
        
            
                
            
        

    


 

 

 

Shaylie Beck just wanted to go home.

 

She managed to snag the last seat on a late flight from New York to Denver. No one thought anything would go wrong. Nobody expected the unimaginable to happen. When the plane crashes, Shaylie fights for her life and is one of only eleven survivors.

 

Piper Cole wants answers.

 

Why did her fiancée’s plane crash? She lost everything that night, and the investigation is taking too long. To help cope with losing the woman she loved, Piper attends a support group for survivors.

 

The friendship Piper and Shaylie develop helps each to heal, but as their feelings turn to love, Shaylie’s torn. She can follow her heart to the woman she loves, or she can come clean about what really happened right before the plane crashed and risk losing Piper forever.
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Listen


 


“Ms. Bryant describes this soundscape with some exquisite
metaphors, it’s true what they say that music is everywhere. The whole book is
beautifully written and makes the reader’s heart to go out with people suffering
from anxiety or any sort of mental health issue.”—Lez Review Books


 


“If you’re looking for a little bit of fluffy(ish), light
romance in your life, give this one a listen. The characters’ passion for music
(and each other) is heartwarming, and I was rooting for them the entire book.”—Kissing Backwards


 


“This book floored me. I’ve read it
three times since the book appeared on my Kindle…I just love it so much. I’m
actually sitting here wondering how I’m going to convey my sheer awe factor but
I will try my best. Kris Bryant won Les Rêveur book of the year 2018 and
seriously this is a contender for 2019.”—Les
Rêveur


 


 


Against All Odds


 


“This story tugged at my heartstrings, and it hit all the right
notes for me because these wonderful authors allowed me to peep into the hearts
and minds of the characters. The vivid descriptions of Peyton, Tory, and the
perpetrator’s personalities allowed me to have a deeper understanding of what
makes them tick, and I was able to form a clear picture of them in my mind.”—The Lesbian Review


 


“Against
All Odds is equal parts thriller and romance; the balance between
action and love, fast and slow pace makes this novel a very entertaining
read.”—Lez Review Books


 


 


Lammy Finalist Jolt


 


Jolt
“is a magnificent love story. Two women hurt by their previous lovers and each
in their own way trying to make sense out of life and times. When they meet at
a gay- and lesbian-friendly summer camp, they both feel as if lightning has
struck. This is so beautifully involving, I have already reread it twice.
Amazing!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews


 


 


Breakthrough


 


“Looking for a fun and funny light read with hella cute animal
antics and a smoking hot butch ranger? Look no further…In this well-written
first-person narrative, Kris Bryant’s characters are well developed, and their
push/pull romance hits all the right beats, making it a delightful read just
in time for beach reading.”—Writing
While Distracted


 


“[A]n exceptional book that has a few twists and turns that
catch you out and make you wish the book would never end. I was captivated from
the beginning and can’t wait to see how Bryant will top this.”—Les Rêveur


 


“It’s hilariously funny, romantic, and oh so sexy…But it is the
romance between Kennedy and Brynn that stole my heart. The passion and emotion
in the love scenes surpassed anything Kris Bryant has written before. I loved
it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book
Review Blog


 


“Kris Bryant has written several
enjoyable contemporary romances, and Breakthrough
is no exception. It’s interesting and clearly well-researched, giving us
information about Alaska and issues like poaching and conservation in a way
that’s engaging and never comes across as an info dump. She also delivers her
best character work to date, going deeper with Kennedy and Brynn than we’ve
seen in previous stories. If you’re a fan of Kris Bryant, you won’t want to
miss this book, and if you’re a fan of romance in general, you’ll want to pick
it up, too.”—Lambda
Literary


 


 


Forget Me Not


 


“Told in the first person, from Grace’s point of view, we are
privy to Grace’s inner musings and her vulnerabilities…Bryant crafts clever
wording to infuse Grace with a sharp-witted personality, which clearly covers
her insecurities…This story is filled with loving familial interactions, caring
friends, romantic interludes, and tantalizing sex scenes. The dialogue, both
among the characters and within Grace’s head, is refreshing, original, and
sometimes comical. Forget
Me Not is a fresh perspective on a romantic theme, and an
entertaining read.”—Lambda
Literary Review


 


Kris Bryant “has a way of giving insight into the other main
protagonist by using a few clever techniques and involving the secondary
characters to add back-stories and extra pieces of important information. The
pace of the book was excellent, it was never rushed but I was never bored or
waiting for a chapter to finish…this epilogue made my heart swell to the point
I almost lunged off the sofa to do a happy dance.”—Les Rêveur


 


“[I]t just hits the right note all
the way…[A] very good read if you are looking for a sweet romance.”—Lez Review Books


 


 


Whirlwind Romance


 


“Ms. Bryant’s descriptions were
written with such passion and colorful detail that you could feel the tension
and the excitement along with the characters.”—Inked Rainbow Reviews


 


 


Taste


 


“Taste
is a student/teacher romance set in a culinary school. If the
premise makes you wonder whether this book will make you want to eat something
tasty, the answer is: yes.”—The
Lesbian Review


 


 


Touch

 

“The sexual
chemistry in this book is off the hook. Kris Bryant writes my favorite sex
scenes in lesbian romantic fiction.”—Les
Rêveur
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My biggest fear is flying. The older I
get, the harder it is for me to get on that plane. It doesn’t help that I watch
documentaries and reports on plane crashes and I know that the tiniest thing
can bring a plane down. I wrote this story because in extremely stressful
situations, the good in people comes out. There are always heroes in life, but
most of them are quiet. I wanted to give them a story and I wanted love to come
from tragedy. Life keeps going even when personal worlds are turned upside
down.


 


I’m forever in debt to Radclyffe and Sandy
and all of BSB for publishing me and continuing to do so. This is my dream, and
in order for it to come true, somebody needs to take a chance on my stories. So
thank you. I have a good give-and-take with my editor, Ashley. She listens to
what I think is important and isn’t afraid to tell me what doesn’t work. She’s
right and I trust her 100 percent with my voice and my message.


 


A picture is worth a thousand words, so
when Deb created the cover, I almost died. It’s perfect. It’s sexy like my
characters, yet still romantic with a touch of heat. Thank you for pointing out
the bad, the good, and the really good in this story. Your support and
encouragement is immeasurable. I’m lucky to have you in my life.


 


Every book is a journey, and my friends
are right there along the way. We encourage one another when we hit our word
counts, we give advice, we take advice, we cry out for help, and we lift one
another up. Writing a book isn’t a solitary experience. I have friends I can always
lean on and trust to get me through the process. I love them dearly.


 


Readers are the reason for our success.
Thank you for taking a chance on our books and spreading the word. We couldn’t
do this without you.


 

 

 


This
is dedicated to every stranger I’ve ever clutched during
turbulence.


 


And Dani.


Chapter One

 

 

 


The first jolt was jarring, but not enough to signal me that
anything was wrong. I pressed my hands against the walls for leverage until the
turbulence passed. I was used to it, having flown so much for business over the
last five years. I leaned over the tiny sink to get a better look at myself in
the mirror. The worthlessly dim lighting in the lavatory showed a tired and
exhausted face. Today was never ending. The last day of the real estate
conference had started at eight and ended at four. Traffic to LaGuardia was
pure hell and I barely made my flight back home to Denver. I’d been in the same
clothes since six in the morning and I was ready for a shower, my soft pajamas,
and the book I forgot to pack when I flew to New York five days ago. I dabbed
neutral lip gloss on and smoothed it out over my lips. The curl to my hair was
limp so I fluffed it up the best I could. Nobody was meeting me at the airport,
but I always liked to look good.


Three minutes ago, when the flight attendant announced that we
were beginning our final descent into the Denver area, I headed to the bathroom
in the rear of the plane. The flight attendant wasn’t happy I was up and
around, but I promised her I would be quick. Plus, I needed a reprieve from the
three-hour make-out session two women were having next to me. It was sweet, but
it reminded me I didn’t have that in my life.


The second jolt smashed me into the mirror. My face felt tingly
and swollen immediately. I gagged on the blood and mucus that filled my mouth
and spit it out. I did a quick inventory of my teeth with my tongue. Nothing
felt loose. I pushed up and struggled into a sitting position. I didn’t
remember falling. I couldn’t figure out why the door was almost directly above
me. A horrific grinding noise spurred me into action. Something was wrong.
Something bad was happening.


I pushed against the door and crawled out when the plane
straightened for a few seconds before veering again to the left. Bags and
personal effects were strewn along the aisle. Yellow masks swung furiously as
the plane bobbed and weaved. I crawled to grab onto a cart crashed on its side
against the wall.


“Get into the seat!” someone to my left yelled. A flight attendant
pointed to the fold-down chair across from her in the galley. I dragged myself
to the tiny flip-down seat and held on with all of the strength I could muster.
The pressure was all over the place. It felt like a ton of bricks was on my
back one second, and the next I was floating. If the flight attendant hadn’t
grabbed my arm in time, I would have knocked myself out on the ceiling. She
helped keep me in place while I strapped in.


“What’s happening?” I yelled even though I knew.


She shook her head at me. It was impossible to communicate. The
scream of twisted, stressed metal drowned out all other noises. We were falling
apart in the sky. I begged for us to land safely, even though I knew the prayer
was futile. I squeezed my eyes shut. No, no, no. This wasn’t happening. I was
stuck in a nightmare. Wake up, wake up, wake up. A flash of bright light and a
loud boom drew my attention to the circular window in the emergency exit.
Flames blanketed my view and I flinched in horror. This didn’t make sense. The
chances were one in ten million that a person would get in a plane crash. Not
today. Not now. The plane had been fine for three hours. We hardly hit any
turbulence the entire flight.


I didn’t know if we were ten thousand feet up and losing altitude
fast, or a thousand feet from the ground and just needed a place to land. The
passengers were surprisingly quiet until the plane turned again and plunged
straight down. I screamed with the rest of them until I gagged and threw up.
People clawed for their masks, several yanking them completely down from the
ceiling. I grabbed the flight attendant in front of me, surprised at the blood
on my hands. My weight pressed against the harness seat belt that I had cinched
as tightly to my body as I could. The flight attendant held my hands in a
vise-like grip. Neither of us was going to let go. Her eyes were closed and her
lips were moving. I didn’t know if she was talking to me or praying to a higher
being. I didn’t want to die. I started praying, God, if you get me out of here
alive, I’ll never ask for another thing as long as I live.


“Brace for impact! Brace for impact!” a distant, garbled voice
repeated over the intercom. That meant we were close to the ground. I squeezed
my eyes shut. I knew I was only a few short breaths away from death. The plane
throttled back and evened out for several seconds. I briefly thought we were going
to get out of it alive until the belly of the plane hit the ground. My body
folded like an accordion and snapped back when the plane bounced. I felt bones
break. My heart jackhammered in my chest like never before. The plane hit
something and fractured. The section I was in broke free and plunged sideways
through thick trees. After what felt like eternity, it came to a stop and
tilted up. The ball of fire that was the rest of the plane raced ahead. The
tree line ended at a rock face. When the metal tube hit rock, it blew up.


“Get up, get out! Get up, get out!”


The flight attendant unstrapped herself and shook me. I must have
passed out. Pain was everywhere. I knew something was wrong with my arm and it
hurt to breathe. I looked at my side in confusion. A jagged piece of something
was sticking out. I touched it and yelled in pain.


“I can’t move. I can’t move,” I said, my voice fading.


Strong hands pulled me up and a man with singed clothes held me
close to him, careful not to touch my injury. Two other passengers wrestled
with the door to get it open. The flight attendant held back people clawing to
get out. It took about twenty seconds to get the door open and for the slide to
inflate, but it felt like hours.


“You need to stay awake.” The man shook me gently. “I’m Jason and
I’m going to help you. We’re going to go down the slide together, okay?”


I nodded and looked behind me before we crouched down to get out
of the plane. It was too dark to see well, but I could make out bodies of
people still strapped in their seats and some even in the aisle, or what was
left of it. None of them were moving. The only light we had was from random
flames that burned brightly in the forest beside us and seats that caught fire.
The stench of jet fuel made me gag. The man holding me was drenched in it, but
I clutched him tightly as we descended. He pulled me upright and walked me
several feet away until he found a safe place for me to sit.


“Stay here and stay awake.”


I watched him climb back into the tail section and disappear. I
looked around in disbelief. The plane had crashed and somehow I was still
alive. I inventoried all body parts. My face was swollen and I had a cut that
wouldn’t stop bleeding somewhere above my eye. I wiped the blood with my suit
jacket sleeve but couldn’t stanch it. I looked at my side. Either a rib had
popped out and broken the skin, or I was impaled by a piece of metal. It was
too dark to see and I was shaking too hard to find out. I saw four people
several feet away and stumbled over to them because I didn’t want to be alone.
A lady reached out and helped me into a sitting position next to her on a
fallen tree. We didn’t talk much. We just held one another, knowing we survived
the impossible. It hurt to cry, to breathe, but I was thankful.


The injuries around me weren’t severe. These survivors were the
first off the plane. A young man fell and twisted his ankle. Linda, the woman
who sat beside me on the tree trunk, had charred smudges on her clothes and
across her face, but otherwise, there wasn’t a scratch on her. A married couple
tended to one another’s cuts, but nobody seemed critical.


“Is there anybody else alive who can’t get out?” Linda asked the
flight attendant who appeared out of nowhere carrying a blanket. She spread the
blanket on the ground and motioned for others to help. Sitting hurt like a
bitch and apparently my injury spoke volumes because they all pitched in to
help me lie down.


“I’m going to check.”


I passed out again. When I came to, the flight attendant was
putting one of the survivors in charge before she headed back to the wreckage.
The man who rescued me had brought back four people who weren’t in great shape.
I couldn’t look at them. I didn’t know if one of the guys was missing a hand or
if it was so badly mangled that I just couldn’t make it out in the dark. They
seated him on somebody’s jacket. I felt worthless, but I had no energy and
couldn’t even save myself, let alone somebody else.


“Hopefully, help gets here soon. I called 9-1-1. They already
knew,” Jason said. He paced in front of me and stared at the burning tail
section of the plane. “There’s nobody left. Nobody alive. I searched
everywhere.” He ran his hand back and forth over his head and continued pacing.


“Can you see the rest of the plane?” someone asked.


“Does anybody have a flashlight or something I can use? Maybe I
can get over there before help arrives.” Jason checked his cell phone and shook
his head. “I only have nine percent of my battery left.”


A few survivors had their phones on them, but the flashlights were
too dull to make a difference in the thick forest. The rest of the plane seemed
close but was probably about two hundred yards away. Nobody could have survived
the explosion. The cockpit was now an inferno, billowing black smoke that was
darker than the night sky. Jason was determined, though. He pointed at me, said
something to the flight attendant, and disappeared into the woods. A few others
followed. The shock was wearing off and the pain magnified, accompanied by the
shakes. My teeth chattered and I clenched down. I focused on the good. Even
though I was bruised and completely beat up, I had survived the unthinkable.


 


* * *


 


The first responders swarmed the crash site with bright lights and
shrill sirens. I was tired of hearing loud noises and shouts. The spotlights
from the helicopters above made me nauseous and I heaved twice before the EMTs
reached me. I couldn’t make out what they were saying, but they placed a collar
around my neck, lifted me onto a portable stretcher, and rushed me to a waiting
helicopter. I felt every step they took but was thankful to get away from the
wreckage. The stench of burning flesh, jet fuel, and melted electronics was too
much for me.


“You’re safe now. We’re going to take care of you and get you to a
hospital.” The EMT looked down at me with a forced smile. It hurt to smile
back, so I tried to nod instead. At least I thought I did. He slipped an oxygen
mask over my mouth and nose and told me to breathe normally. I heard clips of
deep voices and felt hands cutting away my clothes, but I didn’t care. Once I
knew I was truly safe, I welcomed the darkness and faded off to sleep.


Chapter Two

 

 

 


According to Vicky, the nurse who checked my vision and my vitals
the second I stirred awake, I’d been asleep for sixteen hours. She said I was
in the emergency room at the University of Colorado Hospital, but I had no
recollection of getting there.


“Honey, do you know your name?”


“Shaylie. Shaylie Beck.” Something was wrong with my throat. It
felt like it was on fire. I tried clearing it, but I couldn’t even muster the
energy to swallow.


She scribbled down my name and scurried out with the promise that
a doctor would be right in. Horrific scenes flashed in my mind as I remembered
what I’d been through and the loss of life I’d witnessed.


A woman in a white coat walked in. “Shaylie, I’m Dr. Shafer.
You’re a very lucky woman. We’re glad you’re awake.”


“What happened? Every single part of me hurts.” I didn’t recognize
my voice. It was unbelievably painful to talk. I tried swallowing again but
failed.


She placed her hand on my forearm as a calming gesture. “You were
in a plane crash. Do you remember it?”


I nodded but gave up having a conversation.


“They brought you in Friday night. You have three broken ribs and
several stitches from a piece of metal we extracted from your rib cage. Your
lungs are swollen due to exposure to the jet fuel. It’s going to hurt to talk
and breathe for the next few weeks. You dislocated your shoulder, fractured
your wrist, and you have lacerations above your left eye and on the side of
your knee.” She leaned over my bed and checked my vision by making me follow
her finger with my eyes. “And you have a concussion, but you are alive and you
will walk out of here in a few days.”


I started crying because not only did I hurt all over, but so many
people didn’t make it. Flight 215 was a full flight.


“How many survivors?” I asked.


She shook her head. “The EMTs took survivors to all available
hospitals in the area, so I can’t give you a number right now. The five
patients we have are all doing well and will be released sometime this
weekend.”


Nobody knew I was on that flight except my boss. I’d bet money she
wasn’t even paying attention when she called me at the airport to find out how
the last day of the conference went. She expected me to call in every night
with a report. It irked me no end that she was two years younger and I had to
report to her. Commercial real estate brokers didn’t need bosses. We were too
ambitious and hungry to worry about corporate schedules. She was the one who
forced me to attend the conference in New York. Brittany Miller slept her way
to the top and knew nothing about real estate or how to manage people. I tried
going around her, but her boss, Travis, was also her not-so-secret boyfriend
and he just shrugged at me. I hated everything about the company I worked for
except the money.


“Do you need us to call anyone? You didn’t have any identification
or a phone on you, so we weren’t sure who to call.”


My best friend Marisa knew I went to the conference but didn’t
know my travel schedule. She probably didn’t know I was returning Friday. My
parents lived in California. My mom probably tried to reach me since the plane
crash happened right outside of Denver, but no one really knew my itinerary.


“Marisa Bower.” Fuck. I didn’t know her number. It was stored in
my phone, not in my memory. “She’s a cop.”


“Marisa Bower? We can try to reach her. Is she in the Denver area?”


I nodded. Even that hurt. I knew that once Marisa found out, she
would take care of informing every single person in my life, including my
parents.


“Okay, try to get some rest and we’ll find Marisa for you.” She
wrote down information and left the room.


I fumbled with the oversized remote that controlled everything in
my room from my bed to the television. I had to know what happened and why.
Several of the channels were still covering the crash. According to sources,
there were one hundred and forty-five passengers including the crew onboard,
but only eleven survivors. Two were in critical condition. I thought of Jason
and what he had to have seen at the other crash sites. The plane broke apart in
three sections and all of the survivors were in the tail section. Had I not
defied the rules and sneaked to the bathroom, I would be dead. The couple who
made out nonstop next to me? Dead. The woman and her baby three rows up? Dead.


“You need to rest and not worry about the news.” Vicky returned
and added something to my IV that relaxed me immediately. She turned off the
television and informed me Marisa was on her way. She said I should get some
sleep until then.


I closed my eyes and allowed the medicine to take my mind off the
last day. I gratefully drifted back to sleep, thankful that I was alive but in
so much pain that I still thought I was going to die.


 


* * *


 


“You’re awake. Sweetheart, oh, my God. I’m so happy you’re alive.”


I focused on Marisa’s long blond hair as it brushed my chin when
she tried to hug me. I bit my lip to stop from crying out but still grunted at
her touch.


“Oh, shit. I’m sorry. I don’t even know what to do right now.”


She sat on a chair that was already pulled close to the bed.


“How long have I been out?”


“I got here about two hours ago. I’m so sorry, Shaylie.” The tears
pooled in her blue eyes and dropped on her cheeks. She looked devastated.


“The good news is that I survived.” I tried a tiny laugh but
groaned instead. It hurt to talk. Hell, it hurt to breathe. I didn’t know how I
was going to function with a cast and broken ribs.


“Fuck. Did you ever. I can’t believe it. I really can’t. What they
are saying on the news—” Her eyes lit up as she started the conversation, then
she stopped herself. “We can talk about it when you feel better. I called your
parents. They are on their way.”


“Thanks, Mar.”


“I still can’t believe it.”


“I can’t either. I hurt everywhere. How do I look?”


Marisa’s bottom lip started quivering again. She took a deep
breath and looked over my head.


“You look like you just got back from hell. They did a pretty
decent job of cleaning up the blood, but you have a really large bandage on
your head. The nurse said you have eight stitches on your forehead,
twenty-three in your side because a piece of a chair fucking impaled you, and
seventeen stitches on the inside of your knee.” She looked at me after her
recap and gave me a sad smile. “But you’re still beautiful.”


“You’re too sweet.” I still didn’t recognize my voice. Even though
I was alive, I felt worse than when I was on the ground wrapped in a blanket
after Jason dragged me off the plane. “Do you know if Jason is out there?”


Marisa sat back down after fussing with my hair. “Who’s Jason?”


“He’s the one who got me off the plane. He saved me and a bunch of
others.”


“There are a lot of people here, but I can ask around. Your nurse
might know where he is. Do you want him here?”


I nodded and started crying again. I was overly emotional, but I
wanted to thank him. I knew if anybody could find him, it would be Marisa. She
was a detective, so the badge got her information right away, but she was also
drop dead gorgeous and people fell over themselves to help her. She was tough
as nails with an angelic face.


“Then I’ll go find him. Do you want anything? Can you eat food?
Jell-O? Pudding? Ice cream?” Her voice held a note of desperation. She wanted
to help me any way she could but didn’t know how.


I waved off the offer of food. Nothing sounded good, plus I wasn’t
even sure my stomach would hold anything down. “I think I’m going to rest. Can
you wake me if you find him?”


“Of course. I’m on it.”


She bolted from the room, anxious to have something to do. Marisa
wasn’t one to be idle and I was tired of answering questions. I hit my pain
button a few times and drifted back into oblivion.


I woke up to Marisa and my parents leaning over me.


“Is she in a coma?” The panic in my mom’s voice almost made me
smile.


“She’s not in a coma, Bridget. She’s just drugged up. The doctor
said she was in a lot of pain,” my dad said. Leave it to him to get straight to
the point.


I kept my eyes closed for a few minutes longer. It was nice that
they were here. Did they fly? I cracked my eyes open just a little as I
pictured their flight crashing to the ground.


“Shaylie, it’s Mom. Can you hear me?”


I nodded. My once-thunderous headache had subsided into an
annoying poke at the base of my skull. I hit the drip only once. I wanted to be
coherent enough to have a conversation with them.


“Did you find Jason?” I reached out to Marisa.


She shook her head. “He’s already been released. Thankfully, he
only had a few cuts and bruises and some minor burns that will heal. I’m sure
we’ll run into him soon.”


“How do you feel?” My mom’s voice was two octaves higher than
normal.


I knew she was a few seconds from completely falling apart. I
wasn’t trying to ignore her, but I didn’t want to state the obvious. I
obviously looked like shit, so I was sure everyone knew I felt like it, too.


“I’m sore.”


“Can I get you anything?” My mom touched my knee and I grimaced.


“Not that knee, Bridget. That’s the one with the stitches.”


I heard my dad’s gruff voice again, but he was standing too far
back for me to see him. My mom blanched. My dad leaned into my line of vision,
kissed my cheek, and pulled up a chair for my mother to sit in.


“Honey, you’re going to be fine. You mom is going to stay here for
a bit and help you get back on your feet. I’m so thankful you’re alive.” He
squeezed my hand and smiled at me. It was the first time I’d seen my dad smile
in ages. Military life squelched a lot of his emotions. My mother was the exact
opposite.


“Thanks, guys. I appreciate the help.” I struggled to sit up, but
Marisa pressed her hand gently on my chest.


“Let me help.” She used the remote to tilt the top half of the bed
up.


“Any chance I can get a mirror? Or better yet, a shower?”


“I’m going to nix both at the moment. I’m sure before you leave,
they’ll hose you down, but right now it’s going to be hard with all of your
stitches and bandages,” Marisa said.


If Marisa didn’t want me looking in a mirror, then I knew it was
bad. I scowled and leaned back. I poked my ribs gingerly. My side didn’t hurt
nearly as much as it did when I was at the crash site, but I was also heavily
medicated. I looked under the covers at my leg. It was bandaged so I couldn’t
see anything. My mom pulled the covers down to look, too. I could bend my leg,
but it felt tight. I didn’t know if that was due to swelling or the bandages. I
was a mess, but I was done crying. I was alive and one hundred and thirty-four
people on that flight weren’t.


“How are you feeling today, Shaylie?” Dr. Shafer knocked as she
walked in with her clipboard and a nurse.


“Better than earlier, but still rough.”


My family huddled in the corner of the room as she took my vitals
and checked my injuries.


“You’ll limp for a bit and it’s going to be hard to breathe for a
few more weeks, but I think by Tuesday you can go home. How does that sound?”


“Best news I’ve heard in a long time.”


“Are you hungry yet?” She checked my IV bag. “You’re going to need
more than liquids.”


“I could probably eat something easy.” I still wasn’t hungry, but
I wanted out of this place, and being agreeable was the first step.


“Perfect. The soup is pretty good today. That’s a good start.” She
winked at me and nodded to my family still huddled in the corner.


“That’s great news. I can go to your house and stock the
refrigerator and clean up,” Mom said. She hated sitting around, too. The next
few weeks with me was going to kill her.


“Marisa’s going to have to give you a key. I have nothing. Not
even my purse.” I held up my hands like a blackjack dealer in the pit switching
shifts. The only personal item they found on me was the neutral lip gloss in my
pocket. Fuck. I was going to have to cancel all my credit cards, call my bank,
get another driver’s license and passport.


“I’m already on it. Don’t worry about a thing,” Marisa said as if
reading my mind. She marched out of the room, her phone already up to her ear.


“I’m so happy you have her in your life. Tell me again why you two
aren’t together?” Mom said.


I rolled my eyes at her. “She’s straight, Mom.” This wasn’t the
first time we’d had this conversation. For some reason, my mother kept pushing
it.


“She’s gorgeous. I just wish you both would find somebody. You
aren’t getting any younger, you know.” Leave it to my mother to bring that up
at a time like this.


“Thirty-two isn’t old. For either of us.” I reached for the remote
and reclined my bed. “I’m tired.” They took the hint. My father leaned over and
kissed the tip of my nose. My mother squeezed my hand.


“Okay, we’re going to get some food and bring you up something you
can eat when you’re ready.”


I loved that they were there for me, but I just needed the world
to go quiet again.


Chapter Three

 

 

 


“How can you not have any news? It’s been a month. This is
ridiculous.” A few people clapped at the woman’s outburst.


I leaned up in my chair to see who was brave enough to interrupt.
The spokesperson for the Federal Aviation Administration, Dallas Thorpe, held
up his hand, indicating he understood our concern and had answers.


“We are all frustrated we don’t have all the answers yet. The
flight recorder was damaged, so it’s going to take time to process the
information.” Well, fuck. So much for the indestructible black box. “We know
the left engine had issues. It might take us months to figure out the actual
cause, but I promise you, we are doing everything possible to understand what
happened.”


I snorted at the way he said “issues.” It exploded in a ball of
fire and sent us hurtling into the ground. Thorpe and his team were assigned
our crash. Today was the weekly meeting that the FAA had with the survivors of
Flight 215. The survivors included the eleven passengers and loved ones of
those who didn’t survive. I didn’t recognize the woman who spoke as one of the
plane survivors, so she probably lost a loved one. She was the kind of woman
who got a lot of looks whether she wanted to or not. Her brown wavy hair was
loosely pulled back from her face. The white tank top, yoga pants, shirt tied
around her waist, and several bracelets on her arms gave her a bohemian vibe. I
looked at my slacks and button-down blouse. I felt frumpy and old, but my
wardrobe was severely limited due to my injuries. Pulling something over my
head was impossible. I was destined to wear button-down shirts and cardigans
for at least another week. Before my mother returned to California, we’d
shopped for clothes that would be easy to slip on. My ribs were healing and my
stitches were gone, but I was bruised and sore and still had a cast on my
wrist.


“Look, I lost two people I loved very much on this flight and I
just want answers so I can find peace. We all do.” She pointed behind her at
the crowd, who nodded once again.


“We’re working on this twenty-four seven. As soon as we have a
report, we’ll share it with you.”


The lady sat down and Thorpe reassured us they wouldn’t rest until
they had answers. I didn’t want to attend the meetings, but Marisa thought it
was a good idea. The airline had grief counselors on hand who we were
encouraged to meet with either in a group setting or one-on-one. I was
repressing a lot of emotions, but the fact that I was alive outweighed anything
else. I was here today, my first meeting, because I wanted to personally thank
Jason. Marisa found him and we’d talked on the phone, but he lived in Cheyenne,
so grabbing a cup of coffee wasn’t easy. He said he attended the meetings and
would meet me there. I didn’t see him, but there were over two hundred people
packed into the lecture hall at the University of Colorado where the FAA held
the meetings. I would find him when the meeting was over.


“Wow. She’s cute.” Marisa leaned over me to get a better look at
the woman who just sat down.


“Are you serious? She’s a hot mess right now. I feel awful for her.
She lost two people she loved,” I said. I wondered who she lost. Was it the
little boy with his dad two rows behind me? Was it the old couple across from
me who handed me a napkin when my drink spilled? On a deeper, darker level, I
felt guilty for surviving. So many people died that night. I had obsessed over
the photos of the crash site online, wondering about my original seat, the bathroom
I’d been trapped in, the slide I went down. I wondered why I made it. I wanted
there to be more survivors. “But, yes, she is pretty.”


“Contrary to what you think, I’m not trying to fix you up. I was
just saying she was attractive. I can appreciate beauty,” she said.


I placed my hand over hers. “I’m sorry. I’m just on edge being
here. I’m nervous to see Jason again.” I wasn’t entirely sure why I was
nervous. The man had saved my life and I owed it to him to thank him in person.
But the woman threw me for a loop because she was beautiful and I was at a
somber event and wasn’t expecting to feel tingles.


When the meeting was over, several people milled about including
the press, who were itching to talk to survivors. Marisa got between me and
them. I headed to a room designated for group therapy. I peeked in and saw
about thirty people hovering by the coffeepots.


“How are you feeling?” a masculine voice behind me asked.


I turned to find Jason. I hugged him and started crying. I knew I
was going to have a strong reaction upon seeing him again, I just didn’t know I
was going to lose my shit. Marisa came up behind me and rubbed my back
soothingly as I clung to him.


“Thank you so much,” I said.


He held me tighter. I didn’t care that my ribs were sore or that
the fresh scar on my side was on fire. I just held him for as long as I needed
to. When I finally relaxed and pulled back, I touched his face and smiled at
him. He brushed my tears away, and I brushed away his.


“You look and smell so much better.”


He laughed. “I hope so. It took forever to get rid of that awful
jet fuel smell.” He leaned back but still gently held my elbows.


“Hi, I’m Shaylie. This is my best friend, Marisa.”


He hugged me again. “I’m Jason. Nice to finally meet you. Both of
you.” He winked at Marisa. I swore she blushed. “You look a hell of a lot
better than the last time I saw you,” he said.


“I’m feeling better, too. Some stitches and a few breaks, but I’ll
be good as new in about three weeks.” At least the cast was removable and I
could shower with it off. My first shower after a week of sponge baths had been
heavenly. I stayed under the stream until the water turned lukewarm and my
mother scolded me. She reminded me that I didn’t need a cold on top of my
injuries.


“Are you back to work?” he asked.


“Yes. I’ve been working from home. Thankfully, I can do that.”


Jason and I had a few conversations on the phone over the last two
weeks. His family owned a ranch in Cheyenne. He was the quintessential cowboy.
We talked about work, relationships, and why the fuck we were both on that
plane. He was visiting his cousin in New York.


“So, what did your boss say?” he asked. He knew my beef with
Brittany.


“Oh, don’t even get me started.” Marisa waved her hand at him like
she had too much to say and none of it was good.


He laughed at her theatrics. She blushed again. This was interesting.
Jason was thirty and single. Marisa was thirty-two and single. Jason was a
good-looking man with ambition. Marisa was beautiful, smart, and liked men who
made quick decisions. I switched into matchmaker mode immediately.


“Are you here overnight? Would you like to have dinner with us
later?” I wasn’t sure of the appropriate term for this group meeting and I
didn’t feel comfortable calling it therapy. I felt a slight lean from Marisa.
She was either excited or upset that I offered.


“If you ladies don’t mind the company, I’d love to,” he said. He
led the way to a few empty chairs arranged in a large circle when the person in
charge of this session asked us all to take a seat.


I stiffened slightly when I noticed the woman who stood up to
Dallas Thorpe was sitting five seats down from us. Marisa did the lean thing
again. I studied the woman’s profile. Marisa was right. This woman was
beautiful. Her wavy hair was the color of milk chocolate and her eyes were a
light golden brown. I held her gaze briefly when she focused her attention in
my direction to find the source of an annoyingly loud squeaking chair.
Beautiful really was a poor word. With her high cheekbones and full lips,
stunning was more like it. She was probably in her late twenties and had a
confidence about her that heightened her attractiveness.


“I see we have a few more people in this session. Hi, my name is
Daniel and we’re all here to listen and help one another out. What happened was
very traumatic, and sometimes sharing really helps cleanse the soul.”


Jason leaned over and whispered, “Last week it got loud and turned
ugly fast. Daniel had to remind people he wasn’t with the FAA but was a just a
PTSD therapist.”


“Jason, I’m happy to see you here today. How are things?” Daniel
asked.


I froze. Everybody turned to look at us. Even Marisa sat up in her
chair a little straighter. I wasn’t ready for people to notice me.


“Things are good. I’m getting used to my every day again. Loud
noises still bother me and I drive about ten miles under the speed limit, but
I’m fortunate.” He turned and looked at me, waiting for me to either say
something or allow him to. I nodded. “This is Shaylie. She’s the first person I
helped off the plane. I’m thankful she is doing well, too.”


Fuck. I teared up and gave a small wave to the group.


“Welcome, Shaylie. Would you like to say a few words?” Daniel’s
voice was very soothing and I didn’t want to talk, but I wanted to give Jason
the respect he deserved.


“I’m fortunate to be here, too, and it’s because of Jason.” I
reached out and took his hand for support.


“Do you want to tell us about it?” Daniel asked.


“The reason I survived was because I was where I shouldn’t have
been. We had begun our descent and I went to the bathroom and got stuck back
there. It’s a good thing I did, or else…” Everybody knew what I meant.


“Where were you in the plane?” I didn’t recognize the woman who
asked me. She wasn’t one of the eleven survivors.


“My seat was in the front part of the plane. Row nine.”


The attractive woman stiffened and made a noise, but didn’t say
anything. I waited.


“We’re very glad you’re here,” Daniel said. A few people asked me
questions and I did my best to answer them. I was so nervous. The session ended
after forty-five minutes, but I was exhausted. Hearing other survivors and,
worse, people who lost loved ones was draining. I hugged and thanked the flight
attendant, Carol, who’d got me strapped into a seat. I didn’t see the older
lady who held me when Jason got me off the plane, but I found out she lived in
Oregon and Denver was just a layover for her. I would get her address from the
representative of the Victims Assistance Program. The director of the program
had given me her business card and told me to call her any time I wanted.


“Excuse me. Can I speak to you for a moment?” I turned to find the
woman Marisa and I were admiring. I nodded and stepped away from Jason, Carol,
and Marisa.


“Yes, of course.”


“You said you were in row nine. What was your seat number?”


I didn’t feel good about this. Her voice held a note of anxiety
that raised my own level of angst.


“Nine C. I was on the aisle.”


She placed her hand on my forearm. “You must have been sitting
next to my fiancée, Robin, and my best friend, Emma. Do you remember them?”


I gritted my teeth and tried not to judge. Maybe they had an open
relationship. The two women sitting next to me were kissing, touching,
laughing, cuddling, and acting like teenagers in love, not as if one of them
was involved with someone else.


“There was a lady with light brown hair sitting next to me,” I
said.


“That’s Robin. And Emma has short almost black hair.” She became
animated after finding a connection to her loved ones. She clutched my arm
tighter. “How were they? I know you left your seat before…well, before the
crash. I guess I just wanted to know that they were happy and at least
together.” She dropped her hand from my arm.


I had to give her something. “They were joking and having a lot of
fun.” I left out the part where they were making out. And the fact that they
annoyed the shit out of me the entire flight. Guilt washed over me as I
realized I was a complete jerk for still being upset over them. I was alive.
This woman standing in front of me had just lost two very important people in
her life and was trying to find closure. I was the only person who could ease
her mind and help her take the next step.


“I didn’t talk to Robin before their flight. I was teaching a
class, so she left me a voice mail,” she said. I waited as she recalled that
memory and got lost in it for a few moments. “I’m sorry. Hi, I’m Piper. Piper
Cole. Thank you for talking to me.” The corners of her mouth perked up for a
brief moment.


“Hi, Piper. I’m Shaylie Beck. I’m very sorry for your loss.” I had
no idea what to say to her other than that. I didn’t feel comfortable telling
her what I witnessed.


“I’m glad you made it out okay. It must have been a horrific
experience for you. I can’t even imagine.”


I watched her swallow several times and knew she was a few seconds
away from crying. I pulled her into my arms and held her. She was stiff for a
few moments, but when the sobs hit, she melted against me. I was the last
connection between her and her fiancée. After a few minutes, she stepped out of
my embrace and wiped the tears off her cheeks.


“I’m sorry about that,” she said.


I waved her off. “Trust me, I have cried more the last few weeks
than I ever have in my life. I’m so sorry for everybody here who lost someone.
If it wasn’t for Jason, I’d wouldn’t have survived either.” I introduced them.
Jason was very sweet to her.


“If you’re up for it, we’re going to grab dinner. You’re more than
welcome to join us,” he said.


She briefly hesitated before nodding. I watched a swirl of
emotions on her face. I knew she felt guilty for living, but it was important
for her to know it was out of her control. It was a horrible accident that
nobody could help. There was a risk in getting on an airplane. I’d already
decided I wasn’t flying again for a very long time, if ever.


Chapter Four

 

 

 


“You aren’t going to believe this,” I said once we were in the
privacy of Marisa’s car.


“What?” She dragged out the word dramatically, knowing full well I
was about to dump something really juicy in her lap.


“So, I was sitting next to Piper’s fiancée and her best friend.”


“No way. What are the odds?”


“Mar, that’s not even the unbelievable part. Her fiancée and best
friend made out the entire flight. Like giggling, and tongues, and everything.
I was so annoyed with them.” I buckled up and ensured the seat belt was tight.
I would forever wear my seat belt from now on. No exceptions.


“Hold up. Are you fucking kidding me? Did you tell her?”


I glared at her. “Of course not. Plus, I don’t even know her.
Maybe they were in a throuple or a poly relationship. Who am I to call her
out?”


“I wish you would have waited to tell me. Now I’m going to be
staring at her the whole night wondering,” she said.


“Hopefully Jason will keep the conversation going. He’s really
nice.” I glanced at her out of the corner of my eye and grinned when I saw a
smile dance across her lips.


“He is. And a gentleman. And your knight in shining armor. What
did he say when you told him you’re a lesbian?”


“It didn’t faze him. I’m going to be the sister he never had. He
only has an older brother. He’s single, by the way.”


“Oh?”


I stopped from rolling my eyes. I knew she was interested in him.
Marisa and I had been best friends since college. I knew her body language
better than anyone.


We pulled into the parking lot of Luigi’s Italian Restaurant and
waited for Piper and Jason, who arrived a few minutes after us. Not a total
surprise, but Piper showed up in an old convertible Bug. Jason had to park
across the street because his truck wouldn’t fit in the tiny parking lot. The
hostess seated us right away. There were only a few seconds of awkwardness as we
got used to being in one another’s space.


“Well, the lasagna is excellent. And if you’re vegetarian, the
stuffed eggplant is delicious.” I had a feeling Piper was a vegetarian.


She surprised me when she ordered chicken parmesan. Jason ordered
a bottle of wine for the table. I felt ugly sitting with these three beautiful
people. Jason had dark hair and dark eyes and the type of chiseled jaw you saw
on male models who advertised cologne or designer suits. Piper was stunning.
Her makeup was light and accentuated her features perfectly. She had the
longest eyelashes I’d ever seen before. It was hard not to stare at her. And
Marisa was the pretty girl-next-door blond cheerleader type. It always floored
people when she told them she was a cop.


“Piper, what do you do?” Marisa asked.


“I own a yoga studio in Thornton.” That explained her perfect
physique.


“Nice. Do you live in Thornton, too?” I asked.


Piper nodded and took a sip of wine. “The studio is across the
courtyard from my loft. It’s a great up-and-coming neighborhood. They are doing
a lot of renovations to the area to make it more appealing for young people.”


“I’m in commercial real estate, so I know what you mean about
Thornton. That’s not really my territory, but I do know the area pretty well.”


“What about you, Marisa? Are you in real estate as well?” Piper
was sweet.


I snorted and coughed on my wine after hearing Piper’s question.
“You’ll love this one.”


“I’m a detective,” Marisa said. Piper and Jason looked at her in
surprise. “I know. I don’t look the part, but I love my job.”


“I’m a rancher and I totally look the part,” Jason said. He
pointed at his cowboy boots. “I’m only missing my hat. I left it in the truck.”


“Here in Denver?” Piper asked.


“No. Up in Cheyenne. I just came down for the meeting to find out
if they knew anything yet.”


That sobered us up quickly. The table got quiet.


“I wish they knew what happened.” Piper spoke first, her voice low
and soft.


“I know. Me, too.” I reached to my left and gave her hand a
supportive squeeze.


“If you don’t mind, could you two tell me what happened in your
words?” she quietly asked.


Jason spoke first. “I was sitting two rows from the back. I had
the aisle seat and was reading the stupid airline magazine for the twentieth
time. The plane made a loud popping noise, then just flipped on its side. All
of a sudden, I was almost in the aisle. The seat belt was the only thing that
prevented me from falling.”


“So, why weren’t you in your seat again?” Piper turned to me. Her
solemn expression made my heart hurt.


“I got up to go to the bathroom. We had started our descent and
the flight attendant wasn’t happy with me, but I got up anyway.” I turned to
Jason. “Do you even know how high we were when we started having problems?”


He shook his head. “I could see lights off in the distance, but I
honestly don’t know how high we were.”


“I remember smashing into the mirror and kneeling on the glass.
That’s probably when I cut my leg.” I rubbed the tender skin through my slacks.
The surgeon did a great job placing tiny stitches, but the scar would be there
forever.


“What were all of your injuries?” Piper asked. “If that’s not too
personal.”


“I broke three ribs and my wrist, dislocated my shoulder, and was
impaled by the arm rest of a chair,” I said.


“And stitches above your eyebrow and on your knee,” Marisa said.


“I’m just glad the bruising is gone. My ribs are still healing, so
it hurts to take deep breaths or laugh.”


“That’s awful. What about you, Jason?” Piper asked.


“Nothing really. A few light burns where my shirt caught fire, but
I just got some cream when I was in the emergency room and left an hour after I
arrived,” he said.


“I think it’s amazing that you saved Shaylie. That was very brave
of you,” Piper said.


I liked the way she said my name. It sounded like a whisper.
“Jason saved several people that night,” I said.


“I just did what anybody else would have done. I even tried to get
to the other sections, but…well, the emergency vehicles showed up.” He looked
at his plate and took a bite.


I knew that wasn’t true, but Piper didn’t need to know that the
other sections of the plane he raced to were so engulfed in flames, the smoke
prevented him from even getting close enough to help. He told me nothing
survived the explosion. He couldn’t identify anything on the ground. Hunks of
metal were the only thing left. Anything flammable had burned.


“Marisa, what kind of cases do you work on? Homicide?” Piper
pushed her plate away and leaned forward.


A strand of hair escaped her tie and she gracefully tucked it
behind her ear. Her movements were very fluid and calming. Given the reason we
were together, I thought for sure dinner would be awkward and stiff, but Piper
was poised and relaxed.


Marisa laughed. “No. Fraud. Boring stuff. We get some exciting
cases, but most of the time it’s pretty low key.”


“Did you always want to be in law enforcement?” Piper asked.


“Oh, no. Not at all. I wanted to be a teacher,” she said.


I coughed to hide my laugh. Marisa shot me a look. I held my hands
up in surrender as if I didn’t know anything and what I did know, I wasn’t
about to share. Jason and Piper smiled at me.


“Okay, when we were in college, I got into trouble a few times
partying too hard,” Marisa said.


“I tried to stop her, but she wouldn’t listen to me,” I said.


“You were too busy with your girlfriend to pay any attention to
me. What was her name? Christina? Alicia? Kelly?” Marisa grinned.


“Now you’re just naming judges off The Voice. Her name was Leah. And she was adorable,”
I said.


It was Marisa’s turn to snort. “Anyway, my best friend here didn’t
pick up her phone when the cops were calling her to come and get me because she
was too busy trying to seduce poor Leah. My drunk ass spent the night in jail.
I found the whole process fascinating, so I switched majors and got a criminal
justice degree instead.”


“Not law?” Jason asked.


Marisa shook her head. “Too much work. I want a life, too.”


“So, what happened to Leah?” Piper asked.


“Absolutely nothing. She was one of those girls who wanted a boyfriend
and a girlfriend but wanted the girlfriend in private only. I wasn’t down with
that. But damn, did I try. If nothing else, I was persistent.”


“Were you going to school to be a teacher, too?” Jason asked.


“No, I got a business degree. I didn’t know for sure what I wanted
to do, but I knew I wanted to make money. I got into commercial real estate
after getting a job as a marketing director for a small real estate company in
Colorado Springs. The rest is history.” Success was addictive. I sacrificed a
lot to have nice things.


“What about you, Piper?”


“I love my studio. It’s very relaxing and I have a nice client
base. We have classes for beginners and even professional-level classes.”


“Do you have a staff?” I asked.


“I have four instructors and a part-time clerical worker who helps
with memberships and general accounting work.”


“That’s impressive,” Marisa said.


When the bill arrived, Jason took it and paid. I fought him, but
he was insistent. “It’s my treat.”


We all objected, but he handed his credit card to the waitress
first.


“Thank you for including me tonight. I know the circumstances were
awful, but it’s nice to find good out of the bad,” Piper said.


I touched her arm. “Thank you for coming. I’m very sorry for your
loss.”


She smiled sadly and nodded. “Thank you.”


I expected my good-bye hug with Jason to be emotional, but my hug
with Piper surprised me. I didn’t want to feel anything when I held her to my
body, but a warm tingling sensation washed over me and I ended the hug quickly.


“If you need anything or just want to talk, please give me a
call.” I couldn’t believe I was handing Piper my business card, but I told
myself it was strictly because she needed a friend who understood her
situation. Marisa and I watched her slip into her car and drive away.


“Well, this was an interesting night,” Marisa said.


“Yeah, you gushed over Jason.”


“Really? Because I’m pretty sure you just hit on a woman who just
lost her girlfriend in a very tragic way.”


I sighed. “You mean her fiancée, and I wasn’t hitting on her. I
just feel terrible for her. I can’t imagine losing somebody so violently.”


Marisa put her arm around me and walked me to her car. “I’m so
thankful you’re still here. We still have too much trouble to get into. Maybe
not like before, but definite trouble.” She opened the door for me and
carefully shut it after I was safely inside.


“You never said anything about Jason. What did you think about
him?” I asked when she got in the car.


She stared at me for a few moments, then sighed. “I was going to
say he seemed genuine and play it off, but he’s sexy as hell and has an
incredible body. I would go out with him, but he lives too far away.”


“It’s less than a two-hour drive. Totally doable. And he’s really
nice. Maybe we could take a weekend and go visit the ranch.”


Marisa held up her hand. “Okay, let’s not get ahead of ourselves
here. He hasn’t invited us and we don’t know that he’s even interested in me.”


“Cut the crap. You’re perfect. My mother is still trying to hook
us up even though I tell her all the time that you bat for the wrong team.”


“Trust me, if I wasn’t so straight, your mom could have planned
our wedding years ago.” She squeezed my hand.


“I love you. One day we’ll find people worthy of us. One of us
sooner than the other.” I squeezed her back.


Chapter Five

 

 

 


“If you think I’m getting on a plane anytime soon, you are fucking
crazy.” I enunciated each word to ensure Brittany got my message loud and
clear.


“Look, I know you had a bad experience, but you’re on the schedule
and it’s not fair to the team if you skip it again. And isn’t the best way to
overcome a bad experience to jump right back in?” she asked.


I stood and leaned forward, my fingers splayed on the mahogany
conference room table. “Bad experience? I didn’t fall off a bicycle. I don’t
think what anybody here has on their schedule is more important than my
recovery. So find someone else.”


“Brittany, I can go.” Peter Curtis stood and faced Brittany.


“Peter, you are busy enough. We need you to scope out areas along
the Platte River. And find out why Boulder Real Estate is interested in
properties in Todd Creek,” she said.


“I’m sure Shaylie can handle that. I’ll attend the conference and
give the speech. It’s no problem.” He looked at me and winked. We weren’t great
friends, but we respected one another and he had basic human compassion.
Brittany acted as if the plane crash was an inconvenience.


“That sounds like a good solution. If there’s nothing else, let’s
get this week started.” Travis, the owner of Mountain View Commercial Real
Estate, squelched any further discussion.


“Thank you, Travis.” I gathered my notebook and stormed out of the
room.


“Shaylie, your lawyer’s office called again. They said you weren’t
answering your cell phone.” Ginny, our receptionist, had zero discretion.
Everyone turned and looked at me.


“Thanks, Ginny. Next time, just email me my messages and try not
to share with the entire office.” I didn’t even make eye contact with her. I
just marched by and straight into my office. I shut the door with enough force
to let everyone know I was not to be bothered. Instead of sitting and relaxing,
I paced the tiny office. Why would Brittany even think I would be willing to
get on a plane? It had only been six weeks since the crash. I still cringed
when I heard cars brake harshly in traffic.


My cell phone dinged. It was my lawyer, Charles Tern. He was
anxious to sue the airline and wanted me on board. I didn’t care. I didn’t want
or need their money. He wanted to at least get my health deductible back.
Legally, he couldn’t file any lawsuits for forty-five days, but we were getting
close. Piper’s face flashed into my mind and I wondered how she was doing.


I texted him. I
was in a meeting. I think we should wait and see what the airline finds out
before we do anything.


Tern and Associates had contacted me as soon as they learned my
name. I was certain Charles had contacted other survivors as well. He taught me
more about passenger rights than I wanted to know. If the plane crashed because
of mechanical issues, then the airlines tried to settle. Charles was banking on
it being mechanical since they already narrowed it down to an issue with the
left engine and had a list of fabricators to sue once the FAA ruled the
official cause. I really didn’t feel the need. I was just grateful I got out of
there alive with scars I could live with.


My phone buzzed with a message back. I’ll call you later in the week to schedule a time to
come out there and meet with you.


I tossed my phone on the desk. I just wanted to move forward and
forget about everything. I sat and pulled up my email. Peter had forwarded me
the addresses I was going to scope out for him. I thanked him for taking over
the conference and for understanding. I printed the list and grabbed my purse.
I was going to be out the rest of the day. Thank God, because if I had to
listen to Brittany’s grating voice one more time, I was going to snap. Today
wasn’t pretty, but I’d kept my anger in check. She didn’t want to see my fury
unleashed. I knew I wasn’t in danger of termination, but seriously, who would
fire a plane crash survivor because she didn’t want to fly?


“Ginny, I’m gone for the day. Please text me if something
important comes up,” I said on my way out the door. I didn’t even wait for a
response. I slipped into my Audi and plugged in the first address on the list.
I didn’t get far before my phone rang.


“Hey, sexy. Tell me something good. I’m having a shitty morning.”
I was happy Marisa was calling because she always put me in a good mood.


“I have a date. How’s that for something good?” Marisa sounded
happy.


I gasped a little, my excitement about matchmaking diminishing my
bad mood. “Please tell me it’s with Jason.”


“It is with Jason. We talked for a few hours last night and
decided to get together Wednesday night. He is driving down to sign some papers.”
She sounded like she was smiling.


“I’m so happy for you. Where are you going?” In my head, I was
planning the date. I knew the restaurant, I knew what she was going to wear,
and I knew what kind of gentleman he would be with her.


“We’re going to catch the rodeo.”


“Well, that’s not the princess date I had figured out in my mind.”
I sighed audibly to let her know I was disappointed.


“Everybody loves barrel racing and bull riding. And just so you
know, I’m picking him up,” she said.


“Chivalry is dead. Why do I get the feeling that you instigated
this whole thing?”


“As a matter of fact, I did. I won tickets at a raffle at work and
invited him. We’ll just grab barbecue or something there.”


“Who are you and what did you do with the real Marisa?” This was a
new side of her that intrigued me. Marisa liked to be wined and dined. A rodeo
wasn’t something she was into.


“To be fair, I thought of you first, but then Jason called me and
it just seemed so…” She paused. “So perfect.”


“What’s more American than a cowboy and a rodeo? You’ll have fun
and I’ll expect a play-by-play, especially if there are other things that
involve ropes,” I said.


“Don’t be weird. He’s going to drive back Wednesday night and no,
I’m not going to invite him to stay. I’m not that kind of girl.”


We both laughed at that lie. I was happy for Marisa. Not that I
expected a happy ending for them, but at least she was giving it a try. I was
forever going to be rooting for Jason.


“I’m headed out to check out a few neighborhoods we might broker
or invest in. Get this, Brittany still wanted me to fly to Washington to give
the presentation this week. Fly.” I still couldn’t believe it. When I didn’t
show up for work on Monday after the crash because I was in the hospital,
Brittany called Marisa because she was my emergency contact and bitched at her.
Marisa hung up on her. She made the fifteen-minute drive to the office in ten
minutes and stormed through the place until she found Brittany. I wish I could
have seen Brittany’s face when Marisa slammed the door to Brittany’s office and
unleashed.


“Does she need another visit from me?”


“No. She knew I wasn’t happy. Peter’s going instead. We switched
jobs for the week. And I’m not going back to the office today, so if you’re
free later this afternoon, let’s get together for dinner or drinks.”


“Or both,” she said.


“Definitely both.”


 


* * *


 


The neighborhood was charming, or at least had the potential to
be. There were a few empty industrial buildings that could be converted into
condominium lofts or zoned into small businesses with the right designer and
the right money. I drove around to get a feel for the community and spotted a
tiny coffee shop, Peak Brew, at the corner with an incredible parking lot. If
this place boomed, they could charge a fortune for parking and people would
gladly pay. I parked and took a few pictures of the occupied and unoccupied
buildings to show Peter. I slipped into the coffee shop and immediately smiled
at the décor and ambience. It was exactly what I expected, only better.


“Welcome to Peak. What can I get you?” A cute barista with long
hair and the bluest eyes I’d ever seen smiled at me and waited for me to make a
decision.


I looked up at the menu chalked above her head and ordered a small
latte and a biscotti. I found a bistro table in front of a window and placed my
suit jacket on the back of the chair as I waited for her to prep my order. The
sweet, delicious smell of cinnamon and blueberries filled the shop and made me
smile in comfort.


“How long has Peak Brew been here?” I asked when she delivered my
coffee and cookie.


“About two years.”


“Is it your place?”


“My parents own it, but I run it. They are too busy with their art
to be bothered with a business.” She pointed to some of the artwork on the
walls.


“They’re really good,” I said and meant it. Oranges, reds, and
blues complemented the reddish-brown brick walls. Her parents had different
styles. Half the pieces were abstract with large, confident brush strokes,
while the remainder had a more delicate touch and muted colors. She shrugged
but thanked me for the compliment. I watched as she hurried off to wait on a
couple huddled in a corner. I dunked the biscotti in my coffee, but stopped
before I took a bite. Piper Cole walked through the front door. I stood out of
sheer surprise. My movements caught her eye and she shot me the sweetest smile.
I couldn’t help but grin back.


“Hi, Shaylie.” She surprised me by hugging me. I cursed my body
for feeling a tingle at her closeness.


“Piper. Hi. What are you doing here?” I offered her the chair across
from me.


“My studio is across the street. I come in here at break to
rejuvenate and caffeinate as needed. How are you?” She squeezed my hand.


“I’m great.” I lifted my wrist to show her it was free of the
confining cast.


She gently brushed her fingertips across the thin pink scar above
my eyebrow. It was still sensitive to the touch. The fact that she was
completely in my personal space and her fingers were on my face derailed me. I
tried not to jump, but my body betrayed me.


“I’m sorry. Did I hurt you?”


I shook my head and gave her a weak smile. Chills raced across my
body and I struggled to hold in the shiver. “No, it’s just a little tender still.
I hate it.” I didn’t want to sound vain, but the scar was the first thing
people saw on me.


“Don’t hate it. It doesn’t take away from your beauty at all. It
tells a story. You’re a survivor and you should wear it like a badge,” she
said.


The barista brought over a cup of tea that I didn’t hear Piper
order. She took a sip.


“Thank you, but I feel like it’s the first thing people notice
about me lately.” I touched it gingerly.


“The first thing people notice about you is everything else.” She
took another sip while she stared at me contemplatively.


I forced myself to maintain eye contact. I knew she was only being
friendly, but it was so easy to take it the wrong way. She wasn’t interested in
me. She’d just lost half of her heart and was far from recovery.


“The scar on my knee is even worse. So much for wearing shorts
this summer.” I tried to change the subject because I didn’t want her to know I
found her attractive. She was off-limits.


“Your doctor did a really good job. The stitches on your forehead
are almost perfect and will only leave a slight line. We all know scars are
sexy,” Piper said.


Again, not flirting, just being nice. “You’re too sweet. So, how
are you doing?” I picked up my own cup, but waited to take a sip until she
started talking.


“I’m doing okay. Not great, but better. The services we had were
wonderful.” She got lost in that memory for a moment before she came back to
the conversation.


“I’m sure everything was beautiful. I hope it allowed you to have
some closure,” I said.


“Talking to you really helped the healing process. Thank you again
for that and for introducing me to your friends. They seem very nice.”


I leaned forward and smiled. “Can you keep a secret?”


She leaned forward, too. “Definitely.”


“I’m playing matchmaker with those two. Jason and Marisa. I think
they have a lot in common and would be good for one another.” I sat back,
crossed my arms, and stared at her like I’d just shared the biggest secret of
my life.


“But very different lifestyles,” she said.


“Opposites attract.” I winked. Stop flirting, I scolded myself. “I
mean, a cowboy and a cop. That’s got to be all-American on some level, right?”


“I think it’s nice that you’re looking out for your friends and
that you and Jason are close because of what happened.”


“I just want everyone to be happy, I guess.”


“What about you? Tell me more about Shaylie. I only know a few
things. What brings you out here on a Monday?” she asked.


“Just looking at the area for another agent on our team. My boss
had me scheduled to fly to Washington this week. Needless to say, I said no.”


Piper set her cup down with enough force that it clanked against
the saucer. “You’re kidding, right? I mean, I’m sure like one or two people can
turn around and get right back on a plane, but that’s completely ridiculous.”
Her brow furrowed in dismay. I almost smiled at her fierceness. Piper was a
passionate person.


“A guy in my office offered to switch tasks for the week, so
that’s why I’m here looking around and he’s giving the presentation.”


“I can help if you want. I can tell you all about the area.” She
looked at her thin watch. “I have forty-five minutes before my next class. If
you’re up for it, we can walk around.”


“That would be great, but only if you have the time.” I was jumpy
around Piper not only because she was attractive but because I was genuinely
confused by what I saw on the airplane with Emma and Robin. I didn’t know if
she was in an open relationship or if her girlfriend was cheating on her with
her best friend. I was afraid to let anything slip. I’d told her they looked
happy, which they did, but I didn’t want to talk about it ever again.


“Even if we run a few minutes late, my class can get started
without me. My noon class is advanced. I should probably hand it over to
another instructor, but I like to keep busy and get my mind off things, you
know?”


“I binge-watch television until I pass out, so yes, I know what
you mean.”


Piper reached over and touched my forearm. “I’m sorry.”


“I’m sorry, too.”


“Enough of this. Come on. Let’s get to know the neighborhood.”


 


* * *


 


“The studio has been here for almost two years and has been pretty
successful. People are moving to this area because rent is still cheap and
downtown Denver isn’t too far away either.”


Piper opened the door for me and motioned for me to enter her
sanctuary. There were three large exercise rooms in a row—all of them occupied.
Who were these people who could do yoga in the middle of the day?


“I’m impressed. So young and so successful. Have you had any
problems with break-ins or anything?” I wanted to give Peter a complete
picture. Piper had already answered so many of my questions about the
neighborhood. Crime was the only topic we hadn’t covered.


“Thanks, but I’m twenty-eight, so not as young as you would think.
We’ve had a few car thefts, but my studio hasn’t been vandalized. I think the
dry cleaner on the corner was broken into last year, but normally we don’t have
issues. Most of the families around here have really young kids. It’s a growing
community.” Piper showed me the two offices, one of them hers, and a small
kitchen with a water cooler and a refrigerator stocked with protein drinks and
sparkling water.


“You have a really nice setup here. Why yoga?”


“Emma and I went to the University of Denver together for fine
arts. We took yoga to relax and fell in love with it. When we graduated, we
decided to open our own studio. Before we moved Bodhi here, we had a tiny
one-room studio closer to downtown. Now we have space and a strong client
base.” She sat and offered me the chair in front of her.


I tossed my suit jacket on the back of the chair and sat down.
“You and Emma own Bodhi?”


Piper’s smile slid off her face. “Well, now I do. I got her half
after what happened.” She still couldn’t say “the crash” and I understood. I
didn’t like to say the word either. “My lawyer is finalizing everything. I’m
just so mad they still don’t have answers.”


“My lawyer is chomping at the bit to sue. I honestly just want to
move on with my life and try to forget it happened. He’s insistent.
Unfortunately, I now know more about suing airlines than I ever wanted to.”


Piper took my hands. “I know what you mean. I didn’t want to get a
lawyer, but Emma’s family wanted to review the contract we signed to see if
they had a shot at getting Emma’s share of the business. And Robin’s family
just wanted a key to her place and the keys to her car. Lawyers are a necessary
evil.” She dropped my hands and leaned back.


“So, you and Robin didn’t live together?” I asked. My hands
tingled from where her fingers touched mine.


“No. We actually just got engaged after six months of dating. She
wanted me to move into her place, but my life is here. We were still in the
‘figuring it out’ stage. It still feels so unreal. I expect her to walk in the
door any minute. She used to stop by after work on Wednesdays and bring us all
frozen yogurts.” Her voice shook slightly as she held her emotions in check.


“If I hear anything at all, I will let you know immediately.”


“Let me give you my phone number.”


I handed her my phone and she quickly added her information.


“I’m sorry, but my class started five minutes ago and I should
probably get in there,” she said.


I jumped up. “Oh, my God. Go. Thank you for your time and for
showing me the neighborhood.”


“Any time you need a break, just let me know. Or if you want to
take a yoga class, I can get you in.”


“I could probably handle a yoga class,” I said.


She laughed. “I’ll still start you in a beginner’s class. You’ll
thank me later.” She walked me to the front door and hugged me again.


I was going to have to get used to Piper and how she expressed
herself. I hugged two women in my life: my mother and Marisa. I mentally added
Piper to the list.


Chapter Six

 

 

 


“You can’t be mad at me for waking you up. You gave me specific
instructions to call you the minute the date was over.” Marisa’s voice was so
loud I had to hold the phone away from my ear.


“Okay, okay. Ugh.” I looked at the clock. It was almost midnight.
“And? How was it? Tell me everything. I want to know what you wore, what he
wore. Did you hold hands? Did you kiss?” I sat up and turned on the tiny light
by my bed. Marisa’s tone had long story ahead, plus I really wanted to know.


“I wore dark jeans and that loose white sleeveless blouse you
love.”


“Oh, that’s sexy. I love that shirt. Sorry. Go on.”


“He wore a black button-down shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. And,
Shaylie, he was such a gentleman. He held my hand only to lead me through the
crowds. The seats were incredible and we talked, genuinely talked, the entire
time.”


This was good. I wished I had a bowl of popcorn and a glass of
wine. I sipped my water instead and rubbed my eyes awake.


“What else happened?”


“You mean, did he kiss me?” She dangled that question, waiting for
me to beg.


“I can just call him up and ask,” I said.


“You suck and are no fun.” She pouted. I knew it would only last a
few seconds. “And yes, he kissed me good night.”


I squawked a little because Marisa rarely had good first dates. A
lot of them ended with her sneaking off in the middle of the night. I wasn’t
worried about her, though. She was a cop and had plenty of training on reading
body language in different situations. She could take care of herself.


“I knew it! How was it? Was it amazing?” I sank deeper into my bed
because I wanted to hear all the good things. If I couldn’t find them for
myself, I was going to live vicariously through Marisa.


“It was amazing. I dropped him at his hotel and he got out of the
car.”


“Wait. He stayed at a hotel?”


“Yeah, it was pretty late and he had a few other errands to run
today, so he got a room for the night.”


“I’m suspect of that, but go on,” I said.


“No, seriously, he’s meeting with lawyers tomorrow or today, however
you want to look at it,” she said.


I was sure he’d lawyered up. Most of the survivors had, and we
were just waiting for the report back from the FAA. A lot of lawsuits were
going to be filed this week.


“Anyway, so he says bye and gets out of the car. Instead of going
into the hotel, he walks around the front of the car and opens my door.”


“Stop it. I’m already swooning,” I said. Maybe chivalry was still
alive.


“He gently took my hand and pulled me out of the car. He touched
my face, ran his thumb over my bottom lip, and asked if he could kiss me.”


“Stop it. I’m swooning again.”


“It was a really nice, sweet kiss. Nothing demanding, just enough
to let me know he enjoyed time with me and wanted to do it again. Then he said
good night and went into the hotel.”


“That sounds wonderful.” I pictured it a second time and sighed
with her. “I truly believe he’s one of the good guys.”


“He saved my best friend. Of course he’s one of the good guys. And
he invited both of us up to the ranch this weekend. Please tell me you want to
go. I told him I’d get back to him in the morning.”


“That sounds like fun. I haven’t been on a horse in years. We
aren’t going to have to work, are we?” I knew of too many working ranches and
that wasn’t the way I wanted to spend my weekend. I was almost healed, but my
wrist was still tender and my ribs had stopped hurting just last week.


“I can’t imagine, but I don’t know for sure. Now go to sleep. I
told you everything. I’ll call you tomorrow.”


“I’m not wearing cowgirl boots. Know that up front,” I said.


Marisa had a very nice pair of Corral cowgirl boots, but she also
had the wardrobe and carefree attitude to pull off the casual look in a sexy
way.


“You can wear normal shoes and play the ‘I’m hurt’ card, so you’re
safe from working.”


“Deal. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” I hung up and held my phone
against my chest for a few minutes. I was happy for Marisa. Her relationships
were like mine—they started off easy, but fizzled. I had high hopes for this
one, though.


 


* * *


 


“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” I pressed the phone against my
ear.


“You’ll be fine. I’m putting you in an easy class.”


“Will there be goats?”


Piper’s laugh was low and soothing. “As in goat yoga? No, nothing
fun like that. Just a lot of sweat and tears. Oh, I mean, just relaxation and
maybe some soft music. Clifford might show up, but he normally likes to make an
appearance in the upper classes where clients are crying.”


“Hold up. Why on earth do people cry during your classes? I’m
already regretting this. And who’s Clifford?”


“You’ll be fine and you can quit whenever you want. I have a class
on Thursday nights from seven to eight. Why don’t you come and try it before
you commit to a weekly thing? On the house. And Clifford is our yoga cat.”


I was already on Amazon buying a yoga mat, new yoga pants, and a
cute workout top. This was strictly to get in shape. I was thinking about
taking an exercise class anyway. Piper just made it sound interesting. Besides,
I liked talking to her. She relaxed me.


“Do you need to go?” she asked.


I froze. “I’m sorry. That was rude. I just had to finish up an
email.” She didn’t need to know that I was going overboard with my yoga apparel.
“Do I need to bring anything besides a mat?”


“You have a yoga mat?”


Busted. If this was my first class, why would I have a mat? “I
just ordered one and it’s probably the wrong one, but I couldn’t show up empty
handed.”


“We have tons here. I could have loaned you one until you know for
sure yoga is for you. Trust me, it’s brutal.”


I snorted. “I think I can handle it. And even if I don’t like
yoga, I can donate the mat, but I don’t think I’m going to have any issues.” I
ran in college and played intramural sports. I wasn’t in shape like I was then,
but I was still limber and could run a mile easily enough.


“Okay. I’ll see you Thursday night.”


Chapter Seven

 

 

 


Piper in casual clothes was beautiful. Piper in workout clothes was
sinful. I walked into class wearing black yoga pants, a black sports bra, and a
loose T-shirt. She was in the front of the class wearing tiny bicycle shorts
and a wraparound top that was tight and went to her midriff. Her abs were
chiseled and her legs were toned. She couldn’t have been in better shape if she
tried. I looked at my thighs and frowned. They weren’t as solid as they used to
be and my arms looked weak. She walked toward me and my knees almost buckled.


“Are you ready for this?”


The look in her eye was playful and I did my best to maintain eye
contact with her. It was so hard not to admire her form. I smiled.


“Piece of cake.”


She nodded. “We’ll see. I brought Clifford in today to help you
and the others. Let’s get you set up over here where I can keep an eye on you.”
We walked to a spot in the second row on the end. “This is Bridget. She’s been
to a few classes now. She can help you if you run into any problems. I need to
get up front. Good luck, Shaylie.” She didn’t even try to hide her smile.


“How hard is it?” I asked Bridget, even though my eyes were on
Piper. It was hard not to stare.


“It’s not really hard, but it can be uncomfortable. Piper’s really
good at freeing your mind and letting you be yourself in your own skin,” she
said.


That didn’t make sense to me. I’d seen people do yoga poses.
Wasn’t it about balancing and pushing yourself? I really should have brushed up
on its history. I knew less than 1 percent about yoga.


“Okay, let’s get started,” Piper said. The class took their spots
on their mats and started a small chant. I knew if Marisa was here, we would
have fallen apart laughing. I forced myself to clear my mind and focus on
Piper.


“Remember the goal is to join your mind with your body.”


Her voice was amazing and calming and even though we had just
begun, I was relaxed. We started off standing tall with our palms pressed
together, elbows out, and focused on our breathing. The second pose, on our
knees stretching our bodies forward, felt wonderful. Those were the easy poses.
It went downhill fast after that. I tried hard to keep my balance for the rest
of the class, but failed. Yoga was harder than I anticipated.


“You need to ease into the pose. Do you mind if I adjust you?”
Piper’s voice was barely a whisper. “And you need to breathe.” She carefully
pressed one hand on my upper chest and one below my ribs. “Tighten your muscles
when you breathe in. Relax them when you exhale.”


Piper’s eyes were dark. I was completely unnerved and turned on by
her nearness. Her hands on my body was almost too much. My heart quickened at
her touch and for the briefest moment, I wanted to lean into her and feel her
barely clad body against mine. I wanted that connection. She moved her hand
from my stomach to my back to help align me into the pose. I was never going to
survive yoga with her. Two months ago, I’d had a near-death experience and now
I wanted to embrace everything, including her, but she had just lost two people
she loved. That made me a grade A jerk in anybody’s eyes.


“You’re shaking.” She eased me out of the pose.


“It’s just new for me.”


“I told you it wasn’t as easy as you thought.”


She didn’t need to know that the pose was easy enough, but her
bending me forward turned sexual so fast and hard in my mind. Piper didn’t
strike me as an aggressive woman, but right then, the fantasies that played out
in my head of her bending me over were stellar. So, I agreed and waved her off.
If she knew where my thoughts were, she would have kicked me out before we even
got started.


By the time we were done, I was spent. I don’t know what she did,
but all of my emotions were right there on the surface. I wanted to laugh, cry,
celebrate, and not move. Bridget checked on me before she left and high-fived
me on my first class. A few stragglers were talking and laughing on their way
out the door. I didn’t want to move. Clifford, the emotional support cat,
ignored me. I hadn’t petted him because I was concentrating too much on not
making an ass of myself in front of Piper and the fifteen other students in the
class.


“How was that?” Piper stood over me and offered her hand.


“I don’t want to move. Not because I’m sore, but because I feel
like all my energy left my body.” I accepted her help and groaned when I was
upright.


“You did really well for your first time,” she said.


I was completely in her personal space and sweaty and didn’t care.
“You didn’t even break a sweat.” I looked at her barely clad body. It was an
excuse to stare, but perhaps not as long as I did. I tore my eyes away from her
abs. Piper was smiling at me and for a brief moment, I thought there was a
flicker of interest in her eyes.


“I’ve been doing yoga for years and it takes a lot to make me
sweat. Come on, let’s grab a cold water. It will wake you up.”


I knew I shouldn’t have read into that. Piper was smart, but she
seemed too sweet for any innuendo. The visual of what it took her to sweat was
distracting. She grabbed a T-shirt and slipped it on as I followed her into the
kitchen. I looked at my wardrobe to make sure everything was in place and was
surprised to see my T-shirt was drenched in sweat. I’d barely moved. She handed
me an ice-cold water bottle from a cooler that was tucked under a counter near
the small refrigerator. I gratefully accepted it and gulped half before I even
tried talking to her.


“Do you want to sit down?” Piper asked. Her voice held a twinge of
loneliness that tugged at my chest. That feeling was more pronounced in my life
since the crash and I knew it well. I found myself seeking out the kindness of
strangers when I didn’t care before.


“Sure, if you have the time.”


“Tuesdays and Thursdays are busy for us, so it’s hard to get out
of here at a decent time.”


“Are you here alone? Is that safe?”


“It’s fine. Plus, my apartment is just across the courtyard.”
She’d pointed to her building when she gave me the brief tour of the
neighborhood the other day.


“That’s right. So convenient. And the building looks great.”


“It is. It’s a cute little loft apartment.”


“So, you work and play down here. Do you ever go downtown?” The
table was small and I didn’t realize how close I was until I saw a tiny hint of
green in her light brown eyes and a small scar near her left ear. I leaned back
and crossed my arms, hoping to look chill.


“It’s kind of too busy for me, but I do like to shop in Cherry
Creek. Sometimes I go downtown for a concert,” she said.


“What kind of music do you like?”


“Alternative, jazz, big band,” she said.


“Probably some new age stuff, too, huh? I mean, yoga and all.”


“Are you making fun of yoga? The same yoga that kicked your ass
back there?” She pointed to the room behind her.


“No, well, yeah, but I meant it. I remember a time when new age
music was in.” Not recently.


“I like a lot of different kinds. I know everybody says that, but
I do. It just depends on my mood.” She quickly tied her hair up in a bun, her
movements graceful and fluid. I openly watched her. I was too tired to care and
she didn’t seem to notice.


“Marisa and I go to a lot of the outdoor concerts. We haven’t been
to any this year, well, because of everything, but I know there are a few
coming up I want to see. That’s the thing I love about Denver. It’s cool enough
to draw some of the big names.”


“Have you always lived here?” Piper asked.


Clifford startled both of us by jumping on the table. We laughed
nervously.


“Yes. I’m the only one left. My parents moved to California a few
years ago. My aunt and two cousins moved to Texas. What about you?”


“I was born in Colorado Springs. I will always live in Colorado. I
couldn’t imagine anywhere else being as beautiful. In all fairness, I haven’t
traveled a lot, but I’m such a nature nut that this is the only place that
makes me happy.”


“Nature nut how?”


“A few of the instructors here like to bike and hike, so on long
holiday weekends we shut down and go camping and just push ourselves,” she
said.


“That doesn’t even sound like fun. I barely survived yoga
one-oh-one. I can’t even imagine what you ladies do.” I scowled at her
playfully like her idea of fun was not my idea of fun, which it wasn’t, but I
got her to laugh.


“It’s really not that bad. Maybe when you’re all healed and in
shape again, you can come out with us. Our next trip isn’t until Labor Day, so
there’s plenty of time to prepare.”


“Piper, did you just call me lazy?” I asked.


She blushed. “No, not at all. You’re fine. You look great.”


I touched her forearm. “Now I’m teasing you. I know I’m not in the
best shape, but maybe after two months of your class, I’ll get better. Pencil
me in.” I couldn’t believe I’d agreed to go camping. Marisa was going to give
me so much shit when she found out.


“So, you’re willing to continue this torturous form of exercise?”
She drummed her fingertips on the table in anticipation of my answer.


Everything about this, getting close to Piper, reading too much
into her actions, anticipating her slight touches, saying things to see her
cute smile, was such a bad idea. We were both still healing from the plane
crash. I was doing everything I could to have no regrets and feel alive, and I
was foolishly banking on getting that from a woman who was still picking up the
pieces of her shattered heart.


Chapter Eight

 

 

 


Jason opened the car door for me.


“I’m not sleeping in the bunkhouse,” I said.


He threw back his head and laughed. “Oh, no. My mother would kill
me if I even suggested it. No, you and Marisa will be sleeping in the main
house. We have a private apartment on the lower level.”


Marisa climbed out of the car. “I had her going the whole drive up
here.”


“I’m so happy you both are here,” Jason said. His eyes never left
Marisa’s.


I felt like a third wheel, but I was okay with it.


“Here, let me grab your things.” Jason took my bag and went around
the car to Marisa. He hugged her, then picked up both of her bags. “Let’s drop
your bags off and I’ll give you a tour of the place.”


“This is beautiful, Jason,” I said. The main house was a two-story
traditional style home with a large wraparound porch. There were several
corrals to the left of the house. Past the corrals were small cabins where I
assumed the ranch hands lived. I knew nothing of the workings of a ranch but
had seen enough movies to let my imagination run wild.


“Hello. Welcome to our home.”


A gentle-looking woman with soft features and salt-and-pepper hair
greeted us on the front porch. Jason’s mom was dressed exactly like him in
jeans, boots, and button-up shirt, with a pair of leather work gloves hanging
out of her back pocket. Not that I expected June Cleaver to walk out of the screen
door carrying a tray of lemonade, but I certainly wasn’t expecting this.


“I’m Virginia. Welcome to the Doogan Ranch. I’m glad you both made
the trip.”


Jason introduced us and she had a different reaction to both of
us. She was tender and hopeful when she met Marisa. When she met me, her eyes glistened.
She pulled me in for a hug. I was getting used to people in my personal space,
so I returned the hug even though we’d just met.


“It’s nice to meet you. Both of you.” She looked at Marisa after
releasing me from her grip. “I don’t know if you’re hungry or not, but dinner
is on the table.”


My stomach rumbled at the mention of food. I could smell fried
chicken from the porch, but my manners held me in check long enough to exchange
pleasantries with Jason’s family first. Gary Doogan, Jason’s father, was a
tall, lean man. When he came out to greet us, he was followed by two dogs and a
little girl eating a biscuit that crumbled the tighter she clutched it.


“Jason, go ahead and put their bags in their room. Then wash up
for dinner and meet us at the table.”


Jason nodded at his mother and disappeared behind the screen door.
I could hear the heel of his boots clomp down the hallway. I focused on
Virginia again.


“That fried chicken smells delicious, and I’ve been eyeing this
pretty little girl’s biscuit for the last minute.” I squatted and smiled at the
child. She shyly hid behind Virginia’s legs.


“Let’s go eat, then.”


Gary held the door open for us. Marisa and I quickly washed our
hands in the front bathroom and joined the family at the table. We quietly sat,
all of us holding hands, and patiently listened to Gary thank God for all of
their good fortune, including surviving the crash. When he finished speaking,
everyone started passing dishes. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, white gravy,
green beans, baked beans, homemade biscuits, and slices of fruit went around
the table. I wasn’t shy. I dug in. My plate was full and I was determined to
turn it in clean.


“Thank you so much for having us,” Marisa said.


I nodded because my mouth was full. I wasn’t a cute four-year-old
destroying a biscuit. I swallowed and reached for my water so I could speak.
“Yes, thank you. And this dinner is incredible.”


“It’s nice to meet the two new women in Jason’s life.”


I waited for someone to ask about my experience, but no one did.
Virginia kept the conversation light and fun. Gary peppered in a few stories
about the ranch and ribbed Jason, but it was done lovingly. Jason took it in
stride and added a few stories about his parents. I hadn’t been this relaxed
around new people in years. Alison, the little girl at the table, was Jason’s
niece. Her parents were at a concert in Denver, but we would meet them
tomorrow.


“Jason, give your guests the grand tour before it gets too dark.
We’ll clean up here,” Virginia said. She shooed us off when we jumped up to
help.


Jason obliged and started with the lower floor of the main house.
They had a library, a formal dining room, the kitchen, his father’s office, a
large living room, and the apartment we were staying in. Marisa and I were
stunned with the apartment. It had its own entrance, two bedrooms, a small
kitchen, a decent-size living room, and two full baths.


I nudged Marisa. “This is bigger than my place.”


“I already love it. The décor isn’t really my thing, but the space
is great,” Marisa whispered.


“The upstairs is bedrooms and stuff. Nothing exciting. Let’s head
out and I’ll show you the ranch. Tomorrow we’ll go on a horseback ride so you
can see all of it better,” Jason said.


“Um. Horseback riding? I don’t know about that. The last time I
was on a horse, I rode in a circle for five minutes while somebody led him by
the harness.” I was only excited about the thought, not actually riding them.


“I’ll put you on my mom’s horse. It’ll be fine. Betsy is gentle.
My niece rides her. And Betsy has never bucked her or anyone else,” Jason said.


I scowled at him.


“No is not an option. It’s go for a ride, or bale some hay, or
muck the stalls with the workers. Your call,” Jason said.


I scowled harder. “Fine. I’ll get on a horse.”


We continued our walk and even though I was borderline
uncomfortable because of all of the food settling in my stomach, it was nice to
be outside in the fresh air, away from the city. The cabins were really nice.
Jason explained there were six tiny bedrooms to a cabin with a kitchen. The
ranch hands took turns cooking. Everything about this place was incredible. The
barns were impressive. The horses were well maintained. I was looking forward
to tomorrow’s tour. This was such an unconventional weekend for me, but I was
enjoying myself.


“When it gets dark, you’ll see so many stars, you won’t even
believe it,” Jason said.


He was proud of his place, and rightfully so. He and his older
brother would run it after their father retired. Gary and Virginia already had
a place in Georgia and would retire in five or ten years. Jason had roots here,
and that hurt my heart because Marisa loved the city and her job.


Jason’s parents invited us to sit in the living room with them.
Jason scooped up Alison and held her until she fell asleep. We talked for
several hours about our lives, but not once did we discuss the plane crash.
When his parents excused themselves and took Alison with them, Jason, Marisa,
and I moved out to the porch. I wasn’t going to stay long because I knew they
wanted time alone, but I didn’t want to just leave them and be obvious I was
giving them privacy.


“What do you do for fun?” I asked Jason. I was genuinely curious.
There wasn’t a lot out here. For a brief moment on our drive, I was scared I’d
missed a turn and we were driving to nowhere.


“I read. A lot. And Cheyenne isn’t that far away. There’s tons to
do there,” he said.


“What do you read?”


“I like mysteries and cop stories.” He looked at Marisa and
winked. “And I like movies. We watch a lot of movies up here.”


“What happens in the winter? What do you do?”


“We feed the livestock and keep them alive. Winters up here are
brutal.”


Jason told us how when it was really cold, they kept the cattle
together so it was easier to knock the icicles off their noses. Cows couldn’t
breathe through their mouths. He was sensitive enough to not tell us the hardships
of owning a ranch, but we knew it wasn’t easy.


“Okay, I’m getting sleepy, so I’m turning in.” I looked at Marisa.
She winked at me, so I knew it was the right decision. I hugged both of them
and headed inside the apartment.


I wasn’t tired, so I picked the bedroom farthest away from the
rest of the house and unpacked. I crawled into bed with my Kindle fully charged
and was ready to start a new book when my phone dinged. I quickly sat up when I
saw that Piper texted me. I couldn’t help but smile.


Did you make
it okay? There isn’t much between here and Cheyenne.


Oh, this
place is gorgeous. Yes, we made it safe and sound. I added a smiley
face and stopped myself from barraging her with text messages. My heart was
pumping faster than it should have. I was definitely crushing on Piper. I held
my phone in both hands and waited as the bubbles of her next text lit up my
screen.


That’s great
news.


I was sad that there wasn’t more. I waited an appropriate ten
seconds before responding. And
Jason’s mom cooked us the best meal ever. I didn’t eat much today so I *might*
have embarrassed myself at dinner.


Well, you’ll
burn that off in yoga this week. Two classes. TWO.


No problem.
Easy peasy! I added a wink because we both knew I was full of crap.
Just to keep the conversation going, I added, What’s
your weekend like?


I have three
classes tomorrow and Sunday is my day off.


Big plans?
I couldn’t imagine she was ready to date, but I still held my breath.


Clifford and
I are cleaning Sunday. I might go over to my sister’s house. Nothing concrete.
I could use some sun though and she has a pool.


I still need
to stay out of the sun, but I miss it. My doctor said my scars would
be worse if I exposed them to the sun this early in the healing process. My
vanity had me taking all the necessary precautions.


Be sure to
borrow a cowboy hat or wear large sunglasses and wear long pants. And suddenly
I’ve turned into your mother.


LOL. You’re
nothing like my mother. But thank you for the reminder.


We ended up texting for over an hour. When she told me her first
class was at seven I scolded her for staying up so late and wrapped up our
conversation. I stopped for a moment. It was the first time I’d thought about
Marisa. I wondered if she was in her room. I wanted details.


Piper wrote, Have
a good weekend.


You, too.


I plugged in my phone and opened the door just as Marisa was about
to knock. We both yelped. I pulled her into the room and shut the door quietly.


“What happened?”


She sat on the bed and pulled me with her.


“He kissed me. Several times. It started off innocently enough,
but then it got heated by one of the barns. I couldn’t get close enough to him.
I practically wrapped my legs around him.” She groaned.


“What did he do?” I grabbed the pillow and hugged it to my body.


“He untangled himself and said he wanted to take it slow with me.
That he respected me too much. And then he joked that his mom was probably
watching and if he misbehaved, she would not be happy with him.”


I fell back onto the bed and sighed. This was better than any
romance book. “Tell me more.”


She fell back onto the bed beside me. “He’s a really good kisser.
And there’s not an ounce of fat on him. He’s all muscle.”


I held her hand. “I’m so happy, Mar. He’s great and so are you. I
hope there’s something there.”


“I do, too. I mean, I know our lives are completely different, but
it’s so new and exciting and it feels like it’s meant to be.”


We sat in silence. I knew she was replaying the barn scene in her
head. I was thinking about Piper and our exchange.


“What did you do while I was gone?”


Guilt washed over me even though I didn’t do anything wrong. I
hadn’t even told her I was taking Piper’s yoga class. She knew me well enough
that she would call me out and give me shit.


“I piddled around on my phone and started Elisabeth Keaton’s new
book.” I did scroll to the first chapter.


“You know what we’re going to do?”


“No. Tell me.”


“We’re going to find you someone. Forget about the bars and blind
dates. Maybe we should put you on a dating site,” she said.


“Are you kidding? No way. I’ll try it the old-fashioned way. I’ll
just fall into someone. That works, right?”


“Not in real life.” She squeezed my hand supportively. “Look.
We’re in this together. We’re going to get married at the same time and have
babies at the same time and our daughters are going to grow up and be as close
as we are.”


“Watch, your daughter will marry a woman and mine will marry a
man,” I said.


She laughed. “I’m glad we came. I’m having a great time.”


I was, too, but it was because I got a little closer to Piper.


Chapter Nine

 

 

 


“Your horse doesn’t like me,” I yelled at Jason. He was a good
fifty feet ahead of me riding alongside Marisa. Betsy, sweet, adorable old
Betsy, was walking at a leisurely pace, leaving me to literally eat their dust.
“And all this dust can’t be good for my tender lungs.” I was pouting. I had no
idea what being on the back of a horse would be like. It was hard on the ass
and my thighs were already sore. I was going to be a wreck when we finished the
tour.


I decided I should text Piper a photo of me on a horse. I texted
Marisa. Hey, send me the
pic of me and Betsy.


She responded immediately. Why?


Because I
want to post it. I wasn’t going to admit the real reason.


A second later, she sent a photo. I squinted and zoomed in on my
face. I looked good enough. My makeup, although light, was spot-on. The scar
above my eyebrow was hard to see because of the hat I wore. I looked sexy.
Before I obsessed about it, I sent it to Piper.


This is
happening right now. I feel this will destroy me like yoga did.


Oh my gosh!
You look cute. The horse! She followed her words with several emojis
with heart eyes.


Apparently Piper liked horses. Are
you done with your classes? It was eleven and I knew her first class
was at eight.


One more
left, then I’m free!


I didn’t want to be a total creeper so I left her alone.


Wait. Are
you texting and horsing? Is that legal? Piper included a smiley
face.


The horse
they put me on is following Jason’s horse. I dropped the reins a long time ago.
I’m just here for the ride. And for lunch. The food here is delicious.


Jason pointed at things and told us fun stories about the ranch. I
tried to pay attention, but my mind was stuck on the text thread. Every time I
felt my phone vibrate, I knew it was Piper and I tried hard not to smile.
Marisa quickly figured out something was up.


What are you
doing? Marisa’s text sounded accusatory.


Why?


Because you
look guilty as fuck, that’s why.


I knew I was busted. I came clean. I’ve been texting with Piper.


She whipped her head around and gave me a stern look.


I shrugged like it was beyond my control. It was innocent. I liked
Piper as a person, and I knew she liked me as a friend, too. Would I date her?
Hell, yes. But I also knew not to go down that rabbit hole. I stopped myself
every time I started to daydream about her.


I’d gone this far so I decided to fess up. Just so you know, I’m taking her
yoga class, too.


Marisa was less likely to yell at me in front of somebody she was
trying to impress. Her silence was painful after my confession. I would hear
all about it on the drive home.


“There’s the lunch bell. Are you hungry?” Jason asked as he slid
off his horse. He helped Marisa off her horse with ease.


When he reached for me, I waved him off and slid down Betsy’s side
by myself. My thighs quaked. I tried to play it off, but I stumbled after the
first few steps.


“If you haven’t been on a horse in a while, it beats you up a
little bit,” Jason said.


“I know the food will make up for the pain I feel right now.”


“My mother’s cooking makes everything better,” Jason said.


He and Marisa walked ahead of me, but not before Marisa sent me a
look that curbed my need to text Piper. I followed them up the steps, taking
each one slowly. Before I joined everyone at the table, I washed up. Jason’s
brother, Bill, was there with his wife, Jordan, back from the concert in
Denver. He had softer features than Jason’s chiseled body, but it was obvious
they were brothers. Jordan was soft-spoken and doted on Alison as though they
were gone longer than a night.


“I don’t understand how I can be so hungry after breakfast just
four hours ago,” I said. That didn’t stop me from eyeing the food piled in
front of me. I was surprised at the different pastas and sauces. They ate a lot
of carbs. After the exercise I’d just endured, I understood the need for them.
We said the lunch prayer and dug in. I wanted to know more about Jordan and
Bill, but I was too exhausted and too hungry to ask. Marisa stepped up and
asked all the appropriate questions. She was quite charismatic. It was nice to
see her open up and charm this entire family.


After lunch, I made a big production of yawning. “I’m going to nap
for a bit, so you two go on without me,” I said. I knew Marisa was thinking I
wanted to text Piper, but in reality, I was tired. It’s always hard to sleep in
a different bed, and we got up early. Sleep was fleeting last night, so I
needed to catch up on it, especially since tonight was a big bonfire party. I
took a two-minute shower to get the horse smell and dust off and crashed. Three
hours later, Marisa shook me awake.


“Start talking.” Her voice was somewhat sharp.


“You smell like horse.” I rolled away from her. She poked me
incessantly until I rolled over. “What?” Now I was grumpy.


“Why the sudden interest in Piper? I mean, I don’t think even
being her friend is a good idea right now.”


I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “That’s just ridiculous. She’s a nice
woman. If you weren’t so hung up on me being friends with her, you’d like her,
too.”


“I think she’s very nice. I think you are becoming friends with
her for the wrong reasons. She’s not ready for you, Shaylie. Since the crash,
you’ve been wonderful. You’re so full of life and fun and I just don’t want you
to get hurt. I also don’t want you to hurt this woman who lost two, not just
one but two people she loved a few months ago. It’s icky and you’re better than
that.”


At least now I knew how she felt. My anger bubbled up and I pushed
past her to stand. “I don’t know why this has to be your business. Piper and I
are friends. That’s it. Trust me, I get disappointed in myself when I dwell on
how beautiful she is or how sweet she is. Right now, she wants a friendship.
Don’t forget, she and I will always have a connection. Always,” I said.


Marisa held her hands up. “Okay, I can’t argue that and I won’t. I
can’t imagine what you went through and I sure as hell can’t imagine what she
did. I just don’t want you to fall for her for the wrong reasons. She needs time
to heal and move on. Don’t get your hopes up. It seems like she wants you as a
friend because you’re the only connection she has to their last day, you know?”


“That makes me feel awesome. Thanks.”


She grabbed my hands and pulled me into a hug. I was stiff, but
when she rubbed my back, I started to relax.


“You’re the best friend a girl could have. I just don’t want you
to fall for someone who isn’t emotionally available. I think she’s great and in
different circumstances, I would be your biggest cheerleader, but we don’t know
her state of mind or what she’s going through. It’s too soon. You need to trust
me,” Marisa said.


I put my arms around her and sighed. “You’re right. I’ll back off.
But I’m already financially invested in yoga, so I’m going to finish her
class.” I suddenly remembered the camping trip I agreed to, but that was two
months away, and a lot could happen in that time.


 


* * *


 


The bonfire was spectacular, but I felt like a third wheel. I left
my phone in the room and forced myself to be social with the Doogans. Jason and
Marisa were in their own world, so I sat next to Virginia and thanked her again
for her hospitality.


“This is a beautiful place,” I said.


She squeezed my knee. “We’re glad you’re here.”


“Jason’s a great guy. You should be proud. You did a good job with
him.”


“He has the best heart in the world. And I really like Marisa.
She’s sweet and sassy. Jason needs both of those.”


“If it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. He saved my life.”


“I’m just sorry you both had to deal with that. He still doesn’t
sleep well. How are you doing physically? You suffered several injuries,
right?” She cringed when she asked, as if she knew my answer was going to be
bad.


I held up my arm. “I just got the cast off. My ribs are still sore
and my scars are tender to the touch, but I survived.”


“And here you are, riding horses and playing ranch hand.
Remarkable,” she said.


I laughed. “Oh, I did nothing but get on the back of Betsy. She
knew where she was going and I just hung on for the ride. And brushing down the
horses after was easy. It actually is very therapeutic for my wrist. I won’t
need my physical therapy this week.”


“You’re a wonderful woman, Shaylie. Strong, determined, and a true
delight. Thank you for coming into our lives, however horrible the
circumstances were.”


The tears welled up. Nobody had ever thanked me for being a part
of their life before.


“Don’t worry. This is definitely not the last time you’ll see me,”
I said.


“You’re always welcome here. Even if Jason doesn’t extend a formal
invitation.”


Alison and Jordan broke out the marshmallows and I had my first
s’more in over twenty years. I stopped after two. It was so peaceful in front
of the fire, under the stars, that I didn’t want to call it a night, but it was
late and we planned on getting an early start to salvage some of our Sunday
back home.


“Good night, everyone.” I stood. I hugged those closest to me and
winked at Marisa. I was sure to be the one driving home tomorrow since she had
long night written all over her face. When I got back to my room, I closed the
door, locked it, and immediately checked my phone for messages. I smiled when I
saw that I had four messages from Piper.


I survived
my final class.


Did I ever
tell you how much I hate cooking?


A photo of Clifford was my third message. His flabby belly
scraping the ground undermined the fact that he was a yoga cat.


How’s ranch
life? Did I lose you to the great outdoors?


I smiled wider. I was hers in some fashion.


Now, I wasn’t an expert on signs, but Piper wanted to talk to me.
They were all friendly messages, but could be taken as flirting. Or at least
that’s how my heart took them.


I’m here. We
had a bonfire barbecue hoedown or something like that. It was a lot of fun and
I ate s’mores.


That sounds
like fun. Did you ride Betsy again?


Absolutely
not. I’m going to wait until I’m completely healed before I climb on a horse
again. One cast is enough for me this year. I’m finally able to wear real
clothes.


Well now I
feel bad for pushing you in yoga. Sad face.


Oh don’t! I
was fine. I promise. I didn’t want her to feel bad or toss me out of
class. I quickly slipped into my pajamas, my phone within reach in case she
texted back. I brushed my teeth with my phone beside me on the sink and smiled
when I saw her name pop up on my screen. I asked her what she made for dinner
since she hated cooking.


Don’t tell
anybody, but I ate at Taco Bell. It’s the worst and the best all rolled up into
one delicious and unhealthy meal.


I sent the eye roll emoji. See?
In my world Taco Bell is healthy. I imagined you only ate salad and I was
surprised when you ordered chicken parm when we all went out.


Maybe we
could do that again? My heart picked up speed. I knew she didn’t
mean it as a date, but my heart was ignoring me. It pumped my blood a little
quicker.


I don’t
really know what to do with my time, but I need to stay busy.


And then my heart fell. I felt bad for her, bad that we met under
these circumstances. Marisa said it was possible Piper’s sadness would weigh me
down, and I was starting to believe it. I couldn’t stop talking to her, though.


We can
definitely do it again. I’m so sorry you are going through so much. I’m here if
you want to talk. And I mean it. I’m not just saying it. Everybody
always said that when they didn’t have any advice to give. I hoped Piper knew I
was sincere.


Thank you.
Just knowing you has helped me.


I brushed my hair while staring at my phone. Even though I was tired
and knew I had to be up in less than six hours, I stayed awake just to talk to
Piper. I rubbed my eyes and leaned back against the headboard. Marisa was
right. I wasn’t just peering down the rabbit hole of Piper Cole; I had jumped
in feet first.


Chapter Ten

 

 

 


“So, how was your night?” I pulled out of the ranch’s dirt road and
onto pavement, anxious to get back to the city.


“It was really nice. And no, nothing happened. Not really. Just
touching and a lot of kissing. He really is a gentleman.” Marisa’s voice held a
slight note of disappointment, but her smile let me know she was okay with it.


“I’m sure it’s hard to bring women back to the ranch without his
family knowing what’s happening. Is he ever going to get his own place? What’s
going on there? Do you know?” I reached for one of the donuts Virginia had
packed for us. Our travel time was an hour and a half. We had enough food for
the entire day.


“We didn’t talk about it a lot. Maybe when his parents move out,
he will move into the apartment and Bill, Jordan, and Alison will move into the
main house.”


“That doesn’t seem fair. I’m sure they have a plan,” I said.


“Stop getting crumbs everywhere.” Marisa pointed at my lap.


“Hey, my thighs are catching everything. I’ll keep them there
until we stop, okay?”


“Tell me about your night. Did you talk to Piper when you got
back?”


I wasn’t going to lie because Marisa always knew when I wasn’t
telling the truth. “For a little bit. She sent me a few messages during the
bonfire. She’s really lonely. She told me last night that she has to keep busy
or else she’ll go crazy.”


“Is she going to therapy? Do you know? God, I would have to,” she
said.


“I don’t know. I just told her she could talk to me about things
if she needs to. Not that I’m much help.”


“I don’t suppose you told her about the make-out session you
witnessed on the plane?”


I cringed. “I wouldn’t even know how to bring something like that
up. Plus, why kick her when she’s down? I mean, it doesn’t matter at this
point, right?”


She pointed at me. “You hate secrets. They kill you. Don’t you
remember when you found out about Brian and gave him the weekend to tell me he
was cheating on me?”


“That relationship was ridiculous. And I was young. I didn’t know
how to turn it off.” We both knew that was bullshit. I liked to purge my
feelings, especially when it came to Marisa. But for some reason, I was
unwilling to share Piper with her. I was protecting Piper and myself from my
best friend’s judgment.


“You lasted eight hours.”


“Fuck him. He still cheated on you. That weekend even. I couldn’t
help myself. Nobody messes with my bestie,” I said.


Marisa smoothed down the frown lines on my forehead. “That was a long
time ago. No worries there. I really like what I have with Jason,” she said.


“Virginia’s sweet, isn’t she? She likes you. She said you were
sassy.” I emphasized the word “sassy.” “And she said she hated the way Jason
and I met, but she’s thankful you and I are in their lives. I’m sure she really
meant you, but in order to get to you, they had to go through me.”


We spent the rest of the trip talking about the ranch. To Marisa’s
credit, she didn’t bring up Piper’s name. As sad as I was to see that Piper hadn’t
texted the entire drive, I knew it was for the best.


“Thanks again for doing this for me this weekend. I know you’re
still healing, but I had fun and it’s because of you,” Marisa said.


We were in my driveway. Marisa was behind the wheel with her window
rolled down. She pulled her sunglasses down her nose so our eyes could meet.


“Are you kidding? It was fun to do something different. Not that
I’m going to miss Betsy, but I loved seeing my best friend happy.” I leaned
down and kissed her cheek. “I’ll see you later this week.”


She pulled away and I carted my bag up to the house. It was eleven
in the morning and I had the whole afternoon to myself. I started laundry and
paced. I checked my phone a few times, but the only notifications I received
were a handful of emails. I pulled up events in Denver, but nothing appealed to
me. Since the crash, I was antsy and always wanted to be outside doing
something, anything. I felt stifled in small spaces, small rooms, hell, even my
office at work. I couldn’t take the elevator. Even with busted ribs, I climbed
the stairs. I knew it was going to take time, and possibly therapy, but right
now I was just trying to get back into the rhythm of my life. I picked up the
business card of a therapist the airline provided and flipped it over to a
schedule she had written in small print on the back. Group therapy was two
nights a week. Sundays and Wednesdays were for the survivors only. I knew Jason
wouldn’t be there, but I thought it might be good to listen to other people and
commiserate with them.


Did you make
it home?


My heart stopped at Piper’s unexpected text.


I did. I
started laundry and am sitting around bored. What are you doing?


Nothing.
Want to grab a coffee somewhere?


My heart kick-started at her invitation. I didn’t hesitate. Sure. I could come out there since
we both know Peak Brew. I was entirely too accommodating.


What time?


How about an
hour? I jumped up before she answered and raced to my room to dig
out something casual from my wardrobe. I picked out capris that hid my scar and
a sleeveless royal blue top. I looked bright and sunny but in desperate need of
a tan. Pale was in, at least that’s what I was going with. The only option for
my hair was to put it in a bun. I looked at myself in the mirror. I looked ten
years older than I was. I let my hair down. It was too straight, but I had no
time to style it. I grabbed my keys and headed out like a woman on a mission.


On the highway, my phone rang. I answered without looking at
caller ID. “Hello?”


“Hi. It’s Piper.”


I narrowly missed crashing into a minivan. I slowed to normal
speed and held the wheel with both hands.


“Hi. Are you okay?” I hoped she wasn’t canceling.


“Oh, no. Everything’s fine. I just wanted see if you wanted me to
order you something. I secured a table in the back, but it’s pretty crowded
here today,” she said.


I’d forgotten how lovely her voice sounded. She was soft-spoken,
yet her voice held a quiet confidence.


“That would be great. I’d love a vanilla latte. I’ll be there in
ten minutes.” My GPS said twelve minutes, so I sped up.


“Anything else? A cookie? A piece of cake?”


“Thank you, no. I ate breakfast on the way home. Jason’s mom
packed us enough food for a weekend, not an hour-and-a half car ride. I’m
stuffed.” My knuckles were white on the steering wheel. I relaxed my grip.


“Okay, I’ll see you in a few.”


I ended the call and turned up the radio. I had extra energy I needed
to expel. I chose singing. Not my greatest strength, but one that worked well
in a time crunch situation. Luckily, I found parking in the lot. I wondered if
she saw me drive up. I wondered if she could see me now. Just in case, I played
it cool. As soon as I walked in, I spotted Piper at a table in the back. She
was right. The shop was crowded.


“Hi. Great timing. We just got our drinks.” Piper leaned in for a
hug.


I held my breath until we broke apart. She smiled as if we were
old friends who hadn’t seen one another in a long time. “Thanks again for
ordering for me. I’ll get next time.”


“Sundays are pretty packed around here. I should have warned you.”
She leaned closer to me so I could hear her.


I leaned in, too. We were about two feet apart, close enough that
I could see how smooth her skin was. She had a few sprinkles of adorable
freckles on her cheeks but none on the bridge of her nose. Her brown eyes with
tiny bits of green almost twinkled in the sunlight, and even though I tried
really hard not to smile at how pretty she was, I failed.


“We can finish up here and go somewhere else. Surely there’s a
park around, right?” If I thought her eyes twinkled before, the way they
sparkled after my suggestion was breathtaking. I smiled bigger.


“Yes, there’s one on the other side of my building,” she said.


I drank my coffee in only a few swallows. The heat burned my
tongue, but I pushed through the flash of pain.


“Do you think you’ll go back to the ranch? It sounded like fun.”
She sipped her tea. I wished she would drink it faster.


“I think so. We had a good time,” I tried to focus on our
conversation. The guy behind me kept leaning against my chair and I desperately
wanted to get out of the café. It was too crowded. I scooted forward until the
metal table pressed into my ribs. I winced at the sudden tenderness.


“Are you okay? Come on. Let’s get out of here now,” she said.


I gratefully stood. The guy behind me barely waited until I stood
to scoot his chair all the way back. I moved my fingers just before he crushed
them with the weight of his chair. “Jerk,” I muttered. Piper allowed me to
lead, but I felt the heat of her hand near the small of my back as we walked to
the front of the café.


“This place is booming today,” I said once we escaped the
confinement of the café. We walked across the street to the park, but it was
just as crowded because of a fund-raiser for AIDS awareness. We couldn’t find a
quiet spot anywhere.


“I’ve never seen it this busy. Do you just want to come up to my
place? I’m sure Clifford would like to say hello,” she said.


“Clifford never gave me a second thought after our initial
meeting.” I was sure Clifford could smell a mixture of fear and lack of
commitment to yoga seeping from my pores, but a chance to hang out with Piper
in her space sounded really nice.


“Clifford’s just a snob. We’re nothing alike.” She winked and
motioned for us to cross the street.


We were at her place in no time. The plain red brick building
wasn’t much to look at, but it was everything you could want inside. We took a
large freight elevator with vertical bi-parting doors up. Piper’s apartment was
a converted loft with exposed pipes and high ceilings. I expected an explosion
of art, but only one large canvas hung on the wall. There were several welded
sculptures and various forms of pottery everywhere, but nothing as eye catching
as the canvas.


“This is gorgeous, Piper,” I said. The entire loft was less than a
thousand square feet, but she utilized every inch in a very comfortable and
trendy way, including three bicycles attached to the far wall by shiny red
hooks. Her bedroom was accessible by a suspended staircase. I couldn’t see much
from this vantage point, except for a ball of orange and white fur curled up at
the end of her bed. There were no internal walls and only a few doors which I
assumed were closets and a bathroom.


“Thank you. I really like it. It’s perfect for me.”


I remembered that Robin didn’t live here. I wanted to know where
she used to live, but knew it was rude to ask. “Do you use those bikes or are
they for decoration only?”


She laughed. “I use them. Do you have a mountain bike? If not, you
can borrow one of mine for our camping trip in a few months.”


My heart fluttered and I put my hand on my chest to keep it from
spilling out. She was serious.


“If yoga doesn’t kill me first,” I said.


“Since your coffee was a complete bust, how about a cup of tea? I
can ice it,” she said.


“Whatever you have. I’m not picky.”


I sat on the couch and continued to admire her place. I was
jealous that she was so cool and trendy. My house was cute but very boring. All
of my artwork was mass-produced stuff that I purchased online or at houseware
stores because they were cheap and easy. I was positive everything artsy in
Piper’s place was original.


She handed me an iced tea with crushed peppermint leaves. I feared
the greenery would get caught in my teeth. Before I could even ask, she put a
straw in it. She handed me a honey bear from a local apiary that made me smile.


“In case you like your tea sweetened. I don’t have sugar here,”
she said.


I thought about the third drawer down in my kitchen that housed
nothing but chocolate bars, gummy bears, Tootsie Rolls, lollipops, and anything
packed full of sugar to appease my sweet tooth and my mood swings. “No sugar?
Don’t you like sweet things?” I asked.


“Oh, that’s my problem. If I had sugar here, I’d weigh twenty
pounds more.”


I was probably twenty pounds heavier than Piper. I looked at the
muffin top that was beginning to form at my waistline. I passed on the honey.
The tea was slightly bitter, but I was determined to drink every last drop.


“You strike me as the kind of person who would never let herself
get out of shape,” I said.


“I lost a lot of weight after the accident.” Her voice was serious
and quiet. I had an urge to put my arm across her shoulders and give her a
sideways hug, but we weren’t there.


“I did the exact opposite. I mean, I couldn’t eat for a few weeks,
but then I couldn’t get enough food. I ate everything. So, now I take yoga.” I
smiled.


“Oh, stop. You look good. And yoga will help with muscle tone and
flexibility. By the end of class, you’ll see an improvement, I promise you.”


I made a mental note to start jogging. I was going to have to get
in shape if I was going to keep up with Piper and her friends in less than two
months. Marisa was good at enrolling us in intramural sports around town, but
it was more of an opportunity to meet people. Great for her, but not too many
lesbians played on the teams she signed us up for. Most sports had their own
LGBTQIA teams, but this gave us something to do together as friends. So, we
played Frisbee golf and beach volleyball and even snowboarded together. Last
time Marisa allowed me to pick an activity, I enrolled us in a French cooking
class for eight weeks. By the third class, we were drinking wine and barely
cooking. The entire class was made up of forty-year-old divorcées who hated
everybody. We didn’t even go to the last class. After that, I was grounded from
choosing activities.


“How have you been spending your nights? Has your family helped
you cope with things?” I asked. I took the last sip of iced tea. The glass had
peppermint leaves stuck to the inside of it. I set it on a ceramic coaster.


She shrugged. “There’s really only so much people can say. I just
need to work through things, but I’m getting better. I’m seeing a counselor a
few times a week and that’s helped so much. I can sleep through the night now.”


I wish I knew her secret. Most of the time I woke up gasping for
air as the nightmare of the crash invaded my dreams. I didn’t remember having a
hard time breathing at the crash site, but that night was sketchy at best.
Several frames of my memory disappeared. I didn’t remember reaching the bottom
of the escape slide, or when help arrived and I couldn’t tell them my name or
anything about me. The doctor said that was normal, though. The brain had a way
of protecting itself. I was fully alert at the hospital when I woke up and gave
the nurse on duty my name and address.


“I’m glad you are getting help. It’s helped me, too. I’ve never
been a fan of therapy before, but it’s good to talk about it,” I said.


“Has it changed you a lot?” She winced at her own question. “I
mean, it certainly has changed my life, but in a totally different way.”


I sighed and leaned back against the couch. She reached over and
touched my forearm.


“You don’t have to answer that. I’m sorry.”


I put my hand over hers for a brief moment and patted it so that
she didn’t think I was trying to hold her hand. “It’s made me realize I need to
appreciate every day. I’m doing things that I never would have, like yoga and
agreeing to go on a camping bike trip.” I didn’t want it to sound like all of
my changes were about her, so I was quick to continue the list. “And I rode a
horse. I trust people more. I believe there is more good than evil in this
world. I’m not as skeptical as I used to be.” I could have gone on and on, but
it wasn’t fair for me to go on about the importance of life when she’d lost two
of her favorite people.


“I’m happy for you, Shaylie. Really, really happy. Life is so
important.” Piper grabbed a pillow and hugged it to her chest.


“How did Emma and Robin get along? Were they close?” I hated
myself for asking, but it seemed like the perfect opportunity to talk about
them.


“They were close. They fought a lot, too, but for the most part,
they got along.”


“Why were they in New York?”


“There was a deal Robin was trying to wrap up. Did I tell you she
was a financial advisor?”


I shook my head. I wasn’t about interrupt to her. I wanted answers
so I could make sense of what I saw.


“Her company sent her there to close a deal, but she needed someone
to help draft up the paperwork. Her assistant was sick and Emma reluctantly
volunteered. It was only two days. I shouldn’t have insisted she go and help
Robin out.” Her voice was heavy with regret.


“Nobody ever knows what’s going to happen,” I said.


We were both quiet as that thought sank in.


“It has made me nervous about things I never would have thought
about before. Like driving,” she said.


“Driving doesn’t bother me, but the idea of flying is pretty
scary. I’m sure I’ll work up the courage to fly again, but right now, I just
can’t stomach the thought. Enough of that. Tell me more about Robin. A
financial advisor? Did she love it?”


“She was just starting to make a name for herself. Things were
clicking for her.” Piper stopped talking for a few moments and smiled at a
thought. “That’s one of the reasons she proposed. She knew it was soon, but she
was ready to commit. I wasn’t.”


“What?” Her confession floored me. “What changed your mind?”


Piper shrugged. “Six months isn’t enough time to really get to
know somebody. Funny thing was that Emma didn’t think I was ready either. I
eventually agreed, but under the condition that we had a long engagement. Robin
was very charming and very persuasive.”


I could feel my cheeks warm at the knowledge that Robin and Emma
were definitely sneaking around, and that pissed me off. Piper was sweet and
sensitive and I felt this fierce need to protect her even though we were new
friends.


“Did you get things worked out with Robin’s family? Is that bad to
ask?” I regretted my question when the half smile on her face slid away.


“Yeah, I gave them her apartment key but not before I got my
things out of there. But only my things,” she quickly added as if I thought she
would steal.


“I’m sure. Not judging. I don’t know what people share. I’ve never
been engaged or lived with anybody before. I mean, roommates, yes, but
girlfriends? No.”


“Never? You? Seriously?” Piper sounded so incredulous that I had
to smile at her disbelief.


“Never. I just never have been that close to anybody. I’ve had
girlfriends and women I dated, but nothing serious. Both Marisa and I have had
the same luck, although I have high hopes for her and Jason.” I smiled. I was
so happy about her and Jason.


“He’s really nice and Marisa seems sweet. You’ve only known her
since college? You seem really close.”


“Do you have any lifelong friends?” I cringed when I realized Emma
was probably her one lifelong friend. “I mean, since you’ve lived in Colorado
your whole life.”


She waved me off. “I was really shy and quiet growing up. I lost
myself in books. My best friend in high school pretty much disappeared when I
went to college. I met Emma and now she’s gone.”


I couldn’t help it. I reached over and squeezed her hand. I was
rewarded with a small smile.


“I’m friends with the instructors at Bodhi. They are the ones who
like to bike and camp. It’s hard to meet people to have just as friends. People
my age are getting married and starting families,” she said.


“Well, like Jason’s mom said, even though the event was
catastrophic, she was glad to have me as a part of their lives. I’m glad you’re
a part of mine.” That didn’t sound too selfish, did it?


“My heart hurts, but at least not to the point where if I think
about what happened, I’ll throw up. I’ll move on at some point, but it will
take me some time. I just wish I knew how long it was going to take,” she said.


I didn’t realize I was still holding her hand until I felt the
pressure of her fingers against mine. I gave her another squeeze and pulled my
hand away. I needed to distance myself from Piper and fast. I was sure there
was a condition for this—displaced affection or something obsessive. Marisa was
right. I was projecting my newfound lease on life onto somebody who was not
emotionally available.


“Piper, you’re a wonderful person. Please don’t punish yourself.
What happened to you and Robin and Emma and all the other people on board was a
tragedy. I have a different outlook. I survived it. I can’t imagine what you’re
going through, but you’ll get through it. Life has a way of giving us hope.” I
prayed that I didn’t sound like a total ass. We were definitely at two
different places and I had to tread lightly.


“I know that you’re right. I will get through this. Thank you for
talking to me. I do appreciate it.”


That was my cue to leave.


“I should probably go finish up laundry and the rest of my boring
chores.” I stood and took my glass to the kitchen sink. I could feel her
watching me. I was both unnerved and exhilarated. Did she find me attractive?
Would I have been somebody she dated in a different world? Would she ever get
over her heartache?


“It’s nice to talk to somebody who isn’t afraid of me. Everybody
tiptoes because they are scared I will fall apart or they will say the wrong
thing.” She walked me to the elevator.


“I’m glad we’re friends. And I promise only to be afraid of you in
class. Oh, and I love your place. Thanks for the invite. I like getting out,
too.”


We were at the awkward good-bye stage where I stood by the door
and waited for the elevator to climb three stories. When it opened, I turned to
her and she immediately walked into my hug.


“I’ll see you at yoga in a few days,” she said. Her genuine smile
was heart-stopping. In that instant, I didn’t see sadness or pain. I saw hope
and her true beauty. It was breathtaking.


Chapter Eleven

 

 

 


“Was this one any better?”


Piper stood with her feet on either side of my hips and looked
down at me. She was smiling that sexy smile again.


“I kind of hate you right now,” I said. I wanted to stare at her
from this position for a little bit longer, but she reached her hands out and I
had no choice but to accept her help. I was a sweaty mess and my muscles were
angry, but I popped up with her help.


“You don’t hate me. You’ll hate me in a few months when the
intermediate classes start. This right now? It’s easy.”


Her wicked smile unleashed a million butterflies in my stomach. I
picked up my towel and wiped the sweat off my face and the back of my neck. At
least I knew at my worst, Piper still considered me a friend. I looked around
for the closest chair.


“Come on. Let’s go to my office for a bit.” It was as if she read
my mind and my need to collapse.


I bypassed the chair and playfully dived on the couch, facedown. I
heard her laugh.


“You’re never going to survive the bike trip. Maybe we need to get
out on the bikes so my friends don’t abandon us on the trail.”


I groaned into the pillow. “I really do hate you. How are you in
such great shape?”


“It’s my job to be in shape. Everything I do, I do well.”


I flipped over and stared at her. She wrinkled her nose and
winked. I was anxious to get to know this playful side of Piper.


“Hey, Piper? Can I talk to you for a minute?” Another instructor
peeked her head into Piper’s office. She, too, was gorgeous. Her long black
hair was pulled back in a ponytail and she was wearing even less clothing than
Piper. I swallowed and sat up.


“Come on in, Lani. This is Shaylie,” Piper said.


I stood to shake Lani’s hand, hating that I was sweating and not
fit for public appearance. Her eyes widened slightly as if she realized who I
was. She quickly reached her hand out.


“It’s nice to meet you, Shaylie. Are you taking Piper’s class?”
All of her attention was on me.


“You mean, is Piper torturing me twice a week on Tuesdays and
Thursdays? Why yes, yes, she is,” I said. Lani squeezed my hand and laughed
before she turned away.


“Piper, I was wondering if you could handle my class Friday night?
There’s a fifty-mile bike ride that just popped up and I wanted to get some
track down.”


I stared at Lani’s legs. Her calves were muscular and she seemed
very fit, but she didn’t strike me as a cyclist.


“Lani is part of the group for the Labor Day camping trip. I
invited Shaylie along.”


“I’m never going to survive.” I groaned and fell back on the
couch.


Lani touched my knee. “You’ll be fine. We have more fun than we
exercise.”


“Somehow I don’t believe you.”


She laughed. “You’re better off that way. Anyway, thanks for
covering for me, Piper. I owe you one. And you.” She pointed at me. “You have
plenty of time to get in shape. Five weeks. I’ll see you around.” She winked
and slipped out of the room.


I turned to Piper. “I’m going to hate all of you, aren’t I?”


“Lani is very competitive. She’s great, though.”


“She looks young.”


“She’s twenty-nine. Her mother could pass for her sister. They
have good genes.”


“No way is she almost thirty.” I was shocked. She was older than
Piper.


“That’s what yoga and exercise will do,” Piper said.


“Ha ha ha. Well, we’re going to have to bike if I’m expected to
keep up with that.” I thumbed behind me.


“Lani’s right. It’s really casual, but we can go out and start
biking if you want.” Piper handed me a cold water that I immediately put
against my cheek.


“One day you’ll have to explain yoga to me and why it kicks my
ass. I jogged three miles last night like it was no biggie. One hour here and
I’m a mess.” I held my hand up. “But not today. Today I’m going to drag my
weary body into my car and drive home.”


“How about tomorrow? Want to meet at Confluence? They have a
decent trail. You can borrow one of my bikes,” she said.


My night was completely open. I gave it some thought, as if I was
going through the calendar of things I had planned, and slowly nodded. “Yes,
but how are we going to get the bikes there?”


“I have a bike rack.”


“On your Bug? How does it work?”


“I have a Corolla, too. The bug isn’t completely reliable. It’s
more for easy drives around town.”


“That sounds good. When is your last class?” I already knew it was
over at six, but I couldn’t let on that I knew her schedule. It was on the
website. When she invited me to Bodhi, I’d checked out the different classes
and which ones she taught.


“Six. Can you meet me at my place at six-fifteen? That should give
me enough time to get the bikes ready.”


“That’s perfect. I have a meeting at two downtown, so that gives
me plenty of time to get home, changed, and back to you.” Invigorated that I
would see her tomorrow, I stood, drank the last of my water, and headed toward
the door. “Thanks for the workout today, but I still hate you.” I winked at her
as I closed the door.


 


* * *


 


I was driving when Marisa called. When I answered, she said, “I’m
seeing Jason this weekend. Want to get together for breakfast or lunch
Saturday?”


“Sure, that sounds great.” I wasn’t going to ask if he was staying
with her. She would give me the details later.


“He and his family really enjoyed our visit and said that we are
welcome anytime.”


“I liked it, but I can wait a while. My horse hated me.” I
scowled.


“Betsy didn’t hate you. Everyone just wanted you to be on a safe
horse so that you didn’t fall and hurt yourself. It was sweet of them,” she
said. It sounded like scolding.


“I’m sorry. I’m tired and cranky today. I didn’t sleep the
greatest.” I did that thing where every couple of minutes I’d check my phone to
see if Piper texted. When she finally did, the surge of adrenaline pushed me an
hour past my bedtime. I understood Piper’s need for a connection. That was my
defense. If Marisa gave me a hard time, I was going to pull out that card.
Marisa rarely felt lonely.


“Want to go out for happy hour tonight?”


“I can’t. I’m going on a bike ride.” It was better to just blurt
it out.


“Oh. Okay. Weird, but okay. First yoga, now bike riding. Good for
you, though.”


I thought I was going to get away without having to provide an
explanation. I was actually getting ready to change the subject, but she
stopped me before I could.


“Do you even have a bike? Did you buy one?”


Busted.


“No. I’m actually going on a ride with Piper.” I cringed, waiting
for the barrage of judgment.


“That sounds fun. Are you borrowing one of her bikes?”


I treaded lightly. Why was she being so understanding? “Yes.
There’s a biking camping trip that she invited me on with a bunch of her
friends over Labor Day weekend. If I survive tonight, then I’m going with
them.”


“When was the last time you camped?”


“Let me think. It was the time you and I hiked to Nowhere and we
camped at Never.” We both laughed. Even though we lived in Colorado, we weren’t
sporty outdoor girls. Skiing was a requirement, but we’d never had the urge to
hike. “I’ve never been, but I have this need to try new things.”


Marisa and I’d had deep conversations about my new outlook on
life. She knew I cared about my job less and my life more. I wasn’t devastated
if I didn’t get a deal or if my client signed with another company. Although I
did get more business once people found out I survived the plane crash. It was
still a hot topic around Denver, even three months later.


“I think it’s great. Jason explained to me how he had this urge to
not only stay on the ground but to try new things because he was happy to be
alive.”


I rolled my eyes. Sure, believe an almost stranger, but not your
best friend. I exhaled slowly. “Yeah. So, when Piper invited me, I said I’d
give it a try. There’s an instructor at Bodhi who is really into biking. She’s
really cute, too.”


“Oh. Is she gay?”


“I honestly don’t know. She was in and out of Piper’s office in a
flash, so I didn’t get a vibe. She’ll be on the trip, though. I’m sure I’ll
find out more then.”


“I guess you are unavailable that weekend to head up to Doogan
ranch?”


“Sorry, buddy. We leave Saturday morning and come back Monday
afternoon. Are you okay going up there by yourself?” I said.


“Oh, I’m completely fine. I trust Jason and I love his family.”


“Well, you can arrest him if he gets out of line.”


“Or just use my handcuffs,” she said.


“Stop it. He’s like my brother or something.”


“So, you don’t want details if and when we hook up?”


“Oh, I do. I just have to better prepare myself for them.” I
parked outside Piper’s building. “Okay, I’m here. I need to go. I’ll see you
this weekend. I’ll keep my Saturday open. We should do lunch. You might have a
late night Friday.”


“Good point. Lucy’s at noon?”


“Perfect. See you then.” I ended the call and grabbed my water
bottle. I wore yoga pants and a white sleeveless T-shirt. It was the end of
July in Denver and the sun was blazing. My hair was braided back and out of my
face just in case Piper made me wear a helmet. I wasn’t sure what shoes I
should wear, so I grabbed my running shoes and headed up to the third floor.


Piper opened the door. “You’re early,” she said.


“I’m sorry. I can wait out here if you aren’t ready.” I was eight
minutes early.


“Don’t be silly. Come in. Move, Clifford,” she said. She blocked
his escape with her foot and ushered me inside. “I’m going to give you the
Raleigh because it’s the most forgiving.”


“Damn. I thought we were just going for a ride. What hell are you
putting me through?” I smiled. I helped her pull a silver and blue bike off one
of the hooks. Piper and I were the same height so she didn’t have to adjust
much on the bike.


She pulled a red Norco bike down and set it next to the one I
would be riding. “Okay, so I’m going to give you a helmet, even though we’re
going to take it easy today. I also recommend one on the trip.” She handed me a
bright yellow and blue helmet.


“This is totally going to clash with my outfit,” I said. She
looked me up and down. My body throbbed. These yoga pants were too tight. “I’m
just kidding. I had a feeling I would have to wear a helmet.”


“Your hair looks cute braided back. Gives you a carefree look.”


I blushed and looked down. Since when was I shy?


“Thanks. I had to wear pants to cover the scar. It’s still pretty
sunny out there.”


“Are they rubbing on the scar? Should you wrap it with gauze or
something?”


I melted at the concerned look on her face. “No, I’m fine. Thank
you for worrying about me, but it doesn’t hurt.” I stopped because I felt like
I was always talking about my scars. Mine weren’t permanent, but hers were.
“Are you ready?”


“Let’s see what you can do,” she said.


Nope, wasn’t going to go there in my mind. I followed her out to
the car and let her put the bikes on the rack. I was afraid of scratching the
paint, but I watched to see how it all worked. I tried not to notice her sinewy
forearms or the way she centered her body to lift the bikes up and strap them
into place.


“Ready?”


We were at the park in less than ten minutes. We could’ve biked
there, but Piper was being kind and taking her time with me. When we mounted
the bikes, she reached over and tightened the helmet strap under my chin. Just
a simple touch instantly awakened every chill bump in my body. They raced over
my skin and I didn’t even try to hide them.


Piper cleared her throat and pulled her hands away from my neck.
“That should do it. The rules are pass on the left and announce it if you see
people ahead of you on the trail.”


“Will the trip be on paved trails, too?”


She laughed. “Absolutely not. Baby steps, Shaylie. Baby steps.”
She winked and pulled out ahead of me. I had to pedal hard to keep up. She was
not taking it easy on me and I fell behind her several times, but to be fair,
the view didn’t bother me at all.


Chapter Twelve

 

 

 


I knew the second I walked into Lucy’s that they had sex. Marisa
was glowing. I’d never seen quite that look on her before. She and Jason were
holding hands and waiting at the booth for me.


“I’m sorry I’m a few minutes late. The parking around here is a
hot mess,” I said. I slipped into the booth across from the lovebirds. I
avoided looking at Marisa because I knew we would bust out laughing and I was
trying to be mature for her sake. “Jason, how are you? It’s good to see you
again.” I didn’t really give him time to answer. “What looks good? I’m
starving.” I picked up the menu and perused it even though I almost knew it by
heart. “I’m going to have the turkey club.” I closed the menu.


Katie, the waitress who was on a first-name basis with us, slipped
an iced tea, no lemon, in front of me. She took our orders and was gone before
we could exchange any pleasantries. It was busy at Lucy’s and very noisy. We
had to lean in just to hear one another.


“I’m great. You look good. Betsy sends her love,” Jason said.


I rolled my eyes. “Next time I’m going to sit on the porch and sip
lemonade with your mom. Or your niece. She’s adorable.”


“Come on. It wasn’t that bad, was it?”


“No. I’m teasing. It was fine. You have an awesome ranch and are
doing a great job with it.”


“Shaylie, ask us what we’re doing today,” Marisa said.


I looked at her for the first time. We smiled at one another. I
knew she was dying to tell me about her night, but we couldn’t have that talk
right now.


“Okay, I’ll bite. What’s going on?” I took my first sip of iced
tea and regretted that I didn’t ask for a strong coffee. The hot morning was
combatted by the owners of Lucy’s cranking the air to polar conditions, and I
was freezing.


“We’re going on a motorcycle ride. Jason brought his bike down.”


“Did you ride it here?” I looked at Marisa’s head, but it looked perfect.
Not a hair was out of place.


“No, I hauled it down with my truck. I wanted to make sure Marisa
was up for it,” Jason said. He put his arm across the back of the booth and I
almost sighed when Marisa scooted more into his embrace. It was so adorable.


“That sounds like fun. Wear a helmet,” I said.


Marisa rolled her eyes. “That’s the point. Total freedom.”


It was my turn to roll my eyes. “I still need you in my life. It
doesn’t make sense for Jason and me to survive from a fall thousands of feet up
and have you splattered over the highway at ground level.”


“Not to be a total downer, but did you hear back from your
lawyer?” Jason asked.


Charles had been persistent about suing. When the initial report
came back that it was mechanical failure, he drafted letters to the airline and
the manufacturer of the left engine’s fan blade, a company called Millennial
Works. I honestly didn’t care what Charles got out of them. I was alive and the
money wasn’t important. I’d told him to settle for whatever he thought was
fair.


“Yes. Now that they have an idea of what happened, he’s already
started his plan of attack,” I said.


Marisa reached out and touched both of our hands. “I know you both
want to move on, and physically you’ve healed, but emotionally, the crash almost
destroyed you. Shaylie, you can’t even imagine getting on a plane anytime soon,
and you travel a lot. It’s affected you, and there is no reason you should
suffer.”


She had a point, but I never wanted to be a person who sued other
people. Maybe if I was incapacitated for the rest of my life, but I wasn’t. I
felt alive and in better shape than I had been in a long time. I wanted to
forget the crash ever happened.


“So, let’s get back to what’s important. Helmets are important.
That’s why I bought two. I’ll make sure she protects that beautiful face,”
Jason said. He placed a soft kiss on Marisa’s lips. I turned away at their
intimacy.


“Well, I’m sure you both will do what’s best for you,” I said.


Marisa caved and agreed to wear it.


I would call Jason later to discuss the initial report that was
released by the airlines. I didn’t want to bring down what obviously was an
amazing night. “When are you headed out?”


“I think right after lunch, right?” Marisa looked at Jason, who
nodded.


“That sounds like fun. Estes Park?”


“Something easy the first time. Who knows? Maybe we’ll get lucky
and see a black bear,” Marisa said.


We had gone to Estes Park and hiked a few of the trails several
years ago, but it was too crowded and hot. I didn’t know how they were going to
survive all of that on the back of a motorcycle.


My phone chimed with a text from Piper. Are you up for a bike ride this weekend?


My heart jumped. I tried to disguise my reaction, but they both
caught my excitement.


“What’s that smile for?” Jason asked.


“Oh, nothing.” I tossed my phone back on the table like it wasn’t
a big deal.


“Is that Piper?” Marisa asked.


“Yes. She asked if I wanted to go on a bike ride this weekend.” I
turned to Jason. “I’m doing a camping and biking thing with Piper and a few
other instructors from her yoga studio over Labor Day weekend. I haven’t been
on a bike in forever, so Piper is helping me get into shape for it.”


“I think that sounds like a great idea. I’m glad she’s getting out
there and doing things given everything that’s happened. And I’m glad she found
a friend in you,” Jason said.


At least he didn’t think anything was wrong with us being friends.
I was saved from defending myself when Katie brought our lunches to the table.


“How’s your mother?” I asked Jason.


“She wants you to come back to the ranch. Oh, we should invite
Piper. I bet she would like that,” he said.


“She only has Sundays off,” I said.


“You know her schedule?” Marisa asked.


“Yes, we’ve talked about her work. She has to close down the
studio for the long weekend when we all go camping, so I learned about the
hours then.”


In other
news, how do you feel about Lani?


That was a text I couldn’t ignore. She seems nice. Why? Does she not want me to go on
the trip?


Oh,
opposite. She wanted to know if you’re single and wanted your phone number. I
said I would find out.


Well, shit. My heart sank and my appetite disappeared. Yeah, Lani
was beautiful and seemed nice, but it wasn’t her I thought about nonstop. It
wasn’t her that kept me up at night, or the first thought I had in the morning.
I’d given Lani maybe a few fleeting thoughts since I met her, but I was
interested in the pretty girl who was quiet and sweet and heartbroken.


“Well, that’s interesting,” I said.


“What?” Jason and Marisa asked in unison.


“Apparently Lani, one of the instructors at Piper’s studio, wants
my phone number.”


“Oh, you said she was cute,” Marisa said. She was entirely too
excited about this. “Are you going to give her your number?”


I shrugged. I didn’t want to, but I knew that I should. To get
Marisa off my back, to get Piper out of my head, to just move on with my life.
“Maybe. Let me get more info on her.”


Is that a
good idea? I mean, we’re going to be camping in close quarters in a few weeks.
What if we don’t get along? Then it will be awkward. I hated that
Piper was okay with this. A part of me wanted her to say no. A very large part.


That’s true,
but then what if you do get along? Then it will be more exciting. Right?


“I hope you’re telling her yes. Because you were pretty excited
when you were telling me about her,” Marisa said.


I took a deep breath. I had to do this for more than just myself.


I guess if
you approve, then sure, give her my number. I slipped my phone back
in my purse because I didn’t want to have this conversation right now in front
of Marisa and Jason.


“Did you tell her yes?” Jason asked.


I nodded.


“Attagirl,” Marisa said. “I’m proud of you. And I want all the
details.”


Jason, once again, paid for the meal. We wove our way through the
crowd. It was nice to be outside and away from all of the people even though
the sun was blazing.


“It’s going to be really warm today. Be careful on the bike,” I
said. We hugged and parted ways. I held my thumb and pinkie up to my head,
reminding Marisa to call me later. She winked and slipped into the truck. They
were headed back to her place to get the bike and change clothes. I slipped
into my car and started it to get the cool air circulating. I pulled my phone
out to read any and all messages Piper sent.


I approve.
You both are sweet. Hopefully you’ll hear from her soon.


And do you
want to ride this weekend or is it too hot for you?


I wanted to sulk and ignore her, but I couldn’t. Sure. I just had lunch with Jason
and Marisa but I have zero plans the rest of the weekend. That
didn’t sound too desperate, did it?


How about
tomorrow morning? We can hit a trail and really get you prepped for the trip.


Sure. What
time and what should I bring? I would have to hit a sporting goods
store if she wanted me to have something specific.


Water, snacks,
extra socks, wear good shoes.


What
constitutes good shoes? I panicked. I had running shoes and hiking
boots, but could I ride wearing hiking boots?


You jog,
right? You can wear those if you don’t mind getting them dirty. Some runners
don’t like to use their shoes for anything but running.


I snorted. I wore my jogging shoes to McDonald’s. And when I
wasn’t running. I can
wear them. I only jog when I feel blechy about myself.


Stop. You’re
not blechy in any way, shape, or form. She threw a mean face emoji
just to let me know she was serious.


What time do
you want me? I waited five minutes and gave up. I pulled into
traffic and headed home. Saturday afternoon working wasn’t how I wanted to
spend my day, but I didn’t have any other options. Besides, I was falling
behind at work and it was starting to show.


“Hello?” I couldn’t see my caller ID on the screen because of the
brightness of the sun, but I figured it was probably Marisa.


“I decided to call instead of texting forever. I hope that’s
okay.”


I held in my gasp. It was Piper.


“No, no, that’s fine. I’m driving anyway. How are you?”


She laughed. “I’m good today. Thanks. Since you aren’t doing
anything, do you want to go see a movie tonight or something fun? It would be
nice to get out for a bit that doesn’t involve exercising.”


I almost missed my turn. I slowed down and made a quick right. I
deserved the honk from the guy behind me.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


“Yeah, I kind of cut somebody off. Completely my fault. Anyway,
sure, a movie sounds great. Do you want to come my way? There’s a pretty nice
theatre with assigned seats only a mile away from my house.” I gripped the
steering wheel and waited for her answer.


“Sure. Is there a particular movie you want to see or any genre
you really like?”


“I haven’t seen a movie in months, so everything is new to me. I
like comedies, romances, action. There aren’t too many movies I don’t like.” I
wanted to be agreeable, but I knew a comedy was the best idea. I didn’t want a
horror movie because my nightmares were still happening. And I definitely
didn’t want a romance where the leads made out. That would just be too
uncomfortable. We settled on a comedy that had been out a few weeks. “I’ll text
you my address and just come over whenever.”


I ended the call right when I pulled into my driveway. Thankfully,
the lawn was freshly mowed and the annuals were in full bloom. My Tudor-style
had curb appeal. It didn’t hurt that I had money and plugged a lot of it into
my house. Being single had some advantages. I had more money to spend on things
for myself. Big television, hot tub, and even an old Galaga upright video game. My house was
relatively clean, but I unloaded the dishwasher and dusted the entire
downstairs. I liked having a clean house so it never got out of control. When
my mother was here, she cleaned incessantly. We were not an idle family.


My phone rang, but I didn’t recognize the number. I knew it was
Lani. My stomach didn’t flutter like it did when Piper called, but it couldn’t
hurt to give her a chance.


“Hello?”


“Hi. Is this Shaylie?”


At my confirmation, the strong but sweet voice continued.


“It’s Lani, from Bodhi. Piper gave me your number. I hope that’s
okay.”


“Of course. How are you?” I was participating in the conversation,
but I was wondering what I was going to wear when Piper came over later today.
I texted her my address as soon as I walked into my house so the window of time
for me to get ready was closing.


“I’m well, thanks. I wanted to invite you to a food festival
tomorrow afternoon. I figured it would be a nice time to hang out, talk, and
eat. Three of my favorite things,” she said.


“That sounds great. Where is it?”


She gave me directions and we agreed on a time and place to meet.
When I hung up, I was happy to have something to do. I hoped Lani could take my
mind off Piper. She seemed engaging.


 


* * *


 


By the time Piper showed up, my anxiety was off the charts. I took
a deep breath and slowly opened the door.


“Hi, come on in.” I stood back to give her access. When she walked
by, I smelled lavender. I almost sighed.


She stopped a few feet inside and waited for me to close the door.
“Your house is so beautiful, Shaylie.”


I blatantly looked her up and down and, dammit, I liked what I
saw. She was dressed in skinny jeans and a sleeveless black top that showed a
hint of cleavage. She was wearing date clothes. Her hair was pulled back in a
messy bun and I smiled when I noticed red highlights. Those were new. A thin
necklace with a small silver heart charm rested against her throat. She was
definitely dressed for a date. Nobody looked this good unless they were trying.
I glanced at my slacks and blouse and realized I was dressed for a date, too.


“Thank you. It’s nice to have somebody with connections when
dealing with real estate. Even though I’m in commercial, I have a lot of
friends who do residential. I bought this for a steal and fixed it up myself.”
I was proud of my work. I watched as Piper ran her palm over the woodwork
leading into the living room.


“Can I get you something to drink? Water? Soda? Wine?”


She smiled when I said wine. “Water would be great.”


“Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” I pointed to the couch and
headed to the kitchen. I could’ve used a glass of wine, but I didn’t want to be
the only one drinking. I grabbed two glasses, filled them with ice and filtered
water, and walked back to Piper. Her head was slightly tilted up as she looked
at the artwork. I handed her the glass and sat on the other side of the couch.


“I like that painting.” She nodded her head in the direction of
the mass-produced copy of Childe Hassam’s Boston
Common at Twilight.


“Well, sadly, it’s only a print and my house is boring compared to
your place. You have such flair and life in your decor. I got home after
spending time with you and Clifford and I was completely disappointed in my
lack of excitement,” I said.


She laughed and touched my arm. “The very first thing I thought
when I walked in was how peaceful and quiet it is. I can’t hear anything. At my
place, I hear traffic and people all of the time. Quiet is nice.”


“You can come over any time you want. Even if I’m not here. I
understand the need for quiet,” I said.


“Thank you, but I couldn’t impose,” she said.


I stopped from rolling my eyes. “We are getting to know one
another, right? We’re friends, we’ve been through a lot together. Marisa has a
key and she comes over whenever she wants. Her car is in my driveway at least
once a week when I get home.”


“You must have a ton of friends.”


I stared at her for a long time, counting the people I talked to
weekly. Nope. Only Marisa and her. I shook my head. “Marisa and you. Wait.
Jason. I’m friends with Jason.”


“Stop it. You mean to tell me you don’t hang out with people from
work or people you’ve met doing fun things with Marisa?”


“That makes me sound awful, doesn’t it? I’m really not a bad
person to know. I guess I just work and hang out with Mar.” I never really
thought about how alone I was until just then. “I need to get out more.”


“Well, Lani said you two are getting together tomorrow, so that’s
something, right?” Piper asked.


I read nothing but happiness in her expression. It hurt. I took a
deep breath and smiled. “Yeah, she wants to go to some outdoor food event. It
sounds like it will be fun.”


“Lani’s nice. She’s a tiny bit bossy, but I think you can handle
her.” She smiled and her eyes twinkled. Piper had the prettiest, lightest brown
eyes I’d ever seen.


“Wait. Am I bossy?”


“Oh, no. I meant you’re just strong and resilient. I don’t think
you let a lot of people walk all over you.” She looked down at her lap. “I wish
I had half your confidence.”


“We are more similar than you think.”


She looked up at me. “Oh, stop. I’m good at one thing. Yoga.”


“Are you serious? You’re good at yoga, biking, teaching, being
nice. I think you’re adorable.” I cringed at the surprise look on her face and
realized I’d said too much. I had to do some serious backpedaling. “I mean,
you’re such a sweet person and you’re pretty.” Gah. I was sinking fast. “You
know what I’m trying to say.” The blood rushed to my cheeks and stayed there.
“You’re quietly confident.” Her eyes met mine and the look she gave me sent
chills over my body. I really needed to get her out of my system.


“Thank you. It’s nice to hear compliments about myself and not…”
She let the sentence fade away.


“I know everything is still hard for you. It’s only been a few
months. I really hope it gets easier for you. I’m not Emma, but I’d like to be
a friend you can turn to when you need one. Hell, even when you don’t need one.
Like how annoying Marisa is sometimes, but I still love her.” I couldn’t stop
myself. I sounded desperate for more friends.


She touched on my arm. “I would love that, Shaylie. I need a
friend who isn’t somebody I work with,” she said.


“Done. We’re friends. That means I can tell you anything and you
can tell me anything.” I gave her a devilish smile and lifted my brow.


She laughed. “I have a feeling we’re going to be good friends.”


My heart danced in my chest. Goddamnit. Why did I have to meet
this wonderful woman this way?


Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 


“Is there anything you don’t eat?” Lani and I were looking at the
vast array of meats cooking on a huge grill. The heat was almost overwhelming,
but I was hungry and everything looked delicious. The sweet, spicy smell of
barbecue sauce tingled the back of my throat. My early morning ride with Piper
had ramped up my appetite. It was nice to see her again after last night’s
movie, but it tainted my time with Lani. I knew Lani and I were doomed before
the date even started.


“I’m not a fan of ribs, but the chicken breasts have my interest,”
I said.


She hitched her eyebrow at that and gave me a look that said she
read entirely too much into that comment.


I blushed. My habit of blurting out dumb words at the worst
possible times continued. I understood how Lani could’ve mistaken that for
flirting, but I didn’t intend it that way. “Seriously. The food. Only the
food.”


She laughed. “Mmm-hmm. Okay. We’ll take an order of ribs and a
chicken breast. And how about some baked beans?” She looked at me.


“Sure. I’m easy.” Fuck. As soon as the words left my mouth, I
knew. Thankfully, Lani kept quiet.


“I know you probably have told your story a billion times, but I’m
really interested in what happened with the plane crash. Is that bad that I
want to know?”


We sat on a bale of hay that was harder than it looked and I
shifted my weight from hip to hip until the stalks weren’t painfully poking through
my jeans. I wished I had brought a jacket or a blanket to soften the seat. I’m
sure if I said that, Lani would take it the wrong way, too. “No, a lot of
people are curious about it. Hell, I would ask if I knew somebody who survived
a plane crash. What do you want to know?”


She didn’t waste time getting to the meaty questions. “Did you
think you were going to die? Did they notify you of what was happening? How bad
were your injuries again?”


I finished my bite, washed it down with a sip of beer, and did my
best to answer her without revealing too much. I understood the curiosity, but
she was bombarding me with too many questions, all at the same time.


“Yes, I totally thought I was going to die. Right before the plane
hit the ground, the pilot yelled ‘brace for impact’ several times. As far as my
injuries, I had a few broken bones and needed a lot of stitches.”


Lani placed her hand gently on my knee. “I’m sorry it was so bad
for you and I’m glad you survived.”


And just like that she was back in my good graces.


“Did you see all the dead people? I can’t imagine what that must
have been like. I feel so bad for Piper. I was more upset that Emma died than
Robin. Piper took Emma’s death harder. I mean, she loved Robin, but I really
didn’t think Robin was her forever girl.”


I almost choked on my bite. I was torn between barraging Lani with
a bunch of questions about Piper and playing it cool. I took another drink of
beer. “Oh?” I wanted information and hated gossiping, but I just had to know
more about Piper and her relationships.


“Robin was nice, but she was too smooth. I felt the need to
protect Piper from her sometimes. Piper is wonderful and she deserves someone
who will love all of her, not just her body or her ambition,” Lani said. She
slid off the bale to throw away her trash. I wasn’t done eating, so I shook off
her offer to throw mine away as well.


“I like Piper and I hope she can heal from this,” I said. I
completely ignored the question about what I saw at the crash scene. Certain
things were better off between only me and my therapist.


“I’m sure she will. She’s quiet, but she’s strong. She didn’t have
a problem standing up to Robin sometimes,” she said.


Nope, I wasn’t going to take the bait. I didn’t feel comfortable
knowing more about their relationship than Piper had told me, even though a
part of me wanted to know every single detail.


“So, tell me how you came to be an instructor at Bodhi?” If Lani
picked up on me changing the subject, she didn’t let on.


“Well, I also work part-time at the gym a few blocks away. I took
all of Piper’s classes and when an instructor position became available, I
applied. The gym I work for is very accommodating and since I’m a personal
trainer, I can pretty much set my own hours,” she said.


If nothing else, Lani knew what she liked and loved her life.
“What do you do for fun?”


“I love being outdoors, riding my bike, hiking, camping. Colorado
is the best place for me. My parents moved here when I was young, so I’ve never
really known any other place.” She offered to take my plate again.


I gave up and handed her my half-eaten chicken and barely touched
beans. Apparently we were done eating or she thought I could skip a meal.


“I’m anxious to walk around. There will be plenty of food
everywhere,” she said. She reached for my hand and helped me off the bale. I
could tell she wanted to hold my hand, but I pulled away under the guise of
having to clean up. I held the napkin in my left hand so it was impossible for
her to hold it. We walked around the tents sampling all different foods and
ended up near a stage where a band was playing cover songs.


“They sound pretty good,” I said.


Lani found a spot far enough away for us to talk and still hear
the music. “Now that we’re settled, tell me a little bit about yourself. You’re
in real estate, right?”


Piper must have told her that. “Yes. Commercial real estate, not
residential.”


“You have your own house and you drive a nice car,” she looked me
up and down before saying, “and great fashion sense. Tell me why you are
single?”


I shrugged. “I guess I just focused on my career too much.
Suddenly, I’m thirty-two and I missed out on a lot.”


“I don’t think you missed out on a lot. Your twenties are for all
of the mistakes.”


I laughed. “My college years were for all of the mistakes. My
friend Marisa and I learned from one another’s mistakes.”


“I’ve heard that name before. Piper mentioned her,” Lani said.


“She’s my best friend. After one of the meetings a few of us went
to dinner, including Piper. She met Marisa then.” I didn’t have to explain what
kind of meeting. Lani knew what I meant.


“Oh, she’s the pretty blonde, right?”


“Yes, she’s gorgeous.” I hated that people relied so heavily on
looks. “But she’s so much more than a pretty face. She’s my rock. You’d really
like her. She’s outgoing and fun to be around.”


“My best friend moved to Texas last year.” Lani’s smile faded. “I
miss her, but her company gave her a promotion and a nice raise. It was hard
for her to say no.”


“I don’t know what it is about Texas, but my aunt, uncle, and
cousins moved there, too. Even my parents left Colorado. Who would volunteer to
leave this gorgeous place?” I asked.


Lani nodded. “We have everything from nature to culture. Denver is
the best place to live.”


“Do you own or rent? And I’m not being a real estate agent right
now. I’m genuinely curious.” I hoped she didn’t think I wanted to go back to
her place.


“I have an apartment about a mile from the gym that I share with
two guys.” The horrified look on my face made Lani laugh.


“Oh, they are a couple and keep the place immaculate. They just
kind of adopted me after I helped Steve get into shape. I was his trainer for
about a year. When I broke up with my girlfriend, I didn’t really have a place
to go. I stayed at the studio for a few weeks and once Steve found out, they
offered me a room.”


“That’s really nice of them, and Piper was sweet to let you
crash,” I said.


“Oh, nobody was happy with her when that happened.” Lani rolled
her eyes and shook her head.


“What do you mean?”


“There’s a tiny, tiny apartment in the studio. It’s more like a
room with a futon, a television, and a half bath. It’s not luxurious at all. I
wasn’t planning on living there forever, but Emma wanted me out.”


I immediately deduced that the tiny apartment was Emma and Robin’s
hookup place. Lani was putting a cramp in their affair. I stretched out my
fingers to keep my hands from balling up. “How long ago was that?”


“About four months ago. At some point, I’ll get my own place, but
the boys don’t mind that I’m there, so I’ll keep saving money until they get
tired of me. We have a good dynamic. I like sharing space with them.” She
reached over and touched my hands. “It’s okay. It’s sweet how you care.”


As much as I wanted to correct her, I had to keep what I knew
private. At least keep it between me and Marisa. “It sucks that Emma kicked you
out, but at least you have your own place now. Roommates are nice to have.
Helps keep the boredom to a minimum.”


“It worked out for the best. I really love where I am,” she said.


I looked at my phone, partly because I wanted to know the time and
partly because I was curious if Piper texted. I was disappointed all the way
around. It was too early to end the date, and I didn’t have a single text. I
really needed to make more of an effort on the friendship thing. Maybe instead
of vying for Piper’s attention at yoga, I could reach out to more of the
students. Bridget seemed friendly. Boring, but friendly. I was such a snob
sometimes.


“Do you need to go?” Lani asked.


I looked at her and chose my words carefully. I didn’t want to
upset her, but I didn’t want to encourage her either. “I probably should. I’m
sorry to cut this so short. Maybe I’m just not ready to be around a bunch of
people.” The excuse was lame, but she accepted it.


“I understand. I’m going to hang out here for a bit.”


And just like that, it was over. We shared an awkward hug and I
went one way, and she went the other. I picked up an ice cream cone on my way
out of the festival and took my time getting back to my car. What I hoped to
accomplish was to separate myself from Piper, but the only thing this date did
was make me feel even more protective of her. I was going to have to try
harder. I thought about the dating app that Marisa suggested and I hated
everything about it. I couldn’t remember a single good blind date. And wasn’t
app dating like a blind date?


Total bust.
I told Marisa I would text her when we were done with our date. She responded
with several different emojis that made me laugh out loud.


What the
fuck happened?


We had zero
chemistry and apparently she didn’t want me to eat. That wasn’t
entirely true, but she rushed me and I didn’t know if it was because she
thought I needed to lose a few pounds or was anxious to hit all the booths.


She’s dead
to me. I hate her. And a winking emoji.


Marisa was so good at fighting for me. She wasn’t bad, just wasn’t for me. Nice, though, and
a great smile, just no tingles.


Too bad for
her. She’s missing out with you.


My phone rang. It was Marisa. “It wasn’t that bad,” I said.


“Shit. So, I guess you won’t want to invite her up to the ranch
this weekend, eh?” Marisa sounded perturbed.


“No, I’m going to pass on that. What’s going on?”


“It’s my turn to go up there. I want you to come, but I wanted you
to have fun, too. I figured inviting Lani would work.” She sounded defeated.


“I can still come. Oh, or I can invite Piper. Jason wanted to
invite her anyway.” I waited for Marisa to come down hard on me, but she
didn’t.


“That might work. Doesn’t she work all weekend?”


Excellent point. “I think she gets off at noon. Maybe she can drive
up and meet us Saturday afternoon. I don’t know her schedule for sure, but I’ll
text her later.” I played it casual even though I was dying to get off the
phone to text Piper.


“The ranch is therapeutic. It would be good for her. Wait, does
this mean you’ll get on a horse again?”


I rolled my eyes even though she couldn’t see me. “Yes, tell Betsy
I’m on my way.”


“Well, I’m sorry your date was a bust, but I’m glad you’re coming
up to the ranch. Isn’t it so relaxing up there?”


“Oh, my God. Can you have sex up there? I mean, where Mama Doogan
can’t hear you?” I’d lived and partied with Marisa long enough to know she was
loud during sex.


“We’ll be in the apartment,” she said.


“Wait, I’m going to be in the apartment. That means I’ll hear,” I
said.


She let out an evil laugh before disconnecting the call.


Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 


“What happened?” Piper came up to me after class. I was in my
normal position, flat on my back, and waved off her offer to help me up.


“I’m going to stay down here for a bit,” I said. I spent most of
Sunday eating pizza and ice cream for no reason other than to feed my
loneliness. Three days without exercise made tonight’s class brutal. I didn’t
text Piper because the more I thought about it, the more I felt like a creeper.
I understood why Marisa was concerned.


Piper waved to the last student leaving class, then sprawled
beside me. I turned to her and smiled.


“I really need to do more than just yoga. I’m thirty-two with the
body of an eighty-year-old,” I said.


“I don’t know any eighty-year-olds who jog three miles like it’s
nothing,” she said.


“I haven’t even done that in a few weeks. I’m learning that you
have to keep exercising to stay in shape.”


“So, tell me what happened with you and Lani.” Piper rolled over
so that she was on her side, her elbow bent and her hand holding up her head.


If I rolled over and faced her, we would be inches apart. She was
in my personal space and I didn’t mind one bit.


I turned my head to face her. “Not much to tell. We just didn’t
really click. She was nice and everything. Maybe I’m just not ready.” It was a
lame excuse. There was no reason for me not to be out there trying.


“That’s too bad. I like both of you. I thought maybe you’d hit it
off.” She shrugged.


“You were right about the bossy part.”


Piper laughed. “I tried to warn you ahead of time. I figured you
would even one another out, you know?”


“I was too relaxed to be bossed around.”


She reached over and touched my arm. “I’m sorry it didn’t work
out.”


Her touch was warm and soft. She had a slight flush to her cheeks
from the workout. She licked her lips and I couldn’t help but stare at them.
How easy would it be to reach up and pull her down to my mouth? I looked away.


“In other news, Jason and Marisa invited us up to the ranch this
weekend. I told her I would check with you since you have Saturday classes.”


“That sounds like fun. I should be done by noon. Do I need to
drive up there separately or are we going together?”


“I can pick you up. We can stay up there for one night.”


“Are we going horseback riding?” The excitement in her eyes was
unmistakable.


“Of course. I’m completely healed so I have no excuses,” I said.


“How long are we going to stay down here in the studio? Not that I
mind, but I could use a cold water and a shower eventually,” she said.


“Says the girl who smells like lavender and honeysuckle all of the
time.” After I realized what I said, I closed my eyes in regret.


“Great. It’s too strong.”


I reached out and stopped her from getting up. “No, it’s not
strong at all. I’m just sensitive to smells and they are both really nice. I
promise. We’re friends, remember? We can tell one another anything. Now me? I
smell like fear and defeat. I’m the one who needs a shower.”


“Come on. Let’s get out of here. I want to shut down before
midnight.” Piper stood over me again, her feet on either side of my thighs, and
reached down.


I smiled. This was our thing now. I groaned and reached up,
grateful for her help.


“You know, you might want to wear fewer clothes. This is a form of
hot yoga. I’d recommend something like what I’m wearing. Lose the T-shirt,
stick with tanks, and opt for running shorts. You’ll thank me.”


“Okay, hold up there. I’m not confident enough to wear…” I paused
and looked her up and down several times. I couldn’t stop the smile that slid
onto my face. “That.”


Piper blushed and it just made her even more beautiful. I reminded
myself to dial it back.


“There are days where I want to just eat pizza and sweets all day
and drown myself in Hallmark movies for ten hours straight,” she said.


“Are you serious? Because that’s exactly what I did Sunday. I
didn’t move from my couch for hours.”


“You should have called me. I was bored,” she said.


I felt guilty. I was the one who pushed the whole friendship thing
on her and then I didn’t follow through. I wondered if she felt my hesitancy.
Did she know I was attracted to her? “Sundays are your days off. I didn’t want
to monopolize your time. I seem to do that a lot.”


She handed me a water and motioned for me to follow her into her
office. I sprawled on the couch with no regard. After a few deep breaths, I sat
up and scooted to make room for her. Both she and Clifford sat at the same
time. I reached out to pet him, but he quickly moved away from me and curled up
in Piper’s lap before she was even comfortable.


“Hey, buddy. Did you think I left you?” She nuzzled his neck. It
was cute the way she fawned over him.


“Explain to me the reasons I come here. I suck at yoga and your
cat hates me.”


Piper looked at me and winked.


My heart fluttered. I took a long drink of water.


“He is just very particular. He’ll warm up to you. He likes to
play hard to get.”


We shared a few moments of silence while we both finished our
water.


I spoke first. “So, tell me, how are you doing? Is therapy
working? Are you able to work through things?”


She gave me a sad smile. “It’s still hard, but I’m getting
stronger every day. I miss them for sure. I miss Emma because she was fun and
made the days go by faster. I miss Robin because of the closeness. It’s hard to
have so much love in your life and then lose it.”


I almost cried at her confession. I sniffed and thought about
something else. Anything else. I understood why her family was nervous to talk
to her. What could a person possibly say to that? Words couldn’t convey the
right message.


“I’m sorry. I was hoping it was getting better for you,” I said.


“It is. Slowly. At least now my parents realize I’m going to
survive and have stopped sending casseroles over.” She patted her stomach. “I
love my mother’s cooking, but I’m only one person. I can’t eat even half of
what she brings over.”


“My mom stayed with me for about three weeks after the crash.
There was no way I could have done anything without her help. I couldn’t get
dressed, she had to help me shower, and I could barely feed myself.”


“You had metal in your side, right?” She cringed when she asked.


I stood, lifted my shirt on my left side, and showed her the scar.
She ran her fingertips along the slightly puckered and puffy skin. Chills
exploded and I pulled away slightly. Not because it hurt, but because her
innocent touch affected me more than I anticipated it would. Her fingertips
were warm, careful, and I thought about all the things they could do to my
body.


“I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Her eyes widened and
the flush that colored her cheeks drained.


“No, it doesn’t hurt.” I dropped my shirt back into place. “It’s
just kind of ticklish there.”


“It doesn’t look bad at all, though. They did a good job,” she
said.


“The flesh was jagged so I knew putting me back together wasn’t
going to be pretty.”


“Do you remember it happening?” She looked at my leg, but my scar
was covered.


“I passed out. The flight attendant shook me awake and told me to
get up. I felt something in my side, but I thought it was a rib that poked out.
Nobody wanted to tell me what they saw and I avoided looking down.” I shrugged
like it was no big deal.


Piper blanched again. “That must have been horrible. I can’t even
imagine.”


I nodded. “I was in denial and shock. I thought I was dreaming. No
way did that just happen. No way did I survive that crash,” I said. Piper’s
eyes watered. Shit. I didn’t need to make her feel worse. “I’m sorry. I
shouldn’t have said anything.”


She took my hand. “No, no. I’m just sorry you went through all of
that. You’re so brave and you don’t even know it.” Her hands were warm.


“If it wasn’t for Jason getting me off that plane…” I trailed off.
I didn’t need to finish my sentence. Hell, I shouldn’t have even started it in
the first place. “Okay, enough about that. Let’s talk about the good. Let’s
focus on the ranch.”


Piper nodded, but her eyes darted up to my forehead, down to my
side, and to my leg. She was thinking about my injuries and my scars. I would
never wear a bikini again and jogging shorts weren’t on my list anymore. I
couldn’t do anything about the scar above my eyebrow, so I wore it like a badge
of honor, per Piper’s initial assessment that scars were sexy.


“What should I bring?” she asked.


“Just clothes. I’d recommend jeans for riding. Horse hair is
pointier and sweatier than I remembered. And a hat. Do you have any hats?”


“A ball cap somewhere, I think,” she said.


“That’ll work. It’s supposed to be sunny this weekend. Oh, and
Jason’s mom will cook the most amazing food. And then you’ll be sluggish on
Tuesday,” I said. Since I was still standing, I decided it was probably a good
idea to leave. I threw my bottle in the recycle bin and grabbed my mat.


“Are you leaving?” Piper sounded surprised and somewhat sad.


“Yeah, I have a busy day at work tomorrow. We’re trying new things
that I’m not exactly sure will work, so I need to study up on values and stuff
like that.” I didn’t want to bore her with my work because it really wasn’t
exciting unless you were in real estate.


“Thanks for hanging out with me for a bit tonight. I enjoyed the
company.” Her smile was so genuine that I couldn’t help but hug her.


“Anytime. I’ll talk to you soon.” I pulled away quickly and
averted my eyes. My attempt at a graceful exit was thwarted by Clifford, who
decided to weave through my legs and trip me. I caught myself before falling
completely. Piper giggled behind me. I pointed at Clifford. “Look, beast, I’ve
survived bigger falls. Nice try.” I winked at Piper and headed out.


 


* * *


 


Thirty minutes before yoga started, I texted Piper. I hate that I have to miss yoga
tonight. Work was running late. We had buyers who were considering
investing in places in Denver, and water always brought a lot of interest.
Downtown prices were too steep and with the growth of small businesses,
commercial buildings in up and coming neighborhoods were starting to generate a
lot of interest.


I’ll just
make it extra hard for you next week.


Why do I
believe you?


Because I’m
sweet and trusting. She followed that with a purple devil emoji
smiling, well, devilishly.


*rolling
eyes*


“Shaylie, when you’re ready.” Travis peeked his head into my
office.


I looked up and nodded. I hoped my look was passive, but that
cheesy grin showed up the minute Piper texted me back and Travis more than
likely saw it. I followed him back to the conference room. We were on a ten-minute
break from a conference call with clients from Salt Lake City.


“Are we all back?” Travis asked the room. Brittany nodded and
pointed to the SoundStation phone where our call was parked. Our clients,
Penshaw & Fern, wanted to consolidate their Denver area offices but wanted
to evaluate our input on available space. They had one office downtown, one in
Englewood, and two in Littleton but were considering purchasing one building
instead of leasing four office spaces. In the long run, it would save them
money, but finding the perfect place was going to be a challenge.


“Shaylie scouted out a few buildings last month that have
potential,” Peter said.


I perked up when I heard my name. “Yes. Thornton has an
up-and-coming area with commercial buildings and about half a dozen two- and
three-story old warehouse buildings that were converted to really cool condos.
Single-family housing neighborhoods are less than a mile away from the square.
I feel anything there is solid investment.”


“But that means any employee who works south of downtown Denver
will have a longer commute,” the owner of Penshaw & Fern, said.


I rolled my eyes and silenced my sigh. “Then you’ll have the added
expense of location. We can find you something downtown, but it won’t be within
your budget.”


Travis shot me a look to remind me it wasn’t my meeting. I
shrugged at him. I was speaking the truth. They would have to either pay a
premium for space downtown or buy something ten miles north and have funds left
to renovate. It didn’t seem like a difficult decision to me.


“We can look into it. Give us a few days to come up with
something. I’ll call you back on Friday.” Travis ended the call and turned to
us. “Okay, you heard the customer. Let’s take a look at all properties for sale
or lease and see what we can find.”


“Do you want us to get other brokers involved or just stick to our
stuff for now?” I scooped up my folders and notes. I checked my watch. Not
enough time to go to yoga. I would do a quick jog around the neighborhood
instead. I found myself eating better, skipping donuts at work, and actually
doing sit-ups and weights at home. Even though I was telling myself it was to
get in shape, I really wanted to drop a few pounds so I felt attractive. I
wanted to be noticed. Shit, who was I kidding? I wanted Piper to see me as more
than a friend. Every other woman in her life was in impeccable shape. I didn’t
look bad. I just looked soft.


“Have a good night.” I walked out of the conference room.


“Wait, Travis is expecting your help on this one.” Brittany all
but chased me down the hallway.


I stopped. “You guys can sit here and look through books, but I’m
going to drive around until I see something I think will work. Traffic will be
light since it’s after rush hour and who knows? Maybe something new just popped
up that we don’t know about.” I smiled sweetly, batted my eyelashes a few
times, and pushed through the front door. I hated working there.


Chapter Fifteen

 

 

 


“What’s this?” Piper opened my passenger door and looked at the hat
in her seat. She looked adorable in jeans and a sleeveless blouse. Her wavy
hair was down and loose around her shoulders. She even had cowboy boots. I
really needed to get a pair, too.


I leaned over the armrest to get a better look at her. I was not
disappointed. “It’s a cowboy hat. Or is it cowgirl hat? Anyway, it’s just a hat
to wear at the ranch. I have one, too.” I pointed to the hat on the back seat
next to my overnight bag. “Get in.”


She put the hat on and slipped into the car. “What do you think?”


“You rock the cowgirl look.” I tore my eyes away from her to merge
into traffic. “We should get there by two thirty. I texted Marisa so she knows
when to expect us.”


“Thank you again for inviting me. I haven’t been this excited in a
long time,” Piper said. She took off the hat and set it in her lap. “I feel
like it’ll block your view. I’ll just wear it when we get to the ranch.” She
ran her fingertips over the felt carefully, as if she was treasuring it. I
smiled harder.


“We all deserve a break. How were your classes?”


“Good. I just started a new advanced class, so it was nice to push
myself,” she said.


“It was nice to push myself said no one ever,” I said.


She bumped her elbow softly into mine. “You like yoga and you know
it. You’ve made such progress. You’ll be ready for an advanced class soon.”


We both knew she was lying. I quit early every time through every
pose. Yoga wasn’t my thing, but beautiful women with long dark hair and unique
eyes were.


“What other businesses are in your building?” I realized that I only
paid attention to Bodhi even though I’d been there a dozen times.


“The copy place is next door, and combined, we take up the first
floor. The second floor is an architect firm, a small engineering company, and
some dot-com place.”


“So, you’re pretty full,” I said.


“I think there’s one empty office space, but it’ll go quickly.
I’ll have new neighbors by the end of the month. The neighborhood is booming.”


We sat in companionable silence until we got out of traffic and
were on our way to the Doogan Ranch. Once we hit the open road, Piper
entertained me with her knowledge of the area and places she’d been as a child.


“I got lost up here one time,” she said.


“As an adult or as a child? What happened?”


“My family went camping right on the outskirts of Rocky Mountain
National Park and I wandered off. I was eight and saw a deer that I knew was
Bambi. They had a search party for me and everything.” She pointed to one of
the park’s entrances. “We were about five miles that way, but they found me on
the other side of the highway.”


“Holy shit. How long were you missing?”


“About a day. I hid from people because when you’re a kid, adults
are forever telling you to stay away from strangers. I hid in some brush and
crossed the street when it was dark.”


“I bet your parents were happy to find you. And I’m sure you got
into trouble, too.” I slowed down because the turn to get to the Doogan Ranch
was just up over the hill.


“Are we here already? That was really fast.” Piper looked at the
vastness around us. “I’m glad you’re with me. I would be too scared to make
this drive by myself.”


I reached over and squeezed her hand. “I didn’t mind waiting.
Plus, the time flew with you next to me.”


Piper had the same reaction I did when I rolled up to the ranch
the first time: complete awe. I told her I felt like I was instantly
transported back to nineteenth-century Wyoming.


“Oh, my God. This place is beautiful. And so big.”


I gave a quick honk and parked beside the house. Jason and Marisa
came out from the barn on horseback with two saddled horses in tow. Piper and I
got out of the car.


“Already? But we just got here,” I whined.


Jason laughed as he slid off the horse to give us both hugs.
“Leave your stuff here. We’ll get it later. We have to utilize every minute so
that Piper gets the full effect of being a rancher.”


Piper looked at me, her eyes filled with excitement and happiness.
I melted.


“Shaylie got us hats,” she said and slapped hers on her head.


I met Marisa’s glare and winked. “I got the exact same thing.” I
rolled my eyes to downplay the moment, but Marisa knew me too well. She was so
hot and cold about Piper. Based on the hitched eyebrow and pinched lips, this
was not a warm moment. I would hear about it later. I watched Piper mount the
horse like a pro. Jason adjusted the stirrups to her height and handed her a
canteen.


“Just tie this to the saddle. You’ll have access to it whenever.”
He turned to me and lifted me onto Betsy the horse before I even knew he was
going to do it.


“Jason!” I shrieked.


He laughed. I blushed at Piper, who tried to be sympathetic but
laughed with the others.


“You guys are mean.” I adjusted my hat, took the second canteen
from Jason, and pressed my heels into Betsy. Much to my surprise, she adhered
to my command and trotted off. I leaned over and rubbed her neck, thanking her
for making me look cool while I clutched the saddle horn and hung on for dear
life. I pulled back the reins to slow her down and waited for the other three
to catch up.


“I thought you had only been on a horse once or twice before,”
Piper said when her horse, Totem, pulled up alongside Betsy.


“Right? Remind me to sneak Betsy a carrot for making such a cool
exit.”


“Totally cool. Marisa is still back there in awe.” Piper thumbed
behind us. Marisa and Jason were a good twenty feet behind us with no clear
intention of catching up.


“That hat looks good on you.” I stopped before I told her all the
reasons why. I did a great job picking it out. My hat was a few shades darker
than hers, but the style was the same. I had to guess on the size. We were very
similar in height and body structure, so I found one that fit me and grabbed
her one, too. Never mind that they were expensive and came with a crushproof
storage box that was worth a small fortune, too. I left those at my house for
fear that Piper would think I was trying too hard. I was, but I didn’t want the
rest of the world to know.


“I love it already. Thank you,” she said.


I glanced down at her full, red lips and tried hard not to think
about leaning into her and kissing her. I winked at her and slowed Betsy down
until Jason and Marisa caught up to us.


“Aren’t you supposed to tell us the history of the ranch and all
the things?” I asked Jason.


“You sprinted on ahead, so I figured you were going to do it for
me.”


“I know two things. This ranch is huge, and your mother is the
best cook.” I turned to Piper. “What else do you want to know?”


“Maybe a few more things. Like how long has the ranch been here?
How many head of cattle do you have? How many horses? How many ranch hands?
What do you do in the winter? You know, normal things,” Piper said.


Jason sidled up next to Piper and started the tour. I slowed down
to ride alongside Marisa. “How was your night?”


Marisa smiled wickedly at me. “I’m amazed I could get on this
horse today.”


I groaned. “I did ask.”


“Jason packed us a nice dinner and we camped about two miles away
near the stream,” she said.


“You camped? Outside? Under the stars? Jason’s such a romantic.”


“Hey, maybe it was my idea,” she said. We both laughed. Marisa was
afraid of bugs and anything wild.


“What about mountain lions? Or bears? Or aliens?” I asked.


“Jason has a gun, and the horses would have alerted us if there
was something nearby,” she said.


“Look at you. All western and shit. I love it. You seem relaxed
and happy,” I said.


She reached across and squeezed my arm. “I really like him.”


“Is the ranch thing a problem? I mean, it’s kind of impossible for
him to move his job down to Denver and there probably aren’t a lot of detective
jobs up this way. Have you talked about the future yet? Or is it too soon?”


“We haven’t really talked about it. We’ve only known each other
three months, so we’re trying to take it slow. But, Shaylie, it’s hard. It’s so
hard not to open up to him and jump in feet first.”


I completely understood because I was doing the exact same thing
with Piper, only she didn’t know it. I had a crush on a woman who didn’t see me
as more than a friend. Couldn’t see me as more than a friend because of
something that tragically brought us together. Even if it ended up as
unrequited love, I didn’t want to let her go. “I could see you up here at the
ranch, though, riding horses and mucking stalls.”


She pushed me and immediately grabbed me when I lost my balance
and almost fell off Betsy.


“Hey. This new model doesn’t want to break anything else for a long
time. Ever, if at all possible.”


“I’m sorry.” Marisa looked so concerned.


“I’m fine. I’ve survived falls from higher than five feet off the
ground,” I said.


She made a weird noise and I looked up at her. Tears welled in her
eyes and her chin quivered ever so slightly. I placed my hand on her leg.


“It’s okay, Mar. I’m fine. I survived. You aren’t going to hurt
me.”


“I know. I’ll always be worried about you, though. We almost lost
you.” She brushed an errant tear off her cheek.


“I love you. It’s going to take more than a plane crash to get me
out of your life,” I said quietly. I didn’t want Piper to overhear me for
obvious reasons.


“I love you, too. But what if I move up here? What if I have to
choose between our life together and a life with Jason? I can’t lose you.”


Her confession made my heart hurt. “If you move up here, I will
come see you all the time. You know you’re the only one I love in this life.
We’ve been through a lot. You’re never going to get rid of me. You’ll be less
than two hours away. Don’t worry about me. You take care of you.”


“I can’t leave you alone.”


“I’m not alone. You know that I’m married to my job. I have new
friends and I’m branching out. I promise I’ll be okay. If you want to be up
here with Jason, then do. We’ve always looked out for one another. Besides,
when have I not cheered on love?”


Marisa took my hand. “We’ll find you somebody. We aren’t getting
any younger.”


“Holy shit, have you been talking to my mom again?”


 


* * *


 


“Jason, this ranch is magnificent. Thank you so much for inviting
me,” Piper said as we walked the horses back to the barn.


“Thanks for coming. You all are welcome up here whenever.” He
spent several minutes showing us how to unbridle our horses. We filled buckets
full of water for them to drink and hosed them off before brushing them down. I
smiled at how playful they were with the water, including Betsy.


“This is why I always have to shower after we ride,” he said. He
checked all the horses’ hooves for rocks or clumps of dirt and cleaned them out
with a hooked instrument that looked more like a murder weapon than a simple
cleaning tool.


“Or it could be that we just rode sweaty horses for two hours.” I
smelled my shirt and wrinkled my nose.


“Welcome to ranch life. Go inside and shower. You and Piper get
the apartment. Marisa will be staying with me.” He wagged his eyebrows and
winked.


I playfully covered my ears and sang a song because I didn’t want
to hear his plans with my best friend. Piper retrieved our bags. We both had
simple backpacks since it was only overnight.


“This place is beautiful.” Piper slowly turned her head from side
to side to get the full view.


“We’re staying in an apartment that’s kind of behind the house. If
we sneak around back, we can get cleaned up before Virginia finds us. I’d like
to be clean when I see her again.” Piper followed me around back. We slipped
into the air-conditioned apartment and dropped our bags on the couch. “There
are two bedrooms. You can have that one.” I pointed to the one closest to us.
“And my room is past the kitchen. They both have bathrooms, so I’m going to
shower and I’ll see you back here in a bit.”


Piper smiled and gently touched my arm. “You got some sun. This is
probably going to hurt in a few hours.”


The chills that popped up when she touched me were hard to hide.
“The cool air is a dead giveaway. Whenever I get burned, I can’t get warm.”


“Next time I’ll make sure you put sunblock on, too,” she said. She
picked up her bag and headed to her room. “See you in a bit.”


I closed the door to my room and grabbed fresh clothes from my
bag. The layer of dust on my skin was also in my hair, so I did a thorough
washing. I hurried because I didn’t want to keep Piper waiting. She still had
to meet the rest of Jason’s family. I brushed my hair. The hat had blocked the
sun from my face, but my arms were pink and stung a bit. I slathered lotion on
them, slipped on my sandals, and left my room. I found Piper standing at the
window looking at one of the corrals where some ranch hands were working with a
horse. Her hair was damp and hung down over one shoulder. I had an urge to run
my fingers over it because it was so thick and pretty. I looked out the window
with her.


“I’m starting to like horses, but my thighs are destroyed,” I
said.


Piper turned and smiled at me. “And here I thought I stretched you
enough in yoga. I’m going to have to work you harder.”


I quirked my eyebrow out of habit at the slight innuendo. I
stepped back a bit for fear that I was too close, that her nearness would make
me do something stupid. I turned and headed for the kitchen. “Would you like a
water?”


“Sure. What time is dinner?”


“See? It’s either the air, or being in the sun, or riding a horse,
but I’m starving when I’m here and I eat everything in sight.” I handed her a
glass of ice and a bottle of water.


“Well, we’ll only have a few meals here, so I think we can be
excessive,” she said.


I blatantly stared as she drank half the glass of water without
stopping. Her skin was pale and lovely and the desire to touch her was strong.
I stepped away again. Piper was driving me crazy and she didn’t have a clue.
She looked so adorable that I audibly sighed. She wore fresh skinny jeans that
hugged her hips and thighs. Her cowboy boots were polished and free of the dust
that had covered them thirty minutes ago. The rust-colored shirt that she left
unbuttoned with the sleeves rolled up showed off her figure, and the white tank
underneath clung to her breasts and abdomen. I caught a glimpse of cleavage
when she bent to fix the hem of her jeans. I swallowed hard. She looked
amazing. I looked like I was headed to the grocery store. I grabbed my hair tie
from my wrist and started putting my hair up, but she stopped me.


“Leave it down. It’s so pretty long and loose,” she said.


I blushed and left the tie on the counter. “If you’re ready, let’s
go meet the family.”


Piper made me so nervous. She was so sure. My stomach quivered
around her. Internally, I was a mess. I opened the door to the rest of the
house. She slipped through and waited for me in the foyer.


“Shaylie, you’re here.” Alison ran up and clutched my thighs.


“Hey, baby girl. How are you? Did you just wake up from a nap?” I
lifted her and rested her on my hip. She was small for four, so she didn’t put
a strain on my back. “You want to meet my friend?” I waited for Alison to nod.
“Alison, this is my friend Piper. Piper, this is my friend Alison.” Alison
stuck her hand out for Piper to shake.


“Hi, Alison. It’s nice to meet you. You’re adorable.” Piper
playfully tugged on Alison’s sleeve. I could tell she wanted to squeeze her
because that was one of my first reactions when I met Alison, too.


“Alison is Miss Spur at the rodeo here in town,” I said proudly,
even though I knew nothing about it.


“Oh, how did you get that title?”


“I roped a goat the fastest,” Alison said.


“It wasn’t a talent show?” I thought it was a beauty contest.


“That was my talent,” she said confidently.


I looked at Piper and shook my head. “I wasn’t ready for that. I
just saw her ribbon and the tiara on display the last time I was here.”


“That’s great. Congratulations. You must be proud and important,”
Piper said. She was great with Alison and gave her all the right exaggerated
expressions.


“I am. It’s a big deal.” Alison nodded, serious for just a moment.


“It’s a very big deal,” Piper said.


I could tell she was dying to hold Alison and probably would by
the end of the night. “So, what’s for dinner? Where’s your grandma and your
uncle?”


Alison put her finger in her mouth as she thought about it. “Grandma
is in the kitchen and Uncle Jason is upstairs with Aunt Marisa.”


I turned to Piper and raised my eyebrow at Marisa’s title. She
raised her eyebrow back at me. That was news and could only mean good things.
“Do you know what’s for dinner?” I asked.


“Some kind of meat and mashed potatoes. And some other things,”
she said.


“You need to be a better spy for me.”


“I can be a good spy.” She furrowed her little brow in
determination.


“I know you can.” I carefully put her down. “Go ahead. We’ll
follow you,” I said.


Alison scampered off and we followed her to the kitchen. Virginia
greeted me with the warmest hug.


“Shaylie, it’s so good to see you. And you must be Piper.”
Virginia reached out and clasped Piper’s hand with both of hers. “Welcome to
our house. Have a seat, ladies.”


“Can we help with anything?” I was anxious to be involved in food
preparation only so I could steals bites of food before dinner. My stomach
rumbled during a quiet moment and I wanted to drop to the floor in
embarrassment.


“Would you like something to eat just to tide you over?” she
asked.


I groaned. “You heard that, huh? I skipped lunch because I knew
dinner was going to be incredible, but I didn’t realize Jason was going to make
us ride as soon as we got out of the car.”


Virginia pointed for me to sit, pulled a biscuit from a warming
basket, and slid the butter tray and a knife in front of me. Piper refused the
offer and said she ate a protein bar before I picked her up.


“You hate carbs, don’t you?” I asked after taking a bite right in
front of her.


“Are you kidding? I love them. I just can’t afford them,” Piper
said.


I snorted and took another bite. “Mmm. You don’t know what you’re
missing. Plus, you look great. One biscuit won’t kill you.” I stopped talking
because I realized what I just said. Word choice. We made eye contact and I
couldn’t quite make out the emotions on her face, but they weren’t good. “I’m
sorry. I didn’t mean that.”


“Piper, Jason tells me you’re a yoga instructor and you have your
own studio. That’s very impressive.” Thank God for Virginia with the save.


“Yes, Bodhi. It’s my dream job. I love everything about it.
Shaylie is taking one of my classes. She’s doing a pretty good job, but with
these carbs, I get why she’s always the last to get off the mats and head
home.”


“Sloth here.” I raised my hand. “And I suck at yoga and we both
know that. I won’t last the bike trip. I should just cancel now and stay home
and eat pizza and ice cream.”


Piper raised her eyebrow at me. “You’re going to go and you’re
going to like it.” She turned to Virginia to explain. “Over Labor Day weekend,
me and four friends go on a biking camping trip. I finally convinced Shaylie to
go, but she’s trying to come up with every reason not to.”


“It sounds like fun, and I know that’s exactly what you need. Some
fun.” Virginia squeezed my fingers gently, like a loving parent. “Now finish up
before I open up the kitchen for dinner.”


I offered Piper the final bite, but she shook her head. I rolled
my eyes and popped it in my mouth. I moaned my appreciation at its tastiness.
Piper smiled at my playfulness. I shrugged and put my dish in the sink, my
shoulder barely brushing hers as I walked back to my chair.


“So, do you have protection when you camp? Are you worried about
running into mountain lions or bears?” Virginia asked.


Christ, I hadn’t even thought about that.


“We’ve been doing this for several years and haven’t had run-ins
with wildlife other than a family of raccoons who stole our Hershey Kisses late
one night. It’s been pretty peaceful,” Piper said.


“Of course, nature hasn’t met Shaylie Beck, nor have her friends,”
I said.


“Well, a few of us know you,” Piper said.


I dropped my head into my hands and groaned again. “Let’s not even
bring that up.”


Virginia, who was halfway across the kitchen wrestling with a
brisket, piped up. “Oh? What’s that about?”


“Nothing.”


“I set Shaylie up with one of the yoga instructors and apparently
it didn’t go well. I thought for sure there would be a connection,” Piper said.
She finally sat in the chair next to me.


Virginia looked back and forth between us. I looked at my glass
and avoided eye contact. She knew. Piper didn’t have a clue. A small smile
settled on Virginia’s lips and she nodded. “I’m sure Shaylie will find somebody
soon. She’s too pretty and smart to be single for long.”


“Oh, stop. I finally realized work isn’t everything. So, now I’m
going to focus on me and what I want.” My cheeks flushed. I grabbed a napkin to
have something in my hands. I wanted any distraction to keep me from thinking
about Piper sitting a mere six inches from me, oblivious to my crush.


“What do you want?” Piper asked.


My heart pounded frantically. “I want what everybody wants.
Forever. The happy ending. The ‘I can’t wait to get home to you’ rush when you
talk on the phone or the excitement when you pull in the driveway and you know
you are going to see her in only a minute.” I couldn’t look at either woman.


“Grandma, when’s dinner? Shaylie and I are hungry.” Alison
returned to the kitchen, breaking the rawness of my confession. I was so
relieved at her arrival that I gave a short laugh and stood.


“Yes, let’s get dinner on the table. What can I do?”


Virginia must have heard the anxiety in my voice. She directed me
to the oven. “Can you please take the brisket out? The hot pads are in the
first drawer.”


I busied myself with setting the food on the table. Virginia rang
the bell and Piper entertained Alison. I tried not to pay attention to them,
but Piper’s voice was low and soothing and I caught myself watching their
interaction more than once. Piper was so patient and Alison was so taken with
her. It was sigh-worthy cuteness.


“What took you so long?” I asked Marisa when she and Jason finally
filed into the kitchen. She had the decency to blush.


Ignoring me, Marisa walked over to Piper. “What did you think
about the ride? Are you sore like wimpy over there?” She pointed at me over her
shoulder.


I frowned at them and pouted.


“Yoga,” Piper said.


I stopped from rolling my eyes. “Well, I’m fine, thanks for
asking. I’m not sore at all.”


“Do not let those ladies get to you,” Jason leaned down and
whispered. “I know firsthand that Marisa is sore from riding, but she won’t
admit it. And don’t forget, she’s been on a horse almost every weekend since
you were up last time.” He took my hand and escorted me to the table. I smiled
at Marisa when we walked by her. She stuck her tongue out at me. We said the
dinner prayer and dug into a meal of brisket, mashed potatoes, gravy, two
vegetables, and warm biscuits. Piper sat across from me. Her plate wasn’t as
full as mine, but I was impressed with her portion sizes.


After seeing her reaction after the first bite, I said, “I told
you the food is fabulous.”


She covered her mouth and nodded. “You weren’t kidding. This is
fantastic.” Piper pointed her fork at her plate. “Virginia, thank you again for
dinner. Shaylie and I were just talking about how hard it is to cook for one
person. This is a real treat.”


“Just so you know, Virginia is going to weigh us down with
leftovers. And I’m not going to fight her on it.”


“Good. I’ll come over for dinner this week.”


I almost dropped my fork at the look she gave me. It was fleeting,
but I felt it. I looked around, almost guiltily, to see if anyone else saw it
or if it was just wishful thinking. Marisa pushed her leg against mine. She saw
it, too.


“You know you’re always welcome.”


Marisa pushed against me again. I saw Jason touch her knee.
Perhaps he was on my side.


“Save room for dessert and s’mores after the sun sets,” Jason
said.


That good news didn’t stop me from cleaning my plate. It did stop
me from reaching for seconds, though.


 


* * *


 


“Compliments of Virginia.” I handed Piper a blanket that she
spread across her knees. Even though it was August, when the sun set, the
evenings cooled. The bonfire provided heat, but I was chilled from my sunburn.
Jason loaned me a long-sleeve flannel shirt that looked more like a dress on
me, but I appreciated it nonetheless. Fashion wasn’t a thing on a ranch,
although Marisa always looked fantastic. She was wearing jeans and a tight flannel
shirt that accentuated her small waist and nice breasts. Different boots, I
noticed. They were new and beautifully crafted. Every single person was wearing
boots except for me. I had sandals. They were athletic sandals, but I was
definitely the outsider. I leaned over to Piper.


“Take me shopping for boots. I look and feel ridiculous.”


She leaned in so close that I could have turned my head and kissed
her. The alcohol was flowing freely and Piper was indulging. We’d had s’mores
about an hour ago, but my stomach couldn’t handle alcohol after the two
sickeningly sweet s’mores. I was the only one not drinking.


“You look great, but sure, I’ll take you,” Piper said. She looked
at my lips.


The crooked smile on her face was so damn cute. I wanted to reach
out and touch her lips, feel their smoothness under my fingertips. Friends did
that, right? No, they didn’t, I reminded myself. It was so hard to keep in mind
that she wasn’t available, especially when she looked at me that way.


“Okay, this week. I doubt I’ll be back up here before our trip,
but I’ll need time to break them in.”


“Spoken like a true cowgirl.” Piper clinked her glass to my water
bottle. She rested her head on my shoulder and I forgot to breathe. I took
small gasps of breath so my shoulders wouldn’t move up and down and interrupt
the moment. I refused to make eye contact with anyone so I stared into the fire
and thought about the last three and a half months. I’d survived falling from
the sky. I should have been embracing life and taking all the chances. Instead,
I was sitting at a bonfire under the Wyoming night sky, pining for a girl who
wasn’t available but whose mere presence put me back in a tailspin.


Chapter Sixteen

 

 

 


“How are you holding up?” Piper braked and waited for me to catch
up to her.


“Look at me.” I could feel the sweat trickling down my back,
around my temples, and pooling between my breasts. The sports bra I bought made
my cleavage look great, but it was uncomfortable as hell and the tank I wore
over it was itchy and showed every sweat mark. I was a hot mess. “I won’t get a
shower for days and I’m cranky.”


“We will wash up in the stream when we camp. You’re doing great.
Better than I expected,” she said.


“I’m too tired to be insulted, but know that when I’m rested,
we’re going to talk about this.” I got back on the bike and pedaled in silence
until we hit camp. I was greeted with applause and a cold water.


“Good job, Shaylie.” Lani patted me on the back.


I sat on a large rock and stretched my legs out. “I’m mad at each
and every one of you.”


They feigned innocence.


“What are you talking about?” Cheryl, Meagan’s wife and one of
Denver’s finest, batted her eyelashes at me.


“Thirty miles in a single day? Not even on pavement? That’s just
cruel.”


“And you rocked it.” Piper squeezed my shoulder as she walked by.


“I’m impressed you didn’t fall. Actually, none of us bit the dust,
so it was a great day,” Lani said.


I took off my helmet and unbraided my hair. I was drenched. I
needed to wash up and cool down. “Which way to the stream?”


Meagan pointed to a small path through the trees. “It’s right down
there. You can’t miss it.”


I groaned when I stood and shook my legs out. My backpack held
very few clothes, but I had a dry T-shirt and shorts I could slip into. I
grabbed my towel and headed down the path that Meagan pointed out. I could hear
the girls laughing about something, probably me, up on the hill. I tied my hair
back in a quick bun and squatted down to scoop the water and splash it on my
face and neck. It felt heavenly. I peeled off my tank, kicked off my shoes and
socks, and waded out. I sighed at how refreshing it felt.


“Do you feel better?”


I turned to find Piper on the bank with her hands on her hips,
smiling at me.


“Had I known this was the reward, I would have pedaled faster.”


I didn’t care that I was basically in a bra and shorts, and she
didn’t seem to care either. I continued scooping water in my hands and
splashing it on my legs and arms. I tried to ignore her when she took off her
shoes and socks and waded in next to me.


“This feels wonderful.” Piper found a flat rock and sat on it. The
water covered her legs and up to her waist. She scooped water over her back and
arms, sighing with every cascade.


I tried not to stare, but she was beautiful and I was alive. I
watched her, disguising none of my emotions. Her eyes were closed and if she
opened them, just for a moment, she would see the rawness in my gaze. She had
to know how she affected me. Had to. I sighed and made my way to the bank. She
splashed me when I walked by.


“Are you leaving already?” she asked.


“I’ve cooled off for now.” That wasn’t even the truth. I was
warmer now, just from looking at her, than I was when I got off the bike. I
grabbed my T-shirt, turned around to strip off my sports bra, and quickly pulled
the T-shirt over my head. When I turned back around, Piper was staring at me.


“What do you think about Jamie?”


Jamie wasn’t on my radar at all. She was Lani’s friend. Cute, but
we’d barely spoken since we all got together for this trip.


“I really don’t know her.” I shrugged and picked up my discarded
clothes, dusting them off even though it was futile. I just needed to keep my
hands busy and not focus on the half-naked woman sitting in a stream ten feet
from me.


“She’s single and really nice.”


I held up my hand. “Stop. Please stop.”


“What do you mean?” She stood up and walked toward me, the cold
water streaming down her abdomen and legs.


“Piper, please. I just can’t.” I grabbed my towel, draped it
around my neck, and turned to head back to camp. She grabbed my hand and
stopped me in my tracks.


“Talk to me. What’s wrong?”


I turned and stood right in front of her, completely in her
personal space. She didn’t move. Neither did I.


“You have to know.”


“Know what?” She looked genuinely confused.


“I can’t do this.” I turned again, but she stopped me again.


“What can’t you do?”


I stared at her and sighed. “Are you really okay with me dating
your friends? Does it bother you in the least?”


“Well, not really, no.”


“I don’t want to be with your friends. I’m going to sound like a
total asshole right now because I like you. And I can’t. You lost two people
you love and all I can think about is kissing you and that makes me a horrible
person.” I threw my hands up in frustration. She stood in front of me, her face
unreadable, so I did what I do best. I rambled. “Seriously, I don’t know what
to do. I can’t stop wanting to be around you. What kind of person am I?” I
walked away, but she grabbed my arm before I got far. I instantly stilled. I
deserved whatever she had to say to me.


“Shaylie, look at me. Please.”


I looked at her because I had to. I could have shaken off her
slight grip and stormed off, but I was done fighting. “I shouldn’t have said
anything. I’m sorry.” Close to tears, I looked down, ashamed of my weakness. I felt
her hand under my chin. She tilted my head upward so our eyes met.


“I don’t want the last minute to disappear. Thank you for telling
me.”


“Ugh. The dreaded thank you for telling me, but let’s just stay
friends speech.” I groaned and tried to step back.


She pulled me closer to her this time. “Now it’s your turn to
stop. Do you know how I feel? I lost my fiancée and my best friend less than
four months ago, and all I want to do is spend time with you. So, who’s really
the asshole here?”


My jaw dropped at her confession, but I remained quiet because I
needed more. I wanted to hear everything. I was afraid if I said anything, all
of this happiness would disappear as if I dreamed it.


“How long am I supposed to mourn? One month? Two months? Four
months? I don’t know the answer, but I feel ready to move on. I want to move
on. I’m still alive and even though everybody expects me to mourn for a long
time, I can’t. And I feel guilty for wanting to be around you. That’s why I’ve
been trying to set you up. Maybe if you found somebody, we could be friends and
I would stop thinking about you that way.”


I took a deep breath and carefully thought about my words before I
confessed. I didn’t want to scare her away, but I wanted her to know that the
feelings were mutual. “You had to have known how I felt about you. I mean, I
signed up for your yoga class. I’m horrible at it and yet, I still show up
twice a week. I text you constantly. Even at the ranch when you put your head
on my shoulder, I didn’t move for fear that you would pull away. I liked having
you so close to me.”


She linked her fingers with mine and pulled me closer until our
foreheads touched. “Is it wrong for me to want this, too?”


I gently released her hands and ran my fingers up her arms. I
placed my hands on either side of her neck. She leaned into my touch. I brushed
my thumb up and down her smooth skin, amazed at how soft she was. I couldn’t
wait. I had to taste her. Before I had the chance, though, I felt her lips
press against mine. I clutched her to me and kissed her back. It was a perfect
first kiss. Warm, gentle, and everything I wanted. When her tongue briefly
touched my lips, I opened up and sucked her bottom lip into my mouth. Our kiss
deepened and I pulled her body flush against mine. The feel of her in my arms
made me weak. Holding her was better than I imagined. Tasting her brought tears
to my eyes.


“Are you sure about this?” I pulled away only to find out her
answer.


She nodded and kissed me harder this time. I moaned into her,
walking into the kiss until her back was pressed firmly against a tree. She
spread her stance and I stepped between her legs, getting as close to her as
possible. Her hands wound into the hair that had fallen from my quick updo,
holding my head in place while her tongue dipped inside my mouth. I couldn’t
believe this was happening. I wanted to go slow, I should’ve gone slow, but my
desire for her was too great. I’d been obsessing about her for months and now
here she was, in my arms, kissing me like I’d never been kissed before. Or at
least not that I could remember. When I finally stopped so we both could
breathe, I leaned against her, my forehead pressed against hers again, and
sighed.


“Are you okay?” She ran her fingertips over my face, over my lips.


I felt her warm breath on my cheek and smiled. When I opened my
eyes, she was watching me, her eyes searching mine for affirmation. I nodded
and told myself not to cry. Kissing Piper was something I never thought would
happen but had wanted more than anything. “I’m great. Just a little
overwhelmed.”


She brushed a tear from my cheek. I kissed her palm.


“So, what do we do now?” I seriously had no idea. It’s not as if
we were on a date and all of this was expected.


“Let’s go back to camp before they send a search party for us. We have
plenty of time to talk later and figure all of this out.” She kissed me swiftly
one last time.


I followed her back to camp, my stomach in knots the whole time.
What had just happened? My life had just taken a huge turn and I wasn’t sure
how to process my emotions and elation without looking like a total dork.


“How’s the water?” Jamie asked.


“Cold and refreshing. You should all go down and try it out.”
Piper hung her shirt on the line Cheryl and Meagan had strung by the fire so we
could quickly dry our clothes. “Shaylie and I need to set up our tents. We’ll
watch the fire,” Piper said.


Setting up my tent was throwing it on the ground and watching it
pop open. A few stakes in the ground and I was done. Piper had recommended a
few tents online, but I remembered seeing instant pop-up ones in the movie Congo when I was a kid
and swore I would get one if the opportunity ever came up. I would probably
never use the tent again, but it weighed next to nothing and it was easy to set
up. Being camping challenged, this was really the only way to go.


“Wow. Impressive.” Piper watched me hammer the stakes in the
ground.


“Do you need help with yours?” I leaned back and looked at her.
She was so beautiful. The T-shirt she wore was tight, but not too tight. Her
hair was pulled back and her bicycle shorts showed off all of her curves.


“Can I take a peek inside?” she asked playfully.


I nodded and watched her crawl into my tent, my eyes never leaving
her ass. Oh, God, I couldn’t wait to touch her. I crawled over to the opening.
“How’s it look?”


“Well, there’s not much room for anything other than you, but
it’ll do the job,” she said.


I desperately wanted to climb inside with her, but she was right.
Unless I crawled on top of her, there was room for only one person.


“Is yours bigger?” I reached out and helped her exit the tent. She
didn’t let go of my hand.


“A little bit. If you help me, I’ll show you.”


I helped her unpack her tent and held the poles out to her. She
took one, showed me how to insert it into the sleeve, and nodded that I should
do the same on my side. I struggled for a moment but wrestled it into position
and secured it to the ground. “Now, let’s see the inside of yours.” I unzipped
it and slipped inside. It was larger than mine. Piper surprised me by crawling
in next to me.


“It’s tight for two, but not impossible,” I said. I was nervous
that she was this close to me. She leaned on her side, her knee slightly bent
and on top of mine. I felt her fingertip on my cheek and closed my eyes again.


“Look at me, Shaylie,” she said.


I turned toward her and was greeted with another kiss. It was the
kind of kiss that was so good my body raised with hers when she tried pulling
away. I fell back and banged my head on the ground.


“Ow.” I rubbed my head and winced. She put her hand on my head
sympathetically. “I hope you brought a pillow because the ground isn’t very
soft.”


Piper had recommended bringing yoga mats. The idea was to pack
light because we had to carry everything with us. Blow-up mattresses and
blankets were out of the question. This was proving to be the best and worst
first camping trip ever.


“Trust me, with the activity you had today, you will fall asleep
quickly and soundly. That I can promise you.”


I took her hand and placed it against my throat. Her eyes widened
when she finally felt my heartbeat. It was fast and gaining momentum. “I don’t
think I’ll fall asleep fast tonight. Too much going on right now.”


She kept her fingers on my neck when she kissed me again. Heat
flamed through my blood and my skin was on fire. My heart kicked up a few
notches, the blood pumping faster and faster until it was hard to catch my
breath. She ended the kiss, but her mouth hovered above mine. “Your heartbeat
is without a doubt one of the sexiest things I’ve ever felt.”


Chills exploded across my body even though I was warm and the
temperature outside was a step below stifling. I shivered.


“Hey, where are you girls?” Meagan asked.


Guilt washed over me, and from the look on Piper’s face, it
touched her, too. She scooted out of the tent.


“My tent might be big enough for two, but barely. Look at
Shaylie’s tent. She threw it up in the air and it came down just like that.”
Piper pointed at the little tube I was expected to sleep in.


While everyone was looking at my tent, I crawled out of Piper’s
and finished hammering in the ties. The tent was secure, but I needed to stay
busy. They knew I was in the tent with Piper, but nobody said a word.


“Dinner is hot dogs and roasted marshmallows. And whatever else
you brought on the trip,” Lani said.


I had taken Piper’s advice and packed food like I was being chased
by zombies during an apocalypse. Visions of getting lost and rationing food
were constantly on my mind. I had fruit, trail mix, protein bars, jerky, and
crackers all packed in the panniers bags Piper had loaned me. The only items in
my waterproof backpack were fresh clothes, a towel, toiletries, and extra
shoes. I spent too much money on this trip, but holy shit it was worth it. The
trip was two and a half days, and we’d already survived the first day. My legs
were sore, but I was so pumped full of adrenaline that I felt I could do it again
tomorrow as long as my reward was more soul-warming kisses.


“Do you need anything else to eat or are you set?” Piper asked.


“I think I’m good. I have enough food for an army.” I pointed to
the saddlebags and all of the food within the deep pockets.


Piper poked around. “This is why you’re struggling. You have too
much weight on your bike. Do you really need six apples?”


“I thought people would help me eat, so you’re more than welcome
to anything I have,” I said. I froze at my innuendo.


“I’ll keep that in mind.” She squeezed my waist and walked away to
help Meagan and Jamie round up rocks and logs to sit on. I shivered at her
touch. Being close to her on this camping trip was going to kill me. I sighed
and unpacked a few things. I found my metal dinner plate that made it look like
I was panning for gold. I also had a tiny foldable chair that was probably
going to destroy my back. I carried everything over to the fire and made a
place for myself in the circle. The fire was a good height and Cheryl was
already roasting hot dogs. I didn’t know where they came from and I didn’t
question it. These girls were pros and I literally was along for the ride.


“First day is always the hardest. Tomorrow will be a piece of
cake. Plus most of the trails are downhill so it’ll be an easier ride,” Meagan
said.


“It’s supposed to rain tonight,” Lani said. She looked at the
notification on her Apple Watch. We got reception up here in the middle of
nowhere? Impressive.


“We’ll put the food up and go to bed early. It’s only seven. What
time is the rain supposed to hit?” Meagan asked.


“Not for a few hours. We can relax,” Lani said.


“Will it be gone by tomorrow?” I asked. I hated mud and getting
dirty. It was one of the main reasons why I wasn’t a nature girl. I liked
showers and baths and floral smelling soaps. This trip was definitely pushing
me out of my comfort zone.


“Yes, but we’ll have a muddy camp to clean up,” Lani said. Everyone
groaned.


“That doesn’t sound good,” I said. I ate my roasted hot dog in
silence, worrying about the storms. I didn’t like storms before the crash, and
now loud thunderclaps frightened me. How did I not know it was going to rain?
“Is it just rain, or storms?”


“Let me pull up radar. Hang on,” Lani said. She clicked around on
her watch until she found Doppler. “Looks like maybe a round of storms. The
radar is red, but only for a little bit. Most of it is yellow, so that should
be rain only.”


“I hate that the weather here is so unpredictable,” I grumbled.


“Are you afraid of storms?” Meagan asked.


“I don’t like loud noises now.”


Everybody got quiet at my confession. Piper broke the silence by
pulling out the bag of marshmallows and tossing everybody a few to roast.
Sugar. It was a great mood enhancer. I impaled two on a stick and slowly turned
it over the flame. It was so relaxing to sit in front of the fire and just
chill. I was clean, warm, and happy. Piper had kissed me. And it wasn’t a
chaste, friendly kiss. It was the kind of kiss that promised so much more. A
tinge of guilt pricked at my heart, but not enough to make me want to stop. I
thought four months was long enough to mourn, but I was also selfish and stood
to gain the most. I didn’t know her state of mind. Was this because she was
lonely? Or that I was her last connection to Emma and Robin? Or was it that she
genuinely liked me? So many questions.


“Shaylie? Shaylie?”


I turned to face Cheryl. “I’m sorry, what?”


Cheryl pointed at my marshmallows that now resembled briquettes.
Tiny orange flames were eating away at the fluffiness.


“Shit.” I pulled them to me and blew out the flames. They were
almost not worth eating, but I had to play it off like that’s how I enjoyed
them. Once I got past the chalky burnt taste, the creamy warm center wasn’t
bad.


“I can’t believe you ate that.” Cheryl had a look of pure disgust
on her face.


“Honestly, I can’t believe I did either, but it wasn’t too bad.
I’ll pay attention the next time,” I said. Piper tossed me two more
marshmallows and I caught them with one hand. I put them on the stick, sat back
in my chair that was three inches off the ground but surprisingly sturdy, and
listened to all of their past camping stories. I laughed with them and begged
for more details when the stories were about Piper. Emma had been on several
trips, but Robin never had. The girls were careful not to talk about Emma too
much, but it was hard when so many of the stories were about her. Piper’s smile
had a touch of sadness to it, but she participated in the conversations. When
the first flash of lightning lit up the sky, we all jumped and started packing
up.


“I need your panniers bags,” Piper said.


“Suddenly six apples doesn’t seem like a lot, huh?” I thought she
was still hungry.


“No. We need to secure the food.”


“What do you mean?” I was thoroughly confused. “You told me this
was a watertight bag.”


“Waterproof, yes. Bear proof, no.”


I stared at her. “Are you serious?”


She pointed to a tree several feet away with a large branch that
jutted out from the trunk. “That’s where we will put the food. Give me
everything you’ve got.”


I pulled out a few protein bars from my backpack and added them to
the saddlebags. “That’s it. I promise.”


Piper handed Cheryl my bag and hers and we watched as she tied all
the bags together and hoisted them up and away from camp. The first raindrops
fell as Cheryl was tying the rope around a tree trunk. We all hustled back to
the tents. Cheryl and Meagan had a big tent, so we all dived into that one. I
barely had my legs in before the rain poured down. It was a tight fit for sure.
I wasn’t entirely comfortable with it. I still had issues with small spaces,
even though my own tent resembled part of a hamster Habitrail.


“That was close,” I said. I flinched at the thunder and squeezed
the edge of the mat that I was sitting on. I felt Piper’s warm hand rub small,
comforting circles on my back. She knew about the aversion I had to small
spaces and loud noises.


“This won’t last long. Then we can head over to my tent so we
aren’t so cramped here,” she whispered. I didn’t look at her but nodded in
agreement.


I tried to pay attention to the fun conversation the girls
continued in the tent, but I was spent. I was tired and tense and just wanted
alone time.


“Okay, the rain is letting up. We’re going to go. See you in the
morning.” Piper all but shoved me out of the opening. We raced over to our
tents and crawled into hers. I brushed my wet hair away from my eyes and tucked
the strands behind my ears. “Do you want my towel? It’s probably dry now,”
Piper said.


“Oh, no. I can just go to my tent and get mine if it starts
bothering me.” It was not lost on me that my T-shirt was damp and my nipples
were at attention because of the temperature drop and because I was so close to
her.


“Here, at least cover up with my sleeping bag. And lie down.
Sitting up isn’t working.”


Christ, she was killing me. I stretched out and watched as she
spread the sleeping bag over us.


“Do you mind if I put my head on your shoulder? I mean, because I want
to, but also it’s more comfortable in this small tent.”


I patted my shoulder and she laid her head down, but not before I
saw her beautiful smile. She was enjoying this. I was, too, except the storm
was scaring the shit out of me. I jumped every time it thundered. She rested
her hand on my stomach to calm me. My energies went from surviving the storm to
surviving her touch. My voice hitched when she drew little circles on my
stomach. I forgot the storm. Neither one of us spoke, but so much was happening
in this tiny space. Her fingertips brushed the bare skin that peeked out from
above my shorts. Her featherlight strokes made me want to press my hips up into
her. I almost groaned when she pulled the shirt down to cover my skin, draped
her leg over mine, and pulled the blanket up to our waists.


“Are you tired?” Her voice rumbled thickly against my throat.


I smiled when her fingertips found the pulse in my neck. I knew it
was still racing. I felt her smile against my shoulder.


“I’m a little tired. It’s nice to relax here with you.” I wouldn’t
really call this relaxing. This was more like a test. I cursed the lack of room
in this tent, but it was a blessing in disguise. Confinement prevented me from
doing anything stupid. Whatever this was, we were going to move at her pace.


“I’m sorry storms are hard for you.” Her hand was still on my
stomach, making me feel safe and protected.


“I was kind of scared of them before the accident, but now anytime
I hear a loud noise, I just freak out. I’m sorry. I’m sure I’ll get over it.
It’s not like the accident happened during a storm. I’m just being ridiculous.”


“Hey, it’s okay. I really do understand. I always have to have
noise around me. When the world goes silent, I start thinking and then it gets
hard for me.”


Guilt washed over me as I held Piper. What was I doing? Was she
really ready for a relationship? This wasn’t going to be about sex. Piper
didn’t strike me as the kind of girl who easily jumped into bed. No, she was a
romantic. She liked flowers, soft kisses, long walks, and movie nights.


“Are you going to be okay with me?” I asked. I held my breath and
waited.


She looked up at me and touched my lips. She didn’t say anything,
only nodded and gave me a sad half-smile. “I’m sure I’ll have moments, but yes,
Shaylie, I want this with you.”


And I melted. Everything I wanted was right here in this tent with
me. I leaned up and kissed her. It was tough from this angle, but I wanted her
to know that I was not taking this lightly. I knew what a precious gift she
was.


Chapter Seventeen

 

 

 


Where was she? I paced my living room, peeking out the window every
ten seconds until I finally saw her car pull up into my driveway. I squealed a
bit, then smoothed my skirt to regain my composure. Tonight was our first real
date. We had stolen a few moments during the rest of the camping trip, but
nothing like the first night. I was anxious to get her alone and to myself. I
had to skip yoga all week because of work, but she understood. I flat out
refused to work Friday night, much to Brittany’s chagrin. Fuck that place.
Their demands were ridiculous.


“Hi.” I opened the door before Piper had a chance to ring the bell.


“Hi.”


I took her hands and pulled her toward me. I looked at her face,
her full, almost pouty lips, her light brown eyes, and her long lashes that
held only a hint of mascara. “You’re beautiful.” A nice pink blush splashed
across her cheeks at my words.


“Thank you.”


I had to kiss her. I’d waited all week for another taste of her. I
leaned forward and captured her lips with mine, moaning at the pleasure a
simple kiss did to me.


“Hi,” I said again.


“You said that already.”


“Yeah, well, I’m happy you’re here. Come on in for a bit.”


She followed me into the living room and sat across from me in an
armchair. “Tell me about our date.” Her voice held a note of excitement.


“Just know I’m really bad at picking out fun things to do. Marisa
has forbidden me from picking out activities ever since our cooking class
debacle.”


“What happened? Or do I even dare to ask?” Piper laughed at
whatever she was thinking, or at my look of shame.


I waved her off as if she was to ignore my statement. “Oh, never
mind that. Let’s just say she had every right to ban.”


I watched her lean back in her chair. Comfortable Piper looked
relaxed and utterly fuckable. The temperatures were starting to cool at night
and she was dressed accordingly. Dark fitted jeans, a nice short-sleeved
blouse, and ballet flats. She had a short, fashionable jacket with her. I wore
a skirt with a peasant blouse and strappy sandals. I had a lightweight sweater
to slip on if it got too chilly. She was accessorized to the max. She was
wearing the silver bracelets she’d had on when we first met. She had a total of
three rings on her hands: a silver band on her thumb, a thin silver ring on her
middle finger, and, on her left hand, a ring that she spun when she was
nervous. Like right now.


“I’m sure you have a great night planned.”


I shrugged like I didn’t put a lot of effort into planning, but I
thought I came up with something that was fun and different. I was lucky Marisa
offered to help. “Okay, so I didn’t want to do the typical dinner and a movie
or a concert because then we’d never be able to hear one another, so I thought
maybe we could go to a gallery opening and then grab dinner down at the square.
Marisa’s friend, Lorie Stewart, has been working with a new medium and I
thought it would be nice to support her.” Marisa had also informed me that the
gallery was next to Twain’s, a restaurant that served really good food but
wasn’t too fancy.


“That sounds like fun,” Piper said.


When she smiled, I felt weak. I was learning that Piper wasn’t a
take-charge kind of woman, but the looks she shot me let me know it was okay if
I wanted to. It was our first date, though. As much as I wanted to strip her
naked and make love to her right there on the couch, I knew we were far from
that point. We were going to take it slow. People were going to have to get
used to us dating. If I read about a survivor of a plane crash who fell for the
fiancée of a person who died in the crash, I would eat that shit up with a
spoon. Our story had a ton of personal interest, but I was afraid of the blowback.
The romantics of the world would sigh and smile at us like what happened was
amazing, and the cynics would berate me for hitting on a woman who lost not one
but two people she loved. Like I’d preyed on her for some reason. Her family
was going to be in the latter category.


“You look really nice.” She looked me over. “That’s a great color
on you.”


“Thank you. I figure this will be one of the last times I can get
away with a skirt and sandals since fall is right around the corner.”


“Fall is depressing. It seems like it’s here for two weeks and we
slip right into winter,” she said.


“At least our city is great at snow removal. And you don’t have
far to go for work and I can work from home on bad days.”


“Do you ski?” she asked.


I laughed. “Surprisingly, yes, and I don’t suck at it. I’ve been
skiing and snowboarding for a long time. Marisa and I just don’t go a lot.”


“I can ski, but I can’t snowboard. I just don’t have the balance
for it.”


“Really? Isn’t balance like one of the things you stress to your students?”
I was surprised at her confession.


“Yes, but I don’t have the calf strength for it. Most of my
strength is core and upper body,” she said.


“Come on. That’s a cop-out. Toddlers snowboard around here. First
snow, we’re going out and I’m going to show you how it’s done.” I was excited
to show her something for a change. She’d introduced me to yoga and mountain
biking and I’d introduced her to a whiny side of me that few people knew about.
And she was here. She wanted to be here.


“Let’s just take it easy. You’ve been through a lot. I’m just glad
you didn’t fall on our bike trip. I didn’t even think about the possibility of
that and how you might hurt yourself again.” She groaned.


I took her hand. “Are you kidding? That was the one of the best
trips of my life.” I blushed at my confession.


“I’ve missed you this week.” She entwined her fingers with mine
and rubbed her thumb along the sensitive skin between my thumb and forefinger.


I wanted to close my eyes, lean my head back, and lose myself in
her touch. I wanted to put my head in her lap and enjoy her soft hands on my
skin. When was the last time I had a woman over and wanted that?


“I’m sorry I was so busy this week. Trust me, it wasn’t because I
wanted to. I missed you, too.” I didn’t want to admit that I was livid at
Brittany and Travis. It was like Brittany was punishing me for not attending
any conferences this summer. She had me working on things her assistant or
Ginny could work on. It was ridiculous.


“Your boss is kind of a jerk, huh?”


“You only know a tiny sliver of Cruella de Vil. I’m trying to stay
focused and positive because I’m successful there, but she drives me crazy. I
can’t decide if she wants to exploit me because of the crash or just treat me
like crap because she hates me and can’t fire me.” How many employees could
cuss out their bosses and still have a job? Brittany and I both knew I had the
upper hand, but soon that would change as time separated me from the crash and
things settled down.


“Yeah, your boss is a big jerk. She doesn’t want to ever meet me,”
Piper said.


It was endearing how protective she was. I couldn’t help but
smile. I squeezed her fingers and stood. “We should get going.” As much as I
wanted to stay, Marisa was expecting us at the gallery and we were close to
being late. Time always flew by with Piper.


“So, tell me about this artist. Have you met her before? What kind
of art does she specialize in?” Piper asked once we headed out. The gallery was
only a twenty-minute drive, but on a Friday night, parking was going to be
tough.


“I haven’t met her before. She’s the girlfriend of one of the
detectives Marisa works with. I think she does mixed media, so it could be
anything.” I hoped her art was interesting and not some contemporary crayon
drawing that everyone fawned over. “I can’t promise you great art, but at least
the company will be good and hopefully dinner will be as well.”


“I totally agree. Plus, it will be nice to see Marisa again. Is
Jason coming down?”


“Yes, he should be there. They’ve been inseparable since we saw
them last. I had lunch with Marisa a few days ago. She’s deliriously happy and
I’m going to take the credit for it.” I made sure to mention it to Marisa every
single time she talked about him.


Piper laughed. “I’m sure Jason’s going to want some of the credit.
I mean, he’s a pretty cool guy and seems to really care for her.”


“I do like him. He’s so good to her. I knew they would be a great
couple.” We both sighed at the same time and laughed. “Apparently we both like
a good romance.” The look she gave me made my heart stop and speed up all at
once. I jumped when the car behind me honked. I didn’t want to stop looking at
her, but I was blocking traffic. I drove past the gallery and found a spot two
blocks down. We found Marisa inside, chatting with a very attractive and very
tall brunette.


“Hey, you made it.” Marisa pulled me into a hug. She reached for
Piper next and winked at me.


I rolled my eyes and turned to the woman Marisa was talking to.
“Hi, I’m Shaylie.”


“I’m Lorie Stewart. Thank you for coming tonight.”


“We’re happy to be here. I’m excited to see your work.” I turned
to Piper. “This is Piper Cole.”


“Nice to meet you.”


“It looks great in here. Is this your first gallery exhibit?”
Piper asked.


Marisa stepped away with me as Piper and Lorie chatted about art
and available space in Denver. “How’s it going with Piper?”


“This is the first time I’ve seen her since the camping trip.”


She squeezed my arm. “Are you kidding? What’s the holdup?”


“Two words.”


“Brittany Miller,” we said at the same time.


“She’s so awful. I need to figure out something. She’s forever
going to be a pain in my ass.”


Marisa put her hands on my shoulders. “You know what you need to
do. You have a great client base. Dump her and go out on your own.”


“I have a noncompete clause. I can’t do commercial real estate for
six months if I quit,” I said.


“Six months is nothing. And that doesn’t mean you can’t sell other
properties, right? Just think about it. We’ll get together this week for dinner
and discuss this in depth. Now let’s see what the girls are talking about.”


We stared at both of them. How did I get so lucky with Piper? She
was comfortable talking to anybody. And she was beautiful and smart and mine.


“Where’s Jason? He’s coming, right?” I looked around one last time
for him.


“He’s stuck in traffic. He got held up at the ranch, but he’ll be
here by eight,” she said.


“Piper and I had a nice talk about you two on the drive here. She
agrees that I’m the sole reason you’re together.” I nodded to reaffirm our
conversation.


“Oh, stop. I’m going to ask her if she really said that,” Marisa
said. She glared at me, which was her way of calling me on my bullshit.


“No, seriously. We talked about both of you. How sweet you are
together. We should combine your names like Jarisa or Marison like celebrities.”
She laughed at me. “How are things?” I asked. Marisa was hesitant to talk about
the seriousness of their relationship. It seemed like any time either of us
talked about a relationship we were in that lasted more than a few months, that
relationship tanked.


“We’re doing well. Still taking things slow. Neither one of us
wants to commit to anything yet. His life is one hundred percent the ranch.”


“Have you thought about transferring up to Cheyenne?”


She stared at me. “Shaylie, nothing ever happens in Cheyenne. I
would be bored out of my mind.”


I knew how much she loved her job and how proud of her
accomplishments she was. Rightfully so. Marisa had worked hard to climb the
ranks as quickly as she did.


“Besides, we aren’t going to make any decisions until we’ve been
together at least a year,” she said.


“At least you’re talking about it. Most people ignore it for as
long as possible.” I nudged her shoulder and nodded in Piper’s direction. I’d
called Marisa after the camping trip and told her Piper and I kissed, but
didn’t go into how perfect it was. I didn’t tell her how she felt in my arms or
how she put her fingers on my neck just to feel my pulse.


“Are you sure about this?”


“You know how I feel about her. If she’s willing to take a chance
on this, then so am I. I’m not pressuring her. She’s making all the decisions
and moving at the pace she wants to.”


“I hope it works out. I like Piper and you know that I love you.
Remember, we need to have babies at the same time. Our daughters are going to
grow up together,” she said.


“And then get married when they are done with college and are
working at the same hospital.”


“In downtown Denver because they need to be close to us,” Marisa
said.


“What’s going on over here? You ladies look like you’re ready to
cry,” Piper said. She handed both of us a glass of wine. We eagerly accepted
and clinked our glasses together.


“We were thinking about our children who are going to grow up
together and get married and give us beautiful grandbabies,” I said.


Piper laughed at us. “Is this something you discuss frequently?”


“Every single time we talk about relationships.” Marisa sighed and
put her head on my shoulder.


“Do you both want children?” Piper asked.


We nodded. “Ideally, we’d like them to grow up together, but we
both want at least two,” I said.


“I’d like at least one, but I’m not in any hurry,” Piper said.


“That’s because you’re young. Once you hit thirty, time speeds
up,” Marisa said. She linked her arms with mine and Piper’s and led us to the
first set of paintings on the wall closest to us. “I love landscapes,” she
said.


I watched Piper’s reaction. She was enthralled with Lorie’s
landscapes. She and Marisa couldn’t decide which one they liked the most. I
liked her photography the most. They were photo manipulations of nudes that
looked like landscapes. Lorie Stewart was very talented.


“What did you and Lorie talk about?” I asked. I wasn’t jealous,
just curious.


“She went to the same school as I did.”


I’d forgotten that Piper and Emma attended the University of
Colorado and earned fine arts degrees. “Ah, yes. A local artist. Do you still
make art?” I wondered if any of the original art in her place was her own.


“I haven’t for a long time, but I do miss it.”


I switched out our empty glasses for full ones. “We should
probably get something to eat soon.”


“Can we wait until Jason gets here? I’d like to see him,” Piper
said.


“We can always invite them to dinner with us.”


Piper moved closer. She slid her hand down my arm and linked her
fingers with mine. “This is our date. I love your friends, but I want time
alone with you. That’s okay, right?”


“The perfect answer,” I said.


She leaned in and kissed me softly in front of everyone. When she
pulled away, I noticed both Marisa and Lorie were watching us. I couldn’t help
but smile. I had the prettiest woman in the room as my date. Behind Marisa,
Jason entered the gallery. I pointed him out to Piper. He pulled Marisa to him
and she melted in his arms.


“They are the real deal, aren’t they?” Piper asked.


“Yeah. She really fell hard. Let’s go say hi and bye and get some
food,” I said.


Jason reached for both me and Piper and pulled us into a group
hug. “You all look amazing.”


“I’m glad you finally made it. We were starting to get worried.”


“I’m sorry I’m so late. What did I miss?”


I pointed over my shoulders. “Some very cool photographs. You
could maybe buy her one for her birthday next month.”


He raised an eyebrow at me. “Yeah, but would she really like it? I
mean, she doesn’t have a lot of art in her place.”


“Well, no, but it’s a nice gift and she would love it because it
came from you. Unless you want to take her somewhere for a long weekend. You
know, within a day’s drive.” Jason was extremely nervous about flying again,
too. He’d called me last week to let me know his lawyer was close to settling with
the airlines. My lawyer was still lining up a thousand people to sue. I’d told
Charles again that I didn’t need anything, but it had become his personal
mission to make me his number one priority. Plus, 25 percent of as much as he
could get me meant a lot of money for him, too. It would be good for his
business. I knew Charles cared about me, but he cared about money more.


“Hey, are you ready to sneak away?” Piper whispered in my ear.


I pulled her closer to me. “Definitely.”


We said our good-byes. Piper exchanged business cards with Lorie
and we headed down the block to Twain’s restaurant. She held my hand the entire
way.


“So, you like kids, huh?” It was a sensitive subject to discuss
when first dating, so I wanted to approach it carefully. We were waiting for
our entrees and I decided I needed to know more about her idea of family. Not
everybody wanted kids. I wanted them, but I selfishly expected my partner to
birth them.


“Yeah, I do. I think it would be fun to teach yoga to kids.”


“You’re brave, woman. Very brave to want that. One time, Marisa
and I volunteered at the YMCA to introduce fitness to a lot of the kids in the
neighborhood where we lived, and it was a disaster. They were more concerned
with snacks than they were about the routines we created,” I said.


“I was thinking about having some of the parents bring their kids
just to see if they like it. Kids like to emulate their parents, so maybe if
enough kids show interest, then I can start a class.” Piper played with her
hair when she talked about herself, twirling it around her fingers in a
repetitive, calming way.


“I think you would be great with a class of kids. You are calm.”


She reached over and laced her fingers with mine. Her hand was so
soft and her fingers so dainty. “I can get mad and angry and frustrated just
like anyone else. It’s sweet that you think I’m this even-keeled person who
never raises her voice. I have been known to yell and slam doors.”


I held my free hand to my chest. “Say it isn’t so.”


When our meals arrived, the topic changed to foods we liked, wine
pairing, who had the better palate, and finally whether we should do dessert or
not. In a surprise turn of events, Piper wanted it and I didn’t. I did, but I
had dropped a few pounds and wanted to keep going. Eating a healthy portion of
tiramisu wasn’t in my workout routine. Yoga wasn’t doing it for me, so I jogged
every morning, unbeknownst to Piper. I was the last one into work every day
because of my new love for running, but I didn’t give a fuck, and I was happy.


We talked for so long that we were the last ones in Twain’s. It
was almost eleven and we decided to leave before they kicked us out. I offered
an innocent nightcap when we got back to my place, which she eagerly accepted.
After I felt her hand rest right above my hip as I unlocked the door, I
realized it might not be so innocent. It wasn’t the normal brief, guiding
touch, but more of a possessive squeeze that promised more than a chaste good-night
kiss. It had been at least four months since Piper had sex, and so many more
since I had.


“How about a glass of wine? I don’t have anything harder,” I said.
I was nervous and needed to stay busy.


Piper followed me into the kitchen and sat at the counter. I
poured two glasses of Riesling and slid her one.


“Should we go into the living room?” she asked.


I shook my head and smiled. “We’d better stay here. It’s safer.”


“Safer for whom?” The smirk on Piper’s face was unmistakable.
“What if I promise to keep my hands to myself?”


“Maybe I’m not just worried about you.”


She picked up her glass and left the kitchen. I smiled and quickly
followed her, forcing myself to remain calm even though I wanted to take her
glass and pull her on the couch and do all the things that I’d done to her in
my dreams. Strip her down, kiss her everywhere, make her feel treasured and
alive. Instead, I sat on the opposite side and smiled at her.


“So, Shaylie, what else should we talk about?”


She looked so beautiful in the dim light, her generous mouth
hovering above the rim of her glass before taking a sip. I couldn’t stop
staring at her lips. I missed them against mine. I missed her curves against
mine, the way her hips moved when we kissed. Fuck it. I put my glass on the
coffee table and scooted until I was sitting next to her. She set her glass
next to mine.


“Hi,” I said.


“Hi.” She pulled me toward her until she was flat on her back. My
mouth was inches from hers, my breasts almost pressed against hers. Her body
was so warm and willing. “How’s your heartbeat?”


I kissed her hard. I whimpered when I felt her teeth graze my
bottom lip and moaned when her tongue touched mine. She pulled me on top of her
so I was resting between her legs. I felt her hands on my neck, her fingers
searching out my pulse. She deepened the kiss after she felt the rapid thump of
my heartbeat. Her hands were on my back, pulling me into her. I didn’t want to
grind against her, but her hips were pushing against me and I wanted to give
her everything she wanted. I wanted to please her but not take advantage. I
pulled away.


“Wait. Wait. Let’s stop for just a minute.” I looked at her
swollen mouth and kissed her again. Fuck, we kissed so well. Her shirt had
worked its way up during our hard and fast start. I slid my hand along the
smooth skin of her stomach.


“Okay, okay,” she said. Her hooded gaze was sexy as hell, and it
took all of my willpower to leave her embrace. I grew weaker and weaker with
every beat of my heart.


“Fuck,” I said and crashed into her. My mouth slanted across hers
again and I melted into her arms. My hips pressed into her warm body. Both of
us moaned at the same time. She wrapped her leg around my waist and pulled me
closer. I knew I wasn’t going to last long and I didn’t want our first time to
be an embarrassment. I allowed ten more seconds of grinding against her before
I pulled away for the last time. “We need to stop. This is too soon.”


“It’s okay, Shaylie.” She had a firm grasp on the back of my neck,
but I shook my head.


“I want this to be special.”


“This is special, I promise,” she said. A hint of desperation
laced her whisper. “Please.”


I kissed her softly and felt her relax.


“You’re right. We should wait for a bit.” Her voice was shaky and
raw. She cleared her throat several times and sat up, keeping a safe distance
between us.


I felt like an asshole and an angel at the same time. I touched
her face, tucked her hair behind her ear, ran my fingers down her neck and onto
her collarbone. “Just for a little bit. This, us, will definitely keep.”


She smiled sadly at me and nodded. “I understand. And you’re
right. Emotionally, we need to be stronger. Physically, I’m dying.”


I cupped her face in my hands. “Listen, you’re beautiful and
wonderful and it’s taking all of my effort to fight my attraction right now. I
know things are still fresh in your heart, and I know there’s room in there for
me. I want us to be perfect.”


She sighed and closed her eyes. “You’re right.”


“Get used to it. I’m always right,” I said, trying to lighten the
mood.


She took a deep breath and reached for her wineglass. “I put your
percentage at about eighty-eight.”


I feigned shock. “What? Surely it’s higher than that.”


She shook her head. “Remember, I’m stubborn.”


I watched her sip her wine, my gaze never leaving her mouth. That wide,
delicious mouth was going to be the death of me. I groaned and leaned my head
back against the couch. She reached for my fingers and pulled my hand onto her
lap. I smiled at her warmth. She squeezed my hand to get my attention.


“I’m having a good time tonight.”


“I am, too. We should talk or watch a movie or go for a jog to get
my mind off you on my couch.” I tilted my head so I could see her. She touched
my jaw, softly, as if memorizing how I felt.


“I’m not dressed for jogging, so let’s watch a movie. I’m not
ready to go home just yet.”


It was after midnight and even though I was both exhausted and
exhilarated, I turned on Netflix. We watched a comedy that had zero opportunity
for romance. Although I was dying to feel her underneath me, it was nice to have
her next to me, touching my arm, stroking my skin softly. When was the last
time I took my time with a woman? I couldn’t remember, but I knew this was
different. Piper was special and I wanted her to know that she was more than a
physical need. My heart needed her, too.


Chapter Eighteen

 

 

 


“Just give me the word, and I’ll get the documents written up.”


Charles was working with multiple lawyers and insurance agents and
was getting close to a settlement with all of them. The airline had a cap on
their settlement that came in just below half a million. Millennial Works was
close to that, and MobileTech, a smaller company responsible for the hydraulics
Millennial had used, also came in with the same offer that Millennial Works
did. After all was said and done and Charles’s fees were paid, I would walk
away with over a million dollars. We also agreed not to participate in any
class action suits and that the details of the settlement would be private.


“Whatever you think is best. Thanks, Charles.” I hung up and felt
strangely hollow. It was such a big part of my life and now it was time to move
on. The money would set me up nicely for the future, but it still didn’t feel
final. My phone rang again, but this time I was happy for the call.


“Oh, my God. Are you alive?” I asked.


“I know, I know. I suck for not checking in sooner.” Marisa
sounded guilty and rightfully so. I hadn’t heard from her in a week.


“I was just about to call Jason.” I honestly was so busy and
self-absorbed that I hadn’t missed Marisa as much as I should have. “How’s
everything?”


“Really good. Jason and I are great. I’ve pretty much spent most
of my free time with him. I miss you, though. Let’s make some time soon, okay?”


“How about drinks tonight? You available?”


“Of course, but don’t you have yoga tonight?”


“Yoga is done. I finished the beginner class and have zero
interest in continuing. I’d much rather drink beer with you and jog off the
calories.” I missed seeing Piper twice a week, but we’d been on a total of
three really great dates that I wouldn’t trade for all of the yoga classes.


“How are you and Perfect Piper doing?”


“Come on, be nice. She’s great and we’re doing well. She’s coming
over tomorrow to cook me dinner. Things are progressing nicely.” I tried not to
sound smug, but I was happy.


“Have you sealed the deal?”


Marisa wasn’t acting out of the ordinary or saying anything either
one of us wouldn’t have said in the past, but it bothered me. Piper and I were
taking it slow and I had nothing but the utmost respect for her and our situation.
I took a deep breath before I answered. “No. We’re taking things slow.” I wasn’t
going to tell her how many times over the last two weeks we came close but
stopped. For fear of spontaneously combusting, I decided if things escalated
tomorrow, I would let them. I was falling for Piper and I was done fighting it.


“I have such mixed feelings about it. I want you to be happy, but
I want her to be in the right place, you know?”


“I know. Both of us want that, too. We both have been going to
therapy and I think we’re at the point where we’re comfortable with us as a
couple. Obviously, she has more to work through, but I’m being sensitive. Trust
me, I’ve been the one holding back,” I said.


“Really? Wow.”


“Hopefully, that means you understand that I respect her and it’s
not just about sex.”


“Stop. I’m just super impressed because it’s been like, what? Two
years?” I heard her stifled giggle.


“No, but not all of us put out on the first date.”


“Touché, love. Listen, meet me at Ophelia’s and we’ll continue
this. I have to go. Six?”


“Perfect. I’ll see you there.” Leave it to Marisa to put me in a
better mood.


I checked the time. There was a sales meeting on commercial plots
and buildings that were up for sale or lease in the next six months. I decided
to attend because it was a good idea to close as much as possible over the next
few months before winter hit.


“Let’s get started,” Brittany said. She passed out folders of
buildings we could rep or pass on. Mountain View had a good reputation despite
all of the in-house negative energy I felt.


I perused the folder and was surprised at all the real estate outside
the city limits we were considering. Travis was trying to expand the business
and I thought it was the best idea he had in months. I nodded at Peter when we
got to the section he’d asked me to check out months ago. There were six
buildings in Piper’s neighborhood, most of them smaller commercial buildings. I
still liked the idea of converting the warehouses into condominiums, but condos
were a tough market. The return on investment wasn’t immediate and most
investors wanted to turn and flip fast. Real estate wasn’t what it used to be,
but it was slowly making a comeback.


“Are there any questions or thoughts?” Brittany asked.


I didn’t care enough to voice my opinion. Brittany would fight me
on a compliment at this point. Our relationship was almost nonexistent. I could
handle the cold shoulder, but the minute she started fucking with my
commissions, I was out. So far, I was getting paid on everything I brought in.
I wasn’t the best, but I was up there, and with my unintentional fame, my
numbers were climbing. Nobody had anything to say, so the meeting ended
quickly. I was going to have to pay closer attention to Piper’s neighborhood.
It wasn’t my territory, but it certainly pinged my radar. Piper liked where she
lived and felt safe there. I would check it out the next time I visited her.


 


* * *


 


It wasn’t as if I never had a woman over to my place before. Piper
had been over half a dozen times, but tonight was different. We both knew there
was a strong possibility that our relationship would take a giant step soon. I
was ready. Piper told me she was looking forward to cooking for me. I knew from
previous conversations that cooking wasn’t her thing, but she said she wanted
to make something nice for me.


I slipped on a cranberry cashmere V-neck sweater and black ankle
pants and kicked off my shoes. I wanted Piper to feel comfortable. I poured a
glass of wine while I fixed my hair and makeup. I was on my second glass when I
heard the knock at the door.


“Hi. Come on in.” I stepped back to make room for Piper and her
two grocery bags. I offered to carry them for her, but she shook her head.


“I’m perfectly balanced. Just follow me into the kitchen. And hi.”
She leaned down to kiss my cheek.


I did exactly what she asked and followed her. She had on slacks,
a black long-sleeved shirt, and black boots. She had tried taming her hair by
pulling it back, but a few wild pieces escaped and framed her face. Her cheeks
were pink from either the cool evening or the heat of us. Either way, she
looked beautiful and I couldn’t help but smile at her.


“What? Is there something on my face?” She carefully touched her
cheeks.


“No, I’m sorry. Wine has kept me entertained until you got here.
I’m going to have to slow down because sometimes wine makes me giggle for no
reason.”


“Have you eaten anything today?”


“I had lunch, but nothing since,” I said.


She put her hands on her hips, ready to scold me, but I put my
arms around her waist and kissed her. She moved her hands from her hips to mine
and deepened the kiss. I moaned. The wine had knocked down all of my filters.
She ended the kiss first. I pouted.


“I wanted to be hungry for tonight,” I said.


“You might still be hungry if this doesn’t go as planned,” she
said.


“I have all the restaurants on speed dial if that’s the case.
Chinese, pizza, Thai, the Italian restaurant a mile away, subs, anything you
want,” I said.


“Living in the suburbs has some advantages,” she said.


“So does living in the city. It’s almost too quiet here, but I do
love my house.” I looked around. There wasn’t a single thing that I hadn’t
already touched. The kitchen was completely remodeled and updated with the best
appliances and the coolest industrial countertops I could find. I’d ripped up
most of the carpet and installed heated hardwood floors everywhere except the
living room.


“You have a beautiful house, Shaylie. And a dream kitchen that I’m
about to destroy with my feeble attempts at cooking.”


I gave her a quick tour of where she could find things in the
cabinets and sat in one of the high-top chairs at the counter to keep her
company. I spun once and she took my glass of wine and replaced it with a
water.


“I need your full attention tonight,” she said.


“Oh, I believe you have my full attention tonight and every night,
if you want it.” Well, that was more blatant than I wanted it to be. My cheeks
heated up. I took a long drink of water and avoided eye contact with her. She
waited until I settled down before answering.


“I already knew that,” she said, cockily.


I rolled my eyes. I hated that she knew how hard I was crushing on
her. Thankfully, the feeling was mutual. At least she kissed like it was.


“Tell me what you’re making.”


“I’m making chicken and cheese enchiladas. I’ll fix fresh
guacamole so we can pig out on chips and dip while we wait for the enchiladas
to cook.”


“Yum. It sounds delicious. I’m really hungry.”


She slid the bag of chips over to me. “Go ahead and get started.”


I broke into the bag and shoved a few chips in my mouth. “How
about I help you? I’m sure you’ll need help chopping things or grating cheese.”


“I won’t give you any sharp utensils, but if you grated the
cheese, that would help immensely. Thank you.”


I washed up and found the grater. I grated two blocks of cheese,
sneaking a few bites here and there. She busted me but didn’t say anything. It
was fun watching her work in my kitchen. Even though she said she wasn’t a
great cook, she knew what she was doing. While the pan of enchiladas cooked,
she made the best guacamole I’d ever tasted.


“If your dinner is this good, I’m never letting you leave my house.”


She shrugged at me and poured herself a glass of wine. She
refilled my water glass. I frowned at her choice of beverage for me. “It’s
going to be fantastic. Just know that going in.”


I knew everything was going to be fantastic, but I wisely kept
quiet. With chips and guacamole in my system, I wasn’t feeling the fuzziness of
the wine anymore.


She sat next to me and twirled my chair so I was facing her. “Kiss
me.” It was more of a command.


I obliged. I slid my hands from her knees up to her thighs and
leaned forward to kiss her. I was completely in her personal space, but she
didn’t seem to mind. I felt her spread her legs ever so slightly. My thumbs slipped
to her upper thighs, an inch or two from her warm core, and I lightly squeezed.
She ran her hands up my arms to my neck and held my face while she deepened the
kiss. I moaned again and scooted closer. She spread her legs more to
accommodate me. I moved my hands up to her hips for fear that if I continued my
journey where they were, I would start something and have to stop. The kitchen
wasn’t the best place for sex, at least not the first time. I wanted Piper
naked and spread on my bed so I could touch her everywhere. I wanted to build
her up slowly and finish her off strong.


“We’re doing that thing again,” Piper said. She leaned back in her
chair.


“What thing? The kissing thing? I thought that was okay.” I leaned
forward and kissed the corners of her mouth before kissing her fully on her
lips again.


She pulled back again. “No, that thing where we start and can’t
finish.”


“Oh, I’m sure we can finish.” I was entirely too confident.


“Not with food coming out of the oven in ten minutes.” She shut me
down.


“That. Okay. Yeah.” I sat back in my chair and folded my arms
across my chest.


She ran her fingers lightly over my neck. I shivered. She crooked
her finger in the vee of my sweater and carefully pulled me toward her. “Oh,
we’ll pick this up after dinner. We have all night.”


I gulped right before her lips captured mine in a searing kiss. I
slipped out of my chair and stood between her legs. I slid my hands to her ass
and pulled her closer to me. Her fingers slipped under my sweater and stroked
my skin softly. She stopped abruptly when she felt my scar. Her face blanched.
It went from warm and pink to void of color when she touched it and pulled
away.


“Oh, my God. I’m so sorry.”


“Hey, it’s okay. It doesn’t hurt. I know it’s not attractive, but
it doesn’t hurt when you touch me there.” I twisted in her embrace and pulled
up my sweater so she could see the scar. She very carefully traced the jagged
line with her finger.


“You’re beautiful and so is this scar. I’m just sorry you have
it,” she said. She looked so sad. I hated that my scar ruined the moment.


“Don’t be. A friend once told me that scars are sexy and I should
wear mine like a badge of honor.”


I winked at her and she surprised me by leaning down and kissing
it. I held my breath the entire time. Her lips on my body was too much. I
pulled away.


“Are you okay?” she asked.


I half laughed out of embarrassment and the reaction my body had
to her lips. “Um. Yes. That was just a lot for me to take.”


She wasn’t laughing or even smiling. The look on her face was
fierce and determined. “I plan on kissing all of your scars.”


If the timer hadn’t gone off at that exact moment, I would have
dragged her back to my room. The sexual tension between us was palpable. I was
so focused on her that I jumped at the noise.


“Son of a bitch,” I mumbled. I left her embrace to turn off the
repetitive ring of the timer and pull the food from the oven.


“It looks done,” she said. Her breath was a whisper against my
ear. I hadn’t heard her sneak up behind me. I shivered again.


“It needs to cool for a few minutes,” I said. It wasn’t even my
dish, but I took charge of it because I needed to stay busy. I felt her press
behind me, her body flush with mine. I leaned my head back on her shoulder and
tilted my head for a kiss that made me weak with desire and submission. She
turned me and I melted against her. I was tired of fighting my attraction and doing
what I thought was best for us. I wanted her.


Chapter Nineteen

 

 

 


“I have a better idea than dinner. Come with me instead.” She
pulled me down the long hallway. We kissed the entire way until we reached my
bedroom.


I stepped back long enough to ask, “Are you sure?”


She answered me by unbuttoning her shirt and slipping out of it. I
gently nudged her backward into the room, my mouth on hers, my hands on her
body. When the back of her knees hit the mattress, I kept kissing her until she
lost her balance and we fell on the bed. I straddled her long enough to strip
off my sweater and unbutton my pants. She pushed my hands out of the way and
slid the zipper down. I closed my eyes as her fingertips brushed the top of my
lace panties. When I opened my eyes again, the look she gave me was that of
hunger, desire, and want. She wanted me. I pulled her hands away and held them
above her head as I leaned forward to continue kissing her. My bare skin
against hers made me shudder.


“Are you cold?” she asked between kisses.


“Not at all.”


She smiled at my response and pulled me down so I was stretched
out over her. I unbuttoned her pants and sat up long enough to pull them off. I
kicked mine off as well. I couldn’t take my eyes off her body. Piper was
beautiful. She wore a matching pink lace bra and panty set. I smiled. I was
wearing a similar set that covered more, but in white. Both of us clearly
wanted this to happen tonight. The gentle way she touched me made me feel
beautiful. As passionate as we had been to get started, we were taking our time
now that we had given in. I ran my fingertips across her stomach and up to the
swell of her small breasts. Her breath hitched when I leaned forward and traced
the top of the lace with my tongue. She leaned up and unlatched her bra but
didn’t take it off. I kissed her hard this time and pushed her bra up so it
rested at her collarbone. I ran my tongue down her neck, past the lace, to her
erect nipple. I cupped her breast and took as much of it into my mouth as I
could. She moaned her approval and wound her fingers into my hair, pressing my
head down harder. I ran my tongue to her other breast and did the same. I felt
her hand slip between us and unclasp my bra with a single flip of her finger.
When she touched my breast, I moaned. I’d forgotten how sensitive my breasts
were. Her hand was cramped between our bodies, but she managed to rub her thumb
back and forth over my nipple until I whimpered. I needed to feel her warm, wet
mouth on it. I leaned up and she obliged without any instruction. Her teeth
grazed my nipple and sucked hard.


“Oh, God, Piper,” I said.


She flipped me, much to my surprise and approval. She leaned over
me on her hands and knees, moving only enough to allow me to remove her bra. I
reached up and slid her hair tie off. Her long, wavy hair cloaked us and I
smiled up at her. Her eyes traveled all over my face and stopped when she saw
my scar. She leaned down and placed the gentlest kiss on it. I gripped her arms
tighter. She kissed her way down my body, stopping at the jagged scar on my
side to give it the same loving, gentle attention. She pulled my panties off
but stopped on her way back up my body to kiss the puckered scar by my knee.


“It’s so ugly,” I whispered.


“Nothing about you is ugly. Everything about you is beautiful.
Your scars just tell the world you’re alive.” She gave it one final, tiny kiss
and continued her journey up my body. I held my breath when she reached my
core. There was no hesitation. She spread me open and ran her tongue the full
length of me, hard and fast. I gasped at the intimacy of it, at the sheer
pleasure of it, and willed myself not to come the second I felt her tongue on
my clit. She pushed my legs up and held the backs of my thighs while she
continued to lavish me with wet, warm attention. I tried hard to last, but I
came in under a minute.


“Shit.” I dropped my legs down on the bed. I felt Piper smile
against my leg. “I’m sorry.” I was mortified. I covered my eyes with the crook
of my arm in embarrassment.


“Are you kidding me? I feel like a goddess right now,” Piper said.
She peppered tiny kisses back up my body until she was face-to-face with me.
She tapped on my arm until I moved it away from my eyes. She had the cockiest
smirk on her face. I groaned and tried to cover my face again, but she stopped
me. “No. Let me see your face. You’re so beautiful, Shay.”


It was the first time she used my nickname. Even Marisa didn’t
call me that. It was a name I used growing up, but once I hit college, I went
by my full name. I wanted to be taken seriously in the real world. But hearing
it now made me smile. It felt like a term of endearment, not just a nickname.


“Can we start over? Pretend that didn’t happen?” I asked.


She kissed me softly. I tasted myself on her mouth and ran my
tongue over her lips to taste more. Our night was just beginning.


“You always want to start over. Conversations about us, and now
sex.” She bit my bottom lip and sucked it into her mouth. I moaned again and
climbed on top of her, spreading her legs with mine, never breaking our rough
and passionate kiss. I could kiss Piper all night, but I wanted more. I needed
more. I sucked my way down her neck. Her body rose to meet my mouth. I kissed
the tender spot above her collarbone, the softness of her breast, the curve of
her hip. All sensitive areas that made her moan when my lips brushed by them. I
kissed her through her lacy panties, anxious to taste her but dragging out the
moment as long as I could before I crashed down on her. I all but ripped the
lace down and her hips lifted. I tugged her panties past her knees and waited
for her to kick them off before I continued. She was smooth everywhere. I
smiled and ran my tongue up the inside of her thigh. She reached behind her and
grabbed my slatted headboard. I slowed down so I could appreciate everything
about her body. The chill bumps that were under my fingertips, the slight
shiver when I caressed a soft spot, the sound of her hitched breathing when I
got close to her slit.


“I’ve wanted you for so long,” I said softly.


She threaded her fingers in my hair. I smiled because I didn’t
think she heard me. I said it more for myself because I couldn’t believe my
dream was coming true. I felt a ping of guilt, because I wanted to start us off
with nothing but honesty between us. The secret of Emma and Robin weighed
heavily on my mind, but I mentally blocked it and focused all my attention on
Piper. I ran my hand up and down her leg, moving closer to the inside of her
thigh with each stroke.


“Shay, you’re driving me crazy.” Her voice was raspy and laced
with a note of desperation.


I obliged her silent plea and softly licked her wet core. I spread
her apart to slip a finger inside. She was so tight and warm. I moaned when her
walls squeezed me. I moved slowly at first, watching her body rise with each
gentle thrust. When I slipped another finger inside her, she moaned loudly. My
heart surged and pumped even faster with every noise she made. I was determined
to please her in every way she would let me. I captured her engorged clit in my
mouth and gently rolled it around my tongue, sucking it, licking it, feeling it
harden with every pull of my mouth. I held her hips down with my free hand for
fear that she would buck up and hurt both of us.


“Right there, yes, right there,” she whispered. Based on the hitches
in her voice and her small cries of pleasure, I knew I was doing everything
right. When she finally came, I pumped my fingers in and out until she stopped
me. Her legs jerked with each aftershock and her hips rocked from side to side.
I pulled the covers up and gathered her in my arms. She was still stiff from
her orgasm and I wanted her to relax into me. I held her until her breathing
returned to normal and her body became pliant in my embrace.


“You okay?” I was worried that she wasn’t ready for me, for this
intensity yet. First-time sex was hard because you were learning one another’s
likes and dislikes. I stroked her back gently, lovingly, and waited for her to
answer. She nodded against me. When I felt warm tears against my neck I held
her even tighter. There were no words I could say to ease her mind or heart, so
I did the best I could by holding her and waiting.


“Wow. That was harder than I thought,” she said.


What the hell did that mean? I tried not to take it wrong so I
waited until she explained herself. It didn’t take long before she realized
what she said wasn’t flattering. I felt her hand on my chest.


“I didn’t mean it like that. I meant that I wasn’t expecting to be
this emotional about what just happened. I thought I was ready,” she said.


I tensed up. I didn’t mean to, but her explanation wasn’t any
better. This was too soon. I frowned into her hair but told myself I wouldn’t
cry.


“No, no. I’m doing a bad job explaining. This? Us? Was incredible.
I’m surprised at how incredible it was, it is. I was thinking we’d laugh and
have a good time. I wasn’t expecting my heart to be so involved.”


I relaxed and laid my head on my pillow. Piper leaned up on her
elbow and looked at me. I wiped away a tear that rested in the corner of her
eye. She touched my face and traced a path down to my neck where she felt my
pulse.


“Pretty fast,” she said.


I slid my hand to her neck and felt hers. It hammered against my
fingers. “Wow.”


She smiled and rested her head on my shoulder. “That was really
nice.”


“And we’re just getting started.” I kissed the top of her head and
snuggled under the blanket with her.


“And we still have to eat dinner.”


“I think we deserve dinner in bed. I’ll go fix us two plates and
head back.”


Piper pounced on me when I tried to slip out of bed. “Oh, no.
You’re not going anywhere just yet.”


I lasted longer than a minute the second orgasm she gave me, and
forgot about time after the third.


 


* * *


 


“So many wonderful tastes tonight.” I innocently pointed my fork
at the plate of enchiladas on my lap. It took us two hours before we finally
got around to eating. I had to microwave both plates, but the food was still
delicious. Piper was wearing a T-shirt that said “I will not be afraid of
women” and her little pink panties. I had no idea where her bra ended up. I
refused to explain my faded favorite T-shirt but made her wear it anyway. She’d
braided her hair back to keep it out of her food, but I planned on letting it
down the second we were done.


“I couldn’t agree more.”


“Thank you for cooking dinner tonight.” I ate the last bite and
put my plate on the nightstand. “I can’t remember the last time somebody cooked
for me.”


“How long has it been since you dated? I mean, you don’t have to
answer if you don’t want to,” she said.


I didn’t know if I wanted to talk about past relationships since
we just had mind-blowing sex and I wanted to bathe in the afterglow just a
little bit longer, but I decided to play along. “If you don’t count Lani, my
last date was about eight months ago.”


She stared at me.


“What?”


“How is that possible? You’re perfect.”


I blushed and waved her off. “Not even close to that, but thank
you. I just never really thought about dating and relationships. I’m pretty
busy with work.” I shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, but finding somebody who
you clicked so well with wasn’t that easy. Most women my age were either
already in relationships, or busy with their children and spouses, or just
jerks. Colorado was a mecca of lesbians, but I had a hard time finding the
right one, and I didn’t want to blow through all of them.


“Look at me,” she said. I took a deep breath and met her gaze.
“You really are special. A lot has happened the last six months in both of our
lives, but I’m happy you’re in mine. I don’t know what’s going to happen in the
future, but right here, right now, I’m in a good place.”


Truthfully, what she said didn’t give me butterflies. I didn’t
expect her to profess her undying love for me after one night, but I was hoping
for more of a commitment. I didn’t sleep around, or at least not in the last
half a dozen years or so. Making money made me happy and I focused on that.
With everything that happened to me this year, my priorities had shifted. I was
ready for the happily ever after, but apparently Piper wasn’t. At least not
with me.


“Are you done? I’ll take your plate.” I needed to get out of there
for a quick breather. I took her plate, stacked it on mine, and scooted out of
bed. “Do you need anything?”


“Maybe some ice water?”


I nodded and bolted out of the room. I didn’t know how to talk about
the future with her. I put the plates in the sink after I rinsed them. At the
sound of Piper’s voice, I turned in surprise.


“Is the hot tub in operation?” she asked.


She looked out the sliding glass door. My T-shirt was long enough
to cover her hips but too short to cover up her sweet ass that peeked out from
beneath her pink panties. Her hair was piled up on top of her head, but a few
wisps framed her face. She was always beautiful. I sighed.


“It sure is. Want to sit in it for a bit?” Visions of sex with
Piper in my hot tub motivated me to slip out and turn it on for us.


“I’d love to. Wait. Can anyone see us?” She looked around at the
darkness.


“Only the stars can see my backyard.” I mentally thanked Marisa,
who’d insisted I get a hot tub even though I fought it every step of the way.
“Let’s give it some time to warm up and I’ll grab us a few robes.” It was
already cold at night, so the hot tub would be perfect. “Oh, and you can’t wear
any clothes.”


“You’re just saying that.” She nudged me with her elbow.


“No, seriously. The polyester fibers from bathing suits clog up
the filter.”


“Then I’ll just wear this cotton T-shirt. That’s okay, right? Not
polyester.”


I pulled her closer and wrapped my arms around her waist. She
responded by wrapping her arms around my neck. “I’m pretty sure the hot tub
technician said no clothing of any kind allowed in the tub. I’m sorry. If you’re
concerned about modesty, I guess I could wait until you were done and then go
in by myself.” I sighed dramatically.


Piper stepped out of my embrace and pulled off the T-shirt. She
looked at me with the naughtiest smile on her face.


“You’re going to have to drop the panties, too.”


She looked at them, hooked her thumbs in the top, pulled them down
a fraction, then pulled them back up. “I think it’s okay to leave them on.”


It was so hard not to drop to my knees and taste her again. I
reached for her and she came to me willingly. “It’s going to take time before
it heats up. We have time to kill.”


She lifted her eyebrow at me as she pressed against my body. “I
can think of a few things we can do.”


“Only a few? How disappointing. I was hoping for more than a few.”


Piper silenced me with a kiss. The kind of kiss that made me
clutch her with weakness. She sucked my bottom lip into her mouth and ran her
tongue over it, back and forth until I opened my mouth and we kissed as deeply
as we could. I pulled her to the couch and nestled between her legs. This
wasn’t going to be sweet sex like it was upstairs. This was going to be hard
and fast. I pressed into her, hating that she was still wearing panties. She
wrapped her legs around my waist and moved her hips against mine, both of us
moaning and touching as much of one another as we could. I broke our embrace
and sat up long enough to rip off her panties and pull her farther down on the
couch. I hovered above her, running my fingers up and down her swollen, wet
slit. When I entered her with two fingers, she cried out and raised her hips
against my hand, wanting more. I drilled into her fast and deep and watched her
body blush with passion. She reached for me, pulling me down closer to her.


“I need to touch you,” she whispered. Her voice was ragged and
shaky and I knew she was ready for release.


My hand was drenched and cramped, but I wasn’t going to stop. I
felt her fingernails press into my back as she clawed her way to greet her
orgasm. Her body was rigid except for her hips, which rocked against my hand,
greeting each thrust with a force of their own.


“More, Shay. I need more.”


I didn’t know if her body could accept more, but I slowed my hand
and gently pushed a third finger in. She hissed. I moaned when I felt her
adjust to me. I carefully moved in and out of her, building her up just like
before, but not as hard. She was tight and I didn’t want to hurt her. She
reached down and stopped my hand. I froze in confusion.


“Did I hurt you? Are you okay?” I was mortified at the thought
that I’d hurt her. I pulled out.


“I’m okay. Do it again,” she said.


I watched her eyes as I pressed all three fingers back inside her.
Her chest rose and she held her breath.


“Again.”


I slipped all the way out and back in again. She swallowed and
blinked slowly.


“Again.”


Christ. She was even wetter than before. I’d never been this
turned on from simply watching another woman. I leaned down, my face inches
from hers, and quickly kissed her.


“What do you want, Piper?”


I slipped all the way out and waited for her answer, my fingers
barely touching her pussy.


“I want…” She paused and swallowed. “I want you to fuck me hard.”


An explosion went off inside my body. The thick drumming of my
heart pulsated everywhere. I kissed her and gave her exactly what she wanted.
She broke the kiss to cry out and sank her teeth into the taut muscle right
below my neck. I hissed out in a mixture of pain and pleasure. I didn’t stop
until she cried out and stilled her hips. I felt her arms wrap around me as I
slipped out of her. Her ragged breathing had me somewhat concerned, but not
enough to want to move. I was exhausted, but also exhilarated. I was spent, but
full of energy. Feeling like I weighed too much for her, I shifted my body off
hers and moved to the side. Her breasts and stomach glistened with sweat.


“You’re amazing,” she said.


I smiled at her and ran my fingers down her neck and over her
nipples and rested them on her stomach. I’d never experienced trust this pure
in my life. I knew without a doubt that I was falling for Piper. Even if we
erased the last thirty minutes of our relationship, which thankfully we
couldn’t, I would still be in awe of her. She was everything I expected and so
much more.


“I can’t even begin to tell you how backward you have this. You’re
the amazing one.” I sounded gushy and slightly emotional, but I was desperately
trying to keep my shit together and not profess love for this woman. I didn’t
look at her because I knew it would be written all over my face. Instead, I
traced my fingertips over her curves and watched her body respond to my touch.


“I don’t think I can move.” She half laughed.


“I don’t expect you to. Just relax.”


She shivered, so I pulled the blanket from the back of couch down
to cover us. We lay in companionable silence. Her hand was wrapped in my hair,
stroking my scalp softly. I rested my palm on her stomach almost possessively.


“Do you think the hot tub is ready now?”


“I’ll go check. Wait here.” I knew full well she wasn’t going to
move unless she had to. I unraveled myself from her embrace, kissed her
swiftly, and slipped outside. I shivered in the cool air and checked the
temperature. It was exactly what we wanted. I looked up at the night and smiled
at all the stars. Tonight was perfect.


Chapter Twenty

 

 

 


“If we swing by the grocery store, we won’t have to leave my house
at all.”


I was following Piper to her loft, amazed that we had the energy
to get up and get dressed this morning. I’d lost count of how many times we
made love since Friday. I counted the number of hours I’d slept all weekend and
I was still in single digits, but I didn’t care. I would give up sleep for time
with Piper without hesitation.


“I’ll beat you there,” I said. My phone beeped with another call.
“Oh, Marisa is on the other line. I’ll see you inside.” I hung up with her and
switched the lines. “Hey, girl, hey.”


“You sound like you had a good date Friday night. Thanks for the
call.” The sarcasm dripped from her voice.


“Hey, you can’t hate on me because I didn’t call you. I literally
just left Piper’s side. I’m following her back to her place after we grab some
groceries.”


“Oh. If you’re following her, that means you’re probably staying
the night there so you can just get up and go tomorrow. I need more
information. Start at the beginning,” she said.


“Always the detective. And how come you don’t sound happy for me?
When you told me about Jason, I was all gaga about you both. Come on. I need support.”
Even I heard the whine in my voice.


“I’m excited for you. I’m just a little more cautious. I’m sorry.
Please, tell me about your date. I’m serious. I want to know,” she said.


“I’ll have to call you tomorrow. I’m pulling into a spot now.
Everything is good, okay? Just know things are good.” I hung up with Marisa and
smiled at Piper when she appeared in my window.


“Everything okay?” she asked.


“Everything is perfect,” I said. I refrained from kissing her
since we were so new. I didn’t know how she wanted to handle us, especially in
public.


She opened my door and reached for my hand. I grabbed my purse and
followed her into the store. We had enough food for six meals even though I was
only going to be there for two at most.


“I’ve always loved grocery shopping.” I added a bag of
marshmallows to the cart.


“What’s happening with those?” Piper pointed to the bag.


I grabbed chocolate bars and graham crackers from a nearby camping
food display and threw them in the cart. “We’re going to have s’mores the next time
you come over. So, there will be not only hot tub time but firepit time, too.
Remember that square thing in the yard all covered up? That’s the firepit I’ve
never actually used, but really want to.”


“This just means I’ll have to work extra hard because of the
calories you’re feeding me.”


“I promise we will work off all of the calories I’m feeding you.”
I wagged my eyebrows at her. I was rewarded with the sweetest, sexiest smile
ever. I melted even more. “Let’s hurry up and get back to your place. Clifford
texted me. He wants us to curl up on the bed with him.”


“Huh. Clifford. Strange that he’s never texted me before and I’m
his mom.”


“It’s because we bonded on the mats. He is about as limber as I
am,” I said.


“Clifford can put his legs behind his ears, too?”


I blushed, recalling our early morning where Piper totally and
completely topped me. Her tongue did things to me that had my mind reeling.
“Stop.” I nudged her shoulder with mine.


“What?” she whispered innocently. She looked around and kissed me
swiftly. The force of her body crashing into mine caused my head to knock over
several boxes of cereal, spilling them into the aisle.


I rubbed my head, laughed, and scolded her. I bumped my head
again, this time on hers, when we both reached down to pick up the scattered
boxes of Frosted Flakes and Honey Smacks.


“Ow. We need to get out of here before I need more stitches.” I
cringed once I realized what I said.


“No more stitches, but yes. Let’s get out of here.”


We rounded the corner and narrowly missed smacking into another
cart. I apologized to the older lady and moved out of her way.


“Piper. How are you?”


I felt her stiffen beside me.


“Marilyn. I’m doing well. Thank you for asking.”


Marilyn looked down at our interlocked fingers and back up to
Piper. “I can see that. You seem to be adjusting well to life.” She pushed her
cart away from us without waiting for a response.


I leaned over and whispered to Piper, “She literally just put her
nose up in the air at us. Who was that?”


“Marilyn worked with Robin. She is the administrative assistant
for the company.”


“Well, she was rude and I don’t like her.” I scowled in Marilyn’s
direction. “Don’t listen to her.” I quickly changed the subject to coffee.
Piper promised she had coffee, and even if by some utter lack of luck that
wasn’t true, there was always Peak Brew across the street. I paid for the
groceries and once again followed her back to her loft. We both found parking
and I grabbed the one bag of groceries and my overnight bag. Piper led the way
upstairs.


“Clifford, I’m here. I brought your mama home just like you
asked.”


“Look at him. Still asleep in the bed.” Piper pointed upstairs to
the round circle on her bed. “He didn’t text you. Hell, he probably hasn’t even
left that spot since Friday night.”


“I’m going to disagree. He’s been out of bed to eat. And hopefully
to use the litter box.”


I followed her into the kitchen to drop off the bag of groceries.


“You can hang up your clothes in the closet right there. You might
have to squish them in. Or just hang them from the stairs,” Piper said.


I hung them on the stairs. Going into Piper’s closet seemed rather
intimate regardless of the last forty-eight hours.


She handed me a water after the groceries were put away and
signaled for me to sit down on the couch with her. I sat and leaned against
her. I smiled when I felt her arm drape across the back of the couch. I was sad
that she didn’t touch me, but I really couldn’t complain.


“You want to watch a movie?” she asked.


I was tired, but nodded. Piper picked a Hallmark Channel romance
that had just started. I remember seeing the opening credits and thinking the
main character was pretty and then everything faded to black.


 


* * *


 


I cracked open my eyes to find a blanket over me and Piper off in
the kitchen making food. I heard purring so I knew Clifford was close by. “What
time is it?”


“Five fifteen. You were pretty tired and I didn’t want to wake
you. I know you need to get caught up on sleep and you have tons of important
meetings this week.”


I sat up and rubbed my eyes. “I’m so sorry. I wasted our
afternoon.”


“Oh, stop. You did not. Come over here and let’s finish making
dinner together.”


Piper had changed her clothes. She was wearing jeans and a
cream-colored sweater. She wore thick non-slip socks and had her wavy hair
pulled back at the nape of her neck. She looked like an ad for a Visit Colorado
pamphlet at the visitors’ center on the state line. The only thing missing was
a fireplace and snow shoes leaning near the front door. I felt frumpy and
rumpled in my wrinkled clothes from this morning. I only had clothes for work
tomorrow and a skimpy pajama set that I wasn’t planning on wearing all night.


“What are we having?”


“Pizza. That way we can nibble on it later tonight if we get
hungry. The crust is ready to roll out. I’m just slicing some mushrooms.”


“I can grate the cheese,” I said. She handed me the grater and a
chunk of mozzarella. We had the pizza built and put into the oven in no time.
“What do you want to do now?”


“Maybe we can try a different movie?” Piper asked. “I don’t know
that I want to get out any more tonight.”


“I promise I won’t fall asleep again. At least not yet.”


We got comfortable on the couch and picked an action movie. About
halfway through, I leaned over and kissed her neck softly. At first, she
ignored me, and I thought she was playing a game. I tried harder. When I felt
her hand on my chest stopping my progress, I pulled back.


“What’s wrong?”


“I don’t know for sure,” she said. When she looked up at me, I saw
pain flash across her eyes. My heart sank. “I feel off.”


“Talk to me.” I held her hands in my lap. “Tell me what’s going
on.”


She sighed and leaned her forehead against mine. “Being at your
house, away from my life, I felt like things could be normal for me. I felt
special and treasured. But being here with you is really hard. Everything
reminds me of Robin. I know that sounds stupid. And then running into Marilyn
and the cruel things she said.” She teared up.


My throat burned and I blinked back tears of my own. “I know it
can’t be easy for you.” I had no idea what to say. I hated that we ran into
Marilyn, but I knew something like that would happen.


“I wasn’t expecting to have so many feelings. Good and bad. Being
with you makes me feel happy and hopeful for the first time in months. But part
of me feels overwhelmingly guilty. I thought I was going to be okay. I really
did. Marilyn pushed me over the edge.” She brushed the tears off her cheeks and
smiled weakly at me. “Wow. I have no idea what’s happening to me right now.”
She stood and walked to the kitchen island. She put both palms flat on the
surface and lowered her head.


I was frozen. I didn’t know how to console her. I didn’t know what
was happening, but the hollow feeling in the pit of my stomach warned me that
it wasn’t good. “I don’t know either, but you’re scaring me.” I walked to her
hesitantly and put my hand on her back. “Piper, I truly can’t imagine what you
went through or are going through, but please don’t give up on us. We can take
several steps back. I won’t stay over tonight.” Desperation was filling in the
cracks of my heart, a defense mechanism as my brain tried to grasp what Piper
was really saying.


“This weekend shouldn’t have happened. It was too soon. I got caught
up in how you made me feel and how much I enjoyed being with you, but I feel
Robin here, squeezing my heart, and the guilt…” She stopped to take a breath
and to look into my eyes. “The guilt is everywhere.”


“Don’t say that. Please don’t say that.”


She cried harder.


I pulled her into my arms and whispered against her hair, “Please,
Piper. Please just give us time. I don’t want to lose you. We can work
something out. Have faith in us.” I held her until her sobs subsided.


“It’s not fair to you if I ask you to wait for me. You’re such a
wonderful person, Shay. I’m still a hot mess. We’re just at different places in
our lives right now. I’m so sorry, but I need to just focus on me and getting
stronger.” She paused to touch me. “You have been so wonderful and supportive
and this just breaks my heart.”


I could tell by the defeated look on her face and her slumped
shoulders that she was serious. I gathered up my things with as much dignity as
I could and quietly slipped out of her life.


Chapter Twenty-one

 

 

 


“So, what happened exactly? Start from the beginning and leave out
only what you need to.” Marisa busted out of the sliding glass door and scared
the shit out of me. I was outside sitting next to the firepit, a blanket
wrapped around my knees. I’d been wallowing in self-pity for hours, unsure how
to handle Piper’s confession.


“First of all, you suck for scaring me,” I said.


“Sorry about that, but jeez. You sent me a 9-1-1 emergency text
and I panicked. Plus, I called you. Where’s your phone?”


I looked in the folds of my blanket before remembering I’d left it
on the kitchen counter next to what was now an almost empty bottle of wine. “I
think it’s in the kitchen somewhere. It’s not as if anybody is going to text or
call me, and you’re here already.” I was depressed. I’d handled rejection
before, but this was different. I really thought Piper and I had a shot.


Marisa went back inside for a blanket and a glass of wine. After
she got comfortable, she turned to me. “Spill it.”


“We had this great date on Friday. The date lasted the entire
weekend. Here at my place, Piper was sweet and attentive. And the sex? Oh, don’t
even get me started on that.”


“Who made the first move?” Marisa hung on my every word.


“Well, that’s not really what I want to talk about.”


“I’m sorry. We don’t have to talk about that right now.” Marisa
squeezed my hand.


“Anyway, so we decided to spend Sunday at her place. She had to
check on Clifford and just get back into the routine,” I said.


“Did she have any classes on Saturday?” Marisa asked.


“She must have traded because she didn’t leave my side. That’s
what’s so weird about all of this. One minute we’re happy-go-lucky lovers, the
next minute she’s freaking out and saying it’s too soon and she can’t do this.”
I stood and added a few logs to the fire. “We ran into this horrible woman who
saw us holding hands at the grocery store. Apparently, she knew Robin. She said
something snotty to Piper. How am I supposed to combat the memories of a dead
fiancée?”


“Did you ever tell her what you saw on the plane?” Marisa’s voice
was low and cautious.


“Absolutely not. That’s the worst thing anybody could hear about
their significant other. Or their best friend.” I repositioned the blanket over
my legs. It was too cold to be outside, but I felt numb and the cold air was
the only thing I felt.


“Shaylie, you have to tell her. Maybe she won’t listen, but she
needs to know. Maybe the truth will set her free and give you the opportunity
you both deserve. It’s not fair to let her mourn people who kept such a
terrible secret from her.”


“So, I’ll just blurt out ‘by the way, Piper, I sat next to your
fiancée and best friend, who made out the entire trip. I thought they were
together and then I thought maybe you knew and were okay with it.’ How do you
tell somebody you love that their life for the past year was a lie?”


“I don’t know that I would say it like that, but maybe—”


“What did you just say?” a voice behind us asked.


I turned to find Piper standing inside the privacy gate looking
shocked. She slammed the gate shut and marched over to me. Her brow furrowed
and her eyes narrowed with anger.


“Seriously, what did you just fucking say?” Her voice was shaky
and several octaves higher than normal. Her chin jutted out in defiance, but
her body language was that of a frightened, trapped animal.


“Oh, shit,” Marisa said. She stood so she was almost between us, a
referee of sorts. “Piper, hang on. Let Shaylie explain.”


“I can’t believe you would make something like that up just to
keep me,” she said.


“Are you kidding? I would never lie about something like this, not
even to keep somebody in my life.” My anger brimmed right below the surface at
being accused of lying, especially to somebody I loved.


“I can vouch for that,” Marisa said.


Piper turned to face her. “Stay out of this.”


Marisa held her hands up and took a few steps back but stayed
close.


“What was I supposed to say? ‘Hey, yeah, I did meet your fiancée,
but she and your best friend were practically having sex next to me on the
plane’? Piper, nobody on Earth would have told you that after what happened.
Nobody. Shit like this eats me up inside. I hate secrets, but I didn’t feel the
need to tell you this. You lost so much already.” I tried to take her hands,
but she angrily pulled away.


“You’re lying. Why would you say something like that?” She stepped
away from me.


“I’m not lying. Robin and Emma were acting like a couple. I’m so
sorry, but they were holding hands and kissing.” It killed me to say those
words, but now that it was out there, Piper needed to know.


“No. They were friends. They worked together sometimes. You’re
such an asshole.”


Her words cut me to the quick. My heart slammed in my chest and
anger ribboned through my veins. “Okay, sure. I’m just being hurtful and said
these things because I knew you were lurking outside my gate just now. It makes
perfect sense.” I rolled my eyes at the absurdity of the situation.


“Shaylie.” Marisa’s voice held a warning. She knew my sarcasm came
out in full force when pressed.


“Look, Piper. I know what I saw. Marisa has begged me to tell you
since day one, but I wanted to protect you. I wanted you to have peace with
Robin and Emma.” I tried explaining, but I knew Piper’s mind was made up. She
was too angry to listen.


“I just can’t believe you would stoop this low.” The look of
disdain on her face was heartbreaking. I felt my heart splinter even more.
Secrets were stupid to keep. Lesson learned in the worst way possible.


“I came over here to figure out a way to make this work. Because I
thought maybe we were worth fighting for, but now I know it was a mistake. We
were a mistake.” Piper turned and stomped off. I didn’t even try to stop her. I
was frozen.


“Aren’t you going to go after her?” Marisa asked.


“Are you kidding? She’s not going to listen to me right now.” I
paced in front of the firepit until Marisa stopped me.


“Go inside. I’m going to put out the fire and I’ll be there in a
sec.”


Every step I took was heavy. I was so tired. My body was shutting
down because my heart hurt so much. I sprawled on the couch and stared at
nothing. Twenty minutes ago, I’d thought I still had a slight chance with
Piper. Being at her place as her lover instead of her friend really threw her
and I knew she needed space. I’d hoped that we could work it out because I felt
such a strong connection with her. After tonight, I knew our chance had died. I
felt the cushions sink when Marisa sat on the couch. She started playing with
my hair.


“I’m so sorry it went down like that. I shouldn’t have even
brought it up. It’s all my fault. Did you know she was coming over?”


I couldn’t talk. I shook my head instead. She continued to stroke
the back of my head. When the tears came, she held me until I fell asleep,
exhausted and heartbroken.


 


* * *


 


This couldn’t be happening. I looked over the report twice during
the meeting. Of all the buildings to choose, what were the chances?


“I think our client will be happy with our recommendation. It’s a
big enough building for their growing business and it’s close enough to
downtown to give it that important vibe without being over the top expensive.”
Brittany was getting us ready for our upcoming meeting with Penshaw & Fern.
“It will take a year for them to consolidate. That gives the tenants with
leases plenty of time to find a new place.”


I didn’t know what to say without coming undone, but I had to say
something. I cleared my throat, indicating I had something to say. “This area
borders on residential. There are several condos nearby. I think our client might
balk at that.”


“Shaylie, this area comes under your recommendation. You can’t
back out now. You even said it was great for up-and-coming businesses.”


“I did, but I don’t think this building is the right one for our
client. I think they will want a bigger space. If they are consolidating four
different offices, this building isn’t going to hold them five, ten years down
the road.” My heart pounded. I took a deep breath and waited while Brittany
reviewed the building specs.


“This is a two-story brick building. It’s an outright buy. They
can build up if they need to. Nobody is going to turn down an affordable
building in an up-and-coming area. Denver is growing and there are only so many
places available. I think our client will agree. We have a good, solid
relationship with Thompson Realty, and getting in the door before it’s even
listed is the best thing. This property will be scooped up the minute it’s
posted.” She paused long enough to look over the information again. “The
current tenants’ leases are up in three months. I’m sure they will be notified
soon about the change in ownership if this deal goes through.”


Brittany didn’t open it up for discussion. She marched out of the
office with her faithful minions hot on her heels. I sat at the conference table
in complete shock. Piper’s studio and the other small businesses in her
building were going to have to relocate thanks to a recommendation I’d made
months ago. I didn’t know her building was even up for sale. She never
mentioned anything about it. Hell, she probably didn’t even know.


“Shaylie, line one. Shaylie.” Ginny’s voice boomed through the
phone system and snapped me out of my trance.


“This is Shaylie Beck. May I help you?” I answered the phone in
the conference room.


“It’s Charles. I have good news. Can you swing by the office
today?”


Christ. Today was not the day to have to deal with my lawyer. My
emotional state was fragile enough, but I felt trapped here, like the walls
were caving in. I needed to get out. “Sure. I’ll swing by after lunch.” I ended
the call and headed to my office to answer a few pressing emails and make a
checklist of all the bad decisions I made this year. Get on a full airplane,
check. Crash, check. Fall in love with fiancée of someone who died in crash,
check. Keep a big secret from her, double check. God help me, but I was in love
with Piper. I was before our weekend-long date three weeks ago. I was before we
did that crazy biking trip. My phone startled me out of my self-pitying lists
of things I couldn’t change.


“What’s up, Mar?” I tried to sound jovial more for her sake than
mine. She’d threatened to move in with me until I either fell out of love with
Piper or found somebody else. I adjusted my attitude quickly around her. I
didn’t think I could handle Marisa and Jason in my house. I loved them both,
but I didn’t need to be reminded of everything I was missing out on—loving
touches, sweet kisses, the closeness of someone you loved.


“Just checking in. How are you? Want to come up to the ranch with
me this weekend? Get away for a bit? We could leave tonight.”


I chewed my bottom lip while I thought about her offer. The
weather was turning colder and I was starting to slip into hibernation mode,
which suited my mood at the moment. But getting out of the city sounded
perfect, and I could use some motherly love since my own mother was in a
different time zone. Virginia was the perfect person to sit down and talk to
about my problems. Not that I didn’t trust Marisa’s advice, but Virginia was
wiser and she’d clued into my crush on Piper within thirty seconds of being
around the two of us. “Count me in.”


“Really? I mean, that’s great.”


“I’m rolling my eyes at you right now.”


“I can actually hear them roll.”


That made me smile for the first time in forever. “I can drive up
after work.” It would be dark by the time work was over, but I’d made the drive
several times now and I was comfortable with it.


“Absolutely not. I will come over and pick you up at six.”


“I’m actually thinking of bailing on work. Charles called, so I
promised to see him after lunch. I’m seriously considering taking the afternoon
off.” Even though I took three days off after the harrowing breakup with Piper
weeks ago, I wasn’t so busy that I couldn’t cut out a few hours early.


“That’s even better. What time do you want me to get you?”


“I should be ready to go by three. I’ll pick up snacks for the
trip,” I said.


“Not a lot because Virginia will have something awesome for
dinner. And we both know how we can put her food away.”


I perked up at that. I hadn’t eaten well in weeks and had dropped
about ten pounds. My meals were mostly liquid and not nutritious at all unless
you believed wine was healthy. “Good point. I’ll just grab a few things.” I
hung up feeling slightly better than I had in weeks. A weekend away was just
what I needed. I finished my email, locked my computer, and grabbed my purse. I
hoped the ranch could somehow soothe the ache that pulsated in my chest,
reminding me of how fucked up my life had become all because of a conference I
never should have attended.


Chapter Twenty-two

 

 

 


I staggered out of Charles’s office holding a stack of papers and
the promise of a life-changing check. I was there for two hours and barely made
it home in time to pack for the trip. Marisa barged in demanding the chocolate
she assumed I’d picked up.


“What’s going on? You’re so pale. Did you finally talk to Piper?”
She sat beside me and grabbed my hands.


I shook my head. “No, but I just got done with Charles.”


“I thought you went there hours ago.” She checked her watch.


“I had to sign a bunch of papers. Here. Look at these.” I handed
her the file.


She opened it and stood. “Holy shit!” She stared down at me. “Holy
shit, Shaylie. This is your settlement? All of this?”


“Well, don’t forget Charles gets some of that.”


Marisa sat and squeezed my leg. “This is the best news. I mean,
how you got it is horrific, but this is insane.”


“Mar, you have to promise me you won’t tell Jason. Part of the
agreement is that I’m not allowed to divulge any information about the
settlement. I know that’s hard since you’re a part of Jason’s life, but you
can’t share this.” For a split second, I was worried Marisa was going to blow
it for me, but my fears were for naught. She put the papers down and gave me
the hardest hug.


“You’re my best friend, but this is none of my business. Thank you
for trusting me. I won’t tell a soul.” She looked at me so solemnly that I
laughed. I couldn’t stop. She joined in until we were both sprawled out,
crying. It was such a staggering amount that it seemed unbelievable.


“Come on. Let’s get out of here. Oh, I forgot to get snacks. We’ll
have to stop on the way.”


“You’re definitely buying this time,” she said.


We climbed in her car and got on the highway. Most people weren’t
traveling north, so we didn’t have to fight much traffic. For the first twenty
minutes, we laughed and talked about how crazy life was. The plane crash was
horrific, but the outcome was emotionally and financially life-changing. I
found the girl of my dreams, lost her, but gained a fortune. I wasn’t sure how
to feel about that. The money was great, but the price was unthinkable.


“You’d better invest it in something solid,” she said.


“I haven’t even thought that far ahead. Wait until I get it first.
Then I’m sure Charles will give me some pointers on the dos and don’ts of
investing.”


“Okay, let’s talk about me for a minute.”


“I’m all yours. What’s going on?”


Marisa started fidgeting with the leather steering wheel, flexing
her fingers around it like she was revving a motorcycle. “So, remember when I said
Jason and I wouldn’t even talk about moving in together or the future for at
least a year?”


I squealed. “Shut up right now!”


“Hang on, hang on. Nothing’s set in stone, but in the spring,
Jason’s going to build a house on the ranch, far enough away from the main
house for privacy but close enough to still be in on the action.” The smile on
Marisa’s face gave me hope. I was so happy for her and Jason.


“I knew it. I knew it all along.”


“Please don’t break your arm again by patting yourself on the
back. But yes, you get all of the credit.” She reached over and squeezed my
knee.


“I know. I should open up a matchmaking business. I’m so fucking
good at this.” Several years ago, when Marisa and I were both alone and
depressed on a cold Valentine’s Day night, we watched a documentary on
successful matchmakers across the country and vowed that we could do it.


“Ah, no. I’m going to play the best friend card and stop you from
doing that. One success story doesn’t make you an expert.”


“Yeah, especially since I’ve done such a stellar job with my own
life and relationships.” I held up my finger right before she took a deep
breath to fight me. “Let’s get back to you and Jason. Are you getting married?
Obviously you’re going to transfer, right?”


“We haven’t talked about marriage.”


“Because if you had, I would have been so upset that I didn’t know
about it like two seconds after it happened.” I crossed my arms just to let her
know how serious I was about this.


She poked my side playfully. “I promise that I will tell you before
I tell my own mother.”


I harrumphed and waited for her to finish telling her story.


“We haven’t officially talked about it, but he told me he wanted
to have his own place so that he could start a family and stuff.”


I squealed again, but this time I grabbed her arm and squeezed it.
“I can’t stand all of this awesomeness at once.”


She veered a bit on the road. “Careful. Don’t scare me like that.”


I held up my hands. “Okay, okay. I’ll stay on this side of the
car, but tell me more. Are you helping design it? Does he have a builder? How
far away from the main house?”


“Stop, stop. Okay, yes, he has a builder and yes, I helped him
pick a layout. His brother is buying him out of the big house, so he’s using
that money to get started.”


“How big does he want this house to be? I mean, yeah, I’m going to
need a guest room there, but other than that, what are you going to have in
it?”


“Five bedrooms, six baths, rec room, two offices, large kitchen.”


I interrupted her. “Why the kitchen? Is Virginia coming over to
cook for you?” I got a solid punch in the arm for that remark. I rubbed the
sore spot. “I mean, I can’t wait to see the magic you create in a large,
beautiful kitchen with all the latest and greatest things.”


“I might pick it up. I mean, Virginia. Hello? Best cook we know.”


Marisa turned into the long driveway, and a feeling of excitement
and relief fluttered inside me. Today was a hard day. I was still depressed
over Piper, but I’d just been given really good news about my friends. I was
starting to get out from underneath the haze of my daily life, and something
stirred in my chest that I hadn’t felt in weeks: hope.


 


* * *


 


“I’m so glad you made it up here this weekend.” Virginia pulled me
into the warmest hug and I almost cried on the spot. I felt so comfortable
here, and for a split second, I contemplated moving to Cheyenne just to be
close to the people who loved me. I could sell commercial real estate in
Antarctica if I had to.


“This is one of my favorite places. Thank you for having me.”


“Come in. Let’s get inside and out of the cold. You can help me
finish dinner,” she said. I hugged Jason on the way in and swooped Alison up
and carried her into the house with me.


“What’s Grandma cooking?”


She shrugged at me. “I don’t know. I’ve been playing games.”


I feigned shock. “What? I thought you were Grandma’s little
helper.”


She giggled. “Now that you’re here, I can go play video games.”


“Wait a minute. Hold up. How old are you now? Thirteen? Sixteen?
How long have I been gone? Do I have to hide my car keys from you?” I put her
down and watched her run into the other room. I looked at Virginia. “When did
she grow up?”


“It happens in the blink of an eye, but thankfully she’s still
manageable. Come on, I need help with the potatoes.”


I followed her into the kitchen and put on the apron she handed
me. “I never thought I would ever wear one of these.”


“It’ll save your clothes. I need you to mash the potatoes while I
get the meatloaf ready. It looks like you’re ready for a solid meal.” She pursed
her lips and looked me over.


“It’s been a rough month.”


“It’s been a rough year,” she said. “But you’ve persevered and are
one of the strongest women I know. But tell me what’s going on. Why you aren’t
taking better care of yourself?”


I sighed and waited to start the mixer. “Piper and I started
dating and everything was perfect. Then she pulled back, saying she felt guilty
and she really wasn’t ready for a commitment.”


“And that’s completely understandable,” Virginia said.


I held my hands up to her in surrender. “That’s what I said.
That’s not the bad part. The bad part is that she overheard a conversation I
was having with Marisa. See, when I was on the plane, I was actually sitting
next to her fiancée and her best friend. They were laughing and kissing and
holding hands. I thought they were a couple. After I found out who they were, I
just thought it best that I didn’t share that bit of information with Piper.”


“So, her girlfriend was sleeping with her best friend?”


I nodded. “How do you tell somebody that?”


“Why would you tell somebody that?” she asked.


“I didn’t want to, and I didn’t. It was just an unfortunate thing
that she overheard. Anyway, she called me a liar and stormed off. She clearly
ended the possibility for any type of relationship. She won’t take my calls or
answer my texts.” The dreaded stinging swelled up in my throat and filled my
eyes. I didn’t want to cry again. Anymore.


Virginia saw me struggling to keep my composure and pulled me into
a hug. I sobbed, clutching her for strength. Life was so unfair. The second
chance I had at it wasn’t what I expected. It was just like the one before,
only twice as complicated with more scars.


“Listen to me, Shaylie. You’re an incredible woman and Piper knows
that. She’s just fighting her own demons right now. If things are meant to be
between you, she will find her way back. Time. It’s always the enemy.” She
pulled back and held my tearstained face in her hands. “You have to stay
strong. I’ve watched you both and I’ve never seen two people more aware of one
another than the two of you. When Marisa told me you finally started dating, I
was so happy.”


“I just hate that she found out that way. The pure hatred she had
on her face broke my heart. I never meant to hurt her. I really didn’t.”


“I know you didn’t. And deep down, Piper knows you didn’t either.
Just give her time. That’s all you can do,” she said.


I wiped my face, took a deep breath, and nodded. I was good. At
least for now. She slid the butter and milk to me and gave me instructions on
how to make the fluffiest potatoes. By the time dinner was on the table, I was
feeling normal and in control again. The red splotches from crying were gone
and nobody else knew about my breakdown.


“So, you heard the news, eh?” Jason nudged me with his elbow when
we sat down.


“I expect all of your children to be named after me,” I whispered
low enough so only Jason heard me.


He threw his head back and laughed. Before he had a chance to
respond, Gary initiated the prayer, which settled down the table for the meal.
I ate more than I should have, but I planned on doing nothing more than sitting
on the couch and listening to the family talk. I loved that Marisa slipped
right in and was considered one of the family. I was so proud of her and happy
that she found peace. We moved the conversation to the great room after we all
cleaned up.


“I’m sorry about you and Piper.” Jason sat beside me on the couch.
He put his arm across my shoulders and gave me a quick squeeze. “She’ll come
around. You’re too special to just forget about.”


I rested my head on his shoulder. “Too bad you don’t have a hot,
available lesbian sister who’s smart and witty like you and your brother.”


“I would be your biggest champion.” He kissed my forehead.


“There’s always your mom,” I said.


He chuckled. “She’s not available, though, and I have to side with
my dad. I mean, you will always be family, but as my sister, not as my evil
stepmom.”


I lifted my head off his shoulder. “Hold up. I’m evil?”


“Only as my stepmom. You’re an angel of a sister, though.”


“You’re my angel. Always and forever.” I snuggled back into him,
thankful for his warmth and support. “I know that sounds hokey, but it’s true.”


“You’ve paid me back. Trust me.”


“What’s the plan now? With you two?” I asked.


We both looked over at Marisa, who was sitting next to Jordan and
had Alison curled up on her lap.


“Has she always liked kids?” he asked.


“Ever since I’ve known her. We both love kids. We babysat a lot in
college. Mar will make an excellent mom. Not that I’m putting any pressure on
you, but I’m just throwing that out there.”


“Like saying I have to name all of my children after you.” He
winked at me and leaned closer. “You are an angel for introducing us.”


“She’s perfect.” I looked at Marisa and how she radiated happiness
and realized that even though my heart hurt, it was full of nothing but love for
her and this family that had made me one of their own.


Chapter Twenty-three

 

 

 


“I can’t believe you’re doing this. After everything I’ve done for
you.”


Brittany slapped her hand on her desktop in anger and disbelief. I
tried not to look smug as I slid my official resignation across her desk, but
the smile would not leave my face.


“And vice versa. We both have benefited from one another. Let’s
just keep this professional, shall we?” I wanted to prop my feet up on her desk
and lean back in the chair, but I refrained.


“You can’t take your customers with you. You signed a noncompete
with us,” she said. I’d never heard such venom in her voice before. It made me
smile.


“Oh, I know that. All the files are yours. I’m only taking my
personal effects. Listen, thanks for the opportunity. Good luck.” I stood.


“What are you going to do now?” There was panic in her voice. “Are
you just going to leave? You didn’t even give two weeks’ notice.”


“Come on. We both know that’s not the norm in real estate. At
least not here. I don’t need to train anyone. You can pass out my accounts. The
database is up to date and well documented. I’ll leave at lunch, so if you want
the team to review things, I’ll be available for questions until then.” I
stood, shook her hand, took the copy of my resignation letter that she signed,
and left her office.


It wasn’t going to take three hours to box up my things, but I
wanted to be available for questions. Real estate didn’t require two weeks’
notice. If you were hungry, you were busy. The other agents were probably
circling like sharks, waiting for Brittany to pass out accounts.


I left my door open as I boxed up my photos and books. Brittany
called an emergency meeting for the staff, so I wasn’t worried about somebody
pumping me for information. I didn’t care to share my reasons with anyone.


“So, do you want to tell me the real reason you’re leaving?”


Travis leaned his shoulder against my doorframe. Although his face
said he was calm and relaxed, the tension in his body language was
unmistakable.


“It’s just time for me to move on.” I shrugged like I didn’t
really have a plan. I didn’t want him to try to blackball me or spread rumors
about me in the industry. I knew there was going to be some blowback, but I
wanted to keep it to a minimum. He wasn’t appeased by my reason, so I offered
more. “It’s been a rough year. I’m just trying to do what’s best for me.” It
was a subtle reminder of what I’d been through. I knew he wasn’t going to fight
me on that.


“Well, I wish you luck and if you need anything, I’m just a phone
call away.”


I thanked him for the opportunity and wished him continued
success. When he finally left my office, I relaxed. I was really going to do
this. I didn’t have a lot to pack and was done while the meeting was still in
session. I grabbed a second cup of coffee, found one of my own mugs hidden
behind several others in the kitchen, and wandered back to my office. By eleven
I was anxious to leave. I slipped out of my heels and into my warm boots. It
had snowed three inches overnight, and even though the streets were clear, I
was wary of heels and icy sidewalks.


A few agents stopped by and wished me well, but most employees
avoided my office. I was sure Brittany advised them not to talk to me. She
would forever be emotionally stuck in high school. When the clock struck eleven
thirty, I grabbed my box of belongings and walked right out the front door of
Mountain View Commercial Real Estate. I had a plan in place and more papers to
sign with Charles. I maneuvered out of the parking lot and into traffic with a
huge grin on my face. I called Marisa on my way home.


“Well, I did it. I’m done with that place.” I smiled, completely
comfortable with my decision.


“I’m so proud of you. Did they give you a hard time about
leaving?” Marisa warned me that I should give more time, but after I explained
how historically things went down in real estate, she wanted me to leave right
away.


“Brittany panicked, but I did an excellent job of maintaining
records and sharing information. They won’t have any problems and I’m not
worried about any phone calls,” I said.


Marisa crunched on something before she responded. “Did you tell
them your plans?”


“Hell no. Let them find out the hard way. Now I just need to
figure out who, what, when, and especially the where.”


“Want some company tonight? To celebrate?” she asked.


I hadn’t seen Marisa in a few days and hanging out at the house
drinking wine sounded perfect. “Definitely. I miss your face.”


“Not as much as I miss yours.”


 


* * *


 


I started a fire. My living room was my favorite place in the
house. The stone fireplace was slightly oversized, but it put out an enormous
amount of heat and I didn’t want to wear layers of clothing. Marisa was going
to be here any minute with pizza and an overnight bag. My phone rang. I almost
answered it without looking, but stopped just in time. My blood turned cold
even though my heart was racing. I swallowed hard and finally answered on the
sixth ring.


“Hello?” I knew it was Piper, but I didn’t want to sound
desperate.


“Shaylie. Hi. It’s Piper.” Her voice was shaky and I automatically
thought something bad had happened. My mind always went dark now. Ever since
the accident.


I cut to the chase. “Are you okay?”


“Yes and no. I need to talk to you. Do you think you can make time
for me this week?”


Even though it had started snowing again, I thought about offering
to drive to her house immediately, but I needed to be strong and not cater to
her every whim like I did before. I had tried too hard. I had tried to force
something that wasn’t there. Falling for Piper was the best and worst thing
that happened to me.


“What’s your Saturday like?” It was Thursday night and I figured by
the weekend, I could prep myself mentally and emotionally to see her again.


“I’m off at noon. Can you meet me at Peak Brew? About one?”


I was already counting the hours. I rolled my eyes at my own
weakness. “That’s fine. Are you sure you’re okay?”


“I will be.” She paused and our conversation would have continued,
but my doorbell rang. “Oh, somebody’s there. Okay, I’ll just talk to you on
Saturday.” She ended the conversation and I sat there looking at my phone until
Marisa opened the door and yelled from the foyer.


“What the hell? Why didn’t you answer the door?”


I heard her stomp snow off her boots and make a big production of
taking off her coat and scarf. She stopped ranting when she saw my face.


“What happened?”


“Piper just called me. Out of the blue. She wants to talk.”


“Did she say why?”


I held my hand up to stop the barrage of questions. “I asked if
she was okay and she said yes and no. Then she invited me to coffee on
Saturday.”


Marisa marched me into the kitchen and poured me a glass of wine.
“Come on. Let’s go over by the fire and talk about it.” She carried the pizza
and plates into the living room.


“That’s all it was. Then you rang the doorbell. The one time you
actually ring the doorbell and it spooked her.”


“I was going to do something funny, but you didn’t play along.”
Even though Marisa’s mouth was full, I understood her perfectly. “Well, that’s
kind of good news about Piper, right? I mean, she hasn’t talked to you in over
a month.” It had been five weeks, but who was counting?


“Yes, about that. It just floored me. Is it good news? Is it bad
news? She didn’t tell me. It’s going to be hard to sleep until then.” I took a
bite of pizza and moaned at the pleasurable distraction. “This is really good
pizza.”


“It’s a new shop by my work.”


“I’m going to miss this when you move,” I said.


“Which part? Me catering to you and bringing you delicious food
during a snowstorm? Well, you should know I’ve decided that you’re just going
to hang out with me during the winters. I mean, how much real estate really
sells during subzero temps?” Marisa took another huge bite.


“One day your metabolism isn’t going to be so kind to you. It’s
amazing watching you eat.” Marisa was the same size she was in college. At
least I had lost a few pounds recently so I wasn’t so self-conscious around
her.


“Jason keeps me in shape.” She shot me an exaggerated wink and
took another bite.


I rolled my eyes and shook my head at her. “You’re impossible. New
topic. Tell me what they said when you told them you’d be leaving in the
spring?”


She laughed. “They were surprised.”


“Can you make more money up in Cheyenne?” I shifted closer to the
fire.


“Apparently, Cheyenne is too rural for a lot of detectives and
it’s hard to keep them. Everybody wants to be in large cities, like Denver,
because of the action.” The faraway look in her eye told me she wasn’t worried
about missing any action.


“Thank God you’ll still be close. I don’t want to have to find a
new best friend.”


“Impossible. Nobody could know you better than I do. I mean, we shared
the growing years. I’m not going to bail on the relaxing ones. Maybe we can
take the trip to Aruba like we’ve always wanted to.” Every winter, we went to a
warm destination, lay out in the sun, and drank mai tais on the beach. This
year, neither one of us brought it up. I wasn’t ready to fly. We were stuck in
the cold for months.


“I’m sure I’ll be up for flying in the next five years.”


“Even if you weren’t, I would understand. We could always drive to
Southern California or Mexico. Keep that in mind. Now that you aren’t working,
I’m sure I can put in for a week.”


I knew if Marisa took vacation, it would be without pay. She’d
spent several days helping me heal after the crash. Even though my mom was with
me for almost a month, Marisa took me to appointments, specialists, meetings,
therapies. I knew her days off were limited. “I don’t know that I’m in the
mood, really. Right now I want to wallow for a bit longer.”


“I can’t imagine Piper has bad news. Worst case, she wants to be
friends.”


“After the things we did? You don’t touch somebody like that and
the next day expect to just be friends. She might be able to turn it off that
fast, but not this romantic over here.” I pointed my thumbs at myself and
nodded when her eyes met mine.


Marisa tapped my leg. “Come on. We don’t know what she wants.
Don’t assume it’s a friends-only scenario. Not that I’m trying to give you
hope, but keep an open mind and see what she has to say. Now start the movie
before we go down the slippery slope to Piperville.”


I finished my pizza and put my plate on the coffee table. We
started an alien versus human movie, one of my favorite genres to get my mind
off things, but I couldn’t focus. What did Piper want? I stared at the fire and
thought about our time together. Did she miss me? Did she finally forgive me?
It had to be good news because she’d reached out to me. I thought about all the
late night messages I’d typed but never sent, the phone calls I wanted to make
but didn’t, and the dozen times I drove close to her place but didn’t take the
exit. I hated that I wasn’t strong enough to move on, to forget.


When Marisa went through a harrowing breakup after college, I held
her while she cried and explained that it was impossible to make somebody love
you. I told her she was better than he was and that she would find her true
love soon. It took several years and several men, but she found him. I needed
to heed my own advice. I couldn’t make Piper love me, so I warned myself not to
get my hopes up, but deep down, underneath all of the pain and hurt that had
settled in my heart, there was a sliver of hope waiting for the right time, the
right words, to blossom and warm my heart again.


Chapter Twenty-four

 

 

 


After trying on seven outfits, I decided on a pair of charcoal
slacks and a simple black sweater. I spent half an hour on my hair and another
fifteen minutes perfecting my makeup. I arrived fifteen minutes early and
ordered a peppermint tea. With Christmas less than a month away and the coffee
shop decorated for the holidays, it was the festive drink of choice. Plus, I
was afraid to overcaffeinate. I was already a bundle of nerves. I placed my
hand on my stomach to try to slow the quivers I felt. Today felt like a very
important day, one beyond my control. I added honey to my tea and waited for
Piper to show up.


“Hi.


Piper’s voice was low and had a hint of sadness. I looked up at
her. My heart almost stopped at how beautiful she was. I wanted to stand and
give her a hug, but I stayed seated because I was nervous and wasn’t sure why
we were here.


“Hi.”


“May I sit?”


I pointed to the chair across from me. “Please do.”


Piper sat and waved at the barista on duty. Everybody here knew
her order. Even I did. Green tea with a sprig of mint. I should’ve ordered her
one, but I was early and it would have cooled.


“How are you?” I asked. I refused to look away from her. Her hair
was down and she looked even more beautiful than I remembered. My heart pulsed
so hard in my chest, I feared I was going to pass out. I needed oxygen. I took
a deep breath. I’d missed her eyes and how she always looked at me like I was
the only one who mattered in the world.


She let out a deep breath that had a slight laugh in it. “I’ve
been better.”


I stopped myself from taking her hands. “Are you okay?” My mind
was swamped with possible worst case scenarios: cancer, Clifford died, somebody
else in her family passed, she lost the business. I bit my tongue to keep from
shouting out “tell me now,” because every second felt like an hour.


“Okay. First of all, I have to apologize to you.”


Not what I expected right off the bat. I leaned back, refrained
from crossing my arms, and waited. Tears filled her eyes and threatened to
spill. Again, I refrained from touching her. She looked up at the ceiling for
so long that I almost looked up, too, but I realized she was keeping it
together and trying not to cry. I’d done that so much lately. I didn’t push
her. I waited. At least I knew she was okay physically and this was about us
and not another horrific event in her life.


“So, that tiny room I have in back of Bodhi? The one with the
futon and desk? Well, I was cleaning it out because I was going to donate the
desk. Anyway, the bottom drawer was locked, but I managed to pry it open and
found—” She looked up at the ceiling again. I slid my napkin over to her
because I knew the tears were going to win. “I found letters that Emma and
Robin wrote to one another.” The tears spilled onto her flushed cheeks.


“I’m so sorry.” I didn’t know what else to say. I knew it couldn’t
be easy for her to find out, let alone confess it to me.


“I didn’t trust you and I should have. I should’ve seen the signs.
They were everywhere. What I can’t understand is why Robin didn’t just break it
off with me if she was so in love with Emma? Why didn’t Emma just tell me she
was in love with Robin?”


I finally took her hands. “I don’t know, but I’m sorry you won’t
ever get an answer.”


“I should have believed you. You’ve been nothing but supportive
and sweet and patient with me since the crash. I should have paid more
attention to you, to us, and focused on what I had in front of me. Not on the
past,” she said. She squeezed my fingers and let my hands go so she could wipe
her tears again.


“I came on too strong. I didn’t give you time to figure things out
and deal with everything that happened. I was selfish, and for that I’m sorry.”
I took a sip of my tea even though it was lukewarm. I managed to put the cup on
the saucer without dropping it. I was the epitome of cool on the outside.
Inside, I was begging her to say we still had a chance.


“I’m the jerk that said awful things to you. God, I’m so sorry. I
hope that if nothing else, you’ll forgive me for being horrible to you. And
Marisa.” Fresh tears popped out and I looked around for another napkin. I found
one on the table next to us and handed it to her.


“Piper, that news is not easy for anybody to handle. I would have
doubted anybody who told me that. You reacted exactly how anybody would have. I
don’t blame you.” I wanted to blame her for breaking my heart and not trying to
understand my side of things. I wanted to be angry at her for all the pain I
felt when she didn’t take my calls or answer my messages the day after she
stormed off, but I couldn’t. I loved her. I didn’t know how to stop. Seeing her
in front of me, beautiful, vulnerable, and raw, I couldn’t help but forgive
her.


“You’ve had so much happen to you this year and you’ve been on
this roller-coaster ride with me for months. Can you forgive me? Can we start
over?”


I had no idea what that meant. I stared at her, silently begging
her to be more specific. I had to know where we stood. “What does that mean? As
friends? Because honestly, I don’t know that I can just be friends right now.
I’m entirely too invested to rein it in. Maybe in a few more months.”


She put her hand on mine and I stopped rambling. “Yes, I mean, no.
I want to pick up where we left off. Ease back into us if you’re willing.”


It was my turn to look up at the ceiling. I hated that I wanted to
cry. I hated that we were in public for this very emotional breakthrough and I
had to keep my shit together.


“I know I have a lot of making up to do, but I don’t want to lose
what we had. We can start over with date number one,” she said.


“You said you never wanted to start over. How about we pick things
up where we were, but take it slow? A pace we’re both comfortable with. I don’t
want to just forget about the last six months. Well, maybe the last month.”
Five weeks and two days, but who was counting?


She nodded. “Do you mind if we get out of here? Maybe go back to
my place? Only because it’s quieter and close. I can’t be around all of these
people right now.”


I stood and slipped on my coat. “Lead the way.” I put my hand on
the small of her back and walked out with her. We crossed the courtyard
silently. I had to stop myself from skipping with glee across the icy ground
when her hand found mine.


“Is this okay?” She held up our interlocking fingers.


I nodded. “Are you sure? Because I don’t know if I can—”


She stopped and pulled me in front of her. She looked into my
eyes, down to my mouth, then back up to my eyes. “I’m positive. I promise you.
I’m not going to back out or run away. I want this, Shaylie. More than you will
ever know.” She ran her fingertip across my cheek and very carefully, very
cautiously, leaned in and kissed me. It was a sweet, gentle kiss that reminded
me just how perfect we were together. There was a hint of passion when I felt
her tongue glide on my upper lip for a fraction of a second. My knees went
weak. Such a delicate kiss and it almost knocked me over. She pulled me in the
direction of her loft. “It’s too cold to be out here.”


I followed her into her loft. Clifford was waiting for us and I
stooped down to pet him. “How are you, big boy? Did you miss me? I missed you.”
For once he seemed excited to see me.


“Come in. Have a seat. Here, let me take your coat.”


Piper was so polite and a little bit nervous. I knew I should have
held out just a little longer, maybe made her sweat a little bit more
considering I’d wallowed in a pit of utter depression, lost ten pounds, and
showered only when Marisa made me, but I just wanted peace. She apologized and
I accepted. It was time to forgive.


“Thank you,” I said. Hell, now I was nervous. I sat on the couch
and waited for her to join me. I declined her offer of tea and waited patiently
for her to steep hers. When she sat, she gave us enough room but was close
enough that I could reach out to her, if I wanted.


“Can we talk about you? What’s been going on? I thought about you
a lot. And you look incredible.” She shook her head at herself.


I touched her arm that was draped across the back of the couch.
“Don’t.”


“What? Don’t what?”


“Don’t think about it. This is a new start, okay?” I ran my
fingers down her arm and locked my fingers with hers. “Tell me what’s been going
on with you. How’s yoga?”


“Yoga’s good. We’re doing better than I projected for this time of
year.”


“I’m glad Bodhi’s doing well. Any new clients?” I didn’t tell
Piper I’d been passing her business cards out to my clients and coworkers since
the very beginning when I met her, and didn’t stop even when our relationship
ended.


“I’m surprised with how many more clients we have. I gave all of
my beginner’s classes to Lani and added a few advanced classes to my schedule.
I’ve been pushing myself, trying to get my mind off things. I decided to clean
out that room and make it a storage place. That’s when I found all the
letters.” She stopped talking for just a few moments and sighed. “That
destroyed me on so many levels. Not just the betrayal, but realizing what I’d
done and said to you.”


“I’m sorry you had to find out at all.”


She sighed. “I survived. I saw my therapist a few extra times and
she really helped me deal with the truth.”


“When did you find the letters? How long ago?”


“Early last week. I wanted to call you then, but I didn’t know how
to even approach you. My therapist gave me tips on how to talk to you. Again,
Shaylie, I’m so sorry,” she said. I could tell from the crestfallen look on her
face and the slump of her shoulders she meant it. “Can you tell me what you
saw? I mean, if you don’t mind. I know that sounds weird, but it will help me
with this closure, too.”


I knew she needed to know the truth, but her heart was wounded. I
decided to tread lightly and spoke with little emotion. “I got on after they
did. They smiled at me, then focused on each other. They kissed and laughed and
touched. We didn’t communicate much.” That was informative enough, and not
terribly hurtful.


She nodded. “Yeah, their letters were pretty intimate. It sucks
that I’ll never know why.”


“What did you do with the letters? Not that I want to read them.
I’m just curious.” I didn’t want to be nosy, but I was hoping she would offer
more.


“I thought about keeping them but decided to purge them from my
life.”


“You shredded them?” I asked.


“Add a wee bit more venom. I burned them. I showed my mom and we
doused them with gasoline. We basically made a huge bonfire in their backyard.”


“You told your mom?”


“I had to tell someone. She was more disappointed in Emma. She
didn’t like Robin much.”


I couldn’t agree with her mom more. I wasn’t a fan of Emma. They
had a solid history and she had broken that trust. Robin was only in the
picture for six months and pressured Piper to get married. Obviously Robin was
smooth and a charmer, but her intensions were shady. It could be as simple as
she loved two women at the same time but loved Piper more. One was enough for
me. “I’m sorry you don’t have the kind of closure you need, but I’m happy I’m
no longer a jerk in your eyes.”


“I said some pretty horrible things.”


“You were hurt and just trying to process the news. It’s okay. I
understand.” I was done talking about it, but she still was coping.


“Enough about that. Truly. Let’s talk about something else. What’s
new with you?” She smiled at me and I was struck by how much I missed her and
how beautiful she was. “You’ve lost a lot of weight.”


I shrugged. The last thing she needed to hear was how poorly I’d
been taking care of myself. “Let’s see. I had Thanksgiving up at the ranch,
which was a lot of fun.”


“You didn’t spend it with your parents?”


“My mom invited me, but I’m just not ready to get on a plane and I
didn’t feel like driving for twelve hours. So, I tagged along with Mar and
spent the long weekend there.” It was fun and chaotic and exactly what I
needed. “Marisa is moving up there in the spring. She and Jason are building a
house on the property.”


“Oh, my God. That’s incredible news. I’m so happy for them. Is she
going to quit her job?”


“She applied for a detective position in Cheyenne. She’ll be bored
and will eventually just quit and have babies. And she’ll be a great mom.”


“I’m stunned. That’s so great. I really like them both. You did a
good job there.”


“Trust me when I tell you I’m taking full credit.”


She laughed, and the sound made my heart flutter. I looked at
Piper and smiled. I really did love her. What started as a crush had blossomed
into something I wasn’t expecting but fully embraced. I was honest and raw for
the first time. My new lease on life helped with that unguarded, pure need that
I had.


“Also, I quit my job,” I said.


“You did not. Are you serious? Why?”


“I just decided I needed a change. I’ll probably branch out on my
own.”


“Will you stay here? In Denver?” Her eyes widened and she leaned
forward.


“I’ll stay here. I know the area better and I’m thinking about
focusing on residential for six months until my noncompete expires. Then I’ll hit
commercial hard unless I really enjoy residential.”


“I’m glad you’re staying here. And I think you’ll do well with
either. You understand your clients and what they need. I have complete faith
in you.” She took my hand and squeezed. “I’m proud of you. You’re young and
successful and you overcame incredible odds.”


All I could think about was her warm hand in mine. She was so soft
and delicate. I couldn’t help but kiss her. I missed her mouth, her warmth, and
the feel of her body against mine. When our lips touched, my body exploded with
pure joy. I was back where I needed to be. We took it slow, kissing only a few
times.


She moved closer and we spent most of the afternoon catching up.
Piper was different. She wasn’t guarded like she was before. I think, for the
first time, she completely trusted me. I felt it in my heart and in her
actions. She melted against me, touching me softly whenever we were close. I
left around seven that night, citing that I had a meeting with my lawyer the
next day, which was true, but our meeting wasn’t until the afternoon. I wanted
to take my time with her. It wasn’t the time to profess my love or commitment.
I still felt off at her place. It was where she’d ended us, and even though
we’d worked through it, her past and our breakup were still very fresh.


Chapter Twenty-five

 

 

 


Piper and I had a quick dinner after one of her late classes
earlier in the week. We met at a sandwich stop in her neighborhood and kissed
good-bye outside my car until the cold separated us. Tonight was a different
story. We were having dinner with Marisa and Jason downtown. It was a
pre-Christmas celebration followed by a gift exchange at my house. I had high
hopes that after Marisa and Jason left, our relationship would move from
passionate kisses to hours in my bed where we got to know one another again.


“Dinner is at seven thirty. Does that give you enough time to get
ready?” I’d agreed to pick Piper up since I was unemployed and bored. During
the day, I worked on a few things, including Piper’s gift. I wanted her to have
something to open up in front of our friends, but those trinkets weren’t her
main gift. No, that would happen after she got home from her parents’ house on
Christmas Day. We were going to exchange gifts at her place, then drive up to
spend the long weekend with the Doogans. Piper closed Bodhi the week between
Christmas and New Year’s and we planned on taking full advantage.


“That gives me plenty of time. I won’t be late. You can come
early. Hey, maybe you want to try one of my intermediate classes?” She laughed,
knowing full well yoga and I were never going to work out.


“That sounds awful. I could come by and watch you and you can
watch me eat a brownie.” I was kidding. I’d gained back some of the ten pounds
I lost when we were apart. I decided to maintain a healthy weight. I couldn’t
get into yoga, but I bought a stationary bike and rode it every morning. Spin
classes were next, but I wanted to be in shape before I even tried to embarrass
myself in front of thirty strangers.


“Come early. You can keep me company while I get ready. Plus, I
like seeing you whenever I can.” Her voice was so playful and flirty that I
fell in love with her all over again. I was doing that a lot lately. Every
phone call, every sweet text, every passionate kiss. I needed to make love to
her again. And again. I needed her warm, naked body on top of mine, underneath
mine, next to mine. Since we were going to be at my house later opening gifts,
I had high hopes that she would stay with me tonight. I wasn’t going to push it,
but I wasn’t going to stop it either.


“Maybe I can coax you into wrapping the gifts that I got Marisa
and Jason,” she said.


I pictured her full lips in a pout and her long eyelashes
fluttering at me in an attempt to woo me into doing it for her. “Depends on
what’s in it for me?” I realized that sounded more sexual than I wanted it to.
“And you’ll keep Clifford away, right? His idea of help and mine are totally
different.” Hopefully, that neutralized it.


“I’ll make it up to you, don’t you worry. And I’ll keep Clifford
in the bathroom with me so he won’t destroy the wrapping paper.”


“Deal. I’ll meet you at the studio.” I hung up and started
cleaning the house. It was almost spotless already, but I wanted to make
tonight extra special. My tree was decorated. I had four stockings hanging on
the fireplace and a tiny fifth one with Clifford’s name on it beside Piper’s.
There were eight reindeer statues strategically placed around the room. It was
Christmasy, but not over the top. Jason warned us that Virginia went all out
and we should prepare ourselves for the gaudiest display of the holidays that
we’ve ever seen. I changed the sheets on my bed and in the guest room in case
Jason and Marisa wanted to stay the night. I had two bottles of Cakebread
Cellars’ Cabernet Sauvignon that I was dying to open. I was ready for guests
and excited for tonight on so many different levels.


Marisa called me right as I parked in front of Piper’s building.
“Don’t be late.”


“I’m already at Piper’s. We won’t be late. You know how I hate
that.” I turned off the car and put my phone up to my ear. “Listen, the guest
room is ready for you. The one on the main floor, not the one right next to my
room. I don’t want to hear any moans unless they are coming from me or Piper.”


“You think tonight might be the night?” Marisa knew we hadn’t slept
together since that one weekend almost two months ago.


“I think we’re there again.”


“Well, we don’t want to be there when that happens,” she said.


“My house is big enough. Just remember the numerous times I shared
an apartment with you, even at the ranch, when I had to endure your throes of
passion,” I said with faux disgust.


“Fair enough. We’ll bring an overnight bag just in case. See you
in a bit. Don’t be late.” She hung up before I could loudly remind her that we
wouldn’t be.


Piper still had ten minutes left of her class, so I decided to pop
in and wait for her. She was in the last room with about fifteen students. I
watched her through the glass and smiled at how much she loved her job. She
slipped from the ever-popular upward facing dog into a pose that I’d never seen
before but that made my heart pound in my chest. I forgot to breathe. She
effortlessly shifted into a complex pose that I didn’t even know the name of
but that set my body on fire.


It was sexy and amazing to see her in her element. Her hair was
loosely braided down one side and the clothes she wore left very little to the
imagination. I was jealous because everyone in that room spent the last hour
staring at an almost naked Piper, but also excited because she was mine. Our
eyes locked when she ended her handstand and slipped back into the almost doing
splits pose. The smoldering look she sent me had me loosening my scarf and
unbuttoning my coat. I swallowed hard. We were definitely having sex tonight
and it wasn’t going to be slow and sweet. At least not the first time. She
instructed the class to finish stretching, but her eyes never left mine. Even
her stretches suddenly looked erotic. I had to break eye contact and slip off
my coat. My body was burning up. When her students started filtering out of the
classroom, I slipped in.


“That was quite the look.” I handed her a towel.


“Mmm. Whatever do you mean?” She narrowed her eyes at me.


I wanted to grab her and kiss her, but people were still milling
about. “You’re sweating. This must have been one of your advanced classes.” I
knew the name of only one pose, so it definitely wasn’t a beginner’s class.


She moved closer to me. “Or maybe it was the way you were watching
me.”


I watched her wipe the sweat from the back of her neck and the
front of her chest. I bit my bottom lip instead of pulling her flush against my
body and kissing her breathlessly. That would come later at my house. “Maybe.”
I raised my eyebrow at her. She leaned in and brushed her lips across mine.


“Let’s go.”


I looked around at the already empty room. “Where’d everybody go?”


“Like us, they have places to be. Let’s get out of here. We don’t
want to be late.”


It was as if she’d talked to Marisa. I waited until she slipped on
her sweatshirt and coat and turned off the lights. She kissed me in the hallway
near the front door. Her lips and tongue ignited the passion that was always
brimming just below the surface and I kissed her back, pushing her against the
wall. She pulled my body closer until my legs were between hers. I rolled my
hips into her. I laced my fingers with hers, brought her hands up over her
head, and held them hard against the wall. She whimpered in submission and for
about five minutes we stayed there, kissing, moaning, and taking from one
another.


I released her hands so I could touch her. I held the back of her
head with one hand and slipped the other one inside her coat. I moved my hand
from her waist down to her ass. She moaned when I moved my hand to rub between
her thighs. She widened her stance, allowing me full access to her. Her clothes
were too tight, so I couldn’t get inside. I rubbed my fingers up and down her
warm slit and listened to her breath hitch higher and higher until she growled
in frustration. She pulled her yoga pants down to her knees and cried out when
I slipped inside her. She was deliciously wet and tight. I leaned my forehead
against hers and watched her face flush with passion. Her lips pressed against
mine, but her gasps and short cries made it hard to kiss. I ran my mouth down
to her neck, scraped my teeth over her shoulder, and bit down on the soft
muscle just below her neck.


“Faster, oh, God. Faster, Shay,” she said between ragged breaths.


I pumped my fingers in and out of her until she clutched me,
growled deep in her throat, and fell weak against me. I kissed her until she
pulled away, gasping for breath.


“Wow. You should pick me up after class every day.”


We kissed again and again until Piper put her hand on my chest and
gently pushed me away. “We need to go. We’ll have to pick this back up later.”
I stepped back so she could adjust her clothing. She buttoned her jacket and
walked into my arms for a long hug. As rushed as this was, we still needed the
intimate closeness that followed sex.


“Let’s go, babe.” I checked the time. It was 6:20. Piper had about
forty minutes to get ready. “I’m afraid we’re pressed for time.”


She locked up and we quickly headed to her loft. I promised to do
a good job wrapping the gifts. Her job was to get ready in record time so that
Marisa wouldn’t have more ammunition against us. We finished about the same
time. I was stacking presents by the door when she came out of the bathroom.


“Wow. Not only do you look great, but you got ready in time.” I
couldn’t hide my appreciation. I pulled her into my embrace. “And you smell
wonderful.” Piper never wore perfume, but she had rows of lotions. Tonight she
was wearing my favorite, orange blossom and honey. Her hair was damp and pulled
up in a messy bun.


“Thank you.” She zipped up her brown knee-high boots. She wore
dark leggings and a taupe sweater that made her light brown eyes pop. She
pulled her jacket on, petted Clifford good-bye, and moved to the front door. I
picked up the presents and we headed down to the car. She held my hand during
the entire drive and pointed out all of the Christmas decorations in
storefronts and even apartments.


“Is Christmas your favorite holiday?” I asked.


She was so giddy and childlike that it was hard not to smile at
her appreciation. Christmas was definitely my favorite holiday, but I had a
feeling my new favorite would be Valentine’s Day.


“I like all of the holidays, but there is just something magical
about this time of year.”


“You did a great job on picking out gifts for Jason and Mar.” She’d
put a lot of effort and thought into her gifts.


“Thanks. They are easy to buy for. I have something for the rest
of the family, too, but since we’re going up to the ranch after our Christmas,
I have time to wrap those gifts.”


“I kind of went overboard on them.” I’d spent more time on Jason’s
family than I did my own. My parents had visited me during my off time with
Piper, but that weekend was rushed. They knew I would drive down in the spring
and hang out with them for a week. Christmas presents were never big in my
family. I grew up with anything I wanted, so we spent more time on traditions
than gifts. This year, I sent them a card and a wine of the month subscription.
They were hard to buy for, but I expected most parents who retired early with
fat bank accounts were.


We pulled up to the valet two minutes before we were expected. I
gave the valet the keys and a tip and guided Piper inside, where Marisa and
Jason were waiting for us.


“Told you we wouldn’t be late.” I brushed a kiss across Marisa’s
cheek. Jason pulled me into a bear hug until I squealed. I loved him so much.
He greeted Piper the same way.


The host seated us next to the window where we could see downtown
draped in Christmas cheer.


“This is Piper’s favorite time of year,” I said.


She blushed. “Well, everybody is in a good mood. And it’s cold and
perfect for snuggling or sitting by a fire or jumping in a hot tub.”


“I’m glad to see you’re finally using your hot tub. It took
forever to convince Shaylie to buy it,” Marisa said to Piper and Jason.


“I’m glad she did.” Piper squeezed my leg.


I shivered remembering the wonderful things I’d done to Piper in
the hot tub. I doubted we could get away with anything tonight since we had
guests, but I had a great memory and an even better imagination. Tomorrow,
after Jason and Marisa left, I would suggest it again. “Oh, I’m happy, too.”


The meal was fabulous and the conversation even better. We got
along so well. I smiled the entire meal. Piper was charming and touched me a
lot, something that wasn’t lost on Detective Bower. Marisa lifted her eyebrow
at me a few times when Piper’s hand disappeared under the table and my body
language changed. Piper wasn’t teasing. It was just her way of being close.


It was almost ten by the time we got settled at my house. I poured
the wine while Marisa passed out gifts.


At my insistence, Jason opened mine first. He held up the
two-inch-wide, smooth silver disc and looked at it quizzically.


“Flip it over,” I said.


He held it in his hand and didn’t speak for a bit. Marisa leaned
over to see what it was.


“Look in the box.” I knew it would take a minute for them to
figure it out.


Marisa found the box cover and read the piece of paper inside. She
teared up instantly and gave it to Jason. He read it and pulled me close to
him. We clutched one another and cried. Marisa and Piper joined in. We were all
crying and laughing and sobbing.


“I don’t even know what’s going on.” Piper wiped her tears on her
sleeve.


“Shaylie made a good luck token that I will carry around in my
pocket. It’s from the plane.” Jason gave it to her to look at.


Piper traced her finger over the date and “thank you” carved in
it.


“Is that from the piece that was inside you? I thought they wanted
all pieces for the investigation,” Marisa said.


“I’m pretty sure the piece of chair that stabbed me wasn’t the
reason the plane went down. Vicky, my nurse, cleaned it up and gave it to me as
a survival reminder. I didn’t know what to do with it until recently.”


“It’s amazing. Thank you.” Jason squeezed my hand.


“You’re welcome. Let’s open more presents before this gets even
further out of hand.” I opened one of my presents from Marisa. It was a
beautiful desk accessory set made of dark brown Italian leather.


“You know, for when you finally figure out what you’re going to
do,” she said.


I ran my hand over the smooth texture of the leather. This was
Marisa’s way of telling me to go for it, to start my own business. I hadn’t
told her my plans because I wanted a peaceful celebration, but in the long run,
I knew she would support me. “Thank you.”


We traded gifts until it was clear all of us had gone overboard.
It was one in the morning when we finally broke for the night. Jason and Marisa
headed to the guest room on the first floor.


“Sleep well,” I said to them. I pulled Piper in my arms. “Are you
tired?”


“I’m too excited to be tired. Let’s go upstairs so you can unwrap
your gift.” She led me upstairs by the hand and started undressing me when we
turned the corner.


I pulled her sweater off while she unbuttoned my blouse. I let
down her beautifully thick hair. Tendrils from her earlier shower sprang out
from her normal waves. I wrapped my hands in her hair and brought her mouth
back to mine. What happened at Bodhi was just the beginning. I kissed her and
walked her back to the bedroom. We stumbled in and I managed to kick the door
shut before tumbling with her onto the bed. I stood long enough to kick off my
pants and strip hers off. When I nestled my hips between her spread legs, she
moaned. I pressed against her with my hips every time my tongue entered her
mouth. I sucked her tongue, bit her lips, then pulled away to bite a trail down
her body. I tore off her bra and panties so she was completely naked in my
arms.


“You’re shivering. Let’s get under the covers.” I quickly pulled
the comforter down and slid between the cool sheets with her. “We’ll warm up
quickly.”


She slipped her hands under my bra and pushed it up over my head.
The only thing between us was a pair of lace panties. They were drenched and I
was anxious to take them off. I moved quickly and kicked them off. Being naked
in bed with Piper was the best feeling, emotionally and physically, that I’d
ever felt. We both knew I wasn’t going to take it slow tonight. She gasped when
I slid down her body and pushed her knees up.


“I need to taste you,” I said right before my mouth claimed her
wet pussy. We both moaned at the contact.


Her hand pressed the back of my head. As much as I wanted to be in
her arms, kissing her when her orgasm struck, I needed to taste her at that
moment. I wasn’t gentle. I held her legs up and ran my tongue up and down her
slit. I pushed my tongue inside her and relished her smooth walls. I moved in
and out until she bucked against me and begged me to finish her. I sucked her
clit and slipped one finger, then two inside her. I didn’t let up until she
cried out for the second time. She squirmed against me, pushing me away and
pulling me back into her until she was done.


“I’m shaking.” Even her voice trembled. “That was incredible.” She
paused to catch her breath. My heart, my formerly broken, shredded heart was
beating furiously for this woman. I was happier than I’d ever been before. The
joy I felt couldn’t be contained and I laughed out loud. “What are you laughing
about?” She smiled at me and pushed my hair out of my face.


“I’m laughing because I’m happy. Because of everything that’s
happened with us. I’m laughing because I met you in the worst possible way,
under the worst possible conditions, and here we are in my bed.” I kissed her
with as much emotion as I could put into a single kiss.


“We’d make a good book or movie, huh?” Piper’s fingertips
fluttered over my shoulder, across my neck, over my face. I captured her
fingers and pressed them against my lips.


“The best kind. Romance, comedy, suspense, intrigue.”


“Suspense?” Piper asked.


I playfully sucked the tip of her finger for a second before
answering. “Yes, suspense. Will they get together? Will true love find its way
back into their hearts? What’s going to happen to the beautiful couple?” I
didn’t realize what I said until I saw the look on her face. She looked
confused and very serious. My heart plummeted. “That’s just the Hollywood
version. The real version is tamer.” I placed my forehead against hers and
sighed.


She shook her head before she softly kissed me. “No. It’s the
right version. Everything you said is right. So right.” She pulled me to her
and wrapped her legs around me.


“Are you sure?” I asked. I was completely still except for my
heart jackhammering inside my chest.


She put her fingers under my jaw until she found the pulse in my
neck. “This is my favorite thing. This will never lie.”


“I will never lie to you.” I’d never been more serious.


“I know. And I love you for it.”


Everything stopped. My breathing, my pulse, the world, my life. I
closed my eyes. “Say it again. Please. Say it again.” I looked at her as tears
swelled in the corners of my eyes.


“I love you.” Piper wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m sorry I
hurt you, especially when you’ve done nothing but support me. I will never
doubt you again. I love you, Shaylie.”


Of course I cried. I lowered my head and tried not to sob into her
neck. She held me and placed tiny kisses in my hair while I came to terms with
this pivotal moment. In the span of six months, I’d found life and the love of
my life. I wiped my eyes and tried to pull myself together. “I love you. I know
that you already know, but I do and have for a very long time.”


“Thank you for taking me back.”


I looked at Piper, her long hair spread out on the pillow, her
lips swollen from kissing, a beautiful blush on her pale body, and told her
exactly what I was feeling. “You were always right here.” I pointed at my
heart. She pressed her hand against mine and held it there.


“You’re too good to me,” she said.


“I know.” I laughed as she flipped me over and straddled my waist.


“I love you and I’m going to show you just how much.” Piper kissed
me possessively and started a long journey discovering me again. She spent time
along my sensitive neck and my delicate nipples, and softly kissed the scar on
her way to the junction of my thighs. She spread me, licking me everywhere,
touching me in the places her mouth didn’t cover, and built me up until I was
almost ready to crest. She stopped short of my orgasm, worked her way back up
my body until we were face-to-face. “Turn over.”


I lifted my eyebrow in surprise, but willingly obliged. She
crawled on top of me and nipped her way down my back, over my ass, and spread
my legs apart. I slid onto my knees and she slipped underneath, bringing my
core down to her mouth. An overwhelming feeling of decadence and eroticism
washed over me as I moved on her mouth. I was careful not to push too hard. I
wasn’t going to last this way, with my hips up, my face down on the pillow.
When Piper slipped inside me, the countdown began. Five, her fingers as deep as
she could go. Four, her other hand grasping my hip, holding me against her
mouth. Three, her tongue swirling around my throbbing clit. Two, hearing her
moan every time I did. One, oh, God, I fell right into two orgasms back to
back. I collapsed forward, careful not to crush Piper. I turned so I was on my
back, but higher on the bed.


“Come here. I need to hold you,” she said.


I scooted down until I was in her arms. She covered us with the
blanket and squeezed me tightly until I smiled.


“You’re the best present I’ve ever unwrapped.” I squeezed her
back.


“I’m only one of the presents. Wait until we have our Christmas.”
Her lips pressed against my sweaty temple.


“This? Right here? You, in my bed, is the best present ever. And
it’s not just about the amazing sex, but you, Piper Cole.”


We fell asleep in each other’s arms and didn’t wake up until
Marisa and Jason started banging pot and pans and laughing softly. I glanced at
the clock. It was almost nine. My life, at this very moment, was perfect. I
held the woman I loved in my arms and my best friends were close by. Piper
stirred in my arms and blinked.


“I love you,” I whispered. She smiled and snuggled deeper into me.
“I’ve been falling for you ever since I saw you.” I tucked her hair behind her
ear and touched her cheek.


“I wish we would have met under different circumstances.”


“If the accident never happened and we met at the coffee shop, do
you think you would have noticed me?”


“I would have noticed you. I would have thought about you and
wondered who you were.” She rubbed her eyes and leaned to place a small kiss on
my lips.


“I think we both know I would have gone there every day until you
talked to me or I worked up the courage to talk to you.”


“I love that you’re so open and honest with me. It’s so refreshing
and raw.” She rested her head on my shoulder.


“I will only ever be that with you. Piper, you’re my second chance
at everything.”


Chapter Twenty-six

 

 

 


Piper greeted me with a tiny dance when she opened the door. “Come here.
Merry Christmas, Shay.” She kept me in the doorway and kissed me until I was
breathless.


“Wow.”


She pointed to the mistletoe nailed to the doorframe and winked at
me.


“So, the kiss was only tradition? It didn’t mean anything?” I
feigned hurt.


She pulled me into her loft by the lapels of my coat, pushed me on
the couch, and pounced on top of me. “It meant everything.” She kissed me
softly just to prove her point. When she pulled away, she looked expectantly at
me. “So, where is my present? Yours is in the kitchen.”


She was so damn cute and playful today. I hoped she appreciated my
gift and could see the potential.


“We have to go on a walk for your present.”


Her bottom lip jutted out in a playful pout. I captured it in a
kiss and ran my tongue across it. She moaned and pushed away from me.


“Presents first,” she said. I sat when she jumped off me and
allowed her to pull me from the couch. “Okay, so yours is behind the blanket.”


I laughed. “Okay, what is it?” I stared at the quilt she had
draped from one cabinet door on the left side, to a door on the right.


“Pull down the curtain.” Piper was so giddy that she clapped a few
times.


I pulled down the blanket to reveal a beautiful red mountain bike.


“Now you won’t have to borrow mine. You have your own.” She was so
pleased with her gift.


I pulled her to me. “Thank you. Now maybe we can do our own bike
trips. Day trips only because I suck at camping,” I said.


“We’ll work that out. Do you like it?” She played with her bottom
lip, nervously awaiting my answer.


“I love it. I love you. I love this.” I leaned down to properly
thank her.


“Okay, where’s mine?” she asked.


“Put on your boots and grab your coat. We don’t have to walk far.”
It was my turn to be giddy at her perplexed look and I hurried her up. “Let’s
go, let’s go.”


She bounced up from putting on her boots and grabbed my hand.
“Show me.”


It was only a five-minute walk, but by the time we got to Bodhi
she was thoroughly confused. “Why are we here?”


I unlocked the door to the building and locked it behind us. She
didn’t even catch on. She started walking down the hall to Bodhi, but I stopped
her. “Where are you going?” I asked.


“I thought we were going to my office,” she said.


“Why would my present to you be in your office?” I was being so
vague. Her forehead crinkled in adorable confusion. I smoothed out the wrinkles
until she smiled and pulled away. “Come upstairs with me.” I stopped at the
first door once we reached the second level and pointed. Beck Realty was etched
in the glass, and I watched as she ran her fingers over the name.


“Wait. What?” she asked.


I unlocked the door and issued her inside. “Come on. Let me show
you around.” The office boasted twelve hundred square feet. I didn’t have a lot
of furniture yet, but enough to let her know I was serious about my own
business and ready to get started at the start of the year.


“Shaylie. Oh, my God. You started your own business. That’s
incredible. I’m so proud of you.” Tears pooled in her eyes and I held up my
hand.


“If you cry, I cry. And I can’t cry, because my makeup is perfect
and we’re headed to the Doogan Ranch in a few minutes.”


Piper held me for several minutes. “This is wonderful. I can come
up and see you anytime I want.”


“Oh, this isn’t your present.”


She pulled away in alarm. “What?”


“Your present is in my office.” I led her by the hand into an
office behind the reception area. I leaned against the doorframe and watched as
she walked around and touched everything in my office. When she got to my
leather executive chair, I told her to sit.


“Am I going to be working for you?”


“Open that manila folder on the desk.” I nodded when her fingers
brushed over it.


She opened it and read it twice. “Wait a minute.” She stood and
stared at me. “Shaylie, I don’t understand.”


I sat in the guest chair opposite her. “You never have to worry
about losing Bodhi. I took the settlement from the crash and started my own
business. I bought the building and now I’m managing it.” I’d obtained my
broker license when I was at Mountain View. A blessing in disguise now, but I
hated the program then.


“You bought the building.” Piper’s voice sounded hollow. I knew
she was processing the information, so I kept talking.


“Honestly, this will probably be my only investment. I’m excited
to start selling residential. I’m looking at a few properties that I’ll sign
after the holidays, and this spring when my noncompete is over, I’ll push
commercial again. I have a lot of contacts out there and a lot of clients who
are going to need help in the next year or two when their contracts end.” I
left out the part where I stole the building right out from underneath Mountain
View Real Estate. I had a better relationship with Thompson Realty than Travis
did, and Bob Thompson got a kick out of telling them the building was no longer
for sale. I wish I could have seen Brittany’s face when she found out that
news.


“But why is my name on this?” Piper asked.


“If something happens to me, all of this falls to you. The
building is paid for and any repairs needed come from the rent. If I keep
everybody’s rent the same for the next three years, I’ll have the invested
money back. You were completely right. This area is getting ready to boom.”


She stood again and walked over to me. “Nothing is going to happen
to you, so don’t even talk like that.” She wrapped her arms around my neck.
“This is the best Christmas ever. Life gets better every day with you in it. I
don’t even know what to say.”


I kissed her because I was happy. I’d been worried about how she
would take the news, but the passion I felt in her kisses told me she was okay
with everything. We were going to be okay. I walked with her over to my desk.
“I think we should christen my desk. You know, as good luck.”


A wicked smile played across her lips. She took off her jacket and
unzipped her long wool skirt. She stepped out of it and placed it over the
guest chair so it wouldn’t wrinkle. She shrugged her sweater off until she
stood in front of me wearing black panties, a black bra, and her knee-high
black boots.


“I should have gotten you a whip. Maybe even a collar,” I said.


She unbuttoned my coat and slipped it off my shoulders. She didn’t
undress me, though. She sat at the edge of my desk and slowly spread her legs.
My heart jumped in my throat. I swallowed hard. Piper spread out on my desk was
something I would never forget. I ran my hands up her thighs and slid my thumbs
inside the small gap in her panties right by her slit. She leaned back on her
elbows and watched my hands. She gasped when I massaged her mound and pressed
her clit softly.


“I need these off,” I said.


She raised her legs so her knees were up and her boots were
touching. She lifted her hips when I hooked my thumbs in her panties. I spread
her legs apart and leaned forward to kiss her stomach, the soft skin at her
pelvis, and finally her smooth, freshly waxed lips. I looked at her while I ran
my tongue slowly up and down, tasting her, feeling her quiver slightly when my
tongue found her clit in folds that were swelling and thickening under my
mouth.


“I need you,” she whispered.


I stood and watched her face as I slid two fingers as deep as I
could go. Her mouth opened slightly and closed when I pulled completely out.
She loved to be fucked this way. At this angle, I could control my movements
better. I did it again and again, slowly, until she closed her eyes and dropped
her head back. Her hips lifted with every stroke and settled back on the desk
when I pulled out. “Look at me, Piper.”


She looked at me through narrow slits. She gritted her teeth when
I entered her and hissed when I pulled out. “Again.”


I loved it when she did that, when she took control and told me
exactly what to do.


“More. I need more of you.”


I licked a third finger and slipped inside. She was so tight, but
she didn’t complain at all. It took a few strokes before I could pull all the
way out and slam into her again, but when her body adjusted, she begged me to
go fast.


“Don’t move.” The last thing I wanted was to slip out and hurt
her.


She nodded.


I started slow, but picked up the pace a few strokes in. She
didn’t move at all even though I knew she was dying to. She bit my shoulder, my
neck, and even my bottom lip. When I felt her tighten, I stayed inside her, all
three fingers, and fluttered them as fast as I could. There was so much wetness
inside, outside, on my desk, but I didn’t care. This was a whole new level for
us and I was going to fuck her to the fullest. When she finally came a minute
later, her entire body shook so hard that I was genuinely worried that I hurt
her.


“Are you okay?”


She held me tight against her. “Why does it keep getting better
with you?”


“Because we love one another and you trust me.” I leaned up so I
could look at her face. “You’re so beautiful, Piper.” We kissed until my phone
beeped. I looked at my watch. “And we really need to get going.”


She looked down at the desk, at the floor, and covered her eyes.
“That has never happened before.” I held up my finger to indicate she should
wait and ran into the little half bath. I brought two clean hand towels out and
helped her stand. She was wobbly, so I held her with one arm and handed her one
of the towels. “I’m so embarrassed.”


“Are you kidding me? Never be embarrassed by sex or what we do or
what happens when we make love.”


She kissed me softly on the cheek. “I need to get dressed.” She
found her panties and grabbed her clothes before closing the bathroom door. I
cleaned up the best I could with the other towel. When she came out fully
dressed, everything looked the same.


“Give me one second and we can go.” I washed up in less than a
minute. I kissed Piper soundly. “Thank you for helping me break in my office
the best way possible.”


“I love you.”


“Always. I love you always.”


 


* * *


 


We were only a few minutes late. We had to load up my car with the
gifts still in Piper’s loft. The roads were clear, so I was able to drive the
speed limit. When we pulled up, the entire family greeted us.


“What’s going on?” I climbed out of the car, slightly alarmed at
the attention.


“Munchkin was too excited to wait inside. She wants to show you
the gift Santa bought her,” Jason said.


“And me, too,” Marisa said.


I immediately looked at her hand and was disappointed I didn’t see
an engagement ring.


“We’re here. Show us,” I said. Piper and I slipped into our coats
and followed the family to the barn. I held Piper’s hand as she leaned into me.


“Hurry.” Alison’s impatience was infectious.


Marisa chimed in. “Yes, hurry.”


I whispered in Piper’s ear, “If there isn’t a ring in that barn,
I’m not impressed.”


“Christmas is too obvious for that. I’m sure Jason’s got it all
figured out.”


“I just so want to be a part of it.” I’d always pictured Marisa’s
true love asking me for advice. I would plan out the perfect place and write
down everything he should say to her.


“I’m sure you will be. Let’s pick up the pace before we get
scolded again.” I kissed Piper’s temple and started jogging to the barn. Piper
laughed and kept the pace. We passed Marisa and Jason who, in spirit, started
running, too. Within moments, we were all making a mad dash to the barn, much
to Alison’s delight.


“Look! Look what Santa brought me!” She led us to a stall where a
medium-sized horse was stabled.


“She’s beautiful. What’s her name?”


“Cinnamon. She’s an appleloosa,” Alison said proudly.


“An apple—like the fruit—loosa?” I teased.


“Appaloosa,” Alison said it slower.


I reached over and stroked the soft muzzle on the docile horse.
“She’s so sweet and she’s going to make you so happy. You must have been a good
girl this year for Santa to bring you a horsie.”


Alison nodded and proceeded to tell me how Santa left a treasure
map this morning and how Grandma made her put on boots and a coat first. I
rolled my eyes as if that was a ridiculous request by Virginia and was rewarded
with a giggle.


“My turn,” Marisa said from the other side of the barn. Piper and
I headed over to her, and I gasped when she walked a beautiful Arabian from a
stall. “Meet Honey.”


“You got a horse, too?” I said, reaching out to stroke Honey’s
neck.


Marisa smiled. “I’m turning into a cowgirl, what can I say?”


“I guess you’re going to need a horse living up here.”


“Let me show you something else.” Marisa put Honey back into her stall
and crooked her finger at me to follow her down to the other end of the barn.


I waved my hands at her. “Oh, no. Please tell me you didn’t get me
a horse, too.”


“No, shut up. Come here. I want to show you something.” She
grabbed my hand and pulled me into the triple stall at the end of the barn.
“Look, Tinney had her baby yesterday.”


I melted when I saw the tiny colt standing on wobbly legs, nursing
on his mother. “Tinney, he’s gorgeous. You did such an amazing job.” She
neighed at me. Aside from Betsy, Tinney was the only other horse that didn’t
want to kill me. Since she was pregnant, nobody rode her, but I helped exercise
her in one of the corrals.


Piper took several photos on her phone of the unnamed baby. “He
really is so perfect and proud already.” He was coal black with a white star on
his forehead and white boots.


“How did the delivery go?” I asked.


“Jason, Bill, and Gary spent most of yesterday with the doc
getting him out of her. I couldn’t watch.”


“You’re going to have to toughen up if you plan on being a
rancher’s wife and giving birth to eight baby future ranchers,” I said.


“I’m in it for two. That’s it. Twins would be better so I can
knock them out at once.”


I looked at Marisa and thought about how grown up she seemed. Gone
was the party girl in search of the next good time. I put my arm across her
shoulders when we walked back to the house. “I love you. I’m so happy for you
and I promise to always be your best friend forever.”


She put her arm around my waist. “Are you good?”


I nodded. “I couldn’t be happier. My life is perfect. I have my
own company, I have the girl of my dreams, and my best friend is dating my
hero.” I looked back at Jason and Piper, who were five steps behind us and laughing
about something Virginia said. I put my head on Marisa’s shoulder and reached
back until I felt Piper’s finger lock with mine. I pulled her up to walk with
us. Piper’s eyes were filled with love. I kissed her softly before I finished
answering Marisa. “Falling was the best thing that ever happened to me.”


Epilogue

 

 

 


Three
years later


 


“We’re here! We’re here!” Piper and I busted into the waiting room
that was packed wall to wall with ranchers and every Doogan I knew.


“This way.” Virginia motioned me toward the front of the group.


“Good luck.” Piper squeezed my hands with joy.


“You need to sit down and rest.” A seat became available as three
cowboys jumped up and offered Piper theirs. “I love you.” I planted a solid
kiss on my wife’s lips after I knew she was settled and comfortable.


“I love you, too. Now go,” she scolded me playfully.


I squealed and followed Virginia through the doors and down the
hall.


“Tell her we’re all thinking of her.” Virginia kissed my cheek.


I walked into the room, tentatively at first, then bolder when I
saw Marisa in the bed, curled up in pain.


“Oh, my God. Where have you been?” She turned white and reached
for my hand. I grabbed it and held it tightly. I leaned over her to quickly hug
Jason, who was several shades whiter than Marisa.


“If you would have called when the contractions first started,
then I would have been here a lot sooner. We got here as quickly as we could.”


Dr. Kane slipped into the room, jovial and happy, to check on
Marisa’s progress. “The good news is that it’s epidural time. You’re sitting
pretty at a three. I’ll send Matt in if you still want it.”


“It’s about time. Jesus, I’m dying. I think I’m dying.” She
groaned and tried turning in the bed to get comfortable.


“This is exactly what’s expected. I’ll send Matt in right away.”
She patted Marisa’s leg.


“I really don’t like her,” Marisa said as soon as the door closed.


I tried to mask my smile but failed. “Come on. Don’t be that
person. You’re tough. You’re strong.”


“I’m weak.” She turned to Jason. “Sweetheart, I don’t know if I
can do this.”


He stroked her forehead and kissed her hand. “Yes, you can. I know
you can. Once Matt finally gets here with the epidural, things will go a lot
smoother.”


“Let me tell you what Piper and I saw on the way up here.” I drew
Marisa’s attention to me. Jason was about ten seconds away from passing out.
“So, you know that little abandoned gas station just off the highway? Piper and
I saw a family of wolves, like five of them, hanging in the doorway.” It wasn’t
that long ago when wolves were on the endangered species list, so to see five
in a pack was a rarity. I tried to keep Marisa’s mind off her pain, but every
time she felt a contraction, she hissed loudly and squeezed our hands. I died a
little every time I saw the pain etched on her face.


As if on command, Matt buzzed into the room with everything he needed
to make Marisa comfortable. I moved out of the way so he could administer the
drug. It felt so good to sit down. I didn’t realize how tense I was until I got
off my feet. The epidural relaxed Marisa after about thirty minutes.


“Why did this take so long? This is so much better, but I’m so
tired.”


Matt informed us that if she felt like it, she could take a nap.
She had time before she was fully dilated. I remained seated. Jason gave a
long, audible sigh.


“I’m sorry it took so long for us to get here. The roads were a
little bit treacherous and I didn’t want to get in a wreck.” Jason and Marisa
got pregnant the second they decided to. Their doctor said it could take a few
months, but much to their surprise, it only took one month.


“I’m just so thankful you’re here.” Jason took my hand.


I squeezed his hand. “Look, Daddy, you’re doing great. Let’s
welcome this tiny bundle of joy with as much love as we can.”


Ashlynn Shay Doogan arrived at 7:14 p.m. on Valentine’s Day. I
started crying the minute her head crowned. An hour later, watching Jason and
Marisa fawn all over her, I was still crying. The three of them were so
beautiful. I cried again when Piper held her and sang a lullaby. Marisa asked
that I take photos, and after about one hundred snaps and eight different
family members squeezed into the tiny private room, we were all kicked out. I
told them that Auntie Shaylie and Auntie Piper would be back in the morning and
I expected them to get rest. I didn’t want to leave, but I needed to get Piper
home. Virginia invited us to stay at the ranch, but I had a few loose ends I
needed to tie up. I would put my office manager in charge for the rest of the
week, but I had two closings in the morning that I couldn’t turn over and Piper
had to make arrangements for Bodhi.


“I love her already,” Piper said as we walked hand in hand to the
SUV.


“All that blond hair. She’s gorgeous like her mom and dad,” I
said. We had a busy week ahead of us, and I was excited to get my hands on
Ashlynn and start spoiling her.


I helped Piper into the car and kissed her before shutting the
door. Our life was perfect. We were completely honest with one another and
communicated openly. Our arguments were about what to eat for dinner or if
Clifford was allowed into the bedroom at night.


“I love you.”


“I love you, too, babe. We have about an hour left of Valentine’s
Day. It’s my new favorite holiday,” she said.


“Then let’s go home.”


 


* * *


 


“I’m here! I’m here!” I raced into the hospital. Everything was
fine this morning. Piper didn’t feel bad. She was uncomfortable but wasn’t
experiencing any contractions.


“Shaylie, over here.” Lani waved me to the nurse at the maternity
desk.


“Is she okay? What happened?” I clutched Lani, desperate for her
answer.


“She just asked very calmly if I would drive her here. I called
you right away.”


“Thank you. Where is she?”


The nurse escorted me back to Piper’s room. I quietly, but quickly
walked into the room. “Babe, are you okay?”


She reached for me. “I’m fine. I feel perfect and wonderful and
excited to meet our daughter.”


I couldn’t help but cry. I leaned down and placed a soft kiss on
her mouth. “She’s early.”


“Don’t worry. The doc says she’s doing fine.”


“But we weren’t expecting her for two more weeks.”


“Shay, everything’s fine. The doctor said if she’s ready to come
out, she’s coming out. Did you call everyone?” she asked.


How Piper could be so calm during this was beyond me. I was
stressed beyond anything I’d experienced before, and she was the epitome of
peace. When we decided to start a family, we went back and forth on who would
carry the baby. I never thought I wanted to give birth, but the love I had for
Piper was so strong that it seemed natural. Since Piper was in excellent shape
and four years younger, we finally decided she would carry my egg. When Piper
announced we were pregnant, my life changed again. Just when I thought it
couldn’t get any better, it did. We were going to be moms in a matter of hours.


“I called Mar and Jason and Virginia. Oh, and I called your mom,
too. She’ll be here soon. The nurse knows to let her in.”


“Can you believe we’re going to have a tiny baby?” She stroked my
cheek softly, lovingly. I leaned into her touch and kissed the palm of her
hand.


“You’re so brave for doing this. Thank you.” I didn’t know what
else to say. When the doctor came in and checked her progress, she sent for the
epidural. I didn’t even know Piper was having contractions. It made sense
because she never once complained during the pregnancy. I catered to her every
whim, but she never took advantage. Sometimes she upset me when she tried to do
too much.


Marisa peeked in for a few minutes to check on us. I sobbed on her
shoulder because I couldn’t control my emotions.


“Hey, shh. It’s okay. Everything is wonderful. Piper’s doing
great, Jason and Ashlynn are out in the waiting room. We’re here for both of
you. Let me know if you need me. I’m literally just outside those doors.” She
kissed me, kissed Piper, and left.


Twenty minutes later, Piper’s mom, Caroline, waltzed into the room
and sat on the other side of Piper. We both held her hand and her knees and
after a short duration, much shorter than Marisa’s, Piper gave birth to
Maribelle Ann Beck at 2:42 in the afternoon. She was perfect and beautiful with
dark hair and a set of lungs that could be heard out in the waiting room. I was
so overwhelmed with love, life, and happiness that I sat down and cried. My
wife, who had just given birth, stroked my back and comforted me. The nurse who
cleaned up Maribelle and recorded her statistics handed me our swaddled bundle
of joy. I stood to take her, and the second I held her, I fell harder in love
with Piper for giving me such perfection.


“Thank you,” I whispered to Piper. I placed Maribelle in her arms
and watched them get used to one another. I kissed both of them and stroked
Maribelle’s soft cheek. “She’s so soft and perfect.” I spent the next twenty
minutes with my wife and daughter. I took photos of them. Caroline took photos
of us.


“You should probably go tell everybody. We’re all fine here,”
Piper said.


I pushed through the doors and walked into a waiting room full of
family and friends. I wanted to cry again as they all stood, anxiously awaiting
any news.


“Maribelle Ann is here!”


Cheers erupted in the waiting room. Marisa grabbed me and cried.
“Our wishes came true, sister. Congratulations.”


“I’m so happy for everything. You, Jason, Ashlynn, Piper,
Maribelle, life, my company. It can’t possibly get any better.” I finally
stopped crying and dried my eyes with a tissue Virginia handed me.


“Come on. I want to meet my niece.” Marisa grabbed my hand and
washed up quickly before slipping into the room. Piper handed Maribelle to her
and I saw the instant love there.


“How is it possible that she already looks just like you?” Marisa
turned to me. “She has the same button nose and lips. She’s going to be
beautiful like her mamas.”


I sat next to Piper and held her hand. “Are you doing okay? Do you
need anything?”


“I’m great. I feel fine. I couldn’t be any happier or healthier at
this moment. I love you, Shaylie.”


I kissed Piper again and reflected for just a moment. My life was
perfect. I’d gotten a few scars along the way, but nothing I couldn’t handle.
Piper always told me my scars were survival badges, but they were just the
result of a journey I had to go on before I found the reason I lived. I
survived for the ultimate beauty in this world. I survived for love.
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