
        
            
                
            
        

    Accidentally in Love
Synopsis
Nic Gallagher has it all: a great job, supportive family and friends, and a sweet dog. Everything changes after an unexpected reorganization at work makes Lee Stone her supervisor.
Lee is beautiful, outstanding at her job, and has quickly catapulted to head of sales. According to the rumor mill, she’s also a bit of an ice queen who’s left a line of broken men in her rise to the top.
Nic and Lee got on well in new hire training and haven’t been able to stand each other since. Nic seethes silently as Lee gets promoted while she’s stuck at manager. That is, until she’s downsized in a strategic layoff, and her simmering anger finally burns openly.
They have good reasons for keeping their distance. So why does their growing attraction seem more like a love-hate relationship?



What Reviewers Say About Kimberly Cooper Griffin’s Work
Tides of Love
“This was such a sweet story about coming to terms with change, assessing wants and desires over morals, and putting yourself first. …Just a lovely story with lots of heart and sentiment. Great to explore reflecting and resetting everything while being true to yourself.”—LESBIreviewed
No Experience Required
“No Experience Required is full of realistic, multidimensional characters. …I liked the honest and straightforward way that bipolar disorder was discussed, and I feel like I understand how those with the disorder feel a little bit more than I had before. I think that so much of this book is relatable to readers in different ways, and can help us all stop and think about others and the bigger picture a bit more. Even if readers do not know anyone with bipolar disorder, or are not in a same sex relationship, the matters at the heart of the story are universal. …No Experience Required is a well written and engaging book. I thought the issues of dating advice and mental health were very well handled, and I honestly would love to see more from all the characters in the book. I will be reading more from the author.”—Sharon the Librarian
“The author does a thorough job of explaining Izzy’s condition, her internal workings, hopes and fears. …This book straddles a space between a being a romcom and something more serious (given that the protagonists are dealing with a mental disorder and paternal homophobic physical violence). One of the best things about the book is that at the end we feel that this couple will really be happy together because they seem to have got their shot together and have learnt how to be a couple that communicates and cares for each other.”—Best Lesfic Reviews
Can’t Leave Love
“Sometimes you just need a romance that will melt your heart, bring a tear to your eyes at least once or twice, and leave you with a warm, happy feeling at the end. Add a couple of the cutest dogs, and you have a wonderful story. That is exactly what I found in Can’t Leave Love by Kimberly Cooper Griffin. Besides being a beautiful love story, this book deals with some serious issues which is where the occasional teary eyes may happen. …This is a well-written romance with well-developed characters (both human and canine), set in a lovely small town, with just the right amount of angst to make the story interesting. It is exactly the type of romantic tale that I love to read. In fact, I think I’ve found a new author to add to my list of favorite romance writers. I will definitely be looking for more from this author.”—Rainbow Reflections
In the Cards
“Both main characters are very well developed and easy to connect with. The secondary characters are also well-written, especially Marnie, Daria’s younger sister who is autistic. As the mother of an autistic son, I can tell you that Marnie is realistically written. The romance is fairly lighthearted and uplifting though the two mains do have several hurdles to overcome. They get a bit of a paranormal/magical push to help them find and fall in love with each other. …I truly enjoyed this book.”—Rainbow Reflections
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CHAPTER ONE
    
Nic Gallagher fought valiantly against the scream of frustration lodged in her throat. If the executive management team could read her mind, they’d have been scattering for safer ground. Everything in her wanted to flip the conference table over. In her mind, it was glorious. Paper flying everywhere, afternoon coffees spilling, a total scene. But the table was too heavy, and she was too professional to do such a thing. So she sat, trying to keep it together as the more-than-usual disengaged group got up and filed out of the room.
Today’s agenda was supposed to have been a slam dunk victory. The culmination of a very long and difficult three months for the project management team. Months in which more than a few tears had been shed, and threats of resignation had been muttered. But they’d finally pulled off that which everyone had thought was impossible. A unicorn: a never before seen, all-green project dashboard. Not a hint of yellow or red to be seen. A true miracle. At this very moment, for the first time in more than five years, each of the production projects were operating on time and within estimated budgets. She’d expected congratulations or at least surprise. Instead, she’d been met with crickets. As the last of the executives straggled out of the room, she kept her hands flat on the tabletop so she didn’t ball them into fists. If her report didn’t impress them, nothing would. Why even try anymore?
Only one person even looked at her: Lee Stone, the VP of sales, with her beautiful mint green eyes unreadable as usual. Nothing happened in the company without her knowledge. Nothing. For reasons Nic had never been able to fathom, Lee had always been critical of her. And Nic, with naive optimism, had thought maybe that would change today. As much as she didn’t want to admit it, she’d wanted to win over that enigmatic woman.
But no.
Lee’s silence was almost worse than her consistent criticism.
“That’s good news, Nic.” The vice president of engineering hadn’t even looked up from his laptop as he’d spoken. Typical Tim. All the right words with none of the genuineness. Yet, he was the only one who’d said anything.
“Thanks,” she’d said out of polite respect, dejection killing her quietly.
And where had her boss, Maggie, been during the meeting? She’d been physically present, but she’d just sat there, scrolling on her phone, probably checking stock prices.
Nic hadn’t been hoping for any executive praise. The one person she’d wanted to hear from was Lee. Once or twice, Lee had looked at her as if she actually saw her. But she’d never said a word. Nic would have preferred criticism over that uncommon silence.
When the conference door closed after the last of them left, Nic continued to sit until the motion sensors extinguished the lights. They flashed back on when she dropped her head to the table. When they clicked off again, she lifted her head an inch and dropped it, repeating this a half dozen times, thumping it on the hefty table. Then, she stilled. The cool wood felt good against her skin.
It wasn’t until the motion sensors cut the lights again that she got up to leave.
She fucking hated this place.
    
After a detour to the break room for a vanilla latte, courtesy of one of the countertop espresso machines, Nic went back to her office to go through her slides again. How had they failed to impress? She’d used the approved report format so everyone was familiar with the layout. She’d presented it in the same way she’d presented the report each quarter previously, which always elicited a frenzy of engagement, albeit most of it negative. She knew they grasped the enormity of the overall project status. It was the basis of her team’s key performance indicators that the executives had come up with themselves. Her team couldn’t have done a better job. Maggie had even signed off on each of her weekly status reports, often saying how impressed she was. Yet, Maggie hadn’t spoken in this meeting. Hadn’t had Nic’s back like she should have. Didn’t the projects team reflect on her?
So, what the hell was going…
“I didn’t see Dillard & Dillard on the report.”
Lee’s voice startled her, interrupting her thoughts. She stood just inside Nic’s office, smoothing back a nonexistent stray hair above her ear. In the seven years they’d worked together, Nic had never seen a single strand of her hair out of place. Her perfect braid always hung down her back to just below her hips. Nic had often wondered what her hair would look like free. She envisioned a soft, thick curtain of shining, deep red hair reflecting golden highlights swaying across Lee’s back. Maybe it was because her hair was the one thing that softened the hardened, carefully made-up professional. Regardless of everything Lee projected, Nic had to admit she was an extremely beautiful woman. Even her imperial attitude couldn’t hide that.
As a rule, Nic didn’t see her coworkers as anything other than the professionals they were supposed to be in the office. But Lee had been different. Her striking eyes, beautiful hair, and creamy pale skin with just a smattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose, were compellingly attractive. Nic had thought it on the day they had both started working at OceanTel, the boutique telecommunications company that touted the strictest of cyber security. And she thought it now. Lee Stone’s gorgeous appearance had never changed. But Lee Stone the person certainly had.
The warm and friendly woman who had gone through new hire training with Nic no longer existed. Instead, Lee Stone had become as cold and hard as her namesake. Once Lee had reported to the sales department, she’d started her rapid rise through the ranks. Now, she was the VP of sales, and everything had to have her stamp of approval.
And here she was, currently in Nic’s office with the criticism Nic was so used to receiving. Any lingering hope of acknowledgement for the hard work she and her team had accomplished evaporated. The simple question, masking a criticism, started an avalanche of despair sliding into the widening abyss of Nic’s unfulfilled dreams.
She bit back all the words she wished she could say and chose to be professional. “Dillard & Dillard is listed among the completed projects on the back page.” She still had the report she’d presented displayed on her laptop that she turned toward Lee.
“When did that happen, and why wasn’t I notified?” Lee asked.
Do you read the reports I send you every week? “Last week’s report has the information you need,” she said. If you would only bother to look at it. Do you need to be spoon-fed? “The project came in six weeks early. You emailed the sign-off to me last week.” Nic hoped her internal dialogue didn’t show on her face. Dillard & Dillard had been a cornerstone project, requiring completion before several other projects could even start. The fact that many of the follow-up projects had already kicked off and were ahead or on track would indicate that not only was the project completed, it had received the needed signatures. Especially Lee’s. Because everyone was aware that she had to know everything happening at OceanTel. Everything.
“I don’t remember seeing an email. Is it possible you crossed this with another project? This one is too big to mess up, Nic. My team needs to know as soon as any project is complete to initiate billing. We’ve wasted a week, and now we look like amateurs with an out of cycle billing to kick things off.”
Do you get off on making an issue out of nothing? Nic knew better than to respond. No matter what she said, it would go badly. Still, she desperately wanted to lash back. Instead, she pulled up the email with Lee’s e-signature and sent it back to her. “I just resent you the email with your validated sign-off,” she said, hoping to end the conversation.
Lee’s phone dinged, presumably as the email came through. Lee huffed and frowned at what she saw. “Well, it doesn’t matter,” she said with an impatient wave of her perfectly manicured hand. “I suggest from now on, we have the sales representative responsible for the account do final sign-off on all billable projects. It will reduce communication breakdowns like this.”
And add another step to an already too complicated project closure process just because you’re having a bad day—or whatever it is that makes you such a b—“An additional sign-off will extend the timeline,” she said calmly.
“It’s necessary if we can’t seem to manage the appropriate communication internally.” Lee’s icy eyes challenged her.
Instead of arguing for what was right, Nic took thirty seconds to update the dashboard to include the new sign-off. “I’ve just updated our automated process sandbox with the change to the project schedule template and sent it to the process board for approval,” she said. She turned her laptop around to show Lee again. Everything on it was now red, the color of lost revenue. “This doesn’t factor in the additional turnaround for the approval from the process board of the process change itself, which is six weeks. All the deadlines will need to be manually adjusted to accommodate that. But this is the new schedule. The sales team should start reaching out to the customers to let them know their dates have been moved out.”
She could almost hear Lee’s blood pressure going through the roof. The truth was, six weeks was just an estimate. The approval process was so arduous that it sometimes took months to get a simple change through. Even Lee couldn’t speed that up.
“Never mind,” Lee said. Nic suppressed a smile of victory. A short-lived victory, she soon discovered as Lee added a churlish addendum: “I don’t know why the project management team has to make everything so difficult.” She turned to leave.
I hope you have the day you deserve, you fucking…Nic’s inner dialogue was on fire today. Watching Lee walk away, she had to force herself not to throw her laptop at the back of Lee’s beautiful but stupid head.
OceanTel had changed since she and Lee had first started working there seven years ago, and most of those changes were not for the better. The day that she had interviewed, she’d left high on possibilities, prepared to kill for a chance to work at the company. The meeting had filled her with excitement about her career, something she’d lost at the previous, soul-sucking large company she’d worked for. The one she and her previous coworkers had nicknamed the Gulag. A company where nothing else mattered except the money coming in. She’d joined OceanTel because it possessed progressive social awareness, seemed to genuinely respect the employees, and thrived on creative ideas. She’d thought she’d found a company she could be proud to work for.
And she had. For a while.
The first three years had been wonderful. Her drive to work each morning had been filled with anticipation for the challenging work she’d known was waiting. Things had started to change around the four-year mark. It hadn’t been dramatic, all at once. It had happened gradually. The culture of the company had started to devolve. At first, Nic hadn’t even noticed. But one day, she’d looked up to find the company had become a place where criticism and blame were the norm. Previously strong working relationships had started to unravel. Individuals had started to encapsulate themselves in protective cocoons where the “cover your ass” ideal was top priority. Teamwork was almost extinct as coworkers spent more time justifying their work than actually doing it. Now, Nic gave herself pep talks just to leave for work each day, as if she took a deep breath when she walked in each day, held it all day long, and couldn’t take another until she walked out the door.
Depressed after Lee’s visit, she headed for the bullpen to hang out with her team. Nic sometimes spent more time there than she did her office because she liked the energetic vibe.
“Hey, Nic.” Gray’s head popped over the cubicle wall as soon as she stepped out of her office. With his blond hair, blue eyes, and dimpled chin, even Nic had to admit he was one good-looking guy. Plus, he was a talented project manager and her right-hand man. He cared about the business side of their work, not just about meeting his own deadlines. For once, she wished he didn’t care. “How was the meeting? Did they promote us all for kicking butt on the schedule?”
“They were speechless,” she said honestly. Despite her mood, she managed a smile. “Promotions and a month off with pay…with a company car. Oh, and season tickets to the Padres games.” She looked pointedly at Miguel, another project manager who sat next to Gray.
“Padre’s tickets?” Miguel looked as if he smelled something bad. “I worked twelve-hour days and every weekend for the last how many months for Padre’s tickets? They can keep their stinking tickets except for the days the Dodgers play at Petco Park.”
“I wish,” Gray said. “What did they say? The schedule hasn’t looked this good in well over two years.”
She couldn’t tell them how the meeting had really gone. She didn’t want her team to feel the way she was feeling right now. They deserved better. “I get to take us all out for drinks after work.”
It was a split-second decision. Someone was going to show appreciation for the hard work and long hours the team had put in. She would expense it. And if the company didn’t reimburse her, she’d deal with it. Her team deserved to celebrate.
“Yes!” Gray said, as if she really had promoted him. “It’s nice when people notice we’re doing a good job.”
Managing a smile, Nic walked back into her office, shut the door, and stood with her back against it for a few minutes, wondering how the day could get worse. When she signed back on to her computer, she found out. Her weekly one-on-one meeting with Maggie was in five minutes.




  

CHAPTER TWO
    
“Great work on the schedule this month,” Maggie said without looking up from her computer as Nic walked into the large corner office and shut the door.
“Now you say something,” Nic mumbled before she could stop herself.
“Hmm?” Maggie looked up from her screen. She always had her eyes on either her phone or computer. You could at least look at me when I walk in.
“I said, thanks,” Nic said, annoyed that Maggie hadn’t stood up for her in the executive meeting. She had always been hot and cold, but this was some arctic shit, even for Maggie.
Their one-on-one went as usual. Nic provided a rundown of her personal accomplishments, team activity, and any items of note she thought they needed to discuss. At one time, Nic had considered the meetings with Maggie an important way to communicate her ideas and goals. It didn’t take long to see that Maggie didn’t care. She didn’t even try to pretend. At most, she kept up only as much as it took to sound engaged in discussions. Recently, she didn’t even do that. Nic could have just as easily emailed her status report. The only thing the meetings accomplished was checking off the company mandated one-on-ones.
Today, Nic recited the information from the report. When she finished, she sat for a moment, waiting for Maggie’s response. Normally, she’d want to discuss the disappointing meeting, but Maggie’s lack of engagement would just add insult to injury. When Maggie continued to focus on her laptop, Nic stifled a snarky comment and stood to leave. She was still a professional. Maggie’s ineptitude would not make her lower herself.
Maggie’s voice replaced the tapping on her keyboard as Nic reached the office door. “We aren’t finished here.”
“Oh? The silence indicated we were,” Nic said, turning, composing her face.
“You seem distracted.”
She seemed distracted? “I’m disappointed at the response over the presentation today,” Nic said truthfully. Your nonresponse in particular.
“We didn’t have any of the normal blowups. That’s progress.”
“Well, considering the schedule is completely in the green for the first time in over two years, everybody should have been ecstatic.” Nic didn’t even try to mask the frustration she felt.
“I understand,” Maggie said, finally angling away from her laptop. “You and your team have done a great job putting the projects in the green. Unfortunately, it’s the expected status. You can’t expect them to throw a party about it. Ultimately, I do your reviews. That’s all that matters.”
Maggie’s comment only inflamed her anger. It was her job to set expectations. A green dashboard was a goal, not even close to an expectation. A green KPI threshold started at ninety percent. One hundred percent wasn’t even considered possible by most. Yet, they’d done it only to be met with apathy. She couldn’t even begin to explain how that felt, especially to Maggie, who should have known. The lack of support was demoralizing, and Nic couldn’t bear to be gaslit about it anymore. Silently, she waited for Maggie to continue or excuse her. With a flick of her hand, it was the latter, and Nic felt a part of her give up.
After the meeting, she spent the rest of the afternoon trying to look busy, but her lack of focus meant she got nothing done. At least the prospect of taking her team out for drinks after work put her into a good mood. They were exuberant about what they’d pulled off. She wished her superiors could see and be infected by it.
But as the night wore on, something didn’t sit well with her. It continued to nag at her until late that evening. When she was getting ready for bed, she realized what it was. She’d lost the one thread that had kept her tethered to OceanTel. The only reason she hadn’t told Maggie to go fuck herself was pride in her own professionalism. There was nothing else keeping her at the company. Not even her team. In fact, she felt like she might be preventing them from finding better situations by sheltering them from the reality of a company that didn’t care about them.
That was it. The final straw. It was time for her to find a new job. If only she knew what she wanted to be when she grew up.




  

CHAPTER THREE
    
The following Friday, Nic walked into the office with a tray of take-out coffee cups from the Surfside Café balanced in one hand, a bag of scones in the other, and her computer bag draped over her shoulder. Coffee from Seaside was her Friday tradition. This week, it felt like a necessity. She scraped the bottom of her motivation barrel every day just coming into work, and supplying this little bit of positive energy to her team gave her the boost she needed to make it in another day. TGI effing F.
As she stepped into the elevator, balancing the tray while carefully selecting the third-floor button, she thought about the baristas at the coffee shop. Today, like every day, Valentina and Renee, her favorite coffee slingers at the Carlsbad location near her house, had joked and laughed with each other and the customers like they did all the time. The baristas at the Seaside Café in Oceanside were just as happy. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt as happy about her job as they seemed about theirs. It wasn’t the first time she had fantasized about working at a coffee house. She couldn’t think of a better job than making people happy. Sighing when the elevator door opened on her floor, she hoped the day would go by quickly. How screwed up was it that she wished the day away before it even started?
Gray and Isabel were already there. They were usually the first to arrive and the last to leave. Lonnie and Miguel typically wandered in a few minutes after Nic each day. She dropped off coffee cups as she walked to Isabel’s desk and placed a chai tea latte in front of her keyboard. Isabel paused her email reading and took her headphones out. She never failed to make Nic feel seen and valued.
“Thanks, boss,” Isabel said with a smile. “What do you think is going to happen?”
“You make me sound like an evil dictator,” Nic said, like she always did when Isabel called her boss. “What’s going to happen about what?”
“The new seating chart. We either have a change in executive management or a reorg in the works.”
She hadn’t read her email yet. Out of habit, she chastised herself for being behind the ball on a big move. Then, she stopped. Why did it matter anyway? Whatever it was would happen whether she knew about it or not. Ever since the disappointing project meeting, Nic had scaled back on putting in extra effort in a way to cut back on stress. She gave herself a mental high five. Self-care worked. Kind of. Her shoulders were still tight.
“I’ll let you know if I hear anything,” she said.
At her desk, she opened the email containing the announcement. It said department managers would be providing information relevant to their section. But it noted that a few people would be changing locations, including Nic’s team, which was moving to the other side of the floor for some reason. Maybe she’d get more information when Maggie arrived. The org chart wasn’t online nor was the seating chart, but she checked on her team and other key people she was interested in, and they all still had email addresses, which was the way everyone verified if someone had been fired or laid off. That gave her all the comfort she needed until Maggie briefed them.
It was almost noon when Maggie sent an email to the entire team, simply announcing they were moving to a location on the same floor and that the move would happen immediately after 5:00 PM that day. They were to have anything not in desk drawers packed up when the movers arrived. It would have been nice to have had a little more advance notice, but again, Nic tried not to get spun up.
When Maggie arrived midmorning, Nic poked her head into her office, hoping for more information. As had become usual, Maggie didn’t acknowledge her. “Maggie?”
Without looking up from her phone, Maggie got up, walked around her desk, and shut the door in Nic’s face. She had to step back not to be hit by it. Heat rose up her neck, burning her face. Humiliated, she went back to her office, scouring her mind for any clue as to why Maggie would treat her so rudely.
    
Aside from the thing with Maggie and all the questions Nic had about the abrupt move, the rest of the day progressed much like most days. There were meetings, reports, project status reviews, and email. All routine but with an air of the surreal. Finally, right before the move was to begin, Maggie emerged from her office with her bag slung over her shoulder. She didn’t acknowledge anyone as she walked by the bullpen.
“Maggie,” Nic called as she walked past. To her relief, Maggie actually stopped.
“Yes?” Mild irritation tinged her voice.
“I was hoping you’d tell us more about the move,” Nic said quietly. They stood in the aisle, her team on the other side of the wall surrounding the nearby cubicles. She didn’t know who was present to overhear. As if tuned to her thoughts, Gray stood, followed by Miguel, Lonnie, and finally, Isabel. If the air hadn’t been so heavy with anticipation, Nic would have found humor in the resemblance to a colony of prairie dogs.
“Lee will let you know.” Maggie turned to leave.
Nic didn’t try to mask her confusion. “What does Lee have to do with this?”
Maggie turned. Nic could tell she was trying to keep her expression neutral as she huffed. “Odd. You always seem to be a step ahead. She didn’t tell you?”
“Tell me what?”
“She can fill you in. I need to be somewhere.” She turned and left.
Nic stood stunned. The movers who’d been hired to relocate her team arrived and started the move. She went to find Lee. As she neared their new location, she was relieved that the light was still on in her office. Nic was used to seeing Lee in the office after-hours, though they rarely ever spoke.
Nic leaned against the doorjamb, acting more relaxed than she felt. Lee lifted her head. At least that was refreshing.
“Do you have a few minutes?” Nic said, her stomach tight. Her hands would have been shaking if they weren’t jammed in her pockets. Seven years after they’d both gone through new hire training together as peers, Nic hated that she felt like this just because Lee was now an executive. Sure, Nic was resentful that Lee had risen much higher in the ranks, but maybe the move was a good thing, and working in closer proximity would mend whatever had driven Lee to hate her. Feeling as if she was on a precipice, Nic desperately wanted to find her footing. The sooner, the better.
“What can I do for you, Nic?” Lee surprised her by closing her laptop and letting her expression soften. Was that a smile? Lord, she was naturally beautiful but disarming when she smiled.
“M…Maggie told me about the…location shift, but she didn’t provide any details.” Nic could smack herself for stammering. Confidence was her superpower. Where was it now? “Can you tell us what prompted the shift, what to expect, you know, that sort of stuff?” God. She sounded like a kid asking her teacher if she could use the restroom in the middle of a test. She expected a denial. She tried again. “I mean, I suppose it has something to do with how our two departments work together?” That was a little better.
“There isn’t much to talk about.” Lee leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs, her fingers interlaced over her flat stomach. Nic tried not to notice the smooth skin above her knee, her precisely rolled sleeves, or how the buttons of her shirt strained just a little over her breasts. Lee usually wore a buttoned-up suit jacket, but it was hung over the back of the chair. Her posture, as always, was perfect, but now it seemed relaxed. Nic was reminded of the easygoing woman Lee had been when they’d excitedly talked about working together that first week. It was such a contrast to the leader she’d become, exuding power and grace but little warmth. Her relaxed demeanor now somehow dialed up Nic’s anxiety. Despite the differences in their career trajectories, she’d always been confident in her ability to stay in touch with office politics and organizational strategy. Not just confident but proud. However, right now, the disconcerting sense of unease she’d had all day seemed to be coalescing into the knowledge that she was missing a key piece of information, and Lee wasn’t aware that she didn’t have it.
“I’m just trying to orient myself and my team. We were moved away from the rest of our department without notice or an explanation.”
Couldn’t Lee empathize with the people impacted by this sudden change? Nic didn’t want an altercation, so she measured her words, which Lee probably noticed, making the tension worse. It didn’t help that Lee looked fresh, even after a full day of work. Her minimal makeup was impeccable. Not a single hair astray. Even the low-waisted skirt she had on didn’t have a wrinkle on it. In her khakis and fitted but sporty wrinkle-proof button-up, Nic felt plain in contrast. She wished she’d at least put on mascara that morning.
“We determined that the sales division would benefit from having dedicated project managers working more closely with us so we can actively promote upcoming features and help the sales associates get to know the product better,” Lee said.
“That’s good to know. It’s just sudden with less than a day’s notice. And it’s interesting that we were moved so far away from the rest of our department.” She hoped she didn’t reveal how unnecessary she felt it was to physically move people around to mingle the departments when technology made it easy to share information. Not that Lee or her team read reports and emails, anyway, she thought as memories of Lee asking redundant questions disguised as criticism skittered across her mind.
Lee’s face shifted through a succession of expressions from relaxed to confused to something that looked like empathy, followed by anger before it finally landed on neutral. It was more emotion than Nic had ever seen her display at one time, but she began to second-guess if she’d really seen any of it when the neutral expression remained firmly in place.
Nic’s stomach twisted as she determined that Lee had indeed somehow picked up on her internal dialogue.
“Maggie didn’t let you know that you report to me now?”
Everything in Nic froze in an instant as if she’d been plunged into a void of complete nothingness, her shock was so absolute.
Somehow, she was able to shake her head and follow it with what she thought was a normal sounding reply. “She said you would provide the details.”
Lee stared, and Nic couldn’t read her expression. Was she masking her irritation at having to provide those details? Or was it about having to deal with an underling? “Your team will continue to do what it’s been doing, so you shouldn’t see much of a change. You don’t have anything to worry about if that’s what’s on your mind. I’ll make sure to let you know if something comes up, Nic. I take care of my team.”
Nic had the distinct impression that Lee was irritated under her placid but distant expression, which inflamed her own irritation. “I suppose you’ll tell me how you want to get updates and talk about goals and all that. Sorry for the third degree. I’m usually not surprised by moves like this, especially when it’s my team.”
“Maggie didn’t explain anything?” Lee said, as if she’d just figured out that Nic and her team had spent the day not knowing what was going on. Her expression made it clear that she was not pleased. Was it because Maggie had left them hanging? Or that it was now up to her to deal with mundane details?
“She only said you would fill us in.”
“I should have come by earlier,” Lee said, leaning forward, her expression, as always, unreadable. “I had an off-site meeting with a client today, but I would have pushed it out an hour or two if I had known…anyway.” Her expression shifted slightly, and Nic couldn’t tell if it was good or bad. “I should have met with you and your team. I’m sorry no one updated you.”
Nic was thrown off by the apology. “It’s okay.”
“Not really. But I’ll be more forthcoming going forward. It’s late, and I don’t want your team to have to stay even longer. I know they’re dying to hear what we talked about.” She smiled with a nod to the door and her team, disarming Nic once again. “I’ll set up a time tomorrow for us to talk more about this. For now, I just want to let you know I’ve gotten the impression that you run your team without the need for much direction, and you don’t need help with the little stuff. Just continue like that, and I’ll trust you to let me know if something comes up in our biweekly one-on-ones, which I’ll set up soon. While I’m out of the office, you can call my cell anytime. I’ll return calls as soon as I can if you get voice mail.”
Nic nodded, letting everything sink in. The conversation had been the longest that she and Lee had had without an altercation in seven years. She didn’t want to say anything to screw it up.
“Unless you have something pressing, I have to finish these reports.”
“No, that’s it. Thanks.” The team was standing near the sales bullpen with very unhappy expressions when Nic left Lee’s office. “What’s the matter?”
“Have you seen where they put our desks?” Gray’s face was a mask of annoyance.
“Where?” She stood on her tiptoes to see over the cubicle wall.
“We’re sitting with the sales team. Not even together.” Gray’s tone held an expectation that the situation needed to be rectified. Nic had a good idea how he and the team would react when they heard the news she’d just received.
They walked into the sales bullpen to see what he was talking about. The area was a sea of small cubicles arranged tightly, with very low walls between desks. It was mostly deserted now, but Nic walked by it often. During the day, it was chaos in motion. The noise alone kept doors to the offices along its periphery closed so the occupants could get their work done. Nic had no idea how the sales team managed to take calls in such a hectic environment. For once, she was grateful for her own office. This just meant she would have to share the quiet with her team more often until she could work something else out. They were going to need a place of serenity to stay sane and to get any detail work done.
Miguel stamped his foot, and Nic would have laughed if it wasn’t for how upset the team was. “I’ll never get any work done with my ADHD.”
Gray stood with his arms crossed, his blond head cocked in a derisive manner. “It gets worse.”
“I’ll talk to Lee about it.” Nic sighed when she clocked the expressions of confusion on their faces. “She’s our new boss. They moved us under sales.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Lonnie said, looking like he’d just bitten into a wormy apple.
“Sales needs better visibility into projects.” When Lee had said it, it seemed plausible, but now Nic again wondered why the weekly reports she provided to the entire executive team weren’t enough. Was this because of Lee’s control freak nature? “I’ll fix the desk situation. I’ll bring you together and get taller walls put up to baffle some of the noise. We can all just use my office to get peace if we need it. I don’t mind sharing.” Nic saw them exchange glances. “What?”
“You know how I said it gets worse?” Gray tipped his head toward the desk that stood at the very edge of the sea of desks on which Nic was half sitting. A piece of paper with her name on it was taped to the side. “You may not be in the middle of the crowd like we are, but it looks like you’re living in the pen with us now.”
Nic had never been one to be concerned with the trappings of position. Put her anywhere and she could get her work done. But the move from an office to a desk without the courtesy of even telling her? In the middle of the sales bullpen? It was a slap in the face. She had no idea how to take the new arrangement, and Lee had made it clear she didn’t want to deal with the “little stuff.” And she was pretty sure Lee would consider Nic’s bruised ego “little stuff.”
“I’ll fix it.” Nic said again. She’d do it in a way that didn’t require Lee to have to bother.




  

CHAPTER FOUR
    
“Come on, Nic.” Nic’s best friend Rachel plopped on the couch. Jet, Nic’s seven-year-old chocolate lab, was lying between them, half of her ninety pounds in Nic’s lap, the other half taking up two-thirds of the remaining seating. “It’s Saturday night. I let you hermitize yourself last night. You can’t stay holed up stewing over problems at work. I’ve come to get you out.”
“I totally would, but I can’t.” Nic gestured at Jet. “She’s comfortable.”
“Last weekend when you blew me off, you said you’d make it up this weekend. I’m holding you to your promise. Unfortunately for me but fortunately for you, it’s my turn to be designated driver, so I’m going to get you good and drunk. I see a hookup in your future.” Rachel pretended to consult a crystal ball.
“I’m not in the mood, Rach.” Nic scratched Jet’s thick neck. “She’s the only girl for me.”
“Not in the mood for what, specifically?” Rachel demanded.
“For dancing or hooking up. I’m terrible company.” Nic had fought her bad mood all week. She’d successfully managed to get her team seated together with noise-baffling walls around them. But she had yet to find a way to fix the issue of her office because it required executive sign-off, and she refused to bother Lee.
“I’ll be the one to decide if you’re terrible company. Dancing releases endorphins at a rate similar to their release during sex.” Rachel gently moved Jet and pulled Nic up. “I’ve also done plenty of personal research,” she said with a wicked smile. “I’m calling in my markers. You promised. I don’t care if you wear those sweats. I just want to go dancing.”
It was no use fighting. In all the time they had known each other, Nic had never won a single argument with Rachel. Not that they’d had many. They’d been friends since they’d picked seats next to each other in homeroom on their first day of high school. After a slow discovery period, they’d become each other’s first lover, and though that had made for some ups and downs in the beginning, the die had been cast for an enduring friendship. In all that time, Nic had never once been able to talk Rachel out of anything, especially when it involved girls or dancing. So on this Saturday evening, it didn’t matter to Rachel that Nic’s entire career was in question, and all she wanted to do was crawl into bed and sleep for the next year. Rachel saw dancing as the antidote to everything. Nic had no choice. She went into her room and changed clothes.
An hour later, they were on the highway, top down on Rachel’s black Porsche 911, on the way to Lips, Rachel’s favorite dance club in San Diego. With the cool ocean breeze in her hair, Nic had to admit she was glad to be out of her house. She’d have gone to her grave before admitting that to Rachel, though.
“You haven’t been happy at that company in a long time. Maybe this is a sign.” Rachel glanced at her, raising her voice over the sound of the rushing wind.
“It’s crossed my mind.” Nic took in her profile. She looked beautiful, even in the green light of the dashboard’s LED lighting. “OceanTel has really changed since I started. It now rivals the bureaucratic cesspool I used to work at before.”
Rachel swiveled her head toward her. “You were a total bitch when you worked at the Gulag. No offense.”
“No offense taken. I was a bitch. I’m serious, though. OceanTel is killing my soul.”
“Maybe it’s time for another job.”
Nic pushed her hair back, letting her hands drop into her lap again. She’d avoided saying the “Q” word long enough. “I think about quitting all the time. The market is ripe for project managers. Maybe I’ll start poking around online and see what’s available.”
Rachel grinned. “I knew getting out of the house would make you feel better. We haven’t even started dancing.” Rachel pulled into the pay lot across the street from the club. “I’m gonna get you drunk as a skunk tonight.”
As they neared the club, Nic stopped. The dance music inside spilled into the street as people moved in and out. “If Stephanie sees me, you have to save me. I’ll make out with you if that’s what it takes. Just don’t leave me alone with her.”
“I promise to save you from your bad decisions, madam.” Rachel gave her a crisp salute. “Hasn’t it been six months? Surely, she’s gotten the hint by now.”
“She still calls, but don’t worry. I learned my lesson about sleeping with people just to be polite.” With that said, they walked into the club.
Rachel acknowledged people with smiles and nods as heads turned their way, checking out the pickings. Nic and Rachel were a striking couple, she had to admit. A study in contrasts. They both had vivid blue eyes, but Rachel was petite, with long blond hair and a lush body that she wasn’t shy to show off. She could wear a softball uniform or a dress with ease, rocking anything. She exuded a confident yet flirtatious grace that, no matter where she went, attracted men and women alike, although she was not interested in the former. That night, she wore loose-fitting jeans and a tight pink tank top.
In comparison, Nic, at five-six, stood four inches taller. Rachel had once said that with her wavy, shoulder-length black hair and a black outfit of button-up jeans, button-up shirt over a tank top, and black engineer boots, she looked “dangerously beautiful.”
The assuredness with which she carried herself was a carefully cultivated shield. She knew it drew attention, but it also kept people at bay. As far as she was concerned, her role in her relationship with Rachel had always been beauty’s sidekick, especially after Rachel had finally realized her breasts were something she could use to make friends or distract enemies.
Nic took her hand, guiding her and her boobs through the throng of women to the bar where she ordered a beer for herself and a Shirley Temple for Rachel. Once they had their drinks, Rachel flirted with the cute bartender, and Nic leaned back against the bar to get a better view of the dance floor. It was early yet, so she wondered why it was already packed. Even for a Saturday night, things normally didn’t get crowded for another hour or two. The source of the large crowd revealed itself when several women in rugby jerseys walked by. The city’s annual summer rugby tournament was going on that weekend, and it always brought a huge crowd of women to the bars as they came from all over the United States, convening in San Diego to play the brutal sport.
As soon as she made the connection, another group of women burst into the bar with another on their shoulders, laughing and chanting something about shooting a boot. They hoisted her onto the bar, and one of them slammed a dirty cleat on the bar top. In dawning horror, Nic watched as the bartender Rachel was flirting with filled the shoe with beer, and the woman who was standing on the bar picked it up and chugged it. To her credit, she only gagged at the very end.
Nic turned to Rachel in disgust, but Rachel was already chatting up one of the players. The woman was attractive in a sporty way and even shorter than Rachel but far more muscular. Nic never knew what woman would catch Rachel’s eye on any given night. She didn’t really have a type. One day it could be a biker in leather chaps, and the next, it could be a demure teacher or a sexy librarian. Nic, on the other hand, liked intelligent women who could take care of themselves and enjoyed the outdoors. Athletes ran a very close second, though, and the rugby players packing the bar were a nice treat.
Rachel grabbed her arm. “Nic, this is Dickie. She’s in town with her team from Denver, and she’s about to tell us about the beer in the shoe thing.”
Dickie appeared to like the attention. She explained it was called shooting the boot and was done when a player scored their first try of their career, and they had to drink it all in one shot.
“So gross!” Rachel had her hands wrapped around Dickie’s bicep, and Nic knew she’d found her fun for the evening. As much as Nic loved Rachel, she had to laugh at the obvious fawning.
“It’s a privilege,” Dickie said, preening at the attention.
“I overheard one of the players talk about something called a Zulu,” Nic said.
“Some teams let the player chose between shooting the boot or running a Zulu.”
“What’s a Zulu?” Rachel asked. Nic knew she didn’t care. She just wanted Dickie to think she did.
“The player has to strip naked and run from one end of the pitch to the other.”
“That sounds better than drinking the boot. Have you done either?” Rachel asked, looking Dickie up and down in a very provocative manner.
“Several of both, actually,” Dickie said proudly. “First of each was for me, the rest were supporting my mates.”
“You’re really into rugby, aren’t you?” Rachel said.
“If I’m not playing for my own team, I’m whoring out for another,” she said with a wink.
“Are you going to ask me to dance or what? I’ll need you to explain that whole whoring out thing,” Rachel said. She knew how to get to the point.
Dickie offered Rachel her arm, and they moved to the dance floor while Nic resumed her position at the bar, watching the floor. A woman dancing just beyond Rachel caught her eye. The song was a fast one, and the crowd was in motion. Nic could only see the back of the woman in flashes, her long dark hair swaying down past her lower back, which was partially exposed by a tight tank top that showed a strip of bare skin just above the waistband of her jeans. Even in the dim light, there was something sensual about the way she moved, stirring something inside Nic. When she leaned toward her dance partner to hear something over the loud music, Nic’s heart did a little flip as she watched the woman toss her head, laughing. She wished the woman was laughing for her. The pair’s over-animated discussion and body language indicated they had just met. Nic selfishly hoped their connection lasted just the one dance.
A cute woman with spiky blond hair and a wide smile appeared beside her. Nic liked her sparkling brown eyes immediately. “Are you Nic? I’m Mel, a friend of Dickie’s. Rachel sent me over to get you to dance.”
Typical Rachel. The loud music made it so Nic didn’t have to say a word. She just smiled, nodded, and followed Mel onto the dance floor. She was a good dancer, and Nic had fun, though she continuously fought the distraction of being back-to-back with the mystery woman, feeling nakedly aware of a crackling energy bridging the inches that separated them. As the crowd increased, Nic was pressed between the long-haired woman and Mel.
When the song ended, the crowd on the floor thinned, and Mel asked Nic for another dance, a slow one this time. Nic said yes just to stay near the other woman. She followed Mel’s lead, which was confident and easy, all the while wishing she was dancing with the woman behind her. But by the time Mel shifted and lowered her head, bringing them cheek to cheek, Nic sensed that the woman was no longer behind her. When the opportunity to turn without appearing like she was looking for her arose, Nic was disappointed to find she was right.
Casually scanning the crowd, she finally caught sight of the woman at a tall table. In the dim light, Nic couldn’t see her very clearly and tried to think of a way to get closer. Her heart sank when the woman’s dance partner joined her again. When the two made motions of good night to a trio of people nearby, unexpected disappointment filled Nic’s chest and only increased as she watched them leave. Near the door, the woman turned in the direction of the dance floor, and Nic caught her breath when the woman seemed to look directly at her, but then, she was gone.
Something about her was familiar, although her actions and body language didn’t match anyone Nic knew. When she did a mental inventory, the person who matched the closest was…Lee.
There was no way. Lee didn’t move like she was dancing even when she wasn’t. She didn’t sway toward people when she was talking to them. She didn’t laugh with her entire body. Nic was analyzing her reaction to the woman when Mel pulled back. She knew a kiss was next and met her halfway. Warm lips drove away all other thoughts as the slow beat of the music accompanied her slow exploration of Mel’s willing mouth.




  

CHAPTER FIVE
    
Throughout the remainder of the weekend, the nonencounter with the mysterious woman at the club flickered in Nic’s mind. The idea that she reminded Nic of Lee both intrigued and repelled her. She was relieved when she was able to discount the wild notion when Lee entered the office on Monday morning. In truth, she’d dismissed it on the dance floor, comparing the mystery woman’s fluid movements to Lee’s rod-straight posture and quick movements. All Nic had to do was see Lee’s business suit, carefully applied makeup, and perfectly braided hair, all of which bore no similarity to the sensuous woman she’d watched at the club.
Starting with the ridiculous preoccupation, the following week was a challenge. Regardless of Lee’s announcement that she was a hands-off manager, Nic was concerned about the change in supervision. She knew from experience that she couldn’t just rely on her reputation to keep Lee happy, not with Lee being the most critical of her work. For her own sake, she wanted a good relationship with her new boss, but their acrimonious history stood between them no matter how hard she tried to allay it. It didn’t help that Lee worked out of the office on sales calls most of the time, leaving Nic feeling unanchored and vulnerable with the lack of validation feedback. The only thing she could do was continue to do the best job she was capable of and wait it out.
Additionally, the whole losing her office situation nagged at her. She didn’t want to, but she held off on requesting reinstatement of her own office. Being moved back onto the floor felt like a demotion, but it seemed petty to complain.
At least her team was happy again. However, when Lee continuously walked past them without saying good morning or even acknowledging them, Nic had a hard time pushing back the niggling feeling that Lee might be trying to get her to quit.
    
The following Saturday night, Nic and Mel sat across from one another in Nic’s favorite Mexican restaurant, Dia de los Muertes, a place the locals called Mort’s. Nic had finished her food and was sipping her beer, enjoying the view of the surf pounding the jetty just across the street from the restaurant through the huge front windows. For a restaurant with such a macabre name, the place had some of the best Mexican food in the county. They boasted about their fish tacos, supposedly the best on the California coast. Mel’s week in San Diego after the rugby tournament was nearly over, and Nic wanted her to leave with good memories that weren’t just of her bedroom.
“Tell me about your job.” Mel started in on her second plate of fish tacos. She ate like she had sex, with a huge appetite.
“It’s just your typical boring office job,” Nic said with an abstract wave. She didn’t want to talk about her job, and she was trying to hold back from reaching over to wipe the taco sauce from Mel’s chin.
“I’ve always imagined project managers to be a lot like accountants.” Mel took another bite.
Nic sipped her beer. “I’m not sure how to take that.”
“Stuffy. Boring. You know.”
Ouch. Nic didn’t see accountants like that, and she wasn’t sure she liked that anyone saw her like that, either. However, with Mel leaving the next day, Nic didn’t see a reason to engage. She took another sip. They’d seen each other almost every night since the previous Saturday, but most of that time had been spent having sex. The tournament had only lasted through the weekend, but Mel had stayed the following week to teach a rugby clinic at a local university. They’d met most nights after dinner, when they’d have sex, and Mel would go back to her hotel, which was close to the university and convenient for the clinic that started early each morning.
Nic had quickly found that she wasn’t very interested in Mel outside of the bedroom and was now looking forward to tomorrow when she left. If not for promising to take her to the airport in the morning, Nic would have already been done with their short-lived tryst. How did she get herself into these situations with women she had only a tepid connection to? Aside from one relationship in college when she’d thought she’d been in love until the woman had turned out to be a player, Nic’s love life had been a string of women she’d quickly grown bored with. She sometimes obsessed over what that said about her.
“No offense,” Mel said quickly as she no doubt noticed Nic’s expression, misinterpreting it. “That’s not you. I’ll bet most project managers don’t have sexy voices that make a woman wet just listening to them order a burrito.”
“Is that all you ever think about?” She knew Mel was trying to be sexy, but she just couldn’t muster the energy to play along. It wasn’t fair to Mel, so she added a smile to minimize the sharpness of her tone.
“You’re an amazing woman,” Mel said with a gleam in her eye, seemingly unfazed by Nic’s response. “I’ve never been so single-minded about a woman before. You’re so damn beautiful and a demon in bed. I could touch you forever, but I need to stop talking about this, or I’ll have to drag you into the little senoritas room. And it’d be a sin to waste these fabulous tacos. You don’t find this kind of food in Denver.”
“Yeah. Best not waste a good taco,” Nic said. She meant it literally but knew Mel would take it into the gutter.
Mel laughed with her mouth full. Nic had to look away from the half-masticated food before it grossed her out enough to not want to finish her beer. On top of everything, Mel had horrendous table manners. Nic’s derision made her feel bad, but it was true. It wasn’t that she was particularly proper, but some of Mel’s habits just turned her off. She tried not to think too hard about it.
“Let’s see, back to the subject we were on…” Mel let out a small burp and sucked on her teeth, appearing to think about what they had been talking about before she’d been distracted. “Oh, I remember, tell me about your job.”
When Nic thought about how to describe it, she realized Mel might be right about the stuffy and boring remark. Her spirits sank. “I guess it’s not that exciting. Unless you really like creating reports, monitoring workflow, and assessing resource allocation. To be honest, it can be tedious. My fun comes from getting people excited about doing something and then celebrating the completion of a collective effort.”
Mel studied her. “I can’t tell if you like your job or not. I’m leaning toward not.” Mel said, surprising Nic with the insightful comment. “No offense. But it would kill me to sit in an office all day.”
“I like what I do, but I’m sort of in a rut right now. It’s a long story, though. Maybe a non-office type of job would be nice,” Nic said, wondering if she’d prefer a job outdoors like Mel’s. Unlike her, Mel had already told Nic everything about herself. Not in a self-absorbed way. It was just that Mel was a what-you-see-is-what-you-get kind of person. Her life and outlook on it were simple and uncomplicated.
Nic had often thought she’d like simple and uncomplicated. But when it came down to it, she really thought it was boring. And it wasn’t something she wanted to analyze with Mel. “I’ve always worked indoors. I just sort of fell into technical project management right out of college, and I have an aptitude for it. I wouldn’t say I love it, but I’m good at it, and the money’s good.”
“I love what I do.” Mel relaxed into her chair after finishing the tacos.
“Owning a survival adventure camp sounds exciting and fun.”
“If you ever decide to move to Denver, look me up. I’m tight with the boss and could probably talk her into hiring you.” Mel winked.
“Since you are the boss, I’d hope so.” Nic laughed, but internally, she was thinking about her career. She knew she wasn’t doing what she loved. Not even close. It had always been easy to justify her career choice because there was some satisfaction in completing complex projects. And the pay was good. But when she thought about it, those things sounded like weak justification to work as hard as she did. Just being good at what she did and getting a nice paycheck weren’t enough. Not anymore.
Nic looked up from the silverware she was playing with and was considering what to suggest they do with their evening—because she really wasn’t looking forward to having sex with Mel—when she saw a familiar face on the other side of the small restaurant. Both dismay and excitement tickled her stomach.
“Where did you just go?” Mel asked.
“Huh?” Nic said trying to pick up the thread of their conversation. “Oh. Um. Speaking of our jobs, my boss is sitting at a table behind you, and now I’m trying to see who she’s with,” Nic said, opting for honesty. Mel looked over her shoulder, making Nic slump with embarrassment. “Don’t be so obvious. Would it be rude to just leave?”
“I’m no expert at office politics, but I’d think the polite thing is say hello.”
“I guess you’re right.” She didn’t want to explain her and Lee’s rocky work relationship. “Come on, I’ll introduce you.”
Nic took Mel’s hand as they walked over to Lee’s table. She couldn’t explain it, but she felt more secure having an attractive woman at her side.
“Hi, Lee,” Nic said, trying to sound casual. She glanced at Lee’s date and thought she recognized him. As usual, Lee’s expression was unreadable. “Sorry to interrupt, but I saw you and thought I’d say hello.” She hated how nervous being around Lee made her feel.
Before Lee could respond, Mel stuck her hand out and turned on her charm full wattage. “Nic’s told me a lot about you. I’m Mel.”
“Hello.” Lee put down her margarita and offered them a smile, her eyes spending more time on Nic than Mel. Nic would have sworn Lee was genuinely happy to see her. “It’s a pleasure to see you, Nic. Nice to meet you, Mel. This is Roger Burns. Nic, I think you worked on the upgrade project in his building.”
Roger offered his hand. “You and I may be working together again soon. We’re upgrading to fiber next month. Good to meet you, as well,” Roger said, offering his hand to Mel, shifting his eyes between them. Nic was sure he was processing the fact that she was on a date with a woman, but she couldn’t tell if he thought it was okay or not. She didn’t care what he thought. She was out at work but usually didn’t broadcast it to clients unless it came up somehow, and it hadn’t with Roger.
“I’m looking forward to it.” Nic had a hard time not staring at Lee. “Gray will be working on the new project, but maybe we’ll run into each other anyway. I don’t want to keep you from your dinner. I just wanted to say hi.” They said their good-byes, and Nic and Mel headed back to their table, Nic feeling Lee’s eyes on her back.
“That’s your boss? How do you get any work done? She’s hot.” Thankfully, they were far enough away that Lee probably couldn’t hear.
“I’ve never thought of her like that.” Not to mention that Lee hated her.
“I guess it wouldn’t be professional to hit on your boss,” Mel said. “But I’d still ask her out if I were you.”
Nic didn’t know why she felt annoyed at the remark. “You saw the man she’s here with, right? She’s straight.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that,” Mel said in a singsong. “My instincts about this are rarely ever wrong.”
“Well, they are with her. She dates men. A lot of them. It’s a thing with her. She goes through them like paper towels.”
“Maybe she’s bisexual. Either way, those are woman-loving eyes.”
“You couldn’t be more wrong. Plus, she has never given the slightest indication she’s anything other than completely straight.” Except that one time when they were studying the company handbook in new hire training, and she’d teased Nic by saying she was relieved that they were in different departments so they could date. Nic had almost forgotten about that. But even then, she’d thought Lee was just teasing her because Nic had told her she was there partly because of OceanTel’s progressive reputation. Oh, the frustration of being gay and navigating heteronormative society.
“I’ll tell you what, let’s make a bet,” Mel said with a smile. “If she ever ends up with a woman, you have to shoot a boot in front of me.”
“You’re on, even though that’s a one-sided bet.” Nic had no doubt she was safe from getting athlete’s mouth, if there was such a thing. Gross. “Why don’t we head to the beach and walk off some of this food?”
“Sounds great. It’s my second favorite way to burn calories.”
“I just need to visit the bathroom first,” Nic said, standing.
“I’ll be here, finishing my beer and thinking about sex on the beach.”
Nic felt a rush of heat to her lower body at the look in Mel’s eyes. Apparently, Mel’s table manners didn’t quell all the base attraction.
Nic had just started washing her hands when Lee walked in. And was that a smile she aimed at her in their reflection in the mirror over the washbasin as she walked to the nearest stall? What the hell?
“Mel is very pretty,” Lee said from the stall.
Nic was shocked that Lee was speaking to her at all, let alone from a stall in a public restroom…after smiling at her. She had no idea how to respond. “Thanks.” It was neutral, at least.
Looking at her own reflection as she turned off the water, she was disappointed to see the flush she always got from drinking staining her neck. Damned genetics and that histamine release. Everyone in her family got it. She hoped Lee didn’t notice and attribute it to their meeting in the restroom. As she thought it, the flush grew more pronounced, telling Nic it was more than the beer. Traitorous body.
“How did you two meet?” Lee asked as she left the stall. Nic couldn’t help but wonder at the surreal context of the conversation. She and Lee had never had a casual conversation, at least after new hire training, and the first one was happening in the bathroom of a Mexican restaurant.
Nic cleared her throat, slowly drying her hands on a paper towel. She leaned against the other sink as Lee washed her hands. “Um, we met last weekend after a rugby tournament,” Nic said. “She’s only here for the week. She leaves tomorrow.” Why she added the last, she hadn’t a clue.
A thoughtful expression crossed Lee’s face. “Are you sad?” Her eyes were on Nic’s reflection. “You look cute together.”
Nic shrugged. “We both knew she was leaving.” Had she just been about to utter the we’re only friends line? Why would Lee care? Why had Lee asked? “What about you and Roger?” Were they really doing this?
“This is our first date. Between you and me, it’ll be our last.” Lee leaned toward her in a conspiratorial way. “He’s nice. Just not for me.”
“I know how that goes.” It felt weird commiserating with her.
“Do you?” Lee asked, looking pointedly at her, and for the first time, Nic realized that Lee looked a little drunk. Not that it was obvious. Nic could have easily missed it if it weren’t for something about the way the lights reflected in Lee’s eyes and the relaxed way she held her shoulders.
“Wanna know something?” Lee asked. If Nic hadn’t figured she was tipsy before, Lee’s raised eyebrow would have revealed it.
“Sure,” Nic said, wondering if she really did want to know any of Lee’s secrets.
“I’m glad we get to work together. I know I shouldn’t tell you that, but I am. I think you’re smart and good at what you do. I’m sorry I don’t ever tell you that. But you know how it is. People get the wrong idea. Well, I better get back to my date,” Lee said rolling her eyes and using her fingers to make air quotes before turning toward the door to leave, before Nic could even begin to process all the revelation bombs Lee had just tossed to her. How could she just saunter away so casually? But Nic was relieved to see her go. Until she noticed the strand of toilet paper trailing after her.
“Lee?”
“Yes?” she asked, turning back with what looked like an expression of expectation.
Nic pointed. She couldn’t meet her eyes. Not after what Lee had said.
“Great,” Lee said, looking at her feet. She bent toward it but reached out, grabbing Nic’s hand when she began to lose her balance.
Nic felt a zap at the unanticipated contact, and she would have withdrawn her hand if it wouldn’t have meant dumping Lee on the floor. At that moment, the door to the restroom swung open, and Lee, who was standing directly in its path, tried to move out of the way. But already off-balance, she only managed to lose her balance completely. Since Nic was already partially holding her up, the movement resulted in each of them stepping forward in an unexpected and awkward embrace.
This is not happening.
Senses reeling at the feel of Lee’s warm body against hers, Nic lost all concept of where she was or why she was there. Her arms automatically tightened around Lee, and Lee’s arms moved more securely around her. Gazing into Lee’s eyes this close was like launching into space.
A startled, “Pardon me,” made her glance toward the source. The woman looked away and swiftly retreated from the room.
Nic and Lee stood for a moment, startled, looking into each other’s eyes, before Lee dipped forward and brushed her lips lightly against Nic’s throat while her hand caressed the back of Nic’s head.
And that abso-fucking-lutley did happen.
Just as suddenly, Lee took a deep breath and stepped back. “You always smell so good,” she said quietly, as if the moment had never happened. She brushed her hands down the front of her sundress to straighten it. “Thanks for saving me from falling.” She was out the door before Nic could respond.
Nic stood and stared at the spot where Lee had just stood. What in the hell just happened? She made her way in a partial daze back to her date. Did she need to shoot a boot for Mel already? No way. She was reading into things, that was all.
“I was about to send in a search party,” Mel said.
“I ran into Lee in the restroom,” Nic said, hoping she sounded normal. “We chatted for a minute.”
“I hope it wasn’t about work.” Mel looked over her shoulder toward Lee’s table.
Nic didn’t dare look that way. “Yeah, it was.” She only partially lied. After all, Lee had said she enjoyed working with her. “You know how it goes.”
“Ugh. I should have gone in to save you. Are you ready for that walk on the beach?”
Nic took the hand Mel held out to her. With the door to the restaurant in the opposite direction, they didn’t have to pass Lee’s table on the way out. Still, she felt eyes on her back and a fire where Lee’s lips had been on her throat as she and Mel left.




  

CHAPTER SIX
    
“Hey, Nic, I heard Lewis signed off on the Crowley upgrade today,” Gray said as Nic came in from lunch. “Word has it that he called Melvin personally to tell him what a great job you did. Way to go.”
“Thanks. He sent his e-signature in a couple of hours ago.” Nic couldn’t help a smile. “I don’t deserve all the glory. We’re a team, and every success should be shared.”
It had been a while since she had worked solo on a project, and she was extremely happy about the successful completion. It almost made up for the stress she’d been under in recent months, especially in the last week since Lee had chosen to ignore her even more since the strange encounter at the restaurant. Getting accolades for a completed project gave her a boost she sorely needed.
The early completion also meant a bigger paycheck for the company. Like most companies, the rough economy was taking a toll on OceanTel. With tighter cash flows, businesses were settling for smaller installations with fewer extras, and they were putting upgrades on hold until things got better. Lee landing the contract had been major cause for excitement for the firm several months ago, and now Nic taking the installation over the finish line two months early meant a feather in the team’s cap and twenty percent more on contract value for the early completion. On a multi-million dollar upgrade, that was quite a bonus. Nic couldn’t wait to announce it in the monthly projects meeting that afternoon. Maybe Lee would talk to her again.
“Team, schmeam, Nic, you did this one all by yourself. I’ll bet Melvin comes down to shake your hand personally on this one. Siegfried’s for lunch?”
The reminder about celebration lunches for completing upsell projects worth over a certain annual contract value made Nic feel even better. It had been a while since the last one. She hoped it would help improve the team’s recent sag in morale. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your rare steak and loaded potato. Just don’t let your wife come searching for me when your cholesterol count is through the roof.”
She gathered her reports to head over to the projects meeting, trying not to think about how disappointing last month had been. The only red mark was on a small implementation in the Burns building that was a week behind due to a client deliverable. Because the delay was the client’s fault, OceanTel would still be able to bill on time. She wished the report was all in the green, though.
“I heard we got electronic sign-off on the Crowley project today.” Tim took his usual seat at the conference table while Nic hooked up the overhead to display her report.
“It did.” She paused in her setup to smile. “It’s nice to close out a big one once in a while.”
“It’ll be even nicer to get a bonus check again,” he said. “The wife wants to take a trip. This is good timing.”
Nic held back her pang of frustration over the reminder about the bonus structure at the firm. Only the executive team received bonuses for closing out a contract for anything over contract value, and Tim was a dick for celebrating that in front of those who didn’t get to see the extra cash in their paycheck, namely her, the person who’d done all the work. Her incentive to work toward early completion and contract extras was to see higher results in her yearly reviews.
Tim’s mention of his bonus wasn’t going to let that mar her good mood, though. She was looking forward to leaving a project meeting with the satisfaction of getting acknowledgment for the good job she and her team were doing.
After the group settled, Nic started the meeting and was gratified to hear positive responses from each of the vice presidents as she ran through the status report. Even Lee had good things to say, causing Nic’s mood to soar. The group’s response to the early closure of the Crowley project was exactly what she’d hoped. Tim even tore himself away from his laptop and contributed animatedly during the meeting, which was a huge departure from his normal disengagement. Nic was feeling almost elated as the meeting drew toward a close. Maybe reporting to Lee had been the right move for her team.
“The final agenda item is the Burns project. Right now, it’s the only project with a jeopardized timeline. Currently a week behind schedule, we’re waiting on the client to provide the space they promised for installation of the central frame. Gray feels confident that it’ll happen by the end of next week, which will slide the timeline past the two weeks late mark. But it being due to a client deliverable—”
“What’s Gray doing to ensure the space is available?” Lee asked. Once again, the information was in the report details, but Nic didn’t mind covering it.
“He spoke to the customer stakeholder,” she said. “She assured Gray that it’ll happen.”
“Has he spoken to Roger about it?”
“Not that I’m aware of. Roger isn’t a—” Nic began.
“I’ll contact him myself,” Lee said, sounding exasperated. “I don’t know why this must fall to me. It should be simple coordination.”
Nic felt her spirits drop. “I don’t think that’s necessary. Gray can—”
“Nic, every project is vital to the success of this company right now,” Lee said in a condescending tone. “Burns is a loyal client who’s given us repeat business over the last three years. We can’t neglect the small upgrades just so we can get greedy on getting early completion bonuses on the big ones.”
“I understand,” Nic said feeling chastised. “I’ll let Gray know you’ll contact Roger. Please let me know what he says.” I won’t tell him you’re fucking the client, though. Nic was glad no one in the room could read her mind.
“I’ll let Gray know directly. I’ll make that call now.” And with that, Lee left the meeting.
As everyone filed out, Nic thought about how quickly her elation could turn to dejection these days. Apparently, having her team report to Lee didn’t matter at all. Once again, Lee had concentrated on a minor issue, blowing it out of proportion. The executive team was only pleased when their bonus checks got fatter, yet her team was criticized continuously about the smallest of things.
Something had to change.
As Nic approached Lee’s slightly open door, she heard her voice. Was it eavesdropping if the door was open?
“Roger, it’s not fair to hold up our project because of a personal matter,” Lee said in an almost flirtatious voice. Gross. “I think that could be construed as blackmail, don’t you…Okay, I’ll meet you, but it isn’t a date…Call it what you want, but just tell me you’ll have the space available by tomorrow…Thank you, Roger…See you at 7:00.”
She felt bad for listening, but the conversation was concerning. She heard a clatter. Lee’s phone against the desk? Maybe she should come back later.
“What have I gotten myself into?” Lee’s plaintive whisper dripped dejection.
Somehow, Nic almost felt sorry for her. She turned away.
“Looking for me?” Lee’s voice startled her, and when Nic turned, she stood in the doorway to her office, laptop clutched to her chest.
Nic wondered if Lee knew she’d overheard the call. “You seem busy. We can talk later,” she said, embarrassed to have been concerned with something so minor.
“What’s on your mind?” Lee sounded resigned but not disinterested.
“Um, well, I just wanted to follow up with you on the Crowley lunch,” Nic said with a slight stammer. Not the confrontation she’d come for but important to her team. “Maggie used to make all the arrangements, so I need to find out from you how you want to deal with it.”
Lee impatiently shifted her stance. “What lunch?”
“It’s tradition for me to take the project team to lunch after completing a project that large.” Nic felt stupid bringing it up but was surprised that Lee didn’t know about it. It would explain why she was never at the lunches. Nic thought she’d just blown them off.
“I think the bonus is enough, don’t you?” Lee said. “They don’t need lunch, too.”
“But—”
“I don’t have time for this, Nic,” Lee said in an uncharacteristically tired tone that took some of the sting away. “Good job on the Crowley project, though. I know you worked hard, and it shows. Melvin is extremely pleased.”
Nic tried to make sense of what just happened as she watched Lee walk the other way.




  

CHAPTER SEVEN
    
“What?” Gray said loudly when Nic told him they had to hold off on lunch to celebrate the project completion. She was still mulling over Lee’s comment about bonuses being enough. There was a crossed wire she had to uncross before she could make the arrangements. She should have just taken them out using her expense card, but Lee had to sign off, and she’d already said no. She wasn’t about to tell Gray about Lee’s misunderstanding about the bonuses. That was a sore subject she didn’t want to have to navigate. The bonus structure at OceanTel was unfair and not transparent at all.
Standing in the parking lot outside of work at the end of the day, she looked around to make sure no one was listening.
Gray didn’t seem to care. “They can’t foot a stinking lunch after you just made the company hundreds of thousands of dollars that they weren’t expecting to make? If it wasn’t for you, I’d be out of here.” He sounded so dejected.
“It’s just until I can go over it with Lee. I’m sure she’ll approve once I explain. The company is just tightening its belt with the economy the way it is. It’s better than doing a layoff.” It made her sick to her stomach to justify the company’s position.
“I’m over it, Nic. I’m tired of knowing that no matter how hard I work, the only person who cares is you. And the way they treat you is shit. You should’ve been Maggie’s boss, and now Lee’s over us? WTF? Besides, you and I have been here the longest. We do twice the work of the others. We’ll be the last to go.”
Nic appreciated his support of her, but at the same time, it embarrassed her that he could see how she was treated. “I don’t care about having an office.” She didn’t want this to be about her. “Look, don’t get yourself in a position you’ll regret is all I’m saying. It wouldn’t do you any good to lose your job over a stinking lunch, now would it?”
“I guess you’re right.” He opened the door to his humongous truck. The only thing he loved more was his wife. “I don’t know how you stay so calm when it’s just one thing after another. Most of the time, it’s comforting, but sometimes, it just gets on my nerves. Today is one of those times. I just wish you’d stomp your feet or something. TGIF, Nic. T. G. I. Fucking F.”
She was glad that her internal struggles weren’t showing on the surface. If he only knew how she felt most of the time.
“The executive team gets a bonus for everything they make on contract over the base value,” Gray said as he climbed into his truck. “They get their bonus, and we don’t even merit a loaded baked potato. I’m so over it.” He keyed the ignition, and it was so weird how silent the electric truck was. She always expected the engine to roar.
Nic patted the door as she turned toward her own car. Just another day in paradise.




  

CHAPTER EIGHT
    
Nic answered her phone, ignoring the caller ID. It was yet another Friday, and she needed to have the plan in front of her ready by the end of the day, or she’d be working over the weekend again.
“Hi, Nic, this is Trina.” The head of human resources for OceanTel sounded a little preoccupied. “Would you mind coming down to my office, please?”
Mind still on the spreadsheet before her, Nic said, “Is it something that can wait until after lunch? The rest of the team just took off, and I was hoping to use the quiet time to put together an expedited project plan.”
“Actually, it can’t. But it should only take a few minutes.”
“I can spare a few minutes.” And what would Trina have done if Nic had gone to lunch like most people? “But only because I like you so much. I’ll be right there.”
Nic was usually in touch with sensitive issues in the office, and her team hadn’t raised any flags lately, so she wasn’t worried about any potential employee issues. Although, the idea crossed her mind that one of Gray’s anonymous suggestions might have finally crossed a line.
On the way, she passed Maggie in the hall. As usual, Maggie pretended to be too engrossed in whatever was on her phone to acknowledge her. She had barely said three words to Nic since the move. This was just plain rude.
She sighed. She was so tired of office politics. On a good note, when she went by the break room, Toni from accounting stopped her and gave her a homemade brownie. Nic walked into Trina’s office with a smile and a mouthful of brownie.
“Hey, Trina. You want half a brownie? Toni made them,” Nic said, plopping down into the chair in front of Trina’s desk. It wasn’t until then that she noticed Lee sitting in a chair to the side. There was a personnel folder centered on the otherwise clean desk. Nic knew from the energy in the room and by the presence of the folder that someone’s day was going to get very bad. Personnel folders weren’t taken out unless…
She spotted her own name on the folder tab and felt foolish for being her normal self, relaxing in the chair, offering the brownie. “What’s going on?” she asked, feeling numbness descend upon her, the brownie abruptly sawdust in her mouth. How could she spit it out without looking pathetic?
“Hi, Nic.” Trina’s voice brought Nic back from her irrelevant internal tangent.
She felt the blood drain from her face, and a strange blank sensation settled over her. “What’s going on, Trina?”
“Your position has been eliminated, Nic,” Trina said. At least she had the humanity to cut to the chase and have a small hitch in her voice. Otherwise, she remained professional. “We’re letting you go, and this is the paperwork we need you to sign.”
Nic felt like she had been punched in the stomach. She hadn’t seen this coming. Not even close. She let it sink in. “How many others are there?” Please don’t let it be anyone on my team.
“It’s just your position.”
“Is it a performance issue?” Nic asked incredulously. How could she have not seen it coming? Like, at all? Last quarter had been her best quarter ever.
“We made the decision strictly for cost cutting measures. Your performance was never taken into consideration,” Trina said evenly, though her eyes broadcasted sympathy.
The sting of tears just made Nic feel more pathetic. She would not cry. “Lee, is this true?”
Lee’s face was an unreadable mask. Like. Fucking. Always. “Yes, Nic,” she said quietly. “Your performance has never been called into question. I will be happy to provide personal and professional references. I wouldn’t be able to do that if it was anything other than a layoff. I know this—”
“You don’t know anything. This is how you take care of your team?” Nic was furious. She didn’t care how rude it was. She turned back to Trina. “Does she need to be here? I’d prefer she wasn’t.”
Lee stood. “I’ve enjoyed working with you,” she said in a soft voice.
Nic didn’t reply. As Lee shut the door and walked past the glass window, she wiped her eye. Like she felt bad about the situation. Fuck that. Lee had never given any indication that she cared one whit about Nic, at least if there wasn’t a margarita involved. She probably just had something in her eye.
Nic turned to Trina. “Okay, let’s get this over with.”




  

CHAPTER NINE
    
Nic sat with Rachel at the Surfin’ Samurai just down the street from Nic’s house. The bar was a local dive, a favorite hangout of worn-out surfers and Deadhead locals who liked the extensive selection of The Grateful Dead songs on the ancient jukebox and the beer selection that didn’t include a single IPA. Practically on the beach, the entire front of the bar was a roll up door, open to the air rain or shine.
Carl, the bar’s owner, swept at least once a day, yet the ocean breezes ensured perpetual grit on the worn felt of the ancient pool table and across the bare cement floor. On particularly windy days, he would trade free beer for one of the regulars to sweep more often to keep the health department from issuing him a citation.
“Come on, Nic.” Rachel signaled Carl to refill their pint glasses. She’d cleared her schedule as soon as Nic had called. “Get pissed off. Be angry. Be anything other than this calm introspective thing you’ve got going on. You’re starting to scare me.”
Nic waved off Carl’s ogre-sized hand trying to grab her empty glass. “I would if I felt that way. But I don’t. I’m not sure what I feel. When I think about it, I can’t even get up enough steam to think, why me? I don’t care, Rach. I really don’t.”
“That’s just not healthy,” Rachel said making a successful grab for Nic’s glass and giving it to Carl to refill. “You’re supposed to be mad. After all the years you put into that place, you should have been untouchable. All the hard work, the extra hours, all the bullshit. Being treated like this should make you want to explode, not just sit there drinking your beer all casual.”
“You know what?” Nic asked with dawning realization. “I think I’m relieved. That’s what I’m feeling.” She grinned. She’d had five glasses of beer, but she barely felt it.
Rachel who’d kept up beer for beer, leaned away in a dramatic gesture, nearly falling off her stool. “You’re supposed to feel relief after you throw some stuff, swear, spit, punch a wall. Not right after they shitcan you.”
“There’s only one thing I feel any which way about,” Nic said, pouring most of the beer Carl had just poured for her into Rachel’s glass while Rachel squinted at the TV. Only a little of it sloshed onto the bar. “I didn’t get to say good-bye to the team. They were at lunch, so I just packed up my desk and left.”
“Would you have wanted to say good-bye?” Rachel lifted her glass, not acknowledging the magical replenishment.
“Just Gray, Lonnie, Isabel, and Miguel. They’re good people. Who’s going to look out for them now? Gray better not do something stupid over this.”
“They weren’t just shitcanned. Let them worry about you.”
“They’ve all called or texted. Isabel had to go home because she’s so upset. Gray said he walked right into Lee’s office and threatened to quit. Lee told him they’d talk if he still felt the same on Monday. All so very warm of her, right?”
“She’s a bitch, and Gray has a hero worship thing going on with you.”
“He’s a good friend,” Nic said. “I’m going to miss working with him.”
“How can you not be mad? I’d be positively volatile.”
“Like I said, I’m relieved,” Nic said, feeling better the more she thought about it. “You said it yourself a couple weeks ago. I haven’t been happy there for a long time. It’s something that needed to happen. The universe has spoken.”
“What does the universe say about us getting sloppy drunk and crying into our beers over the unfairness of the situation?”
“The universe says we’re already on our way to drunk. I’m not in the mood for crying, but you can if you want.” Nic felt bad that she wasn’t giving Rachel the opportunity to watch her melt down. “I promise not to let you do anything stupid.”
“That’s what you say,” Rachel said. “But then you let me run a Zulu with that rugby team we met up with before you went home with that cutie who was half your age.”
“You weren’t even drunk. You were the designated driver, remember?” Nic wasn’t about to let Rachel blame her bad behavior on her. “And running the Zulu was your idea. Mel is twenty-seven, by the way. Not half my age.”
“Three years younger,” Rachel said in a tone that said it was close enough. “Whatever, and by whatever, I mean fuck you. While you were off chasing some hottie, you let me embarrass myself. You owe me. So…let’s go dancing.”
“I am definitely not in the mood for dancing,” Nic said, knowing where this would lead, so she started thinking about what she would end up wearing.
“You’re off the hook tonight because I feel sorry for you.” The surprise almost knocked Nic off her chair. “The beer and our car home are on me. Proving once again what a great friend I am.”
“Thank you, but don’t feel sorry for me,” Nic said as she signaled for a couple more beers now that she realized she’d be getting drunk out of relief and not grief. It made a difference. “I’m fine. And you’re a great friend.”
Rachel might have been playing the one up game about who was the better friend like they’d done since childhood. But Nic meant it. Rachel was a great friend. Her eyes welled up, but she refused to cry. Damn beer.
Rachel took one look at her and pulled her close. “Oh, that’s right, sweetie. You go ahead and cry. I’ve got you.”




  

CHAPTER TEN
    
Nic lived in a modest two-bedroom, cottage style home located on one of the most coveted beachfront lots in Carlsbad, California. One of the narrow, magnolia-lined streets that ran east and west through the neighborhood merged with her private road that edged down the south side of the peninsula, dead-ending at a wide strand of quiet beach.
Because her house faced the ocean instead of facing the private street that ran alongside it, when she stood on the large front deck, she could imagine being alone in her own seaside paradise as she gazed at the neatly landscaped front lawn that ran down to the fifty-foot-tall retaining wall that abutted the beach.
Hers was one of the few 1940’s bungalows still left from the original neighborhood, where eucalyptus groves once separated the houses but were now long gone. Her house was the only one not completely surrounded by newer McMansions. It stood at the fringe, almost by itself, on its own small peninsula jutting toward the ocean, giving the property a feeling of seclusion. The white, wood-sided house with blue trim stood sentinel on the northwest side at the end of a football field-sized lot on the protrusion of land. The alley running behind the unattached garage on the edge of her property farthest from the ocean stood between hers and the closest houses. The size of the lot alone had developers bothering her regularly.
On the first full day of her unemployment, Nic found herself at loose ends with the sudden emptiness of her schedule. She still woke up at her usual time, hardly feeling the effects of the night before with Rachel, but she was unable to fall back to sleep when she realized she had nowhere to go. Not just because it was Saturday, but because for the first weekend in longer than she could remember, she didn’t have work to catch up on. So she got up, fed Jet, made coffee, and then sat on her front deck, finishing off the entire pot as she watched the early morning surfers wrangle rides out of the smallish waves that mulishly washed ashore with persistent resolve.
Nic was not the kind of person to dwell on things she couldn’t change. It made her a good project manager, but more importantly, it made her a better person. She rarely wasted time or energy obsessing over bad situations. Occasionally, she wondered if she should be processing her setbacks in life differently, but again, true to her nature, she didn’t spend a lot of time thinking about that, either. As she sat on her front deck, it wasn’t feelings of rejection, anger, or embarrassment that she thought about but the sense of relief she felt about no longer having to find ways to justify why she’d stayed so long at a place where she’d felt no joy and received little appreciation. She thought about not having to bust her ass to keep the projects on track only to receive criticism for meaningless details. She let go of the frustrations and anxieties that had been her constant companions over the last several years, and she opened herself up to an unknown future.
A sense of peace fell over her. She sighed contentedly. She had never felt so free. Sitting back in her chair, eyes closed, hugging her coffee cup, she basked in the new feeling of unlimited opportunity.
    
Nic spent the first week of her unemployment hanging around her house, sitting in the sun. She now had time to drink her coffee while sitting in the morning sunshine, take walks on the beach in the afternoon, and read late into the night. After all the years of working hard and putting in countless overtime hours, it was a luxurious gift to have plenty of time to do nothing. When she felt like it, she attended to everyday chores and errands like washing the windows that dominated the front of her house, doing laundry, miscellaneous small house repairs, and vacuuming up the never-ending sand that found its way in. The lack of having to adhere to a timeline was a good feeling. To say she was relaxed was an understatement.
During the second week of unemployment, she spent time attending to all the large and small maintenance things around the house she needed to get to but had never seemed to have time for. She finally used the paint she had bought years ago—that had sat in the garage gathering dust—to repaint her bedroom a beautiful marine blue.
She treated the shower in the master bathroom to the resealing it needed, and the guest bathroom received a full facelift when she steamed down the dated wallpaper, sanded the walls, and repainted. She replaced the warped planks on the back deck that she constantly stubbed her toes on and finally got around to repainting the faded garage door.
A huge sense of accomplishment came from going through her kitchen cupboards and boxing up the implements she never used. The orderly state of the cupboards inspired her to go through every cabinet, closet, and drawer in her house. By the end of the week, she had several boxes of clothes and household items that she planned to donate to the women’s shelter.
By the end of her third week of unemployment, Nic’s house, garage, and car were clean inside and out, and Nic was enjoying the accomplishment of an orderly environment and the freedom to do whatever she wanted, whenever she wanted.
Occasionally, she thought about looking for a new job, but when she made halfhearted attempts on the online job boards, she found that she wasn’t sure what she wanted to do anymore. Her talents resided in the project management field, and she had an aptitude for the technical side of the industry, but she could do just about any kind of project management work. It presented a very wide field from which to choose a new career.
As she considered this idea through the first few weeks of her unemployment, she gradually found that she didn’t want to work for a company whose sole goal was to secure larger profits. She wanted to do something that benefited others in some way. As she listed out the important traits of her next job, she realized she was undergoing a fundamental shift in priorities. The knowledge both excited and frightened her. Her soul sang about doing something for the collective good. Her heart yearned to make a difference. But her mind boggled with the seemingly limitless number of unknown possibilities.
By the end of her fourth week of unemployment, Nic was grateful that she’d taken her parents’ advice for saving for a rainy day. A portion of every paycheck from her entire adult life had been deposited into savings, along with a sizable inheritance she’d received from her grandmother. After doing the math, she found that if she was careful, she wouldn’t have any pressing financial worries for at least two years, barring any expensive surprises, and she wouldn’t need to dip into her retirement savings. If she counted her retirement accounts, she could survive even longer. Part of her inheritance was her house, so she didn’t have a mortgage. She lived simply, so she didn’t have a lot of bills. Although she’d often wished she was more spontaneous and carefree, she was glad for her practical nature now and counted herself fortunate.
As she settled into the new rhythm of her life, however, Nic became increasingly aware of how solitary it felt to not have a job that controlled most of her time and interactions with people. She missed her work friends, but this new awareness underscored just how much of her own needs she’d neglected in pursuit of a job she hadn’t felt passion for in years. Having an all-consuming job meant that everything else had been pushed to the back of the line.
The prospect of figuring out what she wanted from her personal life intimidated her. And going out dancing every weekend wasn’t the answer, no matter what Rachel said. At best, it gave her a place to find temporary distractions. At worst, it underscored the lack of meaning in her life. She found herself longing for someone to share her thoughts and time with, and unfortunately, Rachel’s medical practice was just as time consuming as Nic’s job had been. The difference was that Rachel loved her job. This left Nic wondering how to fill that void.




  

CHAPTER ELEVEN
    
Just over a month into her unemployment, Nic loaded up her silver Honda Civic hybrid with the donation items she’d set aside during her cleaning frenzies and headed over to the Carlsbad Women’s Shelter. It was only a few blocks from her home, and ever since she could remember, she’d had a fascination with the building in which it operated. The restored house was an enormous coastal Victorian situated on a large lot near downtown Carlsbad. Based on how dilapidated it had been in her childhood, Nic had always thought of the house as haunted. And in a way, it still was, with the circumstances of the women who had need for it.
Parking at the curb, she admired the restoration as she walked up the long front walkway. The four-story house was neatly painted white, with multiple colors of trim. A white picket fence bordered the large, neatly landscaped front yard. Nic’s toes begged her to kick off her flip-flops and walk in the soft grass. Dappled light fell through the ancient elm trees flanking the walk on either side, and bright flowers bloomed along all edges of the grass. As she mounted the worn but freshly painted front steps, she was in awe of the transformation.
A group of women sat in chairs arranged in a small circle on the front porch a few feet from the entrance. “I know what the statistics say,” one said. She had dark hair, sitting with her back to Nic. Her right arm was in a cast. “When he don’t drink, he ain’t mean. Besides, Frankie and I don’t have no place else to go. We can’t stay here forever.”
A small woman bent forward and rested a hand on the woman’s chair as she spoke with earnest intensity. “Letty, how many times has he promised he’d stop? There are places you can go.”
“That’s right, Carmen, good job reminding Letty about options,” another woman said. She might have been a counselor by the way she guided the conversation. “Remember, ladies, no matter how bad it seems to get, you have options. Now…”
Nic walked slowly, engrossed in the conversation. When the small one named Carmen looked her way, Nic smiled shyly, embarrassed for being caught eavesdropping, and she hurriedly opened the ornate front door.
A loud bell chimed when she entered, and she found herself standing on threadbare carpeting in a high ceilinged entranceway. Ahead of her, a set of stairs led to the second floor, while wide doorways opened into rooms on either side of her.
Near the front door stood a reception desk, where an attractive woman with spiky blond hair set aside a well-creased novel and stood. The tall, athletic-looking woman wore a card on a lanyard. From the way she held herself and the way she walked around the desk, she took her front desk duties very seriously. “Welcome to Mary’s House. How can I help you?” she asked, hooking her thumbs into the waistband of her shorts as she appraised Nic with deep brown eyes.
Nic suspected it was an assessment for signs of danger, need, or anything to be wary of. Second to that, though, an interest of a different sort lurked. Interesting.
Nic smiled and extended her hand. She found the woman’s imposing and wary attitude a little bit of a turn-on. She had always liked powerful women. “I have donations to drop off. I called before I came over. It’s out in my car. Do you know where I should take it?”
“I’m Simone.” She held on to Nic’s hand, and her smile became less official and friendlier. Her eyes wandered the length of Nic’s body and back up again. “You’re Nic, and you spoke to me. You can leave the donations by the desk. Do you have much? I can get someone to help you.”
“Just a few boxes. I think you and I can manage in a couple of trips,” Nic said, turning toward the door.
“Sorry. I can’t leave the desk. Someone has to stay here when the doors are unlocked.”
“For security?” This time, Nic looked Simone up and down and wondered how an unarmed woman, though she looked very capable, would prevent an angry partner with violent tendencies from entering the house.
Simone’s eyebrow rose. “A press of the button wired to the desk will summon immediate backup. It also locks all the doors to guest quarters. And I have my Taser,” she said, patting a Velcro pocket attached to her belt. “I’ve never had to use it here, but I’ve flashed it a couple of times. That always settles them down.”
Simone called for a couple of women to help Nic with the donations. On her way to the car, she heard Letty, the woman with the cast, justifying returning to her partner. On Nic’s trip back into the house, Letty was crying, and Carmen was comforting her. The counselor was speaking in a supportive voice about the good work they were doing.
“Thanks for bringing this stuff by,” Simone said as Nic dropped the last of the boxes next to the desk. “It helps the women who had to leave with nothing but the clothes on their backs.”
“I’ve lived here all my life, and I never knew what this house was for until I read the article in the paper. The stories really moved me. I wish I could do more.”
“I can talk to you about Mary’s House more if you have the time. I get off in five minutes,” Simone said, looking at her watch. “How would you like to get coffee? Do you know the Surfside Café? It’s a cute little shop not too far away.”
“I know the Surfside.” Nic wasn’t surprised at all by the invitation. Simone seemed the type to ask women she had just met to coffee. “That would be great.”
When Simone’s relief arrived, she and Nic walked down to the coffee shop. Like the original in Oceanside, it was a converted residence across the street from the beach. The ambiance of the old house drew locals and tourists alike, but the coffee was what kept them coming back. The barista on duty shouted greetings to both Nic and Simone. It seemed they were both regulars.
Simone insisted on paying for their lattes, also dropping some cash into the tip jar. She led them to a seat on the front deck overlooking the ocean. Late afternoon sunshine sparkled on the water. “I guess you know this place well,” Simone said, settling in a chair. “I feel like a big shot when they start my drink before I even get to the counter.”
For Nic, it gave a sense of community. “It’s close to where I live, but that kind of service would have me driving miles out of my way. I wonder why we haven’t seen each other here.”
“I work odd shifts.” Simone propped her boot-clad feet on the banister surrounding the deck.
Nic liked her brand of chill. “How did you get involved with Mary’s House?”
“I volunteered after the first drop-off I made.” Her smile dimmed for a moment. “Most of us are volunteers. I work one day a week watching the front desk.”
“Drop-off?”
“I’m a motorcycle cop for the California Highway Patrol. I dropped a domestic disturbance victim there. I was still in a patrol car then. She was an eighteen-year-old kid who’d just come out to her parents as gay. Pregnant, too. I don’t know if she would have survived if Mary’s House hadn’t been there for her.”
“Do you know…” Nic wondered if she was being too nosey, but she needed to know.
“What happened to her? Trish is now the desk sergeant at my station. Her son Scott is the drum major at Escondido High School. Go Cougars!”
“That’s amazing, all of it.” Nic was impressed how she’d dedicated such a huge part of her life to helping others. She wanted to be more like her.
Simone shrugged. “It makes me feel good.”
“Which part?” Nic asked, enjoying the perfectly made latte.
“All of it. Have you ever considered volunteering? We can always use the help.”
“I’m not sure I feel comfortable using a Taser.”
“They prefer the front desk staff has some sort of protection, but it’s not mandatory. We also need people to help with getting rooms ready and other things around the house. We employ a facility director, a full-time cook, and two therapists. But other than that, everyone else is a volunteer.”
“It sounds interesting, and I do have more time to spare these days.”
Simone looked excited. “I can have Sally, the facility director, call you.” Without missing a beat, she went on, “On an unrelated note, I’d like to take you out to dinner if you’re free.”
    
“What made you want to become a cop?”
Nic and Simone stood on Nic’s front porch after a nice evening of pasta and wine. The full moon was sprinkling diamond dust over the Pacific Ocean, and they’d stopped to look at the gorgeous view from Nic’s front deck. Nic had forgotten to turn on her porch light, so the moonlight was both beneficial and beautiful in the late evening breeze. Night-blooming jasmine filled the air with its sweet fragrance.
“It sort of just happened,” Simone said, looking out over the water. “The CHP came to career day at my high school. I stopped by their booth to check out what they had to say, and the next thing I know, I was taking the entrance test, and bang, I was graduating from the police academy. Now, here it is, twenty years later, and I can’t imagine doing anything else.”
“I don’t see very many women motorcycle cops.”
“There’s more of us every year.”
Being with Simone felt familiar. They talked like old friends, even letting pauses stretch out without becoming weird. The feeling seemed to be mutual. So when Simone kissed her good night, Nic was surprised it was disappointingly unspectacular. She enjoyed being in Simone’s strong arms. It felt safe and secure, and the warmth was nice, but it felt like kissing her sister. Fortunately, the kiss didn’t last long, and Nic was glad that Simone didn’t try to take it deeper. Instead, she just stepped back and cocked her head.
“Was that as good for you as it was for me?” Simone asked.
Nic knew from the look on her face that she’d felt the lack of heat, too. “I have a feeling it was.” She smiled to take the sting away. Relieved at Simone’s grin, Nic relaxed. “No sizzle, am I right? I’m sorry. I really like you, but the kiss…was like cardboard. Not to be harsh.”
“Truth is truth.” Simone said as if relieved. “I think you’re beautiful. You have a dark, gorgeous vibe that I like, but it was just…blank. It wouldn’t be the first time for me.”
“You get this a lot?” Nic teased her.
“Honestly? No,” Simone said with a shrug. “Just you and the last woman I dated, actually.” Simone chuckled. “Maybe I should give you her number.”
“I’ll keep that in mind if I get desperate. But seriously, maybe we’re just destined to be friends.”
“I can always use more friends,” Simone said as she started toward her car.




  

CHAPTER TWELVE
    
Meeting Simone might not have been a romance in the making, but it did give Nic something to explore while figuring out what she wanted to do with her life.
Sally from Mary’s House called, and she was soon scheduled for Wednesday nights from 10:00 p.m. to 6:00 a.m., processing intakes and doing light work around the shelter. Her first night was an eye-opener, and when it was over, she found herself a little keyed up. When she descended the stairs of the lovely porch at six the next morning, her mind and emotions were all over the place.
Simone had done her best to prepare her, but Nic had thought that it would be quiet being the middle of the night. She was wrong. Her trainer, Helen, one of the regular night volunteers, had summed up the night in the shift log as having been slow, yet Nic had been in motion the entire time. She wondered what a busy night would be like.
There’d been two intakes. One was a walk-in with her five-year-old daughter, and the other was brought in by Oceanside Police Department. Helen had said that many of the women who came there at night were emergencies. Shelter needs often came up suddenly, and the first priority was a safe place to sleep.
Both cases that night had been emergencies stemming from domestic violence. Nic thought she’d prepared herself for the aftermath, but she hadn’t prepared herself for the possibility of children being involved. When the first woman had arrived with her daughter directly from the emergency room, both showing physical evidence of the situation they’d fled, she’d had a hard time dealing with the intake. She’d managed to hide her internal struggle and held it together as she’d made them comfortable. What she hadn’t expected was her anger.
Helen must have known she was battling her emotions. “We’re here for them in the moment, honey. They need our comfort, not our outrage.”
With those words, Nic had been able to stay in the moment, attending to their needs. But she realized that she’d taken on something much larger than she’d anticipated by volunteering at the shelter.
Her struggle became miniscule, however, when the little girl had rewarded her with a shy smile over her new teddy bear and a glass of chocolate milk. Although the situation had initially made Nic consider making her first shift at the shelter her last, by the end of the night, she was proud to have helped provide safety and care when it was needed.
Arriving home, she dropped her car keys on the kitchen counter while a mass of energy coursed through her body. Not at all tired, she walked out to her front deck and considered her options, drumming her fingers against the wood railing. A lone runner jogged along the waterline. The decision was made.
Having lived on the beach for so many years, the inspiration to run on a regular basis had struck her numerous times, but time constraints had always thwarted her good intentions. Now seemed the perfect opportunity to pick it up again. Looking forward to working off her restless energy, she changed into running clothes.
At the sound of Nic lifting the leash, Jet came scampering from the back of the house and sat impatiently at her feet. Nic laughed at her good girl who could barely keep her butt on the floor in her excitement.
Knowing that she should work up to any real distance, for both their sakes, Nic started at a slow pace and jogged along the beachfront sidewalk for almost a mile. Jogging on the beach sounded nice, but it was more work than it looked, plus, Jet wasn’t allowed. At the pier, they turned for a quick trip to the end and back, careful on the wooden slats where the anglers vied for fish. They then retraced their path. It was short but tired them both out, filling Nic with an exhilaration she hadn’t felt in a long time. With sweat dripping from her warm skin, she leaned against the deck in front of her house, taking in the sensations of the briny damp wind buffeting her, the tingling rays of sunshine on her face, and the peaceful sounds of the surf.
After, she thought she’d be tired enough for a nap, but she felt just the opposite. She decided to walk down to the Surfside Café, and Jet was still up for an adventure. Her good girl seemed happier in general these days, having Nic home with her most of the time. Nic hated having left her alone the night before, and now she thought about all those hours when she’d been at work all day. But last night, Helen had told her she could bring Jet to her overnight shifts, which was a bonus.
The aroma of freshly roasted coffee greeted Nic before she even saw the café. Normally in a hurry on her way to work—and aside from her coffee date with Simone—Nic hadn’t spent a lot of time at the café on weekdays. The relaxed atmosphere soothed her, and she noticed several people on the outside patio dressed for exercise, many relaxing with their dogs. It was a nice change of scenery, and she decided she would come down more often. She’d missed being around people in the last month, and now was the time to change that.
Finding an empty table on the patio near the picket fence bordering the sidewalk, she wrapped Jet’s leash around a fence post and went to get her coffee, but to her irritation, she caught sight of a familiar form disappearing into the coffee shop. It couldn’t be. Not on a workday.
Just to be sure, because she sure as hell didn’t want to run into Lee today, or any day, she sat and waited for the person to come back out. It was probably a false alarm, but still, residual anger, hurt, and embarrassment threatened her good mood. She’d done a good job of not thinking about how her employment at OceanTel had ended, but it whipped back in vivid color as she waited out the subject of her vitriol.
The rumble of a motorcycle pierced her anxiety, and a motorcycle cop parked in the lot next to the shop. The officer remained astride the bike to remove their gloves and helmet, and Nic was tickled to see Simone. It was a shame that their kiss had fizzled because she was beyond hot in her uniform. When she dismounted and walked up the path. Nic was happy to be the focus of her smile. They hugged over the fence.
“I figured it was just a matter of time before we ran into each other here,” Simone said.
Nic arched her eyebrows. “Look at you in your uniform looking all official and stuff. Can we have a do-over on that kiss now?”
“If I had a dollar for every time a woman wanted me for my uniform…” She rolled her eyes. They laughed while Simone shifted her gaze to the walkway. “Hey, Lee.”
Nic spun around. What the fuck? It was Lee. And Simone knew her? Of all the crappy luck. She adjusted her running hat lower on her head.
Initially, Lee didn’t seem to register Nic, who tried to think of a way to escape before she was riveted by the display of Lee giving Simone a warm hug completely incongruous for an ice queen. “Hey there, Super Trooper. It’s nice to see a friendly face before I head into…” She froze when her eyes rested on Nic. “Oh…hi.”
“Do you two know each other?” Simone looked between them, saving Nic from having to answer.
“We used to work together,” Nic said. Until she shitcanned me. She didn’t bother to return the greeting.
“Small world,” Simone said with a shake of her head.
“I live just a few blocks from here,” Lee said, distractedly raising her cup to the north. “I guessed you live around here, too. When you…brought the coffee to work…on Fridays.” Nic felt Lee’s gaze on her but couldn’t bring herself to return it or add to the small talk. Had she really noticed Nic had brought coffee to work on Fridays? She’d never said anything.
“You’re neighbors,” Simone said brightly.
“I guess we are,” Lee said, sounding uncharacteristically nervous.
She should be nervous.
“I like to support…independent stores if I can.” Lee went on. “The coffee here is so much better. I usually only…come here on the weekends.” She sounded uncertain, and Nic remembered the night in the restaurant bathroom.
Against her will, a flush climbed her neck as she thought about the feel of Lee’s mouth brushing the sensitive skin of her throat. Her traitorous fingers tingled, wanting to touch the spot where their skin had touched. She wiped her hand on her shirt to dispel those thoughts. She wanted to hate Lee, not want her. Wait. Want her? Ridiculous.
Lee shifted from one foot to the other. “I better get going. I have a…meeting. Stay safe protecting the streets, Simone. Good to see you, Nic.” Their eyes didn’t meet.
Lee got into a shiny black BMW parked next to Simone’s bike and started to pull away but stopped. She called to Simone through the rolled down passenger window, and Simone jogged over, leaning to talk to her while Nic tried to process running into her archnemesis. When Simone stood, tapping the roof of the car two times before Lee drove off, Nic was feeling decidedly off.
“What a small world,” Simone said with a smile. “Were you coming or going? Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”
“We just got here and sure,” Nic said as curiosity took over. “How do you know Lee?”
“Mostly from here.” They moved toward the coffee shop. “She wanted to know if you and I were dating.”
“Seriously?” Lee had no business prying into her personal life. Was she going to have to find a new coffee shop? “Why would she care?”
Simone shrugged and held the door open. “She asked me not to talk about her since you used to work together.”
Nic hummed, trying not to give in to her irritation, and she was not going to give up her favorite coffee.
“I’m glad I ran into you,” Simone said as they ordered their usuals.
“Should we be proud or ashamed of our obvious coffee habits?” Nic snorted, trying to forget about Lee’s intrusion into her personal life.
“Could be worse,” Simone leaned against the wall with her hands resting on her belt. She looked like she could be Miss July in the CHP calendar. Nic thought again about that do-over until Simone disturbed her wandering mind. “Would you be open to becoming a guide for a group I’m involved in?”
The question reminded her of Mel. She’d gone on a two-month wilderness retreat as soon as she’d gotten back to Denver, so they hadn’t communicated at all. “What kind of guide?”
“It’s more like a chaperone thing. You said that you were looking into other places to volunteer. We’re going on an overnighter at the state beach next weekend, so it’s close to home.”
“Is this the troubled teenagers group you told me about?”
Simone nodded. “It’s hard finding female escorts. It’ll be a group of around ten girls who’ve all gone on at least one trip. I think it would be a good one for you to see how you like it. You can think it over.”
Nic had nothing on her calendar aside from a vet appointment for Jet and her Wednesday night shift at Mary’s House. She didn’t need to think it over. Her love of the outdoors made it easy to say yes to an opportunity to do something more for her community. “Sounds like fun. I’m in.” She took a complementary dog biscuit from the jar on the counter and basked in Simone’s smile.
When their drinks were ready, Simone took a seat at Nic’s table and gave her more details. Her open time was starting to fill up, and despite the morning’s encounter with Lee, she was feeling good about the new directions in which her life was going.




  

CHAPTER THIRTEEN
    
Friday morning, sunlight streamed over Nic’s face, waking her gently. She enjoyed the luxury of not setting an alarm clock and waking to the sounds of gulls and pipers on the beach over the ever present folding surf. Rolling onto her back, she stretched her entire body and felt the results of yesterday’s run in the long tight muscles of her legs. Instead of moaning at the ache, she smiled at the welcome reminder of the use of her body.
The sound of paws and nails on hardwood preceded Jet’s gentle face resting on the edge of her bed.
“Good morning, Jetty-spaghetti,” Nic said as she scratched behind her ears. “Do you need to go out, my good girl?”
Jet walked backward from the side of the bed and eagerly looked back and forth from Nic to the open bedroom door.
“All right, love.” Nic laughed as she threw off the covers. She groaned. Those muscles were a little tighter than she thought. “Mama’s just moving a little slower than usual today.”
She limped for the first few steps until her muscles warmed up on her way to the kitchen, where she fed Jet, and they both stepped out into the neat backyard so the dog could do her business. She briefly considered skipping the run she’d planned but padded back into the house to get ready.
Nic smiled as Jet scampered up the back steps at the sound of the leash jangling and laughed as she sat on her wiggling butt, waiting patiently for Nic to attach her leash.
Today, Nic picked a route that looped through the town’s business district. Except for a few new awnings and signs, the brick storefronts with large windows looked the same as they had when she was a child, when her grandmother had taken her and her sister Flannery with her on errands. Back then, they’d driven down Carlsbad Village Drive, and she’d dreamed of opening an ice cream shop.
With that sweet memory, she let her imagination roam while she ran, thinking about businesses she would open if she had a store. A coffee shop or a bookstore would be cool. Or a bookstore with a coffee shop. But she wasn’t sure retail was her calling. Maybe she could become a business consultant. She could do that out of her home. The idea inspired her until she wondered how she would drum up business. Self-promotion was not her favorite thing, and regardless of what she did, it would always be a big part of any business she started and not just at first. And she hated sales. That alone was a nonstarter for running her own business.
If she was honest, she preferred letting others do the big picture stuff while she supported them with her process and execution expertise. This brought her back to identifying what field she wanted to work in. Preferably, she wanted something that helped others. This naturally made her think of nonprofits, but there were for-profit businesses that had socially conscious charters as part of their vision statements.
OceanTel had been like that once. It was what had drawn her to the company. She and Lee had talked during new hire sessions about making a difference in the world. They’d spoken at length about how OceanTel would change the telecom world and how exciting it was going to be to work together, Lee making the sale and Nic making it happen with her program management skills. She’d forgotten about those first few days of dreaming about their new jobs. Now Lee was just the asshole who’d fired her by disguising it as a layoff, and she was the loser who…
Nope. She was not going to go there. Just because she’d once found Lee interesting and the exact opposite of who’d she’d turned out to be didn’t make her the loser.
Regret mixed with a blaze of anger. Back then, she’d never have predicted they would have landed where they were today. She wondered what had happened to turn Lee into the soulless executive she was now. The coldest of them all. But aside from lack of warmth, was Lee any different than the other executives?
Sometimes, it had felt like Lee targeted her more than others, but then again, Nic’s work had directly impacted the sales team, so naturally, Lee would seek her out. Of course, Lee’s tone and demeanor toward Nic could have been nicer, but business was business, right? Even Nic wasn’t working there to make friends.
Why did she care how Lee treated her anyway? The whole executive team had an attitude of superiority, including Maggie, who’d often been curt and critical of her, too. Sometimes, Maggie had been plain mean to her. Like when Maggie had ignored her or slammed the door in her face. So why had Lee’s curt and critical attitude been worse? And Lee had never been mean. Not really. Had Nic been taking things personally when it was only business?
Fuck that.
Lee had been an asshole when she hadn’t needed to be. And Lee had laid her off, saying it wasn’t personal. What a joke. No one else had been let go. It sure as hell felt personal.
Nic realized she was sprinting instead of jogging, her breath straining in her lungs and her arms and legs pumping faster than she ever ran. She slowed her pace. Stop thinking about Lee.
She and Jet crested the low hill that opened to the gorgeous expanse of the Pacific Ocean sparkling in the early morning sunshine. A cool, salty breeze cooled her heated skin. The sky was literally the limit in that beautiful view. Instead of thinking about the past, Nic needed to look forward. She needed to find some career inspiration. Sighting the Surfside Café, she wondered if it might come to her over a cup of coffee.




  

CHAPTER FOURTEEN
    
After a week and a half of morning runs, not only did Nic feel stronger as she stretched on her front deck, but she also felt happier. Even Simone had said something about the light in her eyes and the definition of her quads. Nic pushed away from the rail of the deck to get something to eat before she took a shower and headed down to the coffee shop. She’d started going there later to make sure she didn’t run into Lee again.
The cell phone that Nic had left on the kitchen counter was ringing when she walked into the house. She unclasped Jet from her leash and reached for it, but it stopped as soon as she picked it up. She filled Jet’s water bowl while scanning the missed call log and saw her sister’s name at the top.
Smiling, she hit the redial button while grabbing a yogurt. She perched on the wide arm of the comfy red easy chair in her living room and slowly fell back to sprawl with her legs dangling from the arm. She had time to put a spoonful of yogurt into her mouth before the call was answered.
“How come you always do that?” Flannery asked.
“Do what?”
“Call me back while I’m leaving you a humorous message.”
“Because I know it bugs you,” Nic said, eating another spoonful.
“And why are you always eating when you talk to me on the phone?”
“How can you possibly know I’m eating?” Nic licked her spoon.
“I can hear the spoon scraping against the cherry yogurt carton.”
“You cannot…hey! How do you know I’m eating cherry yogurt?” Nic said suspiciously.
“The same way I know you’re dripping sweat on my favorite red chair.”
“Huh?” Nic sat up. She smiled to see her twin looking in through the front window of her house with a cell phone to her ear. It was like looking in a mirror, except her sister was wearing linen pants, a flowing cotton shirt, and hemp sandals, while she was still in her running clothes. “Flannery, you damn hippie! When did you get here?”
“About an hour ago.” She waved through the window. “You and Jet ran right past my rental car when you came back. I went to that wonderful little coffee shop for tea to wait for you. That barista who has the hots for you thought I was you when I walked in. She even made me your vile coffee before I told her I wasn’t. I didn’t know if I should take it as a compliment or be offended. I choose to believe the former.”
“Suit yourself. Valentina doesn’t have the hots for me. She’s just a good barista with exceptional service skills.” Nic was getting a weird vibe. “Why aren’t you in Seattle?”
“Conference,” she said, dispelling Nic’s suspicion.
“Why are we still on the phone?” Nic asked, getting up. “Are you going to stand outside my window all day, or are you going to get your ass in here and give your big sister the loving adoration she deserves?” When Nic opened the door, they flung themselves at each other and hugged tightly.
“Ew,” Flannery said as she finally pushed Nic away. “You’re all sweaty. And you don’t know which of us is older. The nurses mixed us up when they beheld our startling beauty fresh from the womb.”
“It was me. I remember. Anyway, how long are you here for? Do Ma and Da know?”
“I had a conference in San Diego all last week, and I wanted to surprise you. I’m staying with you this weekend. My plane doesn’t leave until late Sunday evening.” Flannery smiled brightly. “I thought we could go over to Ma and Da’s tomorrow after they get home from church. Surprised?”
“Yes,” Nic said, hugging her again. “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have come down and seen you during the week. I am a woman of leisure these days, after all.”
“You know how conferences are, and I’m in sales.” Flannery knelt to give Jet some attention. “Education on the newest products during the day and networking and deals during dinner and drinks. I was literally working night and day.”
“Ugh! Better you than me. I couldn’t stand having to schmooze all the time.”
“Yeah. I guess it does take a little tact and class,” Flannery said, lifting her chin in mock arrogance.
“Ha. Ha,” Nic said dryly as she hugged Flannery again. “If by tact and class, you really mean ass-kissing and lying, then yes, yes it does.”
“Hey now.” Flannery shoved her away. “You know I don’t kiss and tell, and a lie is just a wish in disguise.”
“Did you reel in any big fish with your tact and class?”
“Let’s just say, I may have met my yearly sales projections for the next two years,” Flannery bragged, pushing her hands deep into her pockets and rocking back and forth on her feet.
Nic squeezed her face. “I’m proud of you. I really am. Spirit in Balance herbs will be in every household cabinet in North America soon. You have a way with people.”
“Thank you, my sister. Do you want a job? I’ve seen how people turn to look at you when you enter a room. You have a way with people. I have to work for it.”
“Yeah, right,” Nic said deflecting the compliment. “I’m going to jump in the shower. Help yourself to whatever you need: coffee, cereal, vodka, what’s mine is yours. When I get out, you can tell me what you want to do today.”
When Nic walked back into the kitchen after her shower, Flannery was sprawled on the floor, cuddled up with Jet, scratching her offered belly. “Who’s the best girl, Jetty? Is your mama giving you fresh baked chicken for dinner every night like you deserve? Come live with me, and you will get chicken and steak, you good girl, you.” Flannery rubbed her nose against the dog’s.
“Don’t you go trying to steal her, my sister,” Nic said with a wave of her sternest finger. “You can’t take away the only woman who will have me.”
“Alas, she loves you too much to run away with her auntie.” Flannery looked up guiltily. “There you go again, selling yourself short. A million women would have you if you would let them.”
“Ah, if it were only true, lass,” Nic said mimicking their mother’s thick Irish brogue.
Flannery grabbed Nic’s leg to pull herself up. “I’ve decided what I want to do. The beach. I want to store up on vitamin D before I head back to the Pacific Northwest. Come. Sit with me in the sand.”
“You should have told me this before I showered. I’m just gonna get all sandy.”
Flannery made a face. “There was a reason.” She waved her hand in front of her face.
“I don’t smell. Do I?” Nic had a moment of insecurity before she saw her sister’s mischievous expression. “That was mean.”
“I’m just kidding. Being a bit cunty.”
“Now you sound like Rachel.”
“I’d be in good company, then.”
“Anyway, the beach sounds great. Later, I want to go by the running store to get a few things. You can help me pick out some new shorts.”
“You need it. If I left it to you, you’d only dress in Adidas. While that’s all well and good, we need to get you some variety. You know. Stuff to show off your goods.”
Nic sighed. What had she gotten herself into?




  

CHAPTER FIFTEEN
    
Nic lowered her book when her sister flopped on the towel next to hers. They’d both hit the water and bodysurfed for a while, but once Nic had cooled off, she’d left Flannery to catch more waves and stretched out on the towel. She was used to getting curious looks when she and Flannery were together, what with being almost exact duplicates. They had the same thick black hair, dark blue eyes, and light skin. They were both fit, but Flannery wore her hair much longer and worked out religiously, which made her muscles more defined. Nic studied her sister and hoped that running would help her look as good. Not that she was a slouch, but working a desk job had definitely taken its toll.
Flannery, dripping from her swim, didn’t seem to notice the attention they garnered as she drew her legs up and rested her chin on her knees while she absently sifted sand between her hands, watching it drop over her feet, covering them. Nic knew that pensive look. Whatever was on her mind, Flannery would say. She always did.
“You seem to be at peace with the whole layoff situation,” Flannery said finally. “You’ve always been easier going than me, by far. I’d be raging.”
“Have you been talking to Rachel? Should I be angrier than I am? I don’t see how putting more negative energy into it will do any good. What’s done is done. Best to accept it and move on. I needed to leave, anyway. They just helped me do it faster than I would have on my own.”
“Why would you think I’ve been talking to Rachel?”
“Because she said the same thing. I prefer to bathe in good energy, thank you very much.”
“You sound like some sort of self-help guru.” Flannery pushed her shoulder. “Cool for you if it’s how you really feel. Me? I’d be freaking out. I’d be totally pissed about the brutal blow to my ego, but mostly, I would be scared to death about finances. You’ve always been good about saving and investing wisely. I spend it as soon as I make it. I can’t believe you still have some of Grandma’s money after all this time.”
“Believe me, I’m grateful the money is there right now,” Nic said, pushing her right back. “I thought it would kill me to have to dip into it before I realized this is the exact situation I was saving it for. As for the ego thing, it gets to me, too. I don’t think about it much, but when I do, I alternate between being pissed and embarrassed.”
“It’s their loss, that’s for sure.”
Nic loved that her sister always had her back. “I’m glad you came down. I didn’t even know I needed you until you got here.”
“That’s what sisters are for. Are you going to try to find a similar job?”
Nic shrugged. “I can afford to not work for about two years if I’m careful, but I hope it doesn’t take that long to figure out what I want to do.”
“I can’t see you sitting idle that long.”
“I’m not idle,” Nic said. “I’ve been taking care of things around the house that I put off because I didn’t have the time. I run. I volunteer. I’m keeping busy.”
“It’s great that you have time to figure it out.” Flannery’s voice was almost wistful. “Most people just do what they fall into and never reevaluate why they’re doing it. Let alone decide to change things up.”
“If I didn’t know you better, Flan…” Nic searched her face. “You’re not talking about yourself, are you? I thought you loved your job.”
“I do,” she said, and Nic believed her. “I was lucky I fell into something I love. I know the sales thing isn’t your cup of tea, but I like it. I get to work with people, travel, make my own schedule. When I do my job well, there’s no better satisfaction. I don’t have to wait for a boss to pat me on the back. The signed contract and a client’s smiling face is validation enough. And the commission checks are cool, too. It doesn’t mean I don’t have fantasies about becoming a cowgirl or a professional dancer, though,” she added with a smile. “But, yes. I do love my job. I’m lucky.”
“I’ve never thought of your career in those terms before,” Nic said, realizing that she automatically put someone in a certain category if they said they were in sales. Lee’s face, the epitome of sales, filled her mind, and the hibernaculum of emotions living in the pit of her stomach writhed. “My darling sister, you just gave me something to think about.”
“And what’s that?” Flannery rubbed her hands together to wipe off sand and leaned back on her elbows. Her eyes were closed, but Nic could almost feel the rustle of her mind tentacles probing her. She was always aware of that connection. Her twin. Her other half. Probably her better half.
“Don’t hate me, but I’ve never had a lot of respect for salespeople,” Nic said. “Retail workers excluded. I love them. But corporate sales?”
Flannery rolled her eyes. “No shit.”
“What? Except you. I know who you are. You’ve always been an exception. It’s just that, as a program manager, I naturally think about motivation when it comes to anything work related. It helps me build strong processes and project plans, keep people on track, you know? Sales automatically means focused on money, commissions, and manipulation. Cold. Critical. It’s myopic but true, right?” Her sister’s expression conveyed volumes. “I need to reframe it.” She sighed. She was always honest with Flannery, who could always tell when she wasn’t.
“I’m glad you clarified that.” Flannery retained her look of defensiveness. “I don’t know who hurt you, Nic, but you need to check your privilege.”
“For salespeople? That’s rich. Seriously, Flan.” Nic hated that she’d offended her. “I always thought you were an exceptional salesperson precisely because you don’t act like one. Ugh.” Knowing she was an asshole, Nic dropped onto her back and rubbed her eyes with her fists. “I’m such a dick.” She sensed her sister wasn’t as offended as she’d started out to be. She hadn’t meant to hurt her feelings. I don’t know who hurt you, Nic…whatever.
“Somebody has to take Miss Perfect down a notch or two once in a while,” Flannery teased. “And you’re not a dick.”
“Miss Perfect? Please.”
“You can make it up to me by moving to Washington.” She was always trying to get Nic to live closer. “I can even get you a sales job at Spirit in Balance with me. You know. For penance.”
God. She’d love if they lived closer. But there were reasons they didn’t. “What about Ma and Da? Plus, I need my sunshine. I would go crazy with all that rain.”
“Get real. It’s not our parents or the sunshine. It’s the barely dressed hotties.” Flannery ogled a pair of runners near the water, one male, one female.
“You’re such a guy sometimes.” Nic threw a flip-flop at her. “Which one caught your fancy?”
“I’d take either. Such lovely creatures.” Her eyes moved up the beach, and she lowered her sunglasses to watch a surfer walk out of the water with the top of his wet suit rolled to his waist. “On second thought, maybe I’ll move back down here. I don’t remember seeing so many hot people when I used to live here.”
“It’s just not safe allowing you to roam the streets freely.”
“Come on. I need to cool off.” Flannery leapt to her feet, offering her hands to Nic. “Let’s take one more swim, then go do that shopping you said you had to do.”
“It’s not me who needs to cool off,” Nic muttered as she took her hands.
    
Nic brushed sand off her butt before she pulled on the shorts she’d picked to try on. “I should’ve taken another shower before we came here. There’s sand coming out of every one of my orifices. Might as well have had a seawater douche,” she said through the door of the only changing room in the sporting goods store. Twisting to see how the back looked in the mirror, she opened the door. “I think these look…”
“Look what?” Flannery asked. But Nic was looking at the person just past her.
Nic was very aware that she was standing in just a sports bra and running shorts, fondling her own butt in front of Lee Stone, who stood in line for the changing room behind Flannery. “Why aren’t you at work?” It was the only thing she could think of to say. She knew it was asinine.
“It seems we keep running into each other,” Lee said with a slight smile. Her eyes moved to Flannery, who turned. Lee’s eyes widened, the thing all eyes did when they first saw Nic and Flannery together. “I…I had a sales call cancel and decided to call it quits a little ear…earlier than usual.”
“I’m beginning to think you’re stalking me,” Nic said. Having Flannery there helped her recover her composure faster. She hoped her voice was icy like Lee’s had always been, but at the same time, she was embarrassed about the skimpy running attire she wore with the tags still attached. Lee must have heard the douche comment, too. Fuck. There was nothing she could do but turn to Flannery. “I think I’ll just go with this.”
“Yeah, good call,” Flannery said, and Nic cringed inside, knowing what was coming. “They make your ass look fabulous.” It was the same thing every time they tried on clothes. Either that or, “Looks good if you want to be a whore.” Nic was forced to review her life choices in that moment.
She didn’t have to look in the mirror to know her cheeks were bright crimson as she mumbled that she’d be out in a second and quickly shut the door.
When she exited the changing room a minute and a half later, she barely made eye contact with Lee as she brushed past on her way back to the rack to select more shorts in different colors. “Sorry about all the sand.”
“What was that all about?” Flannery asked when they were on the other side of the store. Nic had never been more relieved that she hadn’t asked it through the door while Nic was changing. “She doesn’t look familiar. She’s hot.”
“My ex-boss,” Nic said, her cheeks flaring again.
“The bitch from hell?” Flannery looked toward the changing room. “That’s why you look like you’re having a stroke.”
“Yup.” Nic dropped her head, squeezing her eyes shut. “I keep running into her. And I always look like I’ve crawled out of a garbage disposal.” She waved to her air-dried hair and sandy attire. “While she looks…the way she does.” She squeezed the bridge of her nose. “God. And there was the douche comment. And I was half dressed. Your remark about my ass. All the sand I left in the…Kill me now.”
“She’s hot.” Flannery surreptitiously watched the dressing room.
Nic grimaced in disgust. “Why do people keep saying that?”
“She thinks you’re hot, too.”
Nic’s head swiveled so fast, it hurt her neck. “Ouch. No way. Why would you say that?”
“I saw her look at your ass.” Flannery held up a shirt, shook her head, and put it back on the rack.
“She did not.”
“It wasn’t so much that she looked at it but how she looked at it.”
“What do you mean?”
“Like she wanted it for dessert,” Flannery said, holding up a different shirt and nodding. “She definitely wouldn’t look at you that way if she wasn’t dying to get a slice.”
“She’s straight.” Nic remembered she was supposed to be picking out more shorts and sports bras. Oh God. She saw me in my bra. Nic almost whimpered.
“No, she’s not.”
“Seriously. She’s dated every eligible executive man at OceanTel. She’s straight. Besides, she hates me. Come on,” Nic said, wishing she could be amused at her sister’s wishful thinking. “I have the shorts and the tops. Let’s get out of here.”
“Hey.” Flannery picked up a postcard from a stack on the checkout counter. “The store is hiring a part-time event coordinator. Career change, methinks?”
Nic barely heard her. Lee was still in the changing room, and Nic wanted to get out before she emerged again.




  

CHAPTER SIXTEEN
    
“Nic! Over here!”
Nic had already signed in for the race and was standing to the side of the registration tent attaching the timing band to her shoe when she heard her name. Simone was a short distance away, waving.
“Hey, I just want to say thanks for inviting me on the camping trip.”
“Thank you for chaperoning. I hope it didn’t put you off going on any more.”
“Not at all. I had fun. But I’ve been meaning to ask you about something. I think half the kids have followed me on Insta.” Nic saw the not quite alarmed but definitely wary look fall over Simone’s face. “Don’t worry. I don’t post much, but when I do, the only ones I make are of my dog Jet. But is that weird?”
“Not weird at all. They crave adult attention, so when they find one they like, they can get a little carried away. So be careful.”
“Oh, I will. Like I said, I only post my dog.”
“I’m not worried about you, actually. They can just get a little intense, and the stuff they post can be pretty interesting. Let me know if anything comes up.”
“Point taken.” So far, nothing had concerned her, but she was glad she had Simone to call if something came up. Simone’s attention switched to just over Nic’s shoulder. Curious, she turned to look.
Her stomach dropped, and her heart started to beat a little faster. Interestingly, the anger still flared at the sight of Lee but was less prominent. Almost like it was a habit more than a real response. Something else accompanied it, and if Nic had to name it, she would have said it was anticipation. Or anxiety. Maybe both? Either way, she wished Lee would just stop showing up like she had the right to be in Nic’s proximity. Because she didn’t.
Simone stood and rotated her back in a stretch. “I was wondering if I’d see you here today, Lee.”
“I was wondering the same thing,” Lee said. “It seems we can’t stop running into each other these days, Nic.”
You think? Nic managed to meet her eyes. There was an unexpected warmth in them. Probably residual from seeing Simone. Or stomping on babies. “Kind of like a bad case of déjà vu.” The warmth remained in Lee’s eyes, but something else entered her gaze. Amusement?
Nic didn’t care. She hated it. Lee had been nicer to her the times they’d met outside of work than she’d ever been in the office. Why now? Pity?
A handsome man stopped beside Lee, placing his hand on the small of her back. “I tried to grab your number for you, but you have to sign in yourself.”
“Thanks, Luke” Lee said, turning with a smile. Jesus. Lee went through men like tissue.
“Who are your friends?” Luke asked with a sparkling smile. Literally, it sparkled bright white like a model’s in a tooth whitening commercial. Even Nic was drawn by his good looks. It almost made up for his being associated with Lee.
She looked out of sorts, though. “Luke, this is Simone Walker, we ran together last year at this very same race.” She turned to Nic. “This beautiful woman is Nic Gallagher, a colleague of mine.” Her eyes shifted. “I’ll…be right back. I have to…go sign in.”
Nic felt her face flush at Lee’s words. Beautiful? Did she hear that right? Was she goading Nic with sarcasm?
“Hey, Luke.” Simone offered him her hand.
Nic remembered her manners just a beat later and offered him her hand, too. “Do you run a lot of these?”
“This is my first.” He flashed his movie star smile again. Despite his good looks, he seemed genuinely nice. Nic wanted to hate him but decided to stop at wary. “Lee runs by my house nearly every day, and it inspired me. She suggested I try this race. I’ll probably walk most of it.”
“You just let me know if you do. I’m in it for support, not time.” Simone clapped his shoulder as if he was her buddy. Nic had to kneel and “adjust” her laces to keep from howling in laughter. Simone had told her she avoided running like the plague when she’d invited Nic to join her, but she would roll in a pool of leeches before walking in a race, adding that she had a rep to uphold.
“I might take you up on that.” He turned as Lee rejoined them. “It looks like Simone can babysit me if I start to lag. You can run ahead if you need to.”
Lee nodded as she finished pinning her number on the front of her sports bra. Nic had to peel her eyes away from her flat stomach and defined shoulders. Lee’s suits did not do her any justice.
Where had that thought come from? Remember, she is the enemy.
As the announcer began to speak over the din of the runners, Nic’s anticipation shot up. They began to stretch along with the other runners. The emcee, a DJ from a local radio station, thanked everybody for being there. Nic barely heard him, however, when Lee stretched right in front of her. She tried not to stare. She really did. The operative word being “tried.” Performing her own stretches, she was caught off guard when a shot sounded, and the pack of runners around her began the slow acceleration that marked the start of the race. Working to find a comfortable pace and not ogling toned legs, Nic tried to avoid being pressed into Lee as the crowd surged forward.
Running in the tight pack was careful business as the runners started to break up when the track widened several yards beyond the start line. The fastest sped forward, and the people who were running together broke into smaller pods while the rest of the pack dispersed according to each person’s pace. The jockeying for position and the search for an easy gait threw off Nic’s breathing. The first half mile was always the hardest part as her mind wrestled with her body, and her lungs and limbs adjusted to the pace.
However, when she reached the half mile point, she was still struggling with her breathing. Simone and Luke appeared to be struggling even more than she was with their red faces, uneven breathing, and tight shoulders. A flare of irritation hit her when she saw Lee on the other side looking comfortable. Irritated or not, she focused on Lee’s breathing, paced her strides to Lee’s, and fell into a comfortable rhythm, a trick she’d used in her college track events. Soon, Nic was in her zone, concentrating on the cadence of Lee’s strides. They seemed to match well in the running department.
Nic was soon able to appreciate the scenery along the race path. The trail was damp packed dirt, edging around a large lagoon. A thick wall of water plants grew to one side of the path, and a dense curtain of shrubs and trees bordered the other. The air was heavy with earthy humidity—the morning haze lying over the still, salt water of the lagoon—and the scent of decaying plant life and wet dirt mingled with the green smells of the thriving foliage.
The race leaders, the ones in it to win it, had already made the wildlife scatter, but the occasional bird took flight as they approached, and frogs leapt into the water. A sense of peace built within Nic, and a wave of happiness anchored her to the moment. Not quite a runner’s high but close to it.
Near the two mile marker, Simone and Luke had dropped back, and it was only Lee’s breathing Nic was synced to. She felt like she could run forever.
Before she knew it, the finish line was in sight, and she started to run a little faster. Lee increased her speed, too. Something in Nic bristled at the unspoken challenge. She tucked her chin and upped her speed even more until she was running as fast as she could. She extended her stride, kicking up her legs, pumping her arms. She could hear Lee’s effort, and the thrill of the race gave her a burst of adrenaline that quickened her pace, and they both sprinted over the finish stretching hard to be the first.
Heart thudding and breathing hard, Nic slowed into a jog and then into a walk as she caught her breath. Lee was still beside her, and Nic found she didn’t mind the company. She stopped walking, putting her hands on her knees.
Lee stopped, too, raising her arms over her head. Nic ran her eyes up Lee’s body but noticed Lee watching her, too. Mildly panicked, she kept her eyes going as if she was rotating her head in a kind of weird, leaning over, twisting sort of stretch. She did it to the other side just to make sure Lee knew she was still focused on recovery and not the smooth skin that teased from between the bottom of Lee’s sports bra and the top of her running shorts.
“I don’t think I’ve ever finished a race in an all-out run like that,” Lee said. “That was fun.”
“Me either,” Nic said, straightening.
“We run well together.”
“Do you enter these races to actually race?” Nic asked.
Lee leaned forward, stretching her quads. “I like to improve each event. But it’s the camaraderie of running with other people I enjoy.”
“I’m in it for the wardrobe,” Nic joked to fill the silence.
“Speaking of which, it was a surprise to see you with a mirror image at the running store.”
Nic’s face flamed at the memory she’d hoped to never think of again. “Uh, yeah. Flannery. She’s my better looking identical twin.”
“I think you have that backward.”
The heat in Nic’s face rose to a smolder. If it had been anyone else, Nic would have thought Lee was flirting. But it was Lee. They fell silent, and Nic concentrated on how her muscles would be complaining the next day and definitely not on the way her gaze kept wanting to wander over Lee’s body. She reminded herself that straight women weren’t her thing, and Lee had shown her true colors too often to be appealing anyway.
Even if she did have a perfect ass.
Quit it.
“I’m going to wait for Simone near the finish.” Nic headed off to where the trail emerged from the dense foliage that made it hard to spot approaching runners.
“They dropped back about half a mile in,” Lee said.
“Simone is so fit. I thought she’d keep up easily.”
“She has a knee injury she needs surgery on. Sometimes she can keep up if it’s a smooth track. But it was pretty lumpy in places. You didn’t hear it from me, though. She’s RoboCop. Nothing takes her down.” Lee’s eyes were sparkling with amusement Nic hadn’t seen in seven years. It softened her.
Nic was unable to hold back a smile. Damnit. “Her secret’s in my vault now. Do you enter a lot of races?” she asked, reluctantly admitting she enjoyed the casual conversation. Lee seemed so different out of the office.
“It’s my primary stress relief. I enter every race that comes up locally. I also hit the Los Angeles, San Francisco, and Boston Marathons.”
“That’s impressive.” Nic looked away, not wanting Lee to think she was cool with her, even if it was nice to see her relaxed.
Lee looked embarrassed but smiled as she looked over Nic’s shoulder. “I think I see them.”
Simone and Luke jogged out of the narrow trail. When they got close enough, Lee jogged alongside the rope with them until they’d passed the finish line, yelling encouragement the whole way.
They looked beat when Nic met up with them. Luke moaned. “I need a mimosa and a soak in a hot tub, stat.”
“I’m tired, but I don’t feel as bad as I thought I would,” Simone said, limping slightly. “At least we ran the entire way, huh?” She high-fived Luke.
Luke stretched his arms behind his head. “You’re the only reason I didn’t walk as soon as we started. Slow but steady.”
She laughed. “I only kept running because you did.”
Luke leaned against Lee. “Are you ready to go? I need to get out of these sweaty clothes.”
Nic wondered if that was code for something else and was surprised at her disappointment when they left. Luke was probably fun to hang out with. And for once, she hadn’t minded Lee’s presence that much. Almost the opposite, actually. Which was annoying. She wasn’t sure she was ready to not hate Lee.




  

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
    
“No dresses,” Nic said later that day as she and Rachel looked through her closet to find something for her to wear to the charity event that evening. She was turning into quite the philanthropist, what with the charity race that morning and the auction that night, and she’d have been screwed if Rachel hadn’t appointed herself her personal dresser way back in high school. Nic’s idea of dressed up extended as far as black jeans and a tucked in shirt and this was a black-tie event.
Rachel was already dressed for the separate awards banquet she was going to. Nic couldn’t be prouder of her for her nomination for best medical journalism in the category of sports medicine, as well as being the youngest nominee and the only woman. Rachel was already resigned that she wasn’t going to win. She’d even suggested that she skip her function to go to Nic’s thing. But Nic had reminded her that she’d look like a spoilsport if she didn’t go. Conversely, Nic had to go to her charity event to support a dear friend. So she was letting Rachel dress her up. She had limits, though.
“But you look drop-dead gorgeous in a dress,” Rachel almost whined as she held up a gray dress. “Especially this little number we found for you when you had to go to that award thing with Ryan last fall.”
“You know I only wore that to femme it up for Ryan in our twice yearly fake relationship charade for his homophobic boss.” Nic hated participating in the sham. “I shudder to think that I used to work for that jerk, too.”
“It must be claustrophobic in his closet.” Rachel flipped through hangers. “You stop traffic when you wear dresses like this,” she said, pausing to hold up a backless black dress that Nic had bought for their last girl’s trip to Las Vegas. “I don’t know why you hate them so much. And I don’t know why Ryan doesn’t get a new job.”
Nic sighed, hanging the dress back up. “I ask him that every time he invites me to one of his work parties. He says he hates having to play straight just to pull down the big bucks. That’s one of the reasons I took a pay cut when I left the gulag to work at OceanTel. One of the only good things I can say about OceanTel is that I could be out, and no one cared.”
“He should sue them.”
“That takes time and money.”
“He should get another job, and then sue them.”
“He’s too emotionally drained to go through the recounting of his trauma and dealing with the blowback he’d get from haters. He’s a sensitive soul. Anyway, it’s not the dresses I hate so much as it is the shoes that go with them. Since the event is just a few blocks away, I’ll be walking. I want to wear comfortable shoes.”
“As long as you don’t wear your Doc Martens. Those zippy boots are sleek enough and have a little heel that will look good with these pants,” Rachel said pulling out some dark linen pants with a wide cuff before looking for a shirt.
“Yes. Those pants.” Nic grabbed them. “I don’t know why they want the event to be so dressy. It’s just a wine tasting benefit thing. These dress pants and a nice shirt will be perfect. If it makes you feel better, you can accessorize me. I’ll even wear a little makeup.” She actually liked getting dressed up. It was a shame Rachel gave up so quickly. Nic would have worn the gray dress if she’d asked one more time.
“That does make me feel better,” Rachel said very seriously. Nic stifled a laugh. “I still think the dress would have been the better choice. You’d have been sure to take home a woman if you wore it.”
Nic waited for her to ask, but she didn’t. Her toes were very happy. “You know it’s my aim in life to make you happy, Rach,” she said with a smile. “But I’m not going to this thing to pick someone up. I’m going to support my friend for her medical expenses. Being an artist is a fickle job.”
“I can’t believe how quickly life can spin you around like that. I see it all the time.”
“I know. One day, her work is featured in prominent galleries, and the next, she can’t work because she gets sick. It’s just not fair that when she feels better, she can’t concentrate on her work because of the worry over the medical bills. How’s someone supposed to get better when they have that kind of worry?”
“Thank goodness she has a lot of friends who want to help her out. I wish I could go. Remember what I said, put me down for a bid on something you think I’d love. Maybe a painting or a sculpture. Something decorative. I’ll go as high as five hundred. I trust your judgment.”
“I’ll bid on the tackiest thing I can find for you.”
“No, you won’t,” Rachel said confidently.
Nic sighed. “You’re right. But I want to.”
“Just know, I’d rather be at the wine tasting thing with you than this boring medical journal awards thing. Make sure Amy knows that and give her and that sweet mother of hers my love.”
“I will, Dr. Lawrence,” Nic said, trying to make Rachel feel better about going to her ceremony. “Just make sure to open your acceptance speech with a joke. And don’t forget to text me when you win.”
“I’m not going to win.”
“Of course you’ll win.” Nic might not have been a doctor, but she knew the significance of Rachel’s work. “Your article made every medical journal in the nation, and even Oprah talked about the new procedure on her health special. Your name in Oprah’s mouth. How can you not win?”
“Whatever,” Rachel said waving it away. “I’d rather be at the auction with you.”
“If it makes you feel any better, I do too. I hate going to these things alone. If it wasn’t for a good cause, I would go with you to your boring dinner, even though you didn’t ask me.”
“Just make sure you don’t leave alone.”
“I don’t need any repeats of Stephanie, thank you very much.”
“That’s what you said before you met Mel, remember?”
“It’s my turn to say whatever,” Nic said. “Okay, time for you to get going to your dinner. I’ll give you the highlights tomorrow when we go running. I’m sure there will be drama.”
“How can there not be with all the local lesbians there? I’ll need all the details.”




  

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
    
Nic anxiously sipped a glass of Syrah in front of a piece she had been bidding on for Rachel at the silent auction. She’d bid on several items, but the one she really wanted to win was a painting that had caught her eye as soon as she’d entered the gallery. As the auction wound down, she found herself staring at the online bidding app, hoping she would have the last bid and take it home.
The painting was a watercolor of a desert mountain at sunset. As the story within the watercolor revealed itself, she felt herself fall into the painting and stood transfixed, her eyes glued to the colors, the beauty, the detail, but most of all, the feelings the scene evoked. She felt hope and saw beauty in a barren and dangerous land. Art had always moved her. When the bid went over Rachel’s limit of five hundred, she decided to continue bidding for herself. She had bids out for a few other items and would let Rachel pick from those if she won.
After a flurry of early bids, it was now just between her and one other person. She didn’t know who it was, but the other bidder had been steadily driving the price up. A notification appeared, indicating the other bidder had just outbid her. She submitted a new one and hit submit just as she felt a presence slide in beside her.
Looking up, she had to sigh. “You again. Why is it I’m not surprised?”
“Maybe because you have a copy of my schedule. That’s the only plausible explanation,” Lee said with a smile Nic wanted to kick herself for returning. Lee was in a jade green, spaghetti-strapped dress very similar to the gray one Rachel had been trying to talk Nic into wearing earlier that night. Playing twinsies with Lee would have been humiliating. Her hair was loose, looking elegantly radiant with red curls flowing down her back. As Nic had never seen her hair out of its braid before, the experience fell over her like a revelation. Lee was, by far, the most stunning woman in the room, a realization Nic wasn’t sure she wanted to acknowledge.
“We worked together for years and never once saw each other outside of work, and now, it seems we can’t avoid it.” Nic turned her attention to the painting because she was having a hard time looking at Lee. Not because of the familiar anger Lee’s presence invariably provoked but because of the other feelings that were starting to mingle with it. Feelings like interest, curiosity, and…excitement?
What happened to hating this woman? She tried to pull up the automatic irritation. She thought of the meeting in Trina’s office. Of being escorted from the OceanTel building. It felt like it had all happened to someone else. Even the humiliation was absent.
Lee studied the painting. Her non-expression suggested she was trying not to show emotion. Was she the other bidder?
“Please tell me you aren’t bidding on this,” Nic said. If Lee ended up outbidding her, she’d be pissed.
Lee shook her head and looked over Nic’s shoulder at the last bid displayed in the app. “I know the artist. She’ll be pleased.”
None of the art had attached names. It was so the lesser known artists weren’t overshadowed by the famous ones. Of course, some of it was impossible not to guess, such as two of the sculptures Nic had bid on by Meredith Tosh. “I don’t recognize their work. I just know I love it. I was surprised the starting bid was so low, but the bids have definitely outpaced the estimated value. I was originally bidding for Rachel, but her limit is five hundred, so I’m bidding for me now.”
“Dorian sets the values. The artist didn’t think it should have been set that high.” Lee turned to her, the non-expression still firmly in place. “Who’s Rachel?”
“My best friend. She had another event to go to tonight, so I told her I’d bid on something for her.”
“She must trust you to give you that kind of freedom with her money.”
“She’d let me have free rein over her checking account if I asked.” Were they really having a conversation, let alone this conversation? Since when did Lee care about anything in Nic’s life?
Lee glanced at the display on her phone. “The auction just closed. Did you get it?”
Nic looked. She’d won the painting and a few other items, losing only a multimedia piece she’d been unsure about anyway. She pumped her fist. “Yes. I can’t believe it.” She gazed at the landscape. Her landscape. She had the perfect spot for it above her bed. “Did you bid on anything?”
“A few items. But it looks like I got outbid on all but one.”
The whole conversation, as innocuous as it was, stirred up a confusion of feelings in Nic. She wanted an excuse to get away. “I guess I’ll go collect my art.”
“I’m sure I’ll see you around.” Lee wiggled her fingers. Nic had never noticed them before. They were long and…
Nope. Not gonna even think about that. She went to find the collection table.
Hoping not to see Lee again tonight, Nic willed the incredibly slow line to move faster. But as it turned out, when she arrived at the table, Lee was there talking to Dorian, the organizer of the event and the mother of the artist the auction was benefitting.
“You really are stalking me,” Lee said.
Dorian saved her from having to answer. “You won some wonderful pieces, Nic. I saw you in line and sent a runner to retrieve them already.” Dorian lifted a box from under the table. “They’re getting the painting now.”
“You out bid me on both of those sculptures,” Lee said.
Nic received a small amount of satisfaction from the information. “You stopped too soon. They’re worth far more than I won them for. I have one by the same artist at home.”
“You have good taste.” Lee cocked an eyebrow. “I can get them at wholesale if I want. Isn’t that right, Meredith?” Lee asked playfully bumping a woman who stood with her back to them. She turned to bump Lee back and Nic recognized her immediately.
“You’re Meredith Tosh,” Nic said, feeling a little starstruck. “The sculptor.”
“The one and only.” Meredith laughed.
Lee’s entire face brightened when she smiled at Meredith. And was that deep affection seemingly passing between them? Lee knew Meredith Tosh well enough to tease her? Where had this humanity even come from? But she didn’t want to think positive thoughts about Lee.
“I love your work,” she said breathlessly. “I’m such a fan. You must hear it all the time.”
“Flattery never gets old.” Meredith held out her hand. “What’s your name?”
“Nic Gallagher,” she said, clasping Meredith’s’ rough hand. “It’s nice to meet you, M…Meredith. I’m sorry for my apparent loss of social skills. Meeting you in person seems to have stolen them. I really do love your work.”
“Thank you. Is Nic short for Nicole?”
“Nioclas. It’s an Irish name.”
“Your parents were hoping for a boy, were they?” She winked. “Ireland sure breeds some beautiful women.” Nic’s cheeks flamed at the comment. “Speaking of which, here’s my own Emerald Isle beauty right now.” Meredith’s sparkling eyes grew soft as she clasped the hands of a beautiful young woman who joined them. “A chroí, meet Nioclas Gallagher. She loves my work, and I love her name. Nic, meet Shelby. She just moved here from Dungarvan, Ireland last year.”
“A pleasure to meet you, Nioclas,” Shelby said in a thick and melodic Irish accent that made Nic feel like she was with her family. Shelby appeared to be at least twenty years younger than Meredith and ignored the hand that Nic offered, giving her a cheek kiss instead. “What an interesting name. Were your parents fans of Nioclas Toibin the singer?”
“Not that I’m aware of. I’ll have to ask.”
“He’s dead now. I only know him from recordings my ma and da used to play. He was a traditional singer. My da would say to my ma, ‘A chroí, listen here. A little Nikki for your ears.’ Then they’d kiss, and my brother and I would find our rooms.”
Shelby squeezed Nic’s hand, and Nic was back in the sitting room at her grandma’s house, listening to stories. There were always so many stories. “My ma and da call each other mo chroí, as well as my sister Flannery and me. My heart. I love that.”
“Ah, yes. Your sister Flannery,” Lee said before exchanging cheek kisses with Shelby. Her eyes fell to Nic and stayed, and Nic remembered Lee’s compliment at the race.
Meredith gestured between them. “This shindig seems to be wrapping up, and the night’s still young. Care for a drink at our place?”
Nic’s initial thought was to decline. Meredith probably mistook her and Lee as friends. If she only knew. She tried not to think about her growing complexity of feelings. And who was Lee with? She looked around for Luke.
“I’m up for a drink.” Lee eyed Nic nervously. “Meredith and Shelby live at their studio just a couple of blocks away. I’m sure they’d show you around if you’d like.”
“Um, well…” Nic faltered, but Lee looked like she genuinely wanted her to come. Which probably meant she shouldn’t. It was too complicated.
“Come,” Meredith said. “We’d love to show you around.”
“Sounds great.” Nic heard herself say. How often did she get invited to a famous artist’s home? “I just have to finish up here.” It looked like they’d wrapped up most of the pieces.
“I have to finish, too,” Lee said. “Meet you out front?”
Everyone agreed, which left Nic and Lee at the collection table suffering through an anxious sort of quiet. At least, Nic was anxious. She couldn’t speak for Lee, but the way Lee’s gaze seemed to drift to her before quickly moving away indicated she was experiencing some kind of discomfort. Wishing she didn’t care, Nic looked for someone or something to distract them, but Dorian was busy with other donors as she supervised the wrapping of their pieces. This left them scraping an empty barrel for conversation.
“Are you here with Luke?” Nic finally asked when the silence felt like it was sucking all the oxygen from the room.
“I was,” Lee said, looking relieved to have something to talk about. “And his partner, Raymond. They left early.”
Lee’s almost but not quite casual mention of Luke having a partner, along with a shift to face her and a lift of her brow, made Nic suspect that Lee wanted to be sure Nic knew that she and Luke were only friends. Which in turn made Nic wonder why Lee even cared what she thought. At that point, Nic decided she was reading way too much into things.
Thankfully, someone approached Lee at the same time Dorian waved Nic over. “Did you see Amy before she had to leave? She really wanted to stay, but all the excitement was a little too much, what with the chemo and all.”
“I said hello just as she was leaving. She looked good. Rachel sends her love. I bid on a Meredith Tosh sculpture for her.”
“The two Tosh pieces you won are exquisite. The Shelby piece, too. Her blown glass is so vibrant.”
“The blown glass is Shelby’s?” Nic asked, surprised at the coincidence. “I know Meredith Tosh’s work on sight, but I didn’t know who did the stained glass or the painting.”
“The names are on the back of the cards attached to the work. I think it worked out well, don’t you? The real gem you have is the watercolor. You probably knew that, though.” Dorian gave Nic a hug as Lee came back to the table. “Thanks for helping Amy, you two,” Dorian said with tears in her eyes. “Lee, your help has been a blessing.”
“It was my pleasure.” Nic was moved to see her eyes glistening with tears. “Give Amy my love. I didn’t get to see her before she left.”
“How do you know Amy?” Nic asked as they walked toward the front of the building, Lee with her one small sculpture, and Nic with her painting in one hand and the three sculptures packed into a medium-sized box. Moving through the crowd was a bit of a bob and weave until Lee, without saying anything, took the painting, allowing Nic to hold the box with both arms.
“We went to school together. Do you know her?”
“I met her through Rachel. We’ve only recently become friends.” Nic was processing her new view of Lee, along with the unexpected connections that kept revealing themselves. “Did you help put the event together?”
“I didn’t do much. It put itself together with all the people who worked on it.”
“There you are,” Meredith said when they met up with her and Shelby. “What did you get?”
“I won two of your sculptures,” Nic said. “I also picked up one of Shelby’s pieces.”
“I knew I liked you,” Meredith said, grasping Nic’s upper arm. “You certainly have good taste.”
“Did you pick up a painting, Lee?” Shelby asked, pointing. “Which one did you get?”
“This is Nic’s. It’s the watercolor landscape,” Lee said. It seemed everyone knew the painting.
Nic wondered if she’d unwittingly scored something special. “I can’t wait to look up the artist. Hiding the name was a stroke of genius. Leave it to Dorian.”
“I hope you’re not disappointed,” Meredith said with a grimace. “A complete hack with a prima donna reputation. Please tell me you didn’t pay more than twenty dollars for it.”
Nic felt a protective pang. Had Lee been trying to warn her earlier when she’d said it wasn’t worth the value posted? “It’s beautiful, though. And it’s for a good cause,” she said, trying not to be embarrassed about her lack of knowledge.
“Here we are,” Shelby sang. “Home sweet studio.”
Happy to be off the subject of the painting, Nic looked up. Like the women’s shelter, the building was one Nic had passed many times, thinking it looked interesting and she’d always been curious about what it housed. She was excited to finally find out. A large converted warehouse painted with several murals depicting the local area, it emphasized the artist collective character of the neighborhood. Next to the building sprung a rambling garden within a wrought iron fence in what had been an empty lot. Through decorative vines and flowering shrubs, she could see several sculptures and tile mosaics spotlighted in the darkness with footlights. Several benches sat at strategic spots meant for viewing the art or maybe just for sitting quietly, pondering future projects.
Meredith led them to a side door as security lights automatically switched on when they moved down the side of the building. Meredith swiped a fob over a pad that opened the door, and a wave of creepy choral music rushed over them. Goose bumps rose up Nic’s arms. She had to fight the urge to look over her shoulder to make sure something wasn’t sneaking up on them. When Lee moved closer, grabbing Nic’s wrist, she was at once grateful that she wasn’t the only one affected by the atmosphere and taken aback by Lee’s move into her personal space. The latter caused her overthinking mind to glitch out in a major way.
With Lee so close, she was only peripherally aware of Meredith punching buttons on a panel inside the doorway to turn off the music. “Sorry about that. I thought I shut it off when we left. Today’s inspirational music. We’re both working on things that come from the darkness inside. It’s fun to channel evil,” she said with a playful glint in her eye before striding into the building, turning on lights as she went.
Lee let go of Nic’s wrist. “Sorry,” she said avoiding eye contact.
“It’s okay,” Nic said. “I had a similar reaction.” She tried not to think about the thrill that Lee grabbing her for protection gave her. Instead, she focused on how cool it was to enter the artist’s lair. She didn’t have an artistic bone in her body, so maybe that was why she admired people who did. In a way, imagining Meredith and Shelby creating their art while listening to the creepy choral music made her feel like part of their inspiration.
“This is our humble studio.” Meredith gestured around them as they moved farther into the room that opened into a wide, cement-floored space with a high ceiling. The entire area was bare corrugated steel supported by I beams with all the ducts and conduits exposed, retaining the warehouse feel. The back portion was finished drywall, and Nic assumed that was their living area. Where they stood was obviously a work area but nearly spotless, debunking Nic’s imaginings of a studio covered in dust, grit, and fragments of chiseled rock.
Bright lights illuminated every nook and cranny. One entire wall contained shelves lined with small, finished sculptures. Another wall had tools and equipment arranged neatly on hooks and shelves. In the middle of the room was a raised modeling dais. Forms under canvas drop cloths stood on the floor around it. Nic assumed they were works in progress.
“This is my part of the studio,” Meredith said. “Where I do most of my work. Feel free to put your packages on the table near the door and wander around. Don’t be timid about looking under the drop cloths. I’m not shy, and you can’t really damage it.”
Nic and Lee wandered around together, Nic peeking as Lee lifted drop cloths. She felt almost naughty peeping at hidden things. Some of the pieces had rolling corkboards beside them with sketches. It amazed Nic to see identifiable items taking shape amid an otherwise untouched piece of stone. How did Meredith see the shapes that would emerge? A perfect arm grew out of an otherwise boxy piece of granite. A face was taking shape in an unusually shaped hunk of marble. A dark angel of granite looked mostly complete. Although there was marble and clay, it seemed that Meredith preferred granite for most of her larger work.
“Do you always work on several pieces at a time?” Nic asked as she completed her round of the room.
“Yes and no,” Meredith explained. “I always have partially completed works, but sometimes, I stay with one piece until it’s complete. It depends on what I’m working on and how the pieces speak to me. Some of these were started years ago, and I haven’t touched them since the initial spurt of inspiration. I might get back to them one day. That dark angel commission is mostly done. I’m spending my time on the first two of five granite sculptures.” She swept her hand toward two of the covered pieces. “When I’m done with the first two, I’ll work on several smaller pieces on commission for a private gallery owner before I start the other three. Sometimes it’s inspired, sometimes it’s work, but it all comes from passion.”
“This is amazing.” Nic sighed, taking it all in.
“You should see Shelby’s space. Mine is boring in comparison.”
“You don’t work in the same area?” Nic asked, realizing she hadn’t seen any glasswork.
“She requires an extremely clean area. My sculpting is a dirty business.” Meredith walked toward the front and opened a smaller door in the middle of a larger roll up door. It opened to hanging plastic slats akin to those in walk-in coolers designed to keep the cold air in. These were probably to keep the dust out. Past them, another space about half the area of the other room contained more shelving units and colorful glass pieces of all shapes, sizes, and dimensions. In the center of it all was an open workspace. Colorful glass birds hung from wires attached to the ceiling. The sizes, coordinated colors, and the spatial orientation of each piece gave the impression of depth and directional movement of a murmuration. Nic stood in awe of the vision it took to create something so complex and beautiful.
Lee craned her neck to look at them. “When did you start doing the birds, Shelby?”
“About two months ago. I was watching that old Hitchcock film, and the stiff props gave me the idea. I made a few for fun, and a casino in Las Vegas saw them on my website and ordered several hundred. This is most of the first phase of that order. I’ll install it in three phases over the next year.”
“I love it. Nic, you should see this room during the day when the sun streams through the windows.” Lee’s voice was reverent. “All the glass just glimmers. There’s color everywhere you look. I haven’t seen it with the birds, but I can imagine it.”
“I’m just in awe. I wish I had a speck of talent,” Nic said.
“Come on down when we’re doing classes,” Shelby said. “It’s far more dramatic when the glory hole is burning. If you like, you can try your hand at it. Maybe there’s an artist inside you just waiting to leap out. Also, please take any of the birds lying on the table over there. They’re the ones with imperfections. For some reason, I can’t bring myself to destroy them.”
“Thank you.” Nic selected a yellow one but couldn’t see any imperfections. “I might come down. I have more free time these days,” she said, not daring to touch anything else. Lee looked at her, and Nic couldn’t read her expression, but she didn’t turn away. Her comment about her free time hadn’t been an accusation. In fact, she hadn’t really been thinking about anything other than her schedule. If Lee saw it as anything other than what it was, it was her own guilt. Oddly, Nic didn’t feel much about it one way or the other. Apparently, she’d made more progress getting past that whole situation than she thought.
Fortunately, Meredith handed them each a glass of wine, breaking the moment and leading them toward the living area.
“It’s interesting that your studio and living space is connected,” Nic said.
“When inspiration hits, I find it convenient to be near my workspace,” Meredith said.
Shelby laughed. “I’ve found her down here in her nightgown more than once.”
“No offense, my friends, but this is my favorite room in the place,” Lee said as they entered the lower level through two huge, brushed metal doors matching the industrial decor. The space followed the same theme, with lots of brushed metal accents, discreet focused lighting, and a polished cement floor. The simple scheme subtly directed the eye to the work on display.
Everyone fanned out to view the pieces. It was a bit overwhelming to Nic. She had expected them to have their own art decorating their home, but instead, it was a gallery. Meredith and Shelby must have been collecting for years to amass so much. Nic’s ignorance about art relegated her to silence as she roamed.
To her surprise, near the back of the room was a painting that reminded her very much of the one she’d purchased. It must have been done by the same artist, but Meredith had called them a hack. Like hers, the emotion of the artist positively spilled from the seemingly still and lonely landscape. Both seemed to be alive if you only looked closely.
Meredith stood next to her. “Our paintings are a set. I bought this directly from the artist and was hoping to win the one you won tonight.”
“I thought you said she was a hack.”
Meredith laughed loudly. “I was kidding. She’s a delight. I’m glad you have it.”
Nic looked for the signature only to see a symbol, giving her no clue to the artist’s identity.
They met Shelby and Lee by a display of small tapestries Shelby had brought from Ireland. Meredith and Shelby then led them upstairs to a large, well-appointed, open loft. The stairs stood in the middle of the room near a group of sofas arranged in a circle. A spacious modern kitchen and dining area stood to the right, and to the left was a bedroom separated by a partial glass and metal wall. Meredith explained that the bathroom was through the bedroom. Though simple, the area could comfortably contain a party of fifty or more.
They settled on the sofas, chatting and sipping wine. Meredith and Shelby were very affectionate with one another. While at first, Nic had been very aware of the age disparity, as the evening progressed, it seemed that Meredith’s energetic and kooky personality exuded youth, and Shelby’s quiet softness spoke of maturity, effectively bridging the gap. They’d been together for twelve years, only living together for the last year in the United States due to Shelby’s obligations in Ireland. Nic assumed their recent move to living together, after such an extended long-distance period, explained their conspicuous demonstration of affection. It made her wistful in a way she never expected. Whether it was for them or herself, she couldn’t tell.
“That must have been hard,” she said.
“Absence makes the heart grow fonder. We visited each other as often as we could. But I was glad when business finally brought Shelby to the States,” Meredith said.
Nic thought about how easy it was to overcome some obstacles as long as both parties were willing. She’d never experienced that, most of her relationships having been fairly brief, but it was beautiful to see.
“Do you remember that party we went to in San Diego?” Lee asked. “We picked Shelby up at the airport on our way?”
Meredith flapped her hand. “Not that story again.” She turned to Nic, who was watching Shelby turn crimson. “I was helping her get dressed. The party was dressy, and she’d still been wearing her travel clothes.”
Lee shook her head. “The sounds coming from behind the bathroom door were very much not in line with that explanation, no matter how many times you try to sell it.”
Shelby covered her face, but she was laughing.
Nic was drawn to Lee more and more as the night progressed. Away from work and at ease among her friends, she appeared to be a completely different person. Her relaxed demeanor said she had shed her stiff armor, and her easygoing and unprotected side was given free rein. Nic could almost like this side of her. She thought back to when they’d first met. Glimpses of that young woman peeked from this Lee, and it was becoming harder to imagine her as the cold person with whom she’d worked the last few years. Maybe it was denial, but she was increasingly having a hard time remembering the abrasive and critical Lee. And she tried. She really did. She didn’t want to like her.
Maybe Lee was thinking along the same lines because when Meredith left to use the restroom and Shelby rose to get another bottle of wine, Lee moved closer, pulling her leg under her so they could face each other. “This is weird for you, isn’t it?” Lee asked, more a statement than a question.
“No. Yes. Well, sort of,” Nic said, and all three answers were true.
“For me, too,” Lee pushed her hair behind one of her ears, and Nic was once again struck by how different she seemed after literally letting her hair down. It was curly, not as long as the braid with the heaviness released. As much as Nic had often wondered how it would feel in her hands, that desire struck her even harder as she tried not to stare at the unrestrained locks. “I don’t socialize with people from work.”
“We don’t work together.” Nic didn’t hold back a slight edge. Maybe she hadn’t completely processed it after all.
“We used to.” She seemed impervious to the ice in Nic’s voice. “I’ve never done this before.”
“Done what?” Nic knew what she meant, but she didn’t want to make it easy for her. She laughed. “Hung out with someone you used to work with? You used to date Tim from engineering.”
Lee had the grace to look uncomfortable. “That’s a long story that maybe I’ll tell you someday. Suffice to say, things aren’t always what they appear.”
“Oh?”
Lee pursed her lips. “I can’t tell if you like me or not. I can understand if you don’t, but it seems maybe that’s…changing? You don’t seem so cold. Am I totally off base here?”
The honesty shocked Nic. “You’re not off base,” she said after a brief hesitation. She blamed the wine. “I want to dislike you. And I did for a long time. Maybe I still do. I don’t know. You were…well, you call me cold? When you were so scathingly critical of everything I did for so long? It’s hard to forget.” She ran her fingers through her hair, pushing it back. A groan bubbled from her throat. “Let’s not talk about it. It’s making me mad again, and I feel like a kid whining about another kid who didn’t pick her for the kickball team.”
“I wish we could clean the slate,” Lee said earnestly. “Is it wishful thinking?”
“Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe not.”
“Maybe not clean the slate? Or maybe not wishful thinking?”
“The latter.”
Lee’s brows knit. “I can never remember which is which. Is the latter last, and the former first or vice versa?”
Nic couldn’t help but laugh. “The first one.” She felt Lee’s gaze, and it sobered her. “Is there such a thing as a fresh start?” Something moved inside her. Was it nerves…or anticipation? “Do you deserve it?”
“I honestly don’t know.” Lee breathed out and placed her hand on Nic’s thigh. “But you didn’t technically say no.”
The hand was only there for a couple of seconds, but it sent shivers of heat through her entire leg. What was that about? She sighed. “I might be too forgiving, but that would infer that there was an apology of some sort.”
“I hate that I caused you any pain, and I’m sorry for being…” Lee paused before seeming to decide how to continue. “I’m sorry that I hurt you. For being such a bitch.” She paused. “I hate that word. Bitch.”
“You must not have a sister.”
“I do, actually. But we don’t have that kind of relationship.” Lee pushed her hair back distractedly. “And I’ve been called a bitch so many times…by men, usually, who don’t…anyway.”
“You two seem to be talking about something serious,” Meredith said when she came back, saving Nic from having to respond. And before she or Lee could say anything, Shelby came back with more wine.
“Another glass?”
“I’m well past my usual limit, but I am walking home tonight,” Nic said lifting her glass. “I planned to run first thing in the morning, but…”
“Yeah, me too. All of those things,” Lee said, lifting her glass.
They continued to talk for a while longer, and Nic finally and reluctantly excused herself, saying she should get home. Meredith offered to call a car, but Nic told them where her house was and said she’d prefer walking. Lee decided to leave at the same time and offered to help Nic carry her new art home, saying that Nic’s house was on the way.
Nic needed the help, so she agreed. The damp sea air had turned chilly, and they shivered a little as they walked the few blocks toward Nic’s house, though it wasn’t just the chill that had Nic strung so tight she vibrated. The cool air cleared some of the fogginess the wine had deposited in her brain, while it enhanced the sweet scent of bougainvillea and magnolia blossoms that adorned every yard in the neighborhood. Nic took several deep breaths, quietly processing the evening.
Lee took a few deep breaths of her own. “God, I love late-night walks like this. Sometimes I go running at night just to be in the peace and quiet.”
“I’m mostly a morning runner.”
“I’m not much of a morning person, so I usually go after work. I need to burn off the tension of the day.”
Nic remembered the race and how well they’d paced each other. Before too long, they arrived at her house, stopping at her driveway near the alley that went down the side of her house to the front door. She could smell the star jasmine wafting on the breeze from the front yard. “Well, this is my stop.”
Lee glanced at the house. “I go by here almost every day on my runs or on my way to work. I always wondered who lived here. You must have fabulous views.”
“I do.” Usually, the next question would be about how she could afford it, but Lee didn’t ask. “How much farther is your house?” Nic reached for the package Lee had carried for her, feeling a little weird about letting Lee walk home alone, especially in those heels. It felt like she should offer her a ride or at least a pair of flip-flops. But they weren’t friends, and she’d been drinking, so a ride was out.
“Just a few blocks.” Lee started to go but paused when Nic almost dropped the box as she juggled it to grab the painting. “But after I help you get to your front door with all of this.”
Nic realized she’d have to make two trips if she didn’t. “Thanks. That would be great.”
Lee followed her around and up to the front deck where they stopped while Nic unlocked the door.
“You might want to step back. My dog will plow us over.” When she opened the door, Jet greeted them both, then took off toward the stairs toward the beach. Nic lowered her voice to a whisper. “Dogs aren’t allowed on the beaches except for designated or private spots, so we sneak out under cover of darkness.”
“I’d do the same thing.” Lee placed the painting near the door before pretending to zip her mouth. “It’s our secret.” She took a couple of steps backward. “I’ll probably see you around.”
She sounded a little unsure, like Nic felt. “When Jet gets back, we can walk you home.”
“That’s ridiculous,” Lee said with a laugh. “When we get there, I’ll end up offering to walk you home, and we’ll keep walking a loop until we drop.”
“Those shoes, though. They’re beautiful, but your feet must be killing you. At least take a pair of flip-flops.” She pointed to a neat line of shoes next to the doormat. Some were just hers, but she had extras for friends because they almost always ended up on the beach.
Lee seemed to consider it. “How about this: I borrow the flip-flops, and we talk on the phone until I’m safe inside my house?”
“A compromise that might work.” Nic scrolled to her number from her old work contacts. The reminder put a small damper on the good feels she’d enjoyed the last part of the evening.
Lee backed away with a grin, tapping to answer the call. “Lee’s escort and exotic dancing service. How can we please you this evening?” When she spun around to walk down the steps, something niggled at Nic’s memory.
She sucked in a breath when she had it. The loose hair, spaghetti string dress, watching someone dance from behind…By then, Lee had rounded the corner out of sight, but she could still see her walking away in her memory, relaxed and easy.
The woman from Lips had been Lee.
The realization paralyzed Nic for a moment until Jet returned, all wet and sandy.
“Nic? Are you there?” Lee’s voice brought her the rest of the way back.
“Sorry, I got distracted with Jet.” Nic juggled the phone as she dried the dog with a towel she kept by the door for that reason. She then moved the art she’d purchased into the house.
“Cute dogs have that power,” Lee said with a smile in her voice.
“Can I ask you something?” Her phone chimed that she had a message, and Nic silenced it, knowing it was Rachel sending her bored texts like she’d been doing all night. Nic had stopped reading them when she and Lee had started talking at the event. She felt like a bad friend, but Rachel was just live texting the stuffy awards ceremony.
“Sure, but I reserve the right to not answer,” Lee said.
“Have you ever been to Lips?”
The line grew silent before Lee finally answered. “Yes.”
“I saw you there once,” Nic said, getting right to the point. “You were dancing a foot away from me.”
“I know,” Lee said quietly. A long silence grew between them. “I went home with a woman I wasn’t attracted to just to get out of there when I saw you,” Lee said, surprising her. “She was disappointed when I asked her to drop me back at my car before we got to her house. I didn’t even kiss her good night. Some women can be just as childish as men when they don’t get what they want.”
Did that mean…
Nic’s brain short-circuited. “I didn’t think you recognized me. I wasn’t even sure it was you until just a minute ago. Something about you walking away clicked.”
“I almost said something that night,” Lee said. “But I chickened out. When you didn’t mention it at work, I was relieved. Then I thought, since you didn’t mention it, maybe you hadn’t actually seen me. It was dim and crowded. The flashing lights made it hard to see clearly. I wasn’t about to bring it up.”
Nic didn’t know what to say next. Looks like we have something in common, wasn’t very subtle. But did they? Lee said she didn’t actually go home with the woman. Or kiss her. So…
Another silence tingled in the air between them, and Nic was beginning to think the connection had dropped. “Now you know my secret,” Lee said.
“Secret?”
“It’s why I don’t socialize with people from work. I keep my personal life and my professional life completely separate. I’m not out at work.”
An uncomfortable flurry of emotions stirred in Nic as she slid onto a stool in her dark kitchen. She wanted to ask why but knew it was too personal. Besides, this woman had fired her. Nic wanted to be pissed about so many things. For Lee being a bitch to her. For firing her. For contributing to the universal idea that being queer was something to hide. People had very legitimate reasons for not being out, and she didn’t usually subscribe to the idea that everyone needed to be an activist about it, but because Lee was who she was, those judgments were very much alive in her just then. “You’ve done a great job of hiding it.”
“Thanks, I think,” Lee said tentatively. Maybe she had some of her own judgments going on. Another pause occurred while Nic’s memory brought up seeing Lee out with Roger. Was it a beard situation, or was Lee bi or pan or something, and it was all none of her business? “The men you’ve seen me with or heard about me being with are usually friends. Sometimes I agree to a date to keep people guessing. Like Roger,” Lee said as if she knew what Nic was thinking.
“I wasn’t, I mean, it’s none of my business, really. Right?”
Lee sighed. “You probably don’t care about any of it.”
Nic wanted to say she really didn’t, but that would have been a lie. She was curious. And more than a little. Lee was an enigma. When she walked into a room, everyone noticed. She had that kind of air about her. So, yeah. Nic was curious. Everyone was. “It’s not that I don’t care. I just don’t know you.” And I don’t want to, she wanted to say. But that would have been a lie, too.
Lee laughed. “We’ve worked together for how many years? I guess that’s the thing. I don’t really know anyone. And they certainly don’t know me.” There was a tone of longing vulnerability in her voice.
Nic didn’t know what to do with it. Wow. Wow. Wow. She’d never predicted she’d be having this conversation. The most gorgeous, yet coldest woman she’d ever known. The woman everyone had secret crushes on. Someone she’d sat next to in meetings for years but didn’t know a thing about. And now this woman was being open with her? Almost vulnerable?
“Are…are you okay?” Nic asked.
Lee cleared her throat and gave what sounded like a self-conscious laugh. “I’m fine. I honestly don’t know why I’m…You’re easy to talk to. I’ve always sensed it, but, yeah, well we had a good time tonight, and I don’t know. I guess I just wanted to be real?”
“Be real?”
“I’m not sure that’s the best way to put it, but you said you don’t know me, and I said no one really knows me, and, well, I guess I want to know you a little better and so…” She trailed off.
“Like, be friends?”
“Yeah. That sounds so grade school, doesn’t it? It’s just that you’ve seen a side of me that…”
“I get it,” Nic said.
“I’m not what people think I am.”
“What do you think people think?”
“Like I’m some sort of maneater. A date and drop woman. Love ’em and leave ’em. It couldn’t be further from the truth, but people see what they want to see.” She sounded so unlike the ultra-together woman Nic was used to seeing at work.
“Maneater?”
“I mean, that whole thing with Tim…” She trailed off again.
“What about him?” Nic wondered what Lee had to say about the “secret” relationship Lee had had with the head of engineering. They’d been peers in different divisions, so it wasn’t against company policy, but it was still a scandal the way everyone at work had talked about it. Tim with his movie star looks and Lee with her supermodel looks. How could it be anything else? Then, Tim had taken a leave of absence, and everyone had talked about how he’d had a breakdown when Lee had broken it off with him.
Lee was quiet, and Nic wondered if she’d overstepped. “God. Tim. That was awful all the way around. He was so persistent. People thought we were together before I even agreed to date him. All the flowers. Lunch meetings that bordered on…Ugh. I only agreed to date him to get him to stop with all the flagrant gestures. After a few dates, I just told him that I thought dating a coworker was a bad idea. He kept calling and dropping by and…I had to get HR involved.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It was my own fault.
Nic flashed to the time she and Lee had talked in the restaurant bathroom. “So the night at the restaurant? Was that a real date or a fake one?”
“Fake for me. Real for Roger.” Nic could hear the grimace in her voice. “Terrible for both of us. I couldn’t believe he asked me out again. I ended up having to tell him a lie about getting back together with an ex. The best part of that night was running into you and Mel, your…friend?”
Nic smiled. She’d remembered Mel’s name. She’d probably seen Mel at the club, too. “Yes. A friend. It was so strange to be talking to you at all.” Not just talking. There’d been the almost embrace in the bathroom and…she shivered. “You said I smelled good.”
“You do. I had one too many margaritas that night. I almost told you I’d seen you out dancing. But I saw you were together, and it made me feel like I wanted that in my own life.” Lee trailed off a little as if feeling the wistful longing once again. “I guess I should thank you for catching me from doing a face-plant. You have quick reflexes.”
The line fell silent for a moment until Lee sighed quietly.
“Well, you have a lot going on,” Nic said. An understatement, for sure. How difficult it must have been to juggle all the deceptions and evade all the potential everyday trip ups just to keep her personal life secret. And to prefer to be seen as a maneater than gay? Stay in your lane, Nikki. She slid off the stool and headed toward her bedroom.
“It gets tiring sometimes. But I’m used to it. I barely know I’m doing it now. Until I do.” Another sigh.
“I’ve always felt comfortable at OceanTel. I mean, I did until…I mean about being gay,” Nic said, remembering once again that Lee had fired her. Or as Rachel liked to say, shitcanned her. Kicked her to the curb. Sacked her. No matter how she sliced it, Lee had fucked her over, and she should have been pissed, not doing whatever it was they were doing over the phone. The familiar resentment flared.
“You’d be surprised,” Lee said.
“Why do you say that?”
“They aren’t as tolerant as they would have you believe.”
“Who is ‘they’?”
“Most of the executive team. I just mean that what some people say to your face isn’t the same thing they say behind your back.” Her voice had a hint of bitterness in it.
“Sounds sinister. I guess you don’t want to go into more detail?”
“I don’t know.”
Nic figured it was awkward since Lee still worked there.
“Maybe, but not right now.”
“I’ll make sure to bug you about it some other time.” Nic dropped onto her bed and fell back into her pillows. “You must be almost home by now.”
“I’ve been home for a little while.” She yawned over the line. “I’m already in bed.”
“Oh.” Nic’s mouth went dry, and that bothered her. “You’re sneaky. I didn’t hear you open your front door or even change clothes.”
“It didn’t take much to slip out of my dress and crawl under the covers,” Lee said.
Nic wondered if Lee was making her voice low on purpose or if it just happened when she was tired. She chastised herself for even noticing. Lee was not her friend. Which was good because friends didn’t imagine each other naked, and that was exactly what she was doing right then.
“I guess this is good night, Nic.” Lee yawned again. “Thanks for talking me home.”
“Sleep well,” Nic said and ended the call. What an interesting fucking night.




  

CHAPTER NINETEEN
    
7:00 a.m. came and went, and Nic slept right through it. She’d expected Rachel to call and wake her up. Instead, the distant sound of a neighbor’s lawn mower had roused her. When she glanced at the clock, it stood at a quarter past eight. She hadn’t slept this late in a very long time, yet her mind and body felt as if she could sleep a few more hours. She picked up her phone from the nightstand and dialed Rachel.
“’Lo,” a voice croaked over the line after several rings.
Nic held back a laugh. She recognized the tone of a severely hungover Rachel when she heard it. “You sound rough. You won the award, didn’t you? Or you drowned your sorrows. Which was it?”
“Stop yelling. Much to my surprise, I won. There were shots. So many shots.”
“Congratulations, Rach,” Nic whispered, being a good friend when she really wanted to clap, which was what Rachel would have done. Later, she’d tell Rachel this was proof of her being the better friend. But right now, she was happy for her. “Late night?”
“Much to my surprise, yes, it was,” Rachel said, and Nic could hear a smile in her voice.
“You were supposed to text me if you won,” Nic reminded her, a little bummed.
“I did.”
Nic grimaced about her decision to mute Rachel after the first few sleeping emojis and complaints about arrogant doctors. She’d intended to catch up after the auction was closed, but that was when she and Lee had started talking. Maybe she wasn’t the better friend after all. “My bad.” It wasn’t technically a lie.
“It’s probably for the best. I was drunk texting. You can just erase them and spare me the embarrassment. How was your night? Did you hook up with a nubile young artist or a beautiful older philanthropist?”
Nic rolled her eyes. “I did not hook up with anyone, nubile or…not.” She thought of the weird phone call with Lee. “I did, however, see my old boss at the auction, if you can believe it.”
“The one who shitcanned you? Did everyone survive?”
“I think I could like her under different circumstances.” The admission surprised her. Those words hadn’t been any of the many thoughts in her head since last night.
“As in date kind of like?” Rachel asked. An increase in background noise made her wonder if Rachel was alone.
“That will never happen.” More background noise came over the line. Maybe it was Rachel who’d hooked up with the nubile cutie.
“I can honestly say I didn’t see this coming. You being attracted to your boss. As smokin’ hot as she is for a shrew. A straight shrew at that.”
“How do you know she’s hot?”
“You must have mentioned it. God knows you’ve complained about her enough over the years.”
Nic couldn’t remember talking about Lee’s appearance with Rachel, but she must have. “I won’t deny she’s beautiful, but like I said, it’ll never happen.” Nic usually endured far worse teasing, but she didn’t like it this morning and didn’t have the energy to tell Rachel that Lee wasn’t straight. And she sure as hell didn’t have the energy to analyze the trill of anticipation that ran up her spine at the knowledge. “I’m guessing you won’t be running today?” Nic really wasn’t feeling it, either. She wondered how Lee was feeling that morning. There’d been a lot of wine the night before.
“Besides having a hangover from hell, I have company. So, no, I’ll not be running this morning.”
“Someone I know? Someone from the conference? Did you go out afterward? Oh, wait. Is it that pharma rep you were going on about last month?”
“There was a dance and an open bar after the ceremony,” was Rachel’s nonanswer.
Nic thought she heard a muffled giggle in the background. She rolled her eyes. Why had Rachel even answered the phone? “Go back to your company. Call me when you have fewer naked bodies wrapped around you.”
“You morning people are too much. Later, hater.”
Nic ended the call with the full expectation that Rachel would tell her about her company the next time they talked. She slipped the phone back onto the table by her bed, and a pair of big golden eyes appeared over the side of the mattress before a heavy head plopped down on it.
“Ready for breakfast, Jetty-spaghetti?” Nic asked, playfully shaking the dog’s nose. Jet backed up and wiggled her reply.
“All right, sweet girl, I’m getting up.” Wearing a tank top and panties, Nic stood at the side of the bed and stretched as Jet danced around her legs. Her muscles had almost stopped aching from running, but she was a little tired from the late night, so she made her way slowly across the room. She pulled on a pair of cutoff sweats that were too short for public consumption and slid into her backyard flip-flops to do poop patrol while Jet did her business.
There was a slight nip in the air when she slid open the glass door, reminding her that she hadn’t put on a bra. A light coat of dew clung to everything, and Jet was already checking to make sure no intruders had breached her territory overnight. This would go on for at least five minutes before she found the perfect place to make her deposit. The misty scent of the ocean blended with fresh cut grass and the sweet smell of the clematis that she’d planted along the base of her fence.
Nic cleaned up Jet’s previous day’s deposits with the handy, long-handled scooper and rake while she went over last night’s events. Running into Lee all over the place was becoming comical. They’d worked at the same company for almost seven years, and she’d never run into her outside of work before, and in the past few weeks, she’d seen her almost a half dozen times. It didn’t seem coincidental, but she couldn’t think of another reason for it.
Finished with poop patrol, she went through her garage to dispose of it in the bins in the alley. She was rounding back when she saw Lee jogging toward her. She leaned against the door jamb, crossing her arms. “Impressive,” she said when Lee got into hearing range.
Lee pulled up to her, smiling, and pulled an earbud out of her ear. “Hey, you. I’m rocking eighties techno. I missed what you said.”
“I said you were impressive.”
“You’ve seen me run.”
Nic nodded. “I have.”
Lee squinted. “Wait. Is it because I had five glasses of wine last night?”
“I wasn’t counting.”
“It was really six. Over the course of five hours. Which is excessive for me, I admit. And that is precisely why I’m running this morning. Self-flagellation.”
Nic pushed away from the doorjamb, resting her hands on her hips. “I was just doing a little yard work. Self-preservation.”
Lee looked like she was about to say something when her eyes began a slow descent down Nic’s body. Nic was paralyzed by the blatant appraisal. “You garden in that?” Lee’s eyes remained dark but took on a guarded look.
Puzzled, Nic looked at the skimpy tank top and too short cutoffs. Realizing what Lee must have noticed, she crossed her arms again. “I don’t usually, no, but I also don’t run into people when I take the garbage out and I…well, no,” she said, trying to look nonplussed, knowing she was failing. Her hair was almost certainly standing out in every angle imaginable, and she probably had the faint imprint of a pillow wrinkle across one cheek or dry drool on her chin. “I just haven’t…changed yet, so…” She let her voice trail off, thoroughly embarrassed.
“Do you feel like running? I seem to remember that we paced well together. And I gotta admit, I’m struggling this morning. The seven glasses weren’t a great idea.”
“It’s seven now? Will it be eight in a few minutes?”
Lee laughed. “Seven is my final answer. So do you want to go with me?”
Nic thought about it. If Lee could run after seven glasses of wine, she could go out after the four she’d had. She looked toward her house. “Sure. Um. Wanna come in while I get changed?” Had she really just invited Lee into her home?
Nic gave Lee a glass of water and quickly ducked into her room to brush her teeth and change. One look in the mirror told her that not only had her hair been a mess—along with not one but two pillow marks—she hadn’t removed her makeup from the night before, and mascara smudges decorated each eye. What a catch. She washed her face and was still shaking her head on the way back to the front room.
“I should have looked in the mirror before stepping outside this morning,” she said, paying attention to setting her pedometer so she didn’t have to meet Lee’s eyes.
“No need to apologize.”
“I wasn’t. Do you mind if I take Jet?”
“Not at all. She’s sweet. I let her back out after she finished eating. I hope that was okay. She seemed like she really needed to go.”
“She was probably just eager for her bee fix.”
“Bee fix?”
“She eats them like candy.”
“Don’t they sting?”
“Sometimes. But she doesn’t seem to care. Or maybe that’s part of the addiction. Who knows, but she loves to eat them.”
Lee followed her into the kitchen. Jet sat until Nic invited her in, but she barely kept her wagging butt on the deck. “She’s so sweet.”
Nic liked that Lee liked her dog. So many people were afraid of the large dog that wouldn’t hurt a fly. Bees, yes, but a fly, never. Even worse were the people who didn’t even acknowledge Jet when she so politely waited to be greeted. Many women had never made it to a second date because of the way they’d treated her dog. Not that Lee was under that kind of scrutiny, but Nic was pleased to know Lee would have passed the muster.
“Hi, Jet,” Lee said in a high voice as she knelt, petting her. “Did your mama name you after her favorite football team?”
Nic tried not to show how offended she was at the insinuation that she was not loyal to her Chargers even after they’d moved to LA. “If that was the case, her name would be Bolt. Jet is short for Jetty, which is where I found her.”
Lee crooned again, scratching behind Jet’s ears just the way the dog loved it.
Nic hated that it made her like her a little more. “She likes you.”
“It’s mutual. With all the business trips, it wouldn’t be fair to have my own dog,” Lee said. A resigned tone matched her expression. The response elevated her in Nic’s view, and she wasn’t particularly happy about that.
She made sure she had poop bags in the little holder attached to Jet’s leash. “That says a lot about you. I have a neighbor who leaves her two dogs outside day and night. I toss them treats when Jet and I walk by.” She bent to attach the leash to Jet’s collar.
“She’s lucky to have such a good mommy. Yes, she is,” Lee said, petting the happy dog once more.
“I have a question.”
“I might have an answer.”
“How well do you know the artist who painted my new landscape?”
Lee hesitated. “Fairly well, I’d say.”
“Is the symbol they use for their signature an L? Does it stand for Lee?”
Lee looked up at Nic but didn’t say anything.
“That’s your painting, isn’t it?”
Finally, Lee stood. “Yes.”
Nic couldn’t tell what her eyes were saying. “Why didn’t you say something last night?”
“I was embarrassed.” Color rose on her neck.
“Over what? It’s incredible. I was in a bidding war with Meredith freaking Tosh over it.”
“God. When I remembered that she had the sister painting, I almost left.” She sighed. “Shelby was probably wondering why I’d developed such an interest in tapestries.” She shook her head. “I have a hard time when my private and professional lives overlap. Then…the way you looked at it…I knew you’d figure it out. I just didn’t want to be there when you did.”
“If I could paint like that, everyone I knew would know.” Nic smiled. “Are you ready to go?”
“Sure,” Lee said, sounding relieved. “And, Nic?”
“Yeah?”
“Thanks.”
She didn’t know what exactly Lee was thanking her for, but she was happy to have pleased her. Something she’d been trying to do for too long.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY
    
“This is a nice surprise,” Rachel said as the host showed them to their table at Leonard’s, a restaurant in La Jolla with killer views of the Pacific Ocean. It was currently crowded with lunchtime diners. “What made you call me? This is a good drive from Carlsbad, especially at lunchtime.”
“I volunteered to come down to San Diego to pick up some donations for the shelter, and it’s just down the street from your office.” Nic slid onto the cool leather seat of the booth.
“Today works out.” Rachel accepted the menu from the host with a smile. “Contrary to how glamorous doctors’ lives are depicted on television, I almost always eat lunch in my office to finish charting. But I don’t see patients one Monday a month, and this is it.”
“I knew that. I keep track. I’m a good friend like that.” Nic winked before returning her attention to the impressive list of specialty burgers. “You’re always talking about how great the food is here.”
“Leonard’s is a legend. Since it’s so close to Torrey Pines, it’s usually crawling with sports people and celebrities. I finally went to the LPGA tourney last year, and I was in heaven all week long.”
“And you didn’t call me?” Nic hoped she heard the indignation in her voice.
“I did. You were working. You used to put in more hours than I did during my internship.”
“What was I thinking? Stalking pro golfers for an afternoon sounds wonderful.” Nic set down the menu, deciding on the Tijuana Flame burger. Jalapeños and pepper jack cheese sounded delicious.
“Next time.” Rachel stared intently at the menu. She would hem and haw over it until the server finished taking Nic’s order, and then she would order the same thing. It was the story of their friendship.
“Oh, before I forget,” Nic said, putting a bag on the table. “This is the sculpture from the auction. Its partner is on my shelf at home.”
Rachel removed the small sculpture from the bag, turning it around in her hands. “It’s beautiful. I’ll keep it in my office. The yoga pose is perfect for the whole sports medicine thing.”
“I thought so, too.” She was glad Rachel liked it.
“You always know what I like.” Rachel put the sculpture back in the bag. “I wouldn’t know good art if it smacked me in the face.”
So true. But Nic wasn’t here to talk about art. “Tell me about your weekend company.”
Rachel sighed, and Nic knew she’d try to change the subject just by her body language. What was going on? She normally loved to talk about her lust life.
“Well, you did stand me up,” Nic said. “Not that you usually need much of an excuse not to go running.”
“Did you still go?”
“Actually, I went with Lee.” Rachel wasn’t the only one with surprises up her sleeve. “But we were talking about your—”
“How? What? When? I need details.”
“You first.”
“You’re running with the she-devil, and you want me to go first? Mine’s boring compared to your soap opera.”
“It’s weird. I’ve been running into her all over town lately. I saw her at the auction, we chatted, and the next morning, she was running by my house when I was taking out the garbage. So…”
“Is she stalking you?”
“I think she’s just as surprised as I am that we keep seeing each other.”
“The woman gave you the old heave-ho, and now you’re running with her?”
Nic grimaced. “We hung out a bit at the auction. She introduced me to a couple of local artists. One made that sculpture. After the auction, we all went back to the artists’ studio. It was a good night.” Nic smiled at the memory. “Lee seems…different when she’s not at work. She’s not the bitch on wheels I thought she was. And she dates women.”
“Wait. You said she was—”
“Yeah. I know.” She explained what Lee had told her.
“Well, this is a strange turn. Did she apologize?”
“I told you mine. Now you tell me yours.” Nic realized she’d let Rachel change the subject, and she wanted answers. Besides, she didn’t know how she felt about her interactions with Lee.
“I find it strange that you’re so quick to forgive her.” God. She was like a dog with a bone.
“If you got to know her, I think you’d understand. Who she has to be at work is not how she is away from it. She’s genuine, warm, open, funny, smart, and a thousand other things.”
Rachel gave her the side-eye. “Has your view of her changed just because she’s gay?”
Good question. Lee had fired her. Nic couldn’t forget that. It certainly didn’t mean she wanted to date her. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to be her friend. “Her being gay changes nothing,” she said as she took a bite of her burger. “We’re just running partners.”
“You run once, and now you’re partners?”
“You know what I mean. It’s not a big deal. We’ve decided to go running together in the mornings before she goes to work.”
Rachel pointed at her. “I think you’re more into her than you admit.”
Nic polished off the last of her food. Rachel needed to spill her information now. “Are you going to tell me about your company or what?”
“I’d love to, but I have to get back for a meeting,” Rachel said, looking at her watch. She shoved some cash at Nic and rose to leave. “Call me.”
“You’re hiding something,” Nic called after her. “This isn’t the last of this.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
    
“I’m going to play hooky today.” Lee stretched during their warm down.
They’d run together every day since the previous weekend, and Nic had mostly gotten over the incongruity of it all. When her mind tried to go there, it felt like the old injustices Lee had heaped upon her were quickly fading memories in someone else’s life. “You’re going to play hooky?”
Lee sounded nervous. Maybe because she had a reputation for never taking any time off. Nic was curious why she was telling her. They ran together. They didn’t talk about their personal lives. “Just not feeling it today. If I go to another meeting that could have been an email, I’ll explode.”
“I don’t miss those.” This was the first time they’d talked about work since Lee had made those cryptic comments about people saying one thing in front of her but another behind her back.
“You wanna do something? I mean, if you’re not busy?” It sounded like a blurt. Like she was uncertain. She sounded that way a lot lately. As if she was afraid of saying something wrong.
“I was just going to do yard work, but I can do that tomorrow. I’m free until this evening.”
“Big date tonight?”
“You could say that.” Nic looked for her reaction out of the corner of her eye.
Lee arched an eyebrow. Apparently, she’d decided to jump from running partners to…people who talked about things other than running.
“I volunteer at a women’s shelter on Wednesday nights,” Nic said. “I do intakes and chores around the place like laundry, cleaning, putting rooms together, and scads of other very glamorous things, some of which allow me to wear rubber gloves.”
Lee held up her fingers and started ticking things off. “Let’s see. At OceanTel, you ran the community outreach projects for the company. Because of this, I know you helped at food pantries, participated in fundraisers, and ran donation drives. Since then, I’ve seen you at a run that supported cancer research, and there was Amy’s benefit. Now there’s the women’s shelter. Is there anything I left out?”
Nic felt heat rising in her cheeks. “It sounds like a lot, but it’s spaced out over a lot of time.” She shrugged. “I like to volunteer.”
“You gravitate toward that sort of thing.” Lee sounded impressed. “You must have it in your heart to do for others. What else do you volunteer for?”
“Not much. I sometimes chaperone for a program Simone runs for at risk teenagers.”
“She mentioned that.” Lee ducked her head. “She asked if I wanted to help, but I’m embarrassed to say I said no.”
“Was it the camping part?” She didn’t look the type.
“I like camping, although I’ve only gone once,” Lee said, surprising her. “It was mostly the youth part. I don’t relate to kids.”
That was even more unexpected. “You were a kid once. All you need to do is remember what you were like.”
Lee rolled her eyes. “I don’t think I ever got to be a kid.”
Nic didn’t know what to say, but she was sure there was a lot more to that story. “Fair enough. You said it was mostly the youth part.”
Lee looked uneasy as she answered. “I didn’t want to go camping with Simone.”
“Oh yeah?” Because Simone was an obvious lesbian? Ridiculous as it was for anyone to assume Lee could be guilty merely by association, it was a thing.
“Did she tell you we dated?” Lee looked casual when she asked, but Nic heard a tightness in her voice that she was learning to attribute to Lee talking about things that made her uneasy.
Nic shook her head. A ball of something like jealousy, which was highly unlikely, coalesced in her stomach. They were only friends, if that. “She said she knew you from the coffee shop.”
“We only went out once. It was nice, but there was no spark. We’ve stayed friends, but Simone still flirts, so…”
Nic remembered their kiss. “That’s funny.”
Lee looked at her sideways. “What is?” Nic liked seeing this relaxed part of her. At work, she’d always seemed so reserved.
“Simone and I went on one date, too. Same thing, no spark. She said it had only happened to her one other time but not with who.”
“Interesting. I asked her not to talk about me that day we ran into each other at Seaside. It felt like high school. I knew you hated me.”
It was the first time Lee had acknowledged their troubled past. Nic had chosen not to think about it, but it was there right now. Simmering under the surface. “She never has. Other than saying you two met at the coffee shop.”
“I felt bad asking her to keep secrets. It sounds stupid when I hear myself justifying the need to keep my professional and personal lives separate. But you know what I mean.”
“It’s your life,” Nic said with a shrug. Lee’s closeted lifestyle wasn’t her business. And she wasn’t up for challenging it. “I was going to ask you to go with us next weekend. We need chaperones. Otherwise, not all the girls who signed up will get to go. But if you feel that strongly about it, I won’t ask.”
“It’s probably best that I don’t.” Lee looked relieved to be off the hook. “What’s it like? Standing guard over the kids so they don’t get into trouble or wander off?”
“They might have problems, but underneath it all, they’re good kids, and they don’t want to blow their chance to go on future trips. We just do the normal camping stuff. Fish, hike, tell ghost stories, and make s’mores, that sort of thing.”
“That all sounds fun. Especially the s’mores.”
“I’d throw in extra s’mores if that’s what it takes to get you to go.”
“Maybe,” Lee said slowly. “I guess I could…oh, hell. Count me in.”
“Really?”
“You know me. I like stomping on puppies and making little girls cry, but it was the s’mores.”
Had Lee heard the team talking about her? But she’d said it with a smile.
“Back to playing hooky today,” Lee said. “I heard you talking to your sister about surfing. Are you up for going?”
Flames shot up Nic’s neck remembering that day in the running store. “Sure. Sounds fun.”
Lee looked excited. They made plans to meet on the beach in front of Nic’s house in an hour.
    
Enjoying the sun on her skin, Nic watched the waves as she waited for Lee. She didn’t have to wait long before a shadow fell over her, and Lee set her surfboard in the sand before plopping onto a towel.
There was something about a woman in a wet suit. Especially the shorty kind Lee wore. With her arms and legs partially exposed, she looked like the stereotypical California girl, only with red hair, one of Nic’s favorite looks. She was surprised it didn’t bother her that Lee inspired those feelings.
“You picked a good day to play hooky,” Nic said. “The waves are decent.”
“What’s that saying? A bad day surfing is still better than a great day in the office. Am I right?”
“I have no argument with that.” Nic jumped up and offered her hand to Lee. “Shall we?”
They grabbed their boards and headed out to the water. To Nic’s enjoyment, Lee was a good surfer, better than her, in fact, which was another thing she had underestimated about her. They rode until noon, when the waves started to shrink, and the sets came farther apart.
Nic paddled over to where Lee floated on her board, head propped up on an arm, just beyond the breakwater. “Are you ready to paddle in?” Nic was reluctant to leave, but she was feeling waterlogged and needed to reapply her sunscreen.
“I guess so.” Lee sighed. “I could just float out here all day. It’s so calming. On nights when I have a hard time falling asleep, I imagine lying on my board like this, and I drift right off.”
“That’s funny. I do the same thing,” Nic said.
“Do you want to dry off in the sun and get some lunch?” Lee said as they waded back.
“I have stuff for salads and sandwiches. I can also rustle up a burger if you want something like that.”
“Any of it sounds wonderful. I eat out so much that a bowl of cereal feels like a home-cooked meal.”
Back on the beach at the freshwater shower, Nic unzipped her wet suit and started to peel it off when she caught sight of Lee doing the same. The air pressed right out of her lungs. Like Nic, Lee wore a two-piece under her wet suit. The vision of that gorgeous body revealed didn’t surprise her. She was beautiful. Even with their issues, Nic had often admired her when she was able to detach herself from the toxic nature their work relationship had evolved into. The way she looked in a business suit. Her poise. The confidence she exuded in almost any situation. But seeing her now, after getting to know her a little better, Lee was indescribably stunning.
Standing in the sunlight as the water from the shower danced on her smooth, pale skin, her braided hair gleaming with golden highlights…it was almost too much. This new awareness seemed to take Nic over, as if everything around them had disappeared. It was disorienting.
She hadn’t noticed she was staring until Lee froze with a concerned expression.
“What?” Lee asked, looking down. “Is my suit top yanked up or something? I hate it when that happens.”
“No. I, um…” Nic stuttered, embarrassed and trying to think of any excuse to make it seem like she hadn’t just been caught checking Lee out. “You’re a little red. From the sun.”
“Oh,” Lee looked at her arms. “I should have reapplied my sunscreen. I burn so easily.” She stepped closer. “You’re a little pink, too.” She touched the skin on Nic’s arm. Nic couldn’t suppress a slight shiver. Lee quickly pulled her hand back. “Sorry. My fingers are cold. I don’t know why I…” She let the sentence trail off, and a blush darkened her cheeks.
“I brought sunscreen.” Nic was glad she had a spray bottle and not the cream. She wasn’t sure she could handle it if Lee asked her to rub some on her back. They were quiet as they went back to their towels to reapply before stretching out on their towels to dry. Nic tried not to think about what Lee might be thinking.
About a half an hour later, Nic groggily pushed herself up to sit. “I need to move before I fall asleep.”
“Yeah, me too.” But Lee’s eyes were still closed, and she made no move to get up.
“Get up, sleepyhead, or you’ll burn, even with the fresh sunscreen,” Nic said, rising and stretching.
“I’m comfortable right here, though.” Lee’s speech slurred in her sleepy torpor. It was cute.
“Come up when you want. But you need to reapply sunscreen. You’re already pink.”
“I’ll go inside,” Lee said sounding reluctant. “I can’t remember the last time I felt this relaxed.”
“We can just chill for a bit before lunch if you want.”
Lee yawned. “I think I want.”
They gathered their things for the climb up the stairs, wrapping their towels around their waists. There was something about the sun-drenched, soft-from-sleep Lee that made Nic keep glancing at her. She’d gotten glimpses of her with her guard down but not like this. Maybe it was the lack of makeup, exposing faint freckles. Or the relaxed drop of her shoulders. Maybe the way she walked in the sand that was so different than the way she walked in public, even in running shoes. And for sure, the way she’d stopped weighing her words or appearing to measure the impact of what she said. Nic felt like she was seeing the real Lee for the first time. And what she saw seemed to invade her in ways she wasn’t sure she wanted.
After leaning their boards against the deck, Lee’s languor seemed to have infected Nic, who now longed for a nap, and when they went into the house, almost by agreement, they each fell heavily onto the living room sofa, still in their swimsuits with towels around their waists. Jet even came in and dropped gracelessly onto the large living room rug.
“I’m just going to rest my eyes for a few minutes, ’kay?” Lee said, her eyes already closed as she pulled her legs up under her. She rested her head against the arm of the sofa.
“Sounds like a good idea,” Nic murmured, mirroring her pose on the opposite end, her eyelids drooping. “I’ll make lunch in a little bit.” With that, she dozed off, feeling the warm afternoon sun through the uncovered front window, and the gentle breeze through the screens tickling over her skin.
The next thing she knew, she was stretched out on her side, her head still on the cushioned arm, her legs tangled with Lee’s, who’d stretched out from the other direction. It was cozy the way their legs rested together, warm skin against warm skin. Nic had no memory of having moved into this position, but she didn’t want to change it, so she remained there. Listening to Lee’s even breathing and feeling too comfortable to move, she drifted back to sleep.
Still half-asleep, Nic felt Lee stir slightly. She heard a quick intake of breath, and Lee grew still. Nic waited to see what she would do, half expecting her to get up, and she braced herself for the loss of unexpected comfort. However, after her initial response, she did almost exactly what Nic had done, and relaxed back into sleep. The long sigh she released indicated they’d moved into a new sense of comfort with each other.
Nic was drifting in the thin space between awake and asleep when Lee slowly disentangled their legs. She was gentle in her extraction, and Nic pretended to sleep to give Lee the opportunity to pretend they hadn’t just been in the somewhat intimate position. Once apart, Nic waited to hear what Lee would do next. To her surprise, Lee knelt before her and began brushing Nic’s hair away from her face.
“Nic?” she whispered quietly, stroking the side of her face. “Ah, there you are, sleeping beauty.”
Nic stretched and peered through half-closed eyes as Lee smiled sweetly.
“I thought you might want me to wake you. We’ve been asleep for two and half hours. I’m starving. You can continue to nap if you like. But I didn’t want to just leave without saying anything.”
Lee’s fingers touching her face felt like a dream. And for a moment, Nic thought she might still be asleep. The dream Nic wanted to pull Lee to her. Kiss her. But even in her dream, the sudden urge was surprising and intense, and Nic wondered when she’d started feeling this way. And why wasn’t she repelled?
That was when she knew she was awake. The fingers stroking her face were real. The desire to kiss Lee was real, and Nic didn’t want to fight it. Part of her wanted to justify it as a purely physical reaction because she missed the contact of Lee’s skin against her own. But there was something more. Something was developing between them, something more than friendship. Resisting the urge to pull Lee to her, she slowly sat up, stretching. Pretending she wasn’t processing all these new feelings. Hearing a stifled gasp, she opened her eyes to catch Lee’s eyes roaming over her before Lee quickly stood and moved away. Maybe Nic wasn’t the only one dealing with feelings after waking.
“I’ll make lunch.” She swallowed. “I don’t know about you, but time on the beach always parches me.”
“I think that’s what woke me up.” She’d wrapped the towel around her waist and looked unsure of herself. “Um. Where’s the restroom? Down the hall, I imagine?”
“Yes, first door on the right.”
Nic watched her walk down the hall. The sleepy thoughts were moving back into reality. She sensed that Lee might feel something going on between them, too. And maybe she was also unsure about what was happening. The one thing Nic was sure of? If things were to progress between them, even if just as friends, they had to talk about their past and why Lee had been so awful to her.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
    
After their late lunch, watching from her seat on the deck, Nic smiled as Jet kicked up grass in a race to drop the slobbery tennis ball in front of Lee, who was sitting on the bottom step of the deck stairs. Nic had a T-shirt and shorts over her swimsuit, and Lee was still wearing her bikini top but had pulled her shorts back on. This left Nic free to appreciate the muscles that moved beneath the lightly freckled skin of Lee’s shoulders and upper back as she tossed the ball. Neither Jet nor Lee seemed to tire from the game, each time celebrating the successful return of the slippery ball, Jet with a lick to Lee’s hand, and Lee with a word of praise and a quick scratch behind the dog’s ear.
“I didn’t get a chance to warn you that Jet has,” Nic whispered loudly, “an unnatural obsession with tennis balls. You may find it hard to stop.”
“How could I not feed her obsession? In fact, asking you to hang out today was part of my master plan to get closer to Jet.” Lee aggressively scratched the chest of the excited dog, who stared at the ball in her other hand.
“Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“Do you mind if I ask you how long ago you bought this house?” Lee asked, briefly looking up.
“About ten years ago.” Jet finally walked past Lee, dropped her ball next to her water bowl, and took a long splashy drink. Nic laughed when Jet dropped to her belly and continued to drink. The lazy day had infected them all. “She’s knackered, and you have a friend for life.”
“You or Jet?” Lee looked up with a sly smile.
“Both,” Nic said before thinking. Now it was out there, not just a dreamy thought. Nor was the memory of waking up on the couch with their legs entangled. Something low inside her swirled.
Lee stood, looked at her hands, and made a face. “I’m going to wash these now.”
Nic spent the time Lee was in the house thinking about the reactions she was having to her, wondering what to do about them or if ignoring them was still an option.
Lee dropped into a chair at the table. “Okay, so I have to ask. How on earth could you afford this incredible place on a project manager’s salary? You don’t have to answer. I just know that I’m barely making enough to cover the mortgage two blocks up from the beach, and here you are sitting right on it. Even ten years ago, this land was worth millions.”
Bringing up the difference in their salaries reminded Nic of their very different trajectories at OceanTel. She’d have been lying if she said it didn’t bring up some of the old resentment, but she tried not to let it get to her. She was tired of the anger. “If I only had a hundred thousand dollars for every time someone asked me that question, I could probably buy this house again,” she said. “My grandmother left her entire estate to my sister and me. I bought my sister out of her share of the house so she could invest in her business with a partner.” She didn’t think she needed to add that she’d sunk a good chunk of the rest of her inheritance into the house and put the remaining into an account that generated enough money in interest each year to pay the property tax.
“Beautiful, smart, and practical.” Lee shook her head with a crooked smile.
Nic choked on a sip of her drink and stood when it spilled into her lap, but excruciating pain flashed through her foot.
She fell back into her seat, wincing as she touched the hard edge of something sticking out of the pad of her foot right behind her big toe. She tried to see what it was, but it was on the underside, and her eyes were still watery from choking on the drink. Blood ran across her fingers. Her vision narrowed, and wooziness set in. “So much b…blood.”
“What is it?” Lee said, sounding concerned. “You’re bleeding?”
Nic rocked backward. “There’s something in my foot.” She felt sick to her stomach. “I think it’s a splinter from the deck. I need to sand and stain it.” She tried to look again, but Lee pushed her back.
“Let me take a look,” she said in a calm voice.
Nic found comfort in her grip, her innate leadership in charge, but she had never seen the care and concern in her eyes before.
“There’s something sticking out of it. Do you want me to pull it out?”
“I think so…shit!” Nic yelped as Lee quickly pulled it out. She made the mistake of looking. “Why is it bleeding so much?”
“The good news is that the wound is more of a gash than a puncture, otherwise this,” she said, showing Nic an evil looking, three-inch thorn, “might have caused more problems. The bleeding will flush any dirt out. The bad news is that you have a shallow gouge about four inches long from under your toe. Do you have a first aid kit?”
“Yes.” Nic started to get up.
“I’ll get it.” Lee held her in place. Nic told her where the kit was, and she was back in less than a minute. She knelt and poured water over the wound after handing Nic a folded piece of sterile gauze. “You can hold this on it while I go wash my hands again.”
Nic held the gauze, fighting the impulse to look again, until Lee came back and went about dressing it with a brisk efficiency that impressed Nic, even through her wooziness. Blood had always had this effect on her.
“That should do it.” Lee pressed the last piece of tape into place, then blew a kiss toward it. “I don’t think you’ll need stitches or anything. It was shallow. What kind of plant was that thorn from?”
“I trimmed the bougainvillea yesterday.” Nic pointed to the vine loaded with papery blossoms of magenta that climbed the trellis around the deck. Long thorns were interspersed along the woody vines.
“I have that around my place, too. I had no idea it had thorns like that.” She leaned toward her phone as she sloshed the rest of the water over the blood that had dripped onto the deck and asked her phone if bougainvillea was poisonous. When the AI announced that the plant wasn’t, but the sap was, she looked relieved and cleaned up the wrappers from the dressing before sitting next to Nic. The warm hand she rested on her arm made Nic feel a little less lightheaded. “The thorn was intact, so you should be fine, but if it gets sore or infected, have it checked out by a doctor.”
“Did someone call a doctor?” a voice said from inside the kitchen. Rachel leaned against the frame with her arms crossed.
“Hey, Rach.” Nic’s voice sounded much steadier now that the wound was covered, and the blood was washed away. “You missed the drama. Lee just saved my life.”
Rachel pointed to Nic’s chest, glancing between them. “What happened?” Her raised eyebrows told Nic that she was digesting several things, not least among them was that she was in the presence of the infamous boss of so many of their recent discussions.
Nic looked to where Rachel was pointing. Or maybe she was concerned by the bloody handprint Nic hadn’t realized was on her shirt.
“Oh.” Her queasiness surged back. “Where’d that come from?”
“Sorry. It’s when I pushed you back into the chair,” Lee said.
“Head between your knees, hot stuff.” Rachel gently pressed Nic’s head down, and she had so many dirty things to say about it, but her head was spinning.
Feeling a little better, Nic slowly sat upright. She waved at her bandaged foot. “I gouged myself on a bougainvillea thorn, and Lee helped me by cleaning it up. It feels better now.”
“Nice to finally meet you, Lee,” Rachel said, examining the bandage.
“Likewise. Nic has told me a lot about you.”
“All the bad stuff, I hope.” Rachel snorted. “Can you describe the wound? This bandage is nice. I just want to make sure there isn’t a need to do a more thorough lavage.”
Lee described it, which made Nic’s stomach churn again. “The thorn came out intact, and the wound bled for a few minutes. I rinsed it with sterile water and then a little peroxide.”
“Which stung like a mother,” Nic added.
“The neighbors may have thought a murder was in progress,” Lee interjected with a brief squeeze of her arm. Nic enjoyed the casual touch and was disappointed when Lee removed her hand too soon. “The bleeding let up a little as I put the bandage on. Do you want to have a look? I won’t be offended.”
“It sounds like you did a great job. Best to leave it covered. Where did you learn to do that?” Rachel sounded impressed.
“My sister was accident prone as a child,” Lee said with a shrug.
“She was steady as a rock,” Nic said. “It stung when it happened, but I thought I was seriously going to pass out when I felt the thorn sticking out. It was enormous.”
Rachel picked up the thorn from the table.
Lee patted Nic’s thigh. “You did turn a concerning shade of pale.”
“It was a good thing you were here,” Rachel said. Nic could tell she was sizing up the situation. Mainly, the one where Lee was currently resting her hand on Nic’s thigh.
“Speaking of which,” Nic said. “To what do I owe the honor of your presence this evening, Doctor? You don’t normally come this far north in the middle of the week.”
“I gave a lecture up at UCLA this morning. I thought I’d drop in on my drive back,” Rachel said putting the thorn down before walking toward the house. “I texted you a bit ago.”
“I left my phone in the house.” Feeling better, Nic followed her, carefully putting her weight on her heel as she walked. Lee watched her, which didn’t bother her at all.
Rachel opened the refrigerator. “Want to make me dinner and watch me drink your beer on your front deck as the sun sets? You could have some, too.”
“That sounds nice except for the beer. I have a shift at the shelter tonight.”
“I was thinking I should head home anyway,” Lee said.
Nic turned. She didn’t want her to leave yet, even though they’d spent the entire day together. “Stay. I mean, if you want to. I can make Rachel a burger and something a little lighter for us, since we had a late lunch. But if you’re hungry again, I can grill some salmon or chicken breasts.” Nic rambled as she tried to find a way to make her stay. “Dinner is the least I can do to repay you for your medical services.”
“I don’t want to be in the way.” Lee sounded a little uncertain, and Nic wasn’t sure if it was because she really wanted to leave, or she didn’t want to overstay her welcome.
“You won’t be.”
Lee smiled and agreed to stay before they all settled on what to have for dinner.
“It’s getting a little chilly. Do you need a hoodie? They’re in the hall closet if you want one.” Nic watched Lee leave to get the hoodie, and when she turned, Rachel was looking at her with a knowing smile.
“Still not dating her, Nic?”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
    
Friday was soon upon them, and Nic found herself in Cuyamaca National Park clearing rocks and spreading tarps where they would be putting up tents. She barely noticed the wound on her foot while she worked alongside Lee and six of the nine teenagers they had brought with them. Three others and Sari, the fourth adult and mother who’d come up with her daughter, Amelia—whose neurodiversity called for a little extra care to avoid overstimulation—were helping Simone unload the rest of the camp supplies from the van.
The girls and chaperones were all in high spirits as they set up camp. Even the quiet ones from the last trip were participating in good-natured joking around.
“Hey, Simone,” Nic called as she dropped a bundle of wood near the firepit. “How are the sleeping arrangements supposed to go? We have more tents than bodies, so I need to know which ones to put up.”
Simone straightened from the box she was rummaging through. “I threw in a few different sized tents so we’d have options. Two of the eight-person tents?”
Sari stepped closer. “Amelia is a little intimidated by the older girls. Do you think we could have one tent with older girls and one with the younger ones? I don’t know the ages, but it looks like we’re about half-and-half.” She looked around with hopeful eyes. “If not, I think Amelia is going to want a tent with just her and me, but I really want her to make friends. I could bunk with her and the younger ones. We could tell not-so-scary campfire stories.”
Simone seemed to consider it. “I think it’s a good plan. Why don’t we put up the two larger tents and one of the two-person tents a little way away, just in case Amelia needs her space? That way, you two can decide when it’s time for bed, and we don’t have to pitch a tent in the dark. The kids usually split up into younger and older groups naturally. I know for a fact that Liberty wants to be as far away from her younger sisters as she can. I also promised her and her buddy, Cierra, that I’d tell the hitchhiker story, which is on the scarier side. So we can do s’mores and hot chocolate around the fire and then get the kids into the tents with the promise of stories.”
Once the tents were up and the camp was in order, they went on a hike. When they returned, Simone assigned each camper a role in the dinner activity. Half the girls would make dinner, and the other half would clean up, switching roles every other meal until they left. Nic was surprised how well the girls attended to their chores. She remembered her own childhood and how she’d done everything in her power to get out of doing dishes. Simone explained that the girls often lived in homes with a lot going on and craved well-established boundaries. Having temporary assignments offered them the feeling of inclusion, making them feel safe. In addition, knowing that they could be excluded from future camping trips if they didn’t behave gave them something to work for.
With dinner and the cleanup taken care of, Simone taught the campers how to store the food and garbage in bear bags, hanging them in trees. The mention of bears made a few of the girls squirm and then prompted a long question and answer session about how to avoid dangerous predators in the wild. Finally, Nic suggested that they break out the s’mores, and a round of applause cleared some of the residual unease.
After the nonstop activity, when Nic and Lee went to the van for supplies, an intrusive thought about pressing Lee against the side of the van and kissing her ambushed Nic, who could only push it away by reminding herself that it was all sorts of levels of inappropriate. Still, reaching back into the van, she wondered about the taste of Lee’s lips and how soft the skin just under the hem of her T-shirt would feel.
What the hell?
Struggling to control the blood rushing through her and straightening up gear that didn’t need it, she tried to process the situation. Conjuring up past slights no longer worked to reorient herself, either. More interestingly, she didn’t want to. The Lee she was coming to know wasn’t anything like the Lee she used to work with. This one made her insides do gymnastics.
“I can’t wait for the s’mores,” Lee said, clearly not noticing.
Nic closed the van doors, and Lee took some of the stuff she’d set to the side. None of it was enough to shake Nic from her unsettling thoughts.
“Earth to Nic.”
“Huh?” She struggled to leave the thought of kissing her. Absolutely inappropriate, Nikki. Think about the kids.
“I asked when the last time you had s’mores was.”
“When I went camping with Simone and the girls a few weeks ago.”
“So it’s mostly a camping thing?”
“There’s definitely something about making them over a campfire,” Nic said, struggling with the butterflies in her stomach that took flight when she caught Lee’s floral scent. Was it bodywash or lotion? Either way, it was a great contrast to the manzanita, cedar, and pine around them. “They taste so much better that way, don’t you think?” How was she even constructing sentences?
“I wouldn’t know. I’ve never had one.”
Surprise finally pierced the bubble of her kissing fantasy. “What? I thought I just heard you say that you’ve never had a s’more. It’s a childhood rite of passage.”
“I never really had a childhood.”
Her tone was matter-of-fact, but Nic’s heart stung at the thought. Swallowing back the reaction, she waved the packages of hot chocolate and candy. “Tonight, I’ll teach you how to make the perfect s’more.”
Lee scoffed. “How hard can it be?”
“Don’t be fooled by their simplicity. There’s an art to it.” With that, Nic walked back to the fire, her moment of near panic over thoughts of kisses subdued. “Listen up, my friends! Tonight, I will teach you all to make the perfect s’more.” A round of protests erupted as several of the girls said anybody could make one. Nic explained that, not only was there an art, there were safety concerns as well. The grumbling subsided a little, and Nic confidently took her position near the campfire in preparation to teach.
The campers paid good attention, and Nic was fifty-fifty on whether there would be any fiery marshmallow mishaps. She winked at Lee, who, looking amused, winked back. They got down to making s’mores, and Nic enjoyed watching Lee, who had just as much fun as the girls.
“Did I see a guitar in the van?” Lee said after eating her second one. The way she licked the melted chocolate from her fingers should have been a crime. “Are we going to sing?”
Simone poked at the fire. “I’ll play if anyone wants to do a sing-along.”
Nic stood. “I’ll get it. We need more firewood anyway.”
Lee stood, too. “I’ll help. I think the sugar just hit my system.”
Nic had volunteered to go to get her mind off Lee’s fingers. And mouth. But now she was walking through the dark with her. When they got to the van, Nic wished they’d brought a flashlight. When she bent to grab some wood, she discovered Lee was holding the back of her hoodie.
“Are you wiping chocolate on my clothes?” Nic asked, standing with a bundle of wood in her arms. She was trying for amused, but having Lee so close in the dark was making her wandering thoughts harder to ignore.
Lee laughed self-consciously. “Yeah, um, I guess now you know another secret of mine.”
“What’s that?” Nic swallowed, scared about what Lee’s secret could be.
“I’m scared of the dark.” There was just enough light to see her look away. “Stupid, huh?”
Nic was both relieved and disappointed. It reminded her of Lee’s reaction to the creepy music at Meredith and Shelby’s studio. “It’s kind of cute. But your secret’s safe with me.” She handed Lee the bundle of firewood and got the guitar out of the van. She didn’t want to admit how much she enjoyed how close Lee kept to her as they made their way back to the campfire.
Nic added a few pieces of wood to the blaze, and they sat around the fire for a sing-along. By the time the fire had died down, everyone was ready to go to the tents and tell scary stories. Nic stayed to bank the fire before she went to the tent where she’d dropped her gear. She could hear the younger kids having fun inside. When she leaned in, they’d built a blanket fort, and her gear was pushed into the corner. There wasn’t any room to spread her bag.
When Sari saw her reaching for her stuff, she grimaced in the lantern light. “I thought all of us were here. That’s okay. We can make room.”
They were having so much fun, especially Amelia. Nic didn’t want to disrupt it. “That’s okay. Let them play. I’ll see if there’s room in the other tent.”
On the short walk, Nic wondered if Lee would think she was making an excuse to join her but discarded the thought. Lee probably hadn’t had the same thoughts she’d been having.
Just as much noise was coming from the big kids’ tent. When she popped her head inside, she saw that this tent was also wall-to-wall sleeping bags, with Simone on one side and Lee on the other. Most of the girls, including Lee, were huddled in their bags with just their eyes showing in the light of the flashlight placed just beneath Simone’s chin, giving her an evil look.
“I was checking to see if there was more room in here. It’s a little tight in the other tent. But I can pull a couple chairs together and sleep next to the fire. It’s nice out tonight.”
“Why don’t you take the small tent?” Simone said. “Sari said Amelia is excited to stay with the other kids.”
She nodded. Her eyes rested on Lee, who she gave a smile to. Her little secret about being afraid of the dark was still safe with her, but Nic imagined she was shaking in her sleeping bag.
She said good night and headed toward the smaller tent on the far side of the fire. A chorus of muffled screams erupted from the tent she’d just been in. She couldn’t help a laugh as she stopped to spread the embers of the fire a little more. A rustling behind her made her turn, and there was Lee, hugging her sleeping bag.
She wished she wasn’t so happy to see her. She knew she needed to be careful. “What are you doing out here?” she asked, ignoring all the warning bells.
“I knew I’d made a grievous error in picking the older kid tent, and Simone told the part where the bloody face was staring in the rearview. Monica’s going to tell a story about a park ranger who’s a serial killer next. So…I decided to make sure you were safe.” Her head swiveled around. “Don’t you feel a little…exposed in the firelight? I mean, someone could be watching us, and we—”
“Would be warm,” Nic finished Lee’s sentence in hopes of dispelling her obvious fear. Who would have thought Lee’s trepidation would be so endearing?
“Yeah. I’m not sure what’s worse, listening to more scary stories while pressed up against the side of the tent where anyone could just—”
“You’re freaking yourself out.”
“I know. But my mind has already gone there. There’s no way I’ll sleep tonight. I’m going to curl up in the van until the stories are over, and maybe I’ll just stay there. At least claws can’t rip through metal doors.”
Nic took her hand and tried not to smile. Lee was so cute all huddled up like she was. “You can hang out with me until you feel a little better and story time is over.”
“Not out here.”
“Let’s hang out in the tent.” It wasn’t until Nic zipped up the flaps that it sank in that she and Lee were alone. Some very strong sensations coursed through her body. Sensations like fluttery things in her stomach and rolling things lower down where heat and trembling joined the fray. Thoughts of kisses when waking from naps and up against vans roared back to her. She reminded herself that they were…friends. Yeah. She could call it that now. Anyway, she didn’t want anything romantic with Lee. And Lee hadn’t indicated she wanted anything other than friendship.
Except…that kiss Lee had brushed along her neck in the bathroom. But Lee had been a little drunk. That didn’t count.
And then there was the nap and the way their legs had tangled together. But that had just been unconscious movement during sleep.
She was overthinking it. There were two tents full of kids mere steps away. Once Lee was calm, she’d walk her back to the other tent. End of story.
Unaware of Nic’s tumultuous thoughts, Lee seemed to relax, sitting cross-legged on her sleeping bag. Giggling came from the other tents. Nic laid out her sleeping bag and pillow and sat across from her. “You’ll be comforted to know that, even inside the tent, I would see anything approaching from behind because—”
Before she could finish the sentence, one of the girls in the other tents screamed, prompting Lee to scramble over, looking over her shoulder. The motion demonstrated how on edge she was, and Nic tried hard not to laugh as Lee pressed into her side. To Lee’s credit, she hadn’t even made a sound when she’d propelled herself across the space like a flying squirrel. Somehow, that made it even funnier.
“I’d see the shadows from the moonlight and hear the crunch of the dirt on the rock on that side of the tent,” Nic finished, nearly shaking from suppressed laughter.
Lee blew out a breath. “Fuck.” She loosened her hold on Nic’s arm but stayed close. “I’m not like this. I swear. It was just that bloody face story. I’m going to strangle Simone.” Lee crawled back to the heap of her own sleeping bag.
Nic still could barely contain her laughter. “I’ve never heard you swear before.” Nic didn’t say that the curse thrilled her in an unexpected way. Or that she was trying to take Lee’s mind off the scary stories.
“I’m surprised.” Lee’s voice had a tremble in it. “It’s a second language to me.”
Nic was amused, but she was also tired. “Do you just want to stay in this tent tonight?”
“Can I? I don’t want to go back out there.”
“Sure.” The mountain air was cool outside, but she’d be toasty in her sleeping bag, so she pulled off her outer clothes to just her tank top and jeans. Stuffing the clothes she’d shed into her backpack, she glanced at Lee, who was bathed in the light from the full moon that made it through the thin tent fabric. The ethereal effect of the light outlining her was almost magical. Trying not to show her reaction, Nic unbuttoned her jeans and pulled them off before slipping into her sleeping bag.
Lee spread out her bag, quickly took off her pants and hoodie, and slipped into her bag, too. There was a foot of distance between them, but Nic felt her nearness, knowing that she could just reach across and touch her. Watching her strip down to a tank top and underwear had set a slew of sensations into motion inside her.
Lee sighed. “My pillow is in the other tent.”
Nic sat up. “I’ll get it for you.”
Lee rolled up her jeans and laid her head on them. “It’s okay. I already feel like Simone might be assuming things because I left, whether it’s that she thinks I’m a wimp or I’m trying to…well, never mind. I just think it will just add to her imagination if you go in there for me.”
“I’ll share mine if you don’t mind the proximity,” Nic said, and it came from a place in her brain that apparently didn’t care about the inner turmoil she was going through about the new and unwanted attraction. How was she going to sleep with Lee’s head so close to her own? She slid the pillow over. “Or better yet, you take it. I’m used to camping without.”
“That’s sweet of you.” Lee slid the pillow back and gave Nic a smile she could see clearly in the shadows. “I’m fine.”
“I won’t bite, if that’s what you’re scared of.” Where the fuck had that come from?
“I wasn’t worried about that, but now that you mention it…” Lee’s voice had dropped to a deeper tone and trailed off, causing a zig and a zag of tingles to flood Nic’s lower regions. Lee seemed to rethink what she said because she quickly added in her normal voice, “Actually, it’s more about me being such an active sleeper. I’m afraid I’ll steal it from you.”
“I’ll take my chances. It’s a big pillow.”
“Okay, but I’m warning you.”
“Warning acknowledged.” Nic moved her pillow closer to Lee again. “You’ll have to move your bag closer.”
“Right.”
Nic was grateful that they were at least contained to their own bags when they rested their heads inches apart. Wildly aware of her, Nic took in the floral scent mingling with the smoky scent of the campfire that clung to everything around them. Lying on her side facing Lee, she admired her profile: her perfect nose, her full lips, her cute chin, her smooth neck…she had to stop.
She rolled onto her back. “You smell good,” she said. So much for stopping. She remembered the restaurant bathroom where Lee had said the same thing to her. She shivered at the memory of soft lips against her neck.
“So do you,” Lee said quietly.
Several moments ticked by, and Nic could tell Lee wasn’t asleep. The sounds of the girls continued in the other tents, invading the quiet of the sleeping forest and their little space. Lee jumped at every scream.
“What did you mean by never having a childhood?” Nic asked to get Lee’s mind on other things.
“What? Oh. It’s nothing.”
“I’m not sleepy.”
“Surprisingly enough, neither am I.”
“Tell me, then.” Nic turned on her side again. She sensed insecurity coming from the pause.
“Where do I begin?”
“Where were you born? Do you have siblings?”
“I was born in Boston, and I have an older sister and a younger brother. My father has always been painfully aware that he married above him, and my mom has tried her best to minimize it. This has defined our family dynamic and my place in it. According to my therapist.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means my therapist defines that as the primary thing that fucked me up on several different levels.” Lee smoothed the wrinkles of her bag. “TMI? Yeah, so my childhood is a boring story rife with trauma, thus, not fun conversation.”
“You don’t have to talk about it. But I don’t think it’s boring. It’s what made you you, right? When you say your father married up, what does that mean?”
“My mom comes from money. Being successful—or rather, appearing successful—was—and still is—very important to both my parents. They’ve spent their entire marriage proving to my mother’s family that they were wrong about my father not being good enough for their daughter.”
“In what ways has that fucked you up?”
“Besides always having to keep up appearances? Well, my older sister by three years, Hannah, was born with a developmental disability. She never developed intellectually beyond that of two or three. She’s super sweet, and I love her more than anything, but she needs lots of attention. That didn’t fit into the ‘perfect’ family perception my parents tried to cultivate.”
“I can see how hard that would be. But what family is perfect, anyway?”
Lee blew out a long breath. “The minute I progressed beyond my sister’s developmental age, I was tasked with keeping an eye on her. I never knew anything different, and I soaked up the praise for being such a great helper. And I adore my sister. But two-year-olds like to get into things. So I got blamed when she invariably hurt herself. I don’t know how many ice packs and bandages I’ve applied over the years. No matter how diligent I was, she managed to hurt herself. And it was always my fault. I’ve probably paid off a car or two discussing the disappointment I’ve been to my parents with my therapist, but it still hurts to remember it. Anyway…is this boring?”
“Not at all.” Nic rested her hand on Lee’s, which were intertwined on Lee’s stomach. She left her hand there for a moment and then withdrew it when Lee resumed her story.
“Because we had to maintain appearances, we lived in a very nice house but couldn’t afford even a part-time caregiver for Hannah. And family obligations meant my mom was expected to attend social functions and entertain, leaving Hannah to me much of the time. It was hard to have friends because I was always babysitting. When we were able to afford a caregiver, Hannah refused anyone else. She got violent when someone new came around. I could go to school because she had teachers watching her, but otherwise, I was with her around the clock. We even shared a room so I could keep an eye on her.”
“Where was your brother in all this?”
“Preston’s a year younger, so I had to watch him as well as Hannah for a while, but he got older and learned that out of sight was out of mind, and he did his own thing. He got to go to college while I had to stay at home to take care of my sister. ‘Who would take care of Hannah?’” Lee said bitterly, the first real emotion she’d shown since she’d started the story. “Meanwhile, I went to a local community college so I could take care of my sister. After I had to turn down yet another offer to hang out with friends, I cracked. I ran away. I stole my mom’s credit card and bought a plane ticket to get as far away as possible. I lived in constant fear, worried that my parents would find me and worried they wouldn’t try.
“Working at coffee shops in San Francisco, I hooked up with some kids who were attending California College of the Arts. I applied, was accepted, and I put myself through school while waiting tables and selling paintings when I could. I met my first girlfriend at CCA. Carly was my first anything, really, after living such a sheltered childhood. I was in heaven. I had friends and a girlfriend, I was going to college, and I was living on my own.” She paused. “Are you sure you aren’t bored?”
“Absolutely,” Nic said, fully invested. “Did they try to find you?”
“I never asked, and they didn’t say.” She blew out a long breath. “But right before graduation, I finally called home and invited them to the ceremony. I missed them and felt like I was ready to include them in my life again.”
Nic could almost hear the foreboding crescendo of dun-dun-da echoing between them.
“They made plans to attend. I felt like things were finally going my way. But…you knew the ‘but’ was coming, right? That’s when Carly broke up with me because she was moving back to Oklahoma to marry her old boyfriend. She’d told me once how her parents belonged to a fundamentalist church and how restrictive and horrible it was. I didn’t understand why she would go back. She never told me she wanted to and wouldn’t talk about it when she broke up with me. The day before my parents were to fly out to my graduation, my mother called to say that my father had had a stroke. I had no reason to stay in California with Carly gone. So I didn’t even go to the ceremony. I took my diploma and went home. When I got there, it was like I’d never left, but instead of taking care of my sister, who my parents had moved to a care residence, I was taking care of my dad’s business.”
“What about your brother? Did they know you were gay?” Nic had so many questions, and she despised Lee’s parents for taking away her childhood.
“Preston was in LA at a new job, and I didn’t tell my parents about being gay. I wasn’t sure how they would take it, and it just never came up. I had no time for a personal life anyway. And honestly? We weren’t close enough for me to even care to tell them.
“I ran the business for five years. Much to my surprise, it not only thrived but grew. I found I had an aptitude for sales, and that’s where I applied most of my energy. It paid off. My dad tried to remain active, but he really just got in the way.”
“What happened?” Nic cringed in anticipation.
“He caught me and Tara from the marketing department. We weren’t doing anything. Nothing had happened aside from some minor flirting. We were just standing too close, but that’s all he needed.”
“What happened?”
“Turns out, he’s cool with the gays as long as they’re not his daughter. I haven’t talked to my parents since. Or Tara. She didn’t want that kind of drama in her life. I ran again. This time to San Diego, where I went to work at a few companies before OceanTel. That’s when I met you.”
“Wow.” Nic refrained from telling Lee just how much she despised her parents. “I can’t imagine what that was like.”
“I didn’t know any different.” Her tone indicated that she had accepted it. Did she think she wasn’t entitled to feelings like resentment, anger, or hurt? She’d mentioned a therapist. Maybe she’d worked through most of it.
“Do you ever speak to your sister or brother?”
“My sister lives in an assisted living facility outside of Boston. I’m still the only one she responds to. My family doesn’t visit her very often or with any consistency. I see her several times a year, and I video chat with her once a week. Sometimes more if she’s having a hard week.”
“Can you move her out here?”
“My parents won’t allow it.” There was a hitch in Lee’s voice. “It keeps me up at night not knowing what happens to her if something happens to them. I assume guardianship goes to my brother, who I’ve talked to maybe a half dozen times in the last ten years. He seems indifferent to me being gay and to Hannah in general. Maybe he’d give me guardianship. I don’t know. Thankfully, the staff at the facility tell me what’s going on with her when I ask. They know how it is with us.” Lee paused. “And now you know my life story. I didn’t mean to go on like that.” She sighed. “Years of therapy still haven’t erased any of the guilt over leaving her.”
Something welled up inside Nic knowing that Lee trusted her with her story. “You’re such a strong woman, Lee. I just want to hug the little girl you were.”
The darkness all around them was alive with Lee’s memories and the sounds of the forest, despite the quiet giggling of the kids. “Sometimes I think I’m too strong,” she said as if she’d thought about it quite a bit. She sighed. “How about you? What’s your story?”
Nic wanted to explore the too strong comment but decided to give Lee a break. “Mine’s pretty boring compared to yours. I was born and raised here. A status that many of us proudly declare with bumper stickers and sun-damaged skin.”
Lee laughed quietly. “Tell me about your childhood.”
“It was typical for kids around here. Besides a few broken bones and scrapes from things like trying to ride my skateboard down a ramp from the roof of my house, I survived it mostly physically and psychologically intact. I have a twin sister, Flannery, who you saw at the running store. I cringe often about the fool I made of myself that day. Our parents moved from Ireland a year before we were born. Nothing specific brought them here. They just wanted the good weather like everyone else. My grandma moved here after she retired. My da is a housing inspector, and my ma owns an organic herb shop.”
“Are they…supportive of you with everything?”
“Being gay? Very. Ma says she and Da suspected long before I did. Flannery, too. She’s bisexual. They’ve always supported our friends whose parents weren’t accepting. When Rachel’s parents reacted poorly, Ma confronted them. Which was dicey there for a little bit, but I guess she helped them come to terms with it faster than they would have on their own. My ma is a very persuasive person when she wants to be. Rachel and I only lasted as girlfriends about a year, but we’ve stayed best friends ever since.”
“Did you experience any angst or anything when you came out?”
“Sure. A little. You know how it is in high school when you don’t want to stand out, at least in a bad way. Kids sometimes said things. Being identical twins got us more flak, I think. The cool thing was, I didn’t come out alone. I had Rachel and Flannery. And Ma and Da were always there for us. I think our experience was tame compared to others. No major gay bashing, at least until recently. Our political system released the lowest of the low from their disgusting holes in the ground with the previous administration. The haters who were afraid to display their hate before are doing it with a vengeance now. I’ve been lucky to always live my life openly, but I don’t know if it would be as easy today. We’ve gone backward. We might have more rights, for the time being, but certain people sure are uglier.” She stifled a yawn. “Sorry. I’m beat.”
Lee yawned, too. “Me too. I do impulsive things when I’m tired. I better go to sleep. Otherwise, I’m going to kiss you.”
Those last words slammed through Nic. She wasn’t sleepy anymore. “You want to kiss me?”
“I’ve always wanted to kiss you.” She still sounded drowsy.
“Always?”
“Since I first saw you in the new hire training room on our first day at OceanTel.”
Nic was wide awake now. “I had no idea.”
Lee rolled to her side, facing Nic. The darkness made it hard to see her expression, but Nic could feel Lee’s eyes on her. “You were wearing that purple button-down shirt with those pants with the charcoal and purple pinstripes. I love that outfit on you.”
“Why didn’t you ever say anything?”
“About wanting to kiss you or loving that outfit?”
“Either, but the kiss seems more…relevant.” Lee had been way more approachable then. What had changed? Why had she gone from wanting to kiss her to being so damn critical? She didn’t want to fracture the fragile bond that seemed to be growing between them, but she had questions. Their faces were inches apart, she could just…God, she wanted to reach out and…
“It was too dangerous.” Lee sounded like she did when she entered a meeting, all business, no questions, just the basics. It was jarring. “I’ve never been out at work. If I’d told you, everything would have changed.”
The coldness that almost disguised the pain in her voice only made Nic want to get closer, to rescue her from the power that made her believe that she had to hold herself apart from the people…person…Nic…who wanted to get closer. It was useless to continue to try to pretend otherwise. “I would have kept your secret,” she whispered.
“Oh, Nic,” Lee whispered back. Her coldness breaking. “I wouldn’t ask you to.”
“I’ve wanted to kiss you, too, you know.”
An audible intake of breath from Lee made goose bumps form on Nic’s skin. She ached to reach out for her.
“I wasn’t imagining things, then. The other day when I woke you from our nap?”
“Maybe. Well, yes. You weren’t imagining it. That I wanted to…kiss you,” Nic stammered. She thought she’d done a good job keeping her thoughts to herself.
Silence leaned in on them as they continued to face each other in the darkness. Neither of them moving, both barely breathing.
“Nic?”
“Yes?”
“Will you kiss me?” Lee’s words were barely a whisper.
Nic wanted to kiss her more than anything she’d ever wanted. But she couldn’t move. “I’m afraid.” Fear threaded through her, even as everything in her burned to kiss Lee.
“Why?”
“I don’t know.”
But she did. If she kissed Lee, her protections would crumble. Wanting her was one thing, but having her would open her up to being hurt, and Nic wasn’t sure she could survive being hurt like that by Lee.
Fingertips brushed her cheek. They barely touched her, but they trembled as they stroked her skin. Nic’s fear was replaced by an all-consuming need. No sooner had she registered this than she found herself sliding toward Lee. She could barely see her in the darkness, but she knew their lips were almost touching. A tingling electricity built between them. The heat it generated became a physical force pulling their mouths together.
“Nic?” It was an invitation. A question. A plea.
The tentative fingers on her cheek gained confidence. A hand moved to the back of her head, cradling it but not pulling. It left the decision to Nic, who finally closed the space between them. The soft skin of Lee’s mouth, slightly open, met her lips, and Nic’s entire existence consisted of nothing other than the feel of Lee’s soft lips pressed against her own, of Lee’s hand on the back of her head holding them together in an intoxicating display of gentle possession. Nic parted her lips, tasting Lee, taking in the texture of their kiss. The lips against hers briefly formed a smile, as if delighted by their passion, but the smile swiftly disappeared when Nic traced the edges of Lee’s lips with her tongue.
Lee moaned, melting against her, deepening the kiss. Nic gently sucked her bottom lip, taking in the tender skin. Her tongue explored the warm contours of Lee’s perfect mouth, teasing her tongue, spreading her lips. Craving more, she rolled Lee onto her back, taking control of the kiss, possessing her. Lee moved with urgent hunger, and Nic wanted to fling off her sleeping bag to feel the tangle of their legs, pressure against her core.
Breathing in the scent of Lee and reveling in the silky texture of her skin, Nic kissed a trail from Lee’s mouth to the sensitive spot just behind her ear, carefully tracing her jaw. When Lee arched, throwing her head back, offering her neck, a powerful pulse spread through Nic. She lavished attention on the skin offered to her, breathing deeply, tasting her. Lee gasped, her hands slipping below the bottom edge of Nic’s tank top. Goose bumps spread across her skin, and she shivered as Lee’s warm fingers slid over her, palms gliding over her hips, up her sides, and along her ribs, coming to a stop just below her breasts. Nic held her breath, craving the warmth of Lee’s hands cupping her, kneading her, teasing her.
For a first kiss, theirs was spectacular. Nic wanted to savor it, get lost in it, tease Lee for hours, hinting at what might come if they chose to take it further. And she was ready. Oh God, was she ready.
“I want you.” Nic said as she ran her tongue along the outer edge of Lee’s ear. As soon as she said it, she worried that it was too much. Her thoughts until now had been dominated with kisses and stolen touches. Sex hadn’t yet played through her mind. Arousal, yes. Explicit thoughts had been beyond the horizon, though. Leaping from thoughts of kisses to intimate exploration of Lee’s body seemed brazen. Dangerous, even. But now that the thought was there, she couldn’t unthink it. The caldera of desire that erupted from her was explosive and untamed. Lee’s skin tasted of salt and smoke and something a little sweet. Her scent was a light mix of her moisturizer, clean skin, and a delicious hint of unique pheromones that drove Nic mad. She wanted to bathe in that scent.
Lee shivered, wrapping a hand around one of Nic’s wrists. In the slight pause, fear that Lee was going to stop whatever was happening between them flared within Nic. But Lee pulled her hand closer, moving it inside her sleeping bag and down her body. Nic prepared for her to plunge it between her warm legs. The thought alone made her throb.
Instead, Lee slid Nic’s hand under her T-shirt, flattening it on the heated skin between her breasts. “Do you feel that?”
Nic felt it in every atom of her body. The softness, the heat, the rapid flutter of Lee’s heart beneath her palm. In a way, it was more intimate than if Lee had placed it between her legs. The gesture signified her vulnerability, something Nic had never suspected, but she anxiously wanted to protect.
“My heart wants to beat right out of my chest. I want you, too. So badly,” Lee whispered.
The admission only inflamed Nic’s desperate desire to shelter Lee’s heart. “But…” She heard the breathlessness in her own voice, knowing there was more to follow.
“But there’s a tent full of kids a few feet away, and once they calm down, they’ll be able to hear every sound we make. The way I feel, I don’t think I’m capable of much control. It’s all I can do not to reach into…” She shivered again, closed her eyes, and let out a shuddering breath. “When we do this for the first time, I don’t want to worry about who’s listening.”
A sharp, almost painful stab of arousal pierced Nic, causing her to press her legs together. “You’re right,” she said quietly, trembling, pressing her cheek to Lee’s. “I hate that you’re right, but you are.”
“I still want to be close to you.”
“I’m not letting go.” She fought the urge to claim Lee’s mouth once more, unsure she’d be able to maintain her strength.
Lee must have felt the same way. She faced the other way, pulled her braid forward over her neck, and pressed her back into the curve of Nic’s front. Nic wrapped her arm tightly around Lee’s waist, molding them together. They were still in their sleeping bags and had on more clothes than when they’d taken their nap together, but she remembered the feeling of their legs entangled, skin on skin, and her arousal simmered. She thought about moving the braid aside and kissing Lee’s neck. Her soft, smooth neck. Lee held Nic’s arm to her tightly and sighed contentedly, though Nic could still feel the percussive rhythm of her rapidly beating heart.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
    
The sound of feet moving outside the tent roused Nic from a surprisingly deep and restful sleep, albeit one punctuated by explicit dreams. Before she opened her eyes, she knew the sun was just barely beginning to rise, and someone had already added wood to the campfire. She hoped there’d be coffee. There were very few things more comforting than drinking a steaming cup of coffee brewed over a campfire in the fresh minutes of a new day. Nic smiled as Lee snuggled closer to her. They’d shifted in the night so Nic was on her back with Lee nestled in the arc of her arm. Wrapping her arms more tightly around Lee’s sleeping form, she breathed deeply.
“Morning already?” Lee’s body remained soft and languid against her. After the kiss and a night of cuddling, Nic wasn’t sure what to expect in the light of day. Would she wake up with stiff and reserved Lee? Or the relaxed and warm Lee?
“Right? I feel like I just closed my eyes,” she said.
Lee yawned, covering her face. “I never sleep well when I’m not in my own bed. But I did last night.” She performed a whole-body stretch. Their legs were still in their own sleeping bags, but the top halves of their bodies were pressed together, with only their shirts between them. This was a brand-new Lee, Nic decided, and she had to exert every bit of her control not to run her hands over Lee’s body. She was pleased when Lee snuggled right back against her.
Nic sighed deeply as she relished Lee’s soft breasts against her side, but her heart started to drum when a warm hand sneaked under the hem of her tank top and rested upon her stomach. The move seemed absentminded, but Nic’s response was anything but.
In the light of day, things felt different. She longed to kiss Lee but felt a little shy. That didn’t quell her desire, though. The warm hand now stroking her stomach didn’t help. Did Lee not realize what she was doing to her?
“Do you think the kids will bring us breakfast in the tent if we just stay here?” Lee asked.
Nic laughed but gently rolled away, getting up on her knees, offering her hand to help Lee sit up. “They probably would, but I need to get out of this tent before I explode.” She had meant it to sound like she had to pee, but once it was out, she realized it just as easily could have meant other things.
So did Lee, based on how dark her eyes became. Despite Nic’s offered hand, she didn’t move from where she was, except to prop up on her elbows. She stared hungrily at Nic. Her eyes that had always been so guarded were telling Nic to come back. Did she know?
The silent command set in motion some delicious sensations in Nic’s lower body, almost eclipsing her ability to think rationally. Common sense won out, however, and she wasn’t sure she was happy about it. She threw her sleeping bag over Lee, covering temptation, and pulled on a pair of shorts.
“You make it hard to be good,” she said.
Lee pushed the sleeping bag away with a mischievous smile. God. She looked so sexy reclining on her elbows, her eyes undressing Nic. Seriously. Did she know about her eyes? Thankfully, she lay back with an exacerbated sigh, closing them. It hardly released the pull the rest of Lee still had on her, though.
Nic crouched. She knew she should unzip the flaps and leave. She shuddered at the strength of her desire. Her fingertips itched with the thought of running them along Lee’s soft, bare skin, finding the hot wet softness between…Fuck.
Nic curled and uncurled her hands.
Shouts from the waking campers broke the spell, making the choice for her.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
    
“That was fun,” Lee said as she stretched, looking at Nic over the roof of the car. “I’m glad you asked me along.” The late afternoon sun glinted off her sunglasses.
Nic paused in her task of pulling their bags out of the trunk at her house. “Me too.” She pulled the strap of Lee’s bag over her shoulder. “I’m sure you’re anxious to get home, but I’m not ready for you to leave. I shouldn’t admit to that, but…” She shrugged.
“I like how direct you are. I wish I could be more like you.” Lee joined Nic at the rear of the vehicle and ran her hand up and down the exposed skin of Nic’s upper arm, letting her fingers slide under the sleeve of her T-shirt. Tingles rippled along the path of Lee’s fingers.
You were pretty direct this morning, Nic wanted to say. “What are your plans for this afternoon?”
“Normally, Sundays are for getting a head start on my work for the week. Lately, though, I like to go surfing or kayaking in the evening.” She looked out over the ocean where several dark forms bobbed on their boards just beyond the breakers.
“Your surfing gear is still here.” Nic nodded toward their boards leaning near the front door. “I have a couple of kayaks in the garage.”
Lee shifted her gaze to Nic. “What I really want…”
Nic held her breath. “Yes?”
“What I really want…is for you to take me to your bedroom.” Her voice was low but clear, her unguarded eyes telling Nic how much she wanted her. “It’s all I could think about on the drive home.”
A pod of dolphins did a flip in Nic’s lower body. She caught her breath. “I thought you were napping.”
“I was imagining what we would have done last night if we’d been alone.”
“Look who’s being direct now.” Nic barely recognized her own voice.
“You do it to me, Nic.” Lee seemed dazed by what was happening between them. “I don’t have any control. Not with you, not now.” Her eyes flickered from pure desire to something that looked like fear. The admission fed Nic’s fiery need while their past stoked her fear. Need was winning out.
“I feel the same way,” she said.
“Can I use your shower? I smell like a campfire.”
She couldn’t help but think about Lee naked in her shower. “How about you go first while I start dinner, and we switch when you’re done?”
“I think that’s a great plan. But first…” Lee stepped close and placed a soft lingering kiss on Nic’s mouth before she grabbed Nic’s overnight bag and walked toward the house.
Unable to move, Nic thought that kissing Lee in the daylight was different than kissing her in the dark. It was easier to guess what she was thinking. And after watching Lee walk toward the house, still feeling the kiss on her lips, she knew Lee wanted her. Her legs barely kept her upright as she finally gained control of them enough to follow her into the house.
    
“How does barbeque chicken sound?” Nic didn’t add that the barbeque was an excuse to get some distance while Lee took a shower. The sound of running water would only lead to thoughts of what that water was touching and what parts Lee was touching and…
Nic tried to rein in her carnal thoughts.
“Sounds great.” Lee paused. “Can I borrow a T-shirt? I took just enough clothes for two days.”
Nic headed down the hall to her room. “Why don’t you shower in here, and I’ll set something out on the bed?”
Lee stopped in the doorway. “You hung the landscape in here.”
Nic paused before crossing the room to open the windows to let in fresh air. Honeysuckle vines grew outside the open windows, offering their heady scent. She’d thought about how intimate it was to hang Lee’s painting above her bed, but she’d never imagined Lee would be in her room. She tried to reconcile the blaze of emotion that assailed her when she looked from the painting to the woman who’d painted it. Although, after the camping trip, it didn’t seem like such an improbable thing. Lee was a woman of unexpected facets.
The painting was the thing she’d needed to tie the room together. The furniture was black wood, and the bed, covered in a cream-colored duvet, was piled high with pillows in bright colors. Photos, most of them depicting black-and-white seascapes, decorated the other walls. The colors and emotions of the painting poured out into the room, creating a vibrance that hadn’t been there before.
Lee stared at her, hunger in her eyes, just like in the tent. But there was something else now. Something more. The moment stretched between them as long diaphanous curtains billowed in the slight breeze. “I love that you hung the painting in here.”
“The feelings it evokes in me belong here.”
“The longings it pulled from me do, too.” Lee walked toward her, stopping a few feet away.
Nic had trouble remembering why they weren’t already in bed and then remembered Lee’s request for a shower. “Um, you should find everything you need on the shelf.” She pointed toward the bathroom, knowing she’d just changed the mood. She needed that space now. “Feel free to look in the cabinet if you need something else. Flannery owns an organic herb farm. Between her and my ma’s store, I’m replete with free product.”
Lee’s hooded eyes switched to amused. “You know, you just took all the fun out of snooping through your cabinets.”
Nic tried to stifle a smile. “Whatever you do, stay out of the cabinet, then.”
With a playful smirk, Lee disappeared into the bathroom. Nic let out a long breath and gathered running shorts and a T-shirt from her dresser. When the water started running, she imagined Lee in the bathroom taking off…Nope.
She hurried out of the room to start dinner.
    
Several minutes later, Nic heard the sliding door open behind her.
“I’m going to have to get some of the lotions and potions you have in that magical cabinet. No wonder you always smell so good.”
Nic covered the grill and turned to find Lee standing behind her, carefully combing out her long wet hair. “Take anything you like. There’s more where it came from.” Her hands itched to run through Lee’s hair. “Your hair is beautiful. I’m sure you hear that all the time.”
“Thanks. I love and hate it.”
“Why so?” Nic wanted to argue, but it was Lee’s hair. She got to feel however she wanted about it.
“I should have just left it at thanks. No one wants to hear about my relationship with my hair.”
“Maybe I do.”
She waved a hand. “It’s just a lot, both in volume and in maintenance. It’s naturally very curly, and if I cut it short, no matter what style I try for, it looks like a burning bush. Wearing it long tames a lot of the curl, but brushing and drying it takes forever. You know all those movie stars who wear hair like mine, wild and free? That takes hours to accomplish, and then you’re fighting with it all the time to keep it untangled and out of your mouth, your food, other people’s mouths, and their food. That’s why I keep it in the braid most of the time. But it takes so long to air dry and has to be completely dry before I braid it or it stays damp and gets musty. People tell me they’d trade for my hair any day, but they have no idea. Thirty-six years of wrestling with it has me jaded.”
Nic gave into temptation and stepped closer, running her fingers through the wet strands cascading over Lee’s shoulder. Realizing that she wasn’t as confident or perfect as Nic had always thought she was made her like Lee even more. She also realized that her fingers were unintentionally grazing Lee’s nipple beneath the waterfall of hair. Lee sucked in a breath but didn’t move away.
“I have a blow-dryer. I’ll dry it for you.” Nic moved her fingers to a safer place, but Lee’s eyes were swimming in desire.
“As much as I would love to feel your hands tangled in my hair, I’ll just let it air dry for a while.”
Nic stepped back slowly. She had to clear her throat before she spoke. “I’m going to jump in the shower if that’s all right. Can you turn the chicken over in about five minutes? I’ve already made the salad, so we’ll be able to eat as soon as I’m back. Feel free to grab something to drink. I won’t be long.”
Lee laughed. “I’ll try not to let it burn.”
Seconds later, Nic walked into her bathroom, and the warm jasmine mist of Lee’s recent shower engulfed her. The floral herb was one of her favorite smells, but she rarely used it, preferring the more earthy scents of sandalwood or sage. The scent of jasmine now belonged to Lee. Undressing quickly and walking into the shower, she turned on the water and looked at the hand that had brushed through Lee’s hair just moments ago. She brought the hand to her lips, letting the water fall over her. She washed quickly so she could get back to making dinner and tried not to think about Lee bathing in the same shower just moments ago.
Failing miserably, she imagined Lee’s hands washing her. With arousal coursing through her, soft, warm hands encircled her from behind. She was almost convinced that it was her fantasy when a body pressed against her back. Reaching behind her, her hands slid over shorts and a shirt that were rapidly getting soaked. Her fantasy would never have included this detail.
“Were you on fire?” she asked without turning.
“No, but I let the chicken burn.” Lee’s low voice was close to her ear. “It was an accident. I started daydreaming, and I didn’t remember to turn it.” Lee kissed her shoulder. “I came back here to tell you, but the bathroom door was open, and then I was in here with you. I’d say I’m sorry, but I’m not.”
“Me either.” Nic turned in Lee’s embrace, still half expecting it to be a fantasy, but Lee was right there. Her eyes were hooded, a flush painting her neck and cheeks. The white T-shirt she wore had become soaked through. She walked Nic backward to the shower wall, kissing the side of her neck, hands exploring, driving Nic beyond wild.
“I’m sorry about the chicken,” Lee whispered hoarsely near her ear.
“I’m not.” She was more interested in Lee’s lips on her neck, eliciting a pressurized electrical charge that buzzed down her body. She pulled Lee’s shirt over her head. The unencumbered sight of Lee’s breasts and defined torso stole her breath away. She dropped the shirt, and Lee’s shorts soon followed. Nothing she had imagined had prepared her for seeing Lee like this: gorgeous, perfect, her eyes promising more than just a look. “You’re beautiful.”
Lee wrapped her arms around Nic’s neck, their breasts sensuously sliding against one another; the water between them slippery, the sensation exquisite. Nic loved how their rigid nipples caught against each other when they met. Their kiss was primal; lips, tongues, and teeth, it all fit perfectly together. Nic’s desire brought her hands to Lee’s face, wet and slick beneath her fingertips. Her hands couldn’t be in enough places at one time.
Lee’s hand moved between them, cupping Nic’s breast, the other holding the back of her head, tangled in her hair. She slipped a knee between Nic’s legs, spreading them, pressing against her throbbing center, fitting them tightly against each other.
Moaning, Lee slid both hands up and down Nic’s sides, pausing at the sides of their pressed-together breasts. Trailing her finger along the place where their bodies met. With a sharp intake of breath, Lee paused their kiss to peer into Nic’s eyes, desire filling the space between them. When her gaze dropped to Nic’s mouth, she kissed her again, and Nic arched into her, riding Lee’s thigh as Lee’s tongue skimmed her own. She gasped when Lee’s hands slipped over her hips and ass, slowly moving lower. Nic’s opening fluttered when Lee’s fingers came close and stopped. Her clit throbbed against Lee’s thigh. The contact caused every muscle in Nic’s lower belly and pelvis to contract, and she knew that she’d come if Lee moved her fingers just a little closer. She reduced the pressure on her center, grabbed Lee’s face, kissing her hard before pulling back just enough to fall into her eyes. Those previously unreadable eyes, so expressive now, telling her everything she wanted to know, stared back with an intensity that burned hotter than the sun. Their lips met again, and Nic found herself melting into the tenderness of a kiss as warm as the water falling upon them.
She couldn’t believe they were doing this, doing things she hadn’t even let herself fantasize about. Her mind alternated between all the ways she wanted to touch and taste Lee and how much she just wanted to fuck her, taking her hard. The urge to go fast warred with wanting to learn all the ways she reacted to her touch.
“Can we lie down?” she whispered against Lee’s mouth after they’d kissed for several minutes. Her center contracted when Lee’s hands glided up and down her body.
Panting, Lee pressed her forehead against Nic’s. “Yes, please. I don’t think my legs will hold me up much longer.”
Nic shut off the water and wrapped a towel around them. She stared into Lee’s eyes, walking her backward toward the bedroom. Somewhere along the way, the towel fell to the floor. When they got to the bed, Nic sat Lee down and lay her back.
She stood between her legs, caressing the damp skin of Lee’s thighs, admiring her beautiful body, captivated by her naked expression of lust. She trailed her hands up Lee’s firm thighs, along the side of the curly red triangle of hair, fighting the urge to slip her hand between them, instead moving over Lee’s flat stomach.
Lee’s abdominal muscles tightened under her touch, and her breasts rose with each ragged breath coming faster than the one before. She made her desire evident by the lift of her hips and the way she bit her bottom lip.
“You take my breath away.” Nic felt powerful having Lee on her bed, under her gaze, under her hands. She spread Lee’s legs apart, grazing a finger between them. Lee’s trust made her wet, Lee’s glistening folds made her throb, and the thought of Lee coming in her mouth almost made her drop to her knees right then.
Instead, she leaned back in. Starting at Lee’s beautiful neck, Nic skimmed her hands down her arms, intertwining their fingers for a moment as she kissed a line between Lee’s breasts. Lee squeezed her fingers almost painfully, letting Nic know how turned on she was. When Nic traced the pink areola of Lee’s left breast with her tongue, Lee moaned. And when Nic took the entire nipple into her mouth, sucking gently at first and then harder as her own need intensified, Lee arched into her mouth with a long hiss.
Lee untangled their fingers, driving her hands into Nic’s hair, holding her head against her chest. Nic sucked and scraped Lee’s nipple with her teeth, each new movement causing Lee to catch her breath and issue sounds that made Nic’s entire body vibrate. Nic’s center pulsed when she learned that biting Lee’s nipples caused her hips to surge against her.
After several minutes of worshipping Lee’s breasts, Nic kissed and licked her way down her abdomen, stopping to explore Lee’s bellybutton. She couldn’t get enough of the feel of Lee’s silky skin against her lips as she brushed kisses over the smooth, gentle curve of her lower belly. As she kissed even lower, she traced paths down Lee’s hips with her fingers, down her thighs and back up, over and along the inside of her legs. Heat surrounded Nic’s fingertips as she skimmed along the perimeter of Lee’s opening.
“God, Nic. You’re killing me.” Lee’s voice was strained, and Nic smiled against the skin just above Lee’s pubic hair. She peeked up at Lee, and the desire evident in Lee’s eyes caused a tight ripple to expand throughout Nic’s body.
She lowered herself to her knees, kissing the insides of Lee’s thighs, pulling Lee closer, spreading her legs even farther. The enticing scent of Lee’s arousal made her blood thrum in her veins. She couldn’t wait to dip her tongue into the folds of Lee’s warm wet center. She traced her fingers along Lee’s opening, letting them sink slightly between Lee’s swollen lips, flaming her own mounting need. Moisture glistened against the darkening pink while Nic’s fingers explored the swollen heat without pressing too far in, though Lee seemed to chase the sensation by lifting her hips.
She reached down as if to pull Nic’s head to her center. She spread and clenched her fingers before she thrust her hands into Nic’s hair, but when Nic expected her to pull, she simply kneaded her scalp, which added to the anticipation humming along Nic’s skin.
But Nic felt how much Lee wanted her tongue on her swollen center, her lips around her clit. She finally dipped her head and ran her tongue along the glistening folds, dipping into Lee’s opening, trailing up along the path her fingers had just traveled. Lee tasted like she smelled, sweet and tangy. Nic’s mouth watered, loving the smell and taste and feel. Pushing in, she loved the wet heat that surrounded her mouth, and her tongue explored Lee’s depths. Nic dragged her tongue through the swollen folds, using her fingers to help delve deeper into her. Her rocking hips, the hands in her hair, her gasps and moans, all told Nic what felt good.
Nic sucked gently, teasing her with her teeth, swirling her tongue into Lee where soft pulses rippled. With the tip of her tongue, she drew a line up the crease, finally seeking Lee’s clit, the ridge of nerves that seemed to send sparks across Nic’s tongue. She drew circles around it, enjoying the pulses, timing the movement of her tongue to coincide with the quickening ripples of Lee’s pleasure moving through her warmth. Lee’s hips rocked harder, and Nic wrapped her arms around her legs, finally enveloping Lee’s clit with her lips, alternating between gentle sucking and teasing with her tongue.
Lee gasped, and Nic responded by applying more pressure, her sucking becoming harder and longer. Soon, Lee was moving under Nic’s mouth, holding the back of her head, guiding her so that she understood the pace and the pressure she needed.
“Oh God. Nic.” Lee’s breathing was ragged. “I’m going to…”
As much as Nic wanted to draw out Lee’s pleasure by teasing her, there was an intensity to the moment, a hunger between them that conveyed that Lee needed to come hard and fast. Nic slid two fingers into her, now sucking on her clit until she felt a warm rush over her hand and the tight muscles within Lee convulse.
Lee cried out and arched as her orgasm peaked. A wave of anticipation rushed over Nic as she continued to hold Lee in her mouth, applying softer pressure with the flat of her tongue until Lee’s muscles relaxed, and her breathing evened out.
“Come up here. Please? Hold me until I regain my strength, when I can make you feel this good.”
Nic licked Lee a few more times as she gently removed her fingers. She slowly kissed the inside of Lee’s legs before she pushed up. Lee lay with her hands lying loosely on her chest while a soft smile played upon her lips. She shifted backward so her legs were on the bed, and Nic lay down next to her, wrapping Lee in her arms. She couldn’t describe the feelings that ran through her as Lee nestled against her, soft and docile in the aftermath of her pleasure. In their embrace, she sensed an exchange of trust, and the burn of tears teased the back of her eyes in an almost overwhelming understanding that Lee, in her total surrender, had given Nic something she usually didn’t give. Not just of her body but of her essence. Nic traced her fingertips over Lee’s skin, kissing her cheeks, her eyes, her lips.
Lee’s languid body relaxed even more as she released a long breath, and Nic held on even tighter. “You feel so good.” Lee’s voice was low and quiet.
“You do, too. Like I’m holding your soul.”
Lee was quiet for a moment. “You’ve been holding my soul for a while now.”
The admission rolled through Nic like a warm and cleansing rain. It soothed everything that had needed ease inside her, but it also brought an element of danger. A voice inside told her to be careful, or she might accidentally fall in love.
“Your heart just sped up.”
“Holding a naked sex goddess will do that to a person.” Nic joked because she didn’t know what else to do.
“If I’d known how talented you were at this, I wouldn’t have been able to sit still in all those meetings,” Lee murmured, kissing her neck.
“If I’d known how good you tasted, I would have visited you before those meetings and licked the fire out of you. Maybe you wouldn’t have yelled at me so much.” Nic laughed at the thought.
Lee tensed. “I never yelled at you.”
“You don’t have to raise your voice to yell.” She ran her hands through Lee’s hair. “But that’s all in the past. I know how to soften you up now.”
Lee leaned up on her elbow and ran her fingers across Nic’s brow and down her cheek, resting them on her lips. She looked like she was trying to find the right thing to say. When their eyes met, Nic wondered how it was that she couldn’t read Lee’s every thought before like she could almost do now. “I’m sorry for ever making you feel bad, Nic. I was overcompensating for how attracted I was to you, trying not to let people guess how much I wanted you. You scared me. I acted poorly. And it kills me to know I’d probably do the same thing if we worked together now. I can’t be around you without everyone knowing how I feel. How could I show how much you affect me?”
Nic twirled a strand of Lee’s hair around her finger. “I know that now. And I get it. I don’t like it, but I can’t see a way around it, either. I’ll forgive you if you let me do what I just did anytime I ask.”
Lee’s eyes seemed lit from within as she smiled. “Deal. But only if you let me return the favor. My legs are jelly, but if you straddle my face…” She arched one perfect brow, and a powerful rolling throb rushed through Nic’s core. Lee pressed her thigh against it, which only made it throb harder.
Trying not to appear too eager, Nic helped move her up the bed, then straddled her. She looked down as Lee stared greedily between her legs, and another rolling throb rushed through her. Lee grasped her hips. The vision of her almost rapturous expression as she looked between Nic’s legs and then the feel of the divine pressure of her tongue and lips caused waves of pressure to pulse through Nic’s lower body. She usually didn’t orgasm from oral sex, but she was almost there already. Lee’s mouth made her move with a level of rising excitement she’d never experienced. When Lee’s tongue filled her, she moved up until it stroked her clit and back again, unable to get enough of the sensations it evoked within her.
Lee seemed to sense that she teetered on the verge. She pushed her fingers through Nic’s throbbing folds, sucking her clit and tonguing the tip. An explosive surge of euphoric bliss spread through Nic, and she bore down, screaming Lee’s name as she shattered into a billion little pieces, coming harder than she ever remembered.
When the lights stopped going off behind her eyelids, and it felt as if she was floating, she arched, feeling her soul reenter her body. She became aware of Lee’s mouth still upon her, reminding her of the heights she’s just been soaring in, and the pulses renewed along her inner muscles. When Lee pulled her fingers out and licked the length of her, lazily circling her clit, Nic came again. This time wasn’t as powerful, but it was deep and spread through her body like a sparkling glitter bomb of sensation.
Lee seemed almost as surprised by Nic’s second orgasm as she was, and her soft eyes gazed upward as she continued to caress Nic’s center with her lips and tongue until the last of Nic’s orgasms faded.
Nic collapsed to the side, melting into the pillows, breathing hard, her heart thudding. Lee rolled over and reached for her, pulling her close, enfolding her in her arms and subtly wiping her face against Nic’s neck, making Nic chuckle while they both caught their breath.
After a few minutes, Lee pulled back to look into Nic’s eyes. “I want to make love with you all night long,” Lee whispered, tracing the side of Nic’s face with trembling fingers.
“Like I’m ever going to let you leave after that performance.” Nic found her mouth, tasting herself as soft fingers stroked her body. The words “make love” echoed in her mind.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
    
“We need to get out of bed sometime, you know,” Nic said, laboring to catch her breath. She barely had enough strength to lift her head to look at Lee, who was lying with her head on one of Nic’s thighs. The down comforter and all the sheets were tangled around them as they lay crosswise on the bed. Nic smiled to see that Lee’s eyes were half-closed, and she wore a satisfied grin.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Lee snuggled into Nic’s leg. “We’ve gotten out of bed plenty of times.”
“Bathroom breaks and getting food don’t count. Especially since we keep bringing it back to bed with us.” Nic picked up a pillow.
Lee somehow sensed the coming pillow onslaught even with her eyes shut and shot her arm out just in time to block it. With uncanny accuracy, she threw the pillow right back at Nic, eyes still closed.
“How do you do that?”
“Secret ninja training.” Lee continued to snuggle into Nic’s leg. “Seriously, though, what’s wrong with spending a week in bed? We’re getting exercise. We’re getting nutrition. I’ll admit, we could do better with the hydration part. Other than that, what’s the harm? Are you getting sick of me?”
Nic stroked her hair. “I’d love to stay here with you forever. I was just thinking about your work. Simone didn’t mind covering for me at the shelter on Wednesday, so I’m okay.”
“I told a few people I was going camping last weekend, so the poison ivy story is good for this week.”
Nic chuckled. “I was wondering what excuse you gave. I would never have pegged you for a slacker.”
“Do I seem like a slacker to you?” Lee pushed up, looking squarely in Nic’s eyes.
“Actually, quite the opposite,” Nic said, pulling her up next to her. “I don’t mean just in bed, either.”
“That day we went surfing was the first time I’ve used a sick day in seven years.”
“Very interesting.” Nic held a finger against her lips as if contemplating. “I wonder what’s responsible for making a good girl go bad.”
“Hmm, I wonder. I’ll give you a hint.” Lee pinned Nic’s hands above her head. She looked victorious, but Nic laughed.
“You think you can hold me down?” She got ready to flip her over.
“Hold on,” Lee said. “Give me a three second head start, and I guarantee that I can not only hold you down but do it using only one hand.”
Nic didn’t believe that for a second, but she was willing to give her a chance. “Tell me when your head start begins.”
“Now.” She kissed Nic deeply and let go of her wrists with one hand, using it to trace a path down the side of her body. Nic had a hard time counting under the spell of the kiss, but she was still determined.
Until a strong hand spread her thighs, followed by the thrust of artful fingers, turning her mind hazy and her body to fire.
Several minutes and a thundering orgasm later, Nic was catching her breath, her hands still held above her head with almost no effort at all. Lee whispered in her ear, “I win.”
“No. I win.”
Lee wrapped her arms around Nic, kissing her deeply. “I’m so glad I played hooky that day,” she said when their lips parted. “I have a confession. I ran down the alley in the hope I’d see you that morning.”
“How many times did you have to run by?”
“Just the once. I got lucky.”
“Really?”
“Okay. Twice.”
“Is that your final answer?”
Lee covered her face. “Ugh! Five times. I ran by five times. I was going to knock on your door if you weren’t outside that last time. But there you were. Lucky me.”
“Yes. Lucky you.” Nic rolled into her, still reeling from the orgasm. “It was plausible that you needed a sanity day. God knows OceanTel is chaos on its best days.”
“You of all people can see why someone might need to take a sanity day, yet you never called in. You hardly took any vacation the whole time you worked there.”
“I guess you checked my files when I was moved under you.” Nic lifted her eyebrows lasciviously.
“I wished you were under me.” Lee countered. “I didn’t need to check your files. Your reputation at the company is exemplary.”
“Could have fooled me.” An unexpected wave of bitterness flared within her, and she was embarrassed by her reaction. “But it worked out. The day I left, a huge weight was lifted. I didn’t know how much I had come to dislike working there until I didn’t anymore. But you still work there, and there’s no need to rehash something that has no power over me now.”
“You seriously hated it that much?”
“I didn’t realize it at the time, but I seriously did.”
“What made it so bad for you?”
“Do we have to discuss this?” She buried her head in Lee’s neck.
“No, we don’t have to.” Lee stroked the back of her head. “But I’d like to know how you feel.”
Nic sighed and then sat as Lee ran her fingers over Nic’s back. “I don’t mind working hard or doing tedious work. I don’t even mind unachievable deadlines or quotas. It’s all part of the job. But not being appreciated, that was the worst thing.”
“You didn’t feel appreciated?” Lee entwined their fingers and kissed the inside of Nic’s wrist.
“I felt appreciated by my team and most of the clients. But not by anyone else.”
“That’s terrible.”
Nic paused, sneaking a glance at Lee, struggling to find a way to say what she wanted to. “You contributed to that. Quite a bit, actually.” Lee didn’t say anything, so she continued. “Knowing you now, you don’t seem to be that person. I mean, I couldn’t imagine you treating me the way you did now. I understand why. But it still…sucked.” She paused again, staring at the comforter.
Lee still held her hand, but she had become very still. Nic tried to figure out how to cancel what she’d just said and was devastated to see Lee crying.
“Oh, baby. Don’t cry,” Nic said, lying down and taking her into her arms. She hated that she’d hurt her. “None of that matters now. Oh God, Lee. Don’t. Let’s just go back five minutes, and I’ll redo them…”
Lee wiped at her tears. “It’s true. I didn’t treat you well. I didn’t want to act so cold toward you, but I had to, and it wasn’t fair.”
“I know.” Nic stroked the side of her face. She didn’t agree with the “had to” part, but she now had a better idea of what had happened in Lee’s past to make her feel like she had to.
“There’s no in-between with how I feel about you. It would have been obvious if I didn’t steel myself, and there were already a few questions about my ‘softness’ toward you.”
Nic felt the sting of her words but understood. “I don’t know if I should be flattered or angry.”
“I’d be angry if I were you. Look at me. I never cry. I’m such a coward. If it helps at all, when I said I’d do the same thing again, I lied. I wouldn’t. I’d leave before I had to do that to you. It doesn’t change anything, but it’s the truth.”
In a way, it did help to erase some of the lingering bitterness. She pulled Lee closer.
    
Nic pushed a cup of coffee across the counter. Lee had pulled herself together after the unexpected detour into their past tensions. Nic knew they needed to talk about it, but diving into it when they were both emotionally unguarded after a week of shattering orgasms had been a bit harsh. Now that they were mostly clothed and getting caffeinated, the discussion seemed a little more palatable, even if it would be easier to just forget about their shaky past.
Lee sipped her coffee. “You say you understand why I acted the way I did. Maybe you do, but I don’t expect you to. I don’t even know exactly why I did it. I can justify it, but was it right? You’re stronger than I am, Nic. You know who you are, and you expect people to accept you. I’ve never met someone more real than you.”
“I think you’re being too hard on yourself.” Nic intertwined their fingers.
Lee smiled. “I remember our first day at work. I couldn’t get over your beautiful eyes and the sound of your voice. I remember secretly hoping you were single. When I accepted the job, a big part of the reason was that the company portrayed itself as progressive. One of the people who interviewed me even asked me how I’d feel working with gays and lesbians. He said the company wouldn’t tolerate bigotry. Finally, I thought. I could be out at work.”
“I wish I’d known.” A burst of happiness shot through Nic like it always did when Lee admitted she’d been attracted to her. “Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I wanted to. Believe me. I was still worried about being fully out. I was with my friends, but Carly had been so careful because of her family, and then I had my past with my parents. I tried to feel it out. I asked Maggie about you a couple of months after we started, way before any of us had been promoted yet. She was still just a lead. We were all standing around talking after a meeting, and it was just her and me off to one side. I asked her about you just to break the ice. Instead of answering, she walked over and grabbed Tim’s arm to have him join the conversation. She said something along the lines of how brilliant you were, but the way you shoved your ‘lifestyle’ down everyone’s throat really detracted from it.”
“What?” Nic was floored. “I never shoved anything down anyone’s throat.”
“I know,” Lee said with a sigh. “Since they thought I was straight, I soon found that not acting grateful enough or deferring to them for being so ‘accepting’ was the equivalent of shoving it down their throats. The ‘dyke’ word was tossed in, and Maggie expanded the conversation to talk about a few of the other employees, which gave me a good glimpse of the undercurrent of racism, too. The progressive company posture is just a ruse, lip service to make the clients think they work with a cool company. It’s all performative. Every bit of it.”
“I know Melvin, though. He bleeds progressive blood.” Nic searched her memory for signs. Sometimes people were politically incorrect, but they were open to being corrected. Were people only respectful around her? Had she been blind to it?
“Melvin hasn’t been engaged for a while. He’s CEO in title only. The subculture of bigotry has become the dominant one. At least with the executive team, most of whom we inherited with the OceanTel acquisition. It’s gotten more pronounced in recent years, just like it has across the country.”
Nic made a face. “Not here. That’s mostly in the south.”
Lee shook her head. “You were laid off for a reason, Nic. You were ‘other,’ and you didn’t back down. You were one of the few people they couldn’t be themselves around. That made you a target.”
Nic scanned Lee’s face. A flare of the old anger hit her. She didn’t want to risk what they were just beginning, but she needed to know why Lee had laid her off. And she didn’t want to hear that it was to protect her. “I’m not sure if I should ask you to explain. Maggie always stood up for me. But you’re saying it was a ruse?” Maggie was prickly. But was she a liar? Her hot and cold attitude was frustrating, but at least she’d been real. Or had she?
“She’s pleasant around most people but makes jokes and gossips. And worse. She was not your friend, Nic. I hate saying it, but you were often the focus of her bad-mouthing.”
“People just don’t behave like that. At least not openly.”
“Sure they do.”
“Not in California.”
“Come on, Nic.”
“It’s not that I’m unaware of how subversive bigotry is. I know it shows up in ways that even really dialed-in, socially progressive people don’t realize. Hell, I’m constantly learning words or phrases that I’ve used that originated from racist or misogynistic ideals. But people don’t talk so openly like that at work. Not at a Fortune 500 company. Not when it’s so easy to dox someone or throw a ‘who’s this?’ video up on TikTok.”
Lee slow blinked. It was a thing Nic had seen her do on countless occasions, especially in meetings when someone said something obviously incorrect. Nic’s stomach clenched waiting for whatever she was going to say. “You are so wonderfully consistent in your generous views of people. I adore that about you.”
Was Lee calling her naive? The kind smile didn’t seem to infer that she was being condescending. “Is that a good thing or bad thing?”
“It’s very good. Most people are cynical. Yet you give people the benefit of the doubt. But in this case, they don’t deserve it. Maggie definitely doesn’t deserve it, nor do most of the executive team. They know exactly what they’re doing, and they feel empowered. Partly because they think their stock options and time in service allow them to do what others can’t get away with. And you know what? They’re mostly right. It’s fucked-up.”
“But this is California. The PC police keep people in check.”
“You’d be surprised.”
“I’m not that naive. I know there are bigots everywhere. But they keep to themselves here. People would be all over them if they didn’t.”
“We’re living in weird times.”
“Not to be harsh, but if you know about it, why are you still there?”
Lee grimaced. “Honestly? In the beginning, it was plain fear and the fact that I’d just relocated and needed a job to pay my bills. I’d run from my parents’ business. Carly had left me to marry her old boyfriend. It messed with my mind. I’ve hidden who I am at every job I’ve had. I didn’t want to run again. I wanted to stand up to the Maggies and Tims.”
“How can you stand up if you’re not out at work?” It came out more direct than she intended. “I’m not trying to be judgmental. I just want to understand.”
Lee sighed and studied her empty mug. “I keep waiting for my chance. I waited too long after the first time I heard them. They weren’t too open about it after that. At least around me. I heard about it, but I couldn’t do anything about hearsay. It’s been a lot more flagrant lately, but the buildup has been so subtle. I know why you were targeted, but it’s not like they came out and said, ‘Let’s get that lesbian.’”
“So you’ve been biding your time?”
“I kept thinking I could change the culture. Part of me thinks I have, at least within the sales division. I’ve implemented training, and I meet with everyone at least once a year to walk the talk. But Maggie and some of the others sensed something about me. I don’t know how, but they’d say things if they thought I demonstrated any preference toward you.”
“Preference?” What a joke. Lee had always acted like she’d hated her.
“Maggie once asked me if I was tempted to ‘cross over to the Dark Side with you.’ I don’t even remember why, but I just froze. She laughed it off and looked at me sideways, like she suspected something. It put me on guard.”
“Because you secretly did. Now I know better.” Nic nudged her teasingly. “I wish I’d known then.”
“You have no idea.” She said it so seriously, Nic felt it in the back of her knees. “So when I was cold to you or when I was acting too critical, it was a selfish response and not at all about you. I hoped that you would see any criticism I had was always surface stuff. When cross-department reviews came along, I always gave you high marks and never called your capabilities into question. Since you have such confidence and always do superior work, I thought my attitude wouldn’t matter. But it’s taken a toll. Looking back, I could have done it differently. But I didn’t. I’m so sorry, Nic.”
Her last words were through a sob. Nic’s heart broke for her. Any pain she had had was nothing compared to the anguish Lee obviously felt and the terrible way her parents had made her feel her whole life.
Anger welled up in Nic, burning in her veins for Lee, who’d been trying to help but just hadn’t known how. “I wish we could have talked about this back then. Maybe neither of us would have felt like we were going through it alone.”
“That’s what I regret the most,” Lee said, angrily wiping tears away. “I wish I had been strong enough to be open with you. You’re so easy to be with.” She laughed with a little mirth. “Although, my constantly undressing you with my eyes would’ve surely given us away.”
Nic saw how hard she was trying to keep things together. She moved closer and wrapped her arms around her, wishing she could take away this pain.
Several minutes passed while Lee silently worked through her emotions, and Nic simply held her, occasionally kissing her. Finally, Lee excused herself to get a tissue, and Nic chided herself for not getting it for her. It had just seemed more important to hold her.
Lee came back to the kitchen. “I didn’t mean to make that about me,” she said quietly.
“You didn’t. None of it stands separately. The thing that hurt the most was thinking you didn’t like me and…”
“God, Nic. It’s just the opposite. I hope you know that.”
Nic chuckled. “I do now. I was about to say that any insecurities I had are gone. Now I’m just angry at Melvin for basically gaybaiting me, making me think OceanTel was something it’s not. Maybe never was.”
Lee sighed. “I don’t think Melvin even knows. Although ultimately, he’s responsible for anything that happens at the company. He’s not as engaged as he used to be. The rumor is that he’s working on an idea for a new company.”
“God. That’s all we need. A new breeding ground for bigotry.” They were quiet for a minute. Nic breathed out, feeling like they’d cleared some of the air. She still had questions, though. “Since we’re talking about it, I was wondering if you would answer two questions, and then we can forever leave the topic alone.”
“Sure.” Lee’s voice held a tone of apprehension.
“Why move my team? It seemed so arbitrary, and Maggie seemed angry about it. When I asked, she said you’d tell me, but you never did.”
Lee hesitated. “I pulled rank on her.”
“Aren’t you both VPs?”
“It’s politics. I hate it, but even though he’s kind of checked out, Melvin likes me, and I run a profitable division. He isn’t a big Maggie fan, either. She’s an opportunist, and it doesn’t help that she runs a division that doesn’t contribute directly to profits. Anyway, she pitched to dissolve your team. Her view was that your team met project goals so easily, and with process templates to go by, we no longer needed expensive PMs. I disagreed. We went toe to toe in front of Melvin, and he agreed to let me run your team with the intent to prove the need.”
“What was in it for Maggie to get rid of us?”
“Budget cuts. Melvin gamified it. The VP who was able to trim the most would get an additional five percent in their bonus.”
“But wouldn’t taking us into your team increase your budget?”
“Cutting an essential team wasn’t worth a bigger bonus to me.”
Maggie might not have done a great job advocating for her team, but Nic thought she had at least appreciated what they did. This was unexpected. “You saved us all from being cut.”
“I fed you the ‘it’s what the management team thinks is best’ line because I didn’t want you to be hurt by Maggie’s callous attitude.”
“Why did you lay me off?” Nic snorted. “Everyone knows it wasn’t really a layoff, by the way.”
Lee paused, appearing to contemplate her response. “It really was a layoff, and it’s part of the ebb and flow of doing business. We haven’t been pulling in the add-on work we expected, and we’re under in baseline projections. The natural thing is to trim payroll. When Maggie suggested cutting project management, your salary rose to the top of the spreadsheets. When I subverted her liquidation of the team, Maggie made the case for reducing expenses in a last-ditch effort to hit the bonus target. The decision was made before the team was moved under me, and I tried to fix it, but it was too late. The ball had been set into motion. I didn’t even know until minutes before we were both pulled into Trina’s office. I didn’t even get time to warn you. The thing that really gets me is that it was because you spent so much time in grade. Had you been promoted when you deserved it, you would have been in a higher grade, thus lower in the ratio spread. Not only did she block you from being promoted by holding you back, she also put you first in line for a layoff.”
“So it wasn’t you?”
Lee shook her head.
Nic was relieved. “Thanks for stepping up for me.” She tried to digest the new information about Maggie, though. She felt like a fool for trusting her. She’d given all sorts of clues as to who she really was, but Nic hadn’t wanted to believe them. It stung. Mostly because she thought she was a better judge of people. But also, it sucked that her commitment and good work mattered less than who she slept with. It made her wonder if Lee was right about hiding who she was. As soon as she questioned that, her world seemed smaller. And that made her mad.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
    
“I can’t believe you’ve never been to Senora Garcia’s,” Lee said. “How long did you say you’ve lived in the area?”
It was Sunday night and the first time Lee and Nic had been out of Nic’s house in a week. Not that they hadn’t made plans. It was just that they’d start to get ready and end up making love in the shower. Or in the bedroom. Or in the kitchen. Once even up against the car.
Meal prep had been much of the same when hands had become impatient, and mouths had started to tease. Finally, they’d had enough of food delivery.
The metal and Formica tables of Senora Garcia’s were straight out of an era in which neither she nor Lee had been alive. The matching chairs had probably been reupholstered multiple times, but still, there were tears in the plastic-covered padding, most of which was repaired with duct tape. South of the border knickknacks adorned the walls with traditional accoutrements consisting of blankets, maracas, piñatas, and festive paper mâché masks. Loud mariachi music completed the ambiance. Nic loved it.
“When I want Mexican food, I usually go to Mort’s.” Nic took another bite of the complimentary salsa. She rolled her eyes in ecstasy. “Delicious. I’ve driven past this place a thousand times and never noticed it.”
“You’ll never find a better sour cream enchilada, and the price of a beer can’t be beat. Saturday afternoons, the pool tables are free, and beers are two for one.”
“I would never have pegged you for a pool playing, beer swigging, bar babe,” Nic said, watching Lee’s mouth as she responded. Lee had the sexiest mouth she’d ever seen.
“I’m glad I’m not totally predictable. You’re the first person I’ve shared it with.”
Nic liked being the only one. “Why’s that?”
Lee appeared to contemplate the question. “I wouldn’t want to ruin it with someone I’m not serious about.”
Warmth filled Nic’s chest, and she took Lee’s hand. “You’re serious about me?”
Lee kissed her palm. “Very serious.”
Despite all the intimacy they’d shared in the last week, those few words seemed to embed themselves further into Nic’s heart than anything before them. She let them float in the air between them for a few minutes. She didn’t know what it meant for them, and for once, she didn’t try to analyze it.
“Wanna play pool when we’re finished eating?” she asked after a sip of beer.
“Sure. I’ll let you kick my butt. I like to play, but I truly suck at it.”
A pause descended over their table as their food came, and they enjoyed their meals.
“Lee?” Nic asked a few minutes later.
Lee lowered her fork. “That sounded serious.”
“I’m feeling serious,” Nic said, looking deeply into Lee’s eyes. She couldn’t help it. Their week of bliss would come to an end when Lee went back to work the next day. Outside of the safe cocoon of her bedroom, the real world lurked. Would things feel the same once Lee fell into her old routine? “I’m going to miss you when you go back to work. I like being with you. I like talking to you. I like sleeping in your arms. I like being able to make love anytime we want.” She dropped her hands to her lap. “I’m not usually like this. I don’t spend this much time with a person and not crave space.”
She was embarrassed. She had never been one to hold back her feelings, but she’d also never felt so caught up in anyone like this. Especially someone who she’d thought hated her for so long. These feelings were scary. She didn’t want to screw things up. Maybe Lee just wanted a casual thing. Or worse, would she want to keep their relationship in the closet? Nic wasn’t sure she was ready to deal with any of this yet.
“I love that you’re like this.” Lee reached across the table, motioning for Nic’s hand.
Nic slid it over. Her uncertainty dropped to a less frantic level.
“I’m glad you don’t hold back.” Lee paused. “I feel the same. I just didn’t know how to say it. I’m dreading work. We have evenings and weekends, though.”
“Won’t you need downtime?” Nic feared her answer. Where was this feeling of vulnerability coming from? “You work such long hours.”
“I’ve decided to cut back on my hours.” She sounded decisive. “I’ve realized recently that there’s more to life than work.” She tipped her head. “Namely, you.”
Lee added her other hand to the one already holding Nic’s, and her eyes held her hostage.
“I want more time with you,” Nic said. It just slipped out. But it was true, and now her heart pounded in her throat.
Over the last week, she had tried not to think about what Lee spending the entire week with her meant. There was the sex, of course. They’d barely made it out of bed some days. They hadn’t talked about what it meant, though. Nic had tried to shut down her instinct to think about next steps. But even without words to define it or intentions to guide it, she knew how she felt. The question was, did Lee feel the same?
Lee squeezed her hand. “Believe me, having you to entice me out of the office will help. I admit, I was worried you might be looking forward to a break from me.” She sounded like she usually did. The softness in her eyes was different, but her words were upbeat and didn’t seem to carry the weight of what Nic was feeling.
She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or wished for something else. “I’m glad we’re on the same page,” she said. But were they? Was Lee beginning to fall like she was?
Lee’s eyes searched hers. “Let’s go play pool and forget about tomorrow for a while.” She pushed her plate away and dropped a few bills on the table. They got up, and holding hands, they walked to the pool room in the back, tucked away from the rest of the restaurant. They were the only ones there. When Nic racked the balls, Lee came up behind her, hugging her. The move was both sweet and a little spicy as Lee moved her hips into Nic’s ass. Nic spun around and pulled her into a quick but deep kiss. Satisfied that the brief physical contact would tide her over for a while, she turned to finish racking before selecting a cue.
“Oh my God,” Lee said, and Nic swung around, concerned.
“What?”
“I just saw Tim.” Lee peered around the archway into the main dining area.
“Tim from engineering?”
Lee nodded, moving out of sight of the dining room. “I’ve never seen him here.”
“Why can’t we be friends having a meal together?” Nic hated the annoyance she felt, knowing Lee’s alarm was about being seen with her. And they weren’t just friends.
“He’s one of the people who makes stupid remarks. Regardless of whether he just saw us kiss, I’m sure he’ll make assumptions.”
Nic’s annoyance grew. “Is there a back door out of here?”
“I think there’s one that goes past the bathrooms to the parking lot.”
“Well, let’s go before he sees you.” Nic hated that they were forced to skulk away. She hated it more than she was mad at Lee for making them do it. She shouldn’t have been. She’d known about Lee’s situation at work before they’d started seeing one another, but it didn’t stop her anger. And because anger was usually an emotion born of another emotion, she knew it originated from hurt over being an embarrassment to Lee.
Lee squeezed her hand as they exited into the muted light of early evening. “I’m sorry.”
“No problem. We don’t want you to suffer at work just because someone sees you with a scary lesbian,” Nic said, hoping Lee thought she was joking.
They’d walked to the restaurant, but before they’d gone half a block toward the house, Lee stopped and pressed Nic against the brick wall of a storefront. Her gaze bore into her with a flare of passionate intensity. Despite her irritation at having their evening interrupted, arousal coursed through Nic.
“I adore you. I plan to make this up to you tonight.” With that, Lee kissed her long and hard, tangling her fingers in Nic’s hair, leaving them both breathless when they finally parted.
“Does this mean you’ll spend the night with me?” Nic’s words came between heavy breaths.
“I love sleeping next to you.” Lee dipped her head. “I’m feeling needy…but just for you.”
Nic placed a finger below her chin, lifting her head. “You don’t sound needy.”
“Oh, I have needs,” Lee said, everything she intended to do to Nic in that darkened gaze.
A shiver ran through her. They took a slight detour by Lee’s house to pick up fresh work clothes before they walked back to Nic’s house. Her body vibrated with anticipation about what they would do to each other when they got there.




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
    
Nic greeted Lee the next evening with a long, deep kiss, relishing their new favorite way of communicating. “You didn’t say good-bye this morning. I missed you.”
“I didn’t want to wake you, especially since you bailed on our run,” Lee said. “You had such a sweet smile on your beautiful face. I couldn’t bear to disturb whatever dream you must have been having.”
“Don’t you feign innocence. You seduced me this morning instead of going on our run. I ended up sleeping in until almost nine.”
Lee smirked. “That’s not how I remember it.”
“What was I supposed to do with you looking so gorgeous in the early morning light?” Nic said.
Lee’s eyes grew dark. “Oh, I remember. You took advantage of me and then fell back asleep before I could return the favor. But right now, I need something to eat. I skipped lunch trying to get caught up on all the work I missed last week.”
“Dinner will be ready in about five minutes. When you called saying you were on your way, I threw some salmon and vegetables under the broiler.”
Lee hummed her pleasure. “I’m glad I didn’t go home to change.”
“You know where everything is.” Nic smiled at the new familiarity. “I’ll set the table.”
Lee turned at the hallway. “Did you hear Lonnie found a new job? His last day is Friday.”
Lonnie had texted Nic as soon as he got the offer. She loved this for her old teammate. “He deserves it. He busted his butt to get certified. OceanTel never knew what a great talent they had in him. Gray’s even better. Get ready. You know Lonnie will poach from the farm. Referral bonuses can be bank.”
“Our employment contract prevents that sort of thing,” Lee said from Nic’s bedroom. “There’s a clause banning recruitment from OceanTel for three years after termination of employment.”
A simple statement, but something in the tone of Lee’s voice reminded her of the Lee she used to work with. The one who could make her entire body clench, and not in a good way. It rushed through her body now like an ice storm. She had to purposely relax her tightened jaw to respond. Talk about a visceral reaction.
Relieved that Lee was in the other room, she took a few deep breaths, releasing them while shaking her arms to release the tension in her shoulders. Tears stung the back of her eyes at the familiar and sickening feeling. She tried to let go of it, but it stuck to her, the byproduct of her former beaten down spirit. How toxic their work relationship had been. She realized that the threat of it had been lurking around her all day, and she’d been bracing for Lee to have morphed right back into the enemy she used to be. Had she really lived inside this feeling all that time?
“Read it again. It only applies to engineering, second level support, and part of sales. PM isn’t listed.”
“Good to know,” Lee said, walking into the kitchen, a concerned look creasing her brow. Had she had the same reaction to the short exchange? Had she flashed back like Nic had? The way she walked straight into Nic’s arms told her she probably had. The embrace was a warm balm, and they relaxed into each other. The tightness in Nic’s chest eased. They were good again.
That was when Nic was able to process that Lee was wearing a tank top and the shortest running shorts Nic owned. She drew back, not even trying to hide the way her gaze devoured Lee’s body.
Lee put her hand under Nic’s chin to push her mouth closed as she disentangled from their embrace and walked to the refrigerator for a bottle of water. “These shorts look so much better on you.” She unscrewed the bottle, leaning against the counter, looking like dessert. “I’ll have to make sure Gray feels loved. You probably got a text from him about a going away thing for Lonnie at the Steamroller on Friday.”
Nic would get to see the gang all in one place. “Let’s go.”
“I think I’ll opt out,” Lee said tentatively. “You should go, though. The team would love to see you again.”
“I think I will,” Nic said, the ghost of her earlier crisis threatening from a distance. “Why won’t you go?”
“It’s probably not a good idea for us to go to a company thing together.” Lee stared at her water bottle.
A surge of resentment rose in Nic. “I can keep my hands to myself for a couple of hours, you know.”
“Nic,” Lee said, looking at her as if pleading for her to understand. “I’m not worried about you. I’d be miserable watching you across the room, not be able to touch you.”
Nic transferred the food she had no appetite for to their plates. She understood. She didn’t like it, but she understood.
    
Nic stood in the dining room shrugging into her leather jacket when her phone rang. “Hey, you,” she said, answering. “Where are you? How was the trip?”
“Hi, beautiful,” Lee said with a smile in her voice. “I’m driving up the I5 right now. Traffic sucks. The trip was like the hundred others before it. I got a signature and some promises before I left, though, so it was better than some trips.”
“Congratulations.” Lee was exceptional at sales, but it was still a hard job. “We’ll celebrate. Do I get to see you tonight?”
“I could come there directly from the airport. I have specific celebratory ideas.” The low tone of her voice made shivers run down Nic’s spine. “It feels like it’s been longer than two nights.”
“Seriously.” Her stomach fluttered. “I’m on my way to the Steamroller for Lonnie’s going away thing. I’ll be there just long enough to buy him a shot and see the old gang.”
“Stay longer if you want,” Lee said. Her voice went from sultry to understanding. “I’m selfish to want you immediately. You haven’t seen them in a while, and we have all weekend.”
“If I hadn’t promised Lonnie, I’d stay home.”
“I’ll swing by my house to change, then go to your house. If you’re not there, I’ll just drink all your wine.” Lee chuckled. “And Nic?”
There was that tone again. “Yes?”
“I can’t wait to get my mouth on you.”
Electric heat spiked through Nic, and she wondered how much Lonnie would hate her if she didn’t go. “You’re driving me fucking crazy. I’ll call when I leave. I can’t wait to see you. Feel you. Taste you…”
“Now you’re driving me crazy,” Lee said.
    
When Nic walked into the Steamroller Bar and Grill, the old gang was taking up a third of the tables. Everyone looked like they were having a good time, and she guessed they’d started a little earlier than they said they would. Lonnie’s eyes shone with the effect of more than a couple shots of cheer.
She snuck up on him and gave him a big hug. “Don’t forget about us little people.”
“Nic!” Lonnie said, hugging her back. “I’ve missed you so much. Your absence is the worst decision the company has ever made.”
“Hear, hear,” Gray said as he made his way over with two full glasses, handing her one. “Worst decision ever. I’m going to be all alone in hell.”
She clinked her glass to his, and Lonnie tapped his nearly empty glass to theirs. “What about Isabel and Miguel?”
Gray looked around and lowered his voice. “They got offers today.”
Lonnie held a finger to his lips. “Shh. There are troops loyal to the Dark Side lurking about.” He nodded toward the bar. Nic’s stomach clenched when she saw Maggie. This was going to be a short visit.
Gray’s face darkened with distain. “Who invited her anyway?”
“What about you?” she asked him.
He looked offended. “Me? I didn’t invite her.”
“No. Are you going to stay?”
He looked around. “I have a few things brewing.”
Lonnie lifted his chin. “What about you, Nic? I expected you to be the subject of an offer war between twenty companies by now.”
She felt her color rise. She loved these guys. “I haven’t been looking. I don’t know what I want to be when I grow up.” She meant it to be funny, but it was true.
“Aren’t you going stir-crazy?” Lonnie asked.
“I’ve kept busy working around the house and doing volunteer work.”
“Sounds like loads of fun,” Gray said, his words heavy with sarcasm. No surprise there. He wasn’t the putzing around the house type, and she knew him well enough to know he gave generously of his money but not his time.
“You’ll be super interested to hear that I also started running again, and I’m perfecting my surfing skills.”
He smiled at that. “That’s more like it. The surfing part. Not the running. I noticed you have a glow about you.” She wasn’t about to tell him that the glow wasn’t from surfing.
“Nic needs to catch up,” Lonnie said, picking up a fresh beer and a shot from a tray the bartender brought over.
Nic waved it off, lifting her half-full beer. “I’m good.”
“You want to do a shot. You know you do.” Gray took her hand and wrapped it around the shot glass.
“Okay, but just one,” she said, laughing. They didn’t say what the glass held, but she wasn’t surprised when the burn of Jägermeister sloshed down her throat. She should have guessed it was either that or Fireball. She’d have preferred rancid milk.
“We need another round,” Lonnie said, slamming down his glass.
Nic knew she was in trouble when his suggestion was met with a loud chorus of agreement. “Y’all are bad influences.”
Gray signaled the bartender. “We didn’t get to have a going away party for you, Nic. Barkeep, another round, please!”
    
Another beer and two more shots later, Nic was feeling a little wobbly. She’d tried to leave several times, had even told Lee she was on her way before sending her another apology text when she kept on getting diverted. Feeling the effects of the alcohol and saying her good-byes one more time, she sensed rather than saw Maggie join the little group. She didn’t want to acknowledge her. The urge to unload on her was gaining strength. She needed to get out of there before she gave into it.
A hand on Nic’s shoulder told her she hadn’t left fast enough.
“I thought you might be here tonight,” Maggie said beside her. She was too close, swirling a lowball glass of amber liquid. The scent of expensive whiskey wafted toward Nic.
“Hello, Maggie,” Nic said in a tone intentionally devoid of her normal warmth. “How are you?”
“I’m doing well.”
Nic turned back to her group, hoping that would be it. How had she never noticed the sneering grimace Maggie tried to pass off as a smile?
“A lot’s gone on since you left.”
Since she left? Nic spun back around, a correction on her lips.
But Maggie was continuing. “Isabel is dating Shariq.” She raised her glass in the direction of the two, sloshing some. “Before that, she was dating Parvati. She gets around, it seems. Isn’t it weird how they seem to gravitate to one another?”
Nic clenched her fists, ready to shut down the nasty words.
Maggie seemed not to care. “I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear that Devon and Peter are officially an item.”
“What’s your point?”
Maggie was swaying ever so slightly. Her much too friendly tone of voice and proximity meant she was drunk. Very drunk. “You know,” she said with a shrug. As if it was obvious. “Like seeks like. Isabel and Shariq. Shariq and Parvati. They’re all from India. Yolanda and Bruce, the two Black people in accounting are getting married. Our Latinos, George and Maria, have everyone taking bets on when they’ll announce their engagement. Then there’s Devon and Peter. Gay isn’t a race, but you know what I mean. Everyone knew they were an item, but Peter the closet case jumped right out of that closet. It’s better than being all secretive about something everyone already knows. Like some people.”
“Why do you think I’m even remotely interested in any of this?” Nic asked. “Why are you keeping tabs on who’s dating who? And by the way, homophobic and racist much?”
“I’m just pointing out what’s obvious. That’s not racist or homophobic. The whole woke ridiculousness makes it impossible to have normal conversations these days. Aren’t you happy to hear about Devon and Peter? You know, since you have the gay thing in common? That’s not racist. I’m happy for them. Am I not allowed to voice my happiness?” She laughed like they were having a perfectly ordinary chat. Like Nic hadn’t just called her out.
Nic no longer felt her buzz. She was just pissed. “I’m not having this conversation.” It was unbelievable that Maggie could be so openly bigoted. How had she missed this all those years? “I need to say good-bye to someone.” She started walking away.
“You’re leaving already?” Maggie followed her.
“On second thought…” Nic swerved toward the door. She didn’t work for Maggie anymore. She didn’t need to be polite. She really wanted to lay into her. Tell her what she thought of her, but she didn’t want to create a scene at Lonnie’s party.
Maggie grabbed her arm. “Let me buy you a drink before you leave. It’s the least I can do.”
Nic shook her arm free and wondered why she couldn’t take a hint. Did she think a drink would make up for putting her team on the chopping block or her on the layoff list? This whole thing was so surreal. “Why are you even talking to me?” Nic asked, regretting immediately that she’d engaged.
“I just think it’s a shame how they let you go like that,” Maggie said, as if she’d had no role in the decision.
Nic laughed before she remembered she wasn’t supposed to know the details of her “layoff.” And she didn’t want Maggie to know how much being let go had affected her. She shrugged and started walking again. “Business is business.”
“You’re a bigger woman than me,” Maggie said, double stepping to keep up with her. “I was surprised when Lee threw your name in the hat. I would have thought she’d cut anyone on your team before you.”
Nic turned, ready to tell her she knew the truth. But she couldn’t without exposing Lee. And why was Maggie bringing all this up now? Why did she care? She’d gotten what she wanted.
“I guess I shouldn’t have said anything.” Maggie tossed her head. “But it’s only right that you know. You had a target on your back the whole time.”
“What…Never mind. I don’t want to know.” Nic turned away again. Maggie had some sort of agenda, but it didn’t matter. She didn’t hold power over her anymore.
Maggie waved her hand. “Lee’s a ruthless bitch. Everyone knows she hates you. I was surprised she would let her feelings affect her decision making. She seems so put together. So unaffected by anything. I should stop talking. But you didn’t deserve what she did to you. You should know.”
Anger flared in Nic. The alcohol wasn’t helping. She walked out without looking back. What had that all been about? Her head buzzed and not just from the alcohol. She couldn’t understand what Maggie stood to benefit. She didn’t even work there anymore. Not to mention the bigoted commentary.
When the cool night breeze hit her, she realized that while her buzz was gone, she wasn’t in any condition to drive. She could walk, but her house was over a mile away. She pulled out her phone and hit speed dial. “Hey,” she said, glad to hear Lee’s voice. “It’s me.”
“I know. There’s this newfangled thing called caller ID. Are you on your way?” Lee’s teasing tone swept away some of Nic’s annoyance.
“I am. I’m not drunk, but I was hoping you could come pick me up.”
“Sure. I’ve only had one glass of wine. Will you be out front? I’ll look for the hottest woman around,” Lee said, her voice low and sultry. “Can you tell I want you?”
Any remaining irritation fled as desire thrummed through Nic. “You’re a dangerous woman. I can’t wait to see you. Meet me on the corner?” The last traces of Maggie’s absurdity fled her mind, replaced by thoughts of Lee. Interestingly, it was a memory of Lee lying on her surfboard just beyond the breakers that dominated her mind. She would have guessed something a little more…naked would have come up. But Lee relaxed was something that filled Nic’s heart. She was ethereally beautiful, inside and out. Now that Nic knew her, she couldn’t see her any other way. “There’s less chance of anyone seeing us together.”
“Thanks for watching out for me,” Lee said, making Nic smile. “I’ve decided that I don’t care if anyone sees us together, but we can talk about that later. I’m getting into my car now. I’ll see you in a few minutes.”
Nic walked to the corner, enjoying the breeze coming off the ocean. Minutes later, Lee’s black BMW M6 pulled to the curb, and Nic quickly got in through the passenger door that Lee pushed open. Neither of them made a move as they let their eyes tell the story of how much they’d missed each other. The feeling that washed over Nic overwhelmed her, leaving her at a loss for words.
“Hi.” Lee sounded breathless.
“I’ve missed you.” Grateful for the tinted windows of the Beemer, Nic leaned across the console and pressed her face into Lee’s neck, kissing her and breathing her in. “You feel so good.”
Lee shivered. “You do, too,” she said as she threaded her hands into Nic’s hair and pulled her in for a long, deep kiss.
Nic’s heart rate exploded at the wet warmth of Lee’s mouth while she trailed her hand up the bare thigh closest to her. Under the hem of Lee’s shorts, she stopped a hair’s breadth from the warmth between her legs. She ran her other hand along the hem of her tank top, seeking the bare skin beneath it while she possessed her mouth. Nic moaned when Lee grabbed her wrist and pushed her hand farther up her shorts to touch the heat between her legs. The thin film of material covering Lee’s center was wet with evidence of her desire. Nic’s lower belly clenched as she thought of pushing the cloth aside to plunge into the drenched heat waiting beyond the fabric.
“Touch me, Nic,” Lee commanded with a plaintive voice that sent shivers up Nic’s spine, tickling the back of her knees.
Nic didn’t care where they were. She only knew the warmth of Lee’s mouth and the promise of what a touch would bring. She deftly pushed the fabric to the side, and Nic groaned as she slipped her fingers into the wet softness between Lee’s legs. Lee was so ready for her, unclasping her seat belt, sliding down in her seat, gasping. She raised her hips to provide access.
Nic rotated her legs so that she was almost lying across the center console. The seam of her pants rubbed against her, sending pulses through her as she angled awkwardly across the space that separated them. Her excitement rose as she pushed deeper, continuing to kiss Lee’s mouth and throat.
Lee arched her back against the seat. Nic used her thumb to stroke Lee’s clit while Lee’s center squeezed around her fingers, a flood of moisture drenching Nic’s hand. “Keep…doing…exactly what you’re doing,” Lee begged.
At the sound of Lee’s words and the feel of the tight muscles constricting around her fingers—and with the corner of the console pressing into her—Nic’s own release ripped through her. She rasped out Lee’s name into her neck as she held her fingers inside Lee’s warmth, soaring at the rhythmic pulses of both their ebbing orgasms.
When Lee lowered her hips, Nic slowly withdrew her fingers from the dripping warmth. She drew her lips along Lee’s neck until she kissed her lips. “Hi,” Nic said against her mouth before she moved back to sit in her own seat. She reached down and felt the wet crotch of her jeans, giving Lee a wicked grin. “You did this to me.”
“That was the best greeting I’ve ever had,” Lee said, pulling the legs of her shorts back into place and refastening her seat belt. “How can I be expected to drive? My legs are shaking.”
“Do you want me to drive?”
“Are you kidding? I was coming to pick you up due to your drunken state, remember?”
“You made me forget.” Nic flashed a smile. “Why don’t we put down the top and get some air? Maybe that will help you gather your wits.”
Lee pushed the button, and as they waited for the top to finish folding down, Nic heard her name called. Looking up to see Maggie walking toward them, Nic knew exactly when Maggie realized that the driver was Lee when she stopped in her tracks.
As they pulled away, Lee waved. “See you Monday, Maggie.” Nic was surprised that Lee sounded unconcerned.
“Did you see her face?”
“I’m sure it was a shock.” Lee glanced at her with a grin. “I’m just glad she didn’t come by a few minutes earlier.”
Nic covered her mouth, smelling Lee’s arousal. She sucked her fingers. “You smell good and taste even better.”
“I’m trying to drive here,” Lee said, grabbing Nic’s hand, intertwining their fingers. Nic’s heart swelled at the knowledge that Lee seemed happy to see her. Minutes later, she stopped the car at the curb beside Nic’s house.
“I can’t wait to get you into bed,” Nic said.
“You’re going to have to wait. I have other plans first.”
“The couch?”
“Oh, the couch.” Lee purred, dropping her head back and smiling. “I have fond memories of the couch.”
“You do, do you?” Nic tried to remember if they ever did it on the couch.
“You remember that day we fell asleep on it, and I woke you up?” Lee asked as they walked up to the house, the nearby surf a constant background noise to their conversation.
“I do.” Nic remembered Lee’s face, soft from sleep, so close to hers.
“Something woke me a short time into our nap,” Lee said, stopping on the deck stairs, nuzzling Nic’s neck. “You’d fallen asleep. Our legs overlapped but didn’t touch, you were such a polite host. But you looked so uncomfortable barely clinging to the edge of the cushions. I thought I should leave, and as I tried to get up, you trapped my leg under yours. You never opened your eyes. I didn’t know what to do, so I just stayed there. You have no idea what having your skin on mine did to me. It was all I could do not to press into you. I was worried you’d wake up and feel how very wet I was through my swimsuit bottoms. I drifted in and out of sleep with all of these erotic thoughts turning into dreams, and then I’d wake up again so turned on with your legs intertwined with mine until I couldn’t bear it any longer. I got up before you woke.”
“Mmm. I woke up once and thought maybe I should move, too. But it felt so good.”
“I’ll bet you didn’t know that I had to visit the bathroom and take care of things so I didn’t jump you over lunch.” Lee tapped Nic’s nose and walked into the house.
Nic quickly followed. “You can’t just say something like that and walk away.” She opened the screen door, but Lee stopped her.
“I have a surprise, but I need you to close your eyes for a minute.” Nic felt something silky cover her eyes and wrap around her head as Lee tied a blindfold behind her head.
“I like this already.”
Lee guided her into the living room, stopping somewhere in the middle.
“Sit. Don’t peek. I’ll be back in a minute.” Lee pushed her down to sit on a pillow.
“I’ll just sit here with this blindfold on, thinking about you touching yourself. It’s all good. Take your time!”
Nic fought the urge to peek. Instead, she listened intently. She heard Lee walk slowly around the perimeter of the living room, then down the hall and back. The whisper of a flame and the smell of smoke told her that she was lighting candles. A few minutes later, after a few trips between the kitchen and the living room, bringing with her several delicious aromas, Nic’s stomach began to growl. On the last trip to the kitchen, Nic heard Lee talking quietly to Jet, something about being a good girl and a treat. Finally, Lee was behind her.
“You are maddeningly beautiful, you know,” Lee whispered into Nic’s ear, her warm breath sending shivers down Nic’s back. “Even with a blindfold on, you take my breath away. Your mouth is so kissable.” She turned Nic’s head to kiss her softly. “Your chin is so defiant yet soft, your throat is…ahem…anyway…voila!” Lee said, and with a flourish, she pulled the blindfold away.
“This is incredible,” Nic said as she looked around. The living room was illuminated by dozens of candles, and before her was a sumptuous feast filling bowls and platters, all arranged on a lazy Susan in the center of a piece of fabric with ornate fringes. Nic sat upon one of the many large pillows that Lee had laid around the feast. “How did you have time to put all this together?”
“I picked the food up from a restaurant,” Lee said from behind her. “The pillows are from my house. I was inspired when I knew you’d still be at the bar when I got here. I wanted to surprise you. I hope you like Ethiopian food.”
“I’m very surprised,” Nic said, turning to give her a kiss. “I’m not sure I’ve ever had Ethiopian food.”
“You’re in for a treat. It’s one of the most sensuous kinds of foods. Not only do you eat with your hands, but it’s customary to feed your dining partner.”
Lee sat on a pillow next to Nic and picked up one of the rolled flatbreads stacked on a platter before tearing off a piece. She used it to scoop up what looked like stew from one of the bowls and placed the whole thing into Nic’s mouth, watching expectantly.
Nic hummed. “Delicious. The bread is a little sour, and the stuff inside is spicy. What’s it called?”
“You use the injera to pick up your food instead of using a fork.” Lee tore off another piece. “The spicy inside is wat, made with chicken and lentils. This one,” she said, pointing to another bowl, “has potatoes in it.”
“It’s good.” Pleasure expanded in her as Nic pictured Lee preparing the surprise just for her. She leaned in to kiss her, thinking that she’d never have guessed at this side of Lee just a couple of weeks ago. “It’s so romantic.”




  

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
    
Surfside Café was packed on Sunday morning. Nic and Lee sat on the patio with Jet lying at their feet. The sweat from the long run they’d just finished had almost dried as they sipped coffee and shared a newspaper someone had left on the table.
“I can’t remember the last time I read a real newspaper,” Nic said as she put down the front section so Lee could trade it for the lifestyle pages.
“With everything online, there’s a certain satisfaction about reading the actual paper.”
Nic studied Lee, who was scanning her section. She was so beautiful. “This feels comfortable. You feel comfortable.”
Lee smiled, and they held each other’s gazes for a moment. Nic didn’t know a time when she’d ever been as happy. Her heart filled with light at the thought.
This time last year, she was probably sitting in the same spot at the coffee shop, catching up on work and mulling over the latest criticism from Lee. Trying to figure out a way to make Lee appreciate her. Back then, it would have been ludicrous to think they’d be sitting across from each other while reading the paper, let alone after they’d spent most of the previous night making love.
“How do you feel about going back to your place?”
Nic’s stomach flipped as she raised an eyebrow. When did Lee learn to read her mind?
Lee tipped her head with a small smile. “To work.”
“Oh.” Nic didn’t mean to sound disappointed.
“I can go home if you’d rather, but I’d prefer to be with you, even if it’s with my laptop.”
The stomach-flip-heart thing repeated. “Sure. I have some grant applications to write for the shelter, so we can work together.”
On the way back to her house, they held hands, stopping to admire flowers along the way. It might have been partially due to the endorphins their run had released, but joy flooded Nic as she realized that she was always looking forward to the next minute with Lee. She was beautiful, sexy, thoughtful, and sensitive. Every day, Nic learned something new about her. She dreaded every minute they spent apart, and her heart felt like it only began to beat again when Lee was back with her. She’d never felt like this before. It almost seemed…
Wait.
Was that excitement or anxiety making her chest tight? Was she…had she…were they? Was this…love? The realization sent her heart bounding.
“What’s the matter?” Lee stopped midstride. “Are you all right?”
Nic felt dazed, her heart and mind racing with an understanding she’d never known before. She was totally in love.
“You’re crushing my hand.” Lee wiggled her fingers from Nic’s grip and placed her hand on Nic’s chest. “Your heart’s pounding. Are you okay, baby? Do you need me to call for help?”
“I’m fine. Sorry.” Nic wrapped her hand around Lee’s again, this time not so tightly and kept it pressed against her chest. “Just remembering a nightmare I had last night.” She’d never told anyone she loved them before. She wasn’t going to just blurt it out for the first time. Beyond that, she had no idea what the protocol was.
“Wake me up next time. I’ll make the bad dreams go away,” Lee teased, rubbing Nic’s chest where her hand still rested.
When they got to Nic’s house, Lee dropped into one of the chairs. “Do you remember when everything required wires?” she said. “You could never have enjoyed a day like this while working just a few years ago. Well, not without very long cables anyway.”
“We probably wouldn’t have been as keen to work on such a beautiful day back then, either,” Nic said distractedly, her realization still front of mind. “The invisible shackles of wireless that connect society today might be more binding than the physical cables back then,” she intoned dramatically, even as she reeled inside.
Lee laughed, unaware of her internal turmoil. “That’s a little too deep on a day like this.”
“Did I tell you I minored in philosophy?” Nic winked at her. Their conversation helped to ground her. She loved being with Lee. She loved talking to her. She loved…her. For the first time in her life, Nic wasn’t looking for a door to escape someone she’d been sleeping with for longer than a weekend. And it felt right. For all her cynical talk of being bound, albeit to technology, she would be ecstatic to be bound to Lee. Or…was it too soon? It had only been a couple of weeks. Well, a month or so, if she counted running together. Even longer if she included seeing each other over and over again before that. If she did that, then she’d have to add in the seven years they’d worked together.
“I’m not surprised in the least. What you just said hits close to home.”
“Oh?” Had she said any of that out loud? Her heart pounded. She needed to process this before she brought it up to Lee.
“I’ve recently told the team that I’m going to cut down on responding to calls and emails as they come in, especially during my time off.”
Lee’s comment made her happy and relieved she hadn’t given voice to her internal thoughts. Lee being all work and no play made Nic a sad girl. She’d been coming home to Nic nearly every night. And Nic hadn’t once wished for time alone.
“I love…that for you. And me. I love that for us.” Nic dropped a hand on Lee’s sun-warmed thigh, elation stretching her skin from within. She ached to tell Lee the other thing but needed to summon the courage.
Lee’s eyes sparkled at her. “I’ve become greedy of my time with you.”
“My beautiful, enlightened executive,” Nic said, patting her arm. She wished she could find a way to tell Lee what she was thinking. The way it hovered in the space between them, she knew it wouldn’t be long.
“Yet, here I sit, thinking about getting my laptop as I gaze toward the beach.” Lee thrummed her fingers on the armrest of the chair.
“Why don’t we grab a few waves?” Nic needed to distract herself. Besides, Lee seemed like she was working through some things, too. They had time.
Lee sighed. “That means people working even more hours next week to catch up.”
“You are not a one-woman show, though.” Focusing on Lee helped reduce Nic’s turmoil.
“True.”
“What are you working on? Can I help?”
The look Lee gave her made her melt. “I adore you. But it’s the same old thing. The almighty sales quota.”
“Isabel said the business analytics group has been piling it on.”
“Did you see her at Lonnie’s party?” Lee asked absently.
“Everyone was there. It was nice to catch up.”
“Did she tell you that she and Shariq are an item?” Lee smiled. “They’re so cute together.”
“She was positively glowing about it.” Maggie’s glassy-eyed, blathering face came to mind. “Ugh, and Maggie was such a jerk about it.”
“What do you mean?” Lee’s expression turned serious.
“After giving me the cold shoulder all those weeks before I left, she went on and on, making ignorant statements about how certain groups seem to gravitate to one another, and it was just so racist and homophobic.” All the things Maggie had said about Lee made her blood boil again.
“You mean the thing about how people from certain cultural groups ‘naturally’ gravitate to one another?” Lee asked with a sour expression. She’d evidently heard it a time or two.
“Among other things,” Nic said with disdain.
“I just walk away when she spouts off.”
Nic had been beating herself up for not doing the opposite, in not defending her friends. Especially Lee. “I wanted to say something, but I was almost too shocked. Even now, I wonder what I would have said. She just kept talking. It felt like she was trying to make a specific point.”
“What kind of point?”
“Like she was this good person or something.” Nic wasn’t sure if she should say that Maggie had tried to pin the layoff on her. Nic knew the truth. And surely, Maggie realized Nic knew better now. “Are you worried about her having seen us?”
Lee’s smile was so happy, Nic felt it in her bones. “I’m done hiding it.” Her voice became pensive. “I’m glad she saw us. I want people to know I love…being with you.”
For a second, Nic thought Lee was going to say she loved her, and her stomach teetered as if she was on the edge of a free fall. Then, disappointment swooped in when Lee didn’t. God. She needed to get control of her emotions. She reminded herself that Lee saying she wanted to be open about them was big. Maybe what she felt wasn’t love but some sort of relief just because Lee didn’t actually hate her. That sobered her some. Could that be it? She was hit with relief that she hadn’t said anything, yet disappointment still threaded through her. Who knew if she and Lee would even last? Was she even capable of being in a relationship? Her track record wasn’t a great indicator. God. How had her mood so drastically shifted?
“What changed?” she asked. The resentment she’d thought she’d shed about sneaking out of the restaurant because of Tim flared within her. “Just days ago, you were worried about Tim seeing us.”
Lee seemed nervous as she faced her. “A few things but first, you need to know that I’m ashamed about how I made you sneak out of the restaurant. I walked in high on the feeling that I was with you. That when people looked at us, they knew you were with me. You make people shine, Nic. You make me shine. I don’t want to hide that. My life…our life is more important to me than a job.”
The words landed on Nic like a cleansing rain. The world that had gone gray with intrusive doubt came into focus in brighter colors, the sounds and smells sweeter than before. Her inner dialogue went silent except one thought: I think I can do this.
“You aren’t responding.” Lee held the arms of her chair so tightly her knuckles were white.
Nic, who realized she’d gone quiet for what was probably an uncomfortable time, took one of her hands, kissing the knuckles. “I’m a little stunned. In a very good way. In fact, I want to jump up and pull you out of that chair and kiss you madly.”
Lee’s expression softened. “What’s preventing you from, I quote, ‘kissing me madly’?”
Nic pulled Lee up. She wrapped her arms around her and lifted her, spinning her in a circle before setting her on her feet again. This might work. She kissed her with all the joy she had in her, ready to risk her heart. When they came up for air, she gazed into Lee’s eyes. “It’s you they’re looking at.”
“Who’s looking at?”
“The people in the rooms we walk into. They’re looking at you.”
Lee pursed her lips. “I will not have this argument with you.”
“How about I take the making people shine part, and you take the room looking?”
Lee shook her head. “I love how weird you are.”
Yes. Nic was going to do this. It was already happening.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY
    
The sun was about two inches above the watery horizon, and the ocean breeze was cooling the outdoor patio at Los Olas where Nic was meeting Rachel for spicy margaritas. It wasn’t Santa Ana season yet, but the heat index had been in the high nineties all week. The breeze was a welcome relief. The landmark restaurant, just a four-lane highway’s width from the beach, was a favorite place a few miles north of the halfway point between their houses. They’d been meeting there once a week for the last ten years, usually after work for drinks and catching up.
It had been several weeks since their last meetup, however, and Nic was looking forward to seeing Rachel and enjoying her favorite margarita with the house blend of pepper-infused tequila and freshly blended margarita mix. Tomas, the bartender, didn’t mess around. He was serious about his mixology.
After a fantastic weekend with Lee, Nic hadn’t seen her in four days. The longest they’d gone without seeing each other since they’d started running together, let alone sleeping together. Nic had barely talked to her on the phone, either. They’d passed several texts, but they were mostly quick, I miss yous, and short details about their days. Nothing very personal or talkative, and Nic missed the flirty little texts Lee usually sent to let her know she was thinking about her. She’d worked late all week, promising Nic she’d see her on Thursday, which Nic had been looking forward to, but the last-minute trip had come up. Now, Lee was on her way to the airport and wouldn’t be back until next Tuesday, meaning it would be nine days without seeing each other. Nic was dying to see her, craving to touch her again.
Aside from telling Nic she’d be out of town, Lee hadn’t given any information about the trip. Instead, she’d sounded distracted and said she’d tell Nic more about it when she got home. Something seemed off. Especially since all of this was happening after Lee told her she was dialing work things down so they could spend more time together. Now that Nic had accepted that she and Lee were really happening and she was pretty sure she was in love for the first time, she was impatient to see where it went. This forced separation was messing with her emotions, and unfamiliar insecurity tried to sneak in.
As Nic waited for Rachel to get there, she fought off the insecurity by shooting off a text, knowing Lee probably wouldn’t see it until her plane landed in Seattle:
Hi beautiful. I miss you. Hope your flight was uneventful. Can’t wait to hear more about your trip and how you closed a massive deal or whatever it is you’re there for. Call me later if you have time. I’ll be up late. Kisses.
“Whoever’s on the other side of that text better stop whatever they’re doing to make you look like you want to cry into your margarita. Upsetting the salt to sweet ratio would be a crime.”
Nic looked up to see Rachel and couldn’t help a smile. She’d missed her. They hugged hello, and Rachel pulled out the chair across from her. “Lee’s on a trip. Just texting her.”
Rachel tilted her head like she wanted to say something but didn’t as she pulled the salsa dish closer and scooped some with one of the house-made tortilla chips. “Sorry I’m late. Abscess in the perineum couldn’t wait.”
Nic squirmed. “Poor patient.”
“I got them all fixed up.” Rachel took another bite of chips and salsa. “Tell me what you’ve been up to. Don’t spare the sexy parts. I know you’ve been spending most of your waking hours in the sack. I just hope you’ve been hydrating. Take it from a doctor, this heat and all the sweating, squirting, and general carnal activity will dehydrate you faster than you know it, and the next thing you know, you’re in the ER getting IVs and lying about all the ‘extra running’ you’ve been doing.”
“What’s wrong with you?” Nic asked, laughing harder than she had in days.
“Most people would appreciate getting free medical advice.”
“Most people wouldn’t know you’re speaking from experience, Ms. Ensenada Sexcapades.”
Rachel had the decency to blush. “It was so worth it, though.”
“So you keep telling me.” Nic took a sip of her margarita. “Now that you know how I’ve been spending my time, tell me about you. This is the first time in, what? Six weeks? No, seven since we’ve done margarita night. Also, who is she? The blonde in the pictures from the awards night?”
“Are you talking about Rhonda?”
“If Rhonda was the woman in the pictures, yes.”
“She’s married with three kids, likes to pretend she’s a lesbian when she goes out without her husband, but that’s all it is. She’ll never stray. She’s so in love with Lou, it’s kind of sickening. It’s all a show to spice up their sex life.”
Nic wasn’t going to be distracted. “Then who’s the woman keeping your texting fingers so busy they don’t have time to message me?”
Rachel studied the margarita she must have ordered at the bar. “Okay. Okay. There is someone.”
Nic sat forward. “Who? When? Where? How long? Tell me.”
“For a while, actually.”
“How long’s a while?”
“About six months.”
“Six months?” Nic sat back. “And you haven’t told me? I know I’ve been preoccupied lately but not for six months.” The sting of Rachel keeping something like this secret went deep.
“It was just a sex thing at first. She doesn’t live around here. We saw each other maybe once every three weeks or so.”
“And now?”
Rachel scratched her cheek, one of her tells. “Well…”
“Is it someone from work? Someone forbidden? A patient? Is she married?”
“None of that. I mean, the forbidden part might apply, depending on whose perspective. But not in a legal, ethical, or moral sense.”
“That’s a relief. You don’t need a repeat of, ‘what happens in Vegas doesn’t always stay in Vegas.’”
Rachel laughed. “God, no. She’s not married to my boss, which I had no idea about until my residency was over, and he pulled me aside to thank me for giving his wife her first orgasm, thus spicing up their previously tepid sex life.” Rachel propped her chin on her hand.
Nic shook her head. “Only you.”
“What can I say?”
“A lot, apparently.” She was on a mission, though. “Tell me who she is.”
Rachel huffed out a breath and took another long drink. Nic waited impatiently. “You know her.”
“Who the fuck is she, Rachel? You’re killing me with all the vagueness.”
“Can you try to have an open mind?”
“Is she one of your exes? One of my exes? Who?”
“None of those.” Rachel pushed a hand through her hair.
“At least tell me if it’s serious. If it’s not, I probably won’t care. But even if I do, you’re my best friend. I can’t imagine anyone you could date who would change that.”
“It’s kind of serious. We still need to work out a few things. But it’s worth trying.”
“And?” Nic twirled her finger.
Rachel leaned forward again. “God. I’m not sure.”
“I love you, Rach. Nothing will change that.”
“Okay. You’ll find out sooner or later.”
Nic’s phone vibrated. She growled and would have ignored it, but it was Lee. “Hold on. It’s Lee. She’s traveling so I…” She let the sentence dangle as she opened the text.
Lee: I miss you too. So much. My plane is delayed, and we’re just about to board. By the time I get my rental car, check in, and all that, it’ll be way late. I’ll text tomorrow. Sleep well, gorgeous. Kisses and hugs and more kisses. I really, really do miss you.
Nic sat back in her chair, disappointed. Lee had said the right words, but Nic would have waited up. Why not call?
“Trouble in paradise?”
The problem was, she didn’t know. It felt as if Lee was avoiding her. Nic just wanted to hear her voice. Feeling so removed filled her with a painful ache. “Something’s going on with Lee.”
“Like what?” Rachel asked.
“I haven’t seen or talked to her since Monday morning.”
“Four days? Is that so long?”
“It is for us. We talk every day. The longest time we’ve spent apart is two days.”
“Is she avoiding you?”
“I don’t know why she would. It’s probably work. It’s a mess. The last thing I heard was there are some unreasonable sales quotas.”
“Give her the benefit of the doubt.”
“I have to assume we’re okay until she tells me we aren’t.” Nic hated that idea. It should have been as simple as sending Lee a text asking if they were okay. But she knew she’d be concerned if Lee sent a text like that to her out of the blue. It would be cruel to add that kind of stress to whatever was already going on.
“This is new for you. I’ve never seen you into someone to the extent of examining the subtext of communication or lack thereof.”
Nic twisted the corner of a napkin. “I know. Maybe that’s the thing.”
“That you actually care?”
“I’ve cared about people I’ve dated before.”
“More than care?”
Nic slumped lower in her seat. “Yeah.”
“So you can’t just call her? You haven’t turned into one of those people who only text, have you? How very Millennial. Granted, I hate talking on the phone, but I hate it even worse when someone vague texts me or wants to have a drawn out text convo that could’ve been taken care of in a three minute call.”
“Shut up, Ms. Why Haven’t You Texted Me, Ms. Tell A Story with Emojis, Ms. I Screen All My Calls,” Nic said, flapping her hand dismissively.
“What? Ms. I Can’t Be Bothered to Take My Phone with Me? Ms. Leave It on the Kitchen Counter? Ms. Butt Dial Sex Sounds in the Middle of Me Binge Watching Friends reruns?”
“Wait. What?” That last one was new to Nic.
“Yeah. I wasn’t gonna tell you, but you called me a few nights ago. When I answered, all I heard was rustling around at first. I figured it was a butt dial and was about to hang up, but the unmistakable sounds of heavy breathing made me keep listening, just in case you were being murdered.”
Nic’s face was on fire, and it wasn’t the spice from the margarita. “When exactly was this, and what else did you hear?”
“Just your run-of-the-mill sex sounds. Wait. I can tell you exactly what I heard. I have an app on my phone that records all my calls and saves them because of that stalker patient I had.”
Nic grimaced at the mention of the stalker patient who’d made Rachel’s life miserable for almost a year. She’d somehow found her number and had called from burner phones with area codes from Pennsylvania, knowing Rachel would answer thinking it was her on-call service. But it was the butt dial she was more interested in right then. “You do not have a recording.”
Rachel nodded as she tapped away on her phone. “Let me just pull it up. I absolutely do have an audio tape of you having your way with Lee on your kitchen counter. I have so many boring calls saved, but that gem is here somewhere.”
Nic tried to grab the phone, but Rachel leaned back, and Nic couldn’t reach it over the table. “Please, Rach. Delete it. I beg of you.” Embarrassment seized Nic at the desperation in her voice. It was bad enough that Rachel had the file but worse that Lee’s privacy had been invaded like this. She couldn’t blame Rachel, who’d done nothing but receive a phone call, but she had to fix this. She wasn’t concerned that Rachel would do anything with it. But what if someone else got ahold of it? What if Lee found out about it?
Rachel looked up, seemed to see her distress, and put the phone down. “I have a lot of saved calls. I’ll find it and delete it later when I get home.” She reached over and patted Nic’s hand. “You look like I just boiled your pet bunny, honey. I’ll take care of it, I promise.”
Nic didn’t doubt that she would. In her relief, she was content to listen to Rachel recount some of the more interesting cases she’d seen recently, anonymizing them, of course. It wasn’t until Nic returned home an hour later that she realized that, once again, Rachel had avoided discussing her mystery woman. And she didn’t respond to any of the texts Nic sent later asking for the woman’s name. Not even when she demanded and bribed. Next time Nic saw her, she’d tie her up if she had to. All along knowing that she’d never have let this mystery go on for as long as it had if she wasn’t so absolutely head over heels for Lee.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
    
The morning’s run was a struggle, even when Nic turned her music to the hyper-motivation station she reserved for her super slug days. She’d tossed and turned all night. The little sleep she had managed had been poor. Margaritas with Rachel last night hadn’t helped, not to mention learning about the sex tape. But it was mostly Lee’s abrupt distancing that had preoccupied her mind, keeping her thoughts in a spin all night. Every stride was like slogging through wet cement. Jet, on the other hand, was energy personified, walking with her sniffer on full power. It was times like this when Nic appreciated that, even when she wasn’t feeling her best, there was still a whole world out there waiting to be sniffed…or whatever the situation called for. She told herself she needed to remember that as she let herself into her house.
Attempting to get her mind off Lee, she returned to Rachel’s mystery woman and the continuous stream of texts she kept sending in the hope of nagging her into spilling the secret. She picked up her phone: Who’s your new squeeze?
She leaned against the kitchen island countertop, waiting for Rachel to respond, knowing she wouldn’t. She nearly dropped the phone when a response came almost immediately.
Lee: You’re my only squeeze. Are you okay?
Shit. In her preoccupation, she’d texted Lee accidentally. Just seeing her name on the caller ID sent a torrent of expectation through her. How pathetic. That was meant for Rachel. Sorry. I know you’re busy. But I’m glad to know I’m your only squeeze.
Lee: Did you have any doubts?
She knew she should just say no and let Lee go, but her fingers had other plans. Not about you having another squeeze.
Lee: But you have other doubts?
That was not what she’d meant to infer. Or had she? She did have doubts. Doubts she’d rather not talk about over text. I just miss you, and something feels off.
Rereading her reply, she couldn’t just leave it at that. So much for not talking about it over text. I miss your voice, and I wonder if you’re dealing with something, and I want to be there for you, but it doesn’t seem like you want me to be, and that feels weird because…I don’t know why. Ugh. I sound like a needy ass. Please just tell me you’re okay, and we’re okay, and we’ll go back to our new normal when you come home, and I’ll leave you alone to do whatever it is you need to do on this emergency trip.
Sorry for the long ass text.
Where was a rock? Because Nic wanted to crawl under it. She yanked her hair tie out, running her fingers through her sweaty hair. She intertwined her fingers behind her head, leaned into the counter, and dropped to her elbows. “Fuck. Fuck. Shit. Damn. Fuck.”
She stayed that way with her eyes closed, waiting for the buzz of Lee’s next text. A few minutes passed, and nothing came. Nic’s stomach knotted up. She wanted to send another text telling Lee to forget about her stupidity. But she couldn’t move. She was frozen in place by embarrassment and fear that she’d started something she should have given more time to work itself out.
Still no reply a few minutes later. How long had it been? She peeked at her phone to make sure she hadn’t missed it. She hadn’t, and seven minutes felt like twenty. She rested her head on her crossed arms.
The sound of her front door opening roused her from her pity party. “Hello?” she said just before the last person she expected walked quickly into the kitchen. “What are you doing here?”
“The plane never took off last night. Some sort of error during preflight checks. I took it as a sign and didn’t try to rebook.” Lee opened her arms. “Come here.”
Nic had never felt the kind of relief she did when she melted into Lee’s arms. She held her tightly, burying her face in Lee’s neck. To her huge embarrassment, a sob erupted from her. She squeezed Lee tighter. It felt so good to hold her.
She had no clue how long they stood there like that, and as much humiliation as she had about crying, an equal sense of relief flooded her. Her mind went blessedly blank except for her awareness of Lee’s arms around her and the warmth of Lee’s neck against her face. She wanted to stay there for hours.
But she slowly let go and took a step back, then a few more so she could grab a paper towel to blow her nose. “Sorry,” she said, tossing the towel into the garbage.
“What’s going on?” Lee looked concerned and confused.
Nic felt like a fool. “Oh, you know. Insecurities about my self-worth and a deep-seated fear of abandonment caused by an irrational dread that authority figures would come in the dead of night to take away my parents and ship them back to Ireland.” Nic waved her hand. “The usual stuff.”
Lee looked even more confused. “I’m…I don’t…what?”
Nic rolled her eyes. Why had she brought that old shit up?
“I was seven years old when my Uncle Sean came from Ireland to visit us. The night before he was to go back home, he and my da were drinking beer in the backyard. I was beyond bereft about him leaving. When I was supposed to be sleeping, I secretly listened to them through my bedroom window, going on about the good old days. Uncle Sean, being the jokester he was, said something about how he didn’t want immigration to get suspicious that he was planning to overstay his visa and round up the lot of them and ship them back to Ireland. I hadn’t yet mastered the subtle art of Gallagher humor, and I took it literally. At least the part about rounding up my family and shipping them away. I was terrified that I’d wake up one morning to find my parents gone and my sister and me all alone, left to fend for ourselves. That fear plagued me for years. I’d forgotten all about it until I casually mentioned the terror I thought we both shared to Flannery. She had no idea what I was talking about and suggested I go to therapy where I figured out the origin. So it turns out, I was majorly screwed up by a joking comment. I, Nioclas Gallagher, have abandonment issues. Other than that, my childhood was idyllic.”
Lee’s expression was a display of sympathy. “Oh, Nic. Did something about my trip trigger you in some way?”
Nic could have taken the easy way out and said yes, leaving it at that. But her insecurities about Lee had started before the trip. Did she want to make it into a thing? They’d never even discussed a future together. She was about to brush it off when it occurred to her that brushing off things like this was what had prevented any of her relationships from becoming anything more than superficial. She didn’t want to chance that with Lee, even if it was scary. Her old therapist would have been proud of her. Besides, Lee had opened her own bag of insecurities, and it was only fair to share hers. That’s what you do with someone you love, right?
Wait. How had that word marched right in, settling like it was already a foregone conclusion? When the idea of love had arisen before, it had been just that. An idea. A possibility. Something to consider. And even then, it had spun her up good and scared. She’d tucked it away for later. Apparently, it was later now. Seemed like it had made itself comfortable in her psyche like it already lived there. Talk about bad timing. How was she going to guard her heart when she’d already handed it to Lee? Who, by the way, didn’t even know she had it yet.
“I started feeling that things were off between us before your trip. You were distant.” That sounded blamey, so she held up a hand. “Wait. I honestly don’t claim to deserve all your free time, I really don’t. But the few days before you were supposed to leave, you were oddly unavailable. And that was after you said you were going to cut down on the hours you worked. Not that I need you to cut down. I want that to be your decision. But you brought it up, and we’d been together so much before, it felt like there was something going on or that you might not…want…” She rested her hand on her forehead. “God. I feel stupid.”
The drop of Lee’s shoulders told Nic that she was right, that Lee knew she was being distant but hadn’t talked about it. But maybe she’d just needed the space. Which told Nic they might be on different pages about where they were in their relationship. Maybe Lee wasn’t ready to confide in her that way. Ouch.
“I do care, Nic. More than you probably know. You aren’t stupid. Not at all. Something came up, and I’ve been trying to figure it out.”
“Do you need to do it alone?” Hesitation that she was well aware stemmed from their old work trauma flared in Nic, and she braced herself for Lee’s sharp response.
“I didn’t want to burden you with it.” Lee bit her bottom lip, perhaps thinking about what to share and what to keep to herself. “I think it might be hard for you to hear.” Not sharp but dismissive. Which was worse?
Those words sent Nic back to Los Olas, where Rachel had said almost that exact thing. Frustration boiled within her. “Rachel said the same thing last night when we were talking about her new girlfriend.”
Lee looked confused. “I’m not sure what that means.”
“She won’t tell me who it is. All she said was that I know them, and I wouldn’t like it.”
“That sounds ominous.”
“It does, but that’s not the point,” Nic said, her frustration mounting. “I get to decide what I will or won’t like.” She had tried to find a way to better explain why it annoyed her so much, and she finally knew. “If you want to protect me from something you know will upset me by not telling me what it is, you’re taking my choice away. It’s as bad as hiding something from me. Especially when I know something’s wrong. Do you get that?”
“I do. I’m sorry for making you feel bad. I’d do it differently if I could.” Lee’s eyes remained soft and open, making it hard for Nic to stay angry.
“You could tell me what it is you think I won’t like.”
Lee bit her lip again, and Nic wished that habit didn’t cause the flare of desire that it did. She wanted to deal with whatever this was without distraction. “Tim saw us at Senora Garcia’s.”
Nic’s stomach dropped because Lee sounded worried. Yet, she’d said she didn’t care if anyone saw them. “What’s the problem?”
“He told his work friends that I was playing house with you. He used uglier words, of course.”
Nic dropped her head backward. “Of course.”
“He really didn’t take it well when I wouldn’t date him. He’s not the disconnected person he seems to be. But he isn’t really the issue. I was ready to be out at work. And it wasn’t because you and I are…doing what we’re doing. It wasn’t the ideal situation, and I would have liked to control how people found out, but it did give me an opportunity to do it. People at work know about me. And for the most part, they’re taking it well.”
Conflicting emotions warred in Nic. Not everyone was ready to be open at work. Shit. She’d been playing her old coworker Ryan’s beard for years because he didn’t feel safe coming out at work. But Lee had said she didn’t want to hide anymore. And what did her hesitation about what they were doing mean? They might not have talked about a future together, but she thought they were more than fuck buddies or something. “How do you feel about all this?”
Lee’s expression grew pensive. “It felt good being honest about who I am. I didn’t know how much energy it took to live that lie. It was a heavy weight, and I felt lighter.”
“What is it, then?”
Lee’s expression transformed into anger and then smoothed out to the cold mask of professionalism that had once annoyed Nic but now caused pain to flare within her. Pain for Lee, who had learned to live behind a mask and for herself, who now felt locked out of Lee’s inner world. “Roger Burns found out and canceled his contract with us.”
“What?” Nic needed a moment to process the note of something under Lee’s cultivated facade. Was it fear or uncertainty? Both? Nic had never encountered either emotion coming from Lee, but now that she had, it was as if a protective shield had risen inside her. “Because you date women? How professional is that?”
“He was embarrassed that he’d dated a dyke.”
“He said that?”
Lee nodded. “He called to tell me what a bitch I was to lead him on.”
“But I heard you tell him you didn’t want to date him.”
“So you did overhear that.”
“I didn’t mean to eavesdrop.” Why was she apologizing? She hadn’t done anything wrong. When would the old triggers go away?
Lee shrugged. “It was my fault for leaving the door open.” This was the Lee she’d come to know, and Nic relaxed a little.
“Roger has a big contract, doesn’t he?”
Lee nodded. “And a cancelation penalty. I usually waive the penalties as a courtesy, but I won’t waive his. And we’ll need to find a customer to make up for the loss.”
“Will that be hard?”
“He’s local, so his referrals bring in a lot of new money. If we lose additional contracts based on his unwillingness to be a referral, or worse, he badmouths us, it’ll hurt. Thus, the Seattle trip.”
“I thought you closed that deal.”
“I closed one of them. I had three additional deals pending signature that will make up for the loss of Roger’s account and then some.”
“Is that why it was so sudden?”
Lee tipped her head. “Partly. I needed to close the deals by Monday to make projections for this quarter, regardless. But I wasn’t about to let that asshole make me look bad.”
“But now you aren’t going?”
“I closed two of them over the phone from the airport during the delay. The third will be signed on Monday. I have absolute faith it will happen.”
“So you didn’t need to go. It was all good over the phone?”
“It turned out that way, but we didn’t know until I had time to do my job.”
“What do you mean?”
“Lowell is freaking out and working on ‘damage control.’ His overreaction is what everyone sees. Me just doing my job gets lost behind all of it until the signatures are ours.”
“What does he have to do with any of this?”
“Melvin, as suspected, has turned most of his CEO duties over to Lowell, his second in command.”
“Why Lowell?”
“As COO, that’s how it goes. Lowell’s been dealing with the Roger thing. When the contract cancelation put the quarterly numbers at risk, he panicked. He called Roger, and Roger told him why, and Lowell turned on me. He said he would have fired me on the spot if he didn’t need me to fix the shortfall.”
Nic’s stomach knotted up again. This emotional Ping-Pong was exhausting. “Fired you for not dating a customer to secure their business? That’s unethical at best, illegal at worst.”
“Fired me for being a ‘lying dyke who has besmirched the good reputation of OceanTel and deliberately impugned our ability to do business with our hard-earned customer base of God-fearing Christian folks by bringing my perverse bedroom practices into the workplace.’” Lee’s eyes projected so much anger, Nic wanted to kick Lowell’s ass.
“He sounds like…”
“A fire and brimstone preacher? That’s exactly what he is. He’s one of the Florida transplants.”
“You know it’s still illegal to fire you for your sexual orientation in California, right? Not to mention workplace harassment and a hostile work environment.”
“He won’t fire me. I make the company too much money. He sent me up to Seattle to fix it. But it doesn’t matter if it’s illegal if they fire me, and I don’t have resources to sue for…what? Getting my job back? My mortgage alone would bankrupt me. And I pay for Hannah’s living arrangements. I can’t not have a job.”
Nic’s stomach dropped. She sensed Lee was weighing her choices. Her eyes flicked from side to side as they did when she was considering something. Nic wanted to tell her that she could get a job anywhere, that she’d have a rock-solid case, that she could count on Nic to help her if she needed money or a place to stay. But again, they’d never talked about their future. Besides, she knew Lee needed to have control, and none of that would help her. And honestly, in the current political environment, even though they lived in California, no one could be sure the protections that were in place for the LGBTQIA+ community would stand up to the challenge. No one thought that Roe vs. Wade would be struck down, but it was. People were getting killed for flying Pride flags these days. Who knew what was around the next corner? “What kind of ‘damage control’ is Lowell doing?”
An expression of rage crossed Lee’s face. “He’s calling our top tier customers to ‘get ahead of this shameful debacle’ and let them know that talk about perverts in our staff is a lie spread by our competitors. He then put a gag order on me, preventing me from talking to them about my ‘perversions.’”
“He can’t do that.”
“But he did.”
Nic didn’t like how Lee had just accepted Lowell’s demand to remain silent. “And Tim’s just getting away with this?”
“He’s being lauded as a hero for keeping me from doing more damage to the company.”
“What the actual fuck? I wish you’d told me. Please tell me you aren’t just taking it or going along with it.”
Lee’s icy stare reminded Nic of too many meetings in their past. “What would you have done? I’ve been busy fixing things. I am fixing things.”
Nic could go the rest of her life not hearing that tone again. Flashbacks to…No. She didn’t work there anymore. “I could have, I don’t know, been there for you, maybe? Shit, Lee. And what are you doing? Backing into the closet? Remaining silent?” Nic wanted to take it back as soon as she said it. But her feelings were hurt. That response. That stare. And that tone. All of it had been too much to bear. She’d spent too many years not responding to it.
There was something behind Lee’s chilling expression that Nic had never seen. “Did you think it was going to be a snap of the fingers?” The tone was gone, but what replaced it was almost worse. It sounded broken and unsure.
“I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”
Lee just looked at her for a minute, and Nic wondered how their conversation had made this precarious U-turn. “You should have seen your face when we had to leave the restaurant after seeing Tim there. And you were ecstatic when I told you I was going to be open about myself.”
“You make it sound like I was applying pressure.”
“Weren’t you?”
“That was all in your head if you think that.”
Lee turned away, and Nic knew she’d gone too far. “Where are you going?”
“I have enough to deal with right now.” There was anguish in her voice, and she didn’t turn back. She was out the door and gone before Nic could find a way to fix what she’d said.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
    
Nic stood in her kitchen for a long time, awash in the pain of Lee walking out. The pain was so huge that she had no cogent thought. Just raw emotion swirling and careening through her. How had things gone from her realizing she was in love with Lee to Lee walking out on her?
“Nic?”
It was the distant and tinny voice of Rachel calling her name that broke her from her torturous thoughts. Was Rachel in her head?
“Nic! Say something.”
She put the phone she’d been holding near her thigh to her ear. “Rachel?”
“Jesus, girl. What the fuck is going on?”
She had no idea she’d even dialed her. First the butt dial and now this. If she didn’t know better, she’d wonder if they had some sort of psychic connection or something. More likely, it was because Rachel was her first speed dial. “What?” Her voice sounded cottony from crying. She was still crying.
“I answered my phone, and you didn’t respond. I thought you were fucking with me because of the previous thing. But then there was sobbing. You don’t sob. What’s going on?”
“She left.”
“Who?”
“Lee.”
Rachel paused. “Where are you?”
“In the kitchen.”
“We’ll be there soon. Find a soft blanket and snuggle with Jet.”
“Okay.”
“Nic?”
“Yeah?”
“We love you. It’ll be okay. We’ll see you soon.”
“I love you, too.”
When Rachel hung up, all Nic could focus on was those last words. I love you, too. Her heart ached. She’d never get to say that to Lee. A new level of pain stabbed through her, and the tears that had slowed came again at an even higher volume and sorrow. So much sorrow.
She’d really fucked up.
Slowly, as if she was walking through a fog, she found Jet, who seemed to know exactly what she was needed for, and they went into the living room. Nic took one of the throw blankets, wrapped it around herself, and fell onto the couch. She lifted one side of the blanket, and Jet stepped onto the cushion beside her and curled against her, giving her cheek a little lick. Nic wrapped the blanket around them both and closed her eyes. She didn’t think she’d be able to fall asleep, but she wished she could. Just to not feel the ache in her heart and the swirl of despair inside her.
    
“Nic, honey? It’s us. We’re here now.”
So weird to hear Flannery’s voice. It was a comfort, but Nic didn’t expect it. Fingers stroking her forehead felt so nice.
She breathed deeply, opening her eyes. Her sister crouched before her, the weight of her hand resting on Nic’s head, her thumb rubbing slowly, just like their da had done when he used to hold them in his lap and whisper stories to them, ushering them to sleep. “Flan.”
“We’re here now.”
“I’m so thirsty,” she mumbled.
“Sit up. Jetty spaghetti, you need to move to the side so your mom can sit up.”
Nic’s mouth twitched as Jet rearranged herself, never leaving her side.
“So good.” Water had magically appeared, and it flowed down her strained and parched throat before it all came back to her in a rush. Her face crumbled. Tears started afresh. “She’s gone. I fucked up, and she left.”
“What happened, Nikki?” Rachel took the glass and sat on the arm of the couch, petting her hair. “Was it about the sex tape?”
“The what?” Flannery asked. Her tone of shrill disbelief startled Nic, but she simply shook her head.
“I’ll tell you later, babe,” Rachel stroked Flannery’s arm and returned her attention to Nic.
Babe? Nic might have been bereft, but that little display of affection between them wasn’t going to go unexplained. “What the—”
“Start from the beginning, Nikki. Why were you sobbing?” Rachel asked.
“It’s all a blur. I texted her, and the next thing I know, she was here and not in Seattle like she was supposed to be. And one minute she was holding me and the next she was upset about something that happened at work, and then she got upset and wouldn’t tell me why, and I got upset because everyone is making decisions about what I can and cannot handle, and the next thing I know, she was telling me that I forced her to come out at work and basically said that I caused her to almost be fired.”
“Hold on. You got Lee fired?” Rachel asked.
“Almost fired.”
“I’m a little confused, honey,” Flannery said while on her knees in front of the couch. “Can you start closer to the beginning and give a little more detail?”
Nic told them the story, barely keeping it together. “And then, she just walked out. I n…never got to tell her I love her.” Another wave of hurt washed over her when she finished, and a thought that hadn’t occurred until then came to her. “And she was in town last night. She could have texted to tell me her flight was canceled. I thought she was in Seattle, and then, she was in my house. What’s with all the fucking secrets?” A new wave of sobs overcame her.
“It sounded like she was worried about you over the texts and came over,” Flannery said.
“She had a lot going on all week, and she was trying not to drag you down with her, so things were probably a little out of whack for her,” Rachel said.
“Are you two seriously taking her side?” Nic asked, feeling betrayed.
“I’m just saying that when the world is falling apart around you, it’s hard to see clearly or make the right choices. Sometimes you need to go back over it and figure out what you should have done and try to correct it. Or at least apologize and try not to let it happen again.”
“Wait. Are you saying that about her or me?”
Rachel shrugged. “I guess it applies to both of you.”
Nic let that settle for a moment. “So she should apologize for not looping me into what was going on with her, and I should apologize for accidentally pressuring her to come out at work?”
“I was thinking in more general terms, but yeah. That about covers it.”
“You know, I keep thinking I’m over how she treated me for so long, but it keeps coming up.”
“Do you still blame her for it?”
“There were reasons she had to keep me at a distance. She was protecting both of us. I mean, I help Ryan essentially do what she’s been doing, so I’m not one to judge.” She blew out a breath. “So, no. But, Jesus. When she becomes still, looking directly at me with those eyes of hers, like she’s taking inventory of my soul…but she uses that tone of displeasure…it just cuts me, you know? It’s like she’s running my heart across a cheese grater.”
“You’ve never responded well to certain tones,” Flannery said.
“You both probably need some time to process stuff,” Rachel added.
Something swirled around in Nic’s head, trying to come into focus. With everything that had happened, it was hard to figure out what it was. Her head throbbed. Her sinuses stung. Her broken heart ached. It was just too hard to concentrate. But it finally came to her. She kept saying how hard it had been for her to deal with how Lee had treated her, but she’d given very little thought to how it was affecting Lee. Lee had had to pretend to be someone else. And Nic had been judging her for it. She knew why Lee had done it, and she had to admit she still didn’t respect her for it. In fact, she’d been holding it over Lee’s head, acting like she was the only victim. And she wasn’t.
No wonder Lee had turned inward when things went to shit at work. Nic had been so focused on how hard things had been for her, she hadn’t thought to talk to Lee about how things were affecting her. What a jerk she’d been. Fighting humiliation, she knew she needed to apologize. “I don’t know how to begin processing this mess.” Especially now that she realized she’d been keeping Lee in a box of reproach and had obviously misjudged where they were in their relationship.
Rachel looked like she was mulling the question over. “I mean, there could be other factors at play that we don’t know about, but if not, you’re both reasonable people. It could be as simple as talking it all out.” Rachel looked at Flannery as if wanting her to weigh in.
Flannery bobbed her head. “I haven’t officially met Lee yet, but I agree. Barring any unknowns, if you apologize and talk things through, there’s a chance you can figure out how to do it right the next time. And maybe have some make-up sex.”
Nic ignored the sex comment. “Hopefully, there won’t be a next time.”
Flannery snorted. “There will definitely be a next time. No one’s perfect. And don’t forget, I grew up with you. You’re a hardheaded bitch when you want to be.”
“Me?” Nic was only a little offended. She deserved it. “Have you looked in the mirror lately?”
“Ladies. Let’s not cause yet another ruckus. One is enough for today.” Rachel cradled the back of Nic’s head. “Do you know what you have to do?”
Nic nodded. “Buy some flowers, go to her house, apologize profusely, see if she’ll talk it out, and then we fuck our brains out.” She didn’t say the part where she wanted to tell Lee she loved her. She didn’t even know if it would be appropriate. But she wanted to.
“That’s my girl,” Rachel said affectionately.
“Just one more thing,” Nic said.
“You might as well take advantage of your free consultation therapy session.” Rachel laughed at her own joke.
Nic waved her hand between Flannery and Rachel. “Is this what you were trying everything in the book to avoid telling me about at margarita night? Are you two fucking each other’s brains out?”
Rachel froze, and Flannery blushed bright red. Both stared wide-eyed at her.
“You are, and it is! How did I not see this?” Jet jumped off the couch at Nic’s shout. She stood, cocking her head at them all.
Rachel and Flannery started talking at once.
“I wanted to tell you,” Flannery said.
“We didn’t know how to bring it up,” Rachel said.
“Are you mad?” Flannery asked.
“Why would I be mad?”
“Well, you and Rachel used to…” Flannery let the sentence die, looking at Nic expectantly.
Nic rolled her eyes. “Like, two decades ago. And we were such noobs that it wasn’t like we were doing anything right.”
“Speak for yourself,” Rachel said.
“I can confidently speak for us both.” Nic snorted. “Just tell me this isn’t some sort of identical twin kink you’ve been scheming on all these years.”
“That’s disgusting,” Flannery said.
“I have kinks, but that ain’t one of them,” Rachel said.
Nic grew serious. “I know I can’t make you promise to never break up or make each other mad, but I want you to do whatever you can to keep each other happy. This is, like, putting all my eggs in one basket, having my sister and best friend hook up. How could I choose sides if something goes wrong?”
“You choose me,” they both said at once.
“I do. I choose you both. And I’m happy you’re happy. Are you happy?”
“Rapturous,” Flannery said.
“Good. Damn, I have a headache.” Nic rubbed her temples.
“Now, what about that sex tape?” Flannery hoisted herself onto the big red chair.
A soft knock on the screen door made them all turn their heads before Rachel or Nic could respond.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
    
Flannery opened the screen door, and Lee took a hesitant step in. Her tentative actions, so unlike Lee, caused Nic’s heart to break a little more. Although everything in her wanted to go to Lee, she remained frozen in place. Partly because Lee might feel outnumbered and leave again. But part of her was scared that Lee would stay, only it wouldn’t be the Lee she had come to know. It would be the Lee from before. The cold Lee. The distant Lee. The Lee who could make her feel insignificant and small. She didn’t think she could survive that. Not after she’d gotten to know the Lee who was soft and understanding. The Lee who had lain in her arms in a tent in the woods and talked about her childhood.
However, when the light hit Lee’s face, and it was evident she’d been crying, Nic was up before she knew she’d made the decision to do so.
Lee’s eyes, somehow even more beautiful in her distress, welled up again, causing the tears Nic had barely contained to flow again, too. She had no choice but to wrap Lee in her arms. Lee, always so substantial, in presence more than physical size, was like a wounded bird in her embrace. So fragile and compliant, she crumpled into Nic, who made a promise to herself that she would do whatever she could to deserve this trust from her. She led her to the couch, sitting sideways so she faced her. Rachel and Flannery had disappeared.
Nic squeezed Lee’s hands. “I’m so sorry. I don’t ever want to hurt you. I obviously put pressure on you to be someone you weren’t ready to be, but I honestly didn’t mean it. You never have to change for me. You’re perfect. You always have been.” She hoped Lee believed her. All the while, the words I love you repeated in her head, and Lee just stared at her with tears running down her face. “When you’re ready, I hope you’ll talk to me about all this. I need to know where I went wrong and make sure I never do it again.” Nic searched her eyes, bringing Lee’s hands to her lips before pressing them to her chest.
Lee continued to look at her as if looking directly into her heart, seeing everything Nic felt. However, the longer her silence went on, the more uncertain Nic became.
“We can talk when you’re ready. I just want you to know how much I want to make this right again. Please let me try.” Nic fought the urge to fill the silence, something she’d deliberately trained herself not to do with Lee when they used to work together, when Lee would often let silences stretch out between them. She felt the imbalance of their interactions most acutely then, and a similar feeling welled up within her now.
The eyes that returned Nic’s gaze were alive with something, and she longed to know what it was. Was it good, or was it a precursor to heartbreak?
“What’s going on in your beautiful mind?” Nic finally asked.
Lee’s gaze flickered. Nic waited. She’d wait forever if it took that long. Lee’s eyes became even more vibrant, and tears spilled from them. “I love you, too.”
Hearing those words was like falling into a warm pool of effervescent liquid. Letting it envelope her, she floated in the brilliant sensation, soaking in the warmth, breathing out all her worries, all her hurts. At least for that moment. And it was divine.
“But…” Lee said. And Nic’s heart thudded as if a tether that held her from floating away was yanked, and she fell back into reality. “There’s so much to talk about. And now it appears there’s a sex tape?”
“The sex tape is nothing.”
“It doesn’t sound like nothing.”
“How long were you listening?”
“I heard most of it.” Lee tightened her grip. “I couldn’t go home after I walked out. I couldn’t let you feel the same way you did when I froze you out for all those years. Then, there were the abandonment issues you told me about. I felt like such a crappy person for putting you through that again. I didn’t go far. Just to the steps to the beach to think. When your sister and Rachel got here, I worried something had happened. The door was open, but I couldn’t bring myself to go inside. I was stuck. I felt bad for listening, but I couldn’t leave you…oh God…it killed me to know how…” She started crying again. “I think I heard most of it.”
Nic’s heart was in her throat. Lee said she loved her, but it was like everything was still on a precipice.
Lee wiped at her tears with the back of her hand. “We fell into this thing—this really, really good thing—without working through the things that kept us apart for so long.”
Lee looked at their hands tangled together between them. “Maybe we should start with this sex tape thing first. I don’t even know what that could be. But…seriously?” She sounded exasperated.
Nic couldn’t blame her. “It’s not what you probably think. We somehow butt dialed Rachel. Literally. We were in the kitchen. You were on the counter.” Lee’s expression told her she remembered the event. “Maybe it was when I lifted you, and my phone was there. I don’t know, but we called her, and she heard…things.”
Lee’s face had gone pink. “Heard what kind of things? Could she see anything?”
Nic held her hands over her face. “It’s just audio. Mostly sounds. A few words.”
“God, still,” Lee groaned. “I can’t…”
The end of Lee’s sentence hung between them like a dense and dangerous object; unseen but solid in its impermeable presence. Nic held her breath and watched Lee process. The emotional energy of the day had caught up with them. They were raw and vulnerable, and it felt like this was it. This was the moment that their relationship hinged on. Whether it lived or died. When they would find a way to move forward together, or they’d have to call it. “I’ll send you the file. Listen to it before you—”
“I’m not sure I want to.” Lee’s eyes were hard again. How did she do that? Look so small and broken and then transform into an icy, walled-off stranger? “Why am I only hearing about it now? And who else has Rachel shared it with?” Lee’s voice was flat. Her face had gone expressionless. It reminded Nic of how she sounded and looked when she was furious about something. Something Nic had only experienced in the office but never outside of it. Somehow, it was infinitely worse away from it. A swarm of competing emotions took flight within Nic then. She couldn’t hold it back. Anger rose above it all. This was how it always went. Lee got mad, and Nic tried to figure out how to deal with it. The power was always Lee’s. Always.
But that was the crux of it, wasn’t it? Lee had the power, and Nic had to moderate it. But she was so fucking tired of moderating it. And had Lee accused Rachel of sharing the tape? That was too damn much.
“First, you don’t get to question Rachel. That’s nonnegotiable.” Lee had the grace to look chagrined. Nic had never been one to attack when someone was weak, so she softened her tone. “Second, did you forget there were two of us? I’ve only known about it for a few days. Since I found out, you’ve been doing whatever it is that you’ve been doing at work and God knows what else, so I didn’t have an opportunity to tell you. It’s not something you text to someone.”
Lee’s voice was strong, but the fire in her gaze had dimmed. “I’m sorry about questioning Rachel the way I did. It was a defensive reaction, and I’m ashamed of it. What do you mean by me doing God knows what else, though?”
Nic couldn’t help but wonder what was going on in Lee’s mind. And more importantly, her heart. She took a couple of seconds to try to calm down before trying to find out. Yes. It was just more moderating on her part, and it was exhausting, but it was worth it. Wasn’t it? Plus, that was who she was. She fixed things, and she’d do anything to fix this. Anything. Didn’t that mean she had a little power herself? Maybe. Everything in her said that power had no place in love. But there was power in loving someone. And it was Nic’s love that caused her to think that sometimes, Lee’s lack of expression wasn’t always fury. Or anger. Lee shut down when she felt like she had no power. She did it out of self-preservation. Knowing this changed everything.
“I’ll send you the file, and after you hear it, we can both delete it,” she said in the gentlest tone as she could, cradling Lee’s hands in her lap. “Rachel already deleted the original. She said she didn’t listen to the whole thing. So really, it’s just me who’s heard it all.” Lee’s whole body relaxed a little, and along with it, the tension between them faded.
“I don’t know if I want to listen to it.” There it was. Lee’s real voice. The real Lee looking back at her. A shared moment that only they could share, and Nic felt in her very soul that Lee was all in on this one thing. Her whole demeanor wasn’t uncertain, but it was definitely gentler. And Nic knew right then that they were going to work. Even if there were moments of falling back into old habits and old insecurities, they’d get through them because they were both in on them working out. In a way, it had taken them seven years to get here, but here they were.
“Understandable.” Nic waited until Lee looked at her again. “But it’s kind of…it isn’t as bad as you might think. It’s kind of…sexy.”
Lee’s lips twitched into a small smile. “Okay. Send it to me.” Her gaze shifted away and then back. “I’m sorry I went nuclear winter on you just now.”
So Lee was aware of her ice queen tendencies. Nic had never been sure. Did she do it deliberately? Or was she aware of it but had no control over it? Did it matter? It was something to explore either way. Because Nic sure as hell didn’t want it to be a regular dynamic of their relationship, and she was ready to work through it with Lee.
Nic cleared her throat. “Can we work on that nuclear winter thing? It feels like the wall between us is a hundred feet high when it happens.”
Lee nodded slowly. “I’ll try. I’ve hid behind it for a big part of my life. It’s served me at times, but I hate it.” She dropped her chin, staring at their hands. “I’d love to remove it from my arsenal of defense weapons.”
It was as if a beam of light had chased away an enormous shadow, one that Nic hadn’t been aware of until it disappeared. “I’m willing to work with you on it. I don’t expect perfection just because we talked about it once, by the way.” They were quiet for a minute. “I think…I think…if we can work on this—your defenses and my reactions—maybe we can work through anything.”
Lee’s shoulders rose as she took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’d like that.”
“Good.” She felt like a huge weight had been removed from her chest. “Are there other things you want to talk about?”
“Honestly? I feel like we made a big step forward already today. Let’s try one step at a time.”
“Yeah. Sounds good.”
Lee looked at her, her glance boring a path directly into her. “We can do this. I’ve never wanted something so much in my life.”
Believing her, Nic reached for her, needing to feel her, be close to her. “You are my life, Lee.” Nic surprised herself with her words. She’d never felt this close to someone before. Family didn’t count. But it was true. Lee had become the most important thing in her life. Maybe she’d started out as the most important challenge in her life, but that had very definitely changed.
Lee clung to her. “I think I’ve loved you since I woke up with you on the couch after that first day surfing.” The light of love shone brilliantly in her eyes.
“I think we both accidentally fell in love that day.”
Lee cradled Nic’s face, and her eyes shimmered so brightly, Nic swore they were lit from within. “Accident or not, I’m so in love with you, I can barely breathe.”




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
    
Two weeks later, the sound of Nic’s cell phone had her running for the house from the front yard where she was replanting a small palm tree. Banging in through the screen door, she wondered for the countless time why she couldn’t seem to remember to keep her phone in her pocket. “Hi, beautiful.” She breathed heavily as she smiled at the caller ID.
“Hi, baby. Why are you breathing so hard?” The tone in Lee’s voice told her that she was thinking dirty thoughts.
“Well, if you were here instead of sitting in your cushy corner office, you’d know, wouldn’t you?” Nic joked, but she hated how much Lee was still working. At least she was talking to her about it more.
“That sounds far more interesting than the report I’m writing. Tell me more. What are you wearing?”
“Nothing.”
“Really?”
Nic heard the catch in Lee’s throat and decided to stop teasing her before getting her worked up in her place of employment. “Really. Completely naked. Under my clothes.”
“You tease. I was about to shut my office door and draw the blinds.”
Nic laughed and briefly wondered if she had missed an opportunity. This Lee, her Lee, being like this, sitting in her office so absolutely different than the Lee she’d once known? It made her blood rush. If she’d only known it could be like this. “I’m sorry. I’ll make it up to you later. I ran in from out front. My cell was on the counter.”
“You will make it up to me. You really should keep your phone in your pocket.”
“I really should.”
“You won’t.” Lee sighed. “I’m going to be late again tonight.” Her sunny demeanor shifted down. “I won’t see you before you leave for the shelter.”
Nic wasn’t surprised. She heard her father’s voice in her head. The best laid schemes of mice and men. “I miss you, but I know how work is. I’m a bit worried about you, though. Is Lowell still trying to micromanage you?”
“He’s been quiet since I had the little talk with him about being careful what laws he decided to break and that I wasn’t going to comply with his ridiculous gag order. I’m sure they’re still talking behind my back.” She growled. “Also—and this is confidential—Melvin hired auditors to go over the books for some compliance thing, and we seem to be missing money. He asked me to help untangle things, so I’ve been in his office most of the morning.”
“That’s interesting. Shouldn’t that be accounting?”
“They’re working on it, too, but they’re having a hard time figuring it out because money is showing up in the wrong ledgers. It’s a mess. Accounting isn’t sure how to handle it. Even Lowell is involved. They want me to help reconcile contract values with the registers.”
“Better you than me. I’m sorry you’re stuck at work.”
“You know how we promised to tell each other everything?” Lee said quietly.
“Yes.” Nic’s gut told her she wasn’t going to like what came next, but she was glad Lee was being open with her. They’d barely survived learning that open communication was more important than ignorant bliss.
“Maggie’s trying to pin it on you.”
“What?” She hadn’t expected this. “I don’t know how that’s even possible.”
“So far, no one here does either. It’s such a reach. Also interesting is that the shortfall hasn’t been traced to any specific department. So why is she offering up information she hasn’t been asked to provide? That signifies some kind of knowledge she probably shouldn’t have, if you ask me.”
Nic was trying not to get angry. “That’s what crossed my mind as soon as you mentioned it. What’s she saying I did?”
“The short story is that the projects group was budgeted ten thousand dollars each year for the past five years for spot bonuses. Maggie is saying that you were supposed to allocate it to the team, but you took the total allotment each year.”
“Other than the free Thanksgiving turkeys we used to get, I’ve never received any bonuses and certainly no cash bonuses,” Nic said, disgusted by the irony of that accusation. “It’s easy to check. They would have shown up on my pay stub.”
“That’s the point. The cash allotment is always given as a spot award. The manager hands the team member a prepaid credit card, and the team member is required to fill out a bonus acceptance letter to payroll to log the payout for tax purposes. Maggie says you took the cards, but you didn’t give them out.”
“I’ve never even heard of this bonus program. How do I make sure they know I didn’t have anything to do with this? I know there’s no way it can be proven I did, but I don’t want to have to defend myself either. I’m not a violent person, but I’m having some pretty violent thoughts right now.”
“You suggesting we check your pay stub is even more evidence that you weren’t involved. When I gave Isabel a prepaid card two weeks ago for exceptional work on a new implementation, she had no idea it was a thing we did. When the other project managers heard about it, they asked me, too. Seems no one in Maggie’s department was aware of them. Maggie’s spinning it like you took the money and just didn’t do the paperwork to avoid taxes. She’s even accepting some responsibility for trusting you when you said you submitted the paperwork. Don’t worry. No one believes you had anything to do with it.”
“That’s some comfort. She’s a lying piece of work,” Nic said, holding back more colorful language before she realized it didn’t matter. She no longer worked there.
“I’ll let you know how it goes.”
“Thanks for believing in me.”
“There’s no question as to who my allegiance is with.”
Nic had no doubt about that, either.




  

CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
    
Nic stifled a yawn as she lounged in an Adirondack chair on the front deck, filling out grant applications for the shelter. The work wasn’t her idea of titillating, but it was important, so she happily did it. Though she usually pre-gamed it with large doses of caffeine.
Between having worked at the shelter the prior night and the late September sunshine lulling her, the effects of her morning run and the coffee from Seaside Café had worn off. She was seriously thinking about a nap when her cell phone rang in the house. She cursed herself for forgetting it once again. Not quite running but walking at a good clip, she rounded the wall that separated the living room from the kitchen, bumping her elbow. A searing jolt of pain raged down her arm, and she cursed the person who had ever thought to call it a funny bone.
Holding her arm, she got to the phone but missed the call. Caller ID showed it had been Lee, and a notification popped up to say Lee had left a message.
Not wanting to waste time, Nic hit redial instead but got Lee’s voice mail. “Tag. You’re it,” she said into the silent kitchen, but she didn’t leave a message. She wanted to hear the message before she left one of her own.
The phone rang again as she was about to hit play, and she laughed with more than a little mirth, shaking her head. This was their primary interaction lately, with Lee working long hours to make up for the shortfall in sales revenue. If Lee hadn’t been making a real effort to stay connected, Nic would have gone back to the insecurity that had nearly wrecked them a few weeks ago. But they were both learning how to stay engaged in their relationship. The good news was, they both seemed to be fast learners. The bad news was that Lee’s demanding job didn’t seem to be getting any less demanding, despite Lee’s efforts to define her boundaries better. It was a work in progress, and Nic knew they both had to be patient. “Hey, you. How’s your day going? Or should I not ask?”
“It’s going well, but I’m working late again. I’m guessing you didn’t listen to my message. I wanted to know if you’ll come down for lunch. I miss you. Hold on.” Lee spoke to someone in her office, telling them she’d be right there. “Sorry about that. Text me when you pull into the parking lot, and I’ll run down. I love you!”
Nic would never get tired of hearing that. “I love you, too.” She shook her head and smiled.
    
Nic rolled into the OceanTel employee parking lot at exactly 12:00 p.m., parked in a visitor’s slot, and texted Lee to let her know she was downstairs waiting. Being in the parking lot elicited a wave of nostalgia that hit hard. Seven years of parking in it meant many memories, culminating in her carrying a box containing her personal items to her car.
The worst part was that she hadn’t gotten to say good-bye to anyone. Only the coworkers she considered friends had her number, and she missed more people than she thought she would. Even now, she wondered how Louise, the omelet chef from the campus café, was doing with the baby she’d surely had by now. She also laughed to remember the employee circus they had put on in the green space at the center of the campus one summer. Her team had dressed up as clowns and pretended to get out of Isabel’s little Volkswagen Bug.
Her phone vibrated with a new text.
Lee: I know I said I’d come down, but are you okay coming up for a few minutes?
A nervous twist abused Nic’s stomach. As much as she’d just been waxing nostalgic about missing some of the people inside, she wasn’t sure she wanted to see them. What did they know about her departure? Were some of them still looking into her for the missing bonus money? Will security rush me if I try to come up? She was only half joking.
Lee: I wouldn’t lead you into a lion’s den.
That was meant to comfort her, she knew. But still, her nerves rebelled. On my way in. But only because I love you, and I’ll do anything for you.
Lee: Anything?
Nic: Anything. Just remember that with great power comes great responsibility.
Lee: So noted. FYI, Melvin is looking forward to seeing you.
Nic: Gulp.
Lee: It’s all good. I promise.
Her nerves jangling, Nic entered her old workplace for the first time in over three months and realized two things. The first was how easily she’d been able to let go of an identity she’d thought was very important for a long time. While she’d agonized over how she’d been forced to leave, she hadn’t spent any time wishing she was still there. The second was that the work she did for OceanTel hadn’t been all that important. Someone else was doing it now, and the world had not stopped spinning. It made all the stress she’d endured regarding deadlines and the color of dashboards seem irrelevant.
In the span of less than a second, these realizations changed her significantly. They expanded her perception of her life and the role she’d played in the world beyond anything she could conceptualize. She braced herself for these ideas to monopolize her thoughts for a while.
On a more basic level, she was relieved she didn’t know the front desk person who gave her a visitor’s badge. She never thought she would find herself riding this elevator again, but here she was, wondering what she would do if someone asked her why she was there. Such a banal experience compared to her mind-bending epiphanies mere seconds ago.
The floor was nearly deserted, it being lunchtime. No one was in the bullpen; that was both a relief and a disappointment. Isabel was the only one left from her old team anyway, since Gray had accepted a job at a software development company Nic had never heard of. And wherever Gray goeth, so goeth Miguel. As it was, Isabel’s days were numbered, too, if she could only settle on one of the offers she had pending.
Nic was only a few feet away from Lee’s office when Lee called her name. “Down here.” It was only her speaking voice, but it sounded like she shouted through a bullhorn in the eerily quiet space. Lee stood in the doorway of Melvin’s office, a concerned look on her face when Nic drew near. “Are you okay? This must be weird for you,” Lee asked.
“I’m fine. It’s not as terrible as I expected.”
“I thought it would be a good time for you to come up since everyone’s gone. It’s food truck day on the company’s dime since we exceeded the quarterly projections.”
“And they say there’s no such thing as a free lunch.”
Melvin’s voice interrupted them: “Nic. Come in. It’s good to see you.”
She saw him through the window next to his door, motioning them over.
“Lee and I were just talking about you,” he said.
“Were you?” She looked from Melvin to Lee, who nodded.
“She let me know what you’ve been doing with your days. Taking a little time for yourself is a healthy decision. Also, the volunteering. You’ve always had a good heart.”
She hadn’t expected Lee to talk about her to Melvin. Besides, she’d been under the impression that Melvin wasn’t involved in the day-to-day anymore.
“I’m in no position to ask you to do anything, Nic,” he said, cutting to the chase like always but still managing to sound sincere. “I was wondering if we could have a little chat.”
Nic looked at Lee, who nodded. She must have known what he wanted to talk about. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have asked Nic to come up. Melvin’s office was large but comfortable in a manly, CEO sort of way. The furniture was big and made from dark wood. The walls had pictures of him posing with other CEOs at charity golf tournaments, as well as in various barista aprons at coffee shops all over the world. A conference table took up a large portion of the center of the room, and a less formal sitting area took up a corner near a fancy coffee machine. An enormous window took up the entire west-facing wall and gave an impressive view of the ocean.
In her early days at OceanTel, Nic had worked with him frequently. The company had been smaller, and he had been more involved with the actual work aspects. But in her second year, after the acquisition of the Florida company, he had restructured the company and taken on a more CEO-ish role, leaving the day-to-day to the newly hired vice presidents. Since then, the extent of her interaction with him had been limited to hallway greetings and the occasional walk to the parking lot when they happened to leave the office at the same time. She’d missed talking to him.
He motioned for her to take one of the chairs in the middle of the room before he moved to make them all coffee. Nic smiled when he put on a barista’s apron. He looked more like a kindly old man managing the barbeque at a family picnic than the CEO, founder, and president of a multibillion dollar telecommunications business.
She had always liked him. Everyone liked him. Not only was he a genial man, but he was an astute businessperson who never held back when he had wisdom to pass on. It was rare to leave his presence without learning something new through a course of conversation, not a lecture. That was something else Nic had missed.
“What can I make you, Nic? I’m adept at most of your flavored lattes and cappuccinos these days. None of that blended stuff, though. I can also make tea, but it’s not as fun.”
“How about a vanilla latte, not too sweet?”
Lee took the chair next to her. She was already holding a cup. Her eyes sparkled above the rim when she peered at Nic while taking a sip. A couple of pads of paper and pens on the low coffee table at the center of the ring of chairs indicated that she and Melvin had been working together before Nic had come up. “She doesn’t want to be picky but only half the flavoring and make it nonfat, Melvin, please,” Lee said. The familiarity she telegraphed about them had Nic raising an eyebrow, but Lee simply winked.
“Would you like another mocha?” Melvin asked, waving a clean cup at her.
Lee seemed to think about it. “Sure, but decaf, please. I might want to sleep sometime tonight.”
Nic turned to her. Why am I here? she mouthed.
You’ll see. Don’t worry, Lee mouthed back.
“One vanilla latte, half the syrup, nonfat for Nioclas Gallagher,” Melvin said, placing a cup on the table before her. She was delighted to see a four-leaf clover design in the foam that would rival any barista.
“You’ve upped your game, Melvin.” He’d made a coffee for her when he first bought the machine, and while it had been drinkable, the presentation had left something to be desired.
“I’ve missed my true calling.” His sigh was heartfelt, but she knew he loved telecom as much as coffee.
“It’s delicious and beautiful,” she said after her first sip.
“I’ve switched to ethically and environmentally friendly beans. I never forgot that talk we had over lunch. It took a long time to find coffee that was both that and tasted good,” he said over the sound of the machine.
It felt unreal to be sitting there making small talk. She remembered the lunch he spoke of. She’d offhandedly mentioned the backbreaking labor it took to make a cup of coffee, as well as the toll it took on water supplies and the land, and he’d asked her more questions. To hear that it had had an impact on his beloved hobby gratified her.
“Nic, before we start talking about boring stuff, I wanted to ask you something I’ve been thinking about for a long time.” He foamed the milk for Lee’s drink. “Do you mind if I get personal?”
“It depends on how personal,” she said. Her candor wasn’t any different than when she’d worked for him, but she didn’t have the internal pressure of the power dynamic to worry about now. He had never been the type to lord his titles over people, but he’d still been the CEO. She hoped that he wasn’t about to ask about her relationship with Lee.
“Your car, it’s one of those hybrids, isn’t it? Are they as good as people say, or is it just environmental fanaticism extolling the virtues of a mediocre product to make the owners feel good about themselves?”
Surprised, she filled him in on her strongly held belief that hybrid cars were a big step along a longer path to more environmental measures that would go beyond cars. She doubted he’d be trading in his Mercedes SL63 AMG anytime soon, though.
He nodded at her cup. “Is it the best you’ve had?”
“It’s close.” She had the feeling it wasn’t just an arbitrary question. “The best is down at Surfside Café, either the original location or the newer one here in Carlsbad. I’ve never had better. Yours comes in at a very close second, though.”
“Are you sure about that?” He scowled, daring her to change her answer.
“Melvin, I don’t think you want me to coddle you, especially on something as close to your heart as coffee. Surfside is better but just by a smidge.”
He looked at her with an intense stare for over a minute, and she had the feeling he expected her to say more, but she had answered his question, so she waited for him to move on to the real reason she was there.
“Only one other person has told me my coffee is second to Surfside. That person is Lee. Integrity is the single most important trait I look for in people. Someone who would lie about coffee is someone who will lie about other important things.” He lifted his cup in a toast, and they sipped quietly for a few minutes.
“You’re both right, you know, about Surfside having the best coffee,” he said, breaking the silence. “I’ll figure it out one day, mark my words.” He put his cup down. “Enough about an old man’s hobby. Nic, I’ve brought Lee in on an accounting situation, and she said that she told you that your name has come up.”
She had guessed that could be a reason why she was there. Either that or her termination. She wondered how much Melvin knew about either of them. She liked to think he’d have prevented her layoff if he’d known about it. Some of the old anger came back. Would he offer her job back? She wasn’t sure she’d accept, even if it hadn’t been his decision. The company culture had grown toxic, and she didn’t want anything to do with it.
“What’s your take on it?” he asked.
That was a surprise. What did it matter what her take on the accounting issue was? “I don’t have a take on it,” she said calmly. “I didn’t have anything to do with the missing bonus money. I didn’t even know it existed before this week. I don’t know why my name was brought up, but I will tell you that I will not allow anyone to drag my name through the mud, and I’ll seek legal assistance to ensure it doesn’t happen. I’d prefer not to go there, but that’s where I stand.”
“I believe you.”
She discovered his trust in her mattered more than she thought. “Thank you.”
“Did you like working here?”
She was once again surprised, and she wondered how honest she should be. Mostly, she just wanted to be done with it. “I used to love working here. But that changed in the last few years.”
He didn’t seem surprised by her answer. “Why do you think that was?”
“I can only tell you my experience. Others may have another take.”
“I want your take on it, Nic.”
She explained that she’d felt unappreciated. But it was the unchecked racism and homophobia that were the final straws. The entire culture of the company was in jeopardy, and she wondered if he knew how much it was affecting every aspect of the business. When he asked for more information, she told him that the expressed culture was just a shell, which no one, especially the executive management team, observed. She said that the executive team’s failure to live up to the company’s stated culture tarnished the company from top to bottom. Without naming names or citing specific instances, she explained that bigotry and good-old-boy mentalities were corroding the company. She thought that if they addressed the culture and put more effort into individual recognition, the company would be stronger, and the employees would be happier.
He was quiet for a moment, looking into the middle distance as if processing it all. She was glad to get it off her chest. “Thank you for being honest with me. I appreciate that more than you can know. There aren’t many people I can trust to tell me like it is. Part of that has been my own fault, and I plan on fixing that. Now, I have another thing to talk to you about, and this may be the most difficult one of all.”
She was emotionally drained and wondered what else could be coming.
He walked around his desk and came back with some papers. He picked up his coffee cup just to put it down again when he found it empty, signaling his preoccupation or his nervousness or both. “Nic, it recently came to my attention that a terrible error was made. I was not aware that you’d been let go in a layoff,” he said, leaning forward in his chair.
“I wondered about that,” she said, feeling an unexpected sting behind her eyes.
“You understand my surprise, then.” He cleared his throat. “Just having this conversation puts me in a serious legal predicament.”
“Unless you do something completely out of character or allow the audit findings to be pinned on me, Melvin, you don’t have to worry about me,” she said, wondering why she felt the need to make him feel more comfortable but figured she had nothing to lose. Besides, it was in her nature to be forgiving.
“I’m grateful for you being you,” he said, picking up the empty coffee cup, frowning, and putting it down again. “So let’s just put our cards on the table and talk plainly. That would be a welcome relief from the usual, let me tell you.” He huffed.
“Great because that’s the only way I know how to talk. I never developed those executive skills, and I never want to.” She glanced at Lee, who was quietly taking in the conversation.
“Here’s what I have. Though I know we were within solid legal boundaries to do a layoff because we have a valid business reason due to the economy, I also know that personal preference was the main criteria used to select you and not a fair analysis. That is not how I operate. Beyond that, I don’t think we considered all the alternatives before conducting the termination. I could lie to protect the company and myself, but I don’t want to do that. Not with you and not with anyone.”
“I appreciate that.” She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed his mentorship. She felt bad for thinking that maybe he didn’t care about what OceanTel had devolved to.
“In addition to the layoff, there are a couple of other items I’d like to discuss with you. One concerns the missing money, and one of them concerns something you shouldn’t know about yet. If you still don’t know?” At the last, he looked to Lee as if to ask something, and she shook her head. “I know I haven’t given you much information, but right now, I need to know whether you’re interested in further discussion. If you don’t want to move forward with the discussion—and I wouldn’t blame you if you don’t—I would like to offer you double the compensation and a chance to be reinstated in your old position. If that is also not a desirable topic of conversation, I will open it up to what you consider a fair remuneration for the mistake we made in your layoff. Again, I don’t believe one bit that you were involved in the missing bonus money.”
She considered the options. “I’d like to hear about the first two things. You didn’t say that it was an either-or situation, so I’d like to keep the other two options open just in case.”
“I’m good with that. I’ll need you to sign this nondisclosure form. Honestly, I don’t know why we bother with them. They’re almost impossible to enforce, but it does infer how important it is to us to not be indiscreet about the information you learn today.” He handed her a form and a pen.
She glanced at Lee, who nodded, and she signed the paper.
“The first thing is the matter of Maggie,” Melvin said. “Everything about the missing money points to either you or her. It’s your word against hers. I believe you’re telling the truth, Nic. That means that I have to let Maggie go. I also believe that she’s been allocating commissions to herself on sales that were not performed by her.”
“I wasn’t aware that her department is a commissioned department,” Nic said.
“Her department isn’t, but the executives are entitled to commission regardless of what department they are over, so Maggie herself was qualified to receive them. The only stipulation is that she had to work the sale personally. The books show quite a few commissions going to her for performing post-contract sales. Those are the items that were add-ons above the base contract.”
“Yes, I’m familiar with them,” she said, starting to understand what had occurred. “The implementation project managers make those upsells as part of the process. We were never told that commissions were attached to them.”
“I have to ask you to tell me whether Maggie had any part in those sales personally.”
“I can tell you confidently that Maggie never talks to clients directly,” Nic said. As a project manager, Nic and her team spoke to clients all the time. Maggie had no interaction with them.
“That answers one question.” He made a note. “Thank you for your help, Nic. You’re under no obligation to help me with this. I know it must be difficult.”
“To be honest, it’s uncomfortable providing the information needed to make the decision to fire Maggie. I know she forged her own path. But my sense of responsibility plagues me, telling me I should have been more observant. I trusted her to have our backs when she plainly didn’t. I’ll have to reconcile this on my own time.” She trusted Melvin with this personal piece of information, knowing he could leverage it against her if he wanted to. She didn’t think he would.
“The second thing is deeply under wraps, as indicated by the nondisclosure. Very few people have this view into the company’s long-term plans. When we were talking about hybrids earlier, you showed a great concern for the environment. I would consider you somewhat of an environmentalist.” He surprised her with the turn of topics. She’d suspected the subject had come up as something other than casual conversation, but she couldn’t guess what that reason was.
“I’d like to say I am, although I could be more involved in it,” she said truthfully. “But, yes, I’m very interested in protecting the environment and working with others to help them understand the importance as well.”
“I hope you don’t mind that Lee mentioned a little of your recent journey of self-discovery. I think it says a lot about you and what you deem important. I can relate to it myself to a certain extent. I won’t go into the boring story that involves the effect of hindsight and the resulting desires of an old man wanting to leave a positive legacy when he passes from this life. Suffice to say, you and I share a certain yearning to give back to the world.”
“I’m not sure where you’re going with this,” she said with a smile.
“It brings us to some career options I’d like you to consider. I have three potential jobs I can offer you, and you can choose any or none of them. Are you open to where this is headed?”
“I think so.” She wasn’t sure she wanted to make a career decision right now, but she could hear him out.
He leaned forward. “The first offer I have is to reinstate you in your old senior manager position. As I said, we’d compensate you double for your lost wages and a little more for the emotional toll our bad decision had on you. I think you have more than earned that.” He paused.
She felt vindicated and appreciated, the latter having been a huge issue for her in recent years. How could the other offers even compare to this?
“The second position is Maggie’s position on the executive team. Once we let her go, the project management team will be moved back under the division she oversaw. Of course, there’s a nice raise with that, in addition to the executive compensation program, which we can discuss if you have an interest in the role.” He paused again.
A promotion to vice president was extremely enticing, although Nic wasn’t enthused about the politics a role like that entailed. But if she came back to OceanTel on a peer basis with Lee, it would make their relationship a little easier. The problem was that she wasn’t sure she wanted to go back to work for OceanTel. She felt she had bigger things to do with her life, even though she had no idea what they were.
Melvin interrupted her thoughts. “The third offer is the most exciting.” His eyes positively danced. Even Lee leaned forward in her chair. “It’s a biggie, and you might feel a little overwhelmed. But I urge you to consider it. I would personally mentor you.”
She was intrigued.
“I’ve drafted a plan for a new stand-alone telecommunications company that will operate under a nonprofit umbrella. The company’s mission will be to provide environmentally green telecom services to underserved communities and dedicated to protecting the environment. This company will be completely unrelated to OceanTel. I’m an old man, and I can’t run both. OceanTel needs me to restore the culture I let go bad. Maggie is just the first to be corrected out in a planned restructuring of the upper management tier.” He glanced at Lee. “I should never have kept the executives at the Florida company during the merger process. I used to say I have no regrets because everything is a learning opportunity, but I do regret this one. I learned a lot, but at what cost to people like you who deserved better? I own the mistake, and I’ll fix it.
“As for the new company, OceanTel will provide the seed money under the impact and innovation division, but that’s the only affiliation the two companies will have operationally. I’ll be on the board of directors. But we need someone to do the work to set it up and run it. What do you say?” He sat back in his chair, almost squirming with excitement.
The news was almost too overwhelming to take in. All of this seemed too good to be true. Any one of the offers was enticing. “You want me to take a position at the new company?”
“I want you to lead it, Nic. You’ve been project managing OceanTel into the green almost single-handedly. And from Lee’s input, it was accomplished despite a great deal of apathy from the teams who should have been supporting you.”
“It wasn’t just me. My team—”
“Lee said you’d defer the praise, but your leadership is the reason.”
She looked at Lee again. Pleasure, pride, and something else filled her expression. “This is a little overwhelming,” Nic said.
“Just a little?” He chuckled. “I’d have been paralyzed to get this offer at your age. It’s okay to be intimidated. I still think you’re the person to do it.”
Lee’s eyes glittered with emotion.
“I don’t know what to say, Melvin. I wasn’t expecting this. I’d like a few days to consider it.”
He nodded. “I expected that. Of course, I want you right away, but I know you need some time. Why don’t you give me a call by the end of next week to let me know what your thoughts are? Although, you can call anytime.”
“You’re being extremely generous. I just want to make the right decision for the company as well as myself,” she said, trying not to fidget with all the unexpected good news.
“I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
The sound of voices indicated that people were coming back from lunch. Discomfort at the idea that she’d be seen coming from Melvin’s office with Lee crossed her mind. But it was overshadowed by the feeling of a trapdoor having been opened above her head, causing a cascade of emotions to fall and swirl around her. There was so much to think about. The one thing she did know was that, whichever option she took, or if she didn’t take any of them, it would be a good decision.




  

C  HAPTER THIRTY-SIX
“I’m still having a hard time letting stuff sink in,” Nic said as they sat on a blanket on the beach in front of Nic’s house, watching the sun go down. The breeze was perfect, the sky was only lightly speckled with clouds, and the scent of the sea was like aroma therapy for Nic’s soul.
It was also the day before Nic needed to give Melvin her response. They hadn’t had a lot of opportunity to discuss it because Lee had been busy helping Melvin cover Maggie’s team and deal with the fallout of Maggie’s resignation that had happened on Friday of the previous week. Nic had wondered how it would go down, and part of her was a little disappointed that Maggie hadn’t been fired in front of everyone. Ultimately, letting her resign was the right choice for employee morale and keeping the drama to a minimum.
Since then, Lee had spent most of her waking hours keeping things moving forward and keeping the employees calm. That meant she and Nic had spent even less time together, but she had spent every night at Nic’s house. Having her warm body to curl around every night had been enough to maintain their connection until the storm passed.
Despite how busy she was, Lee had taken the day off to help her decide. But instead of talking the options through, they’d spent most of the day in bed. Nic had wanted that kind of connection to keep her grounded, and Lee had seemed more than happy to provide it. Now that it was late afternoon, they’d decided to go down to the beach and talk about the meeting as they watched the sunset. There would be less of a chance they’d get distracted that way.
“I hear you,” Lee said, lying on her side, propped up on an elbow. She looked more relaxed than Nic had ever seen her…outside of the bedroom. “Even while being in the middle of it, I never saw most of it coming.”
“I used to talk to Melvin all the time when he still signed off on the bigger projects. But after the Florida crew was relocated to San Diego and he stopped coming into the office as much, that stopped. I had no idea he paid attention anymore.” Nic had been sitting cross-legged, but she lay down, mirroring Lee’s pose. “I want to ask how he’ll get rid of the others. I imagine it’ll be just as low-key.”
Lee nodded. They’d discussed who he’d target via text the day before—after Melvin and Trina had finished their investigation—and determined that the whole Florida management team needed to be removed. Apparently, the Florida company had been available for purchase for a reason that hadn’t been disclosed to Melvin in the acquisition. All of them, including the CFO, had been skimming money. All of them would be suspended pending the results of the formal audit, which was still going on.
Maggie had only been a small part of investigation findings, but it was her part that had triggered the audit to go deeper. She’d gotten too comfortable with her perceived standing in the company. She thought she was untouchable just because she’d been there so long. But when she’d tried to throw Nic under the bus, it had caused several people to question her recent behavior. Apparently, she’d only tolerated Nic and her “flagrant homosexuality” for the last several years because Nic had kept the project team on track and had kept her personal life out of the office. She’d still quietly impeded Nic’s progress up the management ladder in sheer disgust of Melvin’s obvious affection for her. But it had been the last straw for Maggie when Nic had brought a female date to the last employee picnic.
Her date had been Rachel. The rumor was that Maggie had taken one look at her, pegged her as gay, and vowed that she wouldn’t have that kind of perversion on display at OceanTel. That was when she’d become distant.
Lee had noticed and asked for the team to be reassigned, but even she hadn’t known the full extent of Maggie’s involvement with the other Florida managers.
“I think I’m leaning toward the leadership role for getting the green company up and running. I’ve drafted a plan, and I’ll show it to Melvin tomorrow. If he thinks it’s sound, I think that’s the option I’ll take. If he doesn’t like my ideas and we can’t come to a decision soon, I think I’ll pass on working for OceanTel. I appreciate the offer, but I’m burned out on doing that job. Even if Melvin restores the company to its former culture, I’m not into working so hard to secure better profits. That’s just chasing money to make rich people richer. I want to be active in either bringing that wealth to the people who really need it or something like working on progressing social and environmental solutions. I probably would have accepted a position other than leading the startup at the new company had he offered it, just because of what the company stands for.”
“I’m almost jealous. It’s a great opportunity. He still hasn’t told anyone else on the executive team about the company. As far as I know, he’s working on this completely on his own. He can’t talk to me about it in detail because of conflicts of interest.”
“If I take the job there, you’ll know as soon as I know, which will be way before everyone else.”
Lee poked her gently. “I just might come to you looking for a job.”
Nic grabbed her hand. “I’d be ecstatic for you to work under me.”
“Literally and figuratively.” Lee smirked. “It’s good to have a friend on the inside.”
“A friend?” Nic knew better, and she was only teasing, but Lee’s face grew very serious.
She scooted closer to Nic, cupping her cheek. “You are my friend, my lover, my heart. You’re everything to me.”
Nic’s heart swelled as she leaned forward and pulled Lee toward her. “You’re my everything, too.” They kissed, and Nic felt the truth of it to her core.
Humming with almost perfect happiness, Nic needed to know one thing. They’d worked hard to overcome most of the issues that had caused the old tension between them. It wasn’t perfect, but nothing ever was. And both of them were working more hours than they wanted to. But that was temporary. Most importantly, they loved each other, and they were working on a future together, even though they’d never talked about what that looked like.
She skimmed a finger down Lee’s cheek as she broke their kiss, allowing her fingers to graze the lips she’d just been sucking on, and Lee kissed the tips of her fingers. “I need you to know something.”
“Tell me.” Lee let her head rest against Nic’s. Her voice was quiet and a little dreamy as her fingers played in Nic’s hair.
“I plan to love you forever, you know. This thing we have between us? This is exactly what I want. Optimally, we’ll stop working as much so we can spend more time together, but no matter what, I want you in my life. I want to grow old with you. Are you up for that?”
Lee’s eyes shimmered before her, peering into her deepest places, seeing her, and Nic knew the answer before Lee even voiced it. She’d known it for a while now. “For the first time in my life, I can see myself giving everything to someone, and that someone is you, Nic. I may have accidentally fallen in love with you, but I am very deliberately going to continue loving you for as long as you’ll have me. I lost all choice in the matter somewhere between the night you protected me from bears on that camping trip and the first time you laid me down in your bed. I’m in this for keeps.”
The fingers in Nic’s hair pulled them closer together, and any lingering doubts Nic might have had about what their future together would be were carried off in the ocean breeze along with the sounds of gulls, crashing waves, and the singing of her heart.
When they parted to breathe, Nic saw the desire brimming within her reflected in Lee’s eyes. “Let’s take this inside. Things are heating up here, and this is a family friendly beach.




  

E  PILOGUE
Two years later
“Nic?”
At the sound of her name, Nic patted the pocket of her cargo shorts for her phone and knew why Lee was looking for her. She was in the backyard pouring potting soil into pots and leaned over to whisper conspiratorially into Hannah’s ear. “I really need to remember to use that phone holder thing that goes on my belt that your sister gave me.”
Hannah giggled and gazed up at her with her always smiling eyes, paused her petting of Jet, and cupped Nic’s cheek, imitating the gesture that Lee often did. Hannah was mostly nonverbal, but her eyes spoke volumes, and right now, they were telling Nic how much fun she was having hanging out with her best friend, Jet, and planting flowers in the greenhouse Nic had built in the backyard. It was the second thing Nic had added to the house since Lee had come to live with her.
The first had been the extension. One bedroom and a bathroom were for Hannah, a second bedroom was for Hannah’s live-in assistants, depending on who was on shift at the time, and the fourth room was a large activity room where Hannah could hang out safely with minimal oversight. She hadn’t told Lee she’d started planning it when Lee had decided to sue her parents for custody of her sister. She’d had no idea if Lee would be successful, but she wanted to be ready if it happened. Besides, it had been putting good energy out there for the outcome to be in Lee’s favor. And it worked. Only then did Nic reveal she’d done it in anticipation of Hannah moving in with them.
Aside from the day on the beach when the look in Lee’s eyes had told her that they were forever, nothing would ever match the look of absolute love Lee had given her when Nic had told her why she’d started construction. In that moment, there was no doubt in Nic’s mind that their life together embodied everything that was right in the world. No stress, no disappointment, no trouble that life might bring them could dim the unguarded love she’d seen in Lee’s face that day and every day since.
When she’d finally met Hannah, she’d seen a similar look reflected in that innocent face. Nic had decided that it was the look of unconditional love. And her heart was filled with it these days.
“I’ve got her,” Hannah’s assistant said. She was one of a small but dedicated staff of licensed caregivers who came to the house.
Lee was still estranged from her parents, but it hadn’t been hard to convince them to relinquish custody of Hannah, who they’d long since stopped visiting. It had broken Nic’s heart to see the pain in Lee’s eyes about the situation, but it came less often as their little family settled in. In an unexpected turn, their family now included Lee’s brother, Preston, who’d started to visit often. He wasn’t much of a processor of feelings, probably because of the circumstances of their childhood, and Lee said she didn’t want to examine it too much, but something had compelled him to reach out to his older sister during the custody proceedings. So now they were enjoying getting to know one another for the first time in their lives, and Lee often commented on how lucky she felt to have another chance at a relationship with her siblings.
Nic and Lee were aware that part of the reason they were able to have what they had now was because of their first meeting all those years ago in new hire training at OceanTel. Now, after the big cleanup in executive management, Lee was Melvin’s second in command as chief sales and marketing officer, which provided a much higher salary and reduced her need to travel so she could spend quality time with her sister rather than take care of her. Nic was still in the early stages of building Melvin’s new company. It was a lot of work and a whole new world of responsibility for her, but with Lee at her side and Melvin always there for mentorship, she was having the time of her life. She’d learned that it didn’t feel like work when she loved what she did for a living.
Lee stood on the back deck with a phone pressed to her ear. She was still wearing her bikini under a tank top and a pair of boardshorts after their morning surfing date. It was a sight that always caused a flash of heat to coarse through Nic. Almost forgetting why she was climbing the deck stairs, she wondered if they could get a few minutes of alone time.
“She’s right here, emerging from her hobby hole happy place,” Lee said into the phone, referring to Nic’s greenhouse. Her own interests did not include growing or taking care of plants, but as much as she teased Nic, Lee was always supportive about her work with them.
Nic came to a stop at the top of the stairs and wrapped her arms around Lee’s waist, pulling her close and nuzzling her neck. “You’re my hobby hole happy place.”
Lee giggled, trying to push her away and failing. “You have a filthy mind. I’m going to have to give Mel shit about talking you into taking up gardening. It seems like you have your fingers in the dirt more than—”
“I have them in you?” Nic finished the sentence with a smirk.
“Now we both know that isn’t true.” Lee had gotten good at the off-color comebacks, and because she’d made one, Nic was pretty sure Rachel was on the other end of the phone. There were few people she’d have said that in earshot of, but these days, Lee could more than hold her own with Rachel.
Nic held her hand out for the phone, wiggling her fingers. “Let me speak to the bride-to-be. If she has one more idea about the bachelorette party she wants to try to sell me, I’m done. She’s going to have to get out there and make a new best friend because I’ll quit.” She said it loud enough for Rachel to hear as Lee dropped the phone into Nic’s palm. She winked as she lifted it.
“You won’t quit,” Rachel said, somehow knowing when Nic was on the line.
“Test me.”
“Just hear me out.”
“No, Rachel. I already have the party planned. You just have to wait until August to find out what it is.” She grimaced at Lee, who she still had one arm around. It was a lie. She had no idea what to do for Rachel’s party. She’d asked all her friends and family for ideas. Even Simone, who’d become quite tight with Rachel when they’d both decided to get their pilot’s licenses so Rachel could fly to see Flannery more often, couldn’t figure out what Rachel might like.
“But—”
“No.”
“I mean—”
“That’s it. I qu—”
“Wait. Wait. Wait. Never mind. I’m done with the ideas. I just thought that restaurant in Belgium that hangs in the sky would…but never mind. Stupid idea. I’m done. Forget I tried to…you know what? I know you have this.”
“Thank you.”
“No. Thank you. You’re my best friend for a reason, Nikki. I love you.”
“Love you, too. Give Flan an open-mouthed kiss for me.”
“I’ll do better than that. I’ll—”
“Bye, best friend.” Nic hung up on her.
“She still has no idea you’re blocked on what kind of party to throw her, does she?” Lee asked.
“Not a clue.”
“You still have four months.”
“How can we both be so bad at this?”
“Oh no, you don’t. You don’t get to drag me into this. You’re Rachel’s best woman and Flannery’s maid of honor. I’m not even a bridesmaid.”
“They aren’t having bridesmaids.”
“Exactly. By agreeing to be both, you agreed to take on the enormous task of planning both parties.”
“I thought I was going to get to kill two birds with one stone by planning the haunted castle bachelorette party and calling it good. Flannery had that planned since we were in third grade. I know exactly what she wants. But Rachel was never going to get married. She never told me what she wanted if she did. She never even hinted. And now she expects me to put on the best party?” Nic let go of Lee, grasping handfuls of hair on each side of her own head.
“You should have let them elope like we did.”
Nic let go of her hair and dropped her hands back to Lee’s waist, pulling her wife to her. They swayed together before Nic spun her like a top and pulled her back. “That was the best day of my life. When you put your house on the market after moving in with me and we went to Vegas to celebrate, little did I know that we’d drive back with wedding bands on our fingers.”
Lee smoothed the hair Nic had scrunched up on the sides of her head. “I had a feeling it would happen.”
“You did not. How could you? It was my idea to go to Vegas.”
“I didn’t know it would be Vegas until you suggested we go. But as soon as we got in the car, I was pretty sure.”
“How did you know?” Nic asked.
Lee kissed her neck making shivers dance along her skin. “You know the story.”
“I never get tired of hearing you tell it.”
Lee sighed but not in a bad way. She loved telling it; Nic knew this as surely as she knew Lee loved her. “I’d been thinking about asking you to marry me since the day on the beach. The day you decided to take Melvin’s offer. When you said yes to him, I knew there was no way you were ever going to say no to me. I just needed the right moment.”
“And the moment struck you as soon as you saw the Elvis Chapel?”
“The moment struck me when we woke up that first morning after making love all night long, and I realized that I didn’t want to go another day without calling you my wife.”
“Remember dancing to the music of the water show after we picked out our rings and left Tiffany’s?”
“How could I forget? That’s when I found out you knew all the words to every Frank Sinatra song.”
“What can I say? My parents used to put us to bed and dance to records of Mr. Sinatra and Nioclas Toibin.” Nic stopped swaying and pulled back, the frustration of not knowing what to do for Rachel’s party finally gone. “I know what we’re going to do.”
“Tell me.”
“We’ll rent a boat and have an all-night dance party in the harbor.”
“She does love to dance.”
Feeling the immense relief of having figured out what to do for Rachel’s party, Nic relaxed into Lee’s embrace. “You know what I love to do?” she asked as she kissed Lee’s shoulder and the scent of sunscreen, salt water, and the unique smell of Lee’s warm skin filled her senses.
“I have an idea,” Lee said, skimming her fingers along the skin beneath the hem of Nic’s T-shirt. “But I want you to say it.”
“I love to make love to my wife on perfect afternoons like this one, lying across our bed with the breeze coming in from the window, our skin still damp from a shower…”
“Take me to bed, Nic. We’ll take a shower after.”
“Should I dial Rachel?” Nic held up her phone with a wry smile.
Lee smiled back with a shrug. “Why not?”
Nic threw her head back and laughed before kissing her long and hard. “I love you so much.”
“Prove it!” Lee let go of her hand and sprinted into the house.
After catching up to her next to their bed and falling onto it, slightly out of breath and their hearts beating against each other in a tight embrace, Nic did prove it to her.
More than once.
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Skyscraper by Gun Brooke. Attempting to save the life of an injured boy brings Rayne and Kaelyn together. As they strive for justice against corrupt Celestial authorities, they’re unable to foresee how intertwined their fates will become. (978-1-63679-657-4)
The Curse by Alexandra Riley. Can Diana Dillon and her daughter, Ryder, survive the cursed farm with the help of Deputy Mel Defoe? Or will the land choose them to be the next victims? (978-1-63679-611-6)
The Heart Wants by Krystina Rivers. Fifteen years after they first meet, Army Major Reagan Jennings realizes she has one last chance to win the heart of the woman she’s always loved. If only she can make Sydney see she’s worth risking everything for. (978-1-63679-595-9)
Untethered by Shelley Thrasher. Helen Rogers, in her eighties, meets much-younger Grace on a lengthy cruise to Bali, and their intense relationship yields surprising insights and unexpected growth. (978-1-63679-636-9)
You Can’t Go Home Again by Jeanette Bears. After their military career ends abruptly, Raegan Holcolm is forced back to their hometown to confront their past and discover where the road to recovery will lead them, or if it already led them home. (978-1-636790644-4)
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