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CHAPTER 1
  
FIFTEEN YEARS AGO
   
OUR LADY of Solitude High School
   
“YOU’RE SUCH A BRAT,” Lauren muttered under her breath, her swollen lip throbbing as she glared at Sylvie.
Sitting across the hallway from her, Sylvie, an irritating girl dressed in a plaid uniform skirt and disheveled white Oxford shirt, narrowed her eyes. “You started it,” Sylvie replied through gritted teeth.
“Girls,” Sister Catherine snapped, her sandy hair peeking out from under her white veil. “That’s enough. Don’t add to the trouble you’re already in. Sister Gloria has no patience for unladylike behavior.”
Lauren looked down at her shirt where the pocket had ripped. Where Sylvie had practically torn it off her chest. Where she still felt the pressure and weight of Sylvie’s fingertips.
Anger flashed hot and renewed in Lauren’s stomach. They wouldn’t be in this situation if Sylvie wasn’t such a nightmare.
“Sister,” a woman from the front office poked her head into the hallway where they waited for the assistant principle to hand out their punishment. “The phone call you were waiting for—”
“Oh, yes. I will be right there. Thank you.” Sister Catherine’s gaze bounced between Lauren and Sylvie as if weighing her options. “Can I trust you two not to inflict any violence upon each other for a minute?”
“I’m not the one who—” Lauren started, but Sister Catherine didn’t let her finish.
“Ms. Machado,” she interrupted. “This is not the time to plead your case. Can I trust you or not?”
Lauren pushed her long, dark brown hair over her shoulder and straightened. “You can count on me Sister.” She turned her attention to Sylvie, her gaze and silence sharpened to a lethal point. “I’m not the heathen.”
Sylvie, her light brown hair no longer neatly confined to her usual high ponytail, seethed. “Heathen? That’s hilarious coming from a—”
“Enough! If I so much as hear a peep out of either one of you I’ll make sure Sister Gloria doubles your punishment. That is no threat, so don’t test me.”
Lauren chewed the inside of her cheek to keep silent as she glowered at Sylvie. It was her fault they were sitting outside the assistant principal’s office instead of in their environmental science class.
Sister Catherine pursed her lips as she crossed her arms over her chest. She expected an answer.
Always the consummate brown-noser, Sylvie chirped like a mangy parrot. “I don’t have a problem following rules.” Smugness festered in her honey-colored eyes as she turned her attention from Sister Catherine to Lauren. Her pointy chin aimed at Lauren in silent accusation.
“Thank you, Ms. Campos,” the nun replied with a sigh.
Sneering, Lauren stared right back at her nemesis until Sister Catherine cleared her throat.
“I won’t start anything,” Lauren replied stiffly. She didn’t add that she would be happy to finish whatever Sylvie kicked off.
After some trepidation, Sister Catherine left them alone. As a parting gift, she warned them again that they were already in plenty of trouble. Lauren knew she was right, but wished the nun understood how maddening Sylvie was and how irritating. She was salt in a wound, dirt in the eye, sand in a bathing suit. She couldn’t be blamed for trying to yank her hair out.
Sitting across from each other in blue molded plastic chairs, Lauren and Sylvie played the most hostile game of whoever-blinks-first-loses. The longer Lauren stared, the more her muscles tensed.
Lauren tried to keep her mouth shut, but the images kept replaying over and over in her mind. Sylvie and Patty on a date. The Patty that Lauren had a crush on since junior year. A crush Sylvie overheard Lauren talking about in the locker room after softball practice. It was no coincidence that Sylvie asked Patty out the next day.
“Coldplay,” Lauren murmured, disgust forcing her attention away from Sylvie.
“What was that, Loser Lou?” Sylvie taunted her with the name no one had used since elementary school. No one but Sylvie. “If you have something to say, say it. Don’t mumble,” she challenged.
“Coldplay,” she repeated, enunciating every consonant. “You got a date with the one and only Patricia Guerra and you took her to whack-ass Coldplay.”
“What’s wrong with Coldplay? You’re just jealous that she would never go out with you,” Sylvie replied, her upper lip trembling while she tried to keep her cool.
Sylvie was too easy to rile. Lauren could get her to explode in seconds. If she got her to lunge again, she might get her expelled. What a blessing it would be to never see her stuck-up face again.
“What’s wrong with Coldplay?” Lauren repeated, sitting back and crossing one bare leg over the other. “Nothing is wrong, I guess.” She shrugged. “If you like lame lyrics and pained wailing.” She laughed.
Sylvie tried to laugh, but her bad temper was so poorly contained it was palpable beneath the fake cackle. Offending her took such little effort.
“What the hell do you know?” Sylvie’s pulse throbbed visibly in her neck, as if a tiny rage monster might break through her flesh Alien style.
“I don’t think a degree in music is required to notice they’re just a Radiohead rip off.” Lauren smirked. “A bad one.”
Sylvie’s lips disappeared into a fine, thin line. “Whatever.”
Lauren was going to continue taunting her, but the door at the end of the hall flew open. Clamoring voices and shoes clacking against wood floors destroyed the relative silence.
Watching four adults try to wedge through the same opening at once would’ve been comical if Lauren didn’t know what was coming. Sylvie’s mom muscled her way in first, followed by Lauren’s mom, leaving the two dads to wrestle for last place.
“Mami! I didn’t start it!” Sylvie cried as her mother, a tall bottle-blonde in a sundress, darted toward her like she was rescuing a duckling from oncoming traffic.
“I know, mi niña.” Ms. Campos threw her arms around Sylvie. As she hugged her daughter, Ms. Campos’ head swiveled to Lauren. She offered the same icy glare her daughter always wore. “It’s not your fault some people haven’t been raised right.”
Lauren’s mother, her dark hair framing her full face, stood between Lauren and Ms. Campos. The expensive outfit she wore to spin class showed off more curves than was appropriate for a trip to a catholic school, but that didn’t inhibit her mother. “Don’t talk to my daughter, Barbara.”
Lauren’s father appeared at his wife’s side. “What can you expect from these people? They’re classless.”
“Classless?” Mr. Campos bumped his round chest against Lauren’s father’s sternum. Lauren’s dad, lean and tall, towered over Sylvie’s dad, but that didn’t stop him. “That’s hysterical coming from you.”
“We’re not the family of thieves,” Lauren’s mom barked.
Sylvie’s mom replied with a cold, sarcastic laugh. “Now you’re just projecting, you two-faced—”
“Two-faced?” Lauren’s mother matched the maniacal fake laughter. “Says the women who has paid a small fortune in plastic surgery to literally have a second face!”
“She started it! This is her fault!” Sylvie pointed at Lauren as their parents argued.
Lauren’s anger flared in response to the false accusation. Mostly false. “You’re such a liar!”
Before Lauren could process her movements, Sylvie leapt toward her. “You provoked me!” Sylvie screamed. “You always provoke me!”
Like a hawk swooping in talons first, Sylvie flew at her face with her hands outstretched. Sylvie’s dad, despite being built like a chubby Hobbit, moved fast enough to catch her. He tucked his petite daughter under his arm. Lauren struggled against her father’s hold to defend herself from the not entirely untrue accusation.
Chaos crescendoed to deafening levels as the six of them squabbled. In the confusing mess of blame and cross-accusations, the assistant principal’s door swung open.
Sister Gloria, a severe woman in her eighties dressed in a pristine white habit, appeared in the doorway. Her presence alone froze them in place. For generations, the all-female student body at Our Lady of Solitude had questioned whether the tall and imposing woman played professional football in her youth.
“What is going on here?”
Sylvie’s dad put her down as her mother straightened her uniform and pushed her hair out of her flushed face.
“Sister, good morning—”
“Does it look like a good morning to you, Ms. Machado?”
In an instant, Lauren’s mom traveled back in time. Rubbing her hands down her pant legs, she was a teenager gathering the nerve to face an authority figure.
Not to be outdone, Sylvie’s mother rushed forward and stood a few inches in front of Lauren’s mom. As if competing to see who could be more contrite.
“We have little tolerance for this kind of behavior,” Sister Gloria announced, her tone as sharp as a razor blade. She fixed the older women physically shielding their daughters in her gaze. “I shouldn’t have to tell either of you that.”
The great Campos-Machado rivalry spanned countries and generations. How many times had they been hauled to this very office staring down the business end of this very nun?
Sylvie’s mother, her store-bought features sharp and narrow, cast her eyes to the floor. Instead of capitalizing on the moment of weakness, Lauren’s mother let shame soften her stance.
“This is the second incident this year,” Sister Gloria started, her irritation growing. “Clearly, my leniency the first time was a mistake. Perhaps suspension will make the message clear.”
Every ounce of heat fled from Lauren’s body. They were only months from graduation. Months from her escaping to California.
“Dad,” Lauren whispered to her father who was standing next to her with his arm around her shoulders. “UCLA,” she mouthed, her eyes wide as terror rushed over her.
Understanding dawned on all of them at once. Even Sylvie went from looking angry to petrified as she clutched her mother’s hand.
“We take this very seriously as well,” Sylvie’s father started as he walked around his wife and daughter and neared the irate nun standing in her doorway. “I can assure you that Sylvia will be thoroughly punished for her role in this spat.” He glanced back expectantly at Lauren and her parents still huddled together.
Lauren’s mother reacted first, stepping forward and standing tall at Mr. Campos’ side. “Yes. I think we are all agreed that no matter who started it, the girls should not be engaging in petty squabbles. Lauren will suffer the consequences of her actions, starting with losing her car until graduation.”
Wincing, Lauren didn’t have to exaggerate the pain of such a loss. There was no way her mother was going to lie to a nun. If she said it, that meant the convertible BMW she loved so much was not seeing the outside of the garage for a while.
Sylvie stifled her laugh, but Lauren heard the amusement in her breathing. Snapping her attention to the side, Lauren glared at her.
“Sylvia will also lose her driving privileges,” Sylvie’s father echoed, earning an inaudible gasp from his suddenly unamused daughter.
“And that’s just the beginning,” Lauren’s mother promised. “I can guarantee that we will make them learn this lesson, but there is no reason to ruin either girl’s future with something like this on their record, is there? It might give their colleges the wrong impression.”
Sylvie’s dad nodded aggressively. “Yes, let’s not take official action. The girls are both very sorry for their momentary lapse in judgment.” He glanced over his shoulder as if giving them a cue. “Aren’t you, girls?”
“Of course they are,” Lauren’s father nudged her. “They’re ready to apologize for their inappropriate behavior,” he added when she didn’t move.
“Why don’t you show Sister Gloria that you’re sorry,” Sylvie’s mother prodded her daughter.
Forced to face each other, the best Lauren could do was suppress her snarl.
She wasn’t sorry. Not even a little.
Given that Sylvie couldn’t look at her without glaring, she probably regretted elbowing her in the face as much as Lauren regretted tearing out a fistful of her hair. Not one bit.
“Lou,” her father bent down to whisper in her ear. “Pídele perdón,” he instructed, ordering her to apologize.
Lauren wanted her mouth to move. It was bad enough that she’d probably be grounded with no car, no phone, no TV, and no friends for months. She really didn’t want Sylvie to ruin college for her too.
When Sylvie’s mom whispered something in her ear, her shoulders dropped but her lips remained sealed. She couldn’t bring herself to apologize either.
As soon as Sister Gloria started to speak, Lauren blurted the magic words under threat of force. “I’m sorry Sylvie.”
I’m sorry you’re such an insufferable mutant, she thought before plastering a smile on her face.
“Me too,” Sylvie replied so fast it was nearly unintelligible. When her mother pushed her with her elbow, she sighed and gritted her teeth. “I’m sorry, Lauren.”
“Now hug it out, girls,” Sylvie’s dad added as he opened his eyes wide, indicating they better play along. “You want Sister Gloria to see you’re sincere, don’t you? Assure her that this is not going to happen again.”
There were easily a thousand things Lauren would rather do than hug Sylvie, but she also sensed Sister Gloria wasn’t buying their cardboard apologies. Like ripping off a bandage, Lauren closed the gap as Sylvie took two pained steps forward.
Awkwardly, Lauren leaned in to the coldest hug ever recorded as she barely touched her rival. Sylvie unexpectedly pulled her in tight, crushing her as she pressed her lips to her ear.
“Patty is a really good kisser,” Sylvie whispered as she squeezed her tight.
Instead of body-slamming her to the ground like she wanted, Lauren held her so tight she could’ve given her the Heimlich maneuver. “So is your mom.”
“Okay, why don’t you girls go back to class,” Lauren’s dad said as he pried her out of their hostile embrace.
“Here, put your sweater on,” Lauren’s mother chimed in as she yanked off the dark blue cotton sweatshirt wrapped around Lauren’s waist. “It’ll cover your shirt.”
Eager to erase the signs of their fight, both mothers set to making them look composed again.
“While I’m here, Sister Gloria,” Sylvie’s dad started as if they could distract the nun long enough to free them. “I’ve been meaning to make a donation to the school. You know for the orphanage,” he added, reaching back to his wife who had started rifling through her purse.
“Yes, us too.” Lauren’s mother already had her checkbook in hand. “Is now a good time?”
Sister Gloria looked beyond the parents desperately tap-dancing for her attention in hopes of sparing their daughters from punishment. Lauren did her best to look genuinely sorry and hoped Sylvie could try to look more like Anne of Green Gables and less like The Terminator.
Shaking her head, Sister Gloria relented. “If either one of you so much as raises your voice you’ll be suspended. There will be no discussion. Action will be swift and severe. Am I clear?”
Unable to speak under the intensity of Sister Gloria’s gaze, Lauren nodded emphatically. Next to her, Sylvie managed a squeak that sounded something like yes, ma’am.
“You may go, but report back here after the final bell. You will be staying an hour after school each day to help in the administrative office. You will be prompt and assist with enthusiasm.”
Lauren almost asked how long they were expected to stay after school before thinking better of it and turning on her heels. She reached for the backpack next to where she’d been sitting.
“Lou,” her father called before she could get more than two steps away. “Your keys.” He held out his hand expectantly.
Cursing under her breath, Lauren unzipped the small front pocket of her bag and handed over her freedom.
“Your grandmother will pick you up later,” he explained, his tone uncharacteristically stern.
The only comfort in her loss was watching Sylvie hand over an identical set of keys to her mother. As they walked toward the door at the end of the hall, Lauren resisted the desire to poke at her.
“Good thing Patty has a car,” Sylvie muttered triumphantly the moment they were out of Sister Gloria’s earshot.
Unable to swim past the bait, Lauren forced a smile. “I always knew Patty was a sweetheart. It’s great that she also believes in doing acts of charity,” she said before they turned down the corridor that led to a stairwell.
Sylvie’s fists balled up at her sides. “You’re so pathetic.”
“I’m not the one going out with somebody just to spite someone else. You’re obsessed with me. It would be kind of funny if it weren’t so sad.” Lauren took the steps two at a time once they reached them.
A few inches shorter than her, Sylvie had to work harder to keep up as Lauren glided up the stairs.
“Obsessed with you?” Sylvie laughed dryly when they reached the top. “Please, you’re delusional.” She elbowed her to get ahead. “I hate you.”
Lauren glared at her as she darted out to reach the door of their science class first, pushing Sylvie out of the way with her hips. “Not more than I hate you.”





CHAPTER 2
  
Now
   
LAUREN PULLED on her sunglasses to shield her eyes from the midday sun. Even in April, the Miami afternoon was unbearable. She’d never understand why they held Pride on the beach rather than somewhere indoors.
Better yet, they should move it to January. They’d all be just as gay when the weather was cool.
Barely an hour into the weekend-long festival, Lauren was in desperate need of caffeine. She picked up her long, wavy hair and tossed it into a messy bun as she checked that her espresso machine was set up correctly. Fitting a Cuban bakery under a tent with nothing but three tables and a power strip was a feat.
“Lou, where do you want this?” Domingo asked over the thumping dance music emanating from the stage on the other side of the park. His muscular arms flexed as he carried the metal trays toward the Pastry King booth.
“Thanks, Dom. Right here is great.” She pointed to the chafing dishes already hot and ready to go. “Stay a minute and I’ll make you a café con leche.”
“Girl, hot milk is not it right now,” he joked as he wiped the sweat beading on his bald head. Even in nothing but tiny, rainbow-striped spandex shorts, Dom looked as hot as she felt.
Lauren laughed, leaving the milk in the enormous cooler under one of the tables. “Well, I have to thank you for lugging the rest of that from the van for me. A shot of espresso for the road?”
Dom painted a smile on his bearded face. “Who can turn that down?” he replied with a wink as he leaned over the table where Lauren had laid out the sweet treats capable of resisting the heat.
While Lauren started on his drink, he chuckled behind her. She glanced over her shoulder at what had amused him before her mood soured.
“Is she seriously setting up across from you?” he asked, shaking his head in disbelief.
“Apparently,” Lauren’s reply seeped through her clenched jaws.
Ten feet away, Sylvie Campos was overseeing two men as they hung a banner across her white tent. King of Pastries Bakery. The Original Since 1970.
“What a joke,” Lauren muttered, rolling her eyes at the false claim.
Unfortunately for her, she was going to see the sign many more times before the season was over. Pride was just the first stop. From now until the end of May, they’d both be at a myriad of events until it was too hot and they took a break until the winter.
“There are like a million other food vendor spots,” he said as he surveyed the sprawling sea of white tents.
Lauren poured a double shot of steaming hot espresso into a tiny insulated cup. “Yup, but I always end up within spitting distance of her. It’s a generational curse,” she explained as she handed over the coffee and started arranging the empanadas Dom brought for her. “She’s been copying me since first grade. Do you know she even came out right when I did?”
“Is nothing sacred?” Dom joked as he blew on the hot espresso before sipping it.
With a drag performance of Bad Romance as a soundtrack, Lauren watched Sylvie as she worked. She was still as petite as she was in high school, but a few years ago she’d started lightening her shoulder-length brown hair by adding blonde highlights. In a few years, she’d probably end up as fake as her Cuban Barbie mother.
Turning away from the stall across the aisle, Lauren tried to focus on her work instead of letting Sylvie get to her. “She’s seriously obsessed. Our senior year she even changed her car just to have a slightly higher trim level than me. Like who the hell does that?”
“You are not bitching about Campos, are you?” Melissa, her auburn hair in two braids she’d tied off with rainbow ribbons, appeared with a case of water. “High school ended fifteen freaking years ago!”
Resisting the urge to get defensive, Lauren tried to relax the tension coiled in her body. “She’s the one who’s stalking me. I was just telling Dom the extent of her insanity since he wasn’t there to witness it like you were.”
Melissa squatted to jam the plastic bottles in the ice chest. “I’m just saying, Lou. You need to work on letting that shit go. If she wants to compete, let her do it by herself. Don’t let her leech your energy. Don’t let her get under your skin like she always does.”
Lauren clenched her teeth. “I don’t let her rile me up.”
Dom laughed. “Girl, I may not have gone to Our Lady of Perpetual Torment with you all, but I was there at the 2011 white party.” He gulped down the rest of the potent coffee. “I saw you dump red wine on her in a glorious moment of telenovela realness. If that’s not getting under your skin, I’d hate to see what is.”
Crossing her arms over her chest, Lauren shook her head. She never expected to be thirty-two-years-old and still defending herself against false accusations. Mostly false. “That was an accident.”
“So it was just a coincidence that not minutes before she’d been dancing with Christy Sala?” Melissa pressed as she closed the cooler but kept a water bottle for herself.
With a shrug, Lauren tried not to smile. She hadn’t completely intended to spill her drink on Sylvie, but she didn’t regret having tripped as she walked by her. The horrified expression on her face had been priceless. Well worth the anal retentive demand letter she received later seeking repayment for the dress. The satisfaction was worth a couple hundred dollars.
“Okay, whatever. I’m different now, okay? That was over ten years ago. I’ve grown up and she hasn’t.”
“One trip back to California with Jenny this summer and you’re all zen? Is that what you’re leading us to believe?” Melissa cracked open the water and gulped it. Her dark eyes never leaving Lauren’s face.
“We did do that silent retreat,” she replied with a smile. “Maybe it helped me outgrow the stupid rivalry.”
“Even I know that’s not true,” Dom said as he pointed at the Pastry King sign hanging across Lauren’s tent.
Lauren furrowed her brow. “What’s wrong with it?”
“Babe. Read it,” he said with a chuckle. “Pastry King. The True Original Since 1970. Does that sound like you’re over this ridiculous baked goods war your great great great-grand-abuelos started?”
“I’m not in full control of the business yet,” she shot back.
“As if you’d change the slogan after your parents finally retire,” Melissa replied with an accusatory smirk.
“Anything is possible,” she decided, wishing she could be completely over the feud.
Intellectually, she knew it was silly to hate each other. There were a thousand Cuban bakeries in the county, and they hadn’t been in direct competition for years. After so many decades, their clientele was firmly ensconced in one camp or the other. And yet, Lauren couldn’t help but see Sylvie as a traitor. The descendent of the man who stole her great-grandfather’s recipes after having been his partner for years.
Even if she could forgive the ancient act of treachery, she couldn’t forget all the crap Sylvie had pulled on her over the years. It was more than Dom and Melissa could understand.
After changing into their Pastry King tank tops, Lauren and Melissa stayed busy throughout the day and into the early evening when it was finally time to close down. Grateful that the dense crowd obscured her view of Sylvie most of the time, Lauren had managed to ignore her almost entirely. It was only when her annoying voice rose occasionally over the music that she remembered she was there. By the end of the day, she’d even managed to stop her lip from curling in response to the sound.
“Thanks so much for coming to my rescue today,” Lauren said as she gave Melissa a side hug while they walked in the dark to the parking area. After packing the van and sending it off with her employee who showed up three hours late for her shift, Lauren was exhausted and grateful.
Melissa, who still moved with the poise of a ballerina, patted her hand. “I could almost thank you,” she joked. “I’ve been kind of moping around since Yoly broke things off. This forced me out of the house and reminded me that there are indeed other women out there.”
Lauren gave her a squeeze. “Well, feel free to come do it all again tomorrow if you want.”
“And add to these unsightly tan marks?” She held out her arm. Her usually fair skin had taken on an unfortunate boiled shellfish quality.
Lauren’s olive skin had mostly tanned or turned slightly pink, but the lines were just as unattractive. “Next year I’ll get branded bikini tops,” she joked before dropping Melissa off at her car and continuing to the far side of the lot.
As she approached her five-year-old red Jeep Wrangler with it’s black canvas top, Lauren rolled her eyes. Of course she was there. Parked next to her in a white Wrangler, so new it still had paper tags, Sylvie was loading the contents of a cart into her trunk.
Before the interaction could ruin her day, Lauren looked down at the phone buzzing in her hand. Normally she wouldn’t stop to read an email, but most emails didn’t start with congratulations, you’ve been selected.
   
AS SYLVIE TURNED her head reflexively toward the sound of her phone dinging where she left it on the bed of her trunk, she nearly failed to read the message. Hot and tired after working outside all day, she was on autopilot. It was the congratulations that caught her eye and prompted her to read the email.
She stopped loading the leftover cases of soda and picked up her phone. Her pulse jumped the moment she noticed the sender.
“Holy shit,” she muttered as she read the first line of the message three times to make sure she understood.
After years of applying and being unceremoniously rejected, King of Pastries had been accepted to the prestigious Whitney Food and Wine Festival. Her heart raced as her vision blurred. The universe had finally corrected its oversight and rewarded her hard work.
“What are you so happy about? Did you find something small and furry to torment?”
The sound of Lauren’s voice turned Sylvie’s empty stomach. With a snarl fixed to her face, she straightened and glared at her.
Of course she’s parked right next to me. Obsessed much?
“Lauren. What an unpleasant surprise,” she replied dryly as her foe pulled open the tailgate to her old-ass Jeep. “When did they start letting delinquents peddle their trash here?”
Lauren’s tanned cheeks, already pink from the sun, brightened as she replied with an obnoxious smile. “Gosh, I don’t know Syl. When did you get your invite?”
With a deep breath, Sylvie turned away. She wasn’t going to be baited. Not today. Not when she’d just gotten the best news of her life.
Ignoring the lifelong irritant behind her, Sylvie finished loading her things into her Jeep. It took all her self-control not to whistle as her imagination sped away with her.
The Whitney was the pinnacle of South Florida cuisine. People from all around the world descended upon the beach to see and smell and taste magnificent creations. Press from all over would be there too. It could easily be enough to catapult The King of Pastries into the stratosphere.
After that, there would be no doubt that they were the originals. Sylvie could vindicate her family in just one weekend. She could expose the Machados for the thieving frauds they were.
“Oh shit!” Lauren braced herself on the spare tire mounted to the back of her dusty, red Jeep. Her hand on her curvy hip.
Sylvie slipped into her driver’s seat and blasted the AC. She was about leave her with a snide remark for the road when she noticed Lauren’s gleeful expression as she looked down at her phone.
No. It couldn’t be.
Lauren looked up, her dark eyes gleaming as she pulled off her sunglasses and bored into Sylvie with her mischievous gaze. “You got it already, didn’t you?”
“Got what?” Sylvie snapped, irritated by Lauren’s shit-eating grin.
“Don’t play games. I see you listed in the selection,” she explained.
Sylvie regretted not having read the entire email. She’d gotten ahead of herself. As the AC cooled her sweaty body, Sylvie pulled her phone out and read the email more closely.
When Sylvie looked up from her phone again, nausea rocked her stomach, her head a helium balloon floating away from her shoulders. Lauren, meanwhile, leaned against her car, her legs crossed at the ankles obviously waiting for her reaction.
“What did your family do? Who did you pay off?” Sylvie growled as she leapt from her car and invaded Lauren’s personal space. She hated Lauren’s height advantage and doubled down on her ferocity to make up for it.
Despite Sylvie’s invasion of her personal space, Lauren did her best statue impersonation—her chin thrust forward, her expression stony. “Who do you think we are? The Genoveses?” Her lip curled in the most infuriating half smile.
Sylvie’s skin flooded with heat as she clenched her muscles. She was well aware of the fact that they weren’t kids anymore and they couldn’t actually fight, but that didn’t diminish her urge to throttle her.
Without backing down, Sylvie pressed. “You found out we were selected and you pulled some shady shit to ruin it for me. Admit it.”
“You think that if we could talk our way into the Whitney we wouldn’t have done it years ago?” She laughed, her straight teeth gleaming in Sylvie’s face as her dimples appeared. “Does everything really revolve around you in there?” She pointed to Sylvie’s head, appearing not the least bit bothered by Sylvie standing inches from her face.
“You did something and I’m going to find out what. You’re not going to ruin—”
“If you want to find out what I did just read the message you maniac.” Lauren pulled out her phone, bumping Sylvie’s hand as she did. “We were both invited as part of a new thing the festival is doing to showcase the roots of Miami food culture.”
Disdain was an invisible string tugging Sylvie’s lip into a sneer. This couldn’t be happening. The Machados couldn’t be ruining this of all things. It wasn’t fair.
“Are you ever going to stop imitating me?” Sylvie stepped back. She didn’t want to be in her presence anymore. Her energy was turning a dream into a nightmare. “It’s gone from pathetic and into pathological.”
Lauren replied with an infuriating chuckle. “What time did you get your email?” she asked, leaning forward as if she could peek at her phone. “Let’s see who got it first and we’ll see who copied who.”
“That doesn’t even make any sense!” Sylvie screeched, her heart pounding as her grip on her self-control loosened. No one on the planet was as maddening as Lauren. “Just do the right thing and drop out.”
Lauren walked around the front of her own Jeep as Sylvie started to climb into her driver’s seat. “The right thing? Why is that the right thing? Under that logic you should drop out.”
“I hate you,” Sylvie decided before slamming her door closed.
In response, Lauren blew her a kiss. As her fingers left her lips, there was only one standing. The middle one.





CHAPTER 3
  
IT TOOK NEARLY an hour in afternoon traffic for Sylvie to drive five miles from Miami International Airport, where the King of Pastries had just opened a coveted spot, to the flagship store in East Hialeah.
The strip mall where the bakery acted as the anchor on the end, had seen better days since the 1970s when the area was new and growing to meet the huge influx of migrants fleeing Castro’s Cuba. Sylvie’s grandparents were among the masses who showed up in the mid-60s with nothing but the clothes on their backs.
From there, Sylvie’s family rebuilt the hugely successful bakery business they’d had in Havana. First by selling their creations out of the back of a van, and then by opening their first store in Hialeah. All while dodging the Machados’ attempts to undermine them.
When Sylvie arrived at the bakery, she carefully traversed the packed parking lot where cars routinely double parked and trapped others in. After several failed attempts, she bulldozed her way into a spot.
Too slow, she thought as she whipped around and into a space before another driver could get to it.
Outside, she smiled at a little old lady hobbling out of Berta’s Unisex. The hair salon had been there since the shopping center was built. The octogenarian clientele inside was as old as Berta herself.
All day, old ladies moseyed over to the bakery with a head full of rollers or stinking like toxic fumes with towels clipped around their shoulders as they waited for their hair dye to set. It was usually black, but some old gals would go for a spicy burgundy.
She walked past the other storefronts on her way to the bakery. The shady medical supply store. The place that sold burner phones and lottery tickets. The botanica where the overwhelming stink of incense wafted from the door propped open by the waist-high statue of Saint Lazarus and the creepy dogs licking his wounds. Sylvie smiled. The East Hialeah store wasn’t new and fancy like all their other locations, but it was where they started and that made it special.
As soon as she opened the door to the bakery, Sylvie was assaulted by salsa music cranked up to the max and a dozen people waiting to be helped. The chime above the door that would’ve announced her arrival was swallowed up by the noise.
Behind the glass cases full of pastelitos, the Cuban term for the phyllo dough confections, her godmother was working the enormous machine that halved oranges and squeezed them into fresh juice. The King of Pastries had changed very little since it opened in 1970.
Sylvie clenched her jaw and resisted the urge to snap. She reminded herself that this store had its own rhythm. That the people chatting amongst each other as they waited weren’t expecting to run in and out in an efficient manner. It was a gathering place. An important fixture in the community.
Over the sound of people shouting their orders and blaring music, Sylvie called to her godmother and signaled for her to meet her in the back. She inhaled the scent of fresh-baked Cuban bread being flung over the counters as she made her way to the office.
Office was a generous term. What used to be the multi-million-dollar-business’ corporate hub was essentially a glorified closet. These days there was nothing but a desk, two chairs, and a dock for when she brought her laptop. It used to be packed to the ceiling with boxes of papers and all the other evidence of her parents’ terrible record keeping.
The first thing Sylvie did when she started modernizing two years ago was go paperless and move the operation to her house. There, she had an entire room dedicated to the business, complete with secure servers and a three-screen setup so she could comfortably compare spreadsheets.
“I’d ask you how your weekend went, but I can see it in your sunburn,” Regina, her godmother, a cherubic woman in her fifties, said with a laugh as she appeared in the open doorway.
Having only been a kid when her family moved from Cuba, Regina’s accent was mild and merely cushioned the edges of her words. With Regina’s naturally blonde hair, people didn’t expect her to speak Spanish at all until she opened her mouth.
“It was fine,” Sylvie said as she pulled her thin laptop out of her purse. “Can we go over this morning’s deliveries? I want to make sure—”
“What do you mean fine?” Regina plopped down on the chair across from the desk. “I thought when you called me back here you were going to give me some good gossip about meeting a cute girl.” She wiggled her brows.
Sylvie pursed her lips. “Girl? Madrina, I’m thirty-two. If I were dating girls, I hope you’d be calling the cops.”
“Aye, you take everything so seriously, mija.” She crossed one plump leg over the other. “My question is the same, okay? Did you make a love connection?”
“I was there to work,” she replied stiffly, eager to get back to important matters.
“What’s the point of sweating your butt off all day if you weren’t going to use the opportunity,” Regina lamented with a sigh and shake of her head.
“I’m the face of the bakery, Madrina. It’s important that I do these things. I’m part of the brand.” She hesitated and added the real reason. “Plus. . . Lauren Machado doesn’t send employees.”
Her godmother rolled her eyes. “Los Machados. I don’t know why you carry on such a stupid rivalry. It’s gone on about two generations too long if you ask me.”
Sylvie scoffed. “What do you suggest? Should we just forget that they stole our proprietary information and tried to screw us out of our livelihood?”
“We? Us? At the time of the split, you weren’t anywhere near born and my grandmother couldn’t tie her own shoe laces.” Regina laughed. “You know, I dated a Machado once. Your grandfather had an epic fit about it. That boy was a damn good kisser.” She smiled, still satisfied with her rebellion.
Disregarding her godmother’s details about a Machado she dated thirty years ago, Sylvie fixated on what she said earlier. “You’re right,” she decided as an idea began to form.
“I’m right about so many things,” she sighed, exhausted by her own genius. “You’re going to have to be more specific.”
“This has been going on too long between us and the Machados.” She sat up straight, excited at the prospect of ending the feud. “It’s time to settle this and prove that they betrayed us and stole our recipes.”
“What? That’s not what I meant—”
“Oye, mi gente!” Junior’s voice boomed in the bakery. “Where my people at?”
At the sound of her brother’s voice, Sylvie’s body tensed. There was only one reason he would rear his obnoxious head.
“Patience,” her godmother advised. “He’s your brother.”
Sylvie narrowed her eyes. “Why do people say that? It doesn’t make him any less of a dick. I’m not genetically programed to like him. He’s literally the worst.”
“Sylvia! Don’t say that,” her godmother chastised.
Junior, his head shaved to conceal his premature balding, appeared in the open doorway. He had their father’s small stature but none of his charm. “Don’t say what?”
Regina stood to kiss him, but Sylvie had no intention of moving. The best she could do was endure his unwanted kiss on the cheek for her godmother’s sake. He wouldn’t have bothered with the charade if Regina wasn’t there anyway.
“What do you want?” Sylvie asked directly.
He pressed his hand to his round chest as if she’d wounded him. “Can’t I just come by and check on things?”
Sylvie clenched her jaw. She was the one who put everything into the business. All her little brother did was manage to be born male. In their family that meant he got everything he wanted without having to do anything to earn it. There were no expectations. No demands.
“You’re not getting any money,” Sylvie said flatly as she stared into his light brown eyes.
He didn’t drop his intentionally obnoxious smirk. “I’m entitled to it just as much as you are.”
Rage took over Sylvie’s body in an instant. “What exactly have you done to deserve anything, apart from being born into this family?” She started bouncing her knee. “You want money? Go out front and help. I’ll cut you a check at the end of the day.”
Junior’s lip twitched but he maintained his irritating expression. “This still belongs to Mami and Papi. You can’t control what’s not yours.”
“Take it up with them if you have a problem, but you’re not getting a penny from me,” she said as she stood.
At just over five feet tall, Sylvie knew she was short, but she didn’t let that stop her. She lifted her chin and puffed out her chest in challenge.
“Papito, why don’t you come with me, honey. I’ll make you a little something to eat before you go,” Regina said before she led Junior out the door.
Sylvie glared at him until he was gone. Her hands were still shaking when she opened the drawer to collect the invoices from that morning’s deliveries. Forcing herself to focus, Sylvie set to work.
“I wish you could be a little kinder to him,” her godmother said when she returned.
Sylvie swiveled around in her chair to face the door. “Kinder? His entire life he’s been treated like the boy king. He can stand to be treated like a regular person. The world doesn’t revolve around his spoiled ass.”
Regina sighed. “We all have our own paths to walk. He’s your brother.”
Sylvie’s skin heated as her stomach tensed. “We certainly have walked different paths. Have you forgotten that I had to buy my own place to be allowed to move out as an unmarried woman, but he got a condo for his twenty-first birthday?” She sneered. The decade old slight still stung. “You think he lays awake at night thinking about the dough to filling ratio in the coconut pastelitos?” she asked, exasperated by being the only person in her family to see Junior for the useless, entitled mooch that he was.
“Oh, mi amor,” her godmother neared her and cupped her face. “If that’s what you’re doing with your nights, you might want to get back on those dating apps.”
“I don’t have time to date, Madrina. You know that.” She took a breath, exhausted after her brother zapped her energy. “I’m in a long-term, committed relationship with the business, and considering I got us to The Whitney, I’d say it’s going pretty well.”
Regina leaned her thick body against the desk. “No one writes on their tombstone that they wished they had worked more, honey. You’re too young to let your life pass you by. I don’t want you to end up alone.”
Faced with her genuine concern, Sylvie tried to relax. “I don’t plan to be alone forever, but it’s not like it’s easy to date when my day starts at three in the morning. Sometimes I’m so busy I don’t have time to eat unless it’s while I’m driving from one location to another. How am I supposed to fit someone in there? Who is going to understand that my work has to come first for now? At least until its under my complete control.”
“What if you taught your brother—”
“Absolutely not,” she snapped. “I can handle it by myself. I’m not going to let him ruin everything I’ve already accomplished.”
When Regina went back to the front of the house, Sylvie reached for her cellphone. She wasn’t going to let her irritation at her brother distract her.
After scanning her contacts, she found Freddie. She’d dated her briefly before they agreed they’d be better off as friends, or rather, that their competing ambitions were incompatible.
Sylvie: Hey! Long time no see! Are you still writing for the New Times?
Freddie: Hey! Yeah, I am. What’s up?
Sylvie: I’m hoping to engage your investigative skills. I’ll pay for your time and expenses of course.
Freddie: What do you want to dig into???
Sylvie: I want to prove that the Machados were the ones that stole our recipes. . . To establish once and for all that WE are the aggrieved party.
Freddie: Haven’t you looked into this before and gotten nowhere? Memories fade after this long and that’s not taking into account the myths floating around both fams.
Sylvie: I looked, but I’m not a trained investigative reporter ;)
Freddie: Wow a winky face emoji? You’re really pulling out all the stops here, huh? LOL. I’m working on a long form piece right now, so I have bits of time here and there. I can’t promise quick results . . . or any results . . . but I’ll see what I can do.
After thanking Freddie and insisting that she bill her for her time, Sylvie tilted back in her chair and grinned. With any luck, she’d end the feud like her godmother suggested. She would expose the Machados for the thieving frauds they were.





CHAPTER 4
  
ENTERING through the back of the newest Pastry King still under construction, Lauren was greeted by the piercing clamor of a table saw. She moved through the brand new kitchen they’d renovated first and beyond the doorway they’d covered in plastic panels to keep the dust at bay.
“That’s some serious progress, Papi,” Lauren shouted over the noise to her father, his tall frame bent over the work table as he cut a piece of lumber.
At the sound of her voice, he turned off the machine and popped his safety glasses on top of his grey head. “Hi, honey.” He walked around the mess of wood and tools to give her a hug. His Vote Carla Machado for Councilwoman t-shirt was soft against her cheek.
Lauren squeezed him back. “I thought there were going to be a few guys helping you today.” She glanced around the construction zone that would one day be the modern face of the bakery.
“They never showed up,” he replied with a shrug.
Lauren dropped her bag on an overturned bucket and picked up a pair of work gloves and safety goggles. “Well then, it’s a good thing I wore close-toed shoes,” she joked.
Jose smirked. “This isn’t how a corporate boss is supposed to behave.”
Tucking her t-shirt into her jeans, Lauren laughed. “Yeah, well, it’s worked out pretty okay for you.”
A few hours later, a sweaty Lauren picked up her dinging phone. She smiled at the message from Jenny before turning to her dad who was busy repairing the sheeting covering the reclaimed wood floors they’d installed themselves.
“Papi, be nice, okay?”
He looked up from where he was using blue painter’s tape to stitch together a gash in the thick plastic. “I’m always nice.”
Lauren winced. “Just don’t tease her so much, okay. She’s trying.”
Jose stood to continue preparing the space for the mural installation. When she’d been unable to find the right wallpaper, she commissioned an artist to paint a bold backdrop for the entire bakery. With a rich, dark blue as a base, there would be bright green palm fronds and the occasional bright pink flamingo. Like Miami Vice but modern, Lauren hoped for vibrant results. Something to stand out from the zillion other Cuban bakeries.
“It’s not my fault her parents didn’t teach her how to be Cuban,” Jose decided.
“Now you sound like Mami,” she replied as she started for the front door covered in brown paper like the rest of the store front. “She grew up in L.A. It’s just not the same there. You can’t expect everywhere to be a mini-Cuba.”
“Says the girl pouring her heart and soul into trying to revitalize Little Havana,” he joked. “Listen, she’s a nice person. I just don’t know if she’s the one for you. You’ve got big plans, mi amor. Don’t you want someone who understands?”
“She gets it, Dad. She doesn’t have to speak perfect Spanish to get it.”
Jose put his hands up in defeat. “I’ve got your back, honey. Whatever you decide. But your old man has these gray hairs for a reason. I’ve learned a thing or two over the years.”
Lauren smiled as she turned several deadbolts. “Did you just miss the opportunity to say that the devil is wiser because of his age and not because he’s the devil?” She recalled one of her dad’s favorite Cubanisms. They never quite translated right.
Lauren opened the door.
“Hi!” Jenny, her dirty blonde hair loose under her shoulders, greeted her with three iced lattes in a carrier. “I brought fuel,” she added before kissing Lauren on the cheek.
“Thanks babe. Let me just wash my hands.”
“Hola Jose,” Jenny’s accent sharpened the consonants too much, but her enthusiasm made up for the deficiency.
While Jenny chatted to her father, Lauren washed her hands in what was going to be the bathroom, but was currently just a spigot and a covered hole in the cement subfloor. When she returned to the front of the shop, her dad was showing Jenny the progress he’d made on the counter they were building from wood salvaged from an old church before it was demolished to make room for another high-rise.
“Jenny, I want to show you something,” Lauren called, gesturing to the plastic covering the entrance to the kitchen.
“Okay,” she replied with a smile before slipping through the plastic.
“Let me just grab my coffee,” Lauren said before walking over to where her father had grabbed her drink out of the carrier.
With a grave expression, he took a dramatic sip of the national chain’s creation.
“Dad don’t,” Lauren whispered, her eyes wide in warning.
He couldn’t resist saying what Lauren was thinking. “She brought us burnt coffee when we make the best café con leche in town,” he whispered.
“She was being thoughtful.”
He cocked his head to the side and took another Oscar Award winning sip. “If you say so cariño.”
In the kitchen, Jenny had perched on a stool next to the stainless steel worktable at the center of the kitchen. Lauren smiled. She was every bit the California dream.
“I have something for you to try,” Lauren announced as she strolled across the kitchen.
“How was Pride?” Jenny asked, resting her elbow on the table. “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it. You know I don’t do so well with this humidity and those crowds.”
“I’m sorry I didn’t come over when I finished last night.” Lauren retrieved the covered glass container she’d left on the warming tray. “I was so tired I passed out on the couch as soon as I got home.”
“No worries. I understand.” She smiled and took Lauren’s hand as she approached. “I missed you though.”
“Try this.” Lauren held up a small, air fried croquette. It was one of several new creations she’d been working on for months.
Jenny took a bite and nodded. “It’s good.”
“It’s vegan,” she explained with pride.
“Cool.”
“That’s it?” Lauren chuckled. “All I get is an it’s cool? I made plants taste like a traditional ham croqueta. Aren’t you impressed by my alchemy?”
“Sorry hun.” Jenny winced. “I guess I’m just not a big croqueta person.”
Lauren clutched her chest. “How can you say that? You wound me. Croquetas are the single best food in the world. They can literally be anything. Sweet. Savory. Big. Small. Baked. Fried.”
Jenny pulled her in and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I love how passionate you are about this stuff. It’s so cute.”
“Cute?” Lauren chuckled. “I guess I’ll take that.”
Jenny’s green eyes shone. “So you never told me about Pride. Was it a raging success?”
Lauren pulled back. “It was pretty good. I got a ton of good feedback on my experimental stuff. Even though everybody always asks for the classics.” She popped the rest of the croquette in her mouth and brushed her fingers on her pants to get rid of the crumbs. “If Sylvia Campos hadn’t been twenty feet away from me the whole weekend it would’ve been perfect.”
“You two.” Jenny shook her head as she rolled her eyes. “I don’t know why you’re always at each other. Like seriously. Who cares about some old competition or whatever.”
“It’s not me!” she shot back defensively. “It’s her. She’s the one that can’t let things go. And just for the record,” she started, unable to let her words go uncorrected. “It’s not a competition. Our great-grandfathers were partners until hers betrayed mine and took off with our recipes to become our competition.”
“I know, babe. I’m sorry.” She pulled her back into her arms. “I didn’t mean to be glib.”
Lauren eased into her arms. “That’s okay. I’m so excited about getting into The Whitney Food and Wine Festival. Even having to see Sylvie’s face there can’t ruin it.”
“And yet, here you are mentioning her again,” she replied with a smirk.
“It’s unfortunately festival season. I’m going to see her everywhere for months.” She groaned. “It’s a curse.”
“Why don’t you just send someone else? You don’t have to be out there in the heat getting all gross.”
“It’s my chance to connect with people, you know? No one is going to sell the business like I will. It’s more than just dishing out pastelitos and trying out new things. That’s my chance for people to connect my face with the Pastry King instead of my parents.”
Jenny’s eyes glistened as she gazed up at her. “You’re so freaking hot.”
Lauren laughed. “Oh, yeah? Well, I think you’re pretty hot too.”
“If only I felt as strongly about freelance writing as you do about the bakery.” Jenny rested her head against Lauren’s chest.
Guilt tugged at Lauren’s heart. After a year of long distance dating, Jenny had moved to Florida. She insisted that it wasn’t just for her, but Lauren didn’t believe her. To move, Jenny had given up her job at a local magazine to work remotely.
“Dinner tonight?” Lauren asked before kissing the top of her head. “If you come over, I’ll cook.”
Jenny squeezed her tight. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”





CHAPTER 5
  
THE COCONUT GROVE Passion Fruit Arts Festival, which took over several streets along Biscayne Bay, much to the chagrin of locals, was one of the best events of the season. Sylvie clicked on the fan positioned at the corner of her rectangular booth and stood in front of it to dry the perspiration that had accumulated in the hour she’d spent setting up. Even in the early morning and with the breeze off the bay, it was already stifling.
“How much do you have to pay to make sure you end up next to me?”
Sylvie turned toward the sound of Lauren’s voice. With the most deadpan expression she could muster, Sylvie sighed. Part of her wanted to pretend Lauren hadn’t spoken. To treat her like she didn’t exist, but she couldn’t control the sneer that tugged at her upper lip.
“I signed up for this last year,” Sylvie snapped defensively. “You’re the one who followed me to Pride.”
Lauren laughed, sending Sylvie’s blood pressure soaring.
“That’s how you remember that?” Lauren’s shit-eating grin dimmed as she rolled a cart into her booth. “What’s it like to live on your planet?”
Sylvie crossed her arms over her chest and forced a sarcastic laugh. “You mean Earth? It’s great. You should try it sometime.”
Unperturbed, Lauren, her dark hair falling in waves down her back, turned away. Even her silence was agitating.
Sylvie checked on the fresh bread she’d stored in the warming drawer. The crowds would start trickling in soon, and she couldn’t let Lauren’s nonsense distract her.
It wouldn’t be easy to ignore her considering they were only separated by two folding tables. The permeable walls to their temporary kingdoms.
As Lauren set out her inferior offerings, Sylvie’s irritation grew. Merely existing near her was too much to bear.
When they finished, Lauren rested her hands on her hips and peered over at Sylvie’s booth. She made a sound. An indecipherable, nasally puff of air that seemed to ask that’s-what-you-brought?
“What?” Sylvie’s exacerbation broke through like a chain snapping off a bike.
“Nothing,” she replied with exaggerated innocence. She tucked her hands in the back pockets of her denim shorts. “I was just wondering how you don’t get bored making the same guava and cheese pastelitos. The same ham croquetas.”
Heat spiked up Sylvie’s back and wrapped around her face. “Oh, you mean how do I have respect for tradition? I can see how that would be confusing for you considering your need to bastardize everything.” She nodded as if expressing empathy.
Lauren flared her nostrils. She was a bull stamping the ground with one hoof, even as she tried to maintain an aura of smug indifference. “Creativity must be very mystifying. It’s easier to follow someone else’s recipe than to take a risk with your own ideas.”
Every word Lauren said was a punch to the gut. It was like she knew exactly where to strike for optimum damage. A byproduct of having been stuck together since pre-school.
“We’ll see how much energy you have to run your mouth next Sunday.” Sylvie tossed the barb as she prepped the espresso machine for an influx of customers.
“You mean the game your family has lost three years in a row? Yeah, I’m pretty sure I’ll have plenty of gas in the tank to point out your inadequacies on the field.”
“Oh, you mean the games you’ve stolen by cheating because that’s the only way you people operate?” Sylvie’s pulse danced in her neck as her attention darted over her shoulder to where Lauren was still standing. Lauren, who was trying to appear nonchalant despite being obviously chock-full of chalant.
“Cheating?” Lauren laughed, her irritating dimples on full display. “How are we cheating at a charity event exactly?” She crossed her arms over her chest, feigning ignorance.
Fire blazed up Sylvie’s belly and spread into her chest. “Isn’t that pathetic? That you’re so desperate to win that you’ll find a ringer to feel artificially superior?”
Lauren’s dark eyes gleamed as the sun broke through the clouds, shining a light on Lauren like a Noir detective grilling her for the truth. She was unrepentant. “Ringer? Do you mean my little cousin who plays high school baseball?” She smirked, endlessly amused. “He’s not Jose Canseco. He’s a kid.”
“You’re unbelievable.” Sylvie shook her head as she re-arranged the pastries she’d already organized to avoid looking at Lauren. “Are you physically incapable of fessing up? Confession is good for the soul. You think you would’ve learned that after twelve years of catholic school.”
“What do you want me to admit, Sylvia?” The name sounded harsh on her full lips. “That we have a sixteen-year-old child on our team who plays for his school’s team? Okay.” She held her hands out. “You got us.” She rolled her eyes.
Sylvie forced a faux smile. “If that’s how you want to paint it to make yourself feel better, go right ahead. It’s not the first time your frail ego led the charge on your decision making, and I’m sure it won’t be the last.”
Memories of a night fifteen years ago clouded Sylvie’s mind. She couldn’t let it linger when Lauren probably didn’t even remember it happened.
“I don’t even know what that means.” Lauren scoffed. “But how is him playing any different than us playing? We played softball in high school. Unlike him, we even made it to the state championship.”
Reacting to her sore spot being poked, Sylvie ignited. “We didn’t play. You stole my position.”
“You really do skew every memory, don’t you?” Lauren shook her head. “We both tried out for shortstop, Syl. How do you suppose that I stole that exactly? I guess it’s really true what they say. The thief always thinks he’s getting robbed.”
The use of her old nickname tossed Sylvie off balance, defying her anger in the process. Before she could recover, a tall blonde in a Pastry King tank top sauntered toward their booths pulling a beach wagon full of supplies. The sight of oat milk reignited her contempt.
“Hey, babe,” the blonde Sylvie had seen around a few times called for Lauren.
Lauren’s face softened into an unrecognizable expression. Relaxed happiness.
Turning away from Sylvie, Lauren greeted the woman. If someone held a machete to her throat, Sylvie would have to agree the woman was objectively attractive.
With an eye roll, Sylvie checked her phone. In a few minutes the event would open to the public. She couldn’t wait to be too busy to notice Lauren.
“You look so cute in your little t-shirt,” Blondie said as she wrapped her arms around Lauren’s neck.
Zero decency. You’re at a work event — not a bordello.
The sound of kissing turned Sylvie’s stomach. Desperate to drown it out, she darted for the espresso machine to make herself a drink.
Like driving past a car wreck, Sylvie couldn’t help glancing at the booth next door. It was worse than the year she got stuck next to the woman who made art from drier lint. They were both gross, but at least the lint was strangely fascinating.
“What time do you think you’re going to be finished?” Barbie asked as she sat cross-legged on the huge marine cooler on wheels. With her eyes on her phone while Lauren worked alone to put away the things in the wagon, Barbie continued unperturbed. “Melissa wants to try that new oyster bar on the river. I told her we would meet her, but she wants to make a reservation.”
She’s allergic to shellfish, dumbass.
“I have to be back so early tomorrow,” Lauren replied with much more patience than Sylvie expected. “I don’t think I’ll be up to going downtown tonight.”
Sylvie shook her head before sipping her espresso. Lauren shouldn’t have to remind her girlfriend how exhausting it was to spend twelve hours on her feet while working in the heat. At the end of the day all anybody wanted was a shower and to relax. Especially when they had to do it all over again the next day.
In response to Blondie’s real-life pout, Lauren cocked her head to the side. She stopped working and cupped her cheek. “Why don’t you go without me? You two always have a good time.”
Whatever happened next between Lauren and the ungrateful brat, Sylvie couldn’t hear. One of the artists displaying his wares appeared at her booth with an order for a dozen café con leches. She didn’t have time to watch Lauren’s pathetic dating life, and she shouldn’t care anyway.





CHAPTER 6
  
BONE-TIRED FROM HAVING GONE OUT with Jenny, Melissa, and Dom the night before, Lauren yawned as she hurried toward her booth. Pulling the wagon full of her fresh-baked creations behind her, she only had minutes to set up before the gates opened to the crowd. As she rushed, she imagined what kind of obnoxious commentary Sylvie was going to have in store for her.
As she neared her tent at the end of the closed-off street lined with swaying palm trees, she was greeted by the sound of Sylvie yelling. A sound she’d grown familiar with over the years. The woman’s frustration tolerance had always been abysmal.
Pacing her tent, Sylvie had her hand on her baseball-cap-covered head as she screeched into her cellphone. The immature part of Lauren vibrated with delight at seeing her in distress. Whatever had her so upset, Sylvie had either caused it or, at the very least, deserved it.
“Madrina, I need you to bring me a replacement, please.” Sylvie charged along the right angle bend at the corner of her booth. “Just send the whole machine. I can’t not have coffee all day. It’s thirty percent of my sales.” She hit another right angle. “Can’t you call Chuchi? He can take it apart and bring it to me.” Her hand slid off her head and covered her face as she stopped moving. “I know it’s Sunday, but can’t you make due with one machine for the day? It’s better than—” She sighed. “Yeah. Okay. I know you’re right. I’ll figure something out. I’ll call the repair guy again and see if I can persuade him to come.” She dropped her shoulders and muttered as Lauren slid into the adjoining booth. “If I can get him to answer the freaking phone first. Bueno, okay. Bye. I love you too.”
Lauren gave Sylvie the benefit of ignoring her as she laid out the food she’d picked up from the bakery before sunrise. If she was dealing with a crisis, she’d hope Sylvie would give her the benefit of privacy.
With a curse, Sylvie threw her cell phone on the table and kicked a box on the ground. Glancing at her from the corner of her eye, Lauren could tell that a meltdown was imminent. As much as a little part of her wanted Sylvie to suffer, she hated to see anyone struggle. Even spiteful little creatures like her.
“Can I help?” Lauren asked when she finished stocking the large cooler under the table.
Sylvie’s response was a suspicious glare.
Lauren put her hands up as if Sylvie’s eyes were loaded weapons. “I come in peace, okay?” She smiled. “What happened?”
Sylvie’s attention snapped to the espresso machine behind her. “It’s not heating the water.”
“Can I take a look at it?” Lauren asked, moving slowly as she approached the tiger’s enclosure. Even wounded, a wild creature could still attack without warning.
“What are you a cafetera whisperer?” Sylvie snapped.
Lauren took her sarcasm as tacit acceptance of her offer. It’s not like Sylvie was capable of talking to other people like a human being. Reaching under her own espresso machine, Lauren grabbed the hardshell case her father gifted her years earlier.
Using her tools, Lauren dismantled the machine’s cover while Sylvie stared over her shoulder.
“How do I know you’re not going to sabotage my machine?”
Lauren looked up from where she was squatting to get a good look inside the machine’s expensive guts. She couldn’t help but laugh. “You mean the machine that’s already broken?”
Sylvie’s pink lips twitched as if torn between a sneer and smile. She understood their confusion well, she was often torn between two distinct emotions when in Sylvie’s proximity.
Turning back to the machine, Lauren identified the problem. “The coil is cracked.” She pointed to the curling copper line leading from the heating element attached to the water tank. “See?”
As if the act itself was torture, Sylvie bent over next to Lauren to see where she was pointing. The scent of her clean perfume filled Lauren’s lungs and transported her to another lifetime. It had been fifteen years since Sylvie had been this close, but Lauren remembered every detail of it like it was yesterday.
“How the hell does that happen?” Sylvie muttered, her face inches from Lauren’s as she stared at the problem.
“Stress,” Lauren replied just as quietly, her attention fixated on Sylvie’s bright, honey-colored eyes.
Sylvie shifted her gaze from the coil to Lauren. With her lips parted and her expression surprisingly soft, she looked like she did at the dance. Her heart-shaped face and delicate features never matched the intensity burning inside of her.
“It’s what happens when it gets too hot,” Lauren explained, forcing herself to keep her attention away from Sylvie’s lips, even if her eyes were just as dangerous. “Too hot and then suddenly too cold.”
Sylvie dragged her teeth along her bottom lip. “I can see how that can break you,” she replied, her words a loaded revolver aimed at Lauren’s chest.
Lauren’s suddenly racing heart jolted her to her feet. She couldn’t do this with her again. “Unless you can get a replacement coil today, there’s no way you’re going to use that as anything but a paperweight. You can use mine.”
The shift in energy brought them both back to reality.
“Why would you do that?” Sylvie demanded, crossing her arms over her chest like she was trying to keep something out . . . or maybe something in.
Lauren was already busy moving things off the tables acting as a barrier between them. “Give me a hand. I’m not doing all your work,” she barked as her fingers trembled from the burst of adrenaline cycling through her body. “I don’t want to hear you complaining that you would’ve done so much better than me at the festival if only you’d had your coffee machine.”
More comfortable bickering than talking, Sylvie sprang into action and helped Lauren create an alleyway between the two booths. “There’s always an ulterior motive,” she replied predictably, although her words lacked their typically venomous edges. Surprisingly, she was as easy to disarm as she was to detonate.
After they’d reconfigured their tents so Sylvie could go back and forth to use Lauren’s machine, Lauren pulled a bottle of water out of her cooler.
“Oat milk, though?” Sylvie’s eyes shot to the cooler as it closed.
Taking a swig of water, Lauren rolled her eyes. “Have you even tried it?”
“God, no,” she replied in disgust as if Lauren had just asked her if she drank blood.
“Then how do you know you don’t like it?” Lauren chuckled at how ridiculous Sylvie’s responses were for everything. “Unexpected things can be good if you’re not so narrow minded. If you don’t turn things down before giving them a chance.”
“I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with oat milk.” She perched her hands on her slim hips. “But, there are places that certain things don’t belong. A café con leche is by definition made with leche. Milk is literally in the name. If you make it with something else, well . . . then it’s something else.”
No one in the world was as stubborn as Sylvie. Lauren didn’t understand why she struggled to change perspectives. To think about things in new ways, even if it was foreign or even scary.
“Doing things one way just because you’ve always done them like that. . .” Lauren leaned against the table they’d positioned like a bridge between the two booths. “Does that really make sense to you?”
“Traditions exist for a reason,” she replied as she straightened. “It’s comforting to give people what they expect. What’s wrong with predictability?”
“Nothing. As long as it doesn’t become a prison that keeps you from ever reevaluating things,” Lauren decided.
Holding her in her gaze, Sylvie stared at her as if trying to determine whether they were still talking about coffee. Lauren held her gaze, equally unsure of her own intent.





CHAPTER 7
  
PACKING up at the end of the weekend-long arts festival, Sylvie carefully wrapped the metal flamingo sculpture she’d bought from a local artist. As she did, her attention drifted toward Lauren.
Unsure of what strange spirit of cooperation had come over her rival, Sylvie had been grateful for her generosity in sharing the espresso machine. She’d bought the flamingo as a token of a gratitude, but now that Blondie had shown up to not help, she was taking the stupid thing home with her.
As sunset neared, Sylvie hurried to finish breaking down her tent before she lost all light. Sweaty and tired, she was more than ready to go home.
“Can’t you take the morning off?” Blondie hooked her finger into the empty belt loop of Lauren’s shorts.
Sylvie rolled her eyes. What did this woman not understand about their industry? There were no days off and especially not mornings. At best, with the hours they kept, they could offer evenings if they were willing to sacrifice sleep. Sylvie had yet to meet anyone worth the exorbitant cost.
“I’ve been away all weekend, babe,” Lauren replied with significantly more patience than her girlfriend deserved. “How about dinner? That little Italian place close to your apartment?”
Turning her back to the nauseating couple as if needing to shield her eyes from a solar flair, Sylvie stacked silver serving dishes full of pastry crumbs into her handcart. With a ringing crash, they landed one on top of the other as they bore the brunt of her frustration.
“Italian? Again?” Blondie complained like a cat with her tail caught in the door. “You know I don’t like to do carbs so late.”
“Gimme a freaking break. Who doesn’t like carbs,” Sylvie grumbled.
Clang. The last tray crowned the tower.
Sylvie turned just in time to watch Blondie bat her eyes like a deranged silent film starlet. With a vengeance, the acid from her late afternoon cafecito blazed a hole in her chest.
What the hell does she even see in her? She’s beautiful . . . I guess. But so what? Is that really all Lauren cares about? She doesn’t even get what we’re doing.
The vibrating in Sylvie’s back pocket was a gnat buzzing in her ear as she tried not to stare. With a yank, she pulled her cart closer to her leftover cases of water. As soon as she secured those, she could flee the gruesome scene.
Lauren succumbed to her girlfriend’s insipid charms, melting into her like a cheap candle.
Gross. Get a freaking room.
“How about . . .” Lauren’s smile was lightning cracking in Sylvie’s belly. “I’ll take care of everything really early tomorrow while you sleep in.” She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her girlfriend’s ear. “Then I’ll pick you up and we can spend a few hours together before I have to get back to work. Sound good?”
When Blondie craned her neck to kiss the taller Lauren, Sylvie averted her eyes. Even with her Costco-sized Catholic guilt, she could only self-flagellate so much.
How can you date someone and not know how important their work is? Do you have to try and be that selfish? They were tasked with carrying on generations of handiwork and sacrifices. They were in charge of protecting dynasties. With growing them. Loser Lou’s was built on fraud, but still. How could Blondie just not get it!
Tipping the handcart, Sylvie balanced it’s weight on the back wheels before giving it a hard tug. She’d known before moving it that she’d overloaded the thing, but couldn’t endure a second trip. She much preferred the aches in her back and arms. The pain in her chest and stomach triggered by being around Lauren and her girlfriend were too much.
Lugging the cart like she was trying to dispose of a dead body while sirens blared in the background, Sylvie hurried to the sanctuary of her car. Her biceps burned as she pulled the cart off the asphalt and over the grass to the loading zone where her Jeep was waiting with the rest of her stuff.
The buzz in her back pocket returned. A short blast this time. A reminder that a message was pending.
Sylvie waited to check her phone until she’d packed the back of the Jeep. Drying the sweat from her forehead with the back of her hand, she plopped into the front seat and cranked the AC to full blast. Her muscles twitched and trembled as they recovered from the exertion.
Her phone displayed two missed calls from Freddie and a voicemail. Guilt twinged in Sylvie’s chest, but it wasn’t strong enough to stop her from checking the message.
Freddie: Hey Sylvie. I found something. It’s not much but it’s a start. I’m getting on a plane to a conference in Ontario right now. I’ll be gone a few days. I’ll call you when I’m back so we can meet up.
After listening to the message twice, Sylvie leaned into the headrest. Her mind raced. She couldn’t guess what Freddie uncovered.
There was something to find. An answer? She wouldn’t keep me waiting if it was definitive answer. Maybe a clue? Which way does it point?
She listened to the message again, straining to detect any hint one way or the other in Freddie’s tone.
It was impossible. She was so neutral it would make Switzerland jealous.
Lauren and her girlfriend appeared in the distance, causing Sylvie to straighten and shift her Jeep into drive.
After a long weekend she was sick of seeing Lauren’s face. At least that’s what she told herself as she drove off, reflexively glaring at the blonde in her rearview mirror. She couldn’t stop looking, even if it was like absorbing a punch straight to the gut.





CHAPTER 8
  
SUNLIGHT SHONE directly into Lauren’s eyes blinding her. She struggled to see around the old softball glove she was holding above her head.
Plop. The softball landed next to her foot, cushioned by the grass instead of her glove. In her mind, she heard the eleven other people practicing on the field groan.
“Lou! You have to get your glove under that!” Her uncle spiked his Vote Carla Machado for Councilwoman cap into the dirt.
Using the worn, brown leather glove as a visor, Lauren shielded her eyes from the sun. She found her uncle on the far side of the field, his hands in the air as if his favorite team just bungled the Super Bowl. Her father’s brother had married into the great bakery feud, but he took it just as seriously as her mother’s side of the family.
“I couldn’t see, Tio!” Lauren reached for the ball at her feet.
“That’s no excuse!”
“I don’t even play outfield!” She leaned back to pick up momentum as she launched the ball as far as she could.
“You do for this practice!” he countered.
Lauren rolled her eyes. Her uncle was giving his son a chance at her infield position, but they all knew he wouldn’t cut it for the big game. Her uncle’s macho pride about his son’s athletic prowess, or lack thereof, was no match for his desire to win. Sooner or later he would admit that his son was more suited to dicking around in left field. He always did.
For years Lauren had been just as enthusiastic about the annual match-up against the Campos clan as the rest of her family. She’d even flown home from UCLA every spring to play. But with each passing year it seemed a little more ridiculous. More childish.
Her family wasn’t even that fond of sports, and yet every year they spent weeks practicing in the heat to play one game no one but the Machados and Campos’ cared about. She was getting sick of continuously doing things just because they’d always been done.
“Wake up out there!”
Lauren’s attention flashed to her uncle. After setting the ball on the tee, he swung the bat as hard as he could. With a crack, he sent the ball flying toward Lauren again.
Holding out her glove, Lauren positioned herself under the ball. All she had to do was stay where she was, but her stubbornness flared. She wasn’t in the mood to give him the satisfaction of obedience. It would be like admitting she needed someone to show her how to play the game. She didn’t.
With a step to the left, she moved out of the ball’s way and watched it land in the grass. Her uncle’s reply was a string of Spanish curses bluer than a Smurf’s rear end. Lauren paid him the respect of biting the inside of her cheek rather than overtly laughing at his overblown tantrum.
“Let’s take a break!” Lauren’s mother called from the cluster of lawn chairs positioned under one of the sprawling banyan trees in the park.
Like she did when she played in high school, Lauren put her glove on her head like a hat and jogged along with the others toward the large cooler full of drinks. Vote Carla Machado for Councilwoman t-shirts swarmed the single, shady point. Despite the November election being six months away, her mother had been working endlessly to turn everything into a merch opportunity.
“You shouldn’t stress your poor tio out like that,” Lauren’s father put his long arm around her shoulder as he whispered.
Lauren smirked, her gaze cutting to the other side of the field where her uncle had walked off on his own like a real-life drama queen. “He shouldn’t make me waste my time standing out there. I don’t know why you let him proclaim himself team captain every year. It goes straight to his bald head.”
Her father’s gentle face creased as he smiled, his head cocked to the side. “It makes him happy. Gives him purpose.” He looked around to make sure the rest of the Machado tribe was too busy rehydrating to hear him. “He needs the boost. You know how sensitive he is about little Andy’s lack of coordination.”
Reflexively, Lauren glanced at her cousin who was struggling to get his straw in the fruit punch pouch he’d grabbed from the cooler.
“Sports aren’t for everybody,” she decided with a laugh before her mother waved her over.
“Lauren, your phone has been ringing, mija.” Her mother pointed at the bag she’d left with her while they practiced. Even in a t-shirt and cap, she was polished and composed. An enviable trait.
As soon as she read the text messages waiting for her, Lauren’s shoulders dropped.
“What is it?” Her mother’s dark eyes searched her face as if expecting bad news.
“Nothing,” she lied, but disappointment emanated from her like a stench.
Her mother raised a dark, micro-bladed eyebrow. The look was a hand twisting her arm behind her back.
“It’s just Jenny. She’s not coming.”
Lauren dropped the phone back in her bag. She didn’t respond to Jenny’s question about coming over later. To do so, she’d have to re-read the garbage excuse she’d offered for getting out of dinner with her family.
Her mother telegraphed something to her father with the briefest glance. Something judgmental. It was a finger poking Lauren in the chest.
“What?” Lauren could guess what her mother’s look meant, but she wanted to hear it.
“Nada, mi amor. I’m sorry she can’t make it.” Her lips were so tight they clipped the end of every word.
Lauren crossed her arms. “You’re never going to make it in politics if you can barely pretend to tolerate her. How will you fake it with all the people of Miami Lakes?”
“I don’t have to like my constituents,” she corrected, a wry grin curling the corner of her enhanced lips. “All I have to do is represent them well.”
Lauren accepted a water bottle dripping with melted ice. “You’re getting good at those canned politician responses.” She chuckled. “You might just win this thing.”
“With the dent it’s made in our savings, I hope so,” her dad muttered under his breath before taking a swig from his bottle.
“It’ll be well worth it,” her mom promised, hooking her arm around his slim waist. Tucked under his arm, she looked unusually small.
After practice, Lauren sat in her Jeep. With the top down and the doors off, she enjoyed the breeze cooling her overheated skin.
She glanced at her phone. More texts from Jenny.
Ignoring them, Lauren watched the sun set before starting for home. From the park to her house was a short, tree-lined drive. She’d purchased a foreclosed home in the overpriced Miami Lakes neighborhood. Anywhere else, her sixty-year old house, which had been a wreck before the bank took possession, wouldn’t be worth much at all. But, it was in a desirable zip code.
A place where upper middle class Cuban-Americans moved to obtain status in society. A place for them to whitewash their less prestigious Hialeah roots. A place that boasted about low crime rates, but only because white-collar crimes didn’t get nearly as much attention as burglaries.
Even with the renovations only half finished, Lauren could sell the property for an easy, and hefty, profit. A crazy notion to Lauren, but she couldn’t ignore the Porsches and McLarens parked on her street.
Apart from having been an incredible investment, it was only a couple of miles away from her parents’ gated community. Having been in Los Angles for four years, she’d been eager to be close to them again. This was as close as she could be without living in the pool house.
Her phone buzzed in the cup holder as Lauren waited for her garage to creak open. It had barely lumbered awake when it screeched to a halt midway.
Damn it. Not again.
Picking up her phone to call her father, Lauren couldn’t avoid the inundation of texts.
Jenny: I’m really sorry about missing your practice. I didn’t think it would be such a big deal that you’d be this mad and ignore me . . . .
With her foot propped up against the open car door, Lauren stared at the ellipses at the end of the last message. She tried to determine the meaning behind the most passive aggressive punctuation.
Lauren: It’s cool. Don’t worry. I just got home.
Truncated sentences were a little more direct. They made it clear that she was annoyed even if her words didn’t.
Jenny: Can I come over now? I’ll bring you some of that gelato you like.
Lauren: Don’t worry about it. Honestly. I’m kind of tired after practice. It was so hot today and
I have to get up early.
She slid off her seat and slung her bag over her shoulder. Taking the cracked concrete path to her door, Lauren barely made it into the house before Jenny responded.
Jenny: . . . . . another 2am start?
Lauren narrowed her eyes at the dots on her screen. Jenny knew she always woke up between two and three. The question was a thinly veiled complaint.
Looking away from the phone, Lauren took a beat before responding. She was too tired and annoyed to trust any knee-jerk reply.
Taking off her shoes not to damage the reclaimed floors she’d just installed, Lauren moved from the foyer, through the original 1960’s kitchen, and out to the back patio.
By the time she plopped into the plastic chair angled in front of the empty pool in need of serious repair, Jenny had texted a few times.
Jenny: I just wish you could hear me.
Jenny: I’m just trying to get you to see things from a different perspective because I care about you and I worry about how hard you work.
Jenny: Like . . . I’m just asking . . . What’s the point of running a business if you can’t put yourself first?
Taking a deep breath, Lauren dropped the phone in her lap. As she stretched, she pulled her hair tie out of her hair and let her long, wavy brown hair tumble down behind her. With both hands, she rubbed her scalp, focusing on where her hair had been in a tight bun.
When she was less reactive, she picked up the phone again. She was glad that meditation was working.
Lauren: I know it’s hard to date me when I’m so consumed by work. It’s not fair that I’m always limiting you, and I promise it won’t be like this forever. Right now I’m just proving to my parents that I’m ready to take over completely. Once I’m fully in charge things will be different.
Jenny: Maybe I just don’t get it, Lou. Not for nothing, but you’re their only child. . . . It’s not like there is any real probability that you’re NOT going to get the business. You’ve been taking care of it for at least the year we’ve been together. . .
Jenny: Are they really going to take it from you if you live more of a normal life?? Like, seriously. Who are they going to give it to?? Your cousin who’s never stepped foot in the bakery and doesn’t even speak Spanish?!?!
The tone in Jenny’s message was sandpaper grating Lauren’s skin. With her heart pounding in her ears, she regretted having vented to Jenny about her frustrations. She didn’t expect her confessions to be used as ammunition.
Jenny: I’m sorry. I shouldn’t say it like that. Can I come over, please? We’re going off the rails, and if I could just look at you while we talk, I know you’ll see I’m coming from a good place.
Clenching her jaw like she was holding a hand-grenade pin between her teeth, Lauren forced her breath to remain steady. Jenny was a good person, she’d proven that to her when they were friends in college and after when they reconnected a year ago. Her intentions were pure, even if her execution was sloppy.
Lauren: You don’t have to apologize, babe. I know you mean well. It’s been a long day. How about we meet for lunch tomorrow? Sushi?
After cementing plans with Jenny, Lauren leaned back in her chair and looked up at the night sky through the hole in the roof of her covered porch. In these moments, she wished things were easier. That Jenny could just understand without it taking so much effort to communicate. She just wished that they spoke the same language.





CHAPTER 9
  
KING OF PASTRIES in Coral Gables was as different from the flagship store in East Hialeah as Wagyu beef was from ground chuck. The posh, upperclass neighborhood with its million dollar Spanish style houses and tree-lined streets was nothing like the colorful chaos of the rusty industrial zone.
Here, Sylvie didn’t have to go nuclear to get a parking spot in a lot so poorly planned that her old Jeep had been as pockmarked as a golf ball. Instead, she followed an orderly line of luxury cars to get around the perfectly landscaped shopping center. Around the back, there weren’t any illegally parked cars or piles of garbage stinking up the street. No one had stolen her reserved space near the back door.
“Buenos dias,” she greeted the two elderly ladies working in the kitchen. They’d been making pastelitos for the bakery since before Sylvie was born. It was how they maintained pitch perfect flavors people came back for over and over. The flavors that reminded them of home.
After a quick spot test while chatting with the ladies dressed in matching hairnets and King of Pastries t-shirts, Sylvie popped a ham croqueta in her mouth and slipped through the swinging door to the front of the house.
She checked her watch. Freddie was arriving in a minute. Trying to keep her nervous excitement in check, Sylvie set to work filling a large, white box with the store’s logo stamped on the side. The image had remained unchanged for decades. A crown atop the “P” in Pastries. The Original Since 1970 stamped at the bottom.
While selecting an assortment of their best items, Sylvie’s mind raced. She couldn’t imagine what Freddie found. A tiny part of her, smaller than a hairline fracture, worried that it wouldn’t be favorable.
She banished the fear almost as quickly as it came. Both Campos and Machado grandfathers had died when Sylvie and Lauren were in high school, but she was sure her families weren’t the thieves. Sylvie could recite her grandfather’s version of events from memory. His father had extended his hand out to his longtime friend and was met with alligator jaws chomping off his limb.
“Sylvie!”
Sylvie glanced up at the door as she placed a coconut pastelito on top of the neat pile of sweet carbs. Freddie, her light brown hair piled into a messy bun and her pretty round face behind huge glasses, smiled as she walked into the bakery.
“Freddie! I’m putting a little something together for you to take to the office. Sit and I’ll get you a café con leche.” With her chin, she pointed to one of the small round tables lining the plate glass window overlooking the parking lot.
“Thanks! Just a cafecito would be fantastic. I’m off sugar.”
Sylvie delivered the large pastry box to the table before signaling for one of the ladies behind the counter to bring them two shots of espresso. “Can you take these to the office?”
“Can I?” Freddie laughed. “I’ll be the most popular girl in school when I walk into my little community paper with that.”
After some friendly chit-chat, Sylvie was so tense she could easily remain in the seated position even if someone pulled her chair out from under her.
“So here’s the tea.” Freddie knocked back a second shot of espresso. “There was a lawsuit in 1979.”
“A lawsuit?” Sylvie leaned back in her chair and crossed her legs. With her brain working, her body had a chance to relax. “For what? With who?”
“Pastry King versus King of Pastries and then a countersuit going the other way.” She paused as if dramatic dun dun dun music was going to fill the space. “My guess is a dispute over trade secrets.”
Sylvie leaned in, her body twitching in anticipation. “Guess? Don’t you know what the lawsuit stuff says? What the outcome was?”
Freddie shook her head. “It’s a super old case which would be problematic enough on its own, but everything is sealed. I’m working on whether I can get my hands on some of the documents. I have a call in to legal to see what’s what.”
Deflated, Sylvie’s mind raced. She’d never heard anyone mention a lawsuit. Her mother would’ve been young, but she would’ve been around. Why wouldn’t she have ever mentioned it?
“You might want to see if somebody in your family knows what happened. All I’ve got is a suit, counter suit, and a notice that the record was sealed by court order. Even that was hard to get. Obviously nothing is electronic.”
After Freddie was gone, Sylvie finished some administrative tasks in Coral Gables and jumped back in her Jeep to brave the Miami traffic again. The drive to East Hialeah would’ve only taken twenty minutes if it wasn’t for the crushing traffic tripling her driving time.
A call to her mother revealed nothing. She didn’t remember anything about a lawsuit, but sounded just as troubled by its existence. She promised to call her own mother to find out what she knew, but neither of them were hopeful. After a stroke, her memory was spotty.
By the time Sylvie arrived at the flagship bakery, the unanswered questions were a corset crushing the air from her lungs.
Slipping in through the back door, she crossed the busy kitchen and popped her head into the store to get her godmother’s attention. The thick-waisted blonde signaled that she would meet her in the back.
While Sylvie waited for her in the microscopic office, she didn’t even have the benefit of pacing. The only thing she could do with her nervous energy was continuously pop the cap of a highlighter that had been left on the mostly empty desk.
She couldn’t care right then that someone had sat at her desk and left it in disarray. Her brain couldn’t get off the lawsuit. More specifically, why had there been no resolution? Why had it been sealed?
“Mija, what’s wrong?” Regina kissed her cheek in greeting, her King of Pastries t-shirt so tight across her ample chest that only ing of Past was visible. “I haven’t seen you so upset since your parents said you couldn’t go to the Jingle Ball when you were a kid.”
Sylvie glared. “I was almost fifteen and they knew full well Shakira was my favorite.”
Her godmother laughed, her full cheeks bright. “We all knew, honey. I think that poor boy you were pretending to date was the only one in the dark.”
Sylvie waved away the irrelevant conversation like trying to clear smoke from a burning toaster oven. “Do you know about a lawsuit in 1979?”
The strangeness of the question caused a crease in Regina’s forehead. “I was like eleven or twelve then, who am I supposed to have sued?”
“Not you.” Sylvie shook her head. “We sued Pastry King and they sued us, or vice versa. I’m not sure. The point is we sued each other but the record is sealed and I can’t see what happened.”
“Did you ask your grandma? If your grandpa sued somebody, she would know about it.”
“Mami is going to ask her. You know my presence stresses her out.”
Regina laughed. “It’s probably because you remind her so much of your grandpa. You’re both two bulls rampaging in china shops. Your passion can be—”
“A bit much?” Sylvie had heard the comparison all her life.
“I’m just saying, too much stress will send you into an early grave just like him. Let this stuff go, mija. Who cares about some old legal dispute?”
Sylvie swatted away the reasonable question. “I care, Madrina. What if there’s proof in there? A way to finally expose the Machados for what they did?”
Regina sighed. “Anybody that did anything is long dead, mija. You can’t carry on this ridiculous war. Look at this softball game we all have to go to now in the supposed name of charity. Can’t we just donate money to an actual cause? No, we have to spend a day sweating to keep this old pissing match alive. You have a chance to change this. To move on and focus your energy on yourself rather than wasting it on other people.”
Nodding, Sylvie agreed. “That’s a great idea. Everybody is going to be at the game. Somebody there has to know what happened.”
Rolling her blue eyes, Regina shook her head. “Didn’t you hear a word I said?”
“Of course I did, and I just said it was a great idea to talk to the family when we’re all going to be together.”
By the late afternoon, Sylvie had made her way to all seven locations scattered around the enormous and congested county. Tired, she was finally starting for home in her tranquil little corner of Miami Lakes.
By the time she made it beyond the security gates guarding a slew of villas nestled around one of the many man-made lakes that gave the city its name, she had a list of targets for the softball game.





CHAPTER 10
  
DRESSED in a crisp white softball uniform with their logo in dark, red letters, Sylvie pulled on her cap and jumped out of her freshly washed white Jeep. From the back, she grabbed the pristine black and light blue bag with Our Lady of Solitude Softball emblazoned on the side. The late April morning wasn’t suffocatingly hot. At least not yet.
As soon as she started for the field, she rolled her eyes at the Pastry King food truck parked at the edge of the lot as close to the park as possible. Of course they would use this opportunity to make money.
Gross.
Choosing to walk in the dirt in order to skirt the truck as if it might give her lice, Sylvie focused on her primary task. She wasn’t just there to beat the Machados at a game, there was a bigger picture. She was going to find a way to defeat them permanently.
On the field, the families were divided into two dugouts. The Machados were dressed in red uniforms with Pastry King etched in white letters. It was such a ripoff that the uninitiated would think it was just the away version of the Campos’ uniforms.
Sylvie’s attention was snatched against its will as she caught sight of Lauren. Her long, dark hair poking out of the back of her cap in a neat braid as she played catch with a young man. All she was missing was a blue ribbon at the top of her braid to be back in high school.
Memories kidnapped Sylvie out of the present and dragged her fifteen years into the past. No one in the locker room but her and Lauren.
Sylvie’s heart raced it’s way to her throat. How serious had Lou been? About the dance. About her feelings. About their future.
Phantom fingers grazed Sylvie’s cheek and her skin reacted. Fifteen years later and she still remembered the weight of her touch. The softness of her skin.
“Sylvia!”
Her aunt’s voice jarred her out of her thoughts. Clearing the sticky knot blocking her airway, Sylvie coughed. She hadn’t realized that she’d been walking toward the Machado’s side of the field. That her legs had nearly made her a traitor.
Turning away from her accidental target, Sylvie adjusted the bag on her shoulder and hurried to her team dugout. Inside the covered space, she dropped her bag on the bench next to where her aunt was standing.
“You okay?” Her sixty year old aunt, who paid a small fortune to look forty, wore a face full of makeup and false eyelashes. “Are you working too hard?” She shifted her weight on the cleanest cleats in the family. An easy feat considering she was the only one who refused to play.
Sylvie forced a smile as she greeted her aunt with a kiss to the cheek. Wouldn’t everything be too hard to a person who’s never worked a day in her life?
After getting pleasantries out of the way, Sylvie began her inquiry. Her aunt was older than her mother and might remember. “Tia, do you know about a lawsuit in 1979? The one between us and them?” She gestured toward the practicing Machados with only her eyes because she’d been raised not to point.
Her aunt straightened but her expression gave nothing away. It was more a testament to someone’s skill with Botox injections rather than her aunt’s poker face. “I don’t know.”
The clipped response was hard to read, but it was obvious the question hadn’t surprised her. Hadn’t jolted her. Hadn’t unnerved her. Hadn’t so much as confused her.
“You don’t know or you don’t want to tell me?”
“I don’t know anything about any legal fight,” she clarified stiffly. “Who told you there was a lawsuit?”
Sylvie cocked her head as she regarded her aunt. She wasn’t a master at reading body language, and she couldn’t tell what had shifted in her energy, but she was almost certain there was something her aunt wasn’t saying.
“Tia,” Sylvie whispered as she leaned in close, getting a nose-full of her expensive perfume. “Do you know something and you’re not supposed to say?”
Artificially blue eyes darted like they were chasing a disoriented mosquito buzzing around Sylvie’s face. After an awkward beat, her aunt laughed. “Have you ever known me to keep a secret?”
Sylvie remained silent in tacit agreement. Her aunt had single-handedly ruined at least three surprise parties and a gender reveal. Could a person who told everyone about her own affair keep a secret for over forty years?
“Oye caballero’ let’s start getting warmed up!” Sylvie’s dad, his bald head covered in a team cap and his belly hanging over his white pants just a little, clapped as he started wrangling them.
“Better go get in game mode,” her aunt said, practically shoving her out of the dugout as she prodded her to the opening at the end of the chain link wall meant to keep errant balls from hitting its occupants.
“Since when do you care about the game?” Sylvie stopped on the dugout step.
“Since we’ve lost so many games in a row. Do you really want me to go out there and show all of you up?”
“And risk the masterpiece your third husband has created?”
Her aunt chuckled, the tension dropping from her slim shoulders at the change in subject. “What can I say? Wilbur likes to spend money on beautiful things. Now, go on. We have a game to win.”
Her aunt’s sudden enthusiasm for sports added to Sylvie’s suspicion that she knew something, but why wasn’t she talking? What could there possibly be to hide? There was no way either family would drop the suit if they could win, and if they’d somehow agreed to stop hemorrhaging money litigating something neither of them could prove, why seal everything? It just didn’t make sense.
Accepting that her aunt wasn’t going to give her anything, she joined the rest of her family. There were still plenty of people she could interrogate. Someone had to know something.
In the vast green space to the side of the softball diamond, the King of Pastries clan broke up into pairs. Avoiding her brother who was so up his own ass that he’d be of no help, Sylvie darted for her mother’s second cousin. A large man capable of carrying a lot of information.
By the time she’d gotten through most of her top targets, Sylvie was hot and frustrated. Her aunt had been the only person not surprised by the existence of the suit. It was easy to believe they didn’t know anything, but she couldn’t stop wondering what happened a decade before she was born. If she was going to completely take over, she needed to know absolutely everything. How had her mother taken control while being in the dark about something so important?
Sylvie’s mounting irritation peaked as she jogged onto the field. As she headed for the shortstop position, she couldn’t ignore Lauren warming up to be first at bat. She tightened her jaw, ready to face the ultimate source of her vexation.





CHAPTER 11
  
CHOKING UP ON THE HANDLE, Lauren twisted her hands around the new grip on the old metal bat. With the midmorning sun hidden behind a wide swath of patchy clouds, she had a good view of the field, but she couldn’t focus.
Instead of watching the pitcher, Lauren’s attention drifted to the stands. In her text that morning, Jenny said she couldn’t make it thanks to a writing deadline she’d put off, but Lauren searched among the dozen attendees anyway. Maybe she’d changed her mind. Maybe she’d lied just to surprise her. Maybe she’d understand how important the silly game was to her family.
“Strike one!” The neutral party serving as the umpire called, jerking Lauren out of her head.
Shaking off her disappointment like a sudsy dog escaping the tub, Lauren adjusted her stance and zeroed in on Sylvie’s uncle’s hands. Maybe Jenny would make it before the game was over.
After three balls, another strike, and way too many foul balls, Lauren’s palms were feening for a good hit. Her only job was to hit a quick grounder and get on base, but she was having a hard time getting into a rhythm.
With sweat beading down her hair line, Lauren took a few practice swings and stepped back into the batter’s box. Kicking at the orange clay, she dug into her spot. Determined, she went at the next pitch like it owed her money.
The ball cracked against her bat, the ring echoing in her ear as she tore off toward first base. With her dad’s yells floating just above the roar of cheers coming from the Machado’s dugout, Lauren didn’t slow as she rounded first base and continued for second.
Sylvie stood in the lane as she yelled at the third baseman scrambling to get her the ball. Dipping her shoulder, Lauren didn’t deviate a step, even though she could’ve sidestepped Sylvie and been safe. She was blocking her path. She was the one in the wrong.
Years of progress and growth evaporated as Lauren refused to let Sylvie control her. Refused to let her win.
Lauren’s inner sixteen-year-old took over. Suppressing her need for self-preservation, she barreled straight into Sylvie.
With a grunt, Sylvie absorbed the impact of Lauren slamming into her. Like a violent ballet, they danced. Suspended in the air, Lauren floated with Sylvie beneath her for a split second before they crashed into the orange dirt.
In a tangle of arms and legs, Sylvie and Lauren struggled against each other. Tearing at her shirt, Sylvie struggled against Lauren.
“Get off of me!” Sylvie shrieked.
Lauren was already scrambling toward second base. On her hands and knees, she didn’t waste any time standing. Stretching her body, she touched the white bag with her fingertips before anybody could tag her out.
“Have you lost your mind!” Sylvie screamed as she got to her feet, her white uniform as dirty and disheveled as Lauren’s red one.
Blood rushed through Lauren’s body with unprecedented vigor. She was fully awake for the first time in years. Every synapse fired. Every muscle twitched as her body vibrated.
“You can’t stand in the base lane, Sylvia!” She went to great pains to elongate the A at the end. Sylvi-uhhh had the flair she was after.
With rage Lauren hadn’t seen since high school, Sylvie charged toward her. In the momentary stream of sunlight igniting her honey eyes, it was like she’d caught fire from the inside out. She stopped short of bumping her chest against Lauren’s even though Lauren knew she wanted to.
“You’re a psycho!” Sylvie bellowed, her balled up fists at her sides like it was taking all her self-control to leave them there.
Lauren watched Sylvie’s pulse pounding in her neck. With all the years that had passed, she was still that teenage firecracker. Always ready to combust in the kind of colorful display that was impossible to look away from.
“Okay, okay.” Lauren’s dad rushed onto the field from the dugout as Sylvie’s family joined him. Did they really think they were going to beat each other up? “Come on, girls.”
“Girls?” Lauren and Sylvie replied in unison, turning their ire toward a single source.
“Ladies,” Sylvie’s father corrected. “Let’s not get kicked out of the park again this year, okay? No fighting.”
“Fine, just eject her from the game.” Sylvie crossed her arms over her chest.
Lauren cackled sarcastically. “If anyone should be booted it’s you. You obstructed my path when you didn’t have the ball. I had every right to run through you, cheater.”
The name-calling wasn’t her proudest moment, but they hadn’t gone after each other directly in years. She was rusty and her adrenaline was obscuring her thoughts. Trucking Sylvie hadn’t been a conscious decision. The electrical impulses moving her muscles had acted on memory. On the rivalry embedded in her DNA.
A drop of shame rippled the waters of Lauren’s heady excitement. They weren’t kids anymore. She couldn’t indulge her base impulses.
“Can we just get on with the game?” Sylvie snapped, unable to defend herself from the accusation.
“If you can stop crying and play, yeah,” Lauren replied, tapping her foot on second base.
Alive in every sense of the word, Lauren put her hands on her hips. With an unflinching gaze, she challenged Sylvie.
Finally finding an outlet for her clenched fist, Sylvie punched the inside of her glove. “Let’s do this.”
Exhilarated, Lauren adjusted her position on the base. If by some off chance her cousin Andy managed to hit the ball, she’d be ready to bolt for third. Considering that he hadn’t managed to get on base before, Lauren expected to spend the inning with Sylvie.
Standing next to Sylvie, who was resting her hands on her knees ready to spring for the ball, she smirked. Maybe the softball game wasn’t such a stupid exercise after all.
   
BUZZING and dripping with venom like a million wasps had stung her at once, Sylvie focused on the batter. Judging from prior experience, the scrawny guy at the plate wouldn’t pose much of a threat, but she needed to escape Lauren’s presence.
“Beautiful day to lose, huh?” Lauren droned. The mistress of the stinging insects unleashed another swarm.
Sylvie tried to ignore her but she was only human. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy losing. There’s comfort in routine, right?”
Lauren’s throaty laugh was a finger in her eye. Sylvie buried her hand in her glove, grinding her fist into the warm leather.
“It’s good to see you’ve stuck to your guns. Maintained that delusional personality all these years. I’m glad you took all that advice scribbled in your yearbook and didn’t change for no one,” Lauren taunted.
Rolling her eyes, Sylvie shifted her weight from one bent leg to the other. As soon as she did, her backside ached, reminding her of the bruise she’d probably have later. Lauren was forever a figurative pain in her ass and now she’d made it literal too.
She’d never wished for a Machado hit, but right then she’d take a home run if it got Lauren away from her.
“You’re such a child,” Sylvie spit like the words were covered in dirt.
“Says the thirty-something adult who blocked the plate.”
“Get over yourself. It was an accident,” Sylvie shot back, annoyed that the batter struck out without moving Lauren to third base. The inning was determined to last forever. Some kind of cosmic punishment.
Lauren laughed again. Everything was always so freaking funny to her. “Sylvia Aracely Campos doesn’t do anything by accident. What good villain does?”
Refusing to look back at Lauren, even when she invoked her full name like the melodramatic loser that she was, Sylvie watched the batter. “Ha! Me? The villain? I guess you see yourself as the hero in your story. Lauren Maria Machado.” She could play her stupid name game too.
“What do you see me as?”
Sylvie shot a look over her shoulder. Lauren, her dark eyes gleaming in the sun despite the baseball cap, was leaning back on her heels. With her arms crossed over her chest, it was clear that she didn’t expect the batter to hit the ball. It was like she’d forgotten they were playing a game all together.
“What?” Sylvie forgot why she’d looked at her in the first place, so she saved face by putting an irritated spin on her question.
Lauren’s full lips quirked, exposing the dimples that would’ve been lethal to her resolve if she found her the least bit attractive. Averting her gaze to her godmother kicking at the dirt in center field, she reminded herself that she most definitely did not find that kind of thing attractive.
“In your story. Who do you see me as?” Lauren’s face shone as if she were having the time of her life.
Wishing she had one of the water bottles from the dugout, Sylvie bemoaned the scratchy dryness in her throat. Gathering herself up, she attempted to be IDGAF personified.
“I don’t see you as anything,” she explained flatly. “You don’t exist to me.”
Lauren reacted like a gleeful toddler being snatched by the tickle monster. “Oh, sure.” She let out a bark of laughter. “I take up so much space in your brain I have squatter’s rights. I’ve been there so long I have a claim to the property title.”
“Don’t flatter yourself,” Sylvie snapped, turning her back to the pitcher’s mound. “You’re such a freaking narcissist.” Heat traveled up her neck and warmed her cheeks. “Thinking that everyone finds you so amusing. Guess what? Not everybody thinks you’re cute Lauren.” She hit the R hard and with feeling.
Dropping her arms to her sides, Lauren flashed a smirk. “I don’t know about amusing, but I certainly have you worked up.”
Before Sylvie could disabuse her of the false notion, a metal bat dinged after making contact with a ball. She spun around as Lauren tore off like a shot.
Shit!
A new batter Sylvie hadn’t noticed had managed to get a hit. Uselessly, Sylvie watched it sail over the infield and well over her godmother’s head. Even if she’d been ten feet tall there was no way she could’ve caught it.
Throwing her glove to the ground, all Sylvie could do was curse as Lauren sailed triumphantly across home plate.
Cheaters. All of them are freaking cheaters.
For the fourth year in a row, the Machados stole another victory. Drenched in sweat, her butt sore, and her skin prickling with an uncomfortable farmer’s tan, Sylvie resisted the urge to throw things.
It wasn’t fair. Nothing that involved the Machados was ever fair.





CHAPTER 12
  
KICKING OFF HER DIRTY CLEATS, Sylvie dropped into one of the loungers around her parents’ enormous pool. The over-the-top remodel was supposed to be a tasteful nod to Grecian design. It ended up looking more like Caesar’s Palace in Las Vegas. The swim-up bar in the shape of a Roman temple, complete with statues and fountains coming out of everywhere, was probably the biggest eyesore. Although The Birth of Venus replicated in tile at the bottom of the pool was pretty bad too.
“Your mom made sangria.” Regina handed her a glass full of white wine and fruit chunks. The sun setting behind her gave her soft face a gentle glow.
“I guess that’s one good thing that happened today,” Sylvie joked, accepting the drink.
“Why don’t you want to go inside?” Regina sat in one of the chairs next to her.
Sylvie turned her attention across the pool and beyond the outdoor kitchen under the terrace. The full wall of sliding glass doors revealed the rest of the Campos’ eating and drinking.
“Don’t take it so hard mi vida. It’s just a silly game.”
“Yeah, that we keep losing. Doesn’t it bother you Madrina?”
Her godmother laughed. After a sip of her drink, she crossed her legs. Unlike Sylvie’s, her white uniform was still clean. “Do I care about a competition that means absolutely nothing in the real world? No, Mamita. I really don’t and you shouldn’t either.”
Sipping the sweet, fruity concoction, Sylvie blew by Regina’s response. “I couldn’t get anybody to tell me anything about the lawsuit.”
“Is that what’s ruining your mood?”
Sylvie shrugged. Combined with having lost to the Machados again, failing to make progress on her search certainly didn’t help matters.
Guzzling the sweet wine, Sylvie’s mind churned. “Did you see how insufferable she was?” When her godmother didn’t respond, she continued. “Lauren,” she clarified. “She could’ve killed me, you know? I could’ve been concussed.”
“You didn’t get in the ring with Mike Tyson. You tumbled on the ground.” She laughed. “I remember the time you two had that dance recital. You couldn’t have been more than six or seven. Do you remember that?”
Sylvie gulped her wine until the rattling ice hit her in the face. She didn’t know where Regina was going, but she wasn’t going to fall into her set up.
“You were so cute.” Regina chuckled, her hand tucked under her chin. “I don’t know who was supposed to be where, but one of you stepped into the other’s space.” Her cheeks turned red as her chuckle exploded into a fit of side splitting laughter. With great pains she managed to squeak out the rest. “It’s probably the first time Señorita Ximena’s dance class turned into a brawl between two little girls dressed in pink tutus.”
“She started it,” Sylvie grumbled, even if she couldn’t recall the details. All she remembered was trying to tear out Lauren’s bun. The chances were good that it was Lauren’s fault one way or another.
“Have you ever thought about why you girls have been at each other’s throats for so long?” Regina asked when she regained control of herself. “You know what they say, there’s a thin line—
“Madrina, don’t you dare finish that sentence.” Sylvie would’ve lunged forward and covered her godmother’s mouth if she wasn’t so sore and tired.
“I’m not the first one to say that, am I?” Her blue eyes gleamed, giving away her mischievous thoughts. “You must have thought about it—”
“No way. Never.” The lie sputtered out too loud and too high pitched to sound true.
“You can tell me,” her godmother pressed. “I’m good with secrets.”
“Speaking of secrets.” Sylvie shot to her feet, desperate to get away from the conversation. “I need to go check for something.”
Regina shook her head. “Let sleeping dogs lie,” she warned, but Sylvie was on a mission.
Inside, tiny speakers peppered in the ceiling of the open concept kitchen and living room played an old Celia Cruz song. The uplifting, trombone-heavy, dance song crooned by the Afro-Cuban queen of salsa had half her family dancing around in their softball uniforms.
Sylvie skirted the dining table packed with catering trays and dodged her father’s attempt to get her to dance with him. She didn’t have time for games.
In her white socks mottled with orange clay, Sylvie slid over the highly polished, white marble floors. On the far side of the house, divided into two enormous halves by the kitchen and living room that could easily be a single family residence on its own, Sylvie passed the media room and gym.
At the end of the long corridor, she entered her parents’ home office. Covered on three sides with built-in book shelves packed with volumes no one read, it was meant to look like a very serious English gentleman’s study. Or that’s how she assumed her mother’s interior decorator had pitched it.
There was a full wall dedicated to the family’s achievements, including Sylvie’s college degrees, her softball and swimming trophies, and all the academic honors and accolades she’d received since elementary school.
To spare Junior’s feelings, his little league participation trophies stood next to Sylvie’s nomination to Phi Beta Kappa. As if the two could ever compare. As always, he hadn’t had to do anything but show up to get his pat on the head. Sylvie had to work herself to the bone to get into the country’s oldest and most prestigious honor society.
She was shocked they hadn’t gotten desperate enough to frame his junk mail offers screaming YOU’VE BEEN PRE-APPROVED.
In a closet, Sylvie found dozens of banker’s boxes stacked from floor to ceiling. Her grandfather’s records. The ones they hadn’t needed in decades, but no one had the heart to throw away.
Sylvie touched one of the brown boxes. A person’s entire life was reduced to thousands of invoices, tax returns, and old receipts.
At least they were labeled by date. Her grandfather had been a significantly better record keeper than his daughter. He, like Sylvie, understood the value of order.
She started with the box marked Q4 - 1979 in her grandfather’s neat handwriting and worked backward in time. After an hour, she’d made it to the beginning of 1977 without any hint of a lawsuit.
It was impossible. Her grandfather was a meticulous record keeper. If he hired a lawyer, even for a consultation, he would have filed away the copy of the check and a memo recording the time, date, and topic of the meeting.
How could there be no retainer agreement? No evidence that the suit happened at all. It didn’t make sense.
Sylvie was about to start on 1980 when the door to the office opened.
“What are you doing in here? Aren’t you going to eat?”
Her mother stood in the doorway. Her blonde hair falling in cascading waves over her shoulders. Even in a softball uniform, she moved with graceful elegance.
“I’m looking for something about the lawsuit. There has to be a note. A clue. Something in Abuelo’s records.” She gazed into the organized contents of the box. “I can’t find anything.”
“Abuelita doesn’t seem to remember anything either.” She walked into the office and sat at the brown leather chair behind the desk. “It’s strange,” she agreed, her dark eyes, made blue by contact lenses, stared off at the open closet.
“What are we doing in here?” Her dad, beer in hand, appeared in the doorway. He’d removed his softball shirt, leaving only the white undershirt untucked from his pants.
“I’m looking for the lawsuit stuff. There is no way I’m giving up until I prove that the Machados are the thieves.”
Her father took a sip from the bottle. “Let it go, Syl. The old guys probably just realized they were going to blow a fortune in legal fees before they got anywhere.”
Sylvie shook her head. That didn’t sit right with her. There would be evidence if that was the case. A paper trail to follow. At least in her grandfather’s records.
He didn’t give up. “You need to leave well enough alone. People love the rivalry. It’s like sports, you know? Think about all the t-shirts we sell just because our customers want to show their loyalty. If we ruin that, part of the appeal is gone.”
Before Sylvie could explain to her father that it was about honor, not money, her mother chimed in.
“It’s about what’s right and wrong, Manny. If there’s an answer out there, I think we should find it.” With as much movement as her refreshed face would allow, her mother scowled. “God, what I wouldn’t give to wipe the smug look off of Carla Machado’s face once and for all.” Her eyes brightened as her attention cut to Sylvie. “Do you think we can find out before the Cultura Cubana Gala? At the very least by the election, right? That’ll tear the foundation right out from under her.” She grinned like a cartoon villain stroking a Persian cat.
“Por Dios, Barbara. Don’t you care about karma at all?”
“How can exposing the truth be bad karma, Manny? Those people have been dragging us through the mud for decades. You don’t get it.”
Her good natured father smiled, his chubby face creasing more than it used to. “What? Just because I don’t have guava paste running though my veins instead of blood suddenly I don’t get it? I might have married into this feud, but I’ve been around nearly forty years, okay? I get it.”
Sylvie disagreed, but she didn’t want to hurt his feelings by saying so. He couldn’t understand what he couldn’t understand.
“What are we talking about?” Junior, a younger, stockier version of their father appeared next to him in the doorway.
“The lawsuit your sister uncovered between us and the Machados. We think it’s about the bakeries,” he explained while Sylvie actively ignored him. Just his presence had spiked her body temperature.
“We shouldn’t waste any of our money suing them,” he replied with enraging confidence, despite not knowing a thing about the subject.
“Our money?” The force of Sylvie’s sarcastic laugh stripped her throat, irritating it.
“Sylvia.” Her father’s warning was a bucket of gasoline on her smoldering aggravation.
“Why don’t you ever say Junior? He started—”
“What did I start?” Junior interrupted, his hands on his square hips. “Everything sets you off.” He mumbled the rest under his breath, but Sylvie distinctly heard lunatic.
“Everything doesn’t set me off! Your entitled ass sets me off. Why should it be our money, when I’m the one that does all the work? And anyway, you don’t even know what the hell we’re talking about, but you feel so free to give your stupid opinion!”
Her body hummed with a thousand volts of electricity ready to split him down the middle. It was too much. She’d lost to Lauren and made no progress in her investigation. Could anyone really expect her to tolerate her brother too? Even Mr. Rogers couldn’t be expected to maintain this much charity in his heart.
“Okay, okay. Let’s not fight.” Her father stepped in front of Junior as if the grown man needed protecting. “The business belongs to the family. We decide things together.”
“Together? Okay.” Sylvie seethed. “When he gets up at two o’clock in the morning every day for ten years, we’ll make decisions together.”
Junior grinned. “You’re the workhorse, Sylvie. I’m the brains.”
“Let’s go eat,” her father turned Junior around and urged him down the hallway. “Before anyone loses an eye.”
“He’s just teasing you.” Her mother stood and walked across the room to put her arm around Sylvie’s shoulders. “Just ignore him. He loves you.”
Sylvie scoffed. “Sure. He loves me. Listen, I’m going to skip dinner. I’m tired and I just want to go home and take a shower. I have to get up early. . .” unlike Junior who will wake up at noon and play video games in his tighty-whities all day.
Defeated, Sylvie drove out of her parents’ gated community and into her own. With a little rest she’d come up with another game plan. No matter what she couldn’t give up.





CHAPTER 13
  
HAVING DECIDED NOT to sleep at Jenny’s apartment, Lauren started for the new bakery location in Little Havana rather than going home. She could’ve lied to herself and said she had a lot of work to do, but she acknowledged her restlessness instead.
Flipping on the lights in the construction zone, Lauren took a deep breath. The scent of saw dust still clung to the air. Her dad had probably just been there.
The counter he was handcrafting out of wood was significantly closer to complete. In a few weeks they’d be ready to crown it with the poured cement top. The manifestation of new and old working together.
Pulling the small cooler on wheels behind her, Lauren carefully traversed the front of the shop littered with tools and materials. Beyond the thick plastic curtain, the kitchen awaited her like a friend.
Her phone buzzed in the back pocket of her jeans as soon as she turned on the lights in the industrial kitchen. Her human friend Melissa wanted to hang out. Lauren replied with a selfie of herself in the kitchen, and a text that she should come over. She planned to be there for a couple of hours at least.
Lauren stood at the large, sterling silver work table in the center of the kitchen. From her little zip-up cooler, she started unpacking glass containers. The components of her experiments.
Most critically, she opened the music app on her phone. From a tiny speaker, she streamed her favorite old Cuban music. The dance songs and ballads that were already ancient when her mother was a kid.
As she rolled out puff pastry dough, Lauren’s mind disconnected from her body. Baking was her ritual. Her moment of zen. Her meditation.
Some of her best memories were spent with her grandfather in a kitchen. Helping him make all sorts of sweet confections. Even if he only ever sold the traditional fare, he loved to try new things.
After cutting the dough into squares, Lauren opened one of the small glass jars in her cooler. Half-filled with a bright yellow jam she’d made herself, Lauren couldn’t wait to see what the star fruit pastelito would taste like. She’d already mixed the slightly acidic fruit with strawberry and kiwi, and was hoping pineapple would be the perfect dance partner.
As Lauren worked, she couldn’t shake off the discomfort pulling at her back like she was wearing a backpack full of rocks. It wasn’t just the softball collision with Sylvie the day before, even though that had left her a little more sore than she expected.
Instead of letting the thoughts form, Lauren covered the sweet pastries she’d prepared with plastic wrap and set them in the fridge.
She turned to the next container in her bag and smirked. What would Sylvie have to say about the vegan papa rellena she’d been working on?
Lauren could almost hear her. All five-foot-three of her bubbling with rage. Her honey eyes rich and bright. Her hands on her hips.
What do you think you’re doing Lauren? Heavy on the R. A stuffed potato ball is as easy as it gets. Ground beef at the center. Beef. From a COW. Covered in mashed potatoes and coated in breadcrumbs. Is that really so hard? No! You CANNOT make it meatless! That’s sacrilegious! Wait, did you say MUSHROOMS? No. That’s just too much.
Lauren chuckled to herself. Sylvie was nothing if not passionate. Misguided, over-the-top, and insanely dramatic, but also passionate.
Part of her wished she could run some of her new ideas by her before debuting them at the Whitney Food and Wine Festival. If her harshest critic thought they were at least edible, the rest of the world would love them. It would also be nice to talk to someone who cared as much about croquetas and pastelitos as she did.
As she scooped the mushroom mixture that would replace the meat in her creation, Lauren was transported to another time.
Fifteen years earlier, for a brief, shining moment in time, she and Sylvie didn’t hate each other. It happened like many an armistice in history. Two great, lumbering empires trained their arsenals on a common enemy and away from each other.
Hilda Rubio transferred to Our Lady of Solitude High School their senior year and destabilized the power structure. The details of the conflict were hazy to Lauren, although she guessed that Sylvie remembered every slight she endured. She probably had a notebook with date, time, and context of the affront.
Smiling as she formed the little potato balls in her palm, Lauren remembered their conversation in the locker room. She’d been suspicious at first. Assumed that she had an agenda, but Sylvie had never been accused of subtlety. She liked direct attacks not subterfuge.
They’d started talking then, and not just about how to destroy the interloper Hilda Rubio. During the ceasefire, they’d connected on so many levels. Lauren had never had so much in common with anyone else before. She’d barely gotten a thought out before Sylvie understood it. It was like they didn’t have to speak to know what the other was thinking.
Lauren’s crush on Sylvie hit her like a truck. Sudden and fatal.
She wasn’t alone in her feelings. The ghost of a tingle on her lips all these years later confirmed that Sylvie had felt the same way. But then, instead of reaching for each other, old wounds and pride closed the door. They returned to the Cold War that occasionally warmed up a few times a year.
A knock at the back door startled Lauren out of her thoughts. Fifteen-year-old regret lingered in her stomach, making it heavy and sour.
“Who is it?” Lauren called through the fire door.
“How many women are you expecting at your back door girl?”
Smiling, Lauren opened the door. Melissa, her long auburn hair tossed to one side, glided into the kitchen.
“I brought red and white.” Melissa held up two bottles of wine. “I hope you have glasses.” She kissed her on the cheek.
Lauren produced two measuring cups. Not optimal, but they would do.
Starting with the white while it was still chilled, Lauren poured the wine. Perched on the stool, Melissa watched Lauren. Not her hands. Her face.
“What?” Lauren asked before sipping her drink, holding Melissa in her gaze over the rim of her glass.
“What what?” Melissa’s shoulders flew up in a defensive stance.
“You want to say something,” she replied, growing surer of Melissa’s ulterior motive. She didn’t just want to hang out.
“Sure Lou. I want to say a lot of things. It’s called a conversation.”
Lauren narrowed her eyes as if she could force the truth from her. It took less than a minute for her friend to break.
“Alright, listen. You know I’m straightforward, but I don’t want to stick my nose where it doesn’t belong.”
Instantly, Lauren understood that she wanted to talk about Jenny. That she was going to force her to think about everything she’d been shoving down and avoiding.
With a sigh, Lauren acquiesced. “Jenny called you?”
“Not exactly. I asked what you two were up to on a Sunday night, and she said you weren’t there.”
Lauren nodded. When Jenny first moved to Miami a few months ago, she spent every weekend at her apartment and a few nights during the week, too. Jenny wasn’t a fan of sleeping in a construction zone, so she rarely came to her place.
They’d decided not to move in together immediately so all the changes weren’t too overwhelming, but the plan had been to move in together after Jenny’s short-term lease was up. That date had come and gone and Lauren hadn’t said anything about moving. Neither had Jenny.
Lauren wasn’t sure she wanted to know what conversation with Jenny had led Melissa to the bakery, but she couldn’t run from it forever.
“What else did she say?”
Melissa winced before taking a gulp of wine and holding out her measuring cup for more. Lauren slid off her stool and went to the fridge to retrieve the bottle.
“It’s not so much what she said exactly,” Melissa started, taking unusual care in selecting her words. “I just get the sense that she’s lonely, Lou. Like she’s not really happy here.”
The truth Lauren had been avoiding stung. Melissa’s words were lime juice on a paper cut.
“It’s been hard to juggle everything,” Lauren admitted. “I can put in more of an effort. The Cultura Cubana Gala is this week, maybe she’ll have a good time there, and I can plan a little weekend away or something after.”
A strange desperation mounted in Lauren’s chest. She didn’t want to fail with Jenny. She didn’t want to prove everybody right about their compatibility.
Melissa tipped her head to the side. There was obviously more she wanted to say, but she swallowed it down with her Chardonnay. Lauren followed her lead and then opened the second bottle.





CHAPTER 14
  
FOR THE LAST SEVERAL YEARS, the gala had been held at a new Cuban museum just at the edge of downtown, blocks from the outer reaches of Little Havana. For decades, the event about Cuban culture had been held in Little Havana, but at some point someone must have figured that if the Cubans were all gone, leaving the city to newer immigrants, they should stop pretending and move the event to a polished new venue.
Lauren sat in the passenger seat of Jenny’s sedan. Since they’d both decided on long, fancy dresses, Lauren’s black and Jenny’s sky blue, the Jeep wasn’t the best option.
Pulling up to the valet, Lauren eyed the museum suspiciously. It was a grand colonial building. It’s smooth, white stucco walls and tall columns stretching over three stories was impressive. The ode to Cuban-American generational trauma through art was undoubtedly beautiful, but it could have done more good revitalizing areas in Hialeah or Little Havana. The fancy suburb it was nestled against didn’t need the help.
A young man in a neat, black polo shirt opened Lauren’s door.
“Ready?” Lauren held out her hand to Jenny. Beaming a smile, she forced herself to stop thinking about anything remotely work related. The revitalization of Little Havana included.
Jenny returned her smile. “As I’ll ever be.”
The response hadn’t been exactly what Lauren hoped for. She didn’t want her to think about this night as something she had to endure. With all her bitching about the venue, the actual event was fun. She hoped Jenny could see that.
With her hand resting on the small of Jenny’s back, the tiny blue beads cold against her palm, Lauren followed the red carpet’s path between the massive white columns.
Inside what could’ve been a converted old bank if the building wasn’t new, the sprawling entry impressed with it’s three-floor-high ceiling. Even with scores of elegant bodies already occupying the space, it was undoubtedly breathtaking.
“Wow,” Jenny muttered.
“I know, right?” Lauren agreed, following the line of people milling over highly-polished white marble floors to the reception area. Behind sturdy glass cases, notable articles of clothing stood waiting to be appreciated. A dress worn by Celia Cruz in the 1960s caught Lauren’s attention while Jenny drifted away toward the bar.
After strolling through the exhibits scattered around the gallery in a room off the main museum, Lauren returned to Jenny. She had found an empty bar table along the edge of a dance floor crowned by a small, empty stage. She was staring into her phone, her face soft in the electronic glow.
“Where do you think they store all the stuff?” Lauren took one of the wine glasses on the table. The one that wasn’t already half-empty.
“What?”
“I think these are usually full of art and historical objects. It can’t possibly be empty like this all the time, right? They must have just made room for the event. Nobody wants a tipsy viejo knocking over some relic from the Bay of Pigs.”
Jenny looked around the spacious hall as if she had been dropped in from the ceiling without noticing her surroundings. “Yeah, I guess.”
Lauren’s stomach tensed. The night wasn’t getting off on the right foot. “The live music will start soon.” She smiled. “How long has it been since you danced to some old school salsa music?”
“Are you going to teach me?” Jenny smiled.
Thrown by her response, Lauren nodded to cover her surprise. “Yeah, of course!”
Resting her elbow against the table, Lauren got closer. “You know I was thinking, why don’t we take another trip?”
Before she could make some suggestions for a trip early next year, the sound of her mother’s voice floated above the ambient noise.
Her skin turned icy. She knew that tone.
Lauren searched the mass of attendees before spotting her. In a sparkling silver gown, her mother was tucked under her dad’s long arm. Moving around to get a better view, she confirmed her suspicions when the group parted, revealing the target of her mother’s high-pitched sarcasm.
Ugh. No.
Across from the Machados, the Campos family stood in apparent conversation. To a casual onlooker they might seem to be chitchatting acquaintances, but Lauren knew better.
“I’ll be right back,” she said, not waiting for Jenny’s acknowledgement before darting across the large dance floor, her tight high heels slowing her advance.
A very public argument with Barbara Campos would not benefit her mother’s campaign. As soon as she was within ear shot of the women talking loudly over instrumental music, she feared she was too late.
“You only kept your maiden name because I did.” Lauren’s mom was already launching an attack. A strange one.
“I would’ve expected you to jump at the chance to shed that fraud’s legacy,” Ms. Campos replied, her lips curled in a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.
“Carla.” Lauren’s dad was obviously trying to steer the Titanic away from the iceberg. It didn’t help that the iceberg itched for the collision.
“Mom,” Lauren whispered, her attention lingering on Sylvie’s mother. The elder Campos had Sylvie’s fine, heart shaped face and expressive honey eyes - even if they were concealed behind colored contacts. She turned toward her own mother. “You don’t want a viral moment.”
Ms. Campos smirked before shifting her attention to her stout husband. “I heard she had a viral moment back in high school, though that was well before social media. Mononucleosis was quite the popular party favor when Carla was around.”
Lauren glared at her, but forced herself to keep her mouth shut. It would hurt her mom’s chances at the competitive city council seat just as much if Lauren was the one engaged in the argument.
Lauren’s mother’s reply was a shriek of laughter.
Oh, no. We’re getting into dangerous territory. She glanced at her father with wide, pleading eyes. Steer away! Steer away!
“I remember that year,” Carla Machado agreed, her smile chilling. It was the harbinger of a death blow. “What was his name? You remember that boy that stood you up for prom?” She made a show of trying to recall. “Oh, yeah. Bobby.” She smiled as if enveloped by the warmest memory. “Oof, was he worth that sore throat.”
Sylvie’s mother started to lunge, but her husband caught her by the waist. Lauren wondered if he practiced those moves in his garage. His hands were like lightning.
“Let’s go mom. Jenny got us a table,” Lauren said as she blocked her mother’s view of Sylvie’s mother with her body. Maybe if she broke their eye contact she could snap her mother back to her senses. “You don’t need her drama,” she whispered when her mother wouldn’t move.
“Vamos, Barbara,” Sylvie’s dad whispered loudly. He was probably having a hard time dislodging his own anchor.
As they struggled to get the grown women in their late fifties to stop throwing barbs at each other like hormonal teens, Lauren had a glaring moment of clarity.
Is this how ridiculous Sylvie and I look?
Lauren grabbed one of her mother’s arms while her father took the other. They managed to turn the warhead away from Barbara Campos, but the old anger coursing through her body made her rigid.
Glancing back at the Campos’, Lauren confirmed her suspicion. Ms. Campos was still standing there glaring with Mr. Campos’ arm firmly around her waist.
Lauren couldn’t imagine feuding with Sylvie for another twenty years. It was such a waste of energy. Energy she was sure could be better spent for better returns.





CHAPTER 15
  
AS SOON AS Sylvie rounded the corner and saw the long line of women waiting in fancy gowns, she regretted the three glasses of champagne.
Resting against a bare spot on the otherwise colorfully painted wall, Sylvie took her cellphone out of the beaded white clutch matching her dress. Updating the bakery’s social media page would distract her from how badly she needed to pee.
“Flutes really don’t get enough love in modern music.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. Of course Lauren would end up right behind her in line. She’d probably been waiting for her to go just to annoy her captive audience. If Sylvie wasn’t concerned about causing a scandal, she’d skip the line and go to the men’s room.
“Trombones either, I guess,” Lauren continued. “What do you think happened to all those musicians? Do people still get into wind instruments?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Sylvie whirled around.
Somehow, she hadn’t expected Lauren to be so dressed up. She was so used to seeing her hot and sweaty.
But now, her dark brown hair cascaded over her shoulders in perfectly arranged waves. With her hair gathered on one side by a pearl and crystal clip, her face was on full display.
Lauren’s dimpled smile ignited her dark eyes. She looked even more stunning than she had at the dance all those years ago. A feat Sylvie didn’t think possible.
“What else are we going to do in this line?” Lauren cocked her head to the side, her blinding smile still on display. “We might as well discuss the state of modern Cuban music.” She pointed to the ceiling where an embedded speaker relayed the live music playing in the dance hall.
The moment had all the makings of a trap. Lauren had done this a thousand times before. Started out with some innocuous comment only to burn her in the end. But Sylvie was on-guard. She’d have the last laugh.
Returning the phone to her bag, Sylvie turned her back to the woman in front of her and faced Lauren. She wouldn’t shy away. She wasn’t a coward. And . . . if someone had a crossbow aimed at her skull, she might admit the proximity was not totally unpleasant.
“And how much do you have to say about Cuban music?” Sylvie challenged. Lauren always thought she was too cute by half, but she wouldn’t be prepared for Sylvie to play along. The perfect countermove.
Lauren didn’t hesitate. “Well, we can start by admitting that some of the classics are really messed up. Think about some of the crazy things these people are singing about and we’re all dancing.”
Sylvie raised an eyebrow. She wasn’t following and still wasn’t sure of Lauren’s angle. She waited for her to say more.
“Let’s look at an unquestionable staple at every Cuban party since before we were born.” She paused to shift her weight on her feet. For dramatic effect no doubt. “How about Pedro Navaja? It’s about a man stalking a sex worker to rob her with a knife. That’s a strange thing to dance to, you have to admit.”
Sylvie recalled the song and considered Lauren’s point. “But she shot him with a thirty-eight special before he could get her. So, I’m going to say that ends in a net good.”
Delighted, Lauren laughed. Not her usual antagonizing laugh. It sounded genuine and jovial.
As they shifted closer to the bathroom entrance, Lauren came up with another example. “How about another salsa song about a sex worker? La Jinetera, titled with such a derogatory term, is about a seventeen-year-old child who was left pregnant and alone by her boyfriend. Not only does it glorify her trauma, I’m pretty sure she jumps into the ocean and to her death at the end.”
Sylvie tipped her head and considered the lyrics she hadn’t thought about in years. “She was seventeen?”
Lauren nodded. “Remember, Willy says she’d lived seventeen springs.”
“I think the ending is metaphorical,” Sylvie decided. “She jumps into the ocean, but then he sings about how Cuba is waiting for our return. So I think she gets back out and is totally fine.”
They moved another spot closer to the door.
“Can you defend El Gran Varon?” Lauren moved a strand of hair resting over her exposed collar bone.
Sylvie looked away from where Lauren’s fingertips brushed against her skin. Concentrating on the question, she recalled the song. “It’s a cautionary tale about what happens if you don’t accept your child unconditionally. It was basically Born This Way, decades before Lady Gaga. That’s pretty bold for 1989.”
“Are you kidding?” Lauren’s gleaming eyes widened in horror. “Simón dies from AIDS related complications in the end! As if it were some kind of cosmic punishment! You can’t think that’s okay.”
Sylvie shook her head. As usual, Lauren was looking at things all wrong. “Yeah, but it is supposed to be a punishment for the dad not Simón. It’s about his prejudice and stubbornness robbing him of a lifetime with his child. And the song came out in the late eighties. You can’t pretend AIDS just wasn’t happening. Thanks to unaccepting parents, a lot of people died without the love and comfort of their families.”
As they neared the door, Lauren nodded. “Okay, I grant you that.”
“You know what song I can’t defend?” Sylvie winced. “No le pegue a la negra. I don’t know who can make the case for slavery being a bop.”
“Oh my God, for real. That song has to be canceled, right?”
A middle-aged woman behind Lauren cleared her throat. In Spanish, the woman lamented how politically correct new generations were. How there were going to end up with no music and no art. She then pointed out how the song was set in the 1600s, as if that somehow made it any better.
Ignoring her, Sylvie turned around to face the woman waiting in line ahead of her. She was in too good of a mood to get annoyed with someone only interested in hearing herself talk.
When Sylvie was finally just a few steps from the bathroom door, Pedro Navaja, the song about the would-be assailant who was shot by his intended victim, flooded the corridor.
“Oh, shit.” Lauren laughed.
Sylvie spun around, chuckling at the coincidence that the band was playing one of the songs they’d been discussing. All the music they’d mentioned were mainstays, there was no question they’d be played at some point in the evening, but it was amusing that they heard one while waiting in the endless line.
“We’re going to have to dance to this,” Lauren decided, her face brightened by her broad smile. “It’s a sign from the salsa gods.”
Lauren’s hand extended toward her was strange and confusing. Sylvie couldn’t see how this was part of a plot to humiliate her, but it had to be. If she reached out to take her hand, Lauren was going to laugh in her face. She was sure of it.
“Oh come on,” Lauren insisted, her open palm still invading Sylvie’s personal space.
As Sylvie debated the risk of looking foolish, Lauren started to retract her hand. “Oh, I get it. You don’t know how to dance. Sorry.”
“Oh, please. I dance way better than you.” Sylvie snatched Lauren’s hand just before it landed at her side.
With Lauren’s warm hand in hers, Sylvie’s skin erupted with a rush of heat so violent there was no way she wasn’t wearing it on her face.
Instinctually, they both went for the lead position. After Sylvie stepped on Lauren’s toes, they shifted. Lauren slid her hand up Sylvie’s arm and rested it on her bare shoulder. Sylvie maintained her hold on Lauren’s upper back. Without a fight, Lauren gave up the dominant position.
To the rhythm of the song, Lauren matched every step forward with Sylvie’s step back. It only took a few seconds for Sylvie to relax and lose herself to the beat.
Lauren didn’t stop smiling as they moved in time. Exhilarated, Sylvie let herself dance without overthinking. In comfortable control, she added a little flair.
With a spin, she held Lauren closer. Entranced by her warmth and the sweetness of her perfume, she spun her out of line.
In the ample corridor, they spread out. No matter the kind of spin or turn Sylvie threw at her, Lauren followed. It was like they’d choreographed the dance. Like they’d planned the moment.
When Sylvie crossed their arms and spun her hard, Lauren ducked and turned in perfect synchronization. When she pulled her back in, Lauren rolled in her arm, leaving Sylvie holding her from behind in an embrace so tight that it left Lauren’s lips inches from hers when the song ended.
“Holy shit, Campos. You can dance,” Lauren whispered.
Lauren’s eyes were incandescent. They were unevenly dark waters showing swaths of impossible depth and slivers were the light touched the bottom creating a brown so brilliant it burned red. They were smoky quartz, polished to reflect Sylvie’s soul while concealing Lauren’s from view. Sylvie was lost. Unable to move. To think. To breath.
The sound of clapping yanked Sylvie back to her body. While they’d danced, she’d completely forgotten where they were. Disoriented, she released Lauren.
“Maybe there is hope for future generations after all,” a woman at the front of the line said with a laugh. “Go on girls, you earned permission to skip.”
Dazed, Sylvie made it to a stall. In the quiet confines she tried to understand what she’d just done. With a sick feeling in her stomach, she wondered how Lauren planned to use the moment of weakness against her.





CHAPTER 16
  
THE BUZZ from having danced for the first time all year dissipated quickly. As soon as she left the bathroom, Lauren was drenched in guilt. She should be having that kind of fun with Jenny. She should want to have that kind of fun with Jenny.
After finding her parents on the packed dance floor, they told her that Jenny needed a break from the loud music and had gone outside. The information was confusing.
There was no outside. Just a parking lot.
Searching the entrance first, and then the parking area, Lauren looked everywhere for Jenny. Every second that she didn’t find her added to her snowballing anxiety.
Had she seen her dancing and gotten angry? She hadn’t meant to upset her when she danced with Sylvie. It wasn’t like she’d hidden away in some dark corner.
She was convinced that she hadn’t done anything wrong, but guilt made her queasy anyway. Her heart knew the truth her mind had been resisting for a long time.
Lauren followed one of the waitstaff out a side door. There, she found Jenny sitting on a bench near some garbage bins. Off to the side, a couple of people working the party took their smoke breaks.
“Hey, where have you been?” Lauren asked as she approached.
Jenny looked up from the glow of her phone. She smiled the kind of perfunctory smile that didn’t spread beyond her lips. “I just needed to get out of there. I don’t know how all that noise doesn’t drive you crazy.”
Noise? She thought the live music was really good. Certainly not noise.
“I’ve started looking for some options for our trip,” Jenny said brightly, her expression joyful for the first time all evening. “I was thinking Big Sur. At the end of May the weather is just perfect for a break from this heat.”
Lauren took the space next to Jenny on the bench. “May?” Lauren crossed her legs, her feet hurt from dancing and standing. “I was thinking something way sooner. Maybe for Christmas—”
“Oh, I meant this May. Like in a couple of weeks.” Jenny showed her the dates she’d entered into a travel site.
“I need more time to plan—”
“Can’t your parents just take care of the business for a week? They certainly made do without you when you were in California.” Jenny’s tone was a bitter herb blasting Lauren’s palate.
“That was a different time,” she started to explain again about how she was earning her place as the head of the business before shifting to the more pressing conflict. “And anyway, that’s during the Whitney. Did you forget?”
“Oh, right.” Jenny dropped her phone into her lap like there was no point in looking at travel options. As if that was the only time she could get away. “Another week where I don’t see you and can’t make any plans to go anywhere. Another week where I’m stuck here alone.”
Jenny was so cold, Lauren barely recognized her.
Struggling for the right words to say, Lauren turned to face her. Jenny kept her attention on the garbage bins behind Lauren.
“I’ll make more time,” Lauren promised, unsure of how she could but maybe she could forgo sleep. Just for the week.
Jenny shook her head. “I don’t want you to do that.” When she finally looked at Lauren, her eyes were brimming with unshed tears. “You already work so hard, and I do see that you’re always making an effort.” She dropped her shoulders, resigned to their fate. “This just isn’t working, Lauren. Miami isn’t home for me. These aren’t my friends. This isn’t my family. And I really hate this humidity,” she added with a weak smile as a pair of tears escaped their confines.
Lauren pulled her into a hug, regret crushing her chest. “I’m sorry.” Her voice cracked as she cried. She was sorry on so many levels, she just couldn’t describe them all.
“Me too,” Jenny replied.
After a long time spent talking outside, Jenny confessed that she’d reached out to her old job in Los Angeles and told the tenant in her condo that she wouldn’t be renewing the lease. She’d been planning her return to California for months but hadn’t known how to broach the subject.
Apparently, Lauren wasn’t the only one who’d been wrestling with the exhausting task of making differently shaped pieces fit.
Jenny had never broken up with anyone before. A strange honor.





CHAPTER 17
  
WITH THE WHITNEY suddenly less than a week away, Sylvie struggled to focus. Standing alone in the kitchen, she’d waited until the bakery had closed so she could take it over without interruption. The Coral Gables location was the newest and largest space, and the only one where she could spread out.
After moving everything on casters to one side, she exposed a wide swath of white tile floor. Using the specs from the printout on the counter, she marked four narrow rectangles on the floor with tape. The dimensions of her booth at the Whitney.
Standing at the center of her imaginary booth, Sylvie stood with her hands on her hips. The space she’d been given was half the size of her usual festival set up. There was no way she could fit everything she needed on such cramped tables.
Like she was playing the most labor-intensive game of Tetris, Sylvie started arranging trays on the floor to get a sense of what she could bring. She needed to plan for optimal food placement. A challenge when the sandwich press alone took up a third of one of the tables.
As she worked, her mind drifted.
In the week and a half since she’d seen Lauren at the gala, she’d been holding her breath. Every morning she checked all her social media accounts waiting for someone to post the video of them dancing, but the moment never came. No one seemed to care that two great rivals had engaged in such frivolity.
To Sylvie, it had been a seismic event. A shift in the status quo.
The memories invaded her senses, making it impossible to concentrate. She could still feel the warm weight of Lauren’s hand on her shoulder. Still hear the sound of her laughter vibrating in her ear. Still smell her sweet perfume.
Maybe that had been Lauren’s plan. Not to embarrass her, but to distract her from the all important Whitney.
How could she be so sure it would work? What did she remember about high school? About the moment that was so brief, Sylvie sometimes wondered whether it really existed.
The burn in her stomach reminded her that it had been real. Real for her.
For Lauren, it had been a joke, of course. A chance to make a fool of her. There was no other reason that she’d set her up with hope. That she’d invite her to the dance and then do what she did.
Straightening, Sylvie forced herself to pay attention to what she was doing. She’d finally gotten a chance at the Whitney and she wasn’t going to let her ruin it. It was bad enough she was going to have to see her.
The image of Lauren’s gleaming brown eyes and stupid dimples crept into her brain again. The thought of her wasn’t the problem, Sylvie realized, it was the roller coaster it produced in her body. The way it sent her stomach paragliding into her chest.
“You’re pathetic,” she muttered to herself before kicking at the imaginary portable oven that didn’t fit on her imaginary table.
The sound of her phone ringing was a welcome distraction from her distraction. As soon as she retrieved it from her bag, her heart vaulted into her mouth.
“Hey, Freddie.”
The sound of a busy office made Freddie difficult to hear. “Hey, Syl. Got a minute?”
“Yeah, what’s up?” She picked at the cuticles of her manicured nails.
“Listen, I didn’t want to text you.” Noise crackled over the line like Freddie had covered her phone with fabric. “I found something,” she whispered, the noise behind her growing faint.
The words sent Sylvie pacing around the industrial kitchen. This was it. Finally, the moment of truth.
“Okay, I’m ready,” she replied with feigned certainty. She trusted her grandfather. He would never lie. Not to her. Whatever Freddie had to say, it was going to prove that the Machados were the thieves once and for all.
“This is kind of sensitive,” Freddie replied, her voice echoey like she’d taken her phone into the bathroom. “And the way I got it is not exactly on the up and up,” she dropped her voice into a barely audible whisper.
Every ounce of moisture fled Sylvie’s mouth. Swallowing, she tried not to get ahead of herself. Just because the news was sensitive didn’t mean it was bad.
Running water from a sink pulled Sylvie out of her impending panic spiral.
“Can we meet tonight?” Freddie asked. “I have a meeting at six. I’m rushing to it now, but I’d like to see you as soon as possible. Does eight o’clock work?”
Looking at her smart watch, Sylvie clenched her teeth. Three hours. How could Freddie expect her to wait three freaking hours?
“Are you sure you can’t tell me over the phone? Call me from the car or something?” Sylvie only realized she was shaking when she heard the tremble in her voice.
A long pause on the other end of the line made Sylvie stop pacing. There was no way this could be that bad.
“It’s a lot to explain. I’m sorry, Syl. I’m really not trying to be dramatic, but if I know you at all, I’m sure you’re going to want to see what I’ve got. It’s not something I can send in a message. On top of my source issue, I promised to destroy the copies.”
“Copies? Of what? Freddie you’re getting more and more cryptic.” Sylvie’s pounding heart made it difficult to speak. It was like trying to have a conversation while racing up a flight of stairs. She could either talk or breathe. Not both.
“I know, I’m sorry.” An elevator dinged. “I got this stuff seconds before I called. Meeting you is the only way I can get you what you need without risking myself. It’s not that I don’t trust you, Syl. I just have to make sure this is for your eyes only.”
Sylvie rocked back on her heels and rested on the sink. “Does this mean you have a definitive answer?”
A pause. The sound of elevator doors closing. The threat of Sylvie’s strawberry salad lunch returning.
“Yes.”





CHAPTER 18
  
SPRAWLED out on Dom’s leather sectional, Lauren let herself feel glum. Even his stunning Las Olas Beach view wasn’t cheering her up.
“Here you go, babe.” He handed her a vibrant, pink drink in a tall, slender glass. “My patented heart-mending elixir.”
Melissa laughed as she sipped on an identical creation from her place at an armchair next to the sectional. “I thought you said it was a love potion.”
Dom grinned, his freshly trimmed beard failed to cover the brightness in his cheeks. “What can I say? It’s a potion of many uses.”
Sitting up, Lauren made space for Dom to sit at the end of the couch. She took a sip from the festive, green straw.
“What do you think?” Dom’s dark eyes gleamed behind his glasses. “Does it taste like healing?”
Lauren nodded. “And rum.”
“They’re one in the same,” he joked before grabbing his straw with his teeth.
“I’m sorry, Lou. I know how much this sucks.” Melissa crossed one long leg over the other.
Lauren took another sip of the tropical drink. “I just can’t believe she was gone so fast, you know? Who the hell packs up their apartment and just sets off on a three thousand mile drive in two days. It’s like she didn’t even want to risk having second thoughts.”
Dom tucked his muscular leg under his body. “I think she’d been giving it a lot of thought.” He flashed Melissa a quick glance.
“Did you guys know this was coming? Did she tell you?” Lauren directed her question at Melissa.
“I told you my suspicions,” Melissa replied. “I think she was giving you all the signals she could,” she added more sympathetically. “It’s not like either of you did anything wrong—”
“It doesn’t take Walter Mercado to see that it was just not gonna work, babe,” Dom interrupted with a wry smile.
With a surprised laugh, Lauren nodded. “Who wants to go to bed at seven o’clock every night, right?”
Dom raised his glass in toast. “You’re really cute and your ass looks fantastic in a pair of jeans, but I could not be about that life.”
“It’s the getting up at two in the morning that would get me,” Melissa decided, glancing up at the vaulted ceiling as if going through the full list of reasons she wouldn’t date her.
As Melissa and Dom discussed all the ways Lauren’s career was ruining her dating life, she chugged her drink.
“Well, I won’t have to worry about accommodating anyone anymore.” Lauren set her glass on the modern, Scandinavian coffee table. “I’m off the market indefinitely. It’s just too hard to assimilate anyone into my life right now. Dom’s right, who would sign up for my crazy hours?” She sunk into the soft leather. “If I’m honest, it’s almost like a weight has been lifted in some ways. It’s kind of a relief not to have to worry about juggling someone’s needs with the demands of the business.”
“You can’t just give up!” Dom shrieked as if Lauren hadn’t heard them talking about how awful it would be to date her.
“Seriously!” Melissa leaned forward in her chair. “You have a lot to offer the right person. Someone who doesn’t think it’s a sacrifice to accommodate your schedule.”
Sacrifice? Had Jenny told Melissa that she felt like she was sacrificing?
“Yeah, like a morning radio host,” Dom agreed with unrestrained enthusiasm. “Or a newspaper delivery person.” He cocked his head to the side as he wracked his brain. “How about a dairy farmer?”
Despite her mood, Lauren chuckled. “So your suggestion to my dating dilemma is to find an eligible female farmer . . . who dates women . . . in Miami?”
“I bet Vermont has a ton of lady farmers waiting—”
Lauren didn’t let Melissa finish. “Oh no. I’m not doing the long distance thing again. There’s no way I want someone to move for me and I can’t leave the city. That’s just a recipe for heartbreak and I’ve had enough of that. I’m not setting myself up for failure again.”
Dom shook his head. “You’re going to have a hell of a time finding your fated fromager in the tri-county area.”
As Melissa and Dom debated the correct term for a person who makes cheese, Lauren finished the rest of Dom’s drink. Was she really so hard to date?
She didn’t want to give up on love, but if her life was really that hard to adjust to, the decision might already be made. She never imagined that early hours and a seven day work week would be so insurmountable. Emergency room nurses found love all the time and their schedules were way worse. At least Lauren’s schedule was predictable.
If Lauren met someone who was as successful and passionate and loyal, plus not bad looking if she said so herself, and all she had to do was acclimate to slightly unconventional hours, she would.
It’s not like she was in her early twenties and going out all the time. She wasn’t missing anything by going to bed early. Was there really no one out there who would understand what she was doing?





CHAPTER 19
  
SYLVIE CHECKED the time on her phone so often she’d drained most of the battery. Every second she waited for Freddie was interminable. Her mind was a speeding train teeter-tottering as it flew around a track, flames sparking and cars rocking.
While she waited, Sylvie cleaned every inch of the bakery. She couldn’t keep still. If she wasn’t on her knees scrubbing the tile grout, she was checking the time.
The sound of a knock on the glass door sent Sylvie’s heart into overdrive. It was beating so hard, she was sure it would break loose from her arteries.
Scrambling to dry her hands, she shut off the faucet with her elbow. “Coming!”
She rushed around the counter and darted for the door. Through the glass, Freddie waved.
Dressed in a cute, baggy suit, Freddie had obviously been somewhere important. “Hey! I’m so sorry I took longer than I expected.”
Sylvie greeted her with a kiss on the cheek. “Please, don’t apologize. Are you hungry? Can I make you something?”
She was desperate to know what was in the file tucked under Freddie’s arm, but that didn’t mean she’d throw away her good manners.
“I don’t want to be any trouble.”
“Oh, please.” Sylvie gestured to a table with her eyes. “Sit. I’ll make you something.”
Returning with a pressed ham and cheese sandwich and a pineapple juice, Sylvie was a shaken up soda bottle dying to pop. She sat across from Freddie and tried not to burst.
After two enormous bites and a chug of her drink, Freddie moved her plate to the side of the small table. She placed the folder at the center of the table.
“I have to take these with me and destroy them,” she reminded her.
Sylvie stared at the manila cover wishing for x-ray vision.
“You can’t tell anyone that I showed you this, okay?”
Sylvie stared, her heart racing.
“Sylvie. Did you hear me?”
Clearing her throat, Sylvie looked up. She’d agree to anything to find out the truth. “Yeah. I promise.”
“No matter what?” Freddie’s eyebrows crept over the top of her glasses.
“I promise,” she replied despite the complete lack of moisture in her mouth.
Freddie flipped opened the cover of the folder, revealing two sparse sheets of paper. Could a few words typewritten onto thin, yellowing paper really hold all the secrets?
“What is this?” Sylvie leaned over the table as if getting closer would provide clarity.
Freddie slid the top sheet over so Sylvie could look at them both at once.
“This is the truth that your grandpa and Grandpa Machado discovered that led them to drop the lawsuits.” Freddie tapped her finger on the old paper. “This is a telegram from Pedro Gutierrez the Third. Ever heard that name?”
Sylvie shook her head. The words on the page made less and less sense the more she read.
“I’m guessing he found out that they were investigating the roots of the old bakery. The original in Cuba. La Magnifica.”
Sylvie nodded.
That name she recognized. It was the place the Campos and Machados families owned together four generations ago. Before they fled political persecution.
“Mr. Gutierrez wrote a letter to the court detailing how Bernardo Campos and Antonio Machado stole recipes from the third in their partnership. His grandfather. The senior Mr. Gutierrez. It seems to have defeated their right to claim full ownership. A death blow to a trade secrets lawsuit.”
“How can this be?” She muttered, her shoulders sagging under the weight of the impossible information.
“It looks like there were attachments to the letter.” Freddie tapped on the list at the very bottom of the second page. “Proof of his claim.”
An invisible boa constrictor slithered up her leg and swirled around her chest. It squeezed the air from her lungs. Made her heart struggle to beat. The ghost of Pedro Gutierrez was trying to kill her.
“This can’t be true,” Sylvie whispered. “My grandfather would never lie to me.”
Freddie’s round face softened into a sympathetic grimace. She adjusted her glasses. “I can’t speak to the validity of the claim, but look at the date.” She tapped on the first page. “Three days later, the case was closed and sealed.”
For a long time, Sylvie stared at the document. She wished she could see the attachments. Vet them for herself. Anyone could make a claim to anything. That didn’t make it true.
This Gutierrez probably heard about the suit somehow and thought it was the perfect chance at a payday. He was a liar. Sylvie was sure of it.
With a sinking, sick feeling in her stomach she thought of her grandfather. He was a strong man. He’d never give in to some bullshit attempt to extort him. Had he discovered that Gutierrez was telling the truth? Had Lauren’s grandfather tricked him somehow?
Sylvie’s mind raced, reaching like a vine for any possibility other than the one in front of her. Every branch snapped under the weight of her exploratory tendril.
There was no way her grandpa would cave so quickly, unless the message was true. Unless he was convinced by the missing attachments. But that didn’t make sense either. How could the Campos and Machado patriarchs perpetuate a lie? Surely, her grandfather would’ve at least confessed to his own family.
“Syl?” Freddie’s gentle voice guided her out of her spiraling thoughts. “You okay?”
Sylvie opened her mouth uselessly. She didn’t have a response. She felt so many things at once. Shock. Disappointment. Disgust. Shame. The only thing she didn’t feel was okay.
“Maybe we can track this guy down—”
Freddie didn’t let her finish. “I thought you might say that. While I was in my meeting, I had a guy from my office reach out to a contact in Havana.” Freddie explained the series of steps leading from her office to a Canadian reporter living in Cuba. Sylvie wished she’d hurry to the bottom line. “It appears Mr. Gutierrez died. His only son died in Angola in the 70s.”
“How do you know it’s the right—”
Freddie pulled out her phone and handed it to her. The biographical data on the official looking document on her phone matched the information on the letter.
“What the hell am I supposed to do with this?” Sylvie asked, exasperated by her confusion and disbelief.
Freddie reached out, squeezing Sylvie’s forearm. “Do what your grandfather did,” she suggested. “Don’t do anything. Just let it be.”
The concept was as alarming as it was foreign. “Pretend I don’t know this? Keep the secret from my family? How?” Sylvie heard herself shrieking but was powerless to stop it.
Freddie, of course, didn’t have any answers. She’d done Sylvie a favor. She’d discovered the truth to end the feud.
Sylvie just hadn’t counted on that truth being that both Machados and Campos men were thieves. If she wasn’t carrying on an honorable family legacy, then who the hell was she?





CHAPTER 20
  
THE WHITNEY FOOD and Wine Festival was a sprawling carnival of tents on the beach. Literally on the sand. Much to Sylvie’s chagrin.
A laminated name tag hung around Sylvie’s sweaty neck by a thick lanyard as she pulled her cart behind her through the warm sand shifting beneath her feet. She regretted wearing sneakers. The grains invaded her socks like a thousand tiny irritants.
Cutting through the long main tent the size of a football field where the biggest names in food would give demonstrations during the day and live music would blare at night, Sylvie dragged the last of her things from the loading zone to her tent. Hers was one of the thirty small white tents divided in two rows behind the main tent.
In the morning heat, the festival attendees were still preparing. Everywhere around her people buzzed with activity. Like Sylvie, they were gearing up to cook their best offerings for foodies willing to pay a huge entry fee for the privilege. Unlike Sylvie, most people were barefoot.
Dressed in a white King of Pastries t-shirt and short denim shorts, Sylvie regretted having worn her wavy hair down around her shoulders. In the sticky heat, it would be a frizzy mess.
As soon as she neared the tent at the end of the row, Sylvie held her breath. Lauren had finally arrived.
Barefoot and squatting in front of her booth, the booth next to Sylvie’s, Lauren was adjusting the Pastry King sign to keep the corner from flapping in the wind. With her long, dark hair piled on top of her head, she was singing to a song emanating from a nearby booth. One of the other Cuban restaurants selected for their heritage.
Lauren’s butt, happily wiggling to the rhythm, was the last thing Sylvie wanted to see that morning. After thinking about it incessantly, she still hadn’t figured out what she was going to do with Freddie’s information. It helped to think about it in distant terms, she couldn’t assimilate it as the truth, even if she believed it. Better to think about it as something that belonged to Freddie.
When Lauren stood, she wiped her face with the sleeve of her t-shirt. As she did, she noticed Sylvie approaching. Without hesitation, Lauren smirked.
Out of habit, Sylvie furrowed her brow.
Grinning, Lauren turned toward her as she approached the tent, her hand on her hip. “Does that face mean good morning?”
Unable to look Lauren directly in the eye, Sylvie grumbled. Moving past her with her sights set on her half-set-up tent.
“Wow, you’re in an even more delightful mood than usual.” Lauren’s dark eyes gleamed in the sunlight as she watched Sylvie unload her cart. “Are you finally realizing that you’re going to be serving your tired creations to the most sophisticated palettes in the world?”
There was nothing different about Lauren’s teasing. It was the way they’d communicated their entire lives. In taunts and jabs.
But Sylvie couldn’t respond. With her righteous indignation gone, she felt like a fraud. She was a fraud.
Ignoring Lauren was all she could do. Tuning her out, Sylvie set to arranging her sandwich press. The tables were even more narrow than advertised, forcing her to struggle to keep the machine balanced.
With sweat in her eyes, sand in her shoes, and Lauren’s voice beating behind her like the tell-tale heart breaking through the floorboard, Sylvie was ready to flip the table and storm off.
Frustrated, Sylvie slammed the power strip in her hand onto the ground. The sand cushioned the fall, dampening the anticipated thud into something muted and dissatisfying.
“Hey.” Lauren was suddenly next to her, albeit on the other side of the table. “Are you okay?” She rounded the booth and stood in front of her.
Sylvie was torn between screaming and crying. She was tired of being asked that question and even more tired of not knowing how to answer it. Of course she wasn’t okay. How was she supposed to be okay?
The kindness in Lauren’s eyes. The concern softening her face. The hand set gently on Sylvie’s arm. It was too much to take.
Yanking her hand free, Sylvie took a step back toward the center of her booth. As if a plastic folding table could protect her from Lauren. From the truth.
Instead of snapping at her, Lauren’s expression grew gentler. She should be enjoying her distress instead of acting like she gave a shit.
“We’re finally at the Whitney,” Lauren said, as if Sylvie didn’t know where she was standing. A breeze off the ocean whipped flyaway hairs around Lauren’s head. “You act like you’re darning socks in hell.”
Sylvie refused to laugh at the RuPaul’s Drag Race reference. She was having an existential crisis. She didn’t have the time or space for Lauren’s jokes.
“Did something happen?” Lauren buzzed around her like a relentless mosquito.
Gritting her teeth, Sylvie wished Lauren would disappear. The last thing she needed was her concern.
“I’m fine! Just leave me alone!” Sylvie snapped, earning glances from the people setting up their booth next to Lauren. Taking deep breaths, she tried to compose herself.
Lauren put her hands up in front of her chest as if saying don’t shoot. “Yeah. Obviously, you’re fine. You’re definitely fine.”
Without another word, Lauren turned on her heels and went back to her work. Sylvie wanted to do the same. More than anything she wanted to be present at the Whitney. To focus all her attention on her booth. But all she could think about was the horrible truth festering in her chest.
   
A MAN in a white linen shirt and matching fedora pulled an unlit cigar out of his mouth. “What’s a modern Cuban sandwich?” He pointed at the menu Lauren had handwritten onto a board resting against the front of her booth.
Lauren smiled. “Pork belly, fig jam, and a red cabbage slaw pressed on Cuban bread.”
The man put the cigar back in his mouth. He turned it round and round as if considering his thoughts on her ingredients.
“So nothing like a Cuban sandwich,” he replied flatly.
Lauren’s smile didn’t falter. “It was made by a Cuban. Technically, anything I make is a Cuban sandwich.”
The dad joke earned a chuckle from the man who had seemed hellbent on disliking her food. From the moment the festival opened that afternoon, Lauren had encountered two kinds of people. They were either eager to try her take on traditional mainstays, or they were openly skeptical about her creations. It was mostly the former, considering it was a food festival, but every so often she got someone like Fedora frowning at her menu.
When she couldn’t convince someone to try something new, she directed them to King of Pastries next door. She’d expected Sylvie to whirl around and accuse her of some kind of ploy, maybe a bait-and-switch scheme to give people food poisoning and blame it on her . . . something devious only Sylvie could concoct. But she never did.
Now, near sunset, Lauren was really starting to worry about Sylvie. It wasn’t like her to be so quiet. So sedate. They’d been working next to each other for over eight hours and Sylvie hadn’t even so much as called her a traitor once. It was completely unlike her.
Busy, and with several hours left before they started wrapping up at midnight, Lauren pushed thoughts of Sylvie aside. If she wanted to be upset about something, that was her problem. It was probably something unhinged anyway. Unhinged was Sylvie’s default setting.





CHAPTER 21
  
DEPLETED, sweaty, and generally over it, Sylvie packed her empty containers into her cart. At least she didn’t have to lug any of the equipment or coolers back with her every day thanks to overnight security and tent locks. There was one bright light in her crappy existence.
“Oye! King of Pastries! Come join us!”
Sylvie clicked the padlock at the bottom of her stall closed. As she stood, she turned toward the man who’d called out to her. With all the booths covered in their roll down canvas shades, there was no way to miss the party in the main tent at the end of the aisle.
She knew she should decline. It was already after midnight and she had to be back early to have her booth ready for a twelve hour shift. Combined with the weight of her axis-shifting secret, it was too much to juggle.
Before she could slither away, the middle-aged man from the Argentinian booth approached. Sylvie allowed herself to be persuaded, despite knowing just how much she’d regret it in the morning.
Inside the main tent, music blared and drinks flowed. Whoever had leftovers from the day shared them. Dozens of vendors found their second wind as they mingled with the handful of famous chefs that stayed after the festival. Sylvie sat at the bar circling the stage where the speakers blared and a few people danced.
In minutes, Sylvie had two tequila shots and a short rib taco. Her coiled muscles eased for the first time in the days since she’d found out that her entire life was a lie.
Swaying to the Spanish ballad that spoke to her soul, Sylvie accepted a shot of ouzo. And then another.
Sylvie slid off the stool on surprisingly wobbly legs. Pulling off her sneakers, she dug her toes into the warm sand and danced.
Unsure of how to get on stage, since her hazy brain wasn’t cooperating, Sylvie started climbing on the stool. Her intention was to get on the bar and leap to the stage. It didn’t seem that far, though to be fair, it was hard to judge distance when the room wouldn’t stop moving like they were on a boat.
“Hey, what are you doing?”
A warm hand clamped around her calf as she stretched one knee onto the bar. Sylvie’s head snapped to the side. She saw the hand first and the face next.
“Leave me alone Lauren. I’m dancing,” she slurred, wishing she didn’t sound as messy as she felt.
“I can see that, but maybe don’t try to add death defying tricks to your moves, ay?”
Lauren’s arm was strong and sure as it wrapped around Sylvie’s waist. With surprising gentleness, Lauren supported her body and helped her off the bar.
When Sylvie’s butt landed on the stool, she crossed her arms over her chest. A move more petulant than she intended. “What do you want?” She tried to speak crisply.
Judging by the exaggerated concern in Lauren’s gleaming, dark eyes, her words came out soggy despite her effort. “What’s going on with you?”
Sylvie cocked her head to the side. “Am I the only person not allowed to have fun?” She gestured around the breezy tent where everybody was dancing and having a good time. “I can’t be the only person who’s had a drink or two, Lauren. Why don’t you go policing them?”
Lauren remained, annoyingly, a foot away from her, her face still awash in unnecessary concern. “Because I don’t know them,” she replied simply.
Holding Lauren in her gaze, Sylvie shook her head.
You don’t know me either.
“It’s not just the drinking. All day you’ve been—”
“And why shouldn’t I drink, Lou?” Sylvie blurted. “It’s not like anything matters. Everything. Everything. E-ver-e-thing we know is meaningless.”
Lauren’s pretty, dark eyebrows knitted together. “What are you going through? What the hell is going on?”
The sober part of Sylvie’s brain signaled for her to shut the hell up. She was thinking and feeling and now saying too much. She needed to go home.
“Leave me alone,” she insisted, hearing the petulance in her tone but she was powerless to stop it.
“Are you kidding?” Lauren scoffed. “I can’t leave you like this. You’ll break your neck and blame me somehow.”
Sylvie slid off the stool and grabbed her sneakers from the sand. “What do you care?” She sounded more wounded than she intended. She needed to cover up her vulnerability with a jab. “Why don’t you worry about your girlfriend?”
Oh, crap. That’s worse.
She needed to get away from Lauren. Being around her was having a destabilizing effect. Sylvie held on to the bar to steady herself while she put on her shoes.
Lauren scratched the back of her neck and glanced away for a moment before returning her attention to Sylvie who had managed to get her sneakers on. They were packed with sand, but at least they were on her feet.
“We broke up actually.”
Heat rushed over Sylvie’s face. All she wanted to do was bolt to her car.
“Oh,” she replied uselessly before thinking of something else to say. “I wasn’t trying to be a dick. I didn’t know.”
Lauren shrugged. “You didn’t have any way of knowing.” One of her lethal dimples broke through when she smirked. It was a gut punch making Sylvie sway. “Unless you happen to follow her on Insta. Then you’d learn, just like I did, that she’s back in California and spending a lot of time with her ex-girlfriend.”
Cringing, Sylvie wished she’d kept her mouth shut. “I’m sorry,” she whispered, defeated and resigning herself to the awkwardness of the moment.
Lauren replied with a shrug. “No reason to be sorry. It was a long time coming. Sometimes things don’t work together no matter how hard we try.”
Sylvie nodded, not that she’d ever tried particularly hard to make a relationship work.
“How about some water?” Lauren gestured toward an open cooler near the exit to the loading zone.
Sylvie nodded.
After chugging half a bottle of icy cold water, Sylvie felt better. The world around her stood still. Well, it spun a little less and that was good enough.
“So, what’s up with you? You haven’t even insulted me once today.” Lauren started to walk out of the tent and Sylvie followed.
Sylvie tried not to notice how Lauren’s shorts exposed her thick hips and shapely thighs. How her smooth calves flexed when she walked.
As they strolled toward the water, the thumping music grew quieter. “I’m sure that’s not true,” Sylvie replied after another sip of water. “I’m sure I insulted you plenty.”
“Nope.” Lauren assured her with a shake of her head. “Not once.”
Sylvie paused and stared at her, intending to be dramatic, but getting caught in a trap instead. With the lights from the festival behind them and the full moon glowing above, Lauren’s smile was heart-stopping.
“I have to go,” Sylvie blurted.
“I’ll take you home. There’s no way you’re driving anywhere.” Lauren’s response was so fast it was obvious she had it loaded in the chamber and ready to fire.
“Was this your plan all along?” Sylvie crossed her arms over her chest.
“Plan?” Lauren chuckled. “Everything isn’t a ploy, Syl.”
“I can get myself home. I’ll call for a ride.”
Lauren shook her head. “Do you know what that’s going to cost? Midnight? On a Friday? From the beach to Miami Lakes?” She slipped her hands into the back pockets of her denim shorts. “Plus, I’ll even drive your car so you have it tomorrow.”
Sylvie narrowed her eyes, the booze flooding her brain made it hard to see the trick. To figure out what advantage Lauren was trying to snatch. Maybe she just wanted to rub it in Sylvie’s face later. When she couldn’t see the motive for herself, Sylvie gave in and asked. “Why would you do that?”
Lauren’s dark eyes widened. “Why don’t I want to leave you drunk and alone twenty-five miles from home in the middle of the night?” She laughed, the throaty sound was starting to make Sylvie hypertensive. “Do you really have to ask that? Would you leave me if the roles were reversed?”
Sylvie didn’t have an answer. She wasn’t sure that she would put herself out there the way Lauren did. She wouldn’t want to risk the rejection. Even if she would be worried about her, she wasn’t confident that she’d be as relentless as Lauren.
“Come on.” Lauren started walking with unshakable confidence that Sylvie would follow. As if they’d already discussed it.
“Hey! I never accepted your stupid ride!” Sylvie complained, rushing to catch up to Lauren and her stupid long legs.
Without looking back, Lauren held something above her head and shook it as she walked. “That’s your problem. I already took your keys out of your bag.”





CHAPTER 22
  
AS SHE DROVE Sylvie’s Jeep, Lauren’s eyes drifted from the highway to the passenger seat.
Despite her protestations about being able to drive herself, Sylvie had fallen asleep before they’d crossed the bridge onto the mainland. Each time a patch of dark road was illuminated by a street lamp, it flashed over Sylvie’s face. Asleep, she looked so gentle. So beautiful.
Lauren smiled. Watching her reminded Lauren of her first job. As a teenager, she babysat for the kids next door. The toddler in particular was a nightmare when he was awake, but at bedtime he liked to cuddle up to Lauren’s side while she read him scary bedtimes stories. There was something magical about watching tornados at rest.
She only wished that Sylvie had been honest about whatever was making her act so strange. Well, stranger than normal.
Lauren hadn’t seen Sylvie drunk before. She always knew her limits. Her boundaries. The woman thrived off of self-control, for her to lose it like that . . . something had to be very wrong.
Was she going through a breakup? Lauren hadn’t seen Sylvie with anybody in a while, but it had been years since she’d seen her out socially at all. These days, she only saw her at work-related events. She was always alone.
As obnoxious as Sylvie could be, she was also bright, beautiful, and driven. More than one of their mutual acquaintances had voiced their interest in her some time ago. . . So it wasn’t like she couldn’t date if she wanted. Was she choosing to be single? Was she lonely?
With a sigh, Lauren settled into the seat. There was no way Sylvie was going to trust her enough to talk.
Miami Lakes was a small town, only roughly six miles around, but Lauren hadn’t realized just how close to Sylvie she lived. As she waited for the gate to Sylvie’s community to open, she estimated it was less than a mile to her house. Close enough to walk. A funny coincidence considering their parents lived on the same block. It was like their families were genetically programed for close proximity.
If the suggestion wouldn’t make Sylvie’s head spin around and projectile vomit pea soup, she’d put the idea of driving to the festival together out there. Lauren knew better than to be reasonable.
Following the GPS instructions, Lauren stopped in front of a cute villa that looked exactly like every other house around it. Chuckling to herself, Lauren imagined Sylvie at a home owner’s association meeting holding up photographic evidence of an unauthorized rose bush in a neighbor’s yard.
You’re definitely that person, Lauren decided as she hit the garage door opener on the sun visor.
The sound of the loud door screeching open roused Sylvie awake. Obviously disoriented, she glanced around to assess her surroundings.
“You’re home,” Lauren said, her hand on Sylvie’s arm to calm her.
With a sharp exhale, Sylvie nodded. It was jarring to see her so unsteady. She seemed to have gotten more intoxicated after her nap.
“Let me give you a hand,” Lauren said before slipping out of the driver’s side.
“I can get out of my own car,” Sylvie grumbled, but she waited for Lauren’s help.
“Yeah, yeah. You’re the only person on the planet that never needs help.” Lauren rolled her eyes. She stood by Sylvie’s open passenger door and made sure she didn’t stumble out from the high seat.
Under the floodlight illuminating the driveway, Lauren walked behind Sylvie through the tidy garage. If her Jeep wasn’t so tall, it would easily fit in the space. Something Lauren couldn’t say about her own garage packed with building materials and tools.
Instead of complaining that she could unlock her own door, Sylvie pointed to one of the keys on the ring Lauren was holding. When they reached the door leading from the garage to the house, Lauren unlocked it without any commentary from Sylvie.
On only slightly wobbly legs, Sylvie teetered into her dark house and hit the switch on the wall.
Sylvie’s house was exactly like Sylvie. Attractive but no nonsense. The contemporary living room was so neat, Lauren wondered if she had a live-in housekeeper.
“Where do you keep your Tylenol?” Lauren asked as she started for the kitchen in the open concept house. That’s where she kept her headache medicine at home.
Sylvie crumpled into her Pottery Barn couch. “Bathroom,” she muttered without extraneous protestations.
She must be really drunk, Lauren decided with a laugh.
Inside Sylvie’s fridge, Lauren discovered its contents were arranged by size, color, and shape. She took a water from the line of perfectly aligned bottles. Their labels all pointing the exact same direction. She knew Sylvie was particular, but she didn’t realize the depths of her perfectionism. Sylvie would probably faint at the sight of her fridge, which consisted mostly of old takeout containers and several half-drunk sodas she’d forgotten about.
While in the hall bathroom, Lauren expected Sylvie to shout at her not to snoop, but she didn’t. Not even when Lauren closed the medicine cabinet and moved to another bathroom since the guest one was empty.
Lauren would never snoop, despite being curious, but Sylvie had always accused her of the worst, regardless of Lauren’s propensity. After opening the door to an office she quickly closed, she found the master bedroom.
As she moved through the neat room and toward the bathroom, Lauren realized that Sylvie’s house felt like a staged model. With the exception of a few framed pictures here and there, it could easily be an Airbnb. It was like Sylvie hadn’t set down roots in her own house.
“Got it,” Lauren announced when she returned, shaking the small bottle in her hand.
Sylvie sat up from where she’d slumped over on the couch. Instead of accusing her of changing out the Tylenol for cyanide, which was why Lauren had brought the entire pill bottle, Sylvie simply held out her hand.
Lauren slid into the space next to Sylvie on the couch. She handed her the water bottle first so she could open the container with both hands.
With her eyeliner smudged and her honey eyes glossy, Sylvie looked at her as she drank. She was saying something without speaking.
Lauren handed her the two pills. “What?”
Sylvie cocked her head to the side. She was so pensive, it was starting to make Lauren nervous.
“What is it?” Lauren asked again, her heart rate starting to pick up the pace.
“Do you ever wonder what would’ve happened at the dance?” Sylvie popped the pills in her mouth and continued drinking her water.
Sylvie’s question shocked Lauren so deeply she dropped the bottle, spilling it’s contents all over the plush area rug.
“What made you ask me that?” She deflected, unsure how to answer the question. Throughout the years, she had wondered about that night more often than she cared to admit.
With the now empty water bottle in her lap, Sylvie shrugged. “I had such a crazy crush on you.”
The confession sent a bolt of electricity rushing down Lauren’s spine, electrifying every nerve in her body.
“You’ve had too much to drink, Syl. Why don’t you get some sleep?” Lauren started to stand, but Sylvie’s fingers around her wrist stopped her.
“Why did you use me? Just to get back at your ex? Or was it to humiliate me?” Sylvie asked as if Lauren had never spoken. She was dead set on having this conversation fifteen years after that night.
“Use you?” Lauren tucked her leg underneath her body to face Sylvie on the couch. “You’re the one who made out with me in the locker room, agreed to go to the dance, and then left with some dude from the Jesuit school as soon as I got there. You did that shit right in my face, and you think you’re the aggrieved party?” Lauren hadn’t realized how fresh the memory was, how vivid the image in her mind. How easily it still triggered her anger.
Sylvie’s face was gentle and beautiful as her eyes widened. “I saw you, Lou,” she explained softly, as if it still stung.
The use of her nickname again melted Lauren’s defenses and sent a rush of heat coursing through her body. She leaned closer to Sylvie, wishing she understood what the hell she was talking about.
“Saw me what? I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she promised.
“I saw you talking to her.”
“Who?”
“Lexi.”
Lauren leaned against the couch’s backrest. It took a beat to connect the name to a face. She’d dated Alexis so briefly, she hadn’t thought about her in over a decade.
“I’m not mad anymore. It doesn’t matter. Nothing matters,” Sylvie announced to her vaulted ceiling.
“I don’t remember talking to her, Syl. But even if I did, what does that matter?” Lauren wasn’t connecting the fifteen-year-old dots.
Sylvie rolled her head to the side, still resting on the backrest. She looked at Lauren for a long time, her expression unreadable.
“You embarrassed me,” she explained. “Congratulations. You made a fool of me. I really thought you were into me, but you planned on getting back with your ex the whole time. Or maybe you never broke up with her at all. As long as you got to laugh at me, right?”
The words tore through Lauren, shredding her chest. “That’s what you’ve thought all these years?” Unable to stop herself despite the considerable risk of rejection, Lauren reached out and took her hand. “Want to know what I thought?”
After a long, slow exhale, Sylvie nodded, her fingers intertwined with Lauren’s. The touch was intimate. Too intimate. With a squeeze, Sylvie retracted her hand, leaving Lauren’s skin tingling.
Focusing on the accusation, Lauren straightened. “I believe you saw me talking to Lexi. She was really dramatic and didn’t take our breakup well.” It was all she remembered about the girl. That and her very long acrylic nails. She might still have a tiny scar in an unfortunate location from them. “But I never got back together with her, Syl. When I walked into the auditorium and watched you draped on some baseball douche, I thought you were the one having a good laugh at my expense.”
Sylvie winced. “You were so close to each other while you were talking to her.”
“I probably didn’t want anyone to hear her dramatics,” she replied honestly. “I probably worried that she’d scare you away. I honestly don’t remember.” The confession snowballed out of her mouth. It seemed stupid to hold anything back now. “All I remember from that night was how much I wanted to dance with you . . . To see where the night might take us.” She sighed. “And then I saw you. You looked so beautiful in that green frilly dress. Your hair in that cute updo.” Her momentary smile disappeared. “That image is seared into my brain. You looked right at me while you whispered in that guy’s ear. Stared at me as you took his hand and led him out of there.”
“That was after I saw you with Lexi,” Sylvie explained, her fair cheeks turning pink. “If I would’ve known—”
“If you hadn’t assumed,” Lauren corrected.
“If I hadn’t assumed,” Sylvie agreed. “I wouldn’t have done that. I really thought you were messing with me.”
“And what? Did you think there was going to be some major Carrie moment during the dance where I was going to drop a bucket of pig’s blood on you?”
Sylvie bit her bottom lip. “That may have crossed my mind.”
Lauren smiled, dropping her head against the backrest like Sylvie. Looking at her for what felt like the first time in years.
“What if I’d never done that?” Sylvie asked.
Lauren was unsure of whether Sylvie was asking Lauren or herself, but she responded just in case.
“I suppose we would have danced,” Lauren guessed.
Sylvie smiled lazily, her eyes half-closed. “Just danced?” Her voice was soft, like she was already on her way to a dream.
Lauren’s heart pounded against her ribs as she gazed at Sylvie’s parted lips. “More than danced,” she whispered, tempted to close the small gap between them. To taste Sylvie again. Their kiss in the locker room had been so chaotic and brief, she wondered what it would be like to try it again.
When Sylvie’s eyes closed and her breathing grew more rhythmic, Lauren stood. Taking one of the blankets rolled in a wicker basket by the couch, Lauren draped it over her.
On the coffee table, Lauren left another bottle of water and the now emptier bottle of Tylenol since she’d tossed the ones that fell in the garbage.
Soundlessly, she slipped out of Sylvie’s house and hit the button for the garage door. Like she had as a kid, she raced to the door to beat it before the thing closed.
With a glance back to make sure the garage door was closed, Lauren tucked her hands into her pockets and started the short walk home.
Aw, shit. I still have a crush on Sylvie Freaking Campos.





CHAPTER 23
  
BEING HUNGOVER WAS BAD. Being hungover while outside at noon in Miami in May was worse. Being all of those things plus working a twelve hour shift next to Lauren was inhumane.
Sylvie did her best to battle her mortification while she worked. It was a bout of momentary insanity triggered by stress, she told herself. She hadn’t known why she’d said all those things to Lauren. It’s not like she meant it. Her queasy stomach gurgled at the lie.
For hours, Sylvie relished being busy. Too busy to notice Lauren trying to talk to her. Well, busy enough that she could pretend not to notice her, which was good enough.
Long after the sun had set, the crowd thinned and the vendors started the nightly ritual of packing up. Sylvie tied her hair into a stubby little ponytail and started cleaning her booth.
Sylvie was almost finished and kneeling in the sand to unplug her machines, when Lauren’s voice disturbed her peace.
“Try this,” Lauren said.
Sylvie seriously considered ignoring her, but decided it was better to act like the night before had never happened. Better to treat her with the same indifference she always did. She brushed the sand off her knees before turning around.
Lauren, her long, brown hair in waves, was looking at her with her dimpled smile set to stun. “You’re going to love it,” she said, holding out a tiny plate.
Dubiously, Sylvie eyed the small, open-faced sandwich. “I’m fine but thanks.” She turned back to the task of cleaning up, her hands trembling just a little.
Behind her, something creaked. She turned again to find Lauren sitting on one of her empty tables, her long, bare legs dangling over the edge.
“You know we’re going to have to talk about this right?” Lauren took a bite of the small sandwich.
Sylvie’s heart trotted up her throat, making her pulse beat under her tongue. “About the pretentious capers on your sandwich?”
Lauren grinned. “What if we just called it quits on this whole rivalry thing?” She slid off the table, landing softly in Sylvie’s territory. “What if we started over?” With the small paper plate in one hand, she extended the other. “Hi, my name is Lauren. Some people call me Lou. I’m a Cancer and I’ve been seriously considering adopting a dog lately.”
Sylvie frantically resisted the urge to smile. “That only works in movies, Lauren. Don’t be ridiculous. We can’t just erase all the history between us.”
Guilt punched her sore stomach. How would she ever tell her that their history was built on a lie? Should she? It was impossible to take a breath, to get any perspective.
Undeterred, Lauren inched closer, her dark eyes shining with slivers of auburn and gold. “We’re not teenagers anymore, Syl. We can do whatever the hell we want. If we want to put an end to this nonsense that has totally spiraled out of control. . . we can.”
The concept sounded so simple tumbling out of Lauren’s full lips. The lips Sylvie couldn’t stop staring at as she stopped a foot away from her.
“Try something new.” Lauren held up the half-eaten slice of baguette covered in a dark mousse, capers, and a sprinkling of herbs.
It was the most emotionally loaded bite of food she’d ever been presented. Sylvie stared at the offering. What was she agreeing to if she took it? How binding was an agreement-by-canapé?
“Will you shut up about the stupid thing if I try it?”
“I promise.”
With a roll of her eyes, Sylvie snatched the food off the plate and popped it in her mouth. Prepared to hate it, she paused as the rich, savory flavor coated her taste buds.
Damn that’s good, she thought but didn’t say.
“Are you happy now?” Sylvie wiped the corner of her mouth, wishing there was more than just one bite.
Lauren cocked her head to the side, her gaze peeling away any remaining calm in Sylvie’s body.
“I had a crush on you too, Syl. Just in case that wasn’t obvious to you then.” Her attention dropped to Sylvie’s lips. “If it’s not obvious to you now.”
“Very funny,” Sylvie snapped, her heart racing so hard it was interrupting her thoughts. Of course Lauren was going to exploit her moment of weakness. Use it against her.
Lauren’s dark eyebrows knitted together. “No more games,” she said softly, her words penetrating Sylvie’s chest.
“I don’t believe you,” Sylvie replied simply, the heavy truth sliding off her shoulders.
Lauren nodded. “We’ve been pretty terrible to each other. You worse than me,” she added with a momentary smirk.
“In your twisted little mind, you’re always the victim.” Sylvie heard her words, noticed how much bite was missing from them. Lauren was too close. The moment too confusing.
Lauren moistened her bottom lip. The gesture was so small, so quick. It had no business skyrocketing Sylvie’s internal body temperature.
“Can you imagine what might happen if you just let go?” Lauren’s question was barely above a whisper. Grains of sand shifted as she moved closer. “If you stopped being so stubborn and tried something a different way? What’s the worst that could happen if we got to know each other again? Or kind of for the first time?”
When Lauren reached out, Sylvie didn’t move away. She let Lauren’s fingertips slide over the top of her hand she was holding at her side. Allowed the shocks that developed along her skin as Lauren interlaced their fingers.
“Real life doesn’t work like that.” Sylvie resisted. “We can’t forget it.”
“We only need to forget all the things we think we know,” Lauren corrected, running her thumb over Sylvie’s knuckle, awakening the nerves underneath. “Replace those outdated or all-together-wrong data points with facts. What did you even do the four years I was in California? What’s been your longest relationship? Do you have any pets? Have you ever been to Machu Pichu? We think we know each other, but we don’t. Not really. Get to know me, Syl. Let me get to know you.”
Sylvie wanted so badly to say yes. Wanted more than anything to accept the olive branch. Maybe Lauren could help her figure out what to do with Freddie’s information. If she was honest, she’d even admit aloud that it would be nice to talk to someone who understood the challenges of her life.
“Pastry girls! You’re missing the party!” The woman from a neighboring booth shouted.
Her voice rocked Sylvie out of her fog. With the trance broken, she stepped back. Around her, all the tents had their flaps rolled down and were locked up tight. She and Lauren were the last ones left.
“I have to go.” Sylvie stepped away from Lauren’s confusing aura.
“I bet you’re working off a gnarly hangover,” Lauren guessed correctly. “What about tomorrow?”
“What about it?” Sylvie picked up an empty container and shoved it hastily into her cart. She couldn’t move quickly enough.
Lauren helped her load the cart. “How about tomorrow we get to know each other? I was thinking of bringing a little help. This is a lot by myself for a week.” She rearranged the contents of the handcart so the weight was distributed more evenly. “Maybe you could bring some help too? We could spend a little time together? As friends,” she tacked on at the end like it was a selling point.
“You really think we can be friends?” Sylvie challenged as she placed the last of her things in the cart.
“I don’t know,” she admitted, her smile sheepish. “But I’m willing to try. Are you? Or are you too chicken to be proven wrong?”
Sylvie laughed, the tension easing from her shoulders. “Proven wrong about what? I can’t wait to show you how stupid your idea is and how very wrong you are.”
Lauren grinned, her dimples cutting deep lines in her tanned cheeks. “So you’re going to bring someone tomorrow to cover for you? Maybe we can walk around and check out the festival, not just the tequila.” She winked.
“Ew, who winks,” Sylvie snapped, resenting the way her heart raced at the sight of Lauren brightening.
Lauren’s laugh lifted Sylvie like she’d been dragged away by a hot air balloon. Like she was flying over some picturesque desert vista.
“Whatever.” Sylvie rolled her eyes, her pulse pounding in her neck. “If it’ll make you shut the hell up. I’ll waste time tomorrow showing you we have nothing in common and hate each other for perfectly good reasons.”
The smile remained firmly painted on Lauren’s lips. Her eyes shimmered with devastating delight. The kind of glee that seeded deep in the belly and blossomed on the skin.
It was contagious. Against her will, Sylvie smiled before swallowing it down. “It’s just to prove you wrong,” Sylvie reminded her as sternly as she could.
Lauren obviously didn’t believe her for a second. Even Sylvie had to admit she was missing the usual bite.
“Tomorrow,” Lauren reminded her before sliding over the booth table.
Sylvie rolled her eyes again. “You’re wrong today and you’ll still be wrong then.”





CHAPTER 24
  
BENEATH A LIGHT DRIZZLE, Lauren slipped out of her jeep. She adjusted the black baseball cap on her head, hoping it would keep the little bit of eye makeup she’d worn from smearing.
With a broad smile, Lauren started for the tents growing out of the sand and standing against the hazy, gray sky. With her creations nestled in the wagon she pulled behind her, she scanned the scattered group of vendors for Sylvie as she approached.
Lauren figured there was a fifty-fifty chance that Sylvie had changed her mind about bringing someone to help her. Knowing her, she’d spent the night figuring Lauren was coming up with some elaborate ruse to steal her cheese pastelito recipe. There was probably something with a cork board and multi-colored string.
As she approached the booths, Lauren’s heart soared. The curvy blonde woman working the King of Pastries booth was not Sylvie. She hadn’t changed her mind.
Her excitement evaporated as she considered another possibility. Sylvie wasn’t there. She hadn’t sent this woman to assist her, she’d sent her to replace her.
“Buenos dias,” the woman greeted.
Lauren slid between two tables forming the back wall of her booth. “Buenos dias,” she replied with a small wave. It took a few seconds to recognize her from the softball games.
The woman stopped filling the espresso machine and approached the side of her booth connected to Lauren’s. “You’re the Machado girl, right?”
“Lauren.” She forced a smile even if she couldn’t read the intent behind the question. “Yeah, that’s me.”
“I’m Regina. I’m Sylvia’s godmother.” She glanced around before leaning over the table. “She called me at midnight and asked me to come,” she whispered not un-conspiratorially. “It’s something to do with you, isn’t it?”
Lauren bit the inside of her lip to keep from smiling. What she wouldn’t give to know what Sylvie said to her godmother last night. After a beat, Lauren nodded.
Regina smiled, her plump cheeks brightening. “I’m rooting for you.”
Lauren’s grin broke through her defensives. “You think we’ve got a chance?”
“This old family stuff is so stupid.” She waved as if shooing the past away. “Don’t give up. Don’t let my goddaughter get in her own way. She’s a good girl. She’s just a little—”
“What kind of conspiracy is happening here?” Sylvie neared the back of the booth carrying two plastic water jugs.
Regina stepped away from the boundary, her hands up by her chest. “I was just introducing myself.”
Sylvie, her hair in two French braids and wearing a white King of Pastries tank and black leggings, tried and failed to look suspicious.
“No to this,” Sylvie said as she pointed between Lauren and Regina. “No alliance between you two.”
“I’m Switzerland,” Regina replied innocently before shooting Lauren a wink.
“Yeah, and I’m the king of England,” Sylvie replied, her honey eyes gleaming. She turned to Lauren. “Where’s your backup?” She scanned Lauren’s booth as if someone might be hiding behind a cooler or inside her cart. “Did you realize how wrong you are and quit before you could embarrass yourself?”
Lauren glanced at her watch. “She should be here in fifteen minutes.”
Sylvie replied by sticking her upturned nose in the air and shrugging. Regina, however, was openly amused. When Sylvie turned away, Regina shot Lauren a covert thumbs up.
As soon as Lauren’s help arrived, she hurried to orient her to the booth. When she was confident she wasn’t throwing her to the wolves, Lauren tucked her phone into the back pocket of her denim shorts and sauntered over to Sylvie who was pressing a sandwich.
“Ready?”
Sylvie turned toward the line of people waiting to be served. “I’m swamped.”
Lauren raised a brow. “Are you backing out right now Campos?”
“Go, go. I’ve got this.” Regina returned a customer’s credit card and tucked an empanada into a white paper bag.
“Madrina—”
“Go,” Regina demanded. “I’ve been slinging croquetas since before you were born. I can handle this for a couple of hours. Go and bring me back something delicious.”
With no excuses remaining, Sylvie wiped her palms on her leggings and exhaled hard. “Okay. Whatever. Let’s get this over with.”
“Wow, Syl. Try and contain your enthusiasm. It’s kind of embarrassing that you’re so excited about this.”
Sylvie grumbled as she slid between two tables and out of the booth.
Their first stop was a booth called Optical Illusion.
“How adventurous are you feeling?” Lauren asked as she glanced at the unusual offerings.
With her hands on her thin hips, Sylvie reviewed the menu. “None of this is food,” she muttered.
“Okay, I’ll pick,” Lauren decided before stepping up to order. “Pork belly cotton candy.”
Sylvie sighed. “Dios mío. An abomination.”
“And two bottles of water please,” Lauren added as she laughed.
While they waited, Lauren watched the young man in the booth. At a flat top grill, he seared a thick square of pork belly.
“This is going to be gross, you know that right?” Sylvie said, watching in horror as the guy skewered the meat and swirled it around a machine to cover it in wispy, hot pink, cotton candy.
“How do you know if you haven’t tried it?”
“Because pork candy is not a thing for a reason,” she said with complete confidence.
“We’ll see.”
Lauren watched Sylvie accept the paper stick from the man with grief-stricken dismay.
“You try it first,” Sylvie said, shoving the whimsical meat stick in Lauren’s face.
“It’s not radioactive, you big baby.”
Lauren bit off half the pork belly. The moment the fluffy, maple flavored spun sugar touched her tongue, it melted into the hot, crunchy pork belly skin, creating a tangy sweet glaze on the crackling coating. The meat was so tender that it all but disappeared in her mouth like a delicious fever dream.
“Oh my God, that’s incredible,” Lauren decided, opening the eyes she hadn’t realized she’d closed.
Sylvie was still obviously suspicious.
“If you don’t want it, I’ll eat it. It might be the best thing I’ve ever put in my mouth.” Lauren started to finish the second bite, but Sylvie took it out from under her.
Without a word, Sylvie shoved the pork belly in her mouth like knocking back the most vile cough medicine. As soon as she tasted it, Sylvie’s shoulders dropped and her eyes closed.
Lauren guessed she was having the same euphoric experience. She needed to close off all her other senses and lose herself exclusively to taste.
When she’d finished, Sylvie opened her eyes. “That texture,” she searched for the words. “It’s so complex. You don’t even have to chew. It’s like buttery and not overly sweet. I can’t even describe it.”
Lauren nodded. “I know!”
Sylvie turned on her heels. “Two more of those magic little meat pops,” she called to the guy at the grill.
Rain kicked them out of the row of booths prematurely and sent them into the main, packed tent along with everyone else.
“Too early in the afternoon for a drink?” Lauren asked as she dried her face with the bottom of her t-shirt.
Sylvie’s eyes snapped up from Lauren’s body and to her face. “I guess not.”
Biting back a grin, Lauren started for a corner of the massive space. There, a square of the tent had been transformed into a garden. Plants of all shapes and sizes created a living green cave. At the back, a live-wood bar was covered in enormous glass jars holding various fruit and flower infusions.
“What the hell is a botanical bar?” Sylvie asked as they joined the long line of patrons waiting to try one of the drinks on the limited menu.
“I don’t know,” Lauren admitted. “I guess we’ll find out.”
“How do you think they got that pork belly so tender and that skin so crunchy?”
“A long precook period,” Lauren guessed. “I wonder what they put in the brine.”
Sylvie tilted her head to the side and closed her eyes, engaging her entire body in the act of remembering. “Citrus for sure,” she decided, her eyes still closed. “Wine maybe or some kind of unusual vinegar?”
Lauren nodded. “Not any vinegar I’ve come across, but you’re right, maybe wine.”
“A cheap dessert wine,” Sylvie guessed.
“That sounds possible.”
Sylvie propped her hand on her hips. “Why do you sound so freaking surprised? What do you think? That I’m a rube who only knows about guava paste and pressed ham?”
Lauren laughed as her chest lightened. She loved the way Sylvie’s eyes brightened when she bitched. The way her mouth moved when she snapped.
What the hell is wrong with me? Do I have some kind of Stockholm Syndrome?
Lauren cocked her head to the side. “I mean . . . I still don’t know what you’ve done since high school. Did you have some kind of culinary journey?”
They moved up the line.
“Remember those like five minutes we were allowed to travel to Cuba? I went for a month. Ate my way from Pinar del Río in the west to Santiago in the east.”
Lauren raised her eyebrows in disbelief. “Shut up, you did not.”
Smiling, Sylvie straightened, obviously proud of her achievement. “I did.” She pulled her phone out of a little pocket on the side of her leggings. “I even sprained my ankle climbing the steps to see La Caridad del Cobre.”
Lauren took the phone opened to a photo of Sylvie. Behind her, an impressive basilica grew out of lush green hills and framed by palm trees.
“What was it like?”
“It was . . .” Sylvie looked like she was going to say something she’d rehearsed before thinking better of it. “Honestly? It was nothing like I expected. We grew up hearing these stories, right? How incredible it all was. Gleaming cars, the Tropicana nightclub, promenading on El Malecón by the ocean. . .” She sighed. “It’s like only the animated skeletons are left. The people there are seriously tapped. So many people I met were just desperate for a chance at something else.”
Her fair skin ignited with color. All Lauren could do was listen, captivated by the passion that vibrated through her body as she spoke.
“There was this one woman, Gisela, she had her own paladar. A four table restaurant she was running out of her house.” Sylvie held her fist to her chest. “Lou, you’ve never tasted a better tamale in your life. I don’t even like tamales, okay? But this was orgasmic. And she’s just going to languish there. A culinary genius making amazing meals out of scraps. Imagine if she had half of what we have. She’d put us both out of business.”
Lauren had a million questions, but she only got to ask a handful of them before they were finally at the front of the line.
“What do you recommend?” Sylvie asked the bartender, taking the lead instead of acting like she was being dragged along against her will.
“My favorite is the cloister. It’s gin, freshly-squeezed lemon juice, some rosemary and rose petal simple syrup, fresh mint leaves, a splash of soda water, and a drop of orange blossom water.”
“Sounds good,” Lauren replied when Sylvie seemed stuck on the description.
When the bartender turned away to grab two chilled martini glasses, Sylvie leaned in close enough for Lauren to smell her shampoo. The floral fragrance mixing with the fresh garden scent swirling around them made Lauren’s head feel light.
“This is going to taste like drinking my grandma’s perfume, isn’t it? Like there’s no way this is going to taste good,” Sylvie whispered, her cheek grazing Lauren’s as she neared.
Sylvie pulled back, but her parted lips remained close enough to kiss. “I don’t know,” she whispered, her attention drifting from Sylvie’s mouth to her radiant eyes. “I haven’t drank her perfume in a while.”
When a slow smile crept over Sylvie’s lips, Lauren had to seriously resist the urge to kiss them.
   
“YUP, THAT’S ABUELA TERRITORY,” Sylvie decided as she sipped the drink adorned with colorful pansies.
Lauren winced as she swallowed. “Jeez. Ugh. Who puts that much rose in anything? It’s all you can taste. I feel like I just ate a funeral wreath.”
“We paid forty bucks for these, we’re freaking drinking them,” Sylvie said when she feared Lauren was going to return her drink to the bar. She didn’t want to leave the place with the ethereal, secret garden vibe. Not so soon.
Forever the good sport, Lauren eyed the boozy perfume in her glass and nodded. “We can learn from things we don’t like even more than from things we do.”
“When did you become this person? This Gandhi version of Lauren Machado. Is this what Southern California does to people?”
With a chuckle, Lauren tilted her head. She pointed to a corner of the crowded bar where a couple was leaving. Right behind an enormous glass jar of pastel pink liquid full of raspberries and herbs.
“Maybe it was all those years without humidity,” Lauren joked as she took the spot crammed next to a large, sweaty man, leaving Sylvie with the better location at the end and closer to a fan. “Never having a bad hair day can do a lot for your mood.”
“For real.” Sylvie took another sip of the horrid concoction, trying to get it into her throat without letting it run over her tongue. “What changed? You have this like . . . inner calm. Except for when you’re trying to break my neck during softball, anyway. It’s weird,” she added for good measure.
Lauren rocked on her heels, the ponytail poking out of the back of her cap falling off her tanned shoulder. “I don’t know. Isn’t part of growing up mellowing out?”
Sylvie quirked a brow. Not in my experience, but she took another sip while holding her breath instead of saying so.
“I guess I wanted to make different choices,” Lauren confessed. “I was so stressed out for so long. Trying to live up to all these expectations was like running on a hamster wheel, you know? One day, I just kind of stepped back and looked around. Took stock of what I was doing and why. I realized that I could never be my mom, or my grandpa, or my great-grandpa. I could only be me. Once I accepted that . . . I don’t know, a lot of that tension just melted away.”
“I envy you.” Sylvie’s admission bubbled out of her mouth without consent.
“Me?” Lauren laughed. “Why? You’ve got your shit pretty under control.”
In one fell swoop, Sylvie tipped the contents of her glass into her mouth and choked down the remainder of her drink. “I’m excellent at faking it, aren’t it? But I haven’t even managed to convince my parents to fully retire. I can’t get them to see I’m ready, and they’re going to make me share the business with my brother which means that we’re going to end up losing it all in some smoky backroom poker game, or more likely, a bet on who can beat Call of Duty.” The words came out in an unintelligible rush.
Lauren tipped her head to one side. “Does one beat Call of Duty?”
“What the hell do I know?” She snapped, dizzy from the gin and baring her soul.
“Sorry, I couldn’t help myself. That’s some real pressure you’re putting on yourself, Syl. You really think there’s a world in which they’d let your brother near the croqueta empire? Not for nothing, but the guy can’t even remember the highly relaxed rules at our softball games.”
“You’re telling me! He’s an idiot! He’s never worked for anything a day in his life.”
Lauren’s nostrils flared. “But what? He’s their kid and therefore entitled to generations of hard work?”
“And male. Don’t forget male. Because apparently that not only makes him immune from having to prove himself and assumed competent for every task, it also coats him in porcelain. The poor baby can never be called out for anything. So strong and so delicate.”
“That is easily the most insane thing I’ve ever heard. You’ve been working your butt off in the bakeries since we were in middle school. That can’t be right. There’s no way your parents are going to do that, and if they do, don’t rescue his ass. Tell them that he can have the entire business and you’re out. I bet they’ll change their minds in two seconds. That business is not going to run without you. You can even threaten them with coming over to the dark side.”
Sylvie’s stomach soared, pushing her heart into her throat. Finally, someone understood her frustration. She grinned devilishly as she imagined her parents’ faces if she told them Junior could take over the business by himself. That it was all or nothing. Her mom’s shock might even break through her fillers and botox.
“Come on.” Lauren gulped the rest of her drink. When she set the empty glass on the bar, she shook her body like a duck getting out of a lake. “Gah. That’s really terrible.” She wiggled again as if she could shed the flavor. “Do you want to watch Chef Letz’s demo?” She looked at her smartphone. “It’s starting in a couple of minutes.” She returned her gaze to Sylvie. “Or do you want to get back to your godmother?”
The only thing Sylvie knew in that moment was that she wasn’t ready to let Lauren go. “She’s been slinging pastries since before I was born, right? I’m sure she can handle another hour.”
Lauren’s dimples made her stomach flutter. The sensation was as terrifying as it was addictive.





CHAPTER 25
  
“WHY DON’T YOU STAY, REGINA?” Lauren squatted in the sand to lock up the King of Pastries tent so Sylvie’s godmother didn’t have to bend over.
Sylvie watched them as she secured items to a handcart with a bungee cord. She was always so sure that Lauren was faking when she was nice to other people. But now, as she watched her help a near perfect stranger, she wondered if she was maybe, possibly, perhaps . . . a tiny bit wrong.
“No, mija. At my age you turn into a pumpkin after midnight,” Regina joked.
Lauren flashed a dimple. “Why are gourds associated with going home? At the end of a party my grandma used to send everyone home with—”
“Calabaza, calabaza. . . todo el mundo pa' su casa,” Sylvie guessed, unable to stop herself from saying the same refrain her grandparents used.
Lauren’s gleaming dark eyes brightened. “Yes! What even is that? Pumpkin, pumpkin take your butt home? Who came up with that?”
Regina laughed. “Not quite as lyrical in English, huh? You lose something without the rhyme.”
“I don’t think you could possibly turn into a big orange squash.” Lauren winked at Regina. “Join us for a little while. All these food nerds know how to have a good time.” Using her eyes, she pointed toward the big tent at the end of the closed-up booths where music was blaring. “Have a drink. Maybe show us your dance moves?”
Regina’s fair skin was already mildly sunburnt, but she flushed with even more color. “Mija, if I drink the heartburn will drown me.” She laughed. “Not to mention, I won’t be able to get up in the morning.”
“Oh come on, Madrina,” Sylvie poked her in the arm, “Come on. Have a little fun.”
“You know what I think is fun? A bubble bath and a nice trashy romance,” Regina countered, unwilling to be persuaded. “But you girls go.” She took the handcart from Sylvie and fixed her in her gaze, sending a silent message with her eyes. “Let go and have a little fun.”
Instead of objecting, Sylvie cracked a momentary smile. “I’m only staying for a minute. You never know who you might rub elbows with at these things.”
Lauren floated away to double check the locks on the canvas covering her stall. Sylvie wasn’t stupid. She knew she was discreetly trying to give them privacy. She’d picked up on Regina’s lack of subtly.
When Lauren was out of ear shot, Regina leaned in. “The only person you need to worry about rubbing against is her,” she whispered.
“Madrina!”
“Sorry, that came out wrong,” she bit back a laugh. “You girls—”
“We’re in our thirties.”
“You ladies then, whatever,” Regina rolled her eyes. “Listen to what I’m saying, mi vida. I’ve spent most of the day with you two. Esa muchacha can’t stop looking at you.” She smiled with the very tip of her lip. “And you can’t go five minutes without glancing over at her. Give yourselves a chance. Get out of your own way.”
“Madrina, it’s not—”
“Don’t tell me what it is or isn’t, okay. I can see. More than you can. Stop thinking about all the family stuff. Just for tonight, pretend you’re both Smith and Jones. See what happens.”
Sylvie opened her mouth. She wanted to tell her what Freddie discovered. To unburden herself of the secret. To ask her godmother whether that changed things. Ask whether she should tell Lauren.
“Promise me,” Regina implored, her blue eyes intent as if trying to engage a Vulcan mind-meld. “Promise that you’re going to put all the nonsense aside. At least for a few hours, hopefully more, but at least tonight. I’ll even come run the booth again tomorrow if you stay up all night.” She wiggled her brows.
“Madrina!” she scream whispered, her skin flooding with heat. She couldn’t think that far ahead.
“I’m just saying,” she kept her voice low as her eyes drifted to Lauren who was squatting again. “Lauren is very pretty and that booty gives JLo a run for her money.”
“Okay,” Sylvie took Regina by the shoulders and turned her away from the booth. She didn’t need to be reminded of all the very attractive parts of Lauren. The parts she spent years trying not to notice. “It’s time for you to go.”
“You’re really not going to stay a while? Not even one glass of sangria?” Lauren’s dimple was admittedly hard to reject.
“You’re speaking my language, but no.” Regina took hold of Sylvie’s cart. “Give me this. I’ll take it. Now, you two go do all the things I would do.” She laughed.
Lauren stood at Sylvie’s side as they watched Regina walk toward the loading zone, the handcart trailing behind her. “I didn’t know there were nice people in your family.”
Sylvie jabbed her in the side with her elbow. “There’s always a weak link, isn’t there?”
Laughing, Lauren gestured toward the main tent. “Come on. Let’s go find something to drink that doesn’t taste like Chanel Number Five.”
In the moonlight, Lauren’s face was soft and her eyes so luminous that they left no shadows for Sylvie to conceal herself. She left no room for her to continue to lie.
“What are we doing, Lou?” Her question was so quiet Sylvie wasn’t sure she’d spoken it aloud.
Lauren neared, her gaze dropping to Sylvie’s lips. Her body saying everything Sylvie wanted to know but couldn’t believe.
“We’re getting to know each other,” she replied, her fingertips finding Sylvie’s wrist.
The slight contact triggered an ache that spread like molten lava, singeing everything in its path. Around her, everything disappeared.
The blaring music. The warmth of the sand beneath her feet. The expectations set by three generations before her. It all melted around them, leaving nothing but Lauren’s face and Sylvie’s racing heart.
   
A
GLORIA ESTEFAN and the Miami Sound Machine tribute band claimed the stage and filled the air with high energy hits suited for a 1980s nightclub.
Sylvie stretched her petite body over the bar to toss cash into a tip jar. Lauren couldn’t hide her amusement. She didn’t know anyone under the age of fifty that carried cash with them. No one but Sylvie.
“What?” Sylvie’s inquisitive eyes narrowed when she dropped back to her feet.
“Nothing,” she lied, her gaze snagged on the smudged eyeliner creating a heart-hobbling contrast to Sylvie’s honey eyes.
“I know when your devious ass is lying, Machado.”
Lauren smirked. “You’re getting less and less believable with those insults, Campos. Careful with that or I’m going to start to believe you like me.”
“Ha! You wish.” Sylvie took a sip of water. “I can’t stand you. Spending time with you is such a tremendous act of charity that I’m pretty sure I can write it off on my taxes.”
Laughing, Lauren couldn’t match Sylvie’s outrageousness. She was the queen of dramatic responses. “Who hurt you, Sylvia? Who made you like this?”
Sylvie tried to hide her smile with her water bottle. “Your mom broke my heart pretty good.”
“Are you ripping off my fifteen-year-old insult and using it against me right now Sylvia?” Lauren’s body was so featherlight she was weightless. “Man, I had so much respect for your caustic little brain.”
Instead of escalating, Sylvie chuckled. Her face bright and her body relaxed. “Do you remember that fight?”
“Remember it? How can I forget it? You know I didn’t get my car back until I left for California. A full month after we graduated.”
“You’re lucky! I didn’t get it back until the fall. I was so mad at my parents. They wouldn’t agree that the punishment should be over as soon as Sister Gloria no longer had power over me. I was out of her freaking jurisdiction already.”
Lauren’s body buzzed as they strolled through their memories. “I know, right? I wonder whatever happened to Patty Guerra,” she mused before sliding a lime wedge into her water bottle.
“Oh my God, you didn’t hear?” Sylvie’s eyes danced with the excitement of gossip.
Lauren shook her head. She hadn’t thought about her high school crush in years.
“She left her husband and three ugly kids to live with her yoga instructor in a yurt somewhere.”
Lauren nearly choked on her water. When she coughed her lungs clear, she asked Sylvie to tell her the whole sordid tale.
“Looks like we dodged a bullet,” Lauren decided when Sylvie was finished. “That could have been one of us stuck with three unfortunate looking children.”
Sylvie bit back a mischievous smile. “You know I didn’t even really like her. I found out that she had a thing for me, and I jumped on it.” She almost looked ashamed, but was too amused to sell it. “I just thought it would really hurt you, you know. Maybe even make you cry.”
“You’re truly unwell,” Lauren decided, long over Sylvie having dated her crush. “Let me live vicariously then. What was it like to date her?”
For a moment, Sylvie seemed to consider what she was going to say.
Sylvie quirked a thin, light brown brow. “The truth?”
Lauren leaned forward as if she didn’t want to miss whatever juicy detail she was going to share.
Sylvie winced. “She was the absolute worst kisser I’ve ever kissed, and let’s remember that I also dated guys back then.”
“No.” Lauren gasped, her hand to her chest as if to keep her heart from breaking. “But she was so hot!”
“I know! Imagine my surprise!” Sylvie shouted, her cheeks flushed with color. “She did this thing with her tongue where she kind of like jabbed it in my mouth.” Sylvie demonstrated a snake strike with her hand.
“How many times did you kiss her?” Lauren managed to finish the question as she laughed so hard her sides hurt.
Sylvie cackled, no longer even trying to hide her glee. “Like ten times! I kept trying to show her how to not accost my face, but she was a woman on a mission!” She laughed so hard she doubled over. “And just once she tried to get in my pants. Just jammed her hand right in there. I’m pretty sure I still have a bruise.”
“I wish I’d known this then.” Lauren wiped a tear from her eye, still cracking up as she imagined a miserable Sylvie enduring an onslaught just to spite her. “I was so jealous that I thought I was going to burst. I still can’t tolerate Coldplay. That’s what you get for being a little shit.”
“Yeah. Joke was definitely on me. You know it was so bad that she single-handedly made me question my sexuality. There was no way I wasn’t attracted to an objectively hot girl, but nope. It was just that bad.”
“Man, you’ve ruined all my fantasies.”
“Well.” Sylvie tossed her bottle into a huge recycling bin next to the bar. “I guess I’m going to have to replace them with new ones.” She grabbed Lauren by the hand and dragged her to the space in front of the stage where a dozen people were dancing.
Allowing herself to be led, Lauren shuffled through the sand. Her eyes glued to Sylvie’s body. There was no doubt that Sylvie would make good on her word. She’d already seeded new desires in Lauren’s mind.





CHAPTER 26
  
ON THE SECOND to last night of The Whitney Food and Wine Festival, Lauren was working to get through the day. Engaging with people who loved her twist on Cuban classics was a thrill, but the real exhilaration came at night. When all the attendees were gone and she was left with Sylvie.
Her quads burned from the hours they spent dancing in the sand the night before. It had been more of a workout than doing the same moves on a dance floor in high heels.
In the last four days, Lauren hadn’t slept more than a few hours each night. She’d never been happier or more energized.
When her alarm clock woke her, she didn’t hit the snooze button like she usually did. Instead, she jumped out of bed, ready to race to the bakery, pick up her fresh creations, and get to the festival. Get to Sylvie of all people.
She watched Sylvie slice thin steak onto a sizable chunk of Cuban bread. Sylvie had never been much of a smiler, but as she sprinkled matchstick fries over the sandwich, she beamed.
The sight of her easy grin had an unstoppable effect on Lauren’s mood. Sylvie’s unguarded smile was more potent than three shots of espresso. It was just as addictive as caffeine too. Lauren couldn’t get enough.
“What’s in this?” A woman standing at Lauren’s booth pointed to one of the pastries in a portable glass case.
Tearing her attention away from Sylvie, Lauren turned to the woman. “Oh, that’s one of my favorites. Fig and orange marmalade with a honey drizzle. The honey is from a local farm in Homestead. It’s unbelievable.” She pointed to the stack of the farm’s business cards by the case.
“What’s wrong with good ol’ guava and cheese?”
Lauren’s smile didn’t falter. She’d answered this question a lot lately. At first she’d been surprised that people were so resistant to change, but now she saw it as an opportunity.
“Absolutely nothing.” Lauren reached for the tongs she kept on a hook on the side of the case. “King of Pastries has some seriously delicious guayaba pastelitos.” She slid a flakey, baked square onto a biodegradable paper basket and handed it to the woman. “Try it. On the house.”
The woman eyed her suspiciously. She accepted the offering, but hesitated as she brought it to her mouth. “It’s not vegan or gluten free or something like that is it?” The way she asked the question made it clear that she equated those terms with inedible and vile.
“Try it.” Lauren encouraged with a smile. “If you don’t like it, I’ll buy you one from next door.” She gestured toward Sylvie’s booth with a tilt of her head.
With a nod, as if Lauren had driven a hard bargain in asking her to try something for free, the woman took a bite.
As she chewed, her eyes snapped open. “Wow. That’s good.”
Her shock might have been insulting, but Lauren was too pleased to focus on her negative assumptions. A few minutes later, the woman was walking away from her booth, a full box in her hands.
Dusk arrived, taking most of the heat with it and ushering in a cool breeze off the ocean. Finished with their day, Lauren and Sylvie hauled their stuff to the loading zone where their Jeeps were waiting.
Three nights in a row they’d stayed after closing to drink and dance until a hair before sunrise, but they hadn’t really made a plan. Lauren had assumed the same thing would happen that night. But when they were finished loading up their cars, Sylvie lingered by her trunk.
Disappointment landed like a river rock in Lauren’s belly. Sylvie looked ready to say goodnight. She’d probably gotten sick of the lack of sleep.
“Do you want to do something else?” Sylvie leaned against the large, immaculate spare tire on the back of her Jeep. “I don’t know if I want to do all of that.” She gestured toward the tent, alive with music and lights. “I’m so sick of all this freaking sand.”
Lauren’s chest tightened. Sylvie didn’t want to leave her just yet either, even if she was too proud or stubborn to say so.
“What do you want to do?” Lauren moved closer to Sylvie.
Sylvie looked away, as if she couldn’t stand to make direct eye contact with Lauren as she spoke. “I don’t know. You’re usually full of annoying ideas. Did you run out?”
Pressing her palm to the hardcover top of Sylvie’s Jeep, Lauren leaned in. Inches from Sylvie’s face she smirked. There was no way for Sylvie to escape her then. She looked up at her, her honey eyes wide and wild.
“When are you going to stop pretending?”
Sylvie searched Lauren’s face, her eyes bouncing from side to side. “Pretending about what?”
She tried to sound accusatory, offended, indignant, but Lauren could hear the waver in her voice. She detected the hesitation. She’d gotten so used to listening for it so she could exploit it, but now she gave it space. Let it breathe.
“Pretending you don’t like me,” Lauren replied, her tone soft and her gaze fixed on Sylvie’s thin, pink lips.
“You’re like obsessed with this,” she whispered, but it didn’t sound intentional. “How often do you need to hear that I can’t stand you?”
“Can’t stand me, huh?” Lauren moistened her lips, tempted to prove that it was time to stop playing this game.
Lauren dipped an inch closer, causing Sylvie’s breath to hitch and her eyes to slip closed. The sight of her, open and ready for her kiss, sent a devastating tremble vibrating down Lauren’s legs leaving her unsteady.
“What do you want to do,” Lauren repeated, her voice intentionally low and breathy.
Sylvie’s eyes fluttered open. “Since when do you talk so much?”
Lauren chuckled. “Clear lines of communication are important, Syl.”
“Okay, Lou,” Sylvie arched a brow. “Where can we go considering we’re sweaty, gross, and horribly under-dressed?” Her eyes brimmed with everything she wasn’t saying. Sylvie had some place in mind, and Lauren was dying to know where. “And no sand.”
“I think I can take you somewhere that checks all those boxes. How adventurous are you feeling?”
“Don’t be cute.” Sylvie’s bark had lost its bite, but Lauren was still amused by her attempts.
“You think I’m cute?” Lauren smiled in a way that she knew exposed both dimples. A deadly double barrel shotgun wielded by a sharpshooter.
A visible flush crawled up Sylvie’s chest. A red flag of defeat.
“I think you’re cute.” Lauren moistened her lips, aching to close the gap. To feel her lips again. “Are you such a baby that I have to say it first?”
Sylvie’s eyes gleamed, showing facets of amber and copper. “There’s nothing you can beat me at,” she asserted with quivering confidence.
Lauren’s pulse pounded in her neck, her racing heart making it hard to breathe evenly. “Is that a challenge?”
Sylvie drug her teeth across her bottom lip, forcing Lauren to wonder what it would feel like to bite it. “It’s a promise.”
The tiny hairs on the back of Lauren’s neck stood on end. “Let’s go.”





CHAPTER 27
  
SYLVIE FOLLOWED Lauren from an industrial kitchen, through a plastic curtain, and into a work-in-progress. Staring at the ceiling, and the massive light fixture made up of differently sized stove top espresso makers painted gold, Sylvie’s jaw dropped.
“Holy crap, that’s cool. How did you make that?” Carefully stepping over tools and stacks of materials, Sylvie moved to the front door to get another view of the stunning piece.
“A local artist made it from old cafeteras,” Lauren replied from behind the counter.
“I’ve never seen anything like this.” She looked away from the ceiling and at Lauren. “How can I get one in my house?”
“I’ll send you his info,” she replied with a chuckle. “He’ll be happy for the work. Coffee or wine?” She propped a hand on her curvy hip. “I also have water.”
“Coffee,” Sylvie replied without hesitation.
She’d given up on any hopes of sleeping during the Whitney. There was always next week. Although, part of her hoped that she wouldn’t be getting eight hours a night then either.
“Keep an open mind,” Lauren warned before opening a small fridge beneath the counter.
All Sylvie had to see was oat milk to realize she didn’t want to know what she was about to drink. While Lauren prepared something, Sylvie admired the counter.
“Did the artist make this too?” Sylvie ran her fingertips along the gleaming wood counter. The edge was carved with gorgeous swirling markings.
“No, my dad and I crafted it actually.” Lauren brought the espresso maker roaring to life. “It’s taken us forever. We were going to do a poured cement top, but that felt too cold.”
“Get outta here. You did not make this.” Sylvie crouched on her haunches to inspect the work more closely as the aroma of cafecito filled the room.
Lauren laughed as she steamed what passed for milk. “If you saw all the outtakes littering my parents’ backyard you’d believe me. It’s been a crazy amount of trial and error. We would’ve been better off hiring someone to do it, but I really wanted to make something, you know? The entire base is reclaimed wood. We figured the top would get too much wear and tear for such valuable material. The floor is reclaimed too.”
Sylvie’s eyes widened. “No way. You’re full of shit. There’s no way you did this.”
Lauren spooned condensed milk into two mismatched mugs. “It was kind of therapeutic.”
Narrowing her eyes, Sylvie searched for signs of deception. When she couldn’t find any, she decided she was impressed. And maybe a little turned on.
“Try this.” Lauren held out one of the mugs.
Sylvie peered at it like it might contain rat poison. “What is it?”
Lauren’s lips twitched. “You saw me make it, Sylvi-uh. Just try it without being a brat. Do you think you can manage that?”
Instead of smiling, Sylvie bit the inside of her bottom lip. “You try yours first.”
“What do you need? A cupbearer?” Lauren took a sip of her drink and then made a show of switching cups with Sylvie. “There, Your Highness.”
Trying to stick her chin out the way she imagined a royal would, Sylvie took the mug and tried the perversion Lauren passed off as a café con leche.
The moment the hot creation hit her tongue, Sylvie nearly moaned. The rich sweetness from the condensed milk blended with the thick and nutty oat milk to make a shockingly delicious latte.
“It’s good, isn’t it?”
Lauren’s voice brought Sylvie back to her body. The flavor of the most delicious thing she’d ever drank lingered on her tongue. She wanted to steal her recipe and run away with it. A hereditary condition, apparently.
“It’s fine,” she replied before quickly taking another sip without regard for scalded her mouth.
“Fine?” Lauren muttered into her mug. “Fine my ass. This shit is delicious.”
Sylvie hid her grin behind her mug.
“What’s that about?” Sylvie gestured toward a large cardboard sign acting as a coaster to a paint can. The sign advertised a box of something with next-day shipping available anywhere in the continental United States.
Lauren craned her head over the counter. “The care packages? I came up with that when I was living in LA. You’d be shocked at how hard it is to find a good pastelito de guayaba outside of Miami. All I wanted when I was out there was something that tasted like home. When I came back, I figured I couldn’t be the only wayward Cuban out there. The packages have been a huge success. All people have to do is follow the baking or frying instructions and their kitchen becomes our bakery.”
As Lauren talked, her words turned into a melody. Soft and low and producing an odd tingle in Sylvie’s body. Sylvie watched her mouth. Watched as her full lips moved to shape vowels. The smooth skin of her long neck flushed with just a touch of color as Lauren explained something with obvious excitement. Sylvie couldn’t bring herself to comprehend the words.
The Pastry King tank top Lauren had been wearing all day left tan lines. Several tan lines crossed over each other where the sun seared her skin at different points. Like a snapshot of where her spaghetti strap had been at any given time over the last four days.
Sylvie imagined what it would feel like to pull the strap down completely. To expose her skin and press her lips to it.
With her eyes, she followed the curve of her neckline to where her cleavage was marked by the sun too. In high school, Sylvie had envied Lauren’s body. It was like somewhere between ninth and tenth grade she’d returned to school from summer vacation with a curvy, hourglass figure and a D cup. Sylvie was still waiting for her body to blossom like that.
“Syl?”
Caught, Sylvie’s attention snapped back to Lauren’s face. Judging by the amusement in Lauren’s eyes, she’d most definitely caught her staring at her boobs.
“Have you been listening to anything I’ve said?” Lauren smirked.
She was always doing that. Usually, Sylvie found it incredibly annoying, but now the quirk in her lips called her in. She was a cobra charmed by the rhythm of her song.
“Or are you too busy trying to come up with ways to rip off my idea—”
Sylvie leaned over the counter, set her mug to the side, and rose onto the tips of her toes. Not letting herself overthink it, she cupped Lauren’s face with both hands and kissed her. By far the most effective way of shutting her up she’d ever deployed.
Without a moment’s hesitation, as if she’d been expecting it, Lauren’s lips parted. With a gentle moan that reverberated over every inch of Sylvie’s skin, Lauren deepened the kiss.
The warmth of her tongue against hers ignited Sylvie to her core. She was back in high school, pressing Lauren against the lockers, pulling at her Oxford shirt, pressing her thigh between her legs as her plaid skirt crumpled. She was tossing her head back as Lauren devoured her neck, leaving marks that concealer would later cover. She was seventeen and desperate for more than just a kiss.
A handcrafted counter cutting into her waist was a shocking reminder of the present. She debated jumping over it. Eager to feel Lauren’s body against hers. To kiss her better and without stretching to reach her.
“Whoa,” Lauren whispered, breaking the kiss but keeping her forehead pressed to Sylvie’s. “You’ve improved since high school.”
With her gaze fixed on Lauren’s slightly swollen lips, Sylvie chuckled. The rush of adrenaline in her body made it sound like more of a cackle than she’d liked. “I’ll have you know I’ve always been a fantastic kisser. Even in high school. I’m a natural.”
Lauren bit her bottom lip, igniting Sylvie’s aching desire for another kiss. “I don’t know. You might have to prove it to me.”
“Don’t reverse psychology me for a make out sesh, Machado,” she joked, wishing she’d planned the kiss better and waited until they were on the same side of the counter. With it in between them, it was too hard to kiss Lauren again without grabbing her head. Having too much time to think about it stalled her nerve.
As if reading her mind, Lauren jumped over the counter like a teenager in a movie hopping into a convertible. It looked too cool to be possible, and yet Lauren had pulled it off.
“How long had you been thinking about that?” Lauren asked, pulling Sylvie in by the hem of her shirt.
Sylvie allowed herself to be lured in. Pressed against Lauren, she hooked her arms around her neck. As if they’d done it a thousand times, Lauren slid her arms around Sylvie’s waist and leaned back against the counter.
“Don’t talk so much,” Sylvie warned, her attention on Lauren’s alluring lips.
Their second kiss was softer but significantly more devastating. Each swipe of Lauren’s tongue, sweet from the coffee, annihilated Sylvie’s decades old defenses.
As she gripped Lauren’s neck and kissed her deeply, Sylvie lost herself in Lauren. With every passing moment, they re-wrote history, deleting the parts they regretted.
“Our parents are going to freak,” Lauren whispered against Sylvie’s lips.
Reality sapped the heat coursing through Sylvie’s body. For a brief, and beautiful moment, Sylvie had forgotten about their families. About the corrosive secret burning in her brain.
“Maybe they won’t care,” Lauren mused. “Maybe we’ll bring closure to the feud.”
Sylvie laughed, the tension uncoiling from her muscles as she slipped away from Lauren’s arms. “It’s our parents you’re talking about right? The ones who try to outdo each other with Christmas decorations every year?”
Living on the same block, her dad regularly tried to display more holiday cheer than Lauren’s dad. Last year, he’d installed a motorized train around the exterior of the house so the neighborhood kids could ride it. He insisted it had been worth the fine from the city for operating an attraction without a permit.
Lauren pulled her back in as if a moment’s separation was too long. She tucked a strand of hair behind Sylvie’s ear and looked at her as if admiring a work of art in The Louvre.
“Maybe your mom will join my mom’s campaign committee,” Lauren joked. “Imagine if the Campos and the Machados joined forces. They’d be unstoppable.”
Enthralled by Lauren’s dark gaze, Sylvie’s heart raced. In her life, no one had ever looked at her the way Lauren was looking at her. It was like she was seeing beyond the facade and straight into her soul. The effect was dizzying and Sylvie had to hold on tight to Lauren to keep from floating away.
Sylvie ran her fingertips along the back of Lauren’s neck. “I don’t know who will be more offended by this. My mother or yours.”
“No one has to know our business,” Lauren decided, her attention fixed on Sylvie’s lips as if hypnotized. “Secrets are kind of hot, right?”
It depends on the secret, Sylvie thought. Wishing she’d never asked Freddie for the favor. Now she was forced to keep it or tarnish all of them with the truth.
“Have you ever been to Ball and Chain?” Lauren asked abruptly. “It’s a bar,” she added with a smirk. “We’ve only just kissed I’m not trying to ask you to marry me.”
Sylvie quirked a brow. “I’ve never heard of it.”
“What? You’re kidding. It’s been around since 1935! Illegal gambling, mobsters, the whole bit.”
Sylvie stared at her expectantly. Little Havana had never been part of her history. Her family was Hialeah Cuban until they upgraded to the neighboring Miami Lakes. “When did you become a historian? It’s not like you grew up here.”
“It’s still part of our history.” Lauren straightened, letting Sylvie go. “It’s our civic duty as good Cuban-Americans to go.”
Sylvie bit back a smile. “Oh really? A civic duty?”
“Yup. What kind of person would I be if I let you walk away without trying one of their mojitos?”
Sylvie wasn’t tired, but she was aware of the time as she glanced at Lauren’s watch. “It’s almost two in the morning, Lou.”
She smiled as if Sylvie had just walked into a carefully laid trap. “Good thing they’re open till three.”
   
THE BALL and Chain was like nothing Sylvie had ever seen. Just a few blocks away from Pastry King’s newest location on the famed Calle Ocho - which had stopped being a thriving place of cultural significance by the time Sylvie and Lauren were born - the bar was otherworldly.
In the front room, a huge, rectangular bar served scores of patrons beneath a vaulted wood ceiling. It was kind of like walking into an outdoor, tropically themed gazebo from the middle of the last century.
“This place is cool right?” Lauren shouted over the deafening rumba music.
Sylvie nodded and followed her through the sweaty crowd to a crescent-shaped booth carved into the wall like it had been chipped away from a solid piece of wood. As she slid in to one side, the table still full of dirty cups from the people who’d just occupied it, Sylvie imagined sitting there with mobsters making shady deals while billowing cigar smoke.
“I’ll be right back,” Lauren shouted when Sylvie was situated in the middle of the booth.
Several minutes later, she returned with a busboy, who she tipped generously to clean the table, and two mojitos.
“Just one!” Sylvie cautioned as she accepted the drink.
Lauren grinned. “We’ll see after you taste it!”
As soon as she tasted the crisp, citrusy rum drink with a refreshing burst from the fresh mint muddled inside, Sylvie decided she was tired of Lauren being right about things she’d like.
Lauren leaned in close to Sylvie. “How is it?”
“Fine,” she decided with a shrug and resisted the urge to take another long sip.
“You’re such a liar.” Lauren laughed. “And a terrible one at that.”
Sylvie held the straw between her teeth to hide her smirk and narrowed her eyes to hide her delight. “You require so much positive reinforcement. Do you want me to tap you on the head and tell you you’re a good girl?”
Lauren’s dark gaze flashed like the edge of a knife before dropping to Sylvie’s lips. “I do appreciate verbal confirmation that you like what I’m doing.”
Images of Lauren on top of her tore through Sylvie’s mind. Her head tossed back as she begged Lauren not to stop. Shifting in her seat to relieve the sudden ache between her thighs, she tried to conceal her body’s reaction.
Annoyingly, Lauren didn’t miss a thing. It was like she could read her most minute movements. She leaned in further, her cheek brushing against Sylvie’s as her breath tickled her sensitive neck. “Are you going to tell me you’re not bossy everywhere?”
Lauren’s hand on Sylvie’s lap was a blazing fire. She yearned for it to consume her.
“If you’re really lucky, you might just find out,” she whispered before taking Lauren’s bottom lip between her teeth.
Lauren squeezed her leg as she kissed her, her thumb pressing on the inside of her thigh, too many inches away from where she ached for her touch. Gripping the back of Lauren’s neck, Sylvie pulled her in closer, kissing her harder.
Sylvie wanted to be anywhere but in public as Lauren’s kiss warmed her from her core to her skin. She was too old to be making out in a bar, but she couldn’t stop herself. She’d been hooked from the first taste of Lauren’s lips, and now that she’d relapsed all these years later, there was no going back.
When Lauren pulled away, breathless and flushed, Sylvie nearly pulled her back in.
“Do you want to dance?”
No, I don’t want to dance! I want to go back to your place and tear all your stupid clothes off!
“Yeah,” Sylvie cleared her throat, “okay.”





CHAPTER 28
  
AFTER DANCING with Sylvie until three in the morning, Lauren hadn’t slept more than hour on her couch before getting up to shower and get back to work.
They’d gotten so hot and heavy on the dance floor that Lauren had half-expected Sylvie to come home with her. But when they walked back to their cars parked behind the bakery, Sylvie said goodnight instead.
All morning, Lauren wondered whether Sylvie would try to pretend nothing happened between them. In the light of day she might panic about family approval, or ancestral honor, or something equally dramatic.
As she rolled up to her booth, dragging her wagon through the sand behind her, Lauren spotted a small, white cooler in front of her closed stall.
On the cooler, there was a large to-go cup and a note. She immediately identified the neat cursive as Sylvie’s handwriting.
You need a real café con leche today with real milk. FROM A COW.
Lauren’s heart banged against her ribs like a slasher-film victim trying to get into the neighbor’s house. She glanced over at Sylvie who was trying hard to look too busy to notice her.
With damp hair loose at her shoulders and wearing a fresh t-shirt and leggings, Sylvie never looked more beautiful. Lauren smiled as she imagined Sylvie making her a coffee and then amusing herself as she wrote the note.
“Good morning.” Lauren clicked open the padlock and started rolling up the first canvas wall.
Sylvie pretended to be startled. It was all Lauren could do not to rush over and kiss her. Her typically ridiculous behavior was suddenly irresistible.
“I thought you’d decided not to come.” Sylvie looked at her smartwatch.
Lauren abandoned her task and strolled to Sylvie’s booth. They both knew the festival didn’t open to the public for another hour.
“Did you miss me so much that you were counting the minutes until I got here?”
Sylvie made a show of pretending not to care, but even as she shrugged, she moved to the back of the booth where there was a space between the tables. Lauren continued toward the same spot like magnets pulled to a singular location.
Looking around, Lauren made sure no one was paying any attention to them. Most of the other vendors hadn’t arrived yet, and the ones who were around were too busy cooking to notice them.
Before Lauren could reach for Sylvie, Sylvie surprised her by hooking her finger in the waist of Lauren’s shorts and pulling her in.
“You have a terrible work ethic,” Sylvie’s lips gazed Lauren’s mouth sending a rush of electricity straight down her spine. “All that time in California made you forget that on time means you’re already late.”
Sylvie punctuated her criticism with a minty kiss. Before Lauren registered her lips, Sylvie pushed her away. “I thought I was going to have to open your booth for you,” she added before returning to the food she was unpacking.
Lauren would’ve had whiplash if she didn’t know how to read Sylvie so well. Instead, she took her in stride and followed her into her booth. “What are your plans tonight?” She sipped the objectively delicious coffee Sylvie made for her.
“Other than sleep after this super long week?” Sylvie shot back before offering Lauren a freshly baked guava and cheese pastry.
Unaware of how hungry she was until that moment, Lauren took the offering, eating half of it in one bite. She reveled in it for a moment before acknowledging that their recipes really did taste identical no matter what the families told themselves.
“On a Friday night, Campos? Really?” Lauren took another pastry. A small, round meat one.
Sylvie’s honey eyes filled with delight as she watched Lauren inhale her food. “What do you suggest, party animal?”
“I don’t know.” Lauren poked around Sylvie’s warming case and took a ham croquette. “A date?” she suggested, her mouth full. “A real one. Not just hanging out after this thing.”
Obviously unsure of what to do with Lauren’s slapping of a label on what they were doing, Sylvie shifted her weight between her sneaker-covered feet.
“We’re dating, right? I don’t want a high school repeat,” Lauren added before taking another sip of her coffee, her grumbling stomach finally appeased. “We didn’t exactly nail it down last night.”
“And where do you propose we go on this date?” Sylvie propped a hand on her slim hip.
“Caro is having a big thirty-third birthday bash tomorrow,” Lauren suggested.
“Which Caro?” she asked reasonably as there were three women named Carolina in their extended circle. They all went by Caro.
“Kendall Caro,” Lauren clarified. “All the gays in the tri-county area will be there. Since she hit it big in real estate, she rented The Coco Plum Woman’s Club. An extravagant waste of money, but the food will be fantastic.”
Sylvie wavered.
“A little too public for a first date?” Lauren guessed.
“No, it’s not that.” Her top lip twitched. “Although it would be kind of funny to see people’s faces if they saw us together. “
“I might not even tell Dom and Melissa before hand. I’m just going to show up with you on my arm.”
Sylvie laughed. “They’ll think you’ve lost your mind.”
“I mean . . . maybe I have.” Lauren tipped her head to the side.
Sylvie’s cheeks brightened like the sky at dawn. “Shut up.” She leaned over, kissing her again. A quick and insufficient meeting of their lips.
Lauren suddenly couldn’t wait to be finished with the Whitney. “What do you suggest then?”
“About what?” Sylvie floated away again, this time toward her neatly arranged empanada display.
Instead of chasing her like she wanted, Lauren returned to her booth where she had too much to do before the gates opened to the public. Without a word, Sylvie followed her.
“About our big first date,” Lauren explained, pulling a cord to uncover the rest of her booth.
Sylvie started unpacking Lauren’s wagon. It took all of Lauren’s self-control not to mention it. She just allowed her stomach to flutter straight into her chest without uttering a word of thanks.
“How about something we would have done in high school?” Sylvie opened a large glass container of baked goods without commenting on their unorthodox innards.
Lauren used her fingers to coax her hair into a ponytail, the mild excretion combined with the afternoon heat making her sweat. “Are you going to wear your old uniform? I bet it still fits you.”
“When did you become such a pervert, Lauren?” she snapped, but her face couldn’t hide her amusement.
Laughing, Lauren returned to the very important topic of their date. “So, what’s a high school date?”
“Do you trust me?”
“Absolutely not,” Lauren joked.
“Good,” Sylvie replied as if Lauren had said yes. “I’ll pick you up at eight tomorrow?”
“What about tonight?” Lauren shuffled across the sand and back to Sylvie’s side.
“Tonight?” Sylvie’s eyes dipped to Lauren’s lips. “Tonight, you sleep because there’s no way we’ll be done packing up before one in the morning, and I don’t want you to be dragging on our date.”
The sound of Sylvie saying our date, turned Lauren’s heart into an helium balloon. “So, bossy,” she pretended to complain.
“You love it,” Sylvie replied. “Give me that so I can put it in the warming drawer,” she demanded in the same pain-in-the-ass way she said everything.
Lauren couldn’t wait for tomorrow.





CHAPTER 29
  
IDLING outside Lauren’s house on Saturday night, Sylvie debated what to do. Texting her that she was outside seemed cold and wrong for a first date. Sauntering up to her door and knocking felt overly familiar.
As Sylvie weighed her options, Lauren emerged from her house. Dressed in tight jeans that flattered all of her curves and a sleeveless black top, Lauren was jaw dropping. With her long, wavy hair loose and wild, she looked just like she had in high school. Effortlessly beautiful.
There was nothing effortless about Sylvie. She’s spent the morning at the salon getting a mani-pedi in ruby red, having fresh blonde highlights put in, and styling her hair into messy beach curls. Even the white linen dress and brown leather sandals were new. They’d taken hours to pick out.
“Hey!” Lauren’s dimpled smile beamed, producing a jolt stronger than a thousand Redbulls. Take that Helen of Troy.
“Hey,” Sylvie replied, suddenly nervous that Lauren was climbing into her Jeep.
After a moment’s hesitation, Lauren leaned over the center console and kissed her. Her glossy lips were only on her for a moment, but when Lauren pulled away, Sylvie’s red lipstick had tinted her full lips.
“You have a little. . .” Sylvie reached out, using her thumb to clean the mark under her bottom lip.
“Trying to get rid of the evidence?” Lauren chuckled, her dark eyes bright.
Sylvie’s gaze remained glued to Lauren’s face. She’d always been annoyingly attractive, but in the glow of her dashboard, she was stunning.
“You look beautiful,” Lauren said, her voice low and her eyes fixed on her.
Lauren’s voice restarted Sylvie’s brain.
“What?” She looked down at her very new dress. “This old thing?”
“I’m pretty sure you’d look amazing even in a potato sack.” Lauren grinned before moistening her lips. “Or in nothing at all.”
“Shut up.” Sylvie shoved her playfully, still unsure how to accept anything but barbs from her.
“It’s true,” Lauren replied with a shrug. “So, where are we going on our high school date? Or do you expect to sit in my driveway all night?”
“You’ll see,” Sylvie replied with a mischievous grin.
“The mystery continues then.” She leaned back into the passenger seat.
Sylvie started the playlist she’d spent all day curating. The one that started with Jesse McCartney’s Beautiful Soul.
“Whaaaat! I’ve never been on a date with its very own soundtrack.” Lauren cranked up the volume and danced in her seat. “What do you think Jesse McCartney is doing right now?”
“The real question is what is t.A.T.u doing?” Sylvie turned onto the main street leading out of Lauren’s neighborhood. The one that lead to her own house. Guilt and shame tugged at her empty stomach as she imagined Lauren dropping her off when she was drunk.
“Oh man. I was obsessed with t.A.T.u in middle school. I think I watched that music video about a zillion times.” Lauren clutched her chest where her low cut blouse showed off her amply cleavage. “My little gay heart.”
“Thanks for the other night,” Sylvie blurted before her nerve ran off.
Lauren stopped dancing. “For what?”
Sylvie winced. “Don’t make me say it. It’s embarrassing enough as it is.”
“Say what?” Lauren’s innocent act wasn’t fooling anyone.
“You’re the worst, you know that?”
Lauren laughed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Thank you for taking care of me when I was an inebriated mess, Lauren.” She curled her toes like she was enduring a root canal. “I can’t believe I made such a fool of myself.”
Lauren reached across the center console and took her hand. The heat from their interlaced fingers was blistering.
“You didn’t make a fool of yourself, Sylvie. You were mostly an enjoyable drunk.” She squeezed her hand. “That could be because you were also asleep a good chunk of that time.”
“Shut up.” Sylvie chuckled despite the heat flooding her cheeks. “I’m serious. I may never recover from the embarrassment. I wish I hadn’t—”
“Well, I’m glad you got drunk. Do you think we’d be here right now if you hadn’t?”
Sylvie held her breath for an uncomfortable eternity. “How did you get home?”
“I walked. It took me like fifteen minutes. No big deal, okay? Don’t get all weird about it.”
Sylvie focused on the road even as she rolled to a stop at a red light. She was too ashamed. She was too exposed. Too vulnerable.
“I don’t get weird,” Sylvie decided after a beat.
“No, you don’t.” Lauren agreed too seriously. “You stay weird.”
Despite herself, Sylvie chuckled.
A new song emanated from the speakers, prompting Lauren to release Sylvie’s hand and turn the volume up even higher.
“Oh, this was my jam!” Lauren tossed her head back and sang. “Don't cha wish your girlfriend was hot like me?”
For the entire forty minute drive south from Miami Lakes to the edge of Coconut Grove, they listened to the playlist. As they drove, Sylvie even managed to relax enough to sing along too.
“Casola’s?” Lauren asked with open delight when they pulled up to the restaurant connected to the back of a strip mall. “I haven’t been here in years. Probably since I stopped going out to Miami bars.”
“I know it’s not exactly high school, but it might’ve been a college date if you’d stayed here.” Sylvie waited for a parking space in the narrow row of spots in front of the restaurant to open up.
Lauren’s eyes gleamed. “You think we would’ve gone out if I hadn’t moved to California?”
Sylvie shrugged, forcing herself to look away from her enthralling face. “I don’t know. I used to drink a lot more often then. Maybe with beer goggles.”
Laughing, Lauren nodded.
Inside the restaurant that had been a late-night staple for many drunk Miami kids for forty years, Sylvie realized she’d worn white to a pizza place. Genius.
After ordering at the counter, they were each served a slice of pepperoni pizza the size of a kite. The slices were so big, they didn’t fit on plates, so they were served on wax paper directly on trays.
Ceiling fans tried and failed to cool the huge, stuffy dining room packed with people. Skipping the occupied picnic tables at the center of the crowded room, Lauren and her two inch height advantage spotted an empty table along the back wall.
Lauren sprinkled parmesan cheese and red pepper on her slice. “So when was the last time you went on a date?”
Sylvie sipped her soda from a straw while she flipped through her memory. “A year ago maybe.”
“Maybe? How unmemorable was this date?” Lauren used both hands to hold her pizza while she took a bite.
Sylvie chewed slowly as if she suddenly concerned with the proper breakdown of food for digestion. When there was nothing left of her pizza, she wiped her mouth and leaned back in her seat.
“It might be closer to two years,” Sylvie admitted after a long sip of her drink.
“How long did you date?” Lauren asked without apparent judgment at how long it had been since she’d gone out with anybody.
“Oh, no. It was just the one date,” she admitted with a wince. “She took me axe throwing and tried to give me a ride on her motorcycle. Too much excitement for me.”
Lauren laughed. “She gave you a weapon? Didn’t she know you at all? What a brave woman.”
“We were set up,” Sylvie admitted. “So have you considered that I’m a rebound?”
Lauren choked. “What?” Her face ignited with color as she drank to clear her throat.
“You just broke up with your ex-girlfriend like three weeks ago. It’s not like you’ve had a ton of time to work through that.”
Lauren cleared her throat before taking a long sip of her drink. As she explained how her relationship with her ex devolved over time, Sylvie ate her pizza.
When she was finished, Sylvie cocked her head to the side. “So your problem is that you don’t know how to tell when things are over?”
Lauren’s dark eyebrows flew up her creased forehead. “Orrrr I’m a diehard romantic who believes in the power of love.”
Sylvie laughed. “You’re so full of shit.”
“For real! I’m a Cancer. I was born to be fiercely loyal. It’s hard to give up on someone I care about.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. “You don’t really believe in that stuff, do you?”
“You’re such an Aries. So skeptical.” She laughed. “If you can’t control it, you think it’s bullshit. You can put your faith in something other than yourself, you know?”
With something of a growl rumbling in her throat, Sylvie realized that she didn’t like being called out so accurately. It was unnerving.
Lauren balled up her napkin and tossed it onto the table. “Is this a speechless, Sylvia?” She grinned. “I like it.”
“Don’t get used to it,” Sylvie warned, eager to move on to the next part of their date.
“Are you ready?” Sylvie stood.
“For?”
“The rest of our evening.”
“There’s more?” Lauren pushed her chair back. “Lead the way.”





CHAPTER 30
  
THE DRIVE FROM THE RESTAURANT, over a causeway, and onto Virginia Key only took a few minutes. Lauren guessed where they were going as soon as Sylvie flicked on her turn signal.
Virginia Key was a small barrier island on the other side of Biscayne Bay from Downtown Miami. It was mostly a nature preserve with a strip of sandy beach best suited for dogs and families.
There was no glitz. No flash. Just a patch of sand off the side of the road leading to the larger island of Key Biscayne.
When they were in high school, the stretch of beach was a prime location to park and make out. It took all of Lauren’s self-control not to comment on Sylvie’s intentions in adding it to their date.
Sylvie backed into a spot far away from the handful of parked cars littered along the dark beach. There was nothing but a crescent moon and the skyscrapers across the bay for light.
Following Sylvie, Lauren slid out of the Jeep. The warm wind whipped her hair into her face as they walked a few feet toward the sand.
“Not as many cars as there used to be.” Lauren looked around the mostly empty length of asphalt. “Where the hell do teenagers go these days?”
Sylvie leaned against a gently swaying palm tree, her gaze on the minute waves lapping against the shore. “They probably just do it all by text. Send each other nudes instead of interacting in person.”
With her back to the water, Lauren propped her hand above Sylvie’s head, resting her palm against the trunk.
Sylvie looked up at her. Her lips parted as if daring her to close the gap.
Lauren used her free hand to keep Sylvie’s hair from getting in her face. “Would you have sent me nudes?”
Sylvie’s eyes widened in abject horror. “Absolutely not!”
The sight of an agitated Sylvie was a strange but powerful aphrodisiac “Why not? It’s not like I would’ve shared them with anybody.”
“No way. What if you lost your phone? Or you got hacked?” Sylvie shook her head. “Way too risky.” After a beat, Sylvie tilted her head to the side, her top lip curled by mischief. “Would you have sent one?”
Lauren tucked Sylvie’s hair behind her ear to keep it from flying wildly around her head. “I don’t know. Maybe. Would you have wanted one?”
Sylvie bit her bottom lip, undoubtedly knowing its effect. It was a lure pulling Lauren into deeper waters.
“I guess it depends on what kind of nude we’re talking about.” Sylvie ran her fingertips over the edges of Lauren’s exposed collarbones sending a rush straight through her.
“Are there different ways to be naked?” Lauren whispered, inching closer to Sylvie’s lips.
Sylvie’s eyes brightened. Lauren would’ve given anything to know what manner of thoughts she was entertaining. “If you were sending me nudes, I would hope you’d put a little thought into it.”
“Part of me wishes I had memorialized that body,” Lauren mused. “I never expected things to shift and expand immediately upon turning thirty.”
Sylvie slid her hands around Lauren’s waist, pulling her close in a single, decisive move. “You look damn good to me,” she said before kissing her.
Sylvie’s lips against hers were a revelation. A trip through time. At once revisiting the past and making promises about the future.
Sand shifted beneath Lauren’s feet as she leaned in closer and pressed Sylvie against the tree. Tongues warm and sweet from soda met and receded over and over like the waves racing to shore before retreating.
Beneath her fingertips, the fabric of Sylvie’s dress creased as Lauren gripped her hip. She wanted to pull it up, to feel the soft skin underneath, but she wanted to savor every moment with her too. The desires were irreconcilable.
As she lost herself in Sylvie’s lips. In the warmth of her body. The desire for more won out.
“Let’s go back to the car,” Lauren whispered before kissing Sylvie again, their noses bumping as she responded with equal hunger.
Sylvie didn’t reply. Instead, she grabbed Lauren by the hand and tore off in a trot toward the street.
Getting into the back of a Jeep was not as fun as Lauren imagined. The space was tight and the seats were stiff. Sylvie, however, was undeterred.
Before Lauren could make a joke about never having been in the backseat of a Jeep, Sylvie pounced.
“Would you have brought me here when we were in high school?” Sylvie asked, her voice husky and thick as she leaned in, pressing Lauren against the door before kissing her again.
Lauren closed her eyes and let herself drown in Sylvie’s dominating kiss. Reaching for the hem of her linen dress, Lauren pulled it up to over her thighs. Without hesitation, Sylvie straddled Lauren’s hips as she sat in her lap.
“Would you have wanted me to bring you here?” Lauren whispered, her eyes locked on Sylvie’s kiss-swollen lips.
Sylvie ran both hands through Lauren’s hair, her blunt nails dragging along her scalp and sending a pulse of ravenous heat straight through her. A gasp escaped Lauren’s lips.
“Stop answering my questions with questions,” Sylvie demanded.
Lauren gripped Sylvie’s smooth thighs as she reveled in the sensation of sliding under her skirt.
“Maybe after a softball game.” She imagined them fumbling with buttons and zippers, desperate to get closer. The adrenaline from the game spurring them on.
“All dirty and sweaty? Not after a dance or a date?” Sylvie’s hips swayed to the rhythm of the ocean. Each slow, measured move making Lauren’s pulse jump and her skin warm.
Tipping her head back, Lauren groaned at the sight of Sylvie grinding on top of her. “I like it dirty and sweaty,” she replied in a whisper.
“Kiss me,” Sylvie demanded as her thighs trembled.
Cupping her face, Lauren pulled her down to her lips. Sylvie was hot honey melting into every part of her as if she belonged there. Her mouth. Her skin. Her chest. Sylvie covered her. Consumed her. Possessed her.
With steady hands, Lauren kneaded Sylvie’s surprisingly muscular thighs. Deepening their kiss, Sylvie groaned, grinding harder against the zipper of Lauren’s jeans.
Sylvie’s fingertips rolled down Lauren’s neck. She paused over her throat, teased her skin as if she’d considered choking her for a single, exhilarating moment, before running her open palm over Lauren’s clothed breast.
Lauren moaned her approval into their kiss and wished Sylvie would pull up her shirt, yank down her bra, and touch her aching, hard nipple. Better yet, that she would use her mouth. The one currently driving her insane just by kissing her.
Without leaving their kiss, Sylvie moved her hand over Lauren’s. Confidently, she dragged Lauren’s hand from her outer thigh, over the top of her smooth skin, and against the soft skin of her inner thigh.
“Touch me,” Sylvie whispered breathlessly. It wasn’t a demand as much as it was a whimpered plea.
Lauren groaned as desire pulsed hard, threatening to tear her seams. Their kiss grew sloppy as Lauren explored Sylvie’s soft skin before stopping at the edge of silky material.
“Fuck,” Lauren cursed when she rubbed against the soaked fabric of Sylvie’s underwear.
The slight contact produced a gasp from Sylvie. She thrust her hips forward, openly desperate for a more decisive touch. Lauren couldn’t give her what she wanted. Not right away.
With the faintest pressure, Lauren teased the hard point behind the wet garment.
Unable to maintain the kiss, Sylvie tossed her head back. Watching her as she continued grinding, Lauren was tempted to slip her fingers inside. Pushing aside the thin fabric would be so easy. She resisted, needing to prolong the moment. Needing to watch Sylvie desperately clinging to the edge a while longer.
Lauren ran her free hand over Sylvie’s abdomen and over her rib cage. Through the linen she reached for Sylvie’s small breast. Around them, the air grew thick and humid, but Lauren didn’t consider stopping for a moment.
The old thoughts she’d entertained in high school, and even in the years that followed, returned. She didn’t know how many times she’d imagined this. Her hand slipping under the covers as she conjured the fantasy. Usually she pictured something from the movies. A moment where she shut Sylvie up with a kiss or that they’d go from fighting to making out in the middle of a heated argument.
Now, there she was, kissing Sylvie. The unassailable proof that she wanted her too dampening her fingertips.
Despite the tight confines of the backseat, Lauren twisted around. Getting as close to horizontal as she could, she pulled Sylvie down to her.
Without missing a beat, Sylvie repositioned herself on top of Lauren. She parted her legs, making sure that Lauren’s thigh was firmly between them.
Lauren bent her knee and gave Sylvie what she wanted. Something hard to grind against.
Sylvie muttered a pained curse against Lauren’s mouth before kissing her again. A deep, penetrating kiss that eviscerated Lauren’s ability to continue teasing.
Snaking her hand between their bodies, Lauren slid over Sylvie’s underwear. Inching the fabric to the side, she slid against her. Sylvie was so slick with arousal that Lauren’s fingers glided over her effortlessly.
Moaning into their kiss, Sylvie rocked against her hand. Lauren’s own arousal seized her body, making it nearly impossible to move as she throbbed with desire.
As if reading her mind, Sylvie broke their kiss. Holding on to the headrest, she propped herself up. With her other hand, she pulled at the button on Lauren’s jeans.
Lauren scrambled to help. There was nothing she needed more in life than Sylvie’s touch.
A loud banging on the window made them jump. Instinctively, Lauren pulled Sylvie into her arms, using her body to protect her from the unseen threat.
“Alright, love birds come on out,” a man’s voice thundered from the other side of the fogged up window.
“Absolutely not, you perv. Leave right now or we’re calling the police!” Sylvie shouted.
“Ma’am. I am the police,” he responded in a calm, authoritative voice.
Sylvie laughed sarcastically. “Yeah, sure. You think we’re stupid? Get outta here right now. You’re not making skin suits out of us.”
“Syl, what the hell? Skin suits?” Lauren whispered before breaking out into a nervous chuckle.
Sylvie bit down on her bottom lip to keep from laughing. “Silence of the Lambs was on the other night,” she whispered.
“I’m ordering you out of the car. Are you refusing to comply with a lawful request?” He was unamused.
“Press your badge to the glass,” Sylvie demanded, still straddling Lauren as if they might be able to get back to business shortly.
For several moments, nothing happened. Then their steamed up car came alive with red and blue lights.
Sylvie looked down at Lauren, her eyes wide.
“Shit, do you think that’s really a cop?” Lauren whispered. “We’re not doing anything illegal, are we? Are we getting arrested right now?” Panic made Lauren’s muscles spasm. She’d never gotten so much as a traffic ticket.
“I’ll get us out of it,” Sylvie replied confidently.
“I don’t think your let-me-speak-to-your-manager energy is the way to go here, Syl.” She smiled. “Let me handle it.”
Sylvie glared, but remained silent.
“Okay, we’re coming out,” Lauren announced.
In response, Sylvie slid off her lap.
Before Lauren opened the door to the backseat, Sylvie grabbed her by the chin. “We can try it your way first, but if it starts going south I’m calling my lawyer.”
Lauren furrowed her brow. “Are you really such a family of vandals that you have a criminal lawyer on retainer at all times?”
Sylvie’s eyes widened. “Now is not the time for jokes, Lauren. She’s a corporate tax attorney, but still. Don’t say anything until you talk to her.”
Even in that moment, Lauren couldn’t help but be charmed by Sylvie’s penchant for the dramatic. If she wasn’t worried about the police officer waiting for them to emerge, she would’ve kissed her.
“We’re not going to prison, Syl. Your Wentworth dreams are going to have to wait a little longer, Top Dog.”
As soon as Lauren opened the door, she was met with a shockingly young man in a crisp, blue uniform that looked brand new. Behind him, his police cruiser lights were swirling in red and blue.
“Ma’am, your boyfriend is going to have to come out too,” he said before shining his enormous flashlight into the car. His slim cheeks turned pink before he cleared his throat. “Your girlfriend.”
Lauren gave him her best double-dimpled smile. “We actually haven’t had the define-the-relationship conversation yet. It’s very new.” Lauren tipped her head to the side as she reconsidered her statement. “Actually, it’s very old, but . . . I guess it’s complicated.” She laughed.
“You don’t look like working girls,” he decided upon seeing Sylvie emerge from the backseat of the Jeep. “Are you hiding from your spouses or something?” he asked, as if it was impossible to believe that two thirty-something-year-old women couldn’t have fallen to a moment of lust.
“Working girls?” Sylvie shrieked, her arms crossed over her chest. “Do you know how outdated and offensive that term is? To start with, we’re not girls. I have clothes in my closet older than you.” She stepped closer to the police officer. “And working girls is not the proper name for—”
“Okay,” Lauren stepped in front of Sylvie to stop her advance. “Listen, officer. This is our first date. We got a little carried away in the backseat, but we weren’t doing anything untoward.”
He shone his flash light on them, his expression unreadable. “I didn’t see you in any state of undress,” he admitted. “But there’s no overnight parking here.”
Lauren nodded. “Can we be on our way then? No harm, no foul?”
Behind her, she sensed Sylvie was going to say something. She reached back and squeezed her hand.
“I suppose.” He turned off his flashlight with a click. “But I don’t want to see you back here again, okay?”
“You got it,” Lauren agreed with a smile.
Before he could change his mind, Lauren turned Sylvie toward her white Jeep. For a moment, Sylvie remained rigid and unmoving.
“Sylvie,” Lauren warned quietly.
Sylvie broke her staring contest with the twelve-year-old cop and turned.
When they were in the car, and on their way out of the parking lot, Sylvie grumbled. “We weren’t doing anything wrong. It’s not overnight parking when it’s barely ten o’clock at night.”
Lauren laughed. “I can’t remember the last time I was out so late on a date.”
Sylvie relaxed, allowing her hands to slide down the sides of the steering wheel. “Before we spent this week at the Whitney, I don’t think I’d been awake after sunset in forever.”
Reaching over, Lauren took Sylvie’s hand and interlaced their fingers. “Breakfast tomorrow?”
The corner of Sylvie’s lip twitched. “I have to go to the airport in the morning. Where are you going to be?”
“I have to be in Little Havana waiting for a delivery. New gas ovens,” she explained, caressing Sylvie’s hand with her thumb.
“Will you be there at eight?”
“Yep,” she replied, her chest already tightening at the prospect of seeing Sylvie again so soon.
“I’ll bring something.”
Lauren smiled. “It’s almost like you don’t know what you’re going to do with yourself now that we’re not going to see each other for fourteen hours a day.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes, but the squeeze to Lauren’s hand indicated her real feelings. “I don’t know who’s going to teach you how to do things properly now. Without me you’ll continue to put nut milks in lattes.”
Lauren laughed. “I’m going to miss you, too.”
“No, you’re not,” Sylvie snapped before daring a glance at Lauren. “Because I’m going to see you tomorrow.”





CHAPTER 31
  
DESPITE THE LATE NIGHT, Sylvie woke up before her two in the morning alarm. She wasn’t sure she’d actually slept at all. Her body had been buzzing so loudly, it was impossible to ignore.
As she’d tossed and turned, she’d thought of Lauren. Of their kiss. Of her hands. Of how good Lauren felt beneath her fingertips . . . Of how close she’d been to touching her.
Her desire re-ignited at the memory while she brushed her teeth. She shifted her weight to redistribute the heat pulsating between her thighs.
While Sylvie shampooed her hair, she thought about the stupid cop who’d shown up to bully them. It’s not like they were having sex in a playground or something. What the hell did he care what they were doing in the backseat? He didn’t even know who was in the car or what they were doing, so how could they be offending anyone?
Sylvie stood under the rainfall stream cascading over her shoulders and rinsed the suds from her hair. She smiled at the memory of Lauren wrapping herself around her body when the knock on the window startled them.
It’s not like Sylvie needed anyone to protect her, she was more likely to fend off an attacker than Lauren, but the action had been sweet. It’s not like she’d had time to plan it. It had been Lauren’s instinct to shield her.
Sylvie’s stomach fluttered as her skin warmed even after the water was off and the cold air in the bathroom flooded her open shower. It was strange how natural it felt to be with Lauren. How she could go from such negative feelings to such overwhelming positive ones?
I should tell Regina. Sylvie laughed to herself as she towel-dried her hair. What would her godmother say if she knew what she was doing with Lauren?
I knew it! What did I tell you? That line is thin, mija. I hope you two dance all over it.
Sylvie continuously caught herself smiling as she finished getting ready. She wondered if Lauren was doing the same thing. Was she feeling the same or was she just along for the lusty make out sessions in the back of her Jeep?
A sinking feeling pulled at Sylvie and dampened the tingle in her body. What if Lauren didn’t want a real relationship with her? What if she wasn’t ready for one?
Despite Lauren’s reassurance that the relationship with her ex was over before it was officially over, Sylvie wondered if that was true. What if she changed her mind later? If she realized that she’d been wrong and needed more time to process the end of her relationship? Sylvie didn’t want to walk into something just to get hurt.
She slipped on a pair of jeans before reaching for a lavender boatneck top in her closet. Sliding into tan leather ballet slippers, Sylvie started for the vanity in her bedroom.
Pushing aside her fear of rejection until she could put the subject to Lauren, Sylvie applied a little make up. Her mind wondered to the elephant chasing her from room to room.
Should she tell Lauren about Freddie’s findings? Even if it was for everybody’s benefit, the secret strapped to her chest was getting heavy.
No.
She was doing the right thing. Why should anyone else have to suffer the shame of the truth?
After applying eyeliner and mascara, Sylvie stood. She had a lot to do before meeting Lauren for breakfast. On their own accord, her lips twitched into a smile. Just the thought of Lauren made her a weightless tangle of buzzing energy.
When Sylvie arrived at the back door of Lauren’s work in progress a few hours later, she shot her a text announcing her presence. With an enormous pink box in hand, Sylvie sauntered toward the door. A French bakery was neutral territory.
As she approached the metal door, Sylvie adjusted her sunglasses. The early morning was too bright for her sleep-starved eyes. It wasn’t doing any favors for her hair either, the summer sun pricked her skin making her sweat instantly.
“Good morning,” Lauren greeted, holding the door open.
In a loose white t-shirt with a plunging v-neck and ripped jeans, Lauren’s wavy hair fell past her eye-catching cleavage. Sylvie wondered how she always managed to look so effortlessly sexy.
“Good morning,” Sylvie echoed as she neared.
Before she could decide whether to kiss her, Lauren wrapped her arms around Sylvie’s neck.
“I missed you,” Lauren whispered, her dark eyes gleaming.
Sylvie’s instinct was to call her a liar. To throw some kind of jab. To deflect from the unnamable feeling building in her chest. How was Lauren already so comfortable with their new dynamic?
Shifting the pastry box to her hip, Sylvie decided that she would only say the wrong thing. So instead of talking, she hooked her free arm around Lauren’s waist and kissed her.
She’d missed her too, even if she didn’t know how to admit it.
Lauren’s lips parted, luring her in, urging her to deepen their kiss. Pressing Lauren against the doorframe, Sylvie fell victim to the dictates of Lauren’s body.
“Well, shit,” Lauren groaned against Sylvie’s insatiable mouth. “I could get used to that.”
Sylvie grinned, her racing heart agreeing with Lauren.
“Come on in before Officer Friendly finds us again,” Lauren joked. “How was your stop to the airport? Amazing job on getting that spot, by the way. I think every bakery in South Florida put in a bid.”
“Yeah, but they weren’t willing to overpay as much as we were,” Sylvie admitted, setting the box on the large sterling silver work table in the kitchen.
Washing her hands, Lauren glanced over her shoulder. “How much are you paying in rent?”
“Let’s just say it’s our highest volume location, but the margins are razor thin.” Sylvie opened the box and pulled out a chocolate croissant. “It’s done wonders for our social media presence, though.”
Lauren dried her hands before accepting the pastry. “Hey, at least you finally have a social media presence.”
Sylvie slid onto a stool. “You have no idea the knock-out, drag-out fight that was in my house. My parents were so against tainting the brand. They make me look like an anarchist.” She chuckled. “At least it wasn’t as big an argument as joining delivery services.”
“Oh, my parents were against that too, until I showed them the numbers. We have to compete. Modernize or die.” Lauren sat as she took a bite of the best croissant in the state. “Oh my God, that’s amazing. Where is this from?” She closed the lid on the box to see the bakery’s name.
The harrowing drive downtown had been worth it, Sylvie decided with a satisfied grin. “What until you try the quiche. You’re going to lose your mind.”
As they chatted about business, Sylvie was struck by a sudden and horrifying fear. She wiped her mouth with a napkin as she glared at Lauren. “Is this all an elaborate scheme to worm information out of me? Steal my secrets?”
Lauren paused in the middle of chewing her artichoke and sun-dried tomato quiche. Her dark eyes filled with a combination of horror and hesitant amusement. She swallowed. “You’re kidding, right?”
Sylvie tilted her head as she pondered whether she was serious or not. “I don’t know.” She narrowed her eyes as if she could detect deceit if she strained hard enough. “What are your intentions?”
Lauren’s face hardened. “Sylvia—”
“Okay—”
“Do you seriously think I’m faking this with you? For what?” Lauren’s neck flushed with color. “How long do we have to do this?”
Sylvie winced. “Okay. Okay. I’m sorry, okay? It’s hard to let go of old patterns.”
Lauren dropped her shoulders and watched Sylvie as if trying to piece together her thoughts. “We’re going to have to do this, aren’t we?”
“Do what?”
“Talk this out.” Lauren crossed one leg over the other and leaned back against the metal table. “Let’s do this. Let out all your tightly wound Sylvie thoughts.”
“How long have you thought I was tightly wound?” Sylvie replied, trying to sound offended.
“I can’t remember. Did we meet in kindergarten or pre-k?” Lauren smirked. “Come on,” she reached out and took Sylvie’s hand. “Talk to me. Let out all your worries and we’ll tackle them one at a time.”
A smile formed of it’s own accord on Sylvie’s mouth. “Why are you talking to me like you’re a crisis negotiator and I’m surrounded at a bank holdup gone wrong?”
“You said it, not me,” Lauren responded playfully. “Now, for real. Let’s hash this out so we can get over it. I want to be with you. I want to date you. Get to know all sides of you. And I get that you might not believe that because of how crappy we’ve been to each other in the past.”
“How do you know I’m not messing with you, huh? What if this is a long con and I’m going to laugh in your face in the end?” Sylvie’s heart dropped into her stomach as she realized she’d given voice to her deepest fear. Her fear of being a fool.
“I don’t know that, Sylvie. I guess you could be doing that.” She slid off the stool and stood between Sylvie’s parted thighs. “All I can do is trust you.” She ran her fingers through Sylvie’s hair. “What I do know is that when I kiss you. . . it doesn’t feel like a lie. It feels like the most real thing I’ve experienced in my entire life.”
Speechless, Sylvie’s chest expanded to bursting. She reached up, taking Lauren’s face gently in her hands. “That’s the most beautiful thing anyone has ever said to me.”
Lauren smiled softly. “Well, it’s the truth.”
With a racing heart and trembling hands, Sylvie nodded. “I think I almost believe you.”
Lines creased into the skin around Lauren’s eyes as her smile brightened. It was contagious, sending Sylvie’s heart soaring as she tilted her chin up.
“Shut up and kiss me, will you?” Sylvie whispered.
“Do you ever stop being so bossy?” Lauren’s lips grazed against Sylvie’s mouth as she spoke softly against her.
Sylvie smirked. “If you want docile look somewhere else, Machado.”
With a laugh, Lauren closed the minuscule gap and kissed her.
The taste of Lauren’s lips was so sweet. The shape of them intoxicating. Sylvie pulled her in closer, wishing she could feel every part of her.
When Lauren released her lips, she stayed close. Her forehead pressed against Sylvie’s.
“What are you doing later?” Lauren asked, her fingertips running along the curve of Sylvie’s neckline.
“Same thing you are.” She looked up into Lauren’s dark eyes, burning with the obvious desire to do more than kiss. “Working.”
Lauren kissed her cheek. “What about tomorrow?”
Sylvie’s eyes slipped closed as Lauren lips slid down her jaw. Everywhere Lauren touched her produced a cluster of tingling skin. Sylvie tangled her fingers in Lauren’s hair, gripping her neck and pulling her closer. She needed to feel more of Lauren’s kiss. Her lips. Her teeth.
“I have to go to lunch at my parents’ house,” Sylvie explained with a husky groan. “A Sunday family tradition that can’t be missed.”
Indulging her, Lauren bit into the sensitive point at the base of Sylvie’s neck. She whispered a curse as she made a fist in Lauren’s hair.
Understanding that she needed to stop before leaving a mark Sylvie would have to explain over roast pork and black beans, Lauren pulled back.
“I’ll be at my parents’ place too. Do you want to meet up after?”
Sylvie leaned back to get a look at Lauren’s face. “Meet up? What are we sixteen?”
Lauren chuckled. “You’re so intense.” She smirked. “I love it.”
The sound of the l word on Lauren’s lips sent Sylvie’s heart into a breakneck gallop.
“So how does a Sunday afternoon date sound?” Lauren asked after a beat.
There were so few people that worked the sort of hours they did, seven days a week. Because Lauren lived it herself, she didn’t bemoan not going out for dinner.
“Tomorrow afternoon then,” Sylvie agreed before pulling Lauren down for another kiss.





CHAPTER 32
  
SYLVIE SAT ON HER PARENTS’ couch and stared out the sliding glass doors to the pool. The late Sunday morning was clear and postcard worthy.
It was the kind of day people imagined when they planned their trips to Florida. Despite being early June, it wasn’t too hot or too humid. At least, not yet.
Her thoughts turned to Lauren. She’d awoken to a text from her. A message saying good morning and that she’d woken up with Sylvie on her mind.
Sylvie couldn’t recall the last time anyone made her feel butterflies in her stomach. That she’d woken up full of energy and with a song in her head.
From the moment she’d left Lauren’s side the morning before, she’d been unable to think about anything but her. Her perfume. Her warmth. Her kiss.
Each time she thought of her, her chest tightened. It wasn’t just lust coursing through her body.
The sound of her brother Junior’s voice snapped her out of her daze. “Why the hell are you smiling to yourself like that, weirdo?”
All the tingling warmth in Sylvie’s body fled and was replaced with ice. She sneered at Junior, stopping just short of hissing.
Her brother plopped his square frame on the couch next to her. He kicked his feet up on their mother’s ornate coffee table. “You look too happy. Did you get laid last night?” He laughed, his round face turning pink as he amused himself.
“Junior, don’t disrespect your sister and get your feet off the table!” Their mother shouted from the kitchen on the other side of the huge, open concept house. Her newly dyed blonde hair loose around her shoulders.
“What kind of troll would sleep with you?” Junior muttered.
“One that I don’t have to inflate, which is more than I can say for you,” Sylvie snapped.
“Sylvia! Be nice to your brother!” Their father shouted as he washed his hands in the sink. “I don’t want you two squabbling today. Your grandmother is coming for lunch. Oh, and your aunt and uncle.”
Junior rolled his eyes. “You didn’t tell me the whole stupid family was coming or I would’ve stayed home.”
“What a shame to keep you from eating Doritos and masturbating all day,” Sylvie whispered, but not quietly enough.
“Sylvia! Don’t be crass!” Their mother slammed one of the double ovens closed.
“You wish you had something to jerk,” he muttered along with something that sounded like penis envy.
The insult was so stupid it made Sylvie laugh, defusing the anger usually prompted by Junior’s presence. “Your lack of understanding of the female body is astounding.”
Junior opened his mouth to say something else, but Sylvie didn’t wait around to hear it. She wasn’t going to waste her time with him today. She had more important things on her mind.
“Hey mom,” Sylvie crossed into the kitchen where her mother was taking a simmering pressure cooker off the stove. “Is Madrina coming today?”
She nodded. “Si, mi amor. Why?”
Sylvie glanced over at her brother who was busy scrolling through his phone. Her father, tongs in hand, was on his way outside where the barbecue was smoking.
It felt like a good time to bring up the topic of Freddie’s information. No. Not Freddie’s information. The truth. That’s what it was, and Sylvie was getting sick of carrying it on her own, but didn’t want to burden everyone else with it either. An impossible situation.
“I want to talk to her about something.” Sylvie opened a pot to get a peek at the chunks of white yucca dancing around the boiling water. Maybe talking to her godmother would help. She always had good advice, even if Sylvie didn’t often listen. She would help her figure out what to do.
A dinging phone drew her mother’s attention to the small screen. Her expression darkened as she read.
“Ugh,” she made a disgusted sound before getting back to the task of opening the pressure cooker. “I’m so sick of those campaign texts from Carla Machado. I’m going to report her for harassment.”
Sylvie shifted her weight uncomfortably. “Report her to who, mom?”
Her mother shrugged. “I don’t know, but it has to be against the law to bombard people with unwanted messages.”
“How is it any different than any other political campaign sending stuff out? You’ve never threatened to report those.”
Sylvie leaned against the counter, the marble cold against her palms. As she watched her mother rant about Lauren’s mom, her stomach churned.
Is this what I used to look like? Getting bent out of shape over nothing?
“Don’t you ever want to stop, Mami?”
Her mother looked up from where she was running a green plantain over a mandolin slicer to make chips. “Stop what?”
“Stop arguing with the Machados,” she replied, a weight lifting off her shoulders like she’d slipped off a backpack full of concrete. “Aren’t you tired of it? Like what are we even fighting about?”
Junior gasped. Her mother’s face creased in horror. Time stopped.
“What’s going on here?” Sylvie’s father froze, his stocky frame in the open sliding glass doorway, a tray full of meat in his hands. He stared at his family like he was about to witness the gunfight at the O.K. Corral.
“Sylvie either got laid or had a brain transplant, I haven’t decided,” Junior responded from the couch.
“Junior, por dios, don’t be rude,” their father snapped.
“I’m just saying that maybe we’ve been wasting our energy disliking them for no reason.”
Sylvie wanted to divulge the truth, but didn’t know how to form the words. Couldn’t they just agree to drop the rivalry with the Machados without her having to shatter everyone’s image of their great patriarch?
The doorbell broke the tension in the kitchen.
“Junior, go get the door,” their mother instructed. “And please behave while we’re all together please. No fighting and no talk of the Machados. I don’t want indigestion.”
Sylvie sighed. “I’ll be outside.”
Plopping down on a lounger in front of her parents’ extravagant pool, Sylvie crossed her feet at the ankles. She pulled her phone out of the side pocket of her colorful leggings.
Sylvie: How is Sunday lunch at the Machados’?
Lauren: OMG you mean the informal campaign meeting this has devolved into? There’s so much Vote Carla Machado for Councilwoman merch everywhere, I think my mom miiiiiight be going a little overboard. I just had to talk her out of branding toilet paper.
Sylvie: Toilet paper, huh? That’s kind of genius. It will be novelty to her supporters and a laugh for her detractors. I know my mom would love to buy TP with your mom’s face on it. LOL.
Lauren: THAT’S EXACTLY WHAT SHE SAID! Are you two working together???
Sylvie: Could you imagine if we were secretly BFFs?
Lauren: How diabolical. It wouldn’t surprise me coming from either of you. How’s it going over there?
Sylvie: I suggested an alliance between our two households, both alike in dignity. In fair Miami, where we lay our scene. . . . ten guesses how that went.
Lauren: Our high school English teacher would be very impressed by your recollection of the Bard.
Did they ask you if you’d lost your whole mind?
Sylvie: Something like that.
Lauren: What prompted that??
Biting her bottom lip, Sylvie debated how much truth to tell. She glanced up at her father poking at whatever he was grilling. She forced herself not to hold back.
Sylvie: I don’t know . . . maybe I woke up thinking about you. . . It resulted in a bout of momentary insanity.
Lauren: How weird . . . I woke up thinking about you too. Come to think of it . . . I went to bed thinking about you. I may have dreamt about you. . . .
Sylvie’s heart leapt into her throat. She curled onto her side to keep the sun from beating down on her face.
Sylvie: What were you thinking about?
Lauren: Lots of things. . .
Lauren: Maybe I was wondering what would’ve happened if we hadn’t been interrupted the other night.
Desire pulsed between her thighs at the memory of Lauren’s hands sliding beneath her dress. Of her mouth on her neck.
Sylvie: What would you have done if we hadn’t been interrupted? Were you planning on going all the way??
Lauren: All the way? Okay Greased Lightning.
Sylvie replied with a bark of laughter.
“What’s so funny, honey? Are you watching one of those Tic Tac videos?” Her dad’s voice floated over the pool.
“Yeah,” she replied absentmindedly.
Sylvie: You didn’t answer the question, Lauren.
Lauren: Why is it that I can HEAR you hit that r in my name so hard?
Sylvie laughed. Heat rushing over her skin.
Sylvie: Maybe because you secretly can’t wait to hear my voice again.
Lauren: Oh, it’s no secret. I can’t wait to see you. I only wish my uncle would turn up the heat on La Caja China so the pork would finish roasting and we could eat already.
The easy admission made Sylvie’s heart flutter a path up her chest. She wished she could be so comfortable. So effortlessly forthcoming.
Sylvie: Sooooo what exactly are we going to be doing later?
Lauren: I don’t know . . . what do you want to do?
There were a lot of things she wanted to do with Lauren. To Lauren. She just didn’t know how to come right out and say any of it.
Sylvie: It’s hard to decide what I would do when I don’t even know what you’re wearing.
Lauren: Are you trying to sext right now??
Sylvie: No! Of course not!
Sylvie: I’m trying to get a nude obviously.
The moment Sylvie sent the text, she regretted it. Was it too much? Did it cross the line? Was she being a creep? She was about to tell Lauren she was just kidding when she responded.
Lauren: Hang on. My parents’ living room isn’t the optimal place for your request.
Every second that passed exponentially increased the temperature in Sylvie’s body. Desperate to get out of the sun, and even further away from her family, Sylvie slid off the lounger and slipped into the pool house.
As she waited for Lauren’s reply, her mind raced. She imagined Lauren’s nude form. Wondered whether it was weird that she might see it in a photo before she saw it in person. In that moment, she didn’t care, she wanted whatever Lauren was willing to share.
Lauren: Are you ready for what I hope will be just a preview for later?
Sylvie tried and failed to return the moisture to her dry mouth. She dropped onto the couch positioned in front of a decorative surfboard.
The image Lauren texted sent a wave of aching need straight through her. Sylvie threw herself back on the couch and kicked her feet up on the armrest.
“Jesus,” she groaned, scanning every pixel of the image.
Dressed in a black tank top, Lauren yanked down the neckline exposing smooth olive skin and a slight farmer’s tan. Visible only from the chin down, Lauren showed off her long neck and elegant collarbones. But it was the very generous swell of her cleavage on mouthwatering display that was truly devastating. Sylvie couldn’t think of anything she wanted to do more than run the tip of her tongue along the edge of her tan.
Sylvie: How the hell am I supposed to wait forever to see you now??
Lauren: The food won’t be ready at my house for another half hour at least. We can meet now. Are you brave enough to sneak away?
Temptation clouded Sylvie’s judgment. It seemed silly that they were only a few houses apart and not seeing each other.
Judging by her dad’s efforts on the grill, they wouldn’t be eating immediately either. With all of her family filtering in for lunch, she could slip in and out unnoticed.
Sylvie: What neutral territory do you suggest?
Lauren: I don’t know yet. Start walking toward my parents’ house. I’m sure we’ll figure something out. I’d be happy just to see you.
With a broad smile, Sylvie bit the inside of her cheek. She’d never bolted so fast.





CHAPTER 33
  
RUSHING ACROSS ASPHALT, it’s heat seeping through the thin soles of her flip flops, Lauren hurried down the residential street toward Sylvie’s parents’ house. As she did, the thrill of sneaking away turned her heartbeat into a death metal snare drum.
As soon as she saw Sylvie heading toward her on the opposite side of the street, Lauren grinned. In her leggings and t-shirt, Sylvie had no business looking so polished. Just the sight of her was a triple espresso pumped right into her chest.
“You escaped,” Lauren said as soon as she was within earshot.
Sylvie used her hand to block the sun beating down on her face. The same sun burning Lauren’s back and shoulders.
“I did,” she agreed. “Did you tell your parents where you were going?”
Lauren glanced over her shoulder toward her parents’ house. “Nope.” She wiggled her brows. “I’m on the lam.”
Sylvie grinned, an expression that rendered Lauren weightless. “We better get out of open view then.”
Lauren looked around the residential neighborhood. There was nowhere for them to go. Even the park was just a fenced in field and it was several blocks away. Too far for a surgical strike visit.
“Do you have any ideas?” Lauren tugged on the bottom of Sylvie’s shirt and pulled her in for a kiss.
Sylvie’s lips melted easily into hers. “We can’t stay out here,” she whispered before kissing her again. “This isn’t how I want to come out to our families.”
Wrapping her arms around Sylvie’s waist, Lauren smiled against her parted lips. “Could you imagine the chaos that would ensue?”
Sylvie pulled away, openly horrified by the possibility. “Bite your tongue!”
Lauren swooped in again and snuck another kiss. “Why don’t you bite it for me?”
Sylvie laughed. “Are those your moves, Machado? Seriously? It’s a wonder you’ve ever gotten a date.”
She couldn’t help loving the way Sylvie calling her by her surname brought her back to high school. To their fiery rivalry.
As Lauren smiled, she wondered if they’d invented a new love language. She couldn’t be the only person who swooned at being the target of playful jabs. There was nothing as exhilarating as bickering with Sylvie.
Entangling their fingers, Sylvie started heading back to her house. Lauren followed.
“So where are we going? You plan on sneaking me into your bedroom?” Lauren gave her warm hand a squeeze.
“Maybe if I could break into impact windows,” she joked.
As they walked, Lauren entertained the idea of role-playing that scenario. Maybe one of their parents would go on vacation soon. While Lauren was imagining a sleepover at Sylvie’s house, they stopped in front of a house with a huge for sale sign in the front yard.
“What do you think?” Sylvie’s honey eyes, ignited by the sun, were brimming with a mischievous dare.
“It’s a little soon to be buying property together, Sylvie. We haven’t even adopted a cat yet. You can’t go doing things out of order. The Lesbian Handbook is there for a reason. It creates order—”
Sylvie glared at her, but there was too much joy in her eyes to sell it. “Keep it up, Machado. You’re going to be walking back home without so much as glimpsing first base.”
Lauren scrutinized the house. It was obviously empty, but she couldn’t imagine how they were going to get in without a key.
“They moved back to Texas three months ago,” Sylvie explained, her eyebrow quirked.
“Is breaking and entering an aphrodisiac for you?” Lauren joked. “Do you know the code for the electronic lock or something?”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. “I’m not thinking about the house, Lauren.” She pointed at the fancy tree house in the un-fenced backyard. Shutters, painted pink that had faded over the years, covered each large window on every side of the square structure.
“Oh,” Lauren laughed. “I don’t know why I continue to underestimate your deviousness.”
“Shut up.” Sylvie looked around for witnesses before cutting through the grass.
With a grin, Lauren allowed herself to be led.
At the base of the tree, a rope ladder hung off the edge of the platform. It had obviously seen better days.
Sylvie pulled on the ladder. “How long do you think it’s been since anyone used this?”
“Are you having second thoughts about your great adventure Huck Finn?” Lauren yanked on the slats of wood that served as the ladder’s rungs. They looked sturdy enough, but the fraying rope had obviously been exposed to the elements for a while.
“I’m just saying, I don’t think kids have lived here for like a decade.” Sylvie continued to test the ladder like an old man kicking tires of a station wagon and grumbling.
Lauren put her hands on her hips. “It’s okay if you’re too chicken to climb ten feet in the air to a structure built for children.”
“Don’t try to manipulate me, Lauren. I’m not going to fall for your amateurish attempt at reverse psychology.”
Lauren put her hands up. “I’m not trying anything. I’m just pointing out the objective fact that you’re afraid. That’s okay. A lot of people are afraid of heights. It’s nothing to be ashamed of Syl.”
“I’m not afraid of shit. You’re the one that wouldn’t get more than an inch off the gym floor when we had to climb the rope in PE,” Sylvie snapped.
Lauren chuckled. “How long have you been holding on to that one, dear historian of the presidential fitness test? What, do you have a catalogue of my faults at the ready?”
“You made me do it to disabuse you of the notion that I’m scared.” She smirked. “You brought it on yourself.”
“I guess I’m the only brave one here. Heavy hangs the head as they say.” Lauren gave the ladder a hard tug. “See you at the top . . . if you dare.”
Getting up the ladder was not nearly as effortless as Lauren imagined. She did her best to evenly distribute her weight to stop the creaking rope from swaying around. Her thighs burned as she gripped the moldy rope and heaved herself to the top.
“I hope a herd of opossums isn’t up there waiting for you!” Sylvie shouted from the ground as if Lauren couldn’t hear her in her normal speaking voice.
Lauren didn’t dare look down at her. She wasn’t that high up, but she still wasn’t a huge fan of heights.
“I think they’re called a passel.” Lauren leaned in to joking to ease the nerves twisting her stomach and making her palms sweat.
“What?”
Lauren laughed to keep from freaking out as the rope ladder swayed and bumped against the tree with every shaky step. “A group of opossums is called a passel.”
“Did you practice that for occasions such as this Jack Hanna? Do you stay up at night googling what different groupings of animals are called?”
“I like to impress with my vast trivia knowledge,” Lauren shot back without admitting that she did have a mild fascination with collecting bits of random information.
Gripping a worn, silver handle bolted to the floor of the tree house, Lauren tried not to think about plummeting to her death as she scrambled awkwardly onto the dusty wood floor.
The edge of the platform dug into Lauren’s belly as she drug herself up. “This was such a bad idea,” she grumbled to herself as she caught her breath.
Getting down was going to be a nightmare, but that was future Lauren’s problem. Present Lauren was more concerned with spending time with Sylvie.
In a crouched position, as if it might help her survive the treehouse caving in, Lauren tested the wood floor beneath her in the dark room.
“How’s it going up there? Did you find the opossums? Perhaps a family of cookie-making elves?” Sylvie’s voice was muffled by the wooden planks.
Lauren straightened, the vaulted wood ceiling just a couple of inches above her head. There was nothing in the open room but light filtering in through the cracks in the beams and dust collecting in the corners.
“There don’t appear to be occupants of any kind,” Lauren called back. “You can climb up the ladder if you can handle it!” She knew Sylvie well enough that she couldn’t turn down a challenge. Her desire to win was stronger than any fear.
It took a moment to figure out how to open the windows. As soon as Lauren propped the shutters open, a humid breeze whipped through the space cooling the perspiration that had formed on her back and temples.
Lauren returned to the side of the platform where the rope ladder was anchored. She crouched down and watched Sylvie struggle in the same uncoordinated way she had. There was just no way not to look like a cat in socks while traversing the thing.
“I’m surprised a hurricane hasn’t ripped this sucker outta here,” Lauren mused.
With adorable grunts, Sylvie summited the ladder and reached for the handle. She was about to haul herself over when she suddenly dropped, slamming hard agains the tree. A loud snap echoed in the sticky breeze.
“Shit!” Sylvie screamed, her knuckles turning white as she gripped the handle like her life depended on it.
Lauren lunged forward, grabbing her by the arms. Using every muscle in her body, Lauren heaved Sylvie onto the platform.
Sylvie landed on top of Lauren as a string of curses painted the bare walls blue. Searching Sylvie as if looking for a missing limb, Lauren’s heart raced.
“Are you okay? What happened?”
Sylvie rolled on to her back, her leggings torn and her shirt dirty. “That’s going to leave a mark.” She held her side and grimaced.
“Do you think you broke something? Can you feel all your extremities?” Lauren tried to recall her first aid training, but the Girl Scouts had been a very long time ago. “Wiggle your fingers and toes.”
“Oh I definitely broke something,” Sylvie agreed, her eyes shut tight as she groaned. “The ladder.”
Scrambling to her feet, Lauren leaned over the side of the treehouse. Much to her horror, Sylvie was right.
The rope had snapped on one side, leaving the ladder dangling uselessly by the frayed thread on the other side. One of the top rungs had also split down the middle.
“It’s no problem. This is okay. It’s going to be okay. Yeah, this is fine. Totally fine.” Lauren knew it was wishful thinking even before the words came out of her mouth. “I can fix it.”
For several minutes, Lauren tried, and failed, to repair the ladder. After her hands turned raw, Lauren gave up and joined Sylvie who was sitting serenely under one of the open windows.
She was too still, as if she was on a meditative retreat instead of trapped in a stranger’s treehouse after trespassing. Her peaceful state was more than a little terrifying.
“How are you so calm?” Lauren asked as she sat next to her. “I would expect you to be freaking out and threatening to sue the city for letting anyone build a treehouse.” Lauren lowered her voice. “Did you hit your head? Do you have amnesia? Did you forget who you are?”
Sylvie opened her eyes but didn’t move her head from where she was resting it against the wall. “Maybe I’ve learned to accept that there are things I cannot control.”
Lauren’s eyes widened. “Who are you and what have you done with Sylvia Campos?”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. A sign that the real Sylvie was in there somewhere. “How long do you think we have until our absence is noticed?”
“Any minute now probably,” Lauren guessed as she looked at her sweat-covered smartwatch.
Sylvie lifted her head. “Well then, is this how you want to spend your time before we have to explain to everybody what we’re doing up here?”
As a slow grin curled on Lauren’s lips, she chose to focus on the promise in Sylvie’s tone instead of the truth that they were about to be found out. “What would you rather be doing?”
Sylvie rolled forward and onto her hands and knees. Lauren complied with her unspoken request and laid on her back as Sylvie climbed on top of her.
“Didn’t you hurt yourself?” Lauren asked seriously, recalling the long tear in her leggings.
“It’s just a scrape,” Sylvie whispered before kissing her. “Do you want to get to first base or not?”
Lauren slid her hands over Sylvie’s backside, pulling her in between her parted thighs. “Are you incapable of being sweet? Not even when we’re making out?”
Sylvie held herself up, hovering above Lauren’s lips. “Do you want me to be sweet?” she whispered, brushing her lips against Lauren’s mouth.
The sensation unleashed Lauren’s desire. “Nope.” She groaned as she pulled Sylvie’s hips closer, wishing she could feel her bare skin against hers. “I want you to be exactly who you are.”
Sylvie parted Lauren’s lips before kissing her so deeply, Lauren felt it in every inch of her body. It was a lit match tossed on a tower of kerosene soaked kindling.
Lauren rolled Sylvie onto her back, her lips on hers like she needed the connection to live.
With a rough yank, she pulled up Sylvie’s shirt. She indulged in Sylvie’s abs twitching under her touch as she traveled up her chest.
The phone in Lauren’s back pocket dinged. She didn’t even consider answering the text message.
“Is this okay?” Lauren whispered, her fingers tracing the edge of Sylvie’s bra.
Sylvie opened her eyes, but only a little. “You think I risked getting tetanus just to do a little kissing, Lauren?”
Lauren’s chest stretched to capacity as she laughed. It took every ounce of self-control not to let her confession slip. To keep from telling Sylvie she loved her the moment she acknowledged the truth of it to herself.
“Do I have to teach you how to unfasten a bra—”
Lauren answered Sylvie’s question with a hard kiss. Sylvie groaned into it, but couldn’t let the point go. She grabbed Lauren’s hand and pulled it over her breast.
The contact with Sylvie’s firm flesh dissolved Lauren’s desire to continue the competition. She gave them what they both wanted and tugged the fabric down.
Lauren couldn’t resist taking her exposed, hard nipple in her mouth. As she ran the tip of her tongue over the stiff point, Sylvie arched her back off the floor.
With her fingers tangled in Lauren’s hair, Sylvie moaned. “You’re driving me crazy.”
The sound of Sylvie’s voice, husky and dripping with pained desire, sent a new thumping ache between Lauren’s thighs.
They ignored Sylvie’s phone buzzing against the wood floor as Lauren pulled off Sylvie’s shirt and bra.
“You’re so hot,” Lauren confessed, pausing to admire Sylvie’s half-nude form.
Sylvie’s cheeks, already pink from the heat, brightened. “Shut—”
“I’m serious.” She cradled Sylvie’s face in her hand. “You’re so beautiful. I can’t believe I’m here with you.”
Stunned into silence, Sylvie’s eyes gleamed as she gazed at Lauren. Reaching up, Sylvie ran her thumb over Lauren’s bottom lip before sliding her hand over her jaw and gripping the back of her neck.
Gently, she pulled Lauren in for another kiss. This one wasn’t rushed. It was slow, thoughtful, as if Sylvie wanted to communicate all the things she couldn’t say. That she was afraid to say. That she didn’t have the language to say.
Lauren wrapped her arms around Sylvie, feeling her perspiring skin against hers. As they kissed, she ran her fingertips along Sylvie’s side.
Sylvie pulled her down, sliding her thigh between Lauren’s parted legs. Reflexively, Lauren started grinding lightly against it, keeping her weight on the elbow holding her up.
With warm hands, Sylvie slid under Lauren’s shirt. “Take this off,” she whispered.
Lauren obliged, yanking her top off with one hand before returning to Sylvie’s lips. She couldn’t remember the last time she couldn’t get enough of someone’s kiss, but Sylvie was unquestionably addictive.
Lauren’s phone dinged again as she bit into the soft skin of Sylvie’s neck.
“I don’t want to go,” Sylvie’s confession tangled with her moan as Lauren’s hand slipped between her thighs.
The last thing Lauren wanted to do was leave. She didn’t know she’d been waiting for this moment for years, but as she tasted the salt of Sylvie’s skin, she realized that this was all she’d ever wanted.
Lauren pushed harder through the fabric of Sylvie’s leggings, earning another moan. She needed more of that sound. More of Sylvie’s body.
One phone rang and then the other.
“I can be quick,” Lauren promised against the shell of Sylvie’s ear. She pressed the heel of her hand down, prompting Sylvie to rock against her.
With her head tipped back, Sylvie swung her hips. She looked as desperate as Lauren felt.
Lauren tried to memorize the moment. To capture Sylvie like this and keep it stored in her mind.
With a whimper, Sylvie dropped her hips, her muscles relaxing. She ran her hand through her damp hair before whining. “They’re not going to give up.”
Both phones rang in unison as if colluding to prove Sylvie’s point.
Lauren bent over, her forehead pressed against Sylvie’s. “I know,” she admitted to herself as much as Sylvie.
“What are we going to do?” Sylvie’s whispered question was drenched with fear.
Lauren shrugged. “What choice do we have? We tell the truth.”
The phones rang again. Staggered this time, but only by a second.
Sylvie slid up to a sitting position, prompting Lauren to hand her the shirt and bra crumpled behind her.
“And what’s the truth?” Sylvie started pulling on her bra. “It’s not like we’ve had a lot of time to sort this out.”
Lauren put her shirt back on even though it had gotten so hot and stuffy in the treehouse that she wished she could leave it off. “We can always tell them to mind their own business.”
Sylvie tossed her head back and cackled.
Lauren smiled. “Yeah, you’re right.”
Once on her feet, Lauren extended her hand to help Sylvie up. “Whatever happens, Syl. . .” She pulled her sweaty body into her arms, loving they way she fit against her. “We’re in this together, okay? We’ll deal with whatever happens as a team.”
Sylvie looked up, her honey eyes wide. “You can’t promise that when you don’t know what’s going to happen. You don’t have all the information to make a declaration like that.” Her eyes darted toward the floor like there was more she wanted to say.
Lauren pushed back a swath of light hair plastered to her forehead. “I can absolutely promise that no matter how bad the reaction from anybody, I’m not going anywhere.” She grinned. “I’m pretty sure you did some kind of black magic on me. I’m compelled to your side.”
Sylvie smiled despite the obvious worry weighing her down. “Yeah, right. That’s you who went to a Santero for some kind of spell. There’s no other reason I’m about to willingly stare down a fire-breathing dragon for you.”
“Oh come on, your mom isn’t that bad,” Lauren said with a squeeze.
“I was talking about yours.”
Lauren laughed just as her phone rang again. She pulled it out of her pocket and sighed. “That’s a lot of missed calls. I’m pretty sure each one amps the drama up at least ten percent.”
Sylvie looked at her own phone. “Oh yeah. This is going to be a whole thing.”
Before Lauren returned one of her mother’s twenty-three phone calls, before she returned to the mess that awaited them, she kissed Sylvie again.
She wasn’t that worried. Their families would be surprised, but then they’d have to get over it. It’s not like they were going to excommunicate them from the family.
Maybe this was a good thing. A chance to move on from all their old baggage. There could even be a great Campos-Machado alliance. Really . . . How bad could it be?





CHAPTER 34
  
SYLVIE WATCHED Lauren leaning out of the open treehouse window. Her long hair falling in waves down her back. Despite the sticky afternoon heat, she was glowing.
It figured that Lauren would be at her most beautiful right before their worlds imploded. She was always incredibly inconvenient in that way.
“Do you think watching them swarm us is going to help our predicament?” Sylvie moved toward Lauren, a shot of pain searing her hip where she’d scraped off a layer of skin.
“They’re not going to rumble in the street, right?” Lauren’s dark eyes shone with worry as she peered out the opening.
Sylvie pulled her away from the window and snuggled against her chest. “I wish we could’ve just called one side and not the other.”
Lauren held her in the most confident, steadfast embrace Sylvie had ever experienced. “And which side were we going to successfully leave in the dark about where we are? My mother sounded like she was on the verge of calling the police. As if I was a toddler snatched from the front yard.”
“My mother might have been about to call the National Guard,” she agreed with a dry laugh.
Even as grown women, neither of them could get away with disappearing from their parents. Sylvie didn’t go anywhere without her mother knowing . . . and worrying. She couldn’t even be vague about her whereabouts. If her parents were any better at technology, they’d figure out how to put a tracker on her phone.
“It’s going to be okay,” Lauren promised, kissing the top of her head.
“Perhaps you’ve forgotten the great Thanksgiving Day debacle of 2013.”
Lauren’s laugh rumbled in her chest, it’s joyful taint spreading into Sylvie’s stiff body. “That poor volunteer who assigned our families to distribute turkey dinners at the same shelter.”
Sylvie burrowed against Lauren’s neck as dread tried to claw its way out of her belly. “I had corn in my hair when I washed it that night.”
“Welp. . . Here’s hoping no one shows up with anything that can become a projectile.”
“I wish we could’ve held on to this a little longer,” Sylvie said as regret pushed her heart into her throat. “Have it be ours before we have to share it with anyone.”
“Nothing is going to change, Syl. Actually, maybe it will, but only for the better. We don’t have anything to hide. The sooner this is out in the open the better. It’s not like we could wait until the birth of our second baby to tell them.”
Despite the fear stiffening her bones, Sylvie laughed. “You’d be a good dad.”
Lauren chuckled. “Hell yeah.”
Outside, the sound of voices floated up to their borrowed cocoon. Lauren kissed her again before turning back to the window. With a resigned sigh, Sylvie joined her.
On the street, the Sharks and the Jets moved toward each other like they were reenacting West Side Story with an all-Cuban cast.
“Was your entire family over for lunch?” Lauren asked, her eyes wide as the reality of their situation slammed into her like a foul ball zooming into a spectator.
It was one thing to be positive when the clash was only theoretical, but now that it was shaping up in front of them, she seemed to understand Sylvie’s concern.
Sylvie glanced at the Machado side of the street. “Looks like your whole fam is here too.”
Lauren groaned. “My uncle must have just shown up and brought my grandma and cousins. I didn’t know they were coming.” She squinted. “Hey, at least your godmother is here. She likes me.”
Sylvie was relieved that Regina was there. She would be in their corner, but one person could only do so much.
“How long before a neighbor calls the cops?” Sylvie wondered after a long, still silence.
Lauren winced. “Hopefully before my grandma smashes a Heineken bottle against the curb and uses it as a shank.”
“This is going to be bad. This is going to be so bad.”
“What the hell are you doing here?” Carla Machado, her dark hair framing her round face shouted first.
“I should have known you were somehow involved in this!” Sylvie’s mother roared, increasing her pace as she broke formation. “What have you done to my daughter?”
“What do you mean your daughter?” Carla Machado darted toward Sylvie’s mother. “Ours is the one that’s trapped in there. What did you do to lure her there? It’s one thing to hurt me, Barbara, and quite another to mess with my—”
“Mom!” Lauren leaned out the window. “Please don’t accuse Ms. Campos! We’re both stuck up here, okay! Did you bring a ladder?”
Carla and Barbara turned toward the sound of Lauren’s voice. Horror painted on their faces like they were wearing bone-chilling Halloween masks.
Lauren staggered back as if their tandem glares had physically shoved her.
“Yup,” Sylvie muttered under her breath so only Lauren could hear. “I knew it was going to be bad.”
All at once, everyone on the street started shouting questions at them. In a tangle of English and Spanish, they demanded an explanation. Everyone except for Junior, who was resting against a parked BMW. His arms crossed over his chest. A shit-eating grin on his potato face.
Sylvie glanced at Lauren for courage. With a deep, cleansing breath, she reached out and took her hand. Together, they leaned over the window.
“We’re up here because Lauren and I,” she paused searching for the right way to explain their relationship. “She’s . . . I . . .”
Lauren leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Do you want me to say it?”
Sylvie squeezed Lauren’s hand and straightened. “Lauren is my girlfriend,” she announced to their families and a confused middle-aged man cruising by on a bicycle.
Lauren’s grandmother screamed and clutched her chest. From some unseen pocket, she retrieved a white rosary as if she were witnessing a demonic possession.
“Okay, maybe this is going to go worse than I expected,” Lauren conceded as everyone on the ground started shouting again. As they lost their collective shit, Lauren turned to Sylvie, a wide grin on her face. “Wait . . . Girlfriend?”
A heavy warmth trickled down Sylvie’s chest, sweet and syrupy. She loved everything reflected back at her in Lauren’s big, dark eyes. In that moment, she realized the destabilizing truth. Ready or not, she was falling in love.
Damn it.
“Yeah, girlfriend. I’m thirty-two years old, Lauren. What am I supposed to call you?”
Lauren’s dimples cut deep into her cheeks as her grin turned blinding. “God, you’re so romantic. I can’t wait to hear what you write for our vows,” she joked before leaning in and kissing her.
Sylvie’s heart combusted like a Lisa Frank piñata.
“Sylvia! Have you lost your mind!” Sylvie’s mother shrieked. “I don’t know what that girl convinced you to do but—”
“That girl? Why are you blaming my daughter? Your kid is the reason they were always getting in trouble at school. She was always playing la mosquita muerta. Harmless as a fly my ass!” Carla Machado, decked out in all of her campaign swag, stomped forward, stopping just short of chest bumping her nemesis.
“Mom!” Lauren snapped.
“Everyone stop!” Sylvie shouted, her lips still buzzing from Lauren’s kiss as they both leaned out of the opening. “First of all, we’re grown women! Stop talking about us like we’re children!”
“I agree, Sylvia.” Regina stepped out of the Campos crew. “They’re not children, and I, for one, think it’s wonderful that they’ve found each other. Lauren is a lovely person.” She shielded her eyes as she smiled up at the treehouse. “Let these young ladies make their own decisions.”
“Thanks, Regina! I think you’re pretty awesome too.” Lauren called back with a wave.
For a single, still moment, Sylvie thought things might turn out okay. That everyone would just take a breath and calm down. Realize that this wasn’t some horrible tragedy. It was just a little love. Could that really be so bad?
Sylvie’s father broke the stillness. With his hands on his square hips, he craned his head toward them. “Whatever games you two are playing, this isn’t funny. You’re upsetting your mother, Sylvia. Get down from there.”
Lauren’s father, his frame so tall and lean next to Sylvie’s dad that they looked like a lowercase l and o standing together, stepped toward the other man. “Hey dummy, look at the ladder. It’s broken. That’s why they called us. I know you’re not used to doing anything but working on your golf swing, but even you can see that, right?”
With a red face, Sylvie’s father cursed in his direction before turning back to the treehouse. “Well, what the hell were you two doing up there to begin with?”
“I know what they were doing,” Junior responded with a smirk. With everyone looking at him, he made a revolting scissoring gesture with his fingers.
“Muchacho, what the hell is wrong with you!” With nostrils flared, Regina bellowed. “Run home and get the ladder, coño!”
“And miss this lesbo telenovela? No way.”
The crowd shouted their displeasure at Junior. Something Sylvie would’ve reveled in if it were happening at any other moment.
“Pero niño! Que te pasa?” their father snapped. “Go get the ladder now, and if I hear you disrespect your sister again, you can find a way to pay your own mortgage from now on.”
Like a sullen teenager, Junior cursed under his breath before trotting off in a jog toward the house.
“You’re so lucky you’re an only child,” Sylvie decided, using her fingernail to pick at the cuticle around her thumb.
“You might be right about that,” she agreed with a raised brow.
Below them, the squabbling continued as a dozen people shouted over each other at once. With everyone talking, and no one listening.
With a chuckle, Lauren looked over at Sylvie. Her dark gaze lingering on Sylvie’s lips. “What if we just never come down?”
“Well, my brother is in charge of our means of rescue. There’s a decent chance we’re not getting out of here anytime soon. He’ll forget what they sent him over there for and come back with a PEZ dispenser.”
Lauren laughed. The most uplifting sound on the planet. “He really is more of a douche than I realized.”
“See what I’ve been dealing with?”
Lauren nodded. “Your constant state of irritation definitely makes more sense.”
“What are we going to do about this?” Sylvie pressed her fist to her churning stomach.
Lauren let go of her hand and circled her arm around Sylvie’s waist. She tucked her into her side as if she might hide her away.
A gust of wind carried the sound of Lauren’s uncle’s raspy shouts up to the treehouse. “I know what this is! This is some kind of false flag operation! You’re trying to sneak in under our defenses. Get at us from the inside!”
Sylvie’s mother laughed, a shrill caustic thing that raised the fine hairs on the back of Sylvie’s neck. “Do you mean Trojan horse, idiota?” She stepped toward him, her hands on her narrow hips. “And where do you get off flinging accusations? You’re not part of this, Mauricio. Count yourself lucky that you’re not biologically related to a pack of traitors and shut up.”
Traitors. Frauds. Liars. Thieves. The misinformed allegations they’d tossed at each other for generations now made Sylvie want to puke.
“I chose this family, Barbara. And we all know it’s you people in the wrong here. Stop making a fool of yourself.”
Sylvie’s dad shot out of the Campos pack like an irate porcupine ready to spear Lauren’s uncle with a quill. “What the hell did you just say to my wife, jackass?”
“Dad! Please let’s all calm down! Stop insulting each other!” Sylvie’s pleas were drowned out by a barrage of slights and curses being lobbed in both directions.
“Seriously, Mauricio,” Sylvie’s aunt chimed in sounding more bored than angry. “Do you realize how stupid you sound talking about things you don’t understand?”
Bystanders started accumulating outside as the arguing intensified. The secret festering in Sylvie’s chest burned like acid reflux trying to escape her body through her throat.
Junior returned with the ladder, but it didn’t result in the cessation of hostilities. The fact that it was several feet too short to help them out of their predicament only made matters worse.
“It figures that you people can’t even solve the simplest of problems.” Lauren’s mother shook her head. “No wonder you had to steal our recipes. You would’ve never figured out how to do it on your own.”
“I don’t see you doing anything useful,” Sylvie’s mother countered as she bumped against her sworn enemy. “All you know how to do is run your stupid mouth while everyone else does the work.” She turned to her husband. “Manny, call the fire department.”
He walked away from the chaos with his phone to his ear. The situation was spiraling so far out of hand Sylvie could hardly process the mayhem.
“So you finally admit that its true?” Lauren’s mother looked around dramatically. “Did everyone hear that? She finally fessed up to being a thief!”
“The only thief here is you and you know it!”
The decades old argument sprung up between Carla Machado and Barbara Campos like they were singing their favorite song. They had the lyrics memorized and the rhythm down pat.
As Sylvie listened to the well-worn battle, the secret bubbled to the surface. She couldn’t contain it for another moment. They were tearing each other apart based on a lie.
Like a hammer smashing through a clay pot, the truth split Sylvie apart. “Enough! Both of you are right! I found out the truth, okay! We’re all freaking thieves!”
The verbal sparring stopped abruptly.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Sylvie’s mom glared at her through her blue contact lenses.
“You know that lawsuit I was looking into? Well, I found the answers I needed. The truth about who stole what from who.”
“What lawsuit?” Lauren’s mom asked, her face glistening with perspiration.
“What you talking about, Syl?” Lauren’s voice was low as she leaned in close, but Sylvie couldn’t look at her.
Sylvie took a breath to steady herself. There was no turning back now. “We’ve all been protecting our great grandpas like they’re saints and they’re not. They’re both douchebags who stole someone’s work.”
As she explained, without divulging Freddie as her source, nearly everyone on the ground looked up at her in disbelief. When she was finished, she looked over at Lauren who was stunned into speechlessness.
“Where do you get off making accusations like that?” Lauren’s uncle was the first to respond.
“They’re not accusations.” Sylvie insisted, but he wasn’t listening.
“These are fighting words—”
“Es la verdad,” Lauren’s grandmother clutched her rosary beads. “The girl is telling the truth. We discovered this great shame during the lawsuit. Just like she said. The Machado and Campos families both agreed to bury it and never speak of it again.”
“There’s no way.” Sylvie’s mother shook her head. “There is absolutely no way this could be true and us not know about it. My father would never be part of any deceit.”
“Mami, how could this be true and you not tell us?” Lauren’s mother wrapped her arms around herself as if in a soothing embrace.
The old woman looked down at the sidewalk. “It was very shameful, mija. Your father never spoke of it again. Not even to me.”
“It’s true,” Sylvie’s aunt slipped out from the crowd and took Lauren’s grandmother’s hand in hers to comfort the crying old woman. “I accidentally walked in on a conversation when I was a kid.” She looked at her sister with obvious regret. “Papi conditioned my inheritance on me keeping my mouth shut. I don’t even know how much he told Mami about this. It was . . . really bad. He was beside himself. I think they figured the best thing to do was go on like they’d never made the discovery. Like he never learned that his father was a thief. My guess is Mr. Machado felt much the same way.”
Confusion and horror took turns claiming Sylvie’s mother’s face. The pain was a punch to the gut. Sylvie didn’t want everyone to suffer the same disillusionment she’d felt when she found out.
I should’ve kept my freaking mouth shut, she thought as her chest ached.
“This can’t be right.” Lauren’s father shook his head weakly at his brother. “My father-in-law was the most honorable man I’ve ever known. He wouldn’t lie to us.”
In the stillness, the screech of a blaring siren echoed in the distance. Sylvie steeled herself and turned to Lauren.
“I’m sorry,” Sylvie said softly.
Lauren shook her head. “I can’t believe this. Can I see what you found?”
Sylvie lowered her gaze as the fire truck turned the corner onto their street. “I made a promise that I wouldn’t divulge this or how I found it. I already messed up the first part. I can’t—”
“Let’s talk when we get down, okay? Half the neighborhood is about to watch us climb outta here.” She smiled, but it was frail and uncertain.
“Yeah,” Sylvie agreed despite the fist crushing her heart. “Okay.”
Together, they stood at the opening of the treehouse and watched the fire truck back up to the tree.
“Do you think this is what cats feel like?” Lauren asked before taking Sylvie’s hand.
The touch eased the panic starting to simmer in Sylvie’s chest. “You think cats are embarrassed too?”
Lauren laughed. “At least fire fighters rescuing a cat is a lot more likely to go viral than we are.”
With a groan, Sylvie looked out at the crowd that had formed in clumps all along the street. She’d much prefer not to have an audience.
As she stared down the ladder slowly making its way toward them, she realized she was less scared of falling off of it than she was of talking to Lauren.
Would she forgive her for not telling her immediately? Would she forgive her for not taking the secret to her grave and protecting both their legacies?
“Ready?” The fire fighter held out his hand.
“No,” Sylvie confessed before taking a step off the treehouse.





CHAPTER 35
  
AS SOON AS they were out of the treehouse, Lauren followed Sylvie away from the chaos of their still bickering families. The shock of Sylvie’s news was still working its way through her system.
Lauren hooked her pinky in Sylvie’s as they strolled toward a sprawling shade tree a few yards from the ongoing chaos. “You think you’re going to sneak away for a little make out sesh and you implode two families, amiright?”
Sylvie gathered her eyebrows, her eyes pained. “I’m sorry that I didn’t tell you about all this before. I found out just before the Whitney and I didn’t know what to say.” She took a gulp of air. “And then we started . . . this . . . and I didn’t want you to have to know this about your grandpa. I know I sure as heck didn’t want to know it about mine.”
Stopping in front of the shade tree, Lauren leaned against the trunk. “I’m sorry you’ve been holding this all by yourself. I wish you’d been able to confide in me. That must have been hard.”
“How do you do that?” Sylvie wrapped her arms around Lauren’s neck.
Lauren lost herself in Sylvie’s honey eyes. “Do what?” She rested her hands on Sylvie’s lower back, loving the way they fit together seamlessly.
Sylvie gazed up at her, a smile pulling at her lips. “Know what to say. How are you so sweet and compassionate and empathetic. . . . It’s weird as hell.”
Laughing, Lauren’s muscles relaxed. She didn’t care about the tree bark digging into her back. “I don’t know. All that new-aged enlightenment stuff is in the California atmosphere. It’s contagious, I guess.”
“So, you’re not mad at me?” Sylvie played with the loose hair at the base of Lauren’s neck. It was a preferable outlet for her fidgeting. She’d noticed the cuticles Sylvie had torn to shreds when they were in the treehouse.
“Mad at you? Are you crazy? It’s not your fault that our great-grandfathers were assholes. I’m glad you discovered the truth and put it out there. Maybe we can actually all move on from this and leave that old toxic crap behind.”
Sylvie glanced at their families still squabbling. “You think they’re ever going to stop? These old rivalries die hard. I bet they’ll find something else to fight about.”
“A lot of great conflicts have been ended by romantic unions.” Lauren pulled Sylvie’s attention back to her. “I didn’t think you’d be able to bury the hatchet and look at us now.”
Sylvie smirked. “Oh, I’m sure my mom wants to bury the hatchet. My concern is about where she wants to put it.”
Laughing, Lauren kissed her cheek. She wanted nothing more than to be alone with her. “So we won’t plan a family outing anywhere with readily accessible sharp objects. Got it.”
“Can’t we just stay here?” Sylvie nestled against her chest.
Lauren closed her eyes, wishing she could carry Sylvie’s perfume with her when they parted. “Do you want to come over later? Or we can go do something? Dinner? Dessert?”
Sylvie looked up at her. “You’re seriously not mad? You don’t feel like I lied to you?”
“No, Sylvie. We’re not all little rage monsters like you.” She chuckled. “You ended up in a difficult position, but I don’t think you’re the liar here. We were all misguided. Laboring under false assumptions. I really think this is an opportunity to turn a page.”
“I wish I shared your optimism,” she muttered like the weight of the world was on her shoulders. Lauren wished she could help carry the load. Sylvie always showed such a strong front, it was easy to forget she was not indestructible.
Lauren tucked a strand of hair behind Sylvie’s ear. “How about you come over to my house tonight? I can cook us something. We can have a little vino. Unwind. Decompress from this day.” She smirked. “Maybe finish what you started in the treehouse?”
“Oh, what I started?” Sylvie replied with a bark of laughter. “That’s how you’re going to re-write history here?” The copper in Sylvie’s eyes ignited sending Lauren’s heart racing.
“Who’s re-writing anything? We were both there. You’re the one who practically mauled me. I was a perfect gentleman.” Lauren stuck her chin out in the air trying to look regal.
“Mauled you?” Sylvie shrieked. “Who was begging for me to take my shirt off, huh?”
Lauren dipped her head down as she neared Sylvie’s lips. “I’m pretty sure that was you doing the begging. I played it totally cool. It’s not like I care about seeing your boobs.”
“All this lying, Lou. It’s really a problem.” Sylvie nuzzled the tip of Lauren’s nose with hers before pulling her into a kiss.
The softness of Sylvie’s lips on hers took Lauren back to the dusty floor of the tree house. To Sylvie’s bare skin under her fingertips.
“Are you two practicing for your OnlyFans account?” Junior snickered. “You just made the biggest scene and you still can’t keep it in your pants?”
Lauren broke the kiss and sneered in his direction. If she’d grown up with his annoying ass she might just as short-tempered as Sylvie.
When Junior was called away by Sylvie’s aunt, Lauren glanced back at Sylvie. “There’s something really wrong with that guy.”
“That’s what I’ve been saying my whole life. No one listens.”
“Your parents aren’t seriously considering putting him in charge of anything, are they?” Lauren recalled their previous conversation. She was seeing Sylvie’s concern with new eyes.
Sylvie sighed. “That’s my fate.” She fidgeted with the seam of Lauren’s shirt. “Speaking of fate, I better go and deal with this Pandora’s box I opened. It looks like my family is waiting for me to sort this out.”
“You didn’t do anything. Just because you’re the one who found it doesn’t mean it’s your fault. You’re just the messenger. And you know, even our grandpas were doing the best they could with what they had. Anyone who is deserving of blame is long gone.”
“I will never understand how you’re capable of putting a positive spin on everything.”
Lauren smiled. “It’s all that nut milk and vegan cheese.”
“Oh, God! Don’t make me gag!” Sylvie cried with dramatic flair.
Lauren couldn’t resist kissing her again. There was just something newly adorable about her theatrics.
When their lips parted, Sylvie embraced Lauren. “Tell me this is going to be okay.”
Lauren intertwined their fingers as they walked back to the anxiously waiting crowd. “I promise it’s going to be okay. I think you’ve given everyone something bigger to contend with than our dating. Which I have to say is pretty genius on your part.”
Sylvie laughed. “I would love to take credit for planning it that way.”
“That just goes to show what an evil genius you are. Even when you’re not trying, you’re still scheming.”
Sylvie sighed as she slowly released her grasp on Lauren’s hand. “Will I see you later then? Can I take you up on that offer for dinner or something?”
A tingle flashed in Lauren’s chest and spread over her overheated skin. “Absolutely. I’ll see you soon. Call me when you get out of the inquisition.”





CHAPTER 36
  
LEANING against the sink in her mother’s extravagant Roman-inspired master bathroom, Sylvie watched the meltdown.
“Look at this, Sylvia.” Her mother pulled a first aid kit from the cabinet. “You could have killed yourself climbing up there. What were you thinking?”
Despite the question, her mother didn’t give her a chance to respond.
“I’m going to have to call the Steins later. I bet that gossip, Julieta, has probably already sent them photographic evidence of that production today. Pull down your leggings. Actually, no. Just take them off, I’ll get you something that isn’t torn to shreds.”
Sylvie didn’t bother protesting or pointing out that a single tear did not amount to shreds. Her mother would insist about the stupid clothes, and she had more pressing matters to address.
She peeled off her leggings, wincing when she bent forward and disturbed the bruise forming on her hip. “I’m sure the Steins—”
Sylvie didn’t get to finish placating her before she returned from her walk-in closet with a pair of colorful leggings. “Can you believe the nerve of those Machados? Creating such a spectacle. It’s just like Carla to make matters worse at every opportunity.”
In her underwear, Sylvie leaned back on the counter, her sore body growing achier by the minute. Adrenaline had acted as an amazing pain reliever, but it lacked staying power.
“Mom, who cares about — gah!”
The antiseptic her mother dabbed on with a cotton ball burned more than Sylvie expected.
“I’m sorry, mi vida.” Her mother blew on the scrape on her hip like Sylvie was a ten-year-old with a skinned knee.
“That’s okay. Sorry.” She waited for her mother to apply an ointment before finishing her thought. “Can we maybe learn from this and stop pointing the finger at the Machados? We’re all equally responsible. For everything. And as far as today goes, it was my stupid idea to go in the treehouse. Not Lauren’s.”
Her mother sat on the ledge of her spa tub as if Sylvie’s words caused her knees to buckle. “I don’t believe that,” she said flatly, like her acceptance had any bearing on the truth. “It’s not like you to break the rules. You’d never go onto someone’s property uninvited like that. That girl convinced you to do it. Pressured you to—”
“Mami, por Dios! Do you hear yourself?” Sylvie chased after her sense of calm like it was a greyhound on the loose. She took a deep breath. It was going to be up to her to set a new tone. “I can assure you that I was there, and I know for an undeniable fact, that it was my idea.”
Her mother shook her head. “If that’s true, and you’re not covering for—”
“Why would I be covering for anybody, mom? I’m in my thirties. It’s not like Sister Gloria is going to give me a demerit.” Another breath to keep the throbbing in her head from getting worse. “Can’t we talk about what’s in front of us? Focusing on the Machados is not going to change the truth.”
Fidgeting with the blonde ponytail falling over her chest, her mother looked away. “I don’t know that I believe that either.”
Sylvie pressed on her own closed eyes to keep the outrage from making her say things she’d regret. After a moment, she looked at her mother again. With her fingernails digging into her palms, she tried to reason with her.
“Mom, what do you mean you don’t believe it. Tia told all of us that it was true. That grandpa covered up what he discovered about our shady beginnings. She and Lauren’s grandma corroborated it.”
With her crossed leg swinging over the other, she shook her head. “I love my sister, but she’s prone to theatrics. She probably just said that so she could be part of the moment. And as for Carla’s mother, I don’t know the woman, but if she’s anything like her daughter, there’s no limit to what she’s capable of doing.”
Sylvie’s eyes widened in complete disbelief. “Are you serious right now? You think it’s more likely that everyone is lying and somehow conspiring together instead of—”
“My father was a great man! He would never do this!”
Sylvie pulled on the leggings and sat next to her mother. As she wiped her eyes, Sylvie put an arm around her. She rarely had to comfort her mother and watching her unravel was a punch to the chest.
“I know how you feel right now. Shocked. Confused. Deceived. Lost. That’s how I felt when I found this out,” Sylvie said softly. “It was impossible for me to believe that Abuelo would have fed me all these stories about how the Machados tried to ruin us knowing they weren’t true. I’m sure that he didn’t feel so great when he found out that his own father had not only lied to him, but lacked integrity too.”
“When did you get so level-headed?” She asked after a beat, her lips turned up in a small, weak smile.
Quietly, her father slipped into the bathroom, leaning against the door frame.
Sylvie gave her mother a squeeze. “I’ve been practicing not acting or reacting based on assumptions. I’ve also been trying to be more open-minded. Less judgmental. Spending time with Lauren has taught me that change can be good.”
Her mother tsked. “I don’t like that girl, she’s always been nothing but trouble.”
“You’re going to have to stop calling her that girl. She’s my girlfriend and I really like her. Like . . . I really, really like her.” She looked up at her father to make sure they were both listening. “And you guys can’t blame her for things we both did. We’ve been equally awful all these years.”
Her father sighed. “I don’t think you’ve thought this through, honey. Are you sure about this? I mean. . . what could you possibly have in common with her or her low-life family?”
The question was so absurd, Sylvie replied with a shriek of laughter. “Papi, are you kidding? Lauren and I have literally had nearly identical lives!” Her heart filled as she thought of Lauren. “She’s the only person who gets it. Who gets me. Who doesn’t want to change me.”
Sylvie shook her head as she took another long, deep breath. She was done seeking their approval. “You know . . . I have never done anything for myself.” She gathered strength and conviction as she looked up from the marble floor. “Everything I’ve ever done has been for the business and this family. There hasn’t been a single thing I haven’t been willing to sacrifice, and believe me, there’s been a lot to give up. I’m not selfish, but I am choosing myself right now. I’m going with what my heart wants and that’s Lauren.” She stood, her thighs trembling as they held her up. “So, yes Papi. I’m sure about this. About her. And if it means that you don’t trust me with the business and are giving it to Junior, then so be it.”
Her father’s face flashed like he’d seen a ghost hovering above Sylvie’s head. “Junior? What makes you think he’s taking over?”
“Honey,” Sylvie’s mother reached out and took her hand. “We don’t trust him to water the plants when we’re away for a long weekend. He’s not getting the business.”
“But you always say how we have to share—”
“He likes to feel included,” her mother explained. “But I’m not sure he even knows how to turn on an oven.”
Sylvie’s father crossed the cavernous bathroom and pulled her into a hug. His soft body, only a few inches taller than hers, was instantly soothing. “We see how hard you work, mi vida. We have always been so proud of you.”
“Then why haven’t you made it official and turned the company over to me? I’ve been doing everything on my own for years now.”
Her parents looked at each other.
“We’ve talked about it quite a few times,” her mother admitted.
“Is it that you think I’m not ready?” Sylvie’s attention bounced between them. “What’s the problem?”
Sylvie’s mother winced. “Vanity, if I’m honest. I haven’t been ready to officially retire. That hasn’t been very fair to you, has it?”
Sylvie sat next to her again. “You guys don’t have to retire. You can stay on. It’s not like I won’t always need your advice.”
Her father put his hand on Sylvie’s shoulder. “You’ve been steering the ship for quite some time now. I think it’s time you got the credit for being the captain.”
“You’re a better businesswoman than I’ll ever be,” her mother said softly, her artificially blue eyes watering. “I’m so very proud of you.”
Overwhelmed by the flood of validation, Sylvie found herself sandwiched in a three-way hug. She couldn’t believe that after so long of trying to win her place at the top, all she had to do was ask for it.
“I’ll call the lawyers in the morning.” Her mother cleaned up the mascara running under her eyes. “We’ll get things moving.”
“Thank you. I don’t know what else to say,” Sylvie admitted.
“Say that you’re going to forget about the Machado girl and settle down with a nice accountant that can crunch all your numbers for free,” her dad joked.
“You’re going to have to get used to her,” Sylvie demanded. “She’s not going anywhere any time soon.”
“It’s that father of hers I really can’t stand,” he replied. “He’s such an insufferable know-it-all. As if knowing how to hammer two pieces of wood together makes you Adonis.”
“Oh, please. I’ll take him over Carla any day of the week. She has the most punchable face in history.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes. This was going to take longer than she hoped.
When Sylvie emerged from her parents’ master bedroom, she didn’t expect to find Junior still splayed out on the couch. His dirty sneakers on the coffee table. Deciding that he was not going to ruin what had turned out to be a pretty amazing day, she went straight for her purse and car keys.
“Lauren Machado, huh?”
She ignored him.
He sucked air through his teeth. “She’s hot AF.”
Sylvie’s body temperature spiked, but she slung her bag over her shoulder and turned away from him.
“I can’t believe an ass that thick is wasted on you. Like you’d have any idea what to do with that.” He jumped to his feet and started humping the couch. “Give me one night with her and she’d learn what a body like that is really for.”
Sylvie whirled around, her pulse kicking up like a battle drum. She fixed her brother in her sights. A sniper setting a target in their cross-hairs.
Rage was a springboard ready to vault her forward and claw his eyes out. She was ready to humiliate him. To remind him that he was such a loser he’d been cut out of the business. To let him know that the first thing she meant to do was to stop cutting him checks.
But the more she watched him, the more she realized how pathetic he was. Instead of retaliating, she laughed in his face, turned toward the front door, and left.
She had more important things to do than be baited. She had Lauren and she couldn’t wait to see her again.





CHAPTER 37
  
IN A DAZE, Lauren plopped down on her parents’ sectional. The U-shaped sofa was large enough to hold her high school softball team. Not that her mother would allow that many teenagers near her overpriced Fabergé eggs. She posed them all around the living room like she was planning the poshest Easter egg hunt.
Lauren’s father tossed his car keys in the glass bowl in the foyer and continued to where her mother was grabbing a pitcher of lemonade from the fridge. “My brother is going to drive your mother home,” he told her before putting his hands on his narrow hips and looking around the kitchen. “She was too shaken up to drive and there are a lot of mailboxes she can take out in three blocks.”
Trays full of food were covering the massive island at the center of the sprawling kitchen. Lauren watched with guilt-induced shame as he considered what to do with the untouched bounty.
Judging by the single dinner plate with sliced pork and a mound of rice, they’d only just started serving lunch when someone realized Lauren was missing.
Instead of a roast pork feast, the Machado clan had left confused and hungry. A terrible combo.
“I should have told everybody to take a plate,” her mother lamented. She cracked open a bottle of vodka and poured a generous amount into the lemonade. “Maybe we can run this over to the shelter now that we’re no longer banned from the premises.”
Her dad accepted two glasses of spiked lemonade. “I don’t think anybody was interested in hanging around. I thought your mother would never stop crying. It was a lot to take in.” He handed Lauren a glass before taking his usual spot at the far end of the sofa.
“Which part was a lot?” Lauren sipped her drink. “The dismantling of everything we know to be true, or that I’m dating Sylvie Campos?”
Her mother did the sign of the cross over herself before chugging her drink. After several gulps of the strong concoction, she joined them on the sofa, taking the spot at the sectional’s bend.
“I don’t know what’s worse.” Her mother shook her head.
“Mom! Seriously? You think me dating someone is just as bad as finding out Abuelo was keeping this huge secret? Actually, not just keeping this a secret, but actively lying to us. Pretending that the Campos family committed this huge betrayal, way after he knew it wasn’t true.”
Her mother’s response was the glugging sound her throat made as she inhaled the vodka drink.
“This great-grandpa thing aside, that family is just a bunch of unlikable jerks.” Her father folded one long leg over the other, resting his ankle on his knee. “That Manny is such a pendejo. Do you notice how he’s always scurrying behind Barbara like a mutant rat?” He did his best rodent impression as if they wouldn’t understand the reference. “It’s weird as hell. What a creep. And a weak creep at that.”
Her mother shook her head. “How else is he going to keep Barbara from flying off the handle and attacking people? He’s probably learned that’s where he needs to stand to stop her before she commits a felony. I’ve seriously never seen someone with such a hair trigger.”
Lauren laughed in disbelief. “Let he who has not sinned cast the first turkey leg.” She set her drink down on a coaster. “Mom, you’ve started just as many fights as she has, come on. Just because you’re a more subtle instigator doesn’t mean you’re innocent. I’m not innocent either and I’ve been owning that. It was easy to always blame Sylvie for everything until I took stock of my own behavior and admitted that I’m an instigator.”
Her father glanced at her mother. “Why did we let her go to California again?”
With a smirk, Lauren tilted her head to the side. “Give Sylvie and her family a fair shot. Maybe if we can all get together—”
“Absolutely not.” Ice jingled in her mother’s glass as she drained the remaining sip. “You’re an adult and we can’t control who you spend time with, but I’m not going to sit down with those people. It’s bad enough we have to see them at every society function. That’s more than enough contact for me.” She plucked her husband’s nearly full glass out of his hand and traded him for her empty one.
“Oh yeah? So what if Sylvie and I are hopelessly in love? What if we get married? You’re not going to come to the wedding?”
Her mother’s dark eyes widened as she nearly spit out her drink. “Married? Wedding? What are you saying? You’re thinking about marrying her? How long have you been seeing each other? How serious is this?” The questions were a rapid-fire assault.
Lauren shifted in her seat. “We haven’t been dating that long, but in some ways, it feels like we’ve been together for years. As difficult as Sylvie is,” a smile sprouted on her lips, “being with her has felt so natural. I’ve never been so comfortable around anyone . . . so completely myself. As corny as it sounds, it’s like I’ve discovered a missing piece. It’s like coming home.”
Her parents shared a worried glance.
“Maybe you feel like that because you just broke up with Jenny,” her father suggested. “That was so recent, maybe you aren’t thinking clearly.”
“It has nothing to do with Jenny.” She shook her head. “I’ve honestly never felt like this about anybody. Listen, I know its nuts, okay? Had anybody told me that I’d be falling in love—”
The admission stopped Lauren short as if her heart leapt into her throat to keep her from revealing too much.
“Love?” Her father leaned forward on the edge of the couch. “Really? Love? That’s a big word.”
Her mother drained the second drink with even more gusto than the first. Lauren slid her glass across the table toward her. A peace offering.
For a long, uncomfortable, time her mother sat in silence. Lauren’s attention darted between her parents. Her father didn’t seem to know what his wife was about to say either.
“You know we love you more than anything. All we want is your happiness.” She took a deep breath. “And if you’re serious about Sylvie, we can try to give her a chance.” It sounded like each syllable was a boulder she had to push uphill.
Lauren’s heart lifted. “So does that mean you’re coming to the wedding?”
Her mother groaned. “Or you can have two weddings.”
Lauren darted to her mother and tackled her in a hug. “Thanks, Mami.”
“Don’t thank me yet. I said I’d try.” Her mother squeezed her back. “If Sylvie is anything like her nightmare of a mother, I’m not going to be able to stand her.”
When her parents recovered from the shock of Lauren’s dating news, they moved on to discussing the other axis-shifting revelation. As Lauren left the living room to get something from her childhood bedroom, she noticed that her mother didn’t sound nearly as shocked as her father.
Had she known all along? Her mother was an only child too. She’d been her father’s confidant. His right-hand woman. It wasn’t impossible that he’d made a deathbed confession about this big secret.
As she padded down the long hallway toward her old room on the opposite side of the house, she locked the thoughts away. Part of her didn’t want to know anymore family secrets. At least, not for a little while.
Apart from the Destiny’s Child posters no longer taped to the wall, the room looked like it always had. A grand four-poster bed painted white and an antique writing desk gave her childhood room a princess-like quality.
From the mostly empty closet, Lauren retrieved one of the boxes she was storing there.
Sitting on the edge of the bed, Lauren opened the box. Moving aside the stacks of photos and old ribbons, she found what she was looking for — her high school yearbook.
Spending time with Sylvie had made her nostalgic for those times. She flipped the pages of the hardcover book until landing on Sylvie’s senior picture. She was stunning, her shoulder-length hair loose and ironed straight. Her honey eyes bright and fascinating. She’d always had a shocking amount of passion and drive. It was no wonder she was voted most likely to run the world.
Lauren ran her fingertips over the image of Sylvie’s shoulders exposed by the strange black drape they’d all been made to wear for the photo.
What would things have been like if they’d decided to stop fighting fifteen years ago? Would they be married with three kids? Would they have been a fling that fizzled out? If only there was a way to revisit history. To rewrite it.
As she thumbed through the yearbook, an idea sprang to mind. It would take a few phone calls to execute it, but she was confident she still knew the right people.
Two hours later, she texted Sylvie.
Lauren: Are we still on for tonight?
Sylvie: Obviously.
Lauren: Are you up for anything?
Sylvie: I mean . . . within reason, Lauren. It’s not like I’m in the mood to go cow tipping!
Lauren laughed. Miami Lakes was probably the only non-agricultural town in the county where cows were randomly hanging out on swaths of empty land. A relic of the town’s beginnings as an enormous dairy farm.
Lauren: I’m sorry, ummm does that mean that there are times you ARE in the mood for accosting sleeping cows, Sylvia? If so, I don’t know if we can keep seeing each other.
Sylvie: OMG shut up and tell me where we’re going.
Lauren: It’s a surprise.
Sylvie: So what am I supposed to wear?
Biting the inside of her cheek, Lauren’s mind started churning through possible responses. She wanted to be careful not to spoil the surprise. There was something she wanted her to wear, but telling her would give away her plan, or at the very least, invite more questions Lauren didn’t want to answer.
Lauren: Wear anything you like.
Sylvie: You’re so helpful. Can you at least tell me whether I should be dressy or casual?
Lauren: Dressy. Can you be ready in an hour, or do you need more time?
Sylvie: Can I be ready in an hour to go to some unknown location where I can either wear anything I want or put on something dressy??? Yeah, I guess so.
Lauren’s laugh escaped her expanding chest. All she could do was hope that Sylvie liked the surprise. She could easily see it blowing up in her face, but she got the sense that Sylvie was interested in re-writing history too.





CHAPTER 38
  
IN THE DARK, Sylvie waited on the front step of her villa dressed in a simple black dress and gold leather flats. In the gym bag hanging from her shoulder, she had two pairs of high heels, a shawl, a hair iron, and her make up kit. Depending on what nonsense Lauren had planned, she could elevate her look in minutes.
Part of her, a large part, hated not knowing where they were going. Hated the lack of control.
Reflexively, she’d almost told Lauren that she refused to go anywhere unless she divulged her plans. But there was that sliver. . . that tiny little part of her that was excited at the prospect of a surprise. That part had tossed her phone on the bed and jumped in the shower in a rush to get ready.
The sight of Lauren’s red Jeep, its bright lights illuminating the dark street, was a jolt to Sylvie’s chest.
Ugh, I’m so pathetic. Who gets butterflies over a stupid car?
Lauren whipped around so the passenger door was facing Sylvie’s house. When Lauren opened her door, the cabin light illuminated her dark figure.
If the Jeep had given Sylvie a start, actually seeing Lauren almost gave her a coronary.
With her long, wild waves coaxed into a tight, low bun, and her eyes painted with dark shadows, Lauren was quite literally stunning. Her long neck was exposed by a highly starched tuxedo shirt, left partially unbuttoned, that showcased Lauren’s ample cleavage. The black dress pants she’d worn highlighted her most dangerous curves. The slim fitting fabric cropped at the ankle bled into the highly-polished, black Doc Martins she’d obviously kept in pristine condition since high school.
Until that moment, Sylvie never thought of herself as having a type. Apparently, she’d been wrong. Whatever combination of masculine and feminine Lauren was serving was her new sexual identity.
“Ready?” Lauren’s hand extended toward her yanked Sylvie out of her trance.
Sylvie wanted to respond with something snarky, but that part of her brain was sitting there with its mouth hanging open just like the rest of her. Instead, the pathetic truth slid right past her lips.
“You look incredible,” Sylvie whispered.
Lauren smiled, unleashing both dimples at once. In her mind, Sylvie staggered back, clutching her chest, the assault was too intense. Too sustained. She needed room to retreat.
Lauren climbed the front step, her dark eyes trained on Sylvie making breathing an impossibility. “You look incredible,” she confessed, her voice low and husky before kissing her under the porch light.
Normally, Sylvie would shy away from such a public display in front of her house. But as she melted into Lauren’s lips, she couldn’t find a care to give. Her stuffy old neighbors could think whatever the hell they wanted.
When Lauren slipped away, Sylvie was left buzzing. Her entire body in a limbo state, torn between stunned and exhilarated.
“Are you coming, Campos, or are you gonna do your best garden gnome impression all night?”
The barb cleared the pink, sweet-scented, fog engulfing Sylvie and restarted the connection between her brain and her body.
“That depends on whether you’re going to tell me where we’re going. Why are you taking me to a second location, huh? Trying to make sure there are no witnesses?”
Lauren’s laugh was a soothing tonic, warm and comforting as it settled the nerves suddenly throwing a rave in her belly.
“Are you accusing me of plotting your murder, Sylvia?” Artificial light danced in her eyes, converting the porch light into a thing of beauty.
“I don’t know.” She raised the eyebrow she’d plucked while waiting for the hair remover cream on her legs to set. “Why do you sound so guilty?”
Lauren’s grin was cemented on her full lips. “I guess you’re just going to have to trust me.”
Pretending to be suspicious, Sylvie took the hand Lauren extended for a second time. She relished the way her fingers felt sliding in between hers. “Just so you know, I’ve left a note that I’m going out with you. You won’t get away with any shady business.”
Lauren opened the car door for her. “Duly noted.”
Thanks to the practice she had getting into her own Jeep, Sylvie climbed in with moderate grace.
Lauren pirouetted into the driver’s seat and glanced over at her before shifting into drive. “Ready?”
The blinding excitement in Lauren’s face snatched the air from Sylvie’s lungs. Lauren’s eyes reflected the wild buzzing building in Sylvie’s body. She couldn’t remember a time she’d been so giddy. Felt such weightless happiness in every fiber of her being.
“I guess.” She shrugged, looking out the window to hide the grin she bit back.
With a laugh, Lauren tore out of the neighborhood.
“How’s your hip? Are you in pain?” Lauren reached out and took her hand.
“It’s just a little bruise. I think I’ll live.”
For a few minutes, Sylvie tried not to guess where they were going. After some familiar turns, she glanced over at Lauren.
“Are we going where I think we’re going?”
Lauren shrugged before reaching over and taking her hand in hers. “I guess you’re going to have to wait and see.”
When they pulled up to the sprawling Spanish-style catholic school, Sylvie furrowed her brow.
“Didn’t we have enough trespassing for one day?”
“Ye of little faith,” she joked, driving through the parking lot and around the side of the gymnasium. The white stucco building was set off from the rest of the school and impossible to miss.
Lauren parked and jumped out of the car, but Sylvie hesitated.
“Are you coming or not?” Lauren didn’t wait for a response before walking away.
Unsure of how wise it was to break into their old high school, Sylvie remained in the car.
With unreasonable confidence, Lauren cut through the manicured lawn toward the building bearing an enormous brown cross painted under Our Lady of Solitude High School in light blue letters.
In the distance, Lauren’s outline blurred. She was obviously doing something at the gym door, but Sylvie couldn’t tell what.
Is she picking the lock? What are we Oceans 305?
Lauren glanced over at the parking lot and waved. Then, she was gone. Disappeared into the building or swallowed up by the darkness, Sylvie couldn’t be sure.
Sylvie threw the door open wide. “We better not get arrested Lauren,” she grumbled.
The grass, damp from having been watered recently, wet her leather flats as she crossed the lawn. As she neared the building, she was greeted by the thump of a song she hadn’t heard in years.
Rhianna’s Pon de Reply bounced against the wood floor and floated out of the slats of jalousie-style windows. The same leaky windows that tortured generations of girls during sweltering, summer afternoon PE classes.
Sylvie’s heart raced to match the rhythm of the music. Unable to resist her curiosity a moment longer, she pressed down on the handle and yanked open the heavy double door.
Inside the empty gym, the overhead lights were off. Just like it would’ve been during a real dance, the space was illuminated by spheres of light swirling slowly around the space.
Standing a few feet away from the door, Lauren waited while holding a spray of tiny orchids.
Stunned, Sylvie floated toward her, her legs moving of their own free will.
“Do you want to go to the dance with me? This is as close to the corsage I brought you that night that I could find. I thought it would help recreate that night. Make it right.”
Sylvie couldn’t process that she was standing in their high school gym with Lauren. That they might have a chance to try again. “You brought me a corsage that night?”
“I did.” She winced as if embarrassed by the memory. “And I would’ve worn this to the dance, if I wasn’t already in too much trouble to test Sister Gloria’s dress code.”
Overwhelmed, Sylvie looked around the cavernous space. “How did you even pull this off?”
“Our alma mater is still very willing to accept generous donations,” she replied with a sly grin. “So . . . do you want to dance?” Lauren slid the corsage on Sylvie’s wrist and held out her hand.
An impossible to identify emotion expanded inside Sylvie. Warming her. Filling her with an undeniable truth that desperately wanted to escape her chest.
Wrapping her arms around Lauren’s neck, Sylvie pulled her in and kissed her. She hoped she could interpret the message on her lips. Understand the words she was too afraid to speak aloud.
“I still can’t believe you did this,” Sylvie said over the sound of Rihanna calling for the DJ to blast the music.
Lauren laughed, giving Sylvie a twirl before dancing to the irresistible beat. “You’ll be surprised at all the things I can do.” She wiggled her eyebrows and swayed her hips.
Sylvie sighed with all the drama she could pack into a single expelled breath. “Once a delinquent, always a delinquent. What am I supposed to do with you?”
“Supposed to do? I’m not sure. I’m more curious about what you want to do with me.” She grinned and pulled Sylvie in close. Slipping her leg between Sylvie’s thighs, she held her close while grinding to the beat. “Or maybe to me.”
Lauren’s breath was warm on Sylvie’s sensitive neck. She closed her eyes, gasping when Lauren’s lips brushed against her skin. When Lauren’s hands slid down her lower back and didn’t stop, Sylvie bit the inside of her cheek.
She was about to ask Lauren whether she wanted to see if the locker room was unlocked — to fulfill a fantasy she’d entertained more than once during high school and more recently — when the song changed.
Sylvie stiffened before leaning back to look at Lauren. Lauren who was trying to hide her Cheshire grin and doing a terrible job.
“You did not pick this song.”
“What?” Lauren was a terrible actress. Her expression was far too amused to sell an innocent act.
Sylvie opened her arms as if Lauren could see the lyrics to Fix You all around them. “Coldplay? Seriously?”
Lauren’s laugh was magic, pumping up her already unsteady heart. She pulled Sylvie into a slow dance.
“It only seemed right that Chris Martin be here with us tonight. His lyrical genius is the only thing that could bring us together and heal old wounds.”
Sylvie propped her hands on Lauren’s hips and swayed slowly to the music. After a beat, she erased the remaining space between them.
She inhaled Lauren’s scent, closing her eyes as she allowed herself to be transported to 2005. “What do you think the nuns would’ve done if we’d danced like this?”
Lauren’s chuckle vibrated against Sylvie’s chest. A distant rumble on a rainy night best spent tucked under the covers. “They wouldn’t like that we weren’t leaving room for the Holy Ghost for one,” she joked.
“I regret not dancing with you that night.” Sylvie rested her head on Lauren’s shoulder. “I regret so many things.” Slow dancing in the middle of the empty gym, Sylvie stopped running from her pride. “We’ve wasted so much time. Spent so many years hating each other for no reason. I just wish we could get some of that back, you know?”
Lauren stopped swaying to the music, prompting Sylvie to look up at her. With the softest brown eyes, Lauren looked at her as if she was seeing straight into her heart. Did she know what was growing there? What was sprouting there for her?
“We have wasted a lot of time.” Lauren ran her thumb over Sylvie’s bottom lip. “But we have a lot of time left.” Her eyes darted between Sylvie’s mouth and her eyes. “And I don’t intend to waste any more of it thinking about the million and one things we would do differently. All I care about is the future.”
She brushed the hair away from Sylvie’s face before slipping her hand over the back of her neck, kissing her so deeply it severed Sylvie’s connection to her body. She was floating. Flying.
“Well then,” Sylvie breathed against her lips. “How about we go get started on that future?”





CHAPTER 39
  
USING HER SHOULDER, Lauren pushed open her sticky front door. “I have to fix that.” She scratched the back of her neck. Suddenly, the idea of bringing Sylvie back to her place didn’t seem optimal. She still had so much left to remodel. “We can go to your house if you’re more comfortable.”
Sylvie followed her inside. Her eyes bouncing around the living room Lauren was still bringing back to its original mid-century glory.
With a tiny smile dancing on the corner of her painted red lips, Sylvie raised a brow. “Are you nervous?”
Lauren took stock of her body. There was a quivering in her chest. A tremble in her fingers. Anticipation had turned into pressure. After all these years, there was nothing standing in between them.
Sylvie took a step toward her. Instead of teasing her, she wrapped her arms around Lauren’s waist. With wide, honey eyes, Sylvie looked up at her. “I’m a little nervous, too.”
Lauren wanted to make a joke. Point out that Sylvie was willingly forgoing the opportunity to mock her. Instead, she pressed her forehead against Sylvie’s.
“I can’t believe you’re here,” Lauren confessed, letting the warmth of Sylvie’s body in her arms soothe her unexpected nerves.
Sylvie’s palms glided up Lauren’s back, leaving a ripple of goosebumps despite the shirt acting as a barrier to her touch. “Are we going to stand around, or are you going to show me your room?”
Lauren smirked. “Right to where the magic happens, huh?”
Sylvie tipped her head to one side. “I think fifteen years is a long enough wait. Don’t you?”
Dipping her head toward Sylvie, Lauren indicated her agreement with a kiss.
Sliding her hand along the wall, Lauren kept her lips on Sylvie as she guided her backward toward her bedroom. Any lingering nerves melted away as she lost herself in the clash of lips and tongues and teeth. A nice change from their previous hostilities, but somehow just as intense.
The dark bedroom was only illuminated by the hall light. Once they’d crossed the threshold and stopped at the foot of Lauren’s king-sized bed, Lauren started unbuttoning her tuxedo shirt.
“Wait,” Sylvie whispered breathlessly against her lips. “Not yet.”
Lauren smirked, her mouth brushing against Sylvie’s parted lips as she spoke. “You like the look that much?”
“Maybe I do. So what?” Sylvie countered like Lauren had just accused her of stealing.
“I wish I’d worn it to the dance then.” Lauren ran her open palms over Sylvie’s backside as she pulled her in.
“No,” Sylvie bit her bottom lip and pulled, sending a searing hot current pulsating through Lauren’s body. “Then all those other girls would be looking at you.”
Lauren chuckled and squeezed Sylvie’s backside before she starting pulling up her dress. “I should’ve guessed you’d be possessive.”
Spinning them around, Sylvie pushed Lauren onto the unmade bed where she landed on her back with a bounce.
“Yeah, and? You have a problem with that?” Sylvie climbed on top of her, her dress falling over her parted thighs as she straddled Lauren’s hips.
On top of her, Sylvie was perfect. Her wavy, light brown hair grazed the very edge of her shoulders as she looked down at Lauren.
“Is this how you want to tell me you like me?” Lauren slid her hands under Sylvie’s dress and over her smooth, bare thighs.
Sylvie closed her eyes, her hips rocking slowly as if moved by a distant song Lauren couldn’t hear, but she could feel vibrating rhythmically in her body.
“Do you really need so much reassurance?” Sylvie’s voice was so low and breathy there was no room for any bite.
Lauren pushed Sylvie’s dress up and gripped her hips, pressing her harder against her pelvis. The contact with the rough material of her pants made Sylvie gasp and her brow furrow.
The sight sent a pulse of desire rushing to Lauren’s aching flesh. She indulged in the moment before flipping Sylvie over and climbing on top of her, insinuating herself between her parted thighs.
“I’m really going to have to give you something better to do with that mouth you can’t stop running, huh?” Lauren hovered above Sylvie’s lips before plunging into a deep, penetrating kiss.
As Sylvie moaned, she dug her nails into Lauren’s back. The perfect combination of pleasure and pain. Just like Sylvie.
In response, Lauren ran her hand over Sylvie’s throat and under her bra. Taking the stiff point between her fingers, Lauren squeezed just hard enough to make Sylvie groan. Then a little harder to make her gasp and tilt her head back.
Sylvie countered by digging her nails deeper into Lauren’s back. So hard that she feared Sylvie might break the skin. The pain was fuel to the fire already raging out of control.
“Am I going to have to tie your hands up to avoid needing stitches?” Lauren squeezed Sylvie’s nipple as hard as she dared.
Sylvie’s hips bucked as she cried in heart-stopping pleasure. Lauren bit into her own bottom lip as she watched Sylvie writhe. Each moan wore down Lauren’s appetite for teasing.
Lauren kissed her again, rushed and messy, before turning Sylvie onto her stomach. With one hand tangled in Sylvie’s hair, Lauren took hold of her zipper with the other.
Each newly exposed inch of skin received the same attention from Lauren’s teeth and lips. She didn’t care about the marks she was leaving down Sylvie’s spine, and judging by her moans and curses, Sylvie wouldn’t mind looking like a leopard in the morning.
Once Sylvie’s entire back was on display, Lauren leaned back to get a full view. Lean with just enough muscle to reflect Sylvie’s surprising strength, Sylvie flexed as she tilted her hips up. Her parted thighs slipped between Lauren’s legs as she backed into her.
From behind, Lauren lifted Sylvie’s skirt exposing a shockingly tiny black G-string thong. Lauren groaned as she scrambled to her knees. With her hands firmly on Sylvie’s hips, she pulled her hard against her hips.
In an uncharacteristic act of obedience, Sylvie complied. Resting on her elbows, Sylvie threw her weight back, slamming her ass hard against Lauren’s pelvis.
Lauren groaned as Sylvie gyrated against her. She considered taking advantage of the position. Of reaching for the strap-on in her underwear drawer, but Sylvie lifted her upper body.
Sitting up on her knees, Sylvie reached back. With her hand on Lauren’s neck, she looked over her shoulder and pulled Lauren into a hard kiss.
Reaching around Sylvie’s waist with both hands, Lauren pulled Sylvie’s back flush against her chest. While Sylvie momentarily relinquished control and eased into her arms, Lauren pounced.
With one hand splayed on Sylvie’s belly to hold her steady, Lauren slipped the other between her parted thighs. Sylvie’s back arched away from Lauren as if anticipating the touch that was about to come. The one that would ease the ache building in her body. The same ache pulsing in Lauren and longing for release.
But Lauren didn’t let her escape. She pulled her back in, holding her tighter with her left arm while her right hand danced along the waistband of her underwear.
Her fingertips traced the lacy edges until Sylvie broke their kiss. “Stop playing around or I’ll have to take matters into my hands.” Her threat was buried under a tidal wave of desire.
With a smirk, Lauren breathed against the curve of Sylvie’s neck. “Neither one of us want me to call you on your bluff,” she whispered before running the tip of her tongue up the shell of her ear.
Responding with a breathy moan, Sylvie reached back and dug her fingers into the back of Lauren’s left thigh. The surge of pain heightened Lauren’s skyrocketing desire.
Instead of sliding her hand beneath the flimsy material like Sylvie wanted, Lauren gathered the lacy fabric in her fist, pulling it up hard so it was taut against where Sylvie desperately wanted to be touched. As she pulled, Lauren rubbed the fabric over Sylvie’s hard flesh.
As Sylvie’s thighs trembled and a tangle of moans and curses escaped her lips, Lauren bit into the back of her neck. Alternating between sucking and biting, she knew she was painting on a mark that would take days to disappear.
“Remember, payback is a bitch, Lauren.” Sylvie’s moaned threat was accompanied by her nails digging deeper into Lauren’s already sore flesh.
“It’s worth it,” Lauren promised, her other hand sliding up Sylvie’s abdomen.
“I’ll be the judge of that. You’ve always talked too big of a game,” she taunted, as if expecting to be disappointed.
Lauren was about to fall for it, to stop playing and prove just how wrong she was, before she realized that Sylvie was trying to goad her into giving her what she wanted. It wouldn’t work.
With a purposeful jerk, Lauren yanked the fabric again, earning a guttural groan from Sylvie. Releasing her vice-like grip on Lauren’s thigh, Sylvie clamped her hand over Lauren’s on her abdomen.
Leaning forward, she moaned. Her hips thrusting to increase the friction until the delicate material gave way and tore from her body.
In an act of animalistic passion Lauren had never experienced before, she wrapped the ruined material around her hand and tore the remainder off of Sylvie’s waist.
“Fuck,” Sylvie shuddered as she fell forward, catching herself with one hand on the bed.
Tossing the shredded lingerie to the floor, Lauren decided it was time for significantly fewer clothes. With her hands on Sylvie’s hips, she brought her back to her knees to pull off her dress. The bra followed a moment later.
Sylvie turned to face her. With her lips on hers, she pulled Lauren down to the bed and on top of her.
The sight of Sylvie’s nude form sent Lauren reeling. She was even more beautiful than Lauren expected, and she’d set her expectations high.
“You’re so hot,” Lauren whispered against her lips.
“Too bad you didn’t see me naked before things started shifting.”
Resting her weight on her hands, Lauren held herself up to look Sylvie in her wild, honey eyes. “You’re perfect,” she said with the upmost conviction.
Color flushed Sylvie’s already pink cheeks. “Shut up.”
Lauren raised a brow. “Make me.”
The taunt had the desired effect. Sylvie pushed her off and onto her back. In a flash, Sylvie was on top of her, her kiss rough and demanding.
Her mouth was wet heat gliding down the side of Lauren’s neck until she stopped at her collarbone. With teeth bared like a parched vampire, Sylvie sunk into her sensitive flesh.
Arching her back, Lauren let out a strangled cry. Her eyes watered from the shock of pain that ignited her body in an uncontrollable need. She grabbed fistfuls of white sheets to keep from shoving Sylvie off of her. She wasn’t going to be the weaker one. The one to tap out.
When Sylvie finally let go, she left her tortured skin throbbing. Lauren might have considered checking for blood, but Sylvie moved too fast. She was between Lauren’s legs, gripping her thighs, and pulling her lower on the bed.
“Remember what I said about payback?” Sylvie had barely finished her question before she was tearing Lauren’s brand-new shirt open. Buttons flew everywhere, bouncing on the wood floor and hitting the walls.
Lauren bit her bottom lip, overwhelmed by the fiery desire in Sylvie’s eyes. No one had ever looked at her like they wanted to actually consume her and the result was addictive.
With blinding speed, Sylvie pulled off Lauren’s Doc Martins. She sent them tumbling to the floor. Her pants and underwear followed in short order. While Sylvie undressed her, Lauren removed her own bra.
Sylvie lunged forward, kissing her lips as she explored Lauren’s body. Like she wanted to touch every part of her all at once. As if she lamented only having a single pair of hands.
Lauren relished the sensation of Sylvie’s lightly perspiring body gliding against hers as they kissed. She slid her hands down Sylvie’s back, guiding the rhythm of her hips as she started grinding between her parted thighs.
No matter how hard Lauren tried to increase the friction, it wasn’t enough to ease the pain. She needed more.
Mercifully, Sylvie snaked her hand between their bodies. When the tips of her fingers eased over the arousal Lauren knew was heavy enough to start dripping, Sylvie moaned.
Bucking her hips, Lauren urgently sought a harder touch. Sylvie, however, was hellbent on prolonging her pain. Maybe this was the payback instead of the destroyed shirt or bruised skin.
“Open your eyes,” Sylvie demanded, her voice low and syrupy.
Lauren opened the eyes she hadn’t realized she’d shut tight.
“Keep them open,” she insisted before letting the hard point of Lauren’s aching flesh slide between her fingers.
The full contact was an explosion of sensation so intense that Lauren’s body shook uncontrollably. Sylvie’s knitted together eyebrows and parted lips made it look like she was the one on the verge of an embarrassingly quick orgasm.
Despite the urge to close her eyes and lose herself in the climax building low in her belly, Lauren held Sylvie’s gaze. Watched every twitch in her lips and the pained expression in her eyes.
“Get on your knees,” Lauren’s voice cracked as she begged between moans.
Sylvie, the flush on her face bleeding into her neck, raised her brows in question. The tips of Sylvie’s two fingers dipped inside of her, teasing her entrance, as if to show her who was boss.
“Please,” Lauren cried. “I don’t want you to stop. I just want to touch you too,” she explained, out of breath as she tried to maintain control of her willful body.
Sylvie cocked her head to the side. “Since you asked nicely.”
With her free hand, Sylvie propped herself on the bed and pulled herself up on her knees. Her parted legs sent a new wave of uncontrollable desire rocking Lauren to her foundation.
Lauren watched herself touch Sylvie, unprepared for just how wet she was. Lauren nearly cried as her climax ran at full speed to the edge like a bungee-jumper ready to soar.
“Look at me,” Sylvie demanded, but her voice and body faltered. She trembled on contact in the same way Lauren had.
Lauren did her best to comply, but she was overwhelmed. The act of touching Sylvie was almost too much on its own. Adding her beautiful face painted with ecstasy, and the sound of her moaning, and it was sensory overload.
“I want to watch you—”
Sylvie’s wish was cut short as Lauren plunged deep inside of her. She was too close to prolong it any further. She needed Sylvie to be on the edge with her.
Crumbling, Sylvie pressed her forehead to Lauren’s heaving chest. Her hand working in the same quick, short strokes as Lauren’s fingers.
Sylvie’s body stiffened as a string of curses and moans filled the stifling hot room. It was all Lauren could do to keep her hand moving as her back arched and her muscles tensed.
After fifteen years of foreplay, neither of them could hold back the powerful climax that crashed into them. Almost at the same time, they unleashed what they’d been holding back.
“Holy shit,” Sylvie cursed as she dropped next to Lauren in a sweaty heap. “That was freaking amazing.”
Despite both being covered in sweat, Lauren put her arm around Sylvie and held her close as the pounding in her body eased. All she wanted was to be near her. To stay connected.
“That was pretty incredible,” Lauren agreed, still breathless. “Although. . . I thought you wanted to keep your eyes open.”
Sylvie turned on her side to face her. “Shut up or you’ll ruin this nice moment.”
“Make me,” she replied with a mischievous smirked.
“Again?”
Lauren shrugged. “Unless you’re too tired.”
Sylvie leapt on top of her, her make up running and her hair an alluring mess. “Do try and keep up, Machado. And maybe try to last more than thirty seconds this time,” she said before throwing Lauren’s legs open and sliding in between them.
The moment Sylvie’s warm tongue hit Lauren’s tender flesh, she arched off the bed. A string of curses leaving her lips as she tried and failed to last longer the second time.





CHAPTER 40
  
WHEN LAUREN’S alarm went off at two in the morning, Sylvie tangled her fingers in Lauren’s sweat-soaked hair and held her in place between her parted thighs.
“Don’t stop,” she moaned, her head back as she tried desperately to drown out the maddening EEH EEH EEH of the alarm clock. “I’m almost there,” she cried, teetering on the edge of another orgasm.
She’d never considered herself a greedy person, but she also had never had such incredible sex — or even mediocre sex — that lasted straight through the night. It was like they finally found the perfect home for their competitive natures, and Sylvie wasn’t ready to let it go.
“A little slower,” Sylvie begged, wishing she could drown out the agitating noise making it hard to concentrate.
Sylvie focused on Lauren’s hands gripping her outer thighs. Her moans vibrating against her most sensitive, and soon to be unbearably sore, flesh. Her tongue moving in perfect languid circles.
Her fist tightened in Lauren’s hair. Grinding against her mouth, she released what would be the last of that evening’s many orgasms.
“Turn that damn thing off, please,” Sylvie demanded, falling back onto Lauren’s pillow like someone had removed all the bones in her now useless body. At least she couldn’t feel the pain in her bruised hip any more.
Leaning over the foot of the bed, Lauren rummaged through the clothes on the floor to find her cellphone. “Got it,” she said, straining to kill the annoying sound.
“Now, come back.” Sylvie wasn’t ready to be apart from her yet. She needed the comfort of her body next to hers.
“So needy,” Lauren joked, her sweaty body nestled against Sylvie’s side. “How are you going to manage without me all day?”
Sylvie locked her leg around one of Lauren’s. “Whatever, I can’t stand you.” She wrapped the rest of her body around her like the squid from 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea trying to take down the submarine.
Lauren chuckled, her voice hoarse from the night’s very vocal activities. “You’re so crazy about me. You don’t even know.”
Lauren’s dark eyes glistened. Even in the low light of the room, Sylvie could see all the things she wasn’t saying. Could feel them in Lauren’s energy as clearly as she could hear them in her mind.
I’m not just crazy about you . . . I love you! Sylvie wanted to shout, but she couldn’t. It was too soon, and Lauren would think she was just in a highly emotional haze. After the insane amount of times they’d had sex, it was possible that she was suffering from an overload of dopamine.
“You know . . .” Lauren ran her fingertips over the arm Sylvie had slung across her chest. “We could blow off work. Stay here all day.”
To her shock, Sylvie’s knee-jerk response was an enthusiastic, “I wish.”
Lauren sighed before bringing Sylvie’s hand to her mouth to kiss her knuckles. “Me too. I have to meet the contractor in Little Havana. I have to make sure we’re ready to pass inspection next week.”
“Damn! You finished? That’s so exciting!”
“Only if we pass inspection. You know how unpredictable building inspectors can be. Some go over every nail with a magnifying glass and others give a cursory glance. I just wish I knew what to prepare for.”
Sylvie propped herself up on her elbow to look Lauren in the eye. “You’re going to be ready for the white-glove treatment. You have put so much work into that place and it looks incredible. There is no way it’s not by the book.”
A slow smile bloomed like a vine on one side of Lauren’s mouth. “You really think so?”
“I’m positive,” she replied with conviction. “And you know how it wounds me to compliment your work.”
Lauren laughed before pulling Sylvie down into a crushing hug. “You didn’t seem to have any trouble complimenting my work all night. I do believe the words amazing and best I ever had were bandied about.”
Sylvie rolled them over so Lauren was on top of her. Looking up at her perfect face, Sylvie worked hard not to smile. “Shut up. I was high on sex. Nothing I said can be held against me.”
“Oh, I’m going to hold it against you alright.” She dipped her chin to kiss her.
Before they reignited the desire that was somehow still simmering beneath the surface, Sylvie pulled away and held Lauren in her gaze. “What time is the contractor supposed to be there?”
“He’ll be there at ten, why?” Lauren was openly dubious.
“So I can sabotage you, Lauren.” Sylvie rolled her eyes in an exaggerated display. “To help you, obviously. You’re too nice. We need to make sure he doesn’t miss anything.”
“We, huh? We’re a we now?”
“You have a problem with that?” Sylvie raised her brows.
Lauren’s smile illuminated her face. “No, sir.”
“Okay, now make me some of your subpar coffee. I have to go by the airport and Hialeah, and then I can shoot down to Little Havana. I’ll bring you an early lunch.”
Lauren didn’t protest Sylvie’s plan. Instead, she kissed her cheek and rolled out of bed.
“I’m going to use your shower!” Sylvie called as Lauren sauntered out of the room as if she’d forgotten she was stark naked.
When Sylvie emerged from the small bathroom in her dress, flats, and towel-dried hair, Lauren had already made them some toast and was apparently throwing together an exotic fruit salad.
The warmth that spread across Sylvie’s chest enveloped her like a soothing embrace. She’d never woken up with anyone to prepare for her day. Even when she’d lived with a woman exceedingly briefly years ago, she’d never woken up to eat with her. Even though she and Lauren hadn’t technically been to sleep, she was overwhelmed by how nice it felt to have the first hours of her day not be so solitary.
Sylvie’s attention drifted to Lauren’s full curves, wishing she never had to put her clothes back on. It was a sin to cover that perfection.
“How was your shower?” Lauren looked up from where she was dicing a star fruit.
Clouded by the giddy joy lingering in her body, Sylvie slid up behind Lauren. Her arms around her bare midsection. “Could have been better.” She kissed Lauren’s shoulder.
Lauren turned her head and kissed Sylvie’s temple. “What can I do to improve your experience?”
Reaching into the partially filled bowl, Sylvie plucked a grape out of the colorful collection. “You’re clever. I’m sure you can come up with something.”
Sylvie floated to one of two mugs promising steaming caffeine. Even if she was still high on lingering adrenaline, she expected the crash to come. She was going to have to keep herself plied with cafecito to survive the day.
The sweet latte was so good, Sylvie closed her eyes to sip it as she leaned against the kitchen counter. It was so delicious that she nearly paid Lauren a compliment.
When Lauren was finished chopping, she mixed the fruit before spooning it into two small glass containers. Their lids waiting right beside them.
Aware that the bulk of their days happened before noon, Lauren obviously knew they had to get going. Sylvie struggled not to become overwhelmed by the thoughtful act of serving her food to-go.
How many more things would they know about each other without explanation? How easily could they come together without begrudging accommodation?
“Are you taking down these walls?” Sylvie meandered away from the kitchen and into the living room which was under some sort of construction or demolition.
“I’m putting them back in, actually.” Lauren snapped the lids on the containers before picking up her mug and joining her in the space. “I detest open concept and the previous owners took a wrecking ball to every non-load-bearing wall in the place. My hope is to return it to it’s glorious mid-century roots.”
Sylvie turned to Lauren, her eyes wide. “Oh my God, I hate open concept too! Who the hell wants to see everything in your house all once? It’s like the only way to get privacy is to hide in the bathroom. Do I really need to see my dad cooking, my mother on her laptop, and my brother playing video games? Whoever came up with that stupid idea never had to listen to four different kinds of music at once.”
Lauren laughed. “Exactly! What’s wrong with a little space.” She pulled Sylvie into her arms and kissed her. Her lips sweet and strong like the café con leche in her mug. “Is there anything you feel lukewarm about?”
Sylvie cocked her head to the side. “Nothing worth mentioning.”
Lauren kissed her again.
“I do wish we could play a little hooky,” Sylvie admitted against Lauren’s lips, “but my parents just agreed to let me take over, and I don’t think taking the day off sets the right tone. I have to at least wait until the ink is dry.”
Lauren took a step back, excitement widening her eyes. “What! You didn’t tell me that! That’s awesome!” She pulled her into a crushing hug.
“There’s still a lot to do. Lawyers and all that jazz,” she replied, trying to diffuse the moment and extinguishing the heat rushing to her face.
“So no having to split the croqueta kingdom with your little brother?”
Sylvie smirked. “Apparently my fears were unfounded.”
Lauren gasped. “No!” She clutched her chest. “You jumping to unfounded conclusions and behaving as if it were fact?” She shook her head. “I don’t believe it. Not my Sylvie.”
Sylvie rolled her eyes, but couldn’t stop the smile conquering her lips. “Whatever.”
Lauren pulled her back into her arms. “So you’re going to come around later?”
Glancing up at her, Sylvie nodded.
Lauren ran her free hand over Sylvie’s backside. “And are you still not going to be wearing any underwear?”
Despite the flush attacking Sylvie’s body, she shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess you’ll have to wait and see if you’re lucky.”
Lauren grinned. “Oh, I already know how lucky I am.”
“Shut up,” Sylvie replied playfully before kissing her.
The swell in Sylvie’s chest threatened to split her apart in an extravagant display of color and heart-shaped confetti. She’d never been so eager to get on with her day. To get through her rounds just so she could get back to someone.





CHAPTER 41
  
INSTEAD OF USING her Jeep as a battering ram to muscle her way into a parking spot, Sylvie let an old woman have the space while she waited for another one.
She’d made her rounds in record time and was a solid hour ahead of schedule. It was like the horrific Miami traffic had benevolently conspired to help her with her quest. All she had to do was check on the flagship Hialeah store before she could get to Lauren in Little Havana.
Sylvie picked up her phone while she waited for a parking spot. She’d tried to play it cool, but the six hours she’d spent apart from Lauren were torture.
Sylvie: Is he there yet?
Lauren: Is a contractor early? I think you know the answer to that.
Sylvie: What do you want for lunch?
Lauren: Anything
Sylvie: How many people are over there?
Lauren: 3
Lauren: Hey
Sylvie: What?
Lauren: I miss you.
The heat rushing over Sylvie’s body had nothing to do with the mid-morning summer sun blasting her in the face.
Her thumbs hovered over the screen, but her racing heart was scrambling the message from her brain. She didn’t know how to respond. The confession was so big it didn’t seem possible that it fit in three little syllables.
Was it strange that they’d already shared every possible physical intimacy, but Sylvie was panicking over something so relatively small? That Sylvie had nearly admitted to feeling some pretty big feelings for her that morning. Feelings that echoed in her mind with a capital L. But, Lauren’s admission felt like it had broken new ground.
Lauren: No pressure to say it back. I just wanted you to know. Also, FYI I’m not a big fan of pickles.
She feared Lauren’s retreat. That she would interpret her silence as rejection. Or as if the feeling wasn’t reciprocated.
Sylvie: Obviously, I miss you. Why else would I be speeding through traffic trying to get back to you???
Lauren: Don’t speed! That’s precious cargo you’ve got.
Sylvie grinned at the guy signaling that he was leaving a space at the end of the lot. He was an easy place to put all the giddy joy bouncing around inside her like kangaroos high on pixie sticks.
As she backed into an empty spot, Sylvie’s body buzzed. Weightlessly, she floated by Berta’s Unisex, her feet barely touching the searing asphalt. She flashed a smile at the old man smoking a cigar outside the botanica and held open the door to the bakery for a woman and her toddler.
“Buenos dias familia!” She greeted the crowd waiting for their turn to be served. “That bread smells amazing today, verdad?” She put her hand gently on an elderly woman’s back as she strode by her.
Sylvie moved around the counter like a ballerina practicing her most graceful moves. “Hi Madrina.”
Regina, her blonde hair piled on top of her head, looked up from where she was filling a large, white box with baked goods. “Well, someone feels good after being rescued from a tree yesterday, eh?”
Reclined against the corridor wall leading to the tiny office, Sylvie waited for her godmother to finish helping a customer. When she was done, Regina greeted her with a kiss and followed her to the office.
“Bueno, tell me.” Regina plopped onto the seat across from Sylvie’s chair in the cramped office/closet. “What did your mother freak out about first?”
Sylvie winced. “It wasn’t pretty. She’s so upset about Abuelo.”
“And how do you feel?” Regina crossed her arms over her form-fitting King of Pastries t-shirt.
“I don’t know. I mean at first I was crushed, obviously. But now. . .” Sylvie tipped back in the office chair, crossing one leg over the other when she remembered her shredded underwear probably still sitting on Lauren’s bedroom floor. She shifted her weight to quell her body’s aching response to the memory.
“But now?” Regina asked, signaling that Sylvie had taken a much longer pause than she realized.
“Now . . . I think what’s done is done.” She shrugged. “What good is being upset going to do? He’s not here to answer our questions. I loved that man more than anything. He was my role model. My idol. I don’t want to tarnish that by assuming the worst. Maybe he didn’t know what to do with the information I found and he made the wrong choice out of fear. I mean . . . I don’t know what I would’ve done.”
Regina shook her head. “I know what you would’ve done. The same thing you did yesterday. Tell the truth.” She rested her face in her hand. “Who knows how different things would be if they’d put a stop to the lies decades ago.”
“Maybe he was worried about legal repercussions or about bringing shame to the family,” Sylvie guessed.
Regina leaned back and looked at her thoughtfully. “This is not how I expected you to react. So calm and taking it all in stride.” A slow, knowing smile crept onto her lips. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”
Sylvie’s eyes widened. She opened her mouth to deny it but nothing came out.
Regina’s cheeks brightened like two waxy Red Delicious apples had ripened on her face.
“I knew it!” She laughed, a joyful sound growing out of the depths of her soul. “I knew you and that nice girl always had something going on.”
“We didn’t,” she denied the allegation out of reflex. “I mean.” She took a breath. “I don’t think we did.”
She waved her hand in the air as if the topic was an odor to clear. “Who cares how you got here. I like her. I think she’s good for you and you’re probably good for her. Keep her on her toes.” She laughed again. “Everybody needs balance.”
Sylvie smiled, unable to contradict her even if habit compelled her to try. “I don’t know Madrina. When I’m with her its like. . .” She pressed down on her stomach as the sensation of flying around on a roller coaster took hold. “The feeling is. . .” She slid her hand up to her chest where her heart stretched to fill the cavity. “I can’t explain it.”
Regina stretched across the desk and took Sylvie’s hand, her eyes brimming with unshed tears. “That’s love, mija. It’s confusing and big and overwhelming in the very best way.”
“But it’s too soon,” Sylvie countered, expecting her godmother to lean back in her chair and nod. To agree that it was unreasonable to feel that yet.
“Says who?”
“I don’t know.” Her attention bounced around the room as if the right words were hiding somewhere just out of reach. “We’ve literally only just. . .” she flushed with heat, unprepared to talk about sex with a family member. “We just started exploring what we mean to each other. It’s too soon to—”
“Honey, if you know it,” she let go of Sylvie’s hand and pointed at her chest, “you know it. There is no set time for these things. And if the word freaks you out, then you know what?” She threw her hands in the air. “Don’t call it anything, but do feel it, mija. Do enjoy it because feeling that is sacred. Treasure it. Don’t get in your head about it. Just feel it.”
Sylvie bit the inside of her cheek. “That’s the weird part, Madrina. It’s like when I’m with her I get so caught up. I can’t really get in my head. It’s like she consumes me. All of me.” She shrugged, completely at a loss. “It’s like I can’t help but feel it.”
Regina stood and pulled Sylvie into a crushing embrace. “That, mi vida, is how you know you’ve found the other half of your orange.” She laughed, emotion making her voice vibrate and making Sylvie’s own eyes well up against her will. “You guard that feeling fiercely. And if your parents aren’t totally on board yet, don’t worry. They love you and want what’s best for you. When they see how Lauren makes you feel, they’ll love her too.”
With a sigh, Sylvie gave her godmother another squeeze before releasing her. “You really think that could happen? The Campos and the Machados breaking bread?”
Regina winced. “They might break a few plates before they get to the bread,” she admitted, tilted her head to the side. “But I know they’ll accept it. They’re going to have to.”
Sylvie took a deep breath. “I hope you’re right. Thanks for the pep talk. I’m going to place a few orders and then run out.”
“Oh?” Regina quirked her brow. “And where are you going?”
“I might be seeing Lauren this afternoon,” she replied innocently.
“Good! I’ve told you a thousand times you don’t have to work nearly as hard as you do. Maybe you’ll finally start to see that.”
“Let’s not get crazy,” she replied with a smirk before turning to her work. If she hurried, she could zip through her task in half an hour. Not a moment too soon.
   
A KNOCK on the butcher-paper-covered front door stopped Lauren and her father’s conversation where they stood in front of a glass pastry case.
He checked his watch while starting for the door. “Good thing we were here. Fernando has never been early once.
“That’s Sylvie,” Lauren corrected his assumption.
Her father paused his advance and turned to her. With raised eyebrows he gave her a really? with his eyes.
Lauren replied with a sheepish grin. “You have to get used to her, Dad. And isn’t it better this way than with the whole family, all at once?”
He didn’t look convinced, but he painted a serviceable smile on his face when he opened the door.
In the doorway, Sylvie, still wearing last night’s dress, was balancing three stacked trays on one hand because she was carrying a silver thermos in the other.
“Sylvie,” he greeted. “What a surprise.” There was no nice or pleasant qualifier, but at least he’d said something, so Lauren called it a win. For now.
“Oh! Um — hi.” Sylvie’s eyes widened as she glanced up at the much taller man. “I have cases of cold water and soda in my trunk,” she blurted rather adorably.
Without hesitation, he relieved Sylvie of the sealed aluminum trays. “Or you can call me Jose,” he joked before leaning in and kissing her cheek in customary greeting. “Let me set these down and I’ll get the drinks.”
That’s better.
“Hey.” Lauren looped around her father and gave her a modest peck on the lips. She’d be sure to greet her properly outside of her father’s view.
“Hi,” Sylvie replied stiffly.
As soon as her father was out the door and presumably heading for Sylvie’s Jeep, Lauren pulled Sylvie into her arms. “Are you okay? Should I have warned you that my dad was here?”
Sylvie relaxed against her chest. “No,” she replied with a sigh. “It would’ve given me too much time to overthink myself into a panic attack.”
Lauren cupped her cheek, charmed by the vulnerability emanating from her honey eyes. “I missed you,” she confessed softly against her lips.
Sylvie wrapped her arms around Lauren’s neck. Her soft lips twitched into a little smile. “Good thing for you I’m here now. We don’t have to miss each other anymore.”
Lauren kissed her again. Taking her time to show her she’d been thinking about her since they parted that morning. Dazed by the flood of sensations kissing Sylvie produced, Lauren pecked her again before letting her go.
Instead of tearing off like a spinning top on a mission, Sylvie gazed up at her. As if transfixed, she let out a long, cleansing breath. As if it might have been the first breath she’d taken all day.
Lauren lingered, unable to break the connection. She was inundated with the energy buzzing from Sylvie. A high voltage current speeding up Lauren’s heart.
What are you thinking? Lauren wanted to ask but couldn’t get her mouth to move. She was lost to the moment. To her own intense feelings reflected back at her.
“Did you want me to bring all this down?” Her dad kicked open the door with his foot, two large cases of drinks in his arms. “They were the only drinks back there.”
Overloaded with trapped energy, Lauren laughed too loudly. “You know I said there were three people here, right? Not thirty.”
With a straight back and shrewd gaze, Sylvie snapped into familiar Sylvie-mode. “Mejor que sobre a que falte,” she replied, repeating the adage Lauren heard in her own home her whole life: It’s better to have too much than too little.
Sylvie opened the three trays set on the counter. One with bread, another with salad, and finally a steaming hot lasagna fit for a family reunion. “It’s from Lenny’s. The absolute best,” she said with obvious pride. “And of course,” she reached for the silver thermos. “Un cortadito to get everything done.”
Without waiting for anyone to express interest, Sylvie pulled tiny plastic cups from a bag in her purse. She served four shots of Cuban espresso. Handing one to Lauren’s father, then Lauren, she meandered to the back where the electrician was doing some finishing touches.
As soon as Sylvie disappeared through the newly-installed swinging door to the kitchen, Lauren’s father looked at her. His eyes were obvious question marks as he sipped the piping hot coffee. Closing his eyes, he knocked it back in one gulp.
“Don’t tell your mother,” he said before swiping the coffee Lauren hadn’t tried yet.
She smirked. “That she was here?”
He shook his head. “That I drank her coffee.” He gulped down the second shot, savoring the taste on his tongue. “Or that it was delicious.”
As Lauren laughed, Sylvie returned with two empty coffee cups. “Okay, who’s hungry?”
Sitting around the middle of the nearly completed bakery on overturned crates because the bistro tables hadn’t been delivered yet, the three of them held their paper plates in their hands as they ate. Sylvie’s purse was apparently a Mary Poppins style situation capable of providing endless tableware.
“So, Sylvie,” Lauren’s dad took a bite of garlic bread. “How did your parents take the news?”
Lauren’s attention darted to Sylvie. “You don’t have to answer that,” she snapped before looking at her father. “Dad, don’t ask her awkward questions.”
He laughed. “Awkward? We experienced it together. Why shouldn’t I ask about it?”
“You don’t have to answer that,” Lauren repeated, her eyes on Sylvie.
“They were about as enthusiastic as you and Lauren’s mom probably were,” she replied with a knowing smirk.
He laughed. “That’s fair.”
“I’m sure everybody is going to come around,” Lauren said, hoping the law of attraction was real and she could just manifest her way to a peaceful existence.
“Sure thing,” her dad agreed. “These generational feuds just have a way of fizzling out, don’t they?”
“Papi,” Lauren scolded. “I don’t think now is the time for your sarcasm.”
He shoveled a mouthful of lasagna into his mouth. After a few chews, he shrugged. “Well for what it’s worth, my support can be bought with carbs and caffeine.”
Sylvie smiled, her shoulders relaxed. “Duly noted.”
Lauren tried to keep her expanding chest from exploding. She knew the harder task would be getting their parents to be civil with each other, but in that moment, sitting with Sylvie and her father while enjoying a meal together felt like a monumental accomplishment.
They’d only gotten a third of the way through their lunch when the contractor knocked on the door.
Lauren wiped her mouth with a napkin and stood. As she did, Sylvie and her father followed, setting their plates on the counter. Her father followed her to the door while Sylvie covered the plates with foil she produced from a roll in her magic bag.
What the hell else is in that thing?
“Fernando,” Lauren greeted as she opened the door. “Come in.”
The man, tall and heavyset, came in while talking on a Bluetooth earpiece. He gave them a cursory wave before pointing to his ear, as if somehow they’d missed that he was on a call.
“Pendejo,” Lauren’s dad muttered before returning to his plate. “Thank you,” he said when he noticed Sylvie had covered his plate and put it on top of the hot lasagna tray to keep it warm.
Sylvie was standing stock still and glaring at Fernando.
The hairs on the back of Lauren’s neck stood on end. She’d seen that wild look in Sylvie’s eye before. Knew what would come from her rigid posture. Understood how quickly she was red-zoning as she marched around the counter toward the unsuspecting man who’d wandered into the corner of the bakery to finish his conversation.
“Sylvie.” Lauren reached out, taking her hand to stop her advance. “Just leave it. He’s—”
A war cry rang out in Sylvie’s eyes. Slowly Lauren removed her hand one finger at a time.
“Excuse me,” Sylvie said, there was no question in her tone as she looked up at the man that was a solid foot taller than her.
“I’ll be right with you,” he replied, openly annoyed.
“You’ll be with me now or you’ll leave,” she replied with a chilling ease in her voice. Her calm demeanor was a terrible sign.
Lauren looked back at her dad, who was so amused he’d put his food down as if ready for a show.
“Who are you?” Fernando asked dismissively, not knowing the fury he was bringing upon himself.
Sylvie glanced over her shoulder. With a look, she asked for permission to unleash what she was holding back.
With a quick nod, Lauren gave her the go ahead. Her pounding heart threatening to combust. Fighting perceived injustice really was Sylvie’s calling, and maybe even her love language.
“I’m the person telling you to get off the phone and treat us with basic respect or leave.” Sylvie propped her hands on her hips.
Fernando looked over Sylvie’s head, ignored Lauren all together, and glanced at her father. “Jose, brother, what kind of game are we playing here?”
Her father raised his hands in front of his chest. “Don’t talk to me, brother, she’s the boss with the checkbook.” He glanced at Lauren.
With an eye roll, Fernando muttered into his earpiece.
“Are you done playing with our time now because we have things to do,” Sylvie said before charging out in front of him, a bull ready to gore the matador. She was so confident, that Lauren almost forgot Sylvie didn’t have the list of things that still needed to be completed before inspection.
Despite whatever comments Fernando might have made in his head, he didn’t say a word as he followed Sylvie into the kitchen.
“The electrician says there’s an overload on—”
The rest of Sylvie’s sentence was swallowed up by the kitchen door swinging closed behind her.
Lauren tried to clear the hearts from her eyes before she looked over at her father. “I’d like to say she’s not usually like that, but . . . I mean . . . You’ve met her before, so . . .”
He put his arm around Lauren’s shoulders and started for the kitchen door. “Well, the girl gets shit done. I have to respect that.” He chuckled. “You’re too nice. Someone’s going to have to make sure you don’t get taken advantage of when Mami and I are dead,” he joked.
The idea of a future with Sylvie lifted Lauren off the ground. She couldn’t imagine just how much more intense Sylvie might get with age. What she would be like when she really didn’t have to hold her tongue at all.
Lauren laughed to herself. She couldn’t wait to find out.





CHAPTER 42
  
“ARE you really set on August for the grand opening?” Sylvie followed Lauren into her house, her hands full of groceries. Late July was hot as a burnt hotdog forgotten on the grill and as humid as a wet sponge tossed in the microwave. It would only be that much more brutal in two weeks.
Lauren plopped the paper bags on the counter. “What do you expect me to do? Keep the bakery closed until January?” She reached for the bags Sylvie was carrying.
“You can open, just wait to do the celebration. You can do a soft opening until then.” She handed over the bags in her arms. “It’s not even nine in the morning and its already sweltering outside. Can you even imagine how bad its going to get?”
Lauren laughed. “You’re the only born and bred Miami native I know that’s allergic to heat. It’s not that bad. And it’s not like we’re holding a party outside. It’s just a regular day with lots of giveaways—”
“And a million people coming to support you,” Sylvie added. “When’s the last time you opened a new location? I think you’ve forgotten what kind of pressure that constant in-and-out is going to put on your AC unit.” She shook her head. “Don’t come crying to me when you’re a sweat ball.”
Lauren crossed her small kitchen, the kitchen that had informally become Sylvie’s over the last month. She pinned her to the counter, her lips hovering above Sylvie’s. “What? You’re not going to like me anymore if I’m sweaty and gross?”
Wrapping her arms around Lauren’s waist, Sylvie pretended to ponder the question. “I don’t know. I mean how sweaty do you plan on getting?”
“Is there a limit?” Lauren brushed her lips against hers. “You haven’t complained about it before. Not even after I get off the treadmill.”
Sylvie’s eyes slipped closed as Lauren’s lips grazed her neck. A recent image popped into her mind. Lauren, drenched in sweat, pressing her against the bathroom counter. Sylvie hadn’t let her get in the shower. At least, not until she was perspiring too, and she hadn’t had to run three miles for her workout.
The sound of a ringing phone stopped Lauren’s hand from sliding under Sylvie’s striped t-shirt dress. She’d obviously recognized Sylvie’s mother’s ringtone.
“Ignore it,” Sylvie begged, her fingers already fumbling with the button of Lauren’s denim shorts.
“Did you forget how mad she got when you ignored her last Sunday?” Lauren withdrew her hand and then her body. Sylvie immediately missed the weight of her. “Answer her or she’s going to start to blame me for you not going over there.”
Sylvie shook her head. “We’ve been dating a month and she goes out of her way to make sure I come for lunch alone. I’m not dealing with that. I’d rather have Sunday lunch with you anyway.” She pointed to the groceries.
“To be fair,” Lauren put a carton of eggs in the fridge. “She’s never said I can’t come.”
“Yeah, but she hasn’t invited you with heartfelt enthusiasm.” Sylvie stored a bag of rice in the cabinet. “If she doesn’t accept that we’re a package deal, then I don’t want to eat her delicious food.”
Lauren’s phone dinged with a text message. She checked her smartwatch. “Looks like my parents have food on the mind too.” She grinned. “I’ve been advised I can invite you.”
“Well then.” Sylvie’s smile bloomed straight out of her racing heart. “It looks like we know where we’re going then. At least some people are starting to accept that this is really happening.”
Sylvie’s phone rang again.
“Why don’t you answer it? Just see what she wants. Maybe she’ll surprise you. I’m sure she misses you.” Lauren hooked her pinky in hers. “I know I’d be dying to see you if it had been a week.”
Sylvie smirked. They had yet to spend a night apart since they were rescued from the treehouse. Most days they even crossed paths throughout the day, stopping in on each other just to say hello.
Her phone dinged, alerting Sylvie she had a voicemail. “Fine. I’ll see what she wants.” She rolled her eyes. “But if I get in a bad mood it’s your fault,” she joked before giving Lauren a kiss.
As she listened to her mother’s voicemail, her eyes widened.
Lauren stopped putting away the groceries and stared at her. “What? What is it? What’s wrong?”
Still in shock, Sylvie shook her head. “She wants us to come over for lunch. Both of us. She named you specifically.”
With her hand to her chest, Lauren exhaled with obvious relief. “Jesus, Sylvie. I need you to be less dramatic in these moments, please. I thought someone had died!”
“What are we going to do?”
Lauren furrowed her brow. “Do about what?”
“The two invitations. I don’t want to turn down your parents, but if I reject my mom, it’ll be a whole thing. How much do you think you can eat today?”
Lauren cocked her head to the side, a devilish grin on her perfect lips. “How adventurous are you feeling?”
“What?” she snapped.
“I’m just thinking. . .” She leaned against the kitchen counter. “What if we invite them all out for brunch? Tear off the bandage everybody is avoiding.”
“I must be losing my mind,” Sylvie said with a resigned sigh.
Lauren chuckled. “Why?”
“Because that’s a terrible idea,” she replied, taking back her phone to text her mother, “and I’m willing to try it.”
   
AN HOUR AND A HALF LATER, the Campos and the Machados sat down for brunch in the Cuban restaurant situated between their opposing Miami Lakes bakeries. Neutral territory. Or, at least, Lauren hoped.
The seven of them sat around a large, round table at the center of the busy restaurant. The Campos on one side and the Machados on the other. Sylvie, to Lauren’s surprise, had made the brave choice of sitting next to Lauren, acting as the literal bridge between the two families. Where the circle closed on the other end, their fathers left an empty chair between them.
Around them, scores of guests engaged in conversations loud enough to drown out the high energy salsa music blasting from unseen speakers. Every inch of the place, from wall to ceiling, was covered in kitsch presumably meant to transport guests to 1950’s Havana.
Wedged between her mother and Sylvie, Lauren sipped her water and doubted the wisdom of their bravery. She drank slowly, making the icy beverage last so she didn’t have to fill the frigid silence at the only quiet table in the whole restaurant.
“Well this is awkward as hell.” Sylvie’s brother pulled his spoon out of his coffee cup and let it fall on the saucer with a clang that made Sylvie’s mother jump.
“Junior,” Sylvie’s stout father hissed.
“He’s right,” Lauren decided, digging deep for a little courage. “But this doesn’t have to be so awkward, you guys. We’re all adults here. Let’s reach across the table and bury the hatchet, okay?”
“I know exactly where to put that hatchet,” Lauren’s mother muttered, her eyes glued to Sylvie’s glaring mother across the table. They were two cats, backs arched, circling the same alley.
Sylvie leaned over to Lauren and whispered, “I told you.”
Lauren was going to counter that technically she’d guessed it would be her mother threatening Lauren’s mother with a hatchet, but it was not the time for hair-splitting.
“Come on.” Lauren squeezed her mother’s hand under the table. “We’ve all accepted the truth that there is no historic feud to keep alive here. Whatever we all did,” she glanced around the table making eye contact with every other person, “in furtherance of what we thought was our family honor was wrong. We need to consider each other forgiven so we can work on moving on.”
“How can I forgive her when she cost me a seat on the board of Miami’s Animal Friends Society? It’s not like she’s ever apologized,” Lauren’s mother snapped, her body tensing.
“Mom—”
“You always blame all your problems on me.” Sylvie’s mother crossed her arms over her Fabletics-covered chest.
Lauren’s mother dug her nails into Lauren’s hand.
“Gah!” Lauren pulled her bruised hand away just in time for her mother’s rage to bubble over.
“You told people I was obsessed with the Twilight books and was trying to become a vampire!”
Vampire echoed over the ambient noise, causing all the patrons around them to stop talking and stare.
Sylvie’s mother couldn’t contain the amusement dancing in her honey eyes. “I didn’t say that.” She stuck her pointy chin in the air. “Not directly. If someone incorrectly inferred that, it’s not my fault.”
“Incorrectly inferred. Ha! That’s a laugh—”
Lauren’s nerves twisted her stomach the same way her grandmother used to wring out a mop. “Mom,” she whispered, her eyes darting around the restaurant. “People are looking.”
Her mother regained her composure enough to settle back into her chair. She could still pole-vault over the table and try to throttle Sylvie’s mom if she wanted to, but at least Lauren would have a little notice.
“Aw, Lauren. Come on. This was just about to get interesting,” Junior whined.
“Are we ready to order?” The waitress appeared, giving Lauren’s racing heart a chance to relax.
Sylvie replaced Lauren’s empty water glass with her own full one. “Just let go of expectation.” She reached under the table and took her hand. “At the end of the day, we’re the only ones that matter.”
Looking into Sylvie’s eyes was like sitting in front of a roaring fireplace. It’s flames warming her socked feet while snow fell outside. She’d never imagined that just being in Sylvie’s presence could be calming. Not when she’d spent their entire lives causing blood pressure spikes.
When the waitress was finished, Lauren’s father cleared his throat. “You’re right, mija. Whether we like it or not, we’re going to be seeing quite a bit of each other from now on.” He glanced at Sylvie and gave her a wink. “Let’s work on letting bygones be bygones.” He looked at Sylvie’s father. “I’ll start. I forgive you Manny. I forgive you for being such a weak little scrotum that you sabotaged my golf bag at a charity event for children with terminal illnesses.” He held up his coffee mug as if in a toast.
Well that’s not great, Dad.
“Oh, really? Now you’re blaming me for your subpar athleticism?” He adjusted his glasses. “That’s pathetic even for you.”
“Athleticism? Is that what you call a sport geriatrics can play? How about we play a real sport and you see how I mop the floor with your—”
“Dad,” Lauren interrupted. “We’ve gotten a little off track. Why don’t we leave the amends for another time, huh?” She turned her attention to Sylvie’s brother who looked entirely too amused by the tension. “Junior, what are you doing these days?”
“What he does every day, siting around playing with his—”
“Okay, Syl.” Lauren interrupted. “Not helping.”
Lauren looked to her mother for help starting a conversation, since she’d started campaigning, she’d gotten incredibly good at small talk. Unfortunately for her, her mother and Sylvie’s mother were locked in a staring contest like two dogs about to break their leashes and tear each other apart.
With wide eyes, she begged her father for backup. Apparently taking pity on her, he dropped his shoulders and came to her aid.
“So Barbara,” he addressed Sylvie’s mother. The unexpected use of her name breaking her out of her trance. “I heard some exciting news from Sylvia. Smart move making her the CEO of your operation. You know she almost made our contractor cry the other day. He tied up about a dozen loose ends after a single conversation with her.”
Lauren laughed, grateful to have somewhere to put her nerves. “It’s true. We’d been hounding him for a week. It took about ten minutes with Sylvie to see that—”
“That she’s a fire-breathing banshee?” Junior interrupted.
“Junior,” Sylvie’s mother snapped. “One more word and you’re walking home.” She turned her attention to her daughter, pride beaming out of every pore. “She has done some wonderful work. Thank you, Jose.”
“We’ve been thinking it’s time to turn things over too.” Lauren’s mother put her arm around her shoulder and gave her a squeeze.
Her words registered slowly. “Wait, what?”
Lauren’s dad gave his wife a this-is-not-the-time look, but she wouldn’t be stopped.
“We were going to wait until the grand opening next week,” she explained. “But now seems like as good a time as any to make the announcement.” She cupped Lauren’s face. “You’re more than ready, mi amor. All the paperwork has been drafted. It’s just waiting on signatures to make it official.”
Stunned, Lauren collapsed against her backrest. She couldn’t believe what her ears were telling her.
“Congratulations!” Sylvie enveloped her from the side and crushed her in a hug. “This is so exciting!”
A high-pitched laugh shot out of Lauren. She didn’t know what to say. The news was too unexpected.
“That figures,” Sylvie’s mother muttered before sipping her coffee.
Lauren’s mother swiveled her head to the side, laser beams all but shooting out of her rage-filled eyes. “What did you say?”
“Oh me? Nothing, Carla.” She paused for dramatic effect as she took another sip of coffee. “I just find it suspicious that you’re suddenly handing things over to your daughter the moment we did. I guess old habits die hard.”
“Okay!” Sylvie shot up. “We’re going outside for a minute before the food gets here.”
“Outside for what?” Her mother demanded as if suspicious that they might commit a felony if left alone.
Sylvie pulled Lauren to her feet. “A cigarette break.”
Her mother would’ve clutched her pearls if she was wearing them. “You don’t smoke,” she replied in a horrified shriek.
“I do now.” Sylvie pushed in Lauren’s empty chair.
“Manny, is she kidding? She doesn’t smoke. Does she smoke?”
As they walked away, Sylvie’s father assured his wife that their thirty-two-year-old daughter hadn’t suddenly taken up smoking for the first time in her life.
Outside, Lauren took a gulp of hot summer air. They walked away from the crowd of people waiting over an hour for a table and toward Lauren’s Jeep.
“Are they ever going to get along?” Lauren asked, leaning against the front of her Jeep that had been tagged by birds squawking in the tree providing them with shade.
Sylvie stepped in, wiggling to get between Lauren’s parted legs and throw her arms around Lauren’s neck. In the sunlight, her honey eyes were incandescent.
“Honestly?” She cocked her head to the side, her face soft and luminous. “I have no idea.” Her pink lips dawned a mischievous grin. “And what I’m starting to realize is that I care less and less what anyone thinks. If they want to waste their energy fighting.” She shrugged. “That’s a whole glass of not my problem. Let’s talk about more exciting things like your new position at the top!”
Lauren circled her arms around Sylvie’s waist and pulled her in close enough for their chests to bump together. “Let’s be real. I’ve always been the top!”
Sylvie chuckled. “Pervert,” she said, before kissing Lauren in broad daylight in a very public setting.
Lauren lost herself in lush lips. Sylvie was right for once. Nothing anyone said mattered. Their parents might spend the rest of their lives bickering but Lauren didn’t care. As long as she had Sylvie, everything would be right in the world.
I love you, Sylvie. I love you so freaking much.





CHAPTER 43
  
“NO.” Sylvie pressed her phone to one ear while she jammed her finger in the other in an effort to hear over the loud salsa music emanating from the newest Pastry King. “No, that is not what we agreed on. Don’t you have a system or notes or something you can look at?”
The woman from the fire department continued to repeat the same nonsense while Sylvie paced the packed sidewalk. All the tables and tents were blocking the walkway and waiting to be assembled. They were half an hour away from Lauren’s 8 a.m. opening and she did not have time for this.
“Ma’am, if I have the date wrong, then why is the police department here? And why would I have an approved permit for a four hour block this morning?” Her throat ached from repeating herself while resisting the desire to scream. “If you would give me your direct email address, I would be happy to send you proof of—”
She listened while checking on the happenings inside the bakery. Lauren, her parents, and some other relatives were busy putting the finishing touches on the bakery. Everything looked absolutely perfect. Now all Sylvie needed was to take over the street where they had tons of food to give away, live music, and a bus from a local Spanish radio station broadcasting to people from all over the county.
“No!” Sylvie shrieked. “I can’t get downtown to show you in person! I’m in the middle of a grand opening!”
She stormed up to one of two police officers she was paying by the hour to close off the street. She didn’t know why she needed both the fire and police departments, but she’d made sure everything was in order several days ago. Of course, the person she’d been dealing with at the fire department went on unexpected maternity leave right before the big day. Rude. Her replacement had no idea what she was doing and covered it up by treating Sylvie like she was an idiot.
“Listen, I’m going to put you on the phone with Officer. . . Rodriquez.” She squinted against the hot sun beaming straight into her sleep-starved eyes. They’d been up all night preparing everything for the ovens that morning. Three of Sylvie’s King of Pastries locations had opened before their usual 3 a.m. start to get everything ready in time. She couldn’t let Lauren down after promising that bringing thousands of people to the opening wouldn’t be more than they could handle.
When the police officer looked at Sylvie’s phone like he didn’t know what it was or what she wanted him to do with it, she sighed. “Would you please talk to the woman from the fire department and tell her everything is in order and that’s why you’re here today and not a week from today?” Sylvie softened. “Please?”
He took the phone and sauntered away from his squad car. Hopefully in a few minutes that car would be lined up with the other patrol car and blocking the one-way Calle Ocho. Getting the permit approved on short notice had cost an enormous amount of favors. Sunday morning had been the only day they could get, and that meant everyone was getting paid double, but Sylvie didn’t care. Not if she could help Lauren’s big day be a success.
Sylvie wiped the sweat from her brow. It was too early to be so hot. Freaking August in Miami. Who the hell does anything outside? In black denim shorts and a red and white Pastry King t-shirt she’d cut to make off the shoulder, she wished she was in a bikini.
Tapping her foot on the steamy asphalt, she watched the uniformed cop shake his head.
Damn it. Come on!
After what felt like an eternity, but was closer to ninety seconds, the cop returned. Sylvie’s phone at his side, indicating the woman from the fire department was no longer on the phone.
Sylvie’s chest caved. It had taken forever on hold just to get a human being on the line. If she had to call again, the event would be over before she got her back.
That was probably her plan, maybe they were working against her together, she thought as she eyed the officer with piercing suspicion.
“You’re not great at making friends, huh?” The officer chuckled as he handed back her phone.
Sylvie was about to lay into him for presuming to know anything about her, when he grinned.
“Tell your people they can start setting up. Fire is on its way, but we’ll hold traffic back until they arrive with the barricades.
Sylvie had to resist the urge to lunge forward and tackle the cop in a hug. “Thank you!” she shouted, already bolting from the street to her vendors milling around drinking coffee. “Okay! We got the go-ahead!” she called to the guys waiting by the massive white tents that would cover the two-lane street running along several storefronts on their block. Sylvie had personally invited all their commercial neighbors to the event, hoping that blocking their street for the morning wouldn’t set a bad tone.
Luckily, the shoe store, eyeglass place, and dog groomer were all closed on Sunday. The cigar store wouldn’t open until noon, but Sylvie had the genius idea of inviting them, and their established clientele, to their own smoking tent. Lauren had spent days coming up with a menu of savory treats especially for them. It was meant to pair with a couple of cigars they were featuring, although Sylvie didn’t really understand how. They’d been so excited about the special invite and accommodation, that they’d brought their eighty-year-old previous owner out of retirement to hand roll cigars in front of the crowd.
It was going to be perfect, absolutely perfect. Then she saw her brother striding down the sidewalk toward the bakery.
Oh, God. No. Why?
In his Vote Carla Machado for Councilwoman t-shirt, he was dressed for trouble. Getting her parents to agree to come had been difficult enough. She didn’t need him antagonizing anybody.
“Junior!” Sylvie yelled as she rushed toward him. “What are you wearing?” she asked, despite knowing exactly what he was wearing.
He grinned, stopping just short of the bakery door that Sylvie was blocking with her body.
“What?” He looked down as if he didn’t know what he’d thrown on that morning.
“How did you even get that? Never mind! Take it off!”
“Why?” He couldn’t stop laughing long enough to sell his innocent act. “You’re wearing a Pastry King shirt. What’s the difference?”
Sylvie crossed her arms to keep from strangling him in public. Getting arrested wasn’t on the agenda today. “Mami is going to flip out that you’re wearing that. Do you know how hard it was to get them to—”
“Then I guess I shouldn’t tell her that I joined Carla’s campaign as a volunteer to help with her social media presence.”
The words were unintelligible. For starters, Junior didn’t have any skills beyond playing video games, and even if he did, he wouldn’t just offer them up for free.
Behind her, the glass door bumped into Sylvie’s back.
“Perdon, mija.” Carla Machado apologized as she slipped out of the bakery. “Junior. So good to see you, mi amor. Can you come inside a minute? We just hit fifty thousand followers and I want to take a picture to commemorate it! There’s no way we could’ve done it without you!”
Sylvie stood in shock as her brother slithered around her like a little weasel and went into the bakery with baffling confidence. When he hugged Ms. Machado, her jaw dropped.
She was trying to figure out what her brother was playing at, when her parents, wearing King of Pastries shirts, started toward her down the sidewalk.
Oh, Lord! That’s worse!
“Mom! Dad!” Sylvie darted toward them. “Why are you wearing that! This isn’t about us—”
Her mother held out her hand to stop her panic induced tirade. When Sylvie reached them in front of the closed dog groomer, her mother greeted her with a kiss on the cheek.
“We thought it would be a good idea to show not only our support for Lauren, but the store’s too,” her father explained before giving her a kiss. “If the Machados prefer that we put on one of their shirts instead we will.”
“Maybe I’ll wear her shirt as a scarf,” her mother muttered. “Or better yet a diap—”
“Okay, Mami. I get the sentiment. Thank you that’s really thoughtful.”
Half an hour later, the street had been converted to a full scale party venue complete with industrial fans to keep the sweltering heat under the massive tents at bay. Music filled the block as people streamed in from all sides. As Sylvie went over her long, mental checklist, she took a deep breath. Everything she could control was in place.
Even welcoming Lauren’s friends Dom and Melissa had gone smoothly, though Sylvie got the sense that she’d have to win them over a little. After their history, she wasn’t surprised. But if Lauren’s parents were warming up to her, anything was possible.
Slipping into the jam-packed bakery, Sylvie slid through the crowd sideways as she made her way to the back. Putting the tables away for the day had been a good idea. As it was, there was barely any room to stand.
When she approached the counter, she smiled. Her parents, still in their King of Pastries shirts, were working along side Lauren’s parents to serve the endless stream of patrons. When she realized that her mom and Lauren’s mom were competing to see who could serve people faster, she laughed. Even the sight of Junior helping expedite orders filled her with a little pride.
Lauren emerged from the kitchen with a tray of freshly baked bread that filled the stuffy room with the loveliest scent and reminded Sylvie that she hadn’t eaten since a working lunch the day before.
Beyond the hectic front of the house, the kitchen was even busier. Six people worked constantly to keep up with the high turnover of food. As they moved, they shimmied to the thumping Spanish music that filtered from the street all the way to the back of the house.
She made a bee line for her godmother, her face sweaty from working the fryer.
As soon as Regina saw her, she smiled. “How’s it going out there?”
“It’s perfectly orchestrated chaos,” Sylvie joked. “How are we doing in here?”
“I sent Miguel to Miami Lakes for more bread,” she started before giving her the rundown of what all the kitchens across the county were working on to keep food coming. With the exception of the airport locations, every single Machado and Campos Bakery had to be partially commandeered when Regina realized the enormity of the demand.
Regina could run a kitchen better than anyone, and despite the influx of orders, she kept everything moving smoothly. It had been a huge honor for Regina to insist on helping today, and for Lauren to accept the offer instead of using someone from her own bakery.
While Regina tossed lava-hot ham croquetas in a piece of freshly baked Cuban bread, Sylvie winced. “I’m sorry it’s so many more people than I expected. Who knew my marketing would work so well.” She grabbed a pineapple soda out of the fridge.
“It’s nothing we can’t handle, right girls?” Regina shouted over her shoulder to the women dancing while they worked.
“Well, we’re going to fall into bed like corpses tonight,” Sylvie joked before taking a bite of the sandwich Regina handed over. “Damn that’s good.” Sylvie groaned.
“You have time to sit around here eating, Campos?”
Sylvie sipped her soda and watched Lauren enter the kitchen. In stretchy shorts, a Pastry King t-shirt, and her long, wavy, hair piled into a messy bun, she had never looked more beautiful.
“What can I say? I need a break from doing all the work,” she joked.
Lauren kissed her before stealing an enormous bite of her sandwich. Sylvie held up the can of soda for Lauren to take. She probably hadn’t had anything to eat or drink all day either.
“How’s it going outside?” Lauren asked after another bite. “I can’t see over the pastry cases or people’s heads.
“You haven’t seen it?” Regina interjected. “You have to go take a look. I went out for a minute and it was really something.” Her blue eyes shifted toward Sylvie. “You have to see what my little god-daughter can do when she channels all her energy into one place.”
Sylvie laughed, her face growing hotter. “She knows—”
“You’re right, Madrina,” Lauren agreed, she’d started calling Regina godmother almost immediately. “Let’s go see the full extent of your talents.”
Sylvie took a gulp of soda and tossed the empty can in the recycling bin. “Let’s go then.”
Outside, a sea of people crowded under the huge tents and spilled out to either end of the block. Around the live band, hundreds of people danced like it was a festival.
“Holy shit, Syl. There are over a thousand people here.” Lauren’s wide eyes filled Sylvie with immeasurable satisfaction. She would do anything to see her this happy every day.
Sylvie smiled. “Wait until the radio station starts giving away free money.”
Lauren laughed, her dimples on heart-stopping display. “We’re going to need a shit ton more food.”
“Don’t worry, Regina has it under control,” Sylvie promised.
Lauren nodded. “She really is amazing.”
Sylvie puffed out her chest and uttered her favorite words in the English language. “I told you so.”
The band played into the next song. A salsa hit from the 80s they’d heard at every family party in their youth.
“We’re going to have to dance to this, you realize, right?” Lauren looked at her with a dire expression.
Sylvie played along. “A song about near incest Lauren? Really?”
Lauren tossed her head back and laughed. A sound that filled every inch of Sylvie’s body with tingling joy. “It’s not about that, Sylvia! Maria Teresa y Danilo is about a rich couple who seem to have it all. Who appear to live a fairytale existence until—”
“Until their daughter brings home the boy she intends to marry, and her father Danilo discloses that the young man is his secret love child and she can’t marry her own half-brother! Imagine how devastating and revolting that news was to hear?”
Lauren raised an eyebrow, a grin still plastered to her face as the played. “And there comes the greatest plot twist in all of salsa music! Maria Teresa tells her daughter not to worry. She can marry the hell outta that boy because Danilo might be his dad, but he isn’t hers.” She laughed.
“The old double-timing parents cheating on each other to show that people aren’t always as happy and perfect as they look.” Sylvie laughed.
Lauren held out her hand.
Without hesitation, Sylvie took her hand and followed Lauren to the street where they danced like they didn’t have a universe of responsibilities waiting for them.





CHAPTER 44
  
LAUREN STEPPED out of the shower, her wet hair and body wrapped in matching blue towels. She dragged herself across the modest master bedroom and plopped down next to a naked Sylvie splayed on the bed. Smelling of the same shea butter body wash, and wearing similar farmer’s tans, they were both completely exhausted.
“I can’t believe how many people showed up today,” Sylvie said, as if partially frozen while she stared up at the popcorn on Lauren’s bedroom ceiling.
“You’re a freaking rockstar,” Lauren decided, reaching her sore arm across the bed to take Sylvie’s limp hand in hers. “You should start an event planning business.”
“No way.” Sylvie’s chuckle was as weak as Lauren felt. “It brings out the even more high-strung part of my nature. I don’t think either of us could survive that.”
Lauren laughed as she rolled over onto her side. Moving a strand of clean, damp hair out of Sylvie’s sun-kissed face, her smile lingered. “You know, what you did for me today was amazing. You are amazing. I can’t believe how lucky I am to have you on my side.” Emotion turned her voice into thin glass blooming with spider cracks. “What you did. . . Believing in me. . . It means everything.”
Sylvie averted her gaze, but she didn’t dismiss the tender moment with a joke or playful barb.
Lauren ran her fingertips over the curve of Sylvie’s jaw. Over the swell of her cheek bone. Over the rounded corner of her lips.
Following the unspoken instruction, Sylvie returned her attention to Lauren’s waiting gaze.
The words she’d been holding onto for so long slipped out of where she’d been hiding them for safekeeping. Instead of feeling nervous like she’d been fearing, she was liberated as the admission floated up her chest and broke free from her lips.
“I love you,” Lauren confessed so quietly, she wasn’t sure whether she’d spoken aloud.
Sylvie’s eyes widened, searching Lauren’s face as if hunting for signs of deception. She looked like she was about to ask whether Lauren was messing with her, but she turned on her side to face her instead.
“Syl, it’s okay if you don’t—”
Sylvie’s hand flew like a gunshot to cradle the base of Lauren’s neck. With her fingers tangled in her wet hair, Sylvie plunged them into a devastating kiss.
The intensity of Sylvie’s hunger knocked Lauren onto her back. With warm lips and a soft tongue, she wordlessly reciprocated Lauren’s declaration.
In the all-consuming way she did everything, Sylvie wrapped her nude body around Lauren. Straddling her hips, she pressed herself flush against her, leaving no room for light or doubt.
“I love you too,” she groaned as if the words caused painful ecstasy.
Heat rushed over Lauren’s skin. Every synapse in her brain fired. Her chest and ribs expanded, just barely able to accommodate her filling heart.
In a rush of uncontainable excitement, Lauren rolled Sylvie onto her back and landed on top of her. The towel she’d been wearing remained in a wet heap on the bed.
Using her fingers, Sylvie combed Lauren’s wet hair to get it out of her face. In the last month, Lauren had noticed all the small ways Sylvie showed her affection. How thoughtful and caring she was.
“You’re amazing, you know that?” Lauren held herself up, hovering above Sylvie’s lips.
Sylvie smirked, but Lauren didn’t miss the flush scurrying up her chest and over her neck. “It’s about time you see it.”
Laughing, Lauren dipped down and kissed her again. She would be happy to spend her life in that moment. Bone-tired after a day of hard, satisfying work and tangled in Sylvie as a reward.
With her head nestled in the curve of Sylvie’s neck, Lauren took a deep, steady breath. She hadn’t felt so much peace since the first time she’d finally figured out how to mediate.
Sylvie ran the tips of her fingers lightly across Lauren’s bare back. “How mad would you be if I told you I wanted to order pizza instead of eating any of the leftovers we packed into the fridge?”
Lauren’s smile caused her lips to graze Sylvie’s collarbone. “I would tell you that if I so much as smell another pastelito today I may have to find a new career.”
Sylvie’s chest bounced, her laugh vibrating against Lauren’s body and invading her senses.
“Does that include those goat cheese and guava things you made? Because even though they were not
pastelitos—”
Popping up like a meerkat, Lauren furrowed her brow. “Not pastelitos, huh? I saw you eat at least six of them.”
“If you’d let me finish,” she snapped. “I was going to say they were freaking delicious!”
Lauren laughed. “You really need to keep practicing your complimenting skills, Sylvia. I don’t think starting with a critique is optimal.”
Biting back a grin, Sylvie pulled her down to her lips. “Why don’t you stop nit-picking and go get Travis, huh?”
Lauren quirked a brow. “Travis? Aren’t you tired? Plus . . . I distinctly remember someone telling me they weren’t into sex toys.”
When she’d stopped at the adult store on a whim after running errands, Sylvie had been scandalized by the idea of walking into a sex shop.
“Are you kink-shaming me right now, Lauren?”
“No! I’m just kind of amazed that you’ve got the stamina right now.”
Sylvie exaggerated her concern as she cupped Lauren’s face. “My poor baby,” she said, rejuvenated by the snark and sarcasm that kept her little body running like a perpetual motion machine. “If you’re too tired, I understand.”
Like a sentient fish, Lauren swam right up to the lure, recognized its nature, and chomped on it anyway. “Too tired?” In a quasi-push-up, she moved up to look Sylvie in the face. “Please. You’ll never outlast me.”
Sylvie’s pink cheeks brightened. “Wanna bet?”
Alive in every sense of the word, Lauren cocked her head to the side. “What do you have to offer?”
Sylvie bit her bottom lip. A cheap, but effective, ploy. “I don’t know . . . maybe I’ll let you wear Travis as a reward if I tap out first.”
Lauren tossed her head back to let her laugh travel the length of her body. “That sounds like a reward for you, Sylvia.”
She pulled Lauren down into a messy kiss, both of them still grinning. “Whatever. We both win, okay?”
As she gazed into Sylvie’s honey eyes, Lauren agreed. “We both win.”





EPILOGUE
  
THREE YEARS Later
   
IN THE SMALL sitting room overlooking the lavish garden of the even more extravagant mansion their parents rented for their wedding, Lauren paced. Her ivory dress, a thin, chiffon garment with a deep plunging neckline she’d found in a vintage clothing store was the only thing she’d been allowed to select. It had the perfect ethereal quality she hadn’t found in any fancy dress shop. She didn’t care that it wasn’t the dramatic gown her mother had envisioned. When she threatened that it was either that dress or a tuxedo, she backed off.
When they’d shared the exciting news of their engagement two years earlier, she and Sylvie had been naive to think they’d have any say in their wedding. Almost immediately it had become the next great battle between the Campos and Machados. At every turn, they angled to outdo each other.
Lauren and Sylvie decided early on to relinquish control over what was supposed to be their big day. As a result, there was no one to stop their parents. That’s how they’d ended up on a private, man-made island waiting for their guests to be ferried over from the Miami mainland.
Other than what they wore on their bodies, they let the families run free. There was no use fighting the current, but now, as tension coiled in her muscles, Lauren realized they’d made a major mistake.
“You okay?” Melissa, dressed in a form-fitting, cream-colored, suit, asked from where she sat reclined on the tufted black velvet sofa. The entire room was furnished with pieces even King Louis the Fourteenth would’ve found to be a bit much. Everything was carved in some ornate design, or otherwise covered in gold leaf.
“I don’t know,” Lauren confessed. “Everything feels too tight. And hot. Are you hot?” She touched the intricate bun pinned low at the back of her skull. The hair and make up guy had been right, the look accentuated her dramatic, dark eye make up, but it was also giving her a headache. Or maybe it was the pressure of the circus waiting for them outside cranking the vice at her temples.
Melissa stood. “Hey.” She put her hand on Lauren’s shoulder, stopping her from bouncing across the room. “Are you having cold feet?”
Lauren shook her head. There was nothing she wanted more in the world than to marry Sylvie. “It’s the spectacle of it all. I don’t think I can do it.”
It wasn’t just the fact that there were somehow a thousand guests at their wedding, or that Lauren only knew a quarter of them. It wasn’t the moderate celebrity they’d paid a small fortune to sing live, or the acrobatic performers accompanied by a chamber orchestra providing entertainment to guests waiting for the precisely timed sunset nuptials in the impeccably manicured rose garden. It was all of it crashing into her at once.
“I thought I could do this for the families. I know how much this means to them, but—”
“Do you think there are any lobsters left in the ocean?” Dom, dressed in a finely-tailored cream-colored tuxedo walked into the posh room where Lauren was a bronco getting ready to burst out of her pen at a rodeo. “Oh no.” His attention bounced between Lauren and Melissa. He popped whatever he was holding in his mouth and rushed toward them. “What is it? Cold feet?” He put one hand on each of them. “I know Sylvie is a pain in the ass, but that girl loves the crap out of you. If you do her dirty like this, she’s definitely going to put some kind of hex on you. Hell hath no fury like an Aries scorned. She’ll make that Blue Cantrell song sound like a lullaby. You’ll wish all she did was bust the windows out your car—”
“Not cold feet,” she managed, her throat dry and tight. “Just.” She shook out her clammy hands. “I don’t want to do this. I don’t want to get married like this.”
Dom ran his hand over his freshly-trimmed beard. “Oh, honey. What is Councilwoman Machado going to say about that?”
“Your mother will flip her shit if you tell her the wedding is off,” Melissa agreed with a wince. “But we have your back whatever you want to do. We’re here.”
“I want to marry Sylvie, and I want to marry her today,” Lauren explained, wishing she had time to figure out what she was feeling so she could communicate it better, but the pressure was too intense for self-reflection. “I just don’t want to do it in front of all these people, in this ridiculous place. We should’ve never let them—”
“Okay, deep breath.” Melissa took a long, slow inhale. “And out. Okay, do it with me.” She looked at Dom, who nodded. “Ready?” She inhaled.
It took Lauren several tries to match their rhythm, but she managed. As she did, her heart rate slowed and the desire to puke subsided.
“If what you want is to marry Sylvie, why don’t you do it?” Dom asked simply, as if the suggestion was so obvious.
Lauren looked down at her wedding dress. “That’s literally what we’re doing, Dom.”
He shook his head and glanced at the nice watch Sylvie’s dad had gifted him at the rehearsal dinner. It was the same one he’d given Junior. “We have almost an hour before the ceremony. How long will your vows take?”
“It’s just the standard stuff. We didn’t write anything. Our parents all agreed traditional was best,” Lauren replied, not understating the plan Dom was hatching.
“Well y’all can say whatever you want. I bet we can get you to the garden for at least fifteen minutes before we have to sneak you back here for all the photos capturing the moment you walk out and all that good stuff.”
Lauren wasn’t following.
“What? So they can exchange vows on their own?” Melissa guessed.
Dom smiled. “Before anybody hijacks your moment. We can get you out and then cover for you. If they come looking for you early, which no one will because the itinerary is scheduled down to the millisecond, Mel will say you’re in the bathroom and won’t let anyone get by her.”
Melissa straightened as she nodded. “I won’t let even your mother cross the threshold.”
“And I’ll go make sure that odd little gremlin Sylvie went to college with does the same for her,” he explained as if they were planning to pull off the greatest bank heist in history. If only Sarah Paulson or Awkwafina were swooping in to help. “Then I’ll stand guard on the patio and make sure no one wanders into the garden.”
“You really think this could work?”
Dom grinned. “Oh hell yeah.”
Excited for the first time all day, Lauren nodded emphatically. “Yeah, okay. Let’s do it.”
   
BARELY ABLE TO MOVE FOR fear of ruining her hair or make up, Sylvie sat stiffly on the fancy fainting couch. She’d always thought it was such a stupid name for a piece of furniture, but now that she was wearing a corseted dress that dug into her ribs, she appreciated the semi-reclined position the sofa afforded.
When the knock came at the door, she nearly jumped to her feet. The woman doing her hair and make up had finished ahead of schedule, she wasn’t supposed to do anything but wait. Though her grumbling stomach wished she could be out enjoying the party, she was too nervous to actually eat.
“I’ll get it,” Patricia said as she strode toward the door. She hadn’t seen her old friend in years, but her mother insisted she needed at least one bridesmaid and rudely decided Regina was too old for the part. So she’d called Patricia and accepted Junior as the member of her party. At every annoying step, she reminded herself that this was for their parents. She and Lauren had the rest of their lives to choose for themselves.
“Who is it?” Patricia called through the door.
“Dom,” a deep voice thundered from the other side.
From the moment Patricia opened the door, everything happened in a blur. Without really understanding the plan, Sylvie allowed herself to be whisked away and ushered from corridor to corridor to avoid being seen.
After a dizzying maze, she’d found herself outside holding a black umbrella to keep the late afternoon sun from hitting her in the face and melting off her make up.
Sylvie held up her long, white dress as she transitioned from the patio to the paved path winding around the exotic garden surrounded by a tall, green hedge. The living wall concealed a secret garden alive with color.
As soon as she spotted her standing under a moss covered oak near a reflecting pool, Sylvie’s heart soared.
Rushing by wild orchids and flowering bushes trimmed into perfect shapes not found in nature, Sylvie focused on getting to Lauren as quickly as she could. The only thing she’d understood from Dom was that time was limited.
When Lauren looked up from the shallow, rectangular pool full of colorful koi fish and floating lotus blooms, she smiled so wide that her dimples swallowed half her cheeks. The sight of her made Sylvie’s heart ache. She never imagined a person could look so beautiful. Gazing at her was as seductive and painful as staring at the sun.
“Oh my God,” Lauren said, her voice barely a whisper as she reached out and took Sylvie’s hands. Her eyes welled up immediately, matching the emotion filling Sylvie’s body and threatening to crack it open. “You look so beautiful.”
Sylvie shook her head, barely able to register Lauren’s perfection. “You’re stunning,” she said through the enormous fissure in her voice.
They gazed at each other, lost in the moment. . . Lost in one another, until Lauren snapped to reality first. “We don’t have a lot of time. I’m sorry if this is weird or not what you wanted, but I needed to tell you I love you, Syl. And . . . I don’t know . . . kind of have a moment that was just ours. Here in this peaceful place before all the insanity really gets underway.”
For the first time, Sylvie realized the only sounds were tiny waves gently lapping against the edge of the pool as large, colorful fish cut through the water. Of bugs humming and birds singing. Of boat engines in the distance. It was a still moment teaming with life. With beauty.
“I love this,” Sylvie decided. “I love being here with you.” She took a deep breath, stilling her racing heart. “This got so out of hand.”
“I didn’t plan any vows,” Lauren admitted, her warm hands gripping Sylvie’s more tightly as she stepped in close enough to press their foreheads together. “So I’m just going to speak from the heart.”
Sylvie grinned. “As if you know any other way to communicate.”
Lauren gazed at her with soft, watery eyes. She beamed with the kind of adoration Sylvie still wasn’t sure she deserved, but she worked every day to be worthy of.
“If someone had told me a few years ago that we’d be here today—”
“You would’ve punched them straight in the face,” Sylvie guessed, chuckling as she cupped Lauren’s face.
Lauren’s laugh filled Sylvie’s soul. “Well, I was thinking more like disbelief. What would’ve seemed impossible then, feels inevitable in retrospect. You’re the first person that ever made me feel so intensely.”
The tears came a fraction of a second before Sylvie laughed. “That’s because you’re still mad I accidentally ate your vanilla pudding in kindergarten.”
Lauren flicked away her own tear before it could roll down her cheek. “Enraged, actually.” She laughed. “You know you took it on purpose.”
Sylvie’s chest strained against the constrictive hand-beaded bodice. “I’ll never tell,” she replied, playing along.
“For the rest of my life, I’ll be grateful to whatever genius working at the Whitney Food and Wine Festival paired us together and changed the trajectory of our lives.” Lauren gripped Sylvie’s hips through a thousand layers of tulle. “I can’t imagine ever being with anyone else. I’m my best self when I’m with you, Sylvie. It’s like being with you opened up new colors. New flavors. New sounds. Things I had no idea were there until you unlocked them.” Pulling Sylvie close, Lauren pressed their foreheads together again. “Sylvia Aracely Campos, I swear to love you always. To back you up even when you’re wrong. To make you laugh when you realize you’ve built that IKEA bookshelf all backwards. To indulge every whim and passion. And to always be your number one fan. Until death do us part, I will stand by your side,” she added, a hairline crack in her voice.
With trembling lips, Sylvie tried to make her vows without crying, but her mascara was hellbent on running down her cheeks. She wrapped her arms around Lauren’s waist, the silky material soft against her forearms.
“Lauren Maria Machado,” she started, not expecting the heavy quiver disfiguring her words. “Since being with you, you’ve brought me such an incredible peace. Which was really unexpected considering how much consternation you’d brought me the thirty years before.” Her nerves caused her to laugh too loudly. “And I wouldn’t trade a moment of our past if it would mean jeopardizing this future. I love you more than I thought it was possible to love another person. There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you. From now until forever, I promise to laugh at your terrible jokes. To listen when you’ve had a bad day without threatening to sue anyone or trying to solve your problem. And, of course, to answer the door when the food delivery person arrives. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, and I’ll never take you for granted. Until death do us part, I will stand by your side,” she promised.
Lauren wiped away Sylvie’s tears before getting rid of her own. With salty lips, she kissed her, sealing their vows in every sense that mattered.
“Now you’re stuck with me,” Lauren said, her breath warm against Sylvie’s parted lips.
“Tell me about it,” she joked before kissing her again.
Over the garden’s privacy hedge, Dom waved frantically at them as he shouted. A lighthouse warning their ship about the rocky coast.
“I guess it’s about that time.” Sylvie looked around, realizing that sunset was nearing. They’d have to slip back into their rooms and pretend like the special moment hadn’t already happened.
“Ready?” Lauren laced their fingers together as she took her hand.
“If I’m with you?” Sylvie grinned. “Always.”
“Let’s do this thing.”





BONUS EPILOGUE
  
HAPPY GOTCHA DAY Travis
   
“ARE you seriously going to wear that?” Lauren eyed Sylvie in disbelief as they got out of Lauren’s red Jeep.
“What?” Sylvie adjusted her sunglasses. A difficult task considering the hoodie she’d pulled up over her head and tightened.
“Don’t try to pretend that it’s totally normal to wear a black sweater. In Miami. During the day. In July!”
Sylvie shushed her despite the fact that they were standing in a mostly empty parking lot in front of the stand-alone adult store. “Stop screaming! What if someone sees us?”
Lauren laughed. “First of all, we’re not robbing the place, Syl. There’s nothing scandalous about going shopping on a Saturday afternoon. Second, I think you looking like Damian from Mean Girls is a little more attention grabbing than my talking.” She gestured around the parking lot. “Oh, yeah. And there’s no one here! You made me park in the back!”
“What? Did you want someone to see us from the street? What if your mother was driving by?” Sylvie started for the building like there was a small pistol digging into her back.
“And you think my mother has my license plate memorized?” She followed her across the small, empty lot.
“Oh, stop bitching and let’s get inside.” Sylvie darted around the side of the building and toward the entrance facing the busy street.
Inside, Lauren found Sylvie two feet from the threshold staring up at a full leather jumpsuit. The kind of thing Lauren could imagine a sexy dominatrix wearing.
“Aiming a little high for someone that’s never even owned a vibrator, huh?”
Sylvie, still wearing the dark sunglasses and hoodie despite having made it safely indoors, whipped around. “Shhhh!”
Lauren laughed. “Syl. We’re literally the only people here. What are you embarrassed about? You think anyone cares about vibrators?” She gestured around her. “Here?”
“It doesn’t mean I want to broadcast my business, Lauren!” Sylvie hissed.
“Hi!” A young woman with blonde hair and a broad, welcoming smile, greeted them. “Can I help you find something?”
Sylvie nearly bolted for the door, but Lauren hooked her arm in hers before she could get very far.
“My girlfriend and I are just looking around thanks.” Lauren smiled.
“Okay,” she replied cheerfully. “We have a few great sales going on. Everything marked with a pink dot is twenty percent off. A red dot means half off. If you have any questions, my name is Lizzie. Just give me a shout.” She bounced away toward a table full of various condoms and lubricants.
“She seems so. . .” Sylvie’s attention lingered on the twenty-something happily going about her business. “Normal,” she whispered.
“What did you expect? A creepy dude wearing nothing but an overcoat and a pencil mustache?”
Sylvie tipped her head in a way that meant Lauren wasn’t too far off base.
“Come on.” Lauren chuckled as she pulled her along.
After browsing for a while, Sylvie agreed to remove her hoodie. The sunglasses, however, stayed on. Lauren wanted to ask exactly who she expected to run into, but tried to limit her teasing.
Standing in front of a wall full of dozens of varied dildos, which Sylvie insisted on calling marital aids, Lauren waited for her to speak. She perused the glass, stainless steel, and silicone offerings like she was picking a tattoo.
“Do you want to ask Lizzie any questions?” Lauren suggested reasonably.
Sylvie’s glare was palpable even behind the dark glasses. “No,” she snapped before relaxing her shoulders. “I think I’ve narrowed it down.”
“Hit me.” Lauren shifted her weight on the legs sore from standing in one spot for too long. She’d tried to wander away while Sylvie was making a selection, but that had been shot down immediately.
“This one.” She pointed at the most ridiculous thing Lauren had ever seen in a sex shop. A milk white dildo with a hot pink base and littered with electric blue, lime green, and neon pink hearts.
“Okay.” Lauren tried her best not to sound judgmental until she figured out whether Sylvie was joking. “Did you consider any of the more realistic, flesh-colored ones?” She pointed to something Lauren would’ve picked for herself. A tanned number that matched her skin tone much like the one she already owned.
“With balls?!” Sylvie shrieked in horror as the word balls seemed to echo in the air and Lauren’s eardrums.
“Do you need help?” Lizzie poked her head out from a rack of platform heels.
“Nope! We’re good!” Lauren assured her while Sylvie covered her head with the hoodie once again.
“What’s wrong with that one?” Sylvie asked in an aggressive yet hushed tone. “Is it bad?”
“No. It’s not bad. There’s no bad,” she assured her. “It’s whatever you want, babe.”
Sylvie nodded. “Okay, so how do I get it to stay on? I don’t want to have to hold it.”
Lauren cocked her head to the side in question.
“What? You said it was for me, right?” Sylvie furrowed her brow.
Surprised, Lauren nodded. “Yeah, no. Definitely.”
Sylvie slid her sunglasses down the bridge of her nose. “Are you not into that? Is it not what you meant when you said—”
“It’s not that at all. I guess I just assumed you’d want me to wear it,” she confessed with a shrug.
Sylvie furrowed her brow. “Why? Because I wear skirts more often than you do?”
“Yeah.” Lauren chuckled. “I hadn’t really thought about it, but yeah, I guess so.”
Sylvie slid her sunglasses back up her nose. “I’m the better driver, so I’m going to be better at this too.”
“Says the woman that’s never done it. The same woman that backed into a car the other night.” She put her hand over crotch. “If those two things are comparable, I’m a little afraid for my future.”
“Shut it, that car came out of nowhere.”
“As parked cars so often do.”
Sylvie bit back a laugh as she reached for the colorful dildo she’d apparently selected. “This is the one I want, okay? It’s cute.”
“Cute.” Lauren nodded. “Exactly what you want in a sex toy.”
Lizzie popped up from behind Lauren, like a helpful whack-a-mole. “Great choice! The Heart-On is one of our most popular dildos.”
Sylvie ducked like the d-word word was a cannon being shot at her head.
Lizzie, however, continued undeterred. “It’s a perfect size for beginners.” She opened the box and pulled out the toy covered in hearts. “Very high quality silicone means its hypoallergenic and you can heat it or freeze it to try out different temperatures.” She wrapped her hand around the dildo as if testing it’s weight before handing it over to Sylvie.
Instead of collapsing at the sight of the stranger holding a sex toy, like Lauren expected, Sylvie pulled off her sunglasses. Maybe seeing the thing out of its packaging had demystified it.
“Is there,” Sylvie’s voice cracked. She cleared her throat and tried again. “Do you have a recommendation as to. . . a . . . um.”
“A harness?” Lizzie offered with a sunny smile.
Lauren wondered whether Lizzie had clocked them the moment they’d walked in and known exactly what they were there for.
Sylvie nodded.
“Yup. I have one that will compliment you and the Heart-On perfectly. Here, hold this.” She offered Sylvie the toy again. “Check it out for length, girth, and flexibility. It might feel different from what you expect.”
Lauren was about to take it and put the poor woman out of her misery, but Sylvie plucked up the nerve and grabbed it first.
“Follow me,” Lizzie said with smile before starting for a wall full of harnesses.
“Do you think this size is okay?” Sylvie whispered as she squeezed the toy. “It feels bigger than I thought it would.”
Lauren nodded as they followed Lizzie.
With Lizzie’s help, they picked something that looked like a pair of red briefs. The stretchy material concealed a series of buckles and straps that Lizzie promised would provide an optimal experience.
After helping Sylvie adjust the harness to the perfect setting, she taught her how to sanitize and store the marital aid.
Minutes later they were strolling through the parking lot with everything they’d need to fulfill the fantasy Sylvie’d confessed the night before. The one she didn’t want to fulfill with the toy Lauren already owned because she’d used it with other partners. Sylvie was not amused when Lauren countered with the fact that she’d used her body with other partners and that didn’t seem to bother Sylvie.
The argument devolved into sex. Lauren’s new form of conflict resolution.
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