
        
            
                
            
        

    CUPID IS A CAT

LISE GOLD


   



Copyright © 2022 by Lise Gold Books
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.
Cover design by Lise Gold Books
Editing by Debbie McGowan



Love is our true destiny. We do not find the meaning of life by ourselves alone. We find it with another.
THOMAS MERTON
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1

NORA
“A re you sure this is the right bar?” Melanie grimaced as she scanned the camp tiki bar that was adorned with phallic, rainbow-colored Christmas decorations. “I definitely sense a gay energy in here, but not of the female kind.”
Nora checked the address on her phone again and nodded, her eyes darting to the sign above the bar that said I love anal. “Hmm.” She chuckled. “Yes, it’s here, according to my email, but it does seem like a strange choice of venue.” A man in a cowboy hat was sleeping on a stool, his head resting on the bar next to an empty glass. A group of men clad in sparkly purple tank tops were crammed into one of the booths, and male couples were scattered around the standing tables. Apart from them, she counted three women who all looked equally lost. “Women-only speed-dating event. Seven-thirty p.m.,” she read out loud. Jumping at the excuse to get out of it, she turned back to the door. “It looks like there’s not much happening. Shall we go for a drink somewhere else?”
Melanie took her wrist when she turned to the door. “No. You promised me speed dating and I want speed dating. This was your idea, not mine. You got me all excited and now you want to leave?”
“But I don’t see any women, and anyway, I’m not feeling it anymore.” Nora groaned. “I should never have told you about the invitation. It was a stupid idea.”
“Nonsense. You need the distraction, not me. It’s Thanksgiving, after all, so what better way to say fuck you to your ex than go speed dating on the night you were supposed to meet her family?” Melanie clapped her hands together when four women entered the bar. “See? Women. We were just early.”
Nora regarded the women with little interest. She wasn’t in a place to date yet, she knew that, but Melanie was right. She did need the distraction tonight. Two months ago, Barbara, her ex in Seattle, had ended their long-distance relationship. Apart from the fact that they were living on separate continents, she’d used just about every excuse under the sun to break up with her. Difference in interests, age, life stages… Nora didn’t blame her, but that didn’t make it any less painful. Some days were filled with hurt and regret, and she so desperately wanted to feel normal again. After she’d cancelled her flight to the US, Thanksgiving felt like a cursed date looming before her, so when she had gotten the invite for a speed-dating event taking place on that very same day, she’d taken it as a sign, even if it was only to stop her from thinking about her ex for a couple of hours.
“These guys seem to know where they’re going.” Melanie took Nora’s hand and followed the women to the back of the bar, where a semi-closed-off area sloped down into a cozy, long, and narrow makeshift living room with a fireplace, a big sofa, and small tables and stools scattered around. “Come on.”
“Hi, guys. Are you here for the speed-dating event?” A woman with a flipchart walked up to them. “I’m Sally. Sorry about the last-minute change in venue. The original bar flooded, so we had to find an alternative.” She pointed to the huge, wooden penis statue next to the fireplace. “Just ignore all the dicks. This is a men’s bar, and we didn’t have time to redecorate our little nook.”
Despite her sudden change of mood, Nora couldn’t help but laugh. “That’s okay. I didn’t even know there was a change in venue. Is this the Cupid event?”
“You could call it that if you like.” Sally smiled widely. “What’s your name?”
“Nora. Nora Bloom. And I’ve brought a plus-one. Melanie McDermott.”
“Nora Bloom…” Sally frowned as she scanned the list of names. “I don’t have you on the list. Can I see the confirmation email, please?”
Nora opened the email and handed her phone to the woman. “I received this yesterday.”
“Hmmm. The Cupid Event? I thought you were joking when you said that. That’s definitely not from us. We’re called LGBTQ Speed Dating London.” Sally shrugged. “It looks like a mix-up, but since we’re a little low on numbers tonight, we’d be delighted if you both joined. We’re expecting about twenty women, and we generally like to have a few more than that.”
“Sounds good to me,” Melanie said, taking the clipboard the woman handed her before Nora had time to change her mind again.
“Perfect. I just need your name, number, and email.” Sally pulled a sheet of blank labels out of her shoulder bag and scribbled their names on them. “You’re number twenty-one,” she said, sticking one of the labels onto the chest of Melanie’s top. “And last but not least…Nora, you are number twenty-two. Are you ready to find love?”
Nora let out a sarcastic chuckle as she stuck the label onto her shoulder. “Sure.”
“Hey, you need to take this seriously,” Melanie whispered when it was Nora’s turn to fill in her details. “Who knows, you might meet The One.”
Nora stopped what she was doing for a moment and stared at her friend. “Mel, I’m not here to find love. I’m done with that. I’m here to have a drink and talk to strangers so I can stop my mind from churning. We might as well go bowling or see a movie, it’s all the same to me.”
“Whatever. But we’re not going bowling and we’re not watching a movie. Tonight, we’re going to flirt.” Melanie’s eyes darted to a woman by the bar. “See that blonde over there? She’s totally my type. A little tough, natural, good smile, nice teeth… What about you?”
“I don’t have a type,” Nora said.
“I know that, but isn’t there anyone here you find attractive?”
Nora looked around and shook her head. “No. But as I said, that’s not the point. I’m sure we’ll have a good time.”
“That’s the spirit.” Melanie tapped her purse. “Now, first things first. I’ll get a round of drinks if you grab that couch by the fireplace.”
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CUPID
C upid observed the crowd, amused by the ignorance of the women in the pub. If only they knew what was coming. Were they ready? Some were, but others would need more time. For them, this was just the initial encounter, the catalyst of many encounters that would lead them to the right person eventually, because like love, heartache was part of life. The mistakes people made, and their failed relationships taught them valuable lessons and prepared them for meeting The One. Happily ever after wasn’t meant to be easy; it had to be earned, and Cupid’s interference was the ultimate reward.
Ranking directly under The Almighty—the maker of the universe and holder of higher powers that controlled destiny—Cupid followed orders and spread the love. Cupid wasn’t a cherub with a bow and arrow, and they weren’t male nor female. They didn’t have any physical form for that matter, but they were able to infinitely multiply and morph into any creature to help earthlings find love. They manifested in many ways, and tonight, in this obscure bar in South London, they were a chubby, ginger cat called Toby. The name was engraved on a silver tag attached to their sparkling, blue collar, and they looked too comfortable and well fed for anyone to worry about them just yet. The guests assumed Toby belonged to the pub owners, and the staff, who had never seen them before, were delighted to have some furry company. They’d discussed finding the owner but there was no phone number on Toby’s tag, so they’d left them to it for now. By the time the event was over, they would probably try to find their rightful owner, but by that time, Cupid—or Toby as they knew him—would be gone.
Cupid liked being a cat, and they were having fun with it. Out of all creatures, cats were the most comfortable skin to live in. They’d tried them all—dogs, insects, birds, and reptiles—but more often than not, they came back as a cat. Cats were able to adapt and blend in, so they could get close to people. They didn’t need to be in the presence of an “owner,” like dogs, and they were fast, agile, and experts at climbing trees and jumping walls.
Toby was purring, delighted with the premium spot on the sofa by the fireplace, and the petting was nice too, especially the scratching behind their ears. Cupid didn’t need to take on a form: they could simply be nothing; but earthlings needed help, and apart from being excellent conversation starters, animals tended to make them feel comfortable. Besides that, the old cliché was true. Lesbians loved cats, and this was a women-only speed-dating event.
“Oh, look at you. You are so cute,” a blonde woman cooed as she sat next to them. She leaned in to read their name on the tag. “Toby. You’re such a pretty boy. Yes, you are a very, very handsome boy.”
And you are about to have a very, very meaningful encounter, Nora. Toby purred louder, thoroughly enjoying the soft strokes of her hand.
It was funny how women always put on high-pitched voices when talking to animals. They were perfectly able to understand them without the drama.
Nora was wearing jeans, a black sweater, and white Nikes, and her long hair was pulled into a messy top knot. People didn’t tend to “dress up” for speed-dating events, but they did spend hours in front of the mirror attempting to look like they’d made no effort at all. Earthlings were strange creatures; no one dared admit this was important to them, but Nora was an exception. She’d come straight from work to meet her friend here, and looking her best genuinely wasn’t important tonight because she had no desire to find love. None of that mattered, though, because The Almighty had spoken, and free will was debatable. So here she was, unknowingly ready for someone to leave a lasting impression on her.
Toby turned to the door as Yael walked in. As expected, she didn’t look too keen either. Tall, lean, dark-haired, with striking, almost black eyes, many heads turned her way, but she was on her phone and had no idea all attention was upon her. Following her friend to the registration table, she was still on the call as she scribbled down her details. Nora looked up at her but only for a second. She was too busy fussing over Toby to really notice her, and that was fine. They would soon have their three minutes of conversation; the catalyst that would change their lives forever.
“Have you made a new friend?” Nora’s friend Melanie, put two large gin and tonics on the table and joined them on the couch. “Oh my God, you’re so fluffy.” Again, the high-pitched voice, but Melanie was a good scratcher, so she was forgiven.
“His name is Toby,” Nora said.
“Toby, you are a chubby little boy. I just want to eat you.”
Please don’t. Your friend needs me. Toby licked her, then stopped themselves when they tasted the bitter liquid Melanie had spilt over her hand. Yuck. Gin. Why do people like alcohol? Their attention turned to the bar, where two men shared a portion of chicken wings. That would be nice, though. Or a bit of cream or some steamed salmon.
“What a good boy. Yes, you are the best, best, bestest boy,” Melanie continued, stroking Toby’s tummy when they turned on their side.
You have no idea how good I’ll be to you, Melanie. But your time has not come yet.
“It’s strange…” Melanie furrowed her brows as she studied Toby. “From the way he looks at me, I’d almost think he understands me.”
Nora chuckled. “Have you already downed one of those by the bar by any chance?” She pointed to their drinks. “They’re huge.”
“Animals understand more than you think, and no, I didn’t. But I did order a triple shot for liquid courage.” Melanie picked up her glass and took a sip. “Better have some before the first round starts.”
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YAEL
“We received your down payment, I’ll get back to you tomorrow with a delivery date.” Yael hung up on her client, then glanced at the women around her as she ordered beers at the bar. Her friend Jess had gone to the bathroom to check her hair for the second time since they’d arrived, and Yael suspected she was more nervous than she was letting on. But that was why she was here; for moral support. She’d practically dragged Jess along, insisting it was time she put herself out there after being single for three years.
“There you are,” she said when Jess reappeared. “Stop hiding and smile at people. Make eye contact.”
“That’s easy for you to say. You’re just my wing woman.” Jess looked terrified as she took a sip from her beer and followed Yael down into the lion’s den, as she called it. “I think I’ve forgotten how to look women in the eyes.”
“How about those two on the couch by the fireplace? They look friendly and approachable. And they’re fussing over a cat. You like cats, so that’s already one thing you have in common.” As if she could feel Yael’s eyes on her, the blonde looked in her direction, and so did the cat. The two heads turning simultaneously was such a comical sight it made Yael chuckle, and the blonde, who assumed she was smiling at her, smiled back.
“Everyone likes cats. It hardly classes as common ground.” Jess pursed her lips, then let out a long sigh. “Fuck, I’m so nervous.”
“Don’t be. You’re the most interesting person I know, Jess, so just be yourself,” Yael said. Again, the blonde’s attention turned to her, and their eyes locked. Hers were light, almost icy gray.
“Hey, the buzzer just went.” Jess nudged her.
“What?” Yael turned to her friend. “Oh. So, what do we do now?”
“We go to our allocated starting table, and we circle around. Three minutes each.” Jess looked at the list on the wall. “You’re number four, so you start by talking to number five, over there at that table.” She took a long sip of her drink and squared her shoulders. “Okay, wish me luck.”
“You can do it, charmer.” Yael grabbed her drink, stood up, and patted Jess’s shoulder, then went to her table to meet a petite woman with shoulder-length gray hair. Although the woman was already sitting down, Yael guessed she’d probably reach up to her chest with their difference in height. She was also the only one wearing a mask, and it was hard to read people’s expression when their mouths were covered. Not that it mattered; Yael wasn’t here to find a date, but perhaps she’d make some new friends. She didn’t feel like she was doing anything wrong by being here. A lot of people went to speed-dating events to support their friends, and the woman she was currently seeing knew where she was tonight.
“Hi, I’m Yael,” she said, reaching out to shake the woman’s hand as she took a seat.
“Sorry, I don’t touch,” the woman said in a strong German accent, leaning back before she adjusted her mask over her mouth. “Emma.”
“Hi, Emma. Sorry about that. How are you tonight?”
“I’m good.”
Yael waited for Emma to elaborate, but she remained silent. Okay. This is a bit of a rusty start. “Where are you from?”
“I live in London,” Emma said, staring at her stoically.
If she’s trying to be charming, she’s not going to have much luck tonight. “I mean your accent,” Yael said. “Are you German?”
“Yes.”
“Okay. I’m from Israel, but I’ve lived in London for twelve years. What about you?”
Emma mumbled something Yael couldn’t understand. It wasn’t her accent but rather her whispering way of speaking that made it close to impossible to work out what she was saying, and with the mask, she couldn’t lip read either.
“I’m sorry, what did you say?”
Again, something vague, but Yael was pretty sure Emma was asking about her age.
“Oh, okay,” she said. “I’m thirty-four. How old are you?”
“Does it matter how old I am?” Emma said, loud enough for Yael to hear her this time, and she sounded irritated. “Because it shouldn’t matter.”
Oh boy, this isn’t going well. Yael braced herself for a long night, and she was relieved when the buzzer went. “Well, it was lovely to meet you, Emma. Have a good night.” She slid off her stool without waiting for a reply and headed for the next table, where a butch-looking woman was waiting for her. Eyeing her hungrily, the woman introduced herself, and Yael felt mildly uncomfortable as she held on to her hand for way longer than necessary.
“I’m Jackson.” She looked Yael up and down. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes? I think we’re going to get along.”
“Uhm…I’m sure we will,” Yael said, shifting on her stool. “So, tell me about yourself.”
“Why don’t you start?” Jackson suggested. “That way, I’ll know where to find you in case I blabber on too much and our three minutes run out. Where do you live? Where do you work? Where do you hang out?”
“Oh, I’m actually quite private, so I’d rather not go into specifics, but I live in London and I’m in the jewelry business,” Yael said, trying to keep her information as vague as possible. Already regretting coming here, she reminded herself that she was here for Jess, and that she would just have to suck it up.
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NORA
Stepping outside for some fresh air during their second break, Nora mentally counted the mini dates she was yet to have. Only five left. The night was dragging on, and although she’d met some nice women, she was starting to get tired of the same conversations. Where are you from? How old are you? What do you do for a living? What are you looking for? As expected at a speed-dating event, most women were looking for something serious, and she wasn’t. She didn’t mind a meaningless fling that might provide some distraction, but there was no one here she even felt an ounce of attraction to. That wasn’t strange, though, as she was still mourning her previous relationship, and she told herself to clear her mind of the past, just for a few hours. This was probably what people meant when they said they “weren’t ready.” She’d always thought it was an excuse, but she knew better now.
“Did you meet anyone interesting?” Melanie asked, lighting a cigarette as she joined her.
“One or two. I like the older woman, the one with the red shirt, but only because she was hilarious. I’d love to have a drink with her sometime, nothing more. You?”
“I liked Sue, the last one. And I think she likes me too.”
“Mel, that’s great.” Nora smiled. “I remember her. She seemed really nice. So, you’re meeting up?”
“I hope so. Still a few to go, though, so she might meet someone else she likes more.”
“I doubt that.” Nora turned as someone walked out. It was the tall, dark-haired woman she’d spotted earlier. She was on her phone again, talking in a language she suspected was Hebrew. She wore jeans, sneakers, a leather jacket, and a big scarf that was draped around her neck several times. Her hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail, and she moved with a certain nonchalance that only tall people could pull off. “Have you spoken to her yet?” she asked Melanie.
“Not yet, but she’s not my type. She’d make me feel even shorter than I am.”
“Hmm…” There was something about the woman that caught Nora’s attention. Perhaps it was just that, like herself, she didn’t seem to care much about being here. “Yes,” she agreed. “You’d probably reach up to her armpits.”
“She’s very attractive, though,” Melanie said. “But she’s a player, for sure.”
“Why do you think that?”
Melanie raised a brow. “Oh, come on. Are you blind? She’s a total heartbreaker. Everything about her screams cocky.” She walked back and forth, mimicking the woman. “Look at me, I’m too cool to care.”
“Stop it! She might see you,” Nora hissed.
“Nah. She’s too busy with her phone to give a shit.” Melanie shrugged. “She’s obviously popular with the ladies, so she doesn’t feel like she needs to bother at all. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’s got a girlfriend, maybe even a couple. Maybe she’s just here to see if there’s any chance she can upgrade.”
“I think you’re being a bit harsh…” Nora looked at the woman again and decided Melanie had a point. Yes, she did seem to carry a bit of an attitude, and “too cool to care” was probably a fitting description, even though there wasn’t much to base that on. “But I see what you mean.”
“I’m good at reading people,” Melanie said.
Nora laughed. “I’m sorry. You know I love you, but I don’t agree with that. You weren’t exactly the best at reading your exes.”
“Touché.” Melanie laughed too. “But that changes today. I’ve learned from my mistakes, and so have you.” She stubbed out her cigarette and held her glass up in a toast. “To love to come. And until it comes, I’ll always be your wifey.”
“You’re the best wifey in the world.” Nora pulled her friend in and gave her a peck on the cheek. Melanie wasn’t her oldest friend, but she’d become her closest over the years, and since they’d moved in together, their lives were so intertwined that she couldn’t imagine not having her around. They rarely argued, and when they did, it was innocent and over silly things like who got to use the shower first in the morning or who got to pick the movie for the night. If they were the slightest bit attracted to each other, they’d probably be happily married too, but there was no chance anything physical would ever happen between them. Their friendship meant more to Nora than any relationship, and they’d helped each other through difficult times. If it wasn’t for Melanie, Nora was sure she’d still be moping in bed, feeling sorry for herself after being dumped over the phone. Melanie was the one who had forced her to pull herself together, and Nora appreciated the sweet but often fruitless attempts to cheer her up. She’d recovered from relationships before, and she would recover again. It just took time and lots of support from her bestie.
A little tipsy already, Melanie hugged her, and when the buzzer went inside, she gave Nora a playful slap on her behind. “Time to go back,” she said cheerfully. “Just a few more—you can do it,” she added when Nora showed little enthusiasm.
“Okay, let’s go.” From the corner of her eye, Nora saw the tall woman, who had been walking back and forth while she was on the phone, return.
“I’ve got to go back. Thank God I’m almost done here,” Nora heard her say. “I won’t be long.” She looked startled when she hung up and realized Nora had heard her. “Fuck, I’m sorry. That sounded rude, and I swear I’m not normally rude.”
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Nora said. “I get it. I wouldn’t mind being elsewhere either.” She smiled as Melanie pulled her inside. “I’ll see you in there, it’s almost over,” she joked.
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NORA
“Hey, I’m Yael.” The tall woman took a seat opposite Nora and leaned in as she read her name on the sticker. “Nora… It’s nice to meet you, and again, I’m sorry about earlier. You must think this is totally pointless after you heard me.”
“Pointless, yes, but for me, this event was pointless to begin with, so there’s no need to apologize.” Now that she was sitting so close, Nora studied her with interest. Dark-brown hair and dark, almost-black eyes. Pale skin, sharp eyebrows, no makeup. Not necessarily super feminine looking but not androgynous either. She looked elegant,” Nora decided. Yael possessed a contemporary elegance that was all natural and no-nonsense. A thin silver necklace with a single sparkling stone graced her long neck, and she wore a simple black cashmere top over her jeans. Nora was self-aware around this woman and suddenly wished she’d made more of an effort. “It’s nice to meet you too, and don’t worry. I won’t ask for your number or give you mine, and I won’t ask you if you’re having a good night either.”
Yael laughed. “Well, it’s interesting. I’ve never been to a speed-dating night before. Have you?”
“No, it’s my first time, and I agree. It’s certainly interesting. A little repetitive and a bit sterile, don’t you think?”
“Exactly my thoughts.” Yael shot her an amused look. “Are you American?”
“Yes, I’m from Seattle, but we really don’t have to go through the standard questions,” Nora said, a little startled by Yael’s eyes. She hadn’t expected the woman’s gaze to be so intense. For the past twenty dates, she hadn’t really been that interested, but now she was talking to someone who didn’t even want to be here, she was curious.
“Okay…” Yael pursed her lips and paused. “What makes you happy?”
“What makes me happy?” Nora frowned.
“Yeah. Like you said, let’s skip the formalities and the career and relationship talk. Tell me what makes you feel alive.”
Aware of Yael’s eyes focused on her, Nora needed a moment to think about that. “Traveling,” she finally said. “Exploring and experiencing new things.” There was no need to elaborate: they only had about two minutes left. “What about you?”
“Funny I was the one asking the question but I’m not really sure.” Yael laughed. “I’m a happy person in general, but like you, I love to travel. And I love sunrises. They make me happy. I’m an early riser.”
Nora liked Yael’s laugh, and her voice and tone were pleasant. “I love sunrises too. And sunsets.”
“Are you a romantic?”
“I wouldn’t call myself that.” Nora realized they hadn’t broken eye contact since they’d sat down, and she was also aware that Yael was intensely focused on her. Player alert. God, I’m falling for it already. “Are you a romantic?”
“I think I am. With the right person.”
Yeah, right. I doubt that. “Do you live alone?” Nora asked. Most gay women she’d met on the dating app she used in between relationships lived with their exes because London was too expensive to start over easily. And because of those exes, it was hard to find privacy while dating.
“Yes. I live on my own, in Barnes,” Yael said. “Are you London based?”
Barnes. Fancy. “Yes, I’m in Bayswater. I live with my best friend, Melanie.” Nora pointed to her. “That shortie over there.”
“Okay. I think she’s my next date. Probably not the best match for me in terms of height,” Yael joked. “But if she’s your friend, I’m sure she’ll be fun to talk to because you are.”
She thinks I’m fun? I didn’t say anything fun. Nora blushed, cursing herself for even feeling a tiny bit interested, and changed the subject. “Sorry about the standard question, but where are you from? You sound American too, but you have a slight accent.”
“I’m from Israel,” Yael said. “I went to an International school in Tel Aviv before I studied in California, and then I moved here for a job twelve years ago and never left.”
“Oh. Cool.” Nora wanted to tell her that she’d been there and loved it. She wanted to ask Yael what she’d studied and why she’d chosen London to settle down, but the buzzer went, and it was time to move on.
“This date feels awfully short,” Yael said as if reading her mind. She was still fixated on Nora, her dark eyes staring directly into her blues.
“Yes. Are you staying for a drink after?”
“No, I’m actually meeting someone.” Yael winced. “It’s a date, and I have to leave straight away. I’m sorry, I should have probably mentioned that. I only came here to support my friend, but…”
But what? “That’s totally fine, I’m doing the same,” Nora lied when Yael didn’t elaborate. “Well, it was really, really nice meeting you, Yael. I genuinely mean that.”
“Likewise.” Yael laughed when the ginger cat from the sofa jumped on the table and started rubbing itself against Nora. “What’s happening here? That is so incredibly sweet.”
“His name is Toby,” Nora said. Her eyes widened in surprise when Toby went on his back legs and steadied his front paws against her chest. “Do you really want me to pick you up?” she asked. She did so, and Toby put his paws around her neck, then rested his head on her shoulder as if he was intentionally trying to be dramatic. “Aww. He wanted a hug.”
Yael clutched her hands to her chest. “I’ve never seen a cat do that. It’s funny—he almost looks human, don’t you think?” She took her phone out of her back pocket. “Not to be weird, but do you mind if I take a picture? It’s just too adorable not to.”
“Sure, go ahead.” Nora turned her head to give Toby a kiss on his forehead, and he purred loudly and rubbed his face against her cheek. “I think I’m in love,” she said.
“You may be the first to find love at a speed-dating event.” Yael took a picture and shot her a wink.
“Ladies, come on. It’s time to move to your next date,” Sally yelled, looking specifically at them. “You can always stay for a drink after if you want to continue your conversation.”
Yael shrugged and gave Toby a scratch behind his ears. “Have a great night, Nora. I hope to see you again sometime.” She lingered by the table as if she wanted to say something more, then finally turned and headed for the next table, where Melanie was waiting.
Nora went to her next date too, but no matter how hard she tried, she had trouble engaging, as her eyes kept darting to Yael, who was talking to Melanie. She could have sworn she caught Yael glancing back at her a few times, but she wasn’t sure if that was her imagination. When the last buzzer went, Yael gave her a quick wave and a smile before she left with her friend, and just like that, the night was over. It was unlikely Nora would ever see any of these women again, and that was okay. She’d lived through another night and tomorrow would be a little bit better because Thanksgiving was over.
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YAEL
“Do I have to come?” Jess asked, looking like a deer in headlights for the second time that night.
“Yes. You wanted to meet women, so I’m helping you meet women.” Yael stopped in front of the club and turned to Jess, placing her hands on her shoulders. “Look at me, Jess, and remember what you said last week. You told me online dating doesn’t work for you and that you need to speak to people in person. What better way to do that than speed dating and a gay birthday party in one night?” Loud music was blasting from the busy Soho venue, but it was late, so at least the queue had died down. “I know you’re shy, but you’ve done so well already.”
“But it’s a private party and I don’t know anyone here,” Jess protested.
“Me either.” Not taking no for an answer, Yael took Jess’s hand and pulled her through the door and the red velvet curtains. “I only know Tamara, but she invited me and you’re with me, so we’re good.” It didn’t take long for her to spot Tamara—her casual girlfriend or whatever she was to her—at the bar, looking sexy as always in a little black dress, her immaculately straightened black bob, and her signature red lipstick. Shaking her hips to the music while she waited for the bartender to make her cocktail, Yael could tell she’d had quite a few drinks already. There was a drag show on the stage, and people were dancing in front of two queens performing “Cabaret.” With everyone hugging, kissing, and singing along, there was a great vibe tonight.
“Yael! Finally.” Tamara took her drink, walked up to her, and gave her a long and lingering kiss that no doubt left lipstick marks on her face. “It’s so good to see you again.” Her arm curled around Yael’s waist as she turned to Jess. “Hi, I’m Tamara. So nice that you came along.” She spilled half of her cocktail over her hand as she pointed to a group of women on the dance floor. “Come with me, I’ll introduce you to the birthday girl.”
Yael hadn’t met any of Tamara’s friends before, but they’d only been dating for three weeks. “Looks like a good party,” she said.
“Even better now you’re here.” Tamara squeezed her hand. “I’ve missed you.”
Yael shot her a sweet smile. “I’ve missed you too.” Deep down, she wished that was true, but what else could she say? She hadn’t missed Tamara and it was unlikely she ever would, but for now, it was simply a bit of fun and what she needed after a long-term, turbulent relationship. Besides, Tamara was funny, smart, and fun to hang out with as long as she wasn’t too intoxicated.
They joined Tamara’s friends and introduced themselves, and Jess got roped into a conversation with two women who had also tagged on for the night. Yael didn’t feel like drinking anymore, but Tamara was quick to order her something, so she kindly accepted the cocktail that was way too sweet and strong for her liking.
“How was the speed dating?” Tamara asked, sneaking a hand under Yael’s top to caress her back. “I bet they were all swooning over you.”
Yael laughed and shook her head. “I promise you there was none of that. It was quite weird, actually, even uncomfortable at times.” She paused, her mind going back to Nora for a split second. The woman was still swimming around in her conscious, and Yael quickly shook it off. “But there were a couple of nice women, and Jess clicked with someone, so I’m glad I dragged her there. Let’s hope they’re a match.”
“Good. And I’m glad you came here after. Otherwise, I’d be worried someone had snatched you away,” Tamara said. Although she laughed it off, Yael had a feeling she wasn’t joking. Tamara was getting a little too close, and she wasn’t sure how to deal with that.
“I don’t sleep around, you know that.” Yael kept half an eye on Jess to make sure she was okay, but she was already looking comfortable and chatting away with a drink in her hand.
“Can I stay at yours tonight?” Tamara asked, grinding herself into Yael. She always got turned on after a few drinks, and Yael could tell she only had one thing on her mind right now. Tamara lived with a friend, so she preferred to sleep over at Yael’s. Besides the privacy, she liked the comfort of Yael’s apartment and her big bathtub in which she soaked for hours.
“Tonight isn’t great,” Yael heard herself say for the first time in weeks. “I have to get up early for a meeting tomorrow.”
“But it’s Saturday,” Tamara protested, batting her lashes. “Can’t people just shop for diamonds on a weekday?”
“It doesn’t work like that,” Yael said. “It’s a long process, and the rich and famous don’t do nine-to-five. I’ve been on the phone to someone’s PA several times tonight, and she insisted I make time for her boss tomorrow morning.”
“I can be quiet. I won’t disturb you, I promise.”
Yael hesitated for a moment, then nodded, because really, there was no excuse. She could easily jump on the call while Tamara was sleeping. The real reason for her hesitation was that she wanted her Saturday to herself. Tamara had stayed over the last two weekends, and Yael missed her quiet mornings with Bruce—her dog.
“Okay. Sure,” she said, mustering as much enthusiasm as she could. “I’d love to have you over.”
“Yay!” Tamara got on her tiptoes, cupped Yael’s face, and kissed her. “I can’t wait to get you naked.”
“Same here, babe.” Sipping her drink, Yael winced and suddenly craved water. “Anyway, where are my manners? What are your friends drinking? Let me get a round.”
“Tequila!” Tamara still had her arms around Yael’s waist and yelled so loud it made her ears hurt. “Six for my mates and your friend over there, two for me, and two for you.”
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NORA
“Sue messaged me!” Melanie shrieked and jumped out of her bedroom as Nora passed on the way to the bathroom. She was grinning like she’d just won the lottery. “She wants to go for drinks this week.”
“That’s fantastic, Mel. You didn’t tell me you matched up.”
“They only just sent out the matches. I got the email with her details an hour ago, so I contacted her, and she got back to me straight away.” Melanie sighed in delight, clutching her phone to her chest. “I really like her.”
“Then it was a good thing we went. I’m really happy for you.”
“I’m happy for me too,” Melanie said with a chuckle. “Did you get a match?” She shook her head. “Sorry, I forgot you didn’t tick anyone.”
“I actually did tick someone, but I didn’t tell you because I knew you’d make a big deal out of it.” Nora checked her phone and felt strangely disappointed when she saw the email from the speed-dating company. “No. Nothing. I only filled in one person on the like list, and I didn’t get a match.”
“The older woman in the red shirt?” Melanie asked.
“No, Yael, the tall one. Or the ‘player,’ as you called her,” she said, making quote marks in the air.
“I clearly recall you agreed with me on that.” Melanie frowned as she looked Nora over. “Really? I thought we said we learned from our mistakes.”
“I know, but I’d had a few drinks and I filled the form in without thinking.” Nora shrugged. “She said she was meeting her date right after the event and that she was just there to support her friend, but I could have sworn we had chemistry, so I thought I’d check her name anyway. It clearly wasn’t mutual.”
“You don’t know that. If she’s dating someone, it was the right thing to do, even if she did like you. Anyway, you said you never wanted to date again,” Melanie said in a teasing tone. “Did she make you change your mind? I swear that woman is nothing but trouble.”
“I’m not so sure about that anymore. The trouble part, I mean. She seemed nice and we clicked, so I was curious about her, that’s all.” Nora hesitated. “What did she tell you? What does she do for a living?”
Melanie narrowed her eyes as she dug through her memory. “I don’t remember, I’m afraid. I wasn’t really interested so I didn’t store the information up here.” She tapped her head.
“Okay…well, can you think harder?” Nora placed a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Please, anything you can remember. Favorite pub? Company? Industry? Her last name would be amazing, but that might be a stretch…”
“Sorry.” Melanie shook her head. “I honestly didn’t take much in. It was her height that made me zone out.”
“Right.” Nora sighed and leaned against the bathroom door.
“You really liked her, didn’t you?” Melanie’s voice was almost accusing, like Nora had betrayed her by making the wrong choice. “Why are you so interested in her?”
“Like I said, I’m just curious.” Nora didn’t tell her friend she’d been thinking about Yael all week. She couldn’t seem to get the woman out of her head. Yes, she thought there was a chance Yael was a womanizer, and it was true that she wasn’t ready to date. Yael’s “date” might have been a serious girlfriend; Nora had no way of knowing how honest she’d been. Frankly, everything about it was pointless and it would be best if she forgot about her altogether.
“Interested, curious… That’s the same thing,” Melanie said, crossing her arms. “And why didn’t you just ask her those questions yourself? She was late for me because she kept hanging around you and that cat, so it’s not like there was a lack of conversation between you.”
“Of course we talked, but I didn’t learn much apart from that she lives in Barnes and that she’s originally from Israel.” Nora shrugged. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Serious or not, she’s dating someone, and she didn’t like me back and that’s that.”
“You dodged a bullet there if you ask me,” Melanie said.
“Maybe.” Nora painted on a smile. “But enough about me. I’m super happy for you that you matched. When are you seeing Sue?”
“Not sure. She asked me when I was available.” Melanie scrolled through her messages. “Should I suggest tonight or tomorrow, or pretend I’m busy in the coming days?”
Nora laughed. “Mel, you’re thirty-four. You don’t need to play games. Just tell her you want to see her tonight if that’s what you want.”
“Hmm…I suppose you’re right.” Melanie was about to type a reply, then shook her head. “You know what? I think I’m going to wait for a bit. I don’t want to seem overly keen.”
“I knew you’d say that, but I’m warning you—it’s the wrong approach.” Nora rolled her eyes. “Don’t come to me if you’ve ruined it.”
“Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing. This strategy has always worked for me.”
“I can see it’s worked very well considering your highly successful dating past,” Nora shot back at her sarcastically.
“I could say the same for you, Miss Still-going-for the-bad-girls.” Melanie held up her hand and chuckled. “Okay, let’s agree to disagree before this goes off the rails.”
“Good plan.” Nora shot her a goofy grin. “Are you done with work for today?”
“Yes, I logged out early. It’s always quiet on Fridays in my department. What about you?”
“Same. Well, not the quiet part. It was actually quite busy on my side, but I’ll make up for it with a few hours tomorrow.” Even though their lives were seamlessly entwined and they were constantly in each other’s space, Nora loved living with Melanie. They worked as project managers for the same real-estate company, shared a two-bedroom apartment and the same group of friends, and Nora was close to Melanie’s family. When they had to start working from home during the pandemic, they’d been worried it might be too much, but they’d gotten so used to each other’s company that it felt entirely natural now. The home-office arrangement had proven to work just fine, and so their company had decided they could continue doing so three to four days a week. “But let’s talk weekend,” Nora continued. “If you’re not going on a date tonight, do you want to do something? I thought maybe we could invite some friends over for dinner? I’ll cook.”
“Yes! Will there be a theme?” Melanie asked with a grin. “You know I love a good theme.”
“Why not? How about Mexican? We still have those decorations from your birthday party. I can make tacos and a rainbow salad.”
“Excellent. If you get the groceries, I’ll get the tequila.” Melanie spun around to assess her appearance in the mirror on the landing. “Can I go out like this?” She was wearing tracksuit pants tucked into long, woolen socks and a crisp, white shirt to look presentable for her online meetings.
“Totally. What about me?” Nora let out a roaring laugh as she turned, showing off her white T-shirt, black blazer, and black panties. “Give me five minutes to cover my ass and make a shopping list, and then I’ll be ready to go.”
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YAEL
“Would you like breakfast?” Yael dried her hair with a towel, then pulled her dark, damp locks into a ponytail. She’d worked for a couple of hours, had a shower, and even cleaned the kitchen, but the same as yesterday, Tamara was still in bed and showed no intention of leaving. “I’m going to take Bruce for a walk, so I can pick something up on the way back.”
“I’d rather you come back to bed,” Tamara said, throwing back the covers to reveal her naked body. Yael had been all over her last night, but now she really needed some time to herself. With Bruce in her life and Tamara living with a friend, staying here together was the only option, and two nights in a row felt a little suffocating. It was too much too soon; all she wanted was to spend some quality time with her beloved German shepherd and clear her head.
“Sorry, can’t do that. Bruce needs to go.” On hearing his name, Bruce started wagging his tail and got up from his bed in the corner of the room. Unlike Friday, he’d only tried to get on Yael’s bed twice last night. Tamara didn’t like dogs in bed, and that wasn’t unreasonable, but Yael did feel sorry for him because she couldn’t explain why he wasn’t allowed to sleep where he always did.
“Bruce seems fine to me.”
“He’s not.” It bothered Yael that Tamara didn’t like dogs all that much. To her, Bruce was the most glorious creature in the universe. He was smart, handsome, friendly, and bouncy, and he made her smile every single day. “He needs a walk,” she said again, a little sharper than she’d intended, then put on a pair of leggings and a sweatshirt. “I might be a while. Want me to make you a coffee before I go?”
“No, I’ll do it.” Tamara stretched her arms above her head and yawned. “But if you could bring me back a croissant, that would be lovely.”
“Sure. I’ll see you later. Make yourself at home.” Yael really hoped she wouldn’t, but it was more likely Tamara would go back to sleep. When she didn’t work, the woman seemed to hibernate most of the time.
Yael put on her socks and sneakers and a heavy coat and headed outside with Bruce leaping ahead of her. She’d trained him well, so he didn’t have to be on the leash, but he was eager to get to the park and insisted on walking in front of her. “Slow down, boy. I can’t keep up with you,” she yelled.
He stopped and turned to look at her.
“That’s a good boy, we’re not in a rush. Now, tell me. Do you like Tamara?” Yael looked around to make sure no one was listening in on her conversation with a dog. “You do, don’t you?” She sighed. “But you like everyone, so your opinion doesn’t really count.”
Bruce’s tongue hung far out of his mouth as he looked up at her, and it made her laugh.
“I love you. Do you know how much I love you?” She scratched his head when he stopped and waited at the pedestrian crossing. “Good boy. No cars, you can go now.”
At a click of her fingers, Bruce sprinted over the road and through the gates into the park. It was a cold but sunny day, and there were plenty of dogs for him to play with.
Tamara, Tamara. What am I going to do with you? Yael was lost in thought as she entered the park. All she wanted was to date a little; she’d never intended for this to turn into something permanent. After her breakup with her long-term ex, she wasn’t ready for a relationship, and even if she was, she didn’t think Tamara was the right person for her. Although she’d been clear about the non-commitment thing from the beginning, Tamara seemed to have subtly snuck her way into her life, and she wasn’t going anywhere unless Yael dropped a hint or asked for space.
“Yael!”
Yael looked up and saw Jess waving at her from across the park. They were often here at the same time, and Jess’s adorable and brave Chihuahua Yappy and Bruce were best friends. Bruce had already spotted Yappy, and she chuckled as they greeted each other with great enthusiasm.
“Good morning,” she said, hugging Jess. “It’s a beautiful morning, right?”
“Yes. We could sit outside if the coffee place has the heaters on.” Jess pointed to their local café in the park. “Want to go for a walk and have a coffee after?”
“I can’t do both, but either is fine with me. The boys are quite happy playing, it seems.”
“I’m not surprised. It’s been a whole thirty-six hours since they last caught up,” Jess joked. “So, you’re busy? What are you doing today?”
“Nothing much, but Tamara is still in my bed, so I can’t stay too long.”
“Oh? You don’t sound very excited about that.” Jess looked at her pensively. “Are you two okay?”
“Yes, we are, but…” Yael fell silent for a beat. “I never wanted there to be an ‘us,’ if you know what I mean. I need time. I don’t want to throw myself into the first relationship that comes along. That’s why it went wrong last time. We weren’t right for each other, no matter how hard we tried to make it work.”
“I know. You really tried. Maybe you’re not over Danny yet?”
“No, I am. I still love her, of course. That doesn’t just go away. But I don’t want to be with her anymore. I like being alone.” Yael fished a ball out of her pocket and threw it for Bruce when he gave her the “ball look.” “Tamara’s been over a lot lately, and I feel bad for saying it, but I want her to go home so I can slouch on the couch in my robe, eat junk food and watch trash TV.”
Jess laughed. “I must admit, that sounds appealing. Thanks for the idea.” She rubbed Yael’s arm and gave her a warm smile. “So, Tamara’s not the one, then?”
“No, definitely not. There’s no real spark with her. Not from my side, anyway.”
“Then you should probably tell her that.”
“I know. But I don’t know how to bring it up. It’s just such a shitty conversation to have.” Yael felt her stomach drop at the idea. Even though they hadn’t been seeing each other long, she knew Tamara would be upset, and she hated hurting people.
“Better sooner than later,” Jess said, shielding her eyes from the sun as she watched Yappy chase Bruce, who was chasing the ball. “Have you got anything fun planned? Going away for a while might take your mind off it.”
“I’ve got no vacation planned, but I’m visiting my parents on Christmas, as that’s usually a quiet time for me, and I’m thinking of going away in March if I’m not too busy.”
“You’re always busy.” Jess took the ball from Bruce and threw it again.
“True,” Yael said. “But the company is doing well, and I’m in the process of hiring a full-timer to do the admin work. That way, I get to do all the fun stuff myself and I may be able to travel a bit more and do the sourcing firsthand instead of leaving it to my parents. They have excellent taste, but they’re not the youngest anymore. Although they swear they’re happy to do it, I don’t want to overload them.”
“Then a full-timer would be a logical next step. I’m so happy business is going well for you.” Jess bent down to pick up Yappy, who was now jumping up against her. “But with a father who’s a master diamond cutter and a mother who’s a semi-retired jewelry designer, I didn’t expect anything less.”
“I’m blessed with them, so finding the right product is not the problem,” Yael said. “Finding time, however, is getting more and more challenging, and that’s a luxury I’m not willing to give up.”
“I hear you.” Jess hooked her arm through Yael’s and sighed. “How about we both try to enjoy life more? And you can start by taking back your precious free time. Talk to her, Yael. Tamara will be okay as long as you don’t drag it out.”
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NORA
A nother day, another date. Nora tried to pay attention to what the woman was saying, but she was talking so fast and so much it was hard to keep up. Perhaps she was nervous, but Nora had a suspicion she was always like this.
Everyone looked great on their online profiles, and everyone was perfect in their bio. Nora wasn’t necessarily that bothered about dating, but every time she came across a rare profile of someone with similar interests to her, she felt like she might miss out if she didn’t connect. What if that person was The One? What if she didn’t go and missed out on something that was meant to be?
Angel was definitely not meant to be. That was clear from the minute they’d met in person. There was zero chemistry, Nora didn’t feel the slightest bit of attraction, and the woman’s loud voice and all the talking made her head hurt. She’d lied about where she lived so she didn’t have to travel very far, and now she was glad she hadn’t taken the Tube across London.
I should have stayed at home with Mel. She’d take a night in front of the TV over Angel anytime, but not wanting to be rude, she’d been here over two hours already.
“Are you hungry?” Angel asked, loud enough for everyone in the pub to hear her. “I don’t like eating on dates myself. It’s a thing that I have, but you go ahead and order something if you’re hungry.”
Nora winced. Now everyone would know they were on a date, and immediately, curious glances were cast their way. Why hadn’t Mel called her? It was nine p.m. and she’d promised to call at eight in case she needed an excuse to leave. “Actually, I have to get home to release my babysitter from her duties,” she heard herself say. Wow. She’d never used that excuse before, but it had rolled off her tongue as if it was nothing.
“Oh, you have children?”
“Yes, one. Sorry, I should have probably mentioned that right away, and I understand if you’re not interested anymore.”
“No, it’s fine. I love kids,” Angel said with screaming enthusiasm.
Fuck. “Oh, you do?” Nora asked, cursing herself. This was karma. This was what happened when she lied. The universe was punishing her.
“Yes. I hang out with my little niece a lot. My sister’s kid. I’m her godmother, and she loves going to the park with me. Wait, I’ll show you a picture.” Angel scrolled through her phone. “Look. This is us on holiday in Majorca. We were there with the whole family. My parents, my brother and his wife, my sister and her husband, and little Amelia Rose,” she continued, pointing at the various people. “And that’s my ex.” Angel’s lips pulled into a thin line as she zoomed in on the woman standing next to her in the family photo. “Don’t worry, we’re not in contact anymore.”
Oh, I’m not worried.
“And this is Amelia Rose at her fourth birthday party.” Angel showed her another picture. “She was dressed as Ella from Frozen, and I wore the same Ella dress. We often dress to match. I can’t always find the exact same outfits, but I do try. We went to see the first movie seven times and we saw the second one five times. She loves those movies. You’ve seen them, right?”
“No, I haven’t.”
“Oh.” Angel looked disappointed, almost as if that was a dealbreaker, and Nora felt a tiny spark of hope. She hated telling women she didn’t want to see them again. Although she generally didn’t care if it was the other way around, letting people down made her feel terribly guilty.
“Actually, I really don’t like Disney movies,” she said, laying it on thick. “I find them boring.”
Angel’s expression dropped, and she shot her an incredulous look. There. If that didn’t do the job, she didn’t know what would. Admittedly, she did like some Disney movies. The ones she’d seen anyway, but Angel didn’t need to know that.
“I’ve never met anyone who thought Disney was boring,” Angel said with a frown. She paused for a beat, processing Nora’s shocking revelation before she continued. “But everyone is entitled to their opinion. As long as our star signs are compatible, we can work through anything. Are you into astrology? I have a friend who does palm readings. She’s legit, really good. And she read my palm yesterday and told me I’d meet a very special woman in the near future. Who knows? Maybe it’s you!” She didn’t give Nora a chance to reply before she fired off the next question. “So, is it a boy or a girl?”
“What?” Nora was still trying to make sense of the information bomb that had been thrown at her at lightning speed.
“Your child. Is it a boy or a girl? And how old? What’s their name? A name says a lot about a person. I like yours, by the way.”
Fuck, fuck, fuck. Nora scanned the bar for an answer and blurted out the first thing she laid her eyes on. The word was printed on the industrial coffee maker behind the bar. “Barista, she said. “Her name is Barista and she’s three.”
“Barista…interesting.” Angel shot her a confused smile. “Are you a coffee fanatic? I love coffee.”
Nora nodded slowly as if she wasn’t quite sure. Yes, she loved coffee, but now she’d confused herself more than anything and she needed this conversation to end before she got into more trouble. “I’m really sorry, but I have to go,” she said, getting up to pay the bill. Paying was the least she could do to make up for her terrible behavior.
    
“How was your night?” Mel asked in a sleepy voice from the couch.
“It would have been better if you’d called so I could get out of there,” Nora said. “I even lied and told her I had a daughter named Barista, so I had an excuse to leave, but she was delighted I had a kid.”
“What?” Melanie pointed at her and laughed. “And you were telling me to be honest with Sue? You’re worse than me. I couldn’t even make that shit up.”
“It was stupid.” Nora shrugged and slumped down on the couch. “I did work up the courage to tell her I wasn’t feeling it, though, just before I left.” She picked up the remote and absently started scrolling through the channels. “You know what? I think I’m done with that dating app for a while. It’s not like I’m desperate for a relationship, so why am I torturing myself?”
“Because you never know?” Melanie sat up and stretched. “By the way, you were right about Sue. I should have gotten back to her straight away. She went on a date last night and met someone she really clicked with, so she wants to see where it leads.”
“Oh, babe. I’m so sorry to hear that.”
“Yeah. It sucks, but it’s my own fault. I think I’m done dating too.” Melanie got up, walked to the liquor cupboard, and came back with a bottle of tequila and two shot glasses. “I’ve recorded the Great Housewives. Want to play ‘a shot for each time someone fake cries’?”
“I thought you’d never ask,” Nora said, reaching for a glass. She was eager to forget about her night.
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YAEL
I t felt good to be back. Even though London was her home now, Yael felt warm inside each time she landed in Tel Aviv. She felt warm on the outside too, she noted. The mild winter was pleasant compared to the icy weather in London, and she took off her hoodie as she walked out of the departures hall. Her parents were waiting for her in the car park and waved from a distance.
“Mom, Dad!” Yael gave them both a big hug and looked them over. She hadn’t seen them in person in six months, but they both seemed to be in good health and excellent spirits. “Thanks for picking me up. I could have taken a taxi.”
“Nonsense,” her father said. “We’ve missed you. It’s good to have you back.”
“I’ve missed you both too,” she said, scooting into the back of the Mercedes. It would take them a while to get to her parents’ house in the rush-hour traffic, but she loved the drive and opened the window so she could take in the noise and the smells of her home country. Her father preferred the air-con, but he would let her off the hook for now. He always did on the first day she was here.
“Zegna has prepared a feast. We figured you’d be hungry,” her mother said, turning to look at her. “Are you eating well? You look so thin.”
“I’m no thinner than you, and I look no different from last time,” Yael said, arching a brow at her mother. With both her parents being tall and slender, it was no surprise she had the same build, but she really took after her mother with her big, dark eyes, sharp nose, and thick hair, and they even had the same birthmark on their left foot. “But yes, I am hungry. I’ve missed Zegna’s food.” The thought of it alone made her mouth water. Her parents’ live-in maid had been a big part of her life, as she’d been with the family for over thirty years, and she was an amazing cook. Yael loved her, and she considered her family. With both her parents working when she was growing up, she’d spent most of her younger years with the kind and caring Armenian woman. She took her to school, picked her up, took her shopping, and sometimes when her parents worked late, she put her to bed and read her stories. Yael’s mother was semi-retired nowadays, but her father had a true passion for his trade and refused to stop working. His eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, but with state-of-the-art tools and a brilliant mind, he still managed to reproduce the same quality in his cutting, or sculpting, as he called it.
“How have you been, nashama?” her mother asked, reaching behind her to rub Yael’s leg.
“I’ve been good. You already know the business is doing well, and I’m loving my new home. It’s a lovely neighborhood—you should come visit.
“We will, nashama,” her mother said, but Yael knew they wouldn’t come anytime soon. It wasn’t that they didn’t like to travel, but they preferred her to come to Tel Aviv, as they liked their daughter to be with them, “where she belonged.” Over the twelve years she’d lived in London, they’d only visited a handful of times, whereas she traveled to Israel several times a year. She didn’t mind that; she loved her country and the warm culture she missed in London. “Have you met a nice man yet?”
“No.” Yael let out a sarcastic chuckle. “Are you starting with that already? I was hoping you’d at least give me a day to acclimatize before bugging me with questions about men.”
“Forgive me. I just want you to be taken care of.”
“You used to make more money than Dad when you were still working full-time,” Yael retorted. “And I’m fine, I don’t need anyone to take care of me. It’s 2022.”
“I wasn’t talking about money.” Her mother smiled. “I meant someone to support you emotionally. Someone to share your life with. Love is a gift, and you deserve it.” She looked at her husband lovingly, and Yael suppressed an eyeroll. Her parents’ marriage wasn’t perfect, but nowadays they were a team and it worked. It had survived her father’s midlife crisis and two affairs, which both were guilty of. They didn’t know Yael knew, but she’d overheard conversations and understood from an early age that not everything was rose-colored in their little family of three. Her parents had considered a divorce, but they’d worked through it, and decades later, they seemed in a calm and content place.
“I’m fine,” she said, letting her mother know she was done talking about it. She couldn’t tell them she was gay; they wouldn’t understand, and so she tried to avoid the subject altogether. She thought of Tamara, about how upset she’d been when she’d ended it, and felt a stab of guilt. After three weeks, Tamara had finally stopped messaging her, and although that was a relief, she still had trouble shaking it off. In the short time they’d known each other, Tamara had clearly become attached, perhaps even considered a future together, but she wasn’t for Yael, and she certainly wasn’t for Bruce. “I wish I could bring Bruce here,” she said, changing the subject.
“Who’s looking after him?” her father asked.
“A friend. She has a dog, too, and they’re besties, so I know he’s happy, but I still miss him when I’m away.” Not to mention I talk to him all the time. Who am I going to talk to now?
“Can’t you fly him over? Then you could stay longer,” her mother suggested.
“No, it would be too stressful for him.” Yael smiled. “You’ll just have to come to London to see your grandson.” She stuck her head out the window and gazed over the landscape. They passed the beautiful Ariel Sharon Park: seeing it now, it was hard to imagine this had been a waste dump when she was younger. Then the Menachem Begin Park—a place she’d hung out with her friends by the lake as a teenager—came into sight. She’d smoked her first and last cigarette there, kissed her first and last boy, and later, the first of many girls. She saw the bus station, where she used to get on the school bus every morning, and lots of both familiar and new shops and restaurants as they drove toward Jaffa. Every time she came here, there was something new, and she was pleased to see that the neighborhood had started to develop a bit more character.
“It’s changed,” she mumbled absently.
“The city is for the young now.” The way her mother said it made it sound like she didn’t belong here anymore. “They bring color and life to the streets and build their own future. It’s a beautiful transformation to witness. Some of our friends suggested we move to Herzliya Pituah, into one of those fancy buildings with elevators, but we like it here and we’re not ready for a senior life.”
“I know.” Yael swallowed hard at the sentiment in her mother’s voice. Her parents were still healthy and young at heart, but there would come a time in the not-too-distant future that the steep staircase in their old townhouse would become a challenge. “You can always convert, live on the lower floor and rent the top floors out. People would kill for a sea-view apartment in a prime location.”
“Yes, that is an option.” Her mother gave her a warm smile. “But we don’t need to worry about that yet. Your father and I still have many good years ahead of us.”
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NORA
“I  did it! I booked a ticket!” Nora yelled at Melanie from the top of the stairs. “London Heathrow to Bangkok on January fourth.”
“Woohoo!” Melanie looked up from the box of Christmas decorations she was unpacking. “Go fix me a drink, wifey. We’ll celebrate while we decorate the tree together.”
Nora grinned as she rushed down the stairs. “I thought you wanted to do that tomorrow?”
“I changed my mind. I need some Christmas in my life. There’s not much else happening.”
“Okay, then. Let’s make Christmas.” Nora felt excited at the prospect of three weeks away, and she sang along to “White Christmas” as she poured vodka, cranberry juice, and grapefruit juice into two glasses, then squeezed out a lime and added ice. “Here’s a Sea Breeze for you, my friend,” she said, handing Melanie a glass. “Shaker’s choice.”
“That’s a bit summery for this time of year, don’t you think? Are you in vacation mood already?”
Nora shrugged. “Might as well.” She looked into the box and laughed at the tangled mess. “Every year we swear we’re going to put it back properly, yet we never do.”
“No one does that. We’d be weird if we did,” Melanie said. “So, what’s the plan? Where will you be staying?”
“I don’t know yet. I thought I’d just wing it this time, but my gut tells me I should explore the north.”
“That’s all? No hotel bookings?”
“Nope. I booked a place in Bangkok for the first night, and I’ll see what I feel like when I’m there.” Pulling the lights out of the box, Nora started separating tinsel from the leads. “It won’t be busy in January, so I’m not worried about the lack of vacancies, and I’d like to go off the beaten track a little. Do something different.”
“I’m not sure I like the sound of that.” Melanie looked up from the huge knot of tinsel she was detangling. “Will you be safe?”
“Of course!” Nora said with a chuckle. “Thailand is a very safe country, and I’m always careful, you know that.”
“As long as you promise to call me every day to let me know you’re okay.”
“Yes, Mom,” Nora teased. “Are you going to put a tracker band around my ankle?”
“Actually, that would make me feel a lot better,” Melanie said in all seriousness. “There are these dog tags that you can connect to your iPhone, and it connects to other iPhones around the tag. That way, I’ll be able to track where you are at all times. They’re small, so you could carry one in your pocket.”
“Dream on. There’s no way I’m going to let you tag me.” Nora stopped what she was doing for a moment and took a sip from her drink. “But I will call you, I promise.”
“Okay. I guess I’ll have to settle for that.” Melanie groaned. “I’m going to be so bored without you. A whole month, God help me.”
“You won’t be bored. You have friends and family, and there are plenty of women to date in London.” Nora let out a sigh of relief when she finally managed to separate the lights from the tinsel.
“No one wants to hang out in January. Everyone is broke and depressed, and my parents are boring. And when it comes to dating, I take it you’re talking about the same dating app you swore never to use again? No, thanks. I’d rather put myself through speed dating again only to be terribly disappointed. At least then I’ll only give up one night of my life.”
“Fair enough.” Nora’s mind went back to Yael again, and she wondered why she couldn’t stop thinking of her. Is she going back to Israel for the holidays? Is she Jewish? If she is, she probably won’t celebrate Christmas. Is she still dating that woman? “Jews don’t celebrate Christmas, right?” she heard herself ask.
“Not in the religious sense, no, because they don’t believe God had a son. But I knew plenty of Jewish people in university who decorated their dorm room and had a Christmas tree at home.” Melanie took one end of the string of lights, and they walked over to the tree together. Most of the space in their small living room was taken up by the couches and the coffee table, but they’d managed to clear a corner that fitted a generous tree. “Why the random question?” She paused, her jaw dropping when it suddenly clicked. “Are you still thinking about that woman from speed dating? Seriously, Nora, you need to let it go. It wasn’t meant to be and that’s that.”
“I wasn’t thinking about her,” Nora lied, shaking off the vision of Yael and forcing herself to focus on her task at hand. “I want to invite Josh over for Christmas, and then I remembered his parents are Jewish.” Wow. That was a clever excuse. Where did that come from?
“Josh isn’t religious, and his parents don’t celebrate Christmas, so I’m sure he’ll love an invite. He only pretends to eat kosher when he doesn’t like the food being served. He calls it religious opportunism,” Melanie said with a hint of sarcasm. “Are you sure you don’t want to come home with me for Christmas? I feel bad that you’ll be on your own, and Mom would love to have you over. She keeps asking me to persuade you.”
“That’s very sweet of you, and please thank your mother again for the invite, but I’m looking forward to having the house to myself and I have people coming over for dinner on Christmas day. Anyway, you know I don’t really care about Christmas. I just like the decorations.” Nora had made a conscious decision to stay in London for Christmas this year. Her father ran a big company, and she didn’t want to fly all the way to Seattle to have dinner with him while he was on his phone most of the time. He was always busy and that was okay. London was Nora’s home now, and her friends were her family. “Feel free to bring me back leftovers, though. You know I love your mom’s cooking.”
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YAEL
“Y ou changed your hair!” Yael clapped her hands together in delight, then gave Zegna a big hug. “I’ve missed you,” she said. “And you look great with a short cut.”
“I’ve missed you too. You look good,” Zegna said, looking Yael over. Aged between Yael and her parents, Zegna was still single, and as far as Yael was aware, she’d never been in a long-term relationship. It was unusual for housekeepers to stay with a family so long. Many did it for a few years to save up for university fees or to support their family abroad, and many eventually got married and were too busy with their own families to take care of someone else’s. It was even more unusual for housekeepers to be live-in staff, but it had always worked out well for both parties. Yael had a suspicion Zegna might be gay, for no other reason than that she got that vibe from her, but she’d never asked her straight out, and Zegna had never said why she’d left Armenia at eighteen. No matter how close they were, some boundaries were never crossed in their household.
“I just said she looked a little thin,” her mother chipped in. “She’s not eating enough of the healthy stuff.”
“Please stop discussing how I look. It’s awkward,” Yael said with a chuckle. She didn’t take it personally, as it was the standard conversation when she came home. “Did you change something in here?” she asked, glancing around the hallway. It was a beautiful, three-story stone house. When she was younger, it had seemed enormous, but now that she compared it to London homes, it was average in size. Situated on the seafront in Old Jaffa and hidden behind big trees, it was shaded and private, with stunning views over the Mediterranean Sea. Balconies ran around the whole two floors, creating plenty of shaded outside space, and there was an herb garden on the roof. The spiraling staircase and the many nooks and crannies gave the old house character, and her mother, who was highly creative, had decorated it with love and care, giving it a bohemian look that even after decades didn’t feel dated. She’d used Persian rugs mixed with traditional and modern art, and the furniture was a combination of design pieces and vintage, as her mother loved to scan the flea markets for treasures.
“We bought a new painting,” her mother said, pointing up at a portrait of a woman painted in muted, neutral tones. It was hanging high on the wall next to the cast iron staircase, in between other paintings in both gilded and wooden frames.
“It’s beautiful. Who is the subject?”
“No idea. It was done by a graduate from Shenkar University. She had an exhibition in one of the galleries in town, and we both thought it would look nice in here, so we bought it. It was a bargain, actually.”
Yael narrowed her eyes, thinking the woman looked familiar. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it at first, but then she realized the portrait resembled Nora, the woman she’d met at the speed-dating event last month. Why am I still thinking of her? She’d asked herself that question many times, but the truth was that Nora had made her feel something in those three minutes, and she couldn’t stop wondering what would’ve happened if she’d made different choices.
“Yael?”
“Sorry, what?” She was pulled out of her thoughts when her mother put a hand on her back.
“Where’s your head at, nashama? Come on, dinner is ready. You can admire the painting later.” Her mother led her into the dining room that was adjacent to the kitchen. With a wall surrounding the property and heavy curtains in front of the windows, the downstairs area was quite dark, but that made it both cozy and cool.
“Oh, wow. I’ve been looking forward to this,” Yael said at seeing the feast. The dining table was laid out with pittas, salads, tahini, hummus, baba ghanoush, pearl couscous salad, chicken shawarma, fattoush, ceviche, and mujadara, her favorite side dish, made of lentils and rice with caramelized onions.
“Eat,” her father said, taking a seat at the table. With such a small family, there was no “head” of the table unless their extended family joined them, and anyway, her parents weren’t that traditional. Their self-made wealth had given them a chance to travel and see the world. They’d soaked up different cultures and had fully supported Yael when she told them she wanted to study in California and, later, applied for a job in London. They just hadn’t expected her to stay there. “We’ve invited the family over to Shabbat tomorrow. We thought you might want a quiet night after your long journey.”
“Thank you. That’s very thoughtful. I’m not sure if I can handle Aunt Naomi tonight.”
At that, her parents burst out in laughter. Aunt Naomi always knew best. She was the most opinionated and annoying person in the family; everyone agreed on that. But she was her mother’s sister, and so she was always invited, along with her quiet husband and their hyperactive and spoiled twins. Their family from her father’s side was sweet and humble. Yael really liked her two uncles and their wives and children, but she didn’t see them very often, as they lived in Haifa, farther north, where they took care of her grandparents.
“Aunt Naomi got a new car, I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it,” her father said.
“Let me guess—it’s faster and much better than yours?”
“Of course,” her mother said with a humorous glimmer in her eyes. She took Yael’s plate and started spooning a little of everything onto it. “And more expensive. It’s the best car that was ever made in the whole wide world.”
Yael laughed too. “Then I can’t wait to admire it.” She dipped a piece of pitta in the houmous and moaned as she savored the flavor of home. Like always, she was baffled by how something so simple could taste so good. Everything tasted better here. There were no preservatives and no mystery ingredients in the food. Just fresh, local fruits, vegetables, breads, meats, and fish topped with lemon juice and good quality olive oil. “Did you have a think about those diamonds we discussed?” she asked her father.
“Yes. I can cut them if your client agrees to pay half upfront. We can go pick them up together and—”
“Please, no business talk tonight,” her mother interrupted, pouring them red wine. Apart from their trips abroad, Yael had never seen them drink any other wine than the one from a local vineyard, and even though it wasn’t the best wine she’d ever tasted, it always comforted her.
“Okay,” she said, patting her mother’s arm. “No business talk. Tell me the latest gossip.”
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NORA
“C an I help with anything?” Joshua stuck his head into the kitchen, his cheeks already rosy from the Champagne he’d consumed.
“Yes, please. Is everyone okay for drinks in there?” Nora asked.
“Yes, Kathy just topped us up.”
“Great. Then, if you don’t mind carving the turkey, I’ll dress and plate the rest.” Nora pointed to a shelf above the stove. “You can use that carving board and there’s a super sharp knife in the middle drawer.”
“I’ll do my best.” Joshua inhaled deeply as he grabbed the board and lifted the turkey onto it. “It smells so good. Did you do this all by yourself? I didn’t know you were such a good chef. I mean, your Mexican is excellent, but this looks like gastro-pub food.”
“It’s hardly chef-worthy,” Nora said. “It’s like a pot roast, just bigger, and you can’t go wrong with YouTube. Besides, it’s not that much different from a Thanksgiving meal, and as an American it would be a crime if I couldn’t serve up a decent turkey.” She shot him a cheeky look. “Don’t tell anyone, but I got the cranberry jelly, the potatoes, and the base for the gravy from IKEA.”
Joshua laughed. “Smart. With that new branch in Hammersmith, I’ve been ‘cooking’ IKEA a lot lately,” he said, making quote marks in the air. “Especially since I’ve been dating a Swedish man. I’m sure he’s on to me, but he’s never called me out on it.”
“That’s sweet. Did he go home for Christmas?”
“Yes. He invited me along, but I felt it might be a bit early, so maybe next year if things continue to go well between us.” Clearly intimidated by its size, Joshua stared at the turkey for ages before he picked up the knife. “What about you? Are you dating?”
“No. I’ve had enough of dating. It’s just been one disappointment after another, and frankly, I can put my time to better use.”
“Yeah. I get that. Dating in London is a nightmare, but one day you’ll meet someone special when you least expect it. Trust me. I stopped looking and suddenly, there he was, Mister Perfect.”
“I’m very happy for you.” Nora smiled. “Can I ask you something?” She was glad Melanie wasn’t here, as she’d been dying to talk to Joshua alone.
“Anything.”
“Do you know any Jewish people in London?”
Joshua chuckled. “Sure. Who doesn’t? I have a couple of Jewish friends, and I’m close to some of my parents’ friends and their kids.”
“I met someone called Yael.”
“Last name?” Joshua asked, raising a brow. “A last name is essential. Yael is a very common name.”
“I don’t know it, unfortunately. I don’t know where she works either, but she lived in Barnes. Does that help? Tall, cute, dark hair, around my age.”
Joshua threw his head back and laughed. “Are you serious? That’s like asking if I know someone called Simon from some random borough in London. You know that makes no sense, right?”
“I know. Just thought I’d try my luck.”
“Why are you looking for her? Do you fancy her?”
Nora spooned the roasted vegetables into a bowl and topped them off with chopped parsley and toasted almonds. “We met at a speed-dating event last month.”
“And? Did you match?”
“No. She was just there to support her friend and she was dating someone at the time. Never mind. They’re probably still together.” She shook her head, aware that she was not only digging in the dark but also trying to find someone who wasn’t interested in her. “It’s stupid.”
“Kind of.” Josh gave her a peck on the cheek. “But it’s also adorable.” He started slaughtering the turkey in a way Nora had never witnessed before, repeatedly stabbing the knife between the thigh and the breast until they separated in all the wrong places. “Here’s an idea. Have you tried to find her on that dating app you use? If she’s single, she might be on there.”
“No, I haven’t.” Nora couldn’t believe she hadn’t thought of that. The tiny spark of hope she felt was, of course, ridiculous.
“Put in a wide radius and make sure you include Barnes, then scroll through every single profile. Whether they’re in a relationship or not, you’ll be surprised how many people appear if you widen your search.” Josh shrugged. “And be prepared for disappointment. Even if you find her, she might still be in a relationship, or she might not be interested.”
“Yes, I’m aware of that, and I would never stalk someone or come between two people,” Nora said. “Honestly, I don’t even know why I want to find her. There was just…something there. I sensed it, even though we only spoke for three minutes. And she didn’t mention the word ‘girlfriend.’ She just said she was dating. That could mean anything, right?”
“Come on, Nora. Don’t play dumb. If she used the word dating, that usually means there’s some form of relationship, whether it’s monogamous or open.” Holding the knife on the wrong angle, Joshua almost cut his hand as he continued to stab away. “And you don’t want to be a fifth wheel. I’ve been there. First of all, you’re not the type to share, and secondly, it’s fucking complicated. Just forget about her, it’s for the best.”
“Yes, you’re right. You’re so right,” Nora said, knowing she’d be scrolling through her app as soon as they’d left. Joshua ruining her perfect turkey was too painful to watch, so she took the knife from him and shot him a sweet smile. “You know what? Why don’t you take the rest of the food into the living room, and I’ll finish the carving? I won’t be long.”
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YAEL
Returning home with a handful of shopping bags, Yael sat on the bottom steps of the staircase to catch her breath. She didn’t have to go out shopping; Zegna usually did that, but she loved browsing the local markets for fresh ingredients, and she felt like cooking herself tonight. Middle Eastern markets were vibrant food hubs, visited by locals, professional chefs, and foodie tourists. None of the fresh, seasonal produce or delicacies were purchased without smelling, tasting, or discussing them at length first, so it had taken her three hours, but it was a pleasant way of shopping while connecting to people and the produce. She’d caught up with the baker, whose daughter she’d gone to school with, and with the fruit salesman who lived a couple of blocks down the road. Tel Aviv was a big city, but the boroughs were like towns, where people were still up in each other’s business all the time.
“Let me get that.” Zegna walked into the hallway to take the shopping bags from her. “Did you drag this all the way home? Why didn’t you borrow the car?”
“Because I like walking, and thank you, but I’ll deal with the groceries. I’m cooking tonight.”
Zegna, who never took no for an answer, took the bags anyway. “Let me at least bring this into the kitchen. Look at you, you’re exhausted.”
Yael chuckled and shook her head as Zegna disappeared. “I got you your favorite dates,” she yelled after her. “Help yourself.” She was about to get up when her eyes fell on the new painting above the staircase. The resemblance to Nora really was remarkable. She wondered what Nora was doing on Christmas. She was probably in the US to see her family, if she had any family she was close to. Suddenly remembering she had a picture of her, Yael scrolled through her phone to find it. How could I forget? She wouldn’t normally ask a stranger if she could take a picture of them, but it had been spontaneous; a moment too good to pass. She’d wanted to ask Nora for her number that night, so she could send it to her, but somehow that didn’t feel appropriate toward Tamara because she felt incredibly attracted to Nora and she’d have found it hard to refrain from seeking more than friendship once they were in contact.
She’s beautiful. Yael zoomed in on Nora’s face. From the way she cuddled the cat and let him rub his forehead against her cheek, she was clearly an animal lover. Holding up her phone to compare it to the painting, she was even more baffled. The woman’s icy gray eyes, her mouth, and her cheeks were the same as Nora’s, and even though it was an abstract oil painting, she was sure she could spot a vague beauty mark too, right where Nora had one, at the left corner of her mouth.
“Zegna?” she called.
“What is it?” Zegna reappeared and came over to look at the picture on Yael’s phone when she held it up for her to see. “What does this picture remind you of?”
Zegna studied the picture and shrugged. “It’s a beautiful woman. I’ve never seen her before.”
“Don’t you think she looks like the woman in the painting?” Yael pointed at the artwork above her.
Zegna stared up and nodded. “Yes, now that you mention it, she does. Is it the same person?”
“No, but they look incredibly alike, right?”
“They must be the same person,” Zegna said, narrowing her eyes. “Either that or the artist found a picture online and copied it. Who is the woman in the photo? Cute cat, by the way.”
Yael’s cheeks flushed, and her eyes flicked away. “A friend,” she said, hoping she sounded convincing.
“Oh, well, in that case you should send her a picture of the painting. She’d want to know if her private photos were used for commercial purposes, right? Although when it comes to art, I don’t actually think it’s illegal.”
“Yeah, I’ll let her know,” Yael lied. She got up and went into the kitchen with Zegna. She’d noticed their housekeeper had not only changed her hair, but she dressed differently too. Rarely spotted in jeans before, she was now wearing faded denim and a plain T-shirt instead of her usual black slacks and wide tops. “I like your new style,” she said, helping Zegna unpack.
“Oh?” Zegna chuckled. “Thank you. I didn’t realize I looked so different. Well, apart from the hair,” she added.
“You do, but it feels more like you, somehow.” Yael eyed her curiously. “Any reason?” She shot Zegna a teasing look. “Anyone special in your life?”
“No,” Zegna was quick to say while she buried her face in the fridge. She spent an awful long time rearranging things that were already in the right place, and she seemed flustered. Not wanting to make her feel uncomfortable, Yael let it go.
“Okay, well, I was wondering if I could have some of your recipes. I’m a little out of practice with the cooking, and I think Mom is taking a nap, so I don’t want to disturb her.”
“Of course. Why don’t we do it together?” Zegna suggested, finally turning to face her again. “Like we used to.”
“That would be nice, but only if you want to. It’s almost four, so you’re off the clock.”
Zenga shrugged. “I don’t have plans tonight. I haven’t seen you in months and I miss cooking together, so I’d absolutely love to.” Her face broke out into a huge smile, and Yael could tell she meant it.
“Great.” Yael opened one of the cupboards and took out a bottle of wine. “Let’s have a drink while we do this, and you can tell me all about my parents and what they’ve been up to. I never get the whole story from them.”
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CUPID
T  oby licked their white paws as they watched Nora from a tree branch outside her bedroom window. She should really close her curtains; anyone in the apartments opposite could see in, but Nora looked a little drunk and she’d probably forgotten. Splayed out on top of her covers, she was scrolling through her dating app. She wouldn’t find Yael, though. She’d applied a radius of twenty miles, to be on the safe side, and Yael was three thousand miles away in Tel Aviv. That was the downside of geotagging, but destiny was still running its course.
Cupid made sure everything went according to plan. For true love to blossom, the circumstances had to be perfect, and they both needed time. They’d learned from their previous relationships, and it was important for them to marinate on that. Second chances were Cupid’s favorite kind of match. Sure, love at first sight was romantic and quite spectacular, but there was nothing like watching people yearn after someone, only to be swept away when they met again. It was glorious.
Nora looked deflated as she stopped what she was doing and put the phone on her nightstand. That was it. She’d scrolled through almost eight hundred women and there was no one left to view. That was also a good thing. Out of all those seven-hundred-and eighty-nine women, she hadn’t stalled once to show interest in a single one of them.
Toby studied Nora with bemused interest when she got up and looked at herself in the mirror. She turned sideways in her tight tank top and shorts, pulled in her belly, then relaxed it, grimacing at the result of a three-course Christmas meal. Then she turned again and studied her behind while she patted her thighs. Earthlings were basic creatures. They were so fixated on how they came across to others and on the beauty ideal they’d created for themselves that they lost sight of the bigger picture. Manifesting as Toby, Cupid was delighted with their full belly from the leftover roast they’d found in a trash can two hours ago, and they’d been purring nonstop after nibbling clean all the chicken bones. The gravy was delicious too, and they found themselves getting sleepy. A fireplace would be nice right now. Cupid never slept, but Toby had his needs. Or a warm bed next to a kind human. A bit of petting, and some chin scratching…
When manifesting, the vessel had to fit the purpose, and in Nora and Yael’s case, the vessel had to be memorable. Hence the cute cat and the name tag. Without giving themselves away, Cupid would teach the two women there was no such thing as coincidence, and that some things were meant to be. They would be subjected to a little bit of magic—just enough to spot the signs if they looked closely enough. There was so much magic in everyday life, but earthlings often missed the small miracles that were thrown their way. An act of kindness was quickly forgotten, and the intensity of a sunset spectacular enough to take their breath away was often muddled by the lenses of the phones they carried around. Instead of soaking up the source that gave them life, they were obsessed with taking the perfect picture in order to make others envious. Frankly, Cupid didn’t understand how The Almighty had allowed technology to happen, but apparently evolution was important, and they knew better than to ask questions.
Shaking their head when they were about to nod off, Toby refocused when Nora put on a thick, fluffy robe and her slippers, and came outside with a beer in hand. Seated on the steps in front of her door, she sipped her beer as she looked up at the stars. The temperature was close to freezing point, but that didn’t seem to bother her. It was a clear night, and even Cupid, who had witnessed countless miracles and knew the universe inside out, had to admit it was magical. There’s no need to wish upon the stars, Nora. I’m right here and I’m going to take care of you. They were surprised when suddenly, as if reading their mind, Nora looked up and spotted the ginger cat high up in the tree.
“Hey, kitty. What are you doing all the way up there?” Nora narrowed her eyes. “Are you stuck?”
Toby stared at her, feeling caught. Nora wasn’t supposed to come out and look at the stars. It wasn’t in her character, but the Champagne and the hours spent looking for Yael had clearly brought out her romantic side.
“Do you need help?” Nora went inside and came back with a bowl of turkey offcuts. “Here, kitty. Come down and have some food.”
Toby licked their lips, wondering if they could fit any more in their already full belly. No, silly. Then she’ll see your name tag. Not yet. Just the seeds. Plant the seeds, no more. Ignore the chicken.
“I poured some gravy over it,” Nora said, shaking the bowl.
Instinctively, Toby climbed down a branch, then abruptly stopped, remembering this was not part of The Plan. They clung onto the branch that was much thinner than the one they’d been sitting on earlier. Damn this cat body. Where is my self-control?
Nora, who took their hesitation as a sign they were afraid, put the bowl down. “Poor thing. Is it too high? Wait, let me get the ladder. I doubt the fire brigade will rush over for a cat on Christmas Day,” she continued, more to herself. As soon as she disappeared behind the house, Toby clumsily climbed down the trunk. They weren’t used to climbing trees, they were more of a lounger, and weren’t exactly elegant on their feet when they landed with a thud and almost fell over. Eyeing the bowl, they calculated how long it would take for Nora to get back.
I could have a few quick bites. Just a few. Toby approached the turkey and started scarfing it down. Nora was a good cook; especially the gravy was delicious. Hearing footsteps and the rattling of the ladder, they grabbed the biggest piece of turkey and took off. They struggled to jump onto the low wall with food in their mouth but managed just in time before Nora reappeared.
“Okay, I guess you didn’t need help after all,” Nora yelled when they disappeared down the street. “You’re welcome!”
In the safety of a narrow alleyway, Cupid shed themselves of Toby. As nice as it was to be a cat, being nothing was better. Being nothing was the most liberating and powerful form of universal consciousness, a constant state of euphoria and endless knowledge, unconfined to a vessel that came with physical discomfort, oblivion, and conflicting emotions. Being nothing meant being everything, and Cupid evaporated into pure love and almighty knowledge.
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NORA
“Welcome back. How was your Christmas?” Nora had a smile on her face as she helped Melanie unload her car. It was nice to have her back. Despite enjoying her alone time, it had been a little boring between Christmas and New Year, and she was glad to have someone to talk to again. She’d caught up on work, prepared for her handover that was planned before she left for Thailand, and spent hours online trying to find decent summer clothes. It felt scary to leave work for five weeks. She’d never let go of control for that long, but the time in between projects was a perfect opportunity to use up the vacation days that had been piling up over the busy year.
“It was fun but exhausting,” Melanie said, slamming the trunk shut. “You know—a big family and all.” She dragged her bags in and dropped them in the hallway.
“Yeah. You must be tired.” Nora added the other bags to the pile and walked ahead of Melanie into the living room where a large bowl of popcorn and a bottle of red wine were waiting. Truthfully, Nora had no idea what it was like to have a big family. Her mother had died during childbirth, and it was just her and her father. He’d tried his best but combining work and being a single parent had been a challenge, so Nora had spent most of her younger years in boarding schools. Although he’d remarried twice, she’d never been close to either of the two women who had come and gone, and since his divorce last year, they were back to being a family of two. There was nothing tragic about her situation; she didn’t know any better, and she’d learned to be independent from a young age. She loved her father, but they didn’t have much in common, and she felt more at ease with her friends than with him. She suspected he felt the same, as their weekly phone calls were always a bit rusty and obligatory.
“Tired, yes. But I’m ecstatic to be home.” Melanie pulled Nora in and kissed her cheek. “Aww, you’ve made me popcorn.” She fell back on the sofa and sighed in delight. “Peace at last. How was Christmas dinner?”
“It was fun,” Nora said, pouring them wine. “The food was a success and we played games until late. On Boxing Day, I had brunch in town with the same crew, and then we went shopping.”
“Nice. Did you buy anything?”
“Just some clothes for my vacation. And a little present for you,” she added, pointing to a neatly wrapped present on the table.
“Oh, babe, you shouldn’t have.” Melanie giggled. “But you know I like presents.” She shook the box. “Is it a dog tag, like I asked for?”
Nora laughed. “No, you still don’t have my permission to track me, but I think you’ll like this even more.
Melanie gasped as she opened the box and saw the brand name. “It’s a soda fountain! Oh my God, how did you know I wanted one of these?”
“You only told me about two hundred times,” Nora said. “Although I might regret it. With your addiction to anything fizzy, it’s only a matter of time before you fizz up that bottle of red wine.”
“You know what? That’s actually not a bad idea.” Melanie eyed the bottle on the table, clearly considering it. “Wait, I have something for you too.” Suddenly full of energy, she sprinted into the hallway and came back with two paper bags. “This one is from me,” she said, handing Nora a black bag. “And this dainty one is from my parents.”
“That’s so sweet.” Nora almost choked up when she read the card from Melanie’s mother. She didn’t do Christmas cards herself; she hadn’t grown up with that tradition.
Thank you for taking such great care of my naughty daughter and for keeping her on the right path. Please know that you are family and you’re always welcome in our house. I hope you had a lovely Christmas, darling. May the new year be good to you, and may Cupid bring you love.
Big hug, Sheila and Steve.
“God, from the way she talks about me, you’d think I was a liability or something,” Melanie said with a sarcastic chuckle as she read along over Nora’s shoulder.
“But you are a liability,” Nora joked. “Remember that time you were missing for twenty-four hours? You didn’t show up for your dad’s birthday, and your mom was about to call the police. Who saved you from the humiliation of the police tracking your phone and finding you sleeping off your hangover in some random girl’s bathtub?”
“You did,” Melanie said with a sheepish grin. “Thank you for finding me before they did, and thank you for telling my parents that I was volunteering at the food bank and forgot the birthday because I was caught up in a worthy cause. I seriously owe you one for that—and for all the times you’ve saved me from getting fired.”
“You’re welcome. I’m not rubbing it in, just reminding you that you’re the one who needs a dog tag, not me.” Nora shot her a teasing look. “But I love you and I’ll always be your handler.”
“Ha-ha, very funny.” Melanie rolled her eyes and pointed at the box of beautifully decorated cupcakes that Nora pulled out of the bag. “How about cupcakes and popcorn for dinner?”
“Perfect.” Nora opened the second bag, from Melanie, and laughed when she pulled out a customized T-shirt that said: I refused to wear a tracker. Call this number to let my bestie know I’m OK!
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YAEL
“T  his one is a beauty.” Her father’s voice was high-pitched with excitement as he studied one of the diamonds under the enlarger and moved to the side to show it to Yael. “Whatever your client plans to do with it, it deserves a central position in any piece.”
“It’s for a bracelet. Does it need a lot of work?” Yael asked, rolling her shoulders and tilting her head from side to side. They’d just come back from Jerusalem, where they’d picked up three diamonds, and it had been a long drive.
“A couple of days to bring out its natural glory. The others need more work, but it’s doable.”
“Fantastic. I’ll let Mrs. Ashami’s jeweler know that we’re good to go.”
“Where is she based?” Her father turned the wheel on the enlarger, moving the precious stone a little to the left.
“Abu Dhabi. I checked her out, and she’s just the average rich woman who wants to spoil herself with her husband’s credit card. All communication has gone through her jeweler, and he’s got a good reputation, so he can vouch for her too.”
“Good.” Her father was one of the few people in the diamond trade who, when required, was able to do everything diamond-related himself. He excelled at the marking, or designing, which came down to architectural precision and ensured maximum value of the finished product. After that, he took care of the polishing, the sawing—using copper discs with diamond powder and oil—and finally the cutting; the process by which the perfect, fifty-eight-facet stone was created before giving it the essential, final polish. It was a niche craft that required many years of apprenticeship and training. He had offered to teach Yael when she was younger, but she was more interested in the trade. As a trader, growing up in the diamond and precious stone business had given her an excellent advantage over her competitors and credibility with her clients. Not all diamonds went through her father, and not all precious stones went through her mother, but the majority did, and they made a great team.
There were diamond factories all over the world, including in Israel, where the prices were lower and the lead times shorter, but there was nothing like a custom-sourced, custom-cut diamond to mark a special occasion for those who could afford it. And in Yael’s experience, the rich preferred a more personal approach.
Apart from the modest diamond that hung from a silver chain around her neck, Yael didn’t wear any jewelry. She wasn’t into jewelry at all when it came to herself, but she loved the timelessness of diamonds, as they lived forever and never lost their brilliance.
“Hello there! Why are you two still working? It’s late.”
“Aunt Naomi!” Yael turned to her and painted on a smile. “You’re right. We’re done.” She tapped her father’s shoulder, but he was so engrossed in the diamond that he didn’t even acknowledge Naomi’s presence.
“You go ahead, I won’t be long,” he mumbled, moving the diamond a little more.
“Can I see?” Naomi came up behind him and narrowed her eyes as she glanced at the diamond. “That’s a nice one but not as nice as mine.” She held up her hand, flashing her engagement ring that she wore together with her wedding band. “Dearest Moshe paid twenty thousand dollars for this, and that was a long time ago. Imagine what it’s worth now.”
Yael was pretty sure the stone in the engagement ring was a two carat and worth no more than two thousand dollars, but she’d never mentioned that, as Aunt Naomi liked to be top dog. “It’s quite a ring,” she said, pretending to admire it once again. “Are Uncle Moshe and the kids here too?”
“They’ll be here soon,” Naomi said, straightening her suit jacket. “Moshe’s just picked them up from their piano lessons. They’ve got the best teacher in the country. He’s a true legend in the classical circles, and we feel blessed that he accepted them as his students.” She shrugged. “Not that I was surprised. Daniel and Eva are very talented. He says they have the potential to become professional musicians, but I think they can do better than that.”
“Of course,” Yael said. “They’re exceptional on every level.” Her mother, who came down to greet Aunt Naomi, looked bemused and had clearly overheard the conversation.
“Hello, Naomi. Did I hear something about the kids having a famous piano teacher?” Her mother shot her a wink, and Yael suppressed a chuckle. “Perhaps they could play something for us tonight?”
“I don’t think they’ll be up for it,” Naomi said. A subtle flinch passed over her features as she glanced at the piano in the dining room. “The level of concentration required for these lessons is draining. Not everyone can do it, so they might be too tired.” She took off her blazer and handed it to Yael. “Thank you, sweetheart. What a strange day to arrange dinner by the way. It’s New Year’s Eve. You’re not celebrating, are you?”
“It’s my last night here,” Yael said. “That’s why Mom wanted to get the family together.” Aunt Naomi seemed particularly talkative tonight, so she knew it was going to be a long one. If she’d been in London, she’d probably be on her third drink by now. Perhaps she’d walked along the riverbank to watch the fireworks or gone to a party with Jess. In Israel though, New Year’s Eve generally wasn’t celebrated and even frowned upon by some, like her Aunt Naomi. “How about a drink?” she asked, pulling out chairs for her mother and her aunt. “I’ll get them while you two catch up. I think Zegna is busy with the food.”
“No, no. You sit,” her mother insisted. “It’s your last night and I want you to enjoy it.” She shot a sideways glance at her sister. “As much as you can.”
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NORA
“Happy New Year, wifey.” Nora kissed Melanie on her cheek and put an arm around her. “Here’s to the best year ever.” She was on her fifth glass of Champagne, and it was way beyond midnight, but in her tipsy state, she couldn’t stop expressing how excited she was about the new year. Starting fresh, new chances and new opportunities. Recovering from her breakup while working her ass off, last year hadn’t been easy, but tonight she felt hopeful and optimistic that this year would be better. No doubt the alcohol and the venue had something to do with that. They were in a drag bar in Soho, where the crowd was dancing and singing along to cabaret performances. It had been the right choice for tonight; a place for mingling and celebrating with silly music and happy people.
Melanie swayed along to the music, took Nora’s hand, and spun her around while she got on her tiptoes. “And to love. We’re going to find the one this year.” She pulled her phone out of her back pocket and grinned as she scrolled through her notifications. “I’ve got so many likes on the app,” she said, scanning the premises. “And they’re so close, they might even be here. I could like them back, message them to meet me at the bar, and get lucky tonight.”
“You don’t need an app for that. Everyone here has been flirting with us,” Nora said, resisting the sudden urge to look at her phone herself. Melanie had a point; it was easier to talk to someone if she knew they liked her back, but the past few times she’d woken up next to a woman after one too many drinks, she’d felt empty and awkward.
“True. But at least I know they’re single or looking.” Melanie clicked the heart above one of the profiles. “There. I’ve found a cute one.” She downed her Champagne and pointed to a dark-haired woman in the back of the bar. “I’m going to talk to Alwayslate1985 over there. Want to come? Her friend looks cute too.”
Nora laughed as she glanced at the women. Alwayslate’s friend was checking her out, and Nora shot her a smile. She was cute indeed, with bright-pink shoulder-length hair and dimples. Definitely not her type but attractive, nevertheless. “At least she’s on time tonight,” she joked. “You go ahead, I’ll get us another round of drinks and join you.” As she had done so many times in the past month, she instinctively looked out for Yael, but Nora knew she wasn’t here. If she was, she’d have spotted the tall, beautiful woman right away.
“Are you having a good night?” The pink-haired woman had snuck up on her while she waited for her turn to order.
“Hey! Yes. Are you?” Nora asked.
“I’m having a great night.” The woman gave her a flirtatious smile. “It seems our friends have found each other, so I thought I’d come and talk to you. I’m Pink—or that’s what everyone calls me.”
“I’m Nora.” She shook the woman’s hand. “So, what’s your real name?”
Pink leaned in and tilted her head as she regarded Nora, then lifted Nora’s hand and kissed it. “I might tell you later if you come home with me.”
Smooth. Nora raised a brow. “We’ll have to see about that. I don’t even know you.”
“Who cares? It’s New Year’s Eve.” Pink shrugged. “Plus, I know I’m smoking and hard to resist.”
And too confident
for your own good. “Can I get you a drink?” Nora asked, ignoring Pink’s advances. “And Alwayslate? What is she drinking?”
Pink threw her head back and let out a roaring laugh. “Mickey? I don’t really know her. We only met tonight, but she’s currently drinking vodka, and I’ll have whatever you’re having.”
“Last orders, ladies,” the bartender said to Nora.
“Okay, I’ll have three Champagnes and a vodka, please.”
“What? Already?” Pink sighed in frustration as she checked her chunky, fake Rolex. “That doesn’t give me much time to sway you,” she said, licking her lips. “Unless I up my game a little… Can I give you a New Year’s kiss?” She didn’t wait for an answer and pulled Nora toward her by her waist.
Nora let it happen because she couldn’t think of a reason to protest. Here was an attractive woman who wanted to make out with her on New Year’s Eve, and who was she to say no to that? Pink’s breath smelled of tequila when she kissed her softly, then harder as she curled a hand around the base of Nora’s neck. Nora reciprocated, but she didn’t feel the stir she normally felt. There was no excitement, no rush, not a hint of craving for more. It wasn’t unpleasant; in fact, Pink was a great kisser, and she couldn’t understand why she felt nothing at all.
“Ladies, take your drinks and move over please so I can serve the hot guy behind you,” the bartender yelled.
Pink giggled and pulled away. “Mmm…I’ll have some more of that.” She took two of the glasses, and Nora followed with the other two drinks.
As she watched Pink talk to Melanie and her friend, she realized nothing would change her lack of interest in the woman tonight. Maybe she’d had too much to drink. Maybe it was time she went home.
“Are you okay?” Melanie asked.
“Yes. I’m tired, that’s all.” Nora smiled. “I think I’m going to go home. Most other places will be shut now anyway. Are you coming, or…” She continued in a whisper. “Or do you have plans?”
“Alwayslate just told me they’re having an afterparty at her place. Don’t you want to come? I saw you smooching her friend at the bar.”
“No, I’m not feeling it, but you go.”
“Okay. I think I might.” Melanie bit her lip and grinned mischievously. “Will you be okay getting home by yourself?”
“Of course!” Nora overheard Pink say she had to use the restroom, so she took her chance and handed her glass to Melanie. “Here, you drink this. Have fun and don’t get yourself in trouble.” Blowing Melanie a kiss, she fetched her coat and snuck out as soon as Pink was out of sight.
The cold hit her hard, and she shivered as she pulled her coat tightly around her. The street was littered with people waiting for cabs, smoking, arguing, kissing, and swaying, all making their way somewhere after a boozy night. Police patrolled on every street corner, but there wasn’t much trouble going on; not yet.
Failing to order a taxi and deciding she’d have more luck finding one elsewhere, Nora crossed the road and headed toward a quieter part of Soho. If she could manage to get a cab before all venues closed their doors, she’d be home in no time.
A ginger cat crossing the road beside her caught her attention. It slowed down, stayed a few feet behind her, and turned into the same alleyway, almost as if it was following her. Turning around, she stared at the cat, who in turn, stopped in its stride. The light from a streetlamp made the silver tag on its blue collar shimmer.
“Are you lost?” she asked, slowly taking a couple of steps toward the cat. It seemed familiar, very much like the cat she’d seen in her tree, but it couldn’t possibly be the same one, could it? Nora shook it off as that made no sense. Cats generally stayed in their neighborhood. Even if they were gone for days, they were usually just locked up in a shed or chilling in someone else’s home. They wouldn’t cross London, on New Year’s Eve of all nights. Fireworks were still going off, and the city was busy and noisy. “I’m not sure if it’s safe for you out here tonight,” she continued, approaching it. What is it with me and cats lately?
The cat let out a cute miaow, ran past her, and turned into another street. Nora wasn’t sure why she was changing direction for a cat, but it kept looking over its shoulder as if it wanted her to follow. Perhaps it needed help? At the end of the street, the cat turned another corner, and then she lost sight of it.
“What?” Nora narrowed her eyes as she scanned the street. Where did it go? The street was quiet and there were no bins to hide behind. There wasn’t much time to look any farther though, because a black cab drove toward her, miraculously vacant. “Here!” she yelled, waving for it to stop.
“Happy New Year, love,” the driver said, turning to look at her when she got in the back. “On a scale of one to ten, how drunk are you?”
“Only a seven. Don’t worry, I won’t be sick in your car.” Nora opened her eyes wide in an attempt to look as sober as she possibly could. “Did you see a cat when you drove down this street?” she asked as they drove off.
“A cat? No. Is your cat missing?” he asked.
“No. Never mind.” Nora shook her head when he shot her a puzzled expression in the rearview mirror. “Happy New Year.”
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CUPID
N ot tonight, Lilith. I win. Cupid felt Lilith’s power weaken as the black cab drove off. Pink? Really? What a ridiculous manifestation, not to mention illegal. Dark forces were always lurking, threatening to disturb fate’s balance. Cupid didn’t always win the battle, but tonight, they had succeeded in keeping fate on the right track. A few months from now, temptation wouldn’t be such an issue, as Nora and Yael would have a solid foundation, but until their paths crossed again, until they were a team and able to face challenges together, Cupid would guard them from darkness.
Spreading fear, hate, and temptation to torment and confuse earthlings, Lilith had been Cupid’s nemesis since the beginning of everything. That would never change; balance was important because without the bad, earthlings were unable to appreciate the good. That didn’t mean Lilith was allowed to step in and alter the course of a plan, though, and they certainly weren’t allowed to manifest as earthlings. The latter was highly illegal according to the laws of The Almighty, but Lilith was Lilith, and they didn’t always play by the rules.
Contrary to what earthlings believed, there was no such thing as the devil, but taking great joy from the heartache and pain they caused, Lilith came pretty damn close. Like Cupid, Lilith served under The Almighty. The Almighty was neither good nor bad; they were the creator of a plan bigger than Cupid or Lilith could fathom; a precise calculation of time and space that was too vast for anyone other than The Almighty to understand.
With millions of years to look back on, Cupid could see a pattern, following the evolving path that ran from the past to the here and now. In the beginning of humankind, they had only brought earthlings of the opposite sex together because the world population had to procreate in order to grow and evolve. Back then, Lilith stepped in regularly, spreading hate that prevented same-sex couples being together. They were still doing that to this day, but the world had changed, and acceptance was slowly winning after The Almighty had changed the course of The Plan. After all, the earth was almost full now, and procreation was not a priority anymore. Earth was moving into a new era in which souls were matched regardless of how they identified, and Cupid liked that because it made their “job” more interesting and versatile.
Cupid ascended, their wide eye looking down at Melanie, Alwayslate, and Pink, who had now left the pub. In search of a cab to take them to Alwayslate’s house for the afterparty, they took the same route Nora would have chosen if it hadn’t been for the cat distracting her. Lilith had tried, and they had failed. Nora would not meet Pink again, they would not share a cab, and she would not join them for one more drink at Melanie’s pleading request. She would not be tempted to sleep with Pink because she’d had one too many drinks, and she would not wake up in Pink’s bed tomorrow morning and be persuaded to spend the day with her. Nora would not go on another date with a woman she felt very little for simply because she felt the obligation to give it a go, and she would not find herself in a rushed and unhappy relationship that would very soon end in heartache. With this small altercation, Pink was a woman of the past, and she would disappear from the face of the earth, as Lilith had better things to do than make things complicated for themself.
Nora would go home, remember to drink a tall glass of water and take a few vitamin C tablets. She would sleep in her own bed and wake up fresh enough to function and follow fate’s path because tomorrow was a big day.
Crossroads with Lilith’s interference were tricky to tackle, even for Cupid. Earthlings never realized their actions had huge consequences and that even the tiniest decision could alter the course of their future. Those off-the-course decisions were created by Lilith. Cupid could hear them laughing as they came into sight, sauntering in between their new friends. Sensing Cupid’s presence, Lilith aka Pink looked up. They couldn’t see Cupid, but they knew they were there. “Fuck you!” they yelled viciously at the sky, then broke out into more roaring laughter.
“Who are you yelling at?” Melanie asked.
“Fucking Cupid,” Pink said, giving them the finger.
Melanie stared at them. “Are you okay? Who’s Cupid?”
Pink shook their head and sighed. “No one. I think I’ve had too much to drink. I’m done for the night.”
“At least walk with us until you find a cab,” Alwayslate said, looking relieved that she wouldn’t have a fifth wheel coming home with her.
“Nah. I’ll be fine.” Pink rolled their eyes as if that was a ridiculous suggestion. “Anyway, ladies. It was fun being a lesbian for the night. Enjoy the fuck.” With that, they waltzed off, leaving the women staring after them in confusion.
“She’s weird,” Melanie whispered.
“Yeah. Good riddance,” Alwayslate said. “She got really grumpy after your friend left and then insisted on leaving and finding her. There’s something off about that woman. And what was that she said about being a lesbian for the night?”
“No idea. She seemed—” A loud bang startled Melanie, and they both looked up. Fireworks sparkled in the sky, lighting up the streets of Soho.
Earthlings couldn’t seem to get enough of celebrating the passing of another year. It was something that made little sense to Cupid: to them, measured time was not a tangible concept in the grand scheme of the wider universe and beyond. In future, earthlings would discover other dimensions and other planets that embodied different concepts of time, and they would look back at their naivety and laugh. But that was still in the far future. Knowledge would grow and form new ways of thinking. For now, the fireworks were fitting. Earthlings drew hope from new beginnings, and hope was infinitely linked to love. And love…
Love was the one thing that held everything together, and they didn’t even know it.
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YAEL
With her flight almost four hours delayed, Yael had used her time at the airport wisely. She’d replied to all her emails, caught up on admin, and even called some of her friends in London to wish them a Happy New Year and find out what they’d been up to.
Closing her laptop at the desk in the business-class lounge, she looked around for something to keep herself entertained for the last hour. There wasn’t much apart from food, and she’d had more than enough of that in the past week. As much as she looked forward to the food here, she was always happy to go back to London, where she didn’t have to eat around the clock. Zegna had prepared a breakfast that made her wonder if she was trying to feed her enough to last for a week, and she wished she was wearing leggings instead of jeans because the top button was about to burst open.
Yael gathered her things, ordered a pot of tea, and moved to a comfortable seating area next to the glass facade so she could watch the planes take off. Scrolling through her phone, she finally opened the dating app she’d been ignoring since she’d left London. She hadn’t been on any dates apart from with Tamara, and swiping was more for entertainment purposes. She was surprised to see she had more than enough likes to keep her busy until they boarded, but most of them were in Tel Aviv. As she’d forgotten to turn off her geo-tracking, the app had picked up on her location and applied the same radius she used in London. There was a huge pool of gay women here, and that didn’t surprise her. With twenty-five percent of the young population identifying as gay, same-sex adoption legalized, and a pride week that threw some of the best parties in the world, it wasn’t hard to find a date in Tel Aviv, acknowledged as the world’s most gay-friendly city. But what would be the point of chatting to someone here now that she was living in London? Besides, she didn’t feel comfortable going on public dates in her hometown. She’d have to make up excuses to leave the house, and she didn’t want to lie more to her parents than she already had.
It was peculiar that with so many of her generation identifying as queer, a lot of them were still not out to their families, and she was one of those people. At some level, she suspected her parents knew, but it wasn’t something that was ever discussed or even hinted at. Some of her friends were gay. Her parents knew that, and they had no problem with them, but when it came to their own daughter, Yael wasn’t so sure how they’d feel.
She ignored the likes from Tel Aviv, set the geographical radius back to Barnes, London, and started scrolling. After a dozen or so profiles, she stalled, and her breath caught at the sight of a blonde woman whom she recognized all too well. It was Nora from speed dating. It was strange that she still thought about Nora and even recognized her face in an abstract painting that had nothing to do with her. In fact, Yael had thought about her last night, after waking up from a dream she couldn’t remember. How could a three-minute conversation possibly have such an impact? Her username was NoraNY, and she was thirty-four years of age. So she’s from New York… In the interest section, she’d listed avid traveler, competent cook, and adrenaline junkie. She was a non-smoker and didn’t have any pets, but she loved animals.
Adrenaline junkie, huh? Yael wished there was more information, but like herself, Nora had only posted one picture, and there was very little in her bio. I want to know more. She already had a picture of Nora, but it was nice to have another one to look at, and she took her time studying Nora’s face. Blue eyes, a sweet smile, that small beauty mark above the left corner of her mouth, and blonde hair that was pulled into a loose top knot. From her tan and the bikini straps around her neck, Yael figured it had been taken on vacation. Nora hadn’t used a filter or a picture that misrepresented her; this was exactly what she looked like, and she was beautiful.
Yael quickly pressed the “like” button as if Nora’s profile would disappear if she didn’t act fast enough. Her heart was beating rapidly as she waited for a reaction, and minutes passed before she realized it was ridiculous and pointless. Not everyone was on their phone constantly, especially not on a dating app on New Year’s Day. Knowing time would creep by even slower if she continued to stare at her phone, Yael put it in her purse and sighed. Just as she was about to sit back and take a short nap, a ginger cat sprinted past her. For a moment, she thought she’d imagined it, as there was no reason for a cat to be at the airport unless it was in a carrier, but she could still see its tail behind a bench at the opposite side of the lounge.
Yael got up and walked in the direction of where she’d last seen the tail swishing, but the cat was gone. “Excuse me, there’s a cat here somewhere,” she said to one of the waitresses.
“A cat? Is it yours? Cats are not allowed here.”
“No, it’s not mine, but I just saw it right here.” Yael pointed to the bench, then scanned the space again. “It ran across the whole length of the lounge.”
“But this is a closed-off area.” The waitress sounded confused as she followed Yael’s gaze. “Are you sure you saw a cat? Maybe it was someone carrying a fur purse, or a coat? It’s very unlikely it was a cat.”
“I’m positive,” Yael said. “It was a ginger one. Quite chubby, so I doubt it’s a stray. I think someone may have lost it. I’m happy to look around for it, but I can’t go into the men’s room, and it’s right behind the bench where the cat was hiding.”
“Hmm…” Although the waitress didn’t look convinced, she nodded. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll ask security to do a check. If there’s a cat here, we’ll find it and let you know.”
“Thank you.” Yael was still looking out for the cat as she walked back to her chair. Did I imagine it? She was a little tired from staying up late listening to Aunt Naomi’s monologues last night, but not tired enough to be seeing things that weren’t there. For some reason, every cat made her think of Nora. Or maybe it was the other way around? Maybe she associated Nora with cats and she really had imagined it. As she settled back down, her resolve crumbled, and she checked her phone. There was no reply from Nora yet, and for the first time in years, anticipation caused a pleasant stir in her core. Butterflies. Yael took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Don’t get your hopes up. What will be, will be.
Dozing off, she had no idea a ginger cat was hiding next to the armchair opposite her. Anyone would have laughed at seeing the strange grin on the cat’s face, but it was out of sight in her private corner, filling Yael’s head with dreams of Nora.
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NORA
N ora was slumped on one couch and Melanie on the other. The movie was long and a little boring, but it suited her mood. January was always a dreary month, and she didn’t feel like doing much apart from this. Two days into the new year, she hadn’t done any of the things on her long list of things to do before she flew to Thailand. She was supposed to clear out her room and get rid of all the clothes she didn’t wear anymore, visit the tanning studio to get a base tan before her vacation so she wouldn’t get sunburned, start packing, and buy some essentials like mosquito repellent and antihistamines. So far, she’d done nothing other than slouching, and she was cutting it fine now. Flat on her back with one leg slung over the couch’s backrest, she played Scrabble on her phone while she watched the movie. Wearing an old Hello Kitty T-shirt and a pair of worn shorts, she’d be deeply embarrassed if anyone apart from Melanie saw her like this.
The short days in January always made her feel down. Not depressed, just down, but this year, her vacation was just around the corner. Five weeks in Thailand was a heavenly prospect, and just thinking of it lifted her spirits. As a project manager responsible for three large building sites, she’d barely had time to come up for air in between meetings, but HR had stepped in and reminded her she really had to take her vacation days, as it was a legal requirement. The new guy they’d hired had only just started and she hoped that between him and Melanie, things would run smoothly while she was away.
A notification from the dating app she subscribed to—the fifth one today—came in, but she wasn’t feeling keen enough to check. She’d managed to stay away from it so far, and she wasn’t going to give in now.
“Are you hungry?” Melanie asked.
“Hmm…” Nora pursed her lips and glanced in the direction of the kitchen. “A little. Shall I make some popcorn?”
“Yes, please!” Melanie clapped her hands together. “Thank you. You make the best popcorn in the world.”
“Kernels and oil. Can’t go wrong, babe.”
“It’s still true. You make the best.”
Nora chuckled. “Don’t flatter me, I know what you’re doing. You just asked me if I was hungry, and somehow that resulted in me getting up from my pancake position to make popcorn for you,” she joked.
“Mmm…pancakes. You make the best pancakes too.”
“Don’t push your luck,” Nora warned.
Melanie blew her a kiss and paused the TV. “Can I have a separate bowl with just salt please? I don’t like your salt and vinegar powder.”
“Sure.” Groaning and stretching as she got up from the position she’d been lying in for way too long, Nora put her phone in her pocket and headed for the kitchen. She grabbed a beer from the fridge and held it up for Melanie, who nodded, then took one out for herself. Adding kernels and a splash of sunflower oil to a big pan, she sipped her beer while she waited for the kernels to pop. Her phone vibrated again and at a lack of anything better to do, she opened the dating app and saw she had twenty-seven new likes since New Year’s Eve. The first one was from a woman she’d been ignoring for a while, but she hadn’t quite decided if she should block her or not. The second was from an attractive-looking woman with a nice smile. Thirty-five, from London, her interests were travel, cooking, tennis, and some gaming-related stuff that Nora didn’t get the reference to. She gave her a like back, but messaging was too much effort. Swiping through the rest, she ignored them until she got to one of the last ones. When she saw the dark-haired woman, Nora almost choked on her beer, and the slug she’d just taken went up her nose and into her air pipe.
“Are you okay?” Melanie yelled from the couch, not bothering to get up.
Nora couldn’t answer as she was still in the middle of a violent coughing fit, and when she finally caught her breath again, she stared at her phone, astounded.
“Nora, you’re going to burn the place down!” This time, Melanie did get up and sprinted into the kitchen. “What the hell are you doing?”
“What?” Nora only then registered the smell and the smoke pouring from the popcorn behind her. “Oh, fuck.”
Melanie turned off the stove, picked up the pan and put it outside on the balcony, leaving the door open so the smoke could escape. “We promised the neighbors no more late-night fire alarms. Where’s your head at?”
“Sorry.” Nora turned back to her phone again and stared at the profile once more. “It’s her,” she said.
“Who?” Melanie took her phone. “Who is this? Do you know her?”
“It’s the woman from speed dating.”
Melanie’s eyes narrowed. “I’ll be damned. Yes, I recognize her now.” She seemed just as baffled as Nora as she handed her phone back. “Considering you’ve been thinking of her since that night, it’s a second chance you can’t take lightly.”
“I know.” Nora quickly clicked on the “like” button. “Should I send her a message? Do you think she knows who I am? It’s possible she’s forgotten about me and just thought I looked familiar. She may have liked dozens of women.”
“There’s only one way to find out, so duh. Of course you should message her.” Melanie crossed her arms like she meant business. “Do it now, but don’t write anything creepy like ‘I’ve been thinking of you since November.’”
“As if I’d do that.” Nora’s finger hovered over the letters, but she didn’t know what to write. What she wrote would matter. A lot.
“Don’t think about it for too long. That will just make it contrived.” Melanie waited, then grabbed the phone from Nora and typed something herself.
“Hey, stop that. Have you lost your mind?” Nora looked at the screen. It said, Hey, Yael. We’ve met, and it was followed by a wink emoji.
“This way, you’ll immediately find out if she remembers you,” Melanie said. “And if she does, that means she’s genuinely interested. She’s not going to like you on here if she didn’t like you during the date.”
Nora had been about to give Melanie a mouthful for acting without permission but calmed down a little. It was actually a good message. Not too much but still a little flirty. She gasped when Yael’s light turned to green, and she could see she was in the middle of typing a message back. Both she and Melanie jumped and screamed like they’d just won the lottery, and Melanie rushed over to the liquor cupboard.
“Come on, we need a shot,” she said. “I think I’m feeling more nervous than you.”
“That’s not possible.” Nora gratefully accepted the shot of tequila, threw it down the hatch, and checked her phone again. Yael’s reply made her smile.
Hey, Nora. I know. How could I forget?
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YAEL
Y ael felt like she was fourteen again. She’d moved from her desk where she’d been working late to her bed, and now she was smiling as she stared at her phone, waiting for a reply from Nora. The damn app was playing up again. It was always slow, but tonight it seemed extreme, or perhaps that was just her imagination.
It’s very nice to speak to you again, she’d sent, following her first message. Her heart did a little jump when Nora’s reply came in.
Same here. How was your Christmas and New Year?
It was nice, thank you. I went to see my family in Israel. We don’t celebrate Christmas, but I did have a lovely time. What about you? Yael waited in anticipation. Why was it taking so long?
That sounds nice. I’ve been to Israel, and I loved it. On Christmas, I hosted a dinner for friends, and I had a late one in a bar in Soho on New Year’s Eve, which I’m currently recovering from. Where in Israel are you from?
Tel Aviv, Yael answered and groaned in frustration at the spinning icon. She should send longer messages in case Melanie thought she wasn’t interested.
I’m sorry, this app is so slow, she added.
I agree. Let’s get off here.
Yael could hardly believe it when Nora sent her number, and she quickly added her as a contact and messaged her. Thanks, now you have mine J
She thought about what to ask next, but there was so much she wanted to know, and it might be best to start clearing the air first. Did you have any matches after the speed-dating event? she asked, hoping that would be a good way to start that conversation.
No. Did you?
No. But I would have ticked your name if I wasn’t seeing someone. Was that too much? Maybe, but perhaps it was best to be honest, as she had nothing to lose by doing that.
I actually ticked your name, Nora replied. But I appreciate that you didn’t in return. It makes you an honest person in my opinion. Yael grinned widely as she waited. She could see Nora was still typing and didn’t want to interrupt her. So, you’re single now?
I am. I wouldn’t be messaging you if I wasn’t.
I like that.
Yael’s smile stretched even wider. I take it that means you’re single too?
Yes.
Yael scratched Bruce’s neck and kissed him. “Did you see that, buddy? She’s single.” Bruce let out a weird little howl in reply, climbed on the bed and nestled his head on her chest. I like that too,
she wrote. So you said you’d been to Israel?
Yes, about two years ago. I absolutely loved it! I visited both Tel Aviv and Jerusalem. Such contrasts but both fascinating. Tel Aviv must be an amazing city to live in. How did you end up in London?
I moved here for a job after I graduated in business management from Brown University, and I worked for a big export company for a couple of years. Israel and UK have a visa waiver agreement, so I kept putting off moving back, even after I resigned and started my own business. Now, London is my home, and I can’t imagine living anywhere else. Yael was typing fast so it would be her turn to ask questions because there was so much she wanted to know about Nora. I guessed from your profile name you’re from New York. Are you? And what are you doing in London?
Yes, I’m from New York, and I moved here many years ago to study at Oxford University.
I work as a senior project manager in the real-estate industry. Basically, I tell older men who think they know better what to do all day. It’s fun and I enjoy it, but it’s also quite hectic.
LOL. A lady boss. That sounds very interesting. Tell me more.
No, it’s my turn now J. Yael chuckled at Nora’s quick reply. If she wasn’t mistaken, she was just as keen to know more about her. What do you do? Your business?
I’m a diamond dealer. I also deal in precious stones, but diamonds are my main business.
Whaaat?! That is so cool. How does it work?
Yael started typing a reply, then deleted it, because she really wanted to see Nora face-to-face. Why don’t we get to know each other over a drink instead? My fingers are starting to hurt. There. She’d sent it.
Yes! When are you free?
“Bruce, she wants to go for a drink with me!” Bruce, who was now sleeping, shot up at hearing his name and started wagging his tail.
Yael shook her head with a laugh when he disappeared into the hallway and came back with a roll of poo bags—his way of telling her he wanted to go out.
“Just give me a minute, buddy. I need to reply.”
Since she was eager to meet up and had a meeting tomorrow night, she wrote, How about the day after tomorrow? Tuesday?
Perfect. Seconds passed before another message from Nora came in. Fuck. I forgot that I’m flying to Thailand for five weeks on Tuesday. There was a laughing emoji at the end. I suppose you can’t do tomorrow?
Oh, wow. Lucky you. Yael pondered over tomorrow, her mind already spinning with excuses to get out of her meeting. But it was with a PA of a famous American musician, regarding a big-ass diamond for an engagement ring, and no excuse in the world would be good enough. Tomorrow is difficult, she wrote. I have an online meeting at nine p.m., so I’d have to leave around eight. Sorry… Any way we could meet before that? What time do you finish work?
Sure, I can finish early. Let’s say five, if that works for you?
Thank you, that would be great. It’s just something I can’t get out of. I do strange hours sometimes because I work with international clients. Yael felt like she had to add that in case Nora thought she was a workaholic. Meet in a pub?
Yes. Pub sounds good. Let’s decide on the location tomorrow, shall we?
Perfect. I’m really looking forward to seeing you again, Yael wrote. She was suddenly full of energy and knew she wouldn’t be able to sleep anytime soon. “Come on, Bruce. How about a long walkies tonight?”
Bruce, who knew the difference between a long and a short “walkies” all too well, started jumping and spinning in circles, then went to fetch his ball.
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NORA
N ora was waiting in the back of the pub. She was early, for once, and tried not to drink her wine too fast while she watched the door. Yael would walk through that door soon, and tonight, everything Nora said or did would leave an impression. She bit her nails and tried to ignore the nervous flutter in her core. It hadn’t left her since they’d started messaging and it was getting worse by the minute.
As this was where they’d had their three-minute date, they both thought it would be fun to come back to the Pink Tavern for their second date. It was a little busier than last time, but the music wasn’t too loud, so they’d be able to talk—for much longer than three minutes this time. Nora wasn’t sure why she’d picked the same table they’d been seated at during their speed date. Maybe because it seemed fitting, or perhaps she was trying to recreate the moment she’d revisited in her memories so many times. The fireplace was lit, and it was warm and cozy in the lower nook. Toby the friendly cat was here again, and he’d come to greet her like an old friend before he’d stretched out on the sofa.
Thinking back to that night six weeks ago, Nora wondered how she’d gone from being curiously interested to borderline obsessed with a woman she barely knew. Was it mutual? Had Yael thought of her too? Was she making just as big a deal out of this as Nora was? Probably not. Anyway, she was leaving tomorrow, and she imagined women like Yael didn’t stay single for very long. Don’t expect too much, you might be disappointed. It’s just a date, relax. But relaxing was not an option, as Nora started overthinking everything from her choice of drink to her outfit and her hair. Did it look okay worn down? Last time, she’d made no effort at all, but today, she’d straightened it and applied a bit of makeup. Her outfit was casual, but she’d changed more times than she could count before settling on the simple black dress, oversize black cardigan, and suede boots. Did she still look like she was trying too hard? It doesn’t matter; it’s too late to do anything about it now.
Taking a sip of her wine, she forgot to swallow when the door swung open. A chilly draft blew through the pub, and Nora shivered. As heads turned her way, Yael’s entrance felt like a scene from an old Western movie, the way she walked in with confidence and scanned the bar for her date. She’s early too. Yael was wearing jeans, a casual black woolen sweater, and the black leather jacket she’d worn last time. She looked seriously smoking, and Nora felt a physical reaction so strong it surprised her. From Yael’s nonchalant walk and the way she leaned over the bar while she chatted to the bartender with that dazzling smile, Nora suspected she wasn’t nervous in the least. She took her drink and turned in the direction of the nook where Nora was sitting. When she spotted Nora, her smile widened even more, and she waved as she walked over.
“Hey. It’s so good to see you again. I’m sorry, I didn’t realize you were here already.”
“Hey.” Nora got up and wasn’t sure if she should give her two kisses or a hug. Yael was clearly equally unsure, as their greeting resulted in an awkward sideways headbutt, a poke in her arm, and a hair in Yael’s eye. “My hellos are usually a bit smoother than that,” she joked, swiftly sitting back down as her knees felt so weak they were starting to give way.
“It could have been worse,” Yael said, taking a seat opposite. “When I first started online dating, I kissed the top of a woman’s head by accident.” She shot Nora an amused smile. “She was a lot shorter than me.”
Nora laughed. “Well, I guess it can only get better from here.” She noticed Toby the cat had lifted his head and was watching them with a weird smirk, almost as if he was entertained by their clumsiness.
Yael had spotted him too and narrowed her eyes at him. “That’s your number one fan, right? Toby?”
“Yes. He came over to say hello earlier.” Nora was glad they had Toby to talk about. The first few minutes of a date were always a bit nerve-wracking and with Yael, even more so. “He’s got this intelligent look in his eyes, don’t you think?”
“Totally. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was judging me or something.” Yael continued to stare at him, then shook her head. “I must be going crazy. I feel like I’ve seen him around.”
“Really? Me too.” Nora frowned. “Maybe not Toby per se, but I’ve seen an awful lot of ginger cats lately.”
“Maybe we noticed them by association.” Yael shrugged. “I had a great time talking to you during our mini date.” She met Nora’s eyes and held her gaze. “I’ve been thinking about you.”
“Me too, and I’m glad you recognized me on the app.” Nora felt a blush rise to her cheeks. “I honestly didn’t think I’d ever see you again.”
Yael smiled. “Neither did I. But here we are.”
“Here we are,” Nora repeated, drowning in Yael’s eyes. They were even more spectacular than she remembered, the dark brown bordering on black. “I’m nervous,” she said without thinking. “I’m not normally nervous, but I am now, so forgive me if I’m acting strange.”
“I didn’t notice. If you’re nervous, you hide it well, and I have to admit I’m a little nervous myself.” Yael winked. “How was your day?”
Nora nearly laughed at the question because there was no way she could tell Yael the truth. How she’d canceled her last meetings and spent hours in front of the mirror trying on different outfits, then had a near breakdown when she couldn’t find her hair straightener.
“It was good,” she said. “Busy. I had to hand over my projects before I leave tomorrow, which meant a lot of admin and a lot of talking. What about you? Did you sell any diamonds today?”
Yael chuckled. “No, I didn’t sell any diamonds, but my dad and I are working on a big order, so that’s keeping me busy.”
“You work with your dad?”
“Yes. And my mom. It’s my company, but both my parents are semi-retired and happy to work with me. My dad is a master diamond cutter, so I’m in the position to offer customized pieces to my clients. It works well, mostly because he does his thing and I do mine, so we don’t have much to argue over. My mom sources precious stones, so anything non-diamond-related goes through her.”
“How lovely. I’m so curious about your job,” Nora said, hungry for information despite her nerves. “Please tell me more.”
“Are you sure? I might bore you.”
“Seriously? I’m sitting here with a diamond dealer. Of course I want to know how that works. It’s not every day I get to meet one.”
“Okay. Well, for starters, it’s a lot less glamorous than most people think,” Yael said, holding eye contact. “It’s a trade like any other trade, but I happen to love diamonds, even though I don’t wear them much myself. I’m not into jewelry. It’s not my thing, but that’s not the point. They’re the most refined form of micro design—the more work goes into them, the more they shine—so the most beautiful ones are a labor of love. I appreciate the craftmanship, and there is no other material that gains value by cutting it and essentially making it smaller. It’s a very precise art.
Nora got totally lost in Yael’s eyes, and she had to force herself to focus on her words. “Is that a diamond around your neck?” She pointed to Yael’s simple, elegant necklace. “Did your father cut it?”
“Yes. It’s not worth as much as you would think. The diamond is small, but this necklace is dear to me. My mother made it, and I wear it night and day. Besides, I can’t be a diamond dealer without wearing one myself, can I?” she added with a wink, before turning the tables on Nora. “So, now you know that my parents got me into diamonds, what got you into the building trade?”
Nora shrugged; she honestly wasn’t sure. “I just kind of fell into it,” she said. “I have a degree in engineering, and like you, I also studied business management. My first junior job happened to be in the building trade, which I never left because I have a strange love-hate relationship with time pressure and crazy challenges. The company I work for is leading in this business, and I like to work on big, commercial projects, especially buildings and spaces that will change the way people work and live.”
“You’re brave and bold,” Yael concluded as if Nora’s short answer had given more away than she’d intended. Her foot brushed Nora’s by accident, and Nora shivered at the contact.
“That’s debatable. I’m certainly not brave and bold around you,” she said, throwing the honesty card at Yael.
“If it makes you feel any better, me either.” Yael gave Nora a lopsided smile and pointed to her almost empty glass. “Can I get you another wine? Or something else? I insist, as it will give me an opportunity to compose myself at the bar.”
Nora laughed, delighted with Yael’s confession. “Yes, please,” she said. “I’ll have a dry white wine, and honestly, I think I need a moment too.”
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CUPID
C upid, now Toby, watched the two women from the comfort of the sofa. All the signs of mutual attraction were there—the eye contact, the nervous fiddling, the rosy cheeks, and the clumsy laughter. Not that Cupid needed signs to know how they were feeling; they could physically feel what the women felt, and it made them warm and fuzzy inside. They loved to observe the absurd human language of infatuation because it was endearing and interesting. Yael, who was more of an introvert, was very vocal and outgoing tonight, and Nora, who was often the center of attention in social situations, was quieter than normal, listening to Yael with a genuine fascinated glimmer in her eyes.
Only one other table in the nook was taken by a gay couple, and they were sitting far enough away to give the women privacy. The other couple wasn’t meant to be forever, but they were meant to be right now. Excellent. Everything’s going to plan. Maybe I can even squeeze in a nap. The fireplace was lovely and warm against Toby’s back, and it was making them sleepy. They didn’t really have to do much, apart from observing and a little bit of steering, a nudge here and there nudge in the right direction. They brought earthlings together at the right time and in the right place, when the circumstances were perfect for them to open up to true love and their twin flames.
Apart from the occasional dream planted in someone’s subconscious, or the love that radiated from Cupid and rubbed off on earthlings nearby, they didn’t practice magic. No fairy dust would be sprinkled, there were no arrows involved, and they didn’t hypnotize the women. To an earthling, this was free will, even though the destiny of their soul had been written by the hand of The Almighty endless light-years ago, at the beginning of everything. “Written in the stars,” the romantic earthlings called it, and it wasn’t that far from the truth. Cupid was here to guide them through the process, so the two souls stayed on the right path and didn’t fall for the seductions of Lilith. They simply gave them little hints along the way that made them believe in magic and eternal love.
One of the men at the other table got up to get drinks, and when he returned with two beers, he walked over to Toby to stroke him. “I love this cat. He’s adorable,” he shouted to his partner. “If he wasn’t wearing a collar, I’d take him home with me.”
“You have enough animals in your ark, Noah,” the other man joked. “And yes, he’s very cute, but not as cute as you. Now, come back here with my beer, handsome. I’m parched.”
Toby started purring when the man gave them one good last scratch. This feels so good.
“You know what, buddy? I have something I think you’ll like.”
Toby watched the man head back to his table and fish something out of his coat pocket. It was a set of keys on a silly penis-shaped hanger. Why would I be interested in keys or a plastic penis? Humans are so strange… But then they heard something that spiked their interest.
“It’s a laser pen,” the man said with an amused twinkle in his eyes. “My cats love it.” He pointed the pen to the wall next to Toby and turned it on.
Oh, no…
Don’t fall for it. Walk away. Just walk away, Cupid thought, but it was too late.
“Hey, kitty. What’s this?”
Toby’s eyes widened and their pupils dilated as they followed the red light. Of course, this wasn’t supposed to happen; humans didn’t normally bring laser pens to pubs.
Come on, focus. Not on the laser, on your job. Suddenly tense beyond comprehension, Toby couldn’t resist and launched themselves at the red light on the wall. Attempting to catch it, they made a silly little jump and failed. They knew it wasn’t real and that all their attempts would be wasted, but it was so much fun. Sometimes instinct took over when they manifested as an animal, and as Toby the cat, there was no bigger temptation than a laser beam. Will The Almighty forgive me if I let myself go for a few minutes? Deciding The Almighty was too busy to care, Toby went for the target repeatedly, jumping as high as they could. When the man pointed the laser beam at the floor, Toby became even more excited and started running around so fast they slipped and smashed into Nora and Yael’s table, drawing more attention to themselves than they’d planned.
Both women laughed out loud when Toby continued as if nothing had happened, scrambling to catch the red light.
“We should definitely come back here,” they heard Yael say through a chuckle. “That cat is so funny.”
“I know, but he’s exhausting himself, the poor thing.” Nora turned to the man. “Don’t you think it’s too much for him? He’s panting with his tongue out of his mouth. I’ve never seen a cat do that.”
“Don’t worry, it’s fine,” the man said. “One of my cats was overweight and the vet recommended I do this. Toby here could definitely do with losing some weight, and it won’t harm him.”
Mind your own business. My body is just fine, thank you. The rest of the conversation was a blur because the red dot kept moving faster and faster, and Toby kept running until they were too tired to take another step. They slumped down under Nora and Yael’s table and fell on their side. Thankfully, the man stopped, as Toby’s body was tense, and their instinctive brain was on full alert. It felt crazy good to hunt. Why in millions of years have I never tried this before? Their sky-rocketed adrenaline levels slowly subsiding, Toby felt blissfully relaxed. Stay awake. Come on, now. But no matter how hard they tried, everything went blurry, and within minutes, they fell into a deep sleep, filled with dreams of laser beams and chicken.
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YAEL
“Y our pub cat is so entertaining,” Yael said to one of the bartenders who walked past.
The man glanced at Toby in amusement while he cleared empty glasses from the tables.
“Your customers must love him.”
The bartender shook his head while he balanced a stack of pints against his chest. “Toby isn’t our cat. He just likes to hang out here. He must belong to one of the neighbors or something, but yes, people love him, so we don’t mind having him here.”
“Aww…well, he’s certainly made himself at home.” Nora bent down to stroke Toby, who had fallen into a deep sleep under their table. “We had a cat when I was younger, I adored him. Do you have any pets?” she asked Yael.
“Yes, I have a dog. A three-year-old German shepherd.” Yael smiled widely. “His name is Bruce.”
“That’s a cool name. Can I see a picture?”
“You honestly want to see a picture of my dog?” Yael asked, surprised. Everything about Nora so far seemed too good to be true, and now she was even showing interest in Bruce.
“Of course. I’m not asking you out of politeness, I love dogs too.”
“Okay… Let’s see.” Yael scrolled through her phone, then turned it around for Nora to see. “This is my boy. He’s my best friend.”
“Aww… He’s super cute. Look at that handsome smile.”
“I know. He’s super handsome.” Yael beamed with pride, ecstatic with Nora’s reaction. There was nothing quite like someone praising her beloved Bruce. “Do you have any pets?”
“No. I’d love to, but my housemate, Melanie, is allergic, so I can’t have pets as long as I live with her.” Nora shivered when the door opened and the draft hit her.
“Are you cold?” Yael asked when Nora reached for her scarf. “Do you want to move over to the couch by the fireplace? I have time for another drink if you want one.”
“Yeah, why not? I’m not cold, it’s just when the door opens…” Nora’s eyes darkened as she looked from the couch to Yael and back, and Yael wondered if she had similar thoughts to her. All she really wanted was to sit closer to her without a table in between them. “I’m okay for wine, though,” Nora added. “I still have some, and I’ve got to get up at five a.m. because I haven’t finished packing yet. Can I get you one?”
“No, thank you. I probably shouldn’t have any more either before my meeting,” Yael said, making herself comfortable on the couch.
When Nora sat next to her, she draped an arm over the couch’s backrest, pulled a leg up underneath her and turned to Nora. Nora’s nearness made her pause; she could smell her body lotion and see every detail of her so clearly now, and she wished Nora wasn’t leaving tomorrow. There was chemistry—a lot of it. Their eye contact had been electric from the go, and she was really, really distracted by Nora’s mouth.
“This is nice. It’s a shame I can’t stay late,” she said, aware of the sheepish grin that pulled at the corners of her mouth.
“Yes.” Nora smiled shyly. “I like you, and I wouldn’t mind doing this again if you’re still…” She hesitated. “Well, if you’re still single when I get back.”
Yael nodded, her eyes flicking to Nora’s mouth once again. “And if you’re single. Who knows what will happen in Thailand?”
Nora laughed. “I’m not going there to find romance,” she was quick to say. “A relationship is the last thing I’m looking for.” Then she stopped herself and shook her head. “Fuck. I didn’t mean it like that. I mean…” She paused. “I mean that I’m not necessarily looking for love. But if it happens, it happens.”
“Don’t worry, I totally get it.” Yael put a hand on Nora’s arm. “How long have you been single?”
“About six months. That night at the speed-dating event… I only went there to distract myself. I was heartbroken, but I…”
“But what?” Yael asked, holding her breath in anticipation.
“I meant to say I never expected to meet someone I…” Nora fell silent again. “Someone I actually liked. You, I mean.” She buried her head in her hands and groaned. “God, I can’t seem to form a decent sentence tonight. What is wrong with me?”
“There’s nothing wrong with you. Thank you for being so honest.” Yael’s heart was pounding. Nora liked her, and from the clumsy way she’d said it, Yael suspected it was a little more than that. “I like you too. A lot.” Seeing Nora blush profusely and with no idea how to continue the conversation, she asked, “How are you now? After your breakup?”
“I’m okay. I look back and see that it wasn’t meant to be. We weren’t right for each other, and I’ve moved on. What about you? How long have you been single?”
“A year.” Yael shrugged. “And I’m fine too. I’ve been staying away from anything more than casual because the breakup was horrible, and I never want to go through that again.”
“I’m sorry to hear it was so bad.”
“It was, but you learn from failed relationships, right? You learn what you’re willing to put up with, what you don’t want, and what you’re looking for, but you also learn what your own challenges are.”
“That’s true,” Nora said. “So, what are your challenges?”
“Well, I’ve learned that I easily fall into a parent role, and that I won’t let others take care of me in return, so that’s something I need to work on. I’ve also learned not to ignore signs. If my intuition tells me something’s wrong, I need to take it seriously.” Yael had never spoken up about her own shortcomings in previous relationships, and it was ridiculous that she was throwing it all out now, during a second date. But Nora was easy to talk to, and although Yael didn’t know her, she trusted her. It also felt good to voice what she’d been mulling over for the past year, as if summing it up made her issues tangible and easier to tackle.
“Interesting.” Nora’s cheeks were still rosy, and she was clearly flustered. “Well, in the spirit of being brutally honest, I’ve learned that long-distance relationships are not for me, that I need to talk about things when they bother me—I tend to stick my head in the sand—and that I often have my guard up without realizing it.” She chuckled. “So now we know all about each other’s character flaws.”
Yael laughed too. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to get all serious.”
“Me either, but it’s refreshing.” Nora finished her wine and set the glass aside, then scooted a little closer. “There’s so much more I want to know about you, but I guess we’re almost out of time.”
“Almost. But only for now. There’s so much more I want to know about you too.” Yael regretted not being flirtier. First—or in their case—second impressions mattered, and she didn’t want Nora to think she made a habit of throwing her dirty laundry out there. Quite the opposite; she usually kept people at arm’s length until she had gotten to know them better. Resting her cheek in the palm of her hand, she tilted her head. It was now or never. If she didn’t tell Nora exactly how she felt about her, she might miss her chance. Five weeks was a long time, after all. “Okay, full disclosure,” she said. “I’m seriously attracted to you.”
Nora’s eyes darkened. “Really?” Her expression shifted to something bordering on seductive as she licked her lips and smiled.
“Yeah.” Yael leaned in and held Nora’s gaze, her intensions very clear.
“I want to kiss you,” Nora whispered, then bit her lip with a subtle flinch, almost like she was anticipating a rejection.
Yael’s stomach did a flip, and she took in a quick breath. She’d wanted to kiss Nora from the moment they’d met. Her fingertips skimmed Nora’s silky hair as she reached out to cup her face.
“Mmm…” Nora’s eyes fluttered closed for a beat, and she leaned into her touch. “I like where this is going.”
Yael watched her lips part ever so slightly, and she longed to take her mouth like nothing else. How was this so intense when they hadn’t even kissed yet? How could she feel such physical fire in the presence of someone she barely knew? And why did this moment feel so damn important? Letting go of the questions she had no answer to, she moved her hand to Nora’s chin, lifted it, and kissed her softly.
There was a quick intake of breath when they came together, then long sighs and soft moans as they breathed each other’s air. It was a featherlight kiss at first, careful and uncertain as if they were unprepared for the effect it would have. Nora moaned louder and moved a hand to Yael’s cheek while her other hand ran down her back. Nora’s lips were as pillowy as they looked, and when Yael deepened the kiss, she was met with the same urgent yearning for more. She felt as if she was physically sinking into Nora, becoming one in a way that she didn’t think possible as she felt whole and happy on all levels—physically, emotionally, and even spiritually, which was unfamiliar territory to her.
As they explored each other’s lips and their tongues met, their need for more grew, and the kiss turned into a frenzy of push and pull that made the hairs on Yael’s back rise. She’d never enjoyed kissing anyone more, and she felt it everywhere. She felt Nora’s need like her own, and she wanted so much more. This is special.
“Wow,” she whispered, lingering close enough to feel Nora’s breath on her lips. She ran her fingers through Nora’s hair and pulled her in for another long kiss. She could have stayed here making out for hours, and from Nora’s reaction, she suspected Nora wouldn’t mind that either.
“Uh-huh. Wow.” Nora blew out her cheeks. “I didn’t see that one coming. Not like this. You make me…” She smiled shyly against Yael’s lips. “I don’t know.”
Yael didn’t know what to say because she had no idea how to describe what had just happened either. She’d been thinking about Nora since Thanksgiving, and now they’d found each other again, Nora was leaving. “It’s different with you,” she finally said in a near whisper.
“Yeah. It’s so different.”
Yael’s pulse raced at Nora’s words. “Look, I’m not going to bug you on your vacation, okay? But I will be remembering this kiss.”
“Me too.” Nora reached out to trace Yael’s shoulder down to her arm, leaving a trail of goosebumps where her fingertip had been. “But please don’t refrain from contacting me. I’d love to talk to you while I’m away.”
Yael nodded and cupped Nora’s face, then pulled her in for another soaring kiss. She really had to leave soon, but she was unable to resist the magnetic pull she felt, and when their lips met again, all doubts faded. It was all so crystal clear, at least in Yael’s mind. “I can’t seem to stop.”
“I don’t want to stop,” Nora said in a shaky voice, tracing her cheek. “Can we please stay in contact?”
“I’d like that.” Yael glanced at her watch. Fuck. I have to go. When they got up, Nora’s hand brushed hers, and in a reflex, she took it as they headed outside. “I’m sorry. Do you mind?”
“No.” Nora giggled as she looked down at their entwined fingers. “I love your manners. Your parents raised you well.”
Yael couldn’t disagree with that. If there was one thing she was confident with, it was her manners. But manners were the last thing on her mind right now. Holding open the door for Nora, she wished they had more time because their make-out session had gotten her light-headed and craving more. “Come here,” she said, pulling Nora into an alleyway. “Do you have two more minutes?”
“You’re the one on the clock, not me.” Nora gently pushed her against the brick wall and ground into Yael as she kissed her again, more fiercely now that they weren’t surrounded by people. Yael welcomed her mouth with a moan and dug her fingers into Nora’s behind. Kissing Nora felt amazing, and she groaned in frustration when Nora finally inched back and shook her head with a laugh. “I think you have to go.”
“Yeah.” Yael grinned goofily, cupped Nora’s chin, and ran her thumb over her bottom lip. “I do.” She paused. “Will I see you again?”
“If you want.” Nora smiled. “Can I message you?”
“Day and night. Please do.” Yael took a couple of steps back and made sure to take Nora in before they parted. “Have a great vacation, Nora.”
“Thank you. I hope I’ll see you when I get back.” Nora kissed her one last time and left Yael shaking on her legs.
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NORA
T  he first hit of Bangkok was intense as Nora exited the arrivals hall at Suvarnabhumi airport. The smell… It wasn’t unpleasant, but combined with the heat and humidity, it was overwhelming and would take some getting used to.
Geared up with only her purse and backpack, she headed straight for the taxi rank. Getting laundry done quickly was easy here, so she hadn’t bothered with more than seven days’ worth of clothing, and she’d only packed the bare necessities in toiletries. Nora wasn’t a backpacker in the traditional sense, but she wasn’t a luxury traveler either. Driven by adventure and a curiosity for off-the beaten-track places, she became restless if she stayed in one place for too long and would take a hammock in a deserted piece of paradise over an all-inclusive resort any day.
“Soi Rambuttri, please,” she said, showing the driver the address before she settled into the back of the taxi. “It’s called The Green House.” Nora opened the window and let the warm wind blow through her hair as they drove onto the freeway. She loved traveling alone and was glad she hadn’t asked a friend to come along. There was nothing like that sense of freedom when she arrived somewhere all by herself. Five weeks.
Looking out over the city, she could see the eclectic mix of Bangkok’s architecture. Numerous walled Buddhist temples and monasteries stood among skyscrapers and luxury hotels, all spectacularly lit up in the dark. She couldn’t wait to explore her neighborhood next to the Chao Phraya River with its network of cozy streets and busy night markets. But first, she needed to sleep. She hadn’t slept for a minute on the long flight, but it hadn’t been awful. Cocooned in her business-class pod she’d splashed out on with the help of her airmiles, she’d been daydreaming about Yael and reliving last night’s many steamy kisses since she’d left Heathrow, although thirteen hours hadn’t been near long enough to process it, and memories still kept flashing before her. Her physical reaction to them was intense, and she squeezed her thighs together as she tried to concentrate on the view. Jesus. What had this woman done to her?
“You go on holiday?” the driver asked her, pulling her out of her steamy thoughts.
“Ehm, yes. Five weeks. I’m having a sabbatical from work.”
“Five weeks?” The driver looked at her in the rearview mirror. “That’s long. You stay in Bangkok?”
“Only for a couple of nights. I’m planning on going up north, maybe to Chiang Mai province.”
He gave her an approving nod. “The north is very beautiful. I can drive you to Chiang Mai if you want.”
“Really? Isn’t that far?” Nora asked.
“Yes, it’s far, but I have family close to Chiang Mai, so I’ll give you big discount.” He handed her a business card. “My name is Noi.”
“Thank you, Noi. It’s nice to meet you. I’m Nora.” Nora was about to tell him she was planning on booking a flight but decided to leave her options open. She’d see a lot more traveling by road, and she could ask him to make scenic stops on the way. “I’ll call you if I need a ride.”
“No problem. Big discount,” he said again. He turned off the freeway and onto a narrower street that was lined with food stalls and bars. It was eleven p.m., but the city was buzzing like the night had only just started. Everywhere she looked were people, markets, smoking barbecues, and steaming mobile kitchens. Traffic fought its way through the maze of streets and alleyways, with tuk-tuks, motorbikes, and taxis overtaking each other from both sides. They passed cabaret bars and noisy clubs where the DJs were in booths outside on the pavement.
Noi skillfully maneuvered through the chaos and slowed down after the next turn that took them onto a quieter, tree-lined street. Lanterns hung from the branches, and quaint restaurants with terraces were dotted along one side, leaving just enough space for them to drive past. Nora recognized it now. She’d stayed nearby the first time she came to Bangkok, but she hadn’t had time to explore then. It seemed like a friendly neighborhood; quiet enough not to need an escape but lively enough to get a feel for Bangkok. This time, she wasn’t in a rush; she had no concrete plans, after all.
“The Green House.” Noi stopped abruptly and parked in front of a courtyard-style building that surrounded a pool and a shaded breakfast and reception area. It was simple but sweet, with vines growing up against the white balconies and tropical plants scattered along the poolside and in between sun loungers. “Good place,” he said. “You let me know when I drive you to Chiang Mai.”
“Thank you, I might call you.” Nora shook his hand, tipped him, and headed for the small reception desk that was squashed between an open kitchen and a shrine. Her limbs were stiff, and she was clammy from the long flight. Rolling her shoulders, she glanced at the pool. A midnight swim would be so refreshing.
“Welcome to The Green House.” A friendly woman checked her passport and handed her a key. “Enjoy your stay.”
“Thank you. I assume the kitchen is closed?”
“Yes, but I have menus from local restaurants, and you can use the reception phone to order,” the woman said. “Feel free to use the pool too.” She pointed to a fridge with a sign that instructed “Help yourself.” “There won’t be anyone here after midnight, but you can grab drinks from there and pay later.”
“Thank you, that’s fantastic.” Nora covered her mouth with her hand as a yawn escaped her. “I’ll see if I make it back down.”
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YAEL
Y ael wondered if Nora had landed yet. Was she at her hotel? Was she safe? Was she enjoying herself? But the question that kept spinning through her mind most was, is she thinking about last night?
Yael was. She’d been thinking about their kisses since the moment they’d said goodbye. Sometimes a kiss was just a kiss; sometimes it was arousing; sometimes, apparently, it was something that turned you inside out and kept haunting you long after. It was the first time she’d experienced the latter.
It didn’t really matter if Nora had landed or not; it wasn’t like they were seeing each other, and she had no obligation to let Yael know she’d arrived safely. It was best to put Nora out of her mind, at least until she was back, because wondering what she was up to all the time would drive her mad. She was traveling alone and would meet lots of interesting people, some of whom she might feel attracted to. Single, cute, intelligent, and charismatic, Nora had it all, and Yael had no doubt women would be lining up for her.
Shaking off that thought, she made herself a coffee and settled behind her laptop at her dining table. It was cozy inside with her fireplace burning, and Bruce was fast asleep in his bed next to it. She loved her home: she’d bought it a few years ago and felt settled and content here. The private, small yard was perfect for summer barbecues, and she regularly had neighbors and friends over. The interior reflected the rustic charm of the terraced house with its big, comfortable leather sofa, Persian rugs, and an antique floor-to ceiling bookcase. Upstairs, she had two spacious bedrooms, an office she never used, and a modern bathroom with the walk-in rain shower she’d always wanted.
Everything was good, and everything was calm. Well, calm was debatable, she thought, absently staring at her inbox. She’d been anything but calm in the past thirty-six hours, obsessing over her phone like it was a matter of life and death if she missed a message from Nora. She’d sent Nora one to thank her for the wonderful night and wished her safe travels, but that was early this morning, and she hadn’t had one back yet.
And then it happened. The glorious ping of WhatsApp. Seeing Nora’s name light up on her phone made her heart race, and she smiled widely as she read it. Hey, you! Sorry for the late reply. It’s one a.m., and I’ve only just settled by the pool with food and a cold beer as I arrived late. Thank you for the other night, I had an amazing time… Then a picture came in, of takeout containers with delicious-looking Thai food with a backdrop of a pool lit up in the dark. In the left corner was part of Nora’s hand, holding a beer bottle. The sight of someone’s hand had never been so enticing, and remembering how it had run through her hair and curled around her neck made Yael shiver. She particularly liked the three dots at the end of the message. Three dots meant unfinished business. It meant Nora was thinking a lot more than she was expressing.
That looks so nice, she replied. Are you going for a swim before bed?
Already been, Nora wrote, followed by a smiley face. What are you up to?
Just some work, not busy today. Without thinking, Yael added, I’m a little distracted to be honest with you.
Distracted? Interesting… And why is that?
Even though it was only in writing, Yael could almost hear the teasing undertone in Nora’s words. They were flirting, and flirting was good. After their date, it would be unthinkable to fall into the friendzone just because they wouldn’t see each other face-to-face in the coming weeks.
I think you know why. Sipping her coffee while she waited to hear back from her, Yael craved something stronger to calm her nerves. Shall I? It was almost six p.m. and the way it was going, she wouldn’t get much more done today, so she got up and poured herself a glass of red wine. The silky, full-bodied burgundy did the job as it slid down her throat like honey and warmed her from the inside out.
I do. And I’ve been very distracted too. Pleasantly distracted.
Yael was aware of her sheepish grin and almost felt embarrassed when Bruce woke up and looked at her. “Sorry, boy, Mommy’s being silly,” she said with a chuckle, then refocused on her phone as she cracked her brain over a good reply. I hope I’m not keeping you from your adventures.
Never. Although I am about to fall asleep and I’d rather not end up with my face in a plate full of leftovers. Nora added a laughing emoji. Can I message you tomorrow?
Please. Yael let out a long breath as she swirled the wine around in her glass. Relief filled her system, and she felt so giddy she had no idea what to do with herself. I hope you get a good rest. Sweet dreams, Nora.
Thank you, gorgeous. Have a great night.
Yael bit her lip and stared at her screen. She just called me gorgeous. “She called me gorgeous,” she said, this time out loud, to Bruce.
Bruce barked twice and got up to fetch his poo bags. He dropped the roll at her feet and stood before her, eyeballing her with intense concentration.
“Are you hypnotizing me to go for a walk?” Yael asked. “Well, Mommy’s feeling exceptionally lively right now, so you choose. Short walkies?” She dropped a silence for dramatic effect as Bruce’s ears pricked forward. He tilted his head from side to side while he waited for his other options. “Or…” Yael laughed as he was already bouncing on the spot in anticipation. “Or a long walkies?”
At that, Bruce barked and spun around in circles, then jumped up and rested his front paws on her lap.
“Okay, if you say so.” Yael scratched his neck as she got up. “Go get your ball.” She felt just as bouncy as Bruce did, if not more, and as they headed out of the door, she knew this would have to be a seriously long walk if there was any chance of switching off tonight.
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NORA
Why on earth had she agreed to five a.m.? Nora wasn’t quite awake yet as she sat on the steps in front of the hotel, waiting for Noi. He’d told her he was happy to take her to Chiang Mai with a few fun stops along the way, and that he would give her an even bigger discount—which seemed to be his favorite word—as he had to make a little detour. It wasn’t like Nora needed to watch her budget, and she could have booked a flight or taken a train later in the day. But Noi was friendly, and she suspected he could do with the money. He’d insisted it was much better to leave as early as possible, as it was a long drive. Planning on sleeping during the journey, Nora hadn’t had her morning coffee, but now she wished she’d made one in the room, as she was craving caffeine and there was no one at the restaurant yet.
A big pickup truck filled with furniture stopped in front of the hotel, and she was surprised to see Noi jumping out.
“This is my sister, Anong,” he said, pointing to a woman sitting on a sofa in the open back. There was a coffee table filled with food in front of her, and she looked quite comfortable. “I’m moving some furniture for her, so she’s coming too. Do you mind?”
“Of course not.” Nora greeted the woman who was having breakfast like it was completely normal to dine in the back of a truck.
“Don’t worry, you can sit in the front.” Noi walked around the truck and held open the door for Nora.
“Oh, I can go in the back if your sister wants to sit in the front,” she said. “I really don’t mind.”
“She likes it there, but you’re welcome to join her. There’s plenty of space.”
Nora smiled and decided this was an opportunity too good to pass. “Sure, I’d love to sit in the back,” she said, handing him her luggage. “How far is the drive?”
“It’s about twelve hours, but we’ll make some stops on the way. We’re passing some nice temples and a hot spring.” Noi patted his belly. “I like to eat while I drive. Have you had breakfast?”
“No. The hotel breakfast doesn’t start until seven.”
“Okay, then we’ll stop off at the workers’ market first, so you can get yourself a coffee and some breakfast.” Noi took a stool out of the truck and put it down so Nora could climb in. “Just shout if you change your mind and want to go in the front.”
Nora made herself comfortable, and Anong pointed to a box of what looked like pancakes with a pot of glutenous, green dip. “Try,” she said, offering it to her. “Good.”
“Thank you.” The furniture rattled as Noi drove off, and Nora tried not to spill the green dip as she scooped a piece of pancake through it. “Oh, wow. This is so good,” she said tasting the sweet cream that was a heavenly combination with the crisp and salty dough of the pancake. “What is it?”
Anong narrowed her eyes as she tried to answer, then shook her head and laughed. “Sorry, no English.”
“Never mind. It’s good. That’s all that matters.” Nora took off her shoes and propped her feet up on a nightstand with an old pillow on top, just like Anong had done on her side. This was more comfortable than any flight or train journey, and it certainly was a lot more fun. They drove past a temple where child monks in orange robes crossed the temple grounds with offerings. The gold-plated roof sparkled beautifully in the morning light, and the shrines were adorned with fresh marigolds. The city was so peaceful in its dormant state, bathed in the glow of the rising sun, that it was hard to believe this was the same Bangkok she’d explored last night when she could barely hear herself think or see through the crowd. There was no evidence that people had partied here. The streets weren’t littered, and the food carts were gone, making the streets seem wider. As they drove out of the city center, it became a little busier as builders and roadworkers started their day. Early markets were lively, but there was little noise, with locals keeping to themselves as they took their time to sit and eat breakfast before the heat set in. They looked at Nora curiously, some waving and some even pointing and laughing at seeing a foreigner in the back of a truck.
Noi stopped at a big breakfast market, where Anong recommended dishes as they walked the labyrinth of stalls and seating areas. The air was filled with steam from the many noodle soup carts, and barbecues stands were grilling anything from bananas to corn, even meat and fish. Nora bought three iced coffees and more food than the three of them could possibly eat, but everything smelled too delicious not to try.
Continuing their journey over the freeway, she felt a rare sense of overwhelming warmth and happiness. The wind was blowing in her hair and the rising sun over the fields and mountains in the distance was mesmerizing. She and Anong were snacking on rice, Thai omelets, coconut pancakes, banana and sticky rice steamed in palm leaves, vegetable curry, steamed buns, and fresh fruit. Anong had come well prepared with hand wipes, napkins, a cooler with plenty of water, a bag of mystery snacks that looked like roasted insects, sunscreen, and a big tablet with a stand and a pair of speakers. She found a Thai movie on Netflix and added English subtitles so Nora could watch it too, and they were both giggling at the silly comedy.
Thoroughly enjoying the ride, Nora thought of Yael and imagined her here. Would she like it? Or was she more of a resort kind of woman? There was only one way to find out. She took a selfie with Anong and their breakfast and sent it to Yael.
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YAEL
“Y ou kissed?” Jess gasped and slammed a hand in front of her mouth. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner? You should have called me.”
“I’ve been busy with work,” Yael said. “That, and I’ve tried to avoid my private phone as much as I can. Otherwise, I’ll just constantly stare at it to check if I have a message from her.” She turned on the heater above them and sat back, pulling the blanket the waitress had given her over her lap. It was a cold, crisp day, but the sunshine had tempted them to have one of their long park-and-coffee meets. Bruce and Yappy were finally exhausted after an hour of walking and playing with each other and the ball, and Yael was delighted they’d secured their favorite table at the café overlooking the park. “I don’t normally get obsessed with my phone, but I am now.”
Jess nodded. “I get it. I always do that. And? How was it? The kiss?”
“It was amazing.” Yael’s smirk stretched wide. “We couldn’t stop. It was just so good.” She paused, shivering as she remembered the night that she’d relived more than a thousand times in her mind. “But I had an important meeting, so I had to leave.”
“Anticlimax much?” Jess groaned and stared at her incredulously. “Are you crazy? Fuck meetings when you’re in the middle of a steamy make-out session.” She stirred sugar through her cappuccino and gave her complimentary cookie to Yappy, who was sitting on her lap.
Yael shook her head and laughed. “No, it really was important, and anyway, you know I don’t do one-night stands. It was the right time to say goodbye. I just hope I’ll get to see her again when she gets back.”
“Back from where?”
“Thailand. She left the following day for a vacation.” Yael arched a brow at Bruce, who rested his head on her lap after spotting Yappy eating a cookie. “Really, Bruce? Are you begging now?” Unable to resist his cute face, she unwrapped her cookie and gave it to him.
“Okay…” Jess was so focused on Yael she didn’t notice Yappy licking the foam off her cappuccino. “And now?”
“Now she’s gone for a month.”
“Okay. And…she’s definitely single, right?”
“Yes. Her last relationship only ended six months ago, though. I didn’t ask if the breakup and her sabbatical were related. Maybe she’s going away because she needed a break from her life. I’m not sure.”
“But you’ve been in contact since she left?” Jess asked.
“Yes. She actually messaged me first. I don’t want to interrupt her vacation too much, so I leave the initiative to her, but yeah, there’s been some flirting going on, and she sent me this picture yesterday.” Yael showed Jess the picture of Nora in the back of a truck having breakfast with the driver’s sister.
Jess laughed. “I love that.” She looked Yael up and down and grinned. “You like, like, like, like, like her. You can’t stop smiling when you talk about her.”
“I do, do, do, do, do,” Yael shot back. “But I don’t want to get my hopes up because a month is a long time.”
“True.” Jess blew out her cheeks. “Please don’t drive yourself mad waiting around, and don’t put your life on hold for something that might not work out.”
“I know. I have to go to Israel for work for a week, so at least that will distract me for a while.” Yael shrugged. “But enough about me. What about you? Have you been on any dates? Weren’t you supposed to meet up with Tamara’s friend—the one you met at the birthday party?”
“We did meet up, and we had a nice night, actually.” Jess rolled her eyes. “But it’s not going to go anywhere.” She sighed. “Trying to find love in London is like fighting the tide. Every time I feel it’s going in the right direction, I’m dragged back by a wave of disappointment. I really like her, but she told me she’s not over her ex yet, so she’s not looking for anything serious.”
“That sucks.”
“Yes, but I’m glad she was honest. I don’t want to be someone’s rebound. It seems to be the story of my life.”
“Then it’s a good thing you let it go.” Yael rubbed her friend’s arm and shot her a sweet smile. “If only we had a crystal ball. It’s just so hard to know if something is worth fighting for.”
“Yeah. I might start worshipping Cupid for luck in love,” Jess joked. “What would he like as an offer, do you think? I could make a little shrine.”
Yael laughed. “Hmm…sugar, maybe? Something sweet, for sure.”
“I bet he’d like gold dust too. Maybe a gold-dusted brownie or—” Jess gasped when Bruce barked and sprinted off faster than the speed of light, taking the table down in the process. Their coffee cups clattered to the ground, and pieces of shattered glass flew over the terrace.
“Bruce, come back!” Yael yelled. Come here, right now!”
Jess’s gaze shifted to the overgrowth, and she shook her head and laughed. “It was a cat,” she said, eyeing Bruce, who came back with his tail between his legs.
“Bad boy!” Yael said again as she got up to pick up the broken pieces of glass.
He bowed his head and gave her a heart-wrenching look that made her feel guilty for shouting at him.
“I know you’re sorry,” Yael said, her voice softer now as she petted him, “but you can’t just go and knock over tables, do you hear me?” She helped Jess put the table back up and placed the shards on a saucer, then kneeled down beside him. “Look, it’s just a cat, and I know you don’t like cats, but it’s not going to hurt us.”
Bruce let out a soft, high-pitched howl, watching the undergrowth as if he expected his nemesis to jump back out and attack any minute. Yael followed his stare, and the strangest thought hit her. Was it a ginger cat?
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NORA
“A re we here?” Nora asked, rubbing her eyes. She’d been sleeping under the coffee table to avoid getting sunburned, and it had been way more comfortable than expected.
“Yes, we’re here.” Noi smiled as he helped her out. “I just need to drop Anong’s stuff off and have an hour’s rest, and then we can drive to Chiang Mai.”
“Sounds good.” Nora was immediately charmed by the village that lay in between tropical hills. Cute, one-story houses and shops all had their windows and doors open, giving her a glimpse of the private lives of the people who lived here. Locals and store owners sat on stools or on the stoops, talking over food, beer, and cigarettes, and children played in the street. Cats and dogs gathered under a tree shared the shady space in a remarkably peaceful manner, and Nora could see a temple and a small market at the end of the street. “This is so pretty,” she said, stretching. “Does Anong live here?”
“She’s moving in with her boyfriend,” Noi said, pointing to a young man who had come out to hug Anong. “That café belongs to him.” He indicated a cute coffee shop. “He lives in an apartment behind it.”
Locals gathered around the truck, and soon there was a lively conversation going on in Thai that was clearly not just about their new neighbor, confirmed when Noi said Nora’s name followed by something else in Thai before he turned back to her. “They were asking about you.”
“Oh. Hi.” She gave them a wave and received friendly smiles in return. “Can I help unload?” she asked Noi.
“Of course not, you’re my client,” he said with a roaring laugh. “Thank you, but they have some people to help them. I’m going to sleep for an hour if you don’t mind.”
“Sure. I’ll check out the village. By the way, where are we? I have no idea. I was sleeping the last part of the journey.”
“We’re in Pai.” Noi looked a little shifty as he said it. “It’s a very nice town. Special stop, for you.”
Nora frowned as she opened Google maps to check out the location. “You mean special stop for your sister. We’re nowhere near Chiang Mai.”
“I told you, we make a detour. A very beautiful detour,” Noi said innocently.
“You said it was a little detour,” Nora articulated with a chuckle. “This place is at least a four-hour drive from Chiang Mai.”
“But both are in the north.” Noi didn’t seem to think a four-hour detour was a big deal, and Nora didn’t feel like going into a discussion with him. Not now, after a wonderful drive, lovely stops on the way, and arriving in this picturesque town.
“Miss Nora, you want pedicure while you wait for driver?” a staff member of the beauty salon next to the café asked her.
Nora looked down at her feet, then at the price list in the window and decided she had every reason to say yes to that. “Why not? Can I get a coffee first?”
“No need. I will get you one from café,” the woman said, ushering her in. “You want iced latte?”
“Yes, please. No sugar.” Nora sat back in the comfortable massage chair and put her feet in the tub with warm water that one of the assistants placed in front of her. “I’m really sorry about the state of my feet,” she said, failing to remember the last time she had a pedicure. “They look awful.”
“Yes,” the assistant agreed in all seriousness. “But my boss will make them pretty. You stay in Pai for long?”
“No, we only came here to drop off the furniture for your new neighbor. I was actually planning on going to Chiang Mai.” Nora almost laughed as she said it because the situation was absurd to say the least. “But it’s lovely here.”
“Yes, you should stay. We have nice hotels, and Chiang Mai is far away.”
“Yes, I already came to that conclusion myself,” Nora said humorously as she opened a booking app on her phone and looked up hotels in the vicinity. There were quite a few for such a small town, but a lot of them were hostels on the outskirts. She suspected Pai may be a backpacker’s paradise, but she hadn’t seen any tourists yet. Scrolling through the list, she found a hotel a five-minute walk from the salon. The pictures showed small, wooden cabins on stilts in a large, tropical garden that had a beautiful dark-tiled pool in the middle.
“This one is good. You stay in Pai,” the assistant said. “Come back for massage tomorrow.”
“Okay. If you say so.” Without thinking, Nora pressed the “book” button. Apparently, she had no say over where she was going or what she was doing anymore, but she liked it here and that was enough. She wasn’t in a hurry, and why shouldn’t she stay and explore? “Why is it so quiet here?” she asked. “I’ve hardly seen any tourists. Not that I mind,” she hastily added. “But it’s a huge shift from Bangkok.”
“It’s not quiet, you will see tonight.” The assistant prepared a table on wheels with great precision, placed the shiny metal tools in a straight line, then swapped the order until she was happy with the result. “But Pai is generally very peaceful. It’s not a party town. Just locals and hippies and travelers.”
“I’m not looking to party,” Nora assured her, then pointed to the daunting-looking tools. If she didn’t know better, she’d be worried they were going to operate on her. “You’re not going to take my feet off, are you?” she asked with a chuckle.
“Just a little bit.” The assistant smiled and gestured to her colleague, who came back with an iced latte. “Can we get you anything else, Miss Nora?”
“No, thank you. This is wonderful. But would you mind telling the driver I’m staying?” she asked. “He might want to spend the night with his sister if he doesn’t have to drive.”
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YAEL
“How is Pai?” Yael messaged Nora. She added a smiley face and a palm tree, then put her phone aside while she made herself a coffee. Bruce, who had a bad tummy after finding and scoffing down a portion of fried chicken in the park, had woken her up at four a.m., and after their walk, she was unable to get back to sleep. She’d resisted initiating contact until now, but she had a feeling Nora wouldn’t mind if she did.
She turned the heating up high and had a quick shower while the coffee was brewing. Wrapping herself in a thick robe and sliding into her fluffy slippers, she inhaled the delicious smell of fresh coffee from her pod machine. It was cold this morning. From the kitchen window she could see frost on the lawn in her backyard, and she longed to be in a warmer place. Israel would be comfortable right now. It wasn’t warm, but January in Tel Aviv was like late spring in London; sunny and warm enough to enjoy a coffee outside without having to layer up heavily.
Lost in thought, her phone startled her.
It’s absolutely lovely, Nora wrote back. The hotel is beautiful too, although I’m highly confused by the engineering.
I’m so glad you’re having a good time. What do you mean about the engineering? Yael asked.
I should probably give you a demonstration, it’s easier. Can I FaceTime you?
Yael bit her lip and grinned. She’d been longing to see Nora’s face since she’d sent her the picture, and her heart was pounding from nerves and anticipation. Why was a video call such a big deal after they’d spoken to each other face-to-face twice? Because we kissed. Yes, they’d kissed, and now she’d be able to read Nora’s expression and flirt with her verbally, which was more than she was prepared for. Of course! Please call me, she typed, then
ran to the mirror in the hallway to check her hair. As she ran back, her phone rang, and she slipped on the rug and almost landed on the floor.
“Hey,” she said, holding her breath so Nora wouldn’t notice she’d been running. “It’s so good to see you.” Nora already had a tan, and her skin was damp and shimmering in the sun. Her hair looked messy, as if she’d been walking in heavy winds or was sitting next to a fan, and Yael melted when Nora shot her a carefree, beaming smile.
“It’s so, so good to see you too. Are you okay, though?” Nora asked. “You seem a little out of breath.”
“I’m fine, I just went for a run,” Yael lied. Well, it wasn’t a total lie, but she realized she’d dug a hole for herself when she remembered she was wearing a robe. “It was a long one,” she added. “It takes a while for me to settle down, even after a shower.”
“Oh…” Nora laughed. “I admire you. I haven’t been for a run since I was seventeen. I don’t think I’d manage longer than three minutes.”
“That’s probably not far from my level. I think I pushed myself too hard.” Yael chuckled and quickly changed the subject before she made up more nonsense that was completely irrelevant. “Where are you? Are you at the hotel?” She could see palm trees and hills in the background, and a corner of what she suspected was a pool.
“Yes, I am. Let me show you around.” The camera wiggled as Nora stood up and turned it around, giving Yael a view over a spectacular garden and a beautiful pool amid cute, stilted cottages. “This is the communal space, the pool, and the bar. There’s also a little restaurant.” She shifted the camera to a pagoda with dining tables at the back of the premises. “They do amazing Thai omelets for breakfast.”
“It looks fantastic,” Yael said, glancing out her own window. The two bare trees at the back of her yard rose like skeletons against the dark sky that would soon turn gray in color as both rain and snow were predicted for today. “In fact, it looks perfect, so what’s with the engineering?”
“Oh, I’m getting to the entertaining part now.” Nora walked through the garden and pointed the camera at a charming-looking bar with rattan stools and handmade wooden boards displaying the cocktail menu. It was wedged between palm trees and looked like an excellent place to wind down after a long day. “I was craving a cold beer, so needless to say, I went to the bar.”
“And?” Yael chuckled even though she had no idea what was coming. Nora turned the camera back to her amused smirk.
“And…” Nora paused for effect. “The bar is fake!”
“What?” Yael let out a roaring laugh. “How?”
“I don’t know. It just is. According to the staff, the bottles on the shelves contain old pool water and there are no fridges and no cash register. It’s just decoration. If I want a beer, I have to walk into town because they don’t serve alcohol at the restaurant. Which is fine,” Nora added. “It’s not far, and I can get water at reception, but what a waste of a fine bar, right?”
“Totally.” Yael watched Nora as she walked back to her cottage. She was more outgoing than on their date, livelier and chattier. Perhaps she was less nervous because they were on camera, or perhaps she simply drew energy from traveling.
“Wait, that’s not all, of course. I’m only building up to the grand reveal.”
“I can’t wait to see it.” Yael squinted when Nora entered her bathroom. It was a stylish space, a bathroom you’d find in an upmarket boutique hotel. The rustic wooden shower walls had nooks filled with plants, and the copper rain shower and the big barrel that served as a surface to hold toiletries could have been in an interior magazine. Nora then shifted the view to a ceramic, oval-shaped sink under a big, wood-framed mirror. An empty Coca-Cola bottle with the bottom cut out was attached to the end of the tap. “What the hell is that?” she asked.
Nora chuckled and zoomed in on the bottle. “So, the tap didn’t reach the sink,” she said. “It’s all very pretty, but when I turned on the tap, the water just ran onto the floor and flooded the bathroom and even threatened to reach the rest of the cottage because the floors slope in the wrong direction.”
“So you used a bottle?” Yael laughed again, highly amused by their conversation. “Clever solution.”
No, it wasn’t me. The hotel’s plumber did it,” Nora said, cracking up herself now. “Anyway, it works. The water flows into the sink instead of onto the floor, so it’s all good.”
“I just love that a plumber did that.”
“I know, but it gets better.”
“Better? No…” Yael hadn’t expected their call to be so entertaining. She’d seen a few building flaws in her life but nothing like this, and all the laughing made her nerves fade away.
“Yes. The electricity.” Nora demonstratively closed the curtains and pressed the light switch in the bedroom. “See? Nothing happens. No light.” She moved over to the nightstand and tried that one too. “Nothing here either, and the ceiling fan and the TV also don’t work.”
“What? So there’s no electricity? How do you see at night?”
“Watch this.” Nora went outside to the terraced area and flipped a switch next to the sliding doors. “This switch,” she said, “is connected to every single fucking thing in the room and the bathroom. “You’d think it’s only for the outside light, but no. It turns on the main light inside, both the nightstand lights, the ceiling fan, the bathroom light, the extractor fan, and the TV. It’s literally all or nothing.”
“I don’t know what to say.” Yael shook her head and covered her face with her hands. She couldn’t stop laughing.
“Me either. I’m in the building business, so I probably look at properties a little bit differently than other people, and this just blows my mind.” Nora climbed onto her bed and smiled. “Anyway, I don’t mind, it’s funny. That was my news for the day. How are you?”
“I’m cold,” Yael joked. “London is very, very cold.”
“Then come and join me.” Nora’s eyes shimmered with flirtation. “I have a big bed.” She tapped the mattress and winked. “If you don’t mind sleeping with all the lights and the TV on.”
“Now there’s an offer.” Yael’s mind went to places she couldn’t quite handle as she imagined herself on that bed with Nora. Those kinds of thoughts were normally reserved for bedtime, but it seemed to be constant lately, and Nora’s comment certainly didn’t help. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
“How about tonight?” Nora shot back at her. “Get your ass on a plane and come over. I want to kiss you again.” Her eyes widened as she slammed a hand in front of her mouth. “Sorry. My verbal diarrhea is playing up.”
“Please, don’t hold back with me. I love it.” Yael felt a stir as she stared at Nora’s lips. “I’d love to kiss you too.”
“Mm...” Nora hesitated and bit her lip with a nervous grin. “You have no idea what it does to me when you say that.”
“Well, you’re a great kisser,” Yael said boldly, enjoying their heavy flirtations and the way it made Nora blush. “It’s definitely worth getting on a plane for.”
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NORA
T  he palm trees surrounding the hotel looked like dancing figures when the wind picked up, blowing them all back and forth simultaneously. Lightning struck overhead, illuminating the lush silhouette of the rolling hills for a few spectacular seconds. Sitting on her terrace, Nora was aware of how special this moment was, yet she couldn’t think of anything other than Yael. What was she doing now? Was she having lunch, or was she working? What did a workday look like for her? Nora found it hard to imagine a day in the life of a diamond dealer. They hadn’t had enough time to talk about that, and there was so much she wanted to know. I should have asked her yesterday.
The time difference was six hours, so Yael was probably still working or having and early dinner. Should she message her? She really wanted to see her face. Thunder clapped loudly, startling her, and then the sky lit up again before rain started pouring, clattering against the bamboo canopy above her. The locals had been talking about the expected rain all day; it hadn’t rained in a while, and their crops were thirsty. The earthy smell rose to Nora’s nostrils as the rain hit the ground that was still warm from the afternoon sun. There was something magical about tropical storms. They never lasted long, but at their peak, they were a powerful force of nature that roared like an untamed beast. That was how she’d felt inside for the past week, like an untamed beast. Her thoughts were muddled, her emotions were all over the place, and her libido was raging. She’d been acting on impulse way more than she normally would, and each time she relived that kiss—or rather the many steamy kisses—a tightness grew in her core and heat spread between her thighs.
When lightning struck again, Nora’s resolve crumbled. She took a picture of the display and sent it to Yael. She was about to write a message when she got one back.
Wow. That looks amazing. Kind of wish I was there.
Me too, Nora wrote. I’m still thinking of kissing you. Her hands were trembling as she waited for a reply.
Same here, beautiful.
Nora let out a long sigh of relief as butterflies made her weak in the knees. She really wished Yael was here because the night was awfully romantic, and the light show around her reflected her mood. Dramatic, excited, elated… She imagined kissing Yael, right here, under the canopy, in the midst of the storm. Or maybe out there while they got drenched in the rain.
Can I call you? She waited for about a minute and started panicking, thinking two days in a row may be too much, but then a video call came in.
“Hey.” Yael’s wide smile was infectious and warm.
“Hey,” she said, trying and failing to contain the goofy grin that suddenly stretched from ear to ear. “I’m sorry, were you busy? I didn’t mean to interrupt your work or anything…” Seeing Yael’s face again was a shock to her system; there was no way she could ever prepare herself for the impact it had on her. She looked especially gorgeous against the backdrop of wintry trees.
“No, I’m in the park, and anyway, I’m the one who called, remember?” Yael chuckled, and a small cloud of condensed breath escaped her mouth. “Am I interrupting you?”
“Not at all. I’m just enjoying the storm.” And fantasizing about you.
“It looks amazing,” Yael said. “Would you like to meet my boy?” She pointed the camera at a German shepherd who was running after a ball. “Bruce, come here!” Immediately, the dog came running toward her with the ball in his mouth. “Say hello to Nora.”
On cue, Bruce dropped the ball and barked, and it made them laugh.
“He’s so sweet,” Nora said. “Are you having a nice walk?”
“Yes. We’re by the exit and heading back now. Just give me a second.” Yael picked up the ball and told Bruce to wait by the road crossing. “Okay, go,” she said, then crossed the road herself. “How was your day?”
“It’s been great. This town is gorgeous, the people are lovely, and I’m having lots of fun,” Nora said. “The food market is to die for. I feel like all I’ve been doing is eat all day.” She laughed. “But not just that, of course. I rented a scooter and I’ve been sightseeing.”
“Lovely. Have you made any friends there?”
Nora wondered if there was more to that question. Did Yael want to know if she’d met a woman? Because feeling attracted to anyone other than Yael seemed unthinkable. “I met a cool group of people,” she said. “We went to see some temples together, and we had dinner last night, but they’ve moved on today.”
“Oh, nice. So you’re not feeling lonely traveling on your own?”
“No, but honestly, it would be nice if you were here.” Nora hadn’t meant to say that as she didn’t want to come on too strong, but her verbal diarrhea had taken over again and it was too late.
“Oh?” Yael dropped a loaded pause. “Do you mean that?”
Nora took a moment to think because she wanted to be honest. If this even had a tiny chance of working out, she really did want to spend as much time with Yael as possible, and as strange as it seemed, she missed her. “Yes,” she said, meeting Yael’s eyes. Those eyes made her feel all the feels. She was so damn attracted to her, and the more they spoke, the stronger it grew. “I mean it.”
A small smile tugged at the corners of Yael’s mouth, and she gave her a subtle nod. “Then I wish I was there too.” She came to a halt in front of a door and Nora heard keys rattle.
She sighed in swooning delight as she waited for Yael to open her front door and go inside. After some mumbling to Bruce in Hebrew and taking off his collar, she opened another door and sat in what Nora assumed to be her living room. She could see the backrest of a couch and a big, abstract painting on a white wall behind her. Yael made herself comfortable, and the view changed to a clean, white kitchen and a huge bookcase that covered most of the side wall. “Are you home? It looks nice.” Yael’s place seemed close to how she’d pictured it. Simple, tidy, and no-nonsense, just like Yael. God, she’s so grown up, while I’m still living with Melanie and our place is always a mess.
“Yes, this is home.” Yael rolled her eyes and laughed as Bruce joined her on camera. “Nothing like a leather couch and a big dog who thinks he’s human. That was my bad. It’s full of scratch marks.” She paused and stared into the camera, her amusement fading and turning into something that made Nora’s heart race. “This is good. Now I can see you better. You’re beautiful, Nora.”
“So are you,” Nora said in a whisper. Tension filled the long silence between them, a silence loaded with things it was too soon to talk about. Because how could this feel so deep and so special already? “This is crazy,” she finally said.
“Yeah.” Yael bit her lip and swallowed hard. “I didn’t think we were going to be in contact so much. I thought you would go away and I wouldn’t hear from you until you came back.”
“I’m glad we’re talking. I can’t seem to stay away,” Nora said honestly.
“I don’t want you to stay away.” Yael had a curious glimmer in her eyes as she tilted her head and smiled. “So, tell me, beautiful Nora. What’s it like to sit in the middle of a tropical thunderstorm? I’ve never experienced one. Is the rain warm?”
Nora giggled as she moved away from underneath her shelter and stood in the rain. “It’s warm,” she said, raising her face skyward. She closed her eyes for a moment as the rain hit her, then turned back to her camera to look at Yael. “And it feels great.”
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YAEL
“A s you know, I’m looking for a diamond for an engagement ring, and it has to be perfect.”
“We never do anything less than perfect,” Yael assured Tahlia Benedict as she handed her a brochure for ideas. She hadn’t expected the famous American talk-show host to attend the meeting. Normally, celebrities sent their PAs, but Tahlia happened to be in London, and she wanted to meet with Yael personally as this was very important to her.
They were sitting in Tahlia’s suite at the Dorchester, along with her jeweler, drinking expensive rosé and snacking on ridiculously pretty canapés. Beside them was a clothing rail with dozens of garments, all brand-new with the labels still on them. Tahlia’s personal assistant was unpacking shoes from boxes and assembling sets for Tahlia and her girlfriend to wear for the week, turning the elegant room into something that looked more like a fashion warehouse. Tahlia’s girlfriend was out shopping, she’d said; Yael wondered how many more items they’d be able to cram into the space.
Yael pulled the printouts of the examples Tahlia had emailed her from her purse and laid them out on the table. “I like where you’re going with this,” she said. “You clearly know what you want, but I’d like to suggest adding two black sapphires to the ring. It will really bring out the diamond and add depth to the color.
“Black?” Tahlia stared at her. “Isn’t black a bad color?”
“I don’t think so, but I suppose opinions may differ with culture. Or personal preference, of course,” Yael added with a smile. “If it’s not for you, I totally understand, but I thought I’d suggest it.”
“No, I’m not dismissing it. I just find it hard to imagine.” Tahlia looked at her jeweler, who remained silent. The man seemed uncomfortable with expressing any kind of personal opinion. Yael had no doubt he was very talented and that he would make the perfect engagement ring for Tahlia, but he seemed a little lost when it came to controversial ideas.
“Here’s an example,” Yael said, pointing at a picture of a ring with six black sapphires and one small diamond in the middle. It was a beautiful ring in its glorious simplicity, and she was positive it would sway Tahlia. “Imagine if it was the other way around, if a stunning fifteen-carat princess-cut diamond was the centerpiece, flanked by deep-black gems that brought out its brilliance even more. It’s timeless, very stylish, and a little different to the traditional engagement ring—you don’t strike me as the traditional type.”
“You’re right, I’m not.” Tahlia tilted her head and regarded Yael. “And you can get me a fifteen carat?”
“I sure can.” Yael smiled when she saw a glimmer of excitement in Tahlia’s eyes. She wasn’t out to sell extra gemstones. Compared to the budget Tahlia had given her for the diamond, the sapphires would only serve a fraction of her commission for this job and were hardly worth the effort of recommending and sourcing. But she wanted to give her clients something that suited them and made them happy, and she knew this would be the right type of ring for Tahlia Benedict to propose to her girlfriend, Jane. With Jane being an up-and-coming actress and Tahlia hosting a Saturday night talk show on primetime TV, they were the ultimate same-sex power couple and adored by millions. “Does she know you’re planning on proposing?”
“Unfortunately, yes.” Tahlia grinned sheepishly. “She caught me going through her jewelry box when I was trying to find out her ring size. I should have just asked her PA, but I wasn’t sure if she’d be able to keep it to herself.” She shrugged. “She cried, which, I suppose is a good sign.”
Yael laughed. “At least you know she’ll say yes. But she doesn’t know where or when, right?”
“No, I haven’t even figured that part out yet, but I’m sure I’ll think of something that will blow her mind.” Tahlia turned to her jeweler, who was sitting behind his laptop, mocking up alternative designs while they talked. Yael thought the rendering of a platinum ring with a huge diamond and black sapphires looked stunning and perfect on every level, but Tahlia took her time and asked him to mock it up from all angles. She was a woman who usually knew what she wanted, but today, she wasn’t so sure. “Yes, I love that,” she finally said when he zoomed in on the top view. “It’s perfect.” She clapped her hands together. “So how quickly can we get this done?”
“I can aim for three weeks from now, two if we start right away,” Yael said. “I already have my eye on three potential diamonds. My father will check them out as soon as we have your deposit. The black sapphires are easier. I have to be in Israel anyway, so I can carry the diamond and the sapphires back for you, which will save a lot of time at customs. You’re based in LA, right?”
“Yes, but Jane is working in London at the moment, and I’ll be flying back and forth, so we might as well meet here.” Tahlia narrowed her eyes at Yael. “But how do you carry them back? Isn’t that illegal? And what if you lose them?”
Yael pursed her lips and hesitated before she answered honestly. “The diamond is insured during travel as long as it’s worn by the person named on the certificate. What I tend to do in situations when time is of essence, is not illegal, but it is a gray area. My mother will set the stones in a temporary ring, and I’ll wear it like it’s mine while I travel. After I arrive in London and the final payment has been received, we’ll change the name on the certificate to Jane’s, and Mr. Beckhoff here can transfer the stones to the final ring.” She gave the jeweler a smile.
“That’s a little unorthodox—no pun intended,” Tahlia said with a wink.
Yael laughed. “Yes, I agree, but that’s the perk of having a small family business. I wouldn’t trust an employee to travel with a diamond worth close to a million.”
“I love it,” Tahlia said. “Could I pick it up myself? I find that idea quite romantic.”
“We could do that, but you’d have to meet us in Tel Aviv.” Yael chuckled and decided she liked Thalia, the hopeless romantic, very much. “Have you been to Tel Aviv before?”
“No, I haven’t, and I’ve always wanted to go.” Tahlia paused as she pondered over it. “I think Jane would love to come too. If we could meet during the week, that would be great.”
“Excellent. Then please allow my parents and me to take you both out for dinner. If you have time, of course,” Yael hastily added, remembering the couple were famous and hugely popular, and that they probably had better things to do than dine with her family. “If not, we can complete the transaction at my family home. My father’s workshop is in the basement, and you might find it interesting to see how the full process works.” To her surprise, Tahlia beamed with excitement.
“Totally, count us in for both,” she said. “I’ll just need to talk to my sweetheart, and I’ll confirm as soon as possible.”
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CUPID
T  oby jumped over the wall into a tidy garden. Yael’s neighbors were home; their lights were on, and a delicious smell came from the kitchen adjacent to the yard. But they weren’t going to get distracted today. They would just jump onto the next wall, from which they’d have a good view into Yael’s house. Ignore the smell. Perhaps dinnertime was not the best time to shadow Yael; they should have known someone would be cooking. Toby froze at a rattling noise, and they stared at another cat that had just jumped through the cat flap in the kitchen door. The other cat froze too at seeing the intruder in their yard and hissed violently. Okay, this is awkward. I feel really tense. Toby arched their back and started tiptoeing sideways like a clumsy ballerina. Why am I doing this? Oh, yes, it’s a standoff. It’s what cats do. They make themselves look bigger to come across as intimidating. They made a weird noise too; it came from deep within, almost like a belly cry. The other cat did the same, and they walked in circles, facing each other until the door opened and Yael’s neighbor came out.
“Tiger, have you made a friend?”
Toby would have laughed in her face if they could. Earthlings did not understand much about cats, even though they really weren’t that complicated. They said things like “I wonder what goes on in his head,” or “I wonder if he’s happy.” Truth was, cats didn’t have much awareness of their own well-being, and unless they were sick, injured, or facing a threat, like now, they were generally content and comfortable. In character, they were much like humans, often either introvert or extravert. Some were sweet, some manipulative, and some dominant or simply annoying, but they were all just trying to fit in in one way or another. Everyone wanted to belong, including animals. This cat, Toby didn’t like very much. Tiger gave off an aggressive and territorial vibe, but he also showed signs of curiosity, occasionally inching closer to sniff them. Maybe he knows I’m not normal. As opposed to humans, animals often sensed Cupid was unearthly, and that was fine. It wasn’t like they could tell anyone, but they would be more wary around them.
“Oh, come on, Tiger, be nice,” the woman said when Tiger hissed again. “You should be happy you’ve got a visitor. He’s sweet, look.” She bent down to pet Toby, and it calmed them to have a human here to break them apart in case Tiger attacked. She checked their collar. “Hey, Toby. What are you doing here? Do you live nearby?”
I’m actually on my way to Yael’s garden, but your fur baby won’t let me pass, they thought, looking from the woman to Tiger and back. Please help me out of here.
“Oh, you just want to be friends, don’t you? You know what? I have something that will make the two of you bond,” Tiger’s mom said, slipping back into the kitchen.
Mmm…I bet it’s chicken. The smell wafting through the door was irresistible. Surely, they had time for a little snack break? Yael wasn’t going anywhere tonight, and they were only checking in.
But it wasn’t chicken the woman came out with. The pouch she was holding smelled delicious; ten times better than chicken, if that was possible.
“Have you ever had catnip before, Toby? Tiger loves it.”
Tiger immediately dropped his guard and started rubbing himself against his mom’s legs, begging for her to give him some.
Wow. That must be good stuff. Cupid had never had catnip before, not in any of the cat bodies they’d lived in, but smelling it now, they sure wouldn’t mind trying.
Don’t do it. First you let yourself go with the laser pen and now this? What will The Almighty do if they find out? They could easily jump onto the wall, now that Tiger was distracted, but the smell made Toby linger.
The dilemma was only short-lived because as soon as the woman sprinkled some of the dried green herb onto the lawn, Toby was a lost cause. Tiger launched himself at it, and Toby swiftly followed. They rolled around as the smell made them euphoric, making even weirder noises than before. It was especially good to rub their face in it. Tiger ate some, and Toby tried that too, but they preferred the rubbing. The smell on their fur was making them high, and the total loss of control was something Cupid had never experienced. Cupid was always in control; well, mostly, anyway. They had to be, but when manifesting as Toby, that proved to be a challenge.
I should have been a fly on the wall. Hmm…I could be a fly. I certainly feel like flying right now. But then I wouldn’t be able to do this. They flipped onto their side and purred as they rolled onto their back, and then an uncontrollable hit of energy coursed through them. Why is this stuff so good? And why am I acting crazy?
Tiger inched closer and gave Toby a playful nudge. Toby kicked him in return, and soon they were playing, biting, and cuddling each other with no clue why they were doing this.
“See? I knew you’d be friends.” The woman turned them on their backs and tickled their bellies, riling them up even more.
Teehee, this is fun. Toby rolled around with Tiger and felt nothing but love for him. Cries of pleasure escaped them, and they produced high-pitched squeaky noises that echoed through the silent night. They wished they could stay here with their new bestie forever, but in the back of their mind, warning bells rang, reminding them not to get too carried away. Yael, remember? Yes, Yael. There’s a reason why you’re here.
“Hey, Toby. Where are you going?” the woman asked when they managed to tear themself away from the delicious herb and clumsily jump onto the wall. They couldn’t stay there for observation as planned; the temptation to go back was too great, and anyway, they wouldn’t be able to keep their balance in this state.
Toby wanted to thank Tiger’s mom for her hospitality and the great stuff that had blown their little cat brain, but they were unsteady on their feet and didn’t dare look back for fear of falling. Climbing over the first stone wall had been a piece of cake, but the next wall seemed alarmingly high as they glanced down at Yael’s yard. Are those flower beds moving? The bricks felt like jelly under their paws. That’s not possible, stone walls are hard and flower beds don’t move. You’re imagining it. When they finally jumped—or rather fell—Toby had to calculate their next steps with care and precision because now Yael’s entire yard was moving.
Drawn to a beautiful, bright light, Toby swayed toward the house. There was a cushioned rattan couch under a canopy that looked comfortable to lie on. It was a little too close to the sliding glass doors, but currently seeing double, they decided being closer was best. They tried to jump onto the couch but missed and fell to the side, hitting their head against the sliding glass doors. Still spaced out, Toby lay on their back and purred loudly when Yael opened the doors after hearing the noise. Okay. That wasn’t very subtle.
“Oh my God, are you okay, kitty? Are you hurt?” she asked, getting on her knees.
Toby had trouble getting off their back, and in a failed attempt, they lifted their head repeatedly as if doing crunches. Feeling busted, they stared up at Yael in the middle of a crunch. I’m great, Yael. Just leave me here to enjoy myself for a while.
Sensing they had trouble with their coordination, Yael carefully lifted them and turned them around. “There. Is that better? Can you stand?”
Toby wasn’t sure, but they seemed to be upright, or at least they thought they were. Attempting to look normal, they yawned, as if there was nothing odd about their behavior, then sat and continued to purr, assuring Yael they were okay.
“Do you want to come in?” she asked, gesturing to the open door. “It’s chilly out here.” She frowned as she spotted his name tag. “Toby? Are you…” Falling silent, Yael shook her head, looking as confused as Toby felt. “That makes no sense,” she mumbled, then picked them up and carried them inside.
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What was that cat doing in my yard? Toby seemed very happy, but he was acting strange, for sure. There was no doubt it was the same cat from the pub; he had the same collar and the same name tag. Besides, the look in his eyes was hard to forget. That attentiveness and intelligence was perhaps a little muddled by whatever was going on with him right now, but it was still there, nevertheless. The pub was far away, so what were the chances of that same cat showing up here? He’d eaten the ham she’d given him, and that seemed to settle him a bit, so she decided there was no need to call an emergency vet or the RSPCA just yet. Even if she did, what would she say? I have a well-fed cat who seems unusually euphoric. Can you please help him? “Help him with what?”
they’d ask.
Bruce lay on the floor on the opposite side of the room, carefully observing Toby’s every move. His ears twitched when Toby purred, and he was intensely focused on his paws each time he stretched. Poor Bruce was far from happy with the situation and he occasionally whined, but Yael had been clear with her “no killies” command. If he attacked or even growled, there would be no “walkies” and no “treaties” before bed.
“I’m sorry, Bruce, he won’t be staying long,” she said, smiling at him. “Tomorrow it will just be you and me again, I promise.” Rubbing Toby’s round belly, she felt an urge to call Nora, as she was the only one who would understand the absurdity of the situation. Besides that, any excuse to see Nora’s face was welcome, so she Facetimed her.
“Hey. Sorry, am I interrupting you?” she asked when Nora picked up. The screen was dark, and she gasped, suddenly remembering the time difference. “Oh, God. I’m so sorry. I forgot it’s three a.m. there.”
“It’s okay.” Nora turned on her bedside lamp and sat up, rubbing the sleep out of her eyes.
“I can call back another time, it’s not—”
“No, please,” Nora interrupted her. She looked adorable in a Hello Kittie T-shirt, with her hair tousled and her sleepy face. “I’d love to talk to you.”
“Okay, if you’re sure, because I don’t want you to think I’m obsessed, calling you in the middle of the night. There’s something I wanted to show you.” Yael turned her camera and pointed it at Toby. “Look who came to visit me tonight.”
Nora squinted as she looked at him. “Huh. That looks like Toby, the—”
“It is him,” Yael said, zooming in on his name tag. “I mean, what are the chances?”
“Wow…” Nora was fully awake now, but she looked highly confused. “That’s so weird. Did you go back to that pub? Maybe he followed you home.”
“No, I haven’t been anywhere near it.” Yael shrugged. “Anyway, I just felt like telling you. I’ll let you go back to sleep now.”
“No, please don’t hang up.” Nora smiled. “I like talking to you.” She got out of bed, and Yael caught a glimpse of her white panties as the camera’s view shifted for a split second. “Come outside with me. The temperature is pleasant here at night.”
“I’m jealous.” Yael saw the pool that was lit up in the dark and the silhouette of palm trees against the starry sky. “It looks beautiful.”
“Yeah. The nights really are peaceful and beautiful, and there’s hardly anyone here.” Nora walked to the pool and sat back on a sun lounger. “So, what are you going to do with Toby?”
“I’m not sure. I tried calling the pub to ask if they’d found out who his owner was, but they didn’t pick up. I suspect they may have closed early because it’s Monday. Maybe I’ll keep him here tonight and drive him back to his own neighborhood tomorrow, although Bruce voted against that plan. He’s seriously disgruntled about having an intruder of the evil species in the house overnight.”
Nora laughed. “I bet he is. He’ll be sleeping with one eye open.”
“Yeah. So will I in case he gets any ideas.” Yael paused, her eyes fixated on Nora’s mouth. “Have you been for a night swim yet?” she asked, picturing Nora in a bikini. She wouldn’t mind seeing her in the pool.
“Not in this hotel, no. But maybe now is the time.” She shot Yael a mischievous look. “Want to come?”
“I do. Are you going in wearing those white panties?” Yael chuckled. “Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”
“Oh, you saw those, did you? Well, why not? It’s not like anyone’s watching apart from you…” Nora put her phone down to face the sky; Yael had a suspicion she was taking off her T-shirt. “What are you doing?” she asked anyway, turned on beyond belief.
“Just making sure my favorite T-shirt doesn’t get ruined by chlorine,” Nora said before Yael heard a splash. Seconds later, Nora picked up her phone again. “Hey, there. That’s better.” She was hanging onto the edge of the pool and her hair was wet.
Fuck. She’s topless. Yael couldn’t see anything apart from Nora’s shoulders and face, but it didn’t take a genius to work out there was little else covering Nora’s body apart from a pair of tiny white panties. “Nice,” she said with a cheeky grin. “I like what you’re wearing.”
“Oh yeah? What are you wearing?” Nora’s tone was playful and dripping with flirtation.
“Leggings, a tank top, two sweaters, socks, and slippers,” Yael said with a chuckle. “Not exactly sexy, I’m afraid.”
“I have to disagree on the sexy. I think you look great.”
“You do?” Yael turned her phone for a beat so Nora wouldn’t see the grin on her face. She was glad they were on a video call because face-to-face, she wouldn’t have dared to stare at Nora when she looked so seductive. Her face was lit up by the pool lights, and droplets trickled down her cheeks. “Well, night swims really suit you. You look…”
“Wet?” Nora joked, and Yael could tell from the heat in her eyes she wasn’t talking about the pool water. A silence fell between them, filled with anticipation and sexual tension.
“Yes. You look beautiful and wet,” Yael finally said, lowering her voice to a whisper. “Do you make a habit of swimming topless?”
“Only on special occasions for a very special audience,” Nora shot back at her. “Do you?”
“It’s been a while. I used to go for night swims in Tel Aviv when I was in high school. The beaches are busy during the day, but at night they’re quiet, so we got away with it.”
“Cute. What else did you get up to in high school?” Nora asked. “Were you a good girl?”
Yael was burning and flustered. Nora never broke eye contact and neither did she. “That depends how you define a good girl…” She opened her mouth to say more, then stopped herself. “Do you mind if I get a drink before I answer that question? I have a feeling I might need a glass of wine for this conversation.”
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N ora strolled along the market, indecisive about what to eat. That was the problem with too much choice: she wanted to sample everything, and she wasn’t even hungry. The small square outside the temple grounds in Pai held dozens of tables with benches, and around them were food carts and barbecue stands selling Northern Thai dishes. Filled with mainly local families and a couple of backpackers, it was a lively and fun place to eat. Roosters and chickens ran freely in between diners, helping themselves to food that had fallen to the ground. Leftover spareribs and chicken bones were returned to the main barbecue stand where a queue of stray dogs waited patiently for their treats.
She smiled at a group of old monks who had gathered on the square to exercise, and they returned her friendly greeting from their yoga positions. Their orange robes against the colorful backdrop of food carts and the blue temple made for an amazing photo opportunity, but she refrained as no one was on their phone here and she didn’t want to be the “odd tourist out” or intrude on their privacy.
After circling the premises twice, she chose a small portion of pad Thai with shrimp and tofu that was served in banana leaf, and a tea leaf salad that was served in a coconut shell. This was an environmentally conscious community where vendors made the most of their natural resources. Instead of bottled water, tanks with drinking water served passersby who filled up their bottles in return for a small donation to the temple, and most coffee shops only served takeout if their customers brought their own cups.
Nora picked up a diner’s pack, which consisted of a big lemonade glass and a spoon and a fork, and headed for the smoothie stand where she ordered a pineapple and coconut smoothie. Happy with her selection, she joined a family at the end of a long table from where she had a great view over the exercising monks. There was always something to look at in Pai, and she loved that. From the women preparing food in front of their homes to playing puppies and street musicians, she was never bored.
“Can I sit with you?” a young man asked. He didn’t have any food with him and seemed to have targeted her specifically.
“Of course,” Nora said, pointing to the bench opposite her. “But if you’re trying to sell me something, save yourself the effort. I have no space in my luggage.”
“I’m not selling you earthly goods. I’m offering you a divine experience,” he said dramatically, spreading his arms like he was Jesus. “I’m offering you unique memories and a chance to learn about everything extraordinary this beautiful part of the world has to offer.”
They were clearly rehearsed lines from a website or a flyer, but he seemed harmless. “Okay, please continue, but I’m warning you. I’m not looking to join a cult either.” The people at her table started laughing, and she relaxed a little when they interrupted and started joking with him in Thai.
“He’s good man,” one of the women told Nora. “He’s very knowledgeable about nature.”
“It’s a jungle tour,” Nora’s companion explained. “Someone dropped out today, so we have a space left. I saw you sitting here by yourself, and I thought you might be interested.”
Nora stopped chewing as she thought about that. “A jungle tour? You mean in those big Range Rovers I’ve seen driving past?”
“No, we’ll be walking.” He smiled. “We’re driving toward Chiang Mai in a few hours, and we’ll spend the first night at a campsite where our guests will enjoy late-night food by a campfire and a good night’s sleep before we set off on foot early tomorrow morning. It’s a four-day hike.”
“Oh.” Nora hesitated. “What do I need for that?”
“Just good walking shoes and mosquito repellent. Most of our guests take their backpack, as they like to change their clothes, but you can also leave it with the driver who will pick us up on the other side, if you prefer. We currently have seven people and capacity for eight. I will take good care of you and make sure you’re safe, of course. I know the jungle very well.” He placed a business card on the table and stood up. “If you’d like to join us, give me a call, otherwise we might be full. It’s six thousand baht, paid in cash, and we’re leaving from the bus station in two hours.”
Nora nodded and took the card. She was heading in that direction anyway, and so far, going with the flow had worked out well for her, so why turn down such an exciting opportunity? “Wait,” she said, waving him back when he was about to walk off. “It sounds good. I’ll come.”
“Great.” He narrowed his eyes as he looked her over. “Are you healthy? No injuries?”
“I’m healthy.”
“Good. Do you exercise?”
“Yes,” Nora lied. She did occasionally, but truthfully, she hadn’t seen the inside of a gym in nearly a year.
“Any allergies that you know of? High blood pressure? Asthma?”
“Nope. Nothing.”
“Then you’ll be fine.” He shook her hand. “My name is Praew, by the way. I forgot to introduce myself.”
“I’m Nora.” Nora had tons of questions for him regarding accommodation, food, and Wi-Fi, but two hours was not much time to head back to the hotel, pack up her things and check out before going to the bus station, so she got up too and grabbed her food to take it with her. “I guess I’ll see you in two hours, then.”
“Perfect. Be twenty minutes early if you can. We need to do a quick health check for the insurance company.” He patted her shoulder. “Don’t worry, it’s just a formality.”
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Between numerous phone calls with her father to coordinate the purchase of the biggest diamond they’d ever sold, a meeting with Tahlia’s PA, who was organizing their Tel Aviv trip, a visit to the pet store to buy a cat carrier, and two long walks with Bruce to keep him happy enough not to go in for the “killies,” Yael was exhausted by the time she was ready to drive Toby back to his neighborhood.
Crying at the door, he’d indicated he wanted to leave a few times, but she was worried he’d get lost if he tried to find his way home by himself, so she’d offered him food, which seemed to keep him happy. He’d been sleeping in Bruce’s bed by the fireplace in between meals, and poor Bruce was so upset she was pretty sure he would have called animal welfare to take him away if he could. Unlike yesterday, Toby was acting like a normal cat, and she wondered if someone had drugged him before stealing him and he’d escaped from a car close to her home. It was the only explanation she could think of, and she was sure his owners would be delighted to have him back again. Her plan was to drive to the pub and ask around to see if anyone knew who he belonged to. If that didn’t get her anywhere, she’d take him to the vet so they could check the address on the chip: most cats were chipped, she figured, especially in a big city like London.
Yael put a blanket in the cat carrier and scanned the living room for Toby, but she didn’t see him anywhere. Aware that cats had a knack for hiding or sleeping in unusual places, she checked the kitchen cupboards and even got a ladder out to check behind the books on the top shelves of her bookcase, to no avail. “Where’s the cat?” she asked Bruce, who was contently nestled in his own bed again.
His ears perked as he looked up at her, then glanced around, but only a faint howl escaped him.
“Where’s the cat?” she asked again. “Come on, Bruce. Don’t tell me you haven’t been watching Toby’s every move. Where is he?” She tapped the cat carrier. “Look, I’m going to take him away. Isn’t that what you wanted?”
Bruce stared at her with puppy-dog eyes, then lowered his head and rested his chin on the edge of the dog bed as he let out a long sigh.
“Thanks for nothing,” Yael mumbled, nervously looking out for bloodstains on the rugs and the walls. If there had been “killies,” there would be evidence, but she saw nothing. Besides, she’d only left them alone for three minutes while she went to the bathroom. “Toby!” she yelled, heading upstairs to check the bedrooms. “Toby, where are you? I’m going to take you home.” She looked under the beds, in her wardrobes, behind the curtains, and even in the laundry basket, then checked the boiler cupboard and the shower until there was nowhere else he could be.
That’s not possible. I just saw him. Yael went through the same process again until she was certain Toby wasn’t there. Then she called Nora. Not because Nora would be able to help all the way from Thailand but because she desperately needed to share her confusion with someone. This cat had been, and still was, fucking with her sanity.
The phone rang, but Nora didn’t pick up. She checked the time and decided it wasn’t too late, so she tried again, but got no answer. Yael waited for twenty minutes, hoping Nora would see her missed call and call her back. Until now, she’d been very keen on contact, and she always picked up immediately, so she didn’t think Nora was ignoring her on purpose. She could be having dinner with new friends, or perhaps she really was sleeping.
Her doorbell rang, and she was relieved to see Jess there with Yappy at her feet.
“Hey. We were just passing by and Yappy ran straight to your door, so I thought he could say hi to Bruce for a bit, if you don’t mind?”
“No, please come in.” Yael gave Yappy a cuddle and smiled when the two dogs started tearing around the living room together. “Something weird is going on,” she said. “I had a cat in the house, and he’s disappeared, but all the doors and windows were closed all day. There’s literally no way he could have escaped.”
“A cat?” Jess frowned. “Did you get a cat?”
“No, he was in my yard last night and seemed highly confused, so I kept him inside overnight. Anyway, I was about to take him back to his owner, but it’s like he’s gone up in smoke. Do you think Yappy would know if there was a cat in the house?”
“Yes,” Jess said resolutely. “He hates cats as much as Bruce does. He would know.” She pointed to a hairy patch on the sofa. “Is that where he’s been sleeping?”
“Yes, there and in the dog bed.”
“Ouch. Poor Bruce.” Jess chuckled as she got down on her knees and patted the sofa. “If anyone can find a cat, it’s my talented son. He’s got a nose for sniffing out the enemy. Yappy, what’s this smell?” She patted the hairy spot and waited for Yappy to come over and sniff it. “It’s a cat,” she whispered in a tone that was sure to evoke excitement in any dog. Yappy barked in his small-dog high pitch, then sniffed the sofa like his life depended on it. After a while, he stuck his tiny little nose in the air and moved frantically around the room, sniffing out every nook and cranny. Bruce followed, curious as to why his bestie was suddenly so keen to investigate. Bruce himself was already used to the cat smell, Yael figured. Perhaps that was why he wasn’t as bothered. Or maybe he had no intention of assisting in finding the intruder who was finally gone. Both Yappy and Bruce lingered around the makeshift litterbox she’d made out of a cardboard box and ripped up newspapers before they continued their quest. She opened the hallway door for Yappy, but he wasn’t interested in either the hallway or the staircase.
“If the cat was upstairs, Yappy would be on the case,” Jess assured her. “Are you sure you didn’t leave the door open?”
“I’m positive.” Yael shrugged. “Well, I guess he managed somehow. He’s not here, that’s for sure.”
“Are you worried about him?” Jess asked.
“A little. But he’s a cat, and cats always find their way back. Isn’t that what they say?” She went into the kitchen and grabbed a bottle of white wine from the fridge. If she wasn’t going to drive, she might as well have a drink with Jess.
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“So, what made you want to come on this trip?” Andromeda, the woman next to Nora, asked when they were seated around the campfire. Most people in their group had been sleeping during the drive, so they were introducing themselves now over food and iced tea.
“I only decided on the spur of the moment earlier tonight,” Nora said. “I wasn’t supposed to leave for Chiang Mai until tomorrow morning, but Praew told me there was a space left, so it seemed like a fun idea.” Nora helped herself to a steamed mung-bean cake and passed the plate on to her neighbor. She was glad there was food here; under time pressure to get ready she hadn’t finished her dinner. She hadn’t checked her phone either, which was still in her backpack, tucked under her bunkbed in the makeshift dorm they were sleeping in tonight. They were way farther from civilization than she’d expected. The driver had taken them deep into the jungle, and apart from the campsite that was completely off the grid, she hadn’t spotted any signs of human life nearby. “What about you?” she asked.
“Oh, I’m in this new stage in my life where I want to try everything,” Andromeda said matter-of-factly. “I got divorced three years ago and spent the following two years sitting at home feeling sorry for myself. My daughter booked a holiday to Thailand to get me out of my rut, and it’s been eye-opening. She left a month ago, but I decided to stay for another two months until my visa runs out. I’m retired so I don’t have anywhere I need to be, and I’ve discovered I love backpacking.” She pointed to her hair and laughed. “My kids are mortified their mom has dreads now, but I don’t care if they laugh at me because I’m living my best life.”
“How cool! Do you mind if I ask how old you are?”
“Sixty-five. Soon to be sixty-six. I’m still in good shape, though. I run marathons and do a lot of yoga, although I must admit, I’m a little nervous about this hike. Apparently, it’s quite challenging.”
“Oh?” Nora frowned. “I really have no idea what to expect. Where are we sleeping at night? I assume it’s fairly basic, like this?” She glanced at the small wooden building with the sleeping dorm and a rustic outdoor kitchen. Behind it was an outdoor toilet close to a separate cottage where the couple who ran the hostel lived.
Andromeda laughed. “You’re funny.”
“What do you mean?” A feeling of unease crept up on Nora. “That wasn’t a joke. Why is it funny?”
“Oh, God. You really have no idea, do you?” Andromeda stared at her incredulously. “We’ll be sleeping in hammocks hung between the trees. Did you really think there were hotels deep in the jungle?”
Nora’s jaw dropped as it suddenly hit her this hike was not going to be relaxing in any way. “I don’t have a hammock.”
“You don’t need one. The tour company provides them. You will have to carry it yourself, but don’t worry. I’ve been told they’re lightweight and easy to clip onto your backpack.”
“Right. So, we’re going to walk for four days and sleep in a hammock. Will there at least be food, or do we have to fend for ourselves?”
Andromeda laughed even harder now, holding on to her stomach as she rocked. “Hey, guys,” she said to the others, raising her voice. “Listen to this. Nora just asked me where we’ll be sleeping and what we’ll be eating.”
“Seriously?” A hippy-ish guy who called himself Eagle joined in with the laughter. “Didn’t you look into the details before you signed up? This is hardcore, man. There aren’t many other companies that provide survival experiences in Thailand, and this is the only one in the North.”
“I didn’t have time to look up the website,” Nora said, embarrassed she hadn’t bothered to inform herself before she’d made the decision to join. “And I honestly didn’t think it would be so basic.” She painted on a smile. “But that’s fine. I love adventure.”
“That’s the spirit, chick.” Eagle held up his light beer in a toast.
Nora held up her tea in return, forcefully holding her grin. Everything made sense now. The hostel didn’t provide alcohol tonight because they wouldn’t be able to cope with the strenuous hike tomorrow if they’d been drinking, and they’d put her through a health check to make sure she wouldn’t collapse during the hike. What if I do collapse? What if I can’t keep up? She looked at each of her fellow group members and noticed they were all incredibly fit and muscular, regardless of their age. If anything, she was the weakest link, despite being the youngest. She certainly didn’t have calves like Andromeda or guns like Eagle. “Excuse me, I need the bathroom,” she mumbled, getting up.
Someone joked that she was running for the hills, and a few more one-liners were thrown her way, but she looked at them over her shoulder and laughed it off. She didn’t really need to use the bathroom; she wanted her phone, but she didn’t dare say that, as the others were all about enlightenment and being in the moment. They’d made comments about people who couldn’t live without their phones like it was a crime to be on social media, but Nora wanted to call Yael before she went to sleep in case her battery ran out. Remembering she had an extra battery pack with her, she immediately felt calmer. There would be nowhere to charge her phone, and if this excursion was as extraordinary as she had been led to believe, she was going to document it. Anyway, what she did with her phone was no one else’s business, she decided. If she wanted to take pictures and upload them to Instagram, she would damn well do it.
Nora fetched her phone and snuck behind the building to check her messages. It was pitch-dark, and she trod carefully to make sure she didn’t slip on the damp rocks. As she was about to open WhatsApp, something shot out of the bushes, and with a loud shriek, she jumped back and dropped her phone. She heard the screen crack against a rock, and her heart sank.
“Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she hissed, picking up her phone and wincing when a glass splinter pierced her thumb as she moved it over the broken screen. She couldn’t see a thing anymore.
“Are you okay?” Praew asked, rushing toward her. His worried expression dropped when he spotted the phone in Nora’s hand.
“Yeah, I’m fine. I think it was a monkey or something. I’m not sure.” She sighed. “I dropped my phone and now it’s fucked.”
“You can have it repaired when we get to Chiang Mai,” Praew said. “Don’t worry. I have a fully charged phone, three extra battery packs, a walkie-talkie, and a flare gun. If anything happens, I’ll be connected one way or another. “Would you like to message anyone from my phone before we set off tomorrow? I have reception here.”
Nora thought about that as she brushed the splintered screen against her shorts. She didn’t need to contact her father. They only spoke once a week, and Mel could wait too. All she really wanted was to call Yael, but she didn’t know her number by heart, and it seemed excessive for Praew to contact her on social media.
“Thank you, but I think I’m good,” she finally said. “It’s only four days. I’ll call them when I’ve had my phone fixed.”
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“A re you okay? You’re very quiet today,” Jess said as she lifted Yappy onto her lap and settled beside Yael outside the coffee shop.
“I’m fine.” Yael studied the menu even though she never ordered anything other than a soy latte with a double shot. “Just overthinking things, I guess.”
“Overthinking what?”
“Nora hasn’t messaged me back.” Their favorite waitress stuck her head out of the door, and Yael gave her a thumbs-up, letting her know they would have their usual order while Jess fiddled with the heater above them.
“And?” Jess arched a brow as she looked down at her. “Nora’s on holiday. She’s probably just having fun, and besides, she’s not your girlfriend.” She shook her head and smiled. “I’m sorry. Was that blunt? I didn’t mean to be blunt.”
“No, you’re right. It’s possible she’s distracted, or maybe she’s not even thinking of me. But it’s been twenty-two hours since my last message, and she usually gets back to me right away.” Yael swallowed hard and felt sick at the thought of other alternatives. “Do you think she’s met someone? Or what if something happened to her? I don’t know her family or friends. I’d never find out.”
“Twenty-two hours. You’re seriously counting the hours?” Jess looked at her pensively. “Are you worried?”
“Yes. I don’t know what I’m worried about, but I am.” Yael shrugged. “It’s unlike her to be silent.”
“But you don’t even know her well,” Jess shot back. She pointed to Yael’s phone on the table and held out her hand. “Can I read your messages? I’ll probably be able to tell if she was in the process of letting you down gently.”
“What? No.” Yael nudged her. “That’s private, and trust me, she was not about to discreetly disappear out of my life. It’s been intense this past week. We’ve talked a lot.”
“Oh, come on. Nora’s not your girlfriend. She’s someone you’re crushing on and you’re only just getting to know each other.” Jess continued to hold out her hand. “And I’m just a friend helping out. There’s nothing wrong with me reading your messages, and I promise I won’t laugh.”
Yael covered her phone as she considered that. She wouldn’t normally let Jess read her messages, but she really didn’t know what to do with herself. “Okay,” she said. “But don’t judge me. This is painfully embarrassing for me.” Opening her messages, she held on to her phone for a few seconds, her cheeks already burning before Jess had read a single sentence. “I’m not sure…”
“Give it to me.” Jess snatched the phone out of her hand. “How bad can it be? You’ve been on one official date, and you’ve exchanged a couple of messages. So what?” Jess’s eyes widened as she started scrolling back to their first message. “Holy shit. That’s a long thread.”
“Yeah.” Yael stood up and commanded Bruce to stay. “I’m going to the restroom. I can’t be here while you read them.” She headed inside but instead of going to the restroom, she sat at the bar and asked for a glass of water. From here, she had a good view of Jess, who was chuckling to herself, amused at the exchange that had gotten more heated by the day. Yael felt like a teenager as her friend read her messages, but what else could she do? The past twenty-two hours and twenty minutes had felt like a week, and she must have checked her phone hundreds of times.
After five very long minutes, Jess glanced inside and waved her back.
“And?” Yael asked, blushing hard with embarrassment.
“Fuck. You two are going at it. The phone almost caught fire while I was reading.”
“That was only after the last time we FaceTimed. After we…” She buried her face in her hands and groaned.
“After you had video sex?
“Not quite, but it wasn’t far off.” Yael didn’t dare look Jess in the eyes. “I don’t want to talk about it. Just tell me what you think. Was she getting bored with me?”
Jess laughed. “Ehm…no. Definitely not.” She shot Yael a teasing grin. “She wants you. Like, she really, really wants you. And you really, really want her. Plus, she’s funny and she seems super nice. I like her.”
“Good. But if you ever meet her, don’t you dare tell her you read those messages.”
“Of course not.” Jess zipped her mouth closed. “Okay, so my highly professional opinion, since I’m such a relationship expert…” She grinned and paused for dramatic effect. “I think she lost her phone. She hasn’t even read the last message you sent her, and there’s no doubt she’s very much into you.”
“Or it was stolen. Maybe she got robbed.”
“Don’t assume the worst,” Jess said, patting Yael’s knee. “You’ll hear from her soon, I’m sure.”
“Unless she knows my number by heart, that’s unlikely. Do you think I should track down her friend? The one she lives with? If something happened, Melanie would know, right?”
Absolutely not,” Jess said resolutely. “That would be ridiculous. No. Just wait until Nora contacts you. I’m sure it won’t be long.”
“Okay.” Yael sat back and sighed, once again glancing at her phone in the hope it would light up. “But I need distraction. Will you distract me?”
“I’d love to,” Jess said. “But sadly, I have to get back to work in a bit. Can you please watch the Yapster for a few hours? My meeting is in Acton, and I don’t want to leave him at home or in the car.”
“Sure.” Yael bent down, scratched Yappy’s chin and gave him a kiss on his little head. “Yappy’s distraction enough, I suppose.” She held out her arms and he eagerly jumped onto her lap. “Do you want to come home with Aunt Yael and roast a chicken together?”
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NORA
Why am I doing this to myself? Nora’s back hurt from sleeping in the hammock and her feet were killing her from all the walking. Her hiking boots weren’t the best, but they weren’t cheap either. Blaming her misery on everything and everyone but herself today, she was annoyed they didn’t do the job, but there wasn’t much she could do about that now. She was almost out of blister bandages and hoped Praew had some extra ones in case she needed more. She’d had a wash in the river, but worried about leeches, she’d kept her grooming regime to a minimum. It didn’t matter all that much; there was no one here she needed to impress. Her hair was a jumble of knots and dreads, and she had several cuts and bruises on her legs and arms. They’d been walking for seven hours and had only paused for short comfort breaks and lunch, which consisted of a protein bar, a mango, and some type of root they’d pulled out of the soil. Plowing through the overgrowth, she was glad they’d almost reached their destination for the night. It wasn’t even dark yet, but she’d have no trouble sleeping now, even if she did have to hang over a tree branch.
“Ten more minutes,” Praew announced, looking over his shoulder to make sure his group was keeping up.
“Thank fuck,” someone behind Nora yelled, and the group mumbled their agreement. Nora had gotten to know them pretty well by now, as they’d talked a lot to distract themselves from thinking about snakes and spiders. They were all friendly and interesting; avid travelers who, unlike her, loved to push themselves to their limits. To think she’d called herself an adrenaline junkie on her dating profile was ridiculous, and she made a mental note to take it off as soon as she got back. Actually, she would just delete her profile altogether, as she didn’t want Yael to think she was still using it. A single bungee jump or cliff dive did not make her brave, she knew that now. They’d joked about the legal documents they’d signed before setting off, protecting the tour company from any liability when it came to serious injuries. Perhaps that was the moment she should have reconsidered this because even Nora, who always looked at things from the bright side, had to admit the situation was looking far from rose-colored. She wasn’t a gym bunny, a yoga fanatic, or a marathon runner like the others. She went through phases when she exercised to look good for certain events, but nothing more than that. Well, she’d learned her lesson when it came to reading the fine print because she suspected she was about to pass out, and by now, the dozens of mosquito bites were the least of her worries. She just wanted to get out of the jungle, to where a room with a bed and a three-course meal would be waiting for her.
Lying awake and freezing at every sound she was unable to identify, she hadn’t slept more than an hour last night, and the hammock had given her a sore back. Screams, cries, chirps, and hums had frightened her, and she’d quickly learned there was no such thing as silence in the jungle. In fact, it was noisier at night than during the day. A creature had nibbled on a branch only a few feet away from her, and her hammock, covered by a mosquito net to keep out snakes and insects, had been shaken by something more than once. The moment the campfire died out, she couldn’t even see her hands in front of her face, and that was even more frightening than the mystery noises that kept attacking her from all directions. The heavy tramping at night came from tapirs and wild buffalo, but in the early hours, she was imagining a Malayan bear. The latter was unlikely but not impossible, and she realized she shouldn’t have Googled the long list of animals that lived here. It was like having a bad but innocent headache and then self-diagnosing by looking up deadly, brain-related diseases. Nothing good came from too much knowledge, she thought, fully aware she was being childish.
Praew had told them the jungle was completely safe as long as they followed nature’s rules and didn’t stray away from the group, especially at night. None of the spooky stuff seemed to bother any of Nora’s fellow trekkers; they’d snored peacefully while she watched the light fade from the last glowing ember in the campfire. She’d wisely kept her mouth shut and hadn’t complained, as she didn’t want to be “that person” in the group.
Come on, Nora. It’s almost the end of day two. You’re practically halfway.
Despite her suffering, she had to admit the forest was beautiful, and they’d encountered amazing wildlife. The trees and plants were spectacular. Bamboo grew between evergreen and teak, and the intertwined winding lianas serving as a playground for the monkeys. The dense jungle was part of the woods of Northern Thailand that were often described as the foothills of the Himalayas. They’d spotted tropical birds such as kingfishers, blue-winged pittas, and spiderhunters, and along the river they’d seen water monitor lizards and a small python, which, they’d been told, was not big enough to go after humans. Then there were the monkeys, which were her favorite. Gibbons followed them curiously and observed them from high up in the treetops whenever the group stopped for a break, and occasionally they’d throw things at them, as if humans were purely a source of entertainment.
She’d more than once walked into a huge spider’s web and freaked out, convinced that whatever spider had weaved it was in her hair or on her back. Nora had never considered herself to be squeamish, but she most certainly was. There were a lot of things to be scared of, especially here. She was now officially scared of a long list of things, which included every sound she heard at night, all insects, all reptiles, and just about everything that lived in the water. She was also scared of tripping in the overgrowth and falling into an underground cave where she’d be buried alive forever, being strangled by a boa constrictor, and being ripped apart by a hungry bear. Frankly, this innocent trip she’d so naively embraced with open arms had fucked her up for good.
Putting all her energy into setting one foot in front of the other, she only barely heard the gasps from her fellow group members when they reached a large, open patch in the jungle. Her subconscious had already registered the glorious sound of cool, running water, and when she found the strength to lift her head, she saw a beautiful, tall waterfall that crashed into a blue lagoon. Knowing she didn’t have to walk any farther, at least not today, all her senses came back to life. The tuneful splash of the water and the cacophony of birdsong announcing dusk was like music to her ears, and slivers of the low sun reflected in the lagoon like diamonds. It was breathtakingly beautiful and so perfect, and she wished she could send a picture to Yael.
More than that, she wished Yael was here to share it with her. The woman who consumed her mind and her body. The woman she worshipped like the sun. The woman she so desperately wanted like no one she’d ever wanted. But Yael wasn’t here. Making the best of the situation, Nora dropped her backpack, stripped to her underwear, and followed Andromeda to the lagoon. She was sweaty and tired and warm, and whatever creatures lived in the water would hopefully leave her be for at least five minutes. There was no shame left in her; they’d all seen the worst of each other and the last thing she was worried about was how she looked in her wet underwear.
“Are you ready?” Andromeda asked, balancing on a rock in a white tank top and boy shorts.
“So ready.” To her left, Nora saw Praew jump in, fully clothed, and she and Andromeda swiftly followed. Only moments later, all nine of them were drifting and splashing around in the cool water like a bunch of toddlers in a kiddie pool. Nora swam to the waterfall and climbed onto a rock underneath it. As the cascade clattered against her back, giving her sore muscles a much-needed massage, she made peace with her fate. All the pain was worth it for moments like this.
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“I s this Melanie?” Yael asked after calling the fifth construction management company that employed someone called Melanie. She’d taken Jess’s advice on board, then gone home and done the exact opposite because there was no way she could concentrate on work if she was worrying about Nora. With Yappy on her lap, she’d been trying for a while now, but she wasn’t getting anywhere.
“Speaking.” There was a silence. “Can I help you?”
“Maybe. I’m terribly sorry to interrupt you, but I’m looking for Nora’s friend Melanie. Is that you?”
“Yes. I have a friend called Nora.” Melanie paused. “Are you Yael?”
“That’s me. Sorry to disturb you at work.”
“This is about Nora, isn’t it?” Melanie sounded worried.
“It is. I’m not sure if I’m overreacting here,” Yael said, “but I haven’t heard from her in a couple of days, and seeing as we don’t know each other that well, I can’t tell if that’s out of the ordinary. It’s possible she’s just blanking me, but I had a funny feeling and I—”
“Oh my God, me too,” Melanie interrupted her. “I’m so glad you called. I’ve been trying to reach her for two days and she’s not picking up, but I hid a tracker in her backpack before she left. I’ve just caught a signal—she’s somewhere deep in the jungle.”
“What?” Yael’s stomach dropped. “Where?”
“Somewhere around Chiang Mai. I bought one of those dog tags. They pick up on the signal of iPhones nearby. The signal’s weak, but she’s definitely there, and she’s moving really slowly, which means she’s not in a vehicle. I also looked up that part of the jungle, and there are no hotels anywhere near.” Melanie sighed. “I’m worried.”
“Me too. That doesn’t sound good.” Yael paused as doom scenarios clouded her thoughts. “Could she be on a tour or something? Maybe her battery died. It’s unlikely she’ll be able to charge her phone in the jungle. Or perhaps her backpack got stolen with her phone and her tracker in it? Maybe the thief is hiding their stash in the jungle, and if that’s the case, Nora would have notified the police, right? And if she’s reported it, the police will have a record of it.”
“Good thinking,” Melanie said. “I’m so, so relieved to talk to you. Apparently, we’re the only two people she’s spoken to since she left for Thailand. I called all our friends, and no one else has heard from her.”
“I can call the Chiang Mai police,” Yael said. “It might take me a few hours. I’m not sure how their system works, but I’ll get on it now.”
“Thank you. I’ll start calling hotels in Chiang Mai to ask if she’s checked in anywhere. I was told she checked out of her previous hotel in Pai, but that’s all I know.” Melanie hesitated. “Fuck. I really hope she’s okay.”
“Yeah. Me too.” Yael hoped this was all one big misunderstanding and Nora would call any minute, annoyed that Melanie had hidden a tracker in her backpack. Or maybe she’d found the tracker and put it in someone else’s bag—someone who was going into the jungle—just to confuse Melanie. That still didn’t explain why she hadn’t replied to their messages, even if it was just to let them know she was okay. “Do you have her father’s number?”
“No, I don’t, I’m afraid, but I’m sure I’ll be able to track him down. Should I call him? Probably best to wait until we know what’s going on, right?”
“I don’t know,” Yael said. “I genuinely don’t know. That’s up to you. You know Nora better than me.”
“Okay, I’ll think about it.” Melanie groaned. “I have to go. My mom keeps calling, and I think it might be urgent. Can I call you back on this number? I’ll message you so you have my mobile number too.”
“Sure. Thanks, Melanie. I’ll let you know as soon as I hear anything from the police.”
Yael felt sick with worry after she’d hung up. Whatever was going on, it didn’t look good. Nora not responding to her messages wasn’t so much the issue. Although it seemed unlikely, she could have met someone there, and maybe she was just ghosting Yael, but she was glad she’d managed to find Melanie because if she was worried too, then there was a realistic chance Nora really was in trouble. At least Melanie said she was moving on her radar, and that meant she was able to walk.
Unsure where to start, Yael decided to call the American embassy in Bangkok before she called the Chiang Mai police. If Nora’s backpack had been stolen and her passport was in there, she would have contacted them to get a new passport first thing.
After two hours on hold and many more calls, the embassy’s representative told her there was no record of a stolen passport under the name of Nora Bloom. They had contacted the police for her, and there was no report of theft under that name either. Apparently, sometimes it took a while for the records to go onto the system in Thailand, and she’d have to wait until tomorrow to know for sure, but it seemed likely that Nora had not reported a crime in a Thai police station.
It was midnight by the time Yael called Melanie back. “Nothing so far,” she said. “We can file a missing person’s report after forty-eight hours, which is tomorrow. I told them about the tracker, but they refuse to send resources into the jungle before the report has been processed, so that’s not helpful. They also told me that part of the jungle is often used for excursions, so it’s possible Nora’s there with a group. They couldn’t tell me if there are excisions going on at the moment, as they’re generally organized by small businesses that take cash in hand, and most of them aren’t even officially registered.” She took a sip of the wine she’d poured herself, hoping it would calm her. “What about you?”
“No luck here either.” Melanie let out a long sigh of frustration. “There are so many hotels in Chiang Mai. I’ve been making calls all afternoon while I was in hospital with Mom, and I’ve still only ticked off about five percent of them.”
“Your mom is in hospital?” Yael asked.
“Yes, she fell down the stairs and broke her leg, so I’ve been at the Chelsey and Westminster with her all day, and they’re keeping her until tomorrow.”
“I’m sorry. That must be so stressful for you.”
“Yeah. I kind of want to fly to Thailand because I’m super worried about Nora.” Melanie’s voice broke as she spoke, and she continued with a sniff, “I feel so helpless not being able to do much from here, but I have to stay with my mom and get her home and make sure she gets help in the house. Anyway, let’s wait and see if there’s more news from the embassy tomorrow.”
“I could go,” Yael heard herself say.
“Really?” Melanie sounded both relieved and surprised.
“Yes.” Yael, too, felt frustrated being so helpless, and being a problem solver by heart, she couldn’t just sit back and wait for a phone call when Nora may be in trouble. At least if she were there, she could hand out pictures of Nora and ask if anyone had seen her. She could also file the missing person’s report at the station to avoid confusion or mistakes: she’d experienced firsthand how difficult it was to communicate over the phone with language barriers. Best of all, she could find someone to take her into the jungle and find Nora, using the coordinates from the tracker.
“I’ll have a look at tickets now,” she said. “I can’t just sit back and do nothing. It’s driving me mad.”
“Wow.” Melanie paused. “That makes me feel so much better. But you and Nora—are you…?”
“No, we’re not in a relationship, if that’s what you mean. But…” Yael stopped herself, as she wasn’t even sure what she was trying to say. “But I care about her.”
“Aww.” Melanie’s voice went up a notch as another sniff escaped her. “That’s so lovely to hear. Will you let me know if you find a reasonable flight?”
“I’ll find a flight, reasonable or not, and I’ll make sure I have Wi-Fi so you can let me know if there’s any movement on the tracker.”
“Thank you, and I will. I’m watching it like a hawk,” Melanie said. “I’ll send you updates on the tracker’s location as it changes. There must be someone who’s willing to go with you and find her. If it’s expensive, I’ll pay for it.”
“Don’t worry about that. Let’s keep in contact.”
“Okay. We can always sort it out later. And Yael?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you so much for caring,” Melanie said.
Yael felt a lump form in her throat as she opened her laptop once again. “And you, Melanie. You’re a good friend.”
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F ive hours to go. The tour guide’s words were like music to Nora’s ears. At the end of this stretch of forest, there was a road and civilization. There would be an air-conditioned vehicle waiting to take them to their hotel in Chiang Mai, where they could relax and reflect on the past four days over cold drinks and plenty of food. It had been all they’d talked about today; even the seasoned adventurers weren’t immune to the prospect of comfort. Now that they were almost there, they were filled with a sense of pride and achievement, and no one had trouble keeping up anymore.
First, she’d have a shower. A very long shower, with soap and shampoo and a razor. She’d wash her hair, clean her nails, and brush her teeth several times. Then, she’d jump in the pool and maybe have another shower right after, just because she could. Actually, it was more likely she’d throw herself onto the food first. Her stomach was rumbling, and although they’d eaten fruit from the forest, fish from the river, and protein bars Praew had brought along, she felt weak and hungry. A cold beer would be nice too. Or maybe a frozen margarita. Do they make those in Thailand?
Mentally swapping around the order of everything she longed for, she added in a call to Yael. She couldn’t wait to speak to her again. The four days had felt like a lifetime, not only because of the sleepless nights and the strenuous impact the trek had on her body, but also because she missed not being in contact with the one person constantly on her mind. Their flirting had been through the roof during their last couple of calls, and there was no doubt Yael couldn’t wait to be face-to-face with her either so they could finish what they’d started. Perhaps “finish” wasn’t the right word because this felt like the beginning of something new and beautiful. They could talk for hours about anything and everything. They had firing chemistry, but there was also a trust that made Nora open up to Yael and vice versa. They’d told each other about their previous relationships and their families. They’d talked about regrets from the past and hopes for the future, and even though they’d barely seen each other in real life, Nora felt like she knew Yael.
“I’m going to sleep,” Andromeda, who was walking next to her said, pulling her out of her thoughts. “I’m going to have a shower, crank up the air conditioning and sleep for as long as I feel like and fuck it, I’ll pay extra for a late checkout tomorrow.”
“I was thinking the same,” Nora said. And I’m going to have my phone screen repaired. I feel helpless without it.”
“Do you think anyone’s worried about you?” Andromeda asked.
“I don’t think so. It’s been four days since I used it, and I only speak to my dad once a week, so it should be fine. I might have some missed calls from my housemate Melanie, though, but she needs to learn that I’m not available twenty-four seven,” Nora said with a chuckle. “She’s my best friend, and she doesn’t know what to do with herself when I’m not around.”
“Count yourself lucky, I wish I could say the same.” Andromeda laughed. “I live in a shared house with four others in Berlin, and there’s very little love between us. The location is amazing, though, so I put up with them.” She paused. “So, there’s no one special in your life?”
“I’m not in a relationship, no. But there’s a woman I’ve been talking to. We went on a date before I left for Thailand, and I can’t wait to call her, but not in this state. I need to clean up first.” Nora arched a brow as she pointed to her hair. “I’m glad I haven’t been able to see my own reflection, but I think I have an idea.” She spread her arms as she turned to her new friend. “On a scale of one to ten, and please be honest, how bad do I look compared to day one?”
Andromeda studied her with an amused grin. “Okay, total honesty here. I’d still give you a six,” she said. “Sure, your hair is a mess, but so is everyone else’s. And you probably smell. I couldn’t tell you because all I can smell is myself at the moment. You have dirt marks on your forehead, and the mosquito bites on your chin look like a shaving rash, so that’s not great. I’d give you a seven if it wasn’t for that mosquito bite on your eyelid. It makes you look like Quasimodo.” She burst out in laughter at Nora’s shocked expression.
“My eye…” Nora brought a hand to her face. “I was wondering what that was. I literally felt a sharp sting about ten minutes ago, and it really hurts. It was something quite big and substantial, but I brushed it away in a reflex, so I never saw what it was. I can feel the swelling, and it’s kind of hard to keep my eye open.”
“Don’t worry, the swelling will settle. I’ve had a few Quasimodo moments over the past months,” Andromeda said. “And what about me? What do I look like compared to day one?”
“Total honesty…” Nora narrowed her one eye as she looked the woman over. She wasn’t the grooming type to begin with, so it was quite hard to tell the difference. Like most of the others, she’d arrived with unshaven legs and armpits, but she looked thinner in her face. Her dreads were more or less in the same state, apart from the dust and bits of greenery that had settled in between them, and her mosquito bites were smaller as if she was more tolerant of them. “I think the jungle has been very kind to you. Your jawline is more defined, and your skin is actually glowing,” she said.
“Really?” Andromeda looked surprised. “Excellent. I’ll take that.” She lowered her voice and continued in a whisper, “So, who do you think looks worst compared to day one?”
Nora snickered as she studied the members of their group. “Well, I can’t speak for myself as I can’t see myself, but me aside…” She paused for dramatic effect and glanced at their fellow trekkers in front of them, already knowing the answer. “It’s Samuel, for sure. But only because of the…you know.” Nora couldn’t even voice it out loud because it was too disturbing to look at.
They both burst into giggles, and Andromeda pointed to Samuel’s shoulder, where a big, infected pimple was leaking pus. He probably thought it was sweat, so he hadn’t bothered to brush it away. The man had several other infected pimples, or perhaps they were infected mosquito bites, on his neck and on his calves. “I really don’t want to know what’s going on underneath his T-shirt,” Andromeda whispered. “I have a feeling it won’t be pretty.”
“I know. Poor man, it must be painful.” Nora touched her swollen eye and winced. “Speaking of painful, this is really stinging now, and I can’t keep it open at all.”
“Let me have a look at that.” Andromeda stopped to inspect Nora’s eye and gasped. “Oh God, it’s turning purple. That doesn’t look good.”
“What?” Nora studied her to make sure she wasn’t playing a mean joke on her. “You’re not kidding, right? Because it’s not funny. It really fucking hurts.”
“No, I’m afraid I’m serious.” Andromeda lifted her hand and yelled, “Praew! Hey, come and take a look at Nora’s eye. She’s been stung by something, and it’s swelling so quickly that I’m worried.”
Praew immediately turned around and came over, followed by the others. From the way he looked at her, Nora felt worried too. “Did you see what stung you?” he asked.
“No. I instinctively brushed it away when I felt the sting, but it wasn’t small like a mosquito.” She winced. “It wasn’t a tarantula either. I would have freaked out if it was anything that size.”
Praew nodded. “Does it hurt?”
“Yes. It’s getting more painful by the minute, and it’s forcing my eye shut.” Nora’s heart raced as nightmare scenarios attacked her from every corner of her brain. What if it was something extremely poisonous? What if she was allergic to whatever had bitten her? What if she lost her eye, or worse, died?
“Does your face feel numb?” Praew asked.
Nora tried to frown but it was difficult. She assumed it felt numb because the swelling left little room for movement, so she touched that side of her forehead and cheek and cried out. “Ouch! It’s definitely not numb. It feels like someone is sticking needles in me when I touch it.”
“Okay.” Praew remained calm on the surface, but Nora noticed he was holding his phone while he examined the bite, and she hadn’t seen him holding his phone until now. “Are you having trouble breathing?”
“I don’t think so.” Nora sniffed, teary through her rising panic. “Not yet at least, but the pain is spreading toward my jaw and my neck.” She slammed a hand in front of her mouth. “Oh, God. I feel sick.” As she bent over to vomit, she heard Praew make a phone call in Thai. Even in a language she didn’t understand, she could make out he was distressed.
“Here, take this,” he said, handing her a wet wipe after he’d hung up. “Sit down. I’ve called for a couple of ATVs to pick us up. We need to get you to a hospital.”
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Y ael excused herself and stood up from her seat to stretch. She’d had a few hours’ sleep, but her alarm kept reminding her to check her phone for messages from Melanie. Nora’s location had changed yet again, which was a good sign. As long as she was moving, she was alive—if she had her phone on her. Yael felt sick imagining Nora on her own in the jungle, lost and trying to survive, but that was only the worst-case scenario. The fact that she was moving in the direction of civilization meant it was likely she knew where she was going. If Yael got there and it turned out Nora was simply part of an expedition and having a great time, she’d be mortified but also immensely relieved. If Nora thought she’d overreacted and wanted nothing more to do with her, then she’d have to live with that. She’d done what she thought was right.
The plane was packed, and with no upgrades available on the earliest flight she could find, sitting in a middle seat with her long legs was uncomfortable. Being above average height meant Yael had to manage her flights carefully, so she didn’t arrive needing a massage to loosen her sore muscles, but that wasn’t an option today. She glanced around at the equally tired-looking passengers who had done everything in their power to make themselves as comfortable as they could. Scrunched-up hoodies served as pillows, legs were stretched in awkward directions, and some were leaning against their partners and dribbling on their shoulders.
It was warm, and a few men had taken off their T-shirts, their big bellies bulging over their jeans as they snored. The masks that were supposed to cover the mouth and nose were, more often than not, used as an eye cover. A woman was sleeping with her mouth wide open, and her spouse had fallen asleep half on top of her with his hand dangling between her legs. The cabin smelled of liquor from the miniature bottles consumed, but no one was rowdy or drunk. There was an unspoken rule on long-haul flights that allowed people to let go of their dignity without feeling judged, and Yael could appreciate that. Up in the air, no one cared what they looked like, but as soon as the captain announced they were about to land, the long queues in front of the toilets mainly consisted of women with toiletry bags, keen to freshen up before they landed.
Yael walked up and down the aisle a couple of times and checked the time. Two more hours to landing. Luckily, she’d found a direct flight to Chiang Mai so she wouldn’t have to change in Bangkok. Fresh air would be nice, and getting out there trying to find Nora would hopefully soothe her anxiety a little. She’d downloaded a couple of series to watch during the flight and she’d attempted to do some work, but she was too fidgety and tired. It was funny that she couldn’t remember what Melanie looked like since she’d had a speed date with her. In fact, she couldn’t remember what any of the women looked like, apart from Nora.
A message came in, and she held her breath as she read it.
Nora’s location has changed. The tracker shows she’s in Chiang Mai, so she’s probably okay. I’m so sorry to cause a stir, and I’m sorry you’re flying all the way to Thailand for what is probably nothing.
Yael smiled and let out a long sigh. It’s fine; I was just as worried. I don’t care as long as she’s okay. Let me know if you find out where she’s staying. I’ll go and say hello before I head back. I might as well as I’m there anyway.
I will. I think she’s in a car because she’s moving faster now. A few seconds passed before another message came in. Oh God, she’s going to kill me for dog-tagging her.
Yael sent Melanie a laughing emoji. Possibly. But I think most of all she’ll be grateful for having such a sweet friend. How is your mom?
She’s going to be okay, thank you for asking. But she needs help with everything now, so my brother and I are taking turns looking after her until the council help comes in next week.
Yael was about to reply when she got another message from Melanie. Wait. She stopped and she hasn’t moved for a few minutes.
Where is she? Yael asked. Her message went through, but she lost connection, and she waved her phone around in a fruitless attempt to catch a signal. “Do you have a signal?” she asked the only other person close by on her phone.
“No.” The woman shook her head and rolled her eyes. “It’s ridiculous. You pay extra for Wi-Fi, but it never works properly. I don’t even know why I bother.”
“Yeah,” Yael mumbled, and returned to her seat. She waited and waited, but the Wi-Fi remained down, so eventually she dozed off. Her signal didn’t come back until the landing announcement, along with a ping of her phone, woke her up.
I hope I’m wrong, Melanie’s message said. I’m not sure how precise the tracker is, but it looks like Nora’s at a hospital.
Are you sure? Yael’s fingers were trembling as she typed the reply.
Pretty sure. There’s not much else in the vicinity.
Yael felt distress of the worst kind; a worrisome sickness that spread though her like wildfire. She wished she could do something, anything to get there faster. Mentally calculating the time it would take to land, wait for disembarkation, and get through customs, she could barely sit still. Which hospital? she asked. Send me the address, please.
I’m on it, and I’ll call them to find out what’s going on, Melanie replied.
Yael closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing as, for the first time in her adult life, she prayed. It was a prayer she remembered from her childhood, a prayer for the sick; the Mi Sheberach. It was all she could think of to stop herself from going insane with worry. May the One who blessed our ancestors, Patriarchs Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, Matriarchs Sarah, Rebecca, Rachel, and Leah, bless and heal the one who is ill…
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T  he doctors were incredibly efficient when Nora was carried in by Praew and his colleague, who had driven them to hospital. Praew explained what had happened, and immediately, she was taken to a room and injected with something before they put her on a drip. Her limbs felt weak, and panic had set in when she’d started losing feeling in her left arm and leg.
“Am I going to die?” she asked, her heart beating so hard it made her chest ache. She felt the urge to call her father and everyone she loved before her mouth went numb too. It was already hard to speak. Parting her lips was painful, and the left corner of her mouth was so swollen she thought her lips might crack. “I’m going to die, aren’t I?”
“Please calm down, Miss Bloom. You’re going to be fine, and your eye will return to normal. It looks like a black widow bite, but we’ve injected you with antivenom, so the swelling should go down in the next few hours. I’m also going to give you something for the pain and a Diazepam to help you relax. Would you like that?”
“Yes, please. Anything.” Nora still wasn’t convinced she was going to be okay because right now, it didn’t feel that way. “Can I make a phone call?” Then she remembered her phone was broken and that she didn’t know any numbers by heart. “Never mind. My screen is cracked.” She pointed to the backpack next to the bed.
“I’ll ask the nurse to get you a borrow phone so you can put your sim card in there,” the doctor said. “But first, you need to rest. Your body has been under extreme stress and you’re mildly dehydrated.” He gave her another injection and handed her a blue pill and a glass of water. “Here. Take this and try to sleep. You’ll feel much better when you wake up.”
A nurse who didn’t look old enough to be a nurse, joined them. “I’ll take care of you, Miss Bloom,” she said when the doctor left. “Would you like some food?”
“No, I can’t even move my mouth properly,” Nora said, a little irritated that it wasn’t obvious to her. “I’ll have some more water, though, if that’s okay.”
“Of course.” The nurse poured Nora a glass from the jug on her bed table and added a straw. She would have done it herself if she didn’t feel so numb. “Would you like to watch TV?”
“No, thank you. I’m fine,” Nora mumbled.
Ignoring her reply, the nurse pulled the TV out from the bracket on the wall and secured it a few feet from Nora’s face. “Do you like Mr. Bean?”
“Not really.” Nora groaned. “You’re very kind, but I’m fine, I promise.”
“Mr. Bean is so funny,” the nurse said, flicking through the episodes. She chose one, turned up the volume and left, ignoring Nora’s weak protests.
“It’s the only English program they have,” someone close by mumbled.
Nora managed to turn her head to the left and saw a woman in the bed next to her. She had an American accent, and with one arm in a cast and a bandage around her head, she looked like she’d been in an accident. “What?”
“Mr. Bean,” the woman clarified. “This place is like a fucking Mr. Bean torture chamber. I’ve been in this bed for three days, and each time new nurses turn up for their shift, they assume I want to watch it. They obviously mean well and all, but I’m really sick of Mr. Bean, and it’s not fair because I can’t even use my hands to turn it off.” She sighed. “I was hoping I’d get a Thai neighbor because I finally got them to put a note in my record that stated I did absolutely not want to watch it, but with you next to me, I still have to listen to that crap.”
“Sorry to ruin your day,” Nora said, her voice croaky. “I don’t know where she put the remote.” She glanced around, but she felt foggy and sleepy and couldn’t think straight.
“It’s okay, it’s not your fault. I swear, they’re obsessed with that man, and he’s not even funny.” The woman pointed to Nora’s nightstand. “It’s there, in your snack bowl.”
“Oh.” Nora tried to reach for it, but her left arm was too numb and stiff to reach, and there was no way she could work up the strength to turn herself around and use her right arm. “I can’t…”
“Miss Bloom? Can I help?” An even younger-looking nurse appeared, and she took the remote.
“Thank you. Can you turn it off, please?” Nora pleaded with the last ounce of strength she had in her.
“Yes, please. Turn it off,” the woman next to Nora said. “Off, off, off. Not up.”
“Turn up?” The girl turned up the volume and placed the remote back in the snack bowl.
“No, off,” Nora said quietly, unable to raise her voice. She lifted her right hand to wave the nurse back, but the nurse had closed her curtain and she was now enclosed with Mr. Bean too loud for her sore head to cope with. She heard her neighbor cursing, but there was nothing she could do. Finally, the scene on the screen became blurry, and the sound dulled as her body slowly started to relax. She lay there for a while, staring at the screen, enjoying the relief after hours of agony. I’m not going to die. She managed a smile. This is nice.
Something jumped onto her bed; something orange and fluffy. She stared at the creature through one eye and chuckled. “Toby. How kind of you to visit me.”
He started purring when she stroked him, and then he nestled his head in the crook of her neck. Her face didn’t hurt anymore, and she loved the sensation of his soft hair against her skin. She knew this wasn’t real, but she didn’t care. Warm and fuzzy from Toby’s cuddles, she was happy. It’s the Diazepam. Or the cocktail of whatever else they gave me. It doesn’t matter, it’s nice.
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CUPID
T  he road to love was never easy, but Nora had suffered through the worst, and she seemed happy as Larry when Cupid morphed into Toby and jumped onto the bed to comfort her.
They couldn’t wait to witness the reunion, and Cupid’s heart swelled at the thought, spreading so much love that it even silenced the woman in the bed next to Nora, who was complaining nonstop about the TV program Nora had on.
Toby rubbed their head against Nora’s neck until she fell into a deep sleep, and they filled her mind with sweet dreams. The only thing that bothered them—they had to agree with the neighbor—was the TV. It was loud, and the fake audience laughter was terribly annoying. Toby jumped onto Nora’s nightstand and pawed the volume button on the remote, but their paw was too big to handle the small buttons, and instead of turning it down, they turned it up by accident. Toby’s hair rose at the piercing sound of clapping and laughter; it was too much for their sensitive cat ears to handle. Nora’s neighbor was torn out of her loving glow and started yelling, making it even more unbearable for them.
“That’s enough! Turn that crap down right now, or I’m calling the police. Hey! I’m calling the police—do you hear me? I’m going to report all of you. Hello? Is anyone there? Nurse? Doctor?”
Toby waited, but no one came. A Thai lady in a bed opposite Nora started yelling too now, swiftly followed by the other Thai girl in the bed next to her. Pleading cries in different languages filled the room, and combined with the TV show, it made Toby so anxious they wanted to jump out of their skin. They escaped Nora’s bed and headed into the hallway, ignoring the gasps from the three patients who had spotted them. Turning a corner, they saw a doctor, who was flicking through paperwork on a clipboard, so they stood there in full sight, until he looked up. His eyes widening, he approached Toby, slowly at first, then faster when Toby inched away. That’s it, Doc. Follow me and make the noise go away. Meanwhile, I’ll disappear before you have the chance to catch me. Toby turned and ran back to the room. Looking over their shoulder, they made sure the doctor was keeping up.
There was yelling going on behind them as the doctor warned other hospital staff, and Toby hadn’t anticipated the reaction they’d provoked. Within seconds, it wasn’t just the doctor chasing them, but five other nurses too. Toby shot into Nora’s room and under her bed, then realized that was a bad call. They were surrounded by staff who blatantly ignored the TV and the angry patients because their primary goal was to catch the cat that was, under no circumstance, allowed in the sterile hospital environment. Their back hunched, Toby sat right in the middle under the bed as someone drew back the curtains. A nurse kneeled to look under the bed and reached out to get hold of them. More people went on their knees, their arms reaching for them.
Feeling cornered and threatened, Toby’s instincts kicked in, and they shot out from underneath the bed, dodging the many hands that were scrambling to get hold of them. There was more yelling and commotion as Toby sprinted out of the room and through the corridor, skidding on the slippery floor as they turned a corner. The building was clean and modern, and there was nothing to hide behind, but Toby needed a quiet place without cameras so they could disappear. The exit. Where is the exit? The hospital was a huge labyrinth of interconnected corridors, and most of the doors opened through sensors. Not tall enough to activate them, Toby jumped up and down in a frenzy, hoping that would do the job, but they had no luck.
Behind them, they could hear their enemies approaching, their loud, Thai “come here, kitty” calls echoing off the walls. By the grace of The Almighty, a man came from the opposite direction, giving Toby the opportunity to slip through his legs and into the next corridor. Another door opened as the staff came out and Toby decided to take their chances. A young nurse screamed when they sprinted over her feet and past her colleagues, and they found themselves in a big, noisy space that smelled of food. It’s the kitchen. Greedy Toby would normally take a moment to analyze the smells,
but there was no time for that. Here, there were more than enough crates, units, and cardboard boxes to hide behind, but there was also a lot of staff and one chef had already spotted the intruder.
“A cat!” he yelled in Thai, pointing at Toby, who ran through the long, industrial kitchen, then through an adjacent storage room. They moved along the rows of produce, contemplating where to hide, until they finally saw sunlight through a door held open by a pile of crates. Two chefs were smoking cigarettes in the doorway, and hearing their colleagues’ warnings—there were at least twenty people after Toby now—their eyes widened as they stepped aside to let the cat through.
Phew. That was close. Toby ran across the car park and across the busy street, dodging cars and motorbikes. Reaching the overgrowth on the other side, they slumped, panting in the burning sun. Despite their heart thumping in their throat, Toby felt elated. It was the adrenaline; cats thrived on it, and they were tempted to lie here and enjoy the rush for a little longer. Out of all Cupid’s manifestations, Toby was the weak link, for sure. But Toby was also the most fun, and Cupid being a playful, fun-loving bundle of joy, these small adventures were a treat.
In hindsight, fetching the doctor had been a dumb idea, and now they couldn’t go back as Toby to watch the reunion they’d so been looking forward to. But The Plan would continue its course, and they still had time to watch the twin flames blossom in each other’s company. A nearby rustle in the tall grass caught Toby’s attention, and they immediately tensed at the sight of a mouse. A live mouse. That’s even better than a laser pen. Toby hesitated. Don’t. You are Cupid. You’re pure love. You don’t kill. If anything was killing, it was the current dilemma Toby was facing, as the oblivious little mouse came closer. They wouldn’t have to kill it, though. They could just play with it for a little while. No! No! No! Shutting their eyes tight, they knew it was time to go for now. Disappearing into thin air, Cupid sent love to the mouse and gave their inner Toby a little spanking.
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YAEL
Y ael had no idea what to expect when she arrived at Chiang Mai Ram hospital. Melanie hadn’t been able to get through on the phone, so she didn’t know anything, apart from that Nora’s bag with the tracker was here, which, in the best-case scenario, could have been stolen and brought here when the thief was admitted. But after a long wait and being sent from one department to another, the hospital finally confirmed they had a patient under the name of Nora Bloom. Although they normally only accepted family or spouse visits, they hadn’t asked for proof of ID when Yael nervously told them she was her sister.
“She was sleeping when I last checked,” the nurse told her, opening the door to a spacious, light room with four beds. She walked Yael to Nora’s bed and read through the notes in her folder, keeping the curtains closed. “She was bitten by a spider during a jungle excursion—possibly a black widow—and had an abnormally bad reaction. The bite was on her left eyelid. We’ve given her antivenin, a muscle relaxer, and pain medication. Don’t be alarmed by the drip. She was a little dehydrated, but she’s going to be fine. If she feels okay, she can leave tomorrow afternoon.”
“Thank God.” Yael felt the tension drop from her shoulders, and she smiled at the nurse, then pointed to the curtain. “Can I see her?”
“Of course. There’s a chair and a blanket in there, and I’ll bring some extra water.” The nurse handed Yael a leaflet. “If you want anything to eat or drink, you can download this hospital app. It also has information on the recreational areas and visitor sleeping dorms. I hope you have a comfortable stay at Chiang Mai Ram,” she said as if Yael had just checked into a five-star hotel. Then she slipped behind the curtain around the bed next to Nora’s, where Yael heard an American woman swearing and complaining about Nora’s TV being too loud.
Yael was nervous to see Nora, and so she stood there for another minute or so, gathering her courage while she stared at the leaflet. What would Nora think of her showing up unannounced? Technically speaking, they weren’t close, but from the moment she’d learned where Nora was, she’d done everything in her power to get here as quickly as possible, and she’d tipped the taxi driver generously to pay for his fines after she’d begged him to speed up.
Yael slowly pulled the curtain aside and stepped into Nora’s “cocoon” as they called it here. Nora was sleeping on her back, so still that Yael instinctively checked if she was breathing. Assuring herself Nora was okay, she stared at her for a while, taking her in. It was a shock to her system to see her again because everything was so out of context, but her heart swelled with warmth, and relief coursed through her, knowing Nora was okay. The left side of her face was swollen, especially her eye, and she had multiple scratches and bruises on her arms that were resting by her sides on top of the white, cotton sheet.
It was an unusual situation: Yael had asked herself many times why she felt so close to Nora and why she constantly felt a pull for contact. She’d been incredibly worried and anxious, expecting the worst; she’d even shed a few tears on the way. She must have been so scared. Yael felt an urge to run a hand through her hair but, not wanting to wake her up, resisted and sat back in the comfortable, reclining chair next to the bed and messaged Melanie with an update.
The cocoon was surprisingly luxurious, with a TV that had been pulled out from a wall mount behind Nora’s bed, a nightstand filled with a selection of pretty toiletries and snacks, and an over-the-bed table with a jug of water, a glass with a straw, a fresh fruit platter, and a menu. The bed held several gadgets and adapters, and there was a service panel on one of the armrests. Not bad for a hospital. She turned to the TV and grinned when she saw Mr. Bean on the screen, then reached for the remote and turned the volume down.
“Thank Christ!” she heard the American say. “Can you please just turn the whole thing off altogether? I’m about to burst out of my cast.”
“Sure.” Yael turned off the TV, and sighs of relief, not only from the American woman but also from the people in the two other beds in the room, cut through the silence.
“Thank you. You’re my hero. If we ever meet under better circumstances, I will shower you with praise and gifts and take you out for dinner.”
Yael burst out in laughter and then slammed her hand over her mouth when she realized she was being noisy. Nora stirred and mumbled something before she started waking up. When she opened her eyes, Yael felt her heart pound hard. How would she react? Would Nora think she was crazy? Intrusive?
At seeing Yael, Nora smiled at first, then frowned and shook her head. With a groan, she reached up, lightly touching the swollen half of her face. “This isn’t real, is it?” she whispered.
“I’m afraid it is.” Yael took her hand, and it felt so familiar. “You’re in the hospital in Chiang Mai. You had a bad reaction to a vicious spider bite, but you’re going to be okay.”
“I know,” Nora said. “The doctor told me I’d be fine. But you. I meant you.” She stared at Yael as if she were a ghost. “Are you really here or am I just high on meds?”
“I’m here.” Yael chuckled and squeezed her hand. “I was worried about you.”
Nora’s expression changed, and her eyes welled up. “You’re really here. It’s so good to see you.”
“I’m so sorry to show up unannounced. Melanie and I didn’t know what had happened to you. We made so many phone calls, but we couldn’t find any trace on you. Melanie thought you were lost in the jungle, and then suddenly the tracker indicated you were in this hospital. She’d probably be here if it wasn’t for her mother, who had a nasty fall.”
“Melanie’s mother? Is she hurt?”
“Yes, she broke a leg and she’s badly bruised, but it’s nothing life threatening.”
“That’s good.” Nora swallowed hard and tightened her hold on Yael’s hand. “So, you came here for me?”
“Yes. Is that okay?”
“Yes.” Nora’s smile widened, and she winced in pain. “I must look horrible.”
“No. You look beautiful.”
“Don’t flatter me. I know I don’t, but you’re sweet.” Nora paused, her eyes darting from Yael to the ceiling and back. “You said a tracker…”
“Melanie hid it in your backpack. But don’t be mad at her,” Yael hastily added. “If it wasn’t for that tracker, we’d have filed a missing person’s report by now. At least we were able to find you.”
Nora nodded, meeting Yael’s eyes. “Does she know you’re here with me?”
“Yes, I messaged her. I suspect she’ll call your father to let him know you’re okay.” Yael laced her fingers through Nora’s and stroked her hair. “You can use my phone if you’d like to speak to them? Or I can put yours on charge if you want?” She pointed to Nora’s backpack. “Is it in there?”
Nora shook her head. “Thank you, but I’ll call them tomorrow, I don’t want to wake them up. My phone broke, by the way. The nurse was supposed to give me a borrow phone, but I think she forgot.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll sort your phone out tomorrow. Can I stay here with you tonight?”
“Of course, but isn’t that boring for you?”
“Hey, I’m not here to party. I’m here to see you.”
Nora wiped away a tear that rolled down her cheek. “I still can’t believe it.” She lifted Yael’s hand and kissed it. “I can move again, and my mouth doesn’t hurt so much when I talk.” She winced as she sat up in bed and poured herself a glass of water. “And the TV is finally turned off, so that’s another win.”
“I didn’t take you for a Mr. Bean fan,” Yael said with an amused grin.
Nora laughed; the sound of it filled Yael with warmth. “I swear, I’m not.”
“I can vouch for that,” the American woman yelled from behind her curtains. “She really isn’t, and neither am I.”
“See?” Nora bit her lip, and her eyes darkened when Yael inched closer and carefully cupped her face.
“Am I hurting you?” she asked, shivering at their closeness.
“No. It feels wonderful.” Nora sighed as she leaned into her touch. “Please kiss me,” she whispered. “I know I need a shower and I don’t look my best, but you’re here and there’s no way I can wait until tomorrow.”
Yael’s stomach did a flip as she brushed her lips over Nora’s. She was on the other side of the world, but kissing Nora felt like coming home. “You’re beautiful,” she whispered against her lips, before deepening the kiss, which was met with a quiet moan. It was intense and intimate and so sweet that she got lost in the moment. Her fingertips skimmed Nora’s face and her neck down to her breasts, and Nora arched her back to welcome Yael’s touch.
A gasp behind her made Yael jump and turn around. It was the nurse she’d spoken to earlier, and she was holding a phone.
“Here’s your borrow phone, Miss Bloom,” she said, clumsily dropping it on the nightstand before she rushed off.
Yael and Nora looked at each other and chuckled.
“What was her deal?” Nora asked. “It was only a kiss, and Thai people are super open-minded.”
Yael blushed and covered her face with her hands as she shook her head. “Well, it was a pretty hot kiss.” She dropped a pause for effect. “And I may have told them I was your sister.”
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“So, is this now officially date number three?” Nora joked as they left the hospital. She felt good, and her swelling had gone down significantly. Mortified that Yael had seen her with her puffy face and immensely grateful that she was here at the same time, she was eager to have a shower and make herself look presentable. “Where shall we go?”
“I already booked a hotel for the coming two nights, as I didn’t want you to worry about anything. The nurse told me you have to stay close to the hospital until all the antivenom has left your system, so that’s what we’ll do.”
“You’re staying?” Nora asked, her lips pulling into a wide smile. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined Yael would show up like a knight in shining armor, and she still had to pinch herself to make sure she wasn’t imagining it. Yael had been so sweet in hospital, fussing over her all night, and they’d talked for hours until they both fell asleep, Nora in her bed and Yael in the chair next to her, as she refused to leave her side.
“Yeah. If that’s okay with you. I can stay somewhere else if you’d prefer to be alone?”
“No, no, not at all,” Nora said, shaking her head as she took Yael’s hand. “But what about work? Aren’t you busy? You really didn’t have to drop everything for me.”
“I can work from here, it’s no big deal, and I only have a few meetings.” Yael hailed a taxi and held open the door for Nora. “Are you sure you don’t mind if I stay with you?” Her eyes met Nora’s as they scooted in close together, and Nora’s body stirred with desire. She held her breath as they stared at each other. They were going to a hotel. Together. She was going to sleep in a bed with Yael.
“Honestly, I couldn’t be happier that you’re here. I seriously thought I was dreaming when I saw you by my bed.” Nora leaned into her and placed a hand on her thigh. “I actually did dream of you.”
“You did?” Yael shot her a flirty look, and Nora felt her muscles tense under her touch. “Good dreams?”
“Very.” Nora grinned, stroking her leg. Now that they were out of the hospital, the sexual tension between them was through the roof, and all she could think of was the bed that was waiting for them. “And I dreamed of that ginger cat,” she added, changing the subject so she wouldn’t give away how turned on she was.
“Toby?”
“Yeah. Maybe I was hallucinating. I thought he was sitting on my bed, comforting me. It was nice,” Nora said with a chuckle.
“Strange. That cat’s been on my mind too. It must be because he came to my house, and we talked about him.”
“That makes sense. That’s probably why I dreamed about him too.” Nora looked out the window as the taxi slowed down and turned into a narrow, bumpy street that ran between fields, away from the city center. After only five minutes, they drove through the gates of a fancy-looking walled complex with a beautiful garden filled with big trees, bougainvillea, and cute little ponds with fountains. “Is this it? It looks lush.”
“Yes, the doctor recommended this hotel,” Yael said, getting out when the car came to a halt in front of a charming, open-reception area. “There’s no traffic on the street leading here, so it’s a good location in case we need to rush you back to the hospital.”
“I doubt that will happen. I feel great.” Nora got out and breathed in deeply as she glanced around. Strategically placed wooden cottages were built over the hotel grounds, mostly hidden behind trees and hedges. Some gave her a glimpse of private pools attached, and some had a lovely, terraced area. “Wow.” She turned to Yael, who joined her with their luggage. “Was it expensive? I don’t want you to pay for it. You flew all the way here.”
“No, it wasn’t,” Yael said with a smile. “And it’s a nice break for me too, so please don’t worry about it.” She winked. “I got us one with a private pool. Thought you might appreciate that after the jungle and the hospital.”
“You have no idea how much.” Nora stood on her tiptoes, wrapped her arms around Yael’s neck and kissed her. “I can think of many things we can do in that pool, but relaxing is currently not on the top of my list.” Consumed with fiery fantasies, she thanked the driver and followed Yael to the check-in desk.
“I forgot to tell you something about the booking, but just let me do the talking and play along, okay? Please don’t freak out,” Yael whispered as they handed their passports to the receptionist.
“Oh, you’re here for your honeymoon?” the receptionist said with a beaming smile. “I can see you booked our honeymoon pampering package. Congratulations.”
“Thank you.” Nora arched a brow at Yael but managed to refrain from bursting out in laughter. What’s going on here? A honeymoon package?
Yael wrapped an arm around Nora and chuckled. “Yes, we just got hitched and we couldn’t think of a better place to have our honeymoon than in your romantic hotel,” she said in full seriousness. “Did they add the extra massages and the butler service?”
“Yes, that’s all taken care of,” the receptionist said, happily glancing from Nora to Yael and back. “What a beautiful couple you are. Please follow my colleague. He will take you to your little slice of paradise, and your luggage will be unpacked and dry-cleaned upon request. Anything you need, just dial one.”
“Thank you.” Yael took Nora’s hand as they followed an immaculately dressed bellboy, who pulled a luggage trolley to their cabin.
“So, we’re on our honeymoon now, are we?” Nora asked with a chuckle.
“It was a great deal, so I couldn’t resist,” Yael said with a goofy grin. “Besides, I figured you could do with some pampering after everything you’ve been through. I can sleep on the pullout sofa if you want your privacy. I didn’t want to be presumptuous.”
Nora’s face was hurting from how much she was smiling. “No way,” she said resolutely. “There’s no way I’m sleeping anywhere else than next to you tonight.”
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“Better?” Yael got up from the terrace chair when Nora came out of the bathroom, tightly wrapped in one of the hotel robes. She’d been in there for over an hour; her hair was wet, and her skin was rosy from scrubbing.
“Much better.” Nora grinned. “Both my teeth and my body were furry, no joke. Can you please forget you ever saw me like that?” She touched her face. “And this…it will return to normal soon. At least, that’s what they told me.”
“Hey, don’t say that. You’re beautiful, with or without fur,” Yael joked. She closed the distance between them and cupped Nora’s chin. “And your face…seriously, you take my breath away every time I see you.”
Nora stared into her eyes and Yael felt her tremble. “Thank you,” she said. “For coming here, and for caring. You really didn’t have to do that.”
“I was worried you might find it too intrusive,” Yael admitted. “Since we don’t know each other all that well, and we’re in this weird space somewhere in between dating and…well, more, I guess. But as I said, I was worried, and let’s be honest, you were lucky to get to the hospital in time. You could have lost your eye, or worse.”
“Yeah.” Nora smiled. “But it’s incredibly sweet of you, and I can’t thank you enough.” She took a deep breath and glanced through their cabin doors at the outside dining area in front of a small, private pool filled with rose petals. “The hotel is perfect. Everything about today has been perfect, even being in the hospital, because you were there.”
“I must admit, I could get used to this,” Yael said. “It’s beautiful here. And the view…” She’d been admiring it while Nora was in the shower. Behind their pool was the garden, and behind the surrounding stone walls were fields of green and mountains for as far as she could see. She’d booked the hotel purely on recommendation, but she hadn’t expected it to be so gorgeous. The concrete floors and bamboo walls mixed with handmade wooden furniture and local art was eclectic and charming, and the wooden exterior blended in seamlessly with its surroundings. “Are you tired? We could order some food…” She moved her hand into Nora’s hair and slipped her fingers through her blonde, wet locks. Nora’s eyes fluttered closed at her touch. “Or are you sleepy? As I said, I can sleep on the pullout.”
Nora met her eyes again, and a small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “No, I don’t want to eat or sleep,” she whispered. “I want you.” She paused and her smile widened. “If you don’t mind me being presumptuous.”
Yael chuckled, shook her head, and inched closer, craving Nora’s mouth like nothing else. Their lips met in a tender kiss, and she moaned at the stir it caused inside her. Nora smelled of orange blossom and toothpaste, and the minty taste of her lips sent a rush of heat through Yael’s core and her limbs, making her weak and unsteady on her legs. She’d been longing for this moment since they’d left the hospital, and when Nora cupped her neck and ran her fingers through her hair, she had trouble holding back.
Nora pulled back to meet her gaze, and the hazy look in her eyes told Yael she felt the same. “I want you,” she whispered again. “I want you so much.”
The room suddenly felt warm and clammy, like the rising heat between them had nowhere to escape. Yael wrapped her arms around Nora and kissed her again, pulling her as close as she could. Her mouth explored Nora’s soft, cushiony lips and she parted hers to deepen the kiss, finally sating her hunger. She heard soft moans and felt Nora’s hands slip under her T-shirt, her fingers skimming her skin, causing a trail of goose bumps over her back. They were magic, those fingers. Yael could feel them before Nora even touched her, like they were charged with a current that warned her she was about to experience something spectacular. “I want you too,” she mumbled, moving her lips to Nora’s cheek and neck, relishing the way she moaned in pleasure and her eyelids fluttered shut as Yael kissed her and sucked on her sensitive skin. Breathing fast, Nora tilted her head to the side, groping Yael’s behind and pulling their hips together.
Yael couldn’t stop; she wanted more and more and more. She wanted to taste Nora, feel her, own her, and make her cry out in pleasure until she was exhausted. Pulling at the tie of her robe, she opened it and slid her hands inside to feel Nora’s smooth waist and her hips. Her body was gorgeous, curvy, firm, and Yael had to remind herself to take it slow so she would remember this for a long time to come. “I think we should go to the bedroom,” she said hoarsely.
Nora had a mischievous expression on her face as she nodded. She took Yael’s hand and pulled her along into the bedroom, then quickly closed the curtains, leaving the door open so they wouldn’t have to turn on the light. Then she turned to Yael, slid her robe off her shoulders, and let it fall to the floor.
Yael forgot to breathe as she took in Nora’s curves, her shapely waist, her small breasts, her smooth hips, and toned legs. She had an adorable bikini tan, so sharp it looked like it had been painted on. Yael lowered her gaze to the thin strip of hair between Nora’s thighs and back up to meet her eyes. “You’re so, so beautiful.”
“You’re beautiful,” Nora said, lifting the hem of Yael’s T-shirt and pulling it over her head. “I love looking at you. You’re like…” Her eyes twinkled with desire as she traced Yael’s cleavage over the edge of her bra, then wrapped her arms around her back to unclip it; Yael sighed in delight as she felt Nora’s warm skin against hers. “You’re my ultimate fantasy. And you’re here and you want me too. It feels too good to be true.”
“This is real, Nora,” Yael murmured in her ear. Her breath was heavy and fast as she lingered there and ran her tongue over Nora’s earlobe. “And it’s about to get even more real.” She could feel Nora’s excitement at her words in the way her body tensed against her. As if needing a moment, Nora rested her forehead against Yael’s shoulder before she pulled down the straps of her bra.
“You’re…” Nora swallowed hard and stepped back, her eyes darkening and her chest heaving. She parted her lips to speak again, but no words came out. Gently stroking Yael’s face as if afraid to break her, she ran her fingers down to Yael’s breasts and traced her nipples that grew firm, drawing a soft moan from her mouth. Then she unbuttoned Yael’s shorts and pushed them down so Yael could step out of them. Exploring her with genuine wonder, Nora moved lower, caressing her waist and her hips, and Yael gasped, astonished at the reaction caused by Nora’s hands on her bare skin.
Yael had always liked sex, but never to this extent. Not to the point where she felt she may starve if she didn’t sate her hunger. The yearning was real, the arousal immense, and she was wet and wanting and aching.
Grazing Nora’s neck, she ran her fingers through her hair and pulled her in for another kiss. Their warm bodies pressed close, their hips welded together by need. Deeply tuned in to each other’s energies, they moaned in earnest as they kissed. Nora was in her arms, and Yael was not going to let this beautiful woman, who confused and enlightened her at the same time, go until she had satisfied all Nora’s needs.
Moving her hands down and gripping Nora’s behind so tightly that she pulled her onto her tiptoes, Yael gently pushed her against the wall and inched her legs apart with her knee. She didn’t want to hold back; her libido was firing, and from the way Nora bucked against her, she was desperate for release. Testing and curious, her fingers walked along the inside of Nora’s thigh, higher and higher until Nora was squirming in her grip. The way it was going, they wouldn’t even make it to the bed.
Yael took in a quick breath as her fingertips skimmed Nora’s hot and swollen flesh, finding her wet and so sensitive it was hard to believe this was because of her. But their chemistry didn’t lie. It was entirely mutual and sizzling, an ever-present pull that took away all Yael’s sense of logic and made her act on impulse alone.
“Oh my…” Nora’s voice trailed off as Yael touched her. The expression on her face was glorious. Her lashes fluttered along with her hitching breath, and when she opened her eyes again, her pupils were dilated, and her gaze was filled with arousal. Her lips pulled into a small smile of delight. “Why is this so intense?” she asked in a whisper, curling her arms around Yael’s waist and lowering her hands to her behind. She inched her fingers into Yael’s panties and cupped her ass, tugging her closer.
“I don’t know,” Yael said honestly because she had no explanation for the roller-coaster of emotions and sensations that crashed through her. She loved Nora’s hands on her behind, but she didn’t want to get distracted while making her explode, so she took them and placed them above her head against the wall.
“What are you doing?” Nora wiggled her wrists, but Yael held them tight with one hand while her other slid between Nora’s thighs again.
“I want to make you feel good.” Yael brushed her lips against Nora’s. “Is this okay?”
“God, yes,” Nora said through soft moans, bucking against Yael’s hand as Yael ran it up and down the cleft of her sex.
Yael kissed her hard, her tongue meeting Nora’s in a passionate push and pull while she teased her with her fingers. Nora was so wet, so ready, and the way she moved against her, rolling her body slowly and sensually, made Yael dizzy with arousal. She kissed the beauty mark above the corner of Nora’s mouth, then brought her lips to her ear. “I want to fuck you,” she whispered.
“Please.” Grinding into her hand, Nora encouraged her. “Please fuck me. I need you.” Yael smiled as she circled Nora’s clit, slowly teasing her until she was balancing on the edge. Then she slid her fingers lower and inched the tip of her finger inside.
“Ahhhh!” Nora leaned her head back and closed her eyes while she pressed her hips into Yael. “Fuck,” she said. “More. Please, I need more.” Sweat was pearling on her brow; she looked like she was about to come.
Yael added another finger and went farther, deeper as she grew in confidence. It had never been that easy, but it was also the first time she was about to orgasm herself from the light brush of Nora’s thigh alone. Her palm was clammy around Nora’s wrists, and the heavy tremble in her hands radiated throughout her entire body as she moved in and out of Nora at a rhythmical pace. Nora’s hips moved along; they were in tune on every level.
“You’re killing me,” Nora said through ragged breaths and fought her hands free so she could wrap her arms around Yael’s neck. “That feels…” Staring deep into her eyes, she stopped herself and nodded.
Yael pushed deeper and curled her fingers while the palm of her hand moved against Nora’s clit. It elicited a deep, loud moan from Nora, and her muscles tensed around Yael’s fingers.
“Yes.” Shaking in Yael’s arms, Nora took a deep breath as if she was coming up for air in between the shockwaves that washed through her. The way she let go and gave herself, she was a sight to behold, and Yael couldn’t stop watching her.
“You’re so beautiful,” she whispered.
“You’re…” Nora couldn’t seem to get a sentence out as she caressed Yael’s neck, then cupped her face. “I can’t speak,” she said with a sweet chuckle and moaned again when Yael pulled out of her.
“You don’t need to say anything.” Yael kissed her softly, then pulled her into a long, tight hug. Nora was limp in her arms as if she needed help staying upright. “Are you tired? Do you want to go to sleep?”
“No.” Nora moved back to meet Yael’s eyes as she caressed her hips and her behind. “I want you to lie on the bed. I’m going to make love to you.”
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NORA
A  choir of crickets filled the broody night, chiming along with the classical tunes coming from the speaker in the living room. Nora felt dramatic, so she’d put on Puccini, and even here, in the tropical setting, it was fitting. They’d lit candles outside and were sharing the wooden terrace chaise that was padded with white cushions. Blissfully satisfied and happy beyond comprehension, she nestled against Yael, who had an arm around her. They’d made love for hours until they were hungry and tired, and now they were waiting for the food Yael had ordered after cooling off in the pool. She hardly knew what to do with herself because each time they looked at each other they fell into another kiss and another one and another one. From there, it was hard to stop. They hadn’t spoken much since arriving here, but they didn’t need to. Simply lying here and holding each other close made so much sense.
“I’m so happy,” she whispered, lifting her head to look at Yael. Her lips were sore from making out and her abdomen hurt from hours of immensely satisfying sex, but it was the best kind of pain.
“Me too.” Yael shot her a lazy smile as she stroked her arm. “That was one hell of a third date.” She raised herself at the rattling sound of an approaching trolley. “That will be our dinner.”
“Mmm…food.” Nora chuckled. “I’m looking forward to this. I haven’t had a nice meal in almost a week, and I’m in Thailand of all places.”
“I thought you might be hungry, so I ordered everything on the menu.” Yael stood to greet the butler and helped him set the table. “And I got two beers and water, but I can ask for wine if you prefer?”
“No, beer is great.” Nora got up from the chaise and closed her robe tighter before taking a seat at the table, her eyes widening as the dishes kept coming. “This is amazing! Do you like Thai food?”
“I love it, but I’ve never had real Thai food—I’ve never been here,” Yael said, thanking and tipping the butler before she left. “It smells incredible.” She poured beer and water into glasses and moved the candles to the table.
Nora realized she wasn’t being helpful because she was too busy staring at Yael. She was also wearing a hotel robe and looked cozy and comfortable, like she was completely at ease after flying across the ocean to see her, a woman she barely knew. “Are you not feeling jet-lagged?” she asked, plating rice for them.
“Not yet, but I’m sure I’ll feel it tomorrow.” Yael shot her a wink. “I might need some extra time in bed.”
“That sounds good. I’ll keep you company.” Nora held out a plate with soft-shell crab for her. “Here, try this. It’s delicious.” She handed her another plate. “And try it with the papaya salad. It’s a great combination.”
“Mmm…” Yael smiled. “I could get used to this too.” She unwrapped a huge banana leaf with a fragrantly seasoned steamed white fish inside. “This is fantastic. You’ll have to recommend me some street food tomorrow if you’re feeling okay. I’ve heard it’s excellent here.”
“I’m sure you’ve noticed I’m feeling more than okay. The past hours did wonders for my eye. It’s hardly swollen anymore.” Nora paused to watch Yael enjoying her food. She wished they could stay here together for longer. The bizarre situation had turned into something wonderful, and it was easy between them, like they’d known each other for years. It was by far the most romantic setting she’d ever shared with another woman. The lowering sun cast a magical glow over their charming terrace, and the lights in the pool had just turned on. “When are you flying back?” she asked, then quickly added, “Not that I want you to leave, of course. I love spending time with you.”
“I don’t have a return flight yet,” Yael said. “But seeing I’m here anyway and the Wi-Fi is excellent so I’ll be able to work, I might take a few days to explore the area when you move onto your next destination.” She grinned. “I think I’ll stay away from the jungle, though.”
“Yes, best not to go there.” Nora laughed and rubbed her foot against Yael’s under the table. She needed body contact like she needed air. Now that they’d explored every inch of each other, she felt addicted to the light-headedness and the glorious feeling that grew in her core each time they touched. “But if you want to stay for a while, maybe we could stay in Chiang Mai together? I was planning on coming here anyway, and I’d much rather be with you than on my own.”
“Didn’t you say you liked traveling alone? I don’t want to get in the way of your plans.” Yael’s foot caressed Nora’s calf in return. She moved it farther up, between Nora’s thighs, and Nora forgot all about the bite of fish she’d forked up until it tumbled onto the table. Laying her cutlery aside, she took Yael’s foot in her hand and caressed it like it was the most precious thing in the world.
“It’s true that I like to travel on my own, but…” she hesitated. “But it’s you. It’s different.”
“Oh?” Yael smiled. “So, you’d like to spend more time with me? Here? Because I would love that too.”
“Yes, please.” Nora was about to burst with joy, and as her eyes met Yael’s in a charged exchange that was so much more than sexual, the sky turned a deep crimson. “I’m so crazy about you,” she said, marveling at the magical change of light and the angelic woman before her.
Yael’s lips parted, but she remained silent for a long moment. Holding Nora’s gaze, the corners of her mouth pulled into a small smile, and her kind eyes were loaded with emotion. “I…” She swallowed hard. “I’m so, so crazy about you too. And I thought I’d lost you before I even got to know you.”
“I’m here,” Nora whispered, reaching for her hand. A few lonely clouds behind Yael were darkening and changing shape as they caught the last slivers of light. One of them took on the shape of a heart and another one looked like a cat. It was just her imagination, of course. People saw different things in clouds, so she didn’t voice it, but still; it did feel like an odd coincidence. Perhaps she’d become more spiritual here, or maybe she’d changed after genuinely thinking she may not live to see another day. “Do you believe in signs?” she asked. “Do you believe things happen for a reason?”
“I didn’t believe in stuff like that. I didn’t believe in anything…” Yael hesitated. “But I’ve changed my mind about that lately, and I’m not sure why.” She got up, walked around the table, and wrapped her arms around Nora’s neck from behind. As she followed her gaze and looked at the sky, Nora could have sworn she heard Yael gasp softly at seeing the clouds.
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YAEL
Y ael sighed as she scooted closer to Nora. Waking up with her felt surreal. She was exhausted, but she loved the feeling of Nora’s warm, naked body against her own, and she didn’t want to fall back asleep. A flash of arousal shot to her center, and she squeezed her thighs together. Unable to resist, she leaned in to smell Nora’s hair and her neck.
“Mmm…” Nora smiled as she turned to face her.
“Sorry I woke you,” Yael whispered.
“No, I love it.” Nora blinked against the light and touched her face. The swelling was gone, and the only evidence left of the spider bite were two tiny holes and a little redness around them. “How do I look?”
“You look perfect,” Yael mumbled against her lips, and with that, they fell into a long and lazy kiss that felt intimate and meaningful. Wrapping arms and legs around each other, they moved in a slow and fluid, trance-like rhythm, seamlessly connected like they’d been welded together. Yael felt Nora’s wetness against her thigh and was sure Nora could feel how aroused she was in return.
Nora rolled on top of her and ground into her with slow motions as they continued to kiss. Rolling her hips, she arched her back in the most sensual way, her movements like waves under Yael’s touch. Since they’d arrived here, everything was like a dream in which time or place was of no importance. All that mattered was the here and now and the way she felt, both in her body and in her mind. Dreamy, emotionally loaded with happiness, and physically charged with a fire she’d never known, she immersed herself in the moment.
A knock on the door startled her, and it took her a few seconds to remember she’d booked them in for honeymoon room service, breakfast and a couple’s massage. “Sorry,” she said, sitting up when Nora shifted off her and put on her robe. “I had no idea it was so late already.” Checking the clock on her nightstand, she saw it was ten a.m.
“Don’t be sorry.” Nora shot her a wink. “We can continue this anytime.” She waited for Yael to put on her robe too, then opened the door to let in the butler and another member of staff, who was pushing a trolley with fresh towels and a basket full of rose petals. “Oh, wow, this looks amazing,” Nora said, leading the way onto the terrace.
Yael welcomed the breakfast team, noting she was hungry again. Despite their late dinner, they’d burned more energy in bed before they fell asleep; it was no wonder they’d woken up so late.
“Please enjoy your breakfast,” the woman with the towels said. “I’ll just replenish these and take care of your pool. It will only take five minutes. We can clean your room when you’re out.” She smiled. “Or would you prefer us to clean now?”
“No, later is fine, thank you,” Yael said, suspecting they may use the bed again after breakfast. She sat at the table with Nora and blushed when she saw the heart-shaped omelets on the long dish that was garnished with smoked salmon, pickled cucumber, and some kind of yogurt dip. When she’d ordered the honeymoon package, it was only because she thought Nora might want to be pampered after what she’d been through; she hadn’t expected them to lay it on so thick.
“Your honeymoon breakfast,” the butler said as he finished setting up the table with coffee, fresh fruit and orange juices, heart-shaped toast, croissants, and cute, strawberry mini cupcakes. “Would you like Champagne?” At Nora’s delighted smile, he opened the bottle and poured them both a glass.
“I’m loving this honeymoon,” Nora said, planting a kiss on Yael’s cheek. “And you haven’t even popped the question yet,” she teased in a whisper after the butler left discreetly. She chuckled at Yael’s embarrassment. “Should I prepare myself? Will there be a ring in one of those cupcakes?”
“I’m afraid not.” Yael grinned sheepishly. “I’m so sorry about this. I didn’t think they’d go all out.” She kept her voice down, as the room-service assistant was cleaning out yesterday’s rose petals with a net. She worked fast and methodically as if she’d done this hundreds of times before, then emptied the basket with the fresh petals into the pool before placing clean towels on the chaise. She, too, slipped out quietly without saying a word.
“Are you crazy? As I said, I love it. My friends wouldn’t believe me if I told them that one day, I was single and alone in the hospital and the next, I was being pampered on my honeymoon with the woman of my dreams.” Nora nudged her. “I also love seeing you blush. It’s super cute.”
Yael laughed. “There will be more blushing, I’m afraid. They’re picking us up for a couples massage later.”
“Bliss. Pure bliss.” Nora sipped her coffee, and her eyes met Yael’s playfully over the rim of her cup. “Now that we’re on our honeymoon, it’s probably about time we get to know each other a little better. So, first question. What’s your go-to breakfast?”
“My favorite breakfast is scrambled eggs and salmon, but realistically, I often just have a takeout coffee and a croissant while I’m out with Bruce so he can have a longer walk.”
“That’s cute. You put your kid first.”
“What can I say? I’m a good mom,” Yael shot back at her. “What about you? Do you usually eat breakfast?” She snickered as she helped herself to a heart-shaped omelet and salmon.
Nora thought about that as she looked over the spread and examined one of the cupcakes. She picked it up, peeled off the paper, and closed her eyes in delight as she swallowed the tiny work of art. “This would be my dream breakfast, I suppose. Not just the cupcakes, but everything here. It’s not what I normally have, though, unless I’m going out for brunch.”
“Then what do you normally have?” Yael asked.
Nora shook her head. “Nuh-uh. If I told you, you might file for divorce.”
Yael laughed. “I promise, I won’t. Just tell me.”
Nora hesitated, staring at her perhaps to gauge her reaction. “I have unicorn cereal with sweetened coconut milk for breakfast,” she finally confessed. “Every single day. Mel got me hooked on it.”
“Unicorn cereal? Really?” Yael shot her a humorous look and arched a brow. “You mean those super-sweet rainbow unicorn wings with glitter sprinkles that come in a pink box?” She sipped her coffee, delighted that it was Nora’s turn to blush. “How old are you again?”
“Old enough to be married,” Nora said with a grin. “Now, on to the next question so I can make fun of you again. Who’s your celebrity crush?”
“What?” Yael loved Nora’s random questions, and although she’d gladly answer that one, she was pretty sure she’d never had a celebrity crush. “I didn’t think anyone over the age of seventeen actually still had those. Are you serious?”
Nora nodded. “Dead serious, as the British say. What about when you were younger?”
“Hmm…” Yael narrowed her eyes as she dug through her memory. “I guess I was kind of into Clare Danes, but I wouldn’t call it a crush. I just watched everything she was in, even if it was bad.”
“Okay, you’re in denial, that’s definitely a crush,” Nora joked. “Have you always liked blondes?” Her eyes were full of mischief as she held Yael’s gaze.
“I think it’s safe to admit that, since I’m sitting here with you.” Yael laughed. “Who’s your celebrity crush?”
“Tahlia Benedict,” she said without hesitation.
“Tahlia…”
“Yeah, but it’s not a physical crush. I don’t want to sleep with her. It’s more admiration. I watch her show. I love how she’s profiled herself and what she’s done for the LGBTQ community.”
“I agree, I admire her too,” Yael said, contemplating how much she could give away without breaking her NDA. “And she’s a nice person.”
“You’re saying that like you’ve met her.” Nora looked her over and leaned closer. “Wait…have you met her?”
“Once,” Yael admitted. “And it was only brief, but she was cool.”
“Wow!” Nora stared at her, open-mouthed. “Through work?”
“I can’t say. Sorry. I’ll get sued if I say any more.” Yael plated food for Nora, hoping she’d let it go, but she didn’t.
“You’ve just dropped a bomb on me and now you can’t tell me any more? Not even where you met her, or how, or…” Then her eyes widened. “Wait. Did you go on a date?”
At that, Yael burst out in laughter. “No, it was definitely nothing romantic. I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”
“So, it was through work then,” Nora concluded. She was on a roll now, and it was adorable. “Have you met many celebrities?”
“Some, but I usually deal with their personal assistants or their private jewelers.” Yael took Nora’s hand and kissed it. “Seriously, Nora, I have zero interesting stories to tell. It’s not like we go for dinner and gossip. Their team gives me a brief and I execute it, that’s all.”
Nora took a bite of the salmon Yael fed her and grinned. “Are you trying to shut me up with food? Because this is really good.”
“Yes.” Yael laughed. “Just kidding. I would never try to shut you up. You’re way too funny and cute.” She inched closer, lifted Nora’s chin with her finger, and kissed her. “And if I have a crush on anyone, it’s on you.”
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NORA
N ora put her iced coffee on the edge of the pool and wrapped her arms around Yael, who had her wedged between the pool wall and her hot, bikini-clad body. They’d made love after breakfast, then enjoyed a long and invigorating massage before getting in the pool. Rose petals stuck to their shoulders and neck, and they smelled of the fragrant orange blossom oil the masseuse had used. The idea of a quick dip before heading into town was ridiculous, as there was no way they’d be able to tear themselves away from each other anytime soon.
“You know, when we first met, I thought you were a player,” Nora said with a grin. “I thought you were only at the speed-dating event to pick someone up for the night.”
“What?” Yael chuckled as she brushed her lips against Nora’s. “What made you think that?”
“It was actually Melanie who voiced it first, but I can’t say I disagreed with her because…” Nora’s voice trailed away when Yael pressed herself firmly against her. This beautiful woman who had crossed continents just to check if she was okay literally took away her ability to speak. “You were so self-assured,” she continued in a breathy voice. “And you were on your phone the whole time, like you didn’t care what went on around you.”
“I was on the phone to a very demanding client. Unfortunately, he’s not someone who likes to be kept waiting.” Yael grinned as she ran her hands down Nora’s body, tracing her waist and her hips. “Wow. You really thought I was that bad, huh?” She squeezed Nora’s behind and lifted her.
“No, that was only my first impression,” Nora said, wrapping her legs around Yael’s hips. “I changed my mind after I’d spoken to you, after you were so honest about dating someone. And now I know you’re nothing like that at all. You’re sweet and caring.”
Yael leaned in and kissed her softly. “I don’t sleep around or have one-night stands. It doesn’t make me happy. You make me happy.”
Nora couldn’t stop smiling as she cupped Yael’s cheek. “You make me happy too.” She wanted to tell Yael how she really felt, how she’d been thinking about her obsessively, and that she’d happily jump into a whole nest of black widows if that meant having her close. “It’s so easy with you.”
“Yeah.” Yael’s sweet smile faded, and her expression turned serious. “Please tell me if it’s too soon for this conversation because it probably is, but how would you feel about…” She hesitated, and her eyes nervously flicked away.
“How do I feel about what?” Nora asked, holding her breath for what Yael was about to say. This was turning into a serious conversation, but she had a feeling it would be a good one. They hadn’t left each other’s side for the past twenty-four hours, and now she found it hard to imagine not having Yael here.
“How would you feel about being exclusive?” Yael asked, finally meeting Nora’s eyes again. She was blushing profusely. “I know we only just met, but I feel close to you somehow. Do you know what I mean?”
“I do. I feel like I know you.” Nora’s heart was racing as she pulled Yael in for a long and sensual kiss. Yael wanted to be with her and her alone. “And yes, I would love to be exclusive,” she said. “I can’t bear the thought of sharing you with anyone, and I only want you. I’ve thought about little else than our date since I left London.”
“Me too.” Yael visibly relaxed, the frown between her brows fading. “So much so that my friend Jess told me to stop procrastinating.”
“Oh? Did you talk about me?” Nora teased, her hand reaching around Yael’s neck to pull at the string tie of her bikini.
“I did.” Yael untied Nora’s triangle bikini in return and gently pulled it off her. “Why are we even wearing this if we’ve got a private pool?”
“Exactly my thoughts, girlfriend,” Nora said, grinning from ear to ear.
Yael’s eyes sparkled with flirtation and her confident front was back like she’d never dropped her guard. “Girlfriend?” She undid the strings of Nora’s bikini bottoms and chuckled as she lifted them out of the water and threw them behind her. “That means that I now officially have the hottest girlfriend in the world, and I feel like celebrating.” Her hand ran up Nora’s thighs, making her shiver in anticipation. “Do you feel like celebrating?”
“Always,” Nora said huskily, her chest heaving against Yael’s breasts. Her hard nipples caressed Nora’s skin, making her dizzy with desire. She gasped when Yael dragged her fingers up the inside of her thigh, stopping just before she reached her center. “You make me…” She moaned and thrust her hips into Yael’s hand, seeking more.
“I love how sensitive you are,” Yael whispered, bringing her mouth to Nora’s ear and biting her earlobe. The touch of hot breath made Nora shiver as Yael pressed her mouth firmly to Nora’s and slowly started circling her center.
Nora could feel Yael’s need in that kiss, but it was also tender and sweet and everything between. It was a kiss that sealed a promise, and it baffled her how that simple action said more than words ever could. She felt safe with Yael, and she wanted to drown in her embrace, bury herself in her arms forever. Forever. It wasn’t something she’d considered before, not with anyone. And yes, it was too soon to even entertain such a thought, but truthfully, it felt like they were meant to be together. Yael was her mirror, reflecting both her strongest desire to have her and her greatest fear of losing her, and now that she had her, she was not going to let her go.
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YAEL
T  he old center of Chiang Mai was beautiful, but holding hands with Nora, Yael had trouble taking in her surroundings. They’d visited temples and parks and they’d walked for miles, kissing at every opportunity. Being with Nora was thrillingly exciting and strangely familiar at the same time, and there was a constant presence of butterflies in Yael’s core.
“Where do you want to go now?” she asked, pulling Nora into a quiet alleyway. “Are you hungry?”
“Yes.” Nora smiled as she locked her gaze with Yael’s and kissed her softly. “Are you?”
“For you, always.” Yael kissed her back and her lips lingered against Nora’s. “And my stomach could do with some lining too, I suppose,” she continued, sliding her hand under Nora’s top. “I just can’t make up my mind about what I want first.”
“How about we save this part for dessert, then?” Nora said when a tuk-tuk turned the corner. “Save the best for last?” She stopped the driver, looked up an address on her phone and showed it to him. He shot her a puzzled look but pointed to the backseat when she insisted. “Come on, hop in.”
“Where are we going? Is it far? He seemed hesitant.”
“No, he was just confused as it’s not really for tourists. Do you mind going somewhere a little different?”
“Not at all,” Yael said as she scooted in with her. Nora put an arm around her and played with the hairs at the back of her neck. It was something she did all the time, and Yael loved it.
“I asked him to take us to the university grounds. I suspect they’ll have an amazing market there.”
“That sounds interesting. How do you know about this?”
“I don’t, but this university is big,” Nora said. “And in Thailand, wherever there are tons of young people, there is fun and food, and because it’s entirely local it will be super authentic.” She held onto Yael with one hand and to the frame of the tuk-tuk with the other as they sped off, taking bends way faster than the small, rickety vehicle could handle. “I may be wrong, but if I’m not, it will be worth it.” The tuk-tuk was adorned with colored lights, and Thai music was blasting from the speaker next to the driver. It seemed out of place in the tranquil neighborhood full of temples and pretty coffee shops, but soon, they were moving through busier streets with bars, markets, and noisy clubs with flashing neon lights. Their driver didn’t slow down, even when they entered narrower streets where the bumpy asphalt caused the vehicle to shake and occasionally lift off the ground.
“Are we meant to survive this journey?” Yael yelled over the music, holding on to Nora in return.
“I hope so.” Nora turned to her and laughed. “I would love to kiss you, but I’m afraid we might lose our teeth if I did.” She glanced ahead as they neared a busy area with pedestrians crowding a street lined with market stalls on both sides. Finally slowing down so he wouldn’t kill anyone, the driver hit his claxon continuously, the repetitive, silly jingle fighting with his music. “I think we’re here.” Unable to bear the jarring noise any longer, Nora tapped the driver’s shoulder and asked him to stop. “Thank you, we’ll walk the rest,” she said, handing him a note. They were still laughing from the adrenaline as they squeezed their way down the sidewalk.
Yael was by far the tallest person here, so she led them to the end of the street where a huge, fenced-off park led to a pristine campus with picnic areas and little pagodas. “This place is amazing,” she said. “Who would have thought the Thai students have it so good?”
Around the fence were food stalls, and next to the park was the entrance to the outdoor university market. The crowd was young and uniquely dressed. Anywhere in Europe, their outfits might have been classed as “trying too hard,” but here, standing out with a vengeance seemed to be the norm, and it was fun to watch the cool students enjoying themselves. Same-sex couples were also not out of the ordinary, and many of them wore almost identical outfits, coordinating on color, print, or hairstyle. “They all look so cute, don’t you think?”
“So cute,” Nora greed. “Do you miss being a student? Would you go back in time if you could?”
“If I could study here, absolutely,” Yael joked. “I didn’t have access to incredible food markets, karaoke bars, and silent discos in London,” she said, pointing to a square at the end of the street where students wearing big headphones were dancing their hearts out. “I mean, it was fun, but nothing like this.” The taller buildings advertised K-pop karaoke, 3D cinemas, roof-terrace barbecue restaurants, and mocktail clubs as most of the students were too young to drink alcohol. “Seriously, though, I wouldn’t. I’d never go back in a million years because I know so much more now than I did then, and I’m happy with who I am and where I am in life. You?”
“Same.” Nora smiled. “I wouldn’t go back either, and something tells me I’m right where I’m supposed to be.”
The look in her eyes as she said it gave Yael shivers, and the subtle squeeze of her hand told her there was a lot more behind those words. Yael was on top of the world after the talk they’d had. Just like that, the one person who was right for her, the one person who took away her thoughts, her words, her breath, and made her feel new things, wonderful things, had come into her life and she wasn’t afraid of throwing herself into the unknown. She’d surprised herself by being so open and honest, and she too, was right where she was supposed to be. She was sure of that.
“Korean stores!” Nora let out a shriek of excitement. “I love Korean stores.” She pointed to a row of small stores with Korean signs on the facades. “I’m not into shopping,” she said, looking up at Yael with a grin. “You need to know this about me. But I do love Korean stuff with a passion. It’s so weird and wonderful.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” Yael laughed. “But I’m curious now.” She followed Nora into the first shop, which sold outrageous clothes in the front, and together they browsed the racks that held anything from bizarre denim jackets with animal hoods to full, unicolor, unisex outfits in neon shades. A little nook in the wall served as a hairdressing section, where a Thai version of Lady Gaga in platforms so high her head almost touched the ceiling was weaving bright-green extensions into a customer’s hair.
In the back was a section with household items, and Yael had to agree it was fascinating. Rice molds in the shape of pandas, mini rice cookers with blinding flashlights and speakers that resembled baby aliens, multifunctional kitchen utensils with more functions than a Swiss army knife, and Jell-O molds in the shape of Korean boy-band members cluttered the overfull shelves along with cooking and dining kits for hamsters that included a tiny burner, pans, plates, and bowls so small that pets could eat like humans. There was also a section with beauty products, displaying anything from pop-star facial masks to slimming butt patches with a pig’s tail attached, and peel-off nail polish in unusual colors poured into painter’s palettes.
“Oh, God,” Yael said, staring at all the things she never knew existed. “You got me. I’m not into shopping either, but I think I might be here for a while.”



53

CUPID
A ccompanied by two cute little ginger kittens, Toby lay on one of the raised beds in a cat café in Chiang Mai. There were so many rescue cats here that the staff wouldn’t notice an extra addition to their family; they were too busy cleaning, selling cat treats, and serving drinks to customers. Contrary to the earthlings, the cats knew something was off about Toby. Some glanced at them suspiciously from the other side of the room, occasionally sending them warning growls and hisses. Others cautiously came over for a sniff to make sure they really were a cat. The kittens, however, were drawn to Toby like bees to honey, and Toby was exhausted from cleaning all the little fluffballs that came to them for comfort. The two curled up beside them on the cat bed were finally sleeping now after giving up their fruitless attempt to find nipples to suckle on. Toby’s chest and belly were sore and covered in tiny little love bites, but they were happy the kittens were content and that they felt safe.
From the bed right behind the window, they had a clear view over Nora and Yael, who were sitting squashed between students at a long table on the square adjacent to the cat café. They were eating, talking, and laughing, and couldn’t keep their eyes and hands off each other. As always, it made Cupid’s love bubble burst with joy to see The Almighty’s plan come together in all its glory. Their reason for showing up here was a little selfish, though, as Nora and Yael didn’t really need their help anymore. But Cupid simply loved observing love, and admittedly, they also loved being Toby more than they should. Cupid realized with regret that soon, they would have to say goodbye to their favorite vessel.
The decision to manifest in the cat café had been a no-brainer. For one thing, the view couldn’t get any better, but there was also plenty of food, and it was a safe and comfortable environment. For another, Yael and Nora’s radars were primed to pick up on anything cat-related now, and it was likely they would decide to come in for a coffee after dinner. Unless Toby became distracted again, Yael and Nora would spot them there, and that was okay. The Almighty didn’t mind if Cupid created an air of confusion or mystery for the earthlings to ponder over. It made them more spiritual, and it brought them closer to “God,” as some earthlings described it. As long as they couldn’t prove there were higher powers in play, Cupid’s appearances were innocent yet incredibly effective.
Earthlings often spoke of miracles, but no “real” miracles had ever been recorded. A humpback whale saving a diver from a shark, a gorilla comforting a young boy who had fallen ten feet into its enclosure in a zoo, a dog pulling a child out of a burning house—millions of stories had reached the news since earthlings invented broadcasting, but there was never speculation of anything supernatural when animals were involved. Then there were all the instances in which animals had saved earthlings from a broken heart. Those were generally put down to sentiment, and they made a cute story. If only they knew.
One of the kittens stirred and stretched, yawning as she started prodding Toby’s belly with her tiny little claws. She’s so cute and so precious. What if I had kittens of my own? I’m sure I’d make a good parent. Knowing they were getting carried away, Toby shook off that ridiculous thought. They were about as high up as one could get in the chain of command of the universe, serving right under The Almighty, and now their ambition was to be a cat parent? Don’t be silly. They licked the kitten lovingly until she fell asleep again, on her back this time, with her round, pink belly on full display. She didn’t have a care in the world and trusted that the earthlings and other cats would protect her while she slept. How beautiful to be so blissfully innocent and ignorant.
Yael and Nora stood up and looked around as if deciding where to go next, and Toby followed them with their big, amber eyes. Cats could see far and had excellent eyesight—another perk of being Toby, along with the treats and cuddles. Nora pointed to the cat café and nudged Yael playfully before they took hold of each other’s hands and headed Toby’s way. There we go. So predictable.
Come here, lovebirds, and get ready for a surprise. The two women peered through the window and looked right at Toby, but one of the kittens was curled up against their neck, so they didn’t see their name tag. There was some cooing and awwing as they stared at the kittens, and Nora said something about wanting to take them home.
One of the staff members let them in through the secure door, and they headed to the bar, where they were presented with a menu that included coffees, teas, and cat treats. They laughed the way lovers did, and they were clearly comfortable around each other. Toby noticed how Yael’s fingertips touched Nora’s in between them, as if physical distance was unthinkable. So sweet.
Toby purred, and love poured out of them, making the kittens squeak in pleasure. Other cats came closer, curious and craving more of what they’d just felt. Before Toby knew it, they were surrounded by fifteen cats who had previously been highly suspicious of them. They now looked up at Toby on their raised cat bed as if they were a god on a throne, and some started to make weird noises. The gathering caught the attention of one of the staff, and she stared at the unusual display for a moment, then turned to her colleague and pointed to Toby.
Nora and Yael turned too, now seeing at least thirty cats who looked to be worshipping Toby and the two kittens. The staff discussed the unusual happenings for a moment, then brushed it off and went back to restocking the fridge with cat snacks. Nora, however, walked over, and her eyes widened in shock as she approached the cat bed. She scratched Toby’s chin and lifted it to reveal the name tag.
“Hey, Yael, come here. Seriously, come here.” She looked back down at Toby and shook her head. “This can’t be happening.”
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NORA
“I  don’t understand how Toby was there,” Nora said for the tenth time that night. “I really don’t. It makes no sense.”
“Neither do I.” Yael sighed. “And he wouldn’t let me take a picture of him. Isn’t that weird? As soon as I got my phone out, he bolted and hid somewhere, like he knew it didn’t make any sense either.”
Nora shifted in Yael’s arms and looked up at the moon. It was full and bright, and the stars were shimmering in the sky. She was happy beyond comprehension, but the night’s happenings had her mind spinning. “Do you think Toby is trying to tell us something?” She shook her head and chuckled. “Never mind. That’s a silly question. Toby’s a cat, and cats don’t communicate to that extent.”
“I don’t think it’s a silly question,” Yael said without hesitation. “I have no doubt seeing him over and over means something, and I’m as confused as you are.” She paused and stroked Nora’s arm. “Maybe we should just accept that sometimes strange things happen. That we can’t understand everything that goes on around us. It feels impossible though.”
“I agree with you on that, it’s…” Nora cupped Yael’s face and looked at her earnestly. “I met Toby for the first time at the speed-dating event. That was also the first time I met you. The second time I saw him was over Christmas, right after I’d scrolled through hundreds of profiles on that dating app, hoping to find you.”
Yael raised her brows. “You tried to find me?”
“Yes,” Nora admitted. “I went to great lengths, to no avail.” She chuckled. “But I’ve got you now, so it’s all good, and I’ll tell you about it sometime.” Continuing to dig up recent events, Nora suddenly remembered another incident with a ginger cat. “And then there was New Year’s Eve,” she said. “Looking back, I’m pretty sure I saw him in Soho too.”
Yael tilted her head as she regarded her, but she didn’t laugh it off. After all, seeing Toby in Soho wasn’t anywhere near as strange as seeing him in Chiang Mai. “As you know, he was at my house,” she said. “He vanished just as mysteriously as in the cat café tonight. And at the airport lounge, in Tel Aviv…I thought I was seeing things at the time, but now I’m positive he was there. It was right after I found you on that dating app.”
Nora didn’t even question the latter because by now, anything seemed plausible. “I’m glad it’s not just me. You, me, and Toby are connected somehow.”
Yael weaved her fingers through Nora’s hair, and Nora’s lashes fluttered at her gentle touch.
“Do you think he’s reincarnated?” Yael asked with a chuckle. “I mean, like maybe he’s one of our deceased relatives?”
“I don’t know. Do you believe in reincarnation?”
“No, but I’m open to anything at the moment.”
“Even if he was, that doesn’t explain how he shows up in different countries and even on a different continent. “It makes me think he must be otherworldly in some way. A ghost?”
“I held him,” Yael said. “He’s not just a vision. He has actual body mass.”
“And quite a lot of it,” Nora joked. She sat up and looked at Yael lovingly. “If this is a dream, it’s a really long dream.”
“I’m sure it’s not a dream. But it’s not like we can ask someone about this. No one would know.”
“What about a psychic?” Nora suppressed a laugh. “Not that I believe in psychics—at least I never have, but I might change my mind about that now. Have you ever seen one?”
“No. Have you?” Yael asked.
Nora shook her head. “We could see if we could find a psychic in Chiang Mai. This is a spiritual country. I wouldn’t be surprised if there were at least a couple here.”
Yael was silent as she thought about that, then shrugged. “Why not?” She pointed a finger at Nora. “But if you ever meet my mother, don’t mention it, because it’s against the Torah to consult psychics. It claims fortune-tellers and psychics are false prophets that speak on behalf of other gods. She’d never get over it.”
“We don’t have to go if you’re uncomfortable with it,” Nora said. “It was just an idea.”
“No, I’d like to go. Ever since I was old enough to think for myself, I disregarded religion because of my sexuality. I figured I didn’t belong to a religion that didn’t accept me for who I was. Things were different twenty years ago. Nowadays, even rabbis can be gay, but that wasn’t an option when I was younger. And so, I dismissed anything spiritual. It was just easier that way.” Yael paused. “But now I wouldn’t mind exploring what I’ve missed out on. Religion, spirituality…I’m curious,” she admitted. “And most of all, I feel like I’m open to it now. I’ve loved visiting temples with you and that’s not something I’ve ever considered. There’s something incredibly tranquil about being there.”
Nora smiled and reached for her phone. “You know what? I’m with you. I’m curious too.” She Googled “psychics in Chiang Mai,” and a couple of hits came up on travel forums. There were no official websites for local psychics, just blogs on people who had visited them. One name came up a few times on several unrelated blogs—a handreader, who went by the name Miss Mai—and her clients were raving about her.
“This woman looks good,” Nora said, showing Yael the blog. “I’m not saying she’s legit in any way, but it’s worth a try, right? There’s no phone number, but I do have an address.”
“I’m in.” Yael said. “Let’s see if she’s available.”
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YAEL
M iss Mai was a trans woman. She was pretty and dainty and could not have looked less like a psychic with her ditsy floral dress, white heeled sandals, and long, flowy hair.
“Yes, I have time,” she said, opening the gate to let Yael and Nora into the front yard of her fenced townhouse. “Please come to the back. It’s nicer outside.”
Yael and Nora followed her around the house, to where a table and four chairs stood under a gazebo. Two standing fans were pointed toward the seating area, and there was a sink with soap and disinfectant, but Miss Mai had used nothing to create an air of mystery. There was no purple tablecloth, no glass ball, no candles, or incense. It was just a tidy terrace in broad daylight.
Miss Mai excused herself and came back with a jug of ice water, three glasses, and a cardboard box. “Please sit,” she said, and poured them water. She smiled when Yael and Nora eyed the box curiously. “There’s no magic in here,” she said with a sweet little chuckle. “Just plain black ink and paper.”
“What are you going to do with that?” Nora asked.
“Press your hand into this. I’m making a copy of your handprint.” Miss Mai opened a smaller box with an ink sponge and pushed it in Yael’s direction. “You first.” She then pushed a sheet of white paper toward her. “Now press your hand down hard. Don’t move it around. Just press it firmly and write your name above it.” Nora was next, and afterward they washed their hands in the sink until most of the ink was gone.
“I did not expect this,” Yael muttered to Nora while she dried her hands.
“People think I’m some kind of witch,” Miss Mai said. “But handreading is actually quite technical. It’s not just the print that talks to me. I am in contact with the spiritual world, but my spirits are purely for guidance on big decisions. Everything you need to know is already written in your hand.”
“You mean our future is in our hands too?” Nora frowned.
“Yes, it’s literally in your hands. The past, the present, the future.”
Yael found that hard to believe, and although she wanted to keep an open mind, she couldn’t resist arguing that statement. “If our future is written in our hands, that means our lives have been pre-designed and that essentially, we’re not free to choose our actions. That’s determinism.”
“Not exactly. You always have choices,” Miss Mai said. “We all make choices every day, and we have to take responsibility for our actions. But some things are destined no matter what choice you make. In some cases, all roads lead to the same outcome.” She took Yael’s sheet and studied it. “You don’t have to believe. I won’t be offended. Very few believe when they come to me, but if there is a spark of belief in you, and you’re uncomfortable, I won’t read your future. I can just give you your past and your present, and that will help you make decisions in future. Not that there’s much bad in your future,” she added with a smile. “And your heart line is long.”
Even though she was skeptical, Yael felt relieved at hearing that. “You’re right,” she said. “I don’t really believe in this, but I’d still rather not know about my future.”
“No problem.” Miss Mai moved her index finger over the network of lines and fingerprints in Yael’s handprint. “I’ll point out the main lines, then you can ask questions at the end. This bent one closest to your thumb, is your life line. It tells us about health and physical vitality. Your life line is in excellent condition, and I suspect you have not suffered from much illness in your life. Be aware of your joints, though, and consider exercise other than running. Yoga would be a good choice, as it will help you later in life.” She didn’t look up and continued without waiting for any acknowledgement from Yael. “This long one closest to your fingers is your heart line, also known as the love line. It’s connected to love and emotion. It’s muddled in your younger years—I would say up to about the age of twenty. It’s like you weren’t interested in love, or perhaps you were confused or afraid.” Now, Miss Mia did look up to meet her eyes. “But it grows strong and clear, and I will tell you one thing about your future because I think you’d want to hear this. There is a lot of love in your future, and it comes in the form of one single person.”
Yael noted she didn’t use the word “man,” like she’d expected. She was also a runner, but many people liked to run, so that wasn’t out of the ordinary.
“You’ve had one significant love before,” Miss Mia said. “But that love is now a thing of the past because you have learned what you were supposed to learn from that relationship. The work has been done and you are stronger now.” She cleared her throat, then pointed to the next line. “This is your money line. It refers to career and future. It’s steady and strong, so I would say you are very capable when it comes to taking care of yourself and your future. The money line is strong in your past too, which could mean you come from money. Your parents may not be rich, but you never saw them struggle financially. I don’t think you’re creative at heart. You prefer to utilize other people’s talents, and you’re strategic, but you also do something you love. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be able to continue this for so long and many, many more years to—” She stopped herself there. “I apologize. We said no future talk.”
“It’s okay.” Yael sat back and relaxed a little. “I’m fine with the future talk. It’s a lot less scary than I thought it would be.” Now that she knew her love and heart line were strong, she wasn’t worried about hearing if she might die soon or grow old alone. And I told her I didn’t believe. “Just tell me what you feel is appropriate. I don’t mind.”
“Very well. As I said, you will continue to enjoy what you do. From your line work, I would guess you’re a trader of some sort. Whether that’s currency or stocks or shares or goods, I have no idea, and you don’t need to tell me. It involves travel too. I can see you’ve traveled a lot, and I believe you’re away from your family but not because you don’t love them. You just felt more comfortable elsewhere. And you’re an only child,” she added.
Yael wasn’t sure whether to nod or stare at her blankly. She was shocked at the accuracy of Miss Mai’s reading, and from Nora’s expression, she was surprised too.
Miss Mai didn’t look up from the page to check if she was on the right track. She didn’t try to read her expression and she hadn’t even asked for her date of birth. Leaning in, she narrowed her eyes as she focused. “This little one at the base of your pinkie, is your marriage line. It’s short, but that’s normal, so don’t worry. You were not married in your previous relationship, which means there is marriage in your future. Would you like to know about children?”
Yael tapped her fingers on the table as she considered that. Would she want to know? Did she even want children? She had no idea, so she shook her head. “No, I would rather not know,” she said. “I feel like I would overthink things if you told me, believer or no believer.”
“I totally understand. Let’s move on.” Miss Mai pointed to the long line in the middle of Yael’s handprint. “This is your head line. Your head line is connected to intelligence and mentality. The way your lines develop from your past to your future tells me you used to thrive on your intellect, but that is slowly changing into a more emotional approach to decision making. More intuitive, perhaps.” While she talked, she scribbled notes on the sheet. “You can take these home with you,” she said. “Read them back in a year from now. You will find that your mindfulness has grown, and that you feel free in your personal life.”
“Free?” Yael asked.
“Yes. You live in secrecy, but you’re at a crossroads. Things will change.”
Yael felt Nora’s eyes burning into her. She had a suspicion the secrecy Miss Mia referred to was the fact that she wasn’t out to her family. She could have brushed it off as a coincidence, but so far, the woman had been right in everything she’d said. Yael didn’t dare ask questions and avoided Nora’s inquisitive gaze, as she was yet to have the conversation with her.
Sensing her hesitation to talk about this openly, Miss Mia carried on. “This, right now, is a very important time in your life. It’s a time of transformation and growth, so be aware of what comes to you and the insights that you have. There is something here with you. I felt it even without looking at your hand, but it’s bigger than me, so I can’t explain it. I can tell you that it’s good, though, so don’t be afraid.”
“What do you mean by ‘bigger than you’?” Yael asked. “Do you mean a deceased relative?”
“No.” Miss Mia paused and looked up as she searched for words. “Something spiritual. Maybe even divine. It’s a loving energy. It makes me feel warm, and I know it’s special, but I can’t see it, nor can I understand it.” She shrugged. “I’m sorry, that’s all I can say. It’s not the first time I’ve experienced it during a reading. Maybe one day, I’ll be lucky enough to learn more. Do you have any specific questions for me? Questions that are not related to the present energy? I can’t promise I can go into detail, but I’ll try.”
Yael felt the hairs at the back of her neck rise as she nodded. Her skepticism had cracked. “Do you see a cat in my hand?”
Miss Mia raised a brow. “I see animal energies. They show up strong, almost like children throughout your life. But I can’t read specifics. Any other questions?” She looked from Yael to Mia and back, like she knew they were together.
“No, I don’t think so,” Yael said hesitantly. “Thank you. This was very special.”
“I hope it helped.” Miss Mia turned the sheet around and wrote some bullet points. “Trust your intuition,” she said. “You’re doubting yourself because you feel the need to rationalize everything. What you don’t understand, you discard because it’s in your nature to do so. Try to turn that around and accept life’s mysteries.” She glanced at Nora and then back at Yael. “It’s a spiritual journey, and you don’t have to do it alone.”
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NORA
N ora was nervous by the time it was her turn. From what she knew about Yael, most of what Miss Mia had said was true. She didn’t understand the secrecy part, but from the way Yael flinched during her reading, she suspected there was truth to that too.
“Are you okay?” Yael asked her sweetly, placing a hand on her thigh under the table.
“Yeah, I think so.” She took a deep breath and reminded herself that this was her idea. “Are you?”
“Yes.” Yael gave her thigh a squeeze. “I’m glad we came. You will be too.”
“There’s no need to be nervous. Your hand looks very healthy,” Miss Mia said as she studied her print.
Nora waited and felt sick when the woman remained silent. “What’s wrong?” she asked.
“Nothing, it’s just…” Again, there was a thick silence between them.
“Oh my God, I’m going to die soon, aren’t I? Is that what you see?” Nora stared at her life line. It looked about the same as Yael’s to her, but she was no expert. A voice in the back of her mind told her that this wasn’t necessarily real, that maybe they chose to believe Miss Mai because she was convincing. “Please say something.”
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.” Miss Mai turned to Yael. “Could I please see your print again?”
“Of course.” Yael took her handprint out of her purse and handed it to her. “Is something wrong?”
“No, nothing’s wrong. It’s just strange.” Miss Mai put the two prints next to each other and compared them. “Do you see this?” she asked, pointing to their life and love lines. “They’re exactly the same. May I see your hands?”
Relieved this wasn’t about life and death, Nora held out her right hand, and Yael did the same. She suspected there was some kind of weird coincidence because Miss Mai seemed baffled by the resemblance of their hands. Yes, their lines were similar, she noted. In fact, most of them were identical, but they were hand lines, not fingerprints. Didn’t many people have the same hand lines?
“May I see your other hands too, please?” Miss Mai asked. A faint twitch appeared between her heavily accentuated brows, and she studied their hands at length before she spoke again. “I’ve never seen this,” she said. “In all my years.” Even though Miss Mia couldn’t be older than thirty-five, it didn’t sound strange coming from her. “I mean, I have seen it, but not in this context. You two are together, right?”
“Yes,” Nora admitted, wondering if they were about to be drawn into a scam of some sorts. But Miss Mai didn’t charge a fortune, and nothing she’d said or done so far pointed in that direction.
“Twins,” Miss Mia said, looking up at them. “Similar patterns in lines only occasionally occur with twins.”
“I can assure you, we’re not twins or even vaguely related.” Nora chuckled. “That would be so wrong on all levels.”
“I know you’re not. You’re clearly not of the same ethnicity, but I can feel that you’re very much in love, and that you have an extraordinary connection.” Miss Mai sighed, closed her eyes, and sat back as if she was suddenly overcome with warm feelings. “Even if I didn’t have the gift, I would still see it, and it makes me believe that you are twin flames.” She opened her eyes again and stared at them. “You’re meant to be together. Remember what I just told Yael? Your paths may be different, but your outcome would always be the same at some point in time. Be grateful it is now because you have your whole lives ahead of you.”
Nora couldn’t help but smile at her words, and when she met Yael’s gaze, it didn’t hold a trace of sarcasm. However crazy it sounded, she believed Miss Mai was right. Yael was her person, her twin flame. She felt a whole arsenal of new things, but they were all good, and they made her stronger. Yael hadn’t said a word since Nora’s reading had started. She was intensely focused on Nora, but she looked like she was processing in the background.
“The divine is with you too, Nora,” Miss Mai said. “Perhaps it is there for the two of you, so don’t take this lightly.”
Nora nodded. “And a cat?” she asked. “Do you see a cat in my hand?”
Miss Mia shook her head. “I can only give you the same answer I gave Yael. Whatever you’ve seen or experienced, you have to accept that you can’t rationalize everything. If you want a cat, get a cat, but that’s not what you meant, right?” A dog came up to her, and she stroked its head lovingly.
“No, that’s not what I meant.” Nora’s hand reached for Yael’s, and they laced their fingers together. She didn’t feel the need for a reading anymore because the most important message had already been relayed, and she truly believed that was the reason she was here. She was still as confused as ever, but she had peace in the idea that she would never find answers to the recent unexplainable events, and that Yael was meant to be here too. “Can I ask you something?”
“Of course.” Miss Mai gave the dog a command in Thai, and it lay down at her feet.
“What do you believe? I mean in terms of religion.” It was a big question, but Nora was fascinated by Miss Mai, and she wanted to know more. “Do you mind that it’s a personal question? I’m sorry if you’re not comfortable answering that.”
“I certainly don’t mind answering that,” she said, “but my feelings toward the divine are hard to put into words.” Miss Mai fell back into thoughts and reflected for a moment. “The only thing I’m sure of is that spirits exist because they have always been a part of my life. And that, to me, means higher powers exist. I want to focus my devotion and show my gratitude to what gave me my gift, and living in Thailand, Buddhism is the most practical way for me to connect on a spiritual level. Do you understand?”
“Yes, I think I do,” Nora said. “So, you’re a Buddhist?”
“I would consider myself Buddhist because I like the teachings, but that doesn’t mean I disregard other religions. I believe that praying is a way of connecting with oneself as much as with the divine, and whether that’s done in nature, at home, in a temple, in a church, a mosque, or a synagogue is beside the point. In the end, many of us need a serene and quiet space to worship that which gave us life, even if we’re not sure what book to follow.” Miss Mai shrugged. “So, in short, I’m not necessarily devout to Buddhism, but I believe, and that’s enough for me. Does that make sense?”
“Yes. That makes a lot of sense.”
“Good.” Miss Mai held up the sheet with Nora’s handprint. “Shall we continue with the reading?” Sensing Nora’s hesitation, she leaned in and chuckled. “Even if it’s too much for you right now, I’d still like to tell you about those vitamin B tablets you need to start taking.”
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“I  wish you could stay longer,” Nora said, tugging Yael closer by the ties of her robe.
“Me too. I’m going to miss you so much.”
In silent understanding, they’d stopped talking about Toby and Miss Mai and tried to accept that they would never find an explanation. They were immensely grateful that they had found each other, and it seemed wrong to part ways, even if it wasn’t forever. After a shower and another long and delicious make-out session, they were walking through the hotel’s tranquil garden, barefoot and hand in hand. The trees and plants were lit up from the base by spotlights, creating a magical scene before them. Now and then, a bat flew overhead before clinging onto a tree branch, and the geckos were unusually loud tonight.
“If this meeting wasn’t so important, I would stay, but unfortunately, in my business, dealing with demanding and wealthy clients, things generally can’t wait. My client wants to personally pick up the diamond in Tel Aviv and take it home with her. She thinks it’s romantic, and I have to agree, as it’s for an engagement ring. She and her girlfriend are joining my parents and me for dinner, so I have to be there.”
“I understand. I wasn’t trying to persuade you to stay,” Nora said, squeezing her hand. “So why did she come to you?”
“Because I found a diamond for her friend, and her friend recommended me to her. Word of mouth is everything in our business, and we’re very discreet. No celebrity engagement has ever leaked from our company.”
“That makes sense. I’m sure you and your parents have better things to do than going to the press.” Nora took her hand and kissed it. “Do you network a lot?”
“Quite a bit. There are a lot of big dealers in the world, with way more connections than me, but people like the personal approach our family business gives them. I suppose it feels more bespoke and therefore more exclusive.” Yael shrugged. “If people can afford a million-dollar diamond, they can afford another one, and that means they may come back for more. Diamonds are addictive, like tattoos, I’ve been told. I guess I don’t have an addictive personality.”
Nora chuckled. “I couldn’t afford a diamond addiction.”
“Well, me either.” Yael took Nora by her shoulders and pushed her gently against a tree. She really didn’t want to leave her tomorrow. She was so happy being with her, and she hadn’t felt like this since…well, since never, she realized.
Nora nodded. “Honestly, if you were flying to London instead of Tel Aviv, I might even follow you back.”
“Really?” Yael smiled as she kissed her. “But you still have two glorious weeks ahead of you.”
“There’s nothing more glorious than you,” Nora whispered before returning her soft kiss. “I just want to be with you.” She suddenly inched back and winced. “Sorry. Is that too much?”
“No, never.” Yael’s smile widened, her head spinning with scenarios that would give her more time with Nora, but there was no way she could cancel her trip to Israel: it wasn’t just her income that depended on it but also her parents’ income and their reputation. “You said you liked Israel, right?” she asked.
“I loved it.” Nora relaxed back against the tree trunk, and her eyelashes fluttered when Yael ran a hand through her hair. “Nice weather, lovely culture, amazing food, friendly people—what’s not to like?”
“How would you feel about coming with me?” Yael threw it out there before she had the chance to change her mind. It was a ridiculous request. Nora had probably been looking forward to her vacation for months, and it wasn’t fair to suggest she should come with her. But she really believed Nora when she said she’d much rather be with her, and she felt the same.
“To Tel Aviv? Are you serious?”
“Yes.” Yael chuckled and covered her face in her hands. “Oh, God. If anyone’s being too much, it’s me.”
“No, no,” Nora said, pulling her back. “I would honestly love to come with you, but you have to work, right?”
“Work is a big word. It’s not like I sit behind my laptop the whole day.” Yael’s core fluttered at the thought of having Nora with her, in her hometown. She would love to show her around and introduce her to her family, even if her loved ones didn’t know they were together. “I have to meet with my client, and I need some time with my mother to look at some other precious stones while I’m there, but I’ll have plenty of free time. And my parents are very welcoming people,” she added. “They’d be delighted to have you stay.”
Nora swallowed hard and stared at her. “Did you tell your parents about me?”
“They know I’m here with you, but I told them you were my friend and that we were on vacation together.” Yael braced herself because the time had come. She’d have to tell Nora she was closeted. It was something she’d gotten used to and she’d made peace with it, but it had proven a challenge in her previous relationship. She didn’t discuss her sexuality with her parents. Maybe they knew, maybe they didn’t, but the reality was, her mother still hoped she would marry a nice Jewish man and have babies. Over the years, it had become very clear that they didn’t want to know, and Yael didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize their relationship. Most of her gay friends in Tel Aviv took the same approach. Say nothing, keep the peace because despite Israel being a liberal country, the generation gap was huge when it came to certain topics.
“My parents don’t know I’m gay,” she said after a long silence.
“Oh?” Nora frowned. “I didn’t see that one coming. I mean, you’re so…” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t make assumptions. The way you talk about them made me think you were really close, and you work together and see each other a lot.”
“We are close, but in many ways, they are also very different from me,” Yael said. “They’ve been great parents in the sense that they always encouraged me to think for myself and make my own choices. In comparison to their upbringing, they were incredibly liberal with me. But the truth is, they still hold on to their traditions and religion. They’ve accepted that I don’t share their beliefs, so I feel like I should accept that they don’t share mine.”
“I get that.” Nora paused and locked her eyes with Yael’s. “Is it difficult for you, though?”
“Honestly, no, not anymore. It doesn’t affect my life. I mean, it has at certain moments in the past because my ex didn’t agree with me being closeted to my parents. To her, family was everything, and not being open with them was unthinkable to her. But on a personal level, my life is in London and theirs is in Tel Aviv, and my love for them is not defined by how open I can be with them. They’re my parents, and I love them and respect their beliefs. It’s as simple as that.” She stroked Nora’s cheek and regarded her. There was a curiosity in her gaze, but she didn’t seem put off by what Yael had told her. “Do you understand?”
“Yes, I think I do.” Nora looked at her feet, then back up, fiddling with the hem of Yael’s T-shirt. “But wouldn’t it be uncomfortable if I came with you? For you, or for them? If they don’t know we’re seeing each other, it might seem strange to them if you bring me.”
“I’m not uncomfortable, and I don’t think you will be either. As I said, they’re super welcoming and even if they at some point have a suspicion, they’d never bring it up.” Yael gave her a sweet smile. This wasn’t an easy conversation; it never was, but she had a feeling Nora understood.
“If you’re okay with it, then I’d love to come.” Nora had a twinkle in her eyes as she returned her smile.
“Would you be offended if I asked you to sign an NDA before you came? I’d love to bring you to dinner with my client. It’s not that I don’t trust you. It’s a formality, and we’ve all had to sign one. I’ll need to check with my client’s PA first, but I don’t think it would be a problem if I brought you along.”
“Absolutely not. I don’t want to be in your way, and I can keep myself busy,” Nora said. “Your work is your work.”
Yael arched a brow and shot her a teasing look. “You wouldn’t say that if you knew who my client was.” She laughed when Nora’s brows pulled together curiously. It reminded her of Bruce whenever he heard the words “walkies,” “parkies,” or “treaties.”
“Who is your client?” Nora asked, playfully nudging Yael. “Come on, tell me.”
“Nuh-uh.” Yael shook her head and kissed her. “I’ll tell you when you’ve signed the NDA.”
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N ora got out of the taxi that stopped in front of Yael’s childhood home. Situated right on the coast, the location was beautiful, and she admired the pristinely kept yard as they walked through the gates. She was a little nervous, but she reminded herself that she was not here to meet Yael’s parents as her girlfriend, and that it would be easier without the pressure. No pressure. She’d repeated that over and over in her mind, but she was still feeling shaky as she saw two people come out of the house to welcome them.
“Are you nervous?” Nora asked.
“A little. Are you?”
“Yes.”
“Don’t be. They’re very easy to get along with.” Yael waved at her parents and fell into her mother’s arms.
Nora greeted Yael’s father and then her mother, who gave her a long, hard squeeze. Physically speaking, Yael was a product of her parents. Both were tall and attractive with an air of understated elegance: Nora would have guessed they were related even outside the gates of their family home. Her father was tall, dark, and handsome, and her mother tall, dark, and striking, with perfectly styled hair and manicured hands.
“It’s so lovely to meet you both,” Nora said, admiring their picturesque front door that was painted bright yellow and the fuchsia bougainvillea that grew around the entrance, climbing up the white facade of the house. “You have a beautiful home.”
“Thank you, and likewise, sweetheart. Please call me Maya, and this handsome man goes by David. Yael hasn’t brought a friend home in years, so it’s a true pleasure having you here.” Maya held open the door, and Nora stepped into the hall. It was cozy and bohemian, much like the exterior of the house. She took in the antique sideboard with a Roman bust and an abstract sculpture next to it before her eyes fell on the Persian rug on the wooden floor and the ornate spiraling staircase that led up to the second floor. Paintings adorned the wall next to the staircase: it took her a while to realize why she was so intrigued by one of them.
“Are you okay?” Yael asked, following her gaze. Then she chuckled. “Oh, the painting. I totally forgot to tell you about that. That woman really looks like you, don’t you think?”
“Is that why you were asking about the painting?” Maya chipped in. “You’re right. She looks exactly like Nora.”
Nora could only stare as more comments were thrown her way. She vaguely registered a housekeeper taking her luggage and joining the conversation, but she was too stunned to reply.
“Nora?” Yael asked again, placing a hand on her shoulder.
“Oh, sorry,” she said, suddenly ripped out of her thoughts. “Forgive me for needing a moment. I didn’t expect to see myself in your home.” She pointed to the wall. “The woman in the painting looks like me because it is me.” A silence fell over them, and she blushed as four pairs of eyes darted from her face to the painting and back. “I was here, in Tel Aviv, a few years ago—before the pandemic,” she clarified. “And I was approached by a girl in the park, who asked if she could paint me for one of her art projects. She was an art student at the University of Haifa, but she was here, staying with her parents over the summer. I posed for her in a workshop she rented with some fellow students.” Nora frowned, digging through her memory. “She sent me a picture of the painting over email. I should still have it.”
David glanced at the painting again, then walked over to Nora and put an arm around her shoulder. “Isn’t it strange, Yael?” He turned to his daughter. “Did you not know this?”
“No, I didn’t. I would have told you, of course.”
“I totally forgot about it,” Nora said, remembering that day in the park. Looking a little butch and casting her looks from a nearby bench, she’d been convinced the art student was flirting with her when she approached and asked if she could paint her. As Nora was single and feeling adventurous back then, she’d said yes, half expecting to pose naked before having some fun between the sheets. But none of that had happened. Instead, she was taken to a workshop where a dozen other students were working on their summer projects, and she’d sat there for seven very long and boring hours, cursing herself for her wishful thinking. There was no flirting involved, and there was nothing exciting about the experience. The student whose name she couldn’t even remember was unable to hold a conversation and work at the same time, Nora had suffered through it in silence and left the moment they were done. “How bizarre,” she whispered, studying herself in abstract form. She’d seen a picture of the painting, but it looked much better in real life. “So bizarre.”
“I believe that’s a song from the nineties,” David said, doing a silly jiggle on the spot.
“Please, Dad.” Yael laughed and rolled her eyes. “It’s too early in the day for your rusty dance moves.”
“Well, I’m sorry, but I really don’t know what to say to this.” He shrugged. “It’s like Nora said, completely bizarre. What are the chances?”
“I agree.” Maya had the same intense, dark eyes as Yael, and her stare made Nora pause. “What a strange coincidence!” She shook her head incredulously and put a hand on Nora’s back. “Well, let’s not linger here, lunch is ready. I’m sure you’re both hungry after your journey.”



59

YAEL
“T  hanks for a lovely lunch. It was delicious,” Nora said. “Can I help clear the table?”
“Not a chance, that’s my job,” Zegna said. “You two go and enjoy yourselves.”
Yael and Nora got up from the table, and Yael made a mental note not to stand too close to Nora, so she wouldn’t reach for her hand in a reflex or lean into her. Could her parents tell she was different with Nora than with other friends? She’d hardly dared look at her since they arrived, convinced their electric chemistry was detectable by even the most oblivious of people.
“It’s so nice to have you here.” David turned to Nora and spread his arms wide. “This isn’t fair, though. We were just having fun, and now our daughter is taking you away.”
“We’re only going down to the beach and then into town for a little while,” Yael said with a chuckle. “We’ll be back later. I’m sure you’ll manage to entertain yourselves in the meantime.” There was no way she’d invite them to come along. This was their opportunity to be alone for a bit, and she couldn’t wait to kiss Nora as soon as they were out of sight. “Do you need anything from town?”
“No, thank you.” Her mother stood up and straightened her white dress as she walked them out. She’d dressed up for their visitor, and Yael suspected she’d been to the hairdresser too. “We’re taking Tahlia and her partner for dinner tonight, so we don’t need anything.” She smiled, specifically at Nora. The fascination still hadn’t left her expression since she’d discovered their portrait in the hallway was Nora, and Yael couldn’t stop thinking about it either.
Accept things for what they are, she thought, remembering Miss Mai’s words. It’s a sign. Embrace it.
“You made a reservation, right?” her mother asked.
“Yes. We’re going to that new rooftop place in Yafa,” Yael said. She’d gone to great lengths to get a table there. It wasn’t easy, but name-dropping had helped. Her parents had no idea Thalia was a lesbian icon, nor did they know she was so famous, as her program didn’t air in Israel. “And everything’s arranged for Nora to join us too,” she continued, turning to Nora. She tried not to swoon as she met her eyes. “It’s a super-fancy restaurant with spectacular views and great food. I think you’ll enjoy it.”
“That sounds amazing.” Nora looked from Yael to her parents and back. “But are you sure it’s okay if I come along?”
“Absolutely,” Maya said resolutely. “You’re staying with us, and you’re coming with us. It’s not all business, so there’s no need to feel uncomfortable, and Tahlia’s partner will be there too. I don’t know these people, but Yael says they’re very nice.”
“The reservation is for eight.” Yael reached out to take Nora’s hand, then abruptly stopped herself and buried her hand in the back pocket of her jeans. “We’ll be home for six to get changed, so we’ll see you later. Behave yourselves,” she joked, turning to her parents. Closing the door behind them, she let out a long breath.
“Are you okay?” Nora asked.
“Yes, I’m fine. I’m just worried about you. Are they too intense? I didn’t think they’d get so excited by a visitor.”
“No, they’re lovely, and I feel super comfortable around them. You really look like them, by the way. I see where you get your good looks from.” She shot Yael a flirty sideways glance as they headed out of the gates.
Yael couldn’t get to the beach fast enough. They followed the street and turned into an alleyway. At the end were steps that led down to a concrete platform with a changing area that consisted of a handful of cubicles and two showers. They’d been there for as long as she could remember, but they were always clean and repainted every year.
“It’s beautiful,” Nora said. “I haven’t been to the beach in a while.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “You were so lucky to grow up here.”
“Yes, it was lovely.” Yael was so used to the view that it took an outsider to point out how beautiful it was. There were many beaches along this stretch in Tel Aviv, but this one was small and mostly popular with locals this time of year. It wasn’t warm enough to swim, but they came for picnics or brought their kids here to play in the sand on sunny days. “I’m glad you like it. You can come with me anytime.”
“I won’t say no to that.” Nora took her hand. “But wouldn’t your parents find it strange if you kept bringing me here?”
“They might.” Yael hesitated. “But I can’t stop thinking about what Miss Mai said about living in secrecy. Maybe I will tell them at some point, even though that seemed unthinkable a few weeks ago. I feel different now.”
“Me too. I feel different about a lot of things. I…” Nora parted her lips to continue, then changed her mind and shook her head.
“What?”
“Nothing.” Nora still looked like there was something she was dying to say, but she remained silent as she looked down at her feet, then back up again as she shot her a shy smile.
Overcome by an urge to kiss those sweet, hesitant lips, Yael pulled Nora into the first cubicle, locked the door, and pushed her against the wall. “I’m sorry, but I need you alone,” she whispered.
“I love how keen you are. It’s only been four hours since we kissed on the flight.” Yael brushed her hair away and kissed her neck, and Nora giggled and tilted her head to the side. “Mmm…”
In the background, Yael heard the familiar sound of seagulls and children playing, and someone shrieked as they immersed themselves in the sea. She smiled and inhaled against Nora’s skin. She smelled of springtime, even though the winter was far from over. Fresh, floral, zesty… And she smelled of home and comfort and all things good. Cupping Nora’s face in her hands, she stared at her for a long moment before she kissed her, and when their lips met, warmth flooded her system and Nora’s nearness poured into her—soft, eager lips, a quiet moan, Nora’s chest rising and falling against her own. Emotions coursed through her, and she felt so much she thought she might cry for no reason at all. This kiss was different than all the delicious kisses they’d shared before. It was deep on every level, and it slayed her.
Yael inched back to look at Nora again and caressed the beauty mark at the corner of her mouth with her thumb. Sunlight poured through the open top of the cubicle, casting an amber glow over Nora’s blonde hair, and Yael swallowed hard as she took her in.
“The painting,” Nora whispered, stroking Yael’s face tenderly as if she might break at her touch.
“Yeah.” Yael nodded. There wasn’t much more to say that wouldn’t bring them back to the same questions they’d already asked themselves a million times. As an atheist, she’d never believed in signs. At least, not until she met Nora. Now, she felt something brewing, a growing faith in things bigger than she could fathom, and she was ready to surrender to that faith in whatever form it came.
She took Nora’s hands and pressed their palms together. Those palms had identical lines to hers, and they showed the long path that they would walk together. If their hands could speak, they would tell her they were chained by destiny, but she didn’t feel like a prisoner. With Nora, she felt free and brave. “I have to tell you something,” she said. “And this might sound crazy, but it’s true.”
Nora’s lips pulled into a wide smile as if she already knew what Yael was going to say. “I love you,” she whispered before Yael had the chance to tell her those exact same words.
“I love you too.” Yael rested her forehead against Nora’s, and they laced their fingers together. “You’ve got me, Nora. I’m all yours.”
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“Wow…okay… Should I have dressed up more?” Nora asked. She’d bought a black dress with an elegant V-shaped open back, but the glam factor was high in the fine-dining restaurant on the roof of a fifteen-story building in central Tel Aviv.
“Absolutely not. You look stunning,” Yael whispered back as they followed her parents to the table. “You’re by far the most beautiful woman here. I can hardly believe my luck.”
“I can assure you, it won’t be Tahlia I’ll be fangirling over tonight.” Nora smiled as she brushed the back of Yael’s hand with her own. Seeing her in a tailored suit wasn’t easy, and she knew she’d have to practice self-restraint like never before. The low-cut top she was wearing underneath showed off her cleavage, and the jacket nipped in at her waist and hugged her figure.
Yael chuckled. “You’re cute. Just remember—Jane doesn’t know they’re here to pick up an engagement ring. She’s been told my father’s in real estate.”
“I know, you’ve warned me three times already.”
“I’ve heard of this restaurant, and I’ve been wanting to try it,” Maya said, beckoning for Nora to sit opposite her and next to Yael. “But it’s just not as much fun when it’s only the two of us, and most of our friends don’t like to dine outside.” She pointed to the gazebo above their table that held infrared heaters and fans. “But I see they have taken care of temperature issues, so that might change things.”
“I’ll dine outside whenever I get the chance.” Nora pulled her chair in and shot Yael a wink, letting her know not to worry about her. She felt comfortable with Yael’s parents, and she liked being sucked into the family dynamics, as it wasn’t something she’d grown up with herself. “You’re lucky to have so much sunshine here.”
“Yes, that’s true.” Maya leaned in and smiled. “So, tell me about your family, Nora. I know you’re from Seattle originally, but what about your parents? What do they do?”
“My mother’s not around. She died when I was born,” Nora said and flinched when Maya placed a hand on hers. Maya’s eyes filled with so much compassion it brough a lump to Nora’s throat even though she was fine. “It’s okay,” she said. “I never knew her, so it hasn’t been that hard for me. And my father is the CEO and founder of a tech company, so he travels a lot. We don’t see each other much—probably twice a year, sometimes three if he’s in London for business.”
“And what about extended family?” David asked, as if it would make them feel better to know Nora had close family in her life.
“Our family is small, and I actually don’t know any of them well. But my friends are my real family,” Nora said with a reassuring smile. “I’m blessed to have such wonderful friends, and that’s all I need.”
Maya nodded. “And you and Yael? Are you new friends? She hadn’t mentioned you before she called to say she was in Thailand with you.”
“Yes, we’re new friends. We met last year,” Nora said, casting a sideward glance at Yael. They hadn’t discussed any of this, but perhaps they should have. She had no idea what Yael had told her parents, and she didn’t want to cause any trouble for her.
“At a Thanksgiving drinks party,” Yael chipped in. “And then I was sick of the London weather, so I visited Nora in Thailand for a week. It was fun, so I wanted to return the favor.” It slipped out of her so effortlessly that Nora could tell she was used to telling little white lies. Yael looked up and waved at two women who had been brought to their table by the hostess.
“Guys, this is Tahlia Benedict, and this is her partner Jane Hesketh,” she said, getting up to greet them. She introduced everyone and waited until they were seated. “Welcome to Tel Aviv. We’re so glad you’re here.”
“Thank you,” Tahlia said. “This place is spectacular, and I’m so excited to meet you, Mr. and Mrs. Kehim. And you, Nora.”
“The pleasure is all ours.” Yael smiled. “Did you have a good flight?”
“Yes, it was very comfortable, wasn’t it, babe?” Tahlia said.
“Yeah. We used a French airline, and they were great.” Jane hung her white blazer over her chair and took a seat. “We arrived last night and went straight out for dinner. After that, we had drinks in a gay bar and ended up dancing until the early hours. You guys have some great bars here.” She lowered her big, black shades to the tip of her nose and looked over the rim. “It was a late one, hence these bad boys to disguise my dark circles.”
“Nonsense!” Maya said. “You two look wonderful!”
Nora watched Yael’s parents’ reaction to the “gay bar” comment. They didn’t flinch, but they didn’t inquire further either. Instead, David talked them through the wine list and asked about their preferences, praising the Israeli wine. She had to admit she was a little starstruck. She was sitting at a table with Tahlia Benedict and her actress girlfriend, both of whom she followed closely on social media, and she was about to have dinner with them. It was nothing short of surreal. Am I the only one who’s seriously impressed here? She scanned the premises, wondering if anyone had recognized them, but no one was staring.
“Please take his advice on wine with a pinch of salt,” Maya said with a humorous twinkle in her eyes. “My husband’s convinced the local wines are superior to any other wine in the world, but we all know that’s not true. I prefer French wines myself, but he won’t let me drink them.”
“Don’t listen to her.” David nudged her. “I’m the expert in the family when it comes to wines. I used to run a vineyard.”
“Hardly,” Yael teased. “It was Grandpa’s vineyard, and you gave up and sold it seven months after you took over. You’ve literally not produced a single bottle.”
“Hey, stop ganging up on me, ladies.” He laughed and held up his hands. “Okay, I surrender. Let our lovely guests choose the wine.” He arched a brow as he looked at Nora, Tahlia, and Jane. “Although all of you are American, so what do you know?”
Tahlia laughed. “I can’t speak for Nora, but to be fair, you’re probably right when it comes to us. I don’t know much about wine, and neither does my beautiful girlfriend.”
“Then please allow me.” David ordered wine and water before he cleared his throat and tapped his blazer pocket. “I have something for you, Tahlia. Will you come inside with me?” He turned to the party when she got up. “Excuse us. We won’t be long.”
“Why are they going inside?” Jane asked.
“David just needs to show me something, I’ll be right back, honey,” Tahlia said.
Jane stared after them. “I don’t get it. Tahlia told me she was thinking of buying a penthouse here, and that’s why we came, but your father does not strike me as a realtor, and we haven’t looked at a single property yet.” She took off her shades and blinked a few times as if suddenly realizing it was too dark to see through them. “Not that I mind, I’m having a great time, but I have a feeling she’s planning a surprise of some sorts.”
“I don’t know anything about a surprise, I’m afraid,” Yael lied. “And my father’s the best realtor in town, I can assure you. He probably just wants to show her a few listings first, in case you fall in love with something she hates.”
“Hmm…” Jane didn’t seem convinced, but she was in good spirits. “Well, I’d love to have a pad here. It’s such a fun city.” She followed Tahlia with her eyes when she and David returned to the table. “And?”
Tahlia blew her a kiss. “And, you’ll have to wait and trust me on this one. It’s a surprise, babe.” She straightened her black blazer and turned her attention to Yael and Nora. “So, how long have you guys been together?”
“Oh, we’re not together,” Yael was quick to say. Heat rose to her cheeks as she fiddled with her napkin. It was the first time Nora had seen her this flustered, and she felt for her.
“We’re friends,” she chipped in. “We both live in London.”
“I’m sorry. I thought you were a couple. You guys look so comfortable and happy together.” Tahlia laughed. “Apologies. I must stop assuming everyone’s like me.”
“That’s okay,” Nora said. “We’re close, and I’m here with Yael’s parents, so it makes sense that you’d think that.” She felt Maya’s eyes on her and wondered what was going through her mind. Had she entertained the idea they might be a couple? Had she seen the love between them? It was hard to believe she hadn’t, especially after their talk in the beach cubicle. They’d both walked around with sheepish grins on their faces, and Nora was still buzzing. She loves me.
“Well, you’d make a cute couple,” Tahlia said. She eyed Yael and Nora curiously while Maya ordered a huge selection of sharing starters.
Tahlia knows. And if she knows… Nora glanced at Yael, then at Tahlia, and this time, there was no question she was aware what was going on between them. Tonight was not about keeping Tahlia’s secret. It was about keeping theirs.
“Here’s to love,” Tahlia said after the waiter had poured them wine. “And to the gorgeous woman who makes me smile every single day.”
“You sound like you’re about to pop the question.” Jane arched a brow and shot her a teasing look, then burst into laughter. Whatever she thought was going on behind her back, it was far from anything real-estate related.
“Would you say yes if I did?” To everyone’s surprise, Tahlia got down on one knee right there and then, and she produced a small leather box from her pocket. “I’m sorry, babe, but I just couldn’t wait.”
Nora’s world was spinning, and everything seemed to happen in slow motion. Out of all possible scenarios, she’d never thought this would happen tonight. Yael’s parents gasped. Whether they were delighted, shocked, or downright appalled, she wasn’t sure. Yael’s jaw dropped, and she reached for Nora’s hand under the table and squeezed it. It was suddenly very quiet on the rooftop as patrons started to realize what was going on.
Jane slammed a hand in front of her mouth and her eyes welled up. “Are you really doing this?” she asked in an unsteady voice.
“I am.” Tahlia looked up at her and opened the box, revealing a beautiful, sparkling ring. “Jane Hesketh, I love you more than you will ever know. And I was going to plan this carefully, but fuck it. I’ve got the ring now—at least the temporary one—and I don’t want to wait another day to be engaged to you. Will you please be my wife?”
Jane remained as silent as the other diners, but Nora could see she was ecstatic. Tears trickled down her cheeks, and she finally nodded and whispered something in Tahlia’s ear. People clapped, and congratulations were thrown their way. Some had recognized them now, and they took pictures and talked amongst themselves, but it didn’t seem to bother Tahlia.
“She said yes!” Tahlia got up and pulled Jane up to kiss her.
Nora was getting emotional, and she wiped away a tear that rolled down her cheek. “They’re getting married. Isn’t that sweet?” She looked at Yael and, realizing they were holding hands, quickly retracted hers. “Did you know about this?”
“I had no idea.” Yael flinched as if she missed the contact already. Returning to reality, she glanced at her parents to make sure they hadn’t seen their intimate moment, then back at Nora, and mouthed, I love you.
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YAEL
T  his is stupid, Yael thought as she lay in bed, fantasizing about Nora. She’s right next door.
They were in separate bedrooms, and although she’d made peace with that, it felt wrong after the incredibly romantic night. Nora was in bed, most likely wearing that cute, twenty-five-year-old Hello Kitty T-shirt and a pair of tiny panties, and Yael hadn’t been able to touch her all night, apart from a brief moment when she’d gotten carried away and taken her hand under the table. She waited a little longer until she was sure her parents were asleep, then snuck out and let herself into Nora’s room.
“Are you awake?” she whispered, quietly closing the door behind her.
“Yes.” Nora sat up in the dark and chuckled. “Are you sneaking around in the middle of the night?”
“It seemed crazy not to sleep with my beautiful girlfriend,” Yael said, sliding into bed with her.
Nora turned on her side to face her and sighed at the body contact as Yael inched closer and ran a hand under her T-shirt to stroke her back. “Mmm…I like the sneaking around, it’s exciting,” Nora said, running her fingers through Yael’s hair. “But I can’t promise I’ll be good. I’ve been lusting after you all night, and hiding it was a serious challenge.”
“Oh, I have no intension of behaving,” Yael shot back at her. She squeezed Nora’s behind, pulled them together and kissed her hard and deep, finally finding some release. Nora moaned softly as she kissed her back with the same urgent need, her tongue meeting Yael’s in a wild exchange. An intense, visceral flash of lust balled in her core, and it needed an outlet. “Can you be quiet?” she whispered, pulling out of the delicious kiss to look at Nora.
“I’ll do my best.” Nora smiled against her lips. “Can you?”
“I’m not sure. You tend to make me noisy,” Yael admitted with a small laugh. She pulled Nora’s T-shirt over her head before taking off her own and stifled a moan at the feeling of Nora’s warm skin against hers.
“You feel so incredibly good,” Nora said. “It’s like you’re meant to be with me.” She chuckled. “Let me rephrase that. I think it’s safe to say we’ve established that you are meant to be with me.”
“I am. And you’re meant to be with me.” Yael knew exactly what she meant. Making love to Nora made her whole, like Nora was a piece of her life’s puzzle she hadn’t known was missing until it fell into place. Being with her made sense, and the fire that ignited between them set her alight on every level. Like the flip of a switch, Nora woke up her mind, her body, and her soul. Yael’s thoughts were clean, there was no white noise muddling her brain. Nora’s presence did that to her; she didn’t think of anything else but the here and now, and that felt gloriously simple. Every touch was a celebration of her senses, every moan and word from Nora’s lips divine and full of truth like an angel’s whisper.
She traced Nora’s jawline as they kissed, then trailed a finger down to her breast before cupping it and rubbing her thumb over her hard nipple. It drew a quiet gasp from Nora’s mouth, and Yael muffled the noise with a kiss. Nora’s chest was heaving fast, and Yael squirmed, knowing how much she wanted her. Her own breath quickened as she continued her caresses down over Nora’s belly and her hips, and she gently nudged her to turn on her back before she teased her thighs apart and slipped her hand between them. Nora was wet through her panties, and Yael felt heat radiating against her fingertips as she stroked her softly, then harder before she cupped her center. She wanted to be inside her so badly.
“Fuck.” Nora’s chest shot up at the touch, and she spread her legs and pulled Yael on top of her. “Can you feel what you do to me?” she whispered, her ragged breathing filling the silent room with anticipation.
“I can,” Yael said, her lips curling into a smile as she wedged a finger inside Nora’s panties. She moaned, feeling the soft, hot flesh that welcomed her as Nora lifted her hips. Inching two fingers inside her, Yael marveled at Nora’s reaction. Squeezing her eyes tight shut, she opened her mouth, then covered it with a hand as she remembered to be quiet.
“Yes,” she whispered, moving with her.
“Is that good?” Yael knew it was, but she wanted to hear Nora’s breathy voice. It was coarse and sexy and so seductive.
“So good. Please don’t stop.” Nora bit her knuckle and cupped Yael’s cheek with her other hand. Forcing her eyes open to look at Yael, she bit her lip and Yael knew she was close. “Wait,” she said when she was about to explode. “I want to feel you close, and I want you to come with me.” She tugged Yael’s panties down over her behind, then lifted her foot and used her toes to slide it down her legs.
Yael knew exactly what she meant by that, and she wasted no time pulling Nora’s panties down too. Sinking into her, she shifted a leg in between Nora’s and ground against her so that they came together in the most intimate of ways. Nora’s wetness on her own, Nora’s throbbing center stimulating her own as she rocked against her, Yael fought to stay quiet. There was no better feeling than this, and her whole body trembled as she thrust into her. Seamlessly connected with their limbs entangled and their lips locked, they physically couldn’t get closer, and still she wanted more. A warm tingle spread out from her core as the delightful anticipation of a screaming orgasm threatened to blow her away.
Nora was close, and her eyes begged Yael for release as she tried to hold off. “Come with me, baby,” she whispered against her lips.
Yael let go and pushed herself into Nora, and Nora wrapped her arms around her and held her tight as they crashed together. Shaking in Nora’s arms, the force of their combined energy took her thoughts and her breath away, and she needed minutes to return to reality. When she finally managed to breathe again, she lifted her head to take in Nora’s beautiful, glowing face. She looked both immensely satisfied and bewildered as her brows pulled together in a puzzled frown.
“What was that?” she asked, her arms sliding off Yael’s back. They fell limp to her side as if she’d lost all power in them.
“We’re not supposed to overthink things, remember?” Yael brushed a lock of blonde hair from her forehead and kissed it. “I love you,” she said, meeting her eyes. “That’s all that matters.”
Nora’s lips stretched into a sweet smile as she nodded. “I love you too.”
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NORA
“G ood morning.” Nora smiled as she joined Yael’s mother at the breakfast table.
“Good morning, Nora. Did you sleep okay?” Maya put the newspaper she was reading to the side and cast her a sweet but curious look that made Nora a little uneasy.
“Really well, thank you.” Constantly thinking Yael’s parents were on to them, she wondered how Yael was coping. She’d seemed relaxed, apart from that brief moment last night when Tahlia asked if they were a couple, but knowing Yael was used to keeping this part of her life from her parents, she’d decided not to worry about her too much.
“Coffee?” Without waiting for an answer, Maya poured coffee from the pot on the table for Nora and then topped up her own cup.
“Thank you.” Nora added a splash of milk and took a careful sip. “The bed is so comfortable, and I love the sea breeze with the window open.” I also loved having your daughter all over me last night.
“I’m glad. It’s lovely to have you here—I really hope you’ll come back,” Maya said. “David is already at work in the basement, so until Yael gets here, it’s just you and me.” She glanced into the hallway. “Do you know where Yael is? I went into her room this morning to get something, and she wasn’t there.”
Nora’s heart was pounding and suddenly her palms felt clammy. “I don’t know. Maybe she went for a run?” Truth was, they’d made love until they were exhausted last night, and they’d only woken up in each other’s arms half an hour ago.
“Hmm…maybe. She does that sometimes.” Maya absently stirred her coffee. “I had a lovely evening last night, with you ladies. David and I have known each other for so long that we’re starting to run out of topics to talk about, and it’s nice being around younger women. It reminds me I’m not too old to have fun. Although my head hurts a little. I’m not used to drinking so much anymore.” She reached for a pack of aspirin on the table and swallowed one with her coffee. “Want one?” she asked, holding up the pack with a humorous twinkle in her eyes.
“No, thank you. I actually feel okay today.” Nora chuckled. “And you’re never too old to have fun.”
“Well, I feel old, but that’s life.” Maya sighed. “And sometimes I wonder if my beliefs and values are as ancient as I am. I think I hid it well, but I was actually quite shocked at seeing Tahlia and Jane together, especially when she proposed. Don’t get me wrong. I see gay couples all the time in town, and I have nothing against it, but at the same time, I don’t know any gay people on a personal level, and I’ve certainly never met a female couple who were engaged.”
Nora nodded, but she felt conflicted and wasn’t sure what to say. Their own daughter was gay, and the lovely housekeeper who had been with the family for decades gave off gay vibes too. Was this Maya’s way of getting information out of her, or was she overthinking things?
“They were just so comfortable around each other,” Maya continued. “And I felt a little ashamed for not being able to understand their love for each other, and that they didn’t want a relationship of the traditional kind.” She looked at Nora pensively. “What do you think of their relationship?”
“Well…” Nora needed a moment to choose her words carefully because this was not the kind of conversation she’d expected to walk into first thing in the morning. “I can’t comment on their relationship. I don’t know them very well, but I assume what you were trying to ask me is, what do I think of same-sex relationships?”
“I suppose that’s where I was going with this, yes,” Maya said, staring at her coffee cup.
Nora fell silent again. Yael had told her she could be as honest as she wanted about herself because she didn’t want Nora to feel uncomfortable by having to lie to her parents too much. “I’m…uhm…I’m gay myself,” she said, feeling like she was sixteen and coming out all over again. She hadn’t been nervous about coming out to her friends and her father—they were all very liberal and they’d made it easy for her—but now she was almost stumbling over her words and terrified what Maya would think of her.
“Oh.” Maya stared at her. “You don’t look gay.” She shook her head and waved a hand. “I apologize. I know sexuality is not defined by looks, but I guess I’ve been led by stereotypes throughout my life.”
Does she really have no idea about Yael? Or is she fishing? If anything, Nora was more confused than Maya was right now. “That’s okay.” She swallowed hard, her eyes darting to the ceiling. “But since I’m gay, I don’t have an opinion on Tahlia and Jane’s relationship. To me, it’s perfectly normal.”
“Hmm…” Maya peered over her reading glasses. “And does your father know you’re gay?”
“Yes, he knows, and he has no problem with it as long as I’m happy.”
“That’s nice.” Maya looked up when she heard a door close upstairs. “There she is. I know that sound. Yael always slams the doors too loudly.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “You and my daughter seem very close.”
“Yes, we’re good friends,” Nora said, forcing herself to look Maya in the eyes. “I really care about her.”
Maya nodded. “How is she? Is she okay?”
“Yes. Why are you asking?”
“I just worry about her sometimes. She’s thirty-four and single—as far as I’m aware of, anyway—and if she wants children in her future…well, she’s not getting any younger. I never get the chance to talk to people who are close to her, so forgive me for springing this upon you.”
“That’s okay. I understand you worry about her, but I can assure you, Yael is happy with her life,” Nora said. “And I don’t think children are at the top of her list.”
Maya smiled and let out a long sigh. “Maybe I’m being selfish. After all, I’m the one who wants to have grandchildren. And you? Do you have a partner?”
Nora wasn’t sure how to answer that. If she said yes, Maya would ask more questions, and she might dig a hole for herself. “Ehm…I’m…” She stopped herself, relieved that Yael walked into the kitchen and took the attention away from her.
“Good morning.” Yael kissed her mother’s cheek and patted Nora’s shoulder. “Hey, Nora. Did you sleep okay?”
“Very well, thank you.” Nora tried not to glare as she looked up at her. Yael’s hair was wet, and she looked smoking in denim shorts and a thin, white shirt over a black, triangle bikini. “Are we going to the beach?”
“Yeah. Even though it’s probably too cold to swim, the weather will be nice today, so I thought we could drive down to Tel Baruch beach after breakfast if you want?”
“That’s a nice beach,” her mother said. “Take Nora to the one just before Tel Baruch as well. The beach with that lovely little restaurant we went to last year, remember?”
“I will.” Yael poured herself coffee and sipped it standing up as if trying to avoid an interrogation. “Do you mind if we take some pastries for the road? I have a bit of work to do later, and I don’t want to waste any time.”
“Of course. Ask Zegna to wrap them up for you. She’s just finishing breakfast.”
Nora would normally tell them she was fine doing her own thing and that Yael didn’t need to keep her entertained if she was busy. She sensed Yael was keen to get out of there, though, so she stood up and tapped her chair. “You sit and finish your coffee,” she said. “I’ll help Zegna.”
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“T  his is nice and secluded. Is this the beach your mother suggested?”
“No, my mother has never been here as far as I know.” Yael grinned sheepishly as she parked the car along a quiet hill above the sea. A narrow, winding path led down to a thin strip of beach that was partially hidden behind trees. She hadn’t walked that path in decades, but she’d thought about it many times. “I used to come here a lot when I was younger.”
“But your parents’ house is right on the coast. Why did you come all the way out here?”
Yael shrugged. “Let’s just say I didn’t want them to see what I was up to.”
Nora laughed. “Oh, so I’m not the first girl you’re bringing here?” she asked with a teasing smile.
“I’m afraid not, but if I could go back twenty years, I’d bring you every time, beautiful.” Yael got out and opened the door for her.
“You charmer.” Nora stretched and looked out over the horizon where a single ship was cruising in the distance. “Well, I like it. I haven’t seen you in a bikini in three days, and I was starting to get withdrawal.”
“Ditto. You look yummy in that little blue thing.” Yael shot her a flirty glance as she tugged at the blue strings at the back of Nora’s neck. She was looking forward to having her all to herself again because being at home with Nora and hiding her desire was a struggle. Apart from that, her mother had been terribly inquisitive after she’d told her she’d been for a run, and during the drive, Nora had filled her in on their conversation. She wasn’t sure what to think about it. Did her mother suspect they were seeing each other? Was she getting more liberal as she grew older? Usually, it was the other way around.
“Come on.” She grabbed two towels and a big bottle of water from the backseat, shook off her thoughts, and took Nora’s hand. “Let’s get out of these clothes.”
“Exactly my thoughts.” Nora squeezed her hand. “Are you okay? You seem lost in thought today.”
“Yes, I’m okay, just thinking about my mom and what she asked you over breakfast,” Yael said, treading carefully to avoid the nettles along the overgrown path. “I feel like meeting Tahlia and Jane last night and you telling her you’re gay has gotten her thinking. If she thinks long and hard enough, she’ll eventually connect the dots.”
“I’m sorry. Maybe I shouldn’t have told her.”
“No, babe. I want you to be as honest as you want to be. It’s the best for everyone, and it’s not like she knows about us. She may have a suspicion, but it would still only be a suspicion.”
“Would that be so bad?” Nora asked. “If she knew?”
“I’m not sure. Knowing my mother, she’ll probably ignore it altogether and pretend it’s not happening.” Yael had thought about telling her parents at a few points in her life, but this was exactly the reason she hadn’t. They didn’t want to know, and she didn’t want her truth to be dismissed by the people closest to her. Still, since they’d arrived, she’d felt the urge to just drop the bomb on them, to tell them her friend Nora was the love of her life and that she was happier than ever.
“Fuck. Maybe I shouldn’t have told her.” Nora hopped over a rock and onto the sandy beach. “I’m really sorry if I put you in a difficult position, but I find it really hard to lie.”
“No, no. Please, Nora. I’d never ask you to lie for me when it comes to your personal life.” Yael pulled her along to a shaded area under a big tree and dropped towels in the sand. “Honestly, I’m glad you told her. The more she gets used to the idea, the better she’ll be able to cope if she finds out.”
“And your father?”
“My father’s world evolves around designing and cutting diamonds.” Yael took off her shorts and her shirt and watched Nora in appreciation as she pulled her dress over her head and tossed it behind her. “It’s his one and only passion, and I don’t think there’s much else going on in his mind, to be honest with you.” She closed the distance between them and wrapped her arms around Nora’s waist. “Anyway, let’s not waste precious alone time by talking about my parents. Did you know I lost my virginity under this tree?”
“Oh?” Nora arched a brow. “Do tell me.”
“She was an older woman.” Yael laughed and rolled her eyes. “I know, it’s a cliché, but that’s what happened. I was seventeen and she was thirty-five. I met her in a bar one night and she brought me here because she was married to a man and I lived with my parents. Not many people know about this beach.”
Nora giggled and looked up at the tree as if the fruits of Yael’s secrets would drop down on her. “Were you serious?”
“No, it was only one night and I never saw her again.” Yael winked. “But I kept coming back with others, and now here we are.”
“So, I’m one of many. That’s nice to know,” Nora said humorously.
“Admittedly, yes, but it’s different now.” Yael cupped her face and smiled. “You’re special. This is special. Don’t you think?” She swallowed away the lump in her throat, suddenly overwhelmed by emotion. Her life had been a whirlwind the past month, going from falling in love with someone she’d only met twice to worrying about Nora and flying to Thailand, then coming here and introducing her to her parents. It was the closest thing to crazy she’d ever been, but she loved feeling out of control for once. Until now, her life had been a string of carefully planned steps. She’d studied business management with the idea of joining the family business once she was ready, then she’d moved to London to live her life freely, out of sight of her parents. She had a house with a mortgage and a dog and a car, and she always did everything in moderation and never let herself go. But lately, she hadn’t planned a single move, and she found that acting on impulse made her much happier.
“It’s very, very special,” Nora said, meeting her eyes. “I feel like I’ve known you a lifetime.”
Yael nodded and smiled when Nora wrapped her arms around her neck in return. “I guess that’s what happens when twin flames meet.” In any other situation, it would have been a sickeningly cheesy thing to say, but they both knew it was true. There was no doubt in her mind that Nora was the love of her life, and that there was more to the world than what she previously believed to be true. “Would you consider coming to the synagogue with me?” she heard herself ask. “I haven’t been since I was fifteen or sixteen, but I’d like to go and I don’t want to go alone.”
“Of course I’ll come with you.” Nora hugged her tighter. “I’ve been thinking of going to church myself. Just once, to see how it feels. Isn’t that strange?”
“Nothing is strange anymore,” Yael said, holding her like she never wanted to let go. “I want to explore things I’ve missed out on, and if you want to do that too, then we might as well do it together.”
Nora inched back and looked up at her. “I want to do everything with you,” she whispered. “I want to experience new things with you, I want to explore with you, and I want to find my own way with you, wherever that leads us.” She smiled. “As long as it’s with you.”
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“Hey, Nora.” Maya waved Nora in as she walked past her office on the way to the bathroom. “Are you okay? Are Yael and her father still in the basement?”
“Yes, they’re still working, but I can keep myself busy,” Nora said, glancing into the modern, ocean-facing space. The door was usually closed, but now that Maya was working, she finally had the chance to soothe her curiosity. “Wow. This is intriguing.” She turned to Maya. “You are intriguing.”
Maya laughed as she glanced down at her outfit. She was wearing a white suit and a white apron with lots of pockets. With her small, round glasses perched on the tip of her nose, she looked more like a laboratory worker than a precious stone dealer. “Come in. Let me show you some of my most beautiful gems.” Her desk was filled with tools Nora had never seen before, and there was a microscope and something that looked like a cutting machine on a console against the wall. The opposite wall was covered by a shelving system that held hundreds of small, white drawers, all marked with printed labels.
“Please don’t stop what you’re doing for me. I—”
“Nonsense. I finally have someone here I haven’t bored with my stones yet. Sit down and tell me, what’s your birthstone?” Maya pulled another chair up to the desk and tapped it.
“I have no idea.” Nora frowned. “What’s a birthstone?”
“It’s the stone connected to your birth month,” Maya placed a hand on Nora’s shoulder as she took a seat. “It is said to be lucky for you if you wear it, and some people swear by them. When is your birthday?”
“Sixteenth of September,” Nora said, turning the chair in the direction of the drawers as Maya opened a few before she pulled a velvet pouch out of one of them.
“Well, I’d say your birthstone fits you perfectly. Sapphire happens to be the same color as your eyes.” Maya opened the pouch and carefully pulled out three sparkling, blue sapphires.
“They’re beautiful. I think my grandmother had one in her ring when I was younger,” Nora said as she admired them.
“Yes, that’s likely. They were very popular in the seventies, paired with crystals or diamonds, but they go way further back than that.” Maya picked one up with a pair of tweezers and held it against the light. “Sapphires have been prized as gemstones for millennia, and the ancient Persians even believed the sky was painted blue by sapphires. In some religions, sapphires represent the heavens, and many kings wore them around their necks for protection. They are often associated with romantic love and devotion, fidelity, and pure thoughts.”
“How romantic.”
“Yes, it’s a very romantic gemstone. The ancient Persians also used it ground up as medicine for just about anything, but the physical-healing properties of sapphire have never been proven. In many cultures, sapphire was used to ward off evil spirits and spells, and until this day, some still believe in the spiritual workings of the gemstone.” Maya took Nora’s wrist and placed it in the palm of her hand. “The sapphire falls into the same category as the ruby,” she continued. “It’s a corundum—a crystalline form of aluminum oxide. Corundums are hard and can scratch most other minerals. The only gemstone harder than the sapphire and the ruby is the diamond.” She poked it with the tip of her finger so it reflected the sun. “The sheen of this particular sapphire is called ‘silk.’ It’s subtle, and apart from reflecting the sun, it also gives the impression it absorbs light. They vary between two and ten carats, and this fine example is a six.”
“Are they valuable?” Nora asked.
“Compared to diamonds, they are fairly affordable, but I believe the sapphires of today carry a sentimental value, as they are often given to loved ones, and like diamonds, they are treasured for life as they’re so timeless in their appearance.”
“It’s beautiful.” Nora was enjoying the intimate moment with Maya. She felt like the woman was letting her into her secret world and that she trusted her.
“They come in many shades,” Maya continued, “but this example is cornflower blue. It’s from Kashmir.”
“In India? Do you travel a lot to purchase gemstones?” Nora asked. “Like your husband?”
“Sometimes, but I’m semi-retired now, so I don’t travel that much anymore. What I do nowadays is purely to help out Yael and my husband, and I sometimes make bespoke jewelry to order as I enjoy doing that. I worked fulltime as a jewelry designer when I was younger, before I got into the trade. I’m sure you’ve noticed Yael’s necklace.”
Nora nodded. “The one with the small diamond that she never takes off?”
“Yes. With the fine silver chain. She doesn’t like heavy jewelry or anything showy, so I spent weeks making it as understated and subtle as I could. Yael’s birthstone is a crystal, or diamond, for April,” Maya said with a chuckle. “So that’s fitting, considering her job.”
“I can’t believe you made that. It is so perfect. I’ve admired it many times.”
Maya picked up the sapphire and held it against Nora’s neck while she peered at it over the rim of her glasses. “Will you allow me to make you a necklace? I’d love to give you one to take home, and I wouldn’t expect you to wear it. I just want you to have it. You’re still here for a couple of days, right?”
Nora hesitated as she glanced at the gemstone, then shook her head. “That’s incredibly sweet, but I can’t accept it, it’s too much.”
“But it would be my pleasure,” Maya insisted. “As a very good friend of Yael, you’re family, and as I said, you’re always welcome here.” She looked away as if she was trying to compose herself, and Nora sensed she was getting emotional.
“Thank you, that is lovely. And you’re always welcome in my home too, whenever you visit London. It’s not as nice as this,” Nora said, “and you’ll have to put up with my housemate, but I promise I’ll cook up a feast for you and your husband.” She smiled. “I’m pretty good in the kitchen.”
“That’s very kind. We will let you know when we plan on coming to London.” Maya’s eyes were glazed as she met Nora’s gaze. “Will you please promise me something, sweetheart?”
“Of course.” Nora held her breath, as the woman looked very, very serious and she had no idea what was coming.
“Will you please take care of my daughter?” It sounded like a simple question, but it wasn’t. It was loaded with fear and speculation but also with hope, and if Nora wasn’t mistaken, acceptance.
“I’ll always take care of Yael,” she said in a trembling voice, and she knew it was true. Now that she’d found her, she would treasure Yael for as long as she’d let her, and she wasn’t afraid of forever. “Always. I promise.” She hoped Maya could see how sincere she was because her daughter was everything to her.
“Thank you, sweetheart.” Maya pulled her into a long hug and held Nora like she truly cared. For a moment, Nora thought she might start crying, but then Yael appeared in the doorway, and she jumped back and composed herself.
“Are you okay, Mom?”
“Yes, nashama. I was just telling Nora I’d love to make a necklace for her,” Maya said, painting on a smile. She held up the sapphire. “With her birthstone.”
“That’s so sweet, Mom.” Yael shot Nora a puzzled frown, and Nora gave her a subtle shrug to let her know this wasn’t her idea. “Can I join you?”
“Of course.” Maya waved her daughter in. “Let’s decide on the aesthetics before dinner is ready so I can start tomorrow. Nora, do you prefer gold or silver?”
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T  he week at home had gone by fast with Nora being here, and contrary to what Yael had expected, it hadn’t felt odd at all. Nora got along so well with her parents that they’d made Yael promise to bring her back, and her mother was rushing to finish the necklace before they left.
They’d booked their return flights this morning so they could fly back to London together, but they hadn’t spoken about what they would do then. Would Nora go back to her apartment and Yael back to her house? They’d been living in a dream together, doing things people didn’t normally do right after their second date. They’d been glued to each other while they’d traveled and explored, and then Nora had met her parents of all people. Tonight, it wouldn’t just be them and her parents, though, because her mother had invited the extended family for dinner.
“Is this a Friday night tradition?” Nora asked as she helped her set the table. “Sabbath, right?”
“It’s supposed to be a weekly thing, but my mom brought it down to once a month as she couldn’t cope with Aunt Naomi on a regular basis.”
“Oh? Don’t they get along?” Nora looked up as she straightened the tablecloth.
Yael laughed. “Let’s just say she’s challenging on many levels. You’ll know what I’m talking about when you meet her.”
“I can’t wait.” Nora chuckled and shot her a wink. “Do I need to wear anything special? Is it a fancy occasion? The table is looking beautiful.”
“No, no need to dress up. It’s just a family get-together; very noisy with loud kids as well as adults. It will be late, and there will be lots of red wine. Shabbat is a holy period. It’s certainly not about getting drunk, but Aunt Naomi is clearly of a different opinion.”
“It sounds like Aunt Naomi is a handful,” Nora joked. “So, tell me about Shabbat.”
“It’s basically the weekend—a period of worship,” Yael said. “It starts Friday night and ends Saturday night. Like Christians go to the church on Sunday, Jews have twenty-four-hours a week to rest, reflect on life, and not think about work. It’s often about being home, with loved ones and connecting with God, which happens through slowing down. Jews believe God included Shabbat in his commandments as a symbol of belief, love, and respect, and that is celebrated through food, gatherings, and I suppose what they nowadays call mindful activities. That can mean being with family, visiting a friend, or something as simple as going for a walk in nature. People clear their calendars to reflect, socialize, or be together, and most of my family members go to the synagogue too.”
“But your parents don’t go, right?” Nora asked.
“They’ll go tomorrow morning. They just don’t talk about it, as we had a lot of friction when I decided I didn’t want to come with them anymore. Now that we avoid the subject altogether, we’re fine.”
“It seems there’s quite a lot you don’t talk about.” Nora’s tone wasn’t judgmental or accusing, but Yael could hear the confusion in her voice. “You said you wanted to go to the synagogue, right? Why don’t you go with them?”
Yael almost dropped the wineglasses she was holding; that idea seemed too absurd to consider. Yes, she’d told Nora that she wanted to go, but she’d meant she wanted to go with just the two of them, preferably to a synagogue far away from the one her parents visited. She’d been fighting them on this for most of her adult life, and it would be unthinkable that she would suddenly start joining them. “I can’t do that,” she said, putting the glasses down and stepping back to inspect their work.
“Why not? I’ll come along if they don’t mind.” Nora shrugged as if it wasn’t a big deal. “I’m intrigued.”
“Okay…” Yael chuckled. “Are you sure?”
“What are you girls talking about? Did I hear the word synagogue?” her mother interrupted them as she walked into the dining area. She put two wine bottles on the table and smiled as she glanced over the immaculate display. “Good job.”
Yael looked to Nora for help, but Nora avoided her gaze and was suddenly very focused on changing the angles of the napkins. “Nora was just saying she was curious about the synagogue,” Yael said, hoping Nora wouldn’t blame her for twisting the truth a little.
“Really?” Maya perked up at that. “Why don’t you come with us tomorrow? Everyone is welcome. Yael doesn’t go, but perhaps you’ll be able to persuade her to make an exception? It would be so special if we could all go together.”
“I would love to come.” Nora clearly took that as an opportunity to get back to Yael, and she arched a brow at her. “Will you come with us, please?”
Yael hesitated for a moment, then nodded. It wasn’t just the fact that she couldn’t say no to Nora; it was the look of hope on her mother’s face, too, that persuaded her. “Okay.” She pointed a finger at her mother and gave her a warning look. “But that doesn’t mean I’m suddenly converted. It’s just a one-off.”
“I know, and that’s fine.” Yael was surprised when her mother walked up to her and gave her a long hug. She held her in return and squeezed her tightly, cherishing the moment. “Thank you, nashama. You’ve made me very happy.” She stepped back and rubbed Yael’s shoulders before she turned to Nora. “I have your necklace, sweetheart. I hope you like it.” Taking a velvet pouch from her blazer pocket, she pulled out a fine silver necklace with a sapphire that dangled from the chain like a single teardrop. “Come here.”
“Maya, it’s beautiful!” Nora turned around so Yael’s mother could fasten it around her neck, and Yael felt emotional as she watched them. “Thank you so much, I’ll never take it off.”
“You don’t have to wear it. As I said, I just want you to have it.” Her mother gave Nora a warm smile. “You’re family, Nora. Thank you for taking care of our daughter. I can see that she’s happy.”
“Yael makes me happy too.” Nora bit her lip as if she wasn’t sure if she’d said too much, and her hands were trembling as she fingered the sapphire that rested against her decolletage.
Yael couldn’t believe what she was hearing, and she only vaguely registered the tears that trickled down her cheeks. She was certain her mother knew about them, and that this was her only way of giving them her blessing without having to discuss it.
Her mother looked up, and when she saw Yael’s tears, she rushed to her and hugged her once again. “Nora is lovely,” she whispered in her ear and then stepped back when the doorbell rang. “That will be our guests.” She took a deep breath and wiped Yael’s cheeks clear of tears, then took a napkin from the table and dabbed her own eyes.
Yael stared after her mother as she headed for the hall, wondering what had happened in the past week to make her not only see what was going on, but also to silently accept it. “Babe, did you hear that?” she whispered to Nora. “She knows, right?”
“She knows.” Nora was still holding on to the sapphire as she met her eyes. “I think she’s okay with us, but you have to give her time. Baby steps.”
Yael nodded. “Yeah. Baby steps,” she repeated, still baffled as she painted on a smile when Aunt Naomi waltzed in.
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Y ael certainly hadn’t undersold her aunt Naomi. Seated next to Nora, she’d been talking nonstop, mainly about herself and her children, who had been screaming, running around, and throwing tantrums for the past hour. Nora was having a great time, though, and she loved observing the family dynamics and embracing the Sabbath rituals. Yael’s father had lit the candles and recited the kiddush blessing before blessing the freshly baked challah bread that was passed around. The wine was flowing and so was the general conversation, although Nora’s was mostly one-sided, as Naomi wouldn’t let her get a word in. Yael had tried to move her to the other side of the table, but Naomi insisted the guest of honor would sit next to her.
The table was laid out with a variety of dishes. Gefilte fish—a mixture of white fish, poached and served cold—was something she’d never tried before, but she really enjoyed it. Then there was matzo-ball soup, slow-cooked lamb, and a kugel—a casserole of potatoes and roasted vegetables. Topped with salads and breads, it was a feast for the senses, and the dishes kept coming, brought out by the housekeeper who wasn’t Jewish herself and therefore served food every Friday night. Nora had gotten to know Zegna a little this week, and she’d learned Yael and Zegna were very close but clearly not close enough to tell each other everything.
“Enough about me,” Naomi said as she passed a bowl of tomato salad to Nora. My sister told me you’re…” She lowered her voice for the first time that night. “She told me you’re a lesbian.”
“I am.” Nora bit her lip to hold back a chuckle.
“But you don’t look like one.” She said it like she wanted Nora to double check with herself in case she was mistaken about her sexuality.
“Right.” Here we go again. “I guess not.” Nora shrugged. “Most people don’t, though.”
“Hmm…” Naomi seemed to disagree with that, but she didn’t go into discussion. “And what about your future? Aren’t you worried?”
“My future?” Although Nora was happy to educate Naomi, she wasn’t sure what she meant by that. “I’m not sick,” she said, this time with an amused grin. “I’m just gay and totally comfortable with that. I wouldn’t want to be any other way.”
“I meant children,” Naomi clarified. She put a hand on Nora’s and shot her a rather dramatic look. “Don’t you want children?”
If they’re like yours, I’d rather not. “I can have children,” Nora said. I can get pregnant and give birth or adopt children if I want. Alone or with a partner, just like everyone else. I believe same-sex adoption is legal here too, isn’t it?” She paused. “But I’m not even sure if I want children. I’m very happy as I am.”
Naomi’s bushy brows pulled into a frown, and for a split second, her eyes darted to Yael. “You youngsters nowadays. You’re so indecisive, but one day, it’s going to be too late.” She nodded toward her son and her daughter, who were now having a fight at the other end of the table. “Children are a beautiful gift from God, and being able to give birth the natural way is a divine privilege. It took Moshe and I ten years to conceive, but we were blessed with twins and now I finally have the family I always wanted.”
“They’re lovely kids,” Nora said. She suspected having twins after trying for seventeen years meant that perhaps it hadn’t been all that natural, but she wisely kept that to herself.
“Oh, yes, and I see so much of myself in them.” Naomi beamed with pride. “They’re incredibly talented, both of them. Best in their class—they go to a prestigious international school—and they’re exceptionally gifted when it comes to music and arts. I was always the crafty one in the family. I was an incredibly talented painter, but I decided to focus on being a good mother instead of on my career, unlike some.”
It was clear that was a dig at Maya, who had been working most of her life and relied on Zegna to look after Yael. When Nora looked up, she caught Maya rolling her eyes, and she shot her a smile. “Do you still paint?” she asked Naomi.
“Sometimes, when the kids are at school. Artists need to let creative juices out, it’s important. But not as important as children,” she added. Naomi’s eyes darted to the necklace around Nora’s neck. “Is that a sapphire?”
“Yes, Maya made this necklace for me. I love it.”
“Oh. Maya made it?” Naomi narrowed her eyes as she studied it. “I suppose I would have made it a little more colorful myself, and I would have used gold instead of silver, but that’s just me. It’s nice, though.” Naomi had a puzzled look on her face as she glanced at her sister, who had overheard the conversation. “That was very generous of you.”
“Nora is family too now, so I made her a necklace with her birthstone. Sapphire suits her, don’t you think?”
“Yes.” Naomi paused. “You’ve never made me a necklace.”
“I’ve offered to make you one many times, but you told me you only wear diamonds.” Maya smiled politely. “You also said my jewelry wasn’t to your taste.”
Naomi quickly stuffed a spoonful of stew in her mouth to buy herself time. “I don’t think those were my exact words,” she said after she’d swallowed. “I just meant that I’m perfectly capable of making a necklace myself, but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t appreciate a gift from you.”
“Very well. Then I’ll make you one too.” Maya gave up and put on a cheery expression as she helped herself to a piece of challah and passed it around again. She couldn’t win with her younger sister, but Nora suspected she didn’t care all that much.
From across the table, Yael was laughing quietly, and when they looked at each other, she shot Nora a cheeky wink. She was so much more relaxed than a week ago, and Nora felt immensely happy for her. They wouldn’t talk about their relationship anytime soon in this household, and it would certainly never be discussed over family dinners such as this one, but Yael didn’t need to hide who she was from her mother anymore, and Nora could tell that made all the difference. As she continued to talk to Naomi and her husband—whenever he was able to get a word in—she really felt like she was a part of their family, and that was more special than she could have imagined. Sabbath was nice, she decided, and her life was falling into place.
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Burying her toes in the sand, Yael wrapped the blanket she’d brought around them and pulled Nora against her. They were up early to watch the sunrise over the Mediterranean Sea before they flew back to London together. The beach in front of her parents’ house was deserted at this time of day, and she loved the quiet tranquility and the cool sea breeze against her face.
“Sorry I woke you up so early,” she whispered and kissed Nora’s temple.
“Don’t be. I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” Nora took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “This has been an amazing week. Thank you.”
“It’s been pretty special.” Yael squeezed Nora tightly as the sun started to rise. The red and purple hues that spread over the water made the beach look surreal. She was so happy, she’d hardly slept at all, and every time she woke up from a fleeting thirty-minute nap, she’d felt an overwhelming urge to kiss Nora. Sleep wherever you want, nashama. You’re an adult, her mother had whispered to her last night before she and her father went to bed, and it still baffled her how a week could make such a difference. Instead of waiting for her parents to fall asleep, she’d gone straight into Nora’s bedroom without worrying who would see or hear her, and that was something she hadn’t imagined in her wildest dreams. “It’s going to be strange being back in London,” she said, stroking Nora’s shoulder.
“I don’t know…” Nora took her hand and turned to look at her. “Will it?”
“I mean not being around you all the time.” Yael smiled. “It’s been nice, falling asleep and waking up with you.”
“Yeah, I’m going to miss that,” Nora whispered. “But you can stay at my place whenever you want.”
“And you can stay at my place.” Yael met her eyes. “I don’t want you to feel like you’re intruding. Please come over whenever you want. I love having you around, always.” She paused. “I have Bruce, and with Melanie being allergic, it just makes more sense.”
Nora nodded and grinned. “I’m messy, but I’ll try to be good.”
“I don’t care if you’re messy.”
“You say that now.” Nora laughed. “And you? I bet you’re super tidy.”
“I’m pretty good,” Yael admitted. “But I’ll make sure to leave some stuff lying around so you won’t feel bad about your messiness.” There was still so much they didn’t know about each other, but none of it really mattered. What mattered was that they had found each other, and that they were together. “Anything else I should know about?” she asked jokingly.
“I’m not sure if I should tell you,” Nora teased.
“Come on. How bad can it be?” Yael shrugged. “Okay, I’ll start. I talk to Bruce all the time, and sometimes I have long, one-sided conversations with him. I told him all about you and he can’t wait to meet you in person.”
“That’s cute.”
“Cute, maybe, but there’s more. We also share my bed, and we’ll often share food. I know it’s not great for him, but there’s no way I can eat a sandwich without giving him half, the way he looks at me with those puppy-dog eyes. And on the weekend, we watch recordings of Animal Park together. He barks at the TV for a full hour, and I don’t mind that because he enjoys watching the animals.”
“Also very cute.” Nora laughed. “Well, I don’t mind sharing a bed with you and Bruce. I promise I won’t take over his side.” A mischievous look settled over her features. “I guess I’ll just have to sleep on top of you.”
“I won’t say no to that.” Yael cupped her face, pulled her in, and kissed her. She could kiss Nora constantly and never get tired of it. Those lips lured her in, and once they were on hers, it was hard to stop. “Mmm…” she said, licking her lips. “Your turn. Tell me what I need to know before you start taking over my household.”
“I’m not going to take over your household.” Nora smiled against her mouth.
“What if I wanted you to?” Truthfully, Yael couldn’t think of anything better than having Nora in her home.
“Then you’ll change your mind about that soon enough,” Nora joked. “But as you’ve been so sharing, I’ll tell you what to expect. I love cooking, and when I do, I make a terrible mess in the kitchen, and I don’t like cleaning it up on the same night. Melanie and I don’t have a cleaner, but we employ someone from an agency for a few hours the day after a dinner party. That’s how bad it gets.”
“Is that all?” Yael arched a brow at her. “Because I love cleaning, so we may be on to something here.”
“That’s double cute and also very hard to believe for someone like me, but there’s more,” Nora said. “When I work from home, I tend to sit in meetings without pants on. I rarely wear anything apart from underwear below waist anymore, but I’ll get dressed for visitors.”
“And you think I’d have a problem with that? It sounds great to me, but I’m warning you—I’d be groping your perky ass all day long.”
Nora’s brows shot up, and she laughed. “My perky ass would appreciate that.” She tilted her head as she continued. “I also eat a lot of popcorn and raw carrots. I like to snack on them while I work or watch TV. I’m basically constantly crunching.”
“I don’t think there’s anything you could do to annoy me,” Yael said as she ran her fingers through Nora’s hair.
Nora nodded, took Yael’s hand, and kissed it. “You couldn’t annoy me if you tried.” Her smile dropped, and she looked at Yael intently. “I love you,” she said, squinting as the sun rose fully, turning the sea and the beach golden.
“I love you too.” Yael felt it in her heart. If her love for Nora poured out of her, she’d flood the beach and drown them both, and no language known to humankind could describe how she felt. “I—” She stopped herself as she spotted a cat walking along the shore. “Look at that. Cats don’t like the beach, do they?”
Nora followed her gaze and shook her head. “No, I don’t think they do.”
They both fell silent as the cat stopped and turned to look at them. It was hard to work out its color, as the sun had washed their surroundings in warm hues, but they recognized its face as it pulled into that funny grin.
“Toby,” they whispered in unison. This time, they didn’t question the cat’s appearance, and basking in the moment of wonderment, Yael took Nora’s hand as they watched Toby turn away from them and walk into the sea. Blinded by the morning light, they could only make out a vague silhouette now, and Toby appeared to be walking on water, slowly fading and becoming one with the sun. Yael didn’t register the tears that ran down her cheek as she leaned into Nora. She needed her closer because it felt like a pivotal moment—a goodbye or an announcement of new beginnings. Either way, she had a feeling they would never see Toby again.
THE END





AFTERWORD
I hope you’ve loved reading Cupid is a Cat 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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