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For you,
worrying whether you’re enough:
let this be your reminder
that you always,
always are.



Chapter 1
I was saved by some kind of sexy goddess, from the looks of things.
“Hey,” the woman said, leaning in through the passenger window of my car. “Need a hand?”
I opened my mouth to say something smart, and all I got was, “Uh, um.”
Great. Smooth, Paige.
I was alone and lost in a town I’d never seen before—never even heard of before my life decided to turn into a cliché—when my tire blew out on the road in the middle of nowhere. Not even an ordinary flat, but kaboom blowout, my whole car shuddering before I about squealed off to the side of the road.
I’d figured I was cursed and nothing good was ever going to happen to me again, or maybe just that I’d die out here stranded in the woods accidentally eating a poisonous mushroom just trying not to starve—maybe I was a little fatalistic—but then providence stepped in, the stars aligned, and I’d squealed to a stop not even a hundred feet from where this woman was chopping wood. She was just down the steps from a little woodshed tucked into the woods, and she’d looked up from the massive block of wood she’d just chopped clear in two when I squealed to a stop in what looked like her backyard.
And then here she was, muscled lumberjane arms folded on the base of my car window, sandy-blonde hair tied up in a ponytail, jawline sharp enough to chop wood too, cheekbones strong enough she could probably have built a wooden shelf on them. And the green eyes. Did she have to have green eyes, too? On top of everything else?
A smile played on her lips. “I’m not here to chop you up. Relax. You look like your tire blew out.”
“Oh, um… yes.” Frankly, I’d forgotten about my tire the second I saw her. “Yes, it did do that.”
“Relax. I’ll take care of it. I’ve got a spare in my truck.”
“You don’t have to do that,” I said, and she smirked at me. It was a miracle I didn’t faint seeing that kind of sight.
“Oh yeah? It’s still miles to the town center. Planning on pushing your way back there, are you?”
I flushed, fixing my glasses with a nervous energy. “Okay—what I meant to say was that I’d be really really grateful if you did that. I wish I could help, but I’m useless at this kind of thing.”
“Give me two seconds and I’ll have it done.”
It actually did take her about two seconds. She headed off for her truck, and I’d kind of been expecting her to drive the truck up here, not to just come back from the dirt path through the trees rustling in the wind with a tire and a pack of tools just casually all in one arm. She had the tire changed before I’d really even processed she’d started doing it, and she dusted her hands off as I came back to the back of the car with her.
“That’ll do you,” she said. “If you’re headed straight on through, be careful with this road. It’s pretty rough some five miles up.”
She leaned against the side of my car with one hand tucked into her jeans pocket. She looked like a model on some wilderness lifestyle photoshoot. I swallowed.
“Thanks,” I said, “but I’m actually headed for the town center. I’m, uh… I’m taking over the Faux Pas restaurant in town, actually.”
She raised an eyebrow, just watching me with that intense gaze for a while, until I wanted to shrink into myself and disappear into a puff of smoke. “Huh,” she said, finally.
“Is that a bad thing?”
A smile played over her lips. “It’s an interesting thing. You’re gay, aren’t you?”
Well, that was a question. Was it that obvious I was ogling her? “Um. Yes.” I scratched my head. “Dare I ask how that’s relevant?”
“Happy Pride. Interesting time for you to come out here. Should be fun to see what happens with the restaurant. It’s been a while since the place was last open.”
I blinked fast. “Am I in trouble if I admit I didn’t actually know it was… closed?”
She gave me a dry smile. “A whole world of it, pretty little thing. How do you know old Tyler Farrell?”
I’d normally have loved her calling me pretty, but my keen instincts told me she was being patronizing. “Well…” I started, chewing my lip. “Apparently, he was my granduncle. I never even knew he existed, until I got the letter that all the estate proceedings were completed and I was inheriting a restaurant I’d never heard of in my life, but it’s fine, I can make it work. Um—I’m Paige, by the way. Paige Farrell.”
“Huh. Well, head to the square in front of Janice Waters.”
“Um. What?”
“What, need me to walk you there?” She shook her head, a small smile on her lips. “There’s an event going on. First day of Pride celebrations. You’ll need to find your people if you’re going to get that old junk heap of a restaurant running again.”
“My… people.” I rubbed my wrist. “Gay people? I honestly didn’t think there’d be a Pride event in this little town to begin with.”
“Oh, you sweet summer child,” she said lightly. “Janice Waters. It’s a restaurant. Open invitation to everyone to show at the garden party. Hop to it, Paige.”
And just like that, she turned on her heel and headed off back towards the woodshed. I stared after her, thrown by the sudden departure, and it took me a second to call after her.
“Wait—uh—thank you! For the help!”
She raised a hand lazily over her shoulder in acknowledgement. I chewed my lip. This was my first interaction with one of the townspeople. I wasn’t going to screw it up.
“Um… what’s your name?” I called after her.
“Doesn’t matter,” she said, without even looking back. “Nice meeting you, Paige.”
I sat back in the driver’s seat of my car staring straight ahead for a while as I processed that.
Well. Screwed up my first interaction after all. That was fine. I’d make it work. Somehow. Maybe if I told myself enough that it would work, then it would work?
It was a strategy that had never worked before, but, well… maybe this once.
∞∞∞
 
It didn’t work.
I stood by the buffet table with more nerves than a high schooler lining up for a presentation she didn’t prepare for, picking at a paper plate of food while Laura and Frances enjoyed a laugh at my expense.
Hey, at least the weather was nice. The air was crisp, and a warm breeze ruffled the rainbow-edged tablecloths around me, the restaurant with its doors propped open to the back patio all dressed up in Pride flags. The crowds gathered around us talking and laughing in small groups, and it had taken me a while to realize every single person here was gay. Was half the damn town gay? How did I end up in a queer destination small town, let alone getting bullied by lesbians who apparently ran the show?
“Well,” Laura said, curling her long, dirty-blonde hair around her finger, “I’ve missed Faux Pas. I’m sure you’ll do fine running it.”
“I think I’ll do okay,” I said. I sounded about as confident as I felt, but I plastered on a fake smile. They smiled with me, in that incising way people did when they were making fun of you and knew you were just smiling along to avoid confrontation. I’d gotten that a lot.
“And the Pride celebration?” Frances said, the brunette in her late thirties, with a pinstriped blouse tucked into her pants—very nice clothes, the same as Laura, the same as Angeline, who, incidentally, had also been making fun of me earlier. “What do you have planned for it?”
I rubbed at my wrist until it felt like my shirt cuff would catch fire. “I, um… I’m still working on the plans for that—”
“Oh, she’s still working on the plans for it,” Frances laughed, looking over at Laura, who covered up a laugh. “How long ago did you start making your plans, Laura?”
“Sweetie, you know I was planning it ever since last Pride ended,” Laura laughed, flipping her hair back over her shoulder. “Well, let us know if there’s anything we can do to help you out, okay, honey?”
Somehow, I didn’t think they’d actually help much. “Thank you,” I said. “Um… this town certainly is… nice.”
I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth. They both got that gleam in their eyes, preparing to make fun of me again. Thankfully, Angeline interrupted them, coming back with a little paper plate with little snack skewers on them.
“Laura, Frances,” she said, stopping to look at me. “Oh. You’re still talking to Peggy.”
“Hi, Angeline.” I forced a smile. “It’s, um… it’s Paige.”
Angeline just looked at me like I was a weird bug before she turned back to Laura and Frances, smiling right away.
“Oh my goodness, you two,” she said. “Did you see? Madison Hartley is here.”
“No.” Laura put a hand to her mouth. “So she’s finally joining us again? Here I thought she was going to shut herself away for the whole month.”
“Oh, where is she?” Frances said, craning her neck into the crowds gathered in the patio, under the lattices draped with rainbow ribbons. “Is she with anyone?”
“Doesn’t look like it,” Angeline said. “Besides, we’d have heard if she were with someone, right?”
“Oh, there,” Laura said, lighting up. I followed her gaze and felt my stomach drop out at the sight of the wood-chopping, tire-changing woman from earlier, her hair in a quick ponytail again, wearing a loose white button-up and worn light-wash jeans. Suddenly, I forgot how to speak, and words didn’t really mean anything anyway, especially when she glanced our way and caught my eye.
Oh my god. That was Madison? The one my three new bullies had been gossiping about for the past hour? My stomach did acrobatics. And they only got worse when she arched an eyebrow at me, a quirk of a smile before she moved on. The society women all but squealed.
“Oh my god,” Frances said. “Did you see that? She was looking right at you, Laura.”
“Oh, my,” Laura said, putting a hand to her chest. “Well, if she’s finally ready to date, I’m not saying no to the offer.”
My stomach sank, turning back to the buffet table, picking at the potato salad. Here I’d thought for a second Madison was looking at me. Maybe that I had an actual, genuine connection here in this town after all.
Sure, it had been brief. And shallow. And she had refused to even tell me her name. But it had been something.
“If she’s coming out of her shell for Pride, that’s got to mean something,” Frances said. “I think she’s finally ready to date.”
“Maybe she’s got her eye on someone,” Angeline said, a hand to her mouth. “Who do you think it could be?”
“I mean, she was just looking right at Laura,” Frances said. Laura waved her off, picking up a mimosa from the table.
“I’d love it, but I doubt she’s really changing her mind on me. But I’ve always thought she and Rachel really had something…”
“Oh, no way,” Angeline said. As far as the angel part of her name, she looked the part, long and straight blonde hair, big blue eyes. I’d thought she was pretty, until she laughed at my dress and asked me what I was trying to accomplish wearing something like that. I hadn’t been able to look at myself the same way all day after that. “Rachel’s still stuck on Frances.”
Frances wrinkled her nose. “Not going there again. Maybe Madison will take a fancy to the new girl.”
As if the new girl wasn’t standing two feet away. Laura and Angeline both laughed. “Oh, no,” Laura said, looking back at me. “Maybe the new girl can finally be Ted’s happy-ever-after instead.”
I put on a thin smile, remembering the wizened old man I’d met half an hour ago, who had started gushing about his whiskey collection until I’d managed to find an out. “Um… he’s a little old for me.”
Laura laughed. “Well, sometimes you gotta take what you can get when it comes to love. Angeline,” she said, lighting up again as soon as she turned to Angeline, “I think this is your golden moment. If anyone here can charm Madison Hartley herself, it’s got to be you.”
Angeline tossed a strand of hair from her eye, straightening her back. “I don’t want to be subtle, Laura. I was planning on it the moment I saw her showing up to this event.”
Laura and Frances gasped. I took two awkward steps back, wondering how exactly to exit this conversation, if you could call it that. “Well, there’s someone to finally break her shell,” Laura said.
“It’s as good as done, if you’re finally making a move,” Frances chimed in. “Maybe that’ll be something new to celebrate in town. Madison Hartley’s frozen heart finally melted.”
“Maybe we could celebrate the new girl being here?” Laura said, but her voice was all snark.
“Oh, forget that,” Frances laughed, sending my spirits plummeting even lower than they’d been already. “She’ll be gone within the month.”
I was inclined to agree. I was thinking I’d be gone within the day. But before the thick feeling in my throat could send me running back to the car to pretend this place had never existed, a voice interrupted.
“Hey, girls,” the warm, husky voice I recognized from my log-cutting savior earlier said from behind me, and the three ladies all but squealed turning with me to look at where Madison came up toward the lot of us. But she didn’t spare a glance at them—she came towards me brimming with intention, and my heart skipped a beat—and then it skipped the rest of the beats it was due for life when Madison stepped in and pulled me into a kiss.
I was hallucinating, probably. She swept me against her, her arm around my waist, and I made a muffled grunt as her lips hit mine. My stomach dropped out, but I wasn’t complaining.
She pulled back after a second, leaving me dizzy, and she smiled, brushing my hair back from my face. “Hey, babe.”
I’d definitely hit my head. But out of the corner of my eye, I saw the three society girls look like they’d just seen a ghost, Angeline with her hands over her mouth. And maybe it was that sight that compelled me to look back to Madison with a dreamy smile that came a little too naturally. “Hey, gorgeous,” I said.
“Well—don’t mind us,” Laura laughed, her voice high-pitched and strained. Angeline shot me a look that was pure murder, but the three of them walked away, and after a second staring after them, Madison stepped back from me.
“I can’t stand those girls,” she said.
“Um,” I started. My heart was still pounding, leaving me dizzy. I could still feel the tingling traces of her lips on mine.
“Listen,” she said, folding her arms. She looked hot when she got stern like that. I shook the thought away. “You came to Willow Arches at the wrong time. The society girls are going to eat you alive.”
“How was I supposed to know this place was full of mean lesbians?”
That got a little smile from her. It made my stomach swoop, but really, I was still just trying to make sense of the fact that she’d just kissed me and—well, I wouldn’t have minded if she did it again. “Maybe you couldn’t have,” she said. “Either way, you’re here now. Do me a favor. It works out for both of us.”
“Find you more girls to randomly kiss?”
“No, just you will be fine.” She dropped her arms, a serious look on her face. “Pretend to be my girlfriend through Pride.”
I blinked a few times. “So, um… I beg your pardon?”
“I can’t stand those girls alternately gossiping about who I might be dating and trying to hit on me. I don’t date, but they clearly won’t take that for an answer. So, I’ll have a girlfriend. And the bonus?” She folded her arms. “I get to watch them look like they’re going to pass out because they’d just been giving you shit.”
Willow Arches really had been a mistake. I was selling this place and leaving as soon as possible.
But I took myself by surprise when I nodded and said, “Um… sure. It’s a deal. Just so you know, I don’t make a very good girlfriend, so I’m sure I’m an annoying pretend one, too.”
She smiled again, and it felt like I won the lottery. “I’m absolutely unbearable as well,” she said. “Sounds like a match made in heaven. Let’s make the rounds and make sure nobody gets any ideas about picking on you anymore.”
Was this the best thing to ever happen to someone or the worst thing? I genuinely couldn’t tell, and that freaked me out a little.



Chapter 2
Madison looked around the restaurant, all the lights turned off, dust high on every surface. It looked like a horror movie set. “Been a while,” she murmured, and I just stood there in the corner with my hands clasped at my waist while she judged my restaurant.
“You’re, um… familiar with the place?”
She stopped at the bar, which was the only thing looking really solidly intact in this place, and she leaned back against it with her arms spread wide over the countertop. I gulped. Her arms though. Having one wrapped around my waist earlier, a few miles down the road at the other restaurant, had been a giddy sensation. “Everyone who’s been in Willow Arches for long is familiar with the place,” she said. “How much exactly do you know about this place?”
“Er—zero?”
She frowned. I felt like I lost at life when I made her frown, so I fumbled to try recovering.
“I’ve been living in San Francisco. I didn’t even know I had an uncle out here running a restaurant. I just got a letter one day saying the estate proceedings were finished, and I was inheriting this place.”
She put a hand to her forehead. “That’s just like Tyler Farrell. The man was always just doing what he felt like and making everyone else dance along to his little act. I see the forcefulness doesn’t run in the family.”
I scratched my head. “Am I being complimented…?”
“Faux Pas here used to be the center of town,” she said. “Big events always happened here. People came here to catch up with one another. And the food? Well, Tyler Farrell wasn’t perfect, but the man could cook.”
Well, that made one of us. I didn’t think I’d made anything more than a microwave meal in the past five years. But I didn’t need to go advertising that. “Sounds like a, um… big legacy to fill.”
She gave me a wry smile. “Try to sound less confident, why don’t you? Have you run a restaurant before?”
I’d… been expecting to find a place already running that I could just renovate, pretty up, and sell for a big profit. I couldn’t cook to save my life. “Um… no, actually. I’m a property developer. I, uh… figured I’d take unpaid leave from work and come out here just for a month or so to develop this restaurant, sell it off, and go back to the Bay.”
“Hm.” She folded her arms. “Well, good luck with that. Nobody’s going to be interested in this place unless you can recreate Tyler Farrell’s cooking. And if nobody’s interested in the place, nobody’s buying it for much.”
Oh my god, I was screwed. “Well, I’ll, uh… I’ll make it work. Why did you even want to see this place?”
She looked away, out through a dirty, dust-covered window that wasn’t letting much light into this drafty, dreary place. “I’ve missed it. Been four whole years since Tyler Farrell shut the place down in his declining health.”
Well, well, well. Madison Hartley, displaying some sentiment. “You were a regular here, or something?”
“I don’t think you get it, Paige.” Her expression turned suddenly sharp as an axe. “Everyone in Willow Arches was a regular here. And everyone’s missed the place. The reason those society girls were hazing you? They think you’re going to screw this place up. They’re trying to get you out of town.”
“I’m trying to get back out of town, but I want to actually do something about my assets here first.”
“And you haven’t got a snowball’s chance in hell. You showed up during Pride, too. Do you know what Pride means in Willow Arches?”
“I get bullied by lesbians?”
“That too.” She shook her head. “It’s nonstop events. Gay people everywhere. And you want to know who started this place as a small-town queer resort?”
“Well, you definitely want to tell me who, so please do.”
A smile played over her lips. “You’ve got some attitude. Hold onto that. Nobody’s going to be outright mocking you now that we’re supposedly together, but they’re still going to be looking for ways to get you down.” The smile faded from her expression. “Your granduncle, Tyler Farrell.”
I blinked. “Was he gay?”
“Good lord, you really didn’t know the man.”
I put my hands up. “I didn’t even know I had a granduncle alive. Well,” I mumbled, looking away, “makes sense why I wouldn’t hear about him. My parents didn’t take well to me being bisexual. I can see them trying to pretend a gay uncle didn’t exist.”
She sighed, rubbing her forehead as she looked away. An uncomfortable silence hung in the air for a minute before she said, “Right… my parents didn’t even blink when I came out, so I forget sometimes not everyone gets that. I hate people like that. Sorry they kept it from you, Paige.”
That tripped me up. Apparently she could express sympathy. It gave me a nervous thrumming in my heart. “It’s really okay,” I said. “So what you’re saying is that I’m taking on the entire queer legacy here.”
“That’s it. And the society girls are going to be brutal. They’re going to do whatever it takes to get you back out of Willow Arches. Luckily,” she said, a smirk tugging at her lips as she pushed away from the counter and headed for the back, “you have a girlfriend everyone is tripping over themselves to stay on the good side of. You can thank me later.”
“Um—I’ll thank you now,” I said, stumbling to keep up with her powerwalk into the kitchen. “Thank you for coming to my rescue and all that. Twice, I mean. Is there some way I can repay you?”
She stepped into the kitchen and flicked the light switch. An entire row of ceiling lights overhead, and only one, on the end, flickered to life. I think the place looked better in the dark. How did a place sink into this much disrepair in four years? It looked like a ruin.
“You already are,” she said. “I’ll be glad to have the suitors off my back for Pride, for once. But what this means is that you and I share an objective.”
“Um… does it?”
“Look, Princess, you need to quit being so soft,” she said, turning to face me about six inches from my face, and I forgot how to breathe. Green eyes. Oh, sweet green eyes. “You’re going to have to learn to speak more assertively, and to not take anyone’s shit.”
“Okay. I’m sorry.”
“Nope. Another strike.” She put her hands on my arms, and I let out an embarrassing squeak. She adjusted my posture, shifting my arms, putting her hand on my back and shoulders to fix my slouch, and I know I blushed when she cupped my jaw and adjusted the angle of my head. “See? Better. Now, say something assertive.”
“Um… hi, I’m Paige.”
She sighed, the kind of deep, full-body sigh where it felt like her soul left her body, hanging her head. “I wish I could express to you how bad that was. Try again.”
“Hi, I’m Paige!”
“No, not like a cheerleader shouting. And don’t just say your name. Make a command or something.”
I faltered. “Um—what’s okay for me to command?”
“Oh, lord, do you ever need work. Maybe I got in over my head.” She slumped back against the kitchen island, but she adjusted her weight when it creaked under her. “If you want to fix this place up, then it’s not just the building that needs repairing, it’s the reputation. The image. You’re going to have to attend the events and prove that you are a Farrell kid, or else no one is letting you get away with calling yourself the new owner of this place. Otherwise, selling this place will be like selling the Amityville House.”
“Oh.” I scratched my head. “I’m not very good at asserting myself in groups…”
“I know. You’re a trainwreck, and seeing you just mope while the society girls surrounded you hurt my soul to watch.” She looked me over. “So, we’re fixing you up as well as this restaurant.”
I paused. “Wait. Are you a part of this, too?”
A smirk danced over her features. “Well, if my girlfriend is the one fixing up Faux Pas, I’d be disgraced if I let her go about it without help.”
“So—you’re stuck with this because of me.”
“Relax. I take responsibility for what I got myself into.” She folded her arms, looking away. “He was a mess, but I owe old man Farrell a debt. And this restaurant has good memories for me, which I can’t say about much in this damn town. So, I’m helping you fix it up.”
My heart jumped into my mouth. Everything was as good as done, if Madison was helping. She really was divine providence.
If, you know, I could stop gazing at her shoulders.
“Thank you so much—”
“Yeah, thank me by doing a decent job. There’s another Pride party tomorrow that we’re going to need to get you shaped up for. Where are you staying, anyway?”
I blanked. “Um—so, I’m not sure. I was thinking I’d just find a place when I got here, you know?”
She put a hand to her forehead. “Sweet baby Jesus. You’re hopeless.”
I puffed out my chest. “I always find a way in the end.”
“This place lights up like an amusement park for Pride. You’re not finding open lodgings anywhere.”
My shoulders sank. “Oh… that’s a good point. Maybe I can just sleep in the restaurant.”
“Please, no. It’ll ruin both of our reputations if it gets out that you’re doing that.” She sighed so hard my chest ached vicariously. “Okay. My place, then.”
I paused. “Beg pardon?”
“You’re staying at my place. It works out, anyway,” she said, shrugging. “Helps make our act more convincing. I never let people anywhere near my place, so, it should make a statement.”
I chewed my lip. “Um… why make me an exception, then? Not that I’m not grateful.”
“Because you’re leaving.” She looked away. “And because you’re the one Farrell picked to take over this place. So I trust you the smallest, smallest amount. Just on one condition.”
I perked up. “What’s that?”
“Cook for us. I’ll give you pointers on how to get it closer to old man Farrell’s style.”
I was screwed. “Oh…” I said, rooted to the spot. “I’ll, um… okay.”
“Try not to sound so excited about it, Paige.” She headed back for the door to the front, striding past me and pushing through the squeaky swing door. “Let’s get to work. We need to get you cleaned up and acting properly for the festival. And we’ll get ready to haul the trash out of this place.”
“Oh, um—right,” I said, stumbling after her. “Thank you! I’m really grateful. I know a few things about improving a property, by the way, so I won’t be completely useless. I’m actually kind of an expert in—”
“Spare me the drivel,” she said, and I quietly resolved to never speak again. “I’m sure your property development firm has never once gotten their hands dirty or done a day’s hard work in their lives. Hope you’re ready for your back to ache, Paige.”
“I can give you a back massage if you get an achy back a lot.”
“No. Keep your hands to yourself.”
“Bold words from the woman who grabbed me and kissed me before you even told me your name.”
She paused at the back door, and I figured I’d overstepped and waited for death. But she glanced back over her shoulder with a smile playing on her lips, and she said, “Touché. Maybe a back massage later, then.”
Oh—I hadn’t actually expected her to accept. And I was good at giving massages, but I didn’t know how I’d handle her bare back, touching, feeling over every inch of it…
This month was going to be a disaster. For so many reasons.
But I’d find a way to make it work. I always did, right?



Chapter 3
Madison’s place was pretty much exactly what I’d expected. Down a rough road our cars only narrowly fit through, we came out into a small lot with a log cabin tucked into the trees, with a view over a small lake. When we parked side-by-side on the little dirt lot by the piles of construction equipment and shut off our cars, the world went so quiet. Like, who-knew-it-could-be-this-quiet quiet.
“Here we are,” Madison said, stepping out of her car, and I’d barely gotten onto my feet on the uneven dirt terrain before she took her shirt off. I stumbled, catching myself against the car, and I almost fell when she flung the shirt to me. “Hold that a second.”
Now wearing jeans and a racerback sports bra, Madison opened the back on her pickup truck and slid out a huge duffel bag about as long as I was tall, hoisting it up over one shoulder. The muscles on her back and back strained into clear definition, and I, uh… watched.
“What’s—uh—what’ve you got there?”
“Parts.” She gestured to the house, up on a raised foundation, with a big deck that jutted out over the water. “Let’s get inside. I’ll set up a sleeping arrangement for you.”
I’d say she had some… parts. I shook off the thought and followed her, only vaguely realizing she hadn’t really answered the question.
It was a bit airier than I’d expected inside, relatively new construction. I recognized high-efficiency glass in the windows and on a big skylight slanted towards the front of the house, letting in a lot of natural light, into a big galley-style kitchen with new appliances ahead of the living room. Light colors and a high sloped ceiling made the space feel more open, modern, brighter.
I was so preoccupied with gazing around the space that I didn’t notice Madison had set down her parts until she came back next to me, tugging her shirt out of my hands. “Thanks,” she said.
I didn’t even get to lament the loss of her walking around with no shirt before she just slung it over her shoulder, apparently just fine with walking around shirtless. I mean, I wasn’t complaining. “This place is beautiful,” I said. “Did you build it?”
“Some parts,” she said, with a curt voice that said she didn’t want to talk about it. “I usually work on smaller projects.”
I paused. “What do you do, anyway? Are you a designer?”
“A designer?” She snorted. “Look at me. Like I look like a designer. I’m a carpenter, sculptor, woodworker.”
“Ah. Explains the whole, standing out in the woods like a soft-butch lumberjane, splitting a log in half…”
“Right. Believe it or not, I don’t just do it to look good.” She folded her arms. “So. You’re sleeping in the loft. We’ll move things up in there, and then we’re heading back to Faux Pas to start hauling things out, and then you’re cooking dinner. Under strict supervision. Understood?”
I gulped. Tight schedule. And plenty of moving things. “I, uh… just so you know, I’m not going to be good at moving things. Or hauling things.”
She narrowed her eyes. “And what, pray tell, are you good at, Paige? Because asserting yourself in a group situation isn’t one either. And neither is fixing a tire. You seem to fumble in one-on-one conversation. Care to elaborate what you can do?”
I cleared my throat. “I’m, uh… I’m more of a creative.”
“Joy. Create yourself some motivation, then, because we’re heading to the shed to bring things up to the loft. And for the record? I don’t do chit-chat.”
“Oh, chit-chat is one thing I can do,” I said. “I can lead the conversation.”
She spun on her heel, marching over light wood floorboards and towards the French doors at the back. “The point was that there would be no chit-chat, not that I needed someone else to handle the chit-chat.”
I stumbled to keep up after her. “Don’t you get lonely and bored without—”
“No. Quit talking so much. You’ll wear yourself out flapping your gums before you even lift a thing.”
“That’s not a thing. I’m not going to—”
“Paige.”
I coughed. “I’ll be quiet.”
Which was a hard resolution to keep, because when I saw the shed, loaded with an obscene number of carpentry projects, I realized what she meant by moving things up to the loft was carrying an entire bed frame and mattress up a ladder.
But I knew better than to get on Madison’s bad side right now, when I desperately needed her to get me through this month and to fix up Faux Pas. Frankly, I was starting to think I should have just surrendered the property and carried on with my life, but I’d already gotten approved for the month absence from work and sublet my apartment for the month. So, I’d persevere.
And besides, Madison still didn’t wear a shirt, so… I at least got to watch her shoulders flex when she picked things up.
It took us a full hour and change, but eventually, I collapsed on the floor in an unused loft next to a bed, the only thing in here now aside from a desk and chair, and some boxes that Madison had told me strictly not to touch. My lungs burned with exhaustion, and I was drenched with sweat, but when Madison crouched in front of me with sweat beading on her arms and collar as she handed me a water bottle, I felt like the reward hadn’t even been the bed.
“Here,” she said. “We’re taking a ten-minute break before we head back to Faux Pas.”
“A ten—” I wheezed, opening the water bottle and taking half the thing in one go. Madison furrowed her brow.
“Calm down. You’re going to bloat if you just slam the thing like that.”
“A ten-minute break?” I said. “Sorry, but—hauling things out is going to be exhausting, isn’t it?”
“Not as bad as moving that much wood up here.” She glanced over at the bed tucked into the corner, underneath a small window set on a thick sill, overlooking where the lake was sparkling in the sunset now. I followed her gaze.
“Out of curiosity… not that I’m not glad to have a full bed, but… why didn’t we just move a mattress up?”
A smile played over her lips. “Because I wanted a bed up here anyway. Couldn’t rig up the system to lift it by myself, though. Thanks for the help.”
I wheezed, collapsing back against the wall. “Scheming. I kind of respect it. Well, I’m glad it won’t be as much work as the bed…”
“It’s going to be more work. Just spread out over the rest of the night.”
She said it just as I was taking another sip of water, and I choked, spilling water down my front. “The rest of the night?” I sputtered, blotting at my shirt. “How long—”
“Probably a good four hours?” She arched an eyebrow, looking down over my front. “Nice bra.”
Ah, Jesus. I was wearing a white shirt. A wet white shirt now. I crossed my arms over my chest, face burning. “I cannot do four more hours of manual labor tonight,” I said.
“Oh, you’re actually taking a stand on something. All it takes is the threat of physical labor.”
“Yes, apparently, that’s what it takes,” I said. “I’m like a butterfly emerging from my chrysalis! I’ve found what motivates me, and it’s—it is avoiding hauling wood for hours straight. I’m a changed woman.”
“You should probably get changed, unless you want to show off your pretty floral lace there to the whole world—”
“Oh, come on,” I said, hanging my head to hide the fierceness of my blush. “Do you have to stare?”
“You’re not hiding it as well as you think you are.”
But the smile playing over her lips flickered out into a sigh as she stood up.
“Fine,” she said. “I guess I have to factor in how exhausting it must have been to get harassed by the society girls. We’ll start hauling the junk out first thing tomorrow.”
I pushed myself up onto shaky footing. The wet shirt was getting cold, and my body was finally collapsing after the sheer level of physical exhaustion that was—well, any amount of manual labor. It wasn’t exactly my strong suit. “I don’t know if I want to ask,” I said, “but how early is the first thing for you?”
“Relax. We can sleep in.”
I dropped my shoulders. “Oh. Fantastic.”
“Six thirty fine?”
“Yeah. Wait. No.” I shook my head. “That’s sleeping in?”
“Oh—” she put a hand up. “I mean waking up then, not leaving then.”
“That’s what I thought you meant! What time do you normally wake up?”
“Five. I’m most productive in the morning.”
I folded my arms. “Well, my most productive use of mornings is sleeping.”
“I know. That’s why we’re sleeping in tomorrow.” She slipped back down the ladder, climbing it down so quickly and effortlessly it looked more like she just dropped. “C’mon. You can take a shower so you don’t look like a rat drowned in your own sweat, and we’ll make some dinner.”
I got onto my hands and knees, easing myself onto the ladder. My arms felt like jelly. So did my legs. And my torso. “By that, you, uh… you mean I’ll make some dinner.”
“And I’ll critique.”
“Yeah, I got that part—” Except my body was not up to using ladders in this state of jellylike exhaustion, and my knee buckled, and I let out a shriek as I toppled backwards off the ladder. I came down hard not on wood floor but on two sturdy arms, Madison catching me with barely a grunt as I came down from a spike of adrenaline and found myself held up in her arms, bridal-style, looking up at her smirk.
“You all right there, dainty princess?”
“Th-thank you.”
“Very nice show,” she said, glancing down, and I followed her gaze to my shirt now both hiked up and strained against my bra, which was showing through the wet fabric in perfect detail. I let out an embarrassing squeak and tugged my shirt back down, covering my bra again.
“I’m—going to go take that shower now before I die of embarrassment, thanks,” I said, slipping out of her arms and staggering on both the adrenaline high and the shaky legs, across the living room and back towards the front door. “I’m grabbing the thickest, darkest shirt I have—”
“Relax,” Madison laughed. “It’s a cute bra.”
“See, that doesn’t actually help.”
Ten minutes later, I stepped into a small bathroom with a shower stall of intricate stonework that had a thick frosted window glowing the color of sunset, and detailed tiling around the sink. I took the time, finally, to just breathe and decompress, running my hands reverently over everything.
Madison’s place was thoughtfully crafted. There were a lot of details. And honestly, it was a lot prettier and more expensive-looking than I’d expected. I couldn’t imagine being a carpenter in a small town paid oodles.
Something had seemed off the whole time, and I only placed it when I saw the toothbrush holder. Two slots for toothbrushes, one toothbrush, and the other side with some old marks on the bottom—like there had been one there quite regularly, some time ago.
Apparently, she didn’t let just anyone into this place. The townsfolk would assume we were dating if I stayed at her place.
Poor Madison. My heart ached for her. I wonder how long she and this other person had stayed here together before they left.
I took some time to reassess the icy distance she’d shown as I slipped out of my clothes, turning the water on full blast and drawing a light, airy shower curtain shut while I waited for it to get warm. If I’d had someone that close who I lost somehow, I’d probably close off, too.
I needed to show her a little more compassion. And a little more… gusto when it came to this little project we were apparently doing together.
I stepped into the shower, blissfully hot water running in silken trails down my back, and I rolled my head back and closed my eyes, luxuriating in the sensation. My shower back in San Francisco had been a little thing squeezed into the corner that rattled and sputtered when I ran it. Compared to that, the paradise that was this—
Like flicking a switch and the lights going out in a blink, the water suddenly ran ice-cold. I screamed a little—and by a little I mean a lot—and threw the shower curtain, staggering out of the shower and tripping over the toilet, catching myself against the sink with a heavy thud, and then a clatter from a shampoo bottle I knocked off the shower caddy.
My pulse raced. Just cold water, but god was it cold. And sudden. Every inch of me felt clammy, and—
The door slammed open, and I gasped hard enough I choked and snatched a towel off the rack, covering myself hastily as Madison exploded into the room. “What’s wrong?” she said, eyes sharp.
“The—water ran cold, and—wasn’t that locked? I’m—I’m stark naked!”
She stared for a second, and I flushed under her gaze, fussing with the towel to make sure I was covered, and still feeling completely naked. Finally, she said, “You’re screaming over cold water.”
“It just—turned cold all of a sudden!”
“The hot water doesn’t really work. I take cold showers.”
I hugged myself tighter. “I’m not taking a cold shower. And I repeat, I locked that door!”
“The lock doesn’t actually do anything. I live alone. Never saw the need.”
“Madison Hartley, I am wet and naked.”
“Well, congratulations on the former, but I didn’t need to know.”
“That’s not—” I felt myself go thermonuclear. “No, wait, I mean—”
She relaxed against the doorframe, a smirk on her lips. “I know. You get riled up easy, huh? You’ll survive a cold shower. It’s summer.”
“I patently will not.”
She sighed, settling more into the doorway, as if we weren’t having a conversation while one of us was completely naked and hiding behind a towel. Not that I totally minded being naked with her, but—like this, it felt very, very wrong. “Do you want to come fix the boiler with me?”
“While I’m wet and naked?”
“It’s warm in the boiler room.”
“Oh my god. Do you not know how society works? We don’t typically just hang out naked around each other.” I tried to put a moody hand on my hip, and fumbled when I almost dropped the towel. My face burned while I readjusted it, about fifty-fifty on whether I’d just given her a nip slip.
She gave me a wry smile. “You don’t have anything I haven’t seen before, honey. If you don’t want to fix the boiler, I suggest you get used to cold showers. They’re good for you. Any further questions?”
I pursed my lips. “Yes, as a matter of fact.”
She arched an eyebrow. “I’m listening.”
“Uh… where are your washcloths?”
She walked into the room, just striding past me as if I was not—again—completely naked, as in utterly nude, totally in the buff, stark naked, completely devoid of cloth—and I turned to press my back into the corner and keep the towel between me and her as she reached up to the top of a cabinet and pulled down a stack of washcloths.
“Sorry,” she said, tossing them onto the vanity. “Didn’t expect guests. There you go. Enjoy your shower.”
“I promise I won’t, but… thanks.”
When she stepped out of the bathroom and shut the door behind her, I sank back against the wall, just staring up at the ceiling.
Okay. No lock, no hot water. Maybe the bathroom wasn’t as nice as I thought.
And I was never going to live down Madison more or less seeing me naked, but that was fine. That was totally fine. Fine fine fine.
I took the fastest shower of my life.



Chapter 4
“Cute dress,” Madison said, looking up over the kitchen counter at me as I came down the half-stairwell into the living room. “Thought you were picking a thick, dark shirt so you wouldn’t go flashing your bra again?”
“It’s a thick, dark dress,” I said, holding my arms out to either side. My wine-red sweater dress, I’d thought would be comfy and cool. After a cold shower, though, I’d wished I’d grabbed something warmer from my luggage. “So… we’re cooking, huh?”
“You’re cooking. I need to see how you compare to old man Farrell.”
I cleared my throat. This is it. Make or break. Time to make a good impression finally. How hard could it be, anyway? “Okay,” I said. “What do you want me to make, then?”
She raised an eyebrow. “You tell me, chef. You’re the one who’s going to make a menu for the restaurant.”
All right. We were striking out already. But let it be known Paige Farrell never backed down from one little stumble. “Okay. In that case, we’re making… um… curry?”
It was the first thing to mind. The smirk dancing over Madison’s lips told me it was a bad choice, but I couldn’t back down now. “Sounds great,” she said. “I’ll be the sous chef. Just tell me what to do.”
I cleared my throat. “I’m guessing make curry is too big an ask.”
“Get to work, Paige. I’d like to eat tonight.”
I asked her for rice, and she stepped into a pantry and back out with a fifty-pound bag of rice under one arm like it was nothing, setting it by the counter. I chewed my lip, looking at the bag.
I wasn’t completely useless. I could figure things out. The rice needed to be cooked before we could eat it. I drew in a deep breath. “Do you have a frying pan?”
“What kind?”
I wasn’t prepared for that. “What kind do you have?”
“Nonstick, stainless, cast-iron.”
I didn’t want anything to stick. “Nonstick.”
She pulled a black pan from a cabinet and set it on a stove, and using a half-cup measure, I scooped rice out of the bag, and I poured it into the pan. The look of confusion and horror on Madison’s face had me stop.
“Um… is your rice, uh—you know—something wrong with it?”
She stared for a while before, slowly, her face shifted into a shaky smile. “No, you know? I’m curious to see where this goes. Do as you like.”
Well, that was terrible.
I turned the stove onto medium, giving the rice a shake to make sure it cooked evenly, and I asked Madison for sweet potatoes, remembering keenly the sweet potato chili curry at the place near my apartment. She grabbed two from the pantry and set them down on the counter in front of me, and then I blanked again.
Obviously, we didn’t just eat them like this. A curry was, like… a kind of paste. Thick and creamy. So I needed to… make them into some kind of cream.
“A pot, please,” I said.
“A pot. Wonderful idea.”
I think she was being sarcastic. But I was going to prove her wrong.
Filling a pot with water, I tossed in the sweet potatoes and put it on the stove to boil. The rice was toasting, which smelled nice, so I celebrated one win. Riding that high, I asked for a chili, and when she rummaged around in her refrigerator and asked if a serrano would work, I didn’t want to admit that I didn’t know what that was, so I said yes.
Faced with a cutting board and a knife and a long green pepper, I held the knife in both hands before Madison stopped me.
“Okay, no, no, no.” She took the knife from my hands. “I’m not going to watch you cut your fingers off. Have you never held a kitchen knife in your damn life?”
“Of course I have,” I said, ears burning. “This is just… how I always do it.”
“Uh-huh. One hand, baby girl. Hold it as an extension of your arm. Light grip. Hold the pepper with your off hand while you cut, but keep your fingers curled back.”
Well, one way or another, it turned out no amount of boiling turned sweet potatoes into cream. After launching pepper pieces across the room and shooting seeds everywhere, I took the sweet potatoes out and tried to stir them in a bowl, but all they did was roll around in the bowl. I eventually had the bright idea of cutting them open and squeezing out the stringy orange part in the middle and cooking that on the rice along with the serrano, but it was clear this wasn’t turning creamy anytime soon.
When smoke started curling up in little wisps from the rice, an acrid smell rising, I put water in the pan in a desperate bid to make sure it didn’t catch fire. Seeing the water turn white and orange, I started to see how this could lead to creamy, so I added milk. When it didn’t seem to be thickening, I fumbled for something thicker, and I stumbled upon ketchup, which I think tasted kind of like curry.
Fifteen minutes later, I sat at the dinner table with something that nobody would ever call food, and Madison sat across from me with a ham sandwich. I chewed my lip as I poked at my hardened lump of rice and potato goo, somehow simultaneously gelatinous and crunchy, and I tried not to cry. Pushing up my glasses, I swiped at my eyes, trying to look casual, and I blew it when a sharp pain lanced through my eyes.
“Not going to want to do that after handling a pepper,” Madison said. I fumbled my glasses off and rubbed my eyes harder, desperate to get whatever was burning out of them, and it felt like driving nails into my eyes. “Yeah, that’s making it worse. No—Paige!”
“I give up,” I sobbed. “Help.”
So, I found myself sitting at the table sniffling like a little baby while Madison dabbed at my eyes with a wet cloth, a resigned smile on her face.
“Eyes are sensitive to spice,” she said, voice softer. “Don’t touch them after handling peppers. The oil lingers on your hand.”
“I washed my hands,” I sniffled.
“It takes a while and a few washes to get out. For the record? It’s your own business what you do in the loft, but until you’re completely sure the pepper is gone, don’t masturbate, either. Word to the wise.”
I turned and buried my face in my shoulder. “I—wasn’t planning on it,” I mumbled against my shirt.
“Just saying,” she laughed, patting me once on the shoulder. “So… ham sandwich?”
I shook my head. “I’m a vegetarian.”
“Are you really?”
I turned back to her, collapsing back against my chair. "Yeah. So I don't think I'll make a good chef for Faux Pas. For… a lot of reasons.”
She gave me a wry smile, sitting back down on her side of the table. “Don’t know how to cook, huh?”
“I’m sorry. I should have just come clean. I just didn’t want to look too useless.”
She sighed. I hung my head, pulling my glasses back on.
“Be honest with me. Is there any chance of me actually doing this? Or should I just surrender the property and give up on this whole thing? I mean—you seem to care about Faux Pas, maybe I can just give it to you in exchange for letting me stay for the month, until I have my apartment in SF back?”
“Well, speaking honestly, you’re hopeless,” she said, taking a bite of her sandwich. “You’re a terrible cook, you have no idea how to navigate the community, and you have zero skills for actually doing renovations yourself.”
I took a shaky breath and let it out slowly. “So… does the exchange sound fair?”
She didn’t say anything, just going back to her sandwich. I poked at my food, but it was definitely inedible. I’d be more likely to get sick than satisfied if I tried to eat it. So just when I was resolving myself to going hungry tonight and Madison was finishing her sandwich, she pushed her plate back and said, “So, some toast or something?”
That didn’t sound like a full meal, but it was a lot better than no meal. “Thank you,” I said. “I think I can handle that. You… do have a toaster, right?”
“I do. What do you want on it?” she said, standing up, and I watched her step around the counter and into the kitchen space.
“I can make my own toast, at least,” I said.
“Relax. I’ve got it.”
I’d never felt so useless in my life. I wasn’t useless. I was good at my job. I knew numbers well. I could handle data like I was born to do it. I just wasn’t any good at cooking. Plenty of people couldn’t cook. And I wasn’t physically strong, and I wasn’t up to manual labor. So what? That wasn’t uncommon.
A minute later, Madison set down toast with butter and jam, taking the bowl of my nightmare of a meal and setting it on the kitchen counter.
“Thanks,” I said, taking a big, grateful bite of toast.
“Don’t take forever eating it. We’re still going to make curry.”
I almost choked on the toast. “You want me to try again?”
“I’ll show you how to do it.” She leaned back against the table, looking me over. “Curry’s not hard. Worth a try to see if we can make a halfway decent cook out of you.”
“Um—” My stomach flopped. “Do you really think I can?”
“No. But better to try and know for sure.”
I stared at her for the longest time before, suddenly, I heard myself laugh—just a little laugh, a smile on my lips. “Madison. Are you just being soft because I cried?”
She turned away, folding her arms. “Don’t try your luck.”
“So you have a weak spot for crybabies.” I hummed softly, taking another bite of toast. “Madison’s a softie—”
“Keep going with that, and I’m making you eat your attempt at a curry first.”
I laughed. “Mm-hm. Thanks, Madison. You’re really sweet.”
“Ugh, quit it with that,” she said, hunching her shoulders and heading into the kitchen ahead of me. Quickly, I polished off my toast before I stood, following her into the kitchen.
At her direction, I measured out rice and washed it in a sieve, Madison taking my hand in hers to show me how to swirl the sieve and keep the rice moving. Measuring water into a pot with the rice, I set it on the stove.
“Most starches, we cook like this,” she said. “Rice, pasta, couscous… potatoes, too. If you’re going to have any shot at creating a restaurant menu, you’re going to need to understand the building blocks in broad categories like this. Starches serve as the bases for dishes. You can experiment with swapping them around.”
“What, so like, curry on pasta?”
She shrugged. “Strange choice, but I don’t think it’d taste bad, at least. But in this case, the sweet potatoes will serve as a curry base. Grab two. You’re peeling them.”
She took my hands to adjust my grip on a potato and a peeler, walking me through the process. Frankly, I could have gotten used to her holding my hands like this.
She did the same thing with chopping on the board after, adjusting each finger individually to show me proper knifework. It sent my heart into my mouth when she stood behind me, her front pressing into my back as she lay her arms over mine to guide me through the exact cutting motions, and—frankly, with an incredibly sexy woman who had kissed me earlier in the day pressed up against me like this, I think my hands shook enough that I would have been safer using the knife alone.
But I didn’t cut off my fingers or hers, which I counted as a win. And Madison walked me through picking out a harmonious set of ingredients, smelling spices together to try figuring out what went best together, going through her refrigerator and picking out vegetables to pair with the curry. Cutting onions, unsurprisingly, brought tears stinging to my eyes, but Madison caught my hand before I could wipe my eye.
“We’re not playing the pepper game again,” she said. “Use your sleeve.”
When I sauteed the onions, I felt the world’s biggest surge of pride when I gave them their first stir, some of them turning to reveal evenly browned undersides. An intense sweet and savory smell rolled off of them, making my stomach groan with hunger, and I felt like I was walking on cloud nine knowing I made food that smelled like that.
When we ran the boiled potatoes and some of the sauteed vegetables through the blender and made a rich, creamy orange paste, we revisited the spices, tasting the curry after each addition so I could see the way the taste built and developed.
“Oh, I like this one,” I said after smelling the spice in the red bottle, and Madison glanced back from where she was washing a cutting board and frowned.
“That’s… shichimi togarashi. It’s a common Japanese spice blend. Not exactly typical curry stuff.”
I pursed my lips, smelling it again. “I like it. I want to use it.”
She stared for the longest time, and when she sighed and hung her head, I felt like I’d won, because I recognized that look on her face even before she said, “Fine. I’m sure it wouldn’t be too bad.”
When I sprinkled some of the spice mix into the curry, which was a pleasant speckled orange brown now, I felt like I was already head chef at a restaurant. Maybe not a five-star restaurant, but… at least a three-star one.
Serving up two bowls of curry and rice and sitting back down at the table felt like the most rewarding thing that had ever happened to anyone. It looked like curry. Like, it looked at least as good as what they served at the takeout place, and it smelled even better. And I’d made it. I couldn’t wrap my head around it.
“Thank you for the help,” I said, taking a spoon and digging in. “I’m not too bad, right?”
“You categorically are, but maybe this isn’t too bad,” she said, taking a spoonful herself. I closed my eyes when I tasted the food, luxuriating in the richness and the sweetness balanced out by all these complex, spiced flavors. Something pleasantly spicy lingered on my tongue after I swallowed, and I took a sip of water, which made the flavors still there in my mouth all light up again.
I realized I was zoning out with the food when I heard Madison laugh, and I looked up at where she was quirking a smile at me.
“You look like you’re having a religious experience.”
“It’s good. I can’t believe I made this.”
“With significant help, I will add,” she said, going back to her own food.
“Faux Pas is going to be a curry restaurant. It’s settled.”
“I think this town’s a bit too small to support a specifically vegetarian curry restaurant.”
“Okay…” My shoulders slumped, but I picked them back up. “Fair. Well, if I’ve figured this one out, I can do anything. Watch out, world, because Paige Farrell, legendary five-star chef, just hit the scene.”
“Sounds like Paige Farrell should hit the brakes, instead,” Madison muttered through a mouthful of food. “It’s not bad, though. Still a long way to go, but not bad.”
I was still riding the high of that compliment after finishing the meal, cleaning up, and heading off to bed for the night. Even after I fumbled my way up the ladder, my legs still a little shaky from the various events of the day, and crashed in the bed to watch out the window as night settled in deep around the woods, I was still thinking about that compliment.
If I could make it to not bad, I could make it anywhere.
Faux Pas was going to work. I made myself a promise right then and there. This restaurant thing would work.



Chapter 5
God, this was never going to work.
“Ready?” Madison said, putting the car in park.
“Not remotely.”
“Assertive, Paige.”
“That is assertive. No. Definite no. The most assertive no that can be mustered.”
“Well, you’re at least good at saying no.” She stepped out of the car, shutting the door behind her, and I took a second trying to psyche myself up before Madison caught me off guard by opening my door.
“Shall we, my darling?”
Okay. All of a sudden I wasn’t feeling so glum about this anymore.
It was a beautiful clear day, and the town center was dressed up with more decorations than I’d ever imagined for a small town Pride like this one. Madison, wearing a sleek white suit that she looked a little too good in, looped an arm under mine and tugged me towards the gathered crowds there, where music and chatter mixed with the smell of food and wine.
“So—what are we even doing here?” I whispered, leaning closer to Madison.
“We’re going to take on the three-headed serpent,” she said. “Laura, Frances, and Angeline are in charge of most of the community organizing. If we can get all three of them to agree to support you as Faux Pas’s new owner, we’ll be good.”
“But—okay. Ignoring the fact that that will never happen. Does that matter if I’m selling it?”
She smiled wryly. “Not if they don’t know you’re selling it. Keep it on the down low. The point is to get it running with plenty of traffic, so then you can sell it off to some sucker who doesn’t know they’ll take him apart for it.”
I wasn’t good at lying, pretending, hiding things. Between pretending I could cook, that I was keeping the restaurant, and that most implausibly of all, Madison Hartley actually wanted to date me—I was in trouble.
“Okay,” I said. “I guess I can do that. Maybe.”
She squeezed my arm. “Assertive, Paige.”
“I don’t know how.”
We made our way up to the center of the festivities, out on the big stone-paver courtyard in front of where the town hall had its doors propped open, more decorations and partygoers inside. I think every single person stared at us, and I flushed under the attention, but Madison didn’t bat an eyebrow, just giving my arm a squeeze and walking closer with me.
“Riesling, please,” Madison said, once we got up to the bar where a tall, thin man with careful stubble and a rainbow bowtie—as if a regular bowtie at a Pride event wasn’t already gay enough—grinned between the two of us.
“Well, well. I’d heard the rumors. So, someone finally cracked you, huh, Maddie?”
“Keep calling me Maddie, and I’ll be cracking you.” She slipped her arm out from mine and wrapped it around my waist instead, pulling me into her, and my heart did flips for days. Her arm was so… well, strong. Her grip was gentle, but unyielding, and I could feel the musculature of her shoulder under where I rested my head on her. “Paige, this is Samuel. He worked for your granduncle. Samuel, this is my girlfriend, Paige Farrell.”
“I’ll be.” Samuel set down a wine glass and took a bottle from an ice bucket, giving it a delicate pour before handing it over to Madison. “How’d you two meet?”
Madison squeezed me as if to say listen carefully. “I met her on a trip to San Francisco. We were both going for the same book at the bookstore, and we realized at the same time we had to share.”
I stifled a giggle. That kind of scenario seemed uncharacteristically romance-novel meet-cute for Madison to come up with. “Oh, yeah,” I said. “I told you I could have just gotten it somewhere else, but—well, Madison is always telling me I need to be more assertive.”
“She’s very soft and nervous, but we’re working our way up to her running Faux Pas again.” Madison took the glass, sipping it delicately before she offered it to me. I took a small sip, a dry white that had a faint tartness to it. “Well, I had to stay at her apartment for my trip to make sure we could share the book—”
“She’s really intense once she sets her mind on something,” I laughed.
Madison set the wine back down on the bar, and said as casually as anything, “I fell hard for her and couldn’t let her go, so I asked her to come take over her granduncle’s restaurant. We were long-distance for a while, but now we’re living together.”
I couldn’t even work out how to breathe when she said things like that. I just plastered on a smile for Samuel and hoped it wasn’t obvious on my face how much I was dying. “I’m lucky like that. It’s nice to meet you, anyway, Samuel.”
“Nice to meet you, too. You must be quite the character, if you got Madison Hartley to warm up to you. I worked alongside her for two years and I’ve known her for… seven? Eight? And she hasn’t so much as smiled at a girl since—well, you know.”
I felt Madison stiffen under me. This time, I took the initiative. “I’m not rushing her,” I said. “I know it’s not easy moving on from things, so I’ve been happy to let her take her time. When did you work with her?”
“Under your granduncle. The one and only. Can I get you anything, Paige? Open bar today.”
“Oh, um…” I blanked. Really, I just wanted a pina colada, but I didn’t think that would jive with the group atmosphere. “Pinot grigio?”
“I have to say, the resemblance is striking. You’ve got old Tyler’s eyes. He always talked about how his family would carry on his legacy at Faux Pas.” He poured me a glass of white wine and slid it to me, and I took it gratefully, just for something to do with my hand. “I have to say, though, you took your time with it. How long have you even been named the heir? Old man Farrell kicked the bucket years ago.”
Madison leaned against the bar, giving him a look. “Give her some space, Sammy. How she processes a death in her family is her own business.”
Samuel put a hand up. “Right you are. Sorry, Paige.”
It was a nice save, because I doubted oh, I didn’t even know I’d had a granduncle until three weeks ago would go over well. “So, you two are friends, huh?”
Samuel laughed. “Insofar as Prickly Pear Madison ever makes friends, sure. She gave her whole heart and soul to Faux Pas when she worked there. I worked for years on the bar there, and she was easily the most intense person I worked with. And the scariest. But she’s a good person, deep down under all those thorns.”
I was sure she was. It made me feel soft thinking about it, even though I didn’t really get to see her like that. This whole thing was just an act, and I was going to have to remind myself of that regularly.
Once we stepped away toward the tables around the edges where people sat in small groups talking and laughing over food, I leaned in close and whispered to her, “I didn’t know you worked at—”
“Not long. Just two years.”
I paused. “That actually seems like kind of long to me.”
She smiled drily. “Time works a little differently out here than in San Francisco. Two years isn’t all that much.”
“Is that why you owe my granduncle a debt?”
She sipped her wine, expression darkening. I chewed my lip.
“Sorry. It’s okay if you don’t want to talk about it.”
After a minute, she spoke quietly. “It’s probably going to come up, because people around here are nosy.” She looked away. “I had a fiancée. Maya. She left, said it was too much. Honestly, it’s a good thing she did. Wouldn’t have been a good marriage.”
The way she talked herself through the lines with a distant look in her eyes—it was clear she was going through a mental script. Something she’d rehearsed, trying to convince herself. I squeezed her arm. “Madison, I’m so—”
“I don’t need to hear it.” She shook her head. “Let’s go meet Laura.”
“No—hold on.” I caught her just as she tried to tug me back to the building, where I could spot Laura’s blonde hair among the crowd all gathered at the front. Madison shot me an odd look, and honestly, I couldn’t believe either I’d just told her no. Outside of her asking me to do manual labor. “I… don’t want to pressure you, but we should at least know enough to… coordinate our stories, right?” I dropped my voice to a whisper. “You didn’t even tell me how we met. You know—in our little scenario.”
She pursed her lips, just staring at me for a minute. I chewed my cheek.
“People already think it’s weird you’re dating someone they’ve never heard of. If we start contradicting each other, it’s over. What happens when we end up talking to people individually?”
“All right, all right.” She relaxed, leading me off to the side, under an elm tree that swayed in the wind. Once we were out of earshot, she relaxed, leaning back against the tree trunk, instantly looking more in her element once we were away from the crowds. “So, I do my work freelance. It’s my own thing. I sell most of my pieces direct to buyers online, and I charge a premium for them. It’s worked out well for me, so I can just stay inside my house for months at a time. Well…” She cleared her throat, looking up to the sky. “After all of… that, I spent a while in my house. Probably a little too long, especially to be in the house that she and I…”
I softened. “You built that house together.”
She gave me a withering look that made me want to curl up into a ball and hide in a cabinet. “Don’t ask needless questions.”
I nodded meekly. “I’m sorry.”
“Anyway,” she sighed, a hand to her forehead. “It wasn’t really healthy for me. Your granduncle came around and checked on me. Convinced me to come out of the house and work at Faux Pas. I didn’t need the money, but I really needed the distraction. He taught me how to cook,” she said, finally softening into a small smile, her eyes on the horizon. “Really cook, that is. He had his flaws, but… not a bad guy.”
Under normal circumstances, this would never be enough to cross the touch boundary, but that had never really existed in our… friendship? Whatever this was. So I put a hand on her arm and squeezed, and just when she shot me a look, I said, “I’m glad you two had each other. Sounds like he needed you just as much as you needed him.”
She studied me for a while, an odd look in her eyes, and just when I was about to shrink back and run away, she quirked a smile at me. “Patently incorrect,” she said. “He needed me a hell of a lot more than I needed him. I was damn good in the kitchen.”
I relaxed, giving her a playful smile. “Bold words from the one taking care of his hapless grandniece because you say you owe him.”
She let out a short, sharp laugh. “Fair point, Paige.”
“You miss him, don’t you?”
She shrugged. I squeezed her arm.
“It’s okay to say you do. How did he… die?”
“He was up there in years. It was about his time anyway. Doctor said it was a kidney failure that did him in, but it would have been something else before long anyway.”
I looked down, watching the tall grass whip against our shoes. “It’s weird, being here like this when I never even got to meet him.”
“Well, we’ll see if you put him to rest or if you’ll get him rolling in his grave. Anyway, our story makes the most sense if we’ve been together about half a year. It was an incredible coincidence, like we were fated to be—running into the estranged grandniece of one of the few people I actually talked to around here. You only found out about your granduncle and Faux Pas because of me, and when we dug through your family’s estate proceedings, we found out your parents had tried to keep it from you that you’d inherited ownership of the restaurant. Sounds good?”
I nodded. “Okay… um.”
“Spit it out.”
I struggled to fight back a smile. “What’s with the cute going for the same book at the same time thing? That’s something clear out of a romcom.”
She cleared her throat, looking away. “It was the first thing to mind. And I like books. A good way to have fun without being around people. Now, anything else, or can we finally go talk to Laura and get something accomplished?”
“Sounds good,” I said. “Thanks for telling me—”
“Don’t thank me. I’m just doing it because I have to.”
Sure she was. I was still pretty sure she was a softie, deep down.



Chapter 6
“Oh, well, it’s our little restaurant princess,” Laura said, her smile faltering as she looked between me and Madison. “And your… girlfriend.”
I squeezed tighter into Madison’s side, laying my head on her shoulder, just to see Laura’s reaction. When Madison pressed a quick kiss onto the top of my head, it made my insides turn into mushy goo and Laura’s expression turn constipated.
“Hi, Laura,” I said, feeling just a little bit more confident than the last time I’d talked to her. “How are you doing?”
She plastered on a smile, gesturing at the party gathering all around, more people filtering in as a DJ set up near the bar. “Oh, good, good. People have all been lovely, you know? The Pride events are going wonderfully so far.”
“It’s amazing, how many queer people there are here,” I said. “Madison told me a little about it, but I didn’t really imagine there would be so many people at a small-town Pride party.”
“Oh, well, some people are straight and just here for the free drinks,” Laura said with a dry smile. “But yes, our community is very… tight-knit. We all have really long-lasting friendships that have stuck around for a long time, we all engage happily with the community…”
She was simultaneously taking shots at me for being an outsider and at Madison for being a recluse. Charming, really. I put on a smile. “Well,” I said, “Madison told me Faux Pas used to be a real center of queer community here, so I’m hoping to help build that back—”
“Oh, sweetie,” Laura laughed. “You can’t replace Tyler Farrell. Even if you are related. Just sharing a bloodline doesn’t mean you’re him, and frankly… I think it’s better this way.” She sipped her wine, looking up to where the wind rustled the trees, and the DJ started up with a low, thumping song. “The place ended with Mister Farrell’s best days, and it’s best to let it end on a happy note.”
I looked down, my stomach sinking, but Madison squeezed my hand. “Laura, I know you don’t like me,” she said, “but at least wait until the second time I bring my girlfriend around in front of you before you try crushing her dreams.”
“I know it’s hard to let go of,” Laura started, but Madison cut in.
“This is what old man Farrell wanted. He left Faux Pas to Paige, and we’re going to get the place up and running again. I have high hopes,” she said, her voice lighter as she took a sip of wine. “She’s a good cook. I think you’ll be convinced the old man’s back once you taste her cooking.”
“Oh, that’s a lot of pressure,” I laughed, trying to sound like I didn’t mean it nearly as much as I actually did. How much could a person learn to cook in one month? Let alone while fixing up a run-down restaurant? “But I’ll do my best.”
“Oh, are you a real kitchen type, then?” Laura’s eyes sparkled, and from her? I didn’t exactly like what that might have meant. “If that’s true, actually, I might ask a favor of you. We’re running a festival—a little town fair, you can think of it as—on the tenth. We always get catering from the same two husbands who own the pub, but this year, they’re celebrating their tenth anniversary in Hawaii. I’ve been in a spot trying to find a caterer…”
“Oh,” I said, feeling like the ground was opening beneath me. “Um, that’s—”
“We’d be happy to,” Madison said, and I almost dropped my wine. I took a big sip of it, instead, which was a good second option.
“Oh,” I said. “We would?”
“We’ve got time,” she said, giving me a loaded look. “And it’ll be good to prove to everyone that you are a good fit for running Faux Pas. I know you’re new to catering, but it’ll be good practice for running a restaurant. I’ll help out.”
“Oh…” I fussed with my wine glass. “Well… that’s great. Thank you so much for the offer, Laura. I, uh… we’d love to.”
She gave me that condescending smile again that said she knew full well how much I wouldn’t love to. “That’s just perfect, Paige,” she said, taking a sip of her wine. “I’m really grateful. Now, getting on with the couples’ blind dance?”
I blanked. “Um, maybe. Depends entirely on what that is.”
“Oh, Madison. You didn’t even tell her?” Laura shook her head, giving her a short, dismissive laugh. “It’s like you don’t even care about the woman.”
To her credit, Madison didn’t miss a beat. She wrapped her arm tight around my waist, smiled, and she said, “I was hoping to surprise her with it. Paige loves silly, fun little group events like this.”
“Oh, it’s true,” I said, because—it kind of was. Madison had a good read on me. “So?”
“It’s a couples’ event,” Madison said, turning back to me. “You’re blindfolded, you try to find your partner without saying anything, and you dance together. At the end of the dance, you take off your blindfold to see who you actually ended up dancing with.”
I strained a smile. “Oh… that’s cute. Like a test for your love.”
Laura put a hand on my arm and squeezed. “You’d better make sure to find Madison. She hasn’t done this since she was here with Maya. Don’t make her feel left out, okay?”
Well, that was pressure. And if I knew one thing about Madison, it was that she didn’t want to be around when people were talking about Maya. “We’ll have fun,” I said, hooking my arm under Madison’s and pulling her away. “Let’s go, babe.”
“Yeah. Let’s,” she said, her voice rough, and she stuck close to me as we walked, a distant look in her eyes.
“Um—we don’t have to do this,” I whispered once we were out of earshot from Laura, people swirling around as everyone gathered in towards the center of the plaza.
She shook her head, clearing the vacant expression. “We’re doing it. Everyone is watching to try evaluating our relationship.”
I swallowed. “So… if I don’t find you, we’re screwed? Can we make, like, a secret code or something to find each other?”
“Relax. People will expect us to miss each other a few times. It makes for fun gossip. Let’s get in the huddle so we can do this.”
We gathered with a gaggle of other couples, the gayest group of couples I’d ever been in, and we were separated, Madison pulled into an inner ring between a heavy-set man with a beard and an older woman to her other side. An organizer pulled a blindfold on over me, and when the music picked up—a music-box waltz that sounded odd coming from the DJ’s massive speakers—I fumbled with the outer ring we’d formed walking like musical chairs around our partners.
“Now, take your partner’s hand,” an organizer called, and I felt at the hand in front of me—a smaller hand, older. Moving on with the rhythm of the group, I stepped to the next one, a man’s hand with thick fingers. Actually getting into the rhythm, I relaxed, realizing there was no way I couldn’t recognize Madison’s hand—soft and smooth on the back, tough and callused on the fingers, a firm grip. I had it easy.
Except that the next one I brushed my hand over, a slender, soft and delicate hand probably belonging to a woman about my age, gripped my hand tight and didn’t let me go. I suppressed a grunt, a flush of embarrassment knowing she’d probably mistaken me for her partner and I couldn’t say anything, that now we were expected to dance and be tomorrow’s gossip, but—Madison would probably have a laugh about it. And she could use a little relaxation here.
Everyone else partnered up shortly, and the music changed to a sweet ballroom waltz as an organizer called for us to dance with our partners. The girl who’d caught me pulled me in closer, and I followed her on a clumsy dance, stumbling awkwardly in our blindfolds. Around us, I heard laughing and stumbling, people tripping over one another and the occasional wait, are you Evangeline? or hold on, you’re not Paul, and more laughing, but my partner pulled me in tighter and had a deathly serious tone in her voice when she whispered in my ear.
“So, you and Madison, huh?”
Ah. That was definitely Angeline’s voice. Which meant I was in trouble.
“Um… yes,” I said. “We met back in San Francisco—”
“That’s cute,” she said. “And you came out here to be with her and run your restaurant together?”
“Uh, yeah,” I said, an antsy feeling churning in my stomach. “She’s really—”
“So cute,” she said, squeezing my hand until it hurt, venom in her voice. “I don’t really give a damn, though. Madison is going to be mine, okay?”
Well—I wasn’t fighting her for Madison, I was leaving after this month. Except… well, given everything Angeline was, I didn’t think Madison really wanted her. “Are you trying to steal my girlfriend?” I whispered back as she led me on a slow turn.
“I’ve had my sights set on her long before you came around. You’re not even part of Willow Arches. And you don’t know Madison. Do you know what you’re getting into, just walking into town and grabbing the girl everyone has been waiting for a chance to get, without even being a part of the town? Like you can just waltz in here?”
“You’re the one leading me on a waltz.”
She fumbled the next step. “I don’t appreciate your sense of humor.”
“Well… it was worth a try.” I cleared my throat. “Madison will be with whoever she wants to be. And I’m sorry, Angeline, but… she’s picked me.”
“I am not backing down just like this. I’m here to make you an offer. And a threat.”
“Oh, okay. Um, I like to get the bad news out of the way first, so can we start with the threat?”
“If you don’t accept, I’m going to make your life hell.”
“Okay, I see now the offer has to come first for the threat to make sense. All right. So what’s the offer?”
“I’ll buy Faux Pas from you,” she said. “In exactly the state it’s in. A hundred thousand, cash. And you get out of Willow Arches and leave Madison to me.”
My stomach flopped. A hundred thousand cash was—well, it was shortchanging me. But it was still a hundred thousand dollars, and being able to unload the property and come out of this with a hefty payout, without having to do a thing to fix up the restaurant.
“Or, I might remind you,” she said, squeezing my hand in a vice grip, “I’m going to make your life a living hell. Got it?”
“You know, for an Angeline, you’re not very angelic.”
“Well, naming your child Deviline is frowned upon.”
I paused. “That’s a fair point…”
“I’m doing this for Madison,” she said. “Someone who actually knows that place, who knows Willow Arches, will be the right fit to pick the restaurant up. And the right choice to make Madison happy. Just because her Maya crisis convinced her to pick up some random outsider girl who reminded her of Maya, it doesn’t mean she’ll be happy with you.”
Ugh, I had no idea. Selling was a reasonable option, right? I wanted to get Faux Pas off my hands—wanted to avoid actually rebuilding a restaurant that’d fallen into ruin, wanted to get out of Willow Arches and away from the mean lesbians. But I felt like getting out like this would just put Madison in the line of fire. I didn’t know what Angeline would do if she did own the restaurant, and what lengths she’d go to get to Madison, but if this was how she acted, I was pretty sure Madison knew Angeline was into her. If she wanted Angeline, this all would have been settled a long time ago.
At the very least, I couldn’t sell right away. Maybe I’d keep the bridge so I could sell to her at the end of the month, for a hefty premium, once I’d had it fixed up. Or maybe just pretend to be considering it so she didn’t make my life a living hell. But I couldn’t sell right away.
Madison had been way too nice to me for me to do that.
“Maybe,” I said, finally. “Can I have some time to decide?”
“Ugh, I hate indecisive people,” she said. “Fine. There’s a fair on the tenth. Have your answer by then, or the offer is revoked.” The music stopped, and she stepped away. When I heard people chattering and laughing all around, the sound of fabric slipping off, I tugged my own blindfold off and found Angeline giving me a saccharine smile. “Oh, jeez. My bad,” she laughed. “Sorry, Paige!”
I put on a big smile as, behind her, Madison pushed through a group of people and made her way towards me. People were looking now, and I remembered keenly what Madison said—everyone in Willow Arches was evaluating our relationship.
“You’re a good dancer,” I said, turning back to Madison. “I like dancing with my girlfriend better, though.”
“Sorry,” Madison said, taking my hand and pulling me close, and when she leaned in and pressed a kiss against my cheek, my heart almost burst. “Laura got a hold of me. I think she just wanted to take me for a round to have her fun.”
I willed all the nervous giggly feelings away, turned, and took her hands in mine, beaming up at her. She really was gorgeous. Even if she did look like she wanted to be anywhere but here. “How about we dance together this time?”
A smile danced over her lips. “Confident you can find me, huh?”
“Ma’am, you have lumberjane hands. I’d know them from anyone else’s in the world. Let’s go.”
We went another round, and this time, nobody snatched me away. I went around the circle brushing hands with everyone until my hand slipped into the precise shape of Madison’s, the firm skin on her fingertips melting into the softness of her wrist and the back of her hand, and I squeezed her hand and stayed there. Even blindfolded, just being there with Madison made things feel safer.
A lot safer.



Chapter 7
“Catch,” Madison said, tossing me a plank. I squeaked, covering my head, as it clattered to my feet, and she laughed.
“Don’t go throwing things!” I said.
“Relax. I just wanted to see your reaction.” She stooped to pick up the plank that had clattered to the other trash and debris strewn across the floor of the restaurant kitchen, dropping it into a big trash bag. Madison had gone ahead of me to replace the light bulbs, just so we could see for our cleanup, and admittedly, it didn’t look quite so bad once it wasn’t horror-movie dark. “You okay? Not too scared away by all this yet?”
“Depends on how much you go throwing things, troublemaker.” I leaned against the stainless steel kitchen island, feeling a smile play on my lips. “I’ll, um… figure it all out.”
“Bold words,” she said.
“That’s my line.”
She smirked. “I’ve noticed you’re a fan.”
God, this was weird. Not even twelve hours ago, I’d been wrapped up in her arms at the event, nestled into her chest while everyone gathered around a firepit for the evening. My heart had been tangled up in knots then, and it was tangled up in knots now, barely any time later, when she was giving me that devastatingly sexy smirk.
I wondered if maybe she wouldn’t want to do this whole pretend-girlfriend thing if she knew I was crushing on her, harder with every time someone talked to the two of us and she would squeeze me tighter and plant a kiss on the side of my head.
Maybe selling the place to Angeline was a good idea after all. I wasn’t that different from her, also harboring hopeless one-sided feelings for the local frosty girl from the woods.
“You know me so well,” I said, giving her my best attempt at a confident smile. She shrugged.
“I pay attention. Now, let’s get back to work. This is a lot more urgent than I thought.”
“Um—dare I ask why?” I said, stumbling after her as she whirled on her heel and marched towards where she’d started pulling apart rotted-out cabinetry.
“That’d be because we have a deal with Laura,” she said. “In case you forgot, or maybe you just weren’t really thinking about it to begin with.”
“No, I’ve been thinking about it. A lot. Why did we agree to that?”
She shoved a pair of gloves into my hands. “Help me clean out all this rot.”
“Oh. Um… lovely.”
“You’ll do great, princess.” She knelt back to the cabinets, pulling the trash bag closer as she started. “Because unfortunately, Laura knows you’re full of shit.”
“So, we’re going to prove just how much shit we’re full of.” I squatted next to her, cringing as I poked around in the damp, rank smell and squishy wood of the underside of the cabinet. “Oh, this is gross.”
“That’s what the gloves are for. To your question? I hope not. That depends on you.” She felt up along a pipe—searching for leaks, it looked like. “Catering for the festival will be our chance to prove you’re not full of shit, and you actually do know how to cook. If you do a good job, you’ll impress not only her, but half the damn town.”
“And, uh… if I don’t?”
“Then your chances with Faux Pas are sunk. Pretty simple, really.”
I chewed my cheek. At least Angeline would still be extending the offer then. If I screwed up with the catering, then I’d be able to sell to her then. Which meant maybe this work on fixing the place up was kind of moot, because she was paying a flat fee no matter what condition the place was in, but I hadn’t even told Madison about her offer, so I couldn’t well bring up the problem.
“So—why are we spending our time fixing a building instead of—you know—practicing cooking? If I need to be a master chef in a week, then shouldn’t we be doing that?”
“The kitchen in my house isn’t exactly suited for commercial scale,” she said, stopping at one point on the pipe, feeling around it. “We’re using this kitchen. Don’t worry, we’re not making it pristine. Just enough to cook in. We’ll figure out the rest from there. Now, enough chit-chat. We can have this place usable by day’s end if you listen closely, follow my instructions, and don’t collapse on me.”
“Okay, but I might collapse on you. I’m frail. And I’m sensitive when things go—”
She twisted a connecting joint on the pipe, and with a hiss, it sprayed water at me, soaking my front. I gasped sharply, falling back into a seat on the floor, and just sat there while the pipe dripped off the last little bits, and foul-smelling water dripped off my clothes.
“Looks like that’s our problem there,” Madison said, not even looking at me. “That should hold it for now. We’ll throw duct tape on there and replace this section later.” She glanced back at me, raising an eyebrow. “Nice bra. Are they all pretty and lacy like that?”
I snapped my arms up over my chest, heat flaring in my face. “Oh my god. Quit looking.”
“Kind of hard not to. Tell me you brought a change of clothes.”
I hung my head. “How much trouble am I in?”
She gave me her change of clothes. They didn’t fit me very well, and I felt like a butch lesbian pulling on an oversized tank top and loose, worn-in jeans, but admittedly, they were more comfortable than what I was wearing before. And this time, I didn’t get soaked, so I counted the clothes as lucky.
Plus, they smelled like her. Which, I’d be lying if I said that wasn’t a bonus.
We fixed up the pipes beneath the counters and laid down boards as support for the rotted wood. When we took apart the vent fan to clean it, I screamed bloody murder when a mouse dropped out from the ceiling, but Madison just scooped it up gently in her hands.
“You’re scaring him,” she said.
“I’m scaring him?” My voice shook worse than my hands, and that was saying something.
“You say that like it’s so strange. You’re a hundred times his size, screaming and flailing like a baboon in heat.”
“Gee, that’s flattering.”
“I’ll be right back. I’m putting him outside.” She cupped him in her hands and walked to the door, and just before she pushed through, she leaned in towards the mouse, and I heard her whisper, “It’s okay, Maximillian.”
She… gave the mouse a name. Suddenly, I felt a little bad about scaring Maximillian. He was just hanging out in his little mouse house when I tore it apart and screamed at him.
I wasn’t sure what to make of Madison’s cute side, but I definitely didn’t dislike it.
I had the vent cleaned by the time she got back and said, “He’s got a new home now. Should be a shock, but he’ll adjust.”
“We’ll use his old home gratefully.” I held up the vent grates. “Are these good?”
She raised an eyebrow. “Hey, look at you. You did something right. That was fast.”
“Well, someone was outside for ages to make sure Maximillian got the perfect home—”
She went wide-eyed. “You—heard that?”
Ah. For once, I had Madison on the defensive. I grinned. “I think I get it now. You just have a soft spot for small and helpless things, and that’s why you’re helping me.”
She cleared her throat, looking away. “I just think Maximillian is a good name for a mouse. Now, we’ll never speak of this again.”
“I think most people would pick something—I don’t know, smaller, cuter, for a mouse?”
She flushed. Just a little bit, but it touched the corners of her cheekbones, and I felt like I’d won a million dollars. “Quit dallying. There’s a lot to do. Let’s get all these sinks in working order, and then we can check which appliances need replacing.”
I could do that. I felt like I already won today, so everything else was just a victory lap. “Sounds good, mouse mom.”
She sighed, closing her eyes. “Do you want me to help you, or not?”
“Of course. I’m small and helpless. Little mousy over here.”
The rest of the day was a breeze.
Two of the sinks were in working order, but Madison fiddled with the third for a while until she checked off that we needed a new faucet. The refrigerator needed serious deep-cleaning, but it was in working order, and I got to watch Madison take out her tool kit to take apart the dishwasher and make a list of repair parts she needed, same as with the under-counter fridge. A few other things in working order, but when we tried the stove, not a single burner turned on, and she was working in the dismantled pieces of it for almost an hour while I swept floors and scrubbed surfaces until she sighed.
“We’re getting a new stovetop, I guess,” she said. “Fixing this would cost more than it’s worth.”
I chewed my cheek. “That’s going to be a hefty price tag.”
“Renovation’s expensive, princess. I’m sure you knew that getting into things.” She stood up, looking around the kitchen—not exactly nice, but usable. Meanwhile, my back ached like I was a ninety-year-old granny, but it was worth it. “It’s fine. If you can’t handle the expenses upfront, I’ll help you cover them.”
“What?” I frowned. “Okay—look. Wanting to help me fix up the place is one thing. But paying for it, too? I know this place means a lot to you, but…”
She looked away, folding her arms. “Finding anything good in that gift horse’s mouth?”
“No, I’m not finding anything, because the gift horse doesn’t open its mouth, and the handywoman soft butch lumberjane won’t tell me anything.”
She hung her head. “You really are obnoxious about these things.”
I put a hand on her arm. “I want to know what’s really going on. There’s a story behind this, and I don’t want you dealing with it alone.”
“Alone is how I deal,” she said, turning back to the door. “C’mon. I’ve got the list of supplies we need. Let’s pick them up and shop for a new range together.”
“Madison.” I caught her by the sleeve before she pushed through into the dining floor, which was still in every state of disrepair. “My granduncle knew alone isn’t how you deal. And I know, too. I want to know what’s really on your mind.”
She was quiet for a minute before she let out a long-suffering sigh. “Then learn to read minds,” she said. “Let’s go.”
I glowered, but I let go, following her out the front to the car, a strong wind and a thick cloud cover cutting the summer heat. “I will get through to you,” I said. “Just wait. I’m very, very persistent and very, very annoying.”
She smiled to herself as she unlocked her car, parked right in front of the restaurant. “Well, there’s one thing we agree on.”
“It was two things.”
“Right you are.”
“Where’d you put him?”
She didn’t answer, just got into the car, and when I climbed into the passenger’s side into the hot, heavy air of the car interior and pulled the door shut, she started the engine with a low rumble that took a second to catch. We pulled down the bumpy, rough pavement of the parking lot, and she slowed down at the end, gesturing to the bushes on the side of the restaurant.
“Right there.”
She muttered it like it was a guilty secret. I suppressed the world’s biggest smile. “I’m sure Maximillian is happy.”
“Yeah, yeah… he’s just vermin.”
“Sure thing, Madison.”
She shook her head, but a small smile tugged at her lips as we pulled out onto the road.
I’d get through to her yet.
And… then what?
I wasn’t thinking that far ahead. I usually wasn’t, honestly.



Chapter 8
“I’m going to be honest,” Madison sighed, “I don’t like any of these.”
The hardware store was a wide-open space, a converted warehouse that still had the big fans on the ceiling running on low. It smelled like wood and grass, and it rolled into a plant nursery in the back, where I could see a couple, two girls I recognized from yesterday’s Pride party, going through houseplants. Was there anything gayer than houseplants?
It was the selection of stoves that was putting Madison off, running her hands over them, pulling open the attached ovens, checking the backs. I stood there about as helpful as pants for a fish, hands clasped at my waist. Honestly, I probably couldn’t tell one of these stoves from a Barbie play stove.
“Do you, um… want me to go ask if they have any others in the back?”
She gave me a wry smile. “May as well. I’m sure your feet are tired from all the valuable standing-there you’re doing.”
“They’re exhausted. I need a raise.”
She smiled, waving me off. “Get on with you, then. I’ll make a decision while you’re gone.”
I regretted my decision the instant I left, though, because I barely got to the counter before I spotted Frances, the brunette of the Angry Lesbians Society’s terrible trio, behind the counter. I stood aghast for a second, my mind still trying to catch up with the fact that she worked here—I’d thought she would find this kind of work beneath her—and my moment of bewilderment lost me the chance to run. She glanced up from her cart full of cardboard boxes she was going through, and she smiled at me, standing up.
“Oh, it’s Paige, right?”
“That’s right. More commonly known as Madison’s girlfriend.”
She leaned over the counter, folding her arms and smiling playfully at me. Honestly, she did look a little less pretentious here, wearing a brown apron with a worn nametag, a little dirt under her fingernails, her hair a bit messy. She looked like someone who would bully me while watering a flower, instead of someone who would bully me while drinking wine, and that was… an improvement?
“I’m impressed,” she said. “There’s a lot more to you than meets the eye, isn’t there, Paige?”
“Yep. For example, apparently I’m a surrogate mouse mom now.”
“What?”
“Nothing.” I shook my head. “There’s nothing that impressive here. I was just, uh… looking for a stove. You don’t have any in the back, do you? Madison… and I haven’t really found anything special in the selection out here.”
She smiled. “It’s funny you should ask. We don’t normally, but for right now, we’ve got some inventory changing over, so there’s a few in the back waiting for everything to be processed.”
“Oh.” I scratched my head. “Frankly, I didn’t expect this to work.”
“Ask and ye shall receive.” She pushed herself up from the counter, nodding me to the back. “Let’s go.”
There were some stoves in the back. They looked, um… stove-y.
“Do you normally just… take customers into the back?” I said, looking around as she led me into a section that was—well, it was still a warehouse, but the back looked more like the original warehouse it was than the front. Our footsteps echoed for ages, and her voice carried through the space and out a garage door that was open at the back, into a big, lush garden space.
“Welcome to Willow Arches, Paige. Things are a bit more relaxed here than in San Francisco.” She stopped in front of a range of kitchen appliances, a couple of fridges on the end, an array of stoves in front of her. “Have at them. Let me know if you have any questions about them.”
I pursed my lips. I couldn’t make heads or tails of them. Tactfully, I changed the subject. “I didn’t even know you worked here.”
“Just part-time. I like gardening.”
I looked down. “I love the idea of gardening, but, um… I’ve never lived somewhere with yard space, and I have a bad track record of killing houseplants. I’ve killed half a dozen succulents. I mean—succulents.”
“They’re easy to accidentally overwater,” she said lightly. “Gardening really ties into cooking. You should try getting into it. It helps a lot to know where your ingredients are coming from. Your granduncle would never have neglected a single aspect of the food.”
I chewed my lip. “Did you know him well?”
She gave me a sweet smile, but from her, it felt like a bloody knife with a pink bow on top. “Of course. Everyone in town knew him well. He was a wonderful man.”
I looked down, a heavy feeling in my stomach. What did it mean, to grieve for somebody you never even met? “It really does sound like I’ve got big shoes to fill.”
She looked at my feet. “They were more or less average, but definitely bigger than your tiny little deer feet.”
“Hey—I don’t have deer feet.”
She laughed. “So, any of the stoves catch your eye?”
“Oh, uh,” I said, suddenly forgetting what language I spoke. “Um… they’re… well, they’re stoves.”
They’re stoves? Really? That was the best I could come up with? Good lord. I needed to crawl into one of the ovens.
“Any idea what criteria you’re looking for?” she said. The smile playing on her lips said she knew full well I didn’t have a clue what I was talking about, and she was enjoying having me cornered. I swallowed.
“I, um… Madison has the list of the, uh… measurements we need, and the power rating, so—”
“These will all fit into that space and work on the same circuit.”
I stopped. “What?”
“We sold that current stove to Faux Pas as well, you know,” she said. “I was still working here then. I was a bit younger at the time, though, as you can imagine. These things will last and last.”
“Oh, uh… that’s… well… that’s great.” I fumbled with my hands. “I, uh…”
“So, where’d you learn to cook, anyway?”
“Um—I worked in a restaurant for a while. And I just loved cooking, I’d, uh… bring in big trays of food all the time just to share with my coworkers.”
“That’s sweet. What kind of restaurant?”
“Um—chicken.”
Chicken? What the hell was that answer? Who ran a chicken restaurant!?
She raised her eyebrows. “A chicken restaurant?”
“Yep. Just… all kinds of chicken. Every kind of chicken you can imagine. Fried chicken, baked chicken, um… grilled chicken… chicken souffle…”
“Chicken souffle, huh?”
“Yep. My, uh… my favorite.”
She stared at me, still smiling. I held my smile for as long as I could before I collapsed, slumping against one of the stoves.
“Okay, I didn’t work at a restaurant.”
“Ah. So there was no chicken souffle.”
“I’m a vegetarian. And I don’t even know what a souffle is.”
“I can tell, dear.”
I hung my head. “I don’t… really… know how to cook. Madison is teaching me.”
She laughed. “I am more and more impressed with your guts. Why don’t we take a walk?”
“Are you going to take me out back and shoot me behind the shed?”
“My, but you have an active imagination. No, I was planning on showing you the flowers.”
“That’s not a euphemism for killing me, is it?”
She shrugged. “Do I look like a murderer?”
“No, not really, I just really don’t want to die in a garden. I know blood fertilizes the soil, and I feel like the flowers would drink my blood and then my blood would end up in people’s gardens and in the vases on their dining room tables, and that creeps me out.”
“Okay, Paige. Why don’t we take a walk?”
We took a walk.
It was a nice day for a walk in the garden. Wind flapped my shirt around me and a thick cloud cover blocked out the sun, but it was warm nonetheless, and the air smelled sweet, green and earthy and floral tones rich in my nose.
“So…” Frances said after a minute walking down the brick path that wound through the garden, “You’re just counting on your girlfriend to get you through renovating Faux Pas.”
I looked down at my feet. “Um… yeah. As I’m sure you’ve noticed, I’m a bit helpless. So… I’m kind of depending on her.”
“Do you ever wonder what really compels her to put in so much for you? For this restaurant?”
I shoved my hands in my jacket pockets. “Well… she owes my granduncle a debt. And she cares a lot about the restaurant and wants to see it succeed again. And… well, she also likes me.”
That last part was a flagrant lie. I think what she liked most about me was my repeated tendency to get soaked and show off my bra. But if it got out she and I weren’t anything special after all, she’d have people like Angeline lining up to take her then and there, and then the one thing I was useful for would have disappeared.
“I guess I can see what she sees in you,” she said, which threw me off enough I stopped, turning to look at her. She took the stop in stride, turning to a patch of sunflowers. “Aren’t they lovely? Sunflowers are my favorites.”
“Um—they are yellow.” I scratched my hand. “Are you coming onto me now?”
“No, no. I’m not. I’m just saying, I don’t think I gave you enough credit before.” She ran her hand along a sunflower’s stalk. “You tamed the wild heart of Madison Hartley herself. You come out to a place where no one knows you, and you try to undertake the biggest project you could possibly pick up. You set out to run a restaurant without even knowing how to cook. For someone who comes across as so small and so meek, you have quite a bit of power. What’s the thing with the lion and the mouse?”
“Maximillian?”
“Who?”
“Oh—nothing. Never mind.” I scratched my head. “Um… I just owe everything to Madison. I got lucky.”
“There’s something about the ones with the softest voices having the most strength,” she said. “The people who just got lucky say they got there by hard work, and the people who really did put in the work, they’ll point to all the little ways they got lucky along the way.”
That sounded great, but I didn’t do a thing. But I wasn’t about to say that, so I just looked down and said, “Um… thanks.”
“Seriously, though, you’re ruined if it gets out you have no idea how to cook,” she laughed, and I saw the uppity woman from the garden party again as she gave me a leering smile. “Better keep that one quiet and not go blabbing about any chicken souffles to anyone else, okay? Aren’t you catering for the festival on the tenth, too?”
I scratched my head. “Yes… that’s what we’re fixing up the kitchen at Faux Pas first for. We’re going to make the food there.”
“Sounds like Madison’s got her work cut out for her, poor woman,” she laughed, turning back to the sunflowers. “Say—do you know how sunflowers turn to face the sun?”
“Of course,” I said, lighting up, happy I knew at least one thing.
“What do you think they do on cloudy days like today?”
“They turn to face each other?”
She laughed. “Paige, dear, does it look like they’re facing each other?”
“Oh. Now that you mention it, I guess that shuts down that theory.”
“They still follow the sun’s arc, even when you can’t see it.” She turned back to me. “Even if the sun vanished, they’d follow the path the sun went on. It’s programmed into them. Most plants move a little bit through the day, you know—too slow to see it happening, but when you check in later, sure enough, they’re different from before.”
“How do they do that? Like… they don’t have muscles, right?”
She laughed. “You’re so charmingly naïve.”
“That’s not a compliment.”
She turned back to the flowers, a distant smile on her face as she caressed the petals of one. “The only way they can move. They grow. A little bit on one side to accommodate for one thing, a little bit on the other to accommodate for something else.”
“Okay, these are cool sunflower facts, but, uh… why tell me?”
“Madison reminds me of one.”
I pursed my lips. “No, she definitely has muscles.”
“Oh, does she ever,” she laughed. “Don’t worry about it. Do you want to take a sunflower home with you?”
I didn’t get Frances. It was hard even to say if she was a nasty bully like the others. Maybe she had a nicer side. Or… more likely, she knew how to conceal her uppity side when she knew I was with Madison. Or—thought I was with Madison.
Either way, I was trying to get on her good side, same as Angeline and Laura. So it only made sense to take advantage of it, right?
“I’d love to,” I said. “Um… if I come back around, any chance you can show me a thing or two about gardening?”
She raised her eyebrows. “Came around on it?”
“You’re right. My granduncle wouldn’t have ignored a single aspect of the food, and gardening is part of that. So… I’d like to know more.”
She studied me for a while before she broke out into a small smile. “You continue to surprise me,” she said. “Sure. Come back Wednesday morning, and I’ll put you to work in the garden. You’ll learn a few things.”
Oh—I just signed up for more manual labor. I cringed inwardly. “Great. Um… thanks so much, Frances.”
“I look forward to it. Now—do you suppose your girlfriend might be wondering why you’ve disappeared?”
I laughed awkwardly. “No, I’m… sure she thinks I just got lost in the store. She’s probably just waiting for me to find my way back. I’ll go grab her to have a look at the stoves.”
“Sounds like a plan. Just…” She pursed her lips, a dark look on her expression. “Be gentle with that woman. She’s not as tough as she might look.”
I stared for a second, an odd feeling in my stomach, before I nodded. “I know. I will. She’s, uh… surprisingly soft.”
“There you are,” Madison’s voice called from behind me, and I laughed, turning back to her.
“Oh—here she is. Hi, Madison.”
Madison frowned at Frances, but she snapped back to her practiced smile when she saw me, putting an arm around me and drawing me in close to her. I squeaked, going off to a happy mushy heaven and feeling just like vaguely guilty about how much I was enjoying it.
“Hi, Frances,” she said. “Mind explaining the garden tour, sweetie?”
“There’s more stoves in the back.”
“That explains nothing, but great news,” Madison said. “Let’s go have a look.”
I stuck close by her side as we walked back towards the building, her arm squeezing tighter around my waist.



Chapter 9
“This is the last night I’m cooking for you,” Madison said, setting down a plate of fried rice in front of me. “And only because you cried like a baby about how tired you are.”
“Not all of us have spent the past gazillion years chopping wood, Maddie,” I said, picking up a spoon and digging in. The flavors were brilliant, rich and sweet and just ugh. Madison was a genius. Sweet carrot pieces and crushed ginger and the light husky flavor of garlic, sweet peas, a warm and tangy teriyaki sauce—I could have kept eating this thing forever.
“Out of curiosity, you think I’m how old?” She sank down on the other side of her dining table, dressed in just a sports bra and her loose-fit jeans again today, because apparently shirts were just optional for the woman. Not that I was complaining. Her house still smelled like cedar and fresh linen, now mixed with the warm and bright aroma of the food, and with the stars through the skylight and the sounds of the woods outside, it was like paradise.
The biggest part of that paradise was Madison’s abs. And her arms. And… well, just Madison.
“Um… a gazillion was figurative. I don’t think you’re ancient.”
She smirked. I didn’t know how she looked so normal. I was racked with bone-deep exhaustion after the day we’d had, and she was just… chill. “I figured, babe. But I’m curious how old you do think I am.”
“Oh, this feels like a test.” I scratched my head. “You’re like… thirty-two, right?”
A smile flickered over her lips. “Ah. I see all the physical labor has aged me. I’m twenty-nine.”
Nope. Madison was way too put-together to be in her twenties. Way too put-together to only be two years older than me. “You’re kidding,” I said. “How are you so…” I gestured vaguely. “Good at everything?”
“I give a damn,” she said, tucking into her food. I slumped over mine.
“I give a damn about things, too. I give multiple damns. I give lots of damns. But I’m just… hopeless.”
“I can see why, with defeatist talk like that.”
I sighed. “So you get it. It’s just different for me.”
“No, actually, that’s the opposite of what I’m saying.” She took another bite, covering her mouth with one hand as she spoke. “We can do whatever we set ourselves to. And if you set yourself to helplessness, you’re sure as hell going to get there.”
“I am not setting myself to helplessness. I came out here to make this work.”
She set her spoon down, sitting up straighter. “And you’ve done nothing yourself to actually make it work. I’ve had to drag you through it all kicking and screaming.”
“I talked to Frances. In fact, I’m even going to spend Wednesday morning with her working in the garden together, because she said she likes gardening.”
She furrowed her brow. “Is that what you were doing wandering in a flower garden together?”
“Well, I guess so. She kind of just… told me to do it, so I did it.” I scratched my head. “That’s just proving your point. But she said I needed to learn gardening, so I figured I’d learn gardening… that’s also proving your point.” I poked at my food, feeling smaller. “But—I thought I’d try getting closer to her. You know, so I could convince her to support me for Faux Pas.”
“All you’re doing is giving her free labor in the garden.”
“Ugh, you are terrible for my self-esteem. Fine, I suck at this. But I’m trying, okay?”
“If you hadn’t said, I wouldn’t have known.”
I chewed my cheek, looking down with my face burning. “You don’t have to be mean about it.”
“I’m doing all the heavy lifting to fix your restaurant for you, teaching you how to cook, and keeping the society girls off your back, and now I’m mean?”
I poked at my food longer before I mumbled, “If you didn’t help me with things, but you didn’t say little things to tear me down either, I’d probably like that better. Just because you’re helping me doesn’t give you free license to pick on me. That’s something those society girls would do.”
Even without looking, I could see her glower. “Don’t compare me to those gossiping clique bullies.”
“Yeah, you’re different. At least you insult me in direct terms.”
She sighed hard, rubbing her forehead. “Paige, I’m trying to help you. I’m pointing out how you’re sabotaging yourself. I want you to succeed, okay?”
“Well—you could do worse if you wanted me to fail.” I pushed away the food, a sick feeling in my stomach. “I don’t really have any appetite. I’m going to clean up and get back to the loft.”
“Are you just being petulant?”
“Well,” I said, standing up and taking the plate into the kitchen with my shoulders hunched, “I guess I’ve managed to move from hopeless into petulant, so… good for me.”
“Paige,” she sighed, irritation bubbling under her voice, but I couldn’t bring myself to listen. Equal parts self-righteously irritated and guilty, I wrapped up my food, put it in the fridge, scrubbed down the skillet and the stovetop, and I didn’t look at Madison as I walked past and headed up to the loft.
She didn’t say a word to stop me, but I wish she had.
I was lying in bed for a while, changed into my pajamas, staring out the little window at the starry night sky streaked with thin little clouds that had chased the thick cloud cover of earlier today, before I realized I wasn’t falling asleep anytime soon. I heard Madison’s footsteps from below walking around the house, the sink running as she cleaned up her dishes, and then the shower not long after. I heard her footsteps walk from the bathroom to the bedroom, and they only paused for a second at the loft entrance.
After I heard the bedroom door shut, everything was quiet. I mean, except for the frogs outside the window, who were competing to be the loudest living beings on the planet, but aside from them, everything was quiet.
Ugh. I had been petulant. And sure, I didn’t like the way Madison treated me like a child, but I knew I was kind of… childish. I did my job well, but everything else in life? I’d always been hopeless.
She’d said she was better than me at all these things because she gave a damn, as if I just didn’t care enough. It gave me indignation bubbling in my gut. I did care. I cared plenty. So why wasn’t it enough?
It was the middle of the night when the hunger pushed me over the edge. I’d had an exhausting day, not eaten enough, and I’d turned down the food because I was a petulant teenage girl, and now I was starving. My stomach yowled like a spiteful old tomcat, and eventually, I gave in, opening the slanted door and climbing down the ladder, into the perfect stillness of Madison’s house after dark.
It felt like I was trespassing. I was tempted to just head outside, get in my car, and drive off somewhere to eat, but in a place like this, I doubted there was anything open this late at night. Maybe a pizza parlor, but if I snuck out to get pizza alone at midnight, I could only imagine the small-town style rumors that would spread.
I snuck into the kitchen and grabbed the fried rice I’d saved, peeling off the plastic wrap and throwing it in the microwave for a minute. When I sat down with it, though, it had turned gummy, chewy, and the flavor was like Styrofoam, and I only got through a quarter of it before I gave up, setting my spoon down and pulling out my phone.
The only reason I was so frustrated with Madison was because she was right. If she told me I sucked at cooking and I didn’t, then it wouldn’t have bothered me. I was upset because she was right, and this was doomed to failure like this, and just trying to make her not tell me wasn’t going to improve anything.
I scrolled through my phone, pulling up a recipe for fried rice. It called for day-old rice. Cringing, I decided today-rice would be good enough.
There was something meditative about it once I started. The house, perfectly empty, nothing but the stillness of the night outside the windows, just following the recipe one step at a time. I lost track of time, starting rice, gathering the vegetables and slowly chopping them. I was on a roll, slicing up a carrot and actually starting to feel something resembling confidence when I fumbled with the knife and sliced a thin, angry red line along the side of my thumb.
“So much for confidence,” I mumbled to myself in the bathroom a minute later, rinsing the cut before fumbling in the medicine cabinet. No sign of where bandages were, and I didn’t want to bleed all over the food. My stomach churned as I knelt and rummaged around under the sink too, wondering if I could sneak out and buy bandages somewhere or if I’d have to just wake up Madison and ask, which—
“Are you looking for something?” her voice said from the doorway, as if I’d summoned her, and I bumped my head on the cabinet turning back to her.
“Don’t sneak up on a girl,” I said, rubbing my head. “What are you doing up?”
“As if you are not, clearly, equally awake right now.”
She looked nice in a soft white t-shirt and loose sweatpants, her hair down. I almost never saw her with her hair down, and it was longer than I thought, a sandy-blonde mess spilling down over her chest. I stopped checking her out long enough to stand up, nursing my hand.
“Tell me you have bandages and you don’t just walk around with open cuts all the time because you’re trying to act tough?”
“I’ve got them in the workstation. Trust me. That’s where all the cuts happen.”
“Yeah, I guess in retrospect I should have seen that.” I followed as she led me out of the bathroom, huddling my shoulders.
“What were you even doing?”
“Um… promise you won’t be mad?”
She sighed. “That’s a lot to ask of a woman, Paige. How about conditional on that you didn’t break anything important or hurt anyone?”
“I was cooking.” I chewed my lip. “I slipped with the knife. While I was cutting a carrot. I swear, I was being careful.”
She stopped in the hallway, glancing back at me. “You were cooking?”
“That’s a strong word. Let’s say I was trying to cook.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Didn’t think you should wait for… you know, adult supervision?”
“I am an adult. I’m twenty-seven years old.” I wasn’t going to mention I’d only turned twenty-seven last month.
“And yet…” She put a hand to her forehead, sighing. “No, forget where I was going with that. What were you making?”
“Um—fried rice. I tried reheating the food you made, but it didn’t come out well.”
“It works better to just fry it again.”
“Oh.” I scratched my head. “Well, that would have been good information to have about an hour ago.”
She studied me for a minute before she nodded down the hall again. “Let’s get you that Band-Aid, and we’ll finish your fried rice.”
“Oh—you don’t have to help,” I said, stumbling after her. “I mean, you’re intimidating and I’ll probably cry if you insult me, so—”
“I appreciate your self-awareness, Paige, but—”
“And it’s late, and I really didn’t want to wake you up—”
“I could hear your muttering under the cabinet clear as day from my bed.”
“Oh. Well…” I sighed. “Another one for the scoreboard. I’m batting a thousand.”
She was quiet until we got into her carpentry studio, an open place with a lot of glass that would be beautifully lit in the daytime. It was clean and well-maintained, lots of light wood finishes, and unfinished pieces and stocks of material everywhere. On the far end, I saw the duffel bag she’d hauled out of her car shirtless the other day, long and odd-looking tools sticking out of it.
“Don’t beat yourself up,” she said, finally, just a mutter as she pulled a bandage from a box on the wall. When she took my hand in hers, extending my finger for a clear view of the cut, the touch sent my heart into my throat.
“I mean, I clearly already did. With a knife.”
A smile played on her lips as she wrapped my cut, a soft little touch that felt strangely intimate. “Touché. Kitchen, dear?”
“I feel awful about waking you up to help make me food after all.”
“Relax. I’m offering.”
“Offering?” I put a hand on my hip. “It sounds more like an order, dear.”
She smiled. “I have a habit of making my offers sound like orders. Maybe it’s something I need to work on. Would you like me to help you in the kitchen, Paige?”
“Well… since you’re kind enough to offer.” I folded my arms, looking down. “I admit, I was kind of hoping to just finish it and make it look pretty and show you I wasn’t helpless, but see where that got me.” I waved my wrapped finger.
“You’re not helpless. I, uh…” She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Kitchen.”
“You what?”
“Kitchen.”
“You kitchen?”
“Paige.”
I went to the kitchen.
It was only once I got there that I realized I’d left the oil on to heat in the pan, and it was spattering a little. I felt a flush of heat, but Madison turned it down without saying anything, looking at my chopped vegetables.
She rifled through the chopped onion, the minced garlic and ginger root, the half a chopped carrot. “Your cuts are pretty even,” she said, and I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.
“Did you just compliment me?”
“I can say nice things sometimes, too.” She turned back to me. “Did you look up how to chop an onion? It looks like you did it properly.”
“Yep. Went to the academy of YouTube.”
“I see you’ve discovered the wonders of the rice cooker this time.”
I laughed nervously. “Yes… well. I figured it would help me multitask. And it said online it was too easy to have stovetop rice come out still crunchy, so, I helped myself to your rice cooker. Sorry.”
“Don’t apologize. That’s what it’s there for.” She sighed, leaning against the counter. “Well, looks like you’re off to a good start. How can I help?”
I blinked fast. “Um… Madison, I don’t want this to sound like I mean it in a bad way, but you sound kind of different, you know? Did you have a weird dream?”
“I did, actually, although it’s unrelated. I dreamed you were digging in the woods looking for treasure. Probably related to hearing you digging around in the next room.” She waved me off. “Ugh. Fine. Look, I wanted to apologize, okay? I’m not trying to be hostile with you. I just… don’t know how to interact with people. I live in the woods. The only people I talk to are Tanya at the grocery store on Wednesdays, and occasionally Samuel popping in at my place.”
I felt like I could breathe out again, a huge weight lifted from my chest. “Oh… um. You don’t need to apologize. I mean, you were right I’ve been kind of hopeless.”
“You’re not hopeless, you’re just doing something you haven’t been doing before. And all of this is a lot to ask of you in one month. It’s natural to be stressed.” She rubbed her forehead. “This was easier in my head. I hate this kind of thing.”
“Talking to me?”
“No, you’re… not actually all that bad.” She gave me a sidelong stare. “Not like all the others. I don’t think you’ve ever in your life even heard of an ulterior motive.”
“Oh, uh…” I scratched my head. “I’ve heard of them. That’s, like, when you’re running on the treadmill, but just as an excuse to get another slice of cake, right?”
“I… sure.” She put her hands up. “Case in point. Although you don’t need an excuse to get a slice of cake.”
“Oh my god, now you’re speaking my language. Can we bake a cake together?”
“Sure thing, Paige,” she laughed, shaking her head. “Look, I just… I wasn’t always like this, okay? I used to be better around people. But those days have come and gone, and living in the woods for so long… well, it’s done a number on my social skills. I’m not angry at you, and I don’t… well, I don’t dislike you. I just don’t know how to act any different.”
I pursed my lips. “So… do you think all this is a waste of my time, or not?”
She put her hands up. “I can’t tell you one way or the other until we’ve tried.”
“But—” Why are you so intent on trying, was the question. She didn’t stand to gain anything from this. Telling everyone we were a couple, to get the others off her back for the month—that didn’t necessarily warrant teaching me how to cook and fixing up a restaurant in return.
But there was no sense trying to force answers out of her. Maybe she had ulterior motives herself, but I wanted to trust her. And she’d open up when she was ready.
“But what?”
I shook my head, smiling to myself. “But nothing. Don’t worry about it. Thanks, Madison. I appreciate you.”
“So, we’re good?” she said, looking away. I laughed.
“We’re good. Can’t have Willow Arches’ most talked-about new couple arguing, can we?”
She grunted. “Something like that. Great. Let’s get to work. Oh, and…” She cleared her throat. “I gave it some more thought. Working with Frances is a good idea. I hope it goes well. Keep me updated on any leads you might make with her.”
Aw. She liked me. She was just shitty at admitting it. I beamed. “Thanks. Will do. Don’t worry, I talk enough for both of us. As I’m sure you’ve noticed.”
“Trust me. Duly noted.”
“Great! Let’s get cooking, then. Um… how do you cut up a carrot? I thought it was obvious until I started, and then I realized I had no idea.”
“I can tell. Let’s get to it.”
We got to it.



Chapter 10
Gardening was maybe not as fun as I’d hoped.
Frances turned out to be a more down-to-earth, reliable instructor than I’d expected. She met me in rough clothes with faded old dirt stains, pants worn in the knees, and showed me to the garden behind the hardware store. Past all the flowers was a huge, sweeping expanse I hadn’t really gotten to appreciate before—hills rolling off in the distance, big stretches of green grassland, crisp blue skies overhead. The air was almost unrealistically clean and fresh, and I breathed in the sweet smell of flowers and earth as she led me to an empty dirt patch.
“We’re going to be planting starflowers here,” she said, gesturing to a palette of little blue flowers, tiny plants just barely budding. “So, let’s prep the soil.”
“To be clear, even though we were talking about growing food as an important part of cooking, we don’t eat these flowers, right?”
“You can.”
“Oh.” I stopped. “What?”
“Borage is edible.” She knelt next to me, giving me a sardonic smile. “You can eat the leaves raw or uncooked, and you can even eat the flowers. They taste like flowers smell, so it’s more as a pretty accent than anything else.”
I stared at her. “You have to understand, I’m terrible at figuring out when someone’s lying, so if this is a practical joke, please tell me before I accidentally poison somebody with flowers? It could be anyone.”
“I like your self-awareness.”
I hung my head. “People always say that, but I don’t think it’s a compliment.”
“They actually are safe to eat. The flowers have trace amounts of a compound that’s not safe in large doses, so maybe just be a dear for me and don’t serve anybody a full bouquet of them to eat, okay?”
“You like flowers, huh?”
She gave me that oh-you’re-so-precious smile I got a lot. “You figured that out, did you?”
“Well… yep. Call me Einstein.”
“My mother used to grow flowers,” she said, turning back to the dirt patch. “I have some fond memories of mother-daughter time in garden beds.”
“Oh. That’s great. I bet she loves that you still do.”
“No, dear, I’m afraid she’s dead.”
“Oh—” My heart dropped. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t—”
“How about we stop talking and prepare the soil for these flowers, okay, honey?”
“I’m bad at not talking, but I’ll definitely try.”
The silence felt oppressive and awkward while I fumbled around in the dirt, following her lead and her occasional cues. We turned the soil, Frances looking like she didn’t even know why she was bothering with showing me this, and we laid down a kind of cloth I couldn’t figure out what it was for but Frances didn’t seem interested in explaining. Delicately, we laid the starflowers in little holes we’d dug, and patting them into the ground made me feel like a champion, until one of them sank to the side.
“You really aren’t accustomed to working in the dirt, are you, sweetie?”
“Well—” I flushed. “Um… admittedly, no, I’m really not. I lived in the city all my life, you know?”
She set down her shovel and turned to me, wiping her hands off on her apron. “So, how did you actually secure Madison Hartley? Because I don’t buy the official story.”
“Oh, uh…” I blanked. And kicked myself for it. I did not come out here to be useless. At least, not this useless. But somehow, faced with actual real-life situations—not shapes on a screen or numbers in a sheet—I shut down.
“What do you really hope to get from turning Faux Pas back over?” she said, that patronizing smile just getting more incising. “I’ve heard Angeline made an offer to buy it. For more than it’s worth right now, frankly.”
“I… want to stay here,” I lied, breaking eye contact as I did. “I want to stay close to Madison. And I, uh… want to learn how to cook. And how to live a real life, a grounded one.”
It became a little truer as I was saying it. I didn’t know what I’d always been missing, but I’d always been missing something. My life had always felt like I was living a play, like I was doing a part. Sure, it wasn’t like I wanted to move out here to the countryside and live in a cabin in the woods like Madison, live a small-town real life like in the cheesy movies, but maybe, now that I thought it over? Maybe we weren’t meant to be one-dimensional creatures.
“You know, for the price Angeline is asking, you’d probably be better off selling it even if you are staying here,” she said. “Take the money and learn to cook on your own time while you mooch off Madison for a place to live, instead of trying to turn over Tyler Farrell’s legacy—”
“No,” I said, which was probably the clearest, most direct I’d ever said that. It threw both of us off, and we blinked at each other for a second. I took the opportunity to speak. “I… get where you’re coming from. And you’ve been a little mean to me ever since I got here, but I think I understand why.”
She raised her eyebrows high. “Oh, you’ve figured me out, have you?”
“No, I wouldn’t go that far,” I laughed nervously. “I don’t know if I’ve ever really figured anything out. But I get it. You’re trying to convince me to leave town because you’re worried about Tyler Farrell’s legacy. And you don’t want me ruining it. Right?”
She watched me closely for a minute before she put on a fake smile. “If I were trying to convince you to leave town, would I be giving you gardening lessons, sweetie?”
“Um… I mean, you look like you’d rather be getting teeth pulled than being here, so I think maybe you’re not actually interested in this.”
She flipped like a lightbulb burning out in a blink. Her shoulders fell, her eyes darkened, and she got a tired look across her features that made her look like a different person. “Tyler Farrell was important to a lot of us. And Faux Pas was an important meeting place for a lot of us.”
“So you want it to just lie there unused?”
“I’d rather see it like that than have it be turned into a McDonald’s version of it by some uppity San Fran girl whose whole career has always been ripping the soul out of local places.”
I blinked fast. “You… know what I did before?”
“Of course. We heard Mister Farrell’s inheritance finally got passed along, so Laura and I dug around and got to the bottom of it. Found out everything about you. And the kinds of things your company has been involved in.” She folded her arms. “And you get here, and it turns out you’re every bit like we expected. Hopeless, practically useless city girl who just wants to tear out the insides of that old restaurant and rebuild it, you don’t really know how to cook, you can’t—” She gestured desperately at my crooked flower. “You can’t even dig a straight hole.”
“Leave my hole alone. Nothing around here is straight.”
She glowered. “Touché. But that’s the only thing I’ll give you, Paige. The only way you surprised any of us is that you’re with Madison Hartley herself, but looking back, is it really such a surprise?”
I scratched my head. “Um… you’d have to tell me.”
“Maya was the same way.” She turned away, shoving her hands in her apron pockets, her look dark. “City girl with plenty of money. Came around looking for business opportunities, played nice with all the locals, got us thinking she was really one of us. She and Madison built that house by the lake together. I had no idea she’d just been putting it together for Airbnb. Apparently she was going to move on to build another, and another, and… I assume the end goal was to turn our town into some kind of little queer resort for the tourists to come through and tear it all up every summer.”
I chewed my lip. “I… didn’t know. She, uh… doesn’t talk a lot about Maya.”
“Then back off from her.” She shot me a withering glare, and I felt suddenly way more inspired to dig a nice, straight hole so I could crawl into it and disappear. “I know Madison doesn’t like me much, and that’s fine—she’s not exactly my favorite either—but I’m not about to stand around and watch her do the same damn thing again.”
I stared for a second before—of all the things—I felt a smile quirk on my lips. “The sunflower.”
“What?”
“I get it now. She follows the sun’s trajectory, even when the sun isn’t there. Ingrained habits even when they don’t help us. You think she’s just repeating the same pattern she did with Maya with me.”
She stared for the longest time, a dirty glare, but somehow, I felt detached from it. I knelt back to the bed, adjusting my one crooked flower until it sat up straight.
“I guess I get it,” I said. “You know… at first, I didn’t like you much.”
“Of course not. I’m trying to let you know you’re not welcome here. And you’d do well to take a hint.”
I brushed off my hands on my apron as I stood up, turning to face her again. “I’ve changed my mind,” I said. “You’re not bad. You want Faux Pas to be okay. And you want Madison to be okay, too. You’re kind of mean, aggressive—but like, in a passive-aggressive way—and you like to make fun of me—”
“Now I think you’re the one on the offensive,” she sighed, a hand to her forehead.
“No, I’m just telling the truth,” I said.
“You say that so innocently. I think that’s the worst part.”
“But I think deep down, you care, and you’re just not any good at showing it.” I put my hands on my hips. “So—I accept your challenge, Frances. You can try to drive me away from Madison and away from Willow Arches all you like, but I’m going to show you I’m not like Maya. And I don’t know how to cook, or garden, or anything like that, but that’s what I’m here right now for, right?” I gestured to the flowers. “I mean, look! It’s standing up straight now.”
She glowered. “I’m not your friend. Don’t act like I am.”
I laughed nervously, scratching my arm. “Yeah… thing is, I don’t know how to handle having people dislike me, so, I think I’ve just decided to assume everyone likes me. So, what’s next? Do we water them?”
“I’ve told you exactly what I think of you, and you’re just going to stick around and take care of some flowers with me?”
“Yeah, that was more or less the approach I had in mind. What do you think?”
She stared at me for what felt like hours while a low wind rustled the flowers around us, until finally, she let out a long sigh, tugging her gloves back on. “Watering them is right. We’ll have to make sure their new soil is ready to receive them.”
“On it,” I said, reaching for the watering can. “I am so on it, just wait and—”
I yanked up on the can, expecting it full of water, and when it was empty and weighed next to nothing, I fell on my butt with a squeak. Frances sighed, snatching the can from me, and I winced, but watching her walk back to the water spouts on the side of the wall, I relaxed.
Going from passive-aggressive to aggressive was progress. I was doing this thing. Paige the champion.



Chapter 11
“How’s this?”
I presented the onion on the cutting board just as Madison picked up a hammer from her toolkit, and she barely glanced at me before taking the nail she was holding between her lips and driving it into the wall. “It’s an onion,” she said. “Chopped. It’ll do.”
“Well, that’s not exactly praise, but I’ll take it.”
The Faux Pas kitchen was airy right now, back doors propped open as Madison kept making trips in and out, ferrying between her truck and the wall she was fixing up. Outside, I could smell fresh-cut grass and crisp air, and the sound of birdsong filled the space.
It was nice, but probably the nicest part of it all was Madison in a rugged tank top with her hair pinned back into a messy knot. I’d never known a girl could be so pretty with drywall dust under her fingernails. Was that a thing?
Madison smiled to herself as she moved down, nailing the rest of the wood slat to the wall. “Don’t expect too much praise, Paige. I told you, that’s not my thing.”
“I know. You’re grouchy. It’s part of your charm.” I dumped the onions into the skillet, sizzling immediately as it flooded the space with the warm, savory sweet smell of caramelized onions. I swirled the pan lightly in the way Madison had shown me, feeling an irrational surge of pride seeing how much it looked like a real chef’s work.
“I’m not grouchy. You just compare other people to your hapless little clingy puppy dog energies.”
“Uh-huh. And that’s not part of my charm?” I grabbed the carrots I’d peeled, slicing the ends off and working slowly but steadily cutting them into half-moons. “Don’t pretend you don’t have a soft spot for me, Madison.”
She grunted. “It’s nothing personal about you, Paige. Anyone seeing someone as hopeless as you would step in to help.”
“Oh, sure. Just like Maximillian.” I slid the carrots into the pan too, giving it a swirl and glancing back as Madison tossed her hammer down onto the tarp on the floor and headed for the door. “It smells good, right?”
She paused at the door, leaning against it and giving me one of those devastatingly sexy sidelong smirks. “Better than your sweet potato curry, I’ll give you that much.”
I stuck out my tongue. “You think it smells delicious. You just don’t know how to admit it.”
“Lord help me with this one,” she sighed, but not without a smile as she headed back out the door and down the path to her truck. I hummed quietly to myself as I ground salt and pepper into the pan.
Some thirty minutes of chattering later—mostly me poking at her because I couldn’t stand more than ten seconds of silence—she had two long, solid shelves up over the sleek refinished countertops we’d installed on the one side, and I slid a tray of lasagna into the oven, pulling out the eggplant casserole I’d started earlier and setting it down on the island.
“Ta-da,” I said. “Behold, the latest creation from your local master chef.”
“You’ve certainly built the confidence aspect quickly enough,” she said, dusting her hands off as she leaned in close to smell the food. Even standing at arm’s length, with my hands behind my back and my chest out like a proud mom, I could smell it—this amazing savory depth and complexity from a long, slow cook of olive oil on eggplant. Roasted tomato and red pepper only added to the aroma, sweet and rich and so did-I-really-make-that.
“I’ve had a good teacher.”
“Flattery will get you nowhere, Miss Farrell.” She wafted the smell to her face before standing up straighter. “Not the worst meal I’ve seen.”
I stuck out my tongue, again. “Flattery will get you nowhere, Miss Hartley.”
She stuck her tongue out back. I put my hands on my hips.
“That’s my schtick.”
“Because you’re ten years old?” She was smiling, though, a dry little smile just to herself as she stepped off to wash her hands. “Well, let’s dig in and see if it’s any good. I’m starving from building you your kitchen.”
For whatever reason she did. I wondered if it was anything to do with what Frances said—that Maya had gotten her to help her build things before. That it was an ingrained habit of hers at this point, like a sunflower following the sun, even though at this point, it was destructive for her.
Was I destructive for her? The plan had been to just come in, turn this place over, and sell it off, but what would it mean about me if I got her hurt in the process? Despite what I’d said to Frances, was I actually any different from Maya?
Well, I wasn’t going to break her heart, for one. That was a start. I was just worried that was also the end.
My thoughts veered off into oblivion when I saw Madison strip her shirt off, down to a sports bra and relaxed jeans. I blinked fast for a second, watching as she flung it to the side, dried her hands off on a towel, and grabbed a flipper from the utensil rack we’d installed.
“Not that I’m really complaining,” I said, “but… you really don’t like shirts, do you?”
“It was dusty. Probably would have gotten in the food.”
“You just want to show off your abs.”
To my surprise, she grinned. “Hey, I work hard on them. Stop standing around posing for the cameras and grab us a couple of plates, all right?”
We stepped out to an outdoor seating section, in slightly better shape than the indoor one but still in need of a major makeover, and sat down under clear blue skies and a gentle breeze before I said, “I kind of admire how, you know… confident you are in your body. I mean, I guess it’s natural when you have worked hard on it, but—I haven’t really worked on mine. As I’m sure you can tell.”
She arched an eyebrow at me, shielding her eyes against the sun. After an eternity staring at me like that—long enough to make me self-conscious and then some—she quirked a smile. “Is that an invitation to check out your body so that I can tell?”
“No, uh—” I flushed hot. “I mean, you did that plenty when you burst into the bathroom to check me out butt-naked the other day.”
“I wasn’t checking you out. I was trying to help you after you’d clearly gotten yourself injured, and not just screamed like a little girl over some cold water.”
“Details. You were looking.”
She laughed a little, taking a forkful of food. “Well, you’ve adapted to cold showers, at least.”
“No, I just take the shortest showers in human history now, thank you. It runs warm for a minute.”
“Your body’s nothing to be ashamed of, Paige.”
I blinked fast. “Was that a compliment?”
“No, just a lack of an insult.”
“That’s effectively a compliment, from you.” I folded my arms. “You wouldn’t get it. I’m, like… chubby. And you’re over here with arms of steel and diamond-hard abs that you show off every fifteen minutes by taking your shirt off, which, again, I am not complaining about. It’s easy to be confident in your body.”
She scrunched up her face, looking down at her food. “Well, point taken. I don’t mean to say I understand exactly. But…”
“But what?”
“Your body—well—it’s…”
“Yeah?”
She cleared her throat. I sank.
“It’s fine,” I muttered. “Forget it. I shouldn’t bring that kind of thing up and rain on your nice little muscular parade.”
“No, it’s not that. I’m just—trying to find a way to say it that doesn’t sound creepy.” She rubbed her forehead. “Your body is… well, if you walked around without a shirt on, too, I think you’d be doing everyone a favor.”
“Oh, is that what this is,” I said, gesturing to her. “Just doing everyone a favor?”
“No, doing myself a favor. It makes me feel good about myself. But if anyone else enjoys it, well, you’re welcome to them.”
“So should I take my shirt off and say you’re welcome?”
She raised an eyebrow at me, spearing another forkful of food and sliding it slowly between her lips. My bravado disappeared, and I fidgeted with a nervous flush across my face. It took her an eternity—which she clearly enjoyed—for her to say, “Well, I’d be saying thank you.”
Okay. That was… unexpected. Not necessarily in the worst way. I had no idea how Madison Hartley over here, positively oozing with sexy soft-butch lumberjane hotness, might have thought I was sexy. But it made me feel sexy myself, and that was all kinds of new and really not something I minded. After a second to find my bearings, I managed to say, “Well, if I were wearing a publicly-presentable bra like yours, I might do it here and now, but… as it is, I think I’d have to wait until we got back.”
She dragged her gaze down my front, and once again, my bravado disappeared in a puff of smoke. “Well,” she said, “thank you in advance.”
Okay. That was hot. And not at all what I’d expected. The atmosphere between the two of us had improved over the past week, coming up on the festival we were catering, but I didn’t think it was to the point where Madison would go around talking about how good I’d look without a shirt on. It was just… flirting, right? Just lighthearted flirting, nothing serious. Teasing me, most likely.
Right. I reminded myself to steady out and not be so horny I’d strip naked the instant a hot girl said something nice about me.
So, trying my best and doing my worst, I managed to say, “No thanks required, really. Um—how’s the food?”
“Huh,” she said, shifting immediately back into her stony demeanor. I felt like I’d lost. Lost what, I wasn’t sure, but… something. “It’s not the worst you’ve done.”
“Second-worst?”
“Not even that either. It’s all right.”
I chewed my cheek, feeling myself sinking. “Just all right isn’t going to cut it at the festival. I was hoping for something revolutionary and amazing, like… good or maybe at least not bad.”
“Shoot for the moon, Paige.” She set down her fork. “Relax. You’ve at least improved enough you can actually help in the kitchen. I’ll take the lead, and so long as nobody finds out I’m the one actually cooking, we’ll be all right for the festival.”
“Yeah… I guess so.” I kicked at the pavers. “Just so long as nobody talks to me too much about food.”
“Yeah, well, Laura’s inviting you to do this specifically so she can embarrass you about your inadequacies, so try and keep up, okay?”
The sound of a car pulling up behind me cut me off before I could respond, and I glanced back at where a white sedan pulled up at the edge of the parking lot closest to us. My stomach sank when the driver’s side door opened and Angeline stepped out, wearing a soft floral sundress, big cat-eye sunglasses she slipped off as she hurried towards us, fake smile on full display.
And then just when I’d processed Angeline being here, Madison shifted her chair closer to me and wrapped her arm around my waist, pulling me into her. I let out a nervous squeak, my heart suddenly racing, but her strong arm steadied me before I fell clear out of the chair.
“Just hush and let me handle the talking,” she whispered in my ear, before planting a kiss on my cheek that made me see stars. Coming up the overgrown stone path towards us, Angeline glowered a little, but she resumed the fake smile as she made it to the fence around the patio and leaned in towards us.
“Hey, you two,” she said. “Funny seeing you here. I was just swinging by to check in on the place.”
I frowned, but Madison cut in before I could say anything, thankfully. “I’ll thank you to stay out until we’re done with the place,” she said. “This is our property.”
“Oh, I was just clearing it up for the inspectors, you know? It’s important stuff to know if you want to turn over a dingy old building like this,” she said, gesturing to the restaurant. I got a flush of defensiveness, like I actually was planning on keeping the place and making it mine. “Anyway, it’s nice you’re here. I feel like I never see you around town, Madison. You should come to more events, you know? Just yesterday, Robin and I took some friends to go hiking, and there’s the pub dance tonight… you can’t go missing all the Pride events, especially if you’re planning on making this old place the queer center it used to be.”
“Ugh, I forgot about the damn pub dance,” Madison groaned, rubbing her forehead.
“I like dancing,” I said. The way Madison’s grip tightened on my hip said she was working really hard on not shooting me a dirty look.
“Oh… you can bring her, too,” Angeline said, looking at me like I was an outdated handbag she was trying to figure out how to tell Madison wasn’t a flattering accessory. It wasn’t my first time being looked at like that, but somehow, it wasn’t any more enjoyable this time.
“Of course I’d be bringing her if I went,” Madison said. “She’s the only damn person in this town I like.”
“So romantic, dear,” I said.
“Trust me. It takes a lot of effort to get me to like someone.”
I nudged her with my elbow. “And all it took for me was being really into queer historical romance, huh?”
Madison blinked once at me, and that was when I figured I’d probably chosen the wrong arbitrary book genre for us both to be going for. Angeline shot me a look to make flowers wilt, but she steadied herself with that fake smile again, coming around the fence and looking down at our food.
“Oh, is this for the new menu?” she said, picking up Madison’s fork and taking a piece of the casserole. I wanted to lurch and knock the food from her hand, throw the plates to the ground, anything to keep her from tasting it and finding out I had the blandest possible palate and not the worst you’ve done was all I could aspire to, but she took a big bite and closed her eyes.
“Can I help you?” Madison said.
Angeline was quiet for a minute, just chewing the food, setting the fork back down, before she sighed, a hand to her mouth. “It certainly is… chewy.”
“It’s not for the restaurant menu,” I blurted. “This was just trying something that had been in my granduncle’s notes—a little recipe—but he decided not to use in the end. I agree! Definitely too… chewy.”
She gave me a look like she didn’t know why I was interrupting a conversation between her and Madison. “Oh, so Mister Farrell came up with this?”
“Just standard experimentation,” Madison said coolly. “Don’t worry. I can promise you nothing at the festival will be so bland and tasteless.”
Bland and tasteless. Ugh. I just wanted to melt into the ground and cry. Except if I melted, I probably couldn’t cry anymore. Cry and then melt into the ground?
I’d thought she was being needlessly harsh, but maybe she was actually trying to be nice and it just happened I was a shitty cook. Maybe this whole thing was doomed from the get-go.
“Of course not,” Angeline said with her fake smile on full blast. “No way Mister Farrell’s little grandniece would disappoint us like this. Anyway, do you mind if I check the building? I looked through some old town hall files, and it looked like there were some pretty major code violations with the plumbing here. I’d hate for this place to get fixed up without the proper documentation, so I’ll just make sure that’s all cleared up and get it updated with the town hall.”
God, if the plumbing needed to be redone, this whole place wasn’t even worth the ground it was built on. That would be a contractor job worth a fortune. But Madison spoke up, sitting straighter and saying, “Yes, we mind. We’ll get you the relevant documents once the renovations are done. Now, if you’ll excuse me, we’re going to finish our meal inside, if that’s what it takes to get some damn privacy.”
Angeline frowned. “I’ll leave you to your meal. But… do come around to the pub dance tonight, okay? I’d love to see you there.”
“We will,” I said, getting another tightened grip from Madison. “Um… see you there?”
Maybe I should have just been selling to her. I watched her go with an ache deep in my chest, knowing I was making all the wrong decisions but not knowing how to fix it.
“Guess we’re dancing tonight,” she sighed, turning back to the food. “Fuck me, why are you volunteering us for things like that? I thought we started this whole arrangement to get an excuse to stay out of things like that.”
I chewed my lip, ugly feelings churning in my gut. “You said we should try to get people’s support. Maybe Angeline will be happier with us if we go and participate.”
“She’s going to try hitting on me, and she’s going to insult you to try making you leave, and you’re going to be moping about her insulting you, and I’ll have to try making you feel better.”
“Just trying to make me feel better like when you won’t tell me my food is bland and tasteless?”
It was a needless comment, just trying to make her insult me so I could wallow, but she just sighed. “Look, it isn’t terrible. Don’t tell me we’re spending a whole day whining about this.”
“We’re not,” I sighed, poking at my food. “I’m sorry.”
“We’re not swaying Angeline by just hanging out with her.”
“It’s been working with Frances. I’ve gone gardening with her twice now. I think she’s taking to me.”
“I think you’re clueless and have no idea how to tell when someone is taking to you—”
“Just because I’m not dour and miserable and hating everyone who comes near me doesn’t mean I’m useless and empty-headed, you know,” I said, putting my hands down on the table, an anxious tumbling in my stomach I tried to ignore to look cool. But she just met my gaze with a sly look that made my heart stop, held it for a while, before she went back to her food.
“You should do that more often,” she said.
“Um… pray tell what?”
“Snap and tell off someone who’s pissing you off.”
“Oh, uh—you’re not pissing me off, just—”
“It’s part of the assertive thing. Standing up for yourself looks good.”
I blinked. “So… I don’t get it. You’re always trying to tell me what to do, but you want me to boss you around in return?”
“It’s no fun when you’re weak and helpless.”
I narrowed my eyes a hair. “So you still want to try bossing me around, you just want me to put up a challenge.”
“Precisely.”
I folded my arms. “Are you this difficult with everyone?”
“I am, yes.”
“No wonder your relationships with people are a hot mess.”
A smile played over her lips. “As if you’re one to talk.”
“Okay—fair, but still, you’re supposed to be the one who’s put together between the two of us.”
“Just because you’ve decided you’re helpless and useless.”
“Again with this—” I leaned over the table, planting my hands on the surface. “It’s not just that I’ve decided to have problems.”
“That’s what they all say,” she said. I glowered.
“Dance,” I said. “You. Me. Tonight. I’m going to dance the hell out of you.”
“I don’t think dance is a transitive verb.”
“You can say that,” I said, folding my arms, “but I don’t even know what a transitive verb is, and it doesn’t matter, because I’m going to dance the hell out of you either way. And we’re going to make friends with the rest of the town, whether you like it or not.”
She sighed, putting a hand up. “Far be it from me to try to stop you, dear. Do you know how to dance?”
“I’ve danced in clubs and stuff.”
“That’s not exactly the pub dance scene if you’re…” She shook her head, turning her palms to the sky. “You know? I won’t stop you. I look forward to seeing what that looks like.”



Chapter 12
Yeah, the pub wasn’t much like the club.
Madison hooked her arm under mine before we stepped inside, over creaking wood floorboards that smelled like walnut and hickory, old wood smells. The pub was dark, crowded and loud, with big Pride flags hung on the walls, and I still couldn’t get my head around how many people in here were in queer couples.
Country music blared loud over the speakers, a twangy guitar and soulful vocals, but even with the crowds of people around sitting at tables with big flasks of beer and greasy food, or dancing in small groups or with partners, all I could really notice was Madison’s toned arm looped under mine, pulling me closer into her.
Looking at her out of the corner of my eye, seeing her face in profile as we headed up towards where Samuel was waiting at the bar, she looked almost… happy. I mean, it was subtle—this was Madison we were talking about, after all—but there was a look of contentment on her features that threw me.
Maybe she liked this kind of thing a little more than she let on.
“Hey, you two,” Samuel said, looking up from where he was cleaning down the counter. “Willow Arches’ favorite couple. How are you doing?”
“Good,” I said. “I got bossy and twisted Madison’s arm into coming out here.”
He laughed. “I think you’re probably the strongest woman in Willow Arches. Regular dragon tamer over here. What can I get you two?”
Madison scratched her arm. “Get me a lager.”
I looked around. “I’m not socially obligated to order some fancy wine or something this time, right?”
Samuel winked, turning to the taps and pulling Madison’s beer. “You never have to order something fancy. You ask for chocolate milk and it’s yours.” He set the flask down in front of Madison, rich amber with a tall frothy head, and she took a deep, grateful sip right away.
“Ugh, I needed that. Thanks, Sam.”
“So… can I get a pina colada?” I said.
“All yours,” Samuel said. I squeezed Madison’s arm, leaning into her side.
“Oh my god. I love pina coladas.”
Madison gave me a small, playful smile, but someone bumped into me from behind before she could say anything, and it was Laura’s voice saying, “Oh, sorry Paige!”
Madison’s smile disappeared faster than thin ice in a firestorm. I turned back to where Laura and Frances walked in together, chatting and laughing as they made their way toward the bar.
“Hello, and goodbye,” Madison said, putting a hand on my arm and tugging me away from them, but I resisted.
“Hi, Laura,” I said, putting on my best smile. “Hi, Frances. I’m glad to see you two here.”
Laura gave me an oh-you’re-so-precious patronizing smile, but with Frances, it looked like we’d at least moved past the patronizing fake-smile stage, because she just gave me a wary look. It was Laura who said, “I didn’t think we’d run into you here, Madison. You never liked dancing much.”
Madison gave me one more tug, and when I didn’t follow, she relented with the tiniest little sigh I knew she was working hard on suppressing. “Correct,” she said. “But my girlfriend heard about a dance and refused to acknowledge any possibility other than dancing.”
“Oh, isn’t that sweet,” Laura said. That smile still gave me chills. I didn’t know how she was so good at that smile that was all sunshine and rainbows but just looking at it, you could tell she actually wanted to murder you. Was it a skill you could practice? I pictured her in front of the mirror rehearsing her most pleasantly-evil smile. “You like dancing a lot, Paige?”
“I’m sure,” Frances said, her voice lacking the forced sweetness of Laura’s. “Probably hit up all the clubs in San Francisco.”
“Um… yep, pretty much,” I said. “I’m not very used to pub dancing, but Madison’s here, so I think I can handle anything.”
“Isn’t that cute,” Samuel cut in. “What can I get you two, Laura, Frances?”
“I’ll do a glass of chardonnay, please and thank you,” Laura said, putting down a five on the counter. “Frances—”
“I’ll do a vodka soda,” Frances said, and Laura gave her an odd look. Frances shrugged. “Just feeling something straighter tonight.”
“That’s an odd decision for Pride,” I said, to my surprise as much as anyone else’s. Everybody’s attention fell on me, but the last thing I would have expected, it was Madison who laughed.
“She makes a valid point,” Madison said, looping an arm around my waist. My stomach turned into flutters. “Mixing it up is good. Do you want to grab a table, babe?”
Phew. I was babe. That was… not bad at all, coming from her lips—her lips which were amazing to kiss, I still remembered from that first day here, since I replayed it in my head about every fifteen minutes. “Yeah… sounds good,” I said. “Nice seeing you two, Laura, Frances. You helped organize all this, right? Thanks for putting it together!”
Once we got to a table towards the back, near a square window looking out into a thicket of trees, Madison relaxed a little. “What exactly are you trying to accomplish, sucking up to them like that?”
“I think Frances is coming around,” I said. “Did you see the way she looked at me?”
“Yeah, like you were a dead bug in the punch bowl.”
“Exactly. She’s stopped pretending to be nice. Now I get to see what she’s really thinking.” I sipped my pina colada, sweetness and creaminess and rum-ness and perfection. “Ugh, this is so good. I’m so glad I came. Thanks for joining me, Madison.”
She looked away. “Yeah, yeah. You’re welcome. It’s loud and dirty and we’re not accomplishing anything here.”
“We’re having fun, and that’s enough. Life’s meaningless without a little fun, you know?”
She tipped back a good, long sip of her beer, setting it down with a thud on the coarse-grain wood of the old table. “I don’t know if I see any fun in this,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.
“Then let’s have some fun! C’mon. A little dance with me?”
She rolled her eyes. “Ugh, spare me.”
I batted my eyelashes. “It’s for our image, sweetheart.”
“Kill me now,” she groaned, but she stood up, and just like that, she changed in a blink, her posture straightening, a confident smile on her features as she offered me a hand in what felt like a very knightly posture, offering the fair princess a hand. “May I have this dance, my love?”
My brain turned into wet spaghetti. It took me a second of yanking the pull-start cord trying to get it back online. “Uh—yes. I mean—it would be my honor, m—my love.”
Well, that was smooth as sandpaper. But Madison just smiled a little wider, and when I took her hand, she pulled me onto my feet and tugged me into her, thumping lightly against her chest and feeling the solidity of her muscles as she put a hand on my hip and swayed with me, coming to the floor.
“This is a bit—ballroom,” I said.
“A good slow waltz is the perfect way to warm up.”
“For someone who was just groaning to kill her now, you sure are into this dance.”
She grunted. “I used to dance a lot. Now I think it’s a pointless waste of time and energy, but if it makes you happy.”
I felt something glow in my chest, squeezing her hand. “You rotten little liar,” I said lightly.
“And dare I ask what prompted this comment, dear?”
I dropped my voice to a whisper. “You said you’d make an awful pretend girlfriend.”
“Just because you like dancing that much…”
“It’s not just the dancing. Now, let’s pick up the pace. I don’t do geriatric old-man dances.”
“Geriatric—” She straightened her back, scowling at me. “Are you calling me geriatric right now, Paige Farrell?”
I batted my eyelashes at her. “That was the implication, Madison Hartley.”
“That does it,” she said, stepping back and catching both my hands in hers in a wild rush of movement. “Hope you can keep up, dear.”
I found myself in a breathless rush of a smile. “I can do one thing, at least.”
We danced, and the night was ours.
It was a rush of movement and energy, and sure enough, we did not dance in remotely the same way. I knew I looked like the weird one out, but when I danced, there was nothing left in me to be self-conscious, and all I could see in the world were Madison’s green eyes getting just a bit warmer over the course of a few dances, a few drinks, and a lot of laughing.
“You look like a drunk clown,” she laughed after we sat back down from another dance, half the pub watching us unsubtly from their tables.
“Gee, thanks,” I laughed, reaching across the table and swatting her bicep. Lord, was it ever toned. “So one of us knows how to have fun.”
“You’re such a mess,” she said, eyes sparkling. “Just flailing around, hands going wherever they please, nearly knocking Rachel’s glasses off—”
“Hey, I didn’t touch her! I was careful!”
She leaned across the table, dropping her voice into a low murmur that, combined with her gaze meeting mine, did things to me. “I like seeing you let go a little. You look good not worrying what other people think.”
“Oh, uh—” Suddenly I didn’t know what words were anymore. “I think you look good not thinking about whether I… uh… hold on, that sentence didn’t work.”
She smiled wider, a flash of whites. “Feel free to give it another go, Paige.”
My name had never sounded so good. The deep, throaty murmur combined with the intensity of her eye contact made my name come alive on her lips. “I think you look good having fun, too,” I said, and I decided to push my luck, so I held her gaze firmly and quirked a little smile and said, “Madison.”
She perfectly arched one eyebrow, and ah, it was sexy when she did that. And then she licked her lips, and when I tell you I wasn’t prepared for that—or the way she leaned forwards a little, a gleam in her eyes—
“Oh, Madison,” Angeline’s voice said, and inwardly, I collapsed like a bad souffle, now that I knew what that was. Madison and I glanced over at the same time to see Angeline in a strapless black dress with a little red bow at the neckline that felt a little too cute for her whole personality, but she didn’t seem to even notice I was here. She put her hands on the table next to me and leaned across towards Madison, tilting her chest forward to flaunt her cleavage. I made a note that maybe Madison was weak for cleavage. I had a sweater dress that might do the trick.
“Angeline,” Madison said, her expression snapping back to her icy neutral. “I’ll give you thirty seconds to describe the problem and what I’ll get out of fixing it.”
“I’m so glad you showed up tonight,” Angeline said, completely ignoring her. “It’s been so long since I’ve seen you at one of these! You’ll come dance with me, right? I’ve missed it so much, you know.”
A twinge of something I couldn’t read on Madison’s expression, and something surged inside me. Keeping creepers away from her was my end of the bargain, the only reason I was useful to Madison. I turned to face Angeline, leaning into her field of view.
“I’ll dance with you,” I said, and she looked at me like I’d offered to feed her a fistful of maggots.
“Oh… Peggy,” she said. “I forgot you were here.”
I cleared my throat. “It’s Paige, actually. Yes! I’m here. I don’t know how you missed that. I’ve heard I looked like a drunken clown on the dance floor a second ago.”
“Oh, that’s right,” she said, a twinge of laughter on her expression. “Yes, you almost knocked off poor Rachel’s glasses, come to think of it.”
“Hey—I didn’t touch her. I was careful. All these allegations.”
And then, like I hadn’t said a word, she turned back to Madison. “C’mon, Mads. One little dance won’t kill you. It’s nice to be a part of the community again, isn’t it?”
I cut in again. “Well, I want a dance, so if you’re not dancing with me,” I said, standing up, “then I’m taking my girlfriend back to the floor for another dance. Let’s go, sweetie. I’m up for another clown dance.”
Angeline gave me a withering look. “Sorry, do you mind?” she said. “I’m in the middle of a conversation.”
I blinked. “Um… with my girlfriend, asking her to dance with you, yes.”
She glowered at me for a minute longer before she relented, turning to me with a big fake smile. “Well, I wouldn’t want to keep you feeling left out, would I?” she said, raising her voice back to its regular volume. “Let’s go, Peggy.”
“It’s Paige.”
But she took my hand without giving me a response, and I grunted as she dragged me off towards the floor. I cast one more look back at Madison, and she gave me a sardonic smirk before she mouthed good luck.
“So?” Angeline said in a whisper once she’d pulled me in close to dance. “You’ll sell, right?”
“Oh, um,” I fumbled. “I’m… still trying to decide.”
She glared. I pursed my lips.
“You said I had until the festival. I’m giving you your answer then.”
After another second of slowly moving to a low ballad, she narrowed her eyes another fraction. “What are you and Madison really getting at?”
“Um… love, I guess,” I said. “I mean, the same thing you get at with anyone you love and live with?”
“I know Madison. I don’t buy for a second you two are a real thing.”
My stomach flopped, but I wasn’t about to let the secret drop. “We’re actually two real things. Human beings, actually, specifically.”
“Very funny. Level with me. You two are just a damn fling, aren’t you?”
Oh—that wasn’t as bad as her figuring out what we actually were. Not that I’d been totally sure what we actually were since the moment she kissed me. “We’re not a fling,” I said. “We’re two lovers brought together by a shared interest in queer historical romance, and that’s that.”
She shot me a dirty look. “I know you’re mocking me when you say something like that.”
I blinked. “Uh… am I? I don’t actually see how you’re involved in any part of that.”
“Madison never should have gone with Maya. Even she knew that, but Maya was forceful, and Madison is more helpless than she looks. And if she’s falling back on old patterns by running away with you, then I’m not just going to sit by and let her get hurt like that.”
I cocked my head, giving her an odd smile as we moved, slowly, to the rhythm. Finally, I said, “You just care about her. It’s not about Faux Pas at all for you, is it?”
She wrinkled her nose. “Of course I care about Faux Pas. But only because Madison does. That place healed her after Maya was done ruining her, and she and I are going to run it together.”
There was a wistfulness in the way she talked about it that I only just now placed. I danced in silence with her for a minute before I said, “How long ago were you two together?”
She bristled. “What are you talking about? Acting like you know everything.”
I smiled. “I know pretty close to nothing, actually. I’ve been realizing that ever since I came out here. But I’ve been learning more stuff all the time. Gardening, carpentry, renovations…”
She glared for another minute before she sagged, looking down. “Madison told you?”
“Um, no. She’s never said a word about you. I used to think she hated your guts, but now I think she’s just insecure and doesn’t know what to say. It’s just… the way you talk about her.”
“She never wanted to admit to anyone that we were a couple,” she muttered, looking away. “Very… antisocial. She always said she just wanted to be sure about us before she made it official. But then Maya came in and took her away, and I was a damn fool, because I just let it happen. I figured if she never told anyone about us, then she was never that attached to begin with. But that changes now,” she said, meeting my eyes again with a fiery glare. “I’m not letting another city girl with zero practical sensibilities take her away again. Madison and I are meant to be.”
I pursed my lips. “I’m… sorry you had to deal with that.”
She flinched like I’d hit her. “Don’t patronize me.”
“I, uh, I meant it sincerely. I’m actually really awful at being anything other than sincere. It’s kind of a problem sometimes.” I looked down, watching our feet move in time with the music. “I had something similar happen with this guy I used to be with. He’d say things like that he was so obsessed with me and so in love and how he was the luckiest guy in the world, but his friends thought I was a loser, so he always pretended we were just friends. And even went on dates with other women to keep up the act. And then he slept with one of them. I don’t think that one was just to keep up the act.”
She glowered, but she didn’t say anything. I laughed nervously.
“I, uh, I owe my friend Lizzy. I almost forgave him for it and told him it was no big deal, but I finally spilled to her—I’d never told anyone we were in a relationship, because, you know, he said he wanted it to be kept private, so I wanted to respect that, you know? And she set me straight and told me I was letting the guy use me.” I cast my gaze back across the room to Madison, who, in my absence, had apparently been joined by Samuel, who looked like he was on a break. They looked comfortable together. Happy, even. It was nice to see. “So I broke up with the guy, and he got pissed and spread rumors about me being the one to cheat on him. Most of my other friends decided I was a bitch and stopped talking to me. Lizzy eventually decided I was annoying for completely unrelated reasons and stopped talking to me, too. Um… I guess that’s a little too much information. Point is, I know how much it sucks to feel like you’re just a dirty little secret. I think you’re really mean and scary, but I don’t think you should have to deal with things like that, either.”
“Are you trying to make friends now, or something, Paige?” she said, her voice razor-sharp, her gaze studying.
“I don’t do too well with having enemies, so I think making friends is my default mode. But, um… in this particular case, no, I just thought it sucked you had to deal with that. Not that I’m comparing Madison to my ex-boyfriend, because he sucked, and it was clearly Maya who sucked in Madison’s case. I don’t know why I’m still talking. I think I’m just digging deeper.”
“You’re dodging the subject. You and Madison are just some fling based on convenience. I’m right, aren’t I?”
“Well, no,” I said, technically telling the truth because technically, we weren’t even a fling. “I’m sorry, but I’m not letting you take Madison. I appreciate that you want her to be happy, but I promise I’m going to do my best to make her happy.”
We finished the dance, and we didn’t even get a second after stopping before Laura swept up to us from the side, wearing her predatory smile. “Hi, Angeline. Nice of you to give the new girl some attention.”
“Um… you can address me directly,” I said, giving Laura a strained smile. “Hi, Laura.”
“She’s guarding Madison like a good little watchdog,” Angeline said, and Laura laughed her little condescending laugh.
“Well, knowing Madison, I’m sure she’s trained her well,” she said, and I bristled.
“I’m not a dog,” I said, and Laura looked me over, eyebrows arched.
“Yes… probably more like a flighty little rabbit,” she said.
“Skittish and frantic enough for the part,” Angeline said, and I shrank into myself, but it was an unexpected voice coming to my defense.
“Give the girl some space,” Frances said, stepping up to Laura’s side with a martini, and Laura and Angeline both gave her incredulous looks. She ignored them, giving me a wry smile instead. “These two will hold you up forever. Your girlfriend’s probably assumed you’ve gotten lost in a flowerbed again.”
“Oh—yeah, she probably has,” I laughed, a nervous energy bouncing around in my stomach. “Thanks, Frances. Are you having a good time here tonight?”
She shrugged, taking a sip of her drink. “It’s a nice ambiance. I wanted to do bowling, though.”
“Oh, I’ve always wanted to try,” I said, perking up. “Let’s do that soon.”
She shook her head, a strange smile on her face. “You are the most bizarre person, Paige. I’ll let you know. Go on back to your girlfriend, now.”
“Will do. I miss her face. She’s really pretty. Hope I can see you for bowling soon,” I said, slipping away with a lightness in my step.
She liked me, too. She just wasn’t ready to admit to it yet.
Maybe I wasn’t half bad after all.



Chapter 13
“Enjoyed your dance with the queen of the darkness over there?” Madison said, knocking back the last of her beer as I took a seat next to her.
“I did. I think we had a nice bonding experience.” I took another sip of my pina colada—my second one, to be specific—and I set it down with a satisfied sigh, smiling at Samuel. “This is so good. You’re, like, some kind of wizard. A wizard of alcohol. A booze sorcerer.”
“I think I’ll put booze sorcerer on my resume,” he said, standing up. “I probably need to get back to work now, before Henry gets grumpy. Nice chatting, though, Maddie. I’m glad to see you at events like this again.”
“I’m not Maddie,” she called after him as he headed off for the bar, grabbing an apron on the way. Still, despite the name slight, she looked happy, carefree and light even with the environs. I gestured to her stein.
“Do you want another?”
“I think I’m all set. I’d like to head home soon.” She folded her arms on the table, leaning in towards me. “So, bonding experience, huh?”
“Yeah, she told me how she, uh…” I blanked. “Um, she, uh… likes… uh… p-pottery.”
“Does she.”
I chewed my lip. “Something… like that… I think.”
“God, you could use some work on your lying.”
I cleared my throat. “Maybe we can talk more about it after we get home.”
“Sounds good. Finish your drink and we can go.”
Her demeanor had frosted up a little again, and I felt a flush of guilt knowing it was my misstep talking about Angeline that did it. I knew I had to bring things up, but… the question was how to do it in a way that wouldn’t make her hate me, because I was really insecure and constantly terrified of making people hate me.
I knocked back the rest of my drink quickly, and Madison stood up, but I caught her by the hand and rose with her.
“Hey—just one more dance first? Before we go? Pretty pretty please with two cherries and a piece of cake on top?”
“A bit excessive there, don’t you think?”
I squeezed her hand. “I’m nothing if not excessive. I just want to show everyone that you’re mine.” I paused. “I mean—you know, put on the show and… all that.”
She met my gaze and held it, and I forgot how to breathe. Just the intensity of her stare, eyes like green fire melting through me—I wondered how obvious it was that I had a crush on her. Wondered how long she’d already known about it. And after the flirting earlier today, I wondered what exactly she was going to do with it.
I’d heard I could use work on my lying, after all.
“Good idea,” she said, finally, taking my hand and pulling me in close. I let out a squeak, but I fell willingly into her, hand falling to the firm muscles of her side. “One more dance for the night.”
We danced through the floor, taking center stage as people laughed around us and made little comments to Madison—usually about us, which blew my mind. Madison laughed them all off in turn, greeting people back by name, and I swear, she looked so alive when she was surrounded by people like this. I couldn’t make heads or tails of this woman.
Halfway through, I spotted Laura and Frances by the bar both looking at us, and I gave them a quick wave. Laura gave me a patronizing smile back, but Frances just rolled her eyes, and that was genuine enough it meant the world.
“Let’s go faster,” I said, tugging on Madison’s hands. “I’m missing my drunken clown dance.”
Her smile lit up like a bonfire on a chilly night. “You are such a handful,” she said. “Sure, if you still have the energy to keep up.”
I did, somewhere in me, somehow. We moved until I forgot the rest of the world existed, and it was just me and her in the moment, feeling the music deep in my bones, until we came to a stop with a dramatic finish of the song and I was there in Madison’s arms in the center of the floor, everyone looking at the two of us.
“Not bad,” she said, in that moment where time stood still.
“One day, I’m going to rise above the level of not bad,” I said. “Just you wait. One day I’ll even make it to decent.”
She grinned, and then she kissed me.
It hit me like a train, even though it wasn’t our first kiss. Her lips crashed into mine, and I felt myself reeling from the heat of her against me, the strength of her arms holding me there. I let my hands drop to her sides, holding her as I kissed her back, and I swear this did not feel like that first day when she’d kissed me just to make the society girls cringe.
I hadn’t even felt a little buzz from the two drinks, but when we pulled away from the kiss, I was left feeling fuzzy-headed drunk, a breathless feeling in my chest as her gaze held mine.
“I think you’re already decent at kissing,” she said, finally. “So congratulations. Any next goals?”
“Oh, amazing,” I laughed, a nervous and wild laugh. “Um… maybe make it to fine, I guess?”
“I think you’ll make it.” She planted another quick kiss against my lips, and it left me spinning. When we headed out of the pub together, arm in arm into the warm night aglow with the light of fireflies and a million stars, Samuel waved from behind the bar and told us he'd see us again soon, and I was feeling pretty good about dragging Madison to something else again soon.
I mean, when she looked this happy and satisfied, why wouldn’t I?
When we got back into her car, she turned the radio on, and another soulful love song filled the car as she pulled out down a rough-paved path and onto a road.
“You’re fine at dancing, after all, I guess,” she said, after a minute.
“Okay, now you’re flattering me,” I laughed. “Next you’ll be telling me I’m pretty good on a good day, maybe.”
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she said, pulling off onto a side road through a field instead of on the usual path towards her house. I looked around, watching the occasional streetlight over the road, like little stars guiding the way. Against the backdrop of a warm, clear night, it was worlds too romantic.
“Taking me out to a field to murder me now?”
“You have an active imagination, huh?”
“Frances said the same thing. In response to the same thing, more or less, actually. I just think getting murdered in a field of plants is scary, because then your body fertilizes the plants, and so it’s like they eat your body and then these carnivorous human-eating plants will end up in people’s homes and they’ll eat cakes made from flour made from wheat that ate my—”
“Paige.”
“I just think about these things too much.”
“I can tell.” But she had a smile on her face, so I relaxed and trusted she wasn’t about to murder me.
“Did you have fun tonight?”
“Pain in the ass,” she said, still smiling. I narrowed my eyes.
“You don’t know how to admit to liking something, do you?”
“Not enough things that I like for me to get the practice,” she said. “But it at least wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”
I hummed to myself, relaxing in my seat and watching the field roll by outside. “Sounds to me like you loved it.”
“Sounds to me like you’re already invested in me having loved it. I’m just glad you managed to get out of Angeline’s clutches. Really thought she’d send you off crying.”
I straightened my back. “I’m not a child, Madison. Besides, Frances stuck up for me.”
She shot me a look. “Frances did what?”
“She stuck up for me. Laura and Angeline were laughing at me together and she stepped in and told them to give me some space. And we even decided we should go bowling together! I can’t wait. I’ve never gone bowling before.”
She pulled off to the side, onto a dirt road and up a hill, and we crested the top of the hill and came to the most mind-blowingly glorious view I’d seen in my life. The hill dropped down ahead of us and into a sweeping vista, rolling green fields barely lit by moonlight, a lake not too far away that sparkled in the light of the fireflies, small houses dotting the landscape with their lights on like lanterns floating in a sea of green. She parked the car and lowered the windows, and I wasted no time in leaning out to stare.
“Oh my god. It’s beautiful.”
“This spot is right on the way from the pub back to my place, so I figured we might as well check it out,” she said. “Not bad, right?”
“Um—even for your standards, this has got to be levels higher than not bad. Oh my god. Look at it.”
“I am looking. I’m the one who drove us here.”
“Yeah, but like… look at it. Oh, wow. I don’t know how you don’t just spend all your time up here just… staring at it all.”
“Used to come here pretty often,” she mumbled, and I stopped, the apprehension in her voice saying everything.
A lot of things used to be different for her, it seemed like. Used to be really engaged in the town. Used to head to all the events, used to know everyone, used to come out here just to enjoy the view on a beautiful night. And then Maya took her away.
I could see why the society girls hated me. At first blush, I probably seemed a lot like Maya, and frankly, right now, I couldn’t stand the girl, either.
But I couldn’t say all that kind of thing to Madison. When she was easing herself so slowly, so carefully out of this shell of hers, I couldn’t startle her back in. So I just said, quietly, only a whisper, “Thank you for bringing me. I don’t think I’ll ever forget this.”
After a moment’s pause, she said, “Sounds like your gardening hasn’t been useless, after all. You and Frances are best friends now, huh?”
“Oh—” I looked back at her. She looked so… mesmerizing in the pale light of the moon, lit in triangles over her cheekbones, casting shadows across her face. “I wouldn’t go that far. She rolls her eyes at me and tells me I’m useless. But I think that’s progress, because now she tells it to my face instead of hiding behind a barrier.”
“Your idea of progress is ludicrous.”
I laughed. “I know.”
She put her hand on my arm, and my heart fluttered into my mouth. Her eyes met mine with the most intense fire in them when she said, “Maybe you’re not doing too bad after all.”
“Y-yeah?” That didn’t come out sounding as cool as I’d hoped. My heart was racing.
“I think I’m ready to answer you,” she said. “I think this is worth your time. I’ll bet you can make Faux Pas work.”
“Faux Pas—what? What’d I do?”
A smile tugged at her lips. I remembered with a flush of embarrassment.
“Oh. Right. The restaurant. Yeah, I can—do that. I mean, the restaurant—cooking in the—oh, god, we have the catering soon. Laura’s going to—”
“Paige.”
“Y-yes?”
She kissed me.
She kissed me, and wow, I couldn’t make sense of this, or anything, and—
I let out a tiny noise against her lips when she leaned across the center console and captured me in a kiss, the soft heat of her lips pressing up against mine. Her hand slipped to the back of my head, and I froze, my mind working uselessly like a wheel spinning out. There was definitely no one here but the two of us, definitely no one watching, and—
Oh, jeez, I wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. I closed my eyes and I kissed her back, luxuriating in the softness of her lips on mine. The music played softly through the car and mixed with the sounds of nature coming in through the window, the warm nighttime air smelled sweet and brisk, and I felt a low wind stirring my hairs at the back of my head alongside Madison’s fingers.
Oh, sweet lord, she knew how to kiss. She moved slowly, nipping at my bottom lip, brushing her lips along mine. I felt her tongue dart out along the shape of my mouth, and her fingers dragging down my back—I think I might have fainted. Maybe just died. And then my body would fertilize the wheat.
I made a nervous laugh against her lips, and that was when she pulled back, a playful smile on her features. “Doing okay there, Paige?”
“Doing—I’m doing so much all right.” My voice was an octave too high and that wasn’t a grammatical sentence. “I’m doing the most—with the whole—everything.”
“The whole everything.”
“I’m doing.”
She laughed. “Should I stop?”
“No,” I said, maybe a little too quickly. “No, I’m doing—good—great. Doing great. Go again?”
“Go again,” she said, brushing her thumb along my lower lip. It gave my goosebumps goosebumps. “Sounds good.”
We went again. It was as great as it sounded and so much more.
I lost track of time in that moment, just kissing her, feeling her hands traveling over my body. My hands touching hers, too, tentatively—exploring the firm musculature there. We kept going like that for an eternity before she turned back to the car, putting it in reverse, stopping as suddenly as we’d started, and the whiplash almost killed me.
“Um—what are you—”
“Relax. I’m turning around.”
“But I like this view.”
“Just trust me.”
Once she had the truck turned around, she shut off the engine and stepped out of the car, opening the backseat as I climbed out after her. She pulled a blanket roll from the floor in the back, rolled it out in the flatbed of her pickup, and she’d barely finished before she turned back and pulled me into another kiss, sending my thoughts scattering like dropped cards. A minute later, we were spread out on the bedroll in the back of her truck, the back down to give us a clear view of what looked like the entire world sprawling out below us, and she pinned me down beneath her and pressed another kiss against my lips.
I was completely gone. How was she this good? And this obscenely sexy? My whole body tingled just with the way she pinned me down, and her kissing grew hotter, more fiery now. I felt my entire everything burn as her tongue slipped inside my mouth, teasing around mine, and then down my neck, placing one kiss on my collar.
“Um—” I started, my whole body burning with equal parts self-consciousness and really really needing her. “What—exactly is the agenda out here?”
I was good at putting my foot in my mouth, but I’d never managed to a level like this before, where I was just about choking on my thigh. But Madison just quirked a smile at me, one eyebrow raised.
“I have a hard time resisting you,” she said, her voice husky. “And you’re difficult, but I like that about you. I’ve been thinking about this for a bit now. I’d like to have sex with you.”
Well, that was direct. And somehow simultaneously obvious and the last thing I’d have ever expected. My brain blew out like an overloaded circuit, and it took me a minute to flip the circuit back online. “I—I—uh—well, that’s—er, I’d—”
“You don’t have to,” she laughed, propping herself up over me, and how did she look so… comfortable? If I’d asked someone for sex and the answer wasn’t instantly yes then I’d have died of shame. Or maybe she just didn’t mind that much if I said no?
I was not letting self-deprecating thoughts get in the way right now. I would do the self-deprecating thoughts later.
“I—would love to,” I breathed. “I just can’t believe…”
She arched her eyebrows. “You’re a lot sexier than you think, Paige. You can believe it.”
“No, I mean—well, also that, but I mean I can’t believe you have the energy. You were fixing things all day, and then dancing all night, and now—”
She kissed me. It was only after a long, deliriously hot kiss that she pulled away, her eyes smoldering with desire, and she said, “And waiting for this the whole while.”
“Wow. That’s—hot.”
She bit her lip, smiling wider. “You’ve been getting better at standing up for yourself. It’s sexier than you realize. Now, take off the dress.”
She slipped her hands down my sides, taking the hem of my dress and hiking it up slowly past my waist, over my breasts. My heart pounded as she pulled it up over my head and dropped it next to us, and her touch was electric as she trailed her fingers down my front. When the dexterous touch of her fingertips met the band of my panties, I bit back on a groan, struggling to keep quiet, and she let out a throaty laugh.
“There’s no one around for miles, Paige,” she murmured. “No need to be quiet.”
I didn’t have words for that. What on earth were words? I just bit my lip and nodded, and I sank against the back of the cabin as she caressed my body. She was so delicate—so much more so than the strength of her body and the intensity she carried herself looked like—and the way she touched me like a precious object, the reverence in her fingers, it left me feeling lightheaded even before she captured me in another kiss.
It got intense before long. I unbuttoned her shirt, my hands shaking like it was my first time, and then looking absolutely enchanting silhouetted in the moonlight with her shirt open, she gazed into my eyes while she slipped her hand under my panties, meeting the spot where I was aching for her.
It was hard to let go when I felt like my whole existence right now hinged on her thinking highly of me, but when her fingers traced lightly over my clit, over where I was most desperate for her, I couldn’t do anything other than melt under her. I slipped my hands under her shirt, just feeling the tight muscles of her sides firm under my fingertips, and I gasped with every little motion she made against me.
I’d never had sex outside before. Never had sex in a car before. Also, no offense to my previous partners, but I’d never had sex with anyone so gorgeous before. It was a lightheaded rush as my hands explored her body and her fingers caressed my center, my head spinning at how this was actually happening. Good time for firsts. Great time for firsts.
I knew even before I was getting close that I wouldn’t last long, but it felt all too soon I was arching my back underneath her, gasping her name in short, broken bursts. She bit her lip, eyes burning as she nodded, and with that, I gave in, collapsing under her and letting myself go over the edge.
I let out a long cry as my senses all melted into bliss, and I just reveled in the sensation of Madison—gorgeous, sexy, and incredible Madison Hartley—carrying me over the edge with that skillful touch. It was beautiful, perfect, and it was everything, and for a moment, it felt like there was no boundary between me and her and the rest of the universe—like we were one, and I didn’t know if I’d be able to breathe without her.
When I found my wits again, the first real thought I had was I hope there really is no one around for miles, because I’d been… loud.
“God, you look good like that,” she murmured, her voice warm and silky like molten caramel.
“I think I probably look good like I’m like it’s… uh…” I laughed breathlessly. “I don’t know what that was supposed to be.”
“Words are hard when you’re like this. Take your time.”
“Words are always hard for me.” I bit my lip. “Madison, that was…”
“I knew you’d be good,” she said, a smile playing on her lips. “Up for me to take a turn?”
I blinked fast. “Uh… um. You could take a dozen turns if you want to.”
She bit her lip. “I don’t know about a dozen, but I also don’t know about just one.”
Well, apparently I’d had one too many pina coladas, because apparently, I’d passed out at the pub and was just having an incredible wet dream, because that was the only explanation for this. But I was going to enjoy the hell out of this wet dream.



Chapter 14
So, it wasn’t a wet dream. That much only finally sank in once I was back at Madison’s house, lying in my loft bed and staring out the window, watching the same stars that I’d watched with Madison in her truck earlier after we’d finished: this was actually a real thing that happened, and that was confusing for too many reasons.
One of which being that we acted like it was a dream. She didn’t talk about what happened next, or what we were, or—
I mean, I knew what we were. Unfortunately, now Angeline was right, now that we had risen to the level of being a fling. I was only here through Pride, and the moment June ended, I’d be selling the restaurant and going home. And that was just if all went well. It wasn’t like we had a relationship.
But I was looking on the bright side. Maybe I’d get to kiss Madison again. Maybe we could even have sex again. But even if we never did either one, the rest of my life was going to be amazing just knowing I’d had that experience at least once.
But that didn’t stop me, in the morning, after my two-minute shower, from putting on the sweater dress that showed my cleavage best. And when Madison met me in the kitchen looking like a lesbian dream wearing flannel and jeans, her eyes flicked down to my chest before back up to my face, and mentally, I high-fived myself.
“Morning,” she said. “What are we having today?”
“Chocolate chip waffles with whipped cream.”
She raised her eyebrows, heading for the coffee pot. “You certainly had that answer prepared. And a luxurious answer it is.”
I shrugged, doing a bad job of looking nonchalant. “I guess I’m just feeling celebratory today. I can make your coffee. Why don’t you sit down and let me pamper you just a little bit?”
She gave me a sidelong smile that turned me into a giddy teenage girl. “Just remember to take out the old grounds this time before you put the new ones.”
“I… remember,” I laughed nervously. “Yeah. Sorry that happened. Learning experience. I’m learning, right?”
“Just a learning machine over here,” she said, turning back towards her bedroom. “Well, I’ll take a shower then. Thanks for the pampering.”
I watched her go, and it was only once she was around the corner I got a shiver down my spine.
God, she was sexy.
Wonder of wonders, I managed to make breakfast properly even when I was giddy thinking about last night, and I might have even gone so far as to say the waffles looked good when Madison got back.
“Hey, not bad,” she said, taking her seat across from me. I straightened my back.
“Is this not bad like the view last night?”
She arched one eyebrow precisely, holding my gaze while she took a bite of waffle. It was only after finishing it that she said, “Depends on what you mean. I had a spectacular view last night.”
“Uh—” I fumbled with my fork, dropping it on the waffles. So much for being cool. My face felt like I was standing in front of an oven. “The view was… what I had, a spectacular—it was spectacular to view—you’re the—I give up.”
She laughed lightly. “It’s pretty good. Thanks, Paige. Emotionally ready for catering tomorrow?”
“No. I’ve never in my life been emotionally ready for anything. But I’m going to give it my very best try.”
“Guess that’s all any of us can do. Regardless, you’ll be fine. Just let me lead in the kitchen and I’ll make sure things get taken care of. And don’t fumble it at the festival by letting it slip I did all the work.”
“I, uh… I won’t. I’ll be good.”
“Good at lying?”
“No, definitely not that. But good at changing the subject any time it comes up.”
“Very subtle, Paige. But I guess that’s all we can ask for.” She set down her cutlery, expression turning serious. “So, mind explaining now what actually happened with you and Angeline last night?”
“Angeline?” It took me a second to remember who that was. “Oh. Angeline. Her. Right. Yeah. The, uh… pottery girl.”
“She doesn’t do pottery.”
“So she doesn’t.” I rubbed my forehead. “She was just… trying to intimidate me and convince me to leave you, I guess. Saying you belonged with her. Um… it kind of came up that you were together once.”
That was the wrong thing to say. She stiffened, an anxious look in her eyes, antsy. My stomach dropped, but she spoke before I could walk it back. “She said that?”
“No, well—yes, but no—I mean—” I fumbled. “I just guessed it. It was just the way she talked about you, it sounded like you’d been together, so I asked, and she tried to deny it, but—well, I can be persistent when I’m asking something—”
“I will grant you that.”
“And she admitted you’d been together. And that she regretted letting you go.” Looking at Madison’s stony expression, my throat felt like it was coated in ash, and I looked down. “I’m sorry. I’m sure you don’t want to talk about it. I can change the subject.”
She sighed heavy and hard, looking out the window at where little rain droplets spattered down across the glass. “No, it’s… whatever. Yes, she and I used to date. I was insecure and worried about what people would say, so we kept it quiet. And then I left her. For Maya. I’m not proud of any of it. Any questions?”
I chewed my lip. “Um… that’s a loaded question. I feel like I’m not allowed to ask questions.”
“Ask whatever,” she said, her voice gruff, still avoiding looking at me. “I reserve the right to not answer.”
“Okay. This feels like a trap, but I’ll step on it anyway. Did you actually like her? She seems like the type to try pushing you into being with her no matter what you actually want. You know, based on her trying to do that now.”
She let out a long-suffering sigh. “It wasn’t like she forced me into it. I liked her.”
“But not anymore.”
“She was a different person then.”
I scratched my hand. “Okay, this is the real question I’m worried about. Why did you want to keep it secret? I figured it was just because you weren’t actually enthusiastic about the relationship…”
She sighed even harder this time, rubbing her forehead. “I need you to understand this was seven years ago. I was twenty-two and a shitty person.”
I stared for a while before, finally, I nodded. “Okay. I promise I won’t judge you for it. I was a different person seven years ago too. I hadn’t even finished college.”
She pursed her lips. “Angeline was a bit of a social pariah then. And I didn’t want to be… tarnished by association.”
I blinked fast. “Angeline was? The leader of the Angry Lesbians Club?”
“You know, they don’t actually call themselves that.” She took a moody sip of her coffee, looking more troubled than I think I’d ever seen her. “Her father was a rotten man. He came to Willow Arches to work for the mayor, but it got out before long he was stealing money from the public treasury. He left, but Angeline had a job here, so she stayed. And took the brunt of everyone’s anger, since her father wasn’t around for them to take it out on. The story got twisted in the telling, and eventually most people were convinced Angeline had taken part in the fraud, too.”
I chewed my cheek, poking at my food. “That’s awful.”
“Yeah. And I liked her, but I didn’t want to be associated with her.” She looked away, her expression turning distant, a glazed-over look in her eyes. “And I left her. For Maya. And that was that.”
I reached across the table and laid a hand on her arm. “I don’t blame you for it. We were all young and silly then.”
She shook her head, a bitter look on her face. “I don’t need patronizing reassurances.”
It hurt like a blow to the chest, but I drew my lips tight. “Madison, I’m not being patronizing. Do you really think I even know how to be patronizing?”
She sighed, rubbing her forehead. “Yeah, fair point. No, you’re right. I know. I’m sorry. I’m just… bad at talking about this.”
I came down from the tension with a rush, like coming out of a run. I wasn’t used to standing up for myself, even just a little bit like that. I didn’t know it could help someone else, too. How about that? “It’s okay that you are,” I said, softly. “And it’s okay if you don’t want to, but I’m also safe to tell about whatever you need to get off your chest. I mean—I’m only here so long anyway, right?”
She pursed her lips, but she didn’t say anything. After the longest silence, she spoke in a soft voice, looking past me. “So, after all that, I guess I pushed Angeline past the breaking point. She ended up obsessed with status. Became a professional suck-up, kissed asses all the way to the top of the society, and one way or another, she turned her fortunes around. And apparently she still wants me.”
I chewed my lip. “But you don’t want her.”
She sighed so hard it was like something in her broke. “No. But I still feel like shit for how things went. And she’s turned into a vengeful little harpy, so I don’t think there’s anything I can do to make it up to her, because she’ll never be happy unless she gets her claws fully in me this time. And I don’t know what to do. I still have her books, and I don’t want them, but I feel bad about getting rid of them.”
I paused. “What books?”
She gave me an odd look. “You don’t know?”
“Um, no. General rule of thumb, I don’t ever know what’s going on.”
She took an absentminded bite of her food, looking back to the window. “She’s an author. Queer historical romance. I thought that was why you brought it up.”
“Oh.” I blinked. “No, I just… like queer historical romance. That explains why she said I was mocking her.” I lurched suddenly forward. “Are you kidding me? What’s her penname?”
“Sylvia Andrews.”
“Oh my god.” I clasped my hands over my mouth. “I’ve read one of her books, too! I need to go tell her I’m a fan.”
She rubbed her forehead. “What are you, a puppy? She wants to see you strung up.”
I folded my arms. “That’s okay. I’d probably resent someone too if they were dating the person I’d been carrying the torch for. I mean—if I thought they were, anyway. But I want her to at least know she’s a good writer.”
“God, you’re hopeless,” she sighed, shaking her head.
I stuck out my tongue. “Maybe. But I’ve heard I do have a fighting chance at making Faux Pas work.”
“Touché.” She took another bite of the food. “And the waffles aren’t bad. Thanks, Paige.”
“You are so welcome. And I even cleaned out the coffee grounds first!”
“Revolutionary.”
“I know, right?”
I really wondered what we had. Had last night just been a dream after all? I couldn’t deal with having sex with an incredibly sexy and gorgeous woman like her, waking up the next morning to share waffles, and just… not talking about it. I wanted to lunge across the table, probably spill our coffee everywhere, and kiss her like there was no tomorrow. And maybe she could take me against the table.
Slow your roll, Paige. Waffles were no meal to get horny over.
Whatever this was, I knew there was no use trying to push Madison for answers. I’d only scare the poor woman, who, despite all appearances, was really a delicate flower just following the sun even when it wasn’t there in the sky.
And just like she was taking care of me, I was going to do the best I could to take care of her, too.
“So, plans for today?” I said, perking up in my seat.
She gave me a wry smile. “That’d be outfitting the truck to deliver catering. How are you feeling for manual labor?”
“Um… bad. Same as usual.”
“Well, that’s what learning’s for,” she said, taking a long sip of coffee. “Tomorrow’s a big day. We’ll try to finish early and get some rest.”
“Oh, so like, twelve hours of manual labor instead of sixteen.”
She smiled wider. “Might even be sweet on you and cut it to eleven and a half.”
I put a hand to my chest. “Madison. You know how to make a girl swoon.”
She slid her chair closer to me, and then like it was the most normal thing to do, she took the neckline of my dress between two fingers and tugged me towards her. My whole body lit up in an instant, my mind turned to mush, and Madison’s smile turned into a playful smirk. “I know,” she said, her voice low and murky.
Okay. Maybe waffles were a good meal to get horny over. “I know you—uh—know how to—make me want to make you… uh… you’re hot.”
Her smile widened again, the apprehension from the conversation earlier finally melting out of her eyes. “Cutting to the chase. I like that.”
“If you like cutting to the chase, then, um… take my dress off.”
That was probably the gutsiest thing I’d ever said, and probably the gutsiest thing I ever would. But the look on her face, the way she bit her lip and raked her gaze down my body, said it worked. “Definitely like that,” she said, and she kissed me, and—yeah, I liked cutting to the chase, too.



Chapter 15
I sat down on the dirt, dropping the shelf next to me. “I can’t,” I wheezed, my arms feeling like molten lead. “Give me two minutes. Actually, two hours. A week. A year. I’ll never recover.”
Madison crouched down next to me, a bottle of water in hand. “Hang in there just a little longer. We’re almost done.”
Was having sex with her earlier a bad idea? I’d worn myself out long before we came out here to the beating heat of the mid-June sun, parked at the back of the restaurant, hauling things back and forth.
But one look at her confirmed that no matter how much I was dying right now, sex with her had not been a bad idea. I didn’t think sex with her was physically capable of being a bad idea.
“I will be much more capable of hanging in there once I’ve had a minute to recover,” I said, taking the water bottle and downing maybe a quarter of it in one go.
“And by a minute, you mean a year.”
“See, you’re a quick study.”
“You’re not the only learning machine around here.” She sat on the dirt patch next to me, wiping her brow with the sleeve of her loose canvas-type shirt, barely looking like she’d exerted herself at all. The air was muggy and heavy with warmth, and the shrill of cicadas rang from the woods nearby, but Madison could probably have kept going all day. I squinted at her.
“How do you have so much stamina?” I said, and she gave me a sidelong look.
“You had some stamina yourself this morning.”
I flushed. “I—had a worthy cause to exert myself for.”
A smile played over her lips. “Hey, fair enough. We adapt, you know. It’s not that I’m just better at pushing myself, I’m just used to doing this kind of thing. If I went as close to my limit as you are to yours, I’d be just as exhausted.”
“I don’t think I can even picture you sitting down on the ground looking dead like this.”
“You should see me after the run,” she laughed, taking the water bottle from me and drinking some. I definitely watched her lips touch the same spot mine had. “There’s a charity run in July. I always participate, just because I believe in the cause, but I’m more of an upper-body-strength kind of person, not a runner. By the time I get to the end, I look like I need a stretcher.”
“I mean, you say that, but I don’t think I’d even get out of view of the starting line before I actually did need a stretcher.”
She laughed again, taking another sip of water. How did someone look sexy drinking water? I’d never known before people could do that. “Well,” she said, “I won’t make you participate. Although a little cardio’s good for you.”
“Um.” I pursed my lips. “You said it’s in July, right?”
She stiffened, expression tightening. “Oh. Right. You’re not going to be around.”
“Lucky me,” I mumbled, looking away, suddenly not feeling all that lucky about it. Not that I wanted to run—let me make it abundantly clear I did not want to run—but because she was here, and I was getting more and more attached. Especially the more I got to catch her smiling and laughing these days.
Somehow, I doubted she’d actually want that long-distance relationship with a hopeless nerd in San Francisco. But I’d take the fling.
“I’m sure you’d do okay,” she said. “You could be in the rest station, hand out water to people running past. I’m sure getting to see a pretty girl cheering people on would encourage them to run.”
I raised my eyebrows at her, taking the water. “I think that’s the closest you’ve gotten to complimenting me outright.”
She spoke right as I was taking a sip of water. “I do prefer to sleep with attractive women,” she said, and I choked on the water, sloshing it down my front. She arched an eyebrow at me. “Ah. Navy blue today.”
I crossed my arms over my chest. “Oh my god. You’re doing that on purpose.”
“So sue me. I want to see how many times I can catch sight of your bra in one month.” She looked away again, and again, I felt colder at the reminder of our expiration date.
“You know, you can just ask.”
“Touché.” She pushed herself back up to her feet, looking at where the truck was nearly finished getting outfitted with warming stations, apparently a necessity to transport the food tomorrow. “I think I can actually finish this myself,” she said. “If you need to rest for a year, you should start now. Tomorrow’s going to be busy.”
“Oh, uh…” I blanked, suddenly feeling miles away from her.
“Don’t think I’m going soft,” she said, a glance back over her shoulder at me. “I just know you’re fragile, and I’d rather get your best effort tomorrow than today.”
“Um… all right,” I said, scratching my arm. Normally I’d be ecstatic to be finished early with hard labor in the sun, but now it just felt like Madison was telling me to get lost. It was tempting to retreat back into myself and go meek, make myself disappear, but I knew I’d regret that forever, if I really did only get so many days with Madison, so I made myself speak again. “Let’s go out somewhere for dinner tonight. I want to, uh—see more of the town. And, you know—let people see more of us together.”
She paused, studying me, and I had to do everything in my power to not run away. I was rewarded, though, when finally, she gave me a wry smile. “You just want to dance again somewhere—”
“Yep.”
“Heaven help me with this one.” She turned back to the car. “Sure thing. You can take your own car back, just be at the house at six so we can head out.”
I felt like I could have danced and twirled and spun and sang the whole way back to my car from there. I knew it wasn’t a real date, but… it felt like a date, so sue me if I was happy about it.
My own car had sat at Faux Pas almost a week without me using it now, since I was usually in the passenger side of Madison’s car, but it was nice being back in mine again. I blasted the AC and my Demi Lovato playlist, and I toured the town until I found myself slowing down in front of a kitschy little café called Seven Seas, dressed up in a tacky nautical theme, and I caught sight of Angeline sitting at an outdoor table under a blue-and-white striped umbrella.
Maybe I was being too gutsy now, but fortune favored the bold, and Madison liked me being gutsy, so I pulled into a parking spot to the side of the café and did my makeup in the vanity mirror before I stepped out into the sunshine and made my way into the café.
And then I got hit with the absolute last sight I ever would have expected, because of all the people in the world it could have been, it was Laura of the Angry Lesbians Club behind the counter, and she’d just finished handing an old lady a coffee with a smile when I stepped in. “Here you go, Mrs. Whitaker,” she said. “Tell your wife I said hi, okay? And that I have everything crossed the painting project works out.”
“You’re sweet, Laura,” the old woman said, taking the coffee and turning back towards the door. “I’ll pass it along. See you at the festival tomorrow.”
“See you at…” Laura turned to follow her, and turned to ice at the sight of me there in the doorway. She stared at me for a second before she gave me one of her practiced I’m-smiling-because-I’m-thinking-about-cutting-you-up smiles. “Well,” she said. “If it isn’t Willow Arches’ newest sapphic.”
“Hi,” I said. “Um… I was going to order a cappuccino or something, but I think you might spit in it.”
She put on a fake frown, all puffy and puppy-dog eyes. “I wouldn’t dream of doing something like that to you, Paige. You’re a valued member of the community. We’re not like San Francisco. We take our community seriously.”
I scratched my head. “Well, it’s an open bar, so I guess I’ll see if you spit in it. I’ll do a cappuccino, please?”
She started a cappuccino. She didn’t even spit in it. Probably because I’d called her out.
“I’m surprised you’re out here,” she said, venom in her voice. “You know, Peter and Wallace, the two husbands who always do the festival catering—they’d be starting the preparations right now.”
“Oh, uh… Madison and I just finished our preparations,” I said, leaving out that I’d done next to nothing to help. “So here I am. Just getting a midday coffee and saying hi to Angeline before Madison and I have a date tonight.”
Her smile turned eviler. I didn’t know there was room for eviler in her smile. “Well, isn’t that sweet. I’m sure Angeline will be just delighted to see you.”
“Um—no, I don’t think she will, unless she has a knife and an alibi. But I found out about her books, so I wanted to go tell her I love them.”
She frowned. “What books are you talking about?”
Oh. Oh. People didn’t know she was an author. I didn’t know why, but I wasn’t about to blab on her. “Uh—she did some bookbinding once! And… she’d, uh, sold them to Madison. I spotted them at her place and they were really pretty, so I wanted to go… pass on some compliments. Hey, uh—do you like bowling? Frances and I were planning on bowling sometime this week. You could come with us.”
She arched her eyebrows. “Really? You and Frances, bowling friends?”
“I know, right? I’ve never gone before, but I’m excited.”
She sighed. “Unfortunately, sweetheart, I’m a bit busy this week. Maybe another time, I can join you for bowling.”
“Okay. Offer’s always open. Um—what do I owe you for the coffee?”
“It’s on the house,” she said, setting it down in front of me. “The least I can do to thank you for getting Madison out of that house of hers. Tell Angeline hi from me.”
That was strange. I definitely hadn’t seen her spit in it. Well—I’d heard a thing or two about looking gift horses in mouths. “That is so sweet of you,” I said, taking the coffee. “Thanks so much! I knew you were a sweet person, Laura. Just, like… not to me. Not that I don’t understand why you don’t like me. Anyway, I’ll tell her hi. Thanks again for the coffee.”
“You certainly do talk a lot.”
“Yeah, I need to talk enough for me and Madison.”
Another customer, queuing up next to me, laughed. “Isn’t that right,” he said, a stocky guy I was sure I’d seen at the pub last night. “She balances out Madison nicely.”
And then Laura had to be sweet, because someone else was looking, so I managed to get away safely, out to where Angeline looked up from her laptop and turned into a bitter scowl at the sight of me.
“Well,” she said. “All alone, sweetheart? Trouble in paradise?”
“Nope, Madison and I were just doing manual labor and my arms gave up, so she sent me on a break,” I said. “Do you mind if I sit with you?”
She looked me over like I was a gross bug, but I was getting kind of desensitized to that sort of thing. “Depends,” she said. “Are you thinking about selling?”
I was a genius at lying and deception, so I deliberately thought about selling the restaurant, and I said, “Yeah, you could say that,” and then I sat down across from her.
Then she called my bluff and said, “Perfect. Because I have the contracts here.”
“Oh, um—that’s a bit direct.” I sipped my coffee. It didn’t taste like spit. What did spit taste like? Either way, this was delicious smoky dark roast cut with sweet, creamy milk, and I loved it. “I actually wanted to tell you I loved your book The Ladies’ Guide to Charming a Duchess.”
She looked like I’d just complimented her on a murder. “I—what?” she said, her voice smaller than I’d ever heard from her.
“I mean, I think you wrote it. Madison said you’re—”
She shot me the dirtiest look I’d ever seen, and I almost cried. “Madison told you?”
“Um… yep.”
“That little—” She cycled through a dozen different emotions, and I had no tact, so I just spoke up.
“It was a really good book, though—”
“Shut up. Don’t say that kind of thing out loud.” She took a long, shaky breath and let it out through her nose, closing her laptop and pushing it away.
“Are you working on another—”
“I’ll cut your tongue out if you don’t shut up.”
“No, you won’t. There’s too many witnesses here.”
She shot me a foul look. “Touché. But keep it quiet. This is a small town. Gossip spreads like the plague.”
I chewed my cheek. “I didn’t realize you were trying to… keep it a secret. Wasn’t that why you told me off for talking about queer historical romance?”
“It’s not a secret that I collect books,” she sighed. “And that queer historicals are my genre. But I do it to get a safe cover to keep my books. Madison wasn’t supposed to just tell you.”
“Oh… well, I’m sorry I know. But for the record, I loved your book—”
“What are you trying to get at, Paige?” she snapped, leaning across the table with venom in her expression. “I’m not interested in chitchat. And I don’t want to be your friend. I want to get the damn restaurant and see you out of the damn town.”
“I just wanted you to know that Madison regrets—you know, the way things happened.”
That was the wrong thing to say. If I’d thought her expression looked like murder before, it was like throwing gasoline into a fire. I shrank away at the deathly glare she gave me. “If you think I’m interested in this conversation, you’re wrong. Leave, please.”
“I just—”
“I don’t care what you just anything.”
Well—I was making things worse. That was something I’d done a lot. With my chest aching, I stood up. “I just wanted you to know I’m sorry about all the things that happened to you. You shouldn’t have had to claw your way to the top to get any sort of basic human decency around here.”
She pointed to the gate leading back out to my car. “Leave,” she said, in a voice that would make a flower wilt and a baby cry.
“Okay. Yeah. I think I can do that. Good luck with the next—um—you know—project, though.”
I left with a heavy feeling in my chest, my stomach feeling sick. So much for being bold and gutsy. I hated the feeling of doing something wrong and then just having to sit with it, knowing I screwed up and there was nothing I could do to fix it. It made me just want to run away and hide and never do anything again.
It was only once I was back in my car, taking moody sips of my cappuccino that suddenly just tasted like burned toast, that I heard a buzzing from my purse and pulled out my phone, an unknown number calling. I almost let it go to voicemail before I noticed I’d just missed a call from the same number, and I answered.
“Hi, this is Paige Farrell,” I said.
“Hi, Paige,” an older man’s voice said from down the line. “This is Doctor Harwood from the Willow Arches Bay Area Emergency Clinic. I’m calling you as the emergency contact number for a Miss Madison Hartley?”
My stomach dropped. I nearly let the phone slip from my hand.
No, no, no. Not like this, not right now, not her. I couldn’t handle this right now. Not ever, I didn’t think.



Chapter 16
For her part, Madison just looked annoyed.
“I swear,” she said, her voice an exasperated grunt through her teeth. “I know how to handle these things safely.”
The clinic was a small place that was decorated too cheerfully for what it was, cute little plants and soft colors, watercolor paintings on the walls. I’d just about shoved my way through everything to get to the room Madison was in, and my throat felt tight when I saw her with one arm wrapped in bandages.
“Madison,” I said, my voice crackling, as I sat down next to her. “What happened?”
“Someone got a little careless with machinery,” Doctor Harwood’s voice said, as he came into the room behind me, a man in his sixties with a small gray beard and round glasses, who walked with his hands clasped behind his back. “Just because she’s used it a million times—and ended up in here a million times, I’ll have you know.”
Madison looked out the window. “It’s just a wrist sprain and some bad cuts. I was putting the last thing on, and of course, that’s when it collapsed.”
I wrung my hands in my lap. “Are you okay?” I turned back to the doctor. “Never mind. She’ll never admit to being hurt. Is she okay?”
“I’m perfectly fine,” she said, the sharp edge in her voice more like she was trying to convince herself. Maybe the doctor.
“She’ll make a full recovery, very little risk of complications,” he said. “But try to keep her from doing anything hasty for me, will you, Paige? The girl doesn’t know how to keep herself in line.”
Ugh, I was going to be sick. I turned back to Madison with my heart in my throat. “It’s my fault, isn’t it?” I said, my voice small. “I probably put something together wrong—”
She looked away. “I was telling you what to do. There’s no use blaming anyone.”
“Oh, god, that means it was my fault.” I shifted the seat closer to her. “Madison, I’m so—”
“Spare me the commentary,” she sighed.
“Make sure you’re not doing anything too strenuous with that arm for a while,” Doctor Harwood said, and then he turned to me. “Oh, I’ll have better luck telling you. Make sure she’s not doing anything too strenuous with that arm.”
“I will,” I said, voice shaky. “I’m going to take care of her.”
“I’ll be good this time,” Madison grunted. “I’ll get plenty of rest. I’d feel bad if I worried Paige.”
Somehow, it was only when she said that when I realized we’d had quite a bit of work planned for her tomorrow. My stomach turned as I looked back to her. “Wait—Madison—”
“It’s really fine,” she said. “Don’t worry about it. I’m going to rest. Mind giving us a minute, Doc?”
Doctor Harwood put his hands up. “You know she has a problem when she’s gotten too comfortable being here. Take your time, Madison. Just don’t do anything too hasty.”
He’d barely left the room and shut the door before Madison did something too hasty. Without a word, she swept her legs to the side and moved to stand up, and it was only me lurching and catching her that kept her on the bed.
“Madison, what are you doing?”
“I’m going back to the restaurant. I need to fix the mess.”
“Are you out of your mind? What did the doctor just say?”
She looked away. “I heard what he said,” she sighed. “The old man worries too much. I know my limits. And besides, we have the festival tomorrow. We don’t have a choice but to do this.”
“Oh my god, Madison,” I said, voice shaky. “You need to rest. You are not going to go catering while you’re like this.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “And you think you’re going to handle it all yourself, do you?”
God, no, I couldn’t do that. But I could try. And as bad as it would have been, it would have been worse to make her work when she was like this. “I’ll find a way,” I said, feeling small, meek.
She rolled her eyes with a short sigh. “Paige, your chances with Faux Pas rest on this—”
“I am not making you work with your arm like this—”
“Be quiet, I don’t need the doctor hearing you talking about—”
“Don’t push your luck, woman. I’m of half a mind to shout that you’re planning on busting out of here and doing handstands.”
She glowered, but she must have recognized I’d won, because after a minute, she sank back on the bed. “Look, you’re not bad. I can do it with your help. We just might need to simplify some of the more difficult dishes I’d had planned—”
“No. I refuse to let you get more hurt for my sake.”
“Do you want to sell this restaurant, or not?”
“I can sell it either way,” I blurted, and it felt like I’d broken a tripwire, just standing there in the loaded silence. “I can sell it either way,” I repeated, and Madison narrowed her eyes at me.
“And… how, pray tell?”
I looked down. “Angeline… made an offer. A hundred grand in cash. As-is.”
The silence that followed was punitive. “Angeline did,” she said, finally. Meekly, all I could do was nod, and she pursed her lips. “When did she make this offer?”
“During the couples’ blind dance. She danced with me and told me to sell it to her. And that she’d give me until the festival tomorrow to decide.”
She sighed, hard, and I shrank away. “And you were planning on telling me this when?”
“I… don’t know,” I mumbled. “I was planning to refuse. I just didn’t want to… I don’t know.”
“And now you’re going to do it,” she said, voice bitter. My stomach tied up in a tangle.
“I—don’t want to. I’m going to try everything I can not to. I want to do this properly, and—I want to make up for everything you’ve done for me. For the restaurant. But I’m going to do this myself, and if I fail…”
“You’re going to give up.”
I bit back tears. I hated being this much of a crybaby. “Madison, you’re in no state to cater for an entire festival right now—”
“And you are? Even I wouldn’t be able to pull it off by myself.”
“Then what do you suggest we do?” I shot back. “Because if you just went in and worked like this and got yourself hurt more, I’m in even more trouble later on down the line, and so are you, and so is Faux Pas, because then Angeline won’t even be looking to buy it anymore.”
“I—” She caught herself, taking a long, shaky breath. I looked down, the silence in the pause overwhelming.
“I think if I do sell, then… it’s only fair to give most of it to you. You’ve done all the work. Seventy-five to twenty-five?”
She rubbed her forehead. “Fuck off with that,” she said, voice sharp. “If you sell it, you’re keeping one hundred percent of it.”
“What?” I sat up straighter, giving her a sharp look. “Madison—look, I’ve been trying not to push you too much and let you come to it on your own time, but that’s just ridiculous. What is it with you and Faux Pas? Why are you so intent on sacrificing yourself—in every possible way—just for this restaurant?”
“I don’t want to talk about this.” Her voice was like a loaded wire, tense and cutting. It took everything I had to not back down.
“I know,” I said, feeling small, shaky. “But you didn’t want to talk about it when my granduncle came around, either. But it’s a good thing you did. It’s a good thing he didn’t back down. And neither will I. Talk to me, Madison. I’m the person easiest to trust. Remember?”
“I don’t like it, and you won’t like it either.” She held herself so stiff, so tight, I thought she’d shatter if I touched her.
“And that’s okay,” I said. “I don’t have to like everything you tell me. I still want you to tell me.”
“Dammit, you don’t take anything seriously, do you?”
“I take this seriously.”
The room was quiet for a long, painful minute before, finally, she sighed. “Look. Tyler Farrell pulled me out of a dark place. And I owe him for it. That’s all.”
“You told me yourself he needed you plenty. If not more than you needed him. I don’t think either one of you owes the other.”
She looked down. “I just do, Paige. That’s all that’s important.”
“I’m not letting you just shut down the conversation. Trust me. I’m perfectly comfortable sitting here and not moving one inch until I get my answers.”
“Dammit, I know.” She groaned, leaning back and looking out the window. A sudden rainstorm swept spatters of rain droplets across the rain, like flung paint, and in the distance, the cries of thunder made a deep bass rumble.
“I want to know, Madison.” I put a hand on her good arm, and she flinched, but she didn’t pull away. “Even if I won’t like it, I want to know it.”
She put a hand to her face, covering her eyes and nose, burying herself in it. “You should sell the place to Angeline.”
“What?”
“Should I spell it out for you?” She put her hand down, giving me a vacant look, haunted, like she wasn’t really there. “Angeline. The person who offered to buy it.”
“But—you realize that’s a bit of a turnaround from before.”
“I know. And the truth is, you should sell it to her. The building’s in bad shape. A hundred grand for it as is, that’s a good deal. I know that doesn’t go that far in San Francisco, but a hundred thousand isn’t small money.”
“Well—I know that, but—” I frowned. “You’re doing this because you don’t think I’ll want to work with you anymore.”
“Sometimes you’re more perceptive than I give you credit for,” she sighed. “I made… some mistakes.”
I put a hand on top of hers, holding it in both of mine. “We all do, Madison. What happened?”
“Your granduncle,” she said, voice small, looking down. “He was… well. He had his flaws, but I still cared for the man.”
“What flaws are you talking about?”
“What matters,” she snapped, her voice suddenly all hard edges, “is that I didn’t do anything, and I let the old man die.”
“What—” I felt myself go cold, like someone threw open a window in winter and a chill ran through me. “What are you talking about? What happened?”
“I could have helped him, sure,” she said, a distant look in her eyes—haunted. Seeing something that wasn’t there anymore. “But I knew if I tried, then he’d get angry. And after everything with Maya, I didn’t want to—make someone else hate me, too. Didn’t want to take away what someone needed again, make them hate me again. So I didn’t do anything, and he died. He only had himself to blame. But I kept thinking about it—kept thinking about how I could have stopped it. Guilt is a shitty thing to sit with. I figure if I fix up Faux Pas, it’ll go away. That damn old building haunts me. It’s like he’s still in there.”
“Madison…” I couldn’t find words, but she didn’t give me the space for them, either. She turned away.
“He already knew he was dying. All that bullshit about kidney failure was just because his doctor didn’t want anyone to know what really happened. And you know what? When he realized he was dying, he told me he wanted me to take over the restaurant.”
I let out a short, sharp breath. “So—”
“I didn’t want to have that on me. I didn’t want to spend so much time in that old place that felt like death. Dammit.” She rubbed her forehead hard enough her knuckles went white. “So I… fucking hell.”
“It’s okay, Madison,” I whispered, even though I really didn’t know anymore if it was okay, but it—well, it had to be. So I put my hand on her shoulder and squeezed gently and I said, “It’s really okay. You can tell me.”
“So…” She shrugged, a bad attempt at nonchalance. “So I found you.”
I paused. “You—found me.”
“Went and tracked his family. Found out he had a queer grandniece living in San Francisco, not too far away. Paige Farrell, real estate developer. Perfect person to inherit a building.”
“I…” I tried my best to say anything, but I couldn’t find any words—my head spun, and my mouth felt ashen. What had been a perfect coincidence, stumbling upon Madison, our stories neatly coming together—had none of that been real?
“I told him about you. The old man was so damn happy, and I told him I’d pass it on to you right away, that hopefully you’d make it out here before he died. He agreed you should inherit it, but the damn old man told me to take good care of the place, make sure it stayed a safe home for everyone like it always had been. I’d been so pissed off because I just wanted to wash my hands of the damn place, but I couldn’t say no to a dying old man’s request. Pissed off enough I didn’t tell you right away, and the next day, I found the old man dying. Bastard made me promise I’d do better keeping up the place than him, to put the profits back instead of spending it all on the same shitty drugs he had, made me promise to keep the restaurant a happy place.” She shook her head, squeezing her eyes shut. “The old bastard died on me. I never wanted to see that damn restaurant again. So I never told you.”
I felt like I was miles away from here. A cold sensation pressed against my forehead, leaving me dizzy and breathless. “But… eventually, estate proceedings—”
“Paige, there were no estate proceedings. That was a bullshit cover story. I sent that letter. I sent that letter so you’d come out here during Pride, and you’d do something with that graveyard of a building. I just didn’t expect you to be so damn hopeless.” She buried her face in the one hand again. “Or for you to care so damn much.”
“For me to…”
“I found the same shit Laura and Frances and Angeline did. Real estate developer with a large firm that worked with chains to replace local businesses with big chain locations. High-powered San Francisco woman used to ripping the heart out of a place and putting up glossy neon signs instead. Joke was on me. You care too damn much about that place.”
“But—”
“There’s no but about it. I let your granduncle die. I kept your inheritance from you until it was convenient for me. I only brought you here and pretended to be your friend so you could do the dirty work of killing the ghosts that live in that place for me, take the community’s blame for it, and leave. Bonus that I got to keep Angeline off my back in the process.”
“You—” Something rose in my throat. “You planned all of this. You deliberately brought me here to make the community hate me.”
“What about it?” She gave me a look, glassy-eyed and vacant, looking right through me. “That’s me, Paige. That’s who I really am. Go ahead and sell the damn place to Angeline and get the hell out. And for the life of me, I’d better not hear about you trying to do the damn catering. Angeline will let the place burn. She doesn’t give a shit.”
My throat tightened, and tears burned hot in my eyes. “You don’t mean that,” I said, my voice feeling distant. “You’re just trying to tear yourself down. You don’t actually want me just… gone like that.”
“Just go, dammit,” she said, falling back in the bed. “I’ve said my piece. Get out and let me deal with my own mess myself. Angeline’s waiting for an answer, I’m sure. Go take your money and go.”
“I’m not going to—”
“I’m serious, Paige,” she said, and her voice was so small, so bitter, so defeated, I couldn’t find it in me to stand up against it. “Please. Go. And don’t bother feeling bad for me. The shittiest part was you liking me while I was lying to you.” Her voice fell off into a whisper, almost indiscernible, when she said, “It’s better having you hate me for the truth.”
I drew my lips in a tight line. “I don’t hate you, Madison.”
She snorted. “Go home for the night and try to tell me that again once you’ve sat with it for a while. See you, Paige.”
I couldn’t keep doing this. I hated everything about this, and most of all the way Madison was trying so damn hard to get rid of me. Why was it everyone just ended up trying so hard to get rid of me, once it was all said and done? Why did no one really want me anywhere?
So I stood up, straightened my back, and I tried my hardest to keep the tears out of my voice when I said, “Well, if that’s what you want, then I’ll go. Hope you… feel better soon, Madison. Thanks for your help.”
She didn’t say a word, and I walked out of the room, barely even making it to my car before I broke down crying against the wheel, rain coming down hard against the windshield while thunder rumbled in the distance.



Chapter 17
The dishes stared at me. I think they were judging me.
“Give me a break,” I said, sinking against the counter, glowering at them. “I’m sad right now.”
The dishes didn’t say anything.
I really was losing it. Just standing here in the restaurant kitchen, talking to a pile of dishes I had next to the sink…
The place was gorgeous. The dining area in front was still a wreck, but the kitchen was beautiful. Madison had poured so much of herself into the place.
“It just doesn’t make sense,” I said, talking to the dishes again. “She wouldn’t give this much to the restaurant if she really hated it so much. Make it make sense.”
The dishes didn’t say anything.
I walked a solemn path around the kitchen, my own footsteps sounding like they were miles away. I’d come here intending on starting the dishes, doing as many as I could the night before so I could simplify the process, but actually seeing the kitchen—it daunted me. And I gave up.
I didn’t even know what to make. I had some ideas, but were they any good? Would I be good enough to make them? Would they work well together? Were they suited for a Pride festival?
It was on my sixth lap around the kitchen that I turned and pushed out the door instead, fumbling with my umbrella and hurrying across the rain-soaked path to my car. Madison’s car wasn’t too far away, the collapsed table still there, the incriminating suspect who had ruined everything. I wanted to go yell at it, but I already had.
Instead, I drove. And I didn’t know where she was, but I knew I had to find Angeline.
Madison was right. Selling sounded good.
I found myself at the pub before long, and Samuel greeted me from behind the counter when I stepped inside, the man looking too chipper for everything.
“Hey, dragon tamer,” he said, perking up at the sight of me coming inside. The pub was quiet right now. People were saving their partying energies for tomorrow, I guessed. “Need a little break away from all the catering work?”
I took a long, shaky breath. “Do you know where I could find Angeline? Tonight?”
He raised his eyebrows high. “You’re in luck. She’s here, in the back. What on earth are you looking for the Queen of Darkness for?”
“Just… to say hi,” I mumbled, walking past. “Thanks, Samuel. I hope you have the most amazing night ever tonight.”
“I’ve never heard that in such a somber voice. Are you okay? Do you need to talk about something?”
“No, I’m, uh… good. Thanks, Samuel.”
I knew I was a bad liar, but did it count if I wasn’t even trying?
I made my way to the back, where, sure enough, there was Angeline in the corner, wearing a pretty blue shirt dress and a heart pendant that was too cute for her whole vibe, sitting at her laptop with a plate of fried something next to her. She jolted when I slid in across the table from her, and then she glared.
“You again,” she said.
“That’s not how you greet somebody,” I sighed.
“I’ll greet people how I like,” she said, but then she turned and reached into her bag. “Don’t say a word. I’ve been waiting for you anyway.”
“Oh, uh—I’m bad at not saying words. Are you getting a knife? Am I about to die?”
She wasn’t getting a knife. And she didn’t kill me. Instead, she pulled out the scarlet-and-gold cover of The Lady’s Guide to Charming a Duchess and handed it across the table to me. I blinked at it.
“Um—is this a bomb?”
“Are you daft?” She went back to her laptop. “It’s a signed copy. Do what you will with it.”
Suddenly, I wasn’t quite so sure of any problems in the world anymore. I lit up, taking the thing and flipping it to the front, where it had a note in perfect cursive handwriting. For Paige, who is persistent if nothing else. – Sylvia Andrews
“Oh my god,” I said. “Is this for me?”
“It literally has your name on it,” she deadpanned.
“But—why—”
“Call it a bribe. Swear you won’t tell anyone else.”
“Oh, uh—” I flipped through the pages. “I won’t. Tell anyone else, I mean. I do swear. Not to tell anyone else, that is. I swear not to tell anyone else.”
“Besides, I always wanted to,” she sighed, typing idly on her laptop. “But since nobody else knows, I don’t get any opportunities to.”
Aw. She was happy I liked her books. She was just a shitty person and didn’t know how to handle that. “I love it,” I said. “Thanks, Angeline.”
“Yeah, yeah,” she muttered, still not looking up from her laptop.
“Um—can I ask why you don’t tell anybody else?”
“Because…” She sighed, hanging her head. “Why do you even give a damn?”
“Because curiosity is human nature? Besides, I love your writing style, and I think it’s so cool I happened to run into an author I know. Like, that’s a fangirl’s dream.”
She raked her fingers through her hair. “Well, if you must know, it’s because of the book club here in town. They’re fans of the books, but we have an ugly past. So… I’m not keen on ruining the reputation of my penname.”
“Oh. That makes sense.” I chewed my cheek. “But I’m sure you must have some trusted friend you can tell—”
“I don’t deal in friends, Paige, and I don’t know why you’re so insistent on talking to me when I’ve made it abundantly clear what I want from you.”
I was going to make her day, I guessed. Selling off the restaurant after all, getting out of this town, leaving Madison alone—she would be ecstatic. But… I just felt somehow like I needed to finish this conversation first. “Everyone needs someone,” I said, quietly. “Not even Laura? I thought you two were friends.”
“Laura and I work together, but that’s the extent of our relationship. We’re not on bad terms. And I’d like to keep it that way by keeping things polite.”
“But—I don’t get it,” I said. “Don’t you just get cooped up and go wild without other people? Like—”
“I’m an introvert.”
“Introverts need people too. We all need someone to share our feelings with.”
She sighed a pointed sigh, shutting the laptop and pushing it aside. “If you’re going to sit and run your loud mouth, at least take a zucchini fritter. Samuel gave me too damn many.”
“Oh, uh… don’t mind if I do,” I said, taking a zucchini fritter. It tasted like happiness, a warm crunch in my mouth with savory fried goodness flooding my senses.
“I let out my feelings in my writing,” she said, while I mmmed through a mouthful of fritter. “So thanks for the concern, but I promise I’m perfectly fine.”
“That makes a lot of sense,” I said, covering my mouth while I swallowed. “But I still think everyone needs friends. What are you going to do if you’re running the restaurant and you need help?”
“There are so many issues with that, I could sit here all night and deconstruct it, but it would be a waste of your time, and more importantly, mine.”
I folded my arms. “You’re just mean to people because you ended up disappointed when you had friends before, aren’t you?”
She looked like I’d slapped her. First with the flinch, then the blank shock, and then the withering glare. “I’ll thank you not to psychoanalyze my damn life, thank you.”
“I don’t think you actually mean the things you say,” I said, gesturing to the book. “Otherwise, you wouldn’t be giving me this. I think you just want to be an enemy, because being a friend makes you vulnerable. I’m onto you, Angeline.”
She leaned forwards in her seat, squeezing her hands on the tabletop. “I did not invite you to sit here and try condescending to me.”
“That’s okay,” I said, surprising myself with the way I pushed myself back up to my feet, even knowing I still had to sell to her—had to. What other choice was there? “I’m going now. Thanks for the book. It means a lot to me. And if you ever want to talk about your books or your writing or anything, you can just let me know. I love books.”
She just glowered at me, but she didn’t say anything. I think she was taken aback. Angeline didn’t usually not say anything.
I turned on my heel and walked back towards the door, an uneasy feeling in my stomach—that something wasn’t right, but maybe that was just the in-between moments that all of life was made of.
I could still sell tomorrow. I could at least try tonight. What was the worst that could happen?
∞∞∞
 
This was the worst that could have happened.
I woke up the next morning with a sense of dread and the urge to cry in the loft room in Madison’s house, all too quiet with her still at the clinic. Doctor Harwood had insisted on having her there overnight, knowing he’d never get her back in the clinic once she left and wanting to at least check her vitals in the morning, but it left me with the haunting sense of everything being ruined as I walked through the emptiness of Madison’s house, watching the clock as I made breakfast and counting down the number of hours until the festival started.
I didn’t have enough time. I’d fumbled around in the restaurant kitchen last night, burned things, made some dishes that were so bland and chewy it was like rubber, and baked something that came out looking like a swamp and tasting kind of like one, too. In the end, I’d have to do it all today, and do it all alone. And that was a long shot even if every dish came out right.
I missed cooking with Madison already.
It was another two hours before I was back in the Faux Pas kitchen, and I just stood there in the middle of it all drowning in the feeling of overwhelm. Suddenly, the prospect of being able to sell the place to Angeline tonight didn’t improve anything.
I just wanted to run and hide from—the whole universe, I guess.
And so I did—I walked back outside, into the morning sunshine, and I was making my way back to my car when something stirred to my right.
I screamed a little, and by a little I mean a lot, and I threw myself away from where the bush rustled again. I backed up against the car, watching with my heart racing, but once my pulse had come down from sixteen trillion a minute, I caught sight of the culprit: one little mouse, nestled in the dirt and the grass at the bottom of the bush, frantically digging a hole.
“Oh my god, Maximillian, you scared me half to death,” I said, kneeling in front of the bush. More to my surprise than anything, he turned and looked at me.
Well—maybe it wasn’t Maximillian. I hadn’t paid much attention to the mouse other than oh my god it’s a mouse. This could well have been a different one. But Madison had put him somewhere around here, right?
“You okay, little guy?” I said, leaning in closer. “Oh, don’t worry. I’m not here to hurt you. I’m actually really scared of, like—everything, so I’m really the least dangerous person you could find.”
Except maybe Madison, who’d helped him get into this nice, cozy little mouse house here in a bush. I mean, not that I thought living in a bush was glamorous, but for a mouse, it probably was, right?
Maximillian just cocked his head, seemingly fascinated by a creature a hundred times his size just staring at him and making strange noises. I couldn’t blame him. I’d be confused if it happened to me, too.
“Hey, Maximillian. You think Madison’s pretty nice, right?” I scratched my head. “I don’t get it. Everything she said yesterday—it just doesn’t make sense, does it? I mean, she loves this place. She has to. She wouldn’t have done all this just because she hates the place.”
“Are you talking to a bush?”
I screamed a little at the voice, and by a little I mean a lot, and I fell flat on my butt as Maximillian scampered back into the bush. With my heart in my mouth, I whirled back on where Frances was leaning out of her car window, parked at the edge of the lot, giving me a strange look.
“Oh,” I said, once I processed what just happened. “Hi, Frances. How’s, um… how’s it going? I was just talking to Maximillian.”
She opened the car door, stepping out and leaning back against her car, raising her eyebrows at me. “Someone who lives in the bush?”
“Yeah, he’s a mouse.”
“Well, that checks out.” She looked over at the restaurant and back at me. “I heard Madison got injured. That puts you on the hook now for the catering at today’s festival, doesn’t it, hun?”
I stood up, brushing myself off and staring down at my feet. “I, um… yes. But the truth is…”
“That you don’t know how to cook to save your life.”
I took a heavy, shaky breath. “I never intended to run this restaurant. I was just coming out here to sell the thing so I could get back to my old life with some extra cash in my pocket. I didn’t think I’d have to fix it this much, but I was okay with that. I really didn’t think I’d have to learn how to cook and run a restaurant that can impress a whole queer community—I didn’t even care about Willow Arches, and I just wanted to sell it and leave. Just like you thought I was going to.”
But Frances just shook her head, and she said, “Trust me, we all knew that from the beginning. So at least sell to Angeline so it can stay among the townspeople.”
I whipped my head up, looking at her. “You knew about Angeline’s offer?”
“We all did. Laura sent me to round you up for it now, so we can confirm the order with the other caterer.”
The other caterer. That made a lot of sense now, looking back on it. If Laura knew about Angeline’s offer, and it just so happened to have an expiry date right on the day my catering would fall through—they’d engineered this whole thing. I doubted they were actually evil enough to set up Madison to get injured, or able to in the first place, but I guessed it was just an unexpected bonus for them. They’d probably been in talks with another caterer since before they offered me to do it.
I had to hand it to them, they were pretty well-organized. A concerted plan to get me to hand the restaurant over to Angeline, just so they could keep it from being torn out and corporatized like Maya would have done to it—like I’d been planning on.
But there was one thing that fell outside of their little plan. Outside of my plan, too.
Somewhere along the way, I’d really come to care about this place. And about the people, too.
You’re going to have to learn to speak more assertively, and to not take anyone’s shit.
I mean, what did I have to lose, anyway?
I straightened my back, met Frances’s gaze, and I said, “No. I’m not selling. And I’m still catering.”
She raised her eyebrows high, lips parting into a small O. “Are you serious?”
“Completely. I’m not usually serious about much, but I’m serious about this.”
She shook her head. “I barely taught you anything about gardening, and you’re already growing something to get high on.”
“No, I’m, uh… I’m quite sober.” I took a breath. “Help me in the kitchen.”
She squinted. “I’m sorry?”
I pointed to the restaurant. “That one. You can work for Faux Pas, too. I know how much you care about the place, and I can’t blame you. I really care about it, now, too. I want to get it right, and you know what it was like at its best. Help me make Faux Pas right again. Please? I’ll pay you.”
She stared slack-jawed for a minute before she let out a short bark of a laugh. “You really are high. I’ve made it clear from the beginning I don’t give a damn about what you want, and I’m tripping over myself to see you leave town—”
“I know you were. Because I was just another Maya. But I’m a different girl now. I mean, I even know how to tell different kinds of fertilizer from one another now!”
She crossed her arms. “You’re still doing this damn thing?”
“I am. I’m still going to sell this place, but I’m not backing out halfway through. And I’m not going to disappoint my granduncle, especially now that I know how much leaving it in the right hands meant to him. I’m going to remake Faux Pas the way it used to be. Now, let’s negotiate your pay. Do you have a per diem pay rate?”
“Are you out of your mind?”
I laughed. “I mean, maybe.”
She stared for what felt like an hour before she muttered a curse, pulling her phone from her pocket. I just watched, confused, until she put it to her ear and I heard it click and a voice come through.
“Hey, Laura,” she said. “Yeah, no. She’s still doing the catering.”
Even from here, I could hear the way Laura yelled in response. I winced. Frances rubbed her forehead.
“Yeah… I know. You can still get a partial refund from the other caterer. No—yeah. I get it.” She nodded along to Laura’s voice for a minute longer, and then she sighed. “No, she’ll be fine. I’m going to help her.”
I knew she liked me. I almost laughed, especially when I saw movement in the bush again as Maximillian darted off towards the trees.
What was it about the lion and the mouse again? I didn’t remember.



Chapter 18
Poor Madison hadn’t slept well. I hadn’t either last night, but at least I had concealer. The poor girl looked away from the sweeping expanse and at me with deep rings under her eyes.
I’d tried the clinic first, going alongside Frances, but when Doctor Harwood said she’d already left, I knew right away where I’d find her. I asked Frances to check back at her house, but I’d come here, to the spot on the hill where she’d taken me the other night, and I found her with the truck in the same position, sitting in the flatbed staring out to the horizon. She’d whirled back to look at me when I pulled up in my car, and she’d just watched me, warily, like she wasn’t sure it was really me. Like she wasn’t sure if she felt safe. I wondered when was the last time she had felt safe.
“Hey,” she said, her voice raspy, like she hadn’t used it since last night. “Made some decisions after all, then?”
“I did, actually, yeah. I think you’ll be proud of me.” I climbed up onto the flatbed next to her, sitting down and taking in the sunrise still low on the horizon, over that view that still took my breath away. “I’m not selling it.”
She narrowed her eyes at me. “What are you—”
“And I, uh… need your help. Come back to Faux Pas with me?”
She stared for the longest time before, finally, she gestured to her arm, heavy bandages still on her wrist. “Pretty sure you were telling me—”
“Don’t worry. Frances and I have got the arms. We just need you to tell us what to do.”
“Frances?” She squinted. “What are you talking about?”
I puffed out my chest, putting my chin up. “Guess who just made her first hire here?”
“You got Frances to help? Frances of the terrible trio?”
“Yeah, she secretly likes me. But neither of us are the best chefs, so… you’ll give us some guidance, right?”
She stared for a minute longer before, finally, she let out a dry laugh, shaking her head. “What are you actually getting at, Paige? I told you everything. Why are you—”
I caught her hand in mine, taking her off-guard. The air seemed to crystalize in the moment as I held her gaze, and for a second, I saw a flicker of hope in her eyes.
This poor woman. I really wondered how long it had been for her.
“Madison, you didn’t kill my granduncle,” I said. “Or let him die. He knew what was happening, and he didn’t blame you for anything. I don’t blame you, either. The old man died with his dream restaurant still loved in the community, surrounded by the queer community he helped found, with someone I just know he loved like a daughter, who was going to bring his niece here to keep his restaurant going strong. And I know you loved him like a father. You needed your own time to grieve after he died. It was only natural the restaurant would get worn down in that time, that the community would get bitter and miss him, and that I’d be confused when you finally brought me here. But how on earth could I be mad at you, Madison? If it hadn’t been for you finding me, I’d never have come here, never have found out about the kind of family legacy I’m a part of, never have been able to contribute to something beautiful and important like this restaurant. You can try to push me away, but I’m not going to hate you, and neither would my granduncle. Maybe there were a couple of years in between, and maybe we need to pick up the rubble from it all, but we’re running the place just like he’d wanted. Let’s go get back to it.”
She just pursed her lips, shaking her head slowly, staring at me. It was an eternity before she whispered, “It’s not that simple, Paige. I can’t just—”
“I’m a simple girl. I can’t make it not simple. I wouldn’t be able to keep up.” I brushed loose strands of unkempt hair back from her face. “We both had our plans to clean up the place and wash our hands of it, but somehow we’ve both come to care about it, so… let’s go back and make the old man proud, okay?”
She laughed, a short thing as the slightest gloss came on in her eyes. “He’d be rolling in his grave seeing you try to make sweet potato chili curry.”
“I’m sure he’d tell me it was a good try.”
She snorted. “Yeah, maybe in his later years. He was such a damn softie.” She wiped her eye. “I think the pollen index is high today…”
“Madison. Are you serious? What’s that kind of cliché line? Just cry, you weird woman.”
“It’s—pollen.” She wiped her eyes again, and I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her into me, where she cried softly against my shoulder. I stroked her back while I felt the small shudders of the tears racking her chest, just holding her against me, breathing in time with her.
“Really bad pollen, huh?” I said after a minute.
“Lots of… oak up here,” she mumbled. “Oak pollen really gets me.”
“Uh-huh. Of course, I believe you.”
“How on earth did you get Frances to agree to it?”
“Um… I think she just has a soft spot for helpless people, too.” I squeezed her again. “Oh, I think I might be winning over Angeline, too. She gave me a signed copy of her book I liked.”
She pulled back and gave me an incredulous look, tears still damp on her cheeks. I wiped them away automatically, brushing my knuckles over her cheekbones. “She did what?” she said, voice cracking. “Trying to butter you up to sell?”
“No, I think she just doesn’t know how to be nice to people. But she’s happy she gets to share her writing with me. You didn’t tell me she kept it a secret.”
“Does she still?” She scratched her head. “Why does she still keep it secret now that she’s got the whole town wrapped around her finger?”
“I don’t think she really does. I think she just acts like it because she doesn’t know how to fit into a community otherwise.”
“God, I’m so out of the loop,” she sighed, shaking her head. I took her hand.
“I know. You were grieving. It’s normal to fall out of your social life a little after something like that.”
“It’s been two years.”
I shrugged. “There’s no time limit on grieving.”
“He was your family. Why are you comforting me?”
“Madison, we’re both gay, in the gayest small town there is. You know as well as I do family is who you choose, not who you’re given. He was your only healing after Maya left, and then he left, too. Of course he was your family.”
She sighed, shaking her head. “For such an airhead, you certainly can be… well, reasonable enough, from time to time.”
I laughed. “Not bad? Like the view, dear?”
“Not the worst,” she sighed, and she leaned in and pressed a kiss against my lips. It flung my thoughts in broken pieces all over everything, and my hands went up, not really clear what they were doing.
Here I’d thought maybe Madison was just repressed and horny, and she’d just wanted a sexy fling, which sounded amazing. But this kind of kiss didn’t feel like a sexy fling, and it gave me a million and one confusing feelings.
But it gave me a million and two good feelings, too, so I met her in the kiss, holding her by the back of the head, our lips moving slowly together before, slowly, we parted. Her eyes glistened in the golden light of the sunrise, and she looked too pretty to be real. I didn’t know how she was doing that. I caressed her cheek.
“So, Faux Pas?”
She shook her head. “No. Shower.”
“Oh. Great idea.”
“You’re telling me. I haven’t showered since last morning, and I was getting sweaty in the sun and covered in dirt and dust even before I got myself injured and landed in the clinic. I feel like I have vermin living in my clothes, I’m so gross.”
“Oh! That reminds me. I saw Maximillian earlier. We had a nice chat.”
She put a hand to her forehead. “Of course you had a nice chat with a mouse. I’ll bet anything it wasn’t even the same mouse.”
“Um… probably not. But it was nice seeing him again. Even if it wasn’t him.” I stood up, offering her a hand. “Do you want to head home?”
Her hand felt firm and solid in mine, just like it had clasping it back in the couples’ blind dance and knowing right away it was hers, soft skin along the back and tough, callused fingertips. “God, do I ever,” she said.
“Let’s, then,” I said. “Home’s waiting—”
I slipped with a screech, nearly falling face-first off the back of the truck towards the pitching hill below. Madison grabbed me by the wrist and swept me into her arm, where she sighed with a smile on her face, and like it was the easiest thing in the world, swept me off my feet and carried me in the one arm over her shoulder back towards my car.
“You’re a walking disaster,” she said.
“Yeah, well…” I laughed, resting my head against her. “What else is new?”
I thought there was plenty new, though.
Not the walking disaster part, though. That was nothing new.
∞∞∞
 
Frances gave Madison an odd smile when we stepped into the Faux Pas kitchen together, but Madison was in full gear, back straight, chest out.
“We’re lucky to get a head start,” Madison said first thing, looking around the kitchen. “We’re going to need some extra time. Don’t waste time, but don’t rush enough we screw things up, either. We’re going with an arrangement of core dishes that will be classic catering staples with a small collection of periphery plates to serve as accents. To create a unified palate, we’re going to center the dishes around three core sauces and bases that we’ll start first off. Any questions?”
“You’re so hot when you’re in charge,” I said. She arched an eyebrow at me.
“Paige.”
“Oh. I forgot someone else was here.” I scratched my head, giving Frances an awkward laugh. “My bad.”
Frances put a hand up. “Paige told me she’s a vegetarian. Will I be handling the meat?”
“There will be no meat. Faux Pas is a vegetarian restaurant now,” she said. “Don’t worry. Paige and I have adapted the classics from the original menu.”
Frances gave a confused look between the two of us, but she didn’t say anything. In lieu of anything smart to say, I shot her a peace sign. “Don’t worry. It’s still totally delicious.”
“As she says,” Madison said. “I’m not a vegetarian, but it is still…” She cleared her throat. “Totally delicious.”
“Well, if it’s totally delicious,” Frances said. “I suppose I’m on board.”
Madison was great at this. We dove right in, apportioning our time over a regimented planner, starting right away on a rich, hearty tomato sauce with an amazing savory depth imparted by long-simmered dried lobster mushrooms, and a decadent white sauce made from cream and aged parmesan and Pecorino Romano with the richness cut by the savory, marbled flavor of mirepoix and the tang of a chardonnay.
The kitchen was flooded with warm, rich and sweet smells before long, and I was at least relieved to find out Frances wasn’t that much better than me at cooking anyway. We both fumbled around each other in places, but every time we tripped up or bumped heads trying to use the thing or which task we were on, Madison sorted us out.
And somehow, big trays of food started to appear on the warming table, beautiful spreads of colorful and aromatic meals that made me feel more and more like an actual chef, a ridiculous amount of pride with every tray of food I pulled from the oven, every pastry I piped meringue onto, every platter I finished arranging. It was thirty minutes until the festival when I stepped back and looked over it all, a massive spread suited for a whole town, and even though my arms ached, my shoulders were sore, and my feet were just about numb from the hours of high-speed work, I kind of wanted to just do it all again right away.
Madison looked over it all next to me, nodding slowly, watching as Frances finished the last bruschetta on the tray, and finally, she said in a soft voice, “Yeah, not bad.”
“Come on,” I laughed, turning to her. “It has to at least make it to pretty nice.”
She raised her eyebrows, looking me over. “I guess maybe it’s… fine.”
“That’s what I’m talking about.” I kissed her, and I told myself it was just because Frances was watching. I didn’t think I was listening, though. “Now, let’s get this absolutely amazing, spectacle of food and magic and glory over to the festival so we can show Laura who’s not a real cook.”
Madison just rolled her eyes, smiling, but she leaned in and gave me another peck on the lips, and I could have kept doing that with her forever. “Whatever you say, dear,” she said. “Far be it from me to interrupt your power fantasies.”
“Thank you. You’re so considerate with my power fantasies.” I glanced back at Frances, who was just watching with a confused smile on her face. “Thanks for your help, Frances. Um… did we ever talk about your pay rate?”
She waved me off. “You’ve put in just as much time helping me in the gardens. Count us as even.”
Aw. She really did like me. I felt the world’s biggest smile coming on. “Everyone’s so sweet to me,” I laughed. “Well, I won’t complain. So, um… coming?”
“I suppose between the three of us, we can transport all of this without a catering van,” she said. “Let’s feed the town, then, I guess.”
I knew I’d make it work. Watch out, world, because here comes Paige Farrell, legendary chef.
Or at least, watch out, Willow Arches, because I wasn’t taking no for an answer anymore.



Chapter 19
Samuel closed his eyes with a loud mmm as he tasted the blackberry cobbler, and I stood there in front of him with the biggest smile on my face. “Ugh, you’re good,” he sighed. “This is to die for.”
The festival was still in full swing even after the sun went down, the stalls all alive with activity around us, the performers in between acts on the open-air stage not too far away. The big strips of catering tables in the center had really taken center stage, and you know? Maybe I could handle center stage. We’d gotten compliment after compliment after compliment, and I was really in danger of developing a big head.
“I’m nothing too special,” I said, twirling my hair around one finger. “I’d be nothing without Madison.”
He gave me a sly smile, setting down his rainbow-edged paper plate of cobbler and leaning across the table towards me. “You two are serious, aren’t you?”
“Nah. She’s super serious, but I’m pretty lighthearted.” I paused. “Oh. About each other. Ugh, are we ever.”
He laughed, letting his gaze drift off to the side, out to where Madison stood in the middle of a crowd, people swarming around her, chatting and laughing while they ate from little rainbow plates of our food. Seeing Madison laughing along with them, I felt like my heart was swelled up so big it could burst.
“I heard you two met over queer historical romance,” he laughed. “Reaching for the same book in the bookstore, like a damn cliché.”
“Yep. I’d always dreamed of having my own little meet-cute like that. And then it happened with the most gorgeous girl who ever gorgeous-ed, and I’m like… how did I get this lucky? Isn’t she beautiful?”
“I mean, I’m gay, so you’d have to ask someone else, but…”
“I’m pretty sure she’s gorgeous enough even you can tell.”
He laughed. “Well, I’ll give you that. She’s beautiful. And I think she actually does like you, you know.”
I paused. “Um… I’d hope so.”
He glanced back at me, a smile playing on his lips. “So—how’d you two actually meet?”
Oh. Shoot. I blanked. “Um—soccer.”
“Soccer.”
“Ugh, I’m not a good liar.” I scratched my head. “What are you—”
“I know her. And I know the woman’s never been to San Fran. Know enough to see her story doesn’t add up. And I’m willing to bet all my bowties she asked you to do the whole girlfriend act just to keep the suitors off her back for Pride.”
I stared. “I… um. How many bowties do you have?”
“Twenty-one, but you’re not changing the subject.” He stepped in closer, putting a hand on my arm. “Relax. I’m not about to spill the beans. Which are delicious tonight, by the way. I want Madison to be happy, and I haven’t seen her this happy in a while. I think she really likes you, and it looks like you really like her, too.”
“Um… I don’t know if I’d say all that,” I mumbled, looking down at the ground. “There’s kind of a thing, but it’s just kind of physical.”
“You’re going for a lot of words for we had sex and didn’t talk about it.”
“Yeah, that’s the short version.” I scratched the back of my head. “I mean, I like her and all, but…”
I trailed off. I hadn’t really properly realized it until I’d said it. I did like Madison. I liked her physically, but… more than that, I kind of really liked her. The way her eyes softened around me, the way her touches had gone from forceful—correcting my posture and directing me in the kitchen—to soft, tender. Watching her open up. All the kisses we shared when people were looking—the way my heart soared when she took my hand—
“You’re having a crisis,” Samuel said.
“Um—” My brain shut down. “Have you ever had an inconvenient crush? Um, I mean… just… out of curiosity.”
He smiled. “Sure, just out of curiosity. Yeah, there’s this boy…”
“Oh my god, really?” I felt myself light up enough I wouldn’t be surprised if Samuel had to squint. “What’s he like? What’s his name? Is he here? Can we go meet him? I bet I can get the two of you together. I bet he likes you too. You’re really sweet and funny.”
He laughed. “You really do know how to change the subject.”
“Oh—I do my best, but that wasn’t actually me trying. I just forgot what the subject was. I’m easily excited.”
“His name’s Isaac. He’s an artist. A bit reclusive. Well—misanthropic might be a better word. He doesn’t like to come out of his house, but he comes to events like this. And I always come too, because I like to see if I can catch him. We always just exchange a few words, but I swear, he’s so pretty it should be illegal. And every time we talk, I think I can see the sparks.”
“Oh my god. That’s so cute. Is he here?”
He pointed with his drink to the stage. “On the bass.”
“Oh—” I turned back to where the bassist, a fit, toned man with a shock of long, sideswept blond hair, chatted between sips of water with the drummer. “Oh, that kind of artist. Explains why he comes to events. Okay, definitely pretty. He’s no Madison, but he’s pretty.”
“It’s always me on the bar and him on the stage,” he laughed, not taking his eyes off the man on the stage. “And I swear, we have whole conversations just in the way we make eye contact through an event crowd. But he’s always gone by the time I’m off my shift.”
“Oh my god. I’m not letting this festival end without you two together. I just know he likes you, too,” I said, turning back to Samuel, fire in my eyes. “And there’s no time like the present. You can’t run from your feelings. You have to dive in headfirst and feel it for all its worth.”
He gave me a dry smile. “Including your feelings for Madison.”
I almost dropped my drink. “Oh, uh, I mean… well… um. That’s different.”
“And mind explaining why?”
“Well—” I flushed, sucking in my bottom lip. “Um… she’s… well. She’s like a grass-fed wagyu steak, and I’m like a McDonald’s cheeseburger.” I wrinkled my nose. “I don’t even know why I used that comparison. I’m a vegetarian.”
“We’re terrible judges of ourselves, Paige,” he said. “There’s no use in trying to objectively measure ourselves. But what you can do is see how happy you make somebody else, and you can take pride in that. And I haven’t seen Madison this happy and involved in things since before Maya left her.”
I followed his gaze back to where Madison was lit up in what looked like a playful argument with someone she’d talked to at the pub the other night, the two of them laughing together, and I just… softened. “She does look happy,” I said, my voice distant.
“Besides, you’re both great cooks,” he said, picking up his cobbler again and taking another bite. “Ugh, I’m wild for this. Share the recipe?”
“That’s a trade secret,” I said, sticking out my tongue. To be fair, I also didn’t know the recipe. Madison just told me what to do. But… details.
“Paige,” Laura’s voice said from behind me, and I stiffened. It took some conscious effort to put on a smile as I turned back to where she was dressed up in a pretty mint-green dress, her hair up in a pretty bun, and an evil smile on her lips. The evil smile kind of ruined the look. “Oh, I’m glad I finally got a chance to catch you. I wanted to say thank you for coming in with the catering—”
“Aren’t you the one who’d already had a replacement for me because you just asked me to do this to watch me fail?”
Laura flinched, eyes wide. Samuel stifled a laugh, and turned it into clearing his throat. “Oh, my break’s almost up,” he said, backing away. “Need to head back to the bar. Really, though, Paige, this food is amazing. Thanks for catering.”
He abandoned me. Oh well. I could hold my own. Mostly.
By the time he’d made his graceful exit, Laura had regained her composure. “I have to admit, I didn’t actually think you’d pull this off. Big job for a newcomer, especially working out of a kitchen that needed so many repairs just a couple weeks ago—”
“I’m not selling the restaurant like this,” I said, turning to her. “Just promise me your little plan didn’t involve setting Madison up somehow to get her injury.”
She flinched again, scrunching up her face, but when she spoke, it was softer. “I promise nobody wanted Madison to get hurt. I’m just trying to keep her from getting taken advantage of again.”
“I know. And look at her. She’s happy like this.” I folded my arms. “I think it’s time to accept I’m not Maya.”
“And we thought Maya was so good for her at first, too,” she said, narrowing her eyes. “You know they dated for two years, engaged for one, and that whole time, we thought they were happily-ever-after. And then Maya carved the poor woman’s heart out. You think I’m going to give you the clear after just two weeks?”
I put my chin up. Saying no was a lot easier after already doing it once. “I don’t need you to give me the clear to be with Madison. And she doesn’t need you to approve of who she’s with.”
“I know. But unless you want to be the newest reason she’s shut off from everything, alone in the woods like she has been, you’d best be careful you don’t make enemies. We have every right to dislike you for any reason.”
I frowned. “What, are you blackmailing me? Telling me to be good and do as you say or else you’ll make sure Madison doesn’t make any friends again?”
“I’m only one person,” she said. “But I can tell you plenty of people won’t like it if you ruin Tyler Farrell’s legacy and hurt Madison.”
“I’m the one my granduncle chose to—”
“Bullshit. You needed Frances’s help, dragged Madison in even though she was hurt. What did you even do for this catering spread, anyway? Or did you just stand back and watch as Madison fixed your restaurant, as Madison helped you foot the costs, as Madison hurt herself trying to do your catering work for you, and then made her keep working anyway?”
“Well—” I pursed my lips, a hot, dizzy sensation pressing against my head.
“You tell me you’re not like Maya, but I’m seeing a whole damn lot of similarities,” she said. “And if you really want to prove you’re not the same, then you’re going to hand the restaurant over to Angeline. Or are you too fixated with building your real estate ventures here to do that? Just like Maya was?”
“I’m not…”
“That’s enough, Laura,” Angeline’s voice said, and I looked over to where she stepped away from the crowd, looking pretty in an ornate hairpiece and another black dress, this one with elegant gold trim along the sides. The strangest thing was that this time, it was Laura who got her dead-bug-in-the-punch-bowl look. “If you know anything about negotiations, it’s that nobody wins from resorting to harassment and threats. She’s not interested in selling right now.”
I blinked fast. Laura seemed just as surprised, shooting her a look. “You and Frances both taking her side now?”
Angeline folded her arms. “I’m not taking her side. I’m just here to point out that you’re being an asshole. And that’s not likely to get either of us what we want.” She turned to me, giving me a long, studying look. “So, I guess you handled yourself today.”
It took me a long time to find words, but when I did, I straightened my back, put my chest out. “I didn’t do it alone. I had some great help from my friends.”
She scowled at me. “I take it this is a no to sell.”
“Yeah, I’m, uh… I’m invested in this. Sorry, Angeline. But if you want to be a part, you can work for us, too!”
She wrinkled her nose. “I’d rather eat spiders. Fine, then. But don’t expect me to extend you the same offer again. I hope you’re ready to deal with everything the building actually entails. Don’t forget to get the plumbing inspected. It’d be a shame if you were blindsided by an expense like that.”
I froze up, a sinking sensation in my chest. I’d forgotten she’d even said all of that about the plumbing. She was just making it up, right? I really hoped she was just making it up. “I will,” I said. “Thanks for the heads-up.”
“I can’t believe you’re folding this easily,” Laura said with a sharp sigh, spinning on her heel. “Congratulations, Paige. Thanks for your catering work today. The food’s… well, it’s good.”
It was only after she stormed away that Angeline looked at me again, studying, eyes narrowed. “Admittedly, the food is good,” she said. “It isn’t far off from what Mister Farrell used to make. Honestly, I’d thought you wouldn’t know how to cook, so. I guess I’m impressed.”
I blurted out absolute nonsense. “Do you want to go to the queer book club together?”
She glared. “What are you even trying to get at, Paige?”
“Um, I saw something about it at the library. It’s a book club for queer—”
“I know what it is. But do I dare even ask what your goal here is?”
“To go there with you?”
She rubbed her forehead. “I don’t know why I’m asking. I don’t think you even know what an ulterior motive is.”
“Oh, I do,” I said. “I talked about this recently. That’s, like… when you run on the treadmill but just because you want another piece of cake.”
She turned back to the catering table, picking up a plate and taking two cream puffs. “Lord help me. Well, I’ll be there. So I guess I’ll see you there.”
“Okay, great,” I laughed. “I’ll see you there!”
She shook her head while she was leaving, but I swear, she had the littlest smile on her face. It left me feeling suddenly like anything was possible, and when I caught sight of Madison in the crowd, laughing with two people who just looked like they were so happy to see her again—my feet moved of their own accord, and I dove into the crowd next to her, taking her hand as she looked over and gave me a playful smile.
“Done posing dramatically by your own food, dear?” she said, and she pressed a kiss against my forehead, and my heart soared off to Jupiter.
“Let a girl be proud of her food,” I laughed.
“It is great food,” someone said, a willowy Black girl I recognized from the couples’ blind dance. “I thought Mister Farrell had come back.”
I swelled up with pride—maybe a little misplaced—and leaned against Madison’s side. “Well… I’ve had some really good help,” I said, as she wrapped her good arm around my waist. “And I’d like to take that really good help and dance with her right now?”
Madison hummed. “Really putting the moves on Frances now, huh?”
“I meant you, and you know it. Now shut up and dance.”
She laughed, setting down her drink on a table and following me towards the front of the stage, where the group started up on another song, and I saw Isaac on the bass looking out across the crowd to where Samuel was leaning against the bar watching.
They really needed to do something about that. Just looking at them, it was obvious how much they were into each other.
I just… wondered if maybe Madison and I looked the same way.
“Not bad today,” Madison murmured into my ear as she pulled me into a slow dance with the musical intro.
“Again with the not bad,” I laughed. “One day, I’ll get you to say something higher than that.”
“I think you might not even be that far off.” She placed a kiss against my forehead, and I nearly collapsed in her arms. “Now, I’ve heard you’re not one for these geriatric old-man dances, so let’s pick it up, shall we?”
“Just be careful with your arm, or I’m taking you on a date to the clinic next.”
In the crowds around us as we stepped up into a dance, I caught sight of Laura and Frances side-by-side again, and this time, Frances just gave me a dry smile and a wave, and Laura fixed her gaze on me, carefully, studying. Not far away, Angeline leaned against the bar, and when I met her eyes over the small colorful drink she had, she shook her head with a smile again, and Samuel on the bar followed her gaze and gave me a knowing nod.
Weird community I had here all of a sudden. But I guess it was what Madison might call not bad.



Chapter 20
“Ugh, he’s evasive,” I sighed.
“Seeing ghosts, darling?” Madison said, leading me by the arm back to where our cars were parked side-by-side.
“Just the ghosts of music,” I said. “Isaac, the bass player? I was trying to catch him after the show, but he disappeared into a puff of smoke.”
The post-festival air was filled with that kind of satisfied bliss, people heading home—sometimes with someone they hadn’t shown up with—and stalls coming down. A contentment hung in the air, and it was with a glowing sense of pride that I hauled things back into our cars together with Madison.
She arched her eyebrows at me. “Are you trying to trade me in for a moody bassist, dear?”
“No way. I’m trying to get Samuel a boyfriend.”
“If you’re trying to meet Isaac,” Frances said, climbing back out of her car next to mine, “he’s performing next Wednesday at the dance at Hogwash.”
I whirled back to Madison. “Oh my god. Did you hear that?”
“She’s right in front of me, darling. How would I not have heard that?”
I squeezed her arm. “We can go, right?”
Madison rubbed her forehead. “Oh, for the love of… sure.”
I pulled her into a hug. “Ugh, you’re the best ever. Thank you, sweetie.”
Frances laughed, dusting her hands off on her pants. “I’ve heard you’re getting dragged along to bowling, too?”
“Apparently,” Madison sighed. “The things I do for you, babe.”
God, I could really have gotten used to her calling me babe. Frances shrugged.
“You put up a fuss, but it’s nice to see you back in things,” she said. “I think Paige is good for you. Now, let’s get these things back to the restaurant so I can go home and get some damn sleep?”
I turned back and gave her, I think, the biggest smile anyone had ever given anyone. “Thank you so much for the help today, Frances.”
“Thank me by showing up at the garden again Monday morning, okay?”
“Ugh, you know it. I’ve missed the flowers.”
“I’m sure you have, dear,” she said, stepping into her car. Madison laughed, giving me a sidelong smirk.
“You’ve missed the flowers, huh?”
I pouted. “I have. They’re my friends. And they wouldn’t eat me even if I died in them. I just know it.”
“You and that thing again…”
But she looked happy—really, genuinely happy, as we packed up the things and headed back for the restaurant, and still happy when we got back to her house. After getting changed, I was on my way to the loft when Madison’s hand found mine and tugged me unexpectedly off course, and somehow I found myself dragged into her bedroom without a word.
My heart soared seeing the room for the first time—all her little wood carvings, picture frames, and the unexpectedly cute fluffy pink blanket on the bed. The personality of the space—the Madison in everything.
“Um—are you taking me to bed?” I said, a sudden heat creeping down my neck once she let go of my hand and shut the bedroom door behind us.
“Would you let me?” Her voice was husky as she inched closer, her lips finding my collar. I made a short gasp as she grazed her lips along my skin.
“Are you going to hurt your arm doing this?”
She paused, her mouth still hovering over my collarbone. “I’ll be careful, if it makes you feel better,” she said, with a low laugh.
“I’m serious, you know. I’d feel terrible if you made things worse.”
She straightened, looking down into my eyes with the most intense expression, studying me. “You really are invested in this, aren’t you?” she said. I scrunched up my face.
“Um… in you looking at me from this close? Yeah, I’m pretty into it.”
“My hand. My arm.”
“What, making sure you don’t treat an injury recklessly? Of course I’m invested.” I put my hands on her sides and rose to my tiptoes, chasing her lips, desperate for her to finally just kiss me again, but she pulled away with the ghost of a smile dancing on her expression.
“You really are a bleeding heart, aren’t you?” she said, brushing her knuckles over my cheek. “Me with my injury, Frances with her flowers, Angeline with her books, Samuel with his crush…”
I let myself pout. The sweet smell of her standing so close to me, the ache in my stomach—the way I needed her was building, and I wasn’t that patient. “So I want good things for people. Sue me, okay?”
“Not going to legal war with any real estate types, thanks,” she laughed. “I’m smarter than that. I’d tell you I think the whole thing’s childish, but it seems to be working out for you. Maybe I need to take notes.”
“Maybe you need to kiss me already.”
She smiled wider. “I’m enjoying seeing how much you’re squirming for it, actually.”
“Madison,” I whined.
“Yes, Paige?” She trailed her hand down my front, and I gripped her hips tighter.
“If you don’t kiss me right now, I’ll break.”
She leaned in, but she moved past me and whispered into my ear instead. “I think one hand will be plenty to take you until you do break.”
I felt like something dropped out from inside me, a deep aching need building in me. My thighs tingled, and I squeezed them together embarrassingly. “Oh my god, Madison. Please just take me.”
She cupped my jaw, and I sank helpless into her as she flashed her teeth in a smile. “That’s the response I’m looking for,” she murmured, voice hot and husky. I let out another small, pitiful whine.
“I really need you.”
“Good girl.” She leaned in then, and finally, her lips met mine, and I groaned at the contact, bucking my hips against hers. Her hands traveled to my back, one gently grazing while her good hand gripped tight at the fabric of my dress, and I melted into the touch of her lips, ravenous against mine. It was fiery and all-consuming, moving slowly together but with so much heat building between us I felt prickling over my skin, needing my dress gone. When her hand slipped to my front and her thumb teased over my nipple through my clothes, I jerked against her, a delirious rush of heat shooting through my core. She broke away from the kiss with a throaty laugh.
“Doing okay there?”
“Doing—I’m doing the—ugh, just take my dress off, please.”
Her fingertips trailed gingerly up my arms, and I waited the eternity for her to slip the dress straps down my shoulders and drop it to the floor. She cupped my breast through my bra, fingers brushing against my nipple, and I buried my face in her shoulder and muffled the groans while I slipped my hands under her shirt.
She slipped my bra off before long, my panties right after, and her clothes followed right along. Her grip on me roughened, grabbing me tight as she pressed a fierce, messy kiss against my lips, and then I found myself toppling as she shoved me into her bed, a rush in my chest that turned into a rush between my legs, my thighs stained with my own wetness. I fell on my back, spreading my legs without even meaning to, my core throbbing as Madison rooted in the bedside table before she came out with a harness and a dildo.
“I think I’d love to take you with this,” she said, her voice husky and low, and it sent a pang of need between my thighs.
“I—please,” I gasped. Just looking at her as she pulled it on, the solid shaft of it, I felt empty—needed her filling me up.
She got on her knees between my legs, her good hand caressing the insides of my thighs, and I let out a wild gasp as she traced down to my center and back up, teasing right around where I needed her. Again, down and back up, and I found myself squirming, gasping her name, desperate for her to take me—
“On your front,” she said, and it sent another wild rush through me. I nodded numbly, flipping over onto my front, and she directed me onto my shaky knees, her hands gripping me and positioning me. I came up onto all fours, but she put a hand on my shoulder and pressed me down hard into the bed, my face against the mattress, and I felt my hips thrust wildly against the air, desperate for her. I was soaked, I needed her so badly, and the way she grabbed me and pushed me into position—shoved me down into the mattress—
When she pushed the tip of her strap inside me, slowly, I already knew I wasn’t going to last long. It felt like she was filling my whole body as she pushed deeper inside me, the solid shaft spreading me and pressing tight against my walls, and she held there for a minute with the full length of it inside me before she pulled out, paused, and thrust it back inside me.
I let out a cry, desperate for more, desperate for her to do exactly as she’d promised and just break me, but her hand on my shoulder shoving me down into the mattress muffled my cry against the blankets. I gripped tight at the pillow underneath me, clutching it against me and just losing myself into the sensation of Madison taking me—filling me up, thrusting in and out, shoving me down into the mattress and muffling my gasps and my moans—
I felt an orgasm building in my core before long, and I tried to tell her, tried to say anything, but it felt like my body had become completely hers now, like I couldn’t do a thing but take her, and I just melted and let it happen. The strength of her moving inside me, driving me higher—it built me up more and more until I couldn’t hold back any longer, and I gave in, clenching tighter around her and thrusting with my hips to match her, letting out a long moan into the pillow as my consciousness melted and I found sweet oblivion.
When I collapsed onto the bed, every part of me alight with the satisfaction, Madison sank onto the bed next to me, pulling me into a long, slow and sweet kiss, her tongue dancing with mine. It was after a blissful eternity there that she pulled away, a light in her eyes.
“I’d kept thinking about doing that,” she said, her voice still a husky murmur.
“That’s—hot.” I bit my lip. “So… um… everything you were hoping for?”
“And more. You were practically pulling me into you.”
“Oh my god.” I buried my face in her pillow.
“It was amazing. Thank you. Exactly what I needed.” She collapsed onto her back next to me, staring out the skylight that looked up into endless stars.
“Um… are you done?” I said, trying to keep the disappointment out of my voice. She gave me a sidelong smile.
“Hoping for more, babe?”
“Um. Do you need to ask?” I looked away. “I just wanted to, um… you know… return the favor.”
She arched an eyebrow. “Fuck me into the mattress from behind? Didn’t think you’d be the type.”
“Um—I’m not. I just mean—oh my god, Madison. You know.”
She laughed, sweeping my hair back from my face. “I do know. Relax. I’d love to. Just—in a minute.”
“Okay. Great.” I buried my face into the mattress. “Yep. Great. Okay. Sounds good.”
She laughed again, but she fell quiet, and when she spoke again a minute later, it wasn’t what I’d been expecting her to say. “Thanks.”
“For—wanting to get you off too?”
“I’ll thank you for that later.” She looked away. “For sticking up for the restaurant. And giving me another chance.”
I blinked fast, staring at her. Between this and her taking me back to her bedroom, I was trying hard not to read too much into things, but… maybe I was reading too much into things. Gingerly, I inched closer to her, putting an arm over her waist. “Of course,” I said. “Thank you for telling me the truth about everything, you know? I don’t blame you for anything that happened.”
She sighed. “Everyone’s been acting like I died and I’ve been reborn now, just because I’ve been avoiding their shows and events and…”
“People missed you. People like being around you, you know?” I caressed her side, fingers trailing up and down. “I can certainly see why. You’re, um… you’re certainly nice to be around.”
“If that’s a euphemism for all of this, I promise you I don’t fuck other people.”
“No, I—know,” I mumbled, flushing as I buried my face against her collar. “I mean, I’d assumed. And I’m glad for the confirmation. Um. What I mean is just… you’re a better part of the community than you realize. I mean—even the Angry Lesbians’ Club is happy you’re coming back to things.”
“I will never understand how you’ve gone making friends with them,” she said, but it was a note of wonder in her voice this time, and that made me feel like I could move mountains. “Are you bribing them?”
“No, I hadn’t thought of that. I just found out we have a lot in common, you know? They all just want good things for Faux Pas and for you, too.”
She was quiet. I squeezed her arm.
“And they’re happy you’re going bowling with us. Maybe come to the book club with Angeline and me, too?”
“I’m not going to hang out around Angeline again,” she sighed.
“I think it’s bad for your health to just leave things unresolved. You’ll probably feel better if you go have a heart-to-heart, clear things up—”
“I’m sure you do think it works that way.”
I pouted. “So much for taking notes.”
“I—” She stopped, and she was quiet for a long time where I’d felt like I’d stepped in it harder than it had ever been stepped in, and then, quietly, she sighed. “Maybe. Sure. Fine, queer book club it is, then.”
“For real?” I sat up in bed so hard I nearly fell off. “Oh my god. You really mean it? I’m so happy I could dance. I mean, except that I’m too tired to move anymore.”
“You do have a simple approach to life,” she sighed.
“Thanks for coming, Madison.” I pressed a quick kiss against her lips, and I lay down next to her.
“I haven’t yet,” she said, arching an eyebrow at me. “But I could.”
“What?” It took me a second. “Oh. Oh, like—yeah. Um… yes, please?”
She put her hand on my shoulder and rolled me suddenly onto my back, and she rose onto her knees to straddle me. The sight of her naked over me with the stars through the skylight behind her—simultaneously so beautiful and so erotic, I suddenly felt like I hadn’t just come so hard I’d left this world. “Great,” she said, voice husky. “I’ve been aching for this all day.”
Well, that was hot.



Chapter 21
Frances was in a good mood for gardening. She blared Johnny Cash while we worked, and when she asked what I was looking for Isaac for and I confirmed it was to try setting up a date for him and Samuel, she launched right off into stories about the two of them dancing around each other at every event for the longest time. When I invariably screwed up or forgot what I was doing, she would give me a condescending pat or a snarky comment, but it was lacking the edge it had before, more like a sarcastic aunt than anything else.
“Any good at bowling?” she said, once we were finishing up for the day.
“Oh, terrible,” I laughed. “I’ve never tried in my life, and I have zero hand-eye coordination, no motor skills…”
“Laura will be ecstatic. She’s tired of losing all the time.”
“Laura?” I laughed. “She doesn’t strike me as the type to lose at anything. She’s so… no-nonsense. And smug.”
“She just has… pretenses,” she said, closing up her toolbox, handing me a bottle of water. The sun beating down on the back of my neck felt stifling, but the fresh air was glorious. Somewhere along the way, somehow, I’d kind of come to enjoy these days out here. “She grew up in the kind of position where she couldn’t ever be seen being wrong or losing in anything. I have to lose to her on purpose at the bowling alley to keep her from getting angry.”
I paused. “What position did she grow up in?”
“What, you don’t know? She’s the old mayor’s daughter.”
I blinked fast. “Not the one Angeline’s dad stole from.”
“The one and only.”
“How did they end up working together, then?”
Frances laughed, slipping out of her apron and dropping it in a pile on top of her toolbox. “Angeline challenged her to outrace her in the charity run. Since the challenge was public, Laura couldn’t say no. And since Angeline won, she got her side of the bargain, which meant working together. They go at it again every year for Laura to try getting out of their agreements, but Angeline never loses. Of course, at this point, I’m pretty sure they’ve both moved on from their little rivalries, so it’s just for show. They’re a couple of prideful fools.”
I scratched my head. “They’re a lot more… human than I originally thought.”
“You were expecting shapeshifting lizard people, then.”
“Well, no. But maybe I wouldn’t have been surprised?” I shrugged. “Just… I’m glad I get to know everyone.”
She gave me a long, studying look before she gestured to my water and turned away with a small smile. “Drink your water before you drop dead. Working in the sun will dry you out like a raisin.”
“What, but I like raisins.” But I drank my water anyway.
Sure enough, at the bowling alley the next day with Madison, Laura and Frances, I was categorically the worst. I got the whole bowling alley to laugh at me when I accidentally threw a ball into the next lane over, but it was nice seeing Laura outdo me, even if she wasn’t… well, she probably wasn’t about to become a professional bowling champion.
“How do you even do that,” I asked her after one round, where she’d gotten a good half the pins down. “I swear, the lane is sloped. It keeps falling off the sides.”
She gave me a look, before looking back to where Madison cued up with the most intense look I’d ever seen from a human being, and then, like it was as natural as breathing, sent the ball down the alley and knocked down all the pins in one go. Cheers erupted from around her, and Laura just gestured to her. “Why don’t you ask her?” she said.
“Um… probably because it’s clearly too easy for her. I don’t think she even tries, I think it just happens.”
Laura stopped to consider it. “You might have a point. I can give you some pointers.”
It was maybe twenty minutes or so before I got a chance to step off to the side with Madison, while Laura and Frances went at it, and I nudged her side as she took a sip of water from her flask. “I’m sorry,” I said, “how long have you been doing this?”
“Used to be a big fan,” she laughed. “Satisfying to know I’m still better than Frances.”
“And Laura.”
“That goes without saying.” Her eyes gleamed. “I should have taken bets. Loser buys dinner.”
“Um… that’d be me,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “But I’ll make you dinner. At Faux Pas?”
She gave me a playful smile. “Assuming I tell you how to make it?”
“No, I, uh… I want to figure it out myself. I think I’m getting the hang of things.”
Not far away, Laura cursed, her ball falling in the gutter. Madison barely glanced at her before looking back to me and dropping her voice. “We’re not going to get sweet potato chili curry again, are we?”
“No, um… I now understand that’s not how to cook potatoes. Or rice. Or anything, really.”
When she pressed a quick kiss against the corner of my lips, it sent my heart into overdrive, and it was a wonder I didn’t pass out and knock my head on the bowling balls. “Well, I look forward to seeing what you make. You’ve come a long way, babe.”
I flushed furiously. “I, uh—have come a—um—whole entire—that is—bowling balls, let’s… do… bowling. It’s our turn up next. Let’s… do… that.”
She laughed, ruffling my hair before she pushed her water flask into my hands, picked up her ball, and headed for the lane. “Eloquently put, dear,” she said.
“I’m nothing if not eloquent!” I called after her, and I watched with maybe minor heart-eyes as she threw another strike, to Frances’s visible dismay.
When we wrapped up and the rainbow-draped crowds at the bowling alley all started to leave, Frances and Madison stuck around for another round against one another, and I found myself in the quiet of a party winding down with Laura, who sat down at the edge of the room next to me.
“You’re patently horrible at this,” she said, a big smile on her face.
“I am,” I laughed. “It’s my first time. I think it’s cool trying new stuff and seeing what happens. I mean, we can never grow if we stay in our comfort zones forever, right?”
“Oh, you’re a walking cliché, aren’t you?”
“I prefer font of wisdom, but a walking cliché works too.”
She leaned forwards in her seat, arms cross on her legs. “So. Mind telling me what you’re really after?”
“Um… well, it wasn’t winning at bowling, which is a huge relief.”
“You’re very funny.”
“Thank you. I make Madison laugh sometimes, so that’s enough for me.” I paused. “Oh. You were being sarcastic.”
“Why didn’t you sell?” she said, not looking at me. “There’s no reason to believe the place will be worth more than that, after factoring in all the associated costs. Opportunity costs, too. I know you could be making more back in the city doing your dirty work. So what are you really after?”
I blanked. “Um… my girlfriend is here, and she’s pretty.”
She gave me a look. I just shrugged, still getting flutters like every time I called Madison my girlfriend.
“What are the odds that the love of my life would happen to be connected to the granduncle I didn’t know I had? And I got into real estate because I liked to improve buildings, liked to see them grow. Getting to do that as part of my family’s legacy?” I shrugged again, looking down at my feet. “I’m not leaving Faux Pas. I want to run the place. Alongside Madison.”
“Don’t lie,” she said, her voice icier as she shot me a look. “I told you we looked into everything about you. You’re still in an apartment lease in San Francisco. It’s only sublet out for one month. You’re going back to the city after Pride—leaving just like Maya did.”
A pang of panic rang through my chest. “Uh—what? I don’t know what you’re… um…”
She narrowed her eyes at me. My resolve to lie, which was already about as strong as a toothpick structure, crumbled. I looked down with a heavy sigh.
“I don’t know what to do,” I mumbled. “I was going to fix up the place, sell it, and go back to the city. But I’m just… having too much fun here. There are so many interesting people here, and—it feels like there’s a community here. The more time I spend here, the less I want to go back to the city.”
“So you were just planning on pretending like you really loved the place, wanted to fix it up—”
“But I was actually lying and I just wanted a quick buck and to go home, yeah, pretty much.” I kicked at the floor. “But I pretended so hard that I went and convinced myself. I have a whole life back in San Francisco, but things like this…”
She stared at me for what felt like hours, gaze boring into the side of my head, before she looked back to where Frances actually outscored Madison in a round, for once. Madison huffed.
“I want to know how you got both Frances and Angeline to suck up to you all of a sudden,” Laura said, her voice low and level.
“Um… did I do that?” I scratched my head. “I think Frances is just sweet! She’s like… like a cool mom or something.”
“I’m telling her you said that.”
“Oh, please don’t. I’ll never live it down. She’s just been helping me in places, and I think… she probably just realized I’m really not cut out for deception. Honestly, I think that’s mostly what it is. I think she just realized I suck so bad at lying that she can trust me. But Angeline?” I chewed my cheek. “I don’t think she likes me… per se. I think she just doesn’t want to hurt Madison by hurting me. She tries to look tough and mean and scary, but really, she just wants good things for Madison.”
“We all made a promise,” she said, looking down with her shoulders slumped. Laura was probably in her early thirties, maybe a little older, but all of a sudden she looked like an elder sage carrying the weight of the world. I wasn’t going to tell her that, though. “After everything that happened with Maya, we weren’t going to let it happen again. And when we found out some real-estate city girl was taking over Faux Pas, we were sure it was Maya all over again. When we found out you and Madison were dating, it only got worse. But you’re not much like her after all, are you?”
I cocked my head. “What was she… like? I mean, as a person. Madison doesn’t like to talk about her, as, um… as you can probably imagine.”
She fell back in her seat, giving me a dry smile. “Just really damn good at everything.”
“Oh. Yeah, not at all like me.”
“She was the fastest runner and the pub quiz champion all in one. She was great at parties, and she remembered everyone’s kids’ names, too. Was always working on some exciting new project, and she got people around to help her on them. She had the biggest smile and the biggest laugh, but sometimes, you’d catch her in a moment where she thinks she’s alone, and there’s something dark in her eyes. But she notices you’re there, and just like that, she’s all smiles and laughter again, quick enough you think you imagined that look on her face.”
“Because it was all just an act.”
“Well, aren’t you a sharp one.”
I puffed out my chest. “I mean, not always, but, like… I try.” I paused. “Oh. Sarcasm again. Right. I got you.”
“And you, in comparison?” She looked me over like I was a shoddy old piece of furniture she was trying to estimate if it could at least make good scraps. “You are thoroughly useless at everything. You’re clumsy and clueless, and you seem to just shut down whenever you face a problem. You can’t even walk in a straight line half the time.”
I puffed out my cheek. “Hey, I at least gave you someone to win against in bowling.”
“And yet despite all of that, I don’t think there’s a single thing you’d lie about. And now I’m conflicted, because you’re so much like her, and so much not like her.”
I relaxed my posture, watching as Madison and Frances packed up their things, Madison fuming that she’d apparently narrowly lost just the last set. Frances looked like she was on top of the world.
“I think there’s a saying like twice bitten, twice shy.”
“It’s once bitten.”
“Ohh. Right. Once bitten, twice shy. That makes more sense, anyway. I think we overcompensate in response to getting hurt and overly invest in protective strategies, even when they don’t serve a realistic purpose. I’ve seen it in other firms. They get an unexpected market loss—maybe there’s surprise soil erosion and the value drops off—and they try really hard to overcorrect. Maybe they don’t invest in anything with delicate soil anymore. But when that happens, the best thing to do is actually invest in more properties like that, because then you have experience with the problem, that gives you a leg up over other investors in the same environs. Those people who overcorrect usually fold in the end. And in that way, we kind of let the soil erosion hurt us twice—once in tanking the property value, and once in making us so afraid of delicate soil that we limit our own potential.”
“You sound a lot smarter than you actually are when you talk about real estate.”
“Hey. I mean… okay, true, but still.” I kicked my feet up, relaxing back in my seat. “I think it’s awful that Maya hurt you all back then by lying and pretending to be someone she wasn’t. But she’s still hurting you now, and only because you’re letting her, by limiting yourself based on what she did.”
“It’s not—”
“It’s okay to be wrong sometimes,” I said.
She narrowed her eyes. “What are you talking about now?”
“We’re all wrong sometimes. Maybe about a property to buy, and maybe about a person to trust. It’s okay to be wrong. Are you trying to keep people from getting hurt by someone like Maya, or are you trying to keep yourself from feeling that shame of being wrong about someone and blaming yourself for them hurting somebody again?”
“What would you know about—”
“Nothing. I’m pretty clueless.” I folded my hands in my lap. “But that’s the feeling I get. I think you want to trust me and you’re just afraid to be wrong again. And that’s okay, too, by the way. It’s natural to not want to be wrong. Being wrong feels really rotten. That’s the benefit of being a hopeless klutz like me, is that you kind of get used to being wrong about stuff, and that’s, like, kind of a superpower, you know?”
Laura just studied me, quietly, until Madison and Frances caught up with us, joining us at the side of the room. Madison offered me a hand, and she pulled me to my feet before sweeping me into her side, planting a quick kiss on my cheek. My heart almost exploded. I think it was a public safety hazard, the way my heart was ready to just explode into a fireball one of these days.
“Ready to head out?” Madison said. “Paige promised me dinner, and I intend to collect.”
“Let us join you,” Laura said, standing up, and I blinked fast.
“Um… for dinner?”
“At Faux Pas.” She smiled wide enough the corners of her eyes creased. “We can be your first customers. How’s that sound?”
“Oh, um.” It sounded absolutely terrible, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud. “Sounds, uh…”
“Tonight’s a private dinner,” Madison said. “How about another night?”
Laura kept up the sweet smile. “Of course, you two should head right on back to your place after the dinner—”
“No, a private dinner,” Madison said again, looping her arm around my waist. “Paige won’t be fully dressed for it, if you must know the details, and I’m not keen on sharing that, sorry.”
“Madison,” I squealed, burying my face in my hands. So much for Paige. Paige was no longer a member of this world. Goodbye, Paige.
Once we slipped away with promises to do it another night instead, Madison stifled a laugh. “Sorry,” she said, voice lowered, once we were out in the parking lot making our way under a starry sky towards the car. “Figured that would make them drop it quicker.”
“I mean,” I mumbled, still just about hunching my shoulders out of existence. “It did work.”
“But,” she said, opening the passenger side door on her car for me, “if you want to make the plan a reality, I’m not going to complain.”
Well, just like that, I couldn’t even remember I’d had a conversation with Laura and Frances today. Picturing Madison at the table watching me in my underwear…
In a blink, I’d gone from embarrassed to horny. I mean—I was a simple woman like that. I cleared my throat.
“How dressed is not fully dressed?”
“Not very,” she said, leaning against the side of the car with a playful smirk. “Maybe some of that pink lingerie I’ve seen in your luggage—”
“Oh my god, were you looking?”
“You left the bag open in the living room. The pink lingerie wasn’t hidden well.”
I folded my arms, face on fire. “You apologize for looking, or you are not going to see me in it.”
She put her hands up. “I am truly and deeply sorry, Paige. Please forgive me.”
“Okay, forgiveness granted, I, uh, really wanted to wear them for you anyway,” I mumbled, my voice and my gaze falling more with each word.
“Sounds like dinner will be spectacular,” she said, her voice husky, and yeah, I’d probably be sitting in a puddle by the time we finished driving and got back to the house.
Definitely worth it, though.



Chapter 22
It was only the night before book club that I realized I hadn’t read the book, so, well, needless to say, I was a bit haggard showing up on three hours of sleep, but at least I’d read the book. I even remembered reading some of it.
So when Angeline met me outside the little covered terrace at the café with her arms folded and said, “If it’s you, Paige, I wonder if you even read the book,” I lit up.
“I did,” I said, puffing out my chest. “Last night.”
“She was up until three in the morning,” Madison said, stepping out of the car behind me. Angeline’s smug expression faltered when Madison sidled up next to me, an arm around my waist.
“I didn’t think you’d be attending, Madison,” Angeline said, giving her a sweet smile. Wearing a white blouse with big floral print and a cute, swishy skirt, a hairclip pinning her hair off to the side, smiling like that, Angeline looked perfectly sweet and lovely right now. I remembered keenly what Laura said about Maya’s smile, but strangely, I thought it might actually be a good idea not to say that out loud.
“My girlfriend doesn’t know how to refuse an invitation,” Madison said. “And I get dragged along.”
I batted my eyelashes at her. “You came along because you couldn’t bear to be without me.”
“Yeah, yeah…” She rubbed her forehead. “Expect me to be quiet.”
“Did you read the book?” Angeline dropped her arms.
“Last night,” Madison said, with a wry smirk. “At three in the morning. Paige read it to me.”
“I usually read aloud even when I’m alone,” I said. “It, uh… it just helps me visualize the story.”
“So, really,” Madison said, “I had no choice but to show up.”
Angeline blinked fast. “Who in the world reads aloud when they’re alone?”
“Oh, me, I do that,” I said. “Wait. I just said that.”
Another car pulled up in the lot behind us, separating us from the idyllic vineyard past the café, and an older woman in a denim jacket and long skirt stepped out, smiling warmly at me. “Oh, you’re the new Farrell girl in town, aren’t you?” she said. “I have to admit, I wasn’t sure about you, but if you’re a book club attendee too, I’m sold.”
“She reads books out loud,” Angeline said, emphasizing every word in disbelief. “Even when she’s alone.”
The woman lit up as another older woman stepped out of the other side of her car, a curvy Asian woman with short black hair, wearing a matching ring as the first woman. I still couldn’t wrap my head around the number of gay people here. “Do you really?” the first woman said. “Oh, now I’m even more sold. My wife Vivian and I volunteer at the library. You should come do readings for us there. I bet you’d be brilliant at it.”
“Um… you give me a lot of credit.”
“I’m Shannon, by the way.”
“You give me a lot of credit, Shannon.”
“Let’s get inside, already,” Vivian said, inching closer to Shannon’s side. “I want coffee.”
“Dear, you just had coffee.”
“I know.”
We went inside, crowding in with the others in the terrace. It was a gorgeous day, barely a cloud in the sky, with warm weather and a cool breeze, and they even had the big table off to the side with a rainbow-edged tablecloth marked for the Pride book club, not that I was sure straight people even came here.
I sat between Madison and Angeline, making sure to serve as a buffer so she wouldn’t steal my girlfriend—or, not-girlfriend—and Vivian was the first to start gushing about the book before the host, a slim person with a lip piercing who introduced themself as Ray, had even announced the program or said what the book was. Vivian lost herself in coffee the moment the barista brought out a big travel container for the table, and we dove into the discussion.
And even Madison seemed to come to life. It took some time for her to be coaxed in, but once she was, she talked with light in her eyes, hands moving. She was gorgeous when she was completely entranced in something. I wondered how obvious my heart-eyes watching her were. Probably pretty obvious.
But what was most surprising was seeing Angeline relax, too. The fake smile dropped, and she laughed raucously about in-jokes and book references, and for a minute, I didn’t even recognize her. And for a minute, she wasn’t even trying to steal my girl.
I mean… the girl who happened to be here sitting with me. She wasn’t my girl. Unfortunately.
After a lot of coffee, a lot of croissants, and a lot of me gushing over how cute the main character’s dog was, we found ourselves winding down, but Shannon wasn’t ready to let it go without a fight, leaning across the table towards me.
“Also, just so everyone knows, the new girl, Paige Farrell—she’s going to be doing a live reading at the library next week.”
I blinked. “Um. I am?”
“She reads books aloud,” Angeline said, punching through each word. “Even when she’s alone.”
I scratched my head. “See, I never realized before all of this that that was weird.”
The table came alive with chatter. “You must be brilliant at it,” said David, the man at the end who was the epitome of a gay bear, massive beard and all.
“Um… I’m okay, ish, I think,” I said. “But if you want me to, I’ll do it.”
“I work at the bookstore on Main Street,” Ray said. “But it’s hard driving customers these days, you know? If you’re a bookish type, maybe we can get some kind of collaboration with Faux Pas.”
“Really? Oh my god, that sounds amazing.” I nearly fell forward out of my chair.
“We should do the next book club there,” Shannon said. “And Paige can read for us, too!”
“We should.” I had words just spilling out of me at this point. “What’s the next book? I’ll do it for that live reading, too.”
Ray smiled. “I’m glad someone asked before we had to wrap. We’re doing the latest release from Sylvia Andrews, Courtship for Troublesome Ladies.”
Angeline stiffened. I did, too. Madison looked away. “Oh,” I said. “Um… great! I’m a, uh… a big fan of, um… her. Sylvia Andrews, I mean. She’s a big fan of me. No, I mean—she’s not. Really not. I’m a big fan of her, is what I meant to say.”
“Oh, me too!” Vivian lit up, completely ignoring the way I suddenly forgot what in the world even was a word. “I just read that one recently, and it’s just amazing. The chemistry between the two ladies!” She fanned herself.
This time, it was Angeline’s turn to forget words. “They… do have some chemistry,” she said.
Once we finished and we all filtered out, I caught sight of Angeline escaping to the back, and never knowing how to mind my own business, I followed her while Madison was running to the bathroom. I caught her on a raised deck, leaning over the railing overlooking the vineyard, and I sidled up awkwardly next to her.
“I, um… I’m looking forward to reading it,” I said.
“Please just push me over this railing,” she said, voice raspy. “I’m ready.”
“Um… no. No thanks. I don’t want that on my hands.”
She shot me a look. “You read books aloud? Always? Even when you’re alone?”
I bristled just a little. “You’d think I killed someone. It’s just a fun little reading thing. It helps me visualize it.”
She was quiet for a second before she said, “Did you read my book aloud, too?”
This felt like a trick question. “Um… I’ve actually read two of your books. I read both of them aloud, yeah.”
She gave me a distant smile, like she was smiling at something behind me. “Huh,” she said. “I’ve never heard of someone reading my books out loud before.”
I blinked fast. “Um… do you actually like it, after all this time you were complaining about it?”
She glared. “You’d better do the book justice when you’re reading it for book club. I’ll be there.”
“Oh. That’s pressure.” I scratched my head. “I’ll do my best.”
“I’m going to write up my list of suggested corrections and deliver it to you after.”
I laughed. “You can just come see me without needing an excuse anytime. I’m pretty social.”
She flinched like I’d thrown boiling water on her. “That’s not—I am not trying to make friends with you.”
“Whatever you want to call it, then,” I laughed. “Special enemies, maybe. Um… I know I already did, but can I ask why you don’t want to tell them who you are? They seem to really like you, actually. I think they’d be delighted.”
She looked away, sticking her nose in the air. “That’s none of your damn business.”
“This is a small town, everything is everyone else’s business.”
“I see you’re catching on quickly, but I refuse to play that game with you.” She waved me off. “Just go back to your loving girlfriend already.”
“Maybe this is me imagining it, but… are you just afraid of them getting excited about it?”
She shot me a glare that would make a stone wall cry. “I’ll thank you to stay out of this.”
I flattened out my dress, brushing it off. “Nah. I don’t think you’d actually thank me, anyway. I get the feeling you’re just unaccustomed to people liking you, and you’re scared about how excited they’d be to know who you actually are.”
“Listen—”
“Okay.”
“I’ll push you over the railing instead.”
I laughed. “You would not. You totally like me.”
She huffed. “What is wrong with you? Insufferable, intolerable, refuse to take a hint—”
“I’ve been told that’s part of my charm.”
She gave up, collapsing against the railing, staring down into the vineyard. “I just… don’t know how to handle attention. I get angry too easily. I feel like everyone’s judging me. I snap at people, and then I figure they probably hate me because I’ve snapped at them, and then I snap at them because they hate me.”
“Um… I don’t think the people at the book club hate you. I don’t hate you. I just think you were hurt in a bad situation, and you don’t know how to express your feelings in a healthy way.”
“What are you, my therapist?”
“Oh, no.” I waved her off. “I’d be a terrible therapist. The moment anyone starts crying on me, I turn into a blubbering mess. And I’m an ugly crier. It’s just tears and snot everywhere and I hiccup and burp—”
“I figure they’ll be mad I kept it from them for so long.”
I paused. “The—snot and burps?”
She gave me a look.
“Oh. The books thing. What? No way they’d be mad. I mean, I get that it’s hard to break rank after so long being one way and saying one thing, but… like, when I found out who you were, I was like, what. And I was like, whoa. I just thought that was the coolest thing. And now I have your autograph!”
“A book was wasted on you. You are clearly barely literate.”
I put my hands on my hips. “See, that’s you lashing out because you’re insecure again. Give it another try.”
She hung her head. “I don’t know why you keep giving me more chances.”
Aw. She liked me. I leaned against the railing with her. “We all deserve more chances sometimes. I know I’ve screwed up on the same thing over and over and over and over before. Sometimes we just need someone to sit down and say I’m not going anywhere, take your time to figure it out, and then it can all come easily.”
“You are such an obnoxious sap. Do you have no critical thinking skills?”
“Try again.”
She sighed aggressively. “I… appreciate it. Did you mean it? What you said to Ray?”
I blinked. “Um. That depends. What did I say to Ray?”
“That you’re going to host the next book club at Faux Pas.”
“Oh, of course!” I turned to her just about bubbling over with excitement. “Ugh, I love that. And it’s still a month away, so I have plenty of time to get Faux Pas operational.”
She was quiet for a long time before she said, “So, you are keeping the place.”
“What? Oh.” Oh. Right. Next month. I’d be gone. Next book club—yeah. That was next month. I’d forgotten I was… leaving. “Yep…” I said, sounding about as confident as I felt. “Staying… here. Running the restaurant. I love to cook.”
“You are a transparent liar. What’s really going on?”
“I just—uh—realized that the…” I scratched my head. “My apartment back in SF. It’s, uh, just sublet out for a month. I’ll have to figure that out for the rest of the year.”
She gave me a look. I slumped against the railing.
“Ugh, Angeline, I don’t know what to do,” I said. “I know you know I was only planning on staying for Pride. But the longer I stay, the more I feel like Willow Arches is home. I don’t want to disappoint everyone by ditching the book club now.”
“So you’re saying we had our opportunity to get rid of you, and we blew it.” She let out a dry laugh. “What a waste. We should have just let you go about your business, huh? I could have just sat back and then bought the restaurant when you put it up for sale, and seen you out of this town forever. Although I expected you to strip the inside of that building out and turn it into a damn Subway or something equally appalling, I’m just going to assume you couldn’t figure out how and blew it.”
I crossed my arms. “Try again.”
She rubbed her forehead. “You should stay.”
I stared. “You—do you think?”
“Madison’s happy with you around,” she said, quietly, still looking down into the vineyard. “Been a while since I’ve seen her that happy. And people like you, no matter what we told them all about you. Even though you’re a helpless little pain in the neck.”
“Try again.”
She took a long breath. “It’s… nice having someone I can talk to about my books.”
I lit up. “So you want to be friends?”
She glowered at me. “How did you get that out of what I said?”
“Uh, duh. You told me I should stick around and that it’s nice being with me. We’re friends now. Can I give you my number? You can text me any time you want to talk about book stuff.”
“What is wrong with you? Do you have zero reading of anyone? Zero self-preservation instincts? Animals die out without that.”
I folded my arms. I didn’t have to even say it this time, she just sighed and looked back down over the railing.
“Sure. That sounds good.”
“Great. I’ll do a practice reading for your book before the next book club, and you can tell me if I need to make any changes.”
“You are ridiculous,” she sighed.
“I know,” I laughed. “Can I see your phone?”
She handed it over, opened to the new contact screen. “But,” she said, looking away, “I suppose if there’s anyone Madison really needs, well… I suppose it would be someone like you.”
Aw. She really did like me. “I’ll do my best to make her happy,” I said, punching in my number. “I promise.”



Chapter 23
Madison kissed me in front of the whole room.
I know, I know. It had already happened a lot by this point, but I still couldn’t get my head around it. Hogwash, the pub and general gathering spot, was alive with activity and music and dancing, and it was in the middle of the floor in front of the musicians on stage that Madison swept me into her arms after a song and planted a kiss on my lips, to the applause of the crowd around us. My brain spun off its axis, and I made a weird duck sound, hands going out at odd angles, but you better believe I kissed her back. I put my hands on her hips and god, I kissed her back. Kissed her back enough she had to pull away when I realized I was verging on making out with her.
“Okay,” I laughed, giddy and drunk on the feeling, “maybe I got carried away?”
Her eyes sparkled as she said, “Not the worst problem to have.”
“Thank you everyone for coming tonight!” the MC shouted from the front of the stage, tinny through a microphone. The room, which was alive with people in a million different outfits just screaming queer, half of them from out of town, quieted down and looked to the front. “We got one last song for you tonight, but just wanna say first, it's been real!”
Madison looked up at him, a smirk tugging at her lips. “That’s Rhett,” she said, voice low. “He likes to pretend he’s a rockstar. He makes sure to say in every single performance at any venue it’s been real like it’s his international concert tour.”
I chewed my cheek. “I’m gonna ask him for his autograph.”
She arched her eyebrows at me. “Big fan, huh?”
“Mostly, I just want to make him feel like a real rockstar,” I laughed. “But also, then I can get to Isaac through him.”
“You are set on this thing.”
I puffed out my cheeks. “Samuel needs a boyfriend. And that’s final. Isaac has been gawking at him all night. Look at him. He’s doing it right now.”
He was—standing at one edge of the stage, gazing off to the side, where Samuel was filling drinks for the most muscular butch lesbian in leather that history had ever created, and a petite femme who looked like her girlfriend. It was only when Samuel stirred, glancing back towards the stage, that Isaac looked away and pretended to be focused on the crowd, and then it was Samuel’s turn to hopelessly stare.
“I knew Samuel had it bad for the guy,” Madison said, voice low as the band started up their last number and people piled onto the floor, “but I’d never really paid enough attention to notice Isaac was just as bad.”
Samuel had said Madison and I were the same way. There was no way, though, right? I was the only one with a hopeless crush here. Of course, Samuel and Isaac probably both thought that about themselves, too.
“It’s settled,” I said, leading Madison on our last dance of the night. “We’re getting them hooked up, and that’s final.”
“Far be it from me to try to stop you, Paige,” she laughed, a glimmer in her eyes. “I’ve noticed that, despite all appearances, you’re quite difficult to stop once you set your mind on something.”
I batted my eyelashes. “But you like that about me, don’t you?”
She tugged me suddenly in close, and I gasped as my hips pressed against hers for a move of the dance. “Quite a bit,” she said, her voice husky, and it left me spinning even after she finished the move and we stepped back to our regular distance.
There was no way she liked me, like, liked me liked me. I mean, unless she did. But there was no way. Right? Right.
Right?
I think I was still spinning a little when I caught the band coming down off the stage after the set, and I breathlessly came up to where Rhett stood shorter than I’d realized—he was probably five five, and especially after being next to Madison, he looked tiny. I wasted no time, though.
“Hey,” I said, “can I get your autograph?”
He gave me a wild-eyed look. “Mine?” he said, a second later. “Uh, I mean—you got it, man. Always happy to do something for a fan.”
“Oh my god, I’m so excited,” I said. “Um… I didn’t bring anything for you to sign, actually.”
“How about the guitar pick I used for the show, huh?” He puffed out his chest, looking like he was making the best offer anyone had ever heard. “My signature on one side, the band name on the other. Just for you.”
“Oh… wow. That’d actually be amazing.” And then I could find out what your band is called. I didn’t say that part. “Are you serious? You’d really give me that?”
He grinned. “Anything for a fan. That’s our creed.”
“Okay, great. Because the bartender, Samuel, also really, really, really wanted Isaac’s autograph, but he’s too shy to ask.”
Rhett scratched his head. “Aw… you serious? Isaac’s always talking about that guy. He’s gonna be fucking pumped.”
“Oh, this is the best day ever,” I said, all but spinning on the spot, trying to keep from giggling. Luckily, I think Rhett just thought I was that excited about his guitar pick. Come to think of it, I didn’t even know what a guitar pick was. I’d find out soon, though.
“Hey, you’re that Farrell girl, aren’t you?” he said. “Tyler’s grandkid?”
“Um, grandniece, specifically, but yes.”
He grinned. “Rock on. What do you say we do a show at your restaurant to celebrate the grand reopening?”
My jaw dropped. “Uh—what, you’re a fan?”
“Man,” he grunted, scratching the back of his neck. “You live under a rock or something? Everyone around here knows and loves that place. It was heartbreaking when the old man kicked the bucket, but I heard from some folks at the festival the other day that you did the catering, and it was like old man Tyler was back.”
Oh, this was a lot of pressure. What was I supposed to say? I couldn’t say no, I’m actually selling the place and leaving. I blanked. “Um… o-okay. Great! I mean, that sounds amazing. I’m getting a little bit of impostor syndrome right now, but it’ll be great. We’ll have a grand opening party, and you can play a show, and…”
“It’ll be a perfect way to round out Pride,” he said. “End things with a bang, yeah? There’s going to be everyone within miles and miles lining up for a reopening show at Faux Pas.”
Well, that was terrifying. “Sounds—great,” I squeaked. “Yeah. I’ll, uh… get in touch. Well, I guess I won’t, because I don’t know how to get in touch with you.”
“Man, just gimme your cell, we can talk that way.”
I blinked. “Um—like—what kind of cells? Do you need a hair?”
He stared.
“Does it… need to be a living cell?”
He kept staring.
“Oh. Cell phone. Phone number. Yeah. I can do that.”
When I walked away, trading my phone number for a tiny little plastic triangle, I caught Madison at the bar, leaning over it and laughing together with Samuel. I sidled up next to her, and when she looked at me, I showed her the guitar pick.
“Um… how is this supposed to get involved with playing the guitar?”
She gave me a wry smile. “He offered you the signed pick, and you accepted even though you don’t know what a guitar pick is.”
“Um, yep. That’d be an accurate description of what happened.”
“You’re so helpless.” She kissed my forehead, and I think I almost fainted on the bar. How many more kisses would I get before I left? “You use it to strum the strings, dear. It gives you a clearer sound than just using your fingers.”
I squinted at the little plastic triangle in my hand. Rhett’s signature was messy. “To think, this little thing could make music.”
Samuel leaned across the bar towards me. “One more pina colada before I close up the bar?”
“Oh, I shouldn’t,” I giggled, but Madison cut in.
“One more on my tab,” she said. “The girl’s been working hard. She deserves it.”
“Oh, what?” I sank into her side. “Madison. You know I’ve been doing everything in my power to avoid working at all.”
She kissed my cheek before pulling back away. “I’m going to go say good night to Hugh and his buddies. It’s been nice seeing them again. Hold down the fort, and I’ll be right back, okay, babe?”
“You can get me to do anything by calling me babe,” I laughed, tiptoeing to give her another kiss before she slipped off towards the back of the room. Samuel set down my second pina colada, barely stifling laughter.
“You two are so lovey-dovey,” he said. “It’s cute to watch.”
“Oh, no, no, no,” I laughed, waving my hands in front of me. “I’m lovey-dovey. She’s lovably grumpy.”
“She even gets a little bit lovey-dovey too just for you. Like I said, it’s cute.” He leaned over the bar, propping his elbows on the bar top. “Did you two work out your little… physical thing, yet?”
I blinked. “Like, have we had sex? Yeah, a bunch of times. It’s great.”
He blinked.
“Oh. Like the—relationship, instead of just being physical, yeah, that’s—okay, that’s embarrassing. I mean, it is great, but I… you know… yeah.” I scratched the back of my head. “What was I saying?”
“The relationship?”
“Oh, yeah. Um. Wow, that’s embarrassing.” I took a sip of the drink, sweet and creamy and pineapple-y deliciousness. Ugh. I loved these things. Immediately, I forgot I’d ever even done anything embarrassing. “I mean… there really is nothing there,” I mumbled. “It’s just fun for her. And it’s definitely fun for me, too, but… you know.”
“Trust me, Paige, there’s no mistaking the way that girl looks at you.” He put a hand down on top of mine. “Just talk to her, okay? She deserves to be happy. And so do you.”
“But—but I’m leaving,” I whispered. “I can’t just pick her up and take her back to SF with me. Ugh, Samuel, I don’t want to leave.”
“Try staying, then?”
“But that’s scary. It’s really scary, because then there’s a commitment, and—you know, it’s easy to be nice to someone and deal with them screwing stuff up all the time when they’re going to leave before long, right? But it’s different if I’m staying.”
He mulled it over. “I think,” he said, measuring his words carefully, “when we find someplace that actually wants us, after a lifetime of bouncing off places, it’s easy to get scared and think the other shoe’s going to drop.”
“Where are shoes dropping from?”
“No, it’s… it’s a figure of speech. Like we keep waiting for a problem, expecting something terrible to happen.”
I puffed out my cheek. “Shoes dropping doesn’t sound so bad. Well, I guess it depends on where they’re dropping from. And what they’re dropping on.”
“Look, forget the saying,” he said, putting his hands up. “The point is, sometimes we get conditioned to expect things to go wrong, and sometimes, we sabotage ourselves like that, because we create what we expect. Sometimes our mindset leads us to those very same problems we were so worried about. Before you got here, Laura and her friends got everyone to think you were more or less Satan incarnate.”
I scratched my neck. “That sounds way cooler than I actually am.”
“I think you’re pretty cool. And more importantly, Madison thinks you’re cool. But what I’m saying is, the longer you’ve been here, the more everyone’s taken to you. I’m a bartender, you know? I hear all the gossip and all the idle thoughts. It’s all shifted from can’t believe some city girl has the audacity to swoop in and buy our Faux Pas, into it’s so nice to have a real Farrell back in town again, I can’t wait for the restaurant to open.”
I blinked. “Who’s been saying that?”
He grinned. “I can’t tell you that. Goes against bartender’s honor. But let’s just say it’s more than one person. People are really looking forward to seeing your cooking skills in action.”
“Oh… right. My cooking skills.” I wrung my hands before taking a long sip of my drink. It helped. “Yeah. Cooking stuff.”
“You should tell Madison,” he said, softly. “And I mean really just lay it on the girl. She’s not great at talking about things. She needs you to take the lead.”
I pursed my lips. “Hey—if this whole Faux Pas thing actually works out. Do you want to work there again?”
“Yeah.”
I stared at him. He stared at me.
“What—” I started. “Just like that?”
He grinned. “I was waiting for you to ask.”
“Oh my god. I just got a new hire.” I clapped my hands together. “Oh, wow. That’s the easiest hire I’ve ever done. The place will be unstoppable if it has you and Madison both.”
“I think you’ll have a pretty easy time hiring for the restaurant,” he laughed. “It’s a legacy. And people want to be a part. Don’t be surprised if people feel honored to be offered a job there.”
“See, but I can’t get my head around that, is the problem,” I said, talking quickly. “I’ve never felt like I’m important before. I’ve never…” I trailed off, looking down into the surface of my pina colada. “Huh. I’ve never… felt like I’m important before.”
“We’ve been waiting some time to see what would happen with Faux Pas,” he said. “You’re Tyler’s legacy. Of course you’re important.”
“Huh.” I sipped my drink slowly. “Um… apparently the band here wants to put on a show at Faux Pas. Once it’s open, you know? To end the month. You’ll be there, too, right?”
“Hey, look at you,” he said, grinning as he stood back up. “Putting on events and everything. Yeah, I’ll be there.”
“Oh!” I stood up straighter. “That reminds me. I told Rhett that you wanted Isaac’s autograph.”
He stiffened. “You told Rhett what?”
“That you wanted Isaac’s autograph.”
“But—when? What?” He scratched his head. “Hold on.”
“He got excited about it, said Isaac never stopped talking about you.” I winked. “Go shoot your shot, bowtie-boy.”
“But…” He looked down, fussing with something under the bar. “I’ve got to… do the cleanup. Have to handle all of this.”
“I’m sure he’ll be happy to wait around a little. Go give him a big smooch or something.”
“I’m not giving him a smooch,” Samuel said, scrunching up his face, still looking down. “It’s just…”
“Thanks for the drink!” I said, picking up my pina colada and spinning on my heel, making my way back towards where Madison was still lingering at a table with friends from out of town.
I still had no idea what was going to happen with her. With Faux Pas. With us. I mean, I had no idea about a lot of things, just in general. But I wanted to make the most of the moment.



Chapter 24
“A show.”
I nodded. “At Faux Pas.”
Sitting in the driver's seat next to me, the car parked at her house, Madison rubbed her forehead. “Okay. Mind elaborating? Because if you’ve watched a couple of knife-spinning videos on YouTube and decided to make it into a show kitchen, I’m taking out life insurance on everyone there.”
“I’m not going to kill anybody, Madison, relax.”
“That’s exactly what you would say before you accidentally threw a knife through someone’s ribcage.” She climbed out of the car, and I stepped out into the damp, warm air of the night with her.
“Okay, it is,” I called across the car to her while we took quick steps up towards the front of the house, “but I’m not even throwing knives! No. I’m going to do a grand opening party, for Faux Pas. Rhett’s band is going to play there. Oh! Samuel is going to work there, too. I talked to him, and he said—Madison, you walk too quickly.”
She paused at the bottom of the deck stairs, looking back and watching as I stumbled across the stone path towards her. “You’ve really got this all planned out, huh?”
“Yeah! I love planning parties. And this is basically just a big party, except I’ll also cook.” I hugged myself, standing on the step next to her, the trees hanging low around the deck, a view of the lake glimmering between the sturdy trunks. “I’m not very good at cooking, but I… still have some time to learn.”
She raised an eyebrow. “Admittedly, dinner last night was—”
“Let me guess. Not bad?”
She gave me a wry smile, but something was bothering her. “I might even say pretty all right.”
“Oh, Madison. You’ll make me swoon.”
She sighed, leaning back against the railing, shoving her hands in her pockets. “Paige, what are you doing?”
“Um… kind of just standing here, I guess.”
“I can see that. What are you doing with Faux Pas? This isn’t the walk or the talk of someone getting ready to sell the place.”
I tensed. “Um… I just… you know… really want to up the value of the place.” I gave her the world’s worst fake laugh. “Just… good investor sense! Making sure to up the profit margin.”
“Uh-huh.”
“Just… love profit margins.”
She didn’t say anything. I looked down.
“I don’t want to sell the place,” I breathed, my voice so quiet I barely heard it over the leaves rustling in the wind. “I’ve really liked being here in Willow Arches… really liked meeting everyone, getting to know everyone. I even think Angeline and I are friends now. Kind of? Sort of. I think?” I hugged myself tight against what suddenly felt like a cold night. “And I care about Faux Pas. And about my granduncle. He did something amazing making a queer community here, you know? I don’t want to let down that legacy.”
She sighed, putting a hand to her forehead. “You’re just planning on staying.”
“Um… planning is a strong word. I don’t do that much. Unless it’s parties. I really like parties.”
“I have heard that.”
“Yes. You heard correctly. Oh! Right. I said it. Just now. Yes.” I scratched my head. “Madison, I don’t want to go. I really… Willow Arches feels like home. I really like going out around the town and seeing people I know. I really like having people around who invite me to things and who want me to read for them—I really want to host book club at Faux Pas next month. There were so many people around basically everywhere in San Francisco, but I still felt like I was totally alone. I organized work events, and everyone would talk around me and walk past me… people would invite their friends to their parties right in front of me and not even say a word to me. I’d try really hard to make plans with people, and then they’d cancel at the last minute or just… not show up, that’s also a thing.” I leaned back against the railing, staring down at the dirt. “I thought that was just kind of… how things went, you know? I’m definitely nobody’s first choice. I don’t think I’m even anybody’s second choice. I’m just the person on the side, the one in the corner. The only thing I can really do right is my job, and even then, nobody ever thanks me for it. I never realized how lonely I was until I came here. If this is what having a community can be like, then… I don’t want to go back and throw this all away.”
“Paige…” Madison sighed, a sharp, pointed sigh like she was struggling to say something. She put a hand to her forehead and turned away, staring out over the lake. “This doesn’t make sense. What will you do about Faux Pas? I’ll admit you’ve made progress in the kitchen since your sweet potato chili curry, but you’re in no place to run a restaurant by yourself.”
My stomach twisted up in a corkscrew. “Um… w-well. I, um... I mean, I was hoping you could still help me…” But my voice trailed off, realizing how ridiculous and selfish that sounded. Madison already had a job she was perfectly happy with, and from the looks of things, seemed to pay better than anything I could give her at a restaurant. She’d been helping me with Faux Pas for nothing in return, just doing it for this old debt she had to my granduncle, but she never owed him a debt. She just didn’t know how to let him go. And it would be so cruel of me to twist that feeling to make her help me.
Madison didn’t say anything, and after a minute that felt like my chest was being ripped out, I looked down at the dirt.
“I guess you don’t have to,” I said, quietly. “I mean, I couldn’t pay you that much, probably. Not as much as you’re making here. And you’d basically be babying me.”
“It’s not that I don’t want to help you, Paige,” she said, her voice tight.
“I-I know. You’re really, really, really sweet. And I don’t know how to thank you for all the help you’ve given me.” I toed the dirt. “I guess… I haven’t figured out how I could stay, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to.”
“And what are we supposed to do about us?” she said, looking back over her shoulder at me. “Just keep up the act forever?”
“Uh… oh.” I felt myself redden, and I shrank into myself, avoiding looking at her. “I guess… huh. I didn’t really think about that either.”
“Are you planning on just staying in my loft forever?”
“Well—I mean, I guess that’s not… um…” I felt my heart splintering into little pieces, chipping off one little bit at a time as it sank in. Tacit rejection before I’d even said it. Maybe Samuel was wrong after all. I really hoped he was at least wrong about him and Isaac, too. I wanted them to be happy together, even if I didn’t get to be happy with the girl I was wildly falling for.
Madison turned and started up the steps, towards the front door. I tripped trying to keep up with her.
“This was predicated,” she started, her voice clipped, “on you only being here for so long. All of this—”
“Because—you only picked me up to bring me here since you thought I wouldn’t want to stay.”
“I wanted to get the damn restaurant out of my head,” she said. “And it’s turned out to be me doing it all by my damn self anyway—”
She stopped suddenly with a strangled gasp, a hand to her mouth, her face white as a bone. I bumped into her from behind, and she staggered back behind me, bumping up against the railing.
“Madison?” My heart flopped in my chest as I put a hand on her arm. “What’s wrong?”
“There’s—” She drew her lips in a tight line, pointing a shaking finger at the floor in front of the door. “There’s a big—there’s a frog.”
I blinked. Following her gaze, sure enough, a big fat toad sat right in front of the front door, staring at us. I stared at the frog, and the frog stared at me. After a second, it let out a low croak, and Madison jumped.
“Madison, are you…” I looked slowly back to her. “Are you… scared of frogs?”
“You will not breathe a word of this to anyone,” she said, her voice a sharp hiss, eyes still fixed with pupils dilated on the toad.
“You live in the woods, by a lake, and you’re—”
“I know. Maya insisted on it. I have done everything possible to keep frogs away. I’ve set up repellants, and I even—well, I had someone else build a frog enclosure on the other side of the lake, so they’d stay there. I don’t know what this one is doing here. W-we’ll take the b-back… door. Unless it brought more with it?” Her voice shook like she was being confronted by a serial killer. “There’s—the skylight opens a little, I can climb up and—”
“Madison, we’re not rappelling in from the skylight.”
“I’m not going near that thing.”
So, the great and powerful Madison Hartley had a weakness. Cute little weakness, too, sitting there all hunched over its froggy little legs, staring at us with that grumpy little froggy stare.
“How about I just move him back down to the ground?” I said, stepping forward, and Madison lurched out and grabbed my arm.
“B-be careful. They get… jumpy. They jump around. If you’re not careful.”
“Do you want to go wait in the car, sweetheart?”
“I’m not going to go wait in the damn car like a scared child while you move a damn frog just because why is there a damn frog at the damn door?”
I squeezed her arm. “I think you should wait in the car.”
“I’m going to wait in the car,” she said, all but hyperventilating as she headed back towards the car. I walked her back and gave her hand another reassuring squeeze before she shut the door, and I came back to crouch in front of the frog.
“You’ve got a lot of power, little guy,” I said. “Do you know Maximillian, by any chance? He’s a little mouse that scared me the same way you scared Madison.”
The froggy didn’t say anything, which was really the best possible scenario.
“I think I’ll name you Enrico,” I said. “That sounds like a good name for a frog. Now, let’s go, Enrico.”
I scooped Enrico up in my hands, and luckily, he stayed nice and calm, just croaking peacefully while I took him down to the lake. When I knelt and released him in the dirt close to the water’s edge, he went hopping wildly off towards the brush and disappeared into the foliage, and I waved goodbye.
“It was nice meeting you, Enrico! Just… don’t come back, please? Madison will be really scared if you do. I’ll come visit you, if you like, though!”
Madison didn’t say a word the whole time after I got her from the car again, not until we were inside and I’d washed the frog slime off my hands. She kept her shoulders hunched, looking at the floor, and it was only once I hung up my bag by the door that she mumbled, “Thanks.”
“I named him Enrico and put him back in the water.”
She shuddered. “I need you to swear up and down you’ll never tell anybody.”
I laughed. “Okay, okay. I promise. You don’t need to be embarrassed over it, though. We’re all afraid of something. I mean, I’m not even normally scared of mice, but I screamed like a banshee at Maximillian.”
“Maximillian was just relaxing in his home,” she said, still hunching her shoulders. I massaged them gently, and she relaxed them a little. “That bastard frog—”
“Enrico.”
“Enrico was on the opposite side of his lake from the home I specifically had built for his kind.”
“He got lost and was far away from home. I’m sure he’s found his way back to his happy family now.”
She shuddered. “I don’t want to think about his horrible, slimy frog family.”
“It’s okay, honey. He’s not going to come back. I made him promise. How about you sit down and I’ll bring you some tea?”
“Tea sounds nice.” She dropped into the couch with as graceful a movement as bending a brick, and a few minutes later, I had a mug of chamomile tea with honey and lavender brought over for her, and she took a slow, grateful sip.
“Feeling any better?”
“Sorry for… all of that,” she mumbled, quietly. She was blushing hard now. I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen something that cute.
“It’s okay. We all have our weaknesses.” I kissed her cheek, but it just made my heart sink, thinking of her rejection. Did she even want that? Did she want any of the little gestures, or was she just looking for sex?
“They’re just… awful, creepy little creatures.”
I took a long breath. “Well, whatever me staying in Willow Arches means for us specifically, you can at least call me up any time you need a frog moved.”
She let out a long, shuddering breath. “I’m not going to camp out and call in reinforcements to deal with frogs.”
“Well, the option will always be there. I’d be happy to meet them if they show up.”
“They’d better not.” She took a long sip of tea, and when she set it down on the coffee table, she suddenly looked so overwhelmingly tired. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you earlier. And you’re right, that it’s unfair of me to bring you here just to get something out of you and then get mad when you decide to stay.”
There was the stomach twisting around a corkscrew again. I really couldn’t recommend it to anyone. “I’m sorry things aren’t like you’d been planning,” I mumbled. “I know you’ve been doing everything for me without getting anything in return, and I’m sorry if I was kind of… taking that for granted.”
“I think…” She sighed. “I think people will be really happy if you stay. You’ve been a lot of good for the town.”
“I wouldn’t go that far,” I laughed nervously.
“You’ve been… a lot of good for me, too,” she said, picking at the edge of the table. I’d never seen her with so much nervous energy. “I know I’ve complained nonstop, but it’s been… nice, reconnecting with people. I’m glad nobody’s really begrudged me a long absence.”
“Of course not,” I said, taking her hand in mine and squeezing. “You were dealing with a really bad loss. You can take all the time you need after that. People love you and are just happy to see you again.”
She fell against the back of the sofa, staring up at the ceiling. “Maybe I should be the one to leave, instead,” she said, and my stomach dropped.
“What?” My voice came out sounding like Maximillian. “Leave—where?”
“Most of my business is online. I can pack up my tools and go somewhere else. I’d be able to do the same business anywhere else.”
“But—why on earth would you leave?” My stomach sat with the worst feeling, worse than eating the sweet potato chili curry. “Everyone’s so happy you’re back doing things in the town again, and you’ve seemed happy—”
“How am I supposed to face the things I did?” she said, her voice a hollow shell. “If I’d done something sooner, maybe old man Farrell would still be here. Maybe you could have met him. He could have taught you better than I could how to cook. How to run the place.”
“Madison, you cannot blame yourself for it,” I said, turning to face her. “He knew what was happening, and he never once blamed you. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have tried to give you the restaurant. Wouldn’t have entrusted it to you.”
“I hate this house,” she said, a hand to her forehead. “All the damn frogs.”
“Um… I can understand not wanting to live in the woods by the lake if you’re scared of frogs, but I think the frogs are a stand-in for something else here.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay if you don’t want to live here anymore. In this house. It’s filled with the ghost of your relationship.”
She snorted. “Some relationship. Some days I just want to burn this house down.”
“It’s okay.” I squeezed her shoulder. “It was a lot for you. Nobody wants to have the person they love suddenly back out—”
“I was the one who ended it.”
I paused. “You… ended the relationship?”
“Called off the engagement. Told her to pack up her things and leave.” She kept her gaze straight ahead, eyes glassy and empty.
“But… you said—”
“Swear you won’t tell anyone,” she said, her voice small. “Even more than the frogs.”
“Um—of course. I promise. Neither this, nor about the frogs.”
“I told her to leave. And I should have years before.” She rubbed her forehead. “I just… didn’t know how. I didn’t want to hurt her. No matter what she did.”
“Of course. You cared about her. You’re a kind person. You want to make the people you care about happy.”
It took her a while to speak again, and when she did, her voice was so hollowed-out, so empty, I could barely hear it. “I knew she did it when we got engaged. I didn’t know she sold it.”
I got the feeling I wasn’t supposed to ask questions, so I sat there with her for a second turning it over in my head before it fell into place, an ugly feeling hitting deep in the pit of my stomach and dragging me down. “My granduncle—”
“Yeah.”
“She was his—”
“Yeah.” She pinched the bridge of her nose. “I make pretty good money on my carpentry, but not enough to build a house like this with all the money upfront.”
A cold feeling pressed into my forehead. “So,” I said, voice small, “that’s why you hate it.”
“The frogs don’t help.”
I put a hand on hers. “Madison, you can’t blame yourself. You didn’t—”
“I did know,” she said, quietly. “A month into the engagement. And I just kept my head in the sand, pretended I didn’t see anything.”
I felt like I was going to be sick for this poor woman. Suddenly a lot more things made a lot more sense. She didn’t hide from the town because she hated them—she clearly enjoyed being around everyone. She hid from them because she felt guilty—kept herself from them just to punish herself for this thing she’d been tormented by for years.
“Did… my granduncle know that you knew?”
“Of course not,” she rasped. “He thought I was a victim, too. That was why he reached out to help me. Why he empathized with me, not knowing I’d been in on it all and had just… gone and lived happy on the money that was killing him.” She pressed her fingers into her temples. “That’s why I couldn’t take the damn restaurant, Paige. I stood by and let the man die, and I profited off it. That’s why I can’t be with you.” Her voice cracked and fell apart at the end, and she hung her head. “So… I think I’m just going to leave. You can keep the house. Stay in it, sell it, burn it down, whatever you like.”
Ugh, I was a mess. What was happening right now? “Madison, I—” I squeezed her arm. “What if I—but—what if I want you to be with me?”
I didn’t know where the words came from, but they slipped out before I could stop them. The room fell into silence, nothing but my heart pounding, and Madison just kept her eyes on the ceiling. I felt like I might have thrown up. I was a mess.
“I don’t hold any of that against you,” I said, my voice wobbling. “You were a victim too. I’m sure my granduncle would have agreed. He seems like a kind person and—he knew that you were a kind person, too. You’ve been there for me with things like fixing the restaurant and learning to cook, but—but most of all, you were the first person to really, actually believe in me. The first person who thought I’d be capable of something on my own power, and who supported me. I really… don’t… I don’t just want to stay in Willow Arches, Madison, I want to stay where you are. I want to actually be with you.”
Finally, she shifted, putting a hand on her forehead. “Angeline’s right, you know,” she said, quietly. “The plumbing’s shot.”
“Um… who shot what?”
“The plumbing. At Faux Pas. Whole system of pipes needs to be torn up and put back down. Old man Farrell was a damn good cook and a sweet old guy, but he was irresponsible as hell. He decided to embrace it and open a restaurant where he’d just do whatever the hell he felt like, no matter who said it was wrong, and that’s why he called it Faux Pas. People loved his cooking, but god, he wasn’t up to standard on anything. Health code violations, building code violations… the folks at city hall knew the plumbing was shot, but they liked the guy and figured he’d kick the bucket soon anyway, so they just let him get away with it. You won’t have any such luck.”
I blinked fast. “So…”
“So the building isn’t worth the land it’s built on, frankly. But I figured if we sold it off, it’d be some investor buying sight-unseen, and they’d be the bigger sucker. If you’re actually trying to keep the place, it’s going to be a pretty penny to fix all that.”
I felt myself sinking. “I… can make it happen,” I mumbled, not sure if I could. Did I really know how to do anything?
“But,” she said, quietly, “I still think you should stay. Maybe running Faux Pas will be a long-term goal instead. But it won’t let you make a living for a while. I mean, hell, you can have this damn house, so you don’t need to worry about rent or a mortgage. Shouldn’t be too hard to get by. If you want to stay here and stick around with everyone, I’m sure they’ll be happy to have you.”
“People want you to stick around, too,” I said, my voice breaking. “I want you to stick around. Even if… even if you don’t want to be with me, which I understand, because I’m kind of a mess, but—you’re the best friend I’ve ever had, and I want you to stay. I’d be okay with telling everybody we weren’t actually together and I was just hopelessly pining for you—you have to know I had a crush on you from the very beginning, right?” I was talking too quickly now, words all spilling out on top of one another, and I couldn’t keep track of them all. My throat was tight and my eyes burned and I didn’t know up from down, but I knew I should have stopped talking.
“I have to admit,” she said, quietly, glancing at me and finally meeting my eyes, “it’s been… nice. Being around you. You have such a blissful outlook on life. You’re comfortable with your own weaknesses. You don’t put on pretenses, but you genuinely do think you can do whatever you set out to. I had the wrong read of you at first. Choosing kindness, choosing to see the good in people, and choosing the difficult route you don’t know if you’ll be good at—I think that’s the strongest thing you can do. You’re a lot stronger than I am, Paige.”
“That’s—a lot of compliments and I can’t handle any of them right now,” I said, my mind a tangle of thoughts and my heart in my throat.
“It’s too soon to say I love you, but I really, really like you, Paige. And you make me a lot happier than I realized I could be.” She brushed her fingertips along my cheek, and it turned me into a tangle of nervous energy. “But all of this—it's full of ghosts. I see the old man in everything at Faux Pas, everything in town, and in everything you do. I’m going somewhere else. Start a new life, be a new person, and… and try to learn from you. I could use a bit of your mindset.”
“Madison, stop,” I said, my voice wobbling, tears hot in my eyes. “You can’t compliment me and make me feel good about myself while you’re breaking my heart.”
She gave me a sad little smile. “Sorry. Always was bad at social interactions.”
“But—Madison—”
“I don’t want to waste any more time,” she sighed, standing up. “I’ll go in the morning.”
“What?” I stumbled to my feet with her. “But—all of this—we were going to stick it through Pride…”
“I’m really sorry, Paige.” She caressed my jawline, and it broke the last little bits of me. “I’d go tonight, but… I want to have one more night with you.”
“I can’t,” I said, voice crackling. “Can I go with you? Maybe we can find—”
“You love this place. Your legacy is here. This is home for you. I’m not pulling you away from—”
“You’re home for me. You’re the one who stood up for me where no one else would. You’re where I want to be.”
She pressed a gentle kiss against my lips, and it ruined my resolve. “Maybe, a while down the line, you can come visit me again,” she said. “And then, if you really want, you can stay with me. But I’ve seen you come alive here. And I don’t want to take that away from you before you’ve had a chance to really live this life.”
God, everything sucked. I couldn’t find it in myself to stand up to her anymore, and I collapsed into her arms, feeling myself break. “You’re the worst,” I said, voice cracking. “The worst, the worst, the worst.”
“I know. Trust me, I know.” She wrapped her arms around me and held me tight, but it wasn’t tight enough to put all the pieces of me back together. “But can we have one more night anyway?”
“I’d never turn down even just the littlest bit I can get of you,” I mumbled against her chest. “Please just make it a long night together.”
“I will.”
And she did, but it wasn’t long enough. It could never have been long enough.



Chapter 25
Faux Pas was quiet. Really quiet and really empty, even though I’d been in here alone before. I walked through the empty kitchen, checking fridges, doing the temperature checks, but I stopped in front of the sink, just idly turning it on and off.
“You couldn’t have just, like… fixed one thing in the place?” I said, to all of nobody. “I don’t know how to fix the plumbing. What am I supposed to do with this now, you lazy granduncle?”
The ghost of my granduncle didn’t appear and explain himself, which was a disappointment but also a really massive relief.
Driving through Willow Arches knowing Madison wasn’t here anymore was so different. Same town, same buildings, same Pride decorations strung up in the town center, Pride flags on people’s houses, but somehow, it was just… different.
Yeah, it didn’t feel like home anymore. And it sucked. Like, capital S sucked. And I wished I could have had the guts to chase her down and try again to make her stay, but what was I supposed to say that I hadn’t already? The girl had a stubborn streak. Once she set her mind on something…
I don’t know how long I was standing there turning the faucet on and off before I heard the doorbell chime, and I jerked to attention, my heart soaring. I turned and ran, stumbling through the kitchen, but when I threw open the door and found Angeline walking through the tables in the front of house, I sagged.
“Oh,” I said, quietly. “Hi, Angeline. Sorry, cold welcome. That’s not very good customer service. I mean, we’re not even open, so I guess I’m not on for customer service. Which probably brings me back to the question of, um—you know—what are you doing here?”
She had an intense look on her face, fire in her eyes, as she came over and just about lunged for me. I stumbled backwards, but she stayed right there in my face. “What did you do to Madison?” she snapped.
“What did I do to her?” I said, something hot burning in my throat. “I told her I wanted to stay and be with her here in Willow Arches long after Pride ends, and she told me she couldn’t, and she left, so—maybe ask her, because I don’t know what I did wrong.” My voice was broken by the end, tears burning on my cheeks, and Angeline softened, putting a hand on my arm.
“You said you wanted to stay?”
I sniffled, choked on a sob, and nodded. When I sniffled again, I wiped my nose with my sleeve, and I said, “See, this is what I mean. The tears and snot and hiccups and burps—”
She sighed. “Oh, come on, Paige. This is no place for a mental breakdown.”
“I can’t help breaking down,” I said, my voice thick through tears.
She turned away. “I didn’t say not to break down. I said not to break down here. Come on, already. We’re going back to my place.”
I choked on another sob. “Is—is that a good place for a mental breakdown?”
“It’s a perfect place for it. I’ve done it plenty of times.”
“Okay. That sounds great, because—” I hiccupped. “Because I’m having a mental breakdown.”
Ten minutes later, I huddled in the corner of a cream-colored couch by a window, a little apartment in the center of town, on the second floor over Main Street, and I cried into my sleeve while Angeline set down a cup of tea in front of me and sat next to me.
“I’m really trying not to cry all over your couch,” I said, my voice blubbery through the tears. “I wasn’t kidding when I said I’m an ugly crier.”
She sighed, rolling her eyes as she stood back up. “Fine, then. I’ll be back in one minute. Don’t make a mess crying everywhere.”
“I’ll try my best.”
She left the room, and a minute later, she came back in wearing an oversized sweatshirt, and she sat down next to me and pulled me into a hug.
“Here,” she said. “You can cry on this cheap little thing. I get it dirty all the time.”
I hugged her so tight she grunted and told me to ease off, but I just needed a second of crushing her to death, and then I relaxed, crashed on top of her, buried my face in her shoulder, and cried my heart out—tears, snot, hiccups and burps. It was a mess. I was a mess. But Angeline was patient—really patient, just holding me and stroking my back gently, not saying anything, just giving me a squeeze every now and then when I started to drift emotionally away and forget she was there.
It was a long, long time before I was composed enough to stop snotting all over her shirt, but once I got there, I turned back to my tea and took a long sip. “Thank you so much,” I said, voice wobbling. “I’m really glad you came.”
“She stopped to see me on her way out of town,” she said, voice small. I hunched my shoulders.
“Did she say anything about frogs?”
“Frogs? What on earth are you on? No.”
“Oh. Never mind, then.” I shook my head. “What was it about?”
She picked up her mug of tea, cradling it in both hands, looking down into it. “She… apologized. For everything in our relationship before.”
“Oh… that’s great,” I said, wiping my cheeks. “I’m really glad.”
She sank back into herself, hunching until she was halfway to being a ball. “It was… nice. I wasn’t the best girlfriend, either, so… I apologized, too. I tried to convince her not to leave, but… I assume you already tried. And if you couldn’t convince her, then I couldn’t.”
I sniffled. “Convincing her not to leave isn’t a euphemism for anything X-rated, is it? Because we’re not even together but I’d get really jealous.”
She sighed. “No, Paige. I don’t even think I really wanted her like that. I think all I wanted was what she gave me.”
“An… apology?”
“To feel like I wasn’t out of my head for being sad about it, angry about it. I didn’t even realize how much I needed it until she said it.” She drank slowly from her tea. “I… owe a lot to you. I know she wouldn’t have been able to come back out of her shell for things like that if it hadn’t been for you.”
I hung my head. “I’m… really happy for you. Really, like, genuinely, a lot happier for you than I look right now. I know I probably look pretty miserable, because I am, so I bet it kind of rings hollow when I say I’m happy for you, like I’m—”
“Paige.”
“But I am happy for you. You deserve that relief.”
She set down her mug. “Were you two—not actually—”
“Together. No.” I cradled my mug tighter in my hands. “I wish we were. Ugh. She’s really perfect. And pretty. But she just wanted someone around so people wouldn’t hit on her during Pride. And, um… she was going to help me fix up Faux Pas in return. And teach me how to cook.”
She raised her eyebrows. “Teach you how to cook?”
“I never knew how to cook,” I mumbled. “I tried to make her a curry and it came out… um… bad. Let’s just say, it was bad. So she was teaching me how so that I could look like I actually knew what I was doing at Faux Pas, but I never knew what I was doing, I’ve never once known what I’m doing.”
“So, you were both just lying to—”
“To everybody, yeah. I was going to take over and sell the thing just for a quick buck and go back to San Francisco. I think Madison was planning to leave town all along, and she just wanted closure with the restaurant first. But then I got attached to her, to the restaurant, to the town. And she got attached to me. And really liked being back with the townspeople. So… everything went wrong.” My voice crackled in tears again, and when Angeline put her hand on my arm, I set the mug down and buried my face against her shoulder to sob again. “And—she said you were right, that the plumbing all needs to be redone, and that the restaurant is basically worthless because of how much that would cost—but she was just planning on passing that on to some sucker who bought the place, wash her hands of it, and be done. And I guess now I’m the sucker, because I’m the one who really, really wants to make Faux Pas a big center of community again, but I can’t afford to do that. I don’t even know how to do that. And I definitely can’t afford to get somebody else to do it all. So—what’s the point, Angeline? I don’t know what I’m doing. I love it here, but I don’t even want to be here if Madison isn’t here. Why couldn’t I convince her to stay?”
My voice broke up more and more with each word, and I collapsed into her by the end, sobbing against her shoulder. She held me, caressing my back gently, and I ugly-cried on her again.
“Hold on one second,” she sighed, picking up her phone while still holding me, like a mom dealing with a fussy baby in one arm and doing work in the other. I knew I was trying her patience, especially after I just told her everything had been bullshit all along, but… I just needed to cry a little bit more. She knew what she was getting into when she told me to have a mental breakdown here.
So I sobbed against her while she did something else entirely, and it was another few minutes before she set the phone down with a sigh.
“It’s not your fault,” she said. “I don’t think anything could have stopped Madison. She was set on it.”
“But—but I miss her,” I mumbled against her shirt. “I want her to come back.”
“I know.” She squeezed me tighter. “I want her to come back, too. But that’s her decision to make.”
“But what if…” I sniffled against her. “What if she’s just trying to hurt herself? What if she thinks some things that are really just not true, and I want her to realize they’re not true and come back? Even if she doesn’t come back to be with me…”
“I’m assuming you already told her they’re not true,” she said.
“Well… yeah. But she… she left anyway,” I said, voice small, thin, weak.
She pulled back from the embrace, looking me squarely in the eyes. She really did have the most intense gaze. It felt like I was in the spotlight. “So, what do you want to do?” she said. “Faux Pas belongs to you. The decision is yours.”
“How am I supposed to know? I’m busy crying and snotting and hiccupping…”
“Do you want to run the restaurant?”
I snorted. It made a mess, like this. I wiped the snot off my lips. “What does that matter? It’s broken-down and I can’t cook. Not really.”
“I’ve heard there’s going to be a grand opening party,” she said. “Rumor has it Rhett’s band is going to be there, and Samuel is going to start working at Faux Pas then, too.”
I hung my head. “They’re all going to be so mad at me that I can’t do it.”
“Do you want to do it?”
“It’s pointless—”
“You aren’t answering the questions, Paige,” she said, voice sharper. I flinched. “I’m not asking what’s a good idea or what you can do. I’m asking if you want to run Faux Pas, have this grand opening party, everything.”
I stared at her for what felt like hours. Her expression softened.
“Would you still want to do it,” she said, “if Madison weren’t here?”
I pursed my lips, and slowly, somehow, I found myself nodding. “It’s… what she would want. And maybe if she found out about it, then she’d come back. But—it’s just not possible. I mean… I can’t do anything by myself.”
“Bullshit,” she said. “You’ve pulled this town together by yourself already. United a bunch of squabbling people all to agree you’re the best thing to come through Willow Arches, despite what we all thought. And you got everyone excited about book club and a live reading at the library. You’re no different from your granduncle. He swung randomly through town one day, too, and just had a knack for pulling everyone together and making a community. You’ve got the same damn thing. Quit selling yourself short. It’s infuriating to watch.”
“But—” I felt like I was spinning. “But that only goes so far for running a restaurant when I don’t—”
The front door rattled before it swung open, and I turned with bleary eyes to where Frances stepped inside, stepping out of her flats while she looked across the room to me. “Oh, you look awful,” she said.
“Um… yeah.” I swiped at my cheeks. “Yeah, I do.”
She moved out of the door, and when Laura came in behind her too, I started getting self-conscious. I pulled my feet up into the sofa with me and hugged my knees, but Laura just gave me a look I couldn’t recognize. “Not holding up too well?” she said.
“Obviously, she isn’t holding up too well,” Angeline said. “Do you have eyes, Laura?”
“What’s—” My voice came out raspy. “What’s the party for? Am I in trouble?”
Frances gave me one of her long-suffering sighs. “Paige, do you always jump to the worst possible outcome?”
“No, uh…” I sniffled. “Usually I jump to either wild optimism or hopeless negativity with no middle ground—”
“We’re going to help,” Laura said, heading into Angeline’s kitchen and pulling a bottle of wine from the fridge. Angeline spoke without even looking at her.
“I don’t remember offering you my wine, Laura.”
Frances rubbed her forehead. “Can you two go five minutes without quibbling?”
Laura came out of the kitchen with a glass of sparkling white wine, sitting on the armchair next to me with the comfort of someone who had helped herself to it a thousand times. “Faux Pas,” she said. “The damn restaurant. I’ve talked with the city council. We’re going to get it running again.”
“But—” My head spun. “But why are you—”
“You have to ask?” Laura scoffed.
“It’s because we love that place,” Frances said. “And you really are your granduncle in the flesh. He was always a clueless monkey, too.”
I wiped my eyes, sitting up straighter, looking around in bleary-eyed confusion. “But—but—no, you don’t get it. I’m useless in these things. I didn’t do anything to fix the place. That was all Madison, and she left. All the plumbing needs to be redone, and it’s just a whole disaster… and I don’t even know how to cook. Okay? I never did. Madison was teaching me, but I’m still only… okay… ish, I think, maybe.” My voice wobbled, crackling with tears. “I’m so sorry. Everything I was doing here was a lie, and Madison and I weren’t even really…”
“I already told you,” Laura said, setting down her wine glass—or, Angeline’s wine glass. “I don’t think you’re even physically capable of telling a lie. I can tell now that you’re no Maya—absolutely helpless, but genuine to a fault.”
I hugged myself. “I don’t actually know if I’m being complimented right now.”
“You may have been trying to lie,” Frances said, her voice gentler, “but you can’t fake the way you’ve genuinely cared about everything. About everyone. Even if you’re not the best cook in the world, you can improve that with time. And we’re here to help you. You already have the part that can’t be taught, and that’s really caring about the community, the people, the restaurant.”
I couldn’t tell up from down right now. But somehow, it was the encouraging eyes of the Angry Lesbians Society that kept me afloat.
Maybe I needed a new name for them. The Misunderstood Lesbians Society. The Society of Lesbians Who Are Terrible at Communication? I’d workshop it.
“But the… building repairs,” I mumbled. “They’re going to cost so much, I don’t know if—”
“The restaurant’s worth it,” Laura said. “The value of that place is a lot higher than just what’s on the paper. There’s a lot of people here that restaurant means a lot to. And somehow, you’ve tripped and stumbled your way into being the one everyone wants to run it.”
“Ugh, it’s ridiculous,” Angeline said. “I’ve never seen everyone so worked up about anything. It’s all Faux Pas this, Faux Pas that. You’d think they’ve never eaten before.”
I felt the last little parts of me break, and I pulled Angeline into a tight hug. She grunted, stiffening under me, but after a second, with a sigh like it was the worst thing to ever happen to her, she put her hands on my back and held me tightly.
“I don’t know how to thank you guys,” I said. “I’m just… I’m sorry I scared away Madison.”
“That’s all up to her,” Angeline said, quietly. “Sometimes there’s nothing we can do to convince the people we care about. And sometimes we just have to let them fly and see if they come home to roost.”
But, as I buried my face in Angeline’s shoulder and let her crush all the little broken bits of me back together, I couldn’t help but think but she won’t.
She wouldn’t, not because she didn’t want to be here, but because she thought she didn’t deserve to be here. And if I just left it at that, then she’d never come back.
But what else could I do?
I’d lost what I cared about the most. I at least wasn’t going to lose the thing I cared about the second most. My community here—and Faux Pas—it was going to be amazing.
And Madison would be proud of it.



Chapter 26
We hired a contractor for the plumbing. It turned out Frances had connections with the bank, and with Laura’s town hall connections, and a little bit of real estate know-how, I got a zero-interest loan against the restaurant’s equity to pay for it, with a little love for Faux Pas from the underwriter.
Plus, Angeline glared them down, so I think that helped convince them, too.
It was almost a full week of the building getting torn up, but in the meantime, I got cooking lessons from Frances. She was as snarkily patient a teacher in the kitchen as she was in the garden.
Laura gave me lessons in restaurant hospitality, everything from table arranging and serving etiquette to conflict handling, and she gave me enough instruction in wine tasting that I got a little drunk at one point and gave her an entire two-hour drunken info-dump on Roman architecture I’d learned on too many late-night Wikipedia deep-dives before I passed out on her couch. She was really patient with me.
Angeline showed me every aspect of planning and hosting events, including the book club. We coordinated the details of that together with Ray, and it felt surreal setting a specific date in July for it, but even when it should have been so happy, it was a hollow feeling. Even the happiest things felt like I was just going through the motions.
I really missed Madison.
Samuel stepped up to help, too, showing me how to handle a bar like a professional. I may have gotten a little too excited at times when it came to flipping a drink shaker in the air, and I may have covered him in Long Island iced tea once, but he was a good sport. He said he got Isaac’s number at Hogwash, but neither of them had worked up the guts to text the other. It was only after I threatened to drench him in pina colada next that I got him to text the damn man and ask to do something together.
I did the live reading at the library. I was so nervous I started with the book upside-down and got confused why the words looked wrong, and I didn’t even get through the first paragraph before I completely forgot what the word through was and mispronounced it four completely different ways before I remembered what it was, but I got into it after a page or two. It had ended up a kids’ reading, with a colorful picture book about two princesses who ran away together to live their happy sapphic princess lives, and it should have been the sweetest thing with all the little kids and their parents gathered around smiling and laughing along, but I kept thinking I want to run away with my princess, too.
My wood-chopping soft-butch princess who had perfected the art of the loving eyeroll. Who was always ready to catch me when I fell, who would make a snarky comment but never for a second doubt me. She’d probably love the reading, too. She’d probably be sitting next to me, rolling her eyes at the corny parts, but she’d slip her hand to my lower back and rest her head against mine and sigh contentedly when the two princesses got their happily-ever-after.
Dammit, I was so gay and sad.
In the nights where Madison’s house—my house?—was so quiet and empty and lonely, I would bake a tray of brownies and go over to Angeline’s apartment, and she helped distract me. We shared brownies and tea and talked about her struggles with the next book she was writing, and it helped, but when things got quiet, I’d always find myself back on the same thought.
It was the night before the grand opening that I found myself there on the end of her couch again, sitting with my knees pulled into my chest, cradling my tea in both hands and staring into the surface, and I said the same thing I always did at some point during the evenings at Angeline’s place.
“I miss Madison,” I mumbled.
“I know. You say that every single time you’re here.” She sat down on the couch next to me, coming back from the kitchen with a fresh cup of tea. She seemed to go through another one every fifteen minutes, while I nursed one over the entire evening. Was that a writer thing?
“It’s tomorrow,” I said. “The grand opening. The day my new life starts, you know? I’m going to officially be a restaurant owner. I’m terrified and excited and I can’t believe I get to have this happen to me, but at the same time, it’s like I don’t feel a thing.” I sipped my tea slowly, listening to the sounds of owls and crickets outside. I was getting used to the sounds of small-town life. There weren’t a lot of owl calls in San Francisco at night. “I keep dreaming about Madison showing up at the grand opening party. That she’ll come back with a bouquet of flowers in her hand and sweep me off my feet and kiss me out of the blue like she did at that party the first day I got here. Maybe she’s too butch for flowers? Maybe she’d show up with a bouquet of… power tools. She’s not super big on flowers.”
“Somehow, I don’t think anyone is sweeping you off your feet with an armload of drills.”
“Okay, maybe not. It would be weird. But I’d be happy because it would be her.” I finished off my tea, tipping it back and sputtering when I spilled a little down my chin.
“Do not spill black tea on my white sofa.”
“I didn’t, I didn’t. Just on my white shirt. That’s fine, though. That can fit in the washer. Your sofa can’t. I mean, unless it’s a big washer. I think that might break the sofa, though.” I set down the mug. “Angeline, she’s not coming back tomorrow, is she?”
Her face fell, and she let out a long, slow breath, turning to the window. “It’s her own decision.”
“I know that. And I trust her to make her own decisions—I do. But I want her to know for a fact that I do care about her, and that I am devastated she’s gone. Even if she doesn’t come back because of it. I just want her to know she’s wanted.”
She sank deeper into the couch, twirling a lock of hair around her finger. When she finally spoke, it was just in a whisper. “I know where she left to.”
I almost fell out of the couch. “You—what? Really? Did you put a tracker on her car? Is that legal?”
“I swear, you need to calm down sometimes. She told me.”
“Oh. That’ll do it.” My heart was pounding all of a sudden, and I was so lightheaded I might have collapsed. “Why… didn’t you tell me before?”
“She told me not to tell you where she went,” she said, quietly. “Said that you’d probably go after her, and she doesn’t want to ruin your life here.”
“Oh my god. I’m going after her. She knows me really well.” I wrung my hands. “She would never be ruining anything here. She’s the most important part of everything here. And I know people haven’t shown her that, haven’t told her that enough, haven’t found a way to make her believe that, and maybe there isn’t a way to make her believe it, but dammit, I need to try just one more time.”
“You are completely out of your head. Do you do nothing but obsess over this one woman just because she kissed you randomly one day? As if you have nothing better to do?”
I folded my arms. “Try again.”
She sighed. “I’ll drive you there.”
I blinked fast. “You’ll do what?”
She gave me a tiny, sidelong smile, taking another sip of her tea before she set it down. “She made me promise not to tell you where she went,” she said. “But if I don’t tell you and just take you there instead—she didn’t say a thing about that.”
“Oh my god, it’s a loophole,” I said, my voice giddy. “I love loopholes. I mean, that probably sounds bad from a former real estate investor, right? Oh well. You’ll take me? Really?”
“It’s not actually far,” she said, standing up. “We can go tonight.”
“Please. I’ll do whatever you like to make it up to you. I’ll—read all your books to you while you sleep.”
She paled. “Please do not.”
“Just—oh my god. How much time do we have?”
“We have a bit. You’re not opening until late in the afternoon tomorrow, and it’s only an hour and a half away.”
I clasped my hands together. “I’m going to bring her some food.”
“I… think she’s okay on food.”
I shook my head. “No, no, no. Not because I think she’s starving. I’m going to make her the absolute world’s best sweet potato chili curry.” I suppressed a laugh. “I think shichimi togarashi will actually work great in it.”
“I do not have a clue what you’re talking about—”
“I know. Let’s go. I need to start cooking.”
∞∞∞
 
“Oh, damn,” I said, quietly looking up at the house with its pristine white columns and everything. “Didn’t realize Madison was so loaded she had a… stately manor of a vacation home?”
Angeline pulled the car into the courtyard in front of the house, lights on in a few windows, woods against the back, and she parked before shooting me a look. “Do you actually think this is just her second house, Paige?”
“Um… is it her first house?”
She sighed. “This is where her parents live. She said she was going to see them before she found out where she’d stay full-time.”
“Oh. Yeah, now that you mention it, I guess you typically need a place to end up when you just… get in the car and drive. I hadn’t really thought about the logistics, I’d just thought about how much I missed her already.” I sucked in a sharp breath. “Do you—do you think she’ll be mad that I’m here?”
She rolled her eyes. “She’s soft as a marshmallow, despite what she tries to look like. She’ll be ecstatic.”
“Okay. Um… Angeline, I really—”
“Don’t make this sentimental.”
I pursed my lips. “Okay. But you know I’m having all the sentimental thoughts. Thank you.”
“Get out, already.” She unlocked the doors, and I stepped out with my heart pounding, a thick feeling in my throat as I walked up to the front doors. Wondering how she would react when she saw me—if I was wrong for chasing her down—when I heard Angeline’s voice call from behind me, window rolled down. “Paige! You forgot the food!”
“Oh! Right. The food, the food, the food.” I doubled back to grab the tray of curry from the backseat, and somehow I found myself even more nervous the second time heading up to the door. I froze in front of it, my limbs forgetting how to work, and then I wasn’t sure how to hold the tray and knock on the door. Did they even want the curry? What if her mom was here and she was allergic to rice? Were people allergic to rice? Would I be charged with murder if her mom smelled the rice and dropped dead?
I went back to the car. Angeline glared as she lowered the window.
“Are people allergic to rice?” I said, voice wobbly.
“Paige, I know you’re nervous, but just go knock on the damn door.”
“Can I leave the rice here?”
“No, you can’t leave the rice here. It’s all in the same tray. What are you going to do, scoop it out and put it in the glove compartment? Go knock on the damn door already.”
I whined aimlessly, but I spun on my heel and ambled back up to the door. I got nerves and turned away, heading halfway back to the car, before I got my resolve together and turned back to the door, chest out, head held high, and then I lost the resolve and turned back to the car, when the door opened behind me.
“Do you want to come in, sweetie?” an older woman’s voice said, and I froze, looking back over my shoulder at where a short, willowy sort of woman maybe in her fifties who had Madison’s green eyes smiled at me. I sniffled.
“Are you allergic to rice?”
“Oh, no. I love rice. No dietary restrictions in this household, although my husband’s picky and doesn’t like mustard or mayonnaise. And my daughter is here right now, actually, and she’s got quite some high standards when it comes to food. It's just more for me if she doesn’t like it, though.”
I hunched my shoulders. “I’d be mortified if I were at the wrong place, so, um… your daughter’s name is Madison, right?”
She lit up. “Oh, a friend of hers?”
“Um… yes. Can you tell her I made sweet potato chili curry?”
She got a confused smile on her face. “That’s the funniest thing. She was just talking yesterday about how she wants sweet potato chili curry. Did she ask you to bring it over?”
Oh my god, I was going to cry. Well, I already was, but I was going to full-on ugly cry if I thought too much about Madison saying she wanted sweet potato chili curry. “No, I think we’re just… on the same wavelength.”
She invited me into the foyer, a tall room with a light wood stairwell and a big painting of Venice on one wall, and I huddled with a lifetime’s worth of nerves as Madison’s mother shut the door behind us and called up the stairs, “Maddie, sweetie! A friend came by and brought you that curry you wanted!” She dropped her voice, looking back at me. “What was your name, sweetie?”
“Um… before I tell you, she wasn’t saying anything terrible about anyone named Paige, was she? Anything about how someone named Paige should never be allowed around here?”
She raised her eyebrows. “Paige? The owner of Faux Pas?”
Wow. Maybe I was more of a celebrity than I thought. “Um… yes?”
“I can’t believe we’re getting to try some of a real restauranteur’s cooking,” she said, beaming. “I’m Heather, by the way. Oh, Madison is going to be so excited. She would not stop talking about you.”
“Would she—not?” My voice wasn’t normally in that octave, was it? I didn’t think it was.
But Heather didn’t get a chance to respond before a door shut, and—as if I couldn’t have predicted it, my heart dropped through the floor when Madison came around the corner and froze at the top of the stairs. I stared at her, mouth hanging open, and she stared right back at me, eyes wide, hand hovering over the banister.
“Paige,” she said.
“Th-that’s me.”
“How did you—”
“Angeline drove me here. She said you told her not to tell me where you went, but that technically you didn’t say anything about her just taking me here. I told her that was a great loophole and that I loved loopholes, but then I said that probably sounded bad coming from a former real estate investor—”
“What are you doing here?” she said, quietly, coming down the stairs a little too quickly. She looked really pretty in a comfy nightrobe and her hair down, all messy over her shoulders.
“She brought us curry,” Heather said. “Isn’t that lovely? She’s the owner of that restaurant you said you wanted the money for—”
“Mom,” Madison snapped, a wild look on her face.
“The—money?” I said, quietly. Heather gave me a soft look.
“Yes, here to mooch off us,” she said. “She’s been trying to get us to give her a loan to do some work on your restaurant. How did she not tell you about it?”
I found myself spinning. “So—wait—but—”
Madison took the tray, lifting the aluminum foil lid off. Thankfully, the curry still looked good after transit, all glossy and shiny and rich, with seasoned long-grain rice, roti and grape leaf rolls, and a side of falafel. Heather put her hands to her mouth.
“Ooh, it looks amazing,” she said. “I wouldn’t have expected anything less from the Faux Pas lady, after all.”
Madison pursed her lips. “It’s… not bad.”
I stifled a nervous laugh. “Not bad?”
She shook her head. “Decent, even. In fact, I might even go so far as to say it’s… good. It looks good, Paige.”
Oh my god, my heart was going to explode. I didn’t know what was happening, but I was caught between heartbreak and the best thing ever, and I didn’t know which way I was tipping, and I was scared for my life. “Madison,” I said. “You can’t just dish out praise like that like it’s nothing.”
“You know full well I don’t.” She handed the tray to Heather, glancing at her. “Take this to the kitchen for me, please, Mom? We’ll have Paige over for dinner.”
“It’s been a while since I’ve had a nice supper like this,” Heather laughed, taking the tray through an archway and turning the corner.
“You’ve come a long way, Paige,” she said, still giving me a guarded smile. “A really, really long way.”
“Please come home with me,” I blurted. She flinched, but once the words were out of my mouth, I couldn’t stop them. “You are not the things Maya did. You aren’t her legacy any more than I’m my granduncle’s legacy. I’ve been thinking about it and—I’m not just going to run Faux Pas because I’m his grandniece, I’m going to do it because I’ve had the whole community supporting me, and looking after me, and they all want me to do well. I’m not Tyler Farrell’s grandniece, I’m Paige. And you’re not Maya’s ex-fiancée, you’re… you’re Madison. And Madison is someone who’s learned to love and laugh and smile with her friends again, and someone who’s supported me through everything, and the person who taught me to love and respect myself—I don’t care what Maya did,” I said, voice cracking. “Please come home. Laura, Frances, and Angeline are helping me with the restaurant. We’re opening tomorrow. I—I want you there—for it. I want you at the party. By my side. With me. Really this time, really with me. Please—”
She kissed me.
For a second I wanted to burst out in tears, because I thought this was like that goodbye kiss we’d had more than a long week ago now, but it was all different—the way she lurched in, pressed her lips against mine, and then relaxed against me with her hands falling to my hips and stepping up against me, it felt like she wanted to stay here forever. And I did, too. I really, really did, too.
When she pulled away finally, her eyes sparkled with tears in the corners, and she said, “That curry really looked incredible, you know.”
“Th-that’s what you’re responding to, after all that?”
“But, well… far be it from me to criticize, but is there any cohesion to your menu? Is it a vegetarian curry restaurant after all?”
I laughed nervously. “Oh. Right. I forgot about that. Um… the menu is kind of just… whatever felt right. I’ll work it out as I go.”
She laughed, brushing her knuckles along my cheek. “You always did have a knack for that. You are damn impressive, you know that, Paige?”
“I—kind of don’t,” I said, voice crackling again. “I paced in front of the door for, like, five minutes with the food freaking myself out before I knocked. I didn’t even knock. Your mom saw me pacing and opened the door to ask if I was okay. I wasn’t. I—I thought I’d never see you again, Madison. But I wanted to let you know that I want you, and everyone else in Willow Arches wants you, and—and we all want you to come home. If you still want to leave knowing that, then that’s okay—I mean, I won’t be okay, but I’ll respect it—but I don’t want you to ever think you had to go because you didn’t belong. You do belong. So much. So… please. Come home?”
She looked down, a little… shyly. I’d never seen Madison look that bashful. It was the actual cutest thing I’d seen in my life. “I’d… heard you were having the grand opening party tomorrow. I was hoping to ask my parents for a loan, come back tomorrow, and pay for the foundation work to be done on the building. I thought maybe then that I’d make up for… all of it.”
I felt a thousand knots in my chest unravel and unwind, and then there were the tears in the corners of my eyes again. I was definitely going to ugly-cry tonight. But, like… happy-ugly-cry, it was looking like. “You were… coming back?”
She avoided my gaze. “I… missed you. I thought I just needed to rip the bandage off, but it turns out I don’t want to be without you. It’s fun being around you. And it’s nice when you hold me. It’s felt too empty and quiet without you around, shrieking and dropping things and tripping in the next room while humming the Star Wars theme song—”
“I’m not always that much—”
“And I wanted to ask you to take me back,” she said, meeting my gaze with those sweet green eyes that melted me into paste. “If I could make up for everything that happened.”
I took her hands and squeezed. “You don’t need to make up for anything. You’ve already given me so much, but you never needed to, anyway. You were there for me when I needed someone, and that’s all that really matters.”
She squeezed my hands back, her eyes thick with emotion. “I can’t go back to that house, Paige. Not anymore. I’m done with it.”
“Then we’ll get you another one,” I said. “We’ll figure out what to do with the old one, but I can live in it for the meantime. And I know my way around real estate. I can help you get a new one.”
She pursed her lips, looking near tears. It made me want to cry just looking at it. I was already close to tears. I cried a lot. “If you’d… do that,” she said, her voice small. “I think that would be wonderful.”
Oh my god, I was definitely starting to cry now. “Of course,” I whispered. “Oh, but—Laura and Frances helped me score a special loan deal to fix the foundation already. Angeline helped too. I think she mostly intimidated the underwriter, but that helped too. We already got it done.”
She stared for the longest time before, finally, she laughed. “You are a damn force of nature, Paige Farrell,” she said. “Just like your… no. Not even. I don’t think there’s anyone like you.”
“Um—is that a good thing?”
“The best thing I’ve ever had.” And she stepped forward and captured me in a kiss again, and suddenly, it seemed like everything would be okay after all—that I could have everything I dreamed of, that I could build my future the way I wanted it, that I could have Madison and our community and our home all together.
“Oh, Maddie, sweetie, where do you want—oh,” Heather said, leaning into the foyer and stopping. “I’ll leave you to it. Have fun, you two.”
“No—wait, I—” Madison pulled away, whirling back on her, hands up, cheeks flushed. She looked cute like that. “I was just—”
“She’s a cute one,” Heather said with a wink. “I’ll have the food and your father in here whenever you two are ready, okay, honey?”
“Mom, I—” Madison groaned when Heather stepped away, and she buried her face in her hands. “Well… ugh. Meet the parents?”
I laughed through the tears that were hot on my cheeks. “Sounds great,” I said, voice wobbly but it had never been happier. “Um… should we invite Angeline inside, too? Or is she just going to sit outside the whole time?”
She stiffened. “Oh. Right. You did mention her. Ugh, I’m going to be such a lesbian stereotype if I have my girlfriend and my ex-girlfriend join me and my parents for dinner.”
I was pretty sure calling me her girlfriend had been a slip of the tongue, but I wasn’t going to bring it up. I could live the rest of my life on that high.



Chapter 27
“Catch,” Madison said, tossing me a sauce bottle. I let out an embarrassing squeak, but I caught it.
“I said hand it to me, Miss Hartley,” I said, turning back to the plates and dressing up the two of them. She grinned.
“It went from my hand to your hand.” She swept over to my side, picking up the two plates. The kitchen around us bustled with a couple of the others I’d found to join us, and it smelled like heaven, rich tomato sauce bubbling on one stove, freshly-chopped mint to one side, bread baking and a corn chowder that made my stomach growl. “Hey, not bad,” she said, looking at my arrangement of the cauliflower steaks with white bean dressing.
“Oh, psh. It’s way better than not bad.” I puffed out my chest. “C’mon. Compliment me.”
“Yeah, yeah… you did a good job.”
“Yes!” I pumped my fist in the air, and Frances caught me like that, coming in through the swing door, wearing the same black apron as all of us. It felt like we were all real chefs. I guess we were? Like, by definition… still, hard to get my head around.
“If you’re done celebrating,” she said, “the band wants you at the front.”
“I’m never done celebrating,” I said, gesturing to Madison. “She’s here. And she just complimented me. You want to know what she said?”
Frances sighed. “Well, I know I’m going to hear it.”
“I said the plates weren’t bad,” Madison said, heading off for the floor. I put my hands on my hips.
“Hey. You said I did a good job. Get back here and admit to the truth, Madison!”
“I’m sure you did a fantastic job,” Frances said, putting her hands up, “but it doesn’t change the fact that the band wants you at the front.”
“What band?” I paused. “Oh. Right. Rhett and everyone. I was wondering what that music was.”
“How did you forget? You were talking to them fifteen minutes ago.”
“Yeah, I, um… I don’t actually know. Okay! Here I go.”
I hurried off to the front, and on my way towards where the band had set up on a quick makeshift stage in the back patio, I passed by Madison heading back for the kitchen, who just gave me that look when I was passing—I didn’t know how to describe it, just that look in her eyes where it was like she was just so happy that I was here and she couldn’t see anything else in the whole building right now.
“Hi,” I said, leaning in and planting a kiss on her cheek as I passed. I got butterflies. I think I got more butterflies every time we kissed. Maybe it was a problem. “You’re pretty,” I said.
“And you are damn beautiful.” And as if we weren’t standing in the middle of a crowded restaurant floor, she took me by the wrist and tugged me into a full-on kiss on the lips, sending me reeling.
I shouldn’t have been surprised. She’d kind of been doing that with me since the beginning.
When she pulled away, her eyes sparkled, and she said, “Tell Rhett I said hi. And… rock on, man, or whatever he says.”
I giggled. “I will, thank you. I mean, I’d do anything if you kissed me before you told me to do it. You have a lot of power over me.”
“I like it that way.” She brushed her knuckles over my cheek before heading to the back, and I stumbled and giggled fully love-drunk out to the back, where I caught Rhett on the edge of the stage, in an argument with one of his bandmates. I waved to him. “Rhett! Hey man. Rock on.”
“No one’s rocking on with anything,” he said, rubbing his temples as he turned to me. “Damn Isaac disappeared on us right between sets.”
My heart missed a beat. “Isaac? What happened?”
“Oh, Isaac?” An older lady sitting at a table nearby turned to us. “The bassist? Broody blond boy? He ran off with the bartender.”
Rhett grimaced. “He did what?”
“Oh,” I said, clasping my hands at my chest. “That’s great! Oh my god. I’m so happy for them.”
“Like hell it’s great,” Rhett said. “We gotta show to play! I don’t care if he and that damn bartender are eloping—”
“Oh, that would be so cute,” I said. “They totally should!”
“They totally shouldn’t, man! He needs to get his ass here and play the damn show!”
I chewed my lip. “Um… I bet you could find someone else to play the bass.”
“Man, have you never played music in your life? We’d have to rehearse before the show.”
“I played the triangle in grade school.”
He stared at me.
“It was really fun! I guess it wasn’t very skill-intensive, though…”
He kept staring.
“I’ll, um… see if I can get Madison to contact Samuel about it. But maybe you can all just kind of… jam out? Just relax and have fun. Rock’s all about breaking the rules and doing what feels right.”
He dropped his arms by his sides. “Yeah, man, you know? Maybe you’re right. Rock on. We’ll make our own kind of show.”
“Ugh, I love it,” I said. “It’s going to be so good. You’re the best, you know? I mean, except for my girlfriend.” It gave me a swooping feeling in my chest when I said it. We didn’t talk specifically about what all of this meant for us, and we hadn’t actually used the G word outside of her little slipup, but… she came back for me. We’d been too busy talking about plans for the event, and getting to sleep right away, since we’d arrived back at the house at almost midnight, and then this morning had just been getting Faux Pas ready for the grand opening—including buying a lot of Pride flags—but she’d come back for me. That meant something, right? I was pretty sure that meant everything.
“You do realize,” Angeline’s voice said from behind me, and I jolted to where she paused next to me with a tray of drinks in hand, “this means we’re also down a bartender.”
“Who?” I blinked. “Oh. Right. Samuel was… oh.” I laughed, scratching my head. “Yeah, that’s a thing, huh?”
She rolled her eyes, but there was a little smile there as she turned away. “I can slot into the bar if you need me to,” she said.
“Thank you! You’re awesome!” I called after her.
It turned out to be okay for the band and the bar, both—Samuel and Isaac both showed up again some fifteen minutes later, and they didn’t say anything about it, but they looked really happy. I just gave Samuel knowing smiles for the rest of the night, but judging by the way Madison would lean over the bar when she passed by and they’d whisper things together, she knew the full story.
It was towards the end of the night when Madison nudged me away from my station at the counter, turning to face me.
“Rhett’s… rock phenomenon is packing up,” she said. “Everyone’s waiting for you to take the stage now.”
I blinked fast. “Take the stage where?”
She just smirked.
“Oh. Take it as in—right. Yeah. What? No, no, no, no. I’m not a stage person.”
“Then I’ll hold your hand,” she said, taking my hand and pulling me along with her, and I squeaked, but I went along with her. “This restaurant’s all you, babe. Let’s end this night on your note.”
Well, that wasn’t fair. Now I was pretty sure she was calling me babe genuinely, and… wow. Wow. Yeah, I liked that.
So I let Madison drag me up onto the stage out back, where the stars were shining clear and bright overhead, and the air smelled like the crème brulee that had been so popular for dessert tonight, and the lamps around the back patio lit shimmering beacons against the night. I’d gotten used to seeing these rainbow-edged tablecloths everywhere, big Pride flags on walls and windows. One last Pride party to round out the month. Although the eleven other months seemed to be pretty gay here in Willow Arches, too.
I was looking forward to seeing what they were like.
“Hey, um, you guys,” I said into the microphone, once it had actually settled in that half the town was gathered here at my restaurant, having just finished eating my dishes, and enjoyed the party I arranged, and… were now waiting for me to speak.
Well, that was terrifying. But was it, really? It wasn’t just some crowd. I knew half the people here, from Shannon pouring Vivian another glass of wine from a near-empty bottle, to Ray here with their two kids who had been there at the library reading, Frances leaning against the railing, Laura at one table caught in another argument with Angeline, Samuel and Isaac together in the far corner standing shoulder-to-shoulder. They were cute.
And of course, Madison was here. And just like she promised, she took my hand and held it tight, and then there were no more problems in the world.
“Sorry,” I laughed into the microphone. “I had to take a second to get over my stage fright. I’m good now. Um… I feel like this is where I’m supposed to say something good. Giving a fancy and important speech, right? I was never any good at that. But, um… I guess I should admit now that I never actually knew how to cook. Not to save my life.”
The crowd murmured. I wondered if maybe I shouldn’t have said that.
“And, um… I also didn’t know how to fix up a restaurant. Or how to garden. Or how to gather a community together. But I had a lot of help, and most of that help was named Madison.”
Madison rolled her eyes, looking away. “Oh, this is the part where she gets mushy on me,” she said.
“Yeah, it is that part,” I said, before turning back to the crowd. “I’m sure most of you know Madison and I have been together for a while now. And a few of you know that wasn’t actually true either. That was just for convenience’s sake. But, um… it turns out my feelings for her are actually very, very real. And I’d been planning on selling this restaurant around this time and going back to San Francisco, but the feelings I’ve had of being home while I’ve been here—that’s been very, very real, too. I’m really sorry, everyone. I lied to you all about a lot of things. But I’m here in front of you now asking if you’ll let me stay. Not as Tyler Farrell’s grandniece, but just as me, as Paige, a really, really helpless girl who’s fallen head over heels in love with this little town.”
“Hear, hear.” Angeline’s voice was the first to call out from the crowd, holding up her wine glass. “Especially to the helpless part.”
“Hey.” I put my hand on my hip. “You’re supposed to be my hype girl, Angeline!”
“I did not sign up to that,” Angeline deadpanned.
“But you—”
Madison moved in front of the microphone, cutting off my very important discussion with Angeline. “I have some apologies to make, too,” Madison said. “The truth is, I ignored the reality about what Maya was doing for too long. I know I’ve been painted as a victim, but in a lot of ways, I was an accomplice. For me, Faux Pas was a reminder of the harm I let happen—to the people I loved, to the community I belonged to. I brought Paige to Willow Arches to clear out the rubble, strip out the soul, and exorcise the ghosts of that place.”
She glanced over at me, and I swear, her eyes were like diamonds in the light of the lanterns all around us, candlelight flickering on the tables.
“But Paige didn’t change the restaurant,” she said, turning back to the microphone. “She changed me. And even learned to cook along the way. And I don’t like to be sentimental, but I’m really proud of her.”
“Oh my god, I’m going to cry,” I said, dabbing at my eye. “Oh, no. I’m an ugly crier. You know that.”
“I left Willow Arches to try to find a new life without all this history,” she said. “But I doubted myself. And when Paige came after me, I realized the history in Willow Arches is exactly what I wanted. This is the town that knows me… for better or worse, Samuel. I see you smirking at me.”
Samuel put his hands up. “I didn’t say anything out loud!” he called.
Madison smiled as she went on. “So… if you’ll all have me and Paige, even knowing we’re a bit… messy. I think we’d like to run our restaurant together. In Pride month and in every month. If you want to keep coming back… well, Paige makes an excellent sweet potato chili curry.”
Samuel clapped. And then Frances did, and then everyone did, a standing ovation as everyone clapped for us, and I stood there in the middle of it all, and I definitely ugly-cried.
Madison turned to me with a small smile, and she laughed as she wiped my tears away. “You snotty little mess,” she said, eyes warm. “You perfect, snotty little mess. Here. I figured this would happen.”
She pulled tissues from her pocket, and I took them gratefully, blowing my nose and wiping my eyes. When the applause finally subsided, I turned back to the microphone, feeling something in my chest like I was soaring high above the clouds, and it took me a minute to find a way to put that into words.
“Not long after I got here,” I said, “a woman I’ve come to respect a lot told me about sunflowers. That they turn to follow the sun through the day, and they do the same even on cloudy days where the sun doesn’t shine. Even though I thought they turned to face each other. Turned out I was wrong. I do that a lot.” I scratched my head. “Anyway. She told me how we do the same. How there are ingrained cycles built deep into us, that we do even when they don’t serve us. But… I think I’ve come to realize,” I said, standing up taller. “That eventually, the sun comes out again. And when it does, we find that we’re right where we belong. I feel kind of silly now for having tried to change who I was. Thank you all for accepting me—for having me—for being the sun coming out even after I’ve been silly, and a little useless, and doing the same Paige things I’ve always been doing. I think sometimes those old, ingrained habits are called patience and persistence. And when I was a little withered up turned to a cloudy sky, there was one woman who saw me like that and was the first to tell me the sun would come out again. So to that woman…” I turned back to Madison, and I took her hands in mine, sniffling back a little tear that ran a hot trail down my cheek. “I set myself up to say something really sweet and deep here, and I think all I’ve got is that I really, really, really like you, and you’re just, like, unbelievably pretty. Can I kiss you?”
Madison laughed. “You’ve already said all the most wonderful things I could have heard,” she said. “Oh, but wow, you are a messy crier. Do you want more tissues?”
“Um… yes. But a kiss first?”
“Reasonable order. Just don’t snot on my face.”
“I will try.”
She kissed me, and the crowd erupted in applause again, and we were home.



Epilogue
“I’ll have a pina colada,” I said, and Samuel put a hand to his mouth.
“Dear lord,” he said. “I’m shocked.”
“What? You are not. That’s what I always get.”
He raised an eyebrow. It took me a second.
“Oh. Sarcasm. Gotcha. Can I get the pina colada, though?”
“Yes, Paige, you can get the pina colada.” He leaned under the bar—my bar in my restaurant, which still made me feel like the coolest person in town—and started on the drink. “How was book club?”
I laughed nervously. “Um… Angeline broke.”
He paused with the rum open in one hand. “She broke?” he said. “Do we need someone with a broom picking up the pieces?”
“No, not physically, thank goodness. That’d be a grisly sight. She just put her hands in her hair and screamed bloody murder after an hour of everyone speculating about the author’s private life and she finally admitted she was the author.”
“She—what?”
“Yeah. Cat’s out of the bag!” I puffed out my chest. “Angeline is Sylvia Andrews. I have a signed copy of one of her books. She vaguely insults me in it.”
It had been the sweetest thing seeing Angeline melt under the ensuing adoration. The poor girl clearly didn’t know how to handle positive attention, but she’d gotten better with it over the last month I’d been here. She’d gotten to be my closest friend outside of Madison, and it was only after long hours talking about her books with me that she’d even come close to considering the idea of telling other people about it. Madison, too—ever since they cleared the air between them and she’d had an awkward evening meeting Madison’s parents with me and her, the hostility vanished, and Angeline would spend time with both of us talking about books.
But even with that, it wasn’t enough to prepare her for the way everyone at the table had nearly passed out in collective fan shock. She’d gone bright red under a litany of compliments and gushing enthusiasm, and after maybe ten minutes of it, her voice had dropped into such a mumble that I didn’t think she was even saying words anymore as she signed the copies of everyone’s books there.
“You’re kidding,” Samuel said. “The author they’ve done the whole back catalog from? She’s just been sitting there the whole time listening to them talk about her without knowing it?”
“I know. I wouldn’t have been able to make it two seconds. I’m not a good liar.”
He set down my drink in front of me. “Paige, trust me,” he said, “we all know that.”
“Ugh, it looks so good. I can die happy. I’d still rather not die though.” I took a long sip, closing my eyes and just tasting it, the complex flavor depth and the acidity highlighting all the different flavor notes, coconut cream adding depth and body, the husky alcohol on the rum sharpening the flavor. I’d thrown myself heart and soul into cooking, guided now by both Madison and Frances, and it was amazing the way just eating and drinking the same simple things as always was a whole different experience. Maybe knowing what I was doing wasn’t too bad from time to time, after all?
“You look like you’re going to cry over the pina colada,” Samuel said.
“It’s just really good,” I said. “Not my fault you’re a wizard. So—” I set the drink down and leaned over the bar towards him. “How’s your boyfriend?”
He smiled shyly. “Funny you should ask. We’re moving in together.”
I blinked fast. “I’m… sorry? You only just finally admitted to yourselves you were dating a week ago.”
“Yeah, but… go for it, you know?” He turned away, scratching his head. “There’s just something there when you know someone is the one.”
I just about melted over the counter. “Oh my god, you two are the cutest,” I said. “When are you gonna get married and have sixteen kids?”
“I’m just putting it out there that I don’t think I could handle sixteen kids.”
“Paige,” Frances’s voice said, and I glanced over to where she came out of the kitchen with a pad of paper. We’d emblazoned our aprons with Faux Pas in the corner, and even though she only worked here a couple days a week, Frances had claimed her own apron with a special stitch in the back and wore it like it was a thousand-dollar dress. Of course, she’d been the one who had emblazoned the aprons, herself, so maybe she just had a special attachment to the apron more than the restaurant itself. I liked to think it was both, though. “We’ve got a request for special delivery? I figure since you just came in to sit and talk about books, you can handle doing a delivery on the way out.”
“Oh, wow.” I put a hand to my chest. “I feel like I’ve been trusted with responsibility. That never happens.”
“You literally own this restaurant,” Frances deadpanned. “That means you’re doing it, right?”
“You bet your bottom dollar it does.” I turned to Samuel. “I always wanted to use that expression.”
“Congratulations,” he said. “But that’s your second drink, and I know you can’t handle your liquor.”
I giggled. “I know. That’s why I already sent Madison a text with twenty-nine pleading face emojis to ask her to drive me. And score! She said yes. So technically, she’s making the delivery, and I’m actually entrusted with no responsibility.”
“That checks out,” Frances said, shaking her head with a dry smile. “Don’t get plastered, Paige. I don’t need you showing up hungover to the garden tomorrow.”
“The garden?” I blanked. “Oh. Right. Tomorrow’s Wednesday already? Wow. I forgot gardens even existed. Yeah, I’ll be good.”
I finished my pina colada with more gushing thanks for Samuel and made him promise to invite me and Madison to his house party once Isaac was moved in—he said they weren’t planning a house party, so I politely informed him that he needed to plan a house party and invite me and Madison—and I took the big catering trays out to the side, where Madison was standing outside her truck talking to where Angeline still looked like she’d half-melted into herself.
And ugh, every time I saw Madison, it was like the sunrise breaking over the ocean. Like a rainbow appearing after the storm, like a breath of fresh air coming up from the water, like finding out there’s another cookie in the jar after you thought you finished the last one. She was just magical, and glorious, and not wearing a shirt.
Yeah. She was standing there in her sports bra and leggings again, and she still had a little bit of sweat glistening on the toned lines of her abs, and I just paused there with the trays in my arms gazing at her.
She glanced over at me, a smirk playing on her lips, and just like always, it made my heart flutter. “Paige. I see you brought dinner.”
I laughed nervously. “Um… no, I can’t eat this much. I’d get sick. Oh! Right. It’s for the town hall. They ordered delivery to treat their employees today. You’ll help me deliver it, right? I may or may not have had a second drink and wouldn’t trust myself to drive it.”
She sighed, taking the trays from me and sliding them into the backseat. “Yes, dear,” she said, “we’ll make the delivery. Congratulations again, Angeline. Just hope you’re ready for the fans swarming your door.”
“I’ve made a terrible mistake,” Angeline muttered. “I do not do friends. Or fans.”
I gave her shoulder a light shove. “Liar. Someone here secretly loves her friends and fans and just doesn’t know how to admit to it.”
“I’ll bite your hand off.”
“Not in front of me, you won’t,” Madison said.
“Really, though, congratulations,” I said, squeezing Angeline’s shoulder. “We should put on an official author event sometime. I’m not sure where we could host it, but people would love it.”
Angeline gave me a deadpan look. “You know, you do have a restaurant.”
“Oh yeah! Yeah. I do have that. Huh. That’d be a perfect place to host it.” I beamed. “Great! Brunch and drinks at Faux Pas with local queer author Sylvia Andrews, next Sunday at noon. The weather’s supposed to be beautiful then, too. We can even arrange a Q&A! Ugh, I’ve got it all planned already.”
“No kidding you do.” Angeline rubbed her forehead. “Well… I’ll be there. Dammit. I don’t believe in God, but I want Him to strike me down right now.”
When we got into the car, Madison gave me a concerned look across the center console. “Is she all right?”
“Yeah, that’s just how she expresses excitement.”
She shook her head, turning back to the front as she pulled out of the parking lot—still a bit bumpy, but there were signs going up already for the repaving next week. “For the life of me, I will not understand how you two have ended up such good friends.”
“Wait. Before you get on the road and start driving proper.” I leaned across the center, puckering up. “Kisses?”
She gave me the quickest little chaste kiss on the lips before she turned back to the wheel. I pouted.
“Stingy, much?”
She struggled to keep down a smile. “I’ll make up for it once we’re done with the delivery.”
“Two kisses?”
She hummed lightly to herself as we pulled out onto the road. “I’m actually more feeling like making out with you until you’re gasping for breath. And if you’re up for it, I really want to fuck you. But I figured it would be more fun to let you sit in the anticipation.”
Well, just a couple of sentences and I was done for. I felt a rush of heat through my body, and I bit my lip without even meaning to, a tingle building between my legs. “Um… I’m going to be sitting in anticipation, all right. I’ll be sitting in a puddle, too.”
She licked her lips, not taking her eyes off the road. “All the better.”
“Madison. I’m going to be way too horny to actually bring the delivery inside.”
She laughed a deep, throaty laugh that did things to me. “Well,” she said, “maybe I like the idea of you trying to compose yourself in public while you’re getting wet thinking about the things I’m going to do to you.”
I sank back against the seat, closing my eyes and biting my lip hard. “God, who said you could be this hot? It’s one thing saying all that normally. Saying it shirtless? It’s not fair.”
“You could even it out a little bit and take off your panties under that dress while we drive.”
Wow. I pressed down the buzz of electric thoughts. “My thighs are going to be soaked,” I said.
“Works for me.”
I took them off, and I made the horniest delivery of my life. I’m sure the poor town hall employees were wondering if there was some reason I answered their questions in such a rush and couldn’t seem to stand still when they wanted to keep me and chat, but I made the delivery and made it back without dying like I felt like I would.
“Anywhere else we should stop on the way back?” she said, her voice light as she started the car.
“I’m starting to think yes,” I said, my voice so husky and raw with desire I barely recognized it myself.
“Oh yeah?” She glanced over at me with a playful smile. “Groceries?”
“No, just somewhere you can fuck me in the flatbed would actually work great.”
She bit her lip, and the flash of desire across her eyes was all I needed in the world. “Not a bad idea,” she said.
She took me up to the hill past the wheatfield, where we’d had sex for the first time, and just like then, she parked the car backwards against the view of the sun setting over the valley. I squirmed in my seat the whole slow drive up, feeling the way I was definitely going to need to wash this dress, and when she finally parked and led me out to the back, I was about ready to come undone before she even touched me.
She spread out her blanket roll, laid me down on top of it, pulled my dress up, and as if I wasn’t already wet enough, she slid down my body until her mouth met my aching core and teased me like that until I was begging for her.
When she finally slipped her fingers inside me and pumped into me, I lost it right away, feeling myself toppling over the edge in a blissful tumble of release. I’d barely come back to reality, breathing hard with every inch of my body melted into the blanket and feeling just a little disappointed at how quickly I’d finished, before she started again, fingers teasing over my clit and working me slowly back up.
The second time took a while, but neither of us wanted to rush it. I sank into the moment and let her have me however she liked, and we went long and slow as she built me up towards another orgasm, and once I was getting close, again, she slid two fingers inside me, and she flooded me with the sensation of her fingers before I felt like the whole world split apart and I came undone.
I think I whited out. When I came back to, I was laughing breathlessly, and Madison sank down next to me.
“You look incredible like this,” she whispered in my ear.
“You look incredible like… like a whole… the just, doing, it—doing like—the—yeah.”
“Uh-huh.”
“That didn’t make sense, did it?”
“Not even the slightest amount.”
I laughed wildly. “I don’t need to make sense. It’s fine.”
She dropped her voice to a husky murmur. “I am so fucking wet right now, Paige.”
I bit my lip. “Not to get ahead of myself or be too presumptuous or anything, but you are going to sit on my face now, right?”
She laughed. “I like the drive. But no. I think I’m going to ride your thigh first, and then ride your mouth for the second time.”
“Oh. Fantastic. Even better.”
She slid her leggings off and hiked herself up onto my thigh, and I watched the frankly spectacular view of Madison silhouetted against the sunset grinding herself on my thigh, gripping the sides of the flatbed and groaning with each motion. Her wetness ran down over my thigh and mixed with my own, and the sensation made me bubble up with desperate need as if she hadn’t just made me come twice back-to-back.
When she came, it was the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen, collapsing over me with a desperate cry that turned into softly whispering my name, and she fell on top of me like that just catching her breath while I held her. My core pulsed with desire after watching her like that, but I had the decency to wait until she could breathe again before I said anything. But I’d be lying if I said I didn’t play with my clit just a little.
“God, that’s hot,” she sighed, looking down at where I was playing with myself.
“You’re the hot one.”
“I want to go down on you again.”
“See? You’re definitely the hot one. Oh, and, uh—yes, please.”
She’d barely even recovered before she was down between my thighs, and I lost myself in the sensation of her hot, wet tongue teasing over my clit, between my folds, against my entrance. Her mouth pressed tighter against me, and I found myself playing with my nipple without even meaning to, watching her press her face into me with her eyes closed like she was just enjoying the bliss of the moment as much as I was.
She sent me up against the edge more quickly this time, and I put a hand to the back of her head and pressed against her mouth while I came this time, feeling like I lost every sense and every feeling in my body except her against me, and I groaned as my entire being seemed to unravel.
“You’re so fucking good,” she said, sliding up my body and capturing me in a hot, languid kiss that tasted like me. “God, Paige, you have no idea how much of a turn-on you are.”
“Now?”
She bit down on a smile. “You don’t waste any time, do you, Paige?”
“No. Please.”
“Gladly.”
She hoisted herself up again, and this time, she settled over my face. The sight of her above me like this, her wetness glistening—I couldn’t find any words for the things it did to me.
When she pressed herself against my mouth, I closed my eyes and lost myself in the sensation of her flooding me in every way. The gasps and the moans she made, the small movements she made grinding against my mouth—
I found myself playing with myself again halfway through, and I was already aching to go again by the time she gasped she was getting close. When she sank over me and grasped a handful of my hair, letting go with a long, low moan, I slipped a finger inside myself and reveled in the sensation that was equal parts dirty and beautiful.
“Fuck, it’s so damn hot you touch yourself while I do that,” she gasped, once she’d come down. “Do you want to—”
“Please, yes.”
She eased my hand away from my center, and she slipped her fingers back inside of me. My body met her as if she hadn’t just done it and done it again, and I arched my back and pressed my head against the blanket, gasping her name as she moved inside me.
When I came again, my whole body came undone, and I felt like I left the universe. It took a long time for me to even start hearing again through the ringing I got in my ears, and once I was conscious again, I didn’t think I could move a single muscle left in my body. Madison crashed down next to me, buried her face in my neck, and she whispered something I couldn’t hear.
“What—sorry,” I gasped. “I can’t hear anything very well right now. You’re going to have to try that again.”
“Can I say it yet?” she whispered.
“Um… probably. Depends on what it is. I mean, I think I’m a pretty good listener. Maybe not as much right now because my brain is turned to jelly, but I’ll try.”
She pressed a kiss against my collar before she propped herself up, looking so beautiful against the dying traces of sunlight that I could hardly believe she was from this world, and she said, “I’m in love with you, Paige.”
My lips parted, and I stared at her for what might have been an hour before I heard myself breathe, “Um… I think you just said something really important, but it might have been an orgasm-induced hallucination.”
She gave me a wry smile. “I think we’d have to still go a couple more times to get to psychoactive orgasms.”
“But—” I sat up with her, my heart pounding. Sitting up was hard. My legs didn’t work right now. Neither did my arms. Or my core. Or anything other than my vulva feeling really happy. “You—love me?”
She sighed, closing her eyes. “How in the world would I not, Paige? I tried to be the one setting the pace, deciding what would happen, but you’ve swept me up in a storm of all the things you are. You pulled me out of that damn house and out of that dark place in my thoughts, and you gave me everything I could have wanted. Home, community, a passion for something—you’re the best thing to ever happen to me. I love you, Paige.”
I put a hand over my mouth, my throat tight, something welling up behind my eyes. “Oh my god. I wasn’t emotionally prepared for this. Oh my god. I don’t think I ever would have been emotionally prepared for this. D-do you still have the tissues? I’m going to ugly-cry.”
She cracked an eyelid. “I hope it’s happy crying, at least?”
“Yes, it’s happy crying,” I said, throwing my arms around her and holding her close. “You have no idea, you ridiculous woman—you keep talking like I’m some kind of hero who swept in and saved you, but I didn’t do anything except care about you where you were at. The rest has been all you. And I can’t express how much you’ve done for me. I’d never have made it here if it weren’t for you. I’d never have realized how much I’m capable of if it weren’t for you. Ugh. Now I’m definitely crying,” I sniffled, pulling away to look her in the eyes, fixing where my glasses had fallen askance. “I love you, too, Madison. In fact, I…”
She broke out into a small, breathless smile, eyes sparkling. “Yes?”
I brushed my knuckles along her cheek, sniffling back another tear. “The truth is, I… I love you more.”
“What?” She scowled. “You do not.”
“I totally do.” I sniffled, and I hiccupped, my nose running. “Oh, god. Here’s the ugly-crying. Tissues?”
“One second.”
She got them from the back of the car, and I ugly-cried on her, blowing my nose into about a dozen of them and holding her, planting dozens of little kisses on her lips. When I shifted, though, I saw the massive wet spot I’d left on the blanket, and I tried to dab it up with a tissue before Madison laughed, telling me I’d be there all day. I fell into breathless crying-laughing, and when Madison pulled her panties back on, I fumbled around for mine before realizing I’d flung them off in the front of the car, and I just collapsed on her laughing, and we both laughed until we were breathless, just lying on our backs, avoiding the wet spot on the blanket, and watching the stars come out overhead.
“Do you want to come live with me?” she said, suddenly, quietly, and I blinked fast before I laughed.
“Might as well,” I said. “We’ve already been doing that a while. I’ll figure out what to do with the house in the woods. I’m good with real estate. I can handle it. Oh!” I turned to her. “Can we throw a housewarming party? A move-in housewarming party? We can invite Samuel and Isaac.”
She sighed through a smile. “Yes, dear. We can throw a party. I wouldn’t recognize you otherwise.”
“Yes.” I pressed myself tighter into her. “Oh my god. It’s going to be amazing. And then…”
She raised an eyebrow at me. “And then?”
I blanked. “Um… so… we have our restaurant. We’re going to be living together again. And we’re in love. So… you know.” I scratched my head. “Then what?”
She laughed, kissing my cheek softly. “Somehow,” she said, “I think we’ll find something.”
“Like… a party?”
“A party’s a good first step.”
“And then?”
“We’ll find something else. Something fun.”
I think she was onto something with that.
I think we had a lot of good still to come.
 
 
 
∞∞∞
 
The End
 
 
∞∞∞
 
 
Celebrate love with the
I Heart SapphFic Pride Collection, eight standalone romances offering a taste of the very best modern sapphic fiction has to offer.
Be sure to subscribe to I Heart SapphFic to discover the latest in sapphic fiction every week! Because love is love, and everyone deserves a happily ever after.
IHeartSapphFic.com
 
 
∞∞∞
 
 
 
 
Thank you so SO much for reading Faux Pas! This may well be the most fun I've ever had with a book, and I hope it brought you all the joy it did for me, too.
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