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When Marcy came out of the shower, the woman in her bed looked like she had no intention of leaving. Playing a game on her phone, she took her sweet time sipping the coffee Marcy had made for her over an hour ago. Waiting for her to make a move, any move, was awkward, and she reminded herself once again that this was why she didn’t make a habit of inviting women to sleep over at her home. Well, home was an understatement. The caravan she was currently living in stood on a plot in a holiday park with over a hundred other caravans, the majority privately owned by retired British pensioners. The bedroom and the bathroom were tiny, but she spent most of her time outside in the private garden, so the lack of space didn’t bother her. As long as she was by herself.
“So, Bisou, what are your plans for today?” she asked, hoping the dark-haired French woman wasn’t planning on lounging in her bed the whole morning. At least she remembered her name. Bisou was a tourist who shared a room with a friend at Paradise Hotel in Benidorm, so going back to her hotel together hadn’t been an option last night. They’d met in a bar and Marcy had flirted with the straight woman purely to kill time while she waited for her friends to arrive. To her surprise, Bisou had reciprocated her flirtations and here she was. It really was that easy.
“Depends. What are your plans?” Bisou asked, glancing up from her phone for a split second.
“I have to work.” Marcy knew exactly what she was doing; messaging her friends and telling them all about her first experience with a woman. She was pretty sure there would be no complaints about her performance. Bisou had voiced her pleasure so loudly her screams had forced her neighbours to bang on the side of her caravan; something they only did when her music was too loud for their liking.
“But last night you said you had the day off.” Bisou looked up again and arched a brow at her. Then her screen lit up, her eyes flicked back, and her fingers continued to tap manically.
Marcy suppressed a groan as she dried her hair and slipped into a pair of boxers and an old T-shirt. Couldn’t the woman take a hint? “Yes, I’m off work,” she said, trying not to sound too impatient. “But I have another project I work on during my days off and I have some urgent things to take care of.”
“Okay. Do you want me to come with you?”
Marcy shook her head. “I’m sorry, I can’t bring anyone there.” That wasn’t a lie; no one knew about her secret project, not even her parents, and she certainly wasn’t going to bring a stranger there. With the amount of time Bisou spent on her phone, pictures would be all over the internet in no time.
“So, you want me to leave?” Bisou jutted out her bottom lip and batted her lashes.
“No, you don’t need to leave right now,” Marcy said, not wanting to be rude. “Take your time.”
“If you’re not in a rush...” Bisou patted the mattress. “Why don’t you come back to bed for a while?” She finally put her phone aside and sensually removed the cover, revealing her naked body. “Just for an hour, then you can kick me out.”
In two minds, Marcy stared at the pillow princess. She had a long to-do list for today, but she’d never been able to resist temptation, especially not in the form of a beautiful woman. Besides, she could think of worse ways to start her day. “Okay.” She grinned as she got on the bed and hovered over Bisou, steadying herself as she balanced on her hands and knees. “So, you enjoyed last night?”
“I did.” Bisou shot her a mischievous grin, her dark eyes flashing with desire as she ran her fingers through Marcy’s hair. “Will you do that thing to me again?”
“That thing that made you wake up my neighbours?” Marcy joked as she moved down Bisou’s body. She kissed her breasts, her ribcage and her belly, then moved back up to her breasts to suck a nipple into her mouth. She bit softly, just hard enough to cause the sting she knew would shoot between the woman’s thighs and smiled when she gasped in delight.
Bisou moaned and jerked underneath her, her head turning from side to side, and just like last night, Marcy felt a little smug for being her first woman. She felt Bisou’s muscles tense as she traced the inside of her thigh and kissed her way down her belly to the neat strip of dark hair between her legs. “Is this the thing you were talking about?” she teased, sliding her fingers through Bisou’s wetness before entering her. Simultaneously, she brought her mouth to her centre and ran her tongue up and down.
“Yes!” Bisou fisted Marcy’s hair so tightly she was worried she would pull it out. “Fuck, yes!”
Quick breaths followed by a high-pitched groan rang in Marcy’s ears and she smiled. “Good?” She recognised Bisou’s body language now, and knowing she was close, she put more pressure on her centre, moving faster until a loud cry escaped her. Marcy tried to muffle the noise with her hand, but Bisou’s head was tilted back so she couldn’t reach. Damn it.
I should have closed the windows. Another cry, and another one, until Bisou collapsed into a panting heap of bliss. When silence finally returned, she shook her head and laughed.
“Good? Do you honestly need to ask me that?” She traced a hand over Marcy’s cheek. “I’m still here for another week. Want to meet up again?”
Marcy wiped her mouth, sat up in bed and let out a sigh. She hated this part, but she had to be honest. “I really had fun with you, and I think you’re great, but I can’t do that.”
Bisou nodded. “Are you one of those emotionally unavailable types? The one-night only type?”
“Something like that.” Marcy attempted a regretful look as she got up. “I’m sorry.”
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“M y baby, come here!” Ling flew around her daughter’s neck and squeezed her tightly. “Oh, I’m so, so glad to have you back home.”
“Mum. I’ve missed you.” Zoe dropped her duffel bag and held her mother for long moments, then stepped back to take her in. “You look good.”
“Not as good as you.” Ling rubbed Zoe’s arms. “But you’re way too skinny. Come in, come in. You must be hungry after your long journey.”
“I wouldn’t mind some food,” Zoe said with a smile, leaving her suitcases in the hallway. She followed her mother into the kitchen and sat down at the dining table. “Mmm… did you make dumplings? I smell dim sum.”
“Yes, your favourite.” Ling chuckled, checking the bamboo baskets that were piled on top of each other and steaming over a big pan. “Although I bet you’ve had much better ones in Hong Kong over the past five years.”
“They’re never as good as yours.” Zoe glanced around the kitchen while her mother served her a selection of dim sum. Nothing had changed in here. Still the same tea towels, the same pictures of her and her sister—who also worked abroad—on the walls, the same kitsch curtains with strawberry print. And her mother, who looked a little older than last time she’d seen her, but she seemed happy and healthy. Zoe had indeed lost weight from working fourteen hours a day, but her mother had put on a few pounds, and it suited her. “Shouldn’t we wait for Dad?”
“No, your father will be home soon but knowing you’d be hungry, he wanted us to start, so I’ve kept some aside for him.” She took a seat opposite Zoe, shifting on her chair in excitement. “So, how was your flight?”
“Flights,” Zoe corrected her. “I had a stopover in Kuala Lumpur and one in Paris. Twenty-six hours. I’m totally exhausted but so happy to be home.” She reached over the table and squeezed her mother’s hand. “I’ve missed you and Dad, but it was worth the experience. I’ve had an amazing time in Hong Kong.”
“I know you did. It’s good to connect with your roots.”
“Yeah, it’s been good. My Cantonese is much better, and I’ve made some new friends,” Zoe said, then continued with her first mouthful. “And it was lovely to get to know our family better.”
“Good. I miss them.” Ling helped herself to food. “It’s time I paid them a visit again, now that travel has fully opened up. Last time I was there must have been…” She narrowed her eyes, digging through her memory.
“Two-and-a-half years ago,” Zoe said, finishing her sentence. “Way too long.”
“Yes, well, first I want to enjoy having you at home for a while, just like the old days. So, you said you have a new job lined up already and it’s here in Benidorm?”
“I do. It’s in a newly refurbished hotel and is due to open in two months. It’s not a touristy one, more like a boutique hotel that is also looking to attract businesspeople. I didn’t expect to find something so soon, but the headhunter did an excellent job. She had five interviews lined up for me within a week of signing up to her agency and they hired me on my remote interviews and CV alone.” Zoe shrugged. “It’s not how I would usually do it, but I’m not complaining. It’s a great opportunity when you consider what the hospitality industry’s been through these past couple of years.”
“I’m so proud of you.” Her mother shot her a warm smile. “And best of all, you’ve returned to your home town for the next chapter in your life.”
“Good old Benidorm.” Zoe chuckled and rolled her eyes. “I couldn’t wait to get out of here after finishing catering college, but it’s actually nice to be back. There’s a certain comfort about this town, knowing nothing ever changes. It’s predictable, and I could do with predictable right now.”
Her mother nodded. “You’ve travelled and worked all over the world since you were eighteen. No wonder you’re craving some stability. Well, you’ve got it here, honey. Your father and I were saying how nice it would be if you settled down near us so we can see you more often. Perhaps you’ll meet a nice man?”
“Please, Mum. No talk about men, you promised.” Zoe sighed in frustration and for a split second, her mind went back to Joanna, who she’d left behind. Their romance had fizzled out long before she’d decided to return to Spain; they’d always been better off as friends. With no hard feelings involved, her departure hadn’t been particularly difficult or emotional, but she was going to miss having someone to wake up with.
“I’m sorry, I forgot.” Her mother held up both hands in defence. “Just looking out for my single daughter, that’s all. You haven’t dated since that boy you met at school. What was his name again?”
“Thomas,” Zoe mumbled with little enthusiasm. Thomas had been her first and her last boyfriend. Handsome and fun, she’d felt no reason to say no when he’d first asked her out, but she’d never felt that spark that the girls in her class talked about. She’d never been in love with him, and she realised soon enough it was unlikely to ever happen. Because Zoe fell in love with a girl while she dated him, and even though she didn’t act upon her feelings until two years later, she didn’t need to sleep with a woman to know that she was gay.
“Yes, Thomas, that’s right. I wonder if he ever got married. You were crazy about him, had dinner there every Sunday. Do you remember?”
Because I had a crush on his sister. Zoe ignored the remark and helped herself to more food.
She was saved by the sound of the door slamming and her father calling from the hallway.
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“Where the hell are we?” Bisou winced against the bright August sunlight as they stepped outside. “It was so dark last night; I couldn’t see anything while we walked here. Is this a caravan park?”
“It’s a residential caravan park, love,” Marcy’s neighbour, Maevis, shouted in a raspy voice before Marcy had the chance to answer. “Had a good night, did you? When I heard the screaming last night, I thought there were a couple of foxes outside but now I can see the error of my ways.” Taking a long drag of her cigarette, she curiously gave Bisou a knowing look.
“Morning, Maevis,” Marcy said with a smile, ignoring her question. “Sorry about the noise. It won’t happen again.”
“No problem, love. I’m glad someone’s getting some action around here. Sounds like Jake could learn a thing or two from you.”
Marcy laughed and walked on before Jake, Maevis’ husband, came out to join in the conversation. “Everyone knows everyone around here,” she explained to Bisou. And yes, it’s a residential caravan park that also includes holiday homes, but most people live here all year round.”
“Oh.” Bisou looked unimpressed and that didn’t surprise Marcy, but she liked living here, at least for the time being. “Are we far from my hotel? I don’t remember the taxi drive very well.”
“No, we’re quite close. Want me to drop you off at Paradise?” Marcy greeted everyone sitting in front of their caravans, some shaded by parasols and some smothered in sunscreen as they baked in the full sun.
“Morning, Marcy! Are you busy tomorrow?” one of the residents asked. “I’m having trouble putting up a shelf over my kitchen worktop.”
“Good morning! I can drop in before work tomorrow. Just after eight okay with you?” Marcy couldn’t recall the woman’s name, yet everyone seemed to know hers. Being the youngest and strongest in the park, and owning a wide range of power tools that she was very good with, people asked her for help with just about anything from moving heavy objects to fixing things.
“That would be great. Thank you so much!”
Marcy gave her a thumbs up and turned left towards the car park. The park consisted of long, straight paths with homes on either side. The standard low fences surrounding the small static homes meant there was little privacy, but people here seemed to like that as no one bothered to raise the height of the fences or grow hedges. There was a ‘clubhouse’, a communal swimming pool and a shop that sold a very limited selection of mainly British food products and the site’s committee often organised events such as bingo or quiz nights.
Marcy’s parents didn’t understand why she hadn’t bought a house yet. Being a contractor for her father, who owned the biggest building company in the region, it wasn’t like she was short of funds, and her mother kept reminding her she wasn’t going to find a girlfriend if she only hung out with old aged pensioners. But Marcy had other plans. Living here meant she had more money left to pour into building her own house, and after three years, her dream home was close to completion. She hadn’t told her parents about her project as it was something she wanted to do on her own—something that didn’t involve her father’s tradespeople and where she could ignore his advice and not have to explain why she didn’t want his money. He meant well, but he could be quite opinionated, and although she knew her mother only had her best interests at heart, she equally tended to get too involved in her business.
“Climb in,” she said to Bisou, unlocking her pickup truck.
“Okay…” Bisou laughed as she struggled to climb in. “Are you seriously going to drop me off in this monstrosity?”
“Why, what’s wrong with it?” Marcy tapped the steering wheel. “I love my girl. She’s reliable, spacious, beautiful…”
Bisou laughed even harder at the ‘beautiful’ comment and shook her head. “Oh, God. So, you live in a caravan and drive a truck. You’re such a stereotypical lesbian. All you need is a cat and you’d tick all the boxes; I can’t wait to tell my friends about this.” She was typing on her phone as she spoke.
“I guess I am.” Marcy felt a pang of annoyance at her barbed comment because she liked her life, and she wasn’t ashamed of anything. The caravan site was a nice place to live and her truck was her best friend. Deep down, she kind of wanted to show Bisou her project, just to see the envious look on her face, but if she were to choose anyone to see it first, it would be her father. Instead, she pulled over a few minutes’ walk away from Paradise Hotel. “Well, this is my turn,” she said, pointing to the right. “Your hotel is just a short walk that way.”
“Oh… you’re not dropping me off at the door?”
“No. It’s not far, but it takes forever to turn there with all the tour busses waiting. Besides, what if your friends see you in my nasty old truck?” Marcy added with a hint of sarcasm.
Bisou looked taken aback as she stepped out and for a brief moment even stopped looking at her phone. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine, I’m just kidding. It was lovely to meet you, Bisou. I had a great night. Enjoy the rest of your holiday.” Marcy sped off before Bisou had the chance to ask for her number and saw her stunned expression as she looked back in her rear-view mirror. What was it with people and their phones? She hardly spent any time on hers.
Relieved to be alone again, she turned on the radio and hummed along to a song she didn’t know the lyrics to. Driving out of town, the scenery gradually started to change, with high-rise buildings soon replaced by the mountainous landscape of Benimantell. She passed the Guadalest Reservoir with its emerald-green water, and dozens of farms until she reached the private road that spiralled through forest and fields, heading for her soon to be home.
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T  he hotel was smaller than it looked in the pictures she’d seen. Zoe looked up at the building that was being renovated for the reopening in late October when she would start her first job as an executive chef.
Returning to Spain had been a conscious decision. Not only did she miss her parents, but career opportunities were also thinner on the ground in Hong Kong, and the competition was killing. She’d worked hard in the past five years, and although she’d made it to chef de cuisine—which was pretty impressive for her age—the management team had made it clear they thought she was too young to progress any further in the coming two years.
So, she’d looked for jobs in her home town and liked the concept of the hotel being so close to her family home.
She hadn’t found a flat yet but moving wasn’t a priority at this moment in time. For now, living with her parents wasn’t so bad, and besides, it gave her the opportunity to take some much-needed downtime and recharge her batteries before she started her new job and became responsible for running a team of eighteen. Executive chef. She liked the sound of her new title and was looking forward to cooking up some magic at El Escondite. As long as she she stuck to Spanish cuisine, she’d been given free rein to utilise her creativity, and she planned to do just that.
Zoe walked around the building to the temporary rear entrance where Lisa, the woman who was running the refurbishment project, had arranged to meet her. Being early wasn’t a bad thing. It would give her some time to check out the space that would soon be her responsibility.
Builders were paving the outside space where the pool, a lush tropical looking garden and a half-built bar were situated. A woman with a tablet in one hand and a walkie-talkie in the other was talking to two decorators who were covered in white paint. Her short, blonde hair was sticking out from underneath a yellow safety helmet and her tanned skin was paint-stained too. When Zoe approached, she turned in her direction and looked her over like she was lunch. Although Zoe would have normally welcomed the flirtatious look, her stomach dropped when she recognised her admirer. Fuck.
“Hey there, can I help you?” The blonde smiled widely.
Zoe continued to stare at her, expecting a hint of recognition from the woman’s side, but there was nothing.
“Are you okay?”
“Ehm, yes.” Zoe cleared her throat. “I’m the new executive chef.”
“Oh, great. I’m Marcy, the site manager.” Marcy held out her hand and Zoe shook it half-heartedly. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“Zoe.” Again, after introducing herself, Zoe waited for the penny to drop, for some spark of recollection, but Marcy clearly had no idea who she was. Instead, she pointed to her head.
“You have a butterfly in your hair.”
“I know, there’s usually one or two attached to me. They seem to like the way I smell.” Unable to return Marcy’s smile and unable to walk away as she had business to take care of, Zoe asked, “Can you direct me to the kitchen?”
“Okay… to the point, are we?” Marcy looked a little irritated at Zoe’s unfriendly reply, but she remained polite and nodded. “Sure. Follow me.” She patted the man she’d been talking to on the shoulder. “Excuse me for a moment, will you? I’ll be right back.”
Zoe didn’t care if she’d just come across as rude. She owed Marcy nothing, especially not kindness. Following her inside, she tried to concentrate on the space around the bar which would serve as the inside dining area, then checked out the pass. Seeing Marcy had thrown her off guard, she felt anxious and unsteady on her legs.
“Through here.” Marcy pointed to the other side of the pass. “The door will move over there; this entrance is just temporary.”
The kitchen had already been kitted out with basic units and the location of the sockets still to be installed were taped onto the freshly tiled walls. “Why is the sink over there?” Zoe asked, gesturing to a space with a huge sink and room for two large, industrial-sized dishwashers underneath.
Marcy shrugged. “That’s where it was before. Why?”
“It needs to move to the other side, underneath the window.” Zoe pointed to the left. “It’s not practical to have the porter station right next to the ovens. The chefs and the kitchen porters will be in each other’s way, not to mention it will be much too warm for my porters to work there.”
Marcy’s expression told Zoe she didn’t like her work or her ideas to be criticised. “Well, it was there originally. For twenty-two years,” she said. “So, I don’t see why we need to change it now.”
“Because, as I explained, it will be impractical and far too warm,” Zoe repeated, raising her voice a little. Part of her wanted to shout at Marcy, but she stopped herself.
Marcy shrugged. “Can’t do that. There’s no plumbing on that side. It will cost extra to move it, and everything’s been budgeted for already.” She was about to walk away but was stopped in her tracks by Zoe stepping in front of her, her arms crossed defensively in front of her chest.
“Fine. Then I’ll speak to Lisa about it. This is not your territory; your job is to build, not to make decisions on the layout.”
“Oh, is that so?” Marcy huffed. “And your job is to show up and cook. This is not your building; you just work here.” She rolled her eyes. “God, they’re going to have a handful with you, kiddo. You haven’t even started yet and you’re already throwing your weight around and stirring up trouble.”
“Don’t you dare call me that, you arrogant—” Zoe swallowed her words and averted her gaze. Don’t bite, she told herself, fighting to regain her composure. This is your new job, don’t ruin it because of her. “Never mind.”
“Fuck this, I don’t have time for your negativity. I’ve got work to do.” Slamming the door behind her, Marcy left Zoe in the kitchen, half furious, half shell-shocked.
Zoe’s heart was still beating wildly, and her hands were shaking as an attractive blue-eyed blonde swept through the door in a business-like fashion and gave her a wave. No doubt this was Lisa, and it was time to forget Marcy and make a good impression. Time to put your smile back on. Marcy’s not worth it. She never was.
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T  he ground was still too uneven to be paved, even after the two guys she’d hired to level the surface had spent two days flattening it. Marcy sighed, unlocked the shed behind the hole in the ground that was well on its way to becoming a pool and picked up a spade, then went on to improve their work. Everything had to be perfect. She’d strived for nothing but perfection so far and that wasn’t going to change. This was her castle, her masterpiece, and it was where she would be spending the foreseeable future, perhaps even the rest of her life.
The patio would be the pièce de résistance with gorgeous views over the valley. The light was golden yellow here during sunrise, and a deep red at night as the sun sank behind the mountains. It was where she would have her coffee in the mornings, where she would dine after work and where she would have friends and family over for celebrations. There was no room for error; no wobbly chairs or coasters under the table legs, and no loose tiles. She made a mental note not to hire the two men again. They hadn’t done a bad job; it just wasn’t as good as she would have done it herself. Straight, smooth, immaculate, and built to last.
After an hour of moving soil in the boiling sun, sweat was dripping down Marcy’s back, so she went inside to pour herself a glass of water and proudly glanced around, admiring her creation. The kitchen was finished and so was most of the living space. That just left the terrace, the pool and the drive to complete. In theory, she could move in since the electrics—the biggest challenge that had taken her a good part of a year—were connected, but it didn’t feel right to do so until it was finished. Not until the big reveal.
The fact that no one knew about her cave house made her even more determined to work on the wow factor after the basics were done. It was stunning, there was no doubt about that. Built into the side of the mountains, it had a glass façade that opened up onto the terrace. She’d kept the rough stone walls and ceilings inside, still organic in their shape. Someone had started the hard work and never finished the job, and when the huge cave facing south had come up for sale, she’d immediately known this was where she wanted to settle down.
At the rear of the cave was her bedroom, with a bed she’d built from local wood. Above it, small recesses in the ceiling held spotlights that gave the space a warm glow, and handwoven Spanish rugs dotted about made the space look cosy and homely. With the dome-like shape of the cave and the lower ceiling where the bed resided, she imagined it would feel like sleeping in a womb. Lacking straight walls to place wardrobes against, she’d built one into a natural alcove to the left of the bed but other than that, everything was freestanding. The big freestanding roll top bath was positioned on the other side of the bed, with the hand-built kitchen in the middle of the space. The seating area, that looked out over the terrace and the office area, all flowed into one, the neutral colours pulling it together like the items belonged there. After so much hard work and consideration, there was no room for clutter or anything that would break that flow, so Marcy had decided to place the toilet in a small, but still connected, outbuilding, where she’d also installed a modern, state-of-the-art rain shower.
Heading back outside, she picked up the spade and continued working. She could work for hours and never get bored with it. The steady progress and seeing it all come together had given her more drive than ever and although she hadn’t had a day off in months, it was so worth it. The mountain villa was only a twenty-minute drive from Benidorm, yet it felt like a world away, and with so much private land around the property and protected land behind it, nothing would ever get in the way of her view.
“The fence,” she mumbled to herself. The fence had to be put up before the terrace was finished so strangers wouldn’t show up to party here. So much to do, so little time. The hotel she was currently working on in Benidorm was taking up five days of her week but the grumpy and rude chef aside, the project was a joy to work on. Lisa, the project manager, was nice too; Marcy imagined they could even be friends if they got to know each other a little better.
What was the name of the chef again? Zelda? Zoe? Yes, Zoe. Her rudeness had bothered Marcy as she rarely got negativity or hostile attitudes from people. Always meeting them with a smile, her good vibes were usually returned, but yesterday she’d felt like some kind of villain, and she had no idea what she’d done to deserve that. Forcing her mind to go blank, Marcy concentrated on the task at hand and soon settled into a comforting rhythm. Manual labour was like meditation to her and there was no better way to ban negative thoughts from her mind. Although she wasn’t supposed to physically help the builders and decorators—as her role as site manager was to oversee and manage the process—she couldn’t help herself and often got hands-on when they were short of time. Not only did she enjoy it, but her team respected her, and she was proud of the loyalty she’d garnered by being one of them. The thought of throwing a team party for them on this very terrace put a smile on her face because they’d been teasing her about her accommodation for years. The building industry was a good industry to be in, and most of her employees had a nice family home of their own, but she knew they’d be surprised when they set eyes on what she’d done with this spectacular and unique site.
After spreading sand over the soil, and levelling out the last part of the surface with a handheld tamper, Marcy straightened her back and stretched, relieving her aching shoulders. The big, natural stone tiles that were piled against the separate outbuilding almost reached the roof, and she ran a mental calculation to figure out if she could finish getting the patio paved today. It was doable, but she’d be cutting it fine as there were only six hours of daylight left.
“Okay,” she said to herself. “Let’s do this.” Pulling an energy bar out of her back pocket, she braced herself for the hard work. She knew this was a labour of love but she was already picturing herself with a cold beer looking out over the jaw dropping view. She tugged her sweat drenched cap lower and picked up the first slab. All this effort would be worth it. She couldn’t wait to see the end result.
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“Here you go.” Zoe scooted a bag with eggs, butter, oil and a variety of fresh and dried seasoning across the kitchen surface and watched her first candidate inspect the goods. Face to face interviews were great when it came to office jobs but in the kitchen, she needed to see her people in action before she hired them. The boy was only nineteen but like her, he already had a wealth of experience on his CV, and knowing how hard it could be to prove oneself being the youngest in the kitchen, she wanted to give him a chance.
“Just eggs?” he asked, looking a little puzzled.
“Yes. I want you to cook me eggs four ways. An omelette, scrambled eggs, a soft-boiled egg and a poached egg. Sometimes the simplest things are the hardest.” She smiled. “And I want them all plated at the same time. I’ve already put two pans with water on the boil, and there are more pans underneath the workbench alongside anything else you might need.”
“Okay…” He laid everything out in front of him and she could sense his mind churning, planning how he would go about the challenge. “How much time do I have?”
“How much time do you need?”
He took a moment to think about that, then said: “Six minutes.”
“Okay, six minutes it is.” Zoe checked her watch and propped herself up on the workbench behind him. “Starting now.” She watched him carefully drop the first egg into boiling water and crack three eggs into a bowl. He worked fast and methodically as he added two more pans to the stove. One frying pan, to which he added a mixture of butter and oil, and one deep pan with a generous amount of butter. So far, so good. She liked this test. It showed both timing and skill as well as palette, because getting the seasoning perfect wasn’t easy either. Many chefs tended to over-season around here, but it wasn’t the British customer that El Escondite would be tailoring to.
“How am I doing for time?” he asked, whisking the three eggs at an impressive speed before adding a few drops of water.
“Three and a half minutes left, you’re doing great,” Zoe said when she saw his hands were trembling. “Just stay calm, you’re on track.”
“Thanks.” He cracked eggs into the melted butter and left them while he added a splash of vinegar to the other pan with boiling water and dropped two more in to poach. Zoe was pleased to see they stayed intact because she really wanted him on her team. Finally, he finished his omelette and his scrambled eggs and placed them on the large plate she’d given him alongside the prettiest of the two poached eggs and a neatly peeled soft boiled egg, cut in half.
“Bravo,” Zoe said, impressed with his work. She took her time to taste each dish and handed him a fork to do the same. The scrambled eggs were creamy and just on the cusp of setting, the omelette was fluffy and light, the yolk poured out of the bouncy poached egg as she cut into it and the boiled egg was just right; firm enough to stay intact but runny enough to dip her finger into.
“Are you happy with it?”
“Ehm… yes, I think so,” he stammered, looking at her wide-eyed as if it was a trick question.
“Good. Me too. Love the consistency and the seasoning. Love the perfect simplicity; you haven’t overcomplicated anything.” She shot him a wink. “Congratulations, you’re hired.”
“Just like that?” He stared at her incredulously. “I just cooked eggs.”
“Yes, you did, and you’d be surprised how many people get that wrong.” She took his hand and shook it. “So, do you want to join my breakfast team?”
“I’d love to.” He smiled widely; excitement written all over his face.
“Excellent.” Zoe pointed to the pans. “I suggest you clean that up and I’ll take this out to the builders. I’m doing seven interviews a day; they must be sick of eggs by now, but I don’t like throwing food away. After that, we can sit down together, and I can talk you through your contract.” She walked out to the bar and put the plate down, then waved at the handful of men and women tiling the poolside. “Who hasn’t had eggs today?”
“Me!” one of the men said, rubbing his hands as he approached her.
“You’re in luck; this one is actually really good.”
“Amazing, thank you.” He tasted it and moaned. “Mmm… better than my wife’s eggs. Anything else being cooked in the coming weeks?”
“Yes, actually. I’ll be hiring the dinner shift soon, so you’ll have more steak than you can handle.”
His face lit up and he lowered his voice as if she’d just shared a secret. “Great, sign me up for that.”
“I will.” Zoe noted Marcy was helping out on the other side of the pool. One strap of her dungaree shorts was hanging down, and her white vest was stained from the soil. She hadn’t asked to try one of the numerous plates of eggs that had left the kitchen, and they’d mostly ignored each other since Zoe had been coming in to start the hiring process.
As if she could feel Zoe’s eyes on her, Marcy looked up for a moment, but Zoe quickly averted her gaze and returned to the kitchen. She wasn’t sure if she’d been too harsh on Marcy, but simultaneously, she didn’t really care what she thought of her.
Just stay out of her way. She won’t be here forever.
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“Be nice,” Lisa warned when they spotted Zoe approaching from a distance.
Marcy huffed. “When have you ever heard me be anything but polite to anyone?” She’d told Lisa, the project manager about her run-in with Zoe, and she had no doubt Zoe had given her own version of their conversation.
“Anyone but Zoe,” Lisa shot back at her. “Look, we’re just going to discuss some potential small changes to the kitchen. It’s nothing personal, so let’s try and take our emotions out of it, okay? That’s why I suggested to meet in this bar. We need to be off-site in a neutral environment.”
“I’m not the one getting emotional,” Marcy protested, then held up a hand and relaxed into her chair. “Okay, okay…” She narrowed her eyes as she spotted something flapping over Zoe’s head. “What’s with her and the butterflies? I don’t get why they like her so much.”
“What do you mean?” Lisa asked.
“Butterflies seem to be attracted to her. They must be stupid insects.” Marcy could have sworn she’d seen this phenomenon as least three times when Zoe was outside taking a break. “Never mind; it’s probably just a coincidence.”
The waiter came over with her beer the moment Zoe sat at their table, and Marcy was grateful to have something to focus on. She liked Lisa very much, but she found it hard to grasp how she always remained so calm and impartial. Their working relationship was great; they’d even been for a drink together with Lisa’s girlfriend, Stella, but she still refused to pick sides. And with Zoe being so difficult, Marcy really needed her on her side. It wasn’t just the porter station she’d complained about. There were a couple of other issues, like electrical sockets being too low to the ground, and the extractor fan that wasn’t powerful enough for her liking. Basically, Zoe was being a diva, just to get under her skin.
“Hi, Zoe,” Lisa said with a smile. “Thanks for coming. What would you like to drink? Wine? Beer? Coffee?”
“I’ll have a coffee, please,” Zoe said to the waiter before returning Lisa’s smile. “I don’t make a habit of drinking during work hours.” She casually crossed her legs, avoiding Marcy’s cold stare.
“Here we go,” Marcy muttered under her breath, then demonstratively took a sip of her beer. There was no way that wasn’t a dig. Zoe was a miserable git, and Lisa’s idea of meeting in a neutral place wasn’t going to change that.
“Right, let’s talk about the kitchen.” Lisa opened her tablet and took a couple of deep breaths, clicking her ballpoint several times. Marcy could tell she was nervous and she didn’t blame her. She and Zoe had not seen eye to eye since day one and even though she knew it was childish, and that they needed Lisa to mediate, she refused to be the one to capitulate. She hadn’t done anything wrong after all.
“I’ve crunched the numbers for the proposed changes Zoe requested through you and it’s going to cost you an extra nine thousand euros,” she said, raising a brow at Zoe before turning back to Lisa. “Since you told me there was no room for error, and we had to be bang on with the budget, I can only assume that’s out of the question.”
“Nine thousand euros is ridiculous for a couple of small changes.” Zoe turned to her and raised her voice. “You’ve overpriced it on purpose, just to dismiss my proposal. Overcharging people is a criminal offence as I’m sure you know.”
“What?” Marcy gasped. “I would never do such a thing.” Waving her cost sheet in front of Zoe, she continued. “It’s not just a matter of moving stuff, we have to redo the plumbing, the electricity, and even some of the tiling. Not that I expect you to understand that; it’s best if you just stick to your omelettes. Seriously, I’m so sick and tired of your insults so please stop talking if that’s all you’re going to throw at me. God, you’re such a…” Aware she was getting too worked up for her own good, Marcy stopped herself.
“Such a what?” Zoe got up and shot her a vicious look. “A what, Marcy? Seriously, tell me what you think of me.”
Marcy turned to Lisa for help, as she wasn’t sure how she’d deserved such a backlash from simply defending herself. Lisa looked confused too, but Zoe spoke again before she had the chance to call time on their verbal boxing match.
“Well? You think I’m just some dumb bimbo, don’t you? Isn’t that how you think of all women?” She shook her head and huffed, then stormed off in the direction of the beach.
“Jesus, what was that about?” Marcy was shaking, completely taken aback by Zoe’s attack as well as her own anger. It was out of character for her to have a go at someone, but Zoe had taken it too far by accusing her of ripping off Lisa.
“I don’t know…” Lisa frowned and stood up too. “I’m going after her. Keep my seat free?”
“Sure.” Marcy groaned as she watched Lisa run after her. She shouldn’t have done that; it was unprofessional. But then so was Zoe.
“Is this seat taken?”
Marcy looked up to find a stunning blonde in a skimpy dress. “Ehm, no,” she heard herself say, hoping Lisa would take her time as she could really do with the distraction. Anything to make herself feel better would be a blessed relief right now. “Please sit.”
“Thank you. I won’t be long; I just need to charge my phone at the bar for a moment. My battery is dead, and I can’t find my hotel.”
“I can probably help you with that,” Marcy said. “But why don’t you charge your phone anyway and have a drink with me while you wait? What would you like?”
“That’s okay, really. I can get my own drink.”
“No, I insist.” Marcy put on her most charming smile and tried not to stare at the woman’s cleavage. “It’s not every day I get the chance to buy a drink for a beautiful woman. I’m Marcy, by the way.”
“Oh…” The woman blushed and narrowed her eyes at Marcy. She clearly wasn’t used to being hit on by women and for a moment, Marcy thought she might leave, but she settled next to her and held out her hand. “I’m Carol. It’s nice to meet you.”
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“I ’m sorry, that was super unprofessional of me.” Zoe buried her face in her hands and sighed in frustration.
“It’s okay. I’m just not used to seeing you so upset.” Lisa patted her shoulder. “I can see you’re frustrated but I want you to be happy with the kitchen layout. We’ll go with the changes; Mr Calvo has given me some leeway on the budget, so I don’t see a problem.”
“I don’t want to be difficult. Really, I’m not normally like this and I don’t want you to think I’m going to be a nightmare to work with.”
“That’s not what I think.” Zoe could tell Lisa had many questions on her mind, but thankfully she didn’t pry. “Go home and get some rest. I imagine it’s been quite stressful for you with all the interviews lately.”
“Yes,” Zoe lied, more than happy to blame her mood swings on the hiring process. She was about to say she’d apologise to Marcy, but still filled with rage, she wasn’t willing to go there yet. “You go back and discuss it with Marcy. I’m happy with whatever you decide.” Glancing over her shoulder, she felt her stomach tighten. “That is, if she’s still got time for you.”
Lisa frowned as she followed her gaze. “Wow. That didn’t take long.” She chuckled. “She’s like a magnet to women. How does she do that?”
“Jesus...” Zoe watched Marcy flirt with the woman. A hand on her arm, a smile, a joke. She leaned in close and whispered something in her ear. The blonde threw her head back and laughed, then stared at her for a moment, wide-eyed, as if Marcy had said something that both shocked her and amused her. Again, Marcy made her laugh and held out her phone. The woman hesitated before she took it and entered what Zoe assumed to be her number. Even though they couldn’t hear what they were saying, there was no doubt they were setting up a date. “Anyway,” she said as casually as she could manage, “I’m going. Have a good day, Lisa. I’ll see you soon and again, I’m sorry.”
“No problem, darling.” Lisa shot her a reassuring smile before she headed back to Marcy and the woman who had scooted her chair closer to her now.
Zoe too, had fallen for it a long time ago and she didn’t like to be reminded of that. Mindlessly wandering, she found herself in front of a bar out of their sight, and not actually wanting to go home, as her mother would ask why she was back early, she took a seat and ordered a beer. Admittedly, the ‘no drinking during work meetings’ comment had been a low blow, and her other comment even more so. Why do I feel the need to attack her all the time? Although she didn’t like to admit it, Zoe knew exactly why. Marcy had hurt her, and she’d never paid the price for that.
The beer calmed her a little, and looking around, Zoe realised she was in a British hangout, surrounded by tourists. Growing up in Benidorm, she tended to avoid these places. Her go-to bars had been outside the city centre where the drinks were much cheaper and the clientele local, but today, the happy faces of the holiday makers did her good. They looked sunburned and hot, sitting in the blazing August sun, sweat dripping down their foreheads as they laughed and cheered with their pints. Zoe didn’t mind the heat; compared to Hong Kong it was actually quite refreshing, and she’d missed the blue sky and cool sea breeze that wafted off the Mediterranean Sea.
“Are you having a good time in Benidorm?” the bartender asked her, drawing his words out slowly as if he wasn’t quite sure if she’d understand him.
Zoe smiled at him. “I live here,” she said in fluent Spanish, then repeated her words in English as the man was British.
“Oh, you do?” He looked surprised. Locals rarely came to bars like these, and admittedly, Zoe did look a little touristy today in her shorts and shades. “I thought you were—”
“A Chinese tourist?” she finished his sentence with a raised brow. With her mother’s Chinese roots and her father being Spanish, people often found it hard to guess where she was from. With her dark bobbed hair, she looked Asian mostly, but she had a Spanish tan and her father’s hazel eyes, her unusual looks giving her an added air of mystery.
The man blushed and shook his head. “I didn’t mean to—”
“Relax, it’s okay.” Zoe shot him a wink and took a long drink from her beer. “It’s busy for a Wednesday. Looks like your business is doing well.”
“Yeah, but we’re still playing catch-up after the lockdown.” The man shrugged. “If we can get two more busy months in before the season ends, I’d be happy.” He studied her while he cleaned glasses. “Are you in hospitality?”
“I’m a chef,” Zoe said. “I’m starting at that hotel they’re renovating down the strip.”
“The one behind Paradise Hotel?” He nodded. “I know Marcy, the site manager. I play golf with her father. She’s a nice woman, always in a good mood.”
“Yes…” Zoe felt her stomach sink again. “She is,” she lied, and finished her beer. She’d come here for distraction, not to talk about the very person she was trying to avoid. She put a five Euro note on the bar and got off her stool before he had a chance to strike up a conversation about Marcy, who was obviously way more popular than she deserved to be.
“You don’t want another one?” he asked as she walked off. “It’s on me. Any friend of Marcy’s is a friend of mine.”
“Thank you, but I’ve got stuff to do.” Zoe smiled and hoped he wouldn’t see her distress. “Have a lovely day.”
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T  he four men Marcy had hired to help her finish the pool at the cave house were packing up their tools. The temperature was warm today and the labour had been intense, so they’d had to stop every hour to hydrate and step into the shade for ten minutes. They only had about two hours of work left, but it was five pm and that only meant two things to Spanish workers: a shower and a beer. Overtime was not a word in their vocabulary. Thankfully, they’d agreed to come back tomorrow, even though most of them didn’t normally work on Sundays.
“Thank you so much,” she said, giving them a grateful smile as they climbed into their trucks. They weren’t very talkative, but they did insist on having the radio on loud while they worked, and as soon as they disappeared, Marcy turned off the music and took a deep breath, welcoming her favourite sound: nature. The wind carried beautiful birdsong from the small outcrop of trees further down the hill, and although the sun was still high, crickets could be heard chirping as they rubbed their wings.
She went inside to grab a bottle of water from her fridge and stared out at the near-finished pool, imagining it filled with cool water. God, what she wouldn’t give for a swim right now. Rolling her shoulders, she sat on the edge of the pool, dangling her legs. With a seven am start, there was no way she’d do any more work today; her body could only handle so much. Checking her phone, Marcy grinned when she saw a message from Abby, her mother’s best friend.
‘I’m alone tonight. Want to meet up?’
Abby and her mother ran a gallery together in Altea, and Marcy went there once a week to share a bottle of wine with them while they caught up with locals and chatted to tourists. What her mother didn’t know was that Abby and Marcy occasionally met up for a bit of fun between the sheets. It all started when Marcy drove Abby home one night after she’d had too much wine. She confessed she’d always wanted to sleep with a woman, and with Marcy being Marcy, she was more than happy to help her mum’s attractive friend satisfy her curiosity. Since Abby was married, she didn’t have to worry about it getting serious between them and that was refreshingly simple. Abby also knew exactly what Marcy was like, she didn’t get jealous, and she had no intention of leaving her husband, ever.
‘What time?’ Marcy typed, then waited for the standard reply.
‘8 pm, my place.’ The message was followed by a saucy picture of Abby’s cleavage in a red, lace push-up bra.
‘Mmm… I’m looking forward to it. See you later.’ Marcy chuckled as she finished the message with a wink emoji. A night with Abby was exactly what she needed after her long day. What they were doing was wrong, of course, but that was Abby’s problem to worry about, not hers, and besides, who knew what her husband was up to while he was away on his business trips?
A strange noise in the distance made her look up from her phone, and she narrowed her eyes as she tried to work out what direction it was coming from. It sounded like an animal, but it was like nothing she’d ever heard. Again, a strange cry; first high-pitched, then lower, like a growl. Getting up, she headed for the end of the terrace and realised it was coming from the trees. Bears and wolves hadn’t been seen in the area in decades, so she had no idea what it could be. A cat perhaps? When she heard the cry for the third time, Marcy decided to head in the direction of the noise. If it was a wounded cat, she’d never be able to relax tonight if she hadn’t done everything in her power to save it.
After about ten minutes, Marcy continued to follow the sound. Walking through the undergrowth she used a stick to scare away any snakes that might be hiding in the tall grasses, and continued to scan the dry dusty soil until she got to the densely wooded area. Grateful for the shade, she stood very still, waiting for the sound again. It was quiet, and she suspected whatever animal was in trouble, sensed she was near. Five minutes passed, then ten, until finally she heard it again. There was no doubt in her mind this was a cat now, and after a thorough search in which she stopped regularly to look for movement, she finally saw a branch shake.
Approaching the pile of branches quietly, Marcy spotted a tail with a bushy, black tip.
“Hey there, kitty. Are you okay?” she whispered. From the back, the animal looked like it was stuck between two big branches from a fallen tree, but Marcy gasped when she walked around the creature and saw it wasn’t just an injured cat. It was an Iberian lynx. Although the government had been pushing the breeding and release program around Spain, she’d never expected to encounter one, especially not around here. Unsure whether it was safe to get closer—it was a wild animal after all—Marcy took in the situation from a distance. The lynx appeared to be trapped between two branches, with another bough over its back, pushing the poor creature down. She could lift it, which would probably allow it to escape, but that meant she’d have to stand right next to it. “Please don’t attack me,” she mumbled, as she took a step closer. Bracing herself for an attempt at escape, she was surprised when it remained still and quiet, as if resigned to its fate.
Marcy took another step towards it and held her breath. Her ankle was right next to its head now, and the animal hissed. “It’s okay,” she whispered, then lifted the top branch. It was heavy, but she managed to steady it against the tree trunk, so it remained upright. The lynx wiggled a little but was still unable to move. Feeling more at ease now, she went to work moving the troublesome shrubbery before she finally removed the last heavy branch.
“Go on, then.” For a split second, they locked eyes, and she had a crazy feeling the lynx wasn’t scared of her. It slowly began to move and stretch its back but didn’t run. It looked skinny and had quite possibly been trapped amongst the trees since the last storm, almost a week ago. “I’d pick you up, take you home and feed you, kitty, but I’m not sure if that’s a good idea.” Marcy sat down next to it and sighed, suspecting it was hurt. She’d have to find out who to call and get help. Surely there were charities that took care of wounded wild animals or perhaps the local veterinary practice would know. She couldn’t see any blood, but the fact that the lynx wasn’t attempting to run away meant something was definitely wrong. Remembering she’d brought her bottle of water, Marcy reached for it, poured some into a natural hollow that had been formed from an old tree stump and stepped back. The lynx’s head moved back in fear, then forward again as it sniffed the air before leaning in and licking the water from the makeshift bowl.
“That’s a good kitty,” Marcy whispered. She poured more water until her bottle was empty, then called one of her friends who had worked in wildlife conservation to find out what to do next.
    
Hours had passed and it was almost eight when she finally heard a car driving up the road. She’d been given the number of a ranger based in the Serra Gelada Natural Park and he told her to stay put and that he would send someone along. When she heard voices near, she let out a sigh of relief.
“I’m here!” she stood up and yelled a couple of times so they could follow the sound of her voice. Her behind hurt from sitting on the hard ground and she was hungry, thirsty and tired. Fuck.
I’m going to be late for my date.
The sound of Marcy shouting and the approaching rangers seemed to startle the lynx, and to her surprise, it jumped up and ran off.
“I’m really sorry,” she said when they got to her. “It literally just disappeared back into the woods. Maybe it’s okay after all.”
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Z oe swelled with pride as she looked over the brigade of staff she’d hired. It was the first time she had gathered them in the kitchen together, and they’d spent the morning introducing themselves to each other and getting acquainted over coffee and fresh croissants. They weren’t the best chefs in the country, and they didn’t have the most impressive CVs, as her budget didn’t allow for that, but they all had one thing in common; they had a fantastic palette and a passion for food. And that meant they had potential to be great. She would be responsible for their performance, but also for the joy they derived from working here. Because a happy team would make her job a hell of a lot easier.
The vibe was great, and there was even some banter going on. It didn’t feel like a first meet-up at all and as she had soon discovered some of her team already knew each other having worked together in other local establishments.
“So, we’re finally going to see those menus you’ve been tempting us with,” her sous chef said when she handed out files to everyone. “I’m looking forward to seeing what we’ll be cooking up.”
“Sure, let’s start.” Zoe smiled and took out the first sheet, which was the dinner menu, then searched for a pen in her handbag. “And I’m excited to hear your feedback,” she said. “I may create the menus but that doesn’t mean I don’t want your creative and culinary input. I’ll present the dishes to you today, and there are pictures included in your file, so you can see what they should look like and how I want them plated. Once we start practicing them over the coming weeks, I want you to feel free to suggest changes if you think we can improve or enhance any dish.”
“Sweet,” one of them said, browsing through the pictures. “Very nice. It’s different.”
“Thank you.” Relieved to hear enthusiastic comments flying through the kitchen, she dropped her shoulders and leaned back against the counter. She’d spent long nights preparing and perfecting the dishes in her mother’s kitchen and had photographed them in front of a white bedsheet. That was good enough for now; a professional photographer would be present at the pre-opening dinner to take pictures for the website.
Zoe’s style was unconventional; she never did anything the traditional way, but she’d stuck to Spanish ingredients and had steered away from anything too fiddly or complicated. It was all about letting the flavours speak for themselves, combined with spectacularly colourful and creative presentation.
“Now that’s a cracking paella,” her sous chef said with a chuckle. “How did you even come up with that idea? It’s hilarious.”
“Nothing wrong with putting a smile on our diners’ faces.” She was pleased with the black cuttlefish paella. Not only did it taste delicious, but the plate looked both striking and funny. The black rice cooked with a crispy bottom had been cut in a perfect circle and placed on a black plate. Seaweed and mussels were arranged over the top, along with slices of lemon that contrasted beautifully with the bright green of the seaweed. In the middle were three langoustines balanced upright against each other, their claws resting around each other’s necks. One of them was holding a Spanish flag in its claw so it looked like they were in the middle of a victory group hug.
The next dish, garlic gambas, had been fun to work on too. She’d arranged scallop shells in a circle and placed the gambas on top, lying on their backs like they were sunbathing. One of them appeared to be holding a paper umbrella in the colours of the Spanish flag and she’d turned the heads of two more so that they were facing each other like they were having a casual conversation. It had made her father laugh, so she assumed it would amuse the diners too. Especially over business dinners, when it was good to have something to break the ice and that would act as a light-hearted conversation starter.
“I seriously love this,” a young girl in her team said. “It’s elegant and proud yet it’s got humour to it.”
“Glad you like it.” Zoe watched them flick through the pages. It was good to let them take everything in visually before diving into the recipes. Marcy walked through the kitchen, but she pretended she didn’t see her. Avoiding each other was awkward and with Marcy’s team finishing off something in the dining area, it wouldn’t be the first time she’d have to look away today. From the corner of her eye, she saw her slow down and was pretty sure Marcy looked straight into the kitchen and right at her before she disappeared around the corner. Zoe’s heart was racing, and she was frustrated for letting herself be affected by her presence. Because even though she was angry with her and couldn’t stand to be in her company, the physical effect Marcy still had on her was no different to what it had been fourteen years ago.
“Chef?”
“I’m sorry, what was that?” Zoe swallowed hard and turned to her sous chef, cursing herself for losing her concentration.
“I was wondering if you’ve thought of any gluten-free alternatives yet.”
Zoe shook her head. “No. I mean yes, I’ve looked into it, but I haven’t finalised the alternative dishes yet.”
“Maybe I can help you with that,” the young girl said. “I’m allergic to gluten so I’ve spent my life searching for good alternatives to pretty much anything.”
“Excellent.” Zoe turned to her and managed a smile. “If you come and speak to me after the meeting, we can come up with some ideas together.”
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“Here’s the first pizza. My special tomato sauce, mozzarella, capers and rocket.” Stella, Lisa’s girlfriend, put it down, sliced it and placed a pile of napkins next to it on the table.
“Wow, you didn’t lie about her talent at making pizzas; this looks so good,” Marcy said to Lisa, who immediately attacked the crispy oven thin crust. She was enjoying a quiet night with her new friends on their roof terrace. Stella was a local and although they’d met a couple of times through mutual friends, it wasn’t until Lisa had formerly introduced them over drinks that they’d really got to know each other.
“Told you so. Stella makes the best pizzas,” Lisa mumbled through a hot cheesy mouthful. “It does help that she has this amazing pizza oven out here but still, I can’t get them nearly as perfect as she does.”
“Thanks, guys. I believe we have some more takers here.” Stella laughed as she glanced down at their adorable puppies, Meatball and Butters, who were begging by her feet. “How did they become so greedy?”
“Because everyone at the site feeds them,” Marcy said with a chuckle.
“Oh, do they now?”
Lisa batted her lashes innocently and shrugged. “Hey, it’s not my fault if someone drops a piece of their sandwich on the ground, and besides, the food distracts them from causing trouble, so I tend to turn a blind eye.”
“Of course you do, babe. You’re such a softie when it comes to the dogs.” Stella looked at her adoringly and blew her a kiss. “So, I heard the building work is making good progress?” She opened three cold beers and handed them out.
“Yeah. Not long until the pre-opening dinner for the Calvo Group.” Marcy smiled. “The pressure is on, but I’m confident we’ll make the deadline. Right, Lisa?”
“God, I hope so. I don’t know where the time has gone. It’s already the beginning of September and there’s still so much to do. It’s just silly little things. We’re short of bedlinen for example, as the factory went bust before we could place our big order, so my interior designer is currently sourcing sheets. We’ve also had a problem with the irrigation system for the garden, so I’ve personally been watering the plants every night as the gardener signs off at three pm. Ten days isn’t long and I’m praying everything will be fixed before the big night.”
“And then we have another two weeks to finalise any outstanding issues to get the hotel ready for bookings,” Marcy said. “And after that, we have another two weeks to spruce up the laundry room and the staff quarters.”
“It sounds like you’ve got your work cut out for you, but I have no doubt it will all look perfect.” Stella held up her bottle in a toast. “Did you hear Lisa has another job lined up with the Calvo Group?”
Marcy shook her head. “No, tell me more.”
“There’s an opportunity for me to work on a hotel in Sitges with them,” Lisa said with a beaming smile. “I’m super excited; it means I can stay in Spain, with Stella.”
“Isn’t that wonderful?” Stella put an arm around Lisa and pulled her in.
“Sure is.” Marcy clinked her bottle against Lisa’s. “Congratulations, I’m very happy for you both.” Sometimes she envied Lisa and Stella’s relationship. They were so sweet together that it almost choked her up. Love seemed to have passed her by over the years—Marcy knew she wasn’t relationship material—but that didn’t mean she didn’t appreciate seeing other people happy. Lisa had met Stella while staying at Paradise Hotel where Stella worked, and their romance had quickly turned into something so deep that she’d left her old life in London behind and had found work in Spain so that she could stay with her girlfriend.
“Don’t you ever feel like settling down with someone?” Lisa asked her.
“Me?” Marcy chuckled. “No, that’s not my thing.”
“It wasn’t my thing either,” Stella said with a casual shrug. “Just wait until you meet the right person.”
“Speaking about meeting the right person…” Lisa leaned in, resting her elbows on the table. “I was meaning to ask you if you wanted to join me at the women’s only weekend taking place at Paradise?”
“I’d love to,” Marcy said. “They’ve been advertising all over town and you know I’d be first in line, but when I checked they were sold out.”
“Well, I happen to have two tickets for the Saturday.” Lisa shot her a wink. “Stella is helping with the organisation, so they gave her two all-inclusive tickets. How does free drinks and plenty of single women sound?”
“Seriously?” Marcy rubbed her hands together, the thought of it already making her head spin with anticipation. “Count me in!”
“Great. I didn’t want to go alone and it’s not like I’m drowning in female friends in Spain; especially not of the queer kind.”
“Well, you have me.” Marcy stood up and gave her a hug from behind, squeezing her tightly. “Thank you, Lisa.” She looked up at Stella and grinned. “And thank you for letting me borrow your girlfriend for the day.”
“No problem.” Stella got up to check on the second pizza. “By the way, how is it going with that chef you fell out with?” she asked, glancing at Marcy over her shoulder.
“It’s not going. We’re just ignoring each other, and I have no problem with that.”
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Everything she’d done had led to this moment. The long days in the kitchen, the endless experimenting in her own time, being away from her parents for long periods and the constant stress of having to prove herself had paid off. Zoe observed her team that worked like a well-oiled machine while classical music played in the background. Some of the chefs who had initially laughed about her classical playlist were humming along now, even moving differently to the music. There was something about Erik Satie that worked well for everyone; she’d learned that from working under her last executive chef. Classical music wasn’t distracting. It didn’t tempt people to sing along or dance, but it did make them move more fluidly, avoiding accidents, and it also seemed to improve their concentration.
They’d practiced and perfected every detail of the menu over and over until Zoe felt confident that they could prepare the dishes blindfolded. She’d never invested so much time and energy in her people before, but this was important. Her reputation was at stake and if tonight didn’t go well, she’d be devastated. It’s only twenty-five guests, she told herself. Soon they could have close to a hundred diners every day, so this was nothing, yet she was feeling restless and nervous.
Taking a deep breath, Zoe squared her shoulders and walked to the middle island where they had their daily meetings. It was time to crack on with the starters. “Are you guys ready?” she asked her team. When the chefs mumbled and nodded, she raised her voice. “I can’t hear you. Are you ready?”
“Yes, chef!” everyone yelled in unison.
“That’s better. Can you spare me a moment?” Zoe spread her arms and beckoned them to gather around her. Wedged in between two of the men who were not only twice her height, but also twice her age, she smiled to herself and felt a little smug. She waited for everyone to stop their prep before she continued. “I won’t keep you long, but I just wanted to say that you guys have been fantastic over the past few weeks. Putting a new team together isn’t easy, and it takes time for everyone to get used to each other. I sincerely appreciate the camaraderie and support you’ve shown each other since we’ve started this journey and I have no doubt we’ll impress tonight. Just remember to stay calm. If you think you’re in trouble for time or something hasn’t gone to plan, talk to me. Don’t wait until it’s too late.”
“Will do, chef,” someone mumbled, and the rest nodded their agreement.
“Great.” Zoe clapped her hands together. “Okay, you know what to do. Let’s get the starters ready.” She picked up the tray with the amuse-bouches she’d prepared for Lisa and Marcy, who were having a drink outside while they waited for the party to arrive. “I’m just going to bring this out. Be right back.”
Great, she thought to herself as she walked out with the tasters. Now I have to wait on her. But she wasn’t going to let Marcy distract her from her big night. Not again, not ever again.
Zoe was a little shocked to see her in actual clothing, rather than the stained overalls and fluorescent safety vests she normally wore to work. Her rugged look was often completed with a safety helmet, her tool belt and a pair of gloves and at the end of the day, usually with a beer in her hand. Yet here she was, sipping champagne in squeaky clean attire and running her hands through her freshly styled hair. Not a stain in sight. Marcy’s usually messy short, blonde hair was combed back now, and she wore jeans and a light-blue casual linen shirt that emphasised her striking blue eyes. She looks so grown up. That was a silly thought. Marcy was grown-up. She was hardly the girl who had hit on Zoe when she was seventeen anymore. Only two years older than Zoe back then, Marcy had been the heartthrob of every lesbian in the wide vicinity, and she knew it. Now, she was a woman with lots of character in her handsome face and curves in all the right places. As far as Zoe was concerned, the mature version of her was even better looking but one thing hadn’t changed one bit; her cocky and overconfident attitude with women. Zoe had seen Marcy talk to the blonde woman at the bar, and even from a distance it had been clear she hadn’t changed her flirty ways. None of it really mattered, though. Not her anger, not her hurt, and not this weird physical attraction to someone she really didn’t like. Soon, she would never see Marcy again and life could go back to normal. After tonight, she had two weeks to apply minor tweaks to the menu, and Marcy’s team had another couple of weeks to finish work in the laundry room and staff quarters as those wouldn’t affect the guests staying at the hotel. What was the worst thing that could happen in that time?
She heard them talk about her as she approached and placing the amuse-bouches in front of them, she made a point of smiling at both. This wasn’t just her big day, but it was Lisa’s too, and she didn’t want her to worry there would be tension between her and Marcy. “Did I hear my name?”
“We were just saying that it’s unusual to have classical music in a kitchen,” Lisa said, looking at the spoons filled with a sauce and topped with octopus and a sprinkle of paprika powder. “Wow. Is this for us?”
“Just a little amuse-bouche while you wait for the party to arrive. It’s octopus stew. Traditional for the region.”
“I love this, I’ve had it before.” Lisa ate the spoonful and moaned. “Mmm… That’s really good.”
“Yes. It’s delicious,” Marcy begrudgingly admitted, avoiding her gaze.
“Excellent. Let’s hope the others like it too.” Zoe hesitated for a moment and turned to Marcy. “Well, don’t you scrub up nicely?” Then she took the empty spoons, turned, and headed back to the kitchen.
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“T  his one can go over here.” Marcy pointed to the spot where she wanted the mature aloe vera plant to stand. She had already spent a considerable amount of time landscaping the grounds, and as a result there were already an abundance of plants and bushes growing around the cave house, but she’d cleared out some other areas and gaps now needed filling. “Unless you think it needs more shade? I don’t exactly have green fingers.”
“No, this works well. These plants love the sun. Trust me; it will triple in size within a year.” Beni, the gardener employed by the garden centre where she’d ordered plants for her terrace, had been very helpful, visiting the site prior and advising her on what would grow well in the natural soil. A lawn was out of the question; it would take too much watering in summer, but the alternative was actually better, she realised now. The pineapple palms, succulents and bougainvillea would blend in well with the landscape surrounding the cave house and give it an authentic, rustic feel. Behind her, the pool was ready to fill up, and she could hardly wait to move in. Next weekend perhaps? Or the weekend after?
“Nice place you’ve got here.” Beni rolled the plant over on a cart and Marcy helped him lift it off. “Never seen anything like it.”
“Thank you.” Marcy beamed with pride. “It’s been quite a journey.”
“Not surprised. Are you going to live here or sell it?”
“I’m going to live here.” She scratched her head and chuckled. “I didn’t do all this work just to get rid of it. Feel free to have a look inside when we’re done.”
“I sure will.” He walked back to his truck and dragged one of the bougainvillea onto the forklift, then lowered it to the trolley and pulled it on top. “You want to keep these in pots or have them planted? Planting will cost you extra, but they’ll grow bigger.”
“Planted, please.” Marcy pulled the sketch she’d done from her back pocket and handed it to him. “This is where I envisioned them, along the front of the pool against the fence to give me privacy when I’m swimming. Not that anyone ever comes up here, but it would feel more secure. And I’d like the palms planted too. All the other smaller ones can go around the pool in pots and in front of the cave.”
“No problem. It will take me three to four days, but it will look amazing. I’ll position everything where you want it and start the planting with a colleague tomorrow morning.”
“Great. I’ll be at work but let me know if you need anything and I’ll leave it out here.”
“I shouldn’t need anything apart from maybe a bathroom.” Beni pushed the trolley to the fence and glanced around the premises, his gaze resting on the outbuilding. “Is that a bathroom? Can I use it for a minute?”
“Of course.” Marcy walked back to the truck while he went in. Never having been much of a gardener, she had no idea how expensive plants were, but seeing them here, she knew they were worth every penny. The pink bougainvillea would look stunning against the blue of the pool and the green and earthy tones of the hills behind it, and the palms and aloes would add a tropical vibe to the garden.
A rustling noise in the bushes behind the truck startled her, and she quietly snuck around the vehicle to check what caused it. Her breath caught. On the land along the driveway, she could see the lynx in the distance, staring at her through the tall grass.
“Hey. What are you doing there?” She approached it carefully and kneeled, still at a respectable distance. Had it come to see her? Did it need help? Was it hungry? It couldn’t possibly be a social visit…
The door to the outside bathroom opened, and the lynx shot up at the sound of the toilet flushing. It looked like it was about to run away but hissed and then stopped. “Fuck.” Marcy looked over her shoulder. “Hey, Beni. Can you please come here quietly? Slowly. Just really quietly.”
Beni appeared next to her, and his eyes widened when he saw the big cat. “What the hell?”
“It’s limping. Left front paw. I found it stuck under a couple of fallen branches last week and I had a feeling it was wounded. I want to help it but I’m worried it will run off before the rangers can get here so maybe we should give it a go ourselves.” Marcy eyed his biceps. “You look like you’re strong. Are you up for it?”
Beni frowned as he studied the lynx. “It’s fairly small and skinny so we might survive,” he joked. “How do you suggest we do this?”
“Can you grab that big, thick blanket from the back of your truck? It might just be a thorn; in that case we can take care of it ourselves.”
“Sure.”
“I have pliers in my toolbox on the terrace. Can you bring those too?” Marcy tried to get closer and again, the lynx tried to take off but cried in pain. “It’s okay, buddy. We’re going to help you,” she whispered, aware it was a wild animal and might attack.
“Want me to try and catch it?” Beni asked, returning with the blanket and a pair of pliers.
“I’ll do it. I think it trusts me. But once I have a grip, you’ll have to help me hold it down so I can check out the paw.” Marcy took the blanket and stood up so her face wouldn’t be torn apart in case it lashed out. After each step, she stood still for a while until she was right next to it. Then she dropped the blanket over the lynx, making sure to cover its head and held it down with both hands. It fought back furiously, scrambling under the blanket. Beni joined her and rolled the blanket around it, then turned it on its side and held tight. “Quick, we don’t have much time,” he said, panting as he struggled to keep it still. “I’m not sure how long I can hold it down for.”
“Keep the blanket over its head so it can’t bite me,” Marcy said, then took the pliers in one hand and the lynx’s paw in the other, holding it in a firm grip. To her surprise, it calmed down. Perhaps because it couldn’t see, or perhaps it was shock. She didn’t know much about wild animals and felt a little foolish for even attempting this while putting her own safety at risk. “I think it’s a woodchipwood chip,” she said when she spotted something sticking out between the black pads. Weary of the long claws facing her, she decided this would have to be done in seconds. As soon as she took hold of the chip with the pliers, the lynx started fighting again and when it pulled its paw back, ready to lash out, the chip came out.
“Okay, step back, I can’t hold it anymore.” Beni yelled, giving Marcy a few seconds before he let go.
The lynx jumped up before they had the chance to blink and literally ran for the hills. It was beautiful to see it run so fast now, and Marcy felt a lump in her throat as she watched it disappear. “I managed,” she said, holding up the woodchip.
“Well done.” Beni wiped his forehead and steadied himself on his knees. “That was incredible. I’ve never seen one in the wild.”
“No one knew there were lynxes around here until last week,” Marcy said. “The rangers told me most of them are tagged and live in Andalucia. This one definitely wasn’t tagged as they couldn’t find one on their radar nearby so it must be a second generation from migrated parents.” She looked out for movement higher up but saw nothing. “Well, I’d better give wildlife a call to tell them what happened. I think that’s the last we’ll see of it today.”
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“A re you telling me you’ve been back for over two months, and you haven’t contacted me until now?” Sara, Zoe’s childhood friend stared at her and crossed her arms in front of her chest as she sat back. “I can’t believe it.”
“I needed time to acclimatise after Hong Kong,” Zoe said in defence. “And then there was the new job, which didn’t give me much opportunity to do that at all. I had to go straight into interviews, hire my team, train them, design the menu, test the menu, and—”
“Okay, okay,” Sara said, holding up a hand. “I get the gist, but you still could have called me.”
“I’m sorry. It’s just been so full-on.” Zoe jutted out her bottom lip and batted her lashes. “Forgive me?”
“Of course, I forgive you.” Sara’s expression softened and a small smile played around her lips. “I was over the moon when you called last night. I left work early because I couldn’t wait to see you again.”
“Thank you, babe.” Zoe hugged her for the fifth time since they’d reunited and smiled back at her. “It’s so good to see you too. I was kind of hoping you’d come and visit me in Hong Kong.”
Sara shrugged. “Well, there was the travel ban and it’s been full-on with me too. Work, mainly.” She winked. “But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been having any fun. I met a girl and it’s going pretty well.”
“Really? Oh my God, I’m so happy for you.” Zoe took her hand and squeezed it. Now that they were reunited, it was like she’d never left. In truth, the real reason why she hadn’t called Sara right after she’d landed was because she’d been a bad friend. The time difference meant it had been hard to return her phone calls at a convenient time, and as the years had passed, the contact had become minimal. Real friendship didn’t fade, though, and she felt the evidence of that now. Simply sitting here and talking to Sara felt like it was only yesterday since she’d last seen her. Sara’s previously bright pink hair was now back to her natural dark colour, and she’d put on a bit of weight, which suited her. “Tell me about her. When can I meet her?”
“Well…” Sara shot her a cheeky smirk as she played with a lock of her long hair. “There’s this women’s only weekend at Paradise Hotel—you know, the big one along the main strip—and I’ve got tickets. I know you’ll probably have to work but I was hoping you could take a day off and come along? It will be fun; the old gang will be there, and everyone is dying to see you again.” She chuckled and held up her phone. “I told them you were back on my way here.”
“Wow. You’re still in contact with everyone from Bodega?” Zoe had expected their group of friends from the first restaurant she worked at to have forgotten all about her and it was nice to hear that she could still have somewhat of a social life if she managed to find the time for it. With all of them being chefs, they used to meet up every Monday night at a gay bar on the outskirts of town. Not everyone in their group was gay of course, but the little karaoke bar was open to anyone, and it had become their main social hub. That was many years ago, though, and things had changed. She had changed. Still, she really wanted to see them.
“Everyone apart from Michaela. She moved to Tokyo to work in some fancy restaurant, and no one’s heard from her since,” Sara said. “So, are you in?”
“I’m not sure. Our official opening is only ten days away. We just had our pre-opening dinner for the Calvo Group, and we need to make some small tweaks to the menu to cater for allergies and specific dietary requirements.”
“But it’s this weekend. You’ll be even busier after the opening, right?” Sara shot her a pleading look. “Please? Even if it’s just one day. I can use my spare weekend ticket to bring someone else on one of the other days if you’re too busy.”
Zoe hesitated, then shrugged. “Sure, why not? I want to meet your new lady and I’m sure my head chef can take over for a day.”
“Great! That’s a date, then.” Sara tilted her head and regarded Zoe. “So, what happened with your girlfriend? The woman you were living with in Hong Kong? Are you still together?”
“No, we broke up, but we’re on good terms.” Zoe took a sip of her beer and smiled. “I’m happily single and have no interest in dating whatsoever. I just want to focus on my job right now.”
“You were always the ambitious one.” Sara sighed. “That’s why you’re an executive chef and I’m still working on the larder.”
Zoe laughed. “Be careful what you wish for. That’s why you have more time to party and have fun.”
“True.” Sara turned to the waiter and asked for another round of drinks. “And now it’s time for you to live a little. Even better now that you’re single; the event will be full of gorgeous women and we’re going to find you someone to have fun with.”
“I’m not so sure about that.” Zoe shot her a humorous look.
Sara stared back at her. “What do you mean you’re not too sure? When was the last time you had sex?” She pointed at Zoe when she remained silent. “See? You don’t even remember. Make sure you wear your sexiest bikini on Saturday, we’re going on the prowl!”
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“A re you ready, boss?” Marcy buttoned up her shirt and got into the company car with Lisa, who was waiting for her outside the site. She’d had a quick shower in the staff quarters and changed into shorts, a short-sleeved Hawaiian shirt and flip-flops. Weatherwise October could be unpredictable, but they were lucky as the forecast for the weekend was great. She hadn’t been to a women’s weekend in years and the thought of hundreds of queer women in revealing bikinis already had her pulse racing.
“I’m ready.” Lisa looked her over and smiled. “I love your shirt.”
“Thanks. I like your…” Marcy frowned. “Hmm… You’re looking awfully corporate for someone going to a pool party.”
“I came back from Sitges last night and had a meeting with Mr Calvo this morning to give him some feedback regarding the new hostel he’s thinking of buying.” She patted the weekend bag next to her. “But I came prepared, so I’ll get changed in the toilets.”
Marcy laughed. “I see. Hence the fancy car and the pencil skirt and heels. Do you always travel in style?”
“I wish.” Lisa laughed. “My boss offered me his company driver to drop me off at Paradise.”
“Nice. So, how did the meeting go?”
“Very well, I can’t wait to get started on the renovation. But first we need to get El Escondite in tip-top shape.”
“Don’t worry about El Escondite,” Marcy said. “Everything is under control so no more work talk today.”
“Deal. No work talk.” Lisa raised a brow at Marcy. “Are you ready for the party? I imagine you’ve kept your plans free tonight in case you get lucky?”
Marcy shot her a mischievous grin. “Naturally. I don’t make a habit of bringing women home, but since the majority of them will be sharing hotel rooms, I did change my bedsheets and gave my caravan a good scrub.”
“Your caravan?” Lisa frowned. “I didn’t know you lived in a caravan.”
“Yeah, well, you never asked me if I lived in a caravan.”
Lisa threw her head back and laughed. “I just mean that it’s unusual, especially for someone who I imagine earns good money. So where is this caravan of yours?”
“It’s standing on a small plot in a residential park mainly occupied by retired pensioners.”
Lisa laughed even harder now. “You’re not even joking, are you?”
“Nope. I live in a caravan, and I love it. Love the park, love my neighbours and I even love the chores they make me do on a daily basis. But it’s not forever. In fact—” Marcy stopped herself then, conscious she might say something to provoke further questions. Not long now, and then she could show everyone her dream home. But not yet.
“In fact, what?”
“Nothing.” Marcy was grateful they’d arrived at Paradise Hotel and pointed to Lisa’s bag as she got out of the car. “Why don’t you go and get changed? I’ll wait for you at the bar.” She thanked the driver and headed straight in, smiling as she took in the festivities. So many women. Looks were cast her way and she said hello to a few local women she recognised. She’d slept with most of them and hadn’t returned their calls, so she hoped they wouldn’t start talking to each other and gang up on her. The vibe was nothing but cheerful, though, and she doubted anyone would want to argue on a beautiful day like today.
At the opposite end of the pool was a stage with a DJ booth and women were dancing in and around the pool. Clad mostly in bikinis, rainbow garlands, shorts, and other skimpy cover-ups, it was a feast for Marcy’s eyes. She found two stools at the bar from where she had a good view over the premises and sat down. The barman was busy, but she was in no rush to get a drink because at the other end of the pool was a woman with a short black bob dancing so seductively that she couldn’t take her eyes off her. She had her back to Marcy, the pink bikini and matching sarong barely covering her behind as she shimmied her shoulders and shook and rolled her hips with a cocktail in one hand. A rainbow garland was sitting on the crown of her head, and she stopped dancing for a moment to talk to another woman. Girlfriend perhaps? No, the other woman was holding hands with someone else, and they were looking pretty loved-up. She hadn’t even seen the woman’s face, but she was completely taken by the sensual way she moved. I bet she moves like that in bed…
“How do I look?” Lisa appeared by her side, pulling Marcy out of her fantasies. Her sleeveless blouse, skirt and heels had been replaced by a bikini and tiny shorts and she was barefoot with a selection of rainbow bracelets dangling on her wrist and ankle. She reached for a flamingo straw from a jar on the bar and grinned as she stuck it behind her ear.
“If I were Stella, I’d be worried,” Marcy joked.
Lisa shook her head and laughed as she glanced around. “I think it’s them who should be worried about you instead,” Lisa shot back at her. “My God, I’ve never seen so many rainbows in my life.”
“Fuck the rainbows, I’ve never seen so many cute women in my life,” Marcy said. “Thanks for bringing me.”
“You’re welcome. Thought you could do with a break after all the hard work. You never seem to stop.” Lisa studied the drinks menu. “How about a unicorn?”
“A unicorn sounds good.” Marcy smiled when her object of desire started dancing again. “I may need some liquid courage to approach that hot girl over there.”
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“I t’s so nice to see you all loved-up.” Zoe smiled from Sara to her girlfriend and back. “You two are adorable together.” She was glad she’d let Sara convince her to come along today as she hadn’t had so much fun in a long time. She’d forgotten how much she loved to dance and hadn’t been able to stand still since they’d arrived. The cocktails had given her a nice buzz, the music was just perfect, she was having a blast catching up with her old friends and the weather was sunny and pleasant for October.
“Thank you, I think so too,” Sara said with a beaming smile. “And my eagle eyes are on high alert. As promised, I’m going to find you a hot date before the day is over.”
“That shouldn’t be too hard,” Sara’s girlfriend said. “That woman over there at the bar is checking you out. She’s very attractive.”
“Who?” Zoe turned around to face the bar on the opposite end of the pool and her stomach did a flip when her eyes met Marcy’s. “Fuck…” She was sitting next to Lisa and looked equally surprised to see her.
“What?” Sara chuckled. “Do you two know each other?”
“Ehm… yes. Sort of.” Zoe swallowed hard. “And she’s the last person on earth I’d be interested in.” As she said it, her body told her the exact opposite. Heat spread through her and memories of their night together so many years ago flooded her mind. The night that had meant nothing to Marcy and so much to her. Marcy had hurt her deeply back then, yet Zoe had no control over her reaction. The longing ache she felt was a sweet torture, promising nothing but trouble. Nothing but pain.
“Who is she?”
“I know her,” one of their friends who had listened in on the conversation said. “I think her name is Marcy. She’s a total lothario.”
“That’s an understatement,” Zoe mumbled, still processing the fact that Marcy and Lisa were here.
“Well, from the looks of it, she’s already bagged herself a blonde,” Sara said.
“No, that’s the project manager at the hotel I work at.” Lisa waved at Zoe, and she waved back. She let out a long sigh and patted Sara’s shoulder. “I’d better go over and say hi; it would be rude not to.” As she crossed the poolside and approached the bar, she noticed Marcy hadn’t taken her eyes off her for a second and the expression of shock on her face was almost comical.
“Hi, Lisa,” she said, then gave Marcy a subtle nod. “Hello.”
“Hey, Zoe.” Marcy’s eyes shifted to her cleavage, then back up. “What a surprise to see you here. I didn’t know you liked to party.”
The comment made Zoe angry but then again, it wouldn’t have mattered what Marcy said; everything she said or did made her blood boil because she hated the effect this woman had on her. What had started as a subtle flutter in her stomach had grown over the past weeks, and she’d found herself staring at Marcy on several occasions. She couldn’t stand her, yet she was unable to keep her eyes off Marcy’s toned arms and legs while she was at work. Sitting there like she was ready to take on the world—completely at ease and so confident— Zoe had no doubt she would go home with at least one woman tonight. “How could you? You don’t know anything about me.” She turned her back to Marcy and gave Lisa a hug. “Are you having a good time?”
“Yes, we just got here. Want to join us for a drink?”
“Sure, why not?” Zoe pulled a stool out and sat next to Lisa, then arched a brow at Marcy when she caught her staring again. “Are you seriously checking out my breasts?”
Marcy shifted in her seat, and a sudden nervous demeanour washed over her features. She frowned and was silent for long moments as if digging through her memory. “It’s… it’s your tattoo,” she finally said, pointing at the dragon tattoo on Zoe’s cleavage. “It looks so familiar.”
“It’s beautiful.” Lisa studied the ornate, fluid dragon that grew larger over Zoe’s left breast, its tail curling around her ribcage towards her back. “Did you have that done while you worked in Hong Kong?”
“No, I’ve had it since I was seventeen.” Zoe looked down at it. “I did it as a nod to my heritage, but nowadays I tend to forget it’s there. I’m just so used to it, I suppose. It’s become a part of me.” She looked at Marcy, whose eyes were still fixed on it. Typical. She couldn’t recollect Zoe’s face, but she could recall the tattoo on her breasts. “And you’re right to say it looks familiar. Funny that you remember my tattoo, but you don’t remember me,” she said in a sarcastic tone, then ordered a beer for herself.
Marcy’s eyes widened. “Have we slept together?” She fiddled with her straw, clearly uncomfortable. “If we have, I owe you a big apology for not recognising you.” She groaned when Zoe didn’t answer and buried her face in her hands. “Oh God. We have, haven’t we?”
“You still don’t remember…” Zoe thanked the bartender, took her drink and stood. “Not only have we slept together, Marcy. You…” She dropped a dramatic pause for effect as she wanted Marcy to remember this humiliating moment. “You took my virginity.”





17

G uilt was a bitch, and the tight knot in her stomach just wouldn’t go away. Two days later and it was still all Marcy could think of as she drove to work. Luckily, Zoe hadn’t left the kitchen yesterday, but today there was a meeting with Lisa to check if everything was running to schedule for the official opening next week. She’d have to face her; she had no choice. Marcy had mulled over how to approach her, what to say and how to apologise. She could now see Zoe had been so rude to her, and she couldn’t blame her. It had been a shitty thing to do, but she’d been young and reckless. Nowadays she was clear with her intentions from the start; she was always honest about the fact that she wasn’t looking for anything more than a one-night stand. Back then, she just took off in the middle of the night without an explanation. She’d had no idea it was Zoe’s first time, and if she was still angry about it, it must have meant more to her than she could imagine.
The flowers on the passenger seat were looking a little sorry for themselves, but they were the only semi-decent bunch left at the petrol station she’d passed on her way in. Even if Zoe wouldn’t accept them, it might take away some of her guilt, knowing she’d at least tried to make amends.
Marcy felt nervous as she pulled up in front of the hotel and headed for the kitchen. Zoe was already there; she could hear her laughing with the other chefs. Wanting to slip out before they noticed her, as she felt too embarrassed to apologise in front of them, she backed away, but not before one of the chefs had spotted her.
“Hey, Marcy! Come here and tell us which gazpacho you prefer, will you? We’ve made some changes to the menu and now we can’t decide which one is best. Can you help out?”
Marcy groaned quietly, then panicked, remembering the flowers she was holding. It was too late to hide them now; they’d already seen them. “Hi,” she said, shuffling in the doorway. Zoe arched an unfriendly brow at her, clearly hoping she’d turn down the tasting, but it was now or never, and Marcy wasn’t going to let her chase her away again. “Sure, I’d love to.” Glancing over the shot glasses on the kitchen counter, she picked up a red shot first. “Nice. Tomato, bell peppers, cucumber, olive oil, garlic and chili?” she said after tasting it. “And a bit of vinegar?”
“Spot on. You have a great palate.” The chef looked impressed, but Zoe refrained from commenting.
“And what’s this one?” Marcy tried the white gazpacho and smiled. “This is delicious too. Garlic, bread, olive oil, cucumber, lemon and thyme?” She tasted it again. “There’s also a hint of sweetness but I can’t work out what it is.”
“Almonds,” Zoe said, crossing her arms in front of her chest. That defensive stance again—she always did that when facing her. “So, which one do you prefer?”
Marcy hesitated, afraid to give the wrong answer. “I like them both,” she finally said, shrugging at the groans of frustration coming from the team.
“Right. If we can’t agree on a favourite, I suggest we serve both. Smaller bowls and one extra bowl with garnish to balance the plate.” Zoe picked up the white soup and tasted it again. “Yes, let’s serve both. Sorry, guys, I know it’s a last-minute change, but it’s not that much extra work. Ralph, could you please have a think about the new presentation? I’ll leave you in charge.” She turned back to Marcy and eyed the flowers. “Isn’t it a bit early to be going on a date?” The sarcastic undertone in her voice had not gone unnoticed and Marcy felt her cheeks flush.
“They’re actually for you.” She held them out.
“For me?” Now it was Zoe’s turn to blush, and she rolled her eyes when one of her chefs whistled through his teeth.
“Yeah. Can I talk to you for a minute in private?” Marcy waited for what seemed like an eternity and the noise in the kitchen vanished as everyone looked at them and held their breath.
Finally, Zoe nodded. “Okay. Let’s go to the laundry room.” She turned to her team, who were focused on them both, perhaps speculating if Marcy was going to ask her out. If only they knew. “Guys, I’ll be back in ten.”
“Thank you,” Marcy mumbled, but Zoe ignored her until she’d closed the door behind her in the laundry room, one of the last rooms to be renovated. Marcy’s team was currently finishing the basic cosmetic work on the staff quarters—where the walls were covered in graffiti and broken tiles and old, dented lockers filled the soon to be spruced up space. The only other area free of staff and builders was the laundry room but still, she’d imagined this moment happening in a more salubrious setting.
“What did you want to talk about?” Zoe leaned against one of the industrial dryers and tilted her head, curiously eyeing the flowers. “For me, huh? Has someone got a guilty conscience?”
“Actually, I do. I just wanted to say I’m really, really sorry. First of all, for taking off in the middle of the night and disappearing on you all those years ago, and secondly for not recognising you. You were young then and you looked so different. And now you’re this hot, fit bombshell and—”
“Hold it there with the over-the-top flattery,” Zoe interrupted her. “I’m not like your other conquests; it’s not going to work on me. However, I will accept your apology and I’m glad you at least remember me now.”
“I do.” Marcy held the flowers out again and Zoe took them.
“A petrol station bouquet. What an interesting choice.”
“I’m sorry. It was all very last-minute this morning and anyway, I had no idea what flowers you liked.”
Zoe’s expression softened a little. “It’s okay. I was only joking.”
“Oh…” Marcy nodded and chuckled uncomfortably, for the first time sensing there was a milder side to Zoe than her stern façade led her to believe. She hadn’t seen her smile before, at least not at her. She looked sweet, even a little shy, which was hard to believe since all Marcy had got from her so far were looks that could kill and insults. “In that case—and I might be pushing it now—but is there any chance you’d come out for a drink with me so I can apologise some more?” Marcy was surprised at the words slipping from her lips. Asking Zoe out for a drink was the last thing she’d envisaged when planning her apology, but here she was, so relieved by Zoe’s reaction that she’d got carried away.
“A drink?” Zoe blinked a couple of times as she fiddled with the bouquet. “That’s a bit much, don’t you think? I’ve only just decided I’m not going to give you a hard time anymore.” She arched a brow. “Like, literally, this very moment.”
“Sure. I understand.” Marcy smiled and for the first time, Zoe met her eyes and smiled back at her. “Well, if you change your mind, the offer stands.”
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“Who are the flowers from?” Ling curiously eyed her daughter from the sofa where she was watching TV with a cup of tea.
“No one special. Just someone from work.” Zoe headed into the kitchen to put them in water, grabbed a beer from the fridge and sat down with her mother.
“Oh. A handsome man by any chance?” Ling chuckled when Zoe let out an exasperated sigh. “Sorry, I promised I’d stop bugging you about men. They’re lovely, the flowers.”
“They’re petrol station flowers.” Zoe pretended to focus on the TV, but she had no idea what they were watching. She’d been flustered and jumpy since Marcy had asked her out for a drink and although she’d tried to fight it as best as she could, all those feelings from years and years ago had come flooding back. Marcy was bad news, and frankly Zoe didn’t understand why she still felt something when she looked at her. After all, she wasn’t seventeen anymore and she knew better now. Girlfriends had come and gone over the years, but she’d never felt anything close to the crush she’d had on Marcy back then. Let it go. She’s just trying to buy off her guilt, that’s all.
From the corner of her eye, she could see her mother looking at her. Her mother always knew when something was bothering her, yet there was still one very important thing she had no idea about. Although Zoe was out to her friends, she’d always kept her sexuality a secret from her parents. Her father wasn’t much of a socialiser–he was always at work–and her mother didn’t mingle much with people outside the local Chinese community, so she wasn’t worried about them finding out either. It had never been her intention to keep it from them but as the years had passed, she’d kept putting off the conversation, simply because she had no reason to tell them. If there was no significant other in her life, then why upset her devout Catholic Spanish father and her conservative Chinese mother? Years of living in Spain had loosened her up a little but traditional family life was still everything to her, and with that, she meant a husband, a wife and children. ‘How are you going to pour your love and energy into cooking for your future family if you’re cooking at work all day?’ she’d protested when Zoe told her she wanted to be a chef at sixteen, but Zoe had stuck to her guns. Ironically, her mother was the one who had inspired her to become a chef in the first place. She’d helped her cook both Spanish dishes—because her father liked wholesome Spanish food—and traditional Cantonese dishes from a very young age and that meant that she had great skills and knowledge when it came to technique and also an intensive knowledge of diverse ingredients and flavour combinations making her an expert when it came to fusion cuisine. By the time she was twelve, Zoe was able to identify most herbs and their medicinal qualities, and she could make noodles faster than her mother.
“How was work?” her mother asked, knowing there was no point enquiring further about the flowers.
“It was great,” Zoe said, grateful for the change in topic. She propped her feet up on the coffee table and carefully sipped her beer. “We’re ready. In fact, we’re probably over prepped but that’s not a bad thing. I just hope our first guests will like the food.”
“They will, honey. You’re incredibly talented.” Her mother smiled at her. Despite her initial concerns about Zoe’s career choice, Zoe knew she was proud of her. “Did that squid dish you made for me and your father end up on the menu?”
“Yes, and we’re serving the tripe too,” Zoe said. “That one is a bit risky, but the Calvo Group representatives loved it.” She rolled her shoulders and sighed deeply. “Everything hurts. I think I’ve done too much heavy lifting today.”
“Let me make you a cup of tea to relieve the pain.”
“It’s okay; I can do it,” Zoe protested, but her mother was already getting up. The brew of dried ingredients containing red peony root, kudzu root and osmanthus flower really did help with muscle relief, and she always wondered why more people didn’t turn to herbs when it came to aches and pains. Their pantry was full of sealed pots with all sorts of herbs and potions; astragalus and lotus seed for diarrhoea and fatigue, cinnamon for allergic reactions, ginger for digestion issues and red-yeast rice for lowering cholesterol, a combination mainly used by her father. It had taken him twenty years to embrace the idea of herbal medicine, but now he was a firm believer. Then there was ginseng, which stimulated blood circulation, jujube for anxiety, gotu kola; an anti-inflammatory, aged mandarin peel which contained a highly concentrated dose of vitamin C, mung beans for detoxing and shepherd’s purse for use in healing and bleeding. Zoe always carried a home-made paste of the shepherd’s purse with her, and it had worked wonders over the years in the kitchen, where she cut or burned herself on a regular basis.
“Hey, honey,” her father said as he walked in. He gave her a kiss on her cheek and rubbed her shoulders. “It’s so nice to have you home. Every time I come back from work it’s like a little surprise that you’re here.”
“It’s good to see you too, Dad. How was your day?”
“Oh, you know…” He laughed. “Back and forth, back and forth. But the weather was good, not much wind.” He took off his captain’s hat and scratched his head. “Glad to be home and I’m starving. What’s for dinner?” Working five days a week as a captain on the ferry between Benidorm and Calpe, the sea breeze always made him hungry, and those were always his standard words when he came home.
“I think Mum’s made noodle soup with mushrooms,” she said, then laughed when he inhaled the pungent scent coming from the kitchen and grimaced. “That’s not the food, Dad. She’s brewing a potion for me.”
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“M arcy, you’re early.” Delia looked her over. “My, my. Don’t you look nice?”
“Thanks, Mum. We’re nearly done at that hotel, and I only had a couple of meetings and walk-throughs, so I didn’t have to wear my work gear today.” Marcy kissed her mother on both cheeks, then glanced into the gallery.
“Abby’s not here tonight. It’s just the two of us,” Delia said as if reading her mind. “She had to pick one of her kids up from the airport.” She opened the bottle of red wine she had ready and poured two glasses. “But I don’t mind a bit of quality time with my daughter. It’s been a while.”
“Yes, it’s nice.” Marcy took a seat and leaned back, rolling the wine around in her glass. It was usually the three of them here and Marcy generally didn’t mind that. Lately she’d been seeing Abby more than usual, though, and that didn’t sit quite right. She and Abby were very good at keeping their affair and their friendship separate. Their purely physical relationship meant that there was never any flirting outside their get-togethers, not even a little. It was important to Marcy that they kept it that way, so not seeing each other for a week in a social capacity was probably a good thing. “How have you been? How’s business?”
“Booming as usual.” The comment was more of a joke, as her mother didn’t sell much art from the gallery that she’d opened with Abby in Altea. It was an excuse to paint a little, gossip with the locals and drink wine with Abby and other friends in the early evening. Since her father worked long days, her mother had been bored when they’d first moved to Spain, and the gallery had given her a sense of purpose and belonging, even though she’d never aspired to be an artist. She wasn’t the best in Marcy’s opinion, but she wasn’t bad either. Just good enough to be marketable to the average tourist, who saw the colourful beach scenes as a nice souvenir.
“I can see that,” she said, noting there was no one inside.
“But I did have a win.” Delia pointed to the window display. “I actually sold that large painting today. The buyers asked me to ship it to the UK for them.”
“Cool. Congratulations.” Marcy studied the painting with the ‘sold’ sticker and decided it wasn’t bad, perhaps even one of her better pieces. Thankfully she didn’t have flat walls in her new cave house so she wouldn’t have to feel bad about not having her mother’s art on display. Marcy wasn’t into art, but she did love the gallery and it had been her second home ever since her mother and Abby opened it eighteen years ago.
“Thank you. I’m very pleased. So, how are you?” Delia asked.
“I’m good too. Not much to report; I have a meeting with Dad tomorrow to talk through the next projects, so maybe we can all have lunch together?”
“That would be nice.” Delia took a sip of her wine. “So how did you leave it with that chef? The one you were fighting with about the kitchen. Is she happy with the changes?”
“Yeah, she’s happy.” Marcy had told her mother about her arguments with Zoe and regretted that now, as she wouldn’t stop enquiring about the situation.
“She’d better be.” Delia huffed. “You bent over backwards for her, and she was still rude to you, the ungrateful girl.”
“It’s not like that. She’s not so bad,” Marcy said, reluctant to disclose more.
“Okay…” Delia frowned. “What made you change your mind? I thought you couldn’t stand to be in the same room. Did she apologise?” She patted Marcy’s arm. “Come on, dish the dirt. I want to know what’s going on in your life.”
Marcy hesitated while she sipped her wine. “As it happens, I actually apologised to Zoe,” she finally said. “Turns out we met a long time ago.”
“Oh. And you didn’t recognise her?”
“No. Unfortunately not.”
“Where did you know each other from?” Delia’s eyes widened. “Oh, dear. Please don’t tell me you slept with her and didn’t recognise her.” She gasped when Marcy didn’t answer. “Darling, that’s awful. No wonder she was angry with you.”
“I know. I feel bad enough about it as it is, Mum, so please don’t make it any worse.” Marcy downed the last of her wine and held out her glass for a refill. “Anyway, I bought her flowers, and she accepted my apology.” She shrugged. “So that’s that, I suppose.”
Delia nodded, but the look of concern had not left her face. “When did this happen?”
“I was nineteen, I think. I’m not even entirely sure, but it was around that age.” She paused. “I was drunk, and it was just a one-time thing. That’s why I didn’t remember.”
“Hmm.” Delia greeted a couple of passers-by and turned back to Marcy. “Nineteen and drunk, huh? I don’t remember ever seeing you drunk when you were younger.” A look of regret passed her features as she fell silent for a moment. “But I suppose your father was always working and I was… well, I was here, mainly.”
“It’s no big deal. All my friends drank at that age,” Marcy said. “I was a skinny lightweight and the two bottles of cheap, red wine I used to share with my friend on a Friday night always went straight to my head. Not that I needed a drink to chat up women. I’d discovered when we moved to Spain that I was quite popular with the ladies, and as soon as I cut my hair short girls suddenly just seemed to throw themselves at me.” Marcy shrugged. “I guess it wasn’t just the wine that went to my head.”
“You were always a confident girl,” Delia said. “I remember you telling me you were gay at the age of fourteen and I wasn’t the slightest bit surprised. But as you said, it wasn’t until we moved here that you really started dating. The Spanish girls were probably a lot more open-minded than the English girls in the small village we used to live in.”
“Yes, that’s true.” Marcy sighed. “Anyway, Zoe was just one of my many conquests back then and she looked so different, more boyish than she does now.”
“And you never thought about the consequences,” Delia said. “Do you remember how you met?”
“I do now. Zoe worked behind the bar of the place I regularly drank in. I used to go there every week, but I’d never really noticed her until she started talking to me one evening. I didn’t even know she liked women, she just seemed so… so straight, I suppose. She didn’t stand out in any way, and she certainly didn’t look like she does now.”
“You mean you think she’s attractive?” Delia shot her a curious look and Marcy felt busted. Of course, she thought Zoe was attractive; the woman was cute as hell and she had a body to die for.
“Yeah, I do.”
“Any chance there’s a little crush going on here? You’re blushing.”
“I’m so not blushing, and I don’t have a crush on Zoe,” Marcy was quick to say. “We’re not even friends and now that I’m nearly finished at El Escondite, we’ll probably never even see each other again.”
“That’s up to you, I suppose. You’ll know where to find her.” Delia smiled and held up a hand. “I’m sorry, I’ll stop teasing you so you can finish your story.”
Marcy shot her a warning look, wondering if she really was blushing as her cheeks felt a little hot. “Well, Zoe asked me what my name was and if I was local. I took that as a cue that she was interested and started flirting with her. Girls were a challenge to me, and I’d vowed to my friend to sleep with as many as I possibly could over my summer break. By the time Zoe finished her shift, she was more than happy to come to the beach with me. She never told me it was her first time.”
“Oh, God.” Delia looked at her intently. “And you never called her after that?”
“No. And then my friend moved away, so I stopped going to that bar.” Marcy looked away, afraid to face the judgement in her mother’s eyes. She’d rarely been so open with her, and she wondered why she’d started now. “Do you think I’m a bad person?”
“No, darling.” Delia stood up, cupped Marcy’s face and kissed her forehead. “I think you’re a wonderful, kind, smart, talented, beautiful and generous woman. That’s why people like you so much. But maybe it’s time to start thinking about something other than instant sexual gratification. Because even though you were young and foolish back then, you haven’t changed much. You still go on the hunt several times a week and you still shy away from any meaningful relationships. It’s time for you to realise your actions have consequences; adults have feelings too.”
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“A re you okay?” Zoe asked when she spotted Marcy at the sink in the staff quarters, wincing as she held her bleeding hand under running water.
Marcy looked up, startled to see her. “Ehm, yeah. I think I’m fine,” she stammered, turning off the tap with her uninjured hand. She was about to reach for the paper towels, but Zoe stopped her and did it for her.
“Come here, let me see that.” She took her hand and carefully dabbed at it. “That looks like a deep gash. What happened?”
“I missed a nail in one of the old beams in the laundry room and ran my hand along it.”
“That’s unfortunate on your last day here,” Zoe said. Even though it was bleeding quite badly, it didn’t look serious enough to require professional medical attention.
“Yeah. Guess I was rushing to get the job over with.” Marcy took in a quick breath when Zoe put more pressure on the wound. “We have a first aid kit on site, I’ll go and get a dressing.”
“No need, we have some here too.” Zoe opened the cupboard above the sink and pulled out a red box.
“Don’t worry about me, I can do it myself,” Marcy said when Zoe took out an antiseptic wipe and beckoned for her to sit down on the bench in front of the lockers.
“No, you can’t. You’ll need two hands for this job and trust me, as a chef, I know what I’m doing. Keep the paper towel against it and hold your arm up while I grab something.” Zoe opened her locker and pulled a small pot out of her handbag.
“Vaseline?” Marcy frowned. “What good is that going to do?”
“It’s not Vaseline, I just recycled the empty pot. This is shepherd’s purse paste. I made it myself.”
“What are you, a witch or something?” Marcy asked, staring at the green goo. “I’m not sure if I want that on my open wound. I’d like to keep my hand; I kind of need it in my line of work.”
“Just trust me.” Zoe sat next to her and pulled Marcy’s hand onto her lap. She held it down firmly, ignoring her murmurs of protest; something about infection, gangrene and amputation. “This will hurt, but only for a couple of seconds.” She dabbed the wound with the antiseptic wipe, then carefully applied the paste onto the gash.
“Fuck, that hurts.” Marcy bit her lip. “Are you sure this is safe?”
“Absolutely positive; I’ve been using it my whole life and so has my mum. We still have all our limbs,” Zoe joked in an attempt to take Marcy’s attention away from the open wound. “Now, let’s get this dressing on.”
“You look like you know what you’re doing.” Marcy watched her wrap it around her hand with the ease and skill of a nurse before securing it.
“I work in a kitchen. Do you have any idea how many times a month we burn or cut ourselves?” Zoe pulled up the sleeve of her chef whites to reveal the scars on her right arm.
“Wow, you’ve got some impressive war wounds there.” Marcy trailed a finger over the inside of Zoe’s arm and wrist, but she quickly retracted it when Zoe shivered. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”
“It’s fine.” Zoe grinned and held up her middle finger.
“Hey, what’s that for?” Marcy asked with a chuckle.
“I’m not giving you the finger, I’m just showing it to you,” she said, bringing it closer.
Marcy studied her hand and gasped. “Oh, my God. It’s got a flat top. Did you cut off the tip?”
“Yeah. A couple of years ago when I was cutting a cassava. They tried to put the tip back on in A&E, but it wouldn’t catch, so I just had to wait for it to heal itself. I was on non-active duty for a month.”
“Jesus, that must have hurt. Any more scars you’d like to show me?”
“I have one on the inside of my thigh but it’s probably best to leave that one out of the show and tell.” Zoe winked playfully, simultaneously cursing herself for doing so. Was she flirting now? That had to stop this very minute. Just because Marcy had apologised didn’t mean they were in that ‘friends’ space. They were nothing more than acquaintances, and they didn’t even like each other.
“Hey, I don’t mind,” Marcy said with a mischievous look. “Feel free to show me the inside of your thigh any time.”
“Nah. Not now, not ever,” Zoe shot back at her with an eyeroll. “So, what about you?” she asked. “You’re a builder. If anyone should be covered in scars, it’s you. I’m surprised your fingernails are still intact.”
“I do know how to use a hammer properly. That’s kind of the point of being a builder.” Marcy tilted her head and shot Zoe an amused look. “Anyway, according to you I just ‘paint walls’,” she continued referring to one of Zoe’s recent insults. “Nothing dangerous about that.”
“I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have said that. I know you don’t just paint walls and if you did, that would be a very respectable profession too. Honestly, I’m very impressed with what you do.” Zoe backed away, suddenly aware of how close they were sitting and the fact that they were actually having an engaging conversation.
“You are?”
“Yes. You and your team have done an incredible job transforming this tired place into something really cool. Somewhere I’ll be proud to work for hopefully years to come.” She hesitated before she continued. “And the kitchen is perfect.”
“Thank you.” Marcy looked genuinely surprised to hear her say this; there was even a slight glimmer of emotion in her eyes. “And now that we’re being nice to each other, I need you to know I think you’re an amazing chef.”
“How do you know? You’ve never tasted my cooking.”
“I had the amuse-bouche at the pre-opening dinner, and I tasted your gazpacho. Everything was delicious. I wouldn’t mind tasting more of your food, though.” Marcy raised a brow and held her gaze. “Maybe you could cook for me some time?”
Zoe threw her head back and laughed. “Don’t push it, Marcy. We may not be enemies, but I’m not inviting you to my parents’ house.”
“Oh. You live with your parents?”
“Just for now. I only recently returned from Hong Kong before I started here, so I’m staying there until I get settled into the job. I’ll start looking for a place eventually, but I’m not in a hurry.” Zoe shrugged. “It’s kind of nice to be home again; it’s been a while.”
“Then you must be close to your parents.”
“I am. I’ve missed them.” Zoe stood before Marcy had the chance to ask any more probing questions as it was starting to get too personal for her liking. Aside from that, she couldn’t ignore this damn attraction anymore, especially now that they were alone. “Well, I’d better get back to work.” She pointed to Marcy’s hand. “Your hand should be fine. Leave the dressing on until tomorrow, then put another one on if you need to. I think you’ll be surprised to see how quickly it heals.”
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“What happened to your hand?” Abby looked worried when she spotted the dressing.
“It’s nothing. Just a cut from yesterday.” Marcy hadn’t taken it off yet; she kind of expected to find that the green paste had been absorbed by her open wound, making it look even more dreadful. It didn’t hurt anymore, though, and it wasn’t throbbing, which was a good sign that at least it wasn’t infected.
“Show me.”
“I’d rather not—”
“No, let me see that.” Despite Marcy’s protest, Abby pulled her onto the sofa and started unwrapping her hand. “You should check it if it happened yesterday. What if it’s all swollen and infected?”
“It’s not, it doesn’t hurt.”
“Goodness!” Abby’s big, brown eyes widened. “It’s green. You need to see a doctor.”
“It’s just some herbal stuff. I don’t remember what it’s called.” Marcy frowned as she stared at the palm of her hand and wiped the paste off with the dressing. She was surprised to see that the wound had already closed neatly. “See? It’s fine.” Her words came out hesitantly as she couldn’t believe how well it had healed. “Guess I won’t even need a new dressing.”
“How bizarre. Who gave you the paste?” Abby asked.
“Zoe, the executive chef at El Escondite.” Marcy wondered why she felt strange saying Zoe’s name out loud, and she hoped it didn’t show. “I should drop by there and thank her. She makes this stuff herself and I hadn’t expected it to work so well.”
“Yes, you should.” Something in Abby’s expression shifted. A subtle flinch, but Marcy noticed it nevertheless, and Abby’s voice was sharper than normal. Was she mistaken or was there a hint of jealousy in her eyes? “That was very nice of her.” Abby let out a deep sigh, and she shook her head, her expression softening. “Do you like her?”
There it was. So it was jealousy. “No,” Marcy answered immediately. “I mean, I couldn’t stand her at first.” It was the truth, but she couldn’t deny that Zoe had been on her mind an awful lot in the past few days since their conversation in the dressing room.
“And now?”
“Now I get why she behaved the way she did, and I like her better.” Marcy shrugged, aware of the blush on her cheeks. “Why do you ask?”
“Because you didn’t look me in the eyes when you mentioned her name.” Abby turned to her, draping her arm over the sofa’s backrest. “Look, Marcy, we’ve always been clear about one thing. That this would never get serious between us, and that it would never stand in the way of my marriage or your love life.”
“I don’t have a love life,” Marcy said dryly. “I don’t want to be in a relationship; it’s not something I’m good at.”
“Right. But I get the feeling that there’s something there, with you and… what was her name again? Zoe?” Abby held up a hand to stop Marcy from interrupting her and continued. “As much as I look forward to our nights, I don’t want to stand in the way of your happiness, ever.”
“I don’t have feelings for her, Abby. In fact, I barely know her, and I’ll probably never see her again because I’m done with the project.”
“Well, whatever you tell yourself, I need to go with my gut,” Abby said. “And my gut just told me I didn’t like how your eyes lit up when you mentioned her name.” She reached out to stroke Marcy’s hair. “Nothing about this is right and you know it too.”
Marcy shivered at Abby’s touch, and she lowered her gaze to her cleavage. She understood where Abby was coming from. They’d probably reached the point where feelings were getting involved and she didn’t want that either, but it didn’t help that the woman was wearing a transparent, red negligée. “You’re right,” she said. “We probably need to stop doing this. You love your husband and you’re my mother’s best friend. Everything about this is wrong.”
“It’s not just about me,” Abby said carefully. “Despite what you think, everyone needs love in their lives and that includes you. You’ll never have a shot at something real if we keep meeting up like this. It’s not fair to you and it’s not fair to Fred either.”
“Of course. Fred.” Marcy stared at Abby’s mouth and inched back before she was tempted to lose control. Her libido was already firing on all cylinders but she told herself to do the right thing. The conversation with her mother had made her think about how she’d been living her life. It’s time for you to realise your actions have consequences. Those words kept playing in the back of her mind. She’d hurt people and she didn’t want to add Abby or her husband to that list.
“Yes… Fred.” Abby rubbed her temple. “I have no idea what to do about him.”
“He loves you.”
Abby got up, grabbed the dressing gown that hung over one of the dining room chairs and closed it tight. They’d never talked about her husband on nights like these and Marcy knew she felt guilty for mentioning his name while sitting on the sofa with Abby half-naked. “Yes, he loves me, and I love him, but there’s just no fire between us. Not anymore. Physically, he can’t give me what I need. It’s as simple as that.”
Marcy felt for Abby. She didn’t want to leave her husband, yet she was physically attracted to women, and in a way, it was her fault as she’d been the one to help Abby figure that out. “Why don’t you talk to Fred?” she said. “Be honest and tell him you like women. Tell him how you feel and maybe he’ll consider the idea of having an open marriage or whatever it is that you need. Maybe he’d consider a threesome?”
Abby let out a sarcastic chuckle and rolled her eyes. “Not Fred. He’d be consumed with jealousy.”
“You don’t know that if you’ve never talked about it. Lots of people have open relationships.” Marcy hesitated. “How long have you been married?”
“Thirty-two years.”
“Then don’t you think it’s possible that Fred fantasises about being with other women sometimes? He’s only human and I imagine your sex life isn’t what it used to be.”
“It was never that great.” Abby shrugged. “So yes, you may have a point.”
“And leaving him is not an option, right?”
Abby shook her head, needing no time to think about that. “No. We have kids together and many great years behind us. If I left him, my life wouldn’t feel real anymore.” A sad smile played around her lips as she glanced up at their wedding photo above the fireplace.
“You both look so happy,” Marcy said, following her gaze.
“We were. We still are, I suppose. I mean, he’s my best friend, but it’s the physical thing that I crave at this stage in my life. I’m not getting any younger and I don’t want to be written off at fifty-seven.” Abby lingered in front of the large corner sofa where they’d spent many nights, but she didn’t sit back down.
Marcy knew then she’d never come back to this beautiful villa on the outskirts of Altea. Not with the same intention anyway. It didn’t feel sad, just weird, and as she got up and headed for the door, she felt a strange sense of relief as well as a hint of sadness. “Will I see you at the gallery?” she asked. “I’d still love to share a bottle of wine with you and Mum when I come to see her and if I stop coming, she’ll wonder why.”
“Of course. I’d like that.” Abby followed her and gave her a small smile. “This has been wonderful but let’s face it; it will only end in tears. I see that now.” She rubbed Marcy’s shoulder. “You need to stop hiding behind one-night stands and unavailable women. Living like this won’t make you happy in the long-term. Please think about that.”
“I’ll think about it.” Marcy leaned in and kissed her cheek. “And you need to talk to Fred.” She turned at the door and gave Abby’s hand a quick squeeze. “Friends?”
Abby nodded, her smile widening. “Friends.”
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Z oe checked her watch and decided it was time to cut her team some slack. They were as ready as they could be and there was no point staying if all preparations were done. “Thanks, everyone. I suggest we clean up, go home and get two days rest before we open on Friday.”
Her announcement was met with enthusiasm and immediately her team started cleaning their stations. Zoe filled a bucket with hot water and chlorine and started mopping the floor. She’d always been annoyed by her superiors who never helped out at the end of the day, and she wasn’t going to turn into one of them.
“Thanks, boss,” her sous chef said as she walked past. “It’s nice to finish early.” She moved a trolley aside so Zoe could clean there. “And I just wanted to say that I really appreciate this opportunity. You’re a great leader, you have a great team and I’m proud to be a part of it.”
Zoe stopped what she was doing and smiled, feeling emotional at hearing those words. She appreciated her team, but she’d never considered they felt the same about her, and someone telling her so was more than she could have hoped for. “Thank you. I think we have a fantastic and talented team too, and I’ll do everything in my power to keep you all happy.”
“I know. That’s why I’m excited to work here.”
“Me too,” the kitchen porter who walked past them said. “I know I’m just here to do dishes, but I love that you’re teaching me things and that I get a chance to help out on the other stations before service.”
“Of course. Everyone deserves the chance to learn at their job, otherwise there’s little point, right?” Zoe swallowed down the lump in her throat and pretended to focus on the floor, worried they’d see tears welling up in her eyes. “Now, let’s get this cleaned up quickly. I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to a cold beer.”
    
“Marcy?” Zoe walked up to Marcy, who was sitting in the back of her truck in the car park, her legs dangling down as she focused on her phone. She was wearing shorts and a vest top, and Zoe felt a little flustered by the amount of skin on display.
“Oh, hey,” she said, looking up. “Are you heading home?”
“Yes. Are you here to see Lisa? Because she left a while ago.”
Marcy smiled. “No. I was waiting for you, actually. I happened to drive past and your colleague who just took out the rubbish told me you were finished, so I thought I’d wait until you came out.”
“Okay.” Zoe narrowed her eyes at her as she fingered her chef’s hat hair, wondering if she looked presentable. “What do you need?”
“Nothing. I just wanted to wish you good luck for Friday; I didn’t get the chance to tell you in person. I imagine it will be a pretty big day for you.” Marcy jumped off the truck and walked up to her. “And I’ve noticed you walk to work so I thought you might want a lift home.”
“Thanks. That’s kind of you but…”
“But what?”
“Well, don’t you have better things to do than driving people around? It’s your first day off.” Zoe didn’t quite understand what Marcy was doing here. Perhaps she was still trying to shed her guilt. “I already told you, we’re fine,” she added when Marcy didn’t answer. “You can stop apologising now.”
“Okay, that’s good to know.” Marcy’s smile widened, and Zoe couldn’t help but smile too. “So, do you want a lift or not?”
Zoe shook her head. “Sorry to waste your time, but I was actually going for a beer.”
“Right.” Marcy looked her over. “In your chef whites? My guess is you’re not going on a date, then.”
“No, I was just going to chill out by myself,” Zoe said with a chuckle. She gave Marcy a wave and walked on. “Thanks again for the offer, though. I appreciate it.”
“Wait.” Marcy rushed to catch up with her. “Would you like some company?” She held up both hands and pulled an innocent face. “I promise I’m not hitting on you. I just want to buy you a drink.”
Zoe stalled and when she locked eyes with Marcy’s she felt that familiar flutter again—that intense sexual attraction, that tug of desire. The nerves and the sense of breathlessness whenever she was close was driving her mad. “Do I have a choice?” she joked, hoping she was coming across as cool and collected.
“You always have a choice. But it will be much more fun together.”
Zoe laughed and pointed to the truck. “Okay, then. Are you just going to leave your truck there?”
“I can pick it up tomorrow.” Marcy pulled her key out of her back pocket and locked it. “If we’re having beers, I won’t be able to drive anyway.”
“Oh, it’s beers as in plural now, is it? I was just planning on having one before I head home.”
Marcy held out an arm and Zoe hesitated for a moment before she hooked hers through it. “One is fine too. Let’s play it by ear, shall we? My treat.”
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T  he little bar situated in a residential area outside the city centre was an odd one, but Marcy wasn’t going to question Zoe’s choice of venue. They’d walked for twenty minutes, discussing Marcy’s new projects and Zoe’s upcoming first week, and now they were ordering beers in a dark, gritty drinking hole. “So, is this where you hang out in your spare time?” she asked, glancing over the old décor. The dark beams, lack of lighting and pig’s trotters that were hanging to dry from the ceiling, reminded her more of a medieval torture chamber than a bar.
“It’s where I used to hang out before I moved away. I’ve been back a couple of times since. Don’t worry; it’s actually nicer than it seems at first sight and Saturday nights here are fun.” Zoe took her beer and grinned when the bartender presented them with the bill. “Your treat, right?”
“Of course.” Marcy laughed when she glanced at it. “Aren’t you a cheap date? I don’t remember the last time I paid a Euro for a beer.”
“Curb your enthusiasm, Casanova. I’m not your date.” Zoe winked and beckoned Marcy to follow her through the narrow bar and out the back door, where Marcy suddenly found herself in an overgrown courtyard. Low hanging grape vines twisted and tangled through a wooden pergola that spanned the entire space and with the whimsical, organically shaped stone benches and tables, it felt completely surreal. In the middle was an old well, now covered with clear glass to function as a standing table and to the side a glittery pole.
“Is that for pole dancing?” Marcy asked, confused by the contradicting vibe out there.
“Sometimes the bar arranges entertainment and there’s pole dancers to watch, but most of the time it just doubles up as something to hold onto so people don’t fall when they’re dancing or singing karaoke.” Zoe chose a table in the back, away from the early drinkers who were sharing jugs of beer and snack platters. “Here okay for you?”
“Sure.” Marcy waited for Zoe to sit and scooted next to her. “What a strange little place, but I like it here. We should have ordered a jug.”
“I’m not sure I should have more than one drink around you.” Zoe unbuttoned her chef’s jacket, revealing a white vest top tucked into her skinny jeans.
“Is that so?” Marcy forced her gaze away from Zoe’s tattoo adorned cleavage. She looked into her eyes instead, but that made her feel strange, so she turned to her beer and sighed. “Why do I get the feeling you think I’m some kind of predator? I just want to apologise some more. I don’t like falling out with people; it upsets me.” Zoe didn’t answer immediately, and Marcy could feel her eyes burning into her. “But I deserved everything you said to me and more and again, I’m very, very sorry.”
“I know you are.” Zoe shifted and turned her way, propping a foot on the bench underneath her. “I was in love with you.”
Marcy felt the blood drain from her face as she hid behind her beer. “No…” She paused and put her glass down. “Were you really?”
Zoe nodded. “Confession?”
“Yes?”
“I used to swoon over you whenever you were sitting at the bar with your friend. You were always with the same girl, but I knew you weren’t together because you were way too flirty for that. I don’t even remember what she looked like, but I do vividly remember the younger version of you. I’d been watching you for months, but you never recognised me. You knew all the other bartenders; I even think you knew them by name, but never me.”
“I’m sorry.” Marcy swallowed hard. “I had no idea.”
“Don’t be sorry. You couldn’t have known, and you didn’t owe me anything. I’m not trying to guilt-trip you, but you were the first girl I fell in love with.” Zoe chuckled. “And I don’t mean just a crush; you were on my mind twenty-four seven. “I was so shy that it took me months to work up the courage to talk to you.”
“You asked me for my name.”
Zoe smiled. “You remember.”
“Yes, I do now.” If Zoe wasn’t trying to guilt-trip her like she said, she’d failed, because Marcy felt guilt like never before.
“I already knew your name, of course, since I had a thing for you,” Zoe continued. “And when you smiled at me and asked me for mine, it was like I lost all sense of logic. I’d never felt anything like that before.” She paused. “And making love to you on the beach was magical. They say your first time is never great, but it was amazing to me. It was just the aftermath that was shitty.”
“Because you never saw me again,” Marcy said, finishing her story.
“Yes. I waited for weeks for you to show up again. You used to come in every Friday, but you were clearly avoiding me.”
“I wasn’t avoiding you.” Marcy met her eyes. “My friend moved to Barcelona. She was the one who always insisted that we meet there as it was right next to her parents’ house.”
“But you obviously didn’t want to see me again. If you had, you would have returned.”
“That’s true.” Marcy reached for Zoe’s hand, and the effect of her touch shot something warm and electric through her entire body. “I didn’t really see you and I was way too absorbed with my own sudden popularity. I’m really, really sorry. I didn’t know it was your first time. I guess I just assumed everyone was like me.”
Zoe shrugged. “I owe you an apology too. I’ve been too harsh on you; you didn’t really do anything wrong. I was all up for it, and it wasn’t like we were dating. But it still hurt, you know? And when I saw you again after so many years, I just got really fucking angry, remembering how used I’d felt back then. So, I’m sorry too. I was unreasonable, and my behaviour was totally out of line.” She bit her lip and Marcy could have sworn she was staring at her mouth for a split second. “I just thought you should know, so you understand why I behaved the way I did. Can we just put this behind us now? I don’t want to talk about it anymore.”
“I’d like that.” Marcy’s smile returned and she shifted too, mimicking Zoe’s body language. “And now that I don’t have to worry about you throwing that drink in my face, maybe you could tell me more about yourself?”
Zoe laughed and tilted her head. “What do you want to know?”
“Everything. What happened between the age of seventeen and now?”
“A lot. I worked in that bar to pay my way through catering college. My parents weren’t wealthy, so I had to work hard but I made it through. And then I got an internship in Barcelona and lived with my aunt and uncle on my father’s side while I was there. The restaurant got a Michelin star and although that certainly wasn’t down to me, as I was basically at the bottom of the command chain, it still looked great on my CV. So, then I got a job in Madrid as a chef de partie and stayed there for two years before moving to Copenhagen where I worked for another amazing restaurant. They had huge gardens surrounding the restaurant, which was an old, converted factory, where they grew all the produce themselves and I was a sous chef there.”
“Wow, you’ve led a very interesting life. And you were in Hong Kong too, right?” Marcy asked.
“Yes. First, I came back here because I missed Spain and my friends and parents, but after a couple of years I felt this pull to go and explore my roots. I’d been to Hong Kong a couple of times before to visit my family from my mum’s side, and the city, the culture and the food always fascinated me.” Zoe smiled. “I got a job in a fancy hotel with a fantastic restaurant. I knew the basics of Asian cooking through my mum, but it was interesting to dig deeper and refine my palette and skills, so all in all, it was an invaluable learning experience.”
“Why did you come back now?”
“Same story. I missed Spain.” Zoe sighed. “My parents couldn’t visit me over the pandemic, so I hadn’t seen them for two years. I’ve always considered myself this free spirit who could live anywhere but when it comes down to it, there’s no place like home.”
“True,” Marcy agreed. “So, your mother is Chinese and your father?”
“He’s Spanish. They met here. My mum came to Spain to study and never left. Where she’s from, it’s important for women to study but as soon as you find a man, family comes first.” Zoe shrugged. “She’s still a housewife and she loves it, so I suppose it was the right move for her. My mum really missed me too, so that was also part of the reason I came back.”
“That’s sweet of you.” Marcy was about to ask the next question but fell silent when she saw two butterflies flying their way. She gasped when one of them landed on Zoe’s hair. “Sorry, random question, but are you aware that you attract butterflies?”
“Yes.” Zoe glanced up and smiled. “It’s my organic shampoo; my mum makes it. It’s rich with pollen and nectar and it’s really good for my hair. She never set out to create it with the aim to attract butterflies; it was just a coincidence, but she thought it was so magical to see me surrounded by them that she kept making it and she’s never shared the recipe with anyone. I’ve loved butterflies ever since they came into my life from a very young age, so I keep washing my hair with it. If you love something, why not attract it?”
“That’s just incredible. You do realise this could make your mum very, very rich, right?”
“She’s not interested in selling the idea or manufacturing any of her herbal medicines. If lots of people started using them, it may affect the eco system; there’s no way of knowing what would happen. But one person occasionally confusing the odd butterfly here and there shouldn’t do any harm. They think I’m a flower, but they soon realise that I’m not. That’s why they never stick around for very long. It does give me a few precious moments to admire them, though.”
“It’s magical,” Marcy said, even more fascinated by Zoe now.
“What can I say? I enjoy having them around me and I certainly don’t mind if people think that gives me an air of mystery.” Zoe shrugged. “Butterflies are amazing. I love how they transform from ugly caterpillars into colourful, elegant creatures. There are over twenty-four thousand different kinds. Twenty-four thousand, can you believe that? They can see ultraviolet colours that humans can’t, and they taste with their feet. Their wings are actually transparent, and the colours come from the tiny scales on their wings that reflect the light. The sun gives them colour.” She regarded Marcy curiously. “But enough about me and my obsession with butterflies, I could wax lyrical all night. How did you end up here?”
“I think I’d rather talk about you, you’re clearly way more interesting,” Marcy said, still processing what Zoe had just told her.
“No, it’s your turn now. Tell me your story.”
“Okay… well, I moved to Spain when I was sixteen, with my parents. My dad owns a construction company, and the hotel business was booming in Benidorm, so they decided to move to the area. They’d been coming here for years anyway and wanted a change in lifestyle. My mum is an artist now, she shares a gallery with a friend in Altea; that’s where my parents live.” Marcy sipped from her beer and stared down at the table, aware of how close they were sitting. Why was she nervous? She was never nervous around women. “In regard to work, as you probably know,” she continued, “I work for my dad as a senior project manager, and I usually handle the smaller overhaul projects.”
“The hotel was a small project?” Zoe asked with a chuckle. “It didn’t seem small to me.”
“Compared to the other projects his company does, it was. You know the huge new apartment complex at the start of the strip?”
“Yeah. Was that your father’s company?” Zoe asked.
“Yes, and we did the new shopping centre in town too.”
“That’s impressive.” Zoe knew that Marcy took a lot of pride in her job, and her enthusiasm when she spoke about it was endearing.
“It’s a fun business to be in.” Marcy pointed at Zoe’s empty glass. “I’ll tell you more if you let me buy you another drink.”
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T  hree drinks in and Zoe was having such a good time that she was reluctant to leave. Checking the time on her phone, she sighed when she saw a message from her mother.
“I should go soon. Mum’s been cooking.”
“We could have some food here,” Marcy suggested. “Unless that would upset your mother?” She pointed to the snack platter she was enviously eyeing on their neighbouring table. “Have you eaten here before? That looks really good.”
“Yes, the food is nice.” Zoe hesitated. “I suppose I don’t have to be home for dinner this once. I’m thirty-one after all,” she added with a chuckle. “Mum’s been telling me I should get out more, so I don’t think she’ll mind.”
“She’s not wrong. You’re young, beautiful and single. You should definitely go out more.” Marcy laughed and lifted her hands in defence when Zoe raised a brow at her. “Hey, don’t shoot me. That wasn’t flirting, it was just an honest observation.”
“Right. Of course.” Zoe held her breath when Marcy scooted closer. Her gut told her that Marcy wanted her; it was clear from the way she kept staring at her mouth. It made her nervous and she’d never been so conflicted in her life. Part of her just wanted to have another night with Marcy. It had been a while since she’d been with a woman, and she could really do with some action. But her logic took over and she quickly shook off that idea. Marcy would take off again and have another woman in her bed quicker than she could make an omelette, and even though Zoe had changed exponentially from the girl she was at seventeen, and no stranger to one-night stands herself, she knew it would be a bad move. Why repeat the worst mistake of my life?
“And you? Do you go out much?” She asked, then realised that was a silly question. “Never mind; I bet you scan the promenade every night in case you miss out on any cute, new tourists.”
Marcy gasped and looked at her incredulously. “Hey, was that a dig?”
“No. Just an educated guess,” Zoe playfully shot back at her.
“Well, your educated guess is wrong and I’m certainly not as bad as you think. I’m out twice a week, maybe three if I’m on a good streak.”
“And on those nights, you meet women? For sex?”
“Usually,” Marcy admitted after a long pause. “But I’m single. It’s not a crime.”
“No, it’s not.” Zoe felt bad for mentioning it now. She sounded jealous and out of touch and she didn’t like it one bit. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t judge you.”
“It’s okay, I understand where you’re coming from.” Marcy tilted her head and regarded Zoe. “Do you have a girlfriend?”
“I’m single,” Zoe said. “I was dating someone in Hong Kong, but we broke up. No drama; there just wasn’t much…” She hesitated, searching for the right word. “I don’t know. Something was missing, I suppose. It was more of a close friendship in the end and that just wasn’t enough for me.”
“No physical chemistry?” Marcy asked, inching closer.
Zoe looked away, afraid to meet her eyes. Sitting here, so close to Marcy while having a private conversation about dating was doing all kinds of things to her body. “Not much,” she said. “Anyway, relationships have never been my priority; I’ve always been more job focused.”
“Maybe you just haven’t met the right woman to fulfil your needs.”
“Or maybe I prefer work over dating,” Zoe argued. “I wouldn’t be where I was if I’d been partying all those years.” She shrugged. “Although you seem to have done all right for yourself.”
“I won’t deny I’ve had the best of both worlds.” Marcy waved the waitress over and asked for the menu. “I don’t work nights like you, so I’ve always had lots of opportunity to socialise but at the same time, I had to get up early and work hard every single day. People assume I’m only successful because of my father, and I won’t deny I’ve been lucky because I happen to have the same passion for building as him, but he made me start at the bottom. Before heading up big building projects, I was plastering, doing brickwork, painting and decorating, and I even got my electrician’s certificate. He was adamant I’d have to learn the skills first, so I’d be able to assess the quality of the work.”
“That makes sense. So you’re pretty handy then and can do just about anything, huh?”
“I can do most things, but plumbing is not my forte; I’ve never enjoyed it. And I’m not the best roofer either,” Marcy added. “But I’m good with woodwork, and I love building furniture.”
“Wow. That’s impressive. So, where do you live?” Zoe asked. “I bet you’ve built a palace for yourself with all those exceptional skills.”
Marcy threw her head back and laughed. “I think you’d be surprised to see where I live. I’d invite you over later, but I think that might not be the best move considering our history and the fact that I promised not to flirt with you.”
“No, probably not,” Zoe said. “But I am really curious about where you live now. I bet it’s super-slick.”
“Well, you could come over tomorrow morning for a coffee? I have somewhere to be, but I don’t have to leave until eleven,” Marcy said, handing Zoe her phone so she could enter her number. “Message me if you’re coming and I’ll send you my address. It’s probably safer for me to be alone with you in the daylight.”
“Oh? And why is that?” Zoe asked casually, feeling her cheeks burning from the comment. She only hesitated for a moment before she put her number in. They were already having beers, so what would be the harm in a coffee?
Marcy grinned and studied the menu, avoiding the question. “Let’s get some food, shall we? These beers are going to my head, and I promised you I’d behave.”
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M arcy’s head hurt when her alarm went off at seven. Why so early? Then she read the note on her alarm. Zoe. 9 am.
“Fuck,” she murmured, remembering last night’s conversation and their flirty message exchange after. Yes, she’d had quite a few beers and getting up earlier than usual didn’t help but the rush she felt at the prospect of Zoe visiting woke her in an instant.
Two hours to get the caravan and herself presentable wasn’t much, so she sat up in bed and glanced around at the damage. Clothes were piled over the chair in her bedroom and a half-empty beer bottle balanced on the edge of her bedside cabinet but other than that, it wasn’t too bad. The kitchen and living area were worse, she suspected, but they wouldn’t go into the bedroom, so she could always throw everything in here. Marcy stretched as she got out of bed and went into her tiny bathroom to find an aspirin in the mirrored cupboard above the sink. Bemusedly, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. Her hair was sticking out on all sides, and she looked tired but that was nothing a cold shower wouldn’t fix. What am I going to wear? She scolded herself for even worrying about that because she never had before. Whatever she would wear to work would do just fine. Is it fine, though?
Since her caravan was only a temporary accommodation, she’d never bothered updating the interior that hadn’t changed since the early nineties, but now that she’d been in here for two years and was about to have a woman she genuinely liked over, she kind of wished she had. It didn’t matter, she told herself, because the dated décor was all part of the charm. The peach-coloured bathroom suite, the floral sofas, the silly, frilly curtains and the kitchen with hideous purple accents were typical for the caravans in this park. Her outside space looked a tiny bit better, though. She had a large, fancy barbecue, a picnic table with matching benches and a shaded seating area, but there were still a couple of embarrassing items sitting out there and the old, red, faux-leather recliner that had been left behind by the previous tenant was on top of the list. It was so comfortable that she couldn’t bring herself to get rid of it and sat in it every night when she got home. And then there were the garden gnomes, of course, and the little sunflower windmills with smiley faces. They were everywhere and she’d never gone through the effort to remove them either. It was the first time that she actually took everything in and wished she could have Zoe over at her new place instead of here, but it was what it was.
Marcy made herself a coffee, got comfortable in the recliner and scrolled through her messages again. Both having had a couple of drinks by the time they arrived back home, their late-night texting had got a little out of hand.
Zoe: ‘Thanks for the address. I’ll see you at nine.’
Marcy: ‘Sure thing, cuteness. Looking forward to it.’
Zoe: ‘Cuteness? Are you flirting with me?’
Marcy: ‘Well, you are cute. Can’t blame me for flirting.’
Zoe: ‘You’re pretty cute yourself.’
Marcy: ‘You think so? Then maybe you should come over now. I have a lot of cute tricks up my sleeve.’
As the next message had come in more than ten minutes later, she wondered if Zoe had actually considered her proposal.
Zoe: ‘No fucking way, Casanova. Not falling for that one again. Goodnight.’
Marcy: ‘Goodnight.’
Marcy chuckled to herself, reading them over and over. Yes, she’d started with the playful comments, but Zoe had flirted back. She knew she hadn’t imagined their chemistry last night; it had been there all along, from the moment Zoe had helped her deal with her injured hand. Feeling strangely elated, she finished her coffee and went to work, clearing yesterday’s dishes, the paperwork left in the small dining nook and the old sticky notes stuck on the fridge. Some of them were over a year old, reminding her to get washing powder, or to call someone. Then she had a quick shower, put all her laundry away and ran to the park shop to get some fresh orange juice and pastries.
She was only just back when she heard the gate creak and went outside to greet Zoe.
“Hey there.” Marcy stared at her, totally mesmerised. Zoe wasn’t dressed in her chef whites, and she wasn’t wearing jeans like she’d been wearing last night either. The little navy wrap dress hugged her curves in all the right places and revealed her bare legs from above the knee. “Welcome,” she said, trying not to stare at her cleavage.
“Thanks.” For a while, they both stood there, contemplating whether to hug or kiss each other on both cheeks, until Zoe finally handed her a paper bag, resulting in neither.
“What’s this?”
“Just something I made earlier,” she said shyly. “Almond croissants.”
“Yum!” Marcy inhaled the scent of freshly baked goods and smiled. “Earlier? What time did you get up?”
“Eight. I’m pretty quick when it comes to baking and I already had the pastry ready.”
“Well, thank you very much. I think I’ll save the park shop pastries for later.” Marcy winked and beckoned to the chairs around the low coffee table on the terrace. “Please sit, I’ll go get the coffee. How do you like it? I can make you a latte.”
“Thanks, that would be lovely.”
“One latte coming up.” From the kitchen window, Marcy watched Zoe taking in the outdoor area with interest, and laughed when she settled in the recliner and started playing with the settings. A sudden squeal revealed she had pulled one of the side levers and she looked on with amusement as the chair threw Zoe on her back.
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Having finally mastered Marcy’s ridiculous chair, Zoe was both puzzled and pleasantly surprised by Marcy’s home. She’d expected many things, but not this; certainly not for someone of Marcy’s age. The functional caravan was sweet, even though it was clear she hadn’t decorated it herself, and the many gnomes that were staring at her wide-eyed made her laugh. The humour of the situation calmed her nerves a little. After last night’s exchange, she’d been tossing and turning until the early hours, too turned on to sleep or even relax.
“Here’s a latte for you… And a black coffee for me.” Marcy put the coffee and almond croissants on the table and laughed at Zoe, who was still wrestling with the chair trying to find a comfortable position. “I see you’re trying to figure out my recliner.”
“How could I resist?” Zoe laughed too. “It’s already tried to kill me once. It looks really eighties.”
“It is eighties.” Marcy took Zoe’s hands, bent over her and placed them on the handles on either side of the chair. Zoe felt a shiver run down her spine as their eyes met. Standing over her like that, she couldn’t help but imagine Marcy kissing her, and she subconsciously licked her lips as she lowered her gaze to her mouth. God, that mouth… “Here. You need to pull both handles and push your legs up.”
Zoe suddenly fell back and was once again met with Marcy’s flirty eyes holding hers. “Hmm… it’s actually really comfortable,” she said, then put the chair back upright. “So… this is where you live.”
“Yep.”
“It’s so you,” she joked.
“Thank you,” Marcy said, playing along while she tried to keep a straight face. “I feel it truly reflects my style.”
“And how long have you lived here?” Zoe’s amused gaze shifted to two garden gnomes, hugging in a corner.
“Three years, give or take.”
“Wow.” Zoe waved at the neighbour who greeted her from the other side of the low fence. “It’s kind of cute.”
“You think so?” Marcy waved too. “Good morning, Maevis.”
“Yes, and the neighbours seemed so friendly when I walked up here.”
“They are.” Marcy lowered her voice. “But they’re also quite demanding. I’m basically the handywoman come PA for everyone in the park.” She chuckled. “It’s mainly fixing things, but I even help some of them with their paperwork; it can be quite time consuming.”
“That’s so kind of you.” Zoe’s opinion of Marcy had changed over the past weeks and now she was seeing yet another side to her; a sweet, caring and quirky side that made her like her even more. She couldn’t imagine anyone in their thirties wanting to live in a caravan park, but it actually seemed pretty fun. “Do you own the caravan?”
“No, I’m just renting it. It’s dirt cheap; the owner hasn’t upped the rent in ten years.” Marcy was quiet for long moments, as if contemplating something. “I’m actually working on a project; a place of my own. I’m hoping to move in soon. I never thought I’d say this, but I think I’m going to miss living here.”
“Oh. Where are you moving to?”
Again, Marcy was quiet, then shook her head having made a decision. “I haven’t told anyone about it, but I’m in the process of building my dream home, not too far from here.”
“That sounds intriguing.” Zoe quirked a brow. “Can I see it? Do you have pictures?”
“No, I don’t have pictures. And as I said, no one knows about it.” Marcy tapped her finger against the side of her nose. “But I might show you before the grand reveal if you can keep a secret.”
“I can keep a secret. But why are you keeping it quiet?” Zoe asked. “Wouldn’t it be much easier to build a house with the help of friends and family? Considering your father is one of the main players in construction over here…”
“Yes, it would be easier, but the building site has been my safe haven, my calm place and I’ve never been in a rush with it. I like being there alone with my own thoughts on the weekend. There’s something very therapeutic about perfecting a space and coming up with solutions as I go along, and I guess I wanted to prove to myself that I could do something spectacular without my father’s input and expertise. Also, the concept is unusual, so I knew my parents would have their doubts about it and I didn’t want any negativity involved in my passion project.”
“Unusual, huh? Now you’ve made me even more curious. Are you sure you don’t want to show me right now?”
Marcy’s smile widened. “Now that I’m talking about it, I kind of want to but you’ll still have to wait. I want to at least fill the pool first.”
“Patience isn’t my strong point, I’m afraid.” Zoe sipped her coffee, wondering what exactly she was referring to. Since she’d arrived here, Marcy had been giving her that mischievous look as if she wanted to kiss her, yet she hadn’t made a move. She contemplated bringing up last night’s exchange, then decided against it. Mornings weren’t the right time to discuss such things, so she changed the topic to something more generic. “What’s this coffee? It’s really nice.”
“It’s good, old-fashioned filter coffee with some frothed almond milk added in. I have one of those plastic machines from the seventies. Also came with this palace,” Marcy said, then excused herself when her neighbour called her over.
Zoe watched Marcy interact with the older lady. She said something that made the woman laugh, then patted her shoulder as she promised to come over later that day. Marcy’s life here seemed happy and wholesome, and she loved how sweet she was with her neighbour. Maybe she’d had the wrong opinion of Marcy all along. Player or no player, it was evident Marcy was not a bad person.
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F inally filling the pool was a satisfying experience. All new, clean and shiny, and the water looked inviting as it sparkled in the early morning sun, making Marcy want to take her clothes off and jump in before it had the chance to warm up. But she had work to do and there was no time to waste. She still had to build the firepit and the barbecue area. Neither of those were planned, but as she went along, more and more ideas sprung to mind, and she couldn’t help herself; she just wanted to continue building on something that was already pretty close to perfection.
Perhaps she didn’t want the experience to end as it had given her so much joy and satisfaction. Or maybe she was worried she’d miss the social aspect of the caravan park. That was certainly something she’d considered. All in all, though, Marcy liked her own company and over the years while she’d worked here, she hadn’t felt lonely once. But there was also this gnawing sense of responsibility towards the pensioners in the park. What were they going to do when she moved away? Who was going to fix their appliances or hang their shelves? Who was going to help them with their paperwork they couldn’t read because most of their correspondence was in Spanish? It was a ridiculous thing to worry about; she knew that. Her neighbours would be okay. They’d just have to find someone else to help them out with their DIY and all things internet and post related.
Something moved in her peripheral vision, and she glanced over her shoulder, astonished to find the lynx there. It was hiding behind the bathroom outbuilding when she turned, but reappeared seconds later and started walking towards her. “You again?” she whispered, getting down on her knees. “I thought I’d scared the hell out of you and that was the last I’d see of you.”
It was still limping and looked like it was in pain. It also looked skinny, which made sense as it wouldn’t have been able to hunt with a possible infection in its paw. “Fuck. What are we going to do with you? Are you thirsty? Hungry?” Marcy expected it to run off when she stood up to get water from the kitchen, but it only took a couple of steps back. Filling a bowl, she contemplated calling the ranger again, but she was pretty sure he would only run off, and then it might die of hunger or the infection. She carefully put the bowl down and stepped back, then waited for the lynx to approach. It must have been thirsty as it didn’t look up once while drinking. “I’m afraid I don’t have any food for you, kitty. I already ate my packed lunch and even if I had a sandwich, I don’t think it would be good for your stomach.”
Sitting down again and crossing her legs, Marcy pondered over what to do. The lynx seemed to trust her now, so hopefully it would stick around for a while. It stared at her for long moments and when she didn’t move, it lay down and licked its paw. “Good boy,” she whispered, having no idea whether it was male or female. She googled ‘lynx’ and learned that the only way to distinguish males from females, was their size, and that males were bigger. Since she’d never seen another lynx first-hand, that didn’t help much.
She looked up the ranger’s number and braced herself for a long wait. They might take hours to get here and there was a big chance they’d never get hold of it since the animal wasn’t tagged. Just as she was about to call them, an idea hit her, and she called Zoe instead.
“Marcy?” Zoe sounded surprised when she finally picked up after several attempts.
“Hey. Yes, it’s me. Listen, I have a huge favour to ask you. Are you busy?”
“I’m at work,” Zoe shouted over the noise of extractor fans and sizzling pans. “Can it wait?”
“Not really. I’m so sorry to interrupt your day, but I have a lynx here and I think its paw is infected.” Marcy kept her voice low so she wouldn’t scare it away. “That stuff you put on my hand, does it work for animals too?”
“That stuff? Oh, the shepherd’s purse? Of course. It’s great for animals. Wait, one moment, I can’t hear you very well.” Zoe said something to one of the chefs, walked away from the noise and Marcy heard a door close. “A lynx, did you say? Are you sure?”
“Yes. It’s in pain. Can you please bring some of that paste over? I don’t know how long I can keep it here.”
Zoe hesitated, then cleared her throat. “This isn’t a joke, right?”
“I’m afraid not.” Marcy resorted to begging as she really couldn’t think of anyone else who could be here within fifteen minutes, and besides, whatever Zoe had put on her hand had worked miracles for her and hopefully it would do the same for the lynx, if she could manage to put it on. Apart from that, it was likely she had something it could eat in the kitchen. “Please, Zoe.”
“Sure, I can leave for a little while. I don’t have the car today, but I can take a taxi.”
“Thank you.” Marcy let out a sigh of relief. “I’m in the hills so I’ll message you the closest postcode. From there, just tell the driver to follow the dirt road uphill and ask him to stop when you see my truck in the distance. Walk up slowly and don’t make any noise; I don’t want it to run off again.”
“Okay, I’ll leave now. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
“You’re the best, I owe you big time.” Marcy paused. “Oh, and Zoe? Do you happen to have any raw chicken or rabbit?”
Zoe chuckled and Marcy heard a locker door slam. “Yes, I have raw chickens; I’ll bring a big, juicy one.”
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T  his was not how she’d expected her afternoon to go, Zoe thought as she tiptoed up the hill with her handbag in one hand and a chicken in the other. She caught sight of the house in the distance and stopped for a moment to take it in. Built into the rocks and blending in with the landscape, it was truly beautiful. The full glass façade and slick pool and terrace made it look modern, yet there was also something charmingly bohemian about it. She wondered if this was the project Marcy had told her about. If it was, she was thoroughly impressed.
Spotting Marcy, she waved. Marcy waved back and pointed ahead of her, where an Iberian lynx was lying on the terrace. So, it wasn’t a joke. Zoe continued up the driveway, then slowly walked around the back of the pool so she wouldn’t scare the animal.
“Chicken,” she whispered, holding it up.
“Thank you,” Marcy mouthed, and gestured for her to stay where she was. She walked over to Zoe, took the chicken from her, then approached the lynx. She carefully placed the chicken on the ground and hastily retreated as the lynx stood up, attacking the raw meat like it hadn’t eaten in weeks.
“I think he likes what’s on the menu,” Zoe said, keeping her voice down when Marcy came back. “Is it a he?”
“No idea; I just have a feeling he’s a boy. The poor thing is starving.” Marcy cast Zoe a grateful glance and squeezed her hand. “Thank you.”
Zoe’s pulse raced at the contact, and she hoped Marcy couldn’t feel the tremble in her hand. “No problem. I had no idea how malnourished he was; perhaps I should have brought more.”
“Best not; he clearly hasn’t eaten in a while, and we don’t want to overfeed him.”
Zoe nodded, studying the animal “So, you said the paw was infected?”
“I think so, he keeps licking it. I pulled out a thorn last week, but he’s still limping.”
“How on earth are we going to do it?” Zoe turned to face her, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “And how on earth did you pull that thorn out?”
“With the help of the gardener. It was a challenge, I’ll tell you that. But it might be easier now; he’s weakened, so it won’t be as hard to hold him down.”
“Still, those claws…” Zoe was still puzzled as to how Marcy had managed to approach it in the first place. Wild animals were not exactly easy to wrangle, especially not a lynx.
“Yes, they’re a bit daunting... I thought it would be best to let him eat first. Maybe he’ll allow me to come closer that way. Once he’s eaten and we’ve taken care of that paw, I’ll try to chain him so I can hold him here until the rangers come. I just wanted to do this first in case he escapes. That way his chances will be better.”
“Right. Of course.” Zoe opened her bag and pulled out the pot with shepherd’s purse. “I don’t know whether to hold him down or to apply the cream.”
Marcy nodded toward a pile of tools by the outbuilding. “I have some super strong gardening gloves there and they’re brand-new. I suggest I roll him in a blanket, hold him down with my bodyweight and use both hands to hold his paw. All you have to do is apply it while wearing the gloves, so he doesn’t scratch the fuck out of your hand.”
    
Half an hour and a couple of scratches and bruises later, Zoe watched the lynx escape into the overgrowth behind the pool. He – if it even was a ‘he’ – didn’t go far, as she could still hear rustling in the bushes. “Do you think they’ll be able to catch him?”
“I doubt it. It’s a miracle he even comes near me,” Marcy said, wiping the sweat off her brow. “He can barely walk but as soon as he feels threatened, that’s it. And without him being tagged, it’s hard for them to track him down in the dark.”
“Yes, he’s a tough one.” Zoe glanced at Marcy’s arm. It was bleeding, but it didn’t look too serious. Still, they should probably go to the hospital. “Are you in pain?” she asked, looking down at her own ankle that was bleeding too. “We’ll need rabies shots, just in case.”
“I’m okay.” Marcy hesitated, staring hopefully at the overgrowth as if she expected the lynx to reappear again and demand more food. “I’ll go later; I have to stay here and wait for the rangers. But you should go. I’m sorry it took up so much of your time.”
Zoe took her phone out of her handbag and checked her messages. “Nothing from my head chef so far. They clearly don’t need me, so I’ll wait with you.”
“Really?” Marcy’s happy smile was adorable, and Zoe wasn’t sure if this was the best or the worst decision she’d ever made. “He said they were an hour away. It might even take longer; are you sure you can spare the time?”
“Yeah. If I don’t have to be back at work, I might as well keep you company. Besides, I’m worried about your little kitty now, and I want to know if he’s going to be okay.” Zoe unbuttoned her chef whites and smiled back at Marcy. The fight with the lynx had gotten her even sweatier than her morning shift in the kitchen, and she was glad she was wearing a crop top underneath.
“My little kitty?” Marcy laughed. “That’s cute.” Her eyes lowered to Zoe’s cleavage and midriff, and knowing she was busted staring, she immediately looked back up. “I can’t promise you he won’t be gone by the time they get here. He doesn’t exactly have recall.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Zoe said. “I’ve started this with you, and I want to finish it. So, if we’re going to kill time, why don’t you show me that amazing house of yours?” She raised a brow. “Assuming it’s yours?”
“Yes, it’s mine.” Marcy grinned with pride. “You want a tour? You’ll be the first.”
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“What do you think?” Marcy asked as they walked back towards the glass front of the cave house.
“I think you’ve probably guessed by my reaction that I’m insanely impressed.” Zoe pointed to the sleeping area. “It’s a work of art, especially that corner over there. It just flows so beautifully with the natural shape of the cave.”
“Oh yeah? You like my bed? Want to try it?” Marcy joked. She really needed to stop flirting but Zoe didn’t seem to mind. There was something incredibly sexy about the way she looked today; her chef whites hanging open with the crop top underneath, her toned midriff, the fitted jeans that she’d rolled up, baring small feet with pastel pink toenails and elegant ankles, one graced by a fine, silver chain. The bandana she always wore in her hair was tied in a casual double knot behind her fringe, giving off a fifties pin-up vibe.
“I think I’ll pass on the bed, but I’ll have a beer while we wait, if you have one.”
“I was just going to offer you one.” Marcy chuckled as she opened the fridge and took out two beers. “I don’t have any food, I’m afraid, and I’d be surprised if anyone delivers out here in the sticks as the postcode system is a bit muddled.”
“That’s okay.” Without waiting for her to find an opener, Zoe took the bottle from her and opened it with a coin from her pocket, then took a long drink. “That’s better,” she said, letting out a long sigh as she stepped outside into the early evening sun. “I feel honoured to be the first to see this wonderful place, even if I came over for entirely different reasons.”
“I’m glad you’re here.” Marcy had a spring in her step as she followed Zoe to the edge of the pool. She kicked off her shoes and they sat down, dangling their feet in the water. “I can see his tail,” she said, pointing to her shrubbery.
Zoe followed her gaze and nodded. “I think he feels comfortable around you. Maybe even safe.” She turned and locked her eyes with Marcy’s, then gave her an endearing smile.
“Well, I’m about to betray his trust for the second time by getting the rangers over. It’s for the best, though; they can give him the medical care he needs, and they’ll release him when he’s better.” Marcy swallowed hard as her eyes lowered to Zoe’s lips. “Are you sure you’re not going to get in trouble at work?”
“No, they’re all very capable. If anything went wrong, they would have contacted me by now.” Zoe glanced at the house over her shoulder. “It’s very different from your caravan. Are you ready for minimalist living?”
“Honestly, I can’t wait to live without clutter. There’s a sense of space and a place for everything and that feels very freeing,” Marcy said.
“I understand. Since I started moving around, I’ve lived by the principle of a hundred things. It saves me from spending weeks on packing and I never buy anything I don’t need.”
“I’ve heard of that. Isn’t that a Japanese principle?” Marcy asked.
“Yes. It’s about creating harmony and system and appreciating negative space. Most people have an urge to fill up space; they find beauty in decorating. I only own things that perform a function, and a lot of those things are multifunctional.”
“You mean you only have a hundred things? Isn’t that close to impossible? What about toiletries and all those bandanas?”
“Well, I never said I’d perfected the lifestyle. Currently, I have a hundred and sixty-five items,” Zoe said. “The clothes and bandanas are my downfall. Oh, and knives; I do love a good knife. For cooking, not stabbing,” she added with a chuckle. “And those hundred things don’t include food, of course. But it does include toiletries, accessories, socks and underwear, cutlery and anything you’d use in your day-to-day life. Are you familiar with the term Danshari?”
Marcy shook her head. “Is that some kind of organising system?”
“It’s about getting rid of eighty percent of your stuff and loving what’s left. You appreciate things you use on a regular basis; all the rest is just in the way. That doesn’t mean I don’t appreciate my parents’ home that’s stuffed to the brim with trinkets but it’s just not how I like to live. I love your new home; you’ve respected that amazing space and you’ve let the cave speak for itself.”
“Thank you, it’s what I was aiming for and I’m glad you can see that.” Marcy said. “My shed is actually pretty full, but no one needs to know that.” Her core tightened, and she was unable to tear her eyes away from Zoe’s mouth. “How are you with bookings? Is the hotel doing well?”
Zoe’s smile widened as if she was on to her, but she didn’t comment on Marcy’s hungry stare. “Yes, it’s going really well, and we’ve started off with fantastic ratings. We’re on ninety-five percent occupancy which is great for this time of year, and the restaurant has been busy. Apart from the hotel guests, we’ve had lots of local diners too, so that’s a good sign.”
“Good for you,” Marcy said. “You deserve every bit of credit for that.”
“It’s not just me. I hired talented chefs.” Zoe paused and sipped her beer. “So, what’s next for you?”
“You mean workwise?” Marcy shrugged. “I have a couple of projects lined up. One in Sitges—with Lisa again—and one in Benidorm. Sitges is a bit too far away for my liking, but I won’t have to be on site every day. My father is close friends with Lisa’s boss, so we tend to get their contracts.”
“Nice. I really like Lisa. I’ve only met her girlfriend once, but she seems lovely too.”
“Yes, they’ve become good friends.” Marcy suddenly burst out in laughter as a thought hit her. “Lisa would fall over backwards if she knew we were sitting here together, drinking a beer and having an insult-free conversation.”
“Watching the sun go down after saving a kitty from starvation,” Zoe added with a chuckle. “Did you tell her we had drinks the other night?”
Marcy shook her head. “No. I’d feel a little foolish if I did, after arguing with you all that time.”
“Same here.” Zoe shot her a grin. “Well, as far as I’m concerned, no one needs to know we don’t actually hate each other.”
“Oh, you don’t hate me?” Marcy joked. Only weeks ago, it would have been a genuine question but now, she knew Zoe liked her company, and she felt the same.
“No. I like you.”
“Good. Because I like you too.” Hesitating for long moments, Marcy decided to ask the question that had been on her mind for a while. “The other night when we messaged each other and flirted...”
“Was that what we were doing? Flirting?”
“I was,” Marcy admitted. “And don’t tell me you weren’t. You said you thought I was cute.” She shot Zoe a teasing look. “Or was that just the alcohol talking?”
“I was wondering when you’d bring that up.” Zoe’s cheeks flushed, and she looked adorable in her flustered state. “You said the same about me. Was that the alcohol talking too?” she shot back, answering the question with a question.
Marcy hadn’t expected Zoe to turn the tables on her, and she laughed when her phone rang, saving her from having to answer. “It’s the ranger; he’s early.” She stood and shielded her eyes from the sun, looking out for his van in the distance. “I’m afraid we’ll have to finish this conversation another time.”
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Waves were rustling along the shore and the warm, soft wind caressed Zoe’s skin as she walked down to the beach, holding Marcy’s hand. Her heart was racing, her legs felt weak, and she wasn’t sure if the fluttering sensation in her stomach was caused by nerves or the intense arousal she felt. They took off their flip-flops to continue barefoot and she was hyperaware of the way she walked, the fine sand between her toes, her erratic breathing and her long, skinny limbs that felt like spaghetti flailing around her body.
It’s just a walk, she told herself, secretly hoping it would develop into more than just that.
“Where do you want to go?” she heard herself ask. Her voice sounded far away, yet so close, as if it was only an echo in her head. As if none of this was real.
Marcy turned to her and smiled that dazzling smile that made her crazy inside. “How about that little beach behind the pier?” Her piercing blue eyes had a cockiness to them; an air of confidence Zoe could only wish for.
She swallowed hard and nodded, knowing exactly what was about to happen. That beach was dark and quiet, and there was little chance they’d encounter anyone there at this time of night. Clammy from her bar shift, she wished she’d had a shower but there had been no time for that. Because when Marcy had asked her to come for a walk, she’d immediately jumped at the opportunity. Marcy, the most attractive girl she’d ever encountered.
Suddenly Marcy stopped and turned to look at her. “Come here,” she whispered, cupping Zoe’s face. Zoe had no time to prepare herself for the kiss that followed, and the trail of fire that shot through her entire body. As soon as Marcy’s lips were on hers, she felt an orgasm building, and she wondered how that was possible from a kiss alone. Then, Marcy’s tongue met hers, and she combusted on the spot; literally shattering into a million pieces. As if watching from outside her body, she could see fragments of herself shooting through the sky, burning incandescently, then fading into the black of the night.
“Fuck,” Zoe mumbled, sitting up in bed. Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, she noted the delicious throbbing between her thighs still hadn’t subsided. Was she having sex dreams about Marcy now? Although the dream hadn’t reflected the exact happenings of that night, she was amazed by how accurate the emotional memories were; the salty scent of the sea breeze, the heat of the summer, the sensation of Marcy’s lips against hers when she kissed her for the first time... “Fuck,” she said again, louder this time. Afraid of falling asleep again in case the dream would continue, she swung her legs over the edge of her single bed and saw that it was only seven am. She never got up this early, but she needed a shower to wash away the fading flashbacks of her dream.
    
“You’re up early. Aren’t you off today?” Ling asked when Zoe came down after a shower. She was sitting in her usual spot at the kitchen table, watching an Asian news channel online. Looking up, she pointed to the seat opposite, then put her hand on the coffee pot to check if it was still warm. “How was work yesterday?”
“I actually had to leave work to help a friend with a wounded Iberian lynx,” Zoe said, pouring herself a coffee from the pot.
“A what?”
“A lynx. You know; the big cats with beards and funny tufts on their ears.” Zoe leaned in and crossed her arms on the table. “It was wounded, so Marcy asked me to bring over some shepherd’s purse and a chicken because it looked malnourished. We waited until the rangers came but it ran off just before they got to it.”
“Oh… that must have been quite an adventure. Aren’t those endangered?”
“Yes, they are. It was an amazing experience to see one so closeup. I’m worried about it, but there’s not much we can do,” Zoe said, taking a careful sip of the hot coffee. Even after a cold shower, she was still flustered from her dream.
“And who is Marcy?”
“She was the contractor for El Escondite.” Zoe took two slices of bread out of the freezer and popped them in the toaster. “Anyway, we tried our best and may or may not have succeeded. I just hope the poor thing is going to be okay.”
“You’re a sweetheart,” her mother said, getting up. She put her arms around Zoe and kissed her cheek. “Always have been.”
“Who’s a sweetheart?” Zoe’s father appeared, clean shaven and smelling of the most atrocious aftershave. “Certainly neither of you,” he joked, kissing Ling on her cheek.
“Good morning, Dad.” Zoe smiled at him. “Are you working today?”
“Yes. I’m doing six days this week.” He helped himself to coffee. “Want to come with me? Keep me company?”
Zoe smiled. “Not today; Mum and I are making herbal potions, but I will come along next time I’m off. I’d love to visit Calpe again.” She plated the toast, smothered them in finely chopped juicy tomatoes, added some salt and handed a plate to her father. “I’ll make some more toast. That won’t be enough to keep you going until lunch.”
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T  he lynx was back and this time, Marcy was prepared. Rushing in to get the raw chicken she had brought in anticipation of his return, she felt elated that he had come back, despite having been scared away twice. Approaching him slowly, she put the chicken down and moved away a little, then sat down to watch him eat.
“Good boy,” she whispered in a soothing voice. He didn’t seem scared, just a little nervous when she moved to cross her legs. He seemed to be walking better; unlike last time, and he was happily wolfing the chicken down, tearing off huge chunks. Marcy had many pets growing up, but she’d never learned to deal with wild animals, so she had no idea how to interact with him. One thing she was sure of, though; she knew he was not going to hurt her. It took him a while to finish eating, but he didn’t attempt to escape with the ‘catch’.
Licking his lips, having finished his meal, the lynx looked into her eyes, then visibly relaxed in front of the half-eaten carcass. He was scanning his surroundings now; perhaps expecting the rangers to show up any moment.
“Have you had enough?” Marcy asked quietly, and she smiled when he raised his face to the sun. They sat there together in companionable silence for what felt like an eternity, but she kept still and observed him. Finally, he got up and started walking towards her, one careful step at a time. “Come here. That’s a good boy,” she said in a soothing tone, holding out her hand with her palm facing down. She was glad to see he was putting his full weight on the paw. She held her breath as the lynx stopped only a few feet away from her, then inched a little closer before laying down. A shiver ran down Marcy’s spine. Here she was, hanging out with a wild animal that trusted her enough to relax right in front of her. The only thing missing in this absurd situation was Zoe.
Carefully, Marcy pulled her phone out of her back pocket and called her on video. When Zoe picked up, she placed her index finger over her lips, urging Zoe to keep her voice down.
“I have something to show you,” she whispered, turning the camera around so Zoe could see the lynx.
“That’s incredible,” Zoe said, her eyes wide when Marcy reversed the camera again to face her.
“Amazing, right? He’s doing a lot better.”
“I’m so glad to hear that; I’ve been worried.” Zoe smiled widely. “Do you need more chicken? I can bring some over. I might even be able to get hold of a rabbit; that’s what they normally eat, right?”
Marcy shook her head and smiled back at her, touched by the offer. “Thank you, that’s very sweet, but I have some raw meat in the fridge and anyway, the rangers have told me I should probably stop feeding him now.” It was nice to talk to Zoe on video—less intense—like it gave her a free pass to stare at her beautiful face without feeling weird about it.
“Oh, okay.” Zoe sighed. “I wish I could come over, but we’re expecting a full house as it’s Sunday.”
“Of course. I’m sorry to bother you. I just thought you might—”
“No, I’m glad you called, and I’m having a break,” Zoe interrupted her, holding up a coffee cup. “So, are we going to name him?”
“Name him?” Marcy threw her head back and laughed.
“Yes. How about Kitty, that’s what you called him at the beginning, right, when you thought he was just a sweet little cat?” Zoe suggested with a chuckle. “They say you should always use the first name that springs to mind, right?”
“He says no way,” Marcy joked. “He wants a big, manly cat name, like Hercules or Thor. He’s a big boy with a big beard; we can’t possibly name him Kitty.”
“Oh, is that what he says?” Zoe asked in a playful tone. “So he’s definitely a boy now? Is that what you’ve decided?”
“Definitely,” Marcy said, not sure why she was so convinced.
“What about Tank, then?”
“Hmm…” Marcy hesitated as she considered the name. “I like Tank.” She turned the camera again for a moment so Zoe could see him. “Yep, he agrees. Tank it is.”
Zoe laughed but the sound didn’t scare him. “Well, I hope to see you again, Tank. Or perhaps it would be better if we didn’t because that would mean you’re still wandering the woods and chasing the ladies.” She took a sip of her coffee and cleared her throat. “What are your plans for today?”
Marcy looked at her truck; the back filled with boxes. “I’m moving some of my stuff over to the cave house. Clothes and kitchen essentials, mainly. I’m going to donate everything I don’t need to this charity jumble sale my mum’s organising.”
“Great. So, you’re moving?”
“Yes, over the next few days. I figured now was as good a time as any, and I want to be here in case Tank needs more time to recover. And I’m going to do some online shopping. I can’t possibly have old floral bedsheets on my new, slick bed.”
“No, that would be a crime.” Zoe licked her lips, and Marcy was sure she was looking at her mouth. “Do you need help moving? I’m stronger than I look.”
“Really?” Marcy’s brows shot up at that. She’d been thinking of excuses to see Zoe again and this was the perfect one. “I suppose I could do with some help. Let me know when you have time.”
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Z oe scrolled through the list of available rentals in the area. After living in her tiny flat in Hong Kong and then her single bedroom in her parents’ house, any of these modest flats would feel like a palace. Finding somewhere affordable with outside space would be harder, but she was happy to settle for a balcony. Compared to Hong Kong, prices here were low, and she wouldn’t have to worry about spending too much on rent. That way, she could start saving and buy a place of her own in a couple of years.
“Found anything nice?” Lisa asked, joining her for coffee at the beachside restaurant.
“Yes, I’ve saved a couple of places I like.” Zoe gave her a hug. “Thanks for coming, I’d really appreciate your opinion.”
“Are you kidding me? I love looking at property.” Lisa waved at the waiter and asked for an espresso. Her Spanish was really improving, and she seemed more confident now, forgiving herself for making mistakes.
“I know, that’s why I asked you.” Zoe nodded and handed her phone to Lisa. “Just click on the links.”
“Hmm…” Lisa looked at the first one; a traditional Spanish, one-bedroom flat in the old town. “I like this, but there’s no parking space here, right?”
“No. I currently take my parents’ car to work, but there is a direct bus route.” Zoe shrugged. “I don’t really see the point of having a car when I work so close by.”
“True.” Lisa scrolled through the pictures. “The outside space is communal. Is that a problem?”
“I’d rather have a private balcony or courtyard, but the price is great for the location, so I saved it anyway.” She looked over Lisa’s shoulder. “The second one is my favourite, I think.”
“Nice,” Lisa said. “It’s totally different; ultra-modern.” She paused as she went through the rest of the pictures. “Two bedrooms and a private balcony. That’s great. And it’s very close to work, right?”
“Yes, it’s only a five-minute walk.” Zoe felt relieved at Lisa’s enthusiasm. She’d always lived with family and friends, so house hunting wasn’t her strong point.
“Do you have a preference for traditional or modern style?” Lisa asked.
“No. I don’t mind either way. I won’t be there that much anyway; I’m usually at work or outside.”
“In that case, I would recommend one with a balcony. If you like being outside so much, you might feel claustrophobic if you don’t have any outside space.” Lisa read the description and frowned. “It’s not available for viewing yet, though. It’s rented out until the end of the month.”
“That’s okay, I’m not in a hurry. I just thought I should let the estate agent know I’m interested so they can book me in for a viewing, and maybe give me first dibs on it.”
“Yes, you should definitely do that.” Lisa looked at the next flat and shook her head. “This one is on a really busy road. It might be noisy at night.”
“Oh, I didn’t know that. I’ve never been to that area,” Zoe said.
“It’s on the way to Altea. You’ll probably need to get a car if you go for that one, but it comes with a parking space.”
“I think I’ll strike that one off my list then.” Zoe continued to go through the list with Lisa until they’d discussed all twelve properties, and she felt happy with the three they’d shortlisted.
“The one that’s not available yet seems to be the best in my opinion,” Lisa said. “Maybe you should wait with viewing other properties until you’ve seen that one? It’s your favourite too, right?” She continued when Zoe nodded. “You might regret it if you go for something else and since you’re not in a hurry…”
“You’re right.” Zoe put her phone back in her handbag, sat back and sipped her coffee. “I might as well wait. Obviously, I’d love something a bit more rural eventually, but the modern flat seems perfect for what I need right now, and my parents are happy to have me.”
“Yes. The best things are worth waiting for,” Lisa said. “Do you think you’ll stay here for a while? You’ve travelled a lot in your life. Are you worried you might get restless?”
“I don’t think so. Lately I’ve felt an urge to settle somewhere permanently, to make a home for myself. I’m tired of the constant moving and starting over, so I thought, why not do that in my home town, close to my parents?”
“Yes, it’s not so bad here, is it?”
Zoe shook her head and chuckled. “It’s home and that’s enough for me. Are you still enjoying Spain?”
“Very much. I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.” Lisa let out a long, content sigh. “My home is where Stella is and that’s not going to change.”
“That’s adorable.” Zoe paused, fiddling with her teaspoon. “You guys are so sweet together.”
“I love her,” Lisa said simply. “And Stella loves me. What more could I want?” She narrowed her eyes at Zoe. “What about you? Have you met anyone since you moved back?”
“No,” Zoe was quick to say. “I’ve been too busy with work to date, but my team is settling into a comfortable rhythm now so it will be easier to take time off.”
“Stella has some cool single friends. Just let me know if you’d like us to —” Lisa stopped herself and shot her a flustered look. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be so intrusive.”
“It’s fine.”
“No, seriously. I’ve been told I can be unbearably enthusiastic when it comes to matchmaking since I met the love of my life. So, how have you been otherwise? I haven’t seen you since I finished working at El Escondite.”
“I’ve been good.” Zoe had no intention of telling Lisa she’d been hanging out with Marcy. Lisa would never stop teasing her, and besides, she might assume that something was going on between them. “I’m sure you’ve heard the hotel is doing great, and the restaurant is fully booked four nights a week.”
“I know. Diego told me. He’s very happy.” Lisa shot her a wink. “The general manager was convinced you’d be the perfect person for the job, and he was right.”
“I’ll strive to keep up the good work.” Zoe smiled. “But it’s mainly been down to you, Lisa. Transforming a dump like Premier Sunset into the now ultra-modern hotel that is El Escondite, was nothing short of miraculous. What you’ve achieved in such a short space of time has been incredible, and I completely understand why the Calvo Group was keen to keep you.”
“Between you and me, I actually begged for that job, aside from the fact that I think I was lucky with that first project, Lisa said with a chuckle. “But it all worked out, so thank God for that.” She held up both hands. “Let’s hope we can find a chef as talented as you for the next project. It’s all about finding the right people.”
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“C an I take this chair?” Marcy asked after greeting her mother at the gallery. “Or is Abby still here?”
“No, please sit. I did tell her you were coming but she was going to dinner with Fred, so she left a while ago. It’s their anniversary.” Delia opened the bottle on the table and poured them both a glass of wine.
“Oh, how romantic.” Marcy smiled and felt herself relax, relieved to learn that Abby was spending time with her husband rather than just avoiding her. “Where are they going?”
“That seafood place by the beach.”
“The one where we’ve been? That’s a lovely place. I’m sure they’ll have a great night.”
“Yes, Fred seems to be around more lately…” Her mother tilted her head as she looked Marcy over. “What about you? Any romance on the horizon? How about that chef?”
Marcy laughed, causing her to break out in a coughing fit after taking a sip of the wine. “Nothing is going on with Zoe.”
“I dropped by your place the other day, but you weren’t there and so I chatted to your neighbour, Maevis, for a while. She told me she’d seen a female visitor in your garden. At nine in the morning,” she added.
“God, that woman is such a gossip. Yes, that was Zoe, but she didn’t stay over. She’s just a friend.”
“Well, that’s debatable; you seem a little flushed when you talk about her,” her mother teased.
“I am not. It’s just warm today,” Marcy protested, noting the night was cooler than it had been since spring. Yes, her mind was preoccupied with Zoe but that was none of her mother’s business. If she told her, the whole village would know within a matter of hours. She wasn’t a gossip on purpose; she just couldn’t help herself. ‘Aww bless’, she’d say to random by passers. ‘You two look so in love. I think my daughter’s in love too; she’s got this look about her.’ “Anyway, let’s talk about that charity jumble sale for the dog shelter you’re organising,” Marcy continued, changing the topic. “I’ve talked to the park committee and if you want, you’re welcome to do it in the clubhouse. Free of charge, of course. You might get extra donations and there will be plenty of people who can help out.”
“Really?”
“Yeah, they’re a nice bunch. And there’s plenty of parking too. That will encourage more people to come.”
“Thank you. I’ll tell Abby we’re sorted. I don’t know what we were thinking when we decided to do it here. People started donating so much stuff, even furniture, and we have nowhere to display it; the gallery is much too small. And with only two weeks to go, we were getting a little desperate.”
“Excellent. That’s sorted, then.” Marcy held up her glass in a toast. “You know, there’s this enclosed area next to the clubhouse. It’s used for games and such. You could tell the shelter to bring a bunch of dogs over; it might lead to adoptions.”
At this, Delia’s face lit up. Her mother loved dogs but since her parents travelled to the UK on a regular basis to visit friends and family, they hadn’t had a dog for decades. And so she volunteered at the local shelter on Mondays, walking the dogs and cleaning the pens. Unafraid to get her hands dirty, she often came back smelling like a zoo but with a huge smile on her face, and when dogs got adopted, it made her day. “That would be absolutely perfect. I’ll call them first thing tomorrow; I think they’ll be delighted.” Delia topped up their wine and greeted some passers-by who went inside. “Just give me a shout if you have any questions about the paintings!” she called after them, then turned back to Marcy. “Now, tell me more about Zoe.”
Marcy groaned and rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to talk about Zoe. But I do have something else to tell you.”
“Oh? You sound serious.”
“It’s all good, Mum. I’m moving.”
Delia stared at her for a moment, then smiled, raising her arms and eyes skyward. “Thank God. Finally. Have you bought somewhere? Why didn’t you take me and your father with you house hunting?”
“I actually bought it years ago; I’ve been working on it in my spare time,” Marcy said. It felt weird to finally tell her mother; it made it real. All this time she’d been working towards completion and after living in a caravan for so long, it almost felt like the cave house was too swanky for someone like her to live in.
“Why didn’t you tell me?” Her mother asked.
“Because being part of a family business, it just feels like we do everything together. I wanted to do something just for myself. I wanted to prove that I could do this on my own, without Dad’s input.” She shrugged. “If you’d seen it initially, you would have tried everything in your power to stop me from buying it. It’s not exactly a conventional house. I won’t lie; it’s been a challenge, I’ve put blood, sweat and tears into this project but every ounce of effort has been worth it. I’ve finally got my dream home.”
Delia nodded but she still seemed disappointed that Marcy hadn’t included her in such a big part of her life. “Well, that’s wonderful, dear. What do you mean by ‘not exactly conventional’? Is it worse than your grotty caravan?”
Marcy laughed. “Let’s just say it’s very different; you’ll see.” She put a hand on her mother’s shoulder. “Don’t worry. It’s warm, safe and comfortable, and it’s not far from here either.”
“Okay.” Delia let out a sigh of relief. “That puts me at ease, at least. We must tell your father; this is big news. When can we see it?”
“I’ll have you over for dinner soon, but I’m taking care of a malnourished and wounded lynx at the moment, and I don’t want it to be scared away before the rangers have a chance to tag it,” Marcy said, hoping she didn’t sound like a lunatic.
“A lynx?” The random news of her daughter moving somewhere even more unconventional than an old aged pensioner’s caravan park, and the fact that she was living with a lynx, was clearly too much for Delia to grasp. She downed her wine, then poured herself another. “Please help me out here, love. I’m really confused.”
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“Sorry about the late hour; I bet not many people move house after midnight.” Zoe closed the gate behind her and glanced at the boxes piled up on Marcy’s terrace in front of the caravan.
“Hey, I don’t mind when we do it; I’m just grateful for your help.” Marcy handed Zoe a coffee in a takeaway cup. “Are you sure it’s not too late for you after working the whole day? I feel bad now.”
“Positive. I’m fine,” Zoe said honestly. “I’m a night owl; I never go to bed early.” She’d been looking forward to tonight. The amount of stuff wasn’t even enough to justify help, but deep down, she’d expected that. She wasn’t here because Marcy was short of physical labour; she could have easily moved a dozen boxes herself. No, she was here because they wanted to spend time together and neither of them was brave enough to admit that. From her perspective, she was cautious; Marcy wasn’t the dating type and she’d already been burned by her once, badly. From Marcy’s point of view, she suspected, it was a terrifying thing to feel a connection to someone after being single for so long. Marcy would be cautious with her too, because she couldn’t make the same mistake twice. Their chemistry was undeniable, though, and with anyone else, it was likely they’d have acted on their desires by now. This would never end well, but still, Zoe couldn’t resist, and so she’d suggested coming over after work to help Marcy move the rest of the things that she wanted to take with her to her new life of luxury.
“Okay. Then I’ll stop feeling guilty.” To Zoe’s surprise, Marcy closed the distance between them and pulled her into a hug. “Thank you. I really appreciate it.” She held her for long moments and the full-on body contact felt so intense that Zoe had to step back to catch her breath. Not sure what to do with herself, she took a sip of her coffee and almost burned her tongue. “No problem. Thanks for the coffee,” she said, wincing. It was going to keep her awake later, but it wasn’t like she’d had much sleep lately anyway. Her nights had been filled with tossing and turning and the occasional sex dream about Marcy when she finally dozed off. “Shall we get this stuff loaded up?” she asked, placing her coffee on the top of the bin behind the gate.
“Yes.” Marcy pointed to the pile on the left. “I’ll take these, they’re heavier.”
    
Nothing was heavy; that much Zoe was sure of by now. After randomly bringing boxes into the cave house, she hadn’t had to rest once, and after five minutes they were done. “You didn’t really need my help, did you?” she asked, finally voicing her suspicions.
Marcy chuckled and looked busted as she shot her a sheepish grin. “No, I didn’t.” She paused, shuffling on the spot. “I just thought that maybe Tank would be here, and that you would have the chance to see him again.”
“Right. Tank....” Zoe tilted her head and arched a brow, amused by Marcy’s poor excuse. “Well, Tank is not here, so I guess I’d better call a taxi and leave you here to unpack?”
Marcy hesitated and nodded, then changed her mind and shook her head. “As you’re here and you’ve had that coffee now, why don’t you stay for a bit?”
“I can stay,” Zoe said. “Want me to help you unpack?” She opened one of the boxes and laughed when she spotted the old, floral bedsheets. “I thought you said you were going to get rid of your old sheets?” Marcy’s embarrassed smirk made her laugh, but she pressed on. “Well?” It was the first time Zoe had seen Marcy like this; totally embarrassed and scrambling for a reply.
“Okay, okay. I’ll admit that I just wanted to see you and I needed an excuse.” Marcy held up both hands in defence. “But you seemed onboard and happy to help, so I thought, why not?” She winced. “I’m sorry if I wasted your time. There’s not much I need in those boxes; I’ll probably store them in the shed.”
Zoe chuckled at Marcy’s embarrassed expression, and smugly crossed her arms in front of her chest. “So… you just wanted to see me?”
“Yes,” Marcy admitted. “I wanted to see you.” She chewed the inside of her cheek while she fiddled with a fingernail, locking her eyes with Zoe’s. “Look, I have this thing for you and it’s new to me. I like you, okay?”
“Okay. But we already established that over our talk the other night,” Zoe shot back at her. She loved having the upper hand, even though she felt sorry for Marcy, who clearly had no idea how to behave or what to say. She’d dreamed of this moment, fantasised about it, but now that Marcy was struggling for words, it wasn’t as glorious as she’d imagined. Instead, all she wanted to do was give her a hug. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to be so blunt.”
“No, I’m sorry.” Marcy raised her gaze to meet her eyes and looked at her intently. “I don’t really know what my point is. I’m afraid, I guess, because all I want to do is kiss you and for the obvious reasons, you might turn me down.”
Zoe’s breath hitched, and she shivered when Marcy inched closer. Her logic told her it would be wise to step away, but her body wanted the opposite. Marcy’s breath caressed her lips, the desire in her eyes promising a kiss like no other. “I won’t,” she whispered. “So, kiss me. Please, just kiss me.” Her heart was beating violently, and when Marcy ran her hands through her hair and pulled her closer, a soft moan escaped her even before they fell into a kiss. Full and soft lips explored hers; brushing lightly at first, then more urgent as Zoe pulled Marcy in by her waist and ran her hands under her T-shirt.
Marcy’s warm skin under her fingertips, her hands in her hair, holding her possessively, her moans of pleasure and her hungry mouth caused Zoe to ache with longing. Their tongues met in a passionate dance, and she wasn’t sure how much longer her legs could carry her because it felt even better than that first time, when she was seventeen. Overwhelmed by contradicting feelings and the intensity of the moment, she found herself dangerously close to the point of no return. She couldn’t allow herself to fall head over heels for Marcy. Not again.
“Jesus,” she whispered, pulling out of the kiss. She stepped back and brought her fingers to her lips, her eyes wide as she stared at Marcy, who looked just as surprised. “I wasn’t expecting that.”
“You weren’t expecting what?” Marcy asked. “The kiss? Or how it would feel?”
“The latter.” Zoe took another step back. She couldn’t risk being so close, or she’d lose herself again.
“Same here,” Marcy said, her eyes lowering to Zoe’s mouth. Her chest was heaving fast, and she looked shaken. “Do you think this is a bad idea?”
“Yes. Don’t you?”
“Probably. It doesn’t stop me from wanting you, though.”
Zoe nodded, but she stayed where she was. God, she wanted Marcy more than anything right now, but the butterflies in her stomach were a warning. If they went any further than this, she’d be a lost cause. “I can’t,” she finally said.
“I know.” Marcy continued to stare at her, but she didn’t make a move. “Would you like me to drop you home?”
Zoe didn’t answer because she wasn’t sure what she wanted, and she turned her gaze to the view outside instead. The intense eye contact was too much, and she needed a moment to get her thoughts in check. Something was moving in the dark and she gasped, startled when the lynx jumped out of the tall grass and ran straight up to the terrace. “Tank…” Glad to see he was doing well and welcoming the distraction, she peered out into the night. “There’s your furry friend.”
Tank looked up at them, then lay down at the exact same spot he’d been when Marcy had video called her.
“I think he likes it here,” Marcy said. She looked relieved with the distraction too. “Shall we go outside and get a little closer?” Once on the terrace they approached him and sat down quietly next to him. “He’s definitely not scared of me anymore.” Marcy held out her hand for Tank to sniff, then carefully lowered it to stroke his neck.
“Incredible,” Zoe whispered.
“He’s never let me touch him before.” Marcy continued with slow strokes, tracing his back. “I can’t believe this is happening.”
“He looks so much better.”
“Yes. He’s filled out nicely.” Marcy turned to Zoe. “Would you mind grabbing a steak from the fridge? It’s the last one. After that, he’ll have to start hunting for his own meals again.”
“Sure. I’ll be right back.” Zoe went inside and stopped for a moment to take in the beautiful sight of Marcy stroking the lynx in the soft light of the moon. The way she talked to him and smiled that infectious smile was mesmerising. Everything about tonight was surreal, and the effect of the kiss had her shaking. She had to stop fooling herself; she should step away, but she knew she was already a lost cause.
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“T  hank you for helping me. I’ll call the rangers again in the morning.” Marcy stopped the truck and studied the small townhouse where Zoe lived with her parents. It was nothing fancy, but it was sweet, with cobalt blue windowsills and blue and white floral curtains. Tank had left after his meal, and without him to focus on, the vibe between them had been strange. They’d driven back in awkward silence, but now that they were here, there was so much she wished she’d said. She turned off the engine in the hope Zoe would get the hint and would start the conversation for her.
“You’re welcome.” Zoe turned to face her. “About that kiss… I…” She swallowed hard as her eyes met Marcy’s. “I don’t regret it, but it’s all too much. I’m falling for you, and I need to protect myself.”
Marcy nodded, unsure of what to say to that. This situation was new to her; she’d never been so into another woman before, and she didn’t really know what it was that she wanted from Zoe. Did she want to be in a relationship? Did she want to commit? Was she ready? All she knew was how she felt in this moment. She loved spending time with Zoe, and when she wasn’t with her, she was always on her mind. “I’m falling for you too,” she said, noting her normally confident front was crumbling. Her voice was unsteady, and she felt shaky and nervous. “I don’t just mean that I’m attracted to you. I think about you all the time.”
Zoe looked like her mind was spinning as she quietly stared at Marcy. Biting her lip, the puzzled frown between her brows grew more prominent. “Okay. Thank you for being so honest, but I still think this is a bad idea. I’m the monogamous type and you’re the opposite. It wouldn’t work; you could never just be with one person.”
“You don’t know that. I’ve never actually tried being in a relationship with someone.”
“Exactly. You’ve never tried, and I don’t want to be your test bunny that helps you figure out whether you like monogamy or not. Experience tells me you like your freedom too much and I don’t like sharing.” Zoe shook her head and gave her a small smile. “I’m sure we’d have a lot of fun, and I won’t deny that I’d love to kiss you again… In fact, there are a lot of things I’d like to do right now, but I can’t because I’m already in too deep. I even dreamt about you the other night.”
“You dreamt about me?” Marcy asked with a cheeky grin, lightening the mood. “Was it a good dream?”
Zoe chuckled. “I’m not going to answer that.”
“Fair enough.” Marcy looked down at Zoe’s hand and took it. Was Zoe right? Was she incapable of being in a relationship? “Can we at least continue to see each other?” she asked. “Everything else aside, I love the friendship that’s developing between us and maybe we could just see where that goes?”
“I think we both know what it would lead to, so we’d need to set boundaries, but yes, I’d like to remain friends,” Zoe said.
“Sure. Boundaries.” Marcy felt a little better now. She was worried she’d messed up, that this would be the last she’d see of Zoe, but if Zoe wanted boundaries, she could do boundaries.
“Thank you.” Zoe took a deep breath before she continued. “It takes two, so these rules apply to me too, of course. Rule number one; strictly no flirting.”
“I can do that,” Marcy said, sincerely hoping she could.
“Number two; we need to be entirely honest with each other. If we’re going to be friends, you need to be able to tell me about your dating life and vice versa.”
Marcy nodded slowly. She felt foolish for not even considering that Zoe might go on the occasional date too, and she didn’t like that idea one bit. Was she jealous now? “I haven’t slept with anyone in a while, actually.” As she said it, she realised her mind had been so consumed by Zoe that she hadn’t felt the need.
“Yeah, right.” Zoe shot her a sarcastic look. “What about that woman you gave your number to after I stormed off at the bar with Lisa?”
“You saw that?”
“Of course I did. It was blatantly obvious.”
Marcy shrugged. “Well, we never met up. I changed my mind.”
Zoe didn’t look convinced, but she let it slide. “Whether you have or haven’t slept with every woman in town doesn’t matter. It would just be nice if we could talk about stuff like that because eventually, it will stop us wanting each other.”
“I’m not sure if that makes sense, but okay.” The only thing Marcy could think of now was Zoe with another woman and it made her feel sick. “Have you slept with someone recently?”
“It’s been a while, but I’m open to the idea,” Zoe admitted. “You’re not the only one with needs.”
“Hmm…” Marcy forced herself not to think about that and changed the subject. “Any more rules?”
“Yes. Number three; no alcohol when we’re together, and number four; no meet-ups after sunset.”
“Now that does make sense,” Marcy agreed, mulling over what on earth they would do when they saw each other. A walk? Coffee? Lunch? Sports? Was Zoe even into sports? She really didn’t know her that well. Desperately wanting an excuse to see her again sooner rather than later, she blurted out the only thing she could think of. “My mum is organising a charity event for the local dog shelter on Sunday. It’s taking place at the caravan park. There will be soft drinks only, food, a jumble sale and some games for the kids. It starts in the morning, so you can drop by before work. Want to come?”
“Yes, I’d love to,” Zoe said without hesitation.
Marcy’s eyes widened in surprise. “Really?”
“Uh-huh. It sounds fun. Do you need help setting anything up?” Zoe asked. “I can change shifts at work.”
“No, you’ve already done way too much. You helped me out with Tank, and with the move; I should be the one returning favours now.”
“Don’t be silly.” Zoe waved it off. “I’m all for charity and I love dogs. I could sell food to raise more money? I can borrow my mum’s portable cooking station; she cooks regularly at the Chinese community centre when they have gatherings, so she has all the gear.”
“If you want. That’s very sweet of you, my mum will be ecstatic, Marcy said, already looking forward to Sunday. “So… friends?”
Zoe smiled widely and patted her shoulder before she jumped out of the truck. “Friends. I’ll see you on Sunday.”
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T  he jumble sale hadn’t even started yet, but people were already queuing up, waiting for the clubhouse to open. Stuffed to the brim with all kinds of things from clothes, shoes, accessories and furniture to paintings and trinkets, volunteers were rushing to create a nice display. Zoe knocked on the door and smiled when Marcy came out to meet her.
“Hey. You’re here.”
“I told you I’d come, didn’t I? I swapped shifts with my head chef, so I won’t have to rush back either.” Zoe pointed to the pile of freezer boxes outside the building. “I’ve brought a table, a little portable stove, steamer baskets and lots of food to sell.”
“That’s so incredibly nice of you.” Marcy gave her a hug, and Zoe’s breath hitched. She sincerely hoped Marcy couldn’t feel her racing heart as she squeezed her back. The woman smelled so good, and her embrace did all kinds of amazing things to her body. Marvelling in the closeness, she realised it was a very, very long welcome, and that neither of them really wanted to let go. They had put rules in place, but those rules did not include hugs and right now, she didn’t mind that one bit. Marcy finally pulled away, her eyes burning into Zoe. “And you look great.”
Zoe smiled at the compliment. As much as she hated to admit it, she’d put a lot of effort into her appearance this morning and she’d even blow-dried her hair. Dressed in tiny white cotton shorts, a slinky, loose fitting low-cut grey T-shirt and white sandals, she looked perfect for the occasion. “Thank you. So do you.”
Marcy let out a roaring laugh. “I’m not even dressed yet. We were running behind last night, so I had to be here at seven am to finish setting up. I’m afraid I slept in these tracksuit bottoms.”
“Well, you still look great.” Zoe couldn’t take her eyes off Marcy’s midriff. Between the joggers hanging low on her hips, and the vest top that had crept up, was a beautiful gap of tanned and toned belly.
When Marcy caught her looking, she shot her a mischievous smile and leaned in. “Are you checking out my body?” she asked in a whisper.
“No,” Zoe said, but she knew she was busted.
“Shame. Because I was checking out yours.” Marcy winked, then turned as if her remark was nothing out of the ordinary. “Come on, I’ll find you a nice, shady spot to set up.”
“Hey, you just broke rule number one. I’m not letting you get away with that,” Zoe protested, but Marcy didn’t answer. Whatever rules they’d set out a few nights ago had clearly gone out of the window already. She saw Marcy’s shoulders shake with laughter as she followed her to a tree next to the enclosed area where dogs were playing and sleeping on the lawn. Marcy had been subtle in her flirtations before, but now she was laying it on thick and that was exactly what they’d agreed to avoid. But after sleepless nights and endlessly fantasising about that kiss, Zoe’s own resolve had started to crumble. She’d thought of it night and day; at work, at home, in bed, in the morning when she first woke up… The memory kept flashing before her and being here with Marcy only made it worse. Attraction was a powerful emotion, and she knew she wouldn’t be able to resist if Marcy made a move on her again. “This looks perfect,” she said, eyeing the flat surface under the maple tree. “And I’ll be right next to the dogs, so I’ll have something to look at in case no one’s interested in my food.”
“You know that’s not going to happen. What are you serving?”
“Chinese dumplings. My mum’s recipe.”
Marcy licked her lips, sending a jolt of arousal through Zoe’s core. “Yum. I’ll come and try some later.”
“As long as you don’t flirt with me.”
“I won’t. That first one just slipped off my tongue in my excitement at seeing you again.” Marcy shot her an innocent look. “I’ve been thinking about you.”
Zoe rolled her eyes and laughed. “You’re doing it again.”
“No, that wasn’t flirting. That was me telling you a fact. Isn’t that what you said friends do? Tell each other things?”
Zoe sighed and crossed her arms in front of her chest. She wasn’t going to win this one. “How’s Tank?” she asked instead. “Have you seen him?”
“Tank is great, although still vanishing into thin air every time the rangers arrive. I’ve stopped feeding him, but he’s still coming around every night and he genuinely likes to be stroked. It’s crazy. He’s looking good and he comes when I call him,” Marcy said, her enthusiasm about her new furry friend apparent in the way her face lit up. “I haven’t slept at the house yet, I’ve just been organizing my stuff. There are still some things to clean and sort out in the caravan but tomorrow I’ll be testing out that new bed for the first time.”
“So, you’ve just been going there to see Tank? That’s so sweet.” Zoe noticed several people walking past, waving at Marcy. “And have you told your neighbours that you’re leaving yet?”
“Maevis guessed when they saw me coming out with boxes. She’s quite a gossip so by now, I suppose the whole park will know.” Marcy greeted one of the passers-by and yelled something about a Jack Russell being up for adoption. “I’ll organise drinks at the clubhouse at a later date to tell everyone; I haven’t had time yet between the move, work and Tank.”
“Of course.” Zoe lingered on the spot and waited for Marcy to leave. “Well, I’d better get myself set up,” she said, hoping she’d get the hint. Marcy’s nearness was a sweet torture, and she was getting aroused just by talking to her. “I didn’t expect people would be here so early.”
“Me neither. I’ll help you. We’re almost done inside anyway.”
“No need, I’m used to heavy lifting.” Zoe flexed her biceps at Marcy, making her laugh. “I’m serious. I may be skinny but being a chef is not for lightweights.”
Marcy reached out to squeeze her upper arm. “Hmm… not bad.” She held onto it for long moments before she let go. “Not bad, my friend.”
“Thank you, my friend,” Zoe shot back at her. Friends, my arse. “If you really want to help, you can set up the portable stove while I unpack the food.”
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“Hey, Abby. Can I help you with anything?” Marcy felt a little nervous as she walked up to Abby’s table, where she was separating the change into glass jars. They hadn’t been alone since their talk at Abby’s house, and Marcy had no idea how she currently felt. Abby had been nothing but friendly all morning but there had been other people around and perhaps deep down she was uncomfortable around her.
Abby looked up at her, a little startled. “Hey, Marcy. I’m fine, I think. Everything’s under control.” She smiled. “It’s been a while, huh?”
“Yeah, it’s been a couple of weeks. Last time I was at the gallery you were out with Fred for your anniversary dinner, so I just missed you, and the week before that, Mum said you were picking up the kids from the airport.”
“Yes, that’s right. They were all over for a long weekend and then we had our thirty-third wedding anniversary.” Abby sat back and looked up at her. “It’s good to see you. I wanted to call you, but I wasn’t sure if that was the right thing to do,” she continued, lowering her voice. “After our talk I felt guilty about how I was treating Fred and thought it best not to be around you.” She shrugged. “Fred is a good man. I’m lucky to have him and I’m taking your advice. I’m going to tell him how I feel, otherwise our marriage won’t last.”
“Good. I think it will work out for you.”
“And you deserve a chance at love,” Abby said. “Your mother told me about this girl you’ve been seeing.”
Marcy frowned and let out a chuckle. “Well, Mum is wrong. I’m not seeing anyone.” She subconsciously looked over her shoulder to the stand outside, where Zoe was serving people. She’d told her mother nothing was going on between her and Zoe, but she clearly didn’t believe her as she’d already started spreading the fake news. “But I’m very happy to hear you’re going to talk to Fred; I promise you it’s for the best.” Making sure no one was watching them, she placed a hand on Abby’s. “You might thank me one day, when your marriage is open and free, and you both feel like you’re living your best life.”
“Perhaps. That’s what I’m hoping for.” Abby squeezed her hand. “Thank you, Marcy. For everything. For making me realise what I want and—” She stopped herself when someone came up to the table to pay for a vase.
Deciding this was the right time to end their talk, Marcy smiled and patted her hand. “Thank you, Abby. I hope to share a bottle with you and Mum soon.”
God, why had her mother told Abby about Zoe? No, she thought. Why had she told her mother about Zoe? She didn’t make a habit of sharing her private stuff with her, and when she’d told her she’d made a new friend, she didn’t think her enthusiasm had been so obvious. Was she that bad at hiding her crush? Panic struck when she spotted her mother outside, heading straight for Zoe. She was just about to catch up with her mother, ready to enforce damage control, when Maevis, and another neighbour from further down, stopped her in her tracks.
“Marcy! Hi, love. Isn’t this nice? What a lovely idea of yours to hold the event here, and can you believe how many people have showed up? How’s your new house? Have you finished decorating? And when are you moving out?” She nudged her friend. “I told you Marcy was moving, right?”
“Yes, you told me five times,” the woman whose name Marcy couldn’t remember said, then turned to her and smiled. “We’re going to miss you here. Who’s going to take care of us now? We can’t even replace a toilet roll by ourselves,” she joked, and burst out in laughter. “So, have you found yourself a fella? Are you moving in together? Maybe make some—”
“I told you, she’s of the lesbian kind,” Maevis interrupted her. “Marcy doesn’t date men.” Marcy didn’t have the chance to answer any of the twelve questions fired at her, as Maevis continued. “Isn’t that the girl who stayed over the other night?” She glanced at Zoe through the open doors. “Is that her? I can’t see very well these days, but I recognise that bandana in her hair. Are you dating?”
“She’s not my girlfriend and she didn’t stay over,” Marcy said when she finally managed to get a word in. “Her name is Zoe, and we’re just friends.” She wondered how many times she’d have to repeat that line today because she wouldn’t be surprised if the whole park thought they were dating in a couple of hours.
“It’s okay, love.” Maevis gave her a conspiratorial wink. “Your secret is safe with me.”
“Well, we’re really not—”
Again, Marcy was interrupted, this time by the other lady. “Are you really a lesbian? My granddaughter is a lesbian and she’s single.” She chuckled. “We’re more open-minded than you think in this park; you really didn’t have to keep it a secret.”
“A secret? How many times have I told you she’d kept us up at all hours with her lady friends screaming through the night? Marcy doesn’t keep secrets.” Maevis lowered her glasses and looked at Zoe again. “Well, apart from that lass over there. You’ve been awfully quiet about her.” More residents joined them; the couple from across the road, and another two ladies who lived at the other end, near the car park.
Marcy took that as her cue to excuse herself before her mother scared Zoe away. “Why don’t I get us all some food?” she suggested. “If you grab a table, I’ll get the dumplings.”
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“Y ou must be Zoe.” A heavily tanned blonde woman held out her hand and Zoe put her tongs down to shake it. “I’m Delia, Marcy’s mum.”
“It’s nice to meet you. Marcy told me you were the driving force behind this event. It’s so lovely of you to raise money for the dog shelter.”
“Well, what can I say? I love those little rascals. Thank you so much for helping out. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate it.” Delia looked at the steamer baskets. “What have you got in there? It smells great.”
“Cantonese dumplings.” Zoe opened the top basket to show her. “My mother helped me make them, she’s super-fast. Would you like to try them?”
“Oh, absolutely.”
“I figured you’d already be selling coffee and cake here, so I wanted to bring something different, and these are easy to prepare and cook. I wasn’t sure how popular they’d be, but you’d be surprised how many people have had them for breakfast.” Zoe pointed to the three baskets. “I have mushroom with black truffle, pork and shrimp—that’s the most traditional one—and there’s a chicken and leek option. All served with fresh spring onions and a vinegar and soy dip.”
“Yum. They all sound delicious. Can I try all three?”
“Of course. I was actually going to suggest that.” Zoe filled a paper plate with a selection and dressed it.
“Thank you, darling,” Delia said, inhaling the savoury aroma wafting up from the plate. Zoe served the next customer, but Delia didn’t move away from the stand. Instead, she studied Zoe, who was filling more steamer baskets and nibbled on the dumplings while a queue formed behind her. “These are very, very good. You must teach me how to make them.” She smiled. “So, you and Marcy… I hear you’re friends?”
“Yes. We’re new friends.” Zoe didn’t dare look Delia in the eyes, and she had no intention of mentioning what had happened in the past, their rocky start when they were both working at El Escondite and their recent playful flirtations.
“Marcy’s lovely, but she’s also a bit of a womaniser.” Delia chuckled. “And she rarely has female friends, simply because she always ends up in bed with them. So, you can imagine I was understandably curious when she told me about you.”
“She did?” Zoe felt herself blush, and she pretended to focus on the food so she wouldn’t have to meet Delia’s eyes.
“Oh, yes. She told me you were a great chef and that your mother is Chinese and your father Spanish and that you moved back here from Hong Kong a little while ago.” Delia shot her a sweet smile. “And that you’re gay and that you two have some history together and—”
“Mum, you’re holding up the line.” To Zoe’s relief, Marcy appeared next to her mother and ushered her to move over. “And are you talking about me?”
“Goodness, no. Why would I do that?” Delia shot Zoe a wink, and Zoe could tell Marcy was uncomfortable with the situation.
“I don’t know, Mum. Maybe because you’re too nosey for your own good?” Marcy pointed in the direction of the clubhouse. “I think Abby needs help; it’s busy in there.”
“All right, cranky pants.” Delia gave Zoe a wave and moved away. “It was nice to meet you, Zoe. Let’s talk more later.”
From the corner of her eye, Zoe noticed Marcy was waiting by her stand, keeping her company until the queue died down. “Here, this is for you,” she said handing her a plate with a selection of dumplings when there was no one left to serve.
“Mmm…” Marcy sampled one of them and gave Zoe a nod of approval as she moved behind the stand. “These are amazing.” She ate another one before she continued. “Sorry my Mum was being so nosey. She’s the worst.”
“I thought she was lovely. It’s clear she adores you.” Zoe rested a hand on her hip and regarded Marcy. “You seemed highly uncomfortable with me talking to her. Why is that?”
“I wasn’t uncomfortable. She’s just…” Marcy hesitated. “Never mind.” She put her plate down and gestured to the baskets. “Can I have another ten portions, please?”
“Wow, you have quite an appetite.”
Marcy shook her head and laughed. “Although I could easily eat ten portions of these, they’re actually for my friends, over there.” She pointed to a nearby picnic table with what Zoe assumed to be park residents. She recognised Marcy’s neighbour, who waved and smiled at her. When she waved back, another nine hands shot up and two women on mobility scooters beeped their horns, which made her laugh out loud. One scooter was lavishly decorated with garlands, stuffed animals and fairy lights, and two Maltese dogs were in the front basket, each with colourful ribbons in their little ponytails. The other scooter had an English flag attached to the mirror and a fold-out side table filled with coffee cups, a flask and a plate of cake. One of the men had taken off his T-shirt, and his big belly was resting on his knees while he smoked a cigarette. “Okay, ten portions coming up,” she said, amused by the colourful party. “Is it just my imagination or are they abnormally interested in me?”
“It’s just your imagination,” Marcy said, but Zoe had a feeling she was lying. “They always do that. They’re a very welcoming bunch.” She took the first plate and held the next one out for Zoe to fill, then grimaced when someone shouted, “Marcy, ask your girl to make it extra spicy, will you?”
“Your girl?” Zoe asked, raising a brow.
“Never mind them; they’re just messing with me.” Marcy murmured a curse, took the other plate and turned. “I’ll be right back for the rest,” she said, her cheeks bright red.
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“A ll sold out.” Zoe packed up the final box and rubbed her hands together. “If I’d known the dumplings would be so popular, I would have made more.” She checked her phone. “It’s not even four pm.”
“Well done,” Marcy said, lifting the box and heading towards the car park. “It was more than enough; they’re packing up inside too; there’s not much left.” She turned to Zoe. “I can’t believe you made four-hundred euros for the dog shelter.”
“I actually think it’s more than that,” Zoe said with a smirk. “I never counted the change and there was a lot of it, so let me know how much it came to in the end.”
“I will. Mum’s over the moon. Three-thousand euros will keep the shelter running for another six months, and five dogs were adopted.”
“That’s fantastic news. I’m glad it was a success.” Zoe sighed with contentment. “I couldn’t stop looking at that funny little mongrel with the floppy ears. I was sorely tempted to adopt him, but being a chef and all… well, it’s not going to work for me. I just wouldn’t have time for a dog.”
“Me neither, but I have my favourites, for sure. I accompany my mum on walks with them sometimes and it’s hard not to act on impulse on days like that.”
“Your mum seems really nice.”
“Yeah, but as I said, she does have the habit of sticking her nose in other people’s business, especially mine.” Marcy wiped her forehead, feeling sweaty and tired from all the physical work in the morning and the socialising during the afternoon. “God, I could really do with a cold beer.”
“Me too. I haven’t stopped since I set up.”
“Why don’t you come back to my caravan for a beer in the garden?” Marcy asked. “Celebrate my last day here with me?”
“That would be breaking the rules.” Zoe opened the boot and loaded her gear into the car. “But it’s still light and you already broke rule number one this morning, so I suppose one beer wouldn’t hurt.”
“Great.” Marcy felt herself smile widely and wondered if she looked goofy. She just couldn’t help it; Zoe’s presence made her happier than anything. “What time do you have to take the car back? Do you need to pick your father up from work?”
“No, he’ll walk back. They only use the car for grocery shopping or trips to my Spanish grandparents, so it’s usually free for me to use.” Zoe slammed the boot shut. “There. No more work today.”
“We’ll toast to that.” Marcy sincerely hoped her mother wouldn’t see her as she and Zoe walked back to her caravan. She’d been subjected to enough gossip for today, and as much as she’d miss her fellow park home owners, she was ready to leave tomorrow, especially if Maevis spotted Zoe in her garden again. “So, I thought about what you said the other night,” she started carefully. “And I totally understand where you’re coming from, but it bothers me that you think you’d be my test bunny.”
“I didn’t mean it like that.” Zoe locked the car and hooked her arm through Marcy’s. “But you have to understand that I’m afraid of going anywhere with you. Even if we started dating, you wouldn’t stay committed; that’s not how you work. You’re always focused on the next conquest, the next challenge, and I don’t want to get hurt.”
“What if I’m sick of challenges?” Marcy asked. “What if I’m bored of the meaningless encounters? I’m falling for you, Zoe. Do you have any idea how scary it is for me to admit that?” Zoe didn’t look her in the eyes, and Marcy felt frustrated. Why was it so hard to get through to her? “What would it take for me to prove to you that I’m serious, that I want to change?”
At that, Zoe did look up. “I… I don’t know,” she stammered. “I don’t know. I don’t want to get burned twice.” She rubbed her temple. “Oh, God, this is a bad idea. Maybe I should just go home.”
“Please don’t. Just tell me what you want from me.” Marcy’s voice went up a notch, like she was begging now. It was strange to hear herself like that, but she didn’t care as she desperately wanted Zoe to stay. “I promise I’ll be respectful.”
“Hmm…” Zoe’s grip tightened around her arm and the pressure shot through Marcy’s body like a lightning bolt.
“It’s just a drink,” she said.
“It’s never just a drink with you.” Zoe hesitated as they came up to Marcy’s caravan. She stared at it as if it was the Devil’s den, then let out a long sigh. “Okay, fuck it. Get me that beer, woman. I’m thirsty.”
“Really?”
“Yes.” Zoe’s demeanour changed, and she suddenly seemed determined, as if she’d only then decided she didn’t care about anything anymore. “Yes, I’m throwing caution to the wind, let’s have a drink. And don’t feel like you have to walk on eggshells around me, I’m a big girl now.”
“Okay. One cold beer coming up.” Marcy opened the gate and gestured to the recliner. “Take a seat, I cleaned it especially for you, it’s waiting to throw you on your back again” she joked. “I’ll be right back.” Heading inside and into the kitchen, Marcy let out the breath she’d been holding. Sure, she wanted to kiss Zoe again. In fact, she wanted to do a whole lot more than that. But she mainly just craved her company and that was new to her.
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“F uck it,” Zoe said again, this time to herself. I’m here now and I’m sick of fighting it. She glanced at the recliner, then took a seat on one of the benches instead. It wasn’t as comfortable, but she wanted to sit next to Marcy. She wanted to be close to her.
Marcy came out with two cold bottles and glanced at the bench as if this was a test.
“Come here,” Zoe said, patting the space next to her, and the way Marcy stared at her would have been funny if there wasn’t so much tension in the air.
Marcy sat and turned to her as she handed her the beer. “Cheers.”
“Cheers to a successful fundraising.” Zoe clinked her bottle against Marcy’s and smiled. “What are you looking at?” she asked as Marcy’s eyes flicked to the top of her head.
“There’s another butterfly flapping in your hair.” Marcy leaned in to study it and Zoe wasn’t sure if she was genuinely interested in the butterfly or that she just wanted to be near her. She could feel the heat radiating off her skin and longed to feel that clammy skin against hers. The butterfly flapped around Zoe’s head for a while, tickling her ear, until it flew off. “I get why they’re drawn to you.” She pulled a lock of hair behind Zoe’s ear and as she drew her hand back, it brushed against her cheek. It could have been an accident, but Zoe knew it wasn’t.
“Don’t be fooled; it’s just the acacia,” she said. The silence that followed was loaded, but it didn’t make her uncomfortable. Tonight, Zoe decided, she was going to give into her desires, no matter how disappointing the outcome. No matter how much it would hurt her. Her libido was through the roof, Marcy was here and willing, and it had been a long nine months since she’d last had sex. She draped her arm over the bench’s back rest and turned to her, hoping she’d make a move.
“Again, thank you so much for today.” Marcy shot her that dimpled smile that always made her feel gooey, and it was then that she lost the battle.
Zoe took a long sip from her beer and leaned in closer. “I suggest you stop thanking me and kiss me instead,” she said matter-of-factly, her eyes meeting Marcy’s deep blue depths. Her heart was racing a million beats per minute, but she ignored it.
Marcy looked startled, her eyes going dark within seconds. “What?” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Did I just imagine it or did you say—”
“You heard me. I said, stop thanking me and kiss me instead.” Zoe ran a hand through Marcy’s hair. It was soft and smooth, and she took a hold of it and pulled her closer. She wasn’t normally this assertive, but the past weeks had got the better of her, and she was unable to hold back any longer. “I want you,” she whispered, knowing she’d regret it in the morning but not caring any longer. The energy between them was palpable, and they were both breathing fast, craving each other.
Marcy didn’t give in straight away, her mind clearly churning with what-ifs. Her gaze lowered to Zoe’s mouth, then to her eyes before she cupped her face and pulled her towards her. “Come here.”
Zoe rode on the euphoric wave and it was wild. She let Marcy lead and closed her eyes as their lips met in an explosive kiss. Unlike their first kiss, she’d been anticipating this one, and the rush it caused made her instantly wet and desperate for more. She reciprocated, parting her lips to let Marcy in, and the exchange was needy, bordering on rough after withholding for so long. Nails scratched, hair was fisted, limbs were squeezed, hard and unapologetically and moans rang through the air. The touch of her lips, her tongue, the way she held her tight… She shifted on the bench and straddled Marcy. “Take me,” she begged.
Marcy pulled away for a moment and shot her a bewildered look. “But you said—”
“Forget what I said.” Zoe moved a hand between Marcy’s thighs, causing her to buck underneath her. “Let’s just do what we feel like, right here, right now. We’ll deal with the consequences later.” Marcy’s hot breath was on her face, her expression delirious with desire, and to Zoe’s surprise, Marcy stood up and lifted her in the process.
“Okay, but not out here, there’s no privacy. How does the bedroom sound?” she asked, smiling against Zoe’s mouth. Without waiting for an answer, she carried her inside and dropped her on the bed. Then, she just stood there, staring at her. “Zoe… Fuck, you’re so beautiful.”
“I bet you say that to all the girls.” Zoe looked up at Marcy and shot her a cheeky smile. She knew it was true, but again, she didn’t care. Tonight, was all about her body, and she was going to enjoy this no matter what. Slowly, she started undressing as Marcy watched from the end of the bed. Her shorts first, then her vest top until she was only left in her favourite black lingerie set. Thinking back to this morning when she got dressed, she knew this would happen all along.
“Jesus...” Marcy’s eyes were rooted to her body as she got on the bed and crawled towards her. “You have no idea how much I want you right now.”
“Again, I bet you say that to—”
“Shh…” Marcy placed a finger on Zoe’s lips as she looked down at her. She continued to stare at her, then took hold of her wrists. “Let’s not talk now, shall we?”
Zoe smiled and wriggled her wrists loose to pull her in for another kiss, then slipped a hand into Marcy’s tracksuit bottoms to squeeze her behind.
Marcy grinned and took her hands again. “Not yet. Keep your hands there, sexy, and I’ll make you feel all the feels.” She held her wrists tightly above her head and kissed her so hard it made Zoe dizzy. This woman could kiss like no one else, and when Marcy’s hungry mouth moved down to her neck to suck on her sensitive skin, the sharp scratch of her teeth made her squirm.
Zoe moaned as Marcy lowered herself on top of her and ground her hips into hers. Her free hand slipped over her body, exploring her breasts, her waist, her hips, groping and pinching her firmly and possessively. She’d interpreted Zoe’s plea to ‘take her’ quite literally, owning her like no one ever had. Marcy’s strong grip, her insistent mouth, the desire in her eyes and her body that moved over her slowly and seductively, was enough to cause an intense throb between Zoe’s thighs. She was pretty sure Marcy could make her come just by doing this, and knew she was in for a wild ride. So, this is why all the girls love Marcy. Marcy had not been like this when she was nineteen. Sure, she’d been confident then, but she was a grown woman now who wasn’t afraid to voice exactly what she wanted and that was very, very sexy. Zoe wasn’t seventeen anymore either, and she too, knew what she wanted.
“Take your clothes off,” she whispered. “I want to feel your skin against mine.”
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Z oe’s mouth tasted of beer and mints, her skin smelled of sunshine and her hair carried a subtle floral scent like the first day of spring. Her skin was velvety soft, her nipples rock hard and her voice hoarse and filled with need. The dragon tattoo seemed to come to life, rising and falling with her heavy breaths. Her reaction to Marcy’s touch was visceral; a trail of goosebumps appeared everywhere her hands had been. Their skin connected, body heat flared between them, fiery and fierce. Marcy felt intoxicated, light-headed from the weeks of longing that had finally culminated into this beautiful moment in which she had everything she wanted.
Holding Zoe’s wrists with one hand, she kissed her while her other hand slipped between her thighs to cup her centre. Zoe threw her head back and gasped, and her chest shot up as if she’d just been possessed by a demon. Marcy could feel her heart beating fast and hard in rhythm with her own. She could feel how wet Zoe was through the fabric of her underwear and hear her arousal in her strangled moans.
“Mmm…” Zoe murmured, opening her eyes for a moment to meet Marcy’s.
Marcy held her gaze as she inched a finger under the edge of her knickers, causing Zoe to buck her hips against her hand. “I know how much you want this,” she whispered, bringing her mouth to Zoe’s ear. “I can feel it.” She peeled down the black garment and Zoe kicked it off.
“These need to come off too,” Zoe whispered, tugging at Marcy’s boxers. Marcy only hesitated for a moment. She usually didn’t let her sexual partners reciprocate; she preferred to focus on pleasing her women, but tonight, she felt the need to be as close to Zoe as she possibly could. Stripping off her last piece of clothing, she sighed as she returned to seek the heat of Zoe’s skin, tormented by desire. With nothing in between them they melted together, like they ceased to be two separate people, and she wanted all of her at once. Zoe lifted her thigh between Marcy’s leg and the pressure alone almost sent Marcy over the edge. This was intense on a whole new level; the kind of intimacy people only wrote about—at least that was what she always believed to be true.
“God, this feels so good.” Marcy wasn’t sure if she’d said it out loud, but Zoe confirmed it with a subtle nod and a look that told her she felt the same.
“I need you.” Zoe lifted her head to kiss her, but Marcy pulled away with a teasing smile. She slid her fingers through Zoe’s folds, marvelling at the slippery wetness. A faint brush over Zoe’s clit was enough to make her groan in pleasure and her body tremble with need. She was so ready, so wanting. Marcy circled her fingers over her throbbing sex, then stopped just as Zoe balanced on the edge. “Please,” she begged.
“Look at me.” Marcy wanted to see her while she entered her, and their eyes locked once again as she slowly inched two fingers inside her. She took in a quick breath at the glorious, wet heat coating her fingertips. “You feel amazing.” Pushing deeper, she drew a loud moan from Zoe’s mouth—a sound so raw and pure it brought a lump to her throat. She wanted to hear it again and again. Finally letting go of Zoe’s wrists, she brought one hand to her hair and kissed her while she moved in and out of her, grinding into her thigh to seek her own release. She realised how different this was to the many women she’d slept with. There was something magical about Zoe. Something special that made her weak with yearning each time she looked at her. Seeing her surrender was beautiful and she’d swallow her whole if she could.
“Yes… Don’t stop…” Zoe lifted her hips, urging her to go deeper and Marcy gave her what she wanted while she kissed her hard. Zoe’s hands moved through her hair, over her back and her behind, squeezing her and pulling her tighter against her. Her breathing was erratic now, her lashes fluttering, and Marcy felt her body tense as she twisted from one side to the other. She was close herself, the tightness in her core building and unable to hold back any longer she moved faster, bringing them both to the brink of an orgasm. Zoe gasped, and then her walls squeezed around Marcy’s fingers, her body coiling tighter as she fell apart beneath her. The sound that escaped her echoed through the caravan, loud enough to give Maevis one last concert. Marcy followed only seconds later, the climax so powerful that she too, cried out while she buried her face in Zoe’s neck.
Once she relaxed and tried to roll off her, Zoe tightened her grip and shook her head as her lips pulled into a hesitant smile. “Not yet. Please stay like that for just a little longer.”
“For as long as you want,” Marcy whispered, and laced her fingers through Zoe’s hair. She was still inside her and could feel occasional aftershocks while she stared at her face that she just couldn’t get enough of. They lay there for minutes, Marcy softly caressing Zoe’s face, and it was Zoe who spoke first.
“Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m fine.” Marcy smiled. It was ironic that of all people, Zoe was the one to ask her that question, but she was also aware of her furrowed brows and the confused look on her face that could easily be mistaken for distress. The thing was, she needed a moment to reflect on what had just happened because this warm after-sex glow was new to her, and she wasn’t sure if she should fight it or embrace it. “Are you okay?” she asked, diverting the attention away from herself.
“Yes.” Zoe smiled back at her. “Do you want me to leave? I wouldn’t be offended.”
Marcy shook her head and laughed. “Are you mad? I don’t want you to leave.” She shifted so Zoe could nestle herself in the crook of her arm. “Come here.”
“Good,” Zoe said. “Because if we broke the rules for the sake of one night, we might as well do it again.”
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So much for self-restraint. Waking up, Zoe took a moment to assess how she felt. Did she regret having sex with Marcy? Not really. Was she in a rush to get out of Marcy’s bed? Certainly not. Marcy’s warm body against her back and her strong arm around her felt comforting, and the soft sound of her breathing made her smile. It was only a moment; she’d have to keep that in mind. Very few good things lasted, and Marcy was not the lasting kind. That was okay, though, she decided because she wasn’t that young lovestruck teenager anymore. She was stronger now.
She reached for her phone on the bedside cabinet and saw she had a message from her mother. ‘Have fun! I’ll see you tomorrow and hope to meet him soon.’ The reply to last night’s message that she wouldn’t be coming home made her cringe. Of course, her mother knew something was up; people of her age didn’t just have sleepovers with friends, and Zoe wasn’t looking forward to the twenty questions when she got home. She’d tell her mother what she always told her; that she’d had too much to drink and ended up staying with a friend. Then she’d get a speech about irresponsible behaviour before being told to get a grip on her drinking, but that hopeful look would never leave her mother’s eyes. That look that told Zoe she didn’t quite believe her, that there might be a man after all. There was never a man, though, and there never would be. Right now, there was only the blissful warmth of the beautiful woman next to her and intense arousal coursing through her veins. Wanting to see her face, Zoe turned, and Marcy’s eyes fluttered open.
“Hello, beautiful.” Marcy’s dimpled smile appeared, and she pulled her in. “Did you sleep well?”
“Uh-huh.” Zoe sighed at the close body contact and buried her face in Marcy’s neck. It was an intimate thing to do; cuddling wasn’t normally part of her morning after routine. “Did you?”
“Best sleep ever. We should do this more often.”
Zoe didn’t answer because as enticing as that sounded, she also knew it was a bad idea. She was enjoying this way too much.
“Regrets?” Marcy inched back and cupped her face.
“No.” Zoe shook her head, losing herself in those captivating blue eyes. She ran a hand through Marcy’s hair, fingering her soft, blonde locks. “But I think we should leave it with this.”
“Why? It’s so nice,” Marcy whispered. “I don’t remember ever feeling like this after waking up with someone.” She ran a thumb over Zoe’s bottom lip and leaned in to kiss her.
I bet you say that to all the girls. Zoe let go of that repetitive thought because it would only ruin the experience, and so she closed her eyes and allowed herself to be swept away one more time. Marcy’s mouth met hers carefully, then with more persistence. Within seconds, Zoe’s body was on fire, and she was drowning in the kiss that left her craving so much more. “Okay, one more time,” she said, pulling away before she shifted on top of Marcy.
“If you insist,” Marcy joked. She shot her a mischievous grin as she lifted her hands to Zoe’s breasts and rolled her nipples between her fingers.
Zoe closed her eyes and placed her hands over Marcy’s, moaning at her squeezing touch as she rocked on top of her. Looking down at Marcy, she licked her lips, thinking about all the things she wanted to do to her, and before Marcy’s hands reached between her legs, she took them and placed them above her head. “It’s my turn, sexy.” She lowered her hand in between them and her breath hitched when she felt Marcy’s wet heat against her fingertips. Stroking her slowly, Zoe teased her until she was bucking against her hand. If this was going to be their last time, Zoe wanted to taste her. She moved down to kiss Marcy’s neck and her breasts, and as she ran her tongue over her hard nipple, she engaged her senses so she could replay the details of this moment later. How the hard bud felt between her lips, how Marcy jerked against her, how she moaned, how she breathed, how her hands fisted in her hair…
“Mmm…” Marcy’s grip on her hair grew tighter the lower she went, and Zoe smiled against her toned belly when she felt her quiver.
“I’m going to make you feel all the feels,” she whispered in between kisses, repeating Marcy’s words. Last night, Marcy had been hesitant to be on the receiving end at first, but it hadn’t taken her long before she’d surrendered. Zoe wondered if she was an exception; if she was one of the few Marcy let go with. As much as she’d resisted before, she was totally up for it now, guiding Zoe’s mouth to where she desperately wanted it. One stroke with her tongue made her hips shoot up fast and the groan that followed was loud and came from deep within. Their physical connection was off the charts, the sex passionate and intuitive. Now that she’d had a taste of her, she knew it would be hard to deny herself that euphoric hit that being with Marcy gave her. Pressing her mouth hungrily against Marcy’s centre, she clamped her hands around her thighs and devoured her. The old bed shook from the wild jerking of Marcy’s hips and her cry was loud and beautiful as she clamped Zoe’s face between her thighs and exploded with force.
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“Don’t you have to go to work?” Zoe asked when Marcy got up to make more coffee.
“Depends. What time do you start?”
“After lunch, around three.” Zoe frowned. “But you’re always on site early.”
Marcy shrugged and raised her voice from the kitchen. “I can take the morning off. It’s not like they desperately need me today.” That wasn’t entirely true. Her team would most definitely need some guidance, but they could always give her a call if they were in trouble. She was enjoying her morning with Zoe so much that it was worth letting work slack for once and anyway, she was always on top of things; they wouldn’t blame her for being late. “Unless you have something better to do?”
Zoe laughed. “No, I’d love to hang out with you. Do you want to go to the beach?”
“Why not?” Anticipating a quiet morning on the beach with Zoe, Marcy’s lips stretched into a huge smile. The weather was mild and the sun was shining, she’d had the most amazing night and she was in an exceptional mood. She refilled their empty cups from the pot and added milk to Zoe’s. “Do you have a favourite beach?” she asked as she came back, imagining Zoe’s cute bottom in a bikini; the tiny kind with strings at the sides.
“I usually go to Playa Mal Pas,” Zoe said, sitting up in bed. She looked gorgeous and sleepy with her hair tangled and that happy grin on her face. “But that’s just because it’s close to my parents’ house.”
“Let’s go there, then.” Marcy joined her in bed and felt a flutter when the sheets fell, exposing Zoe’s breasts. That tattoo would be etched in her memory forever now. “But you’ll need a bikini.”
“I can pick it up on the way,” Zoe said. “As long as you wait at the end of the street and don’t come near the house.”
“Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on introducing myself to your parents.”
Zoe chuckled. “I didn’t think you would.” She narrowed her eyes and hesitated. “Or… we could go to the nudist beach. I mean, we’ve already seen each other naked and it’s not far so we won’t have to drive into the old town for swimwear first.”
Marcy almost choked on her coffee. “The nudist beach? Have you been there before?” Zoe didn’t seem like the type to go to such a place, but she’d surprised her on more than one occasion, and she’d learned to stop making assumptions.
“Once or twice. It’s quiet on weekday mornings and I love to swim naked.”
“I like the sound of that.” Marcy licked her lips and felt arousal stirring. “I have to admit, I’ve never been myself but I’m all for trying new things. Anything to keep you out of your clothes.”
    
The small stretch of white sand was wedged in a cove, shielded by high rocks on either side. Only a handful of people were scattered over the beach, but Marcy suspected it wouldn’t be long before it got busier. She’d never undressed in public before, and she told herself not to overthink things as she stripped off and joined Zoe, who was already naked on her towel. Seeing her like this in the sunshine was a whole new level of sexy, and the fact that she had to refrain from intimate contact made it all the more exciting.
“Well, this is a treat,” she said, looking Zoe over. Her body was shimmering from the waterproof sunscreen she’d applied, and Marcy didn’t know where to look when she handed her the bottle and turned around.
“Would you mind doing my back?” Zoe asked as she turned over.
“Are you trying to make me crazy?” Marcy chuckled as she squirted some of the liquid in her hand. “I’m supposed to behave, right?”
“Yes, you have to behave. It’s seriously bad etiquette to cavort on a nudist beach.”
“What you’re asking of me is bloody impossible,” Marcy said, deciding whether to straddle Zoe or not. It seemed a little much to do so without swimwear, so she kneeled next to her and started massaging her with slow strokes. Lowering her hands to Zoe’s behind, she hesitated for a moment.
“What? Are you shy all of a sudden?” Zoe asked in an amused tone.
“No. It’s just hard to…” Marcy laughed. “It’s hard to colour inside the lines, if you know what I mean. You’re so yummy.” She finally did Zoe’s legs and finished with a playful slap on her behind. “That’s your punishment for torturing me.”
“Can’t say I mind your punishment.” Zoe turned around and stared at Marcy’s breasts. She too, was clearly having trouble with the situation. “Want me to do your back?”
“I think I need to cool down first.” Marcy stood up and held out her hand to help Zoe up. “Swim?”
“I’ll race you to it.” Zoe sprinted ahead and Marcy followed, forgetting all about the other beachgoers as she tried to catch up with Zoe. If running behind her looked like this, she had no desire to win, because Zoe’s behind was a delightful sight. She ran through the shallows and dived in. Zoe was fast and a good swimmer, and within minutes, she’d crossed the bay and was holding onto a rock while Marcy was still struggling somewhere half-way.
“Are you a mermaid or something?” She grabbed hold of the same rock, panting while she tried to steady her breathing. “I thought I was in good shape, but you’ve just proven me wrong.”
“It’s not you,” Zoe said, finger combing her hair back. “I used to be on the regional swim team, and I still swim about four times a week, before work.” She shielded her eyes from the sun and pointed ahead. “I haven’t been here in years, but there should be a cave behind that rock over there. Do you think you can make it, or is it too far?”
“Of course, I can make it. Just don’t expect me to keep up with you.” Marcy braced herself for another long stretch and took a couple of deep breaths before she followed Zoe again. It wasn’t far, but the current was strong today, and she was relieved to see a tiny beach hidden under the entrance to the cave.
“You wouldn’t know this is here unless you’ve passed in a boat,” Zoe said as she shook out her hair and let herself fall down in the sand, splaying her arms wide. “It’s my little secret.”
“It’s very cool.” Marcy glanced around and realised Zoe was right. They had complete privacy here and the big tour boats that passed were too far out to see them. “I’ve been living here most of my life and I’ve never even heard of it.”
“That’s because you don’t know anyone who goes to the nudist beach.”
“True.” Marcy contemplated lying down next to Zoe. She was tired but her naked body was too enticing to resist, so she straddled her instead.
“Mmm… come here.” Zoe pulled her down for a kiss, and Marcy almost exploded with pent-up lust. When Marcy’s hands were on her breasts and her mouth moved to her neck, she closed her eyes and smiled. “One more time won’t hurt, right?”
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“T  hanks for a fun morning, although I didn’t realise sand could get into so many inaccessible places.” Zoe chuckled as they lingered by the main road from where they would go their separate ways. They’d lost track of time and she’d have to hurry home to get dressed. Marcy didn’t seem in a rush, though; her demeanour relaxed as she shielded her eyes from the sun.
“I should thank you,” she said. “It was your idea to hang out naked, not mine. A great idea, if I may add, so maybe you should plan our second date.”
“Second date?” Zoe frowned as alarm bells started ringing in the back of her mind. She was way too excited about seeing Marcy again, and that was dangerous. She needed to protect herself and keep a safe distance, or she might regret it like nothing else. “Listen, it’s been great, but I think we should take it easy and not call this dating because what we’re doing will never be anything more than casual fun.”
Marcy tilted her head as she thought about that. A flash of concern crossed her features, but she painted a smile on her face and nodded. “Okay. I’ll take casual fun.” She crossed her arms, leaned against a lamppost, and looked Zoe up and down, undressing her with her eyes, just like she had for the past two days. “How about you come over to my new place for some casual fun tonight?”
“Hmm… That’s a bit soon, don’t you think? We’re only just saying goodbye.”
“Exactly, and I don’t want to say goodbye,” Marcy said. “Also, it’s my first night there and I might feel lonely.” She jutted out her bottom lip and shot Zoe a pleading look. “Please? It will be so much more fun with you.”
Zoe chuckled and shook her head. Her attempt to come across indifferent had failed, and she was aware of the huge grin on her face. Of course, she wanted to spend another night with Marcy. This was no doubt the start of a string of bad decisions and heartache, but she would do it again without a second thought. “Honestly, I’d like that, but I have to work, and I don’t finish until late.”
“That’s okay. I’ll stay up.”
“You don’t take no for an answer, do you?” Zoe asked, her gaze meeting Marcy’s twinkling blue eyes. Those eyes could make her do anything.
Marcy shrugged and shot her a confident smile. “I usually get my way.”
“That’s what I thought.” Zoe didn’t want to give in straight away, so she turned around and winked at Marcy over her shoulder. “Well, I might see you tonight then. If not, I’ll see you around.”
“Might?” Marcy raised her voice as Zoe walked off. “Hey, wait! You can’t just leave me hanging like this. I could be waiting all night and you might never show up.”
“I’m sure plenty of women have been waiting around for you over the years, Marcy. It wouldn’t hurt for you to be in their shoes for once.” Amused by the amble of more protests behind her, Zoe ignored her and walked home with a bounce in her step.
The day was warm and balmy, and inside she felt just as heated. The walk to her parents’ house passed her in a haze, and she was surprised when she suddenly found herself at the front door. Her mother, who was ironing in front of the TV, perked up when she saw her. “Morning, dear. How was your night?”
“It was fun, thanks.” Zoe pointed upstairs. “Sorry, I’m in a rush to get to work so I have to get changed.”
“Nonsense, you still have time for a cup of tea.” Her mother checked her watch. “You start at three, right? I’ll make tea while you get changed. Then you can tell me all about your night.”
“There’s not much to tell. I had drinks with Sara and stayed at her house, that’s it.” Zoe felt her cheeks burn and decided to conclude her statement with a truth to make up for a lie. She hated lying to her mother. “I’m sorry to disappoint you. There’s no man, but I’ll take that cup of tea. I won’t be long.”
As she headed up the stairs, Zoe wondered how much longer she could keep doing this. It wasn’t that hard when she was younger, but now the guilt was starting to weigh on her. She was so close to her parents, yet she kept this huge part of her life a secret from them. Imagining casually telling her mother over tea made her feel nauseous, so she shook it off and replaced that thought with recent memories. There were no words to describe how amazing last night and this morning had been, and she could still feel Marcy’s hands everywhere she’d touched her. They were certainly a good match in the physical sense; Zoe had never had such great sex in her life, and this alone was enough to keep her fantasies going for years to come. The way Marcy had touched her, kissed her, held her… it hadn’t been like other one-night stands, when Zoe had left first thing in the morning, or even in the middle of the night after realising she’d made a mistake. It hadn’t been clumsy either; when they were together their bodies worked in mysterious ways, naturally moving like one. It was like they’d known each other for years and instinctively knew how to please each other, and that was rare. And on top of all that, it hadn’t been awkward afterwards, and there were no false promises. Just fun flirting and fantastic sex. But it will end in tears.
Zoe stripped off her clothes, stepped under the hot shower and closed her eyes, regretfully washing the morning off her skin. The situation was messing with her in many ways, but she didn’t want to stop. She couldn’t stop.
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“Y ou came.” Marcy’s heart skipped a beat when she opened the sliding glass door to let Zoe in. She’d almost given up on waiting for her; it was long after midnight and she hadn’t had a message.
“You’re hard to resist.” Zoe handed her a shopping bag. “I brought some wine on my way here.” She pulled at her chef whites and grimaced. “I didn’t want to go home to get changed first; my mother was asking a lot of questions this morning. Can I use your shower?”
Marcy laughed. “You can’t tell your mother you’re going on a date?”
“Remember what I said this morning? This isn’t a date, it’s just a casual thing.” Zoe arched a brow and shot her a playful look. “And my mother doesn’t need to know everything.”
“Fair enough.” Marcy pictured Zoe under her shower, and then an even better idea hit her. “How about a bath?”
Zoe bit her lip as she glanced at the freestanding roll top bath by the bed. “Hmm… that does sound appealing. Will you join me?”
“I’d love that. Help yourself to a drink while I run the bath.” Marcy hesitated when she returned. “Can I kiss you?” She was hyperaware that the tension in the room was increasing and not sure why she was asking for permission.
Zoe’s dark gaze was fixed on hers and a small smile played around her mouth as she pushed Marcy against the fridge. “Please do.” She inched closer until they were face to face and brushed her lips over Marcy’s as she backed her against the fridge.
“I’ve been thinking of kissing you all day,” Marcy whispered, cupping Zoe’s neck. She’d been longing for this moment since Zoe walked away from her at the beach, and the hours waiting on her own had only heightened her anticipation. Zoe’s lips were like balm to her moisture starved mouth and her soft moans sent a jolt of lightning through her entire body. It astounded her and she wondered what had caused the extreme reaction. She loved kissing; she always had, but kissing Zoe was so much more intense than kissing anyone else and she was insatiable with her. Her lips were pillowy, her tongue so sensual against hers and Marcy felt delirious with desire as they made out. No one had backed her against anything before; she was always in charge. But Zoe wasn’t afraid to take what she wanted, and that was refreshing.
“I think we should have that bath before we get carried away.” Zoe inched away and looked up at her. “I’m really, really sweaty from work,” she added with a chuckle.
“Of course,” Marcy said, kissing her one more time. She was throbbing as she crossed the room to fill the bath, taking off her dressing gown as she got in. It was no secret that she’d prepared for tonight; it was obvious from the candles burning on her bedside cabinet to the soft music playing in the background. She’d even been to the market to get snacks in case Zoe was hungry. Zoe seemed hungry all right, just not for food. She was stripping off on her way to the bath, leaving a trail of garments on the floor.
“That certainly is a nice, big bath.” Zoe tilted her head and stared at Marcy, deciding whether to face her or lie down against her. Finally, she stepped in and lay back, resting her head against Marcy’s chest. “God, this feels so good.”
“Yeah.” Marcy sighed in delight and wrapped her arms around her. Feeling Zoe’s skin against hers in the hot water was heavenly, and she inhaled deeply against her neck, loving her scent. “You smell good, butterfly girl.”
“I smell of burnt butter, garlic and the deep-fat frier,” Zoe joked, pulling Marcy’s arms tighter around her. “But I’ll take the compliment.” She let herself slide further under the water and elegantly placed her feet on the edge of the bath. “So, I guess all our rules went out of the window within a week…”
Marcy laughed. “Yes, we broke all of them. Do you care?”
“No. Do you?”
“No. I like breaking rules with you. We should make up more of them.” Marcy kissed her way down from Zoe’s temple to her cheek and her neck. “How was your day?” she mumbled against her skin.
“Well, it started out great,” Zoe said. “I woke up next to this gorgeous woman and I had great sex. We went to the nudist beach where we swam and had sex again in the sand.” She moaned quietly as if reliving the memory. “And then I had a very, very long shift at work.”
“That sounds great,” Marcy said with a grin. “Did you think about that woman during your long shift?”
“I did.” Zoe hesitated. “I thought about her a lot, but I didn’t want her to know that, so I refrained from messaging. Trust me; it wasn’t easy,” she said playfully. “How was your day?”
“Much the same, believe it or not. Except I finished work at five, so I was tortured by hours of anticipation, hoping to get a message, then more waiting while my hope of spending the night with this hot woman crumbled.”
“So, you’ve just been sitting here waiting for hours with the candles burning?”
“Yes,” Marcy admitted with a chuckle. “Tank stopped by, but he left when I refused to feed him. I was all alone.”
“Poor thing.” Zoe’s dramatic tone was dripping with sarcasm. “You sound very upset. We’ll have to do something about that immediately.”
Marcy closed her eyes as Zoe’s hands caressed her thighs. “Uh-huh. This is already helping so please continue.”
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Waking up the first morning in her new home was a big moment for Marcy and having Zoe there, peacefully sleeping next to her made it all the more special. The way the light poured in through the glass doors, bathing the rough-hewn ceiling and the bed in an orange glow, brought a lump to her throat. Zoe’s naked body was half covered by the white sheets, the golden light highlighting her subtle curves. She was beautiful and sweet, and Marcy couldn’t stop looking at her. She had pins and needles in her arm from Zoe’s cheek that was resting on it, but she didn’t want to move. Unable to resist, she ran a hand through Zoe’s hair and placed a kiss on her temple.
“Mmm… Good morning.” Zoe stirred and moved her head to Marcy’s chest instead, then wrapped an arm around her waist. “You’re so nice and warm,” she mumbled, and smiled as she blinked against the light.
“Good morning, beautiful.” Marcy pulled her closer and felt her heart swell. Waking up with someone she had genuine feelings for was a wonderful experience. She was falling for Zoe, and the sensation was like nothing she’d ever felt before. Zoe was like a warm bath, and she was slowly immersing herself in it. If only she could keep her head above water because Zoe could very well make her drown in her depths.
“I love your new bed.” Zoe’s voice was husky as she snuggled closer to kiss Marcy’s neck.
“I love you in it,” Marcy said, wishing she didn’t have to go to work today. “I like this.”
“Me too. It’s nice to wake up with you.” Zoe looked up at her and smiled. “You have to go, don’t you?”
“Unfortunately, I do. I don’t think I can get away with skipping two mornings in a row.” Marcy returned her smile. “Coffee?”
“Yes, please.”
“Stay right here, we’ll have coffee in bed.” Marcy got up, opened the sliding doors and made two cappuccinos. When she returned, Zoe was lying on top of the covers, her gorgeous body on full display. Placing the mugs on the bedside cabinet, Marcy shook her head and grinned. “You’re not making it easy for me, Zoe. How am I supposed to leave for work when you’re flashing your body at me?”
Zoe laughed. “Me? You’re the one walking naked around the house with that cute arse of yours on full display.”
“You think I have a cute arse?” Marcy arched a brow and shot her a mischievous look as she crawled on top of Zoe and kissed her.
“Mmm…yes.” Zoe moaned and cupped her behind. “And you’re a great kisser too.”
“So are you.” Marcy deepened the kiss, her body igniting as she ground her hips into Zoe’s.
“Wait… What’s that noise?” Zoe asked, gently pushing her back.
Marcy raised herself and looked over her shoulder. “Tank…”
Zoe sat up too. “What the fuck?” Her mouth fell open as she stared at Tank, who was standing in the door opening with a dead rabbit in his mouth. “He brought you a present.”
“Jesus.” Marcy got off the bed and approached him. “Hey, buddy. Is that for me?”
Tank hesitated for a moment as he turned to the hills, still deciding if he actually wanted to share his prey, then dropped it inside.
She knelt in front of him and held out her hand, and he rubbed his head against it. Touched by his gesture and equally disgusted by the half-eaten rabbit lying in front of her with guts spilling out onto the floor, she wasn’t sure what to do. “Good boy,” she whispered, then searched for something to pick it up with.
“Here.” Zoe handed her the plastic bag from the wine she’d brought last night and smiled as she approached Tank. “He’s not scared of me anymore,” she said, then carefully reached out to pet him. “Wow, this is amazing.”
“I know. I can’t believe how comfortable he is around us.” Marcy picked up the carcass and took it outside. “Here, boy. I’ll hide it in the overgrowth up the hill for you, shall I?” She chuckled when both Zoe and Tank followed her; Tank visibly worried about what she was going to do with his prey. “It’s a good thing people rarely come up here; two naked women and a lynx would be an irresistibly rare photo opportunity.”
“We seem to be naked a lot,” Zoe joked with a bemused grin. She waited for Marcy to drop the carcass behind a bush and laughed when Tank followed them back. “I’m glad he’s hunting for his own meals again, but there’s not much feral about him anymore.” She watched Tank as he took a careful first step into the house. “Before you know it, he’ll be pawing you for belly scratches.”
“By now I wouldn’t be surprised. I probably shouldn’t let him into the house, should I?”
Zoe shrugged. “That’s your decision, but probably best not. He’s a wild animal; he needs to go out there and make cute little lynx kittens.”
“I know.” Marcy sighed when Tank did his rounds through the house and lingered by the nook next to the bed. “On the other hand, if he does come in again, it would be a great opportunity to get the rangers over to tag him. Third time lucky, right?”
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“L et me guess. You slept with her?” Sara asked before Zoe had the chance to finish her story.
“Yes.” Zoe winced and lifted her shades as she lay back on her towel.
Sara slammed a hand on her thigh. “Good for you, babe. So why the face?”
“I don’t know. I suppose I feel a little foolish for falling for her all over again.” Zoe was glad she’d told her friend everything. Well, everything apart from the juicy details of their steamy nights. She hadn’t planned on spilling her guts but spending her free morning on the beach with Sara seemed like the perfect opportunity to talk about everything that had happened in the past week. “But that’s all on me. I wanted it just as much as she did. I’m not sure where we’ll go from here, though. Marcy’s not exactly the marrying kind.”
“But you had fun? Was it good?” Sara turned on her side, facing Zoe.
“Yes.” Zoe smirked. “It was amazing, actually.”
“Then just treasure the memory and try not to get too attached to her. You needed to get back on the proverbial horse and it did the job, so stop dwelling on it.” Sara pointed a finger at her and laughed. “You should see your face. Your smile is adorable.”
“I know, and I feel silly for it.” Zoe chuckled and her smile widened even more. “It’s amazing what great sex can do to lift your spirits. It’s been a long time.” Zoe hesitated, then decided to be completely honest. “It was never that great with my ex. We just didn’t have the chemistry Marcy and I have.”
Sara nodded. “Would you do it again? Even if that means you might get hurt in the long run?”
“Yes,” Zoe admitted. She’d thought of little else in the past few days and flashes of their passionate nights kept popping up in her mind’s eye like she had no control over them. At work, where she’d cut herself twice yesterday, at home while talking to her parents, on her way to the beach this morning… She’d nearly been run over when she crossed the street with her head in the clouds. “I wish I knew how she felt,” she said. “But Marcy is complicated. She says she’s done with meaningless encounters, but still, I can’t help but wonder how many other women she’s seeing this week.”
“Ouch. Is she that bad?” Sara asked.
“I think so.” Zoe laughed and rolled her eyes. “Great choice, huh?”
“Well, unfortunately you don’t choose who you fall in love with.”
“I’m not in love with her,” Zoe quickly said with a quiver of hesitation in her voice. “That’s just ridiculous. I may have a mild crush on her but that’s as far as this goes.” Her phone pinged, and she took in a quick breath when she saw she had a message from Marcy.
‘Hey, beautiful. How’s your day? I’ve been thinking about you.’
“That’s her, isn’t it?” Sara chuckled.
“Yes.”
“Mild crush, my arse. You look like someone just made you a four-foot salted-caramel chocolate cake. Is that a booty call?”
Zoe ignored her as she typed a reply. ‘I’m at the beach, enjoying my day off. How are you? Been thinking about you too.’ She contemplated adding something about meeting up again but decided against it. Only seconds after she’d sent it, another message came in.
‘Just working. Can I take you out for dinner later?’
“She wants to take me for dinner,” she said with a frown. “I didn’t take her for the dinner date type.”
“Cute. Then she must like you too.” Sara nudged her. “You’re free tonight, aren’t you?”
“Yes.” Zoe fell silent for a moment as Marcy’s message hit her. A date? That was unexpected. What was she going to wear? And why was she suddenly so nervous? It had only been a few nights since they’d last seen each other, and she’d refrained from contacting Marcy herself. Would they spend the night together? If they did, her mother was sure to start asking questions and she couldn’t use the excuse of a friend forever. “I guess I’ll go, then.”
“Yes!” Sara clapped her hands in delight. “Message her. Do it now.”
Zoe shot her a grin. “Why are you so excited?”
“Because I love you and you look so happy. I really want this to work out for you,” Sara said. “Come on. Do it. What are you waiting for?”
“There’s zero chance of this working out but…” Zoe hesitated, then typed a reply. ‘Would love to. Let me know where and when to meet you.’
“Good girl.” Sara gestured to her phone when the next message came in. “What is she saying?”
“She’s picking me up at home around seven,” Zoe said, and flinched. “Fuck.”
“Why is that a problem?”
“I feel a little silly for admitting this, but my parents don’t know I’m gay.”
“Are you serious?” Sara stared at her in disbelief. “I’ve known you for over fifteen years and you’ve never told me this?”
“I've always felt terrible for keeping it from them but honestly, while I was working abroad, I didn’t think it mattered.” Zoe shrugged. “There was never any reason to tell them, so I didn’t.”
“But you’re so close to your parents. Don’t you think they should know this important thing about you?”
“I suppose it’s time, but then again, I don’t see the point in upsetting them if there’s no one I’m serious about.”
“Hmm…” Sara looked at her intently. “What about your ex? In Hong Kong?”
“She stayed with family while my parents visited me. I was going to introduce them, but I panicked last-minute. She could relate; her parents didn’t know she was gay either, so there was no drama about that. It just seemed easier.”
“Of course it’s easier, but the easy way isn’t always the right one.”
Zoe nodded. “I know. But I’m not ready yet.”
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A s Marcy turned into Zoe’s street, Zoe was already outside, walking towards her. Her breath caught as their eyes met, and she whistled flirtatiously. Each time they met, she had this overwhelming reaction to Zoe.
“Hey. You look so beautiful.” She looked Zoe over, taking in the little navy dress that matched the navy and white polka dot bow in her hair.
“Thank you, you look great too,” she said shyly, lingering before Marcy. When Marcy leaned in to kiss her, she put a hand on her chest to stop her and glanced over her shoulder towards her parents’ house. “Not here. My mum…” She hesitated. “My mum doesn’t need to know everything.”
Marcy laughed. “Sure. Is she curtain twitching?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me. She practically cornered me and asked why I was dressed up, but it’s none of her business.”
“Fair enough.” Marcy felt Zoe tense up when she took her hand. “Is this okay?”
“Yes, sorry. I’m just not used to holding hands.” She smiled and took a tight grip of Marcy’s hand in return. “I like it, though.”
“Okay. I don’t want to make you feel uncomfortable.”
“I’m not, I promise,” Zoe said. “Where are we going?”
“It’s not far from here, so we can walk.” Marcy hoped Zoe would like the restaurant she’d chosen. It was a romantic spot by the port with lovely views over the sea. Bustling and less touristy, it was her parents’ favourite restaurant, and they’d been there many times over the years. “Do you like fish?”
“Of course. I’m a chef, there are very few things I don’t like.” Zoe looked up at her. “I’m an easy date.” She shook her head and laughed. “Okay, that came out wrong, but I suppose it’s true in every sense of the word, since I’ve already put out before our date.”
Marcy grinned and shot her a wink. “Can’t say I mind an easy date.” She put her arm around Zoe’s waist as they crossed the road and headed for the port. “Tank’s been missing you.”
“Oh yeah? Tank said that?”
“Yep. He was asking if you were coming over tonight.” It was possibly the worst pick-up line Marcy had ever come up with, but Zoe seemed amused.
“Let’s see how the date goes first, shall we?” Zoe chuckled. “How is he doing?”
“He’s great. I’ve been trying to keep him out of the house but every time I open the door, he slips in to lie on the rug. I think he likes how cool it is inside. I called the rangers after you left; they’re coming over tomorrow.”
“That’s good. Third time lucky, hopefully.” Zoe fell quiet as they neared the ferry terminal, and Marcy noticed a shift in her.
“What’s wrong?”
“Are we going to that place on the pier?” Zoe stared at the incoming ferry.
“Yes.” Marcy frowned. “Is there a problem?”
“No, there’s no problem. It’s just that…” Zoe pulled her behind a tourist stall. “My father is the captain of the Calpe ferry. That’s him coming in from his last trip.”
“And?” Marcy still didn’t quite understand what the problem was, but then it suddenly clicked. “Wait… your parents don’t know you’re gay, do they?”
“No, they don’t,” Zoe admitted. “I’m not entirely closeted. My friends know, but my family doesn’t.”
“Wow.” Marcy needed a moment to process that. With her parents being so liberal and living here, she didn’t come across many closeted lesbians these days. “Can I ask why?”
“My mother, mainly,” Zoe said, still eyeing the ferry that had arrived now. “It’s a cultural thing. It’s not exactly frowned upon to be gay in Hong Kong, it’s just not discussed. Kind of hushed, you know? And my father…” She sighed. “I have no idea how he’ll react.”
“Okay. I understand. So, what do we do? Why can’t you just tell him we’re friends if he sees us?”
Zoe turned to Marcy and looked her over. “Because you look… well, let’s face it, you look gay, and there’s a big chance I won’t come home tonight. They’ll figure it out.”
Marcy nodded and pointed to a bar. “Then let’s wait in there until he’s gone.”
“Are you sure?” Zoe asked. “I’m so sorry about this.”
“Don’t be.” Marcy walked ahead of her so she wouldn’t instinctively reach for her hand again. Inside, Zoe chose a window table. “Let’s wait here. I want to make sure he’s on his way home.”
Marcy ordered two beers and they watched the passengers get off the ferry. Ten minutes later, a man with a captain’s hat came off. “Is that him?”
“Yes, that’s my dad.” Zoe smiled as she watched him pass the bar with a spring in his step.
“He looks so chilled.”
“Yes, he’s always in a good mood,” Zoe said. “Really easy going, and he loves his job, even if it’s probably one of the most monotonous jobs in the world.” She pursed her lips as she watched him disappear. “I think he would be okay if I told him.”
Marcy smiled and placed a hand over Zoe’s. “Maybe he already knows.”
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“C hampagne?” Zoe smiled when the immaculately dressed waiter poured them a glass of champagne to start their evening with. “You don’t need to go all fancy on me.” The small restaurant on the pier was simple and elegant, serving fresh seafood and local dishes. She’d been wanting to come here since her return to Spain, but it wasn’t really a place to dine alone. The white tablecloths, candles in deep pots, delicate silverware and the sound of soft, Spanish guitar music brought a romantic touch to the small terrace, where only ten tables were placed by the waters’ edge.
“Yes, I do; I want to impress you,” Marcy said, rubbing her leg against Zoe’s under the table.
Zoe leaned in on her elbows and shot her a flirty look. “And why is that? Because you’re hoping I’ll come home with you tonight?”
“No, actually.” Marcy leaned in too, mimicking her body language. “I mean, I wouldn’t mind that,” she said, shaking her head with a chuckle. “Of course, I want you to come home with me. The sex is pretty amazing.”
“I can’t disagree with that,” Zoe whispered. Marcy licked her lips as she stared at her, causing an intense stir between Zoe’s thighs. As nice as this was, right now, she wouldn’t mind skipping dinner altogether and heading straight for that big bed of hers.
“But mostly I want to impress you because I think you’re amazing,” Marcy continued. “And I feel like I need to convince you that I’m not the womaniser you think I am. Not anymore.”
“I won’t deny that I’m slowly starting to change my mind about you.” Zoe twirled the champagne around in her glass and took a sip, carefully considering her words. “You’re sweet and fun, not to mention sexy and charismatic and I obviously think you’re amazing too. But I can’t help but wonder how long it will take for you to get bored of me. You move on. It’s what you’ve always done.”
Marcy nodded, her eyes meeting Zoe’s in a loaded exchange. “Are you willing to take the risk and stick around so I can prove that my intentions are sincere?”
Zoe hesitated as she held her gaze. “I don’t think I have a choice. It’s hard to stop doing something that feels so good.”
“So good,” Marcy repeated, her lips curling into a smile. “You make me feel all sorts of new and wonderful things.” She took Zoe’s hand over the table and squeezed it. “Thank you for giving me a chance. I want to get to know you.”
Zoe glanced down at their hands, aware that they looked like a couple. She didn’t mind that as long as she didn’t start believing in it herself. It was nice, though, to be wined and dined by someone she loved being with, and Marcy was the perfect date; attentive, courteous, and incredibly nice to look at. Her blue shirt brought out the colour of her eyes and her toned buttocks looked great in the khaki chinos. “Then tell me about yourself first. Why have you always been so scared of commitment?”
Marcy sat back and thought about it. “That’s a good question. I never thought there was a reason. I just assumed I was who I was; that some people like to be free and I’m one of them.” She paused. “But it’s true that I have trouble letting people in. I’d rather have superficial relationships than to go deeper, because I already know it’s not going to work out.”
“You give up before you’ve actually tried.”
“Yes. I hate hurting people, and if I can’t see myself with them long-term it’s easier to never get serious than to leave after a while,” Marcy said. “And it’s not that I don’t like the idea of a relationship, because I do. I’ve just never met someone…” She paused. “Someone like you.”
Zoe swallowed hard as she let Marcy’s words sink in. “Someone like me? I don’t get what’s so special about me.”
“Everything,” Marcy said. She had a tremble to her voice as she fiddled with the stem of her glass. “You’re gorgeous and sexy, funny and kind. You’re a whizz with herbs, and butterflies want to be near you. Your team loves you, you’re a talented and passionate chef, a loyal daughter, a great kisser and you make me feel… well, you make me feel excited and happy and I just want to be near you all the time. I’m seriously falling for you.”
Zoe’s breath caught, and she was silent as she let Marcy’s words sink in. God, how she wanted to believe her. She wanted nothing more than to enjoy these moments without having to wonder if it would be their last time. But it was too soon for that, especially with someone like Marcy. “It’s just a crush, we barely know each other,” she said sounding unconvinced. “But I do feel the same about you and I promise I’ll be open to more, as long as we can take it one day at a time.”
“I can do one day at a time.” Marcy looked relieved, as if she’d been dying to get this off her chest. “We can do this any way you want.”
“Thank you.” Zoe smiled. This wasn’t what she’d expected to happen since she first night she’d spent with her, and she wasn’t prepared for Marcy’s sudden out-of-character behaviour. But maybe Marcy was right. Maybe she just hadn’t met the right person. And maybe, just maybe, she was that person. “And for the record,” she added, “I do want to come home with you tonight.”





50

“Well done for holding him.” Rico, the ranger, looked impressed as he put away the tagging stick. Tank had yowled in displeasure and disappeared under the bed immediately after his ordeal, but he was already crawling out again and didn’t seem too traumatized. “I must say, when you called me the first time, I wasn’t sure if I believed you when you said you had a wounded lynx on your land. I assumed it was just a big cat or something. It’s been decades since lynxes have been seen in this area; they mainly live in Andalucía, where the government breeding program has stimulated growth over the past five years.” He frowned. “How on earth did you get it in the house? And why is it so tame?”
“I fed him because he was malnourished after his accident,” Marcy said. “We caught him twice. Once to pull the woodchip out of his paw and once to put this herbal healing potion on. I never expected him to come back after that, but he did. I gave him raw chicken and steak and in the past couple of days, he’s been wanting to get inside. I tried to keep him out at first, but I figured it would actually be fine today since it would give you a chance to tag him.” She smiled as Tank came up to her and rolled on his back for a belly scratch. Even the ranger didn’t faze him anymore. “His paw is healed, and he’s been hunting again. He’s filled out nicely and he’s actually starting to look a bit too chubby for his own good.”
The ranger’s face pulled into a baffled expression as he slowly kneeled in front of Tank. “Tank, you said?”
Marcy chuckled. “Hey, I had to call him something and he’s a big boy, so it seemed fitting.”
“Well, I can tell you that your big boy Tank is actually female.” The ranger carefully reached out to feel Tank’s belly. “And she’s not chubby, she’s pregnant.”
Marcy wasn’t often lost for words but all she could do was stare at Tank in disbelief.
“And I think the reason she comes into the house is because she’s looking for a safe place to give birth,” he continued.
“Holy shit.” Marcy stroked Tank’s belly. “You’re having kittens.”
“As you probably know, the Iberian Lynx is an endangered species, so this is fantastic news,” Rico said, unable to hide his excitement. “They generally give birth between March and April, although when they’re unable to find a male to mate with, they can enter oestrus again and give birth at any time of year.” He paused, pondering over something. “She looks like she’s really far into her pregnancy. Do you mind if I keep her inside so I can call in a veterinarian to check on her? I don’t have any experience with situations like this and I need a medical opinion before I speak to the wildlife board to plan the next steps.”
    
“You were right,” Ana, the veterinarian, said to Rico. “She’s almost there. In fact, it might just be a matter of hours since she keeps pacing in and out of that cave nook and she’s not trying to escape.”
“Unbelievable.” Marcy was still trying to grasp the absurdity of the situation. They’d waited two hours for Ana to arrive. As one of the few veterinarians linked to the national breeding program, she had to drive all the way from Malaga. They’d filled her in on the happenings of the past weeks and she seemed just as baffled as Rico, as if she, too, had assumed it was simply a big cat.
“Yes, it’s a small miracle,” she agreed, studying Tank with a deep frown between her brows.
“How many kittens do they usually have?” Marcy asked, imagining Tank with a bunch of adorable kittens, climbing over each other and scrambling over her milk.
“The litter can vary from anything between one and four kittens, but from the size of her I’d say she’ll have one, possibly two.” Ana scratched her head and sighed. “I’m not sure what the best course of action would be. Tranquilizing her to move her elsewhere is not an option right now. It’s not just the anaesthetic that may harm the unborn kittens; stress may influence the birth too. We’ve found that survival rates of kittens are linked to the mother’s stress levels so, I’d rather not take her out of an environment where she feels comfortable. Even if we did, it would be close to impossible to move her without tranquilizing her.”
“Are you suggesting we let her give birth here?” Rico asked, then turned to Marcy.
“Hey, I’m fine with it,” she said without hesitation. “It would be an amazing experience, and I just want him – I mean her – to be okay.”
Ana looked surprised, as if she hadn’t anticipated such a positive response. “She clearly feels safe in your home. I know the situation is far from ideal; we’ll have to get a small team in immediately and you’ll have people here all night.”
“No problem.” Marcy glanced at Tank, who kept walking in circles in front of the weirdly shaped rough nook that she used as storage for her hoover and cleaning products. It was the only part of her house that was still in its original state as she had no idea what to do with it. The cave ceiling was too low there for a shower and it was too irregular to make a wardrobe. “Want me to empty that space?”
“If you wouldn’t mind.” Ana closed the sliding glass doors. “Let me make a couple of phone calls and we’ll help you.”





51

M arcy: ‘Call me, I have some weird and wonderful news.’ Zoe re-read the message exchange as she got out of the cab and walked up to Marcy’s house. It was after midnight and although she was tired and planned to go home after a long day at work, her curiosity had gotten the better of her. Well, not just her curiosity, of course. It was the prospect of seeing Marcy too, because she’d been on her mind for the past two days while she’d catered for a big event at El Escondite.
Zoe: ‘What’s going on? It’s super busy, I can’t call right now.’
Marcy: ‘Then come over after work and I’ll show you. It’s a surprise.’
An uneasy feeling settled in the pit of her stomach when she saw four cars parked behind Marcy’s truck. One of them was a ranger car, another had the logo of a veterinarian clinic on the side, and the other two were cheap, nondescriptive ones. I hope Tank’s okay, she thought as she rushed up the hill.
Marcy, a uniformed ranger and three other people were sitting around the terrace table, most of them talking on their phones in hushed voices.
Marcy waved Zoe over when she spotted her and beckoned her to be quiet. She looked beyond excited, which immediately put her at ease. God, I love that smile.
“What’s going on?” she asked in a whisper, greeting the people around the table.
“I would ask you to take a guess, but this is too crazy even for me to get my head around.” Marcy stood up and took her hand. “Can she go inside with me?” she asked the ranger.
“Go ahead. Just move slowly and be quiet.” He glanced at Zoe. “Is this your girlfriend you were telling me about?”
Zoe felt Marcy’s hand tense in hers and was amused to see the embarrassment in her expression. “Your girlfriend?” she asked in a teasing tone before turning back to the ranger. She’d never expected Marcy to say something like that, but she had, and it made her feel all warm and gooey inside. “That would be me, I guess.” Even in the dim light outside, she could tell Marcy was blushing, and her uncomfortable body language was adorable.
“Yes,” Marcy said with a chuckle, then rolled her eyes as if cursing herself. “Come on, we can talk about girlfriend status later. First things first.”
Inside, the lights were turned low, and Zoe needed a moment for her eyes to adjust. “What’s that noise?”
“We have kittens,” Marcy whispered. “Tank just gave birth.” She pulled Zoe along toward a screen placed around the nook in the sleeping area next to the bed.
“What? You’re kidding, ri—” Zoe swallowed her words when she looked over the screen and saw two tiny lynx kittens covered in downy fur, suckling on their mother. Tank looked wiped-out, splayed out on her side, only glancing up briefly when she spotted them. Zoe covered her mouth with her hands as she tried to make sense of what she saw. “Oh my God. I don’t even know what to say.”
“They’re cute, right?” Marcy put her arms around Zoe’s waist from behind and rested her chin on her shoulder.
“Beyond cute.” Zoe cherished the moment of sheer confusion that felt incredibly intimate and beautiful. Marcy holding her like this and watching new life brought out a rush of wonderment in her, and they stood there for long moments, taking in the adorable sight. “That was unexpected…”
“Yes. He – I mean she – wasn’t chubby. She was pregnant.” Marcy kissed Zoe’s cheek and let her lips linger against her skin as she continued. “The ranger suspects she’s given birth here before when the house was still a cave. It’s not unusual for them to return to the same den. It was probably too noisy in the past years with the building work going on, but now that it’s quiet and she trusts me, she’s decided she likes that cave nook.”
“Amazing. Can you stay here tonight?”
“It’s okay as long as I’m quiet. It’s all about reducing stress for Tank according to my new friends outside.”
“So, you just said we have kittens.” Zoe leaned back against Marcy, comfortable in her strong grip.
“Yes. Tank is yours too; you named her,” Marcy said. “Although in hindsight, Kitty might actually have been a better name. I’m having trouble with the ‘her’, after thinking she was a boy all this time.”
“Me too.” Zoe chuckled softly and turned to her. “And you told the ranger I was your girlfriend?”
Their eyes met, and Marcy gave her a shy smile as she took Zoe’s hands. “Is that okay?” she asked after a moment’s hesitation. “After our talk over dinner the other night, I figured we were exclusive…”
“Of course.” Zoe returned her smile and leaned in to brush her lips against Marcy’s. “And you can call me that.” She wanted to kiss her, but she was aware of the people outside.
“Good. Because I don’t want to share you with anyone.” Marcy clearly wanted to kiss her too from the way her gaze kept lowering to Zoe’s lips. Their chemistry was electric, and she could see the longing in Marcy’s stare.
“Are we going to be alone anytime soon?” Zoe asked. Not seeing each other had been harder than she’d expected but she’d needed time to focus on the event and that was impossible when she was distracted and dreaming all day.
“Not tonight. The rangers and the vet will stay here and regularly check on the kittens in their crucial first hours. Tomorrow they’ll decide on where to take them. They said they’re doing really well, though.” She brushed a lock of hair behind Zoe’s ear. “Do you want to stay the night? It’s a bit awkward as we won’t be alone and we may not even be able to go to bed, but it’s a chance of a lifetime.”
“I do.” Zoe turned back to the kittens and sighed. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world. It’s a very special moment.”
“I know.” Marcy looked a little emotional as she followed her gaze. “And I’m so glad I get to share it with you.”
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“How do I feel about having three wild lynxes in my house?” Marcy couldn’t help but laugh at the absurd proposal. Although the team of rangers and veterinarians laughed along, it was clear that Ana wasn’t joking.
“We’ve discussed it with the wider team and we have a couple of options, but we all feel it would be tricky to move them while they’re still so young,” she said. “This is a very unusual situation. All lynxes born in the past decade were either born in the wild or in Malaga Zoo, so it’s hard to say how such a traumatic event as a move will affect them. We completely understand if you don’t want them here, of course, but you will be compensated if you agree to having them here until they’re old enough to leave the nest with their mother.”
“And how long would that be?” Marcy asked.
Ana looked to the others and shrugged, then back to her. “Normally, it’s four to six months, but being inside, it’s likely they’ll move out sooner as their mother will encourage them to develop their hunting skills and they won’t be able to do that inside. They might be around the house for a while; it’s hard to say how long they’ll stick around.” She glanced outside. “You have a lot of private land and with the protected land behind it, it’s not a bad habitat for them.”
“I see.” Marcy nodded, aware that this was a big decision. “I wouldn’t do this for the compensation, though; I don’t need the money. So how would this work exactly?”
Ana pointed to the sliding glass doors. “Well, these would have to stay open at all times and you shouldn’t interact with either Tank or the kittens. They’ll return to the wild, so in no case should they be domesticated in any way, nor deprived from leaving the house.”
“But I have to work,” Marcy said. “I can’t be here twenty-four seven and I’m not going to leave the door open while I’m away.”
“Our team could keep an eye on your place while you’re away,” Rico suggested. “We’d have to be here on a daily basis anyway, to make sure they’re okay. It would be myself mostly, and one of my colleagues when I’m not available. We’d be outside, not in your house, and if Tank and the kittens show any signs of breaking the place down, we’ll change strategy. In the first month, they’re mainly just nursing but after that, they’ll start exploring with their mother.”
“We know it’s a lot to ask.” Ana smiled. “So seriously, no hard feelings if you don’t want to do this. We’re just very grateful for your wonderful help so far.”
Marcy thought about that. It would be troublesome, and she wouldn’t have the tranquillity she’d dreamed about, but she really wanted to be a part of this small miracle, as Ana had called it. She walked over to the alcove, where the two kittens were suckling. The helpless creatures still had their eyes shut and they looked incredibly vulnerable and fragile. Tank looked up at her for a brief moment, and the glance that passed between them made her shiver. It was ridiculous but she could have sworn it was a look of understanding of some kind. More than anything, she wanted Tank to be comfortable and she certainly seemed at ease right now. “Okay, let them stay,” she said, making the decision there and then. She was pretty sure she’d regret it once her new sofa was wrecked and the house would smell like a zoo, but Tank had chosen her house of all places and it was simply the right thing to do.
“Thank you.” Ana looked grateful as she shot her a wide smile, and Rico seemed even happier, perhaps because it would give him a chance to be a part of the kittens’ development.
“So, what now?” Marcy had no idea what she was in for, and from the conversations she’d had, she didn’t think any of the team knew what to expect either. “Do I just go to bed?”
“I suggest we remove those beautiful rugs first,” Rico said. “In case Tank gets up at night. You don’t want them to get ruined, and you might want to put away any other valuables that are low to the ground.”
“Sure.” Marcy frowned. “Apart from that, can I just live my life as usual? I mean, I won’t be throwing any parties with the kittens here, of course…”
“I’m afraid not. You’ll have to make some significant changes.” Ana winced. “You’ll need to keep the noise down and your visitors outside for most of the time. If you could do without music, your coffee machine, and any other noisy appliances such as the dishwasher and the hoover for a while, that would be even better.”
“Right.” Marcy rubbed her temple and chuckled at the irony of the situation. She was about to live in silence and tiptoe around a litter of wild cats for the foreseeable months, accompanied by rangers and God knew who else would have to be here for the first few weeks. There would be no housewarming, and no cappuccino from her brand-new state-of-the-art machine. “My parents will want to come over, though,” she said. “I only just moved in, so they’ll want to see the place. And my girlfriend will likely be here with me a few nights a week. I hope that’s not a problem.”
“That will be fine.” Rico winked. “Just keep the noise down at night if you can.”
“Sure.” Marcy shot him a goofy grin in return and felt her cheeks flush. It was going to be an interesting time.
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“I ncredible,” Lisa said after Marcy had filled her in on the recent developments. “You have the rarest breed of kittens next to your bed because a lynx decided to give birth in your new home.”
“That about sums it up.” Marcy had left out the part about seeing Zoe and hadn’t told Lisa or anyone else they were dating. Since it was all very new, Zoe wanted them to keep it quiet for a while, and although Marcy was dying to tell Lisa, she had to respect that. “Therefore, the housewarming is postponed, of course, but please come over for a drink with Stella.”
“We will,” Lisa said. “You look great, by the way. Very…” She paused as she studied her. “I don’t know. Happy, I suppose.”
“I am happy.” Marcy thanked the waiter who brought their cappuccinos and hoped her big smirk wouldn’t give too much away.
“Is it just the kittens or is there someone special in human form?” Lisa arched a brow. “I haven’t heard you bragging about your conquests in weeks.”
“Hey, I never brag!” Marcy shot her an incredulous look.
“Okay, fair enough.” Lisa chuckled and held up a hand. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it that way. You just seem a lot calmer, and more content.” She took a careful sip of her cappuccino. “Anyway, I’ll stop prying, but if it’s a woman you’re seeing, you’re welcome to bring her to our barbecue next week. You are coming, right?”
“Of course, I’m coming. You know me; I never say no to anything.” Marcy focused on her coffee, avoiding Lisa’s eyes. “And yes, I might bring a date with me.”
“So, it is a woman?” Lisa asked in a teasing tone. “I can’t wait to meet her. She must be pretty special if she’s managed to tame you.”
“She hasn’t tamed me,” Marcy said with a chuckle. “I’m the same person. The only difference is that I don’t want to be with anyone but her.” She paused. “And yes, she’s very special.”
“Oh my God, I’m so happy for you. Please, please tell me about her.”
“Not yet, it’s too soon.” Marcy paused. “But yes, I’ll ask her if she wants to be my plus one.”
“Excellent.” Lisa picked up the menu. “I know it’s only lunchtime, but I feel like we should have something stronger to celebrate. A glass of cava?”
“Hey, easy on the bubbles, I’m not getting married.” Marcy threw her head back and laughed. “And I know what you’re trying to do here. Getting me drunk so I’ll spill the beans is not going to work on me.”
“Too bad. But let’s have some anyway.” Lisa beckoned the waiter over and ordered a bottle. “Stella’s on her way so we can share with her.”
“Great, I haven’t seen her in a while,” Marcy said, happy to change the subject. “How is she?”
“She’s good.” As always, Lisa’s face lit up when she talked about Stella. “We’re both looking forward to her working four days a week when the busy season ends. They’re all excited about downtime at Paradise as it’s been a crazy summer. You’ll meet her colleagues at the barbecue; they’re all really nice.”
“So, it’s going to be a big gathering?” Marcy asked.
“About thirty people, which is just about doable on our roof terrace.” Lisa bit her lip and frowned. “And about that barbecue… there’s something I need to talk to you about.”
“You sound serious.”
“No, it’s nothing serious. It’s just that…” Lisa paused. “Well, I want to invite Zoe.”
“Okay.” Marcy felt a flutter at the mention of Zoe’s name, and her mind went back to this morning, when they’d woken up in each other’s arms at the sound of squealing kittens. They’d kissed and made love so quietly it had felt more intimate than anything she’d ever done. The kittens were healthy and adorable, their eyes still closed as they cuddled up closely against their mother. She smiled. “Are you worried I’m going to wind her up or something? Because I won’t.” There were a lot of things Marcy wanted to do to Zoe but winding her up wasn’t one of them anymore.
Lisa shook her head. “I’m sorry, I just had to bring it up because I don’t want anything to ruin Stella’s big night. I know it’s not just you, I’ll talk to Zoe too.”
“We’ll be fine,” Marcy said, repressing a chuckle. “After I found out why she had a problem with me, I apologised, and she accepted.”
“Oh? That’s great. So you’re fine now? You never told me that and neither did she.”
“It was a while ago.” Marcy shrugged. “But yes, we can be civilised, and besides, with so many people there, we won’t even need to talk to each other. Who knows? Zoe might bring her own date.” She imagined the look on Lisa and Stella’s faces when she and Zoe showed up together and tried not to laugh.
“I doubt it. She’s super picky when it comes to women.” Lisa sat back while the waiter poured the cava. “Anyway, now that you’ve talked it out and you’re not working at El Escondite anymore, there won’t be anything to quarrel about.” She held up her glass in a toast. “Here’s to your new home, your new kitten adventure and your new mystery lady who I can’t wait to meet. All very exciting.”
Marcy clinked her glass with Lisa’s and smiled. “Yes, all very, very exciting.”
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“Where were you last night? I was worried.” Ling poured a cup of tea for herself and a coffee for Zoe.
“Worried? I messaged you to tell you I wasn’t coming home, didn’t I?” Zoe sipped her coffee, wondering how fast she could divert the topic.
“Yes, but I still get worried when I don’t know where you are.” Her mother sighed. “I know you’re an adult and I shouldn’t be like this. It’s just so different when you’re living at home. I sit up waiting for you when you’re out, and I can’t sleep when you don’t come home.”
Zoe felt a stab of guilt when she noticed how tired her mother looked. “Do you want me to move out? I was going to look for a flat. I just haven’t got around to it yet.”
“Goodness, no. I don’t want you to move out. Your father and I love having you home. It would just be so nice if you shared things with me once in a while. Like, who is this man you’re seeing and when can I meet him?”
“I’m not seeing a man, Mum.” Zoe didn’t know what else to say, because it was the truth.
“Oh, don’t lie to me, Zoe. I can tell you’re in love; it’s written all over your face. Your head is in the clouds, you go out and come home late, or you don’t come home at all. Why can’t you just tell me about him?” Ling’s expression turned serious, and she lowered her voice. “He’s not married, is he?”
Zoe shook her head. “There is no man.” Deep down, she wanted to tell her mother. She wanted her to know how happy she was, and she even wanted her to meet Marcy. Perhaps she should just get it over with. Perhaps this very moment, a normal morning like all other mornings, was the time to finally tell her. To bite the bullet and just go with whatever happened. Her mother loved her very much, but she might not be able to accept it and that would be the start of a whole new kind of strained relationship. Nothing would be natural anymore between them. Zoe wasn’t prepared, but then again, she’d never been prepared, and she suspected she never would be.
“Her name is Marcy.” Zoe leaned over the kitchen table and covered her face with her hands. Had she just said that out loud? Maybe she didn’t hear me… Maybe I can still take it back.
“Her?” Ling’s voice went up a notch.
Fuck, she did hear me. Zoe didn’t dare look up. “Yes.” The silence that followed seemed to last forever.
“What does that mean?” Ling finally asked.
“It means exactly what it means,” Zoe mumbled, knowing there was no way she could talk her way out of this now. It was time to be honest. “I’m not dating a man, Mum; I’m dating a woman.”
“Oh.”
Another silence filled the kitchen, and Zoe could feel the thump of her heartbeat in her throat. Two decades of hiding, and now this. Where had she suddenly found the courage from? Why had she just blurted it out? “Aren’t you going to say something?” Zoe lowered her hands to the table and raised her gaze to meet her mother’s. She was shocked, upset perhaps, but at least she didn’t look angry or disgusted.
Ling’s hand trembled as she put down her teacup. “Your father always said he thought you were… Well, he thought you were like that, but I didn’t believe him.”
“Dad said that?”
“Yes. I think you were around fourteen when he mentioned it for the first time. He even asked me if I thought we should talk to you about it.” Ling sighed. “But I fought him all the way on that. Perhaps I didn’t want it to be true.”
“Why?” Zoe asked. “Is me being gay so bad?”
Ling sighed. “I just want you to have a good life, to have children and the security of a family when you’re older. Life can’t be easy when you are the way you are.”
Zoe stared at her mother, partly relieved that she hadn’t used the word ‘disappointed’, and partly confused by her family statement. It was going better than she’d expected, so she managed to calm herself down. If her mother wasn’t panicking, she wouldn’t either. “We’re not in China though, Mum,” she said. “People here don’t care, and I’ve never had the desire to start a family. Not because I’m unable to; it’s entirely normal for same-sex couples to have children nowadays. But that’s not where I am in life. I want to focus on my career.”
“It’s just not how I was brought up and it’s not the future I wanted for you.” Ling’s eyes welled up. “I love you either way, sweetheart. But I hope you understand that it will take me some time to get used to this.” She reached for Zoe’s hands and took them.
“That’s okay.” Zoe’s eyes welled up as she stroked her mother’s hands with her thumbs. The truth was out, and her mother was still here. “Take your time. I won’t be bringing anyone home soon, but I won’t lie to you anymore either.”
Ling nodded. “I don’t want you to lie to me; I never wanted that. I’m sorry you felt like you couldn’t tell me. I guess I’m a little behind the times, but where I come from…” She paused. “What do we tell our family in Hong Kong?”
“Do you have to tell them? Is it really important for them to know?” Zoe regarded her mother. “I don’t think so,” she said when Ling didn’t answer. “Let’s just leave the conversation with this. You have a lot to digest, and I think we should give it a rest.” She smiled. “But feel free to ask me anything, anytime.”
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“M arcy, darling. This is beyond my wildest dreams.” Having trouble keeping her voice down through her excitement, Delia was hushed by her husband.
“I’m proud of you, kid.” Marcy’s father patted her on the shoulder as he looked over the premises wide-eyed once again. “I had a feeling you were working on something, but I hadn’t imagined anything like this.”
“You did?”
“Yes. You used to help me with personal projects on weekends but over the past few years you’ve been so busy. Since you were never home, I always wondered what you were up to.” He stared at the majestic home that merged into the hills, it’s aesthetic perfectly complementing the landscape. “I never imagined it to be anything as spectacular as this, though.”
“Thanks.” Marcy felt choked up by her parents’ reaction. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you. I thought you would try to talk me out of it. It was just a cave back then, and I didn’t think you’d see the potential. And once it was starting to look decent, I just loved having this as my secret.”
“You were always the one with the creative talent, the craftsmanship in here is outstanding.” her father said. “And look at you now. You did this all by yourself and that’s incredibly brave. I just hope you know you could have asked me for help.”
“I know, Dad. I’ve always felt comfortable asking you for help but this, I wanted to do it on my own.”
“I understand.”
“It’s amazing. Can we move in with you?” her mother joked.
Marcy laughed. “You can stay over anytime you want after the kittens have left but that won’t be until next year, I’m afraid, and I don’t have a spare room.” She lingered there for a while, weirded out by suddenly having her parents here. “Want a drink? We can sit and talk outside on the terrace. I don’t want to disturb Tank.”
“Yes, dear. A drink would be lovely.” Delia smiled widely when Marcy pulled a bottle of white wine from the fridge. “So, any developments with the lovely Zoe? Did you remember to thank her again?”
“Who’s Zoe?” her father asked, taking a seat at the terrace table.
“She’s Marcy’s love interest,” Delia told him in all seriousness. “You know, that woman I told you about who helped out at the charity event with those delicious dumplings?”
“Oh, yes, I remember now. Is she local?”
“Mum, she’s not my—” Marcy stopped herself because her mother was right. Zoe wasn’t just her love interest. She was her girlfriend. “She’s—”
“Well, speak of the devil,” Delia said, narrowing her eyes when a car came up the driveway. Zoe got out and stopped in her tracks when she spotted Marcy’s parents on the terrace, then hesitantly walked over when Marcy waved her over.
Marcy’s gaze shifted nervously from Zoe to her parents and back. It was probably time she told them; there was no reason why she shouldn’t, and besides, her mother must have noticed the look of awe on her face when Zoe smiled at her. She looked beautiful and fresh-faced as always, casually dressed in shorts, sandals and a grey sweatshirt. The bandana in her hair today was black and white, and she was carrying a canvas bag.
“Hi, I’m sorry. I wanted to see the kittens and I didn’t realise you had company.”
“That’s okay.” Marcy wanted to kiss her, but with her parents here, she had no idea how to behave. She went in for a hug, which resulted in an awkward head-butt as Zoe clearly didn’t know how to greet her either. “We were just about to have a drink. Want to join us?”
“Sure. If I’m not interrupting anything. I brought some snacks.” Zoe handed the bag to Marcy and turned to Delia. “Delia, it’s so nice to see you again.”
“Likewise, darling. I was just asking about you.” Delia was smiling from ear to ear as she hugged Zoe. “This is my husband, Tom. Marcy’s father.”
“Hello, Tom.” Zoe shook his hand and studied his face. “Marcy looks like you.”
“We hear that a lot.” Tom looked Zoe over in return. “So, my daughter is finally dating, huh? First this spectacular house and now you…” He shook his head and chuckled. “There are only so many surprises I can handle in one day.”
Zoe blushed, and Marcy stepped in. “Zoe, why don’t you come inside with me to see the kittens? Mum, Dad, we’ll be out in a moment.” She pulled Zoe inside and lowered her voice. “I’m sorry about that.”
“About what?” Zoe winced. “Are you uncomfortable with me being here? Should I go? I totally understand.”
“No, no! I’m so glad you came.” Marcy put an arm around her waist and continued in a whisper as they looked over the screen. “I just hope you’re not uncomfortable with the situation.” She was pretty certain her mother was watching them, but it didn’t matter.
“I’m not.” Zoe leaned into her and sighed. “They’re growing so fast.”
“Yes. They’re so cute and fluffy, I just want to pick them up,” Marcy said. “But they’re not supposed to get used to humans and Tank might kill me if I get too close.”
Zoe turned to Marcy and looked up at her. “I didn’t just come here for the kittens. There’s something I wanted to tell you. We can talk about it later, when your parents leave.” She paused. “Is it okay if I stay over again.”
“Of course. I want you to stay. What is it?” Marcy asked. “You sound serious.”
“I told my mum I was gay.” Zoe smiled as her eyes welled up. “And it wasn’t a total disaster. She’s still my mum.”
“Babe, that’s great news. I didn’t expect you to tell her anytime soon, since you’ve already kept it quiet your whole life.” Marcy pulled her into a tight hug. “How do you feel?”
“Relieved,” Zoe said. “Dad already suspected, apparently, so I’m not too worried about him anymore. I’ll talk to him sometime this week if my mother hasn’t already told him.”
“Why now?” Marcy stepped back and cupped her face.
“I was just feeling strong, I guess.” Zoe paused. “But mostly, I felt like telling her about you. Right now, you’re the biggest thing in my life and whatever happens between us, I didn’t want to keep it from her.”
“You told her about me?” Marcy’s breath hitched. “Zoe…” She pulled Zoe in and kissed her softly. “Thank you, I don’t know what to say. Can I meet them?”
“Let’s just wait and see how this goes.” Zoe smiled and kissed her back. “But yes, I’d love for you to meet them when I’d ready. One day at a time.”
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“T  his should be amusing.” Marcy opened the taxi door for Zoe and took her hand as she got out. “I can’t wait to see the look on Lisa’s face.”
Zoe laughed. “She called me to make sure I was okay with you being there; she’s terrified we’re going to cause a scene.” She leaned in close as Marcy wrapped an arm around her and smiled. “I can’t blame her. I certainly didn’t see this coming.”
“Neither did I.” Marcy returned her smile and kissed her temple. “You look gorgeous.”
“Thank you, you look great yourself.” Zoe felt on top of the world tonight. It was a warm November evening, she was wearing her new, black dress, she had the woman of her dreams by her side, and they were going to a party for the first time as a couple. It was way too soon to think ahead; she still wasn’t confident Marcy would actually stick around, but right now life was bliss, and she was willing to give her the benefit of the doubt. When they arrived at the house, Stella yelled down at them from the roof terrace.
“Oh my God.” Her eyes widened as they looked up and waved. “Hey, guys, what’s happening here? Give me a moment and I’ll buzz you in; you have a lot to explain.”
“Are we the first?” Zoe asked as they headed upstairs.
“Yes, we’ve just finished setting up the food and Lisa’s making sangria.” Stella looked over her shoulder and narrowed her eyes as if to make sure she wasn’t imagining things. “So, why are you two suddenly walking hand in hand?”
“Yes, what the hell is happening?” Lisa chipped in, greeting them from the top of the stairs. “Is this some kind of joke?”
Zoe and Marcy looked at each other and laughed. “No, it’s not a joke.” Marcy put an arm around Zoe’s shoulders and pulled her in. “Once we stopped insulting each other, things started to change.”
“Okay…” Lisa poured them a glass of sangria and beckoned them to follow her onto the terrace. “So, is this your first date?”
“No, we’ve been seeing each other for a while,” Zoe said with an amused grin. “But after all the drama at work, well, it was a little embarrassing to admit that we actually liked each other.”
Lisa threw her head back and laughed. “I can see how that might be embarrassing, but hey, I’m so happy for you guys.” She clinked her glass against Marcy and Zoe’s. “And I won’t have to worry about a catfight tonight.”
“She was terrified you two would start arguing again,” Stella said. She chuckled as she almost tripped over Meatball, who was running around chasing her brother.
“I think we can manage to behave ourselves tonight.” Zoe shot Marcy a wink and kneeled down to greet the puppies, who jumped up at her to lick her face. “Hey, guys. I haven’t seen you in a while.” She turned to Lisa. “I miss not seeing them at work. They’re so big now.”
“Yes, they’re growing fast.” Lisa told Meatball off when she tried to jump onto one of the terrace chairs to reach the table. “They’ve become so greedy, though; please don’t feed them any snacks tonight. They’ve taken to stealing food now, so we have to be strict.”
“Says the one who shares her omelette with them every morning,” Stella joked.
“Me? What about you?” Lisa’s eyebrows shot up. “You were the one who kept throwing food on the floor for them while we were cooking today.”
“Touché.” Stella shot Lisa a sweet smile and kissed her. “I love you, babe.”
“Mmm… I love you too.” Lisa pulled away when the doorbell rang. “I’ll go get the door. You stay here and enjoy your drink.”
“Thank you.” Stella turned to Marcy. “How is the situation at the new house with the lynx?”
“Tank,” Zoe said. “Her name is Tank.”
“Sorry. Tank.” Stella’s lips twitched as she suppressed a smile. “Not worried the kittens will break down the place?”
“They might eventually, but for now their eyes aren’t even open yet, and Tank is mainly just lying there nursing them. Normally she might go out hunting but since it’s so important that both kittens survive, the rangers are feeding her occasionally. They’re there now, along with a veterinarian, looking after the place as the door has to stay open at all times.”
“That’s crazy. So you don’t have any privacy at all?”
“Only overnight, but it’s actually very cool,” Marcy said. “It’s a big deal, and I’m so happy to help Tank. I’m going to miss her when she leaves, but I’m not supposed to fuss over her or interact with her too much because obviously she’s not a house cat.” She sat on the sofa and Zoe settled next to her, leaning into the crook of her arm. “You haven’t seen it yet, but I have a lot of land around the property, and they’ve asked me for permission to build a small ranger station at the border. It will be at the back of the house so it won’t affect my privacy.”
“Wow. Why on your land?” Stella asked.
“Just for practical reasons. It’s a good look-out spot and I have electricity and running water here. The land to one side of me is protected, the other side is neglected, privately-owned farmland, so permission to build there will be a challenge. Rico said Spain are passionate about wildlife conservation and want to seize the opportunity to stimulate growth of the lynx population. The hills are riddled with rabbits, which is their main source of food, and we don’t get tourists up there either, so they’ll have a safe habitat. Since Tank was pregnant, it’s likely that there are more lynxes in the hills.” Marcy smiled. “It will be a privilege to be a part of it.”
“I must admit, I feel invested too, and I can’t stay away from the fluffballs,” Zoe said. “I imagine I’m driving Marcy crazy because I’m at her house all the time.”
“Hey, you’re not driving me crazy, I love having you over.” Marcy bit her lip and grinned. “And it must be more comfortable than staying in your old room in a single bed on an old mattress.”
“True. Compared to my room, your place is a palace but it’s not forever,” Zoe said, returning her lustful stare. “I’m looking for a place to rent and it’s just a matter of time before I find the perfect flat.”
A flash of confusion crossed Marcy’s features, but her smile quickly returned, and Zoe wondered what she was thinking. She wondered about that a lot with Marcy; she was one of those people who had a lot going on inside but didn’t always express her thoughts and feelings. “Well,” she said, “I hope it’s not too perfect because I like having you in my palace.”
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“What are you doing?” Zoe asked when Marcy lingered in the hallway and opened the door to Stella and Lisa’s spare bedroom.
“We’re going in here.” Marcy shot her a flirtatious look as she stepped in and pulled Zoe inside. “The door locks, there’s no one here to disturb us and not a ranger or vet in sight. Even better, the music is still on upstairs so no one will hear you when I make you scream in ecstasy.” A visible shiver passed through Zoe’s body, and Marcy saw the hairs on her arms rise.
Zoe licked her lips as she stared at Marcy with dark desire in her eyes. Then she glanced at the suitcase in the corner and shook her head. “We can’t do that; it looks like someone’s going to be sleeping in that bed tonight.”
“Who needs a bed?” Marcy locked the door. “We don’t need a bed…” She turned Zoe around to face herself in the mirror above the dressing table, brushed her hair behind her ears and kissed her neck.
Zoe moaned softly and tilted her head. “You’re right. Who needs a bed?” she murmured, closing her eyes at the warm caress of Marcy’s lips.
Marcy inhaled deeply against her neck, wrapped her arms around Zoe from behind and slipped her hands into the cleavage of her dress. “You’re not wearing a bra,” she whispered through ragged breaths.
“I thought you might appreciate that.” Zoe opened her eyes to meet Marcy’s gaze in the mirror.
“You look so hot. I’ve been fantasising about doing this to you all night,” Marcy said, massaging her breasts and making her moan louder.
“Doing what?” Zoe took in a quick breath when Marcy pinched her nipple.
“Fucking you in front of a mirror.” Marcy held her gaze and smiled when she saw how turned on Zoe was. Her breaths were quick, her eyes hazy and her body was rolling with need. “Would you like that?”
“Yes…” Zoe’s voice was barely a whisper as Marcy pulled the hem of her dress over her hips.
“Oh, I love the sexy lingerie.” Marcy lowered her hand into her underwear and cupped Zoe’s centre hard, making her squirm in her grip. “I want you to watch,” she whispered in her ear. “And I want you to let go.”
“Fuck…” Zoe’s lashes fluttered but she kept her eyes fixed on the mirror. “You’re driving me insane,” she said huskily, then gasped as Marcy’s fingers explored her.
Marcy’s lips parted when she felt how wet Zoe was, and she was sure Zoe could see the same desire reflected in her gaze. She moved her hand to Zoe’s behind, caressing her hair with the other. “Bend over and hold onto the chair,” she said, gently pushing Zoe closer to the dressing table. Her heart was racing and her centre throbbing just at the thought of making Zoe surrender to her. She naturally liked to be in charge, but after a few drinks tonight and hours of sexy flirting, she could barely wait to be inside her.
Zoe stared at her in the mirror and held onto the chair in front of the dressing table.
“God, I love your cute arse,” Marcy said, pulling her underwear down. “I was admiring it at the women’s only event at Paradise. You’re a great dancer.”
“Until you realised it was me shaking it?” Zoe looked over her shoulder and rolled her hips seductively.
“Especially after I realised it was you. There’s something very sexy about being attracted to someone you don’t like.” Marcy chuckled as Zoe stepped out of the lacey garment, keeping her heels on. “And now, it’s hard to believe you’re here and that you’re mine.” She traced a finger up the inside of Zoe’s thigh. “And that I can do anything I want to you.”
“Mmm…” Zoe tensed as her fingers skimmed closer to where she needed them most. “Anything you want,” she mumbled, her eyes intensely focused on Marcy in the mirror.
“Watch.” Marcy ran her tongue over Zoe’s ear and bit her earlobe. She knew her hot breath and voice in Zoe’s ear was driving her wild, and she was enjoying the needy grinding of her behind against her. Slowly, she traced Zoe’s sex up and down, drawing loud moans from her lips before she slipped two fingers inside, filling her up.
“Yes!” Zoe gasped and pushed back, her hips meeting Marcy’s thrusts. “God, yes.”
Marcy kissed and nipped at her neck as she moved faster and deeper while watching them in the mirror. Zoe’s cleavage was pulled down, her dress hiked up and one strap was hanging off her shoulder while she struggled to keep her eyes open. She moved wildly, and Marcy slid her other hand into the front of her dress to pinch her nipple again, harder this time while she found the spot that always sent Zoe over the edge. Zoe’s legs started trembling, her muscles tensed, and Marcy felt a delicious squeeze around her fingers as Zoe let out a long cry. She fell forward and took deep breaths while Marcy kept her fingers inside, drawing every last bit of the climax out of her. When she raised her face to meet Marcy’s stare, she looked flustered and bewildered, her eyes sparkling as a small smile played around her lips. She opened her mouth to speak, then shook her head and laughed.
“You…”
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“T  he kittens are starting to open their eyes,” Rico said in an enthusiastic whisper.
“I saw that. It’s beautiful to watch them develop.” Marcy sat down at the terrace table and handed him a beer. The ranger was a pleasant man, and Marcy was starting to get used to his quiet company. They usually had a beer together when she came back from work and he filled her in on the happenings of the day, which was never very much.
“You’re lucky, you know? To be part of this.”
“I know.” Marcy gave him a smile. “Do you not get bored, sitting here all day while I’m away?”
“Never. This is an opportunity of a lifetime; it’s why I do what I do in the hope to witness miracles like this.” Rico cast a glance inside. “Do you know much about the Iberian lynx?”
“Only what I found online, which wasn’t much,” Marcy said.
“That’s right. They are among the most mysterious creatures in the world. Lynxes are extraordinary animals. Some call them the silent witness as they have exceptional night vision and hearing and ultra-sharp instincts. They remind us there is more to the world than the physical alone, and their ear tufts are often described as spiritual antennae that receive messages from the Divine.”
“Is that what the locals say?”
“It’s what people all over the world have believed for centuries.” Rico shrugged. “How much of that is true, is questionable, of course, but there’s no denying they have an air of mystery about them. Take those glowing, hypnotic eyes, for example. They’re sharp, almost threatening, yet you’re unable to look away. In the Himalaya, they refer to the lynx as the ghost cat because of the rarity of sightings and in ancient Egypt, Goddess Mafdet’s lynx-face symbolized power over evil forces.”
“Fascinating. And yet, there’s so little known about them.”
“All speculation. But the ranger station will help us learn more about their hunting and breeding habits and that’s an invaluable opportunity.” Rico cleared his throat and gave her a grateful look. “So thank you, on behalf of the wildlife conservation team. We’re very excited for the new station.”
“You’re welcome. I’d love to come in now and then to see what you guys are doing. I’ve never educated myself about conservation but I feel invested now.”
“Of course, anytime.” Rico hesitated. “We’re always looking for volunteers if you’re interested. Even if it’s just for a couple of hours a week.”
Marcy was about to say that she was too busy, then remembered she didn’t have much to do on her weekends, now that the house was ready. Zoe often worked during the day, so it wasn’t like it would eat into their time either. “What does a volunteer do?” she asked.
“It depends on the season. Wildfire prevention in summer, tree planting in spring, and assisting with flora and fauna surveys and data collection all year round. If this region becomes known for its growing lynx population, we’ll need to track the rabbit population too.” He took a sip of his beer and sat back with a sigh, draping his arm over the backrest of the chair next to him. “And sadly, if it all works out, we’ll need people to look out for traps too.”
“Of course. There’s always someone out there…”
“Yes. Mostly, it’s very fulfilling work, though. All in all, there’s quite a lot of hiking involved but there’s nothing wrong with exercise in a beautiful landscape, right?”
“Nothing wrong with that,” Marcy said, thinking this might be a great way to switch off from work on weekends. She loved building things, but she didn’t really have many hobbies outside her trade as she’d spent most of her life chasing after women. “I’ll think about it; it sounds interesting.” She met his gaze. “Your team is so dedicated. Just the fact that you’re here at the strangest hours… Do you have a wife or kids?”
“Yes, and we have two kids,” Rico said. “But after twenty years of marriage my wife doesn’t mind me not being at home as much.” He chuckled. “And I don’t mind escaping from two quarrelling twins now and then, either; this is relaxation to me.”
Marcy laughed. “Are they difficult?”
“Not difficult, just typical teenagers. They’re both girls, so I’m outnumbered in my household. It’s nice to have a beer in silence. I don’t get the chance for that at home.” He pointed to the hills, where the lowering sun was glowing behind the treetops. “You really have a magical place.”
“Thank you. I feel blessed to live here.”
“So, what about your girlfriend? She seems nice. Have you been together long?”
“No, it’s still early days.” Marcy could hardly believe she and Zoe were already so comfortable around each other as only three weeks had passed since they’d spent their first night together. “But it feels right, you know?”
Rico nodded and smiled with a faraway look in his eyes. “The honeymoon phase. I remember that.” He turned back to her and chuckled. “I bet she’d love to move in here, with the pool and the view.”
“No. Zoe’s not like that. She’s very independent, and besides, she’s not entirely convinced I’m serious about her.”
“But you are?”
“Yeah.” Marcy paused for a beat, searching for the right words to describe her feelings for Zoe. “Ever since I met her, I’ve felt this beautiful sense of inner peace. It’s like I’ve been searching for something my whole life without even knowing it, and now I’ve found it. I used to be restless, always looking for the next adventure, but I’m not like that anymore. I’m just happy in the moment, and it’s because of her. I adore her.” As she watched the light change with the sinking sun, she realized she’d never been so mindful as she was now. She wasn’t scared of commitment. She’d just been saving herself for the right person.
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“I t’s been a while since I’ve been to work with you.” Zoe sipped her tea as she stared out at the water from the wheelhouse. It was her day off and since Marcy was working, she’d decided to join her father on the ferry.
“Twenty years to be precise,” her father said.
“Really? Has it been that long?”
“Last time you wanted to spend a day with your me was when you were thirteen. You were sitting right there with a Coke, pressing the buttons for me.”
Zoe smiled at the vague memory. “Yes, it was sunny, and we went to get ice cream after your shift.”
“That’s right.” He turned to her and smiled, then gave one prolonged blast of the ferry’s horn to let the passengers and other boats know they were moving off. “Have you been to Calpe since then?”
“No. I’ve barely left the area apart from when I lived away.” Zoe pointed at the small island in the distance. “It seems so much closer now.”
“Yes, that’s what happens over time. Your world gets smaller.” He kept his gaze fixed ahead as he continued. “Your mother told me you’d had a talk.”
Zoe nodded. She’d expected to have this conversation as he’d asked her to come along this morning, and she felt ready. “Yes. Did she tell you everything?”
“I know that you’re seeing a woman,” her father said, a little uncomfortably. “Are you happy?”
“Very happy.” Zoe studied his face and noted he’d aged a lot over the past years. The crow’s feet around his eyes were deep now and his shoulder length hair that was pulled back into a ponytail was completely grey. With his full, grey beard and deep tan, he looked like a stereotypical sailor, something Zoe and her mother always teased him about.
“Good. Her name is Marcy, right? Is she nice?” He shook his head. “Never mind. Of course she’s nice.”
“She is.” Zoe smiled. “You always knew, didn’t you? That I was gay?”
“I had my suspicions.” He chuckled. “Remember our old neighbours? I caught you staring at their teenage daughter multiple times, but you were always too shy to talk to her.”
“Sanya,” Zoe said. “The Macedonian girl; I remember her. And yes, I did have a big, fat crush on her.” She hesitated. “Why did you never say anything?”
“I never brought it up because I knew your mother would have trouble accepting it.” He sighed. “I suppose I didn’t want to create a problem when there wasn’t one. I probably should have talked to you, though. I’m sorry.” Zoe felt herself choke up. She hadn’t expected her father to be upset with her; he never was, but she didn’t think he would be so supportive either.
“It’s fine. I’m glad you know now. And Mum seems okay, or at least I think she will be. I don’t expect her to kick me out of the house any time soon.”
“She would never do that. We’re both so happy that you’re living at home again. I know it won’t be forever, but it’s lovely to see your face at the breakfast table in the mornings.” He veered to the right to avoid a boat that was too close for comfort and muttered a quiet curse at the ‘pirates’ as he called them. “How did you meet?”
“Marcy?” Zoe decided to leave out the part about losing her virginity as talking about sex with her father was more than she was comfortable with. “We didn’t exactly start out on the right foot,” she said honestly. “Marcy was the contractor at El Escondite. She managed the renovation while I was getting the kitchen up and running and we couldn’t stand each other at first.”
“Oh, really?” Her father laughed. “What changed?”
“I’m not quite sure,” Zoe said, pondering over the question she’d asked herself many times. “She apologised one day, and that’s when we started talking and getting to know each other better. People aren’t always what they seem at first sight.”
“No. Your mother couldn’t stand me when we first met. Has she ever told you that?”
“Really?” Zoe arched a brow. “That’s hard to imagine. You’re so happy together.”
“It wasn’t always like that. When I first asked her out, she was actually quite rude to me. She was a Chinese student from a wealthy family, and I was a working-class sailor, doing the job my family’s been doing for generations. There was never any question about me studying; my father just expected me to man the ferry with him.” Her father smiled. “But in a way, that was lucky because I met your mother on the ferry. Anyway, I saw her and was immediately smitten with her. She was reading a book on the front deck, and she just looked so poised and elegant. She told me she could never go out with a long haired, bearded Spaniard; that her parents wouldn’t accept that.”
Zoe shot him a humorous look. “I don’t think they ever accepted you.”
“No, I can’t say I’ve been welcomed with open arms. But they softened over the years when they saw their daughter was happy and taken care of.”
“So, you asked her out again?” Zoe asked.
“Yes. Every Saturday when she was on the ferry. She loved to go to Calpe and read by the water because it was peaceful there. She sat on the same chair outside each week. It was always free because locals preferred to sit inside, and there was less tourism here, back then. By the time we’d reached week four I placed a single rose on that chair before she arrived, and that was the first time I saw her smile. She looked up at the wheelhouse as if she knew it was from me and gave me a subtle nod. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to make me fall head over heels with her and from then on, I did the same thing every Saturday, until finally, one day, she waited for me at the port after my shift and I took her out on a date.”
“Dad, that’s so romantic. Why have you and Mum never told me about this?”
“I’m sure we did, but maybe you were too young to remember.”
Zoe rubbed her father’s shoulder and squeezed it. “So, how was the date?”
“It was great, even though she told me she’d only go out with me again if I shaved and cut my hair short.” He winked. “I never did, and she went out with me anyway, so I guess that means she had a good time.”
Zoe threw her head back and laughed. “You’ve always been a rebel. But you’re balding on top now, so maybe it’s finally time to rethink that haircut.”
“Hey, I wear a captain’s hat most of the time, that covers it up nicely.”
“I suppose…” Zoe took the hat from him and put it on her own head, then stared at his bald patch. “Yeah, best you keep it on, but I’m borrowing it for today.” She took a selfie and sent it to Marcy with the caption ‘Thinking of you’.
“How was your first meeting with Grandma and Grandpa Ho?” she asked.
“It was extremely strained, but by that time your mother was already pregnant with you, so we had to fly over for marriage negotiations. They insisted we get married before you were born and neither your mother or I had a problem with that because we loved each other, and we were excited to start a family together. But it wasn’t easy for her, you know. She spent most of her life fighting for her parents’ acceptance of her lifestyle. Perhaps that’s why she was so unwilling to see that you were gay. Your mother wanted life to be easier for you and your sister than it had been for her. She didn’t have the support from her parents, who not only lived far away, but didn’t approve of me either.” He rolled his eyes and chuckled. “They even referred to me as a peasant at one point.”
“What? That’s horrible.”
“Yes, I did have a little heart-to-heart with them after that, and they apologised but it wasn’t easy at first,” her father said. “So, I think that even though your mother’s background is quite conservative, she’s thinking back to that time now and remembering how hard it was for her to choose love instead of adhering to her family’s expectations. She understands your situation more than you know.”
“Thank you for telling me.” Zoe got up, hugged her father from behind and kissed his cheek. “I love you, Dad. Thank you for being so amazing.”
“I love you so much, my little girl. And I’m incredibly proud of you.” He glanced at Zoe’s phone when it lit up. “I think you have a message there. Ask her when we can meet her.”
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‘M y father wants to know when can they can meet you.’ Marcy had read the message at least a dozen times today before she’d replied. For someone who had kept her sexuality hidden from her parents her whole life, this was going well for Zoe, and she felt incredibly happy for her. “She wants me to meet her parents,” she said to her mother. “They didn’t know she was gay until, well, a few days ago, basically.”
“Well, that’s fantastic, isn’t it?” Her mother looked delighted with the news. “Hey, Abby! Come here and listen to this.” Marcy lay a hand on her mother’s arm, trying to stop her, but Delia was on a mission. Her daughter was finally dating, and she’d be sure to let the whole world know. “Marcy is meeting her new girlfriends’ parents.”
“Oh?” Abby said, coming out of the gallery. She flinched for a moment, but quickly composed herself, smiling widely. “That’s great, darling. Your mother told me you were dating someone. I didn’t know it was so serious.”
“We haven’t been together long,” Marcy said, nervous that Abby might be upset by the news.
“Well, good for you.” Abby sat down at their table and poured herself a glass of wine. “It was about time, don’t you think? That you found yourself a steady girlfriend?”
“I suppose so.” Marcy frowned, confused as to why Abby seemed so enthusiastic about the news. “I really like her.” Honesty would be the best, she figured, as it was all she could give her.
“Excuse me,” An older woman interrupted them. “This might be a silly question, but is that painting heavy?” She pointed to one of Delia’s paintings in the window display. “I love it, but I’m worried it’s going to cost me a fortune to ship it home.”
“The frame is fairly heavy, I’m afraid, but we can negotiate a price without it, if you’re interested?” Delia beckoned the woman to come inside with her, leaving Marcy and Abby at the table. Marcy was grateful for the privacy as she hadn’t talked to Abby since the fundraising event. Abby was clearly thinking the same, and they both remained silent until Delia and the woman disappeared inside.
“How are you?” Marcy asked, her serious expression immediately changing the tone of their conversation. “I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch, but it’s compli—”
“Please don’t apologise,” Abby interrupted her. “I’m genuinely happy for you.”
“You are?”
“Yes.” Abby shot Marcy a small smile and placed a hand on hers. “I thought a lot about that talk we had, and well… I brought it up with Fred.” She bit her lip as she hesitated. “And I told him I’m physically attracted to women. He was shocked at first and we avoided each other for a while, but last week he wanted to talk.”
“Oh?” Marcy sat back and took a sip of her wine. “How did it go?”
“He said he loved me no matter what and that he’d thought long and hard about it.” Abby’s smile widened. “And he told me that if this is what I need to be happy in our marriage, then maybe we should look into bringing someone in, occasionally.”
“Wow.” Marcy’s eyes widened. “And how do you feel about that?”
“Well, great, of course,” Abby said. “I never wanted to leave him, I just needed something more, physically.”
“Are you sure? Because you need to think this through properly. Have you pictured your husband with another woman, or just yourself with another woman?”
“Just me,” Abby admitted. “I get what you’re trying to say, and I have no idea if I’ll get crazy jealous. Maybe Fred will get jealous too, but there’s no way of knowing unless we try it.”
“That’s true.” Marcy squeezed her hand. “That’s very brave of you and I really hope it works out.”
“Thank you. I hope so too. It’s all so exciting and new, I feel like we’ve got married all over again, even though we haven’t actually tried anything yet.” Abby kept one eye on the gallery door to make sure Delia wasn’t on her way back out. “Needless to say, this is strictly between us.”
“Of course. Have you found someone?” Marcy asked.
“We’ve signed up to this app and we’ve been chatting to a couple of women who are open to the idea. Funny enough, most of them are my age, which surprised me.”
“They’re probably on the same journey.” Marcy leaned in and lowered her voice. “So, you’re going to do this?”
“I think so.” Abby’s eyes sparkled with excitement.
“That’s great. I’m here if you ever want to talk about it.” Marcy leaned in and raised a hand. “Only if you want to. I have no intention of intruding in your private business.”
“Thank you, I appreciate that. You’re the only person I’ve discussed this with, and Fred obviously doesn’t know about you and me.” She paused. “He doesn’t know anything apart from how I feel and what I desire, but I want full transparency from now on. I’m going to be honest with him.” Abby leaned in now and whispered. “You have no idea how much I appreciate everything you’ve done for me. If it wasn’t for you, I wouldn’t have known why I was unhappy. Now I know, and I can do something about it, together with my husband. We can solve this, as a team.”
Marcy nodded. She really hoped it worked out for them, because Abby was her friend and she wanted her to be happy. Her mother’s laugh rang through the gallery, and she inched back when the door opened. “Well,” Marcy said, painting on a smile. “I’d better get back; I have an early start tomorrow. I’ll see you both soon.”
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“T  his flat comes fully furnished with a shared garden and pool.” The estate agent opened the double doors to the balcony adjacent to the living room. “And another bonus, of course, is this private south-facing balcony.”
“It’s nice.” Zoe glanced around the living room and the kitchen. The one-bedroom flat was exactly what she was looking for. A pleasant, no-nonsense place to put her stuff and enjoy quiet mornings on her days off. The kitchen had all the appliances she needed and the communal laundry room in the building’s basement even offered a reasonably priced laundry service. It was walking distance from work, close to the beach and although it was a little above her budget, it was well worth the money. “What’s the minimum term of the lease?”
“Eighteen months. I’ve already had five viewings this week, so if you like it, I wouldn’t think about it too long.”
Zoe nodded but didn’t allow herself to feel pressured. Eighteen months was a long time and she had to be sure. “I’ll still have to think about it. If it’s gone, it’s gone; there will be other flats.” She took a couple of pictures of the interior and the balcony with its rather uninspiring view over ugly hotel rooftops, and sent them to Marcy with the caption, ‘What do you think?’ Although it was unlikely that they’d spend a lot of time here together as Marcy’s place was much nicer, Zoe still wanted her opinion.
“Of course. Just keep in mind that it’s a great deal. This building has had a ninety-five percent occupancy in the past two years. That’s quite high for the area.” The estate agent followed her outside and handed her an information pack. “You have my number; please let me know what you decide.”
“I will.” Zoe thanked him and headed for the nearest café, where she settled in the shade to read through the pack over a coffee. Her phone rang and she smiled when she saw it was Marcy.
“Hey, gorgeous. What’s with the pictures?”
“It’s a potential rental,” Zoe said. “I viewed four flats this morning and this seems to be the best option. I was just wondering what you thought of it.”
“Oh…” Marcy paused. “You’re looking at flats…”
“I told you I was planning on moving. I just hadn’t had the time to view anything in person yet.” Zoe frowned, uncertain as to why Marcy seemed so unenthusiastic.
“Yes, you did tell me, but I guess I thought it was more of a long-term plan.”
“I’m living with my parents; I can’t do that forever. I’m not in a hurry either but I’m sleeping in a single bed in my old bedroom littered with teenage paraphernalia.” Zoe chuckled. “So, what do you think? It’s got an eighteen-month lease, which seems fine to me.”
“I think it looks…” Marcy hesitated. “I think it looks nice.”
“You don’t sound too enamoured. What’s the problem? I know it’s nothing like your spectacular palace, but I spend most of my time at work, so I don’t need much space.”
“And with me,” Marcy said. “You’ve been spending a lot of time with me lately.”
“True. That too, so depending on how it goes between us, I may not be there very much.”
“What do you mean by ‘depending on how it goes between us’?” Marcy asked.
“Exactly that.” Zoe waited for a reply, but Marcy remained silent. “What’s wrong? You sound… I don’t know, you sound upset. Did I say something wrong?”
“No, not at all.” Marcy quickly recovered, putting on her usual chirpy tone. “Listen, can we talk? Tonight, after work? Come over here when you’re done.”
“Okay.” Zoe felt a pang of unease. Something wasn’t right, but she didn’t know Marcy well enough to know whether she’d offended her somehow, or if she had other things she wanted to talk about. Either way, it didn’t look promising. See? There it is. The moment has come. Marcy isn’t so sure anymore. Maybe Zoe’s message had made her nervous. But it wasn’t that drastic to ask her for advice, was it? She wasn’t asking Marcy to get a place together; it was for herself. Maybe she’d panicked after Zoe had showed up at her house while her parents were there. Maybe she’d panicked after Zoe had come out to her mother and invited her to meet her parents. Or perhaps it was the combination of both that had made her realise it was getting too serious for her liking after all.
Forcing herself to focus on the information pack instead, Zoe tried to push the negative thoughts away, but it wasn’t easy. She and Marcy had only been dating for a month and already she suspected Marcy was pulling away. It had been three wonderful weeks, though, and other than today there had been no signs of doubt from her side. Marcy had been flirty, considerate, kind and assertive, contacting her more than the other way around. Was it something I said? Zoe wished she’d recorded the conversation because somewhere between the first ‘hello’ on the phone and the moment she’d hung up, something had happened. It was all too much, too soon.
“Damn it,” she mumbled, then sat back with a sigh. “I should’ve just stayed away from her.”
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M arcy didn’t know where to start because she wasn’t sure what she wanted to say in the first place. She was perched on the edge of the sofa, rubbing her hands together as she struggled to find words. She wasn’t very good at this heavy, serious talk thing; she hadn’t had much practice.
“Just say it.” Zoe had been stand-offish since she’d arrived but now, she’d simply gone cold, and she was sitting in the chair opposite her, rather than next to her on the sofa.
“I don’t know how to…” Marcy sighed, and she looked skyward, asking the universe to help her express herself.
“You’ve had enough?” Zoe folded her arms in front of her chest. “You’re done, aren’t you? You’re bored and you want to move on.”
“What? No!” Marcy’s eyes widened as she shook her head vigorously. “How can you say that? What have I done to make you think I’m bored of you? Being with you is my favourite thing in the world.” She narrowed her eyes as she stared at Zoe. “Have you had enough of me? Is that what this is?”
“No.” Zoe studied her for long moments as if she wanted to make sure she wasn’t lying, then visibly relaxed. “I’m sorry.” She moved to the sofa and placed a hand on Marcy’s thigh. “You were so weird on the phone earlier and then you said you wanted to talk so I just assumed that you wanted to break up with me.”
“God, no.” Marcy leaned into Zoe and stroked her face. “You couldn’t be more wrong. I’m totally into you.” She hoped Zoe could see the sincerity in her eyes.
“Then what’s wrong?”
“The rental,” Marcy said. “Eighteen months is a long time; it’s quite a commitment.”
“Yes. But I need somewhere to live, and who knows? I might love it and be there for five or ten years if I like it.”
“Okay.” Marcy nodded. “But what about us?”
“What about us?” Zoe asked, clearly not getting where she was coming from.
“Well, you’ve been here most nights over the past three weeks, and I don’t want to be presumptuous, but what if you still like me in say six months’ time?”
“There’s no doubt I’ll still like you,” Zoe said. “I’m not sure where you’re going with this, though.”
“Do I have to spell it out?” Marcy asked. “What if you want to move in with me at some point? Then you’re stuck with the lease.”
“Oh…” A flash of something crossed Zoe’s features as her lips parted. Was it shock? “I didn’t think that was something you’d even consider. You didn’t strike me as the type.”
“Will you stop making assumptions about me?” Marcy felt like pulling her own hair out and wondered how the hell she’d manage to get through to Zoe. “You have to forget about the past and the way I’ve lived my life. It has nothing to do with us, and I’ve had enough of that life. I don’t want anyone else. I want you.” She swallowed hard and gently placed Zoe’s hands in her own. “I only want you, Zoe.”
A long silence followed, and Zoe’s eyes welled up. Marcy had not seen her like this before. Not so emotionally raw, and she didn’t know whether to take her in her arms or leave her be.
“Okay, I believe you,” she finally said. “I only want you too.”
“Good.” Marcy let out a sigh of relief and cast her a small smile, lightening the mood a little. “Then we can agree on that.” She ran a hand through Zoe’s hair and watched her shiver. “Look, I’m not asking you to move in with me; I know it’s too early for that. But there’s nothing wrong with taking decisions with a potential future in mind, right? Our future?”
“Our future…” Zoe drew the words out slowly as if she couldn’t quite grasp them.
“Yes.” Marcy hesitated. “You could stay with your parents for a while longer, see how you feel in a couple of months. And you can sleep here with me and the kids anytime you want.”
“The kids?” Zoe shot Marcy a playful look and shifted on the couch to face her.
“Come on, I know you love those little furballs as much as I do. You talk to them when you think I can’t hear you. The other day when I came out of the shower, I heard you call them Titty and Tiger.” Marcy grinned. “Titty? What’s that about?”
“I had to name them; how could I not? Titty is literally always suckling and Tiger’s the one with the pretty pattern on its back,” Zoe said in all seriousness.
Marcy threw her head back and laughed. “That’s cute. Rico actually asked me to come up with names for them. He gave me the honour since they were born here. So what do you think? Titty and Tiger?”
Zoe laughed along, her eyes sparkling with humour. “Really? Can we do that?”
“He said I could name them anything I wanted, as long as it’s not offensive. It’s not like they’re in a zoo; it’s only going on their chip records, and I think the name Titty is still within acceptable boundaries.”
“Me too.” Zoe smiled and brushed her lips against Marcy’s. “Want to go and stare at them for a while?”
“Mmm…” Marcy’s stomach did summersaults as she pulled Zoe onto her lap. “Sounds good, but only if you kiss me first.” She closed her eyes and sank into Zoe’s embrace, moaning softly at the touch of Zoe’s lips and her hands in her hair. She could feel something had changed between them. The caress of Zoe’s touch and the tenderness of her kiss was sweet and warm, as if it came from a deeper place. Marcy held her in return and gave into the precious moment. She knew then that Zoe was letting her in.
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“Y ou seem more nervous than me.” Marcy took Zoe’s hand and kissed it. “Don’t be. I’ll be nothing but charming, I promise.”
“It’s not you I’m worried about,” Zoe whispered. For the first time, her childhood home looked daunting. The windows with drawn curtains that kept the heat out resembled dark imposing eyes, and the front door looked like a gaping mouth, ready to swallow up anybody who stepped inside. She was about to introduce her girlfriend to her parents, and she felt sick with nerves. “It’s my mother. I don’t know how she’ll react when she actually sees me with a woman. I know she’s had three weeks to get used to the idea, but in the grand scheme of things, after spending a lifetime living in ignorant bliss, that doesn’t seem like much.”
“But they invited me, right?”
“Yes.” Zoe let out a long sigh and rolled her eyes. “God, look at me; I’m being pathetic.”
“You’re not pathetic, you’re sexy and gorgeous,” Marcy said. “I’m serious. You look amazing.”
Zoe managed a smile as she straightened her new white dress, suddenly wondering why she’d gone for that colour. Was it an attempt to make herself look demure and innocent, to make amends for bringing a woman home? The dress was too short to pass for innocent, but it certainly wasn’t something she’d normally wear. “Thank you. Just don’t call me sexy in front of Mum; she’s super prude and can’t handle stuff like that, especially not between two women.”
“I wasn’t going to.” Marcy grinned and pulled Zoe in for a hug as they reached the front door. “Is calling you butterfly girl okay?” she joked.
“If you must,” Zoe said with a chuckle. She wrapped her arms around Marcy but quickly jumped away when she heard the lock turn. God, I really need to calm down.
“Zoe.” Her mother opened the door and lingered in the opening as if she was still deciding whether to let them in or not. Her cheeks flushed as she looked Marcy up and down and Zoe recognised the awkward tremble in her voice. Her mother was just as nervous, if not more. “And you must be Marcy.” As she introduced herself to Marcy, her hand was shaking so violently that Zoe thought she might be having a panic attack. She stared at her, her eyes darting from Marcy’s short hair to her chino’s and her sensible shoes. “It’s very nice to meet you.”
“Likewise,” Marcy said, indeed with a charming smile. She was the only one keeping it together, Zoe thought, as they followed her mother up the stairs and into the living room where the tea was waiting. Ling had used her best China, which was a good sign as it meant that she wanted to impress Marcy.
“Hello, there. I’m Arturo.” Zoe held her breath as it was now her father’s turn to look Marcy up and down. Her parents had obviously speculated about what she’d look like as they didn’t know any gay people personally apart from their daughter. “Please, sit down. Would you like some tea? Or would you prefer coffee or a beer?”
“Tea would be lovely, thank you.” Marcy took a seat on the sofa next to Arturo and glanced around the living room as he poured her tea.
“I’ll have tea too, Dad.” Zoe followed Marcy’s gaze from the heavy dining table that was never used, to the frilly curtains, the old TV and the huge fan on the wall. She’d never really paid attention to their interior; it had been the same for as long as she remembered but today, she saw everything through fresh eyes, and it looked like a weird jumble of styles. Contemporary items from Ikea were mixed with traditional Spanish furniture that had been passed on from her Spanish grandparents, and ornate Chinese art hung on the walls, decorated in vibrant, clashing colours. It wasn’t the prettiest of spaces, but it was her home, and she wasn’t going to feel embarrassed about it.
“You have a lovely home,” Marcy said. “It’s interesting to see your Spanish and Chinese heritage come together.” She pointed to a picture above the mantel-piece and turned to Ling. “Is that you in that picture? It looks like you.”
Zoe saw her mother, who had been standing by the coffee table like a young waitress on her first shift, visibly relax, and she thanked her lucky stars that Marcy had asked the right question to get her talking instead of simply staring at her.
“Yes, those are my parents and that’s me when I was much, much younger. I can hardly believe you recognised me.”
“Well, you haven’t changed much, apart from the long hair,” Marcy replied, making Ling smile.
“Oh, well, I’m so much older now, but thank you.” Ling reached for her teacup and cleared her throat. “Do you like Chinese food? I’ve made a selection of dishes; I wasn’t sure what you liked.”
Marcy’s smile widened. “I love Chinese food. I had a taste of Zoe’s authentic dumplings, and I can’t wait to try more. Is there anything I can help you with?”
Zoe let out the breath she’d been holding and sank back in her chair. Her mother disliked people with bad manners but Marcy had manners. It was clear her mother would rather she didn’t date women, but Zoe still saw a smile on her face and that was a good sign. For years, she’d pictured worst-case scenarios when imagining introducing a girlfriend to her parents. They were still here, though, and the tension had subsided. Perhaps tonight wouldn’t be the disaster she’d imagined after all.
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T  he old town was bustling by the time they walked back to the main road to hail a taxi. “Without getting ahead of myself, I think your parents might like me,” Marcy said. “I even made them laugh a couple of times, especially your father.” The night had turned out really well, considering. Ling had cooked amazing Cantonese food, they’d talked about anything and everything, and Arturo had shown her the most adorable pictures of Zoe as a child. Zoe’s parents were polar opposites, with her father giving off a carefree hippie-ish vibe and her mother being much more reserved, but they were both sweet and welcoming and there had been no uncomfortable silences or awkward moments.
“You have no idea.” Zoe’s face lit up as she turned to her. “They asked me when you were coming again. I’ve never seen my mum so nervous, but she really came around after a while. It’s incredible; I feel free.” She smiled and raised her hands as she looked up at the night sky.
“It makes me so happy to see you like this.” Marcy noticed the difference in Zoe, even from before they had planned to see her parents. It looked like a weight had been lifted from her shoulders; she walked with a bounce in her step and her eyes were sparkling with joy.
“Over the years I’ve adjusted my expectations of relationships,” she said. “I accepted the fact that I might never tell them and that even if I did, I would never be able to bring my partner home to meet them.” Zoe took Marcy’s hand and kissed it. “And then you came along and the idea of never telling them just seemed so ridiculous because you’re amazing and I want them to see how happy you make me. I realise now that it was me holding me back, not them.”
“Well, nothing will hold you back anymore.” Tears welled up in Marcy’s eyes as she pulled Zoe in for a hug. She couldn’t imagine hiding who she was from her parents; to worry that they wouldn’t accept her as their daughter if they found out that she was gay. “It’s all going to be different now. No more secrets.”
“And no more lies,” Zoe said as she held onto her. “You make me brave.”
“You make me brave too,” Marcy whispered.
“How so?”
“I feel brave enough to open up when I’m with you; to tell you how I feel and that’s a first.” Marcy was aware of all the people passing them as they stood there in the middle of the street hugging, but Zoe didn’t seem to have a problem with it. “You brought that out in me.”
Zoe inched back and met her eyes. “I guess we’re good for each other, then.”
Marcy nodded and opened her mouth to speak, but she wasn’t sure what she wanted to say. Something inside her was fighting to get out; something big. It had started a couple of days ago, this tugging sensation that made her unable to think straight. The need to constantly see Zoe, the urge to touch her when she was near, the happiness she felt when she made her smile, the euphoric sensation at hearing her laugh. And then there was this sense of responsibility, of wanting to protect her. The way she felt lifted from the earth when they kissed. Deep down, she knew what it was, and it didn’t scare her.
“What?” Zoe asked, stroking her cheek.
The light touch caused a shiver through Marcy’s body, and she swallowed hard before she finally spoke. “I think I’m in love with you,” she whispered.
“You…” Zoe bit her lip as she stared at her for what seemed like an eternity. “You’re in love with me…”
“Yeah. You make me a better person and I’m in love with you,” Marcy said, surprised by her own honesty. “I know it’s soon and I don’t expect you to feel the same, but I want to be honest about my feelings.”
Zoe silently ran a hand through Marcy’s hair and her beautiful mouth pulled into a wide smile. “I’m in love with you too,” she said, brushing her lips over Marcy’s. “Madly. I’ve always been. I mean it.”
Marcy had never felt happier. Basking in a warm glow, she kissed Zoe softly, then lifted her and spun them around. The sound of people around them laughing, clapping and whistling pulled them out of the moment, and Marcy blushed when she saw everyone’s attention was fixed on them. Some were sitting on the terraces that lined the street, a handful of shop owners were standing in their doorways, and several passers-by had stopped to witness the romantic display. “Sorry about that, guys,” she said with a chuckle, and took Zoe’s hand to walk them away from the crowds. “Let’s get out of here. Do you want to have a drink somewhere to celebrate how well it went tonight, or do you want to go home?”
“Hmm…” Zoe entwined her fingers with Marcy’s and stroked her hand with her thumb. As she glanced over the cafés by the harbour, Marcy noticed she couldn’t stop smiling either. “As much as I’m always up for a celebration, I’d like to go home.” She shot Marcy a sweet look. “I really want to be alone with you.”
“Good. Me too.” Marcy couldn’t resist another kiss before they headed for the taxi rank. Zoe referring to her house as ‘home’ was a silent promise of so much more to come, and she was longing to make love to her. Raising her hand to one of the drivers, she curled the other around Zoe’s back. “Let’s go home.”
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She feels the same. It was all Zoe could think of as they arrived at the house. Rico looked up from his iPad and got up when he saw them coming.
“Hey, Rico. How are they?” she asked.
“They’ve been moving around more; they’re getting curious now. Tank went out and came back with a rabbit. I cleaned up the blood on the floor, but it might be messy in the nest.”
“I’ll take care of it tomorrow if she’ll let me, although she’s been really good at keeping the space clean herself,” Marcy said. “That’s the third time she’s been out since we stopped feeding her. It’s a good sign, right?”
“Yes. I think we should remove the screen tomorrow. It will make it easier for them to follow her outside once they’re ready. They cried when she was away, but it’s all quiet now. I think they’re sleeping, but I haven’t checked on them in a while.” Rico grabbed the coat that was hanging over his chair. “Well, I’ve been here long enough. I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone.”
“Thanks, Rico.” Marcy patted his shoulder. “I’ll be here tomorrow so no need to come in. Go and spend some time with your family.”
“I will.” Rico gave her a thumbs-up. “Call me if anything happens.”
Zoe waved and wrapped her arms around herself as she watched him walk off. “The nights are getting chilly. Give it another two months and it will be cold sleeping with the door open.”
“They’ll be gone by that time,” Marcy said. She took off her shirt and draped it over Zoe’s shoulders. “And even if they aren’t, I’ll always keep you warm.”
“That’s sweet.” Zoe’s eyes roamed over Marcy, who was now only wearing a white tank top, and she ran her hand underneath it to caress her back. “But now you’ll be cold. We’ll have to do something about that.” She kicked off her heels and cast Marcy a flirty look over her shoulder as she went inside. “Come to bed.”
Marcy followed but they halted a few feet away from the bed. “God. Please, no.” Marcy sounded both amused and defeated as they came face to face with the two little furballs who were sleeping on the bed with their mother, on top of the mosquito net that they’d torn from the ceiling. “What now?”
“I don’t know,” Zoe whispered. “Thanks, Tank.” Tank lifted her head, then went back to sleep as if it was perfectly normal for her to be there. Although she’d really been looking forward to getting into that big bed with Marcy, she couldn’t help but giggle. “Can’t blame them. I guess they realized it was much more comfortable than the floor.”
“I’m not supposed to touch the kittens,” Marcy said with a sigh. “And I don’t want to chase them off.”
“How about a bath and the couch?” Zoe studied the big corner couch. “It looks like it folds out.”
“Yes, I got it in case I have guests over. There’s a spare duvet, pillows and bedlinen in the shed, I’ll go and find them.”
“Okay. Then I’ll deal with the couch.” As Zoe went to work, she realized they would need a mosquito net too, especially when sleeping so close to the door. It was kind of funny how Marcy had created this slick and calm designer haven that had turned into total chaos from the moment Tank had moved in. The rugs were gone, along with any glassware, there was constantly dirt around the plant pots from Tank’s digging, there were the occasional blood stains and rabbit carcasses, and now they’d have to build a tent to sleep in because the wild cat and her kittens had taken over the bed. Folding out the couch was easy, though, and once she’d managed it looked big enough for three people to sleep on.
“Found it.” Marcy placed the huge box with bedlinen on the floor and let out a chuckle as she glanced at the couch. “This is crazy.”
“Couldn’t agree more. Do you have anything we can use to keep the mosquitos away?” Zoe scanned the space but there was not much furniture left. “I don’t mind not having a net, but I know you can’t sleep without one.”
“I have some spare wood and thick rope somewhere, so I can try to tie together a wigwam construction if you help me hold them up.” Marcy arched a brow at Zoe. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather have me drop you back at your parents’ house? I can’t promise it will be comfortable here and it will take a while before it’s done.”
Zoe shook her head, inched closer and kissed her. “No. I want to be with you tonight. This alternative sleeping arrangement might be long-term, so let’s just make the best of it.”
“Good.” Marcy smirked. “Anyway, the best things are worth waiting for.”
As she went back outside to find wood, Zoe made the bed and an hour and much laughter later, the makeshift tent was standing. They’d used Marcy’s old seventies bedsheet to create a canopy over the bed. Held up by two pairs of wooden planks tied together in triangles, it looked like something kids would have built, but it was cosy and comfortable inside, with lots of pillows and a jar filled with battery operated fairy lights that provided light.
“Not bad, right?” Zoe said proudly as she took in their hard work.
“Not how I imagined living here, but I have to admit, it looks pretty comfortable.” Marcy playfully slapped Zoe’s behind. “And anyway, I’ve always wanted to try camping.”
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“I ’m not sure how much longer I can cope with this.”
“I don’t think you have a choice.” Zoe felt for Marcy as she took in today’s damage. The bed was covered in bloodstains from another rabbit Tank had dragged in and the kittens were playing with the disembodied parts that were scattered across the floor. They’d covered the bed in a plastic sheet and topped it with old bedsheets that they washed regularly, but it was still a macabre sight. Marcy, Zoe and Rico took turns cleaning, and it absorbed a lot of their time. Tiger and Titty were very active now, and they’d had trouble sleeping at night, with them milling around the tent and occasionally tugging at the sheets. It was also getting harder to ignore them, as they were curiously seeking them out and they loved following them around and hunting for their feet. Zoe’s ankles were covered in scratches and Marcy – who tried to wear jeans at all times since they’d started exploring their hunting skills – still had a big gash on her hand.
“I know.” Marcy scanned the living room, then noticed there were paper snippets everywhere. “Oh, no, not my architecture books.” She buried her face in her hands and shook her head. “I thought they were safe on the coffee table since they’re big and heavy and well… they’re books. I didn’t think they’d be interesting to them.”
“Just about anything is interesting to them at this moment in time,” Rico said, joining them in the doorway. He took in the scene, wide-eyed. “I’m so sorry; that must have happened while I took a nap right before you got here. I’ll help you clean up but it’s best if we wait until all food has been eaten.” He shot them a regretful look. “We didn’t know what to expect as it’s a unique situation, but this is worse than I imagined.”
“Yes. The books are totally my fault, though. I underestimated them, and I should have put them in the shed. It wouldn’t be so bad, if only they would sleep through the night. And it’s so hard not to give them attention when they ask for it.” Marcy sighed. “How long do you think before they finally start making a mess outside?”
“It’s hard to say. Six to eight weeks, maybe.” He looked from Marcy to Zoe and back. “You both look tired. How about we get some people in for night shifts so you can get away for three or four days?”
“Can you make that work?” Marcy asked hopefully.
“Of course. As long as you don’t mind us sleeping in your tent, we’d be happy to look after the house.”
“No, I don’t mind. A little trip sounds like heaven.” Marcy turned to Zoe, who was wearing one of the few dresses that hadn’t been torn to shreds. They’d been out for a romantic dinner by the harbour and had been flirting relentlessly all night but coming home to this was a mood killer and so was the sound of destruction when they were in bed each night. She constantly had to check what was happening and their intimate moments had become few and far between lately. “What do you think?”
“Yes!” Zoe threw her head back and laughed. “Can we go right now?” she joked, then shook her head with a smile. “Never mind. I’ll have to make arrangements at work, but it shouldn’t be a problem.”
Marcy immediately felt her spirits lift. She’d been worried Zoe might have had enough of the constant chaos in and around the house. She’d been wonderful and staying over most nights so she could look after things in the mornings before work, but Marcy could tell she was tired too. “Amazing. When do you think we can go?”
“Well, I am the boss, and we currently don’t have any big events on, so whenever you want.” Zoe’s eyes sparkled with excitement. “Imagine… somewhere quiet with a real bed.”
“A clean bed,” Marcy added with a wink. “How about an island?”
“Yes. An island. Beach, a hammock, a book….” Zoe shot her a mischievous grin. “Are there islands without cats by any chance?”
“Stop it, you two. I’m getting jealous.” Rico put a hand on Marcy’s shoulder and squeezed it. “Seriously, though. Get that trip booked and let me know when you’re planning on heading out. If you want a really quiet break, I can recommend La Graciosa. My mother’s family is from there.” He scrolled through his phone to show them a picture. “There’s nothing but virgin beaches, volcanic landscape, a fishing village, a handful of restaurants and a couple of guest houses. No cars, no noise and nothing to do but explore the island by foot or bike.”
“I like the sound of that.” Zoe gasped as she looked at the photos. “Oh my, this is stunning. I know of La Graciosa, but I’ve never looked it up or considered going there.”
“It’s a little slice of paradise and very under the radar with tourists.” Rico shrugged. “My uncle has a guest house there and it’s very private. I can get you a good deal, if it’s available? It tends to be available out of season as the island isn’t really a destination.”
“Thank you, that would be lovely,” Marcy said, already imagining herself having romantic dinners and going on long beach walks with Zoe. They needed this time together, especially now that everything was still so fresh.
Zoe took a deep breath and rolled up the sleeves of her cardigan. “Okay, I have a plan,” she said. “We’ll have a beer while we look at flights and accommodation. Rico, if you wouldn’t mind ringing your uncle, that would be lovely. Once those little rascals have finished their meal, we’ll clean up this mess.”
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T  he village lay sleepily before them as Zoe and Marcy stepped off the ferry and followed the stone pier to the harbour of Caleta de Sebo. Apart from two women carrying shopping bags, they’d been the only two people on the ferry that only ran twice a day out of season.
White homes were clustered close together in a semicircle around the harbour with only a few small businesses in between; all were graced with beautifully painted blue window frames. A couple of restaurants were just opening up for the day and a fisherman was doing his rounds. If this was anything to go by, Rico had certainly not exaggerated when he said it was quiet, and Zoe already felt the stress of the past months fall off her shoulders. It wasn’t just the sleepless nights and coming out to her parents; work had been so hectic in the start-up period that she’d often had to work six long days a week and she really deserved a break.
A man holding a wheelbarrow with a big parasol attached waved from the shore and introduced himself as Panchi. “Welcome to La Graciosa,” he said with a heavy lisp and a big, almost toothless smile. “Please put your bags in here and I will take you to your place.” He flinched against the sun as he looked over his shoulder. “So, you know Rico? I heard about the lynx.”
“Yes, by now I know him really well. We’ve spent a lot of time together since the kittens were born,” Marcy said. “Thank you for picking us up. You didn’t have to do that; those bags aren’t heavy.”
“Just wait and see; there’s no natural shade on the island so it’s way too warm to be dragging bags around, and besides, we don’t really have an address system here so you probably wouldn’t have found it.” The wheelbarrow rattled loudly on the sandy path as they followed him out of the village.
“Have you noticed anything different?” Marcy said, curiously taking in their surroundings.
“Well, it’s very pretty.” Zoe pointed to the black hills in the background. “And the landscape looks volcanic.”
“No. I mean, of course it’s pretty; but there’s no asphalt.”
“That’s right.” Panchi stopped for a moment to wipe the sweat off his brow before he continued. “We don’t have any real roads and no cars. There are a couple of four-by-four taxis; I’ll give you the number. You can also cycle; the accommodation comes with two bikes. It’s only forty-five kilometres to cycle around the entire island.”
“Great.” Marcy quickened her pace to catch up with him. “Would you like me to take over from you?”
“No need. I prefer the shade of the parasol.” Panchi grinned. “Shade is another thing we don’t have here. You can buy caps or sunhats in the village supermarket if you didn’t bring one.” He pointed to a detached, white cottage on the edge of the cliff before them. “This is the cottage. You’ll have everything you need there and the water by the beach to the left is safe to swim in. You’re almost guaranteed to have the beach to yourself, and the seabed is incredibly rich in sea life so it’s fantastic for snorkelling. There is some snorkelling gear in the storage room but if you prefer to buy your own, they also sell the basics in the supermarket.”
Zoe smiled at the sight of the quaint, white cottage with cobalt blue windowsills and a thatched roof. It was romantic in every sense, and the views were spectacular. “It’s beautiful.”
“You will like the ocean-facing side even more,” Panchi said, parking the wheelbarrow and letting them in. “It’s small but sweet and then there’s this…” He walked ahead of them through the open-plan kitchen and living room—that was small and cosy with simple, neutral décor and accentuated with sweet little local touches in the form of local art and tapestry. When he opened the curtains and the sliding doors to the back of the house, light poured in from the small, shaded terrace that looked out over the sea, the coastline to their left and parts of the village to their right. Under a white linen canopy stood a dining table and two chairs, and there was a padded, ratan sofa along the right side of the terrace surrounded by a white, stone wall that was decorated with intricate patterns. Flowerpots had been placed around the area and the orange hibiscus and leafy plants brought a splash of colour to the neutral palette, enhancing the blue of the sea behind them. “You’ve seen the kitchen and the living room and there’s a bedroom, a bathroom and a storage room by the entrance where the bikes and other stuff is kept. All pretty straightforward. Have a look around and let me know if you have any questions.”
“That won’t be necessary, it’s perfect,” Marcy said, taking the keys from him. “Thank you.”
“Very well, then. I’ll leave you to it. I’ll text you the taxi number. Most of the restaurants open soon…” He checked his watch. “Around midday, and the cafés are open for breakfast. Have a lovely stay, ladies.”
Zoe sighed in delight when they were alone, and Marcy put an arm around her and pulled her in. “When was the last time you had a real break away?”
“I don’t even remember,” Marcy said. “I went to the UK last year, but I wouldn’t call that a break as it’s rather stressful staying in my grandmother’s house with the whole family. What about you?”
“I went to Macao for four days when I lived in Hong Kong but that was before the pandemic, so it’s been years for me too.” Zoe inched a hand under Marcy’s shirt and stroked her back. They were alone at last, and the way Marcy looked at her made her weak in the knees. “Are you hungry? We could go for lunch or…” She shot her a mischievous smile. “Or shall we check out the bedroom first?”
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“T  his is the life.” Marcy handed Zoe a glass of chilled, white wine and sat next to her on the terrace sofa. “My beautiful girlfriend, great sex, terrific food, a glass of verdejo and a sunset that takes my breath away. It couldn’t get any better.” The magic hour with the sun sinking behind a cliff at the tip of the island really was a spectacular sight, and she felt blessed to be spending this moment with Zoe. A palette of vivid colours settled across the horizon, painting the ocean in an array of colours from bright orange to red and deep purple. She couldn’t keep her eyes off Zoe, who looked mesmerizing in the light of dusk. Zoe was wearing a short, navy summer dress that bared her tanned legs and cute feet with red painted toenails, and a chunky cardigan as it was chilly once the sun started to set.
“I’m so happy.” Zoe snuggled closer to her. “We should do this again, but longer once I feel confident leaving my head chef in charge at El Escondite. Four days just isn’t enough. I could stay here for weeks with you.”
“We’ll go on many, many holidays together, I promise.” Marcy put an arm around her and kissed her cheek. “I’ve never had someone I wanted to explore the world with.”
“Neither have I,” Zoe said.
“But you’ve been in long-term relationships before, right?”
Zoe hesitated, then nodded. “Yes, but work always came before my relationships. This is the first time I’d rather drown in love than in work.”
“Drowning in love… I’m with you.” A warm glow settled in Marcy’s core. Zoe was open to the possibility of a future with her; she could sense it in their interaction that was entirely natural now and eternally passionate. Zoe had stopped choosing her words carefully when they talked about their relationship, and she never doubted Marcy anymore. “Do you want to stay in Spain? Long-term, I mean,” she asked. The question had been on her mind for a while. Being an executive chef, Zoe could work anywhere she wanted, and with her restaurant being a huge success, she might eventually get an offer she couldn’t resist.
Zoe smiled and shook her head. “Yes, I want to stay in Spain. My parents are here, I grew up here…” she paused. “And you’re here.”
“You have no idea how happy that makes me.” Marcy pulled Zoe’s legs onto her lap and stroked them. “So you wouldn’t feel limited, workwise?”
“No. I’d like to open my own restaurant one day, but I’m not in a rush and I can do that anywhere so why not do it close to home?”
“Is that your dream? To have your own restaurant?”
Zoe was silent for a moment as she thought about that. “I suppose so. A restaurant that is entirely mine, where the name, the style and the food is all me. And this might sound cocky but as a chef, who wouldn’t dream of a Michelin star?” She rolled her eyes and chuckled. “But that’s unlikely, of course. The competition is killing.”
“Hey, don’t sell yourself short. You’re so good at what you do; I wouldn’t be surprised if you had two stars five years from now.”
“Thank you, that’s sweet of you.” Zoe took Marcy’s hand and laced their fingers together. “But it’s not my only dream.”
“No? What else?” Marcy asked.
“I ehm…” Zoe bit her lip and winced. “Promise me you won’t freak out?”
“I won’t freak out, Zoe. You can tell me anything.”
“Okay, well, lately I’ve had another dream.” Her cheeks flushed an adorable shade of pink as she cleared her throat. “I’ve been thinking about us, and where we’d be years from now, if that’s in the cards for us. I don’t know what it would look like exactly, but I’m hopeful.”
“I’m hopeful too, babe. I’m so excited.” Marcy took a deep breath and decided to ask the next thing that had been on her mind. “Now it’s your turn to promise me you won’t freak out,” she said.
“I won’t.” Zoe kissed her hand and squeezed it.
“Do you want kids?” Having kids wasn’t something Marcy had considered before. She loved kids but she was always convinced it wasn’t for her. Since meeting Zoe, though, everything had changed, and her whole outlook on life had shifted.
“Kids?” Zoe stared at her for what seemed like an eternity. “Yes, I suppose I’d like to have kids one day,” she finally said. “What about you?”
“I’ve been thinking about it,” Marcy admitted. “And I think I’d like that too.” She shrugged. “It’s just something I thought we should discuss. I mean, it’s not a deal breaker for me,” she hastily added. “But it’s good to know where you stand on such an important subject.”
“Yeah, you’re right. It’s no minor detail.” Zoe seemed surprised by the turn their conversation had taken, her expression puzzled. “So, what are your dreams?” She asked. “What do you want for the future? I assume you want to stay where you are, considering you’ve just built your dream home?”
“I’d like to stay in Spain too, and yes, I did build the home with the intention of it being my forever home. I love working with my dad and he wants me to take over the company when he retires.”
“How do you feel about that?”
“It’s a bit daunting, as it’s a big responsibility, but I think I’ve gained enough experience and I would hate to see him sell his life’s work,” Marcy said. “Plus, I love what I do so it would be silly not to. But if I take over, I want to do it on my terms and work in a different way. I’d like to be independent and build to sell or rent, instead of being contracted by big investors. I want each and every project to be something I can be proud of; something that enhances the area instead of those big blocks of flats and boring hotels my father’s been doing for decades.”
“Have you talked about that with him?” Zoe asked.
“He wasn’t too keen on the idea at first; he thought it was too risky and that I wasn’t experienced enough with creative building. But I think he’s slowly starting to change his mind after seeing my house, so I’m hopeful.” Marcy shrugged. “Anyway, he has no plans on retiring any time soon so it’s not something I need to worry about now.”
Zoe took a sip of her wine and nodded. The strap of her dress had slid down her shoulder and all Marcy could think of now was how easy it would be to pull it down. “I like how passionate you are about your work,” she said.
“I like how passionate you are about your work too.” Marcy trailed a finger up Zoe’s thigh, hiking up her dress. “And I like how passionate you are in general. I didn’t see that side to you on the day we first met.”
Zoe arched a brow and shot her a grin. “You haven’t seen anything yet.” She stood up and pulled her dress and cardigan over her head in one, fluid motion, leaving her only in a black, lace thong. “I’ll show you how passionate I can be.”
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When they made love, Zoe felt connected on all levels, and her mind wasn’t anywhere but with Marcy. The sea breeze caressed her skin as she straddled her on the sofa, and her heart was pounding with anticipation and arousal.
Marcy’s gaze flicked from her breasts to her lips, as if she couldn’t quite decide where to start, then she raised her hands to cup Zoe’s face tenderly and she pulled her in for a kiss that made Zoe’s toes curl. Slow and sensual, she parted her lips to claim her mouth, and Zoe hungrily reciprocated as she ran her fingers through Marcy’s hair. “I want you all the time,” she whispered, inching back to look at Zoe.
“Tell me about it.” Zoe kissed her again and they fell into a heady trance, filled with the sensation of lips and tongues and moans. When Marcy’s hands moved down to her breasts to pinch her nipples, the delicious sting it caused shot right between her thighs, and she craved release so badly it made her twitch.
“I’ve brought something with me,” Marcy mumbled against her mouth.
“Oh yeah? What did you bring?”
“Do you like toys?”
Zoe’s breath hitched at the desire in Marcy’s gaze. “Yes.” She could hardly believe they’d never had this conversation before.
“I brought a strap-on.” Marcy’s nails scraped over Zoe’s back, making her shiver. “Would you like me to put it on?”
“Yes, please.” Zoe shot her a mischievous grin as she got off Marcy’s lap so she could get up.
“Come with me.” Marcy lifted Zoe as if she weighed nothing and slung her over her shoulder. “It’s not every night I get to carry a gorgeous, near-naked woman to bed.”
Zoe laughed too and shrieked when Marcy dropped her on the bed. “Hurry up,” she said as Marcy started rooting through her luggage.
“Impatient, are we?” Marcy stripped off her clothes in front of Zoe and smiled when she caught Zoe’s stare.
“When you’re looking like that, yes, I’m impatient.” Zoe let her eyes wander over Marcy’s toned body. She loved her strong arms, broad shoulders, muscular thighs and small, perky breasts. Marcy had the body of someone who did physical labour and that was very, very sexy. “I didn’t know you were into this.”
“My sexual adventures before I met you weren’t exactly planned,” Marcy said, securing the harness. “It’s not something you bring to a bar when you pick up women, so I didn’t have one before. I ordered it a few weeks ago; it took ages to arrive.”
“Just in time for our trip then.” Zoe’s lips parted when Marcy crawled onto the bed, peeled down her underwear and secured the purple shaft onto the harness.
“Just in time.” Marcy lowered herself on top of her and sighed at the body contact.
“Mmm… You feel so good,” Zoe murmured.
“It’s about to feel even better,” Marcy said, shifting to kiss her way down Zoe’s body. Using her tongue on her nipples, she made Zoe groan and twist and turn underneath her while her hands explored every inch of her.
“Show me.” Zoe’s voice was trembling with need, and she wrapped her legs around Marcy’s waist to keep her as close as she could. Marcy’s hair tickled her belly when her mouth moved down, showering her with kisses and subtle nips with her teeth. She closed her eyes and exhaled deeply as she held her by her hair. Finally, Marcy’s mouth landed where she needed it most, and Zoe’s hips shot up violently as her tongue ran over her sex. Slowly, deliberately, Marcy brought her to the brink of an orgasm, then pulled back just as she was about to explode.
“You know what the best thing about this strap-on is?” Marcy asked, crawling back up and wedging herself between Zoe’s legs again. She licked her lips as she reached in between them and stared down at her.
“You’re torturing me.” Zoe held her breath as Marcy teased her with the shaft. “What is it?”
“It vibrates, so it feels great for both of us.”
“Fuck!” Zoe’s eyes widened as Marcy turned on the vibration setting and slowly started sliding it inside her. She’d rarely felt anything so good in her life, and she wrapped her legs around Marcy to take it deeper.
Marcy was moaning as she pushed into her and they rocked in a seamless rhythm, pushing and pulling while the tightness grew in Zoe’s core. The fullness, the vibrations and Marcy’s body on top of her sent her flying and their movements became rushed and erratic as she clamped onto Marcy.
“Fuck. I’m going to…”
“Come with me,” Marcy whispered, then kissed her hard while they crashed together. They were still kissing when they came down from their earth-shattering orgasm, heavily breathing against each other’s lips.
Zoe opened her eyes and Marcy backed away to look at her. “Oh my God, that was…”
“Out of this world.” Marcy was grinning from ear to ear as she wiped her shimmering forehead. “I had no idea how much I’d love fucking you with this thing.”
Marcy’s hoarse voice whispering those words in her ear while she was still inside her caused heavy aftershocks through Zoe’s body, and she didn’t want the delicious feeling to end.
She smiled back at her and squeezed Marcy’s behind, pulling her closer. “Then let’s do it again.”
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C ycling along the spectacular rocky shoreline, they’d passed a ghost town before reaching the landmark of Arco de los Caletones; a group of big, basalt arches formed by the erosion of the sea that ran beneath, small farms and beautiful beaches. With the island being mostly flat, their mountain bikes moved easily over the unpaved paths. As there were no shops on the island apart from those in Caleta del Sebo, where they were staying, Marcy had water in her backpack and Zoe was carrying the towels they’d used after stopping off several times for a refreshing swim. They’d had a heavenly morning making love, snorkelling and they’d had breakfast by the harbour. Now they’d almost completed their fourteen-kilometre cycling route, enjoying the views and the sea breeze. To their left, the crystal-clear turquoise water of the Atlantic broke into white foam on the golden beach. It was in stark contrast to the darker, volcanic landscape inlands, that looked almost otherworldly in places. With only seven-hundred residents and nothing but dirt-tracks criss-crossing the island, it had felt like they’d stepped back in time from the moment they’d set foot in La Graciosa, and wearing the straw hats they’d bought at the supermarket, they fitted right in with the locals.
“I think I can see the village,” Marcy said, narrowing her eyes at the white buildings in the distance. Without any signal on her phone, there was no way she could check, but the routes were clearly marked with signs and following the shore most of the way, it was impossible to get lost.
“Thank God for that. I need to get out of the sun for a while.” Zoe caught up with her. “I might be the better swimmer, but you’re definitely beating me at this. I’m exhausted.”
“Poor baby. How about lunch in the shade?”
“Yes!” Zoe looked skyward and raised her hands from the handles. “Yes. I’m going to order a Coke and a cold beer and everything off the menu.”
“A cold beer sounds so good.” Marcy wiped the sweat off her forehead and was relieved to see the harbour as they followed the coastal path. The village was livelier later in the day, with a few day-trippers and locals drinking and dining on the main strip of sandy road and some of the bars were playing music. The pace of life in Caleta del Sebo was slow, with waiters drinking coffee or smoking cigarettes in between service and shop owners reading the paper or gossiping in front of their shops. They parked their bikes and headed for the first restaurant, where white tables overlooking the harbour stood in the shade of big parasols. Fishermen were drinking beer in their boats that were gently bobbing along the pier and a couple of old men were playing a board game on a folding table that they’d placed in the shade of the buildings. There were no children here; the average age was above fifty, and Marcy suspected the younger generations had moved away years ago to seek opportunities in Lanzarote, or on the mainland.
“Let’s see…” Zoe studied the menu on their table while they waited for the waiter to bring their drinks. “I love Canarian food.”
“Me too. Will you please order, chef?” Marcy chuckled as Zoe licked her lips. For a lean girl, she had a huge appetite and her natural curiosity and passion for food led her to try just about anything once. Since being with her, Marcy’s own love of food had grown, and she’d become more aware of what she was eating and where the food came from. And when it came to freshness and sustainability, it didn’t get any better than right here, where the fish was cooked straight from the ocean.
They chatted to the waiter about the cycling route and the weather while they sipped their beers and twenty minutes later, their table was filled with salted potatoes with mojo picón, a bell pepper-based sauce, barbecued octopus and shrimp skewers, grilled sardines, deep-fried smoky goats’ cheese with lemon and a crisp green salad.
“This has been so nice,” Zoe said as she scooped more food onto her plate. “I could easily stay here much longer with you.” She chuckled and shook her head.
“What’s so funny?” Marcy asked, regarding Zoe’s amused expression.
“I hardly dare say it, but I’m also looking forward to seeing those little troublemakers again. I hope they’re okay.”
Marcy threw her head back and laughed. “I know what you mean; I’ve been thinking about them too. But I think the real question is, is Rico okay? Being with them day and night can’t have been easy.”
“I think he’s enjoying himself. He loves to be in nature, and he doesn’t have much outside space where he lives. And you said he could bring his wife and kids over in the day, right?”
“I did. He told me his kids would love the pool, so I’m sure they’re having fun.” Marcy stretched her leg out under the table and ran her foot over Zoe’s. “So, you want to come away with me again?”
“Yes.” Zoe’s eyes sparkled with flirtation. “And you can bring that toy of yours anytime too.”
“You really like the toy, huh?” Marcy lifted her leg higher and wedged it between Zoe’s thighs. The memories of last night and this morning made her ache with longing, and she was dying to rip the clothes off Zoe’s sexy body. “Well, we still have another whole night to make as much noise as we want.”
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O ver the past few weeks, more and more of Zoe’s things were left behind. Her toiletries, a small weekend bag, a hair dryer and today, the most recent addition that caught Marcy’s eye, a bigger suitcase with more clothes. Since Zoe slept here most nights, it was simply easier for her to have some clothes here, so she didn’t have to go home before work in the morning.
When Marcy started the journey of building the cave house, she’d never envisioned herself living here with someone else. Her dream was simplicity and minimalist living; nothing would enter her sacred space that she didn’t really need. She wanted a home with no distractions in the form of clutter so she could fully appreciate the view and the beautiful cave that had everything she needed. It was the very reason that, despite building a small wardrobe into one of the alcoves, she hadn’t built much storage in the first place as straight lines in the form of closets would disturb the organic flow of the walls and the roof. Now, she realised, there was nowhere to put Zoe’s things that were piled up in a corner.
It didn’t annoy her in the sense that she didn’t want the stuff here, because she did, and it made her happy to see that Zoe was making herself at home. It bothered her that she didn’t have the means to make it more comfortable for her. Because what she hadn’t understood when she embarked on the journey of building her dream home, was that a home was for love as much as it was for living, and she couldn’t see a future here without Zoe anymore. Not only had her presence brought her joy and happiness it felt like she had a family, someone to share her incredible home with.
“You guys going out again?” she asked Tank, who blatantly ignored her as she passed her. “Okay, never mind me; I just live here.” Tank went outside with the kittens on her heel, but instead of turning right to explore the side of the house as usual, they went left, into the hills. Marcy didn’t think much of it; they always came back after two hours or so and she was grateful for the time she had to get some cleaning done. Zoe wouldn’t be home tonight; she was attending a supplier conference in Barcelona over the weekend, so maybe this was an opportunity to plan some changes.
Where to fit a wardrobe? Marcy studied the walls and walked over to the corner. It was a funny space that she’d turned into a reading nook with a chair, a small coffee table and a lamp. She rarely used it; she didn’t have much time to read and if she did, she preferred to sit outside. It was a decent space for a shelving unit, and since Zoe had told her she didn’t have much in general, she may be able to put her clothes there. Then there was the shed, of course—where she could erect some temporary rails—or she could elevate the bed, making drawers that could be hidden underneath.
Grabbing a measuring tape and a note pad, she went to work and made a plan. The materials were there already; she had some beautiful, rough wood left that she’d used for floorboards, and she could even make a nice hanging rail with the off cuts from the copper plumbing pipes she’d used throughout the cave. She recognized the sound of Rico’s car and waited for him to appear in the doorway.
“Hey, Marcy. I was in the neighbourhood, so I thought I’d check in.”
“Hi there. You really have trouble staying away, don’t you?” Marcy joked. “You just missed them; they left for their daily outing about five minutes ago. They went the other way.”
“You mean up the hill?”
“Yes.” The frown on Rico’s face made Marcy uncomfortable. “Why? Is that a bad thing?”
“No, no. It’s not bad at all. It means they’re venturing out of their comfort zone so that’s great.” He hesitated. “But don’t be surprised if they don’t come back. It’s actually the reason I stopped by today. I’ve seen their behaviour change over the past week; they’ve become a lot more confident.”
“Oh…” Marcy felt her stomach drop as she glanced outside. She’d always known they would leave. God forbid, she’d been so desperate for a slice of normal life some days that she’d hoped they would leave sooner rather than later. But now that Rico’s words were sinking in, she wished she’d cherished her time with them more. “But they might still come back, right?”
“They might. I don’t have my tracking device with me, so I can’t see how far they’ve gone. We only use those for emergencies and population count.”
“It’s such a strange idea that they might not come back.”
“I know. I feel a little sad too, but that’s entirely selfish on my behalf. If our job isn’t done today, it will be tomorrow or sometime soon.” Rico pointed to the measuring tape in her hand. “What are you up to?”
“I ehm…” Marcy stared at it, so out of sorts that she’d forgotten what she was doing. “I was going to make some shelves for Zoe.”
He walked over to her and gave her shoulder a rub as some awkward form of consolation. “Has she been complaining about the impracticalities of cave living?”
“No, she never complains but I want her to feel at home, so I thought I’d make some space,” Marcy said. “She’s here most nights and living out of a suitcase. That just doesn’t seem right.”
“And sleeping in a tent.” Rico chuckled as he eyed the tent that was still standing in the middle of the living space.
“That too.” Marcy rolled her eyes as she tugged at the seventies bedsheet. They’d had to rebuild it twice after the kittens had torn it down while they were playing. “I can’t wait to get rid of this, but first things first.”
“Want some help?” Rico asked.
“That’s very kind of you but I can manage.”
“It’s not a problem. I’d kind of like to stay here to see if they come back. I’ll get in the good books with my boss if I can finally tick the ‘successfully released’ button on the system.” Rico shrugged. “So, I might as well make myself useful while I’m here, if you don’t mind? I’m actually quite good at this stuff.”
“Okay, then.” Marcy had a feeling he was only trying to cheer her up, but admittedly, she could really do with the company and cutting shelves to fit an uneven wall was like solving a puzzle. “I’ll go get my tools. Do you know how to handle a concrete drill?”
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“Hey, what’s wrong?” Zoe asked, rushing towards Marcy when she saw her sitting on the terrace in the dark, staring into the hills.
Marcy stood up and swallowed the lump in her throat. She was normally excited to see Zoe, but today she hadn’t even noticed her coming back from work. She had no idea how long she’d been here; she’d dozed off a couple of times in between phone calls to the ranger. “Nothing’s wrong. In fact, it’s good news. Tank and the kittens left last night, and they haven’t been back since. Rico said it’s safe to assume they’re not coming back.” She told herself to stop being so emotional. It was silly to cry over something that was always meant to happen, and besides, it was a great day for both them and the lynx population.
“Oh, babe. Come here.” Zoe cupped Marcy’s face, then pulled her into a tight hug. She held her for long moments and when she stepped back, Marcy saw she looked emotional too. “I know you’ll miss them. I will too.”
Marcy nodded and took her hands. It was good to have Zoe back after spending the night apart. Zoe had slept at her parents’ house last night as she had a big event on at work and didn’t want to wake her up. “This is stupid, but…” She fell silent and let out a sarcastic chuckle.
“What? Tell me. Nothing is stupid.”
“Well, Tank… She didn’t even look back.” Marcy pointed at the overgrowth at the foot of the hills. “She just ran, and they followed. I don’t know what I’d expected from her leaving. It’s not like she was going to cry on my shoulder and hug me goodbye, but still, it seemed so easy for her to leave.”
Zoe gave her a sweet smile. “Tank’s a wild animal. It means you did good, not letting her get attached to you.”
“I know.” Marcy sighed. “God, I sound pathetic, but I miss her.”
“You don’t sound pathetic, it’s natural to be sad after all the time you spent with them. I understand it’s hard, but all you can do is be proud that those two little healthy kittens are exploring the world because of your help.”
“And yours,” Marcy said. “You’ve been great.”
“It’s been a true pleasure and honour, and I’m so grateful you chose to share this experience with me; I’ll never forget it.”
“It feels like the end of a chapter,” Marcy said.
“To the contrary. I think a new chapter is starting for you tonight. You have privacy now, and you can use your house as a real house. I mean, you haven’t even tested the volume on that music system or the new coffee machine since Tank arrived.” Zoe winked. “Not to mention the bed; that needs a lot more testing now she’s gone.”
“That’s true.” Marcy laughed and realised Zoe had managed to cheer her up. Zoe always made her feel better, no matter what, and the mention of the bed brought a flutter to her core. “Let’s go inside, it’s cold out here,” she said, feeling the chill in the air. It was still warm for the time of year but too cold to sit outside for hours, even with the two hoodies she was wearing.
“Yes, winter’s kicking in.” Zoe closed the glass doors behind them for the first time in four months, and the sudden silence inside felt surreal. “At least we can have the heating on now.” She walked over to the radiator that was built into the bottom of the kitchen units and frowned when she saw there were no switches. “How does this work?”
“I have a remote.” Marcy opened one of the kitchen drawers and pulled out a small remote that regulated the hidden heating system in the cave house. It had been chilly at night lately, sleeping with the door open, and despite being a little down, she was also looking forward to living in comfort again. “Let’s see if it works.” She turned it on and waited for hot air to pour into the room. She was almost surprised when it actually worked, as she hadn’t tested it yet. “Bingo.”
“God, this is great.” Zoe took off her shoes and warmed her feet, then pointed at the screen in front of Tank’s den. “How about we spend one more night in the tent and clear everything up tomorrow?”
“Good call. I don’t feel like cleaning and scrubbing tonight.” Marcy sniffed and grimaced. “I hadn’t actually noticed it was a bit smelly until now, with the doors closed and the heating on.”
“It’s not so bad. I quite like the smell of a pretty pussy,” Zoe joked.
“You do, huh?” Marcy shot her a flirtatious look and started unbuttoning her chef’s whites. “Want to have a hot bath with me? I’ll light some candles and pour us a glass of red wine, put on some music…”
“I’d like that.” Zoe bit her lip as Marcy unbuttoned her chefs’ whites and pushed them off her shoulders until they dropped to the floor. “You see? Being alone again isn’t so bad.” She wedged her hands under Marcy’s hoody and scraped her nails down her back.
Marcy felt the hairs on her arms rise and she shivered. As much as she wanted to take Zoe right there and then, it was about time they enjoyed their newfound privacy in the romantic and slow-paced way she’d been craving. “I’ll run the bath and make it nice in here.”
Zoe stopped in front of the new shelving units and covered her mouth with her hands. “What’s all this?” She glanced at the corner, where her suitcases had been, then at the clothing rail where her dresses were hanging. “Is that my stuff? When did you do that?”
“Yesterday, with Rico.” Marcy smiled. “I hope you don’t mind that I unpacked for you. I put your cases in the shed.”
Zoe’s eyes filled with emotion as she stared at her. “Thank you, that’s so sweet.”
“I want you to feel at home.” Marcy pointed to the rail. “And it looks good, even if I say so myself. I’ll make more storage for you, but I just need to figure out where to build it.”
“That is all my stuff,” Zoe said with a chuckle. “One hundred and sixty-five items, remember?”
Marcy laughed. “If that’s everything, you’ve now officially moved in.” She hesitated. “So, have you moved in?”
“You mean officially?” Zoe swallowed hard and nodded. “Yeah. If that’s okay with you.”
“Are you serious? You’ve just made me so happy.” Marcy felt warmth spread through her entire body as she pulled her into a hug. Her mood had shifted, and the loss of Tank and the kittens faded to the background. Waking up with Zoe every morning was all she wanted, and she felt hopeful and excited about the future. “I love you, Zoe.” Maybe it was the emotional roller coaster she’d been on today, or the fact that they would be taking the next step in their relationship, but Marcy felt the words like never before. Zoe had become her partner and her rock, and she’d let her in so deep that it was hard to imagine a life without her.
“I love you too, Marcy.” Zoe’s eyes welled up and she leaned in to kiss her softly. “I love you so much.”





EPILOGUE
“Spring is such a beautiful time of year.” Zoe let go of Marcy’s hand and raised her arms above her head to stretch. The sun was coming up over the hills, casting a golden glow over the fields. “Look at how beautiful the light is.” She smiled widely, cherishing the moment. It was days like these she loved most; lazy Sundays in bed, followed by a long hike during which they looked out for traps and planted trees. Marcy had become very invested in the government conservation program and now volunteered a few hours a week as a ranger. At the foot of the hills stood the small ranger’s station that looked more like a quaint holiday cabin, and they’d become close with the other three rangers who rotated their shifts there. The grass was growing on the thatched roof, and it was painted in earthy tones to make it blend in with the landscape. Tonight, they would enjoy a sunset dinner with spectacular views over the hills surrounding Marcy’s house. She’d loved every moment of living here and every second she’d spent with Marcy.
“Yes, it’s my favourite time of year.” Marcy sucked in a deep breath and wrapped her arm around Zoe’s waist. “The wildflowers are starting to come up too. Just wait. In a couple of weeks the fields will be full of lavender and poppies.”
Zoe smiled. “I can tell it’s starting to get warm. The butterflies are already making a beeline for my hair.” She shooed off a couple of her winged admirers before taking off her hoodie and tying it around her waist. “It also means less clothing, which is good for me because I love seeing you in figure-hugging shorts and T-shirts.”
“Ditto.” Marcy smirked as her eyes lowered to Zoe’s cleavage in the tight, white top. “Want to sit down for a while and enjoy the sunrise?” She opened her backpack and took out a thermos and two cups.
“How about we lie down instead?” Zoe said, licking her lips.
“Even better.” Marcy inched closer, cupped Zoe’s face and kissed her.
“Mmm… we might have to look for a better spot, though, there are too many nettles here.” Zoe mumbled against Marcy’s mouth. She frowned at the sound of rustling in the bushes, and Marcy followed her gaze in the direction it came from.
Marcy’s mouth fell open and she grabbed Zoe’s hand when she saw a lynx running out from underneath a bush. It took off fast, then suddenly stopped to turn around and look at them. “Tank?” she said, not sounding too sure of herself. “Tank, is that you, girl?”
The lynx stood frozen, regarding them for long moments, until it started approaching them slowly and low to the ground.
“Oh my God, it’s her. No other wild cat would just come up to us.” Zoe narrowed her eyes until the lynx came closer, then slammed a hand in front of her mouth and crouched down. “It really is her.”
Marcy nodded, and Zoe saw tears welling up in her eyes. “Tank…” She got down too, ignoring the thick undergrowth and prickly bushes, and held out her hand for Tank to sniff. The big cat did so, then stroked her head against Marcy’s hand. “She remembers me,” she said, her voice loaded with emotion. “She hasn’t forgotten.”
Tank went from Marcy to Zoe and back, greeting them both like an old friend, then rolled on her back so Marcy could scratch her belly. It was an overwhelming moment for both of them, seeing Tank happy and healthy and just as sweet and relaxed as she’d been at the house.
“I think she’s been following us,” Marcy said. “I had a strange feeling someone was watching us earlier, but I didn’t voice it as I couldn’t see anyone, and I didn’t want to worry you.” She scratched Tank’s chin, and the big cat started purring. “Well, I don’t see the same sardine belly she had last fall, so it’s safe to say she’s not pregnant again.”
They were both so stunned that they sat there, stroking Tank for minutes on end without speaking. The most mysterious creature among the wildcats in the world had accepted them as her friends and even out here in the wild, she didn’t shy away from them. Tank’s fur was still thick from winter, and she looked healthy and happy.
“I can’t wait to tell Rico,” Marcy said. “We’ve seen on the radar that she’s been moving around but no one has actually spotted her since she left the house.”
The sun fully came up then, filling the morning with a pleasant warmth, and Tank welcomed it by purring louder. When a bird of prey flew overhead and landed further down on a branch, she followed it with her intense stare, then shot off without warning.
“Bye for now.” Marcy helped Zoe back up on her feet, and they watched her sprint off, elegantly sliding through the rough terrain with only a gentle rustle.
Zoe took Marcy’s hand and leaned into her, resting her head on her shoulder. “Do you think we’d be together if it hadn’t been for Tank? I mean, if you hadn’t called me to help out with her, we wouldn’t have had this experience together.”
Marcy put an arm around her and kissed her temple. “She did bring us together, didn’t she?” A comfortable silence settled between them as she thought about it. “You know what? I think we would have ended up together regardless. There’s not a chance I would have let you slip through my fingers; you had me that day in the staff quarters when you helped put a dressing on my hand.”
“Yeah. I feel the same.” Zoe gave her an adoring smile and brushed a hand through Marcy’s hair. “Some things are inevitable, and I believe you were one of them. It’s like destiny told me all those years ago that you were the one I would spend my life with and maybe that’s why you were so hard to forget.” She paused and met Marcy’s eyes that were filled with love. “It just wasn’t the right time.”
“It wasn’t,” Marcy whispered, cupping her face so tenderly that Zoe felt a lump form in her throat. “But the time is now.”





AFTERWORD
I hope you’ve loved reading After Sunset as much as I’ve loved writing it. If you’ve enjoyed this book, would you consider rating it and leaving a review? Reviews are very important to authors and I’d be really grateful!
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