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      “Best make things look spic and span,” Mia said as she handed Annie a cup of coffee. “The boss is stopping by today.” She shot Annie one of those smiles Annie had seen her use on the customers to great effect. Inspired by being on the receiving end of one of Mia’s smiles, Annie had tried smiling at people like that, but she instinctively knew her own attempts didn’t have the same effect. She practiced sometimes in front of the mirror while washing her hands and she simply didn’t have a Mia-smile.

      “Sheryl or Kristin?” Annie asked, still amazed that she was able to get a real cup of coffee in her own book shop. Not the instant stuff she used to brew. It was part of the deal she had made with the Pink Bean owners. They leased part of her shop and Annie got all the free coffee she wanted, on top of a bunch more visitors through the door.

      Annie needed the clarification on which one of the two was stopping by because last time Mia had said the boss was dropping in, Annie had mentally prepared for Kristin only to have Sheryl show up. There was a distinct difference.

      “Kristin,” Mia said. “We have some numbers to crunch. Sheryl is not much of a number cruncher.” That smile again.

      Annie nodded, while she wondered if she had time to run upstairs and drag a comb through her hair. It sometimes felt as though Kristin was her boss as well as Mia’s, even though that was probably not the right way to describe it. Annie checked her watch. It was before eleven. Not that she was banned from her own house, but she knew Jane preferred she didn’t come upstairs too early in the morning, or until her wife had ventured down for her first Pink Bean coffee—and social interaction—of the day.

      Besides, Annie had a perfectly able comb in the downstairs bathroom, which they’d had remodeled to include a stall for customers and Pink Bean employees.

      Annie didn’t want to admit to herself that she was nervous because Kristin was due to arrive. The success of the Pink Bean in her shop was of crucial importance. If Kristin and Mia didn’t sell enough coffee, they would pack up their coffee machine and move elsewhere. Annie shook off the thought. Mia had told her time and time again that the decision to join forces with Annie’s shop was influenced by much more than purely business. Still, Annie felt like she had to impress.

      The door of the shop opened and both Mia and Annie looked up. It was always a guessing game whether the person walking in was after coffee, a book, both, or none.

      Annie didn’t need to look at Mia to know a smile was spreading on her lips. Annie smiled too at the sight of Lou.

      Lou gave Annie a wave and headed straight for the coffee counter to kiss Mia on the lips. All this young love on display. Annie wasn’t entirely sure how that made her feel. She was happy for Lou, who had suffered a bad breakup in Brisbane, and she and Mia made a great couple. That wasn’t the issue. It was witnessing what the beginning of romance looked like that put her out sometimes. The energy between them was palpable. It had been a long time since Annie had felt that kind of energy buzz through her.

      Annie had known Lou for a long time and she wasn’t the type to engage in too much public canoodling. Yet Annie saw her melt under Mia’s smiling gaze. She was still looking at them from her place by the cash register when the door opened again. This time it was Kristin. Annie nearly jumped to her feet, even though that door opened countless times a day and it was hardly the first time Kristin had come in to see how everything was going. Annie was happy Mia and Lou were preoccupied with each other so they hadn’t noticed her reaction.

      Having spotted Lou, Kristin headed straight for Annie, and stood at the counter. Just as Mia kissed Annie on the cheek every morning when she arrived, so did Kristin when she bestowed a visit on the second Pink Bean branch. When Mia kissed her hello, Annie didn’t even think about it. It was as automatic an action as actually saying hello. But with Kristin it was different.

      At first, Annie had believed it was because Kristin’s demeanor was, in general, a little more uptight, and it was always more uncomfortable kissing someone like that, but then she’d had a good hard look in the mirror—probably while she brushed her hair in anticipation of Kristin’s arrival—and she had realized it was all down to herself. She was the one having an issue. It had been a disconcerting feeling. One that manifested itself again now, as she stood in front of Kristin thinking of suave ways to peck her on the cheek.

      Annie stepped from behind the counter—her safe space from where she observed all the goings-on in the shop—and put a hand gently on Kristin’s shoulder before letting her lips touch down on Kristin’s smooth, cool cheek.

      “How’s business?” Kristin asked. She really wasn’t one for small talk.

      “Mine or yours?” Annie scampered back behind the counter.

      “Mia will tell me about mine once she’s done schmoozing with her girlfriend.” She rolled her eyes and Annie couldn’t help but grin. “Yours.”

      “Sales are up!” Annie exclaimed. “It can’t be denied. Who said print was dead?” Oh Christ. Was she no longer capable of having a normal conversation with Kristin either?

      “I believe it was your wife who came up with those words of wisdom.” Kristin glanced at the display of Jane Quinn books they had set up right next to the counter—a massive feather in Mia’s cap. “How are those doing?”

      “Not too bad, although Jane cringes every time she comes down and sees all of her books presented like that. And word must have spread, because the other day she was having a coffee just as someone was browsing her books. The person put two and two together, bought one, and promptly walked up to Jane to have it autographed.”

      “She must have loved that.” Kristin sniggered. Apparently she was beginning to know Jane and her solitary ways.

      “I had to bring her coffee upstairs for the rest of the week.” Annie grinned. “But it’s good to push her out of her comfort zone once in a while. She needs that. That’s why this was such a good idea.” She pointed at the coffee machine, then at the book display. “And this as well. She’s Jane Quinn, for crying out loud. She should take some pride in that.”

      “We’re all different,” Kristin said matter-of-factly.

      “Aren’t we just.” Talking about her wife, who was toiling away upstairs on her next book, made Annie feel guilty about overthinking kissing Kristin hello. “And that’s why I love her so dearly.”

      “Hello and goodbye.” Lou joined them. “I need to rush to Darlinghurst for my next class. Someone’s been having a bad influence on my punctuality.”

      Kristin shook her head. “I’ll give her a stern talking-to.”

      “Please do.” Lou shot them both a wink and left the shop.

      “Talk to you later, Annie,” Kristin said, and sat down in the exact same chair she always did, waiting for Mia to join her.

      When nothing much was going on in the shop, Annie usually read. She used to easily go through a book a day, but since the Pink Bean had set up shop, she was lucky to make it through a book a week. Today, Annie willed her attention to remain on the book she was reading, but having Kristin in the shop, made it that much harder to focus.
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      Jane had gone through her usual routine, which consisted of nothing more than brewing her own cup of coffee and sitting down in front of her computer. Unwashed and dressed in the same comfortable clothes she had worn the day before and the day before that. Usually, it was all she needed to get going, re-immerse herself in her work in progress, and add a good chunk of words before the clock chimed eleven.

      But for the second week in a row, it wasn’t happening. She didn’t want to tell Annie, because she suspected that the reason why she couldn’t find the peace of mind required to do deep, focused work was because of what was going on downstairs. Annie would just say—for the umpteenth time—that she was too sensitive and this was a good thing for them and if the occasional chatter drifting up bothered her she should just put on a pair of noise-canceling headphones.

      But Annie had never written a book. She didn’t have a clue about the delicate tension required to tune into the subconscious and get in touch with what was going on in there. She didn’t realize that the smallest change in routine was enough to set Jane back a couple of thousand words a week and while not a huge amount in the grand scheme of things, it screwed up Jane’s carefully crafted schedule in a way that made her feel very uncomfortable and insecure. Because, yes, having Kristin rent the space from them was a good thing for their finances, but hadn’t Jane already taken care of that?

      Her books were paying most of the bills now, and while having the Pink Bean downstairs lifted some of the pressure off her shoulders, it seemed to be adding quite a bit as well—as in disturbing Jane’s fragile equilibrium.

      She looked at her screen, at the sentence that wasn’t advancing and hadn’t budged for the last ten minutes, and heaved a sigh. She took longer than most to get used to changes, but that didn’t mean she didn’t adapt eventually. The words would be flying from her fingers again soon. She’d jump out of bed raring to go, because the alternative would be not to deliver a book on the deadline she had set herself and communicated to her readers. Jane had always felt confident announcing such a deadline because there was no doubt in her mind she could meet it. Not one single doubt—as long as she could adhere to her routines and everything was right in her little world.

      A few more weeks of this, however, and things would be even more wrong. She gave up on the sentence, got up, and paced around in her office. She looked at the picture of her and Annie in New Zealand where they’d married, both of them dressed in white. That picture always made her smile. Because it was much more than a wedding picture to her. It was the culmination of a great relationship that, at the time, had already lasted fifteen years, even though there had been times Jane had believed they wouldn’t make it. That picture was the proof they had. What it said to her was that relationships, just as lives, go through ups and downs, and when you get through those lows, and celebrate the highs, you will end up coming out stronger on the other side.

      They would celebrate twenty years together—and their fifth wedding anniversary—in a few months.

      Jane touched a finger to the spot in the picture where Annie smiled widely. Oh screw it. Annie was just downstairs. Perhaps seeing her in the flesh would make Jane feel better. Take away some of this anguish about her lagging word count.

      But then she would have to change into something respectable. The past few years, the book shop had had so little clientele, Jane often nipped down in her shabby writing gear, but she couldn’t do that now. Annie was never alone in the shop anymore, even when there were no customers. Mia was always there, and Kristin often came in and so did Sheryl during her lunch break, often bringing along colleagues.

      It was out of the question for Jane to wear the same old tracksuit pants she’d been holding on to for years—it was hard to get rid of a pair of pants you’d written a couple of successful books in—when she went downstairs these days. She even had to put on a bra. Before the Pink Bean, days used to go by when Jane didn’t wear a bra. Days when she didn’t feel any need to venture out but was perfectly content with the company of her words and her wife. A quick—bra-less—stop in the shop was enough to remind her of the outside world.

      Jane sighed and went into the bathroom. Should she shower? It was part of her ritual to not shower before she had gotten in her word count of the day, and if she did, she was pretty sure no more words would be added to that wretched book today. So she just slipped into a pair of jeans, put on a bra, and drew over a blouse. She pulled her fingers through her hair and gave herself a reluctant thumbs-up in the mirror. Because, granted, those coffees Mia prepared were not half bad. She could do with one of those right about now. Maybe it would jolt her brain into the kind of alertness needed to finally finish that bloody sentence. Because it was that very sentence holding her back. If only she could get past it, this squandering of precious minutes, staring at her screen and not producing, could end. It was worth a go. One of Mia’s coffees. A quick chat and kiss from her wife, and Jane would get back to it.

      She dashed downstairs with a spring in her step, convinced she’d be running back up in about ten minutes, filled to the brim with inspiration.

      When she arrived in the shop, Annie was handing a customer a book. Jane couldn’t see which one it was because it was wrapped in a paper bag. She dearly hoped it wasn’t one of hers, which was a completely counterintuitive thought to have, because of course she wanted to sell books, she just preferred not to witness the sale.

      Mia was sitting at a table with Kristin, who always looked like she’d just stepped out of the pages of a glossy magazine. How was that even possible? Jane watched Annie as her gaze followed the customer leaving the shop. Annie’s gaze then landed on Kristin and Mia. Was she thinking the same thing about Kristin? Jane suddenly felt too shabbily dressed to walk into the very book shop she co-owned. Oh, sod it, Kristin had been in here plenty of times when Jane had been dressed like this—she had even put on a blouse—and it wasn’t as if Annie’s Book Shop had suddenly developed a strict dress code.

      Jane stepped into sight and Annie jumped as though she was surprised to have her wife turn up.

      “Only me,” Jane said.

      “You’re early.” Annie reached for Jane’s hand.

      “I know. This book is not agreeing with me. At all.”

      “It’ll come, babe.” Annie pulled her close. “It always does.”

      But what if it doesn’t? Jane thought. What if she had finally used it all up? And what was it anyway? Divine inspiration? Jane believed even less in that than in the apparition of the so-called muse. She sat down and did the work. That had always been her muse and inspiration and everything she needed. So why was that suddenly not enough anymore?

      “I was hoping for one of Mia’s glorious cappuccinos,” Jane said. Mia had shown her how to use the machine, and it wasn’t all that complicated, yet it felt kind of strange to go behind the coffee counter, because that was the part of the shop that they rented out, and Jane felt she had no right to go in there.

      As if Mia had read her mind, she stood up, looked at Jane, and said, “On it.”

      “Thank you.” Jane remembered the time, only a few weeks ago, when Mia had started talking to her about the Jane Quinn books she had read and how much she had enjoyed them once she got past the fact that Jane had written them and how they had quite a few naughty bits in them.

      Jane had smiled and tried to look as grateful as possible. She was grateful—having someone enjoy her books was the point of everything she wrote—but she simply didn’t have a clue how to react when someone said it to her face like that.

      “You have to learn to take a compliment,” Annie had said to her years ago. It seemed that Jane still hadn’t picked up that particular skill yet.

      “Hi, Jane.” Kristin walked up to them. “How’s that new best seller coming along?” She threw in a smile.

      This was the kind of question Jane had formulated a standard answer to over the years—even though the word best seller was used so liberally today. Jane didn’t write best-selling books by any means. She wrote books that sold enough to keep her business afloat and absorb some losses incurred by the book shop. But it was nothing compared to an international or even national best seller in a genre that wasn’t as niche as lesbian romance.

      Jane shrugged. Because the book wasn’t coming together at all, she couldn’t rely on her standard reply. “This one’s doing my head in.”

      Annie brought her hand to Jane’s head and mussed her freshly-finger-combed hair about. “But what a pretty little head it is.”

      “What’s it about?” Kristin sounded genuinely interested.

      Annie held up her hand. “Wrong question, Kristin.”

      What was with Annie today? Did she believe that because Jane wasn’t in full control of her power to write down words, she had also lost the ability to speak them? “Jane doesn’t like to discuss her work in progress.” Maybe Jane had made Annie speak for her one too many times over the years they’d been together.

      “I’m hoping Mia’s coffee will help,” Jane said.

      “And here I am to the rescue.” Mia sidled up to them, holding a deliciously-smelling, steaming mug in her hands.

      “You’re a life-saver,” Jane said. “I didn’t mean to disturb your meeting.”

      “You’ve come down early.” Mia said, echoing Annie’s words.

      “I didn’t realize my schedule was under such scrutiny,” Jane joked.

      “If I keep reading your books the way I’ve been doing lately, I will need a brand new Jane Quinn book soon,” Mia said. “So forgive me for cracking that whip and keeping an eye on you.” She shot Jane a smile that was so disarming, Jane could only reciprocate.

      “Just keep on supplying me with excellent coffee,” Jane said.

      “Of course. Imagine how that will look on my resume later: personal barista to Jane Quinn.”

      “Depends where you’re applying for a job,” Jane said.

      “Not anytime soon, I hope,” Kristin said.

      “It was just a manner of speaking, boss. I’d be a fool to leave this gig.”

      “Good.” Only Kristin could make a simple word sound so full of meaning—and perhaps a hint of threat.

      “I’d best get back to it,” Jane said, hope swelling in her voice and in her heart. “Some people are waiting for my next book.”
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      Annie closed the shop at six these days—an hour earlier than she used to. Mia left at five and Annie used the hour alone to put things in order for the next day and remember how it felt before the Pink Bean had descended on her little book shop. The hour of personal time she gained, she used to relieve Jane of cooking duty a couple of times per week, and to simply be with her wife.

      “Guess how many Jane Quinn books I sold today?” she asked Jane as they sat down to dinner, which they had naturally started eating earlier as the shop’s schedule had changed.

      “Zero point zero,” Jane said, in typical fashion.

      Annie shook her head. “Three. Two in the Broken Hearts series to the same person. And one copy of Under a Streetlight.”

      “That’s not too bad.”

      “I would say so.” Annie took a moment to look her wife in the eye. “Especially because they are direct sales and there’s no middle man to give any money to.”

      “Yes, yes, I know. I should be grateful to Mia. And I am,” Jane said.

      “You should see her and Lou together. It really warms my heart.” Annie remembered their kiss in the shop that morning.

      “They make a stunning pair. It can only be good for business.”

      “As opposed to the times when customers only had my old mug to look at when they walked in.”

      Jane chuckled. “It’s a simple fact that Mia is about thirty years younger than you, babe, but to me, you’re just as gorgeous.”

      “She’s not thirty years younger. Twenty-eight will do just fine.” Annie harpooned a piece of salmon onto her fork and waved it around as though her point could not be made otherwise.

      “Fine. Twenty-eight.” Jane pulled her lips into a sideways grin. “So you’d best not be getting any ideas into your head, cougar. Spending all that time together in the shop, often just the two of you for hours.”

      Annie didn’t take the bait. “Gorgeous and lovely and generally being the catch that I am, I would never come between Mia and Lou. Lou is Rita’s daughter. Imagine the scandal.”

      “That’s very kind of you, to think of it that way.” Jane’s voice dripped with irony. “You can stick to just sucking up to Kristin then. I read an article today about Amazon opening up shop in Australia very soon. As in not just having a website you can order stuff from, but them having actual warehouses and slashing the price of books. You may have to increase Kristin’s rent if we have to drop the price of our wares.”

      Annie was still stuck on the first part of what Jane had said to give much notice to the message about Amazon’s impending arrival. Had she been sucking up to Kristin? Had Jane noticed anything about her behavior, whatever that might be? “I guess we’ll need to start selling Jane Quinn collector’s items then.”

      “I have a couple of bras lying around that I’ve only worn for a couple of hours each. We could sell those. Or we’ll need to start selling our own coffee.”

      “We’ve only just thwarted the predatory grips of one big franchise, only to have another come at us.” Annie mused. “Let’s just wait and see before we start selling your lingerie.”

      “If you look at it another way, if it weren’t for Amazon and the booming e-book market, the shop might have gone under years ago,” Jane said.

      “So we shan’t fear them and we’ll roll with the punches the way we always do,” Annie declared.

      “There’s not much else we can do.”

      They ate in silence for a few minutes—Annie still a little hung up on what Jane had said about Kristin. Could they talk about things like that? They should be able to. They had enough years between them—and it’s not as if they hadn’t had to get through similarly difficult conversations in the past. Their relationship was solid. Yet, Annie couldn’t bring the words to cross her lips.

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you something, babe,” Annie started. Even though she predicted this wasn’t going to go down well with Jane, it was a much easier topic to address at the dinner table than her attraction—Annie didn’t really know what else to call it—to Kristin.

      “What’s that?” Jane had finished her meal and put down her cutlery.

      “You know how I haven’t been down to the swimming pool in weeks?”

      Jane nodded.

      “Even though I love to swim.”

      “You’ve been busy with all that’s been going on with the shop. Your routine has suffered. It’s normal.”

      Annie nodded. “That’s all true, but I’ve been thinking it might also be easier to go earlier in the day instead of in the evening after a long day in the shop.”

      “You can go on Monday mornings then, when the shop is closed.” Jane really wasn’t catching her drift.

      “Monday is our day together. The only full one we have. Unless you want to join me?” Annie looked her wife in the eye.

      Jane tucked a strand of her fine, strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. “Go swimming with you every Monday morning?” She folded her face into a frown. “But that’s our lie-in day. The one morning a week I don’t get up early to write and you don’t have to open the shop. Do you really want to spend that time in the pool?”

      “No. I would much rather go swimming on another day, say a weekday afternoon, when there aren’t many people at the pool.”

      “You want to hire someone for an afternoon a week?”

      Annie wondered whether Jane was really that lost in her own world or whether she was playing dumb because she’d known where this was going all along. “I have my eye on the most beautiful unpaid help.”

      “You want me to do it?” Jane shuffled in her seat.

      “It would only be for a few hours every week. It’s not as if you’ve never done it before, babe. Maybe you’ll even enjoy it.”

      “But I’m busy,” Jane said. “I run my own business. I have a million things to do.”

      Annie scrunched her lips together, then shot Jane a pleading look. “If you tell me you really don’t have two hours to spare, and that those two hours of not working will harm your business, I won’t bring it up again. But you could also see it as a welcome break from your everyday tasks. You can have a chat with Mia. Feast on one of her delicious cappuccinos. It might even give you ideas for your next book.”

      “If you’re asking me to do this for you so you can have a few hours to yourself every week, then you know I will,” Jane said matter-of-factly.

      “The real question is, though,” Annie looked at her wife, whose facial expressions she knew so well that the next one was easy to predict, “will you be able to do it with a smile on your face?”

      Sure enough, there it was. Teeth sunk into bottom lip, the left side of her top lip lifted. It was Jane’s standard expression when she felt she had to do something that went against her nature and she was thinking of ways to get out of it. “You won’t be there to see,” Jane quipped.

      “How about we start tomorrow?” Annie knew better than to give Jane more time to get used to the idea, even though she would protest.

      “Tomorrow? But—” Jane fell silent.

      “Do you have a pressing engagement tomorrow at two in the afternoon?” Annie asked, a grin plastered on her face. Jane was so married to her schedule, they both knew exactly what she would be doing at that time of day. Twenty minutes of meditation, followed by forty minutes of reading. Annie had gotten used to Jane’s rigid schedule long ago. Obviously, it helped her perform—she’d written no less than nine novels the year before, and in the process had kept their finances from falling into the red. Which didn’t mean that sometimes Jane needed to be pressed to take a load off.

      “Well, no, but…” Jane wasn’t in a very argumentative mood.

      “Tell you what. How about we give it a go tomorrow and if it’s horrible and you don’t like it and people have bugged you and taken away all your energy, we’ll find a different solution?”

      “I guess we can give it a go.”

      “Thank you, honey. I really appreciate it.” Annie blew her a kiss across the table.
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      It wasn’t that minding the shop was like a punishment for Jane. She loved books and Annie’s wish to start a book shop of her own was one of the things that had drawn Jane to her when they had met twenty years ago. The mere thought of it had made Jane’s heart beat faster. What aspiring writer doesn’t feel a thrill every time they walk past a book shop? To be with someone who owned one had definitely been part of the attraction. It wasn’t the books that posed a problem for Jane. It was the people who came in to look at the books and bought them and expected some sort of small talk in return for setting foot in Annie’s Book Shop and buying its wares.

      Jane had seen Annie do these things effortlessly for years. She had an instinct, honed over two decades of running the shop, for knowing which customers wanted to talk, which ones were open for recommendations, and which ones just came in to browse in silence. Jane didn’t have a clue about these things. She’d always preferred the company of characters in stories over that of real people. The fact that she was sitting behind the counter in a book shop helped a little, but wouldn’t do her much good when someone asked for a recommendation. She might be the writer in their marriage, but Annie was a million times more well-read than Jane.

      She eyed the display of her own books Mia had insisted they put up. Jane had managed to stop her putting a cardboard cutout of herself next to it. That was taking things about a dozen steps too far.

      Jane took a deep breath and let some of her anxieties flow away. It was just selling books. A simple transaction. And maybe Annie was right. Maybe she would enjoy it. Even if she didn’t, she definitely liked that she was doing something for her wife. And it wasn’t as if the book she was writing was going anywhere anytime soon.

      Jane ambled to the coffee counter. She was drinking too much coffee since the Pink Bean had moved in. She felt more jittery, more alert but not in a pleasant way. She thought she’d try one of those herbal teas they sold.

      Mia had barely batted an eyelash when Annie had waved goodbye and left Jane in charge of the shop. Perhaps she deemed it normal that Jane would take over once in a while. Perhaps it was.

      Jane ordered a cup of lemon and ginger tea.

      “Do you have a minute? I’d like to run something by you,” Mia asked.

      Mia had said the exact same thing when she’d suggested building a Jane Quinn shrine in the shop, so her words put the fear of god into Jane. But she could hardly say she was pressed for time.

      “Sure.”

      “Shall we sit?” Mia gestured at a table. She launched straight into it. “You have a new book coming out next week, right?”

      Jane nodded. “Yes, the last one in the Broken Hearts series.”

      “How about we have a little book launch party for it? Right here in the shop?”

      “Oh, no. That’s a terrible idea.” Jane didn’t see the point in mincing her words.

      “It is? Why?” Mia leaned back and sported a rather incredulous expression on her face.

      Because I hate them with a vengeance. Jane couldn’t say that out loud. “I’ve had them before and they’re a waste of time. A launch party is no longer necessary. It’s a thing of the past in this digital age. And, in my opinion, it only serves to inflate a writer’s ego. I don’t need my ego inflated, so there you have it.”

      Mia smiled and shook her head. “Just off the top of my head, I can think of a dozen people who would fall over themselves to attend a Jane Quinn book launch party, who would happily buy the book from you directly, and would be honored to have it signed by you. I was seeing it more as a treat for your fans, really. Along with an opportunity to boost the profile of both the book shop and the Pink Bean.”

      “Oh.” Jane realized she’d let her fear get the better of her too quickly again. “Of course I want to please my readers.” Jane loathed the word fans. She was hardly a boyband member and that was whom she associated the word with. “It’s the very point of my writerly existence.”

      “I know you like to keep a low profile, and I want to respect that. But I am one of your readers and you have no idea how much it thrills me to just sit here with you and have this conversation.”

      “You mean I’m not too big of a disappointment? I am, after all, a much better writer than I am a talker.” Although not so much of late.

      “It doesn’t have to be a party, if that’s too much.” Mia continued. “We could just organize a book signing. Sell some coffees along the way. You wouldn’t have to lift a finger. Except show up and sign the books, of course. But you’d be in your own shop. In your comfort zone. I’ll take care of all the preparations and promotion.”

      “As long as you don’t want to have a cardboard cutout of me at the entrance,” Jane said.

      “Is that a yes?”

      Jane’s first instinct was to say she’d talk it over with Annie, but Annie would only try to coax her to say yes, so she might as well just agree now. “I guess it is.”

      “Brilliant!” Mia smiled her wide smile. They should put her by the door. That would get people into the shop. “I have the best job in the world.”

      Jane thought about the conversation she’d had with Annie the night before—before she’d ambushed her into manning the shop for two hours—about Amazon getting ready to disrupt the book business in Australia. Maybe book signings were what they needed to stand out and get people into the shop, instead of having them buy the book for half the price and get it delivered to their doorstep for free. Annie’s Book Shop would have no choice but to offer added value. That this would have to be her—that it was even possible that it could be her—didn’t sit right with her, but still, it appealed to Jane’s sense of duty, so she would do the right thing. If it made a few people happy in the process, then who was she to stand in the way?

      “Well,” Mia looked at her. “Having the talent to write and actually making your living as a writer might be a better job, but for me, this is probably as good as it’s going to get.

      Jane nodded. She was lucky and privileged and grateful for the chances she’d had, but none of that helped her get more words on the page these days. She would need to talk to someone about it soon, because it was starting to exasperate her. She’d had dry spells before, but they’d never lasted this long and she could usually pin-point what the problem was: not enough enthusiasm for the story; in dire need of a break; not enough research and plotting done beforehand. She couldn’t figure out why this book was kicking her ass so much. None of the previous reasons applied.

      “Being a writer is pretty great,” she said, trying to hide the doubts in her voice. It wasn’t a lie. Being able to live off her writing was a dream come true—one that had only come to fruition a few years ago, when the profits of the shop had sunk to such a level, some hard choices had to be made. This lovely shop that had supported her writing habit for all those years, and Annie, her partner of nearly twenty years, who managed it with such dedication, it would have broken her heart if she’d lost it.

      So yes, writing had, in the end, worked out well for her—for them—but when the words weren’t flowing, it filled Jane with such insecurity and anxiety, she wished she had chosen another profession entirely.

      “Pretty great?” Mia repeated. “You truly are a walking understatement, Jane.”
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      Annie relished how weightless the water made her feel. How when she was under, she could only hear the sound her arms made when they cut through the surface and the rushing of her breath in her ears. She’d missed this and as she pierced through the water, she sincerely hoped Jane was not having too bad a time in the shop.

      She couldn’t stop herself from fantasizing for a split second. She dreamed that Jane was enjoying being in the shop so much, that Annie would be able to come to the pool at this time of the day—when no school children occupied half of it—twice a week. What a luxury that would be.

      But the shop was her responsibility. It always had been. Having an hour extra per day while making a higher profit had already been a huge gain.

      She emptied her mind again, because that was the thing about being in the water, and only having to focus on her turn at the end of every lap. She could do that here. Her mind could become as weightless as her body felt.

      Annie didn’t feel her age when she was in here. She forgot that in three short years she’d be turning sixty. Annie didn’t mind aging that much. In fact, she was quite fond of the advantages it held. Gaining perspective was the one she enjoyed most. But she had a wife who was twelve years her junior. And then there was that other reason she’d been looking at herself in the mirror more critically of late. A certain someone who kept popping up in her mind, no matter how hard she swam and tried to empty it.

      She allowed her brain to conjure up another fantasy—one decidedly not involving her wife. What if Kristin, for some reason Annie couldn’t be bothered to specify, decided to drop Sheryl off at the university and, while she was in the neighborhood, took the opportunity to have a swim in the Newtown public pool, which wasn’t anything special, but this was just a fantasy so it didn’t matter.

      Would Kristin be a one-piece swimsuit kind of woman or would she opt for a bikini? Annie didn’t know her that well yet, and it was hard to gauge. Kristin came across as very functional, which would put her in the one-piece camp. But she was also always immaculately decked out, which meant she found looking good important, which could perhaps persuade her toward donning a bikini.

      It didn’t matter. Annie didn’t have to be true to Kristin’s character in this particular fantasy, although aspects of it were most certainly part of the reason Annie had trouble getting her off her mind. Annie put Kristin in a tasteful bikini and she imagined her diving in, all grace, barely a spatter of water jumping up from the surface. She imagined them swimming side by side, and Kristin being impressed by Annie’s strong strokes. Something unsaid—perhaps because it was so unspeakable—passing between them, and then the quick walk to the changing rooms, filled with anticipation.

      No.

      Annie stopped the fantasy right there. That was as far as she was willing to go. She’d gone far enough already. She wasn’t here to dream of Kristin. She was here to swim. Then she thought about the upcoming dinner they had at Kristin and Sheryl’s on Friday night, and she didn’t know whether to look forward to it or dread it.
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* * *

      “You’re going to do what?” Annie asked. She’d just arrived back at the shop and Jane had sat there smirking in the most peculiar way before delivering the news of the book signing, which would take place next week. Jane was usually the type to only plan things if she had at least a month to prepare—and fret—over them.

      “And here I was expecting you to be pleased,” Jane said, still sporting a grin.

      “Oh, I am. Don’t mistake my confusion for anything less than being utterly pleased. I’m just a tad surprised.”

      “Good to hear I can still surprise you after all these years.” Jane drew her lips into a pout. “I didn’t sell many books.”

      “No Jane Quinn fans about on a Thursday afternoon?”

      “It must be the day they all stay in to read.”

      Annie scooted closer to her wife, curved an arm around her waist and pulled her near. A twinge of guilt tore through her for allowing herself that fantasy in the pool. Jane seemed to be in a chipper mood. Maybe she should say something after closing time. They’d promised each other honesty and, most of all, understanding about these things. It didn’t have to be much of a problem, just something that happened to people in a long-term relationship. And perhaps talking about her attraction to Kristin would take away some of its power, like they said in some of the self-help books Annie stocked. But Annie didn’t know how to start this particular conversation. Not just yet. Perhaps by the time she did, she’d be long over this silly infatuation.

      “I’m so glad you and Mia are getting along,” Annie said.

      “She’s a sweet talker, that one.” Jane didn’t give any indication of wanting to flee the shop and start on her late-afternoon writing session. “Maybe we should have her and Lou over for dinner some time.”

      “So you do really like her.” Annie bumped her hip into Jane’s.

      “I’ve always been very fond of Lou. When she left for Brisbane she was still so young. Now that she’s a proper adult, it would be great to get to know her better in this stage of her life.”

      “We have dinner at the Johnson-Parks tomorrow. Don’t forget.” A frisson of excitement ran up Annie’s spine. She was curious to see the inside of Kristin and Sheryl’s apartment. She expected it to be nothing short of spectacular.

      “All these new lesbians in our lives come with so many social obligations,” Jane said.

      “True, but we’ll make sure your energy bucket doesn’t empty.” Annie had adopted the way Jane spoke about her energy and buckets, even though the terminology changed often and it was sometimes hard to keep up. But Jane had stuck with the bucket for a while now, and it was an easy way for Annie to understand the differences between their personalities.

      “Thanks, babe. It’s still surprisingly full after this afternoon.”

      “Maybe Mia is one of those people who naturally fills your bucket with energy, instead of taking away from it.”

      “Maybe…”

      They both glanced at Mia who was hunched over her phone. Every morning this week, she’d been training a new person to help her in the coffee shop—she and Annie had interviewed Taylor together, even though Kristin and Mia could have ignored Annie’s opinion on their new employee. But this person would spend a lot of time in the shop with Annie, so it was important that Annie had a good feeling about them.

      “How do you feel about Taylor?” Annie asked.

      “She’s polite and reserved. Two qualities I value a lot,” Jane said.

      “Me too.” The door opened and in walked Sheryl. She was the one who had put Taylor forward for the job.

      “Your usual, boss?” Mia asked.

      “God no, it’s too late in the day for me to be drinking coffee. I’m here to see the book shop ladies.” She headed straight for the counter, where Annie still stood with an arm slung around Jane’s waist. “Jane, I’m here to make you an offer you won’t be able to refuse.”

      Uh-oh, Annie thought, you have no idea.
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      “We have to be there at seven. Why aren’t you getting ready?” Annie asked, looking at her watch ostentatiously. She seemed very keen to go to this dinner party.

      “Just give me a minute.” Jane remained slumped in the couch.

      “No, come on, chop-chop. We don’t want to be late and I take it you don’t want to turn up in sweatpants.”

      Jane dragged herself out of the couch. She wasn’t much for going out on a Friday night, and she dreaded this Friday night in particular, when she would have to tell Sheryl that she had zero, no, in fact sub-zero desire—if such a thing were possible—to give a special lecture on writing romance to the University of Sydney’s Creative Writing students.

      Because she would have to field the ever-returning question: why not? And she would have to resort to a bunch of self-deprecating comments and make jokes about her lack of charisma, even though Jane had come to terms with who she was—and had lost the need to apologize for herself in the process.

      It had taken her a while to accept that she almost always preferred her own company over the company of others, because society had a tendency to reward extroverted people, of which she was the polar opposite. Yet, when requests like these came along—disguised as great honors—she always felt she needed to justify herself, simply for being her. And when was the last time an extrovert had to come up with an excuse for who they were?

      “You look great,” Annie said to her after Jane had changed out of her “home wear” into the same old jeans and blouse she wore for outside activities.

      “I look the same as I always do,” Jane said, knowing very well she sounded like a petulant child.

      “You always look fab, babe. Come on.” Annie headed back into the kitchen. “Almost forgot the wine.”
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* * *

      Before Sheryl had left the shop last night, she had assured them it was okay to bring and drink wine in her presence, even though she was a recovering alcoholic. Jane was pleased about that. Evenings like this were hard to get through without partaking of a few alcoholic beverages. One glass of wine was usually enough to put her at ease. The second would take away enough of her inhibitions so she could emerge from her usual reserved state and enjoy the company of others without constantly second-guessing herself and what she should say.

      Kristin opened the door to them and Annie gave her the bottle of wine, which made at least one possible awkward moment pass. Imagine having to hand the bottle to Sheryl? It was one thing to have permission to drink in front of her, but yet another entirely to shove a bottle of wine into a recovering alcoholic’s hands.

      Kristin kissed them both on the cheeks and led them in. Sheryl was more forward with her greeting and wrapped them both in a lingering embrace.

      Jane witnessed how Annie cast her glance around the living room. Her eyes had grown wide. The place did look like an interior designer had just passed through to make some last-minute finishing touches and arrange everything just so.

      “This place is amazing,” Annie said.

      Jane nodded, even though she found their own apartment much cozier. Even the books on the bookshelves had been arranged according to the color of their spine. Kristin fit into the space perfectly. Sheryl stood out a little and, in doing so, gave their home the kind of off-kilter vibe that Jane could appreciate.

      “All my doing, of course,” Sheryl joked. “I’m sure Kristin will give you a tour later.” She shot them both a wink.

      They sat for drinks and Jane feverishly hoped Sheryl wouldn’t ask her about the lecture until she’d had a glass of wine. Words came more easily then. And if those words offended someone, she felt the sting less.

      “Mia told me about the book signing you’re doing next week,” Kristin said as she poured the wine. “That’s really great.”

      “It was Mia’s idea. I’m just going with the flow.” Jane couldn’t see Annie’s face, but she was sure it was folded into an incredulous expression at hearing her wife utter those words. Jane was the least go-with-the-flow person on the planet.

      Jane took a quick sip, then another. Situations like this made her so uptight, even the notion of a glass of wine, just the comforting feeling of it in her hand, made her more confident.

      “Truth be told,” Sheryl said, “I’m not that big on getting books signed, but it will be an excellent occasion to complete my Jane Quinn collection.” She gave a crooked grin. “And get my hands on your new book, of course. I’ve been looking forward to it.”

      Oh Christ. Not even the comforting feel of a glass of wine in her hand could keep a blush from creeping from Jane’s neck to her cheeks, even making her earlobes burn. It was all well and good for Annie to say she should learn how to accept a compliment, but not to offer any practical advice on how to do so. Although, in fairness, Annie had offered advice, but getting advice and applying it were two different things.

      “Thank you,” Jane said, hating herself a little because saying thank you was really all it took and why did she have to make a problem out of everything? A compliment was hardly the end of the world. On the contrary.

      “I’ve had a sneak peek,” Annie said, coming to Jane’s rescue once again. “It’s pretty epic, what with it being the last in the series.”

      “Can’t wait,” Sheryl said.

      Kristin remained silent. Maybe she didn’t read lesbian fiction. Jane didn’t want to judge, but she looked more like the type who would read some prize-winning, high-brow literary fiction before bed—and enjoy it immensely. She pictured the two of them in bed, reading: Sheryl with a lesbian romance and Kristin with a five-hundred-page hardback of the latest Booker Prize winner.

      “So,” Sheryl locked her gaze on Jane’s. “Please tell me you’re ready to make me an even happier woman slash Jane Quinn fan by coming to speak at the university. It wouldn’t be in my department, but a lot of gender studies students might be interested in it nonetheless. And I wouldn’t miss it, of course.” She flashed a wide smile. Jane could definitely see why Kristin—or anyone else for that matter—would be attracted to Sheryl. She had such an easy, persuasive way about her—a bit like Mia—that Jane almost wanted to say yes just so that smile wouldn’t disappear from Sheryl’s face.

      She and Annie had had a brief discussion about it last night. Annie knew not to push. Great honor or not, this was simply not the sort of thing Jane did. Jane had mainly asked her wife for advice on how to let Sheryl down gently.

      “I’m very sorry, Sheryl. I’m truly flattered that you would ask me. That you would even consider me, frankly, but I’m a writer. Having to give a lecture would take away so much from my writing time, not to mention the energy it would take to get the job done. And I’m really not that fond of the spotlight.” Jane wanted to make a joke about needing at least three gin and tonics before she could address a crowd, but thought it a bit tasteless seeing who she was speaking to.

      “Oh.” Only a hint remained of Sheryl’s smile. “I understand.”

      “Not everyone’s a teacher,” Kristin said.

      “Least of all me,” Jane said. “I wish I was, but I’m really not. I’m rubbish at explaining the simplest thing.”

      “Is there any way I could convince you otherwise?” Sheryl was obviously used to getting what she wanted.

      “You’re just after another feather in your cap after getting Caitlin James to do a few lectures,” Kristin said. “Besides, this dinner is not about work.”

      “Fair enough.” Sheryl narrowed her eyes and gave Jane one last intense look, as though she wanted one more chance to try to sway her—and a single look could hold that kind of power. “Apologies if I was being too pushy.” She leaned back in her chair and focused her attention on Annie. “How about Caitlin doing a book signing and reading in your shop? She loves that kind of stuff. Especially now that Josephine is much more popular than her.” She chuckled. “It’s been a hard transition.”

      “That would be tremendous,” Annie said. “I didn’t even consider that a possibility.”

      “I’ll make it happen,” Sheryl said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “I’m going to get dinner ready,” Kristin said.

      “Do you need a hand?” The words left Annie’s mouth faster than she could even think them.

      Kristin cocked her head. “Actually, I could do with another pair of hands.”

      “Well, I never.” Sheryl sounded shocked. “She hardly ever lets anyone into the kitchen with her. She’s a bit of a control freak, in case you hadn’t noticed.” She followed up with a big grin.

      “Annie and I are business partners. She’s allowed in my kitchen,” Kristin said.

      The words made Annie’s head swim. Kristin was making an exception for her? She shot out of her seat and eagerly followed her into the kitchen.

      The evening had been nice so far. Now that Jane could stop being nervous about having to turn Sheryl down, it had the potential to become a night to remember. Jane had said no to so many things over the years, Annie didn’t waste her breath trying to convince her otherwise any longer. Jane was old and wise enough to make her own decisions.

      “How are you with sauces?” Kristin asked.

      In Annie’s head, it instantly translated into “how saucy are you?” and, for a split second, Annie believed she was being propositioned. She quickly snapped to. “Put me on whatever station you want, chef. I believe Jane and I have watched every episode of MasterChef ever produced. I’m ready.” Annie was jabbering.

      “I prefer the UK version,” Kristin said in an earnest tone. “It’s so much more civilized than the Australian one. I certainly can’t bear the US version. All that shouting. When has shouting at someone ever truly accomplished anything?”

      “Never, I believe,” Annie said, as she watched Kristin pull containers from the fridge.

      “Here’s a saucepan.” Kristin crouched down, then sprang swiftly up again. “The sauce just needs to be reheated. Without burning.”

      “I’m on it.” The kitchen wasn’t big and they stood in close proximity. Annie poured the sauce in the pan, making sure not to spill a drop. She’d rather die than burn that sauce.

      As she stirred, she wondered if she should already extend a reciprocal dinner invitation tonight. What could she cook to impress Kristin? It wouldn’t be an easy task, judging by all of Kristin’s preparations and how everything was about to come together—probably according to a minute-by-minute plan.

      “This is all very impressive,” Annie said.

      “I took up cooking as a hobby after I left my corporate job. But, as Sheryl will gladly tell you, I have a bit of an obsessive personality and a hobby can’t just be a hobby.” She smiled and her face lit up. Kristin wasn’t an easy smiler like Sheryl so when she did smile, her entire face changed.

      “The perfect MasterChef candidate,” Annie joked.

      “Even though I can enjoy watching a cooking-related reality TV show, I would never want to be on it. I’m not one for the spotlight either. Like Jane.”

      Hearing Kristin mention her wife’s name sounded a bit as though Annie was being scolded for the thoughts she’d been having. As though Kristin was looking right through her and knew very well why Annie was in this kitchen with her. But that was impossible. Kristin would need magnificent psychic powers. Annie believed she hid her feelings well. However, she did think it best to change topic as quickly as possible.

      “What did you do before you opened the Pink Bean?” Annie asked.

      “Marketing. I worked for a wine company, of all things.”

      “Ha, I worked in marketing too before I started the shop. A very long time ago.”

      “Doesn’t everyone work in marketing these days? It’s such a catch-all. Internet marketing, content marketing, direct marketing, social media marketing, and the list goes on. I’m just glad it’s not my world anymore. The hours I worked were crazy. And for what? To make someone else rich? It’s so much more rewarding to run your own business.”

      “As long as it’s actually running.” Annie adjusted the heat underneath the sauce a little. Sometimes she wondered if her infatuation with Kristin was inspired by what she had done for the book shop. Kristin Park had saved Annie’s Book Shop. There were no two ways about it.

      “Nothing is rewarding without a proper challenge once in a while. That’s the very nature of entrepreneurship—and life,” Kristin said. She put a poussin—Annie recognized it from MasterChef—on every plate and dressed it with lettuce leaves and spinach and something cube-like—as though she was creating a work of art. “Is the sauce ready?”

      Kristin wasn’t going to take Annie’s word for it and dipped a teaspoon into the saucepan to taste. “Okay. Good job, sous-chef,” she said, but she didn’t appear to have any time left for smiles. She grabbed the saucepan and artistically drizzled its contents onto the plates. “If you could grab two of these and bring them out.”

      Such natural authority. Annie walked into the living room with the plates, to which she had contributed next to nothing. Had Kristin really needed her to heat up that sauce, or had Annie been allowed into her kitchen for other reasons?
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* * *

      “Everything has changed,” Jane said. She’d had the better half of the second bottle of wine Kristin had poured. “No publisher would want to publish all the books I write, and I wouldn’t blame them. The business model I’m using would be impossible for a publisher, because they have many authors to take care of, and I can just take care of me, which is how I like it.”

      “Doesn’t it get lonely? Having to do everything yourself and having only yourself to rely on?” Sheryl asked. “I’d go crazy if I couldn’t go out and teach and meet with my students or just simply be at the university. Having to write a paper, which is a big part of my job, drives me mad most of the time.”

      “I can attest to that,” Kristin said.

      Annie had had her fair share of wine as well and it was as though, with every sip, Kristin became even more appealing. Those dark, dark eyes. Her well-sculpted hair, which still looked exactly the same as when they’d arrived, even though she had presented them all with a feast. But even more than that, the way she talked. When she made a quip about Sheryl, you could hear the love for her partner in her words. The admiration she had for the woman she’d been with for so long. Annie couldn’t help a pang of jealousy cropping up the next time she looked Sheryl in the eye.

      “I think it’s fairly common knowledge that I don’t like people very much, so no, I don’t get lonely. As long as I get to see people socially. Friends, I mean. Not just anyone.” Jane raised her glass. “To new friends.”

      If only she knew. Annie joined her wife in a toast to Sheryl and Kristin and their budding friendship.

      “And successful business alliances,” Kristin said.

      “Not so much for me, sadly,” Sheryl said. “Now that you’ve had a few, Jane. Are you sure I can’t persuade you to do that lecture, after all?”

      Annie couldn’t quite believe how easily Sheryl joked about Jane being under the influence.

      Jane slanted her neck. “I’m sorry. No amount of alcohol is enough to make me do that.”

      Annie, who was sitting across from Kristin, glanced at the Pink Bean owner while her wife and Sheryl continued their banter. Kristin held up her glass and Annie gladly clinked hers against it again.

      “Thank you so much for this meal and for everything you’ve done for the book shop.”

      “You make it sound like charity,” Kristin said in her business-like voice, snapping Annie out of her reverie once again. All that wine would soon make her believe Kristin had chosen her book shop for a second Pink Bean branch simply because it was Annie’s. “It was a business decision.”

      “But still.” Annie tried the smile of which Jane had told her many times that it made her look irresistible.

      Just then, Jane looked at her and, after a beat of silence, said, “I wouldn’t be the writer I am today if it weren’t for Annie and her belief in me.”

      Annie turned to face Jane, not only to thank her for what she’d just said, but also to make sure that from that angle she hadn’t been able to see the full-wattage smile she had just sent in Kristin’s direction.

      “Isn’t that what wives are for?” Annie’s voice sounded too sweet. She felt caught out. She reached for her now empty wine glass. “To support each other through the hard times?” Then again, she’d supported Jane through many a hard time—and not only financially difficult ones. In her inebriated state, Annie believed she could afford to send another woman that particular smile.

      “Oh, yes,” Sheryl said, and put a hand on Kristin’s shoulder. “I’ve put mine through her paces as well.” She gave Kristin a loving, very-unlike-Sheryl look.

      “And we’re not even legally married,” Kristin said drily.

      They all burst out into a chuckle. Annie was happy to have a laugh because she needed something to reduce the tension building inside of her. She wasn’t sure she would be able to sit through another dinner like this and not give herself away.
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      Jane had added one measly chapter to her work in progress during the past week. Over the years, she had trained herself to produce new words every day except Monday—that was her and Annie’s day—even during launch week, when the nervous energy that came with releasing a new book exhausted her and made her unable to think of much else. The launch of this book, however, she used as the perfect excuse to procrastinate more. To hell with that first draft. She had another book in third draft on which she should spend some time and another one that had just come back from her editor. She figured she might have a bit too much on her plate right now, anyway, and she’d start again on the first draft next week, after this book signing was over.

      When she was still with her publisher, Jane had had no choice but be a good sport about these things and turn up for all the events her publisher set up—back in the day when niche publishers actually still had time and money to make that sort of effort. Once, she had even done a local radio interview and had been ambushed into reading an excerpt from a very erotic short story she’d written, live on air.

      She was being an equally good sport today by doing this book signing. She didn’t much feel like it, although that was hardly a surprise. Jane didn’t like diverting from her routine, but then again, she’d been diverting from it so much of late—mainly by not being able to add enough fresh words to her ruthless word count tally—she might as well continue to do so. On top of that, something was up with Annie, but she didn’t quite know what. She was hiding something and Jane fervently hoped it wasn’t some kind of surprise to be sprung upon her at the book signing.

      When Jane entered the shop, Mia was talking to Lou. They both walked over to her, arms spread, getting ready to hug her as if it was her birthday. Jane had to admit it wasn’t an entirely unpleasant feeling to have Mia’s admiration.

      “Lou,” Jane said after the hugs had been dispensed with, “please help me keep your girlfriend in line so she doesn’t proposition me to do in-person events every time we’re alone in the shop.”

      “I’d rather she propose those than anything else,” Lou said. “She’s been devouring your books and I don’t know where this fan-girl-ship will end.” Lou gave her a wide smile. They made a dazzling pair.

      Jane chuckled. “We should both endeavor to keep her in check then.” She glanced at the pair of them again, their young love and blatant happiness mellowing her—and spurring her on to look for her wife and throw her arms around her.

      Because love was all Jane wrote about. Describing the ins and outs of love was her bread and butter. The various ways in which it could manifest itself, lead to trouble, hurt characters and, ultimately, make them face the music and bring them together, was what she worked on all day. It was a privilege to be a chronicler of love in all its forms and, Jane had to admit, it was an equal privilege to be here. Maybe she should have let Mia throw her a proper book launch party after all—but then she would have had to do a reading and Jane simply wasn’t cut out for those. Her personality and voice weren’t right for conveying the emotions she put in her books.

      Annie and Kristin were discussing something in quiet voices near the coffee machine. Jane had noticed that Annie spoke to Kristin in a different voice than her usual one. The one Jane was so used to and was such a part of her life. Perhaps only she could recognize a slight shift in tone and a different cadence to her words. When she talked to Kristin, Annie seemed to mimic Kristin’s quiet, soft-spoken manner of speaking, which was a bit disconcerting to hear, because Annie could be such a loudmouth sometimes.

      Annie must have felt Jane looking, because their gazes locked and Annie seemed surprised at first to catch her wife looking at her from a few feet away, but then waved at her anyway. It was all Jane needed. Just a reminder that it had been the two of them together for such a long time. The two of them beating the odds because when Jane was in her twenties a twelve-year age gap was considered too much by many—her parents included. Which was nothing compared to the challenges that arose later.

      Jane shook off the memory of that particularly shameful bit of her past, and refocused on the task at hand. She’d stacked a bunch of copies of her new book on a table. Mia had insisted they put the table next to “her” display of books. Jane leaned against the table and let Taylor top up her glass of bubbly, of which she wasn’t sure she was even allowed to drink it in the shop anymore, now that it was also a coffee shop without a liquor license.

      Jane hadn’t really had the chance to get to know Taylor better. She wondered if she liked her books. She looked so intense, she probably read Proust before bed instead of lesbian romance.

      Jane thanked Taylor and guessed that with the champagne and her new book on display like that, it was a bit of a book launch party, without the annoying reading bit.

      Even though the signing officially only started at seven, a few customers had already arrived. They were not regulars because then they would know that the shop wasn’t usually open at this time. They were shuffling closer to the table now. It was all about to kick off. A tingle took root in Jane’s stomach. These people were here because of words she’d strung together. Sometimes, that was the hardest of all to believe.

      The browsing twosome approached the table and gave her a couple of shy smiles. Jane knew all about shy smiles—they were something she could work with—and she smiled back, ready to start. If these people had turned up here especially for her and to get her scribble imprinted in a book they’d paid good money for, Jane had no choice but to give all she had. She’d be spent tomorrow, but tonight, she would put on a bright smile and every word she spoke, she would mean from the bottom of her heart.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Jane didn’t know how many books she’d signed, but the two stacks next to her had almost dwindled to nothing. She had no idea of the time, but she could feel the pleasant buzz of exhaustion running through her veins. Whoever believed that emotional fatigue wasn’t a thing, should take her vitals right about now.

      Because alcohol was being poured, people lingered, and by the time Jane took a second break to stretch her legs, she had concluded it was a full-on book launch party. She would need to have a word with Mia about that. Then again, she had given Mia full control. Jane hadn’t had to lift a finger, as promised. All she’d had to do was sign a few books. Jane wondered if Mia had spoken about her plans with Annie behind her back, and whether Annie had deliberately kept things from her. But it didn’t really matter. She gave her shoulder a tension-releasing roll while Amber, Lou’s boss at the yoga studio she worked at, ambled up to her.

      “I know a good exercise for releasing tension from the very spot that’s killing you right now,” she said.

      Jane looked at her. “Please, show me.”

      “Well, maybe after that queue at the table has gone. Unless you want to give your fans a little extra by getting down on all fours in front of them.”

      Jane eyed the short line that had formed again. “I’d best get to it then. Please, don’t leave before you’ve shared your much-needed knowledge.”

      Amber put a hand over her heart. “You have my word.”

      Jane sat behind the table again and launched into the last stretch of her signing performance of the night—she would run out of books soon enough. She had ordered the usual amount for the shop, which had never sold out before. Maybe Mia truly was a marketing genius, because Jane was about to break a paperback sales record tonight. And the book had only just come out. She only hoped she’d have enough for the people still lining up. She had a couple more copies upstairs. She could always run up and get those.

      “Looks like I’ve caught the last one,” a woman said.

      Oh shit, Jane thought and, in her worry about getting more books, didn’t recognize the voice. She looked around for Annie, who was working the till. She’d run up and get the extra copies herself, unless this woman was in fact the last person in line.

      Jane looked up and stared straight into Beth’s face. Christ. She was happy to be sitting down. Was Annie looking over? If Beth actually bought the book she was holding, she would need to pass by Annie either way. And the evening had been going so well.

      “Any chance of an autograph?” Beth planted her hands on the table.

      “You can’t be here.” Jane tried to keep her voice calm.

      “Really? Since when have my movements become restricted? I wasn’t aware you could tell me where I can and can’t be.” She leaned over the table, smiling.

      “I’m sorry. You’re putting me in a very difficult position. I don’t mean to be rude.”

      “I’m a paying customer, Jane. Do you really want to show me the door?”

      Now that the shock was starting to wear off, Jane got her wits back and asked the only question she needed an answer to. “What are you doing here?”

      “Just a coincidence, I swear to you, Janey.”

      “Please don’t call me that.” Jane rose, because she felt too small sitting down like that with Beth towering over her.

      “I was in the neighborhood. I just went to the cinema down the street. I walked past the shop and saw there was a Jane Quinn event happening. I thought I’d stop by and say hello. It’s been a while.”

      “It has been a while.” Dread settled in the pit of Jane’s stomach—because she was reminded of what she’d stood to lose because of Beth. “You caught me by surprise.”

      Beth pursed her lips together. “That was kind of the idea, which, admittedly, is a little cruel on my part. I’m sorry. I couldn’t help myself. It was like I was being dragged inside by a force outside myself. But you’re right, I probably shouldn’t be here. I never wished you any harm, Jane. Not then and not now. On the contrary.” She put the book down. “Maybe I’ll leave the last copy for someone else.”

      Beth shot her a smile that seemed to break Jane’s heart all over again—or, at the very least, caused enough self-pity to well up inside her to make her feel as if it was.

      But it was better this way. Even though Jane knew, deep down, there was no way Annie hadn’t witnessed this short exchange. She might be busy—selling Jane’s books—but the cash register wasn’t that far away.

      “Bye,” was all Jane could say. She took a deep breath before turning around and looking her wife in the eye.
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      What was Beth Walsh doing in the shop? Annie was rendered speechless as well as motionless because she once again believed, if only for a split second, that she was losing Jane. By the time anger took over and she made it over to Jane, Beth was out the door.

      When she stood face-to-face with Jane, in that instant of muteness before either one of them knew what to say, she was brusquely reminded of how painful it can be for a partner when someone else comes into play. Annie swore there and then she would get herself in check and stop thinking about Kristin so much. It was ridiculous, anyway. She was a fifty-seven year old woman. She wasn’t prone to crushes anymore. She was being utterly foolish.

      “I’m sorry, babe. I had no idea she would turn up. I certainly didn’t invite her,” Jane rambled. “She was just walking past. You know I have nothing to do with her anymore.”

      “I know.” Rationally, Annie did know, but emotionally, it had been shocking to see them together again after all this time. “It’s okay.”

      Jane didn’t say anything. Maybe she accepted it was okay, or maybe she didn’t know what to say.

      Annie felt it was her job to reassure her wife. “Truly. It’s fine. She’s gone. Let’s enjoy the last of the evening. My till has been doing overtime. I’m already thinking about the next book signing.” Annie gave her wife a reassuring smile. “And don’t worry. You can be a relaxed bystander at that one.”

      “Caitlin James?” Jane asked.

      “I was just talking to Kristin.” A pang of guilt again. “According to her Caitlin is up for it.”

      “That’s great.” Jane looked at the table she’d been sitting at for the better part of the evening. Annie had often glanced over and, apart from just a few moments ago, had been bursting with pride to be able to call herself Jane Quinn’s wife. “I only have one copy left of Hearts on Fire. I was just thinking about going upstairs and fetching the ones I keep in my office.”

      “I’ll take care of that if needed.” They looked around the shop together. “It’s been a good night.” Annie brought a hand to Jane’s hair and let her fingers run through the fine strands of it. Jane’s hair was always so soft. She couldn’t get enough of touching it. “I’m proud of you.” Annie kissed Jane on the cheek.

      “Thanks.” Jane leaned into her. “I feel like we should give Mia a percentage of tonight’s sales. It was her idea.”

      “Despite pouring all that champagne, she sold plenty of cappuccinos.” Annie glanced at the coffee shop counter. The queue there had gotten longer. People were apparently keen on a last shot of caffeine before heading home. Lou was helping her prepare the coffees. Seeing the two of them working together reminded Annie of when she’d just opened the book shop and she and Jane were giddy with delight every time a box of books arrived they could put on display. It had been such an exciting time full of promise.

      Annie was brusquely pulled from her memories because Kristin was headed in their direction.

      “Thank you very much for contributing to my bottom line,” Kristin said, and briefly tapped Jane on the shoulder. “I hope your next book is coming out soon, so we can do this again.”

      Annie felt Jane stiffen next to her. Did she know? Of course she didn’t. Annie shook off the thought, and, instead of looking Kristin in the eye, she stared past her.

      “It shouldn’t be too long,” Jane said. “Meanwhile, we can get Caitlin James in here.”

      “I have an even better idea,” Kristin said.

      Now Annie was forced to look at her. And she didn’t want to be rude to the woman who had saved her shop from the greedy grips of Pages. When she looked at Kristin talking to Jane like that, Annie felt nothing but remorse for even the flimsiest, most innocent thought she had entertained about Kristin.

      “Caitlin and Josephine’s book will be out in a few months. We could have the launch party here. Have Josephine sing a few tunes. That should fill the place right up.”

      “That’s a great idea,” Jane said.

      They both looked at Annie. It was her turn to say something. She nodded. “Wonderful,” she said.

      “Meanwhile, I’m sure Caitlin won’t mind reading from one of her previous books. Sheryl wasn’t lying when she said Caitlin loves that kind of attention.”

      “I could probably sell one percent more books if I were that kind of person as well,” Jane said. “But I’m not, so I’ll stick to a book signing once in a while.”

      “We’re all different,” Kristin said and gave Jane one of her more brazen smiles.

      Annie could kick herself for feeling jealous of her own wife because that smile was solely aimed at her. She really needed to get a grip soon. Hadn’t Beth’s unwelcome visit been enough of a reminder?
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* * *

      “Come here.” Annie tugged Jane toward her. She wanted to kiss her, really kiss her, and reacquaint herself with her wife and how she felt when she melted in her arms. And further forget about Kristin. Although Annie had no choice but to ask herself whether she was feeling so frisky because—despite Beth turning up—she and Jane had had such a great night, or because she’d spent a few hours in Kristin’s company. This forgetting-about-Kristin business was going to be harder than she thought.

      Jane stepped into her embrace and put her head against Annie’s shoulder.

      Annie kissed her on the top of her head and applied some pressure with her arms, hoping Jane would intuit where she was going with this. Annie could do with letting off some steam, no matter the reason for her late-night friskiness.

      Jane’s head just kept lying there, not a muscle in her body moving—or implying she was catching Annie’s drift.

      Annie pecked her on the first patch of bare skin she found near Jane’s temple. She accompanied her kiss with a little groan that could not be misinterpreted—not unless Jane deliberately wanted to do so.

      “I’m sorry, babe,” Jane said. “I’m knackered. And I have to write tomorrow morning.”

      Annie ran a hand through Jane’s hair again. Maybe she just needed a little more persuasion. She also wondered when Jane was going to let her read the next chapter in her work in progress. Annie hadn’t seen anything new from her in about a week. She knew better than to push Jane on the matter, because sometimes it just took a little longer and Jane would come to her with a new chapter when she was good and ready. But Annie felt like pushing tonight. Maybe because Jane was brushing her off. Or because seeing Beth had riled her up more than she believed. Or because it was as though Annie could still feel that hug Kristin had given her before she’d left the book shop earlier.

      “Will I get a new chapter to read tomorrow then?”

      “I don’t know.” Jane pushed herself away from Annie. “I’ll do my best.” There was such defeat in her voice, Annie instantly regretted having asked the question.

      “Hey, what’s wrong?” She pulled Jane close again.

      “It’s been a bit of a crazy night. That’s all.” Jane didn’t sink into her embrace the way she had before. “Let’s go to sleep, please.”

      “Sure.” Annie let go, knowing she’d lie awake for a long time.
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      The next Thursday, Annie went swimming leaving Jane to mind the shop for a few hours. Jane couldn’t help but flinch every time someone walked in, in case Beth decided to make an appearance again.

      Annie hadn’t said anything more about it, for which Jane was glad. Perhaps they had truly put it behind them. Enough time had passed. But after the initial shame of having to relive the attraction she had felt toward Beth back then and its consequences—the pain she’d caused her wife and the stress she’d put their relationship under—another sentiment had burrowed its way forward.

      During the seven years since she’d kissed Beth and all hell had broken loose, she had missed her. Because Beth hadn’t just been a woman who had crossed her path one day to whom Jane had been undeniably attracted. Beth had been her friend for two years prior, and Jane wasn’t the kind to make friends easily. Beth’s absence had left a hole in her life. A hole she’d been dreading to fill, because what if it happened again? What if she got so close to another woman that the same kind of attraction took hold of her all over again?

      “Jane,” Mia shouted from the other end of the shop. “It’s three o’clock.” She tapped her watch, then pointed at the table. “Look what I have.”

      Jane saw a steaming mug of cappuccino on the table. She broke into a smile. She could do with a coffee and a way to take her mind off Beth. A chat with Mia sounded like a good means to that end. After last week’s book signing, Jane had come to appreciate Mia even more.

      Jane walked over and sat, making sure she faced the till in case someone came in and wanted to buy a book. Earlier that week, Annie had changed the window display and put some Caitlin James books there, as well as a poster announcing that her upcoming book, co-written with Josephine Greenwood, could be pre-ordered inside. If the past hour was any indication, Caitlin and Josephine’s book should be a big hit. Jane couldn’t wait to get her hands on it either.

      She and Mia made small talk for a bit. For some reason, maybe because of her growing appreciation for Mia, chatting about this and that didn’t trigger Jane’s visceral dislike of small talk. Perhaps it was Mia’s easy way that compensated for Jane’s more stilted conversation.

      “You keep looking at the door,” Mia said, after a while. “Are you expecting anyone in particular this afternoon?”

      “No. More like hoping a particular person won’t turn up again.”

      Mia arched up her eyebrows. “Anyone I know?”

      “No.” Jane looked into Mia’s eyes. They were so inviting and Jane had let her guard down around Mia already. More than anything, she wanted to say the words out loud to someone else—and it couldn’t be Annie, because that would mean racking up the past. Journaling was all well and good, but it could never be a substitute for a live conversation. Apart from Annie, Mia was probably the easiest person to talk to in Jane’s life at the moment. Plus, she was there. She was sitting right across from her.

      “Someone from my past turned up at the book signing. It has shaken me a little.”

      “Ah,” Mia said. “An ex?”

      “Not really. I mean, sort of.” Jane drank from her coffee. If she was going to talk about Beth, she was going to talk about her properly. “We were friends. We met when she interviewed me about ten years ago. I was still traditionally published then. We just hit it off, became friends… very good friends. She beta-read all my books. I even discussed plots with her and we came up with ideas together. I just loved being around her. She made me laugh and, even more amazingly, she made me relax. You may have noticed, but I have a hard time relaxing.” Jane threw in a small smile.

      Mia just nodded. She was a great listener.

      “Beth was just a really great friend. Someone I could confide in. The works, really. But then… I don’t even know how it happened. It somehow turned into more. This was after two years of friendship, so hardly a lightning strike of desire. We started falling in love. But I was already in a relationship, of course. Nothing happened. Well. We kissed. Once. One single time. But emotionally, I was extremely unfaithful. I had to stop seeing her in order to save my relationship with Annie. I had to give up my best friend, which I did. When she turned up the other night, I hadn’t seen her for years. It was more painful than I expected it to be.”

      “I can well imagine,” Mia said.

      “Not just for me. But for Annie as well. I felt so bad for her. I make it sound as though stopping all contact with Beth saved Annie and me, but it was much more complicated than that. I hurt Annie. Profoundly. To see the partner you love and whom you’ve supported through thick and thin for a decade, fall for someone else… That’s not something you recover from in a couple of days. But we got past it in the end.”

      “You chose Annie,” Mia said. “That must count for something.”

      Jane shook her head. “It doesn’t count for anything. I shouldn’t have had to choose her. It should have been her all along. I got carried away.”

      “Oh come on, Jane. You must think about love and relationships all the time with the kind of books you write. You must know it’s hardly ever a fairytale and it actually is choosing each other over and over again.”

      Jane gave a half-hearted chuckle. “I’ll tell you what, though. I’ve gotten more sympathy for my heroines. It was bloody hard to live through one of the dramas I put them through in every book. Real life is much harder than fiction.”

      “But look at you and Annie now. Lou and I admire the two of you so much. We want to be you when we grow up.” Apart from a tiny grin on her lips, Mia looked dead serious.

      “I’m so glad Lou has found you.” Jane was ready to let the spotlight of their conversation shift to Mia.

      “She wasn’t very happy when she first ran into me again, I can tell you that. But it just goes to show that life can be really tricky, or funny, or just a bit of a bitch, depending on how you want to define it.”

      “Really? I thought the two of you had somewhat of a whirlwind romance?” Jane tried to remember what Annie had said about Lou and Mia running into each other in the shop one day. Like the second cold war had broken out or something. Things seemed to have warmed up pretty quickly after that. She was curious now.

      Mia shook her head. “We have a past, but I’d rather not talk about it. We’ve put it behind us. Which is exactly what you have done.” Mia put her hand on Jane’s arm. “There’s only one guarantee in life: we all make mistakes. That’s all there is, really.”

      “You make it sound so grim.” Jane looked Mia in the eye. “And you’re not married to Annie McLean, who doesn’t seem to put a foot wrong and who is always composed and always knows what to say and seems to have a handle on happily skating through life, for which I admire her greatly. But once in a while, it does make me feel like a giant loser in comparison.”

      “You’re being way, way, way too harsh on yourself. You’re Jane Quinn, for crying out loud. That must be good for something.”

      “It is most days,” Jane lied. She didn’t want to lie to Mia. It just came out. Or maybe it wasn’t that much of a lie. It was enough most days to do what she loved best in the world, except on those days when the words stalled in her brain and would be damned if they made it past her fingertips and the keyboard onto that big blank screen flickering in front of her. That made her feel most worthless of all. Because what is a writer who doesn’t write? Maybe she should ask Mia that next. She seemed to have her head screwed on right and be in possession of a good amount of common sense—of which, Jane knew, she sometimes didn’t have enough.

      The door of the shop opened and they both looked up. Jane flinched a little less than before she’d had the cappuccino—and before she’d started talking to Mia.
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      “Beth Walsh turned up at Jane’s book signing last week,” Annie said to Rita.

      “Did she now.” They’d just finished their weekly Tuesday evening stint at the Sydney Charity Kitchen and were standing outside, waving goodbye to the last people leaving.

      Annie was of two minds about asking Rita if she wanted to go for a drink. It wasn’t really their habit, but Annie didn’t feel like going straight home. Not because of the memories of Beth Walsh. It might have stung to have seen her and be reminded of the worst year of her and Jane’s history together, but it was her own imagination she feared the most. Lying awake at night, Jane obliviously sleeping beside her, while Annie came up with ways not to think of Kristin—which was the worst way to try and stop thinking about anything, let alone a woman you had a silly crush on.

      Annie had the benefit of experience on her side. She knew first-hand what having feelings for someone other than your wife could do. She figured if she talked to Rita about Beth Walsh, she could process some of her own feelings about Kristin.

      “Do you have time for a drink?” Annie shot her old friend a hopeful smile.

      “Sure.” Rita acquiesced more easily than Annie had expected. Maybe she’d been waiting for Annie to ask.

      They headed for a pub around the corner and found a spot outside. While Annie got the drinks, she wondered what to say to Rita. The only reason Rita knew about Beth was because Annie had been so affected by it at the time, she hadn’t been able to keep it from someone who’d known her for so long.

      Annie didn’t go about broadcasting how her partner had fallen in love with someone else. And she and Rita were not the kind of friends who shared the most intimate details of their private lives. They talked about Lou’s well-being and the book shop and their respective significant others in broad terms only. They were not best pals the way Jane and Beth had been.

      “What did Beth have to say for herself?” Rita asked as soon as Annie deposited a glass of wine in front of her.

      “I didn’t speak to her. She was gone before I was able to. Not that I would have said a whole lot. It’s in the past.”

      “You sound upset. That’s why we’re sitting here, isn’t it? Because you want to talk about it?”

      Annie nodded. “I had thought that by now Jane and I would perhaps be able to share a little joke about the whole thing. As a sign that it was truly behind us. But maybe it’s not. Maybe some things are too hard to get over.”

      “For you or for Jane?”

      Rita’s questions were on point this evening. If she kept them coming, Annie wasn’t sure she would be able to keep from opening up about Kristin.

      “I’m over it. I’ve had to drag myself past it so I could learn to trust Jane again. I read about a dozen books about relationships and they all told me the exact same thing: these things happen. It’s completely normal for people in long-term relationships to develop feelings for someone else. Because we are humans, not machines who follow a well-devised trajectory. And one person can’t possibly be everything for another. That’s just a myth and so on and so on. I do believe that’s all true, but it’s still a shock when you discover that the woman you love has been having very deep feelings for someone else.” Annie worried the drink coaster with her fingers, tearing it into little strips. “In a way, I wished she’d just slept with someone else, you know? Someone she was simply irresistibly attracted to and then forgot about. But this was worse. She was in love with her. I knew it for the longest time, I just didn’t want to see. They were always hanging out together and it was always Beth this and Beth that. And you know Jane. She doesn’t socialize easily. It was like she was a different person around Beth. That’s what hurt me the most. The intimacy between them. It didn’t matter one bit that it wasn’t physical. In fact, it was only when things did get physical—and only then—that Jane realized she had to draw a line because otherwise she would lose me.” Annie paused for a much needed sip of wine. She looked at Rita, wondering if she had something to say—Rita usually had something to say about everything.

      “Doesn’t sound to me as though you’re fully over it. Even though seven years seems a long time to hold on to a grudge like that. Especially one against your wife.” Rita scanned her face. “I was at your wedding, Annie. You married Jane after this happened. That must mean something.”

      “It means a lot. It meant a lot when she asked. In a way, the whole thing made us stronger. I’m convinced of that.”

      “So what’s the problem?” Rita bored her eyes into Annie’s again.

      “Just a bit of a bad week, I guess.” Annie shrugged, unsure whether she was fooling her friend. “I’m not sure Jane is actually writing anything these days. She’s not a secretive author who keeps her manuscript close to her chest until it’s finished. She’s usually so fast, I’m always having to catch up with what she’s written.”

      “So you think something is going on with Jane? Something to do with Beth?”

      Annie should stop spinning tales. She hadn’t told any lies, but she wasn’t exactly being truthful either. Once she told someone, however, it would be out there. The words would be spoken out loud. Maybe that was what she needed. To hear how foolish the words would sound when they came out of her mouth.

      “It’s not Jane. It’s me,” Annie said. “There’s this woman.”

      “Ah.” Rita reached for her glass. “I knew there was something you weren’t telling me.”

      “I feel so stupid. I can’t stop thinking about her. Not that I’m pursuing anything. I wouldn’t dream of it.” Perhaps that was a little bit of a lie. “But I see her a lot and it’s been doing my head in.”

      “Who is it?” Rita quirked up her eyebrows.

      “Kristin.” Annie had wanted to say that name out loud to someone for such a long time, it was a relief to finally spill the beans.

      “Your new business partner.” She pursed her lips together. “I can definitely see the attraction.”

      “You can?” Annie couldn’t keep the surprise out of her voice.

      “She’s beautiful, accomplished, successful, and saved your book shop. Yes, of course I can see it.” Rita leaned over the table. “But nothing has happened?”

      “God no. She doesn’t even know. Nobody knows. I’m not even sure why I’m telling you.”

      “Because talking about it is always better than keeping it inside and letting it fester until it all boils over, I presume.” Rita was so different from Lou. So much more direct. Her forward ways reminded Annie of Sheryl a little.

      “But it doesn’t change the fact that here I am. A grown woman. Approaching sixty no less. Knowing full well how much pain this could cause Jane, yet unable to change anything about my feelings.”

      “It’s just a crush. Kristin is in a long-term relationship and so are you. It’s harmless, Annie. Don’t beat yourself up over it.”

      “Easier said than done.” Annie drank again. “Do you think I should tell Jane?”

      “Heavens no. Why would you do that? Why would you run the risk of hurting her with that knowledge? It’s just a crush.” Rita narrowed her eyes. “Or is it?”

      “Nothing will ever happen. Of that I’m sure.” Annie sighed. “But I just want to be over it already. It’s taking up too much of my energy. I see too much of her. It’s getting embarrassing.”

      “No one ever died of a little embarrassment. It will pass. These things do. Just let it run its course and don’t make more of it than it is.” Rita leaned back again, relaxing. “If anything, at our age, we should be happy we can still be prone to a mad infatuation like that. Doesn’t it make you feel more alive?”

      Was Rita talking from personal experience? “Do you mean to say it has happened to you?” Annie’s eyes grew wide.

      “Of course it has. I dare you to find anyone, and I mean anyone, in a long-term relationship, who hasn’t had feelings for someone other than their partner at some point.” Rita made a dismissive gesture with her hand. “I love Reg dearly. We’ve been a great team for such a long time and I hope to grow really old alongside him, but having the occasional crush doesn’t say anything about my love, nor my respect for him. In fact, it has nothing to do with him.”

      “Crikey.” Annie managed a chuckle for the first time since their conversation had started. “I take it you didn’t stray.”

      “Only in my head, and really, what’s wrong with that? It’s about time we all started being a whole lot less-holier-than thou about our thoughts and fantasies, because that’s all they are. Thoughts are just thoughts. They’re not real. As long as you don’t act on the attraction and start going behind your spouse’s back, I don’t see anything wrong with any of it.” She huffed out some air. “I’m pretty sure Reg has had his fair share of fantasies starring other women over the years, and I don’t begrudge him any.”

      Annie looked at her friend with different eyes. They’d met around the time Annie had wanted to change her life and had started the book shop. Lou was only a little girl back then.

      “It’s going to be all right.” Rita patted Annie on the knee. “Now give me some gossip about my daughter’s new girlfriend. Just a little something I can lord over her when I need to.” Rita broke out into a chuckle.

      “Mia gets along surprisingly well with Jane.”

      “Do you like her?” Rita asked, her tone suddenly very inquisitive.

      “I do. A lot. Mia is great. She’s perfect, really.”

      “A bit too perfect, wouldn’t you say?”

      Annie was taken aback. She had no intention of badmouthing Mia in front of her girlfriend’s mother.

      “Trust me on this. I know for a fact she’s not perfect,” Rita said.

      “None of us are.” Annie tried to read more information off of Rita’s face. “Do you have a problem with Mia and Lou dating?”

      “Let’s just say I have my reasons for doubting her. But Lou has fallen for her big time and I’m certainly not one to stand in the way of my daughter’s happiness. Which doesn’t mean I’m not keeping a keen eye on Mia Miller. And if she ever hurts Lou, she’ll have me to deal with.”

      “As far as I can tell, Mia adores Lou.”

      “Of course she does. Lou is extremely adorable.” Rita finished the last of her wine. “And I’m not just saying that as her mother.” Some of the intensity had drained from her tone. “I’m sorry I can’t tell you what my doubts are about. Lou has sworn me to secrecy and I would be a bad mother if I told you. In fact, I may have told you too much already. Please keep this conversation between us.”

      “Everything disclosed here tonight will forever remain between the two of us,” Annie declared dramatically.

      “Good. Now I’d best get back to my husband. Give my love to Jane.”

      They hugged goodbye and Annie sat staring in front of her for a while longer, mulling over Rita’s wise words. She had to believe they were wise, if only to absolve herself.
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      Jane opened her eyes, let the first thoughts of the day flood her brain, realized it was Monday morning, and sank back into the pillow. She always woke up at six, most of the time without the need for an alarm, and today was no different. Even though she and Annie could have a lie-in, snuggle until midday if they so wanted, her body clock woke her.

      Jane expelled a deep breath. She didn’t have to write today. Quite often, when she was in the middle of a first draft, she felt a twinge of sadness at not being able to continue the story she was crafting, but today it was a relief. No big sighs in front of her screen, which was only filled with sentences she knew in her gut were not good enough. No feelings of worthlessness because, increasingly so, she was becoming less of a writer. And if she wasn’t a writer, what on earth was she?

      She pushed the thought of writing from her brain and considered the day ahead. The shop was closed. If she felt so inclined, she wouldn’t have to see another living soul apart from her wife. The thought rather appealed to Jane. A day to recharge. Read a little. Cook an elaborate dinner. Watch a few episodes of that show on Netflix about all those lesbians in prison. Doing absolutely nothing, guilt-free. She stretched out her limbs like a cat which had just woken from the most satisfying nap and had another one to look forward to not long after.

      “Morning, babe.” Annie rolled on her side and reached for Jane. “Please tell me it’s Monday.”

      “Nope. Sorry, it’s Tuesday. The start of another six-day work week. But that shouldn’t bother you. You love your job so much it’s not work at all. It’s your life.” Jane turned to face her wife, a big smile plastered across her lips.

      “We all need a break from our routine, no matter how much we love our job.” Annie shuffled closer, not taking the bait. “You say the same exact thing every Monday morning and, just like any other Monday, I’m not falling for it.” Annie pecked Jane on the lips.

      “Come here.” Jane pulled Annie as close to her as possible. Their warm skins coming together sent a frisson of excitement up her spine. The last few weeks, Jane had started wondering why they didn’t have more relaxed mornings like this. When nothing urgent awaited them and their minds were free of the clutter of the upcoming day and it was just them, naked in bed, with nothing much to worry about at all.

      Maybe once the shop was fully back on its feet and they could afford to, they could hire someone to mind it for a few half days a week. If they both planned to work past the general retirement age—and they did—they would need to take more breaks than one day a week and a ten-day holiday once a year.

      “Hm,” Annie groaned into Jane’s flesh. “Let’s not get up today. Let’s just stay in bed.”

      Jane wondered if the transition from just-book-shop to book-shop-plus-coffee-shop had been more taxing than expected for Annie as well. She wasn’t one for lingering in bed too long, unless she was reading the newspaper on her iPad and got sucked into an interesting long read. Unless… Oh yes, of course.

      “Okay, babe.” Jane tried to reconnect with that pang of excitement that had coursed through her earlier, but it seemed to have disappeared somewhere beyond her reach.

      Annie was peppering kisses along her collar bone already. Her lips were moving upward, on their way to Jane’s, who didn’t have it in her to say she didn’t much feel like it. Not on a Monday morning like this when she had all the time in the world. And who knew, maybe this could unblock her writing. Maybe all she needed was that moment of surrender to release whatever had been keeping her from accessing her subconscious brain the way she needed to when writing.

      But as their foreplay progressed from kissing each other on the lips to their hands roaming all over each other and, after a while, Annie’s hand descending between Jane’s legs, Jane didn’t feel much more fire burning in her belly than she had before Annie had started kissing her. What was wrong with her? The usual thrum between her legs wasn’t present and Annie’s hand there felt more like a nuisance than a turn-on.

      “Are you all right?” Annie whispered in her ear. “You seem miles away.”

      “I don’t know.” It was as close to the truth as Jane could get.

      “Do you want to take a break?” Annie sounded concerned.

      “How about I, er, just do you,” Jane said.

      “Do me? Since when do you do me?” Annie’s hand retreated from between Jane’s legs. She pecked her on the cheek. “I’m not sure if you’re aware, but, um, things are pretty dry down there. I couldn’t have gotten a finger in, even if you wanted me to, which I suspect you didn’t really want in the first place.”

      “I’m sorry, babe. I don’t know what’s going on with me.”

      “We have plenty of lube.” Annie’s voice was soft.

      Jane didn’t know what to say—or perhaps didn’t want to face the consequences of what Annie had just said. “But… that’s your lube.”

      Jane painted a small smile on her lips. “It’s very much our lube, honey.” She paused. “You know why I need it.”

      “I’m only forty-five,” Jane said on a sigh.

      “If you repeat that sentence and omit the word ‘only’ it makes perfect sense.” Annie caressed Jane’s shoulder.

      “What do you mean?” She knew very well what Annie meant. She’d gone through it with her, albeit when Annie was a few years older than forty-five.

      “It’s nature. It’s nothing for you to feel bad about.”

      “I don’t feel bad. Well, maybe I do. I don’t know. This may sound silly, but I used to get so wet.”

      “I know, but luckily we live in the twenty-first century and we have at our disposal a great range of lubrication products which we can order on the internet from the privacy of our home. It doesn’t have to change that much.”

      “It’s not just that, though.” The next bit was even harder to say. “I just, er, wasn’t feeling it that much.”

      “If you remember my stints in the throes of peri- and then full-blown menopause, that is also perfectly normal. I’ve been there. I understand. So don’t exasperate yourself any further by feeling guilty about it. Everything you’re going through is perfectly normal.”

      Jane made a mental note to google whether peri-menopause also influenced intellectual performance. Maybe it wasn’t her writing ability that was dwindling. Maybe it was bloody menopause—and all she needed to fix it was a shot of hormones.

      “But I haven’t fulfilled my natural destiny yet.” Jane needed to lighten the atmosphere in the room with a joke. “I haven’t produced any children. And now my eggs are shriveling up.”

      A laugh bubbled in Annie’s throat. “Yes well, you’re not alone in that either. We have both failed in that respect.” She snuggled closer to Jane again. “How about we go to Zuma and treat ourselves to a buffet brunch of expensive sushi and mimosas to celebrate our failure to meet society’s expectations?”

      “How about we stay home and I make us a stack of pancakes instead?” Jane pressed herself against Annie’s still-warm skin.

      “Sounds like heaven to me.” Annie put her arms around Jane. “I’m here if you want to talk about this more. Thus far, I’ve been the menopause expert in this marriage. I’ll happily share my first-hand knowledge with you.”

      “Just hold me for a while longer.” Jane exhaled, then breathed in Annie’s scent, the warm comforting smell of her wife, and despite the subject of their conversation, she was grateful for the moment.
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      Annie couldn’t believe she was sitting across from Caitlin James. She had shown her around the shop and stopped at the mini-display of her books they had put up, to which Caitlin had reacted with a pleased groan.

      On top of that, Kristin was sitting at the table with them as well. Mere months ago, Annie had been considering selling her shop to Pages, and now here she sat, talking about a Caitlin James reading in her shop with the woman she had a benign crush on—that was how she had relabeled it in her head after her conversation with Rita. Because it was benign. Annie loved and was devoted to Jane. And Annie used the same logic that Rita had applied when she’d rationalized her own past crushes. Annie’s infatuation with Kristin had, in essence, nothing to do with Jane.

      This reasoning also allowed her to imagine Kristin having the same sort of benign crush on her. It didn’t matter that it was pure fantasy. They both felt the same but couldn’t possibly let on, which didn’t mean they couldn’t privately indulge in their separate fantasies. Annie was certain of one thing: how she felt about Kristin was miles away from how Jane had felt about Beth Walsh. This was no threat to Annie’s relationship with her wife at all. And Jane need never know.

      Meanwhile, Annie would just enjoy it as guilt-free as she possibly could. As she did now, watching Kristin gesticulate with those measured hand movements of hers. Nothing Kristin said or did was ever too much. She was so elegantly restrained in her tiniest gestures, with the emphasis on elegant. Someone else might call it uptight, but to Annie it was pure grace in motion. Kristin was perfectly aware of her boundaries and never even came close to overstepping them.

      Caitlin’s phone started ringing. “I’m so sorry.” She looked at the screen. “Jack again.” She shot Kristin a look, as if Kristin knew all about Jack.

      “He keeps asking Caitlin to take over The Zoya Das Show. I think he’s pretty close to convincing her,” Kristin said.

      “That show ended when Zoya emigrated to France, didn’t it?” Annie spoke as if she knew Zoya Das personally, even though she had never met her.

      “I think it started as a joke between Zoya and Caitlin that Caitlin would take her place once Zoya left, but the idea seems to have gained traction since. Obviously it wouldn’t be called The Zoya Das Show anymore.” Kristin gave a half-smile.

      “I can’t believe you know Zoya Das,” Annie said. Kristin’s appeal was growing by the minute.

      “She’s just a person like the rest of us. Someone who got her heart broken, had to put herself back together, and found love again. Having your face on TV doesn’t change anything about the more mundane facts of life.”

      “I guess not.” Was Annie being scolded by Kristin for admiring Zoya Das and her connection to her?

      “We’re all so obsessed with fame and gossip columns and celebrities, while none of it means a thing. Yet, when Angelina Jolie leaves Brad Pitt, it’s breaking news.” Kristin shook her head. “I told Caitlin to have a good hard think about appearing on television on a weekly basis, although she can probably handle it.” Finally, a smile. “She was pretty famous in the States. My guess is she misses the attention. Some people are born for the spotlight. I think Caitlin is one of them, and I would definitely watch her show.”

      “As would I.” Annie couldn’t help but notice a shift in the energy balance between her and Kristin. Or perhaps she was overly sensitive to the tone of Kristin’s voice, and picked up more nuance than was intended. Annie glanced at Caitlin, who looked to still be in the middle of an animated conversation. “Jane and I are still raving about that poussin you made. We should have you and Sheryl over for dinner soon, although I can’t promise the same culinary standards.”

      “Everyone always says that to me.” Kristin chuckled. “Even though I’ve never been disappointed by the food any of my friends have served me.”

      “You set a high bar.” Annie would discuss this dinner party with Jane soon. She wanted to serve Kristin a meal so she could be upgraded to friend status.

      Kristin waved off her comment, but gave a bashful smile nonetheless. “Lou told me about the charity kitchen you and her mother volunteer at. I’ve been meaning to ask you about it. I’d like to do something like that. Now that I have Mia and she has everything rolling like clockwork, I’d like to contribute to society more. I have the time, I might as well use it.”

      To Annie’s infatuated ears this sounded like the most beautiful piece of music ever composed “Of course. We can always use more volunteers. Rita, Lou’s mother, and I help out every Tuesday evening. How about you join us next Tuesday?” Annie sat up a little straighter and it was difficult to wipe that grin off her face.

      “Sounds good.” Kristin’s gaze lingered and at that moment Annie had to ask herself exactly how benign this crush was. If she introduced Kristin to Rita, maybe she could help her decide.

      Caitlin joined them again and throughout the conversation Annie couldn’t shake the thought of her and Kristin working side by side in the small space of the charity kitchen.
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* * *

      After Kristin had left with Mia, Caitlin looked around the shop. “It’s so great that this place has been saved. Jo loves it.”

      “I can’t tell you how pleased I am,” Annie replied. “All hail to Kristin.”

      “And Mia,” Caitlin said. “I believe it was her idea?”

      “Yes, er yes, of course. And Mia.” Annie’s cheeks flushed.

      “Just a heads-up.” Caitlin took a step closer to Annie and lowered her voice. “I know for a fact that Kristin and Sheryl are monogamous. You can flirt all you want, but it’s never going to happen.”

      That flush on Annie’s cheeks turned into a raging fire. “Excuse me?”

      “I have a nose for these things. You were flirting with Kristin a little less subtly than you might believe. It’s all in the non-verbal communication.”

      Annie had no clue what to say. “I—I’m not—” she stuttered.

      “Your secret is safe with me. Just tone it down a little. And accept that it’s never going to happen.” Caitlin shrugged. “Their loss for being monogamous, of course.” She cocked her head. “I take it you’ve read my book on the topic and know all about my stance?”

      “I’m married,” Annie blurted out.

      “So?” Caitlin said.

      “I think you might have the wrong idea about me. Kristin and I are business partners. That’s it.”

      “Sure. Whatever you say.” Caitlin looked her in the eye.

      Annie had imagined her introduction to Caitlin James going a bit differently than what was happening now. She knew all about Caitlin’s views on monogamy and how it was just another man-made, patriarchal ploy to keep women in check. Annie’s viewpoint was as opposite to that as it could get. She had never even conceived of the notion. In their twenty years together, she and Jane had never discussed the topic as though it could ever pertain to their lives. Besides, this didn’t have anything to do with Kristin. Even if they were all in open relationships, they couldn’t very well all start wife-swapping. What would be the next step? A Pink Bean/Annie’s Book Shop commune where everything, from coffee, to books, to bodies, was shared?

      “I really don’t appreciate the tone you’re taking with me.” Annie wasn’t one for letting anyone—even Caitlin James—walk all over her.

      “I get that.” Caitlin’s voice didn’t rise a fraction. “Because the truth can be uncomfortable. It was just some friendly advice. I hope you take it that way.” Caitlin grinned briefly. “I’d best get going. See you soon.” Then, after acting as if she were the greatest, all-knowing lesbian in Sydney, Caitlin had the audacity to put her hands on Annie’s shoulders and peck her on the cheek.
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      Jane straightened her spine, lowered her shoulders, and let her fingers hover over the keyboard. She remembered the long, grueling hours of typing lessons she’d taken once she’d gotten serious about becoming a writer. Endless, repetitive drills of pushing in the same keys until her muscle memory could take over and she didn’t have to think about where a particular key was located on her keyboard anymore.

      She had gone through the trouble because she wanted to be a faster and more accurate typist. Fat load of good that did her now. Although, admittedly, it had helped to be able to type lightning fast when she was on a roll and her ultra-fast fingers still had trouble keeping up with the speed at which the sentences formed in her brain.

      But those times seemed to belong to another lifetime. Right then, her fingers just hovered; they didn’t touch down on any keys because Jane had nothing to say. At least that was what it felt like. Her brain felt empty to the extent that she believed she might have finally reached the point that any fiction writer dreads: she had used up all her words. All the stories she had wanted to tell in her lifetime, had been told.

      By now, Jane knew all the tricks to get her ass in the chair and just do the work. As soon as she got up, she harnessed her precious morning energy and started writing. She used writing sprints and short, mindless breaks and long periods off the internet to her advantage. She had fashioned a routine that she believed would serve her for the rest of her life. So why was it letting her down now? She was doing everything right, yet the words refused to come.

      Perhaps she’d been lucky, blessed even, to never have been hit by a severe case of writer’s block. In fact, Jane had always been cocky enough to not even believe such a thing existed. She had written millions of words over the years and as soon as one book was finished, she started on the next—no need for a rejuvenating break at all. Why take the time if it wasn’t necessary?

      Maybe her hubris was catching up with her and this was payback for all the times she’d rolled her eyes when she’d seen a fellow writer complain about writer’s block on Facebook.

      She reread the last paragraph she wrote—of which the process had felt like her teeth were slowly being pulled from her gums without the use of any anesthetic—and it was so demoralizingly appalling, Jane thought she might as well throw in the towel for today. It wasn’t happening. The prose was excruciating to read. Not even the most extensive rewrite could salvage this book. It was a bad one, and she knew it.

      Jane believed that every author, especially romance authors like her who cranked out book after book, was allowed a sub-par novel once in a while. It was the way the universe balanced itself.

      She knew this to be true, because over the years she’d had a few books naturally float to the bottom of the charts only weeks after they came out, even though she had cajoled herself into believing they were good enough. But good enough didn’t work for Jane now. She wasn’t a beginner anymore, far from it. It was time to recognize all the signs, admit defeat, and kill this book before it killed her morale entirely.

      The very fact that she’d barely shown any of it to Annie, her most loyal cheerleader who always found at least one good thing to say about her words, said enough. This first draft would end up in the bin. It had been a long time since Jane had thrown away a draft. She cast one last glance at the open file on her computer, closed it, and heaved a big sigh of relief. The decision had been made. Good. Now it was time to tweak her schedule, have a look at her catalog, and assess the damage to her bottom line this missed release would cause.

      Perhaps she should also tell Annie.
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* * *

      “How’s the shop doing?” Jane asked when they stacked the plates in the dishwasher after dinner.

      “That book signing already has us in the black for this month and it’s only the sixteenth,” Annie said. “So, not too shabby at all.”

      “Good, because I threw my first draft in the trash today.” Jane carefully analyzed Annie’s face. “And I had to overhaul my release schedule quite drastically, because at the moment I have no idea when I’ll be able to write the next book.”

      Annie’s brows knitted together. “What’s going on?”

      “The hell if I know. I suppose I got enthusiastic about the wrong story. I truly don’t know. All I know for certain is that the book wasn’t working.”

      “Do you want me to read it? You’ve hardly shown me anything.”

      Jane shook her head. “It’s not worthy of your time.”

      “Every single word you write is worthy of my time.”

      “This is not the time for platitudes, Annie.” Jane must be even more frustrated than she knew herself. She hardly ever used Annie’s name. It was all terms of endearment for them all the time, babe this and honey that.

      “Hey, hey.” Annie rushed over to her and rested her hands gently on Jane’s hips. “You’re upset. I understand.”

      Annie’s hands felt comforting, yet they didn’t change anything about Jane’s predicament. “I know what writing is and I believed I’d gotten so good at walking that tightrope of tension, resistance, and ease. At balancing the friction inside it takes to produce a work that comes straight from the heart. But right now, it feels as though I’ve lost it and it will never come back.”

      “Oh babe. I’m sure it will come back.”

      “How can you know? How can you even say that? You’re not a writer. You don’t feel the pressure on your shoulders every single day to produce.” Jane regretted her words instantly. “I’m sorry.” She curled her fingers around Annie’s wrists. “I’m just lashing out. I don’t know what to do. Not being able to write is making me feel so… empty inside.”

      “There’s a lot going on in your life right now.” Annie leaned her head back and tried to look Jane in the eye.

      Jane was unable to meet her gaze. She hoped Annie would keep talking for a while. Prop her up. Give her the much-needed pep talk she craved. Not that Annie’s words could change anything about the situation, but at least they could offer some comfort.

      “I may not know first-hand how hard it is to be a writer, but I know it’s not easy,” Annie continued. “I also know you make it look damn easy most of the time. So easy, in fact, that you might sometimes forget how much you demand of yourself.” Annie smiled softly. “It’s so obvious what you need, my love. You need a break. God knows you deserve it.”

      Jane sighed. She should have come to that conclusion herself, but sometimes she got so caught up with the tales she was spinning in her head, the obvious was out of her grasp. As long as Annie didn’t say Jane needed to get out more.

      “You don’t have to write ten books a year anymore. It’s not necessary,” Annie said. “I know that in your head there’s this reasoning going on that says you have to, that everything you’ve built will come tumbling down if you write fewer books, but that’s just a construction of your mind. It’s not reality. We’re doing fine. You’ve made sure of that.”

      “It’s just with the future of the shop being so insecure… I wanted to make sure we had enough.”

      “The shop is saved and we have plenty. You can take a deep breath. Take a load off.” Annie put on a wide smile. “Have a chat with Mia. I’m sure she will give you some new marketing ideas while you’re not producing any words. Maybe you can finally have a think about how to sell ebooks in the shop. Take your mind off writing for a bit. Recharge. Everything is going to be all right. Because when hasn’t it?”

      “Thank you.” Jane pulled Annie close again. “For being so understanding.”

      “It’s just common sense, babe. You always want to do too much. Remember my mantra?”

      “The key to getting things done is doing fewer things,” Jane exclaimed. “Words Annie McLean lives by.”

      Jane knew Annie truly believed in those words, whereas she’d always believed she couldn’t afford to. That she had to be on top of everything all the time to keep things running smoothly. But it looked like right now, she didn’t have much choice but to do less, at least on the writing front.

      “Promise me one thing,” Annie said. “Don’t fill up all the time you usually reserve for writing with a bunch of work-related activities. Really give yourself a break.”

      “I’ll try.” Annie knew her so well, because at that very time, Jane was already making long, alternative to-do lists in her head.

      “I’ll be keeping an eye on you. Your brain is on bed rest,” Annie joked.

      “Maybe I can help out in the shop a bit.” Jane surprised herself by saying that. She wasn’t sure if she actually meant it.

      “Yes, please.” Annie pecked her on the cheek. “It can only be good for business if word spreads that Jane Quinn is behind the counter.”
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      “Jane’s been in the shop a lot lately,” Mia said. “More than before.” It was the middle of what they had started calling the dead hour between two and three in the afternoon when hardly anyone ventured in. Annie and Mia had taken up the habit of having their afternoon coffee at two thirty like clockwork. They sat at one of the low wooden tables in the corner of the Pink Bean area of the shop.

      “She claims to be suffering from a bout of writer’s block. I just call it exhaustion. Sometimes Jane tends to believe she is a machine that can do so much more than any other mere mortal. And sometimes that comes back to bite her in the ass. This happens about once a year, I would say, although in Jane’s memory that frequency seems to have been distorted to once every five years.” Annie shrugged. “Some things can’t be learned, I guess, and need to be experienced over and over again. But it’s okay. She has me by her side. I know how to handle Jane Quinn.” She flashed Mia a smile.

      “Seems to me you’re lucky to have each other.” Mia had been coming into Annie’s shop for such a long time, but had only recently started reading Jane’s books. Annie had started detecting some signs of fangirling.

      “That we are.”

      “I’ve been wondering what it’s like to be married to a lesbian romance author.” Mia didn’t often lose her cool, but it seemed to Annie she was now.

      “I’ve never been married to anyone else, but I think it’s safe to assume it’s not much different than being married to any woman you love and admire. Or maybe I’m seeing it differently because she wasn’t a writer yet when we met. She was writing, but she was also newly graduated from university and thinking about moving back to Canberra and taking a job in the civil service—just like her parents. I persuaded her to follow a different path.”

      “Ah, so you’re partly responsible for all the books she has written. If you hadn’t convinced her to stay, she might be a high-ranking civil servant by now.”

      Annie chuckled. “I don’t mean it like that. Although there were plenty of times I believed in Jane much more than she believed in herself. But the main reason I wanted her to stay was because I’d fallen head over heels in love with her, much to the chagrin of some of my friends. She was only twenty-five and I was thirty-seven. Had I lost my mind and all of that.” A smile curled on Annie’s lips as she remembered. “But I couldn’t care less about what anyone said. All I cared about was whether Jane felt the same about me as I did about her. Turned out she did. And here we are.”

      “No offense,” Mia said. “But I’m only thirty-three and even to me twenty-five seems young. When I look back at myself as an unknowing twenty-five-year-old who believed she had it all figured out…”

      “This may sound excruciatingly cheesy, but Jane has always been so much wiser than her age. She’s an old soul. A very fragile old soul at that. Lucky for me, her wisdom also translated into attraction to slightly older women.” Annie broke out into a chuckle. “And somehow, we just made a really good couple.”

      Mia smiled in response. Maybe she was thinking about her own young love with Lou. Annie remembered what Rita had said to her about not entirely trusting Mia. Annie wanted to probe, but she had promised Rita their conversation would remain between them, so anything she asked Mia would need to be disguised as nothing more than innocent interest.

      “I see some likeness between Lou and Jane. I always have,” she said. “Although Lou is gentler than Jane. I think so, anyway. I’ve known Lou for a long time and she has always struck me as very sensitive.” Annie hoped she and Mia were on the same wavelength and Mia didn’t perceive being sensitive as a negative personality trait.

      “Oh, she is.” Mia, who usually wasn’t lost for words, didn’t say anything more.

      “I remember that day you were both in here together as if it was yesterday. You both looked like you’d seen the most unlikely incarnation of the devil. It was uncanny.”

      “That was then,” Mia said. “We had a bit of a false start, but now we’re head-over-heels like you and Jane were twenty years ago.”

      “Rub it in, why don’t you? I’m friends with Lou’s mother, I know. A different generation. It doesn’t mean Jane and I aren’t still in love.”

      “I made no such claims,” Mia said, a triumphant smile on her face.

      Annie wondered if she’d been a bit too keen about making her point. After all, Kristin was joining her at the charity kitchen later today.

      The door of the shop opened, indicating the end of their coffee break. A young man walked in with his laptop tucked under his arm.

      One of those, Annie thought. He would probably sit there for an hour, order one cup of coffee, throw a glance at the books from the furthest distance possible, and walk back out without actually having bought anything.

      Most of the coffee shops on King Street didn’t give out their Wi-Fi password anymore to counter this sort of behavior—which to Annie seemed quite rude and entitled—but Mia was adamant they should attract this kind of crowd as well. The Pink Bean in Darlinghurst had the same policy, but that branch wasn’t located a stone’s throw away from a university and droves of penniless students.

      Perhaps this could be a topic of conversation with Kristin tonight. Annie caught herself thinking about tonight as a sort of date with Kristin and she knew very well she needed to put a stop to that kind of thinking straight away.
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* * *

      Annie presumed Kristin had dressed down, but she still looked too overdressed for the kind of work she was about to do. Maybe she had even gone shopping for the occasion—to find something hobo chic.

      Not that Annie minded. She was just glad of the opportunity to spend some time in close proximity to Kristin, first preparing the meals, then dishing them out.

      “This won’t be a gourmet meal then,” Kristin said, glancing at the large cast iron pots on the stove.

      “Doesn’t mean it won’t be good and nutritious,” Rita said.

      “I don’t doubt it for a second.” Kristin eyed the bunch of carrots in front of her. “I’d best get chopping then.”

      “Put this on.” Rita handed her an apron.

      Annie watched as Kristin tied it around her slender figure. She pulled a hand through her hair. Annie had never felt underdressed in this place, but next to Kristin she did. Annie put on an apron as well and went to work on preparing the chicken. Rita stood next to her peeling potatoes and cast Annie a glance.

      “What?” Annie whispered.

      “I can’t believe you brought her here,” Rita hissed.

      “She volunteered. What was I going to say?” Annie nodded at the potatoes in front of Rita. “And I believed you would be happy with the help. Now you only have to do potatoes.”

      Rita shook her head, then went silent. She could judge all she wanted, but she was the one who had tried to talk Annie out of her guilt about this crush in the first place.

      Rita turned up the radio a little louder and they worked without speaking, side-by-side. Rita cast her glance toward Kristin once in a while to see how she was getting on with the carrots—and apparently did not find any fault with how Kristin was cleaning and chopping them.

      Annie was very aware of Kristin’s presence in the small kitchen. Three other volunteers were milling about and Annie’s ears perked up every time someone spoke, wanting to know if it was Kristin being addressed.

      “Were you a rabbit in a former life?” Andrew asked. “You’re a beast with those carrots. I hope you come back next week.”

      “Maybe I will,” Kristin said.

      Annie looked over toward Kristin because she had to see if she meant what she’d just said. Their gazes crossed and Kristin smiled. Annie smiled back. When she turned back around, Rita was looking at her disapprovingly.

      “What is it now?” Annie asked.

      “Step outside with me for a minute.” Rita said.

      “I’m about to put my chicken in the pan.” Annie didn’t much feel like getting scolded by Rita.

      “Your chicken can wait a minute.” Rita was already headed toward the door.

      “I get that you and Kristin work together and that you see her in the shop, that can’t be helped,” Rita said as soon as Annie stuck her head out of the door. “And while extra volunteers are more than welcome, I think you should ask her to help out on other days than us. Or get Andrew to ask her if you don’t want to do it yourself. Because this is ridiculous.”

      “I can’t believe this.” Annie brought her hands to her sides. “You were the one who said not to beat myself up over it.”

      “Indeed, I did. And I meant every word I said. But seeing her more is not going to help you get over it, Annie. Getting chummy in the kitchen. Inviting her for a drink after. That’s disrespectful to your marriage.”

      “We’re friends,” Annie said. “That’s not a process I want to stop.”

      “You can be friends all you want, later, once you get this out of your system. I’m only saying this so you don’t make it harder than it already is.”

      “You’re blowing hot and cold over this.”

      “Yes, well, that was before I witnessed how you behave around her. If you’re like that in the shop and Jane is there, she will surely notice.”

      First Caitlin and now Rita. Was Annie really acting like such a love-sick puppy around Kristin? And if she was, why hadn’t Jane noticed? Or Sheryl? Or Kristin herself? Or had they?

      “Fine.” Annie didn’t have anything to say in her defense. And she really needed to start frying her chicken. “I’ll handle it.” She stormed back in, letting the silly bout of anger she felt toward Rita wash over her as quickly as possible, so it could peter out. Although Annie might be foolish enough to have a crush on her business partner, she was still wise enough to not be angry with her friend for telling her the truth.
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      “What have you been up to tonight?” Annie asked when she got home.

      “I watched The Kids Are All Right again,” Jane said. “I love that movie.” She turned down the volume of the evening news that had come on. “How was it?”

      “Fine. Kristin was on carrot duty, so Rita was a bit stroppy about that. You’d think they were her carrots and that she had grown them organically in her own garden.”

      “Kristin? I didn’t know Kristin was joining you?” Jane sat up, making room for Annie in the couch.

      “Didn’t I tell you?” Annie tucked a strand of hair behind her ear. “She volunteered. I asked her to join us tonight. I think she’ll be back. Andrew was very impressed with her chopping skills. So was I.”

      “No, you didn’t tell me.” Something about Annie’s omitting to tell her annoyed Jane but she couldn’t quite put her finger on what. It wasn’t as if Annie told her every little thing she did and with whom.

      “Oh, I’m sorry, babe. Must have slipped my mind. We set it up when Caitlin James was in the shop and maybe I was too starstruck to remember.” Annie sank into the couch and leaned into Jane.

      “Everything set for that?”

      “Yep. Extra books delivered from her publisher today. Mia has worked her marketing voodoo. All set for tomorrow night.”

      “Do you need me to do anything?” Jane asked. She had taken her writerly rest seriously and was spending much less time in her office and more in the shop.

      “Just be there.” Annie took her wife’s hand and squeezed it. “Caitlin James and Jane Quinn in our shop together. Lesbians and feminists alike will be flocking to its doors.”

      Jane would be there. She’d prepare herself a nice big gin and tonic before heading down, but she would do her duty. She even looked forward to it a little.
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* * *

      Caitlin read aloud with the sort of confidence a person can only be born with. Jane refused to berate herself for her lack of it because this sort of bravado was simply not part of her genetic material.

      This didn’t mean she didn’t feel a tiny flicker of envy every time the crowd laughed as if on cue. The envy also flickered every time Caitlin paused, looked at her audience with a smile many of the women present would probably end up dreaming of later in bed, and held them all effortlessly in the palm of her hand.

      Jane glanced at the crowd, which was almost spilling outside the door—their small book shop not big enough to accommodate the many Caitlin James fans. Jane hoped at least some of them would end up buying books, if not now, then perhaps in the near future.

      She looked at Caitlin’s partner Josephine Greenwood, whom she’d only been introduced to tonight. She stood there beaming as she watched Caitlin perform. Because this was a performance. What Caitlin was doing up there—putting on a show—took talent and guts and practice.

      The crowd burst out into a raucous round of applause and snapped Jane out of her reverie. She quickly took position behind the counter to help Annie with any purchases and to take note of preorders for Caitlin and Josephine’s upcoming book. If tonight was anything to go by, that book launch should be a great success for all parties involved—Annie’s Book Shop included.
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* * *

      “I love your Broken Hearts series,” Josephine said, her eyes glistening, her words slightly slurred. “I was so sorry I couldn’t make it to the signing. Was that really the last book in the series?”

      Jane chuckled. If she had a dollar for every time someone asked her that question. She nodded. Josephine didn’t look as though she was expecting Jane to actually give her an answer, and even if she did, it probably wouldn’t register fully in Josephine’s inebriated brain.

      “What are you working on now?” Josephine didn’t let up with the questions. Unfortunately, this one required a bit more than a yes-or-no answer.

      “I’m taking a little break at the moment.” Jane remembered the relief she had felt when she’d pulled the plug on her last attempt at a book.

      “Jane Quinn.” Caitlin threw an arm around Josephine’s shoulders. “Are you responsible for getting my girlfriend drunk? Or is it Mia I need to have a word with?”

      “I missed dinner,” Josephine said. “I was hoping there would be snacks.”

      “We can’t have people munching on crisps while I’m doing a reading.” Caitlin turned to Josephine.

      “I’m sure Mia or Taylor can fix you up with something,” Jane said. “Or at least make you a strong cup of coffee.”

      “A Pink Bean coffee I don’t have to make myself. That will be the day,” Josephine said, shook herself free from Caitlin’s embrace, and ambled to the coffee counter on the other side of the shop.

      Both Jane and Caitlin followed Josephine with their eyes. Jane’s glance fell on Annie, who was chatting to Kristin.

      “They look very chummy,” Caitlin said, then headed in Josephine’s direction.

      Chummy? Jane fixed her gaze on Annie and Kristin again. She couldn’t imagine Kristin being chummy with anyone. Sure, Annie and Kristin worked together, but they weren’t exactly colleagues who shared an office every day of the week. There was something about the way they stood there together, however, and in the tone Caitlin had used when she said chummy that made Jane watch them a little longer.

      They looked as if they were chatting about how the night had gone. Annie was doing most of the talking. Kristin was mostly listening and nodding. They stood, perhaps, a little too close together for their conversation just to be about business. Then again, both Kristin and Annie’s businesses were a large part of their private lives.

      Jane moved a little closer, to see if she could draw Annie’s attention away from whatever she was doing just by moving about in the same room. It used to be a game they played. Partly born out of extreme romanticism and partly out of Annie’s protectiveness of Jane when they were in social situations. Annie always made a point of checking, even just from the corner of her eye, whether Jane was doing all right—whether she hadn’t had her fill of small talk yet.

      It was late and the shop was almost empty. Caitlin and Josephine were talking to Taylor near the counter. Mia and Lou were clearing away the last of the empty coffee cups. Sheryl sat on a chair in the corner gazing intently at her phone.

      Jane took another step in Annie’s direction and made a game of it in her head. She would count the number of steps it took before Annie noticed her approaching. If history was anything to go by, the next step she took in her wife’s direction should surely do the trick. Annie would flash her a smile or give her a quick wink. She would pause her conversation for a fraction of a second to acknowledge Jane’s presence, to express her contentment at seeing her, because those little gestures, however tiny and insignificant to anyone else, were a significant part of who they were as a couple.

      But, tonight, Annie seemed transported to another world. Whatever she and Kristin were talking about must be of extreme importance because Annie didn’t give any sign she noticed Jane was anywhere near her at all. Annie had her head cocked, her gaze glued to Kristin, a blissful smile on her face. What on earth was Kristin telling her? That she was the world’s best book shop owner? That bringing the Pink Bean into Annie’s Book Shop was the best decision she’d ever made in her life? Going by Annie’s smile, it had to be some sort of praise for Annie. Why else would she be looking at another person with such a radiant grin plastered across her face? And why would she seem to have forgotten all about Jane’s existence? Jane was only a few feet removed from her wife, and Annie still hadn’t noticed her.

      Jane tried to catch snippets of their conversation. Kristin was doing most of the talking now.

      “You should see my father manning his barbecue,” Kristin said. “I swear to you, I’ve caught him whispering to the thing.”

      Annie gave a deep-throated chuckle. As if Kristin had just made the world’s greatest joke. She must have said something else earlier to have Annie gawking at her like that with such… admiration on her face. Yes, that was the vibe Annie was projecting. That she admired Kristin greatly for something.

      Jane took the final step and cleared her throat.

      For a brief moment—the instant during which Jane had expected a quick grin from her wife—Annie froze and looked like she’d seen a ghost instead of Jane. Or at the very least like Jane was interrupting a meaningful conversation.

      Jane couldn’t possibly guess what that could be. They were talking about Kristin’s father’s barbecue. Jane was sure the man was very fond of it, but to her it seemed like one of the dullest topics to discuss—or perhaps that was just her natural aversion to small talk popping up.

      “Jane,” Kristin was first to speak. Was that a note of relief in her voice? Maybe she was getting sick of talking about her father’s outdoor cooking habits. Or maybe she was fed up with chatting to Annie? None of this made sense to Jane. Until, a few seconds later, it very much did.
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      “Great night, don’t you think?” Kristin asked Jane.

      “Caitlin was a superstar,” Jane said.

      Annie hadn’t even noticed Jane approach. She barely even remembered what Kristin had been talking about to her just now. Hearing Jane talk to Kristin made her feel a bit wobbly in the knees. Or no, it wasn’t so much the fact that they were talking, but more the intense feeling of guilt it ignited in her. How long had Annie been talking to Kristin, anyway? She remembered what Caitlin James had said the other day about her body language projecting everything she was afraid to say out loud.

      “We sold a lot of books,” Annie said, her voice trembling a little. Mere seconds ago, she wanted the book shop to remain open all night so she could talk to Kristin for a few more hours. Or just be near her and feel as though they were working on something together, their businesses, or a joint adventure. Now she couldn’t wait for everyone to leave so she could close the shutters, and curl up in bed, hoping for this feeling of dread to pass. In fact, she’d like to stay in bed for a few weeks, until this silly, stupid infatuation had been expelled from her system, and she could go back to feeling like a normal person again.

      “And a lot of coffee,” Kristin said.

      “Although some people availed more of the bubbly,” Jane said. “I hope Jo’s not working tomorrow morning.”

      “Even if she doesn’t have a shift at the Pink Bean, I think Jo works every morning and every afternoon and most evenings,” Kristin said. “Headache or not, maybe it will be good for her to be forced to take a few hours off. Tomorrow is a Saturday, after all.”

      Annie glanced at Jane. Did she have any idea? Either way, Annie needed to extricate herself from this situation as quickly as possible. She didn’t have a problem being alone with Kristin. In fact, in those moments when she was, she could trick her mind into forgetting about her wife all too easily. But when she saw them together, and the messiness of her emotions was being thrown back in her face, it was unbearable.

      “I’ll give Mia and Lou a hand cleaning up so we can all go to bed soon.”

      “I believe that’s my job,” Kristin said, and left Annie standing there with Jane, to whom Annie didn’t know what to say for fear she would betray herself even more than she might already have.

      “Are you all right, babe?” Annie threw an arm over Jane’s shoulder and gave her a quick squeeze.

      “I’m good,” Jane said, and she sounded as though she meant it. As though she didn’t have the faintest clue of all the things going through Annie’s mind.

      “I’m going to wash my hands,” Annie said. “I’ll be right back.” She had to take a moment to herself.

      Annie stood in the washroom, breathing deeply, when Caitlin waltzed in. Great.

      “Annie, thanks for having me tonight. I had a gay old time.”

      “It was my pleasure, believe me.” All throughout Caitlin’s reading, Annie had been thinking about that wretched conversation with her. She’d vowed to stay away from Kristin as best she could throughout the evening, which hadn’t been hard because Kristin had been busy in the coffee shop area while Annie had her hands full ringing up books. But once most people had left, Annie—high as she was on the adrenaline of a successful evening—had gravitated naturally toward Kristin. She’d found herself talking to Kristin before she even consciously realized what she was doing. Once she’d stood so close to Kristin she could smell her perfume, she hadn’t been able to drag herself away. Until Jane had interrupted them.

      “Please excuse me,” Caitlin said and disappeared into a stall—to Annie’s great relief. She was already feeling guilty enough and didn’t need to be admonished by, what she hoped, was the only person present tonight aware of her silly infatuation.

      Annie washed her hands and concluded that Rita had been right. She should keep more distance from Kristin. It was the only sensible thing to do. She’d ask Andrew to schedule Kristin’s volunteer work when she wasn’t there so they wouldn’t end up together in the cramped kitchen. She would relinquish her plans of inviting Sheryl and Kristin to dinner. Obviously, she couldn’t escape Kristin’s presence in her shop entirely, but she could control her reaction to it. Besides, now that the coffee shop was up and running, Kristin stopped by less and less. And Annie wasn’t a teenager anymore. She could control her urges. Although, she suspected, when it came to infatuation and the behavior it provoked, age had very little to do with it.

      Annie gazed at her reflection in the mirror and made a silent vow to herself. Enough was enough. This was the moment she was getting her priorities straight. Her wife was her number one priority again from now on.

      Annie hurried out of the washroom before Caitlin emerged from the stall. She wouldn’t put it past Caitlin to give her another friendly word of advice, something Annie could use, but hardly felt like enduring.
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      Everyone had left and Jane had poured Annie and herself one last nightcap to unwind from the excitement of the night before they went to bed.

      She held up her tumbler of Amaretto. “Cheers, babe.” She wasn’t sure how she had missed it all this time. She’d had plenty of opportunities to observe Annie and Kristin together. That was why she needed this drink. She was fairly certain Annie had her own reasons. “To Annie’s Book Shop.”

      Dark circles were visible underneath Annie’s eyes. She usually didn’t look her age, but she did right now.

      “I can open the shop tomorrow if you want to have a lie-in,” Jane said.

      “You’re too good to me.” Annie leaned against her.

      “I’m your wife. Wives have a habit of being kind to each other.” She pecked Annie on the top of her head. What did the fact that she’d only noticed now say about Jane, anyway? She’d been too absorbed with her writer’s block to pick up on any of the signs.

      “After twenty years together, it’s easy to slip up when it comes to kindness.” Annie sounded wistful.

      Jane sipped from her drink. Should she take the liquid courage she was gathering and say something? Or was the hour too late? They were both tired. This also meant their defenses were down and a chat might be easier. Or the opposite. Jane had no idea how to deal with this situation. All she knew was that this could not remain unspoken between them for long. Because it wasn’t so much a question of her not noticing. In fact, that was not the main issue at all.

      Her wife was having feelings for another woman. Something Jane understood and could not afford to be holier-than-thou about—yet this didn’t mean she wasn’t deeply unsettled by it.

      “You’ve never been anything but kind to me.” Jane drank again. “When you encouraged me to keep on writing twenty years ago. Earlier this week when I told you I threw my manuscript in the trash. Every time my head is filled with self-doubt.” She paused. “Seven years ago, when you had every reason not to be kind and understanding.” The last example just came out of her mouth without Jane scrutinizing the words before she spoke them. Maybe her subconscious was eager to get this out in the open and had decided to bring up Jane’s own mistakes in order to do so.

      “Christ, babe. Why are you bringing that up now? Did you think Beth Walsh was going to turn up again tonight?”

      Jane shook her head. “I’m pretty certain Beth is never going to show her face here again.”

      “Good.” Annie knocked back her drink and put her glass down on the table, taking a little distance from Jane.

      “We can talk about it if you want,” Jane said.

      “About what? Beth Walsh? It’s a little late in the day to start rehashing that.”

      “I don’t mean Beth.” Jane’s heart beat in her throat. “I mean how you feel about Kristin.”

      “What?” Annie didn’t look at Jane, but the guilty note in her voice was unmistakable.

      “Come on, Annie. I’m not blind. And not stupid either.”

      Annie rubbed her palms on her jeans. She still wasn’t able to face Jane, confirming Jane’s suspicions. If, by any chance, Jane had been barking up the wrong tree, they’d both be laughing away her question by now. The worst that could happen next was Annie trying to deny how she felt about Kristin.

      “It’s really nothing.” Annie’s voice had shot up. “You know what it can be like sometimes. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

      “It clearly means something to you.” Jane needed the next sip of her drink.

      Annie sighed and, finally, turned to her. “I’m sorry. I don’t really know what to say. All I can say is that it will pass. I’m practically over it.”

      “That’s not what it looked like when I saw you talking to her.”

      Annie stared at her hands and shook her head. “I can tell you this, though. Whatever I feel for Kristin has nothing on what you felt for Beth. Moreover, there is nothing going on between us. Nothing at all. It’s just a silly thing going on in my head.”

      Jane sat up a bit straighter. “It’s because of what happened with Beth that I know how to be understanding about this.” She tried to keep her voice calm, even though it was getting harder by the second. She wanted to shake Annie—as if feelings like that could just be shaken off—and tell her enough already. But emotions didn’t work that way. She knew she had to tread carefully.

      “I don’t feel comfortable talking about this with you. You’re my wife. You’re not supposed to have to deal with this.”

      Jane huffed out some air. “Of course I have to deal with it. Because I am your wife. Who else is going to deal with it? Don’t tell me you were going to declare your love to Kristin and have her deal with it.” Oh shit. Jane wished she could swallow that last sentence.

      “No, of course not. I just didn’t want to burden you with this.”

      “How very nice of you.” Jane’s jealousy was choking her ability to understand what Annie was going through. Because realizing that the person you loved more than anyone in the world was falling in love with someone else wasn’t the most pleasant experience. It rocked the very foundation their life was built on. So many marriages went bust every single day because of this reason. Because of something that started with a silly infatuation. “Is it mutual?” She had to know.

      Annie shook her head.

      Jane believed her. She’d had to make certain that Kristin rushing away from them after Jane had approached wasn’t because Kristin had been feeling guilty.

      “Have you talked to anyone about it?” Jane was suddenly flooded with compassion for her wife again, who sat there with her head in her hands, unable to meet Jane’s gaze. The fact that Annie couldn’t look her in the eye broke her heart most of all.

      “I told Rita.” She heaved a sigh. “And Caitlin James apparently sussed it out.”

      “Caitlin James?”

      “She told me off, actually. So did Rita.” Annie tried to look at Jane, but quickly averted her gaze again. “I know it’s foolish. But I promise you, babe, this won’t harm us in any way. Especially now that you know. That should be enough to snap me out of it. Because I feel so incredibly stupid. Believe me, this whole thing hasn’t brought me much joy.”

      “It’s just a crush,” Jane said.

      Annie nodded. “Nothing more. I promise you.”

      “Unfortunately, it’s a little hard to break contact.”

      Annie stared at the wall behind Jane’s head. “Thank you for being so understanding.”

      “How can I not be? After all, you extended me the same… er, courtesy.”

      “When I saw you talking to Beth a few weeks ago…” The rest of the words didn’t make it past Annie’s lips, but Jane understood. She understood all too well.

      “Do we need some sort of plan to fix this?” It sounded a little ridiculous, but when things had come to a head after Jane’s indiscretion with Beth, a plan was what had saved them. Although emotionally very difficult, the practicalities of the plan had been very simple: break all contact. This wasn’t an option now. “Should we go away for a while? I’m not writing at the moment, anyway. Maybe the timing is just right. And we could do with a break. We can go back to New Zealand.”

      “Back to Wellington?”

      “Yes, maybe that’s exactly what we need right now.”

      “Only…” Annie wrung her hands together.

      “Yes?”

      “As enticing as running away sounds, the problem will still be here when we get back.”

      “Maybe it won’t. Maybe going away will put things in perspective. Especially if we return to where we got married.”

      “It just feels too soon to leave the shop.”

      Why was Annie so reluctant about this? “Or maybe you just can’t bear the thought of not seeing Kristin for more than a few days.”

      “I know I deserved that.” Annie did look her in the eye now. “But I think it would be a mistake to close the shop right now. Which means we’d need to hire someone on short notice. I’d need to train them. It just doesn’t feel right at this time.”

      “I don’t see why not. Mia is training Taylor and she will be responsible for the Pink Bean soon. Why can’t we do the same? Selling books is hardly rocket science. In fact, we could just ask the Pink Bean people to keep an eye on our bit of the shop.”

      “You make it sound as though all I do in that shop is sit on a chair and sell the occasional book.”

      “And you make it sound as though you really don’t want to go on vacation with me.”

      “I agree we need a plan. Or I need a plan to get past this. But going away is not the solution. I need to deal with this head on. Perhaps, right now, it’s too much to ask of you to trust me that I can do this, but I swear to you that I can.”

      “I do trust you.” Jane was surprised by how easy it was to say the words even though her trust in her wife had just taken a severe blow.

      “I’ll talk to her.” Annie was looking away again. “I’ll tell her how I feel and ask her to stay away for a while.”

      “No,” Jane was quick to say. “Don’t tell her.”

      “Why not?”

      Was Annie really so naive? Or was she out to get humiliated and certain it would be the case? Either way, it wasn’t a risk Jane was willing to take. “Because what if you tell her and it is mutual?”

      “What? No.” Annie squared her shoulders. “Even if it was, which I’m sure it’s not, it wouldn’t matter. Because I will always choose you. I think I’ve proved that before.”

      “I need to sleep on it, not that I expect to get much sleep tonight.” Jane held her hand in front of her mouth as she suppressed a yawn.

      “We’ll decide what to do about this tomorrow. Together.” Annie rose and held out her hand. “Shall we go to bed?”

      “I think I’ll sleep here tonight. I’ll only keep you awake with my tossing and turning and you have to get up early to open the shop.”

      Annie nodded, indicating, Jane hoped, she understood why Jane didn’t much feel like relieving her from her morning duties any longer. “I should be the one to sleep in the couch.”

      “It’s fine. Just try to get some sleep.” Jane didn’t get up to kiss her wife goodnight. Instead, she looked away and, for the first time since the truth had hit her, let the pure anguish of what was going on in their marriage roll over her.
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      Annie had hardly slept. She had heard Jane toss and turn in the living room throughout the night. When she did doze off, unavoidably and in the small hours of the morning, it was just before her alarm clock started blaring. She blinked herself awake and let the events of the previous night rush back to her. The first thing that popped into her head was her chat with Kristin, followed by Jane’s approach. The nightcap Jane poured them, and the inevitability of the conversation that followed.

      She couldn’t believe how calm Jane had been about the whole thing. How understanding and rational.

      She swung her legs over the edge of the bed and rubbed the sleep from her eyes. Today would not be easy. She hoped Jane had gotten some sleep because lack of it could leave her rather cranky. She tip-toed into the living room and witnessed Jane snoozing. Just like Annie, she must have fallen asleep out of sheer exhaustion. Annie examined her sleeping wife a little while longer, how she lay there so peacefully and obliviously. If it weren’t for the fact she was sleeping in the couch, for that brief moment that Annie watched her, everything could still be right in their world.

      But Annie knew better. Things wouldn’t be entirely right between them for a while. She also knew that the passage of time would do its job. As her feelings for Kristin would be erased, the bond between her and Jane would grow stronger once again. She hoped.

      Annie tried to be as quiet as possible as she got ready to open up the shop. She sneaked one last glance at Jane before heading down the stairs.
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* * *

      Just as Annie turned the key in the lock, Kristin walked up to the shop. Annie’s heart skipped a beat.

      “Morning,” Kristin said chirpily. “Have you recovered from last night?”

      “Hardly.” She opened the door wide so Kristin could come in. As soon as there were any signs of Jane being awake, she would need to go upstairs and tell her Kristin was here. Already, having her feelings out in the open was having an effect. Annie’s first thought at seeing Kristin wasn’t gleeful anticipation of the conversations they could have, or joy at just having been offered a few minutes to bask in her elegant presence. Her first thought was Jane.

      “Neither have I, but Mia couldn’t fulfill her usual Saturday duties. She and Lou are apartment hunting today.”

      “How lovely.” Why had Mia not mentioned this to Annie? Or maybe she had and Annie had forgotten it because when she’d been told she’d still been on a high from chatting to Kristin.

      “It’s wonderful for them, but it made me realize I need to hire more baristas pronto. Sheryl is going to fish in her pool of students first thing on Monday.” Kristin made her way behind the coffee counter. “How is Taylor working out from your point of view?”

      “Great. No complaints.”

      “That’s good. Now that this place is up and running, it’s time to add to the work force. Not that I mind spending my Saturday alongside you, of course.” Kristin grinned.

      Instantly, Annie’s cheeks flushed. Was Kristin flirting with her? Did she really have no clue about Annie’s feelings? Or was she mocking her? This was going to be an excruciating day on many levels. The lack of sleep was already starting to catch up with her, because she had no witty repartee at the ready to respond to Kristin. Only a sheepish smile that made her feel even more silly.

      “I need to run upstairs for a second. I’ll be right back.” It was like sitting on a ticking time bomb. Annie couldn’t stop imagining Jane wandering down the stairs and seeing her and Kristin in the shop together. Even though there was a perfectly rational explanation for it and Kristin had every right to be in her own coffee shop, the visuals wouldn’t look right. And Jane must be spared the image at all costs.

      When she arrived upstairs, Jane was still sleeping. Annie didn’t want to wake her, but she convinced herself Jane would want to be woken up for this.

      “Babe.” She wasn’t sure how Jane would react if she kissed her awake, so Annie just shook her shoulder gently. “Wake up.”

      Jane opened her eyes slowly.

      Annie left her hand on Jane’s shoulder, welcoming the warm comfort of her wife’s skin on hers.

      “What’s going on?” Jane asked.

      “I had no idea, but Kristin is running the Pink Bean today. Mia has the day off.”

      “Oh.” Jane sat up a bit straighter, shaking Annie’s hand off.

      “I just thought you’d like to know.”

      “Hm.”

      “I need to get back downstairs. Did you get some sleep?”

      “A little. You?”

      “Same.” Annie couldn’t resist putting a hand back on Jane’s shoulder. She needed the contact as though it could articulate something she couldn’t say in words. She gave Jane’s shoulder a squeeze. “I have to go.”

      “Okay.” Jane just lay there.

      Annie remained standing there for a few moments longer, the silence between them growing heavier. The last words about this whole ordeal had obviously not yet been spoken.

      But Annie had a job to get on with. Today she’d be doing it alongside the object of her affection. Saturday was usually the book shop’s busiest day and she hoped the customers would keep her occupied enough not to notice Kristin working, with her precise, economical, elegant movements, on the other side of the shop.
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* * *

      “How about a cup of coffee?” Kristin approached Annie. “You’ve been run off your feet all morning.”

      “So have you.” Annie’s muscles stiffened. She hoped Jane wouldn’t choose this exact time to come downstairs. She’d been dreading the moment when her wife would pop into the shop, walk up to Kristin, and ask for a cappuccino. She was afraid of the kind of thoughts Jane might have had during the night—afraid she might have turned against her. Annie knew what this kind of information could do to a person. She’d been there. And when Jane had been in the clutches of infatuation with Beth, Annie had certainly considered turning her back on the whole thing—Jane included—and walking out.

      “All the more reason to put our feet up for five minutes,” Kristin said. “Do you have time to sit with me for a few?”

      “Sure.” Annie tried to sound calm, as if nothing had changed, yet she had to scrutinize every word she uttered. Did she acquiesce so easily because she was being polite? Or because she really wanted to sit across from Kristin and luxuriate in the sensation of it? She was too tired for all this turmoil in her head. She’d barely slept. A cup of coffee was exactly what she needed.

      Annie followed Kristin and sat down. She tried not to steal a few furtive glances at Kristin while she was busy brewing their coffees, and wondered how on earth this was going to work. Telling Jane she was “practically over it” had been a lie. As she sat there, her brazenly foolish mind was audacious enough to focus on what Jane had said about the possibility of Annie’s feelings being mutual.

      Annie shook the thought off as soon as Kristin presented her with a cup of coffee.

      “That was quite a night,” Kristin said. “Imagine what it’ll be like when Caitlin and Josephine’s book comes out.”

      “For the first time in Annie’s Book Shop’s history, we might have people lining up outside.” Annie smiled at the prospect, while keeping a keen eye on the door to their private stairway in case Jane walked in. Now that she wasn’t writing, she spent more time in the shop. Annie sipped from her coffee and hoped everything could go back to normal soon and she wouldn’t have to feel so guilty and strangely—inappropriately—elated at the same time.

      They sat in silence for a while. A silence Annie enjoyed and that reminded her of the time before the Pink Bean had entered her life. Now that she shared the space, the book shop was never really quiet anymore. There was always someone else shuffling about, always the hum of the coffee machine or the hiss of milk being steamed in the background. Annie felt like closing her eyes and pretending, just for a moment, that it was only her in the shop. No Kristin. No Mia. Jane writing contentedly upstairs—always a comforting thought.

      But times had changed and here she sat. Everything but alone. She tried to remember when she’d first allowed herself to realize that her feelings for Kristin were so intense, but it was hard to pinpoint one moment. It had been a gradual process of accumulated smiles—even though Kristin wasn’t one to smile easily—and just being near her and her soft voice and stern glance.

      Annie’s thoughts were brusquely interrupted when Jane appeared at the door into the shop. She stood there for a few seconds, cast her glance over the scene and, without saying a word, turned on her heel and let the door bang shut behind her.

      “Please excuse me for a minute.” Annie shot up and followed Jane, who was putting on her coat in the hallway. She zipped it up with a wild pull of her hand.

      “Don’t you dare try to talk to me right now,” Jane said. “I’m going out. I don’t know when I’ll be back. I need to clear my head.”

      Annie couldn’t stop herself. “Where are you go—” she started to ask.

      “Just don’t, Annie.” With that, Jane stormed off, letting the front door bang loudly—the second bang in so many minutes.

      She heard the bell chime in the book shop and rushed inside, hoping it wasn’t Jane wanting to give Kristin a piece of her mind.

      When she entered, she recognized a woman who came in from time to time. She headed straight for the non-fiction section.

      Relieved, Annie took position behind the counter. But the feeling of relief didn’t last very long, because Kristin was looking at her, eyebrows quirked up, and Jane would soon come back and then hell would break loose. The hell Annie had expected to break loose last night when Jane had confronted her about Kristin.

      After the customer had left, Kristin came up to her with a freshly brewed cup of coffee.

      “The other one has gone cold.” She offered Annie the cup. “And you look like you could use it. Everything all right?”

      Annie looked at Kristin’s face, which showed nothing but compassion and concern—the two very last things she needed from Kristin. She wanted to reply with a snippy “Clearly not,” but Annie didn’t have any harsh words in her to direct at Kristin.

      “We should talk,” she said, instead. She took the cup from Kristin’s outstretched hand.

      “Sure. Whatever you need.” Kristin tilted her head.

      Annie put down the cup and took a sheet of paper from the stack she kept beneath the counter. With a trembling hand, she wrote “Back in 5.” She turned the sign on the door to “Closed” and stuck the sheet of paper to the window. She wanted no interruptions during this talk.

      “Should I be worried?” Kristin asked, after they’d sat down. “Are you and Jane no longer happy with our business arrangement?”

      “It has nothing to do with that. Well, I mean, it does indirectly. But this is not about business.” Christ. Annie may have felt she needed to do something about this—and this being the only thing she could possibly think of—but it wasn’t easy to find the right words. “It’s me. I, er…” Annie stammered. “I’ve upset Jane and I’m afraid the only way to make things better between us is to ask you…” It sounded so ludicrous. But if Annie wanted Kristin to stay away from her own coffee shop for a while, she would need to plead her case with absolute honesty. “To keep your distance for a while. Which is wholly unfair, I know. But I don’t know how else to do this.”

      “I’m not sure I know what you’re trying to say,” Kristin said.

      Annie shook her head. “Look, Kristin, I have developed feelings for you. A silly crush. Er, I don’t mean you are silly, of course. It’s me. Half the time, I don’t know what to do with myself when I’m around you. Jane knows this and seeing us in the shop together earlier… well, you saw the result.”

      Kristin stroked her chin. “I had no idea.”

      “I thought it would be obvious by now. Caitlin had me all figured out the very first time we met.”

      Kristin shook her head. “I don’t really know what to say.”

      “You don’t have to say anything. Just don’t be offended if I keep my distance for… a while.”

      “Offended? I’m flattered.” Kristin chuckled, then corrected herself. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to make light of this. Obviously, it’s having an adverse effect on your relationship with Jane, which is understandable.”

      “My only option is to be rational about this. Which is not an easy thing to do, because nothing about this is rational. But I need to stay away from you for a bit. As far as I can see, it’s the only solution.”

      Kristin nodded. “I understand, Annie. I do. I can conduct my business from a distance. That’s why I hired Mia, after all. It’s just, well, we were becoming friends… Do you want me to stop volunteering at the kitchen as well?”

      Annie sighed. “No, of course not, but maybe it would be better to not volunteer on the same day.” Annie tried on a smile. “I’m sorry about all of this. I would very much like for the ground to swallow me whole right now.”

      “There’s no need to apologize. We’re all human. These things happen all the time. It’s how you deal with them that’s important.” Kristin glanced at her with such compassion and kindness in her eyes. “Sharing this with me must have been very hard for you. It takes character to stand up for your relationship like this. I’m sure that, in time, Jane will see it that way as well.”

      “Thank you for being so understanding.” Annie wasn’t so sure Jane would be as understanding. Annie had acted very much against her explicit wishes and it would take a lot to make her understand that the reason she had told Kristin was not to ascertain whether her feelings were mutual. It was to put a stop to them. “I would appreciate if this didn’t go any further.”

      “You can count on me.” Kristin smiled—and looked gorgeous in the process. “After all, it’s in my best interest to keep my landladies happy.”

      “This won’t affect our business. And please don’t feel as though I’m banning you from the shop. You have every right to be here. I feel a fool for even asking you to keep your distance. But I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Don’t feel too bad, Annie. It’s just a crush. I have them all the time.”

      “You do?” A pang of something Annie was afraid to identify shuddered through her.

      “Of course. Don’t we all? I’ve learned to enjoy them—and truth be told, I tend to have my crushes on women I don’t know personally. Movie stars and the unavailable. It makes things so much easier.” Kristin shrugged. “It’s all very innocent. And so is this.”

      Annie wasn’t certain her crush on Kristin was so innocent, but she was happy to go along with the sentiment for now.

      “So, what do you want me to do about the rest of the day? I should be able to find someone to take over from me for the rest of the afternoon.”

      “Stay,” Annie said. If she wasn’t going to see Kristin, who she had also started valuing as a friend, for a good long while, she wanted to enjoy her company for a few more hours.
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      When Jane returned, she headed straight upstairs. If Annie wanted to see how she was doing, she could leave her precious Kristin alone in the shop for a bit. The long walk she’d taken had done nothing to clear her head. All she could see was Annie and Kristin enjoying a cup of coffee together. And even though it was just a cup of coffee, in Jane’s tortured mind, it represented all the things Annie wanted to enjoy with Kristin, but couldn’t because she was with Jane.

      Jane had barely had time to pour herself a glass of water when Annie walked into the living room.

      “Who’s minding the shop?” Jane asked, unable to keep the anger out of her voice.

      “Kristin.”

      “Of course she is. Kristin this and Kristin that. Shall we invite her upstairs later? Make her an even bigger part of our lives?”

      “I’d hoped you would have calmed down,” Annie said.

      “Looks like I haven’t.”

      Annie pursed her lips. “Then you definitely won’t be pleased to hear I’ve told Kristin.”

      Jane narrowed her eyes. “You what?”

      “I had to tell her.” Annie’s voice had gone soft again. “I couldn’t very well ask her to leave. Or start keeping my distance from the woman who rents a space in my shop.”

      “I explicitly asked you not to tell her.” Jane didn’t care about any of Annie’s excuses. “I asked you to wait until we had a further chat about it.”

      “That was before she showed up in the shop this morning, babe.”

      “Oh yes, I get it. And it was so hard for you to be in the same space as her without saying anything, was it? You just couldn’t keep your feelings to yourself.”

      “No, babe. She saw how upset you were and—”

      “Of course, now it’s my fault that you went against my wishes. Figures.”

      “I know you’re too upset to understand right now, but I did it for us.”

      “The hell you did,” Jane bristled. “Do you have any idea how this feels for me? To know that you confessed your feelings for another woman, to that woman? The intimacy of that? On top of that, you broke my trust. You gave me your word. What is your word worth to me now?”

      “As your partner of twenty years, I would hope my word means a great deal to you.” Annie took a step closer. “I’m sorry to have acted against what we agreed on, but I did it in our best interests. I had nothing else but us in mind when I told her. And you know what? It worked. Kristin has agreed to spend less time in the shop, because she understands things like this happen, and then they pass. I thought you of all people would understand this.”

      “I was wondering how long it would take before you threw that back at me.”

      “I’m not throwing anything at you. I’m just asking for some understanding.”

      “Seems to me we’re asking for the same thing then.”

      “You know I understand very well how you feel, Jane. I know all about it. I would guess I know much better than you.”

      “Oh, so we’re comparing now, are we? That will definitely help. Stop trying to justify how you feel with what happened seven years ago. This is not a quid pro quo. I simply asked you not to tell her, and you did. That’s what’s making me so angry.”

      “As opposed to how you were not angry at all when you stormed out of the shop earlier?”

      “Are you going to blame me for that as well? Because it feels like I’m taking a lot of flak for something that is not my fault at all.” Jane wished Annie would disappear out of her sight, but at the same time, she wanted to go over to her and hug her and have her assure her that everything would be all right. Because what if she had already used up all the turbulence their relationship could bear when it came to feelings for other people? What if there was nothing left to absorb this now that Annie needed the same credit she had afforded Jane when she needed it most?

      “I need to get back to the shop,” Annie said.

      “No. You’re not going back in there to spend the rest of the day with her. There’s just no way. I can’t accept that.”

      “This is work, Jane.”

      “It might be, but it’s not just work. That line was crossed a long time ago. Can you look me in the eye and tell me you won’t talk about me as if I’m a problem to be managed if you go back down there? I won’t have you discuss me with her.” Jane’s voice grew shriller with every word she spoke. “It’s so disrespectful. And you’ve disrespected me enough for one day.”

      “I can’t leave Kristin to mind the book shop and the coffee shop for the rest of the day. That’s not fair.”

      “Then tell me this. Why, if you told her and she agreed to keep her distance, hasn’t she called in reinforcements? Kristin is a smart woman. Surely she would have thought of that option.”

      “Because… no one else was available.”

      “And you must think I was born yesterday.” Jane all but stomped her foot. “I’m going to mind the book shop for the rest of the day.”

      “But—” Annie started.

      “But what? Give me one reasonable argument why I shouldn’t?”

      Annie stood there, stumped for words.

      “That’s what I thought,” Jane said, and headed down the stairs without giving her wife a further look.
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* * *

      Jane hesitated before she opened the door. Not only to calm herself down after that fight with Annie, but also to steel herself—as best she could—before facing Kristin. Kristin, who now knew how her wife felt about her.

      Kristin looked up when Jane walked in. She did a pretty good job of hiding the surprise on her face.

      “You’ll have to make do with me for the rest of the day,” Jane said.

      “Of course,” Kristin said, the sound of her clipped, measured voice already getting under Jane’s skin. She’d never had anything against Kristin. In fact, she quite liked her and had always enjoyed her company. But things were different now. At this very moment, Jane’s wife desired this woman more than her. When she slipped into their marital bed at night, Annie probably wished she was gluing her naked skin to Kristin’s instead of Jane’s. And when they kissed and closed their eyes, Annie was surely dreaming of Kristin’s lips against hers.

      The first hour Jane was in the shop, a flurry of customers kept her mind occupied, although a sharp stab of jealousy pricked her every time she looked over at Kristin. What did she have that Jane didn’t? A more exotic skin color, yes—Jane was always pale. Hair that stayed in its intended shape no matter what, as opposed to Jane’s wispy, almost-but-not-quite-ginger hair. Effortless elegance. Vast amounts of understanding when people confessed to have crushes on her.

      As time ticked by, Jane got more and more agitated. But she’d had no choice other than to do this. It would have been worse had she stayed upstairs while Annie was working down here.

      They’d both been so busy, they’d barely talked. At least the book shop was doing well out of this deal. With the way her writing was going, Jane could hardly wish they’d never taken Mia and Kristin up on their offer of saving the shop. This uptick in business was a great relief to Jane every time she allowed herself to think about her abandoned manuscript. Not that she’d go bankrupt any time soon, but it was the principle of it.

      Still, as she glanced around the shop, it all felt a bit like a poisoned chalice. Because saving the shop was not worth the destruction of their marriage.

      For the first time ever, Jane allowed herself to wonder if it wouldn’t have been better to let the shop be bought by Pages, even though this would probably have meant Annie’s retirement—and neither one of them believed in retirement. In postponing life’s pleasures until you were sixty-five. This book shop was Annie’s greatest pleasure already. Most likely, having to hand it over to Pages, would have destroyed a vital part of Annie’s soul.

      The shop had been saved. It was doing better than it had in years. But at what cost?

      One customer lounged at a table with a cup of coffee. Jane kept her eye on the woman and, meanwhile, tried to work up the nerve to confront Kristin after the customer left. Even though Kristin had done absolutely nothing wrong. Still, Jane felt as though she needed to step up, defend something, take action. She already felt so powerless, her future so out of her own control. She couldn’t write and with one twist of fate—if Kristin suddenly realized, after Annie’s confession, that she’d been harboring some unexpressed desire as well—her marriage could be over. Jane had everything to fight for.

      After the customer left, before Jane was able to gather the courage to even walk in Kristin’s direction, Kristin came up to her.

      “I must be persona non grata in your world right now.” Kristin’s voice was smoother than usual. “And I want to respect your probably not-so-favorable feelings toward me, but I also want you to know that I respect your and Annie’s relationship. I will not come between you and your wife, Jane. I would never do that. I’m not that person.”

      Of course Annie had to go and fall for a highly principled woman with morals strong as steel. A fact for which Jane was glad, even though now she was the one doing the comparing. It painted her dalliance with Beth in a much harsher light—because it wasn’t nearly as innocent as Annie’s crush was proving to be.

      A tear pricked behind Jane’s eye. What was she supposed to say to that? Thank you? “I appreciate that,” she managed.

      “After today, you probably won’t see me for a while. I hope things work out for you. Actually, I’m sure they will. You and Annie make such a wonderful couple. Any fool can see that.”

      Jane had no choice but to be graceful about Kristin’s approach now that she was wishing her and Annie nothing but the best.

      “Thanks.” Saying it out loud wasn’t so bad after all, but it still stung to have to thank Kristin.
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      That night, Annie found herself trying to get some sleep in the couch. Her bones suddenly felt too old to not be supported by a sturdy mattress. But, in all of this, on the surface at the very least, she was the one at fault and she was the one being punished for it. Even though Annie didn’t know what more she could possibly do. All that could assuage Jane’s anger toward her now, she knew from experience, was the passage of time. Annie tossing and turning on a couch that wasn’t meant for sleeping. And she didn’t even have some new material from Jane to keep her company in the lonely hours of the night.

      Annie turned on her side again, trying to find a position in which nothing hurt, but even if she did manage to find some form of physical comfort, her ego would still be sore. There had been no exhilaration attached to having to tell Kristin how she felt, only humiliation. Her timing might have been off, and she should have waited until she and Jane agreed it was the best course of action, but life didn’t always allow for conveniences like that. In this case, the only convenience was Jane’s fragile sense of self.

      How could she even consider the notion that, even if Annie’s feelings for Kristin had been reciprocated, she would allow anything to happen? Besides, wasn’t the very nature of a crush that it was intensified by the longing created by unavailability? Jane wrote about romance and infatuation and all its traps and nuances every single day—well, most of the time, anyway. For her work, she had turned the concept of love inside out. So why couldn’t she just see this for what it was?

      Annie turned on her back and linked her fingers behind her neck. She was exhausted after today, but sleep would not come any time soon. She stared at the ceiling and tried to come up with ways to apologize for being silly. Inadvertently, her mind drifted to Beth Walsh. That instant of acute anger and fear when she spotted her talking to Jane a few weeks earlier, which echoed the despair she’d felt seven years ago. Because then, their relationship had been in actual danger. This was nothing compared to the whole Beth thing. And sure, Annie shouldn’t compare, but she was doing it anyway.

      She wondered whether Jane was getting any sleep. She hoped so. Two exhausted people in one house could only lead to more friction tomorrow. Maybe Annie should have bit the bullet and taken Jane up on her offer to go on holiday to New Zealand. Maybe she had let the shop become too much a part of her. And perhaps she had made the mistake of putting it ahead of their marriage. Maybe. Perhaps. What if. Well, Annie wasn’t perfect. She didn’t always make the best choices—nor did Jane for that matter. No one did.

      Exasperated, because even the notion of sleep seemed miles away, Annie pushed herself up and swung her legs over the edge of the couch. She tiptoed to the bedroom door and pushed it ajar. It was darker than in the living room and her eyes had to adjust. It took a moment before she could make out Jane.

      She was of half a mind to just crawl into bed with her wife. Push her body against Jane’s warm, sleepy one, and hug their differences away. But this wasn’t an offense to their relationship that could just be hugged away.

      A gentle purr came from the bed. At least Jane was sleeping. Good for her. Although she might wake up more well-rested in the morning, Annie doubted she would offer to open up the shop for her any time soon.

      Jane had minded the shop all afternoon yesterday and while Annie had understood her reaction—she believed it was more fueled by jealousy than anger—it had been pure agony for her. For all she knew, Jane had really blown a fuse and was calling Kristin all sorts of names—even though that wasn’t Jane’s style at all. Every time she went for a listen in the hallway, the murmurs from downstairs had sounded like the everyday sounds of a book and coffee shop running alongside each other. No raised voices, although Annie could well imagine that Jane was staring daggers at Kristin. That was much more her style.

      After Jane had come up, she’d locked herself in her office, something she never did in the evening. Annie went down to the shop and made sure everything was left in order for the next day, before returning to the flat to flick restlessly through TV channels. A quick look at the receipts informed her it had been an above-average day. Jane had probably been busy. It was ironic that she’d had to step out of her comfort zone so much just to spite Annie.

      Annie had knocked on the door and asked whether Jane wanted some dinner. An offer she had refused with a curt, “No, thanks.” At least Annie was still afforded the courtesy of being thanked for asking.

      They hadn’t talked and Jane was obviously still stewing. When it started getting late and Annie’s eyelids started fluttering shut, Jane had come out of her office and had dumped Annie’s pillow and the spare duvet on the couch, making the sleeping arrangements for the night clear.

      But at least Jane was sleeping. Annie hoped a good night’s rest would allow her to wake up with a bit more peace of mind and clarity about the situation.

      Annie closed the bedroom door, then changed her mind and left it ajar. She wanted Jane to notice she’d come to check on her. However minute the gesture, it was the only way to let Jane know how much she cared.
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* * *

      Annie woke up to the sound of her phone alarm. She wasn’t used to the ringtone and had to get her bearings for a moment. Couch. Backache. Standoff with Jane. Right. It was going to be a wonderful Sunday.

      She stretched her stiff limbs and asked herself again why she insisted on opening the shop on Sundays. They were usually slow days. Before the Pink Bean had taken residence and business had picked up, slow days were better than closed days, but now Annie considered revising her Sunday opening times. She would crunch some numbers this week to see how it would affect the shop’s bottom line. Or maybe she could just open later, because who wanted to buy a book at 9 a.m. on a Sunday anyway? Or perhaps she could even strike a deal with Kristin… Oh. No, better not. Best not strike any deals with Kristin any time soon.

      Annie dragged her tired body off the couch and shuffled to the bathroom. All was silent in the apartment. Jane must still be sleeping. Annie tried to be as quiet as possible, but the bathroom was adjacent to their bedroom and water running while Annie took a much-needed shower might wake Jane. At least she’d gotten some sleep. Annie might have been woken up by her phone alarm, but she must have only dozed off just before it started blaring.

      When she stepped out of the shower and looked at her reflection in the mirror she wondered whether, if seventy was the new fifty as some media wanted to make people believe, sixty was the new forty. Today, Annie felt much older than her fifty-seven years. She always refused to think of herself as getting old, even though her older sister had grandchildren who obviously thought that being in your fifties was as old as the hills. To a four-year-old, she and her sister must appear ancient.

      When she exited the bathroom, Jane was brewing coffee in the kitchen.

      “Morning,” Annie said and, out of habit, almost wrapped her arms around her wife. Their relationship was usually so tactile and there was always comfort to be found in an outstretched hand or a stray kiss. She missed the closeness of their touch already and it had barely been a day.

      “Hey.” At least Jane was talking, if that grunted word could pass for speech.

      “Did you get some sleep?” Annie leaned her hip against the kitchen counter. She was dying for some coffee. Anything to jolt her that little bit more awake.

      Jane nodded, then turned away and poured coffee in two mugs. She gave one to Annie, indicating that she was willing to be civil. “You?”

      “That couch doesn’t really agree with me.” Annie studied Jane. She was wearing her writing clothes. An old pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt. Her hair was unbrushed and unruly, her gaze still soft with morning sleepiness.

      “I can open up the shop if you want to get a few hours of sleep in bed.”

      Annie had to keep her mouth from falling open. A peace offering already? She hesitated whether to take it. “Maybe this afternoon. I’m already up and showered anyway.” She inched a little closer. “Can we talk later?”

      Jane nodded, a slow up and down of the head.

      “Will you come down for a cappuccino?” Annie ventured a smile.

      “Yes, and to say hi to Mia.”

      Annie beamed a full smile at her wife. “Any exciting plans for the day? I see you’ve slipped into your writing pants.”

      “Just some journaling and reading, I think. And let my readers know the next book will be delayed.”

      “We can talk about that too later, if you like.”

      “Hm.” Jane clearly wasn’t feeling very talkative yet.

      “Time to open the shop.” Annie stood there wondering whether it was appropriate to kiss her own wife on the cheek. She decided against it and let Jane set the pace of their reconciliation.
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* * *

      Mia slanted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure you’re up to running the shop today? You look a bit worse for wear.”

      “Given the choice, I would have stayed in bed this morning.” She gave Mia an apologetic smile. “How was the flat hunt yesterday?”

      “Depressing.” Mia’s usually cheerful face fell. “The dives real estate agents have the nerve to pass as apartments. And expensive apartments at that. I think Lou will have to move in with me above the fish and chip shop. At least it will be cozy. By the way, cozy is real estate speak for very tiny.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that. It was only your first day of looking, though.”

      “I think for Lou it was her last. She was so appalled by the price difference between flats in Brisbane and Sydney. I don’t blame her. But we may have to start looking in other neighborhoods.” She shrugged. “We’ll see. We’re not in a great rush. We’re just being very lesbian about wanting to move in together.” The legendary Mia smile was back. “So, what am I going to do about you today? Have you had your morning coffee? Because I’m about to fire up the machine.”

      “I will gladly have another.”

      “Coming right up.”

      Annie watched Mia make her way behind the counter while she sank into a chair. She should have taken Jane up on her offer to open up the shop and get a few more hours of sleep. Just seeing Mia, and her early thirty-something energy, made her tired and very aware she was no spring chicken anymore—not a sentiment that usually bothered Annie.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Mia asked when she presented Annie with a steaming mug of black goodness.

      Annie huffed out some air. “Honestly, I would love to talk about it, but I’m afraid I can’t.”

      “Oh, come on. You can’t say that.” Mia painted on her widest smile. “Now you’ve made me all curious.”

      “Let’s just say Jane and I had a bit of a fight.”

      “Ah. I get it. I won’t inquire any further then. I’m sure you’ll sort it out.”

      Annie was certain of that as well. Even last night, in the depths of the despair that comes with sleeplessness, she never feared for the actual survival of their marriage. When you’ve been together as long as they had and, more importantly, as happily as they’d been, things didn’t go bust that easily. Especially not after they’d made it through the Beth Walsh debacle. Annie liked to think they’d learned some lessons from that, painful though they were.

      The first customer of the day announced herself. Annie had her back to the door, but she was certain it was their neighbor Agatha who had developed a taste for Pink Bean lattes and was usually the first to walk in.

      She turned in her seat and gave Agatha a bright smile—much brighter than she felt. If all else failed, she had the familiarity and comfort of this shop to fall back on. It would make the passage of time until she and Jane could go back to how they were before, go that little bit faster.
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      “At least you look better than your Missus,” Mia said. Jane had insisted Annie get some sleep. She knew what sleeping on the couch did to a person, not only physically, but to their morale, and if she and Annie were to have a chat later today, she wanted Annie to have slept soundly for at least a few hours.

      Jane arched her eyebrows. Had Annie confided in Mia as well as in Kristin? A pang of anger shot through her at the memory of Annie talking to Kristin. But no, Mia was only commenting on how Jane looked in comparison to Annie, whose ashen complexion easily betrayed her lack of sleep.

      “Thanks, I guess,” Jane said sheepishly. “Did Annie say something?”

      “Just that she was in the doghouse. And I didn’t pry.” Mia gave her a quizzical look. “But I’m here if you want to talk. Baristas can provide the same set of patient, listening ears as bartenders, even though we don’t serve alcohol to lubricate the vocal chords.”

      “I wouldn’t want you to get in the middle of our spat,” Jane said. Spat. Was that all this was? Or did it run deeper?

      “I hope it will be resolved soon.” Mia started wiping down tables.

      “Me too,” Jane whispered.

      The door of the shop flew open and Caitlin and Josephine walked in.

      “Well, well,” Mia said, “look who the cat dragged in.” She greeted them both with a peck on the cheek.

      “Two of your finest coffees, please,” Caitlin said. “We are on a farewell tour of Newtown. Josephine is handing the keys to her swanky digs back to her landlord tomorrow and has, finally, officially moved in with me.” Caitlin drew her lips into a triumphant smile.

      “Congratulations,” Mia said from behind the coffee machine. “Any chance of your former swanky digs being affordable and still available, Jo? Lou and I went on a very frustrating apartment hunt yesterday.” She stuck her head out above the machine and rolled her eyes at them.

      “Trust me, Mia,” Caitlin said. “Jo’s flat might be affordable and available, but it’s the polar opposite of swanky.”

      “If you don’t mind living amid a bunch of students,” Jo ignored Caitlin’s jibe at her former home. “It might not be a Darlinghurst penthouse, but it served me well for many years. And it has two bedrooms.”

      “I’ll talk to Lou, but I don’t have high hopes. She’s been spoiled by living in Brisbane and her standards are a bit higher than mine.” Mia handed Jo and Caitlin their drinks. “Would you like one?” she asked Jane.

      “Sure.” Jane emerged from behind the counter and joined them. Seeing Caitlin again reminded her of the remark that had caused the penny about Annie’s feelings for Kristin to drop. What had at first appeared as an innocent enough comment, had been far from it. As a result, Jane didn’t quite know how to carry herself around Caitlin. She also wondered whether Caitlin had told Josephine. She probably had. Which made Jane look even more the fool.

      “Any idea what the final tally of last Friday’s sales were?” Caitlin asked.

      Jane shook her head. “Sorry, you should ask Annie.” Caitlin’s book reading felt like something that had happened weeks ago instead of days.

      “Where is she?” Caitlin fixed her gaze on Jane.

      “Upstairs.” Caitlin knew too much and it unsettled Jane. It was as though, with that stare, she was trying to remind Jane that she did. Jane wasn’t sure she liked Caitlin James very much. Even though without her meddling comment she might still be none the wiser, there was something smug about her that Jane was instinctively allergic to.

      “Guess who’s going to have her own TV show on ANBC soon?” Josephine said. Jane wondered whether she spoke to defuse the mounting tension. Josephine struck her as a totally different character than Caitlin.

      “No way, Caitlin. Have you finally succumbed?” Mia asked.

      “I did promise Zoya I would keep her seat warm in case things don’t work out for her in Paris and she wants to come back.”

      “Yes, darling. We all know you’re doing this out of friendship and nothing but the goodness of your own heart.” Josephine patted Caitlin on the knee, then looked at Jane and smiled. “She’s not doing it for the attention at all.”

      “You know very well that I only see attention as a secondary perk—and sometimes not even a perk at all,” Caitlin said.

      “Oh really. Please, ladies, do chime in and tell me whether the woman you saw reading in this very shop last Friday night was someone who doesn’t crave the spotlight?” Josephine’s tone intensified, making Jane wonder whether this was all still said in jest or whether they were duking out a previously started argument in public.

      “How about I’m simply the right woman for the job?” Caitlin asked. “And speaking of craving the spotlight, a woman who has just moved in with me seems to have taken to it as well.”

      Jane sipped from her coffee and let her gaze flick from one woman to the other. She might not have Caitlin’s finely-honed intuition, but she knew something was going on here.

      She was glad when the door opened and a pair of men with two little children walked in. Mia looked relieved to be able to get up as well. She also appeared to know the men and greeted them abundantly.

      “Could you point us to your children’s book section, please?” the guy with the beard asked. “We’re looking for something with lots of pictures.” He shot Jane a kind smile. “They don’t know how to read just yet.”

      The girl child had hopped into Mia’s arms. The boy was tugging at her t-shirt. They seemed elated to see her.

      Jane indicated the very small section of the shop where they stocked books for children. “I hope you can find something they like.” Jane addressed the fathers, because she never really knew how to speak to children. “It’s not really our specialty.”

      “We’ve actually come to see Mia’s new habitat,” the other man—same style, no beard—said. “We’re neighbors of Kristin and Sheryl in Darlinghurst.”

      “And friends of Lou’s,” the other one said and extended his hand. “You must be Annie. I’m Jared and this is Phil. The tiny monsters are Yasmine and Toby. We’re not sure why, but they seem to have taken to Mia.” Jane shook his hand.

      “This is Annie’s wife, Jane,” Mia said.

      “Oh, the writer,” Jared exclaimed. “Mia has told us all about you.”

      “Only good things,” Mia was quick to say. Yasmine had thrown her arms around Mia’s neck and was trying to whisper something in her ear.

      Jane wished Annie was here to deal with all this ruckus. It was Sunday, a day when they almost never had more than two people in the shop at the same time.

      “Can we see the books now, Daddy,” the boy said in the plaintive voice of small children.

      “Duty calls.” Jared took the boy by the hand.

      Yasmine jumped out of Mia’s arms and followed them.

      While Mia prepared coffees for the men, Jane wondered how well they knew Sheryl and Kristin—and who Kristin might have told about Annie.
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* * *

      “I won’t be watching the Caitlin James show, that’s for sure,” Jane said before popping a piece of spring roll into her mouth. Sunday nights were like Friday nights to them and they usually got a takeout.

      “She is entertaining to watch.” Annie looked as though she had caught up on some sleep.

      “She’s a show pony who is too up in other people’s business.”

      “I agree that she’s forward, but you can’t accuse her of being all style and no substance.”

      Jane shrugged. “There’s just something about her I don’t like.” Jane figured she was complaining about Caitlin because she wasn’t ready to address the issues between her and her wife just yet. “And what’s with all the non-monogamy stuff? I can sort of grasp the concept, but how does it even work on a practical level? Do you think she asks Josephine to come home late on certain nights of the week?”

      Annie put down her fork and regarded Jane intensely. “You seem a bit worked up.”

      “I guess I am.” The greasy Chinese grub wasn’t going down too well with Jane and she shoved her plate to the side. “I know adding the Pink Bean to the shop has been good for business, but sometimes I kind of miss when it was just us.”

      Annie pulled her lips into a soft smile. “Me too, babe. Although it’s such a relief to have a bit more liveliness in the shop. To sit behind that counter for all those hours without seeing a living soul some days was very disheartening.”

      “Of course, I just… sometimes think…” Jane didn’t quite know how to put her sentiments into spoken words. No matter how eloquent she was in her writing, it never translated to the same degree of ease in speaking. “I think it may have disturbed my balance more than I thought it would. Even though that seems kind of crazy, because my office is up here and the shop is downstairs and I should be able to block it out easily. Yet, it hasn’t been so easy for me. I think it may have contributed to throwing that book in the trash.”

      “That’s only normal. It has been a big change.”

      “Tell me about it…” Jane leaned back.

      Annie sat up a little straighter. “Maybe there’s a story in there somewhere. All these new people who come into the shop, the different dynamics, newly forged relationships… It’s a great backdrop for some drama.”

      Jane chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth.” Were they getting closer to the subject they really needed to discuss? And was she subconsciously avoiding it because she knew she was hardly squeaky clean either? “I miss writing so much at the moment. It’s such a big help with sorting through my feelings. But at the same time the thought of having to write fills me with dread. It’s all very ambiguous.”

      “Give it time. There’s no pressure.”

      A short silence fell.

      “What do you want to do tomorrow?” Annie asked after a while.

      “I don’t know.” Jane drank from her glass of Pinot Noir. “Depends how tonight goes.”

      Annie nodded. “I never meant to hurt you, Jane. I hope you can see this for what it is.”

      “Your midlife crisis?”

      “Then I would have tried to trade you in for an even younger model.” Annie painted a smile on her face.

      Even though Jane didn’t much feel like laughing, she managed a giggle.

      “It did hurt to realize how you felt about her. Probably even more so because, no matter how much I wanted to blame you, it reminded me of how I hurt you with Beth.” The next question was probably the hardest to ask. “Did you ever… contemplate leaving me?”

      Annie shook her head. “No. Not for one second. This wasn’t about that. It wasn’t about our relationship at all. It was just a feeling that got hold of me…”

      “Got?”

      “Well, I guess it’s still there. I can hardly sit here and say it’s not, but that’s all it is in the end. A feeling. The most nebulous, fleeting thing.”

      “When I… I mean, seven years ago… the thought did cross my mind.” Jane didn’t say this because she wanted to hurt Annie, but because the guilt of even having had the inclination had been sitting with her for all that time.

      “But you didn’t.” Annie’s voice sounded a bit more matter-of-fact. “That’s the only thing that matters to me.”

      “When you think of all the different courses relationships can take at certain points… Sometimes I think it’s a miracle for two people to stay together as long as we have.”

      “I tend to agree, but I also think there comes a point when you’ve been with someone for such a long time, it’s no longer a choice. It becomes much more about wanting to safeguard what you have, because you know that the two of you together will always make more sense than you alone.” Annie’s glance softened. “Does that make sense?”

      “It does to me. I can’t imagine my life without you. Everything we do is so intertwined. I wouldn’t be the same person I am today if I hadn’t met you twenty years ago.”

      “Nor would you be if Beth Walsh hadn’t come along…”

      Hearing Beth’s name never failed to jolt Jane. “Do you mean like some sort of test?”

      “Not a test so much as a catalyst to some profound realizations.” Annie reached for her wine and swirled the liquid around in its glass.

      “What I learned most of all from that… episode,” Jane said, “is that relationships can endure bad times. And that as much as you hope there will only ever be good times, kinks in the road are inevitable, perhaps even necessary.”

      Annie looked into her glass for a moment, then fixed her gaze on Jane. “Back then, I did very much fear you would leave me.” There was a slight tremor in her voice. “And what was the hardest of all, was that I didn’t have any control over it. It was entirely up to you. If you didn’t want to stay, there wouldn’t have been very much I could have done about it.” She looked away. “In the very worst moments, I pictured running into you and Beth in the street. Maybe to prepare myself for the worst. Possibly one of the most excruciating thoughts I’ve ever entertained.” She shook her head. “The fact that you didn’t hesitate for a moment to break all contact with her when it mattered, means so much to me. Because it could have so easily gone the other way.

      “No. Not easily. Far from easily.” Jane had to take a sip of wine to swallow away a tear.

      “Why did you… decide to stay?” Annie looked Jane square in the eye again.

      “Leaving you would have been like,” Jane paused to think, “leaving a limb behind. The pain possibly comparable to chopping it off with a very blunt knife.”

      “I do love it when you get all hyperbolic,” Annie said.

      “Maybe that was a little over the top.” Jane exhaled and let some of the tension seep from her muscles. If all else failed, she and Annie still had a sense of humor between them to fall back on. Something to lighten the mood when it needed lightening most.

      Annie leaned over the table. “I’m sorry that I hurt you, because hurting you is the last thing I ever want to do.”

      Jane regarded her wife. The crows’ feet crowding around her eyes. Her short gray hair she’d always stubbornly refused to dye. Her kind blue eyes in which Jane often wanted to drown. This was her wife. The woman she knew through and through—and vice versa. “I accept your apology,” she said solemnly, knowing it wouldn’t be so easy as to just say those words. “And I certainly don’t feel like dragging out this stand-off. I hate it. And I hate sleeping alone as well. But I will need some time to just… I don’t know. Feel completely right in my skin again.”

      “You mean some time to forgive me.” Annie’s voice was soft and low.

      Jane shook her head. “God, no. This is not about forgiveness. You haven’t done anything wrong.”

      “I did talk to Kristin before we agreed I should.”

      “Yes. And I was quite worked up about that last night. But today I’m not as angry anymore and I’ve had some time to put myself in your position.” A crash of longing suddenly swept through her. Jane wanted to reach out and grab hold of Annie’s hand. “Which, we both know, wasn’t very hard for me to do.”

      “I keep going back and wondering whether I should have come clean and told you as soon as I figured out my, er, feelings. I talked to Rita about it and she was adamant I spare you the knowledge of my silly crush.”

      Jane managed a chuckle. “Do we need a protocol in case this happens again—to either of us?”

      Annie smiled for a fraction of a second, then her face went all serious again. “Do you think I should have told you?”

      Jane took a deep breath. “That’s a tricky one.” She drank from her wine. “I think you should have because it would have saved me the anguish of putting two and two together myself, but I’m not sure I would have told you either had I been in your position. Not to keep it from you, but as Rita said, to save you from it.”

      “I’m sorry you had to find out the way you did. I’m truly sorry about the whole thing.”

      “We’re talking about it. That’s what’s important.”

      “And we have all day tomorrow to continue the conversation.” Annie put her hand in front of her mouth as she stifled a yawn.

      “Will you come to bed with me?” Jane did reach out and put her hand over Annie’s.

      “I thought you’d never ask.” Annie’s grin projected exhaustion as well as relief.
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      Annie pressed her naked body against her wife’s back. On any other night, she would doze off within minutes—as if her brain knew that the moment her skin touched Jane’s like that in a warm, comforting embrace, it was time to switch off and let sleep wash over her. But tonight, Annie didn’t feel quite right in her skin just yet. Nevertheless, progress had been made, and Annie pushed her nose into Jane’s hair, inhaling her smell.

      She kissed the back of her neck and Jane gave her a light groan in return. This was the last of the day, their version of one last kiss goodnight, and Annie couldn’t help but wonder if it really would be this easy. If her little transgression could be buried like that underneath the vastness of their years together and the bond they had forged throughout them. Most of all, she had to ask herself whether she had truly snapped out of her infatuation. If a confession and a few conversations could really make that much of a difference, or whether she would have to rely on the passage of time to do its magic in that place in her heart where all of this had ignited.

      “Good night, babe,” she whispered.

      “Night.” Jane grabbed the arm that Annie had slung over her and pressed it a little tighter against her belly.

      Had Annie really ever wanted it to be Kristin in her arms instead of Jane? Maybe for a fleeting moment. Or perhaps for the scratching of a faint itch. But not for this. What they had in that moment was the truest, purest form of intimacy. To have Jane fall asleep in her arms took a level of trust that could only be earned by a life lived together, by years of sharing everything. The good and the bad. By knowing each others’ less stellar sides and accepting them as part of the package.

      Her infatuation with Kristin hadn’t had anything to do with what made her marriage with Jane so great and long-lasting. It was just a crush, a flash in the pan, everything reduced to a shiver of lust running up her spine when they were together. Not that it was purely physical. Annie admired Kristin’s personality, but there was no depth to that admiration. It was genuine, and perhaps time and the correct set of circumstances could have turned it into more, but Annie had already been swayed by time and circumstance once. And maybe other people believed that a person can have a few, or even many, great loves in their life, but Annie was not one of those people. She knew, all the way in her bones, that Jane was the one and only for her. She’d been privy to that knowledge for twenty years. She’d known when they’d met and Jane’s insecurities had almost ruined everything before it even began. She’d known when they’d first kissed. She’d known when Jane had fallen in love with another woman. Oh, how she had known then—the pain of knowing like a knife in her gut. And she knew now.

      And yes, Annie had acted foolishly, and hung onto Kristin’s words a bit too much, allowed her into her fantasies a little too often, but it had also made her realize what she’d stood to lose.

      Annie pressed herself closer to Jane still. If she pushed herself any more in Jane’s direction, they’d both be tumbling out of bed. But sometimes, tight hugs like these were needed, and they said more than words ever could.
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* * *

      Annie woke from a delicious night’s sleep. The kind that could leave her so invigorated, she felt like she was twenty-one again. She blinked her eyes open and found herself lying in the middle of the bed. Oops. Jane’s behind stuck out and was glued against her hip. It looked like she had nearly driven Jane out of bed with the sheer force of wanting to be near her. She quickly shuffled more to her side, not that it would make any difference now. But sleeping together was often messy and crossed invisible boundaries. A bit like life, Annie thought.

      Her motion must have woken Jane, because she started stretching. Annie watched her as she rolled onto her back, her long hair covering most of her face. A rush of desire swept through Annie. Sometimes she wondered whether her body knew that it was Monday morning, which was often their time reserved for getting it on—if they both felt so inclined. But Annie wasn’t sure she could instigate anything on this particular Monday morning. She wasn’t even sure she could let her desire be known.

      She kept her glance glued to Jane, who was wiping the hair from her face, and deemed her previous thought ridiculous. Jane looked too scrumptious to keep any of that to herself.

      “Morning, babe.” Annie scooted closer to Jane again. “Did you sleep well?”

      Jane rotated to her side. “I’m pretty sure I could have slept better with some more space in the bed. You were all over me, all night long. While I appreciate the sentiment, it doesn’t make for the most comfortable of snoozes.”

      “I’m sorry.” Annie nuzzled Jane’s neck. “Keep me away from you for two nights and I fail to keep my distance even in my sleep.” Annie brought her knee close to Jane’s crotch. “You’re too delicious to stay away from for too long.” She pressed her lips to Jane’s neck. “I can’t be held responsible for my actions when I’m under the influence of Jane Quinn.” She kissed Jane on the cheekbone and looked down at her. “I missed you.”

      “I didn’t go anywhere.” A small smile played on Jane’s lips. A smile that drove Annie crazy with longing. It was as though she was seeing Jane clearly again for the first time in months. And as though she had some urgent things to say to her wife that could only be expressed by the nearness of their bodies.

      “I know.” Annie folded her features into a solemn expression. She needed to know if Jane was on the same page as her. Annie let her knee drop down a little further, parting Jane’s thighs a little more—an action impossible to misinterpret.

      Jane’s thighs didn’t give way to Annie’s knee as she had hoped.

      “I just woke up, babe,” Jane said. Her legs remained firmly pressed together. “Give me some time.”

      Annie wasn’t sure whether Jane meant time to wake up or time for more healing. “Take all the time you need.” Annie smiled down at her, then rolled back onto her side, drawing her knee back in.

      “We should talk more,” Jane said. “Before we… do other things.”

      “Before we have sex again,” Annie said, wanting to call a spade a spade.

      Jane nodded.

      Annie tried to remember how long it had been since they’d actually made love, not taking into account the failed attempt of a few weeks ago. She couldn’t even remember, that’s how long. She did know that now was not the right time to bring that up. Perhaps she shouldn’t even have tried, but, sometimes, it seemed to Annie, if she didn’t try to instigate once in a blue moon, they would stop having sex altogether.

      “We have all day to talk,” Annie said on a sigh.

      “Why do I feel as though it’s you holding something against me?” There was tension in Jane’s voice.

      Annie slung an arm over Jane’s waist. “I’m not holding anything against you.” She pecked Jane lightly on the shoulder. “I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Jane angled her body toward Annie’s and scooted a little bit closer, and the gesture of her moving in Annie’s direction, even though it was only by a few millimeters, made all the difference.
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* * *

      They’d gone out for a wander in the neighborhood. Sometimes Annie almost literally had to drag Jane out of the house, otherwise she might stay inside for days on end. She had been spending more time in the shop, which was a good thing as far as Annie was concerned, but despite seeing Jane in her writing clothes, Annie didn’t know whether Jane had actually tried to write more. They had a lot to talk about—a lot more than just Kristin—but Annie just wanted to walk along King Street with her wife’s hand in hers. It was all the moment required. They could—and would—talk later. Perhaps say some things that had remained unsaid for too long. But for now, this companionable silence between them was all Annie craved.

      They nodded at their neighbors, some of whom Jane, with her indoor ways, didn’t seem to recognize.

      Annie remembered the two of them arriving in Newtown twenty years ago. She and Jane had walked hand in hand back then as well, but with a bit more trepidation in their heart. Annie had made it an act of defiance and—so she told Jane—PR for everyone who was deemed different from the norm. How could the everyday person ever get used to lesbians walking hand in hand if they never saw any actually doing it?

      “Your subversion might get our asses kicked,” Jane had said.

      And here they still walked down the same street, twenty years later. The street had changed, and so had they, but plenty of familiarity remained. They had almost reached the university and, as usual when they were on a silent walk, and despite wanting to adhere to an inner stillness Annie knew she needed to cultivate more, she was the one who spoke first. She broached the subject that was easiest for her to talk about.

      “As I said before, absolutely no pressure, but I’m curious whether you have started to write again at all.” She used the most gentle tone her voice could muster.

      Jane’s grip on her hand slackened a little and even such a minute gesture informed Annie that she had asked the question too soon.

      “I want to write so much, but something’s stopping me. It’s as though I can’t follow my own advice, the one I’ve given to every aspiring writer who has ever contacted me. The only way to write is to sit down and just write. I’ve always been convinced that is really all it takes, but now I’m not so sure. I’ve sat down plenty of times with the intention to write and my fingers fail to move over the keyboard. Or I do write something and it’s such utter crap I should not have sat down to write it in the first place.”

      “Which is why it might be a good idea to talk about it some more,” Annie insisted. “To understand your creative process better.”

      Jane sighed. “I’ve been a writer for two decades. I should know my process by now.”

      “I disagree. I mean, the books you write now are a world apart from what you wrote back in the day. If your writing evolves, it’s only normal that your process does as well. And we both know that any kind of evolution doesn’t always involve a straight line from A to B. There are starts and stops.” Annie bumped her shoulder against her wife’s gently. “You know what I think, babe? I think this hiatus is the precursor to something really great. It’s your brain demanding a break so it can get ready to deliver something monumental.”

      “I hope you’re right.” There was a hint of relief in Jane’s words.

      “Sometimes it takes someone else to see what’s going on deep inside of you.”

      Jane shrugged and held on to Annie’s hand a little tighter again. “Maybe I’ll have another go tomorrow morning.”

      Annie knew that statement would signify the end of the discussion on Jane’s writing. They turned into a side street until they reached one of the leafy streets away from the main road, where it sometimes felt they’d left the city altogether, even though they were only a stone’s throw away from their house and the shop and the hustle and bustle of King Street.

      Jane took in a breath in a way that, Annie knew, was the precursor to her having to say something that was difficult to express. She waited patiently for Jane to find the words.

      “I’ve been thinking about last night’s conversation,” Jane said. “Which was necessary and very… civilized.”

      We’re always civilized, Annie wanted to say, even when we fight, but she held her tongue and let Jane speak her mind.

      “But that doesn’t mean I don’t still feel…” A few seconds passed. “I guess angry is the best word to describe it, even though it’s not only anger. It’s mixed up with jealousy and a sort of dread that reminds me of how I used to be when we first met, when I couldn’t believe a woman like you would be interested in the inexperienced, wet-behind-the-ears likes of me.”

      Annie waited until she was sure Jane was done speaking. “What you feel is completely normal. Your life and your habits and routines have been upended. We both need time to adjust.”

      “I feel like we have so much to talk about all of a sudden, whereas before life was just peacefully floating along. A state I much prefer to this one. I have so many thoughts in my head, I feel it might explode if I don’t get them out soon. On the other hand, I’m so bad at talking things through properly, I don’t even know where to begin.”

      “Babe.” Annie pulled her close. “You’re not bad at anything. Having difficult conversations is hard for everyone. The kind where you have to expose yourself more than you’re comfortable with. You’re doing fine just now.”

      Jane pointed at a bench by a small patch of green at the end of the street. “Let’s sit for a bit.” She looked around and Annie looked with her. The street was near empty, which was one of the great things of having Mondays off and going on a stroll like this. Most people were either at work or in school.

      “One thing at a time,” Annie said after they’d sat down. “Let’s make a list to empty our heads, and then we’ll discuss one thing at a time.”

      “I’ve made the list,” Jane said matter-of-factly—a reply Annie had expected. “It didn’t help much. In fact, once I started making the list, it kept getting longer and longer.”

      Despite a tightening in her stomach, Annie kept her voice steady. “I’m sure that, if you show me the list, I can delete a few items from it straightaway.”

      “No, Annie, that’s not the point at all. The point is that it’s my list, my issues, my problems that need solving. They’re not for you to dismiss with your typical Annie-ness.”

      “I hope that by that you mean my optimism.”

      “The gist of it…” Jane’s voice had shot up a bit. “Is that because of this business with Kristin, and me not being able to write, and… some other things… it has made me feel like I’m not enough. Like I’m not holding up my end of the bargain in our relationship and this has led you to develop feelings for someone else.”

      Annie shook her head. “I’m sorry you feel that way. Like I said, I never meant to hurt you. None of this is down to you. It’s my fault.”

      Jane shook her head. “How can you even say that? Besides, it’s hardly a matter of fault. And of course it has to do with me. When it has to do with us, it has to do with me. I just… I wonder if I hadn’t been so reluctant to, er, have sex lately, maybe you wouldn’t have started fantasizing about another woman.”

      “Come on, babe. Every book you write is basically you fantasizing about another woman. Having a fantasy about someone else is hardly being unfaithful.”

      Jane scoffed. “That is the worst comparison ever.”

      “Well, then I must have misunderstood.”

      “You must have. Or I must have not made myself clear again.”

      “You made yourself perfectly clear.” Annie knew she was contradicting herself, but this was hard. Having this kind of conversation with Jane could be so frustrating because of Jane’s tendency to retreat into self-pity. Annie took a deep breath. “You did not drive my thoughts in the direction of someone else, just like I was not responsible for you kissing Beth Walsh. Human emotions are much too complex for this simple cause-and-effect explanation.”

      “Why then?” Jane blurted out.

      “Why? Because I’m human, I guess. Or because of pheromones or hormones or whatever science has available to explain this. I don’t know how to explain it and I don’t really see the need for it either. But if it’s your ego that needs placating, I’m happy to oblige.” A rush of memories washed over Annie, punctuated by the image of Jane and Beth face-to-face a few weeks ago. “But please don’t forget, I’ve been in your situation, and I was much worse off than you are now.”

      “So it was revenge.” Jane seemed to have shrunk a few inches—and her voice with her.

      “It was no such thing. It was nothing. Just one of those things that happen.” A man and a dog on a leash walked past on the other side of the road. Annie took the time to inhale deeply and rearrange her thoughts. This conversation was not going in the right direction at all.

      “It was not nothing, Annie. Just because nothing happened between you two, doesn’t mean it was nothing. And at the very least, it was—is—a symptom of something going wrong between us.”

      “I disagree.” Annie tried to look Jane in the eye, but Jane couldn’t meet her gaze. “There is nothing wrong between us.”

      “Things aren’t exactly hunky-dory either.” Jane’s voice had grown louder.

      “Then please enlighten me with what you think is wrong.”

      “Your sarcastic tone isn’t helping me to open up about it.” Jane was beginning to sound snippy—as snippy as Annie was being?

      “I’m sorry,” Annie said. “Let’s start this conversation again.”

      “I know I’m not much of a talker and you’re not used to having to listen to me, but I need you to hear this.”

      This was beginning to sound like a match to measure who could be most passive-aggressive. Perhaps, Annie thought, it was as much par for the course in a long-term relationship as having the occasional crush on another woman.

      “Last night when we went to bed, I was glad we talked and I felt better. But I was awake a large part of the night trying to figure all this out and then this morning, you… had the audacity of trying to have sex and it all felt so off. As though we’ve lost the ability to read each other the way we used to. We’re not on the same wavelength anymore. Something is broken here and I can’t believe you can just sit here and say nothing is wrong while I have the exact opposite feeling, which pretty much proves the point I’m trying to make.”

      “You can’t hold it against me that I don’t feel the same way as you do. I’m not you. And yes, I do agree that things are not stellar right now—how could they be? But they’re not as bad as your mind has made up they are. I can assure you that. You see things differently. Circumstances have made you see them differently, and I totally get that, but we shouldn’t lose perspective. We should focus on what we do have instead of what we think we lack.”

      “Again, you make it sound as if it’s you versus me. Versus us. Because all this time you were lusting after Kristin I had no idea of what you were thinking. If it weren’t for Caitlin bloody James, I might never have known.”

      “Would that have been so bad? Honestly, Jane, you are the kind of overly sensitive person who would be better off not knowing things like this.” Annie knew she’d gone too far as soon as the words had left her mouth. Jane was—quite literally—too sensitive to have her sensitivity criticized. “I’m sorry. I take that back. I shouldn’t have said that.”

      “It’s fine. I know I’m hopeless when it comes to dealing with certain things.” Jane’s voice trembled with desperation.

      Annie put a hand on her wife’s knee—the first physical contact since they’d sat down.
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      “You are not hopeless, babe. I wasn’t being very tactful,” Annie said. Her hand on Jane’s knee soothed a little. Again, Jane wondered whether she would have preferred not knowing. Or whether the fact that she did know—that she was given no choice in the matter—had been a necessary evil to deal with some other things that were going on between them. Or even to simply stop and undergo a “relationship health check.”

      Jane had used that term once in one of her books and, as always, Annie had been the first to read it. Thankfully, Annie had long ago grown out of the habit of questioning whether anything Jane wrote was mined from their life together, but after she had read that particular phrase, she had asked Jane if she believed they needed a so-called relationship health check.

      All Jane had to do was give her wife a look—one corner of her mouth titled down, one eyebrow raised—to let her know no such thing was necessary. Most of the time, it was impossible for Jane to distinguish between what was truly made up and what had bubbled up from the depths of her subconscious mind. Nothing was ever fully made-up, just as nothing was ever literally drawn from her life. But the fact of the matter was that, now that she wasn’t writing and she didn’t have the outlet for her emotions, she needed to find another way to process the events of the past few weeks. If writing was off the table, talking was the only option left. First of all, she had to stop blaming Annie for pointing out the obvious about some fundamentals about Jane’s personality.

      “Even though, objectively speaking, me kissing Beth was much worse than you having your crush on Kristin, it seems to me you were just much better equipped at dealing with it. I think I may need some pointers.”

      Annie shook her head. “I think we need to leave Beth Walsh out of this.” A silence. “I was not equipped to deal with that at all.” Annie suddenly didn’t sound like Annie any longer. “I was just better at hiding my feelings, because if I didn’t, I’m not sure we would have made it through.” Annie didn’t remove her hand from Jane’s knee. “But you always take the smallest things so hard, babe. And I’m not claiming this is a small thing, although I do believe it’s being blown way out of proportion. Try to think of it in another way. We could have lost the shop. If Kristin hadn’t come along, I would have been out of a job.”

      “And this is the price we pay?” Jane asked.

      “It’s just another way of looking at it. A way that still allows us to be grateful for how things turned out.”

      Jane looked at Annie. “You really are too optimistic.” A tiny smile pulled at her lips.

      “No, there’s no such thing as too optimistic. It’s just the belief that everything will work out in the end. I was this close to selling to Pages, and in swoop these women. How amazing is that? How amazing is life if something like that can happen?”

      “So what you’re saying is that I should see you falling for Kristin as a mere side-effect of the book shop being saved?” Jane shifted on the bench. Annie’s hand was beginning to feel too hot and sweaty on her knee.

      “It’s another way of looking at it. Her coming along as my lady-knight in shining armor might have had something to do with my feelings for her.” Annie slanted her head. “I’m just trying my best so you don’t get too hung-up on this tiny bump in our road. And yes, I let it build up in my head way too much. Perhaps I should have spoken about it sooner, but I didn’t want to hurt you. Perhaps I should have kept my behavior more in check. Perhaps I could have done many things differently, but really, nothing has changed. The shop is still saved. We’re still happily married.”

      “And Kristin is banned from the shop, I’m not writing, and, well… other things.”

      “Maybe it’s time we broached the other things subject.” Annie let go of Jane’s knee and angled her body so they could see more of each others’ faces.

      “Yes, well, you know.” Jane was more than happy to let Annie take the lead on that.

      “No, babe, I don’t know. You wanted me to listen. Here I am listening. Tell me.”

      Jane glared at Annie. She usually came to her rescue when she was tongue-tied like this. Now she sat staring at Jane, an expression on her face that was already getting on Jane’s nerves because it was too audacious, too demanding, too judgmental. Even though all of that was probably only in Jane’s head.

      “I know I haven’t really been fulfilling my wifely duties,” Jane started.

      “No, don’t say that,” Annie was quick to say. “You don’t have any wifely duties to fulfill. This is not the Middle Ages.”

      Jane hoped the old trick would work. She would say a few words and Annie would just take over and do most of the talking.

      “Maybe I used the wrong words,” Jane said. “But, you’ve been there… well, maybe not exactly there, but near enough.”

      Annie painted a crooked smile on her face.

      “What?” Jane asked.

      “It just astounds me that someone who can articulate emotions so precisely in writing, someone who writes some of the most scorching sex scenes on the face of the earth, has so much trouble even saying the word sex. Just say it, babe. Or are you waiting for me to say it for you?” She shook her head. “I’m not going to bail you out this time.” Annie pursed her lips together.

      Jane took a deep breath. Sometimes she wondered if she included such explicit scenes in her books just because she had so much trouble talking about it in her real life. “I googled the symptoms of peri-menopause and a decline in sex drive is one of the most prominent ones.” If she could manage to keep from giggling like a schoolgirl during this part of their conversation, Jane would consider it a win. “I know that wasn’t so much the case with you, but as you said earlier, we’re different people.”

      Annie nodded. “What other symptoms did you find on the internet?”

      Jane racked her brain. The list had been so depressing, she’d been trying hard to forget the symptoms, but they kept popping up in her head at random times, reminding her that her life was about to change for good. “Mood swings, trouble sleeping, hot flashes, dryness… all the fun stuff, really.”

      Annie smiled and took Jane’s hand in hers. “But you have me by your side to pull you through.” Annie stroked Jane’s palm with her thumb. “I expect some of these things to affect you more than they did me because of who you are. But I don’t want you to feel bad about it, not even for one minute. This isn’t a contest of who deals best with menopause, okay? We’ll go see Doctor Moore together and see what she advises. Meanwhile, I took the liberty of ordering an extra-large batch of lube.”

      Jane did giggle now and she didn’t really care that she did. Quickly a new silence descended. Lube might be able to help them make love, but it was hardly an arousing thing to think of.

      “I—I just don’t really know how to get myself…” Jane tried to scrape the necessary words together, but failed.

      “In the mood?” Annie offered.

      Jane nodded.

      “There are ways.” Annie shuffled a little closer. “We could watch something sexy together. Or I could read you something. Or I can hang your office full of Xena posters.”

      They both chuckled.

      “Shall we go home?” Annie asked, tugging at Jane’s hand.

      “It’s a lovely day. Let’s walk a little longer.” Jane rose. She didn’t want to go back to the flat just yet. She needed some air to process their conversation.
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* * *

      Annie had gone swimming and Jane was minding the shop—again. She was beginning to feel more like a book seller than a writer. It was just her and Mia in the shop and they’d sat down for a coffee.

      “How was your day off?” Mia asked. She had stopped inquiring about Jane’s next book, for which Jane was very grateful.

      How had her day off been? They’d walked some more, bought a new salad bowl in a shop near their home, and cooked dinner. Jane had taken a long bath and when she’d gone into her office after to check her emails, she’d found a printed picture of Robin Wright in her leather Wonder Woman costume hung on the wall above her desk, with a post-it stuck to the corner that read: How about this?

      “Not too bad.” Jane certainly wasn’t going to give Mia any details, even though, after her wife, Mia was the person she spent most time with these days. “How’s the house hunt going?”

      “As I suspected, Jo’s old pad won’t do for Princess Louise. And now she has come up with the insane idea of converting a few rooms of her parents’ house into a place for us. Have you ever heard of such a silly thing? I’m crazy about Lou, and I’m dying to move in with her, but that does not include living with her parents. Rita and Reg are great, don’t get me wrong, especially with the history we have, but that is one step too far. I just want us to have a place of our own. That’s all. Is that really so much to ask?”

      “I don’t envy you. Annie and I would never be able to afford a place like this if we wanted to buy it today. Property prices are through the roof.”

      “But we’re not even looking to buy. We just want to sign a lease. We’re two decent girls. Why does it have to be so hard? Lou saw a place in Pott’s Point the other day and, yes, the photos were lovely, but it’s either living in a place like that and not having any money left for food, or cramming ourselves into my tiny studio apartment and being able to afford the luxury of a regular meal. Sydney has just gone insane. Whatever happened to quality of life?”

      “Would you have space at Lou’s parents?”

      “Well, er, yes, much more than we could ever afford between the two of us, but the idea of a shared back yard doesn’t really make my heart sing, you know?”

      “At least you would have a garden. Think about that.” Jane winked at Mia. “And think about those kids you want. Their grandparents would be so close by, you’d basically have live-in babysitters.”

      “That’s exactly what Lou said.” Mia sniggered. “Has she been talking to you? Going behind my back to get you to persuade me?”

      “You know Lou wouldn’t even think of doing such a thing. And I’ve known Rita and Reg as long as I’ve known Annie and they are so easy to get along with.” Saying this reminded Jane of what Mia had said earlier about the history they had.

      “I’m not even sure they’re fully on board. I know they would do anything for their daughter, but I’m not sure that extends to me. Rita in particular doesn’t seem to have warmed up to me yet, which I understand.”

      “You’d hardly be moving in with them. It would be like a semidetached.” Jane didn’t have it in her to pry—unlike Annie, who would have jumped at this opportunity to know more about what had happened between Lou and Mia in the past.

      “You’re the voice of reason, as always.” Mia drained the last of her coffee and put her empty cup on the table. “Have things settled down between you and Annie?” Mia was much more forward than Jane with her questions. Perhaps that was a difference between today’s youth and a woman on the cusp of menopause. Audacity. A lack of self-consciousness. Jane’s age difference with Mia wasn’t that much bigger than the number of years between her and Annie, yet the generational difference between them felt much more divisive. Or maybe this time in their lives was when the age difference was most obvious. Jane tried to remember herself and Annie when she was thirty-three, but they’d been together for so long by then, it hardly played a part.

      “We’re getting there.” Jane stared into her mug. “Living with a writer isn’t always easy. Sometimes I think Annie is a saint for putting up with me for so long.”

      Mia quirked up her eyebrows. “I thought you were angry at her?”

      “It’s never that simple in a relationship, is it?”

      “Don’t ask me. I’m hardly an expert. Lou and I have been together for eight months and that is by far the longest I’ve been with anyone.”

      “I understand your reluctance to live next to her parents better now.” Jane grinned.

      “Give me some inside information, Jane. What’s it like having been with someone for twenty years? What do I have to look forward to?”

      Jane cradled her mug between her hands and leaned back in her chair. “It’s the most comforting, warm feeling I’ve ever had. Knowing there is always someone you can count on, someone who will have your back and fight with you against the wrongs life inflicts on you.” A smile appeared on her face. “And sometimes we quarrel and hurt each other, and even though that can be a pain in the ass, it’s all part of it. There’s just nothing better than finding that person that fits you the most. I simply can’t imagine my life without Annie.”

      “Aw.” Mia cooed. “Now I wish we were ten years later and Lou and I had a couple of brats running around already.”

      “I can’t give you any advice on how your life will be like with children.”

      “Did you never want any?”

      Jane shrugged. “Nah. At the risk of sounding like a cliché, my books are my children. And they take a lot less work. And they make money instead of spending it.” She threw in a chuckle. “And I’ve always been convinced I wouldn’t have made the best parent.”

      “Why? Because of your own upbringing?”

      “Oh, no. My parents are very decent people. Just because of how I am.”

      “How’s that then?”

      Christ, Mia really had no shame when it came to asking direct questions.

      “Too sensitive for my own good,” Jane said. “Just having the Pink Bean in the shop has been enough to drastically throw me off my game. Sometimes, it’s like I feel things more than other people do. That’s the best way to describe it.”

      “You’re hypersensitive. Like Lou,” Mia said matter-of-factly. “Lou wants children though. Very much so.”

      “Good for her.” Jane didn’t really know what to say to that.

      “I didn’t mean to imply your reason for not wanting children isn’t valid,” Mia was quick to add. “More people should have the courage to be so honest with themselves.”

      “It’s not the only reason, and when I get asked the question, which has happened one too many times over the years, it’s usually not the one I give.” Jane managed a smile. “People who do have children hardly ever get asked why they have them, so why should I have to give a reason for not having any?”

      “Because the woman working the coffee machine in your shop doesn’t really think before she speaks.” Mia shot her one of her smiles. Christ, that girl had a smile on her. For a split second, Jane wondered, now that Annie had developed a crush on another woman, why she’d gone and fallen for Kristin and not Mia—because Annie did have a history of falling for the younger ones. Jane shrugged it off as a ridiculous thought and flashed Mia a smile back.

      “This is why I’m not that fond of small talk,” Jane said.

      “Is that what this is? Small talk?” Mia asked. “And I thought we were friends having a meaningful conversation.” She still had that smile on her face.

      Friends? Maybe Jane had a hard time recognizing the blossoming of a friendship because of what had happened last time she’d got too friendly with someone. “I’d say we’re well on the way to being friends.”

      Mia puffed some air out of her cheeks. “And what? I’m still on probation for now? What does it take to become friends with Jane Quinn, then? Do enlighten me so I can adjust my strategy.”

      Jane chuckled. “It’s very simple, but make no mistake, it’s by no means easy.” The way Jane was bantering with Mia right then, they might as well be friends. “You have to take me as I am. The full dysfunctional, hypersensitive package.”

      “Don’t sell yourself short, Jane. I was just telling Lou the other day that I’m sure the reason why she’s such a good teacher is because of how sensitive and perceptive she is. I’m willing to bet that’s why you’re such a great writer. All the emotion you’re able to convey must come from somewhere.”

      Jane narrowed her eyes. She was starting to see Mia in a different light altogether. “What on earth are you doing working in a coffee shop, Mia? You should be a psychotherapist or a spiritual healer or something of that ilk.”

      Mia chuckled. “Hardly.”

      The door of the shop opened and they both looked at who walked in.

      Annie, wet hair clinging to her head, waved at them. “Only me,” she said.

      For a split second, Jane was sad that her alone time with Mia had come to an end.
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      It was ten minutes before closing time and Annie was contemplating putting up the Closed sign early when the door of the book shop swung open and Sheryl stood in the doorway.

      Annie’s heart skipped a beat. Kristin had kept her promise and stayed away from the shop. Annie had no idea what she’d told Sheryl about the reason she wasn’t spending any more time in the Newtown branch.

      “Just made it,” Sheryl said, her tone casual. She strode to the counter with her typical swagger. “I rushed here after my last class.” There was no sign of Sheryl being in any physical distress—not as far as Annie could see. “I’m urgently looking for a copy of The Female Eunuch. Would you happen to have that in stock?”

      “Let me check.” Annie shuffled to where her laptop was standing. She wished it was bigger and she could hide behind it better. “You should have called instead of dashed over here in such a hurry.”

      Sheryl shrugged. “I figured it had been a while since I was here. I thought I’d stop by and say hello.”

      While Annie was looking up the book, she could feel Sheryl’s gaze burn her skin. “I’m afraid I don’t have it in stock, but I can order it and have it here by the day after tomorrow,” Annie said.

      “What a shame. I was hoping to have it for tomorrow.” Sheryl put on a weird kind of half-smile. “Are you sure there’s nothing you can do for me?”

      “The best I can do is give you a used copy from my own collection. As a personal favor.” Annie was starting to feel backed into a corner.

      “That’d be great,” Sheryl said, head tilted, gaze locked on Annie’s.

      “Do you want to wait here or come up?” Annie asked.

      “I’ll come up, if you don’t mind. That’ll give me a chance to say hi to Jane. If she’s home.”

      “Sure.” Annie tried to sound casual. “Let me just lock up.”

      Annie took her time walking to the door and closing the shop so she could gather her thoughts. Maybe this was all in her head. Maybe Sheryl’s sudden appearance was completely innocent. She thought it best to behave as though it was, although she would keep her guard up.

      She guided Sheryl up the stairs. It was the first time she’d invited her into their private quarters, since that reciprocal dinner party had never happened—for obvious reasons. Although those reasons might not be so obvious to Sheryl.

      Sheryl looked around while Annie busied herself searching for the book. Annie could never predict whether Jane would venture out of her office or not when she heard other people in the flat. That would depend on her mood—which hadn’t been great lately. And on whether she was wearing a bra or not.

      “I could have sworn it was here,” Annie said. She wasn’t sure if she should offer Sheryl a drink and invite her to sit. It would be weird if she didn’t. “Please, have a seat.” She glanced at Sheryl as she made her way to the couch, sat down, and slung one leg over the other. “Actually, I think the book might be in Jane’s office. I’ll be right back.”

      Annie’s heart was pounding as though she was being chased by a bear. She rapped on Jane’s door. Agitated as she was, she didn’t wait for Jane to reply and pushed the door ajar.

      Jane glanced at her. It had just gone six. Annie was fairly certain she hadn’t disturbed her in the middle of writing the scene that would constitute her comeback as a practicing writer.

      “Sheryl’s here,” Annie whispered, as though this was confidential information. “She’s looking for a copy of The Female Eunuch. I told her she could have ours. Do you have it in here?”

      “Sheryl’s here?” Jane echoed.

      “She’d like to say hi.” Annie could do with her wife’s presence in the living room, if only to make her less of a target for Sheryl’s unspoken wrath.

      “Okay,” Jane said to Annie’s relief. “I’ll be out in a second and I’ll bring the book. I’m sure it’s in here somewhere.”

      “Thanks, babe.” Annie was of half a mind to walk over and give Jane a big hug, but instead she turned on her heels and joined Sheryl in the living room.

      She suppressed the acute need to pour herself a glass of wine, out of courtesy to Sheryl, to whom she couldn’t offer one, and sat as far away from her as possible. As if physical distance made a difference and could assuage her rising levels of mortification. Because that was really what it was.

      Sheryl might be there for a completely innocent reason. Annie didn’t know her that well, but she was pretty sure Sheryl was not a malicious person, out to defend her wife’s honor. But her presence confronted Annie with her feelings and the fact that the person she’d had a crush on was in a long-term relationship herself.

      Sheryl curled up a corner of her mouth and regarded Annie for a few long moments, and in those moments, Annie was sure she knew. Of course Kristin had told her partner. If Annie had been in Kristin’s position, she’d have confided in Jane as well. It was the logical thing to do—and not something to keep from your significant other.

      “Kristin says hi,” Sheryl said, breaking the silence.

      “Oh.” Hearing Sheryl say her name took Annie aback. Where was Jane? But she could hardly count on her wife to get her out of this awkward situation. This was a consequence of Annie’s actions alone. She was the one who had to deal with the fall-out.

      Sheryl’s gaze remained glued on Annie’s. Annie wanted so desperately to look away, but she felt that would be the same as admitting guilt. As saying to Sheryl: yes, I fantasized about your partner. Even while that was true, that was not a low Annie wanted to stoop to. Not while she was being scrutinized by Sheryl like this.

      Thankfully, just as the silence between them dragged on—Annie’s uttered “Oh” hanging in the air like the admission of guilt she’d wanted to avoid—Jane burst into the room.

      “Hi.” With a spring in her step Annie hadn’t expected, she headed over to Sheryl and kissed her on the cheek. “I believe I have what you’ve been looking for.” She held out the book.

      “You’re a lifesaver.” Sheryl took the book from Jane and turned it over in her hands. “Well, no one was going to die if I didn’t get my hands on it by tomorrow, but it will score me some points with the head of the department.”

      “It has a few scuff marks and I tried to flatten the earmarked pages as best I could.” Jane sat down next to Sheryl.

      “How much do I owe you?” Sheryl addressed Annie.

      Annie waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Nothing at all. See it as a perk of going into business with a book shop.”

      “Really?” Sheryl quirked up her eyebrows. “That’s so kind of you.”

      “Don’t mention it.” Annie just wanted Sheryl to leave. The tension in the room was getting a bit too much for her to gracefully handle.

      “Would you like a cup of tea?” Jane asked, then sniggered. “Or coffee, of course.”

      “That’s all right.” Sheryl shuffled to the edge of her seat. “I’ll let you ladies get on with your evening.” She pushed herself up. “Thanks for this. And we should really get together for another dinner sometime soon.” She pointed this remark solely at Jane—as though Annie would not be welcome at such a dinner.

      “That would be great.” Jane stood as well. Annie followed their example and, as she rose, she felt her knees give a little. She should really get a grip. Sheryl was hardly the type to waltz into her home and punch her in the nose. But in a way, this silent recrimination was worse. Because of what it implied and the possibilities it offered for all those unspoken emotions to fester. For a minute, and for this reason, Annie wondered if she should say something, offer an apology to clear the air. But she let the thought slip from her mind as she deemed it too risky.

      “I’ll show you out,” Jane said and led the way to the staircase.

      “Bye, Annie.” Sheryl turned around and gave Annie one last, knowing stare. There was no doubt left in Annie’s mind that the book Sheryl had been after had been nothing but a ruse to come over and mark her territory.
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* * *

      When Jane came back upstairs she stood in the doorway for a minute and just gazed at Annie. Annie had sunk back into her chair and waited for her to speak.

      “You could cut the tension with a knife in here,” Jane said.

      “Did she say anything else?” Annie asked.

      Jane shook her head. “She gave me a big hug goodbye. As though we wouldn’t see each other for years to come. Or maybe I looked like I really needed it.”

      “She was marking her territory,” Annie said.

      Jane chuckled. “Kind of sweet in a way, I guess.” She walked over to where Annie was sitting and plopped down next to her.

      “In a way.” This reminded Annie of all the times, seven years ago, she had wanted to knock on Beth Walsh’s door and ask her what the hell she thought she was doing. Then she caught herself comparing again—and thinking about things she should long have forgotten, or at the very least forgiven. “Thanks for coming to my rescue. I’m not sure what would have happened if you hadn’t come out of your office.”

      “A sexy cat fight, I presume,” Jane said, painting a smile on her face. “The sounds of which would surely have dragged me out.”

      Did this joke mean Jane was ready to have a laugh about this? Or was it just the absurd situation of having Sheryl in their living room pretending to need that book that warranted a chuckle between them?

      “Thank goodness Sheryl is an academic. She doesn’t really strike me as the fighting type.” Annie wondered if Kristin knew her partner had paid her a visit.

      “I’m not so sure of that.” Jane smiled wider. “Furthermore, I can really picture the two of you engaged in a slippery oil wrestling match. I don’t think Sheryl would say no to that.”

      Annie finally managed a chuckle. She was the one not ready to laugh at this. In the end, a good giggle was the only action that could take away the sting of humiliation that still seared through her. “She wouldn’t stand a chance if it came to that,” Annie said.

      Jane drew her lips into a pensive pout.

      “You’re picturing it, aren’t you?” Annie narrowed her eyes.

      “But it’s actually harder than I first thought. It just doesn’t look… dignified for ladies of your age.”

      “Dignified?” Annie huffed out. Nothing about this has ever been dignified. It was only after a beat that she caught Jane’s jibe at her age. “I thought you had a penchant for ladies of a certain age.” She brought her hand to Jane’s neck.

      Jane leaned her head back, indicating she welcomed Annie’s touch. “Hm.” After a few minutes of silence, which Annie didn’t have the heart to fill, Jane asked, “How long do you think Kristin will have to stay away from her own shop? And how long until Mia starts asking questions? Obviously, Sheryl knows. Which makes me wonder who else does.”

      Annie didn’t have the answers to any of these questions, even though she was the very reason for their existence at all.

      “I don’t know, babe.” How long had it been since Annie had asked Kristin to give her some time to get over her silly crush? And was she getting over it? She didn’t have much of a choice. “I don’t think Kristin is the sort of person to shout this sort of thing from the rooftops.”

      “Maybe, but I’m not sure Sheryl is cut from the same discreet cloth.” Jane sighed. “And in a few weeks, they’ll all be in the shop for Caitlin and Josephine’s book launch party.”

      “Would you rather we didn’t have the party in the shop?” Annie didn’t care if she had to lose an evening of excellent business to save Jane from an extra dose of mortification.

      “No, of course not. As long as I’m not writing, we can’t afford to turn down opportunities like that.”

      Annie didn’t feel like adding a discussion on Jane’s writing and the sense of, at times, illogical responsibility and pressure it provoked in her, on top of the one they were already having. “If you’re sure,” she said, and gave the back of Jane’s neck an extra gentle squeeze.
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      When Jane failed to write, she read everything she could get her hands on, hoping that being confronted with the written word would fill her with such joy and awe, she’d want to produce some of her own. At the moment, she was right in the middle of a Google vortex of inspirational writing quotes. She’d come across most of them before: “All first drafts suck”; “A small number of words every day will add up to a full-length book soon enough”; “Procrastination is just another form of resistance” and so on and so on.

      Until she came across an article saying that when you’re prolific, you can’t expect everything you create to be a masterpiece or become a classic. This gave Jane pause. It came pretty close to thoughts she’d been harboring herself, because didn’t writing mediocre prose—that could always be fixed later—trump not writing at all? Yes, throwing away her last work in progress had been a huge relief at the time, but not long after it had started grating. She wasn’t producing anything new and Jane’s preferred state was production modus. When she wasn’t writing, she felt less than she could be. She got worked up about minor things that would otherwise be absorbed by the buzz of creation. She figured she would even be dealing better with the whole Kristin business if she wasn’t feeling so inadequate in her professional life.

      Jane leaned back in her chair and pondered which one of her books could stand the test of time and become a classic. It was hard to say, because every book held a different meaning for her and this meaning didn’t necessarily align with the reader’s experience of it—and reader experience was, in the end, what it was all about.

      This led her to Facebook. She let her mouse hover over the group she’d set up a while ago. She could just ask her most devoted readers. But that would be gaming the system. And just another way of looking for instant gratification, the sort of short-term pleasure that—according to the many quotes she’d been scrolling through today—was just another form of procrastination. No, Jane knew she shouldn’t go down the Facebook rabbit hole of ego stroking and fishing for compliments. Instead, she should write. She should just write. It was as simple as that. Perhaps not easy, but the logic was as simple as could be.

      Maybe enough time had passed. Maybe her creative well had been replenished. If anything, her subconscious was bursting at the seams with emotions that needed processing. Jane needed to write. She didn’t care if what she wrote was the biggest drivel ever written. She just needed to touch her fingers to the keyboard and channel some of the emotions that had been eating at her from the inside. It was the only—and best—way she knew how to deal with life.

      She opened a new document and closed all the other applications on her computer. It was just her and the page. Facing each other. Going head-to-head. It wouldn’t be a discreet, bordering on cowardly confrontation like Sheryl and Annie had sat through the other day—another thing Jane needed desperately to write off her. When it came to facing the page, Jane could be brave. Not always—and not nearly as often enough as she’d like—but she could be and that was all that mattered. She had precedent. She had a shelf full of books in the shop downstairs that had her name embossed across their spine. Books she had written and that had brought joy to hundreds of other people, people she didn’t even know. That had to count for something.

      Besides, the blank page was hardly her nemesis. It was her companion—like her wife. Something that, more often than not, brought out the best in her. On her happiest days, Jane knew that all she needed in this life was her wife and something to write on. She didn’t need all the rest. She didn’t need a boat load of friends and acquaintances. She didn’t need to make the kind of money writers in mainstream genres did. She certainly didn’t need publication days and the anxiety they provoked. The vulnerability of putting her work out there for review and waiting for the first opinion that would tear it to shreds. When it came down to it, all she needed was to sit in this very chair, let her fingers hover over the keyboard, and let the words flow out.

      It wasn’t an easy state to be in, because writing always equaled tension, a discomfort with what was happening—the transfer from brain, through fingers, onto the page. It wasn’t a state she could linger in, slip in and out of casually, throughout the day, but it was something she needed for her survival. Without writing, Jane was sure, she would slowly go insane.

      So she straightened her back, got her hands into position, and stared at the blank page in front of her. The page itself wasn’t intimidating. If anything, it stood for a new beginning. For the chance of something great. Something formerly nonexistent. Something she could invent. The real challenge lay in the translation of the emotions inside of her onto that page. And the story with which to convey them. Jane didn’t have a story yet. Not one she felt excited enough to start. She had documents filled to the brim with story ideas, but none of them had been tugging at her sleeve of late. None of them had burst open and transformed into the enthusiasm needed to start a new book. But this moment wasn’t about a new book. That would come later. The reason she sat in front of her computer was to reacquaint herself with the best side of her. Her writer side. To go through the motions. To see words appear on the screen—unmistakably black on white. To channel some of the negative energy that had been building up inside of her since the last time she’d written a full sentence. Whether she felt inadequate or not, or even capable of being a writer anymore, didn’t matter. As soon as her fingers touched down on that keyboard, she would be a writer again. She would be Jane Quinn again.

      So Jane began. She wrote. She added word after word until full sentences began to take shape in front of her. She wrote about Annie, about the shop downstairs, about Sheryl and Kristin, and about herself. Just to get it all out of the way so, perhaps, tomorrow or the day after or the the day after that, she could start on something real. A new story. A new beginning. It crackled somewhere in the back of her brain. A new idea was forming, she just hadn’t got hold of it yet.
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* * *

      Jane wrote, her fingers flying over the keyboard, unleashed and eager. A picture formed in her head, one she couldn’t dislodge: Mia’s face. Mia, who was downstairs right now, and with whom Jane had had many an unexpectedly satisfying chat. Mia with her smile and her questions and her easy way. The great coffees she made and the wonderful, laid-back events she put on. Mia who walked around the Pink Bean as if she was born for nothing else.

      Jane paused, trying to grasp what her brain was trying to tell her. Something about Mia. They weren’t romantic thoughts. This was her subconscious sending her a message about something important. About her next book, perhaps. Jane wrote down her stream of consciousness, hoping that whatever needed to be uncovered would emerge soon. Then it hit her.

      Something Annie had said about the Pink Bean potentially being a great setting for a new series. And to Jane, Mia represented the Pink Bean in her life. Yes, that was it. Jane paused. She leaned back in her chair. The idea she’d been craving had been right under her nose all along. A coffee shop. A book shop. A bunch of lesbians frequenting both. What better recipe for drama?

      Jane closed her eyes. She didn’t even have to invent any of the settings. And if she needed the sort of inspiration that came from a snippet of overheard conversation, she had only to descend the stairs, sit down with a cup of coffee, and observe. What better way to expel her own recent demons than to layer them into a story about a place so close to her heart—and her home. Or was it all too close to the bone? Jane wanted to run down the stairs right now and tell Annie. How ironic that, because of the Pink Bean, and how business had picked up, Annie was hardly ever alone in the shop anymore, so she couldn’t do that.

      Unless she asked Mia, or Taylor, or whoever was minding the shop that day, to keep an eye on their side of the store. Because she needed to run this idea by her wife before she could take it any further. Excitement burned in her chest. Her stomach tingled. Jane hoped her idea would pass the Annie-test. She had to know now.
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* * *

      When Jane walked through the shop’s back door, the first person she saw was Mia. She was sitting at a table with her laptop and Jane took in her profile. That was the blueprint for her protagonist right there. She looked around the place. Taylor was sitting on a high stool behind the counter, reading. The only one who had looked up when she’d entered was Annie. There was one customer drinking coffee at the table closest to the front door.

      “Hey, babe. Need your caffeine shot early today?” Annie flashed her a wide smile. No matter her wife’s faults, Annie always seemed so happy to clasp eyes on Jane. Even just in the middle of the day, when they’d been in the same house since they’d woken up—and had gone to sleep together the night before.

      “I wanted to talk to you.” Jane couldn’t keep the urgency from her voice. “Just for a few minutes. In private, if possible.”

      Annie squinted. “Everything okay?”

      “Yes. I would just really like to run something by you. Do you think Mia could mind the book shop for ten minutes?”

      “She’s been hunched over a spreadsheet all morning. I’m sure she would welcome a break.” Annie grinned. “I’ll be up in a few minutes.”

      Jane didn’t go upstairs immediately, but watched how Annie approached Mia. Mia rolled her shoulders back and stretched her neck. She gave Jane a quick wave when she spotted her. Jane responded with a wide smile. She thought about what Mia had alluded to the other day about her and Lou having history. Jane didn’t need the details of that—that was Mia and Lou’s private business—but it did give her the idea of providing her main character with a mysterious past. A new frisson of excitement ran down her spine. She couldn’t wait to tell Annie. She cast one look at the shop, at the rows and rows of books, then headed up the stairs, preparing her pitch for Annie. Even though Jane was certain that her sheer enthusiasm would have her tripping over her words either way.
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* * *

      “Where’s the fire, babe?” Annie asked when she walked into the kitchen where Jane was making tea.

      “In here.” Jane pointed at her belly. “I think I’m about to get my mojo back.”

      Annie tilted her head. “Tell me more.” She sat down at the kitchen table.

      Jane ignored the kettle with almost-boiling water. “Remember when you said having the Pink Bean in the shop might give me an idea for a story?”

      Annie put her elbows on the table and glued her glance to Jane. “Yes, I think so.”

      “I think I’ve had the idea. Or I finally remembered the idea you handed to me.” She threw in a quick smile. “It would be a great setting for a new series. Something I can really sink my teeth into. As long as you don’t think it’s untoward. It would be pure fiction, of course. I would just draw, er, mild inspiration from the goings-on downstairs.”

      “Do you mean you won’t have a sexy, silver-fox book shop owner as your main character?” Annie pushed her chair back.

      Jane burst into a chuckle. A second later, Annie stood in front of her. Jane heard the water boil behind her, but she didn’t care. “Maybe she would make an interesting side character. I don’t know. I need to consider it.”

      Annie grabbed her hands and pulled Jane close. “I think it’s a great idea,” she whispered in Jane’s ear. She let go of Jane’s hands and folded her arms across Jane’s back. “I’ve been waiting for that glint to return to your eyes.”

      Jane stood in Annie’s hug for a few silent moments. It was just an idea for a story, yet, to them—very much to the both of them—it was so much more.

      When they broke from their embrace, Jane asked, “It’s not too much? Or too on the nose?”

      “No, because I know you.” Annie’s smile softened. “Remember when you started writing the Broken Hearts series and what inspired that?”

      Jane had to think for a second. She’d written that series for so many years, and had strayed so much from the original idea, she could hardly remember what had sparked it in the first place. Plus there was the excitement of this new idea and the layers upon layers of enthusiasm to dig through to get to the germ of the series she had ended a while ago. Then it hit her. She had used the Broken Hearts series to write something off her as well. No one not in the know could ever guess just by reading the books, but Annie knew—and so did Jane, of course.

      “Beth Walsh,” Jane said, and, perhaps for the very first time, when she said that name, she didn’t feel like being swallowed up whole by the ground beneath her feet.

      Annie nodded. “If this is something you need to write off you, just like you did with Beth, then I know it’s going to be great. Because it’s what you do best. Turn your emotions and your fears and all that goes on inside that pretty little head of yours into gripping tales of exquisite lesbian drama.”

      “Let’s not go overboard.” Jane glanced at her wife. Everything that was so wonderful about Annie was on display that very minute. Her belief in Jane. Her optimism. Her ability to see good things where bad things once were. Her unwavering support. The fact that she knew Jane through and through. The offhand comment she’d made weeks ago that had now translated into this moment. Jane knew that the hard work was still ahead of her, but this was where it started—and where she got to relish in the new-born excitement of it.

      “Who? Me?” Annie gripped Jane by the shoulders. “I’m just happy for you. That you have this again in your life.”

      “I love you,” Jane replied. Three words she said so often to her wife—although it had been a while—but still meant from the bottom of her heart.
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      Annie entered the store earlier than usual the next morning because she had woken early with Jane, who was too excited about plotting her new series to stay in bed for long. She wondered if things would become fully all right between the two of them again now that Jane had her writing mojo back. Annie was level-headed enough to realize it wouldn’t be that simple. It was just one piece of their puzzle that had been missing. Others remained tucked away in their hiding place and would not find their rightful place until… until what? Annie wasn’t sure about that. Until enough time had passed? Because time would pass and Jane would forgive her for having a crush on Kristin eventually. Just as Annie had forgiven Jane for her indiscretion with Beth. That was what wives did. They moved past things and then onward. They realized life wasn’t perfect and people were flawed, and they had the companionship of each other to face all that imperfection.

      Annie unlocked the door and pushed the button that rolled up the screen in front of the shop window. While the screen folded in on itself and more light streamed into the shop, her glance fell on the poster touting pre-orders for Caitlin and Josephine’s upcoming book. The launch party was only two weeks away. She could hardly ask Kristin to stay away from her friend and employee’s party. She wouldn’t. As she flipped the sign on the door to Open, she asked herself whether she was looking forward to the party because Kristin would be there, or just because it would be a wonderful evening for the shop in general.

      Just as she turned her back and headed for the counter, the door opened. Mia greeted Annie with her habitual kiss on the cheek.

      “A coffee in return for asking you a burning question,” Mia said.

      “Yes please, and shoot.” Annie followed Mia to the coffee counter. Mia was always full of burning questions. Annie had gotten used to them by now.

      She watched Mia flip the switch on the coffee machine. Annie’s coffee intake had definitely soared, but the coffee the Pink Bean served was superior to the one she brewed in their kitchen upstairs and thus hard to resist.

      A few minutes later she took a steaming mug from Mia and they sat down.

      “Last night, Lou and I had dinner with Kristin and Sheryl and, well, let’s just say I finally put two and two together,” Mia said. “I’m usually faster than that, but Kristin is just so damned discreet. Sheryl less so.”

      “I see.” Annie’s heart didn’t start beating faster, nor did she burst out into a tell-tale blush. “Did she have a go at me?”

      “No, it wasn’t like that.” Mia looked pensive. “But you know Sheryl. She has a hard time hiding her feelings and she lets slip the odd remark. Add the fact that Kristin has barely set foot in here lately and you hardly need to be Sherlock to figure it out.”

      “It’s all rather embarrassing.” As she said it, though a slight hint of embarrassment was still present, the utter mortification Annie had felt previously seemed to have dissipated. “And I can understand Sheryl is a little upset. She seems quite… territorial. But it never meant anything more than it was, which was just a silly bout of infatuation for a, er, beautiful, accomplished woman. It was more admiration than anything else. But of course Sheryl wouldn’t see it that way. And nor does my wife.”

      “Kristin apologized for Sheryl’s snarky comments just before we left. And, well, she asked me to ask you and Jane when she could come round. She wants Jo and Caitlin to have a great launch and she wanted to run a few things by you.”

      “Oh, I see.” That did ignite a little tingle in Annie’s stomach. It was a tingle of embarrassment because now Mia was involved in this, as well as one of misplaced pride as Kristin had asked after her. “Of course she can come by any time. This is her shop too, after all.” Annie would need to tell Jane as soon as possible. Tonight. Today. She hoped Jane’s excitement for her new story would wash out her annoyance at having to hear Kristin’s name. Then again, Jane had handled Sheryl gracefully the other night. Maybe she—they—were ready.

      “I get it, you know.” Mia tilted her head. “Kristin is a hot babe for a woman her age.”

      “You do know I’m older than her.”

      “I don’t exactly keep a chart of all your ages,” Mia quipped.

      “To you, we’re all just old.”

      “I never used the o word. I mean mature. Wise.”

      “Old enough to be your mother.” Annie smiled at Mia. “Speaking of mothers. Rita tells me you and Lou are thinking about moving in with them.”

      Mia’s eyes grew wide. She shook her head. Then she must have realized Annie was pulling her leg, because a grin broke on her face. “Shall I call Kristin?” she said, getting Annie right back.
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* * *

      Annie poured Jane an extra large glass of wine. She held hers up and waited for Jane to do the same. “To you,” she said. “And a brand new successful series.”

      Jane shook her head. “I wish you wouldn’t say things like that. I’ve barely started.” Despite her words, she had a smile on her face.

      Annie had to address Kristin’s question sooner rather than later. She wasn’t sure whether she should get it out of the way before dinner or wait until after. It was hard to gauge Jane’s current feelings toward the situation. But she did seem in a good mood. She waited until they were halfway through their meal.

      “Mia was talking about Caitlin and Josephine’s book launch,” Annie started. Saying Kristin’s name was harder than she’d anticipated. Not because she was still lusting after her, but because of what it stood for in her and Jane’s relationship. All the more reason to address it now. They had tied up the future of their shop with Kristin’s coffee shop. They had to get past this and there was simply no other way but right through. Annie cleared her throat. “Apparently Kristin would like to come by to discuss some ideas.”

      “Okay,” Jane said.

      “Yeah?” Annie instinctively reached for her glass of wine. She’d much rather reach for her wife’s hand, but didn’t know if that would be appropriate for the moment.

      “Of course. The woman has been banned from her own shop for long enough.” Jane put her knife and fork down. “What was I even thinking asking that of her?” She rolled her eyes. “And what must she think of us for doing so?”

      “She was just trying to be… helpful, I guess.”

      Jane let her gaze rest on Annie. “I’m okay with it. Are you?”

      Annie sunk her teeth into her bottom lip. “I am.”

      “Case closed, then.”

      Annie tried to read her wife. Did she really mean it or was there some of that old passive-aggressiveness in her tone?

      Annie pushed her plate away. No more food would make it to her stomach tonight. “I know I hurt you, babe. Sometimes we hurt the ones we love the most. I don’t know why.”

      “Because relationships are hard. Not always, but sometimes they are. I’d like to believe that it’s always you and me against the world, but it’s not. And then this exotic woman who seems to have it all together comes along, and it messes with your head a bit. Maybe it’s just a reminder that we are two separate people, not one entity as a couple.” Jane heaved a sigh. “Especially for us. We breathe the same air almost all of the time. Our lives are so merged, and while there’s comfort in that, I guess sometimes that comfort can become a bit suffocating.”

      “Is that what happened when you fell in love with Beth?” Annie had to ask. Jane had never said anything like this seven years ago.

      “Something like it. Although, um, I did fall in love with Beth. And by doing that I hurt the one I loved the most also. I don’t think you ever truly fell for Kristin. You were just a bit mesmerized by her. And I panicked when I found out. And it was also the way I found out that threw me.”

      “Ninety-five percent of the time, being with you is not hard at all, babe,” Annie said.

      “Well, let’s not get into a battle of percentages.” A wry smile appeared on Jane’s face.

      “No, I mean it. I know you have it in your head that you’re this weird creature that not a lot of people can love, but that is completely untrue. You are an amazing woman and I’m proud to call you my wife. So incredibly proud.”

      “You would say that.” The wryness on Jane’s face was giving way to something else. “You married me.”

      “You can’t discredit my taste in women.” Annie grinned.

      “If we were to have a swingers party, I would also like Kristin in my bed.” She paused. “Although Sheryl does have a certain… quality about her as well.”

      “She’s very intense.” Relief washed over Annie. They had reached the lighter part of the conversation. But she did have to say one more serious thing. “I’m sorry for hurting you. I can hardly sit here and claim it will never happen again, because what are the odds of two people in a relationship never hurting each other again? But I have learned from this. And I am truly, truly sorry.”

      “I trust you, babe. Despite flying off the handle when you talked to Kristin behind my back. I trust you with my life. I wasn’t exactly in the best of spirits when everything kicked off. I’m in a better place now.”

      “I can tell.” Annie drank from her wine. “You’re much more relaxed.”

      “Can I ask you something?” Jane’s glance skittered away.

      “Anything.”

      “Do you think I’ve changed over the years?”

      Annie had to take a minute to think. “Of course you have. It’s been twenty years since we first met. It would be strange if you hadn’t changed. You’re far less insecure. You have a legion of adoring fans who wait for your next book with bated breath.”

      Jane waved off her comment. “I don’t mean work-wise. I mean in our relationship. Some days, you still have to drag me out the door, otherwise I wouldn’t go anywhere for weeks. I remember when we were invited to Kristin and Sheryl’s. I don’t think you know how much I didn’t want to go. Because they represented something new in our life, and you know how I am with new things.”

      Annie smirked. “Maybe I didn’t realize the extent of your desire to stay home, but I certainly knew not to give into it.”

      “Maybe some things will never change.”

      “Some things won’t, others will.”

      “At least we won’t be going to dinner at Kristin and Sheryl’s for a while,” Jane said.

      “But they will be in the shop soon. At least Kristin will be. And maybe Sheryl will need another classic feminist book really urgently.”

      They shared a chuckle. Annie looked at her wife, into her kind, green eyes. Everything else might change, but those eyes would always remain the same. And Annie would continue to lose herself in them.
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      Annie lay with her head in Jane’s lap. Jane ran her fingers through her wife’s hair. They’d made it through this rather swiftly, and in one piece. They still had each other. They would always have each other to blunder through life with. Her thoughts returned to the question she had asked Annie earlier, about whether she had changed. Because Jane had always believed that when they’d met, Annie had already been a much more fully-formed person than Jane was. That she had the advantage of age and experience, which had most certainly drawn Jane to Annie. As though she had craved Annie’s wisdom, wished to absorb it so she could fast-track her own path to maturing. But of course it didn’t work that way. Jane had to make her own mistakes and learn from them. And she had.

      Now here she sat, on the cusp of middle age, signs of it visible everywhere. She hadn’t gone to the doctor yet to get the official diagnosis, to get it spelled out to her on a piece of paper that showed the changes in her blood, but she felt it. She was half-way through this life. Even though statistically that was a very optimistic way of looking at it. Realistically, she could die tomorrow, in two months, or in fifty years. It was more the sense of mortality it gave her. She’d read often enough that sixty was the new forty. She’d even come across articles in respected newspapers declaring that, these days, seventy was really the new forty. Jane wasn’t so sure of all of that. All she really knew was her own reality. Her own mood swings, which she could never be certain were caused by altered hormone levels or just by sheer frustration with life.

      “You’re lost in thought,” Annie said. Jane knew that was Annie’s way of asking her what she was thinking.

      “Just pondering this whole menopause business.”

      “I’m living proof that the whole business is, if not pleasant, at least survivable.” Annie smiled up at her.

      “When you went through it, you made it seem like it wasn’t a big deal at all.”

      “Because for me it wasn’t.”

      “I think for me it might be a slightly bigger deal.” Jane kept stroking Annie’s hair.

      “Tell me all the ways in which it’s a big deal for you then.”

      Jane shrugged. “You know.”

      “No, babe, come on. Tell me. Use your words.”

      “You know I don’t explain things well.”

      “That doesn’t mean you shouldn’t try. Besides, I’m excellent at reading between the lines, so to speak.”

      Jane sighed. She couldn’t deny Annie’s request to at least try. Not when she was looking up at her like that, her face so open, her demeanor so inviting. “I don’t think I’ve reached the existential part just yet. I’m saving that for later.” Jane half-smiled. “I just, er, think that the low libido thing has thrown me.” Because Annie was lying in her lap it wasn’t easy to avoid her gaze, but at least Jane could look away herself. “Even when I, er, masturbate, not a lot happens. Even if I do reach some sort of a climax, it doesn’t feel very climactic. It’s just not very satisfying anymore.”

      “Have you tried different techniques?” It sounded as though Annie was doing her very best to keep her voice steady.

      Jane giggled. She wasn’t very adept at conversations like these. “I don’t really have an array of techniques to fall back on.”

      “My guess is it’s not really a matter of technique, anyway. It sounds more like a matter of arousal. You may need more time than you used to, and more stimulation.”

      “Because I’m drying up, mentally and physically.” Jane had to suppress a pout, even though it was meant as a joke.

      “There are remedies for both.” Annie was still being serious, while Jane was more than ready to start chuckling about this. But maybe she should try to stick to conversations like this longer, without trying to laugh them away when things got a little harder to articulate.

      “Maybe.” Or maybe there was only one way to find out whether Jane still had earth-shattering climaxes in her. And maybe she needed her wife to give them to her. She glanced down at Annie again. Maybe it was time she instigated intimacy, not only to ascertain she was still capable of powerful orgasms, but also—and even more so—because, in that moment, she really wanted her wife.

      Her one hand was still stroking Annie’s hair. She let the other one run down Annie’s arm, until her fingers reached Annie’s. She linked her fingers with Annie’s and brought Annie’s hand to her mouth and pressed a kiss on her palm.

      “How about we try some of those remedies right now?” She looked straight into Annie’s eyes.
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* * *

      The previous time they had tried to do this kept popping up in Jane’s mind. They’d gone too quickly, rushed into it. This might have worked for Jane—for both of them—once, but that time seemed to have passed. They had to take their time. And Jane needed to have Annie first. At least she could be fairly certain that would arouse her—it had never failed to do so before.

      She led Annie into their bedroom. When they stood in front of the bed, Annie pulled her close, and asked, “Do you want to watch something? Or I could read you something… spicy.”

      Was Annie nervous as well? Was she afraid she didn’t have it in her anymore to get her wife off? What that must do to her. How it must shake her usually unshakable confidence. But they had the advantage of the years behind them in that moment. Of hundreds of shared climaxes. Nothing was really riding on this one. Not really. Yet, the atmosphere between them kind of hinted that it did. Jane thought it best to reassure her wife.

      “I think I will be fine without, but thanks for offering.” She inched closer and kissed Annie on the lips. “Let’s take our clothes off.”

      “I want to undress you,” Annie said. “Even though you look really scrumptious in that shirt.”

      “Be my guest,” Jane whispered, and let her arms fall away from Annie.

      “I love you.” Annie sucked her bottom lip between her teeth and started undoing the buttons of Jane’s shirt, beginning at the bottom.

      The rush of air on Jane’s gradually exposed belly made all the hairs on her body stand on end. It had been a long time since Jane had been undressed by someone else. They were so used to getting into bed already naked. They never took the time to undress each other. Married life had stripped away that small joy.

      Annie pushed Jane’s shirt off her shoulders, letting her fingers linger on her skin.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Annie said. “You always have been.” Annie pressed a kiss on Jane’s shoulder.

      So are you, Jane thought, but couldn’t say out loud, not in that moment, because Annie’s hand was diving down, finding the button of her jeans. And they’d settled the beauty debate long ago. Annie had always been adamant she’d won some sort of cosmic lottery when Jane had agreed to go on a date with her, because she was convinced their levels of attractiveness didn’t match up. At first, Jane couldn’t believe that a woman like Annie would say, let alone think, such a thing.

      “I’m just your type,” Jane had said. “It’s as simple as that.”

      “There’s nothing simple about it,” Annie had replied, and fixed her gaze on Jane in a way that only Annie ever could. Projecting curiosity, understanding, and so much hope for the future all at the same time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Annie flipped open Jane’s jeans button, then dragged a finger just above the waistline of Jane’s exposed panties. Suddenly, an image of when she had first done so emerged from her memory. The very first time she and Jane had ended up in bed together, two decades ago, and Annie couldn’t believe her luck.

      When she’d first seen Jane, she had been so struck by her pale, fine-boned beauty, the thought of asking her out had never even occurred to her. It seemed like the most impossible thing. They would be nothing but a mismatched pair, Annie always older, Jane always younger and of an ephemeral beauty so mesmerizing, Annie would never be able to keep up—or keep her. When she’d first dragged a finger over Jane’s belly the way she was doing now, it had been a slow gesture because of all the hesitation coursing through her. Was that really happening? How on earth had Annie gained the right to skate a fingertip over such exquisitely soft, porcelain skin?

      There was hesitation in her gesture now also, but for very different reasons. So much had happened the past twenty years. They had so much life between them. Life that had mostly been kind, but sometimes also unkind. Yet, here they still stood. As long as they had this together, as long as Jane wanted Annie to touch her skin like this, they would be all right. They would make it through.

      Annie let her finger dip down, underneath Jane’s waistband, just for a quick, irreverent touch of her still golden-colored hair down there. Perhaps that had been the greatest shock of all that first time. When Annie had tugged down Jane’s panties, the way she was about to now, and she had discovered a tangle of the most exquisitely blonde-red hair. And of course Annie should have seen it coming, yet it had taken her by surprise nonetheless because she had never seen such a thing before in her life. It had proceeded to arouse her to embarrassing levels and when, a decade later, it had become fashionable to shave or at the very least trim pubic hair to some silly standard a women’s magazine had set, Annie had begged Jane to not give in. Thank goodness Jane wasn’t much for following any trends at all. And every time Annie clasped eyes on Jane’s golden-hued bush, she thought of it as a present just for her.

      Even after all these years she still relished the moment she would pull those panties down and the surge of arousal it would unleash in her. But it wasn’t Annie’s levels of arousal that posed a problem—not tonight and not any time before. Annie’s task was to drive Jane so wild, there was no other choice but to have it end with an obliterating climax. It wasn’t so much that Annie felt like she had something to prove. She could do all the stroking, caressing, and arousing she wanted. But none of it would allow her to get inside Jane’s head and open her mind to the possibility of many future orgasms. Not if Jane failed to see it that way.

      Annie started pushing Jane’s jeans down. Jane gave her a hand and then stood in front of her in her underwear. Just as Annie wanted her, for now.

      Annie proceeded to quickly strip down to her bra and panties as well. It was the only urgency she felt she could display tonight. In stripping for Jane. Letting her growing desire shine through. It was already beating in her blood, flushing her cheeks, pulsing underneath her skin. Annie needed this as much as Jane did.

      A wedge had been driven between them the past few weeks, and they hadn’t come together like this for too long. They needed this to set things right. To blow off steam and equalize. To narrow the gap between them to nothing—to the nothingness of the space between their skin when they embraced.

      They crawled onto the bed and faced each other.

      “Hey,” Jane said.

      “Hey,” Annie mirrored, as was their habit. A sort of solemn acknowledgment that this was going to happen. They’d cleared the first hurdle they often fell at. They were in bed together with only one thing on their minds.

      Jane ran a fingertip over Annie’s upper arm and Annie broke out in goosebumps. Jane’s finger reached Annie’s shoulder and hooked underneath her bra strap, tugging it down.

      Annie’s hand was on Jane’s back and she slid it up to the nape of her neck, pulled Jane close, and kissed her. She let her tongue dance inside Jane’s mouth as she pressed her body against her wife’s. She slipped her knee between Jane’s legs and tumbled half on top of her. Jane’s hands were in her hair now, pulling Annie closer—even though they were already as close as they could possibly get.

      Jane fumbled with the clasp of Annie’s bra. Annie took a brief pause from kissing Jane to push herself up so her breasts could be free. Jane tossed the bra somewhere into the semi-darkness of the room and cupped Annie’s breasts. Another dart of arousal pierced through Annie. God, she wanted her. She would go slow for Jane, but Annie was already running out of patience. Her desire so fierce, so undeniable.

      Jane pushed Annie onto her back, let her hands slip from her breasts, and pressed her body against Annie while kissing her deeply. Jane’s hair fell onto Annie’s shoulders and it was just as arousing as feeling Jane’s hands on her breasts. It spurred on Annie’s lust—and this particular bout of lust was inspired by Jane alone. By the combination of them. Not by lingering thoughts of Kristin. This was just them. With the way Jane’s hair fell down, Annie felt like she was in a cocoon of her and Jane, shielded from anything that was beyond their faces. From anything that had stood in their way before.

      Annie held Jane tight while their kisses continued and deepened, until she let her hands meander down to her ass, and she cupped the cheeks through Jane’s panties. She dug in her fingertips, letting Jane know that if she was ready to take it to the next level, so was Annie.

      Jane took the hint and gave Annie one last peck on her lips before kissing a path down her chin to her neck. She kissed her way down, slowly, to Annie’s breasts and clasped her wet lips around Annie’s rock-hard nipple. She let her tongue spin around, then, ever so briefly, clenched Annie’s nipple between her teeth, eliciting a moan from Annie’s throat.

      Jane repeated the process with Annie’s other nipple, alternating between gently licking and briefly biting until the moans from Annie’s throat grew so fierce and her calls for more came louder.

      To Annie’s relief, Jane started kissing a way ever more south. She lingered at the sensitive skin between her belly button and where her panties began. Annie wanted those panties off her. She wanted to feel air on her pulsing pussy lips, followed by Jane’s tongue. Jane wasted no time pulling down Annie’s underpants. Annie let her legs fall apart, as she had done so many times for her wife in the past, yet it felt like a new beginning all the same.

      Jane took position between Annie’s legs. She stroked the inside of her thighs, and her fingers circled ever closer to Annie’s pussy, indicating where her tongue would touch down soon. The gesture was driving Annie wild and she pushed up her pelvis. It was the best thing she could think of to do save from speaking—from begging Jane to go down on her already.

      But she didn’t have to beg. This was her wife, who knew all of Annie’s facial expressions as well as her body language.

      When Jane finally bent over, her hair cascading down Annie’s thighs, Annie felt like she had waited weeks—months—for that kiss down there. For that first contact between Jane’s soft, warm tongue and her aching clit. She breathed a sigh of relief—temporary relief, but relief nonetheless. The momentary release of tension was soon forgotten as Jane’s tongue circled around her clit, making Annie’s muscles contract with more desire needing to be met.

      It was as though Annie could feel Jane’s tongue everywhere, as though the warm touch of it reverberated through her entire body, all over her skin. She sank deeper into the mattress and surrendered to Jane’s delicious touch, her deft tongue bringing Annie to new heights.

      Then a finger circled Annie’s entrance. She didn’t even have time—or the mental capacity—to consider whether she was wet enough and they should break out the lube. Sometimes it was necessary; sometimes it wasn’t. Jane was an excellent judge of that and as Annie felt a finger enter her, she concluded she was more than wet enough. Jane’s finger inside of her ratcheted up her arousal another notch and when Jane, while fucking her, brought her tongue back into play as well, Annie was lost. She gave herself up to Jane’s finger and tongue. To Jane’s attentions, which she had so missed of late—in and out of the bedroom.

      “Oh Jane.” Annie wasn’t even sure she said the words out loud or just in her head. But she repeated them as a mantra, as the words guided her to undeniable climax. Until all else ceased and Annie was purely her body at the mercy of her wife. She drifted up to that cloud of pure pleasure, where nothing else existed in the world but utter joy. An all-encompassing warmth overtook her, cleared her mind of all the clutter, and smoothed any bumps in the road of her life. It was a release of tension and lust and ballast all at once.

      Annie breathed out deeply as Jane’s finger withdrew. She wanted to reach for the tissue box on the night stand so Jane could wipe her hand, but Annie didn’t have the strength to move. Not for a while. And she wanted to tell Jane that everything would become better again. That this phase she was in was just that—a phase that would pass. She would, one day, have the best orgasms again—perhaps even better than ever before. But Annie was tongue-tied by satisfaction, silenced by the sheer pleasure of having come at her wife’s finger and tongue —because there was no greater delight in the world.

      What had she been thinking lusting after another woman, anyway? Could anything with Kristin ever have been better than this? Annie drew the swift conclusion that it was impossible. What Jane had just bestowed upon her wasn’t just any old orgasm, it was love and a display of knowledge gained after so many years together. She knew what Annie liked and knew how to give it to her. What could possibly ever replace that?

      “Come here,” Annie said when she regained the power of speech.

      Jane crawled up to her and nestled herself in the crook of Annie’s arm.

      “That was amazing.” Annie lay basking in the afterglow of her orgasm with her wife in her arms.

      “No lube required,” Jane said.

      “That leaves all the more for you,” Annie joked, because after an orgasm like that, a joke was definitely allowed.
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      A flicker of pride glowed deep inside of Jane. It always did when Annie lay spent next to her like that. For a brief moment, she thought this was enough. She’d made Annie happy—she’d made her come. Why, just for now, when she was going through this transition—Jane refused to use the word change—couldn’t they just leave it at that, and spare themselves a potential issue? But it was a cowardly way of thinking. Besides, going down on Annie had got Jane’s juices flowing. And whereas insecurity surely had a place in the bedroom at times, Jane couldn’t keep on clinging to it. She couldn’t keep on using it as a shield, because, in the end, it was only herself she was punishing.

      Annie turned on her side. Jane was still lying half on her arm. She kissed Annie’s biceps and flashed her a smile.

      “Do you want to talk?” Annie asked with a soft voice.

      “Not really.” Jane wouldn’t know what to say. And hadn’t they talked enough the past few weeks?

      “You just want me to drive you wild?” Annie brought a hand to Jane’s belly and let it rest there.

      A slew of memories rushed into Jane’s mind of all the times Annie had effectively driven her beyond a point of no return. It made her realize that this was not down to Annie at all. It was Jane’s task to get out of her head, to let go, to let all the events of the past few months wash away from her and start anew. Even though that was easier said than done when her hormones were raging in a way that threw her so much that she didn’t know what was happening with her own body.

      It wouldn’t be Jane’s doing alone. She needed Annie as her guide. Her trusted companion. She needed her because, as she had told Annie reluctantly during their last conversation, when she tried to come on her own, it hadn’t been a big success.

      “Just do what you always do and we’ll take it from there,” Jane said.

      “You got it.” Annie let her hand slip down, a finger already reaching beneath Jane’s panties. “Let’s get these off you.”

      But Annie didn’t push her panties down, not yet. She just let her finger dip down deeper, stroking Jane’s hair down there, then scooting even lower. She pushed the panties up with the back of her hand, creating some room for movement. Annie’s finger lightly skimmed her nether lips, its fingertip meandering up and down.

      This wasn’t what Annie usually did. Not the past few years, anyway. It was what she used to do, back in the day, in the beginning of their affair, when Jane knew next to nothing and she believed Annie was privy to all the knowledge she so desperately lacked.

      When Jane was in her mid-twenties and Annie had taken her to bed, Jane was brimming with youthful enthusiasm and vigor and impatience. And it was Annie who had taught her to slow down, to take a moment to enjoy a gentle caress. It was Annie who had first made her climax—no other woman had previously been able to get her there.

      Annie was creating the sort of charged stillness she had schooled Jane to enjoy. Jane was glad for that moment, before her panties would be discarded and her wetness—or lack thereof—would be on display. Annie kept caressing her and the old impatience stirred in Jane for a split second. She took it as a good sign.

      When Annie finally retracted her hand from her panties, Jane was more than ready to get rid of the garment. She needed that free feeling of being naked, of not feeling constrained by any fabric. But instead of quickly stripping off her bra, she waited for Annie to do it for her. Annie, however, wasn’t done down there just yet. Light as a feather, she let her finger skim over the gusset of Jane’s panties, stroking her lips and even circling her clit with the lightest of touches.

      Jane should have known that Annie would take her task of driving Jane wild seriously. That she would do her utmost to deliver on the promise she had made. Because never before had Annie’s devotion for her been in question. Perhaps that was why her falling for another woman had shaken Jane so profoundly. Never before had Jane had the slightest reason to doubt Annie’s love for her. Maybe it came with being the younger one in the relationship, but she had always known that, no matter what—even when Jane herself had fallen in love with someone else—Annie would always be there for her. If anything, the whole Beth Walsh thing had only strengthened that belief.

      Jane knew it was unfair, and that she was judging her wife by a different standard than the one by which she judged herself. That complete devotion to one person was an illusion. Yet, she had believed in it. Maybe Annie’s crush on Kristin was the universe’s way of balancing everything out again. Of showing Jane that she shouldn’t take her wife for granted.

      “I love you,” she whispered to Annie, as though those three simple words could make up for all the hurt she’d ever caused Annie. But Jane had to believe that, in that very moment, they could.

      Annie kissed her on the cheek as she ran her fingertip over Jane’s clit a bit more persistently. It was her way of saying it back. But even throughout all if this Kristin business, Jane had never doubted Annie’s love for her. That was the thing about Annie—there was no other love than hers. Nothing could ever compare. Jane had known this when she told Beth she couldn’t see her anymore. Even though at the time it didn’t feel as though Annie’s love might be enough, Jane trusted that, in the end, it would. And it was. Annie’s love would always be enough.

      Annie kissed Jane’s neck, then her shoulder, and along her bra strap. She traced a path of soft kisses all the way to where her breast curved out of her bra. It was as though Annie wanted to kiss every last inch of Jane’s skin, which was fine by Jane. She reveled in Annie’s touch. And if it was Annie’s goal to slowly, by the gentle administering of kisses and the lightest of caresses, encourage Jane to stop overthinking this, it was working.

      Finally, Annie made a move to get Jane out of her bra. Jane arched her back to help her and relished the feeling of her breasts being freed. And of Annie’s eyes on them.

      “I need you naked,” Annie whispered and went to work on getting Jane’s panties down her legs. Jane noticed the use of the word need instead of want. Annie might have already had an amazing—her words—climax, but she needed this as much as Jane did.

      At last, they were both naked.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Annie whispered and came to lie next to Jane.

      Jane turned her head and sought Annie’s mouth. She kissed her wife and as her tongue slipped between Annie’s lips, she spread her legs—granting Annie access. Jane cupped the back of Annie’s head, making clear she wanted Annie’s mouth to remain on hers. Wasn’t a kiss the most intimate gesture of all? The mingling of breath, the opening of lips toward the other? But as Annie’s hand traveled between her legs again, in search of Jane’s pleasure, Jane concluded, that was most intimate of all. Because Jane had to lose herself twice. First in the kiss, and second in Annie’s touch. It took a higher level of trust—at least for her it did.

      Annie’s finger circled her entrance while her tongue swirled in and out of Jane’s mouth. It was a delicate dance that lifted the ability of Jane’s senses to feel, hear and smell. Her eyes were closed and she could still smell Annie on her fingers. The light groan coming from Annie’s throat echoed her own. And, oh, that finger down there. Jane felt its touch reverberate deep within her, dislodging whatever had been stuck. The part of her that had been standing in the way of her own pleasure.

      Annie’s finger didn’t enter her, but instead focused on Jane’s clit again. Annie rubbed it lightly, not applying too much pressure, then let her palm fall flat on Jane’s pussy before cupping it gently.

      “Just a second,” Annie breathed into Jane’s ear. “Don’t move.”

      “What is—” Jane started to say.

      “Don’t worry. I’ve got this.” Annie flashed her another smile. One that didn’t invite any more questions. Jane knew what was happening and she trusted Annie to take care of it.

      Annie leaned toward the night stand and Jane heard a drawer open. While Annie balanced on her knees, Jane heard a very unsubtle squirting sound. Maybe it was nerves, or maybe the sound was just too funny, but she burst out into a giggle, which had the benefit of relaxing her. What did it matter anyway that she needed some aid in the lubrication department?

      As if nothing had happened, Annie took position by her side again, her body draped next to Jane’s in the same way as before, her hand hovering between her legs already.

      Annie glanced at her as if to say, this will happen. I’ll do whatever it takes. And the fact that Jane knew that Annie would go as far as needed relaxed her even further.

      Annie’s wet fingers landed on Jane’s pussy and resumed their skimming motion from before. She dragged them up and circled them around Jane’s clit again, and the sensation was altogether different than earlier. At once, everything felt much more promising, much more possible. Just the addition of the lube was enough to hitch up Jane’s arousal. Some added wetness, like what she’d felt when she’d slid her own fingers inside of Annie earlier, aroused her enough to at least believe in the option of an orgasm.

      Annie leaned in and kissed her again while she increased the pressure on Jane’s clit. She moaned softly into Jane’s mouth, a sound that had previously proven to be a great turn-on for Jane. Their lips melded so well together. After twenty years, they knew how to kiss each other, they knew what the other liked and disliked. It was a soft, intimate blur of lips and tongue. When Jane touched herself, in search of a quick climax, it was often their kisses she missed. Annie’s tongue claiming her mouth was one of the greatest joys she’d ever known.

      Annie’s finger became more insistent, more demanding as she increased the speed of her circles to frenetic.

      Jane’s tongue stilled in Annie’s mouth as she focused on the heat that rose from the depths of her belly to the surface of her skin, to where her clit met Annie’s finger over and over again.

      “Ah,” she let out a short moan. Annie’s lips had withdrawn from hers and when she opened her eyes she looked straight into her wife’s face.

      “Are you good?” Annie asked.

      Apparently, this was the kind of climax where the question needed to be asked. Jane didn’t sink deeper into the mattress, spent, and she didn’t sport the same sort of satisfied smile Annie had displayed earlier.

      “I’m okay.” Jane clasped her legs together.

      “But things could be better?” Annie tilted her head.

      “It was a bit… underwhelming.” Jane hoped her honesty wouldn’t hurt Annie’s feelings. “The way it has always been lately.”

      Annie nodded. She seemed lost in thought for a moment. “Are you up for some more?” A mischievous grin appeared on her face.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I want you to be satisfied, babe.” Her grin changed into a soft smile.

      “Okay.” Jane had two choices. Go with Annie’s flow or retreat into self-pity, which wouldn’t help her forward at all. “You have permission to do whatever it is you’re going to do next.” She kissed Annie on the cheek and let her lips linger.

      Annie nodded solemnly, the skin of her cheek grazing Jane’s mouth. She twisted her torso away and rummaged inside the night-stand’s drawer again. When she returned, her hand held a vibrator, attached to a power cord, which Jane had never seen before.

      “Where did you get that?” Jane’s eyes grew wide.

      “Where we get most things these days.” Another grin. “Online. Discreet delivery to the shop.” She pushed a button at the base of the toy and it emitted a whirring sound. “No more disposable batteries. This baby has some power.” She held it briefly against Jane’s side. “I’m pretty sure it will leave you feeling amazing instead of merely okay.” She held it in front of Jane’s face. “The only question is are you wielding it or am I?”

      The sight of the cream-colored device strangely aroused Jane. “It might be best if I handle it myself.” She offered her hand.

      Annie put it in her palm and the vibration shook Jane. Christ. She couldn’t wait to try it out.

      “Do you want me to fuck you while you use it?” Annie’s voice had descended an octave.

      Jane drew her bottom lip between her teeth and nodded. She spread her legs wide and brought the vibrator between her upper thighs. Annie glued her body to Jane’s side and brought her fingers back into play, circling Jane’s pussy, waiting.

      Jane took a deep breath and let the buzzing tip of the vibrator touch down against her clit. She had to remove it immediately because the sheer force of it overwhelmed her. Her clit was still sensitive from the sort-of-missed climax she’d had earlier, but it had sprung to attention as soon as Jane had brought the vibrator near.

      “Take your time,” Annie whispered in her ear. “Enjoy it. Explore.”

      It wasn’t Annie’s habit to talk to her like that and the introduction of Annie’s words added another dimension to Jane’s arousal.

      She lowered the vibrator again and let it hum against her clit, finding the spot where it had the most impact—where it felt best. Any previous vibrator they had ever owned had always been a disappointment of feeble vibrating quality, empty batteries when you needed it most, and just sheer inadequacy at getting Jane off. This new toy, however, felt very much up to the task.

      Jane relaxed her shoulders while she felt her legs tense up. Then Annie’s finger that had been hovering around her entrance plunged inside her and Jane was about to lose it completely. An alien feeling came over her, as though all her sensory sensations gathered in her clit and where Annie was applying pressure inside of her.

      “Oh Jesus,” Jane cried out.

      Annie kept fucking her, gently but with great effect, amplifying the pleasure the vibrator was bestowing on her. Jane felt under attack from sources of pleasure on all sides. Annie’s breath in her ear, her finger inside, the moans escaping from her own throat, the muscles in her legs contracting of their own volition. A warm sort of pressure built inside of her, somewhere between where the vibrator was working on her clit and Annie’s finger was touching her inside. A pressure she couldn’t resist because it was just too damn engrossing, warm, and perfect.

      “Oh my god,” Jane screamed out as she felt an unstoppable, hot stream of liquid gush out of her. Her mind was too baffled by the exquisite sensation to immediately ask herself what the hell had happened. It was only when she came to and tossed the vibrator to the side that she realized she was lying in a puddle of her own making.

      When she turned to look at Annie, who was examining her drenched hand, Jane burst into a chuckle. “Jesus Christ, babe,” she said. She shook her head. “That thing is magical. And we’ll have to change the sheets.”

      “How are you feeling now?” Annie quickly reached back and grabbed a tissue to wipe her hand with.

      “Miles away. Utterly satisfied. Like a whole new world has opened itself up to me.” It was the first time Jane had squirted. She had witnessed it happen to Annie a couple of times, but by god, actually experiencing it was something else entirely. “It feels so freeing. I don’t really know how else to describe it.”

      “I’m glad.” Annie drew her near. “I guess the new toy is a keeper then.”

      “We are never getting rid of it.” Jane relaxed her body and scooted closer to Annie as a thought from before looped back into her head.

      Her wife would always be enough.
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      Annie had seen Kristin exactly once before the party. She had come into the shop and she, Mia, and Annie had sat together to talk about the order of events. Five minutes later Caitlin James had arrived and changed the atmosphere entirely with her big personality. Annie hadn’t said much, just nodded when she needed to, and let the others arrange the book launch party.

      She and Kristin had barely exchanged a few words. As she examined herself in the mirror before heading downstairs, she wondered how things would go tonight. Caitlin and Josephine would steal the show. She and Jane could blend into the background—and hopefully work a busy cash register.

      “Are you ready, babe?” she called. Jane was still in the bedroom trying to decide what to wear. Always a futile exercise in drama, because she always ended up choosing the same jeans and glittery shirt she wore for every other evening event.

      “Coming.”

      “I’m heading down,” Annie yelled, knowing it would be at least another ten minutes before Jane was ready. She descended the stairs to the shop and remembered the previous time they’d had a Caitlin James event. It had set some things in motion that perhaps had been unavoidable. When she opened the door, they were all there already: Mia and Taylor arranging nibbles on plates, Lou helping them. Sheryl deep in conversation with Caitlin. Kristin behind the counter of the coffee shop, looking as though she was inspecting it after a long absence.

      “Hey Annie.” Josephine was the first one to spot her. She was going to sing tonight, an activity that had not been advertised so as not to draw a crowd that would ultimately not be that interested in buying the book, and Annie was looking forward to it. All the ingredients for an amazing evening were present. There was only one thing that stood in the way. The awkwardness between her and Kristin—and Sheryl for that matter.

      Annie had talked to Jane about it and asked whether she should sit with them in advance to tell them it was all in the past and she had come back to her senses, but they’d both concluded that conversation would be more awkward than anything else.

      “Hi, Jo. Ready for your big night?” Annie asked.

      “Bit nervous, I must say.”

      “It’s a celebration. You should try to enjoy it.” Annie chuckled inwardly at her words, because she had spoken the very same ones to Jane many a time. She knew that nothing she said could really change what was going on inside Jo—or Jane.

      Josephine shrugged. “I’ve got Caitlin by my side. Not a whole lot can go wrong. And she might be more experienced at reading aloud from a book, but I’m a much better singer than her, believe me.” A smile appeared on Jo’s face.

      Annie could tell she had this under control. Perhaps it was a side effect of being a performer. She looked a million times more relaxed than Jane did before any party, let alone one of her book launches.

      “I believe you.”

      “Jo, honey? Can we steal you for a sec?” Caitlin called from where she was chatting with Sheryl.

      “The boss calls,” Jo said and winked at Annie. She turned on her heels and joined Caitlin and Sheryl. Annie watched her go and while she was hardly one to judge another couple on their age difference, she couldn’t shake the feeling that Caitlin and Jo made an odd couple. She wondered what the glue was that held them together. Perhaps if she hadn’t gone and fallen for Kristin, she would have gotten to know them a lot better by this point and been able to figure it out.

      Sheryl looked over at Annie for a brief second and gave her a weird stare. This was ridiculous. Annie wanted to enjoy this evening too, and the rest of her professional life with the Pink Bean inside her shop. She was going to have a chat with Kristin to clear the air.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Hi,” Kristin said. “All set?”

      “Yes.” Annie eyed the fridge that was normally filled with pie and cake and now held the stock of bubbly for the night. She could do with a sip or two before having this conversation. “I know you’re busy but can I have a few minutes of your time?”

      “Of course.” Kristin angled her body more toward Annie.

      Annie cleared her throat. “Is there any chance we can somehow rush past the awkwardness and act normal around each other? We’re going to be working together for a long time to come. Hopefully, anyway. And I know I asked you to stay away from your own coffee shop for my benefit, which was perhaps a bit too much of an ask, but I was hoping we could put all that behind us now.”

      “I fully understood why you asked,” Kristin said. “Which doesn’t mean I didn’t miss coming around, but in a way it was good for me.” She drew her lips into a tight smile. “It allowed Mia to do her thing without me being too much of a control freak.”

      Annie didn’t know how to respond to that. They stood half-looking at each other, but not daring to let their gazes meet for longer than a split second. This conversation wouldn’t erase the tension of the situation altogether, but it would be a start.

      “I, er, just want you to know that I… have processed my feelings and—”

      “Evening.” Annie recognized Sheryl’s voice behind her. After that impromptu visit the other night, Annie was almost more nervous to face Sheryl than Kristin.

      “Hi, Sheryl,” Annie said.

      Sheryl made a spectacle of kissing Annie on both cheeks, and she didn’t have an issue looking her straight in the eye when she was done.

      “I hope that book lived up to your expectations,” Annie asked, to break the ice—and perhaps also to have a little dig at Sheryl.

      “Are you kidding me? One of the great works in feminist literature with Jane Quinn remarks scribbled in the margins. It’s a real treat.”

      Annie could do with Jane by her side right about then, but she was probably still hemming and hawing in front of the mirror.

      “How are Caitlin and Jo doing?” Kristin asked Sheryl. “Ready for their big night?”

      Annie could—metaphorically—kiss Kristin in that moment for trying to take away some of the discomfort. She thought it better not to ask herself whether she still had any desire left to kiss her for real. It didn’t matter. It was in the past. And here they stood, the three of them—and soon enough their joint shop filled with people surrounding them. Not quite friends yet, but much more than strangers. These women who had come into Annie’s life—into her and Jane’s lives—and had ruffled some feathers, but in the end, it was still her and Jane who were at the heart of this place. Annie and Jane, the two of them united long before any of this had begun, and for a long time to come.
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      As far as parties went, this was an easy one for Jane to handle. The spotlight wasn’t on her. She had work to do—if the sales of the launch party were anything to go by, Caitlin and Jo would have a bestseller on their hands—and friendly faces to talk to when she needed a break.

      Both Caitlin and Jo had read from the book. Jane had been mostly surprised by Jo’s part. She had noticed in Jo some of the same unease she herself experienced at reading something out loud that she had written in private, those innermost thoughts that were not really meant to ever be spoken out loud. But the candor and vulnerability in Jo’s text—as opposed to Caitlin’s bravado and bold style—had really captured the audience. And Jane. The few songs that Jo sang afterward had only made Jane realize more that Josephine Greenwood was the real star of the evening—or perhaps strengthened her belief that Jo was much more likeable than Caitlin. Caitlin might have experience, and be at the helm of her own TV show in a few months, but Josephine emanated the sort of integrity no amount of experience, let alone celebrity, could buy—Jane believed it would only take away from it.

      “Best get my hands on a signed first edition as well.” Lou appeared in front of the cash register. “It might be worth a lot in a few decades.” She flashed Jane a smile.

      “I’ll take care of it.” Annie made her way back behind the counter. “Take a break, babe.” She kissed Jane on the cheek. “My turn.”

      Jane could do with a glass of bubbly. She tried to catch Mia’s or Kristin’s eye but neither one of them still held a bottle in their hands. Perhaps they’d run out. It was getting late even though the queue in front of the table where Caitlin and Jo sat signing was still long.

      “I think I’ll get this signed another time.” Lou sidled up to Jane. “Perks of sleeping with the party organizer.”

      Jane smiled at Lou. “Looks like we won’t be closing any time soon.”

      “Not tonight, and not ever. This shop will be here on King Street forever.”

      Jane wondered whether Lou had perhaps partaken of one too many glasses of sparkling wine.

      “Who knows?” Jane replied. She thought about how the shop might not last in physical form, but it would, in some way, remain forever open in the new book she had started a few days ago.

      She wasn’t the type to share thoughts like these with someone else—not even with Lou, with whom she’d always shared a sort of kinship because of their similarities in personality—but the mere thought of the couple of pages she had managed to write filled her with hope. As did glancing around this shop, which surely didn’t look as though it would be going out of business any time soon.

      “You and Mia should come to dinner next week,” Jane said.

      “We would love to. Mia is very fond of you, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “As I am of her.” Jane broke out into a smile. Maybe she was capable of drama-free friendships. Maybe soon they would have dinner parties with Kristin and Sheryl again. And all the others present here tonight. Lou’s boss Amber and her partner Martha. Amber’s best friend Micky and her hot American girlfriend Robin. Maybe, on a Monday when the shop was closed, she and Annie could venture out to Darlinghurst and get to know these women better. Because, just maybe, Jane had underrated friendship all these years. Or had become too afraid of it. But it was her friendship with Mia that had sparked the idea for her new book. Who knew how many more ideas lay out there waiting for her—in the real world.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “I can hardly blame your wife for having a crush on mine,” Sheryl said to Jane, an earnest glint in her eye, “but it must have been hard on you.”

      It seemed to Jane that the only person having a hard time letting this go was Sheryl. The shop was closed, most of the mess had been cleaned up, and Jane was flattening the cardboard boxes the many books they had sold tonight had come in.

      Kristin had magically produced one remaining bottle of wine and she, Caitlin, Jo, Mia, Lou, and Annie had carefully divided it among themselves and sat toasting to a successful evening.

      Jane straightened her posture and looked Sheryl in the eye. “It was hard, for a minute. But it’s all in the past now.” Jane glanced away and sought out her wife. She sat laughing at something someone in their merry band had just said. She looked so happy and relaxed. “Don’t you think it’s time to let it go? For all of us?”

      Sheryl cocked her head. “Of course I do. I was just making sure you were all right.”

      “That’s not your task, but thanks for asking either way. And I’m fine. We are fine.”

      Sheryl nodded. “You are not, by any chance, so fine that you would reconsider giving a lecture at the university?” Sheryl gave her a goofy grin.

      “That has nothing to do with me being fine or not, just knowing my strengths. Public speaking isn’t one of them, and I’m fine with that.” Jane grinned.

      “Fair enough.” Sheryl gave Jane a quick, unexpected pat on the back. “Shall we join the others for the after-party?”

      “Let’s,” Jane said and, although exhausted, she was sad the night was coming to an end. They walked over to the others and Jane looked them over, and said, “How about you all come up to ours? We have a few bottles of wine that need finishing.”

      Jane looked at her wife, who tilted her head as though wanting to check if she was sure about this.

      Jane held out her hand to Annie. “Come on, then.”

      

      
        THE END
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      Dear Reader,

      

      If you’ve enjoyed this book, you can make a big difference. Reviews are the most powerful tools in my arsenal when it comes to getting attention for my books. Being an author who writes for a niche market (lesbian fiction), I don’t have the financial muscle of a big New York publisher behind me when it comes to marketing. I can’t take out full page newspaper ads and put posters in the subway.

      But I do have something much more powerful and effective than that, and it’s something those publishers would kill to get heir hands on: a committed and loyal group of readers. (You!)

      Honest reviews of my books bring them to the attention of other readers (and encourage the Amazon algorithm to promote my books in 'Also Boughts' and search results on the website.)

      If you enjoyed this book I would be very grateful if you could spend a few minutes leaving a review (it can be as short as you like) on the book’s Amazon page. You can find the links HERE >>

      

      Thank you,

      

      Harper xo
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      Building a relationship with my readers is the very best thing about writing. I occasionally send newsletters with details on new releases, special offers and giveaways.

      And if you sign up to my mailing list I’ll send you all this free stuff:

      
        	A copy of Few Hearts Survive, a Pink Bean Series novella that is ONLY available to my mailing list subscribers.

        	A free copy of Hired Help, my very first (and therefore very special to me) lesbian erotic romance story.

        	A free copy of my first ‘longer’ work, my highly romantic novella (35.000 words) Summer’s End, set on an exotic beach in Thailand.

      

      You can get Few Hearts Survive (a Pink Bean Series novella), Hired Help (a spicy F/F novelette) and Summer’s End (a deeply romantic lesfic novella) for free by signing up at harperbliss.com/freebook/

      
        
          
            [image: Get Hired Help and Summer’s end for free when you subscribe to her mailing list]
          
        

      

      
        Click here to get started: www.harperbliss.com/freebook/

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      I can imagine I have you guessing right about now: Is Jane Quinn inspired by me or just another figment of my imagination? As Jane puts it in the book: “Nothing is ever fully made-up, just as nothing is ever literally drawn from life.” But perhaps using Jane as my spokeswoman (again) is a bit of a cop-out. As this is my last book of the year (please read on to find out why), allow me to tell you the story of what came before and inspired a great deal of this book.

      At the start of this year, my wife and I embarked on a nomadic adventure. We had barely left when I already knew it was a mistake for me—being a delicate little flower of a writer, with my routines and safe spaces and word count obsessions. I was unable to thrive in constantly-changing environments, moving from here to there, finding myself in strange beds and unknown rooms all the time.

      I learned along the way that, much like Jane, I depend on the comfort of my home-made morning coffee and the familiarity of my writing space to produce new words. Being on the road took away most of what made me able to write so many books every year. I started writing less. I began dreading the moment I had to face the blank page again. I was afraid I had lost the ability to string coherent sentences together forever. Just like Jane, I went long stretches without creating new words—times that left me strangely bereft, even though writing seemed like the last thing I wanted to do.

      Many of Jane’s insecurities are my own. It was only through writing her character that I found my writerly voice again—and I went from starting this book in a lackluster, it’s-not-going-to-be-very-good way to really enjoying the process of writing again. Jane’s journey is very similar to mine, hence I put a bit more of myself in her than I would usually. After which I took things another step further by giving her a similar series idea to the one you’ve been reading. It’s a bit of an in joke for myself—an indulgence I allowed myself after this difficult year—that continues to bring a smile to my face. Because, of course, just like Jane’s, my life is back where and how I want it. I’m writing a healthy amount of new words every day. I’m comfortably settled back in my home country. I have my own writing spot again—and a pretty capricious coffee machine that nonetheless makes cappuccinos just the way I like them.

      For this reason, I haven’t been able to write as many books this year as I would have liked. When this book comes out at the end of September 2017, it will be my last publication of the year. But rest assured that I will make up for it in 2018, which will see the release of three more Pink Bean books, and a new French Kissing Season. (And the start of a new series that I’ve already started plotting and am madly excited about.)

      Throughout all this emotional mayhem my wife has been my faithful companion. When I suffer, she does, too, only she rolls with the punches with far less drama than I do. When I find life difficult, she does everything in her power to make it easier for me—this includes changing our plans countless times and abandoning trips scheduled long ago. I sometimes joke it’s the cost of being married to a highly-sensitive writer, but that doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate every little thing she does for me.

      As ever, I must also thank my fabulous friend and editor Cheyenne Blue; my always-encouraging beta-reader Carrie; all the members of my trusted Launch Team; and you, Dear Reader, for sticking with me and rooting for these Pink Bean characters as much as I do.

      Thank you.
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        No Strings Attached (Pink Bean Series - Book 1)

        #1 Bestseller in Lesbian Romance on Amazon

      

      
        It’s never too late to find the right person… and yourself along the way.

      

      
        Micky Ferro has lived her entire life according to other people’s expectations. She married a man, had two children, and became a dutiful stay-at-home mom in suburban Sydney. Until she realized, with a little help from her best friend, that her picture-perfect life wasn’t making her happy.

        On the first anniversary of her divorce, Micky decides it’s time for the next step in her journey and gets a job at her neighborhood coffeeshop, The Pink Bean. Becoming a barista sparks a big change in Micky’s daily routine, but could loud-spoken American customer Robin do the same for her love life?
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        Beneath the Surface (Pink Bean Series - Book 2)

        #1 Bestseller in Lesbian Romance on Amazon

      

      
        The path of true love never did run straight.

      

      
        Twenty years ago, Kristin Park and Sheryl Johnson were brought together by wine. Is wine also what will tear them apart today?

        Beneath the Surface goes back in time to the moment Kristin and Sheryl first meet, and offers a revelatory glimpse into the ups and downs of their seemingly perfect relationship.
        Grab a cup of coffee—or a glass of wine—and find out what really happens behind the closed doors of The Pink Bean.
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        Everything Between Us (Pink Bean Series - Book 3)

        #1 Bestseller in Lesbian Romance on Amazon

      

      
        The only size that matters is your heart's.

        

        When PhD student and Pink Bean barista Josephine Greenwood meets her feminist idol Caitlin James she's starstruck. But when Caitlin starts showing a more than friendly interest in her, Josephine can't believe Caitlin's advances are genuine. 

        Her issues with her own body and how people see her threaten to cut off any prospect of romance before it has the chance to blossom. Will Caitlin be able to break down the walls Josephine has built around herself and open her mind to the possibility of romantic happiness? 

        BUY NOW
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        This Foreign Affair (Pink Bean Series - Book 4)

        #1 Bestseller in Lesbian Romance on Amazon

      

      
        Can passion bridge ten thousand miles?

        

        Television presenter Zoya Das is reeling from a painful breakup. When she’s called to solve a problem at a rental flat she owns, sparks fly between her and her French guest Camille Rousseau. A short holiday fling before Camille flies back to Paris could be just the thing to help Zoya’s recovery.

        But what happens when Zoya and Camille develop deeper feelings for each other and are faced with the prospect of being in love on opposite sides of the world? 
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        Water Under Bridges (Pink Bean Series - Book 5)

        #1 Bestseller in Lesbian Romance on Amazon

      

      
        Can you build a future if you don’t let go of the past?

        

        Louise Hamilton has returned to Sydney after her long term relationship broke down in Brisbane and she’s loving her new job at Glow, Darlinghurst’s freshly opened yoga studio. She’s found new friends in her boss Amber and the gang at the Pink Bean and feels like her life is finally back on track. Until a figure from her past unexpectedly comes back to haunt her.

        Mia Miller has just been hired as the Pink Bean’s new manager. She’s delighted to leave behind the corporate life and become part of a small business whose owners and patrons give her the sense of community and family she’s been missing. When a Pink Bean customer catches her eye and she tries to establish a connection, her advances are met with nothing but indifference and disdain.

        What happens when a dark past comes back to slap you in the face? And can people ever truly move on from a deeply traumatizing experience? 

        BUY NOW
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