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1

LONDON, UK
“Tea, Hannah?” Mandy asked, holding up the swanky stainless-steel kettle as she leaned against the kitchen island. She poured water over the teabags in the two mugs in front of her without waiting for an answer.
“Sure. I’ll get the milk.” Hannah opened the red SMEG fridge, the only bright thing in the white, minimalistic designer kitchen, took out the milk and added a splash in each mug. “How was your day?” she asked as she grabbed a pack of chocolate biscuits from one of the cupboards and followed Mandy up the narrow spiraling staircase onto the roof terrace.
“Oh, you know… same old.” Mandy took a careful sip of her tea as she sat down at the table. The sun was setting over the pastel-colored houses of Notting Hill, but it was still stifling hot. Hannah wasn’t complaining though. The sudden heatwave that had taken London by surprise in the first week of April meant that she’d had plenty of work through the temp agency, and the six days she’d busted her ass this week serving drinks at the Serpentine Bar in Hyde Park hadn’t been that bad, with well over five hundred pounds in tips. She sat down next to Mandy and put her feet up on the chair opposite her.
“Same old?”
“Yeah. Mondays are always bloody unpredictable,’ Mandy continued. “I’ve been putting out fires all day long. One of our featured stars cancelled on the cover shoot last-minute, so we only had two hours to get someone else to fill in, and that’s not easy on a Monday morning. I managed to get Deliah la Beau in the end, you know that Instagram kid who built an empire with her fitness range.” She put her mug down and rubbed her temples. “She was a nightmare, but at least she was on time. Our intern went home in tears because the young princess threw a tantrum about the lunch she’d ordered her, so I ended up taking her out for lunch after the shoot to keep her happy until one of my editors arrived to do her interview, even though I still had a million other things on my plate. Imagine sitting through an hour’s conversation with a spoilt seventeen-year-old. As you can imagine, it wasn’t exactly stimulating. Then, as soon as I got back to the office, I had a line of people in urgent need of sign offs on just about everything. I used the kids as an excuse to get out of there early, even though they won’t be back until eight.”
“That bad, huh?” Hannah gave her a smirk. “Sounds like hard work, being an editor-in-chief. A celebrity photoshoot, a fancy lunch, people begging for your approval,” she joked.
“Very funny.” Mandy rolled her eyes and swept a lock of raven black hair out of her face with a perfectly manicured hand. “Running a fitness magazine is harder than you think. Anyway, how was your day?”
“Well, I got my first pay check, so that’s a start.” Hannah took a sip from her tea. “I’ll finally be able to pay you and Annabel some rent now, until I find somewhere cheap to live.” She felt a little hopeless saying that out loud. “Thank you for helping me get back on my feet, Mandy. I can’t believe I have to start from nothing all over again at my age. It all seems so pointless.”
“Hey, you’re doing well.” Mandy placed a hand over Hannah’s. “I’m proud of you, Hannah. For not giving up, for getting on with your life after all the shit you’ve just been through. Losing your restaurant is no joke.” She gave Hannah a warm smile. “And don’t be silly, you don’t have to pay rent. You can stay as long as you need. It’s not like we’re in a student flat anymore, and you sure are a lot tidier now.” She laughed. “But most of all, Annabel and I are really grateful that you help us out with the girls. Our marriage has been better than ever since we’ve been able to go out on dates again, so don’t feel bad about it.”
“Child minding in return for a roof above my head is not exactly a chore,” Hannah retorted. “I love your kids. And I love Annabel, you’re lucky to have her.” She rolled her shoulders, that were stiff from lugging a heavy tray around all week and nodded towards the view. “Not to mention I get to live in my favorite part of London.” She loved the view from here. The neighborhood was both eclectic and upmarket, friendly, multicultural and creative, with diverse restaurants, galleries, antique stores and bookshops strewn across the lively streets that were lined with the iconic colored houses and their pretty little front yards.
“Did I hear someone say my name?” Annabel’s face appeared in the doorway as she stepped out with a bottle of chilled white wine in one hand and three polished wineglasses in the other. “I knew I’d find you here.” She put the wine and the glasses on the wooden table and gave Mandy a loving kiss before planting one on Hannah’s cheek too. “Why are you guys drinking tea?”
Hannah raised her eyebrows and smiled. “It’s Monday. We’re trying to be good.”
“Nonsense.” Annabel opened the bottle and filled the glasses, then sat down next to Mandy. “It’s not every day that we get home and have the chance to drink a glass of wine at sunset without having the kids running around screaming our ears off. Especially not on a Monday.” She held up her glass and clinked it with Hannah’s and Mandy’s. “Cheers ladies. Here’s to kids’ birthday parties and at least an hour of blissful calm and adult conversation. Let’s enjoy it while it lasts.”
“What’s got you in such a chirpy mood?” Mandy asked her wife. “And why do you look so smart? I mean, you always look smart, but you hardly ever have make-up on. And your hair looks different.” She ruffled a hand through Annabel’s short blonde hair and inspected it from the front and the back. “I don’t know… styled? Or did you have a cut?”
“Hey, don’t mess with the hair.” Annabel chuckled as she pulled Mandy’s hand down and slapped it playfully. “Some lady spent a lot of time on that today. And yes, she even trimmed it a bit. We had headshots taken this afternoon, for our new website. It’s launching next week. I told you, remember? The launch party?”
“Oh God, I completely forgot.” Mandy winced and turned to Hannah. “Annabel’s company is re-branding. She’s making the shift from just PR to PR and marketing.”
“I know. She showed me the new logo last week. Exciting times. Five new members of staff, huh?”
“Yes. We’re launching next Thursday. Would you be able to…”
“Of course I’ll watch the twins,” Hannah interrupted her. “I’ve got another two weeks of dayshifts at the Serpentine Bar, so I’ll be home before you leave.”
“Thank you,” Annabel said with a grateful smile. “Only if you have the time. I don’t want you to feel like you have to watch them just because you live here now. It’s not like that.”
“I know.” Hannah took a sip of her Chablis and twirled it around in her mouth before swallowing it. She didn’t indulge in quality wine much anymore, now that she was broke, and she didn’t like raiding Mandy and Annabel’s wine-fridge, even though she knew they didn’t mind. “You really need to stop saying that, Annabel. As long as we’re both getting something out of this arrangement, I won’t feel so bad about intruding in your space.”
Annabel shrugged and smiled. “Okay, I won’t mention it again. Hey, have you contacted that lawyer I recommended?”
“I did. Thank you for that by the way. But he told me that as long as my name was on all the paperwork, there’s no way I’m going to get out of this mess unless Beth confesses to stealing from me. Short term, it’s not going to make any difference. The tax needs to be paid three years back, and the restaurant was in my name, so unless she suddenly appears and offers to give it back, I still owe the tax office twelve-thousand pounds, even after selling my restaurant. At least they settled for the monthly payments. That way, I won’t have to keep looking over my shoulder.” She shook her head. “I still can’t believe how stupid I’ve been. How could I not have realized that she was taking the money she told me she’d set aside for tax payments? No small restaurant owner can afford the designer clothes she bought for herself, or the trainers she got me every month. It all seems so obvious in hindsight.” Hannah bit her knuckle in anger. “Why the hell did I trust her with my finances? I’m clearly a terrible judge of character.”
“Because you trusted her,” Mandy said, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. “And because you’re a kind person, who would never think anything bad of the people you love.”
“If I ever see her again, I’ll kill her,” Annabel said coolly and took a sip of her wine. Then she shot Hannah an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it. I know how worked-up you get about the subject. With good reason I might add.”
“It’s okay.” Hannah picked up her glass and stood up. She was getting worked up, Annabel was right about that, and she needed something to do so she wouldn’t explode into an angry monologue again. No one liked to listen to that, especially not on a daily basis. “How about I make us a quick dinner? I assume you guys haven’t eaten yet?” She looked from Mandy to Annabel and back.
“Thanks Hannah, but I don’t think we’ve got anything in the house, apart from baked beans and those awful sausages the kids like. Shall we just order something?”
“No, we’ve got plenty.” Hannah walked over to the herbs she’d planted alongside the edge of the roof terrace and picked a bunch of parsley. “We’ve got some good pasta, garlic, capers, chili and this.” She held up the parsley. “I even think there’s a chunk of parmesan left in the fridge. Combined with your amazing olive oil, that will be more than enough to make a mean pasta.”
“Really?” Mandy’s eyes widened. “You know I’m not going to say no to that. I love your cooking. Want some help?”
“No, I’m good. You two just stay there and enjoy yourselves.”
“Wait!” Mandy yelled after Hannah as she was about to descend down into the kitchen. “I forgot to tell you, your post has finally been forwarded. I put it next to the fruit bowl, it’s quite a pile.”
“ALEXA, PLAY HANNAH’S FAVORITES.” Hannah tried to calm herself by humming along to the music while she put water on the boil in a big pan and threw in a pinch of salt. Then she started chopping the garlic and the chilies, sipping from her wine. It was the first day in months that she’d felt close to normal again, despite having lost her restaurant and living in the spare bedroom of her best friend’s house. Finally having some money in her account again helped, and a day off had done her good too, but once again, just the mention of Beth’s name was threatening to put her in a rage. Just over three months ago, life had been so good and simple. She’d had her restaurant, something to focus on, something she loved. She’d met an amazing woman during her Christmas vacation in Norway, and the memory of Beth, who had left her out of nowhere, had started to fade. She’d even stopped thinking of her during that week, the last week she’d felt truly relaxed and happy. Her week with Kristine had been nothing short of magical, and every moment of it, was still vivid in Hannah’s memories. They’d seen the northern lights together, hiked through the most surreal snowy landscapes, watched the countless stars and made love for hours on end. Yes, she’d been happy, and Kristine had made her feel that way. Beautiful, sweet and sexy Kristine from Louisiana with that cute Southern drawl. And if it hadn’t been for the shocking surprise in the form of an astronomical tax notice that awaited Hannah at home, they might have still been in touch. It was lucky she’d even opened the letter. The previous two had been consigned unopened to a growing pile of post in her kitchen, as she kept telling herself she was finally going to find an accountant to take over the admin work that Beth used to do. Little did she know that Beth had been putting their monthly tax reservations into her own private account for the last two years, saving up to make her big escape and embark on the world trip she’d always wanted to take. Hannah hadn’t known then what had been worse – the fact that her ex-girlfriend had been scamming her for years, meticulously planning to leave her right up to the very day she did, or the fact that she’d had to sell her beloved restaurant that she’d worked so hard for. Betrayal was a bitch, and it made her both stressed and depressed. Contacting Kristine had been the last thing on her mind, back then. Being caught up in a losing battle to save her restaurant and trying to cope with the constant anger at what Beth had done to her, had left her no choice but to email Kristine and tell her she wasn’t able to meet up in March. She hadn’t elaborated as to the reason – she’d simply told her that she had urgent matters to deal with and that she wouldn’t be in the right headspace to meet up. It was a shame, but it was what it was and with every day that passed it seemed less likely that they’d ever see each other again. Finding out that the one person she’d trusted her whole life and heart with had scammed her, hadn’t exactly fueled her enthusiasm to start a new relationship of any kind either. Maybe if Kristine had lived nearer, they could have worked something out and taken it slow, but never having been a big believer in long-distance relationships anyway, it was hard for Hannah to take the first step until she felt like her old self again. Her eyes shifted to the unopened pile of mail on the breakfast bar. She didn’t want any more bills and letters from the tax office ruining her mood. They could wait just a little bit longer, right? Don’t ignore them, Hannah. That only got you into trouble last time. Hannah sighed, picked up the pile and looked through it. Just what she’d expected. Another letter from the tax office and a couple of letters from her old restaurant’s suppliers, still addressed to her. One of the other letters had a funny stamp on it. She studied it closer, then turned it around and saw that the return address was a US one. Houma, Louisiana? It was stamped two weeks ago. Despite the dread about opening her post on a reasonably good day, her curiosity got the better of her, and she tore open the expensive looking envelope, pulling out a watermarked solicitor’s letter. The color drained from her face as she read it.
“ARE YOU OKAY?” Annabel asked when Hannah came back up with three plates of pasta. “You look a little green around the gills.”
Hannah put the plates down, produced cutlery from her back pocket and gave them each a set. Then she took the letter out of her other back pocket and sat down, holding it up with a trembling hand.
“I got this in the post,” she said. “It’s from a solicitor in the US.”
“What? Let me see that.” Mandy snatched the letter from her, leaned back in her chair and folded it open. A deep frown formed between her eyebrows as she read it. “How bizarre. It looks legit,” she said, clearly puzzled about its contents. She passed it on to Annabel. “It says Hannah’s birth mother passed away, and Hannah’s inherited her estate in a town called Presley in Louisiana. In the US,” she added. “Which includes a house and a restaurant.”
Annabel took her time, studying the letter carefully.
“Well, we wouldn’t know if was genuine, would we?” Annabel said after she’d read it through. “But then again, I don’t see why someone would go to all this trouble to pull some kind of mean prank.”
“What if they’ve got the wrong Hannah Hudson?” Mandy asked cautiously.
“Yeah. There’s that.” Hannah poked her fork into her pasta and moved it around, the mystery letter shocking the appetite out of her. “But it clearly states my date of birth and the names of my adoptive parents.”
“True.” Mandy nodded deep in thought, then looked up at Hannah. “How would you feel? If this all turns out to be real, I mean?”
“How would she feel?” Annabel barged in. “What kind of question is that? Hannah’s in serious financial trouble and if this letter is authentic, she’s likely to inherit more than enough in real estate to pay off her debts and start a new business if she sells those properties. Plus, there’s a nice lump of cash included too.”
“Mandy’s got good reason to ask that,” Hannah said, turning to Annabel. “I’ve always said I wanted nothing to do with my birth mother. She gave me away and I blame her personally for my miserable youth. Still... I’ve been thinking about it lately, about looking her up. I’ve had this urge since I came back from Norway, to find out where I came from. I had some time to think there and I’ve seriously been considering getting her details from the adoption agency. I kept putting it off, thinking I’d do it as soon as I had my life back in order.” She paused. “But this means she’s dead, so actually, I’m not quite sure how I feel about it. The money is exactly what I need right now, sure. It would save me years of playing catch-up and slaving away for minimum wage. But still…” She shook her head. “It’s not exactly like winning the lottery.”
“I’m sorry. I was being insensitive.” Annabel bit her lip.
“No... it’s fine. It’s just weird reading the letter. It makes it all so real... It makes my birth mother real. Her name is right there. Hannah Radley. Hannah, just like me. I mean, is that a coincidence? Surely my adoptive parents would have named me.” She sighed. “Assuming any of this is real, of course.”
“Call them,” Mandy suggested. “Call the solicitor’s number in the letter. We’re ahead of the US, so the office should be open. Unless... would you like me to call them for you?”
Hannah thought about that. There was so much going through her head. She felt sick with nerves now and terribly curious at the same time. And then there was also a strange, sad undertone, knowing that the idea of looking up her birth mother was redundant now. That it was too late. Nausea settled in her stomach when it started to sink in.
“Would you mind?” she asked.
Mandy stood up, took the letter and searched for her phone in her bag. “No... no, I don’t mind at all.”
Hannah and Annabel listened in, on the edge of their seats, as Mandy got through to the office and spoke to the solicitor responsible, pretending to be Hannah.
“Uhuh,” she said, just before she hung up. “Okay, I understand. Thank you very much for clearing that up for me. I’ll email you my address, a copy of my passport and my NI number as soon as possible.”
“And?” Hannah followed Mandy with her eyes as she sat back down. “What did they say?” She looked for her wineglass, all nerves, then realized she’d left it in the kitchen and took a sip of Mandy’s wine instead.
Mandy topped up her wineglass and pushed it over to Hannah. “Take it.” She frowned in concentration, the way Hannah imagined her to frown in meetings at work. “It sounds like everything is correct. They seem certain that they have the right Hannah Hudson. If you send over a copy of your passport and National Insurance number along with our address, they’ll send over the paperwork by post. The cash, which amounts to…” She studied the letter again. “Just over ten thousand dollars, will be transferred to your account after you’ve filled in and signed the paperwork and sent it back. The ownership of the real estate in Presley will be transferred into your name too, and it’s up to you what you want to do with it. They said the process could take up to four weeks.”
“Just like that?” Hannah was silent, numb under the sudden bombshell that had been dropped on her. “That would make life a lot easier. I could pay off a big part of my debt.” She played with a lock of her dark, shoulder length hair, both her mind and her heart racing. All of a sudden, a whole lot of questions came to the forefront of her mind, so many things she wanted to know. “Does that mean she never had any other kids?” she heard herself asking out loud. “If she left everything to me, then that means she probably didn’t. It’s strange... I always pictured her with a happy family. That thought made me hate her even more, and in some twisted way that satisfied me because it justified all the anger inside of me.”
“She could have had other kids.” Annabel put her fork back down after taking a small bite. Their food was getting cold but eating somehow didn’t seem appropriate anymore. “Maybe they didn’t get along.”
“It’s unlikely, though,” Mandy said. There was a stunned, confused silence at the table. “I know it might be too soon to ask,” she carefully continued, “but would you consider going there? I mean, if you’re going to sell the properties, I assume you’d want to see them first, right? It’s doable from here, of course, but surely you must be curious. She was your birth mother after all.”
Hannah nodded slowly, taking a long drink of the wine. “Of course I’m curious. I’ve now got hundreds of questions that have never even crossed my mind before. It feels like everything’s changed since I went down to make dinner and opened that letter. Everything.” She sat back, taking deep breaths in an attempt to stop her hands from trembling. Shaken up didn’t even begin to describe how she felt.
“Don’t you think it’s interesting,” Mandy said, “that your birth mother had a restaurant, just like you? You never met her, but you have that in common already.”
“Yes, I was just thinking the same thing,” Hannah mumbled. The doorbell rang, but she barely registered it.
“The kids.” Annabel got out of her chair. “Why don’t you two stay up here, I’ll put them to bed in half an hour and I’ll bring you some more wine. I’m sure there’s a lot you want to talk about.” She pressed a button on the intercom, buzzing open the front door two flights of stairs below them. “Hey girls. Don’t forget to shut the door behind you,” she yelled through the speaker. Then she walked over to the balcony wall and leaned over, waving at the woman on the pavement below, who was just about to get back into her car. “Thanks for dropping them off, Bibi. Our turn next time.”
“No problem,” the woman shouted back. “They’ve had a lot of sugar, so apologies in advance if they won’t go to sleep.”
Annabel laughed and waved again. “Hey, sweeties! How was the birthday party?” she asked when her and Mandy’s eight-year-old twin girls came tearing up the stairs to the roof terrace, each with a goodie bag in their hands. Teachers sometimes had trouble telling them apart, as they insisted on wearing the same clothes at all times. Today, they were wearing white shorts and white t-shirts with a glittery grey butterfly pattern, completing their outfits with white socks and Converse high-tops that looked cute on their skinny, sun-kissed legs. Even their hair was done up in the same way, their blonde ponytails high on the back of their heads, tied up with pink scrunchies.
“Look, we got our ears pierced,” they shouted in unison, ignoring Annabel’s question.
“You got your ears pierced?” Hannah asked, opening her arms after they’d given their mothers a kiss. She pulled them in close to her, grateful for the distraction. “Come here, let me see that. You’re way too young to have your ears pierced.” She shot them a look of disbelief, making both girls giggle as they showed off the tiny glittery stickers on their earlobes. “Ouch. That must have hurt.”
“It didn’t hurt at all,” Savannah said, laughing.
“And we’ve got more, so we can wear them every day,” her sister Aria filled her in, opening her goodie bag and taking out a pile of stickers. “Would you like earrings too, Auntie Hannah?” she asked, holding out a sheet of blue star-shaped stickers for her.
“Oh, yes please. I’d love to look as pretty as the two of you.” Hannah lowered her head, allowing them both to place a sticker on each of her earlobes. “Thank you. How do I look?” She turned to Mandy and Annabel, who both sniggered at the sight of Hannah. Earrings, stickers, or anything jewelry-like for that matter, weren’t part of Hannah’s usual attire. If the weather allowed, she usually wore denim shorts and a t-shirt - a black one today - her tattoos sticking out both underneath her sleeves and her neckline. Getting tattoos had always been a way of dealing with pain for Hannah, and in the past three months, a tattooist friend of hers had added five new ones to her collection, almost covering her left arm entirely. Her black hair that ended just above her shoulders was often topped with a beanie, but it was too warm for that now. For years, her skin had been pale, giving her an almost goth like edge, but after serving drinks on the terrace for weeks now, she had a healthy tan and even a faint blush on her cheeks.
“You look nice,” Savannah said, studying Hannah with renewed interest.
“Come on, girls. Let’s get you showered and dressed for bed. It’s almost eight, and it’s a school night.” Annabel clapped her hands, indicating she meant business. “And Auntie Hannah is feeling a little tired, so you’ll have to do with me reading you a story.”
“It’s fine, really,” Hannah said, giving Savannah and Aria a kiss on their cheeks.
“I know.” Mandy stood up and shot Hannah a sweet smile. “But you need some time to yourself right now, let it all sink in. Wait for us? I’m just going to give Annabel a hand wrangling the little munchkins into bed.”
HANNAH PROPPED her feet up on a chair and finished her wine as the last slivers of sunlight disappeared behind the rooftops. She’d never imagined herself having a family like Mandy and Annabel, but after living here for three weeks, she was starting to see the charms of domestic life. She loved the twins and was proud to be their godmother. She’d seen them grow up into the tiny people they were now, and she’d always been the cool ‘auntie’, even though they weren’t related. And they were the only family she’d ever had. Hannah had grown up in the foster care system after her adoptive parents died in an accident when she was only two years old, and although she rarely spoke about the fact that she was adopted, she’d always blamed her birth mother for the rough time she’d had growing up. How a mother could give up her child was beyond Hannah. She’d never given much thought to who her biological father was, assuming he was some loser who had run off as soon as he found out his girlfriend was pregnant. But a mother… that was an entirely different thing, wasn’t it? Mothers she knew wouldn’t stop going on about how strong their bond with their children was, and even Mandy drove her to distraction with it sometimes. ‘Unbreakable’, she called it. Ever since Hannah had started thinking about looking up her birth mother, she’d been fantasizing about confronting her one day, telling her exactly what she’d been through and asking her to explain herself. But now, she’d never get the chance. Although she knew it was silly, as her intentions had never been to rekindle and build a happy relationship, the stabbing sense of sadness that had settled deep in the pit of her stomach since she’d opened that letter, seemed to grow by the minute and was almost choking her now. Hannah got out of her chair and made her way down to her room. She was in no mood to talk anymore.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
“Hey Mom. How are you?” Kristine Miller gave her mother a kiss on the cheek and waved at the party around the big kitchen table at her parents’ farmhouse. The whole family had come together for her brother’s birthday dinner tonight, and she was over an hour late. She greeted and kissed her brother Joe, whose birthday it was, his wife Brenda, and their kids Joe Jr and Janine, who were nine and five. Then she walked around the table and greeted her other brother Jed, his wife Betty and their toddler Jed Jr, who had just turned two. And then there was her father, at the head of the table. He barely acknowledged Kristine when she said hello, but he did wince when he noticed she’d brought Belle, her golden retriever, along. As usual, there were no birthday decorations. The Miller family considered them a waste of money, and Kristine had known better than to bring some herself. She’d been accused of all sorts of things over the years, and being a ‘show-off’, after decorating the living room for her mother’s birthday one year, had been one of them. She took off the black blazer she’d been wearing at work all day, hung it over a chair, then sighed when she realized it was impossible to cool off in the kitchen with the sun low on the windows. It was only mid-May, but the temperatures were already in the mid-eighties and it was only going to get worse from here on in. The air-con was only ever handled by her father, who made sure no one switched it on before mid-June, no matter how warm it got.
“Thank you, baby.” Kristine’s mother Martha took the flowers Kristine handed her and placed them into a vase. “Brenda asked if we could start eating because the kids were getting hungry. Why are you so late?”
“I’m sorry, it was really busy at work today.” Kristine held up a plate, covered with plastic wrap. “Happy birthday Joe. Belle and I made you a rhubarb cheesecake. That’s your favorite, right?”
“Yeah, I love cheesecake. Thanks Kristine.” He gave her a smile but dropped it quickly when his wife Brenda cast him an angry look.
“Oh, so now cheesecake’s your new thing, huh?” Brenda said bitterly. She turned to Kristine. “I already got him a cake, sweetheart. A pumpkin pie.” She straightened her back. “It’s his favorite.”
“Okay.” Kristine shrugged, trying not to antagonize Brenda any further as she seemed to have a problem with everything she did these days. “Put it in the freezer then.” Sweetheart. Kristine had never really enjoyed their family get-togethers, but she was a loyal daughter and sister and staying home would have been unthinkable. They had always bickered as a family, but ever since her brothers had gotten married things seemed to have escalated, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a nice, peaceful dinner with them. However, Kristine had come mentally prepared. She composed herself, smiled and sat down in between Joe and Brenda’s kids, who were delighted to have her there.
“You look so pretty, Auntie Kristine,” Janine said. “I like your dress.” She ran a hand over Kristine’s crème-colored, silk, sleeveless top.
“Thank you, honey. It’s a suit, actually.” Kristine ignored Brenda, who was rolling her eyes. “And you look really pretty too.” She pinched Janine’s cheek, then gave her a kiss on her forehead. “All you kids do.” Kristine was considered one of the most beautiful women in Covington, her little hometown. Even now, aged thirty-six, she was still invited by the town council every year to participate in the annual beauty pageant, where women competed for the coveted title of Miss Covington. Kristine had never been tempted by the idea of parading around the local community hall in her bathing suit, so she politely declined each year. Still, she couldn’t deny that she felt flattered, especially now that she was getting a little older. She looked like a typical Southern Belle, with long, naturally blonde hair, a golden tan and big, blue eyes. Her build was not as typical though, especially when it came to her height. She was tall and slender, something the much shorter and stockier Brenda just couldn’t seem to forgive her for.
“Boys can’t be pretty,” Joe Jr. said with a chuckle. “That means they’re gay.”
Kristine raised an eyebrow as her mother started piling food onto her plate. It was always more than she was capable of eating, since she didn’t work on the land all day, like her family did. Her brothers had each taken over half of her parents’ farm, after her father had hurt his back and their appetites were befitting their jobs.
“It doesn’t mean they’re gay, Joe Jr. It just means they’re handsome. And there’s nothing wrong with being handsome, just like there’s nothing wrong with being gay. Right, Daddy?” She looked at her brother, who was too focused on wolfing down his food to follow the conversation. Brenda had heard it though. Kristine could tell by the fierce look in her eyes. Fucking homophobe.
“Corn,” her brother grunted at their mother instead.
“What was that dear?” Martha Miller smiled at her son. Despite her resolve not to get upset, Kristine was already sitting on the edge of her seat. Stay calm, Kristine. Just smile and stay calm.
“I think what he meant Mom,” she said through gritted teeth, “was ‘Mother, could you please pass me the corn? And thank you for cooking for us, it’s really delicious.’”
“Stop trying to raise me, Kristine. Just mind your own business,” Joe said without even looking up from his plate.
“Are you gay, Auntie Kristine?” Janine asked, interrupting her obnoxious father.
“Yes I am, sweetheart.”
“Am I gay?” The little girl continued her interrogation, clearly intrigued by the sensitive subject.
“I don’t know, Janine. You’ll find out when you grow…”
“Enough, Kristine!” Brenda slammed her water glass down on the table. “Don’t you dare sit there in your fancy suit and try to educate my kids.”
Kristine looked Brenda in the eyes, her face still pulled into a polite smile. She’d been through this scenario countless times and although she was annoyed, she had stopped caring what Brenda thought of her a long time ago.
“I’m not going to argue with you in front of the kids, Brenda,” she said in a calm voice. “In fact, I’m not ever going to argue with you because I’ve got better things to do, so you can stop trying.” She didn’t expect her parents to back her up, they never had. “Now, let’s all be nice to each other, shall we? Just for once, please.”
“Yes, let’s be nice,” Janine repeated after her, to Brenda’s horror.
Kristine laughed at her little niece and turned to Joe again in a second attempt to make small talk. “So, how’s your birthday been so far?”
“Usual.”
“Okay...” Kristine looked around the table. No one seemed to find the reply odd, or rude. God, why am I even here? She decided to give up on Joe. “What about you, Jed? How was your day?” she tried.
“Was okay. Betty bought a microwave in the sale down at Walmart. Showed me how to make a meal in under three minutes. Those things are like magic.”
“That’s cool. How did that go?”
“Did you stop cooking for him?” Joe interrupted them as he turned to Betty with a smug grin.
“No. But she’s got women’s club on Mondays, so she won’t be there when I get home,” Jed said before Betty had the chance to answer for herself. Betty rarely answered for herself. Just like Kristine’s mother, she was just always there, quietly in the background, doing all the hard work without anyone noticing. Kristine watched her take a small bite of food as her cheeks flushed. It wasn’t fair, and she felt for Betty. Nothing was ever fair in her family home.
Their father grunted, echoing Joe. “Why’s she going to women’s club?”
“Sweet Jesus, Dad, why don’t you ask her yourself?” Kristine said sharply. “She’s sitting right here at the table with us.” She noted that she was feeling more worked up than usual, and she took a deep breath, so she wouldn’t lose her temper entirely.
“Calm down dear, he’s only making conversation,” Martha Miller said, sticking up for her husband, which seemed to be her second nature.
Kristine shot her mother the first furious glance in a long time. “And why do you always defend him? Can’t you see he’s being condescending?” She shook her head. “You know what? Never mind. I’m just going to sit here and keep my head down until dinner’s over.” They ate in silence for a while, with only Joe Jr. and Janine chattering and Jed Jr. squeaking with delight while he played with his food. Kristine reminded herself once again that she didn’t have to be here and wondered why she kept coming back. Deep down, she loved her family, but she always felt like an outsider and found herself being continuously disappointed with their narrowmindedness. She wasn’t even sure why, she knew they wouldn’t miraculously change overnight. Yet here she was once again, in her childhood kitchen, fighting her way through another birthday dinner. She could drive to the only lesbian bar in the county and try to make herself feel better about her life by drinking and perhaps flirting with other women, but she knew from experience that it never helped. The morning after was always a struggle, with the women in question asking her out again or even worse, sticking around. Kristine didn’t like that part. Awkward conversations over breakfast, letting them down gently… She liked her privacy and had no intention to commit until she met ‘the one’. And she had the feeling she might have already missed that boat, after losing touch with Hannah, the charismatic English woman she’d spent a heavenly week with in Norway last Christmas. She allowed herself to daydream for a moment, remembering Hannah’s face and how her lips felt on hers, how her body felt, naked and…
“Stop feeding that dang dog under the table!” Her father suddenly blurted at Jed, who was giving chicken bones to Belle, jerking Kristine back to the present.
“Why not? Are you going to eat the bones, Dad? Cause I don’t think you can chew them with the three teeth you’ve got left,” Jed retorted, only half joking.
Their father shot him a furious look as his face turned red. “The dang dog’s as fat as a tick full after a meal and it shouldn’t be here in the first place. If your Ma and I had wanted a dog, we would have gotten one, but we didn’t now, did we, Martha?”
Martha looked down at her plate in silence.
“Now take her outside until we’ve finished our food,” their father continued.
Kristine stood up abruptly, took her blazer and headed for the door. They could mess with her, but they sure as hell weren’t going to mess with Belle.
“Come on, Belle,” she said. “Let’s go home. I’ll roast you a big-ass chicken that you can have all to yourself.”
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LONDON, UK
“Are you sure that’ll be enough for a three-week stay?” Mandy stood in the doorway of Hannah’s bedroom, eyeing the single suitcase she’d packed.
“I think I’m good.” Hannah placed her leather duffel containing her laptop, passport and travel documents on top of her suitcase and sighed. “I’m sure they’ll have a laundry service around there somewhere.”
“Okay.” Mandy walked up to Hannah and surprised her by giving her a tight hug. “I feel bad that you have to do this on your own, Hannah. If it wasn’t for the kids, I’d take some time off work and…”
“I’d never expect that of you, babe,” Hannah interrupted her. “You’ve been too good to me already. Besides, this is something I have to do on my own.” She gave Mandy a smile. “At least you’ll have your own space back for a little while. And when I’m back, I’ll be able to find a place of my own. I might even be able to start a new business soon, if I manage to sell the house and the restaurant.”
“Yeah. It’s all going to be fine.” Mandy stepped back. “Hey, isn’t that woman you met in Norway from around there somewhere? Have you thought about meeting up with her? It might be nice to see a familiar face if you’re out in the sticks on your own.”
“I don’t know. I don’t remember where she lives and anyway, I doubt it will be close enough for a visit,” Hannah lied. She knew very well where Kristine lived. Covington. She’d looked it up numerous times, and walked its streets on Google Maps, imagining where she lived. Hannah shook off the memory of Kristine, which brought her nothing but regrets now. “Besides, I doubt she’ll want to have anything to do with me after I blew her off.”
“Have you ever explained to her what happened? That you were up to your ears in problems and trying to save your business?”
“Not in detail, but yes, I did tell her I had things I had to deal with that couldn’t wait.” Hannah shrugged. “I could hardly function at the time, let alone face her in the state I was in. I wasn’t exactly my cheerful self, and it would have only ruined the beautiful memories we’d made.”
“And now?” Mandy asked.
“And now what?” Hannah arched a brow.
“Could you face her now? I mean, it seems like the perfect opportunity to see her again, even if she’s a few hours’ drive away. It’s still relatively close, right?”
“Maybe. We’ll see. But for now I’m out of my depth as it is, so I’m just going to focus on inspecting the house and the restaurant and finding out what the real estate market is like in Presley. And if it they need doing up before I can sell them, I’ll need to make arrangements for that, too.”
“I understand.” Mandy gave her arm another quick squeeze. “Will you text me the address of your hotel?”
“It’s a motel.” Hannah chuckled. “And there’s only one in Presley, so it won’t be hard to track me down in case my phone gives up.” She demonstratively put an extra power pack in her duffel. “There’s only one diner too, I found out during my online research. Apart from my birth mother’s restaurant. Apparently, that one closed over a year ago.”
“Sounds like a lively place,” Mandy joked. “Be careful not to party too hard.”
“I think I’ll manage that.” Hannah reached out for Ziggy, her cat - or rather Beth’s cat, that she’d abandoned when she left – and tried to stroke her. As usual, Ziggy moved away and turned her back to Hannah. “Thank you for looking after Ziggy. I know she doesn’t like me, but I can’t bring myself to take her to a shelter. She never asked for any of this.”
“It’s no bother,” Mandy reassured her. “The kids love her. We might try to let her out on the roof terrace, if you don’t mind. She’s been here long enough now to find her way home if she decides to explore the rooftops.” She picked up Hannah’s duffel and flung it over her shoulder. “Come on, I’ll drive you to the airport.”
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LONDON, UK TO NEW ORLEANS, USA
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard flight CN8787 to Charlotte Douglas International Airport, Charlotte. My name is Captain Alfarsi, flying with first officer Weldon and second officer Fletcher-Hunt. We are currently cruising at an altitude of 32000 feet and an airspeed of 380 miles per hour. Current time is 1.30 pm and landing time in Charlotte as it stands will be 6.10 pm. We’re expecting quite a bit of turbulence during the flight, so please keep an eye on the fasten seat belt signs. I’ll keep in touch until we reach our destination but for now, please sit back, relax, and let our wonderful cabin crew take care of you while you enjoy your flight.”
Hannah chuckled at the last part of the announcement. It wasn’t easy to relax with the limited leg space, especially after the passenger in front of her had reclined his seat all the way back.
“Coffee Madam? Tea? Or something stronger perhaps?” The flight attendant leaned towards Hannah and gave her a friendly smile.
“Coffee, please. Milk, no sugar.” Hannah pulled out the little folding tray and slumped down further in her seat in an attempt to stretch her legs a bit more in the cramped space. It was going to be a long journey, with a six hour stop-over in Charlotte, before her connection to New Orleans. Nerves kept her wide awake though, and there was no chance she’d be able to get any sleep on the flight. Thankfully the seat next to her was empty, so she’d used it for the paperwork that she’d received from the American lawyer. The brown envelope on the top contained the proof of transfer—confirming that Hannah Radley’s funds were now sitting in her account. That had certainly been welcome, as she’d been able to make a large payment to the tax office and buy the ticket to New Orleans. On arrival, she would pick up her rental car and drive to the small town of Presley, where Hannah Radley used to live. Her birth mother. It still hadn’t sunk in entirely, and if anything, Hannah had even more questions now. Neither the will, nor the supporting paperwork contained an explanation as to how she’d ended up in the US. There was a short paragraph in the will, stating that Hannah Radley had claimed the right to include Hannah in her will through the adoption agency, who would inform the lawyer of Hannah’s whereabouts if she was traceable. The envelope containing Hannah Radley’s will was the thickest. She was by no means a wealthy woman, but she had properties, and they came with title deeds, land deeds, taxes, insurance and much more. Then there was an envelope with Hannah Radley’s death certificate, stating that she passed away on the eighteenth of February 2018, at the age of forty-nine. Cause of death had been a cardiogenic stroke, which seemed awfully young to Hannah. Under ‘method of disposition’, ‘burial’ was ticked, leading her to assume that Hannah Radley was buried in Presley, since she’d lived there for so long. The death certificate also contained her date of birth, the names of Hannah Radley’s mother and father, and a whole string of formalities, such as her social security number, her address, and her marital status, which had been marked as ‘divorced’.
Hannah thanked the flight attendant for her coffee, took a sip of the bitter airline brew and started reading through the paperwork once more. There were no other beneficiaries in the will. No one. No siblings, no parents, no husband, and no other children. Hannah wondered if she’d been alone all her life. It was mid-May now, just over five months since she first started toying with the idea of trying to find her birth mother. That magical week in Norway, and being in the presence of the northern lights, something close to a miracle, had gotten her thinking about things bigger than her own contained life, perhaps for the first time ever. The connection she’d felt with Kristine had played a large part in this awakening as she’d never felt so close to someone that instantly before. She’d started wondering who she actually was, and it was as if some higher power had been watching her, deciding she was ready to find out. Sadly, it was too late. The many questions she had for Hannah Radley would never be answered now and the hope of meeting her one day was gone. She was scared of what she might find in Presley and yet, she was perhaps even more scared of finding nothing. Although Hannah had prepared herself for a lonely three weeks, she also felt a hint of excitement at the possibility of seeing Kristine again. Of course she would ask her to meet up, how could she not? Mandy didn’t need to know everything, and so she hadn’t told her she’d only be a ninety-minute drive away from Covington. The thought of not only being on Kristine’s continent soon, but to also being that close to her, had awoken an excitement in Hannah she hadn’t felt in months. She’d considered emailing Kristine before she left but had decided to wait until she was in Presley. She had no idea what to expect there after all, and she wanted to get her personal affairs sorted out first, before she even attempted to apologize to Kristine for letting her down.
Hannah was woken out of her thoughts by the ding of the seat belt sign turning on. She quickly put the paperwork back in her duffel, before putting her seat back in the upright position. Then she folded the tray up and held onto her coffee as the plane started shaking.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
“I’ve missed you, Kristine. I feel like I haven’t seen my bestie in years,” Kate said, kneeling down and fussing over Belle, who was delighted with the attention. “And you too, girl. I’ve missed you the most, yes I have!”
“I know, it’s been a while, hasn’t it?” Kristine counted the months since she last went to visit Kate in New Orleans. “Six months now. God, I’ve missed you too, Kate.” She filled a bowl with roast chicken leftovers for Belle and put it on the floor, giving Kate the chance to get back on her feet. “How long are you staying with your grandma?”
“Just for the weekend. I’m driving back on Monday morning for my 10 am appointment.” Kate grinned. “She doesn’t know I’m here yet, though. I told her I was coming straight from work and that I had a long day. She won’t let me go anywhere once I’ve walked through that door, so I thought I’d try a different strategy this time. I hope no one sees my car in your driveway and grasses me up. Gram will kill me if she finds out I came here first.”
“Yeah. Word still travels fast around here.” Kristine poured them both a coffee, added milk, and handed one to Kate. “So, how is your grandma?”
“Oh, you know, still the same mean, offensive witch, but I love her. I never thought the day would come, but I’m starting to feel sorry for her. It doesn’t help that my parents haven’t been home in a while, and that Gram’s getting too old to travel to Jamaica to visit them. I think she’s lonely and I feel like all the pressure is on me now. She calls me almost every day.” Kate chuckled. “Not that she ever has anything nice to say.” She sat down on the porch couch and turned to Kristine. “How are your folks?”
Kristine groaned. “God, I had dinner with them yesterday. It was Joe’s birthday, so I baked him a rhubarb cheesecake, with rhubarb from the yard. It was really good by the way, I made a small one for myself too.” She put her coffee on the porch table and sat down next to Kate. “Want a piece?”
“No thanks.” Kate waved a hand. “A Gram special awaits me, so I’d better save myself.”
“Those dry, soapy grits of hers, huh?” Kristine arched a brow, the corners of her mouth pulling into a smile. “Good luck with forcing them down. Had them once and I was spitting sawdust for a week.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Anyway, as I was saying, I made a rhubarb cheesecake for Joe, but his wife Brenda had bought a pumpkin pie from Walmart and obviously – this being my family - I was accused of trying to upstage her. I mean, not in those words, but I sure got the message. Can you believe that?”
“Really?” Kate’s eyes widened. “That’s ridiculous.”
“I know, right? I don’t even know why I still bother with them.” Kristine stroked Belle’s head that was now resting on her lap. “After that, she accused me of trying to raise their kids and also made a snarky remark about my outfit. I should have left then, but for some reason I didn’t, until my father made poor Belle feel unwelcome.” She gave Belle a kiss on her nose. “And we can’t have that now, can we Belle?” Belle opened one eye and let out a deep sigh. “See?” Kristine joked. “She’s still really upset.”
“Wow, you’ve got your hands full with that family of yours.” Kate shot Kristine a sympathetic smile. “At least mine rip each other’s heads off in Jamaica, so I don’t have to listen to them.”
“Have you seen them lately?” Kristine asked.
Kate nodded. “My sister came to visit me. It was fun. She says Dad is a little homesick for Covington, so I expect it won’t be too long before my parents come over too, relieving me from Gram duty for a while.”
“That would be nice. Let me know when they do, I’d love to see them again.” Kristine was always a little envious of Kate, growing up. With an American father and a Jamaican mother, she’d been the epitome of exotic to her, and her looks certainly reflected that. Kate’s golden skin tone and wild, dark, curly hair turned heads everywhere. Add to that the fact that Kate’s parents and sister had moved to Jamaica to run their family rum empire when Kate was seventeen, giving her the freedom and money to study whatever she wanted and eventually start her own business, Kristine had always looked up to her a little bit. While Kristine had gritted her teeth and continued to go to church with her parents until she was eighteen, Kate had traveled the world and partied before studying interior design, then built a successful design company in New Orleans once she had a couple of years’ experience with prestigious agencies on her résumé. Kristine, who came from a farming family, had studied finance and ended up at a bank. That had been her form of rebellion against her father, who had wanted her to join the family business like her brothers. And some rebellion it had been. Kristine couldn’t think of anything she regretted more than pursuing small town banking as a career, but she did count her blessings, and she was grateful to have a steady job, her family close and Kate, who made her let her hair down once in a while, so she didn’t feel so boring.
Kate pointed to a box of trinkets next to the door. “Finally getting rid of that snow globe, huh?” The snow globe with a reindeer inside was sitting on top of some old books and a rusty jewelry box.
Kristine felt a stab when Kate mentioned it. It had been a gift from Hannah, and it was the only reminder of their time together. Staring at it each morning, constantly being reminded of what would never be wasn’t exactly helping her move forward though.
“I’m not getting rid of it. But it’s May now, so I figured maybe it’s time to move it into the shed. I still haven’t heard anything from Hannah, so…” Kristine pulled her feet up underneath her. She knew there was a good chance that the snow globe would be back on her bedside table by sunset. She’d already attempted to put it away twice.
“Well I think it’s about damn time.” Kate paused, trying to think of a gentle way to drop the harsh truth on Kristine, but then decided to just spill it. “Putting that thing away is a great first step, you can’t keep pining for that woman forever, Kristine. And I know that’s exactly what you’re doing. Don’t you see she lost interest the moment she landed back in London?” She winced as she scooted a little closer to Kristine. “I’m sorry, but if she hasn’t contacted you since her last email, that probably means she’s moved on with her life, and so should you.”
“You’re probably right.” Kristine put her mug down and turned to face Kate. “The thing is, I can see where you’re coming from, but I can’t seem to let it go. I’ve never felt what I felt with her, and maybe you are right, maybe I am a sad person for still thinking about her… but we had this connection I can’t even begin to explain, and I find it hard to believe that she didn’t feel the same way. I mean, what if she really was dealing with something big? What if it wasn’t an excuse?”
“Bullshit. You’re just telling yourself that because you want to believe in the fairy-tale so badly that it’s blurring your judgement. She obviously just wanted a vacation hook up and I can hardly blame her. I mean look at you, you’re gorgeous and you shouldn’t be keeping all those beautiful curves to yourself. It’s selfish, I say. Don’t you think it’s time you started dating again?”
Kristine laughed when Kate squeezed her thigh. “It’s not like I’m dismissing the idea of dating. I did go on a date, remember? Last month, with that friend of yours.”
“Exactly, and you didn’t even give her a chance. She’s good looking, funny, smart, she’s got a good job and she only lives half an hour from you. What more do you want?”
“Chemistry?” Kristine said, raising an eyebrow “Sparks? In fact, that’s all I want.”
Kate shot her a sarcastic look. “Right. Of course. Kristine Miller, the hopeless romantic. I’m telling you, you’ll remain single forever if you think someone’s going to come along and swipe you off your feet at the first ‘hello’. It doesn’t work like that in the real world and frankly, I think you’ve been hiding out here in the sticks for too long. They may pay you well at that rusty old bank, but I don’t think it’s making you happy. I think it’s time to look for a new job and get out of your comfort zone. You could go on a different date every night if you lived in New Orleans. Plus, I’d love to have you closer to me.”
“As if you’d ever have time for me,” Kristine joked. “You’re constantly traveling, jet-setting between your wealthy clients, famous auction houses and manufacturers.”
“I’d make time for you.” Kate batted her eyelashes. “Or, you could come with me on my trips, or even better, you could work for me.”
“How many times have we had this conversation?” Kristine shook her head with an amused smile. “I know nothing about interior design. I’d probably bankrupt your company within a year. And although traveling to exotic countries and sourcing bespoke pieces for rich housewives sounds like a dream, I’d be in constant stress over my veggie patch. Who’s going to look after my yard when I’m away all the time? I can hardly ask Carol-Anne from next door to be there twenty-four-seven. She’s turning eighty-five this year.”
“But you do have an eye for design though,” Kate protested. “Your house is beautiful, and your upcycling skills are out of this world. I think we’d make a great team. Who cares about cucumbers when you can have Champagne? Just bulldoze the damn plot.” She gave Kristine a playful wink, knowing all too well that she would never neglect her precious plants.
“Say that again and I’ll slap you.” Kristine chuckled as she stood up and disappeared into the kitchen. A little later, she was back with two glasses and a bottle of cool white wine. “Is it wine o’clock yet? I’m not feeling the coffee anymore, now that you’ve just mentioned Champagne. I don’t have any Champagne of course, but this will do.”
“Oh, it’ll do.” Kate smiled as she accepted the glass Kristine poured for her. “By the way, I expected you to visit me last month so we could celebrate your birthday. What happened?”
“I know. I’m sorry, I’ve been busy. We’ve been through a merger at work. Thankfully, it ended well. I managed to keep all my staff after the regional restructure.” Kristine forced a smile. “Not so busy anymore though. I’ll come by soon, I could really do with a couple of days away.”
“I bet you could.” Kate laughed. “How long has it been?”
“Since what?”
“Since you got laid, dumb-ass. What else? I foresee some wild nights out together. What do you say?”
“I’ll come out with you. But I’m not that wild anymore Kate, you know that.”
“You seemed to be just fine last time when I fed you those tequila shots. If I recall correctly, you were dancing on the table.” Kate laughed. “Or have you forgotten about that?”
“Certainly not.” Kristine laughed too. “I get a headache just thinking about it. No more tequila for me.” 
“Boring.”
“Yeah, well, I happen to like boring nowadays. So, what about you?” Kristine asked. “Dating anyone?”
“You know me. I go on dates all the time. Get laid all the time, too.”
Kristine giggled at her friend’s bluntness. “Yeah? Anyone who might be able to hold your interest?”
“Nah. Most of the women I’ve hooked up with were great, though. Intelligent and good looking, some of them even funny too. I could always set you up with one of them when you come over.” 
“Thanks Kate. Giving me the pick of your leftovers now, are you? That’s even worse than that time you tried to set me up with your ex in college.”
“Ha!” Kate ran a hand through her wild, curly hair that seemed to have doubled in volume since she’d had it trimmed to shoulder length. “I almost forgot about that.”
“Well I haven’t.” Kristine rolled her eyes. “Offloading her on to me because she showed signs of psychopathic behavior, just so she would leave you alone? That was your all-time low, Kate. But you’re forgiven. There’s not much happening around here, so I need my exciting friend to keep me energized.”
“Then you should visit me more often,” Kate said matter-of-factly.
“Or, you could come here more often.”
“Why?” Kate laughed. “Seeing Gram six times a year is enough for me and to be honest with you, I can’t believe you’re still here.” She stood up, steadied her elbows on the porch fencing and inspected Kristine’s front yard. “But then you always were more of a country girl at heart. Your yard looks nice by the way. What’s that down there?” She pointed to a floral bush that was blooming just underneath her, against the porch wall.
“That’s jasmine. Thought I’d try to make my own tea this year. It’s not ready yet.”
Kate inhaled deeply. “Smells divine.” She sat back down and swung one leg over the other. “But seriously, are you alright though? It must get lonelier and lonelier here in Covington. Almost all our old friends have moved to the city.”
“I’m okay.” Kristine took a sip from her wine and sighed when Kate gave her that annoying are-you-sure stare. “I’m fine, Kate. Don’t worry about me.” They both narrowed their eyes as a passing car slowed down.
“Damn. It’s Mable, Gram’s neighbor,” Kate whispered as she waved at the old lady. Mable didn’t wave back. Instead, she pretended she hadn’t seen them and drove on. “I’m going to be in trouble now.” She reached for the wine bottle. “Well, if I’m already in trouble, I might as well have another one.”
KRISTINE POURED herself the last of the wine after Kate had left and walked down the porch steps into the yard, where she inspected her crops. Almost all her vegetables were doing great this year, apart from the chilies, which were taking a lot longer than usual to turn red. She rolled up the hem of her jeans, pulled out the hose from underneath the porch and watered everything thoroughly. Her bare feet were getting muddy as she carefully trod through the rows of vegetables, berries and herbs with the wineglass still in her hand, making sure she didn’t crush any of them. Kristine loved this time of day, when the sun was low, and the worst heat of the day was over. The road was quiet, and the few commuters that usually passed had left early to make the most of their weekend. She pulled out a medium sized green zucchini, dusted it off and took it up to the house, where she cleaned her feet before entering the kitchen. She stopped, lingering in the doorway before she stepped back out and picked up the snow globe from the box and put it on the kitchen table. Not yet. She washed the zucchini, cut it in half, sprinkled both halves with soft goat’s cheese and home-made chili oil, and placed them on a baking tray in the oven. Then she sat down at the table and opened her laptop as she waited for her dinner to bake. Kristine’s eyes shifted to the snow globe. She wasn’t angry, just hurt because Hannah hadn’t contacted her again after the last email she’d sent her. She’d read it so many times that she remembered it by heart.
DEAR KRISTINE, I miss you and have thought about you a lot since I came back from Norway. I’m really sorry to say that I’ll have to cancel our plans for March. I have something important that I need to deal with right now, and it might take a while. Honestly, I won’t be in the right headspace to see you, and I hope you’ll understand. I will contact you when things have calmed down, and I totally get that it might be too late then. I hope you are well. Hannah xxx
KRISTINE OPENED her laptop to check her emails but opened the website to the hotel she’d stayed at in Norway instead, and decided to torture herself with the memory of Hannah once again as she clicked on the ‘photos’ section. It was something she used to do a lot, but was doing a little less now, since she’d been trying really hard not to.
‘We are now taking bookings for Christmas 2018’, it said on the top of the page. She scrolled down to a picture that Espen, the hotel owner had taken of her and Hannah out in the woods, in front of a pine tree they were about to take down. Hannah had an arm around her waist and an ax in her other hand, smiling into the camera. That was the night they’d kissed for the first time, and the night they’d made love for hours on the rug next to the Christmas tree in Kristine’s bedroom, in the flickering candlelight. It was the night Kristine had realized what real passion was, the feeling of wanting someone so badly that your insides felt like they were on fire. It was also the night they’d locked themselves out on the balcony, naked and wrapped up in blankets as they called out for help and were rescued by Gunnar, their next-door neighbor, who had been mortified when he realized what was going on. She smiled at the memory. Kristine had visited the website at least once a week since she’d returned from Norway, remembering the beautiful moments they’d shared. She’d taken pictures of Hannah and she had a few of them together but seeing the picture on the website made it more real, somehow. Espen had clearly noticed what was going on between them and he couldn’t have captured the moment in a more perfect way. Kristine looked happy and a bit flushed from the closeness, as she stood there next to Hannah, dressed in a snowsuit and thick, woolen gloves, a white scarf and a matching hat. There was another picture, of herself and Hannah, taken from the back, holding hands as they pulled the sled behind them, the Christmas tree tied on top. She had no idea that picture had been taken until she spotted it on the website. The oven alarm startled her from her daydream, and she closed her laptop, having forgotten all about the emails she was supposed to check. The zucchini halves were soft and golden on top. She put them on a plate, seasoned them and took her plate outside, where she propped her feet up on the coffee table and ate her dinner with Belle next to her as they watched the sun go down over the ancient oak trees of Covington.
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LOUISIANA, USA
Hannah felt exhausted by the time she drove away from Louis Armstrong New Orleans International Airport in the cheapest rental she’d been able to book online. She’d never been to the US before, but so far, the ‘bigger and better’ saying seemed to have at least some truth to it. Her red Chevrolet was by far the smallest car on the road, not to mention the slowest, but that was mainly due to her driving. Hannah’s fists were clamped tightly around the steering wheel as she kept glancing nervously at the rear-view mirror every couple of seconds, making sure the trucks behind her would drive around her, rather than right through her. It was her first time driving an automatic, and her first time driving on the right-hand side. If that wasn’t bad enough, she hadn’t driven since her last long weekend away in Scotland with Beth, which was two years ago. Living in London meant that she didn’t need a car, and even on the rare occasion she was forced to drive for whatever reason, she’d felt uncomfortable because of her lack of practice. Stay calm Hannah. Keep your eyes on the road and speed up a little.
Hannah let out a sigh of relief when her GPS told her to take a left, onto a smaller road. She saw a sign for a town called Cut Off, and although she felt like a train-wreck, she couldn’t help but grin at that. Cut Off? Really? At least she was driving towards the Gulf of Mexico. Surely that was a good sign? Being by the beach would certainly make her stay more pleasant during the long weeks ahead of her. She was surprised to see that it wasn’t beach, but rather long stretches of wetland that lay before her as she drove further towards the coast. The odd houses built on stilts here and there looked like they’d been deserted a long time ago, and dead trees rose out of the wetlands like claws reaching for the sky. It felt eerie, yet it was incredibly beautiful. The landscape was alien to Hannah, and despite her driving stress, she couldn’t help but pull over every now and then to admire the view. Hannah was a city girl at heart, always had been, and the remoteness felt a little intimidating. A sign indicated that Presley was only five miles away. Thank God I didn’t arrive here in the dark. She’d only passed a handful of cars since turning off the highway, but the churches, roadside barbecue stands, a motel, and more stilted houses with cars parked in front this time, told her that there were in fact people living here on the green bayou waters right next to the road. She tried to imagine their lives, but it was all too new and too strange to comprehend. She’d passed a chain gang of prisoners on her way, picking up rubbish along the roadside, and a sign warning about alligators. Growing up rough, Hannah wasn’t easily scared, but safe was definitely not a word that sprung to mind when she drove along the quiet roads, a little faster now. Perhaps, she thought, it was her jet lag, but she felt as if she’d passed through some kind of portal and entered a different world entirely. ‘Repent, Hell is real’, a sign said. Then, a little further there was another message for the passers-through. ‘Man + Woman = God’s way, Genesis 2:24’, it said, picturing a happily married white couple with bleached teeth. Hannah’s unease didn’t subside when she passed more vaguely threatening messages on billboards, including ‘Go to Church or the Devil will get you’ and ‘Eternity in Hell is a long time’.
Am I in the Bible Belt? Hannah was pretty sure she wasn’t. She took a deep breath, a little more apprehensive of where she was heading now. She told herself she’d be fine as long as she didn’t disclose her sexuality to anyone, and took a quick glance down at her outfit, all too aware of her tomboy appearance. The shorts and loose tank top were fairly neutral, but she wasn’t too sure about her tattoos. Thankfully, the small rainbow tattoo on her right shoulder was barely visible under the shoulder straps of her top. She made a mental note not to go into any churches or deserted petrol stations, and to fill up the tank each time she passed one that looked safe.
‘WELCOME TO PRESLEY,’ the sign said, as Hannah drove into a small town. There seemed to be only one main road running through the town, with wobbly roads leading into pine forest to her right, and into wetlands to her left. It was lined with live oaks draped with Spanish moss, arching over the road like an arcade. Some of the tendrils hung so low, they caught in her window as she drove underneath it. She passed a cemetery with more oaks, in between the graves, and was mesmerized by the gothic dreaminess of it all. Most of the houses along the main road had wooden façades and wide porches. They looked well-kept, the lawns were mowed, and the cars were parked neatly in the driveways. She didn’t see any people, though. Hannah slowed down while she searched for the motel that was supposed to be around here somewhere. Finally, she spotted a sign that said ‘rooms’, with an arrow pointing to a road that led into the woods. She wasn’t far in when the parking lot came into sight, and she pulled over in front of the long, brick, one-story building. It looked exactly like she’d expected, with a green neon light above the front door, flashing ‘vacant’, and the only sign of life being from the light she could see through the door of the reception. When Hannah walked in, dragging her hard shell luggage behind her, she was relieved to see that it wasn’t a Norman Bates lookalike sitting behind the desk, but rather a sweet old lady, who greeted her with a kind smile. She had a short, white perm that was shimmering from a thick layer of hairspray, not a single hair out of place.
“Hi sweetheart,” the woman said in a cracked voice. She lowered her round glasses on her pointy nose, her blue eyes studying Hannah with intense curiosity. Hannah felt her gaze land on her tattoos, then on her big shades that covered almost half of her face. She took them off and produced her sweetest smile, determined to show that she was friendly. Three weeks in the middle of nowhere was going to be a long time, and she had the feeling she might need someone to talk to every now and then, just to check if her vocal chords still worked.
“Hi. I’m Hannah. Hannah Hudson,” she said as she handed over her passport.
“Welcome to Presley, Hannah. So, you’re the one with the long booking. I’m May. It’s a pleasure to meet you.” May took Hannah’s passport and flicked through it, checking out the stamps from her travels. “You’ve been to Thailand, I see.”
“Yes, I have,” Hannah said, mildly amused by May’s curiosity. “It was a while ago, though. Almost seven years, I think.”
“Hmm. I’ve always wondered about Thailand. Not that I’d like to go there. It’s too far for me and Asian food isn’t really my thing.” May continued to flick through the pages, then stopped as she held Hannah’s passport out before her. “What country is this, dear?”
“That’s Vietnam.” Hannah continued to smile as she wondered how many more questions she’d have to answer before earning the key to her room. “I did a backpacking holiday and traveled to Thailand, Cambodia and Vietnam over the course of two months. It was fun,” she added, not sure why she felt the need to elaborate.
“And you’re from the United Kingdom?” May narrowed her eyes as they rested on the front page of Hannah’s passport before she finally started jotting down her details into a large guestbook. There was no computer, just a phone on the desk that looked like it had survived four decades, next to a thick phonebook that took up most of the desk. “Is that the same as the England Islands?”
“The UK. Yes, that’s right.”
“You have a queen, isn’t that so?”
“Yes, we do. Queen Elizabeth.” Hannah almost wished she was recording the conversation. Mandy and Annabel are never going to believe this. “I bet you don’t get many foreigners here.”
“Not many, sweetheart. Especially not ones that stay for longer than a night. I told Harvey from the grocery store yesterday that a Hannah Hudson from the England Islands had booked a three-week stay and he didn’t believe me, said I was pulling his leg.”
“Well, I guess he’ll believe you now.” Hannah put her passport back in her bag when May was finished with it and patiently waited for her key. May, however, wasn’t finished with her yet.
“Do you mind if I ask what you’ll be doing here, all that time?”
Hannah just about managed to suppress a chuckle. Normally she would find this level of nosiness rude, but it was clear that not much happened around here, and that May was beside herself with excitement to have an exotic guest.
“I was left some property in a will,” she said after briefly contemplating how much to share. “A house and a restaurant, here in Presley.”
“Hannah Radley’s house?” May’s eyes widened as she looked up at Hannah. “Are you related to her? She was a lovely woman, God rest her soul. We’ve all been wondering what would happen to her house and The Radley after her passing,” she added.
“I didn’t know her,” Hannah said, noticing May said ‘we’, as if the town was one entity and she spoke for everyone. “But she was my birth mother. I was given up for adoption at birth. Did you know her well?”
“Oh yes, sweetheart. We all know each other around here.” May fiddled with her pen as she studied Hannah with renewed interest. “Adopted, did you say? I didn’t know about that. I just assumed she wasn’t able to have children, or perhaps she had lost a child, because she never talked about the subject. Either way, it’s not something you pry about, is it? So, I never asked.”
“No, I guess not.” After the interrogation Hannah had just been subjected to, she found it hard to believe that May shied away from prying about anything, but she kept that thought to herself. “Do you know when Hannah moved to Presley? Or how long she’d been in the US?”
May thought for a moment. “I can’t be too sure, dear. Time becomes a strange concept when you get older. It must have been at least twenty years ago.” She hesitated. “I know she was a divorced woman when she moved here, she mentioned her ex-husband to me a couple of times, I think he was from Lafayette. I never met him, but she gave me the impression they’d parted on friendly terms. It was unusual back then for people to get divorced, especially someone so young. I remember there was a bit of commotion about it. Our pastor was worried other women would get the same idea, so he asked Hannah to keep it quiet.” May chuckled. “I wasn’t there when it happened, but I heard she threw a right hissy fit, told him to mind his own business.”
Hannah laughed along, although it was impossible to imagine the scene when she had no idea what Hannah Radley looked like. She’d tried to find her on social media, but there had been no Facebook, Twitter or Instagram account assigned to a Hannah Radley in Presley. Either she never had one, or someone had closed them after she’d passed away.
“Do you have a picture of her?” she asked.
“I don’t, dear. But there’s bound to be one at the house or at The Radley.” May handed her the key to her room, adding: “That’s the name of the restaurant.”
“Oh, yes, of course. Thank you.” Hannah pulled up the handle of her case. She had a long list of questions, but in her jet-lagged state, she decided they could wait until the morning. “I’m a little tired now, but I’d like to talk to you some more about Hannah, if you don’t mind?” She felt her stomach rumble and her mouth was dry from the long, warm drive. “Do you know where I can get some food around here? I read there’s supposed to be a diner.”
“You’ve done your research sweetheart. The diner’s just towards the end of the main road. It’s called Jolene’s Diner. You can’t miss it, it’s right next to Harvey’s grocery store. Now, there are clean towels in your room, and I have a washing machine in the back here in case you run out of clean clothes. It’s not for guests normally, but since you’ll be staying for a while, I’ll be happy to do that for you. The bedsheets are changed once a week unless you’d like it done more often.” 
“Thank you, May. That’s very kind of you.” Hannah gave May a warm smile as she opened the door.
“Have a good night!” May shouted after her. “Let me know if you need help with anything and come over for that talk soon. It’s just me here by myself all day.”
JUST LIKE THE RECEPTION AREA, Hannah’s room looked like it had been furnished at the dizzying heights of eighties fashion. The deep green polyester curtains, including the lighter green top frill that was fixed too low over the windows, blocking out most of the light, clashed with the pink shade of wallpaper that was peeling at the corners. The old wooden bed creaked as she put her case on top of the faded, floral comforter. Hannah switched on the air-con and opened the bottle of water on her nightstand, downing all of it in one go before laying down on top of the bed, the exhaustion now taking over. It was all becoming very real now. The fact that May had known her mother wasn’t a surprise in such a small town, but still, she hadn’t expected to be so affected by the unexpected information she’d been given, and it had her thoughts bouncing all over the place. So Hannah had been married to an American. To my biological father, maybe? No, that was unlikely. She’d been born in the UK, so it made sense for her biological father to be English too. Hannah was desperate to find out more, but first things first. She would get some food, and tomorrow morning, she’d go and check out the estate. Thinking this, she rested her eyes for a moment and soon, she was in a deep sleep.
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
Hannah blinked against the sunlight and was disoriented for the first few seconds, still half in a strange dream in which she’d entered a diner-like building, only to find out it was actually a gallery. She was walking through a maze of narrow corridors lined with photos of faceless people, unable to find her way back out, but the hint of panic dissipated when she realized where she was. She looked at the clock on her nightstand. It was eight in the morning, and she was surprised that she’d apparently slept for fifteen hours straight. The curtains were still open and she was lying on top of the bed covers, but at least she was dressed. If anyone had passed her window in the night, there hadn’t been much to see. She crawled out of bed, got in the shower and closed her eyes at the wonderful feeling of warm water running down her body, as she scrubbed the long journey and night off her skin with the bar of cheap soap she’d found in the drawer under the sink. She felt much better now after her long sleep, and even noticed a hint of excitement in her mood.
FOOD WAS the first thing on Hannah’s mind after she slipped into a clean t-shirt and a pair of jersey shorts. As she’d forgotten her slides, she put on a pair of white socks and her Nike high-tops. After getting some breakfast, she was going to check out the house and the restaurant, and that was pretty much the extent of her plans for today. She had an appointment with a realtor tomorrow, for a valuation, but she wanted to pay the properties a private visit first because she wasn’t sure how she’d react to being there. The lawyer had sent over the keys along with the ownership papers, the address printed at the top of the document. 1 Moss Grove, it said.
A WALL of hot air hit Hannah as she ventured outside and saw the world through fresh eyes again. She looked at the car, then decided to walk, despite the heat. It couldn’t possibly be that far, and she felt like she needed the exercise after sitting on the plane and in the car, and then sleeping in the same position all night. Besides, she was used to being on her feet. Three or four miles would be nothing compared to the eighteen thousand steps the health app on her phone usually indicated at the end of her day. There were more cars on the road today, and she saw the curtains of the white picket-fenced houses twitch when she passed. A woman who seemed to be around Hannah’s age, still in her dressing gown, looked at her suspiciously from her mailbox, but she smiled politely when Hannah greeted her. Hannah’s t-shirt clung to her already, sweat dripping down her back. Okay, so maybe walking wasn’t the best idea. It was only May, so she dreaded to think how hot it would get in the midst of summer. She got a little nervous when a police car slowed down next to her, the window rolling down to reveal a police officer who looked at her with suspicion.
“You okay there, ma’am?” he asked, driving beside her.
“Yes, everything’s fine,” Hannah answered, her smile just a little too broad and her voice just a little too chirpy. She was all too aware of how much of a stranger she was here. “I’m just on my way to the diner. Do you know if it’s open yet?”
“Sure is. Would you like a ride? It’s awfully warm and it’s a good fifteen-minute walk.”
“Thank you, but I’m fine. I like walking”
“Well okay then. You have a good day, ma’am.” He gave her a nod and drove off, leaving Hannah annoyed with herself for having been so shifty. What’s wrong with me? He was just being nice. She didn’t feel threatened, it wasn’t that. But the stares she drew from the locals did make her feel self-conscious as she walked along the road. The town didn’t look rich, but the houses had a certain charm to them, with fruit trees in the gardens and picket fences, painted with care. Hannah looked up at the moss-covered oaks that spread over the road, their heavy canopies sheltering her from the sun, and she stopped to take some pictures. She thought of Kristine, who was only a ninety minute drive away now and imagined her walking around in a similar town, waving at her neighbors and making small talk with police officers who drove by.
“HI, hun. What can I do for you?” a tall lady with a thick layer of make-up and a frizzy blonde perm asked when Hannah walked into the diner and took a seat at the bar. She glanced at Hannah’s shades as she took them off, and then at her tattoos.
“Hi. Could I have a latte please?” Hannah asked. She quickly corrected herself when she saw the waitress’ confused expression. “I mean a coffee with milk.” She studied the breakfast menu, avoiding the stares from the people at the bar and in the booths behind her. She was starting to feel mildly uncomfortable, but soon realized that it was her accent that had drawn their attention.
“You must be the English girl.” the waitress said with a wide smile. “I love how you talk. I’m Jolene. I’m the owner of this diner.”
“That’s me. It’s nice to meet you, Jolene. I’m Hannah.”
Jolene poured her a coffee and placed a jug of milk next to her mug. “To be honest with you, we’ve been expecting you since last night, word travels fast around here.” She laughed and nodded towards the menu. “What are you having?”
“Scrambled eggs on toast please,” Hannah said. “And a side of waffles.” She chuckled. “I fell asleep before I had the chance to come here last night, so I’m really hungry.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll take care of you, young lady.”
“Best waffles in the whole dang county,” a man next to Hannah said. He was just about to tuck into a portion himself, and they looked mouth-wateringly good.
“Sure thing,” Jolene chipped in. “Secret family recipe. I’m famous for them around here.” She winked.
“I can’t wait,” Hannah said. “I’m surprised that it’s so busy in here. Everywhere was deserted when I arrived yesterday.”
“Yesterday was Sunday,” Jolene explained. “It’s always quiet here on Sundays. People go to church and have a family meal at home, they don’t go out much.”
“Of course, I didn’t think of that. I passed a lot of churches as I drove in.”
“Yeah, people love the good Lord in the South.” Jolene leaned in and lowered her voice. “I haven’t been to church in years but don’t tell anyone.”
“I won’t,” Hannah said with a grin. “So, is this the only diner in Presley?” She felt like she had to continue the conversation as Jolene just stood there with her hand on her hip, still holding the coffee jug.
“Sure is. There used to be a restaurant a little further down the road, but it closed down a while back. The owner passed away, God rest her soul.”
“Do you mean Hannah Radley’s restaurant?” Hannah asked. She regretted it as soon as the words were out, because suddenly the chatter around her stopped, and heads turned her way once again. Apparently, people had been listening in.
“Yeah. Did you know her?” Jolene asked, genuinely surprised.
Hannah held her breath, very aware that everyone around her was waiting on her answer.
“No, I didn’t,” she said, almost in a whisper. “But the restaurant… well… it’s mine now.”
“Shut up.” Jolene’s eyes widened even more, and she lowered her voice too. “Are you related to her? You sure as hell look nothing like her.”
“I don’t?” Hannah felt a little sting at Jolene’s words. Although she had no warm feelings towards Hannah Radley, she had secretly hoped to find that she at least bore a resemblance to her. Some actual, visual proof of her roots.
“No, you don’t.” Jolene’s eyes were wild with curiosity now, but unlike May she at least had some sense of boundaries. She put down the coffee jug and painted on a smile when she noticed Hannah’s cautious expression. “Well, I’d better stop prying and get you that breakfast, then.”
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
Kristine took a long look in her mirror before she straightened her back, walked out of her office and called all employees into the meeting room.
“I know you’re all busy,” she said. “But this will only take a minute. As you all know, the bank will be closing tomorrow for the mindfulness workshop that head office has enrolled us in. Now, I’ve heard there are some rumors going around, so I just wanted to clear the air. It’s part of the program our merging bank has been providing to their current employees and will be rolling out for us too. But I don’t want any of you to worry,” she reassured them. “Apart from the color of your uniform, and I’m still deeply sorry that it’s now green,” she joked, “nothing else will change, and I’ve been assured you will not be assessed or judged in any way. The workshop is purely there to make our team stronger after the merger, and to help you cope with the change. Think of it as a bit of fun bonding time with your colleagues.” She paused, clearing her throat. “I know our team hasn’t suffered much from the merger and we’ve all been lucky to keep our jobs. But that doesn’t mean we don’t have to make an effort so please be on time tomorrow, as your attendance will be monitored by the training company.”
“Sounds like box ticking to me,” someone whispered. Kristine pretended she hadn’t heard it. She couldn’t disagree with it. She’d tried to explain to her new superiors that her team was in great shape, and that she didn’t think they needed a bonding session, but her protests had fallen on deaf ears. There was a lot of mumbling coming from her team and Kristine held up a hand.
“I know, I know. It’s not ideal, but it is the way it is. Thank you for your understanding, guys.” She went back into her office and closed the door behind her, mentally preparing herself for her weekly regional managers’ conference call. Since the merger, they had new guidelines for their conference calls, their topics of discussion limited to the three points on the list in front of her. The first one was ‘excellence’. This section was to inform the other managers of what they’d done well this week. They were only meant to mention one point each, but as their conversations were now being recorded, some of the more ambitious branch managers often tried to squeeze two or three points into one. The second discussion point was ‘room for improvement’. That section was basically an opportunity to confess to any fuck-ups that had happened during the week. Unsurprisingly, since the new meeting structure had been put in place, most ‘room for improvement’ points now included blocked-up toilets and broken coffee machines, instead of the more serious issues they used to tackle together. The third and final section was ‘advice’. This was where each manager asked the others for advice on an issue they were dealing with. Each section had to be ticked off, which meant that if Kristine had no issues, she would have to make one up. The recordings were transcribed and sent out to their superiors and with these new guidelines in place, the conference call - which used to be a pleasant and useful catch-up - had now become a bragging competition, in which her male colleagues tried to outdo each other in excellence and advice-giving. It was beyond ridiculous, and Kristine wondered if the others would agree with her, if they ever got the chance to go out for a beer and talk like regular human beings. She kicked her shoes off under her desk and started filling in the form before her call, feeling unmotivated and a little too cynical for her own good.
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
The house on Moss Grove, that overlooked the main road and the wetlands, was a lot bigger than Hannah had expected. She double checked her GPS, then spotted the sign on the roof of the building next to the house that said: ‘The Radley’. The overgrown garden was shaded by a beautiful magnolia tree, and there were rose bushes growing along the front of the porch. Behind the house and The Radley were fields and behind that, thick forest, providing a beautiful backdrop. Hannah shivered as she got out of the car and saw the closed shutters, hiding whatever was left of Hannah Radley’s life. She was frightened of going in there, nervous about what she might find. Would there be photographs of her on the walls? Surely there would be photo albums somewhere. She picked up a fallen tree branch and swept it through the grass in front of her as she took the overgrown path up to the house. She’d seen people do this in survival programs, to scare the snakes away and even though she felt a little ridiculous, she wasn’t going to take any chances. The picket fence had once been white but was now a dark shade of brown in most places, where the paint had peeled off and dirt had settled over time. The house still seemed in good shape though, at least from the outside. Hannah walked up the porch steps and opened the lower front shutters so she wouldn’t be in the dark, in case the electrics had been cut off. She took a deep breath as she fiddled with the key ring she’d been sent and got lucky with the fourth attempt. The door creaked when she opened it and she stepped inside, letting herself into the kitchen, shaking on her legs. The room looked like any other old kitchen, nothing special. It was dated and dusty, but tidy. There were no dishes left in the sink, and there was no post on the table, like she’d expected. The interior was tired looking and in need of replacement, but the appliances didn’t look too bad. The six-burner stove top over an old oven was brown from years of cooking and could do with a good clean. Hannah opened the fridge, expecting the worst, but it was empty. It was clear that someone had been here after Hannah’s death to clean and lock up, that much was obvious. There were pink, frilly curtains in the windows over the sink, and pink cushions on the chairs around the table. Hannah tiptoed through the kitchen, leaving the door wide open. Her heart was beating in her throat and she tried to be as quiet as she could, for some reason feeling like an intruder. The kitchen led into the living and dining area. It was rather spacious, and again, very tidy. Hannah found the light switch and was relieved that it worked. She immediately scanned the walls for photographs, but there were only some oil paintings of landscapes in rusty frames that had seen better days. Old, patterned couches stood around a wooden coffee table with an ashtray and some cooking magazines on top. The moss green carpet had clearly been put in to match the light green wallpaper but all in all, it wasn’t a good look, the room looking dark and dated. There were also a couple of large bookcases, a cabinet with a TV, and a polished dining table with six chairs. She turned the corner into a long hallway leading to the back door and jumped up when one of the wooden floor boards creaked under her feet. Jesus, relax, Hannah. There was a small bathroom and a storage cupboard under the stairs with a mop, buckets, some cleaning products and an umbrella. Against the wall stood a filled shoe-rack and a standing coat hanger, also full. Hannah ran her fingers over a green slicker. It was a strange idea that all these things had belonged to a person who wasn’t around anymore. A stranger, who had made her, yet she didn’t even know what Hannah Radley looked like. She looked at the shoes and studied them, trying to picture the kind of person who would wear them. Two pairs of sneakers, three pairs of sandals – the dressier kind, and four pairs of heels that still looked comfortable enough to walk in. The carpet-covered staircase led up to a wide landing with rooms on either side. The first two doors on the right were large bedrooms. They were crammed with furniture and had been used as storage, Hannah guessed. All beds had been stripped, leaving only old, but clean mattresses on them. Unmarked cardboard boxes were piled along the back wall of the second bedroom, spiking Hannah’s curiosity. She crossed the room and opened the top one, finding only Tupperware. The next two boxes contained Tupperware too, the third and the fourth bed linen. Hannah squeezed past a storage cupboard to get to the next pile of boxes, where she found kitchen utensils, Christmas decorations, candles, old cooking magazines and other knick-knacks. Nothing personal. Hannah Radley seemed to have been quite the hoarder, even though the rest of the house was organized and free of clutter. Some of the cooking magazines dated as far back as 2002. Hannah decided to continue her search through the crammed bedrooms another time. She was already on edge from being in the quiet house by herself, and there would be plenty of time to return to it later, she thought as she opened the door at the end of the corridor. Hannah held her breath as she walked into the master bedroom, taking in the space. The grey and blue striped wallpaper looked more modern than the wallpaper in the other rooms, but it still dated back at least a decade. A wooden, four-poster king-sized bed stood against the wall in between two nightstands. There was a lamp on one nightstand, the other was buried under a pile of books. She couldn’t help but smile as she picked them up one by one and studied the covers of the romantic novels with illustrations of handsome, muscular men and beautiful women in all sorts of passionate embraces. The bed was made with blue bedlinen that matched the wallpaper. She grabbed one of the pillows without thinking and sniffed it, then threw it back when she realized how weird that was. There was only a faint trace of lavender fabric conditioner anyway. What had she expected? To recognize the scent of her mother by some sort of instinct? Don’t be ridiculous. She turned away from the bed and opened the big hanging closet that stood against the side wall. Most of the garments in it were casual summer dresses but there were some more formal blouses in there too. Hannah pulled out a black satin dress and ran her fingers over the fabric, then put it back, repressing the urge to start sniffing things again. A chest of drawers next to the hanging closet contained underwear, socks, many pairs of jeans and dozens of t-shirts, most of them white and all size medium or large. She sighed as she looked around the room one more time. Where are all the pictures?
THE BATHROOM WAS TILED with square, candy pink tiles, broken up by a row of smaller, rectangular tiles with white flowers. The toilet was pink, and so were the basin and the bath, resulting in one of the most hideous decors Hannah had ever seen. There were no towels on display, and there was no laundry in the basket. Hannah had braced herself for the worst, and she was again grateful that someone had already been in there to deal with the practical matters. The shelves next to the hanging mirror were overflowing with hair products, perfumes, make-up, creams, brushes and other toiletries. Her eyes fell on a small, silver jewelry box. She took it from the shelf, sat down on the toilet and opened it. Inside were a couple of tangled silver necklaces, a gold wedding band and a small antique brass compass. Hannah checked for inscriptions on the wedding band. ‘H+B 1987’, it said in an italic font. Her mind automatically did the math, calculating she’d been two or three years old when Hannah got married to ‘B’, depending on the exact date. Then she studied the beautiful brass compass and read the inscription on the back. ‘Even if we’re oceans apart, my heart will always call for yours.’ Hannah felt a shiver run down her spine. So sweet. She carefully placed it back in the box and returned it to the shelf, then ran her fingertips over one of the brushes that still had blonde hairs tangled through the bristles. She turned away from it and glanced at the almost used-up toilet roll on the holder, the paper printed with baby pink flowers. Somehow, the sight of those two things saddened Hannah so much that she almost choked up. She didn’t feel like opening the medicine cabinet or browsing through the rest of Hannah’s things anymore. She’d seen enough for today, and anyway, she’d have to do the same thing all over again tomorrow with the realtor. Perhaps it would be easier after that. Taking a deep breath, she quietly closed the bathroom door behind her.
THE RADLEY WAS a lot more overgrown than the house, Hannah noticed as she followed the path that led from the house to the restaurant’s entrance. The grass was higher and weeds had taken over most of the path, the road alongside it, and even some of the parking lot, spreading out through the cracks in the concrete. The Radley looked a little eerie with the lights off and the shutters closed. The rosebushes under the windows had started overtaking the building. Hannah pulled at one of the many stems that had grown up against the door, blocking the main entrance.
“Fuck.” She quickly pulled back her hand as a thorn pierced her finger. She shook it frantically and wiped the blood on to her shorts. There was no way she’d be able to remove the stems without gardening gloves. There must be a kitchen entrance somewhere. She walked around the building and found an old pick-up truck, parked beside a door. Unlike the front, the back of the restaurant was free of rose bushes, and only nettles and other weeds had sprung up. None of the keys on her ring fitted into the lock, and after trying them all once again, she sighed and gave up. Hannah turned to the truck and inspected it. The tires seemed fine. There was a spare tire sitting in the open back, next to a bucket filled with sand and cigarette stubs. She peeked through the windows, trying to find any clues as to why it might be here, but she could only see a couple of cassette tapes, a cap and a pair of old shades. Unable to get into the restaurant, Hannah decided to ask May if she knew of anyone who might have a spare key before she resorted to breaking a window.
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“Hi, I’m Hannah.” Hannah looked up at the old man in the doorway. “Hannah Hudson. I’m here to pick up the key to the back door of The Radley. May from the motel told me you would have one and that she’d give you a call. The front door is overgrown, and I need to let the realtor in tomorrow.”
“Ah, The Radley. Yes, May’s told me about you.” The man scratched the ring of grey hair left around his bald head and held out his hand. “I’m Bud. It’s nice to meet you.” Then he reached for a key ring on a hook in his hallway and gave it to Hannah. “Here, I believe these are yours. I didn’t know what to do with them, so I just held onto them, and a good thing I did. There’s a spare house key on there too.”
“Thank you, Bud.” Hannah put the ring with the five keys in her pocket, giving him a grateful smile.
“I used to fix things for Hannah and my late wife cleaned there twice a week, both the house and The Radley, so we had a set of spare keys. There’s even a mailbox key on there.” He cleared his throat. “So, a realtor, did you say? Are you planning on selling the place?”
“Yeah, I am. I’m not from around here and to be honest with you, I didn’t even know Hannah.”
“That’s too bad. The Radley’s always been successful. Full house on the weekends.” Bud frowned, and Hannah could see a hint of pain in his eyes. “She was a nice lady, Hannah was. Great friend to me and my late wife. Would you like me to come with you? I can show you where everything is. I know the place like the back of my hand and the back door’s a bit tricky to open. Lock hasn’t been replaced in twenty-or-so years, and it might even be rusty after all this time.”
“Sure. Thank you, that’s very kind of you.”
“No problem. Just give me a minute.” Bud took off his slippers in the doorway and replaced them with a pair of worn-out loafers. “Take your car?” he asked, pointing at Hannah’s rental. “I can walk back. It’s only ten minutes from here and I need my daily exercise.”
“WELL, this is it. Just like she left it.” Bud kicked a bucket aside and switched on the light. The back door led straight into a small kitchen. There was a long stainless-steel work bench to Hannah’s right as she walked in. Underneath it were closed plastic storage boxes, containing kitchen appliances and cleaning products, pots and pans and other cooking utensils. To her left was a stove, a grill and a built-in deep fat fryer. Along the opposite wall stood another row of workbenches with fridges and freezers underneath. Hannah opened them one by one. There was a lot of storage space for a small kitchen. “Not bad,” she mumbled as she stood up and took in the space from the other side of the kitchen. The extractor fans looked like they had been replaced recently. She switched one on to check if it worked and immediately, a loud hum echoed through the kitchen. She also checked the two ovens and the gas stove top, flipping the main safety switch before testing the burners. Everything was covered in a layer of dust. It looked like it had been cleaned before it was closed up, but the remaining grease had still soaked up the dust, leaving brown jelly-like stains in the corners on the floor and in between the appliances. There was a chalkboard on the wall next to the pass with some notes on an order and a list scribbled underneath. ‘flour, strawberries, yeast, bacon’, it said. Hannah walked up to the board and ran a finger over the messy handwriting, then panicked when some of the chalk came off. She wetted a finger and cleaned around the letters, trying to fix it.
“Did Hannah write this?” she asked, not sure why the faded shopping list seemed to upset her so much.
Bud nodded. “Couldn’t bring myself to wipe it off.”
“I’m sorry I messed it up Bud, I didn’t mean to…”
“It’s fine, sweetheart.” Bud gave her a small smile. “Leaving her writing up there is not going to bring her back and this place is yours now.”
“Yeah, but still… I’m sorry.” Hannah opened the binder underneath the chalkboard. There were permits, invoices and old order forms in there, all neatly dated and marked as ‘paid’. “The kitchen seems to be in working order,” she said.
“Oh yes.” Bud tapped the top of the deep-fat fryer. “Most of it is old, but Hannah took care of her things. I replaced those extractor fans and one of the fridges two years ago.” He studied Hannah as she tried the hot cupboard in the far corner, a little further down from the fridges. “You know about kitchens?”
“Yes, I had a restaurant for eight years. I lost it, unfortunately.” Hannah felt a pang of regret as she said it. It still hurt.
“I’m sorry to hear that.” Bud cleared his throat. “I can tell you know how to work a kitchen.” He paused, burying his hands deep in his pockets. “Mind if I ask you what your relation to Hannah is?”
Hannah stopped what she was doing and turned to him, surprised May hadn’t informed him yet. She’d expected the whole town to know by now.
“I’m her daughter,” she said. “Hannah gave me up for adoption at birth, so I never knew her.”
Bud looked surprised. “I had no idea. I knew Hannah was English, of course. She never managed to get rid of her accent entirely, but God did she try. Made us all laugh. I did think you were a relative from the UK, but I didn’t realize she was your mother.”
“How long did you work for her?” Hannah asked as they walked into the dining area behind the pass.
Bud pressed the light switch on the wall around the corner, but nothing happened. Then he walked over to the bar and tried another switch. The lights over the liquor shelves blinked a couple of times before a warm light spread out from behind the bar. The Radley looked more like a drinking hole than a restaurant. The interior was dark, but it had character, with music posters lining the walls and vintage paraphernalia scattered over the bar and the shelves. Square wooden tables and chairs were lined in rows of three, marking the dining area, and in the corner next to the bar was a pool table, the cues leaning against it as if someone had only just finished a game. Hannah opened the curtains, the windows and the shutters, flooding the restaurant with natural light.
“I started out here when Hannah first opened,” Bud said. “That was over twenty years ago. I helped her find used appliances for the kitchen and installed them all. Hannah was pretty good with her hands too, never shied away from hard work either.”
“Did you know her ex-husband?”
“Nope. She was already divorced when she came here. But she had many friends, and there were rumors every now and then about men in her life. Nothing ever came of it though. She used to spend Christmas and Thanksgiving with me, my late wife Carla, and our son and his family. Carla and Hannah were best friends, though Carla was twelve years older. You married?”
His sudden change in conversation startled her. “No. I’m single.”
“Can’t be easy doing this by yourself.”
“I’ll be fine.” Hannah gave him a brave smile.
“Well, if you ever need help, you know where to find me. I know just about everyone around here and those realtors can be good-for-nothings. Always trying to get more money out of people by selling them overpriced renovation packages before the house goes on the market.”
“Thank you. That’s very kind of you.”
“You got a realtor yet?”
“I called Waver and Sons, they’re local. A guy named Milton is coming over to have a look. Do you know him?”
“Yeah, I know Milton.” Bud shrugged. “He’s a bit of a weasel but probably the best man for the job.”
“That’s good to know.” Hannah ran a finger over the row of liquor bottles behind the bar, leaving a trail in the dust. She had so many questions for Bud, he and his wife had obviously been close friends with her mother. “What happened to her?” she asked, a little breathless at finding the courage to ask Bud such a direct question. “The coroner’s report I received with the documents said she passed away in February. But this place looks like it’s been closed for longer than that.”
Bud nodded towards the liquor bottles. “Why don’t you pour me a bourbon and I’ll tell you all about it.”
“Okay.” Hannah wasn’t sure if it was considered rude in the South not to drink along, so she poured herself one too, even though it was barely past noon, and she didn’t really like bourbon. The tumblers on the glass shelf behind the bar were square, sturdy and heavy, just how she liked them. Her eye fell on a framed photograph at the end of the shelf, of four women, smiling at the camera from behind the bar. They wore the same t-shirts with the restaurant’s logo printed on them. Hannah picked it up, her heart racing when she tried to guess which one was Hannah Radley.
Bud sat down at one of the tables and lit a cigarette from the pack in his back pocket as Hannah came from behind the bar with two bourbons and the framed picture tucked under her arm. “You want one?” he asked, nodding at the pack of cigarettes.
Hannah stared at it for a moment, then shrugged. “Why not?” She’d given up years ago, but had the occasional one now and then, and here, in this dusty old bar, it seemed only natural to smoke one when drinking bourbon with someone old enough to be her grandfather. She leaned forward, letting Bud light it for her and took a deep drag, savoring the feeling of nicotine rushing to her head. The smoke blended with the shafts of light streaming in through the window, leaving eerie patterns above the table.
“Which one is Hannah?” she asked, handing the picture to Bud.
“That’s her,” Bud said, pointing at a curvy, blonde lady standing to the left. “That’s Hannah Radley.”
“Really?” Hannah asked, as if she’d expected one of the others to be her instead. She stared at the woman Bud had pointed out. She was pretty. Sun-bleached blonde hair, tanned skin, big busted, with a voluptuous figure and a warm smile.
“Jolene was right, I look nothing like her,” she mumbled as she put the picture down on the table. “So, what happened to her? I mean, forty-nine is very young for someone to have a stroke.”
Bud took a sip of his bourbon and leaned back. “Hannah was supposed to go on vacation last year,” he said. “To the UK. She never even made it to the airport.” He took another sip and swallowed hard, his eyes sad as he thought back. “She had her first stroke the morning she was supposed to fly out. Carla and I had her over for dinner the night before. She was so excited to go. Said she had some things she needed to take care of, and she didn’t know how long she’d be away for, but she wouldn’t tell us what it was. We knew she wasn’t going to see her parents. She’d broken off contact with them a long time ago and never really talked about them. Carla thought she was going because of a man she’d met online, but now, I’m thinking you might have been the reason.”
“Oh,” Hannah said in a whisper. She bit her lip, fighting the emotions that suddenly flooded her.
“I was supposed to take her to the airport,” Bud continued. “I found her on her bedroom floor dressed in her best clothes. She was completely out of it, only able to blink her eyes a little. I called for an ambulance and she was rushed to hospital twenty minutes later.” He sighed. “I’ll never forget the look in her eyes, because she knew she wasn’t going to get on that flight. And somehow, that was really, really important to her.”
“How bad was it?” Hannah winced as she took a sip of the bourbon, but it helped to calm her nerves a little. She was finally starting to form a very vague picture of Hannah Radley, and it affected her more than she thought it would.
“It was very serious. She couldn’t walk or talk at all for the first three months. Her whole left side was numb. All I can say is thank God she had health insurance. They put her in a rehabilitation center in New Orleans for half a year. I visited her every week. When she came out, she could take care of herself again, but she couldn’t work anymore. She got dizzy and lost her balance a lot, even got confused from time to time.” Bud stubbed out his cigarette in the empty plant pot on the table and lit another one before downing his drink. Hannah got up to get the bourbon and refilled his glass, leaving the bottle on the table.
“So, the restaurant never re-opened?”
“No.” Bud shook his head and frowned, breathing out the smoke through his big nostrils. “She was getting better. Hannah was a strong woman, just like my Carla. Never gave up on anything. She was my rock after Carla died. She took care of me, checked in when she hadn’t seen me for a couple of days, and I was glad I was able to return the favor. We spent a lot of time together while she recovered. I helped her with her groceries, and we had dinner together most nights. But four months ago, she had another bad stroke in her sleep, and that time, she never woke up.”
Hannah let out the breath she’d been holding and sighed. “That’s so sad. I’m really sorry for your loss, Bud.”
Bud picked up his glass with glazed eyes, then decided against having more and put it back down. “She was a good woman. It’s a shame you never met her.”
“Were you the one who tidied the house after she passed?”
Bud nodded slowly. “I couldn’t just leave her garbage in the bin and her dirty laundry out, so yes, I cleaned it up a little. Hope you don’t mind.”
“Of course not.” Hannah surprised herself by placing a hand on his wrist. “Thank you. That must have been hard for you.”
“It’s no bother.” Bud cleared his throat and stood up. “Well, I’d better get going. Are you going to be okay with everything?”
“I think so.” Hannah followed him out through the kitchen. “Oh Bud, wait. Do you happen to know whose truck that is out in the back?”
“You mean the pick-up? That was Hannah’s, so I suppose it’s yours now too. She put the insurance on hold after her first stroke, so you’ll need to call them. I bet the paperwork is in the house somewhere and the keys…” He looked around the kitchen, then headed back to the bar, opening a drawer under the till. “Here you go.” He handed Hannah the keys.
“Thank you.” Hannah hesitated. “Would you like to have the truck? I’m not planning on staying here for very long, and I’ve already rented a car. I’m sure Hannah would have wanted you to have something of hers. Or is there anything else you would like to take? Anything at all?”
“No sweetheart. I have no use for a pick-up. I already have a car and besides, I’ve got everything I want of Hannah right here.” He pointed at his head. “Happy memories are all I need.” He turned in the doorway. “You take care now, Hannah. And let me know if you want to talk, or if there’s anything I can do for you.”
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“It would certainly help with the sale if it’s done up a bit,” Milton, the realtor said, looking around the worn-out living room. “The bedrooms upstairs need stripping and I’d advise you to do the same in here. White walls usually help. Maybe take that stained carpet out, put a fresh one in. And get rid of all the excess furniture and trinkets. Just the basic furniture will do.” They walked into the kitchen. Milton didn’t grimace, but he didn’t seem overly keen on the property either. “The kitchen could do with some TLC too,” he continued. “Looks a bit neglected.” Hannah followed his gaze towards the chipped cupboards and synthetic grey countertop.
“Yeah. It’s not great, is it?” Hannah ran a hand over the edge of the cabinet behind the dining table, leaving a thick layer of dust on her fingers. It was full of cookbooks, something she’d found a lot of throughout the house.
“I can give you a number for a decorator or a builder if you need one.” Milton handed her a brochure. “We have some skilled young men working for us, and we do a great deal on refurbishment packages.”
“No, it’s fine.” Hannah said, remembering Bud’s warning. “I’m going to be here for a while, so I might as well give it a go myself.”
“Brave woman.” Milton shot her a skeptical look. “You know it’s hard work, right, redecorating a house. Takes a lot of skill, too.”
God, what a condescending dick. Milton was annoying the living daylights out of Hannah, but she couldn’t afford to insult him. He worked for the biggest real estate agency in the area, and he knew all the locals. If anyone had useful contacts, it would be him.
“Well, it’s not exactly rocket science, is it? Besides, from what you just mentioned, it only needs cosmetic work. I’m sure I can manage.” She looked him straight in the eyes making sure he knew not to talk to her like that again. “So, what about the restaurant? Do you think you can sell it?”
“Commercial establishments are a bit harder,” Milton said, articulating as if talking to a child, oblivious to Hannah’s warning looks. “There aren’t many people who are brave enough to start something around here. The footfall isn’t exactly overwhelming. But… it’s doable. There’s the town, of course, and the surrounding towns. We do get some tourists, passing through here in the summer season. The road trippers, we call them.” He held up a finger and shot her a sly smile. “Another option is the franchise market. We have a portfolio of fast food and coffee chains that are always looking for franchise locations, so I could put it out to them too. My advice, in regard to the restaurant, would be to do it up a little, just enough to make it look presentable for viewing. Neutral is the way to go there. Franchisees or even just private buyers will want to put their own stamp on it.” He shuffled through the copy of the paperwork Hannah had given him, pulled out a chair from underneath the kitchen table but decided not to sit down when he spotted the layer of dust on it. “Now… the land is another thing.” He frowned as he studied one of the pages. “There’s a significant amount of land that comes with the house. I suggest we leave it that way as it’s hard to work around the property. The land behind the restaurant could be sold separately, because there’s more than enough space for parking at the front.” He pointed to the map in the title deed.
“Why would anyone want to buy that land?” Hannah asked. “It’s not even directly connected to the road.”
“True. But you could build a road, on the other side. And this mark here,” he continued, pointing to the map, “this means there’s a natural well here. I think we should have it tested. People can be easily persuaded by a private water supply. Of course, the ideal scenario would be to sell everything together, but we’ll make sure to list them separately too. I’d say the restaurant could bring in around the two-hundred mark. That’s including the land and the parking lot. The house would be just under that, if it’s done up a little. How does that sound?”
“That sounds good to me.” Hannah’s heart skipped a beat, but she kept a straight face. She’d done some research on property prices in the area and Milton’s valuation was higher than she’d expected. If it sold, she’d be free of debt, with more than enough funds to start a new business in London. “Okay, thank you, Milton.” She held out her hand. “I think I’ve got an idea of what needs to be done now and I’d be happy to have you represent the properties.”
Milton gave her a soft handshake. “I’d be honored, Hannah. I’ll send you over the paperwork tomorrow if that’s okay with you. I’ve got another property to look at today.”
“That’s fine, there’s no rush. So, would you be okay to take it on in just under three weeks’ time?” Hannah asked. “Maybe five if I need a little longer? I can always change my ticket.”
“If you think you can do it that fast.” Milton raised an eyebrow. 
“Absolutely. I’ll give you a call when it’s ready. I assume you’ll send in a photographer?”
“We sure will. We also have great copywriters and a team of stylists who can sell the dream. And what a dream it is.” Milton didn’t sound convincing, but he pulled his face into a forced smile and gave Hannah a quick wave before he let himself out.
“RIGHT,” Hannah said to herself, looking around the kitchen. It wasn’t going to be easy, but at least it would give her something to focus on while she was here. And most of all, it would save her money. She knew there was no guarantee the house would sell anytime soon, and she couldn’t exactly afford an army of tradesmen, so she was willing to put in the hard work herself. She had some experience from doing up her restaurant, but nothing of this magnitude. Most of the work would be cleaning, stripping, sanding and painting, and none of that required much specialist skill, but the house was big, and there was a lot to do. Hannah decided to start with the kitchen and living room first. Making the downstairs look presentable would surely give her a boost to finish the rest. Plus, she’d be able to have a coffee in the kitchen while she was working if she finished that first. She got out her notebook, a pen and a tape measure Bud had left with her earlier and started measuring the walls and the kitchen units.
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“Hi May.”
“Hey there, Hannah.” May lowered her glasses and leaned over the counter with a smile on her face when Hannah got back to the motel. “You’re back early. How did it go with the realtor?”
“It was fine. Thank you for calling Bud for me yesterday. He was really helpful.”
“Bud’s a good man,” May said. “He used to fix things for me, but he retired last year. I have to call on those money-grabbing pigs from the city now if I need anything done. Forty dollars they charged me last time my washing machine broke down. Now, that’s just highway robbery, don’t you think?” She looked at Hannah, waiting for her to agree.
“Yeah sure. That’s a lot of money.” Hannah tried her best to sound outraged.
“That’s what I said,” May continued. “I told them Bud never charged me more than twenty for anything, but were they willing to lower the price for an old lady? Of course not!” She let out a huff. “Anyway, I’m glad you met Bud, sweetheart. He was a good friend of your m…” She stopped herself. “Hannah’s.”
“Yeah. It seems like they were really close.” Hannah helped herself to a cup of water from the cooler next to the reception desk. “Hey, do you know if there’s a hardware store around here?”
“That depends. What do you need?” May asked
“Well… I’ll need paint, some wallpaper stripper, cleaning materials, tools... stuff like that. Just to spruce up the house and the restaurant before they go on the market.”
“Oh… That sounds like heavy work for a girl on her own. Are you sure you’re up for that, hun?”
“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” Hannah managed to suppress a sigh. Could she really get nothing done without being doubted?
“Alright then. In that case, I think you should try Home Depot,” May said, finally answering Hannah’s question. “There’s one situated at the shopping mall just outside Cut Off. That’s probably your best bet. It’s a big one, they’re bound to have everything you need and more. Do you need a map?”
“Great. Thanks, May. I have satnav and I drove past Cut Off on my way here, so I’m sure I’ll find it.” Hannah chuckled at May’s confused stare. “Satellite Navigation, I think you call it GPS here in the States. It’s a digital map,” she explained. “It’s a screen in my car that will tell me where to go.” She gave May a wave as she headed out. “I’ll come back for a chat soon, but I’d better get on with it now.”
HANNAH WAS GETTING a little more confident with the automatic now and realized she was enjoying the drive. She stopped at the sign that said: ‘Welcome to Cut Off’, got out of the car and took a selfie to send to Mandy and Annabel. She passed green bayou waters, abandoned and overgrown mansions and RV parks, concluding that the whole area had seen better days, before she turned into the big Home Depot parking lot. Where did all these cars come from? The amount of cars parked in front of the big mall was more than she’d expected from the few homes she’d passed on her way. Hannah wasn’t sure how much she’d need, and so she picked the largest shopping cart and rolled it towards the paint aisle. She stocked up on white wall paint, oil paint, primer, wallpaper remover, a toolset, a selection of nails, a drill, filler, sandpaper, black sacks, cleaning materials, plus all the other decorating paraphernalia she would need to get the work done.
Satisfied she now had everything she needed to start work at the house, Hannah took a brief detour into the Walmart situated next door to buy some basic t-shirts she could paint in. She passed the freezer aisle on her way to the till and stalled when she spotted someone familiar. At first, she didn’t register who it was, but then she saw a streak of blonde, curly hair peep out from underneath the dark wig the woman was wearing.
“Jolene?” Jolene looked up at her, wide-eyed. For a moment, Hannah thought she was going to run off. “Are you okay?”
“Ehm… yeah, sure.” Jolene’s gaze shifted to her shopping cart, then back up to Hannah as her face turned crimson. Hannah tried not to laugh when she saw the big buckets of ready-made waffle batter in her shopping cart. “They’re for my sister,” she shrieked. Panic was written all over her face. “Her kids love waffles.” She didn’t sound one bit convincing as she nervously hopped from one stiletto heel to the other.
“Hey, it’s okay. I won’t tell anyone.” Hannah smiled, reassuring her that her secret was safe.
“Please Hannah. You have to promise.” Jolene shot her a pleading glance and looked like she was about to go down on her knees and beg. “We’ve all agreed to boycott Walmart. Me, Harvey, May, my customers… Presley is about the only town along the Gulf where local businesses are still thriving. We had over three-hundred people sign a petition against Walmart, and besides that…” She signed. “Everyone’s crazy about my waffles. I tried to make them fresh a couple of times, but folks didn’t like them as much. Thought I was having a bad day in the kitchen.”
Hannah walked over to her, put a hand on her arm and gave it a squeeze. “Your secret is safe with me, Jolene. I promise.” She also pretended she hadn’t seen the ready-made apple pies underneath the buckets of batter. “But… how do you know you won’t bump into anyone from Presley here? There might be more people with the same idea.”
Jolene shook her head. “I’ve never seen anyone I know here. I go during the day when everyone’s at work. And the retired folks of Presley wouldn’t dream of shopping at Walmart.”
“Well, for what it’s worth…” Hannah let out a chuckle. “You might want to re-think your disguise next time. If anything, it makes you stand out more.”
“Right…” Jolene pulled off her wig and threw it in her shopping cart. “It’s too hot for a wig anyway, I’m sweating like a sinner in church.” Are you busy today?” She hesitated. “There’s a nice little coffee place on the way back and I’ve got the afternoon off.”
Hannah had the feeling Jolene might be trying to bribe her, but even if she was, having a coffee with the friendly lady who owned the diner seemed like a nice way of passing some time. She wasn’t planning on starting on the house tonight, and it wasn’t like she had much else to do.
“Sure,” she said, steering her cart towards the tills. “A coffee sounds great.”
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“So, what is it exactly we’re doing here today?” Kristine asked the training manager. “I didn’t get an itinerary.” She was the first one to arrive in the lobby of the hotel where their mindfulness workshop would take place. After her team had won the title of best-performing team within their company two years in a row, Kristine still didn’t understand why the head office hadn’t been able to make an exception for them. She assumed it had something to do with keeping their people docile and happy after the recent merger, but as her staff started trickling in, none of them seemed filled with joy about the prospect of spending their day here.
Michael Fitzlinger, the course leader, rubbed his hands together and bounced on the spot with the typical phony energy of a trainer who wasn’t half as confident as he made out to be. Kristine had met many during her career and none of them had been able to teach her something new. Michael seemed no different.
“What are we doing today?” he repeated after her. “That’s the question, isn’t it?”
“It sure is.” Kristine forced a smile.
“Well…” Michael looked at the name badge Kristine had pinned onto her blouse. “Kristine. That’s a pretty name, my daughter’s called Kristine. With a ‘Ch’ though,” he added. Kristine didn’t think he looked old enough to have a daughter, or to be a trainer, but she kept that to herself. “Anyway Kristine,” he continued, “We’ll be going on quite a journey today. It’s going to be fun, it’s going to be inspirational, and hopefully it’s going to be very insightful. It will help you and your co-workers feel better about yourselves and your career and that will create more harmony within the team.”
“That sounds good,” Kristine lied, disappointed to get exactly the non-answer she’d expected. But as the branch manager, she’d have to set the right example and go along with whatever it was they’d want her to say or do today. “Well, I’m going to help myself to a cup of coffee. I’ll see you in there.” Kristine waved at her colleague Mary who’d just arrived and walked over to the refreshment table. As she poured herself a coffee and grabbed a bottle of water, she heard Michael greet Mary and couldn’t resist an eye-roll.
“Hey Mary, that’s a great name. My cousin’s called Mary, actually.”
“PLEASE TAKE off your shoes everyone, and form a big circle,” Michael said through his microphone. There was no need for the headset, Kristine thought. There were only sixteen people in her team and the hotel conference room wasn’t that big. But she told herself that it was best to keep her cynicism to herself and that the day would be over in no time. The shoe removal request brought some shifty glances from the group, though. Kristine noticed people weren’t happy about taking them off but didn’t dare to protest.
“Perhaps you could explain to our team why we need to take our shoes off?” she asked. “I’m sure there’s a good reason, and it would be great to know, because some people may feel uncomfortable.”
“Of course.” Michael looked around the group, then at Kristine in particular. “We’re going to do a grounding exercise to start with. And grounding works best when we can feel the earth underneath our feet. It stabilizes us. Does that make sense?”
No one seemed particularly satisfied with the answer, but Kristine’s team started taking off their shoes and so did she.
“Great.” Michael rubbed his hands again. “Now, if you can all close your eyes for me and feel the surface under your feet. Try to stand as steady as you can until you’re comfortable.” He walked around the circle, with his own shoes still on. “Envision yourselves on your sixty-fifth birthday. For some of you that may only be a couple of years from now and for some of you that might seem like a lifetime away. It’s your last day at work and your colleagues are about to throw you a retirement party. What do you see? What have you achieved? What are you proud of? How will they remember you?” Kristine opened one eye and noted that some of the others had done the same. She didn’t want to think about her sixty-fifth birthday. Especially not one where she was still in this job. Jesus, how sad would that be. She tried thinking about nothing instead, but now the image of an older version of herself sitting behind the same desk, doing the same job thirty years later had entered her mind now, and she couldn’t get rid of it. Damn it.
“Are we there yet?” Michael’s voice woke her up from her depressing thoughts. “Now, how did that feel? Are we excited for the future? Ready to plan the next chapter in our lives?” His assistant brought over a flipchart and handed Michael a marker. “Let’s start with you Kristine, as you pull the strings around here. What is the last role you see yourself in before you retire? What are your ambitions? Don’t forget, the merger has ensured there are even more career opportunities now, so dream big.”
Kristine looked at him for a moment, wide-eyed. Is this some kind of hare-brained attempt to make us excited about the merger? Merger or no merger, she didn’t really care. She’d fought for her staff and everyone had kept their jobs, and so she was happy that everyone else was happy.
“I’m satisfied in my current job,” she finally said. “I can’t really picture myself anywhere else or in another role right now.” There was nothing wrong with a little white lie, right? Especially when she didn’t even know what she wanted herself.
“So, you have no dreams, no career desires?” Kristine could have killed Michael right there and then, for making such a statement in front of everyone.
“I didn’t say that.” She made sure to look him straight in the eyes. “I said that at this point in my life, I have no other desires other than to be right where I am. I’m happy and so I haven’t thought that far ahead yet.”
“Very well.” Michael scribbled Kristine’s name on the flipchart with some lumpy shape behind it that was supposed to represent her journey of not really going anywhere. “Who’s next?”
AFTER THEIR ‘SHARING’ session, Michael had informed the group about the secrets to wellbeing, which apparently consisted of drinking enough water, the principle ‘you are what you eat’, and the importance of getting eight hours of sleep every night. Then, they were paired up to practice conversational skills, tasked to give feedback on a list of each other’s strong and weak points, the latter bringing much discomfort to the group. They had lunch while Michael’s assistant set up tables with old magazines, scissors, glue sticks and A3 sheets, for them to visually express their journey to success, which of course had to take place in the same company. When Kristine sat down and found herself earnestly looking for pictures of a woman who could represent her on her board, she was suddenly overcome with frustration and rage. This was crazy. Sixteen adults seated around a table, sticking cut-outs on a sheet like little kids. She looked around the group. There was no enthusiasm whatsoever, only friction after Michael had pointed out communication issues between certain team members who had never had issues with each other before.
“That’s a mighty fine image.” Kristine almost jumped up when she heard Michael’s voice behind her. He’d been walking around the table, encouraging people to take pride in their work. This frumpy collage would represent their future, after all. “But perhaps you want someone who looks happier? More accomplished?”
Kristine turned around and stared up at him. “Michael, can I talk to you in private for a moment?” She stood up, not waiting for an answer and walked ahead of him into the hotel corridor, where she closed the door behind them.
“Are you okay, Kristine? Has it been tough for you?” Michael gave her a broad smile that was supposed to be encouraging, but instead, only fueled her rage.
“No, I’m okay, but only just.” Kristine paused. “Can I ask you how much my employer pays you to lead this workshop, Michael?”
Michael looked at her, his smile still fixed like it was painted on his face. “That’s not something I have to disclose, Kristine.”
“Okay. You don’t have to tell me.” Kristine shrugged. “I can just look it up in our quarterly report. Anyway, I’m guessing they pay you around the six-thousand-dollar mark. Am I in the ball park?”
“There are two of us,” Michael said, defending himself, sensing trouble.
“Sure. There’s two of you, but little Tammy in there is a trainee, and all she does is move furniture around when you tell her to, so it’s likely you pay her minimum wage. And from your reaction to my estimate, I’d say I was about right.”
Michael put a hand on her shoulder. “I’m feeling some hostility here, Kristine. And hostility is not the way to move forward. We discussed that in our communication section.”
Kristine removed his hand with a firm grip. “Of course it’s not. But it’s pretty obvious that the only way forward today is going along with all that vacuous nonsense you’re spouting in there. And we both know that if I don’t cooperate, you’ll be telling my employer that I’m having trouble ‘dealing’ with change.” She heavily emphasized the words as she shot him a fierce look. “And then you’re going to tell them that I might not be the right person to lead the team because I don’t behave like a sheep, like those poor people in there who have families and are afraid to question your methods because they have children to feed.” Kristine knew it was time to stop, but it felt really good to take all her work-related frustrations and anger out on Michael, who was now giving her a patronizing look. “Basically, my company has paid you a fortune today to tell everyone to drink water and get enough sleep. That, and you’ve told them to take their shoes off and participate in meditative visualization, which you’re not even qualified to teach. You’ve messed up a perfectly fine communication flow between people who now believe they have to speak to each other in a different and unnatural way, just so you can justify your sorry-ass program that has no real substance whatsoever apart from a bit of dated psychology and is quite frankly an insult to any intelligent adult.”
“I’m not the one losing my temper here.” Michael lowered his voice but kept the smug smile. “You are, Kristine, and I’m here to help you. But if you’re not willing to cooperate, then yes, I will have to have a word with your superiors.”
“Don’t you dare speak to me in that tone.” Kristine crossed her arms. “The restructure was three months ago and we’re all fine. And do you know why we’re fine, Michael? Because I care about the people who work for me and I’ve done everything in my power to make them feel comfortable. This training is pure box-ticking so that the head office can claim they’ve gone above and beyond to support their staff in the hope to qualify for an employer of the year award or something like that.” She saw Michael looking down at her, studying her posture. “And you can keep your pseudo-psychological bullshit to yourself. I know exactly what you’re going to say. I’ve been to more stupid training courses than you can imagine and yes, I’ve got my arms crossed and yes, I’m using defensive body language. Who cares?” She took a deep breath but was unable to calm down. “You know what? Fuck you, Michael. I’ve had enough of this crap.” She turned around and stormed out the door.
KRISTINE FELT exhausted when she came home to Belle. Talking about staying in the same career for another thirty years had put her in a mild panic to begin with, and the ridiculous exercises they’d been subjected to hadn’t exactly mellowed her anxiety. She’d had enough of corporate drivel and there was no way she could last that long in the world of banking. If Michael had achieved anything today, it was to make Kristine more desperate to leave than ever. Not that she would have much choice – he would inform her boss about her behavior and there was a good chance she’d lose her job anyway. He would describe her as a temperamental and emotionally unstable leader, for sure. She put down a bowl of food for Belle on the porch and sunk down on the floor next to her with a cold beer in her hand, kicking her shoes off.
“What am I going to do Belle? Huh?” Belle looked up for a moment and stared at Kristine before turning back to the chicken in her bowl. Kristine stroked the dog and took a long gulp of her beer. “Fuck it,” she said to herself. “It was worth it.”
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
The next morning, Hannah was sitting at the bar in Jolene’s Diner, sipping her coffee as she waited for her waffles. The back seat and the trunk of her tiny car were filled with her Home Depot purchases, and she was prepared for a long day ahead. She hadn’t felt intimidated walking into the diner that morning. The staring locals didn’t bother her anymore, and some of them had even exchanged a few pleasantries with her, now that they knew she wasn’t some foreign intruder who intended to sell drugs to their children. Jolene had greeted her like an old friend, and Hannah was finally able to relax while she slowly woke up.
“How’s it going?” Jolene asked as she placed a plate of waffles, dripping with maple syrup in front of Hannah. “May told me you went to Home Depot and Walmart yesterday. Did you find the shopping mall okay?” she winked.
“Wow, word sure travels fast around here,” Hannah said with a chuckle, playing along. “But yes, I found it, thank you, and everything I need to get to work in the house this week.”
“You’re doing up Hannah Radley’s house, aren’t you? I know some handy men if you need help,” a woman next to Hannah said. She was in her sixties, Hannah guessed, and had about three teeth left, but that didn’t stop her from nibbling on the crispy bacon on her plate.
“Thank you, but I’m good.” Hannah smiled at her. “I’m going to do it myself.”
“Really?” The woman’s eyes widened. “Are you sure about that?”
“Yes, I’m sure. It’s not that hard.”
“Okay, well good luck to you then. Make sure you bring enough water. I don’t think Hannah had air conditioning in that house, she was always complaining about the heat.”
“Yeah,” Jolene said, refilling Hannah’s coffee mug. “She’s right. By the way, there’s this guy, Petie. He’s got a thrift shop the next town over, sells secondhand furniture and all kinds of things. He might be able to help you if you have old furniture you need to get rid of.”
“Yes, that would be great. Petie, did you say? Is that the name of his store?” By now, Hannah had made the assumption all local businesses were named after their owners. There was Jolene’s Diner, Harvey’s Groceries, May’s Motel and of course, The Radley.
“No, it’s not Petie’s. His store is called…” Jolene was digging through her memory, a deep furrow between her eyes. “Birdie, help me out here. What’s Petie’s thrift store called again?”
Birdie, Jolene’s second in command, looked up from the sink where she was washing tomatoes. “Pro-love,” she yelled. “Great name, don’t you think?”
“Pre-loved,” a man in a trucker cap to Hannah’s other side corrected Birdie. “It’s called Pre-loved, Birdie. Because everything is secondhand. Get it?”
“Thank you.” Hannah shot both Birdie and the man next to her a smile. “I’ll be sure to check it out.”
“MORNING MA’AM.” A handsome man in his fifties was tidying up the candy counter in the little grocery store where Hannah had stopped on her way to the house. He ran a hand through his silver-grey hair before he stood up and walked to the till.
“Hi,” Hannah greeted him back as she headed for the fridges. She took out two big bottles of water and a bottle of Coke and put them on the counter by the till. “Oh wait. I need coffee too.” There was only one type of instant coffee on the shelves, so she picked up a jar of that and a carton of milk. “That’ll be it.”
The man smiled at her. “You must be Hannah, the English girl who’s staying at May’s.”
“Yes, I am. And you must be Harvey?”
“That’s me alright.” To Hannah’s surprise, Harvey held out his hand, and she shook it. “It’s very nice to meet you, Hannah. Welcome to Presley. I heard Hannah Radley’s house is yours now?”
“Yes, it is. I’m on my way to do some work there. Did you know Hannah?”
“Yeah. She was …” He swallowed hard, searching for words. “She was a very special lady, beautiful and kind. And I’m very sorry for your loss. It’s so awful, she was still so young.” Hannah could see genuine sadness in his eyes.
“Thank you.” Hannah didn’t feel like explaining the whole story again, she was sure her story would make its way around the wider town eventually.
“That’ll be nine dollars fifty.” Harvey handed her the bag. “Would you like to open a tab?”
“A tab?” Hannah frowned. Wow, it really was a whole other world out here. “But… you don’t know me. Why would you offer me a tab?”
“You’re Hannah’s girl,” Harvey said, as if that was explanation enough. “It’s fine, I trust you.” Hannah wanted to tell him that she wasn’t Hannah’s girl, that she had never even met Hannah Radley because she’d given her away the moment she was born. But Harvey’s smile was so sincere that she couldn’t bring herself to say anything negative.
“That’s very kind of you Harvey, but I’d like to pay cash.” She bit her lip as she pondered over the tab situation. “Did Hannah have an outstanding tab? If so, please let me pay for that too.”
“Nope. She came in to pay it the day before she was supposed to go on her trip to the UK. But then she had the first stroke and after that, she always came in with old Bud from down the road and paid cash.” He paused for a moment. “It was like she wanted to keep her slate clean in case… well, in case it happened again.”
“Yeah, Bud told me he’d helped her with her groceries.”
“Ah. So, you’ve met Bud too? They were good friends, Hannah and Bud. She was a great support to him after his wife passed away.”
“Yes, he told me. Bud’s been very nice to me too. He’s a lovely man.” Hannah found a ten-dollar bill in her pocket and handed it to Harvey. “Well, I’ve got to go. It was nice meeting you, Harvey. Keep the change.”
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Hannah had started by cleaning the fans that were scattered throughout the house. It was heating up, now that she’d opened all shutters, and having them on full blast made all the difference. The washing machine in the laundry room was in working order, so she removed all the curtains from the ground floor and put them on a hot wash. Then she took several of the cardboard boxes she’d found upstairs and started taking out the contents of the cupboards and the drawers. Hannah kept a cutlery set, a bottle opener and two of the twelve pairs of scissors. Basics could always come in handy. She also set aside six plates, mugs, water glasses, a chopping board and one of the larger kitchen knives before she put the rest in the boxes. The coffee mugs looked like they had been souvenirs. ‘Greetings from New Orleans’, ‘I love Canada’ and ‘When in Texas’ were disposed of first. Hannah’s heart skipped a beat when she came across an ‘I love London’ mug. It was the first thing she’d found that vaguely connected her to Hannah Radley, even if it was just by geography. When had she last been in London? And why? Had she visited family? Or had it just been a vacation? She studied the faded old mug that had clearly been used a lot, then put it back on the counter with her ‘to keep’ things.
THREE BOXES FILLED, and Hannah was down to the last drawer, which was full of old bills, receipts, and warranty certificates, dating all the way back to the late nineties. She quickly read through most of the paperwork just to make sure there was nothing important in there and threw it in a black sack. One of the envelopes contained a wedding photograph of a young couple. Hannah recognized the woman immediately. She was much younger than she’d been in the picture in the restaurant, but there was no doubt that it was Hannah Radley. She was wearing a ruffled, white wedding dress with big puffy shoulders and her hair was curled and pinned up under a veil. The man who was standing behind her with his arms around her waist had dark features; black hair, prominent eyebrows, and a full beard. They looked happy together. Hannah frowned as she studied the man, suddenly feeling a wave of excitement. She noticed she looked like him and especially their eyes bore a remarkable resemblance. Could this be my father? She carefully put the photograph back in the envelope and placed it in her bag on the kitchen table. Then she took all the paperwork back out of the black sack and double checked everything in case there were any more photographs.
THREE HOURS LATER, the kitchen was clean, and all the cupboards were tidy. Hannah was just getting ready to paint the wall around the windows facing the porch when a pick-up truck pulled up in front of the house. She peered out of the window, wondering if the locals’ suspicion was starting to rub off on her. A short, skinny man with a camo print baseball cap hopped out and headed straight for her door. Hannah stepped out onto the porch and gave him a wave.
“Can I help you,” she asked, folding her arms in front of her.
“Good day ma’am,” the man said, tapping his cap. “I heard you might want to get rid of some stuff.”
Hannah took another step towards him and shook his hand. She wasn’t that tall, but the visor on his cap reached no higher than her chin.
“Petie?” she asked, when it suddenly clicked.
“Yup. That’s me. Sorry to show up unannounced. Jolene said you might need help removing some of the old furniture from the house. I’ll get rid of anything, even old carpets, if you have some nice stuff for me to take too.”
“Okay...” Hannah studied him. He looked like a hustler, but a friendly one. Out here, she was grateful for any help she could get that didn’t involve a cash exchange. “Come in, I’ll show you what I’ve got.”
Petie looked around the kitchen, his eyes resting on the table.
“I need the dining table, the chairs and the cabinet in here,” Hannah said. “And I want to keep the couches, the cabinet, one of the bookcases and the coffee table in the living room. Also all the beds upstairs with nightstands and other basic furniture. Two of the bedrooms are crammed with furniture and other things I won’t be keeping but I need to go through everything first.”
“Sounds good to me.” Petie looked at the boxes by the door. “What’s in there?”
“Just crockery, plates, glasses, mugs… that sort of stuff.”
“Can I take them?” he asked.
Hannah nodded. “Sure. I’ve run out of boxes though. I tried to get some, but they only had plastic containers at Home Depot, and they were quite expensive.”
“I can get you some boxes, I’ve got a couple in the back of my truck.” Petie walked into the living room and kicked one of the bookcases to check if it was sturdy. “What about this one, ma’am?”
“You can take that one. And please call me Hannah.” Hannah ran a hand over the bookcase and for the first time, noticed all the books in there. Most of them were romance novels, but there were also some detectives and a large collection of Stephen King novels. She made a mental note to take one back to the motel, so she’d have something to do other than just watch TV at night. “As I said, I need to go through everything, but you can take most of the books too if you want them.”
“I’ll take anything, Hannah.” Petie gave Hannah a good glance-over, then fixed his gaze on one of her bigger tattoos, a phoenix on her left upper arm. “Nice one,” he said. “Looks really special. Where did you get that done?”
“Thanks. I had it done in the UK. I’m from London.” Hannah turned into the hallway and led the way up the stairs.
“London.” Petie whistled. “That’s where it all happens, right? Big city?”
“Yeah, it’s big. Busy too. It’s nice to be away for a bit. Nice and quiet here, I love it,” Hannah lied in an attempt to get on Petie’s good side.
“Ain’t nothing like the South,” Petie agreed. “But I’ve always wanted to visit London. Promised my Ma I’d take her there one day.” He inspected the two bedrooms with spare furniture. “You wanna get rid of one of those hanging closets too?”
“Yes, you can take one.” Anything to make the rooms look bigger would be a bonus, Hannah thought.
“What’s in here?” Petie asked, opening a built-in storage cabinet on the landing without waiting for an answer.
“I have no idea.” Hannah peeked in over his shoulder. There was an old TV, a CD player, and piles of CDs on top of three cardboard boxes. She saw his eyes light up as he inspected the CDs.
“You’ve got good taste in music, Hannah. Suppose you’ll want to keep these?”
“Oh, they’re not mine. They’re…” Hannah suddenly had a thought. “Petie, do you happen to have any non-floral curtains, or basic kitchen fronts?”
Petie thought for a moment. “I think so.” He took off his cap and scratched his head, then put it back on, looking from the pile of CD’s to Hannah and back. “Could probably get some for you if I don’t have them in my storage.”
“Okay.” Hannah gave him her most charming smile. “How about you take all this, apart from the boxes of course, I need to go through them. You can also take the furniture you wanted, plus the big TV downstairs if you give me some kitchen fronts in return. I’ll need ten for the cupboards and ten for the drawers. Matching, of course, and curtains, if you have any.” Hannah realized she should have bargained harder when he nodded frantically.
“I’ll make sure to get that for you.”
“Fabulous. I’ll be here most days, but I’ll need about a week to set everything else aside that I want to keep.” She gestured to the Lynyrd Skynyrd CD that he was still clutching in his hand. “You can take those CD’s now, if you want. Come back for the rest later.” She didn’t mention the restaurant, in case she needed more bargaining power, further down the line.
“Thanks Hannah. I’ll stop by next week.”
HANNAH ROLLED her shoulders and groaned, stretching her tired arms after she’d washed the last paint brushes and placed them in plastic wrap. She’d done a lot today, and the kitchen was already looking noticeably better. It was past three now, and with the early start she’d had, Hannah decided to give herself the rest of the day off. She thought of going to Jolene’s for a beer, but she didn’t feel like talking just now. The wedding photo and her conversation with Bud had occupied her mind most of the day, and she needed to let it all sink in before she could handle any more questions. She could go back to the motel, but she didn’t feel like sitting in the room by herself either. A faint sense of cabin fever snuck up on her when she realized how limited her options were in Presley. She needed to get out of there, even if it was just for a couple of hours. Despite the locals being incredibly helpful and friendly, she’d felt lonely and a little lost, and she longed for something familiar. And she knew exactly what it was that she longed for, or rather who it was. Her heart started beating faster when she pictured Kristine’s beautiful face, her big, blue eyes and the faint dimples when she smiled. The way she’d looked at her, just before they’d kissed for the first time. She recalled how soft her body had felt under her hands, and how silky her sun-bleached hair had been when she’d run her fingers through it. Her cute Southern drawl and the way she laughed. The way she made Hannah feel, as if she was born to make her feel good. Her soft moans when they’d made love, the ecstatic expression on her face when she’d climaxed. The curiosity and feverish hunger in her eyes when she’d explored Hannah’s body. The shared wonder and awe when they’d watched the northern lights and the stars. The smile on her face when they’d woken up together, the sadness when they said goodbye. Hannah remembered everything, right down to the smallest details and God, how she longed for her.
There was a clean top in her bag and she also had some toiletries with her, so she freshened up and got in the car, opening all the windows. Hannah started driving. She was getting used to driving on the right side of the road by now, and it felt nice to have the wind blowing through her hair. As she drove further away from Presley, towards the highway, the feeling of nervous excitement expanded in the pit of her stomach and she found it hard to keep focused on the traffic. She didn’t have Kristine’s address, and she wasn’t sure if she was at work today, or what time she normally finished, but it didn’t matter. If Covington was a small town, it wouldn’t be hard to track her down. Butterflies welled up inside her as she typed Covington into the GPS. If Kristine was at the bank, she would surprise her. If she wasn’t, at least it would get her out of Presley for a couple of hours. She could have dinner there or a drink, while she asked around or emailed Kristine to meet up some other time if she wanted to see her. Hannah knew there was a good chance that Kristine was angry with her, after she’d cancelled on their plans for March. She’d also considered the possibility that Kristine might be in a relationship, and that would certainly change everything. But she didn’t want to think about that right now, because however selfish, the thought of Kristine with another woman was close to unbearable. She turned up the volume on the radio, the tension slowly melting from her shoulders as she turned onto the highway.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
Covington was a lot bigger than Hannah had expected it to be, even though she’d scrolled through pictures and walked Google maps many times online. The suburbs had the quaint quiet Southern beauty of Presley but there seemed to be a lot more money going around here. The houses were grander, the cars more expensive, and the gardens were beautiful and well maintained. There were a lot of churches in and around Covington too, but with less threatening messages, like: ‘Face powder might get a man in, but it takes baking powder to keep him. Come bake with us after worship’,
‘Low on Faith? Come in and fill up on Jesus!’, and ‘God don’t have Twitter, but we still follow him’. Hannah passed parks, supermarkets and schools, their car parks lined with the iconic yellow buses she’d seen on the roads. Big trees and one-story buildings housing restaurants and small shops lined the main road as she drove into the town center, looking for the bank. Hannah imagined Kristine drinking coffee at the cafés, reading in the parks or shopping for food in the grocery stores. Somehow, she either wore a thick layer of clothing in her fantasies or she was naked, as it was the only way she was able to picture Kristine after seeing her in a snowsuit for a week. The naked fantasies… well, it was clear where they came from. Hannah spotted a bank on Main Street, and stepped on the brake a little too hard, causing the driver behind her to beep the horn. She waved out of the window to apologize, turned into the parking lot and parked her car in the closest free spot to the bank she could find. She sat there for a couple of minutes, summoning the courage to get out. When she finally felt brave enough to approach the bank, Hannah’s breath caught when she saw someone stirring behind one of the windows just before a big man blocked her view as he lowered the metal security shutter. A blonde woman. She was almost certain it was Kristine. As the bank was clearly about to close, Hannah decided to wait outside and paced back and forth, pretending to look at something on her phone. It took a while before the staff started to leave. She didn’t see Kristine come out, nor did she see any other blonde women leave. Most of them were either men or older women with short, grey hair. Hannah rehearsed her apology over and over in her head, but as she stood there, none of it seemed to make much sense anymore. What if it wasn’t her in there? What if she doesn’t want to see me? What if she hates me? What if… Finally, the door opened again, and a blonde, slender woman walked out. Kristine. Hannah’s breath caught, and for a moment, she was unable to move. She could hardly believe she was face to face with her again. Kristine looked so different, dressed in a body-hugging crème colored suit, high heels and a formal looking purse, but it was all for the better. Her sun-bleached hair was secured into an elegant bun, with strands of loose hair framing her face. Her long legs looked amazing in those high heels, and Hannah found herself staring at her calves like a dog at a bone, before shifting her gaze up to meet those beautiful blue eyes that she’d missed so much. Her heart jumped when Kristine’s eyes widened as she spotted her, pure shock written all over her face.
“Hannah?”
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“What are you looking at?” Kristine asked Angus. The security guard kept staring out of the window, narrowing his eyes.
“There’s a girl hanging around outside.” He turned back to Kristine. “She’s got a tattooed arm and dark hair. Funny shoes too. Doesn’t look like she’s from around here. Just keeping an eye on things, you know. Just in case.”
“Just in case she’s going to rob us, all by herself? I’m sure she’s just waiting for the bus or something,” Kristine said absently, sorting out a pile of paperwork that she’d brought over to her assistant’s desk. “You get too caught up in your job in the spring, Angus. Happens every year. Are the rising temperatures getting to you? Do you sleep alright?”
“I sleep fine,” Angus grunted. “I just don’t trust her because she keeps looking in and she’s pacing back and forth.” He shrugged and stood up from his stool by the front door, his heavy frame blocking out the low sun as he fiddled with the lock. “But you’re right. I’m sure it’s nothing. Anyway, time to close down now. Are you ready, boss?”
“Almost done. Just give me a minute.” Kristine walked back into her office, switched off her laptop and grabbed her purse before she stepped back out and locked the door behind her. Angus let her out first, cursing as he rattled the heavy metal shutters behind the front door, which he always struggled to close. Kristine noticed the girl now, or rather the woman, but the sun made it hard to make out her features for the first few moments. Then it hit her. Kristine gasped as she hesitantly took a step forward. It can’t be…
“Hannah?” she asked, shielding her eyes from the sun. “Is that you?” She couldn’t believe that Hannah, the woman she’d been thinking about almost every single day since she’d left Norway, was standing right here, in front of the bank. Hannah from London. What the hell is she doing here? She’d kind of given up on her, but she hadn’t forgotten and all the feelings she’d carefully tucked away came flooding back in a heartbeat. She was just as beautiful as Kristine remembered, only with less clothing this time. The thick jumpers and snowsuits had been replaced by shorts and a loose sleeveless top, and unlike last time she’d seen her, Hannah’s skin was tanned, and she had a blush on her cheeks. She also had a lot more tattoos, her left arm almost covered in them. Kristine’s mouth pulled into a huge smile when their eyes locked. The sharp, brown eyes that had drawn her in the first time they’d met months ago, were still as mesmerizing as they were then, and Kristine’s body reacted in ways she could have never prepared herself for.
“Hey,” Hannah said in a soft voice, smiling too as she closed the distance between them. She didn’t kiss her. Hannah had no idea what was going on in Kristine’s life. She didn’t know if she was seeing someone, or if she’d even want to kiss her back, and she was well aware that she had no right to just show up out of nowhere and expect anything of her. So, she gave her a tight hug instead, after drowning herself in those blue eyes for a little longer. She inhaled deep against Kristine’s neck, taking in her scent. It felt so good holding her again and right then, it was as if they’d never been apart.
“I’ve missed you,” she whispered.
Kristine squeezed Hannah even tighter against her. “What are you doing here? I’ve missed you too. So much.” Her vision blurred from the tears that started trickling down her cheeks, emotions raging through her like a storm. She’d hoped, dreamed, but never expected to see her again. Yet here she was. The woman who had made her heart race the first time she’d laid eyes on her. The woman who had filled her heart with so much passion that she couldn’t even begin to understand it herself. The woman who had cancelled their plans and gone silent on her, leaving her feeling hurt and cheated. But there was no place for anger in this moment, only the flood of pure joy that poured through veins when she felt Hannah’s body against her own. The shock of seeing her again and the relief of knowing she hadn’t forgotten about her felt like a warm blanket. She reluctantly let go when she heard the outer doors close shut and turned around to meet Angus’s confused stare. “Angus, this is Hannah,” she said as she sniffed and wiped her cheeks. “She’s no bank robber, she was just waiting for me.”
“Hey.” Hannah gave him a wave, wiping her own eyes. They watched his face turn crimson. Even though they hadn’t kissed, it wasn’t hard to see the tension between the two women as they stood there close together, their fingers laced in between them. Hannah realized all too well that they couldn’t have looked more different. Kristine in her tight, crème colored skirt and matching blazer over a blue silk top and a pair of killer heels, and Hannah in her casual attire, sneakers and more tattoos than the population of Covington combined. She could almost smell his confusion.
“Good to meet you, Hannah,” Angus mumbled as he searched for his car keys in his pockets. “Well, ladies, I’m going to call it a day.” He rushed off to the parking lot. “Enjoy your evening, Kristine.”
“You too, Angus.” Kristine waited until he was out of sight before she turned back to Hannah, her eyes still filled with both joy and confusion. “Well? What are you doing here?”
Hannah couldn’t resist trailing a finger over Kristine’s arm. She hadn’t meant to take her hand either, but it had proven to be impossible not to touch her. “I wanted to see you. I’m staying about ninety minutes from here, and I was hoping you’d be free to have a coffee with me.” She hesitated. “Unless you’ve got plans? I can come back tomorrow or the day after if that suits you better, I…”
“No…” Kristine took a tighter hold of her hand. “No, of course I want to have a coffee with you.” She fell silent for a moment, pushing the voice inside her that told her it was a bad idea to the background. There was no point fighting it, she’d never have the willpower to say no. Hannah had hurt her by fading out of her life, but now that she was here, standing in front of her, none of that seemed to matter anymore and all she wanted was to hold on to her for as long as she could. “What did you say about being ninety minutes away? Where are you staying? And why didn’t you tell me you were coming?”
“Do you mind if I explain that over coffee?” Hannah asked. “It’s kind of a long story and I want to tell you everything that I couldn’t, back in January. It’s been difficult and crazy, it still is.”
“Okay.” Kristine nodded towards her go-to coffee shop on the other side of the road. “We could sit outside unless it’s too hot for you? We might have a bit more privacy there.”
“SWEET JESUS, HANNAH,” Kristine said after Hannah had told her everything that had happened since she’d come back from Norway. They were sitting at a small table facing the street, both with a now empty coffee cup in front of them. “I wish you’d just told me, maybe I could have helped you.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you had to deal with all of this on your own. It must have been so stressful, not to mention devastating to lose your restaurant. I could tell how much you loved that place when we talked about it. And now your mom… Sorry, I mean birth mother,” she corrected herself as she handed Hannah back the wedding photo of Hannah Radley and the mystery man.
“Yeah, it’s been hard, but I’m feeling better now. I’m so sorry I never contacted you after my last email.” Hannah meant it. Letting Kristine go was the most stupid thing she’d ever done. “I wasn’t in a good place. I was stressed and not myself and I didn’t want you to see me like that after the wonderful week we’d spent together…”
Kristine put a hand over Hannah’s on the table. “I get that. And I won’t deny that I was hurt, but you didn’t do anything wrong, Hannah. We’d only known each other for a week and maybe I shouldn’t have gotten so caught up in it all, but it was probably the best week of my life.”
“It wasn’t just you.” Hannah shot her a sad smile. “I felt the same, nothing about that week was a lie. I just couldn’t deal with you… with us, while my life was falling apart.”
“I understand. I guess you got more than you bargained for when you said you were thinking of looking up your birth mother back in December.” Kristine paused, biting her lip. “How do you feel about the fact that she’s gone?”
“I wasn’t really sure how I felt at first,” Hannah said. “But now that I’ve been to her house and seen some pictures, heard some stories… It’s gotten to me.” She sighed and shook it off. It was too good to see Kristine again to let it be ruined by feelings of grief for someone she’d never known. “Anyway, enough about me. How are you? You look great… beautiful.”
“Thank you.” Kristine blushed. “I’m good. Same old. Still working there as you already figured out.” She laughed as she pointed to the bank. “Not so happy in my job anymore but I’ll work something out.”
“Well, I like the attire, General Manager Ms. Miller.” Hannah grinned, eyeing up Kristine’s outfit and the name badge that was still pinned to her chest. “It’s definitely surpassed my wildest fantasies.”
“Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” Kristine scrunched her nose. “You like heels and suits, don’t you?”
“I most certainly have a thing for power outfits. But I don’t think I’ve ever liked it as much as I like it on you, right now,” Hannah said in a teasing tone. Her expression turned serious when she realized that she might be out of order. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be flirting with you. I haven’t even asked if you’re seeing someone.”
“I’m not.” Kristine locked her eyes with Hannah’s, giving her that flirty, deep stare that had been impossible to forget. “I’ve been on a couple of dates, but nothing worked out. No attraction, you know, the usual.” She paused. “You?”
“No. Still super single. In fact, I haven’t even had a fling since you.” Hannah was amazed at the chemistry that was still sizzling between them, perhaps even stronger now.
“Really? I imagined you doing a whole lot of things with a whole string of women and it made me so angry, even though I knew I had no right to be.” Kristine smiled. “It’s really nice to see you again, Hannah. You have some new tattoos, I see. They’re pretty.”
“Thank you.” Hannah looked down at her arm. “I tend to get them when I need distraction. Call it therapy, it makes me feel better when I’m miserable.” She chuckled. “And as you can see, I’ve been plenty miserable. But I’m doing much better now.”
“That’s good to hear. You look great.” Kristine hesitated. “Hey… do you want to get some food? Or do you have plans?”
“No, no, I’d love to. Unless you have plans?”
“Nothing I can’t cancel. I was going to my colleague’s birthday party, but I’d much rather spend the evening with you. I’ll just text him to say that something important has come up.”
“Are you sure?”
“Hell, yeah. I was only going to stop by because there’s nothing better to do around here. I don’t even think he cares if I’m there or not.” Kristine leaned in over the table. “So, do you want to try some of our Cajun specialties? There are some good places around here. Nothing fancy, but the food will be interesting if you’ve never had it.”
“That sounds great.” Hannah smiled at the prospect of spending her evening with Kristine, and for the first time in months, she felt light, and almost got giddy. Seeing Kristine again had brought a part of her old self back, and she wasn’t ready to go back to the motel just yet.
“Or…” Kristine continued, “we could get takeout, go to my place and eat out on the porch with a glass of wine. I wouldn’t mind kicking off these heels, even though I know you like them.” She winked playfully. “They’re killing me.”
Hannah leaned in too, her fingertips strumming Kristine’s. The idea of having Kristine all to herself in the privacy of her home was more than she could handle right now, as fantasies of her ripping open Kristine’s delicate blouse flashed through her mind.
“That’s even better,” she said. “I’d love to see where you live.”
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A little later, Hannah followed Kristine’s fancy Chevrolet convertible up to her driveway and parked her rental behind it. She looked up at the white house as she got out of the car, noting that it looked very close to what she’d imagined Kristine’s house to look like. It stood on a quiet road, just outside of town, lined with the same moss-draped oak trees that grew in Presley. It was charming, and very pretty, with its wide yellow shutters. A sweet little fence painted in the same shade of yellow, led down to the road and surrounded the yard. Behind it was a neatly trimmed hedge, and the front yard, that was lined with rows of vegetables and herbs. A big apple tree stood in the corner on the street side with a swing hanging down from it. Kristine got out of the car too, carrying the bags of food they’d picked up on their way there, and walked ahead of Hannah up the porch steps to her front door. She looked nervous, Hannah thought, and she felt more than a little shaken herself after their reunion,
“You have a lovely place,” she said, staring at Kristine’s ass in front of her. “It suits you.” On the porch were a three-seater couch and a coffee table, facing the front yard, and in the back was a barbeque, next to a black, metal device that looked like a smoker.
“Thanks.” Kristine unlocked the door and let Belle out, who walked straight past her and started sniffing Hannah, wagging her tail. “Oh, are you ignoring me today?”
“Well hello.” Hannah kneeled down to greet the golden retriever. “You must be the famous Belle.” Belle put her big paws on Hannah’s shoulders and started licking her face, almost pushing her over. “Oh yes, I like you too.” Hannah scratched Belle’s neck and belly, making her leg spasm. Belle’s tail hit her like a whip when she turned around, ran into the kitchen and came back out with her lead, dropping it in front of Hannah. “I think you should consider teaching Belle not to go with strangers,” she said, laughing.
“Yeah. She’s not shy, is she? She’s already been on a walk with Jed today. He likes to take her out twice a week, when he does his inspection around the land. It gives her a good two hours of exercise, so don’t let her fool you into thinking she hasn’t been walked, she’s a bit shameless like that.”
Hannah followed Kristine into a spacious country-style kitchen. It had a lot of character with its light blue walls, white French tiles behind the cooker and an abundance of flowers and plants in vases along the windowsills and on the white wooden kitchen table. There was also a generous kitchen island in the middle, the worktop matching the light oak of the counter top.
Kristine took off her blazer, hung it over one of the chairs and kicked off her shoes. She sighed as she closed her eyes, curling and stretching her toes on the cool, tiled floor.
“That’s better.”
Hannah was unable to take her eyes off Kristine’s body, now that she was only wearing the silk top and that tight, skirt, her well defined calves nicely on show as she turned her back to Hannah to open the fridge. She had to gather all her willpower not to walk up to her and ravage her right there and then.
“White wine? Or do you prefer a beer?” Kristine’s hands were shaking as she held up a bottle of Chablis in one hand, and a bottle of Bud in the other. She wasn’t just nervous, it was all the pent-up excitement and hunger that had settled in her core from the moment she’d set eyes on Hannah in front of the bank. She just looked so goddamn sexy in those tiny shorts with paint stains all over them, and the tank top that left little to the imagination. It was hard to believe that she wasn’t dreaming, that Hannah was right here, standing in her kitchen.
“I’ll have a wine, thanks.” Hannah managed to tear her gaze away from Kristine’s behind and picked up one of the paper bags filled with delicious smelling food. Not that food was the first thing on her mind right now. In fact, it was probably the last, and Hannah didn’t think she’d be able to swallow a single bite until she’d had a taste of Kristine first. “Want me to plate these?” She held her breath when Kristine crossed the kitchen, closing the distance between them with the wine bottle and two glasses in her hands. “Or maybe we should wait with the food…” Hannah took the bottle and the glasses from her and put them on the counter. “I think I’m a little too distracted to eat.” Her eyes locked with Kristine’s as they stood there, close together, facing each other. Kristine’s chest was heaving up and down fast and her warm breath caressed Hannah’s mouth when she moved even closer. Hannah swallowed hard as arousal pooled between her legs. Kristine still smelled of honey, but the scent didn’t fit her mood. There was a mixture of rage and pure lust in her eyes and for a moment, that even scared her a little.
“I’m so angry with myself for wanting you all over again,” Kristine whispered, her lips almost on Hannah’s. “I mean, I can’t even look at you for a second without burning up inside. And I know I should resist. I know it’s only going to hurt us both down the line if I kiss you right now. I’m not sure if I can handle losing you for a second time, and I know that’s inevitable. But not kissing you isn’t an option either because my whole body is begging for you and I don’t think I’m strong enough to fight it. And quite frankly, I don’t want to fight it.”
Hannah was silent as she processed her words. Kristine was right. If they did what they were both clearly planning on doing, there was no going back, and it would get complicated, and difficult, and probably tragic by the time she’d have to go back to London. She knew that if they kissed right now, they’d be inseparable for the remainder of her stay. The pull between them was so strong, all it needed was a little nudge, a touch, a kiss to open the gates to trouble town. She felt her frustration, she really did.
“Please, say something, Hannah.”
Hannah wanted to say a million things. She wanted to say that she’d missed her, that she’d thought of her every single day. She wanted to say that she was sorry for hurting her, that her feelings were still the same and that she still longed for her, if not even more, now. But somehow, the words wouldn’t come out, because she was too distracted by Kristine’s lips so close to hers, and she was too captivated by her blue eyes to even form a sentence. So instead, she reached out for Kristine’s face and stroked her cheek before wrapping her hand around her neck and pulling her in. She melted when her lips were on Kristine’s again for the first time in almost five months. It felt so good, like she was coming home but experiencing something entirely new at the same time. Kristine shivered as she gave into Hannah in a slow and sensual embrace, lacing her fingers through her hair. She parted her lips and deepened the kiss, moaning when she felt Hannah’s tongue caressing hers with a need and urgency that heightened her arousal to the point that she was helpless and completely at her mercy. Hannah’s hands moved to her hips and her ass, squeezing it before pulling her skirt up to her waist. She kissed Kristine’s neck and traced the back of her thighs, then brought her hands back up to her ass that was now only covered by a pair of white lace panties. The urgency she felt to take Kristine, the need she felt to consume her, to pleasure her, made her hands shake and her body burn with craving. Kristine whimpered when Hannah’s hands slipped underneath the fabric of her panties, squeezing her ass as she kissed her harder and deeper.
“I need you, Hannah. I need this,” she said through ragged breaths.
“You have no idea how much I want you.” Hannah moved a hand to Kristine’s breast and ran her thumb over a hard nipple as she pushed her against the kitchen island, their lips once again locked. Kristine leaned back against the wooden unit and let Hannah unbutton her silk top before roughly pulling it off. She loved how much Hannah wanted her, how she couldn’t wait to get her out of her clothes. Hannah leaned into her and pushed a thigh between her legs, studying her for a moment. Kristine quivered at the sensation that spread between her legs. Quietly, and with hungry eyes, Hannah locked her gaze with Kristine’s, then looked down at her lips, subconsciously licking her own. Finally, she stared down at her cleavage, holding her breath at the sight of Kristine’s full breasts in a white, lace bra. Kristine arched her back, her breasts aching to be touched. All it took was one look from Hannah to send her body into sexual overdrive and she needed release. Hannah pulled at her hair, forcing her head back. A moan escaped Kristine’s mouth when Hannah kissed down her neck while she traced the inside of her thigh with her fingertips. Her fingers were dangerously close to her center, and she nodded, letting Hannah know what she wanted. The small gesture hazed Hannah’s mind with the most impure thoughts. Impatiently, she tugged at the zipper in the back of Kristine’s skirt, then pulled it down and let Kristine step out of it.
“I want you up here,” Hannah said in a raspy voice as she retracted her hand and tapped the surface of the cooking island.
Oh God. Kristine took in a quick breath. Her imagination had some vivid ideas of where this was heading. Before she had time to think it through, Hannah had lifted her up on the edge and spread her legs apart. She nestled herself in between them, her mouth on Kristine’s breasts again. She kissed the soft skin and felt Kristine’s rapid heartbeat, encouraging her to remove the last barrier between her mouth and those perfect, full breasts. She unclasped Kristine’s bra, then released her breasts in one fluid, urgent movement as she slid the straps down her arms.
“You’re so beautiful,” she mumbled against Kristine’s skin before she closed her lips around a nipple, then the other, while she caressed her breasts with her hands. Kristine gasped, weaved her hands through Hannah’s hair and tugged at it when she bit down gently, urging her closer with her grip. She was so wet and so turned on. This was definitely not how she’d expected her day to end when she left for work this morning.
Hannah inhaled deep against Kristine’s skin, a mixture of her honey scented body lotion, the heat of the day and pure arousal penetrating her nostrils. She tugged at the white lace panties, desperate to have all of her. Kristine lifted her hips and pulled them down, exposing her glistening sex when she spread her legs apart again. Hannah took in a quick breath when she saw how much Kristine wanted her. She wanted to take her time, she wanted to tease Kristine, make it last, but the primal desire that took over made it impossible for her to control her pace. She placed her hands on Kristine’s thighs, bent down in between them and spread her legs further apart. She closed her eyes as she traced Kristine’s needing center with her tongue, up to her clit, finally tasting her again.
“Fuck, Hannah!” Kristine threw her head back, her words echoing through the kitchen. Her loud moans were turning Hannah on even more and she lifted Kristine’s legs up on her shoulders before she repeated the movement, this time lingering on her throbbing clit.
“Oh God! Yes!” Kristine fell back on the cooking island and covered her face in her hands in an attempt to stifle the noises that escaped her mouth each time Hannah moved her tongue up and down. Damn, I forgot how good she was. She panted, bucking her hips to meet Hannah’s mouth. Hannah looked up at Kristine from in between her thighs and smiled when she saw her ecstatic expression. She took Kristine’s clit into her mouth and sucked it, bringing her hands up to her breasts.
“Yes, Hannah!” Hannah could hear and feel that Kristine was close and loved how her whole body trembled for her, how she said her name, as if she was everything that mattered right now. She sucked harder until Kristine cried out and ran her hands through her hair, holding her down where she wanted her while she climaxed. Hannah moaned, aroused by Kristine’s pleasure, and how free she was with her. She held Kristine’s legs in place over her shoulders and continued to lick her until the very last whimpers had left her mouth. Then she raised herself and gazed at Kristine, who was lying down on the counter, breathing fast, her face still covered in her hands.
“Are you okay?” She asked in a soft voice.
Kristine laughed, surprising her. “Am I okay?” She sat up to face Hannah and traced Hannah’s cheeks while she kissed her. “Yeah. I’m very, very okay. Are you?”
“Uhuh.” Hannah grinned. “I almost forgot how good it was with you.”
Kristine ran her hands over Hannah’s shoulders and breasts, then traced her body down to her waist, where she took hold of her top and pulled it over her head. Her body temperature immediately rose again as she stared at Hannah’s small breasts, covered by a skimpy and incredibly sexy black, lace bra. “As much as I like your lingerie, it’s not fair that I’m naked and you’re not,” she said, unclasping Hannah’s bra. “I guess I lost all ability to think that it was even an option when you started touching me like that.” Her lips parted at the sight of Hannah’s breasts and she eased herself off the kitchen island, bent over to meet her nipples and took one into her mouth while she started unbuttoning Hannah’s shorts.
Hannah let out a throaty moan at the warm mouth on her breast, followed by the hand that slipped into her shorts, seconds later. Kristine turned them around, so Hannah was now leaning against the kitchen island, gasping when Kristine’s fingers started exploring her sex.
Kristine’s mouth pulled into a smile at the wetness she felt as she slid her fingers through Hannah’s folds, down to the pool between her thighs. She bit her lip while she entered her, studying Hannah’s expression as she shifted into a beautiful, ecstatic, moaning mess.
“Yes,” Hannah whispered, then moaned louder when Kristine moved in and out of her slowly, kissing her possessively. Hannah’s embrace tightened and her nails dug into Kristine’s back, harder when she quickened her pace, reacting to her needs. She ran her hands up and through Kristine’s hair, rocking her hips, faster now. Remembering how she’d felt the first time with Kristine, Hannah realized it was different now, even more intense, as if their connection had grown in the months that they hadn’t seen each other, and as if all this time, her body had been waiting for this moment, laying low undemanding until the second Kristine had come back into her life. A slow build-up of electrical currents started radiating from her belly, down to her clit, pulsating as it spread out. She opened her eyes when Kristine lifted her chin with a finger.
“Look at me,” she whispered. “I want you to look at me when you come.”
Hannah opened her eyes to gaze into Kristine’s while her body crashed into a giant flood of warm and wonderful sensations. She gasped and steadied herself against the cooking island, all the strength seeping from her legs. Despite her state, she didn’t fail to notice the small smile that was playing around Kristine’s mouth and somehow, that made it even sexier. Kristine held her tight as she contracted around her fingers and put her hand on Hannah’s cheek while she slowly came back down.
“You’re killing me,” she said, breathing fast.
“I hope not.” Kristine’s smile widened as she slowly pulled out of her and moved both hands around her back, down to her ass, where she let them rest. “Because then I wouldn’t be able to do this anymore.” She pressed her naked body against Hannah’s and kissed her again. They were both clammy, warm and blissfully relaxed, finally relieved from the sexual tension that had tortured them for hours. “Are you hungry?” she whispered.
“I think I’m hungry for more of you,” Hannah answered with a grin. “But sure, we could eat something while we have a little break.”
THEY WATCHED the sun set on the porch as they drank wine and feasted on crab cakes with black beans and avocado salsa, fried catfish, smothered okra and a big bag of crawfish, catching up on the months that had passed. Hannah told Kristine about living with Mandy, Annabel and the twins, and about her plans to start over and open a new restaurant in London as soon as the house and The Radley were sold. She also told her about May from the motel, Jolene from the diner, and about Bud and Petie. Kristine, who could completely relate to the nosiness of small-town folks, couldn’t stop laughing. She talked about her family and Kate, and also about her job where nothing much was new apart from the ridiculous workshop she’d had to endure. She pointed out her vegetables in her front yard and told Hannah about the different types of tea she was trying to grow. Then they talked about their vacation in Norway last Christmas, and reminisced about all the wonderful things they’d seen and done together. Kristine was leaning into Hannah, her arm draped over the couch’s backrest.
“I’m so glad I took that trip last year,” she said quietly.
“Me too.” Hannah took her hand. “How was your New Year’s Eve in Copenhagen by the way? Did you have fun with Sofia and Gunnar?”
“Oh, it was great. The city was beautiful, covered in snow, and the view from their apartment by the harbor was insane, especially with all the fireworks. They’re lovely people and they made me feel so welcome. I still speak to them every now and then.”
“I wish I could have been there with you.” Hannah turned on the couch, so she faced Kristine. My God she’s beautiful. “I really need you to know that what happened wasn’t some game to me. I genuinely like you, Kristine, and I’ve thought about you a lot. I just had so much to deal with, and the constant state of panic I was in wasn’t something I wanted you to see. Everything had been so perfect in Norway, and all of a sudden, every aspect of my life felt as hopeless as it felt complicated, even basic things, like finding a place to live.”
“Hey, I understand.” Kristine held up a hand. “It’s not like we were in a relationship, so I’ll say it again. You didn’t do anything wrong.”
“But I did though. I hurt you by not keeping in contact, and I’m sorry for that.”
“Let’s not talk about that now.” Kristine moved one leg over Hannah’s lap, then the other. Hannah bit her lip and smiled as she looked down at Kristine’s long, lean legs. She’d swapped her pencil skirt for a pair of jersey shorts, revealing her smooth thighs. Her hair was tousled from their steamy session in the kitchen, and her skin was glistening from the heat.
“You’re still as beautiful as I remember, if not even more stunning.” Hannah couldn’t stop staring at her as emotions and memories kept coming back, slapping her in the face. Happiness, arousal, guilt, sadness… “I’ve missed you.”
“I’ve missed you too.” Kristine smiled sweetly. “And you’re still as sexy as you were the first time I laid my eyes on you. I was so fascinated by how cool you were and by that dark, mysterious look in your eyes.” She fell silent for a moment. “It’s strange, isn’t it? Sitting here together… Everything is so different from the last time we saw each other, yet it feels so familiar to talk to you, like we only saw each other yesterday.”
“Yeah.” Hannah reached out for Kristine’s hair and twirled a blonde lock around her fingers. “And that’s dangerous because this connection we have, it’s magnetic and quite possibly destructive if we’re not careful. Maybe I shouldn’t have come here, but honestly, I don’t think I could have stayed away if I tried. I felt like I was being pulled towards you.”
“Maybe we were meant to meet again,” Kristine said, almost in a whisper, her mouth close to Hannah’s now. Hannah was right, it did feel magnetic. “I mean, it’s quite a coincidence, don’t you think? You, ending up here, in Louisiana…”
“Maybe. It does feel like it right now.” Hannah ran a hand up Kristine’s legs, arousal shooting through her once again. She stopped at Kristine’s knee, moving a single finger toward the inside of her thigh. Kristine shivered at the touch and noticed Hannah’s eyes darkening again before she moved her hand from her hair to the back of her neck and pulled Kristine in for another earth-shattering kiss that was deep and slow and so sexy that she wasn’t sure if it was herself or Hannah moaning loudly.
“Wait.” Kristine panted as a car drove by. “Maybe we should continue this inside.”
“You’re right.” Hannah’s expression was full of longing when she sat back, creating some distance between them. She reluctantly released Kristine from her grip and stood up, hardly able to keep her hands off her.
Kristine led the way back inside, holding her hand. “Will you stay with me tonight?”
“Of course.” Hannah nodded slowly, her heart jumping with joy. “I’d like that.” Her smile widened “Where’s your bedroom?”
“Follow me.”
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Kristine’s bedroom was filled with light when Hannah woke up alone in the bed. She hadn’t slept this well in a long time. The curtains were drawn back, and the windows were wide open, a blue sky promising another hot, sunny day. She heard the shower run in the adjoining bathroom and turned to face the door that was slightly ajar. Memories of the previous night pulled her lips into a smile as she lay there, naked under the covers. She felt amazing, buzzing and so alive. She was happy. Kristine was humming softly under the shower, a melody she didn’t recognize. Hannah jumped out of bed and peeked into the bathroom, where Kristine was standing in the spacious shower cabin, lathering her body with foaming shower gel.
“Oh hi. Sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.” Kristine’s face lit up when she saw Hannah. “I thought I’d let you sleep while I went to work. The door falls into the lock and Belle…” She was silenced by Hannah, who stepped under the shower and kissed her. Hannah closed her eyes and let the warm water caress her skin, exhaling deeply when she pressed herself against Kristine’s soaped-up body. Kristine’s full breasts felt amazing under her hands as she traced her body down to her waist, following her curves around the back to her bottom.
“Good morning,” Hannah finally said, pulling out of the kiss, breathing heavily already.
“Yeah…” Kristine’s eyes were dark, and her lips parted while she stared at Hannah. Then she shook her head and laughed. “You can’t do this to me Hannah. I have to go to work and now I won’t be able to concentrate for a single second without getting all hot and bothered every time I think of you.”
“Okay… I’ll be good.” Hannah caressed Kristine’s lips with her own as she tried to stop herself from pushing Kristine against the wall and having her way with her. “If you promise we can continue this tonight. Are you busy?”
“No…” Kristine was shaking on her legs now, the small smile showing that she was about to give in to Hannah’s advances. “But you are, right? With the house, and the restaurant?”
“That doesn’t mean I don’t want to see you.” Hannah ran a hand through Kristine’s wet hair. “I’ll come back tonight if you want me to.”
“Really?” Kristine couldn’t stop the goofy grin from spreading across her face.
“Uhuh. I’ll come back every night if you’ll let me.” She knew there was no way she’d be able to go to sleep on her own in the motel tonight, knowing Kristine wanted to see her too. She’d had a second taste of her and this time around, their connection had felt even stronger and deeper. It was familiar, yet so exciting. She kissed Kristine again, her hands squeezing her ass before they traced her hips and her thighs. She wanted her so badly.
“Wait,” Kristine panted and pushed Hannah’s hand away just as it was about to slip between her legs. “As much as I’d love to do this right now, I really have to go. I want to see you tonight, though.” She hesitated, turned them around and pushed Hannah against the wall, pinning her hands above her head. “Can we continue this tonight please? Come and have dinner here, I’ll cook you something.” She couldn’t resist leaning into her.
“You’re such a tease.” Hannah grinned. “But tonight sounds good. You can let go of my hands now, I’ll behave, I promise.”
“Promise?” Kristine giggled as she slowly let go, then ran out of the shower and shrieked when Hannah’s hands shot down to her ass again.
“I’m sorry, I was only joking.” Hannah held up both hands. “They’re up here, look.” She closed the shutters to the shower. “But you’re coming back in here with me tonight, because I’d like to finish what we started.”
Kristine shot her a flirty look and winked playfully. “I can make that work. Meet me at the bank, it’s on your way.”
“I will.” Hannah quickly washed herself and jumped out of the shower too, using Kristine’s towel to dry herself off before putting her clothes back on. “Unless it’s too much, I completely understand if you want a bit of time to yourself to reflect on…”
“No,” Kristine cut her off. “I don’t want time to myself, I want you. And now that we’ve established that we’d both like to see each other again, I don’t see why we should deny ourselves what we want.” She looked Hannah up and down when she was back in her clothes. “I like your style. I’ve always wondered what you’d look like with your normal clothes on.”
“I wasn’t planning on coming here yesterday,” Hannah said. “I would have made more of an effort if I was.” She smiled, running a towel through her hair again to stop it from dripping. “By the way, I’m sure you’ve noticed I’m pretty excited about how you look too.”
“I have.” Kristine giggled again as she zipped up her pencil skirt and stepped into her heels. “That look on your face makes getting dressed for work a delight.”
“It’s certainly not wasted.” Hannah glanced at Kristine’s cleavage while she buttoned up her blouse. She shook her head with a grin and ran a hand through her wet hair. There was no point drying it, the drive back to Presley would do that.
“You don’t need to rush. You can stay here if you want.” Kristine chuckled as she looked down at Belle, who was clearly thinking the same thing, staring up at Hannah in adoration.
“Thank you. But I need to get on with the house. I want to do as much as I can before it goes on sale and although I don’t foresee any problems, I only started yesterday and there’s a lot to do. I’m painting the rest of the walls in the kitchen and the plinths and the windowsills today. Fiddly work, not my favorite.” She smiled. “But now I’ve got something to look forward to tonight.”
“Me too.” Kristine looked happy when she kissed Belle goodbye and held the door open for Hannah. “I’ll make you breakfast next time.”
“No need. Jolene’s waffles are my guilty pleasure.”
“Is that the lady from the diner you told me about, who cheats with her waffle batter?”
Hannah laughed. “Yes, but you and I are the only people who know this, so you have to keep it to yourself. And especially no jokes if you come to Presley.”
“Are you serious?” Kristine shot her a grin. “Who am I going to tell?”
“I don’t know, but it could ruin her reputation if anyone finds out.”
Kristine pulled Hannah in and ran a hand through her wet hair. “You’re really sweet, did you know that?” she said, before kissing her. Hannah cupped Kristine’s behind and smiled into the kiss.
“You know that if you keep kissing me like that, there’s no way I’ll be able to let you leave.” She sighed as she let go, took a step back and kneeled down in front of Belle, scratching her. “Is she going to be okay?”
“Yeah. Carol-Anne from next door has the key. She’ll let Belle out in the yard for an hour and have a coffee on my porch while she fusses over her. I’m really lucky to have such a nice neighbor.”
“She sounds wonderful.” Hannah followed Kristine outside and kissed her one last time before she got into her car, turning heads from a couple of teenagers who walked past on their way to school. She opened her window and waved. ”Okay… I’ll see you later then.”
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“Morning Angus.” Kristine walked into the bank with a bounce in her step. As usual, she was the first in to do the security checks and review yesterday’s sales figures.
“Good morning, Kristine. You seem chirpy for a Thursday morning.” Angus narrowed his eyes as he studied her.
“Oh yeah?” She shrugged. “Nothing special. I’m just in a good mood, that’s all.”
“Okay.” Angus was dragging his feet as he walked from one window to the next, opening the metal shutters with his key. He was clearly not quite ready for the day to begin, but he still grinned as he followed Kristine with a curious gaze. “Did you have fun with your friend last night?”
Kristine looked up, feeling caught out. “Yeah. Ehm… Hannah…” She fidgeted with her key fob. “It was good to see her again. We met in Norway, during my Christmas vacation. It was quite a surprise seeing her here.” She turned to Angus, hoping he wouldn’t notice her flushed state. But he did, of course. As a security guard, Angus was trained to read people. His grin widened. “And you?” She hastily asked. “How was your evening?”
“From the look on your face, not nearly as exciting as yours.” He cleared his throat and shook his head, remembering to mind his own business. “My mother-in-law stayed over. She and Barbara are going shopping today, for the nursery. She’s meaner than a wet panther, that woman is, never a kind word. She was pitching a hissy-fit over the flat-pack guest bed I put together last week. Said it was wobbly, that I’d done sloppy work. I could hardly tell her that the cheap bed wasn’t designed to support her size, now could I?”
Kristine laughed. “I’m sorry about that, Angus. How’s the nursery coming along? Did you get it painted?”
Angus sighed. “Yeah, I painted it alright. Barbara made me do it three times, kept changing her mind on the color.” He made his way to the counters and released the alarm on the safe. “Dang hormones.”
Kristine tried to wipe the obvious smirk off her face as she made herself and Angus a coffee. Come on, Kristine. Compose yourself. If Angus can sense something’s going on, then others will too. She didn’t normally make her own coffee, but she was desperate for one after only four hours of sleep. Not that she regretted anything. Her night had been amazing, with the gorgeous Hannah, naked in her bed and… Not now, Kristine. You’ve got work. She added milk to her own coffee and two sugars to the other, and brought it out to Angus, who had taken on his usual position on the high stool by the door, waiting for the rest of the staff to arrive.
“For me?” he asked in surprise.
“Yeah. For you. Two sugars.” She could see his confusion but wasn’t going to tell him that Sydney, their receptionist who normally brought him coffee, had a sheet on her desk with notes on how everyone took their coffee. “See you later, Angus.”
KRISTINE UNLOCKED the door to her office, put on her cozy desk light and booted up her laptop. Before she knew it, her thoughts drifted off to Hannah again. I’m not going to get anything done today. She worked through the routine security checks to get into the system before she opened her emails and her calendar. There was a conference call with other branch managers at eleven, just after her internal management meeting, but apart from that, she could get away with hiding in her office for the rest of the day. Surely, she could manage two meetings without looking like a total goofball? One of the emails at the bottom of the first page caught her eye as she scrolled through them. It was a debrief request on the mindfulness workshop from her new boss, Bernard Goldstein, the Regional Manager. She’d only met him in person once, just after the merger.
‘Hi Kristine, could you please give me a call at your earliest convenience? I’d like to talk to you about last week’s workshop. Thank you, Bernard Goldstein.’
Kristine let out a deep sigh. Damn it. The workshop incident. She’d forgotten all about it after Hannah had showed up. The message was short and to the point, and she knew all too well what that meant. She was in trouble.
“Fuck,” she whispered, repeatedly stabbing a ballpoint into her mouse mat. She mentally prepared herself for a difficult conversation before she picked up the phone and dialed the number underneath her boss’s email.
“Bernard? Good morning, it’s Kristine Miller, from the Covington branch,” she said in a friendly voice when he picked up the phone with little enthusiasm.
“Ah, Kristine. Good morning. How are you?”
“Very well thanks, and you?” Kristine wished he would just skip the small talk altogether and get straight to the point. She’d rather get it over with, so she could get on with her job. That was, if she still had a job.
“I’m good. Had a couple of days off. Nice long weekend with the wife and the kids.” He cleared his throat. “So, I believe there’s been a little misunderstanding between yourself and Mr Fitzlinger during the workshop last week. I was hoping you could clear things up for me?”
“A misunderstanding?” Kristine winced. She knew perfectly well that all she had to do was apologize for giving Michael Fitzlinger an earful. She could make up some sob story about a dead cat, and how she was feeling particularly emotional that day. Or, she could just mention the word ‘period’. That usually shut men up straight away. But for some reason, she felt angry again, just by thinking of Michael and the condescending tone he’d used with her. “I don’t see where the misunderstanding is,” she said in a confident tone. “Mr Fitzlinger and I failed to see eye to eye on some of his course material, as well as his approach. And we talked about it in private. I told him my opinion on his …”
“Yes, well this is where the confusion comes in, Kristine. You see, I got a slightly different version of the story after speaking to Mr Fitzlinger yesterday. He told me you were aggressive with him. As you can imagine, we’ve paid this company a significant sum to ensure the welfare of our employees during this difficult merger. Michael’s assessment of you was that you were emotionally unstable, and that he was worried about your abilities to lead your team. Now that surprised me a little, since I’ve only heard good things about you from my predecessor.”
Here we go.
I knew it. Kristine rubbed her temple, trying to think of a reply that wouldn’t make her sound like a frustrated, angry and cynical employee who would rather eat shit than apologize for shouting at Michael Fitzlinger.
“I don’t understand. He assessed me?” she asked, trying to stay calm. Her hands were shaking with anger as she continued to attack her mouse mat. “As far as I’m aware, Bernard, Mr Fitzlinger works for a corporate training company. His job is to deliver the material in an engaging way, not to assess people. Not that the material was very insightful or engaging. In my opinion,” she added. “All it did was bring friction and discomfort into a perfectly harmonious group of co-workers and yes, I told him that. I’ve worked hard to keep my people happy through the merger and I’ll be damned if someone comes in and breaks my group apart, intentional or not.”
“It wasn’t your job to question Mr Fitzlinger’s intentions, Kristine. Your job was to attend the workshop and sit through it, just like everyone else. You were supposed to give the right example to your staff.”
“Well, it wasn’t Mr Fitzlinger’s job to assess my mental state either.” Kristine was again unable to hold back. What was happening to her? Did she really hate her job that much? “I looked him up after the training,” she continued. “He studied business management, not psychology.” She paused. “So as far as I’m aware, Mr Fitzlinger is not qualified to assess people’s mental conditions. Unless I’ve been misinformed about his expertise?”
Bernard was quiet on the other side of the line. Kristine closed her eyes when she realized she’d gone just a little too far.
“This training is part of the new company policy,” he said in an impatient tone. “If you have a problem with change, Kristine, you can come and speak to me. But you cannot take it out on an expert that our company has hired to help you and your team function better. Now, I will tell you that I was far from pleased when I was informed about the advice for you to be enrolled on an anger management course. But as I said, these are the experts we’ve hired to help you and your team, and we do take their feedback seriously. I’ve asked HR to take care of it, but I wanted to speak to you first before I gave them the go-ahead to book you in.” He paused. “In your own time of course.”
Kristine was speechless. “An anger management course?” she said after a long silence. Fucking box-tickers. Questionable workshop – tick. Employee who questions workshop - anger management course. Tick, tick, tick, problem solved.
“Yes. Twice a week and we’ll access the situation in three months’ time.”
“Okay….” Kristine heard herself say. And who’s going to assess me in three months’ time? Michael Fitzlinger? She’d zoned out now, so infuriated that she’d distanced herself from the conversation. It was better not to take any rash decisions or say something that would get her fired on the spot because that wouldn’t look good on her résumé. But it was the last straw, and Kristine knew she couldn’t stay in her job for much longer. Fuck them, I’ll start looking for another job tomorrow.
“I’m glad we understand each other,” Bernard said. He sounded relieved that their conversation was over and that he could go back to screwing his assistant or whatever it was he did on a Thursday morning. “Well, have a good day, Kristine.”
KRISTINE KICKED off her shoes under her desk and took a deep breath. Okay, so she was furious, but she still had her job and she wasn’t going to let Michael or Bernard ruin her good mood. Besides, it really was about time that she looked for another job and perhaps her newfound dislike of Bernard would give her the kick up her ass that she needed to take action. What would Hannah have said? The thought of telling Hannah about it later made her feel better already, and she even managed a smile. Voices filtering in from the reception area told her it was a quarter to nine, and Kristine snapped out of her thoughts. She gathered her financial statements, put her shoes back on and rushed into the meeting room where her staff were already waiting for her.
“Good morning everyone,” she said as she sat down at the end of the table. “Sorry I’m late, I was on the phone. Let’s do a quick round before we look at last week’s numbers, shall we? What’s happening this week? Who wants to start?”
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Hannah’s plan had been to quietly sneak into her room and get changed before breakfast but just before she reached the door she noticed May peering through the reception window. She smiled and waved at the old lady. Why did she feel like she had to go in and talk to her every time she got back to the motel? Because she’s lonely and she needs the company. She reluctantly changed her course and walked into reception instead.
“Hi May. How are you today?”
“Good morning, sweetheart. There you are, I’m glad you’re okay. I’ve been worried about you.”
“Oh...” Hannah bit her lip and winced. “I’m sorry. It never occurred to me to check in with you, being in a motel and all…”
“Well I know it’s none of my business,” May said. “But I can’t help but worry if a pretty young woman like yourself stays here and doesn’t come back at night.”
“I’m sorry you were concerned. But I might as well tell you now that I won’t be spending every night here. Hopefully that should keep you from worrying.”
“It certainly will, sweetheart. Thank you for letting me know.” May pulled her glasses down her nose and narrowed her eyes. “So… have you met a nice boy?”
“No.” Hannah laughed. “Just a friend who lives in Covington.”
“Covington did you say? What’s his name? I know some people in Covington.”
Hannah regretted ever answering the question now. “Miller,” she said. “Kristine Miller.”
“Oh, it’s a woman, is it? Hmm… Kristine Miller,” May repeated Kristine’s name, as she thought for a moment. “No, I don’t know any Millers in Covington, I’m afraid. I know the Goodmans,” she said, as if Hannah was supposed to know them too. “And the Browns, and the Williams family. But no Millers.”
“Okay…” Hannah started to feel sorry for the old woman who was clearly lacking in entertainment. “Well, I was just going to get changed and then get some breakfast at Jolene’s Diner. Can I get you anything? A coffee? A muffin? Waffles? I can bring it back and join you.”
May looked at her as if she’d just offered her retirement. “Honey, that must be the nicest thing anyone’s ever asked me. Even my husband never took me out for a coffee, when he was still mobile.” She rolled her eyes. “So I’m going to take you up on it if you don’t mind. If it’s no bother for you, I’d love a pumpkin toffee coffee.”
“It’s no problem at all,” Hannah lied. She would now be driving up and down the same road three times instead of one, but then again, it wasn’t far and the look on May’s face was worth it. “I’ll be right back.”
A LITTLE LATER, Hannah was back with a tall white for herself, something called a ‘Starhugs pumpkin toffee coffee’ for May, which Jolene had shamelessly prepared out of a packet right in front of her, and two portions of waffles.
“Well, isn’t this something? Thank you very much, Hannah,” May said as she took a sip from her sweet coffee and opened her food box. Hannah pulled a stool against the reception bar, so they could eat together. It wasn’t like it would get busy anyway. During the nights she’d stayed at the motel, there had only been one other guest, apart from the new car that was parked in front today.
“I see you have a new guest,” Hannah said, pointing at the car outside.
“Yes, I do. He’s a salesman, from Alabama. Sells farming supplies. Don’t think he’ll rustle up much business around here though, bless his heart. Everyone buys their supplies from our local wholesaler.” She closed her eyes as she inhaled the aroma of the waffles over her food box. “Jolene sure knows how to make waffles. Best Goddamn waffles in the county, I’ll tell you that. So, how’s the house coming along? Have you started on the heavy work yet?”
“It’s a lot of work,” Hannah said. “But you know, little by little and I’ll get there.” She paused, struggling to cut into her waffles with the flimsy plastic fork she’d been given. “I found some pictures of Hannah Radley. And Bud told me a little bit about her.” Before Hannah had time to think it through, she reached into her bag and handed May the wedding photo. “Do you know who this man is, next to Hannah?”
May’s eyes widened as she studied the picture. “Well butter my butt and call me a biscuit. Now that’s one handsome man.” She lowered her glasses further. “So, that’s her ex-husband, huh?”
“It seems like it.”
May shook her head. “Well, I can assure you that I’ve never seen that man in my life. I would have remembered someone that easy on the eye.” She peered at Hannah over the rim of her glasses. “He looks like you, you know. With the dark hair and the eyes and all…”
“Yeah. He does.” Hannah put the picture back in her bag and turned her attention back to her waffles.
“You reckon that might be your old man?” May asked.
“Could be. Were you close to Hannah?”
May took a moment to think before she answered. “You could say that. In a place like Presley, you’re either friends or enemies. There’s not much in between, and we certainly weren’t enemies. We always talked when we saw each other in town. She sent passing tourists through to my motel and I sent my guests to her restaurant after Jolene’s shift ended. That was the understanding she had with Jolene. Hannah took the late shift, that came with the drinkers, and Jolene had the early birds, so they were both able to thrive in a small town like this. It was courteous of her, not stepping on Jolene’s toes when she first moved here. I think that’s why the townsfolk took a liking to her. She was respectful like that.”
“Do you know if she was dated anyone while she lived here?” Hannah asked.
“Oh, I honestly couldn’t tell you that, sweetheart. She was a fine young woman, Hannah was. Pretty as a peach when she was around your age, and always smiling. Men took a liking to her, sure. And there were some rumors now and then, but I don’t think there was ever anything serious. Not openly, anyway.”
Hannah took a sip of her coffee. “What kind of rumors?” If she wanted to find out more about Hannah, she had the feeling nosey old May was the right person to ask.
“Just fleeting ones. I heard she dated Bill Dryson from the brewery for a while, and she’d been seen with Harvey from the store a couple of times, after his wife took off with some businessman from the city. But maybe she was just being a good friend, who knows? I never pry, so I wouldn’t know.”
Yeah right. Hannah decided not to comment on that. She was feeling happy after her night with Kristine, and she was glad that she was able to make May’s day a little better too. “What about you?” she asked. “You mentioned your husband. Where’s he?”
“Riley’s at home,” May said, pointing at their house behind the motel. “Lost an arm and a leg ten years ago to a gator, the idiot.”
“Ouch.” Hannah grimaced.
“Don’t feel sorry for him. He’s perfectly capable of sitting here and taking over some of my shifts, but he keeps using his missing limbs as an excuse to do nothing but sit on his sorry ass and drink all day. He’s always three sheets to the wind when I get home. I swear, sometimes I wish that gator had taken his head instead.”
Hannah couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Do you have any kids?”
“Yeah, we have a daughter. Her name is Sarah-Jane. She visits me with our grand-daughter once a week. I can’t get away much with the motel, but she drops by on Friday nights and we have dinner together. Sometimes at home, and sometimes here, if I’m expecting new people, or if Riley’s so drunk that he can’t keep up a conversation. It can get awfully boring listening to him nowadays. Sarah-Jane’s married, but her husband never comes along. Good-for nothing, that man is, just like her daddy.” May stuffed the last piece of waffle into her mouth. “You want kids, Hannah?”
“I don’t know. Maybe one day.” Hannah wiped her mouth, got up and tidied away after herself. “Well, I’d better get going. Don’t expect me back tonight, May.”
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Kristine’s eyes lit up when she saw Hannah waiting for her in the parking lot, leaning against her car with a coffee in each hand. She was wearing denim shorts and a light blue and white striped shirt with the sleeves rolled up and the top three buttons undone. She looked sexy, with her tattoos visible underneath the formal men’s shirt that she had somehow managed to transform into something really cool and feminine with her big, black shades and her straightened black hair. Within a matter of seconds, Kristine had forgotten all about her bad day, and she smiled as she walked up to her.
“Hannah. Look at you, all dressed up.” She took the coffee Hannah handed her and kissed her, pressing Hannah between the car and herself. “Did you do that for me?”
“Perhaps.” Hannah kissed her back and ran a hand down her back. She rested it on Kristine’s ass, which felt amazing in the tight, navy pencil skirt. Then she moved it up under Kristine’s blazer and blouse, teasing her skin.
The sound of a gasp made them jump apart. Kristine straightened her outfit and looked around the parking lot, where two of her colleagues were staring at them from one of the cars parked close to Hannah’s.
“I’m sorry,” Hannah stammered. “I didn’t see them, I swear. Maybe I should have met you at home instead.”
“Don’t worry about it.” Kristine smiled at the women and gave them a wave. “Have a good night y’all.” Then she turned back to Hannah and grinned. “They can stare all they want, I really don’t care. In fact, I’m proud to be seen kissing someone as beautiful as you.” She gave Hannah a playful wink. “Do you want to follow me home? Or shall I give you a tour of the town while we finish these coffees?”
“Let’s go for a walk,” Hannah said. “If you can walk in those heels, that is. They look kind of painful.”
“They are.” Kristine opened the trunk of her car. “But I’ve got some flats in here.” She swapped her shoes and slammed her trunk shut, then took Hannah’s hand.
“Wait… Are you sure it’s okay to walk hand in hand?” Hannah asked. “Covington doesn’t strike me as the most liberal of places.”
“I stopped worrying about what people think of me as of eight-thirty this morning,” Kristine said matter-of-factly. “Besides, everyone in town knows I’m gay. They’ve known since I was sixteen.” She smiled at Hannah, who still didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Hey. It’s okay. They’re not going to burn us at the stake, the people of Covington are friendly folks. Herman from the hobby shop is gay, and he walks hand in hand with his boyfriend, so why shouldn’t I? Unless you have a problem with it?”
“No, I don’t.” Hannah pulled Kristine closer and put an arm around her waist. “Now, please tell me what happened this morning while you show me your beautiful town.”
“SO WAIT, let me get this straight,” Hannah said as they walked down the high street. “This awful guy insults your intelligence and talks down to you, then because you gave him a good bollocking, you’re the one who has to go on an anger management course? That’s outrageous.”
Kristine looked at her and laughed. “Bollocking? Did you just make that word up?”
“No, it’s just regular English.”
“English is cute, especially when it comes out of your mouth.”
Hannah chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind.” She ran a hand over Kristine’s hips and back up to her waist. “How are you so calm right now?”
“I don’t know.” Kristine shrugged. “As I said, I think I stopped caring this morning. I’ve been telling myself I’ve been fine for too long, and I really can’t stand my job any longer. I really need to get out of there, Hannah. Preferably before the first day of my anger management course.”
HANNAH STOPPED to look through the windows of an Italian restaurant. “Wait…” she looked up at the ornamental sign. Adorned with plastic vine leaves, it told her the name of the establishment was ‘Romeo’s’. “I think you’ve told me about Romeo’s,” she said. “When we were in Norway. Isn’t this where men take their girlfriends on their anniversary, or when they want to get laid in general?”
“Yes.” Kristine’s eyes widened in amusement. “I can’t believe you remembered.”
“I remembered everything you said.” Hannah gave her a smug smile.
“You’re such a charmer.” Kristine nudged Hannah playfully and pulled her away from the window.
“Hey wait,” Hannah protested. “I wasn’t done gawking yet. I want to see what the big deal is all about.”
“I don’t think there’s a big deal.” Kristine was bemused by Hannah’s fascination. “Although I wouldn’t know, I’ve never been inside.”
“No one’s ever taken you to Romeo’s?” Hannah tutted. “That’s insane. I’m pretty sure you’re the hottest woman in Covington. No, let me rephrase that,” she corrected herself. “In the whole of the South… And yet you’ve never bagged an invitation to Romeo’s?”
“Never.” Kristine arched an eyebrow. “But you needn’t worry about me. Romeo’s is definitely something I can live without. It’s the only place in Covington with real candles on the tables, and according to them, candlelight and wine can reignite the flame in any old burned out relationship. It literally says so on their website. Apparently, the three waiters serenade you at the end of your dinner. It’s too cheesy for words.” She lowered her voice as a young couple crossed the road, heading for the entrance. They were holding hands, both dressed up to the nines. Hannah could see a small bump underneath the girl’s tight pink dress.
“See?” Kristine continued. “This is a typical Romeo’s date. The boy’s knocked this girl up and her daddy’s probably threatened him into proposing to her. Most likely gave him money to take her out for dinner too. I bet there’s a ring in his pocket.”
“I think you’re right. He looks shell-shocked,” Hannah said. “And what about these two?” She turned her attention to another couple as they walked past them. They were also dressed up, which in Covington meant that the man wore a white shirt tucked tight into his jeans, and the woman a dress, heels and layers of make-up caked on her cheeks, eyes and lips.
“Oh, I’ll tell you why they’re here,” Kristine said as she gave them a wave and a smile. “Enjoy your dinner, guys,” she yelled before they went in.
“Thanks Kristine.” The girl smiled back.
“Well?” Hannah waited eagerly for Kristine’s explanation.
“They’re the Barneys,” Kristine said in a whisper. “They live near my parents. He cheated on her with their cougar neighbor. My mother told me, and she heard it from the girl’s mother.”
“No way… So, is this his way of apologizing?”
“Probably.” Kristine laughed. “I bet you could never live in a place like this, where everyone knows each other. It must seem really provincial to you.” She shrugged. “I mean, it is provincial.”
“No, I think it’s charming,” Hannah said. “I can see why you like living here. It must feel safe, like you’re looked after.”
“Not always.” Kristine paused to think. “Sometimes it gets claustrophobic, but mostly, it’s nice.” They walked on and passed a hobby shop with a window display that made Hannah retrace her steps to look again. Someone had gone to great lengths to create a cat out of knitting wool. The large, colorful creature sitting on a wrapping paper-covered cardboard box held up an embroidered sign, saying: ‘Welcome to Willoby’s Hobby Shop’. Next to it was a pink Christmas tree with all sorts of hand-made decorations dangling down from the synthetic branches. Another sign underneath said: ‘Start your Christmas preparations early this year and sign up for our workshop.’
“Let me guess. This must be Herman’s hobby shop,” Hannah said.
“Yeah. This is Herman Willoby’s shop. Christmas all year round.”
“Have you signed up for the Christmas workshop yet?” Hannah shot Kristine a grin. “It’s already May after all.”
“I think I’ll pass this year,” Kristine joked back. “But I’ll tell you what I would like to do.” She stopped in front of a small bakery that was just closing for the day and waved at the woman behind the counter. “A baking course. They do a good one here, apparently.”
“Baking is fun,” Hannah said. “I could teach you the basics, if you want.”
Kristine shivered when she felt Hannah’s arm tighten around her waist. “I’d like that.” She turned to look at her. “Remember that cookie baking workshop we did with Dani in Norway? It got me all hot and bothered, watching you work.”
“Really?” Hannah cast her an amused smile. “Why?”
“Well… you had your sleeves rolled up and your arms looked really strong. You were kneading the dough with such strength and concentration and there was something so sexy about it that I could barely look at you without getting aroused, I almost couldn’t concentrate on my recipe.”
“Oh yeah?” Hannah grinned and flexed when Kristine squeezed her biceps. “I think we might have to do some baking lessons then. But first things first. I think you owe me a shower from this morning.”
TWO HOURS LATER, they were sitting on Kristine’s porch again, a little more relaxed than the previous night.
“I can’t have dinner with you tomorrow,” Kristine said after they’d eaten. They had already ravaged each other as soon as they’d got home and were both wearing a pair of Kristine’s old shorts and t-shirts after they’d made love again, under the shower. “I have to go to my parents’ house,” she continued. “I mean, I could cancel, but my niece and nephews are coming, and it’s always...”
“Hey, you don’t need to explain,” Hannah interrupted her. “I don’t expect you to spend every waking hour with me.” Her expression turned serious. “And if you want me to back off a little, you need to tell me that too.”
“No, absolutely not, that’s not what I want.” Kristine shook her head frantically, then sank a little deeper into the crook of Hannah’s arm. “You could come by later, when I get home? I shouldn’t be too late.” Hannah thought about that. She wanted to spend every night with Kristine, but she was also afraid of what would happen if she did. So far, her feelings had been so much stronger than she’d anticipated, and she was very aware of her leaving date looming ahead.
“Why don’t I just pick you up Friday after work instead?” she suggested. “I’ll pull three long days at the house, make it look a bit more presentable, and maybe you could come back to Presley with me Saturday morning?”
“Okay.” Kristine smiled, although her voice betrayed that she didn’t seem overly keen on the idea of spending two nights apart. “Sure, let’s do that. I’d love to see your house.”
“It sounds so weird when you call it my house.” Hannah kissed her on her forehead and pulled her a little closer. The sun was low, but the evening was still very hot. She was slowly starting to get used to the heat though, and she felt happy, sitting there with her arm around Kristine, listening to the last bird song of the day. Belle was next to her on the floor, her head resting on her foot.
“Yeah, I guess it doesn’t feel that way to you.” Kristine looked up at Hannah. “Are you planning on finding out who that man is, in the wedding picture? You do look like him…”
“I don’t think so.” Hannah bent down to scratch Belle, who immediately started licking her arm. “I mean yes, I agree that I look like him, but even so, it’s unlikely that he’s my father. The adoption agency told me that there was no father in the picture at the time of my adoption, so I guess that would rule out any serious relationship she was in, including him.” Hannah paused as she analyzed the information she’d gathered so far. “All I know is that she was already divorced when she moved to Presley. And that was a long time ago.”
“Sounds like a lonely life,” Kristine said.
“I don’t know. From what I’ve heard, she was a happy woman with a lot of friends and even the occasional lover.” Hannah shrugged. “You live alone. And I do, now. Are you lonely?”
“Sometimes,” Kristine admitted. “I have my family and friends of course, but still, it’s not the same as having someone to share your life with.” She smiled as she slipped a hand under the hem of Hannah’s t-shirt and let it rest on her bare skin. “It’s so wonderful having you here, and even though I know it’s going to be far from wonderful when you leave, I’ll still take any moment I can get right now because I really love spending time with you. It feels natural with you, you know? I don’t have to try, I can just be myself.”
“I know what you mean.” Hannah stroked her hair. “It’s easy with you, and I don’t remember being this much at ease with anyone.” She laughed. “The only hard thing about being with you is trying to keep my hands off you.”
Kristine moved her hand up from Hannah’s stomach to her breast and let her thumb run over her hard nipples. “Same here,” she whispered with a grin. “And I love it when you don’t wear a bra.”
Hannah shifted in her seat, arousal stirring inside her once again. Kristine had a way with her that she couldn’t quite grasp. One touch, one look was enough to crave her with a hunger that was apparently insatiable.
“How about we take Belle for a walk before we get all distracted again, huh? I don’t want her to suffer from a lack of attention if we spend most of our time in the bedroom or under the shower.”
Belle looked up at the words ‘walk’ and ‘Belle’ and barked at Hannah, wagging her tail.
“See? She’s up for it.”
“Of course, you’re right.” Kristine released herself from Hannah’s grip and looked down at Belle, widening her eyes. “Shall we go for walkies, Belle?”
Belle jumped up now and started spinning in circles before tearing inside to fetch her lead. Kristine put on her shoes, took Hannah’s hand and Belle’s lead in the other as they walked towards the road, heading for the lush green fields behind it.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
“Howdy Kristine,” Joe greeted Kristine from their parents’ kitchen table. She’d left Belle at home this time, not wanting to cause another argument.
“Hey guys!” She smiled at Joe, Brenda, Jed and Betty. “Hey Mom, hey Dad.” Then she walked around to the other side of the table with a mischievous look on her face and started tickling Joe Jr and Janine. “And you two.” Both children screamed from the top of their lungs and started laughing uncontrollably.
“Auntie Kristine, come and sit next to me!” Janine yelled as she patted the empty seat next to her, bouncing on her chair with excitement. Kristine gave Jed Jr a cuddle before she sat down, laughing when Janine climbed onto her lap.
“You’re late again, Kristine,” Brenda remarked, as if it was her house.
“Yeah well, a nine to five job finishes at five and mostly later in my case, so if you guys insist on eating dinner on the dot, that’s up to you. I had to walk Belle first.”
“Where is Belle?” her father asked.
Seriously? Kristine decided not to answer that question, in an attempt to hold on to her good mood. Instead, she held up her plate so little Janine could spoon some corn onto her plate.
“Good job, Janine,” she complimented her niece, laughing when half of it ended up on the table. “What’s going on with the two of you?” she asked, turning to Joe and Brenda as she balanced her plate over the bowl of potatoes so Janine could serve her. “You look really nice.” She kept half an amused eye on Janine, who couldn’t quite manage to get the potato onto the serving spoon and picked it up with her little hand instead.
“It’s Joe and Brenda’s wedding anniversary,” Martha Miller said proudly. “Their tenth. Jed and Betty are looking after the kids tonight, so Joe can take Brenda out on a date.”
“Oh, congratulations.” Kristine put het plate down and helped herself to fried catfish. “I forgot it was your anniversary. Ten years is quite something. So, where are you going?”
“Taking Brenda to the movies,” Joe grunted. Kristine waited for him to elaborate further but that seemed to be it. He clearly wasn’t planning on taking Brenda out for dinner first, as they were sitting here.
“So that’s why you’re all dressed up. You must be looking forward to having a night off from the kids.”
“Not really having a night off,” Brenda mumbled through a mouthful. “We’re picking them up on the way back. They can’t sleep without their momma.”
And they never will if you don’t try. Kristine wisely kept quiet. She seemed to be doing that a lot lately.
“Your Uncle Sweeney saw a car parked in your drive,” Martha said, passing Kristine the tomato salad. “Did you have a visitor?”
“He said it was still there the next morning,” Brenda added with a smirk.
Kristine sighed. Here we go. If Brenda saw her chance to stir trouble, she’d grab the opportunity with both hands.
“Yeah, you’re well informed,” Kristine said casually, taking a bite of her fish. She ignored the curious stares from her family and focused on Janine instead, who was now helping her cut her food into huge chunks. “Thank you, Janine. That’s really helpful.” She gave her niece another kiss on her cheek.
“Sweeney said it was a rental. Did you have a stranger in your house?” Brenda enquired. “You know you can’t be too careful with strangers.”
“No, she’s not a stranger, Brenda. Her name is Hannah, we met in Norway last year. Hannah’s from London, that’s why she’s driving a rental.”
“London…” Brenda frowned as she slowly chewed her food. “That explains the tattoos then.”
“How do you even know she’s got tattoos?” Kristine asked in a calm voice. It seemed like something had snapped inside of her at the office yesterday, and she marveled at how little annoyance she felt at Brenda’s intrusive questioning. Or perhaps Hannah’s presence had made her so happy that everything else seemed insignificant. Whatever the reason, she kind of liked this new, calm version of herself.
“The Barney girl saw you walking in town with her,” Joe explained, becoming chatty all of a sudden. “Said you looked pretty intimate.”
“If she says so.” Kristine could feel her parents’ eyes on her as she took another bite of her fish. It was greasy and chewy, like always.
“So, sweetheart… what’s going on with this girl then?” her mother finally asked. “Why is she staying with you? Could she not find a hotel?”
“Do you really have to ask, Mom?” Kristine looked around the table, astonished at the level of disrespect for her private life. “Isn’t it obvious? We’re sleeping together. That’s why she stayed over. And she’ll be staying over a lot more in the coming months, so you can tell Uncle Sweeney to stop patrolling and reporting back to you.” She felt a little spark of victory at the silence that followed. Even Brenda was quiet. Kristine smiled at her family and made a point of looking at each and every one of them. The only recognition came from Betty, who smiled back and gave her a subtle nod. Her father and brothers continued to eat, their attention fixed firmly on their plates. Her mother fiddled with a paper napkin as she shot Kristine a shifty look. Maybe she’ll say something this time. Kristine knew it was wishful thinking, but then again, she couldn’t have been clearer about Hannah. If her mother wanted to show any kind of real interest in her life, this was her chance to ask questions, or at least acknowledge what she’d just said. Her whole life, Kristine had hoped for a meaningful conversation about the subject. Just so she’d be able to share something important about herself. She watched her mother closely and could almost hear her thinking as sweat pearled on her forehead. Come on, Mom. You can do it. Show some interest, please. But her mother turned to Betty instead.
“How’s your new microwave, Betty?” Martha asked, waltzing over the topic as if it had never been mentioned.
Kristine sighed. Nothing, of course. Not even a snarky remark.
“Oh, it’s really great, Martha.” Betty said, shifting her gaze from Kristine to Martha and back. She seemed surprised about the sudden change in conversation and gave Kristine an apologetic look.
“According to the Walmart magazine, it’s the best microwave on the market,” Jed chipped in. “Heats your dinner up in minutes, just like they said it would.” He beamed around the table.
Kristine sat back and pushed her plate away. It wasn’t what she’d hoped for and she’d lost her appetite, but at least they weren’t fighting. She turned to her niece, who was making a masterwork out of her food now, arranging peas to look like hair around the potato lady on her plate. She broke off a piece of crispy skin from her fish and handed it to Janine.
“You want some help with that? This would make a great skirt.”
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
“There.” Hannah pulled the last strip of wallpaper off the bedroom wall and took a step back. It had taken her two full days to strip the living room and the hallway from the wallpaper and the carpet, which she guessed had been there since the late eighties. She’d worked hard, from nine in the morning till eight at night, with only a short lunch break in between. At night, she’d been exhausted but restless, fantasizing about Kristine for a good two hours before she managed to fall asleep. Although the walls were patchy and a little stained, they already looked a lot better than before. She’d also bought light bulbs and cheap desk fans, making sure each room had at least one source of light and a fan. She’d found a nice surprise in the living room, where a perfectly nice wooden floor had been hidden underneath the green carpet. It would need a bit of sanding and maybe some varnish, but it would save her from having to invest in a new floor downstairs. Hannah looked at her watch and wiped the sweat off her forehead. It was three-thirty. Almost time to drive back to Covington. That thought brought a smile to her face. She’d missed Kristine, and the fact that it was Friday made it all the better, knowing she’d have her to herself for the weekend. She gathered the wallpaper and rolled it up inside the old carpet before she headed back to the motel for a shower and a change of clothing.
HANNAH’S INSIDES fluttered when Kristine walked out of the bank in a black pencil-skirt suit and a white top underneath her fitted, black jacket. Her hair was done up casually, loose blonde locks framing her face, bouncing as she walked. Jesus Christ on a bicycle. “Are those for me?” Kristine beamed, eyeing up the flowers Hannah was holding.
“Of course they are.” Hannah handed them to Kristine before they fell into a lingering kiss. Hannah had been thinking of this moment all day and God, how good it felt. It was slow, sensual, sexy, and there was no audience. So she took her time, running her hands through Kristine’s hair and cupping her face.
“Sweet Jesus.” Kristine giggled when they pulled out of the kiss. She smiled against Hannah’s mouth. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “Those three days seemed like weeks.”
“I’ve missed you too. A little more than I expected.” Hannah trailed a finger over Kristine’s cheek. “A lot more actually.”
“Me too.” Kristine winced. “Can we please not do this anymore? Spend nights apart while you’re in Presley? It seemed so pointless when I was in bed alone last night, lying awake for hours, thinking of you.”
Hannah’s cheeks flushed at Kristine’s confession. “I’m glad you feel the same. I couldn’t sleep either, and I almost drove over here.” She leaned into Kristine’s car, resting her elbow on the soft top. “But we’re both here now and I’m taking you out on a date.”
“Really? Where are you taking me?”
“Well, I seem to recall that you’re one of the few members of the Covington community who has never been wined and dined at Romeo’s before, so I thought it was about time you were treated to that experience.”
Kristine laughed. “You’re kidding, right?”
“No, I’m dead serious.” Hannah shot her a comical grin, arching a brow. “I made a reservation for eight, so I can walk Belle while you get changed.” She moved her hands under Kristine’s blazer and slid them underneath her top. “Not that you need to get changed, you look amazing. I just thought you might want to, considering we’re going to Romeo’s and all…”
“Sure.” Kristine was laughing even harder now, unable to stop. “I suppose I’d better get changed then. Don’t want to get caught at Romeo’s without a dress.” She looked at Hannah, trying to compose herself. “What are you wearing?” Hannah was currently wearing short ripped denim shorts and a loose tank top with the logo of some English rock band on it, and had completed her look with a black cap and a pair of sneakers. “Because I’m not wearing a dress if you’re going to look all cool next to me.”
“Don’t worry, I’ve come prepared,” Hannah said, pointing to the trunk of her own car, parked next to Kristine’s. “I’ll stick to Romeo’s dress code.” Kristine couldn’t help but laugh again at the thought of Hannah in high-waisted jeans and a white shirt, tightly tucked into the waistband and finished with a buckled belt. “You might be prepared,” she said through chuckles, “But I’m not sure if I am.”
“HI, I have a reservation for two. Hannah Hudson.” Hannah smiled at the friendly waiter who greeted them with a faux Italian accent and showed them to their table. “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, turning to Kristine. “I asked for a window seat. Apparently, it’s the best seat in the house.”
Kristine was still giddy as she sat down in the chair the waiter had pulled out for her.
“No. I’m very impressed, Hannah. This has exceeded my expectations already.” She tried to wipe the smirk from her face as the waiter handed them menus. He shot them a puzzled look, trying to figure out who to hand the wine list to. Finally, he decided on Hannah. Perhaps because she was wearing jeans, or perhaps because she’d made the reservation.
“Thank you,” Hannah said, rolling up the sleeves of her white shirt a little further. “We’ll have a look at the food first, then decide on the wine.” Kristine was impressed by how Hannah had managed to translate the standard Covington date outfit into something cool, with a white shirt, tight, ripped jeans and a pair of suede loafers she’d borrowed from her. The look suited her. “The menu looks surprisingly good,” Hannah said over the brim of her leather binder. “Don’t you think?”
“Yeah, it does, actually.” Kristine put down her menu and poured them both a glass of sparkling water from the bottle in between them. The table was laid with a spotless white tablecloth, polished cutlery and three small candle holders with white candles. The theme of the fake vine leaves above the entrance had been carried through inside, covering the ceiling. On the back wall was a big, badly painted mural, showcasing a Greek bathing scene. She frowned as she studied the artwork that was clearly far from Italian inspired and chuckled when she noticed Hannah was staring at it too. “I think this used to be a Greek restaurant,” she said. “Either that, or the owners got terribly confused while decorating.”
“Italian or not, you have to admit that it’s a little romantic.” Hannah grinned as she slid off one of her shoes and brushed Kristine’s leg under the table. “And you look beautiful, Kristine,” she whispered, trying to keep their conversation private. It wasn’t easy in the intimate restaurant that was fully booked on a Friday night, and all attention seemed to be directed towards the window table where two women were dining together. Kristine was wearing a white, off-the-shoulder bohemian dress. It wasn’t quite the tight kind that the other women in there were wearing, but she looked more beautiful than ever, with her shoulders bare and only a fine, silver chain with a teardrop gemstone around her delicate neck. “I hope you’re not uncomfortable sitting here with me, I didn’t expect it to be so…” She looked around the restaurant, and the heads of the other diners immediately snapped back to their plates in front of them like a small sea of meerkats. “Intense?”
Kristine gave her a broad smile. “I don’t care, Hannah. You must have figured that out the moment I kissed you in front of my co-workers in the parking lot. I can’t deny there’s a bit of gossip going around in the office, but you know what? I kind of like it. It’s nice not to be ‘the boring one’ for once.”
“I that case, I’m glad to be of service. Do you know what you’re having? Do you want to pick the wine?”
“No, you go ahead. Anything white is good with me.” Kristine winked. “We don’t want to confuse those poor waiters any further. They must have a hard enough time as it is, pretending to be Italian all day.”
“SO, did you find out anything more about Hannah Radley?” Kristine asked a little later, twirling her Verdicchio around in her glass before she took a sip of the wine. “There must have been some personal stuff in the house.”
“A little bit. I found some photo albums, including her wedding album while I was snooping around during a break yesterday, so I’ve been through those, of course.” Hannah tasted her wine too and arched an approving eyebrow. “There are no photographs from the UK. All of them seem to have been taken here in the South, or on road trips, and most of them with the man she was married to.”
“Oh yeah?” Kristine frowned. “What about the wedding? Were there any names or cards in the album?”
“Nothing.” Hannah put down her glass, leaned in and lowered her voice, although she wasn’t sure why. “It looks like they eloped. They’re the only two people in the wedding photos, and the wedding was in Reno.”
“Oh, wow.” Kristine leaned in too. “And there was no marriage certificate? Any clues?”
“No marriage certificate, but Hannah refers to them as Mr and Mrs Wilson in some of the descriptions, and to him as ‘Ben’ so I know his name is Ben Wilson. I also found a wedding band in Hannah’s jewelry box that had ‘B+H’ engraved on the inside,” she added. “There are some pictures taken on a campus too, so at least one of them went to college. I haven’t gone through all of the boxes in detail yet, there might be more. Apart from that, I know that she loved country music. I’ve been playing some of her old CD’s while I was working in the house. She liked feminine clothes and shoes, although the majority of the clothes she had were practical work wear, like jeans and t-shirts. She loved cookbooks, she had dozens of them in every bookcase in the house. And she also liked those cheap romance novels, you know… the Harlequin ones. There’s a whole box of them under her bed and a bunch on the night stand. It still feels wrong to go through her things, so I just do a couple of boxes a day. But so far, apart from cooking, we seem to have absolutely nothing in common.”
“And you were hoping to find some common ground?” Kristine asked.
“I guess so.” Hannah smiled. “I can’t deny that I’m starting to like her taste in music though. I was listening to Reba McEntire yesterday.”
“Oh yeah?” Kristine arched a brow. “Somehow I just can’t picture you listening to her. Did you get a lot done?”
“Yeah. I did a lot of stripping. Walls and floors, mainly. The bathroom’s also clean, so I can have showers there now, before I head out to see you.”
“Do you ladies know what you’re having?” The waiter asked them, interrupting their conversation. He hesitated before he lit the candles in between them, then looked relieved when they didn’t object.
“Thank you. Yes, I’m ready.” Kristine pointed at her menu. “I’ll have the antipasti platter to start with, and then the seafood pasta, please.” She handed him back the menu.
“I’ll have the radicchio salad and the stuffed squid, please.” Hannah allowed herself to gaze into Kristine’s eyes for a moment after he’d left. She wanted to take her hand, but she was conscious of the intense scrutiny they were under. “So,” she said, leaning back instead. “Are you the only lesbian in Covington? We seem to be quite the attraction here.”
Kristine rolled her eyes in agreement. “I’m not the only one, no. But I’m definitely the only one who’s ever had a romantic date at Romeo’s, that’s for sure.” She sat back too and shot Hannah a flirty look as her leg brushed Hannah’s ankle under their table. “And that makes me quite the progressive citizen, doesn’t it?”
“It certainly does.” Hannah nodded. “You’re paving the way for the next generation in Covington. Romeo’s for everyone.”
“Yeah, well, as I said, it’s really not that bad here. If anything, my own family’s probably the most behind the times in this town.”
“Really? That bad? How was the dinner?”
“Nothing like this.” Kristine sighed in exasperation. “It’s never peaceful at a Miller dinner. We’d been spotted together when we walked through town, and your car in front of my house hadn’t gone unnoticed either.”
“What did you tell them?”
“The truth. That we were sleeping together.”
“Really?” Hannah’s eyes widened. She was yet again surprised at how little Kristine seemed to care about what people thought of her. It seemed unusual for someone who’d grown up in such a small town.
“Well they asked, didn’t they? But when I finally answered, they avoided the subject like the plague and before I knew it, we were talking about Jed and Betty’s new microwave.” She laughed. “After that, Jed and my father got into a fight because my father is convinced microwaves cause cancer, and Jed left and didn’t even let his family finish their dinner.”
Hannah laughed too. “Sounds like there are some interesting dinner conversations at your parents’ house. I’d love to be a fly on the wall.”
Kristine smiled and looked up at the waiter who put a plate of antipasti in front of her. “I might drag you there one day, before you head back. I’d give anything to see their reaction.” She speared a piece of marinated mozzarella onto her fork and fed it to Hannah.
“Mmm… it’s good,” Hannah said. “Joke as much as you want about Romeo’s, but that mozzarella is great.”
“Agreed.” Kristine took a bite too and smiled. “Thank you, Hannah,” she said. “For taking me here. It’s the only place in the county where they serve decent Italian food. And although I don’t mind dining alone, this isn’t really the place to do that.”
“A beautiful woman like you should never be dining alone,” Hannah said with a grin.
Kristine bit her lip, trying to keep a straight face but it was impossible not to break out into a huge smile when Hannah looked at her like that.
“Are all you English ladies this gallant?”
“No, just me,” Hannah said matter-of-factly.
“Oh, right. And are all English ladies this cocky or is that just you too?”
“Yup, just me,” Hannah took a bite of her salad, let out an approving moan and held her fork out for Kristine to try it too. “So, tell me. Are all you Southern girls this sexy?”
Kristine shook her head. “No. Just me.” The radicchio fell off the fork just as she was about to take a bite and hit her chin on the way down before it fell onto her dress, leaving a trail of olive oil. She giggled as she cleaned her chin with her napkin before dabbing her dress.
“And are all you Southern girls this messy when you eat?” Hannah teased.
Kristine kicked her playfully under the table. “Depends what we’re eating.”
“WOULD YOU LIKE A DESSERT?” Hannah asked after they’d finished their mains.
Kristine shook her head. “No, I’m good, thanks. I’d rather have you for dessert.” She winked. “But I’ll share if you really want one.”
“Wow, you’re in your element today.” Hannah raised her eyebrows, pleased with the direct answer. “Was it that hard being away from me for two nights?”
“Honestly, yeah.” Kristine leaned in and lowered her voice. “When you’re not with me, all I seem to be able to do is fantasize about you. And as much as I like being here…” She lowered her voice again to a near whisper when she realized they were the center of attention again. “I can’t wait to have you all to myself.” Suddenly, her mood changed and she frowned in annoyance. “What the hell is going on? It wasn’t that bad before, was it? The staring?”
“I think it might have something to do with these guys,” Hannah said, pointing at the three waiters who were crossing the restaurant towards their table, one holding a piece of tiramisu with a sparkler stuck in the middle.
“You didn’t… Oh God, please tell me you didn’t…” Kristine covered her mouth with her hand as she looked from the three waiters to Hannah, who nodded with an amused spark in her eyes. One of the waiters put down the plate as they gathered around their table and started singing.
“Wheeeeen the moon hits the sky like a big pizza pie that’s amore…”
“COME HERE, HANNAH,” Kristine said, patting the empty space in the bed next to her. She was naked after her shower, lying on top of the covers, her wet hair leaving damp stains on the pillow.
“What’s with the bossiness, Miss Miller?” Hannah finished drying her hair, tossed the towel on the floor and climbed into bed. “Are you going to punish me for asking them to sing for us?”
“Maybe.” Kristine smirked as she squeezed Hannah’s ass. “Turn around.” A rush of arousal coursed through Hannah when she shifted onto her stomach and turned her head to face Kristine.
“You’re sexy when you’re bossy,” she said, locking her eyes with Kristine’s. Her mouth tugged into a smile when she saw a hint of mischief in them.
“And you’ve been bad.” Kristine ran a finger down her spine, making the hairs on Hannah’s arms rise. “Making them serenade us like that…” Hannah took a deep breath and closed her eyes when Kristine’s hands explored her, slowly and thorough, as if it was the first time. Her hand ran over Hannah’s ass where she let it rest for a moment, before following her curves down to the back of her thighs. “But you’re also beautiful,” she whispered. She sat up and crawled on top of Hannah, straddling her ass.
“Mmm…” Hannah moaned when she felt Kristine’s wet center on her skin and her weight holding her down as she traced the sides of Hannah’s breasts down to her waist and back up.
“And soft...” Kristine continued. She leaned forward and brought her mouth to Hannah’s ear. “And so strong too.” She rested both hands on Hannah’s biceps, breathed out deep against her ear and ran her tongue over her earlobe, then bit down gently. Hannah let out another moan, relaxing into Kristine’s caresses. Her voice, her tongue, her warm breath, her wetness against her skin… It was enough to make her balance on the edge of an orgasm. Kristine moved down and kissed the back of her neck and her shoulders while roaming her hands down Hannah’s sides again. She kissed her way further down along her back, down to a very sensitive spot, just above her pelvis. When she noticed Hannah’s breathing growing heavier, she kissed her ass cheeks while she traced the inside of her thighs. She got in between Hannah’s legs and spread them further apart with her knees, then leaned over her again. “Get on your hands and knees,” she whispered, surprising herself with her own command. She’d never been demanding in bed but then no one had ever driven her to such sexual heights as Hannah did. And she knew it was okay with Hannah, she knew that Hannah would give into anything she wanted sexually and more, because she wanted it just as bad.
Hannah took in a quick breath at her words, fueled with desire and a need to be touched right where she needed it most. She felt Kristine’s hips against her behind, as she raised herself onto her hands and knees, her breathing ragged with anticipation. Kristine bent down behind her legs and kissed her way up her inner thighs, teasingly slow.
“That feels so good.” Hannah moved her hips lower to meet Kristine’s mouth, but Kristine held her still with both hands, licking her way up Hannah’s other thigh now. She closed her eyes and moaned when Kristine’s tongue traced her folds, equally slow. She started trembling, pushing back against Kristine’s mouth. Kristine licked her, again and again with skillful precision, touching Hannah’s clit with the tip of her tongue, before burying it inside her until Hannah couldn’t hold back any longer. She raised herself and held onto the headboard of the bed, arching her back.
“Oh God, Kristine. Please do that again.” Her vision blurred when she felt a buzz of ecstasy slowly spread out from between her legs before her core tightened in a delightful explosion. She fell forward, one hand holding onto the headboard and her other hand fisting a pillow while she panted. Kristine’s tongue was still inside her when she shuddered one last time and lost all strength she had left in her body. She collapsed into the pillows, her heart racing. Kristine lay down on top of her and kissed her neck softly, covering Hannah’s body with her warm skin.
“Was that good?” she whispered, a smile playing around her mouth.
Hannah couldn’t help but laugh. “If that’s what I get for being bad,” she said, “I think I might have to misbehave more often.”
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Hannah felt nervous at the prospect of Kristine coming back to Presley with her on Saturday morning, and she wasn’t sure why. She’d tidied the kitchen as if it were her own before she left on Friday. Well, it was her own kitchen of course, but it still made no sense to try and impress Kristine with a house she was only doing up to sell. Last night had been wonderful, and she shivered at the memory of their night in bed. They’d laughed about the fact that it had been their first actual date. It was a little late, but better late than never they’d decided, as they talked after hours of lovemaking, their legs and arms entangled under the sheets. Hannah didn’t know herself to be a very physical person, but when she was with Kristine, it was impossible not to touch her, and not to embrace her while she slept. She looked up at the rear-view mirror and watched Kristine driving behind her in her convertible, with the radio on loud. Her blonde locks were blowing around her face and she looked happy as she followed Hannah into Presley. She was dressed more casually today, in faded jeans and a white boat neck top, which accentuated her feminine curves. Belle was sitting next to her in the passenger seat, her head over the door, catching the wind with her tongue hanging out of her mouth. Hannah pulled into the driveway and waited for Kristine to park behind her.
“So, this is it, huh? It’s a lot bigger than I expected.” Kristine looked up at the two-story house with the wide porch. “What a lovely house. You didn’t tell me it was so beautiful. Look at that porch railing and those shutters. It’s got real character.” She turned towards the overgrown front yard. “And there’s so much space here. Do you own all of this land around it too?” She opened the car door for Belle, who jumped out and started sniffing around the yard.
“Yeah.” Hannah stretched her legs and rolled her shoulders. She was still a little tense behind the wheel, and she’d tried to speed up a little, with Kristine behind her. “Apparently there’s an old well in the back too. I’ve arranged a survey for next week.”
“It’s gorgeous.” Kristine smiled, taking in her surroundings. “I mean, I can see that it needs work, but it looks solid enough. And the view…” She put a hand over her forehead, shielding her eyes from the sun. “It’s stunning with those wetlands over there. That must be quite something when the sun goes down.”
“I haven’t actually seen the sunset here yet.” Hannah put an arm around Kristine, staring in the same direction. “I’ve been too consumed with the work and driving up and down to Covington.” She paused. “Are you not sick of me yet?”
“Am I not sick of you yet?” Kristine repeated after her. “Do I look like I’m sick of you?” She grinned. “As a matter of fact, you can cancel that motel room if you want. I love sleeping with you and waking up with you.”
“Thank you.” Hannah slid a hand under Kristine’s top and placed it firmly around her slim waist as she pulled her closer. “That’s really tempting, but I’ve already paid for it and I don’t want to impose. You’ve got your own life in Covington, and I never warned you before I just barged back into your life. It’s nice for both of us if I have the option to stay at the motel, right?”
“No, not necessarily.” Kristine laughed. “Hey, I know where you’re coming from, Hannah. I know just as well as you do that this is only going to end in pain and misery. You’re not going to stick around in Presley forever and that will hurt, sure. But I’d rather have all of you now, while I have the chance, than waste time without you when you’re so close. I mean, it’s quite incredible, don’t you think? You, inheriting property only ninety minutes away from where I live…” She paused. “I don’t want to creep you out, but I feel like we’re meant to be spending time together right now.”
“I know. I’ve thought about that too.” Hannah tried to ignore the deep-seated feeling of dread, knowing that Kristine was right. She felt so close to her already. Another two weeks with her and it would be nearly impossible to say goodbye. She comforted herself with the idea that she could always prolong her stay. It wasn’t like she had anything urgent to get back to, and she still had enough cash from the inheritance to keep herself going for a while and pay her monthly tax bill. Judging by the text messages she’d received from Mandy, Ziggy was in good hands too and happier than she’d ever been with Hannah. “Come on, let me show you inside” she said, as she walked towards the porch steps, pulling Kristine along. She didn’t want to overthink things, she was too happy right now to bring herself down with thoughts about leaving when she’d only just arrived.
“WOW. Looks like you’ve done a heap of work already,” Kristine said, eyeing the freshly whitewashed walls as she stepped into the kitchen. “I’m impressed.” She ran a hand over the dining table. “A bit of work on the furniture would make a world of difference too.”
“You think so?” Hannah glanced at the table, the chairs and the kitchen cabinet. “This guy who’s picking up some of the stuff is getting me new kitchen fronts, so that will help. Too bad I can’t afford new furniture. These old brown pieces look worn out now against the white.”
“Well, that’s easily fixed.” Kristine inspected the chairs. “I’ll help you. I can sand them down and paint them. Next time I’ll bring my staple gun and some fabric and reupholster them. They’ll look brand new.”
“You can do that?” Hannah asked.
“You can too. It’s not hard. Chairs are really easy to do up.”
“Okay.” Hannah grinned sheepishly. “Obviously I’d love to have you here helping me for more than one reason. But you work all week and...”
“Exactly.” Kristine smiled. “And that’s all I do. So, I wouldn’t mind having a new project, especially if it involves you.”
Hannah felt a flutter in her belly at the prospect of having Kristine around on the weekends. She hadn’t expected them to reconnect so easily, but then again, it had been easy between them the first time around. “In that case…” She smiled. “Do you want to help me today?”
“Sure. Do you have sandpaper? Paint?”
“Yeah. There are some pots of paint by the staircase, and there’s a big bag with other stuff. There should be some sandpaper in there too.” She hesitated. “Are you sure you don’t mind? And your clothes will get dirty.”
“Will you shut up already?” Kristine nudged her playfully. “I’ve got some old clothes in the trunk so just let me get on with it, okay? You’ll be surprised at my abilities.”
KRISTINE CAME BACK from Harvey’s grocery store with two cold beers. By the time the sun was low, she’d transformed the kitchen into a sweet, shaker-style space.
“God, this is amazing, Kristine.” Hannah admired the dining table and the old cabinet that looked beautiful now. On the kitchen counter was an old vase with wildflowers from the garden that Kristine had picked. Hannah let her eyes roam over the room, then shifted her gaze to Kristine, who was scantily dressed in tiny shorts and a tank top. She looked irresistible, and she’d been more than a little distracting throughout the day.
“Not bad, huh?” Kristine looked pleased with herself as she opened the bottle and took a sip. “Don’t touch anything, it’s still wet. And the chairs still need new fabric of course, but even now, the pink doesn’t look that bad against the white. That stove is actually quite nice too, it just needed a good scrub. Looks like one of those expensive-reboot ones. It works, I’ve just tested it.”
“I hardly recognize it.” Hannah walked towards Kristine and removed a tiny speck of paint from her cheek. She let her hand linger on her face and traced her jawline down to her neck, folding her hand around it. She smiled as she brought her face close to Kristine’s. “Can I take you out for dinner to thank you?”
“Dinner sounds good.” Kristine took in a quick breath when Hannah brushed her lips over hers. “What’s in town?”
“Just the diner,” Hannah said. “And I’ve been going there a lot. Do you know if there’s anything decent nearby? I’ve seen some funny little places, but I’ve been a bit apprehensive to go in.”
“I’m sure there will be something Lafayette way. The quiet roads tend to have some real gems. I can drive.” Kristine locked eyes with Hannah. She kissed her softly, then moaned when she parted her lips, feeling Hannah’s tongue against her own. She wrapped her arms around Hannah’s neck and pulled her in closer, the arousal stirring inside her as she sank deeper into the kiss. It happened every time Hannah held her. The want, the need, the all-consuming desire that lit her up inside. And the fire just keeps spreading.
Hannah pulled out of the kiss, her eyes dark and her breath ragged. “That would be nice. I like your car.”
“Okay, come on then.” Kristine took Hannah’s hand and led her outside. “But first…” They both fell silent as they stared into the sunset from the porch. Suddenly, Hannah’s sight was filled with beautiful hues of red and orange, glowing above the water, turning the dead trees and the birds that flew across into dark silhouettes.
“Wow. You weren’t exaggerating when you said the sunsets would be beautiful.” They sat down on the porch steps, Kristine snuggling against Hannah. Bella joined them, staring in the same direction. She had no idea why but it looked like she just wanted to participate in the moment too. Hannah opened her own beer with her key and took a long drink, feeling satisfied with how much they’d achieved. The view was nothing short of stunning. She could imagine Hannah Radley sitting here, watching the sun go down, and wondered if she’d bought the house with the view in mind.
“All you need is a comfortable couch out here,” Kristine said in a soft voice. “Somewhere to sit down and relax after a hard day’s work. There’s nothing better than a cold beer while you’re watching the sunset.” She shook her head. “I’m sorry. I know you’re not going to stay here, that was silly of me, I…”
“No, you’re right,” Hannah interrupted her. “I should get one. Even if it’s just for a couple of weeks, it will be worth it. It’s so perfect and quiet here. There are two big couches inside the living room, we could move one of them out here?” She turned to Kristine. “Funny that I didn’t realize how beautiful it was before. Not until you pointed it out.”
“Sometimes it takes an outsider to see what you don’t.” Kristine sighed. “I’m going to help you with this, Hannah, and it’s going to look great, I promise.”
“SO, what do you think of our little corner of the world, then?” Kristine was driving and Hannah was next to her, cherishing the feeling of the wind blowing through her hair. Belle, who refused to go in the back, was on the floor between her legs, sulking after Hannah had firmly told her she was really too big to sit on her lap.
“It’s so incredibly different.” She paused to think. “But good different. I guess I made the mistake of taking the locals’ curiosity for hostility at first, but I know better now. Everyone I’ve met has been really nice and helpful, and as an outsider, with no contacts whatsoever, God knows I’ve needed a lot of help.” Hannah turned to Kristine. “And now that I’m with you… I seriously couldn’t be happier.” She lifted her hand over the edge of the door and caught the wind with her fingers. “I can see why you love it here. It’s beautiful and friendly and life doesn’t rush around you, it sort of meanders.” She smiled and took off her shades to better see the wetlands, the last of the fiery orange glow still reflected in the water.
“I’m glad you’re not disappointed.” Kristine sighed. “It’s still a little strange having you here. It feels like Christmas all over again, but even better because I thought I’d never see you again.”
“I’m sorry.” Hannah put a hand on her knee.
“You don’t have to apologize again. I’m just glad to have more time with you this time around.”
“Yes, about that… the time thing.” Hannah bit her lip, nervous to bring up the subject she’d been mulling over all day. She didn’t want to spend her time counting down the days like she had in Norway. “I have a flexible ticket, so I could stay longer.” She hesitated. “I think the house and the restaurant could do with a couple of weeks more work, but most of all, I’d like to spend more time with you. As you said, seeing too much of each other might be a recipe for disaster but the thing is…” She paused. “Well, I’m just really happy and I know it’s because of you. It wouldn’t hurt to explore what this could be, right? How would you feel about that? I know it’s a bit soon to discuss this sort of thing, so please tell me if I need to back-off a little.”
“How would I feel about that?” Kristine beamed. “I didn’t think this day could get any better, but it just has. How much longer could you stay?”
“A month, maybe two. My visa runs out in mid-August”
“Really? That’s amazing, Hannah. You could stay with me during the week and I could spend my weekends here, helping you out. It’s perfect.”
Hannah smiled and put a hand on Kristine’s arm, feeling on top of the world. The warm wind, the beautiful sunset, Kristine by her side and the prospect of more time with her were almost overwhelming. “Okay,” she said. “That’s a deal, then.”
Kristine pulled over next to a simple little restaurant with picnic tables and red umbrellas in the front. The sign above the door said: ‘La’Shonda’s Soulfood’.
“Let’s try this one. I have a nose for good places, especially on my own turf.”
“ANYTHING else I can get for y’all?” La’Shonda asked as she and her daughter brought out two beers, a basket of skillet cornbread, a plate of fried green tomatoes with crawfish étouffée, a bowl of crispy soft-shell crab and sides of creamy coleslaw and candied yams.
“I think this will do.” Kristine laughed at the abundance of food that Hannah had ordered. “Damn, this looks good.” She smiled up at La’Shonda. “I was just saying to my friend Hannah that I’ve got a nose for places that cook killer food.”
“I don’t think you’ll be disappointed. We’re known for our seafood around here.” La’Shonda looked them both over curiously. “Where y’all from?”
“I’m from Covington,” Kristine said. “Hannah is from London in the UK, but she’s staying in Presley for a couple of months.”
La’Shonda looked at Hannah in disbelief. “London? What the hell are you doing in Presley, girl? We never get foreigners around here.”
Hannah laughed. “Yeah, I got that impression already. I’m doing up a house, actually. It’s my first time in the South, and I love it here.”
“Well, feel free to come over anytime you feel hungry from all that hard work.” La’Shonda shot them a beaming smile. “Enjoy ladies. Just shout if there’s anything else you want. The window’s open.” She wiped her forehead and followed her daughter back inside. “It’s too hot for me out here.”
“This is so exciting.” Hannah’s eyes widened as she studied the dishes. “I’ve never had fried green tomatoes before, or étouffée or even candied yams for that matter.” She then scooped some of each onto her plate and frowned as she tasted. “Oh my God. Why is no one doing this in London?”
“You probably don’t have the right corn or enough yams,” Kristine joked. “It only really works with fresh, local ingredients.”
“So true.” Hannah looked up at Kristine, a wave of happiness rushing through her. “I feel like this is how life is supposed to be, you know? Doing up an old house, spending time with you, eating amazing food in this beautiful place...” She looked around the messy garden with old mopeds and tricycles strewn across the lawn. She had no idea why it appealed to her so much, but it did. “Look, they even have a tree swing, it’s so charming.”
Kristine laughed. “Are you falling in love with the South, Hannah?”
Hannah laughed too as soon as she realized what she’d said. “Yeah, I think I am.”
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“So, what’s the situation there?” Mandy sounded distracted on the phone, even though she was the one who had called Hannah. “Aria, put that down now. That’s not a toy.” There was the sound of breaking glass on the other side of the line. Mandy sighed. “Annabel, could you help out here, please? I’m just on the phone.” Then there was more noise, followed by Aria crying. “I’m sorry, I’m back now. Is it lonely out there, babe? Are you okay?”
Hannah smiled at her friend’s concern in the midst of family chaos. “I’m good, Mandy. Don’t worry about me, it sounds like you have your hands full over there.” She walked towards her motel room from the parking lot, her phone clenched between her ear and her shoulder as she balanced two coffees and two takeout breakfasts in her hands.
“Don’t I always?” Mandy laughed. “And that’s not going to change anytime soon. Annabel’s had a crazy week at work, well, we both have. The girls have both had the flu and I’m starting to feel a little under the weather myself, so I hope I don’t catch it too. Anyway, tell me. What’s happening in…” She paused to think. “Presley, right?”
“Yes, Presley.” Hannah decided to sit down on the bench outside the reception as one of the breakfast boxes was starting to slip away from her grip. She put everything on the bench before taking a hold of her phone and sitting down. “It’s been good. Really good. The house is beautiful. I’ve met up with a realtor, and now I’m doing it up before it goes on sale. I’m also planning on doing some work on the restaurant, but not too much. He thinks it could work for the franchise market.”
“Good start. Any indication on value yet?”
“They’re going to market everything at around the four-fifty mark,” Hannah said. “Including the land, of course. There’s a lot of nice land and there’s even a well.”
“Really?” Mandy was silent for a moment. “That’s incredible, Hannah. You’ll have a real chance to start over now.”
“I know. I didn’t expect it would be that much, but the house is spacious, and the restaurant is quite big too. It looks more like a bar, though.” Hannah took a sip of her coffee and lowered her voice. “I’ve also been seeing Kristine. She’s still sleeping in my motel room so I can’t talk too loud.”
“You bad, bad girl!” Mandy snorted. “Really? Is she there? Oh God, I knew you would... bagging yourself a girlfriend while you’re there. It’s convenient though, isn’t it? That she lives so close?”
“It’s not like that.” Hannah smiled at the thought of Kristine under her covers as she sat back and closed her eyes against the sun. “I really, really like her.” She hesitated. “I’ve actually missed her, and she’s amazing, Mandy.”
“Oh God, Hannah.” Hannah knew Mandy was smiling on the other side of the line, quite possibly making obscene gestures to Annabel in an attempt to update her. “That doesn’t sound like you at all, you must be smitten with her.”
“I guess I am.”
“Fuck…” Mandy fell silent for a moment. “You’re in trouble, aren’t you? What’s going to happen when you leave?”
“Yes, well about that…” Hannah paused. “I’m really sorry to have to ask this, but I’d like to stay a little bit longer. The house needs a lot of work and I haven’t even started on the restaurant yet. Would you mind taking care of Ziggy for another month, maybe longer?”
“Of course not,” Mandy shot out, almost immediately. “We all love Ziggy. You keep saying she’s a diva, but she’s just the sweetest cat. She even sleeps in bed with me and Annabel.”
“Ziggy?” Hannah laughed. “Oh God, she must really hate me. She pretty much ignored me the whole time when it was just her and me.”
“I don’t think she hates you, Hannah. Ziggy’s not capable of hating. She’s a little doo-doo-doo-coo-coo-coo…” Mandy’s voice faded away as she bent away from her phone.
“Are you seriously interacting with Ziggy right now? Ziggy doesn’t do interaction.” Hannah asked, baffled.
“Yes, she’s right here, purring between my legs.” Mandy let out another string of strange noises, directed at the cat. “So, what are the neighbors like? Have you met anyone apart from the woman you’ve been having lots of steamy sex with?”
Hannah shook her head and laughed. “There aren’t really any neighbors, at least not right next door, but I’ve met most of the local movers and shakers. The motel lady, the diner lady, the grocery shop man, the scrap guy, and I’m even on friendly terms with an old man who used to be good friends with Hannah Radley. They’ve been very nice and helpful and it’s been fun, to be honest with you.”
“Fun?” Mandy sounded perplexed. “What do you mean, fun? Are you saying you’re enjoying yourself out there in the sticks? The beautiful blonde not taken into account, of course,” she added.
“I would say so.” Hannah couldn’t help but smile. She’d never expected to be saying this either and she could completely understand Mandy’s bewilderment.
“And what about your birth mother? Have you found out anything about her? Have you gone through her things?”
“Yeah, I’ve heard some stories about Hannah. She was popular with the locals and good friends with a couple who lived down the road. I’ve seen some pictures of her, and I don’t look like her at all.” Hannah hesitated. “But I’ve also found pictures of her and her ex-husband, and I do look like him. And I mean, I really look like him.” She paused. “I might just be imagining things here, but I can’t seem to stop thinking about it.”
“Hmm…” Mandy fell silent for a moment. “So do you think he could be your father?”
“I don’t know. It wouldn’t make any sense because they got married here and lived here, and I was born in London. I know his name, so I suppose I could look him up, but for now I just want to focus on the house. One step at a time.”
“Okay.” There was an echo to Mandy’s voice now, as if she’d locked herself into the bathroom to block out the household noise. “Is it weird to hear people talk about her?” she asked.
“Yes, it’s really weird. They’re telling me things as if I’m supposed to agree with them, as if it’s a given that I knew that she was a great cook and warm and helpful and all those things. There’s no connection and that’s the strangest thing. I’m not going to lie though, it’s been a little emotional. It feels like I’ve got a tiny glimpse into my roots, like I’m getting one small piece of information at a time, trying to complete a puzzle I’ll never entirely finish.” She shook her head. “It’s confusing and strange, but I’m really glad I came here.”
“Good, that’s good. Some insights, that’s want you wanted, right?”
“Yes.” Hannah stood up from the bench. “Hey listen, I’m sorry but is it okay if I call you back next week? I’ve got some breakfast here that I was about to take to the room...”
“Of course, of course. I love you, Hannah. Be careful, will you? Especially if you’re getting close to Kristine and you have to leave, it could be…”
“I know.” Hannah felt the familiar dread at her words and buried it deep. “I love you too, Mandy. Thank you for taking such good care of Ziggy. Give Annabel and the girls a big hug from me, will you? I miss you guys.”
“OH HANNAH, you didn’t have to do that.” Kristine sat up in bed when Hannah walked in with breakfast and handed her a coffee and a takeout box.
“Of course I did. You’re not a morning person and I was wide awake. She opened the curtains a little to let some light in and sat down in bed next to Kristine. “Oh, and I almost forgot. Got you a little something too, Belle. She opened a box with two sausages and put it on the floor next to Belle’s water bowl. “I know it’s not the healthiest food for her, but one time won’t hurt, right?”
“No, it’s fine. That’s very sweet, thank you.” Kristine kissed Hannah on the cheek, inhaling deep against her skin.
“We also went for a little walk this morning, and I introduced Belle to May. Just wanted to make sure that she was okay with me having a dog in the room.” She scratched Belle behind her ears while she was attacking her sausages. “May loved you, didn’t she? She said you’re the prettiest girl she’d ever seen and…” Hannah fell silent when she caught Kristine staring at her. “What? What is it?”
“Nothing.” Kristine shook her head and smiled. “You’re just adorable and perfect, that’s all.”
Hannah grinned sheepishly and blushed. “Why thank you. Did you sleep okay? The mattress isn’t great, and the bed creaks a little…”
“Yeah, I slept amazing. But honestly, I think I could sleep anywhere if you were next to me.” Kristine glanced around the room. “So, this is where you live, huh? Looks classy in the daylight.”
Hannah laughed. “Yup. This is my palace. Have you ever woken up in a shabby motel room before?” She trailed a finger along Kristine’s bare shoulders. “Do you feel dirty?”
“I guess we did get a little dirty last night, but I can’t say I feel that way.” Kristine chuckled. “Interesting choice of décor, by the way. I wasn’t able to fully appreciate it in the dark with only one nightstand lamp working.” She took a bite of her waffles. “Mmm… wow, these are so good.”
“Jolene’s secret recipe,” Hannah said with a wink. Then she took off her clothes and crawled back into bed.
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“Hey, there’s a blob there.” Kristine shot Hannah a teasing look as she pointed at the windowsill Hannah was painting. “You can’t start being sloppy now, Hannah. Not with me around, I see everything.” Kristine was painting a bookcase and had positioned herself in the middle of the living room, so she could watch Hannah as she worked. Hannah was wearing a very short pair of cut-off denim shorts and a loose fitting, grey tank top. The armholes were so low-cut that Kristine could see Hannah’s blue, sheer lace bra each time she turned. It was her painting outfit, Kristine had figured out by now, but it certainly didn’t do a great job of keeping the paint off her. Even her bare feet had marks on them, and Kristine found it incredibly cute.
“What blob?” Hannah arched an eyebrow. “There’s no blob here. It’s perfectly smooth”
“Right. And what’s that, then?” Kristine walked over sternly and swiped a finger underneath the windowsill, taking off a drip of white paint.
“Really? That little thing? You’ve got to be kidding me.” Hannah laughed. “I was doing perfectly fine by myself and now you’re barging in and telling me I’m blobbing? You’re asking for a spanking, Miss Miller.”
Kristine shrieked, dropped her brush into the paint tray on the floor and sprinted off as Hannah chased her with her own paint brush that was dripping on the plastic cover she’d taped over the wooden floorboards. She tripped over a pile of old doormats at the bottom of the staircase and fell, her laughter indicating she wasn’t hurt. Hannah straddled her and took her wrists, drawing even more laughter from Kristine.
“Say you’re sorry,” Hannah said, holding her down with both arms, the paintbrush still in her hand, pointing towards Kristine’s face.
“I’m sorry!” Kristine shouted, when Hannah continued to hold her hands as she hovered above her.
Hannah looked down at Kristine, her mouth watering at the sight of her. The first four buttons of her old checked shirt were undone, and her neck and cleavage suddenly seemed too good to resist. She leaned forward and kissed the side of Kristine’s neck, trailing her tongue along her velvety skin, down to the top of her bra. She tasted sweet and salty, and she was clammy from the heat.
Kristine gasped, giving in to the sudden change of mood. Hannah was still pinning her down, but she’d stopped resisting.
“Take me,” she whispered, her eyelashes fluttering as she looked up at Hannah. She didn’t even need to say it out loud, her eyes said it all. Hannah moved a hand towards the buttons on Kristine shirt and unbuttoned it. Kristine’s full breasts were covered by a black, satin bra. She looked delicious, lying there. Hannah threw her paintbrush to the side and crashed her mouth into Kristine’s before lowering herself on top of her, nestling a leg between her thighs. Her hand made its way inside Kristine’s shirt and underneath her bra, her other hand now holding Kristine’s wrists. She felt a hard nipple under her fingertips and smiled into the kiss when Kristine stirred and whimpered at her touch. She let her fingers run down, over Kristine’s toned stomach, then further down towards the elasticated waistband of the jersey shorts she was wearing and pushed her hand underneath it. Hannah couldn’t wait, she wanted her now, right there on the floor. Kristine took in a quick breath when Hannah placed a firm hand on her center, deepening her kiss as she pushed her fingers between her folds before suddenly entering her.
“Fuck yes!” Kristine threw her head back and moaned. “Take me, please Hannah. Fuck me.”
Hannah felt Kristine’s heat around her fingers and pushed deeper, while she kissed her again. She was so wet that Hannah stifled a moan herself, as she listened to the sounds of pleasure that escaped Kristine’s mouth.
“Yes,” Kristine moaned again, moving with Hannah, pushing her hips into her hand in the most sensual of ways. Hannah moved in and out of her, faster and harder, wilder and more erratic, completely entranced as Kristine wrapped her legs around her waist and pulled her even closer, looking right at her as she lost herself. Hannah smiled when her gaze turned hazy, her lips parted, and her face pulled into a delightful expression as she climaxed. Kristine’s hands almost crushed her own hand, squeezing it while her whole body tensed up. God, she’s beautiful. Hannah could have watched her forever, the way she lay there, open and surrendered to her. The paintbrush was on the floorboards, streaks of white paint scattered around Kristine’s head.
“I can’t get enough of you,” she whispered when Kristine was starting to relax again. “You’re so beautiful like that.”
Kristine giggled, still trying to catch her breath. “You can let go of my hands now, I’m starting to feel a little stiff.”
“Oh, of course.” Hannah laughed and let go of Kristine’s hands. They immediately reached for her face and pulled her down into another kiss.
“Wait,” she whispered through ragged breaths. “We’re not done yet.”
“HEY HANNAH?” Kristine yelled from the top of the stairs. “Can I open these boxes? They were in that built-in cabinet on the landing. I’m awfully curious.” Kristine had finished painting the bookcase and the cabinet and was now scavenging the top floor for more furniture, picture frames and decorative items to use downstairs. They’d also moved one of the couches to the porch to create more space, and it had made all the difference in the previously cluttered living room.
“Sure.” Hannah blew her a kiss from the bottom of the staircase, a roller in one hand and a paint tray in the other. She was painting the walls in the hallway white, and the first layer alone had completely transformed the previously dark space. “If you find any more CD’s, put them aside for Petie. Apparently he and Hannah had the same taste in music. He’s coming by on Wednesday to pick up some more stuff and hopefully bring me some curtains and those kitchen fronts.”
“Hannah?” Kristine called again after a couple of minutes. She was sitting on the top step, a cardboard box next to her.
“What’s up? Anything juicy in there?”
“Well… yeah. I mean, I think you should take a look at this.” Kristine held up a sheet of paper. “I know that it says Hannah on here, and that you probably assumed it was your birth mother’s…” She paused. “But I think these letters are meant for you.”
Hannah frowned as she headed up the stairs and took the letter Kristine handed her. Her breath caught when she read the first line.
DEAR DAUGHTER, I hope your name is Hannah, as the people who adopted you kindly promised me they would keep the name I chose for you. I’ve called you Hannah in all my previous letters. I wanted you to have my name, so at least you would have something of me. If that’s not your name, then I’m sorry for confusing you. The letters in these three boxes are all for you. I wrote to you once a month, sometimes twice, in the hope that you would get to read them one day. The only clause I had the right to put into the adoption agreement was, that I could include you in my will. That way, I’d have the chance to explain things after my death. Now that I’ve looked death in the eye, it’s time to put the past to rest. I’m in no state anymore to find you. Only a year ago, death seemed like a lifetime away, and even though I’m still young, I realize now that it could happen any moment. I’ve decided this will be my final letter to you. I’ve had a very serious stroke and writing is hard for me, so forgive my messy handwriting. The doctors told me I’m at risk of having more strokes, and even though I might live for another forty years, I want to be prepared in case the worst happens. So, please give me a chance and let me talk to you through these letters, Hannah. I know you’re most likely angry. But then again, you might not be. Perhaps you’ve had a wonderful life so far and never given me a second thought. First of all, I’m very sad that I never got to see you grow up. I’ve thought about tracking you down over the years, but I gave up my parental rights thirty-three years ago, and I knew I had no right to just barge back into your life. Still, curiosity and a tiny spark of hope drove me to book a ticket to London, seven months ago. I now know that it wasn’t meant to be. The stroke happened on the morning I was supposed to leave, and I’ve only just managed to learn how to write again. London is where I grew up, where I gave birth to you, and where you were adopted, but for most of my life, Louisiana has been my home and I’ve never longed to return to London. The Hudsons, who adopted you, seemed like really nice people and I can only hope they gave you the lovely upbringing you deserved. I was young, with no means to take care of you, but not having you has been the biggest regret of my life. I could blame it on my parents or on youthful ignorance, but the fact is, it was my decision in the end. There was pressure, and there were threats of throwing me out on the street, but if I could go back in time, I would have done it all differently, and I want you to know that I never stopped blaming myself for giving you up. I’m hoping my letters will be a testament to that, and that you’ll know that even though I never knew you, I did love you. If you read this, the house is yours, and so is The Radley. I assume the last thing you want is some dusty old restaurant, so sell everything and do something that will make you happy, because that’s all I’ve ever wanted for you. And please read my letters. You’ve been my diary throughout my life, the one person I’ve always confided in.
Love, Hannah, your mother.
Hannah sat down, a couple of steps below Kristine and skimmed over the letter again.
“It is for me,” she said in a soft voice.
“Yeah.” Kristine tapped the box. “There are three of these boxes here, all filled with letters. This one was on top.” She handed Hannah the envelope that said: ‘For Hannah, please read first’. “Do you want to be alone?”
“No, please stay.” Hannah felt overcome with a sense of vulnerability, and she needed Kristine near her. From the moment she got the news about her mother, she’d hoped to find answers in one way or another, but never to this extent and right now, it was more than she could handle. She looked down at the letter again, her hands shaking.
“Okay.” Kristine picked up the box and carried it down for her. “Well… why don’t you take this one and sit down on the porch while I get us some food? That’s assuming you want to read them?”
Hannah nodded. “Yes, I want to read them.” She felt a strange mix of sadness and excitement as she followed Kristine outside and sat down on the couch and opened the envelope marked ‘#1’.
DEAR HANNAH, you’re not born yet, and I’m dreading the day that I’ll give birth, in about four weeks from now, because it’s the day I’ll be giving you away. I don’t know if this letter will ever reach you, in fact, it probably never will. But if it does, please know that I love you already. For the past eight months, I’ve felt you growing inside of me. I’ve talked to you, played music for you and I’ve stroked my belly in the hope that you can feel it the way I feel you kicking. Falling pregnant was something I didn’t mean to happen, but these feelings I have when I think of you, are overwhelming at times. Even though I’m only sixteen, and I’ve never dreamed of being a mother, the thought of saying goodbye to you makes me feel sick. My parents have decided that putting you up for adoption is the best way to move forward. I could fight them, and I could run away, but having a baby while living on the street is not something that I’m willing to do. Benjamin Wilson, your father, is a good-looking American boy. He’s nice and makes me laugh all the time. We met at school and had been seeing each other for ten months, when I found out that I was pregnant. Ben’s father is some big shot who works at the American Embassy in London. He came to our house a while ago to meet with me and my parents, and they talked about me as if I wasn’t even there. They all agreed that Ben and I are too young to have a baby. We’re not allowed to see each other anymore, and he’s been moved to another school now, but we communicate through a friend. I know I’m young, but I also know that a lot of girls do have kids at my age. I can’t seem to find a solution without my parents help, though. I’m so angry, because they could easily afford to support me until I’ve finished school, or even university. I wish we could be a family, but Ben will be moving back to the US with his parents at the end of this year. That’s going to be hard because I love him. My mother tells me he’s just a crush that will pass, but she’s wrong. There’s no point talking to her anymore, she’s made up her mind. I’ve met with a really nice couple, Anna and Andy Hudson, who are desperate to have a baby. They have good jobs and will be able to give you the life you deserve. Anna’s promised me they will keep the name I’ve chosen for you. If only they could take me in too… I guess I’ll keep writing to you, Hannah, because it makes me feel a little better. Hopefully, you’ll get to read my letters someday.
Love Hannah, your mother.
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
“How do you feel?” Kristine asked when Hannah put one of the letters back in the box and closed it. It was dark now, and her eyes were getting tired from reading under the dim porch light. There were still two boxes to go, and she hadn’t even finished the first one after reading for five hours straight, but she couldn’t handle any more today.
Hannah was silent for a moment before she cleared her throat. She hadn’t cried. It didn’t feel right to cry for someone she hadn’t known, but she did feel emotionally drained.
“You know, it’s a big thing when you can’t remember ever being loved, growing up,” she said. “And then, suddenly, you realize there was always someone out there who was thinking of you and loved you.” She shook her head. “I feel like I’ve wasted so much time and energy, being angry.”
Kristine put an arm around her and pulled her in. “I can’t imagine how hard this must be for you.”
“It is. It’s much easier to be angry.” Hannah sighed. “Sympathy was the last thing I expected to feel for her, but I do now. The fact that she wrote me letters throughout the years, even before I was born, it’s… well… I’d be lying if I said it left me cold. These letters make all the difference. They change how I feel about her, but also how I feel about myself in some weird way. I’ve never had anything to identify with and now I do, because now I know where I came from, who made me, and that’s a little confusing. Does that make sense?”
“Of course. It’s a lot to take in,” Kristine said in a soft voice.
“And the man in the pictures,” Hannah continued, “he’s my father.”
“He is?” Kristine fell silent for a moment. “Wow! I don’t know what to say, Hannah. That’s… well, that’s huge.”
“Yeah. They met in London. He’s American and his father worked for the American Embassy, but he eventually moved back with his parents while Hannah remained in the UK. I just knew it was him when I found that first wedding photo, but it didn’t make sense, so I tried not to think of it and yet I couldn’t stop thinking of it.” Hannah swallowed hard. “There’s an engraved compass in the jewelry box, upstairs in the bathroom. Hannah kept it with the wedding band I told you about. Ben gave it to her before he moved back to the US, I read about it in one of her letters.” She stood up. “I want to show it to you.”
Kristine waited while Hannah went up to the bathroom and came back with the compass and the wedding band.
“It’s beautiful,” she said, reading the inscription on the back.
“Yeah, it’s sweet, isn’t it? She must have really loved him if she kept it all these years, even after her divorce.”
Kristine put her arm back around Hannah’s shoulders, her heart breaking a little when she noticed how fragile she looked.
“Do you want to come back to my place? You can take the boxes with you, give yourself a day off tomorrow? I’m sure you’ll want to take your time reading the rest of them.”
“Thank you. I think I will.” Hannah rested her head on Kristine’s shoulder and closed her eyes while Kristine gently stroked her hair. “I really appreciate you being here,” she whispered.
Kristine leaned in and kissed her temple. “I’m not going anywhere, Hannah.”
TWO HOURS LATER, Hannah was lying on top of the covers in Kristine’s bed, wearing only a pair of lacey panties after a long shower. She could hear Kristine in the bathroom and felt at peace in the spacious but cozy bedroom as the crème colored linen curtains gently swayed in the night breeze. She hadn’t felt cool air since she’d arrived, and it felt good on her bare legs. Neither herself nor Kristine liked the loud hum of the air-con in the bedroom, so they only switched it on for half an hour before they went to bed to take the edge off the heat. The room was calm, light and spacious, compared to her dark, stuffy and dark motel room, and Hannah loved sleeping there. The walls were painted in shades of white, only broken up by two big abstract artworks on the front wall and one on the back wall, above the bed, all in simple, black frames, emphasizing the traces of black accents within their neutral color scheme. A crème colored velvet chair in the corner of the room matched the velvet buttoned headboard. The white-washed dressing table and even Belle’s dog bed blended in perfectly with the rest of the furniture. She could tell Kristine loved her house by the way she’d decorated it with so much personality and care, every single detail carefully chosen.
“I love this room,” she said when Kristine came out of the bathroom in a short, black nightgown. “It’s kind of what I always wanted my own bedroom to look like.”
“Thank you.” Kristine smiled proudly. “Most of the pieces are antiques or things I’ve found at flea markets. Upcycling is a bit of a passion of mine.”
“Your decorating skills are amazing. I can hardly believe what you’ve done with my furniture. I’m so grateful for your help.”
“Don’t be, it’s my pleasure. I get all excited by projects like yours. I helped my neighbor Carol-Anne with her house last year, after her husband had passed away. She needed a fresh start, and she didn’t want to be constantly reminded of him, so we spent three weekends together revamping all her old stuff and painting the walls. She loves it now, and I think it’s even been a little therapeutic for her.” She walked over to the windows. “Do you mind if I leave one of the windows open tonight? There’s going to be a thunderstorm and it might get a little noisy, but I love feeling the cool air as it blows in.”
“No, not at all.” Hannah shook her head. “I don’t mind storms. I like them.” She got under the covers and sighed when Kristine got in too and took her in her arms. It was warm and comforting, and exactly what she needed, as she felt drained from experiencing an intense stream of entirely new feelings, both good and sad. Hannah had never been very emotional by nature, but when Kristine pulled her tight against her and softly kissed her cheek, she felt her eyes well up. The tears just came, and she was unable to suppress the overwhelming sense of grief that suddenly washed over her. “I’m sorry,” she sniffed. “I don’t know why I’m crying. It’s just…”
“Hey, it’s okay,” Kristine whispered. “Just let it out.”
There was nothing Hannah could do but close her eyes and cry. She cried for all the years of anger and frustration, for her miserable youth in the foster system. She cried with regret for not tracking down her birth mother earlier, for putting it off until it was too late. But she also cried with relief, and forgiveness for Hannah Radley, who, against all expectations, had loved her. Hannah couldn’t stop once the tears started coming. She held onto Kristine, her arms around her waist, her face tight against her chest, until she finally fell into a deep, empty sleep.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
Dear Hannah, today, Ben and I were finally reunited after almost two and a half years when he picked me up at New Orleans Airport this morning. It wasn’t my first flight. My parents take me on holiday twice a year, to our family home in the South of France, and we usually spend our winter holidays in Switzerland. But it was my first long-haul flight and doing it by myself was quite daunting. I was really nervous yesterday, but it’s all been worth it. The sneaking around on weekends, working in a café to save up for my ticket and saying goodbye to my parents for what might be forever. I didn’t really say goodbye though, I just left a letter on the kitchen table while they were both out for lunch. I didn’t leave a forwarding address or a contact number, but I think they know where I’m heading. I still can’t forgive them for what they made me do, and so that makes it hard to be around them. Ben has been great. He’s been working a part-time job for the past two years, saving up for a couple of months’ rent during the summer, before we both move into his apartment close to the university campus. His parents will be paying for it but they don’t know that I’m here, and they certainly don’t know we’re planning on getting married as soon as possible, so that I can get a visa and stay here with him. I still love him, and he still loves me. I was wearing the compass he gave me on a chain around my neck and he cried when he saw it and realized how time and distance hasn’t changed anything between us. I hope we’ll live happily ever after of course, but for now, we’re just going to take it one day at the time, while we try to come up with a long-term plan together. I was supposed to start at Oxford University this year, you see, and studying here is not an option for me as I can’t afford it. But there are other things that I like to do, and cooking is one of them, so maybe I’ll give that a go. Louisiana is beautiful and so different from London. There’s lots of farmland, and the wetlands are breathtaking. We’re living in a small town outside Lafayette. Ben told his parents he’s staying at a friend’s family home over the summer. I don’t think they’ll check up on him as long as he keeps calling them, they’re too busy with work. I’m going to bed now. This thing called jet lag has me exhausted and my whole body is aching. I hope you are in good hands, Hannah, and that you’re taken care of. I imagine you walking around now, grabbing everything in sight with your little hands, and driving the Hudson’s crazy with your toddler need to explore the world. I love you and I miss you.
Hannah, your mother.
Hannah folded the letter and put it back into the envelope. The first letter she’d read was also the last letter Hannah Radley had written, only months before she passed away. The first box had contained letters from the time before she was born and just after she’d been adopted. Some of them had been hard to read, as Hannah’s pain was almost palpable on the pages. Giving away her baby had broken something inside her, and with each letter, Hannah had felt a stab of guilt for the hatred she’d felt towards her all those years. Now she was working her way through the second box, which contained letters written before and around the time that Hannah arrived in the US to live with Ben, whom she believed to be the love of her life. They were both eighteen now and had secretly kept in contact ever since Ben had moved back to the US with his parents. Reading the letters wasn’t easy, but she felt blessed to have them. She was discovering more and more about her biological father too, and that was a lot to take in.
Hannah liked sitting on Kristine’s porch. She watched people pass and cars drive by. Most of them stared at her curiously, and some waved. Belle was lying next to her, nudging her with her nose now and then, when she got distracted with the letters and forgot to stroke her. Before she knew it, it was midday, and she felt her belly rumble.
“I’m hungry, Belle. Are you hungry?” Belle answered with a sigh when Hannah scratched her neck again. She had read the letters slowly and thoroughly, not wanting to rush through them, and she was halfway through the box now, which, unlike the first one, was stacked to the brim. It would take her a couple of days at least to get through them all. Hannah was still thinking of her emotional outburst last night. It had come out of nowhere and she’d cried herself to sleep in Kristine’s arms. She realized how lucky she was to have Kristine by her side while she was going through this phase of discovery. The house, the restaurant, the letters… Just having her there meant everything to Hannah, and she didn’t want to admit it but she even missed her a little, now that she’d gone to work. How am I ever going to leave? A red truck slowed down and came to a halt on the driveway. Hannah was immediately wary, but she was put at ease when she saw Belle wagging her tail and run towards the man who got out of the truck.
“Hey Belle-Belle,” the man said as he bent down and greeted the overexcited dog who was dancing around him. He was tall and could have passed for handsome, if it hadn’t been for his funny goatee that curled outwards at the tip. He was wearing a stained cap that had once been white, a pair of old jeans and a t-shirt, advertising a bar in Covington. His eyes were bright blue, just like Kristine’s. I wonder if it’s one of her brothers.
“Howdy ma’am,” he mumbled as he walked up to the bottom of the porch steps. He didn’t go any further. Instead, he looked up at Hannah with his hands in his back pockets, as if waiting on some explanation as to why Hannah was there.
“Hi. I see you two know each other,” Hannah said, pointing at Belle.
“We sure do.” The man gave Belle another pat before the dog sauntered back to Hannah and sat down next to her. When he made no effort to introduce himself, Hannah finally stood up and walked down the steps, holding out a hand.
“I’m Hannah.” The man seemed shocked by her accent, or maybe by her unconventional looks, which were pretty startling based on the usual Covington standards. “Friend of Kristine’s,” she added, unsure of how to introduce herself.
“Oh.” The man paused, letting the information sink in as he frowned. “Jed.”
“Right.” Hannah nodded. “Jed, Kristine’s brother. You looked after Belle when she was in Norway.”
Jed looked flustered. “Yeah, I did. So, you’re my sister’s friend from the UK. She told me you’d be staying here.”
“That’s right.” Hannah smiled, trying to put him at ease as he was clearly not a master of small talk. “I’m normally in Presley though, during the week.”
“Presley? That by the Gulf, Lafayette way?”
“Yes, it is. I’m staying here today while I sort out some personal stuff. Do you want a drink or something? Lemonade?” Hannah had no idea how she’d come up with lemonade. She never drank it herself and she didn’t even think Kristine had any in her fridge, but it was most likely her prejudices built from movies, telling her that people said stuff like that down South. “Or a coffee?” She was relieved when he shook his head, thankful that she wouldn’t have to sweat through more conversation with someone who obviously felt uncomfortable around her.
“No, I’m good, ma’am. Thank you. Just came to pick up Belle for a walk.”
“Oh, okay. I already took her for a walk but I’m sure she’d be delighted with another one.” Hannah turned to Belle. “Go and get your lead, girl.”
“She don’t need one,” Jed mumbled, avoiding eye contact. “We’re going to the farm, no cars there.” He glanced over her arm. “You’ve got a lot of tattoos. You get them done in the UK?”
“Yeah, most of them. I have a friend who is a tattooist in London. Most of them are still fresh.” Hannah paused, her mind working overtime, trying to come up with topics to discuss. “Kristine told me you and your brother are running your father’s fruit farm now,” she finally said.
“That’s right.” Jed kept staring at her, blushing now. He shuffled on the spot for what seemed like an eternity while Hannah waited for him to tell her more about his farm. “So, how long are you planning on staying for?” he asked instead.
Hannah let out the breath she didn’t even realize she was holding, grateful he’d broken the silence. This was exhausting.
“I don’t know yet,” she said. “I’m renovating a house and a restaurant in Presley that I inherited. I’m not sure how long it’s going to take, but my visa is valid for three months, so we’ll see. Kristine might have told you that we’re pretty close. That’s why we’re spending a lot of time together while I’m here.”
Jed swallowed hard. “Right,” he mumbled. “She did mention it.” He looked more than a little uncomfortable as he nearly ran back to his truck, opened the door and tapped the passenger seat. Belle gave Hannah a quick glance as if asking for permission.
“Go on,” Hannah said, patting Belle on her back before she sprinted towards the car.
Jed tapped the visor on his cap. “Good to meet you, Hannah. I’ll drop her off in a couple of hours.”
“Okay,” Hannah called after him. “It was nice to meet you, too.”
“WHAT’S ALL THIS?” Kristine said in surprise as she stepped into the kitchen and kicked
off her heels. She hung her blazer over a chair and walked over to Hannah, who was plating food at the cooking island.
“I took the liberty of using your kitchen. You don’t mind, do you?”
“Why would I mind? It smells delicious, what is it?”
“It’s just stuff from your garden. Grilled corn with a garlic and chili butter, okra tempura with aioli, a spinach salad with strawberries and some goats cheese I found in your fridge, and I made a flatbread too. It should be done in about five minutes.” Hannah smiled and squeezed Kristine’s ass while she kissed her. “I assume you like vegetables since you have everything under the sun growing out there?”
“Oh Hannah. You didn’t need to do all this.” Kristine stole one of the okra tempura bites from the plate. “Mmm…”
“Yes, I did. You’ve done so much for me and besides, I’m not used to sitting still, it makes me anxious. I took Belle for a long walk this morning, before I worked my way through half of the second box of letters, but I couldn’t bring myself to read the rest just yet. I think I’ve read enough for today.” She perked up, her eyes widening. “Hey, guess who I met today?”
Kristine frowned. “I don’t know. Carol-Anne, my neighbor?”
“Yes, her too.” Hannah laughed. “She waved at me and kept ogling me until I had no choice but to walk over and introduce myself. She’s lovely by the way and I told her we were friends, just to be on the safe side. But I also met Jed today. He came over to pick up Belle.”
“Oh no.” Kristine winced in embarrassment. “That must have been some weird exchange. Jed’s not very good socially.” Then she covered her face with her hands. “I should have warned you, I totally forgot.”
“That’s okay. It wasn’t too awkward, he was friendly, but he seemed shocked by my accent and well… by me in general.”
“I bet he was. I did tell them about you, but I don’t think Jed’s ever met an English woman before, and he’s certainly never met one of my girlfriends. He tends to stick to his own people in his own town and doesn’t travel, apart from the state fair once a year.”
“Okay.” Hannah cocked her head and grinned. “By the way, did you just call me your girlfriend?”
“Yeah, I did, didn’t I?” Kristine blushed. “Can I say that?”
“Of course you can say that. I like the sound of it.” Hannah gave her a teasing look. “Girlfriend.”
Kristine’s face had gone bright red now, and she tried to change the subject. “So, have you found out anything new from the letters?”
Hannah looked at the box that was now on the kitchen table. “Yeah, quite a lot, actually. Hannah moved here when she was eighteen and rekindled her relationship with my biological father, who was born and raised in Lafayette. They moved into a rented place in a neighboring town and got married only weeks after she’d moved here. Ben finished university and went into politics, and Hannah went to culinary school and trained to be a chef. She worked in local restaurants to keep herself busy because Ben was away for work a lot. It seems like they were happy together for the first couple of years, but then Hannah had her ovaries removed after they found cancerous cells on them and as a result was unable to have more children. What I get from the letters, is that she was at peace with that, but my father…” she shook her head. “I mean Ben, he wasn’t. He was desperate for a family and there was a lot of friction, because he wanted to adopt, and Hannah didn’t. That’s as far as I got today.”
“Well damn, that is a lot.” Kristine let it sink in. “You know there’s a good chance Ben still lives in Lafayette, right?”
“Yes, I know. So, I googled him and I think I might have found him.” Hannah looked up the social media account she’d found on her phone and showed it to Kristine. “See? He looks like the guy in the pictures.”
“That’s incredible.” Kristine leaned over the cooking island, studying the photograph. “It must be overwhelming for you, knowing you could meet your biological father, if you wanted to.”
“That’s an understatement.” Hannah opened the oven, checked the bread, then took it out with a kitchen towel and placed it before Kristine. “And quite honestly, I’m not sure what I’m going to do. First I need to digest all of this.” She fixed her gaze on Kristine’s cleavage in the low-cut navy top she was wearing, and her mouth pulled into a smile. “Enough about the letters, I need some distraction. How was your day?”
Kristine grinned when she noticed Hannah’s gaze. “Easier than yours, that’s for sure. Boring though. Mondays, you know. It was quiet, apart from a couple of meetings and all the ‘how was your weekend’ stuff.”
“Did you tell them you had sex like ten times?” Hannah asked with mischief in her eyes. “With a woman?”
“No, I did not.” Kristine laughed out loud now. “Were you counting?”
“No. Just a guesstimate.”
“Maybe we should try and top that tonight, then.” Kristine tore off a piece of bread, blew on it and closed her eyes as she took a bite. “God Hannah, you’re so talented. This bread is amazing, we can’t buy stuff like this around here.”
“Maybe I should set up a bakery in the restaurant,” Hannah joked. She cut the bread into chunks and plated it. “Shall we take this outside?”
“Yes please.” Kristine gathered plates and two beers from the fridge and put everything on the porch table.
“SO, GIRLFRIEND…” Kristine teased. “Would you like to come to New Orleans with me for the weekend?” They were lying in bed, tangled in the sheets, spent from making love. They’d gone straight to bed after dinner, unable to keep their hands off each other. “As I told you, my best friend Kate lives there. She’s got a really nice place and we could stay with her. I think you’d love New Orleans.”
“Absolutely,” Hannah moved closer to Kristine and pushed a thigh between her legs, relishing the sensation of Kristine’s body against hers. It was how they fell asleep and how they woke up, and after only a week together, she didn’t think she’d be able to sleep without her again. “Are you sure your friend wouldn’t mind me tagging along?” she asked, teasing a finger along the curve of Kristine’s hips.
“No, she’d love to meet you. I’ve already told her you were staying here and that I might bring you.” Kristine felt the hairs on her arms rise at the soft touch of Hannah’s hand. God, she wanted her again. “I think you two will get along.”
“Okay, that’s a deal then.” Hannah moved her hand over Kristine’s ass, down to the back of her thigh and let it rest there, before teasing her fingers in between her legs. “Besides, I can’t really say no, can I? Now that I’m your girlfriend…”
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
Dear Hannah, Ben and I signed our divorce papers today. I feel sad, but at the same time, I’m excited at the prospect of a new beginning. We’ve grown apart over the years, and Ben has fallen in love with someone else. He only told me because he got her pregnant, and I have a suspicion he’s been seeing her for years behind my back, even though he denies that. We’ve argued for years about adopting children. He wanted kids, I didn’t anymore. I told you in one of my previous letters that I had my ovaries removed just after I moved here because they found cancerous cells on them. After the operation, I felt strangely relieved, like I was paying for what I’d done to you. I felt a little less guilty, even happier in some ways, but Ben was devastated. I guess his wish of having a family is finally coming true now, just not with me. I’m not as angry as I was when he first told me about Edie, the woman he’s been seeing. Our marriage was doomed to fail as soon as we realized we were unable to agree on having children. Ben’s not a bad man, but he’s always had a wandering eye and I’m looking forward to being on my own, and not having to sit at home, waiting for him at night while wondering what he’s up to. It’s time for me now, and quite frankly, I can’t wait to get a place to myself, where I make all the decisions. Ben was always the one with the money, so I’ll have to curb my spending and start living differently, but that’s okay. I’m getting a good pay-out from the divorce and I’ve been looking at properties outside the city, because they’re a lot cheaper than here in Lafayette. A change of scenery will do me good, I think. I’ve seen a house with a restaurant for sale in a small town called Presley, and I’m excited to take a look at it next week. I hope you’re well, Hannah. You’ll be twelve years old soon, and more than ever, I wonder what you look like. I always imagine you being the spitting image of myself, but then you might look like Ben, or perhaps neither of us. I also wonder if I would know it was you, if we met one day, but I suppose that’s wishful thinking.
Love, Hannah, your mother.
HANNAH HAD BEEN READING over breakfast, in a booth at the diner, while a curious Jolene kept a close eye on her. After a morning’s work on the house - in which she’d applied primer to every other step on the staircase that had been stripped of the brown carpet and sanded - she’d read more during her lunch break out on the porch, and now, she’d taken two letters with her to read while she had a coffee. The letters were addictive, and at times, she wished she could absorb them all at once. But maybe it was good to take her time. They didn’t upset her today, and perhaps that was because she’d been reading them in small batches, rather than binge-reading dozens at a time. Or maybe it was because Hannah Radley seemed happy, and at peace with her life. The Hannah Radley in the letters she was currently reading was slowly starting to resemble the Hannah that Bud, May and Jolene had told her about. The beautiful, happy, cheerful lady who made amazing coffee and was always willing to help her friends and neighbors. Hannah took a sip of her coffee and opened the next letter.
DEAR HANNAH, I haven’t written to you in a while because I’ve been very busy. I moved into my new house last week. My house. It feels so good to be able to finally say that. I’ve never had anything to myself. Everything I owned, I owned with Ben. I expected to feel a little lonely, starting a new life in a small town where I don’t know anyone, but instead I’m feeling really excited. I can decorate the house to my own taste (within my very limited budget of course), and I can play country music all day long without anyone complaining it’s too loud. I bought an old truck too - I’ve always wanted a truck. It took a little getting used to with the driving, but I feel so independent now that I’m able to pick up my own furniture and remove all the garden waste myself. I’ve been working for five days straight now, ever since I moved in with only a mattress on the bedroom floor, and it’s all slowly coming together now. Bud, a kind neighbor offered to help me with the fence, which was falling apart, and with the porch, which had a hole in it. He says the house is in good condition and that I shouldn’t worry too much about the rotten floorboards inside as it’s fairly cheap to get them replaced. The restaurant looks great. The previous owners left it in a working state and I only need to replace some of the appliances, which Bud can help me with too. His wife came over with a cake yesterday and we had coffee together. It really does feel like a fresh start. I’ve also spoken to the owner of the diner in town. Her name is Jolene and she’s a blonde bombshell, in the best sense of the word. I was a little intimidated by her at first, but we had a good talk and agreed that I would open late, as my restaurant has a bar and a pool table, and that she would continue to open early. That way, we’ll both be able to make it work in such a small town. It’s funny, but I feel like I’ve made some friends already, even though I’ve only been here for a week. I thought of moving back to London after the divorce, but what would I do there? I haven’t spoken to my parents in years, I have no siblings and quite frankly, I was never happy in the UK the way I’m happy here. I’ve also thought about tracking you down, but I have no legal right to do that, and I don’t want to interrupt your life, especially not at such a fragile age. You turned sixteen two months ago, and that means you can look into your birth records if you want. You’ll be able to find me from there. I’ve made sure to let the agency know where I live, in case you want to send me a letter or call me. I hope you do but if you don’t, then I suppose that means you’re happy and you feel no need to get in touch. I’m going to get dressed now because this guy called Bill Dryson has asked me out for a drink. It’s not a date, just a friendly get together. He owns the local brewery and promised he would introduce me to some of the locals, so I’m looking forward to that. I love you, always,
Hannah, your mother.
Hannah was in deep thought as she went back inside. So that was the Bill Dryson May had mentioned. Reading the letters was like reading a really good book you couldn’t put down because you wanted to know what would happen next. She wondered what May would be willing to sacrifice to get her hands on that box of letters if she knew about them. It was sure to be full of juicy gossip but Hannah wasn’t going to let anyone but Kristine read them. She put her coffee mug in the sink and went back into the hallway. Don’t worry Hannah. Your secrets are safe with me.
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“Was that the last one?” Kristine asked when Hannah folded a letter and put it back in the envelope. She placed it on top of the other letters and closed the box. They were sitting on Kristine’s porch. Hannah had been reading after dinner and Kristine was doing some work on her laptop.
“Last one,” she confirmed, lifting her hand so Kristine could lie down and rest her head in her lap when she sat down next to her. Hannah stroked her soft, blonde hair and twirled it around her fingers.
“How do you feel?”
“I don’t know. A little sad, I guess. I didn’t want it to end.” Hannah bent forward and kissed Kristine’s forehead. “But I’m glad I read them. Hannah had a pretty good life, even though she was by herself for most of it, I think she was happy.”
“Did she mention any other men, apart from her ex-husband?” Kristine asked. She’d read some letters that Hannah had given her and was starting to get curious about Hannah Radley herself.
“You know the guy who owns the grocery store? Harvey?”
“Yeah. He asked me if I wanted to open a tab the other day. Isn’t that sweet?” She paused, her eyes widening as her face pulled into a smile. “Wait, are you telling me Hannah dated him?”
“Yep.” Hannah laughed. “Nothing serious though, and it was a long time ago. He took her out on a couple of dates, but they only slept together once. Apparently, he was head over heels with her, but Hannah wasn’t, and so she broke it off.” She paused to think, then counted on her fingers. “Harvey wasn’t the first one after Ben though, the first one after my birth father was Bill Dryson. I think he still runs the brewery. Then there was also someone called Dudley, one of the managers at a superstore in some nearby town.” She thought for a moment, then counted a fourth finger. “Oh, how could I forget… the wholesaler’s delivery guy. Tony, his name was. He was twelve years younger than her, but funnily enough that one lasted the longest. They saw each other for two years but kept it quiet, I don’t think anyone in town knows about Tony.”
“Apart from you and me, now.” Kristine grinned. “At least she had some fun.”
“Yeah, she did. It’s a little unclear how it ended with him. Their relationship did seem mainly physical, the way she described it.” Hannah laughed. “She had good friends too. Some lived in Presley, some were old friends from Lafayette, and others she’d just randomly met at parties or on holiday. Rose, one of her best friends, was from New Orleans. Hannah visited her often, and they went on holiday together a couple of times. They even drove to Vegas once. That trip was fun to read about.” Hannah reached over to grab her beer from the table and took a long drink. “We seem to have nothing in common, though. No favorite foods, drinks, music… Not that it matters. I just thought I’d find something there.”
“Well, she was a chef, and you’re a chef. That’s quite a big thing to have in common. And from what I’ve learned, she had a big heart, just like you.” Kristine nudged her. “I don’t have anything in common with my mother or my father. Sometimes I see them looking at me and I swear they have no clue what I’m thinking or even saying. It’s like we’re speaking a different language and I might very well be the biggest mystery in the world to them and vice versa. So don’t put too much pressure on yourself, trying to find things that connect you to her because in the end, all that matters is that she loved you and that you’ve forgiven her.”
Hannah leaned in and kissed her. “You’re sweet,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind Kristine’s ear. “And smart… and I’m lucky to have you.”
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Hannah whistled when Kristine hit the gas pedal on the highway.
“I like your driving,” she said, placing a hand on Kristine’s thigh. “And I like your car. It’s fast and fancy and so, so smooth.”
“Oh yeah? Are you sure you’re talking about the car or me?” Kristine shot her a flirty glance as she went even faster.
“Both.” Hannah grinned.
“Well I hope you’ll like New Orleans too, because it’s my favorite city in the world and I can’t wait to introduce you to Kate.”
“So, she’s your oldest friend?”
“Not my oldest, but my closest friend, definitely. We both grew up in Covington but didn’t really connect until high school, when we both realized we were gay. We never dated, it was just sort of a natural friendship that developed because we were going through the same struggles, and now that we’re older, it’s still as natural as it was back then. She’s like family to me. We couldn’t be more different though. Kate’s this hot-shot creative, an interior designer. Very outspoken and very wild.”
“Well, I hope she’ll approve of me.” Hannah smiled but she couldn’t deny that she was a little nervous to meet Kristine’s best friend, because things were getting serious between them now and she really wanted to make a good impression. She and Kristine were now close to inseparable, apart from weekdays, when Kristine went to work. Waking up next to her was always the best part of Hannah’s day. Knowing everything would be fine as long as Kristine was by her side was the most beautiful feeling. It had given her strength to read the letters and form a picture of Hannah Radley, of how she was when Hannah was born, until she passed away. Their long conversations had been healing and insightful. Kristine never gave her opinion. She only asked questions and provided support when Hannah needed it. But what Hannah loved most about her, was that she always made her smile, despite the situation. Her presence alone was enough to lift Hannah’s mood, and deep inside she knew that her feelings for Kristine were far stronger than she dared to admit. So yes, it was a big deal, meeting Kate, or anyone close to Kristine.
“Approve?” Kristine laughed, interrupting her thoughts. “She’s going to be batshit crazy with jealousy, that’s what’s going to happen. You’re a catch, Hannah, and I don’t think you realize it. Plus, I can’t wait to rub it in her face that she was wrong about you. She was convinced that I was just a fling to you.”
“I can’t blame her.” Hannah winced. “I’ll never do that to you, again, Kristine… I’ll always call you and I’ll always make an effort to see you as much as I can. You know that, right?”
“I know.” Kristine gave her a sweet smile. “Things are different now. I’ll visit you and I know you’ll visit me. We’re going to be fine.” She shook her head. “But I don’t want to talk about that now. Let’s just enjoy the time we have and pretend that we never have to say goodbye. Can we please do that?”
“Yeah, we can do that.” Hannah pointed at the ‘New Orleans’ sign when Kristine turned onto the exit ramp. “And I can’t wait to meet your best friend.”
KRISTINE SKILLFULLY MANEUVERED the car through the narrow streets of the French Quarter, looking for a parking space. Hannah was amazed by the beautiful colonial architecture and the vibrant colors of the city. There was music coming from every bar and restaurant, and most street corners were taken up by musicians too. Streets with elegant buildings were lined with art galleries and antique shops, interspersed with artisan coffee shops with sidewalk seating, cocktail bars, Creole restaurants and obscure souvenir shops, selling voodoo and dark-arts and witchcraft paraphernalia. Historic and new seemed to blend together seamlessly in an eclectic kind of way. Hannah decided it was not only one of the most beautiful cities she’d ever visited, but also one of the strangest. After driving around Kate’s block three times, Kristine finally found a space on Decatur Street, which seemed a little quieter than the other streets they’d passed through.
“Welcome ladies!” Kate ran up to the car and handed Kristine a parking permit. “I’m so glad you’re both here!” Kate’s enthusiasm was catching, and Hannah found herself smiling, immediately taking a liking to her. The tall, cheerful woman had an enormous amount of dark curls, framing her olive colored face, and big hoops in her ears that almost reached her shoulders. She was attractive and seemed almost regal in her high-waisted white palazzo pants and black tank top as she strode around to the back of the car to take out their bags.
“Hannah.” She looked Hannah up and down with an approving look. “I’ve heard so much about you, girl. It’s good to finally meet you.”
“Likewise, Kate. I have to admit, I was a little nervous, meeting Kristine’s closest friend.”
“Oh, crap.” Kate laughed. “What did she tell you? I’m about as sweet as they come, so you’ve got nothing to worry about.” She arched an eyebrow. “I love your accent by the way, it’s so classy. But I bet you get that a lot around here.”
Hannah laughed too. “Yeah, I do.” She looked up at the lilac three-story colonial corner building with white window frames and white French shutters as they walked towards Kate’s front door. Its balcony circled the corner, the railing adorned with impressive ironwork and hanging plants. “So this is where you live, huh?”
“Well, it’s not all living space,” Kate said. “My office is here too.” She pointed to the sign on the window next to the door that said ‘NOLA Interiors’. “And there’s even a small storage room in the back, for when I find real gems that I don’t have a home for yet. But the top two floors are my living quarters, yes.” She shot Hannah a proud smile as she opened her door. “I spent three years renovating this building and I’m finally happy with how everything looks. I just finished the main guest room last week, so you’ll be the first to stay there.”
“When you get up there, you’ll know you’re in the apartment of a very talented interior designer,” Kristine said, rubbing Hannah’s arm as they walked up the wide, wooden staircase.
A big chandelier hung down from the high ceiling in the living room, the crystals scattering rainbow colored light specks across the walls. The wooden floorboards were painted white and covered in crème colored Persian rugs. The focal point of the room, with light green fleur-de-lis wallpaper in a matt and sheen contrast, was a big marble fireplace, which Hannah guessed, hadn’t been used yet, unless Kate had a very talented cleaner. Opposite the fireplace stood an enormous white leather corner couch, with rugs that hung over the back rest. The modern couch worked well with the antique décor, consisting of large bookcases, ornamental mirrors, a twenties-style cocktail cabinet, classical paintings and a dining table in the adjoining dining room that looked like it could comfortably seat twenty.
“I know it’s a bit much as it’s just me living here,” Kate said. “But I found that it works a treat to take potential clients up here, so they get an idea of what I do. It’s much more impactful than having them flick through a portfolio.” She opened the French doors to the street side balcony. “But this,” she continued, “is my favorite space. Imagine sitting here during Mardi Gras, or any other day for that matter. The way the city lives and breathes underneath me while I drink my coffee in the morning, or enjoy a glass of wine at night…” She sighed. “It’s priceless.”
“And on that note,” Hannah said, producing a bottle of Champagne from her bag, “this should still be cold, with the insulated cover.” Then she put her duffel bag on the table and took out another two boxes and a paper bag. “And some home-made nibbles.”
“Nibbles.” Kate laughed. “I love that word… Oh wow, thank you. I love Champagne.” Her eyes widened as she opened the Tupperware boxes. “Oh my God, this looks so good. What is it?”
“Just some bar snacks I used to serve in my restaurant in London. Those are dates stuffed with a honey and a goats cheese mixture, wrapped and baked in prosciutto.” She pointed to the other box. “That’s a mackerel and horseradish pate, and there’s homemade bread in the bag too.”
Kate looked from Hannah to Kristine and back. “Where the hell did you get her from?” Then she shook her head and laughed out loud. “Never mind. I know exactly how you two met, Kristine’s bored me to tears telling me the story and after a while, I started switching off entirely each time she talked about you.” She winked. “Just joking. Thank you, Hannah. I’m going to plate these. Why don’t you two take a seat right here? We don’t want to waste a beautiful day sitting inside.”
AS EXPECTED, Hannah was subjected to a thorough interrogation. But it was a friendly one, so she didn’t mind. Kate was easy to talk to, very curious and very funny. The Champagne helped too of course, and Hannah felt at ease in her company.
“Have you guys figured out what you’re going to do yet?” Kate asked carefully, after they’d covered a whole string of topics, ranging from Hannah’s time in Presley to her life in London, Kristine’s job and Kate’s own recent projects.
“What do you mean?” Kristine shot her a cautious look.
“Well... I don’t want to be negative, but Hannah lives in London and you live here. It’s not exactly around the corner. I mean...” Kate paused and cocked her head, glancing at Hannah and Kristine’s entwined hands. “Just seeing you two sitting here, all loved up… And I’m super happy for you, don’t get me wrong, but I assume you’ve talked about it?”
Hannah bit her lip as she squeezed Kristine’s hand, which was resting in her lap.
“Not really,” she said. “We haven’t really spoken about it in detail. I guess we’ve both been avoiding the subject. It’s not something I want to think about, but I know we’ll have to face it, at some point. I can stay here up to three months, but I’ll have to go back when my visa expires.” She squeezed Kristine’s hand again but she remained silent, looking over the railing.
“I’m sorry,” Kate looked at them both as she refilled their flutes. “I didn’t mean to dampen the mood. I just assumed you had discussed it.”
“We will.” Hannah put on a brave face. “Soon. I’m sure we’ll be able to work something out, right?”
“Mmhmm. I know we will.” Kristine smiled at Hannah, then leaned in over the table, determined to change the subject. “Now, Kate, moving onto a less serious subject…” She lowered her voice to a near whisper. “How about you tell Hannah about the ghosts that live in your house?”
“Ghosts? Don’t tell me that… I’m English, we believe in that kind of stuff.” Hannah turned to Kate in wide-eyed exaggerated horror. “I won’t be able to sleep for the next two nights.”
Kate put a hand on her arm. “Well, here in New Orleans most of us believe in ghosts too. I don’t think you’ll find a place with more fortune tellers anywhere in the world. Plus tarot readers and people who practice voodoo or claim to be vampires. I tend to pass on the vampires by the way, I don’t fall for that crap. But if you ask me, you don’t mess with voodoo, or with ghosts.” She held up a hand. “I’ve never felt scared here though. As long as they don’t burn down the house or hover over me when I wake up in the middle of the night, I’m not too bothered.”
“How do you know you’ve got ghosts?” Hannah asked, dreading the answer.
“Well, they warned me about it when I bought this place, so it might be auto-suggestion, it’s possible.” Kate shrugged. “But things do happen. You know... strange noises, doors opening, sometimes things go missing or they’ve been moved… I live here by myself and I’ve got a pretty good memory. I know where I’ve left my car keys, or my cigarettes, or my lighter. I’m not a messy person. Also, it gets cold in certain rooms sometimes, even in the middle of summer.”
Hannah felt goose bumps appear on her arms. She had no reason to believe in ghosts, but she’d always been terrified of them, even when she was a little girl.
“Right. If you find me sleeping on the balcony tomorrow morning, you’ll know why,” Hannah said, only half-joking.
“Oh, come on, Hannah. You? Really?” Kristine shot her a mocking look.
“Well, I seem to recall a certain night in Norway when you said you were too terrified to sleep on your own,” Hannah shot back at Kristine, nudging her playfully.
“Hey, that doesn’t count. We were in the middle of nowhere and there were bears and wolves. And besides, that was just an excuse to get you to come over to my room.”
Hannah laughed and kissed Kristine’s hand. “In that case, I wish I’d gotten the hint on our first night.”
“I’m not surprised she tried that,” Kate chimed in. “Kristine’s always been a bit dramatic.” She stood up and cleared the table. “Now, would you like another drink here, or will you allow me to buy you a couple in town?”
IT WAS ONLY EARLY EVENING, but the party was in full swing in New Orleans. Jackson Square was heaving with musicians, palm readers and other performers, setting up their tables and instruments as the sun was setting behind the St. Louis Cathedral. Tourists and locals were relaxing in the small park behind the square and artists were selling their artworks, attached along the park’s fence, or painting behind their easels.
“First stop, jazz,” Kate said, walking upfront. She talked to Kristine while Hannah stopped to take pictures and listen to the many talented musicians who lined the sidewalks of the old streets. Kate beckoned them to follow her through a packed music venue into a hidden courtyard where tables and benches were placed around a small stage. They were shown to one of the tables, where a cooler was placed with a bottle of bourbon, a bottle of Coke, ice and three glasses.
“It’s not very fancy here,” Kate said as she filled their glasses. “But you’ve got to experience quality live music if you come to New Orleans, and this is a good bar for that. We live and breathe music in this city. Even our airport is named after a musician”
“That certainly seems fitting,” Hannah said, thoroughly enjoying the vibe and the music in the courtyard Kate had chosen. Their table was in front of the stage, where different musicians came on every half hour. The trees in the courtyard were decorated with fairy lights and colored beads, and there was a chunky dripping candle on each table. As they worked their way through half of the bottle, their conversations became louder and more animated. They discussed Hannah’s ex-girlfriend and the loss of her restaurant, Kate’s recent travels and many lovers - the latter a hugely entertaining topic - and finally, Kristine’s job situation. Kate’s solution to the job problem was simple.
“Just walk out on them already!” she yelled at Kristine over the loud music. “I know you’ve got your finances in order, you can easily afford to take a year off. Just walk out, it’s as simple as that. And don’t forget to tell them to go fuck themselves on your way out.”
“Yeah. They deserve a good bollocking for how they treated you,” Hannah added. “And if you don’t do it, I will. What was that guy’s name again?” She held up her phone. “The trainer? Michael Pritzinger? Fitzbinger?”
Kristine laughed. “Stop it you two! And I’m obviously not going to tell you his name, now. The way this bourbon is going down, you guys will be harassing him online in no time.”
“I was thinking more along the lines of toilet papering his garden,” Hannah said.
Kate’s eyes widened. “I love your thinking, Hannah! I might take a day off work and come with you. I haven’t toilet-papered anyone’s garden since I was fifteen.”
“You’re never too old.” Hannah held up her glass and clinked it with Kate’s. “But think about it, Kristine,” she said. “You’re not happy, so why don’t you just walk out? You have so many other talents. You’re great at growing things, and you have an amazing talent for restoration.” She turned to Kate. “Kristine’s upcycled some of the old furniture in my house, it looks incredible now.”
“I know,” Kate agreed. “I asked her to work for me, but she doesn’t want to leave her precious veggie patch.” She put a hand on Kristine’s shoulder. “I’m sorry for teasing you, but Hannah’s right. You have so many other talents. Why waste your life away in a dusty old bank?”
“You’re both right,” Kristine said. “I know you are, and I promise I’ll take action soon. I just need to have a plan in place first.”
“You’ll figure it out.” Hannah kissed her on the cheek and Kate did the same.
“I feel so lucky to have you both.” Kristine sighed as she looked from Hannah to Kate and back, a little glassy-eyed from the bourbon. “And you know what? I think I can handle just about anything after this pep-talk.”
DESPITE KATE’S objections to visiting the touristy strip of dirty drinking holes, as she called it, they’d ended up on Bourbon Street after midnight.
“They say if you can’t find what you’re looking for on Bourbon Street, it’s probably time to go to bed,” Kate said, raising a finger and slurring a little as she sipped from one of the three straws in their shared Hurricane cocktail that was the size of a bucket. “And this is the drink to have when you’re in New Orleans, so suck it up, Hannah.”
Hannah laughed, leaned in and took a sip, already dreading the state she’d be in tomorrow. She was having a great time though and couldn’t have wished for better company. They were sitting on high stools around a big barrel on the pavement outside a popular bar. Inside, a blues band was playing classics, and the audience were cheering and singing along. Their spot was great for people-watching, with hen parties, tourists, musicians, drunk locals with rainbow flags and drag queens in the most outrageous outfits passing them in an endless, raucous stream. Hannah was completely captured by the energy that infused the city, where different cultures were compressed into a harmonious mixture of art, entertainment and beauty, and where diversity was clearly celebrated.
“I love it here,” she said, putting an arm around Kristine. “But I don’t think I’d survive longer than a weekend.”
“Me neither.” Kristine laughed. “Hell, I’m not even sure I’ll make it back to the house.” She fell silent as she looked at Kate, who was eyeing up a gorgeous blonde woman who sat at the table next to theirs. Suddenly, Kate seemed stone-cold sober and her mouth pulled into a smile as she turned around and made eye contact, holding the woman’s gaze until she looked away, shooting nervous glances from her drink to her friends and back.
“I think you might have scared her a little, Kate,” Hannah whispered, after seeing the woman’s startled expression.
Kate stood up with a smug smile. “I don’t think so. She’s just contemplating what her friends would think of her if she went home with a woman.”
“I think Kate might be right,” Kristine said to Hannah, lowering her voice too. “I’ve seen Kate in action and don’t ask me how, but if she wants something, she usually gets it.” They watched Kate in amusement as she went inside and came back with a glass of water in one hand and a glass of Champagne in the other. She walked over to the woman, who looked a little shocked when Kate put the glass of Champagne in front of her, but giggled when she whispered something in her ear, before returning to their table.
“What did you just say to her?” Hannah asked. “She looks super-straight and now she’s staring your way.”
Kate sat down and sipped from her water. “It’s not what you say, it’s how you say it.” She grinned, having turned her back to the woman now. “No straight woman expects another woman to start eyeing her up, so of course they’re going to be a little taken aback at first. But once they start thinking about it, they’ll feel intrigued, flattered even. And after that it doesn’t matter what you tell them, as long as you run a hand through their hair and whisper in their ear, so close that they can feel how much you want them by the heat of your breath. I swear, they won’t take in a single word you say because all they’ll be doing is wondering how it would be to have sex with you. It always works.” She winked. “Now, I’m sorry to be a party-pooper but I can’t perform in bed when I’m hammered so I’m going to have to sober up a little.”
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“Hey,” Hannah whispered as she watched Kristine slowly stir to life. She’d been watching her for almost an hour now, as she lay on her side, facing her. She’d opened the curtains early that morning, letting the sunlight into the beautiful guest room. Hannah had fallen into a deep sleep as soon as her head hit the pillow, induced by the cocktails she might have had one too many of. But her hangover didn’t affect her mood, she was far too happy for that. An overwhelming sense of affection hit her when Kristine opened her eyes and looked at her, and she had to swallow down a lump that settled in her throat. She knew what was happening to her, what was happening between them, but it didn’t scare her like it normally would. I’m falling in love with her.
“Hey.” Kristine reached out for Hannah and weaved a hand through her hair, leaving it there as she pulled her in for a kiss. “I take it Kate went down to the office? She usually works on Saturdays.”
“I think so, I heard a door close. Or maybe that was her coming home after a long night with that blonde woman.”
“I doubt it. Kate never spends the night, so let’s hope she’s gone.” Kristine moved closer, aligning her long, lean body with Hannah’s. “Because if I recall correctly, we haven’t made love in at least twenty-four hours and I can’t seem to be quiet when we do.”
“Oh God, has it been that long?” Hannah joked in a dramatic tone. “That’s unacceptable, come here.” She rolled herself on top of Kristine and sighed at the contact. “At least we remembered to take off our clothes last night.”
“Yeah, I helped you out of your clothes and tried to seduce you, but you passed out.” Kristine laughed. “I thought you English could hold your liquor.”
“Beer, yes.” Hannah laughed too. “Not those bloody Hurricanes you Southerners drink. They’re lethal.” She felt arousal stir through her as Kristine ran her hands down her back, then dug her nails into her ass. Looking down at Kristine, who was biting her lip, desire shimmering in her eyes, she knew she would be unable to go back to her old life without her. It just wasn’t an option anymore. Kate’s questions yesterday had made her rethink the options she’d considered, but none of those involved a long-distance relationship anymore. Hannah needed Kristine close, she simply couldn’t live without her, now that she’d had a taste of what it was like to be with her. She brushed her lips over Kristine’s. “I had a really great time, last night. Kate is lovely.”
“I’m glad you like Kate. She really likes you too. She said…”
Hannah silenced her with a kiss, and Kristine moaned against her lips when Hannah slid a hand in between them and ran a finger through her wetness, unable to wait any longer. She wanted to hear her cry out in pleasure, because right now, it was the only thing that seemed important.
“Oh God.” Kristine closed her eyes and lifted her hips to meet Hannah’s touch. “I need you, Hannah.”
THEY SAT down on the terrace of Café Du Monde, the legendary café in the French Quarter, along the Mississippi riverbank. Behind them was Jackson Square and above them, behind the levy, was the mighty Mississippi, slowly rolling like a placid yet unstoppable ancient animal, beautiful and wide. Kristine ordered a chicory latte and Hannah a cappuccino and a large bottle of water, determined to flush the Hurricanes out of her system. They also got a plate of fresh beignets dusted with heaps of powdered sugar. The square French doughnuts were the signature dish of the café, and the line at the takeout counter reached all the way to the street. The café was busy too, the waiters running up and down the terrace with platefuls of beignets and large coffees, wearing little white hats and green-and-white striped aprons as they hastily waited on tables. Hannah was still reveling in the afterglow of the steamy sex they’d had only an hour ago and she couldn’t have wiped the wide smirk off her face if she tried.
“I could eat these for breakfast, lunch and dinner,” she said, wiping powdered sugar off her chin.
“Told you they were good.” Kristine leaned in and wiped her thumb along Hannah’s mouth, removing the last traces of the sugar dust. “This is nice,” she said, locking her eyes with Hannah’s. “Just you and me, relaxing together.”
“Yeah.” Hannah sighed. “I could get used to this.” She took Kristine’s hand over the table, her expression more serious now. “I love being with you, Kristine. And I want you to know that this, what we have, means everything to me. I don’t know how yet, but I know we can make it work, and I intend to use up every single day of my three-month visa with you.” Hannah hadn’t planned on staying that long, but she knew deep down that the idea had settled in the back of her mind since that first morning she’d woken up in Kristine’s bed. It just made sense, and three months was a good chunk of time to build something solid, something lasting.
“Really? Can you stay away that long?”
“Sure. Mandy and Annabel are basically in love with Ziggy, and she’s the only responsibility I have in London. Why waste my time away from you?”
Kristine entwined her hand with Hannah’s over the table. “I want you to know that I’m willing to do anything to keep you in my life too. I was thinking I could come to London a couple of times a year and you could come here. That way, we won’t have to be apart for very long.” She shrugged. “It’s not ideal, and it might be hard with work, especially if you’re starting your own business and I’m looking for a new job, but we have to try, right?”
“True,” Hannah said with a big smile on her face. “At least for now, it would be a good temporary solution. We could try that for a year and then see if one of us could move.”
“That sounds good.” Kristine’s voice broke but she smiled through her tears. “Because it’s better than not seeing you at all. And even though we haven’t known each other that long, it feels so right to be with you.” She paused. “I could come to London first, after your three months here are up? Maybe not right away, I have a notice period at work, but I’ll be right behind you, and I could stay for a couple of months while I apply for jobs.”
“Oh God, Kristine…” Hannah stood up, walked around the table and hugged her from behind, burying her face in Kristine’s neck. “That would be amazing.” There were no words for how she felt, for the sense of calm that settled inside her. “We can do this,” she said, failing to register the tear running down her cheek as she sat back down.
Kristine nodded, wiping her own eyes. “Yeah. We can do this.”
“HEY GUYS. HOW WAS YOUR DAY?” Kate asked when Hannah and Kristine came in after a long day of sight-seeing. She was just closing the door to her office when they let themselves into the hallway.
“Oh my God, Kate,” Hannah said, beaming with excitement. “What a lovely city. We had beignets in the morning, walked along the Mississippi and took a tram to the Garden District. Then we had a long stroll past all the beautiful homes and gardens, went for lunch and visited the cemetery.” She shot Kate a sideways grin. “Did you get any work done today, after all the cocktails and action last night?”
“A little.” Kate laughed. “I didn’t come home until four this morning, so I took it easy today.” She rolled her eyes. “That damn woman just wouldn’t let me leave, she was insatiable.”
“That damn woman?” Kristine’s eyes widened as she repeated Kate’s words. “Do you not even remember her name?”
Kate held up her hands in defense. “Hey, I was drunk. And before I knew it, it was too late to ask, so I just called her Blondie. She didn’t seem to mind.”
“You’re the worst, Kate,” Kristine said, giving her friend a comical stare. “Don’t you dare come crying to me when you get a taste of your own medicine one day.”
“Never going to happen,” Kate retorted matter-of-factly. “Now can we please lay the subject to rest? She had just as much fun as I did, so don’t feel sorry for her. It’s not like she’s going to be pining after me, she’s got a boyfriend.”
“Okay, okay. Whatever you say.” Kristine rolled her eyes and gestured to the office door. “Hey, I haven’t seen your new office yet,” she said, moving the conversation away from one-night-stands. With her being a romantic at heart and Kate a lothario who had broken many hearts, it was about the only topic they never saw eye-to-eye on, and Kristine had no intention of getting into a heated discussion in front of Hannah. “Want to give us a tour?”
“Of course, how could I forget?” Kate opened the door again and let them in. It was a large space, designed in the same classic-modern fusion style as her private quarters, with a little more emphasis on the modern. It felt more like a stylish living room than an office, with plush velvet couches, white-washed walls with huge, modern artworks, and a beautiful tapestry rug on the floor. Along the walls stood six glass desks, three on each side. There was another, much bigger desk in front of street-facing window. “That’s where I spend most of my days,” Kate said, pointing at the window seat. “I’m a bit of a curtain-twitcher, as you English call it. I love knowing what’s going on outside, but it’s also very distracting.”
“You do have a fascinating view,” Hannah said, looking out of the window, just as a hen party waltzed past, carrying bottles of bourbon.
“I know, right?” Kate smiled proudly and led them into a small kitchen in the back, where she made them a coffee. “This is it though, apart from the big storage room to the left here. I never expected the business to grow so fast, so I might have to expand my desk space into the storage room next year and hire external storage.”
“But that’s good, isn’t it?” Kristine put an arm around Kate. “I’m so proud of you, honey. I can hardly believe it’s been six years since you started the company, and now you’ve got a whole team of people working for you.”
Kate kissed Kristine on her cheek and put down three mugs with steaming coffee, a bowl of sugar and a jug of milk on the breakfast bar with high stools facing the back door, behind which lay a long garden.
“Thank you, Kristine. That means a lot.” Kate opened the door to the garden. “My staff like to have lunch outside,” she said, pointing at the tables and benches dotted amongst the grass. “We have our meetings out there as well, if the weather permits. It’s much nicer that way. I try to make it as comfortable as I can to make up for the long days we sometimes have to work.”
“What are you currently working on?” Hannah asked
“Oh, several projects. But the biggest and most exciting one is a commercial space. It’s a restaurant uptown, I’m just waiting for my final plans to be approved. I’m sending them out next week, can’t wait to get started.”
“A restaurant? Have you done anything like that before?” Hannah asked.
“No, only private spaces so far, but I’d love to do more commercial establishments. I’m also pitching for a project in Bangkok. They’re looking for someone to design this amazing hotel in an old shoe factory. It’s a bit of a stretch for a relatively small company like mine, but I do like a challenge. You see, the great thing about commercial projects is that lots of people get to see the end result. It’s not just a home, which is great fun to work on too, of course. Giving a family a perfect and harmonious living space is very gratifying. But imagine thousands of people experiencing a space you’ve designed, new people every night. On top of that, the press releases will be great exposure for my company, and so will the reviews, if they’re good.”
“Yeah, I get that.” Hannah smiled at Kate’s enthusiasm. “Can I see your plans for the restaurant?”
Kate beamed. “Sure, I’d love to talk you through them. You might have some ideas, coming from the hospitality business.” She turned to Kristine. “Do you mind?”
“No, of course not. I’d love to see what you’ve been working on too.”
“Okay, let’s go and sit in the garden then.” Hannah and Kristine took the coffees outside, while Kate fetched her laptop. “Here,” she said, opening the first presentation slide. “This is just the rough look and feel. I won’t bore you with materials and finishings.” Hannah leaned in and took a close look at the open room with big industrial lamps hanging down from a high ceiling. The color scheme consisted mainly of greens, whites and turquoises, with a pop of red here and there. The floor was tiled with colorful tiles, and the long tables, placed in rows, gave the impression of a really old, prestigious library.
“Very edgy,” Hannah said. “Very stylish too. Is it an Asian restaurant? I get that vibe from it.”
“Yes, it’s Vietnamese inspired, and the kitchen will be Vietnamese fusion.” Kate pointed at the floor tiles. “These tiles are original colonial tiles, imported from Vietnam. All the art will be imported too, I’ve given out a couple of commissions to an up-and-coming Vietnamese artist.” She winked. “It’s a great excuse for a business trip to Hanoi.”
“It looks gorgeous.” Hannah was impressed by Kate’s obvious forward vision when it came to dining. “Is this the only bar?” she asked, pointing at the rendering.
“Yes, and the kitchen is right behind it.”
“Okay.” Hannah frowned as she studied the image. “Maybe if you…” She shook her head. “Never mind.”
“Maybe if I what?” Kate asked.
“Well, have you considered placing the bar along the other wall?”
Kate nodded. “I did in my first draft, yes. Why do you ask?”
“Well…” Hannah thought of a way to clearly voice her reasoning. She loved the look of the design and she didn’t want to step on Kate’s toes. “I think the flow would be better if you moved the bar in front of the side wall, especially if you have these big, heavy long tables. It will be much more efficient for the waiters to pass that way.” She pointed at the kitchen. “See, the waiters could use this path for the food, if you move the pass a little more to the left side of the kitchen, and this one for the drinks, coming in and out from the bar on the other side. That way, they won’t be bumping into each other on a busy night, especially when the tables are so close together. I’m guessing it seats about two-hundred?”
“One-hundred-and-eighty.” Kate nodded as she thought it through. “Yeah, I can see where you’re coming from,” she finally said. “I suppose you’re right.”
“Please don’t take it the wrong way,” Hannah said. “I love everything about it and it’s just a suggestion.”
“No, not at all.” Kate bit her lip, and Hannah could almost hear her thinking. “Would you mind taking a look at the rest of the plans? There are some minor things that are bothering me a little about the entrance, the wardrobe and the toilets…” She hesitated, looking from Kristine to Hannah and back. “And perhaps you could go over my pitch for that hotel in Bangkok too? Or do you guys have plans for tonight?”
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“Let’s see what this beauty really looks like.” Hannah ran a cleaning cloth over the bar, removing the layer of dust that had settled since its closure. Seeing the shiny wood felt satisfying, and although Hannah wasn’t very keen on cleaning in general, she was excited to explore what possibilities the restaurant held, now that the house was starting to look presentable. She’d worked hard all week after they’d come back from New Orleans, painting the bedrooms and the landing. Petie had brought nice new kitchen fronts and they’d replaced the old ones together. In need of a change of routine, she’d decided to start on the restaurant today. She and Kristine had stayed in bed a little longer than usual, and had walked to the house with Belle, picking up breakfast on the way. As expected, the locals couldn’t contain their curiosity when Kristine walked into Jolene’s Diner so there were plenty of sideways glances, but Kristine had struck up conversation with Jolene and Birdie, and greeted the people sitting at the bar as if she’d been coming there for years.
“It’s actually quite nice in here, Hannah.” Kristine walked behind the bar and inspected the glass shelves full of liquor bottles. “You could throw a good party with all this stuff.”
“Great idea.” Hannah laughed. “I could invite all my new friends.” She counted on her fingers. “May from the motel, Jolene from the diner, Petie the scrap guy…”
“Don’t forget good old Bud,” Kristine chipped in.
“Of course. How could I forget?” Hannah soaked her cloth in the bucket next to her and continued cleaning the bar and the stools. “I’m no expert,” she said, turning to Kristine, “but these stools look alright, and the wood seems in good condition. Could you teach me how to reupholster them?”
“Sure.” Kristine bent down and looked underneath one of the stools. “These are pretty straightforward. Let’s do them together.”
Hannah took Kristine’s hand, pulled her closer and kissed her as her other hand made its way underneath Kristine’s t-shirt. “How did I get so lucky to meet you?” She ran her nails down Kristine’s spine, making her shiver. “I won’t get anything done as long as you’re wearing those shorts.”
“Oh no…” Kristine paused for dramatic effect. “Maybe I should go, then.”
“No chance.” Hannah pulled her in tighter. “You’re not going anywhere.”
“Well in that case,” Kristine giggled, “I could probably reupholster this old pool table for you too. That is, if you want to keep it in here.” She took a couple of steps and leaned against it.
“That would be great. Because I think we can put the pool table to good use while we’re at work.” Hannah lifted Kristine up on it and stepped between her legs, leaning over her. She ran her hands up Kristine’s thighs until her smile faded and her eyes turned darker. Hannah could see the arousal in her eyes, hear it in her breath, and it drove her wild. She kissed Kristine hungrily, while her hands slipped underneath her t-shift, unfastening her bra. The old, rattling air-conditioning unit didn’t seem to be doing a good job of cooling the place down, even though it had been on for a good half hour now, and they were both sweating. Kristine pulled out of the kiss, panting, and removed her t-shirt and her bra, then pulled Hannah back in to continue their steamy make-out session. She gasped into their kiss when she felt Hannah’s hand move into her jersey shorts and panties, cupping her center. Hannah smiled against Kristine’s mouth while she slowly moved her hand down, her fingertips teasing Kristine’s opening. The warm wetness she felt always made her ache to claim her, and the heat in the room only seemed to heighten her arousal. She lifted Kristine’s thigh up against her hip and moved two fingers inside her, taking in a quick breath, excited to feel the pool of arousal that had gathered there.
“Hannah...” Kristine whispered as she moved her hips forward to meet her thrusts. She swung an arm around Hannah’s neck and moaned against her face, their foreheads pressed together. “Faster. Please, don’t stop.”
Hannah was close to climaxing herself, just by the mere sight of Kristine’s aroused expression and her movements that became faster and more erratic now. She took a tighter hold of Kristine’s thigh, pulled her towards her a little more and pressed her thumb down on her clit.
“Yes!” Kristine’s voice was hoarse now. She parted her lips as her face pulled into a delightful smile. Hannah felt her tightening around her fingers, and she plunged them deep inside her one last time, holding them there until Kristine tensed up in her grip and exploded into release. She held on to Hannah, pulling at her hair as she took quick, shallow breaths. Then she let out a deep sigh and wiped away the beads of sweat that had formed on her forehead. Their steamy interaction hadn’t exactly cooled them down. “Jesus, where did that come from?” she whispered with a grin on her face.
Hannah kissed Kristine while she slowly pulled out of her, making her moan again. “You’re irresistible, not to mention the most welcome distraction in the world.” She smiled as she ran her fingers over Kristine’s breasts. “And I don’t think this pool table has ever seen such a nice rack.” Then she took off her own top, wiped her forehead with it and flung it over her shoulder, deciding it would be more comfortable to just work in her bra.
“I can’t say I mind being a distraction.” Kristine swung her arms around Hannah before she lifted her off the pool table. “But now I won’t be able to keep my hands off your rack if you’re going to be walking around in that sexy red bra.” They both laughed. “Oh God, I don’t think I’ve ever used that word before.” She kept her arms around Hannah’s neck as she looked around the restaurant. “I like this place. I can see the potential.”
“Yeah, me too. And the pool table should definitely stay.”
Kristine put on her t-shirt, not bothering with her bra. It was too hot to wear anything tight. “We’ll need to get that ceiling fan functional though, and that air-con needs fixing too, otherwise it’s going to be hell working in here.”
“I know. Bud offered to take a look at it next week. He misses Hannah. I think this place is important to him.”
“That’s really sweet. Maybe you should invite him over for dinner some time.”
“Yeah, maybe.” Hannah scanned the walls that were painted a dirty yellow. “What do you think of a fresh lick of paint and some vintage advertising on the walls? I kind of like how it looks in general and I don’t want to change too much about it.”
“I think that would look nice,” Kristine agreed. “I’ll take care of the furniture. The tables and chairs just need sanding and varnishing or painting.”
“And you’re sure you don’t mind wasting your weekends here with me? You must be tired after working all week.”
“Stop asking me that, Hannah. I told you, I love spending my weekends with you and I love doing stuff like this.” The corners of her mouth pulled into a mischievous smile. “And I love doing stuff on the pool table too, it’s the perfect combination.”
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Kristine hammered the last upholstering nail into the stool and inspected her work. They’d bought old leather skirts and jackets and used the panels to cover the seats. She wasn’t sure if it would work at first, but she had to admit that the odd stud or pocket here and there made them look quite cool. Seven down, ten more to go. She was starting to realize that the reason she loved working on the house and the restaurant so much was that she could see herself here, behind the bar, or even in the kitchen. The place had a really nice vibe to it and even though she kept telling herself over and over that she would have to let it go, she’d been unable to shake off the idea. She imagined waking up next to Hannah in the house on a Saturday morning. They would read the papers and have breakfast together. After that, Kristine would go into the yard with a big basket and harvest her vegetables for the day. Maybe they’d have some chickens too. She smiled at that. They would then walk over to The Radley and have another coffee while they put the tables and chairs outside. The front entrance would make a beautiful patio if they cleaned it up and paved it. She imagined Hannah chatting to the early birds through the pass, while she served them coffee and breakfast. Let it go, Kristine. But she couldn’t. She’d never before felt so happy in a place. The sunsets were breathtaking, the road was quiet, and the air was filled with the scent of hay and spring. And that would be a good life, she thought. Simple. Beautiful and simple. She would never have to set foot in the bank again, never have to deal with meetings or assessments, and she certainly wouldn’t have to attend anger management courses. There would be no more suits, no more high heels, no more dreading the Monday mornings that always loomed ahead, just when she was finally starting to ease into the weekend.
“What are you daydreaming about?” Hannah handed her a box of upholstery nails. “I got the brass ones, they’re nicer,” she said. “And an iced coffee. Thought you could do with one. Are you okay?”
“Thank you. Yeah, I’m fine. It’s just that...” Kristine paused. “It’s a shame you have to sell The Radley. It’s so nice here.”
The proud look on Hannah’s face told her she felt the same. “Yeah, I know. I wish it could be different. Only five weeks ago, selling this place was my ultimate goal so I could start over in London, but now, that idea doesn’t excite me as much as it used to.”
“So, you feel comfortable here? In this place?”
Hannah thought about that. “Yes, I do. Against all odds, and all expectations, I love being here. Who would have thought that, huh?”
“Not me.” Kristine raised an eyebrow. “City girl, stuck in the sticks for two months? Honestly, I didn’t even think you would last this long. Not that I’m complaining.” She took a sip of her coffee. “Don’t you miss London?”
“No.” Hannah shook her head. “Funny. I don’t miss it at all. Now that the restaurant is starting to look good and the house is almost habitable…” She winked. “Thanks to you, I might add… I feel a little sad about selling it. It didn’t feel like my place, at first, but it’s grown on me. All this living space, I’d never be able to afford this in London. And then there are the smells, the sounds, and the way the light hits the water. It’s magical.” Hannah locked her eyes with Kristine’s. “And there’s you, of course. You’re the most important reason I love being here.” She sighed. “But if I sell it, I could start a franchise in London. A coffee house or something. It’s more straightforward than a restaurant, not to mention a lot safer. I wouldn’t have to be there all the time so I’d have more time to fly back and forth to see you.”
“But I thought it was your dream to start a new restaurant? A place that reflected your taste and style?” Kristine couldn’t deny that she loved the franchise idea. It would definitely give Hannah more freedom than running a restaurant on her own. But she didn’t want her to compromise on her happiness.
“Dreams change, I guess.” Hannah pulled herself up on the pool table. “And right now, my dream is to see you as much as possible. A successful franchise would enable me to do that.”
“That’s so sweet.” Kristine nestled herself in between Hannah’s legs and kissed her. “I think it’s a great idea, if that will make you happy.” She smiled. “See? Solutions already, everything will work out.”
“Yeah. Solutions.” Hannah kissed her back.
“I’ve taken a couple of days off work by the way, the week after next. Thursday and Friday,” Kristine said. “Thought we could finish those bedrooms together.”
“Really?” Hannah grinned. “I’ve got you to myself for four whole days?”
“Uhuh.” Kristine shifted closer, placing a trail of soft kisses starting from Hannah’s cheek down to her neck. “And I’ll be spending a lot of time on the pool table too, upholstering it.”
Hannah’s eyes darkened when Kristine lifted her t-shirt and ran a hand over her abs.
“Good plan”, she said. “The pool table will need a lot of care and attention and I think I might have to help you with that.”
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“This is her.” Bud came to a halt in front of a small, simple headstone. ‘Hannah Radley, 1969-2018’, was all it said. Hannah bent down before it and placed a bunch of white roses in front of it. White roses were Hannah’s favorite, Bud had told her, and so she’d brought a big bunch, tied together with white ribbon. She felt deep sadness at seeing the simple inscription. No children or spouse were mentioned, like on most other graves. No siblings or parents. Just her name, her date of birth and the date of her passing, as if there had been nothing of significance in between. No life, no dreams, no love. Hannah wasn’t sure what to do, but then she remembered the letter in her back pocket. She’d written it last night, after she’d asked Bud to take her to the grave. She unfolded it and skimmed over her clumsy handwriting.
Dear Mum,
Thank you for your letters, I’ve read them all, and it’s been nice getting to know you a little bit through them. I always wanted to hate you but now I can’t anymore. I want you to know that I understand why you did what you did, and that I’m not angry. I’ve been in Presley for two months now and I’ve met some of your close friends. It seems like you had a nice life here. I don’t know where you are or if you know that I’m here, but I’m doing up your house and The Radley, together with Kristine, a woman I’ve fallen in love with. It’s starting to look really nice. I feel at home in your house, as well as the small town you’d made your home, and it’s going to be hard to sell it. I can’t say I miss you, because I never knew you. I wish I did though, and I regret not looking for you. Maybe this will be my only letter to you, maybe the first of many. It feels good to write things down, but you know all about that. I’m going to visit your grave tomorrow, with your friend Bud, and I’ll leave this letter there for you. I hope you’re happy, wherever you are.
Your daughter, Hannah.
HANNAH PUT the letter underneath the flowers and weighed it down with a pebble she found next to the grave. It had seemed fitting to write her mother a letter, as she’d gotten so many from her, and although she would never get to read it, Hannah hoped she somehow knew what she was trying to tell her.
“How was the funeral?” she asked, turning to Bud.
“It was nice,” Bud said. “This grave might not look like much, but her funeral was well-attended and there were lots of flowers. It was arranged by the funeral home, as there was no family. Nothing had been planned for the occasion, but many people stepped forward to pay their respects. Afterwards, we all went to Jolene’s Diner, and we drank to Hannah.” He smiled, looking a little emotional. “I think she would have liked it.”
“That’s lovely to hear. She was lucky to have such good friends.” Hannah swallowed away the lump in her throat. “Thank you, for being her friend.”
“It was an honor to be her friend, sweetheart. And we’re here for you too, if you ever need anything.” Bud looked at the headstone. “Well, now you know where she is, you can visit her anytime you want.”
“Thank you. You know… she wrote me letters. Dozens of them.”
“She did?” Bud frowned.
“Yeah, I found them in the house. She couldn’t send them, so she just kept them in boxes. After I’d turned sixteen, she was hoping I’d look her up, because I could get access to my birth records, but I never did. She assumed I was happy and wanted nothing to do with her, which was partially true, I suppose. So… she never tracked me down either. I’ve read them all.”
“That must have given you a different picture of her.”
“It did.” Hannah looked up at Bud. “I’m really glad I came here.”
Bud nodded. “I’m glad you came here too, Hannah. You know, I see her in you sometimes. There might not be much physical likeness, but you have the same fire in your eyes, the same energy Hannah had. The fierceness. It’s there, alright. I can see it when you get emotional.”
“Are you sure?” Hannah bit her lip. “She looks so happy and sweet in the pictures I’ve seen…”
“She was happy and sweet, that’s true. But if anyone tried messing with her, or if she was really passionate about something, her eyes turned flinty, like yours. I can definitely see the resemblance, now that I’ve gotten to know you a little better. My wife would have noticed straight away if she’d been alive. She was always sharp like that.”
“Is your wife here too?” Hannah asked.
Bud nodded towards the far end of the row. “Carla’s right over there. I come to see her every day. It gives me a bit of exercise and I like talking to her.” He started walking in the direction of his wife’s grave and Hannah followed him.
“Hey, Bud?’
“Yeah?”
“Would you like to come over for dinner on Friday? I was thinking of inviting some other people too. It would be nice to have you there. Nothing big, just some nice food and wine.” Hannah hadn’t really thought it through, but she wanted to do something for Bud, and she was almost certain he’d appreciate the company.
Bud stopped, raised his eyebrows in surprise, then smiled before he nodded.
“Thank you, Hannah. I’d love to.”
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“Thanks for the invite, Hannah,” Jolene chirped as she walked up the porch and handed Hannah an apple pie. “I made it this morning, just for you.” Hannah laughed when she winked, knowing all too well where the apple pie, that had been transferred onto a plate and covered with plastic wrap, had come from. She hugged Jolene and poured her a glass of wine. She’d brought the kitchen table and chairs outside onto the porch, and the setting looked charming, bathed in the candlelight that was now reflected in Jolene’s outfit. Jolene wore tight faux leather leggings, stilettos and a sparkly black top, and looked like she’d jumped straight out of Grease. To her credit, she pulled off the look for someone in her early fifties, Hannah thought.
“We’ll save this one for dessert. You look great, by the way.”
“Hi there.” Kristine came outside to greet Jolene, her hair still wet from a shower. She’d driven straight to Presley after work and was ecstatic about their weekend ahead.
“Hey. Kristine, right?” Jolene was visibly bursting with curiosity, but made a feeble attempt to reign it in. “You’ve been at the diner with Hannah a couple of times. You guys must be good friends.”
Hannah poured Kristine and herself a glass of wine to buy time. She’d been so busy making dinner that she hadn’t even considered what she’d tell them. She looked at Kristine, who gave her an encouraging nod.
“Kristine is my girlfriend,” she finally said. “We’re dating.”
“Oh my!” Jolene nearly shouted. “So, it is true! May told me you’d been staying in Hannah’s room on the weekends. There was a bit of speculation, as you might imagine.”
“Yeah, I wasn’t sure if it was okay to talk about it around here.” Hannah pulled out a chair, sat down and took a sip of her wine.
“It’s fine, sweet pea. We’re not all bad.” Jolene reached over the table and squeezed her arm before looking back up at Kristine. “I must say, you two make quite the couple. Two gorgeous young ladies… can’t blame the folks for talking. But the gossip will die down soon, believe me. In two weeks’ time someone else will be the talk of the town, that’s just how things work around here.”
They turned towards the drive as May’s car pulled up and came to an abrupt halt, almost hitting a rosebush. May managed to find her way through the dark, lifting her pink evening gown as she walked up the porch steps. Her look was completed with a pink shawl, draped around her shoulders and long, dangly zirconia earrings.
“Wow, May. You look absolutely stunning. I feel a little underdressed now, next to you two glamorous ladies,” Hannah said, looking down at her own oversized light-blue shirt and navy shorts. She shot Kristine a smile. “I’m sorry, I meant three glamorous ladies, of course.” Kristine looked stunning in a simple, low-cut, black wrap dress, and Hannah felt her heart swell up with pride.
“Well, it’s a special occasion, sweetheart,” May shrieked, beside herself with joy. “I don’t get invited to many dinners so if I get the chance to wear my good dress once every decade, I’ll take it. Look at all this…” her eyes widened as they roamed over the table. “It’s so beautiful and fancy. You’ve even got candlelight and music going.” She sighed in delight as she took a seat. “Do you do this often in England?”
“Dinners? Yeah, us English love our dinner parties. The most important one is Sunday lunch though, and I know it’s not Sunday or lunch time, but I thought I’d treat you guys to a Sunday roast anyway, figured you might have never had one. Unless Hannah used to cook them?”
“She might have, but I was always working, cooking myself, so I never actually tasted her food,” Jolene said, rolling her eyes. “Never had a decent man to take me out either.”
“That makes two of us.” May sighed wishfully, taking the glass of wine Hannah handed her.
“Are you not married?” Hannah asked Jolene.
“No, not at the moment,” Jolene quipped. “Twice divorced though. Momma always said I was a fool for bad guys. Turns out she was right. The first one went to prison, and I threw the second one out after he’d given me a shiner.” She groaned. “That was two months after the wedding.”
“Ouch.” Hannah grimaced.
“Oh honey, don’t feel sorry for me, I always land on my feet.” Jolene twirled a loose hanging curl around her finger. “I have a son from my first marriage, Jason. He’s a good boy, he takes care of me and that’s all I need. He’s a bartender in New Orleans.”
“And you, May? Did you not want to bring your husband along?” Kristine asked, turning to May. May looked at Jolene, then at Hannah and howled with laughter. Jolene burst out laughing too, clearly familiar with the situation.
“No, dear. Can’t take that bum anywhere, there’d be no wine left for us. He was drunk as a skunk before I left, couldn’t even leave him to watch the reception.” She held up her pink handbag. “I put my number on the door so if people want a room, they can call me. I’ve got some room keys right here in my bag.” She turned and waved at Bud, who was walking up the driveway with a bottle of bourbon in his hands. He waved back at her.
“Howdy folks.”
“I wish I’d snapped that man up when I had the chance,” May whispered. “He’s a good man, Bud is. He looked a bit scruffy when he was younger, but he’s aged well. You know, he asked me to go to prom with him. But did I have the sense? No sir, I did not. Instead, I went with that good-for-nothing who knocked me up in the back of his car and I’m still stuck with him. Can’t even replace a damn lightbulb.” She spread out her arms. “And for what? I’ll tell you for what. He tattooed my name on his arm and I was mighty impressed, young and stupid as I was. If I’d known that very same arm would be eaten by a gator twenty years later, I wouldn’t have bothered.”
Kristine, who was just taking a sip of her wine, snorted, and the wine shot right back through her nose. She coughed and wiped her face with a napkin, staring at May in disbelief.
“Yeah, I forgot to tell you about that,” Hannah said coolly, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
“It’s all karma. I’ll tell you all about it later, dear.” May waved the subject away as if her husband missing a limb wasn’t a big deal.
“Hello ladies.” Bud had reached the table now and gave them all a broad smile as he tapped his flat cap, handed the bottle to Hannah and sat down next to Jolene. “Well isn’t this something,” he said, looking at the festively laid table.
“Isn’t it just, Bud?” May batted her eyelashes at him.
Hannah poured him a glass of wine too and they clinked glasses. “Thank you all so much for coming,” Hannah said, looking at each of them. “It’s been lovely meeting you all.”
“Thank you, Hannah.” Bud sniffed the wine. “I don’t think I’ve had a glass of wine in…” He paused to think. “Well, never, I suppose.” They laughed.
“I’m so sorry.” Hannah hadn’t considered Southern drinking habits when she’d stocked up on the wine at Walmart after failing to find it in Harvey’s store. “Would you like a beer instead?”
“No, no.” Bud waved a hand. “I’m happy as a pig in mud. Never too old to try something new, right?”
THERE WASN’T a silent moment in between the courses, and Hannah was surprised at how fun the night was turning out, considering they were dining with three people they barely knew. Kristine had made cauliflower soup with vegetables, cauliflower, herbs and onions from her garden, which had gone down a treat. When she helped Hannah bring out the main course, the guests were thoroughly impressed with the ‘English’ food.
“Roast pork with crackling, roast and mashed potatoes, carrots, green beans and parsnips,” Hannah pointed out the food on the table. “Most of the vegetables are from Kristine’s veggie patch. And that’s apple sauce. I also made Yorkshire puddings and gravy, they’re a tradition in the UK.”
“This looks better than my wedding banquet,” Jolene licked her lips as she helped herself to the food.
“Well, Hannah used to be a chef, she told me.” Bud smiled and nodded as he took a bite of pork with apple sauce. “And a damn good one too, I say.”
“This is fun,” May said. “We should do this more often, get together like this.”
“Do you not socialize around here?” Hannah looked at her guests.
Jolene shook her head. “Not like this. Presley is a very sociable town, don’t get me wrong. We talk to each other all the time in passing. But I can honestly say I’ve never had a proper sit-down dinner with May and Bud. There’s nowhere to go around here, my diner closes at eight, and I guess we never had a reason to, unless there’s a wedding or a…” she paused. “A funeral.” She lowered her voice a little. “Last time I had a drink with people from town was after your momma’s funeral.”
“Yes, Bud told me about that.” Hannah said. “We went to visit her grave.”
“You did?” May gave her a warm smile. “That’s lovely, Hannah. Your momma was a good woman.”
“Thank you.” Hannah smiled back at her. “Did you know any of the women who worked for her?”
“Sure,” Jolene said. “They were hard workers, especially this girl called Sadie. I got into a fight with Hannah once, when I tried to poach her for my own diner. It was a long time ago, but she never forgot.” Everyone laughed, and Jolene, May and Bud started telling stories about Hannah Radley, all three trying to outdo each other. Hannah kept refilling their glasses, eager to hear more. By the time Hannah’s bread and butter pudding and Jolene’s apple pie came out, her guests were loud and cheerful. They looked happy, and even Bud, whose pain Hannah had witnessed many times since she’d arrived, had a glint in his eye, and was laughing without a care in the world.
Jolene stood up and tapped her dessert spoon against her wineglass, leaving a smear of pudding on the side.
“I just want to thank this sweet couple for having us tonight.” She emphasized the word ‘couple’, making sure May and Bud understood that she knew something they didn’t. Then she sat back down, apparently having reached the end of her speech.
“So, you are a couple,” May said, looking from Hannah to Kristine and back. “I did think…”
“I just want it on the record that I was the first to know,” Jolene interrupted her, slurring her words a little.
“I wouldn’t be so sure about that, Jolene,” May chimed in, also a little drunk. “I was the one who brought it up first. They were staying in my motel, remember?”
“Yeah, but you didn’t know for sure, did you? I was the first to receive the official disclosure.” Jolene looked smug. Hannah shot Kristine, who was shaking with laughter, a sideways glance. Is this conversation really happening?
“Is that a thing around here? Being the first to know something?” she asked.
Kristine put a hand on her thigh. “I think that’s a thing in most small towns, Hannah.”
“It certainly is.” Jolene gave an affirmative nod. “If you’re the first one to know something, it means you’re the only one who has the right to tell other people.” She clarified further: “To spread the word, if you will. With permission of course.”
Hannah shook her head in amused disbelief. By tomorrow, the whole town would know. She didn’t really mind though. From what she’d gathered from her dinner guests, it wasn’t a big deal, and she’d rather get it over with if Kristine was going to be around a lot. She was surprised to find that the townspeople didn’t seem nearly as homophobic as she thought they would be, and that was a relief.
“Go ahead,” she said with a chuckle. “Spread the word. It’s not like it’s a secret.”
KRISTINE WAS PRETTY sure May was in no state to drive after all the wine she’d consumed, so she’d convinced her to let them drive her back to the motel, bribing her with the front seat in her convertible after they’d said goodbye to Jolene and Bud and locked up the house. Hannah walked May to her front door and helped her find the keys in her purse.
“Are you going to be okay, May?” she asked when May finally managed to get the key into the lock.
“Of course I will, sweetheart, it’s only a bit of wine. I’ll be fresh as a daisy tomorrow morning.” She squeezed Hannah’s hand before she let herself in. “Thank you, sugar. I haven’t had this much fun in years.”
Hannah walked back to the room where Kristine was already in bed. She opened the sheets for Hannah, who stripped naked and slid in next to her.
“That was really sweet of you, Hannah, what you did for them. And I had fun too. They’re good people.”
“I needed to thank them.” Hannah turned on her side to face Kristine. “They’ve helped me in so many ways, and they’ve made me feel welcome in a way I never expected.” She grinned and shook her head. “But I think we’re going to be the talk of the town tomorrow.”
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“Hannah. Finally.” Mandy sighed on the other side of the line. “I’ve tried calling you several times and I was starting to get a bit worried when you didn’t call me back.”
“I’m sorry. I saw your missed calls, but I’ve been busy and I forgot. We hosted a dinner last night and it was late and…”
“What?” Mandy paused. “Please rewind. We had a dinner last night? Who is we?”
“Kristine and I had guests over. At the house,” Hannah explained. “The downstairs looks presentable now, so I thought it would be nice to invite some of the locals over to thank them for their help. We had a roast dinner out on the porch, it was fun.” She sipped from her coffee and sat down on the bench in front of the motel’s reception, which despite May’s assurances last night, was still closed. She’d been in bed with Kristine when Mandy called and she’d gone outside so she wouldn’t feel self-conscious, gushing about Kristine on the phone to her best friend.
Mandy laughed. “What the fuck is happening there, Hannah? Are you guys a couple now? Are you living together? Are you even coming home?”
“No, we’re not living together. I’m still at the motel. We sleep here on weekends and I spend weeknights at hers, in Covington.” Hannah smiled. “But yes, we’re a couple. We’re together, and yes, I’m coming home eventually. But only because I have to.” She paused. “My visa’s running out in August, so I don’t have a choice.”
“Glad to hear you can’t wait to see me again.” Mandy’s voice was sarcastic, but cheerful.
“Of course I’m looking forward to seeing you again, Mandy. You and Annabel and the kids. I just don’t want to leave Kristine, that’s all. And this place, to be honest. I like it here.” She cleared her throat. “But Kristine is going to quit her job, so she’ll be able to visit me in London for a while, after I’m back.”
“Wow, you’re really serious about her, aren’t you?” Mandy chuckled. “I’m really happy for you, Hannah. You deserve to be happy after all you’ve been through. She must be pretty amazing.”
“She is.” Hannah felt herself blushing. “I really like her. You’d like her too. She’s super-hot, and sweet, and funny and…”
“Yeah, yeah, I get it,” Mandy interrupted her. “And I’m glad she’s coming to London so I can check her out for myself. I’ve never heard you talk that way about anyone.”
“I’m well aware how soppy I sound, but I just can’t help it.” Hannah smiled. “Oh God, Mandy. I’ve got so much to tell you, I don’t even know where to begin.” She stood up again and started walking towards May’s house as she gave Mandy a brief outline of everything that had happened, including her latest findings on Ben Wilson.
“I can’t believe you’ve tracked down your father,” Mandy said, sounding a little overwhelmed by all of it. “And the fact that he lives so close…” She hesitated. “Are you planning on contacting him?”
“I don’t know. He might not want to see me, but I think I should try, at least. He’s got three kids with his wife Edie, the woman he left my mother for.” Hannah had thought a lot about paying Ben Wilson a visit. She’d also scrolled through the Facebook profile of his youngest son, the only one of his children who hadn’t set his account to private. “I’ve seen family photos,” she continued. “They seem pretty happy and Ben doesn’t strike me as an asshole, he’s even quite funny on Twitter. He’s worked in politics most of his life though, so it could just be a façade.”
“That’s incredible.” Mandy sounded just as excited as Hannah felt talking about it. “You should definitely try to meet up with him before you leave. And if he does turn out to be an asshole, so be it. And even if he’s not interested, one of his kids might want to meet up. I’d be curious if a long-lost half-brother or sister contacted me.”
“True. So would I.” Hannah smiled when she saw May’s curtains open and she gave her a wave before she turned and walked back to the motel. May didn’t look too good, but at least she was alive. Kristine had been a little worried about her and Hannah couldn’t deny she was relieved herself when she saw her at the window. “I’ll think about it over the next couple of days. I still have six weeks left, I’ve changed my flight to mid-August when my visa is due to run out, so there’s more than enough time. Hey, is Ziggy okay, by the way?” she asked, more out of habit than out of any real concern. She knew Ziggy was happy and that Mandy and Annabel were taking great care of her but she still felt a little guilty that she’d abandoned her.
“Ziggy is doing great. She’s got a boyfriend, Kanye. He’s the new neighbor’s cat and he comes over to our roof terrace every day to hang out with her. It’s so incredibly sweet.”
“I’m so happy for her.” Hannah laughed. “Good to hear she’s socializing. So, you’re still okay looking after her?”
“Of course I’m okay with it, we all are. In fact, the girls wanted to ask you if we could keep her.” Mandy paused. “I told them you’d probably want her back, but I thought I’d let you know in case you’d be willing to consider it.”
“Are you serious?” Hannah frowned. She’d never thought of giving Ziggy away because she’d felt sorry for her after Beth had left and she’d vouched to love her and take care of her until the day she died. But she had seemed a lot happier since they’d moved in with Mandy and Annabel. She felt a little stab because she did love Ziggy, even though the feelings weren’t reciprocated. “Well, if Ziggy is happy with you and you’re happy to keep her…” she heard herself say, “then I suppose…”
“Really?” Mandy raised her voice in excitement. “Are you sure?”
“I guess so.” Hannah hesitated for a moment, then decided it was up to Ziggy. “It sounds like she wants to stay with you guys, so yes, you can keep her.” She laughed as Mandy let out a victory whoop.
“Thank you, Hannah,” she said, before getting straight down to business. “Do you want to tell the girls yourself? Oh my God, they’re going to be so happy. Wait, I’ll put you on speaker. Aria, Savannah, come over here for a moment, Auntie Hannah’s on the phone and she’s got some exciting news.”
“THAT WAS A LONG PHONE CALL.” Kristine was showered but she still looked sleepy and a little hungover as she lay on the bed when Hannah got back to their room.
“Just a lot of catching up to do.” Hannah sank down next to her and fell back into the pillows. She had a light headache herself and felt a little emotional after the Ziggy conversation. “Mandy wants to keep Ziggy and I said she could. I feel a little bad for giving her away, but she’s much happier with them than she ever was with me.”
“Then you did the right thing.” Kristine turned on her side, facing Hannah. She ran a hand through her hair while she looked at her intently. “Are you okay?”
“Yeah, I’m alright. I just need to get used to the idea of not having her anymore. It’s not like I’ve missed her much, and she probably wasn’t even aware that I was gone.”
“Cats are so different to dogs,” Kristine said sweetly. “They take to certain people and have a different concept of loyalty. In some ways, they’re smarter and more opinionated than dogs, but that doesn’t make it easier.”
“You’re right.” Hannah sighed, trying to push her guilt to the background. “I also took a little walk to check on May because reception was still closed. I think I woke her up while I was talking on the phone outside her house. Anyway, I saw her in a vertical position, so you can stop worrying that we killed her with wine.”
“Thank the good Lord.” Kristine laughed. “Being the first lesbian couple in this town is enough. Adding murder to that would be a bit much, don’t you think?”
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“Anger is a normal, healthy emotion. Let’s all be clear on that. But you’re here because you have trouble channeling your anger and expressing it in an appropriate way.” Sylvia Powell, their counselor, paused for a moment. “Throughout these twelve sessions, we’re going to talk about emotions, about triggers, and we’re going to learn how to deal with those emotions, but today I’d like to kick off with a sharing session. I hope you’ve all done your pre-work, which should make it easier.”
Kristine poked her pen into the leather cover of the notebook she’d been asked to bring along. There were five men and one other woman in the semi-circle, facing the counselor, who seemed to be a pleasant woman in her late forties. She’d considered not going. She was planning on resigning anyway, so it wasn’t like it was going to make a difference to her job situation if she didn’t show up. But for some reason, she desperately needed the counselor to validate that she didn’t have a problem. She wanted to go back to work, wait for Sylvia’s evaluation to prove them wrong, and then resign and leave in a respectable manner. Realizing she was slouching, and possibly coming across as passive aggressive, Kristine quickly straightened her back and engaged in the conversation.
“Kristine, would you like to start?” Sylvia asked, turning her attention to her. “What were your five most memorable moments of anger?”
Kristine bit her lip, trying to think of an honest answer. She didn’t want to play games. It would be disrespectful to Sylvia, who was only doing her job, and who knew? She might even find out something new about herself.
“I’m not sure,” she said. “I filled in the questionnaire you gave us before this meeting, and I found it hard to think of five situations in which I’d been really angry. I could only come up with four.”
“Okay, that’s fine.” Sylvia gave her an encouraging nod.
“Well, the first time was when I caught my first serious girlfriend cheating with another girl. I was eighteen or nineteen at the time, I can’t remember exactly.” She noted how the men in their group suddenly seemed a lot more interested after she’d mentioned the word ‘girlfriend’. “I found her in bed with another woman in her student dorm when I walked in unannounced one day. She was my friend, actually, the other woman. At least I thought she was.”
“How did that make you feel, and how did you react?” Sylvia asked.
“Well, I was hurt, obviously, and angry. They didn’t see me, and I remember just standing there for a while, paralyzed. I don’t know how long, it could have been ten seconds, or three minutes. I felt betrayed most of all, I think. Until this day, I’m not sure if they actually knew I was there, because I closed the door quietly behind me, ran back to my own room and cried for two days.”
“So, you never confronted your girlfriend?” Sylvia’s brows furrowed as she made notes on her pad. “Or your friend?”
“No. I ignored them both for the rest of the term and honestly, I think that worked just fine for them because they moved in together three years later. I guess they were meant to be together after all.” Kristine waited for a reply but continued when Sylvia remained silent.
“The second time was when I was around twenty-four. I saw a man beating his dog with a stick. The poor thing was tied to a tree and couldn’t fight back. That wasn’t anger I felt though, that was rage.” She balled her hands into fists, just thinking about it. “It was the only time I can remember when I didn’t think about the consequences of my actions. He was much bigger than me, and he could have killed me if he wanted, but I had to stop him. I walked up behind him, picked up a big stick that I found in the grass and hit him on the head with it, screaming for him to stop. I only hit him once, but that threw him, and also, I think I might have given him a concussion, because he wobbled on his feet and had to sit down.” Kristine hadn’t thought of that day until she’d filled in the questionnaire. She’d blocked it out, too traumatized to allow herself to go there. Everyone was staring at her silently, and even Sylvia seemed intrigued by the story.
“What happened to the dog?” One of the men asked.
“I untied him and let him loose, then ran away. It wasn’t until I got home that I realized the dog had followed me. I told my brother Jed what had happened, we called animal protection and they came and picked him up. I think Jed might have gone back to beat the guy up, but he’s always denied it.” Kristine didn’t tell them that she’d been back to the shelter because she wanted to adopt the dog. Lucky for him, some loving family had already taken him, but she’d been inconsolable, convinced that she was the one who was supposed to give him a home. Three months later, Jed had brought her Belle. He’d found the tiny puppy wandering along the road, and from that moment on, Kristine’s life had been complete.
“Tell us about the other times,” Sylvia said, still making notes.
“Well, the last two times were more recent.” Kristine raised her gaze to Sylvia, then looked at the others in her group. “And work-related, which is why I’m here today.” She sighed. “I recently had words with a course leader, who in my opinion was not qualified to make any improvements to the dynamics of my team. In fact, he had made things worse. So I took him aside, outside hearing distance of my team, and had words with him.”
“Words?” Sylvia cocked her head.
“Yes, words. I raised my voice too.” Kristine held up her hands. “Hey, I’ll admit, I wasn’t very nice to him. But I wasn’t violent, and I never threatened him.” She paused. “And then, the fourth time that I felt really angry was the week after, when my new boss told me that I had to come on this course because of the way I’d spoken to that course leader. I was outraged, but I stayed calm on the phone and agreed to come here. That’s it. That’s all I could think of.” She let out a nervous chuckle. “Aside from the usual family rows, but that’s not real anger, that’s more garden-variety irritation.” A couple of people laughed, clearly on the same page.
“Thank you for sharing, Kristine.” Sylvia gave her a sympathetic, almost understanding smile, and Kristine let out a sigh of relief that her sharing part in the meeting was over. “We’re going to talk about your work-related confrontation some more next week, but I’d like to move on to Russel now. Russel, could you please share with us your five most memorable moments of anger?”
“HOW WAS YOUR FIRST SESSION?” Hannah asked when Kristine came home later that evening. She’d let herself into Kristine’s house, made a pasta dish and had lit some candles on Kristine’s porch table in an attempt to cheer her up in case she needed it. “Did it make you even angrier? Did you kill someone? Because I’d always help you hide a body, you know that.”
Kristine laughed. “No, it was fine, actually. Not my favorite way to spend two hours after work on a Wednesday but not half as bad as I expected it to be. It was more like a sharing session, and it felt kind of good to get it off my chest. The work stuff, I mean.” She kicked off her heels and wrapped her arms around Hannah, thinking how wonderful it was to come home to her. Hannah looked gorgeous in a black tank top and denim shorts, and the fact that she’d made herself at home in her house almost brought tears to Kristine’s eyes. She felt so happy. Hannah rubbed a bare foot over her calf as she kissed her. “I had the feeling the counselor got me, you know? That she really listened, and she might even be on my side.”
“I’m glad to hear that. Otherwise I would have kicked her ass.”
“I don’t doubt that for a second. How was your day?”
“It was good.” Hannah released Kristine from her grip, picked up her phone from the table and showed her a picture. “I finished painting The Radley. Looks good, right?”
“Oh, wow.” Kristine studied the picture. “It looks so clean and fresh, I can’t wait to go there Saturday.”
“I think you’ll approve of my work.” Hannah winked. “No splodges.” She opened her Facebook page. “Oh, and I did a bit more online stalking. Ben Wilson’s son,” she clarified, showing his profile to Kristine. Kristine laughed at seeing the young Wilson doing upside down shots in a handstand on top of a table in a crowded bar.
“Doesn’t seem like a politician’s son to me.” She gave Hannah her phone back. “Are you ready yet? To meet your dad?”
“Almost.” Hannah bit her lip as her expression turned serious. “It scares me. What if he wants nothing to do with me? What if he gets angry, or denies everything?”
“Then you leave, and that’s that.” Kristine placed a hand on Hannah’s cheek. “You can’t lose something you never had.”
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“Oh God, I forgot. There’s some kind of festival going on.” Kristine sighed as she put the parking brake on. There were at least thirty cars in front of them, waiting to turn into the makeshift parking lot in a big field. They were driving away from Kristine’s house on Thursday night, on their way to get some takeout, when they stumbled upon the heavy traffic. “This might take a while.”
“How can you not remember there’s a festival in your town?” Hannah asked, her eyes wide. “Isn’t it something you’d normally look forward to?”
Kristine turned to her with a curious look. “Not exactly, no. Why, do you want to go?”
Hannah unbuckled her seat belt, stood up in the passenger seat and tried to see what was going on. “Don’t know. What is it exactly?”
“I think it’s a Cajun festival. Cajun food, music, dancing… stuff like that.”
Hannah sat back down and shot Kristine a grin. “Then what the hell are we doing looking for a takeout? This is a dream come true, I can’t believe we nearly drove past it.”
Kristine laughed at Hannah’s boundless enthusiasm for trying new food. “Okay then.” She didn’t want to tell Hannah that she was terrified her family would be there. Local festivals were about the only occasions that drew them away from the farm to socialize, and she didn’t want to bump into them without preparing Hannah for the meeting. Still, she looked for a parking spot and let herself be dragged along by Hannah, who was fascinated by not only the wide selection of Cajun delicacies on offer, but also the stages, where they played folk, Cajun and Zydeco music. It was busy, and they stopped to make small talk every now and then when Kristine spotted familiar faces. Most of them gave Hannah a curious look-over when they heard her British accent, but that didn’t bother her. She introduced herself, smiled, even chatted to some of Kristine’s old school friends. There was a dance hall with a big stage, and there were games and rides in a different section of the field. They wandered around, exploring for a good half hour, before they went in search of dinner. Kristine hadn’t been to the festival in years, and she was surprised by how much she was enjoying herself, infected by Hannah’s excitement.
“What do you want to eat?” she asked.
Hannah inspected the food stalls one by one, then stopped in front of the one with the longest queue.
“Jambalaya,” she said. “I haven’t tried it yet. Is that okay with you?”
Kristine laughed as she joined her in the back of the queue, brushing her hand against Hannah’s. “I’ll have jambalaya anytime.”
“Kristine?” Kristine groaned quietly when she heard the familiar voice behind her. Please don’t let it be her. She turned and came face to face with Brenda.
“Oh hi, Brenda. How lovely to see you.”
“It sure is.” Brenda shifted her gaze from Kristine to Hannah, shamelessly looking her up and down. Both Kristine and Brenda stood there facing each other, neither of them able to think of something to say. Luckily, the uncomfortable silence was quickly broken, as two children came running up to Kristine.
“Auntie Kristine!” Janine and Joe Jr. held out their arms with big smiles on their faces, and she kissed and hugged them both.
“Hey guys. What a nice surprise.” She knelt down before them. “Are you having fun?”
“So much fun!” Janine shrieked, jumping up and down. Her face and hands were pink and sticky from the cotton candy she was still holding in one fist.
“I want to go on a ride!” Joe Jr. yelled, pulling Kristine’s t-shirt for her attention. “I want to go on a ride, Auntie Kristine, but Dad won’t come with me.”
“Those rides make Dad sick, Joe Jr.”
Kristine stood up and smiled at her brother, who had just caught up with his kids and wife.
“Hey Joe.”
“Hey Kristine.” Joe’s eyes darted to Hannah for a moment.
“Oh, sorry, where are my manners? This is Hannah,” Kristine said. “My girlfriend,” she added, deciding it was now or never. It was going to get awkward anyway, so she might as well get it over with.
“Oh.” Joe turned back to Hannah and stared at her. Kristine remembered the girls Joe used to date in high school and realized that Hannah was, physically speaking, totally his type. How he’d gone and married someone who was the opposite of that was beyond her. There was a moment in which she wished the ground would swallow her, when Brenda looked from Joe to Hannah and back, noticing his fascination with her. Jesus Joe, get a grip. Uncomfortable was an understatement for the situation and Kristine felt torn between yelling at her brother for staring at her girlfriend and walking away, pulling Hannah along with her. Thankfully, Hannah saved her from doing either.
“Hi Joe, it’s nice to meet you.” She held out her hand. “And you too, Brenda.” Then she bent down, focusing on the kids to give their parents a little time to talk to Kristine. “And you two must be Joe and Janine. I’ve heard so much about you!”
Kristine turned back to Joe and Brenda, relieved that Hannah had stepped in. “We can go on a ride with them if that’s okay? We’ve only just got here, and we can get food later.” It was always easier to talk about the kids, as adult conversations did not seem to come easy in the Miller household.
“Thank you, but we were just leaving,” Brenda said, smiling sourly through her teeth.
“No, no, take them.” Joe looked at Brenda. “We could have a drink while they’re gone. Come on, Bren. Everyone’s still here.” He gestured towards one of the gazebos next to the beer stand, where their friends were gathered around a table. Brenda shot him a furious look but she nodded.
“Alright then, but nothing too wild. I don’t want them throwing up all over the backseat.”
“Don’t worry, we’ll bring them back in half an hour.” Kristine was waiting for Joe Jr. and Janine to go crazy at the news, but they hadn’t even heard the exchange. They were engrossed in conversation with Hannah, pointing at the various rides and analyzing which would be the scariest one.
“Take your time,” Joe yelled as he started walking towards the gazebo with Brenda right behind him. “An hour is fine too, no rush.”
“Right…” Kristine stared after them, relieved that they were gone and she could relax. She tapped Joe Jr. and Janine’s shoulders. “Do you guys want to go on a ride?”“Yay! We’re going on a ride!” Joe Jr. yelled. “Can Hannah come too?”
“Of course Hannah can come.” Kristine grimaced at Hannah. “Do you mind if we get food later?”
“No, of course not. We were just discussing our favorite rides, right guys?”
“Yes, we want to go on the penguin ride,” Janine yelled, taking both their hands. Then she looked up at Hannah. “Why do you speak funny?”
Hannah laughed. “It’s because I’m from another country,” she explained. “I’m from England which is part of the UK.”
“England,” Janine repeated, a serious frown on her face. “Are you gay too?”
“Ehm… yes, I am,” Hannah said. “Auntie Kristine is my girlfriend.”
Janine took her time to think about that. “Momma says I can’t be gay. But I want to be like Auntie Kristine because she’s really pretty.”
Hannah chuckled. “I know she’s pretty, but I think you’re a little young to think about that, Janine. I wouldn’t worry about it too much if I were you. How about we go find that penguin ride now, huh?”
AN HOUR LATER, Hannah and Kristine were eating their jambalaya at one of the standing tables, exhausted from queueing up for the penguin ride and sitting through it five times. They waved at Joe and Brenda, who walked past them with the kids. Joe was carrying Janine, who was sleeping, and Brenda was dragging a crying Joe Jr. behind her.
“Those two are adorable,” Hannah said. “I bet you don’t get to spend enough time with them.”
“No, I don’t. Spending time with them means I have to spend time with their mother, and she’d very vocal about her disapproval of my lifestyle.”
“She does seem a little bitter, but there’s no façade that can’t be broken.” Hannah shrugged. “And your brother is okay, right? A bit quiet, but I’m sure he’ll loosen up around me when he’s met me a couple of times.”
Kristine rolled her eyes. “My brother thinks you’re hot. That’s why he was even more awkward than usual,” she said, wrapping an arm around Hannah’s waist. “I was a little annoyed but I guess I can’t blame him. You are hot.”
Hannah shook her head with an amused look on her face. “I’m sure that’s not it. Anyway, for a first meeting, it wasn’t catastrophic, was it? And the kids like me. I’m confident on that one.”
“Oh my God, the kids were crazy about you. You’re really good with kids, I didn’t see that coming.”
“I like kids.” Hannah took her phone out of her pocket and showed Kristine a picture. “This is Aria, and this is Savannah. They’re Mandy and Annabel’s twins and I’m their godmother. They were the only silver lining about the whole restaurant situation in London. It was nice to spend a lot of time with them while I lived in their house. They’re like family to me.”
“They’re cute.” Kristine pulled the phone closer and giggled. “Just like I imagined London kids, with their ripped jeans and Converse. They look like mini adults.”
“Yeah. Savannah’s obsessed with stick-on tattoos because I’ve got tattoos.” Hannah arched a brow. “And I noticed Janine wants to be gay because you are. That was so funny.”
Kristine winced. “She has no idea what she’s talking about, but I think it’s one of the reasons Brenda doesn’t like me hanging out with them. I’m sure she believes it’s contagious, although she would never say that to my face because I’m Joe’s sister.”
“So, you’ve got a homophobic sister-in-law.”
“Yes, she does,” a very tipsy Betty chimed in as she appeared at their table.
“Betty! What a surprise. How long have you been standing there?” Kristine asked with a nervous tremble in her voice. She hadn’t heard Betty sneak up on them.
“You mean how much have I heard?” Betty asked with a big grin on her face. “Enough.” Kristine’s cheeks flushed as she studied her other sister-in-law, whose eyes were almost swimming in their sockets. Betty wasn’t normally this talkative, let alone jokey. “Don’t worry,” Betty continued, slurring her words a little. “I don’t like her any more than you do.”
Kristine let out a sigh of relief. “Just please don’t tell her we were talking about her. She doesn’t like me anyway and if she finds out…”
“Scout’s honor,” Betty interrupted her, holding up a hand as she held on to the table with the other. “So, are you going to introduce me to your friend or what?” She looked at Hannah.
“My girlfriend,” Kristine corrected her proudly. “This is my girlfriend, Hannah. Hannah, this is Betty, my other sister-in-law.”
Betty’s lips pulled into a smile and she held out a hand. “The infamous Hannah.” She winked at Kristine. “The one who shall not be mentioned.”
“That bad?” Hannah asked with a chuckle as she shook her hand.
Betty shrugged. “My in-laws aren’t the easiest people. Sorry Kristine, no offense to your parents.”
“None taken.” Kristine was intrigued by this new, drunk version of Betty. It was nice to finally see her let her hair down, and it suited her. She looked happy.
Betty gave Hannah a thorough visual examination. “You’re…” She paused, searching for words. “You’re beautiful. I didn’t know what to expect, but… yeah.”
Now it was Hannah’s turn to blush. “Well, thank you, Betty.” She took a long drink of her beer. “Is your husband here too? I met him at Kristine’s house.”
“Jed? No.” Betty pointed at a group of women by the bar. “I’ve got women’s club tonight.”
“Women’s club?” Hannah narrowed her eyes as she looked at the group of equally tipsy women. “What’s that? A drinking club for women?”
“Yeah. Like a drinking club. I never actually call it that, though. I wouldn’t be able to leave the house once a week if I said I was going to a drinking club, and neither would any of them.” She gestured towards her friends. “We just got here. Figured everyone with kids would be gone by now so we wouldn’t get busted. We’ve been at a friend’s house since six.”
“That’s so funny.” Kristine laughed. “I thought it was some kind of book club or a feminist thing or… I don’t know.”
Betty shook her head. “People think we’re just being hens together, crocheting or discussing curtains and gardening or something. No one’s ever asked any of us straight up what we actually do when we get together. That’s how interested our husbands are.” She chuckled. “Sorry, no offense to your brother either.”
“That’s okay.” Kristine arched a brow. “So, you guys just get drunk together?”
“Yup. That’s pretty much it. And we gossip, and we even dabble in culture a little. Books and movies and stuff. Last week, we watched Fifty Shades of Grey at Tiffany’s place, when her husband was away for business.” A hiccup escaped Betty’s mouth. “Sorry, I’m a little drunk.”
“That sounds fun. Hey, can I get you another drink?” Kristine finally felt like she had someone in her family on her side, and she wasn’t ready to let go of Betty just yet. “Or can we join the women’s club?”
“Nope.” Betty waved a hand. “Sorry, it’s only for moms, nothing personal. But if you ever do have a kid, we’ll let you right in, I promise.” She patted Kristine’s shoulder. “So now you know my secret and I trust you to keep it safe. You’re a good woman, Kristine.” She shot Hannah a broad smile. “Have a great night guys, and it was nice to meet you, Hannah. I’ve got to go back to my girls.” With that, Betty turned and swayed away.
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“Where’s your car?” Kristine asked when she came downstairs on Saturday morning, finally dressed after a lazy morning in bed. “Come to think of it, I don’t remember seeing it last night either.”
Hannah smiled as she leaned against the doorpost with her hands in her back pockets. Kristine looked great in her tight jeans and white sleeveless shirt, tied into a knot at the waist. She could see a strip of bare skin when she walked towards her.
“I had it picked up yesterday morning because I don’t need it anymore.”
“Then what are you going to do when I’m at work? You’ll be stuck here.” Kristine put her coffee mug down and placed a trail of soft kisses over Hannah’s cheek.
“I managed to get the truck to work.” Hannah shot her a proud grin. “It wasn’t hard, it just needed water and some fresh oil. I called the insurance company and I’m good to go now.”
Kristine gave her a skeptical look. “Are you telling me you’re going to drive that big pick-up truck?”
“Sure. In fact, I already took it for a spin. Want to come for a drive with me? I’m going to take it to Petie’s, see if he’s got some fun stuff to decorate The Radley with.”
“Are you serious?” Kristine laughed. “Hell yeah, I can’t wait to see you in that monster.”
KRISTINE LAUGHED EVEN HARDER when she opened the door and watched Hannah clamber in on the driver’s side, pulling herself up by the wheel. She took Hannah’s hand as she climbed in herself, tears streaming down her face now.
“I’m sorry for laughing at you, Hannah, but I’ve only ever seen one type of person driving this kind of truck and you certainly don’t fit the bill.”
“Are you sure about that?” Hannah rolled down her window before putting on her shades and the trucker cap she’d found on the back seat, keeping a straight face. ‘Dolittle & Sons Wholesale,’ it said in white embroidery on the front of the red cap. She assumed The Radley used to order from them, since she’d seen the same logo on an old invoice in the kitchen. “So, where do you want me to take you, sweetheart?” she asked in a failed attempt at a Southern drawl as she started the engine. Kristine was unable to answer through her laughing fit as Hannah clumsily tried to turn the big truck in the parking lot. It had taken her about two minutes to get it out on the road that morning, and she didn’t fare much better this time. At least it was a manual drive, which helped a little. The gearstick was pretty stiff though, and she had to yank it hard to get it into second gear when they rolled down the slight slope onto the driveway and then onto the road. Hannah had been eyeing the pick-up for weeks, imagining herself driving it. Her first official drive today felt like a small victory and she couldn’t stop smiling.
Kristine managed to compose herself before she turned on the cassette player but hearing Tammy Wynette’s D-I-V-O-R-C-E song made her crack up all over again. “I can’t believe this is actually happening,” she said through snorts of laughter.
“You’d better get used to it,” Hannah winked and tapped the visor on her cap like she’d seen Petie do. “Because I’m on a mission to blend in around here.”
“Oh, God.” Kristine giggled. “This is all very amusing, but I’m not sure it’s going to help you blend in, Hannah.” She looked in the rear-view mirror. “Maybe if you drove a bit faster. I think there might be a traffic jam behind us.”
PETIE’S EYES narrowed when Hannah parked the truck in front of his shop, but his expression softened when he saw that it was her jumping out.
“Howdy.” His gaze shifted towards Kristine, who climbed out too. Hannah decided to ignore his stare. Kristine was beautiful after all, and she couldn’t blame him for finding her attractive.
“Hi Petie, this is my friend Kristine. “We’re looking for some stuff for The Radley. Is it okay if we have a browse?”
“Sure.” He curiously studied Hannah’s cap, but didn’t comment. “Come in. I’ve got a full shop and more in the storage room out back.”
Hannah and Kristine followed him inside the container-like shop with no windows that looked more like a hoarder’s home, packed to the ceiling with an abundance of pre-loved junk. Petie’s counter, which consisted of an old couch, plus a coffee table with a money box and a full ashtray, was the only space where they could stand to get a good view of his merchandise without being too overwhelmed. Petie knew exactly what he had though, and he talked them through the various decorative items he had in stock before supplying them with a ladder and a funny gripping device on a long stick, so they could have a browse themselves.
“YOU DO REALIZE you’re going to sell the place, right?” Kristine looked at the boxes of merchandise Hannah had gathered. “You don’t need to make it the most charming place in Presley. Whoever buys it might bulldoze it.”
“Yeah… I know.” Hannah felt a sting in her heart at that thought. “I know you’re right, but now that we’ve done such a great job with the restaurant, I just want to see what it could look like. I guess I’m getting a little carried away here. It’s just that it’s really starting to feel like my own place, and I see a lot of potential there. I’m not sure if I can let it go.”
Kristine studied Hannah, letting her words sink in. “It is your restaurant, Hannah. Are you saying you might want to keep it?” She felt a flutter of excitement at the possibility of Hannah staying, but quickly dismissed it. Getting a work permit wasn’t easy, and it might take years before Hannah would be able to run her own restaurant. She didn’t want to get her hopes up.
“I don’t know.” Hannah picked up the vintage chalkboard they’d found, ran her fingers over it and put it back down. “I have no idea how it would be possible to keep it. It wouldn’t be easy to get a green card, but there’s no harm in doing a little digging, right? See what my options are, before I put it up for sale?”
“Sure,” Kristine said, a little hesitant. “I didn’t think it was something you’d be willing to consider, but if it is, we should definitely look into the options. Are you serious about this?” Hannah looked up at Kristine, a little nervous but determined.
“Well, you’re here,” she whispered. “I can’t think of a better reason. And I also really like it here, it’s starting to feel like home.” She paused. “I’ve only recently realized that I can’t bear the thought of leaving you, not even for a couple of months. In theory, it sounds like a great idea to have a business in London that will allow me to travel back and forth, but somehow, it doesn’t feel right. Just like it doesn’t feel right to sell the estate.”
Kristine bit her lip, fighting her emotions as she pulled Hannah behind a cabinet. She placed a soft kiss on her lips, smiling through her tears.
“I can’t believe you just said that.”
“It’s the truth.” Hannah felt emotional too at the sudden, undeniable clarity of the knowledge that she couldn’t live without Kristine. “I don’t want either of us to get our hopes up, though. I’ve got a feeling it’s going to be really hard to find a way to do this, so let’s not get carried away, okay?” She picked up one of the vintage adverts she’d found amongst the clutter and smiled. “But for now, let’s carry on and make it our own.”
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“There.” Kristine straightened the bedcover and ran a hand over it to smoothen out the creases. “A perfectly made bed in a perfectly lovely master suite.” She threw the three light-green pillows on top and took a step back to inspect her work. “What do you think?”
“It looks great.” Hannah came up behind her and put her arms around Kristine’s waist, resting her chin on her shoulder. The walls were painted in a soft shade of green and they’d given the old wooden floorboards a whitewash, brightening up the previously tired-looking room. They’d painted the old wooden bed, the nightstands and the hanging closet white, and Hannah had bought an antique boudoir with a mirror and two lamps from Petie that completed the look. “I can’t believe we did all of this.”
“I know. I’m so proud, aren’t you? It’s been so much fun doing our bedroom.”
“Our bedroom,” Hannah repeated, unable so wipe the smirk of her face. Belle barked and shuffled herself in between their legs.
“Oh, you like it too, do you?” Kristine laughed. “Belle says she wants to sleep here tonight.”
“You know what?” Hannah bent down and scratched Belle behind her ears. “Belle’s full of great ideas. The house is practically ready to live in now. I’d feel a bit strange to sleep here, since this was my mother’s bedroom but…” She shook her head at the realization that she’d just referred to Hannah as her mother for the first time and corrected herself. “I mean Hannah’s bedroom.”
“Hey, you’re allowed to call her your mother,” Kristine said, taking her hand. “If that’s how you feel after spending time here and reading her letters, there’s nothing wrong with that.”
Hannah bit her lip. “I know. But I’m just a little shocked by myself. I never thought I’d say those words.”
“I think she’d be happy if she knew you were sleeping in her house, don’t you?”
“Yeah, I think so. And I think she’d be even happier if she knew that I’m considering keeping it.” Hannah paused. “I never in a million years expected this to happen, but I’ve started to feel a connection to her now. I’m afraid that if I sell the house, I’ll lose the one thing that ties me to her. It’s the only tie I’ve ever had, with anyone.”
“I understand.” Kristine sat down on the bed. “Coming here has been much more emotional than you expected it to be. It must feel like you’re finding your roots a little.” She paused. “I bet you never thought they would be here, huh?”
“No, I didn’t.” Hannah’s lips pulled into a small smile. “And honestly, I couldn’t have done it without you, Kristine. Your support means everything to me, and I feel like this journey of mine has brought us closer together.”
“Yeah. It’s been great… and I feel so close to you too. Closer than I’ve ever felt to anyone.” Kristine wanted to say so many things, but most of all, she wanted to tell Hannah that she loved her. She’d known for a while, but she was scared that it was too soon to say it, after barely two months together. She didn’t want to scare Hannah off, and so she settled for blowing her a kiss instead.
Hannah sat down next to her on the bed. “So, we’re really going to do this, then? May will be devastated when I cancel my room at the motel but there’s no point paying for it if I’m not going to use it anymore. And honestly, I’m not exactly going to miss it, either.”
“Me neither.” Kristine shuddered. “It’s probably best to break it to her gently. Maybe you should distract her with one of those disgustingly sweet instant coffees she loves so much while I quietly move your things out of the room.” She let herself fall back on the bed. “This is exciting. It almost feels like we’re moving in together, even if it’s just part-time and temporary for now.” She smiled. “I love this house.”
“I know you do.” Hannah felt a surge of joy rush through her at seeing Kristine so happy. She wasn’t sure when it had started, but lately, Kristine’s happiness had meant more to her than her own. The warm, deep feeling was entirely new to her, and she knew that she had to do everything in her power to hold on to the woman who made her feel that way. She crawled on top of Kristine and kissed her tenderly while she ran a hand underneath her t-shirt. “Maybe it’s time we christen the new mattress then.”
Kristine giggled and pushed Belle away, who was desperate to try out the new mattress too. “Exactly my thinking.”
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The next morning Kristine was woken up by the smell of toasted bagels and fresh coffee brewing. She yawned as she stretched out and kicked off the covers. Her phone told her it was only eight, but the sun was already on the bedroom window, rapidly heating up the room. She turned on the shower and stepped into the old bathtub, thinking of cheap ways to spruce up the bathroom too. The rest of the house was looking so nice now that the pink eighties tiles seemed even uglier than before. She tried to remind herself that it wasn’t her house, but it kind of felt like it was, after she’d spent so much time here, and she cared about how it looked.
“Paint for now,” Kristine mumbled to herself, studying the shower cabin that could just about pass for acceptable.
She heard country music as she walked down the stairs in her white, fluffy robe that she’d kept at the motel until last night. May had been a little upset by the announcement of Hannah’s departure, and they’d felt so guilty that they’d stayed chatting over coffee for hours, until a young couple who were checking in finally gave them an excuse to leave. And now they were in Hannah Radley’s old house, and sleeping there had felt like the most natural thing in the world.
Barefoot, and only dressed in a pair of grey jersey shorts and a white sports bra, Hannah was plating smoked salmon in the kitchen, humming along to the song on the radio. Kristine smiled as she watched her from the door, preparing breakfast for them. She looked like she belonged here, in this kitchen. Kristine could have stood there for hours, admiring the view, but her belly rumbled loudly, causing Hannah to turn around.
“Morning gorgeous,” she said, smiling at Kristine. “I’m guessing you’re hungry?”
Kristine came up behind her and put her arms around her waist. Her belly rumbled again, and they both laughed.
“That’s a yes then.” Hannah poured coffee into a mug and set it aside. Then she turned around and leaned against the counter as she slid a hand inside Kristine’s robe, and around her waist. She kissed her, inhaling the scent of Kristine’s shampoo and honey body lotion.
“Thank you,” Kristine said, smiling against her lips. “This is…” She placed another tender kiss on Hannah’s mouth. “This must be one of the best mornings I’ve had in my life.”
“Is it the coffee and bagels?” Hannah said in a teasing tone. “You’re easy to please…” Then her grin faded as she took Kristine’s face into her hands. “You know, I feel really happy too. It was a great idea moving in here.” She picked up her coffee and the big plate with bagels and condiments and led the way outside. “Did you sleep well?”
“Like a baby. It’s so quiet here.” Kristine followed Hannah with her own coffee, sat down next to her on the couch and tucked her feet underneath her.
“I was just having a shower and I realized the bathroom could do with some urgent attention too. Those pink tiles are just awful.”
“I think you’re right.” Hannah coated one of the half-toasted bagels with a layer of cream cheese and topped it with salmon and lemon juice before handing it to Kristine. “I’m just not sure how,” she continued. “Replacing a bathroom is pricey and I don’t think I can afford it right now.”
“I might have some ideas,” Kristine said. “Tell me if I’m getting too involved, though. This is your house and I don’t want to…”
“I love that you’re involved,” Hannah interrupted her. “So, if your ideas are affordable, I don’t mind putting in the work.”
“Okay, I’ll see what I can come up with. Working on this house with you is one of the most fun things I’ve done in a long time.” Kristine took a bite from her bagel as she scanned the front yard. “And the yard could look amazing too, you know.”
“You think so?” Hannah cocked her head and looked out over the yard. She had zero imagination when it came to vegetation.
“Yeah. That corner over there, under the magnolia tree… it would be a perfect seating area, and we could plant a hedge along the fence and grow herbs behind it, all the way around the front. I checked the soil, it’s good quality.”
Hannah laughed. “Good quality soil? How do you know, did you taste it?”
“I’m serious,” Kristine continued. “We could grow fruit and vegetables in long rows across the full length, there’s enough space at the back to grow food to feed the whole town. All we need is a bunch of seeds. I can bring my own gardening tools over. Prospective buyers might see it as a bonus when they realize the potential and if you decide not to sell it after all, then you’ll be pretty close to self-sustainable.”
“You’re right. It’s a great idea.” Hannah felt happy to go along with any proposal Kristine came up with. Waking up here with her this morning had made her well up with emotion, the feeling of joy overwhelming her when she realized that they’d been building a dream together. It was a beautiful, idyllic, homely house and it was just as much Kristine’s dream house as it was hers. “Do whatever you want, whatever makes you happy. I’ll help you.”
“Great. You won’t regret it.” Kristine moved over so Belle could jump in between them. Hannah offered her a piece of salmon, but Belle spat it out in disgust and stared at the cream cheese instead.
Kristine laughed. “As greedy as she is, she’s never liked fish.” She pulled Belle in and kissed her on her nose. “Hey, Hannah, how would you feel about doing some sightseeing today?”
“Sure. What did you have in mind?”
“A swamp tour.” Kristine shot her an apologetic look. “I hope you don’t mind but I already made some phone calls in bed this morning. Figured we could both do with a day off. Belle can come too, so I won’t have to worry about a dog sitter.”
Hannah stared at Kristine in mock horror. “The swamps… you mean where alligators live? And snakes? And other terrifying creatures I’ve never heard about, and probably don’t want to know about either?”
“Yeah.” Kristine smiled and took a sip from her coffee. “It will be fun. Jed gave me the number of this guy who does tours on The Terrebonne Basin. It’s not far from here and we’ll be safe with him. Thought you might appreciate a bit of local culture. But I can still cancel if you don’t want to go.”
“No, I was only joking.” Hannah waved a hand. “I’d love to go, in fact I’ve actually been hoping to do one of these tours while I was here.”
Kristine sat up. “Great, I’m happy you’re up for it, I’m excited too. It’s been at least twenty years since I’ve done something like this.” She grinned. “We’ll have to take your truck. My car is too nice for where we’re going.”
HANNAH FELT BLISSFULLY happy as she drove, following Kristine’s directions. They had the radio on and were singing along to some of the country songs she knew by heart now, after listening to the cassettes in the truck and the repetitive local radio station she’d been tuning in to while she’d been doing up the house and the restaurant. Saturday mornings were her favorite part of the week. They had the whole weekend ahead of them, and Kristine was bouncing off the walls, ecstatic not to be at work. They followed the quiet road along the wetlands that had scared her a little on the day she’d arrived. Now, she enjoyed the beauty of it. The sky was blue, apart from a few clouds that drifted over, beautifully reflected in the marsh waters.
“We’re going in here,” Kristine said, checking her phone again as she pointed to a heavily rutted road that led into a thick forest. Hannah took the turn and slowed down as they followed the road to a dead end, with only a cabin next to the near-empty parking area.
“This is so creepy. Maybe the movies were right.” Hannah got out of the car and scanned the wooden cabin and the signs saying: ‘keep out’ and ‘no trespassing’. Next to the cabin was a small cemetery. There were five headstones as far as she could see. Most of them had sunk into the earth over time and were leaning every which way. The graves were fenced off by a string of beads, held up by wooden poles, hammered into the ground. She saw a stir behind the curtains and in a reflex, put a protective arm around Kristine.
Kristine giggled, holding Belle tight on her leash. “I think we’re okay,” she whispered. “Jed promised me he wasn’t crazy. Just a little eccentric.”
“Howdy, ladies.” A man in his late fifties opened the door and came out. “Is one of you Jed’s sister?” He scratched his grey beard that seemed to stretch all the way to his hairline, creating a mane of long, grey hairs around his face. He was wearing an old denim shirt and cargo pants and carried a heavy looking plastic bag, a backpack and a rifle over his shoulder.
“That’ll be me.” Kristine smiled as she greeted him. “I’m Kristine, and this is my friend Hannah. You must be Rusty.” She sincerely hoped Hannah wouldn’t chuckle at hearing his name, but she was quiet, fascinated by their surroundings. Kristine could see how the experience might be intimidating to outsiders, as she didn’t feel entirely at ease herself. Although she trusted Jed, she’d expected something a bit more commercial. A small ticket office, more people, or even just a simple sign with the name of his tour company. If he even has one.
“That’s me. Rusty Ray. It’s the name my momma gave me, God rest her soul. She’s right over there.” He pointed at the grave situated in the front, the one that was still free from moss and damp stains.
“It’s a great name.” Hannah said. “And your mother’s is too. Ronda Ray,” she read it out loud.
Rusty narrowed his eyes at Hannah. “You’re not from around here, are you? What brings you to the swamps of Terrebonne?”
“My mother lived in Presley,” Hannah said, trying to keep the story as simple as she could. “It’s not far from here. She had a restaurant called The Radley.”
“The Radley? Yeah, I know that. Been to the motel in Presley a couple of times too, to pick up town folks for a tour. They couldn’t find my cabin, so I had to go and get them.” He reminisced. “I stopped by The Radley after I dropped them back off one day. Nice lady, your momma was. She made good coffee too. So, you’re taking over the restaurant now?”
“I don’t know yet,” Hannah said. “I don’t have a green card, so I’m just doing it up at the moment.”
“Well I hope you find a way around it, young lady. People should be allowed to do whatever they want to do, if you ask me. We’ve been keeping ourselves to ourselves for generations, ever since we first settled here. I’m living under my own laws and that’s just the way I like it.” He bent down to greet Belle. “Now who do we have here?”
“This is Belle,” Kristine said. “Jed said it would be okay to bring her along. I can keep her still in the boat, she’s good like that.”
“Sure, that’s fine.” Rusty nodded towards the barricade with the ‘keep out’ sign. “You ready?”
AFTER A SHORT WALK through the woods, they arrived at the bayou. Rusty’s flatboat was tied to two poles at the small dock.
“Now stay there, keep the dog by your side and don’t make any sudden movements, ladies,” he said, pointing at the shore beside the dock. “That’s Shania over there, named after the great Shania Twain cause she’s just as pretty. We’re friends, so you don’t need to worry. You’re safe while you’re with me, as long as you don’t scream and run.”
Kristine took Hannah’s hand as they both stared at the huge reptile that slowly turned its head towards them. It couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet away.
“I think she’s coming this way,” Hannah whispered. Her heart was pounding in her throat and she was certain Shania could hear it.
“She is, she’s coming for her breakfast. I feed her every day, just like my momma did.” Rusty reached into his bag and pulled out a dead rabbit. “Nothing better than fresh roadkill, right, Shania? It was still warm when I found it this morning.” He threw it towards the alligator, who lifted its head and snapped its big jaws around the rabbit in a split second. “That’s my girl.” Rusty shot them a proud smile as Shania retreated back to her original resting place, her nose right by the water’s edge. He laughed at Belle, who was painstakingly inspecting a blade of grass by Kristine’s feet with utmost concentration, pretending she hadn’t seen the alien creature. “You okay there, Belle? There’s nothing to worry about.” He stepped into the boat and held out his hand. “Hop in, ladies.”
THE OTHERWORLDLY BEAUTY of the swamps had Hannah mesmerized. She didn’t even speak for the first quarter of an hour, as she observed the abundance of wildlife and the statuesque cypresses that were growing out of the water, their branches draped with Spanish moss as they floated by. It didn’t take long for Hannah and Kristine to feel safe with Rusty, and Belle soon fell asleep on a blanket between Kristine’s legs. Rusty knew all the alligators’ names, and they seemed to respond to his call. He’d also brought nuts and berries that they threw for the raccoons, who were waiting for them along the other shore, standing on their hind legs and waving for their attention like a bunch of cheeky children.
“There’s enough food for them around here,” Rusty explained. “But they love a treat they don’t have to work for. Keeps them coming back, and my tour guests love them.”
“Are the alligators not going to eat them when they’re so close to the water?” Kristine asked.
“Of course they are. But that’s life, isn’t it? The alligators usually follow me when I’m out on the water though, so they won’t try to catch them right now. They know they’re pretty safe when I’m around.”
“You said your family has lived here for generations,” Hannah said. “Did your parents teach you how to interact with the alligators?”
“Sure did.” Rusty steered the boat into a narrower bayou arm, with denser vegetation on both sides. The big, overhanging trees almost reached their boat, and Hannah kept a close eye out for snakes. “My grandma practiced voodoo in her younger years. It was something she’d learned from her own mother, in Haiti. She wasn’t evil, mind you. Voodoo isn’t evil, unless an evil person practices it. All she ever did was help people, but she and my grandpa were exiled into the swamps by the church and sentenced to a life of solitude out here. People were afraid of what they didn’t understand back then. They still are, I suppose.” He shook his head. “They were only young, in their early twenties. It’s a miracle they survived out here, the first couple of years. I believe it was my grandma’s knowledge of voodoo that helped them live in harmony with the wildlife. They had three children, of which two survived. My momma was one of them. She married my daddy, who was a white man. As you can imagine, that was unheard of back then. He was a tour guide from another bayou, so he wasn’t scared to move down here. He fixed up the cabin my grandparents had built so they could all live here comfortably. My daddy started taking me out in his boat when I was five. He taught me everything I know.”
“Were you home schooled?” Kristine asked.
“No, I went to school at first, to learn how to read, write, stuff like that. Momma thought I should have the choice of an education. Life here is not for everyone, and her sister moved out as soon as she could. She’s a doctor now, in Lafayette. But I realized early on that school could never teach me what nature could teach me, so I dropped out to work with my daddy and I’ve been doing this ever since. I take people out here three, sometimes four times a week, and I advise the local government on preservation. I work with scientists who have studied six years in university to learn only a fragment of what I know. Everything in nature is connected. Something as simple as building a new road can have a knock-on effect on the water and the wildlife all the way down here. It’s tough, but it’s better to work with them, because you can’t stop civilization. That’s something I’ve learned to accept over the years.” He pointed at a high tree branch, ahead of them. “See that?”
Hannah squinted, then her jaw dropped when she saw there was a massive snake wrapped around the branch. “Fuck.”
“It’s a rattlesnake,” Kristine whispered when she spotted it too.
“You’re right, Kristine. That’s a timber rattlesnake. You can tell by its rust colored vertebral stripe. It’s venomous, but it’s also very docile, and it won’t attack unless we come really close and make him feel threatened.” Hannah and Kristine held their breath as Rusty switched off the engine so they could quietly drift underneath the snake.
“See that bump in the middle?” Rusty said. “Looks like it’s just eaten. Could be anything from a mouse or a big frog to a small squirrel. And now it’s just relaxing up there, digesting the food.” He switched the engine back on. “Humans are the timber rattlesnake’s biggest enemy. There’s a lot of illegal hunting going on around here, but I’m making sure none of that happens on my watch. If I catch anyone doing it, I’ll shoot them and feed them to the gators.” He gave them a playful wink, but Hannah had the feeling Rusty wasn’t joking. They passed more raccoons and it seemed alligators were everywhere, now they knew how to spot them. When Rusty turned one of the bends, a small wooden shack came into sight. Clothes were hanging from a washing line outside, stretching from the shack’s roof to a nearby tree. Outside the entrance, a small alligator was sleeping on the bayou bank next to some pots and pans that were drying in the sun.
“Please don’t tell me someone lives there,” Hannah whispered.
An old lady in a calf-length brown gown stepped outside and watched them as she stood barefoot next to the alligator, her arms stiffly resting at her sides like a soldier. Only her eyes moved, following them as they passed, and she gave Rusty a small nod. Rusty nodded back at her.
“That’s old Mary-Hélène,” he said, lowering his voice. She’s not too keen on people so we leave each other alone. Some folks claim she’s a witch, but I say she’s just a practical old lady with natural solutions to any problem.”
Kristine shivered as she felt Mary-Hélène’s eyes on her, and she lowered her voice too.
“I must say, Rusty, I’ve lived here my whole life, but I’ve never done anything like this before. I’ve heard tourists talk about the swamp tours and they were raving about them. I even went on one myself when I was younger, but I don’t remember it being so remote and so… I don’t know… mystical, I suppose.”
Rusty laughed. “There are a whole lot of tours out there, but most of them are group tours on wide bayous, funded by the government to promote tourism. It’s more like going to a zoo than seeing real life in the swamps. I prefer to educate people on preserving nature as it is, instead of catching a scared little baby gator and holding it up just so they can take pictures. I leave the animals alone and we respect each other. Works just fine for both parties.”
“I like that.” Kristine smiled. “So how do you know my brother?”
“He didn’t tell you?” Rusty looked surprised.
“Jed’s not much of a talker,” Kristine sighed. “He’s had more interaction with Belle since I’ve had her, than he’s ever had with me. I only get the bare minimum out of him”
“Yeah, he’s a quiet man, Jed,” Rusty agreed. “But he’s a good man too. Betty, his wife, is my first cousin. She’s my aunt’s daughter. We don’t see each other much anymore. I didn’t go to their wedding because I don’t do churches, but I’ve visited them a few times. Betty doesn’t like coming here, I think her momma’s frightened her a little.”
“Yeah, she doesn’t seem like the kind of woman to go into the swamps,” Kristine said.
“You two a couple?” Rusty asked.
Kristine was taken aback by his straightforwardness. People from small towns tended to avoid the subject until they couldn’t possibly ignore it any longer. No one had ever asked directly to her face if she was gay. She was silent for a moment, unsure whether she should tell him the truth or not. She looked at Hannah, who just shrugged.
“Yeah, we are,” she finally said.
“You look like you’re afraid I’m going to shoot you,” Rusty said with an amused grin. “I don’t care who you love. When the Baptist church put up that billboard in town, about homosexuals going to hell, with the picture of two men and flames around them… Do you remember that? It was all over the local news last year.”
“Yeah, I remember.” Kristine rolled her eyes.
“Well, I wanted to stop and burn it down myself when I drove by.” Rusty sighed. “But it’s not my fight to fight, I’ve got other things to worry about, like keeping these creatures safe.” He pointed at one of the alligators that had been following them for a good half hour now. He threw a piece of raw meat at it, and the snap of its jaws made water splash up against the boat. “Thankfully,” he continued, “someone else had the same idea, and that was all over the news too.”
“Someone burned down dozens of homophobic billboards last year,” Kristine explained to Hannah. “They never found out who did it.”
“I saw a lot of those signs when I drove here from the airport,” Hannah said. “I can’t deny it freaked me out a little.”
Kristine shook her head. “Don’t be. It’s just a whole lot of bullshit talk from extremists, trying to scare people into joining then. Most people I know have no problem with my sexuality. I mean, they might be uncomfortable talking about it, but they don’t really believe it’s wrong, even the people from my parents’ congregation.”
“I’m not anti-Christian,” Rusty said. “Don’t get me wrong. I’m not anti-anything. I just dislike being told what to think and what to believe. I’m clever enough to figure out life out for myself and when I die, well, they can feed me to the gators for all I care. At least I know I did everything I could to protect my neck of the woods”. Rusty switched off the engine again as they drifted by a neglected cemetery. “Don’t want to wake up the dead,” he joked. Hannah took a picture of the alligators that had gathered around one of the graves. There were at least ten of them.
“This is strange,” she said in a whisper. “It looks like they’re worshipping.”
“They might be.” Rusty shrugged. “But then they might just be socializing. It’s a pariah cemetery, hundreds of years old. Swamp folks and people who the church felt were a threat to society, people like my family, were buried there, so their souls wouldn’t disturb the souls of the so-called pure. I’ve seen it before, gators gathering like that, when I went out in the swamps by Frenier. They were all standing around Julia Brown’s grave.”
“Julia Brown… I’ve heard of her.” Hannah frowned, trying to remember where she knew the name from.
“I’m sure you have. She was a famous voodoo priestess. She used to sing a song about taking the whole village down with her when she died. On the day of her funeral, the exact moment they hammered the first nail into her coffin, a hurricane swept over the village, killing over 150 people. It was probably a coincidence, but that incident terrified people, and that’s how we’ve ended up with burial sites like this one.”
“Are there any voodoo priestesses buried here?” Hannah asked.
“Not as far as I know. I’ve never seen anything unusual here either, apart from the gators who, indeed look like they’re worshipping. But then again, my momma might have told the spirits to leave me alone, who knows? She was into voodoo practice too.”
“It’s fascinating.” Hannah was unable to pull her gaze away from the old wooden crosses that were lined up in rows of seven. “Do you practice voodoo?”
“Not me.” Rusty shook his head. “It’s usually passed on from mother to daughter, but my sister wasn’t interested. It’s a shame the craft has died in our family, though. Knowledge of voodoo is rarely written down, so it ended with my mother. But hey, that’s life.”
“And you don’t have kids?” Kristine hoped she wasn’t being intrusive by asking too many personal questions.
“Nope. No wife, no kids. This lifestyle isn’t exactly tempting to women.” Rusty chuckled. “But that’s okay, I got my girls here and they’re all I need.” He threw some more treats out for the alligators and switched the engine off again. “Can you hear that?” he asked. Hannah nodded. The loud growling noises were hard to ignore. “Wild boars, at least twenty of them. Might be some little ones there too. Let’s go and see if we can find them, shall we?”
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LOUISIANA, USA
“Thank you, I had a truly amazing day. It was like stepping into a different world.” Hannah put a hand on Kristine’s arm as they drove back to Presley.
“You’re welcome. It was just as exciting for me, actually.” Kristine smiled. “Are you hungry?”
“Yeah, I am.” Hannah put her shades on as the low sun was almost blinding her. “Any ideas?”
“I saw a place on our way out, it should be around here somewhere.” Kristine narrowed her eyes as she scanned the roadside. “There!” She pointed at a sign that said: ‘12-8 grilled corn and fried catfish’.
“Glad to see they don’t have alligator on the menu,” Hannah joked. She slowed down and turned onto the driveway of what looked like an old RV park. The scent of charred corn welcomed them when they got out of the car. Belle jumped out too and rolled around in the cool grass, then started slurping sloppily from the water bowl Kristine filled for her.
“Howdy!” a big lady in a pink floral dress yelled at them as she waved. “Y’all here for the food?”
“We are.” Kristine waved back. “Do you have any left?”
“Sure do.” The woman beckoned them to sit down at a picnic table. “Ya’ll want catfish and corn? A cold beer maybe?”
“That sounds good.” Kristine smiled at her. “Can we have it to go, please?” She sat down and grinned as she saw Hannah nervously scan the dilapidated building. “Don’t worry,” she whispered. “If her food was bad, the locals wouldn’t let her do her business here.”
“I trust your judgement.” Hannah smiled back at her. “I’m so happy right now,” she said, pulling the visor on her cap that, to Kristine’s amusement, she’d been wearing for days now. “I’ve had a fantastic day and now I’m sitting here with you, along a road in the middle of nowhere, waiting for home cooked food and a cold beer. The sun is setting, and…” She cocked her head and studied Kristine. “Well… you look so incredibly beautiful in this light that my breath catches each time I look at you.” It was true, she couldn’t stop looking at Kristine, who was blushing opposite her. Her blonde hair was cascading over her tanned shoulders, looking like liquid gold in the fiery light. Hannah shifted on the bench, picturing Kristine naked again, like she had many times throughout the day. “And the best thing about all of this,” she continued, “is that I know you want to be here with me too.”
“Yeah, I think we’ve established that by now.” Kristine pressed her leg against Hannah’s under the table and shot her a flirty smile, making Hannah’s heart jump. “I couldn’t be happier either. Every day I spend with you feels like a wonderful dream, and what I love most is that I’m not dreading the moment it all ends anymore. I know you want to make this work just as much as I do, and it’s all going to work out, Hannah. I can feel it.”
Hannah took Kristine’s hand over the table. “I know. It’s all going to be okay.” She was blushing herself now. “I don’t want to live without you, Kristine,” she whispered. “I can’t.”
“Two catfish, corn and beers,” the woman in the pink dress shouted as she turned the corner. Hannah retracted her hand and stood up to pay her. “Did you want to take this home?” she asked Kristine.
“I think I know a nice place to stop on the way, if you don’t mind.”
A LITTLE LATER, they were parked along an open patch of wetland and were sitting in the back of the truck, their legs dangling down as they ate their dinner while watching the sun disappear behind the bayou. Kristine was sitting in the middle, with Hannah and Belle on each side of her. Belle had been sulking ever since she realized fish was on the menu. Then she noticed the corn and perked up a little, figuring it was still better than the dry food Kristine had brought along for her. Kristine took a sip from her beer and rested her head on Hannah’s shoulder. The orange light of the sun cast a mystical glow over the dead trees that rose out of the water before them. It was a beautiful sight, one she knew she would never grow tired of, and the deep silence was calming and soothing. Hannah put an arm around her, and Kristine sank further against her, craving the contact. As always, Hannah’s touch felt like heaven; warm and soft and tender. She closed her eyes, embracing that perfect moment in which everything fell into place.
“I love you,” she whispered. The words had come out of nowhere. She hadn’t thought them through, hadn’t planned on saying them. They’d simply left her mouth, and she couldn’t take them back. But even if she could, Kristine didn’t want to. She loved Hannah with every fiber of her being, for everything she was. Hannah was everything she’d ever dreamed of, and she made her happy and whole. Kristine kept her gaze fixed ahead, her heart thumping in her throat as she felt a blush creeping onto her cheeks.
Hannah turned to Kristine, studying her face while a heavenly glow spread through her. She hadn’t imagined this day could get any better, but it just had. A small smile tugged at the corners of her mouth as she wiped away a silent tear that ran down her cheek. No one had ever said those words to her before, not even Beth. Not like this. Even through her blurred vision, she could see that Kristine looked scared. She was staring into the distance, her body now rigid as she fiddled with her beer bottle. Hannah stroked her cheek and pulled a strand of hair behind her ear, her hand trembling. Everything felt right and she knew then, that she felt the same, that those were the exact words she had been looking for to describe her feelings for the wonderful woman who was sitting next to her, the woman who made her feel like she had a home for the first time in her life, and filled her heart with joy each time she thought of her. She placed a soft kiss on Kristine’s cheek, leaned into her ear and whispered: “I love you too.”
Kristine let out a deep sigh as if she’d been holding her breath. Her body relaxed and she turned to meet Hannah’s gaze, smiling through her own tears now. She pressed her lips against Hannah’s and brought a hand to her face, stroking her cheek. Hannah laced her fingers through Kristine’s hair and pulled her closer as she parted her lips and surrendered to a long and lingering kiss.
Hannah noticed it was almost dark by the time they broke apart. She put her arm around Kristine’s waist and pulled her in tightly. Kristine rested her head on her shoulder again, moaning softly when Hannah stroked her hair and inhaled deep against her skin. Everything had changed after those three simple words. Hannah wasn’t ready to leave the moment. She could have stayed there forever, out on that deserted road with Kristine and Belle.
“Do you want to go home?” she asked.
“Not yet.” Kristine shook her head against her shoulder. “Let’s stay for a little while longer.”
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PRESLEY, LOUISIANA, USA
Hannah’s heart lit up when Kristine’s car pulled into her driveway on Friday night. The past week had been different, after they’d said those three loaded words to each other. It felt as if they had crossed a line, as if they’d jumped into the deep together. Bliss was the only way to describe the state they had been in each night Kristine had come home from work. From Monday to Thursday, Hannah had driven to Covington earlier than normal and taken Belle for long walks on the days Jed couldn’t take her. They’d gone out for a picnic, watched movies in bed, but had mostly spent their time naked in each other’s arms. Now she was sitting on the porch with her feet up and a beer in her hand, thoroughly enjoying the evening after an early start and ten hours of cleaning and tidying The Radley’s kitchen, installing new sockets with Bud’s help, and re-styling the dining-area. She’d had a long shower and put on fresh clothes, then she’d made a green salad and a shepherd’s pie that was bubbling away in the oven on a low heat. Getting so much done in a day felt satisfying, and she’d been amazed by how good The Radley looked now. The day was still warm, but a slight breeze had picked up, mixing the aroma from the food cooking in the kitchen with the scent of fresh hay. Some passing cars had beeped their horn at her, and she’d waved back without knowing who they were while she waited for Kristine.
“You’re early,” she said as Kristine kissed her and sat down next to her. “How was your day?”
“It was great. Hardly any traffic on my way here.” Kristine smiled as her blue eyes lit up. “But Fridays are always great.” She paused. “Or at least they are now that you’re around.”
Belle, who had been doing her usual inspection of yard first, came tearing up and threw herself at Hannah, wagging her tail so hard that she almost swiped her beer off the table.
“Looks like you’re not the only one who’s got the Friday feeling.” Hannah took Kristine’s face in her hands and gave her another kiss, slower and tenderer this time. “Want a beer?” she asked, getting up. “The food’s almost ready too, in case you’re hungry.”
“Yes to a beer.” Kristine beamed. “And a big yes to food later, it smells great.” She took a sip from the bottle Hannah handed her. “This is so lovely. Coming here on Friday after work, knowing we’ve got the whole weekend together, and there’s even dinner in the oven. You’d make a great housewife, Hannah,” she joked.
Hannah laughed. “I never knew I’d love being domestic. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. It’s nice, chilling out here, waiting for you to come home.” She grinned as she sat back down. “Home. I like that word.”
“I like it too.” Kristine ran a hand through Hannah’s hair and left it there as her fingers played with her dark locks. “Hey, I’ve been thinking about The Radley today. About how you could keep it.”
“Oh yeah?” Hannah took a sip of her beer, then put an arm around Kristine. “Tell me.”
Kristine shook her head. “You might think it’s silly, but it would be a start and I, for one, am all for it.” She paused. “Well… you’re not allowed to work until you have your green card, or somehow manage to get a temporary work visa through a sponsor, but you don’t want to sell it either. So, what if I buy half of The Radley off you?”
Hannah frowned. “You mean shared ownership? Why would you want to do that? That’s a huge sacrifice, Kristine. I can’t let you do that, it’s…”
“It’s not really a sacrifice though,” Kristine interrupted her. “I’ve told you I’m not happy in my job. I’ve been wanting to do something else for a while, I just didn’t know what. Looking at the yard… Well, it really is a great place to grow things. And then there’s the two-and-a-half acres of land at the back, with that beautiful forest behind it. Imagine if we tidied that up a bit and planted things there too. We could build a chicken coop and…”
“Wooow… stop right there. Chickens?” Hannah shot her a bemused look.
“Wait, just hear me out, okay?” Kristine raised her hand. “I was thinking we could open a different sort of restaurant than what’s available around here, with everything homegrown and homemade. Dinners, salads, fresh juices, coffee, even homegrown tea… Besides the fact that it could put Presley on the map as a destination, it would be perfect for special occasions too, weddings and such.” She paused. “I’m no chef of course, but I’d love to give it a go, and you could teach me things like baking, the basics of cooking and how to plan for big groups.” Hannah stared at her, processing the idea. It was the last thing she’d expected.
“I had no idea that was something that would interest you,” she said. “Are you sure you wouldn’t just be doing this for me, because it’s a huge risk.”
“No, absolutely not.” Kristine sounded confident about her plan. “I’d be doing it for us, just as much for myself as for you. I think it would be fun to run it together eventually, once you get your work permit, but I can also see myself doing it alone if that never happened. This way, I get a shot at a new career, doing something I love, and you’ll be able to pay off your debts in the UK. Not to mention that you’ll have a very nice buffer.”
“Okay…” Hannah found herself smiling. It sounded great in theory. She could picture Kristine in the yard each morning, carefully selecting ingredients for her menu. She could see them working together, building something exciting together. “But what about your house? Your mortgage? Your income won’t be nearly as much as what you currently earn at the bank, and hospitality is a very unstable sector to work in.”
“I know, but I’ve been good with my money,” Kristine said. “I’ve paid off over half of my mortgage already. I could rent my house out, get income from that and live here for free. That way, I’d be fine, even if the business failed. And if it did fail, I could just look for another job, there are banks everywhere.” She blushed. “Unless you don’t want me living here…”
“Don’t be daft.” Hannah laughed. “Of course not. I love having you here, and you practically live here already.”
“So, you like the idea?” Kristine’s eyes lit up.
“Yeah, it sounds good. I’m in if you’re sure you want to do it.” Hannah’s eyes welled up as she felt sheer happiness and relief rush through her. It meant she wouldn’t have to sell her mother’s estate. It meant that the home she and Kristine had created over the past months without even realizing it, would be theirs to keep now. And Hannah could make it her permanent home in the long run if everything worked out.
“I know you’ve had money trouble with your ex and that you might not be comfortable with sharing the finances with someone again,” Kristine continued. “But here in the US, you need an accountant to do your tax returns, so…”
“Stop that,” Hannah said, taking Kristine into an embrace. “I trust you with my heart and with everything I’ve got. It was a different situation back then, a different life. And it’s different with you, it’s always been different with you.” She smiled. “Are you completely sure about this?”
“Never been more sure of anything.” Kristine said with determination. “I’ve already brought some seeds and gardening tools. Thought I could start on the yard tomorrow morning before it gets too hot.”
Hannah raised her eyebrows and laughed. “You don’t beat around the bush, do you?”
“Nope. I’m getting stuck in right away, so back out while you still can if it makes you nervous.”
“Not at all, you’ve actually got me all excited about it now. I’ll help you as long as you tell me what to do. I can’t tell a weed from a plant, so I might need some guidance.”
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
For once, Kristine wasn’t dreading Monday morning, and for once, it wasn’t looming ahead of her like a dark shadow, waiting to swallow her up and suck out her joy and energy. She’d gotten out of bed with ease, even before Hannah. She’d put on her favorite white pantsuit with a sexier-than-normal black silk top and black stiletto heels. Her hair was loose but carefully styled, and she’d applied bright red lipstick, something she rarely did. Instead of arriving just before eight as usual, she was early and had time to grab a coffee before Angus arrived. He looked surprised when he saw her waiting for him on the bench in front of the building.
“Morning Kristine.”
“Good Morning, Angus.” She handed him a coffee, and a brown paper bag. “Coffee and a chocolate muffin for my favorite employee.”
Angus frowned, taking the coffee and the muffin. “Thank you. It’s not my birthday, though.”
“I know. Just want you to know that I appreciate what you do.”
“Well, thank you very much.” Angus hesitated as he opened the door. “You look nice, Kristine. Special occasion?”
Kristine nodded. “You could say that. I have a meeting with Bernard Goldstein at ten, so I thought I’d make an effort.”
“Mr Goldstein, huh? Are you up for a promotion? He’s only been here once before.”
“I doubt it.” Kristine laughed, letting herself in. “From what I’ve heard, Bernard doesn’t believe in promoting women. I hope he’s finally going to apologize for enrolling me in that anger management course, though.”
“An anger management course?” Angus huffed. “That makes no sense. You’re about as calm as they come.”
“I know. I was dismissed last week.” Kristine squeezed his arm. “So it’s all good.”
“Well I’d be furious.” Angus shook his head. “The politics in this place. I’m just glad to be sitting here by the front door, minding my own business.”
“Yeah, I think you’ve got a good thing going on there.” Kristine sipped from her coffee, in no hurry to get to her office. “Hey, Angus? I’m inviting a few people out for drinks this Friday, around seven. Nothing special, just drinks in town. Want to come?”
“Yeah, sure.” Angus groaned as he pulled his heavy body up onto his stool, coffee and muffin in one hand. “You got something to celebrate? Guess I was right about that promotion after all.” He winked. “Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”
AT TEN ON THE DOT, Bernard Goldstein knocked on Kristine’s door, before letting himself in.
“Good morning Bernard,” Kristine said with a big smile on her face, one that she didn’t have to fake this time. She put her shoes back on and crossed her legs under her desk before gesturing to the chair opposite her. “How are you? How was your weekend?”
Bernard sat down and shot her a grin, his unnaturally white set of false teeth on full display. He ran a hand through his silver hair that looked almost white now, against his orangey skin. “I’m great, thank you. Had a quiet one with the family, and then came here last night, met up with some old friends from university. Good timing really, since we already had this meeting set up.”
Kristine was pretty sure it was the other way around, and that he only pretended to come all the way here to make her feel important, but she didn’t say that. “That’s good timing indeed.” She straightened her back. “So, to what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”
Bernard shifted in his seat, his smile never faltering. “I received the report from your counselor at the anger management course you were enrolled in. I noticed you were cc’d on it, but I thought I’d come here to tell you in person that we’ve removed you from the internal review process. The counselor’s report stated that she could not identify any signs of behavioral issues, and that she’s therefore dismissed you from the course prematurely.” He leaned in, resting his elbows on Kristine’s desk as he folded his hands in front of him. “I thought you’d be pleased with the good news.”
Kristine smiled back at him. “Yes, I’m glad to hear that I’ve been cleared from the review process as well as the anger management course. But I already told you there was no need for that in the first place. Just like there was no need for that ridiculous mindfulness workshop that had nothing to do with mindfulness.” She paused, but not long enough to allow him to get a word in. “I assume that means the bank owes me an apology?”
Bernard grimaced. “I’m afraid it doesn’t work like that, Kristine. We were rightfully taking action based on information provided to us by an external professional. It’s not an ambiguous process.”
“Fine. So, no apology, then. I figured as much.” Kristine continued to speak in a calm voice, keeping her eyes fixed on Bernard. “Well, I have some good news too while you’re here. At least for me.” Kristine could see Bernard’s face go white under the orange, clearly dreading a pregnancy announcement. “Here’s my letter of resignation.” She reached into her top drawer and smiled as she handed him the envelope.
“Your resignation?”
“Mmhmm.”
Bernard frowned as he took the letter out of the envelope and read it. “I’m terribly sorry to hear you want to leave. We’ve been very pleased with how you’ve been running this branch. Is there anything we can do to make you change your mind?”
A simple apology would be nice. Kristine leaned back in her chair, cherishing the rush of victory she felt at seeing that she’d caught him completely by surprise. Bernard would have to find a replacement for her now, and that meant he would actually have to do some work for a change.
“Thank you. But I’m afraid I’ve made up my mind. I haven’t been happy since the restructure.” That wasn’t entirely true. Kristine had been thinking about a career change for a while, but Bernard didn’t have to know that. She’d let him sweat a little longer and worry whether she would mention him as the reason for her resignation in her exit interview.
“Right.” Bernard cleared his throat. “I assume you’re aware of the three-month notice period in your contract?”
“Two months,” Kristine corrected him. “I’ve been here a long time, so I’m still on the old contract.” She tried to appear solemn and professional, but it was hard with Bernard Goldstein sweating in the chair opposite her. He had quite a problem on his hands now. “I also have twelve days of vacation left,” she continued. “Which brings my remaining time here down to just under six weeks. But don’t worry, I’ll be happy to assist you in the recruitment process, and I’ll continue to lead the team until my very last day.” She handed him a file from her desk. “If for some reason we’re not able to find a successor before my time here is up, I’m happy to stay on for another two months as a consultant. In that file, you’ll find my daily rate and conditions.”
Bernard flinched as he glanced over the sheet and noticed the rate, which was triple her current daily salary. Kristine knew he was seething, but he couldn’t afford to insult her. He had personally made the recruitment process so complicated that, even if she had a suitable candidate tomorrow, it would still take at least two months before the contract was signed. And if he or she were recruited externally, there would be a notice period of two to three months to take into consideration. People rarely resigned from their old jobs until their new contract was signed nowadays.
“Very well,” Bernard said as he stood up, sweat pearling on his forehead. “Thank you for being so accommodating. I’ll discuss this with the HR department and get back to you ASAP.”
Kristine got up too, reached over her desk and shook his hand. “Thank you for stopping by, Bernard. It was great seeing you again and I’m confident we can find a good successor together. Have a great day.” She grinned as she watched him close the door behind him, then kicked off her heels and did a little victory dance through her office.
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COVINGTON, LOUISIANA, USA
Friday night in Covington was busier than Hannah had expected as they walked into the lively and crowded bar. She followed Kristine into the back, where her colleagues were gathered around the long, rectangular table she’d reserved.
“Hi everyone. This is Hannah,” Kristine said, as she sat down next to a big man, whom Hannah recognized as the security guard she’d seen on her first day in Covington. Most of the other faces looked familiar too; she’d seen most of them outside the bank, while she waited for Kristine to finish work.
“Hi. Nice to meet you all.” Hannah gave them a wave. Greetings and friendly, though curious, glances were shot her way.
“Could you get me a white wine, please?” Kristine asked, giving her hand a squeeze before she turned to her team. “Did you guys start a tab, like I asked? All drinks are on me tonight, no exceptions.” Kristine didn’t socialize much with her colleagues, and Hannah had been a little apprehensive at first, as it was Kristine’s special night with them. But Kristine had begged her to come along to meet the people she worked with, so here she was. She ordered a wine for Kristine and a beer for herself and walked back to the table. She sat down at the only free seat, next to Kristine, who looked stunning in a simple, tight black dress and black suede flats. Hannah had made more of an effort than usual, and was dressed in tight, black jeans and a loose white t-shirt. Her cheeks flushed a little when she realized she was the center of attention.
“So, are you two friends?” A man opposite her asked. The group fell silent and looked at Hannah. She glanced at Kristine, unsure of what to say. It was unlikely that the two women who had seen them kissing in the car park hadn’t told the others, but still… Fuck.
We should have discussed this up front.
“Hannah’s my girlfriend,” Kristine said, saving her from having to make the decision. She looked at Hannah affectionately and put a hand on her thigh.
“Yes,” Hannah concurred, emboldened by Kristine’s openness. “We’ve been seeing each other for over two months now, but we met in Norway last year, over Christmas.”
“But I didn’t know that you were…” One of Kristine’s co-workers started but stopped abruptly, unsure of what word to use.
“That I was gay?” Kristine finished her sentence for her. She took a sip of her wine. “You never asked, and there was never anyone special in my life until now.”
Hannah felt warm and proud at Kristine’s words, and was unable to stop a big grin from spreading on her face.
“Well, thank you for inviting us to your coming-out party. I feel honored that you want to share this important day with us,” Mary, the woman next to Kristine said, beaming.
“Oh no, this is no coming-out party.” Kristine shook her head, amused. “I came out twenty years ago. Well, maybe not at work, I like to keep my private life private. But I do have an announcement and that’s why I asked you guys to come here tonight.” Kristine felt another flutter in her belly at the excitement of finally having done what she’d been dreaming of doing for a long time. “I handed in my resignation yesterday,” she said. “I have a two-month notice period, so I won’t be gone just yet. I’ll be helping Bernard Goldstein to find a replacement for myself, and we’ll be starting that process next week.”
“You’re leaving?” Mary and everyone else, looked at her in disbelief.
“I am.”
“Why? You’re the branch manager. It’s one of the best jobs in Covington. Did another bank make you a better offer?”
“No, nothing like that. My banking days are over.” Kristine didn’t want to go into detail as to why she couldn’t wait to get out of there. These people would be spending many more years at the bank, and it was important to her that she left on a positive note. The last thing she wanted to do was disparage their jobs. “I guess I’ve been re-evaluating my life lately, and I just don’t see my future in banking anymore,” she said. “I’ll be starting an organic restaurant in Presley. It’s Hannah’s property and she also has a house next it, so I’ll be moving in with her. There’s a lot of land that goes with it, so eventually I’ll be able to grow all the food myself and that’s what I love to do.”
Kristine had known her co-workers would be surprised, but she hadn’t been prepared for the shocked silence that followed. Perhaps introducing Hannah to them and announcing she would be leaving was a bit much in one evening. “I’m sorry to jump you all with this news out of nowhere, but I wanted to tell you myself before the email goes out on Monday.” She let out a nervous chuckle.
“That is so brave,” one of her tellers finally said. “I never saw it coming, though. I thought you were one of those driven career women. I think we all expected you to take over one of the New Orleans branches soon, so I was kind of prepared to see you go.”
“Yeah, well, it’s not for me.” Kristine looked around the group. “But there will be some opportunities for those who do want that.”
“Aren’t you scared to start your own business? I mean, it’s risky, isn’t it? Especially in hospitality,” Mary said.
“Yeah, I’m a little nervous. But there’s no harm in trying and I believe in the concept and the longevity of it, even here in the South, where we’re a little behind the rest of the world when it comes to food and dining. The restaurant is located at a beautiful spot along the wetlands towards the Gulf. It’s fairly remote, but we’re hoping to make it a destination, and supplement with catering work in the winter season. We’re going to have a charming, shaded lunch garden, where you can actually see the produce that’s on your plate, growing around you, and there’s a well with fresh water that we had checked last week, so passers-by can fill up their water bottles and of course, become enchanted with our place and share it with their friends on social media. There’s also going to be a little shop where we’ll sell home-made jams, dips, baked goods and fresh breads.”
“She’s even getting chickens,” Hannah added, resulting in a lot of laughter around the table.
“Wow, that sounds really nice, actually.” Angus turned to Hannah. “And what about you? Will you be running it together?”
Hannah shook her head. “Not yet. Kristine will run it by herself for now, but I’ll help her out of course,” she said. “I’ll have to go back to the UK for a short period of time and try to get a temporary work visa to start out with.” She placed a hand on top of Kristine’s and smiled.
“You could always get married?” the teller shamelessly suggested. That brought even more laughter from Kristine’s team.
“I think it might be a little early for that,” Hannah said, blushing. “And I don’t want Kristine to think I’m just with her for the green card,” she joked. Kristine shook her head, blushing about the marriage comment.
“Hannah’s from London,” she continued, skillfully deflecting the topic. She’s a great chef, so she’s going to teach me everything she knows.”
“London? I went there a couple of years ago,” Mary’s eyes widened. “I loved it. Why would you want to move away from there?”
“London’s great,” Hannah said. “I won’t argue with that. I never thought I’d end up in Louisiana, but I inherited property here, and so it was only by chance that Kristine and I had a good chunk of time to spend together. I know it might sound silly, but I feel at home in Louisiana.” She smiled, lacing her fingers through Kristine’s. “Kristine has a lot to do with that, of course.”
Mary sighed. “That’s so romantic. Right?” She looked at her colleagues.
“So romantic,” another woman said. “Roman would never move to another continent to be with me. Hell, he wouldn’t even move to another town.” She held up a hand. “Wait. Actually, I can’t even get him to come to bed with me when he’s watching football, no matter how sexy my nightgown.” At that, everyone burst out laughing and Kristine called a waiter to take an order for the next round.
“Okay guys, what are we all drinking?”
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“I had fun tonight,” Hannah said as they took off their shoes and fell back on the couch on Kristine’s porch while Belle was sniffing around in the yard. “They’re really nice, your colleagues.”
“They are.” Kristine was beaming. “It felt so good to tell them I was leaving. I can’t believe I’ve done it, after all this time.”
“You’re cute when you’re excited,” Hannah traced a finger down Kristine’s neck towards the low neckline of her dress. “And you have no idea how sexy that dress looks on you. It’s been a struggle to keep my eyes away from your cleavage all night.”
“Don’t think for a moment it’s been easy for me, the way your ass looks in those jeans.” Kristine moved closer and settled in the crook of Hannah’s arm. “I’m sorry they kept going on about marriage. I guess their imaginations got overheated.”
“That’s okay. I get where they’re coming from.” Hannah tried to hide the grin that had started to spread across her face by covering her mouth with the palm of Kristine’s hand and kissing it. “But it’s not unthinkable, right? The concept of getting married, eventually?”
Kristine was smiling now too, but on the inside, her nerves were thrumming. “No, it’s not.” She hesitated. “Have you ever thought about it, seriously?”
Hannah looked up at her. “Are you asking me to marry you? Because I could think of more romantic ways to do that, Ms. Miller.”
Kristine shook her head, her cheeks flushing. “I think I’d be a little more creative if I were to propose to you. But I do like the idea of marriage… eventually.”
“Yeah, me too. I haven’t really given it that much thought, but with you… yeah, of course I’d like that.” Hannah brushed her lips against Kristine’s. “I know this might not be the right time for this talk, but the conversation with your colleagues tonight got me thinking. If I’m going to move here so we can be together, there are a couple of things we need to talk about. A normal relationship would probably develop in its own time, and certain subjects would come up naturally. But our relationship is not exactly of the garden variety, so we might need to force some subjects, as awkward as it may be. Moving to the other side of the world is a big deal, and we don’t want to find out that our life goals don’t align and that we have different expectations after I move. The consequences would be a bit more serious,” she said “Whether you want kids, for example. Not that it would change how I feel about you, but I’d like to know.” Kristine looked at her with so much affection that Hannah couldn’t stop herself from kissing her again. She stroked Kristine’s cheek as she locked her lips with her soft mouth, arousal flaring up in the pit of her stomach. Kristine’s eyes were hazy when she pulled out and looked at Hannah, and it wasn’t from the alcohol. No, she looked emotional, Hannah realized. Kristine took a deep breath and nodded.
“You’re right,” she said. “We do need to talk about this.” She paused. “As far as children are concerned… I never thought of it as an option, didn’t think they were in the cards for me. I’ve never been serious enough with anyone to consider having kids with them, and I certainly wouldn’t willingly subject myself to single parenting. When I turned thirty-five I stopped thinking of it entirely. But now, things are different and yeah, the idea of having children with you has crossed my mind once or twice. What about you?”
“I could see myself having a family with you,” Hannah said after a silence. “I’d love to have kids someday, give them everything I never had. I’m pretty sure I’d spoil them rotten.” She chuckled. “I’ve always wanted a dog first, but it seems like I’ve hit the jackpot with you.” She patted her lap and gave Belle an excited nod. Belle jumped up, euphoric that she finally had permission to sit on a human’s lap, even though she was way too big for that. She let out a deep, satisfied sigh as she sat down on top of Hannah, almost crushing her.
“Oh God, Hannah, please don’t teach her to be a lap dog.” Kristine laughed. “It took me years to make her understand that she really is too big for that. Apparently she’d just been biding her time, waiting for someone to take pity on her, suffering on the floor.”
Hannah laughed too. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself. It makes her so happy, look at her face.” She ran a hand through Kristine’s hair and shot her a teasing look. “Are we having a domestic dispute about house rules already?”
“Absolutely,’ Kristine said playfully. Then her expression turned more serious. “So, about the marriage thing…” She bit her lip, trying to find the right words. “It would be an easy solution to you staying here. I mean, not easy, but doable.”
“I know.” Hannah smiled. “I agree, it’s an option, but I really don’t want to marry you for that reason. I want to be able to give you a good life and make all your wishes come true and to do that, I need to have my shit together first. Just the basics, you know? Like a job, a business, or at least a work permit. And that’s going to take some time.” She shrugged. “I want to give you the wedding of your dreams one day, not just a quick exchange at the courthouse. And there’s the family issue. Surely you’d want them there on your big day, and I’d love to at least try to get your family to warm to me, but I haven’t even met your parents yet.”
“You’re so sweet.” Kristine placed a soft kiss on Hannah’s cheek. “I’m going to speak to my mother soon. I’d like you to meet her before you go back to the UK, but I need to prepare her first. My parents will be the biggest challenge.”
“Speaking about family…” Hannah hesitated. “I’ve been thinking of going to Lafayette tomorrow, to hopefully meet with Benjamin Wilson, and I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind coming with me. I have no idea what I’m going to say to him or if he’ll even want to speak to me, and I’m kind of terrified.”
“Of course I’ll come with you.” Kristine took her hand. “I didn’t bug you about it because it’s your decision, but I do think it would be good for you to visit him, even if the outcome may not be what you hope for. It might give you some closure, and who knows? You might even have a good talk. Do you know where he lives?”
“I think so.” Hannah handed Kristine her phone with the details she’d saved. “I couldn’t find his address on social media, but I found three Ben or Benjamin Wilsons in the Lafayette directory. I called them all and hung up. On the third one a woman called Edie picked up the phone.”
Kristine studied the address. “That would be him, then. Are you sure you want to do this?”
“Yeah, I’m sure. If I don’t go, I’ll regret it. Best to get it over with, so I can enjoy being with you before I go back, without thinking about it all the time. If he’s not interested in talking, that’s fine. At least I’ll have tried. And I don’t feel bitter anymore, like I used to, and I don’t feel the need to rub my shitty childhood in his face. I just want to talk.”
“Then I’d say you’re going into this with the right mindset.” Kristine looked at her intently. “You’re brave, Hannah. This must be so hard for you. I’ve got my family and that’s the only life I know. You had no one growing up, and I can’t even begin to imagine how you’re feeling right now.” She placed a hand on Hannah’s thigh and handed her the phone back. “I’m coming with you. Are you going to call him first?”
“I wasn’t planning on it. What do you think?”
“I wouldn’t,” Kristine agreed. “You might get his wife on the phone again, or one of his kids.”
“I know. I imagine he’ll see me as a threat to his life, so I’m prepared for the worst.” Hannah scrolled through her emails. “I almost forgot, I’ve got more news. My lawyer has the paperwork for the restaurant ready for you to sign. She sent you an email too.”
Kristine’s eyes lit up. “Already? That was quick.”
Hannah chuckled. “Yeah, well, she’s not cheap, so she’d better be quick. We can sign everything on Monday if you have time on your lunch break.” She paused. “If you still want to. It’s okay if you’ve changed your mind, you know.”
“Why would I change my mind? I can’t wait to get started. I’ll need to tell Carol-Anne I’m moving too, I keep putting it off because I know she’ll be a little upset.” She shook it off. “But hey, that’s the least of my worries right now. Hand me the keys and we’ll be ready to rock by the time you’re back from the UK.”
“I have no doubt about that. I’ve never seen anyone work as hard as you.”
Kristine smiled. “While you’re in the UK working on your visa, I’ll be moving into your house, getting my own house ready to rent out, finishing the restaurant and making a beautiful fruit and vegetable patch. All this, while I sit out my last days at the bank and do another month or two of consultancy work for triple pay.” She grinned. “I might even be too busy to visit you.”
“No way, that’s not an option.” Hannah shook her head frantically. “Three months without you is too long.”
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LAFAYETTE, LOUISIANA, USA
“Hi. Can I help you?” A very styled, bottle blonde woman with a generous amount of filler in her lips opened the door and stared at Hannah. She ran her long, French-manicured nails through her hair, then rested her hand on her hip. Edie. Hannah recognized her immediately from her son’s pictures on Facebook. She’d seen their home too but the modern, white, Mediterranean-inspired house, looked a lot grander in real life.
“Maybe.” Hannah gave Edie her friendliest smile. “Is Benjamin Wilson home? I’d like to speak to him if that’s okay.” Thankfully, the security gate at the bottom of the big, deep yard had been open, allowing Kristine and Hannah to drive up to the house and park behind a Mercedes Roadster, a Jaguar and a swanky golf cart. The Wilsons clearly had money.
Edie did not seem pleased with the unexpected visit. She didn’t answer at first and continued to study Hannah after hearing her accent, as if she’d already done the math.
Does she know? Hannah glanced at Kristine in the car, who gave her an encouraging nod. She’d changed her mind at the last minute, deciding one stranger at the door would be less intimidating than two. Now she realized that having Kristine here with her big, blue eyes and friendly Southern drawl might have given her a better chance to get a foot in the door.
“Can I ask why?” Edie’s gaze went from Hannah’s eyes down to her tattoos and her sneakers, then back up, before shifting towards Kristine.
“I’d rather discuss it with Benjamin first, if you don’t mind. It’s a little delicate.”
“Whatever you want to discuss with Ben, you can discuss with me,” Edie said, sharply.
“Who’s there, Edie?” A deep voice sounded through the hallway. Hannah looked over Edie’s shoulder as he came up behind her with a cigar between his fingers. She felt paralyzed with nerves as he approached her in a thick cloud of smoke.
“Benjamin Wilson?” she asked in a shaky voice. It was him, the man from the Facebook and Linked-in pictures. The man from the wedding photos. He was tall and slender, with thick, dark brown hair with a little grey coming through, and his face had the same dark features as Hannah’s. The dark eyebrows, the sharp eyes, the delicate bone structure... When he saw her and heard her speak, his expression went from curious to shocked. He knows.
“Yes, that’s me, I’m Ben Wilson. Can I help you?” he stuttered as he shot a quick glance at his wife.
“My name is Hannah Hudson,” Hannah said, trying to compose herself and failing. “I’m Hannah Radley’s daughter. And I think you might be my father.” Hannah hadn’t meant to just blurt it out like that. She’d wanted to break it to him gently, ask him out for a coffee first. But the words came out without her permission, and it was too late to make what she’d said in front of his wife undone. “I’d like to talk to you, if that’s okay,” she continued. Ben was silent for what seemed like an eternity before he cleared his throat.
“Hannah Radley, you said?”
“Yes.” Hannah tried to stay calm. “My birth mother. I inherited her house and restaurant in Presley and I found a letter in which she mentioned that my father’s name was Benjamin Wilson, and that he’d married a woman called Edie. It was a long time ago,” she added, turning to Edie. “She had me thirty-three years ago.” Edie’s expression softened a little.
“And you inherited her house…” Benjamin’s voice trailed away. “Are you telling me Hannah is dead?” he asked. Hannah’s heart skipped a beat when he admitted to knowing her mother.
“Yes, she died a little while ago of a stroke.” Ben went pale, his mind clearly spinning from the news about Hannah Radley to the fact that the woman before him might be his daughter and back.
“And you’re the girl she had?”
“Yes,” Hannah said softly. There was another long silence. To Hannah’s great surprise, Edie was the first to speak.
“I think you two need to talk, Ben,” she said. “We’re not getting anywhere by standing here in the doorway.”
“You’re right.” Ben nodded and opened the door wide. “Would you like to come in, Hannah?”
“Thank you.” Hannah cast him a grateful smile. “I just need to let my friend know so she can go for a coffee or something. She’s waiting in the car.”
“THIS IS NOT something I ever thought would happen,” Ben said after he’d listened to Hannah’s brief explanation of how she’d ended up on his doorstep. “Having coffee with you, I mean. Your mother used to dream about seeing you again, but I guess I had less trouble moving on. I know she wrote you letters. I used to tell her it was pointless.” He shook his head. “Who’s the fool now, huh?”
“So you believe me?”
“Of course I believe you.” Ben paused. “It all makes sense. Hannah and I never spoke again after our divorce. That was a long time ago, but it’s still upsetting to hear about her death. She was an amazing woman, my first love. And you showing up here out of nowhere... shock doesn’t even begin to describe it, so please forgive me for not knowing what to say or how to behave just now.”
“I’m sorry for not giving you notice,” Hannah said. “But there was no easy way to do this.” She glanced around the huge living room with a soaring ceiling and grand windows, tastefully decorated with designer furniture and modern artworks in a blue and white color scheme. The house was huge, even by American standards.
“Of course.” Ben shifted on the beige leather couch, frantically stirring sugar into his coffee. “How are the Hudsons? Have they been good to you? I never met them, but I know Hannah did.”
“They died in an accident when I was two,” Hannah said. “I grew up in foster care.”
Ben’s face went a shade paler. “I’m so sorry. I didn’t know...”
“Don’t be,” Hannah interrupted him. “You couldn’t have known and I’m not here to make you feel bad.”
“Okay.” Ben looked down at his slippers. “Well, Edie and I have three children. I always wanted children, that’s where it went wrong between me and Hannah. We argued a lot about adopting. I wanted to, she didn’t. She didn’t feel good about it after giving you away.”
“Yeah.” Hannah bit her lip. “I read that in her letters.” She looked a little embarrassed. “There were a lot of them, so I think I know most of what happened between the two of you. From her perspective, anyway,” she added. “I’m sorry if that feels intrusive to you.”
“It’s fine.” Ben gave her a small smile. “Hannah never lied. What you’ve read is probably the truth.”
“Your children…” Hannah said, looking at a framed picture on the wall. “I looked you up on social media a couple of weeks ago and I’ve seen pictures of them. It seems like you have a lovely family.” She quickly added: “I’m not some crazy stalker, I just wanted an idea of what to expect.”
Ben nodded. “That’s understandable.” He pointed at the picture. “Our eldest son is twenty-five now, the one on the left. His name is Mason and he works in marketing. Madison is twenty-two, she’s studying marine biology in Florida. Our youngest, Chuck, is seventeen. He’s the only one who still lives at home, but he’s away with friends this weekend. He wants to be a chef.”
“Oh, cool. You must be proud of them.” Hannah turned back to Ben. “Do they know about you and Hannah and the fact that she had… well… me,” she asked.
“No, they don’t. Edie knows, but I never saw a reason to tell the kids.” He smiled at her. “But we’ll have to tell them now, won’t we, Edie?”
Edie came out of the kitchen with a fresh pot of coffee and nodded. “It will be a shock for them, as it is for us, but knowing our kids I think they’d like to meet you.”
“I’d like that too,” Hannah said.
There was a long silence before Ben spoke again. “I have a lot of questions for you. And I’m sure you must have even more questions for me. But what I need to know first is, what is it that you want from me, Hannah?” His tone wasn’t accusing, it was simply curious.
“I don’t know,” Hannah said honestly. “I haven’t thought that far ahead yet. I just wanted to meet you. That’s enough for me at this stage.”
“Well, I’m glad you came.” Ben scratched his head. “Please don’t take my silence for indifference. It’s probably going to take me a while to get used to this.”
“You look like him,” Edie took a good look at Hannah again after refilling her coffee mug. “I knew the moment I saw you and heard you speak. He said you’d been raised in the UK, you have a lovely accent. How long are you planning on staying in Presley?”
“I’ve decided I want to keep the house and the restaurant,” Hannah said. “I like it there, but the main reason is that I’ve met someone very special. It’s the woman in the car, her name is Kristine. We met on holiday in Norway last year, and she happens to live in Covington, which is not that far from Presley. I went to see her when I came here, and we fell in love. Kristine is buying half of the restaurant from me, and we’re going to run it together, eventually.” Hannah decided she might as well put all her cards on the table.
“Oh.” Edie looked surprised. “Our daughter, Madison is gay too.”
“Yes, great,” Ben added, unsure of what else to say. Hannah turned to Edie and smiled. Edie was surprisingly friendly, considering the news she’d just been given.
“I’m going to the UK in August, but I’ll be back in a few months’ time, hopefully for good.”
“So, you’re planning on staying in the States...” Ben studied Hannah intently. “Edie’s right. You really do look like me, especially when I was younger.”
“I know. I found an old wedding picture. I’ve seen your wedding album too.” Hannah reached into her bag and handed him the picture. Ben’s smile widened as he looked at it. Edie sat down next to him and glanced at it too.
“You both look so happy,” she said in a soft voice.
“We were.” Ben handed the picture back to Hannah. “But we were also very young, and it was a long time ago.”
“Ben’s never showed me any pictures of Hannah, and I’ve always been curious about her,” Edie continued. “She’s pretty.”
“I did worry about Hannah, in the years following our divorce,” Ben said. “She didn’t have anyone but me, back then, apart from a couple of good friends. Did she ever remarry?”
“No, she never did. No serious relationships either. She did have a couple of boyfriends but nothing serious.”
Ben frowned. “So, she was alone for all those years? I knew she’d broken off all contact with her family.”
“Yeah, but she was happy,” Hannah reassured him. “I think she liked being on her own. She had lots of good friends and she was very popular in town, from what I’ve heard.”
“Hannah was very likeable.” Ben took a sip of his coffee. “I’m glad to hear she had a good life.” He cleared his throat. “What about you, Hannah? What’s your life been like?” He winced, dreading the answer but knowing he had to ask.
Hannah thought about the question no one had ever asked her before. It felt strange, to just sum up her life. She’d been through so much.
“It hasn’t been easy,” she finally said. “The first half of it, anyway. I left my last foster family when I was seventeen, and from that day, I’ve been happy, I guess. I started working in hospitality, and I had my own restaurant in London for many years. It was great, until I found out that my ex-girlfriend had been stealing from me. I didn’t find out until it was too late, and I was forced to sell my restaurant.” She sighed. “Then, as if by some miracle, I got a letter from an American lawyer, informing me that I’d inherited property in the US. You can imagine how surprised I was, I always assumed my birth mother lived in the UK. So, I came over here to do up the properties with a view to selling them and using the money to start a new business in London. Kristine found my mother’s letters when we were working in the house one day, and here I am.”
“Here you are,” Ben repeated, shaking his head. “I still can’t believe it.”
“What about you?” Hannah asked, although she’d already read his résumé online.
“Well, I’ve been in politics most of my life, I still am, but I’m taking it easier these days, I’m a political strategist, specialized in opposition research. I always traveled a lot for work, but Edie stayed home and looked after the children when they were younger. She’s a great mother.” He took Edie’s hand and squeezed it. “And she’s been involved in a lot of charity work over the years.”
“I still am,” Edie said. “But I’ll tell you all about that another time.” Hannah was surprised to hear her say ‘another time’, and she was incredibly touched by it. She glanced at her phone. I’d better go. She’d been here for almost an hour and Kristine would be waiting for her outside. They’d agreed that she’d give her forty minutes. Besides, she didn’t want to overstay her welcome. Ben and Edie would have a lot to talk about. She took another sip from her coffee and stood up. “Well, I think I’d better be going. Thank you so much for the talk and the coffee. It’s been really great to meet you both.”
Ben stood up too. “I’m glad you came, Hannah. I need some time to process all of this, but maybe we could meet up again soon?”
“I’d love that.” Hannah handed him a note with her English and American phone number that she’d written down that morning. “You can always call me or text me on either of these.” She hesitated as she was about to leave. “And Ben… I’ll be fine if you change your mind, or if you don’t want to tell your kids about me. I’m not looking for a new family or for a father-daughter relationship. I just wanted to meet you, and now I have.”
“No.” Ben waved her concerns away. “I’d genuinely like to see you again. Maybe you could come for dinner soon, with your girlfriend?”
“Yes, please do,” Edie said, following them as they walked through the grand hallway.
“Thank you.” Hannah smiled. “That would be nice. It was really great meeting you.” She walked out and got into Kristine’s car, leaving Ben and Edie waving at her in the doorway.
“AND?” Kristine asked as soon as they turned off the Wilsons’ driveway. “What’s he like? Is he nice? You were there for much longer than I expected.”
Hannah turned to her and smiled. “Yes. He was very nice and so was his wife. I’m very glad I went, and I really did have to do this.” She paused to think. “It was so weird meeting him but somehow he didn’t seem like a total stranger. Maybe it’s because I’ve seen photos of him and read about him in my mother’s letters.”
“Or maybe there really was a connection,” Kristine said. “I saw him in the doorway and my God, the resemblance…”
“Yeah, that was surreal. I felt like I was talking to an older, male version of myself. Even Edie saw it straight away. Anyway, he didn’t know my mother had passed away. He seemed a little shaken by the news, on top of everything else. But he was very nice. I think nice is probably the best word to describe him. I’d expected him to be a bit fake and glib, you know, since he works in politics, but there was no sign of that at all.”
“That’s wonderful. You must be so happy.” Kristine’s smile was wide as she turned to look at Hannah. “Are you going to meet up again?”
“I don’t know. I gave him my number so it’s up to him.” Hannah pushed her chair back and relaxed into her seat. “He said he wanted to, and that they were going to tell their kids about me, but I’m not expecting anything. He might change his mind or Edie might decide she’s not happy with the situation after all. And if that’s the case, I’ll respect that. Either way, I’m glad I did this.” She put a hand on Kristine’s arm. “Thank you, again, for coming with me.”
“Anytime.” Kristine smiled. “It’s you and me, now.”
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“Nice coffee table.” Kristine studied the hand-carved wooden chest next to the couch in the living room. She opened the lid and ran her fingers over the red velvet lining that was still intact. “Did you get this today? It’s beautiful.”
“Yeah. I found it at Petie’s, I’m going to keep my mother’s letters in it,” Hannah said. “But you’re right, it will make a perfect coffee table too.”
“That’s a great idea.” Kristine turned to her. “It will preserve them. They were getting a bit musty in those cardboard boxes.” She sat down on the old couch that looked a lot better now with a large, light-grey throw over it. “I read some more of them the other day, while you were at the store. I hope you don’t mind, you said it was okay…”
“No, you know I don’t mind.” Hannah sat down next to her.
“They’re special,” Kristine said. “It was almost like looking at life through her eyes. It can’t have been easy reading them, even I got a bit teary.”
“It wasn’t, but I’m glad I have them.” Hannah put a hand on Kristine’s knee and shot her a loving smile. “You know, if we ever have children, I’m going to write them letters too. That way, if anything happens to me, I know I will have told them everything I wanted to. And even if I get so lucky to grow very old, I’ll still want them to read them when I’m gone.”
“That’s a nice thought,” Kristine said, running a hand through Hannah’s hair. “Comforting.” She turned on the couch and stretched her legs over Hannah’s lap, resting her elbow on the backrest. “Have you heard from Ben yet?”
Hannah smiled and handed her phone to Kristine. “Yeah, I just got a text message when you were on your way over here. They’ve told their kids about me and he says they want to meet me too. And you,” she added. “They’ve invited us over for dinner next Friday and the whole family is going to be there. Even Madison is driving up from Florida.”
Kristine’s eyes widened as she read the message. “Hannah, that’s… that’s amazing.”
“Yeah, it really is. And now I’m nervous all over again. Will you come with me?”
“Of course I’ll come with you. I’m excited to meet them. This is huge, Hannah.” Kristine gave her a playful wink. “So, I’m going to meet my in-laws.”
Hannah laughed. “If that’s what you want to call them.” She paused. “So, what about my in-laws, then? When am I finally going to meet the Millers?”
“I’m going back home on Sunday,” Kristine said as her expression turned serious. “I’m having coffee with Mom in the afternoon. My dad is going to be out between three and five, so I’ll have her all to myself.” She paused. “Sundays used to be our weekly coffee date, but I haven’t really been over to see her on the weekends since I’ve been spending my time here and it’s long overdue. I’m going to talk to her about you. Tell her that we’re serious. I’m not sure if I’m going to get anywhere with it, but I want to try.”
“Really?” Hannah’s eyes widened. “Are you nervous? Do you want me to come with you?”
Kristine gave her a sweet smile. “Better not. Mom will be uncomfortable enough as it is. But I want you to meet her after that, if it goes well. Dad is going to be a bigger problem, so I might have to wait a little longer before I speak to him, maybe give Mom the chance to talk to him first. She doesn’t even know that I quit my job, or that I’ll be moving to Presley, and I have no idea how she’s going to react to that either. She’s always taken it for granted that all her children live around the corner. I don’t even think it’s crossed her mind that I might move away one day.”
“Go easy on her then,” Hannah said. “And you don’t need to rush this for me, you know. I was only asking because I was curious, but if you don’t think they’re ready…”
“They’ll never be ready.” Kristine rolled her eyes. “And it’s not like they don’t already know, I just want them, or at least Mom, to acknowledge my relationship with you.”
Hannah brought Kristine’s hand, which was still holding her own, to her mouth and kissed it.
“It’ll be fine. And even if she doesn’t want to hear about it now, I’m sure she’ll come around eventually. You’re her only daughter.”
“I don’t know about that, we’ll just have to see.” Kristine shook it off. There was no point worrying about it as it could go either way. And with Hannah sitting next to her, looking like she did, it seemed an even bigger waste of time. Hannah looked so good in her skimpy denim shorts and white tank top. She had a deep tan now, and her hair had grown much longer since she’d arrived in the US, reaching over her shoulders, tousled and voluminous from the humidity. It made her look exotic and mysterious combined with her dark features and delicate bone structure. Kristine bit her lip as she rested her eyes on the bare strip of skin where Hannah’s t-shirt had crept up and decided she couldn’t take it any longer. She shifted on the couch, pulled up her tight skirt and straddled Hannah, who’s lips immediately stretched into a surprised grin. “Enough about in-laws. I’ve got something else in mind.” She gave Hannah a mischievous look as she pulled off her tank top, leaving her in her denim shorts and her sheer, black lace bra, which was by far Kristine’s favorite. Hannah gasped when she moved a hand inside it, cupping her breast.
“I’m not sure if I want to do this, actually. I was really enjoying our talk about in-laws,” Hannah teased as she locked her dark eyes with Kristine’s icy blue ones.
“Oh, I think you do,” Kristine whispered. She leaned forward and ran her tongue over Hannah’s upper lip, then kissed her slowly, rocking her hips on Hannah’s lap while she unbuttoned her own blouse.
“You’re right, I think I do.” Hannah’s eyes were so full of longing when she looked up at Kristine, who moved in such a sexy and sensual way, that her hands started leading a life of their own. She watched Kristine’s seductive movements while one hand made its way between Kristine’s thighs again, the other sliding the blouse off her shoulders. Her fingers trailed over the luxurious lace of the red bra, making Kristine gasp when her thumb rubbed over her nipple. “You are officially the sexiest woman alive,” she whispered, her eyes now fixed on Kristine’s breasts as she reached around to unclasp her bra.
“I think you might need two hands for that,” Kristine said, her breath more ragged now that Hannah’s hand was dangerously close to her center.
“No, I don’t.” Hannah smiled triumphantly as she released the clasp in one, swift movement and tore the straps down Kristine’s arms. Her mouth was drawn to the full breasts in front of her, and she closed her eyes as she leaned forward, taking a nipple into her mouth. Kristine buckled on her lap when she ran her tongue over it, teasing while she worked her hand into Kristine’s panties.
“Jesus, Hannah.” Kristine had trouble focusing on the buttons of Hannah’s shorts as she felt Hannah’s fingers trace her sex and her warm mouth on her breasts. “That feels so good.” Finally, she managed to fumble open the last button and slid her hand inside Hannah’s shorts and panties. She watched Hannah’s pupils dilate when she pressed her hand hard against her wet folds, then moved her fingers further down and entered her slowly.
“Yes…” Hannah locked her eyes with Kristine as she did the same to her, smiling when Kristine gasped in delight. She wrapped her arm around her waist and moaned as Kristine’s fingers filled her. They moved in sync, slow and fully focused on each other as if in a trance, Kristine setting the pace as she rocked on top of Hannah. Hannah wasn’t sure whether the noises that echoed around them came from herself or from Kristine, but it didn’t matter. She pulled out of Kristine and shifted her fingers to her clit, both moaning louder when Kristine did the same.
“Come with me,” Kristine whispered, rubbing her faster now, her eyes never leaving Hannah’s. Her fingers were woven through Hannah’s hair, gripping at her dark locks. Hannah nodded as she felt Kristine’s hand tighten against her pulsating center, and a warm buzz started building inside her. She covered Kristine’s hand with her own and pressed down harder as they came together. Kristine tightened her grip on Hannah’s hair and Hannah held on to her waist, digging her nails into her flesh. They clung to each other while they rode out their climax and fell into a deep, lingering kiss until Kristine pulled back, out of breath and out of energy. Hannah collapsed with her head against the backrest of the couch. Kristine sank forward burying her face in her neck, her warm breath heavy and steady against her ear. Hannah put her arms around her and held her while she smiled and whispered: “We’re getting really good at this.”
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“Kristine, hun. What a nice surprise. It’s been ages, I was starting to suspect you don’t want to spend time with me anymore.” 
“It’s not that, Mom, you know it’s not. And besides, I’ve been over for dinner, haven’t I?”
“Only about three times in the past two months. And anyway, that’s different. It’s not the same as when it’s just you and me, and we can speak our minds without the dang men interrupting us or listening in.”
“Can we really speak out minds though, Mom?” Kristine made a point of making eye-contact. Martha Miller’s eyes narrowed before she looked away, clearly dreading where this was heading. “Here, these are for you.” Kristine got a box of chocolates from her satchel and handed it to her mother, who loved chocolate, but rarely indulged in such ‘unnecessary luxury’, as she called it. Just a little icebreaker. “But you’re right, we haven’t caught up in a while. I’ve been busy with work and ...” she hesitated as her mother poured her coffee. “With Hannah.” Kristine could see her mother tense up as she said the name. She jerked back a little, spilling coffee over the kitchen table.
“Oh dang.”
“Wait, let me get that.” Kristine jumped up, grabbed a cloth and cleaned up, eager to get on with the conversation. Her mother, however, was in no rush. She put milk and sugar on the table, then searched through the cupboards for a plastic container, taking way more time than necessary to fill it up with water before she put it down for Belle. She was wearing her lilac church dress, the same dress that she’d worn every Sunday for at least the past decade. Kristine could vaguely remember other dresses, but there hadn’t been many. 
“Is Daddy in the barn?” she asked, giving her mother a bit of breathing space. She already knew the answer. Her father spent every Sunday after church in his small office in the barn on Joe’s side of the farm, ‘taking inventory’, as he called it. Kristine always wondered what he really did in that time, as there wasn’t much inventory in the barn at all. Her father had been bored out of his mind since he hurt his back and couldn’t work anymore. He’d been forced to split the farm up between Joe and Jed, as they were not capable of working together. But even though the farm technically wasn’t his anymore, he made sure he knew exactly what was going on at all times. What’s he doing there? Counting apples? Whatever it was, neither Kristine nor her mother asked questions as it gave them some alone time once a week.
“Yeah, your daddy’s in the barn taking inventory,” Martha said when she finally sat down. “So, how’s the job?” She opened the box of chocolates, ate one and took a sip of her coffee. Kristine managed to suppress a groan at her mother’s skillful change of topic. Okay, if you insist, we’ll start with the job first.
“I won’t be there much longer. I resigned.” She made sure to smile, reassuring her mother that there was no drama involved.
“You resigned?” Martha was shocked. “Sweet Jesus, Kristine. Why did you do that? Have you had trouble at work?”
“Not really. I just haven’t been happy.” Kristine put a hand on her mother’s arm, bracing herself to drop another bomb on her. “I’ve bought into Hannah’s restaurant, and I own half of it now. It’s in Presley, about a ninety-minute drive from here. I’ve been spending a lot of time there lately, helping her do it up. That’s why I haven’t been here on Sundays.” She paused. “I’m going to start a business there. An organic restaurant.”
“You? A restaurant?” Martha made sure not to involve Hannah in the conversation. “But you’ve never mentioned you wanted to do anything like that. Isn’t it risky?”
“Sure, it’s a little risky, but I’ll be able to grow my own produce and cook with it every day. I’ll be outside more, instead of spending my life in that stuffy office, and once Hannah gets a work permit we’ll be running it together.”
“You’ll be exhausted if you have to commute every day though, while working such long hours. It’s not practical.”
“I know, Mom. That’s why I’m moving to Presley, into Hannah’s house, and I’ll be renting out my own place. It will give me a good income while I try to get the business off the ground.”
Martha’s shoulders dropped. “You can’t move away, Kristine. You’re a Miller. You belong here in Covington, with your family.”
“It’s not that far. I’ve already been driving back and forth every weekend, when I’ve been staying with Hannah,” Kristine said, trying to involve Hannah into the conversation once again. “And she’s been driving to Covington on weekdays to spend the nights with me. You wouldn’t see any less of me. I’d just visit on different days, when the restaurant is closed.” She tried to meet her mother’s gaze, but Martha Miller looked down, trying to avoid what she knew was coming. “I also need to talk to you about Hannah, Mom,” she continued. “Hannah, who I’ve spent a lot of time with in the past months. I’ve just said her name five times and not once have you asked me anything about her. Why can’t you just try?” She paused. “I love her. And she loves me too.” Her mother’s face flushed, and her eyes shifted from the ceiling to the door and back as if looking for an escape. She knew there was no way Kristine was letting the subject go this time. “Look, I know this is difficult for you to understand, but Hannah and I are going to do everything in our power to make this work. So that we can spend our lives together. It means we’ll be a couple, and it means that I might bring her here one day. If you don’t want that, you’ll have to accept that I won’t be coming over as much as I used to, because my life will be with her.” Her mother finally looked her in the eyes.
“I always knew you were different,” she said in a near whisper. “And I prayed for years that you would change. That you would meet a good man and get married, just like every other woman in this town.” 
Kristine sighed. It wasn’t great but at least it was something. “I’m not different, Mom. There’s nothing wrong with me. I just happen to like women instead of men, that’s all.” 
“What are the people in church going to say? What do I tell them?” Desperation was seeping through Martha’s voice now.
Kristine shrugged. “I haven’t been to church in at least twenty years and I don’t plan on going again either, so their opinion doesn’t concern me. No one’s opinion concerns me, apart from yours. I want you to at least be open to meeting Hannah. To give her a chance. I need that from you. And I promise you, she’s a hell of a lot nicer than Brenda.” For a moment, Kristine thought her mother was going to laugh at her joke, the way the corners of her mouth pulled up momentarily. 
“I can’t promise you that, Kristine,” she said, shaking her head slowly. “This... this is hard for me. Very, very hard. I can’t tell people my daughter is in a relationship with another woman. What are they going to think?”
“Everyone in town already knows I’m gay, and they’ve known for a very long time. That includes the people you go to church with.” Kristine took a sip from her coffee, trying to suppress an eye roll. “It’s not a big deal. They even know at work. All of them.” When she got no reply, Kristine stood up, her patience finally running out and anger taking over. She’d been playing the good girl for far too long and anyone who wasn’t willing to accept her being herself could move out of her life for all she cared. That included her mother. “Fine. If that’s how it’s going to be…” She swung her bag over her shoulder. “I’m moving to Presley in six weeks’ time. After that, I won’t be around the corner anymore. Call me when you’re ready to meet Hannah.”
That did it. Martha broke down in tears right in front of her. Kristine had never seen her mother cry, and despite her anger, it stung to see her like that.
“Mom,” she said, putting an arm around her shoulder. “It’s only Presley, I’m not moving abroad.” Martha buried her head in her hands and sniffed, her shoulders shaking.
“Is it my fault? Are you moving because I can’t accept that you’re…” She shook her head, unable to say the word.
“No, it’s not because of you. I’m not running away, I’m starting over. I’m excited about it. It’s a new challenge, a new beginning with someone I love very much. Don’t you want that for me?”
“Of course I want that for you,” Martha sniffed again as she looked up at Kristine with red-rimmed eyes. “I want you to be happy but… living with a woman?”
“Hannah, Mom. Her name is Hannah.” Kristine let go of her mother. “If you can’t accept me for who I am and be happy for me, when I’ve found the love of my life, then I can’t be your daughter until you do, or at least try.”
“Wait.” Martha stood up, panic written all over her face as if Kristine was going to walk out of her life forever. “Wait, please wait, Kristine.”
Kristine turned in the doorway, with little hope that something sensible would follow. But she waited anyway, and then she waited some more while her mother collected herself.
“Maybe we could go for a coffee. You and me and…” She swallowed hard. “Hannah.” She said the name barely in a whisper, but it was enough to put a small smile on Kristine’s face.
“Okay, Mom,” she said. “I’ll call you next week to arrange it.”
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Kristine was just logging out of the bank’s system as her phone rang. She closed her laptop and grabbed her bag before she picked up.
“Hey, Kate. What a nice surprise. You’re not normally one for social phone calls.”
“I know. Just checking in. How are you?”
“I’m good, just finishing work. It’s been another long, frustrating day, but you know what? I don’t care anymore because there’s an end in sight.”
“Oh yeah? Have you finally decided to look for something else?”
“Kind of. I resigned last week. I was going to tell you, but I’ve been really busy.”
“You what?” Kate whistled. “You go, girl! I didn’t think you’d actually do it.” Kristine could picture Kate pumping her fist on the other side of the line.
“Yeah well, I did.” She paused. “I also bought half of Hannah’s restaurant. We signed the papers yesterday.”
“Really? You bought into Hannah’s restaurant?” Kate laughed in disbelief. “Jesus, Kristine, I didn’t see that one coming.” She paused. “But if that’s what you want, then I’m happy for you. What are you guys going to do with the place?”
“It’s going to be an organic restaurant, open for late lunch and dinner, five nights a week. I’ll be growing all of the fruit and veg myself, and I’m going to do some of the cooking too.”
“Wow, Kristine, that’s amazing.” Kate was silent for a moment. “As I said, it’s not what I expected, but I’m not that surprised either. It somehow suits you.”
“It does, right?” Kristine couldn’t contain her excitement. “I can’t wait to move into the house and get started.”
“Which house? Hannah’s house? Are you guys staying there now?”
“I’m only there on weekends until I finish my contract with the bank, and she stays with me during the week. It just works, you know. I’m happy, she’s happy. Why would we not spend as much time together as we can?”
“True. I guess you got your chemistry and fireworks after all. So how long has Hannah got left here?”
“Two more weeks.” Kristine sighed. “She wants to do it right and I understand that, of course. If she’s unable to get a work visa, she might try for a student visa and we’ll go from there. We’ve talked about marriage, but she’d rather get her life sorted out before we take a huge step like that, which I totally understand, of course.”
“Kristine, you keep surprising me,” Kate said. “I’ve never heard you mention so much as the word marriage before, and now you’re throwing it around like it’s nothing.”
“I know. But everything changes when you find the one, Kate. You’ll know what I mean when you find her too, one day.” Kristine kept her voice down as she locked her office and walked out into the reception area, where Angus was waiting for the last people to leave.
“I think I’m a bit too cynical for that, my dear friend. But I’m really happy for you both. I don’t think I’ve ever seen two people as much in love as the two of you. In fact, it was almost sickening.” Kate chuckled again before continuing. “That’s actually part of the reason I called you. I think I might have an idea to get Hannah a work visa.”
“You do?” Kristine’s heart started racing and she gestured to Angus that she was leaving. Then she exited the bank and walked towards the parking lot, where she leaned against her car under a tree. “Tell me.”
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“Right, let’s get straight to it,” Kate said, sitting down opposite Hannah in the courtyard of a cozy café in Covington. She hung her leather purse over the edge of her chair and took off her blazer, leaving her in a black and orange polka dot top, tucked into high-waisted flared orange trousers. If her aim was to stand out amongst the bland crowd, she’d certainly succeeded. “After that, we can get some lunch or something a bit stronger to drink, if you’re up for it.” She waved at the waitress who came outside with two large coffees. “Over here, girl. Those are for us.”
“Thank you,” Hannah said, taking her coffee as she cast the young waitress a smile. She’d been surprised to receive a message from Kate last night, inviting her for a coffee today. Although she really liked Kristine’s best friend and felt comfortable around her, she couldn’t help but notice the formal tone in her voice, now. What is this all about? She raised an eyebrow.
“Is this going to be the ‘don’t-leave-my-best-friend-or-I’ll kill-you’ talk? Because although I totally get it, there’s nothing I can do about being British, and I have no intention of overstaying my visa. It would only make it more difficult for me to come back and…”
“Stop it right there.” Kate held up a hand, interrupting her. “I’m not here to lecture you, Hannah. I can see that you’re just as crazy about Kristine as she is about you. And I know your situation is difficult, you don’t have to explain that.” She cleared her throat and crossed her arms in front of her on the table, looking Hannah in the eyes. “As you know, Kristine is like family to me and her happiness is very important to me. You are the reason Kristine has been so happy lately, and quite frankly, I love you for that, Hannah. I’ve never believed in the whole love at first sight thing, but after seeing you guys together, I feel inspired. Like it might not be such a crazy idea after all, you know?” She winked. “Don’t ever tell Kristine I said that, though.”
Hannah nodded warily and let out a nervous chuckle, unsure of where Kate was going with this.
“Anyway,” Kate continued, “that’s why I have a proposition for you which I believe will benefit us both.”
“Okay...” Hannah shot her a questioning look. “What is it?”
“Well, I’m branching out my business and I’m planning on venturing more into hospitality as you know, designing spaces for cafés, bars and restaurants. It’s something I’ve been wanting to do for a while, and I’m really enjoying working on that project I showed you. You had some very valid points, so much so that I re-designed the space using your ideas, and I feel much more comfortable with it now. I’ll also be pitching for the big hotel project in Bangkok that I told you about, which is very exciting. If I get the job, that’s great. If I don’t, there will be other opportunities. Either way it’s a business that interests me but unfortunately, I know next to nothing about the practicalities of running a hospitality business. The design side is fine of course, I can do that…”
“But you need someone to help you with the practical side of things.” Hannah finished her sentence.
“Exactly.”
“And you thought of me?” Hannah smiled. “That’s very flattering Kate, but I wouldn’t exactly consider myself an expert. I had a successful restaurant in London, sure. But that’s about all I’ve ever accomplished in my life.”
“I think you know more than you give yourself credit for.” Kate cocked her head. “Kristine told me you’ve worked in hospitality for fifteen years, and that you used to work in high-end restaurants before you started your own.”
“Yes… Hannah shrugged. “I suppose you’re right. I know a thing or two.”
“So, you would know what type of wine fridges to select, or how to make a bar function efficiently? Or how many tables you could fit into a space without impeding waiters during service, or what the potential safety hazards are? If it’s possible to have the kitchen upstairs and if the answer is yes, does using a dumbwaiter affect the way the chefs are able to plate the dishes?” She pointed at herself. “I could go on forever, that’s how little I know.”
“I could help you with things like that, yes. It’s second nature to me.”
“But it’s not to me,” Kate said. “I’ve eaten in the best restaurants around the world, but I wouldn’t know how to run one. And that’s really important in this business. The closest I’ve ever come to being an insider in the hospitality sector was my three-week waitressing career at Bubba Gump during my student years, and I got fired for dropping too many plates. I could really do with someone like you.”
Hannah laughed. “So, you’re saying you want me to help you with the pitch?”
“I’m saying I’d like to hire you as a creative design consultant. Not just for the pitch, but it would be great if we could start with that, if you’re interested. I was thinking four days a week, which is the minimum I will need to offer you, so you’ll be eligible for a work visa. My company could sponsor you, so you can stay here, in the US.”
Hannah felt a flood of excitement rush through her. “You would do that?”
“Yeah, I would. It would be a great arrangement for both of us. I’ve already spoken to a lawyer, to make sure we go about it the right way. I’d only be able to offer you a one-year contract initially, because that’s how it works in my industry… but it’s a start, right?”
“Kate…” Hannah looked at Kate, lost for words. She could hardly believe what she’d just heard. A big grin spread across her face as she stood up, walked around the table and gave Kate a tight hug. “Thank you. Thank you, Kate. You have no idea how happy you’ve just made me.”
“Does that mean you’ll do it?” Kate mumbled against Hannah’s shoulder.
“Hell yeah.” Hannah released Kate out of her grip. “Not only does that mean I can stay here with Kristine, it also sounds like a really interesting job. I’ve never thought of doing anything like this before, but I’d love to give it a go.” She paused. “Wait… does Kristine know about this?”
Kate ran a hand through her curls. “Yeah. I talked to her yesterday, to check on the status of your situation. She said she wasn’t sure if you’d want to do something like that and that I should ask you myself. I bet she’ll be really happy when she hears you’re going to accept my offer.”
“Oh, I think she will be.” Hannah looked at her watch and grinned. “Three hours until she gets off work. I can’t wait to tell her.”
Kate beamed. “I’m excited to be working with you, Hannah. Sponsoring isn’t easy, but we’re lucky I’m in the creative industry, which means I can claim to be hiring creative talent rather than technical skills. It’s a complex process, but it’s still a lot easier for a company to hire overseas creatives than it is to hire an accountant, or an IT consultant and such. Also, the job has been advertised for two weeks now as I do genuinely need someone to help me out and I haven’t been able to find anyone suitable.” She winked. “My lawyer thinks we could get it done in about two months, starting from now, since you’ve just agreed.”
“I don’t know how to thank you.” Hannah was shaking on her legs, too overwhelmed to think straight. There was so much going through her mind but most of it was blurred by a haze of happiness.
“You can thank me by buying me a glass of Champagne.” Kate picked up her paper cup. “Let’s discuss things in detail over a liquid lunch, shall we?”
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Hannah arrived at the bank just after five, slightly tipsy from the Champagne. It was almost ten weeks since she’d first been there, waiting for Kristine to come out. She’d been nervous then, and she was nervous now. But they were all good nerves this time. Kristine’s colleagues waved at her as they came out, heading for the parking lot or the bus stop, and some of them even stopped for a chat. Hannah wished she’d dressed more appropriately for the occasion, but she hadn’t planned on coming here when she left to meet Kate this afternoon. She’d left her car at the bar after saying goodbye to Kate and had embarked on the long walk with a stride in her step, feeling on top of the world. The heat and humidity made her top cling to her skin, and the sun was scorching, but she liked it. This would be her new life after all, and she was determined to get used to everything that was a part of it, including the oppressive heat. She was still processing what had happened and had to keep reminding herself that it was real, that this was her new reality. A life in Louisiana with the woman she loved, living in her mother’s beautiful house, with a real job. Commuting wouldn’t be a problem with the flexible hours Kate offered, as she could dodge the heavy traffic around New Orleans by starting earlier or even later. She’d be able to help Kristine out in The Radley too, if she only worked four days. Gratitude didn’t even begin to describe how she felt towards Kate right now. The celebratory glass of Champagne had turned into a bottle, with a shot of tequila for the road. The walk had woken her up a little though, and at least she looked sober now, as she sat down on the bench in front of the bank with a big bottle of water in her hands. Her heart skipped a beat when Kristine came out, dressed in a tight white skirt, a light blue sleeveless blouse and black stiletto heels. Her blazer was folded over her arm and she was carrying a black leather purse. She smiled when she saw Hannah.
“Hannah, what a nice surprise. I didn’t expect you here. I thought you’d be home.” She flung her arms around Hannah and kissed her while she reached down for her ass. Hannah kissed her back, pulled her tight against her and grinned into the kiss.
“Liar,” she said as she stepped back and shot Kristine a flirty look, arching a brow. “You know exactly why I’m here.”
Kristine blushed a little. “Kate?” she guessed, looking a little guilty.
“Yes. I had a very nice time with Kate, and I apologize for being a little drunk. That woman can knock them back.”
“That’s okay. You’re cute when you’re drunk.” Kristine took her hand as they walked towards her car. “So, did you guys discuss anything interesting? Anything to do with a job, by any chance?”
Hannah laughed. The smile hadn’t left her face for hours and wasn’t about to anytime soon. “I’m taking the job,” she said. “And I’m actually excited about it too.”
Kristine’s eyes widened. “You are?”
“Of course.” Hannah pulled her in again and placed a kiss on her cheek. “Kate could have offered me a job wiping her bum full time and I’d have taken it, just to be with you. But this genuinely interests me, so it was an easy decision to make.” She stopped next to Kristine’s car and wrapped her arms around her shoulders. “I’ll have to go back while the paperwork is being processed, but other than that, it seems like I’ve got at least a full year to start with.”
Kristine covered her face in her hands and started shaking. Hannah didn’t realize she was crying until she removed them, wiped her face and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” she said, her voice unsteady. “I didn’t mean to cry, I’m just so happy…”
Hannah’s eyes welled up too. They would be together now, and they’d have a real shot at a normal life as a couple. Kristine was beautiful, kind, funny and all the things Hannah could have only ever wished for before they’d met, and she knew with all her heart that what they had was everything she’d ever need. This was it.
“I love you so much,” she said, leaning in, kissing her softly. She placed a hand on Kristine’s cheek and parted her lips, allowing herself to sink into the warmth of her mouth. The long, lingering make-out session against Kristine’s car that followed made the world around them fade into a blur. They only broke apart when they heard footsteps approaching and Angus’s flushed face appeared around the corner.
“Goodnight, ladies,” he said when he realized they’d seen him, then headed for his car as fast as he could.
“Goodnight, Angus.” Kristine giggled and laced her fingers with Hannah’s. She looked at her and smiled through her tears. “I love you too, Hannah.”
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“Hannah, Kristine, please come in.” Ben opened the door wide and hesitated for a moment before deciding to give Hannah a hug. Hannah hugged him back, surprised by the gesture. She then turned to Edie and decided to give her a brief hug too, just to make the moment a little less awkward.
“Thank you for the invitation,” she said when she let go and they stood there, a little self-conscious.
“And you’re Kristine,” Edie chimed in, saving them from the silence. She looked Kristine up and down and gave her a warm smile as she shook her hand. “It’s nice to see you up-close instead of having to admire you from a distance in that fancy car of yours,” she joked.
Kristine laughed. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too.” Then she turned to Ben. “And you, Ben.”
Ben looked from Kristine to Hannah as he shook her hand. “So, this is the woman who won your heart and made you want to move all the way to Louisiana?”
“Yes, that’s her.” Hannah let out a nervous chuckle.
“Well, you’ve got good taste, Hannah.” Edie beckoned them to follow her into the dining room and continued. “As I mentioned before, our daughter is a lesbian too.” She said it conspiratorially, almost in a whisper, as if she was letting them in on a family secret.
“Seriously, Mom?” a young woman said as she got up from the dining table. She had her mother’s features but apart from that, they couldn’t have been more different. Her light blue eyes complemented her shoulder-length lilac hair, the color looking strangely natural on her, as if she’d been born that way. Her skin had a golden tan, most likely a result of studying on the coast and spending a lot of time at the beach and on the water, Hannah guessed. She was dressed casually, in skinny jeans and a t-shirt, and wore lilac sneakers. “I apologize,” she said, turning to Hannah. “Mom is a still a little funny about the subject, I only came out to my parents three years ago.” She rolled her eyes but laughed.
“Oh, come on, Madison. I’m trying here.” Edie looked from her daughter to Ben. “Ben, why don’t you introduce everyone?”
Ben nodded nervously, then gestured at the three people who had now all stood up from the table and were looking at them curiously.
“Okay, Hannah. These are our kids: Mason, Madison and Chuck,” he said. “Guys, this is Hannah...” He hesitated. “My daughter and your half-sister.” All three stood up from the table, walked up to Hannah and introduced themselves with a handshake.
“Jesus, you look just like Dad,” Chuck, who shook her hand last, exclaimed. “I noticed when I looked you up on social media, but the resemblance is uncanny in real life.”
Hannah smiled. “Yeah, I was a little freaked out about that too, at first.” She pulled Kristine in, realizing all eyes were on her now. “This is Kristine, my girlfriend.”
“Hi everyone. It’s so nice to meet you all.” Kristine turned up the charm as she smiled and shook their hands while she made small talk. To anyone, it would have looked like Kristine felt completely at ease, but Hannah knew she was just as nervous as she was, by the way she kept rambling on, talking much more and faster than she normally would. She was happy Kristine did so though, as it was giving her some time to digest the situation and take everyone in. Meeting people in real life was a whole different thing from looking at photos of them on the internet. Madison seemed nice. Easy-going was the first thing that sprung to mind when they first smiled at each other. Mason was quieter, he hadn’t said much yet. He was blonde, like his mother, and meticulously groomed, like Hannah had expected from a marketing exec. Chuck, the youngest one, didn’t seem shy at all. He had a permanent grin on his face, as if everything was just one big joke and he was determined to enjoy the ride. His looks were a bit rugged; casually dressed and unshaven but handsome nonetheless.
“Thank you guys so much for agreeing to meet me,” Hannah said when Kristine had finished her monologue on their drive up from Presley. “I really didn’t expect any of this to happen. Ever,” she added, the realization that she was face to face with her half-brothers and sister finally hitting her.
“That makes four of us,” Chuck said with a grin.
“Hannah was so nervous to meet you all,” Kristine said.
“So was I,” Madison admitted. “But needless to say, I was also intrigued. Finally, I’m not the only lesbian in the family anymore.” She let out a nervous chuckle. “Sorry, that was stupid.”
“Well, let’s sit down, guys, dinner’s ready.” Edie gestured towards the table, then disappeared into the kitchen with Ben at her heels.
“This is so weird,” Chuck said. He shook his head as he continued to stare at Hannah. “Dad never told us he had a baby with his ex-wife. I guess he never expected you to show up on his doorstep one day.”
“Well, they weren’t married when my mother had me. They weren’t even together back then. Their parents wouldn’t let them see each other and your father moved back to the US. They were only sixteen.”
“Yeah, but still…” Chuck kept his voice down, making sure his father wouldn’t hear him.
“I didn’t believe him at first,” Mason said, pouring them all a glass of wine. “I thought he was just messing with us.” He shrugged, a small smile playing around his mouth. “And then I remembered that Dad isn’t funny at all and never jokes around and then…”
“Then we all got on the phone to each other and googled you,” Madison finished his sentence. “We couldn’t find much.” She opened a screenshot on her phone and showed it to Hannah and Kristine. “But I found this.”
“Yep, that’s me.” Hannah smiled as she looked at the spread she’d almost forgotten about. It was an article about London’s best foodie places in Time-Out magazine and Hannah was featured with an interview and some pictures of her restaurant. It had been published three years ago.
“And I went through your restaurant’s Instagram account,” Chuck added. “But again, there wasn’t much to see, apart from food porn and some tattoo designs.” He smiled, looking at Hannah’s arm. “I can see where those went now.”
Edie joined them at the table and leaned in between Hannah and Kristine’s chairs. “I completely forgot to ask if either of you eat fish.” She winced, then relaxed when they nodded.
“I’ll eat anything,” Hannah said.
Kristine smiled. “Me too. Do you need any help?”
“Oh no, thank you, but you’re our guests. Please just enjoy yourselves, we’ll be out with the food in no time.”
“So tell me,” Madison said with a mischievous grin after her mother had gone back into the kitchen. “What was Dad’s face like when you told him?”
Hannah laughed. “You can probably imagine. Surprised, of course, a little panicked. But I think he knew.” She paused. “I didn’t mean to interrupt your family life. I just wanted to meet him. But then Ben and your mother invited us over for dinner and… well of course I was really happy to meet you all.”
“I’m sorry to hear you didn’t have it easy, growing up,” Madison said. “Dad filled us in on your conversation.”
“That’s okay. I’m fine now.” Hannah smiled. “I’m really happy, actually.”
“So you’re really going to move to…” Mason thought for a moment. “Presley, was it?”
“Yeah, that’s the plan.” Hannah squeezed Kristine’s hand under the table. “I’m starting a new job as a creative hospitality consultant for an interior design company in New Orleans. Kristine’s friend helped me out.”
“That sounds exciting,” Madison said. “Are you starting straight away?”
“No, I have to go back to the UK next week while my visa is being processed, but hopefully I’ll be back soon.”
“She’d better be back soon,” Kristine joked.
Madison pointed a finger between Hannah and Kristine, her curiosity not exhausted yet. “Did you meet here?”
“No, it’s a long story.” Kristine smiled, thinking back to their first meeting in Norway, suddenly realizing what a whirlwind the past few months had been.
“Tell us,” Chuck encouraged her.
“Okay…” Kristine and Hannah told them about their vacation and filled them in on everything that had happened in between then and now. Ben and Edie came out with the food and they continued while they ate, the family occasionally laughing and commenting.
“Anyway, that’s our story,” Hannah said. “By the way, this fish curry is absolutely delicious, Edie.”
“Thank you.” Edie beamed. “It’s the kids’ favorite. And I’ll take the compliment, coming from a chef.”
“Kristine is the real chef now,” Hannah said, giving Kristine a wink. She was starting to feel more relaxed, and she noticed the Wilson family seemed much more at ease too. Ben, who had looked like he was about to have an aneurysm only an hour ago, was laughing and smiling. “So what about you guys? I know you are in marketing, Mason, and that you’re studying in Florida, Madison.” She turned to Chuck. “And I know that you still live at home and want to be a chef… but that’s about it.” She chuckled. “Oh, and I also know you like to party, I checked out your social media accounts too.”
Chuck howled. “Yeah, Mom keeps reminding me that I have to set it to private. She’s embarrassed that her friends from the country club might see what I’m up to.” He shot his mother a cheeky look. “I promise I’ll do it, Mom.” Then he told them what it was like being the only one still living at home and joked about his parents’ nosiness and over-protectiveness, how they always subjected the girls he brought home to a thorough interrogation and enquired regularly about his relationship status.
“Chuck’s relationships never last longer than a month,” Edie complained. “Just when I finally get to know them a little, they’re gone, and I never see them again. I’m starting to think it might be him, you know.”
Madison snorted into her wine. “Really? Finally worked that one out, did you, Mom?”
THE EVENING WAS fun and relaxed, and Hannah was at ease in the Wilsons’ company. Not that it felt like she was having dinner with family, she wouldn’t go that far, but they felt like new friends, and she saw potential in their future relationships. The conversation was pleasant and came easily and naturally. And the best thing was that the feeling seemed mutual. Neither Mason, Madison nor Chuck looked like they’d been dragged to the dinner by the scruff of their necks. They were curious and really, really nice, each in their own way. Ben and Edie looked so happy that Hannah got the impression they didn’t have all the children together very often. Or perhaps they were just relieved that it was going so well.
“Thank you for a really lovely evening,” Hannah said as they were about to leave. “You’ve been so incredibly nice, and I can’t believe I’ve met you all now.” Just like the last time she’d been here, Hannah felt relieved the night was over. Not because she hadn’t had a good time, on the contrary. But she was exhausted, drained from the sleepless nights she’d had over tonight, and the sheer intensity of the emotions she’d been experiencing throughout the evening. She was also eager to discuss everything with Kristine on their way back to Presley.
“Same here,” Madison said.
“Come back soon,” Mason chimed in. “We all come home once or twice a month, so you should definitely join us again when you’re back.”
“Yes, please do.” Ben smiled at her, then at Kristine. “I won’t deny I was very nervous, but I really mean it when I say we’d all like to have you both over again soon.”
“I’d love to see you all again too,” Hannah said with a truly happy grin on her face. She and Kristine said goodbye and waved at the Wilsons as they drove away, long after midnight.
“THEY’RE SO INCREDIBLY nice and normal,” Kristine said as she turned onto the highway.
“Yeah, they are nice, aren’t they? I can’t believe how lovely Edie was.” Hannah pushed her seat back and relaxed as the wind swept through her hair. “I had fun, and I’d love to spend more time with them, get to know them better.”
“Did you feel a connection?” Kristine asked.
“No, not like a family connection, if that’s what you mean, at least, not yet. But friends, yes, and with Ben, maybe even a little more than that. I can see myself having a good relationship with them. It’s exciting to know we’re related, and Chuck reminds me of myself when I was younger.”
“Chasing the ladies a lot, were you?” Kristine joked.
Hannah laughed. “I don’t think I was quite as bad as him.” She turned to look at Kristine, who looked as happy as she felt. “Now on to the next challenge. I’m looking forward to meeting your mother tomorrow.”
“Oh yeah? I’m not,” Kristine joked.
“Come on, it can’t be that bad, surely?”
“We’ll see. I’m not worried about you, you’re perfect, Hannah. I just hope my mother behaves. She’s never been in a situation like this before and she might find it overwhelming.”
“Don’t worry.” Hannah placed a reassuring hand on her arm. “It’s going to be fine.”
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“Are you ready?” Kristine glanced at Hannah nervously as they were driving to her parents’ house to pick up her mother. Martha Miller had suggested they go for a coffee together, but somewhere away from the house, she’d insisted.
Hannah gave her a reassuring smile. “I think you’re more nervous than me.”
“Yeah, well, you haven’t met my mother. If you think Joe and Jed are hard work, try her.” Kristine parked the car and stepped out. “Wait here, I’ll bring her out. At least she won’t be able to run away once I’ve locked the doors.” She winked.
Hannah felt for Kristine when she saw her entering the house, her shoulders a little hunched, as if she was dreading what was about to happen. Hannah herself didn’t feel that anxious. After meeting her own family for the first time, meeting Kristine’s mother was a breeze. She got out of the passenger seat and slid into the back, so Martha Miller could sit in the front. The door opened, and there she was, following Kristine to the car. Her long grey hair was braided, and she was wearing a calf-length lilac dress. She was shorter than Kristine and carried a bit more weight. Her blue eyes however were unmistakably the same as Kristine’s. She looked far from comfortable as she got into the car and turned to greet Hannah.
“Hi, I’m Martha Miller. Kristine’s momma,” she said.
“Hi, Martha.” Hannah gave her a warm smile. “I’m Hannah. It’s really exciting to finally meet you. Kristine’s told me a lot about you. Only good things,” she joked. At that, Martha’s eyes lit up a little, and she even gave her a smile as she looked Hannah up and down with a nervous glimmer in her eyes.
“Well, Kristine did make it clear that it was about time we met. I’m sorry I haven’t invited you to the house. It’s just that…”
“Don’t worry about it,” Hannah interrupted her. “And anyway, that coffee shop opposite the bank does great coffee.”
“And chocolate cake,” Kristine added as she reversed out of the driveway. Hannah could see her hands trembling on the wheel. She switched on the radio, a little too loud, trying to prevent an uncomfortable silence on their way.
“So, I’ve met both your sons…” Hannah said once they were seated at a table inside. “They were really nice. I’ve met Betty and Brenda, and Brenda and Joe’s kids too. You must feel blessed with such a wonderful family.” That comment apparently hit the sweet spot, as Martha nodded and gave her a big smile. She was starting to relax, Hannah noticed. Her rigid shoulders had dropped a little and the stern frown between her brows had softened.
“Yes, I do. They’re darlings aren’t they, Jed Jr, Joe Jr and Janine?” She took a sip of her coffee and paused for a moment. “Kristine tells me you’re from the UK.”
“That’s right.” Hannah nodded. “I’m from London but I’ll be moving to Presley in a few months, when I start my new job.”
“Is that so?” Martha looked at her daughter. “You didn’t tell me that Hannah had found a job here, Kristine.”
“That’s because we haven’t spoken much since I last saw you.” Kristine put a hand on her mother’s arm in an attempt to make her feel more at ease.
“No, we haven’t now, have we?” Martha looked at Kristine for a moment, then turned back to Hannah. “So what will you be doing?”
“I’m going to work for Kate, Kristine’s friend.”
“Kate?” Martha looked surprised. “She’s a designer, isn’t she?”
“Yes, she’s an interior designer. She’s expanding into commercial spaces. Hotels and restaurants and such, and I’ll be advising on the practical side of her projects.” Hannah reached out to take Kristine’s hand under the table, then remembered that wouldn’t be the smartest move. “I’ll also be helping Kristine with our restaurant two days a week. Fridays and Saturdays will probably be the busiest days and I’ll have Fridays off so that’s perfect.”
“That sounds like a lot to take on.” Martha cut off a piece of the enormous slice of chocolate cake Hannah had ordered for her. According to Kristine chocolate was about the only thing that could soften her mother a little, so she’d gone for the three-tier velvet double-chocolate.
“Not really,” she said. “I’m used to working six or seven days a week. Besides, it’s what I love doing, so it won’t be hard at all.” She paused. “But I’m sure you know all about hard work, since you used to run the farm with your husband.”
Martha nodded as she slowly chewed her cake. “This is very, very good. Don’t you two want a slice?”
“Not for me.” Kristine patted her belly. “Hannah made me eggs benedict on home-made muffins for breakfast. I could hardly move after I’d finished them.”
Hannah laughed. “Your daughter has a big appetite.”
“Not as big as Joe and Jed’s,” Martha said. “They’re bottomless, those two.” She concentrated on her cake, giving Hannah a moment to exchange a hopeful smile with Kristine. It was going well, and despite Kristine’s bleak expectations her mother seemed okay, and was interacting with both of them.
“So, what’s the UK like?” Martha asked. “I’ve seen it on TV of course, but I’ve always wondered what it’s like to live there.”
“It’s nice.” Hannah thought about it for a moment. “It’s a good place to live. The people are polite, the healthcare is free and all in all, there’s not much to complain about, apart from the rain. Sadly it rains a lot.”
“Must be good for the crops though,” Martha commented. “Our dang water bill is through the roof each month.” She shrugged. “Of course, Joe and Jed take care of that now, but I wouldn’t mind if we had a bit more rain. Takes the edge off the heat.”
“Yeah, I’ve never felt anything like it,” Hannah said. “I thought it was warm when I first arrived here, but surely it can’t get much worse than this?”
“Oh believe me, it can.” Kristine smiled. “We have our own private well on Hannah’s land, Mom,” she said, turning to her mother.
“You do? Well ain’t that lucky.” Martha was deeply impressed. “You’ll have free water for your crops, Kristine.”
“That’s the plan. We’re going to connect it to the house and the restaurant too, with a filter system. It’s clean as it is, but I don’t want to take any risks for our guests. It’s quite an investment, but it will save us a lot of money in the long run.”
“Very clever.” Martha suddenly flinched when she saw an older couple enter the coffee shop. She shot nervous glances between Kristine and Hannah, as she tried to hide behind them.
“People from church?” Kristine asked.
“Yes. The Grahams.”
Hannah looked over her shoulder and saw the couple was looking at Martha too now, both waving. “Would you prefer to leave?” She didn’t want Martha to feel uncomfortable in case they came over to say hello. Baby steps were probably the way to go if she was going to try and build any kind of relationship with her.
Martha looked at the door again, contemplating escape. Then she rested her eyes on Kristine, straightened her back and shook her head.
“No. I’m fine. They’re going to find out sooner or later that you two…” She shifted in her seat. “That…”
“That we’re a couple?” Kristine finished her sentence. She was really proud of her mother for making an effort, and even though she couldn’t quite get the words off her tongue yet, their meeting was going much better than she could have wished. “They already know, Mom. You know, people talk in this town.” She smiled. “But if you’re okay to stay, that’s great.”
“We also wanted to ask you if you and your family would like to come to the opening of our restaurant,” Hannah said, changing the subject to take some of the pressure off Kristine. “It will be some time in October or November.”
“We can put you up in the motel,” Kristine added. “Then Dad, Joe and Jed won’t have to drive home after dinner, and they can have a drink.”
“Oh, I don’t know how your daddy will feel about that, Kristine…”
“It’s still over three months away. I’ll talk to him. We just need to get him used to the idea. Maybe Hannah could come over to meet him first?”
Martha seemed to think about that as she absently poked her fork into the last piece of her cake. “Yes, I suppose we could try that, maybe.” She looked back up at Kristine. “But you know your daddy. He’s a stubborn man.”
“I know.” Kristine squeezed Hannah’s thigh under the table. Apparently, a ‘maybe’ was a victory. “Hey, Mom, we were in Lafayette last night,” she continued. “Hannah met her family for the first time.”
Martha looked confused. “You did? How so? I didn’t know you had family here, apart from your momma. I’m very sorry about her passing by the way.”
“Thank you.” Hannah took a sip from her coffee, then told Martha about their dinner with the Wilsons. The story clearly intrigued her. In no time, she’d forgotten all about the Grahams who had sat down at a table near them and if Hannah wasn’t mistaken, she was even enjoying herself. They ordered a second round of coffee and stayed there for another hour, until Kristine and Hannah drove her home to digest things in her own time.
“I’D SAY that went really well,” Hannah said as they drove to Kristine’s house. They’d dropped off Belle there before picking up her mother. Hannah’s suitcase was in the trunk and she was ready to spend her last three nights in Covington before heading back to London.
“It did.” Kristine was beaming and the big smile hadn’t left her face since she’d gotten in the car. “I couldn’t believe how talkative she was with you. I might even go as far as to say she likes you.” She laughed. “You have no idea how big this is, Hannah. It’s the first time my mother has ever met someone I’m dating, and I’m so glad it was you.”
“At least you won’t have to worry about doing it again.” Hannah kissed her on the cheek. “Because I’ll also be the last person you’ll ever be dating.”
“I know. And I love you,” Kristine said as she turned into her driveway.
“I love you too.” Hannah gave her a sweet smile before she got out of the car and fetched her luggage from the trunk.
“Are you looking forward to seeing your friends and their kids again?”
“Yeah, I really am. It’s great that I can stay at their house while I wait to come back here, it will give me some quality time with them.” She handed Kristine her duffel, picked up her suitcase and followed her up the porch steps. “And I can’t wait to introduce you to them when you come over next month.”
“I can’t wait either.” Kristine opened the door and almost lost her balance when Belle jumped up at her, howling as if she’d been left alone for days.
Hannah laughed as she bent down to greet her. “Hey Belle, oh God, yes, I know, it’s unacceptable. I can’t believe we’ve left you here for a whole two hours either, I’m so sorry.” She got up and put her suitcase in the kitchen, then opened the fridge and took out a bottle of wine. “Want a glass?” she asked, holding it up for Kristine. “I think I’ve had a caffeine overload, I need to calm down a bit.”
Kristine gave her a thumbs-up as she kicked off her loafers and pressed her bare feet into the cold, tiled floor.
“Yes please. Make it a large one.” She sauntered over to Hannah and wrapped her arms around her waist from the back, kissing her neck. “I’m taking Wednesday afternoon off to drive you to the airport.”
“Really?” Hannah turned around and kissed her, the bottle still in her hand. “Thank you, that’s really sweet.”
“It’s not sweet, it’s selfish.” Kristine shrugged and pulled her closer. “I’m going to miss you.”
“I’m going to miss you too, but it will be over before you know it.”
“I know.” Kristine giggled when Hannah pushed her towards the kitchen island and squeezed her ass. “What are you doing?”
“I think you know exactly what I’m doing.” Hannah grinned as she lifted Kristine’s t-shirt over her head and placed a trail of kisses over the edge of her bra. “I think we should finish where we started.”





EPILOGUE
October was coming to an end, but the days were still warm in Presley. Kristine was busying herself with the last finishing touches on the tables underneath the linen covered pergola on the patio in front of the restaurant. She and Hannah had secured strings of fairy lights on top of the pergola, creating a romantic atmosphere for their very first guests tonight. Hannah looked up at the neatly carved wooden sign that had replaced the neon one. ‘The Radley’, it said, in an italic font. They’d decided to keep the name in memory of her mother. It had been up for a week now, but it still brought a lump to her throat. The Radley looked beautiful, but most of that was Kristine’s doing. She’d been out in the yard since the beginning of August, planting all the delicious produce that would soon be on people’s plates. The patio looked idyllic too, with its trimmed rose bushes that grew along the side of the restaurant, bringing a certain charm to the building that was now painted white with light blue shutters, mirroring the color of their house. The tables were laid with white linen, held down by polished rocks surrounding vases filled with roses. Kristine had also put together a lovely collection of plates and cutlery, visiting Petie’s thrift store on a weekly basis. She’d done an amazing job, and Hannah was incredibly proud of her. Her work visa had arrived earlier than she’d expected, and life had been a rollercoaster since she’d arrived back in Presley. She’d hit the ground running at her new job, but she felt competent and was thoroughly enjoying the challenges Kate had thrown at her over the past three weeks. Aside from that she’d helped Kristine out on her days off, working long hours to get The Radley as close to perfect as they could. The blessing of the warm weather this week had made them decide to have their opening night outside, and they were confident the sunset and the lighting would heighten the atmosphere even more. Torches lined the path from the parking area to the restaurant and decorative fire pits surrounded the patio. Next to each of the twelve tables stood a polished wine cooler on a stand, one of the few brand-new things they’d acquired to add to the overall aesthetic. Kristine had carried on the romantic theme inside the restaurant, with vintage candle holders and the same linen on the tables. The pool table had been painted white and upcycled, transformed into an aromatic herb garden, spreading the scent of fresh basil and rosemary throughout the room. The vintage leather-covered barstools blended in perfectly with the rest of the interior, giving the space a rustic French feel. In the back of the restaurant were shelves with homemade bread, eggs, dips, jams and tea and a small takeout counter. Behind the house was a large fenced off area and a coop that held Kristine’s beloved chickens. Belle had gone through a rigid training program, but it still took all her willpower at times not to bark at them or try to jump over the fence, which they’d made sure was too high for her anyway.
“I DIDN’T THINK I’d be this nervous for opening night,” Kristine said as she came up beside Hannah and looked up at the sign too. “But everything looks good. I’m sure your mother would have been proud of you.”
“I think she’d more likely be impressed by you,” Hannah said with a sweet smile. “This would be nothing without you, you know that, right? It’s your creation, Kristine.” When Kristine didn’t answer, she put an arm around her and pulled her in tightly. “Hey, don’t worry. I know you’re nervous, but our guests will be blown away by the food and the sunset here. It’s all going to be amazing, I promise you.”
“You’re right.” Kristine smiled back at Hannah and rested her head on her shoulder. “It’s the start of a new beginning, for both of us. Are you still sure you’re up for helping me, with all the work you’re doing for Kate?”
“Of course. If anything, I have more energy than ever. I love my job, and it’s only four days a week. Getting to spend the weekend working with you is heaven.” Hannah sighed. “I’ve never been this happy and calm, Kristine.”
“Me neither. Although I would argue the calm part right now. There’s nothing more to do though, we’re really well prepared. I’ve even finished putting the place cards on the tables. Kate’s table is the most important one, as she’s bringing some prominent people from the New Orleans food scene, including a food writer. I’ve given them the table with the best view.” Kristine shuddered at the prospect of having a professional food writer taste their dishes. Hannah had been a great help in putting together the menu though, and she’d assured her that it was as good as it possibly could be. Kristine had never meant for The Radley to be so refined in either its looks or its menu, but she’d gotten more confident over time as she developed her skills in the kitchen, and she’d soon realized their little gem with its beautiful setting had a lot more potential than she’d initially imagined.
“And then there’s the mayor’s table,” she continued. “That’s a big one. He’s bringing his wife and two other guests.”
“It looks perfect.” Hannah took Kristine’s hand as they walked around, inspecting the tables. Five of them were reserved for their local friends, including May with her daughter and a friend, Harvey with his son and his daughter-in-law, Bud with his son, his daughter-in-law, and his grand-daughter and finally Jolene, who was bringing her son and one of her friends. Hannah and Kristine had been a little worried about Jolene at first, expecting her to see them as competition, but she’d been nothing but supportive, recognizing that there would be a place for both of them in Presley. Their other neighbors, who owned the farm a five-minute walk down the road, had been invited to fill the last ‘local’ table. Hannah smiled as they passed Ben and Edie Wilson’s table, who were bringing Mason, Madison and Chuck. She and Kristine had met up with them twice since their first dinner, and they all got along really well. Hannah had especially taken a liking to her half-brother Chuck, who reminded her of herself in so many ways, and she had promised him a placement during the summer, when they would need extra staff to cover the busy weekends.
Most of the other tables were reserved for food bloggers they had invited in the hope of getting some good reviews and publicity. They’d booked them into May’s motel, so they wouldn’t have to endure the long drive back to New Orleans after dinner. A couple of Kristine’s old colleagues had also booked a table, and finally, there was the table for seven, reserved for her own family, who would give Carol-Anne a lift. Betty and Brenda had been worrying about what they were going to wear for weeks, and Kristine’s parents were going to come too, for the first time. Hannah had visited their farm with Kristine a couple of times, and it hadn’t been unpleasant, although Martha Miller still had trouble acknowledging their relationship status when there were other people around. At least she was trying, which was more than they could say of Kristine’s father, who outright refused to talk about the subject. He was friendly to Hannah though, and so it didn’t bother either of them.
A local guitar teacher had agreed to play a couple of acapella sets in return for a free dinner with his girlfriend, and they’d hired an extra member of staff for tonight, to help the girl they’d taken on to work for them part-time.
“It’s perfect,” Hannah said again, confident with their preparations. “I’m excited.”
Kristine turned to her and wrapped her arms around her, staring at Hannah lovingly. “Well, I’m terrified. But you’re right. It’s going to be great. All the prep is done and as long as we’re on it, and as long as we’re clear about the…”
Hannah silenced Kristine with a smoldering kiss, sliding a hand underneath her t-shirt. She smiled when she felt Kristine shiver as her nails dug into her back, and she had to stop herself from ripping off her t-shirt right there and then. She pulled out of the kiss and took a step back when they heard a car driving into the parking area on the other side of the building.
“That will be our help for tonight,” she said though ragged breaths. Kristine looked so stunning in her tight dark jeans and low-cut white t-shirt that it would be hard to keep her hands off her for the duration of the night.
“Yes.” Kristine bit her lip, smiling at Hannah. “I think we should agree not to touch or kiss each other for the rest of the night. I can’t seem to stop myself when I’m with you.” She straightened her t-shirt and waved at Daisy, their waitress, who had just turned the corner.
“Hey Daisy! Are you ready for your first night?”
THE NIGHT WAS ALREADY FILLED with music and conversation by the time the starters were served, and their guests seemed genuinely impressed by the set-up. People were taking pictures of their food in front of the sunset, that was now providing a stunning backdrop, and excited murmurs swept through the garden when it got dark and Hannah switched on the fairy lights. The vibe was happy and mellow, with elevated gasps each time the next course came out, beautifully plated and presented. It was going well, and Kristine couldn’t have been more pleased with how the food looked. Each table had freshly baked bread, a jug of good quality olive oil and a small bowl of Himalayan sea salt. Their guests had raved about their roasted butternut squash starter, served with a fresh poached egg and a parmesan crown, and now it was their homemade giant ravioli filled with crawfish that was creating a buzz, served with a drizzle of burnt sage butter and micro herbs. There was nothing complicated about the food they’d prepared, but the seasonality and the care they’d put into making it taste and look beautiful had made all the difference.
“So far so good,” Kristine said after they’d served everyone.
“So far, so good,” Hannah repeated after her. Despite her promise not to, she shot a fleeting glance at Kristine’s cleavage. Her white t-shirt was still clean after hours in the kitchen, and the apron she was wearing accentuated her waist. She had a hard time getting used to the high-neck chefs’ jackets Hannah had bought, and so they’d opted for white t-shirts and branded aprons instead. “You look like you were born wearing that outfit,” she said, giving Kristine a playful nudge.
“Oh yeah? You don’t miss the suits and the heels? Cause I can still wear those for you in the bedroom if you want.”
Hannah laughed. “I think I prefer you naked in bed. And if you don’t stop flaunting that cleavage at me, I’ll take you upstairs right now.”
“You’ll have to wait I’m afraid.” Kristine shot her a flirty look. “The night is far from over. Come on, let’s get the desserts ready.”
“AND HERE’S one last chocolate and pomegranate mousse finished with a layer of pomegranate jelly,” Kristine said as she put down the dish in front of her brother Joe. “And thank you for providing us with the fruit Joe, the quality is amazing. Hopefully we’ll have our own next year.”
“You’re welcome. And this looks great, Kristine. I had no idea you could cook,” he said. Kristine almost fainted at the full sentence that had just left Joe’s mouth.
“Yeah, it’s really good. I’ve never had that ravioli stuff before either, I loved it,” Jed added. Brenda rolled her eyes but wisely kept quiet.
“I’ll come back for more soon,” Betty shrieked, a little tipsy from the wine. She’d become a regular visitor to Presley while Hannah had been away, and Kristine would even go as far as calling her a friend now.
“Thank you.” Kristine smiled. “And thank you guys for coming. I really appreciate you driving all the way out here.” She felt a little emotional at seeing her parents dressed up in their Sunday best, and her mother’s clumsy attempt to put make-up on almost brought tears to her eyes. She’d even bought a new dress for the occasion, a blue one with white flowers that made her look younger than the lilac one she usually wore, and her long, greying hair was pulled back into a perfect knot.
“You’ve done good, girl,” Martha Miller said, looking up at her daughter. “You and Hannah…” she hesitated, her voice shaky with effort. “Well… you two make a great team.”
“Thanks Mom, I think so too.” Kristine looked over at Hannah, who was talking to Kate and her friends. Her heart filled with love when she saw Hannah laugh along with them. Everything had turned out even better than she could have hoped for. Hannah was here, with her, and she wasn’t going anywhere. But best of all was that she seemed genuinely happy with her new life. She gave her mother’s shoulder a squeeze and walked over to Hannah.
“Hey guys, are you having a good night?”
“Are we having a good night?” Kate repeated. “If I were any peachier, I’d be a cobbler! Dinner was great, the ambiance is super charming, the service is friendly and casual, that sunset earlier tonight was spectacular and now this…” She took a demonstrative bite of her chocolate mousse and moaned dramatically. “This is heaven,” she said, pointing at the mousse.
“I really loved it too,” Maria Hernandez, editor at Southern Food Magazine said. She nudged Kate, who was sitting next to her. “I wasn’t sure if I could make it when Kate invited me. It was a long drive and I’ve had a busy week already, but this was so worth coming over for. Nice selection of wines too.” She held up her glass in a toast. “I applaud you and I’ll definitely recommend you in our January publication.”
“Really?” Kristine squeezed Hannah’s hand, barely able to contain her excitement. “That would be incredible.”
“Hey, I don’t do favors when it comes to reviews, never have. It’s all down to your great cooking and this charming place.” She looked from Kristine to Hannah and back. “Kate told me you two were the most loved-up couple she’d ever seen. That’s probably why you work so well together.”
Hannah shot her a goofy grin. “Yeah, it’s been great starting over here with Kristine, and tonight feels like a fresh start, doesn’t it?”
“Totally.” Kristine leaned into her. “Quitting my job and re-opening The Radley was the best decision I ever made.” She looked around Kate’s table. “Well, enjoy yourselves. We have to finish circulating and check if everyone’s okay. Give us a shout if you need anything.”
“ARE YOU GUYS HAPPY? Any other drinks?” Hannah looked around Ben and Edie’s table.
“Very.” Ben looked up at Hannah with a big grin on his face. “It’s been a great night and I know I haven’t earned the right to say it, but I’m going to say it anyway. I’m really proud of you, Hannah. You and Kristine did a great job. If you ask me, you guys have just taken country dining to a whole new level.”
“Ben’s right,” Edie chipped in. “It’s been fantastic, and I’ll certainly recommend you to my friends at the country club.” Hannah had really warmed to Edie, as she’d realized there was a very sweet but also very forward and honest person underneath the perfect-housewife façade. If Edie gave her a compliment, she’d take it.
“Thank you. And thanks so much for coming, it means the world to me.”
They continued their rounds and stopped at May’s table.
“Cheers girls!” She said, holding up her wineglass. May had been over at Hannah and Kristine’s house regularly for a glass of Chablis, which was now her new favorite drink. “We both have something to celebrate tonight because my motel is full for the first time since nineteen ninety-eight, when Cut Off hosted the county fair.” She winked. “I’ve told everyone to drop their keys in the mailbox tomorrow morning, I don’t think I’ll be out of bed before noon.”
“Good thinking.” Hannah took the bottle from the cooler and refilled May, her daughter and her friend’s glasses. “You deserve a day off. And get that one-armed mystery husband of yours to give you a good foot rub too.” May’s family laughed while May shook her head with a grin. Hannah still hadn’t met May’s husband, but Kristine had caught a glimpse of him on one of the few occasions he’d ventured outside the house.
“I think May stands a better chance of winning the lottery than getting a foot rub from him,” Jolene shrieked from the neighboring table. “But don’t worry honey, I’ll come and give you one.” Just like May, she’d drunk her way through a bottle of wine already and was getting giddier by the minute. Her outfit was outrageous, as expected, and the tight pink mini dress and pink stilettos had certainly turned heads when she’d arrived. Bud and Harvey and their families had joined Jolene, her son and her friend after dessert, their chairs now crammed around the small table.
“I think I need a drink now,” Kristine said, smiling as she watched their guests talk and laugh.
“Yeah, me too.” Hannah squeezed her arm. “Let’s sit down, I’ll ask Daisy to bring some more bottles out.”
THE STARS WERE bright across the dark skies over Presley when Hannah and Kristine finally walked up the porch and let themselves into the kitchen. They smiled as they caught sight of their matching snow globes now sitting beside each other on the window ledge.
“You were great tonight,” Hannah said, pulling Kristine against her.
“So were you.” Kristine let out a tired, but satisfied sigh and closed her eyes as she sank deeper into Hannah’s embrace. “I couldn’t have wished for a better night.”
“Me neither.” Hannah kissed her forehead and smiled. “I have a little surprise for you.”
“Oh yeah? Are you finally going to tell me what you were doing this morning when you disappeared for hours?”
“I am.” Hannah shot her a mischievous grin as she pulled up the hem of her t-shirt.
“Hey, I’ve seen your boobs before,” Kristine giggled. “But I’ll gladly look at them anytime, so bring it on.”
“It’s not that.” Hannah laughed as she pulled her t-shirt up further to reveal a bandage above her left breast.
“What’s that? Did you hurt yourself?” Kristine narrowed her eyes as she picked at the plaster holding it in place.
“Take it off, it’s fine.” Hannah helped her lift off the bandage, revealing a tattoo of a compass. It was an exact replica of the compass Ben had given her mother. ‘Even if we’re oceans apart, my heart will always call for yours’, it said underneath.
Kristine leaned in closer as she studied it, then placed a careful kiss on the black tattoo.
“Did you do that for me? It’s beautiful,” she whispered as the corners of her mouth tugged up into a smile.
“It seemed fitting,” Hannah ran a hand through Kristine’s hair and opened the kitchen drawer next to her. “Considering I’ve finally ended up where I’m supposed to be, here, with you.” She took out the original ornate compass that was now attached to a brass chain of the same color. “And this one is for you. Now we both have one, because I never want to lose you again. You mean the world to me, Kristine.” Kristine bent her head so Hannah could fasten it behind her neck. When she looked back up, her eyes were filled with tears as she ran a finger over the brass compass.
“Thank you. I love it and I love you, Hannah,” she whispered.
“I love you too.” Hannah kissed her softly while she wiped away Kristine’s tears, her own eyes stinging with emotion now. She was home, with Kristine, the love of her life. She was where she belonged, and she was certain that her mother would have been proud of her.
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