
        
            
                
            
        

    
   

    Experts Only

    Michelle Barret has never been the fun parent. After her husband walks out, leaving her to pick up the pieces, she’s determined to make this winter break unforgettable for her kids. A trip to Mt. Hood, with its snowy slopes and historic charm, is the perfect way to usher in their new life.

    Cas Grazer does life on her own terms. Working as a paramedic and volunteering for the ski patrol, she’s happy in her quiet, independent world. Commitments? Not for her. She’s sworn off anything long-term. But when she meets Michelle and her kids on the slopes, Cas feels a spark she never expected.

    Their chance encounter soon develops into something neither can ignore. Torn between comforting solitude and the irresistible pull of connection, they begin to wonder if the life they thought they wanted is enough. After all, they’re no experts in love.

    In the midst of uncertainty and fear, can they make room in their hearts for each other?
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    My wife hates getting up early and being cold. Skiing is a hobby that with almost certainty requires getting up early and being cold. For a lot of our marriage, I didn’t even suggest we try skiing together because I know how much she hates these two things. After several winters being married, she said that with the right gear, she would try. Who knew they made electric handwarmers?

    What we soon discovered was Timberline Lodge. The almost perfect solution.

    There are lots of great mountains in Oregon, and we live close to none of them, so no matter what we are either getting up early, or staying the night. This historic lodge is not only a National Landmark, but an amazing place to stay all while being surrounded by the beauty of Mt. Hood. We can stay the night so we don’t have to get up before the sun to make the chairlift, and when my wife gets too cold, there is a roaring fireplace inside waiting for her. I knew I wanted to set a story here, not only so I can revisit this magical place as often as I want, but so that I might get to share the beauty of Mt. Hood and Oregon with others.

    As always, I have to thank my BFF. When I told her I bit off more than I could chew, she didn’t say, “Again?” But asked how she could help, and this is a much stronger story because of it.

    The BSB team is fabulous and I am so honored to continue to be a part of it. Cindy, Sandy, Ruth, Rad, and everyone else that makes it work, thank you.

    Books don’t exist without readers. Thank you to all of you that have picked up one of mine. It is because of you that I get to keep writing them.

    

  
     

    Dedication

    To my Wife

     

    Thank you for taking on new hobbies.

    

  
     
    Chapter One

    

    “You ladies need help finding anything?” Cas tried not to spray the group of women with snow as she came to an abrupt stop on her skis, but on a fresh powder day, that proved difficult.

    “We were hoping to find the easiest way down?” One of the women pointed at the large trail map with her ski pole.

    “None of the runs off this lift are too difficult.” Cas sidestepped closer to the map to give better instructions.

    “We’ve only been here before in the daylight. I didn’t think it would be so dark.” Another one of the women sounded slightly panicked.

    “They don’t call it ‘America’s Largest Night Ski Area’ for nothing.” Cas pointed to the top of the sign. “Here, if you head left and follow this sign, you’ll get down the mountain the easiest way.” She directed her attention to the woman wearing a rainbow vest. “There’s a great bar on the other side of the lodge if you decide this isn’t for you.” It was always hard to tell in ski clothes, but surely that was a queer vibe radiating off of her.

    “Maybe we’ll see you there after your shift?” rainbow vest woman said.

    “Maybe you will. Stay safe out there.” It amazed Cas how many people didn’t realize night skiing would be in the dark. She turned herself around and headed toward the lift to take her to the summit. The night was still young, but early ski season conditions often surprised people, and if her five years of ski patrol had taught her anything, it was that no one likes surprises on the mountains.

    She breezed through the line and joined a young girl on the chairlift. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten. Cas reached for the black pole between the seats to steady herself as the chair swung from the steady climb up the hill.

    It had been the perfect night so far. Not too cold. Visibility was good, and the radio had stayed quiet. So far. She knew better than to say the “Q” word out loud. She would sit back and enjoy a night of skiing for as long as she could.

    The chair lurched to a stop and bounced back and forth.

    “Why are we stopping?” the kid next to her asked.

    “Oh, could be lots of things.” Cas tried her best to sound reassuring. These old chairs broke down all the time. More than likely someone took too long to load. “We should be moving soon.”

    “It’s bouncing so much!” The kid sounded scared.

    “I’m Cas. What’s your name?” Time to distract the kid before she panicked.

    “Mercedes.” She clung to the pole between the seats. “Cassie is one of my favorite characters in the book I’m reading.”

    “Oh yeah?” Cas would never be caught dead with the nickname Cassie, but now was the time for distraction, not arguing over names. “I like your wings, Mercedes.” Cas pointed at the light-up wings on the outside of her jacket. At least Mercedes knew night skiing would be dark. “What are you doing headed to the top all alone?”

    “My dad said we would go to the top the next time we came skiing.”

    Cas relaxed her shoulders. Hopefully the dad was around here somewhere and she wasn’t skiing alone. The upper chair led to mostly black diamonds and double black diamonds, the hardest runs on the mountain. Certainly nothing a kid should do on her own. “Are you meeting him at the top?”

    “He’s not here.”

    The chair continued to bounce in the wind. “Have you ever been to the top before?”

    “No. I mostly stay down below.” The chair bounced again with a gust of wind. “Why are we still stopped?”

    “It’s hard to know for sure. I’m sure we’ll be moving soon.”

    “Don’t you work here? Shouldn’t you know?”

    “I don’t work here specifically. I’m just assigned here tonight.”

    “But you’re ski patrol.”

    “The bright red jacket gives it away, doesn’t it?” That elicited a small chuckle from Mercedes. “How long have you been skiing?”

    “This will be my fourth year.”

    “Wow. So you started young?”

    “My dad always takes me and my brother skiing. But this is our first time up this year, and my mom is taking us instead.”

    “A whole skiing family. That must be fun.” Cas always wondered what it must feel like growing up in one of those families that did activities together. There were no ski vacations, or any vacations really, growing up in the Grazer household. Cas hadn’t known her father, and her mother worked multiple jobs, not to make more money, but because she couldn’t keep one. Cas certainly didn’t have many fond childhood memories.

    The radio crackled on Cas’s shoulder, and she turned it up to make out words through the static. “Code Adam. Ten-year-old girl. Last seen at Lower Bowl Chair. She’s wearing a pink jacket and fairy wings.”

    Cas confirmed that the jacket on the girl next to her was indeed pink. She turned to Mercedes. “Something tells me you aren’t where you’re supposed to be.” She unclipped the radio from her jacket. “Captain, this is Grazer. I’ve got the girl on the upper chairlift with me.”

    “Fantastic news, Grazer. Just get her down to the lodge in one piece, and I’ll let the mother know.”

    “Could be a few, Cap. The chairlift is still stopped.”

    “Ten-four. Take your time and get down safely.”

    “Want to tell me why your mom thinks you’re missing?”

    “Dad said I could go to the top the next time we went skiing.”

    “But your dad’s not here.”

    “So?”

    “So, I think maybe he meant he would take you to the top. Not that you could go on your own.”

    “It’s not fair.” Mercedes crossed her arms and leaned back into the chair. “It’s not my fault Tommy got cold and Mom had to take him inside. Just because Dad isn’t here, it doesn’t mean I shouldn’t get to go to the top.”

    “Where does your mom think you are?”

    “I asked if I could do one more run.”

    “And your mom was going to let you do one alone?”

    “It’s no big deal.”

    That was how accidents happened. No one ever thought it was going to be a big deal. “I’ll have to have a little chat with your mom about that later.” The chair lurched to life and picked up speed as it moved up the mountain.

    “Okay, Mercedes. We’re going to the top, but you’re going to have to follow my instructions carefully to make sure we get down the right run. Got it?”

    “Got it.”

    As they reached the top, Cas let Mercedes go first to make sure she could get off safely. Once both were off the chair, she radioed down that they were on their way. Mercedes took a hard left and sped toward the edge of a run. “Is this the one we’re taking?” She stood with both skis hanging off the edge.

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Get back over here. What did I say about following my instructions?”

    Mercedes backed up slowly.

    “That’s a black diamond. Do you see the sign there that says ‘Experts Only’?”

    “I’ve done a black diamond before.” Mercedes puffed her chest out.

    “I’m sure you have. But we aren’t doing one today. Now let’s go.”

    “Can you take my picture?”

    “What? No. We need to get down to the bottom.”

    “Please? No one is going to believe that I actually made it to the top. I need proof.”

    “Proof for who?”

    “All of my friends. Duh. Please, it will only take a second.” Mercedes clasped her hands together as she continued to beg.

    Taking the picture was going to be much quicker than this argument. “Alright, fine.”

    “Yes!” Mercedes stood tall.

    Cas never got tired of the view of Mt. Hood. At night, the white snow reflected the lights of Timberline Lodge and made all the communities around it look like a magic fairyland. It was hard to believe that even in the dark you could see a mountain so clearly. Mercedes posed with her hands on her hips, her wings sparkling in the background. Cas snapped a quick series of photos, then put her phone back in her jacket.

    “All right, Mercedes. Let’s get down this hill slow and steady. Okay?” Cas pointed toward the cat track she wanted them to take, and Mercedes took off instantly. She wasn’t a bad skier, just very much still a child. She formed her skies into a pizza shape and took minimal turns.

    Cas stayed close. Just because it was night skiing, it didn’t mean that every section was well lit. While large stadium lights were planted every few hundred feet, there were certainly still dark sections, and she was not letting Mercedes out of her sight. They came around a long curve, and Mercedes halted.

    “Everything okay?” Cas asked.

    “It’s just so pretty up here.”

    “I agree.” The town stretched on below them, and everything seemed so small from up above.

    “Are we almost there? I’m getting tired.”

    “Sorry, kid. We got a long way to go still.”

    “Ugh.” Mercedes threw her head back and stared at the sky.

    “Come on. Stay closer to the inside.” Cas guided Mercedes to the inside edge of the snowbank so she would be further from the steep drop-off of the ski boundary. Thankfully, Cas hadn’t had to do any searches beyond the ski boundary this season yet, and she hoped to keep it that way.

    After several long twists and turns, they made it to the main run of the resort. “I know where we are now!” Mercedes called out. “Race you to the bottom!”

    “You’re on!”

    Mercedes took off straight downhill. She loved the confidence of kids skiing. No fear. No worries. Just the pure joy of going fast. “Captain, this is Grazer,” she said into her radio.

    “Come in, Grazer.”

    “We just reached Lower Bowl, but I have to warn you, we’re coming in hot.”

    “Copy that. We’re just outside the lodge. See you in a few.” Cas took off, knowing she could catch up to Mercedes. Or at least hoping she could. Her ego couldn’t take that kind of blow. She dodged and turned through skiers and snowboarders until twinkling fairy wings came into view. She sped up just enough to get within ear shot. “You’re not going to beat me!”

    “Yes, I am!” Mercedes shouted and kept her lead. Both picked up their speed. They had to go downhill and then slightly back up to get to the lodge, and Cas hated walking uphill in ski boots. Her captain and a few other people gathered around an outdoor fireplace, and who she assumed was the worried mother paced back and forth.

    “Mom! I went to the top!” Mercedes slid to a stop right in front of the crowd, and the woman flung her arms around Mercedes.

    “Don’t you ever do that to me again,” she said.

    “The top wasn’t so bad. Cassie here helped me down.” Mercedes broke free from the hug and pointed at Cas.

    “Thank you for helping her get down safely.”

    “Kids really shouldn’t be unattended on these lifts,” Cas said. She pushed a pole onto one ski break and used her boot to clip out of her other ski.

    “Trust me, that was not the plan.”

    “Even the lift right here.” Cas pointed to the main chair behind her. “Mercedes mentioned she was going to do a run on her own. These lifts are older and don’t have safety bars. Kids shouldn’t ride alone. You have no idea how many accidents happen on chairlifts every year.”

    “I really don’t need a lecture on parenting right now.”

    “I’m not lecturing. These are statistical facts.”

    “You ever tried to ski with two young kids on your own? One was freezing and one was begging to do one more run. She’s been skiing since she could walk. One run didn’t seem like that big of a deal.”

    “That’s the thing! It never seems like it’s going to be that big of a deal. That’s how big deals happen.”

    “Easy, Grazer,” the captain cut in. “Ma’am, I’m going to have you come with me. We just need to have you fill out a few forms and you can be on your way.”

    “Right. Thank you.” She grabbed a kid with each hand and followed the captain to the ski patrol station.

    “What’s your deal?” Cas’s younger brother, Rion, bumped Cas with his shoulder.

    “What are you talking about? I didn’t know you were up here tonight.”

    “I had nothing better going on, and skiing seemed like fun.” Rion had joined ski patrol a few years after she did. He didn’t pick up shifts nearly as frequently, and his main motivation was to get free lift tickets, but it was fun for them to do something together, nonetheless. “What’s your deal?”

    “I don’t have a deal.”

    “You save a cute mom’s kid, and rather than ask for her number, you start lecturing her about chairlifts?”

    “What are you talking about?”

    Rion ran his fingers through his brown hair. He had already taken off his ski helmet and looked ready to turn in for the day. “You can’t tell me you didn’t find that woman attractive.”

    “I didn’t think about her like that.”

    “Oh my God! This is why you’re going to be single for the rest of your life! You never take advantage of a great opportunity.”

    “Well, I’m never going to take advantage of a woman, if that’s what you’re saying.”

    “Oh my God. It’s not. Not everyone has a terrible mother.”

    “What are we even talking about?”

    “Other than apps and bars, you never see anyone. You never have anything more than one to two dates with the same woman.”

    “So? What’s your point?”

    Rion pinched the bridge of his nose. “I don’t even know. I’m just saying. That woman seemed nice, and despite your little lecture, she probably isn’t a terrible mother.”

    “Are you sticking around or done for the night?” Cas didn’t need dating advice from her younger brother, of all people. Last she checked, he didn’t exactly have a stellar track record with long-term relationships either. “I’m thinking of parking the van at Timberline and heading in for a drink. Care to join?”

    “I appreciate the invite, but I’m going to head back home,” he said. “There’s this girl I’ve been seeing, and we have plans tomorrow afternoon, so I can’t have too much fun tonight.”

    “Then I guess I’ll have to have enough for the both of us.” Fun that did not include mothers of any sort.

    

  
     
    Chapter Two

    

    The key rattled as Michelle ensured the wrought-iron door locked securely in place. Timberline Lodge was one of the few places left in the world that used actual keys. Mercedes and TJ were both fast asleep, and she just needed a break. This was not how this trip was supposed to go at all.

    The red carpet had seen better days, and she tiptoed toward the main part of the lodge. The kids would be fine for a little while. She still couldn’t believe that this was her life now. A family of three. The smell of burning wood welcomed her to the iconic fireplace, and she took a moment to enjoy the twenty-foot-tall Christmas tree. At least the kids would have some happy memories from their first Christmas as three.

    The Ram’s Head bar on the third floor was not busy, as she expected, and she ordered a red wine. She swirled the wine in her glass, wanting to savor it and chug it at the same time. Lord knows what Tommy was off doing now. Whatever he wanted, while she was here making sure the kids were taken care of and the magic of Christmas was still alive. God, what would she have told him if something had happened to Mercedes today? She would never hear the end of it.

    “Good skiing today?” the woman working behind the bar asked.

    “I didn’t get a whole lot in. I’m with my kids and the younger one isn’t super into it, so we mostly stuck to the bunny hill. We were over at Skibowl.”

    “Ah, yes. It can be hit or miss with kids. How old?”

    “Ten and seven. My daughter is ten and loves skiing almost more than anything. I can barely get my seven-year-old out the door.” The wooden ram’s head above the bar stared back at her. The lodge was scattered with many of the original carvings from the 1930s, and Michelle often wondered what kinds of things they had seen. Surely much worse than her problems.

    “Hey, Cas!” The bartender waved to a newcomer.

    “Hey, Mary. I thought it would be busier tonight with the holidays and all.”

    “It was wild a few hours ago. I think everyone turned in early. It’s mostly families up here. Can I get you the usual?”

    “Please.”

    The woman shed her jacket and Michelle recognized her from earlier in the evening. “Oh great. Are you here to lecture me on parenting again?”

    Cas looked around. “Did you bring your kids to the bar?”

    “No. They are sound asleep. Thankfully.”

    “But you did leave them alone in the hotel room?”

    “A room that is just down the hall and locked. It’s no different than being in my own kitchen at home.” At least that’s how she was going to rationalize it.

    “So, drinking while your kids are sleeping is commonplace then?”

    “Do you have any idea what it’s like to raise two kids on your own?” Michelle’s voice echoed in the large room.

    “No. But you might start by not leaving them unattended so much.”

    “Oh my God!”

    “Look.” Mary placed her hand forcefully on the bar. “I don’t know what the hell this is, but if you two can’t keep it down, I’m going to ask you to leave.”

    “I can behave if she can.” Cas nodded at Michelle.

    Michelle took a sip of her wine. “I can behave. I’m sorry. I’m at the end of my rope today.”

    Silence stretched on between them. Ice rattled in Cas’s glass as she downed her final sip and signaled Mary for another. “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” Cas said. “It’s just that I see a lot of preventable problems in my line of work.”

    “A lot of ski patrol accidents?”

    Cas accepted a glass of whiskey from Mary. “This I do for fun. I’m a paramedic for my day job.”

    “Oh.” Michelle was sure she had seen some things.

    “But it wasn’t my place. I know absolutely nothing about raising kids and I don’t know the whole story. So, I’m sorry.”

    “Cassie, is it?”

    “Um. No. No one has ever called me that and lived to tell about it.”

    “Oh, I’m sorry. That’s what Mercedes called you.”

    “I have no idea where that kid got that. She certainly has a lot of opinions.”

    “Tell me about it.” Michelle could fill a book with all of Mercedes’s opinions.

    “I’m Cas.” She stuck out her hand.

    “Michelle.” She shook her hand in return.

    “So what brings you to one of my favorite places in the world with two small children?”

    “Well, it’s supposed to be our family vacation. We’re staying up here the few days before Christmas, and then heading home to finish the celebration, but stupid Tommy threw a wrench in those plans.”

    “Isn’t your son’s name Tommy?”

    “Ugh. I let that cheating son of a bitch name a child after himself. TJ is my son. Tommy is my no-good husband. Maybe soon to be ex-husband?” Michelle took another sip of her wine, again contemplating if she should down the whole thing.

    “I get the sense there is more to the story here. I know we aren’t quite friends or anything, but care to elaborate?”

    “Tommy Sr. and I got married right after college graduation, just over ten years ago. We had Mercedes basically right away and then Tommy Jr. after that. Two weeks ago, he told me that our marriage no longer has a spark, and that I don’t even try anymore.”

    “Ouch.”

    “So rather than try to make it work or do anything that adults do, he took off with his much younger girlfriend and is currently in Vegas.”

    “He already has a girlfriend?”

    “I’m trying not to think about it.” Michelle put her head in her hands. “If I think about it, I’ll start doing the math, and if I start doing the math, I’ll figure out when exactly he started cheating, and then I’ll figure out that it’s probably been for years.”

    “Men are pigs.” Cas raised her glass.

    Mary raised her glass. “You can say that again.”

    “That’s why we stay far, far away,” Cas said with a smile.

    “Well, now that I’m a single mom of two kids, I’m sure I’ll be staying far, far away too.” Michelle still hadn’t had time to process what any of this meant. Did she need a lawyer? She’d need to keep the house. She’d probably need a job. She hadn’t actually had a job since college. God, it was all so overwhelming. “Couldn’t he have at least waited until after the holidays to do this?”

    “Are you taking the kids skiing again tomorrow?” Cas asked.

    “I’d like to, but it’s just so hard on my own. TJ hates it, and Mercedes has no patience. The worst part is, I’m the one in the family who likes to ski. Somehow Tommy ended up being the one to take Mercedes all the time, and I got stuck in the lodge.”

    “You could always try putting her in a lesson. That way she at least gets to be out more. Although I can say from experience, she struggles to follow instructions.” Cas winked.

    “Was she a terror getting down the mountain?”

    “Not a terror, but she did make me nervous a few times. Oh hey, give me your phone number.”

    “Excuse me?”

    Cas pulled out her phone and opened her picture app. “While we were at the top, she asked, well, more like demanded I take a few pictures of her so she would have proof she did it. Let me send them to you.”

    “You took her picture?” The gesture warmed Michelle’s heart. She didn’t know how Mercedes had felt while she was missing. Was she nervous? Did she know she was lost? Even if Cas had given Michelle a hard time, it was reassuring to know a caring person helped Mercedes get down safely. Her phone buzzed with the incoming pictures, and Michelle zoomed in on Mercedes’s face. “She looks so happy.”

    “She was pretty excited. She did try to go down that double black diamond there.”

    “Of course she did. Thank you again. I do appreciate you getting her down safely.”

    “I’m just doing my job.”

    “So you’re a paramedic by day and ski patrol by night?”

    “What can I say? I like helping people.” Cas shrugged. “Being up here is a nice little escape from the real world waiting back home.”

    “Ugh. I don’t even want to think about what life is going to be like when I get back home.”

    “Then don’t. Enjoy your last few days up here and worry about the later later.”

    “If only it were that easy.”

    “I’ll tell you what, you have my number now. Why don’t you text or call if you need anything?”

    Michelle was going to need lots of things in the near future, but she didn’t think there was anything Cas, a complete stranger, could help her with.

    

  
     
    Chapter Three

    

    “Don’t do it,” Mary said with her leg wrapped around Cas’s.

    “I have to.” Cas stretched her arms above her head, rubbing her naked legs against Mary’s one last time.

    “Why exactly, again?”

    “These slopes won’t patrol themselves.” Cas lifted the down comforter off their naked bodies.

    “Jesus, could you leave it on me at least?”

    “I’m sorry. Here you go.” Cas placed the comforter back and kissed Mary’s hardened nipple.

    “Don’t you start that now. Those slopes won’t patrol themselves.”

    “It’s true.”

    “And why do you have to start before the sun comes up, again?”

    The van shifted under Cas’s feet as she lifted off the bed and searched for her clothes.

    “You know good and well.” Cas ran her fingers through her hair, debating if she could go one more day without washing it. She’d be home tomorrow afternoon; she could make it until then.

    Mary sat up, clutching the blanket to her body. “I’m not sure I can do this anymore.”

    “What? Wake up early?”

    “No. This.” She motioned a hand between the two of them. “Sleeping in your van is fun and all, but is this going anywhere?”

    “Well, you weren’t in any shape to go anywhere last night. I certainly wasn’t going to let you drive back to Government Camp after all those shots.”

    “Cas, you know what I mean. I want something more than just sleepovers in a van.”

    “This is a really nice van. Some people don’t even have houses as nice as my van.” Cas put every spare penny into outfitting the Sprinter van. It served as her getaway for every season, her home on wheels anytime she wanted to travel.

    “Can’t you take me seriously for even one conversation?”

    “Mary, I’m not looking for serious. I thought you knew that. If that’s what you want, then no, this isn’t going to work.”

    “Got it.”

    Cas found the rest of her ski gear and pulled it on. “Stay as long as you like. I know your shift doesn’t start for a while. If you change your mind, you know where to find me.”

    A blast of snow hit Cas’s face as she jumped out the back door. “Shit. It’s going to be a cold one.” The trek to the lodge was uphill, against the wind, and Cas could only imagine what the climbers in the 1930s had faced when they’d attempted these hikes with rudimentary equipment. The history of Mt. Hood was one of the things she loved most about this resort. Most ski patrol days were quiet: a few sprains here or there, the occasional case of frost bite. Every once in a while a broken leg or wrist, but rarely did Cas need to use her paramedic skills on the mountain. More often than not, she skied around asking if anyone needed help finding anything or searched for lost skiers who weren’t actually lost.

    “But I want to go skiing!” a child’s voice yelled as Cas approached the lodge around lunchtime. A voice she was pretty sure she knew. Bringing herself to an abrupt halt, she swerved her skis, spraying Mercedes with a pile of snow. Mercedes burst into laughter. “Cassie! What are you doing?”

    “Whiners get sprayed. Don’t you know that?”

    “I wasn’t whining.”

    “That’s not what I heard.”

    “TJ! Get back here!” Michelle chased her son through the snow, unable to catch him.

    “Whoa there.” Cas stretched out a hand and scooped him up. “What’s going on here?”

    “Thank you.” Michelle stopped to catch her breath.

    “Can we go skiing now?” Mercedes asked.

    “I hate skiing. I wish Dad was here.” TJ crossed his arms.

    “Well, he isn’t, and we need to try to take turns.” Michelle sounded like she was at her wit’s end.

    “Where is he?” TJ asked.

    “A business trip,” Michelle answered and eyed Cas. Cas wanted nothing to do with this conversation.

    “Business is stupid,” TJ said.

    “You aren’t wrong, kiddo.”

    “I’ll tell you what,” Cas said. “TJ, you want to hang out with ski patrol for a bit? I could sure use the help.”

    “You don’t have to,” Michelle said to Cas.

    “I know I don’t. I’d be happy to have some help.”

    “Please, Mom?”

    “Mom, let him go so we can ski!” Mercedes planted her poles and jumped off the ground.

    “TJ, make sure you listen to every word. Got it?”

    “Got it!”

    “Thank you, Cas.”

    As Cas locked eyes with Michelle, Rion’s words rang in her head. Maybe she was a good-looking woman. It didn’t matter. Cas had no intentions of getting involved with a woman with kids. “I have some work to do inside, so you two take a few runs and just meet up with us whenever you’re ready.”

    “Let’s go!” Mercedes pushed off, and Michelle hurried to catch her.

    “All right, TJ, what do you know about hikers?”

    “People who go on hikes?”

    “Yup.” Cas took his hand and helped him down the snowbank toward the main entrance of the lodge. Past the large trail map was a separate room for hiker check-in.

    “Whoa. What’s this room?” TJ stared at the topographic map that took up the entire wall.

    “This is where the hikers check in for the day. It’s important that we know how many people are out on the mountain so that no one gets lost.”

    “People hike to the top of the mountain?”

    “Every day.”

    “Don’t they get cold?”

    “Probably.”

    “Have you ever hiked to the top of the mountain?”

    “I haven’t.”

    “Why not?”

    Damn, kids asked a lot of questions. She wasn’t going to tell him because she’d stopped sleeping with Bree the weekend before they’d planned to hike to the top. “It just never worked out.”

    “I hate being cold.”

    “Is that why you don’t like skiing?”

    “That, and I feel all wobbly.” He wiggled his arms back and forth.

    Cas couldn’t help but laugh. “I think that gets better with practice.”

    “My legs never go where I want. They just wobble like jelly.”

    “Have you ever thought about snowboarding?”

    “I want to. My dad said snowboarding is for losers.”

    Cas made a show of looking over her shoulder. She leaned closer to TJ. “Last I checked, your dad isn’t here. Want to give it a try?”

    TJ lit up like the Christmas tree in the lodge. “Really?”

    “Let’s go.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Four

    

    Michelle brought the bar down on the chairlift and wrapped an arm around Mercedes. “Your turns are getting really good.”

    “I know.” Mercedes leaned forward on the bar.

    Such confidence. Michelle stroked her hand up her daughter’s back. She didn’t think she had ever been on the chairlift alone with her. Somehow Tommy always got to be the fun parent. Tommy got to be the one to take her on the runs and on the lift, meanwhile Michelle was stuck in the lodge or on the bunny hill trying to convince TJ that he could make it down the slope. How had she let that happen? Skiing had always been her passion. Her escape. She’d imagined that this was something she would share with her children, not something that would drive a wedge between the family. What a relief that Cas had showed up when she did. Michelle didn’t know how she would make it through the day with one kid who refused to put on skis and another who refused to sit still. Mercedes shot down the lesson idea immediately, exclaiming that she already knew how to ski and wouldn’t be caught dead in a lesson.

    How was this going to work? They’d go home Christmas Eve, and maybe the excitement of Santa would distract the kids enough from Tommy’s absence, but where would they go from there? She still needed to tell her parents. They’d be disappointed, of course. What kind of wife couldn’t keep her husband happy? But was it really all on her?

    What had Tommy done to try to make her happy? God, relationships were hard. She rubbed Mercedes’s back again. This was the best part. These two made it all worth it. Mercedes and TJ were her world. Being a mother was all she’d ever wanted, and she would do anything to keep them happy.

    She lifted the bar as they approached the top. “Don’t get too far forward.” Her heart dropped every time Mercedes scooted too close to the edge.

    “I know, Mom.” When did her ten-year-old become a teenager? “Let’s go right, and I’ll race you to the bottom!” Mercedes pushed off before Michelle could comprehend what she’d said, and Michelle raced to catch her.

    Not wanting to be a burden, Michelle convinced Mercedes they needed to go check on TJ and Cas after a few runs. Of course everything was a race, and she followed behind her daughter. She hadn’t won a race in ten years.

    “That’s it, TJ! Now just stand up straighter!” Cas’s voice carried, and Michelle looked around to see where it was coming from.

    “That’s it. Lean back.”

    “Am I doing it?” a timid TJ asked.

    “You’re more than doing it! Keep going!”

    Michelle looked down to the tow rope to see Cas running after TJ on a…snowboard? What in the world? Once at the bottom, Cas gave TJ a high-five, and they got in line to grab the rope back up the beginner hill.

    TJ looked up. “Mom!” He waved his hand over his head. Michelle snow-plowed the few feet to the top of the bunny slope.

    “Mom, did you see?” TJ called out as the rope slowly pulled him up the hill.

    “I did.” Michelle still wasn’t quite sure what was happening. TJ let go of the tow rope and crashed into Michelle’s body. She held him against her legs and gave him a hug.

    “Cas is helping me! My legs aren’t wobbly, and I love snowboarding!”

    “Is that so?” She looked to Cas, who had walked up the hill behind TJ.

    “It’s, like, so fun!”

    “I’m glad you’re having a good time.”

    “Watch this, Mom!” TJ strapped into the board and pushed down the hill.

    “I hope I didn’t overstep,” Cas said.

    TJ cautiously worked his way down the hill. Definitely a beginner, but much more confident than he was on skis. “I can’t believe he’s having fun.”

    “He said he felt wobbly on skis, so I thought this might be a good alternative.”

    “Thank you.” Michelle threw herself into Cas’s arms and hugged her. This was the solution she needed.

    “Um.”

    “Sorry.” Michelle pushed herself back. “I just really needed that. Thank you.”

    “He said his dad thinks snowboards are for losers.”

    “Well, his dad isn’t here, now, is he?”

    “That is exactly what I said!”

    TJ reached the bottom of the hill and waved his arms up and down. “Did you see that, Mom?”

    “I did!”

    Mercedes skied down to join him, not wanting to be left out anymore. Michelle’s mom heart swelled seeing Mercedes help him on the tow rope. This could work. They could do this.

    “I can’t thank you enough.”

    “It’s nothing,” Cas said.

    “Well, it isn’t nothing to me. I appreciate it, and if there’s anything I can ever do for you, please let me know.”

    “Oh, I’m okay.”

    “Seriously. If there’s ever anything I can do to help you, just say the word.”

    “It hasn’t come up yet.”

    “I know. That’s why I’m telling you now. When you need something, you let me know and I’ll help.”

    “No. The help. It hasn’t come up.”

    “Come on. Everyone needs help.” Even tough, snowboard-teaching paramedics must need help sometimes.

    “It hasn’t.”

    “You have done more than enough for me in the last twenty-four hours, I’m going to find a way to make it up to you.” One way or another, Michelle would find a way to repay Cas.

    

  
     
    Chapter Five

    

    Cas could almost feel the warm shower waiting for her as she fished for her apartment key in her backpack. She’d shower, relax for what was left of her Sunday, and start her forty-eight-hour shift tomorrow. Then she would do it all again. Winter was her favorite season for that very reason. She could work, then put her skills to use doing something she loved.

    The scent of chicken frying wafted into the entry as she opened the door. Who was in her house? A blond woman she had never met before sat on her couch flipping through a streaming app. Her streaming app. Who was this woman and why was she logged on to her TV?

    “Just a few more minutes, Jules. Did you find something?” Rion yelled from the kitchen.

    “Rion, what the hell?” Cas dropped her bag and marched toward the kitchen. His face appeared in the pass-through window to the living room.

    “Oh shit.”

    “Oh shit is right.”

    “Honey, who’s that?” the mystery woman asked.

    “My roommate got home early from her work trip. She’s always doing things like this, but we can make it work.” Rion turned the burner off and plated what he was making. “Please play along?” he whispered to Cas, his brown eyes wide and pleading. Who could say no to those puppy eyes?

    Rion joined Jules on the couch. “Actually, she’s not really my roommate.”

    Thank God he was going to come clean. Cas didn’t know how long this new woman might be in the picture for, and she wasn’t one to keep track of lies.

    “I let her live here for free.”

    “I’m sorry, what?” Cas joined them near the TV now.

    “She’s going through a really rough time. So I thought, you know what? I have a great place that’s big enough, let me do something charitable and let her stay for free.”

    “That is, like, so sweet of you,” Jules said. “It’s really nice when we can help people older than us get back on their feet.”

    “Okay, that’s it.” Cas threw her hands up. “Jules, was it? Rion here is not some great philanthropist, he is my brother. And he doesn’t live here, he lives in our mother’s basement.”

    “Is that true?” Jules asked.

    “No. Technically it’s a split-level. I don’t live in the basement.”

    “But you still live with your mother?”

    “Just until I find something better.”

    “Just so you know, Jules, he hasn’t found something better in thirty years.”

    Jules got up from the couch. “Thank you. Looks like I really dodged a bullet here.” The door slammed, and Cas grabbed Jules’s untouched plate from the coffee table.

    “This is actually really good,” she said through a full mouth.

    “Did you have to do that?”

    “Did you?”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “I could have played cool until you went off about me being some broke old person. What the hell was that?”

    Rion put his head in his hands. “I really liked her too.”

    “If you really liked her, why did you lie to her about where you lived?”

    “It’s like you said, I’m thirty-four years old and live at home. Who’s going to want to be with that?”

    “The right person won’t care where you live.”

    “I hope you’re right. Well, since I’m here, what are we watching?” Rion kicked his feet up on the coffee table.

    “Hey, hey, hey. We still need to talk about the fact that I gave you a key for emergencies only. The key is for if I need you to grab something, or if I haven’t answered my phone in a week and you think I’m passed out from CO2 or something, not for you to play house.”

    “Speaking of, when are you coming by? Mom keeps asking.”

    “She has my number. If she wants to know, she can call.”

    “Yes, but when you do this, all you do is put me in the middle.”

    “You put yourself in the middle by living in the basement.”

    “It’s a split level, and it’s rent free. She isn’t terrible, you know?”

    “I didn’t say she was.” Cas put the plate on the table. “I really need a shower.”

    “Don’t do this.”

    “Shower in my own apartment? Or enjoy my day off the way I intended?”

    “Clam up when I start asking you about real things.”

    “Fine. You want to talk? She didn’t want to do mom things when we were younger, but now she wants to be a Sunday dinner family? She doesn’t just get to start being a mom now.”

    “She tried her best.”

    “Bullshit she did. She didn’t want to be a mom and made that perfectly clear. And that’s fine, not everybody does, but maybe you keep that part to yourself in front of the kids. Now I am going to go shower and enjoy the rest of my weekend. I work a forty-eight tomorrow, and then I’m headed back up the mountain. Tell Mom I’ll be over for dinner sometime this spring.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Six

    

    Christmas came and went, and the excitement of new toys and lights was almost enough to distract Mercedes and TJ from the absence of their father. Why did he have to up and leave at the holidays? Michelle still hadn’t had any contact with him, and not for lack of trying. She’d called, texted, emailed, even resorted to leaving angry voicemails, but got nothing. Her own husband was ghosting her. At Christmas. Where had she gone wrong? And more than that, how could he turn his back on their kids? Turning his back on her was one thing, but to just up and leave his own flesh and blood?

    “Mom! Watch!” TJ jumped and blew into the party blower for only the dozenth time that evening.

    “Looks great, sweetie.” Michelle had agreed to the New Year’s Eve party because that’s what fun parents did. The last thing she wanted was a house crawling with kids, but if it would distract her own from the one person not there, she would do it. She was able to negotiate down to two friends each, which had seemed manageable in the moment, but now with six kids running around the kitchen island, midnight seemed just as far away as July.

    “What do you say we celebrate East Coast New Year’s?” A long shot, but maybe they’d go for it. That was only thirty minutes away.

    “No!” Mercedes and her two friends yelled together. “We are making it to midnight like big kids!”

    This big kid can’t make it to midnight. “How about you all go watch something in the living room, and I’ll make popcorn?”

    “Okay!” TJ threw his hands in the air and led the charge.

    She loved these kids more than anything, but that didn’t mean she didn’t need a moment of quiet. Well, what she really needed was a glass of wine and a girls’ night, but she couldn’t face any of her friends yet. Her best friends had been calling and texting, but she knew that eventually the subject of Tommy would come up. How could her husband of ten years not come up in conversations? What would she tell them? My husband of ten years ran off with a younger version of me? My husband and I aren’t speaking? We’re on a break?

    The microwave beeped, and she split the popcorn evenly into two large bowls to avoid any disagreements.

    “All right, everyone lean in for a picture!” She pulled her phone out.

    “Not now, Mom,” Mercedes whined.

    “Just one and then you can go back to your movie. Now scoot in.” She waved her arms together and, miraculously, the kids cooperated. After finally getting one with everyone looking at the camera, she retreated to the kitchen. Debating between coffee and wine, she opted for wine. What was one glass?

    The kids giggled in the other room. Thank God they’d picked a movie they could all agree on. Making friends as an adult was a weird part of life that no one ever prepared her for. Most of her friends were either other parents from school or friends from college. Was there anyone in her life that didn’t know her and Tommy as a couple? Well, there was one person.

    She sent the picture of the kids in the living room, followed by a text:

    I hope your New Year’s is as wild as mine. I got suckered into a sleepover with these monsters.

    Was that weird? Texting friends wasn’t weird. She would have texted one of her other friends something similar, but she wasn’t currently talking to them.

    Almost immediately, her phone buzzed. A picture of Cas in her uniform with another woman flashed on her phone.

    Val here and I are on call. We don’t say the q word, but it’s been a good night so far.

    Michelle zoomed in on the picture. Val sat across from Cas at a dining table. Cas was smiling, but her brown eyes didn’t know which camera to look at. Her ruffled brown hair looked like she’d just taken off a ball cap. The gold emblem on her navy uniform read “Lake Oswego EMS.” She hadn’t thought to ask Cas where she worked when they met at Timberline; people from all over Oregon flocked to that mountain.

    Michelle: You work in Lake Oswego?

    Cas: Yup—born and raised

    Michelle: What are the odds? We live in Lake Oswego

    Had Cas been one of the paramedics to come to the school on career day? Maybe they had been in each other’s orbit this whole time.

    Cas: Well, if your party gets out of hand, I guess we’ll be the ones to respond

    Michelle: lol

    Michelle: I’ll keep the party animals in line

    Cas: thank goodness

    Michelle: What’s the q word?

    Cas: What’s the first rule about fight club?

    Michelle: Fight club?

    Cas: You know? The movie? Brad Pitt. Edward Norton. Fight club.

    Michelle: I have no idea what you’re talking about

    Cas sent a link to the movie and Michelle clicked on it.

    Michelle: ya I was in grade school when that came out. my parents def didn’t let me see that

    Cas: good lord I feel old

    Cas: well the first rule about fight club is you don’t talk about fight club

    Michelle: What does that have to do with the q word

    Cas: We don’t talk about it!

    Michelle: Jeez. Got it. Didn’t know it was a sensitive subject

    Cas: lol not sensitive, more like superstitious

    Michelle: You’re superstitious?

    Cas: I’m a little stitious

    Michelle: ???

    Cas: You didn’t get that one either????

    Michelle: no?

    Cas: Well, I guess I am officially old. How old are you anyway? I need to start tailoring my references.

    Cas hadn’t seemed that much older when Michelle met her in person. No way she was so much older that Michelle had no clue what she was talking about. Maybe they just had very different taste in movies.

    Michelle: 32

    Cas: Yup. That makes sense. So should I use sesame street or blues clues as a reference?

    Michelle: Hey now!

    Cas: Teletubbies?

    Michelle: no way you are that much older

    Cas: 44

    Michelle: Damn. You look good for 44

    Michelle hadn’t meant to send that. It just came out. But she didn’t believe for a second that Cas would be twelve years her senior.

    Cas: why thank you ;)

    Michelle: you’re serious?

    Cas: as a heart attack

    Cas: the q word is quiet. we don’t say it out loud because as soon as we do, a call happens.

    Michelle: ah, that makes sense

    Cas: ah shit. apparently typing it counts too. alarm going off. Gtg have a good night

    Michelle: you too

    So Cas lived in the same town as her. What would Michelle do with this information? Having a new friend she could text was one thing, but someone she might actually be able to hang out with? The new year might be looking up after all.

    

  
     
    Chapter Seven

    

    “What are you grinning at over there?” Val asked between bites.

    Cas put her phone down to take her own bite of dinner. They needed to eat when they got the chance. Many nights calls came through back-to-back, and she never got the chance to enjoy a hot meal. “Nothing. Just a picture.”

    “Picture of what? Let me see?” Val reached for the phone.

    “It’s just some kids.”

    “Since when do you grin at kids?”

    “These kids happen to be cute.” Cas flipped her phone upside down.

    “Since when do you think kids are cute?”

    “These kids are cute.” The phone buzzed, vibrating to the end of the table.

    “Shit, don’t get involved with a girl with kids.”

    “I’m not getting involved with anyone.”

    “Mm-hmm. Tell that to the grin on your face.”

    “I do not have a grin on my face.” Cas consciously frowned. How had Michelle not seen Fight Club? It was only one of the greatest movies of all time. Despite the rocky start, Cas found Michelle easy to talk to. Mercedes was a handful, she’d learned from experience, and while TJ was sweet, Cas couldn’t even imagine what Michelle’s life would be now that she was facing it as a single parent.

    “I was with a woman one time who had kids. It was weird.”

    “Which woman?” Cas and Val had worked together for over ten years. Besides being partners at work, Cas considered Val to be one of her best friends. How could she have been with a woman she hadn’t heard of?

    “Remember flaming red?”

    “The hot dancer from the bar? I thought that was a one-night thing.”

    “Well, on the second night, I found out she had a kid. It’s super awkward to try to get things on knowing there is a small child a few rooms down. I couldn’t do it.”

    “Besides the fact that I don’t want a relationship, she is very much straight, so you don’t have to worry.”

    “Is anyone really straight?”

    “Holy crap.” Cas nearly dropped her phone.

    “What?”

    “And she’s thirty-two. So even if she wasn’t straight, which she is, I am not going to be seeing a thirty-two-year-old with kids.” Just a baby. Her brother was barely older than Michelle. Cas couldn’t even imagine being married, let alone having a family. Michelle still had so much life to live. At thirty-two, Cas didn’t have even half the life experience that she did now.

    “Talk about baggage.”

    “I don’t think having kids is baggage.”

    “Oh really?”

    “Where is this coming from?”

    “Okay, what about if you want to go out and one of the kids gets sick and then you can’t? Baggage. Or you want to take a long weekend, but you can’t because there’s a soccer tournament on Saturday. Baggage. Or you go to the freezer for the last ice cream sandwich, only to find that one of the little monsters has eaten it first. Baggage.”

    “That last one sounds like it comes from experience.”

    “Just don’t date her.”

    “Are you listening to me at all? She is too young and too straight for me to date. She is going through a rough time and needs a friend. Her husband just left with a younger woman, and she might have to completely start over. New job. New house. The whole thing. She’s not even in a place to date right now.”

    “I hear what you’re saying, but your face keeps doing that grin thing.” She made a circular motion with her pointer finger.

    “What grin thing?” It was fun texting with Michelle. Their banter was an easy back-and-forth. Cas had plenty of friends she chatted with while on shift, but this was different.

    “The grin thing you did when you were texting Bree or whatever her name was.”

    “Ugh. Don’t remind me.”

    “Don’t do that whole damsel in distress thing.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “Oh, like you don’t know.”

    Cas loved Val, but she could rarely keep up with her topics of conversation. “I honest to God have no idea what you’re talking about.”

    “The whole first responder thing. You love rescuing a girl who needs help.”

    “Do you really think so?”

    “Are you just now realizing this? I assumed that’s why you picked up ski patrol. So you could keep the hero work up around the clock.”

    “I like helping people. I guess I didn’t realize.” Damn, is that what Cas did? She liked to be the hero in real life; did that apply to her personal life too?

    “Forget I said anything. Any big plans for the weekend?”

    “I’m heading back up the mountain. Probably stay two nights.”

    “Just don’t meet any more straight girls.”

    “For fuck’s sake, Val.”

    “What? I’m bored.”

    Cas didn’t know if it was her typing the word quiet or Val saying she was bored—probably a combination of both—but they’d angered the EMS gods, and the alarms blared in the small room. “Let’s go.” Cas grabbed her jacket and ran to the door.

    

  
     
    Chapter Eight

    

    Tommy stayed just long enough to get a few of his things and work out schedules for the kids. “Trial separation” is what he called it. Michelle still couldn’t put her finger on what had gone wrong. At least he wasn’t writing them off completely. There was still so much to figure out. Would Michelle keep the house? Would they get a divorce? Did she need a job? It was a lot to handle all at once. One day at a time.

    Tommy’s parents insisted on taking the kids for an overnight stay. It wasn’t uncommon, but it was certainly unwelcome right now. The last thing Michelle wanted was to be alone in the house on a Friday night.

    Her normal friend group slowly figured out what was going on, mostly through social media and kids from school, but Michelle still didn’t want to face them. What could she say?

    She dialed Cas’s number. Maybe she shouldn’t call. Who even called people anymore? Should I just have texted? Cas answered before she could overthink it.

    “Hey there,” Cas said.

    “Hi.” Now that Cas had answered, Michelle wasn’t sure what to say.

    “What’s up?”

    “Does your offer for help still stand?”

    “Of course. What do you need?”

    “I know it sounds silly, but the kids are at their grandparents’, and I’m having a hard time being in the house all alone tonight.”

    “That doesn’t sound silly at all.”

    “I don’t know if you’re working or not, but I need to be anywhere but here.”

    “I have the perfect solution. I’m texting you an address. Meet me there in twenty minutes.”

    Michelle’s mood turned hopeful for the first time all night. She didn’t ask any questions. She really did want to be anywhere but home. “I’ll see you then.”

    Not having much time to get ready and not knowing where they were going, Michelle threw her hair in a ponytail and put on an oversized sweater.

    “Axe throwing?”

    Cas waited at the entrance to the address she had sent. “Ever been?” Cas’s brown eyes twinkled underneath the streetlight.

    “I’ve never even heard of it.”

    “Perfect.” Cas held the door open as they entered. “I’ll take my usual spot, Johnny.” Cas signaled to the cashier.

    “You’re a regular?”

    “It’s an excellent way to relieve stress.”

    Axe throwing was a mix of batting cages and bowling. There were marked out lanes with netting in between each, but a wooden target for each lane to throw at. Different axes lined either side of the lane. Cas pulled the cover off a short-handled axe.

    “You have your own?” Michelle didn’t even know that was a thing.

    “Like I said, it’s a great stress reliever.” Cas took one step and released the axe. It flew through the air and landed in the bull’s-eye at the end of the cage.

    “Wow.”

    “First of all, never cross that line when someone is throwing.” Cas pointed to a neon yellow line on the floor.

    “Got it.”

    “And never throw when someone is retrieving.” Cas walked over to pull her axe out of the wall.

    “That makes sense.”

    “You’d be surprised, and I would rather not work tonight.”

    “Which one should I use?” Michelle surveyed the variety of axes in front of her.

    “Start with the one in the middle.”

    She grabbed it off the wall and rubbed the worn, wooden handle between her fingers.

    “Now raise both hands over your head.” Cas demonstrated with her own hands. “Take one step, and then release.” She pretended to throw an axe.

    Michelle made an attempt, but her axe hit the target handle-side with a thump.

    “Not bad,” Cas said. “This time, try and only let it rotate one time in the air. Give it another go.”

    Michelle stepped forward again. The axe landed five feet in front of her and bounced toward the target.

    “Yup. That’s why we stand behind the line,” Cas chuckled.

    Michelle went to retrieve the axe. “I’m not sure I’m any good at this.”

    “Nah, we just need to focus your energy.” Cas moved behind Michelle and grabbed both her hands. “Take the axe over your head like this.” Michelle allowed her hands to be guided back.

    “Now take a deep breath, think of something that really pisses you off, and release.” Cas stepped back.

    Michelle kept the axe behind her head. She inhaled, counted to three, then pictured the last text she sent to Tommy and the fact that it had flashed from delivered to read. She stepped forward and released. The axe left her hand and landed just outside the bull’s–eye on the wall.

    “Now we’re talking!” Cas clapped as Michelle went to get it.

    “That felt good!”

    “I told you.”

    “So what now? We just keep throwing axes until we feel better?”

    “Something like that. There are different games. We can keep score, or we can just throw until our triceps burn.”

    Cas threw an axe with one hand that landed in the bull’s-eye.

    “I don’t think I want to play anything that keeps score yet.”

    “Just for fun it is, then. Want something to drink?”

    “That actually sounds great. Whatever you’re having.”

    Cas soon returned with two beers and set them on the high-top table behind the throwing area.

    “Cheers.” They toasted bottles and Michelle took a long sip, the cool liquid bubbling down her throat.

    “Thank you. I never would have imagined axe throwing, but this is perfect.”

    “You’re welcome. Do you want to talk about it?”

    “Which part exactly?”

    “Any of it.”

    Michelle set her drink down and picked up another axe. After another deep breath and a mental picture of Tommy’s arrogant face, she landed as close to the bull’s-eye as possible without hitting it.

    Cas threw one right after her, hitting the bull’s-eye. “You’re almost ready to keep score.”

    “Tommy and I met during college.” Michelle walked to get both axes. “We met in an econ class our junior year, and he proposed right before graduation. It seemed like the right thing to do, you know?”

    “I don’t. What do you mean?”

    “My school had this silly ritual the girls would say. There were three things you were supposed to do before graduation. One was see an albino squirrel, two was catch a pine cone from a tree before it hit the ground, and three was get a ring by spring.”

    “Are you serious?”

    “The weeks before graduation, you’d see girls flinging themselves across the campus trying to catch a pine cone. It was unreal.”

    “And this was a college for a degree?”

    “It sounds so silly now, but that’s how it was all supposed to go. Graduate, get married, have babies. It’s all I wanted. Tommy helped make two of those things come true.”

    “All you wanted was to get married and have babies?”

    “I wouldn’t say that’s all I wanted.” Michelle threw another axe. She did dream of being a mother, but some day she had wanted a career too. It’s just that one of those things had more of a ticking clock than the other.

    “Were you happy with Tommy?”

    “I thought I was.”

    Cas raised an eyebrow as she took a sip of her beer.

    “Smart, good-looking, good job, what more good could a girl want?”

    “I don’t know, maybe an equal partner, or a great lover, or someone who still knows how to make your heart flutter after ten years?”

    “Tommy never did any of those things.”

    “That’s why I don’t understand relationships. Very rarely is someone actually happy in a relationship.”

    “I don’t know if that’s true.”

    “Name three couples you know who are happy?”

    “Um…”

    “See?”

    “Now wait a second, give me a minute.” Michelle racked her brain. Who did she know that was truly happy? Did her parents count? Were they? They’d certainly been married a long time. She couldn’t come up empty-handed. She named the first happy couple she could think of. “Troy and Gabriella.”

    “Wait a second. From High School Musical?”

    How did she know that movie? “No. From high school.”

    “You expect me to believe that you went to high school with a Troy and Gabriella who are happily married?”

    “Fine.” Michelle crossed her arms in defeat. “I can’t name three happy couples.” Michelle didn’t know if this night was making her feel better or worse. Did this mean there was no one out there for her?

    “Hey. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be a downer or anything.” Cas must have sensed the shift in mood.

    “It’s fine.”

    “Just because relationships don’t work for me, that doesn’t mean they can’t work for others. My opinions are just that, opinions.”

    “You’ve never had a serious relationship?”

    “Nope.”

    “Don’t you get lonely?”

    “Not really. There are plenty of ways for me to find company.” Cas winked.

    “Oh my God, really?”

    “Just because I’m not in a relationship doesn’t mean I don’t see people.”

    “I haven’t been with anyone but Tommy in over ten years.”

    Cas let out a slow whistle.

    “I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

    “I don’t think that’s a problem you need to solve tonight.”

    “You’re right. There are a lot of problems to solve before I get to the dating stage. My biggest problem now is that he won’t even talk to me.”

    “Nothing?”

    “Barely a word.”

    “I’m glad you called tonight. I know that stuff is messy and hard, and I am happy to be able to help in any way I can.”

    “I’m glad I called too.” Michelle still had so much to sort out, but this night with Cas was a welcome distraction from her real world.

    

  
     
    Chapter Nine

    

    “Hi there!” Michelle answered the phone after two rings. “I wasn’t expecting you to call.”

    “It’s a lost art,” Cas said, thankful that Michelle had picked up. “Us elder millennials need to teach the younger generations what a phone is actually for.”

    “Excuse me?” Michelle feigned offense.

    “There was a time when all a phone could do was make calls. Did you know that there was even a time when if someone else called while you were talking to someone, it just beeped. No voicemail or anything?”

    “Sounds like the dark ages. How did you ever survive?”

    “Don’t even get me started on dial-up internet. You had to pick between the phone or the internet!” God, she sounded like a dinosaur. Why exactly was Cas aging herself so much?

    Michelle giggled on the other end of the line. “It’s a miracle you survived.”

    “You don’t know the half of it. The real reason I’m calling is to see how you’re doing.” She couldn’t stop wondering. Michelle had infiltrated her brain in a way no friend had in a long time. She had helped friends through bad breakups before, but a divorce with kids was a new level of messy.

    “Oh.”

    The line went quiet. “Michelle?” It stayed silent. “Michelle, are you there?” A few more beats of silence.

    “Yeah, I’m here. Sorry.”

    “Are you okay?”

    “Yeah. Just surprised is all. No one has asked me that.”

    “How you’re doing?”

    “Yeah. It’s going okay. I think the kids are doing well. Tommy is finally sending me one-word texts, but I don’t know where we’re at in the process. I guess it’s still a trial separation. I don’t know how long the trial is though.”

    “How long do you want it to be?”

    “Huh.”

    “What?”

    “I haven’t thought about that.”

    “Do you want to stay with him?”

    “I don’t think so.”

    “Do you want to end the trial separation?”

    “I want to know where the heck things are going. I don’t want to be in this constant state of limbo. Either rip the Band-Aid off or don’t.”

    “As much as it sucks, maybe you’re going to have to be the one to push things along.”

    “I always have to be the adult,” Michelle whined.

    “Adulting fucking sucks.”

    “It really does. How are you?”

    “Same old, same old. Just finished my shift. About to hit the shower.”

    “Are you going up to the mountain this weekend?”

    “No. I only have twenty-four hours off. I picked up some extra shifts, so I’ll be around.”

    “Both kids are at sleepovers tomorrow night. I don’t know how this keeps happening. I used to look forward to the nights when I could get a minute of peace and quiet, but now I dread it.”

    “Well, I can invite you over here, but you have to promise to not judge.”

    “Why would I judge?”

    “It’s lesbian movie night.”

    “Is that movies about lesbians or lesbians who watch movies?”

    “Sometimes it’s both.”

    Michelle let out a laugh. “I would never judge. I’m in.”

    “This week we’re watching Alien.”

    “Isn’t that movie ancient?”

    Cas gasped. “Sigourney Weaver’s arms are timeless.”

    “I guess we’ll find out. What can I bring?”

    “Wine never hurts. I’ll text you my address.”

    
     

    Cas paced her condo, ensuring everyone had drinks and snacks for movie night. It was a tradition started years ago by Val that had continued even when not everyone could make it. Cas preferred to host since she had the largest space, but she didn’t always get the luxury.

    “Can we start yet?” Val called from the kitchen.

    “Almost.” Cas checked her watch. Michelle would be here any minute.

    “I want to see the aliens.” Shannon threw popcorn in Cas’s direction.

    “Then you’ll have to wait ’til next time. It’s Alien tonight, not Aliens.”

    “You’re such a nerd.” Shannon stuck her tongue out.

    “Be nice.” Brynn, Shannon’s girlfriend, shoved her on the couch.

    The doorbell saved Cas from the schoolyard teasing. “Michelle. I’m so glad you made it.” Cas ushered her inside and took her long, tan overcoat. Michelle’s skinny jeans and off-the-shoulder beige sweater were slightly overdressed for movie night, but she looked fantastic.

    “Here.” She placed a bottle of wine in Cas’s hand. “I didn’t know what everyone liked so I brought a pinot.”

    “This looks great. Thank you.”

    “Cas, can you help me in the kitchen?” Val called.

    “I’ll be right there. Michelle, grab a seat and I’ll be right back. Can I get you something to drink?”

    “Wine would be great.”

    Cas was met by a slap to the shoulder as she entered the kitchen. “What is your very straight friend doing at lesbian movie night?” Val asked.

    “I thought we welcomed everyone?”

    “You know what I mean. She looks like she just came out of a PTA meeting.”

    “She probably did.”

    “You said you weren’t going to fall for the straight girl.”

    “And I’m not.”

    “Oh really?”

    “Just because I invite someone to movie night means I’m into them? Because there is a whole condo full of women I am not into here.”

    “Be careful.”

    “There is nothing to be careful about. She needed somewhere to be tonight. It’s movie night. She’s here. How about you be nice?”

    “Are we watching this or not?” Shannon called.

    “Can you open this wine, please?” Cas set the bottle on the counter and went to rescue Michelle from whatever conversation she was in.

    “So you mean to tell me that Bert and Ernie weren’t brothers?” Michelle sat on the loveseat, looking at Brynn and Shannon with wide eyes.

    “Exactly!”

    “What is going on here?” Cas eyed the loveseat. It would be a tight fit, but it was that or sit on the floor. It would be weird to sit on the floor in her own house.

    Michelle scooted over. “Here. Sit down.”

    “We were just educating our new friend,” Shannon said.

    Val handed Michelle a red Solo cup. “Here you go. Cas, all your wine glasses were dirty.”

    Michelle eyed the cup and cautiously took it. “Thanks.”

    “I’m sorry about that. I’ll do better next time.” If she could have strangled Val with a glare, she would have. Why was bringing a new friend in such a big deal?

    “Can we freaking start now?” Shannon hit play before anyone could stop her. With the lights dimmed, Cas didn’t notice that Michelle had inched her way closer and closer until their thighs were touching. The loveseat sank down in the middle. It would have been impossible to stay apart from each other, right? At one point, one of the aliens jumped out, scaring Michelle right into Cas’s lap. She buried her head into her shoulder, afraid to look up.

    “Tell me when the scary part is over,” she said quietly.

    “I will.”

    Val cleared her throat and looked at Cas. Cas pushed herself away from Michelle ever so slightly. She wanted to make her feel safe, but as a friend. Friends could tell each other when the scary parts were over.

    “You can look now.” Cas gently stroked her back as the scene changed to something slightly less intense. Cas could feel Val’s glare through the rest of the movie, but there wasn’t anything she could do about it now. The loveseat was small, and getting up to move would cause a scene.

    The end credits rolled, and Val turned on the lights.

    “That alien blood always reminds me of that case where the guy had brain splatter everywhere,” Shannon told the room.

    “Brain splatter?” Michelle’s eyes went wide.

    “If I remember right, it wasn’t even a gunshot wound. It was something much more out there,” Brynn said.

    “Speargun!” Val said.

    “That’s right!” Shannon snapped her fingers. “I had to throw that pair of shoes out.”

    Michelle’s face turned ghostly white.

    “All right, all right,” Cas said. “Not everyone here is used to hearing about that kind of thing.” Cas turned to Michelle. “You’ll have to excuse them. Shannon and Brynn are trauma nurses, and we all sometimes forget that not everyone does what we do.”

    “We’re sorry,” Shannon said. “Occupational hazard.”

    “What is it that you do? Val asked.

    “Um.” Michelle shifted in her seat.

    Cas wanted to strangle Val. What the fuck was this about? Why was having a new friend such a big deal? Michelle was perfectly nice. There was no reason for Val to treat her this way.

    “I’m in between jobs right now,” Michelle finally answered. “My degree is in marketing, and my goal is to finally put it to good use.”

    Interesting. Did that mean that Michelle was actually thinking about going back to work?

    “Well, it’s a work night for us.” Shannon held her hand out for Brynn. “Thank you again for hosting.”

    “Aliens next time?” Cas asked.

    “Fuck no!” Brynn replied. “If we start this franchise, it’ll be a year before we move on to something else.”

    “And what’s wrong with that?”

    “I’ll pick the next movie. Thank you again for hosting.” Shannon gave Cas a hug and a peck on the cheek. “Michelle, it was lovely to meet you. You’re welcome anytime.”

    “I’m headed out too.” Val followed. “See you on shift tomorrow.”

    The door shut, leaving Cas and Michelle alone.

    “Your friends are very nice,” Michelle said.

    Cas eyed the red Solo cup on the coffee table. “I don’t know what got into Val tonight. She’s normally not such a bitch.”

    “Letting outsiders in can be tough. I get it. Let me help clean up.” Michelle started picking up popcorn bowls and empty cups.

    “You don’t have to do that.”

    “I know. I want to. Besides, the sooner we finish cleaning up, the sooner I get the grand tour.” Michelle made a sweeping motion with her hands.

    “Grand tour?”

    “I want to see this infamous bachelorette pad.” Michelle placed the popcorn bowls in the sink.

    Cas furrowed her brow. “I don’t know if I’d say it like that.”

    “Your kitchen is gorgeous. Do you like to cook?”

    “I do.” It had been a long time since Cas had utilized her restaurant-grade appliances, but when she’d redesigned the kitchen with the pass-through window, she’d had entertaining in mind. “I don’t do it as much as I would like. It’s usually just me, especially during the winter, but I love to cook.”

    Michelle ran a hand over the cabinets. “This wood is beautiful. Is it oak?”

    “Maple. I had the kitchen completely gutted when I bought the condo.”

    “How long have you lived here?”

    “About ten years?” Cas thought back to the daisy-patterned wallpaper the eighty-something woman had decorated the kitchen with before she moved in. It was tacky, but it had helped her get a bargain on the condo.

    “Show me the rest of the place.”

    “Well, you’ve already seen the living room.” They walked down the two steps past the couch and toward the hall past the TV. “I didn’t necessarily want a two-bedroom, but it became available, and I couldn’t beat the price.”

    Michelle stuck her head into the guest room. “Why didn’t you want two bedrooms?”

    “I didn’t ever think I’d need them. I bought the place for me. I don’t really have guests, so having a guest room is weird. Val uses it mostly on nights when she’s had one too many to drive home.”

    “And this is your room?” Michelle cracked open the closed door.

    Cas sucked in a breath. Why did it feel so invasive to have Michelle in her space? Plenty of friends had seen her room before, but somehow this was different, more intimate than just a friend.

    “It’s very you.”

    Cas stiffened. “What do you mean by that?”

    “It’s a good thing.” Michelle brushed Cas’s arm as she exited the room. “It’s simple, but not plain. Utilitarian, but with a sense of home.”

    “Okay. I could see that.” Cas took in her room from someone else’s eyes. A few framed pieces of art adorned the walls. No family photos—or any photos, now that she thought of it—were anywhere in her space. There was no event or day that she deemed worthy enough to remember.

    “I should get going. Thanks again for letting me crash your party. It was lovely to meet your friends.”

    Cas caught herself before saying something cheesy like “crash my party any time.” What was it about Michelle that turned her into a goof? “It was fun having you. We should hang out again sometime.”

    “Yes, we should.” Michelle shut the door on her way out.

    Cas had had plenty of crushes in her life, but this was different. This wasn’t just physical. Yes, Michelle was attractive, anyone could see that, but there was so much more to it. She was easy to talk to and funny and, oh God, her laugh was better than any song ever recorded. Cas stopped herself. Val’s words rang in her head. She would not and could not fall for Michelle.

    

  
     
    Chapter Ten

    

    Three sharp knocks drew Michelle’s attention away from her phone. Mercedes and TJ were busy on their tablets, and she was enjoying a quiet moment on social media before all hell broke loose when one of them looked at the other’s screen. Heaven forbid.

    The knocker kept pounding. Michelle wasn’t expecting anyone. She pulled up the camera app on her phone. Whoever it was had blocked the view. The knocks got louder as she approached the front door. “I’m coming. Settle down!” The knocks didn’t stop.

    “What in God’s name is your problem?” She swung the door open.

    “Finally!” Her friends Lisa and Helen stood on her doorstep, one clutching a bottle of champagne and the other a carton of orange juice. They had been friends since college, and even though the two of them knew her better than anyone, she hadn’t talked to them since Tommy had left.

    “What are you two doing here?” Michelle didn’t budge from the doorframe.

    “Well, since you aren’t answering our texts or calls, we needed to come hunt you down ourselves,” Lisa said.

    “And we brought mimosas!” Helen held up the champagne and pushed past Michelle into the kitchen.

    “Please come in,” Michelle muttered.

    “You can’t avoid us forever, you know,” Lisa scolded her.

    “I wasn’t avoiding you.”

    “Bullshit!” Helen pulled down three wine glasses.

    “Okay. Maybe I was, a little.”

    “A little?” Helen poured each glass almost to the brim and added just enough orange juice to change the color.

    “Okay, okay. More than a little. I just wasn’t ready to face the real world yet.”

    “Since when are we the real world?” Lisa asked.

    “I’m not sure I know a fucking thing anymore,” Michelle said.

    “All right, ladies!” Helen passed the drinks out. “Drink up!”

    The bubbles tickled Michelle’s throat on the way down. “Damn, that’s good.”

    “So…what happened?” Helen softened her tone.

    “I don’t even know where to begin.” The bubbles fizzed up to the top of Michelle’s drink.

    “Start at the part where that no-good, two-timing bastard left you high and dry with his kids!” Lisa slapped the table.

    Helen placed a hand over hers. “Let’s take it down a notch. We agreed we’d be nice and there are little ears in the other room.”

    “I guess, to put it shortly, he said that things weren’t working between us and he needed more.”

    “Did he even give a rat’s ass about what you might need?” Lisa could not take it down a notch.

    “What do you mean?” Michelle asked.

    “A marriage takes two people,” Lisa said. “What about your wants and desires. Was he being a good partner to you?”

    “I never thought of it like that.” Michelle had been so wrapped up in her inadequacies as a wife that she hadn’t taken time to think that her own needs weren’t being fulfilled by her husband.

    “When was the last time Tommy truly did something that swept you off your feet?” Helen asked.

    “That’s not real. That’s cheesy romcom stuff.” Michelle had never been swept off her feet.

    “The hell it is! You remember the surprise vacation Chad took me on last summer? I swear, I have never been in love with that man more. I didn’t know that after seven years I could keep falling in love with him, but somehow he still finds ways.”

    “What about you, Lisa?” Michelle asked. Was everyone else out there falling in love, and she’d been left behind?

    “Dan started one of those notebooks where he writes down one thing he loves about me every day. I thought it was the corniest thing at first, but the things that man comes up with.” She shook her head and sucked in a breath. “Just last week he told me he loves the way the sun reflects off my eyelashes.” Lisa clutched her heart.

    Did Tommy even know that Michelle had eyelashes? “I think Tommy and I might have gotten married too young.”

    “You wouldn’t be the first,” Helen said.

    “I wanted to be a mom so bad, and I love it so much.”

    “And you’re great at it.” Lisa squeezed her hand. “I think you might have married the first man that could make that dream come true.”

    Glass shattered in Michelle’s brain. Did she? Did she just marry the first man who asked her?

    “There are much worse dreams. Who wants a refill?” Helen reached for the empty glasses.

    “So where do things stand with Tommy now?” Lisa picked up the conversation.

    “Last I heard, he’s off galivanting with his new girlfriend. I think she’s twenty-one.”

    “Eww,” Lisa and Helen said in unison.

    “Is he having a midlife crisis or something?” Helen brought the refreshed drinks back to the table.

    “Who knows.”

    “How’s he getting time off? Isn’t he still working toward partner at your dad’s law firm?”

    “Ugh.” Michelle took a big gulp from her drink, letting the bubbles wash the worry down with them. “I haven’t told them yet.”

    “Surely they must have some idea?” Helen asked.

    “I don’t know. It’s fucking messy. I always thought working for my dad was a terrible idea, but he wanted his shot at partner. It was a great idea until it wasn’t.”

    “Add it to the list of things Tommy ignored you on.” Lisa rolled her eyes.

    “Why do I get the sense you two are hating on Tommy all of a sudden?”

    “Oh, honey,” Lisa said. “This isn’t all of a sudden.”

    Helen burst out laughing.

    “What?” Michelle looked between them.

    “We’ve never liked Tommy. But he was your husband, what were we supposed to do? We can’t invite you to things and not him.”

    “Why don’t you like him?” And why didn’t you ever say anything?

    “For starters, a lot of the reasons we’ve already outlined here. He didn’t really pay attention to you and wasn’t a great partner. He always put his needs first. Michelle, you are an amazing woman, and you deserve someone who is going to lift you up. Not one more person for you to take care of.” Helen finished the contents of her glass.

    “Why didn’t you tell me?”

    “Because we thought you were happy,” Lisa said. “Like you said, your dream was to have kids. No one knows what goes on inside of someone else’s marriage. For all we knew, you were giddy behind closed doors.”

    “I can assure you, we were not.”

    “And I know that this is hard to hear, but we don’t ever know when we might get to see you,” Lisa tried to joke.

    “Okay. We have all been friends since college. That’s nearly a decade. How about from now on, whenever one of us is about to make a terrible life choice, the other two have to stop her. Deal?” Michelle made sure to make eye contact with them.

    “I can agree to that,” Lisa said.

    “With the addition that no one gets to ghost anyone anymore. Like you said, we have been friends for nearly a decade. If one of us is going through something, we all need to be there for each other. Got it?” Helen stared her down.

    “I love you two. I want a cheesy group hug.” They embraced. Michelle didn’t know what she had been so afraid of. These women were her lifeline. She could tell them anything. She needed to find out what other terrible decisions she may have made. If she truly only married Tommy because she wanted to have kids, what else about her past was she missing?

    

  
     
    Chapter Eleven

    

    Cas fiddled with the thermostat of her van, making it a comfortable temperature for the night. She didn’t have enough propane to blast the heat for hours, but she certainly didn’t need to freeze. Normally, she’d spend more time inside the Ram’s Head Bar, but Mary was working tonight, and her pours hadn’t been nearly as generous since they’d stopped sleeping together. Cas was in for the night. Her phone display read 6:00 p.m. So much night left. Watching a movie while camping seemed against the point of being out at the mountain. What she needed was human interaction. She could drive into town, but the van was already set up for the weekend. This is why I need to stop sleeping with bartenders.

    She scrolled through the contacts in her phone. She hadn’t talked to her brother in a few days, but that didn’t sound super exciting. Val was probably looking for a hookup of her own and wouldn’t answer. Shannon and Brynn would be on shift. She’d texted a bit with Michelle all week, small check-ins to see how she was handling things. Their banter continued to flow easily. Would calling her be too much? She didn’t want to be an overbearing friend. But if Michelle was busy or didn’t want to talk, she didn’t have to answer. Simple as that. God, sitting alone in the van was going to her head. Screw it. She dialed Michelle.

    “Hi there.” Michelle’s warm voice filled the van as Cas placed her on speakerphone.

    “Hi.” Cas slumped onto the chair in the living area. “What are you up to?”

    “Debating if I actually want to cook dinner or be a terrible mother and order takeout.”

    “Definitely go for the terrible mother option.”

    Michelle laughed.

    “In my experience, the mom who orders takeout is actually a pretty good mom. Some might even call her the cool mom.”

    “You know what? That’s a great point. Pizza it is. Yet again, here you are solving my problems. What are you up to?”

    “I finished a ski patrol shift and am hanging out in the van.”

    “How was it?”

    “A beautiful day, actually. The mountain stayed above the cloud cover all day. Nothing but blue skies. Not a ton of skiers, and no injuries. I basically hung out and skied all day.”

    “Sounds amazing. Gray and rainy down here in the valley.”

    “My skills would be better put to use on the weekend, but I’ll be working my real job.”

    “So you’ll just stay up there your whole time off?”

    “Basically.” Cas’s phone made a weird noise, buzzing in her hand with a video call request. “What are you doing?”

    “Just accept it. I want to see the van.”

    Michelle’s face filled the screen. Her blond hair was pulled back into a low ponytail. “Hi.” Her blue eyes radiated.

    “Hi.” Cas hid the square reflecting her own picture back. She didn’t want to look at herself.

    “Give me the grand tour.”

    “I don’t know how grand it is.” She stood up and held the phone at arm’s length. “This is the living room.” She spun in a circle showing the two small black recliners and card table between them.

    Cas walked the few steps toward the front. “Here’s the driver seat.” She swung her arm around. “And here’s the passenger seat.”

    “How often do you have passengers?”

    Had Cas ever driven someone else in the van? “Not often.”

    “Do you ever go on road trips?”

    “Not really.” Cas moved the ten feet to the back. “I bought it so that I could come up to the mountains more. I like to camp in the summer, that kind of thing.”

    “Whoa, that’s the bed?” Michelle’s face lit up as she took in the queen-size bed that jutted out from the back.

    “Yup. I made sure it was a real-sized bed, and under here”—Cas lifted the mattress—“is my secret compartment.” She showed a storage area the size of the bed.

    “Oooh, what kinds of secrets?”

    “All kinds.” Cas sat back down in the recliner. “It’s the perfect spot for a few days. Stays warm and dry during the ski season, and allows me to get here early and stay late.”

    “It’s cool you have something you enjoy so much.”

    “So what’s new in your world?” She had texted Michelle throughout the week, but with her work schedule, they hadn’t talked a lot.

    “My friends ambushed me last Sunday.”

    “Ambushed?”

    “Yeah.” Michelle played with the ends of her ponytail. Cas could end the video part now that she wasn’t showing off the van anymore, but seeing Michelle’s features as she spoke was way better than just hearing her voice. “Two of my best friends, Lisa and Helen. They showed up with mimosas saying it was time to talk.”

    “They sound like good friends.”

    “They are.”

    “What was the ambush about?”

    “I haven’t really been talking to them since Tommy left.”

    “Damn.” Cas told Val everything. She couldn’t imagine going through something of that magnitude without her best friend.

    “I just didn’t know how to face them. The whole thing is such a mindfuck. It’s embarrassing I didn’t know he was cheating. It’s infuriating that he up and left. It’s exhausting to try to explain what happened. Avoiding it all just seemed so much easier.”

    Cas stayed quiet. Michelle seemed like she needed to talk, and Cas wanted to be the person who would listen.

    “So they showed up saying enough was enough, and I am so glad they did. We’ve all known each other since college. Helen and I were roommates our first year, and Lisa lived just down the hall. They’ve known me and Tommy from the beginning. Lisa said she never actually liked Tommy but knew she couldn’t talk me out of marrying him.”

    “That’s a pretty big bombshell.”

    “Right? Who does that?” Michelle looked over her shoulder.

    “Hang on. The pizza is here.”

    The screen filled with Michelle’s ceiling, and Cas heard her yelling that dinner was ready and the kids yelling back. Mercedes called out that her mom was the absolute best before she stomped off.

    Michelle’s face filled the screen again. “Sorry about that.”

    “I told you pizza would make you the cool mom.”

    “Let’s hope it lasts more than five seconds.”

    “So Lisa thinks you shouldn’t have married Tommy?”

    “She said I married the first guy that would give me kids.”

    “Did you?”

    “I don’t know. It’s all still a bit of a mindfuck.”

    “Well, it sounds like it was a good visit.”

    “It was. They think I should start dating. But doesn’t that seem too soon?”

    Cas’s heart stopped. “What?”

    “Right? Way too soon.”

    Why did Cas have that reaction? She shouldn’t care if her friend dated. “Do you think it’s too soon?”

    “I don’t know. In a lot of ways Tommy and I haven’t been together in a long time. I couldn’t even tell you the last time we had sex.”

    Cas gripped the recliner. Why was it that married couples stopped having sex? One more reason to not have relationships.

    “How would I even meet someone?”

    “I like meeting women in bars.” Cas winked.

    “Shut up.”

    “They have all kinds of apps and things.”

    “I don’t know if I can do the whole app thing. I know people do it, I just don’t know if it’s for me. I wish I could just meet someone organically.” Michelle let out a long sigh.

    “I get it. I’ve never really been one for apps either.”

    “We met organically.”

    Cas’s heart rate picked up.

    “It’s too bad you don’t have a brother.”

    “Actually, I do.”

    Michelle’s eyes sparkled “You do?”

    “Yeah.”

    “You’ve never mentioned him. Are you not close?”

    “Quite the opposite, actually.”

    Michelle looked hurt and confused. “Why didn’t you tell me you had a brother?”

    Why hadn’t she talked much about her personal life with Michelle? She certainly knew a lot about hers.

    “You never asked,” Cas tried to joke.

    “I’m being serious.” The hurt in Michelle’s eyes lingered.

    Cas shifted in her seat. “I guess I’m not used to sharing a whole lot about myself. I have a younger brother. Orion. I call him Rion for short.”

    “What’s Cas short for?”

    “Why?” Cas eyed her.

    “Apparently, I have to ask you direct questions if I want to learn anything about you.” Michelle’s hurt was exchanged for smugness.

    “Cassiopeia.”

    “Were your parents into astrology?” Michelle didn’t seem judgmental. It was not the usual reaction to her full name.

    “My mom was. She’s what I would call a free spirit. Floats around life however she feels. I suppose you could say the same about my dad. He wasn’t really around.”

    “I’m sorry.”

    “Don’t be.” Cas didn’t need anyone’s pity. “He left shortly after I was born, then somehow waltzed back into my mom’s life a decade later, just long enough to father my brother and then leave again. I know who he is, but he isn’t involved much.”

    “So it was just the three of you, growing up?”

    “Mostly. Like I said, my mom was a free spirit. She made sure we were fed and clothed and all that, but she had zero desire to parent past that. Making sure that Rion got into activities or made it to school on time was all on me.”

    “That must have been hard.”

    Again with the pity. “It’s just what it was. But there you have it. I have a brother. He’s quite a bit younger. Closer to your age, and we talk often.”

    “No wonder you always know all of my movie references.”

    “I definitely watched a lot of movies with him.”

    “What’s this brother of yours like?” Was Cas really doing this? Maybe it would be for the best. Rion needed to find a real woman to date, and Michelle deserved someone who would treat her well. They were both close in age. It wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

    “He’s a lot like me but not nearly as good looking. He’s a good kid.”

    “Kid, huh?”

    “I mean…” She would never view her brother as anything but a kid. Michelle was even younger than him. She was basically a kid too.

    Michelle burst out laughing. “I get it. He’s your younger brother, you’ll always see him that way. I think I might be able to handle a slightly less attractive version of you.”

    “I’ll pass your number along and tell him to give you a call.”

    “Ugh. I don’t know if I’m ready.”

    “If you’re not, tell him to go pound sand. I do it all the time.”

    “I don’t think I’ll be doing that, but one date might not hurt.” Michelle’s head whipped around at the sound of glass shattering. “And that’s my cue.”

    “Good luck in there.”

    “Thanks, Cas. Have a good night.”

    “You too.”

    Cas’s stomach soured at the thought of Michelle with another man. She knew she’d need to get used to the idea eventually, but with the divorce being so fresh, it could have been years. If Michelle was going to start dating again, maybe it being her own brother wouldn’t be terrible.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twelve

    

    Michelle fussed with her hair again. It wasn’t curling the way she wanted. It never did. Why did she keep trying to curl it when it would never curl? She dialed Lisa and put the phone on speaker.

    “Hi.” Lisa picked up on the first ring.

    “My hair won’t curl. Should I just put it up?”

    “I’m switching to video now.”

    Michelle propped her phone up on the counter as Lisa’s face filled the screen. “Michelle, you’re crazy. Your hair looks great.”

    “Are you sure? This side feels weird.” She held up the left side of her hair.

    “Nope. It looks great. I think you are the one feeling weird.”

    “Okay. Yes. I’m so nervous.”

    “It’s just a date. It doesn’t have to mean anything.”

    “I haven’t been on a date in ten years!”

    “It hasn’t changed much. Boys are still awkward.”

    “Well, at least I won’t be alone. Do I look okay? I didn’t overdo it?” Michelle stepped back, filling the phone screen. Dark skinny jeans and a black top seemed dressy enough but still casual, depending on what they were doing. She’d talked to Rion on the phone, but all he’d said was to be ready at noon.

    “Michelle, sweetie, you look fantastic. You are going to have a great time. Worst-case, you have an afternoon of adult conversation. Enjoy it.”

    “Okay. Thank you for the pep talk.”

    “Any time.”

    Rion opened the car door for Michelle, and she stepped out into the crowded fairground parking lot. “What exactly is this?”

    “A boat show!” Rion pointed to the large sign above the convention center. “Ever been to one?”

    “I can’t say I have.”

    “Oh, it’s awesome.” Rion’s bright brown eyes lit up. They looked just like Cas’s. His hair was the same brown but cut shorter. Cas was not wrong when she had described him as a less attractive version of her.

    “Are you buying a boat?” Michelle dodged a puddle in the gravel parking lot.

    “Oh, heck no. But it is so much fun to look. You’ll see!”

    Michelle followed Rion through the crowd as they entered the brightly lit convention center stuffed with more boats than she thought humanly possible. “How do they get them all in here?”

    Rion shrugged. “Oh, this one is awesome!” He pointed to a cherry-red speed boat. “Just look at it!” His eyes lit up like a kid at Christmas.

    “What exactly are we looking at?”

    “The twin dual-speed motor.”

    He might as well have been speaking Greek. Rion approached the salesman and asked a few questions about top speed or something. Michelle had no clue.

    “Oh, no way!” Rion pointed to another one. “We have to look at that.”

    “Are you a boat enthusiast or something?” Michelle hadn’t known there were this many kinds of boats until today.

    “I mean, who doesn’t like a good boat?”

    After looking at offshore powerboats, catamarans, and day boats, Michelle’s feet ached from standing on concrete, and she could honestly say she knew more about watercraft than she ever thought she would. “What do you think about taking a break for a snack?”

    “That’s cool.” Rion moved toward the concession stand.

    “Rion!” He whipped his head around. Michelle knew that voice.

    “Oh, hey, Cas!” He waved and walked over to Cas and Val at the EMS station. Cas’s navy-blue uniform shirt hugged her body, and she’d opted for short sleeves that revealed toned arms.

    “What are you doing here?” Cas turned to Michelle. “Hi.”

    “We’re looking at boats!” He made a sweeping motion with his hands.

    “Obviously,” Cas said.

    “Someone hooked me up with tickets, and I thought it would be a fun date idea.” He gently punched Cas on the arm.

    “This is your date?” Cas raised an eyebrow.

    “Creative, right?”

    “Are you two working today?” Michelle asked, trying anything to change the subject. It was obvious they were working.

    “Yes,” Cas answered. “Our shift is twelve hours here, then we’ll head back to the station for the second half. With all the people in a tight space, it’s better to have us onsite.”

    The radio crackled. “That’s our signal. Time to move, Grazer.” Val picked up the bag of supplies at the table.

    “I have to go.” Cas looked at Michelle skeptically. “Have fun.”

    “Be careful,” Michelle said as Cas and Val took off into the crowd.

    Rion set down two hot dogs as he sat on the opposite side of the plastic picnic table. “So you have kids?”

    “Two. Mercedes and TJ. They are ten and seven.”

    Rion took a big bite. “Cool.”

    If this was dating, Michelle would stay single the rest of her life. While she could give him credit for trying to be creative, it would have been more fun if he didn’t keep abandoning her for the next turbo whatever. Or even if he had asked her a single question about her interests. Is this what all men her age were like? Tommy certainly wasn’t any better.

    She glanced at her purse. She’d been so good about staying off her phone. Should she fake an emergency with the kids? That seemed like bad karma, but also such a good excuse. Rion would have so much more fun if she wasn’t here slowing him down. When Rion went to throw their garbage away, she reached for her phone. After a quick text to Lisa, it rang. She turned to Rion.

    “I am so sorry, but I have to take this.”

    “Go ahead.” He seemed unfazed.

    “Hi, Mom,” Michelle answered.

    “So he’s a dud, huh?” Lisa said.

    “Oh no, what happened?”

    “Is he ugly or just boring?”

    “Sick? That’s so awful. Is she okay?”

    “I guess you probably would have seen his pic in advance. So unless he catfished you, I would go with boring.”

    “Of course I can come.”

    “So do I need to pick you up or something?”

    “That would be great.” Michelle ended the call. “I am so sorry, but I have to go.”

    Rion’s face fell. “Okay. I’ll take you home.”

    “Oh, it’s okay. My mom doesn’t live far. She can come get me,” Michelle lied.

    “Are you sure?” Rion perked up.

    “Just because my daughter is sick doesn’t mean it should ruin the day for both of us.”

    “I hope she’s okay.”

    “I’m sure it’s just a stomach bug or something. Thank you for a nice afternoon.”

    Lisa’s car pulled up to the passenger pickup, and Michelle got in and out of the rain as quickly as possible.

    “Boat show?” Lisa burst into laughter.

    “I don’t even know.”

    “Was he cute?”

    “I guess?” A less cute version of his sister, that’s for sure. What did that mean?

    “Boat show is creative?”

    “I’ll give him that. Let’s just say he was way more interested in the boats than me.”

    “Well, you tried it. That’s something.”

    “It is. And now I never have to try it again.”

    “Hey now.”

    “Maybe I will, maybe I won’t.”

    “I think whatever you do, you need to do it for you.”

    Whatever she did, it wouldn’t involve boats.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirteen

    

    “I fucking love boat show day!” Val dropped the EMS bag behind the table set up for them at the convention center.

    “You love the boat show or the boat show girls?” Cas tidied up the area, getting ready for twelve hours of dehydrated patrons and sprained ankles. If things got really exciting, maybe someone with a heart condition would come today. Not that she wished for medical emergencies, but it certainly made the day go faster.

    “You can’t have one without the other. I seem to remember you also enjoying some boat show girls in the past?”

    “You know that I have.” Women in bikinis all day? What wasn’t to love? But this year she had no interest in getting the number of some random woman she would never see again.

    “What time’s our first break? I need to figure out which booth I want to visit first.”

    “Oh my God. Can you just help set up, please?”

    “I don’t know what’s gotten into you, but you will not ruin boat show day for me.”

    Morning rolled into afternoon with little to no action. It was great from a paperwork standpoint, but it made time crawl. “Want to take a lap?” Cas asked Val after reorganizing the table in front of her for the hundredth time.

    “Sure. I wouldn’t mind taking a look at that cherry-red booth again. I was definitely getting vibes from that girl.”

    “Whatever the reason, grab the bag and let’s move.”

    They wandered the maze of people and boats, not finding any medical emergencies anywhere. It was amazing the number of people that crowded into a space for this. Oregon had beautiful lakes and rivers, but with such a short summer season, was a boat even a good investment? Cas tried not to let her mind wander to thoughts of Michelle. Her big date with Rion was tonight. Cas had asked him what he had planned, but all he’d said was that it was a surprise. Why did that make her nervous? Rion was a nice guy. Michelle would have a nice time. She definitely needed to move on from Tommy.

    She swore she heard Michelle’s laugh. Dammit. Her brain was playing tricks.

    Val slapped her shoulder. “Hey, isn’t that…?”

    Cas craned her head to look but just saw a woman in a black top with blond hair. That could be anyone. “I don’t think so.”

    “Are you sure?”

    Michelle turned around, and all of the air escaped Cas’s lungs. What was she doing here?

    “That’s definitely her. And is she with Rion?”

    Cas’s stomach soured. Rion used the free tickets she gave him for the date? Cas wanted to catch up with them but lost them in the crowd.

    “What’s she doing with your brother?”

    Cas twisted her neck to see where they went but lost her brother and Michelle in the crowd. “I kind of set them up.”

    “Why?”

    Cas had no idea now. “They are both single and around the same age. She said she wanted to start dating, so…”

    “I don’t understand you, Grazer.”

    “What did I do now?” They made their way back to the EMS table.

    “Will you just admit you like her?”

    “I don’t.”

    “Fine. How do you feel watching her with your brother?”

    Like she wanted to vomit. “Whether I have a crush or not doesn’t matter. She wants to date guys. I thought this might help me get over my crush.”

    “Did it?”

    “Not yet.”

    “We’ve all had a crush on a straight friend. I get it. The best thing you can do is give it a little space and time.”

    “Right. You’re right. I know. I’ll get over it.” Rion reappeared through the crowd. Cas shouted at him. “Rion!” He spotted her and made his way over with Michelle right behind him. “What are you doing here?” Cas took in Michelle. Her hair was different today. Did she curl it? She’d obviously put more effort into this date than Rion had. “Hi.” She looked into Michelle’s blue eyes.

    “We’re looking at boats!”

    “Obviously,” Cas said. Even though she had seen them a few minutes before, she still couldn’t believe it. Rion was nice, but Michelle deserved so much better than this. It took all Cas had to not put her brother in a choke hold and knock some sense into him.

    The radio sounded and Val called out for Cas from behind the table. “What’s the call?” Cas caught up to Val after saying good-bye to Michelle and Rion.

    “Oh, there’s no call.” Val stopped walking. “I made that up. I couldn’t stand another second of that.”

    “Second of what?”

    “Whatever the fuck that just was.” She motioned to where Michelle had just been standing. “Space and time, Cas. Space and time.”

    Was that all it took? How had Michelle infiltrated her mind in so little time? How much space and time would it take for life to go back to the way it was?

    

  
     
    Chapter Fourteen

    

    Michelle pulled out of the school drop-off line and merged into traffic. At the red light, she let her head fall against the seat. She breathed out. Another successful drop-off without too much drama. Each week got a little easier. Not that Tommy had ever helped much with drop-offs and pickups, but the new routine was finally starting to feel less new.

    The phone rang over the speakers, and Cas’s name flashed on the screen. She’d been avoiding Cas since the boat show disaster on Saturday. Rion seemed perfectly fine, but she couldn’t see him again. Cas and Rion were close, and she didn’t want it to feel like she was letting either of them down. When had life gotten so hard? She accepted the call. “Hi!” She tried to put a smile in her voice.

    “Hey, you.” Cas sounded like she was walking.

    “What are you up to?”

    “Just finished my forty-eight-hour shift. I’m taking a quick walk around the block before I head in and shower.”

    “I just survived the car drop-off line. I’m not sure which is worse.”

    “Definitely the drop-off line.”

    Michelle chuckled. “It’s so weird that your weekend starts on a Monday.”

    “It does this week, anyway. It moves around a lot.”

    “Anything interesting happen on shift?” Maybe if Michelle kept her talking about other things, they could avoid the date conversation altogether.

    “I don’t think there’s anything that you would want to hear about, but definitely things that are going to require a nice, hot shower before I do anything else.”

    “Fair enough.”

    The line went quiet. Cas spoke first. “I need to talk to you about something.”

    “Okay?” Michelle’s heart raced. She prayed this wasn’t about Saturday.

    “About Saturday.”

    “Oh.” And there it was. The bottom dropped out.

    “I don’t think you should see my brother.”

    “I don’t think I can see your brother.” They spoke over each other.

    “It just seems weird,” Cas said.

    “Exactly.” Thank God this conversation was going this way.

    “You’re my friend. If you two got serious and then it went south, I’d have to pick sides. That just seems messy.”

    “Better to avoid the situation altogether.” The weight that had been slowly building since Saturday lifted.

    “Right. Great. Well, I should be going.”

    “Enjoy your weekend, Cas.” The call disconnected, and Michelle made up her mind about her destination. It was time.

    She pulled her Suburban into the law firm of Higgens & Moore, where the familiar receptionist greeted her. “I’m so sorry, Michelle. Tommy isn’t in right now.”

    “I’m actually here to see my father.”

    “Oh.”

    “I know I don’t have an appointment, but I was hoping you could squeeze me in?”

    “Of course. Go on up. He’s with someone now, but it should be ending soon.”

    Michelle stepped into the gold elevator, a ride she had made many times. She got off on the tenth floor and took a seat outside of her father’s office. His assistant assured her that he would be finishing up any minute now and that his calendar was open.

    Her leg bounced up and down. She’d seen her parents since Tommy had left, but they hadn’t directly addressed the elephant in the room. The office door opened, and her father filled the entire frame. After nearly forty years of practicing law, he’d never lost his passion for it, still wearing freshly pressed suits to work every day. His face lit up. “Hi, princess. I wasn’t expecting you today.”

    “Hi, Daddy.” Michelle gave her father a hug. He wrapped his arms tight around her and kissed her cheek.

    “To what do I owe the pleasure?” He asked his assistant to hold his calls as he shut the door.

    “I need a lawyer.” Michelle sat in one of the oversized chairs.

    “Last I checked, you’re married to one.” Her dad took the seat next to her.

    “I need a good lawyer.”

    Her father burst into laughter. “Well, you’ve got me there. You’ve come to the right place. How can Higgens & Moore be of service?”

    Michelle took a deep breath. Time to rip the Band-Aid off. “I need a divorce.”

    “Oh, sweetheart.” Her dad’s eyes filled with concern. “What happened?”

    Michelle couldn’t stop the flood of tears. The last thing she wanted was a breakdown in front of her dad, but saying the word out loud made everything so real. “Come here.” He ushered her to the couch in the corner and wrapped his strong arms around her.

    “I’ll ruin your suit jacket.” She started to pull away, but her dad held her in place.

    “I have eight more in my closet. Now tell me what happened.”

    “I don’t even know where to start. A few months ago, he said things weren’t working. I guess things haven’t been working for a long time.”

    “I never liked that idiot.”

    “Did everyone hate Tommy and no one thought to tell me?”

    “It’s more like you seemed happy. So if he made you happy, who were we to stop you?”

    “I thought I was happy. I think I was happy with every part but Tommy. He’s been seeing someone else.”

    Her dad stiffened. “That two-timing bastard. For how long?”

    “I don’t know. He went to Vegas with some girl at the end of last year.”

    “So that’s where he was at Christmas.”

    “Yeah.”

    “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

    “I don’t know. Embarrassment? It’s a lot to process.”

    “So you want a divorce?”

    Hearing it out loud again sounded so final. But what did she even want with Tommy? “Yes.”

    “Well, the one nice thing about you marrying so young is that since you’ve been married over ten years, that’s actually pretty good for you from a settlement point of view.”

    Her dad was in full-on lawyer mode now. It wasn’t a side of him she saw often. “What does that mean?”

    “It means a lot of alimony and half of his retirement. Do you want to keep the house?”

    Did she? Shit. She hadn’t thought that far. Admitting she wanted a divorce seemed like a big enough step. Her dad put a hand on her leg.

    “You don’t have to decide right now.”

    “Okay, good.” That was a relief.

    “We can write it out so that, should you not keep the house, you split the proceeds or something. Or you keep it all. We can take that two-timing bastard for all he’s worth.”

    That elicited a small chuckle from Michelle. It was nice to know her dad was on her side.

    “No one messes with my only child and gets away with it.”

    “Thanks, Daddy.”

    “I’ll have one of our top family attorneys on this right away.”

    “Will that make it weird here for Tommy?”

    “I could give a shit. I’ll fire him tomorrow if I need to.”

    “Daddy.”

    “You said it yourself; he’s not that great of a lawyer. I’ve only kept him around this long because of you.”

    “We’ve been on a trial separation for a while now.”

    “That’s good, actually. That should help us speed things along. But to answer your question, it could make things awkward for Tommy here, but he made his own bed. We’ll get the initial papers served to him, and someone will be reaching out to you soon.”

    “Thank you.”

    “Of course.” Her dad wrapped her into one last embrace as he showed her to the door.

    One more thing was off her list on her way to her new life. There was still so much to sort out, but she knew she could do it.

    

  
     
    Chapter Fifteen

    

    Space and time. Time and space. Cas repeated the mantra as she lifted the bar up and down for her chest press set. After her shower she had attempted to nap, but after thirty minutes of tossing and turning, the gym seemed like a better solution.

    She couldn’t get Michelle out of her mind. It didn’t make sense. Michelle was straight. But when she saw her with her brother at the boat show, she’d wanted to vomit. Did seeing Michelle with someone else make her jealous?

    It had been a long time since she’d had something other than a physical connection with someone. Yes, she had friends like Val and Shannon, but they didn’t text back-and-forth all day or talk on the phone for hours. Michelle was dangerous. Time and space, just like Val said. No good would come from continuing down this path.

    Her phone buzzed because the universe was against her. A text from Michelle. She should ignore it and continue with her workout. Temptation won.

    Michelle: I met with a lawyer today

    Cas: Really? How was that?

    Michelle: I’m getting a divorce

    Damn. She was really doing it.

    Cas: Wow. Are you okay?

    Michelle: Honestly? Not sure. Are you free to grab coffee?

    She shouldn’t. Cas should stay and finish her workout and put time and space between her and Michelle. But Michelle needed a friend. What kind of person would she be if she abandoned her when she said she wasn’t okay?

    As long as you’re okay being seen with me in my sweaty gym clothes : )

    Twenty minutes later, Cas found Michelle seated at the café not far from her gym. Val would kill her if she knew she was here. But Val didn’t know, nor did she need to know.

    “Hi.” Michelle’s blue eyes glistened. “Here.” She pushed a steaming mug across the table.

    “Thank you.” Cas brought the mug to her mouth and inhaled. “Vanilla latte. How’d you know?”

    “You seem like a vanilla latte kind of girl.”

    Cas quirked her eyebrow. “What does that even mean?”

    Michelle shrugged. “Thanks for meeting me. I’m sure you had much better things to do with your day off.”

    “I told you I was always around if you needed help.” Cas cradled the mug in her hands, waiting for Michelle to open up.

    “My dad is a lawyer.”

    “Oh?”

    “Tommy works at his firm.”

    “Oh.” Talk about family drama. “How’s that going to work out?”

    “I’m not sure. When I told my dad about the divorce, he actually threatened to fire him.” Michelle chuckled.

    “Do you think he will?”

    “I’m not sure. I mean, I don’t wish him ill. He is the father of my children, but his career is his to sort out.”

    “I’m proud of you for talking to your dad. That’s a big step, and I’m sure it wasn’t easy.”

    “Thank you. I have so many mixed emotions right now.”

    “Tell me.”

    “I guess it’s mostly relief. The process is started, and I feel like I know which direction my life is going. I’m sad because my marriage is over, and I don’t know where it all went wrong. I’m angry because I wasted so much time with Tommy. Who knows how long he was cheating for or how many women there were right under my nose the whole time? He chose some younger woman I’ve never even met over trying to make a marriage of over a decade work. But I’m excited because now I can see other parts of myself and the world. I’m terrified because I’m a thirty-two-year-old single mom of two. It’s a lot to handle on my own, let alone making sure that the kids know that everything is going to be okay.”

    “Why does that all have to fall on you?”

    “Tommy certainly won’t make sure they are okay.”

    If Cas ever met Tommy in person, it was going to take everything she had not to punch him in the throat.

    Michelle took a long sip of her coffee. “So it’s just a lot to sort out. But mostly I feel good. Thank you for meeting me. I don’t know how to explain it; I just didn’t want to be alone.”

    “Well, this latte is delicious.” Cas took another sip.

    “I’m sorry for interrupting your workout.” Michelle made note of Cas’s attire. “You’re not freezing, are you?”

    Cas wouldn’t normally wear shorts and a sweatshirt in January, but she didn’t want to waste any time changing when Michelle texted her. “Nah, I’ll be okay.”

    “You must be exhausted after your long work shift.” Michelle looked affectionately at Cas’s face. “Have you slept?”

    “I tried to nap, but I couldn’t sleep. That’s why I was at the gym.”

    “Rough calls last night?” Michelle’s voice was soft.

    “What?”

    “At work? Could you not sleep because you had some rough calls?”

    “Oh. No.” Cas shook her head. “That stuff rarely bothers me.”

    “Really? I can’t imagine seeing the kinds of things you do.”

    “I’ve been doing the job a long time. You learn how to compartmentalize.”

    “Then what’s got you unable to sleep?”

    Cas did not want to go down this road. “Just some silly personal stuff.”

    “Trouble with one of your lady friends?” Michelle waggled her eyebrows.

    “I guess you could say that.”

    “What’s going on?”

    Dammit. Cas had stumbled right into that one.

    Michelle continued, “We don’t always have to talk about my messy life, you know?”

    “Let’s just say I think she and I are not on the same page about where things stand.”

    “Have you tried talking to her?”

    “Not yet.”

    “So apparently communication is a problem for couples no matter what gender you are dating.”

    “Whoa, whoa, whoa. Who said anything about a couple?”

    “Okay, Miss Defensive.”

    “Sorry. I didn’t mean to react so strongly.”

    “Don’t take this the wrong way, but you look really tired.”

    The exhaustion was setting in. The pounding behind her forehead intensified, and the bags under her eyes grew heavy. “I think I’m running on fumes.”

    “I think you should go to sleep and then try talking to her. You’d be surprised what can be solved with communication.”

    “I’m definitely going to do the first part.” Cas flashed a grin. “Thank you for the coffee.”

    “Thank you for meeting me.”

    There was no amount of communication that could help this situation. Cas needed to go back to her plan of time and space and put Michelle back in the friend zone where she belonged.

    

  
     
    Chapter Sixteen

    

    Divorce paperwork took a long time. Michelle had prepared herself for lengthy negotiations about splitting their assets and working out a parenting agreement, but she didn’t think just getting the initial paperwork to Tommy would take over a month. Her father assured her everything was moving as quickly as it could, but that didn’t mean she still didn’t want it to move faster. The faster she could be legally separated from Tommy, the faster she could move on to the next chapter of her life.

    Michelle hadn’t seen Cas since their meeting in the coffee shop. They still texted, but the calls had grown few and far between. She didn’t know what had changed, but their growing friendship was certainly on pause. It might have been her own fault. With Lisa and Helen back in her life, she was spending more time with them again and any free time she had went to TJ and Mercedes. Dance, basketball, and choir consumed her life now.

    Michelle turned the wiper blades to the highest setting but still couldn’t keep up with the rain coming down in sheets. The worst part of Oregon in February was the fact that it was dark at five. Taking both kids to and from choir practice would be done in pitch-black until Daylight Saving.

    “Mom! I think I might get a solo!” TJ yelled from the back seat.

    “Really honey? That’s great.”

    “Yeah! Auditions are next week.”

    “I’m auditioning too!” Mercedes chimed in.

    “That’s wonderful.” Michelle toed the line between paying attention to her children and keeping her eyes on the road. Why did it have to be so dark out?

    “Do you think, if I get the solo, Dad will come watch?” TJ’s voice was soft.

    “Oh, sweetheart.” Michelle tried to make eye contact in the rearview mirror but couldn’t make out his expression. “Of course your dad will come watch.”

    “Really?”

    “Solo or not, we are both so proud of you.” Michelle tried to see Mercedes as well. “Proud of both of you. There is nothing we love more than watching you two.”

    “Then why isn’t Dad around as much anymore?” Mercedes asked. “There’s no way he’s always on work trips. He never works this much.”

    Damn these kids for being smart, and damn them for picking now of all times to have this conversation. Couldn’t they pick a time when it was daylight and a river wasn’t pouring out of the sky?

    TJ interrupted the silence. “Davy at school said you guys are getting a divorce like his parents. Are you getting a divorce?”

    Well, if that wasn’t a sucker punch to the gut.

    “Well, yes. Your dad and I are separating.” There it was, out in the open. Both kids stayed silent. In the darkness, Michelle couldn’t make out their expressions. What did the silence mean? Did they have any idea this was coming? “Do you two have any questions about what’s going on?”

    “Where is Dad going to live?” Mercedes asked.

    Under a bridge for all I care. “There’s still a lot for us to all figure out. The most important thing for you two to remember is that no matter what, I love you more than anything in this world, and your dad does too.” Michelle couldn’t stand not seeing their little faces. This was quite possibly the worst place in the world to have such a serious conversation. At the light, she turned herself around the best she could without unfastening her seat belt. “I love you both more than anything in this world, and nothing will ever change that. Do you hear me?”

    Both kids gave small smiles. Michelle glanced at the road. “I mean it. Do you believe me?”

    “More than ice cream?” TJ asked.

    “Way more than ice cream.”

    “We miss not having Dad around as much,” Mercedes said.

    Michelle couldn’t relate to what her kids were going through. Her parents barely even fought. “I know you do.”

    “Davy said he spends some weekends at his dad’s house. Do you think we will get to spend some weekends at Dad’s house?” TJ sounded hopeful. Michelle couldn’t crush his dreams, but she had no idea.

    “The plan is for Dad to get a new place that you can both visit. There is just still a lot we need to figure out. But while we figure out all the boring adult stuff, remember that I love you more than anything.”

    “More than all those candies you keep hidden in the back of the pantry?” Mercedes asked.

    “How do you know about those? Never mind. Way more than those too.”

    Both kids burst into giggles. “You can’t hide stuff from us, Mom,” Mercedes said. “We love you too.”

    Michelle’s heart swelled and gave her a warm fuzzy feeling. Everything she needed was right in this car. They could do this.

    The rain would not let up. It pounded against the windshield, and the wiper blade motor struggled to keep up. A semi-truck in the oncoming lane flashed its headlights. Michelle had no idea why. The semi started swerving in and out of the lane. It was a rural two-lane highway with very little room for Michelle to maneuver. The semi headed toward her car. As she swerved to miss it, the car skidded through a puddle of standing water. She hit the brakes.

    “Shit! Hold on!” The car fishtailed as she lost control. She couldn’t see. She couldn’t stop the car. It careened toward the shoulder, and there was nothing Michelle could do.

    

  
     
    Chapter Seventeen

    

    Cas hadn’t seen Michelle in person since the morning of the coffee shop. Time and space was almost working. She had wanted to invite her to the next lesbian movie night, but didn’t know how well that would be received. She continued to text because she still wanted to be her friend, but the video calls she had grown used to came to a slow end. It was for the best. Michelle had a lot of her own life to sort out, and Cas didn’t do relationships. She never had, she never would. Why start now?

    “I’m thinking about hitting a few clubs this weekend. You in?” Val asked from across the EMS station.

    “I don’t know.” Cas scrolled on her phone, definitely not waiting for a text from Michelle.

    “You haven’t gone out with me in forever.”

    “It’s ski season. You know I rarely go out to clubs during ski season.”

    “True. But I don’t think you’ve gotten laid in forever.”

    “How could you possibly know that?”

    “Have you?”

    No. But that was none of her business.

    “I will take your silence as a no. Please tell me there’s been someone since Mary.”

    Cas found the skin on her thumbnail fascinating.

    “Seriously?”

    “I’ve been busy.”

    “That’s a hell of a dry spell.”

    It was, and she couldn’t entirely explain why.

    “Is everything okay?”

    “I think I’m in a rut.”

    “What do you mean?”

    “I work, I do ski patrol, then I come home and repeat. That’s it. I don’t ever do anything else.”

    Val burst into laughter.

    “Hey!”

    “Cas, that’s not a rut. That’s been your life for the past five years. That’s just you.”

    Val was right. That was what her life had become.

    “There’s nothing wrong with the life you’ve built, but if you think this is just stuck in a rut, I think you might need a rope ladder to get out of it.”

    Cas let out a long breath. “I don’t even know where to begin.”

    “Where is this coming from?”

    “I’m not even sure, to be honest. You ever just wake up and wonder how things are the way they are?”

    “Are you having a midlife crisis?”

    “Shit. Maybe?”

    “Want to go to Vegas and spend copious amounts of money on gambling and women?”

    Cas had barely made it out of Vegas the last time she went with Val. “I think we’ve established that that is the last thing I want to do.”

    “Well, whatever you need, you know I’m here for you, right?”

    “I do.” Even though Val could be overbearing at times, she was still the best friend that Cas could ask for.

    “This rain is not supposed to let up any time soon. Have you looked at this?” Val pointed to a weather app on her phone.

    Cas looked at her own screen. “Damn. It’s going to be a miserable night if we get a call.”

    “Dammit, Cas, you didn’t.”

    The alarm bells blared in the small space. “Shit.”

    “Let’s go.”

    
     

    “Do those wipers go any faster?” Cas leaned over, and Val swatted her hand.

    “You know that they don’t, and you know that it’s my turn to drive.”

    “Are we almost there?”

    “What are you, a kid on a road trip? Jeez.”

    Cas hated the ride to the scene. The buildup. The not knowing what they might encounter. She loved this job with all her heart. It was her true calling, and as soon as they got on-site, she would jump into action. She just wanted it to be now. Flashing lights flickered through the rain-streaked windshield.

    Cas looked at the notes on the tablet as the radio sounded. “Medic 101 this is dispatch.” Cas reached for the radio. “Dispatch this is Medic 101. Currently en route.”

    “You’ve got a Single SUV. Swerved off the road. Bystander called it in. So far one victim but unknown injuries. Engine 101 is five minutes out. They’re clearing their current call and en route to yours.”

    “Copy that,” Cas said. “It’s just us ‘til help arrives.” She watched Val grip the steering wheel as she pulled the ambulance to the side of the road and pointed the headlights toward the car in question. “Let’s make this quick. It’s going to be a wet one.”

    Cas pulled her neon-yellow jacket up around her neck to keep the rain from pelting her. Thirty seconds in, and she was unsuccessful. Rubber tire marks clearly delineated where the SUV had started to skid off the road. She and Val approached the vehicle. Its nose was in the ditch, and the back end was raised up slightly off the ground. Steam billowed out from under the hood.

    “Have you had any contact with the driver?” Cas asked the police officer closest to the vehicle.

    “No,” he said. “She appears to be unconscious. We can’t tell if there are any other passengers in the car, because the mud is making the hill too slippery to get any closer.”

    “Thanks. We’re on it.” Cas shined her flashlight on the vehicle. Her heart stopped. The bumper had a Lake Oswego Elementary School sticker. It couldn’t be. How did she not know what kind of car Michelle drove? There were hundreds of parents at the school. It could be any one of them. She went closer to the driver’s side. The driver lay forward over the steering wheel, unconscious. Her blond hair reflected the light. No. No. No. “We have to move!” Cas ran toward the driver’s-side door, her foot slipping in the ditch. With one muddy pant leg, she reached the door.

    The handle was jammed as she yanked on it. “Val, it’s stuck!” She kept pulling. The door had to open. Val joined her shortly with a crowbar. Cas ripped it from her hand and jammed it between the car frame and door. Nothing moved.

    “Cas, we can’t get it.”

    “I’m going to keep trying.” Nothing would keep her from getting Michelle out of the car.

    “Medic 101, this is Captain Johnston. Status report.”

    Val reached for her radio. Cas could think of nothing else other than prying the door off the frame. “The car door is jammed shut, sir. One victim inside, but we are unable to extract her. Grazer keeps trying but it’s a losing battle.”

    Rain pelted her face. Her grip kept slipping, but she wouldn’t stop trying.

    “Grazer! Stand down!” The radio called in her ear, but she couldn’t hear any of it. Nothing else mattered. She would never forgive herself if she couldn’t get Michelle out of this car.

    “Cas, they are three minutes out. Just wait for the spreader.” Val reached for Cas, and Cas swatted her hand away.

    Heart pounding, adrenaline thrumming. Three minutes was too long. All kinds of terrible brain damage could happen in three minutes. She adjusted her grip and shoved the pry bar into the frame with the full force of her body, then ripped against it. Sharp pain shot through her shoulder, but the door budged.

    Cas yanked the door open. “I’ve got you.” She dropped to her knees. She gently lifted Michelle’s head off the steering wheel. “I’ve got you.” She squinted hard and wiped the rain away. It wasn’t Michelle. The blond hair belonged to some other proud mother of a Lake Oswego student. “Oh, thank God.” A body pushed her aside, and she fell back onto her ass, not even caring that she was covered head-to-toe in mud. She looked at the sky as she caught her breath, coming down from the adrenaline high. It wasn’t Michelle. Thank God.

    Cas stood, and a searing pain shot through her right shoulder. “Shit.”

    “Grazer! Get over here!” one of the firefighters yelled. It was too slippery to get the gurney down the hill so they would have to carry the patient uphill to the ambulance. Cas took her place at the patient’s feet.

    “On three,” Val said.

    “Shit,” Cas tried to make it sound like a breath as white-hot pain shot through her shoulder. She grasped the stretcher with her left hand and pretended that her right arm still functioned normally. Once up the hill, the paramedics from the engine took over while Val and Cas wiped the mud from their jackets before getting in the sterile ambulance.

    “What the fuck, Cas? They were three minutes out!”

    How could she explain this one? She grimaced as she grabbed her shoulder. “I think I dislocated it. Pop it back in?”

    “Fine. Hold your arm out.”

    Cas straightened her arm and braced herself.

    “You know this is going to hurt like hell, right?”

    “Just get it over with.”

    “Why do you have to be out here playing hero? Why can’t you just wait and follow protocol?”

    “Fix my damn arm, please.”

    Val quickly forced Cas’s arm back into its socket. Cas grimaced, and stars blinked behind her eyelids. For a second she thought she might black out from the pain, then the world slowly came back into focus. “Fuck.”

    “Yeah, well, serves you right. Just wait next time.”

    Cas rubbed her shoulder. It was going to hurt for days, if not weeks. “Let’s get this stuff cleaned up. Thanks.”

    “Not so fast, Grazer.”

    Shit. Captain Johnston.

    “Want to tell me why you didn’t stand down when I told you to?” The rain had let up a little, but Captain Johnston looked every bit as soaked as everyone else at the scene.

    “I thought I could get it.”

    “Doesn’t really answer my question, now, does it?”

    “It was hard to hear, sir. I was so close, and I didn’t want the patient to lose any valuable time.” Unfortunately, Cas had been on the receiving end of this conversation many times.

    “Did I see Williams just pop your shoulder back in?”

    Cas swallowed hard. Getting herself into trouble was one thing, but she couldn’t bring Val down with her. “Just a slight slip. Not a big deal.”

    “Dammit. Williams, decide who you want your new partner to be while I give Grazer a ride to the hospital.”

    “What? No!” There was nothing more a doctor was going to do to help Cas’s shoulder. “I’m fine. This has happened before. It isn’t a big deal.”

    “Non-negotiable, Grazer. You got injured at work, so you can’t come back until you get the all-clear from a doctor.”

    “Are you fucking kidding me?”

    “Maybe you’ll have three minutes to wait next time.”

    “So you’re punishing me?” Just because she hadn’t waited an extra three minutes didn’t warrant benching her for the rest of the night. She could have saved the patient from potential brain damage.

    “It’s not a punishment, it’s protocol. I can’t have you on scene if we think you might be injured.”

    “Let’s get this over with. I’m sure I’ll get cleared in ten minutes and get back on shift.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Eighteen

    

    Michelle gripped the steering wheel, her knuckles white as the Suburban finally came to a stop. She threw the car in park and whipped around. “Is everyone okay?”

    “Whoa!” TJ threw his hands up in the air.

    “That was fun! Can we do it again!” Mercedes yelled.

    “We will not be doing that again.” Michelle relaxed into the leather seat. Everyone was okay. Thank God. “You know what? I don’t feel like driving in this much rain.” The last thing Michelle wanted was to drive this road again on the way back from choir practice. Coming out of one incident like this unscathed was lucky enough; she wouldn’t be pushing her luck. “What’d you say, just this once, we skip practice and get ice cream?”

    “Really?” TJ’s eyes went wide.

    “Let’s do it!” Mercedes threw her arms in the air.

    As it turned out, being the fun parent really wasn’t all that hard. The important thing was takeout food as often as possible and skipping obligations, like choir practice. Not that Michelle would do this all the time, but a night with just her and the kids was exactly what she needed. Not to be overly dramatic, but the near-death experience had her wanting to hold both kids in her arms all night.

    “Okay, I’ll make the popcorn. You two go decide on a movie.” Michelle entered the kitchen as they got home, hoping this was a task that could be done without fighting. It was damn near impossible, but she still had hope.

    The kernels popped slowly. Michelle hated the white cabinets. Why had she agreed to a white kitchen? It didn’t matter now. Maybe she would move. The kids might enjoy a new house if they got some say. The three of them certainly didn’t need this monstrosity of a house. Just something simple that they could settle into. Not something with Tommy’s imprint all over it.

    “Daddy!” both kids yelled from the living room.

    What the hell? Michelle grabbed the popcorn and walked over to see why in the world Tommy would choose tonight of all nights to waltz back in.

    “Mom! Daddy’s here!” TJ smiled from ear to ear as he threw himself at Tommy’s knees.

    “I see that. What a surprise.” Michelle wanted to strangle him. After months of no contact, he thought he could just walk back in and look like a hero?

    “I didn’t realize I needed an appointment to see my own kiddos.” Tommy ruffled each kid’s hair.

    “I thought you were still out of town on business.”

    “Right. Well. Got home early.”

    “Mom, can Dad join us for movie night? Please?” Mercedes looked at her with puppy dog eyes.

    “Movie night? On a school night?” Tommy looked at Michelle skeptically.

    “We’re having a treat tonight.”

    “I didn’t know you knew how to have fun.”

    “Duh, Dad,” TJ said. “Mom is super fun!”

    Gosh, she loved that kid. She would buy him anything in the world for that comment.

    “Is she, now?”

    “You’ve heard it from credible sources.” Michelle sat on the couch. “It is family movie night, and you are technically family, so have a seat.”

    Tommy sat on the far side of the couch, and TJ and Mercedes fought for who got to sit closest to him. Whatever cartoon it was, Michelle had seen it a hundred times, so she didn’t need to pay attention. Who did Tommy think he was? Michelle had been handling everything just fine on her own. Pickups, drop-offs, activities, not to mention the emotional well-being of two small children who may be developing abandonment issues. Meanwhile, Tommy was off with who knew how many women doing God knows what.

    Michelle tried to steady her breathing. She wouldn’t get worked up with the kids in the room, but looking over and seeing how much they still adored him drove her up the wall. They would never know that their dad wasn’t the hero they thought he was.

    The ending credits rolled, and both kids got ready for bed with less struggle than Michelle anticipated. Tommy laid his head back on the couch and stretched out his arms. “I’ve missed this.”

    “It’s just a couch.”

    His head shot up. “Not the couch. This.” He motioned a hand between them. “Movie night. Being in the same house. Our family.”

    “If you’ve missed it, you have a funny way of showing it.” Michelle crossed her arms. Whatever game Tommy was playing, she wanted out.

    “What do you mean?”

    “Tommy, I’ve been trying to get you to talk for months. You haven’t returned my calls or texts. You’ve said nothing about missing me or the kids in the entire time you’ve been gone. Now you just walk back in and want to have movie night? What the hell?”

    “I made a mistake.” Tommy scooted closer to Michelle on the couch.

    “Stop.” Michelle put both hands up.

    “I’m serious. I freaked out and made a mistake. I never should have left.”

    “So why did you?” Despite herself, Michelle needed answers. What had she not given Tommy?

    “I don’t know.” Tommy looked down.

    “The fuck you mean you don’t know?” Michelle tried not to raise her voice. “You don’t just up and leave ten years of marriage for no reason!”

    “We weren’t connecting…sexually.”

    “Are you fucking serious?”

    “You can’t tell me I’m wrong.”

    Michelle couldn’t. When was the last time the two of them had had a romantic night out? Between life and the kids, she had never wanted to put in the effort for Tommy.

    “And then I started getting attention from some girls at the gym, and I’m not going to lie, it felt good.”

    Michelle stiffened.

    “But that’s all it was. Just attention. It took me way too long to realize it.” Tommy stretched his arm out and tried to put it around Michelle. She stayed just out of reach. “What you and I have is the real thing. It’s so much more than just physical. I was an idiot, and I think we can work things out.”

    Michelle didn’t know what to think. There was a time when those were the exact words she’d wanted to hear. She’d wanted Tommy to admit he was wrong and beg for forgiveness. Now that the moment was here, it didn’t feel right. “Why now? What’s changed?”

    “I got the divorce papers. Divorce makes everything seem so…final.”

    It was about damn time he got those papers. “I didn’t really have another option, since you were unwilling to talk to me.”

    “There’s got to be another way.”

    “When exactly did you get the divorce papers?” If Tommy really wanted to reconcile, she needed to know that it was more than just an impulsive decision.

    “Today.”

    Michelle stood up. “That’s what I thought. Feel free to see yourself out.”

    “Michelle, wait. What are you talking about?”

    “If you just saw the papers today, then that means you saw how much your alimony payment is today. Don’t give me the crap that you want to be a family again.”

    “I mean, I do want to be a family again.”

    “So that you don’t have to pay me alimony.”

    “It’s a fucking big payment, Michelle!”

    “And there it is.”

    “How am I supposed to live on what’s left of my check?”

    “That sounds like a you problem.” Michelle walked toward the entryway.

    “You know your dad is probably going to fire me, right?” Tommy followed her.

    “Again, a you problem.”

    “There has to be something we can work out. Please. I’m begging you.” He got down on his knees and put his hands together.

    “As much as I love seeing you grovel, get up. You look ridiculous. Tommy, the time for working things out was a month ago. Since you left all the decisions to me, you’re stuck with what I decided. Good night.” She opened the front door.

    “There has to be something we can do.”

    Michelle pointed at the open door. “Anything we need to work out can be solved through our lawyers.”

    “Great. Fine. Just go call Daddy to solve all your problems.”

    “Good-bye, Tommy.” She slammed the door behind him the second he walked through it.

    

  
     
    Chapter Nineteen

    

    Michelle tossed and turned all night. Tommy tried to play her. Again. For a second, she had believed that he wanted her back. She had believed that he had wanted her all along, that they could have been a family. But then the truth came out. Money. Tommy wanted to keep his precious money.

    Michelle needed to talk to someone. It had been too late to call Lisa or Helen, but she had texted Cas, knowing she’d be on shift. Usually, Cas could text if she was at work, but last night must have been a busy one—she still hadn’t responded.

    The next morning, Michelle picked up her phone and texted “911” to the group thread with Lisa and Helen. Lisa initiated a three-way video call almost immediately.

    Lisa’s face filled the screen. She was in her pink robe and a matching pink bonnet. Her face wasn’t adorned with any makeup yet. “If you’re calling about what you’re wearing, then it’s definitely a 911.”

    “Hey now.” Michelle sat up in bed. “You aren’t any more dressed than I am.”

    Helen left her car with the phone outstretched, showing off her neatly tailored pantsuit. “Am I the only one that has somewhere to be this morning?”

    “Apparently. Shelly, honey, what’s going on?”

    “Last night was wild.”

    Helen stepped inside an office building. “I’m about to be in my office, so don’t mind me for a few minutes. Just keep talking.”

    “First, the kids asked if Tommy and I are getting a divorce.”

    “Shut up! They didn’t!” Lisa said.

    “They did. I decided to just be honest and tell them the truth. I told them that we were, and that we still loved them very much, and we were still a family.”

    “And they took it okay?” Lisa could never be a bystander in a conversation.

    “For the most part. Then we got home, and out of the blue, Tommy shows up.”

    “He didn’t!” This time Helen interjected.

    “It was movie night, and he basically invited himself. I couldn’t really turn him away after telling the kids we were still a family. Then after the kids went to bed, he told me he missed me and wanted me back and that we should try and work things out.”

    “Please tell me you kicked him to the curb,” Lisa said.

    “Basically. Turns out he got the divorce paperwork yesterday and saw how much his alimony payment is going to be.”

    “He really thought you would just take him back?” Helen asked.

    “Apparently. But seriously, no contact for months, and he just waltzes in like everything can go back to normal? God, he’s infuriating. If I had any doubts about my decision, last night just reaffirmed it.”

    “Are you having any doubts?” Lisa raised one eyebrow.

    “Absolutely not. I need him out of my life for good. The sooner the paperwork is signed, the better.”

    “I’ll drink to that!” Lisa said.

    “It’s not even seven,” Helen pointed out.

    “When has that stopped her?” Michelle asked.

    “Hey now!” Lisa pretended to swat at the phone.

    “Thanks, you two. I needed to talk that out. I can’t believe the audacity.”

    “I think it might get a little worse before it gets better, but you know we are always here for you,” Helen said.

    “I know you are. Thank you.”

    “I hear my monsters awakening in the other room. I’d better get myself together for drop-off line,” Lisa said.

    “I’d better do the same. Thank you again.” Michelle disconnected the call. Still no text from Cas. She rarely went this long without at least acknowledging her.

    Drop-off was uneventful, yet again. The word about her and Tommy’s trial separation was out, and Michelle no longer needed to avoid the side-eye from the other parents. She also no longer cared. She was getting a divorce. So what? It’s not like it was the 1930s or something.

    But Cas not responding to her text bothered her more than it should. Did she do something wrong? Why would Cas be upset with her? Was she okay? This was not the kind of mental spiral she needed today. She dialed Rion before she could keep over thinking it. If Cas was mad at her fine, she just needed to know that everything was okay.

    “Oh. Hey, Michelle.” Rion and Michelle hadn’t spoken since their disaster of a date.

    “Hi, Rion. Cas isn’t texting me back. I’m sure it’s nothing, but have you heard from her?”

    “Oh. She told me she didn’t need a ride home from the hospital.”

    “Hospital!” Michelle pulled her car over. Her mind spun. “What happened?”

    “She didn’t tell you?”

    “Clearly not. What the fuck is going on?”

    “She was in some kind of accident at work last night. The hospital called me because I’m her emergency contact. I said I’d come get her, but she said if I did she’d rip my head off and shove it down my throat. Based on that, I’m assuming she’s fine.”

    “You have no idea what happened?” If Rion had talked to Cas, then it couldn’t have been too serious. She was well enough to talk.

    “All she said was she didn’t need a ride, and she hasn’t been answering her phone ever since. I was going to go check on her at her place tomorrow if I didn’t hear anything today.”

    “Thanks, Rion. I’m going to check on her now.”

    “Let me know if she needs anything.”

    “I will.” Michelle pulled into traffic and turned toward Cas’s condo. What on earth had happened to land her in the hospital, and why wouldn’t she have told her?

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty

    

    Cas flipped through the different movie options on her TV. Nothing looked good. God, this was so dumb. The sling made the back of her neck itch. She didn’t need it anyway. Just because her shoulder had been dislocated multiple times, it didn’t mean she was unfit for duty. Well, that’s not what the stupid on-call ER doctor had said last night. What did he know anyway? He was probably barely even twenty-five and still knee-deep in med school debt. Cas had seen way more trauma than that kid. She would definitely be getting a second opinion so she could get cleared and back on shift. Two weeks of sitting at home on this couch was not going to work.

    Someone pounded on her door. “Go away!” Scrolling with her left hand was difficult. Maybe, at the very least, she could take today to get better at being ambidextrous. The pounding grew louder. “Rion, for the love of God, go away!”

    The pounding wouldn’t stop. “It isn’t Rion!” a muffled voice called. A woman’s voice. Who was at the door? She rose quickly and then regretted it. Even though the young doctor was wrong, she still needed to be careful getting up and down today. She opened the door. “Michelle?”

    Michelle pushed her way inside. “You were in the hospital.”

    “I was.”

    “You didn’t tell me.” Hurt filled her eyes.

    “Um.”

    “Why didn’t you tell me?”

    Why didn’t she tell her? “I didn’t really tell anyone.”

    “I’m your friend. When friends go to the hospital, you tell them.”

    “Noted.”

    “Cas, this isn’t funny!”

    “Okay. I’m sorry.”

    “What happened?”

    “I dislocated my shoulder at work. It isn’t a big deal.”

    “It’s a big enough deal that you needed to go to the hospital.” Michelle scanned Cas’s body for more injuries.

    “That’s just protocol. Any time someone gets hurt, they have to go in.”

    “How did you get home from the hospital? Rion said you told him not to get you.”

    “I took an Uber.”

    “You Ubered home from the hospital?”

    “I needed a ride. They provide rides. Work makes me put down an emergency contact. There was no sense in ruining Rion’s night.”

    “Why’d you turn your phone off?”

    “Because I was tired of people checking on me. I really am fine. It’s just a shoulder.”

    “God, you’re difficult.”

    “Thank you for coming by. As you can see, I am in one piece. I should be good as new in no time.”

    “You still haven’t showered.”

    Michelle had her there. That was the part that had been too much work. The hospital had helped her get most of the mud off of her pants, and she was down to her T-shirt, but she had yet to change into something more comfortable. “I didn’t feel like it.”

    “You always shower when you get off work.” Michelle crossed her arms.

    “It was a long night, and I was tired.”

    “You expect me to believe that?” Michelle narrowed her gaze. “You’re still in your work pants.”

    “Sometimes I nap before I shower.” Cas moved toward the door. “In fact, I’m going to do that now. I’ll turn my phone back on when I wake up. Thank you for coming by.”

    “I’ll leave if you take your shirt off.”

    “What?” Did she hear that right?

    Michelle stayed glued to the floor. “You heard me.”

    “That’s ridiculous.”

    “If you can take your shirt off, I’ll leave.”

    Cas didn’t need anyone’s help. It was just a shoulder. A day of rest and she’d be back to normal.

    Michelle moved her hands to the base of her own sweatshirt and pulled it over her head. “See?” She stood in Cas’s entryway in her black lace bra. “It’s not hard. Take your shirt off.”

    “What are you doing?” Cas’s eyes immediately strayed to Michelle’s cleavage. Was this the kind of bra Michelle wore every day?

    “Taking my shirt off. It’s not hard. If you can do it, then I’ll go.”

    Cas looked up, knowing she’d stared for too long. “Put your shirt back on.”

    “I’ll put mine on when you take yours off.” Michelle’s smooth stomach was hard not to stare at as well. She really needed to put her shirt back on.

    “Fine.” Cas reached for her right shirt sleeve, under the sling. She slowly tried to work her shoulder out from under it. “Shit.” She clamped her eyes shut as pain shot through her whole body. Michelle grabbed her as she wobbled on her feet.

    “I’ve got you.” Michelle helped her to the couch and eased her down.

    “Fuck, it hurts.” She kept her eyes clamped shut, waiting for the wave of pain to subside. As she slowly opened her eyes, ample breasts in a black bra greeted her. She slowly looked up to see Michelle’s concerned eyes.

    “Are you okay?”

    “Can you please put your shirt back on?”

    “Right. Yes.” Michelle scrambled away and came back fully clothed. She sat next to Cas on the couch. “I think you’re downplaying how much pain you’re in.”

    “It’s never been this bad before.”

    Michelle stood up. “Come on. Let’s get you showered.”

    “That’s really not necessary.”

    “Cas, stop being the most difficult woman that ever lived. I’m not leaving until you let me help you.”

    A shower did sound amazing. But how would this work? She couldn’t let Michelle see her naked.

    “Where do you keep your garbage bags?”

    “Under the kitchen sink.” Cas motioned with her head.

    “Let’s go.” Michelle reached her hand out, and Cas took it. While she didn’t want the help, she had to admit she was grateful for the extra support. Something about this blow to the shoulder was worse than any of the other injuries she’d faced.

    “Can you hold your right arm in place?”

    “I think so.” Cas balled her fist and kept her arm up. Standing behind Cas, Michelle carefully undid the sling and placed it on the bathroom counter. I’m going to take your shirt off, and we’ll use the garbage bag as a sling for the shower.

    “I never would have thought of that.”

    “Plenty of broken arms in my family, unfortunately. Not my kids, but lots of cousins growing up.” Michelle slowly worked Cas’s shirt up until it was just around her neck and right shoulder. “I’ll go slow. Let me know if it hurts.”

    Cas nodded and braced for the pain, but it never came. Before Cas could register what was happening, Michelle had her arm in the makeshift plastic sling, making sure to keep her breasts covered. “What happened here?” Michelle ran her fingers across a bandage on the back of Cas’s right arm. Cas winced. “Sorry.”

    “Three stiches.”

    “From last night?”

    “Yeah. Apparently, I hit something when I dislocated my shoulder.”

    “Good lord, Cas. This is more than a nothing injury.”

    “It’s just stitches.”

    “I’m covering them so they don’t get wet, okay?”

    Cas nodded.

    “If I unbutton your pants, can you get them the rest of the way off?”

    Fuck, this was getting intimate. “This is so embarrassing.”

    “Why?”

    “I’m a grown-ass adult needing help with a shower.”

    “Everyone needs help sometimes. There.” Michelle quickly undid the button and zipper to Cas’s pants. Cas wished she could have savored the feeling, but under much different circumstances. “Do you feel steady enough to get in the shower by yourself?”

    Cas wanted to make a snarky comment but thought better of it. She really did want a shower, and no one else was here to help. “I can do it.”

    “I’m going to be right outside. Holler if you need anything.”

    “Thank you.”

    Cas stepped into the warm stream of water. Never in her life had a shower felt so good. She needed to wash the night before off of her. Not just the mud, but all of it. The thought that she might have lost Michelle. The reaction to not following orders. The hospital. All of it. Normally, she would have shut out the world and waited until she could use her arm on her own, but Michelle’s help didn’t suck.

    She used her left arm to rinse her hair and washed her body the best she could. Yet again, she was thankful she kept her hair short. Trying to wash longer hair would have been a nightmare left-handed. After cleaning her body enough to feel like a real person again, she shut the water off and carefully reached for a towel. As she dried off, she found clean clothes on the bathroom counter.

    No one had ever laid clothes out for her before. It was small. It was sweet. It was one less thing she needed to think about. Not only that, but Michelle was a genius. A tank top. That would be so much easier to maneuver in and out of with her shoulder. A tank top and a zip up hoodie. Michelle clearly knew what she was doing.

    The smell of tomato sauce greeted her as she exited the bathroom. “Are you cooking?”

    “Nothing fancy, but I assumed you haven’t eaten?” Michelle stirred a pot and eyed Cas through the passthrough window.

    “Not yet, no.”

    “You need food in you before you take these meds.” Michelle held up two prescription bottles from the counter.

    “Oh, I don’t need those.”

    “For fuck’s sake, Cas.”

    “The pain meds just make me loopy.”

    “Well, you at least need the antibiotic for the stitches.”

    Michelle was right. That didn’t mean Cas liked taking the meds. “Thank you for laying clothes out.”

    “You’re welcome. I hope what I picked out is okay. I didn’t want to be a snoop or anything, but trust me, the tank top is the way to go.”

    “You’re a freaking genius.”

    Michelle joined Cas on the couch with a bowl of spaghetti. “It’s nothing fancy, but I really would like it if you ate something.”

    “Thank you. Watching me eat left-handed is not going to be pretty.”

    “I don’t mind.”

    Cas took a fork in her left hand and attempted to swirl noodles on it. “Fuck it.” She shoveled some into her mouth.

    Michelle giggled.

    “I told you it wasn’t going to be pretty.”

    “I’m not judging.”

    “This is delicious. Are you sure you made this with ingredients you found in my kitchen?”

    “Your kitchen was better stocked than I was expecting.”

    “Thank you.”

    Michelle took the dish and returned with a glass of water and three pills. “I would really like it if you would take these.”

    “I really hate the pain meds.”

    “I know. But your body needs to relax so it can heal. It doesn’t have to be for forever, but after last night and this morning, wouldn’t it be good if your shoulder could have a break?”

    Cas’s shoulder throbbed. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, it did hurt.

    “Do it for me?” Michelle held the pills out on her palm.

    Cas grabbed all three and threw them to the back of her throat. She washed them down with a gulp of water.

    “How about we watch that second Alien movie while we wait for them to kick in?”

    “It has scary parts.”

    “You’ll tell me when they are.”

    “I will.”

    Michelle grabbed a blanket and scooted closer to Cas on the couch. “Are you warm enough?”

    “I’m perfect.” Cas relished the warmth of Michelle’s body next to hers. It had been a long time since she’d watched a movie alone with anyone.

    The meds started to kick in, making Cas’s eyelids heavy. For a movie she’d seen a dozen times, she had no idea what was going on. “Michelle?”

    “Yeah?”

    “Thank you.”

    “You’re welcome.”

    A gentle hand rubbed her good shoulder. “Michelle?”

    “Yeah?”

    “I saw your boobs.”

    Michelle giggled.

    Cas burst into laughter, the kind of laughter that only makes sense to a high person. “I saw your boobs, and they were really, really nice.”

    “Why, thank you.”

    “I’d like to see them again.”

    “I think the drugs are kicking in.”

    “Drugs or not, your boobs get an A-plus.” Cas couldn’t resist the weight of her eyelids any longer, and she drifted to sleep.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-one

    

    The rattle of the key in the door woke Cas from her drug-induced slumber. “Rion?” She sat up quickly and then regretted it when the room spun. “Fuck.”

    “Are you okay?” Michelle dropped the bags in her hands and rushed to the couch.

    “Michelle. What are you doing here?”

    “I came to check on you, silly. Have you been on the couch since I left yesterday?”

    Cas rubbed her face with her left hand, feeling the sleep still in her eyes. “What time is it?”

    “Just after eight. I dropped the kids off at school and came over.”

    “The drugs knocked me out. I guess I did sleep on the couch.”

    “How’s your shoulder?” Michelle looked at the sling cautiously.

    “A little stiff.” Cas started to lift it. “Shit.”

    Michelle put her hand on it. “Don’t try and move it. There’s no sense in that.”

    “How did you get a key? Only Rion has one.”

    “I took one yesterday.”

    “You took my key?”

    “I kind of figured you wouldn’t be leaving, and I wanted to be able to come and check on you. I knew that you would say no if I asked, so I didn’t ask.”

    “So you’ve resorted to breaking and entering?”

    “It’s not breaking and entering if I have a key.” Michelle flashed a smile. “Are you hungry?”

    “Not really.” Cas struggled to get her bearings, still not used to waking up on the couch.

    “I’m going to make you something anyway. You need food so you can take your drugs.”

    “That’s really not necessary. I don’t think there’s much in my kitchen since I haven’t gone shopping yet.”

    Michelle walked back toward the front door. “Don’t worry. I swung by the store on my way over. Do you want eggs or oatmeal?”

    “You what?” Cas jumped up from the couch. “Fuck!” She clutched her arm.

    “Would you please just relax?” Michelle took the grocery bags into the kitchen.

    “You didn’t need to do any of this. I’m fine.”

    “Tell that to the arm you keep clutching. Eggs or oatmeal?”

    Cas tried to ignore the throbbing pain in her shoulder. Why wouldn’t it just go away? All she wanted to do was get her life back to normal. Michelle glared at her from the kitchen. Cas could tell there was no hope of her leaving. “Eggs.”

    “Great” Michelle pulled an egg carton from her tote bag.

    “Here, let me grab a pan.”

    “You really can’t accept help, can you?”

    “You don’t know where things are in my kitchen.”

    Michelle opened the cupboard next to the stove. “Looks like the pans are here.”

    “Right, but you need more than just a pan to make breakfast.”

    “I’m sure I can figure it out. Sit down.”

    “Are you really telling me what to do in my own home?”

    “Yup.”

    Breakfast did sound good. Cas took a seat at the kitchen island and put her arm on the counter.

    “Thank you. Scrambled okay?”

    “Sure.”

    “I told Rion you were okay. He said he still hadn’t heard from you.”

    Michelle was talking to Rion? That was weird. “I still haven’t turned my phone on.”

    “Seriously?”

    “I don’t know if I’m ready to deal with it yet. If the hospital called Rion, then he probably told my mom, and lord knows how many voicemails I have from her.”

    “Don’t you think you should let your mother know you’re okay?”

    “It’s not that simple.”

    Michelle stared at her from the stove.

    “Can we talk about something else please?”

    “I texted you the night you went to the hospital because Tommy came over.”

    “What? Out of the blue?”

    “Yup.”

    “What did that jackass want?”

    “At first he claimed he wanted to give our marriage another chance.”

    Cas’s heart clenched. Did Michelle want to give Tommy another chance? He was the father of her children. Staying together as a family would be the easier thing to do.

    “Turns out he’d finally gotten the divorce paperwork and saw what the settlement looks like.”

    “So you aren’t getting back together?”

    “God, no.” Michelle shut off the burner and set two plates of eggs on the island.

    “Thank you.” Cas picked up a fork with her left hand and attempted to shovel food into her mouth gracefully.

    “I’m ready to move on to the next phase of my life. Whatever that looks like.”

    “Any ideas?”

    “Not a clue.” Michelle handed Cas a pill bottle. “Here.”

    Cas sighed. Another battle she wouldn’t win in her own home. “I’m not sure about the pain pill. It just makes me sleepy.”

    “Your call.”

    “That hasn’t been the case so far.”

    “Let’s go sit on the couch.”

    “I’ll clear the plates first.”

    “God, you’re impossible.”

    “I’ve got one perfectly good arm.” Cas took the plates to the sink and rinsed them under warm water. Michelle crossed her arms, glaring at her. Cas didn’t care. This was her house, and if she wanted to do the dishes, she would. Using her perfectly good left arm took longer, but it got the job done. She opened the dishwasher and somehow misjudged where her fridge was. Her right shoulder slammed into the handle and she clamped her mouth shut to keep the curse words from coming out. If she could ride out the wave of pain, Michelle wouldn’t see and everything would be fine. She closed her eyes. Tears pricked at the edges of her eyelids. Deep breath after deep breath did nothing to make the pain subside.

    Michelle’s gentle hand rubbed her back. “Are you okay?”

    Cas shook her head, eyes still closed, unable to speak.

    “Come on.” Michelle put a hand around her waist and led her slowly back to the couch. Cas got settled into what was becoming her new nesting spot, and Michelle placed a pillow under her arm. “Please take these.” Two pain pills sat on Michelle’s outstretched hand.

    Not having any fight left in her, Cas took the pills. Michelle snuggled onto the cushion next to her. “Come here.” She wrapped her arms around Cas and pulled her in. Cas sank into the warmth of Michelle’s arms. The warmth of knowing that someone else would take care of her, and someone else would make sure that this was all going to be okay.

    “Is it any better?”

    “A little.”

    “You don’t have to lie.”

    Cas sighed. “It still hurts pretty bad. I just don’t get it. I’ve dislocated my shoulder before. It’s never hurt like this.”

    “You never did tell me what happened.”

    “The accident?”

    “How you got hurt.”

    What could she say? I thought I saw you in the car and pried the door off with my hands? “There was a car in a ditch. It was raining really hard that night, so it was muddy and visibility was poor. We don’t know how she swerved off the road, but when I tried to open the car door, something happened and my shoulder popped.”

    Michelle eyed her skeptically. “That’s a heck of a pop.”

    “Like I said, it was really rainy. I must have slipped.”

    “How did you get the stitches?”

    “I don’t know.” At least that part was true. Cas still couldn’t figure out how she’d managed a gash deep enough—through her turnout jacket—to warrant stitches.

    “What aren’t you telling me?”

    “I honestly don’t know what happened. It was raining so hard that I didn’t even know I was bleeding until they got my jacket off at the hospital.”

    “Do you get injured a lot at work?” Concern filled Michelle’s eyes.

    “I wouldn’t say a lot, but I have had more than one injury from the job. Nothing that I would consider a major injury.”

    Michelle scoffed. “I think it would take an amputation for you to consider it a major injury.”

    “I just don’t like to sit around all day.”

    “Well, it’s what we’re doing today. Are you picking the show or am I?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “TV.” Michelle waved the remote around.

    “I know what a show is. Don’t you have somewhere to be?”

    “Nope.”

    “You’re just going to sit here all day?”

    “I might get up to make us lunch or something.”

    Cas shook her head. “Unbelievable. Well, since you are staying, you pick the show.”

    Michelle liked soap operas. A lot. Cas knew that soap operas existed—she didn’t live under a rock—but she had never actually watched a full episode, let alone a full day of them. The dramatic music, the long pauses, it was all a bit much. But for whatever reason, Michelle was into it. It was cute. A side of Michelle that Cas hadn’t seen yet. A more playful side. A side she wanted to see more of.

    Cas’s eyelids grew heavy a few times, but she managed to ward off sleep. Was it the pain pills kicking in or just the exhaustion of the last few days catching up to her? It could be that sitting on the couch all day was making her even more tired. How could she do another two weeks of this?

    The couch was more comfortable than she remembered. Warm, soft, and enveloping her like a warm blanket. Was this the fifth or sixth episode of the show? It was becoming hard to keep track. The main character morphed into an alien. Wait. That didn’t make any sense. Cas’s whole body jumped, and her eyelids flew open. “Oh.” Her head rested on Michelle’s shoulder, their bodies snuggled together. No wonder the couch had been so comfy.

    “You’re awake.” Michelle’s voice stayed soft.

    “I’m sorry about that.” Cas pushed herself up carefully. She didn’t want to break the contact, but now that she was awake, staying cuddled up seemed awkward.

    “It’s okay. You looked comfortable, and you need rest.”

    “How long was I out for?”

    “Almost two hours.”

    Damn. Michelle had let her lie there for almost two hours?

    “It’s a good thing you’re up, though, because I have to get going, and I was going to feel awful if I woke you. And I was going to feel even more awful if you woke up to an empty house.”

    “Oh.” Cas didn’t know why she was disappointed. She knew Michelle couldn’t stay forever. Friends didn’t stay the night. Friends didn’t stay forever. But why had she assumed Michelle wouldn’t leave?

    “I have to go get Mercedes and TJ from school. Do you need anything before I go?”

    Right. The kids. Of course she has to go pick up her kids. “No. I’m good.”

    “Don’t do this, Cas. Do you need water or anything? Don’t make a scene like you did with the dishes.”

    “A glass of water would be great.”

    Michelle’s eyes lit up as she practically skipped to the kitchen. “Here you go.” Michelle placed a fresh glass on the end table next to Cas. “Call me if you need anything, and I’ll see you tomorrow.”

    “Tomorrow? What’s tomorrow?”

    “I’ll be back to see you, silly. Good-bye, Cas.”

    Michelle would be back. As much as Cas hated accepting the help, she loved the idea of Michelle coming back.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-two

    

    Four days had passed since Cas had seen Michelle’s A-plus breasts. Michelle assumed Cas meant grade and not size, since Michelle was a solid C-cup. Cas hadn’t mentioned Michelle’s breasts since then. Not that she would; it had clearly been the pain meds talking. Michelle still didn’t know what had overcome her when she took her shirt off right in front of Cas, but at the moment it had seemed like the most natural thing to do. No one had ever stared at her chest the way Cas had. Not even Tommy. Cas had tried to be subtle, but Michelle had noticed, and the attention was…nice.

    She readjusted her bra, pushing the girls together a little further before opening the door to Cas’s place. What am I doing? She’s not going to notice. And even if Cas did notice, why did Michelle care?

    Cas was in the kitchen when Michelle entered the condo. “What are you doing?”

    “Making coffee.” Cas had the deer-in-the-headlights look.

    “You knew I was coming over and would help you.” Why was she so stubborn?

    “It’s just coffee. It’s not like I can’t do things.”

    “Where’s your sling?”

    “Oh. I’m feeling good today. I don’t think I need it.”

    “Goddammit, Cas! Why can’t you just take care of yourself?” Michelle searched for the black sling and found it on the couch. “Why is it like pulling teeth to get you to do the simplest things?”

    “You don’t need to get me to do anything. Last I checked, it was my arm, and healing it is my business.”

    “Are you serious?” How could Cas not see that other people were invested in her?

    “Why do you care so much?”

    “Did you wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning or something? This is a little much, even for you.”

    “Even for me? What the fuck does that mean? You’re the one that came into my home, with my key, yelling.”

    “Because I care about you, Cas! I care about you, and I want you to get better.” Wait, where had those feelings come from? “And if you would just slow down for a little bit and take some damn help, you would actually get better.”

    “I told you I don’t need any help!” Cas slammed her fist on the counter. “Goddammit.” She grabbed her right arm and folded over in pain.

    “Hey, I’ve got you.” Michelle used her softest voice. Even though she still wanted to scream at Cas, she couldn’t handle seeing her in this much pain. She put a hand around her waist and kept her steady on her feet.

    “Fuck, it hurts so bad,” Cas said on repeat, tears forming at the corner of her eyes.

    Michelle helped her over to the couch. “Can I put the sling on?”

    Cas nodded through gritted teeth. “I’m so sick of this fucking couch,” she said, barely above a whisper.

    “I know. What do you need? And don’t say you don’t need anything.”

    Cas put her head back and looked at the ceiling.

    “I need to get back to work. I need to get out of my house. I need to get off this couch. I’m going fucking crazy.”

    “It’s actually not too bad outside today. If we can get a coat over your sling, how do you feel about walking to get coffee?”

    “Michelle, I was just a grade-A bitch to you, and now you’re offering to buy me coffee?”

    “Oh no. You are definitely buying apology coffee for whatever that was. But I am willing to talk it out if you are.” Seriously, where had these feelings come from?

    “Will you help me get my coat on so I can buy you an apology coffee?”

    “I thought you’d never ask.”

    They walked slowly and in-step through Cas’s neighborhood to one of the dozens of local coffee shops. The sun had made a rare winter appearance, but the air nipped against any exposed skin. “Do you want to tell me what happened back there?” Michelle asked.

    “I can’t go back to work until my shoulder gets better.”

    “That’s not new information.”

    “I’m just trying to speed the process along.”

    “I don’t think your plan is working.” Michelle chuckled lightly.

    “No shit.”

    “What’s really going on?”

    “I’m going bonkers sitting at home. I’ve never been off work this long, and I don’t know what to do with myself.”

    “But you know how anatomy works. You know you need to rest to get better.”

    “This place is one of my favorites. You good if we stop here?” Cas pointed to the coffee shop in front of them.

    “You’re the one buying.”

    “Hi, Cas!” A purple haired barista greeted them as they entered. Michelle’s stomach tightened. Was this another one of the women that kept Cas company? “Your usual?”

    “Yes please, and whatever she’s having.” Cas pointed to Michelle.

    “I’ll take a mocha, please.”

    “Oat or almond milk?” the barista asked.

    “Just regular.”

    “Really? Cas usually only drinks plant-based milks.”

    “Is that true?” Michelle asked Cas. How did she not know that about her? Why did it bother her so much that the barista knew it? And why was the barista trying to compete with her?

    “Depends on the day,” Cas said. She handed over her card and they found a table near the back to have some semblance of privacy.

    “Why did you stay this morning?” Cas asked.

    “What do you mean?”

    “I was really terrible to you. You should have turned around and left, but you didn’t. Why didn’t you?”

    “I care about you, Cas. I meant that. I don’t know what was going on in your brain this morning, but clearly it was something big. Then when you were in physical pain, I wasn’t going to leave you lying on the kitchen floor.”

    A different woman delivered the coffee to their table. “Hi, Cas!” She grinned from ear to ear as she set the drinks down. “Oh no, what happened to your arm?”

    “It’s nothing. Just a small work injury.”

    “Did you get injured saving someone again?”

    “You could say that.”

    “You’re always such a hero. Call me later if you’re free.” She left with a wink. Michelle wanted to slap her. Did people really flirt that blatantly in public?

    “Is she one of the women that keeps you company?”

    “She and I have gone out a few times, yeah.”

    “And the woman behind the counter?”

    “I know her too.”

    “Is this place one of your favorites for the coffee or the baristas?”

    A sly smile crossed Cas’s mouth. “Are they mutually exclusive?”

    “Are you serious?”

    “I have spent time with many of the baristas here, but not for a long time. But back to my original question. Why did you stay?”

    There were plenty of people in Cas’s life. Any one of those women could have come over and taken care of her, but none of them had. Except Michelle.

    Michelle held her mug with both hands, clearly needing to do something with them. “Because I care about you.”

    “Well, I’m sorry for the way I behaved this morning. It wasn’t fair to you.”

    “Want to tell me what’s really going on?”

    “My follow-up appointment is tomorrow, and my arm still hurts like hell, so there’s no way I’m getting cleared to go back to work. I can fake my way through most of it, but if the doctor asks me to lift my arm too high, I can’t do it without grimacing.”

    “You’d fake your way through it?”

    “You’d be surprised what I’ve done to get back to work. I really hate just sitting at home.”

    “Isn’t that a liability or something? Don’t you need two good arms to help people?”

    “Yes and no.” Cas bobbed her head back and forth. “It’s not ideal, but I just need to get cleared enough for light duty. I won’t go on any major calls or anything. Probably just paperwork. But if I can’t even lift my arm, they won’t let me back in the building.”

    “What happens if you don’t get cleared?”

    “Ugh. I can’t even think about that.” Cas ran her fingers along her mug. “Thank you for keeping me company the last few days. I know I have said I don’t need help, but it has been nice.”

    Warmth flooded Michelle’s chest. “You’re welcome. How are you getting to your follow-up appointment tomorrow?”

    “I’ll probably Uber or something.”

    “Seriously?” With all the contacts Cas had in her phone, couldn’t she just call one of them?

    “I probably shouldn’t drive, so yeah.”

    “What time is it at?”

    “Ten.”

    “That’s perfect. I’ll take you.”

    “What? No. I’m sure you have better things to do.”

    “I actually don’t. I drop the kids off around eight, then I’ll swing by and get you. We’ll be done in plenty of time to pick them back up.”

    Cas wanted to fight her. The gears in her mind spun loudly. Michelle waited her out. “Fine.”

    “Thank you. I know you want to do this on your own, but I cannot stomach the idea of you paying a stranger to take you to the doctor.”

    “Michelle Barret, you are something else.” Cas gave a half smile as she looked across the table. “Do you have any other plans before you pick up the kids today? I know I’m not a fast walker, but being out of the house feels really great, and I wouldn’t mind walking to the store or something.”

    Michelle checked her watch. “I have several hours before I have to be anywhere, and I would love to spend them helping you.”

    “Hey, now. I didn’t say I needed help.”

    Michelle raised an eyebrow.

    “But your company is nice, and maybe I’ll let you carry a grocery bag or something.”

    “Come on, you stubborn ass, let’s go.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-three

    

    Cas bounced her knee up and down waiting for Michelle to take her to the clinic. If she could convince the doctor she could get through a day without pain meds, then she could at least get back to work on Monday. That’s all she needed. She didn’t mind paperwork, or routing calls, or even going through years of backdated charts. She needed to do anything but sit on this couch.

    The door opened right on cue. “I am ready and in my sling and prepared to be a model patient.”

    “Well, that’s good.” Rion shut the door behind him.

    “Rion? What are you doing here?” Cas’s stomach dropped. She had enjoyed her time with Michelle the past few mornings and, as much as she didn’t want a ride, she hoped she might be able to turn the doctor’s appointment into lunch or more errands this afternoon.

    “Are you ever going to turn your phone back on?”

    Cas’s phone-turned-paperweight sat on the end table. She still hadn’t been able to bring herself to turn it on since the accident. “Did something happen?” Was Michelle okay? Had something happened to her and she’d missed it?

    “Michelle’s daughter is sick, so she had to stay home with her. She said she tried to call you, but you weren’t answering. She sent me in her place.”

    “Oh.” It was hard not to be disappointed. Obviously, Michelle should stay home with her sick child, but that didn’t mean Cas wanted her to. “I can call a car. You don’t have to take me.”

    “Nope. I am under strict orders. She said you will try and tell me not to take you, but I am not to cave. I don’t know what the deal is with her, but she can be a little scary.”

    Cas chuckled. Michelle could be a little scary when she was in protective mode. Cas powered her phone back on. At the very least she could let Michelle know that Rion was taking her, and she still intended to be a good patient.

    After several minutes of dings and buzzes, Cas’s phone finally quieted long enough for her to sort through the notifications. Several voicemails from her mom. A few from Val. Two from Michelle, one from this morning. She didn’t listen to any of them, instead opting to text Michelle right away.

    Cas: Rion is here being a good shuttle driver. Thank you for sending him.

    Michelle: Oh good—Sorry I couldn’t make it. Mercedes woke up with a nasty stomach bug—I’ll spare you the details, but I’ll be out with her all day

    Cas: You forget that in my line of work I love details—in fact I’m going to the dr to get cleared to deal with those kinds of details ; )

    Michelle: LOL let me know how it goes

    Less than an hour later, Cas waited in the sterile patient room, willing time to move faster. Being on this end of an appointment was never easy. “You really didn’t have to come in the room with me.”

    Rion sat in a chair, blowing up a surgical glove like a balloon. He released it, and it flew across the room. “I am your emergency contact. What if there’s an emergency?”

    “I’m pretty sure I can ask to have you removed. I’m still not sure how you weaseled your way in here.”

    “Michelle was extremely clear that someone needed to be in here with you so you don’t just fake your way through it, whatever that means.” He picked up another glove and started blowing.

    “Would you stop that?”

    “What? I’m bored.”

    “Play on your phone or something.”

    “Why is Michelle so concerned about your health?”

    “Never mind. Go back to blowing up gloves.”

    “I thought she was nice, but our date was definitely off. Do you think that’s because she’s into women? Is she trying to date you?”

    “Shit, Rion. I don’t know.” That would be too good to be true. Michelle had taken a vested interest in Cas’s health, but she was just being an overbearing friend. There was no way she had romantic feelings for Cas.

    “That would make sense, though. No one else has come by to try and help you.”

    “That’s because everyone else knows I don’t want them in my damn business.”

    “Right, but Michelle still came by.”

    Michelle did still come by. Cas couldn’t lie; it was nice. She didn’t know what she would have done the first few days without Michelle’s help. She could have called Val or one of her other friends, but it wouldn’t have been the same. How did Michelle know exactly what she needed and when she needed it?

    “I think she likes you.”

    “She’s only dated men.”

    “And?”

    “And I don’t date.”

    “Well, maybe you should. She’s nice. She’s cute. She clearly cares about you, and she’s just a little bit scary when she needs to be.”

    Thankfully, the doctor chose the right time to enter. “Cas?”

    “That’s me.”

    “I’m Dr. Blake. How’s the arm holding up?” He pulled up her records on his tablet.

    “Great. Never better. I feel ready to get back to work.”

    “Never better, huh? You dislocated it pretty good.”

    “What can I say? I’m a fast healer.”

    “Let’s take a closer look.” His large hands took the sling off her shoulder. Cas managed a straight face as the full weight of her arm was placed on her shoulder. “How does this feel?” He lifted her arm slightly.

    She sucked in a sharp breath. “It’s not ideal, but I can manage.”

    He took a step back. “Can you raise your arm above your head?”

    Cas gritted her teeth. “Yup.” She counted to ten in her head. If she could focus on counting, then she wouldn’t feel the searing pain in her body.

    “Can you do it without wanting to cry?”

    “Hey now! Who’s crying?” Cas wiped a tear from her cheek. “Fuck.” The thought of spending another shift in her apartment instead of at work suffocated her. Suddenly, the temperature in the room kicked up twenty degrees, and everything started to spin around her. She sucked in a few deep breaths. “There has to be something we can do. I can’t just keep sitting at home. Please? Seriously, I’ll go nuts if I have to spend another week in my house. I can’t do it.”

    “Geez, Cas, dramatic much?” Rion said.

    “You don’t understand. I am at my wits’ end. There has to be something we can do.”

    Dr. Blake placed his hands on Cas’s shoulder again and pushed firmly against the muscles. Cas did her best not to cringe.

    “Are you taking painkillers?”

    “Just at night to help me sleep.”

    “How’s your pain level when you wear the sling? Are you able to walk and do other normal functions?”

    “In the sling, it’s not bad. I walked to the store just yesterday.” Walking to the grocery store with Michelle had ended up being the highlight of her week. They didn’t do anything particularly special, but it felt natural to push the cart up and down the aisles of the store while Michelle made fun of the brand of mac and cheese Cas liked. It seemed normal, even. Michelle should be the one sitting next to her now, not Rion and his glove balloons. But what did that even mean? Cas had never wanted anyone sitting next to her in these kinds of situations. Why Michelle?

    “I know that there are dozens of tasks at the department that can be done from a desk. Can you make it through a full shift without painkillers?”

    “Yes!”

    “Then I see no reason why I can’t clear you for light duty. You’ll need to wear the sling, and we will need to follow up in two weeks. It’s possible you’ll need physical therapy, but I don’t think complete bed rest is the answer.”

    “Oh my God, thank you! I have never been so happy to do paperwork.”

    “Speaking of, I’ll get someone to send over the papers to your department so you are cleared, and then you should be good to go on Monday.”

    “Thank you!” Cas could have hugged him but thought better of jumping up and causing more pain. This was exactly what she needed. She needed to get back to some semblance of normal. She needed to get back to her regular routine and get Michelle out of her mind.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-four

    

    “Look who’s back!” Cas entered the station on Monday morning with her left hand held high. Her right arm hung extra tight in the sling so as not to cause any unnecessary pain in the first few minutes back.

    “It’s about damn time!” Val greeted her with a careful hug. “You know how close I was to breaking down your front door when you didn’t answer me?”

    “Thank you for giving me my space. You know I hate people seeing me like this.”

    “Thankfully, Rion answers his phone, so I knew you weren’t dead in a ditch somewhere. How is everything healing?”

    “Good, for the most part. It still hurts like hell if I lift it too high, but I can’t sit in my condo for a second longer. I have never been so happy to see a desk chair.”

    “That’s good, because with you out I haven’t been able to catch up on charts. You can start with mine.” Val dropped a stack of papers on the desk.

    “You know what? I am actually happy to do this.” Cas shuffled through the pile, looking for what might be easiest to fill out first. Some of them just needed to be transcribed to the computer, while others would need Val’s help. “If there is anything else I can do to be helpful, please let me know.”

    “Damn. You really were losing your mind.”

    Hours passed, but Cas had no concept of time. She had never been so content to complete mundane paperwork and update patient notes. She was eager to get back into the field, but this was at least a good first step. Her phone buzzed; it was Michelle.

    How’s the first day back?

    Great! Who knew patient charts could be so interesting?

    Was my company really all that bad?

    No. But could Cas really sit around with Michelle all day?

    Hanging out with you might have been the only upside to dislocating my shoulder. But alas, we both have to get back to the real world.

    I won’t keep you. Enjoy your first day back.

    Cas set the phone down to a man clearing his throat. “Captain Johnston. Good morning.”

    “Grazer.” He did not look as happy to be at work as Cas.

    “I am here and reporting for light duty, sir.”

    “I see that.” He pointed at the cell phone on the desk.

    “I’m sorry about that. It won’t happen again.” Cas opened a drawer and threw her phone inside.

    “Step into my office, Grazer. We need to have a chat.”

    Fuck. Nothing good ever came after those words.

    “Have a seat.” He motioned to one of the chairs across from his large desk. Years of plaques and service awards decorated the wall behind him. “How’s the shoulder?”

    “Better. Still a little tender, but not so bad I can’t make it through my shift.”

    “Glad to hear you’re doing better.” Cas stayed silent. Her many years of chats in this office taught her it was best to only speak when spoken to. “About that stunt you pulled the other night.”

    “Right. It won’t happen again.”

    “You’re damn right it won’t. Want to tell me what the hell got into you?”

    There was no logical way to explain this. I thought it was a friend who I might have feelings for. There was no way she could explain why she hadn’t listened. “With all the rain and the commotion, I couldn’t hear clearly, sir. I really thought I could get it open.”

    “You put yourself and your team in jeopardy by not obeying orders.”

    “I understand. Like I said, it won’t happen again.” Cas started to stand up.

    “We aren’t done here.”

    She sat back down. Normally, she came into the office, got yelled at, and went about her day. What more could he have to say?

    “We got lucky that it was just a shoulder. You and I both know this could have been much worse. I’m suspending you.”

    “What?” Cas stood up quickly, then regretted it as pain shot through her arm. “Suspending me for saving someone’s life? That’s ridiculous!”

    “We all know she had the three minutes to wait and that you should have listened. You can’t be so cavalier about this. When we are out in the field, this only works when we work as a team. You know that. So to make sure you take this seriously, you’re being served a two-week suspension.” The captain set the paperwork on his desk.

    Cas furiously read over it. Just like the captain said. Insubordination. Not following orders. Two weeks. All the words blurred together. “This says nothing about pay.”

    “I’m not taking your pay away.”

    “What?”

    “We both know that two more weeks off is punishment enough.”

    He could say that again.

    “Just so you know, you can’t volunteer on ski patrol with a suspended license.”

    “For fuck’s sake, Captain!” Not that she could ski, but she could at least go file paperwork at the mountain.

    “Cas, you’re a great paramedic and a valuable member of this team. I don’t know what the hell has been going on with you over the last few months, but something has you off your game. Whatever it is, take these next two weeks and figure it out. Are we clear?”

    No, they weren’t clear, but arguing was futile. Cas had no leverage whatsoever. She had disobeyed a direct order and been injured because of it. He could probably fire her if he wanted to. Thank goodness it hadn’t come to that. “Yes, sir. We’re clear.”

    “Good. I’ll see you in two weeks.”

    Cas left as quickly as possible so she didn’t have to face anyone at the station. She’d call Val later, but the thought of talking to her face-to-face was too embarrassing. Never in her career had she been suspended. She’d gotten a few slaps on the wrist and a few strongly written letters in her file, but nothing of this magnitude. More importantly, what the hell was she going to do for two more weeks? As if on cue, her phone buzzed.

    Michelle: do desk workers get lunch breaks?

    Cas: They do. But slight change of plans. I’m headed home.

    Her phone rang instantly. “Hi.” As much as Cas didn’t want to answer, she knew better than to ghost Michelle now.

    “What happened? Is your shoulder okay? Did you hurt it again?” Panic filled her voice.

    “My shoulder is fine. Well, as fine as it has been. I’ve been suspended.”

    “WHAT?!” Cas pulled the phone away from her ear as Michelle yelled. “What happened?”

    How was she going to explain this one? “It’s kind of a long story, and one that’s probably better told in person. Do you have any time later today?”

    “I’ve got thirty minutes between when I drop Mercedes off for dance and pick TJ up from basketball. I know it’s not much, but does that work?”

    “That’s perfect. I’ll see you then.”

    “Bye, Cas.”

    The call disconnected, and now Cas really needed to figure out how she was going to explain what had happened.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-five

    

    Michelle drummed her fingers on the steering wheel as she waited in the drop-off line. She wouldn’t have a lot of time with Cas. What on earth had gotten her suspended? “You have everything you need, sweetheart?” Michelle glanced in the rearview mirror.

    “Duh, Mom.”

    “Don’t ‘duh, Mom’ me. I seem to remember having to bring you your ballet flats not too long ago.”

    “I’ve got everything in the bag. I’ll see you once it’s over.” Mercedes opened the door and hopped out. How bittersweet it was. She longed for the day her kids could be more independent and walk themselves to school and dance class, but she missed the days they couldn’t cross the street without clinging to her side. Parenting was a constant battle of looking forward to the next stage while mourning the loss of the last one.

    She sped across town to Cas’s, trying to add any extra minutes she could to their time together. Having given the key back, she knocked. Cas opened the door and welcomed her in.

    Michelle searched her body up and down for any further signs of damage. Her sling was on tight. There were no visible cuts or bruises.

    “Let’s sit on the couch.”

    “I thought you hate sitting on your couch.”

    “I really, really do.” Cas fidgeted with her fingers.

    “What’s going on?”

    “I know we don’t have a ton of time, I just wanted to have this conversation in person.”

    “You’re making me nervous.”

    “I know. I’m sorry. I’m not trying to be weird. I’m just really terrible at this kind of thing.” Cas sat forward on the couch.

    “Start at why you got suspended.”

    Cas let out a long breath. “That’s part of the problem.”

    “What is?”

    “I haven’t been entirely honest with what happened that night.”

    What the hell did that mean? What had Cas done? “Just say something so you stop freaking me out.”

    “Right. Okay. It was raining really hard that night. So hard that Val and I could barely see the car or the driver or anything. Not to mention it was so muddy getting down the ditch to the car. When we got on scene, I could see the bumper, and I saw a Lake Oswego Elementary school sticker.”

    “That’s where TJ and Mercedes go.”

    “I know, and I realized I didn’t know what kind of car you drive.”

    “Oh my God. You thought I was…” Michelle’s brain flooded. Cas had been trying to save her from the wreck.

    “I just saw blond hair and someone passed out on the steering wheel. They said the crew was three minutes out, but it was too long to wait. I couldn’t wait another three minutes for you. So I took the crowbar and jammed it as best I could and got the door open. That’s how I dislocated my shoulder.”

    Michelle gently stroked Cas’s shoulder. “It’s my fault you got hurt.”

    “What? No. Not at all.”

    Michelle moved closer to her on the couch. Cas placed her left hand over Michelle’s. “None of this is your fault. I’m the one who did it.”

    “But if you didn’t think it was me, then you wouldn’t have done any of this. You would still be at the station right now with two working arms.”

    “That’s beside the point.”

    “Why’d you do it?” No one had ever done anything like this for Michelle before. Tommy certainly wasn’t going to risk his safety for her. Sure, he would call 911, but he would definitely stand back and wait for them to arrive.

    “Do what?”

    “Why did you risk your safety for me? Why didn’t you wait?”

    “I care about you, Michelle. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing you or you being in any kind of pain. I saw what I thought was you and knew I had to do something.”

    Michelle searched Cas’s brown eyes. She saw nothing but the truth staring back at her. How deep did those feelings go? Cas’s eyes moved to her lips then back up again.

    “I don’t know what it is, Michelle, but there’s something about you that I’m drawn to. I care about you in ways I haven’t cared about anyone before.”

    “I feel it too.”

    Cas leaned in, and Michelle’s lips brushed hers. The kiss was soft and caring. She moved her body closer, wanting to feel the heat from Cas’s body. Cas moaned, and Michelle deepened the kiss. This was what a kiss was supposed to feel like. It was full of emotion and passion and expression of their feelings for one another, not just a means to an end. But a kiss with Cas? What on earth did that mean? Michelle pulled back.

    “I’m sorry.” Cas panicked. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”

    “I have to go.”

    “I don’t know what I was thinking. I just needed to be closer to you. I should have asked first. I’m so sorry.”

    “I can’t stay. I need to go.” What would happen if she stayed? Would they kiss more? Did she want to kiss more?

    “Wait. We should talk about this.”

    “I have to pick TJ up. I don’t have time to talk. I have to go. We’ll talk later.” Michelle hurried to the door with Cas on her heels.

    “You’ll call me later?”

    “Bye, Cas.” She shut the door and ran to her car. Holy shit. She kissed Cas. She kissed Cas, and Cas was a great kisser. She wanted to kiss Cas again. Before pulling her car out of the lot, she shot a 911 text to Lisa and Helen. Helen called first. “What’s going on?”

    “You know how we’re supposed to consult each other before we make major life decisions?” Michelle answered.

    “Hang on. Let me dial in Lisa.” The line went quiet, and Michelle tried to lower her heartbeat. Kissing Cas had seemed so natural. Nothing about it felt weird or forced or like it shouldn’t have happened. “Okay, Michelle, are you there?” Helen asked.

    “I’m here.”

    “I’m here too!” Lisa said, and Michelle adjusted the volume on her car. “What’s going on, honey?”

    “I kissed a girl.”

    “Whoa!” Helen answered first.

    “When?” Lisa asked.

    “Just now.”

    “You kissed a girl and then ran out on her?” Lisa asked.

    “Kind of. I have to go get TJ, so I didn’t have time to stick around. Why aren’t you freaking out about the fact that I kissed a woman?”

    “Are you freaking out about the fact that you kissed a woman?” Helen’s voice stayed calm.

    “I don’t know. I thought I would be, but I’m not. Isn’t it a big deal? I’ve only ever been with men. Does this mean I’m a lesbian or something?”

    “Kissing one woman doesn’t make you a lesbian,” Lisa said. “Unless that’s what you want to be.”

    “Fuck! I don’t know anything.” Michelle’s mind was mush.

    “Let’s start over. Who did you kiss?” Helen could always keep a calm head.

    “Cas. The woman I’ve been hanging out with the last few months.”

    “The hot firefighter?” Lisa asked.

    “Paramedic, but yes.”

    “Damn! I can’t believe you kissed her. She’s super hot.” Lisa kept going, but Michelle couldn’t make out what all she was saying.

    “She said she had feelings for me, and she kissed me. And then I left. Oh my God. I just left! She probably thinks I don’t have feelings for her, or I’m embarrassed or something. Shit. I fucked this up.”

    “Okay, Michelle, slow down,” Lisa interjected. “You didn’t fuck this up. Yet. There’s still plenty of time for that.”

    “Thanks.”

    “When you get home, you need to call her and tell her you have feelings too, and then see where things go. Maybe it goes a few more dates, maybe it goes nowhere, but at least call her.”

    “And the fact that she’s a woman really isn’t a big deal?”

    “Everyone comes out in their own way. We love you no matter what. There will always be short-sighted people, but the people that truly love you won’t care,” Lisa said.

    “And more importantly, we love you.” Helen added.

    “Thank you both. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

    “Let us know what she says and when we can meet her in person.”

    Michelle needed to sort through her own thoughts before any of that could happen.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-six

    

    Cas kicked herself every which way as soon as the door shut. Why had she kissed Michelle? When Michelle had moved in closer and gently stroked her shoulder, she’d thought she was getting signs, but clearly, she had read things all wrong. But the kiss was so good. A first kiss to dream about. Passionate while gentle and welcoming, but over as soon as it started. Not to mention Michelle was gone just as quick. Off to pick up the kids. Not that Cas could blame Michelle; being a mom must be overwhelming. But dammit, couldn’t Tommy step up long enough for them to have a conversation?

    Would Michelle even call her? She shouldn’t have kissed her without asking. She shouldn’t have done anything without being one thousand percent sure that Michelle had feelings back. And how could Michelle even know? She’d never been with anyone other than Tommy, let alone a woman. Yes, Cas had fucked this up royally. She should never have let herself develop feelings for Michelle. Feelings always got hurt. One more reason to stay clear of relationships.

    She needed to get out of the house. There wasn’t much she could do, but she had to do something. She grabbed her jacket and took a long walk through the cold air to try to clear her scattered mind. What a fucking day. Suspension. Sharing her feelings. Michelle leaving, maybe forever. It was going to take more than two weeks at home to get her mind right and her life back on track. Maybe she needed a new hobby. One that didn’t require a license that could be suspended. There had to be something else Cas could do to fill her time.

    The walk helped, but what Cas really needed was closure. She needed to talk this out with Michelle. She needed to apologize and move on. Her phone rang. Michelle. Seriously? She was actually calling? Cas answered before Michelle could change her mind and hang up. “Michelle, I am so sorry.”

    “Can we switch to video?”

    “Um. Okay.” Cas checked her hair in the camera and waited to accept Michelle’s invite. Soon, Michelle’s beautiful face filled the screen. Her hair was done up in a ponytail, and she’d washed her makeup off and was in bed for the night. “I am so sorry.” Cas said again.

    “Where are you?” Michelle squinted at Cas.

    “Outside.”

    “It’s freezing. What are you doing?”

    “My head was spinning and I needed to get out of the apartment. Usually, I would work out, but this arm is really putting a damper on things.”

    “Why did you need to clear your head?”

    “I think I screwed up, and I’m really sorry.”

    “For?”

    “I shouldn’t have kissed you. That was unfair of me to put you in that position, and I am so sorry. I hope this doesn’t ruin our friendship. I am not normally the type to just kiss women without asking. I would never forgive myself if—”

    “Do you regret kissing me?”

    What kind of loaded question was that? “Michelle, I like you. I don’t regret kissing you, but I regret the way it ended, and I regret that I wasn’t completely sure that you felt the same way before I did it.”

    “What if I did?”

    Cas’s heartrate picked up. Had she heard right? “What if you did what?”

    “What if I did feel the same way?” Michelle looked away from the phone. Odd, since she was the one that had requested video.

    “Michelle, what are you saying?”

    “I’m saying, I think I might have feelings for you too.”

    “Really?” Cas’s heart leapt.

    “I care about you, Cas, you know that. I’m starting to think that it might be as more than just a friend.” She paused and looked right into Cas’s eyes. Cas didn’t know if it was the brilliance of her blue eyes or the millions of pixels in her phone, but she wanted to name that color blue and paint all her rooms with it.

    “I think we should find out what these feelings might mean.” Cas had never said that to anyone before. One to two dates was her max. Occasionally there were women she would casually hook up with more often, but feelings were never involved.

    “I think we should too.” A coy smile crossed Michelle’s face.

    “I think I might want to kiss you again.”

    “I think I might like that.”

    “Can I take you on a date?”

    “Is it going to be to a boat show?”

    “Oh my God, no. I still can’t believe he did that. No, I want to take you on a real date. Somewhere nice, where you can dress up.”

    “You want me to dress up for you?”

    “I do.” If she was lucky, it would be something to show off that black lace bra too.

    Michelle blushed. “No one’s ever asked me to dress up for them before. When are you free?”

    “I’m free any night for the next two weeks.” Cas smiled. Not that she was thrilled about having the time off, but the prospect of a date was exciting.

    “Hang on, let me check my calendar.” Michelle fiddled with her phone, and the screen went to the ceiling. She muttered about dance and choir and TJ. “How does Wednesday night sound? Neither kid has an activity, and I can get a sitter. That way you can take me on a real date.”

    “Wednesday night is perfect. I’ll pick you up at seven.”

    “It’s a date.”

    “It’s a date.” A date Cas hoped would be the first of many. Cas had never wished for a second date before a first date had even happened before. What was it about Michelle and how had she turned her world so upside down?

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-seven

    

    Why had Cas suggested a proper date? She despised dressing up. She wasn’t comfortable wearing a dress and never felt like herself in a suit. She was the lesbian in-between. After over forty years, she still hadn’t found appropriate evening wear. The black slacks and blue button-down would have to do. Not too masculine, but feminine enough. She knocked on the door to Michelle’s house.

    She bounced back and forth to ward off the chill. The large white columns framing the porch screamed suburban life—something Cas would never have.

    Michelle opened the door and welcomed her inside.

    Cas didn’t even pretend not to stare. The midnight-blue sleeveless dress clung to Michelle’s slight curves and dipped down across her neckline to reveal the A-plus breasts Cas had been fantasizing about for days. “Are you ready?”

    “About that…” Michelle looked slightly panicked. “My sitter canceled last minute. Tommy is out of town, and my parents are at bridge club.”

    “Oh.” Cas watched the night slip away before it even began.

    “But I had a thought.” Michelle sounded hopeful.

    “Let’s hear it.”

    “I checked, and the restaurant delivers. We could order in and pretend that my dining room is a fancy place. My kids have promised to behave. Isn’t that right, kids?” Michelle yelled over her shoulder into the living room.

    “Right, Mom!” they both yelled.

    “Your kids know we’re dating?” Wasn’t that a big step?

    “They know we are two adults having dinner. I have friends over for dinner all the time.” Cas shuffled her feet against the dark wood floors. The house was such a family home. The large entryway funneled people either into the kitchen or the family room. This was the furthest thing from the date she had planned. “I don’t know.”

    “There’s nothing we could do at that fancy place that we can’t do here.”

    “I was going to impress you with my ordering skills and get us an expensive bottle of wine.”

    “I have expensive wine here.” Michelle pointed toward the kitchen. “And I’ll even let you place the order. You can surprise me.”

    Cas did not want to say good-bye to Michelle when she looked that good, but could they really have a romantic date with two kids bouncing off the walls next door? “I was kind of hoping to kiss you at the doorstep when I walked you in.”

    Michelle stepped closer and interlaced her fingers around Cas’s neck. “Who says you still can’t do that?”

    “It is really hard to say no to you in that dress.”

    “You said you wanted me to dress up for you.”

    “Okay. We can stay in.”

    “Really?” Michelle’s eyes went wide.

    “There’s no reason why we can’t have a great date here.”

    “Thank you.” Michelle stood up on her toes and kissed Cas on the cheek. “I really appreciate it.”

    Cas reached for her phone. “Let me order before it takes too long.”

    “Oh no, I already have it all pulled up. Here.” Michelle slid her phone into Cas’s hand.

    “Right, but if I do it through your phone, you’ll pay and that kind of ruins the whole vibe I’m going for.”

    “I derailed the plans. The least you can do is let me buy.”

    Cas bristled.

    “Seriously? That’s the deal breaker?”

    “I don’t know. This isn’t what I was expecting tonight to be.”

    Michelle stepped closer. It was impossible for Cas to think when Michelle was in her bubble. “I’ll tell you what.” Michelle moved closer until her mouth was at Cas’s ear. “You can buy next time.”

    Cas swallowed. “I like the sound of next time.”

    “It’s settled then. Now order us something fancy.”

    “Any food allergies or anything?” Cas took Michelle’s phone and scrolled through the menu.

    “Nope. I try to be easy to please.”

    “I’ll remember that.” After placing the order, Cas handed the phone back. “So do I get the grand tour?” They had yet to leave the entryway.

    “Let me show you my room first!” Mercedes slid on the hardwood floor as she ran in from the living room.

    “No, let me show first!” TJ slid right behind her.

    Michelle sighed and stepped between them. “Remember how we were going to behave for our guest?”

    Both kids groaned.

    “Let’s go upstairs, and since Mercedes’s room is first, she’ll go first and then you, TJ. Okay?”

    “Okay.” TJ slumped his shoulders, but then quickly took off running once Mercedes shot off up the stairs.

    “I’m so sorry.”

    “It’s fine.” Was this how the whole night would go? Cas had never been with someone who had kids.

    “Once their pizza comes, you won’t even know they’re here. I promise.”

    “Stop apologizing and give me the tour.” Cas reached out her hand, and Michelle took it, walking her to the staircase where the kids had just disappeared.

    “You already saw the entryway and living room. We’ll circle back to the kitchen and dining room. All the bedrooms are upstairs.”

    “You have a lovely home.” Cas craned her neck at the vaulted ceilings.

    “Thank you.”

    “This is my room!” Mercedes jumped on the bed and flopped on her back.

    “What did we say about jumping on the bed?”

    “Whoops! I guess I forgot.” Mercedes gave her best puppy-dog eyes.

    “Mm-hmm.”

    Mercedes’s room was a ten-year-old’s dream. Posters of sports figures and Disney princesses alike covered the walls. Cas reached for the fairy wings hanging on the side of her large four-poster bed. “I recognize these.”

    “I want to go night skiing again soooooo bad.” Mercedes flashed her puppy-dog eyes again.

    “And we’ve talked about that too.” Michelle clearly had had this conversation hundreds of times.

    “You have this room all to yourself?” Cas hoped a topic change could deflect Mercedes’s energy.

    “Yup!” Mercedes bounced up from the bed.

    “That’s pretty cool. When I was younger I always had to share a room with my brother.”

    “That sounds terrible!”

    “You have no idea.”

    “Hey!” TJ threw his hands up. “I’m not terrible.”

    “Of course you’re not, sweetie.” Michelle put a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t we move to your room.”

    “Cas, do you still share a room with your brother?” TJ asked.

    God, kids were so clueless. “Thankfully, no. I don’t share a room with anyone. Although my brother does live in my mother’s basement.”

    “Really?” Michelle looked over her shoulder. “You didn’t tell me that part.”

    Cas shrugged.

    “Mom, can I live in your basement when I grow up?” TJ looked up at his mom.

    “Of course you can.”

    TJ burst into his room, which was almost the exact replica of Mercedes’s, just with slightly less pink.

    “Your room is super cool.”

    TJ’s eyes went wide at the compliment. “Thanks.”

    “Do you let them decorate themselves?” Cas turned to Michelle.

    “For the most part. I try not to put too many limits on what they can or can’t have in their rooms. So far they haven’t asked for anything outlandish. All the research I’ve done suggests that kids should have a safe space to express themselves.”

    Parents did research? No way in hell did Cas’s mom ever research anything. Except maybe how old a child had to be to be left alone legally. Maybe.

    The doorbell rang, and both Mercedes and TJ took off down the stairs. “The pizza! I’ll get it!” Mercedes yelled.

    “I didn’t even get to see your bedroom yet,” Cas said.

    Michelle reached for Cas’s hand. “Play your cards right and maybe you will later.”

    A shiver coursed through Cas’s body. Later sounded promising.

    Mercedes had the pizza box propped open on the kitchen counter before Michelle and Cas entered the kitchen. “Okay, don’t forget plates.” Michelle said as she grabbed paper plates and napkins. The kids piled pizza on their plates and headed toward the living room. “And you’ll keep cheese off the couch?”

    “Duh, Mom,” TJ said.

    “What was I thinking. You’d never get cheese on the couch.” Michelle shook her head.

    “Clearly, they’ve done this before.”

    “All right, the kids are settled in. Let’s pretend we are on our fancy date. What would we be doing now?”

    Cas rubbed her hands together. “Okay. Well, if we were at the restaurant and our table wasn’t quite ready yet, I’d buy you a drink at the bar.”

    “Perfect.” Michelle motioned to the barstools across the countertop. She shoved the pizza box out of the way and grabbed an open bottle of wine from the fridge. “White before dinner okay?”

    “Of course.”

    Michelle slid onto the stool next to Cas. “Drinks at the bar while we wait. Then what?”

    Cas took a minute to fully appreciate the way Michelle looked tonight. She had gone to a lot of trouble, and not just with the dress. Her hair was curled slightly, and her makeup included a smokey eye and touch of red lipstick. Cas sipped her wine. “Then I would tell you that you look absolutely stunning tonight.”

    Michelle dipped her chin and blushed. “Thank you.”

    Cas gently lifted Michelle’s head until she stared into her deep blue eyes. The navy dress complemented the darker flecks in her irises. “I’m serious. You look amazing.”

    “You’re not so bad yourself.”

    “Then while we waited at the bar, I would make small talk. Ask you about your day. Comment on the place. That kind of thing. Your kitchen is beautiful by the way.” The floor-to-ceiling white cabinets and industrial-grade appliances made Cas jealous.

    “It’s really white.”

    “A lot of people dream of white kitchens.”

    “It’s true. I think I hate it.”

    Cas almost spit out her wine. “Really?”

    Michelle looked from the cabinets to the fridge. “It’s not me. None of the house is me. I’m thinking about moving.”

    “Wow. That’s a big step.”

    “Yeah.” Michelle took a slow sip of wine.

    “How will Mercedes and TJ take it?”

    “I haven’t told them yet. I’m still thinking about it. But this house was mostly what Tommy wanted. I know, shocking.”

    “I didn’t say anything.” Cas held her hands up.

    “I know. The more I think through the last ten years, the more I realize I was just there. Just a passenger in my own life. I don’t want to be like that anymore. So if I don’t like something, I’m not going to just live with it.”

    “I think that’s fantastic.”

    “It’ll be a bit of change for the kids, but I think if they have enough of a say, it could be an exciting time for all of us. A way for the three of us to start over together.”

    “That’s a great way of looking at it.”

    “I’ve been looking at jobs too.”

    “Really?”

    “The alimony is great, but I don’t want to be dependent on anyone. Don’t get me wrong, I’m taking Tommy’s money, but I don’t want to have to. I’ve actually found some great remote marketing jobs that will work with the kid’s school schedule.”

    “And you’re applying?”

    “I have an interview next week.”

    “That’s awesome.”

    Michelle’s phone buzzed. “That’s our food almost here. I’m going to grab plates. Will you pick out wine?” She pointed to the large wine fridge in the corner.

    Cas opened the glass door. “This is a hell of a collection.”

    “I love wine.”

    “Is there anything special in here you’re saving? Or anything I should avoid?”

    “Nope. Everything in that fridge is fair game.”

    Cas ran her hands over the bottles, looking over the various labels from different local winemakers and vineyards. “This is one of my favorites.” Cas pulled the bottle from the fridge. “And I can’t believe you have a 2014. What a phenomenal year.”

    “Yes, it was. Also the year I could legally drink.” Michelle winked.

    “Fuck. I keep forgetting you’re a baby.”

    “A baby who knows good wine.”

    “I’ll give you that.”

    After the food was plated and Michelle had confirmed that the kids weren’t quietly killing each other, they settled in at the dining room table. Michelle dimmed the lights and lit two candles on the table. “Thank you again for being willing to move our date here. I know it’s not ideal.”

    “It’s not so bad. We didn’t have to deal with parking, and we don’t have any annoying waiters interrupting us every time the conversation gets good.”

    “Thank you for being such a good sport. How’s your shoulder doing? I see you aren’t wearing the sling.” Her eyes moved to Cas’s arm.

    “The sling isn’t really sexy for a date.”

    “Seriously?” Michelle glared at her.

    “I’m kidding. I don’t have to wear the sling. My shoulder is actually doing pretty well.” Cas rotated her arm. “I won’t be axe throwing anytime soon, or lifting heavy things, but I can do most normal activities pain-free.”

    “I would love to go axe throwing again as soon as you get the all-clear.”

    Cas remembered Michelle hitting the bull’s–eye for the first time. “I would love that.”

    Michelle took a bite of her steaming pasta. “This is delicious by the way.”

    “I’m glad you like it.” Cas took her own bite.

    “I might let you order for me all the time.”

    “Sometimes it’s nice not to have to make the decisions.” Cas only had so many go-to orders; rarely did her dates go to more than two restaurants before she broke it off. But she wasn’t going to burst Michelle’s bubble tonight.

    “Mom! It’s Star Wars time!” TJ burst into the dining room.

    Michelle glanced at her watch. “What if you two watched without me tonight?”

    “But that’s not how it works!” TJ crossed his arms.

    “What’s Star Wars time? I mean, obviously it has something to do with Star Wars.” Cas wasn’t completely oblivious.

    “Every night we get to watch thirty minutes of the movie before bed. We’re still on Episode II,” TJ explained.

    “Are you watching one through nine or are you starting at Episode IV?” Cas raised an eyebrow.

    “Starting at one, silly. Why would we start at four?”

    “Oh, young Padawan, I have much to teach you. Let’s go.” Cas put a hand on TJ’s shoulder and followed him into the TV room.

    “You don’t have to do this,” Michelle said, trailing after them.

    “It’s obvious that no one is teaching these children important life skills, so yes, I do have to do this.”

    “I’ve got it all ready to go!” Mercedes sat on one end of the brown couch in the living room. “Cassie, sit next to me.”

    Cas took the spot next to Mercedes, and TJ quickly shoved in on her other side.

    “Mercedes, Cas said that Star Wars starts at number four. Isn’t that crazy?”

    “What? Cassie, that’s not right.”

    “I hate to break it to you, but George Lucas wanted us to start with Episode IV.”

    Michelle took the remaining spot on the couch and tried to pull TJ closer to her, but he wouldn’t budge.

    “Why would it start at four?” Mercedes couldn’t wrap her mind around this.

    “Some stories start in the middle.”

    “Cas, you’re silly,” TJ said as he nudged in closer. “Can we start?”

    “Yup!” Mercedes pressed play, and the movie resumed with Jedi swimming underwater.

    Before Cas knew it, she had an arm wrapped around each kid, and Michelle was gently stroking her neck. Family time. It was something she’d never experienced in her own household, but she loved it for these kids. Thoughts of regular movie nights and watching Star Wars in thirty-minute increments infiltrated her mind. That wouldn’t be so bad. Coming home after a long shift and watching movies?

    Wait, what was she thinking? This wasn’t her life. This wasn’t her family. This scene of domesticity wasn’t hers.

    “And that’s time.” Michelle switched the lamp on.

    “Mom, it was just getting to a good part,” Mercedes whined.

    “I know, but it’s a school night, and that was the deal.”

    “It really is getting to a good part,” Cas said.

    Michelle glared at her. “That’s not helpful.”

    “I’m just saying. Watching in thirty-minute stints really doesn’t do it justice.”

    “See, Mom! We need to keep watching!” Mercedes bounced back and forth.

    “Or maybe Cas needs to come back when we can watch the whole thing.” Michelle shot Cas a mom glare, and Cas knew better than to intervene this time. “Now go brush your teeth. I’ll be up in a minute.”

    “Good night, Cassie.” Mercedes flung her body around Cas’s middle.

    “Oh. Good night.” Cas had not expected that. She gave Mercedes a quick pat. “Sleep well.”

    TJ followed suit. “Good night, Cas.” He squeezed her tight and then chased his sister up the stairs.

    Michelle looked up the stairs to make sure the kids were both where they needed to be. “Really? You’re hating on my thirty-minute system?”

    “I’m sorry. I forgot it was a kid thing and not a movie thing. It’s a good system.”

    “I’m going to go tuck them in, and then I’m going to let you make it up to me.”

    “Oh really?”

    “Mm-hmm.” Michelle pulled Cas up off the couch and wrapped her arms around her neck.

    Cas could think of hundreds of ways to make it up to Michelle, especially in this close proximity.

    “Why don’t you go pour us another glass of wine and meet me in the room off the kitchen. I’ll be back soon.”

    “You got it.”

    Michelle placed a soft kiss on Cas’s cheek and disappeared up the stairs.

    Cas poured the wine and found what appeared to be a formal sitting room off the kitchen. She couldn’t imagine having a house with a formal sitting room. As she sat on the white loveseat, family pictures stared back at her. At least they were mostly of the kids, and very few included Tommy. How weird to be playing house in someone else’s home. Michelle moving definitely wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world.

    “Both kids are down, and I am officially off the clock.” Michelle picked up a wine glass and sat next to Cas.

    “Thank goodness. You worked a long shift today.”

    “You have no idea.” Michelle took a sip of her wine and set it on the end table. She scooted closer to Cas until their thighs were touching. “Now I think you were going to make something up to me?” She batted her eyelashes.

    Cas placed a hand behind Michelle’s neck and drew her in close. Michelle gasped as Cas crashed their lips together. No questioning. No wondering. Cas knew how Michelle felt, and she finally had her all to herself. This was the moment to let her know the feelings that had been there all along. Michelle moaned, and Cas drew her closer. With her other hand, she caressed Michelle’s arm, needing to feel her bare skin.

    Cas pulled back and Michelle stayed in place, gasping for breath. “How’s that for making it up to you?”

    “It’s a start.” Michelle hadn’t opened her eyes yet.

    “Just a start, huh?”

    “Mm-hmm.”

    Cas grasped the hem of Michelle’s dress and pushed it up, allowing her legs to move freely. In one swift motion, she had Michelle straddling her with her chest perfectly at eye level.

    “Is this for you or for me?” Michelle asked.

    “Why can’t it be for both?” Cas moved one hand to the small of Michelle’s back and slid the other onto her breast. She kneaded and massaged and rolled the nipple to a hard point until Michelle was grinding on top of Cas’s lap.

    “Damn,” Michelle gasped. “Kiss me.”

    Cas tipped her head back, and Michelle’s lips were on hers, hungry for more. Michelle’s hips ground back and forth, creating friction on Cas’s thighs.

    “No one has ever kissed me like this before.”

    Cas reached for the zipper of Michelle’s dress and undid it just enough to get to her bra. She undid the clasp and Michelle’s breasts fell free. She grabbed them both and held on as Michelle continued grinding up and down on top.

    “Cas. I need you.” Her voice was breathy.

    “I’m right here.” Cas rolled both nipples in her hands and pinched just slightly.

    Michelle groaned. “Cas, please.”

    A woman begging her name was one of the sweetest sounds to Cas’s ears. She could almost come from that alone. She continued to tease Michelle, wanting to draw it out just a little bit longer.

    “Cas.” Michelle barely got her name out. “Bedroom. Let’s go.” Michelle started to stand.

    “Wait.” Cas kept her firmly in place.

    “What?”

    “Your kids are upstairs.”

    “So?”

    “So what if they hear us?” Cas couldn’t shake the memory of Val’s story about trying to have sex with a woman while her kid was next door.

    “They won’t. They’re hard sleepers.”

    “What if they come in or something?” Kids had bad dreams all the time.

    “They rarely do that.”

    Cas moved her mouth to Michelle’s ear. “What if I want to make you scream?”

    Michelle shivered. “Okay, that we can’t quite do. But everything else is fine.”

    “Michelle, I think you are drop-dead gorgeous, and I am probably going to hate myself later tonight, but I just don’t think I can do this with your kids in the house.”

    Michelle slumped down on her legs. “Damn.”

    “I’m sorry. At least not our first time.”

    “Guess I’ll be taking a cold shower tonight.” Michelle slipped her bra back on.

    Cas put her hands on Michelle’s shoulders. “I really do want to do this with you. I just want to be able to take our time and not have to worry about little ears or anything.”

    “Little ears?”

    “You know what I mean.”

    “I do. I can understand something and still be disappointed by it, right?”

    “Yeah.” Cas thought about her current work situation. “What do you have going on this week? I’m not doing a damn thing since I got suspended.”

    Michelle sat next to Cas on the couch and put her dress back on the best she could. “I’m class parent this week.”

    “Class parent?”

    “I go in and volunteer in TJ’s class all week. Reading time, help with math, that kind of thing.”

    So much for filling her days off with Michelle.

    “But both kids have sleepovers Friday night. Any chance you’re free then?”

    “I am very much free. Can I take you on an overnight date?”

    “Overnight date? That’s a little presumptuous.” Michelle winked.

    Cas leaned in closer. “I am going to be presumptuous and take you on an overnight date where we can be as loud as we want.” She punctuated her statement with a kiss.

    Michelle pulled away first. “Pick me up at five?”

    “I’ll be there.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-eight

    

    “I still can’t believe I’m getting to ride in the van.” Michelle buzzed with excitement as they approached Mt. Hood. Trees slowly turned from green to snow-covered, and piles of dirty snow flanked either side of the highway.

    “Not a lot of people get that honor.” Cas kept her eyes forward with both hands on the wheel.

    “That’s what I hear. I can’t remember the last time I went skiing without kids. I’m more excited than I thought.” Michelle hadn’t asked many questions when Cas had asked her to pack an overnight bag, but when Cas had told her to load up her ski gear, she’d had to panic pack and add a few more things. Night skiing could be a different level of cold.

    “I’m glad. It’s good for you to do things you like to do.”

    “My last night skiing trip was a disaster.”

    Cas flashed a grin. “I know. I was there. This one will be much better.”

    “I do have one complaint about the van so far.” Michelle slunk down in the seat. The leather squeaked underneath her.

    “And what’s that?”

    Michelle stretched across the middle console. “The passenger seat is so far away from the driver, it makes it basically impossible to touch you.” She stroked her hand up Cas’s thigh.

    “You want to touch me, huh?”

    “Mm-hmm.” She tried to get closer, but the large console stopped her. “Someone left me unsatisfied the other night.”

    “Believe me, you weren’t the only one unsatisfied.”

    “Is that so?” Michelle playfully walked her hand up Cas’s thigh.

    Cas grabbed Michelle’s hand with her own. “Are you distracting the driver?”

    “It’s only fair. You left me distracted all week.”

    “Why, Mrs. Barret, are you telling me you were distracted with dirty thoughts as the class parent this week?”

    That was putting it lightly. Michelle had hardly been able to focus on anything at school or not. She kept envisioning Cas’s hands on her body, wanting to know what it would feel like to completely let loose and give herself over to her. They’d been able to talk and text since their attempt at a date night, but there had been no time for physical contact. “I’m going back to my maiden name.”

    “Oh?”

    “Once everything is finalized. It’s almost done, but that’s one of my conditions.”

    “And what’s your maiden name?”

    “Higgens.”

    “So Ms. Higgens was thinking dirty thoughts as class parent all week?”

    “She might have been.”

    “Anything worth sharing?”

    “No, I don’t think so.” Michelle rubbed her hand along Cas’s thigh.

    “Seriously? You’re not going to play along?”

    “Nope. I’m hoping to finish what we started later.”

    “Me too.” Cas scanned the large parking lot and found a somewhat secluded parking spot. For a Friday, it wasn’t nearly as full as Michelle had expected.

    “And we can just park here all night?”

    “Yup.” Cas checked the backup cameras as she pulled in.

    “No one will bug us or try to kill us or anything?”

    “No one has tried yet.”

    “That is so wild to me.”

    “Van life, baby. Want to help me get set up?”

    After several minutes to ensure the van wouldn’t move and the heat and water were turned on, they made their way to the mountain. “Normally I’d say we should start with a warm-up run, but I don’t want to miss the sunset.” Cas pointed behind them. “You mind if we head straight to the top?”

    “Not at all. I can’t remember the last time I walked through a ski parking lot without worrying about TJ or Mercedes slipping on ice.” They made the awkward walk in ski boots next to each other.

    “I can’t remember the last time I skied without being on ski patrol.”

    “Funny that you still wear a red jacket.” Cas might as well have been ski patrol with her black pants and bright red jacket.

    “What can I say? Red is my color.”

    “No disagreements here.” After the first chairlift halfway up the mountain, Michelle stood as the chair approached the top and slid out of the way. Cas quickly followed behind her.

    “The next chair is just up here.” Cas pointed with her pole.

    There was no line, so they got onto the next chair to get to the summit. Michelle grasped the black pole between them as the chair swung back and forth. “This is the chair that my daughter got stuck on?”

    “It is.”

    “She must have been so scared.” Michelle turned around to see the view behind them. “It’s so steep.”

    “If she was scared, she didn’t let on.” Cas stretched an arm over the back of the chair and pulled Michelle in.

    Michelle laid her head on Cas’s shoulder. Her helmet rested against Cas’s many layers. The biggest downside to skiing was all the clothing separating them. “I’m glad you were there with her, even if you did think I was the worst mother in the world.”

    “Hey now, I never said that.”

    “I think that sums it up pretty close.”

    Cas squeezed her tighter. “Well, I don’t think that now.”

    The chair went steeper, and exposed rocks broke through snowbanks beneath them. “Do people really jump off those?” Footprints and ski tracks were scattered along the cliff, but Michelle couldn’t fathom jumping off of it in skis.

    “They really do. I’ve seen a lot of broken bones up here.” Michelle was grateful yet again that Mercedes had run into ski patrol and hadn’t tried to get down the mountain herself. Who knows which trail she would have taken or what could have happened to her.

    “All right, at the top here, we’ll go to the right.”

    The chair approached the loading area fast, and Michelle stood up quickly to get out of the way. Two crossed bamboo poles blocked the trailhead with a sign reading “Experts Only.” “Cas? I don’t think we can go this way.” Michelle turned around to see Cas clipping out of her skis. “What are you doing?”

    “Take your skis off here. We’re going to go watch the sunset.”

    “Up there?” Michelle pointed with her pole. The hill looked tough to climb in ski boots.

    “Yes. Now hurry, we don’t want to miss it.”

    Michelle took her skis off, and Cas grabbed her gloved hand. They walked briskly up the hill in front of them. “Why are we running?”

    “We don’t want to miss it.”

    As they crested the hill, Cas pulled Michelle in close and turned her toward the parking lot.

    “Oh, wow.” Michelle nestled into Cas and took in the sun reflecting vibrant colors off the brilliant white of Mt. Hood. “Is that Timberline over there?”

    “It is.” Cas pointed with one hand and grabbed Michelle’s hand with her other. “And right there is the lodge.”

    Reds, oranges, and purples swirled together as the sun slowly disappeared behind them. “The colors are amazing. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

    “Sunset here is one of my favorite things in the world.”

    “Thank you for sharing it with me.”

    “And now for the rest.” Cas pointed to a worn bench behind them.

    “What is this place?”

    “A secret ski patrol hideout.” Cas reached down and pulled out a thermos.

    “How did you do this?”

    Cas shrugged. “The lift operator owes me a few favors.”

    She poured a steaming mug of hot chocolate and handed it to Michelle.

    Cas took her helmet off. “I can never drink with this thing on. Here, let me help you.” Cas slipped her glove off and unfastened the buckle under Michelle’s chin. Her finger lingered just a second before she gripped her mug with one hand and wrapped Michelle up with the other. “I love how small everything looks from up here. Especially this time of night when the lights start coming on.”

    “This is amazing. Quite possibly the best date I’ve ever had.” Not that Michelle had had a lot of great dates. Tommy wasn’t one to sweep her off her feet.

    “The night is still young.”

    “So why did you get the van?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “It’s a pretty big investment. And not just money-wise. There’s a lot of upkeep and things you need to do to stay on top of it. What made you decide to go all-in on the van life?”

    “I wouldn’t say I’m all-in.”

    Michelle turned to face her. “Are you going to make conversation with me or not? This is a date, after all.”

    Cas wrapped Michelle back in her arms. Cold hadn’t set in yet, but Michelle enjoyed the warmth of being held. “I love ski patrol. It’s two of my favorite things together: skiing and helping people. After my first year of doing it, I realized that rooms up here can be expensive and aren’t always available. The best way to ensure I can spend as much time on the mountain as possible is to have my own place to stay.”

    “You really do love helping people.”

    “I do. I don’t know if I would say it’s a calling or anything like that, but when I’m at work or when I’m on the mountain, I feel like I’m doing what I was made to do.”

    “These last few weeks must have been hell for you.” Michelle sat up and looked at Cas’s shoulder. She still didn’t know what to feel about Cas thinking she was the one in the car. If the passenger had had a different color of hair, would she and Cas be here now?

    “The not working part has been hell, but there have been a few parts that weren’t so bad.”

    “Oh really? Like what?” She searched Cas’s brown eyes.

    “Spending the day watching TV with you wasn’t terrible.”

    “Even though you don’t like soap operas?”

    “They’re growing on me.”

    “Good to know.” The sun had almost disappeared from the sky, leaving only a light glow for them to see by. The overhead lights for skiing slowly clicked on, but this area stayed unlit.

    “I never really thanked you for everything you did for me.”

    “You don’t have to thank me.”

    “I do. I know I’m not a great patient, and I know I was more than kind of a jerk a few times, but you helped me anyway, so thank you.”

    “I care about you, Cas. Maybe I didn’t know exactly what it meant a few weeks ago, but you appeared in my life at a time when I needed it most, and I don’t want to see you hurting, even though you are almost impossible to help.”

    Cas smirked. “I’m working on it. Hey. You never did tell me how that job interview went.”

    “It went great.” Between the whirlwind of kids and life, Michelle barely found time for adult conversation. “They offered me a part-time remote position. It isn’t much, but it’s a start.”

    “That’s fantastic. Are you going to take it?”

    “I am. I need to start building my resume and this works perfect with the kid’s schedule. Like I said, it’s entry-level, but it’s a great start.” Michelle hated being the thirty-two-year-old newbie, but everyone had to start somewhere.

    Cas downed her hot chocolate. “You ready to go get a few runs in?” Cas pulled Michelle in close and crashed their lips together, taking the lead and kissing Michelle with desire she’d never felt. Something broke loose in Michelle, and all she could think about was Cas running her hands and lips over every inch of her. Her body awoke in a way it hadn’t in years. Not even when things were at their best with Tommy did she pulse with this kind of energy.

    Cas pulled back first. “I needed to kiss you.”

    “I’m glad you did.” Michelle placed a hand to her lips. Were they swollen?

    “Let’s go.” Cas led them back to where they’d left their things.

    “I left something in the van. Do you mind if we head back?”

    “Seriously? We haven’t even gotten a real run in yet.”

    “I know. I promise I’ll be quick.”

    “What did you leave?”

    Michelle needed to think of something quick. “I need to change out my goggle lenses. I can’t ski in the dark with these.”

    Cas eyed the goggles perched on top of her helmet. “Makes sense. How do you feel about taking a black run down? It’ll be the fastest.”

    “Perfect.”

    Cas pushed off, and Michelle waited a few seconds before she followed. The cool air whipped against her face as they gained speed, heading toward the start of the run. Cas took a hard left and Michelle followed. She came to a sudden stop and stared down the face of the mountain. It had been years since she’d done a run this steep. Just like riding a bike. With a deep breath, she shoved off, skis pointed downhill. She carved back and forth, feeling the freedom of going at top speed. Adrenaline pumping, she met Cas at the bottom of the summit chair. “That was awesome!”

    “That run is one of my favorites.”

    Michelle turned to see the mountain lit up under the dark sky.

    “You sure you don’t want to do another real quick? We’re right here at the chair.”

    “I promise I just need to grab my goggles and we’ll be back. Race you to the bottom?” Michelle took off before Cas could answer, giving her a head start. Cas yelled after her, but she ignored her as she sped down the much calmer blue run toward the lodge. She wove in and out of snowboarders, relishing the feeling of not having to watch for any beginners of her own. She could focus on the feeling of the skis under her feet and the freedom it brought her. With the lodge in sight, she tucked her body slightly to gain speed.

    “Not sure that was a fair race,” Cas said when she approached seconds later.

    “Who said anything about fair?” They left their skis against the lodge and walked together to the parking lot.

    

  
     
    Chapter Twenty-nine

    

    “I know it’s annoying, but do you mind taking your boots off?” Cas looked at Michelle’s feet. “They track all kinds of gross things in.”

    “Not at all. Give me a hand?” Michelle sat in the open sliding door of the van and held her legs out.

    Cas made quick work of the buckles and placed the boots on the ground. Michelle entered the van and grabbed her ski bag. “Can you help me with this?”

    Cas poked her head inside. “Seriously? Your bag is right there.”

    Michelle needed to get her inside. “I can’t find what I need. Please?”

    “Yeah, all right.” Cas reluctantly pulled off her own boots. “What exactly did you need help with?”

    As soon as she had shut the door, Michelle grabbed Cas by her ski jacket and brought her in close. “This.” She pulled Cas on top of her and fell onto the bed. She continued the kiss that Cas had started at the top of the mountain, wanting Cas to know that she was every bit as into it now as she had been then.

    “Oh.” Cas pushed herself up slightly. “This I can definitely help with.”

    “I was hoping you’d say that.” Michelle started to pull Cas down again.

    “We have entirely too many clothes on for this.”

    “We definitely do.”

    “That’s the only drawback to skiing.” Cas unzipped her red jacket and threw it on the chair behind her. “Too many clothes.” She took off her ski pants, revealing black compression tights.

    Michelle shed her outer layer as well.

    “Let me do the rest.” Cas ran her hands up Michelle’s long-sleeve shirt. Cas moved her hands along the edges of the fabric until she came to the waistline. Michelle sucked in a breath as Cas’s hands brushed her stomach. Cas worked her shirt up over her bra, then slowly pulled it over her head until it, too, was with the jacket on the chair. She played with the waistband of her leggings then pushed them over her hips. Michelle stepped out of them and stood at the end of the bed.

    “Are you warm enough?”

    “I think I will be.”

    “Lie down.” Cas stripped down to her underwear as Michelle lay on top of the queen-size bed.

    “Is this a down comforter?” Michelle sunk into the mattress.

    “It is. Just because it’s a van, it doesn’t mean we can’t have nice things.” Cas covered Michelle’s body with her own.

    Michelle caressed Cas’s back, finally feeling her smooth skin. Cas peppered her neck with kisses as she rocked her hips back and forth on top of her.

    “You have no idea how long I’ve wanted to do this.”

    Michelle couldn’t necessarily say the same, but once she’d realized what her feelings were, she’d definitely wanted to get Cas to bed. “I’m all yours tonight. No distractions.”

    “I like the sound of that.” Cas reached under Michelle’s bra and played with her breast.

    Michelle let out a moan and stretched her neck back. “God, that’s where we left off last time.”

    “It is.” Cas kissed Michelle’s neck. “And it’s where we’ll pick up this time.”

    She squeezed harder, and Michelle groaned in ways she didn’t know she could. If this is what her body did from just having her breast touched, what was going to happen when Cas did more? “I need you.”

    Cas stroked her hands along Michelle’s stomach and stopped at the waist of her panties. “I know that this is your first time with a woman. We don’t need to do anything you don’t feel comfortable with.”

    Michelle could barely think straight, her body was wound so tight. She needed release, and she needed it now. “Thank you. I’m good. I promise.”

    Cas grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

    Before Michelle could think, Cas had her underwear off. She gently slid between her thighs and pushed them open, the cool air hitting the warmth of her body. Cas lowered her head and teased the inside of Michelle’s thighs with kisses and nips. Just when Michelle thought she couldn’t take another second, Cas settled into the center of her legs and slid her tongue slowly up the length of her clit.

    “Oh God.” Michelle couldn’t keep her hips from thrusting off the bed. Cas placed her hands on top of them and held her in place, taking control. She picked up her pace, licking and sucking faster, learning every inch of Michelle’s body. Michelle wanted to enjoy this moment and wanted more at the same time. Cas was taking her body to the edge, and just when she thought she might push past, Cas would slow down or shift position and bring Michelle back down. It was amazing and infuriating at the same time.

    “Cas. Please. More.” Full sentences were not an option in this state. At that, Cas pushed a finger inside, and Michelle welcomed it. “Oh God.” Cas switched her attention to sucking on Michelle’s clit and added another finger inside, exploring Michelle’s most intimate parts. She was filled in new ways, and Cas kept pulsing with the rhythm of Michelle’s body. Michelle couldn’t keep her hips on the bed. Her body tightened, and Cas curved her fingers just the right way. Michelle’s entire body came undone. She relaxed onto the bed. “Holy fuck.” Cas smirked as she crawled up the bed toward Michelle. “Is lesbian sex always that good?”

    “In my experience, yes.” Cas wrapped Michelle in her arms.

    “Shit. I’ve been doing this all wrong.”

    “I could have told you that.”

    Michelle playfully slapped her. “Kiss me.”

    Cas took no convincing and crushed her lips onto Michelle’s. Her own essence still coated Cas’s lips as Cas continued to claim her body. Kissing her was letting someone else take control entirely. Cas knew exactly what she was doing, and it was the only way Michelle wanted to be kissed ever again.

    “We still have too many clothes,” Michelle said.

    “Do we now?” Cas played with Michelle’s bra.

    “We do. And you have more on than me.”

    “Well, we can’t have that.” With one hand, Cas undid the clasp to Michelle’s bra. The straps relaxed and the cups fell free.

    “Damn.” Michelle couldn’t even get her own bra off that fast.

    “I am a woman of many talents.”

    “Show me.”

    Cas rid herself of the rest of her clothes and climbed on top of Michelle. Michelle groaned as their bodies rubbed together, the friction building the tension inside of her once again. “You feel so good on top of me.”

    “You are so beautiful.” Cas’s eyes raked over Michelle’s breasts.

    Michelle’s cheeks flushed, and not just from the heat of what they were doing. When was the last time someone called her beautiful?

    “I meant it when I said you have A-plus boobs.” Cas smirked. Michelle was growing to love that look. Cas carefully pulled her legs up, creating a slight angle. With little warning, she plunged two fingers inside. Michelle gasped. “Too much?” Cas asked.

    “No. God no. Keep going.” Michelle arched her back as Cas dove in deeper. Michelle wanted more. She wanted this connection in a way she never had with anyone else. This wasn’t just about feeling good; this was a level of intimacy she wanted to experience. Cas moved in closer, pushing her legs higher, driving herself in deeper. “More, Cas. I need more.” Cas pushed another finger inside and Michelle basked in the fullness. “More. Please.”

    “There’s not a whole lot more I can give.”

    “What?” Michelle lifted her head.

    “You’ve already taken all four fingers.”

    “It doesn’t even feel like it. You feel so good. I just want more.”

    “How do you feel about toys?”

    “I’ve never used them.”

    “Are you open to trying?”

    Michelle would try anything with Cas. “Yes.”

    Cas removed her hand and Michelle whined, missing her instantly. “Just a minute, babe.” She reached over the side of the bed and opened one of the drawers.

    “Those are the secrets you keep under there?”

    “Some of them.” Cas fixed the straps of the harness to her body and the dildo stood at attention. After pouring lube in her hand, she coated the toy.

    “Let me.” Michelle stroked her hand along the rubber toy, pushing it slightly into Cas’s clit.

    “Mmm.” Cas groaned. “If you keep that up, I’ll forget what I was doing.”

    “What’s wrong with that?” Michelle stroked harder.

    “Okay. That’s enough.” Cas pushed Michelle onto the bed. Michelle loved this side of Cas. She was in charge and knew exactly what she wanted. Her. Without wasting another second she thrust into Michelle, the dildo gliding in easily between the lube and her own wetness.

    “Oh God, yes!” That was the more that Michelle needed. “Yes. Right there.” Michelle could rarely orgasm twice in one night, let alone so close together. Things with Cas were different yet again. “Harder. Right there.” She called out and Cas listened, finding just the right spot to push Michelle again. Groans and sounds, octaves Michelle didn’t know she could reach, left her body as she came again. Cas stroked her hair as she slowly brought her back down.

    “I told you I wanted you to be loud.”

    “I didn’t know I could be.” She took a minute to catch her breath. “Can you get off from using that?”

    “Like while I’m inside you?”

    “Yes.” Michelle pulled Cas on top of her, wanting to feel her full weight.

    “I haven’t done that before.”

    “Can you try? I want you to come on top of me while inside of me.”

    “Shit, that’s hot.” Cas straddled Michelle and lined the toy up again. “Let me know if it’s too much.”

    “I will.” It wouldn’t be.

    Cas eased inside of her until Michelle had taken the full shaft. Cas placed her hands on Michelle’s hips and rocked back and forth. The pressure and fullness felt so good. Michelle might have been able to come a third time, but that wasn’t the point. She wanted to see the look in Cas’s eyes as she came undone.

    “I’m close,” Cas said. Her breathing becoming ragged. She thrust quicker, creating friction. Michelle lifted her legs and wrapped them around Cas’s back. “Fuck, that’s hot.”

    “I’m all yours, Cas. All of me is here just for you.” She squeezed her legs around Cas’s torso.

    Cas groaned and relaxed her body as she rolled off of Michelle. “Holy shit. I didn’t know I could do that.”

    “Let’s see what else we can learn.”

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty

    

    Cas stroked Michelle’s shoulder as she nestled in closer. “That was amazing.”

    Michelle ran her hands up Cas’s bare stomach. “It was, wasn’t it?” Michelle kissed her cheek and nestled her head back onto Cas’s shoulder.

    It felt so right holding Michelle in her arms. Such a perfect fit. After several rounds of learning each other’s bodies and finding out what sounds she could pull from Michelle, she certainly wanted more, but they could probably use at least a small break. “Should we go get a few runs in?”

    Michelle propped herself up and looked down at Cas. “I guess we probably should. I mean, the van will still be here when we’re done, right?”

    “That’s the beauty of it.” Cas pulled her on top for a kiss. “Let’s give you a break and go get some skiing in.”

    “Who says I’m the one that needs the break?”

    Good point. One of the few drawbacks to a younger woman. Stamina. “Okay, well, we can have sex anywhere, and we drove all this way to ski, so let’s make the most of it.”

    “I like the sound of sex anywhere.” Michelle sorted out their pile of clothes.

    A buzzing vibrated throughout the van. “Is that your phone or mine?” Cas looked through her pants pockets.

    “It’s mine.” Michelle fished her phone out of a zipper pocket. “Hi, Mary. What’s wrong? Oh really.” Michelle sank down onto the bed.

    Cas tried to make out the other end of the conversation, but it was too muffled.

    “No, of course. It’ll take me a little bit, but I’ll get someone there. Can you put her on the phone?”

    What in the world was going on? None of this sounded like a good end to their great night.

    “Hi, sweetie.” Michelle’s tone changed instantly. “That’s what I heard. Yes. Grandma’s going to come get you and take you home. Okay, honey. I love you.” Michelle ended the call and instantly started another. “Hi, Mom. Can you pick Mercedes up? I’m not sure. Yes, I’ll be home in the morning. Okay. Please let me know what’s going on. Thank you. I love you too.”

    “Is everything okay?” Clearly not, but Cas didn’t want Michelle thinking she was completely eavesdropping.

    “Mercedes is having a rough time at the sleepover and wants to go home. My mom is going to go get her.”

    “Are you okay?” This was uncharted territory for Cas. How would someone react to a child having a rough night?

    “Yeah. I’m fine. Let’s get a few runs in.”

    The lift bounced back and forth on their first run back. The wind had picked up since they had left the van, making a bumpy ride. Cas kept her arm around Michelle, still needing to feel contact. “I’m not saying I won’t help you, but if you drop your phone it’s going to be a real bitch to find in the dark.”

    “I’m sorry.” Michelle locked her phone and slid it back into her jacket. “I just thought my mom would have texted by now. I don’t understand what’s going on. Mercedes was really looking forward to tonight.”

    “Let’s go to the right when we get to the top.” Cas pushed off first and Michelle followed. “Any preference on runs?”

    “No. I’m good with whatever.”

    “We’ll stay all the way left. Just follow me.” The vibe had definitely changed. Cas didn’t know how to get it back. Could she get it back? Was it possible to get Michelle’s attention again? Just a few minutes ago, she had been so wrapped in her orbit that nothing outside of the van existed, now Michelle was worlds away. She turned, making sure Michelle was following. Shit. Where was she? Did she fall? Cas kept the panic at bay. Michelle was an experienced skier. More than likely she took a wrong turn, or got cut off by a snowboarder. Moments later, Michelle came into sight. Thank God. Cas waited for her to catch up.

    “I’m sorry. I thought my phone went off.” Michelle pulled up close to Cas.

    “Did it?”

    “No. False alarm.”

    “Michelle, do you want to go?”

    “Yes. No. I don’t know.”

    Ouch. “I’m not going to compete with your mom. If you want to head home, we can.”

    “I think I need to go.”

    “What?” Even though Cas had offered she had not seen that one coming. It wasn’t like they were just a few minutes down the road.

    “If you don’t want to leave, I can find another way. But I think I have to get going.”

    “No, of course I’ll take you. Let’s head to the van.”

    Michelle’s leg bounced up and down from the passenger seat. Cas stayed quiet for the first twenty minutes of the ride, not sure what to say. Michelle’s mind was obviously elsewhere. “I just hope she’s okay.” Michelle finally broke the silence.

    “What all did she say?”

    “Just that she needed to come home. My mom hasn’t given me much either. It doesn’t make sense.”

    Cas gripped the steering wheel. “That’s it?”

    “What do you mean?”

    “She says she needs to come home and you just drop everything?”

    “Yes.”

    Cas’s mom rarely remembered to collect her on time, let alone pick her up if she said she needed to come home. “But you were in the middle of something. She could have stuck it out.”

    “My kids are the most important thing in the world to me.”

    “I understand that, but you’re the adult. You had plans. You found her another option. You shouldn’t have to just drop everything in your life because of them.”

    “That’s kind of what the job is.” Michelle shrugged.

    “But you could have just told her to stay, and she would have stayed.”

    “I don’t want her to feel like she has to stay in a situation where she’s uncomfortable.”

    “For fuck’s sake, it’s a sleepover. It’s not like she’s in the middle of the jungle or something.”

    “Did your mom ever force you to do things when you were younger that you didn’t want to do?” Michelle reached her hand to rub Cas’s neck. Cas flinched and pulled away. “Whoa. What’s that about?”

    “This isn’t about me.”

    “Clearly, something is going on.”

    “What? I’m not some broken kid that grew up into a broken adult. No one made me do anything I didn’t want to do as a kid.”

    “I never said you were broken.”

    Cas tightened her grip on the steering wheel and kept her gaze forward. “Forget I said anything. I’m not a parent, so I clearly don’t understand.”

    “Don’t shut me out.”

    Cas could feel Michelle’s eyes burning a hole through her.

    Michelle sighed. “We just shared an amazing night together, and I think we both want to see where this goes. You can’t just close up on me.”

    She absolutely could. “Maybe it was just an amazing night.”

    “Cas.”

    Cas stayed quiet. This was why she didn’t do relationships. Yes, the sex with Michelle was amazing. Earth-shattering, even. But was anything really worth this kind of argument?

    “Our night isn’t over. We’re just changing locations.”

    “It just seems like a big deal to drive back this far when you don’t even know what’s wrong.”

    “Even if it’s nothing, I want her to know that I would drive any amount of time for her. We were an hour away. That’s not the end of the world.”

    Cas pulled onto Michelle’s street and parked the van in front of her house.

    “I’m going to go check on her in her room. Can we talk after I do?”

    “I’ll unload your skis.”

    “You didn’t answer me.”

    “Go check on Mercedes.” Michelle lingered in the front seat. She wanted a clear answer, but Cas couldn’t give it to her.

    “I’ll be just inside.” Michelle jumped out of the van and shut the door.

    
     

    Cas banged on the steel door with her fist. “Val, are you home?” It was past ten, but the apartment building never really enforced quiet hours. Cas banged again.

    “Hey. What’s going on?” Val opened the door slowly.

    “Are you alone?” Cas peered into the apartment.

    “Yes. Why?”

    Cas barged in. “I need a drink.” She went to the fridge and pulled out a beer. “You want one?”

    “A beer in my own home? Sure.”

    Cas grabbed another can and handed it to Val. She cracked her can open and took a long sip.

    “Want to explain what’s going on?” Val crossed her arms and leaned against the doorjamb.

    “I fell for the straight girl.”

    “Cassiopeia Grazer! I thought I told you not to do that.”

    “Yeah. Well, in my defense she wasn’t acting so straight a few hours ago.”

    “You slept with Michelle?”

    “Yeah.” Cas took another sip.

    “Sit down and tell me everything.” Val ushered her into the living room. The industrial-chic apartment with exposed steel beams screamed bachelorette pad. Much like Cas, Val had never been one to move past single living.

    Cas sat at one end of the leather couch. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She knew it would be Michelle. She ignored it.

    “What happened? I thought you were at the mountain this weekend?” Val turned all her attention to Cas.

    “I was. Until a few minutes ago, actually. We were on a date. I thought it was going well.”

    “You took her on a date to the mountain?”

    “Sunset on Mt. Hood is super romantic.”

    “You’re not wrong. I guess I can see it. So, what, you seduced her and then took her back to your van?”

    “Basically.” Cas shrugged. She checked her phone. Michelle again, as suspected. She still didn’t want to talk.

    “Your first time together was in the van?”

    “It’s a really nice van.”

    “So what happened?”

    “She got a call from her daughter and wanted to come home.”

    “And?”

    “And that put an end to our night pretty quick.”

    “Did she tell you she needed time alone with her daughter?”

    “No.” Quite the opposite.

    Val just stared at her.

    “What was I supposed to do?”

    “Wait? Talk to her? I don’t know.”

    “Well, that didn’t seem like a good option at the time.” Nothing had seemed like the right option at the time. Cas couldn’t get out of there fast enough. Leaving without saying anything was a little harsh, but what was there to say, really?

    “What was up with the kid?”

    “That’s just it. I don’t know. At first, she made plans for her mom to take her, but then she was so worried about her, she couldn’t focus on anything else. She just up and left because her daughter said she wanted her.”

    “Ah, okay.” Val leaned back against the couch. “It all makes sense now.”

    “What?”

    “Your feelings are hurt.”

    “What? No. That’s ridiculous.” It was way too soon for feelings.

    “You wanted her to put you first, and she didn’t.”

    “I wanted to go skiing, not come running back for some unknown reason.”

    “Exactly. You wanted her to put you first.”

    “You’re not hearing me right. Besides, this isn’t the first time this has happened, either. On our date earlier this week, we had to stay home because her sitter bailed.”

    “She’s always going to put her kids first. You can’t expect her to do something different.”

    “I understand she cares about her kids. They are actually pretty cool kids. The other night at her house, all four of us were on the couch watching a movie, and it just felt so right. It didn’t give me the ick or anything.”

    “You had family movie night with Michelle and her kids?”

    “I did, and I could picture myself doing it more often.” She wanted to do it more often.

    “So then why are you here?”

    “I don’t understand why she didn’t ask more questions. The kid was probably perfectly fine. We didn’t have to drop everything and come running.”

    “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to be the center of her attention.”

    “When you say it like that.”

    “I’m serious. You want someone who is totally and completely invested in you and your feelings, and that didn’t happen tonight. It sounds like that might not ever happen with Michelle.”

    “Yeah.” Cas would never be the most important person in Michelle’s life. “You tried to warn me.”

    “I won’t say I told you so.” Val gave a small smirk. “Michelle is a lovely person, really. I just think you are at very different places in life. But, hey, maybe this means you finally want a relationship. You’ve never once wanted to have family movie night.”

    Cas didn’t think she ever wanted to have family movie night again unless it could be with Michelle.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-one

    

    Mercedes lay tucked under her covers with the reading light on when Michelle walked in. “What’s going on, kiddo?” Her mom had little to no information when Michelle got home. Whatever happened, Mercedes wasn’t going to let it out easily.

    “Claire’s room stinks.”

    “Oh?” Michelle didn’t know Claire all that well, but from her interactions with Mary, she certainly wasn’t a dirty kid, and their house wasn’t unsanitary by any means. “What did it smell like?”

    “I don’t know.” She shrugged. “Bad.”

    It was going to take all the tricks she had to pry this one out of her daughter. She sat at the edge of the bed. “You were so excited about this sleepover. I’m surprised you didn’t want to stay.”

    “Things change.”

    Wasn’t that the truth. “Did Claire say something, or did you have a disagreement?”

    “Not really.”

    “Sweetheart, you know I love having you home, but if something happened, you can tell me.”

    “I know.” Mercedes wouldn’t make eye contact.

    “Does this room smell better?”

    Mercedes giggled. “Much.”

    Michelle stroked Mercedes’ hair. “Want to tell me what that was really about?”

    “I didn’t like being so far away from you.”

    “Aw, honey.” Michelle pulled her in close. “I was just up the street.” Technically, she was up the mountain, but Mercedes didn’t need to know how long the street was.

    “Everything is just so different.”

    From Michelle’s perspective, Tommy had been distant for a long time, but she could see how the kids were just now realizing how long he’d been absent. “Different isn’t always a bad thing.”

    Mercedes let out a long sigh and snuggled into her mom.

    “Your dad and I both love you very much. I know that things are going to feel different for a while, but I promise you we will figure it out together. Any time you want to come home, you can. I promise you’ll never have to sleep in a smelly room. Ever.” She punctuated her last statement with a tickle that got a laugh out of Mercedes.

    “Thanks, Mom. I love you.”

    “I love you too. Now get some sleep.” She kissed her on the forehead and turned out the light on the nightstand.

    Michelle walked down the stairs. Her heart sank. Cas’s van was gone. She couldn’t have waited ten minutes to sort this out?

    Michelle peeked into the garage. Her skis and bag were placed neatly back in their spot on the shelf. She dialed Cas. It went straight to voicemail. What the fuck? She tried again in case something was wrong with her phone. Voicemail again. Now she wasn’t even going to talk to her? Maybe texting would work.

    Can we talk?

    After a few minutes of nothing.

    Please?

    The read receipt was on, so at least her phone wasn’t off. Fine. If this was how it was going to be, then Michelle wasn’t going to beg. She had far more important things to do tonight than figure out what the hell had set Cas off. Far more important things that were upstairs.

    Michelle’s phone had zero messages when she checked it again before bed. What a night. To go from the high of a damn near perfect date with Cas, to now being left on read. Clearly something had happened to Cas growing up that had triggered her tonight. Michelle hoped she’d open up and they could move past this together.

    Sleep was a long shot, but she’d showered and got into bed anyway. Scrolling on her phone was the only way to distract her reeling mind from thoughts of Cas. She found lots of great resources on how to help children coping with divorce. Near as she could tell, Mercedes was going through some form of separation anxiety tonight. Not at all uncommon. She had definitely considered having the kids speak with a counselor but wasn’t sure how they would react. After tonight, it was happening. The school and the community had lots of great resources, and she and the kids would work through this together.

    Michelle couldn’t have said when her eyes finally gave out and closed, but she woke to her phone vibrating on her chest. Light came through the curtains, but it was a gray winter day outside. Through blurred eyes, she made out Cas’s name. Her heart skipped. “Hi.” She tried to sound awake.

    “Sorry. Did I wake you?”

    Michelle looked at her watch. It was after nine. She hadn’t slept that long in years. And Mercedes never had. “Yeah, but it’s okay. It was a late night.”

    “Everything okay?”

    Obviously not. “I think Mercedes was going through some separation anxiety, but I’m sure she’ll be better today. I’ll check in with her in a bit.”

    “That’s good. I wanted to apologize about how I left last night.”

    About damn time. Michelle’s chest fluttered slightly. Maybe they could work through this, after all. “I can be very forgiving.” She tried to sound sultry. “What are you up to today? You want to come over and hang out? We could watch a movie the whole way through.”

    “Nah, I think I’m going to have a lazy day here.”

    “Cas, what’s going on? You don’t have lazy days.” Something was off.

    “I need to see Rion. I haven’t spent time with him in forever.”

    “Cas.” Michelle could feel her heart pounding.

    “Look, Michelle, I don’t think this is going to work out.”

    “What isn’t?”

    “You and me. I don’t think it’s a good idea to keep seeing each other.”

    “What?” Michelle shot straight up in bed. “Why?”

    “We’re at very different places in our lives, and I’m just not sure how we can make this work.”

    “One date gets interrupted and that’s it?” How could Cas be willing to throw in the towel so soon?

    “But it wasn’t just the one date. You have to put your kids first, and I respect that. I just also don’t see how that leaves time for us.”

    “Cas, you can’t tell me that you don’t have real feelings for me. Don’t give up on this just because of a few scheduling issues.”

    “Sometimes feelings aren’t enough. We’re just too far apart. I’m in my forties, Michelle. You still have so much life to live and figure out and I just don’t see a way in which we work.”

    “Damn. Okay.” Age had never been an issue before. Why now?

    “I know that sometimes your first crush on a woman can feel really overwhelming.”

    “Oh my God.” Michelle barked out a laugh. “Don’t patronize me and say it was just a crush. You know what? Good luck, Cas.” Michelle hung up the phone. She couldn’t take any more of that. She would not be spoken down to. Just because Cas was the first woman she had been with, it didn’t mean that her feelings weren’t real. It was clear Cas had no intention of talking through things. She never did. Cas did what Cas wanted and always had. There was a reason she had never been in a relationship.

    Michelle wanted to cry. Then punch something. Then scream. Maybe all three at once. She covered her face in her pillow and let out a muffled scream. How dare Cas come into her life like that? She turned everything upside down and then just disappeared. Michelle was too mad to cry. Cas showed her what a relationship could really look like and then pulled the rug right out from under her. It wasn’t fair.

    “Mom?” Mercedes’s voice sounded muffled from under the pillow. “Mom, are you okay?” Mercedes ran into the room and bounced on the bed.

    Michelle pulled the pillow from her face. “You ever scream into a pillow?”

    Mercedes giggled. “No.”

    “Want to try it?” Michelle handed her a pillow. “On the count of three.” Michelle counted to three and then they both screamed into the pillows for several seconds. Mercedes came up for air in a laughing fit. Michelle couldn’t help but laugh with her.

    “Mom, that was silly.”

    “It was, but now I feel better.” She wiped a tear of laughter from her eye.

    “I do too.”

    “How would you feel if we got a new house?” Michelle had been meaning to talk to the kids. She couldn’t stay in the house much longer. Everything reminded her of her old life, and after the call she just got, she needed to move on more than ever.

    “Would I get my own room still?”

    “Of course.”

    “Could we get a pool?” Mercedes’s eyes went wide.

    Michelle hadn’t thought that far. If it was in the right price range, probably. “Maybe. I want you, me, and TJ to all pick it out together. It will be our house.”

    “I like that idea.”

    Michelle reached for her tablet on the nightstand. “What do you say we start looking right now?”

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-two

    

    “Do you feel that, Orion? Something just shifted. There’s a dark presence in the room now.”

    Cas walked up the half flight of stairs to the living room of her mom’s house to find her mom and Rion playing some kind of card game.

    “If it isn’t the prodigal daughter returned!” Cas’s mom clapped her hands. “Cassiopeia, let me have a look at you.”

    “Are you saying that I’m the dark presence?”

    “Oh. Yes. Something very bad is radiating off of you. What the heck is going on?” Cas’s mom took her by the shoulders and looked deep into her eyes. Her eyes matched both Cas’s and Rion’s. Her long hair faded from gray to brown, making her look like a shadow of her children.

    Rion sat on the floor cross-legged at the coffee table, yet to move.

    Cas escaped her mom’s grip. “Are you two getting high and playing cards?” The bong in front of Rion looked fresh.

    “Yeah.” Rion giggled.

    “Care to join?” Cas’s mom sat back down. “It might help clear whatever that is you have going on.” She circled with her hand in front of Cas’s body.

    “I can’t smoke weed because of my job, and even if I could, it’s the middle of the day. Don’t you have better things to do?”

    “Not really.” Rion shrugged and reached for the bong.

    Cas found the green wingback chair. A heartleaf philodendron had overtaken the arms, so she gently cleared a place to sit. Macramé plant holders adorned the corners of the living room. “Did you make these, Mom? I don’t think they were here last time I was over.” The ornate patterns were impressive, even if Cas wouldn’t be caught dead with them in her own home.

    “I did!” Her mom’s face lit up. “It’s hemp. You wouldn’t believe how the patterns move.”

    “Of course.” How was Cas related to these two?

    “Time is a social construct anyway. Who really cares how we pass the time?”

    Cas leaned further back in the chair. This was an argument she’d heard her whole life, and she knew she wasn’t going to win it today.

    “Cassiopeia, what brings you over today? Other than this dark cloud, that is? I haven’t seen or heard from you in months. What makes today the day?”

    “Well, Mom, I was really close to having my first real relationship, but it didn’t work out and as I couldn’t sleep last night I realized I think you might be the reason I can’t have healthy relationships.”

    “Oh no, you did that all on your own.”

    Rion burst into a fit of giggles.

    Cas shot up. “What are you talking about?”

    “What are you?”

    “You never put me first when I was a kid, and now I’ve never had anyone put me first in a relationship, and I don’t know how to have a healthy one.”

    “What do you mean I never put you first?” Hurt painted her mother’s eyes.

    “Mom. This isn’t news. We were never on time to things. Lunches were half-packed. After-school activities were an afterthought. We rarely registered for school in time.”

    “Time is a social construct. Who says we have to abide by it?”

    “The society we live in?”

    “Well, I’m sorry that you were late for whatever sportsball you wanted to play, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t love you.”

    Cas sighed. “I didn’t say that.”

    “I was twenty-five when I had you. Did you have your shit together when you were twenty-five?”

    One could argue Cas didn’t have her shit together now.

    “Because I seem to remember you having a terrible eyebrow ring when you were twenty-five.”

    “Oh God. Don’t remind me.” A drunken night with a cute girl had led to a very bad, but thankfully reversible, decision.

    “Orion, honey, can you go find the gummies in the kitchen? I’m ready to switch.”

    “Sure thing, Mom.” Rion bounced up and left for the kitchen. Always the good son.

    “I don’t know what you want from me, Cassiopeia. I’m sorry I wasn’t the mother you wanted, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t love you two. You were always fed and taken care of in a nice home. I’m sorry I don’t subscribe to the version of society that we live in, but we don’t get to choose the time and place we are born. Just like we don’t get to choose the family we are born into.”

    So true. What would be different now if Cas had been born into a different family? One where she was on time to everything. One where she had a mom like Michelle who would drop everything and come running just because she called.

    She needed to stop thinking about Michelle. That chance was gone.

    Rion bounced back into the living room. “Here, Mom.” He handed her a jar.

    Her mom poured a few gummies out into her hand. “Cas?”

    “Mom. You know I can’t.”

    “But these are just gummies.”

    Cas shook her head. “It’s still THC. I can’t take it and keep my job.”

    Her mom waved her off. “I’ve never met someone who loved a job as much as you do. Speaking of, Rion said there’s a nice woman you’ve been seeing.”

    Cas shot daggers at him. At least he had the good sense to look at his hands instead of back at her.

    “Oh no. That’s the dark cloud,” her mother said.

    Cas sank back into the chair. Why had she come over again?

    “What happened?” Her mom’s voice held genuine concern.

    “It’s just not going to work out. I’m not good at relationships, and I’m too old to start now.”

    “It’s too bad, Mom. She’s really pretty,” Rion chimed in. Cas wanted to throw something at him. Did little brothers ever stop being annoying?

    “And why won’t things work out with the pretty woman?”

    “We’re just in different life places. She’s going through a messy divorce. She has two kids. It’s a lot to sort out.”

    “And you don’t want to help her through it?”

    Damn. When her mom phrased it that way. She would do anything for Michelle. But something about last night still stung. Something didn’t sit right. She didn’t see a way forward that would work for both of them.

    “Well, you know what I think of relationships.”

    “Let me guess. Social construct?”

    “You guessed it!” Her mom clapped her hands together. “But there is something magical about human connection. Two bodies intertwining as one. That I think is absolutely sacred.” Her mom took her hands and interlaced her fingers. “Look, it’s like this.”

    “Okay. I think the gummies are kicking in.” Cas stood as Rion and her mom became fascinated with their hands. There was something magical about human connection, she could agree on that. But relationships? The real world would always get in the way.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-three

    

    Lisa held up a pink onesie. “This is adorable.”

    “Aww.” Michelle grabbed it and held it to her heart. “This is one of Mercedes’s first.”

    “This is great and all,” Helen said. “But why are we doing this ourselves and not hiring a moving company? I know you can afford one.”

    “I have a moving company coming for the big stuff, but I don’t want random strangers going through all of my things. Plus, some of this stuff is sentimental.” Michelle put the onesie on the keep pile.

    “You’re seriously keeping the onesie?” Helen asked.

    Michelle pictured baby Mercedes giggling in it. She missed the baby stage.

    “What if she has another one?” Lisa said, tossing white socks on the donate pile.

    “What?” Michelle dropped the T-shirt in her hands.

    “Another baby.” Lisa kept folding socks.

    “No, I heard you. I just don’t understand.”

    “Michelle, honey, we’re barely in our thirties. You could meet a nice guy and have more babies.”

    “Or woman,” Helen added.

    Michelle’s head spun. She’d never considered more babies. Tommy had never been open to more than two, and the idea had been too overwhelming anyway. Did Cas want kids? Doubtful. Cas couldn’t even handle the kids Michelle had now. Is that what she meant when she said they were at different places in their lives? Dammit. Why did her mind keep going back to Cas? Cas had made it perfectly clear they were over. She needed to push her out of her mind.

    “Speaking of, how are things with the hot firefighter?” Lisa asked.

    “She’s not a firefighter. Not that it matters. We aren’t seeing each other anymore.”

    “What happened?” Helen asked. “I thought you were going on dates.”

    “We were. Then last week ours got cut short when Mercedes wanted to come home, and Cas couldn’t handle it. I don’t know, it still doesn’t make sense to me.”

    “Start over,” Lisa said.

    Michelle recounted the whole night. The perfect sunset. The earth-shattering sex in the van. The way everything came to an abrupt halt when she said she needed to go home.

    Lisa bobbed her head back and forth. “I mean, I see both sides.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “Obviously, your kids are the most important thing in the world, but I think in that moment, Cas probably wanted to feel important too.”

    “I’m not going to choose.” The mama bear rose up within her.

    “No one is telling you to.” Helen used a calming voice.

    “But if you are interested in trying to date someone again, you’re going to have to find a way to prioritize someone else too,” Lisa said.

    Michelle stayed silent.

    “Making room in your heart for someone else doesn’t mean you love your kids any less,” Helen said. “Love isn’t like wine. You don’t run out just because you pour some in someone else’s glass.”

    Michelle laughed. “Of course you’d equate love to wine.”

    Helen shrugged. “You know I’m right. It’s okay to take care of yourself, too, you know. You deserve to be happy. Your kids deserve to see you happy.”

    “Well, I think that ship has sailed with Cas.” Michelle opened another box of clothes, needing something to do with her hands.

    “Maybe it has. But maybe when the next ship comes in, you’ll learn that two things can be true. You can love your kids with all your heart and make room for someone else.” Helen pulled a large container out of the closet and opened it. “These are all men’s shirts.”

    “Trash it!” Lisa yelled.

    Michelle laughed. “Put it in the get-rid-of pile.”

    “Like I said. Trash.” Lisa laughed.

    “Thank you two again for your help. I know helping with a move sucks, but I appreciate you more than you know.”

    “We are always here for you,” Helen said.

    “And we’re glad you didn’t shut us out this time,” Lisa said.

    Could two things be true? Would there be someone out there who would understand the position Michelle was in now as a single mom? Love was like wine. The thought made her snicker. Interesting analogy. Even if she could find more room in her heart, how would she ever find anyone else like Cas?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-four

    

    Cas scrubbed the pan in the sink furiously with the sponge.

    “I think it’s clean,” Val called from behind her.

    “Sometimes the grease really sticks to these pans.” Cas kept scrubbing, wanting to see the stainless steel shine. “You know the department doesn’t always spring for the good stuff.” She forced her arm into the Brillo pad, then backed off when her shoulder twinged in pain.

    “So you’re just going to keep sulking, then?”

    Cas dried the pan with a towel. “I’m not sulking.”

    “You’ve got bad vibes coming out of you.”

    “Not you, too. My mom says I have a ‘dark presence.’”

    Val snapped her fingers together. “Yes! That’s exactly it. There is bad energy radiating all over you.”

    Bad energy was oozing from every part of Cas. Not that she could admit that to Val. Or her mother, of all people. Ever since the night of their date-gone-wrong, Cas had been consumed by bad energy. She missed Michelle. She yearned for their easy banter and casual conversation throughout the day. The way her phone would buzz with a silly anecdote, or just something letting Cas know Michelle was thinking of her. Few people thought of Cas during the day.

    “I haven’t seen you smile in three weeks.” Val pushed her chair back on two legs.

    “You’re going to fall if you lean your chair back like that.”

    “So we’ve switched from sulking to rule-enforcing?”

    Cas wiped down the counter with a wet washcloth. “I’m not sulking or rule-enforcing. If you fall and get hurt, we’ll be down a medic, and I’m sure the crew is sick and tired of being down a person.”

    “Yeah, well, that’s your fault.” Val returned all four chair legs to the ground. “Are you going to talk to her?”

    Cas slammed the washcloth on the counter. “There’s nothing to talk about.”

    “You have never been this wound up about a woman before. There is clearly something there. I don’t know what it is, but this whole cold-turkey thing isn’t working.”

    It wasn’t. Not even a little bit. Cas had never been a smoker, but if this was anything like quitting smoking, thank God she had never taken up that habit. She’d composed dozens of texts to Michelle over the last three weeks. All were varying forms of apologies, or ways to work things out, or let’s try agains, but she chickened out every time. What if Michelle said no? What if Michelle didn’t want Cas in her life after the way she’d acted? Cas didn’t want to put her heart on the line like that.

    Val approached Cas. She looked down at the counter. “You missed a spot.”

    “You guys are real assholes for giving me kitchen duty this month.” Cas sighed and tried to find the spot Val had pointed out.

    “Payback’s a bitch. You left us high and dry for two weeks. Call her.”

    “We haven’t spoken in three weeks. I can’t just call her.”

    “What’s the worst that can happen?”

    She answers. She doesn’t answer. She’s already moved on. Any number of things could be the worst thing. Cas scrubbed the Formica.

    “If you scrub the countertop off, you don’t get out of cleaning it.”

    Cas put the rag down and leaned against the countertop. “I’ve never been in a relationship. I don’t think I was made to be in a relationship. Being just me has worked for this long; I just need to get out of this rut. I don’t know what she did to get in my head, but I just need to work through it.”

    “Or maybe you’ve never been in a relationship because the right person has never come along.”

    “Where is this coming from? I thought you didn’t like Michelle.”

    “I think Michelle is great.”

    “What about all that ‘don’t fall for the straight girl’ stuff. Oh, and you were a total bitch to her that first night at my apartment.”

    “That’s when I thought it was just a crush. Crushing on straight girls is always messy.”

    “You would know.”

    Val didn’t take the bait. “I would. And I think whatever you have with Michelle could be real. So get over yourself and call her.” Val slapped Cas’s thigh and left the kitchen.

    Maybe you’ve never been in a relationship because the right person has never come along. Val’s words rang in her head. Michelle was sweet, caring, and sexy as hell. She challenged her in ways no one ever had, while at the same time caring for her in ways she’d never felt. No one, not even her closest friends, had come to visit after the accident. Granted, she’d spent the last decade saying she didn’t want help, but Michelle saw past that and helped anyway. Cas wanted that kind of woman in her life. Cas needed that kind of woman in her life. But Michelle was a package deal. She wasn’t just bringing Michelle into her life; it would be Mercedes and TJ as well. Did she have room in her heart for all three of them?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-five

    

    “Mom, watch!” TJ took off down the run and stayed upright on his snowboard for about twenty feet before falling on his butt. “Did you see?”

    “I did.” Michelle watched as Mercedes raced toward him and sprayed him with snow.

    “Hey!” TJ took it in stride and threw a snowball her direction.

    “It’s my turn to lead!” Mercedes didn’t wait for TJ to get up.

    Michelle skied over and lifted him to his feet. “You are getting really good at this, kiddo.” She kissed his cold cheek.

    “Thanks, Mom. This is so much fun!” He tentatively leaned back and started moving, not fast enough to catch his sister, but Michelle could keep them both in sight. She needed to be out of the house today. She’d debated leaving town for the whole weekend, but with the busy school week approaching, that was one more stressor she didn’t need. The divorce had been finalized, and the house was on the market. Her realtor was convinced it would sell fast and had scheduled an open house for today.

    Snow blasted her face as the wind picked up. Not enough to stop their fun, but the kids would get cold any minute. It would be a long time until Michelle would be able to experience the thrill of going down a mountain at full speed again. Just the thought of it awoke the dull yearning that had lived in her chest for the last few weeks.

    How had something so good turned so bad? Never once had she indicated that she wouldn’t put her kids above everything else. Why had Cas been so surprised? And more importantly, why hadn’t she allowed them the chance to talk through it? Despite her pulling back, Michelle knew something must have happened that Cas didn’t want to talk about. She ached for the relationship they would never have and for the hurt child behind Cas’s tough exterior.

    Michelle followed closely behind TJ and Mercedes. Not going too fast or too close, but allowing both to enjoy the mountain in their own way, constantly showing off their moves. They waited in line together for the next lift. Saturdays were always busy, but Michelle didn’t mind. It’s not like they were going to get a ton of runs in anyway with the kids still tiring so easily.

    Michelle sat in the middle and brought the bar down on the chairlift. The falling snow made small piles on top of their clothes. “What do you say we do one more run and then break for hot chocolate?”

    “Oooh! I love hot chocolate!” TJ sat up straighter.

    Seeing as how most of the time all TJ did at the mountain was drink hot chocolate, Michelle was shocked they’d even made it this long on the slopes.

    “Can I pick which run?” Mercedes asked.

    Mercedes always picked the runs, because of course she did. Michelle knew it was typical older-sibling behavior, and as long as TJ was still having fun, she didn’t feel the need to put a stop to it. The two of them discussed which run to take, using their own code names for the runs instead of the actual names. As the chair reached the top, wind whipped through Michelle’s jacket, and she zipped it up to her chin to keep the snow out. “Here, TJ, let’s zip you up too.” It was just one more run. They wouldn’t get too cold.

    “We’re going to Bone Zone!” Mercedes pointed with her pole.

    “Yes!” TJ pumped his fist.

    “What is that?” Michelle didn’t plan on taking the kids down a run she hadn’t heard of.

    “Claire and I saw it online, and it’s this way. It’s going to be so fun!” Mercedes started skiing toward the trees ahead.

    “Wait a minute. What were you and Claire doing online?” Obviously her kids weren’t strangers to the internet, but shouldn’t there have been some adult supervision?

    “We were watching YouTube fails with her sister.”

    “Oh good. And that’s where you’re taking us?”

    “Mom,” Mercedes whined. “Just trust me.”

    The snow fell faster, and Michelle just wanted to get down the hill. No run could be that bad. “Fine. Let’s go.”

    She followed as Mercedes led them through a small cat track lined with Douglas fir trees. Snow piled on the limbs, showing the inches fallen just from today.

    “Here it is!” Mercedes came to an abrupt stop at the top of what appeared to be a natural half-pipe. Her skis hung over the edge of a six-foot wall.

    “Are you sure about this? It looks steep.” Michelle eyed the drop-off, wondering how the three of them could get down safely.

    “Once we’re at the bottom, we just follow the trail.” Mercedes used her pole to point at what looked like a riverbank made of snow that snaked its way down the mountain.

    “Yeah, Mom! We just follow the trail!” TJ did a little hop on his snowboard.

    “You’re sure you can both get down there?” Could Michelle even get down there? It’d been a long time since she’d done anything harder than a warm-up run. Well, there was that one run with Cas, but she couldn’t think about that now.

    “Yup!” Mercedes jumped with both skis pointed down and took off before Michelle could stop her. “Woohoo!” She safely made it into the ravine and followed the curves of the snow. Okay. This wasn’t as bad as it looked. They could do this.

    “My turn!” TJ took a more cautious approach, practically sliding on his butt all the way down, but made it to the bottom and wound around the trail after his sister.

    Here went nothing. Michelle jumped down and in seconds caught up to TJ. The thrill of adrenaline spiked in her blood from taking the six-foot fall so fast. She needed to do that more often. Mercedes had pulled over at a snowbank ahead, and Michelle and TJ met her there.

    “See, Mom! It’s so fun!”

    “You’re right. That wasn’t so bad.” Michelle wiped the snowflakes from her goggles. The snow falling faster. “But that hot cocoa still sounds pretty good.”

    “I feel like we are in the racer scene from Star Wars!” TJ yelled and made lightsaber noises as he swung his hands.

    “Okay. Mom. This is the most important part.” Mercedes’s tone got very serious. “Right around this corner is a little jump. You go ahead, and then film us when we go over it.”

    Michelle looked to where Mercedes was pointing. It wasn’t that far. “But if I go ahead, how will I see you?”

    “Exactly! We come out of nowhere and do a jump, and it looks so cool!”

    The powder sank beneath Michelle’s skis as she lifted them up and down. If the kids fell, at least it would be a cushioned fall. Better today than a day when the mountain was a sheet of ice. Still, there was the matter of not being able to see them.

    “It’s just right there, Mom,” Mercedes continued to reason. “It’ll be like one minute. You go. Then me. Then TJ.” She pointed to her brother. “It’ll look so cool.”

    “Please, Mom!” TJ put his mittened hands together and begged.

    “Fine.” Michelle caved. The snow was picking up, and they needed to get inside. “I’m going to go around the corner like you said, then you count to thirty and come. Then TJ, after Mercedes goes, you count to thirty and it’s your turn. Got it?”

    “Got it!” both kids yelled at the same time.

    “I’m serious.” She couldn’t see their eyes through their goggles, but she gave her best mom look anyway. “I’m going now. Count to thirty.” Michelle shoved off, following the rest of the trail. As she rounded the corner, the hill went down, and she picked up just a little speed. The trail sank down, then went up just slightly, and she came up over a jump to land back on flat ground and on the main trail. She turned her skis quickly to stop and grabbed her camera out of her jacket. She had about ten seconds until Mercedes would come over the jump.

    She had to admit, it was pretty fun. Had she known exactly what she was getting into, she would have picked up speed and tried to land it higher. She positioned her phone right where the trailhead ended. She heard Mercedes’s yells and whoops before she saw her. She hit record just as Mercedes came flying over the jump as a pink blob at least a foot off the ground, landing just short of Michelle.

    “Woohoo!” She threw both arms in the air and grinned. “Did you get it?”

    “I did. That looked pretty cool, sweetie.” Michelle reset her phone and waited for TJ’s turn. After what seemed like thirty seconds had passed, Michelle’s heartrate picked up. Why wasn’t TJ here yet? “He was still with you, right?”

    “Yeah, Mom. You stay there. Let me go check so you don’t miss the shot.” Mercedes shuffled up to the end of the trail and peeked her head over the embankment. “TJ! Come on!”

    “Do you see him?”

    “No. He’s probably being a scaredy cat.”

    Right. TJ did scare easily. Even though he had seemed excited, maybe he was having jitters about it.

    “Let me go up a little further and look.” Mercedes unclipped her skis and disappeared into the snow as Michelle tried to steady her shaking hand. He had only been alone for thirty seconds. He had to just be scared. Mercedes’s pink jacket came back into sight.

    “Is he coming?”

    “Mom, I don’t see him.” Panic filled her voice.

    “What do you mean?”

    “I ran all the way around the corner, and I couldn’t see him.”

    Michelle popped her skis off, not caring that she’d left them in the middle of the run. Her boots sank into the deep powder, but she ran back up the trail. She dashed around the corner, her heart hammering in her chest. Mercedes followed behind her, and when they got to the spot they had left TJ, he was gone. Michelle cupped her hands over her mouth “TJ!”

    Nothing. Not even an echo. She could barely hear her own voice as the snow absorbed all the sounds around them.

    “Mom, he was right here when I left.”

    “I know, sweetie. We just have to find him.” She turned in a frantic circle, searching for any sign of his lime-green jacket. Where the hell could he have gone? She needed help. Remembering the ski patrol number on the back of her lift ticket, she dialed it and put her phone on speaker.

    After explaining to an operator where they were, they assured her that help would arrive soon. There was only so far he could have gone. They were basically in a snow canyon. He couldn’t have left the trail without Michelle seeing him, and she hadn’t seen another skier or boarder on the trail. She tried to control her breathing. Now was not the time to panic. She needed to focus. She needed to find TJ.

    A red jacket came into view and slowed down as it got closer. Ski patrol. Thank God. Help was finally here.

    “I understand you need help finding your son?”

    Goddammit. Michelle knew that voice. Of all the people working today, what were the odds that her rescuer would be Cas?

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-six

    

    Cas would recognize that pink jacket anywhere. She slowed down as she approached Michelle and Mercedes in the middle of the trail. She’d wanted to reach out to Michelle hundreds of times but could never bring herself to do it. Now she was going to have to. Time to be professional. “I understand you need help finding your son?”

    “Fucking seriously? You’re working today?”

    “Yeah. What’s going on with TJ?”

    “Don’t get on me about losing another kid. He’s not on a chairlift to the top of the mountain or anything.” Michelle came out guns a-blazing. Cas didn’t know if it was anger directed at her or stress because of her missing kid. Probably both.

    “What happened?” Cas kept her voice even.

    “We were taking turns going down this part of the trail. It was his turn, but he never came.”

    “When was the last time you saw him?”

    Michelle looked at her phone. “I don’t even think it’s been ten minutes.”

    Ten minutes wasn’t long. This was a bit of an overreaction, but Cas wasn’t going to be the one to tell her that. “What’s he wearing?”

    “A bright green jacket and black pants.”

    Snowflakes gathered in the blond braids sticking out from under Michelle’s helmet. It would have been so cute under different circumstances.

    “Mom, what’s that?” Mercedes pointed up one of the snowbanks.

    Cas turned to see something sticking out of the snow. She climbed a few steps up, her skis sinking down with each step. She reached her pole out to grab whatever it was. “It’s a mitten.” She held it out to Michelle as she came back down. “Any chance this is his?”

    Michelle grasped the small mitten. “Yes. This is TJ’s. Why is it off?”

    “I’m afraid I don’t have the answer to that.” Cas was used to being asked questions she’d never know the answer to.

    “He was supposed to be right here. How would his mitten have gotten up there?” Michelle looked between the glove and the top of the snowbank several times.

    “Would he have gone up there?” Cas wanted to find TJ before his fingers got frostbite.

    “He was supposed to stay right here.” Michelle’s bottom lip quivered.

    Mercedes wandered up the snowbank. “Cassie?”

    Cas shook off the nickname. Now was not the time. “Yeah?”

    “Can you come up here?” Mercedes’s voice shook.

    Cas unclipped her skis and climbed to the top of the bank. Mercedes stood between several tall trees. “What’s going on?” She caught her breath after the quick climb.

    “That’s TJ’s snowboard.” Mercedes pointed to a youth snowboard several yards away, slowly being covered in falling snow.

    “Are you sure?” Cas got closer and wiped the snow off of it. She picked it up. Snow from the tree above fell down in a sheet, the branch unable to hold its weight any longer. Cas scanned the forest, too many green branches stuck out. Snow was falling and TJ could be anywhere.

    “Oh my God. That’s TJ’s snowboard! Where is he? TJ!” Michelle yelled his name and turned in circles.

    Cas gripped her shoulders, stopping her, steadying her. “We’ll find him.”

    “Why aren’t there any footprints? If he took his snowboard off, we should be able to see where he went?”

    “The snow is coming down really fast. I’m not surprised they’ve already filled in, and with the way the snowbank is shifting, everything moves really fast.”

    “How on earth are we going to find him?”

    Cas reached for her radio and turned away slightly “Captain, this is Grazer. I’m going to need more help with the missing child.” After giving coordinates and details, she turned back to Michelle, gently putting both hands on her again. “We’ll find him.”

    Michelle’s goggles started to fog up. Cas needed to keep her calm. “Think. Would he have walked to the lift or anything?”

    “No.” Michelle shook her head.

    If they couldn’t see any sign of him, Cas feared he’d fallen into a tree well or a snowbank. “Does he have an avalanche beacon or anything on him?”

    “Avalanche beacon? We aren’t fucking explorers!”

    “I know. I know.” Cas used the most soothing tone she could. “Some jackets have them built in these days.”

    “Wait. Yes.” Michelle moved her hands to her helmet, clearly trying to think of the words. “His jacket has a built in something something.”

    “Okay. That’s a good start. Any chance you remember what brand of jacket, or what kind of something something?”

    “Shit. Tommy bought the jackets.”

    “It’s okay. Knowing that there’s something is a start.”

    “A reflector!” Michelle’s head shot up. “He has a built-in reflector. Is that a thing?”

    “A RECCO reflector?”

    “Yes! Yes! That’s it!”

    “That’s great.” Cas reached for the radio again. “Captain, he’s got a RECCO reflector. Please bring the transmitter.”

    “Transmitter?”

    “We’re going to find him. Having the built-in reflector is really good. You did good.”

    Mercedes ran over and grasped her mom’s leg. She turned to Cas. “Is TJ going to be okay? I want to help!”

    “Just keep thinking good thoughts. My friends are on the way, and we’re going to track him down.”

    Minutes later, a crew of red jackets swarmed the area on skis and snowboards. They fanned out, walking in careful patterns to leave no section untouched.

    “Are those metal detectors?” Michelle asked, pointing to the yellow transmitters a few members carried.

    “Kind of,” Cas replied. “Those are transmitters. When it picks up the signal from the reflector, it will let us know where he is.” Cas swayed between keeping Michelle calm and keeping her own fears at bay. They had to find TJ. Not only was a missing child terrible, but she knew this child. She still had so much to teach TJ. Who was going to show him about the rest of the sci-fi world? Wait. Where had those thoughts come from? Obviously, she missed Michelle, but this was the first time she realized she missed the kids too.

    Beeps and buzzes started going off as someone shouted. “Over here!” The group migrated toward a cluster of trees, and all of the transmitters buzzed in unison. Carefully, several searchers started moving snow away from the ground. Cas joined them, dropping to her knees and moving snow with her hands. She quickly uncovered a patch of neon green.

    “That’s TJ’s jacket!” Michelle yelled.

    “Ma’am, we need you to stay back. We’re going to get him.” Two ski patrol members blocked Michelle from getting closer as Cas gently brushed the snow away from his body, mindful of possible injuries. She uncovered his back. He lay crouched in a ball. Thank God. That gave him the best chance of having enough oxygen to survive being buried. Cas moved the snow away, uncovering the rest of him. They rolled him out carefully onto a backboard, his chest barely rising. His ungloved hand had turned blue and, stuck out at the wrong angle. Definitely broken. Once all the snow was off him, Cas undid the zipper to his jacket and put a hot pack under each arm pit.

    “All right, TJ, let’s get you warmed up.” His pulse was weak, and he was cool to the touch. Cas covered him with a warming blanket and stroked his arms to get his blood moving again. “Come on, TJ.”

    His eyes slowly blinked open. “Mom?”

    “Yes! I’m here!” Michelle burst past the two rescuers holding her back and rushed to his side. She brushed the hair from his face. “I’m here.”

    “He’s stable, his vitals look fine, and he doesn’t appear to have a head or neck injury. We need to get him out of here and to a hospital to have that arm looked at.” Cas looked at Michelle, who nodded. “You call an ambulance. I’m going to get him to the lodge.”

    With the help of two others, Cas put TJ in an orange sled. He didn’t complain much about the pain in his arm, which was good, because they couldn’t do anything until they got to the ambulance anyway. “All right, TJ. We’re about to go for a wild ride. You ready?”

    “Ready.” His voice was weak.

    “I’ll meet you at the lodge, okay?” Cas gave Michelle a nod before she pushed off, the sled trailing behind her. Skiing with the sled was a skill in itself, especially on a day full of powder. Cas navigated through the trees and the few skiers that cut in front of her. Much like driving an ambulance, few people got out of the way in time.

    “You doing okay back there?”

    “Yeah. Just cold.” TJ’s voice was weak. He must have been freezing. Aside from losing his glove, even a few minutes buried in the snow would bring someone well below healthy temperatures.

    “We’re almost there.”

    With the lodge in sight, Cas slowed down the best she could, coming to a halt in front of the ambulance. The paramedics opened the back door and transferred TJ from the sled to a gurney, giving him fresh warm blankets along the way.

    Moments later, Michelle came flying in. Mercedes was several feet behind her. “I’m here, sweetie.” She took her helmet and goggles off so she could see him better. “I’m right here.”

    “Will you be riding with us, ma’am?” one paramedic asked.

    “Yes. Of course.” Michelle climbed into the ambulance, taking the spot closest to TJ.

    “What about me?” Mercedes asked.

    Michelle looked from TJ to Mercedes and Cas saw the moment when panic hit her. Two kids and one of her.

    “I’ll take Mercedes.”

    “Are you sure?”

    “You go. I’ll get Mercedes and your stuff, and we’ll meet you there. Give me your keys.”

    Visible relief crossed Michelle’s face as she relaxed onto the bench next to TJ and held his hand. “I’m right here.”

    And I’ll be right behind you.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-seven

    

    The ambulance ride was a blur. Never had she sped down the mountain so fast, but Michelle didn’t care. TJ shivered, even under the warming blankets, and Michelle stroked his hair.

    “I’m sorry, Mom.” He kept repeating.

    “It’s okay, sweetie. It was an accident.”

    “My arm hurts so bad.” He clenched his teeth.

    “Don’t try to move it.” Michelle could barely stand the sight herself. Wrists were not meant to bend that way. Even with the splint, it still looked unnatural.

    “We’ll be pulling in shortly.” The paramedic had given Michelle his name, but she couldn’t remember it. She couldn’t remember anything right now. She just wanted to get TJ inside and taken care of.

    A whirlwind of nurses and paperwork came at Michelle as she followed TJ’s gurney back into a hospital room. It was clear that his wrist was broken, but the full extent of the damage was still unknown. Thankfully, the doctors expedited the X-ray, and she went with him to the dark room. Neither of her kids had ever broken a bone or even been sick enough to warrant a hospital stay.

    Michelle eased TJ’s worry by holding his good hand. “I’ll be right here the whole time.”

    “Now hold perfectly still,” the technician said as he positioned the machine over TJ’s wrist. TJ sucked in a big breath. Michelle cracked a faint smile. “You can breathe, sweetheart.”

    “I’m not supposed to move,” TJ said, trying not to move his lips. Michelle gave up. This part would be over soon anyway. Before long, they were back in the hospital room waiting for the results. Clearly, it was broken. The questions would be how bad and what the treatment plan would be.

    “TJ!” Mercedes burst into the room and flung herself onto his bed.

    “Careful!” Michelle said.

    “Hi!” He sat up and greeted her.

    Mercedes slid down and grasped Michelle’s leg, giving her a hug. “Hi,” said Michelle. “How did you…?” She turned around to see Cas standing at the door. She gave a small wave.

    “Hi.” Michelle’s heart rate picked up just at the sight of her. Her brown hair was disheveled from the ski helmet, and her sweats screamed that she had just come off of the mountain, but Cas would look good in anything.

    “I brought you a change of clothes.” Cas held out a small duffle bag.

    Michelle looked down and noticed she was still wearing her black ski bibs. She had managed to get her ski boots off and ask for a pair of slippers, but her brain hadn’t thought past that.

    “It’s not much. Just what I had in the van, but I figure anything is better than ski gear.”

    “Thank you. That was extremely thoughtful.” Michelle brushed Cas’s fingers as she grabbed the bag. How could she still feel a spark after everything that had happened between them?

    “I’ll stand guard over these two while you go change.” Cas nodded to the curtain hanging down the middle of the room.

    “Thanks.” Not that it mattered much—everyone in this room had seen Michelle without clothes on—but it seemed more appropriate to have a barrier. She pulled on a pair of worn gray sweats and a Lake Oswego EMS shirt. Both were definitely too large, but anything was better than continuing to overheat in clothes built for freezing weather. “Am I going to get in trouble for wearing this?” Michelle stepped out from behind the curtain. Cas’s gaze traveled across her body.

    “Why would you get in trouble?” Cas swallowed. Hard.

    “Because I’m not official or anything.” Michelle pointed to the emblem on her chest, and Cas’s eyes followed. This was way too easy. And also not the time and place. Her mind snapped back to reality, remembering that she was in a hospital room with her children. “Well, anyway, thank you.” Michelle sat at the end of TJ’s bed, a much safer place to be.

    Two knocks at the door caught all of their attention. “Hi there, I’m Dr. Manning. TJ, you have definitely broken some bones.”

    TJ’s face dropped. Michelle didn’t know what news he had been expecting. Dr. Manning switched on the lightbox and placed TJ’s X-ray on it. “You broke both bones in your wrist, your radius and your ulna.” He pointed to two very clear breaks on the screen.

    “Is that what the inside of my body looks like?” TJ sat forward.

    “It is.”

    “Cool.”

    “The good news is that there doesn’t seem to be any damage to the growth plate. And since you broke it in the snow, it went on ice immediately and the swelling stayed at next to nothing. We’ll keep you in that splint for a few more days to get the swelling completely down, and then you’ll be in a hard cast after that.” Dr. Manning looked from TJ to Michelle.

    “Will I be able to pick the color of my cast?” TJ asked.

    “You sure will.”

    “And can the kids at school sign it?”

    Dr. Manning looked to Michelle. “I don’t see why not.”

    “Thank you, Doctor,” Michelle said, relieved to hear that the process seemed so straightforward.

    “I’d like to admit TJ overnight for observation. His body temp did get pretty low out there, and everything seems to be fine now, but it’s important to be cautious in these situations.”

    “Of course.” Overnight. Michelle started mentally planning how that would all work.

    “The nurses will be by again soon to check his vitals, and someone will make sure you’re set up with everything you need for the night.”

    “Thank you.”

    Dr. Manning left, and moments later Tommy burst through the door. “TJ! Are you okay?” He dropped to the side of the bed and looked at TJ’s hand.

    Somehow, in the midst of everything, Michelle had remembered to reach out to Tommy.

    “What happened?” Tommy asked.

    “Well, I was snowboarding and—”

    “Snowboarding! You don’t snowboard. This isn’t a family that snowboards.” Tommy glared at Michelle. “You let him snowboard? You know it’s more dangerous. Case in point!”

    “Dad, I love snowboarding. Cas taught me.”

    “Who the hell is Cas?” Tommy turned to see Cas standing in the corner, arms crossed.

    “Mom’s friend,” Mercedes answered.

    “So now mom has new friends teaching you to snowboard, and we end up in the hospital? Great. Just great.”

    “Tommy, let’s take a minute.” Michelle took a step toward him.

    “No. None of this is okay, Michelle.”

    “And that’s my cue to leave.” Cas pushed off from the wall. “Hey, Mercedes, I saw a vending machine in the hallway. You want to go check it out with me?”

    “Can I?”

    “No!” Tommy yelled while Michelle answered “yes” at the same time.

    “Cool. We’re going. TJ, you want anything?” Cas pointed at him.

    “Surprise me!”

    Once they left, Tommy sat down and put his head in his hands. “What the fuck is going on, Michelle?”

    “Dad said a bad word.”

    “Sorry, kiddo.” Tommy looked up.

    “We needed to be out of the house today, and you know how much Mercedes loves the mountain. TJ has been really enjoying it on the snowboard. We’ve been making it work.”

    “Yeah, Dad. I love it!”

    “Really?” Tommy did not look convinced.

    “Yup! I can make it down the mountain and everything.”

    “He can.” Michelle knew Tommy wouldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t have either, if she hadn’t seen it herself.

    “I’m sorry I yelled, bud. I just got scared.” Tommy looked at TJ.

    “Dads get scared?”

    “Sometimes,” he said. “I heard there was an accident, and I didn’t know what was wrong, and it scared me. Everything is different now, and we’re all getting used to it, and it’s a little bit scary.” He locked eyes with Michelle.

    Everything was scary. Today. Tomorrow. All of it. But she wasn’t going to keep living a life that someone else wanted for her. Even if she was scared, she would figure out the life she deserved and go after it with everything she had.

    “Do you want to go check on your friend?” Tommy motioned with his head to the door. “Give me and TJ here a little man time?”

    TJ laughed.

    “Yeah. I’ll be back.” She kissed TJ on the forehead. Time to go check on her “friend.” Now that was scary.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-eight

    

    Cas wrapped an arm around Mercedes as she led her into the hallway and away from her shouting parents. She could at least spare one child from that; unfortunately, TJ would have to fend for himself. “Well, kid, are you thinking candy or chips?”

    “TJ’s going to be fine, right?” Mercedes’s voice shook.

    “Of course. It’s just a broken wrist.”

    “It looked really broken on that screen.”

    “The X-ray?”

    “Yeah. Like, really broken.”

    “Have you ever broken a bone before?” Cas sometimes forgot that not everyone saw what she did in her line of work.

    Mercedes shook her head.

    “Well, I have. It hurts for a while, but it will heal. In fact, this shoulder has popped out of its socket so many times, I’m shocked it still stays in.” Cas rotated her right shoulder.

    Mercedes’s eyes went wide. “What?”

    “Not really. I was kidding.” Another lesson learned. No joking about medical stuff with kids.

    “It’s my fault TJ broke his wrist.”

    “What are you talking about?”

    “It’s my fault he went up there in the first place.”

    Cas stopped walking and squatted down to look her in the eyes. “This isn’t your fault.”

    “When we were waiting to go, I told him that my jump was going to be so much higher than his.”

    “So?”

    “So he probably climbed up that hill to try and get a higher jump than me!” Mercedes wiped the tears streaming from her eyes.

    “Come here.” Cas wrapped her into her arms. “Big sisters say those kinds of things to little brothers all the time.” Cas couldn’t even count the number of times she’d egged Rion on. “It wasn’t your fault. It was an accident.”

    “But if I hadn’t told him I was going to jump higher, he wouldn’t have climbed up there.” Mercedes sniffled into Cas’s shoulder.

    “Or he might have anyway. You don’t know that. None of this is your fault. What happened today was an accident.”

    “Do you think Mom’s mad at me?”

    “What? No. Why would you think that?” In Michelle’s eyes, her kids could do no wrong.

    “She just left so fast. She took off down the hill and didn’t say anything to me, and I think she’s mad.”

    “No. Not at all.” Cas squeezed her tight. “She was just worried for your brother. Your mom can’t be in two places at once, and she was scared for him in that moment. No one is mad at you.”

    “You promise?” Mercedes pulled back slightly. Her tear-filled eyes turned a brilliant shade of blue, matching Michelle’s.

    “Would I lie to you?”

    Mercedes grinned. “No.”

    “So how about we go find a snack? I’m starving.”

    “I want to go to the vending machines over here.” Mercedes stood up and, just like that, they were on to the next thing. From deep emotions to snack time. Cas could barely keep up.

    The vending machine spit the dollar bill back out at Cas. “Are you serious?” She took it out, ran it flat against the side and put it in the slot again. The dollar bill sucked into the machine and then spit out immediately.

    “I don’t think it’s supposed to work like that,” Mercedes said. Kids were oh-so helpful.

    “You’re right. For some reason, this machine doesn’t want to take my money.”

    “Why wouldn’t it want your money?”

    “Some mysteries we will never solve. Let’s try a different machine.” Cas guided her out of the alcove and back up the hall.

    “What do you mean we won’t solve it?”

    Cas had heard that kids asked a lot of questions, but she’d always thought that was an exaggeration. She had never realized that kids took everything literally and asked every question under the sun. Maybe if she ignored this one, it would go away. “I thought I saw a vending machine with ice cream. What do you think TJ would like?”

    “Seeing as how he spent a lot of time in the snow today, probably not ice cream.”

    Damn. Good point. “So maybe something warm, then?”

    “There’s a hot chocolate machine up the hall,” Michelle said from behind them. Cas froze. She didn’t know if she would actually get a chance to talk with Michelle tonight. God, how she wanted to, but she knew tonight was not about her. Tonight was about being there for Michelle and her kids. For showing her that she could show up when it mattered.

    Cas turned around and, good Lord, was it sexy seeing Michelle in her shirt. Cas had never made it far enough in a relationship to have someone borrow her clothes, but Michelle could wear anything of hers that she wanted. Well, maybe not her uniform. Shit, she could figure that out later. “Hot chocolate sounds great.”

    “It’s this way!” Mercedes shot her arm out and took off down the hall.

    Michelle joined Cas and bumped into her shoulder. “Thank you,” she said softly.

    “For what?” Cas stayed shoulder-to-shoulder with Michelle.

    “Finding my son buried in the snow, taking care of my daughter, bringing me a change of clothes. I don’t know, pick one.”

    “One of those things is kind of my job.”

    Michelle stopped walking. She turned to face Cas. “And the others?”

    Cas looked deep into Michelle’s blue eyes. They were filled with something. Hope, maybe? “The others are because you’re important to me and I care about you and your kids.”

    “I’ve missed you.” Michelle looked at Cas’s lips.

    “I’ve missed you too. More than I’ve ever missed anyone, if I’m being honest.”

    “I don’t know how any of this works or how any of it is supposed to work. All I know is that it’s messy, and I’m not an expert at any of it.”

    Cas reached for Michelle’s hands. “It’s not like I date experts only. I’m no relationship guru either.”

    “Do you think we could figure this out?”

    “I think we can figure this out together.”

    Michelle’s face lit up, and she stood up on her toes to give Cas a searing kiss. Cas had dreamed of this for weeks but had forgotten just how perfect the real thing was. Soft and smooth and commanding. She reached for Michelle’s hips, and she pulled her in closer.

    “Mom!”

    Shit. Mercedes. Michelle pulled back. Panic filled her beautiful blue eyes. They hadn’t talked to her kids yet about her dating, let alone with a woman. Yes, Tommy was dating, but how much interaction had the kids had with whatever girl he was bringing home that week? This warranted a much bigger conversation, and she could only hope the kids would understand and accept her. They liked her well enough, but that was before they knew she was kissing their mom.

    “You good?” Cas raised an eyebrow.

    “Mom!” Mercedes whined.

    “Yes, honey?”

    Cas couldn’t tell if Michelle was good or not. Was she freaking out that they’d been caught? Were things over before they started? Fuck, this was messy.

    “Stop kissing Cas! Hot chocolate! Let’s go!” Mercedes spun on her heels and marched toward the vending machine.

    Michelle relaxed with a smile. Of course her daughter only cared about hot chocolate. Kissing Cas probably hadn’t fazed her in the least. Cas could only hope TJ wouldn’t be fazed either.

    “You heard her.” Cas stretched out her arm. “After you.”

    “We are going to finish this. Later.” Michelle winked and followed her daughter.

    

  
     
    Chapter Thirty-nine

    

    “We brought hot chocolate!” Mercedes took a steaming cup to TJ.

    “I love hot chocolate!” He attempted to sit up.

    “Let me help you, sweetie.” Michelle pushed a pillow behind him.

    “We would have been here sooner if Mom didn’t take so long kissing Cas.”

    “What was that?” Tommy asked, not leaving his spot from across the room.

    “Uh.” Cas looked at her feet.

    “Mom and Cas were kissing in the hallway.” Mercedes hopped on the bed next to TJ. Damn, her daughter had a big mouth. Michelle figured she’d talk to the kids and Tommy eventually, but thought she might have a few days to think of a plan.

    “Kissing is gross, Mom.” TJ carefully took his cup with his left hand.

    “You won’t think that someday, kid,” Tommy said.

    “Cas, would you mind staying with Mercedes and TJ while Tommy and I step in the hall for a minute?” No time like the present.

    “Not at all.” Cas joined Mercedes next to TJ on the bed.

    “So, what are you a lesbian now?” Tommy asked once they were out of ear shot.

    “I don’t know. Maybe.”

    “Is that what this has all been about?”

    “Not everything is about you, Tommy.” Wasn’t that the truth.

    “But it makes sense though. We didn’t work out because you aren’t into men.”

    “We didn’t work out because you’re a selfish asshole.”

    Tommy raised his hands up in defense. “Okay. Okay. I didn’t come here to fight.”

    “I don’t know what I am or what Cas and I are. We are dating and I like her a lot.”

    “It just all makes a lot of sense if you’re a lesbian.”

    “Can we move on, please?” Whatever her sexual orientation was, she wasn’t discussing it with Tommy. “Can Mercedes stay the night with you? I need to stay here with TJ.”

    “Right. Yeah. That’s fine.”

    “Or do you have one of your girlfriends living with you already?”

    “Hey now. I’m not the one who was caught kissing in front of our kids.”

    Dammit. He had her there and probably wouldn’t ever let her live it down. “But your new place has room?”

    “Yes. Just like we talked about. One room for each kid. Why don’t I keep Mercedes for the day tomorrow? I can bring her by your house once TJ gets released.”

    “That would actually be great.” Mercedes could use one on one attention from Tommy. Was he actually stepping up to be a dad?

    “I start my new job on Monday.”

    “Oh?”

    “I didn’t get fired. If that’s what you’re thinking.”

    Michelle wouldn’t put it past her father. “I wasn’t.”

    “The firm and I decided it was best if we mutually parted ways.”

    I bet you did. It was actually a relief to know there was one less place to run into Tommy. Not that she went to her dad’s firm a lot, but she wanted to minimize unplanned visits.

    “It’s a startup firm. I have a real chance of making partner.”

    “That’s great, Tommy.”

    “And a little birdie told me you’re starting a new job soon, too.”

    Who the hell would have told him that? “I am.” She didn’t want him knowing more than the basics. He didn’t get to know more than that about her life anymore.

    “That’s great. It could really help bring that alimony payment down.”

    “For fuck’s sake, Tommy. This isn’t about you.”

    “Alright. Alright. You can’t blame a guy for trying.”

    She absolutely could. And would.

    “I don’t know much about Cas, or if you’re into women now or what, but I hope you find someone who makes you happy. You deserve to be happy, Michelle.”

    “Thank you.” Michelle was finally recognizing that she did deserve to be happy and she was going to give herself that life.

    “And hey, if you and Cas get married, then that really takes care of my alimony problem!”

    “Oh my God!”

    Tommy clapped her on the shoulder as he walked back into TJ’s room. If she and Cas got married? Was that even a remote possibility? Cas had just admitted that she was willing to try a relationship. There was no way someone like Cas could go from committing to trying to forever, was there?

    

  
     
    Chapter Forty

    

    Cas took a breath to calm her nerves as she waited at the front door to Michelle’s new house. The blue Craftsman looked nothing like the mini-mansion Michelle had left behind. This was much more her. While they’d talked and texted in the week since TJ had been in the hospital, this would be the first time seeing her in person again. Butterflies flew all around her stomach. Yes, she was committed to trying to make this work, but did that mean she could?

    The front door opened before she could knock. “Are you going to stand there all night or come inside?” Michelle crossed her arms and leaned against the doorframe.

    “The new place looks great.” Cas wasn’t ready to admit to her nerves.

    “It does, doesn’t it? I love it.”

    Cas took in the small front lawn. It wouldn’t be much to take care of in the springtime; with the right mower, she could have the grass cut in under an hour. She shook her head slightly. Definitely getting ahead of herself if she was already thinking about cutting the grass.

    “Get inside. It’s freezing out.” Michelle reached for her hand and pulled her in.

    Cas let herself be led into Michelle’s waiting embrace. Michelle wrapped her arms around her and rested her head on her shoulder. She breathed deep, relaxing for what must have been the first time in weeks. Cas squeezed her tighter. This feels right.

    “I missed you.” Michelle kissed her cheek and pulled back slightly.

    “I missed you too.” It’d only been a week, but it felt so much longer. Cas had never missed someone like this before. Real feelings. That’s what Val had called it before she’d told her to stop fighting it. So she was going to. It was equal parts terrifying and exciting.

    “How’s TJ?”

    “His wrist is healing well. His pain hasn’t been too bad, so that’s great. It’s so hard that it’s his right hand. Poor guy can’t do much for himself.” Michelle took Cas’s jacket and hung it in the coat closet. “But don’t take my word for it, you can ask him yourself.”

    The open floorplan of the new house led right to the living room where TJ had built a nest on the couch. Cas joined him. “Hey there. What are we watching?”

    “Star Wars!”

    “In the right order?”

    TJ laughed. “I don’t know. Whatever order the TV plays them in.”

    Cas looked at the screen. Whatever show this was, it was some version of Star Wars she’d never seen.

    “Want to sign my cast?” He held the lime-green cast up to her.

    “You know I do.” She reached for the marker he kept at the ready.

    “Hi, Cassie. Bye, Cassie.” Mercedes marched past the living room and to the front door.

    “Whoa, there. Where are you headed?” said Cas.

    “Grandma’s. We’re having a girls’ night.” Mercedes put her shoes on without looking up.

    Michelle wrapped her arms around her daughter and kissed her forehead. “Have a great time, sweetheart. I’ll see you tomorrow morning.” Mercedes skipped out the door.

    “Girls’ night?”

    “Managing one kid is much easier.” Michelle sat on the couch next to Cas. Cas reveled in the closeness. Just being in Michelle’s presence brought her a sense of calm. “All right, TJ, one more episode, then bedtime.”

    Shockingly, TJ didn’t argue. With the pain he was still feeling, he was probably ready for bed. Michelle snuggled up to Cas on the couch, wrapping an arm around hers and placing her head on her shoulder. After an episode of something Cas would never call Star Wars, Michelle carried TJ to bed.

    “He is down for the night.” Michelle squeezed Cas’s shoulder and rejoined her on the couch.

    Heat flooded Cas’s body. She missed the closeness and connection of being with another person. She missed the connection with Michelle.

    “So that means I get you all to myself.” Michelle kissed Cas’s cheek and moved in closer.

    Cas turned and met her lips in a kiss. She wanted more. No, needed more. The one time she had truly had Michelle to herself wasn’t enough. It would never be enough. She would never get tired of kissing Michelle’s lips and stroking her smooth skin. Never? Never was a long time. Never sounded an awful lot like forever. Did she want to kiss Michelle for forever? She started to panic and pulled back. “I think we should talk.”

    Michelle groaned. “Nothing good ever follows those words.”

    “This won’t be bad.”

    “You promise?”

    “I promise.”

    “Then let’s just kiss instead of talk.” Michelle leaned in, but Cas playfully pushed her away.

    “I honestly can’t believe I’m saying this, but I want to talk first and then kiss.”

    Michelle moved back. “Lucky me.” She rolled her eyes.

    “I didn’t say you had to move so far away.” Cas pulled her in, still needing to feel her. “I just want to do this right. Whatever that means.”

    “Okay?”

    “And you know I have no experience with this whole relationship thing, but for the first time I want to try, and I really don’t want to fuck it up. Not with you.” Cas held her gaze. She didn’t know how to do this, she just knew she couldn’t bear to lose Michelle again.

    “I want this too.”

    Cas didn’t know how much she’d needed to hear those words until they were out there. It was no wonder she had avoided relationships; this was terrifying. She’d been more open in the last few minutes than she’d ever been with anyone in her entire life. “I can’t promise that I’m going to be any good at this, but I can promise you that I will try.”

    “That’s all either of us can do.” Michelle inched closer. “Can we go back to kissing now, please?”

    “I have definitely kept you waiting long enough.”

    “How about you take me to bed? I haven’t given you the full tour of the house yet.”

    Cas was a sucker for those deep blue eyes. When Michelle batted her eyelashes, there was absolutely no way she could turn that offer down. “Lead the way.”

    Michelle opened the door to her bedroom down the hall. “And one of the features of the new house is that I am down the hall from the kids’ rooms.”

    “Oh really?” The light-blue room suited Michelle. So much more her style than the last place. Pictures and art adorned the nightstands next to the four-poster queen bed.

    “No shared walls. That was something I specifically asked for.”

    “Is that so?”

    “Mm-hmm.” Michelle turned around and wrapped her arms around Cas’s neck. “Not that we can be too loud, but we don’t have to be completely quiet either.” Everything caught up to Cas all at once. The feeling of Michelle in her arms. The way she looked like she wanted to devour her. The sexy comments. She couldn’t hold back any longer. She grabbed at Michelle’s clothes, tearing them from her body, needing to feel skin on skin. Their bodies became a swirl of lips, teeth, hands, grasping at one another, desperate for one another.

    They ended up on the bed, Cas sitting against the headboard with Michelle on her lap, the heat between their legs undeniable. Cas took one of Michelle’s breasts in her hand, kneading it, playing with her nipple until it hardened. Michelle gasped. Cas’s hips bucked up into Michelle, the two of them rocking together, finding their rhythm.

    Two fingers plunged into Cas, and her head flung back. “Oh God.” That was unexpected.

    “Is that okay?”

    “God, yes.” Cas arched her back, rocking up and down, wanting Michelle to fill her, needing her. Michelle was pushing her to the edge, riding her while taking control. A buzzing sound came from the nightstand. Did Michelle have sex toys? It would be fine if she did, but Cas didn’t need them. Cas needed Michelle to keep going. “More. Please.”

    “Wait just a sec.” Michelle stretched back and grabbed her phone.

    “I swear to God if that’s one of your kids—”

    Michelle raised a questioning eyebrow.

    “I will support you and give you whatever you need.”

    “Hi, Mom.” Michelle gently exited Cas as she answered the phone. “Yeah. That’s fine. Why don’t you put her on the phone.”

    Cas took a deep breath, trying to come down from the almost-orgasm.

    “You want to come home, sweetheart?”

    “I’ll be right back.” Cas whispered and left for the bathroom. She didn’t need to go; she just couldn’t be here for this part. She understood that Michelle was a package deal, but that didn’t make it sting any less. She steadied her hands on the bathroom counter and stared at herself in the mirror. You can do this. This wasn’t about her. Not everything in a relationship needed to be about her. There would always be time for sex later. What she needed to do now was go out there and show Michelle that she could put Mercedes’s needs first and show up for them both. She splashed cold water on her face, hoping the shock would get her libido back under control.

    Cas rifled through the pile of clothes, looking for her shirt. She put it on and started searching for her pants.

    “What are you doing?” Michelle sat up, covering her naked body with the duvet.

    “Looking for my keys.” Cas turned her pants pocket inside-out. Did she leave them on the table when she’d come in?

    “You’re leaving?” Michelle’s voice sounded timid.

    Cas turned to face Michelle. “Aren’t we leaving? Mercedes said she wanted to come home.”

    “She did. But then I convinced her to stay.”

    “You what?”

    “I convinced her to stay. Now would you get your ass back over here?”

    Cas smiled and joined her under the covers. Before she could protest, Michelle had her shirt off of her once again.

    “Hang on.”

    Michelle sighed. “More talking?”

    “Why did you convince her to stay?”

    “Deep down I know that she wanted to, and it will be good for her to know she can do it. I think part of it is her attachment issues, and staying in a safe place like her grandparents’ house is a good first step.”

    It made sense. Mercedes had an issue she needed to work through, and Michelle was taking care of her. Like any good parent would do.

    “And…I have plans, and I didn’t want to leave them.”

    Cas propped herself up on her elbows. “Really?”

    “Really.”

    Cas thought her heart might burst through her chest. Michelle pushed her back down on the mattress and covered her body with her own. Their naked bodies intertwined, giving Cas the connection she longed for.

    Cas wrapped her legs around Michelle, needing to be even closer. They rocked back and forth, rediscovering the cadence they’d had before.

    “That’s it.” Michelle thrust her hips in harder building up more friction. “That’s it. Let it go.” Two fingers easily slid back inside Cas, finding the spot from just minutes before. Michelle pushed in harder, and Cas groaned.

    “That’s it, babe. That’s it.”

    Cas couldn’t form coherent thoughts. Groans and yeses and mores came from her throat, but it didn’t sound like her voice. Michelle added pressure, went deeper, pushed her further than ever before. Never had she needed to climax so bad, yet she didn’t want it to stop.

    “Please,” she said.

    Michelle’s thumb brushed against Cas’s clit, and that was all it took. She came undone, and the mounting pressure released in a long burst. Her hips thrust forward, and her body shook as she came down.

    “I’ve got you,” Michelle repeated while the aftershocks subsided. Michelle cradled Cas, whose brain wasn’t yet able to comprehend what was happening. Michelle held her against her shoulder and stroked her hair. Cas hadn’t been held by someone in…well, ever. She’d never even been the little spoon. God, it was comforting having someone else do the holding for once.

    She lay wrapped in Michelle’s embrace, wanting to live in that space forever. Could she capture this feeling and bottle it for when she needed a reminder? “I love you.” The words slipped out before she realized what she was saying.

    Michelle squeezed her tighter. “What was that?”

    “Uh. Nothing.” Seriously? She’d told a woman she loved her that fast? Could she be any more of a cliché?

    “No, you definitely said something.” The smile in Michelle’s voice was clear.

    There was no point in denying it. Even if she’d never been in love before, she was sure this was it. “I love you. It’s probably too soon to say it, but we were lying here and everything felt perfect, and it just came out and—”

    “I love you too.” Michelle lifted her chin and gently kissed Cas’s lips. “And who cares if it’s too soon?”

    “Not me.” Cas grinned. Michelle loved her back.

    “I know that this is new, and my life is a mess, and I have very little figured out right now, but the one thing I do know is that I want you to be part of it.”

    “And I want to be part of it.”

    “We’ll have to figure out how to tell people and—”

    “Less talking.” Cas climbed on top of Michelle and silenced her with a kiss.

    “Good idea,” Michelle said, kissing her back.

    Cas ran her hands down Michelle’s body. The body that she loved. Michelle, who loved her back. Who chose her. Building a future with Michelle wasn’t scary; thinking of a future without Michelle was. Michelle was the relationship she’d been waiting for all along.

    “Mom!” TJ’s voice echoed down the hall.

    Michelle groaned. “We don’t share walls, but we are still within shouting distance.”

    Cas pushed herself off of Michelle’s body.

    “I’m going to go see what he needs, and then I’ll be right back.” Michelle kissed Cas on the cheek.

    “And I’ll be right here.”

     

    THE END
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    “Very early in the book, the characters are attracted to each other like two magnets. Even if they try to respect the rules for like two minutes, McCord uses each scene to get Ainsley and Hollis closer, and I loved it. I love when authors really show me what makes two people click with a good balance of talks and acts of love. I definitely felt the chemistry.”—Addicted to Sapphic Books

    

  
     

    By the Author

    Uncomplicate It

     

    The Other Side of Forever

     

    Experts Only

    

  
Experts Only

    Brought to you by

    [image: BSB logo]

    eBooks from Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

    
      http://www.boldstrokesbooks.com
    

     

        

     

    eBooks are not transferable. They cannot be sold, shared or given away as it is an infringement on the copyright of this work.

     

    Please respect the rights of the author and do not file share.

    

  
    
    

  
    Experts Only

    © 2026 By Kel McCord. All Rights Reserved.

     

    ISBN 13: 978-1-63679-945-2

     

    This Electronic Original Is Published By

    Bold Strokes Books, Inc.

    P.O. Box 249

    Valley Falls, NY 12185

     

    First Edition: March 2026

     

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

     

    This book, or parts thereof, may not be reproduced in any form without permission.

     

    Credits

    Editor: Cindy Cresap

    Production Design: Susan Ramundo

    Cover Design By Tammy Seidick

    eBook Design by Toni Whitaker

    

  
     

    Books Available from Bold Strokes Books

     

    Experts Only by Kel McCord. Torn between comforting solitude and the irresistible pull of connection, Michelle and Cas begin to wonder if the life they thought they wanted is enough. (978-1-63679-944-5)

    Never Say Die by Meredith Doench. Detective Rory Scott’s personal and professional lives converge as she races against time to find the connection between two crimes and bring a killer to justice. (979-8-90035-051-6)

    Swept Away by Radclyffe. When ER physician Sloane Marshall is called in as a last-minute replacement for a federal outreach mission in the remote mountain town of Coulter’s Gap, she doesn’t expect to fall in love with a sharp-edged helicopter pilot. (979-8-90035-050-9)

    When Hearts Collide by Renee Roman. A car accident isn’t a likely way to meet the love of your life, but when Harlen’s and Annie’s hearts collide, they may not have a choice. (978-1-63679-922-3)

    Yes, Honey by Claudia Parr. Four sexy couples break stereotypes about committed sex to explore lust and love when the honeymoon is over. (978-1-63679-992-6)

    Hurricane Season Hustle by Greg Herren. Scotty must catch the killer to protect his nearest and dearest, before they strike again. (978-1-63679-882-0)

    Royal Rush: 75 Days to Fall in Love by Lissandra Rowe. When a royal matchmaking scheme leads to a chance encounter with Isabella Acosta-Ramon, a slow burn sparks that neither can deny. (978-1-63679-965-0)

    The Moon to Me by Ana Hartnett. Sometimes it takes traveling thousands of miles to discover what’s been yours all along. (978-1-63679-918-6)

    To Love Violets for Their Thorns by Rachel Sullivan. Forced to face the heartbreak they never quite got over, Elly and Sonia must decide: breathe fresh life into an old love or try again with someone new? (978-1-63679-928-5)

    Virtually Perfect by Melissa Sky. If your AI flirts better, listens harder, and never ghosts you…does that count as love? (979-8-90035-005-9)

    Brooke Takes Queen by Alaina Erdell. Brooke Staley faces personal and professional upheaval when Elizabeth Bettancourt, the emotionally scarred new owner of the resort she works for, considers selling. (978-1-63679-886-8)

    Coda by Anna Gram. Parker is intriguing, magnetic, impossible to ignore—and completely wrong for Hannah. But sometimes love’s melody refuses to end. (978-1-63679-926-1)

    Secrets Under the Junipers by Suzie Clarke. Who killed Hallie Lynn Peeples? Cecilia McConnel needs to know. Bitsy Hanover holds the key. Can love uncover secrets? (978-1-63679-845-5)

    The Debutante Dilemma by Jane Walsh. Two debutantes are engaged to wealthy and titled brothers…but discover they only have eyes for each other. (978-1-63679-896-7)

    The Love Book by Gun Brooke. When literary agent Rowan Cross receives an anonymous manuscript that deeply resonates with her, Verity realizes she has accidentally sent her own manuscript, complete with her very real feelings for her boss! (978-1-63679-850-9)

    Traveling Toward Forever by Erin Dutton. When almost-strangers take a road trip through America’s national parks, love may be the final destination. (978-1-63679-894-3)

    Beautiful Things by Emma L McGeown. A warmhearted romance of missed chances, undeniable chemistry, and a stubborn love that maybe, just maybe, can find its way back. (978-1-63679-934-6)

    Love Takes a Village by Karis Walsh. As Lena Preiss struggles to manage a busy restaurant in the Bavarian Christmas village of Leavenworth, Washington, chocolatier Devin Meyer brings an unexpected richness into her life, along with her delicious desserts. (978-1-63679-902-5)

    Secrets of the Heart by Jenny Frame. When a beautiful stranger starts asking questions about Nikki Sharkey, head of an infamous crime syndicate, Nikki will stop at nothing to protect her daughter Isla. (978-1-63679-653-6)

    Talon and the Songbird by Julia Underwood. In a world where survival depends on strategic alliances, Makayla and Talon must navigate not only complex politics but also the dangerous territory of their hearts. (978-1-63679-970-4)

    The Great Popcorn Romance by Georgia Beers. Opposites attract, and Riley Shaw stands no chance of resisting Hannah Kramer’s magnetic pull. But opposites know just how to drive each other crazy… (978-1-63679-910-0)

    Three Blissful Days by Dena Blake. Kendall Jackson attempts to make her ex regret dumping her by announcing she’s dating beautiful park ranger Ivy Patterson. But there’s nothing fake about how attracted Ivy is to Kendall. (978-1-63679-707-6)

    Chasing Her Scent by MJ Williamz. When Sheridan Rousseau walks into Lisette Mouton’s charming little bookstore in Quebec City, she unknowingly holds the key to a mysterious box hidden in a secret room. (978-1-63679-900-1)

    Heart’s Run by D. Jackson Leigh. Hoping to recover an escaped racing mare, stock transporter Tobie Mason locks horns with local wild horse advocate Maggie Wilkes. (978-1-63679-825-7)

    Scandalous by Kris Bryant. When a Hollywood actress trades places with her twin sister, everyone’s in an uproar about getting duped, but Lindsay’s more concerned about finding out which twin she made out with. (978-1-63679-874-5)

    The Art of Love by Ali Vali. When Mimi and Bianca both set their sights on Jolly, sparks fly, loyalties are tested, and hearts collide as they navigate the unpredictable nature of their hearts (978-1-63679-719-9)

    The Other Side of Forever by Kel McCord. Will Kenzie and Rachel be able to make love work when Rachel’s cozy suburban dream feels like Kenzie’s worst nightmare? (978-1-63679-812-7)

    The Secrets of Rhydian Hill by Ronica Black. A doctor in need of a new start. A woman running from a killer. A love story that could end in tragedy. (978-1-63679-880-6)

    

  
     

    
      BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM
    

     

    Looking for your next great read?

     

    Visit BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM

    to browse our entire catalog of paperbacks, ebooks, and audiobooks.

     

    Want the first word on what’s new?

    Visit our website for event info,

    author interviews, and blogs.

     

    Subscribe to our free newsletter for sneak peeks,

    new releases, plus first notice of promos

    and daily bargains

     

    SIGN UP AT

    
      BOLDSTROKESBOOKS.COM/signup
    

    

    

  cover1.jpeg





OEBPS/images/image-9UJ24MUL.jpg
Thank you for purchasing this
Bold Strokes Books eBook.

Join our mailing list to learn about new
releases, read interviews with our authors,
and learn about upcoming events.

It’s a great way to get a glimpse of who we are
behind the scenes as well as between the pages.

www.boldstrokesbooks.com





OEBPS/images/image-WLL0GRID.png





OEBPS/images/image-R4STDADM.png





OEBPS/images/image-404SZLG7.png
<





OEBPS/images/image-AOMQAOMI.png





OEBPS/images/image-AW7VN2PX.png





OEBPS/images/image-YZ7ULV3O.png
EXxXPERTS ONLY

by
Kel McCord






OEBPS/images/image-ZQV49AGK.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-KLCU69IO.png





OEBPS/images/image-PAPOEGBH.jpg
A’Batd Stukes Buks

lity and Diversity in LGBTQ Liter





