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1
BANGKOK, THAILAND

 “ C  ould I have an extra olive please?” Kate handed her martini back to the bartender and scanned the bar area and the lobby, a little disappointed with the kind of people she’d be holed up with for the coming days. She’d only just arrived but she had an idea of the hotel’s clientele already. A group of black suits congregated on the couches around one of the corner tables, still working, by the looks of the paperwork in their hands. Two other suited men were ordering drinks at the bar, both with a much younger woman on their arm, who, judging by their eagerness to please, weren’t their wives. Nothing surprising there, it was Bangkok after all. There was a party of five, going through something that looked like a briefing, and another two men at the bar, who she was pretty sure were salesmen. Her interest peaked when another group walked through the bar and headed for the outside seating area.
That’s better. Four men and six women, casually dressed. Designers. Kate was almost sure of that. She travelled a lot for her job, and by now she was pretty good at reading people’s professions, just from their attire. Designers stood  out because they were usually casually dressed on business class flights. They also tended to dress in line with the brand they worked for, and these guys all looked the same in their own cool and unique way. Kate checked out their shoes and clothes. They weren’t in high fashion – none of them wore expensive brands. They weren’t in denim either, by the looks of their outfits. Most of the women were wearing running tights and loose tops, but that didn’t mean they’d just returned from the gym. They were carrying heavy bags with files and garments instead of gym bags. Sportswear. That’s it. They’re sportswear designers. She thanked the bartender and stirred the olive through her martini as she observed them while they sat down. They didn’t wait for a member of the bar staff to come out. Instead, one of them cleared the empty glasses from the table that the previous guests had left behind and headed for the bar with their drinks order. They were the kind of people Kate’s employer wanted to attract as guests for the new hotel she was working on. She made a mental note to talk to Lek, who ran the project, about attracting brands. Designers were always keen to stay in inspirational hotels during their factory visits. Kate took a sip of her martini and checked the bar stools. They weren’t anything special, and neither were the couches and the chairs in the lounge areas. Apparently, all that hotels needed to do to call themselves a ‘design hotel’ nowadays, was put some crazy graffiti on the walls, adjust the lighting, hire a DJ to play some funky tunes and make sure the rooms looked interesting enough to attract attention when surfing the online booking sites. It was way too pricey for what it was, but Kate had wanted to check out the competition while she was in Bangkok, and so here she was on a Tuesday night, sitting at a hotel bar instead of scanning the markets or the street carts for amazing Thai food. She hadn’t visited  Bangkok very often, but the new project she’d taken on meant she’d be spending a lot of time here over the coming months, and so she told herself there would be plenty of time for that later. First, she needed to clear her head for her meeting with the project manager tomorrow, in which she’d talk her through her interior design plan that had been signed off two months ago. Kate was sure that if everything worked out, and all her plans were executed to the right standards, the hotel would be the new place to be in Bangkok five months from now. There was even a good chance it might reach the top ten on the global design hotel list. It was her biggest project so far, and although the huge budget excited her, it was also terrifying, and there was no room for mistakes.
“Can I buy you a drink?” Kate flinched at the sound of a voice way too close to her ear. She turned to find a handsome dark-haired man in a dark-gray suit, shamelessly ogling her. That was the problem with hotel bars. Men.
“No thank you,” she said, barely managing to suppress an eye roll.
“But a beautiful lady like yourself shouldn’t be drinking on her own, it’s…”
“I said no, thank you,” Kate repeated, a little louder this time. She made sure to stay polite though. After all, he was only doing what she herself was guilty of at least two nights a week, which was hitting on women. She sighed when his Italian accent sounded in her ear yet again. Jesus.

“My name is Roberto. I think you have the wrong impression of me.” He leaned in a little closer until a woman pulled him back by his collar and wedged herself between Kate and him.
“The lady said no. What part of ‘no’ do you not understand?” The tall, dark-haired woman who had come to  Kate’s rescue stared down at him with a fierce look in her eyes. “Well?” She continued to glare at him. “Shoot. Go.”
“Okay, okay.” Roberto said, adjusting his collar as he slunk off. “Have a good night, ladies.”
Kate turned to the woman, too surprised to speak. She was smoking hot. How did I not see her come in? Her long, dark hair was pulled back into a sleek ponytail. Her eyes were almost black, with a fire behind them that instantly stirred something inside Kate. She was dressed in sporty attire, the loose tank top showing off her impressive biceps and the running tights her equally impressive legs. Fuck… She swallowed hard and composed herself, a little embarrassed that a beautiful woman had come to her rescue.
“Thank you,” she finally said. “But I can look after myself.” She couldn’t suppress the small smile that tugged at the corners of her mouth, though.
“I know you can,” the woman said. “But then I wouldn’t have an excuse to talk to you.” She held out her hand. “I’m Felicia. Felicia Perez.”
“Kate Simmons.” Kate shook the strong hand, tightening her own grip. She wasn’t used to being hit on. She was the one who chased women, not the other way around. People never guessed she was gay, and she didn’t care if the women she slept with were gay either. They all went home with her at some point. Well, maybe not all, but most of them did. Having someone walk up to her and talk to her with the confidence she normally displayed herself was confusing to say the least, but she couldn’t deny that it turned her on. Oh my God, she’s like me.

“So, Kate, what are you doing here all by yourself? A beautiful woman like you shouldn’t be drinking on her own.” Felicia shot her a smug look as she repeated Roberto’s words .
Kate couldn’t help but laugh. “Are you and Roberto some kind of tag team?” She looked around to make sure he was gone. “Is this a prank?”
“No, it’s not a prank. Just perfect timing. Lucky for you, huh? Can I buy you a drink?”
Kate bit her lip as she studied Felicia. This was uncharted territory to her, but the woman intrigued her to no end, so she nodded. “Sure. Vodka martini, two olives.”
“Coming up.” Felicia ordered a martini for Kate and a watermelon juice for herself.
“You don’t drink?” Kate asked curiously.
“Not tonight.” Felicia gestured to the group outside. “I’m with my employer, so I have to be on my best behavior. That, and I have to stand for eight hours tomorrow after hitting the gym at seven, so it’s best if I don’t drink.”
“What do you do that requires you to stand for eight hours?” Kate asked, arching her brow curiously. “Do you work as a living statue?”
Felicia grinned. “No. I’m a fitting model.”
“A fitting model? Hmm…” Kate took a sip of her drink and looked up at her. “What does that involve?”
“It means designers and pattern specialists fit clothes on me all day long. I’m the perfect size for sportswear, you see.”
Kate let her eyes roam over Felicia’s body. It seemed perfect indeed. “I can see that.” She smiled and decided she was having fun with this woman. “So, Felicia… How do you like working as a fitting model?” It was a lame question, but it was all she could think of.
Felicia glanced quickly at the group outside to make sure they couldn’t hear her.
“Honestly, it’s incredibly boring, but it pays well and serves a greater purpose.”
“Oh yeah? What’s this greater purpose?” Kate made sure  to hold her gaze. Felicia was not going to win this flirting game. She had always been the hunter, and she intended to keep it that way.
“It’s going to pay for my first run of samples. I’m expanding my clothing label.”
“That’s very cool.” Kate’s interest was spiked now. Not just a pretty face. She wanted to know more, but Felicia held up a hand as she was about to ask her next question. Kate was still sitting on the barstool and she could feel Felicia’s breath on her face as she stepped in between her legs, looking down at her with a killer smile.
“Yeah, it’s great, but I didn’t approach you to talk about me, Kate. I want to know about you.” Felicia placed a casual hand on Kate’s thigh as she leaned against the bar, sipping her drink as if they were talking about the weather. The light touch hit Kate’s core like lightning, and for the first time in her adult years, she had no idea what to say. This woman was smooth, and it seemed she had finally met her match.
“Hey Fe, we’re going for dinner. Are you coming?” One of the people from the group outside yelled. “We’ve just called a couple of taxis.”
“Yeah, I’ll be right there,” Felicia said before turning back to Kate. She looked disappointed that she had to end their game. “I’m sorry, duty calls. Client bonding and all that stuff. They’ll keep me on for longer if they get to know me and realize how awesome I am.” She gave Kate a playful wink. “How long are you going to be here for?”
“One or two nights, depending on how my meetings go,” Kate said, returning Felicia’s flirty gaze after pulling herself together.
“Great, I’ll see you around then, Kate Simmons.” Felicia turned to join her group, who had already passed them, and  with that, she was gone. Kate watched her walk towards the lift without looking back and fought the urge to run after her and ask for her phone number, or her room number. Anything to make sure she would see the beautiful and flirtatious dark-haired woman again. She had a great walk, Kate noticed. Felicia scratched her back, lifting her top in the process, giving Kate a great view of her perfectly formed ass. Did she do that on purpose? Once the lift doors had closed, Kate took her drink outside and crossed the roof towards the concrete wall at the end of the terrace and looked over the edge to see Felicia and the designers get into three taxis. As if she could feel Kate’s eyes on her, Felicia looked up just before she got into the car. Fuck.
She saw me. Kate didn’t jump back though. She was already busted, so she held up her drink in a toast instead and smiled when Felicia waved at her.
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 A  lthough her job was far from mentally challenging, it was physically hard, and Felicia was struggling today. She laced her fingers together and rested her hands on top of her head, the change in position feeling heavenly after holding them up for what seemed like hours.
“Do you need a break?” Warren, one of the designers who were currently fitting on her, asked. He had a couple of crumbs and a bit of egg yolk in his beard. Leftovers from breakfast, Felicia guessed, and now that he was standing so close, it was hard to focus on anything else.
“No, I’m good.” She said it casually, as if her muscles weren’t burning at all. But resting them like this helped a little, and she knew she could keep the position for at least another ten minutes. Warren was pulling at the armhole of the yoga top she was wearing, while six pattern-makers who worked for the factory were re-pinning the complicated back straps of the top to make them fit better around her shoulder blades. She didn’t mind them touching and groping her as much anymore,  she was used to that after almost a year of fittings. Even the odd dress-making pin that sometimes pierced her skin by accident was bearable. But the boredom, that was the most challenging part, and right now it was getting the better of her. She couldn’t even listen to audiobooks, as she had to answer fit and comfort related questions throughout the sessions. Hundred dollars an hour, hundred dollars an hour . It was the mantra she kept repeating each time she felt like walking out. Hundred dollars an hour, eight hours a day. Soon she would have more than enough money to have her first samples made in a small factory in the north of Thailand, and she’d just hired someone to build her an awesome website. If everything went according to plan, her apparel range, consisting of T-shirts and hoodies with her own graphics, would be online and available worldwide by this time next year. She was already selling her range of hand-printed T-shirts in independent stores in Florida and California but could barely keep up with the demand anymore. Hand-printing was time-consuming, and her margin was low, so she’d decided she would try it on a bigger scale but for that, she needed capital.
“Does that feel better?” Warren asked, stepping away from her after cutting into the armholes. Felicia lowered her arms and rolled her shoulders, then swung them around.
“Yeah, much better. Perfect, actually.” She pointed at his beard. “By the way, you have food in your beard,” she whispered.
“Oh.” Warren laughed and ruffled a hand through it. “Gone?”
“Almost, just one more.” Felicia reached out and flicked away the final crumb.
“Thank you,” Warren whispered back. He blushed as he  put down his scissors and patted his round belly, smiling at the factory staff. “Okay, we’re all done. Time for lunch!”
Felicia bent her knees and lifted her arms again, allowing the staff, who were much shorter than her, to carefully remove the top with built-in sports bra. Then she searched for her own bra in the pile of garments next to her. By now, she was used to being half-naked in front of strangers, and it didn’t bother her anymore.
“I’m so jealous of your boobs,” Ellie, the senior designer, said with a sigh, then caught herself. “I’m sorry, that sounded weird. I didn’t mean it like that, it’s just…”
“Hey, it’s fine. Thank you.” Felicia laughed as she put on her bra and T-shirt, grabbed her hoodie and tied it around her waist before following the others out of the room. The factory canteen was cold, and so she always came prepared. But she was in luck today, as they headed towards the exit where a driver with a big van was waiting to take them to a restaurant. She smiled. Okay, so it wasn’t all bad. There were great perks to the job, apart from the money. The companies that hired her put her up in nice hotels, took her out for wonderful meals and treated her like she was one of their own. Besides that, she enjoyed the chaos and excitement of Bangkok, and the contacts she made at the factories here would be very useful if her own brand took off and she needed to expand.
“By the way, you’re off the hook for dinner,” Ellie said as they got into the car. “We’ve got a teambuilding session after work.” She shot Felicia an apologetic look. “Hope you don’t mind dining alone?”
“No, not at all.” Felicia felt a spark of excitement at the prospect of having the whole evening to herself. It wasn’t that she couldn’t say no to having dinner with her employers, but she’d noticed the team genuinely liked having her  around, and if she was honest, bonding with them wouldn’t hurt her chances of being booked again either. “I’ll just hit the gym, grab some takeout and have an early night.”
“Wish I could do that.” Ellie rolled the sleeves of her T-shirt up to her shoulders and got in the van next to Felicia. “Two weeks is damn long for a fit trip, but at least we’ll have the weekend to ourselves, right? Do you have any plans?”
“Just some work. I do a bit of graphic design freelancing on the side. No apparel,” Felicia quickly added, although that was a lie. She wasn’t allowed to work for other brands for the duration of her contract, so she had to be careful with any information she disclosed, even if it was only her own small brand she was working on. “Just some book covers I need to finish.”
“Oh, wow. I didn’t realize you were a designer too. I guess we all just assumed this was your full-time job.” Ellie looked up at her with renewed interest and held her gaze.
“It is, for now. And I like it. I like working with you guys.” Felicia pretended she hadn’t seen the flirty look Ellie had just given her. In any other situation, Ellie would be naked in her bed by the time the sun had set, but she knew better than to mess around with people she worked with. That was about the only rule she had. Nothing but trouble would come of it. Besides, even though Ellie was attractive, with her long blonde hair, big blue eyes and effortless style, she wasn’t really Felicia’s type. Her thoughts went back to the woman she’d met in the hotel bar the previous night. Kate. Now there was someone she’d consider getting in trouble over. Her heart had started racing the moment she’d set eyes on her. Her caramel skin, the dark, wild curls, her careless attitude and those lips… Felicia unconsciously licked her own lips as she replayed their short meeting. Kate’s outfit had scored points too. The spotless white flared pants, pa ired with a white silk top, the big, gold hoops in her ears, and the edge of her black bra, that was just visible enough to make Felicia’s desire flare up, had been a delight to look at. The playful interaction they’d had, had told her that they were more alike than she’d expected, and that made this incredibly exciting. Felicia had never met anyone like herself, someone so direct and unapologetic, and she couldn’t stop thinking about what they’d be like in bed together. Tonight. Maybe Kate would be at the bar tonight. Then she snapped out of her thoughts, remembered her manners and turned back to Ellie.
“What about you?” she asked. “Any plans?”
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 “ O  kay, Lek. Walk me through this.” Kate put on her safety helmet before she walked into the old shoe factory, which was currently being transformed into what would soon be Bangkok’s swankiest hotel and restaurant. She took two sets of plans out of her satchel and handed one to Lek, the owner, who had also appointed herself as project manager. It was unusual for people with money to do the job themselves, but Lek was very competent and had a clear idea of what she wanted. The young woman, who came from a very wealthy family, was a lot sharper than her appearance led people to believe. She usually dressed in jeans and T-shirts and had the innocent air of a schoolgirl. Lek wasn’t a fool though, and Kate knew that. She was aware of everything that was going on at every stage of the project, and she’d asked great questions throughout Kate’s design process. Questions that had her rethink some of her plans.
 THE FACTORY, the name of the hotel, was fitting, and Kate  was already loving the high ceiling with exposed steel beams and pipes in the section where the restaurant would be. Three quarters of the square footage would be allocated to rooms. Here, the building had been divided into three floors. Forty good-sized rooms were currently being built and soundproofed, to keep out the noise from the second restaurant and the nightclub on the roof, covering the entire building. Lek walked to the far end of the space and pointed up at the big metal beams that had been placed vertically throughout the building and horizontally across the roof.
“This is where the restaurant entrance will be,” she said, standing next to a beam and waving her arms to indicate that a wall would be built there. “As you know, the view will be facing south, into the garden.”
“Perfect. Just like I imagined.” Kate looked at the outer brick wall, that would soon be mostly replaced by glass, only broken up by sections of the same bricks. Most people would see nothing more than an old dusty hall, but Kate could picture the restaurant vividly in her mind, as if it was already there. She saw people eating, talking and laughing, and she saw waiters serving food. She could picture the décor down to the smallest detail, from napkins to the little ceramic pots from Taiwan that the condiments would be served in. It was a gift that she’d embraced when she decided she wanted to be an interior designer at the age of seventeen. Since then, she’d studied hard and worked her ass off to get where she was now.
“So, this is where we’ll have the water feature, right? And full-length windows?” she confirmed.
“Correct.” Lek nodded enthusiastically. “I love the idea. I think it will bring the outside in and vice versa.”
Kate smiled as she looked down at the concrete floor and pictured the large rectangular pond that would run  underneath the front windows, allowing the koi carp to swim in and out, from inside the restaurant to the terrace outside. She pointed at the top page of her plans.
“And the vintage floor tiles will start right at the edge of the pond, both inside and outside. I think it will give a wonderful sense of continuity in the garden. I’ve found a batch of beautiful colonial tiles in Cambodia. They have more than enough to cover the space, taking into account thirty percent breakage, just to be on the safe side.” She reached into her bag and handed Lek the tile she’d brought along.
Lek ran her hand over the dark green tile with a white star shape, staring at it almost lovingly. “Very nice. Grouting?”
“Light gray,” Kate said, pointing at page two. “White would be nice, but if we’re going to use them outside as well, I think it’s safer to go with gray. Over time, you’ll hardly notice the difference anyway.” She was impressed that Lek concerned herself with a detail as small as grouting, considering the size of the project she’d taken on.
“And the furniture?”
“Yes well, I think you’ll love these, they’re very close to what I sent you in my original proposal.” Kate turned to the third page of her plans and Lek did the same. “The dining tables and chairs are from a Thai manufacturer. Handmade, recycled wood. They’re all a little different, but most of them will have some green or light blue paint stains on them. I’ve designed the tables round, as I think this will give an elegant feel to the large space, especially if you’re working with candlelight. The contrast of round tables in an industrial building will be very stylish. The factory has assured me they can have them ready in five months. If you’re happy, I can give them the go-ahead. If you’d like to check them first,  we’ll have to get on a flight and visit them. They’re in Chang Mai.”
Lek studied the picture with interest, resting her eyes on it for so long that Kate started to get a little nervous. “No, they’re beautiful,” she finally said. “I trust you.” She winked. “And that’s a lot, coming from me.”
“Thank you. You won’t be disappointed.” Kate pointed upwards. “Now, the hanging ceiling garden, that’s going to be a difficult one.” She was a little worried about the ceiling garden in her proposal, only because she’d never attempted such a complex thing.
“I know.” Lek laughed for the first time since Kate had met her. “It’s crazy. Are you sure it’s possible? That it can be installed with an irrigation system?”
“Yes, it’s possible. I’ve found a very good garden architect from Taiwan. He’s currently in Bangkok for a project and I’d like you to meet him tomorrow. He’s created several hanging ceiling gardens, although nothing on this scale, so it’s important that we take our time on this. And we need revolving doors, so that birds can’t fly in and nest in the plants.” She winced. “Because as fun as it would be to have parrots flying around, you don’t want them pooping on your diners’ plates.”
Lek laughed even louder now, as Kate followed her to the area allocated for the bar and the kitchen. Kate had worked on the kitchen plans with Hannah, her friend and employee who specialized in restaurant flow. They’d have to come back a couple of times together, once the space was more defined, to make sure everything would work seamlessly. The kitchen would be open, which meant the worktops had to be clean and clutter free at all times. That had been the hardest part, but Hannah had come up with a plan that seemed waterproof, and Kate had full faith in her  proposal. Up on the roof, after climbing the half-built steps, Lek explained where the second restaurant would be and where the dance floor and the bar area would start, using a laser pen to point out the location of the dividing glass wall that would soon be placed on the roof, separating the dance floor from the restaurant. There would also be a luxury penthouse on the roof, immersing the lucky tenants in all of the action.
 IT WAS after six by the time they’d finished, but they’d covered a lot of ground. Tomorrow would be an easier day as they’d discuss smaller details over lunch, and after that Kate and Lek would meet with the garden architect to go over the plans for the hanging ceiling garden. Kate smiled as she hailed a taxi to take her back to her hotel, pleased with how the meeting had gone. Seeing the project in motion and being in the building had given her a new surge of energy, and she couldn’t wait to get her hands on the interior, once the main building work was finished. Compared with the US, building work was done a lot faster in Asia, and she expected to be back as soon as next month, with Hannah. Kate wasn’t sure why she felt eager to get back to the hotel, but she suspected it might have something to do with a certain overconfident and stunningly beautiful hotel guest who had made her melt into her seat with her outrageous flirting last night. She tried not to get too worked up about it, though. If Felicia was interested in her, she would be there waiting.
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 T 
here she is. All dressed up for me. Felicia pretended she hadn’t seen Kate walk out onto the roof terrace with a martini in her hand, although it was hard not to look. All eyes were turned Kate’s way and even the group of women at the table next to her stopped talking for a moment. Kate was wearing a black slip dress and black wedges and looked so good that Felicia felt a little rattled by the way her body reacted to the sight of her. She hadn’t gone through much trouble dressing up herself, but only because she didn’t want Kate to think that she’d made the effort especially for her . At least now she still had the upper hand, pretending to be fully engrossed in something on her MacBook. She had however had a very long shower, shaved her legs for the second time that day—which was completely unnecessary—, washed her hair and changed into white shorts and a black tank top. It was casual, but a little dressier than the sports gear Kate had seen her in yesterday. She tried to stop her lips from pulling into a smile when she noticed Kate, right on cue, walk into her field of vision. Who am I kidding ?

“Miss Perez. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” Felicia closed her laptop and looked up over her shoulder at Kate, who was standing behind the black rattan couch she was sitting on, holding up her glass with a smirk on her face.
“Kate.” She managed to sound surprised as she patted the seat next to her. “The pleasure is all mine. Do you want to sit down?”
“Sure. Why not?” Kate walked around, sat down and put her drink on the table, then crossed her legs, turning slightly towards Felicia. Felicia could feel the hairs on her arms rise when their shoulders brushed for a moment, and she noticed Kate got the same reaction from her. She turned in her seat to face her too, propped one leg underneath her and rested her elbow on the backrest of the couch.
“I’m glad you came looking for me.”
“I wasn’t looking for you.” Kate arched a brow. “I came up here because I knew you’d be waiting for me.” She shot Felicia a playful look. “Seems like I was right.”
Felicia let out a chuckle. “I don’t think so. I’m not the one dressed up. You are.”
“I’m not dressed up. I always look like this,” Kate retorted. She tried not to stare at Felicia’s legs, that were tanned, smooth, long and lean, but her eyes kept darting over them as if she had no control over her desires. “Busy night ahead?”
“No, not tonight,” Felicia answered, honestly this time. “You?”
“No.” They gazed into each other’s eyes, neither of them wanting to give into the temptation of looking away during the sizzling silence that followed. Felicia could have sworn it lasted at least a minute. The intimacy of the action turned her on, but she thought she could see that Kate was a little uncomfortable with the staring competition .
“Can I take you out for dinner?” she asked, breaking the silence. “A beautiful woman like you shouldn’t be dining on her own.”
Kate laughed and cocked her head. “Oh, you’re good, Felicia. Very good.” She paused, then nodded slowly. “Yeah. You can take me out for dinner.”
“Great. What do you like? I mean, if you could eat anything right now, what would it be?” Felicia licked her lips as she leaned in closer her eyes sparkling with sexual innuendo. Kate didn’t flinch, although her insides had turned to mush.
“If you’re such an expert on women, why don’t you figure me out, huh? You decide.”
“I never said I was an expert on women.”
“You don’t have to say it, I know how you roll.” Kate leaned in a little closer too as she lowered her voice. “I see right through you, Felicia. I know you like the back of my hand already, but I like that. You’re predictable.”
Felicia smiled. “I should really be offended, if it wasn’t for the fact that you haven’t stopped eyeing me up ever since you sat down. You want me.” She paused. “So, I don’t really care what you think of me because the fact is, I know you’ll end up in my bed tonight anyway.”
“I wouldn’t be so sure of that.” Kate picked up her martini and took a sip, in urgent need of distraction from the sexual desire that oozed between them. She’d never found herself in a situation like this, and although she hated not having the upper hand, there was something very sexy about it too.
“We’ll see.” Felicia picked up her laptop. “I’m just going to take this to my room. Would you like to come with me?”
Kate felt a rush of heat spread between her legs. Of  course she wanted to come with her. She wanted to tear off Felicia’s clothes and explore that beautiful body of hers, but she wasn’t going to give in that easily.
“I’m sure you can manage,” she said, keeping her expression neutral. “I’ll order a cab and wait for you at reception.”
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 “ D  o you prefer people calling you Fe?” Kate asked, digging into her Pad Thai. “I overheard your colleagues calling you that.”
Felicia shook her head and took a sip of her beer. “Not really. It started out in a factory in China where they had trouble pronouncing my name. I soon realized it wasn’t the easiest of names for Asians to pronounce, and so I just started introducing myself as Fe. But no one else calls me that.”
“I can see how Felicia can be a mouthful.” Kate watched Felicia take a bite of her creamy red curry. Even something as mundane as watching her eat was sexy. The way her lips wrapped around the spoon… Kate shook it off, knowing she was gawking. “So… what does a fitting model with the perfect size body do to keep herself in shape? Should you even be eating that?” she asked in a teasing tone.
“Honestly, I can eat what I want without gaining weight, but it’s not going to last forever, so I’m a little more careful these days. I go to the gym a lot. Practice yoga, go running, box… anything really. I prefer boxing, though. I take Muay Th ai classes here in Bangkok whenever I have a bit of spare time, and I have a sparring partner who’s a little bit better than me but that keeps me on my toes. It’s a traditional martial art, also known as the art of eight limbs, and it’s a really good exercise because it uses punches, kicks, elbow and knee strikes, using eight points of contact. That means you train your entire body, instead of just your arms.”
“Boxing… I like that.” Kate was surprised that Felicia didn’t answer her question with another question or a cheeky retort. It was kind of nice, but now all she could think of was Felicia with a crop top and boxing gloves on, punching a bag with sweat running down her back. Her eyes darted towards Felicia’s toned arms. Is this part of her game? Tricking me into fantasizing about her? Kate wasn’t sure of anything anymore. She was usually a very good judge of character, but the past hour had proven her to be a hot mess. “Do you mind if I ask how old you are?” she asked, changing the subject.
“Of course not.” Felicia raised a brow. “I’m twenty-nine. You?”
“Thirty-five.” Kate took a bite of her papaya salad and moaned in delight. Felicia’s choice of restaurant was great. Low-key, authentic Thai food, instead of the tourist crap they served in a lot of places, a nice ambiance and close to the hotel. She had to admit that she couldn’t have chosen better herself. The restaurant was small, with only five tables on the terrace outside. It stood on the corner of two semi-quiet roads and the plants and bushes surrounding the terrace gave it an air of privacy.
“And what do you do to keep that sexy body of yours so perfectly in shape?” Felicia asked, eyeing Kate up as she bit into a prawn.
Kate rolled her eyes at Felicia’s question that was  dripping with flirtation. “I don’t do anything. I work really hard. I guess that’s where I burn my calories. Behind my desk, and while I’m traveling.” She looked up at Felicia. “Tell me about the brand you’re setting up.”
Felicia shook her head. “No, it’s my turn to ask questions. You know the basics about me, but I don’t know anything about you.”
“Does it even matter what you know about me?” Kate asked. “As you’ve already stated, we both know we’ll end up in bed together. We also both know that after that we’ll never see each other again, so what’s the point in exchanging information?”
“Then what are we doing here? Why aren’t we in bed right now?” Felicia leaned in, her eyes even fierier now. “You just asked me a question, didn’t you?”
“I suppose I did, yeah.”
“So, I’m assuming you were interested in the answer. Were you?”
“Yes. I was. I am.” Damn it.

“Well then, let me ask you questions too, because although you might not believe it, I’m genuinely enjoying getting to know you. Even if, as you just said, we’ll never see each other again…” she paused. “After a night of amazing sex.” Kate shivered at her words and was silent for a moment.
“Okay, go ahead. Shoot.” Felicia seemed pleased with the victory as a grin spread across her face.
“What do you do for a living?”
“I’m an interior designer,” Kate said. “I’m here in Bangkok because I’m designing a new hotel that will open in March next year.”
Felicia continued to smirk and pointed her fork at Kate. “ See? That wasn’t so hard. And I’m fascinated. Now, tell me more.”
“Okay… well, it’s my biggest project so far. The hotel is called The Factory. It’s an old shoe factory that is being turned into an exclusive design hotel with a big restaurant on the ground floor and a smaller restaurant and a nightclub on the roof. Nice pool, too. Hopefully, it will be the new hot-spot in Bangkok.”
“Impressive. You’re quite the bigshot then, Kate. Where are you from, I’m guessing somewhere south? You have a slight accent.”
“I live in New Orleans. But I was born and raised in Covington, a town about an hour from there. What about you?”
“Miami. Born and bred. But I haven’t been back much since I started fit modelling last year.”
“What did you do before that?” Kate asked.
“Graphic design, mainly. I have a small brand called Leon Apparel , after my grandmother’s birthplace in Mexico. It’s Mexican inspired – simple garments with simple but very cool graphics. I screen-print them by hand, and I currently sell my T-shirts in about thirty independent stores, so it’s a lot of work. I’ve only been back to Miami three times in the last year, and each time I’ve been working sixteen-hour days, printing garments to stock up the retailers. It’s not ideal, so I’m working on setting up my manufacturing in Thailand and moving all my sales and orders to an online system through my new website. That way I’ll be able to work from anywhere, and life will be a lot easier.”
Kate gave her a genuine smile for the first time that night. “Beautiful, creative and smart. Not just a model, huh?”
“Don’t underestimate fit modelling.” Felicia took a sip of her water. “It’s physically challenging and it’s also been very  useful. I’ve learned just about everything I need to know about the business from it. Sampling, how a garment fits, sizing, manufacturing… I studied graphic design, so I never covered garment construction in my course.”
“Good move then.” Kate fell silent, thoroughly impressed and seeing Felicia with new eyes.
Felicia sat back and studied her. “Do you have a girlfriend?” she asked abruptly. “Boyfriend? Wife? Husband?” She laughed. “Although I get the feeling men aren’t your thing, or relationships for that matter.”
Kate laughed too and shook her head. “No, I’ve got none of those, especially not of the male variety. And you’re right, I’m not really the relationship type. I like to keep things casual. Do you have a girlfriend?”
“Of course not. That would make me a bad person, wouldn’t it? Taking you out for dinner while I’ve got someone at home waiting for me… Fantasizing about what you’d look like naked…” Felicia shot her a flirty smile.
“I suppose it would.” Kate swallowed hard and tried to keep her breathing under control as her eyes met Felicia’s. They were dark and mysterious, flirty and sensual. Just sitting opposite her was enough to make Kate crave her with every cell in her body. That beautiful face, those arms… she dropped her gaze. Felicia wasn’t wearing a bra. Oh God. How had I not noticed that before? Nobody could throw Kate Simmons off her game. Nobody. Except for Felicia, apparently. She looked down at her plate and focused on her food instead. “How long are you staying in Bangkok for?”
“I don’t know yet. Depends on which jobs come up. I was in Vietnam three months ago, and in China before that, but I like it here. Since I’m getting more requests through the agency now, I’m hoping I’ll be able to hand-pick my contracts and continue to work here for a while.” Felicia  refilled their glasses with water from the jug in between them. “I assume you’ll be coming back here often, with such a big project on your hands?”
“Yeah, I’ll be here at least once a month until the opening. I also have a couple of private clients in the US too, and I’m just finishing off a restaurant project in New Orleans, so I’ll be juggling my workload over the coming months.”
“Private clients? Do you mean rich people with big mansions who need an interior designer because they have no taste themselves?”
Kate laughed. “There is no such thing as good or bad taste. People are drawn to different things, that’s all. And decorating a seven-bedroom house is a big job. Most people just don’t have the time for it.” She put her fork down. Although the food was delicious, her stomach was filled with pleasant nerves and she was having trouble finishing the dish.
“Are you done?” Felicia asked, pushing her own plate aside. “Do you want dessert?”
Kate shook her head and smiled as she brushed her leg against Felicia’s under the table. “I think we should have dessert at the hotel.”

“LET’S WALK, it’s not so warm anymore.” Felicia held out her hand.
Kate frowned. “Are you serious? You want to hold my hand now? We’ve known each other for four hours. It’s a bit soppy, don’t you think?”
“Come on, Kate. You know you want to, so stop fighting it. Besides, we met yesterday, so technically we’ve known each other for two days.” Felicia took her hand into a tight grip and pulled her closer. “See? It’s nice.” She rubbed her  thumb over Kate’s hand, causing a shiver to run down her spine.
Kate took in a quick breath as adrenaline shot through her at the contact and instinctively, she tightened her own grip. There was no point playing games anymore. She wanted her, and by now, any look or touch coming from Felicia fueled her desire even more. They walked the length of the noisy and busy Khao San Road in a comfortable silence, taking in the chaos of the party district that was only a ten-minute walk from their hotel, which stood along the Chao Phraya River. The street markets were busy here, and happy hour was in full swing. Countless neon signs stuck out from the store fronts and restaurants, where people were haggling over the strangest of bargains and drinking and dining outside on plastic chairs around cheap folding tables. Scarcely clad women, many of them wearing pink wigs, were yelling for people’s attention, trying to lure tourists into the drinking holes. Food stalls were grilling skewers of fish, meat, corn and other things Kate wasn’t able to identify, and noodle dishes were being prepared in big, steaming woks. Tuk-tuks zoomed through the crowd, forcing people around them to jump aside. There were street performers, pushy salesmen flogging watches and fake handbags, and ladyboys handing out flyers for their upcoming shows. Kate held on tighter to her bag when she realized this was a pickpocket’s paradise. They turned a corner and walked along a four-lane road, packed with traffic. The buildings behind a network of tangled electricity wires were old, but had been painted in bright colors, housing mysterious businesses. ‘Pong’s Beauty Salon and Make Flower’, one of the store signs said. Another shop advertised ‘Cheap, Beautiful and Peaceful Fish’. It took them a while to cross the road as none of the drivers seemed to be  paying attention to the traffic lights, but they finally managed to run for it and reached the somewhat quieter Ram Buttri, where only taxis and tuk-tuks were allowed. The narrow street was lined with trees, small temples, food stalls and sweet little coffee shops, juice bars and restaurants. It was 10 PM but still far from closing time. It was only Kate’s second time in Bangkok, but she could see why Felicia liked it here. The city was buzzing, bursting with energy, and she was starting to feel it too. Felicia led them back to the hotel through a network of narrow alleyways, still holding her hand when they arrived in the lobby as if she was scared her conquest would take off if she didn’t keep her close. Kate looked down at their hands and let out a chuckle.
“You can let go now, Felicia. I’m not going to run away.”
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 “ M  y room?” Felicia pressed the button for the fourth floor and leaned back against the elevator wall, taking in Kate, who was clearly just as turned on as she was. She’d taken great pleasure in sitting opposite Kate over dinner, fantasizing about what it would be like to kiss those full, juicy lips. She found herself staring at them again. Kate’s eyes had darkened, and Felicia could see her chest heaving up and down fast. Each time she breathed in, the edge of her black lace bra became visible behind the low neckline of her dress. She was a little nervous herself, although she wasn’t sure why. Picking up women was second nature to her, but with Kate, it was far from straightforward.
Kate closed the lift doors when they opened on the fourth floor and pressed the button for the sixth. “No, mine,” she said, her lips pulling into a flirty smile. “I have a suite. It’s nicer.” The doors opened again, and she noticed her hands were shaking as she searched for her key card in her purse.
“Nice indeed,” Felicia said as she stepped into Kate’s  suite. There was a large desk next to the king-size bed, and a spacious seating area in front of the balcony doors. She looked at the couch, the desk, then at the bed and finally, she let her eyes rest on the kitchenette while her mind took her to places that made her weak in her knees as she imagined a naked Kate lying on the surfaces of each of them.
Kate didn’t reply as she closed the door. She threw her bag on the floor and walked up to Felicia, pulled her by the hand and turned her around. Felicia stared at her in surprise as Kate backed her up against the wall and ran a hand underneath her T-shirt, leaning in close. Kate bit her lip as she brought her mouth close to Felicia’s, marveling at the abs she felt under her fingers. Sweet Jesus. She smiled when she felt Felicia’s already hard six-pack tighten and brushed her lips against Felicia’s. The explosive effect of the light touch surprised them both, and they were breathing fast now. Kate could feel Felicia’s body heat radiating against her as she brought her other hand around her waist, digging her nails into her flesh. Her body was aching with desire to own her. In a reflex, Felicia took her by her shoulders and turned them around, switching places as she now pushed Kate against the wall. She grinned, sliding a hand under Kate’s dress, cupping her ass.
“Nah-ah. This is how we play it,” she whispered, before pressing her lips hard against Kate’s. Kate moaned as she parted her lips and felt Felicia’s tongue claiming her mouth. She pulled her in closer, deepening the kiss, and gasped when Felicia’s hand was on her ass again, this time inside her panties. The slow and sexy kiss had her wet and wanting, and she tugged at Felicia’s T-shirt, desperate to take it off. God this woman could kiss, and it left her wondering what else she’d be good at .
“Take it off,” Kate panted against Felicia’s mouth. “Take everything off.”
“You first.” Felicia smiled as she lifted Kate’s dress and pulled it over her head. She took a step back and stared at her for a moment, her lips parting as she took in her curves. Heat spread between her legs at the sight of Kate backed against the wall in only a black lace lingerie set and her wedges. Her caramel skin, those wild curls, her full breasts and an hourglass figure that even she felt envious of. “You’re perfect,” she whispered, leaning in as she kissed her again, with even more urgency this time. She let her hands run up and down Kate’s body, exploring her soft skin, then moved her mouth to Kate’s neck and kissed her way down to her shoulders and her breasts. Kate unclasped her bra and let it fall to the ground, releasing a hungry moan from Felicia’s mouth.
“Oh God.” Kate threw her head back against the wall when Felicia started exploring her breasts, taking a nipple into her mouth. She bit down softly and tugged, before moving on to her other breast, while her hands moved up and down, following the curves of Kate’s body. Kate felt Felicia’s teeth scrape over her skin, the tip of her ponytail tickling her belly, and her tongue sliding down her breasts while her hands were everywhere but where she really needed them.
“Please fuck me,” she whispered. Kate never thought she’d be begging but here she was, desperate to feel Felicia’s fingers inside of her.
“Not so fast,” Felicia said in a teasing tone. She moved further down, kissing her belly and her hips while she untied the ribbons around Kate’s ankles, allowing her to kick off her shoes. She stood up slowly, tracing the inside of Kate’s legs and stopped at the edge of her panties. Kate  sighed in delightful frustration when Felicia kicked off her own shoes, then removed her T-shirt and her shorts, leaving her in a pair of white panties. Kate let her gaze wander over Felicia’s body, admiring her full breasts, her strong arms, her tight abs and her toned legs. She reached out to touch her, but Felicia caught her wrists and pushed her back against the wall.
“That’s not fair. You’re much stronger than me,” Kate chuckled.
“Trust me, you’ll thank me in a minute.” Felicia pressed her body against Kate’s, drawing a loud moan from her mouth. The feeling of Felicia’s hard nipples against her own breasts drove her crazy, but each time she reached out to touch her, Felicia re-pinned her hands against the wall. She placed her arms above her head and held them there with one hand while her other slipped inside Kate’s panties.
“Fuck!” Kate moaned when she finally felt Felicia’s fingers running up and down through her slick folds.
“You’re so wet,” Felicia whispered against her mouth. “I can feel how much you want me.” Without warning, she pushed two fingers inside Kate and watched her closely as Kate’s expression turned ecstatic. “Is this what you wanted?”
“Uhuh.” Kate’s eyelashes fluttered as a gasp escaped her mouth. She wanted to see Felicia while she did this to her, but she was already close to an orgasm and that made it almost impossible to keep her eyes open. Felicia kissed her, moving in and out of her slowly at first, then faster and deeper while Kate ground her center against her hand, letting go of all control now. When she lost it, Felicia released the grip on her hands and put an arm around her, holding Kate up while she came in her arms. She kissed her deeply, keeping her fingers inside her and moaned softly into their kiss each time she felt Kate contracting around  her fingers. To her, making a woman come was the biggest turn-on there was, and having the beautiful Kate at her mercy felt like a victory.
Kate slowly pulled away from her mouth, opened her eyes and exhaled deep as she straightened herself. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d let go like this, and she was still on a high from what Felicia had just done to her.
“You look smug,” she said, reaching out to touch Felicia’s face. This time, she didn’t stop her. “But I suppose you’ve earned the right to be because that was amazing.” Her hands trailed down Felicia’s neck towards her breasts, making her gasp as she took them in her hands and caressed her nipples. Kate watched goose bumps appear where she’d touched her, Felicia’s arousal manifesting itself in visual form. “Let’s get onto the bed,” she whispered, eager to explore Felicia’s body.
“You want to move to the bed?” Felicia grinned as she lifted Kate up in one swift motion and carried her over to the bed. “I can help you with that.” Kate laughed when she dropped her down on the mattress and crawled on top of her.
“Are you trying to impress me with your strength?” Kate pushed Felicia off of her, rolled over and then straddled her.
“I’ve been trying to impress you since yesterday.” Felicia reached up and ran a hand through Kate’s curls. “And since you’re now naked on top of me, I’d say I’ve been pretty successful.” She licked her lips. “By the way, you look absolutely delicious from this angle.”
“So do you.” Kate leaned forward and kissed Felicia’s neck, drinking in her scent. She smelled divine. Her hands roamed Felicia’s breasts, and soon, her mouth did too. She was overcome by a greediness to taste every inch of her, to  memorize the scent and the flavor of her body. Felicia moaned underneath her, not in the least troubled by her submissive position now. Kate watched her expression darken as she slid a hand down her belly and between her legs. She could feel her wetness through the fabric of her panties. Felicia gasped and pushed her hips up against Kate’s hand. “You’ll have to wait,” Kate teased. She took off Felicia’s panties and removed her own, before lowering herself on top of her and wedging a thigh between her legs.
“Fuck, Kate.” Felicia moaned louder when Kate pressed her thigh against her center and spread her legs apart with her other leg. Kate kissed her possessively, grinding into her, faster and harder when Felicia’s breath accelerated. She knew she had her, and it made her feel powerful and sexy. She released herself from the kiss and trailed her mouth down Felicia’s body, taking her time to explore every inch of her before she settled herself between her legs. She wanted to taste her, devour her. The first touch of her tongue made Felicia cry out in pleasure. Kate could feel her legs tremble as she held them apart. She smiled and applied more pressure, licking Felicia’s drenched folds up to her clit. She circled it, then sucked it into her mouth, over and over again. It didn’t take much for Felicia to explode. She jerked up her hips, took hold of Kate’s hair and pulled her tighter against her center as she climaxed in a loud moan, trembling in every limb. Kate stayed there between her legs, kissing her center and the inside of her thighs until Felicia pulled her up and took her in her arms. She could feel a rapid heartbeat and she wasn’t sure if it was hers or Felicia’s. She raised her head to look at her, but met Felicia’s mouth instead, and before she knew it, they were making out again.
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 K  ate hit the snooze button three times before she finally managed to wake up. She scrambled for her phone on the nightstand and peered at it through sleepy eyes. It was just before eight, so that would give her more than enough time to read her emails and get some work done before her lunch meeting. Suddenly, she realized she was naked, and memories came flooding back in a heartbeat. Oh shit, Felicia. She turned around but there was no one in the bed with her. She must have gone to work. Kate was surprised to find that she was disappointed by her absence. She smiled as she stretched out and rolled her shoulders, relieving her muscles, sore from a long and wild night. Everything hurt, but in a good way. The smell of sex was still hanging in the room and Felicia’s scent was on her pillow. Kate inhaled against it. Come on, Kate. Don’t get all sentimental now. She had to admit, it was the best damn sex she’d ever had, and Felicia was by far the sexiest and most confident woman she’d ever come across. And confidence was hot, at least in her opinion. Against all expectations, Felicia had spent the night, and it had been nice, comforting  even, to fall asleep in her arms. She tried to remember the last time she’d spent the whole night with someone, and couldn’t think of anyone other than Avery, the only woman she’d ever been involved with. That had been years ago, though, and Kate couldn’t help but wonder why, after steering well away from sleepovers for years, she’d asked Felicia to stay the night. She’d wanted her to stay. Kate shook her head and rolled her eyes. Whatever, she’s gone. Time to focus on work now.

 AFTER A LONG BATH, Kate put on another black lingerie set and her favorite silk, strapless green jumpsuit, just in case she bumped into Felicia on her way back in. Then she checked her messages. There were a couple of emails from clients and a missed call from Hannah. Hannah had moved to Louisiana from the UK after falling in love with Kate’s best friend Kristine, and she’d been a great asset to NOLA Interiors , consulting on hospitality spaces. Kate decided to call her back first, but instead of sitting at the desk like she normally did, she found herself laying on the bed again, her face half buried in Felicia’s pillow.
“Kate?”
“Oh hey, Hannah. How is everything going there? It’s not too early to call, is it?”
“No, it’s fine, I’m in the car on my way to the office. How’s Bangkok? How did the meeting go?”
“Good, good. It’s been great.” Kate sat up again, cursing herself for her pathetic behavior. “The meeting went well. I’m going to type up my notes and send them over but in general, everything seems to be in order and they’re expecting to be ready for us to do a second walk-through in about a month’s time, so keep it free in your diary. ”
“Perfect, I will. So, have you had time for a little shopping or nice food? I love Bangkok. Anything exciting?”
“Not really.” Kate giggled. “Okay, it’s been a little exciting. I had a woman over last night.” She wouldn’t normally share information like this with her employees, but they were friends too, and she needed a release for all the pent-up energy that had her almost bursting at the seams.
“No way.” Hannah’s voice dripped with sarcasm. “Can’t say I’m surprised. it’s not exactly out of character for you to have a one-night stand. If I recall correctly, you had five last month.” She paused. “But it is out of character for you to tell me about it straight away. You normally don’t even bother unless I ask.”
“Really? I don’t?” Kate winced. “Well, there isn’t much to tell. She’s gone now.”
“But it was good?”
“Oh yeah.” Kate shivered as she thought back to last night. “Mind-blowing.”
“Mind-blowing, huh? Jesus, Kate. That’s a lot coming from you.”
Kate laughed. “Yeah, well, I don’t even know why I’m telling you this. It’s just silly, really. Anyway, I was just calling to let you know that we’re still on schedule and that everything looks good so far.”
“Great. I’m glad to hear that.” Hannah sounded pleased with the news. “And we’ll catch up on your mind-blowing night over a drink when you get back, okay?”
“Alright. Take care, Hannah.” Kate took a deep breath after she’d hung up. What was wrong with her? Why had she blurted out about Felicia to Hannah on a work call? So unprofessional. She gathered her laptop and paperwork to finish her work over breakfast. She desperately needed a coffee after only four hours of sleep and was seriously  doubting she’d be able to concentrate on her meetings today. Memories of Felicia Perez seemed to have her terribly distracted already.

“MISS SIMMONS?” the receptionist called after her as she walked past the front desk on her way to the breakfast area.
Kate turned around. “Yes?”
“I have a message for you from Miss Perez in room 405.”
“Oh, thank you.” Kate took the envelope from her, her heart beating in her throat as she opened it.
Hey beautiful, I won’t be around tonight or tomorrow, the designers just told me we’re going to another factory three hours from here. Hope to see you soon, last night was amazing. My email and number are on the back. X Felicia.
Kate pursed her lips as she put the note back in the envelope, torn between giddy because Felicia had called her beautiful, and frustrated because she felt blown-off. Was it an excuse? Not that Kate had expected to repeat their night. Or had she? The knot in the pit of her stomach told her she’d at least hoped to see her again, and she was a little angry with herself for feeling disappointed that that wasn’t going to happen. It wasn’t like they were going to call each other, right? She shook her head with a sigh and made her way to the breakfast room. Never mind. At least I had a good night.
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 “ T  urn around, please.” Felicia turned her back to Ellie, keeping her hands on her hips. The day was almost over, but it hadn’t dragged like it normally did. Reliving last night seemed more than enough to keep her entertained during the long hours of standing in the factory fitting room. She’d been a little shocked to find her limbs entangled with Kate’s when she woke up this morning. She didn’t do sleepovers, especially not cuddly ones. Her first reaction had been to flee the scene and hit the gym at seven, but once she was there, all the press-ups in the world couldn’t make her forget about Kate Simmons. As soon as she’d gotten the news about moving out of Bangkok for the coming two nights, she’d left her a note at reception, hoping that Kate would contact her next time she came over. Felicia couldn’t deny that she was frustrated by the change of plans but being flexible was important in her line of work and she couldn’t let the designers down.
“Are you coming out with us after dinner tonight?” Warren asked her. “We’re going clubbing in Pattaya, it’s only half an hour from here so we can take a taxi. ”
“No, thanks,” Felicia said, feeling tired after very little sleep. “I won’t be able to stand tomorrow if I do that. You guys have fun, though.” She winced at the thought of clubbing in Pattaya. She’d been there once on a weekend, a couple of weeks ago. The clammy heat, the drunks, the perverts… It was probably her worst nightmare. At least she’d have an easy day tomorrow if everyone was hungover. Late start, early finish. That was always good.
 DINNER HAD BEEN FUN, but the sting of regret caused by missing out on a potential second night with Kate was still bugging Felicia when the taxis dropped them off at their hotel. She flung her overnight bag over her shoulder and her eyes widened at the sight of the massive garden and the opulent entrance, surprised to see how nice their hotel was.
“It was the only place we could get at such short notice,” Warren explained, seeing her expression. “I for one, am not complaining. This place is ace, they have three pools.” He winked at her. “It’s also a lot cheaper out here than in Bangkok so it was still within our budget.”
“I’m not complaining either.” Felicia shot him a smile. “Still up for clubbing in Pattaya tonight after seeing this?”
Warren grinned. “Are you crazy? They’ve got the best gay clubs in Thailand in Pattaya. This little detour is the best thing that could have happened to me.”
“Right.” Felicia laughed. “And you’ve got plans, I get it.”
“What about you?” Warren asked. “Men or women?”
“Women.”
He looked her up and down and smirked as they walked through the revolving door that led into the lobby. “Interesting. I wasn’t sure about you, you know. You’re hard to read. ”
“Oh yeah?” Felicia searched for her passport in her bag. “Why is that?”
“I don’t know.” Warren paused, scratching his beard. “From getting to know you a little over the past ten days, you’re all bad-ass and I have the feeling you could wind any woman around your little finger. But you’re never flirty with any of our female designers.” He lowered his voice. “Ellie’s got the hots for you, you know, and she’s not even gay.”
Felicia was a little taken aback by his honesty. “Ellie… yeah, I’ve noticed that. But I don’t get involved with people I work with, Warren. No exceptions.”
He nodded slowly. “That’s very professional, Fe. But if you ever…”
“Welcome to the Chonburi Lake Resort,” the receptionist said, saving Felicia from the conversation that was getting a little too personal for her liking. Felicia gave Warren a pat on his back.
“Have a great night, Warren. And don’t let me down. I expect to see at least one man coming out of your room tomorrow morning.”
 IT WAS dark and quiet in the garden, giving Felicia the pool to herself. She sunk down on a sun lounger after sixty lengths as she tried to catch her breath while squeezing the chlorinated water out of her ponytail. Technically they weren’t really sixty lengths, as the pool was a lot shorter than a training pool, but she’d pushed her body to its limits, and she felt a little more energized than she had earlier in her hotel room. The spotlights in the pool, and underneath the palm trees surrounding it, made the tropical garden seem like an oasis. She could make out the outlines of hibiscus flowers and banana plants along the side of the  hotel, and there was a beautiful scent of jasmine in the air. It was blissfully quiet, and she allowed her body to relax for the first time since she’d woken up that morning. And what a morning it had been. Kate in a deep sleep next to her, her body barely covered by the sheets. Her wild hair framing her face on her pillow, and her full lips parted just a little. She’d looked so sweet and peaceful and gorgeous. I should have woken her up. Felicia regretted not saying goodbye now. She’d really enjoyed their flirty back-and-forth over dinner, and it had been fun meeting her match, seducing someone so bold and confident for a change. Jesus, why am I still thinking of her? She normally had no trouble forgetting women. In fact, it was what she did best. Forget them and move on. Then why had she given Kate her email address and number? It wasn’t as if Kate would contact her again, she didn’t seem that type at all. In fact, Kate had literally said she never expected them to see each other again. Forget about her. Felicia sighed and searched for her iPad in her bag. Forget about her and move on.
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA

 “ S  pill it, Kate. I want to hear all about your little rendezvous in Bangkok.” Kate was in Presley, where Hannah and Kristine had just closed up their restaurant for the night. Kate had waited for them to finish over a delicious glass of oaked chardonnay, and now they were walking back to their house. Hannah, who worked for Kate four days a week, helped out in the restaurant during weekends, but she never seemed low on energy.
“Right.” Kate looked from Kristine to Hannah and back. “That means Hannah already updated you on my overseas shenanigans?”
Kristine grinned. “Of course, she did, but you would’ve told me anyway.”
“True.” Kate slumped down in a rocking chair on the porch and put her feet up on the coffee table as if she owned the place. “Hey, do you have any more of that nice wine I just had?” She chuckled. “And something to eat? I could do with a little nibble.”
“Of course. I’m on it, your highness,” Hannah joked as she disappeared into the kitchen .
“I’ll get the wine,” Kristine added.
Kate had felt a little stiff after the flight but sitting here now, she was finally starting to relax. The longer drive from the airport had been worth it, coming here instead of going directly home to New Orleans. Kate loved visiting Kristine and Hannah, but it was rare that her hectic schedule allowed her to stay for a whole weekend. The silence in Presley was like a breath of fresh air compared to the chaos of Bangkok, and the smell of farmland reminded her of her childhood in Covington. The view of the Louisiana wetlands was incredible from here, especially during sunrise and sunset. Even now in the dark, with all the stars twinkling in the sky, the faint shimmer of the water ripples made the marsh look like a sea of diamonds. And then there was the bonus of great food, of course.
“Leftovers from yesterday, but the bread is fresh,” Hannah said as she came out of the kitchen with a tray of delicious looking snacks, dips and homemade bread, and put it on the table in front of them before falling back into the couch. Kristine followed with a bottle of chilled white wine and three glasses. She looked pointedly at Kate as she poured them all a glass of wine and sat down next to Hannah, draping her legs over her lap.
“Okay, Kate. Time to spill the beans.”
“Thanks again, Hannah.” Kate gave Hannah a vicious stare, but she couldn’t stop the corners of her mouth from tugging up a little.
“Oh, come on, Kate. You never talk about your conquests unless someone asks. She really must be something.” Kristine took a sip of her wine. “And by the way, since when do you share your secrets with Hannah first?”
“Since it meant nothing, and Hannah and I were just making small talk on our work-related daily call. ”
Kristine nodded with a grin. “Okay, you’re forgiven. Now shoot.”
“But there’s nothing to tell.” Kate took a long drink of her wine. “I met a woman, we had amazing sex, almost all night long. But I’m back home now and that’s that.”
Kristine cocked her head and studied Kate’s face as if she’d seen something unusual in her expression. “What’s her name? What does she do?”
“Her name is Felicia. Felicia Perez.” Kate smiled. She didn’t mean to, but she did, and she was annoyed with herself for it. “She’s a fitting model, currently on a contract in Bangkok.”
“A fitting model? What’s that?” Hannah asked.
“It’s a model who works for brands. They fit clothes on her. Felicia works for sports brands because she has the perfect size for sportswear.” Kate immediately regretted her explanation, as the words ‘perfect size’ brought an array of whistles and teasing noises from the two women on the couch, who were currently acting like teenage interrogators.
“So, she’s hot, huh? Perfect body?” Kristine asked.
“Will you two stop it?” Kate laughed. “Okay, I’ll tell you everything if you quit making fun of me. We met at the hotel bar. Some guy was hitting on me, and Felicia chased him away. Then she started hitting on me too, and she wasn’t exactly subtle.”
“Wait… she was hitting on you ?” Kristine’s eyes widened.
“And you fell for it.” Hannah laughed.
“Hey, I took on the challenge, that’s different. Thought I could beat her at her own game,” Kate said in a defensive tone. “She’s like me… only worse. Way worse.” That made them all burst out in hysterical laughter.
“And, how was the sex?” Kristine asked, raising her eyebrows questioningly .
Kate tried to force the stupid grin off her face that had appeared since she’d mentioned Felicia’s name.
“It was good. Really good. It was sexy and wild and…” She took a beat. “Natural… yeah, it was natural,” she repeated. “As if we connected on a whole other level and understood each other physically, knew each other’s cravings. It was the strangest thing, totally crazy. Felicia knew what I wanted before I knew it and trust me, I could not have come up with all the wonderful things she did to me. And then when I woke up the next morning, she was gone.”
“Holy shit. She stayed the night?” Kristine’s asked.
“I think so. Or what was left of it, anyway. We fell asleep together, but I was so cold out after our steamy session that I didn’t even hear her leave.” Kate laughed. “She was supposed to be around on Thursday too, but she got called away for a fitting somewhere else in Thailand, so she left me a note at reception with her contact details.”
“Are you going to call her?” Hannah reached out for an olive. “I think you should. I mean, if it was all that…”
“Oh, I don’t know.” Kate said as she tore off a piece of bread and dipped it in the aioli. “Maybe she was just being polite. Maybe she made the whole trip up, and was hiding from me in her room, who knows?”
Kristine shook her head. “I doubt that. You’re just making up excuses not to call her. Imagine the great womanizer Kate Simmons honoring the same woman with her amazing presence twice.”
Kate winced at Kristine’s statement. “I’m not that bad, am I?”
“Oh, you are, Kate. From what I know anyway, and I know a lot about you.”
“Okay, fair point, Kristine.” Kate rolled her eyes. “But even if I wanted to, it’s unlikely that our paths will cross  again. If it happens, it happens, and if it doesn’t that’s fine too.” She opened the website of Felicia’s agency on her phone and looked her up. It wasn’t the first time she’d done it and it wouldn’t be the last. “Here. This is her.” Really Kate? Showing pictures now, are you?

Kristine took the phone and held it between herself and Hannah.
“Wow, she really is gorgeous,” Hannah said.
“Yeah.” Kristine studied the pictures in Felicia’s portfolio from all angles. “She looks like she works out a lot.”
“She does.” Kate took her phone back and stuffed it in her purse. “And she’s really strong. My God, those arms…” She stopped, clearing her throat, when she saw her friends’ amused faces. She was a little surprised herself by her enthusiasm on the topic of Felicia, considering she didn’t even want to talk about her ten minutes ago. “Any way, that was my news,” she said, changing the subject. “How are you guys? How’s the restaurant doing?” And with that, she tried once more to put Felicia out of her mind.
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KOH CHANG, THAILAND

 F  elicia swiped through her iPad in search of something to read. Her current situation came pretty close to perfect, and now all she needed was a good book. She was lying on a white beach, sipping from a fresh coconut on her sun-bed. The emerald-colored ocean stretched out endlessly in front of her, blending into the blue sky. She was getting a nice, even tan, thanks to the skimpy black triangle bikini she was wearing, and the only sounds she heard were those of birds, monkeys, or the occasional coconut falling down from one of the palm trees behind her. She’d only seen three other people today, apart from the staff. The resort was tucked away on a quiet strip of Bangbao Beach on Koh Chang, a quiet hippie-island in the Gulf of Thailand. It was affordable, the staff were friendly and most of all, it was incredibly beautiful.
Although Felicia loved Bangkok, it was nice to get away from the noise and the chaos now and again, and Koh Chang was perfect for that. She’d flown to Trat Airport after work on Friday in a tiny aircraft, then taken a ferry to the island. Staying here Friday to Sunday gave her just enough  time to switch off and get some work done at the same time. And yes, she was saving up for her samples, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t treat herself from time to time after a hard week’s work. She was almost there, after all. The little coffee shop that was a ten-minute walk away from the resort was a nice place to bring her MacBook and work. She’d spent hours there yesterday, setting up tech packs for the factory—a skill she’d learned during her fittings—and they were ready to go now. All she needed to do was pay the factory in a month’s time, and she’d soon have her first samples. After that, there was only the photoshoot left before she could go live. Her webshop and website were also done now. Felicia had been a little nervous when she’d received the link from her website builder last week, but he had done an amazing job and apart from a couple of tweaks she was still waiting to approve, she couldn’t have been more pleased with how it all looked. With everything done now, she could finally relax, and she planned to do just that. It was the third time she’d been to Koh Chang, simply because she liked it here. Sure, visiting new places and sightseeing was exciting, but it was also exhausting. And with standing on her feet all week, she just wanted to lie down, swim or surf on a weekend away. The surfing was a bonus. It was the perfect way to get her daily exercise without having to go to one of the local gyms or run through the sand with the risk of getting sunstroke. She sighed, unsure of what she wanted to read. Then, her finger moved down to the Google logo at the bottom of her screen, and she typed in ‘NOLA Interiors’ for the fifth time that week. Felicia wasn’t one for online stalking, but the picture of Kate on the home page just kept her coming back for more. Damn she’s hot. She stared at it for a while, her eyes fixed on  the image of a very professional, yet creative looking Kate, smiling into the camera. The picture had been cropped from just under her bust. She was wearing a yellow silk kimono that complemented her skin tone perfectly. It was low-cut, showing a little cleavage. Her dark curls hung loose over her shoulders and she completed her signatory look with big, gold hoops in her ears. Heat spread out from Felicia’s center when she thought back to their night together. She thought of that night a lot, especially during her fittings, when she had all the time in the world to do so. Kate hadn’t contacted her, and so she hadn’t made the effort either. What was the point anyway? It wasn’t like they were going to date. Neither of them was relationship material, their freedom was too important to them. But sex wasn’t the same as being in a relationship, was it? Just casual sex, now and then? I could always email her and ask… Felicia pressed the envelope icon in the contact section, then almost jumped up when she heard a voice behind her.
“Hey. I’m Brandon.” A tall, blonde and handsome looking surfer type was staring down at her. He was holding one of the resort’s surfboards under his arm.
Felicia looked up and frowned. “Felicia,” she finally said, a little annoyed.
“Nice to meet you, Felicia.” Brandon smiled when he saw her expression. “Don’t worry, I’m not hitting on you.” His accent was heavy Californian. “I saw you surfing this morning. You’re good. Want to come out with me? Hit some waves?” He tapped his surfboard.
Felicia managed to smile back and thought about it for a moment. It wasn’t like she could focus on a book anyway. That damn Kate had her all distracted.
“Sure,” she said. “I’ll come with you. Just give me a  moment to drop my stuff off in my room, I’ll be there in five.”
 TWO HOURS LATER, Felicia and Brandon were having a late lunch at The Mighty Chang , a little shack on the beach. It was far from mighty, but the food was good, and their watermelon smoothies were superb. Against all expectations she’d had fun with Brandon, and it had been her idea to get some food after their surfing session.
“Are you here by yourself?” she asked, scooping a big spoonful of red fish curry onto her rice.
“I am.” Brandon took a sip of his beer. “I quit my job three months ago and I’ve been traveling ever since. I’ve done a lot of South-East Asia already, and my next stop is Cambodia, if I can manage to drag myself away from this beach. I’ve met a lot of people, travelled to Malaysia with a French girl I met, then went to Indonesia with a Dutch couple. It’s been great so far.”
“Sounds amazing. What did you do before this?”
“I was in sales. Worked as territory manager in LA for a protein powder brand. I was in my car or on cheap flights most of the time though, covering several states.” Brandon let out a deep sigh and stuck a finger down his throat, retching.
Felicia laughed. “I feel you. It certainly wouldn’t be my choice of job.”
Brandon took a bite of his curry and laughed too. “What about you then? What are you doing here?”
“Just taking a break,” Felicia said. “I’m flying back to Bangkok tonight. I currently work as a fitting model there. I get sent elsewhere too though, so I’m not sure how long I’m going to be there for. ”
“A model, huh? I’m not surprised, you’re beautiful.” Brandon gave her an approving look, his eyes instinctively drawn to Felicia’s breasts. She was still in her bikini and had only put on a pair of shorts before they headed out for lunch. “I’m sorry,” he stammered. “I didn’t mean to check out your boobs but they’re just there, right in front of me and...” He rolled his eyes, clearly frustrated with himself.
Felicia shot him an amused smile. “It’s fine. But if you’re hoping to get lucky, I’ll have to disappoint you. I’m gay.” She smirked. “And you can stop flexing your muscles too, it really doesn’t do anything for me.”
A flush spread across Brandon’s cheeks. “Oh.” He chuckled. “Was it that obvious?”
“Uhuh.”
“Okay. My arms were getting kind of tired so I’m glad you said that.” He laughed. “I’m sorry, I guess I was hoping for a little action and I definitely didn’t see the gay part coming.”
“Not many people do.”
“Well, at least I won’t have to try so hard anymore.” Brandon sat back and relaxed. “So, have you been doing this modelling thing for a long time?”
“About a year.” Felicia took a sip of her smoothie. “I’m just saving up to launch my own apparel range online. The website is ready, just waiting for production to begin.”
“That’s so cool.” Brandon seemed genuinely impressed. “Can I see your website?”
“You really want to see it?”
“Yeah, of course I do. I know I’m not going to get lucky now…” He paused for comical effect. “So there’s no point faking interest to get you in bed, is there?”
“True.” Felicia took her phone out of her back pocket, went into her emails and clicked on the link the web builder  had sent her. Then she handed her phone to Brandon. For now, they’d used pictures of her existing garments in the webshop to get an idea of what it would look like with the final samples, but it was pretty close to the final product anyway. “It’s not live yet, but you’ll be able to navigate.” She felt nervous as she watched Brandon scroll through her website, and she couldn’t begin to imagine what she’d feel like the day it was due to go live. She knew it wasn’t for everyone, but it was commercial enough to appeal to a wide consumer group.
“Nice logo.” Brandon smiled and nodded as he navigated. “Oh, you do menswear too.” He narrowed his eyes as he studied the range. “I like this. I’m not just saying that, honestly. Nice graphics, I’d wear this. Will this be for sale in LA too?”
“You like it?” Felicia’s heart skipped a beat when he turned the phone her way and showed her one of her men’s hoodies. “Yeah, you’ll be able to buy that in LA. I sell in a couple of stores there already. But as I said, you can order them online soon, which I suspect, is what most people will do.”
“Amazing. I’m going to tell my friends about this.” Brandon handed her back her phone. “And I’ll spread the word on my travels.”
“Thank you.” Felicia shot him a grateful smile. “I’m going to need all the help I can get.”
“You got it.” Brandon winked. “Hey, can we have a selfie? Just in case you’re famous one day.”
“You know apparel designers don’t really become famous, right?”
“I know.” Brandon winked. “But a picture with a lesbian model will be great bragging material for my friends anyway. ”
Felicia rolled her eyes but was unable to stop herself from laughing. “Alright then. I’ll give you a selfie if you buy one of my hoodies.” She walked around the table, stood behind him and smiled as Brandon took a picture.
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NEW ORLEANS, LOUISIANA, USA

 “ H  ave a great weekend, guys!” Kate waved towards the last of her employees who were leaving the office on Friday night, then closed down her own laptop. She rarely gave herself weekends off, but she did take it easier on Saturdays and Sundays, working four to six hours instead of full days. Relaxing wasn’t easy for her, especially now that they were really busy, but she didn’t mind working a lot and she liked being in the office by herself. She sat back, mulling over what to do. Takeout and a quiet night in bed? No, she was feeling way too energized for that. She scrolled through her contacts but didn’t really feel like meeting up with any of them, apart from Kristine and Hannah, and she wasn’t up for driving tonight. Instead she decided on her usual hunting spot, The Roosevelt. Anyone else would have thought it to be a highly unconventional place to pick up women in a city full of gay bars, but Kate had noticed its hidden potential when she’d stayed for drinks after meeting one of her clients there a couple of months ago. It was full of attractive women in town on business, who were often bored with the male colleagues they  were traveling with. The fact that it was a hotel, and therefore fairly anonymous, was even more convenient, as Kate never brought women to her home. She went upstairs to freshen up and changed into a sharp, white suit over a revealing black top and black stiletto heels. She grinned at her reflection in the mirror, deciding she looked good and that she was ready for a long night.

“VODKA MARTINI, TWO OLIVES, PLEASE.” Kate scanned the Sazerac Bar in The Roosevelt as she waited for her drink. It was busy tonight, but it always was on a Friday night. Most of the people there looked like they were in New Orleans for business, apart from a couple of upscale tourists lounging on the luxurious couches. Even without action, it was a nice place to have a drink. The ornate tiles and potted plants, combined with Art Deco detailing and crystal chandeliers, always made her feel like she’d stepped into a different era. She also liked the fancy toothpicks in her olives and really appreciated the skilled bartenders.
“Here you go, Madam.”
“Thank you.” Kate paid the bartender and took her drink, then made a beeline for an attractive woman at the far end of the bar. She was wearing a simple crème-colored dress and a string of pearls around her neck. Her blonde, shoulder length hair was styled impeccably, and she was drinking a glass of Champagne.
“Hi.” Kate put her martini on the bar next to the woman’s drink. “Something to celebrate?”
“I guess you could say that.” The woman studied Kate curiously. “Do I know you?”
“Not yet.” Kate held out her hand. “Kate.”
“Charlotte. ”
“Nice to meet you, Charlotte. Can I get you another glass of Champagne before you tell me all about your great day?”
“You want to buy me a drink?” Charlotte frowned, clearly a little suspicious about Kate’s motives.
Kate met her gaze and smiled, leaning against the bar with one hand confidently resting on her hip. “Yeah. I want to buy you a drink. You’re beautiful.” She watched amused as Charlotte’s face flushed. She was cute.
“Oh… Thank you, but I’m not…” She paused, searching for words. “I’m not…”
“Not beautiful?” Kate teased her. She could almost hear Charlotte thinking out loud, as the woman looked down at her hands, then up at Kate’s lips for a split second before averting her gaze again. She’d clearly never been hit on by a woman before, but this wasn’t Kate’s first rodeo, and she was pretty sure the woman was at least a little curious. Finally, Charlotte let out a nervous chuckle.
“Okay, I guess one drink wouldn’t hurt.” She bit her lip as she fiddled with her pearls.
“Excellent.” Kate sat down next to her and ordered a bottle, instead of a glass. She poured two glasses, ignoring her martini for the sake of the game and handed one to Charlotte as she licked her lips, making sure there was no misunderstanding about what she wanted.
Charlotte pointed at the bottle. “Are you trying to get me drunk?”
“Maybe.” Kate grinned. “So, what are we celebrating?”
 KATE SLAMMED the front door behind her, a little after midnight. She leapt over the lower steps, climbed the stairs and fell down on her sofa, sighing in frustration as she stared up at the ceiling. Damn it. Damn you, Felicia. She’d  had a great conversation with Charlotte, who had just signed the contract for a new job as financial director of a big supermarket chain. She was flying back to New York tomorrow morning, so the timing would have been perfect. Charlotte had been cautious at first, but after her third glass of Champagne she’d even flirted back a little. Kate knew she had her in her pocket when Charlotte kept staring at her mouth, but somehow, she just couldn’t do it. The game had been fun, sure. But once she got to the point of asking Charlotte for her room number, Kate hadn’t felt like sleeping with her anymore. She had kept finding herself comparing Charlotte to Felicia which didn’t make any sense, as they were nothing alike. Frustratingly, she found Charlotte a little boring in comparison. She felt a flash of panic at the thought that this might be a lasting effect. Feeling a little tipsy, Kate slowly got up and walked to the bathroom. She turned on the shower and scrubbed herself under the hot stream, attempting to wash away the memories of their night in Bangkok. It was pointless, of course. It would take a little while to get Felicia out of her system. Apparently, she’d made a bigger impact on her than she’d realized. She told herself it was only a matter of time, and that she really needed to forget about her and get laid again. If she saw Felicia again, that was fine, but she wasn’t going to count on it. A couple of weeks. After that, I’ll be back to my old self again.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA

 “ H  ey Gram.” Kate walked over to her grandmother and gave her a kiss.
“You’re late.” The old woman looked a little annoyed as she continued staring at some soap opera on TV. “I started watching this because you weren’t here so now you’ll have to wait until it finishes.” She took a sip of her coffee and sank further down in her chair, ignoring Kate. She was starting to look really fragile, Kate noticed, and despite the never-ending verbal abuse, she felt guilty for not visiting her more often. With her parents and sister living in Jamaica, she was the only family member who lived close.
“No problem, I’ll just make myself a coffee. I got you a little present.” Kate put the package she’d brought along on the coffee table and checked her watch. She wasn’t late but it was the standard greeting each time she arrived. She was annoyed with herself for leaving the office early because she felt sorry for the old lady who only ever barked at her. She wished Kristine was here with her. At least they could have laughed about it. She poured the lukewarm bitter coffee sitting in a pot on the stove into a mug and heated it up in  the microwave. Her grandmother didn’t like wasting anything and that included yesterday’s coffee. By the time she sat down on the brown couch in the stuffy living room, the TV show was finished. “You want some more coffee, Gram?”
“No, I’ve still got some. I made grits, there’s leftovers in the pan. Thought you might be hungry.” She bent forward to stand up, but Kate stopped her.
“It’s okay Gram, I’ll go get it. Thank you.” Kate went back into the kitchen, bracing herself for the dry grits that always made her feel like she had a brick in her stomach after eating them. She took the biggest bowl she could find, then scooped a tiny amount into it and again, heated it up in the microwave after adding extra water to make it easier to swallow. She’d come prepared and also added a small packet of sugar that she’d brought with her, wishing she’d brought some bourbon too, to grind into the stodgy porridge. She sat back down, far enough from gram to hide the tiny portion of grits in her bowl. Gram was finally unwrapping her present, the anticipation too much to ignore it any longer. Although she always pretended not to be interested in little luxuries for the sake of being a good Christian, Kate knew better. As soon as she was gone, the box of handmade chocolates would be eaten over another soap opera.
“What’s this?” Gram inspected the beautiful pink box, topped with a big bow.
“They’re Belgian truffles, Gram. It’s really good chocolate. They just opened a new store down my street, thought you might want to try them.”
“I don’t eat chocolate, Kate. Especially not foreign chocolate.”
“That’s okay, I can take them back with me.” Kate smiled because she knew exactly what was coming .
“No, leave them here. I can always give them to Mabel.”
“Yeah, give them to Mabel, I’m sure she’ll love them.” Kate took the first bite of her grits. “Mmm. This is really good.” She tried her best to sound convincing as she swallowed down her first bite. “So, how have you been?”
“You’re looking skinny,” gram said, ignoring her question. She narrowed her eyes at Kate. “You should eat more. No man wants to marry a skinny girl.”
“I’m not skinny. I’ve been the same weight for ten years.” Kate shot her a sarcastic look. “And you know I’m gay, Gram. I’m not looking for a man.”
“Oh cut the crap, Kate. Haven’t you grown up yet? No woman wants to spend her life with another woman, there’s no such thing. With that attitude you’re going to be alone forever.” Gram sighed. “I wish your momma would have let me take you to the doctor years ago. Maybe I could have prevented you becoming like this.”
“Hmm.” Kate decided not to argue with her. The conversation was no different from any other time she’d visited, and it was never going to change. “So, Daddy told me you weren’t going to Jamaica this year for Christmas,” she said, changing the subject.
Gram pulled a sour face. “No I’m not. The journey’s too long and it’s too much fuss.”
Kate put her bowl down, unable to swallow down another bite. “I can arrange assistance for you at the airport, someone to help you with your luggage and drive you around in one of those carts? And the business class seats are very comfortable, it’s…”
“I said I don’t want to go,” gram cut her off. “I want to stay here, in Covington and that’s that.”
“Okay.” Kate attempted a smile. “Then maybe we could celebrate together? I’m staying home too.” She wasn’t  exactly jumping at the chance of two days with her grandmother. Two hours were usually her limit, but they were family and even if she was a witch, she didn’t want her to be alone. “We could go out for dinner?” she continued, “Or you could come and stay with me in New Orleans and we can see a show together?”
“Are you shitting me?” Gram gave her a puzzled look. “Why would I want to go to New Orleans? I’ve got everything I need right here. Besides, Mabel’s invited me over so I’m busy.”
“Oh, that’s nice.” Kate panicked for a moment when her grandmother looked up at her, worried that she might be invited to spend Christmas with her gram’s nosey neighbor. They only had each other, after all. But then she remembered that gram only thought of herself and relaxed a little. “Is Mabel cooking you dinner?”
“Yeah. She can’t cook to save her life, but I guess I’ll have to endure it, being raised well and all. Her brother’s coming over too. He’s always drunk, Robert is. I bet he’s got a pickled liver after all those years of hitting the jug. I just hope he’ll be able to control himself on the day of the Lord.”
“That sounds… fun,” was all Kate could manage to think of. Why anyone would want to have gram over for dinner was beyond her, but she was happy to be off the hook.
“Are you doing anything?” Gram asked her.
“Me?” Kate was surprised at the non-insulting question as she didn’t get those very often. “Well, I was going to spend time with you, but if you’re busy, I’ll go to Kristine’s house. She and Hannah are throwing a little party on Christmas Day.”
“Kristine, huh? Kristine Miller?” Gram shook her head. “I heard she moved to Presley. Was Covington not good enough for her anymore? ”
“No, she moved in with Hannah, her girlfriend.”
Gram tsk’d. “I told you, there is no such thing. They’re just friends and old spinsters in the making and Kristine has corrupted your mind as God is my witness.”
Kate fell silent for a moment. The insults didn’t sting anymore. By now, she was used to gram’s twisted mind. When they were in their early twenties, Kristine sometimes came along on Kate’s visits to gram, simply because she found her fascinating and hugely entertaining. They used to play this game where they tried to come up with a subject that gram wouldn’t have something negative to say about but neither had found much success in the challenge. She mentally scrolled through a long list of subjects, almost chuckling when she realized there was nothing that gram didn’t hate.
“How was church?” she asked, assuming God would be on the very short list of things gram actually respected. “Did you go this morning?”
“Of course I did. Unlike you.” Gram shot her a fierce look but steered away from the usual commentary about Kate going to hell. “We had a new pastor starting today, after Pastor Radisson retired. It was long and boring. Everyone was worn slap-out by the time he’d finally finished, and Mabel was snoring next to me the whole time. His wife had baked fruit cake for everyone to have after the sermon and it was dry like sand. Tasted like it was made last week.” She let out a long, tired sigh. “I don’t know what this world is coming to if a pastor’s wife can’t even bake a decent cake.” Kate zoned out. There was more rambling in the background, but she simply nodded now and then while she thought back to that steamy night in Bangkok.
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BANGKOK, THAILAND

 “ A  nd now onto our next artist, Mister Lan Morrison!” Felicia clapped along with the rest of the design team in the live music venue as the announcer, who came with a heavy Thai accent, introduced a Van Morrison impersonator who started belting out Moondance , completely out of tune. Warren grimaced at her and covered his ears with his hands.
“Stop it, Warren,” she said, pulling his hands back down. “Show some respect, he’s trying.”
“Trying to kill me, you mean?”
Felicia glared at him, then turned to her food, moving it around on her plate. It wasn’t great. The rice was hard and dry, and most of the stir-fry ingredients looked like they came from tins. “Remind me again, Warren. Why did we come here?”
Warren sighed. “Because I insisted, I know. But I thought there were going to be hot singers and cute waiters. Not this mess…” He gestured at the multicolored fairy lights and the Christmas decorations that covered most of the ceiling. A big blow-up snowman was standing in a corner with a sign sa ying: ‘Have you seen Santa?’ It was only mid-November, but they sure loved their Christmas in Thailand. There was even a snow machine that spat out fake snow after each set, most of which ended up in their food and drinks. “Anyway, I think Ellie’s having fun.” They both glanced at Ellie, who was standing on her chair, singing along, displaying the full effects of SangSom which she’d been swigging all evening. “No more Thai whiskey for her,” he grunted. “Or she’ll be barfing on me while I carry her back to her room.”
“It’s not going to be me carrying her, that’s for sure.” Felicia gave him a pat on his shoulder. “Hey, thanks for everything. It’s been a real pleasure working with you guys. Again,” she added. “The extra booking was a bonus for me, I didn’t have anything on this week, so I was delighted when you called me.” It was true. After a four-day booking in Hanoi, she’d just been contemplating going back to Miami for a while when Warren had called her. And now she was glad that she’d stayed because she’d just been booked for two more weeks in Bangkok by a Scandinavian brand, starting next week.
Warren winked. “Pleasure is all mine. We were really glad you were available this week, Fe. It’s not often we have to go back after our main trip because the factory’s fucked up just about everything in the range. Believe me, it wasn’t easy getting four people out here for another five days. I don’t know what we would have done without a fitting model on such short notice.” He smiled. “Not that I’m complaining about being here, I love Bangkok, but two of our team members are married with kids… you know how it is. Anyway, are you busy tomorrow? Ellie thought you might want to come along on our little team trip to the floating market before we fly back.”
“That’s very sweet of Ellie. Of course I’ll come.” Felicia  nudged him when she saw the mischievous twinkle in his eyes. “And no, I’m still not interested in her, so you can stop trying to set me up.” Then her expression softened. “But I do really like you , Warren. I hope we can stay in contact and you’ve got my number in case you’re ever in Miami.”
“You mean I’ve got your number so I can come and stay with you in Miami?”
Felicia laughed. “Sure, you’re always welcome. I’ve got a nice, big couch just for you.” She watched Ellie dance on the wobbly chair and noticed that she was about to fall off. In an instantaneous reflex, Felicia jumped up and sprinted towards her, catching her just as her feet slipped away from the edge. Ellie giggled when Felicia helped her back into her seat.
“Thank you, Fe. You’re my hero.” She squeezed Felicia’s biceps. “My God, you’re so strong. And so…” Ellie’s face turned pale and she slammed a hand in front of her mouth, then covered it with her other hand.
“Warren!” Felicia called. “I’m going to need some help here.”

“I DON’T THINK she’s getting out of bed tomorrow”, Felicia said as she and Warren walked to the hotel roof bar after putting Ellie to bed. “Are you sure you still want to go?”
“Of course I want to go. I need to get some souvenirs for my mom anyway, I didn’t get the chance for that last time. And Ellie will be up, believe me. She won’t want to waste a chance to spend the day with you.” He ordered a martini for himself and a beer for Felicia and they took their drinks outside. Felicia felt a flutter in the pit of her stomach as she watched him take a careful sip of his martini. It reminded her of Kate, and she was angry with herself for still thinking  of her. A month had passed, and Kate hadn’t called her. Not that she’d been waiting for her call… or had she?
“I met a woman here last month,” she heard herself say as they sat down on a couch. “She loves martinis too.”
“Oh yeah? Did you get lucky?”
Felicia took a long drink of her beer. “Yeah, I did.” She grinned. “Or actually, she got lucky.”
Warren laughed. “That’s my girl. So, are you going to see her again?”
“I don’t think so.” Felicia shook her head. “I gave her my contact details, but she hasn’t called or emailed me, so I guess that means she’s not interested.”
“Interested in what? In being your girlfriend?” Warren teased. “Isn’t that what you lesbians do? Move in together right after hooking up?”
Felicia rolled her eyes. “Very funny. I meant I don’t think she’s interested in meeting up again. And by the way, I don’t do relationships,” she clarified.
“Really? You’ve never been in a relationship?” Warren asked.
“Not really, no. When I was younger, I spent all my time working to pay for my studies and now I’m working my ass off to get my brand off the ground.” Felicia was glad she’d told Warren about her brand in confidence so she could talk freely now. “I don’t have the time and besides, I get bored with women. I like the chase, you know, the challenge. I like to flirt. You can’t do that when you’re in a relationship.”
“So, when was the last time you banged?” Warren asked.
Felicia groaned and sank further down in the couch as she came to a painful conclusion.
“The martini woman. I don’t even know why, I’ve had plenty of opportunities since.”
“I don’t doubt you have,” Warren said. “Sounds like  you’re a little more into her than you like to admit. Why don’t you call her?”
“Call her? Are you crazy?” Felicia chuckled. “She hasn’t called me, which basically means she’s already turned me down. In fact, she’s the first woman to ever turn me down and it’s not going to happen to me twice, I’ll make sure of that.”
“Of course.” Warren was only half-listening, his eyes now darting to a man wearing very short shorts at one of the standing tables. He leaned forward, trying to get a better look at him.
“Go,” Felicia said, giving him a slap on his back. “Go talk to him. I’m going to bed soon anyway, no need to be polite.”
“Are you sure?” Warren didn’t wait for an answer as he stood up and shot the man his most charming smile. “I’ll see you tomorrow then.”
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 “ W  hy did you book this hotel again?” Hannah asked. “I thought you didn’t like it very much.” Hannah and Kate were on the way to their hotel room in Bangkok after a long journey. “Not that I’m complaining. I love staying in central Bangkok.”
Kate looked at her room card and pressed the button for the fourth floor, followed by Hannah, who pressed for the fifth. “Tacky décor aside, the central location is ideal, and they also do a great martini.” She smirked. “At least they got two things right.”
“Well, I like it.” Hannah studied the graffiti in the lift that covered the walls and the ceilings. “But then I’m not a design snob like you,” she teased.
Kate raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a snob. How very dare you.” She stepped out when the lift doors opened. “You owe me a drink for that snarky remark. See you in the bar at eight?”
“Sure, see you at eight,” Hannah said as the lift doors closed.
Kate glanced at room 405 as she walked past quietly,  inhaling deep as if trying to catch a trace of Felicia’s scent. But Felicia wouldn’t be here. Not in this hotel anyway, and perhaps she wasn’t even in the country. Her contract finished weeks ago, and Kate hadn’t been able to find an excuse to move her and Hannah’s trip forward. She’d shocked herself by requesting room 405 specifically, instead of one of the suites, but it was already taken. Why she had done that, Kate wasn’t sure. Was she really going to lie there and dwell on that night? Of course not, she had better things to do. She opened the door to room 407, a bit disgruntled that she’d booked a smaller room in the hope of ending up in Felicia’s old room.
 KATE PUT her suitcase on the stand, kicked off her shoes and opened the curtains and the doors to her balcony. Thick, stifling humidity, heat, noise and the typical smells of Bangkok filled the room immediately, but it felt like a warm welcome, and she liked it. She took in the aroma of the spicy barbequed meats from the food carts on the street below, the exhaust fumes from the traffic, and the smell of hot dirt, mixed with incense from the temple opposite the hotel. Car horns beeped, booming bass beats were playing in the distance from the bars on Khao San Road, and the street-sellers were yelling at passers-by, trying to flog just about anything from cockroaches to gold. Kate leaned over the railing of her small balcony. Motorbikes with two, three and sometimes even four people crammed onto them zoomed past tuk-tuks, trucks, cars and tour busses, every overtake a near miss, yet so far, she hadn’t witnessed a single accident in the crazy traffic. She took off her top and sat down in her bra, taking a moment as she watched the city breathe beneath her. It was a little bit cooler than last time she was  here, but temperatures were still in the eighties and she felt herself sweating already. She looked up Felicia’s number in her phone again, contemplating whether to let her know that she was here, just in case. No, it can wait. She would have to concentrate on tomorrow’s meeting first. After that, maybe.

“WHERE DO YOU WANT TO GO?” Hannah asked when they were seated on the roof terrace. Kate had not one, but two martinis in front of her, and she was already half way through the first. “I brought the plans with me so we can go over them one more time during dinner, just to make sure we’re completely aligned tomorrow.”
“Good thinking. I’m feeling Thai food. You?” Kate subconsciously kept an eye out for Felicia, even though she knew the chances of her being here were close to zero.
“Duh.” Hannah laughed. “That’s a given.” She narrowed her eyes as she watched Kate scan the roof. “Hey, am I imagining things here or are you hoping to see that model again?” she asked in a teasing tone. “You keep looking around.”
“You’re imagining things,” Kate said as she rolled her eyes. “Her contract ended a while back, she’s probably in China or Vietnam or some place else.”
“Too bad. And you’re still not going to call her? Ever?”
“No. What’s the point?” Kate feigned indifference, hoping Hannah wouldn’t see right through her. No one needed to know that she still thought of Felicia, and above all, no one needed to know she was hoping that for some reason, she’d still be here.
“I don’t know. You guys had a good time together, right? Aren’t you at least a little tempted to meet up again? You’re  only human and I promise I won’t tell anyone if you meet up with the same woman twice.” Hannah tried not to smirk as she took a sip of her beer.
“Shut up.” Kate gave her a nudge. “Can we please get back to the subject of food? This is getting old.”
“Sure, boss.” Hannah didn’t seem convinced, but she gave up. “I think there’s a nice road nearby with lots of restaurants.”
“You mean Ram Buttri?”
“Yeah, how do you know? I thought you’d only been here twice before? It’s not exactly easy to find your way around in Bangkok.” Hannah gave her a puzzled look.
Kate pointed a finger at her head and shot Hannah a cocky grin. “I have a good memory, Hannah. I think I even remember how to walk there.” Remembering was an understatement. Kate could clearly visualize every detail of her walk back to the hotel with Felicia after they’d had dinner together. She even remembered the road signs.
“In that case, I’ll let you lead the way.” Hannah frowned, still a little confused as to how taxi-addict Kate had managed to find her way around. She held up her beer. “Well, it’s nice to be here and I’m excited to finally see the venue.”
Kate finished her first martini, then held the second one up in a toast. “I’m excited too. To The Factory, Hannah. And to us, making it look fucking awesome.”
“The awesome part would be you,” Hannah said, clinking her glass with Kate’s. But I’m super happy to be a part of it.”
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 “ Y  ou have to agree it was a brilliant idea of mine to fly back on Saturday night, right?” Hannah looked pleased with herself as she took a bite of her barbequed squid on a stick. Kate was always amazed by how much Hannah could eat with her skinny frame, and today was no different. She’d stopped to buy mystery food at three food stalls already and it wasn’t even midday. “Flights are so much cheaper. Even with the extra night at the hotel you’ve saved at least two hundred dollars. And we get to do a bit of sightseeing.”
“I’m not sure if I agree with the cheaper,” Kate said, holding up the five shopping bags she was carrying. “I think I’ve gone a little overboard.”
“Uhuh.” Hannah laughed. “Not sure why you need three identical kimonos, or five pairs of sandals, but you know what, I’m not going to ask. Want me to take a couple?”
“No, absolutely not.” Kate nodded towards the only shopping bag dangling from Hannah’s arm. “I think Kristine will love that leather satchel.”
“Yeah, I think so too. Thanks for helping me pick it.”  Hannah ate the last piece of squid and threw the stick into a bin. “Kristine would have loved this. I don’t think she’s ever been to Bangkok.”
“She would.” Kate’s eyes widened as she was struck by an idea. “Hey, you should bring her next time. It’s not like our meetings take up full days, and even if they did, she’d be happy entertaining herself, right?”
“Are you kidding me? Kristine’s been traveling by herself for the past ten years.” Hannah hesitated. “So you wouldn’t mind if I brought her along? We can get Daisy to take over at The Radley while we’re away. I think she’ll be fine functioning on her own now.”
“Hell no.” Kate chuckled. “It helps that your girlfriend is my best friend, of course, I’m a little biased that way. I wouldn’t let anyone else bring their other halves on a business trip, so please don’t share it with the rest of the team. But Kristine… anytime. In fact, I feel bad for not having come up with the idea earlier.”
“She wouldn’t have had time this weekend, anyway,” Hannah said. “There’s a function at The Radley, a woman’s turning fifty today and her kids are throwing her a surprise party.” She laughed when Kate stopped suddenly, stunned at the sight of a mobile beautician who was shaving off someone’s eyebrows in the middle of the street. “Chinatown,” she mumbled. “Home to the bizarre.”
They were making their way out of Chinatown, through the ever-present pulsating mass of people, passing Chinese temples, medicine shops, market stalls, and dozens of other mobile beauticians. The early morning had been fairly quiet, but now hordes of tourists and locals were huddled around the stalls, as if they’d all suddenly woken up after a late night.
“I think it’s time to leave,” Hannah said, exhausted from  the humidity that wrapped around her like a wet T-shirt. “Hey, have you ever been to a floating market?”
“No.” Kate frowned. “Do I want to go there?”
Hannah nodded. “Absolutely. There’s a small market just outside Bangkok, we could have lunch there. But we might have to go back to the hotel first, so you can drop those bags off. I’ve got a feeling you’ll want to buy more. It’s mainly food, fruit and flowers, but they sell souvenirs too. Seriously Kate, you’ll love it.”
Kate shot her a grin. “Okay, let’s do it. I’ll have to have a shower first though, I’m drenched from this heat.”

“YOU WERE RIGHT. I love it already.” Kate starting snapping pictures on her phone as they passed a small bridge and all the wooden boats moored along the riverbank came into sight. “Just look at this, it’s so colorful.” They had taken a taxi after getting off at the last BTS Skytrain station, then walked until they reached the Taling Chan Floating Market. It was a wonderful feast for the senses. The abundance of fruits and vegetables piled up in the long-tail boats covered just about every color on the spectrum, and the aroma of freshly cooked food coming from the many stilted food stalls made Hannah’s stomach rumble again. They stepped into a long-tail boat that would take them along the market and its neighboring canals that were crammed with boats. A few tourists and heaps of locals were riverside-shopping for handicrafts and fresh produce. They passed temples and small wooden houses on stilts along the banks, where families led their lives as if it was a play, and their home was their stage. Women were washing clothes, cooking or socializing and children were playing on the lower decks by the water or trying to catch one of the huge catfish that were  swimming around in between the boats. It was a beehive of activity and, even though they were just outside metropolitan Bangkok, it felt like they’d travelled back in time. Local musicians playing traditional music along the banks added to the charm of the small market, and they even spotted two monitor lizards basking in the sun on a temple roof.
“This is the best market in my opinion,” Hannah said, looking up at one of the houses where a kids’ birthday party was in full swing. The stilts and deck were decorated with balloons and bunting and a bunch of children were playing games while their mothers drank tea and chatted. “The others are much bigger and commercialized, but here, you still get a sense of the real Thailand.”
“It’s really charming.” Kate took some more pictures, and they stopped off to look at some leather goods and fabrics. “And they have very cool stuff.” She ran her hand over a hand-printed silk cloth. “Oh, I love this fabric.”
As expected, Kate was unable to hold back with the shopping and ended up with twelve meters of silk, sealed in a waterproof bag.
“I think you might need to buy an extra suitcase too,” Hannah said as they were on their way back to the main canal.
“It’s fine.” Kate pointed to the crooked DHL sign in front of one of the shops. “I’ll just send it to myself and charge it back to my client in California. I’m going to have this lovely fabric made into a set of curtains for her bedroom. The color’s perfect for what I have in mind and she’ll love to boast to her friends that the fabric was hand-picked in Thailand.” She winked. “Time for lunch?”
“I thought you’d never say that.” Hannah laughed. “I think we should try that one.” She pointed towards a packed  restaurant where people were queuing up for the barbequed giant prawns. “Could you please pull over here?” she asked their boatman.
He nodded and tied the boat up before helping them out, and smiled when Hannah handed him a generous tip.
“Thank you, we can get back from here,” she said, helping Kate up onto the concrete platform where plastic tables and chairs were shaded by a straw roof.
“Thanks.” Kate sank down in a chair at one of the few available tables, right by the edge of the canal. “What shall we have?” She stared at the menu that was written in Thai, then grimaced before handing it to Hannah.
Hannah shook her head and laughed. “Never mind, I’ll just order over there and point at the dishes on the tables. Cold beer? Any preference for food?”
“A cold beer sounds great.” Kate gave her a thumbs-up. “And I’ll have that, please.” She pointed to the yellow crab curry that the woman next to her was eating.
“Excellent. Curry and beer coming up.”
 THEY WATCHED the boats drift by while they feasted on their curries and a shared plate of giant prawns.
“Damn, this food is good,” Kate said, moaning as she took a bite of one of the prawns. “I really should enjoy my business trips more, it’s a shame to waste such a great opportunity.” She narrowed her eyes as she suddenly caught sight of someone familiar sitting in one of the boats approaching them on their side of the canal. “I’m pretty sure I’ve seen that man in the front of that boat somewhere,” she said, trying to remember where she knew him from.
“Maybe he’s staying in our hotel?” Hannah turned to look in the direction Kate was staring .
“Oh God.” Kate’s heart started racing as they came closer, and it suddenly hit her that the man was one of the designers she’d seen Felicia with. And there she was, right behind him. She’s here. Instinctively, she grabbed Hannah’s wrist, who was just reaching out for the last prawn.
“Are you okay?” Hannah asked. “Because I’ve got a feeling it’s not the prawn that you’re worried about.”
“Yeah, I’m fine,” Kate said, letting go of her wrist again. “It’s just…” She watched the boat closely, as it turned slightly to pass another boat. Felicia was almost face to face with her now.
“Kate, seriously, what’s wrong with you?” Hannah followed Kate’s gaze to the boat, then to the woman in the back.
“That’s her,” Kate whispered. “That’s Felicia.” She felt nearly paralyzed by the funny feeling that was slowly spreading through her core. It completely threw her, and she had no idea whether to call her name, or wave, or throw something into the water to get her attention. The latter was probably a bad idea, she decided. Felicia was wearing black leggings, a white T-shirt tied into a knot at the waist, and a black baseball cap, her long ponytail pulled through the back. Holy shit. She looked down at her own outfit to check if she looked presentable and ran a hand through her curls. The short strapless onesie she’d gotten changed into after her shower wouldn’t be her first choice in attracting female attention, but it would have to do.
“So that’s her.” Hannah said, following Felicia with her eyes too, now. “Yeah, I can see where you’re coming from. She looks even better in real life.”
Felicia’s gaze shifted their way and rested on Kate, her eyes widening when she realized who she was looking at. Kate watched her lips part, the same lips that had been on  hers only a month ago, and she shivered at the memory. Felicia turned her attention to Hannah and studied her, then back to Kate. Kate shook her head with a grin, making sure Felicia knew that Hannah wasn’t her date or her girlfriend. At that, Felicia’s smile widened. She held up her hand, indicating the numbers four, zero and five. Room 405.
Oh God, she’s still there, right next to me. Kate let out a nervous chuckle and gave her a nod, then did the same, letting Felicia know she was in room 407. They continued to stare at each other until Felicia’s boat disappeared behind a market stall.
“So, did you guys develop some special sign language over the course of one night?” Hannah smiled as she looked at Kate. She was glowing, or maybe it was a blush. Either way, it was clear that seeing Felicia again had affected her in more ways than she’d care to admit, and it was kind of endearing to see Kate drop her perfect façade a little.
Kate laughed. “No. She was saying 405. Room 405. It means she’s still in the same room, at our hotel.”
Hannah shot her an amused look. “Really? So that was an invitation for another booty call?”
“I guess so.” Kate tried to wipe the smirk off her face and concentrated on her food instead, avoiding Hannah’s stare. “Hey, shall we get some more prawns? I’m not really hungry anymore but we can get some if you…”
“Hang on a minute Casanova,” Hannah interrupted her. “Don’t avoid the subject, are you going to see her or what? You can still change your flight to tomorrow, and honestly, from the way you two just looked at each other, I think you should.”
Kate buried her face in her hands for a moment, then took a deep breath. “I don’t know. That’s just not me,  Hannah. Changing my flight for someone I don’t even really know…”
“Who cares if it’s not you? Do you want to see her again or not?”
Kate noted the overwhelming feeling of arousal in her core that still hadn’t settled. “My body wants to.” She laughed as she shifted in her seat. “It really, really wants to.”
Hannah took her phone out of her bag, opened her flight app with their flight details and handed it to Kate. “Then that’s decided. Do it.”
“Okay.” Kate cursed herself for not even pretending to put up a fight, but she couldn’t deny that she wanted it. She bit her lip and smiled as she searched for alternative flights on Sunday. “There’s only one on Sunday night,” she said. “I’ll be late for work on Monday.”
“So? It’s your business. No one’s going to fire you.”
“True. But I need to put the changes through the system after our meeting yesterday and order the extra workbench and…”
“I can do all of that for you.” Hannah put her hand on Kate’s. “The world’s not going to come to an end if you miss one or two days at work. You work seven days a week, Kate. Give yourself a break. Besides, you’ve got some really talented people working for you and you need to start trusting them to pull their weight without you being around all the time. That new designer, what’s her name again?”
“Orla.”
“Yes, Orla. I could ask her to do a couple of lay-out options for you? By the time you’re back, all you’ll need to do is pick one, and we can send it off to Lek. Bob’s your uncle.”
“Bob’s my what?” Kate rolled her eyes. “Oh, another  Briticism?” She laughed. “You’re right though. I am a control freak, aren’t I?”
“Only a little.”
“Okay… well, here you go. All done.” Kate gave Hannah her phone back. “What if she’s not there tonight? Then I’ll feel like a total loser.”
“Believe me, she’ll be there.” Hannah put her phone in her bag and handed a note to the woman on a boat floating by who sold cups of sweet and sticky coconut rice with mango on top. “Do you want dessert?” When Kate shook her head, she grabbed one and waved at the woman to keep the change, receiving a big grin in return. “Now, how about we go lingerie shopping? Unless you came prepared?”
Kate shook her head with an amused smile. “You’re too much, Hannah. I’m your boss. I can’t go lingerie shopping with you on a business trip.”
“You’re not my boss today. It’s Saturday, my day off, so today you’re just my friend. I thought I might also pick up something for Kristine too.”
Kate laughed, waving a hand. “Okay, okay. You got me. Let’s go then, show me where to find some cute lingerie and I’ll order you a cab to the airport when we get back to the hotel.”
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 “ I  think I’m a little seasick,” Ellie complained as she, Warren and Felicia drifted through the Taling Chan Floating Market.
“I think that’s the hangover, Ellie,” Warren said with a grin. “We all warned you that SangSom is lethal and yet you insisted on coming today, so suck it up.”
“Come on, Warren, don’t be a dick. She looks really pale. Let’s stop somewhere and get her a cold drink.” Felicia turned to Ellie and gave her a smile. “A Coke maybe? Would that help?”
Ellie nodded slowly. “A Coke would be nice.” She looked like she was about to throw up any minute now.
“There’s a terrace a little further down.” Felicia pointed to a smoothie stall in the distance. “Let’s try that one, it looks too busy around here.” She scanned the terraces along the canal to double check if there were any free tables, when her eyes fell on a woman who looked a lot like… Jesus, it’s Kate. Their eyes locked, and for a moment, everything around her faded into a blur, with only Kate in sharp focus. Ellie was mumbling something behind her, but she had no  idea what. Kate looked gorgeous. She was wearing a small red onesie that showed off her amazing body, and her wild curls were framing her beautiful face. Then she noticed the woman opposite Kate. She was attractive and kind of cool-looking, an array of tattoos covering her arms. Is she on a date? Kate seemed just as shocked to see her as she felt, but she gestured to the other woman and shook her head, making sure Felicia knew they weren’t together. Thank God. Felicia’s mind was spinning. She wanted to talk to her, but her brain didn’t seem to be functioning enough to tell the boatman to turn around and go back so she could jump off. Then she had a brainwave and signed her room number to Kate. Kate smiled and did the same. She kept her head turned and her eyes locked with Kate’s until they turned a corner, before she let out a sigh of relief. A warm glow spread through her, and she was unable to wipe the big smile off her face. She wants to see me.

Warren, who had seen the interaction, studied her curiously. “Who was that?” he asked.
“Huh?” Felicia had a vague idea someone was talking to her, but it didn’t really register.
“I asked you who that woman was,” Warren repeated. “And why do you look so…” He chuckled. “Goofy?”
Felicia turned to him, suddenly back in the real world. As things came back into focus, she became aware of a desperate craving in her body and had to fight the urge to jump off the boat and run to Kate. But she managed to stay calm. If Kate wanted to see her, she’d come to her room tonight.
“That was the martini woman,” she whispered.
“Aaaah.” Warren shook his wrist and shot her a dramatic look. “She’s hot. I can see why you…”
“Who’s the martini woman?” Ellie interrupted him.  Then she waved it off, covering her mouth with her hand. “Oh God, I think I’m going to be sick.”
“Seasick?” Their boatman asked, handing Ellie a plastic bag.
“No, SangSom sick,” Warren replied. The man laughed and steered the boat towards a small shop.
“Go in there,” he said, as he helped them out of the boat. “Ask for fishing pills. They will make her feel good again.”

“HAVE A SAFE TRIP BACK, GUYS.” Felicia gave Warren and Ellie a hug as they waited for their taxi, back at the hotel. “It’s been fun.” She smiled at Ellie. “And I’m glad you’re feeling better. I have no idea what was in those pills, but I might buy some for myself. You look really happy.”
“You should. They’re magic.” Ellie was swaying on her feet with a big grin on her face and her eyes looked a little unfocused, but the shopwoman had assured them that the pills, that looked like rabbit turds, were all natural and safe to take.
“I think I’ll have some for the flight too. Or maybe I should take a couple when I go clubbing next week,” Warren joked as he put an arm around Ellie. “Well, there’s our taxi. Take care, Fe.” He winked and leaned in when Ellie was in the taxi and out of hearing distance. “And have fun tonight.” Felicia laughed and shook her head as she waved at him, then turned to go back inside. She wrote a note for Kate and asked the receptionist to pass it on to her.
‘I’ll be in my room at 8 tonight. See you then. X F’
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 K  ate pulled her black dress over the new crème colored lingerie set she’d just bought and ran a hand through her hair, puffing up her curls. She’d kept her make-up minimal, with only a little mascara. There was no point in putting on lips gloss if it was going to be smudged in a matter of seconds anyway. She shivered at that thought. Kate felt good and confident about how she looked, but she’d also been getting more nervous by the minute since the receptionist had handed her Felicia’s note. The last two hours had been unbearable, the anticipation almost killing her, and she’d had two martinis brought up to her room to calm herself down. Why the hell am I so nervous? She didn’t bother with shoes and slipped out of her hotel room barefoot, after checking herself in the mirror one last time.
“It’s me.” She knocked three times and the door opened almost immediately. Kate took in a quick breath when she saw Felicia standing there in her robe, shooting her that killer smile. It felt surreal to be so close to her again and God, she felt out of control just at the sight of her .
“I was hoping you’d come.” Felicia let Kate in and backed her up against the door as soon as she’d closed it. Kate pulled her in by the belt of her robe and kissed her, moaning at the sensation of Felicia’s lips on hers again. That slow and sensual kiss was all she’d been thinking of all day but being in the moment was so much better than the memory. She worked a hand into Felicia’s robe and cupped her breast, drawing a gasp from her mouth.
“I should have called you,” Kate said, panting against her mouth. “To let you know I was here but it… I don’t know.” She really didn’t know why she hadn’t called Felicia sooner because right now, it seemed like the dumbest decision she’d ever made. If it wasn’t for their chance meeting today, she would have missed out on… well, on this.
“It doesn’t matter. You’re here now.” Felicia lifted Kate’s dress and pulled it off, smiling as she stared at her lingerie. “Wow. I could eat you alive,” she said in a husky voice. She trailed her hands down Kate’s body, down to her hips while their mouths crashed together again in a deep kiss. Then her fingers sneaked inside Kate’s panties and grabbed her ass hard, her nails scraping over Kate’s skin.
Kate’s breath caught at the urgency of Felicia’s unapologetic touch, powerful and so sexy. Her gaze was hungry and longing, her breaths ragged and fast. Kate was shaking as she untied Felicia’s robe and traced her breasts and her waist, thrilled to feel her tight core under her fingers again. She gasped as her hand hit something hard when she lowered it. Kate pulled out of the kiss but kept her gaze fixed on Felicia, instead of looking down as she explored the phallic object.
“Is that what I think it is?” she whispered, nervous and excited at the same time.
Felicia nodded. “I can take it off if you’re uncomfortable.”  She reached around to unclasp Kate’s bra at the back, pushing her hips against Kate’s.
“No, I’m fine… I think.” Kate let out a nervous chuckle, as she let Felicia slide the bra straps off her shoulders. Despite a whole string of previous lovers, she’d never slept with anyone who’d used a strap-on before. But she was intrigued and curious and more turned-on than she’d ever been in her life. “Keep it on,” she said, trying to sound confident.
“Okay… We’d better make the most of it before you change your mind, then,” Felicia whispered in Kate’s ear while she led her to the edge of the bed and pulled down her panties. “Lie down.”
Kate got on the bed, then moved back and lay down, her body buzzing with excitement and anticipation. She eased herself into the pillows, all too aware of the pool of arousal that had already spread between her thighs. Felicia removed her robe and crawled onto the bed, kneeling in between her legs. She locked her eyes with Kate’s for a moment, before she dipped her head, seeking the source of the delicious aroma emanating from her center. Kate thought she might faint from overstimulation when Felicia licked her full length up and back down, then eased her tongue inside her a little.
“Oh God!” Kate grabbed a handful of the bedsheets and shifted her hips. “Do that again, please.” Her head was spinning from the unexpected explosion of pleasure.
“You mean this?” Felicia took hold of her hips and repeated the motion, going deeper inside her this time, until Kate was squirming in her grip. She loved how free Kate was, how she didn’t hold back in communicating what she wanted. And she loved the taste of her. God, how she loved it. Felicia could have continued like this all night, if it wasn’t  for the fact that she’d just bought a new toy that she was dying to try out. It wasn’t something she normally used, she’d simply stumbled upon a shop on her way back to the hotel and had bought it, with Kate in mind. She could feel the soft leather of the harness rubbing against her clit and was aching to be inside Kate. Slowly, she crawled up to meet Kate’s eyes and lowered herself on top of her. They both sighed at the contact, their warm bodies melting together in a sensual embrace. Felicia held her gaze for a moment before she ran her tongue over Kate’s lips and kissed her. There was no reservation or hesitation in her eyes, only carnal desire.
Kate moaned as she tasted herself on Felicia’s lips and spread her legs further when she slowly started to ease the silicone shaft inside her. She was so wet, and she desperately needed more.
“Yes,” she panted. “Do it.” She watched Felicia’s expression darken as she penetrated her deeper. She was clearly getting off on this too and that excited Kate even more. She’d always been the one in charge in bed, but apparently Felicia had brought out a whole new side to her that she didn’t know she had, as she was now gasping in delight as Felicia filled her up in the most delicious way and covered her with her warm, feminine body. “Fuck me.” Blinded by lust, Kate tugged her down into a smoldering kiss and lifted her hips to meet her thrusts. Her nails dug into Felicia’s back, pulling her against her as close as she could, her legs wrapped around her hips. They moved slowly, entranced, both feeding off of each other’s needs. Kate moaned softly, the all-consuming experience sending her to new heights. Felicia took hold of her hands and laced their fingers together when Kate’s moans became louder and throatier. Her clit rubbing against the harness, Kate’s exhilarated  expression, and knowing she was the one making her feel this way, sent her body into a state of arousal she’d rarely experienced before, and she could already feel a roaring orgasm building inside her. She pulled out of their kiss and met Kate’s gaze as they moved together, faster now, until first Kate, and then she tensed up and cried out, their hands tightening together. The euphoric waves of her climax reached every cell of Kate’s body, and she felt Felicia’s release too, as her abdomen tightened against her belly and her body trembled over hers. They lay still for a while, recovering from the intensity of their climax. Felicia lifted her head and smiled, and Kate knew she was a lost cause. That smile was irresistible, and her face was more beautiful than she remembered. Instinctively, she reached out and ran a hand over Felicia’s cheek. Felicia caught it and kissed the palm of her hand, and somehow, that small gesture seemed even more intimate than the physical act they’d just shared. Kate stared up at her, confused as to why she was suddenly feeling things she shouldn’t be feeling. I can’t be falling for her.

“Are you okay?” Felicia asked, still holding one of Kate’s hands.
“Yeah. Are you?”
“Uhuh.” Felicia placed a soft trail of kisses down to her wrist and back up again, closing her eyes as she inhaled against Kate’s hand. She met Kate’s eyes again and bit her lip, hesitating for a moment. “I know this is super annoying, but I have to ask again. Are you sure you’re okay? I sense that you’re a little… I don’t know… upset or something?”
Kate shook her head. “No, it’s not that. It was amazing. Just a little too amazing, you know? Like… very intense. Very together.”
“Together?” Felicia smiled. “Yeah, I know what you  mean. We have amazing chemistry and we’re very intuitive with each other. It’s rare.” She paused. “Do you have a problem with that?”
“No, no. Of course I don’t. It’s just new territory for me, having these feelings. I mean, that’s all.” Kate sighed in frustration at her inability to form a decent sentence with Felicia staring at her and decided to be entirely honest. “I don’t usually feel connected to people I sleep with. Not like this.”
Felicia ran a hand through Kate’s curls. “That makes two of us, then.” She slowly pulled out of Kate, slid off the harness and threw it on the floor next to the bed. Then she crawled back on top of Kate and kissed her. “Are you staying the night? Because I’m not done with you yet.”
“I’m not done with you either. In fact, I’ve had a lot of time to think about things I’d like to do to you.” Kate bit her lip when she realized what she’d just said.
“Oh, you thought of me, did you?” Felicia shot her a teasing look. “Then why didn’t you call me?”
Kate shrugged. “I really don’t know. I wasn’t sure if you were just being courteous, and besides that… I don’t ever see the same person twice. My job is very demanding, and I don’t have time for relationships and…”
“Wait, let me stop you right there,” Felicia interrupted her. “I never said anything about relationships. As I told you, that’s not my thing either.”
“I know, I didn’t mean to insinuate that you wanted to date me.” Kate felt a blush creep up her cheeks. She wasn’t at all comfortable discussing the subject. “But you know how it goes. Once people start calling and texting and meeting up, then one thing usually leads to another.”
“Damn. And I thought I was scared of commitment.” Felicia shot her an amused grin. “But now that you’re here  with me for the second time, which apparently is a big thing for you… do you regret it?”
“No.” Kate answered immediately, running a hand over Felicia’s face. “I don’t regret it for a second.”
“Great.” Felicia pulled the black elastic tie out of her hair, releasing her ponytail, then shook out her hair. “And when are you flying back?”
“Tomorrow night.” Kate said it with regret, wishing she’d moved her flight to Monday instead. Because right now, everything felt perfect and she didn’t want their time together to end.
“Okay, then at least you won’t have to get up early.” Felicia wedged a thigh between Kate’s legs and kissed her. “Because you’re going to be really, really tired tomorrow.” Kate laughed and turned them around, so she was on top, catching Felicia’s wrists with her hands.
“We’ll see about that. I happen to have endless energy.”
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 K  ate slowly opened her eyes. It didn’t happen often that she woke up before her alarm went off. Why is it so warm? She turned on her back and threw off the covers, then gasped, startled to feel soft skin against her arm. Oh my God, oh my God, oh my God. Her eyes darted over the beautiful woman beside her, taking in her curves and her full breasts. Felicia was still in a deep sleep on her back, one arm resting above her head on the pillow. She was only covered by the bedsheets from the waist down, one leg on top, as if she too had been warm. Her hair lay tousled over her shoulders, free from the tight ponytail she usually wore. Kate turned on her side and reached out to touch it, twirling a lock of the dark hair around her finger. She was gorgeous, and Kate didn’t regret the sleepover. In fact, she felt happy. Weirdly happy. As her thoughts went back to the previous night, she let out a quiet moan, arousal coursing through her. She almost jumped up when Felicia’s hand caught her wrist.
“Are you feeling me up while I’m sleeping, Kate?” She smiled, her eyes still closed .
Kate chuckled. “Not really. Hair doesn’t count.”
“Is that so?” Felicia’s smile widened as she opened her eyes and turned on her side too, locking her eyes with Kate’s. Kate’s body seemed to agree with the eye contact, which was apparently enough to make her ache between her legs. Felicia’s dark stare tore right through her as she spoke. “And what about breasts, do they count?” She moved Kate’s hand down and placed it firmly on her breast. Kate could feel her nipple harden under her touch as she ran her thumb across it.
“I don’t think that counts either,” she said, almost in a whisper. “You’re awake now, so nothing counts, really…”
Felicia scooted closer and pressed her body against Kate’s. She moaned, bringing her mouth to Kate’s ear as she wrapped an arm around her waist. “In that case…” Her hand moved around her hips, then took a hold of Kate’s ass and squeezed it. “You wouldn’t mind if I put my hand elsewhere and made you come really hard before taking you out for breakfast, would you?”
Kate shuddered at her words. Smooth, woman. Very smooth. “I think I can live with that. I…” Her voice broke when Felicia rolled on top of her and slipped a hand between her thighs, sinking her fingers into her wetness. Felicia bit her lip as she traced her sex up and down slowly, her smug smile indicating that she knew she had Kate right where she wanted her.
“I’m going to fuck you senseless,” she whispered, her mouth against Kate’s ear once more. Kate’s eyelashes fluttered and she grabbed hold of the bedsheets when Felicia kissed her and entered her at the same time, burying two fingers deep inside of her. Her tongue traced Kate’s upper lip, then slipped inside her mouth as she smothered her with a kiss that sent Kate’s heart racing. Kate moaned into  the kiss, rocking her hips. Only Felicia could drive her this crazy, make her feel this good. And God, did she feel good. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had morning sex. Only because… well, because she’d always left in the middle of the night. Felicia pulled out of the kiss and watched Kate’s every flutter, her every move, listened to every breath and every moan that escaped her mouth.
Kate moved a hand into her hair, her other hand onto Felicia’s back, trying not to squeeze her too hard, although by now she’d just about lost all control over what she was doing. The lazy and sleepy state she was still in only heightened the sensations that took over her body as Felicia moved in and out of her slow and deep. Sooner than expected, she felt a warm sensation spread out from her core, and moaned louder, bucking her hips, seeking release. Felicia sensed she was close and enclosed the palm of her hand over her center, putting pressure on her clit as she moved into her.
“Yes! Yes!” Kate cried out and wrapped her legs around Felicia’s waist while she caught her hair in her fists. The loud cry that followed was sure to have woken up the neighboring hotel guests, but she didn’t care. Nothing mattered, apart from that very moment, in which Felicia held her and looked at her through hazy eyes filled with desire while she made her feel so, so good. She let out a long sigh and let her muscles relax, buried under Felicia’s body.
“Thank you,” she whispered, stroking Felicia’s back, one hand still in her hair. “This is a nice way to wake up.”
“Thank you?” Felicia grinned. “It’s my pleasure. I could do this all day long.”
“I know you could.” Kate’s eyes darted to the harness on the floor that had been lying there since Felicia had tossed it away last night. They’d completely forgotten about it, too  consumed with each other. “Can I…” She hesitated. “Can I try it?”
Felicia’s eyes widened. “You want to try it on?”
“I want to try it out,” Kate clarified. “I want to know what it feels like to fuck you with it.” She pushed Felicia off her and rolled on top of her. Felicia didn’t seem against the idea, just surprised.
“Okay…” She smiled. “Why not?”

“ARE YOU HUNGRY?” Felicia was tracing lazy circles over Kate’s breasts as they lay beside each other, exhausted but very happy. Kate had a big smirk on her face after giving Felicia an orgasm with her own toy. She nodded, turning to her.
“Do you want to go out for breakfast?”
“Why not? I have the day off, you have the day off and right now, I can’t think of anything better than some great Thai food out on a shaded terrace somewhere.” Felicia smiled. “With you of course.”
“Okay… I don’t normally do morning afters, but I’ll make an exception for you.” Kate arched a playful eyebrow. “You know the city better than me. Any suggestions?”
“I don’t normally do morning afters,” Felicia repeated after her in a mocking tone. “Don’t try to fool me, Kate. I know you like spending time with me.”
Kate tried to stop her smirk from spreading. What was happening to her? She felt this flutter each time Felicia looked at her and all she wanted was to be near her. And why was she still playing games? Felicia was right, she did like spending time with her, and it would be much easier to give in a little. Relax, and just let it be.
“Okay, you win,” she finally said as got out of bed and  lingered in the bathroom doorway. “I’m going to have a shower. Are you coming?”
 THEY WERE SEATED in a quiet courtyard, away from the crowds and the crazy traffic. Felicia was a regular at the small café that prided itself on having one of the few courtyards in Bangkok, and it was her go-to place to work, read or just relax over a coffee. Next to them was a funny little water feature, a fountain with water under way too much pressure spraying out of a garden gnome’s mouth. Everything about the place was a little weird and mismatched, from the pink walls inside, that were full of cat portraits, the Justin Bieber shrine next to the till, to the music that alternated between Christmas carols, Justin Bieber—as expected—and ABBA. But the food was good, the coffee excellent and the staff friendly, and so she’d spent many hours here since stumbling upon it when she went for a run one day.
“Who was that woman I saw you with at the floating market?” Felicia asked, before taking a bite of her spicy omelet.
“That was Hannah,” Kate said, adding more fresh chili and ginger to her noodle soup. “She works for me, but she’s also my friend and my best friend’s girlfriend. Hannah helps me out with all the practical stuff on the hospitality projects I work on.”
“Must be nice to work with a friend,” Felicia said. “I assume you don’t work on weekends?”
“I do normally, actually.” Kate squirmed. “Meetings only take place during the week, though. I can’t really ask my staff to work on weekends. But Hannah suggested we fly back on Saturday night so we could do a bit of shopping  and…” She realized what she’d said as soon as the words were out, but it was too late to take them back.
“Saturday night?” Felicia shot her a grin. “If I’m not mistaken, it’s Sunday today.” She leaned in over the table. “Did you change your ticket for me, Kate Simmons?”
Kate felt herself flush and focused on her soup trying desperately to come up with an excuse for why she was still here. But her brain didn’t seem to be functioning very well around Felicia, and no excuse came.
“No,” was all she could come up with. Then she put her spoon down and rolled her eyes as she sat back, holding her hands up in surrender. “Okay, maybe I did.” She sighed. “But that doesn’t mean I’ve got a crush on you or that I’m desperate for sex or…”
“Hey, it’s fine,” Felicia interrupted her. “I feel honored.” She smiled. “And you know what, I would have done the same for you.”
“Really?” Kate wasn’t sure she believed her.
“Yeah, of course I would have. I love women and I don’t shy away from a one-night stand, but what we had the first night we spent together and especially after last night… I would love to experience that again.”
Kate was surprised at how sweet those words sounded, coming from Felicia. “It was good, wasn’t it?”
“Uhuh.” Felicia fell silent for a moment “When are you next back?”
“In about three weeks,” Kate lied. Her next meeting wasn’t until the second week of December, which was five weeks away, but Felicia didn’t need to know that. She wanted to see her again, as soon as possible.
“That’s great.” Felicia took a sip of her coffee. “Will you call me to let me know you’re coming next time? Because  the chance of us meeting again like we did yesterday is about zero, you know that, right?”
Kate laughed and nodded. “I’ll call you. And I’ll give you my number too. Will you be here?”
“Are you serious?” Felicia looked at her intently. “I’ll make sure I’m here. Just let me know in time so I can manage my bookings. I don’t want to be in China or Vietnam and miss out on another night with you.”

“SO NOW WHAT?” Felicia asked. She put some cash on the table and stood up after winning the fight over the bill. Kate still felt somewhat weird about that. She liked to be in control and having someone pay for her took a little getting used to. But it was also nice and comforting in a way, and since she apparently had no problem with Felicia taking charge in bed, why complain now? She opened her mouth, about to make another sarcastic remark, then changed her mind and thought for a moment.
“Thank you for breakfast,” she said. “Do you want to show me around? Unless you’re busy…” Because the truth was, she couldn’t think of anything better than spending her day with Felicia. She’d felt crazy happy ever since she’d woken up and she wanted to hold onto that feeling for as long as she could.
“I’m not.” Felicia smiled and held out her hand. “Come on, there’s nothing I’d rather do.” Kate took it, a little reluctant, although by now she wasn’t sure who she was trying to fool anymore. Felicia’s hand in hers felt perfect, and she even inched a little closer as they walked, craving the feeling of Felicia’s skin against hers.
“When does your contract end?” she asked. “I thought you’d be gone by now. ”
“My contract with the American sportswear brand ended three weeks ago,” Felicia said. “I did another two weeks for a Scandi brand in between and then the Americans came back. The factory had made a lot of mistakes and so they booked me for an additional week. That’s why I was at the floating market with them yesterday. I don’t think I’ll ever see them again. They don’t know I won’t be available next time and I couldn’t really tell them because it would have been a breach of contract. I’m not allowed to work for competitor brands while I’m working for them and that includes my own brand, so I’ve kept it quiet.” She held up her hand to stop a passing tuk-tuk and told them where they were heading. “You get close to people after spending almost three weeks together, even if they’re a pain in the ass, poking you with needles and tugging at you all day.”
Kate let Felicia help her into the three-wheeled open vehicle with an old, cloth roof and held onto the side as they swerved through the Bangkok traffic.
“And now?” she asked. “What are you doing next week?”
Felicia shrugged. “Not sure yet. I’ve got three castings on Monday. One is for a job here, and the other two are for jobs in Hanoi and Shenzhen. If I don’t get any bookings I might go back home for a while, but so far I’ve been lucky and it’s factory high-season, so I’m feeling positive.” She held onto Kate as they turned a sharp corner, almost tilting when the driver showed no intention of slowing down. “So, I’ll see you in three weeks then?”
“Yeah. I’ll only be in Bangkok for one night though, for a meeting at the site. After that I have a meeting with a furniture manufacturer in Chiang Mai,” Kate said, her mind frantically searching for legitimate sounding excuses to move her meetings to an earlier date. The manufacturer was in for a surprise. Things usually got delayed in her business, never  pulled forward. “They’re making all the chairs and tables for the restaurant and I want to make sure they’re on track and everything looks good.” She let out a sigh of relief when they finally came to a halt, her legs a little shaky when she stepped onto the pavement. “I’ve got five other projects on the go, that’s why my Thailand trips are short ones.”
“Busy lady.” Felicia led them to a pier on the river, where they got into a long-tail boat. “Ever get time to yourself? Just to live your life?”
“Honey, this is my life.” Kate sat back and smiled when Felicia sat on the bench next to her, scooting close so another woman could fit on. “I’m excited. Where are we going?”
“Have you ever been to a Thai temple?”
Kate shook her head. “I haven’t, but I’d love to go. Is it that big one, the Grand Palace?”
“No, it will be way too busy there on a Sunday, especially midday.” Felicia put an arm around her. “But this temple is really nice too, a friend took me there a while ago.”
“Do you have local friends?” Kate asked.
“Just one. Nung, the girl I box with. She’s shown me around a little.”
“Oh really? Boxing? Is that what the kids call it these days?”
“Shut up.” Felicia snorted with laughter. “How bad do you actually think I am?”
“Just as bad as me, maybe worse.” Kate immediately regretted her statement. If anyone was behaving like a kid right now, it was her. Jealousy was not something she was used to, and it stung a little.
“Well, Nung and I are just friends. I’m sorry if that ruins my player status.” Felicia hesitated for a moment. She was about to ask Kate about her recent conquests, but if she was  entirely honest with herself, she didn’t want to know. Reluctant to admit she hadn’t slept with anyone since Kate, she added: “She’s not my type.”
They got off at Saphan Phut Pier and walked across the memorial bridge over to the west side of the river where they met a red iron fence at the foot of the bridge. Behind it was a beautiful temple complex and to the left, a big, white building. The site looked like a small village, with several buildings and temples scattered over the premises. They walked towards two big, white temples, both adorned with red, green and yellow mirrored roof tiles and gold roof detailing. Inside one of them, was a huge, golden Buddha, sitting on a lavish throne, almost reaching the red roof. Two smaller golden Buddhas were facing him on each side. There was a strong scent of incense and despite the visitors and many monks praying in a corner, it was completely silent. Felicia took two big sarongs out of her bag and handed one to Kate.
“Here, cover up.” Then she put some money in a box, took out two sets of incense sticks, two small bunches of marigolds and handed one of each to Kate. Kate took off her shoes, drawn to the serenity of the opulent space, and followed Felicia to the carpet laid out before the Buddha, where they put the flowers in a bowl, lit their incense sticks and secured them in a tray filled with sand. Kate had no idea what she was doing, but she mimicked Felicia and even got on her knees next to her, bowing before the statue, three times.
“That was interesting. Are you a Buddhist?” she asked in a whisper when they were back outside.
Felicia shook her head. “No, I’m not. But I like the Buddhist teachings and it’s never a bad thing to follow the  rituals when you’re on holy grounds, right? It’s the respectful thing to do.”
“Yeah, I suppose it is.” Kate looked at Felicia with renewed curiosity. Apparently this gorgeous, flirty woman had a lot more depth to her than she’d thought. “So what’s this place called?” she asked.
“The temple is called Wat Prayoon,” Felicia said. “It means temple of the dawn. The red fence is made out of ancient weapons. Lances, swords, axes and such. And that big, white structure, which I’m sure you’ve seen others of in Bangkok, is called a chedi. It’s a crematorium and meditation space and it contains remains of Buddhist monks.”
“It’s amazing. Kate looked up at the building with its tall bell-shaped tower. It sat on a high base and was surrounded by several similar but smaller bell-shapes. “Can we go up?”
“Sure.” Felicia led the way up the stairs, where the first big balcony spanned around the building, giving them a great view over the temple grounds and beyond. All along the outer walls were plaques, indicating the names and dates of the deceased monks whose ashes were kept there. They took off their shoes again and walked along a very narrow concrete staircase up to the highest part of the tower, into the sacred room at the top. It was small and round with a stone pillar in the middle, covered in gold leaf. Spotlights were shining into the coves nestled along the outer stone walls, highlighting the golden statues that surrounded them.
“We should walk around the pillar three times for good luck,” Felicia whispered as she handed Kate three sheets of gold leaf she’d bought outside. “Stick these on the wall as you walk past and make a wish.” Kate fumbled with the leaf that was sandwiched between two pieces of paper and stuck it on the  wall each time she walked around, not quite sure what she was wishing for. What did she want? She already had everything. A successful business, a job she loved. Her family was healthy and so were her friends. Just thinking about it made her realize how lucky she was. She looked over her shoulder and watched Felicia repeat the ritual behind her. Maybe just one more night with her . She smiled. That wasn’t too much to wish for, was it?

“AND THIS…” Felicia said as they walked towards a small archway a little distance away from the temple grounds, “this is Khao Mo Garden. Or the turtle garden as I call it.” She held the gate open and let Kate go in first. It was quiet and serene, with hardly any other visitors apart from a couple of child monks who were sitting along the edge of the pond with sticks in their hands. The garden was built around the pond, with a big rock formation in the middle, the mound covered with shrines, in different sizes and styles, and miniature spirit houses, along with little fountains and water features.
“Why don’t you sit down and chill out, I’m going to get some fruit,” Felicia said, as she headed for the kiosk at the entrance. She returned a little later with a box of sliced papaya and two sticks. She handed one to Kate. “Want to feed the turtles?”
“Oh, yes.” Kate looked excited as she speared a piece of fruit onto her stick and held it out for the turtles who were already swimming their way. There were more than ten of them now, climbing onto the rocky slope to get their treats. “Why the sticks?”
“They don’t have teeth but their beaks can be a little sharp.”
“Well, damn.” Kate laughed as one of the turtles roughly  pulled the piece of papaya off her stick. “I never knew.”
“Turtles are considered sacred animals in Buddhism,” Felicia explained. “Giving is good in Buddhism in general, which is why a lot of people feed stray animals. It’s good for the karma.”
“I like that.” Kate smiled at the group of young Buddhist monks on the other side of the pond, who were waving at them. She waved back and held up the box, offering them fruit. One of the boys ran over, took a couple of pieces from the box and bowed, thanking her. Then he ran back to his friends and gave them each a piece to feed to the turtles. “Are you spiritual?” she asked Felicia.
“A little.” Felicia frowned as she thought. “I believe in karma. I believe that it’s never a bad thing to do good, and when I’m in places like this, there’s just something that makes me feel good.” She paused. “I wasn’t spiritual before, not in the slightest. I never thought about anything other than my business or my latest hook up. But after spending so much time here, I can’t deny that I’ve seen things I can’t explain, and I don’t feel the need to find an explanation for them either. Sometimes things just are the way they are. I’ve accepted that there are powers bigger than myself that I’ll never understand.”
“Like what?” Kate turned to her.
“Well, I’ve seen amazing sunsets, so beautiful they’ve brought tears to my eyes. I’ve seen incredible kindness and selflessness. I’ve also been to an old natural healer in Bangkok when I hurt my shoulder in boxing practice. My teacher sent me to her. She put her hand on me and the pain went away. That’s pretty amazing, don’t you think?”
“It is.” Kate fell silent for a moment. “I don’t consider myself spiritual per se, but I’m certainly not dismissing it. I’m pretty sure there’s a ghost living in my house, for one.  And I’ve seen my fair share of healing voodoo. There used to be a practitioner in my street.”
“A ghost, huh? In your house in New Orleans?”
“Yeah.” Kate arched a brow, not sure if Felicia was making fun of her. “I don’t know if it’s a man or a woman or if spirits even have a gender, but I hear noises, and sometimes things disappear and are put back in the same place a day later. The electrics can be temperamental too, but I’ve never felt scared.”
“I’d like to see your house.” Felicia shot her a grin as she speared another piece of papaya onto her stick. “You’ve made me curious now.”
Kate’s heart skipped a beat. Did Felicia want to visit her? She couldn’t possibly bring her to her home, she’d never brought a woman to her home, not since… She shook it off. “Call me if you’re ever in New Orleans,” she said. “If you’re lucky, your credit card or change might get stolen if you stick around for a couple of days. My ghost seems to have a preference for cash.” She tried to sound casual, but the invitation was more than she’d ever offered to anyone apart from Kristine and Hannah in the past three years, and she put her stick down, not wanting Felicia to see her shaking hands.
“Okay, I will.” Felicia bit her lip as she looked at Kate. She had averted her gaze and looked a little uncomfortable. Her heart filled with something unfamiliar, something that could only be described as tenderness. It caught her by surprise, but she wanted to feel it, keep feeling it, and so she decided to embrace it. It’s only temporary, right? “So, would your string of girlfriends mind if I came to visit you in New Orleans?”
Kate laughed. “There are no girlfriends. I told you, I don’t do relationships. ”
“Right, of course. But don’t you ever bump into the same woman twice? I imagine you have your regular hangouts in your neighborhood.”
“I do, but I don’t fish in my own waters. I go to hotels.”
Now it was Felicia’s turn to laugh. “Hotels, huh? Nice and impersonal, women from out of town, preferably from out of the country?” She cocked her head. “Am I right?”
“Spot on.” Kate crossed her legs and plastered a smug look on her face. “What can I say? It works for me and unlike you, I don’t get grief from women who expect anything more than just one night. In fact, they don’t even know my surname or where I live.” She didn’t mention that she hadn’t been able to go there for the past couple of weeks and that Felicia had most likely ruined it for her for at least another two months. “So where do you meet women? What’s your type?”
“I don’t have a type and I don’t go anywhere specifically to meet women. When I see someone that I like the look of, I approach them and talk to them.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah. I know all about your lame eighties one-liners.”
“I don’t care if they’re lame or eighties, they’re very effective.”
“I can’t disagree with that.” Kate leaned in and brushed her lips against Felicia’s. “But I’ve got a feeling your looks don’t exactly work against you in that department either.”
“I could say the same for you. Felicia stood up and held out her hand to help Kate up. “Anyway, my bad for bringing it up. I don’t want to talk about other women when I’m with you. Let’s talk about something else.”

“IT’S a shame you have to go back so soon. I’m enjoying  this.” Felicia smiled as she pulled Kate in for a hug. “Well, you have my number.”
Kate closed her eyes and sank into the warm embrace. It wasn’t something she typically did after a casual night, and she felt it wasn’t something Felicia made a habit of either. But by now, it didn’t feel all that casual anymore. She’d had an amazing day, and she’d loved spending time with Felicia.
“And you have mine,” she said. “I’ll let you know what date I’ll be here. It would be really nice to meet up again.”
“Yeah, it would be a shame not to, right?” Felicia took her hand as they were waiting for Kate’s taxi outside the hotel. “I like hanging out with you. It doesn’t freak me out.” She winced. “Sorry, that sounds terrible.”
“No, it doesn’t, I know what you mean.” Kate leaned in and placed a soft kiss on Felicia’s mouth, shocking herself by the tender gesture. She felt a need to pour her heart out to Felicia, to tell her that she couldn’t wait to see her again but instead, she bit her tongue and fell back on her own, safe attitude. “Anyway,” she said, straightening herself. “I’ll give you a call and feel free to surprise me again in the bedroom. I kind of liked it.”
“Okay, I will.” Felicia shot her a mischievous smile. “And hey, don’t let the fact that we’re meeting up for a third time scare you off. I want to see you and you want to see me. For now, it’s simple and simple is fine.”
“Yeah, simple is fine,” Kate repeated, feeling a little more at ease. Her taxi pulled into the hotel driveway and she gave Felicia one last kiss, savoring the feeling of her warm mouth. “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered, before she handed the driver her luggage and got into the car.
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 “ D  amn you, Kate.” Felicia watched the taxi drive away. She felt frustrated with the situation, and she wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was because Kate was the first woman not to chase her. She hadn’t begged her to visit her or call her, and she hadn’t asked her to keep in touch in the meantime. Or maybe she felt frustrated because she was starting to feel a little more than just lust at the sight of her. Do I want more? She steeled herself and shook it off. No, there would be no time for a relationship if she was going to focus on her brand, especially not with the launch being so close. Felicia had been fine on her own for a long time and she’d be fine staying single. Relationships suffocated her, at least they always had in the past. The thought of Kate flirting with other women made her feel sick though. Would she? Of course she would. Kate was a flirt, just like she was. In need of distraction from her own thoughts, she went up to her room to fetch her gym bag.
 THE FIVE-STOREY BUILDING in central Bangkok looked like it  was about to fall apart, but Felicia thought it suited the old, gritty Muay Thai boxing school that had been housed there for over forty years. She greeted some of the regulars she recognized in the dressing room and got changed into her boxing shorts and a crop top before heading into the big, open space on the fifth floor, where four boxing rings stood amongst sparring bags and matts. The classes weren’t for the faint hearted and she’d been in a lot of pain after her first one, but she’d persevered and now, after three months of intensive training, they made her feel great instead of achy. She usually made sure not to go just before a casting in case she got badly bruised, but today she really needed it. The women she trained with were aware of her profession and were usually respectful in the sense that they never aimed for her face. There were no classes today, so she warmed up by using a skipping rope for ten minutes, followed by five minutes of shadow boxing, fifty push-ups and ten sets of crunches.
“Hey Felicia, want to spar?” Felicia looked up at the woman who was leaning over her with her gloved hands on her hips.
“Hey, Nung. Sure.” Felicia got up from the mat and followed Nung to the boxing ring at the end of the room where two men had just finished their session. “How have you been?” she asked, taking a long gulp of her water.
“Shitty week,” Nung said. “Basically, I hate my job and I need to let off some steam. You?”
“Good week, I guess.” Felicia chuckled. “But I need to let off some steam too. Stops me from thinking too much.”
“Thinking’s a bitch, I know what you mean.” Nung winked at her as she jumped up on the platform and maneuvered herself under the ropes in one swift motion. She was always dressed elegantly in business suits and heels  when she came in, but as soon as she had on her Thai shorts, she turned into a fearless machine who was much stronger than she looked, and even Felicia felt a little afraid of her today. “Is it a woman?” Nung asked.
“Maybe.” Felicia decided to keep her answer vague as she had no idea what was really bothering her about the Kate situation. “No punches to my face, okay? I have a casting tomorrow.”
“Yeah, yeah, I know.” Nung playfully aimed for Felicia’s face, not hard enough to bruise, but certainly hard enough to wind her up and make her lash out with her foot. Nung, who had anticipated the reaction, caught Felicia’s leg and threw her on the floor. That was enough encouragement for Felicia to get back up and give it all she had, until they both slumped down on the mat twenty minutes later, out of breath.
“Wanna grab a coffee?” Felicia asked after they’d had a shower. She was dressed in shorts and a T-shirt now, and Nung had put her black suit and white top back on. She took her heels out of her bag, then changed her mind and swapped them for a pair of leather sandals.
“Sure. How about an iced coffee? You can use it to stop the swelling on your arm.” She gestured at the red mark now visibly spreading on Felicia’s upper arm. “Sorry about that. I know you have a casting, but you were pretty aggressive yourself.”
“It’s okay.” Felicia shrugged and gave her a smile. “You won.”

“SO, tell me about your girl problems,” Nung said once they were seated outside her cousin’s coffee house which also functioned as a plant shop, or maybe it was the other way  around, Felicia wasn’t sure. The picnic tables were placed behind a hedge along a busy road but sitting there always made her feel like she was in a little oasis, with the sound of the water feature next to them and the tropical plants and flowers displayed around the tables and the building.
“I don’t have girl problems.” Felicia took a sip of her coffee and sat back.
“Yeah, right.” Nung snorted with laughter. “You were pretty worked up in there.”
Felicia sighed and shook her head. “It’s not that,” she mumbled. “I met a woman and she’s amazing. We’ve met up twice and I’ll probably see her again in a couple of weeks.”
“So? What’s the problem?”
“I told you, there is no problem. She’s just… well, she’s like me. A big flirt. And that, actually, is a bit of a problem, now that I think about it.”
“And you want to have her all to yourself?” Nung grinned.
“I don’t know,” Felicia answered honestly. “I’m not used to this, to the fact that I want to see someone as badly as I want to see her. It’s unchartered territory for me, I have no idea how this works.”
“You’re in love with her,” Nung said matter-of-factly. She pushed the plate of sticky rice and mango, that their waitress had just handed her, in between them and gave Felicia one of the spoons. “You’ve met your match, it happens to the best of us.” She grinned. “Some might even argue it’s a good thing. That is, if she feels the same.”
Felicia chuckled. “That’s ridiculous, I’m not in love with her.”
“Right… so why are we even having this conversation?”
“Because you insisted.” Felicia picked on the sweet dessert and took a bite. “Okay, I like her, sure. And I don’t  like not knowing where I stand,” she finally admitted. “We spent the night together and I took her to the temple today, the one you showed me. We had a wander around, and it was just a really great day. I didn’t have to try and impress her, I can just be myself when I’m with her.” She hesitated. “And I think she feels the same but I’m about to expand my business and she’s running an interior design company in New Orleans and is constantly traveling. It’s just not going to work.”
“Why not?” Nung looked up at her, puzzled. “You’re going back to Miami, right? It’s not that far away.”
“Yeah but we’re both really busy and neither of us is exactly relationship material. Especially not Kate,” she added. “The way she talks about it, she wouldn’t even dream of considering anything long-term.”
“Hmm…” Nung pondered this as she poured some condensed milk over the rice. “Well, as we say in Thailand, if she’s your favorite hello and your hardest goodbye, then she’s probably worth fighting for.”
“I like that saying,” Felicia said. “But enough about me. How’s your girlfriend? Isn’t she a banker or something?”
“Sonic and I are good.” Nung shot her a big grin. “I’m moving in with her.” She held up her phone to show Felicia a picture of them together with a Thai text typed over it and a heart placed in between them. “We announced it to our friends and family a couple of weeks ago. Well, most of the family,” she corrected herself. “We knew not everyone would be supportive, so we’ve been selective with our disclosure, but I have my parents’ blessing and that’s all I need.”
“Congratulations, that’s amazing.” Felicia squeezed her arm. “I take it her apartment is bigger since you’re moving in with her? ”
Nung nodded. “She has a house actually. With a pool.” She grinned. “So it was a no-brainer. I’m keeping my lease for another year though, just in case.”
“Very nice. Is that crummy old gym going to be good enough for you now or will you be moving to the fancy one in the financial district?” Felicia teased.
“No, I like sparring with you, so I think I’ll stick around. At least while you’re still here. After that, I might join the private members club that Sonic goes to.”
Felicia laughed. “So, she can get you into the Diamond Club, huh? She must be quite the big shot.”
“She is. But she’s also the funniest, kindest, most beautiful woman I’ve ever met.”
Felicia held up her iced coffee in a toast. “Cheers to you, Nung. I’m very happy for you.”
“And you,” Nung said. “You’ve already found her, now all you need to do is hold on to her.”
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 “ E  veryone clear on what needs to be done this week?” Kate looked around the table, making sure to make eye contact with each of her employees. They looked chipper, she noticed. “Okay then. Orla, great job on those proposals for The Factory’s women’s restrooms by the way. I know it can’t have been easy with all the old plumbing running throughout the entire room. I’ll send it to Lek for approval today.” She smiled when she saw Orla’s face light up. Kate had to admit that Hannah had been right. Her staff were more than capable of doing their jobs without her breathing down their necks, and she’d decided to try a different approach this week by giving them a weekly workload instead of a daily one. Despite the jet lag she felt giddy and happy, and she wasn’t even trying anymore to pretend that it was caused by anything else but the prospect of seeing Felicia again in three weeks. And on top of that, she was going out for drinks with Hannah and Kristine tonight. Their restaurant was closed on Mondays and Tuesdays, so they’d be crashing in her guest room after cocktails in town. She walked back to her desk in front of  the street-facing window and glanced at the people walking past. She always got distracted like this. New Orleans was a party town, and even in the afternoon, it was a real treat to look out of the window and observe the state most tourists were in. She booted up her MacBook and googled Felicia again, her promo photos filling her screen.

“SO, how was your second date with the hot model?” Kristine asked giggling, making sure to clearly emphasize the word ‘second’. “Was it worth changing your flight for?”
Kate passed a mock-angry look in Hannah’s direction, but by now it was more of a joke.
“Our second date was… totally worth it,” she finally admitted.
“It was?” Kristine leaned in over their table. They were seated on a big terrace in front of a popular gay bar in the French Quarter. The blue and yellow painted venue, its façade decorated with rainbow flags, had been Kate and Kristine’s go-to place for many years and although the drinks and service weren’t great, they always had fun there. “So, you actually like her?” She cocked her head and studied Kate. “Oh God, you really do like her, I knew it!”
“She so likes her,” Hannah added to Kate’s torment.
“Yes, I like her because we have great sex, stop reading more into this.”
“So it’s gone from had to have now, has it?” Kristine settled back in her chair and pointed a finger at Kate. “Tell me, when was the last time you hooked up with someone since meeting her?” Kate stared at her, taken aback when she realized what the answer was. She hadn’t.
“There can’t have been many,” Hannah chipped in. “You always have this smug look on your face in the morning  after you’ve gotten lucky and I haven’t seen that look in a while, at least not since you got back from Bangkok after your first night with her. Of course, I can’t speak for Saturday and Sunday but…”
“But we know for a fact that you like to spend your weekends working or in bed watching Netflix,” Kristine continued the sentence as if they were one entity with two mouths. “Therefore, Hannah and I have come to the conclusion that there can’t have been many women in your life since you first slept with Felicia, unless you’ve been on the hunt every Friday night. And that means you really like her. You just don’t know it yet.”
Kate was silent for a moment, then burst into laughter. “You two are the worst,” she said, taking a sip of her bourbon. The stiff drink relaxed her a little. “Okay, so maybe I haven’t slept with anyone since her but that doesn’t mean anything? It’s not like we’re dating, that would be absurd.”
“Absurd? Why?” Kristine asked. “You’ve seen each other twice within a month and you clearly like each other, you’ve got her number and I assume she’s got yours…”
“What I want to know is, how did you hook up?” Hannah quirked a brow. “Did you just run straight to her room after I left?”
“No, she left a note at reception for me, telling me to come to her room at eight.”
“Whaaat?” Kristine looked genuinely shocked. “This seems more serious than I thought. You never let other people tell you what to do.”
“I know, it makes no sense.” Kate rolled her eyes. “It’s confusing. Felicia’s confusing. She’s so in control. I even let her fuck me with a …” She looked around to make sure no one was listening in and lowered her voice. “With a strap-on. ”
“She did what?” Hannah was in stitches now, unable and unwilling to imagine the powerful and dominant Kate Simmons in such a submissive position.
“You heard me.” Kate grinned and focused on her drink as a blush crept up her cheeks. “Anyway, I tried it out myself the morning after, just because I was curious, you know, and I can tell you it’s a revelation. You should get one.” She looked from Kristine to Hannah and back. “That is, if you don’t already have one. No wait, don’t tell me, I don’t want to know.”
“I’m not going to tell you, don’t worry about that,” Kristine said, then suddenly turned serious. “Do you remember when I told you that you would know when you met the one?” She shot a loving look at Hannah, who placed a kiss on her cheek.
Kate nodded. “Yeah. So?”
“So? She’s the one. Don’t you see that?”
“Shut up, Kristine. You don’t know what you’re talking about, you haven’t even met her. There’s nothing there apart from the physical attraction. Besides, I’m married to my job, she’s just in the process of expanding her brand, and she’s the biggest flirt I’ve ever met. It would never, ever work. Not that I would want it to, mind.”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever. When are you seeing her again?” Kristine clearly had no intention of giving up on her attempts to transfer her romantic ideas onto Kate.
“Two-and-a-half weeks.”
“I thought your factory visit wasn’t until the twenty-first of December.” Hannah looked at her quizzically for a beat before the penny dropped. “Oh, you’re moving your trip…”
“Not because of her,” Kate said just a little too sharply, then downed the rest of her bourbon. “I just want to make sure everything is on track before they close down for  Christmas and I figured the twenty-first would leave it a little bit late.”
“Sure, you just keep telling yourself that, Kate.” Kristine grinned and gestured for the waiter. “I think we need some more drinks here. Maybe I’ll be able to get through to you then.”
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 T  he music was loud, and the popular venue in downtown Bangkok was crowded. Felicia was sitting at the long, modern bar in front of a stage, where six women dressed as fairies were putting on a spectacular dance performance as glitter rained from the ceiling. It was one of those rare nights where one thing had led to another. Felicia had gone out for dinner with the team she’d worked for that week. It was their last night and they were celebrating a successful trip. She’d been good and had only drunk one glass of wine over dinner. But then they’d spotted the fabulous cabaret cocktail bar on the way back to the hotel and she’d bumped into a vague acquaintance from the model agency there. They’d talked over a couple of drinks and before Felicia knew it, her employers and the woman from the agency were long gone and she was still there, discussing the most ridiculous topics with some random stranger who’d just bought her a shot of tequila.
“What was your name again?” She grinned. “Oh wait, I never asked.”
“Lola. ”
Felicia laughed. “Seriously?” She waved at the bartender and ordered two more tequilas. “I like that name. It’s an unusual name for a Thai lady, though.”
“I’m half-Thai,” the woman with a blue bob, said. “My mother’s American.”
“That explains your American accent then,” Felicia said, handing her another shot. “I’m Felicia.” The woman was strikingly beautiful, and quite extravagant. Her bright blue lenses combined with the blue wig made it hard to gauge what she actually looked like. Even her bone structure didn’t seem natural. Her cheekbones were so high and prominent and her jawline so perfectly heart shaped that Felicia speculated if anything about the woman was real. It didn’t make her less attractive though and in her drunken state, she suddenly wondered why she hadn’t flirted with her yet. Now there’s an idea.

“Nice to meet you, Felicia.” Lola held out a hand with bright blue manicured nails.
“Likewise.” Felicia studied her fingernails, that were way too long for someone who made a habit of sexually engaging with women. But Lola looked like she was on the extreme side of open-minded. “So, Lola, have you got any other weird birthmarks apart from the cat-shaped one on your back?” she asked, continuing on from the topic of conversation they’d last discussed. She was pretty sure the birthmark Lola had showed her wasn’t real either, but she couldn’t care less. Her eyes shifted to Lola’s cleavage that was squeezed tightly into her little black dress. “Because I’d love to see them.” She felt a strange stir as soon as she’d said the words, and she realized it wasn’t arousal. Was it guilt? It was hard to analyze her feelings through the tequila haze. She thought of Kate, of her seductive smile and her full lips, and it suddenly hit her that she didn’t want anything from  Lola other than carrying on with the fun conversation they were having. She didn’t want to sleep with anyone other than Kate. There was another stir in her belly, and this time it was arousal, as she pictured Kate, naked in her bed. What she wouldn’t give to have her with her, right now.
Lola’s laughter brought her back to the present. “Are you flirting with me?” she asked.
“No,” Felicia was quick to say. “I mean, yes I was, but I shouldn’t have done that. Not because you’re not smoking hot, because you are,” she added. “But…”
“But you’ve got a girlfriend?” Lola finished her sentence.
“Something like that. I don’t know, it’s complicated.”
“That’s just as well because I’m really not into women.” Lola gave her an apologetic look as she shook her head.
“You’re not?” Felicia frowned in confusion. Her intuition had never failed her until now. Sure, most women she hit on weren’t gay, but she could usually tell if someone could be persuaded.
“Nope. Never even tried it.” Lola sprinkled some salt on the back of her hand, knocked back her tequila and bit into her lime. “It totally grosses me out.”
Felicia did the same, grimacing at the tangy aftertaste of the lime. “Then how can you be so sure if you’ve never tried? I mean, I’m not trying to turn you, I’m just curious.”
Lola looked at her quizzically. “Have you ever been with a man?”
“Ewww, no.” Felicia waved her hand frantically. “I kissed a boy once when I was sixteen, just to see what it was like and believe me, I was not tempted to take it any further.”
“There’s your answer then.” Lola took Felicia’s hand and pulled her in the direction of the dancefloor. “Come on, let’s dance while you help me spot a cute guy. Preferably big, masculine and hairy.”
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 “ A  nd this is the last room, the dining room.” Mrs. Calston walked ahead, leading Kate into a big room with plenty of natural light pouring through the floor to ceiling windows. There was a long, glass table with purple velvet chairs, a glass sideboard with a big, purple feathered lamp, a black and gold rug and not one, but four replicas of the famous Greek statue ‘Venus de Milo’, one in each corner of the room. There was a black leather chaise longue at the far end of the room by the window and some seriously questionable art on the walls, showcasing photographic close-ups of women’s lips and tongues. This is horrific. Kate took a good look around, then started snapping pictures on her phone. She needed to be able to look back at it from all angles, once she started her mood boards and design process. The six-bedroom modern mansion on Harbor Island in Newport Beach, California, was stunning on the outside, but the inside looked like an eighties brothel.
“Did you do any work on the house after you bought it?”  she asked, not wanting to insult Mrs. Calston with a snarky remark about the décor.
“Oh no, nothing at all. Good God, I should have told you that from the start.” Mrs. Calston rolled her eyes and waved her hand around the room. “My husband bought it at an auction, the previous owner was declared bankrupt. It was all or nothing, so we took on the interior too. He told me it was a great investment.” She paused and shook her head. “I would have preferred to stay in LA but Henry wants to live somewhere quieter, now that he’s retired and I… well, I guess I just went along with it. Before I knew it, I found myself living here, in this gruesome place. We’re renting out our house in LA, so we had to leave our furniture there. Not that we have enough furniture to fill all this space…”
“Of course.” Kate was mentally calculating the number of hours it would take to finish a project as big as this one. The money was great, sure, but she wasn’t certain her company would be able to handle the workload since they were already overflowing. She’d been under the impression Mrs. Calston only wanted the main living space done, the rooms where she received guests, but as it turned out, it would be a complete mansion make-over. She knew saying no was the smart thing to do but her gut told her that this would be an exciting challenge. I could always put in some extra hours myself.

“Well, that’s what you’ve got me for.” Kate heard herself say, and she gave Mrs. Calston a warm smile. “I’m in the lucky position to only take on projects that I like, and I can honestly tell you that this one really, really excites me.” She opened the curtains further, containing herself as to not tug the purple, velvet monstrosities off the rail. They were going to come off at some point anyway, at least if she had a say in  it. But it wasn’t a lie. The house really did excite Kate. It was beautifully designed unlike most other houses she’d passed on her way here. Some of the villas on Harbor Island mimicked Renaissance architecture but not done quite right, making the whole neighborhood look like a bit of an amusement park. “Do you have a budget in mind for redecorating the whole house?”
Mrs. Calston pursed her plumped up lips. If her husband was retired, she didn’t look anywhere near his age, and certainly no older than forty, despite all the work she’d had done.
“My husband has given me a budget of two million, give or take,” she said in a tone that made her sound like she was about to slit her wrists over it. “I know it’s not ideal but it is what it is.”
“Two million?” Kate liked that number. She liked it very, very much. The house was in a good state, so most of the work would be decorative. Not that she was much of an expert when it came to building work, but she knew from experience that with new décor, often came a bit of ‘hard’ work, only because existing problems such as mold or cracks would drift to the surface and would have to be addressed. But she played it cool as always. If Mrs. Calston was an art lover and her husband an investor, she would need all the money she could get to give them something to play with at the end, when the finishing touches were being done.
“I think we can work with that,” she said casually, running a finger over the feathered lamp. There wasn’t a sprinkle of dust in sight. Whatever she did to the house, she was confident Mrs. Calston would take care of it for many years to come. Well, maybe not Mrs. Calston, but her cleaners,  anyway. She turned to the woman wearing a floaty kaftan and big shades – even inside – and reached for her notepad in her bag. “How about we go through some ideas, huh?”
“Does that mean you’re going to do it?” Mrs. Calston’s eyes lit up. “That’s fantastic. I’ve been wanting you to do my interior ever since I visited my friend Paula’s new home in New Orleans.”
“Ah, Paula Beaufort? So that’s who recommended me to you?” Kate remembered Paula all too well. She’d been the most difficult client she’d ever had. The woman had not been able to make her mind up about anything, and Kate had been very close to quitting on her. But eventually, she’d gained her client’s trust and the woman had been ecstatic with the result. She’d even had a magnum of a beautiful vintage Champagne delivered to Kate’s office after her house was finished. “Paula is a wonderful woman,” she lied. “So great to work with.”
“Yes, she’s fabulous, isn’t she?” Mrs. Calston seemed beyond herself as she glanced around the room, already daydreaming about what it would look like once Kate had worked her magic with it. “I’m so excited.”
“Me too.” Kate smiled. “Apart from the complete make-over, something tells me you’d like some modern art on these beautiful expansive walls.”
Mrs. Calston did a little jump and let out a shriek. “Yes! Exactly my thinking. Could you help me out with that?”
“I could.” Kate paused as she mentally scrolled through the list of her many contacts. “I’m not an art dealer of course, but I have an idea of what you might like and what would look stunning in here, so we could get together with a friend of mine next time and take it from there? He specializes  in up and coming artists for investment purposes. I think your husband would appreciate the chance to make a little profit while you spend his money?” She winked.
Mrs. Calston laughed. “Great thinking, Kate. That might even get the old miser to spend a bit more.”
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 “ E  ight women’s T-shirts, eight men’s T-shirts, three women’s hoodies, three men’s hoodies.” Anong, the factory merchandiser, pointed out the garments on the rail in the big showroom. “All in size range XS-XXL and in five colors. Light-gray heather, medium-gray heather, navy, white and moss green.” She pointed at the mannequin next to the rail. “And one unisex beanie in black and medium gray-heather.” Felicia’s heart was pounding in her chest as she examined the garments. Her garments. She carefully studied them one by one, making sure all the stitching was correct and the right care-labels had been sewn into the side seams. Her logo was printed in the neck, rather than sewn on, so it wouldn’t scratch. It was eerily quiet in the room, until she finally let out a sigh of relief.
“They look really good,” she said, giving Anong a big smile. “What do you think, Mark?” She turned to the Canadian backpacker she’d approached in Bangkok. He was running out of money and had been very happy with her offer to pay him three hundred dollars plus hotel and travel expenses to go to the factory with her and try on the men’s  samples. He was the right size, and pretty handsome now that he’d had a good shave. He was also nice to talk to and hadn’t asked her to chant or meditate with him yet, so that was a bonus.
“I love them,” Mark said. “I got a little nervous there when you were so quiet, I thought you were about to go ballistic.” He wiped his forehead dramatically, making Anong laugh.
Felicia laughed too. “No, I was just shitting myself. I’ve put everything I have into this and I’ve been lying awake worrying all week, but I’m mightily relieved, it all looks good.” She handed him a T-shirt. “Here, try this on.” She picked the women’s T-shirt with the same print for herself, took off her tank top and tried it on. It felt great. She turned to Mark, spun him around a couple of times and smiled. “Perfect.”
“I’d buy this,” Mark said, checking himself out in the big standing mirror. Then he grinned. “If I had money.”
Felicia patted him on the back. “I’ll get you a couple of T-shirts. As long as you spread the word.” She looked at herself in the mirror. It was her style, her hard work. And yes, she’d wear it herself too. “Do you have a shooting room?” she asked Anong. “I’d like to photograph them.” She took the beanie off the mannequin and pulled it over Mark’s head, rearranging his shoulder-length hair. It was strange being on the other side of the process now, trying clothes on someone else.
“We do.” Anong grabbed the rail with samples and opened the door. “Follow me, it’s just down the corridor.”
After an hour of shooting, twenty minutes of which Felicia had spent teaching Mark how to take decent pictures of her with her iPhone, she had enough material to promote her range to retailers until the official photoshoot in Miami  had taken place. Anong would send the samples to her apartment, that she’d been renting out to a friend, so she wouldn’t have to fly home with five suitcases.
“I’m so happy,” she said, giving Anong a hug. “Let’s go ahead with production. Where do I sign?”

“SO I GUESS this deserves a toast, right?” Mark held up his beer bottle and clinked it with Felicia’s. It was too late to take the train back to Bangkok so she’d booked them hotel rooms close to the train station. They were having dinner at The Happy Hut, a shabby little restaurant that did amazing food.
“It certainly does.” Felicia was still wired from how good her samples looked, and she could hardly wait for her launch in January. She took a long sip of her beer and observed Mark through fresh eyes, now that she didn’t have the stress and anxiety from this morning clouding her mind. He was very presentable, well-built and he was just a genuinely nice guy. Then she scrolled through the pictures on her phone and stopped at an image of him wearing one of her T-shirts. It was a great picture of him, and he was really selling the T-shirt without the cheesy smile that usually came with an unexperienced model. “You know, I could recommend you to my agency if you want to work out here. You’ll get paid through New York so you won’t need a work visa.”
Mark frowned. “What agency?”
“My modelling agency. I’m a fitting model, although not for much longer. I finish at the end of the year, just before my launch in January.”
“You’re a model? That’s so cool.” He paused, considering her offer. “Do you really think I could get work out here? ”
“Yeah. Bangkok, Hong Kong, Hanoi, Shanghai… you like to travel, and you’re broke, so why not give it a go? You’d have to speak to my agent first, and send her your pictures and measurements, but I think you stand a good chance.”
“That would be awesome.” Mark gave her a big smile, then focused on the noodles with morning glory and deep-fried tofu. “I was just thinking about heading back home when you approached me, but I’d much rather stay in Asia.”
“That was good timing then,” Felicia said. “I’ll give the agency a call tomorrow and let them know you’ll be contacting them.”
“Oh wow, Felicia. I don’t know how to thank you.”
“Don’t thank me yet. They’ll have to hire you first. But if this works out for both of us, you can thank me by giving me half a day of free fittings next time I’m here.”
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 T  he pile of clothes on Kate’s antique four-poster bed grew higher and higher. Her Thailand trip was only three nights, but she couldn’t make up her mind about what to pack. She felt restless, nervous even. Exasperated with herself, she fell back on the bed, picked up her phone and smiled as she read Felicia’s message again.

‘I can’t wait to see you. Let’s meet on the roof terrace for drinks. X F’ It made her feel a little better, knowing her anticipation wasn’t one-sided. Oh God. Is this an official date? She wasn’t sure. They were meeting for drinks, then going for dinner and then of course… she closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the thought of Felicia’s body almost too much to handle. Finally, she got up, picked two dresses, a pair of palazzo pants and two silk tops. She also threw three pairs of leather sandals in her suitcase and decided against bringing heels, just because she kind of liked being a little shorter than Felicia. That was a weird thing to consider, she thought as she went into the kitchen to pour herself a glass of white wine from the fridge. She took it outside and sat do wn on her big balcony overlooking Decatur Street. Without thinking, she pulled a cigarette out of the pack on the table, lit it and took a long, deep drag. She didn’t smoke very often, only when she needed to calm herself down. And right now, she really needed to. Why do I like being shorter than her? It didn’t make any sense. Kate was always the tall person in meetings, heels and all. She liked the effect it had on people as they literally looked up to her and seemed to think it added to her authority, somehow. But she liked resting her head on Felicia’s shoulder, and she loved how her hand felt in Felicia’s at her natural height. She watched people pass underneath her as she drank her wine. A brass band had taken up their usual spot on the corner underneath her balcony where they played popular blues songs once a week. Passers-by stopped to listen, and soon there were at least fifty people, clapping and singing along. It always cheered her up, and right now it even relaxed her a little. She wondered if she should invite Felicia over, when she was back in Miami, and what it would mean if she did. It had been a long time since she’d been close to someone and she’d sworn it would never happen again. Yet here she was, thinking of inviting Felicia over to her house. Her sacred space, where no one but Kristine, Hannah and her family had been. And Avery. She sighed. Yes, Avery had been here too, but only when she’d first bought it. It hadn’t really been her home then, she hadn’t even moved in. So, she told herself, Avery didn’t count. The constant memories of the woman who broke her heart three years ago had evaporated, and the pain of losing her was finally gone. She still wondered where Avery was sometimes, if she was happy, but she’d stopped looking her up online some time ago. The alarm on her phone startled her back to the present, reminding her to call a taxi to take her to the airport. With  no direct flights from New Orleans, it was an exhausting journey and she had two stop-overs in Chicago and Hong Kong. Luckily, the business class beds on the flights and the sleeping pills in her purse would allow her to sleep for the majority of her longest flight. Jet lag didn’t hit her that hard anyway, with all the traveling she’d been doing over the past years, which was lucky as she doubted she’d get the chance to sleep much in Bangkok anyway. That thought made her smile again. With such a long journey it would have made sense to stay a bit longer, but she had deadlines to get back to and couldn’t afford to miss out on her weekly team meeting with so many projects going on. The launch of the restaurant in New Orleans she’d been working on was in January and there were still a lot of finishing touches to take care of. She’d been working sixty-hour weeks lately and was kind of looking forward to some alone-time on the plane. She took another long drink of her wine and stubbed out the cigarette before calling a taxi.

“WOULD YOU LIKE A DRINK, MADAM?” the flight attendant who had introduced herself as Mia asked Kate after she’d comfortably settled into her seat on the flight from Chicago to Hong Kong.
“Oh, yes.” Kate put her feet up. “Could I have a martini with two olives, please?”
“Great idea, I’ll have the same,” a woman in the adjoining booth, said. “So, you’re a martini kind of woman?”
“All the way.” Kate turned to her with a smile. She’d forgotten to put up her privacy screen. It was always the first thing she did when she got on a flight in order to prevent exactly this sort of situations. The woman was attractive and dressed in jeans, a white T-shirt and a black blazer. She had  a short blonde bob and an undercut, carefully styled to perfection. ‘Creative marketing,’ Kate thought. “So, where are you heading?” she heard herself ask, more out of politeness than out of real interest.
“Bangkok. You?”
“Me too.” She took the martini the attendant handed her and passed it to the woman, then waited for her own.
“It’s a bitch of a journey, isn’t it? I’m Kim by the way.” She held out a hand.
“Kate,” Kate said, shaking it. There was something in the woman’s eyes that made her think she was not just being polite. A wave of annoyance washed over her, then another wave, of confusion this time. Since when did she mind female attention? She took her own martini, carefully bringing it to her mouth and taking a slow sip. “And yes,” she agreed, putting her glass on the table. “It’s a terrible journey. I came from New Orleans, so I’m already four hours in.”
“Ouch.” Kim winced. “I’m glad Chicago has reasonable connections. At least I only have one stop-over. What are you doing in Bangkok?”
“I’m an interior designer,” Kate said, moving her chair back a little. The alcohol was going to her head already. It always happened on flights and she liked the nice little buzz it gave her. “I’m working on a new hotel that’s opening in March.”
“Very impressive.” Kim studied her with interest for a moment. “I can tell by how you dress that you’re in the creative industry. You look great.”
Kate looked down at her fairly plain outfit, at least by her standards, consisting of high-waisted black trousers and a bright pink sleeveless top. “Thanks.” She gave Kim a smile. Any other day, she would have turned on the charm, then  invited Kim to join her in her hotel room at the airport in Hong Kong. Gay or straight, she had a feeling it wouldn’t be hard to convince Kim to have a bit of fun while they were killing time. But Felicia’s beautiful face kept poking its way into her thoughts and she noted that the idea of having an attractive woman next to her, which would normally awaken the hunter in her, left her absolutely cold. “What are you doing in Bangkok?” she asked, making an effort to sound polite, yet neutral. “Business?”
“No. I have no business in Bangkok, apart from trying to convince my father to come home. He moved there three years ago and is now spending his whole pension on hookers and moonshine. The old perv has lost the plot.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s a wealthy man, or he used to be, seems he’s managed to burn through his savings since he’s been there. Mostly, it just grosses me out that he’s sleeping with women less than half his age.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
Kim shrugged it off. “It’s fine. As long as I can get him back to reality, I’m sure it will make for a good story one day.”
“I hope it works out for you, Kim. And who knows? You might even have some fun while you’re there. It’s a great city.” Kate contemplated whether to put her screen up. It seemed like a harsh thing to do after Kim had just told her something so personal. “What do you do for a living?” she asked.
“I have my own marketing agency,” Kim said.

I knew it. “You must be proud. I imagine it’s a busy job? Constant deadlines?”
“Always. A lot of travel too. But it’s rewarding and I have a great team.” Kim smiled. “I hate to admit it, but I don’t really mind long-haul flights. They’re the rare occasions on  which I get some time to myself, and sometimes I even meet intriguing women.” She looked at Kate and held her gaze.
“Ditto,” Kate said. The flirty remark had made her feel a little uncomfortable and she was thinking of excuses to get away from the conversation. The novel sensation was confusing but also clear as day. She didn’t want to end up in bed with the attractive blonde. All she wanted was to get some sleep so time would pass quickly before she saw Felicia again. “I’m really sorry,” she heard herself say. “I’m sure I’d really enjoy talking to you all night long, but I have to get some sleep. I have a big meeting coming up and I can’t afford to turn up half-dead.”
“Of course. I apologize. I can be a bit full-on sometimes.”
“No, it’s not that…” Kate felt bad now.
“Hey, it’s okay, you get your sleep.” Kim handed her a business card. “Call me if you get bored. I’ll be in Bangkok for five days.”
“Thanks, I will,” Kate lied before Kim put up her cabin wall. She put up her own divider and took a deep breath, cherishing her privacy. Jesus, what’s wrong with me? It’s not like I’m in a relationship. She downed the rest of her martini and pressed the service button to order another one. Then why am I behaving like I am?
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 F  elicia took another sip of her watermelon smoothie, followed by a slug of the beer next to it. She only had three more fitting bookings, so she could afford to indulge a little. She’d still been going to both the gym and her boxing classes every day during the past week, after her last client had cancelled on her. She didn’t mind missing out on the job. It had been nice to enjoy Bangkok by herself for once. She was financially sound now for the coming four months, and if her brand performed as expected, she could give the fitting job up altogether. She was going to miss it here, but she was also looking forward to going back to Miami and having a real home again. Although she felt comfortable here, living out of a suitcase was starting to grate on her, especially now that she was so close to her leaving date. She randomly scrolled through her phone, not quite sure what to do without her MacBook. The feeling of nervous excitement in her belly hadn’t left her since she’d woken up that morning and it seemed to be getting worse by the minute. Silent whispers about some ‘hot chick’ from men at the table behind her told her there was a good  chance that Kate was here. Men always got excited about her, Felicia had noticed that on a couple of occasions. She smiled as she looked up to meet Kate’s big, brown eyes, panicking a little when she realized she had no idea how to greet her. All eyes were on them now, so she simply patted the cushion next to her on the sofa.
“Hey beautiful,” she whispered, when Kate sat down, smiling too.
“Hey.” Kate placed her martini on the table and adjusted her bright yellow sleeveless dress. “It’s so good to see you again.” She crossed her legs and turned to Felicia, her shoulder against the back of the couch and her hand on Felicia’s thigh. Felicia felt a rush of heat run through her when she gave it a squeeze. “I’ve missed you.” Kate looked a little shocked, as if she hadn’t planned on saying that.
“I’ve missed you too.” Felicia bit her lip. “How was your journey?”
“Long.” Kate grinned. “But I’m here now, and I’ve been looking forward to this.” She hesitated. “How are you?”
“I’m good,” Felicia said. “Had the week off, not starting again until Tuesday. That will be one of my last jobs.”
“Oh.” Kate paused for a moment. “That’s great. Does that mean you won’t be here anymore when I come back?”
“I don’t think I will. I approved my samples two weeks ago. Everything’s on track, so I’ll be going back to Miami soon. What about you? How are you?”
“I’m good. I’ve been busy, as always. Congratulations on your samples.”
“Thank you.” Felicia could tell Kate was dying to kiss her, the way her gaze kept darting back to her lips. She leaned in a little closer, just to tease her.
“So…” Kate swallowed hard. Although she was trying to keep her cool, her eyes were focused on Felicia’s mouth with a  hunger that she couldn’t control. “This will be our last time here together.”
“I guess so.”
“That’s a shame.” Kate brought her lips even closer as she ran a hand through Felicia’s ponytail, and Felicia was surprised to see a sad expression in her eyes.
“It doesn’t have to be the last time we see each other, though.” Knowing she couldn’t possibly be that close to Kate for much longer without pulling her against her and claiming her mouth, Felicia moved back a little and took a sip of her beer in an attempt to calm her libido. “We don’t live that far apart. I mean it’s not exactly next door either, but we could visit each other, or meet up in the middle somewhere?”
“Yeah, we could do that.” Kate took a sip of her martini in an attempt to distract herself from Felicia, who looked incredibly trim and attractive in a pair of cut-off denim shorts and a T-shirt from her own range. “Nice T-shirt by the way. Is it one of yours?”
“You like it?” Felicia beamed with pride, looking down at the simple, white T-shirt with a Día de los Muertos inspired black and white graphic. “I brought one for you too.” She grinned. “I know it’s not your style, but you could sleep in it? Or use it for DIY? Or as a dish towel?”
Kate laughed. “As you well know, I sleep naked and I don’t do DIY. But I genuinely like it and of course I’ll wear it, help you spread the word.” It was true, she did like the T-shirt. Although she wasn’t sure if that was because it was Felicia’s design. Things to do with her seemed to have occupied Kate’s interest to an alarming level lately. She’d juiced a watermelon last week and even watched a boxing match on TV, which was highly out of character for her. “I’d be surprised if it’s not a success, you’re really talented. ”
“I don’t know. I guess we’ll have to see.” Felicia held up her beer bottle. “Cheers to our last night in Bangkok, then. Let’s make it a memorable one.”

“HOW’S THE HOTEL COMING ALONG?” Felicia asked once they’d ordered. She’d chosen the restaurant because of its private and quiet setting, but there was nothing quiet about it tonight. A live band was playing Christmas carols and Thai favorites, and the mostly local clientele was rowdy and definitely in a party mood. The food however, was excellent, and they’d ordered a big portion of soft-shell crabs and a Thai ‘sweethearts’ snack platter to share. Neither of them was particularly hungry, far too distracted by the other, but it was nice to have something to do while they talked over drinks. Felicia cursed herself for her own suggestion to have dinner first. Why were they pretending to be civilized just for the sake of it? Because she would have happily taken Kate to her room first, before going out for food. It was hard to stay focused on a conversation when she hadn’t even kissed her yet. And those full lips were so distracting. There hadn’t been a quiet corner in the hotel lobby or on the street and their taxi driver had seemed far too conservative to even attempt a peck on the cheek in the back of his car. “I so want to kiss you,” she blurted out without thinking.
Kate smiled, a playful sparkle firing up in her eyes. “Do you want to talk about the hotel or about kissing?” She arched a brow. “Make up your mind, woman.”
“Both.” Felicia sighed. “I’m sorry. I am interested in your project but I seem to have a one-track mind when it comes to you.”
“Okay, let’s start with the hotel,” Kate said. “Because the answer is short, I have no idea. I’m checking in on the  progress tomorrow and Lek’s been far too busy to give me a weekly update, so I guess I’ll see what the situation is when I get there.” She paused and lowered her voice. “Now, about the kissing… It’s all I’ve been able to think of too.” Her foot searched for Felicia’s under the table. She kicked off her sandal, the leather straps keeping her from feeling the soft skin she so craved against hers. Felicia was wearing sneakers, so she moved her foot a little higher up, teasing her calves. She could see Felicia’s eyes darken as she took in a quick breath. A blush crept on her cheeks. “I fantasize about you all the time, Felicia.” The confession was far too honest for her liking, but she’d said it now.
“You have no idea about the wild thoughts that have crowded my mind since I last saw you.” Felicia gave her a mischievous smile. “Like, seriously, you have no idea.”
Now, it was Kate’s turn to blush. “You can tell me all about your wild thoughts when we get back to my room.” Kate lifted her foot onto the chair in between Felicia’s thighs.
“Oh, it’s back to your room again, now?” Felicia’s voice caught when she felt Kate’s foot against her center.
Kate shrugged. “Well, I have my suite back again, so it would make sense…” She hesitated. “Unless you have another surprise waiting for me in your room?”
“I might.”
“Hmm...” Kate pushed her foot harder against Felicia’s crotch. “I’m normally not too keen on surprises but I liked the last one, so you’ve made me curious now.”
Felicia met her gaze, having seemingly collected herself enough to form a sentence. “Curious is good, right?”
“Yeah, curious is good,” Kate whispered. Her self-control was running out now, and she wondered how fast they could get out of there. She didn’t care how good the food  was, her body was screaming out to be touched. “I think we should leave. How about I get the bill while you arrange a taxi?” She stood up and walked towards the bar to pay for their bill without waiting for an answer.

“GOT A TAXI YET?” Kate joined Felicia out on the street, where cars were zooming past so fast that it didn’t seem possible for anyone to stop there.
“I thought we could get one on the corner of the next block.” Felicia took her hand and led them across the road. She tugged Kate close against her and pulled her into a dark, gritty alley where pallets were stacked up high next to the staff entrance of a 7-Eleven. “Because I just can’t wait to kiss you until we get back to the hotel.” She pushed Kate up against the brick wall and leaned into her.
“Good thinking.” Kate’s words were barely a whisper as she brushed her lips against Felicia’s, sliding a hand under her T-shirt. She didn’t mind Felicia having the upper hand at all anymore. Did I ever mind? In fact, by now, she was dying to know what she had in store for her when they got back to the hotel. She gasped when Felicia’s hand lifted the back of her dress and covered her ass with her hands as she continued to breathe heavily against her mouth. Jesus. She’s a turn-on genius. Kate didn’t bother to check if anyone was watching because right now, her willpower had plummeted down to zero. Their mouths melted together in a deep and sensual kiss, so intense that they both sighed into it. It was long and desperate, with hands groping, their bodies rubbing together, their moans loud. They broke apart at the point where they were unable to continue without taking it further.
“How is it possible that it gets better every time?” Felicia  whispered, reluctantly letting go of Kate’s ass. She took a step back and stared at her in disbelief.
“I have no idea.” Kate panted, still leaning against the wall because her legs felt like jelly and she wasn’t sure if she could walk just yet. “Take me to the hotel, please.”
Felicia nodded and held out her hand.
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 K  ate looked around Felicia’s room. It was tidier than last time, and she could tell Felicia had prepared herself for tonight. There were two fluffy white robes on the desk, next to a bottle of wine in a cooler and two glasses. Her eyes darted to the bed, where four white silk ties were laid out on one of the pillows. Felicia was biting her lip, searching for a reaction while she slowly hiked up Kate’s dress and finally pulled it over her head. Kate’s chest was heaving up and down fast as she kicked off her sandals, now only wearing a bright-red lingerie set.
“I assume you weren’t planning on impressing me with magic tricks… Are you going to tie me up?” Kate cast her gaze over the ties again and swallowed hard.
“Yes.” Felicia looked her up and down and licked her lips. She took Kate’s hand and led her to the bed, picking up one of the ties. “May I?” She asked, holding it up. Kate could tell she was doing everything in her power not to kiss her again.
“I don’t have a problem with it,” Kate whispered as she  locked her eyes with Felicia’s and gave her an amused smile. “But I think I’d like to see them on your wrists instead.”
Felicia’s eyes widened as she laughed. “Hey, that wasn’t part of the plan.”
“Yeah, well it is now.” Kate pulled Felicia’s T-shirt over her head and unclipped her bra. Her breath caught as she roamed a hand over her breasts, then down to her stomach while she used her other hand to unbutton Felicia’s shorts. She kissed her way down Felicia’s body, pulling down her shorts and taking off her shoes and her socks. Felicia didn’t protest when Kate pushed her onto the bed, too confused with the change of plans to think of anything to say.
“You should know that I have no idea what I’m doing,” Kate continued, “but I’ve been wanting to tie you up since…” She grinned. “Since the thought first entered my mind about a minute ago.” She hesitated. “Have you ever done this? Do we need a safe word of something?”
Felicia stared at her for a moment, then held out her wrist. She’d never been tied up before, and she suspected Kate hadn’t either. But even though they didn’t know each other that well, she somehow trusted Kate with her life.
“No, we don’t,” she said. “Unless you’re thinking of hurting me, then I should tell you now, I’m not a flogger kind of girl. I’m not into pain.”
“I’d never in a million years hurt you, Felicia. I don’t think I could, even if you wanted me to.” Kate said it with such sincerity, that Felicia almost felt like apologizing for even thinking such a thing.
“Then we’ll be fine.” Felicia put her head down on the pillow and held out her other wrist after Kate had secured the first one against the bed post.
“So, you’ve never been tied up?” Kate had a twinkle in her eyes .
“No, never. I’m usually the one in charge.” Felicia couldn’t’ help but smile at her own words. It wasn’t like she was a pro. She just liked to be in charge in the bedroom. “But I’ve never tied anyone else up either. I…” She wiggled and stopped talking at the realization that she couldn’t move. Of course you can’t move. That’s the whole point. Suddenly, it felt like her senses were turned up a notch when she was unable to free herself. She looked up at Kate, who was straddling her waist now, only wearing her silky red panties. She was gorgeous.
“Are you okay?” Kate asked.
Felicia was silent for a moment before she nodded slowly. Against all expectations, being at Kate’s mercy was turning her on, and she was so desperate to be touched now that she was close to begging for it. Kate looked like she knew exactly what she wanted and that was sexy as hell.
“You look amazing.” Kate felt an agonizing twitch between her legs as she looked down at Felicia. “But these need to come off before I can tie up your legs.” She trailed her fingers under the top edge of Felicia’s panties, then yanked them down fast. Felicia gasped, suddenly feeling exposed. She closed her eyes for a moment, composing herself.
“Are you sure you’re okay?” Kate asked again in a soft voice.
“Uhuh.” Felicia looked at Kate as she lifted one of her feet and kissed her ankle.
“Can I tie your leg to the bed?” Kate’s voice was low and hoarse now, and her eyes had a dark twinkle in them. She was clearly enjoying turning the tables.
“Uhuh,” Felicia repeated. Her vocabulary seemed to have shrunk significantly since she’d been tied down. She felt so aroused that she couldn’t think or speak. She held her  breath as Kate wrapped the soft, silk tie around her ankle and slowly pulled her leg to one side before tying it to the bedpost. Fuck. Her heart was pounding fast in her throat. When Kate took her other foot and kissed it while locking her eyes on hers, Felicia nodded, confirming she was fine.
“Okay.” Kate nodded too, and tied her other ankle, then pulled it to the opposite bedpost, spreading her apart. Her hands trembled as she secured it with an extra knot while her eyes darted to Felicia’s wet center. “God, I want you,” she whispered.
Felicia watched as Kate shimmied out of her panties. “You’re beautiful,” she said, staring at her. Her first reaction when Kate straddled her waist again, was to reach out and pull her towards her, but she couldn’t move and so she patiently waited for Kate to lower herself towards her. She steadied herself over Felicia with an arm on each side of her head, teasingly dipping down a little, not quite close enough for Felicia to kiss her. “And a tease,” she added, craving her mouth.
“That’s the whole point.” Kate hovered over her, her erect nipples brushing against Felicia’s breasts. Then she kissed her hard, as if she’d been holding back for hours and simply couldn’t take it any longer. She kissed her deep and wild and it felt so good. The possessiveness of the action sent Felicia into a moaning frenzy as the seductive make-out session and Kate’s hands that were now on her breasts, on her waist and in her hair drove her almost crazy with desire. She bucked her hips, trying to make contact with Kate’s body but every time she did so, Kate lifted herself up and grinned wickedly.
“You were right,” she said. “This was an excellent idea.”
“Please,” Felicia mumbled against her mouth. “I need...” Her voice trailed away when Kate’s mouth shifted to her  neck and bit her softly. “Oh God.” She threw her head back as she felt the soft lips move down to her breasts and bite down on her nipples.
“I know what you need,” Kate whispered. She moved lower, trailing kisses along Felicia’s ribcage and her belly before settling herself between her legs. She watched Felicia’s ecstatic expression as she blew warm air on her clit while tracing her thighs up to her hips. She was so wet, and Kate could barely hold back, desperate to taste her. She lowered herself again and hovered over Felicia’s throbbing center, her mouth only inches away. Kate loved watching her beg with her body, lifting her hips while she looked at her through dark and hazy eyes. She was so sexy and so receptive, the way she reacted to her touch. Her cravings took over, and in a wave of passion, she crashed her mouth into Felicia’s wetness, devouring her. Her tongue lapped at her folds and she sucked her clit into her mouth, moaning at her delicate taste. Her hands travelled up, towards Felicia’s breasts as she feasted on her. Felicia cried out, unable to keep quiet, now that she couldn’t bite down on her hand. She wiggled and bucked, gasping at the wonderful things Kate was doing to her. Being at Kate’s mercy was surpassing her wildest fantasies, and she was starting to wonder if it was possible to faint from pure pleasure. She didn’t last very long, and when she was about to climax, Kate replaced her mouth with her fingers, running them through her folds before she entered her, thrusting slow and deep. She moved up and kissed Felicia, who moaned into her mouth as she brought her to an orgasm that almost made her come herself. When Felicia opened her eyes and stared up at her, there was a hint of confusion in her eyes as she lay there, blissfully relaxed.
“How do you do this to me? ”
Kate crawled back and slowly started untying the silk ties around her ankles. “It’s no different from what you do to me.” She smiled and turned her attention to Felicia’s wrists, carefully loosening the knots, freeing her hands and taking them in her own. “Like you said, we’re just sexually compatible, that’s all.”
“I guess it’s my turn to prove my compatibility, then,” Felicia said, pulling her down as soon as her hands were freed. Then she squeezed Kate’s firm ass and added: “All night long.”
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 “ W  hat time are you leaving?” Felicia asked when they were having coffee on the roof terrace. They’d had a morning swim and were now sitting next to the pool, still in their bikinis. Kate looked amazing in a white triangle bikini with beaded strings. Her hair was pulled back in a white hairband and she wore her signature hoops in her ears.
“Not until five.” Kate glanced up from her cup and smiled at her. She wished she’d booked an extra night now, but it was too late for that. She couldn’t cancel her meeting tomorrow, certainly not after already moving it once. “Are you busy today?”
“No. Nothing until my very last fitting contract which starts on Tuesday.” Felicia paused as she seemed to contemplate something. “Hey, can I come with you? To Chiang Mai, I mean? I’ve never been there but I’ve heard it’s beautiful.”
Kate frowned at the unexpected proposal. The idea hadn’t crossed her mind, but the prospect of another two nights with Felicia was simply too enticing to turn down. Besides, it was just a factory visit, not some official meeting  where they’d set targets or negotiate pricing for hours. It would be more of a casual trip. Then a feeling of unease came over her. Wasn’t it risky though, bringing Felicia along? Wouldn’t it get too personal between them, if she involved her in the most important aspect of her life? She already felt a lot closer to her than she’d expected, and it scared her a little. Taking a trip together meant there was nowhere to escape. But why would I want to escape from her? I love being with her.

“Come on, it’s just a couple of days,” Felicia continued, seeing Kate’s hesitation. “It will be fun, and I’ll keep myself busy while you’re working, you won’t even know I’m there.”
“Okay,” Kate said. “Sure, that would be nice. I’m taking the overnight train tonight. I’ve got a private sleeper booked to myself, so you’ll be able to get on, even if the seats are sold out. I’m flying back to New Orleans on Saturday though, so you’ll have to make your own way back.”
“That’s fine, I’m a big girl. So, overnight train?” Felicia arched a brow. “That sounds great. You, me, a quiet cabin… Have you ever done anything naughty on a train before?”
Kate laughed, almost snorting her coffee up her nose. “Is that really all you can think about?” She had to admit, it was the first thought that had entered her mind too.
“Yes.” Felicia grinned. “It is, I seem to have a one track mind when you’re around.”
“Okay…” Kate blushed and hid behind her giant cappuccino cup. She seemed to blush a lot lately. “Well, I guess I haven’t. You?”
“Nope. So it’s about time we get to experience that, don’t you think?”
“Absolutely.” Kate shuffled a little closer to Felicia on the sunbed they were sharing, making sure they still kept a respectable distance in the public space. They already had  some eyes on them, mostly from men, of course. Apparently, it wasn’t hard to tell that they were really into each other but still, she had no intention of giving them the show they were hoping for. “But until then…” She smiled. “I need to do some work. What was that coffee shop called again? The silly one with the Justin Bieber shrine that we went to. I thought we could have breakfast there and I’ll bring my laptop.”
“The Bieber Cat?” Felicia couldn’t resist putting an arm around her and pulling her closer. “Great idea. I need to do some work too... although you’ll have to put on some more clothes, or I won’t be able to concentrate.”

“TELL ME ABOUT YOUR FAMILY,” Felicia said when they were comfortably seated on the purple velvet sofa in the first-class sleeper compartment of the overnight train to Chang Mai. “Are you close to them?”
Kate took a moment as she picked on the finger food they’d ordered.
“I’d say we’re close. Not geographically, and I don’t see them as often as I’d like anymore, but we’re good. My mother’s Jamaican and my father’s American. They moved to Jamaica ten years ago, to take over the family business after my uncle died. My family makes rum.” She laughed. “I know that’s a little cliché, but it’s good rum. Island Life. Have you heard of it?”
“Island life ? Yeah, I know that.” Felicia’s eyes widened. “So, your family owns Island Life ?”
“Yeah. The brand, the distillery. I have an older sister, she also moved there and takes care of marketing. My mother runs distribution, and my father oversees the distillery. They employ around four hundred people, so it’s a  big business. Long-standing too. My grandfather started it in the seventies.”
“That’s so interesting.” Felicia frowned. “So your mother moved to the US to be with your father?”
“Eventually. They met when my dad was on vacation in Jamaica, and my grandfather offered him a job after he’d proposed to her. They moved around a lot, opening distribution channels all over the world, but decided to stay in the US after my sister was born. My father was from Covington, so it made sense for them to settle down there so they could focus on the US distribution while my uncle ran the distillery in Jamaica after my grandfather retired. But then my uncle passed away unexpectedly, and they moved back to keep the business running. They’re very happy there, so it wasn’t like it was a sacrifice.”
“Were you never interested in going into the family business?” Felicia asked.
“Never.” Kate shook her head and chuckled. “I always knew I wanted to work in a creative environment, and I’m grateful that my parents supported me in that. They told me that as long as I didn’t come knocking on their door for money after I graduated, I could do anything I wanted. My sister and I learned to be independent from a very young age, as our parents travelled a lot for work. They are very hard-working people. I think I got my work ethic from them. They’re in their sixties now, with no intention of retiring any time soon. I expect my sister will take over when they finally do in ten years’ time. Or twenty,” she joked.
Felicia leaned against the window and let the information sink in. “How often do you see them?”
“Two, three times a year.” Kate sighed. “It’s hard to take time off because I have trouble turning down projects. My parents rarely come here anymore, but my sister visits me  now and then and my grandmother lives in Covington, so I see her more often. I’m not the biggest fan of gram, she’s a bit mean but you know, I still love her.”
“Mean?”
“Yeah. She’s mean, selfish, insulting, homophobic...” Kate rolled her eyes. “I could go on but I’m not going to bore you with it.”
“Your grandmother sounds like a challenge.” Felicia narrowed her eyes as her lips pulled into a smile. “Wait… aren’t you really, really rich if your family owns a world-renowned rum label?”
Kate laughed. “Rich?” She winced and shrugged. “Well, technically, I suppose I am. I own twenty percent of the company shares. My sister owns thirty. I don’t get involved though. It’s family, so it’s not like we have board meetings. I trust my sister to do a good job. She’s smart and honestly, I don’t feel like I’ve earned the right to get involved either. She’s been the one working her ass off to keep it going, not me.”
“Is your sister married? Kids?” Felicia asked.
“No, Sam’s not married. She broke up with her long-term boyfriend last year and now our parents are obsessed with setting her up so they can have grandchildren. I feel for her.” Kate rolled her eyes. “They sort of wrote me off as a grandchild supplier the day I told them I was gay, as if that meant it was impossible for me to have children. They were a little upset, but only for that reason.”
“And? Do you want kids?” Felicia realized she might be overstepping a little with her interrogation, but the more she found out about Kate, the more fascinated she got. She’d been trying to find fault with Kate, just like she always did when she got a little too close to a woman for her liking. Did she have a temper, was she dishonest, did she have a  bad sense of humor, other issues… Not that there was anything wrong with having issues. Everyone had issues, including herself, and she knew that it was simply an excuse she gave herself to tell the women she dated that it wouldn’t work. And so, without even thinking about it, she’d done the same thing with Kate, because she seemed a little too good to be true.
“Kids… That’s a loaded question.” Kate sighed. “Sometimes I think it would be nice, having a kid. Having someone to love unconditionally, someone who would love me back, and need me. I mean, I don’t need to have a partner and I could always get a nanny, right? It never did me any harm when I was younger…” She paused, then decided to be entirely honest. There was something about Felicia that made it easy to say things just the way they were. “But I have a big issue with the commitment principle. The idea that my whole life would be sacrificed to another person, that my freedom would be all but gone scares the living daylights out of me. I’m not sure I’d be able to do it, and I don’t want to take a gamble on such a momentous issue. It’s not something you can turn your back on once you’ve done it. I know I’m committed to my job, and my company, but that’s different to devoting your entire life to another human being.” She turned to Felicia. “What about you?”

There it is. She has commitment issues. I knew it. Felicia grinned, but didn’t feel the relief she usually felt at finding a ‘flaw’ that would give her an excuse to disappear from someone’s life. And she knew exactly why. They were even more alike than she’d expected.
“Kids, or commitment issues?” she joked. “Commitment issues I can relate to for sure, so yeah, I guess I feel the same when it comes to children.”
“Really?” Kate shot her an amused look. “So I was right.  The first time you tried to chat me up in the hotel bar, I saw through you right away. Confident, funny, incredibly sexy, of course… But also obviously a player, someone who knows how to make a woman feel special before moving on as soon as someone more interesting comes along.” She held up a hand. “Don’t be offended, I’m the same that way, but I definitely had you down as a rolling stone.”
“That’s not a great first impression.” Felicia arched a brow, but she didn’t seem offended in the least. “You’re right though. That’s what I do. I’m not proud of it, and I can tell you that there are a lot of women out there who’d love to slap me in the face, but I can’t seem to help myself.” She looked at Kate intently. “Normally going away with someone I’ve slept with would scare me, but it doesn’t with you. Hell, it was my idea in the first place.”
“Yeah, same here. This is nice. I actually like talking to you too, that’s a new experience.” Kate cocked her head. “Tell me about your family.”
“My family is very…” Felicia thought about the right word to describe her family. “Complicated,” she finally said. “Very confusing and very complicated, but all in all okay.”
“Tell me more.” Kate opened the minibar, took out two beers and held one up. “Want one?”
“Sure, thanks.” Felicia twisted the top off, took a sip and sat back. “My parents were born and bred in the US, but their parents were Mexican, hence my Mexican surname and my exotic looks.” She batted her long eyelashes playfully, making Kate chuckle. “My father is a personal trainer. He used to have a gym in Florida, but he sold that a couple of years ago. My mother is a nutritionist and specializes in weight-loss. She used to be a bit of a gym bunny back in the day, that’s how she met my father. They had me, then divorced when I was three. My father remarried three times,  my mother twice and I have eleven half-brothers and sisters.”
Kate gasped. “Jesus.”
“Right? Told you it was complicated,” Felicia continued. “Anyway, most of them live in Florida, three moved abroad and one is in prison. I don’t really know the one in prison, he’s been in and out most of his life.” She shrugged. “Two of my half-brothers and one of my half-sisters have kids. The good thing about the complex structure is that I only stay in contact with the ones that I get along with, because it’s not like we all get together for Christmas or Thanksgiving. I mean, we do sometimes, but it’s kind of selective.”
“Imagine that…” Kate laughed. “All the ex-husbands, the ex-wives with the kids and the grandkids… That’d be a lively family gathering, right?”
“Exactly. And so I visit certain family members whenever I want, and I try to stay away during the holidays. I don’t always get out of it, but it tends to work fine that way.”
“And I thought my family was complicated.” Kate took a beat, trying to imagine Felicia’s life, growing up. “Who’s your favorite in the family?”
“That’s easy.” Felicia smiled. “Besides my parents of course, it’s my half-brother Carlos, from my mother’s side. We don’t meet up much, but when we do, it’s always a lot of fun. We’re spending New Year’s Eve together.”
“That’s cool. Did you grow up together?”
“Yeah. He’s a bit younger than me so I moved out by the time he was twelve. He works in Disneyland as a hotel manager.”
“Disneyland?” Kate laughed. “Is that where you’ll be spending New Year?”
“Nah.” Felicia grimaced. “Disneyland is not my thing, so I think we’ll just crash a party in Miami. ”
“Sawadeekaa.” One of the staff members interrupted them as she let herself in after knocking. She greeted them with a generous smile. “Can I make your bed?” she asked, pointing to the two narrow fold-out bunks that were still strapped back against the cabin wall.
“Thank you, that would be nice,” Kate said as they moved over a little so the attendant could reach up and make their beds with the kit she’d brought along in a plastic bag. She topped both mattresses with a cover and placed a pillow on each, before straightening the sheets over the beds and tucking them tightly underneath the mattresses. Then she placed a bottle of water on each pillow and gave them a wave.
“Enjoy the rest of your journey, ladies.”
“Thank you so much,” Felicia called after her. Then she turned to Kate with a mischievous grin. “Top or bottom?” She looked at the two tiny beds that rattled with the rhythmic, repetitive bounce of the train.
“If you mean would I like to sleep underneath you or on top of you, I’m open to either,” Kate said, pulling Felicia on top of her as she fell back onto the bottom bunk.”
Felicia laughed. “Bottom for you it is, then. Although I’m not sure if you’ll be able to sleep with a human on top of you all night.”
“Oh, but we’re not going to sleep,” Kate shot back at her while she tugged at the hem of Felicia’s T-shirt. “I’ve never done anything naughty on a train, remember? We’re going to have lots of fun.”
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 “ O  h God.” Kate gasped, feeling pressure and extreme heat on top of her as she slowly woke up. They’d switched off the air conditioning, despite the warning sign not to, and now she understood why they’d advised against it. The cabin felt like a sauna, and as nice as it was having a naked Felicia on top of her, she could barely breathe. She stroked Felicia’s back softly, waking her up.
Felicia stirred a little, then let out a sigh. “Fuck, I’m steaming alive in here.” Her hands automatically reached for Kate’s hips and traced along her body up to her breasts before she lifted her head. “I’m sorry, it must be way worse for you.”
Kate chuckled. “It is. I need to open a window or I might not make it through the next five minutes.” She stood up when Felicia rolled against the wall and slid the window open, letting in the wind and the noise from the train engine. “Oh, that feels good.” She spread her arms and let the wind blow over her naked body. Felicia kicked off the covers and came up behind her. She downed a bottle of  water, then closed her eyes as the cooling breeze rushed over her skin.
“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to fall asleep on top of you.”
Kate leaned back against her and smiled. “Don’t worry, I was out before you.” She looked out of the window and noticed the landscape had changed from cities and towns to jungle and rice paddies. The air was fresher too, and it smelled of rain and vegetation. They moved away from the window when the train started to slow down, not wanting to flash the locals who were working in the fields. A loud beep sounded through the speakers before the train manager announced that the breakfast bar was closing, and the train would be arriving in Chang Mai soon.
“We better get dressed.” Felicia let go of her waist, searched for her clothes and handed Kate her panties and her bra. “Can you cope without a coffee first thing, princess?”
Kate laughed. “I’ll live. Although we might have to stop on the way to the hotel, I think I’m actually shaking from withdrawal already.”
 FELICIA LOOKED around the resort grounds as they walked towards the open-air lobby, both holding a takeout coffee. The lobby was built on stilts over a big pond. It was hard to tell where the garden ended, and the jungle began. Palm trees, leafy plants and bright flowers were lined along the winding cobbled path that led them to the lobby walk bridge, where they were welcomed by friendly staff who took their bags.
“Good choice of hotel,” she said, once they’d checked in and were following a friendly young woman, to the other side of the lobby, where stone steps spiraled down along  lush terraces into a tropical garden below them. Behind that were working rice paddies in the valley and more jungle growing up a hill. Before the descending steps was a spirit house, adorned with fresh flowers, surrounding the elephant god statue in the middle. Offerings of all kinds, varying from food to flowers and incense were laid out in front of the statue.
“Yeah. I love it, just as I expected.” Kate took a deep breath, cherishing the scent of nature. “I wanted to check it out last time I was here, but it was fully booked. It’s clear why now.” She narrowed her eyes as she walked down the steps. “Wait… is that an elephant?”
Felicia was amazed. “There’s two of them.”
“The elephants are safe,” the woman said, pointing at the two elephants who were lazily grazing from the trees in between the cottages. “You can say hello, they’re friendly. They’re rescue elephants. Husband and wife.” She giggled. “Mr. and Mrs. Chang.”
Once down in the garden, Kate walked up to one of them and held out her hand. The giant beast lowered its trunk to sniff her, then allowed her to stroke it.
“Mr. Chang,” the woman introduced them, patting the elephant.
“He’s beautiful,” Kate said when Felicia joined her. “And so are you.” She turned to Mrs. Chang, who was in a less sociable mood and turned her back to them.
“This way.” The woman walked up front towards one of the twelve traditional Thai cottages in the garden, with pointed roofs, slightly lifted off the ground on short stilts. The entrance on the small veranda opened up into a cozy and tranquil space, where the only enclosed area was the washroom. The room was decorated in off whites mixed with warm shades, varying from deep yellow to a dusky  orange, giving it a luxurious feel. There was a large king-size bed, a lounge area, a sturdy wooden dining table with four chairs and an open closet. The head of the bed was placed against a dividing wall, behind which were a rain shower and a hammered, copper bathtub, big enough for two.
“This is your garden.” She opened the curtains and the glass doors, to reveal a private garden with a small rectangular pool, shaded by big palm trees. A couch and a hand-carved coffee table were placed in the thick grass next to the pool, with fluffy white towels draped over the back. “Would you like breakfast?” she asked, handing Kate and Felicia a menu from the dining table. “We can bring it to you.”
Kate looked at her phone. It was only nine, but her stomach was rumbling. “That would be great, thank you.”
“Do you have time for that?” Felicia took off one of her sandals and dipped a toe into the water.
“Yeah, plenty of time. My meeting isn’t until one.” Kate glanced over the menu. “Can I have a coconut water, a cappuccino and a Thai omelet please? Extra chili on the side.”
“I’ll have the same, please,” Felicia said, putting the menu back on the table. She crossed the lawn and sat down on the couch when they were alone again. “I didn’t expect this. Is this how you always travel?”
“Not like this, no. But there aren’t that many hotels around here and it’s great for research to stay in some amazing places from time to time. I usually book design hotels, it inspires me to do better.” Kate glanced around, admiring the exquisite attention to detail. “Plus, it’s only for a night, although I’m regretting not booking an extra night now.”
“Is this a design hotel?” Felicia asked .
“Not technically, but it is to me.” Kate ran a hand through the curtains. “This is what real integrated design is all about. Look at the attention to detail, it’s breathtaking. Locally handcrafted furniture, hand-dyed fabrics, the colors inspired by the region, 19th century fittings and a hammered copper tub, not to mention lots of fresh flowers and a beautiful garden… I could live here.”
“You’re sexy when you’re all passionate.” Felicia tugged at her dress. “Come on, take this off and get in the pool with me.”

“I HAD A LOOK AT YOUR PORTFOLIO,” Felicia confessed when they were having breakfast by the pool a little later. “It’s impressive. That restaurant you designed in New Orleans that’s about to open… Viet , was it? It looks amazing. Saw you were up for an award too.”
Kate gave her an arrogant smirk. “So… you Googled me?”
Felicia bowed her head in mock embarrassment. “Guilty. I only went on your website to admire that beautiful picture of you. Only once,” she lied. “But once I started going through your projects, I couldn’t stop. You’re really good, Kate.”
“Thanks.” Kate grinned. “Since you’ve been so honest, I have to confess I’ve been drooling over your agency profile too. The swimwear pictures are my favorite.”
“Nooo...” Felicia grimaced. “Oh God, I hate those, but it’s not like I had a choice. I wouldn’t get any bookings without them.”
“Well, I can see why you have so much work.” Kate took a sip of her coffee, feeling happy and relaxed. “This is nice, I  feel like I’m on vacation.” She was intensely aware of how relaxed and happy she was.
“Me too. I’ve always wanted to see the north of Thailand. I might do some exploring today. Are you prepared for your meeting?”
“Excuse me?” Kate arched a brow. “Honey, I’m always prepared.” In reality, there wasn’t much to prepare. She was here to see the first samples of the tables and chairs they’d made, and she wanted to make sure they’d have them ready in time if she approved them. Then it dawned on her that she didn’t really want to spend time apart from Felicia.
“You could come with me if you want?” she suggested. “Please, by all means stay here and chill out, or venture into the jungle if you want to, but I really wouldn’t mind if you tagged along. It’s actually quite interesting, and it’s all very informal. They’re picking me up and we could ask their driver to drop us off in town afterwards, or anywhere else you’d like to go.”
“Are you sure?” Felicia thought about it for a moment. “I don’t want to get in your way if you’re…”
“Oh no, it’s not like that.” Kate waved Felicia’s concerns away. “I’m just checking on the production. It’s more like a big workshop than a factory, and I’d love your company.”
“Okay.” Felicia took a sip of her cappuccino. “Sure. I wouldn’t mind seeing you in work mode, I have a feeling it’s going to be hot.”
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 “ W  elcome, Miss Simmons.” Aue, the factory manager, placed the palms of his hands together in front of his chest and bowed. Kate and Felicia did the same, mimicking his greeting.
“Hi Aue. This is my friend Felicia.”
“Nice to meet you, Miss Felicia,” he said, leading the way into a big building where the workshop was. “Welcome to Chiang Mai. How are you finding it here?”
“It’s beautiful.” Felicia took in the spacious sample hall where woodworkers were crafting individual pieces for clients to approve. They all had their own space with a workbench, a tool cupboard and a little fridge. “And you have an impressive factory.”
“Thank you, we have the most skilled workers in the province here so we do our best to keep them happy.” He turned to Kate. “I’ll show you the samples first and then we can have a coffee and go over the timeline. Are you happy with that?”
“That sounds good.” Kate and Felicia followed him to the  left side of the big hall, where a member of staff was standing next to two big, round tables, two benches and four chairs, all made out of the same faded recycled wood with only a slight variety in the coloring. One of the chairs leaned more towards the blue, the others had a green undertone. They greeted the man, who was nervously waiting for them to view his work.
“This is Tong, he’s going to oversee quality control for your order,” Aue said.
“Excellent.” Kate ran a hand over the table, then inspected the bench. She sat down on it and wiggled a little to check if it was stable. Then she moved two of the chairs under the other table and sat down on one of them, resting her elbows on the table. Felicia sat down on the other chair. “How does it feel?” she asked.
“What do you mean?” Felicia frowned. “It feels right, I suppose. Not too low, not too high. It’s comfortable.”
“Great. That’s great.” Kate studied the color, the edges and the nails. “Is this the biggest color difference we’re going to get?” she asked Tong.
“Yes. We can guarantee that the color won’t be any brighter than these shades. We’re working with two batches of recycled wood. One is from a green batch and one from a blue batch, so we’ll keep the colors separate and fade them as much as we can.”
“That’s good.” Kate nodded and took a couple of pictures on her phone. “I don’t mind the color difference as long as you don’t mix them.”
“What are the benches for?” Felicia asked.
“They’re for the waiting area by the entrance, and we’re having one in each restroom.” Kate tapped a bench. “I’ve ordered two extra just in case we need more. We can always use them for the staff dressing rooms. ”
“They’re very nice.” Felicia took another look at the furniture. “All of them.”
“Compliments to Tong here, and to Aue for his fantastic factory.” Kate gave the two men a nod. “Looks like we’re good to go with the production.” She produced a pile of paperwork from her bag. “This is for you to sign, to assure us you won’t show these to competitors. Lek hired me to design unique pieces, and needless to say, she doesn’t want other restaurants to have the same furniture.” She kept her smile, but her tone was all business.
“Of course.” Aue took the paperwork from her and beckoned them to follow him. “I’ll have my assistant bring over our contracts and some coffees. Or do you prefer tea, or a soft drink?”
“Coffee would be great, thanks.” Kate turned to Felicia. “Please join us. It will only take twenty minutes, tops.”
“Okay, in that case, I’ll have a coffee too, please.”

“WATERFALL,” the factory driver said, smiling as he handed them both a bottle of water. “I wait here two hours, you go swim.”
“Okay, thank you so much. Two hours, we’ll be here.” Kate pulled Felicia along in the direction he pointed at. There was a narrow path leading through thick jungle, but there were no signs. “I don’t think we’re wearing the right shoes for this,” she joked, looking down at their sandals.
“Yeah, Aue did say it was a little off the beaten track, but it’s neat to go to a place the locals recommend instead of the busy touristy ones. I’m happy for my feet to suffer for the cause.” Felicia tightened her grip on Kate’s hand as they walked up a steep hill, surrounded by lush greenery and the sound of tropical birds .
“Me too. It’s stunning here.” Kate stopped for a moment to catch her breath.
“You okay? Want me to carry you?” Felicia shot her a teasing grin.
“Stop showing off. Not everyone’s a gym bunny like you.” Kate laughed. “Although I might have to take you up on your offer if this hike goes on for much longer.”
“You won’t have to, I think we’re close.” Felicia pointed to a patch of mist in between the trees. She could feel the air getting more humid and a little cooler as they climbed the last part of the path. There was an old man smoking a cigarette on a plastic chair in front of a small house on top of the hill. They smiled at him, and he gave them a toothless grin back, pointing at another path winding past his house as he said something in Thai. After another five minutes, they reached the edge of the hill. The view was spectacular from up here, and they sat down to take it all in. Another steep path led down along a wild waterfall that tumbled fast at first but was broken up by the rocky outcrops, creating several smaller waterfalls in a half circle. Mist rose up, bathing the treetops in a white haze. Deep down below was a perfect little oasis, with the water falling down on one side into a deep blue-green pool, from where a gentle, shallow stream rolled further on the other side, along green banks with behind them, more jungle. They both fell quiet at the wondrous sight.
“Do you want to go for a swim?” Kate asked, locking her eyes with Felicia’s. “I think we can skinny dip, I can’t see anyone.”
Felicia’s lips pulled into a smile as she slid a hand around Kate’s shoulders. “I didn’t take you for a skinny-dipper, Kate. All prim and proper, organized, never a hair out of place… ”
“There are a lot of things you don’t know about me.” Kate winked and walked ahead down to the water’s edge, inspecting the depth and the current. When Felicia caught up with her, she took off her dress and her lingerie and dived into the cool water.

Wow. Felicia watched her resurface from the turquoise depths, too stunned at the sight of a naked Kate in the beautiful setting around her.
“Come on, the water feels great.” Kate swam over to the shallower part where she could reach the bottom and shook out her hair.
“I’m coming. Just wait a moment.” Felicia took her phone out of her pocket and snapped a picture of Kate, who smiled into the camera. She needed to remember this moment because it felt so surreal that it might as well have been a dream. It simply couldn’t have been more perfect if she’d created it from her own fantasies. Then she removed her clothes, freed her hair from the tight ponytail and dived in too. She swam towards Kate, who was staring at her, equally mesmerized.
“Kiss me,” Kate whispered when Felicia reached her, wrapping her arms around her neck. Felicia gasped at the feeling of Kate’s naked body against hers. The intensity of the sensation surpassed anything she’d ever felt before with other women. It surpassed anything she thought possible, even. It wasn’t the idyllic setting, or the excitement of being naked in the midst of nature. It was just Kate, and she was starting to realize that now. She brought her mouth close to Kate’s and smiled.
“You’re so fucking perfect.” Their lips brushed as the water flowed past them gently, the wild noise of the waterfall crashing in the background. They fell into a passionate kiss, moaning, groping, desire coursing through them .
“So are you,” Kate mumbled against Felicia’s mouth. “You’re gorgeous, seductive, highly addictive and I’ve got a feeling you might be dangerous too. I don’t think it’s healthy for my heart to be pounding so hard.”
Felicia laughed. “Let me feel that heart of yours.” She put her hands on Kate’s breasts and rubbed her thumbs over her hard nipples. “I don’t remember what side the heart is on,” she joked. “Do you?”
“No, I don’t think I remember either. Best to check both sides just in case.” Kate moaned at the touch and closed her eyes when Felicia lifted her up and replaced her hands with her mouth. She wrapped her legs around Felicia’s waist, arched her back and let her head fall back in the water. When she opened her eyes again, she realized she’d never seen anything so beautiful as Felicia, naked in front of the waterfall.



30
CHIANG MAI, THAILAND

 T  he nights in Chiang Mai were cooler than in Bangkok, and Kate and Felicia were enjoying the gentle breeze as they sat on the terrace of the open restaurant that looked over the rice paddies below them and the hills beyond. Mist had settled over the valley, only the tallest trees sticking out from the thick white blanket that transformed the land into a dreamscape before them. The lower grounds were only dimly lit by the white and golden lanterns along the path leading to the cabins, and now and then they caught a glimpse of the two elephants who were resting now. The candlelight and the big, round mandalas with floating flowers brought a surreal touch to the quiet surroundings and they spoke almost in a whisper as they sipped their drinks. Felicia had been amused when Kate had taken charge of the bar and showed the staff how to make a proper martini, unimpressed with their first attempt. She’d insisted Felicia should try one too, and so here she was, drinking her first martini.
“I like it,” she said. “I wouldn’t know the difference  between a good and a bad one, but it’s a lot nicer than I expected.”
“I can’t believe you’ve never had one.” Kate shot her a grin. “That’s just wrong.”
“Cool it, cuteness. I bet there are a lot of things you haven’t tried.”
Kate thought about that, then shook her head. “No, I think I’ve tried just about everything by now. Especially after those bugs we ate at the market tonight.”
“I didn’t think you’d take me up on the challenge.” Felicia laughed. She’d dared Kate to try the deep-fried ants they sold at the night market they’d visited after their swim and Kate had eaten a whole spoonful while Felicia had only been able to force down three.
“What can I say? I like a challenge.”
Felicia studied her, wondering if she was one of Kate’s challenges. But then again, she’d taken Kate up as a challenge herself, so she couldn’t blame her if that was the case. So now what?

“I really want to see you again,” she said out of nowhere.
Kate smiled. “I want to see you again too.” She’d stopped fighting the deeply ingrained habit of playing it cool because the truth was, Felicia was on her mind every waking moment, and not seeing her just wasn’t an option anymore. “So, next time…” Kate looked down at her feet, at a loss for what people said in situations like these. This dating thing was definitely one of her weaknesses. “You’re going to be busy with the launch, aren’t you?”
“Yeah, I will be. But not until January.” Felicia was out of her comfort zone too. Now that she was almost done with her work in Thailand, they would have to actively travel to meet up somewhere. And doing that meant that whatever their relationship was at the moment, it would be taken to a  new level. That thought scared her, but not enough to stop herself from blurting out the absurd idea that came to her out of nowhere. “If you’re free over Christmas…” She hesitated. “I’m going to Koh Chang on the twenty-third. You’re welcome to come with me, if you haven’t got any other plans.”
“Are you not spending Christmas with your family?” Kate frowned.
“No. I’ll see them when I get back, and my family is so big that they probably won’t even notice I’m not there.” She grinned. “I need to recharge before my launch, and spending time with them is exhausting. They’re nice, don’t get me wrong,” she quickly added. “But you know… seventeen people together, including five kids, it’s chaos.”
Kate’s heart did a little jump and she felt all warm inside at the thought of spending Christmas together, especially if Christmas involved Felicia in a bikini. It was a little personal, spending the holidays together, but why not? They weren’t going to meet each other’s families or exchange soppy presents. She had a bit of free time for once and besides, they’d be on a beautiful island, having fun. It was nothing official, just another amazing hook-up.
“I’d love to come,” she said, trailing her fingers up and down Felicia’s arm over the table. “It sounds great. Sun, sea, beach, you…”
“Really?” Felicia tried to stop the grin on her face from spreading but failed.
“Yeah.” Kate leaned in closer and finished her drink. “I was going to spend Christmas with Kristine and Hannah but I’m sure they won’t mind if I bail out.”
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 W 
hat’s that noise? Kate sat up in bed. The low growling seemed to come from outside, and she laughed when she saw Felicia doing press-ups on the lawn. She was clearly nearing her last few, giving it all she had. Nice view. She smiled when she saw there was a coffee on the nightstand beside her. She inhaled deeply, before taking a sip. Great coffee too. The view of Felicia exercising in a bikini woke her right up. Her arms looked incredibly toned and muscular as she pressed herself up one last time, then fell down into the grass. She panted, taking a moment before she turned on her back and started doing crunches. Kate crossed her legs and settled down to enjoy the view, admiring Felicia’s clearly outlined abs. Wow. Just wow. Felicia stopped halfway through a crunch, turned her way and blew her a kiss.
“Morning beautiful.”
“Hey,” was all Kate could manage to say, a little tongue-tied from the inspiring sight before her. She took another sip of her coffee when Felicia continued, then jumped out of  bed and put on her bikini that was still wet from their midnight swim.
The pool water was cool when she dipped a toe in, and she sat down on the edge with her feet in the water, adjusting to the temperature while she watched Felicia finish her exercises. She noted that the restless, but oh so delightful, feeling in the pit of her stomach had been a permanent fixture since they’d been reunited. Even taking into account the gorgeous surroundings and the beautiful hotel she was staying at, it wouldn’t have been nearly as much fun without Felicia here. She was just one of those people who was easy and exciting to be around. She also noted that she hadn’t looked at her phone yet, which was highly unusual for her. Kate always started her day with answering emails over her first coffee, but she hadn’t thought of work for a minute yet, too distracted by the view. The sun coming up told her it wasn’t even seven yet, and she wondered how long Felicia had been out here, challenging her body.
“One hundred!” Felicia grunted, after counting in a low mumble. She let out a deep sigh as she stood up, walked over to Kate and sat down next to her, still breathing fast.
“You’re a beast,” Kate said with a grin before kissing her. She tasted of coffee and coconut water, and Kate moaned when Felicia lay a hand on her cheek, deepening the kiss. As always, kissing Felicia made her forget about everything else around her, but she was highly aware of the tender touch that made her skin tingle. “A very sexy beast.”
Felicia smiled, her hand still on Kate’s cheek.
“Got to keep up with the workout. And there’s nothing better than exercising in the fresh mountain air while the sun comes up.” She winked. “I’m not going to deny that wanting to impress you is highly motivating too. ”
Kate laughed as she lowered herself in the water and waited for Felicia to join her. When they were face to face in the pool, she wrapped her arms and legs around Felicia, whose hands immediately moved to her ass.
“You’ve impressed me alright. I don’t even think I could do twenty crunches, let alone a hundred.” Her body pressed against Felicia’s hard stomach made her quiver with arousal, and she pulled her in tighter, savoring the wonderful feeling of her warm body in the cool water. She wasn’t normally this clingy, this needy for physical contact, but with Felicia around, well, she was. Kate had tried to analyze the ‘whys’ and the ‘hows’ of that, but in the end, she wasn’t naïve, and she knew very well that Kristine had been right. She’d developed a huge crush on Felicia. It was growing, spreading like a virus and quite frankly, that scared her a little.
“There’s really not much to it, just a little determination, that’s all. I need it though. My body is so used to exercise after twelve years of working out that I’d go crazy without it.”
“Can’t say I mind.” Kate gave Felicia’s biceps a squeeze. “So, any plans for the coming weeks apart from Christmas?”
“I’ll be busy prepping for the launch. Writing press releases, managing social media, approaching key opinion leaders, stuff like that. And I’ve just signed a three-month contract for an office space, I’ll be moving in right after Christmas. Not that there’s much to move,” she added. “All I need is my laptop and my Wacom.”
“Congratulations, so you have an office now?”
“Yeah, it’s a studio in the Wynwood Art District in Miami. I’ll be sharing it with two other graphic designers. I could work from home, but I find it hard to concentrate  there. The studio was cheap, the neighborhood is really cool, and so it made sense.”
“I like Wynwood,” Kate said.
“You’ve been there?”
“I have, an art dealer took me there a couple of times to source pieces for private clients. There are some really great artists housed there and I like the vibe. Last time I went, I visited a temporary exhibition by Riviera Clairmonte. Have you heard of her? She’s a London based American artist.”
“Sure, at The Pulse Gallery? I went to see it too.” Felicia was surprised how much they had in common. “I love her work.”
“Me too.” Kate smiled. “I’ll have to come and visit you in Wynwood, then.”
“I’ll hold you to that. So, what are you doing in the coming weeks?”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Work. Lots of work.” She wrapped her arms tighter around Felicia. “I’m going to California to meet up with a private client there and I’ll be spending a week on site at Viet when I’m back in New Orleans. After that, the office is closed for two full weeks over the holidays. I don’t want my staff to walk out because they’re overworked so I decided to give them a little longer this year, since it’s been so busy, and they’ve been doing a lot of overtime. Hannah is coming in to help me for a day though, so I’m really grateful. Then, Christmas with you, New Year’s at Kristine and Hannah’s and I’ll probably be back in the office late on the first of January too, because I won’t be able to relax anyway.”
“Jesus, you’re such a workaholic.” Felicia moved to the edge of the pool and pressed Kate against it. Her smile faded, and her expression went soft as she strummed her fingers over Kate’s thighs. “I’ve had a really good time,” she  said softly. “Thank you for letting me come with you. It’s been incredible.”
“Yes, it’s been really, really great.” Kate roamed her hands over Felicia’s back and sighed. “I have to leave soon,” she said reluctantly. “How are you getting back?”
“I’ve just booked another night here and then I’m flying back to Bangkok tomorrow.” Felicia shrugged. “It won’t be as much fun without you but I’m going to explore the city today and visit some temples tomorrow morning before I leave, so you’re be missing out.”
Kate kissed her neck and her jawline to the corner of her mouth. “I’ll be missing out on a lot of things, your body for one.” She loved how her skin felt against Felicia’s, how her hair felt when she ran her fingers through it. She loved her scent, and the way she looked at her, and the way she responded to her touch. And that smile… It made her swoon every time.
Felicia laughed. “Is that your way of saying you’re going to miss me?”
“I said no such thing. I said I was going to miss your body.” Kate rolled her eyes and shot her a grin. “Okay, I’ll admit, I might miss you a little bit.”
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 O  nce again, Felicia was left behind and the minute Kate had left, a sense of emptiness had settled in her core, and she didn’t like it one bit. It was as if every time Kate left, she took a little piece of her with her. And that piece was essential to Felicia’s wellbeing. It was strange. She normally liked being alone and she loved exploring new places, but today, she felt flat and even a little somber. The fact that she needed Kate worried her. Is that what it is? Do I need her? Despite the dip in her mood, she showered and got dressed into a pair of denim shorts and a black tank top, and packed a bag with water, sunscreen and mosquito repellent. This is bullshit. Today is going to be a great day . She forced herself to smile and greeted the cleaning lady on her way out. Closing the door behind her, she changed her mind and ran back in, where the cleaner was already busy stripping the bed.
“Please leave it,” she said, helping her put the pillows back in the cases. “No need to change the bed today, it’s fine.” She then pointed to the fabric freshener on her trolley. “No products either, just leave it. ”
The cleaner shot her a quizzical look, then nodded and moved her trolley towards the table to remove the empty coffee cups and wine glasses. “This okay?” she asked.
“Yeah, you can do everything else.” Felicia reached into her pocket and handed her a tip. “Thank you.” She knew it was silly wanting to keep the bedsheets with Kate’s scent, but she wasn’t ready to completely let go of her just yet.
 INSTEAD OF HAILING A TAXI, she opted to walk into town. It was a good forty-five-minute walk along the hilly roads, but she was hoping the exercise might put her in a better mood. At least she’d see Kate over Christmas, and that thought gave her some consolation. But Kate wasn’t the dating kind, and she probably never would be. Not that she was any different herself. Or was she? Lately, she’d been fantasizing about a lot more than just Kate’s body. She’d even imagined them together in Miami or in New Orleans, doing mundane things like grocery shopping together, or walking the dog that neither of them had. Did she want to be in a relationship? Was she ready to give up her cherished freedom? And did any of that even matter if Kate wasn’t on the same page? She picked up her pace and put in her headphones but even the blasting music wasn’t enough to stop her from overthinking their amazing and simple no-strings relationship, which was turning out not to be so simple after all.
 THE ROAD GOT BUSIER and the vegetation less dense as she passed the first restaurant and a row of small shops selling local handicrafts. Apart from the main roads, the network of narrow streets in the old town was mostly free of traffic and lined with cute coffee shops, clothing shops, guest houses  and graffiti-covered walls. It seemed like a creative place, where even the smoothies they sold on the roadside stalls looked like little artworks, with floral fruit-carvings on sticks adding to the vibrant color of the drinks. She bought herself a mango-strawberry smoothie and wandered aimlessly, admiring the temples and the countless shrines. It was a beautiful day, and the colors of the city against the blue sky made for vibrant photos.
“You want hand reading?” A teenage girl asked her as she passed through a residential street.
“No thank you, I’m good.” Felicia gave her a smile and walked on, but the girl didn’t give up. “My grandmother is very good. You will like it, I promise.” She followed Felicia down the road. “She’s the best in Chiang Mai. And not expensive.”
Felicia stopped and sighed, then turned around. She’d never been to a hand reader or a psychic before. Not because she dismissed it, but she was convinced that the vast majority of them were scammers, she’d seen her fair share of them in every tourist destination she’d been to. The girl that was staring up at her now with a big smile couldn’t have been older than fourteen. Maybe they need the money.

“Okay,” she finally said. She didn’t really have a plan for today anyway and right now, sitting down somewhere shaded didn’t seem like a bad idea. “But I don’t want her to tell me when I’m going to die or creepy stuff like that.”
“She won’t, it doesn’t work like that.” The girl beckoned her to follow her back to the gates where they met.
“Your English is very good,” Felicia said. “How old are you?”
“Thank you. I’m thirteen. I learned in school and from movies. Because I have to translate for my grandma on weekends when I’m home.” She opened the cast-iron gate  that surrounded the garden and closed it behind them, leading Felicia to a small one-storey house. There were several old cars parked on the lawn and chickens running around everywhere. Two goats were sleeping in the shade under a tree. She took off her shoes, entered the house and greeted the old lady who was sitting on a plastic chair behind a table in the dark front room that only had a fridge and a TV in it. On the walls were several framed pictures of the former Thai king.
“Please sit down,” the girl said. “Would you like tea?”
“Yes please.” Felicia was feeling way too hot for tea, but she wasn’t sure if it was impolite to turn the offer down. The old lady looked at her intensely. Her face was deeply lined and she had thin, white hair. Her fragile hand was surprisingly strong as she reached for Felicia’s hand over the table and turned her palm upwards. Her fingernails were clipped short, apart from one very long one that she used to trace the lines in her hand with. It tickled, and Felicia had trouble keeping her hand still. The girl put a cup of tea in front of Felicia and sat down next to her grandmother, translating what she was telling her.
“You have been giving good to people,” she said. “And you will receive good in return. You travel much but you will be steady.” She giggled and blushed a little. “Mem says you will have money soon so you can give her big tip today.”
Felicia laughed and took a sip of her tea. “I bet she says that to everyone.”
The girl ignored her comment and listened to her grandmother instead, then started translating again.
“Two male energies will change your life.” Felicia tried to keep a straight face. The lady wasn’t aware that she was gay and she’d probably never guess by looking at her. “One will bring you success and one will bring you joy.” The old  lady closed her eyes for a moment and continued whispering to her granddaughter.
“Jasper,” the girl said.
Felicia thought long and hard, trying to remember if she’d ever met anyone by that name. “I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t know a Jasper.” By now, she was convinced it was a scam. But it was an interesting experience, and she was kind of enjoying herself. “What about the other male energy?”
“Something with a B. Mem is not sure because he’s not big in your past and in your future but he will bring you success.”
“Okay.” Felicia nodded and pretended to be engaged. So far, it was all very vague.
“One female energy will also change your life.” Felicia’s heart did a little jump at that, although she was pretty sure it was wishful thinking. She watched the lady draw two ‘Y’ shapes next to each other on a notepad. “But only if you choose the right path.” The girl pointed to both the ends of the ‘Ys’ that touched each other. “You have only two choices. Other female energy also has two choices and you need to choose the right ones, so you come together. Every choice leads to another path until you know where you’re going.”
“And does this female energy have a name?” Felicia asked, her attention suddenly spiked.
“Mem knows but she says you already know too. She’s not going to tell you because you have to believe first. She says you will witness a small miracle and then you will know she’s right.”
“And will your Mem tell me the name if I give her an even bigger tip?”
Both the girl and her grandmother laughed now. “No, she says you have to believe. It’s more important than money. But you can still give her big tip. ”
“Sure.” Felicia sat back, amused, finishing her tea. She waited for the lady to continue and raised a brow when she let go of her hand instead. “Wait… Are we done already?”
The girl nodded. “Yes, this is all you need to know. Otherwise you will lose focus.”
“Okay, I’ll keep that in mind.” Felicia stood up, folded her hands in front of her and bowed. “Thank you very much. How much do I owe you?”
“Five-hundred Baht,” the girl said. “And you give tip too.”
Felicia reached for the notes in her back pocket and handed the girl eight hundred. It was a ridiculous amount by Thai standards, but if it paid for the girl’s school money or for the rent, it didn’t matter. “Here you go. Thank you again for the reading and for the tea.”
The girl smiled as she handed her grandmother the money, then sprinted ahead of Felicia to let her out of the garden. As soon as she walked away, she heard the girl address two other tourists.
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 F 
ocus Kate, you’ve got work to do. The three-hundred and ten emails in front of her all seemed to blur into one as she heard Hannah tapping away in the background. The office had only been closed for two days and her inbox was already overflowing. They’d divided the work over coffee and beignets and Kate had insisted on taking care of the majority, being the control freak that she was. She was so not in control, though. She found it almost impossible to concentrate, as her mind kept wandering towards thoughts of Felicia and the prospect of seeing her again soon.
“Damn it.”
“You okay there?” Hannah looked up from her laptop.
“Yeah, I’m fine. The system keeps crashing,” Kate lied.
“Hmm, it’s working fine over here.” Hannah shot her a grin. “Want to swap places? Or is there something you need to talk about?”
“No, I’m good.”
“Are you sure? Kristine told me you’ll be spending  Christmas in Thailand instead of with us and I think I have a good idea why. Can’t blame you for being distracted.”
Kate sighed. “You’re right. I’m terribly distracted. My brain feels fried and I can’t seem to focus on anything. On top of that, I never should have taken on the Calston house, we don’t have enough staff to deal with it.” She sat back and rubbed her temples. “I’m sorry I bailed out on Christmas by the way.” Hannah looked amused as she walked over to Kate and put a hand on her shoulder.
“Don’t be, we’re super happy for you. And don’t worry about the volume of work either, I’ve got this.” She gave Kate’s shoulder a squeeze. “I know we divided the clients this morning, but I took the liberty of going through the emails anyway, and I can tell you that only about thirty of them are urgent.”
Kate looked up at Hannah and let out a sigh of relief. “Really?”
“Yeah, really. Nobody expects an immediate reply this time of year. The only ones we need to take care of are the factory emails and a couple of invoices.” She walked over to her desk, got her laptop and sat down next to Kate. “Let me help you.”
“Thanks.” Kate relaxed a little. “You’re an angel.”
Hannah laughed. “I’m not. I’m just not as restless as you because I’ve got the love of my life waiting for me at home. The love of your life, however, is still partying in Bangkok and that’s why you’re stressing out,” she teased. “Because you haven’t told her you’re in love with her yet.”
“She’s not the love of…”
“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Hannah opened one of the urgent emails and pointed at the screen. “We need the go-ahead on five-hundred cocktail glasses for Viet . Here’s a  picture. They couldn’t get the physical samples here in time, but it looks good to me.”
Kate nodded obediently. “They look okay, let’s do it.” She watched Hannah tap in a quick reply, and nodded at the next email, letting her know she agreed on the budget for eighty square feet of French bistro tiles.
 AFTER EIGHT HOURS they finally called it a day, and Kate was able to relax a little. She rolled her shoulders as she stood up.
“Thank you for helping me out, Hannah. I’m not sure what I would have done without you.” She shot Hannah a grin. “I think I like this way of working, you’re really efficient. Can we please do this every day?”
“I’m not that efficient.” Hannah nudged her. “Your brain is just clouded by all these big feelings you’re experiencing and…”
“Shut up already.” Kate walked to the kitchen, took two beers out of the fridge and handed one to Hannah.
“So, are you going to tell her you’re crazy about her?” Hannah asked, ignoring Kate’s resistance. Kate opened the bottle and took a long drink as she sat down on top of her desk.
“I… I don’t know what to do.” She shook her head. “I always know what to do but right now, I’m all over the place. I’m excited and nervous and... I’m scared, I think.”
Hannah sat down next to her. “You’ll figure it out. Just be honest with her, though, will you? Tell her you’re scared and that you want to take it slow. But don’t shut her out, because this is a big deal.”
“Yeah.” Kate picked at the label on her bottle. She couldn’t wait to see Felicia again, but she was also apprehensive  about it. She was knowingly putting herself in a position where she was allowing her feelings for Felicia to grow, yet she couldn’t stop herself, and she wasn’t all too happy about her apparent lack of self-control in such a risky situation.
“Hey Kate?” Hannah asked after a long silence. “Since we’re sharing and all… I need your advice.”
“Hmm?” Kate woke up from her thoughts and frowned. “Since when do you need my advice, wise girl?”
“Since I want to propose to Kristine.”
Kate almost choked on her beer. “Fuck, Hannah. Really? That’s fantastic. Do you have a ring yet? A plan? It’s not like you have to worry that she’ll say no. Or is that what you’re worried about?”
“Not really.” Hannah’s face pulled into a huge smile. “I’ve got a feeling she’ll say yes, but I need to find a ring first. I know Kristine likes all things vintage, and I want to find her a unique ring that she’ll really love. I was thinking maybe you could come with me? You might know some places around here where they sell antique jewelry?” She shot Kate a begging look. “I totally understand if it’s not your thing, but I’d be really grateful for your help.”
“Are you shitting me?” Kate stood up and gave her a long hug. “Of course I’ll come with you. Oh my God, this is so exciting, Hannah. When did you decide to do this?”
“A while ago.” Hannah rubbed Kate’s shoulder, a little surprised at the euphoric reaction. “I’ve been talking to Ben, my father. He’s going to take a DNA test, so I can apply for American citizenship. My parents weren’t married when I was born, and he was never registered as my biological father at birth, so it’s quite a complex process, but it’s doable. ”
“You’re going to become an American citizen?” Kate looked even more astonished now.
“I’m actually going to apply for dual citizenship,” Hannah clarified. “He’s helping me out, so I won’t have to worry about my future here. I was surprised he even came up with the suggestion, considering he’s in politics. It might ruin his reputation as a family man if his constituents find out he fathered a child out of wedlock when he was sixteen, but he doesn’t seem too concerned with what people might think of him.” She paused and took a sip of her beer. “I want Kristine to know she doesn’t need to worry about anything before we take a step as big as this one.”
“But you know I’d never let you go, right?” Kate looked at her in disbelief. “You’ll always have a job here.”
“I know, and I love you for that.” Hannah shot her a grateful smile. “But I’d like to sort this out before I pop the question.”
“Okay, I get that.” Kate held up her beer bottle in a toast. “Well, here’s to you and Kristine. And let’s go shopping for a ring soon. I can’t wait to see you two walking down the aisle together.”



34
BANGKOK, THAILAND

 “ I  t was a pleasure working with you.” Felicia shook the designer’s hand on her way out of the swanky office in Bangkok. “Until next time,” she lied. Outside, she let out a sigh of relief and stood by the road for a moment, turning her head up towards the sun. Freedom.

“Ready to celebrate the weekend?” Nung came walking up to her with a sports bag over her shoulder.
“Definitely.” Felicia picked up her own bag and started walking along with Nung.
“Gym or happy hour?”
“Happy hour,” Nung said without hesitation. “I’ve just been to the gym and it’s Friday night.” She curiously glanced at Felicia’s bag.
“What’s in there?”
“Oh, nothing, just some stuff I use for fittings.” She grinned. “Although I won’t be needing it anymore. I had my last fitting today.”
“So you’re done? Good for you.” Nung led the way through a restaurant—in through the entrance and out through the kitchen—into an alleyway that led to a bigger  road. After that, they walked through an apartment complex and finally, a flower shop. Nung did it a lot and Felicia always tried to remember her shortcuts, but they were terribly confusing.
“Do you even know her?” she asked, referring to the florist, who looked a little surprised to see them passing through her shop and disappear again through her back door, even though she greeted them back.
“No.” Nung shot her a cheeky grin. “But back doors here are always open and I don’t want to waste another twenty minutes walking. It’s Friday, I’ve worked really hard all week and busted my ass at the gym for the past hour. Besides that, Sonic is at a conference out of town, so I’ve got the evening to myself and I plan to make the most of it.” She pumped her fist before shooting up five flights of stairs. Felicia rushed after her, almost out of breath after the cross-city marathon and let herself fall down on one of the couches on the roof of the old building that housed a bank and several offices. She looked around, pleasantly surprised by this hidden gem. Nung knew all the gems in the city. The seating area with vintage couches and tables made out of fruit crates was sheltered by a straw roof. A DJ was playing tunes behind the bar, where big jugs of cocktails were constantly re-filled to keep up with the demand of the thirsty early birds.
“My treat tonight,” Nung said, handing one of the staff members a large note. “Bottomless happy hour with great margaritas. It might be the last time I see you in a while so I thought I should take you out.”
“That’s really sweet of you.” Felicia took the jug of margarita, and the two plastic cups the staff member had handed her, and poured them each one. “I’m going to miss you, Nung. But I’ll be back and forth here twice a year for  my factory visits, so it’s not like I’ll never see you again. And you’re always welcome to stay with me in Miami. With Sonic of course,” she added.
Nung’s face lit up at the mention of her girlfriend’s name. “Thanks. I think we’ll take you up on that, Sonic loves the US.” She took a sip of her drink, whooping with approval at how strong it was. “Are you going home for Christmas?”
“No, I’m going to Koh Chang.” Felicia hid behind her cup as her lips pulled into a smile. “With Kate.”
“You are? So, it’s getting serious?”
“No, it’s not serious. Just good timing, we’re both free.”
“Yeah, right. You are so into her,” Nung teased. “Look at your face.” She playfully hit her fist against Felicia’s arm and Felicia flinched. Nung was really strong for a tiny person.
“What about my face?”
Nung rolled her eyes. “You look… what is it you Americans call it? Giddy?”
“I am not giddy. Just looking forward to my vacation, that’s all.”
“Uhuh.” Nung leaned back, looking smug. “I haven’t seen you check out a single woman yet. Taking inventory is usually the first thing you do.”
“That doesn’t mean anything. I just don’t feel like it today.” Felicia downed her drink and poured herself another one. It was already going to her head, but she needed a little distraction from her thoughts. Deep down, she knew Nung was right. She was falling for Kate. She’d never expected to meet someone so captivating and the more she got to know Kate, the more she wanted her. Usually it was the other way around. “But yes, I do really like her,” she finally admitted. “I think about her all the time. ”
“Then I assume you’ll want to be exclusive?”
“Exclusive?” Felicia repeated the word as if the concept was alien to her, but she couldn’t deny that the thought hadn’t crossed her mind.
“Yes Felicia, exclusive. You heard me just fine. You need to pin her down, or she’ll be gone before you know it.”
“Hmm…” Felicia felt a cold wave of fear at the thought of Kate moving on. She was technically aware it might happen, but Nung voicing the possibility out loud wasn’t what she wanted to hear. “Okay.” She kicked off her shoes and propped a foot underneath her, turning to Nung. “I think I might be able to be exclusive but I’m not sure how Kate will react to the idea. I think she might be a worse player than me.”
Nung stared at her in disbelief. “Jesus. Worse than you? Where did you find her?”
Felicia laughed. “Right place at the right time, pure luck. Or maybe she’s my worst nightmare, I’m yet to find out.”
Nung held up her cup. “Well, knowing you, she’s been pretty lucky to meet you too, so try to make her see that, okay?” She moved over to make space for two ladyboys who arrived and greeted them in Thai.
“Do you mind if they join us?” she asked Felicia. “They’re friends of Sonic.”
“No, of course not.” Felicia shot them a smile. “You both look amazing.” The identical twins were wearing glamorous, sparkly evening gowns and their hair was beautifully styled. One had bleached blonde hair, and the other bright red, matching their eyebrows and their respective dresses.
“Thank you,” they both shrieked simultaneously.
“Felicia, this is Dang and this is Khaw,” Nung introduced them. “It means red and white in Thai.”
“Nice to meet you.” Felicia shook their perfectly  manicured hands, a little surprised at how fine their bone structure was. They were beautiful, and even their voices sounded feminine. “Big plans for tonight?”
“We’re competing in a beauty pageant,” Dang said, before ordering a jug of margarita for herself and her sibling.
“It’s a big event downtown,” Khaw added. “You should come.”
Nung looked at Felicia. “Yeah, we should. Have you ever been to a kathoey show before? It’s really good fun.”
“No, I can’t say I have but it sounds like fun.” Felicia shrugged. “Sure, I’m in if you’re up for it.” Then a thought struck her as she glanced down at her bag. “Hey, I’ve got some stuff here that I don’t need anymore. Maybe you girls would like to have it?” She zipped open her bag and took out a bunch of silicone bra fillers that she used when fitting cup-sized sports bras.
“Chicken fillets,” Dang shrieked, inspecting them. “These are expensive ones, very good quality.” She squeezed them one by one, then handed Khaw two of them to stick in the sides of her bra, creating more cleavage.
“They’re very nice. Are you sure?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. Wait, I’ve got more.” Felicia rummaged through her bag and took out three foam derriere pads, shaped like a nice, round butt. “These are to stick in the back of your panties. They give you a great ass.” She looked at Dang’s behind as she stood up and took the foam pad from her. “Not that you need it.”
Nung laughed. “Have you been cheating at work, Felicia?”
“I always carry them with me, just in case the samples have been made in a size bigger by accident.”
“Thank you so much.” Without thinking twice, Khaw  lifted her white dress and shoved one into her opaque tights, leading to laughter and clapping from the people around them. By now, everyone was curious as to what else was in Felicia’s bag. Khaw dropped her dress down, got up on the table and spun around a couple of times for the onlookers to admire her new figure. The DJ, who had seen it too, shouted something through the microphone in Thai that made her laugh and wave at the crowd. By now, Dang had also inserted the fillers under her dress. She got up on the table too and started dancing with Khaw. The twins, who clearly loved being the center of attention, put on a little show when the DJ changed the music, walked over to them and handed them the microphone so they could promote their event.
“What else is in there?” Nung refilled their glasses and glanced into Felicia’s bag.
“Nothing exciting. Just some seamless underwear, toiletries, hair products…” She took out two other foam pads. “Oh, and some fake hips. But I don’t think anyone here will want those.”
Nung giggled as she squeezed the pads and pushed them into her leggings. “No, I don’t think so. People here want an S-curve instead of an hourglass figure. Butt and breasts, sideview instead of front view.” She stood up and shook her new hips, making Dang and Khaw burst out in laughter. “See? Not a good look for me.” Nung pulled them out and handed them to a man at the table next to them, daring him to shove them into his tight jeans. Felicia sat back and watched her foam hips rotate between him and his friends who all tried them out, leading to much hilarity from the women in the bar.
“Wow, if I knew my fitting kit would bring so much joy, I would have shared it with the world months ago.” She  gestured to Dang and Khaw, who were handing out flyers now. “So, do they still have the package?”
“The package?” Nung looked confused.
“Yeah, the package, you know, downstairs. I assume they still have a penis? Since they identify as kathoeys or ladyboys?”
“Oh.” Nung laughed. “Yes, they do. But if they win tonight, the prize money will pay for their operation. They have breasts already. Very nice ones,” she added.
“Oh, you’ve seen them?”
“Of course. Sonic and I were the first ones to admire them after the operation.” She took a sip of her drink. “A lot of kathoeys here don’t want sex reassignment surgery though. They just like to be feminine at night and during the day they’re more casual.” She nodded towards a girl behind the bar, dressed casually in jeans and a T-shirt. “See her? She’s a kathoey.”
“She can’t be.” Felicia glanced at the girl, who looked super feminine, even without make-up.
“Yeah, I’ll ask her.”
“No, wait. That’s rude,” Felicia stopped her.
“It’s not, trust me.” Nung stood up and shouted something to the woman behind the bar, who nodded and smiled at Felicia. “See? It’s fine, it’s not insulting. They’re proud when people are surprised, it means they’re really convincing.”
“Are you surprised?” Dang, who had overheard their conversation sat down next to Felicia, the microphone still in her hand. “There are more of us here, not just the girl behind the bar.” She yelled something through the microphone in Thai and three women got up and waved at her.
“Them too?” Felicia was baffled and it suddenly hit her that the blue-haired woman who had turned her down  during her drunken night in Bangkok may not have been a woman after all. “I’m learning a lot here, it’s fascinating.” She smiled at Dang. “Nung told me there’s a big cash prize tonight. Are you nervous?”
“Very nervous,” Dang said, taking a long drink from her cocktail. She switched off the microphone and put it down on the table. “But there’s two of us, so the chance of winning the money is a little bigger. There will also be representatives from cosmetics brands and I’m hoping they might be interested in us, since we’re identical twins.”
“I’ll be cheering you on.” Felicia glanced up at Khaw, who was still dancing on the table, surrounded by a crowd of admirers. “And it looks like I won’t be the only one.”
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 “ C  offee?”
Felicia opened one eye and glanced up at Nung, who was standing over her holding out a big mug. For a moment, she was worried she might be in Nung’s bed and relief washed over her when she realized she was on a couch, still fully dressed.
“Yes please.” She sat up, groaning at the banging headache, bringing a hand to her temple in the hope of massaging it away. “Thank you.”
“There’s aspirin and water on the table,” Nung said, not looking too fresh-faced herself. “How are you feeling?”
“I’ve been better.” Felicia let out a chuckle. “But it was a great night, at least what I can remember. How did I end up here?”
“Yeah, it was worth it.” Nung plonked down on a chair opposite her and gestured at the empty SangSom bottles by the front door. “We had a little after party here to celebrate Khaw’s victory. Thank God the cleaner always comes in on Saturday morning, saves me from running around tidying before Sonic gets home this afternoon. ”
Felicia took a sip from her coffee and grimaced when she spotted a microphone on the table. “Jesus, I remember now. I made a fool of myself on your karaoke machine, didn’t I?”
“Not at all. You were great. Very passionate too.”
“My God, shoot me.” Then she felt something around her head. She pulled it off, studying the red bandana. “Did I sing Willie Nelson?”
“Mhmm.” Nung held up her phone with an amused look. “I have video evidence, if you ever cross me. Do you want to see it?”
“Better not, ignorance is bliss.” Felicia swung her legs over the edge of the couch in an attempt to pull herself together. “I didn’t misbehave, did I? I remember we were in the jacuzzi at one point, and you had quite a lot of people over. I don’t usually drink that much, it’s all a bit of a blur.”
Nung laughed, then reached for the aspirin. “If by misbehaving you mean that you cheated on your girlfriend, no you didn’t.” She popped two in her mouth and downed half a bottle of water.
“Kate’s not my girlfriend, she’s…” Felicia let her voice trail away. “Honestly, I don’t know what she is. Anyway, I’m glad I behaved. Saves me a guilt trip. Not that I should feel guilty, even if I…”
“Come on, Felicia, cut the crap,” Nung cut her off. “You’re seeing her tomorrow, right?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “You’re practically acting like she’s your girlfriend already, so just make it official and save yourself the drama. It’s really not that complicated.”
“I guess you’re right.” Felicia stood up and helped herself to the aspirin. “I’d better get going. I’m sure you’re dying to get back to bed and I need to pack and make some arrangements for tomorrow.” She walked over to Nung, who stood  up and gave her a long hug. “Thank you, for everything. It was the best farewell ever.”
“It wasn’t farewell, I’m sure I’ll see you soon.” Nung made a fist and smiled. “But I’m sad I don’t get to punch your face anymore.”
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 F  elicia waved at Kate when she appeared at the arrivals gate at Bangkok Suvarnabhumi Airport. It was late in the morning and crowded with people, most of them going home for Christmas. She couldn’t remember a time she’d ever looked forward to Christmas as much as today and it certainly had nothing to do with Santa. They fell straight into an embrace, holding each other tight as if it had been two years rather than two weeks since they’d last seen each other. Kate took Felicia’s face into her hands and looked at her for a moment before she kissed her, not caring about the crowd or the policemen standing right next to them. One of them tapped Felicia on the back and then waved a finger in warning.
“I’m sorry,” she said, giving Kate a smirk as she wiped the lipstick stains from her mouth.
“No problem.” The policeman was frowning as he pointed at the exit but she could see the corners of his mouth pull into a small smile.
“Come on, we’d better go.” Felicia took Kate’s leather satchel. “Are you tired? ”
“No, I’m fine. I had a comfortable night in Hong Kong at the airport hotel, so I’m actually feeling quite refreshed.”
“You look refreshed.” Felicia looked her up and down and smiled when she noticed her outfit. Kate was wearing a pair of high-waisted and very short zebra printed linen shorts and the T-shirt from Felicia’s range tucked into the waistband, accentuating her hourglass figure. She took off the black blazer she was wearing and folded it over her arms. “And you’re wearing my T-shirt. I like how you make it look like some high-end designer piece.”
“Thank you. I actually got a compliment about it at the airport. A Japanese guy in the lounge was really interested.”
“I bet he was more interested in you.” Felicia couldn’t resist planting another kiss on her cheek before she put her arm around Kate’s waist and led her towards the car park.
Kate put her arm around Felicia’s waist too, marveling at how normal the closeness felt, and how exciting it was to see her again. She wasn’t as nervous now as she was last time, but sheer joy was coursing through her veins at the thought of having Felicia to herself for five whole days.
“So now what?” she asked. “Train? Coach? Cab?”
Felicia shook her head. “The coach is a bit uncomfortable and there’s no train station in Trat. The flights aren’t until tonight and I didn’t want to rent a car and drive through Bangkok either, it’s a bit stressful.” She grinned. “So I arranged alternative transport. It’s a little unconventional, but I’ve brought sunscreen and cold drinks.”
Kate laughed when she saw a man standing in front of a big pick-up waving at Felicia. “Are we going in that?” She eyed the Christmas lights that were secured around the edge of the open trunk.
“Yes. Is that okay?” Felicia gestured to the man. “This is  Bang. He works at the resort we’ll be staying at, he’s just been to visit his family in Bangkok.”
“Hey Bang.” Kate shook his hand and let him help her into the open bed of the truck. “Wow, this is amazing.” She sat down on the king-size mattress that was covered in fresh linen. There were pillows against the back and a drinks cooler in one of the corners.
“Best way to travel.” Felicia gave Bang a pat on his shoulder before climbing in too. “This way, we have our private transport, Bang doesn’t have to pay for petrol, and he makes some money on the side.”
“You’re full of surprises.” Kate leaned back against the pillows and smiled when Felicia handed her a cold Coke before opening one for herself. “Cheers to our little Christmas adventure.”
“Yeah. Cheers to that.” Felicia took a sip of her Coke and put on her shades as they drove out of the parking lot and into the busy Bangkok traffic. “And thanks for coming with me. I can’t think of anyone I’d rather spend the holidays with.”
“I wouldn’t have missed it for the world. This is already the most adventurous thing I’ve done in a long time.” Kate held onto the side of the truck as Bang took a corner a little too sharply. “I really needed a break too. Last year I even worked Christmas Eve before flying out to Jamaica on Christmas Day.”
“I’m glad you’ve chosen to spend your precious time with me,” Felicia said. They caught up on what had happened in the past weeks while Bang picked up even more speed on the freeway. Cars around them, Bang included, honked their horns each time they passed a temple or a sacred site. Both adults and children in the back of other pick-up trucks laughed at the sight of  foreigners traveling the same way and waved at them as they passed. Kate was surprised to admit that it was probably the most comfortable she’d ever travelled. The wind was refreshing and with the sun ahead of them they were in the shade for most of the journey. Felicia had brought snacks and they stopped off at gas stations now and then for a restroom break and a coffee. Bang seemed delighted with the arrangement and was extremely chatty on their breaks, telling them all about his complicated family and how he’d been to celebrate an early Christmas with them because he had to work over Christmas. After four hours, they arrived at the ferry that would take them to Koh Chang. It was old, rusty and noisy, and apart from Kate and Felicia there were only a dozen or so people crossing from the pier. The water was calm and the sky blue, and Kate stood on the front deck next to Felicia, watching the tropical shores of Koh Chang as they neared. Felicia had an arm around Kate’s waist, and felt strangely accomplished when she saw her face light up at the sight of palm trees and jungle.
“I love it.” Kate smiled as she watched the tropical vegetation to either side of them while they drove up a bumpy road into dense rainforest. “Oh look, monkeys!” She pointed at three monkeys hanging in the tangled wires between electricity poles.
“There will be plenty of monkeys where we’re going.” Felicia laced her fingers with Kate’s and closed her eyes, feeling blissfully happy. She was on her favorite island with a beautiful woman, who she couldn’t get enough of. What was it about Kate that was so addictive? She’d been looking forward to their trip since they’d last parted, hardly able to wait for the moment she’d see her again, kiss her, hold her. “It’s basic and it’s certainly not a design resort but it is
 paradise and, in my opinion, the best way to escape the Christmas madness.”
“You’re not a Christmas kind of girl, are you?”
“I don’t hate it.” Felicia shrugged. “I just don’t care for it. If I’d gone back to Miami it would have been chaos and I’d be exhausted by January. Getting to skip all that, especially with you, is the best thing I can think of. What about your family? You said you went there last year?”
“Yeah, I did, but I arrived late. I used cheap tickets on Christmas Day as an excuse to skip most of it too.” Kate laughed. “So this was a really good idea.” Her eyes were drawn to Felicia’s lips again and she couldn’t wait to kiss her when no one was watching. The drive had been nice, but with all the onlookers on the freeway they hadn’t had a chance to do what they were both clearly desperate to do and sitting next to her for four hours had really tested her willpower. Despite their easy conversation, there was tension in the air. A very sexual tension that made Kate ache with a desperate urge to take what she so badly wanted. She was amazed that the pull between them had only grown over the past two weeks. Felicia’s gaze had lowered to her mouth many times during the journey and she could hardly wait to get her hands on her. Bang pulled onto a narrow road and headed towards the ocean. They came to a halt in front of an open wooden one-storey building that looked more like a club house than a reception. Surfboards were leaning against the outer wall and hammocks were scattered in between the trees on the beach. It was beautiful and simple. The small cabins with straw roofs surrounding the reception didn’t obstruct the gorgeous view of the ocean like an apartment complex would, they simply blended in. The white sand glistened in the sun and the sea breeze felt amazing as Kate inhaled deeply .
“Good choice,” she said and smiled when Felicia took her hand. It felt a little like Jamaica but without her noisy family rowing over the business or pestering her about settling down and starting a family.
Felicia wiped a hand across her forehead in a dramatic manner. “Phew. I’m glad you approve. I wasn’t sure if you could settle for this, staying in design hotels all the time.”
“Hey, I’m not spoiled.” Kate nudged her, then laughed. “Okay, maybe I am a little spoiled, but I always appreciate natural beauty.” She locked her eyes with Felicia’s, resisting the urge to claim her mouth. “And this is perfect.”
 THEY BOTH FELL silent after they’d locked the door of the cabin behind them. Kate put her suitcase in a corner and took in the small room that was surprisingly well decorated. A wooden bed stood on top of a black and white hand-woven rug. A cream-colored dreamcatcher hung on the wall above the bed and there were simple nightstands on either side of the bed with lamps made of coconut shells. A small desk and a chair stood against the side wall. There was no closet, but there were shelves above the desk and a wooden rail with cute silk-covered hangers. Kate’s eyes shifted back to the bed, then to Felicia. She looked different now, her eyes loaded with a hunger that made Felicia shiver with anticipation.
“I think we should test the bed,” she said in a teasing voice, taking off her T-shirt. She could see Felicia’s eyes darken as she unbuttoned her shorts and let them fall to the floor before stepping out of them. She unhooked her bra, took off her panties, then walked towards Felicia, pushed her onto the bed and crawled on top of her. Felicia let her take off her T-shirt and her bra and unbutton her shorts  with impatient hands. She moaned when Kate’s hand shot into her shorts while she kissed her hungrily.
“I’ve been dying to be inside you,” Kate panted, as she moved two fingers inside Felicia while she lowered herself onto her. She gasped at the wetness she felt, and kissed her harder, as if she’d been starving for her. Her mouth never left Felicia’s while she moved in and out of her fast and steady, her hips moving along in the same rhythm. Felicia groaned in pleasure, her hands gripping Kate’s hips as Kate ground her center against her thigh. Jesus. She was so aroused that she could barely breathe as Kate’s fingers filled her up over and over again. Kate taking her like this was beyond sexy, and within minutes, she felt a delicious heat gather in her lower abdomen. She shifted her hand in between Kate’s legs, causing her to gasp when her fingers touched her clit. She couldn’t see her face as their mouths were still sealed together, but she could feel she was close too, by the way she pushed into her hand, desperately seeking release. Felicia pulled Kate’s head gently back by her hair and looked deep into her eyes when she was about to climax. Kate’s lips pulled into a smile and she sat up, arched her back and thrust into her harder, still looking down at her. For weeks, it had been all she’d been able to think of and she didn’t care if it was over in minutes. She needed this, and they would have all the time in the world to explore each other again later. She cried out and came on Felicia’s hand, the very moment Felicia tensed up and lifted her hips, tightening around her fingers. Their heavy breaths were in sync, the fingers of their free hands now entwined. Exhausted, she fell forward and rested her head on Felicia’s chest. When she heard the rapid heartbeat and felt Felicia’s hand retract from between her legs and move to her back, gently  stroking her, a lump settled in her throat. She’d missed her.

“DO you want to have a shower before dinner?” Felicia asked, stroking Kate’s face. They were lying on top of the covers, facing each other. The fan was on, but it was still very warm in the room, despite the curtains that had been closed.
“I think we should take a dip in the sea instead.” Kate trailed a finger over Felicia’s back and realized how sweaty they both were. “I haven’t been in the sea since Jamaica, so I’m not waiting until tomorrow.”
Felicia smiled at that. “A swim sounds great. Are you a good swimmer?”
“Not when there’s a current, no. And I don’t like that the salt water messes my hair up but I love the ocean, so I always go in when I get the chance.” She squeezed Felicia’s biceps. “I bet you’re a good swimmer.”
Felicia laughed. “I’m alright. I prefer surfing though; I like the exercise. I could give you a lesson tomorrow if you want.”
“Yeah.” Kate giggled. “I’ll try it if you promise not to laugh at me. I’m terrible with equipment.”
“Equipment?” Felicia shot her a confused look.
“Yeah sports paraphernalia. You know, tennis rackets, baseball bats, stuff like that. I can only assume a surfboard falls under the same category. I run a little and I used to be good at athletics in University. I can dance too, give me a beat and my body does the rest.” She gave Felicia a teasing smile. “But with any type of sports equipment, I totally suck.”
“Oh.” Felicia laughed. “That makes sense when you say  it like that.” She shuffled closer and brought her mouth to Kate’s ear. “But I’m a really good teacher and I can think of one type of equipment you’re very skilled at using.”

“COME ON.” Felicia took Kate’s hand and ran into the ocean, pulling her along into the warm water. The low, orange sun on the horizon made the ocean look like it was on fire, and that was exactly how Kate felt right now. The butterflies in her belly and the flashing memories from their recent lovemaking had etched a smile on her face. She screamed when a wave hit her belly and she jumped, tripping over in the process. A wave broke against her and before she knew it, she was under water, holding on to her bikini bottoms so the current wouldn’t drag them down. She sputtered as she reappeared, frantically wiping the salt water from her eyes. Felicia pulled her further out before the next wave broke. “Are you okay?”
Kate laughed. “Yeah, I’m fine. Not my most elegant moment, but I’ll live.” She wrapped her arms and legs around Felicia, enjoying the water and the now gentle waves that lifted them up every few beats. She ran a hand through her wet hair that she’d been hoping to keep dry. “This is exactly why I don’t swim much. See? My hair is ruined now. I hope you won’t run away from me when it dries. It won’t be pretty.”
“I don’t think that’s possible.” Felicia kissed her, tasting the saltwater on her lips. They were drifting together, their limbs locked. She felt Kate’s breasts pressed against hers and pulled her tighter, cherishing their closeness that wasn’t purely physical anymore. She wasn’t sure when it had changed but the change was as crystal clear as the water surrounding them. She didn’t just want Kate anymore. She  needed her. Your favorite hello and your hardest goodbye. Nung’s words echoed in her thoughts. How had she managed to bury herself so deep? How had she given all of herself without even realizing it, telling herself over and over that it was just a bit of fun? Her eyes locked with Kate’s and as if she had no choice, she kissed her, softly, deeply, running a hand along her cheek. Kate kissed her back, just as tenderly. Her fingers traced Felicia’s back and her neck before she laced them through her hair as they floated, weightless in a dreamy haze. Kate pulled out of the kiss and smiled shyly, as if she too had felt the change between them and didn’t quite know what to do with herself. They stared at each other, and for the first time since they’d met, neither of them knew what to say. Felicia decided to take charge before Kate started to overthink things. She didn’t want her to feel uncomfortable or panic because she knew there was a good chance of either happening.
“Come on,” she whispered. “Let’s go and get something to eat.”
 THEY WALKED ALONG THE BEACH, barefoot with their sandals in their hands. The sun had set now, and the sand felt pleasant under their feet. There was hardly anyone around, apart from a couple of local kids who were playing on the shore and a few tourists who were packing up after spending a lazy day sunbathing.
“I think you’ll like this place,” Felicia said, nodding to the restaurant ahead of them. The roof of the big, open beach hut, that was built on stilts, was covered in a patchwork of colorful sheets, waterproofing the restaurant and the bar. In front of the restaurant, red and blue deckchairs were placed alongside old pallets that were used as side  tables, each with a differently branded parasol shading the chairs. Every tree around the narrow strip of beach was adorned with yellow lanterns, bathing the dusk in a cozy glow. Thai music was playing through the speakers, and some of the waiters sang along as they served food and drinks.
“What a happy place, this is so cool.” Kate chuckled when they sat down at one of the front tables facing the ocean. The tables were small and placed close together, and the chairs were unusually low, as if they’d been made for children. The table top reached her chest and she had to raise her arms to rest them on the surface, which she demonstratively did, making Felicia laugh.
“Sawadeeka!” A young waitress came rushing towards them with four pillows in her arms. “Chairs are too small, make wrong.” She grinned. “But no problem, we fix with this.” She handed them each two pillows to place on their chairs.
“That’s better.” Felicia was still laughing when she sat down on the cushions, her elbows at table level now. “I was feeling like a toddler there for a moment.”
“Yes.” Their waitress broadened her smile without a clue as to what she’d just said. Then she turned to Kate. “Can I touch you?” she casually asked as she handed them the menus.
Kate’s eyes widened. “You want to touch me?” She laughed and shot her a puzzled look. “I’m not sure if I’m okay with that.”
“Your hair. You have so much hair. It’s beautiful.” Without warning, the woman reached out and ran a hand through Kate’s curls. It looked more like a giant wig now, but she’d put on a headband to tame it a little. “So soft,” she continued, adding in her other hand as if kneading dough .
Kate looked at Felicia, wide eyed, grinning through her teeth, a little uncomfortable with a stranger grabbing onto her hair. Felicia tried to keep a straight face as she held up her menu for the waitress in an attempt to rescue her.
“She does have great hair, doesn’t she? So, what do you recommend today?” she asked.
“Ah.” As if woken up from a trance, the woman removed her hands with a giggle. “Sorry.” She said, casting Kate a goofy grin. “I really like big hair.”
“That’s okay.” Kate winked at her. “I’d give you some of mine if I could.”
“Yes.” The waitress smiled and bowed, pressing her palms together in front of her chest. Then she pointed out her favorite dishes on the menu, her boyfriend’s favorite dish and her mother’s favorite soup.
 A LITTLE LATER, Kate and Felicia were both digging into deep fried squid with chili and Thai basil, garlic bok choy, grilled fish in a spicy sauce and tom yum soup. The popular spot had filled up for dinner service now, and a band was setting up on a small stage made out of old pallets. They talked about anything, from food to friends and colleagues to music and travel.
“Buenos Aires,” Felicia said matter-of-factly. “Hands-down my favorite place in the world. Bangkok is a good runner-up, though.”
“Buenos Aires?” Kate looked surprised. “That’s unusual, I’ve never even been there. Why is it so amazing?”
“Where do I start?” Felicia popped a crunchy squid ring in her mouth and leaned in on her elbows. “It’s a city of contrasts. There’s the rich part of Buenos Aires that resembles Paris in so many ways. The architecture, the way people  dress, their elegance and grace… but then there’s also the poor part that has the best steak restaurants, amazing street parties and a seriously sensual vibe.”
“And let me guess… lots of pretty women?” Kate asked.
“Yeah.” Felicia grudgingly admitted.” That too.”
Kate was surprised to feel a sting of jealousy. “Anyone special?” She was clearly torturing herself now, by asking questions she didn’t want to know the answers to.
“Not really. Just one-night stands.” Felicia arched a brow. “A concept you’re familiar with, from what I’ve gathered.”
“I suppose so.” Kate sighed, bracing herself for her next question. “Do you still have a lot of one-night stands? I mean, in Bangkok? Or in Miami?”
Felicia studied her for a while, carefully considering her answer. “No, actually. Because I’ve met this hot chick from New Orleans and I can’t seem to stop thinking about her.” She paused, clearly dreading to ask the same question. “What about you?”
Relief washed over Kate’s face. “Same here. I thought I was the undisputed queen of my own universe until some sexy woman started hitting on me in a hotel bar.” A smile played around her lips. “And she seriously ruined my mojo.”
“Did I ruin your mojo?” Felicia laughed now. “So, you’re saying you haven’t slept with anyone but me since we met?”
Kate nodded.
“And does that mean that we’re…” Felicia hesitated. “Exclusive?” She bit her lip. “Does that mean you have feelings for me?”
“I…” Kate blushed. She’d only ever had a conversation like this once and that ended in tears. After that one disaster, she’d made sure she was long gone before things started to get serious. It was scary territory, but Felicia was amazing and special, and she wanted to be honest with her. Maybe sh e was ready, maybe she wasn’t, but she wasn’t going to find out by keeping her thoughts to herself. “I guess I do,” she finally stammered.
Felicia waited for more, then chuckled when nothing came. “Okay, you’re clearly not used to talking about these sort of things.” She sat back and observed Kate. “But neither am I.” A thick silence hung between them, thick enough to even dampen the loud music played by the house band. “Okay, I’ll go first. I admit I’m smitten with you, there’s no other way to say it,” Felicia continued, mildly amused with Kate’s unease about the subject.
“You are?” Kate’s eyes lit up.
“Of course I am. Why else would I go through all the trouble of trying to see you over and over again?” she asked earnestly. “I’m even spending Christmas with you, Kate. And Christmas might not mean much to me, but my rare weeks off certainly do. I also know that I’d be terribly jealous if you met someone else, and I have a feeling you might be too if it was the other way around. So, I think we should try this commitment thing everyone’s talking about, that we’re both obviously unfamiliar with, and see where it leads.” Felicia looked confident as she said it, but Kate sensed a nervousness about her demeanor. “What do you think?”
“Okay,” was all Kate could manage to say.
“Does it scare you?”
“Yes.” Kate nodded slowly, as a warm glow spread through her body. She was terrified, sure. But she was also relieved to hear that Felicia had feelings for her too, and that it wouldn’t be over after this, because it couldn’t be over. She had a feeling she was getting in over her head. The way Felicia made her feel, made her laugh, made her forget about everything else while she was with her. “I’d  like that, to be exclusive…” She let her voice trail away. “But I’m not good with any of this and I’m also kind of terrified.”
“That’s okay. So am I.” Felicia took her hand over the table. “We don’t need to give this a name. We don’t even need to call it a relationship. Let’s just have fun together, and we’ll be able to enjoy it even more without having raging, jealous thoughts while we’re apart.”
“Okay,” Kate repeated in a soft voice, nodding slowly. She felt herself starting to relax again and squeezed Felicia’s hand.
“Karaoke, ladies?” their waitress interrupted them as she glanced down at their hands. “We have karaoke band tonight. A love song perhaps? We have many love songs, look.” She opened the big file she was carrying and showed them the selection of romantic ballads. “And free dessert on the house if you sing.” At that, Kate and Felicia both burst into laughter and the tension from their conversation was gone.
“Not for me,” Kate said. “But she told me earlier she was hoping there would be karaoke tonight.” She pointed at Felicia, challenging her.
“Really?” Felicia shook her head. “That’s strange, I recall no such conversation.”
“Yes, sing a love song for your girlfriend,” the waitress said, shaking Felicia’s shoulder. Anywhere else it would have been highly inappropriate but in Thailand, it didn’t seem weird at all.
“Okay. I’ll sing a song.” Felicia said, to Kate’s surprise. She took the file from the waitress and started flicking though the pages. “A love song. Why not?” She grinned as she winked at the waitress. “We can’t call her my girlfriend though, she’s still a little shy about the subject. ”
“Yes. Girlfriend.” The waitress nodded and looked from Felicia to Kate and back.
Kate laughed. “Are you seriously going to sing?”
“Yeah, I’ll sing you a song. What do you want to hear?”
“What do I want to hear?” Kate leaned in and studied the list too. “Well… let’s see…” Then she laughed as she spotted the Mariah Carey version of ‘Without You’. “This one,” she said matter-of-factly, pointing to it. Someone had once told her it was one of the hardest songs to sing and she chuckled as she waited for Felicia to chicken out.
“Without You. Sure, no problem.” Felicia filled in her name and the title of the song on the slip and handed it back to the waitress, then winked as she watched Kate’s jaw drop. “What, you thought I wouldn’t do it?” She shrugged. “I don’t care.” Then she turned to the waitress. “Just don’t announce I’m singing it for my girlfriend, okay? Just for Kate ,” she articulated.
Kate laughed and shook her head. “It’s okay, never mind. You can say whatever you want if you’re going to sing that song.”
“Are you sure?” Felicia perked up as she beckoned the waitress to come back. “The plan’s changed,” she shouted over the music. “Please go ahead and tell everyone I’m singing it for my girlfriend Kate. ” She turned and winked at Kate. “What an appropriate way to start this exclusive thing of ours.”
“You’re even braver than I thought.” Kate took a sip of the cocktail Felicia had ordered and flinched. The beers over dinner had already gone to her head and the cocktail tasted lethal. “What is this?” She tried to analyze the flavor of the drink that was served in a massive skull-shaped mug but apart from sweet and very, very strong, there wasn’t much to detect flavor wise .
“It’s a Zombie ,” Felicia said, taking a sip of her own. She grimaced too. “I suppose it’s the Thai equivalent of your Hurricane . “Not that great on flavor but exactly what I need right now in terms of liquid courage.”
“I bet you do.” Kate laughed. “Can you even sing? I’ve never heard you sing before.”
“Sure, I can sing a little. I just don’t tend to do it in bed or in restaurants or…”
“Ladies and gentlemen,” the front singer of the band interrupted them. “We have the first singer of the night. Felicia Perez will be singing ‘Without You’ for her girlfriend Kate. Isn’t that sweet? Please give her a round of applause!”
Felicia braced herself and knocked back half of her drink before heading to the stage. Kate stared at her, a little flushed from the ‘girlfriend’ announcement. She was ready to watch Felicia make a complete fool of herself and have fun with it, but nothing could have prepared her for what followed after the piano player had hit the first notes. A pure and sultry low voice came out of the speakers and within a couple of seconds, everyone in the restaurant fell silent. All eyes were on Felicia, who stood barefoot on stage, dressed in a pair of denim shorts and a white T-shirt, her mouth so close to the microphone that Kate could hear her breathe as she sang in a voice that cut right through her. Sweet Jesus, she’s amazing . She looked down at her forearms as she felt her hairs rise, then shifted her gaze to Felicia, whose eyes were focused on her, a cocky grin playing around her mouth. The audience was staring at Kate too, but she didn’t even notice, too hypnotized by Felicia’s voice to even have a vague idea of what was going on around her. She held her breath for the chorus and kept holding it as Felicia sang, her voice higher and louder now, but so pure and beautiful. Their eyes stayed locked and Kate was  captured, and completely owned, by Felicia. She woke up from her trance when the song came to an end. The applause and cheering were loud, and as a result she barely registered the sensation of something wet landing on her cheek. A tear. Raising her hand to wipe it away, she smiled as Felicia thanked the audience and walked back to their table, followed by at least fifty pairs of eyes. She kissed Kate full on the mouth, drawing even more noise from the rowdy crowd. Kate wrapped her arms around Felicia’s neck and kissed her back, pulling her onto her lap.
“Fuck…” She paused, searching for words. “That was beyond amazing. You’re…” She kissed her again, then held up her hands in surrender. “You can call me your girlfriend anytime as long as you sing for me, okay?”
“I’ll hold you to that.” Felicia got off her lap and sat back down on her chair.
“How in the world did you learn to sing like that?” Kate asked.
“I didn’t learn, I’ve just always loved singing. I was in a couple of bands in college.” Felicia took the menu the waitress handed her. “Free dessert.” She shot Kate a triumphant smile. “What are we having?”
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 K  ate yawned as she stretched out in bed, then reached for Felicia next to her. Where is she? For a moment, she panicked, thinking she had left, but then she remembered they were stuck here together. Normally, being stuck on an island with someone would be Kate’s worst nightmare but today, it felt like the most beautiful dream.
“Good morning gorgeous.” Felicia walked into the room with two takeout coffees. She was wearing only her bikini and a sarong that barely covered her ass. Kate stared at it in appreciation while Felicia set one of the coffees on the desk and locked the door behind her. “I know you like your coffee in bed but unfortunately there’s no such service here, so I thought I’d get them.” She grinned. “I guess I still have to learn just how murderous you are if you don’t get your morning caffeine fix, but I’ve seen enough after our train ride to Chiang Mai to not want to risk it. You were pretty restless by the time we arrived at Starbucks.” She handed Kate her coffee. “Oh, and Merry Christmas by the way. Koh Chang seems to think it’s in full  swing already, so I just went with the cinnamon special they recommended.”
Kate shot Felicia a grateful look before she took a sip of her coffee. “Thank you. Merry Christmas to you too.” She tried to wipe the silly smirk off her face but failed. Their journey yesterday, their lovemaking, Felicia’s singing… It was by far the best Christmas she’d ever had. “And yes, you were right. I can be quite unpleasant before my first coffee.” Her face started breaking into a wide grin. “But I somehow doubt anything could make me grumpy today. In fact, I do believe I’m feeling a little festive myself and I wonder why that is.” Felicia lifted the covers and scooted in next to Kate, who looked adorable in her sleepy state. She roamed her hand over Kate’s bare breasts and tummy while she kissed her neck and let her mouth linger by her ear.
“You look beautiful,” she whispered.
Kate arched a brow. “I look like I’ve just woken up. But thanks, it’s nice to hear. Let me guess…” She shot Felicia a curious look, wiping a strand of dark hair from her face. Damn it, she’s so sexy. “You’ve been up since seven and I’ve missed watching you work out.” Felicia bit her lip, took Kate’s coffee from her and put it on her nightstand. Then she rolled on top of Kate and slipped further under the covers, placing a trail of kisses down her belly.
“You want to watch me work out?” she teased, smiling to herself when she heard Kate moan. “We can work out in bed together.”

“THAT WORKOUT CERTAINLY FUELED MY APPETITE,” Kate said with a grin as they were walking towards the nearby village, passing coffee shops, scooter rentals and boutique hotels. She took Felicia’s hand, without even thinking about it.  What was happening to her? She couldn’t go for two minutes without touching her, leaning into her or trying to steal a kiss, and she hardly recognized herself anymore. But as alien as this newly discovered neediness was, it made her happy, and she decided it was all she needed to know.
Felicia laughed. “I’m hungry too although I must admit it was hard leaving the bed.” She gave Kate’s hand a squeeze. “I’m starting to get seriously addicted to your body.”
They stopped off at a small market to buy fresh fruit juice, then walked into Kai Bae Village, where it was a little busier than along the lazy stretch of beach where they had come from. There were restaurants, supermarkets, beauty parlors, hairdressers and a couple of tour operators, advertising snorkeling and jungle excursions.
“Is this okay?” Felicia pointed at a small restaurant with a handful of shaded picnic tables out front.
“Yeah, it smells great.” Kate picked up the menu and laughed when she read the clumsy English translations of the dishes. “I think we should get the real chicken stir fry with red stuff.”
Felicia laughed too. “Or the tofu puffy with fresh branches.”
“Merry Christmas!” a waitress dressed as Santa waved as she walked up to them. She wore a red hat and a red dress with knee-high white stockings and red sliders on her tiny feet.
“Merry Christmas to you too,” Kate and Felicia said in unison, smiling at the young woman.
“You want food? Drink?” She placed a bottle of cold water on their table and two glasses.
“Both please.” Kate turned back to her menu for a moment. “Could I please have a coffee and…” She hesitated as a serious frown appeared between her brows. “I’m torn be tween the ‘tiger porn’ and the ‘real chicken with red stuff’. Which one do you recommend?”
“Real chicken is good.” The waitress nodded, jotting it down on her notepad before Kate had a chance to change her mind.
“Are you sure the chicken is real?” Felicia joked.
“Yes, is very good.”
“Okay then,” Felicia continued, trying to hide her amusement. “I’ll go with the tofu puffy with fresh branches and you know what? I’m feeling really hungry. I’ll have a small portion of fried crap on the side and a coffee too, please.”
“Good choice.” Their waitress wrote it down, then waved again before she turned to go back inside.
“I’m not sure I would’ve chosen crap for breakfast.” Kate poured them both a glass of water.
“Well, I already had porn this morning, so I figured I’d try something else.”
Kate chuckled. “Have you been here before? Did you take me here on purpose so I could try the porn?”
“No, honestly, I haven’t.” Felicia pointed at the sign above the restaurant door and laughed even harder now. “I hadn’t even noticed it was called “The Thai-Tanic.”
 AFTER THEIR LATE BREAKFAST, that turned out to be nothing more exotic than Thai stir-fried chicken with red chilies and red bell peppers, tiger prawns and tofu with garlic and morning glory, they walked further into the village and found a Christmas market that seemed terribly out of place on the tropical island. One of the stalls sold big, pink Christmas trees with pink fairy lights and baubles glued to the branches. A ladyboy dressed in a sexy elf outfit was  knitting behind one of the stalls, displaying woolen hats and Christmassy legwarmers on the red tablecloth. Although the temperature was in the eighties, Kate had seen several locals wearing both the hats and the legwarmers. The next stall sold eggnog which, on closer inspection of the tins and bottles behind the counter, was warm condensed milk mixed with Thai whiskey. Felicia bought two cups and handed one to Kate.
“Oh God, that’s vile,” Kate whispered when they were further away from the stall.
“Hmm…” Felicia took a sip and frowned as she swallowed. “You know what? I like it. There’s something strangely comforting about the sweetness and the warmth, combined with the alcohol.” She downed the cup, then took Kate’s and drank it too.
“Eww. Really?” Kate shook her head in disgust. “But then again I shouldn’t be surprised, you did have crap for breakfast.” She took Felicia’s hand, leading them to other stalls where they sold less Christmassy things like sarongs, bikinis and T-shirts. For Kate, who wasn’t a big fan of Christmas in the first place, it was the best possible way to celebrate her free time over the holidays in a place that didn’t take things too seriously. She stocked up on silly presents for friends and family and bought a T-shirt with the caption ‘I love Santa’ for Felicia, who bought her a ‘Happy celebrations and all the best to your mother’ mug in return, the randomness of the latter making them both laugh.

“DO YOU LIKE CATS?” Felicia asked as they strolled away from the market and further into the village .
Kate laughed at the question. “Is this a cats or dogs test? What happens if I give you the wrong answer?”
“No, it’s not a trick question.” Felicia laughed too. “I was just wondering if you like cats. There’s a coffee shop in the village where they nurse sick cats back to health. It’s really sweet actually. We could get an iced coffee, if you can handle more caffeine?”
“Sure, that sounds nice. And yes, I like cats, I like all animals. I’d say dogs are my favorite though, but I’m away from home too much to even consider getting one.”
“I know what you mean,” Felicia said. “I’ve been thinking about getting a dog when I’m back in Miami. Life should be fairly stable after January, and I can always ask my brother Carlos or a friend to look after him when I’m away. I’ll have my own workspace where I can bring him, so I don’t see why I shouldn’t.”
“You said ‘him’,” Kate remarked.
“Yeah, I did say that, didn’t I?” Felicia frowned. “I guess that means I’m getting a boy.” She smiled. “There’s a shelter close to my apartment. I’ve never been in because I know I could never leave empty-handed, but I suppose the time is finally right.”
“You’re really sweet.” Kate blushed as soon as she’d said it. It wasn’t a flirty remark or even a playful one. It was honest. Under the self-confident, flirty façade, Felicia had many layers, she’d discovered, and she was also a genuine, compassionate, caring person. The way she’d kissed her while they were floating in the sea together told Kate she really did have feelings for her, and the talk they’d had over dinner last night had only confirmed her hope that they could make this work, somehow. Kate shook it off. It was hard to break the habits of a lifetime, and as much as she was getting used to the idea, it  still overwhelmed her, and she needed to take it one step at a time. Right now, she just wanted to be in the moment. “Is that it?” she asked, pointing at a café across the road where four cats were sleeping on the coffee bar.
“Yes, that’s it. I’m glad I remembered where it was, I don’t even think it has a name.” They sat down at a table in the garden and were immediately followed by a dog and two ginger cats, one of which was missing an ear. They seemed happy though, and both laid down beside Kate in the hope of getting a treat, while the black dog settled itself under their table. There were bowls of food and water along a side wall and blankets under the trees in the shade, but most of them seemed to prefer the less conventional places, like tree branches and the motorbikes that were parked in the front. Felicia ordered two iced cappuccinos and a portion of chicken strips for the cats and the dog and brought them back to their table where Kate was fussing over their new friends. She watched her for a moment, her heart filled with something sweet and wonderful at the sight of Kate’s kindness.
“It’s good to know they’re looked after,” she said as she sat back down, scratching the dog behind his ear.
Kate was just holding out her finger for the cat to lick off some of the milky foam from her coffee when a very skinny and sick looking cat dragged itself into the garden. He was drooling from one side of his mouth as he sat down, staring into space. The waitress who was clearing the tables, ran up to the cat, bent down and studied it, making sure not to come too close.
“Mem,” she shouted towards the kitchen. The old lady who came out looked like she was in her nineties. Her back was hunched and her gray hair so thin that her scalp was visible .
“She’d better be careful,” Kate whispered. “That cat looks seriously ill.”
“I know.” Felicia followed Kate’s gaze as the old lady walked towards the cat and picked it up without hesitation. She waited for the waitress to put a plastic sheet on the table next to them, then put the cat down. When it started hissing at her and became visibly agitated, the lady put both hands on its head and started chanting in Thai while the waitress ran back inside to fetch a box that she put down on the table next to the cat, still keeping her distance. Kate and Felicia exchanged glances while the lady continued her chants and the waitress gestured at them to stay quiet. Suddenly, the cat relaxed and laid down on the table, completely docile now, allowing the old lady to examine his teeth, gums, ears, eyes, paws and belly. She took a small bottle of liquid and a syringe out of the box and sprayed it into its mouth. Kate and Felicia watched in silence as she dabbed water over the cat and put her hand back on its head, bowing her head over and over while she cleaned him with a cloth. To Kate it looked like she was praying, whispering the same words rhythmically over and over again. Two other staff members had joined them in the garden now, watching her too. They didn’t look as baffled as Kate and Felicia, but they certainly seemed in awe of the old woman. After a while, she stopped, took her hand off the cat and sat back as if waiting for something to happen. Everyone watching held their breath until the cat started stirring, opened its eyes and yawned as if it had just taken a long nap.
“What the…” Kate whispered. Felicia took hold of her hand over the table, her jaw dropping. The cat stood up and rubbed itself against the old lady, as if thanking her. She pointed to the back of the garden and whispered something to the cat, at which it jumped off the table and ran into the ba ck before settling under a tree. The three staff members clapped as the old lady made her way back behind the counter and sat down in front of a small TV.
“Did that just happen?” Felicia asked, turning back to Kate. “Did you just see what I saw?”
Kate didn’t answer, still too confused to speak, let alone form any conclusions. She looked at the cat, who was cleaning itself now. It wasn’t dribbling anymore and seemed a lot better.
“I’m going to get you your chicken strips now,” the waitress said, passing by their table.
“Okay… wait,” Kate stopped her and handed her a five-hundred Baht note. “Here, please get chicken strips for all the animals.” She looked around the garden and counted at least three dogs and a dozen cats. “And a drink for the lady, or whatever she wants. Is this enough?”
“Sure, that’s more than enough.” The waitress smiled. “Thank you. They have food but they really like their special treats.”
Kate and Felicia drank their coffees in silence. There was a lot they wanted to say but it was hard to talk about something they couldn’t quite grasp themselves.
“What do you think she just did?” Kate finally asked. “Was that a painkiller she sprayed into his mouth? I mean, he looked awful when he came in and he seems fine now.”
“I don’t know.” Felicia paused. “She managed to get an agitated cat into a trance in the first place, that’s pretty amazing. Who knows?” She chewed on the straw of her coffee. “If it was real, it would be the first time I’ve ever witnessed a miracle.” Her mind drifted back to the hand-reader for a moment, but she didn’t voice her thoughts.
“Yeah, me too.” Kate realized they were still holding hands over the table.
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 “ T  hat was fun,” Kate said, out of breath as they waded back to the beach, each with a surfboard under their arms. “I’m not exactly a natural at it, but I really enjoyed it.” She dropped the board and sank down in the sand. “It’s exhausting though. It doesn’t look as hard when you’re watching other people do it.”
“It’s good exercise.” Felicia sat down next to her. “We could try again tomorrow? You don’t really get the hang of it until you’ve tried for at least ten days straight but…”
“But what?”
“But maybe we could come back?”
Kate gave her a big smile, grateful to Felicia for the suggestion, which she didn’t dare make herself. Of course she wanted to come back. She didn’t even want to leave. They’d only been here for a night, but already she could feel the tension dropping from her shoulders and she hadn’t laughed this much in a long time.
“Sure, we could come back. I like it here and you’re good company.” She spotted a monkey approaching them with  caution. “Oh look, he’s so cute.” Kate waved at him, as if greeting a human, then felt a little silly for doing so.
“Hey little man.” Felicia held out her hand in a gesture for him to come nearer, but he turned, ran towards the palm trees behind them and climbed into the top of one. “He seems a bit shy, but I’ve got some nuts in the room. We could try that?” She pointed to the hammock in front of their cabin. “You go and make yourself comfortable, I’ll get the snacks.”
 KATE WAS LYING in between Felicia’s legs in the hammock, her head resting on her chest. The low sun was pleasant, and she felt exhausted from trying to stand on a surfboard for longer than a second before falling off over and over again. They swayed gently in the early evening breeze, watching small groups of people leaving the beach. A couple of fishermen dragged their blue and red boat to shore and turned it upside down, then sat down on top of it with a beer. Kate opened the packet of raw nuts Felicia had picked up and popped one in her mouth. It didn’t take long before they heard rustling above them, and two monkeys climbed down, studying the treats from the far end of the hammock.
“Mmm, these are really good,” she said in an exaggerated tone. “Here, try one.” She held out the bag for the monkeys, but they weren’t quite comfortable with coming closer yet. She could tell they were tempted though, the way they kept eyeing each other as if trying to encourage themselves to go for it. Kate took another one out and held it behind her. Felicia let Kate feed her the nut, then took her wrist and sucked Kate’s index finger into her mouth, moaning softly .
“You’re right, it’s delicious.”
Kate shivered at the feeling of Felicia’s tongue against her finger, and gasped when Felicia turned her attention to her pinkie.
“Jesus, Felicia, don’t do that. You’re turning me on.”
“That’s the point.” Felicia’s tone was teasing, and she licked Kate’s middle finger, before sucking on it too.
Kate closed her eyes for a brief moment, which apparently was enough for the braver of the two monkeys to jump onto the hammock and snatch the bag out of her hands.
“Fuck!” she exclaimed at the unexpected feeling of his surprisingly cold feet on her stomach, then she laughed when he jumped off and ran over the beach clutching his loot, the other monkey right on his tail.
“Well that was a short-lived experience.” Felicia laughed too as she let go of Kate’s wrist and wrapped her arms around her. She placed a soft kiss on the top of her head and pulled her tighter against her.
“Yeah, well it was your fault for distracting me,” Kate retorted, turning her head to look up at Felicia. She was stunningly beautiful in the light, her tanned skin glowing and streaks of dark, wet hair cascading over her shoulders.
“Distracting you, huh? How so?” Felicia moved a hand into Kate’s bikini top and ran a finger over her full breast, making her nipple harden under her touch.
Kate bit her lip and closed her eyes again as arousal pooled between her legs. “You know exactly what I mean.” She still couldn’t quite grasp how Felicia could get her in such a state by a simple look or a touch, but she’d long stopped overthinking it. There was no logical explanation for how she made her feel, and she’d accepted that. The touch of Felicia’s lips set her on fire and every time her eyes darkened, giving her that look of desire, everything around  Kate faded into a blur. It was magical to be around her and for a brief moment, Kate considered what Kristine kept telling her. That she would know when she’d found her soulmate.
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 “ I  ’m so glad I came,” Kate said as they were sitting on the beach by the campfire the resort staff had started. There was no need to warm themselves as the night was warm enough, but it looked beautiful against the ocean, that was now still and dark. The other resort guests were either hiding in their rooms or out and about, and apart from a staff member who was putting away the sun loungers and a lone fisherman dragging his boat to shore, they were the only ones there. She threw some sand on the fire to make it flare up, just because she liked the effect of the flames shooting higher and the sparks flying around, reflecting how she felt inside – heated, a little wild, and all over the place.
“I’m glad you came too.” Felicia shifted in the sand, turning to her. “I like being on my own, but being with you makes everything feel…” She shook her head. “I don’t know… perfect, I guess.”
Kate’s breath caught when she locked her eyes with Felicia, who looked beautiful and carefree in her bikini bottoms and white T-shirt. Her long hair, still wet from her recent  shower, was fixed in a casual knot on top of her head, and loose strands of hair that had escaped were dangling down along her gorgeous cheekbones.
“Yeah, perfect,” she repeated in a whisper. Kate didn’t dare to lean in and kiss her because she knew she’d be unable to stop. And although that was an enticing prospect, she had the feeling the man who was clearing the beach might enjoy it in equal measure. And so instead, she ran a hand along Felicia’s face and secured the loose strand of hair behind her ear on one side while her lips pulled into a smile. “I could stay here forever. It’s a shame we have to leave tomorrow.” She hesitated. “When will I see you again?”
“Soon, hopefully.” Felicia trailed a finger along Kate’s shoulder down to her arm. “Any time after my launch on the fifth is fine by me. Just let me know when you’re free.” She hesitated. “And take your time. I know this is new to you, and I know you’re a little uncomfortable with the concept of commitment and stuff like that.”
Kate locked her eyes with Felicia’s, bracing herself to open up a little. She had never talked about Avery, but tonight, it felt right.
“I haven’t been entirely honest with you, Felicia. I have been in a relationship, it just didn’t end well.” She paused and took a deep breath. “No one knew about us, not even Kristine. Her name was Avery and she was married. I mean, I suppose she still is married,” she corrected herself.
“Okay…” Felicia knew she’d be jealous, but she was still surprised at how much it stung her. “Did you love her?”
“Yes, I did. It wasn’t something I’d planned, of course. She was my client; I was decorating her house about five years ago. She lived in the Garden District in New Orleans, in one of those amazing French Colonial houses. I still lived  in Covington at the time and commuted to New Orleans for my job as a senior interior stylist. I guess I looked up to her in a weird way. We became friends at first. She was straight, her husband was some banker. I never thought she seemed particularly happy in her marriage and kind of assumed she stayed with him for the money.” Kate took a moment to gather her thoughts. Against all expectations, it wasn’t all that hard to share her past. “She invited me over for dinner one evening when her husband was out of town and we had quite a bit of wine. I accepted her offer to stay over as I’d drank too much to drive home. I’m still not sure how it happened, but we ended up kissing, and that’s when it started. It was never instant attraction for me, but she later told me that it was for her. We saw each other once a week, sometimes twice, if her husband was away for long enough. He travelled a lot. I never asked her to leave him, but we grew really, really close.”
“So you were seeing her for two years?”
“Yes, it was almost two years to the day when her husband found out. He’d had his suspicions, she told me the last time we spoke, but he wasn’t sure until he’d gone through her phone and seen our messages. That’s when he gave her the ultimatum, to move to New York with him and never see me again, or to get a divorce. I think he moved his business there to get her as far away from me as he could. I told her we could make it work, if she was only brave enough to take the step. I loved her, but she chose him in the end.” Kate noted that she didn’t feel any pain, talking about Avery. Right now, the woman she’d been so close to felt like a distant memory, as if it had all been a dream. “I spoke to her once more, over the phone, but we never said goodbye face to face. She just vanished out of my life and I never told anyone about her. I worked even harder to get  over her and started sleeping my way around town again, just like I had before. And I promised myself never to get close to anyone again.”
“Are you over her now?” Felicia asked.
“Yeah, I’ve been over her for a long time. But she was the only person I ever saw a future with, and she left me. So you’ll have to forgive me for having to take this slow.”
“Of course.” Felicia let the information sink in. “It can’t have been easy, keeping it to yourself. Why didn’t you tell anyone?”
“I don’t know.” Kate sighed. “Actually, I do know very well. I was ashamed of myself, plain and simple. Either for stealing someone’s wife or for being the sidekick, I’m not sure which felt worse. I don’t think Kristine would have judged me, but she wouldn’t have approved either, so keeping it quiet was the only way for me to pretend it wasn’t happening, almost. And when it was over, I didn’t feel like I deserved sympathy. I put it away and tried to move on and eventually, I did.”
“Nothing is that simple when it comes to love,” Felicia said. “What you did may not have been morally right, but you still loved her and so of course you were entitled to feel pain.”
“Thanks.” Kate took her hand. It felt good to tell Felicia everything. “I’m completely over her, I promise. I have been for years. And this, what we have is… I don’t know. That instant attraction, I’ve never felt that with someone before. That’s why I’m so scared.”
“There’s nothing to be scared about. I won’t hurt you, Kate.” Felicia inched closer, pulled her legs up and wrapped her arms around them, resting her head on her knees as she turned to Kate. “Thank you for telling me.”
Kate nodded. “I seem to be telling you a lot of things I  normally don’t share. So what about you?” she asked. “Any specific reason why you’ve never been in a relationship?” She smiled. “Apart from being a non-romantic? Or do you just like the ladies too much to give them up?”
“I guess if you asked a psychologist, they would tell you that my parents set me a bad example when I was growing up, what with all the divorces they went through and all that stuff. But the truth is, you’re right on the money, I loved chasing women too much.” She bit her lip. “Until now.”
“Until now,” Kate repeated as she inched closer. “That’s sweet.”
“Hey, I am sweet.” Felicia winked. “Want to get something to eat?” She decided to change the topic to something more lighthearted when Kate was starting to fidget with the hem of her dress. She didn’t want their last night to end on a serious note because she had the feeling that wouldn’t sit well with Kate. “What do you feel like? Porn? Branches? Red stuff?”
“Porn for sure.” Kate laughed. “But maybe it’s best if we save that for last.”



40
PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA

 “ S  ooo…. Miss Simmons…” Kristine shot Kate a grin as she poured her another glass of wine. “How was Christmas with Miss Hotness?”
Kate feigned a blasé attitude. “It was okay.”
“Okay? Is that all we’re getting?” Hannah asked. They were celebrating New Year’s Eve at The Radley with some of Kristine and Hannah’s friends. So far, Kate had enjoyed great conversations with people who couldn’t have been more different to her, and the Presley locals had turned out to be surprisingly fun and entertaining. The party included Jolene, the owner of the local diner, Bud, an older guy who lived a little further down the road, May, the motel owner, Harvey, the grocery store owner, Hannah’s half-sister Madison and her half-brother Chuck. Hannah had cooked for everyone and now they were having drinks on the porch. They’d moved the TV outside and turned up the volume, so they wouldn’t miss midnight after having gone through numerous bottles of wine. May and Jolene were swaying on their feet, singing along to a band on the TV who were playing old country classics .
“Alright, I’ll tell you,” Kate said, blushing a little, “Christmas with Miss Hotness was… hot.” She didn’t mind the anticipated interrogation. In fact, she’d been dying to tell her friends all about it. “Very hot.”
“And?” Kristine asked.
“And… fun and exciting and sexy and…” Kate fell silent for a moment. “And romantic, actually. We chilled on the beach and she gave me surfing lessons. I can stand on a surfboard for five seconds now, and that’s a serious milestone for me. We ate great food, sat by the campfire, had fantastic sex… as always,” she added. “Oh, and she’s an amazing singer. I could listen to her all day and night.”
“Oh my God!” Kristine gave her a smirk. “How is it possible that all this time you had no idea you were crazy about her? And surfing? You?”
“I know. It’s insane, and I hate to say it, but you were right.” Kate smiled and shook her head. “Maybe I just didn’t want to admit that I really liked her.” She rolled her eyes. “Okay, I was totally in denial and terrified because we were getting close. I’m still terrified. I think about her all the time, but I also panic that our relationship still feels so temporary. We both have busy lives. She’s expanding her business and I’ve taken on way too much work. The next couple of months are going to be really hectic for both of us.” She sighed. “And now we’re both back home and it’s weird because I’ve never been to her place and she’s never been to mine. Who knows how it will work out in real life? We’re so used to meeting on neutral ground. I mean, where do we go from here?”
“It’s going to work out fine,” Kristine assured her. “Look at us. Hannah lived in the UK for God’s sake. Miami is hardly a challenge.”
“You’re right. I shouldn’t complain. But what if it doesn’t  work out? I’m genuinely scared to let her into my own space.” Kate had no idea why she was pouring her heart out, but it felt good. She’d never been so open with Kristine. The past weeks her mind had been in turmoil and she really needed to talk. “Into my home, and into my life.”
“Oh, come on, Kate.” Kristine’s eyes widened. “She’s your girlfriend, not a burglar.”
“She’s not my girlfriend.” Kate regretted it as soon as the words were out. They felt like betrayal because if she was being completely honest with herself, Felicia was her girlfriend. Apparently, it was easier to admit that to a bunch of strangers in a bar than to her best friend. She held up both hands. “Okay, she is my girlfriend, I suppose…” She paused. “I never thought I’d use the word.”
“But now you are and it’s about damn time.” Kristine poured them some more wine.
“So, when are we going to meet her?” Hannah asked. “In person. Kristine is terribly jealous I’ve seen her with my very own eyes, even though I haven’t actually spoken to her.”
Kate thought about that for a moment. “I don’t know. Felicia’s got her launch at the end of next week and after that, I’m in Bangkok. Then we have the opening of the New Orleans restaurant. She shrugged. “So I have no idea when we’ll next see each other.”
“So you’re just going to ignore each other?” Hannah asked. “Because I can tell you from personal experience that you’re going to be one very miserable woman.”
“No… We’ll figure something out.” Kate’s attention turned to the time on her phone when Jolene and May started cheering. “Guys, enough about my love life. It’s five to midnight. We need Champagne. ASAP.”
“You got it.” Hannah ran into the kitchen to fetch the  magnum Kate had bought and four regular ones she’d brought in from The Radley. Kate followed her and carried the box of Champagne glasses outside, then started opening the bottles. She poured the glasses and handed them to the guests before pouring one for herself, Kristine and Hannah. They held them up when the clock on the TV started counting down and everyone counted along with the cheesy presenter.
“Happy New Year!” they all cheered at midnight. Old May, who was dressed in an outrageous red eighties number with puffy sleeves, continued singing the song that had stopped playing a while ago, drunk and completely oblivious to what was going on around her. Kate laughed and nudged her. “Happy New Year, May.”
“Oh sweetheart, did I miss it?” May looked up at her through glassy eyes, then down at the glass of Champagne in her hands.
“No, you’re just in time.” She laughed when May gave her a kiss on the cheek and continued to sing.
“Thank you for letting us come over, Kristine,” Madison interrupted them as she joined Kate, Kristine and Hannah.
“Please, you know you’re always welcome. I should have invited you sooner, but I guess we just assumed you had better things to do than be out here in the sticks.”
Madison shrugged. “Nah. You know what it’s like when you’re single… I was home for Christmas and I’m not going back to Florida until the fifth, but I didn’t really want to spend New Year with my parents at the Country Club. Mason loves that kind of stuff, he’s there too, with his girlfriend.” She glanced at her younger brother, who seemed more than a little interested in Jolene. “But Chuck and I avoid that stuck-up place like the plague and so, when Ha nnah told us you were celebrating here, we thought we’d invite ourselves.”
“Well, I love having you here.” Hannah put an arm around Madison and squeezed her shoulder. “Can you believe this is my half-sister?” she said, turning to Kate. “How cool is that?”
“I know, it’s amazing how well you guys…” Kate got distracted by her phone that was ringing. “Excuse me for a second,” she said, turning away and walking down the porch steps to take the call. “Hey Miss Hotness.” She heard Felicia laughing on the other side of the line and it immediately brought a huge smile to her face.
“Miss Hotness? Is that my name now?”
“Yes, it’s official.” The Champagne and being with her friends had made Kate all fuzzy and happy, and so she didn’t even mind being caught out. “Happy New Year. How’s Miami?”
“Happy New Year to you too, sexy. Miami’s good. I’m at a friend’s party with Carlos. He’s so drunk, I’m not sure how I’m going to get him home.” She chuckled. “How’s your night?”
“It’s really nice. Would have been better if you were here.”
“Or if you were here.” Felicia had to shout now, the music at her end clearly at a higher level than at Kate’s. The line was bad, the network likely overloaded. “I’m sorry, you’re breaking up. I’ll speak to you soon, okay?”
“Okay…” Their conversation broke up before Kate had the chance to say goodbye.
“Miss Hotness?” Kristine asked, joining her on the porch steps.
“Yeah.” Kate managed a smile after suddenly feeling an emptiness she was unfamiliar with. “I wish she was here. ”
“You need to make this work,” Kristine said in a soft voice, putting an arm on her shoulder. “Work is just work. You’ll find other projects, but you won’t find another Felicia. I’ve never seen you like this before.”
Kate nodded and took a long drink of her Champagne. “I know.”
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 T  he dog rescue center was a sad affair and Felicia wished she could take all of them. What did you expect? It’s not some happy doggy daycare. Dozens of dogs were jumping up against the fence as she walked past, some barking in excitement and some viciously growling at her. She was tired from last night, but the first day of a new year seemed like the perfect time to give both herself and a dog a new start. She’d expected more people to be here. The shelter had distributed flyers to let people know they were open today, but so far, she was the only one. Carlos, who had promised to come with her, was still sleeping on her couch, still out cold.
“Take your pick,” Danny, the manager, said. He was a skinny man with a greasy ponytail and lots of scars on his arms. Felicia imagined he got bitten on a regular basis. “We’ve done the background checks on you and you’re good to go.” His tone was tinged in despair, as if any dog with the prospect of a better life was a small win for him.
“How am I supposed to pick one?” Felicia looked around  the pens and free-running areas. There were at least a hundred dogs here.
“Haven’t you thought about what type of breed you’d like? Male, female?” Danny shot her a questioning look.
“No,” Felicia admitted. “Can I go into the pens and meet them?”
“I’m sorry, I can’t let you do that.” Danny thought about it for a moment. “If there’s a couple you’d like to meet we can arrange that, but some of the dogs haven’t really been domesticated yet. They all have to go through a rigid training program, it’s not safe for you to just go into any area right now.”
“Okay…” Felicia paused. “Are there any dogs that have been here for a long time?”
“Sure.” Danny pointed at a scruffy Australian cattle dog who was looking at them through the fence. “That’s Jasper. He’s been here for four years, he’s six now. I don’t know how you feel about adopting an older dog, but you’d make him really happy if you did. He’s a sweet dog, I never had any trouble with him.”
“Jasper? Did you just say Jasper?” Felicia’s heart was almost beating out of her chest. Jasper. Was he the male energy the hand reader had mentioned? Or was she simply reacting to the reading because it happened to be this dog’s name? Whatever it was, she knew right there and then that he was going home with her.
“I know it’s an unusual name for a dog, but that was his name when he came here.”
“No, it’s not that, it’s…” Felicia kneeled down and held her hand out for Jasper to sniff it through the fence. “Hey Jasper. Are we going to be friends?” Jasper started wagging his tail at the attention and it immediately brought a lump to her throat. “Why has no one adopted him yet?” she asked .
“People don’t often adopt dogs over the age of three. It’s more expensive on the insurance and stuff like that. They also tend to be suspicious about slightly bigger dogs. Afraid they might be aggressive. I can assure you that Jasper hasn’t got a bad bone in his body, though.”
Felicia looked back at the dog. “Does he know how to walk on a lead? I mean, I can teach him of course, but I’ll have to get him home first.”
“He hasn’t been out for a walk in a while, but he should be fine. Volunteers have been thin on the ground lately.” Danny walked over to a wall full of leads and picked one, then let himself into the pen. “Come here, boy.” He knelt down in front of Jasper and attached the lead to his collar, then brought him out.
“Hey there, Jasper.” Felicia sat down cross-legged on the concrete floor and stroked him. Jasper was a big, muscular dog and she could see how he might seem intimidating to some. But soon enough, his tongue was hanging out of his mouth and he closed his eyes in delight when she found a sensitive spot on his shoulder. She smiled as she looked up at Danny, who was observing them with a hopeful look in his eyes. “I’ll take him home if that’s okay.”
“You’ve made my day, Miss Perez.” Danny sighed in relief. “And you’ve just made Jasper’s life a whole lot better. I’ve got some paperwork for you to fill in, it will only take two minutes.” He pointed at the lead. “Oh, and if you wouldn’t mind bringing that back in tomorrow, we’re a little short on them and not exactly overflowing with funds.”
“Sure.” Felicia stood up, took the lead from him and to her surprise, Jasper followed her into the office. She felt nervous and a little anxious. Having a dog was a big responsibility, but it would be good for her to have someone to care for. She’d dodged commitment for long enough, and somehow,  having Kate in her life now had made it a little easier to take the step. Jasper sat down next to her and waited patiently for Felicia to sign the paperwork, as if he knew what was happening. Or maybe he just thought she was a nice, new volunteer. “Are you ready for a walk, big boy? I bet you haven’t been to a park in a long time.”
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 K  ate closed her office door behind her on New Year’s Day. She’d driven back from Presley in the morning and was still a little hungover from last night, but the New Orleans restaurant launch was getting closer and she couldn’t afford to take a day off. With the office being closed there was no one to pick up on emails, so she’d buried herself in work, trying to catch up on all the enquiries they’d received. She needed more staff, but she was also starting to run out of space. The good news was that everything was still running smoothly. She had three more weeks until the restaurant launch, and three more months until the opening of The Factory in Bangkok. Mrs Calston was happy with her proposal and so were the six other smaller clients that her staff were managing just fine, without too much interference from her. Besides that, new requests kept coming in so she wouldn’t have to worry about pitching for new business anytime soon. People wanted her specifically now, and that was an exciting position to be in for an interior designer. Upstairs, she opened the fridge, poured herself a glass of wine and took it out onto her  balcony. As she sat down to light a cigarette her phone buzzed and she smiled when she saw the message was from Felicia. It was a picture with the caption: ‘Meet Jasper’ . Both Felicia and Jasper were smiling into the camera, sitting on a couch together in what looked like a living room. Kate studied the picture, curious for any clues as to where Felicia lived. From the little she saw in the background, it was a small apartment, but nice and homely. She chuckled as she replied.

‘Oh my God, so you did it?! He’s so cute!’ Then she added: ‘Not too hungover I see.’ Her phone lit up again after a couple of seconds.
‘I know, I’m so glad I went. He’s adorable and we’re best friends already. He’s terrified to go into the kitchen though, I’m not sure what that’s all about, but otherwise he’s completely settled.’

‘I’d love to meet him’, Kate typed.

‘Then come over and meet him ’ Kate took a deep breath, unsure of how to reply. She was buried in work and she had two trips planned in the coming week.

‘I’d love to but I’m drowning here. Working weekends too and I really can’t afford to take time off until February. How about we meet then?’ Kate took a long drag of her cigarette as she waited for a reply. She got a little nervous after a minute, then felt like screaming after three minutes, until she finally got a reply.

‘That’s okay, I’m crazy busy too. Let’s meet in February. Let me know a date and I’ll keep it free. We could always meet in the middle. XXX F’ Kate finally exhaled. Okay, so she’s busy too. She understands.


‘Good luck with the launch!’ she wrote, then added: ‘Can’t wait to see you again.’ As she sat there, drinking her wine and finishing her cigarette, Kate wondered how on earth people  had time for relationships, let alone children. If they couldn’t even manage to see each other once a month, then how did people with a family get anything done at all? She knew she would have to make some serious life changes. If she didn’t, it would never work out with Felicia. Having Hannah around had helped a lot with her workload. She trusted her with her life and her English mentality meant that she didn’t ask for permission all the time but just got on with things. But even so, if the upcoming openings were a success, she’d have triple the work on her hands with no extra hours to manage it. Kate sighed and rubbed her temple, making a mental note to hire someone to turn her storage into more office space. Finding storage was easy and cheap, finding a new office wasn’t.
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 “ I  just don’t get those two women.” Kristine sat down on her porch couch and stretched her legs over Hannah’s lap, then covered them with a blanket. It was the first week of January, and although it was chilly, the day had been sunny. They had settled down to watch the sunset after Hannah had returned from work early. The Radley was closed today, and Kristine had been left with too much time on her hands to think while she’d been working in the yard. “Kate’s clearly crazy about her but she seems to think work comes first and the more time passes, the bigger the risk it’s going to fizzle out,” She continued. “And I really hate it because I want her to be happy. I mean, have you ever seen Kate this happy?”
“No. I mean, she’s always happy but this is on a whole new level. You’d think that she’d grab this opportunity, right? All she has to do to see Felicia is cross the state line.”
“Yeah, tell that to her.” Kristine huffed. “Why doesn’t she just invite her over?” She paused. “Typical Kate. Anything close to home is scary. Anything serious freaks her out. I have no idea why, it’s not like she had a traumatic childhood,  or bad relationships in the past. In fact, I don’t remember her ever being in any relationships.”
“You can’t expect everyone to be a hopeless romantic like you,” Hannah teased. “People are different.”
“Well, it worked for me, didn’t it?” Kristine leaned in and gave her a lingering kiss. “Do you think I should step in?” Hannah frowned as she studied Kristine, not sure if she was joking. Then she laughed when she realized she wasn’t.
“You’re serious, aren’t you?” She shook her head. “No, absolutely not, Kristine. Kate’s a grown woman, don’t get involved. Leave her to it.”
“But she just needs a little nudge and…”
“Yeah, but if she’s not in the right mindset, it’s not going to work, is it? Kate needs to find out what she wants for herself, you can’t do that for her.” She ran a hand over Kristine’s cheek. “You’re so sweet for wanting to help your friend, but I think you should stay out of her love life.” Hannah felt a warmth spread through her, just by looking at Kristine. The love she felt for her was overwhelming at times, and she still had to pinch herself now and then. But it wasn’t a dream. Their life was as real as it could be and every day with Kristine felt like a blessing. She thought of the beautiful vintage solitaire diamond engagement ring she’d bought that afternoon, after browsing several antique stores with Kate. The ring was perfect, but the moment had to be perfect too, and so she’d decided to hide it until they were in the right place at the right time. Her father’s DNA results had come back yesterday, confirming what they already knew and now it was only a matter of time before she would surprise Kristine.
Kristine nodded and kissed her again. “Okay. You’re right, Hannah. I’ll stay out of it.” It didn’t sound very convincing, though.
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 I  t was a beautiful sunny day in Miami, and Felicia was sitting behind her folding desk outside her new studio in Wynwood. She was delighted to have found the reasonably priced space in the art district. The two other graphic designers she shared it with were nice and kept to themselves, and the coffee cart that parked next door each day had been a godsend with the long hours she’d been working during the relaunch week of her brand. Jasper was sleeping under her desk, exhausted after a long walk. Whether they were destined to be together or not, Jasper had indeed, brought lots of joy into her life. The more she thought about it, the more she started to believe that the hand reader may have been right after all and if she could go back to Chiang Mai right now, she would give the old woman a big hug and an even bigger tip for bringing him into her life. Felicia started nervously scrolling through her orders on her MacBook like she had every day since she’d gone live. Seeing the buys that went through to the manufacturer go up each day made her hopeful it was going to be at least a reasonable success. So far, most of the stores that  had previously been selling her hand-printed range, had put in an order, and there were seven new ones. Her direct-to-consumer channel was doing well too, with almost four hundred garments ordered by individuals through her website. She’d been a little worried about visibility because she couldn’t afford to be represented at trade fairs yet, so all her marketing had gone through social media, but it seemed to have worked. The Wynwood Art District was the perfect spot to ask trendy passers-by to have their picture taken wearing her apparel, and it had even led to sales in Japan, after a group of ultra-hip tourists from Tokyo had shared her range with their followers. Most people were flattered and very willing when she asked. She checked her Instagram again and frowned when she saw the number of ‘likes’ on one of her pictures of a men’s hoodie go up unusually fast. There must be something wrong with the system. The picture had five hundred likes already and the number was rapidly growing. Until now, three hundred had been her engagement target. Five-fifty, five-sixty. She felt a flutter in her belly, not quite willing to believe it, and checked for any new followers who might have shared the image, when she noticed she had over a hundred new followers too. A smile crept on her lips when she saw that one of them was Brandon, the guy she’d met on Koh Chang. She’d completely forgotten about him. She clicked on his profile and there it was, a picture of Brandon wearing her hoodie on Kuta Beach in Bali. He had a surfboard in one hand and a bottle of beer in the other, looking charming and handsome as he smiled for the camera with a beautiful sunset in the background. The picture had over five thousand likes, and just like her own picture it was still going up, only at a much faster rate. Jesus, he’s doing well for himself. It wasn’t until then  that she noticed he had over half a million followers. His pictures were really beautiful. Gorgeous beaches, amazing waves, shots of him surfing and socializing. Felicia imagined him to be immensely popular with the ladies and felt a wave of pride that almost made her laugh. Several of the pictures had very subtle product placements in them. It wasn’t obvious at first sight, but she could tell by how one of them was focused just a little more on a beer bottle in his hand, and another one on the T-shirt he was wearing. He definitely knew how to effectively use hashtags too. He’s an influencer. Apparently, being an ex-salesman, Brandon was very good at selling himself too. She scrolled further down and saw the selfie they’d taken on Koh Chang, with the caption: ‘Isn’t she gorgeous? And guess what? This lovely lady is very talented too! #leonapparel #comingsoon’.

Felicia let out an excited chuckle and looked around to make sure no one was watching her. She followed him back and sent him a message.
‘Thank you so much for buying and sharing my hoodie! Call me if you’re ever in Miami, would love to buy you dinner to thank you.’ She put her phone number and a couple of smiley faces underneath, then sat back to enjoy her coffee in the morning sun. Her phone lit up with an incoming message.

‘Hey sexy, how did the launch go? I should have texted you on the day, but I’ve been stuck at Viet, troubleshooting. Any sales yet? X K’ Felicia sighed. She missed Kate. God, was she a sucker for believing this was actually going to work between them? If Kate didn’t have time to meet until February now, would she have time to see her in the months to come and even if she did, how often would they see each other? Was this how their relationship was going to be? Sure, Felicia could go to New Orleans, but since she had Jasper now,  she’d have to drive or find a dog sitter. Would Kate even want a dog in her house? She couldn’t take him to a hotel… And soon she’d have to start on her new range that would be launched in six months’ time. How busy would she be when she started doing four seasons instead of two? But then again, she did really, really miss Kate, and if once a month was all she could get, she’d have to take it. For now.


‘It’s going well so far, think I’ve even got a viral,’ she replied.

‘OMG! That’s fantastic. We should celebrate! I’ll book a room at Nobu for the tenth of Feb. Can you make it?’ Felicia bit her lip as frustration coursed through her. Of course she wanted to celebrate with Kate. And never mind the celebration, she just wanted Kate naked in her bed. But it wasn’t just that anymore, she wanted to see her, be with her. Not in a hotel but in her home, or in Kate’s home. She wanted to really get to know her. And as much as she understood that the whole ‘hotel’ thing was a way for Kate to keep her distance, she didn’t like it at all.

‘Or you could come to my place? Then you could meet Jasper. Tenth is good for me.’ Felicia nervously tapped her nails on her desk as she waited for a reply. It took a while, and she worried Kate was freaking out. After a couple of minutes, her phone lit up again.
‘Of course. Sorry, I forgot dogs aren’t allowed in hotels I’ll bring a bottle of Champagne and meet you at your place. Looking forward to it. XXX K’
‘Sounds good. I’m looking forward to it too. XXX F’
Felicia put her phone down and scratched Jasper behind his ear, wondering again how on earth she was going to deal with this. They were only a twelve-hour drive or a very short flight away from each other, but it was clear that Kate liked the concept of keeping things far from home, and deep  down, Felicia couldn’t blame her. She’d always done the same herself after all. Except for now, because now, she was the sucker. Now, she was chasing someone who didn’t have time for her. And that didn’t feel great.
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 “ N  o, not like that.” Kate ran over to the movers and made a twisting motion with her arms. “The tables go lengthwise, look, we’ve marked them all out with chalk on the floor.” She managed to suppress an eye roll as she pointed to the white squares her assistant had drawn over the entire length of the premises. The movers had been briefed, but it had gone in one ear and out the other as usual and she didn’t dare leave the room for more than five minutes. Both her and Hannah had been on the site for three full days now, and they only had another three days left until the pre-opening of Viet, which was a small, press-only affair. After that there would be the grand opening, and as expected, they were fully booked. The deadline for the kitchen was tomorrow, since the head chef had to brief his staff and give them two days to practice the menu, and Hannah had been running around like a headless chicken all day, making sure everything was in the right place and in working order. Kate could hear her shouting something through the phone about inspections and certificates as she walked past the  pass. Whatever the problem was, right now, she didn’t want to know, and she was sure Hannah would handle it. She knew better than to hassle Kate with things that would only stress her out more and Kate was grateful to hear that, judging by the barely controlled anger in her voice, she was doing everything in her power to fix the problem. She’d grown close to Hannah while working with her, and she’d been honored when Hannah had asked her to help her pick an engagement ring for Kristine. She couldn’t imagine a better match for her best friend than the cool, charismatic and sweet English woman, and she was above all, proud to call Hannah her friend now.
“Everything okay?” she asked as Hannah got off the phone.
Hannah arched a brow and shot her a grin. “Of course. Everything’s under control.” At that, they both laughed, knowing they would probably be here until midnight.
“Kate, your artworks are here,” Kate’s assistant called from the doorway. “They won’t fit through the door.” Kate sighed.
“Of course they won’t.” Nothing seemed to be going according to plan today. She rolled up the sleeves of her red silk blouse and rushed to the door, wishing she’d worn something comfortable instead of her smart attire and stiletto heels. The paintings in the back of the truck looked way too big indeed. “Tell them to try the back door, I think it might be a little higher.”
“I will. Oh, and the plants are here too. Where do you want them?”
Kate took a deep breath and tried to focus. Focusing had been hard with the little sleep she’d had. Her days were consumed with work and her nights were consumed with  thoughts of Felicia. She missed her so much that she had trouble sleeping and last night had been no different.
“In front of the bar, for now,” she finally said. “We’ll move them together later.” Kate walked over to the bar, pointed out where she wanted the big palms, then walked behind it and poured herself a glass of bourbon. At least the bar was finished and stocked, she thought as she took a long slug of her drink.
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 “ W  ant some more, Jasper?” Jasper looked up at Felicia in anticipation. He ate a lot, especially now that he knew he had access to the other delicacies Felicia cooked him rather than the dry food they’d fed him at the shelter. Felicia had cooked big batches for him twice already this week because seeing him so happy after four years of living in a kennel made her want to do anything for him. They walked to her studio in the mornings, before the temperatures got too high, and they walked back to her apartment at night, which was a good hour away. He was a quick learner, stayed by her side and went to sleep on his blanket under her desk while she worked. She’d been cautious walking through the park with him at first, but he’d been friendly and sociable on the occasions they’d met other dogs. Felicia refilled Jasper’s bowl with the rice, chicken and carrot mixture she’d made for him and he scoffed it up within seconds. She’d moved her desk outside again where she was shaded from the sun by the studio until the early afternoon. Her sales were going well, and she’d been on a permanent high after Brandon’s viral  picture that had sparked interest from several new stores and amazing online sales. Finally, it seemed like her brand was going to be a big success and that was a huge relief after all her hard work. She was working on the graphics for her next range and all was good with the world right now. By now, she was convinced the hand reader had been the real deal, and that had gotten her thinking about the other things she’d told her. It scared her a little, how right she’d been about Jasper and Brandon, and it had brought up questions she’d never thought of before. Was there such a thing as destiny? And what did that mean in relation to Kate? Were they meant to be together? It did feel that way to her, but she wasn’t sure about Kate. Felicia missed Kate, and she was a little worried that she was losing interest. Neither of them was big on phone calls and so the occasional short call or texting frenzy was all the contact they’d had. She almost jumped up when her new work phone rang, not quite used to the ringtone yet.
“Leon Apparel, this is Felicia speaking.” Felicia rolled her eyes at herself as she tried to sound professional. She hadn’t received many phone calls on the number so far as most of her work communications happened via email.
“Hi, this is Kristine Miller.” There was a pause. “I was wondering if you have a minute. I’m a friend of Kate’s.”
Felicia took in a quick breath, panic almost paralyzing her. “A friend of Kate’s? Did something happen to her? Is she okay?”
“Yeah, yeah, she’s fine,” Kristine said in her sweet southern drawl. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“Oh, thank God.” Felicia let out a sigh of relief. “Kristine, huh? She’s told me a lot about you. I know you two are pretty close.”
“We are.” Kristine fell silent for a moment, clearly  uncomfortable. “I’m not sure how to start this conversation, it’s a bit awkward and I’m usually not one for sticking my nose in other people’s business… but Kate can be so stubborn, and I feel like she needs a little help sometimes. When it comes to relationships,” she added.
“Okay…” Felicia felt a little uneasy herself now with where the conversation was heading. “If you’re telling me to back off, you might as well give up now,” she said. “I really like Kate and…”
“No, that’s not why I’m calling.” Kristine interrupted her with a hint of panic in her voice. “Please don’t hang up and just hear me out, okay? Kate is crazy about you.”
“She is?” Felicia sat back and smiled.
“Yeah, she really is. And from your reaction earlier, I can tell you really care about her too.”
“I do. I really care about her.”
“Great.” Kristine took a moment, and Felicia somehow imagined her smiling. She sounded really sweet. “That’s great. You see, Kate’s always been the center of her own universe and she’s crap when it comes to relationships. She’s not an idiot, she just doesn’t know any better. She needs someone to pin her down and tell her how it’s going to be and make the decision for her.” She let out a nervous chuckle. “I know that sounds insane but I’m afraid that if you don’t push her a little, this might die out and that would be a shame. I just want her to be happy and be in a loving relationship, and I’ve got a feeling you’re the only person capable of making that happen.”
“Okay…” Felicia let it sink in. It was amazing to hear that Kate felt the same as she did, and that she’d told Kristine about her, but what could she do? “I can’t exactly force her though,” she continued. “She’s really busy and besides, maybe she’s just not ready. ”
“Kate’s always busy and she may never be ready,” Kristine said matter-of-factly. “Not if you leave it up to her.”
“Then what do you suggest I do?”
“Well, that’s up to you of course, but I might have an idea…”
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 T  he lighting was perfect on the opening night of Viet , the much-anticipated restaurant in downtown New Orleans. Not too bright, not too dimmed. Kate sat at the bar in what she decided was going to be her usual spot, feeling more than a little smug about how well it had all come together. She’d talked to the people she needed to talk to, and she’d been congratulated on how great it looked by just about everyone in the room. And it really did look great. Without realizing it, she’d created a perfect place for herself to come and unwind after work. The atmosphere was lively and loud, and for someone like Kate, who liked to sit alone and observe, it was a great place to hang at the bar, unnoticed. The reviews from the pre-opening night had been raving, one of the major magazines calling the establishment ‘a feast for the eyes as well as the taste buds’. She was proud, and she liked to enjoy the fruits of her hard labor. Hannah was mingling with the management team and seemed to be enjoying herself. Kristine couldn’t come due to a last-minute venue booking, but she’d promised she’d come over next week to have dinner with  Kate. The bar staff had no idea Kate was the designer, and she liked it that way. Anonymity was always a must for her after-work indulgences. It was when she let her thoughts flow freely over a maximum of two really, really good martinis. And she had to hand it to them, they were excellent here. Ideas usually came to her as she sat somewhere, people watching. Solutions to problems, pitch ideas, even mental mood boards. But today, there was none of that. For weeks, all she’d been able to think of was Felicia. She hadn’t called or messaged much since her launch, but neither had Kate. Technically she could claim she had been overwhelmed with work, but she knew damn well that wasn’t the whole reason for her silence. Then why was she being silent? Was she testing Felicia’s dedication to see if it was just a temporary fling? Was she afraid that Felicia had been caught up in their steamy nights and would eventually cool off? Kate herself hadn’t flirted with other women at all, the little voice in her head always telling her it could never be better than with Felicia. It just couldn’t. She was only two weeks away from seeing her again, but their lack of contact, which she was equally guilty of, seriously worried her. Oh God, I’ve been so stupid. I’ve left it too long.

Kate gasped, startled when she felt someone close behind her. So close, that she shivered from the hot breath against her ear. She recognized the scent of the light jasmine perfume immediately.
“Can I buy you a drink? A beautiful woman like you shouldn’t be drinking on her own.” Kate’s heart skipped a beat as she turned on her barstool to meet Felicia’s beautiful dark eyes. Wow. Felicia looked amazing. She was wearing formal black trousers, black heels and a crisp, white shirt. The top four buttons were open, giving Kate a tantalizing view of her cleavage and the black lace bra underneath the  white fabric. Her dark hair was straightened and pulled back into a long, shiny ponytail. She wasn’t wearing any make-up, apart from mascara and a hint of eyeliner, emphasizing her big eyes. There was no doubt that Felicia was the most beautiful woman in Viet tonight. Seeing her here was the last thing Kate had expected, and how she’d even managed to get in with the strict door policy baffled her. But against all expectations having her here, on her own turf, didn’t make her anxious. On the contrary, she couldn’t think of anyone she’d rather be with right now. Her heart started thumping in her throat, so fast that she had to hold onto her chest for fear of it flying out.
“You want to buy me a drink?” she asked, barely in a whisper. Her mouth pulled into a big smile.
“I want more than that, but I think a drink would be a good start.” Felicia stepped in between Kate’s legs, wrapping her arms around her waist. “I hope you don’t mind me showing up unannounced on your big night, but I’ve decided that once a month isn’t enough for me.” Kate covered Felicia’s arms with her own and bit her lip, barely able to contain her excitement.
“No, I don’t mind.” She hesitated. “I might have freaked out if you’d told me you were coming, so it’s probably a good thing you didn’t.” She took a sip of her drink, taking a beat to process what was happening. “And you’re right. Once a month isn’t enough. I’ve missed you. When did you get here? And what about Jasper?”
“I’ve missed you too. And Jasper’s fine. We drove here together, had our first road trip. He loved it.” Felicia waved at Hannah, who shot her a cheeky smile. “He’s with your friend, Kristine. Him and Belle are best buddies already.” She showed Kate a picture on her phone that Kristine had sent her of Jasper and Belle playing in the yard together .
Kate shot her a wide-eyed look. “What? How?”
“Kristine called me,” Felicia admitted. “Said you needed a kick up the ass. She told me I should take control of the situation if I wanted to hold onto you. So here I am, taking control.” She gave Kate a smug look. “You’re going to show me around town, let me into your house and into your bedroom.” She whispered that last word in Kate’s ear, making her shudder. “And then, we’re going to really talk about what we’re going to do because I’m crazy about you, Kate, and every morning that I don’t wake up with you feels like a waste of time.”
Kate stared at her, at a loss for words as she swallowed down the lump in her throat. Felicia had driven all the way here, just to see her, and now she was telling her she was in love with her. Deep down, Kate knew she felt the same. The mornings with Felicia had been the happiest of her life and every moment she’d spent with her had filled her with joy she’d never known before. There hadn’t been much of that lately, and although she’d tried to focus on work, the enthusiasm hadn’t been there. She’d mostly been on autopilot, doing what she had to do. Efficient, but flat.
“I’m crazy about you too,” she finally said after a long silence.
Felicia smiled, then leaned in, bringing her mouth close to Kate’s. “There. Now that wasn’t so hard, was it?” Although she was desperate to kiss her, she didn’t. It was a work affair for Kate, and it didn’t seem appropriate. To her surprise, Kate pulled her closer and placed a soft kiss on her lips.
“No, it wasn’t,” she whispered as she pulled away. “Because it’s true.” The electric after buzz of their kiss was still sizzling on her lips, making her ache for more. She wanted Felicia, craved her. But she also wanted to be with her. Kate stood up and threw her arms around Felicia,  pulling her into a tight embrace. “I’m sorry I’m so impossible. I’m going to try harder, I promise.” She shook her head against Felicia’s shoulder. “No, trying is the wrong word, because it’s so easy with you. What I mean is, that I want to wake up with you too, every day. And we’ll figure out a way to do that.”
Felicia couldn’t stop smiling. What had this woman done to her? She hardly recognized herself and yet, the way she felt made so much sense. She tightened her grip on Kate and inhaled deep against her skin, the familiar scent of her shampoo warming her.
“We will.” She stepped back and ran a hand through Kate’s curls. “Now, will you let me buy you that drink?”
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 “ I  need to tell you something.”
“Okay…” Kate’s voice was slightly worried. They were walking back to Kate’s house from the venue. It was a long walk, but it was a beautiful, cool night and she couldn’t think of anything better than showing Felicia around her city, bathed in lights and music. New Orleans was beautiful during the day, but it really came to life at night, and for some reason, she felt like she had to sell it to her. Despite the distance they had to cross, she’d taken Felicia on a little detour to show her the statue in St Anthony’s Garden behind the St Louis Cathedral, locally known as ‘Touchdown Jesus’. The spotlights in front of the statue cast a shadow of Jesus on the cathedral that almost spanned its full height. Although Kate wasn’t religious, the impact of the sight at night was so powerful that she always liked to walk past it on her way home.
Felicia stood still in front of the fence and looked up in awe. “Wow…” she whispered. “This is incredible.”
“I know, it always impresses me.” Kate looked up at it too. “So what were you going to tell me? ”
“It’s nothing serious, just something really amazing that happened to me, that I still can’t comprehend and probably never will.” Felicia paused. “I’m telling you this because I don’t want you to think it’s influenced my decision to come here tonight in any way.”
Kate stopped and turned to her. “Now you have me worried.”
“Don’t be.” Felicia sat down on a bench facing the statue and tapped the space next to her. “The lady who healed that cat, in Koh Chang. What did you make of that?”
“What did I make of it?” Kate stared at her in confusion, unsure where this conversation was heading. “I don’t know… I guess I’ve thought about it a lot,” she confessed. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”
“So, you’re not dismissing the possibility that it might have been a small miracle?”
“Why is this so important?” Kate was silent for a moment when Felicia didn’t answer, then shook her head. “No, I’m not dismissing it. I guess it made quite an impact on me now that I think about it, I’ve told just about everyone I’ve seen since about it.” She shrugged. “Most of them brushed it off by telling me she was probably a vet, but still, the way that cat came in, like he only had hours to live… it doesn’t make any sense.”
“No, it doesn’t.” Felicia took a deep breath. She had no idea why she felt hesitant to tell Kate about her experience with the hand reader, but it was important to her. “I went to see an old woman in Chiang Mai, after you left. A hand reader. I didn’t plan on going, and things like that normally make me a bit uncomfortable, but this young girl dragged me in, and I just went along with it. I didn’t think much of it at first, just thought they needed money.”
“And? What did she tell you? ”
“She told me I would have two male energies in my life. One would bring me joy, and his name would be Jasper.”
Kate gasped. “Really?”
“Really. I didn’t name Jasper, he was already registered under that name. It’s a weird name for a dog, I’d never choose it myself. The man who runs the shelter pointed him out and we clicked straight away, like it was meant to be.”
“What else did she tell you?” Kate asked. There was no sarcasm in her voice.
“She told me someone whose name started with a ‘B’ would bring me success.”
“Brandon?” Kate put a hand on Felicia’s. “He did make a huge difference to your sales, didn’t he?”
“Yes, he did. He basically sent me viral and got me into over fifty new stores, and God knows how many sales came from it.” She paused and looked at Kate, who was now staring at her, open-mouthed. “And then she told me about a female energy, who would bring me love. She wouldn’t say a name because she said I already knew the name. She wanted me to believe first. In what, I don’t know. Higher powers, I guess. Then she told me I was going to witness a small miracle and I would know.”
“That’s why you mentioned the cat lady.” Kate let out the breath she’d been holding.
“Yes. And she was right, of course I knew. You’ve been on my mind for months. You’ve been all I’ve been able to think of. But I’m here out of free will, not because some old lady told me it was my destiny, and I need you to know that. I just wanted to tell you because it’s pretty amazing and I… well, I guess I just needed to get it off my chest, whether you believe me or not.”
“I believe you,’ Kate said. “Destiny or not… Does it even ma tter? There are things in this universe we’ll never, ever understand, and the most important thing is that we’re here now, together.” She smiled. “And that it feels right.”
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 “ C  hrist, is this really where you live? By yourself?” Felicia glanced around the opulent living room and was even more bowled over when Kate opened the doors to her big balcony. She’d expected a nice house, but nothing as lavish as this.
“Yeah. Just me here.” Kate brought out a bottle of chilled white wine and two glasses. It was late now and the partygoers passing underneath them were in good spirits.
“It’s amazing. I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a beautiful house.” She paused for a moment, taking it all in. “But it suits you. I mean, it’s you, it looks like you. Smart, sexy and stylish.”
“I don’t know about the smart part.” Kate poured them both a glass of wine and sat down. Although she was desperate to drag Felicia to bed, she knew they would have to talk first. “I haven’t been very smart when it comes to you, and I realize that I’m going to lose you if I don’t make more time for us.”
“It’s not that, Kate. I wouldn’t just walk away from you…”
“No, wait. Let me finish,” Kate interrupted her. “I want to  be with you but having a company with an office downstairs, international clients and a team of twelve isn’t something I can move away from. I can make time, sure, but I can’t stay away for very long. So I was thinking, how would you feel about moving in with me for a while? You can work from anywhere, right? All you need is your laptop.” She was visibly nervous but determined. “I know it’s a big step, but it would mean we’d have a chance to really get to know each other. I’m not asking you to leave your life in Miami behind, just to come here for a couple of weeks while we figure it out. And bring Jasper too, of course.” She frowned as she took a sip of her wine and Felicia could almost hear her thinking out loud. “I’d be willing to do the same and stay with you in Miami, but it would take some organization and time and…”
“Kate,” Felicia stopped her. “I’m not asking you to move for a long period of time, I know you can’t do that.” She smiled. “But it’s very sweet of you that you’d even consider it and yes, I’d love to stay with you for a while.”
“Really?”
“Of course. And I know how hard this is for you, so if you change your mind, I’ll totally understand.” Felicia laughed. “And come on, it’s not exactly a dump you’ve got here. Are you sure you can handle a dog in this pristine palace?”
“I’m glad you like my house, but I’m not going to change my mind. I’ve thought about it and initially the idea scared me, but now that you’re here, it’s so clear I’ve been stupid to be scared. In fact, I’m really, really happy.” Kate smiled. “And of course I’d love to have Jasper here too. Can I meet him tomorrow? Can we go and pick him up?”
“No need. Kristine kindly offered to drop him off  tomorrow morning,” Felicia said. “She’s an amazing person, and so is Hannah. I can see why you guys are best friends.”
Kate sat back, relieved that the hardest part was over and as the tension slowly left her body she suddenly felt incredibly excited about the prospect of having Felicia in her home. “I can give you a desk downstairs while you’re here. I’m expanding the office. Someone’s coming to clear out the storage room and install desks in there next week.” She held up a hand. “And with storage room, I don’t mean some windowless dark basement. It’s a beautiful space facing the back yard, next to the kitchen that holds a fridge full of beer and a state-of-the-art professional coffee machine.”
“Thank you” Felicia put a hand on her knee. “That’s really sweet of you but I think I’m going to make use of the coffee shops and your balcony for now. I don’t want to be in your face the whole day.” She grinned and squeezed Kate’s leg, fighting the urge to straddle her. “I mean, I do, but in a different kind of way.”
Kate blushed. Having Felicia here had opened her eyes more than any amount of thinking could have done but most of all, she looked forward to waking up next to the woman of her dreams every morning.
“Okay, whatever you prefer. But let me know if you change your mind, I’ll happily slot in an extra desk for you.” She poured them both another glass of wine. “So, how’s the business doing?”
“It’s doing really well.” Felicia quickly scrolled through her phone to check her sales. “Forty percent up from my initial target, and most of it, curtesy of Brandon. I had no idea he was a major influencer and he’s been very kind promoting me. I’ve also entered the Thai and Chinese market for the first time, after I sent some of my T-shirts to two ladyboys I met on a night out. They’re famous now, and  they’ve featured them on their social media. They’ve got a huge fanbase.”
“Congratulations.” Kate grinned. “Famous ladyboys and a major influencer? And all that without paying them? Charm really is your major asset but I guess you already know that.”
Felicia shook it off. “I wasn’t being charming. They were nice and good fun to hang out with. I’m just really grateful they helped me out.”
“Or maybe they genuinely liked your product too, because you’re very talented. I’ve been wearing the T-shirt you gave me a lot.” Kate looked at the pack of cigarettes on the table, craving a smoke after the martinis and the wine. “Do you mind if I have one?”
“Of course not. I didn’t know you smoked.” Felicia studied Kate as she lit one. “See? This was a great idea. I’m learning something new about you already and I have to admit, even smoking looks sexy on you.”
Kate laughed and took a deep drag. “I don’t smoke much. And I promise I’ll brush my teeth before I show you my amazing bedroom.”
“I don’t doubt you have an amazing bedroom.” Felicia licked her lips and took a sip of her wine. “You look beautiful,” she said, then her face suddenly turned serious. She let her eyes roam over Kate’s red satin dress and her Louboutin heels, the red soles visible each time she wiggled her foot. “I watched you for a while when you were sitting at the bar tonight, before I came up to you. You had no idea how many men were glaring at you, working up the courage to approach you. You were lost in your own thoughts, just sipping your martini, completely oblivious to the fact that you were the center of attention.”
“I was thinking of you.” Kate lifted her gaze to meet Felicia’ s. “I’m always thinking of you.” She didn’t feel like finishing the wine or her cigarette anymore, too consumed with thoughts of getting the beautiful woman on her balcony into her bedroom and out of her clothes. A month was a long time. She stubbed out her cigarette, stood up and held out her hand. The gesture seemed weird, because it had always been the other way around but in this moment, it felt right. “Come, let me show you how much I’ve missed you.”

“AND THIS IS THE MASTER SUITE,” Kate said, opening the door to her bedroom after giving Felicia a tour of the whole house.
“This is crazy.” Felicia put her overnight bag on the high four-poster bed, while Kate disappeared into her bathroom, and sat down next to it, taking in the tranquil and romantic space. The bed was draped with sheer, white fabric. Tall French doors covered by off-white curtains opened up to the balcony. There was a big antique closet and a matching nightstand with a mirror on the thick Berber rug. Underneath the windows stood a beautiful white roll top bathtub with copper legs and detailing, a fluffy white towel draped over the edge.
“I take it that means you like your new bedroom?” Kate shot her a teasing look as she reappeared. She reached behind her and slowly pulled down the zipper on her red dress.
“I do.” Felicia got up and walked towards her. “But I like this even more.” She pulled the straps of Kate’s tight dress down her arms, then tugged it over her hips so Kate could step out of it. Her breath caught at the sight of Kate’s full breasts. “You weren’t wearing a bra? Bad girl. ”
Kate smirked as she kicked off her high heels. “I figured I could get away with it in that dress, with the double-layered fabric…” She closed her eyes when Felicia’s hands roamed over her breasts and let out a soft moan when she kissed her. It was featherlight, their lips barely touching, but it was enough to send a shot of lightning to her core and make her weak in the knees. “Wait,” she whispered, as she unbuttoned Felicia’s shirt and took it off. “I need to feel your skin against mine.”
“So do I, I want you so badly, Kate.” Felicia took off her heels and her pants and finally, her bra. She let it drop on the floor and stared at Kate in adoration. “I’ve been longing for you for weeks,” she said, as she brushed her fingers over Kate’s breasts again, her eyes darkening. The kiss that followed was sensual and fiery, possessive and loving at the same time. Felicia moaned as she felt Kate’s hand between her thighs, moving up towards her center. She could barely stand up straight when Kate moved a finger over her folds, tracing her sex up to her clit, causing her to shudder. Only Kate could make her feel this good. She pressed herself harder against Kate, walked them towards the bed and lifted her up on it. Kate crawled back as Felicia climbed on too and straddled her. She moaned as she felt Felicia’s wet center on her own.
“Jesus.” Kate’s eyes nearly rolled back into her head when Felicia spread her legs and started grinding into her, slow and sensual while she loosened her hair. It fell around her shoulders like dark silk, a couple of strands brushing over her full breasts. She looked so beautiful and so sexy that Kate almost climaxed from the mere sight of her. Her hands reached for Felicia’s smooth thighs and she bucked her hips, desperately needing more. Felicia smiled down at  her and brought a hand between her legs, taking in a quick breath at the pool of arousal she felt.
“I can feel that you’ve missed me,” she whispered, a smile playing around her mouth. “What do you want Kate? Tell me.” She arched her back again, riding Kate’s center.
Kate gasped as she moved into her harder, rubbing against her clit. She was so turned on that she could barely get a word out, so she pointed to Felicia’s bag next to them.
The fire in Felicia’s eyes flared up at the gesture. She bit her lip and grinned wickedly but didn’t stop moving while she reached into her bag and took out the strap-on. “Lucky I came prepared. Is this what you want?”
“Uhuh.” Kate’s cheeks flushed at the sight of it as Felicia got up on her knees and put the harness on. She watched Felicia’s stomach muscles twitch and her hands tremble, and Kate knew she wanted it just as much as she did. A loud moan escaped her mouth when Felicia lowered herself on top of her and spread her legs wider. Their warm bodies melted together, and their mouths met in a deep kiss. Kate needed her like the air she breathed. She clung on to her, pulling her tighter against her. Felicia’s tongue traced Kate’s and her hand was in her hair as she entered her, sending them both to even greater heights.
“Oh God.” Kate clung on to Felicia as they moved slowly, almost in a dreamy haze. She felt a warm glow spreading out from between her thighs, and it grew more intense with every thrust. When she searched for Felicia’s hands, Felicia gripped them tight and pulled out of the kiss to look at her.
“Come with me,” she said, her tone a demand rather than a request. Then she closed her eyes and pushed harder into Kate, sending them over the edge. They both cried out as they climaxed together, their faces ecstatic, their bodies tense and their knuckles white from the grip on each other’s  hands. It took Kate minutes before she was able to form a sentence, and what came out was just as much a surprise to her as it was to Felicia.
“I love you,” she whispered as a tear trickled down from the corner of her eye.
Felicia looked at her, really looked at her, as if she didn’t believe it at first. When Kate didn’t take back her words, she, stroked her face, kissed her softly and smiled.
“I love you too, Kate.”
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 K  ate snuggled closer against Felicia’s warm body, savoring the soft skin that felt so right against her own. She smiled and wrapped her arms tight around her. She was in her own home, in her own bed, with the woman of her dreams. She waited for the anticipated panic to hit her, but it never came. Nothing. Nothing at all. The sun told her it was past ten AM already, and she was amazed at how well she’d slept.
“Good morning,” she whispered, when Felicia turned and looked at her through sleepy eyes. “Do you want a coffee?”
“Sure.” Felicia yawned, then placed her hand on Kate’s cheek and smiled. “Or I can make you a coffee? I assume you’ve got work to do?”
Kate thought about that, then shook her head. “Nah. I’ll go downstairs and tell them I’m taking the day off. God knows I deserve one.”
“Really? On a Monday?” Felicia grinned and pulled Kate on top of her. “Does that mean I’m a good or a bad influence? ”
“A good one.” Kate kissed her. “I need to chill the fuck out, apparently. My assistant told me, in those very words only recently, and today seems like a good day to start.”
“You seem pretty chilled to me.” Felicia traced her fingers back up and down Kate’s body and ran her other hand through her hair. The look in her eyes was different this morning, Kate noticed. Of course, there was the ever-present lust that never left her gaze when they were together. But there was also something tender about the way Felicia looked at her, and even that didn’t scare her. In fact, she was pretty sure Felicia could see it in her eyes too because right now, she wanted her to stay forever. Felicia pulled her down and kissed her. It was a long and sexy kiss, and she wrapped her legs around Kate, desperate to make love to her again. She sighed and chuckled when they heard barking coming from downstairs, followed by excited shrieks.
“As much as I’d like to do this right now, I think duty calls,” she said. “That must be Kristine with Jasper.”
Kate laughed. “My staff sure sounds happy to have a dog in the office. Let’s have our coffee downstairs. Knowing Kristine, she’s probably decided she wants to spend the day with us so she can get to know you.” She bit her lip and winced. “Do you mind?”
“Not at all.” Felicia rummaged through her bag and took out some clothes. “I really like her and Hannah. We had coffee together when I dropped Jasper off, I think we’ll get along.”
“Of course. I forgot you two have already met.” Although she felt completely at ease with Felicia being here, it still felt weird to walk into the office with her half an hour later. Twelve pairs of eyes were staring at them, knowing exactly what they’d been up to. Kate always kept her private life  strictly private, but today that was going to change, whether she wanted it or not. She kind of liked the idea of showing off her girlfriend though. Felicia was wearing skinny jeans and a black T-shirt from her own range. Her hair was pulled through a black baseball cap and she looked so good that Kate expected even her straight colleagues to be at least a little envious.
“Morning guys,” she said casually as they walked through the office. “This is Felicia.” There were enthusiastic greetings and curious stares but sensing Kate’s slight unease, everyone turned back to their screens eventually after exchanging glances with each other.
“Hannah and Kristine are in the garden with the dogs,” Orla said. “They’re so cute. We should have dogs here more often.”
Kate squeezed Orla’s shoulder and chuckled. “Thanks Orla. If no one’s allergic, that’s exactly what you’ll get.” She led the way through the kitchen and into the garden, where Hannah and Kristine were drinking coffee at one of the picnic tables while Kate’s assistant was playing with Belle and Jasper. As soon as Jasper spotted Felicia, he whimpered and charged at her, almost knocking her over.
“Easy boy, come here.” Felicia went on her knees and scratched him behind his ears while he slobbered all over her face. “Thank God he’s missed me! I was a little worried he might prefer living with you guys, with all the land you’ve got,” she said to Hannah and Kristine while fussing over him. She looked up at Kate. “Kate, meet Jasper. Jasper, meet Kate.”
Jasper greeted Kate with great enthusiasm, as if he understood exactly what was going on. Kate kneeled down and gave him a cuddle .
“You’re adorable, Jasper.” She kissed the top of his head, then tumbled over when Belle barged into her, trying to establish that she was number one. “And you too, Belle.” She laughed as she sank down in the grass, surrendering to the two dogs that were now scrambling for her attention.
“I think Jasper likes you just as much as Belle,” Hannah said, amused at the sight of Kate sitting on the lawn in her white dress.
“Yeah, I’d get up and give you both a hug but I’m not sure if they’ll let me.” Kate chuckled, protecting her eyeballs from the big snouts sniffing her face.
Felicia stepped back and flicked her fingers. “Here Jasper.” Immediately, Jasper turned his attention to her and sat down, facing her.
“I’m impressed,” Kate said, trying to get up as she fought off Belle. “Can Belle do that too?” She shot Kristine a challenging grin.
Kristine laughed. “Of course she can, but that doesn’t mean she will.” She whistled. “Come here, Belle.” Belle didn’t even acknowledge the whistle, so Kristine walked up to her and pulled her off Kate by her collar. “Really, Belle? You’re embarrassing me. Jasper’s only had three weeks of training.” She sat back down with Belle between her legs. “It was madness driving them here. I was sorely tempted to put them both in the trunk. They both wanted to ride shotgun, so Hannah had to sit in the back. I’m not even sure if it’s legal having one, let alone two, big dogs ride in the front.”
“I’m sorry about that. Jasper’s used to sitting in the front too, and I bet he got really excited being in a convertible.” Felicia gave Kristine and Hannah a big smile. “Thank you so much for looking after him.”
“It was a pleasure, they had so much fun together. They  were both in our bed when we woke up. I don’t know how they managed to sneak in so quietly but we both couldn’t feel our legs this morning,” Kristine said. “They’re really heavy.”
“Yeah, they were sleeping like babies, both curled up next to each other. It was so cute.” Hannah got up from the table. “You guys want a coffee? You don’t look like you’ve had one yet, and I want us all to be safe,” she joked.
“Is it that obvious?” Kate rolled her eyes. “Never mind. I’ll get them.” She went into the kitchen and came back with two cappuccinos. Felicia was sitting at the table with her friends now, talking and laughing, and the dogs had finally calmed down.
“I’m impressed. I didn’t know you could make barista-style coffee,” Felicia said.
“It’s about all I can do.” Kate handed her a cup and took a sip of her own. She closed her eyes, savoring the caffeine that seemed to jolt her back to life immediately. “My culinary talents are limited to making coffee, martinis and toasting bagels I’m afraid, so don’t expect too much from me when it comes to the kitchen.” Then she turned to Kristine and blew her a kiss. “I haven’t thanked you yet, for what you did.” She laughed. “And I haven’t slapped you yet either.”
“I didn’t do anything.” Kristine hid her grin behind her coffee cup.
Kate kicked her playfully under the table. “You know what I’m talking about. Do you want to join me and Felicia for breakfast after I’ve briefed the team? I assume you’re driving Hannah back tonight?”
“Yeah, I’d love to. But are you not working?” Kristine shot her a surprised look.
“No, I’m taking a day off.” Kate winked at Hannah. “ Hannah, you’re in charge today. Good luck, I bet we’ve got several new enquiries after last night.”
“No problem. Hannah gave Kate a pat on her shoulder, then looked up at Felicia. “It was nice to meet you properly yesterday, and I really hope to see more of you.”
Felicia smiled up at her. “I’m sure we’ll see plenty of each other. I’m planning to stick around for a while.”
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 “ I  think it’s safe to say that a lot of men and women can sleep easy tonight, with you two predators off the market,” Kristine said with a grin. She looked from Kate to Felicia and back as she sank into her chair.
“Oh come on, we weren’t that bad.” Felicia shot Kate a sideways glance, then they both laughed. They’d taken the dogs for a long walk along the Mississippi river and were now having brunch at one of Kate’s favorite spots along the waterfront. Belle and Jasper were sleeping under the table, exhausted from all the excitement.
Kristine laughed too. “Well, all joking aside, I’m glad you’re going to be around for a while. It gives me the chance to get to know you a little. And you’re clearly a great influence on Kate, since she’s finally decided to take a day off.” She winked. “And on a weekday too, I don’t think that’s ever happened before.”
“It wasn’t me, it was all Kate’s idea.” Felicia refilled their water glasses. “I’m excited too. I love this city already.” She smiled and put a hand on Kate’s thigh. “And I love spending time with Kate, of course. ”
“Aww, you guys are so sweet together.” Kristine was stunned when she noticed Kate was blushing. “I’ve always told her she’d find the one eventually, but she never believed me.”
“Okay, okay, you’ve made your point.” Kate rolled her eyes, her face almost crimson now. “You were right, and I was wrong.”
“That’s what I like to hear.” Kristine took a bite of her salad. “So, what are your plans for the coming weeks? I assume you’re going to show Felicia around town? Maybe come over for dinner at our place?”
“Of course.” Kate took Felicia’s hand under the table. “I’m going to Bangkok for three days next week while Felicia picks up some of her stuff in Miami. After that, we’ll both be pretty busy but at least we’ll see each other every night, in the mornings and on the weekends.” She still felt a little awkward sitting here with Felicia and Kristine, but by now it was more of a good awkward. It would take a little getting used to, sure. But she couldn’t imagine not having her here either. “And after that,” she continued, “I might go to Miami for a week or two to immerse myself in Felicia’s world. Hannah seems to be convinced that things won’t fall apart if I work remotely.”
“I doubt they will. Hannah’s a trooper.”
“I know,” Kate said. “But so are you, and I have a proposal. Would you be able to close The Radley for a week in March? Maybe a bit longer?”
Kristine bit her lip as she thought about it. “I don’t know. I guess I could ask Daisy to take over for a while. Why?”
“Because you deserve a vacation.” Kate smiled at Kristine. “You’ve been working your ass off and you haven’t been away since the Christmas before last.” She held up a hand. “Don’t take this the wrong way but I’ve already spoken to  Hannah about it. I think we should all go to Bangkok together. Lek is ecstatic with the work I’ve done on The Factory and she’s offered me the penthouse for a week after the opening.”
“Really?” Kristine’s eyes widened. “Kate, that would be amazing, I’ve never been to Bangkok.”
“It will be amazing.” Kate winked. “She asked me if I had some fun friends that I could bring along. All we need to do in return is look like we’re having a really good time, which, I assume, won’t be a problem.” She turned to Felicia. “Can you make it too?”
Felicia was silent for a moment, surprised at the question. It was early days, and the last thing she’d expected from Kate was an invite to spend time with her friends, six weeks from now. It wouldn’t be some steamy get together but a vacation, as a couple, with the people closest to her, and that seemed like a big thing to plan so soon. Felicia wasn’t sure if Kate was getting caught up in the idea, or that she really meant it.
“It’s okay if you can’t make it.” Kate squeezed her hand. “And I understand if it might be a little early to make plans like this,” she continued, as if she was reading Felicia’s mind. “I just thought…”
“No, I’d love to come.” Felicia said, seeing the look in Kate’s eyes, and remembering what she’d told her the previous night. She loves me. “Really, I would. I can ask Carlos to look after Jasper.” She was slowly starting to understand that Kate was one of those people who, once she’d made up her mind, was an all or nothing woman. Whatever she decided to do, she would go for it, and apparently, that included their relationship.
“Or my brother Jed can look after both of them,”  Kristine chipped in. “He’s not great with people but he loves animals.”
Kate held up her glass in a toast. “Great, that’s settled then.”



EPILOGUE
Bangkok, Thailand

 T  he Factory’s opening night had caused a huge buzz across Bangkok. Designers, models, Thai celebrities, and even a couple of world-famous actors, who happened to be in town filming a movie, had rocked up for the party. Cocktails, Champagne and finger food had been served downstairs before the rooftop club opened at midnight. Kate, Felicia, Hannah and Kristine had partied until the early hours and even now, three days later, Kate was still beaming with excitement and pride at how cool the hotel looked. The faded vintage tiled floor looked beautiful and the furniture blended in perfectly, as she peeked into the restaurant once again after running out to buy a pack of cigarettes. The real showstopper was the hanging ceiling garden though, and many selfies had been taken underneath the green canopy of tropical plants that hung suspended over the restaurant. She smiled to herself  as she took the elevator up to the top floor, where Felicia and Hannah were preparing for a dinner party for some of Felicia’s friends on their penthouse terrace. Kate hadn’t met any of her friends yet, and she was a little nervous. Felicia was still living with her and she loved being in New Orleans. It had been easy between them, and Kate was slowly learning to let go a little when it came to her job. She hardly worked weekends anymore, spending most of her free time enjoying lazy mornings in bed and taking long walks, showing Felicia around the city. Soon, she would meet Felicia’s family in Miami. The idea was daunting, yet Kate was looking forward to getting to know that side of her. Life had been good lately, and their relationship felt strong, unbreakable even. She crossed the short corridor to the door and let herself in with her fingerprint, feeling another wave of pride as she looked around the penthouse. There were two spacious bedrooms with hand-carved headboards behind the big wooden beds and en suite bathrooms with rain showers big enough for three. A modern kitchen blended in with the large living area that Kate had dubbed ‘the green room’, due to its abundance of plants. From there, glass doors opened onto a rooftop garden with a small, private pool and a dining table that could seat ten. Behind it was a hedge and a glass wall that kept out some of the noise from the club and restaurant on the roof. A little noise was fine, the penthouse was a party space after all, with speakers inside and outside and a bar stocked with every drink you could think of.
“Hey guys, need some help?” Kate asked Hannah and Felicia, who were setting the table and distributing candles over the terrace. It was all very pretty, with the candlelight bathing the table in flickering light against the setting sun.
“No, we’re good. It’s not exactly a challenge, throwing a  dinner party where I don’t have to cook myself. The kitchen staff will bring the starters up at eight.” Felicia gave her a kiss on the cheek and locked her eyes with Kate’s. “You look beautiful,” she said, running a hand over the silk fabric of Kate’s long, blue and white hand-painted silk kimono dress. She’d been shopping with Kristine today and they’d both bought a new dress for tonight.
“Thank you. So do you.” Felicia looked so good in her outfit that Kate could hardly keep her hands off her. The short, black onesie with a deep V that almost reached her navel was not something she’d usually wear, but Felicia was happy to finally have an occasion intimate and casual enough to wear the piece that a designer had given her months ago. “Is Kristine back from her massage yet?”
“I’m here.” Kristine stepped out in a strapless blue summer dress that showed off her long legs. “God, that massage was great. You guys should try it too.” She rolled her shoulders. “I feel reborn.” Hannah’s mouth nearly fell open when she saw her. The color of her dress was the same shade as her eyes, and she looked mesmerizing against the orange sky.
“Come here gorgeous.” She took Kristine into her arms and gave her a long, lingering kiss. They broke apart when the doorbell rang, and Felicia walked to the front door to meet Mark, who had been escorted up by a bellboy.
“Wow, you scrub up nicely.” Felicia looked at Mark, who had come in a sharp suit and was clean-shaven.
“What can I say? I’m a new man.” He gave her a big hug. “I can’t thank you enough for setting me up with that job. I’m working most of the time now, still traveling the world without having to budget. It’s awesome.” He followed her through the kitchen and living room, out onto the terrace.
“I’m so happy to hear that.” Felicia put an arm around  Kate. “This is Kate, my girlfriend. Kate, this is Mark, he did my very first fittings.” After Kate had introduced herself, Felicia turned to Kristine and Hannah, and introduced them too. Mark arched a brow at Felicia and chuckled, looking around once more.
“Thanks for the invite. So, this is how the rich and famous live, huh?”
“I guess.” Felicia laughed as she handed him a cold beer. “Kate’s the designer of this fabulous place. They gave her the penthouse for a week. It’s not like any of us can afford it.”
“Well, lucky me then for being a part of this tonight.” He sat down with Kate, Kristine and Hannah while Felicia greeted their next guests, Nung and Sonic. Nung flew around Felicia’s neck, delighted to see her old friend again. Then she introduced Sonic, who handed her a bottle of Champagne. She was even shorter than Nung, but seemed to have the confidence of a giant, the way she walked up to everyone and started conversation immediately. Felicia could totally see why Nung was so crazy about the woman in low-waisted jeans and a casual T-shirt, who seemed anything but a stern businesswoman.
“So, you managed to pin her down, I see.” Nung gave Kate a hug and a good glance-over when they got outside.
Felicia felt her cheeks flush. “Yes, I did. I’m glad you finally get to meet Kate.”
Nung took Kate’s hand. “Felicia’s told me a lot about you. She just went on and on about…”
“Okay, that’s enough.” Felicia gave her a playful slap on the arm. “Don’t embarrass me, Nung. I’ve been training a lot lately. I might even be stronger than you by now.”
“We’ll see about that later.” Nung winked. “I’ve been practicing too. ”
 DANG AND KHEW arrived fashionably late, just as the starters were being served. They were both wearing sleeveless tuxedos, one red and one white. What they lacked in timing, they certainly made up for in chatter, and by the time it was dark, both the wine and the conversation were flowing like they were all old friends. Lek, who had spotted the famous twins coming in, had asked their permission to send a photographer upstairs to take a couple of pictures for their website and before long, they were all cracking up with laughter by all the extravagant poses they were made to strike. Kate had been surprised by Felicia’s eclectic Bangkok friends, but especially by how nice they all were. Dang and Khew were booked in for a midnight appearance at a club, but she’d offered the two enormous couches to Mark, Nung and Sonic, so they didn’t have to worry about making their way home after all the wine and Champagne they were currently enjoying. She was now picking on her coconut ice-cream, too full from the five courses to eat anymore, yet it was too good to resist. She looked at Felicia, who was sitting next to her, and her heart skipped a beat when she turned to her.
“You okay?” Her eyes searched Kate’s with curiosity.
“Yeah, I’m having a great time. Your friends are lovely.” Kate bit her lip and grinned, then braced herself for what she was about to ask. “I love you,” she whispered.
“I love you too.” Felicia put a hand on her thigh and squeezed it.
“I know.” Kate paused and swallowed hard. “And I was wondering if you’d… well… I was wondering if you’d like to move in with me. For good. You and Jasper, of course.” She  kept her voice low, wanting to keep their conversation between them.
Felicia’s eyes sparkled in the candlelight as her face pulled into an expression of pure delight, her big, charming smile washing away any doubts Kate had. She leaned in and whispered: “I thought you’d never ask.”

“DO you want to get out of here?” Felicia asked when the night was coming to an end. Kate could tell by the look in her eyes that it wasn’t sleep that was drawing her to their bedroom.
“I do. Just wait a minute, I think something big is about to happen.” She’d been watching Hannah nervously fidgeting, reaching into her back pocket every couple of minutes, and she was now walking towards the edge of the terrace with Kristine on her arm.
“Oh my God. Is she about to…?” Felicia followed them with her eyes too as Hannah went down on one knee.
“She is.” Kate took her hand and entwined their fingers as they watched the romantic encounter from a respectable distance. It was clear Hannah wanted a little privacy as she hadn’t announced anything. Kate felt a tear roll down her cheek when Kristine gasped and covered her mouth with her hands, staring down at Hannah, then nodded. She was so happy for her. “I think it’s safe to assume that she said yes,” she whispered to Felicia, who moved behind her and kissed her neck. Kate sighed at Felicia’s mouth against her skin and the strong arms that enveloped her. The dark silhouettes against the millions of lights from the city came together as Hannah stood up and put the ring on Kristine’s finger. By now, their dinner guests had spotted what was  going on too and were clapping and whistling from the table. Mark turned the music down, leaving only the noises from the rooftop club behind the glass wall, blending in with the sounds of Bangkok. Kate reached behind her and ran a hand over Felicia’s cheek and Felicia kissed her fingertips.
“I’m not really a romantic at heart,” she said, “But that almost made me cry.”
Kate sighed as Kristine kissed Hannah and wiped her eyes. “It’s a beautiful thing. They were meant to be.”
“So are we.” Felicia inhaled deeply against Kate’s skin and tightened her grip around her. Kate was everything to her and she had no intention of ever letting her go. Was it destiny? Was it luck, or a series of fortunate events? The only thing she knew for sure was that she was right where she was supposed to be. Maybe that was destiny. In retrospect, she knew the choices she’d made hadn’t been random. Through all the doubts, through all the overthinking and the white noise, ran a single thread: she’d always known. Even if she hadn’t seen it then, deep down, she’d always known, right from that very first encounter. Kate turned around to look at her and smiled, her teary eyes shimmering in the dark.
“Yeah, so are we.”



AFTERWORD
I hope you’ve loved reading Eastern Nights as much as I’ve loved writing it. If you’ve enjoyed this book, would you consider rating it and reviewing it on www.amazon.com ? Reviews are very important to authors and I’d be really grateful!
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