Charlotte.
Perhaps I have not said it enough in my life. In fact, I can guarantee this is a fact. As I get older, wiser, and reflect more on my life, I can accept that I should have told the people I love how much I do. Because I truly do. For as much as I married your grandfather for purposes that served my career, I loved him. For as busy and, admittedly, not incredibly physically present as I was throughout your father’s life, I love him. For as much as I hoped for different ambitions for William and Caleb, I love them.
But there has never been and never will be anyone on this earth that I love as dearly and as fiercely as I love you.
It’s not just because of how much your life has mirrored mine, of how much I see myself in you. It’s because, starting right in your youth, I saw you for everything you are. You have always been determined and courageous and stubborn and willful and brilliant.
There was something about you, even in your childhood, that struck me so deeply. Your existence, more than anyone else’s, changed me as a person.
I’ve always had my goals, but when you came onto this planet, those goals shifted into something more than ambition. They became personal. I wanted to make a positive mark on this world, but more than that, I wanted the world to be a better place for you.
This is the part where I admit that I am far from a perfect person. Something I’ve always known, as everyone is fallible, but as I reflect on the meaning of life while nearing the inevitable end of mine, it’s my personal failures that strike me the most hauntingly.
Professionally, I would have done nothing different. I have accomplished everything in that aspect that I could have ever dreamed of and more. I will leave this world without a single regret on how history will remember me.
The aspect of my life that I fear I’ve failed the most in is an ever-growing concern that I’ve failed you.
Make no mistake, my girl; I am intently and ardently proud of the person you are, all you have accomplished, as well as the future we can both see more clearly every day.
But, as we are both growing older, I’m starting to see beyond those aspects of life which we both hold dear.
I’m not going to abandon my propensity for bluntness in death, so I’ll simply tell you: You are nearing forty as I write this, and you are alone. Not only alone, but lonely.
The more you accomplish in the professional world, it seems, the lonelier you become.
Your friendships with Caleb and Dean have taken a back seat in your life, and I believe I am your closest confidante and friend as of the last few years.
This is not a mantle I dislike or devalue; it’s quite the opposite. Knowing you so far into your life gives me immeasurable joy.
It also means that I’m so very concerned for your future when I’m gone.
I’ve tried to bring this up to you over lunches a handful of times, to no avail. I’ve inquired about your personal life, encouraged you to seek companionship in ways I never did throughout your twenties.
And I blame myself for this. I was so focused on your ambitions and urging you on professionally that I let your personal endeavors fall entirely to the wayside.
This is not a judgment in any way, so I do hope you do not take it as such. I myself was not romantically attached for much of my life, and I was very fulfilled.
The simple truth of the matter is that I do not believe you’re fulfilled, living your life the way you are.
Work alone cannot sustain you, Charlotte. This is the sentiment that I’ve voiced to you, which has fallen on deaf ears, so I hope in my death you will take it more seriously. You can be the most accomplished, successful human being on the planet, but if you have no deep, emotional connections, real happiness will evade you.
And I so very desperately want you to be happy.
I should have told you that more. I should have focused on that years ago, before this path seemed so set in stone for you.
You were in love, before. With the Spencer girl. I was too dismissive of it at the time because of how little I valued romance in my own world. These days, I think back on that time in your life, and I think about how happy you were. How light you’d seemed. And how you haven’t had that lightness ever since.
My work made me happy, but as I reflect on my life, it’s you that I think of most often. I think of you, your happiness, your future.
I need that for you.
Make no mistake; you have worked too hard, too long, and too passionately pursuing your dreams to abandon them.
But I need you to make the time and space for happiness. I need for you to reach the night before your ninety-seventh birthday and think not about your work, but about your loved ones.
I implore you to do whatever you can to find that lightness again, Charlotte. You deserve it.
Love,
Grandmother
She waited until Sutton lifted her eyes to meet hers and to speak again.
“I miss my grandmother. I miss her so much, and I’ve had a loneliness in my life even before she died, just as she pointed out in that letter. But after she died, it…” God, the stabbing hollowness of it ached in her chest whenever she allowed herself to go there. “It became something visceral. Something undeniable and painful and so present. Isn’t that crazy? How loneliness—emptiness—can be so vast?”
There were tears glistening in Sutton’s eyes, she realized as she felt her own well up.
“I look to her for the answers, even now. Even when she isn’t here to properly give them. I look to her for approval, even when she isn’t here to grant it. Even when I’m not sure if she would, even if she were still here. Because we didn’t have such honest, personal conversations when she was alive.”
It was something Charlotte regretted very deeply, but it was something she’d never be able to change, and she’d had to work on making peace with that fact.
“I worked on making myself available after her death. After receiving the letter. Trying to open myself up to more possibilities. Because she was right; I was alone. And I was not happy.”
She stared at Sutton intently. “Seeing you again felt like some sort of sign from the universe. A phenomenon that I do not even believe in.” She laughed, feeling only a little bit self-conscious as she admitted that aloud.
“Charlotte—”
She shook her head, though, needing to finish what she’d started. “My grandmother was right, as she so often was. Being with you had been the happiest I’d ever been in my life. So when we ran into one another again, I couldn’t let you go. I didn’t know how we could possibly get where we are right now, but I knew that, well, you really are a light in my life, darling. That’s how I feel about you. And why I’m so sure about pursuing this, despite⁠—”
She was cut off as Sutton surged forward, pressing her lips against Charlotte’s.
The kiss was slow and searching, not igniting anything so much as keeping the heat that had built between them all night smoldering. She leaned fully into Sutton, the softness and steadiness of her, of them, so easy for her to fall into.
She sighed into her mouth, arching in for more as Sutton leaned back only a few inches, enough that her warmth breath washed over Charlotte’s damp lips, making her shudder as she whispered, “You changed everything for me, too. Both times you’ve come into my life.”
The emotion in her words echoed through Charlotte, and she moved to pull back, to be able to really look at Sutton, before Sutton’s hands fell to her waist and pulled her back in, pressing their lips together.
Charlotte returned the kiss eagerly.
Anything else she wanted to say could wait. They had time.



CHAPTER TWENTY
LAYLA—9:53 A.M.
 
What time are we supposed to be at Lucy’s school by? The absolute latest? 
THE ALARM BELLS had started ringing in Sutton’s ears before she’d even read Layla’s text, to be perfectly honest. Once she’d read the contents of the message, her concerns were simply confirmed.
Trying to take in a deep breath and rein in her agitation, she answered.
SUTTON—9:54 A.M.

 

Supposed to arrive by noon. I suppose, if I go first, the latest you should arrive would be by one. 

Even though she knew exactly what was coming, she tried. She really, really tried to give Layla the benefit of the doubt as she asked:
 

Why? 

She set her phone down on the desk in her office, closing her eyes as she silently hoped that she was wrong about what was happening.
LAYLA—9:54 A.M.
 
That’s what I thought… I’m really sorry, but I actually won’t be able to make it. 
She closed her eyes again, rubbing at her temples as her agitation tripled at the confirmation.
Since Lucy had resumed school after the holiday vacation ended a few weeks ago, every Friday for the remainder of the year was going to be Grown-Up Show-and-Tell. All of the parents and guardians in the class had been sent the info and sign-up sheet weeks ago. On Fridays after snack time, Lucy’s class was going to engage in real-world experience learning. This meant the parents, guardians, and trusted adults in their lives would come in and give an explanation of what they did for a job as well as engage the children in an activity involving their respective careers.
Other parents were encouraged to attend whenever they could as well. Sutton herself had only been able to shift her schedule around to attend twice, but it had been interesting. She’d learned all about the life of an investment banker, a nanny (indeed, it was Lucy’s classmates’ nanny, not one of her parents), and a mom-fluencer.
Sutton had coordinated her own presentation with Layla’s schedule, as Lucy had expressed a vehement wish for them both to participate.
And now…
All she could picture were Lucy’s big, blue eyes, downtrodden with certain, imminent disappointment.
LAYLA—9:55 A.M.
 
Really, I AM sorry. I wanted to be there. But I’m on call, and I need to scrub into an emergency surgery that’s en route right now. 
She’d been with Layla long enough to know that scrubbing in on an emergency surgery—no matter what that surgery was—meant that everything for the next three to four hours was a complete wash. Any prior arrangements or plans had to be cancelled, no matter what they were. Birthdays, anniversaries, date nights, and—now—Lucy’s school events.
SUTTON—9:55 A.M.

 

It’s not me you need to be apologizing to. I’m not the one who’s going to be devastated that you’re going to miss it. 

LAYLA—9:56 A.M.
 
Well, Lucy is a little young for us to have given her a phone, so I can’t text her directly, can I? 
 
Look, what do you want me to do? Not perform a surgery on this woman who was just in a horrific accident? 
 
I’m not trying to fight. Sorry. Tell Luce I’m sorry, that I will make it up to her this weekend. OK? 
Sutton didn’t bother to answer. Layla wasn’t really looking for her response, anyway, was she? She’d learned that a long time ago.
Blowing out an irritated breath, she started packing up her office, knowing she had to make it to her ten-fifteen class before immediately heading across the city to get to Lucy’s school on time.
As she exited her office, she felt her phone vibrating in her pocket. For a flashing, furious moment, she imagined it was Layla, trying to get Sutton to absolve her of her guilt.
But the black cloud that had ominously settled over her dissipated as she saw Charlotte’s name on her screen.
“Well, hello,” she answered, wedging the phone between her ear and shoulder as she locked her office door behind her.
“Busy?” Charlotte asked, and Sutton could just picture her sitting in her office behind her big, powerful desk, leaning back in her chair like she didn’t have a care in the world.
Their meetings working on Charlotte’s novel had come to an end, so Sutton hadn’t found herself in that office in weeks, but… she found she missed it.
“You ask me that like you don’t know my class schedule,” she countered, already smiling.
“It’s just polite to check, darling.” Charlotte chuckled.
“Well, no. I’m not busy. And I very much appreciate you calling right now,” she admitted. As soon as the vulnerable words left her, she realized how easy it was to say things like that to Charlotte.
But sharing with Charlotte—being her true, most authentic self—was so alarmingly simple. It always had been.
And, as she’d realized since they’d started officially dating, it was so, so easy to find herself right back in that place. The place where she wanted to share with Charlotte and how easy it was to do when she wasn’t consciously holding back.
Charlotte hummed under her breath. “Why does that sound as though you’ve had a rough day and it’s not even noon?”
“Because I have,” she confessed. “I literally just heard from Layla that she’s not going to make it to Lucy’s show-and-tell this afternoon after all. And even though I knew something like this could happen, I just—” She broke off on a sharp, frustrated inhale. “I hoped it wouldn’t.”
“Ah. Does she have a semblance of a good excuse? I hope?” Charlotte ventured, and Sutton could hear the raw curiosity in her voice.
“She… does. As in, she is the surgeon on call right now, and she’s about to scrub in. It’s the same story it always is with her. Incredibly irritating, but almost more irritating because I know she’s truly saving a life. So I can’t really be mad at her, can I?” Sutton hadn’t known how easy it was to sum up the crux of how complicated her issues with Layla had been—pre-cheating, of course.
For a long time during their relationship, she’d tried very hard to bite back her own disappointment and frustration at Layla’s schedule because she didn’t want to be mad at Layla for having to scrub in. For doing something inherently good.
“I think you can,” Charlotte countered in that way she had that was both comfortingly coaxing but firm. “After all, she had her choice of days to pick for this, right? If my memory serves, you told her that you’d make any Friday she chose work for your schedule?”
“That’s right,” Sutton confirmed.
“Exactly. So perhaps she’s performing a surgery and not simply fucking around, but she very well could have chosen a day where she wasn’t the surgeon on call, no?” Charlotte reasoned. “And regardless of what Layla is doing, the person dealing with the immediate fallout is you.”
Sutton paused, mid-stride, as she took that in. “You’re exactly right.”
“I so often am,” Charlotte teased.
“I know,” she agreed, softly and entirely un-teasing.
It was amazing, but unsurprising, that Charlotte would be able to so easily understand exactly what Sutton was so frustrated by, even without Sutton being able to put it into words herself. Part of the Charlotte Thompson effect, really, was that she could suck Sutton right in and make her feel so heard. So understood.
“Anyway”—she cleared her throat, continuing her walk into the building that housed her lecture hall—“I don’t want to get too bogged down in my frustration with Layla, warranted or not. I’m heading to class, and then I have to do my show-and-tell, and I’d like to be in a good mood for it.” She hesitated, biting her lip before she admitted, “And, I suppose, it’s great that you called because hearing your voice is exactly what I needed right now.”
She could feel her cheeks heat ever so slightly with the admittance. She was still finding the right footing with this. With living in a world where being openly romantic with Charlotte was okay. Not only okay, but encouraged by Charlotte.
“Funny you say that,” Charlotte returned, and Sutton swore she could hear the smile on Charlotte’s face. “I feel the same way.”
And when Charlotte was the one making comments like that so freely? It was all Sutton could do to not beam so brightly she would alarm her students.
The only thing that felt more wild, more freeing, more incredible—in every definition—than being romantic with Charlotte without concern was having Charlotte be so openly romantic right back.
Statements like that had been so casually made, in the last couple of weeks. Ever since they’d started on this journey together. There were other things, too.
Like Charlotte sending her flowers a few afternoons ago, just because she was thinking about her in the middle of the day. How she’d had Maya share her schedule with Sutton so she could be aware of her comings and goings.
How Charlotte had made an effort to find time in her schedule to call Sutton, every single day, even when that schedule had become utterly insane this past week.
“You know you don’t have to do this. You know, call in the middle of the day when you’re booked with meetings,” she reminded Charlotte as she often did, even though the butterflies in her stomach argued with that statement. She loved that Charlotte did it.
It wasn’t just words. Charlotte was showing her she wanted to be with her every single day.
They didn’t have time to see each other every day, between both of their work schedules and Lucy; in the week and a half since the incredible date Charlotte had taken Sutton on, they’d only been able to see one another two more times.
Charlotte seemed to be taking the idea of romance very seriously, much to Sutton’s absolute amusement and delight.
The first time they’d seen each other again had been on Sunday night, when she’d taken both Sutton and Lucy out to dinner and then to the arcade. Sutton didn’t know what, exactly, was better—Charlotte romancing her one-on-one or seeing Charlotte and Lucy learn to play arcade games, chatting and laughing together.
The second time had been on Monday; Charlotte had come over to have a late dinner with Sutton and Lucy after she’d been able to tie things up at work.
Sutton still felt the ache hot and low in her stomach, when she thought about how she and Charlotte had started making out on her couch after Lucy had gone to bed. How heatedly and hungrily Charlotte’s mouth had devoured hers, how feverish she’d been as she’d slid her hands into Charlotte’s hair and fisted them there, desperate to keep her close.
They’d been interrupted fairly early on by Lucy getting out of bed and calling out for Sutton, but… god, she ached.
“I did have back-to-back meetings this morning,” Charlotte acknowledged, bringing Sutton back to the moment, “but my afternoon is looking up.”
“Not nearly as brutal a schedule as you’ve had, so that’s something,” Sutton agreed, and it was true.
Congress had been in session this week, and Charlotte had several other projects she was working on that she’d had to fit time in to work on. And yet she still had found the time to text and call Sutton every day and FaceTime two different times before bed.
“Believe me, I am more than aware and thrilled beyond measure.”
Sutton glanced up at the doorway to her class as her students started filing in. She turned, looking down at her bag as she lowered her voice slightly. “I’m really sorry, but I have to go.” Before she could bring herself to really say goodbye, though, she bit at her cheek. “Maybe, with your not-breakneck-busy afternoon, you’ll have time to come over tonight? Or tomorrow?”
God, she felt like a teenager at how eager she was to see Charlotte again—or, at the very least, like she was in her early twenties again, the first time they’d done this. How excited it made her when they had plans together.
Even before this call, she’d had hopes that Charlotte would be able to wrap up everything on her end early enough this evening and that Layla would take Lucy after school—as had been the plan, given that today was her custody day and all. But Sutton now knew she would likely be taking Lucy for the afternoon and possibly into the evening as well.
“For you, I will make the time.” There was a steadfast promise in Charlotte’s voice that made Sutton’s butterflies start all over again. They were only bigger and stronger; maybe it was more apt to say the flapping of bird wings?
Whatever the technicality of it was, Sutton knew it was a feeling only Charlotte could inspire inside of her.
“I can’t wait,” she murmured as more of her students streamed in through the door. “I’ll see you later then.”
“You most certainly will.”

SUTTON ARRIVED at Lucy’s school with ten minutes to spare in spite of the traffic she’d hit, already checked in and affixing a visitor’s badge to her shirt.
Since her conversation with Charlotte, she’d had an undeniable pep to her step, though it was fading the closer she walked to Lucy’s classroom, as the reality of the Layla situation was settling back in.
She’d brought some books with her as well as her tablet so she could hook it up to the smartboard and have the class write a story with her as her participation activity. She hoped it was fun enough to cushion the blow Lucy would feel when Layla didn’t arrive—especially because she knew Lucy had been excited about sharing Layla’s career and had wanted everyone to play the game Operation.
As she reached Lucy’s classroom, she paused in the doorway, scanning her eyes over the tables until she landed on her daughter. Grown-Up Show-and-Tell was slated in after afternoon snack time, which was winding down now.
She watched as Lucy laughed and handed one of the apple slices that Sutton had prepared for her to her friend, Anha, who next to her, taking a few grapes in return. Snack time tradeoff was an arrangement with Anha that Lucy had exuberantly told her about a couple of weeks ago.
When Lucy’s eyes landed on her a moment later, they lit up, and snacks forgotten, she raced toward Sutton.
“Mama!”
Sutton bent down at the right moment for Lucy to leap into her arms, grunting softly at the impact. God, her daughter was getting bigger and bigger every day.
She adjusted her hold, automatically reciprocating Lucy’s wide smile. “Hi, honey! How’s school going?”
Lucy shrugged. “Good.”
“Just good?” she teased. “Where are all of my stories, huh?”
“I can’t tell you them here,” Lucy stressed, throwing her arm behind her in a gesture toward all of her classmates, many of whom were excitedly looking at her. Several of whom were waving. “Everyone would hear, silly.”
“Yes, excuse my silliness, please.” She used her free hand to smooth the hair that had escaped the braid Sutton had done this morning back behind Lucy’s ear.
Lucy giggled before she peered over Sutton’s shoulder. “Is—did Mom come with you?”
That awful, gnawing feeling returned to her stomach. She hated having to deliver the news to her daughter every time Layla did this. She steeled herself for it by taking a deep breath and subtly taking a step backward. Just far enough out of the doorway so that if Lucy had an emotional response, she’d be able to comfort her away from the eyes of all of Lucy’s peers.
“Honey, your mom is so sorry, but⁠—”
She could literally feel the disappointed slump of Lucy’s shoulders, a physical heaviness weighing her down. “She isn’t coming.”
Sutton readjusted her hold on Lucy, tightening it a bit so that it turned into something mirroring a cradle. She kept her voice down, soft and comforting. “I’m really sorry, sweetie. She thought she’d be able to make it.”
“But she has surgery,” Lucy muttered, her eyes downcast as she leaned heavily against Sutton. Her tone was a mix of heartbreakingly youthful disappointment and equally heartbreaking entirely-too-adult acceptance.
“She does,” Sutton confirmed, reaching up to stroke Lucy’s hair again, knowing her daughter loved it. “But it’s okay for you to be upset, love. Okay?”
Lucy nodded against her shoulder, not saying anything as Sutton slid her hand down to rub her back in small circles.
She only looked up from being absorbed in comforting the small, warm body against her own, as Miss Izzie, Lucy’s teacher this semester, approached.
Sutton placed her in her mid- to late twenties, eager and excited, as a kindergarten teacher likely should be, who was also poised and organized… also as a kindergarten teacher likely should be.
Miss Izzie wore a hesitant smile as she stood in the doorway, giving Lucy a brief, concerned glance. “Dr. Spencer–”
“It’s just Sutton,” she cut in, shaking her head and returning the smile.
The young woman’s smile warmed slightly as she nodded. “Right, yes. Apologies, I recall from our conference. Sutton, it’s great good to see you. Thank you so much for joining us this afternoon.”
She glanced at Lucy, that concern etching onto her face once more. “I’m about to start preparing for your presentation. Um, I believe you were scheduled for today as well as Dr. Bilson?”
Sutton could very easily tell from the hesitation in her tone that Izzie was connecting the dots. Sutton was positive that Lucy disclosed a lot about the custody arrangement, from her point of view, to her teacher, not to mention the times Layla had cancelled on her. Lucy was a sharer, especially with the adults in her trust tree, which Sutton loved.
Still, she felt another wave of irritation roll over her despite her best efforts. Because, of course, Layla hadn’t taken a minute to call Lucy’s school and give the memo that she’d be unable to make it. Of course that responsibility fell to Sutton, despite the fact that they had long been divorced and lived separate lives, only kept together by their care and co-parenting of this little girl.
She gamely kept her smile affixed, even though she could feel it dim as Lucy picked her head up and beat her to the delivery. “My mom can’t come. She’s in surgery.”
Her daughter’s bottom lip poked out in a sad pout as she stated the words with muted emotion.
Miss Izzie nodded slowly at the confirmation, looking unsurprised. “Ah. Okay.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t call ahead to inform you earlier,” Sutton couldn’t help but apologize. Even if it wasn’t her responsibility, technically, she still felt responsible. “I⁠—”
She cut herself off as Lucy’s posture shot straight up, nearly dislodging herself from her mother’s hold. Her entire demeanor changed as she smiled brightly and shouted, “Charlotte!”
Confused, Sutton turned to face the direction in which her daughter was exuberantly waving.
Shock nearly bowled her over. Lucy was not seeing things or shouting out names at random.
Strutting smartly down the hallway as if she owned the place, with her own visitor badge, was really Charlotte.
“Senator Thompson!” Miss Izzie’s eyes went wide, eyebrows flying up high on her forehead as her cheeks turned bright red.
Sutton was so glad her reflex was to tighten her hold on Lucy in her surprise rather than the opposite, as Charlotte drew up right next to her. She was close enough for Sutton to feel her body warmth, and the pleasure from that mixed in with her surprise.
“Charlotte?” she couldn’t help but ask, perplexed, as if she, Lucy, and Izzie were all sharing a delusion.
Dressed in one of her gorgeously fitted, expensive suits, with her hair perfectly curled and falling over her shoulders, Charlotte stood in all her glory as she sent them a dazzling smile. “That’s quite a multifaceted welcome, I must say.”
She then directed that smile at Lucy, leaning down slightly to get right on her level. “Hi, Luce! Long time no see.”
Lucy giggled, reaching out to poke Charlotte’s shoulder. “I just saw you Monday. You and Mama are both so silly sometimes.”
“I suppose we are,” Charlotte allowed, glancing at Sutton with a conspiratorial grin.
Those insane butterflies that she’d felt earlier returned at merely seeing that smile, and Sutton found herself nearly breathless with them. “What are you doing here?”
“I heard that there was a show-and-tell slot opening this afternoon,” she explained, shooting Sutton a blink-and-you’d-miss-it wink before looking expectantly at Miss Izzie. “Apologies that I didn’t have time to check beforehand; I know I wasn’t on the docket, but I was hoping⁠—”
The young woman positively jumped as soon as she was directly addressed by Charlotte. “Oh! No! Absolutely! You’re definitely welcome to join us, in any capacity!”
Sutton blinked widely at the woman, trying valiantly to clamp down on the grin that wanted to split across her face.
Charlotte’s smile—far more diplomatic than Sutton’s—grew. “Wonderful. I so appreciate it.”
Lucy’s heartbreaking disappointment seemed long forgotten as she bounced against Sutton—oof, again she was reminded that Lucy was getting big enough that she wouldn’t be able to hold her like this for much longer—and kicked her legs sharply out at the sides in excitement. “This is so cool!”
She wiggled against Sutton, who let her down. “I gotta tell my friends!”
“Me too,” Miss Izzie added before clearing her throat, her cheeks darkening. “That is, send out a memo of the change in schedule to the other parents and staff. Excuse me.”
They both watched her walk back to her desk, and Charlotte murmured, “I get the impression that she’s easily starstruck? Very into politics?”
Sutton slowly shook her head as she turned her gaze back to Charlotte. “No, not really. This is a D.C.-located private school, Charlotte,” she informed her dryly. “You are far from the first politician she’s met. I’d say it has far more to do with you specifically.”
And, as she gazed at Charlotte, Sutton could fully understand what Miss Izzie was feeling.
She’d known Charlotte for over a decade and still got that feeling of awe sometimes. She’d had a sexual relationship with Charlotte, for crying out loud, and still felt it consistently.
Charlotte murmured, “Huh,” as if she was surprised by Sutton’s words, but the slight uptick of the edge of her lips told another story.
If Charlotte were nearly anyone else, that smirk would have looked pompous or conceited and ruined her entire aesthetic in this moment. Of her being a trailblazing, famous, beyond gorgeous senator, showing up for the afternoon to do a show-and-tell for children she wasn’t even related to.
But it didn’t.
Charlotte wore confidence like she wore her designer suits. If anything, it only added to her charm.
Sutton felt her heart skip a beat, and she couldn’t help but lean back against the doorjamb, grateful for the support.
Charlotte was so beautiful; nothing ever dimmed it. She was strong, brilliant, capable, and she wanted to use all that capability to better the world around her. Sutton knew better than literally anyone how strong Charlotte’s appeal was.
She, more than anyone, could sympathize with Lucy’s twenty-something sapphic teacher.
“What are you doing here?” she couldn’t help but ask, hearing the marvel in her own tone.
Charlotte’s smirk melted into her normal smile. Well, the smile she often gave to Sutton. Something soft and warm. Could smiles be intimate? This one felt that way. “I told you—I’m here for show-and-tell.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yes, I’m aware of that. But… don’t you have work?” She searched Charlotte’s honey-brown eyes for an explanation.
Charlotte shrugged entirely too easily. “After this morning, my schedule was fairly flexible, if you recall.”
Sutton could only shake her head. She, of course, did recall their conversation, but Charlotte was not the type of person to cancel an afternoon of scheduled work last minute without some sort of emergency to prompt it. Especially when she’d already taken that spontaneous day off from work earlier this month!
“You really didn’t have to do this.”
“Much like I’ve already told you, I’m well aware of my responsibilities and things I have to do, darling. I want to be here.” Her voice dipped into that low, sweet tone, so sincere, as she reached her hand out a few inches, lacing her fingers with Sutton’s. “I want to be here for you and for Lucy.”
God.
If Sutton weren’t already head over heels for this woman, she would have been a goner now.
She tightened her fingers around Charlotte’s, unable, almost, to believe this was real. It was very much the same feeling she’d had on their date, when Charlotte had taken her to the Thompson Foundation.
“You’re…” She trailed off, the words feeling too thick in her throat. There were too many descriptors for her to properly express, right here and now, outside a classroom full of other people, many of them children. Her own included.
“You are, too,” Charlotte simply replied.
She squeezed Sutton’s hand in her own once more before slowly disengaging their fingers. “I do have to tell you that I don’t have a whole presentation planned out. At least, nothing more than I was able to work out in the car ride over here.”
God, Sutton wanted more than anything to lean in and kiss her. The only thing stopping here was the knowledge that the eyes of Lucy, her teacher, classmates, and several of the adults that had been congregating in the back of the room were all watching.
“I’m confident you’ll be able to scrape something together.”

AS THE SUN was setting later that evening—early, given that it was still winter—Sutton parked her car outside of Layla’s house.
Layla had texted when she’d been preparing to leave the hospital, saying that she’d still like to have Lucy for the weekend and that she’d come and pick Lucy up from Sutton’s, if it made things easier for her.
Given, though, that she and Lucy were out with Charlotte at a bakery after school, that wouldn’t have been a very feasible plan.
“Do you have everything, hon?” she asked Lucy, turning to look at her daughter in the back seat.
Lucy was in the process of returning the contents of her backpack to where they belonged, as she’d gone through it to find the book she’d gotten at the school library to read as they drove. A relatively strong reader for her age, she had started reading simple books on her own in the last few months.
“Almost!” Lucy told her, meticulously placing everything in the backpack.
Luckily, Sutton had packed Lucy’s favorite stuffed animal and a few things from her house this morning, and Lucy had enough clothing and toys at Layla’s.
She turned to look at Charlotte in her passenger seat.
She’d been surprised and undeniably pleased when Charlotte had given her a cute, cheeky smile and asked for a ride after their afternoon at school. “Hamish dropped me off, and I sent him back to the office to manage Autumn and Maya while they run some errands for me this evening. I can always call an Uber…”
Sutton couldn’t help but laugh before kissing her. It was light and brief, mindful of the fact that Lucy was with them and they were in the parking lot at her school, but she’d felt entirely too overcome with… everything.
When Charlotte lifted her gaze to meet hers, Sutton said, “I’m just going to bring her to the door.”
Charlotte nodded as she intently typed on her phone without looking. “Of course. I’m just finishing up this email, and then I’m free for the evening.” She shot Sutton an apologetic smile, but Sutton shook her head to dismiss it.
She didn’t want or need any sort of apology.
Charlotte not only had shown up for Lucy today but had then made time to go get hot cocoa and cookies afterward at their favorite bakery. It had only been when they’d gotten in the car to drive to Layla’s that she’d asked if Sutton minded if she finished up her work during the drive.
As far as Sutton was concerned, Charlotte had been a superhero today.
“Have a fun weekend, Lucy. I’ll see you soon.” Charlotte turned to smile at her daughter, the same warmth in her expression that she had with Sutton.
Lucy paused in her mission to gather her belongings to aim a thousand-watt grin right back. “Will you come over for dinner next week at Mama’s? ’Cause I don’t get to hang out with you tonight like Mama does, and that’s not fair.”
“I am nothing if not supportive of equality,” Charlotte agreed, schooling her features into a serious face.
Sutton’s cheeks hurt from smiling so much.
Lucy nodded firmly as she zipped up her backpack. “Yay! Okay! We can play checkers!”
“It’s a date,” Charlotte confirmed before she slid her gaze toward Sutton. “If that’s okay…?”
“Of course!” The words fell out of Sutton’s mouth.
Because the reality was that she wanted to have Charlotte around—around her, around Lucy—as much as Charlotte could be around. It was a want that increased at an alarming speed, every single day.
“Okay, then! I’m ready,” Lucy informed her, reaching for the door as she dragged her now-closed backpack with her.
“Be right back,” she informed Charlotte before opening her own door.
Lucy led the way up the walkway to the large, beautiful house Layla lived in with Arianne as Sutton trailed behind her a few steps.
In the past, walking to this home that her ex shared with the woman she’d cheated on and left Sutton for had left an unshakable heaviness in the pit of her stomach, even after she’d emotionally recovered from her marriage.
Right now, though, she didn’t feel the sense of foreboding. Her frustration with Layla from earlier as well as how thrilled she was about Charlotte combined in a very disconcerting way, but there was no sinking dread involved.
Layla opened the door as they walked up the porch and smiled down at Lucy.
Sutton recognized that exact smile—remorseful and entirely too exuberant. It was the same one she’d been given many times during their relationship. And at the end of it, given how everything had played out. Layla was apologetic but not remorseful, wanting entirely too much to simply move on.
“Luce, I’m so sorry I couldn’t be there today. How did it go?”
Lucy’s excited smile seemed to take Layla aback as she skipped across the porch toward her. “It was awesome! Mama had us all write a story together, and—and then Charlotte came, and she organized us to do debates! And my team won over half of them!”
At the mention of Charlotte, Layla’s smile faltered, and her gaze darted to Sutton. All she did in response was nod, lifting her eyebrows at Layla as if silently daring her to say something disparaging when they both knew she didn’t have a leg to stand on.
“Charlotte, huh?” Layla asked, gamely smiling down at Lucy once more. It was a lot more strained this time, Sutton noted, and she knew it killed Layla to bite back her initial reaction.
“Yup!” Lucy answered, blissfully oblivious to her mother’s slight changes in tone. “And then we got cookies and hot cocoa!”
That muscle in Layla’s cheek twitched, but she maintained her grin. “That sounds like so much fun, sweetie.”
“It was,” Lucy confirmed. “Can Anha sleep over this weekend?” she asked, smiling widely and guilelessly up at Layla.
Layla cleared her throat. “Uh… well, I’d have to check with her parents?” She sent Sutton a questing look.
“Her mother’s cell number is on the email we got in September from Lucy’s teacher,” Sutton informed her, though it didn’t shock her that Layla likely hadn’t looked at that email since she’d received it.
“Then I’ll call her,” Layla confirmed.
Sutton wasn’t quite certain if Lucy was asking for a sleepover because she knew she could likely ask for anything right now from Layla or if she’d have asked anyway. At the end of the day, that wasn’t really her business anymore.
And when Lucy pumped her fists in the air in excitement, she also didn’t really care. “I love you, honey.”
“I love you, Mama.” Lucy turned to hug her waist.
Sutton stroked her hands over her daughter’s soft hair in return. “I’ll see you in a couple days.”
“Okay! Bye!” she unceremoniously shouted as she disengaged from her, charged past Layla, and ran into her house.
They both watched her disappear down the hallway before Layla turned to Sutton with an arched eyebrow, the smiling façade dropped entirely. “Charlotte went to Lucy’s show-and-tell? Was that just going to be a surprise for me this afternoon when I arrived?”
Bristling, Sutton crossed her arms. “Charlotte only showed up today because there was an unexpected vacancy in the schedule. It was wonderful to have the company at this sort of thing.” She didn’t actually voice the for once she wanted to add, but she knew Layla picked up on it.
And she looked suitably chastised. Well, as much as Layla ever did.
Sutton watched as Layla looked beyond her, down at Sutton’s car parked at the curb. Right where Charlotte sat in the passenger seat.
“It seems this is getting more serious than some sort of working relationship, then,” Layla surmised quietly.
“It is,” she confirmed, defensive yet confident. “And if that’s going to be a problem for you, then we’ll have to sort that out.”
She wondered if Layla would dare to mention anything about their custody arrangement again, like she had the night she’d found out about Charlotte. It had been shocking to hear because Sutton had assumed that both she and Layla knew where Lucy garnered the most stability between the two of them, given that they’d never had to argue about it aloud. Sutton being named the primary parent in their divorce had been silently understood and was never once debated.
And while she didn’t have any concern that Layla could have the ability to change their arrangement, even if they went back to their lawyers about it—today’s situation was just the latest example that Sutton could reference as to why Layla being Lucy’s primary parent would never work—she didn’t want to experience the drain on time, energy, and resources. Not when they’d finally found a cordial co-parenting situation in the last few years.
“No,” Layla finally said, her voice tight as she shook her head. “It isn’t going to be a problem as long as you’re certain you know what you’re doing.”
“I don’t need your seal of approval as to what I’m doing,” Sutton shot back, uncharacteristically sharply at the remark. “When it comes to Lucy, I’d like to think you know I will always put her first.”
That muscle in Layla’s jaw twitched again before she sighed. “Yes. I do.”
“Good. If that’s all, I’ll be going. Have a good weekend.”
Layla cleared her throat as Sutton started to turn away. “Sutton, I…”
She paused, throwing Layla a look over her shoulder. When Layla didn’t immediately speak—and when Sutton didn’t immediately understand the expression on her face—she turned more completely to look at her. “Yes?”
Layla cleared her throat. “Nothing. You have a”—her gaze drifted to Charlotte once more, and she pursed her lips—“good weekend as well.”
Sutton nodded, her gaze drifting to Charlotte as she unthinkingly murmured, “I will.”

EVEN THOUGH SUTTON hadn’t necessarily planned to jump Charlotte as soon as they’d entered Charlotte’s home, it was exactly what happened.
It had started as Charlotte had been shutting the door behind them, as she’d spoken, “We can go out for dinner if you want, or⁠—”
Anything else she’d been intending to say had fallen right back down her throat as Sutton had reached out and grabbed Charlotte’s hips, pushing her back and lowering her mouth down onto Charlotte’s.
She didn’t care about dinner. She didn’t care about anything that wasn’t Charlotte in this moment.
Every emotion she’d had to quell throughout the afternoon, due to Lucy’s presence, seemed to hit her in that moment.
Her heart felt so full, and those bird-butterflies were in full swing, and Charlotte had been there for both her and Lucy, and those things made Sutton feel so many grand, sweeping feelings.
They combined into a baffling, intense desire. Maybe it was that her sexual desire—especially for Charlotte—and emotions were linked.
But she’d been animalistically attracted to Charlotte since first laying eyes on her, and this version of Charlotte was even more devastatingly appealing.
She’d pinned Charlotte against her closed door easily, holding her in place with her hips as her hands busily tugging Charlotte’s jacket off.
Charlotte had easily matched her pace, her mouth hot and answering every demand Sutton had for her, in spite of her obvious surprise. She’d dropped her bag to the ground with a thunk that Sutton had barely registered before she’d wrapped her arms around Sutton’s neck and pulled her down, securing Sutton against her.
That had been… god, Sutton didn’t even know how long ago, by this point.
By this point, they sat on the couch in Charlotte’s living room. They’d wandered in here, not breaking their kiss, after they’d stripped one another of their winter outerwear. Hands had been wandering, and she’d breathlessly, hoarsely giggled against Charlotte’s lips when they’d bumped into her coffee table before finally landing on the sofa.
Sutton supposed sitting was not an apt term for herself.
Charlotte was sitting.
Sutton was straddling her lap, knees tightly bracketing Charlotte’s hips.
She swallowed every keening moan that worked out of Charlotte as Sutton slid her tongue over hers. She couldn’t seem to still her hands, not that she was trying to.
She wanted to touch everywhere; she wanted to touch all of Charlotte’s soft, wavy hair, clenching it in her hands, scratching against her scalp. She loved the way it made Charlotte gasp, then arch into her.
She wanted to touch Charlotte’s breasts as she strained her torso up against Sutton’s. She’d done that, too, dipping under the cups of Charlotte’s bra, feeling how hard her nipples were.
She wanted to trace her hands over Charlotte’s silhouette, the curves of her waist, outlining the whole of her.
She wanted to trace her thumbs over the line of Charlotte’s jaw, the softness of her cheeks. To cup her neck, unwilling for an inch of unnecessary space to remain between them.
She wanted all of these things, and she took them as Charlotte took her own fill. Her hands currently settled over Sutton’s jeans, against her ass, gripping tightly and pulling Sutton against her. She assisted Sutton in rolling her hips against her, slowly and sensuously grinding down.
Sutton groaned in the back of her throat, the heat threatening to consume her as she nipped her teeth into Charlotte’s bottom lip, a move that made Charlotte’s hands tighten even further against her before she started gentling their kiss.
Before she broke their kiss, and⁠—
Sutton panted for breath, blinking down at Charlotte a moment later as she dimly realized that Charlotte had broken their kiss and hadn’t done so for the purpose of trailing her mouth down Sutton’s neck.
Instead, she found Charlotte staring up at her, her head fallen back against the plush couch cushion behind her.
“What—is everything okay?” she asked, slowly sliding her hands down to brace on Charlotte’s shoulders.
Charlotte inhaled deeply, nodding, as she seemed to take a moment to clear her mind.
Sutton understood the feeling.
“I… yes,” she finally managed. “Everything is more than okay.”
A slow, lazy, entirely too charming smile slid over her lips as she squeezed Sutton’s butt once more, then slid her hands to stroke up and down the backs of Sutton’s thighs instead. “I just…” Charlotte paused, a contemplative look crossing over her face as she explained, “I want to do this right, this time. Romance and date nights and all. Before the sex.”
Sutton’s lust-clouded vision faded as curious amusement took a hold. She leaned back slightly, settling herself more fully in Charlotte’s lap as she looked down at her. “Charlotte, you are aware that we’ve had sex before. Many times.”
A laugh left Charlotte’s throat as she lightly pinched at Sutton’s thighs. “Very well aware, thank you very much.”
“Are you also aware that this is the longest we’ve ever been in once another’s lives since the very first time we’ve ever had sex without… you know. Having sex?” Sutton could feel a slight blush slide over her face as she stated the fact.
It was ridiculous, but it was also true. And it was something she hadn’t quite thought about in so many words until this moment. But it was the beginning of February, and the last time they’d had sex had been on Christmas Eve.
Even when they’d run into each other earlier this year, they’d had sex on Charlotte’s desk in October before settling into their routine in November.
“Not that we have to have sex,” Sutton rushed to add on, even as her gaze dipped to Charlotte’s chest.
In her fevered haze, she’d unbuttoned Charlotte’s shirt, which hung alluringly open now, her black lace bra proudly pushing up her chest. Her nipples were still visibly hard, and Sutton inhaled deeply as a shot of heat streaked through her again before she pointedly brought her eyes back up to meet Charlotte’s.
“I just mean—there’s not a right way. I don’t think. That’s all.”
“I have thought about that, actually,” Charlotte assured her, stroking her thumbs comfortingly over Sutton’s jean-clad thighs. Her voice turned soft as she added, “And honestly, that’s why I don’t want us to immediately give in to our obviously mutual desire this time.”
Sutton’s eyebrows drew together in confusion, then astonishment. She could have sworn there was a light blush tinging Charlotte’s cheeks now.
“We know that physically we are more than compatible, darling. Always have been.” Charlotte’s eyes narrowed slightly, meaningfully, as she tilted her head up at Sutton. “I suppose I want us both to know that everything else between us works, too. Before that.”
Even if Sutton was physically frustrated, she couldn’t—wouldn’t—complain about that. Not when this was the most romanced she’d ever felt in her life.
She was so aroused she was soaking wet in her jeans while also feeling those crazy-big butterflies. Ah, yes. That was the real Charlotte Thompson Special.
Warmth bloomed in her chest as she dipped down and touched their kiss-swollen lips together, gently. Lightly. Not inciting anything more.
She pulled back before they could take it any further, though, then let out a deep sigh and pushed herself off of Charlotte so that she was sitting next to her rather than straddling her.
“You claim to have never done this before, Charlotte, but you are one hell of a romancer.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
IF THERE WAS one thing Charlotte had never envisioned herself doing, it was having dinner with the woman Sutton had once been married to.
And yet here she was, approaching the large, beautifully appointed home in Bethesda with Sutton at her side.
Sutton had picked her up from her office an hour ago, something Charlotte had found surprisingly and thoroughly charming.
She’d never been picked up from work by a partner before.
Yet as she’d approached Sutton’s car and Sutton had rolled down the window to send her a sweet, beautiful smile and a wave, Charlotte’s stride had paused.
In that moment, the reality she was settling into washed over her.
She and Sutton weren’t only late-night phone calls and fun dates and hot make-out sessions. They were you’ll pick me up after work and we will go to dinner with your ex to pick up your daughter and I’ll show you the things I’ve never shown anyone.
Charlotte wanted it with an intensity that startled her.
Sutton paused as they climbed the steps toward the front door, giving Charlotte a tentative smile. It was far from the bright, unencumbered grin Charlotte was used to seeing.
Sutton paused, rolling her lips. “I know it’s a little late to not go to this dinner.” There was that self-deprecation. That, mixed with the earnest look in Sutton’s eyes, made Charlotte think back to the woman Sutton had been when they’d first done this. “But I wanted you to know that I really appreciate it. I know that you’re going to New York tonight, that your schedule is crazy busy. I really would have understood if you had to reschedule.”
Everything Sutton was saying was absolutely correct. Charlotte’s schedule was incredibly busy, particularly this week. She had meetings in New York starting tomorrow at eight in the morning, and she’d arranged for Autumn to send her already packed suitcase with Hamish, who was scheduled to pick her up at Sutton’s house after dinner.
“I know I didn’t have to do dinner tonight,” Charlotte softly informed her, searching Sutton’s gaze with her own. “Yes, I’m busy. But the simple truth is that you are my priority, Sutton. And I’ll do whatever I can do spend as much time with you as possible.”
It was the simple and utter truth.
Sutton’s big, blue eyes went soft as her mouth opened on a quiet sigh. “I…” She swallowed, stroking her thumb over Charlotte’s hand. “I want to spend as much time with you as possible, too,” she admitted before she flicked her eyes toward the front door. “And I really want you to know that having dinner with Layla and Arianne is far from a common occurrence, so I hope you know this isn’t⁠—”
“Darling, I’m aware of what this is,” Charlotte gently cut into the oncoming ramble, feeling completely endeared by it.
Sutton’s blue eyes searched hers, her eyebrows wrinkling as she hesitantly checked, “Are you sure?”
Charlotte nodded. “This is your ex-wife realizing that I’m not going anywhere and wanting an opportunity—a real opportunity—to size me up. I’m well aware that this is not going to be a regular event.”
Under no circumstances was she going to make it appear to Sutton’s ex that she was uninterested or unavailable in being present and attentive in Sutton’s or Lucy’s lives. Not only because it was so far from the truth, but because she would be damned if she became the only reason Layla had to accuse Sutton of not doing what was in their daughter’s best interest.
The smile on Sutton’s face became softer, even as a slight blush tinged her cheeks. “I hate to have put you in this position in the first place, as I don’t believe it is any of Layla’s business who I’m with. But…” She bit her bottom lip as she explained, “I do think it’s a good thing for Lucy to have dinner with all of us and see us together. It’s the best thing for her to see all of her parental figures as a unit, no matter what’s going on behind the scenes.”
Her heart skipped a beat at Sutton’s wording; Charlotte was still very much adjusting to the idea of being a parental figure.
She waited for a second, wondering if any other nervous feelings would follow on its heels, but she felt nothing other than an excitedly nervous resolve.
Perhaps she wasn’t quite stepmother status right now, but she wanted to get there, in the future. She wanted to be more and more of a presence in Sutton’s life and in Lucy’s life, to the point that she didn’t have any possible doubts about herself as a parental figure.
And more than anything, Charlotte loved that Sutton felt that way. Putting her daughter first was who Sutton Spencer was as a person. If Sutton wasn’t exactly who she was—empathetic, kind, thoughtful, loyal—Charlotte likely wouldn’t be so head over heels for her.
“I think that you’re exactly right,” she agreed. “And I want to show up for you,” she promised, searching Sutton’s eyes with her own.
She wanted Sutton to see how much she meant it.
When Sutton leaned down and pressed her lips to Charlotte’s, she believed Sutton knew. Their kiss was soft and searching, Sutton’s hand gently coming up to cup Charlotte’s jaw.
Charlotte reached out with her free hand, sliding it into Sutton’s unbuttoned jacket to settle over her hip. Sutton was wearing a pale blue button-down tucked into high-waisted jeans; it was a casual outfit, simply what she’d worn to her lectures today, Charlotte knew.
She also knew that if she’d ever had a professor that looked like Sutton, she’d have been the most attentive, focused student in class. Hell, she might have switched her major to English.
They both froze, breathing in each other’s air, as the front door opened a foot away from them. Disengaging, they turned toward the doorway to come face to face with Layla, who watched them with an arched eyebrow.
Caught making out on Sutton’s ex-wife’s front porch was also not on Charlotte’s agenda. Though she could see Sutton blushing, Charlotte felt a very real, very dark, and somewhat inappropriate satisfaction slide through her, her mouth curling into a small smile with it.
“I thought I heard something out here,” Layla drawled, her own grin fixed into place. Unlike Charlotte’s, it was tight around the edges.
“We were just about to knock,” Sutton informed her, clearing her throat as she slid her hand down and intertwined her fingers with Charlotte’s.
They walked the rest of the way across the porch, toward Layla, their shoulders brushing. As a pair. Charlotte squeezed Sutton’s hand in hers as they came to stand directly in front of Layla.
“Nice to see you again.” In lieu of offering her hand, she offered the bottle of wine she’d brought with her.
Her grandmother had taught her long ago that you never showed up empty-handed and unprepared to dinner, whether talking business, politics, or personal endeavors. Sometimes, her grandmother had told her, The personal endeavors will be the most laborious, and you’ll need to be the most prepared.
Though Charlotte was certain her grandmother’s personal endeavors were far, far different than her own situation, the advice remained the same.
Layla reached out to take the bottle of wine from her. “Nice to see you again as well.”
While they were both obviously lying, Charlotte believed her comment had sounded far more genuine.
“Come on in.” Layla stepped back, letting them both enter into the mudroom.
Charlotte started to unbutton her jacket, peering around out of curiosity as she did so. It really was only in this moment that she’d remembered Sutton saying, months ago, that Layla had stayed in the house they’d owned together after the divorce, and it was jarring to realize that this had been Sutton’s home.
With the woman who was watching the two of them with a very close, speculative look.
It gave Charlotte a bad taste in the back of her mouth. Then again, she was fairly certain Layla would always leave her feeling that way. The way she’d treated Sutton in their marriage was unforgivable, and Charlotte was pretty good at holding on to grudges, even if she was able to carry them with grace and a smile.
She watched Sutton out of the corner of her eye, wondering how she felt whenever she was here.
But Sutton didn’t outwardly give anything away—something that made Charlotte feel inexplicably, ridiculously proud—as she hung her own jacket up, then reached to take Charlotte’s, exchanging a small smile with her as she did so.
“Mama! I’ve been waiting!” Lucy’s excited voice called out moments before her running footsteps approached. She came to a halt as soon as she spotted Charlotte, her eyes going wide. Her smile grew, showing off the gap of her most recent lost tooth. “Charlotte! What are you doing here?”
Charlotte exchanged a brief look of confusion with Sutton—her presence at dinner had been confirmed for the last few days—before she shook it off, grinning easily down at Lucy. “I came to have dinner with you.”
“Yay! Are you coming over to Mama’s after, too?” she asked, positively vibrating with excitement. “Be-because, um, we—I have a new game Mom and Arianne bought me this weekend, and it’s so fun, and we can play it together?”
Before Charlotte could answer, Layla cut in. “Luce, before we make any plans for games, why doesn’t your mama help you with your poster for school?”
Sutton’s eyebrows furrowed in confusion. “The poster that’s due tomorrow isn’t done yet?” She asked the question quietly, but her displeasure was obvious.
Layla’s own answer was light, though clearly displeased as well. “She was very insistent to me and Arianne that you had to help her finish because you’re the literature professor. We’re merely surgeons.”
“Yeah.” Lucy nodded sagely as she put her hands on her hips and looked up at her parents. “It’s the project about the books we read together, Mama. The ones where the girl goes into the imaginary world!” She wrinkled her nose. “Mom and Arianne don’t teach about books!”
Charlotte willed herself not to smile. Especially not as Sutton and Layla seemed to have a silent conversation for several seconds before Sutton called up a smile and looked down at Lucy. “Okay, honey, let’s get to it. You have to make sure all your work is done before we have dinner here, just like you do when you’re with me.”
Before Charlotte could move to follow her, Layla cleared her throat. “Charlotte, I thought that while they’re busy, I could show you around the house.”
Sutton paused in the doorway, turning back to Layla with an obviously suspicious look on her face. It was one that Charlotte very much understood as it was clear Layla had set all these dominos in motion to arrange a few minutes one on one with Charlotte this evening.
“I don’t think—” Sutton started, but Charlotte gently intervened.
“I’d love for you to show me around.” She met Sutton’s apprehensive expression with one of reassurance.
If Layla wanted to have this opportunity to size her up under the guise of having a dinner together and giving her a tour of her house, fine. She would soon learn, if she somehow didn’t already know, that Charlotte wasn’t easily intimidated.
She’d been to state dinners, fundraisers with international heads of state, galas with any and all kinds of wheelers and dealers. The conversation at these events ranged from strenuous foreign affairs debates to the banalities of golf, so having an evening with Layla Bilson, MD, was far from nerve-racking.
“Did you just come from work?” Layla asked, looking her over and taking in Charlotte’s well-fitted black suit as she led her through the first level of the house.
“Well, it is a Tuesday evening, so… yes. I’ve had a rousing afternoon debating access to health care.” She arched a considering eyebrow at Layla. “Something I’m sure you have a stake in.”
Charlotte had come to the conclusion that she was going to do her best to remain civil and friendly with Layla… to the best of her ability. Building this relationship with Sutton—something solid and lasting—was her goal, and whether she enjoyed it or not, that goal had to include Layla.
Topics like Lucy and shared political views seemed like the best, safest ones.
They were topics she could focus on rather than constantly thinking about how this woman had mistreated her favorite person. That was not a safe topic.
Charlotte peered around the living areas she was being guided through, noting that the home—much like the outside—was well appointed. Painted and decorated in neutral tones, brightly lit, with nothing out of place. None of Lucy’s items littered the floor or were stuffed in little hiding places, unlike in Sutton’s home.
As they walked by a home office that was decorated with a multitude of framed graduate degrees, Layla slowed to a pause and asked, “Where did you attend college again?”
Charlotte slowly turned to face Layla, who was staring at her intently. Almost… competitively? Charlotte understood that look very well; she gave it to people she was professionally contending with.
It seemed Layla wasn’t using their time tonight to build a politely civil communication with Charlotte. Charlotte found that she welcomed it, feeling the same anticipation she got before a debate pushing through her. Amping her up.
If Layla wanted to stand toe to toe with Charlotte and size her up, Charlotte had no concerns. She tilted her head up at Layla. “Yale undergrad, with degrees in political science and pre-law, followed up by a Columbia law degree. Why do you ask?”
Ah, there it was. The spark in Layla’s eyes grew brighter as she shrugged. “Just… curious. Are you close to your parents? They live around here, correct? I mean, you grew up around here.”
Like hell would Charlotte delve into anything regarding her relationship with her parents with this woman.
She maintained her own nonplussed smile. “I did grow up around here, less than an hour away in Virginia. They no longer live there, though; they retired to Florida several years ago. The Keys. Lovely area, right on the beach. I’m certain Lucy would have a blast visiting sometime.”
Layla pursed her lips, humming quietly. “Right. Speaking of Lucy, I’d like to tell you, personally, how much I appreciate you being able to step in for me at the last minute for show-and-tell. I’m sure Sutton was very pleased.”
“She was,” Charlotte agreed, though she could read Layla’s tone like a book.
It said that Layla was very much displeased with Charlotte having filled in for her at Lucy’s school. It said that while Sutton may have been pleased, Layla was not.
“Being able to show up for her as the hero from time to time is amazing. And the way Sutton makes you feel about it feels… great,” Layla settled on, crossing her arms as she lowered her voice. “I know that. But if you’re thinking that you’re going to continue down this road with Sutton, you should know that it’s not all as wonderful as you think. Maintaining that standard, trying to constantly show up and play the hero, for women like us—who are busy and ambitious—is impossible.”
Charlotte held her hand up, stopping Layla from continuing, as she stared at her incredulously. “I’m sorry, but… are you taking this time to try to warn me away from Sutton?”
Layla clearly bristled. “Of course not. I’m telling you the reality of the situation you’re trying to walk into. A situation that my daughter is very much settled in.”
“Great. I’m glad to hear that you’re not trying to give me relationship advice around how to be with Sutton. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten, but we’ve both been here with her before. I don’t need you to tell me who Sutton is or what she’s looking for. Because it’s not someone who can swoop in and save the day.” God, Charlotte was seeing red at the implication.
“Sutton didn’t need me to come and save her at Lucy’s school or in any other way. She never has. In case you’re unaware of the person you were once married to, Sutton Spencer has more internal fortitude and the ability to carry on in spades. More than you or I do. And I didn’t show up to that school just for Sutton.”
That was the wildest truth of all, when Charlotte said it aloud.
She hadn’t put much conscious thought into the decision to take the afternoon off at the last minute; she’d simply heard Sutton’s frustration and disappointment and had started moving her schedule around.
Because she could picture exactly what Sutton would be seeing when she went to Lucy’s school and Layla didn’t show up. Lucy, with her big, excited blue eyes—the same hue as Sutton’s—and the exact moment that excitement in them was completely dashed, replaced with the disappointment and sadness that Charlotte had briefly witnessed before Lucy had seen her.
It had felt so good to show up for both of them, and even though being present for an activity at a kindergarten was far from the most prestigious or professionally impactful event Charlotte had engaged in, it had made her feel happier and more satisfied than anything in recent memory had done.
With that in mind, Charlotte stared Layla down. “You aren’t going to scare me off; nothing you say is going to change my mind. And no matter what you might say to yourself to justify having initiated this conversation, I know people like you. I’m surrounded by you all of the time.”
Layla’s face flushed, her expression soured, and she rolled her shoulders back defensively. “I imagine you’re surrounded less by medical doctors trying to save lives and more by those who are playing around with human rights.”
“It’s all mere mortals trying to play god, isn’t it?” she challenged before shrugging—because that was not the discussion right now. “Regardless, it’s not the profession I’m talking about; it’s the person.”
She could hear Lucy’s pattering footsteps upstairs starting down a hallway, and she made sure to keep her voice down as she narrowed her eyes at Layla. “Seeing me with Sutton makes you wonder about what you did in your relationship. It was easier for you to feel justified in having left her when she was still single. While her only priority was raising your daughter. In a way, Sutton being available was easier to swallow.”
Layla reeled back, clearly speechless and offended. “Excuse you; I love my wife⁠—”
“I’m not saying you don’t,” Charlotte interrupted her swiftly. “I’m not even saying you wish you hadn’t left Sutton. What I am saying is that you having an affair rather than simply leaving Sutton back in the day meant you got to have the best of both worlds. You didn’t have to choose until Sutton found out and the choice was made for you. And perhaps you are happy in your life now, but seeing someone who’s also successful and attractive and accomplished see the value Sutton has makes you wonder. And a part of me is happy about it.”
Layla’s mouth gaped, her cheeks darkening further, in either embarrassment or self-righteous anger or a combination which Charlotte couldn’t assess so easily. What she did know was that she had hit the nail right on the head.
She made a point of keeping her voice low as she could now dimly hear Sutton and Lucy’s voices as they walked down the stairs.
“I lost Sutton once, too. But some of the many differences between you and me? I never did anything behind her back, and breaking her heart destroyed me just as much.” Maybe—likely—even more.
Charlotte was able to see that clearly now.
“So perhaps you aren’t overly fond of me. I can’t imagine Sutton is overly fond of your wife either, given how everything transpired, but I hope you can find a fraction of the strength Sutton has to be as cordial to me as she manages to be with Arianne. Because I’m not going anywhere, and I’m not someone who is going to hold my tongue or shrivel into a corner, especially if I see anything disrespectful or unfavorable regarding Sutton. So I’d recommend you get yourself in order.” Satisfied, Charlotte crossed her arms and leaned back, eyeing Layla as she did so.
Layla took several moments before she opened her mouth to respond. “I—excuse you⁠—”
Before she could say anything, though, Lucy called to them, “Mom! Charlotte! Arianne says dinner is ready!”
Charlotte watched as Layla sucked in a breath before gritting her teeth and shouting back, “We’re coming!”
And, oh yes. That was a very dark satisfaction for Charlotte, indeed.

“HONEY, why don’t you say goodbye to Charlotte and then get your toys together for bath time?” Sutton suggested as they all entered through Sutton’s front door two hours later.
Lucy turned to Charlotte, her eyes wide and imploring. “Are you sure you gotta go? I got my new game.”
Charlotte kneeled to be on Lucy’s level, feeling unbelievably remorseful in the face of that wide-eyed look. “Just like you have to go to school, I have to go to work. Unfortunately for me, that means having to leave to do so.”
Lucy let out a put-upon sigh. “But… soon?”
“Absolutely,” she promised. “As soon as I’m back.”
Lucy studied her closely, as if trying to determine whether she could believe her. Charlotte believed she passed the test when Lucy nodded firmly. “All right. As soon as you’re back.”
Charlotte offered her hand for a shake to seal it. “Deal.”
Lucy smiled, giggling as she slid her hand into Charlotte’s. “Deal!”
As soon as they disengaged, Lucy dropped the backpack she’d had hanging off her shoulders and ran down the hallway toward her room.
As soon as she was out of earshot, Charlotte turned to face Sutton.
Dinner had gone… fine. She’d met Layla’s wife officially. Arianne was a lot more reserved than she’d expected and hadn’t spoken very much throughout their meal. Mostly, the conversation had been carried for an hour by Lucy, which, Charlotte thought, might have been for the best.
But something had been off with Sutton, and Charlotte had picked up on that very clearly as soon as they’d left Layla’s house. She could see it now, the look on Sutton’s face that seemed contemplative. Hesitant. She didn’t know why it was there, but she knew she didn’t enjoy it.
“Is everything okay?” she asked, watching Sutton closely. “You were so quiet on the drive home.”
“I heard what you said to Layla before dinner,” Sutton confessed, seemingly unable to keep the words in. “I heard, well, I’m certain not everything, but a decent amount. I came to find you as soon as I helped Lucy finish her project because I hated feeling like I’d just left you to the wolves. But then, I wasn’t sure I should interrupt, and Lucy shouted about dinner, so…” Her cheeks blushed a cute pink as she reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear in a self-conscious move.
Surprise rocked through Charlotte, followed quickly by remorse. It was a peculiar kind of remorse because she didn’t regret what she’d said, precisely, but…
“Maybe I shouldn’t have said everything I said to Layla or made any implications.” Even if she was certain she was correct. “But I’m never going to lie to you, Sutton, so I can’t apologize for the sentiment I expressed. I am sorry if you’re⁠—”
“I don’t want you to be sorry,” Sutton cut in, and there was an emotion in her voice that Charlotte couldn’t quite read. “Please don’t be sorry.”
Much like earlier, before they’d entered Layla’s house, Sutton kissed her. She slid her hands into Charlotte’s hair, angling her head up even as Charlotte was already moving toward Sutton on her own.
She wouldn’t deny that whenever Sutton directed her, she enjoyed it. She couldn’t deny it as the desire easily slid through her, even before their lips touched.
Unlike their kiss earlier, on Layla’s porch, this one was intense. Immediately wanting.
And god, Charlotte wanted. Badly.
As Sutton had pointed out at the end of last week, this was the longest amount of time they’d ever existed in each other’s worlds and not had sex. It wasn’t the longest time Charlotte had been without sex, and she wasn’t a hormone-addled teenager, so it shouldn’t have made her feel so desperate, so wanton.
But she did.
It was entirely the Sutton effect. This feeling, this hunger that ignited so easily inside of her every time she saw Sutton, every time they shared a simple touch, at every kiss—it was something that was so uniquely, chemically bonded with her feelings for this woman.
Sutton’s tongue slid along hers, searching, finding, taking, and Charlotte, driven by her need to touch Sutton’s soft, warm skin, hurriedly tugged Sutton’s shirt from where it was still neatly tucked into her jeans.
They sighed into each other’s mouths as she dug her nails into either side of Sutton’s spine before scratching down, using her grip to pull Sutton more intently against her.
She vaguely registered, as Sutton pushed her against the back of the door, a vibration coming from her jacket pocket as it pressed more intently against her thigh, trapped between herself and Sutton, given how closely Sutton held her.
One of Sutton’s hands slid down, using her thumb to press under Charlotte’s jaw, holding her in place. As if Charlotte wanted to leave. As if Charlotte didn’t want, more than anything, to exist in this moment.
As her phone vibrated yet again, signalling another phone call, Sutton hummed against her. A vibration that was much more pleasant.
Disappointment rolled through Charlotte as she lolled her head back against the door, breathing heavily.
“This was your decision, I must remind you,” Sutton breathed, still so close that Charlotte could feel her speak as much as she could hear it.
Everything inside of her yearned to lean into Sutton. For more. To keep going, even as she knew—as her phone vibrated yet again—that the calls were coming from Hamish to inform her that he was outside of Sutton’s home, ready to take her to the airport.
She groaned, the sound as painful and pathetic aloud as it felt inside. “I know. Trust me, I know.”
As she felt Sutton’s hot breath on her mouth, she’d never wanted so badly to tell Hamish to go home. To forfeit her position in the world and all responsibilities that came with it so that she could stay right here.
The feeling was so visceral, Charlotte swore she could cling to it.
“I have to go. I hate that I do, but…” She trailed off, closing her eyes on a quiet sigh.
“I know,” Sutton murmured, reaching up and stroking Charlotte’s hair behind her ear. The touch was light, and Charlotte still shivered from it.
Sutton’s blue eyes were so dark, so hungry for her, even as Sutton pulled back, putting some space between them. “I want you to know that everything you said to Layla was… it was beautiful. I don’t enjoy going back to that house, even though this place feels far more like home than that one ever did. But being there with you, knowing that you truly have my back is—it meant the world to me. I’m already looking forward to seeing you when you come back, before you’re even gone.”
The words and the earnest way Sutton said them made everything in Charlotte absolutely sing. For so long—months now—there had been a part of Sutton that was held back from her. She’d been able to feel it. That sweet, sentimental, wholehearted part of Sutton had been reserved, and Charlotte had wondered if she’d ever see it again.
She’d found that she was head over heels for Sutton, regardless, but god, having that back felt like something that was crucial and had been missing slid back into place inside of her.
Sutton bit her bottom lip, her eyes searching Charlotte’s before she whispered, “I—” She cut herself off, though, closing her eyes and shaking her head. “I hope you’ll call or text whenever you can.”
“It was already a plan,” Charlotte assured her, meaning it with every fiber of her being.
She was obsessed with talking to Sutton whenever she could. So much so that it would have been embarrassing had Charlotte, well, been embarrassed by it.
“I’ll see you soon,” she promised, already mentally calculating when she could be back from New York down to the hour. “And talk to you even sooner than that.”
Sutton ducked down and kissed her once more, this time brief and sweet, a promise of the future, before she pulled back.
“Goodbye, darling.”
“Bye, love,” Sutton echoed the sentiment as she opened the door for Charlotte.
As soon as she shut Sutton’s front door behind her, Charlotte saw that Hamish was, indeed, waiting for her. She waved at him, an apologetic—as apologetic as she could muster, anyway, given that she was late due to kissing Sutton—smile on her lips.
She’d only taken a step before she paused, replaying Sutton’s term of endearment in her mind.
She hadn’t registered it as soon as Sutton had said it, but now—thirty seconds later—she was.
Love.
She wasn’t sure Sutton had ever called her that. In fact, she knew she hadn’t.
“Don’t jump the gun, Thompson,” she muttered to herself, shaking her head as she started toward the steps. “She will get there when she gets there.”
The door behind her opened, and Charlotte paused again, turning around in surprise as Sutton stepped onto her small porch. She hadn’t put her jacket back on, and they could see her breath puffing in the night air.
Concern washed over her, and she gestured to Hamish that she needed another minute as she turned to face Sutton. “Is everything all right, darling?”
“I wasn’t going to say this. I’ve been actively trying not to say it for the last couple of weeks,” Sutton said, wrapping her arms around herself as she came to a stop inches from Charlotte.
Charlotte’s eyebrows furrowed as she reached out and gently rubbed her hands up and down Sutton’s arms, trying to give her some warmth. “What are you talking about? Do you want to go back inside?”
Sutton shook her head jerkily. “No, I—I mean, I do.” She laughed, reaching up and running one of her hands through her hair. “I really do, if it meant you’d be coming in and closing the door behind you, too.”
“Sutton, are you ok⁠—”
“I love you, Charlotte.”
Everything stopped. She could no longer see Hamish’s headlights in her periphery. She no longer felt the chill in the air around them.
All she could see was Sutton’s face right in front of her; all she could feel was the strong, steady warmth of Sutton under her palms.
“You…” She trailed off, her heart starting to pound in her chest as she stared up at Sutton. Searching. Needing. Wanting to hear it again, needing to make sure she hadn’t heard something imaginary.
“I love you,” Sutton repeated, sounding even more certain of herself. “I do, Charlotte. I really do. I am in love with you, and that’s never changed. I loved Layla; truly, I did. I wouldn’t have married her otherwise. But it’s been over a decade, and nothing has ever felt like this. Nothing—no one—has ever come close to making me feel the way I feel when I’m with you.” A crazy, wondrous laugh broke from her beautiful lips before she reached up and pressed her fingertips against them.
“For so long, I’d tried to chalk it up to a ‘first love’ sort of feeling, but it’s not.” Sutton shook her head, intently staring into Charlotte’s eyes. “It’s so much more. I don’t know what it is; I wish I did. I’ve wished—even when I’d moved on from you—to understand what this feeling is. This feeling of being drawn to you, wanting to be around you, to be with you. Because everything makes more sense with you. I don’t understand it, and I don’t think I ever will, but that’s exactly what the feeling is. You make things make sense, even when you make things more complicated.”
Charlotte knew precisely what Sutton was saying. So precisely, down to every last damn letter. She stood, frozen and rooted to the spot, feeling like every emotional dam was breaking open inside of her.
“And I’ve been trying to hold that feeling back as much as I possibly could for months. Trying to avoid falling right into you. I’ve been really trying to hold it off for the last few weeks. Because… I don’t know.” Sutton lifted her hands into the air before unceremoniously dropping them down to her sides. Her eyes searched Charlotte’s as if she could provide an answer. As if she was the answer. “Because we’ve only been back together for a month? Because I have a daughter, and you’re still figuring out what you want to do, going forward. And I know you have to leave. I know this might not be the best time to tell you, but—I needed you to know. I want you to know that when you’re not here, I’m here, loving you.”
Sutton broke off then, taking in a deep, tremulous breath. But the smile that illuminated her face was anything but tremulous. It was bright and luminescent; it was all Charlotte could see.
“I love you, Charlotte Thompson. And I wanted to tell you, this time, without being in tears or accusing you of being afraid to love me back.”
Charlotte hadn’t realized she was crying until Sutton reached up to gently wipe her thumb over her cheek; it came away damp.
“You don’t have to say anything right now. You don’t⁠—”
“Are you kidding me?” Charlotte cut in, laughing emotionally, incredulously. “I love you, Sutton. I have loved you for so long, it’s a part of me now. I love you wherever I am, at any time.”
She’d never said those words to someone, and she thought it might be scary to do so. Even to Sutton.
But it didn’t.
It felt good, and she found herself grinning, shaking her hair back. “There’s no way you don’t know that, right? I loved you back then, and I’ve never stopped. I’ve all but said it.”
Sutton blinked, her own tears falling down her cheeks before she reached up to wipe them away. “I knew,” she admitted, “even if the exact words hadn’t been said that way. But… it’s different to hear it like that. It’s better,” she whispered. “It’s so much better.”
They stood on Sutton’s front porch for… Charlotte didn’t even know how much longer. All she knew was that her heart felt so full and her future seemed so bright.
And as she got into her car to go to the airport to fulfill her career responsibilities, she’d never been less wanting to leave anywhere or anyone in the world.
Sutton Spencer still loved her.
It was the most glorious thing she’d ever heard.



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
CHARLOTTE—7:02 P.M.
 
I can’t wait to see you tonight 
SUTTON’S STRIDE from her en suite to her bedroom slowed to a stop as she stared down at the text Charlotte had sent her. With it, the uncontrollable fluttering of her heart returned.
SUTTON—7:02 P.M.

 

I feel the very same 

If she wanted to be on time to meet Charlotte across town for eight o’clock, she needed to get herself back into gear.
She was mostly ready, thankfully, having just finished her hair and makeup. All that was left were the finishing touches. She scanned her eyes over her jewelry selection for the evening, hoping that it was appropriate for her official public debut as a senator’s girlfriend.
When her phone buzzed again, she expected—and hoped—to find Charlotte’s name on the screen once more.
What she saw in reality, was a FaceTime request from her mom.
Sutton hesitated—a hesitation she so rarely had in regard to her mother—before she answered the request, situating the phone back against her dresser before she lifted one of her earrings from its velvet-lined tray.
She wasn’t going to avoid calls from her mom, but she also didn’t have time to spare.
“Hi, Mom.”
“Hi, love. You look quite lovely.” Her mom’s greeting was warm, but, as Sutton flicked her gaze down to the screen, she could see the confusion set over her mom’s expression.
Sutton cursed herself. She’d completely forgotten her mom’s Wednesday evening phone call in her excited anticipation of the night.
“I’m so sorry; I’m going to an event with Charlotte soon, but if you want to call Regan, she and Emma have Lucy tonight.”
“Oh.” Her mom paused, eyebrows slightly raised, before clearing her throat. “I will most definitely do that.”
Sutton knew Lucy and Regan would love the FaceTime check-in with her mom, whether she was present or not. And she knew her mom regularly checked in with Regan as well.
So she knew that the reserved look on her mom’s face had absolutely nothing to do with needing to circumvent Sutton to chat with Lucy and everything to do with Sutton’s plans. Or, should she say, with whom she had plans.
She sighed, dropping her hands after securing her second earring. “Mom, whatever you have to say, please just say it. You’ve had that look on your face whenever I’ve mentioned Charlotte for the last few weeks. I don’t want to have any unspoken issues between us.”
They’d never had that kind of relationship, and she didn’t intend to start now, in her late thirties.
Luckily, Katherine wasn’t the sort of person to beat around the bush, especially regarding people she loved.
“Honey, I want you to be happy; I truly do. I just—I’m your mother.” There was an edge of raw honesty in her voice, and she shrugged. “It is very, very difficult for me to let go of this urge to protect you from anyone who has broken your heart, no matter how old you are.”
Sutton couldn’t help but feel the steel inside of her soften at that.
“I know you are still on the fence about how you feel regarding this whole thing. And I understand,” she acknowledged. Because she did.
Her mom had been there and seen how heartbroken she’d been before Oliver’s wedding. And while Sutton logically knew that the heartbreak had been over a decade ago, she—as a mother herself—deeply, emotionally saw her mom’s perspective.
Sutton had no idea if she would be able to easily forgive the first person who broke Lucy’s heart. Truthfully, she hoped she was never in that position.
“But the reality is that Charlotte and I are together. Really, truly together. She loves me.” God, saying that aloud continued to give her butterflies. It had been nearly two weeks since they’d spoken the words to one another, and it had yet to get old in any way, shape, or form.
Even though they’d talked daily and exchanges I love yous at the end of every conversation, Sutton felt them every time.
Even though she’d rehashed the entire interaction with Regan and Emma, with the same delighted fervor she’d had back in her college days, she felt the hefty impact.
Even though Charlotte telling Sutton that she loved her—stating those beautiful, perfect words aloud now that they were both finally ready for it—hadn’t been a surprise, given how Charlotte had confessed to her feelings for Sutton on New Year’s Eve nearly two months ago now.
Sutton knew that those three little words didn’t necessarily mean anything. People threw them around in romantic relationships weightlessly. She should know; Layla had continued to share those words with her even when they’d been hollowed and dull at the end of their marriage.
But it wasn’t that way with Charlotte, and Sutton knew that with every fiber of her being.
Charlotte Thompson was a great deal of things—so many of them big and bold and powerful—and perhaps the most powerful of all was that she meant what she said.
There was an honesty Charlotte held to that Sutton found breathtaking. She honestly believed it was the edge Charlotte held over so many other politicians. Of course, she held the Thompson name, which was impossible to ignore. She held over a decade of experience in different governmental positions, too, which would be foolish to discount.
But there was a truth to Charlotte, a comportment with which she held herself, that made her feel so trustworthy. Sutton had long thought so, even when she was watching Charlotte on the television throughout the years they hadn’t been in contact.
And, she’d give it to Charlotte: Even though she’d broken Sutton’s heart all those years ago, she’d never once lied to her.
Sutton knew Charlotte had never said I love you to another woman before, had never even come close to it. Because the weight of those words meant something to her.
But she loved Sutton.
That circular thought, along with the way her mother quietly hummed, brought her back to the moment at hand.
“I don’t doubt that she loves you,” Katherine finally allowed as Sutton focused her gaze back on her phone. “And I can see as clear as day that you love her as well.”
“Then… can you just be happy for me?” Sutton asked, feeling all too much like a younger version of herself, seeking her mom’s approval.
Then again, she wasn’t sure that desire ever really disappeared. Whether she was ten, twenty, or forty, she wanted her mother to believe in her.
“Can you support me in pursuing this relationship with Charlotte, even if you still have reservations?” she persisted. “Can you believe that there’s a reason I believe in this when I haven’t believed, even slightly, in another romantic relationship since Layla? Because not only does she love me and Lucy, but she treats us well, and I know she’s dedicated to making this work. And so am I.”
She stared at her mother for a few seconds, waiting for her response.
Even if she’d yet to download all of the details to her mom—she’d told her about Charlotte showing up to Lucy’s school, about her going to dinner with Layla, but she’d yet to discuss Charlotte’s future political plans, as that still felt a little hazy—she knew that there was no reason her mother could possibly grasp in the present day to hold a grudge against Charlotte.
Which she got in the form of a nod and smile finally finding a home on her mother’s face. It was small but genuine and warm, and it was all Sutton needed for her shoulders to relax.
“I can believe that. And I do want the very best for you, honey. If that’s Charlotte Thompson, then it’s Charlotte Thompson.”
Sutton hadn’t known how much she’d needed to hear that; relief and gratitude twisted together inside of her as she returned her mom’s smile. “Thank you.”
Her mom nodded at her again, giving her an appraising look. “Now, where are you and Charlotte going tonight?”
“There’s a charity event, one that’s raising money for one of the initiatives Charlotte worked on. The one regarding building residences for the unhoused?”
“Ah, yes,” Katherine assented. “Send me the details later; we’ll donate.”
That grateful relief sharpened as she smiled down at her mom. “Thanks. I will.”
“All right, sweetheart, I won’t keep you. Have fun tonight. Call me later this week to check in whenever you’re free.”
“I will,” she promised. “I love you.”
“I love you, too. I’m looking forward to seeing Charlotte in a couple of weeks, when we visit for your birthday.”
Quite literally as soon as she ended the call, she received another incoming request from Regan. If her best friend wasn’t currently watching her daughter, she wouldn’t have answered, but…
“Is everything okay with Lucy?” she asked as soon as she answered, looking at Regan for any sign of concern.
She found none as her best friend nodded. “Of course. Your progeny is with my incredible wife, picking out the books she wants for bedtime.”
Sutton unceremoniously put her phone on the top of her dresser then, returning her attention to the mirror as she combed her fingers through her hair. She’d loosely curled it for the night, opting to leave it down. “And you’re calling me exactly a minute before I need to leave or run the risk of being late because…?”
“Because, Sutton, you haven’t gotten laid in forever, and I need to see your dress and ensure that you’re wearing something Charlotte can’t resist tearing off of you later.” Regan’s tone read as duh, even if she didn’t voice it.
Feeling herself blush, Sutton cut Regan a look. Even if she couldn’t verbally disagree.
Because, honestly, the situation was getting dire.
Sutton had gone for literal years without sex with a person other than herself following her divorce, and it hadn’t really bothered her. She had been busy with work and Lucy, and she’d never enjoyed casual hookups. The entire first go-around with Charlotte was the only time she’d ever tried that route, and she’d failed spectacularly at it.
And yet, as she and Charlotte approached two months without touching one another, she felt like she was going to crawl out of her skin.
Really, Sutton had never known she was such a needy, wanting disaster, not until the last month.
Granted, she didn’t think she actually was one. Not for anyone else other than Charlotte, anyway.
But… she was.
God, she really was.
She’d been ready to resume their sexual relationship quite literally as soon as they’d started dating. But she would obviously never want to pressure Charlotte, and she did find it sweet that Charlotte was acting so chivalrously.
She’d hoped, though, that after their mutual declarations of love nearly two weeks ago, this unbearable waiting period could come to an end.
But then Charlotte had been in New York. Her trip had only been planned for a few days, a week at most, but she’d run into a few issues and had unfortunately had to extend her trip. She’d only returned to D.C. last night.
They’d spoken every evening, and even though their conversations hadn’t taken a sexual turn, simply hearing Charlotte’s voice often left Sutton wet and aching.
So, yes, she’d made plans for Lucy to spend the night out with Regan and Emma, with the very high hopes that tonight would lead to her and Charlotte resuming their electric sex life.
So, even though she wanted to roll her eyes at Regan and dismiss her comment, she didn’t.
Instead, she sighed and adjusted her phone so that the camera was able to give Regan a full view of her dress as she backed up a few steps.
Slightly anxious, she smoothed her hands over the skirt of her dress.
She, too, had wanted to pick an outfit that made Charlotte lose any and all possible thought of celibacy, but this was her first official event with Charlotte. This was the very first time she and Charlotte would be seen together as a couple, among Charlotte’s peers.
She had to dress appropriately to be on the arm of a respected senator. She needed this to go well.
Not because she believed Charlotte would question their relationship, but because of this drive inside of herself. To be seen as someone deserving of Charlotte’s love, worthy of loving her in return.
It mattered to her.
So the dress was a muted but sleek black, very modestly cut in the front, though it dipped down to her lower back. The skirt was a looser fit than Sutton would have normally chosen, but she did look very good in it. She should have; it was a dress straight from the newest Pierce collection. She didn’t often splurge on fashion, but it seemed appropriate for tonight.
There was an approving gleam in Regan’s eyes as she nodded. “Oh, you’re going to get it in tonight.”
Sutton rolled her eyes, even as there was an undeniable relieved feeling that she’d made a good choice. “I appreciate the input. I will see you tomorrow, but I have to go.”
She quickly hung up, tossing a few of her smaller toiletries into her clutch before making her way out of the bedroom. Quickly running through her mental checklist as she moved through the house, she flicked off lights and double-checked that vital appliances were turned off.
Satisfied, she walked down into the entryway, having already pulled out her long, cream-colored jacket to have it ready to slip on when she was leaving.
She hurriedly opened the front door, only to stumble to a stop when she saw Charlotte there.
With a red rose in hand.
She blinked several times, wondering if her lust-addled mind had somehow conjured Charlotte.
But when Charlotte smiled, wide and bright, and Sutton’s stomach dipped with it, she knew it was very real.
“Charlotte! What are you doing here?” She frowned then, her delight and surprise dimming as she questioned her own sanity. “I thought we’d agreed to meet at the event because it was closer to your work?”
In fact, it was equidistant from Charlotte’s office and Sutton’s home, which meant that Charlotte coming to Sutton’s house meant Charlotte quite literally would have to go past the Fox and Hyde, where the event would be hosted in the ballroom, and then she’d be doubling back with Sutton.
Charlotte’s smile remained steady and reassuring. “You are correct, darling; we did make the logical plan to meet there. I’m afraid, however, that my desire to see you as soon as possible trumped all logic.”
Jesus Christ.
If Sutton hadn’t been utterly besotted with Charlotte before, she certainly would have been now. Her knees legitimately felt weak with the comment, and she gripped the doorknob firmly to keep herself upright.
“Oh,” she murmured, a pleased, sheepish smile pulling at her lips. “I’m, uh, not opposed to that. In the least.”
“Thank goodness.” Charlotte winked at her.
She reached out to take the rose, unsure if she’d ever felt so utterly charmed. Her gaze went back and forth from where her own fingers delicately wrapped around the stem to the look in Charlotte’s eyes as she stared at Sutton.
Sutton stared right back. At Charlotte, at the way she wore her custom-tailored burgundy Armani suit. It was not to be compared to one of the many Charlotte would wear to the office; the cut was a bit tighter, much more befitting an event… not to mention the white bustier underneath.
The fabric looked delicate yet firm enough to showcase Charlotte’s impressive chest. It wasn’t cut indecently low—it wasn’t indecent in any sense of the word—but it did precisely what Sutton imagined it was supposed to do: command attention, make people swallow their tongues, while remaining utterly appropriate.
Just because her thoughts weren’t appropriate didn’t change that fact.
Charlotte cleared her throat, making Sutton snap her eyes up to meet hers.
“Ah—sorry. You just, you look incredible.” She didn’t intend for the words to be uttered on such a breathy sigh, and yet they did.
“I very much echo the sentiment,” Charlotte murmured, casting her gaze down Sutton’s frame.
“You can’t even see my dress,” she pointed out with a laugh, referring to her coat.
“I like what I see already,” Charlotte countered, daring Sutton to disagree.
Sutton shook her head. Charlotte was ridiculous, and… Sutton loved it. At her movement, the way her hair moved with it, Charlotte’s gaze became fixed on her ear.
“You’re wearing the earrings.” Her words sounded almost reverent.
A pleased flutter started in the pit of Sutton’s stomach, and she pointedly pushed her hair back behind both ears to affirm Charlotte’s statement. Indeed, she was wearing the earrings. “And”—she slid her hand down, watching Charlotte’s eyes follow the path of her fingertips as she tugged the necklace out from where it had gotten tucked into the neckline of her dress—“this as well.”
Charlotte stared, her eyes dark. “I was going to urge you to run in and bring the rose inside… but I think it’s probably best if we don’t go inside when our presence is expected somewhere else tonight.”
Sutton’s breath caught in her throat as she slowly nodded in agreement. Debuting her relationship with Charlotte tonight was the most important thing… despite the fact that she was already aching, thinking about later.

AS THEY APPROACHED the entrance of the ballroom at the five-star hotel after checking Sutton’s jacket, Charlotte reached down and took Sutton’s hand in hers.
Even though Sutton knew that Charlotte was publicly out, even though she knew Charlotte was comfortable in her sexuality, even though Charlotte had pledged every possible declaration to Sutton, she still paused, flexing her fingers around Charlotte’s.
“Are you ready for this?” she asked softly.
Because all of those facts didn’t change that Charlotte had never done this part before. And this moment, having so many eyes on her while Sutton was her date, was a big thing.
“I’m so very ready,” Charlotte confirmed, and there wasn’t even a sliver of hesitation in her eyes as she evenly held Sutton’s gaze.
They entered, and Sutton was immediately swept up in a sea of elegant apparel, expensive colognes, and people with very large checkbooks. She was one of those people, right now.
“I’m going to have to make the rounds,” Charlotte informed her after they each took a glass of champagne from a passing waiter.
“I am aware of this,” Sutton informed her right back, amused. She lifted a teasing eyebrow. “Though this isn’t a part of my professional life, don’t forget my upbringing, Charlotte. I know how these evenings go.”
Charlotte lightly bumped her hip against Sutton’s. “The sass with you.” Even though she grinned, there was still an air of apology. “I am very well aware of your pedigree, Dr. Spencer, but I am also well aware that this is not an ideal date night. Especially given the lack of time for quality conversation between you and me.”
Even though Charlotte wasn’t telling Sutton anything she hadn’t already expected, curiosity slid through her. “If that’s a concern of yours, why did you want me to come tonight?”
“Because I always want you with me,” Charlotte answered easily, without a second thought.
Oh, there it went again—her knees feeling weak.
“And because I am in love with you, and I haven’t been able to see you in person for nearly two weeks. I just also happen to feel apologetic that the first evening we’re spending together since we said those words has to be at this function at which you and I won’t be able to be wrapped up in one another.”
Sutton was already shaking her head as she unthinkingly reached up and brushed Charlotte’s beautiful, soft, dark hair back. “There is nowhere else I would rather be than here with you, Charlotte. And I understand that in being with you, these sorts of events are the norm. I knew that from the very beginning.”
The relief in Charlotte’s smile was palpable and blinding.
It grew as Sutton dropped her hand back down and interlocked their fingers once more. “I am honored to be by your side tonight while you charm and schmooze.”
“You are perfect. And you also said that at the best possible moment,” Charlotte muttered as her eyes focused on a woman approaching from their left, the smile she wore slipping from the warm, open, loving one for Sutton to something much more polished. It was charming nonetheless, and Sutton loved that she could tell the difference.
“Charlotte! I was so upset that you weren’t at the benefit that Martin hosted last month; I’d thought I’d see you there.” The woman leaned in, kissing the air next to Charlotte’s cheek as Charlotte reciprocated the move seamlessly.
“I was out of town that weekend, or I would have attended as always,” Charlotte said as she leaned back, re-settling against Sutton’s side.
The woman hummed in response as she focused her attention on Sutton, sliding her gaze down to take in their intertwined hands.
“Sutton, this is Harriet Gibbons. She’s the host of the fundraiser tonight. She’s done a bit of work for us at the foundation as well,” Charlotte said. “And Harriet, this is Sutton Spencer… my partner.”
Sutton’s stomach fluttered at the word as she blinked at Charlotte in surprise. But she didn’t have time to focus on that as Harriet was exuberantly offering her hand.
“So incredibly lovely to meet you, Sutton,” Harriet said, a wide smile on her face.
Sutton took her hand and shook it firmly, returning the smile. “Likewise.”
Harriet tilted her head. “Spencer…” Her eyes narrowed as she carefully looked at Sutton.
“Yes,” she confirmed the wordless question with a smile that was caught somewhere between self-deprecation and pride. “My parents are Jack and Katherine Spencer.”
“I thought so!”
Charlotte’s hand squeezed hers warmly, and Sutton returned it. And so they began.
They didn’t have a moment to themselves again for nearly two hours, after Charlotte had spoken to everyone in the room. Or it felt that way, at least.
“I’m unsurprised to find that you are Ms. Popular,” Sutton teased quietly as they walked toward the refreshment table near the entrance.
“Me?” Charlotte’s tone was the epitome of amusement. “Darling, while I can assure you I am never a wallflower during any event, it’s your presence by my side that has caused quite the stir. Not only are you the most beautiful woman in the room, but you’re an accomplished professor and the daughter of Jack and Katherine Spencer?”
Sutton flushed at the praise, though Charlotte’s words weren’t untrue. While she maintained what she’d said—there was no denying that Charlotte was the belle of the ball—she’d garnered a fair share of commentary herself while standing at Charlotte’s side.
She found herself biting at her bottom lip as she clarified, “And… your partner?”
It had been the way Charlotte had continued to introduce her as they’d made the rounds. My partner. To everyone in this room now, she was Charlotte’s partner.
Charlotte’s cheeks flushed, and she hesitated before asking, “Is that… inaccurate? I would have simply referred to you as my girlfriend, but given that I’m over forty and the people in this room are some of the most influential people in our Congress, it felt a bit juvenile.”
Sutton was already shaking her head, the pleasure blooming in her chest making her smile so widely, her cheeks hurt with it. “No, it wasn’t inaccurate. It feels very, very accurate, actually.”
She hadn’t thought about it in exactly that way, but it was exactly how she felt about Charlotte.
They were partners. They were more serious than girlfriends even if they’d only been an official couple for a relatively short period of time.
The last six weeks of having an official label felt so very insignificant in the grand scheme of what she and Charlotte were to one another.
In that moment, it didn’t matter to Sutton that there were a couple hundred other people in the room with them. Right now, it felt like only her and Charlotte.
“I do take an issue with one of your comments, though,” she spoke softly, still unable to take her eyes off Charlotte’s luminescent grin.
Charlotte arched an eyebrow in question.
“You are, by far, the most beautiful woman in the room,” Sutton informed her, her voice dipping as she said the words. “You are the most beautiful woman in every room, and you always have been.”
The raw honesty of that statement, to her, was undeniable. Charlotte Thompson was, and always would be, the most beautiful woman Sutton had ever seen.
And she was her partner.
The power of that fact hit her in a heady rush as she dipped her gaze down to take Charlotte’s suit in yet again. As if magnetized, she swayed in closer, close enough that she could whisper the truth and not be overheard by anyone milling around. “It’s taken more than a little bit of self-control tonight to keep my eyes away from your chest. I don’t want anyone here to think that I’m only with you for your obvious physical attributes or to make a fool of myself and get distracted by staring down at you instead of keeping up with conversation.”
She blushed even as she spoke, but it was entirely true.
She’d kept up with Charlotte tonight, making conversation and memorizing names, but god, it had been difficult to ensure that she stayed absolutely appropriate.
Charlotte looked up at her through hooded eyes, the fire in them clear as day. “I’d apologize for making things so difficult for you… but you chose to wear a backless dress this evening,” Charlotte murmured thickly. She leaned even closer, pressing herself against Sutton’s side.
Again, not indecent in any way… but feeling her warmth, being able to smell her perfume starting to cloud her senses, Sutton felt dizzy with it.
She nearly gasped but was able to catch herself just in time as she felt Charlotte’s hand drift from where it had rested on her hip to splay over the bare skin of her back.
“Do you even understand how tempting this has been? All night?” Charlotte whispered, her voice teasing and wanting all in one. She traced her fingertips slowly up Sutton’s spine, making Sutton incredibly thankful that her back was toward the wall, so no one else could see.
Even though the touch wasn’t inappropriate, not really, it made Sutton ache with want. Just the soft, tantalizing slide of Charlotte’s fingertips brought forth several weeks of wanting.
“I can’t believe you would do this to me,” Charlotte continued, her voice so low it made Sutton shiver. “Then again, you’ve always had a penchant for boldness. And for making me so… needy.”
“Are you?” Sutton rasped, capturing Charlotte’s gaze with hers. “Needy?”
The hunger in Charlotte’s face matched the heat that pulsed through Sutton’s body. “Darling, I’ve been wet for you since I first laid eyes on you tonight.”
Sutton’s breath caught in her throat as she clenched her thighs together. “Charlotte,” she breathed, and it was all she could manage.
Charlotte’s hand, the one that had continued to trace up and down Sutton’s back, slid off of her, to grasp her hand.
“Come on,” she demanded.
Sutton was incapable of refusing the order. No part of her wanted to in the least.
As Charlotte turned determinedly toward the right of the entrance to the ballroom, Sutton shook her head. “I—the coat check is over there.” She pointed over her shoulder.
“We’re not getting your jacket,” Charlotte responded simply as she continued down the hallway for another moment, leading them to a door. “The overflow coat check,” she explained. “Luckily, it wasn’t needed tonight.”
Charlotte opened the door, then looked down the hallway to confirm that it was empty before tugging Sutton along inside.
Immediately, Sutton found her back against the door, and she dimly heard the click of the lock. Then Charlotte’s mouth was on hers, and that was all she could care about.
Weeks. It had been weeks since she’d had Charlotte’s soft, plump lips against her own. Even longer, still, since they’d done anything more. Their kiss grew frantic, demanding, as Charlotte sank her teeth into Sutton’s bottom lip.
And fuck, Sutton needed her.
She needed because she was Charlotte’s partner. Because she hadn’t had her hands or mouth on Charlotte since they’d made that official. Because Charlotte continued to be the sexiest woman alive, and she was Sutton’s.
With that thought, she reached down and gripped Charlotte’s hips in her hands, spinning them so it was Charlotte’s back that pushed into the wall next to them.
She slid her mouth down the side of Charlotte’s neck, desperate to taste her skin. Desperate for the little sounds that escaped Charlotte’s throat as she dug her nails into the bare skin of Sutton’s back.
Sutton’s hands were shaking as she undid Charlotte’s pants, panting against her throat as she asked, “Are you ready now? Do you think our relationship is ready for this?”
The sharp arousal inside of her drove her to lift her head so she could look Charlotte in the eye.
“Sutton, darling, don’t be a tease,” Charlotte reprimanded.
Or it would have been a reprimand if it hadn’t been uttered with a long, needy groan.
“I’m not teasing,” Sutton countered, breathless herself as she nudged Charlotte’s feet wider apart so she could slide her fingers into Charlotte’s underwear. She could already feel how wet she was, a woman of her word.
Sutton had to choke back her own whimper as she pressed her fingers against Charlotte. She didn’t go inside just yet.
“You wanted to wait. Are you ready?” she asked, exhilaration and arousal and hunger and need and love intertwining inside of her so powerfully, she was nearly shaking from it.
Charlotte’s nails bit into her back, a perfect bite of pain, as Charlotte groaned. “I think you can feel that I’m more than ready.”
Charlotte rolled her hips down into Sutton’s hand, looking for friction, and even though Sutton would have loved to drag this out, she simply wasn’t capable of such things right now.
She grabbed a fistful of Charlotte’s hair, keeping her lips affixed to Charlotte’s as she slid her fingers inside of her.
So wet. So fucking hot.
If Sutton had any doubt or question that these weeks without sex had been driving Charlotte just as insane as they’d been making her, she no longer was.
Not as Charlotte panted into her mouth, her hips already needily jerking against Sutton’s hand.
“Please,” Charlotte whimpered against her, her nails digging into Sutton’s shoulders. “Please, darling, I need you to move. I need you to fuck me. I know it was my decision to wait, and we can laugh about how incredibly stupid it was later, but right now, I need⁠—”
Sutton was entirely uninterested in Charlotte’s self-reprimand. She was, for once, even entirely uninterested in Charlotte’s begging. Even if it was music to her ears, she had no desire to make Charlotte wait any longer than they’d already been waiting.
She slid her fingers out, then added a third now that she knew precisely how ready Charlotte was.
She fucked Charlotte, fast and hard, pressing their foreheads together as she brought her other hand up to clasp over Charlotte’s mouth.
It made an undeniable thrill shoot through her, knowing that she’d caused Charlotte
to forget just how public they were. Knowing that the magnitude with which Charlotte wanted her, how much Charlotte needed Sutton to make her come, overshadowed any sense of decency.
Sutton could feel her own wetness dripping down her thigh, a dangerous thing in her dress, but couldn’t bring herself to care.
Not when she had Charlotte’s fingers clawing against her, Charlotte’s eyes watching her, helpless to this heat between them. Not when she had Charlotte’s hips snapping against her hand with raw abandon.
With whatever sanity she had left, she slowed her thrusts to lessen the sounds they were making. Instead, she pressed inside of Charlotte slowly, deeply, intently, curling her fingers to the spot that made Charlotte desperate every time.
It worked now like it always did as she whimpered against Sutton’s hand. She could feel Charlotte’s thigh shaking, knowing she was so close.
She leaned in, pressing her lips against Charlotte’s ear, overcome with her own need as she whispered, “Do you remember when we had sex at the Guggenheim?”
Charlotte’s deep groan against her hand was all the affirmation she needed.
She dragged Charlotte’s earlobe between her teeth before releasing it. “It was the best sex I’ve ever had, up until we started having sex again,” she confessed, punctuating her words with thrusts.
Charlotte’s walls started tightening around her, and Sutton was just as invested in Charlotte’s impending orgasm as she was.
“I’ve thought about it so much over the years. Even when I tried not to,” she admitted, a whimper at the truth of her own words. “I didn’t want to think about you—about us—when I would touch myself, but I have. I’ve thought about how that night with you made me feel, how it was the beginning of understanding myself, so… so… much.”
She bent down, nipping her teeth into Charlotte’s neck just under her ear as she felt Charlotte fall apart around her. She kept her fingers deep inside, working the heel of her palm against Charlotte’s hard clit as she worked Charlotte through her orgasm.
And really, she’d needed to keep her mouth occupied, she thought dazedly, as she lifted her head a minute later. Because she’d made just as many needy sounds as Charlotte did while she’d been coming.
Fuck, Sutton was so wet. She could feel herself pulsing, so turned on she could hardly breathe.
Charlotte’s eyes were wide and dark as she caught her breath, watching Sutton through heavy lids.
She slowly, carefully, removed her hand from Charlotte’s pants, feeling the hitch of Charlotte’s breath echo deep inside of her.
“Funny you mention that night at the Guggenheim,” Charlotte murmured, her voice so throaty, it made Sutton’s clit ache. “I’ve frequently revisited it in my own fantasies.”
“You have?” God, Sutton felt parched. She felt like she’d run a marathon, crossed the finish line, and yet was still not done.
Charlotte slid her hands down Sutton’s back, her touch light, though it made Sutton shiver nonetheless.
“How could I not?” Charlotte asked, gripping Sutton’s waist.
She spun them around easily, pivoting so Sutton’s back was against the wall. Sutton’s hips were already rocking, searching for friction that didn’t exist yet, and Charlotte tightened her grasp.
“You came so hard for me, letting me touch you in that fucking dress. And then, just as you stated,” Charlotte murmured, trailing her hands down to hitch up the skirt of Sutton’s dress, tantalizingly inching it up her thighs. “You discovered how much you liked being in control of me.”
She leaned in as she continued moving her fingers up Sutton’s inner thighs… up… up…
Sutton whined in the back of her throat, feeling the soft touch of Charlotte’s fingers like a brand against her skin.
Before Charlotte could touch her—really touch her—she paused. Right under the apex of Sutton’s thighs, sliding her fingers back and forth as a sharp, dark half-smile played on her lips. “Oh, darling. I can already feel how wet you are for me.”
“Charlotte,” Sutton groaned back, realizing that was exactly what Charlotte was doing, moving her fingertips through the wetness that had dripped onto her thighs while Sutton had made her come.
Still, Charlotte didn’t move, and Sutton balled her hands into tight fists, nails biting into her palms to maintain some semblance of self-control. Any semblance, really.
“It was the first time I realized it, too, you know,” Charlotte said, her voice guttural and wondrous. “You were the only person I’d have ever allowed to control me like that. And I was shocked by how much I liked it.”
Fuck, those works sent sparks through Sutton, landing right in her pussy. Making her clench so hard on nothing.
“Touch me, then,” she challenged, with as much control as she could muster while she felt so damn desperate. “Touch me now.”
Seemingly unhurried, Charlotte dragged her fingertips up, rubbing them tantalizingly over Sutton’s soaked, destroyed lacy thong. But she didn’t actually touch Sutton; in fact, she made it a point not to.
“I remember how you looked that night, so clearly. And while it will always hold a very, very special place in my heart, your current attire allows me much more freedom.”
With that, Charlotte lowered herself to her knees in front of Sutton, sliding one of her hands behind Sutton’s thigh and guiding it over her shoulder.
Sutton wasn’t sure she could breathe as she stared down at the image of Charlotte on her knees in front of her—in a technically public place—her eyes wide and dark and wanting as she stared up at Sutton, desire so blatant in her expression.
“Since I’ll be down here, you’ll have to keep yourself quiet.”
With that instruction, Sutton felt Charlotte’s hand, the one that wasn’t scratching up and down her thigh, slide her useless thong to the side, seconds before Charlotte’s tongue was on her.
Immediately, Sutton slapped her hand over her mouth to silence the shout that tried to escape.
It was so good. Charlotte’s mouth was so good. Too fucking good, at everything.
She licked up and down Sutton’s slit, dipping her tongue inside of her, and Sutton stared blearily down at the top of her head. She realized then, that the hand over her mouth had been the one inside of Charlotte only minutes ago, her fingers still damp.
The taste of her only heightened Sutton’s arousal as she worked her hips against Charlotte’s busy mouth.
She reached down, desperately carding her hand through Charlotte’s hair when Charlotte worked her tongue over Sutton’s clit.
“There,” she pleaded mindlessly against her own hand. “There, don’t move.”
She tightened her grip against Charlotte as she felt Charlotte moan against her, then dropped her head back against the wall with a dull thud.
She couldn’t hold her head up anymore. She couldn’t do anything but clasp one hand to her mouth and one hand to Charlotte’s head and brace herself for the oncoming orgasm.
It hit her all too soon—though that was probably a good thing, she dimly thought. She let out muffled sobs into her palm as she shattered.
Charlotte’s mouth didn’t stop moving, her lips gently sucking at Sutton’s clit until Sutton nearly collapsed. She released Charlotte’s hair from her grasp, bonelessly dropping it to Charlotte’s shoulder and tapping because, if Charlotte continued, she was going to pass right out here in the overflow coat closet.
Charlotte slowed to a stop, gently placing a soft kiss against Sutton’s thigh before she affixed Sutton’s thong back into place. Carefully, she brought Sutton’s leg down so she had two feet against the floor again.
Even so, as Charlotte stood, she kept her body tight against Sutton’s, ensuring she stayed upright.
Charlotte’s hand gripped her wrist, tugging away the hand Sutton still had against her own lips before she pressed her mouth urgently against Sutton’s.
She couldn’t control the soft sounds that escaped her throat at the taste of herself, wet on Charlotte’s lips.
Her arms came up, curling over Charlotte’s shoulders to keep her close, even though it didn’t seem like Charlotte was going anywhere.
God only knew how many minutes passed before Charlotte slowly leaned back, breaking their kiss. Sutton blinked her eyes open, a sated smile sliding over her face. “You are very, very talented, Charlotte Thompson.”
Charlotte’s hand came up, stroking Sutton’s hair carefully behind her ear as she returned the compliment. “I could—and will—say the very same about you, Sutton Spencer.”
Sutton let out a deep breath, finally feeling fully in control of her faculties once more. “I don’t know how I can possibly go back out there,” she confessed.
“Me neither,” Charlotte agreed, making Sutton’s eyebrows lift in surprise.
“Oh?”
Charlotte hummed in agreement. “I would much rather we go up to the room I reserved for us instead. I think I’ve done enough elbow-rubbing for one evening.”
Sutton could only stare. “You’re telling me that we just fucked each other senseless in an empty coat closet when we have a room upstairs?”
Charlotte didn’t look sheepish. She stared back, unfaltering, at Sutton. “Do you truly feel as though we would have made it to the fortieth floor without fucking in the elevator? Where there’s a camera?”
Sutton couldn’t disagree. Even if she could, she wouldn’t have been upset. This had been more than worth it.



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
“I REALLY AM TERRIBLY sorry to intrude on your time, Charlotte,” Lily apologized as soon as Charlotte answered her phone call.
Charlotte frowned. “No need for the apology; is everything all right?”
Lily, as the acting head of the Thompson Foundation, ran a tight ship. She was decisive, quick-witted, and knew how to talk her way out of a difficult situation; these were all matters of dire importance when it came to answering to their board members.
As such, she contacted Charlotte so infrequently that when Charlotte saw her name flash across her phone, she’d answered quickly, with a gnawing feeling in her stomach that something was terribly wrong.
“No, it’s not,” Lily cut straight to the point; it was something Charlotte deeply enjoyed about her. It played a very large reason as to why she’d been Charlotte’s pick to work in her grandmother’s stead. “Unfortunately, a situation has popped up that’s going to take some… creative thinking to work around.”
Charlotte frowned as she stared out the window of her car, the cogs in her mind jumping into action before she could even hear the problem. “Go on.”
“As you know, we’re fairly closely intertwined with the Colson Corporation, managing much of their charitable work.”
“Mm-hmm,” she hummed, encouraging Lily along.
“Well, it’s recently been found out that Tobias Colson, their current CEO, has started to fund Clayton Dwight’s campaign.”
Now that had Charlotte truly sitting at attention. “How recently?” she demanded to know.
“I found out this morning.”
Charlotte narrowed her eyes as this revelation left a sour taste in her mouth. “And you’re certain?”
“Absolutely positive. I’ve created a small team in the last year specifically dedicated to digging into who our affiliated companies and organizations are, well, affiliated with.”
“I haven’t heard anything about that,” Charlotte murmured. She didn’t doubt Lily’s competence nor the competence of the team she’d hired. But… Clayton Dwight was someone Charlotte was very familiar with, a political candidate gaining huge favor with the far right over the last year.
A retired veteran who’d started running for local platforms in his Midwestern town several years ago, he had enough charisma to gain a lot of traction. A lot of traction that had started taking his name to the national news.
“I’m not surprised. Tobias is notoriously tight-lipped when it comes to his personal political views. The donations were managed through one of their smaller offshoots but were all very sizeable. Large enough that there is no possible way they didn’t come from him.”
Eyes narrowed, Charlotte pursed her lips in thought. The foundation’s work spanned many avenues. It had initially started as an avenue in which to manage her families’ considerable wealth and contributions to different charities, but the Thompson Foundation meant so much more to so many people now.
It was one of the largest charitable organizations not only in the country, but in the world, and the scope of work was far, far beyond Thompson donations.
There were teams on the ground floor that worked on smaller-scale projects with individuals. Projects like The Zones that were granted money based on the fact that they aligned with the Thompson Foundation’s principles. Projects that focused on the needs of the unhoused, on working in underprivileged areas in the country that were in need of better health care, for populations that didn’t have many educational or career-based opportunities.
Then came the larger-scale teams, those that worked with companies, many of them being the country’s largest and most lucrative. These companies came to the foundation, partnering with them to handle their charitable work.
The goal of the Thompson Foundation had evolved to not only garner donations of money and resources but to ensure that donations were being made and processed to legitimate organizations and that the money being given was actually going to the charity in question.
The Colson Corporation was one of those large companies, a company that proudly stamped the Thompson name on their charitable donation pages. Thompson Approved.
Their name, in short, meant something.
“I presume this has gone through legal, then?” she asked.
Every company that the Thompson Foundation worked with was heavily vetted in a system her grandmother would never back away from; there was no way Elizabeth Thompson was going to lend her reputation to anyone who didn’t deserve it. Part of those contracts maintained that clients upheld certain values.
“Of course. Technically, there is no breach of contract.” Lily huffed out an obviously frustrated breath. “Something about how this wasn’t done under the name of Tobias Colson himself or the parent company listed in the actual contract; they certainly worked through a loophole on their end.”
“And now if the foundation cuts ties, we will be in breach of contract,” Charlotte surmised darkly.
“Exactly. I’ve made the board aware of the situation and scheduled a meeting in two hours to discuss the next steps. I’m just unfortunately not there to manage it myself. I’ll be conferenced in, of course, but… it’s going to likely be a bit laborious. And I thought, especially with the political ties, that you may want to personally be at the meeting and weigh in on the resolution.”
“You thought correctly,” Charlotte confirmed. She briefly muted herself as she leaned forward. “Hamish? Change of plans. I’ll need to go to the foundation headquarters.”
He gave her a nod, swiftly changing lanes as if it had been his intention to head in the other direction the entire time.
She unmuted and turned her attention back to her phone just as Lily started talking again. “Truly, I apologize for dumping this in your lap. I’m sure the last thing you wanted to do tonight was be called in to handle a situation at the foundation, let alone a situation that calls for an in-person board meeting.”
“It’s really okay, Lily. It’s hardly out of my way.” Which wasn’t a lie. Lily had called her at the perfect time; if Hamish had driven one more block, he’d have had to double back to get on the correct highway.
Lily’s dry amusement was clear in her voice. “I’m certain that you were likely still in your office for your own workday, but regardless, I know that we both want to get ahead of this and manage any potential fallout, and I’m a bit tied up in San Francisco at the moment.”
Charlotte nodded despite the fact that Lily couldn’t see her. The nod wasn’t for Lily, anyway; it was for herself.
The Thompson Foundation was expanding its headquarters in San Francisco, and the project was no small undertaking. Lily had, unsurprisingly, jumped right on to oversee the task.
“All right, I have some brainstorming to do. I’ll be seeing you, virtually, at the meeting shortly.”
“Great. I’ll email you all of the info.”
As soon as Charlotte hung up, her mind changed gears, and she called Sutton.
Lily’s assessment that Charlotte was still in the office wouldn’t have been incorrect for the majority of the time they’d known one another. Charlotte’s late evenings at work were no secret to anyone.
But she’d left work tonight twenty minutes ago, at only four thirty. She’d scheduled all of her meetings for the morning, before using the afternoon to power through all of her paperwork, because she’d been antsy to get out of there.
It was a new feeling for her, that drive to go home as soon as possible.
But this… everything… was all new for her, now that her life included Sutton. Now that her life was starting to revolve around Sutton, Charlotte could admit to herself. Before Sutton, work was the sole orbital point in her world.
Work still was a fixed point; it likely always would be. But it wasn’t the only one anymore. It wasn’t even the brightest, most interesting one.
Charlotte found herself itching to manage her work hours as efficiently as possible these days. Especially when she had plans with Sutton.
Which she did. Frequently.
Today, for instance.
“Hey, love,” Sutton answered the phone, dragging Charlotte from her thoughts.
Despite the call from Lily and the emergency snag at the foundation, Charlotte found herself melting back against the seat at the warmth in Sutton’s tone. “Hi, darling.”
“Are you in the car? I feel like I can hear the very faint sound of Hamish’s opera,” Sutton commented astutely.
A grin flashed over Charlotte’s face, and she shook her head, adoration welling up inside of her. “You have quite the ear.” She cleared her throat, her grin slowly fading. “I am in the car, yes.”
“You’re early; I’ve only just started chopping the vegetables. But that’s great; I’d love to be able to introduce you to a cooking lesson tonight,” Sutton murmured.
Charlotte couldn’t help her soft chuckle. “I make one accident while we’re making dinner, and I’ll never live it down.”
“Respectfully, Charlotte, that one accident was while you were making noodles; I didn’t even know it was possible for spaghetti to be so mushy.”
Sutton’s gentle teasing made Charlotte groan softly, uncharacteristically embarrassed. Last week, Charlotte had been put in charge of making the spaghetti for dinner. She had miscalculated their timing, it was true, but, “That was a one-time mistake,” she defended herself.
It had been! Lucy had come into the kitchen and asked Charlotte to look at the drawing she’d done. It included Lucy and Charlotte and, for some reason, dinosaurs. Friendly ones, Lucy had explained. Charlotte had been unexpectedly charmed, and she may have forgotten—amid their riveting conversation—about her culinary duties.
“Sure,” Sutton allowed, “but are you really going to tell me you aren’t in need of a cooking lesson?”
“You make a very fair point,” she conceded; it was very easy to concede to Sutton. Especially when she wasn’t wrong.
Before she could let herself get too sidetracked—something that was very easy for her to do when chatting with her partner—she refocused. “Actually, that’s why I’m calling. Not about the cooking lesson, specifically, but about our plans tonight.”
Sutton paused before murmuring a simple, “Oh.”
Remorse trickled through Charlotte, settling heavily in her stomach. “I’m really sorry, Sutton. I’d left work on time—earlier than I’d planned, even—but I just got off the phone with Lily Balducci, and there’s an issue at the foundation. Something that requires a bit of oversight, and Lily is in California, so I’m experiencing a last-minute change of plans.”
“Is everything okay?” Sutton asked, obviously concerned.
Charlotte’s lips tugged into a small smile. “It will be.”
She’d make sure of it.
Her grandmother had made it her mission to build up one of the most credible, trustworthy organizations in the fucking world.
It had been so important to her because she’d not only been a career politician, a trailblazing woman burning with ambition, but also someone who practiced what she’d preached. She’d wanted to dedicate herself to bettering their country, and she’d upheld that value until she died.
Charlotte wasn’t about to sit idly by and let someone find a loophole to besmirch the name of the foundation her grandmother had built.
Which was why this needed to take priority this evening, even though it hadn’t been the plan.
“I know that we had plans,” she said, “and I really didn’t intend for this to come up.”
“It’s all right,” Sutton assured her. “We were just having dinner and a night in; it’s not a big deal.”
But it felt like one to Charlotte. Sutton’s birthday was in a few days, and her family would be coming to visit. They’d planned to have a quiet night in together before everyone’s arrival, just the three of them.
While it wasn’t anything special technically, Charlotte had started to very much look forward to these domestic evenings together after work. She didn’t want to miss one.
“I know, but still. I want you to know that this is unprecedented; I really, really wanted to be there in time for dinner, like we’d planned.”
And it was that, too, the root of the uncertainty she felt in the pit of her stomach. This was the first time she’d had to cancel on Sutton, to change established plans because something had come up.
She wanted—no, she needed—for Sutton to understand that this wasn’t Charlotte being work-obsessed. That this wasn’t Charlotte prioritizing work over her and Lucy. That this wasn’t—she wasn’t—Layla. Or even her past self.
“It’s your grandmother’s foundation,” Sutton said, her voice soothing. “I understand, Charlotte. Sometimes, things come up; that’s unavoidable. This is something that means a lot to you, with good reason.”
There was such a sweet certainty in Sutton’s tone, it did wonders to ease Charlotte’s nerves.
Of course she understood. Of course she did. Because she was Sutton.
“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, it does.”
“It’s okay, love. Really. You’re not missing anything over here, anyway.” She paused before adding, “If you’re up for coming over after everything is tied up there, our door is open.” There was such hopefulness in Sutton’s tone, and it filled the space around Charlotte’s heart with warmth.
“I won’t be that late,” she promised. She was absolutely going to go over to Sutton’s tonight and was utterly thrilled that it was still an option.
Maybe to Sutton having just a night in felt like the norm and was nothing special, but the idea of spending a simple night in with Sutton and Lucy felt like everything to Charlotte lately.
“Then I’ll save you leftovers,” Sutton easily responded, sounding as pleased as Charlotte felt. “I love you. Good luck saving the world.”
The grin that slid over Charlotte’s face was so large she was glad she was still safely in the back of the car where no one could see her.
That warm, loved feeling stayed with her for the remainder of the drive to the foundation.
As she stepped out of the car and looked up at the large, beautifully imposing glass building, she felt a far heavier weight settle over her.
It wasn’t a bad feeling, necessarily. It was just… a big one.
Though she’d taken Sutton here with her fairly recently, Charlotte didn’t often come to the Thompson Foundation. Especially not during working hours, while it was alive with hustle and bustle.
She’d been here quite a bit in her life, of course, but most of those times had been while her grandmother was still alive. She’d returned only a few times since her grandmother’s death, one of those being with Sutton on their date.
It was just that the presence of Elizabeth Thompson loomed so large here, in this place that she’d built up, that she’d maintained, that she’d loved as if it were a living, breathing entity.
The first time Charlotte had walked through the doors after her grandmother’s death—the night of the funeral, so late the building had been vacant save for security—she’d barely managed to walk through the doors before she’d broken down in tears.
Being here had made her feel so close to her grandmother, but not in a good way; in a way that made her feel desperately alone.
With a deep breath, she walked through the doors, nodding at the employees at the front desk as she headed toward the elevator.
This was good, she realized, as she hit the button to go to the top floor. There was no overwhelming, stifling sensation pushing down on her.
Charlotte rolled her shoulders as the doors opened, and she walked out onto the polished hardwood floors.
“Welcome to the Thompson Founda—” Annie, the receptionist at the front desk, cut herself off as she fully looked at Charlotte. She blinked several times before finding her composure. “Senator Thompson! It’s so great to see you.”
A smile slid over her face as she nodded. “Annie. Lovely to see you as well.”
“Is there anything I can help you with?” Annie asked eagerly.
Charlotte shook her head. “No, but thank you. I’ll be running tonight’s board meeting and have some work to do beforehand.” She only hesitated for a moment before adding, “I’ll be in my grandmother’s office.”
“Of course.”
She felt her heart beating in a dull thud against her rib cage as she walked toward the opposite end of the expansive workspace. Several people gave her a double take; there were several hesitant smiles, some waves, and she returned them without pausing her stride.
She only slowed to a stop as she reached the large glass door that separated her grandmother’s office from everyone else.
When Lily had come in to run the foundation within a month of her grandmother’s passing, she’d politely but firmly insisted on not working from Elizabeth’s office. “It’s a very important place,” she’d said, “owned and operated by a formidable legend of a woman; it feels disrespectful, really, to move into it so soon.”
Charlotte had greatly appreciated the deference. Especially now.
Everything was exactly the way she’d left it after cleaning out her grandmother’s personal effects. Of which, admittedly, she hadn’t had many. Elizabeth kept a very tidy, efficient workspace.
She’d had a large plant by the windows, which Charlotte now kept in her home, and many books lined up on the walls. A few news stories regarding the foundation were framed, too, and a picture of Charlotte had sat on her desk.
The large, solid desk that remained right where her grandmother had stationed it.
Tentatively, Charlotte walked over to it. She held her breath as she pulled out the seat and sat down, then slowly exhaled as she flexed her hands against the solid wood of the desktop.
No, she didn’t feel like she was going to break down into sobs or like the weight of missing her grandmother was so heavy it would suffocate her.
More than anything, Charlotte felt inspired. It was time to get to work.

WHEN SHE ARRIVED at Sutton’s nearly four hours later, Charlotte had an undeniable pep in her step.
The board meeting had lasted for over an hour, and they’d called in their head of legal for a consult. Though Charlotte didn’t use her law degree in her day-to-day career, she’d gone to a top law school in the country, and she had a very, very good memory.
Tobias Colson wasn’t the only person who knew how to work through loopholes in contracts, and like hell would Charlotte allow the Thompson Foundation to continue to work in partnership with Colson Corp going forward.
As of thirty-three minutes ago, their legal team had doubled down on their contract and were delivering a public severance of ties, all agreed on by the board.
It felt good, making those decisions. It felt really good, and that lightness inside of her only got stronger when she shut and locked Sutton’s front door behind her.
She’d received a text from Sutton twenty minutes ago that she was going to be putting Lucy in the bath and that she’d leave the door unlocked so that Charlotte could feel free to let herself in.
She hummed under her breath—something she’d found herself doing of late—as she shed her jacket and hung it up on the hooks by the door.
As she went to take a step, a metallic glint on the entry table caught her eye. A key, with a note under it in Sutton’s elegant script that simply read: Charlotte
Her heart skipped a beat, and she quickly reached out to grab the key. She held it so firmly in her fist that the indentation bit against her skin, but she enjoyed it and what it meant.
She quickly walked toward the full bathroom, the one with a bathtub down the hall, where she could already hear the sounds of Lucy’s bathtime chatter, splashing, and giggling.
Driven forward by the key that burned in her hand, Charlotte came to a sudden stop in the doorway at the sight of Sutton.
Her hair was tied up in a hurried ponytail with some strands that had escaped, clearly having been tossed up to get it out of her face before bathtime. She was wearing joggers and a loose T-shirt, which was dotted with some water splashes. She couldn’t have looked more different than the night they’d gone to the benefit together less than two weeks ago, and still, she stole Charlotte’s breath away.
“Charlotte!” Lucy called, splashing an arm out of the bubble bath she was ensconced in to wave vigorously at her. “I’m in the bath!”
“I see that, little darling,” she returned, an indulgent smile playing on her mouth.
It would be impossible to hold it in; Lucy was covered in the bubbles in the water, having clearly pulled them all toward herself. She’d told Charlotte a handful of times how much she enjoyed a bubble bath, so it was unsurprising.
Sutton, who was sitting on the closed toilet lid next to the bath as she angled her laptop away from the water, snapped her gaze to Charlotte. The large, warm smile that played on her lips was just as wide the one that had been on her daughter’s face moments ago. “You’re here.”
“I am,” she confirmed. She couldn’t have possibly held herself back, the raw thrill pushing her forward as she extended her hand and opened her fist to reveal the now-warm metal of the key. “Is this for me? To keep?”
There was a breathless demand in her voice, but she couldn’t help it; she needed to know. She needed Sutton to tell her.
Sutton’s blue eyes dropped to the key before she bit her lip and the grin on her face froze. “Um. Well, yes. But only if you want it,” she added quickly, shaking her head. “I just think it makes sense. Er, you know. That it’s easier on nights like tonight, when I’m busy with Lucy or you’re working late. So you can come over whenever you’d like. If you want,” she repeated.
Sutton closed her laptop and stood, carefully placing the computer on the shelf of towels. Her gaze on Charlotte was tentative, searching. Waiting. Clearly nervous.
But Charlotte didn’t feel any sort of pressure; if anything, she felt the opposite. She clutched the key in her hand, feeling the metal bite into her once more; she wanted it to imprint on her. “I do want. Very much.”
God, she wanted it. She wanted to be able to come here when she left work, left an event. She wanted to come to this home with Sutton and Lucy, with laughter and home-cooked meals, every night. It was so much more appealing than her own quiet, lonely home now.
A pleased flush worked over Sutton’s face, matching her brilliant, blinding smile. “Good. I… I want it, too.”
Charlotte walked farther into the bathroom, feeling drawn to Sutton as if by a magnetic impulse.
She pressed her lips softly to Sutton’s, just enough to feel her, to taste her, to breathe her in and feel so settled.
Only to break away abruptly as she felt water hitting her, soaking immediately through the fabric of her shirt as Lucy giggled up at them and made kissing sounds.
“Charlotte, look!”
She blinked, still startled by the way her clothing was sticking uncomfortably to her, down at Lucy, who was holding up a doll with a shimmering mermaid tail. “This is Alexia; she’s a mermaid and, um, and her tail is blue when she’s dry but”—she wiggled the doll, whose tail splashed water out of the tub again—“when she’s swimming, it’s purple!”
“Charlotte, I’m so sorry,” Sutton rushed to say before turning her attention to Lucy, a sternly lifted eyebrow aimed at her daughter. “Luce, take it down a notch; what is the biggest bath time rule?”
Lucy’s blue eyes ducked down to stare at the water as she heaved out a sigh. “Be mindful.”
“That’s right. And did you feel like you were being mindful just now, when you splashed water onto Charlotte and the floor?”
Lucy bit her lip, slowly shaking her head before she looked at Charlotte. Her tone was painfully earnest as she informed her, “You have to be mindful in the bath because it’s not nice to splash people, and making a mess on the floor can make you fall and almost hit your head and almost give Mama a heart attack.”
Charlotte couldn’t help but smile; the discomfort from her shirt clinging to her and starting to feel a little chilly faded from her awareness. “Is that right?”
“She speaks from experience,” Sutton murmured next to her. Her soft touch fell to Charlotte’s wrist, squeezing slightly as her eyes searched hers. “Why don’t you go to my room and change? I’ll just finish up here. Her hair is already washed, so this was just some extra playtime. Which”—Sutton turned to look down at Lucy—“seems to be over now, I think.”
“Okayyy,” Lucy acquiesced with a sigh. “I’m really sorry about splashing you. I didn’t mean to,” she apologized, wide eyes digging right into Charlotte’s chest and gripping around her heart.
Charlotte let out a deep breath, shaking her head. “I know you didn’t, and it’s all right; the trick is”—she leaned down and lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper—“I have a hundred more just like this.”
Lucy positively beamed up at her, and Charlotte felt herself melt back.
What was a wet shirt, anyway? A little uncomfortable, sure, but she found that she truly didn’t care.
And she still felt that way a half hour later, snuggled up in one of Sutton’s soft, worn NYU T-shirts.
Sutton walked into her bedroom, appreciatively dragging her gaze over Charlotte. “You are always more than welcome to wear my clothing; I enjoy it.”
Charlotte quirked an eyebrow at her, amused. She could tell Sutton liked it by the way her voice dropped an octave. Charlotte couldn’t tease, though. Not when she liked it so much, too, wearing Sutton’s warm, soft, delicious-smelling clothing and feeling like she was wrapped up in everything that was Sutton.
“But I really am sorry about the bubble bath splash.”
Charlotte shook her head, dismissing the apology. “Darling, it’s really fine. That’s—” She cut herself off, halting as she realized what she’d been about to say. Even though her heart thudded at the words, she pushed through them. “That’s just life with a child, right?”
The wondrous tone in her voice reflected exactly what she felt inside. Life with a child. Charlotte was really here, embarking on life with a child. With Sutton.
Sutton’s gaze was so unbelievably soft as she nodded. “Yes. That’s exactly right.”
“I’m an exceptionally fast learner; next time, I’ll change out of my work clothes before bath time. Perhaps into a bathing suit,” she joked.
“I’ve never seen you in a bathing suit,” Sutton murmured, walking closer to her, eyes dark and glinting.
Charlotte’s breath caught from the look alone. “No, I suppose you haven’t. I haven’t seen you in one either.”
And she found that her mind ran wild with the idea. Sutton in little bikinis. Sutton wearing one of those 1940s halter-top one-pieces. Yes, she found that very, very appealing.
“Let’s not make the first time we do that be during bath time with my daughter,” Sutton decided, wrapping her arms around Charlotte. She felt Sutton link her hands at the small of her back.
She brought her own arms up, looping them around Sutton’s neck as she tilted her head up. “No? Why’s that?” she teased, dipping her gaze to Sutton’s lips, licking her own, the anticipation filtering through her.
“Because I know what I’ll be thinking about.”
“And what will that be?”
“How quickly I can get you out of it.”
“Sutton Spencer!” Charlotte playfully rebuked her, but then her breath caught on a moan as Sutton’s mouth descended to her own.
For just a moment, the kiss felt hungry, demanding. Sutton’s teeth nipped into her bottom lip, her hands coming up to grip Charlotte’s waist. Charlotte sighed into Sutton’s mouth, and the tone of the kiss shifted with it, turning into something gentle and welcoming and everything Charlotte needed. She looped her arms around Sutton’s neck, grounding herself.
Sutton broke away moments later, already smiling down at Charlotte when Charlotte blinked her eyes open. “I hadn’t gotten to properly greet you tonight.”
“Well, there was the key,” Charlotte joked, but it didn’t feel like a joke to her. Not really.
It felt monumental. Huge. It felt like the biggest step Charlotte had ever imagined taking with someone and like it still wasn’t enough.
“Right. I”—Sutton cleared her throat, biting her lip—“I really meant it; you should use it whenever you’d like.”
“Is this your way of telling me you can’t get enough of me, darling?” She toyed with the soft strands of Sutton’s hair that had fallen out of her ponytail, the question both teasing and serious.
“Yes,” Sutton answered, so seriously. With no possible pretense.
Charlotte’s heart pounded against her rib cage as butterflies erupted inside of her. “Good. Because I can’t get enough of you either.”
Sutton exhaled a soft, beautiful sound, the warmth of her breath washing over Charlotte’s cheek. The look in her eyes was intent, meaningful, as she spoke. “I want you here whenever you can be. With me. And with Lucy. I was thinking tonight could be the first night you stay over with her home?” Sutton suggested, her voice hopeful. “I’ve discussed it with her, the fact that you’d likely be staying here overnight.”
“And she’s okay with that?” Charlotte needed to clarify before she gave in completely to the light, thrumming feeling inside of her.
Sutton’s laugh was sharp and infectious. “Oh, she is thrilled. Expect an early wakeup call.”
“Then, I’m thrilled, too.” She really, truly was.
The smile that flashed over Sutton’s face was contagious, so bright Charlotte was entirely wrapped up in it.
“Why don’t we heat you up some dinner and you can tell me everything about what happened at the foundation? You have this look about you that tells me you feel very satisfied about your accomplishments today.” Sutton slid her hands away from Charlotte’s waist, intertwining their fingers as she started to lead the way out to the kitchen.
Charlotte followed without a second thought. “You’d be correct about that.”



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
SUTTON HAD ALWAYS ENJOYED her birthday, as a rule.
Growing up, her parents made birthdays for all of their children very special. The birthday boy or girl got to pick what was for dinner; they got to pick their own themed party; it was a day for them.
She’d been very lucky to have her parents and her family, something she’d always known, but it was a fact that had become more and more apparent as she’d gotten older.
Also as she’d gotten older, birthdays had taken on a new meaning.
Throughout her childhood, her adolescence, even into her young adulthood, she’d cared more about the celebration and about getting older. She’d wanted, very much, to be seen as an adult and to be taken seriously.
Now, and for the past decade, things had slowly changed. Especially since she’d had Lucy.
While birthdays were no less joyous, Sutton viewed them very differently.
She didn’t care about gifts anymore—not that she’d been a very materialistic child, but what kid didn’t love seeing a bundle of presents picked out especially for them?
Her outlook on the passage of time was drastically changed. She was an adult now, taken very seriously. And while she didn’t feel negatively about the concept of getting older—she’d had no panic when she’d hit thirty and continued to feel more than fine about aging—she’d come to start wishing the clock would slow down.
Not because of her age, but because of how everything changed when it came to everyone else. How quickly it seemed Lucy was growing up. How much older her parents were getting.
The thought occurred to her now as she walked down the sidewalk next to her mother, toward the restaurant they were going to for dinner.
She gestured a few feet ahead of them, where Lucy was animatedly talking to Sutton’s father, clutching his hand as she jabbered on. “Remember when she was so little she’d climb Dad like a little monkey whenever you two were in town? And she’d cling to him, refusing to get down?”
Lucy was, admittedly—blessedly, because Sutton wasn’t ready for it to not be so—still little enough that she could easily be carried, especially in a piggyback. But she was such a ball of energy now that she often preferred to be walking, running, hopping, or skipping on her own two feet.
Her mom chuckled, lightly bumping her shoulder into Sutton’s. “Of course.” There was such a reverential warmth in her smile as she stared ahead at her husband and granddaughter. It remained in her gaze as she turned and looked at Sutton. “Then again, I remember the same about you. When you were so small, you’d curl up on my lap and still have room for your favorite stuffed animal to join you.”
And there it was, that little ache in the reminder of how time passed so quickly. One day, Sutton would have a birthday wherein she was walking down the street next to an adult Lucy, and yes, she was not ready to think about that.
Shaking her head slightly, Sutton couldn’t help but return her mom’s grin. “If my childhood memory serves, you had a very comfortable lap to sit on for story time.”
Katherine laughed. “Well, I would offer to try to recreate the memory for you, sweetheart, but I’m not sure you’d get the same comfort from it, given that you’re even taller than I am now.”
Before she could respond, Lucy spun around to look at them, nearly tripping over her own feet as she scuttled backward. “Mama! Is Charlotte coming to dinner?”
“Yes, hon, she’s going to meet us there. Now, eyes forward,” she called back.
Lucy giggled as Jack used their connected hands to tug her up and off of her own two feet. “I told you she was coming!”
Sutton could see the look her mother was giving her from her peripheral vision even before she turned to face her. “What is it?”
Katherine pursed her lips. “Nothing.”
Sutton nailed her mom with a look. “You said you were going to give Charlotte a chance. That you believe she loves me and Lucy. And, really, if you do give her a chance, you’ll see it for yourself.”
She was sure of that, actually. It had to be true because Sutton felt so adored by Charlotte; she truly couldn’t imagine that someone else might not be able to see it.
Even Regan—her staunchest, fiercest supporter in this life—liked Charlotte. Not only did she like Charlotte, she’d invited Charlotte over for coffee without Sutton! That was the biggest stamp of approval Sutton could imagine anyone receiving from her best friend.
If Regan could see the love and adoration that Charlotte made Sutton feel, then surely her very wise, very observant mother could as well.
She just needed to work on getting everyone to the same place at the same time, to provide the opportunity for her mother to spend some time with Charlotte.
“I am giving her a chance, sweetheart,” Katherine assured in a murmur. “I’ve been giving her a chance for the last two days.”
Sutton squeezed her eyes closed at the reminder.
Her parents had arrived in town Thursday afternoon. Sutton had gone to pick them up from the airport and bring them to their hotel, stopping for a quick dinner first. Friday afternoon, yesterday, they’d all taken Lucy out to the zoo after she’d gotten out of school and had then stopped over at Sutton and Lucy’s for some family time in the evening.
Unfortunately, Charlotte hadn’t been able to make the best of impressions during this visit so far.
She’d been busy on Thursday, having been in meetings with leaders of foreign affairs until late at night. She hadn’t even left her office until nearly ten p.m.. When she had, she’d come over to Sutton’s.
Which had been a lovely surprise for her. She’d just climbed into bed for the night, missing Charlotte, knowing they hadn’t been able to talk for most of the day because Charlotte had been in very important, do-not-disturb meetings.
Only for Charlotte to have appeared in the doorway to her bedroom, smiling that slightly self-conscious smile—one that still managed to look self-possessed, somehow—as she’d asked, “I assumed it would be all right for me to use my key? I didn’t want to call when I got out of my meetings as I wasn’t sure you’d still be awake.”
That incredible, overwhelming but in the best way possible feeling of being so in love had washed over Sutton. “Of course it’s all right. It’s always all right for you to use it; that’s why I wanted you to have it.”
The reality was, Sutton was trying very, very hard to not get ahead of herself when it came to her relationship with Charlotte.
Yes, they were in love. Yes, Charlotte was patient and sweet and perfect with Lucy. Yes, Lucy adored Charlotte right back. Yes, everything seemed to be going so incredibly well. Yes, Sutton wanted Charlotte around all of the time.
She wanted Charlotte to come home to her after a long day. She wanted Charlotte to breathe that heavy sigh of relief as she dropped next to Sutton on the couch or in bed and unburden herself of everything she’d gone through that day. She wanted to regale Charlotte with all of her own trials and tribulations since the last time they’d seen one another.
What Sutton wanted, very acutely, was for Charlotte to move in with her.
But the logistical reality of their relationship wasn’t lost on her. No matter how caught up in this fever of love she was, Sutton couldn’t throw caution to the wind completely and ask Charlotte to live with her. Not when she had to put Lucy first, had to maintain her composure in her own career.
After all, this time last year, Charlotte hadn’t even been a fixture in her day-to-day life. She’d been nothing more than an incredibly successful politician with whom Sutton had once been in love. They’d only established a true romantic relationship a couple of months ago.
Granted, they’d been sleeping together for a couple of months before that, but Sutton wasn’t sure where to slot that detail into this situation.
As it was, she thought giving Charlotte a key was the best compromise between logic and emotion. No, Charlotte wasn’t moving in; she still had her own home, where most of her belongings stayed.
She just also had the option of coming over to be with Sutton whenever the timing was right.
Was it Sutton’s fault if she very much hoped that the timing was right as often as possible?
Charlotte had left early on Friday morning, unfortunately.
She’d kissed Sutton, long and slow, as they’d woken up. Then she’d slid her hand between Sutton’s legs, working her to a breathtaking orgasm that had rolled over her in slow, intense waves.
“A pre-birthday orgasm,” Charlotte had murmured into her ear, her breathing ragged. “Since I’ll be busy tonight.”
And, true to her word, Charlotte had been wrapped up for most of the day yesterday. She’d first gone to a meeting at the Thompson Foundation before heading into a legislative session for the rest of the day.
“Mom, Charlotte is a senator; you of all people know how this kind of schedule works and that certain things can’t be easily moved around.”
Charlotte had apologized to Sutton several times about the fact that she wouldn’t be able to join in on Sutton’s family time for the majority of her parents’ visit.
Which, as Sutton had assured her, she didn’t need to do.
But even when Sutton had insisted, “You don’t have anything to prove to my parents, love,” Charlotte had gotten that determined glint in her eye as she’d murmured, “Oh, but I do.”
Sutton truly loved when Charlotte got that look.
Her mom cleared her throat, bringing Sutton out of her thoughts. “I am well aware of Charlotte’s occupation, hon. I just hope that she really will be making it to dinner tonight so that I can get to know her a bit more.”
Before Sutton could respond, they turned the corner to the block the restaurant was on, and immediately, a smile broke out over her face.
Waiting just outside the restaurant—early for their reservation—was Charlotte.
Charlotte rolled her shoulders back as if preparing herself for something more than dinner with Sutton’s parents, even as an easy grin tugged at her lips.
“Charlotte! I was just telling my grandpa about you!” Lucy exclaimed, dropping Jack’s hand to rush forward and throw her arms around Charlotte’s hips to hug her hello.
Charlotte dropped a hand to the back of Lucy’s head, stroking over her hair as she beamed down at her. “Were you? What kinds of things?”
Lucy shrugged as she pulled back. “All kinds!”
Sutton’s father offered her his hand, a small, reserved smile on his mouth. “Nice to see you.”
Charlotte returned his handshake quickly and firmly. “You as well.”
Sutton pushed forward next, shaking her head in joking exasperation as she managed to get close enough to Charlotte to press a kiss to her lips. “I get the third greeting, and it’s my birthday,” she murmured as she pulled back.
“You, my darling, are always my first thought, no matter who I verbally greet first,” Charlotte returned so easily.
And, yes, that was a weak feeling in her knees.
Reluctantly, Sutton moved to Charlotte’s side, conscientious that they were both in public and with her family.
She held her breath as her mom took a step closer, leaning in to give Charlotte a hug.
It wasn’t the kind of deep hug that Katherine gave to Sutton or Lucy or, really, anyone she deeply cared for. But a hug from her mother meant that she really was trying or she’d have offered Charlotte only a smile in greeting.
It made the nervous knots that were tied up in Sutton’s stomach relax just a bit.
“Charlotte, very good to see you. I’ve heard you’ve had a busy couple of days,” Katherine commented, lifting her eyebrows.
“I have, unfortunately, but I made it clear on my calendar that under no circumstances was I to be interrupted this evening or tomorrow,” Charlotte stated, angling her jaw up so she could hold steady eye contact with Katherine.
Sutton slid her gaze back and forth between the two, squeezing Charlotte’s hand in her own. “Thank you, love.”
“Yes, that is very much appreciated,” her mother agreed, leveling an appraising look at Charlotte. “I would love to be able to use this time to get to know you a bit more.”
“Good; I’m looking forward to it.” Charlotte drew herself up to her full height, something that managed to look impressive, even though she was shorter than both Sutton and Katherine. “But I’m not here to play any games, Katherine. I understand why you’d been wary of me all of those years ago. Because you were right back then; I wasn’t ready. While I had been in love with Sutton, I didn’t know what to do with it, and I broke her heart.”
Sutton turned sharply to face Charlotte as she spoke. As much as she loved and adored the fact that Charlotte was willing to face her mother and say these things, she didn’t have to.
Katherine opened her mouth, but Charlotte barreled on. “I don’t think that’s the most important thing to focus on, though. I know why you do, but I think the most important thing for you to know is that I’ve never stopped being in love with Sutton. Out of all of the regrets I might have in my life, missing all of that time with Sutton because I didn’t know how to get out of my own way will be the worst moment I have to live with. But I learn from my mistakes, and I’m not going to make the same ones again.”
God. Sutton stared at Charlotte, and she wondered if there were hearts in her eyes. She wondered if Charlotte knew that these words healed something inside of her, something she couldn’t put into words.
“Charlotte—” Katherine began but was swiftly cut off.
“Apologies, Katherine, but please let me finish. You may not trust me or my intentions with Sutton and Lucy just yet, and the reality is, if I had to come face to face with someone else who hurt Sutton, I wouldn’t like them or trust them either. So I understand where you’re coming from.” She flexed her hand around Sutton’s, squeezing tightly, as if drawing strength from their grasp. “But I’m not going anywhere. I intend to be here, with Sutton, for as long as she’ll have me. Which is why I really mean that I’d like for us to truly spend some time together, as I imagine that we will have a lot of shared holidays in our future.”
Sutton didn’t care that she was standing on a very public sidewalk with her parents and her daughter.
She couldn’t stop herself from swiftly turning Charlotte to face her, cupping her jaw and angling her face up as Sutton pressed her lips to Charlotte’s.
She was mindful—just enough—to keep the kiss appropriate, but it didn’t mean that she wasn’t passionate. Dear lord, how could she not be?
Sutton had been married before, and yet Charlotte’s words just now were still the most romantic of vows anyone had ever pledged in front of her. To her.
She felt Charlotte’s hand curl into her hair, tugging gently, before her mother cleared her throat.
She pulled back, unable to summon even an ounce of embarrassment. How could she? Charlotte Thompson had just proclaimed her love for Sutton in front of her mother and was determined to win her respect.
Charlotte, on the other hand, had a slight blush creeping over her cheeks as she blinked widely, clearly trying to regain her bearings as she looked up at Katherine, who was watching them both, a small smile on her lips.
“My daughter is a grown woman,” she said, “with a very intelligent and responsible head on her shoulders.” Katherine slid her approving gaze from Sutton to Charlotte. “That being said, I truly do look forward to getting to know you better, Charlotte. I think you may just surprise me.”
Sutton could feel the smile on her own lips, how wide it was.
Charlotte’s looked fairly similar as she nodded.
“Ah, I’m sorry to interrupt, but our reservation is ready.” Jack turned to face them, holding out his phone where the alert from the restaurant had popped up. He glanced between them, his confusion palpable. Clearly, his attention had been very focused on the clapping game Lucy had been trying to teach him several feet away. “Is everything all right?”
“Everything is great,” Katherine informed him before she held out her hand for Lucy to take. “Shall we?”
“Yes!” Lucy cheered, latching onto her grandma’s hand.
Sutton waited for a moment of privacy with Charlotte so she could turn and face her properly.
Charlotte’s gaze was already on her, excitedly waiting. “I think I may have started to win her over just now.”
The pride in Charlotte’s tone was undeniable, and Sutton? Well, she just loved this woman. “Yes. I think you have.”
Sutton would let Charlotte have this moment because she deserved it. But Sutton wasn’t shocked; she couldn’t imagine any reality in which Charlotte wouldn’t be able to win someone over.

IT WAS hours later that they found themselves alone, at long last. While Sutton loved when her parents visited because she loved spending time with them, in this moment, she also loved that they’d taken Lucy for a sleepover.
Charlotte had completely melted Sutton emotionally before dinner, and she needed time alone with her tonight. It was the best birthday gift she could have received.
“Happy birthday, darling,” Charlotte breathed into her mouth, barely pausing their deep, sensually slow kiss to do so.
She’d initiated it the moment they’d sat on Sutton’s living room couch, god only knew how long ago. She’d climbed into Sutton’s lap, straddling her as she’d started kissing up Sutton’s neck, making her shudder.
Sutton hummed against Charlotte’s lips, feeling so much inside herself. There were so many feelings inside of her, tangling together—desire and love and reverence and wonder—and she slid her hands up to rest on Charlotte’s curvy hips.
The memories hit her, at the reminder of it being her birthday.
The flashes of this day, years ago. She hadn’t thought about that night in so long; in fact, she’d actively done her best to shield her mind from it for years, and eventually, slowly, it had faded.
But now, as she felt Charlotte’s body all warm and soft and utterly perfect pushing against her, Sutton remembered.
She broke their kiss gently, leaning her head back as she tried to catch her breath.
“Everything all right?” Charlotte asked, stroking her thumbs softly over Sutton’s cheeks.
“Thirteen years ago, to the day, I was crying my eyes out over you,” she whispered, staring into Charlotte’s eyes. They were so luminous in the soft lamplight that washed over them.
God, she could see it so vividly in her mind.
How she’d tried to enjoy her birthday with her friends, how Regan and Emma had both tried their hardest to take her mind off of her Charlotte-induced heartbreak. How it had felt like a Band-Aid over a bullet hole.
Charlotte’s playful, gorgeous grin fell away into a much more remorseful expression. She leaned back, putting inches between them, clearly surprised by what Sutton had said. Sutton couldn’t blame her.
“Sutton, I⁠—”
Sutton hurriedly shook her head as a stab of guilt edged in, and she tightened her hands on Charlotte’s hips. She didn’t want Charlotte to move away from her. If anything, these memories just made her want to pull Charlotte closer.
“No, no, I didn’t mean to make you feel badly.” She searched Charlotte’s eyes with her own, hoping she could see that Sutton meant what she said. She needed Charlotte to know how she felt. “Even before what you’d said tonight, I didn’t have any negative feelings about the past, Charlotte. I couldn’t be doing this with you—wanting to build a life with you—if I did. I was just…”
She rolled her lips, searching for the right words to describe the fullness of the feelings inside of her. “I’m marveling, to be honest.”
“Marveling?” Charlotte echoed, tentative amusement etched into her expression. She stopped angling herself away from Sutton, though, and resumed the soft stroking of her thumbs against Sutton’s face from where her hands cupped her jaw. “You were marveling over the fact that on your twenty-sixth birthday, you were unable to celebrate because I’d broken your heart?”
Sutton slowly nodded. Yes, and hearing Charlotte repeat it back to her, even in that tone, didn’t change anything.
She slid her hands down Charlotte’s arms, tugging her hold away from her face, and she laced her fingers through Charlotte’s. She wanted to feel that connection that existed between them like a living, breathing thing.
“Yes. I mean, at twenty-six, I loved you with everything I had. And, had things gone differently, our lives might look very different now. Maybe they wouldn’t.” She shrugged, shaking her head because the what-ifs just didn’t matter.
“But I’m marveling because, even now, thirteen years later, here we are. No matter what it took to get here—the lost time, the politics, the other relationships in between—we’re here. Together.”
They were in a different state, with different job titles, in different places in their lives, and they’d still found one another.
That fact settled inside of Sutton, filling every heartbreak she’d ever experienced.
She took a deep breath, the feelings nearly overwhelming her. “I guess it really is true, then.”
Charlotte tilted her head in silent, beseeching question, so Sutton explained.
“Good things really do come to those who wait.”



EPILOGUE
SUTTON SPENCER-THOMPSON WAS ON A MISSION.
The first step of that mission was to find her wife, upon returning home from dropping Lucy off to be a counselor at her summer camp.
This mission was something that had been on her mind for months now, and she was finally ready to talk about it with Charlotte. Finally ready to share it. The excitement and anticipation that buzzed through her pushed her to walk a little more quickly through the first floor of their home.
Charlotte had moved in to live with Sutton and Lucy six months after Sutton had given her that key, all those years ago. At the time, Lucy had been thrilled, and Charlotte’s big move-in had seemed like more of a formality than anything.
After all, by the time Charlotte officially “moved in,” she’d been spending at least four or five nights with Sutton and Lucy every week already. Sutton had painstakingly cleared out half of her closet for Charlotte to hang her belongings and had purchased another dresser.
It had become abundantly clear within a few months, though, that Sutton, Charlotte, and Lucy all living together in Sutton’s townhouse wasn’t going to be an ideal fit. Though Charlotte had maintained ownership of her own larger home, moving into it hadn’t felt quite right either.
So they’d decided the best decision was to sell their houses and buy this one together, one that had enough space for both of them to have a home office as well as a guest suite for Dean and Caleb and for Sutton’s family to stay in when they visited.
And while Sutton loved this house they’d lived in for about eight years now, it was still large enough that she didn’t always know exactly where to find Charlotte. Or Lucy, if she was looking for Lucy. There was a lot of guesswork involved.
Honestly, it reminded Sutton a lot of the house she’d grown up in, and she loved that. Granted, her family had been so large that when you went searching for someone you would probably stumble upon another person who could point you in the right direction.
She paused, hearing a murmur that was distinctively Charlotte’s voice, and her heart skipped a beat as she headed in the direction of the kitchen.
And… there she was.
Despite her mission, Sutton paused. Crossing her arms and leaning against the doorframe, she watched as Charlotte continued to mutter to herself as she stood at the counter. Her back was to Sutton, so she couldn’t quite see what Charlotte was working on, but it didn’t really matter.
She didn’t have to see what Charlotte was doing for the sight of Charlotte working determinedly on something to make her heart flutter in her chest.
The set of Charlotte’s shoulders was the same right now as it would be in a boardroom or behind her desk, firm and strong, under the long-sleeved shirt she wore, with the sleeves rolled up to the elbows.
It was the same shirt she’d put on this morning when she’d gone to work at the foundation. Only, when she’d kissed Sutton goodbye, this outfit had been perfectly maintained. Not a wrinkle in sight, of course.
Now, after having worn it through several meetings that she’d unfortunately had to go to on a Saturday morning, there were signs of wear. And the blazer she’d put on was missing as well. If Sutton were a betting woman, she’d wager that she’d find that blazer neatly folded over the wooden footboard of their bed.
Somehow it was still so crazy to her, at times, the fact that she was living this life with Charlotte. That she and Charlotte had bought a house together, that they’d gotten married, that they were raising her daughter together. That Sutton knew all of the little intricacies in Charlotte’s daily routine, down to a science.
She’d cited that in her wedding vows to Charlotte, seven years ago:
You were the first person I ever fell for. Truly, deeply fell for. And as much as I’d thought all of me had moved on from you, I was so, so wrong. Every day that we’re together feels like a dream. Loving you and being loved by you is everything I wanted but never thought I’d have. Being with you feels like something I’d imagined so long ago. I’d written this dream off as the naïve fantasy of a young woman who didn’t know any better, but it’s not. It’s real. You, Charlotte Thompson, really are the person I’d always dreamed you were. You really are the dream come true. And now I get to live the rest of my life with you, and I’ll never take that for granted. The reality is that I can’t imagine being happier than I am with you. We both went down other avenues in life without each other, and they didn’t work. We could exist in those other realities, but I would never be as happy as I am here, with you.
She’d thought about those other realities sometimes. Occasionally, her mind would still wander.
What if she and Charlotte hadn’t spent so long apart? What if she and Charlotte had found their way back to one another sooner? What if, what if, what if?
She used to get caught up in those what-ifs. When Charlotte had broken her heart all those years ago, she’d dwelled in so many of them. When she’d been going through her divorce, she’d errantly thought about Charlotte and wondered, before she’d promptly cut that train of thought right off. Even when she and Charlotte had reconnected, she’d had those fleeting wonderings.
But as she and Charlotte had paved out their path together, she’d thought about what-ifs less and less.
Because she wouldn’t change a thing they had.
If things had been different, would she have ever been on the receiving end of Charlotte’s beautiful proposal? If things had been different, she couldn’t imagine that Charlotte would have stood last in line at Sutton’s book signing, lingering until they were alone. She couldn’t imagine that Charlotte would have slid her copy of Sutton’s romance novel onto the table, giving her a smile that gave away nothing and asking her to sign it.
Sutton had already known what she’d inscribe to Charlotte in that moment. She’d already known that she was going to thank Charlotte for encouraging her to fulfill her writing dream. For reading every draft Sutton wrote and offering feedback. For asking Sutton to write her biography in the first place, forcing Sutton to really write again.
She’d flipped the book open to the dedication page—For Charlotte, for giving me the real-life romance novel experience—only to swiftly stop upon seeing that there was already writing on the page. Charlotte’s neat handwriting read:
Darling,
We both know that, unlike you, I’m not a clever writer. But I love this novel. Granted, I love everything you write, but I love it because it’s amazing.
Because YOU are amazing.
I’m not much of a romance reader, you know that, but when you write it, I feel swept up in it. I have to believe it’s because you, Sutton Spencer, have changed my views on love. You are the romantic who swept me off my feet over a decade ago, and I’ve never been the same since. So it only makes sense that your romance writing makes me feel the same.
I know you weren’t sure how to write their proposal, and we talked through so many options. You wanted it to feel authentic to the characters, to the lives they live, to the love they share.
I want our proposal to be the same.
And what better way than for me to ask you here and now, at a book signing? You did, after all, come back into my life to write my story. You just didn’t know at the time that you’d rewritten the course of my story long ago.
There is no one else for me in this world. There is no one else I want to support, to lean on, to cherish, to challenge and be challenged by. There is no one else I would ever dream of marrying. But I want to marry you, Sutton.
Please tell me you feel the same way, and that you will marry me.
Sutton hadn’t known at what point she’d started crying, but she could feel the tears falling down her cheeks as she’d wordlessly looked up at Charlotte, already nodding.
“Of course,” she’d managed. “Of course I feel the same way, love.”
Charlotte’s smile had been tinged with nerves then, but as Sutton had been reading, she’d pulled out the ring—a sapphire with diamonds studded around the gem. Whatever decorum Sutton had managed until that moment was destroyed, and she’d truly started crying as Charlotte slid the ring on her finger. She didn’t even remember how she’d gotten around the table, but she knew that she was blessedly close enough to kiss Charlotte and throw her arms around her shoulders to pull her in for a tight hug.
“That’s amazing. Because Lucy, Regan, and Emma are all waiting at home for us to share the good news and celebrate,” Charlotte had whispered in her ear, her own voice hoarse.
If things had been different, Sutton didn’t know if she would have Lucy, and she couldn’t imagine a world without her.
Maybe she would have had more children, something Sutton had always imagined for herself, after coming from such a large family.
“I never had the burning desire to be a parent,” Charlotte had said to her thoughtfully, as they’d cleaned up after Lucy’s seventh birthday. “I love being Lucy’s bonus parent,” she added quickly, even though she didn’t have to.
Sutton knew how much Charlotte adored Lucy; she saw it every day.
“I just… I never had that drive. Obviously, I was never going to do it alone, and I was single for most of my life, so…” Charlotte sighed, her eyebrows knitting together.
“What if you hadn’t been?” Sutton had asked, unbearably curious about that particular what-if.
“I don’t know.” She’d pursed her lips. “I think, with the right partner”—Charlotte had aimed a meaningful look at Sutton, one that made her stomach tingle—“that I would have wanted it. Because I look at Lucy, and I see so much of you, and I love that. I love this little person who came from you. But I think I would have been scared out of my mind, too.”
A disbelieving laugh had escaped Sutton. “Scared?! Charlotte, you’re in control of every situation. Even with Lucy, you’re a natural. What would you have been scared of?”
“Of being like my parents, darling,” Charlotte succinctly answered, even though the response had Sutton shaking her head immediately.
“You have never been anything but present and engaged,” she countered, needing Charlotte to know that.
“Well, stepping in with Lucy is very different than making the choice to start the process from the beginning.”
Sutton didn’t disagree, but she honestly believed that doing what Charlotte had done—throw her lot in with Sutton’s as a single mother—was a lot scarier and harder for most people than starting from scratch.
“Do you want to have more?” Charlotte asked, her tone deep and considering as she tilted her head and looked at Sutton with big, probing eyes.
“Like… hypothetically or literally?” Sutton had needed the clarification because the question had completely bowled her over.
Charlotte breathed out a warm laugh as she’d stepped closer and slid a lock of Sutton’s hair behind her ear. “Literally, darling. I know that you’d imagined yourself with more than one child in life and that circumstances with Layla didn’t work out. But I want you to know that if it’s a conversation you want to have with me, I’m open to it.”
All right, now Sutton could have been knocked over with a feather. “You are?”
It hadn’t even been a topic she’d thought to bring up with Charlotte, in all honesty.
Charlotte laughed, stroking her thumb down Sutton’s cheek. “Yes, and thank you for that shocked reaction.”
“I just, I never thought about it,” she admitted.
“Well, if you want to think about it, then we can do it together,” Charlotte suggested softly. Sweetly.
Sutton’s heart skipped a beat as she’d stared into Charlotte’s eyes. It skipped another beat as she imagined—so, so easily—having a baby with Charlotte’s genetics.
Slowly, though, she found herself shaking her head. “I think, if things were different, I’d be over the moon about having your baby.” In fact, she knew she would.
“But the reality is, I’m almost forty right now. I’d be even older by the time we’d have the baby. And while people have children in their forties, I think I want our life together. Right now, we have Lucy. But once she’s older and needs us less consistently, I want our life to be about us. We’ve never been able to have that, you and me. A full-blown relationship that centers on just you and me. And I think I’d like that.”
Yes, in another life, things would have been so very different. If it was another life with Charlotte, Sutton imagined she’d love it.
But as she came back to the present to watch Charlotte duck down and look closely at what she was doing on the counter as she hummed a victorious tune, she couldn’t imagine changing this world for any other.
“Am I interrupting something?” she asked, finally pushing off of the archway and walking closer.
Close enough to peer over Charlotte’s shoulder and see that she was making homemade pasta.
“Your interruptions are always welcome, darling,” Charlotte assured her as she pinched the middle of the little square she’d cut. “Ha! Look at that. Farfalle. When he visits next week, Caleb is going to eat his grubby little words and rue the day he told me he didn’t believe I could do this.”
Laughing, Sutton reached out and wrapped her arms around Charlotte’s waist, pulling her back against her as she nuzzled into her neck. Her hair was up, but a few soft strands fell to tickle Sutton’s cheek, and she inhaled a deep breath, taking in Charlotte’s scent.
“I love that competitive edge,” she whispered, pressing a kiss to Charlotte’s soft skin.
Her own words reminded her of the plan.
Charlotte leaned back against her, reaching up behind her to stroke her fingers lightly through Sutton’s hair. “I’m so glad you enjoy it, as I’m not quite sure it’s something that could ever not be a part of me.”
Sutton’s stomach swooped low, anticipation filtering through her. “I know.”
After another few seconds, Charlotte turned in her arms to face her. “Hello, darling.”
Sutton ducked down as Charlotte pushed herself up, their lips brushing in a familiar kiss. It was simple and quick, something that never failed to make Sutton feel completely at peace.
“Lucy’s all settled at camp?” Charlotte asked as they broke their kiss.
“She is,” Sutton confirmed, stroking her hands down so they hovered over the small of Charlotte’s back. “She found your letter to her in her backpack, and she is very excited to read it tonight.”
Charlotte smiled, warmly and radiantly, as she nodded. “Good. I wish I’d been able to join you on the drive.”
Sutton paused as the bells in her head went off and signaled to her that this was the moment. “Um, well… it was a good drive to have with just the two of us. We had a really good conversation.”
Her stomach flip-flopped as she could see the curiosity glint in Charlotte’s eyes.
“Oh? What about?”
Sutton wondered if Charlotte could feel how her heart started pounding just a little bit faster. “I guess there really is no point in dragging this out or anything. But I know it’s a big deal, so I wanted to make sure all of the i’s were dotted and the t’s were crossed before bringing it up to you.”
The lightness in Charlotte’s expression faded, replaced by something much more serious. She slid her hand up, cupping Sutton’s jaw. “Darling, what is it? Is something wrong? Are you okay?”
Quickly, Sutton shook her head, reaching up to take Charlotte’s hand in her own. “I’m okay, I swear to you. There’s nothing wrong.”
Skepticism was still etched into Charlotte’s features as she squeezed Sutton’s hand. “All right, I’m listening.”
“I’ve just—I’ve been thinking about this for a while. It started last summer and has been in the back of my mind since then.”
Ever since the last Democratic National Convention regarding this past election. They’d all watched—Sutton, Charlotte, and Lucy—as the candidate Charlotte had endorsed for months and had put the full power of the Thompson name, money, and influence behind had officially been announced the nominee.
The thoughts had only grown more intent, bigger, and louder in November, when she’d won. Again at January’s inauguration.
“I know we’ve talked about this through the years, Charlotte, but I can’t stomach the idea of being the thing that holds you back from your lifelong dream forever.”
Charlotte’s eyebrows drew down in confusion as she slowly shook her head. “You aren’t holding me back from anything, Sutton. What are you talking about?”
“But I am,” she insisted, reaching out to take Charlotte’s other hand, needing Charlotte to hear her. To see how serious she was. “When we decided to be together, I told you that it had to come at the cost of your future in politics. And I have to stand by that decision because I really do think it was the best thing for Lucy.”
“I agree with you.” There was no room for doubt in Charlotte’s tone. “I didn’t necessarily see if from your point of view then because I wasn’t a parent yet, but I know how I was raised. I know how much attention was on me, how much pressure there was because of my grandmother. And it was a life I wanted, so it was okay with me. But I wouldn’t have wanted that for Lucy either.” A comforting, crooked smile pulled up the corners of Charlotte’s mouth. “Darling, I do hope this isn’t something that has been eating you up inside for years.”
“It’s not,” she promised. She didn’t think she could have hidden that from Charlotte, and she wouldn’t have wanted to. “I trust that you made all of your own decisions and that you chose the path you wanted in life.”
“Thank you, because I did. I love our life,” Charlotte assured, softly.
“I believe you do, and I do, too. But what I want to tell you is that… I think our family is ready now. If you’re ready to go back into politics, then we’re ready to support that,” Sutton finally said the words she’d been wanting to tell Charlotte for months.
“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about this. If it was up to me and only me, Charlotte, I would have never done anything but support you. But by the next election cycle, Lucy will be over eighteen. I’ve talked to her about this, about how she’d feel if you were to run. We’ve discussed the publicity, how it would affect her life. We had the final conversation about it today, and she wanted me to officially pass on her endorsement.” A smile broke over Sutton’s lips as she squeezed Charlotte’s hands in hers once again.
“And I’ve talked about it with Layla as well because the last thing we would need in a campaign would be her publicly being unsupportive. But given Lucy’s age and how involved Layla is now with her other children, she has no issues with it.”
Sutton paused, her excitement only starting to dwindle when Charlotte stared up at her, not saying a word.
Confused, Sutton wondered if she was not being clear enough. “I really mean this, Charlotte. I would have brought it up to you sooner, but I wanted to have these conversations with Lucy and Layla and make sure that I could mean it without a shadow of a doubt that you have all of our absolute support.”
Sutton had anticipated multiple outcomes from this moment. Most of them included Charlotte breaking into a wide, beaming smile, throwing her arms around Sutton in unfettered excitement. They included anything after that, from Charlotte tearing Sutton’s clothing off for celebratory sex to hopping immediately into planning mode.
Nothing she’d imagined looked like this. Like Charlotte staring blankly at her—well, perhaps this wasn’t necessarily a blank look. On second glance it looked more like consternation. Conflict, even.
Which only served to confuse Sutton even more.
It had been so, so long since she’d been unable to read Charlotte like a book—like a picture
book, specifically—so this was unsettling. Sutton’s stomach twisted with the emotion.
“I’m sorry, love, I really thought this would be a happy moment,” she spoke slowly, even as her thoughts moved quickly, trying to figure out what was happening. “Are you okay?”
Slowly, Charlotte took a step back, disconnecting them; then another, so she could lean against the counter. “I’m okay,” she assured her softly.
“I hope you understand that I’m not entirely convinced?” Sutton attempted to tease her, but it was difficult when she saw the pronounced wrinkles in Charlotte’s forehead.
It was the look she wore when she couldn’t quite wrap her mind around something.
Wondering if that was it, Sutton cautiously tried again. “Should I start making phone calls for you? Get out the planner so we can start making decisions? I’ve already been thinking about slogans.”
The smile that flashed over Charlotte’s face was small but entirely genuine, and it helped to soothe Sutton’s worries. “Of course you have. But… no. I don’t want that.”
There was awe in her tone, like Charlotte had figured something out. Sutton was still desperately trying to catch up.
Charlotte blew out a deep breath and pushed herself away from the counter. Then she reached up and cupped Sutton’s jaw, tugging her down to brush her lips against Sutton’s again. This kiss was deeper than their brief hello, lingering.
It felt soft and sweet, and she felt the tightness in her shoulders relax from it, especially as she felt Charlotte’s thumbs sweep gently over her cheeks. Okay. Yes. This was good and normal.
“You are perfect, darling. But I won’t be running for president.”
Charlotte punctuated her statement with another kiss—this one swift and final—before she slid her hands down and squeezed Sutton’s hips. “Now, I’d really like you to video this cooking triumph for me to send a teaser to Caleb.”
Dumbfounded, Sutton could only stare. Okay, this was not good and normal, and—“What?”
“My phone is on the island,” Charlotte informed her, tilting her head to where her phone presumably was. “I’d get it, but my hands are flour-y.”
“No, not—just—stop?” she requested, feeling like she was losing her mind.
Sutton lifted her hands to rest on Charlotte’s shoulders, making sure they were standing face to face, that there could be no miscommunication or misunderstanding as she echoed her former statements. “Charlotte, I’m not joking; I would never joke about this. I’m incredibly, utterly serious. Our family is ready for you to run for president. I want to see you fulfil that dream. I want it,” she assured her, wondering if she sounded as crazy as she felt.
What was she saying that Charlotte wasn’t getting? They were never so misaligned.
“I know you aren’t joking,” Charlotte assured her again, shaking her head incredulously up at Sutton. “You would never joke about this.”
“I wouldn’t,” she swore.
“I know,” Charlotte repeated, chuckling as they completed their verbal circle. “And I’m not joking when I tell you that I won’t be running for president.”
Sutton had always felt that flabbergasted was a ridiculous word, but somehow it was the only one that matched her mental state. “Charlotte Elizabeth Spencer-Thompson, this is your dream; what are you even talking about?”
Charlotte’s laughter faded away as her gaze searched Sutton’s. “It isn’t my dream, though. Not anymore.”
“You really don’t have to say that on my account,” Sutton insisted, certain it was the only thing that made sense. Charlotte was trying to put her first somehow.
“I’m not. I swear on your life, I’m simply telling you how I feel in this moment.” Charlotte bit down on her bottom lip, clearly searching for the right way to explain herself.
Because she was Charlotte, it didn’t take long.
“Darling, I have never resented you. I’ve never resented the fact that I didn’t continue my career in politics. And it would kill me if you thought that was the case.”
Sutton shook her head, answering Charlotte’s wordless question.
When she did, Charlotte squeezed her hips again, relief melting over her face. “Good. Was leaving politics an easy decision? No; you know that. But I’ve always understood why it had to be that way. And”—she rolled her lips, her eyes taking on a faraway look—“somewhere along the line, it stopped being what I wanted.”
Sutton wasn’t sure if she was going to be able to continue standing, given how strong the shock was coursing through her veins.
Charlotte’s low, throaty laugh washed over her. “Oh, that look on your face is exactly what I was feeling when you laid this on me a few minutes ago. This realization that… I don’t want that anymore. Trust me, I never believed I’d turn down your support for my rejoining the political world. But… I am.”
Sutton lifted one of her hands to rub desperately at her temple. “You don’t want to be in politics again? You don’t want to run for president?”
She almost felt silly, simply repeating the sentiments Charlotte was telling her point-blank. And yet, she didn’t. She needed to say this aloud for it to make sense to her in any way.
“Come here,” Charlotte murmured, moving to take Sutton’s hand in her own and leading her to sit at the kitchen island.
Sutton melted gratefully into the seat. Charlotte didn’t sit herself but instead stood right at Sutton’s side.
“We take family vacations.” Charlotte’s voice was low and thoughtful in Sutton’s ear. “Every year, we go somewhere with Lucy. You and I take long weekends wherever we want to go. And when we do that? I don’t have to take phone calls or worry about what’s happening at the foundation in my absence because I know that everything will be there for me when I get back. I mastered making pasta. Ten years ago, I could hardly make an omelet! I’ve read so many books, Sutton. Do you know how many books I was able to sit down and really dig into throughout my thirties?”
Sutton shook her head; honestly, she wasn’t sure she knew anything right now.
“The answer is none. I’d started many, thinking I’d have a weekend to myself, time off from work, but I never did; not really. And the older I got, the more my career progressed, the less time I had.”
As she spoke, Charlotte’s hand fell to the small of Sutton’s back, rubbing small circles there.
“When you first started speaking, I had this vision of what you were saying. The vision I’d had for my entire life. And it didn’t excite me the way it used to. Instead, I could see all of the missed vacations. All of the time we get to spend together, interrupted with phone calls I can’t ignore. The hobbies I enjoy, all left abandoned.” Charlotte’s voice was introspective, and as Sutton stared at her, she could tell that her wife was also speaking to herself. That Charlotte herself was re-experiencing what she was saying.
“I wanted to reach the pinnacle of my political career so I could make a positive impact. So I could make changes I wanted to see, changes we need, but at the foundation, I’m doing that in a far more direct, quicker, more effective way than I could from the Oval Office. I don’t have a Congress or constituents to answer to; I am the deciding factor on funding charities and social programs.”
There was that passion in Charlotte’s voice, the one she’d always had when she’d made speeches or when she’d been in debates or spoken in Congress, that determination and contained emotion that made her so damn compelling.
Sutton was riveted as she stared at Charlotte. Nearly convinced, she cautiously asked, “You are still so involved in politics, though.”
And Charlotte was. She had a direct line to many senators, to the secretary of state, the Treasury, the Speaker of the House. She actively funded and advised handfuls of people still actively working in the Capitol.
“I’ll never walk away from that world; it’s too important to me,” Charlotte agreed. “But that proves my point; the influence I have while at the helm of the foundation makes a huge difference. I get to endorse and support so many politicians I align with; in a way, I have far, far more power from my position on the sidelines than I would in just about any other position I could hold. And with it, I get to life my life exactly the way I want it.”
Charlotte shifted so that she was sitting draped over Sutton’s lap, sliding her arm around Sutton’s neck. Their eyes were only inches apart, making Sutton able to see how very serious Charlotte was.
“If things had been different in life, maybe this wouldn’t be how I feel. If I’d had a balance throughout my twenties and thirties between work and my personal life, I don’t know if I’d be able to walk away from politics. But… I didn’t. I gave my entire self to that world, until I had nothing else.”
Charlotte slid her hand so that she could toy with the ends of Sutton’s hair. “And then you came back into my world, and everything changed. I missed so much time with you; I’m not willing to sacrifice any more of it.”
Sutton breathed out a sigh, feeling that echo inside of her that she’d felt so long ago—in love, in love, in love.
“You really feel that way? You feel good about this?” She just had to make sure one more time.
“I really do,” Charlotte confirmed. “I hope you feel good about it, too, and ready for the rest of our lives to be just that—our lives. Dedicated to one another.”
In moments like this, she still couldn’t believe this was her life. That Charlotte Thompson loved her this way, that they’d found one another again. That they’d gotten so lucky as to get another chance to be together.
Sutton leaned in to press her forehead against Charlotte’s, breathing her in. “Yes, Charlotte. I’m ready for anything with you.”



AFTERWORD
I never fathomed having an audience that would read one version of my characters falling in love, let alone go with me on this journey of watching them do so more than once.
Midnight Rain was such a labor of love, and as I was writing it on my patreon, I truly didn’t imagine that it would be published one day. It was just… fun. Writing this was precisely what writing should be - sheer enjoyment.
Thanks for going on the ride!
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