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Bow: front of the boat
 
Bow seat: rower who is sitting closest to the bow. In a boat without a coxswain, this rower is also responsible for steering.
 
Coxswain (pronounced “cox-in” — aka cox, coxie): non-rowing athlete responsible for maneuvering the rowing shell on and off water, calling drills and pieces during practice, suggesting corrections to form/technique to help their crew find more speed, and executing race plans during a regatta. 
 
Catching a crab: when the blade of the oar gets stuck underwater at the finish of a stroke. Is ultimately inevitable in that it happens to everyone at some point, and yet is simultaneously embarrassing.
 
CoxBox: electronic device that gives the coxswain stroke rate, speed, distance, or other metrics and allows the cox to communicate with their crew via speakers mounted along the length of the boat
 
Double: rowing shell for 2 sculling rowers
 
Eight: rowing shell for 8 sweep rowers and 1 coxswain
 
Ergometer (aka erg): an indoor rowing machine
 
Feathered blade: when the blade of the oar is parallel to the water
 
Four: rowing shell for 4 sweep rowers. Can be a straight-four (non-coxed) or coxed-four (with a coxswain). US Collegiate rowing mainly utilizes coxed-fours for practices/regattas.
 
Gunwale (pronounced “gunnel”): flat edge of the shell where riggers are mounted.
 
Head of the Charles: a head race held in October of every year. Start line is in the Boston basin and the course runs up the Charles with the finish line after Eliot Bridge. Total distance is roughly 4.5km. Is widely considered the most prestigious head race in the world and the ultimate coxswain’s race due to the difficulty of the course.
 
Head race: race on a river course with turns, bridges, and other navigational hazards that averages 4-5km in length
 
Lightweight rower: female rower who does not weight more than 130.1 pounds. For men, the cutoff is 154.3 pounds.
 
Oarlock: rotating piece at the end of the rigger that secures oars to the boat
 
Port: left side of the boat (from coxswain’s pov — aka when facing forward). Sometimes called “strokeside”.
 
Regatta: a rowing race (or series of races) that can range from small, head-to-head type competition to week-long events that include races in various boat classes with a series of knockout stages.
 
Rigger: frame bolted to gunwales that extends beyond the bounds of the shells to support oars
 
Sculling: type of rowing where each rower has 2 oars that are 9.5 feet long
 
Set: when the boat is perfectly level and not tipping to one side or the other
 
Shell: another name for the rowing boat
 
Single: a rowing shell for 1 sculling rower
 
SpeedCoach: an electronic device that individual rowers can mount on their shell in some fashion that will supply various data points (stroke rate, split, distance, etc.) to assist with training and/or racing
 
Split: noted in a per-500 meter increment. How fast the boat covers 500m. The lower the number, the faster the boat is moving.
 
Sprint race: spring/summer races on a straight (often buoyed) course that is 2km (or 2k) in length
 
Square blade: when the blade of the oar is perpendicular to the water
 
Starboard: right side of the boat (from the coxswain’s pov — aka when facing forward). Sometimes called “bowside”.
 
Stern: rear of the boat
 
Stroke rate: how many strokes the rower takes per minute
 
Stroke seat: person sitting furthest to the stern who is responsible for setting the stroke rate that the rest of the boat will follow.
 
Sweep rowing: each rower has 1 oar that is a little over 12 feet long. Rowers will either be ports (oars extend off the left side of the shell) or starboards (oars extend off the right side of the shell). 
 
Weigh enough: stop rowing



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Dr. Walker, do you hear that?”
Kate Walker gritted her teeth. She’d been trying to significantly increase the energy yield of her microhydropower turbine without increasing the size of the device for the last year, so, of fucking course, now that she’s this close to cracking the puzzle, an overeager doctoral student would decide to interrupt her. She took a deep breath to stifle her frustration, and didn’t look up from the prototype as she asked, “Hear what, Oksana?”
“It sounds like an alarm? It’s so muffled that I thought it might be coming from the lab next door, but it’s been going for the last twenty minutes…”
The fact that Oksana heard an alarm, and she hadn’t, wasn’t much of a surprise. Kate had a tendency to get lost in her work, and had made it a habit to manage her days with a series of alarms to help make sure she got to where she needed to be on time. But it was still only early August and the fall term hadn’t begun, so why would an alarm—?
Kate glanced at the clock mounted above the door, and grimaced when her suspicions were confirmed. The sound Oksana heard was, in fact, one of her alarms, and it was muffled because she’d left her phone in her bag atop her desk on the other side of the room.
How in the hell did I not hear that damned thing going off for the last twenty minutes?

“Oh, fuck me,” she muttered as she slapped the screwdriver she’d been using onto the table. “Oksana,” she directed in a more commanding voice as she began moving the various loose elements of her work into a bin, “I have to run to get Maddie from rowing camp. Can you finish those calculations before you head out for the night so I can look them over in the morning?”
“Of course, Professor Walker.” Oksana’s onyx ponytail bobbed with understanding. “And I’ll lock up after I’ve finished.”
“Excellent. Thank you.” Kate grabbed her bag off her desk and slung the strap over her head as she strode purposefully out the door. 
Summer term classes had long since been dismissed for the day, so the halls of the Mills Science and Engineering building were empty. Kate stripped off the long-sleeved hiking shirt she’d worn over her tank top to combat the building’s relentless air conditioning as she ran down eight flights of stairs to the street. She shoved the shirt into her bag as she pushed through Mills’ doors to the street, and ignored the cars whipping by as she slapped her helmet onto her head and turned toward the bike rack. 
While other Boston universities had dozens of sprawling greens dotted with trees and crisscrossed by walking paths, Massachusetts University was the epitome of an urban campus shoehorned into a narrow strip of land between the turnpike and the Charles River. So while there weren’t many greens to stroll through in between classes, the campus was remarkably compact—a fact for which she was eternally grateful as she glanced over her shoulder to check for traffic before darting across the street and pedaling madly toward the Massachusetts University Bridge that spanned the Charles River. Wolfe, the MU boathouse sat on the bank directly opposite Mills, and by ignoring the rule that bikes should be walked across the bridge, she was able to cover the nine-tenths of a mile trek in a little more than five minutes.
There were only two bikes in the rack outside Wolfe when she finally arrived at the boathouse—Maddie’s black mountain bike and a cherry red fatty. She wedged hers between the two before leaving her helmet dangling from the handlebars and rushing toward the main doors. She caught her reflection in the glass for a moment, and was relieved to see that, while her cheeks were flushed from exertion, her breakneck dash across the river hadn’t wreaked too much havoc on her shoulder-length blond hair. She rolled her pale green eyes as she combed her fingers through the more unruly strands to wrestle them into some semblance of order before striding inside.
Because one of the camp coaches had been at the curb checking kids in when she’d dropped Maddie off that morning, this was the first time she’d set foot inside the university’s boathouse, and she paused at the threshold of the large, main floor to take in her surroundings. She vaguely remembered being impressed by the endowment the rowing program had received to update the boathouse just before she’d arrived on campus as a graduate student over twenty years ago. Of course, even the original MU boathouse had been impressive compared to the glorified shed they’d called a boathouse when she’d rowed at Smith, but Wolfe was still state-of-the-art today, and she marveled at the gleaming, pale hardwood floors and the swaths of sunlight that poured through the large windows overlooking the river. 
This wasn’t just a boathouse, it was a full training facility, with plenty of room to set out the clusters of ergs that were standing on end and tucked away in a pair of vestibules that flanked the elevator opposite the stairs. Racks of free weights were lined up beneath the expanse of windows that provided a breathtaking view of the Charles and the Boston bank beyond, and the net that stretched over the wide central staircase that she wagered led to the boat bay was overflowing with exercise balls of every possible dimension. Two narrower flights of stairs leading to a shallow lofted space above the training floor flanked either side of the space. While she would have loved to have taken in the view from the elevated vantage point, she shelved the idea for another day as she hastened toward the stairs at the center of the training room and headed down to the bay.
She spared the pictures of past championship crews, all-Americans, and alumni who’d gone on to race for the national team that lined the stairs only a cursory a glance and, once she reached the bottom, with no idea where to go next, turned toward the rectangle of light to her left that opened to the expansive paved apron that led to the docks. She heard her daughter’s voice long before she could see her, and self-consciously tucked her black tank in a little bit tighter before squaring her shoulders and striding into the next bay where Maddie was helping a young woman straighten a rack of oars.
Her daughter’s windblown blond braid and sun-pinked shoulders were all the proof Kate needed to know she’d had a good day on the water, and her heart squeezed at the sound of Maddie’s laughter as she turned her attention to the short-haired brunette that elicited the happy sound.
The woman was so tall that Kate legitimately wondered if she’d even match her height in a pair of heels—which was saying something as Kate was five-foot-ten—with broad, tanned shoulders that were left on tantalizing display by the crimson tank that hugged her lean torso. Add to that the woman’s long, defined legs and shapely, powerful behind that Kate couldn’t help but appreciate for a few heartbeats, and Kate concluded that she was one of the students on the team coaching at the camp. 
Both the coach and Maddie were so intent on their task that neither noticed her arrival, and she cleared her throat before announcing herself with a, “I’m so sorry I’m late.”
“Oh, no problem,” the woman said as she turned. She was positively striking, with soft, sun-kissed caramel curls tickling the very top of her forehead and bronzed skin that served as the perfect canvas for a defined jaw and regal, patrician features that must surely stop traffic wherever she went. Up close, she also looked older than a typical undergraduate student, so Kate amended her initial hypothesis that she was on the team. Perhaps she was a graduate student looking to make a little money while spending the summer on the water? Whatever the case, Kate found that she didn’t particularly care about the specifics as she watched the brunette’s warm brown eyes crinkle with a smile that lit her entire face. “My assistant and I”—the brunette threw a playfully conspiratorial glance at Maddie—“were just finishing up.”
There was no mistaking the way Maddie puffed up at the recognition, and Kate smiled at them both as she said, “Well, I do appreciate it.” She reached for her bag. “Can I reimburse you for the extra time I’ve cost you?”
“Oh, that’s not necessary.” The brunette waved the offer off as, beside her, Maddie’s eyes widened in horror. “Honestly, having Mads here to help with all this has saved me time in the long run.”
Despite her daughter’s reaction, Kate asked, “Are you sure?”
“Oh, yeah.” The brunette’s smile widened as she nodded. “Positive.”
“Well, thank you…” Kate let her voice trail off in a subtle ask for the brunette’s name.
“Carter.” The brunette stepped forward with an outstretched hand. “Carter Burke.”
Kate nearly gasped as the calluses on Carter’s hand scraping over her skin heralded a stream of memories she’d boxed up and buried long ago. Her pulse stuttered at the ripple of electricity that danced up her arm as Carter’s long fingers wrapped lightly around her hand—the hold firm enough to convey confidence without being crushing—and she prayed her voice didn’t crack or waver as she returned, “Kate Walker.”
“A pleasure,” Carter murmured, tipping her head and giving Kate’s hand a gentle squeeze.
It had been decades since Kate had been so thoroughly disarmed so quickly, and she found herself incapable of looking away from Carter’s eyes that, at this distance, she noticed were streaked with gold. The air around them became almost oppressively thick as the heat from Carter’s hand seeped into her skin, and while she mourned the loss of it when Maddie’s brusque, “Come on, Mom, let’s go,” had her pulling away with a jolt, she was belatedly glad for it as her brain rebooted to shout, Get a fucking grip on yourself!
It was one thing to appreciate beautiful woman, after all, but it was quite another to be so completely taken with someone who was a veritable stranger—not to mention probably a student.
Kate mouthed a silent, “Sorry,” to Carter as Maddie grabbed her backpack and stormed off toward the stairs. She was heartened by the way Carter smiled and shook her head in a way that conveyed don’t worry about it. With one last look, she took off after her daughter.
Maddie’s pique and her latest growth spurt that had her touching five-foot-nine at only thirteen were the perfect impetus to propel her up the stairs three at a time, and it wasn’t until they were back on the street and Maddie was furiously fighting with the lock on her bike that Kate managed to catch up to her. 
“Madeline?”
The use of Maddie’s full name was enough to give her pause, but not quite enough to pull her out of whatever funk she’d fallen into. “I just want to go home,” she replied curtly.
Kate sighed. She was still adjusting to this stage of Maddie’s development, and longed for the days when her mini-me would just tell her whatever was bothering her without prompting. That lack of a filter had been challenging, but she’d gladly take those heated outbursts over this quiet stewing that left her guessing what was wrong.
Though, at least this time, she didn’t have to guess. 
Judging by Maddie’s behavior in the boat bay, she was willing to wager that it’d been her offer to compensate Carter for her time that had sparked Maddie’s ire. She just didn’t understand why her daughter had taken such offense to something that, in her eyes, was simple courtesy. After all, it had been her tardiness that had forced Carter to stay late—the least she could do was pay the girl for her time.
Still, the side of the road in front of the boathouse that Carter would surely be leaving shortly wasn’t the place to have this particular conversation. And, knowing how much she, herself, benefited from physically working off her frustrations, she decided to show Maddie a bit of grace and give her some space as she pulled her bike from the rack and walked it far enough away that Maddie would be able to extract hers without crashing into her.
“I’ll follow you,” she said in an entirely non-judgmental tone as she buckled her helmet into place. She knew she’d made the right call when Maddie’s shoulders relaxed by a fraction at the momentary détente. 
Maddie didn’t respond with words, but she nodded to signal that she’d heard her as she whipped the cord of her lock from around her bike frame and shoved it into her bag before, after securing her own helmet and a quick glance to make sure Kate was ready, she took off.
When it came time to walk their bikes across the river, Kate’s gaze drifted from the tense set of her daughter’s posture to Wolfe Boathouse. Her steps slowed as she watched a lone figure easily set a single scull into the water at the edge of the dock. Though she couldn’t see the person’s features from this distance, the build and the tank matched those of the woman she’d just been talking to, and she found herself entranced by the easy way Carter moved as she turned to collect her oars laid out nearby.
Kate bit her lip as she watched Carter lean across the single scull to deftly fit her oars into their oarlocks, and hummed appreciatively as Carter placed one foot in the middle of the thin, toothpick of a boat and executed a perfect standing shove away from the dock. 
Damn, Carter really knows what she’s doing.
She found herself enraptured by the fluidity of Carter’s movement as she gracefully lowered herself to her seat and leaned forward to secure her feet into the shoes on the foot stretcher. A moment later Carter had straightened, and with a quick glance over her shoulder, she took off.
Kate knew that rowing was a demanding sport—both physically and mentally—but Carter made it look like it was as effortless as breathing. If Maddie hadn’t been in a mood, she would have suggested they stop to watch Carter row for a bit, but she filed the idea away for later as they neared the Boston side of the bridge and Maddie hopped back on her bike.
Between riding a few feet off Maddie’s rear wheel and keeping an eye on the cars that shared the road with them, it was easy enough for Kate to continue to give her daughter space, though she did breathe a little easier after they turned off of Commonwealth and onto Massachusetts Ave. Once they turned onto Marlborough, she abandoned trying to match Maddie’s pace and fell further behind, content to keep an eye on her from a distance. 
She and her ex-husband had bought the expansive, two-story unit in a historic East Back Bay brownstone that she and Maddie called home not long after they’d married. He’d sold his half to her for a quarter of the market value after he’d come out to her and tearfully asked for a divorce nine years later—mostly out of guilt, but also so that Maddie, who she’d only just learned she was pregnant with at the time, would have a nice place to grow up. 
Maddie had long since disappeared by the time Kate reached their house, and she slung her right leg over her seat and coasted the final few feet to their doorway with her weight balanced on her left pedal. She carried her bike up the handful of stone steps that led to the front door of their townhouse, and tsked under her breath at the sight of Maddie’s helmet on the floor and her bike leaning against the wall outside the narrow, locked storage closet in the main foyer that was just big enough to hold their bikes and skis. 
That was a conversation for another day, however, and she swallowed the minor annoyance as she set about putting both of their bikes and helmets away properly before pushing through the unlocked door to their unit.
The house had been a disaster when she and Grant had closed on it not long after they’d married, though one would never suspect as much by its pristine oak floors, immaculate white walls, and custom millwork. As they both loved to cook, the kitchen that occupied the central third of the main level—with its crisp white cabinetry, expansive marble countertops that were perfect for baking, and gleaming high-end appliances—had been their greatest labor of love, and after a day of camp and a furious bike ride home, she wasn’t at all surprised that that was where she found Maddie.
She hovered in the doorway that separated the kitchen from the combined sitting area and dining room that overlooked the street out front, and propped her hands on her hips as she asked, “So, would you care to tell me what that was about?”
Maddie sighed heavily and leaned deeper into the fridge.
“I’ll make dinner while you shower, so don’t ruin your appetite.”
Maddie huffed and slammed the fridge shut.
“Madeline Grant Walker,” Kate warned. “Watch it.”
Maddie’s shoulders fell as she muttered, “Sorry.”
While Kate appreciated the apology, what she really wanted was a reason for her daughter’s behavior. “Will you please tell me what’s wrong?”
“I just… I can’t believe you offered Carter money.” 
“Honey,” Kate soothed, hoping a gentler tone would help her daughter see reason. “It was because of me that she had to work late. It was the least I could do.”
Maddie rolled her eyes. “Do you even have any idea who Carter is?!” 
“I honestly don’t know.” Kate shrugged. “A camp counselor?”
“Oh my god, Mom,” Maddie grumbled exasperatedly. “She’s the MU lightweight women’s coach. She’s been to two Olympics, and she won a gold medal!” 
Kate frowned. It wasn’t that she didn’t believe Maddie; it was just that Carter seemed far too young to be a head coach of a Division One program. “Really?”
“Yes, really.” Maddie threw her hands in the air and wheeled around to storm off toward, Kate presumed, her bedroom on the lower floor. “I’m never going to be able to show my face in that boathouse again!” 
Kate pursed her lips at her daughter’s dramatics. Because Maddie had wisely chosen to leave the kitchen from the far end of the space and not try to push past her, she spun to intercept her daughter at the head of the stairs in the narrow hallway that connected the formal living areas with the cozy family room at the back of the house. “Seriously, Mads, I think you’re blowing things a little out of proportion. Carter honestly didn’t seem to mind.”
Maddie’s sage green eyes that were a perfect match to her own flashed with indignation. “It was embarrassing!”
And this is why I teach college. Kate took a deep breath and, rather than continue to argue, asked, “Tortellini or chicken burgers for dinner?”
Maddie paused at the abrupt shift in conversation and, after a beat, replied in a slightly mollified tone, “Chicken burgers, please.”
Kate glanced at the oversized clock above the console table beside the front door. Thanks to their sprint home from the boathouse, it was still only a quarter till six, and, considering Maddie’s mood, she figured it’d be best to give her some more time to calm down on her own. “I’ll have dinner done in an hour.” She toed off her running shoes next to Maddie’s on the mat beneath the console table and added in a tone that brooked no argument, “Please shower beforehand.” 
“Yes, Mom,” Maddie grumbled as she padded down the stairs.
Kate shook her head at the sound of Maddie’s bedroom door closing with just enough force to signal the teen’s continued displeasure. She sighed and made her way down the hall to her home office, figuring that she may as well put the few minutes she had before she needed to start cooking to good use and knock through the emails that had undoubtedly cluttered her inbox while she’d been tinkering in the lab all day.
Despite her intentions of getting a bit more work done, her thoughts drifted to the nearby Charles as soon as she opened her laptop and saw the picture she’d taken of the Swift River that was her wallpaper, and she instead opened her browser and typed Carter Burke into the search bar.
Her suspicions about Carter’s age were proven correct when the results showed a thumbnail of Carter’s Wikipedia page that indicated she was only thirty. Still, she found some relief in knowing that Carter was old enough for her to not feel like a total pervert for the way she’d ogled her back at the boathouse. 
She pursed her lips as she bypassed the Wikipedia page for the Team USA site.
Somehow, it felt slightly less stalker-ish to look through than Wikipedia. 
After noting that Carter’s listed height of six-foot-two corresponded with her own observations of her being ridiculously tall, she saw that Maddie’s assertions about Carter’s professional accolades were also true. She couldn’t help but arch an impressed brow as she scrolled through the bulleted list of Carter’s accomplishments that began with fourth place at the 2020 Olympic Games in the women’s eight, gold at the 2016 Olympic Games in the same event, and were followed by a slew of podium finishes at various international regattas and world championships spanning all the way back to 2013, where she’d placed second at the World Championships in women’s double sculls.
That level of experience was more than enough to support her hiring, and Kate hummed under her breath as she scrolled back up to the smiling picture of Carter at the top of the page. Though her hair was longer in the picture, her eyes and smile held the same warmth Kate had fallen victim to earlier, and she shook her head at herself as she closed out the tab and opened her email. A glance at the clock told her she still had at least twenty minutes until she needed to start cooking, and catching up on her work was a much better use of her time than daydreaming about a woman twenty years too young for her.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Cornwall’s, the popular British-style pub just off-campus, was predictably packed despite the fact that it was a Monday night and students weren’t set to return to campus for another few weeks, but Carter had no trouble spotting her friends in one of the coveted corner booths at the back the moment she walked through the door. She lifted a hand as she wove through the crowd, and smiled her thanks to Jeremy Cunningham, her oldest friend in their ragtag group of semi-retired rowers, when he slid deeper into the booth so she could sit.
“Oh damn!” Erica Ruiz, her best friend and former roommate, shouted by way of hello. At five-six, she was positively dwarfed by Mike Ducato and Amber Hall, who sat on either side of her and were both over six feet tall. What Erica lacked in stature, she more than made up for in personality, however, and her deep brown eyes sparkled with interest as she noted, “Nice hair, Burke!”
Carter dragged a hand through her cropped curls. She’d decided on a whim to cut off all her hair and go for a tousled pixie cut at her appointment the day before, and after only one day of wash-and-go styling, she wondered why in the hell she hadn’t done it sooner. “Thanks, E.”
Jeremy threw an arm over her shoulders and dragged her into his side. “You embracing your inner masc?”
“Maybe I am,” Carter sassed. She gave the collar of his cardinal red and white striped rugby shirt a tug. “Are you embracing your inner white frat boy, Cunningham?”
Jeremy laughed. As one of only a handful of black athletes to ever make the national team for rowing, the program loved to put him in front of journalists on the rare occasion anyone actually cared enough about the sport to come looking for a quote for an article. “Well, you know, I’ve retired, so they don’t need me to be their diversity poster boy anymore, so…”
“Yeah, but a rugby shirt?” Mike chimed in with a smirk. “C’mon, man.”
“I wear a fucking suit and tie all day, and it’s comfortable. Get off my ass,” Jeremy retorted. He reached for the pitcher in the middle of the table and filled his pint glass and one for Carter. “Your birthday beer, my dear.”
“Thanks, Jer.” After a day spent almost entirely outside in the obnoxious, early-August humidity and heat herding teenagers up and down the Charles, Carter figured she’d more than earned a beer or three.
“So, I gotta ask—” Amber tucked her long blonde hair behind her ears as she leaned forward, her blue eyes dancing with impish delight. “Is the hair like some midlife crisis thing?”
Carter rolled her eyes. At twenty-eight, Amber was the baby of their group, and she never passed up an opportunity to remind them all of it. “Pretty sure thirty doesn’t classify as ‘midlife’.” 
“Dunno, Burke,” Erica teased. “You’ve locked down your dream job and bought a place… Seems pretty mid-life to me.”
Carter pointed a playfully accusing finger at her. “The only reason I decided to buy a place was because you ditched my ass to move in with Casanova over there.” 
“Aww, but can you blame me? His place is so much closer to Weld!”
Carter inclined her head to acknowledge that Erica had made a fair point. As the assistant coach for Radcliffe’s openweight team, Erica’s mornings started just as early as hers when the rowing season was in full swing.
“Gee, love you too, babe,” Mike drawled.
Erica popped up to kiss his cheek, and ruffled his dark brown hair as she plopped back onto her seat. “Plus, he’s pretty damn cute.”
“If you’re into beards and penises, I guess,” Carter deadpanned. She smiled around the rim of her glass as her friends all laughed and, after a sip of her beer, tilted the glass toward her occasional training partner in a just kidding toast. “It’s a good beard. Very professor-y.”
Mike tapped his glass to hers. “Well, you know, not all of us can make a living playing. Some of us have to actually work.”
“Says the man who was excitedly telling us about the robot he was building before you arrived,” Jeremy mock-whispered.
Mike grinned. “It’s a cool fucking robot.”
“Who are you making it for this time?” Carter asked. As an aeronautical engineering professor at MIT, Mike and his fellow faculty members were often consulted and conscripted to build robots and devices for various alphabet groups.
“NASA.”
“And, there’s the ‘I’m an uber-nerd’ flex,” Amber drawled. Though, as one of the founding members of an interactive fitness startup who was involved in both the coding and the actual build of the machine, it wasn’t like she wasn’t a nerd, too.
Carter smiled as Mike flipped Amber off, and reached for the menu that hung precariously over the edge of the table. “Have you guys ordered yet? I’m starving.”
“Pretzels and beer cheese, tots, and nachos,” Jeremy reported. He glanced at his watch. “Should be out soon.”
“Rough day at camp?” Mike asked as he emptied the dregs of the pitcher into his glass. 
“Eh.” Carter shrugged and opened the menu, skipping over the appetizers to look at the burgers. “Nobody flipped or got hurt or anything, so it went as well as it could’ve.”
“And yet—” Erica was interrupted by the arrival of their waitress, and their conversation paused while they all placed their food orders. Once the waitress disappeared with a promise to return with a fresh pitcher, Erica picked up her earlier thought, “And yet you were half an hour late to your own party.”
“That,” Carter said as she reached for her beer, “was not my fault. A mom was late picking up her kid, so I started my training row later than I’d planned.”
Granted, she could’ve skipped the row, but after a day of wrangling teenagers, she needed to zone out and decompress, and nothing worked better for that than a long steady-state piece. Of course, after meeting Maddie’s mom, ‘zoning out’ was replaced by her mind fixating on Kate’s strikingly pale green eyes, full pink lips, and the way her black tank had stretched over her chest, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of cleavage that she’d spent their entire conversation trying to not stare at. Kate Walker was, without a doubt, the most gorgeous woman she’d ever met, and it was honestly a miracle she’d been able to form coherent sentences because her brain had absolutely blue-screened the moment she touched Kate’s hand.
“Hey!” Erica snapped her fingers in front of Carter’s face. “Earth to Carter…” 
Carter blushed. “Sorry.”
“I’m thinking something else happened at camp today,” Jeremy teased.
“You know, Jeremy, I think you’re right,” Erica agreed in a playfully entertained tone. “Carter, is there something you’d like to share with the class?”
“No.” Carter tried not to flinch under Erica’s piercing, all-too-knowing gaze, but she knew she’d failed when a sly smirk tugged at Erica’s lips.
“What’s the mom’s name?” Erica asked.
“How do you know it has anything to do with the kid’s mom?” Carter deflected.
“Because you live at the damn boathouse and, oh, how can I put this nicely…” Erica let her voice trail off as she tapped her chin in a theatrical show being deep in thought.
Jeremy picked up the ball where Erica had dropped it and carried it into the end zone. “You have a thing for MILFs.”
Carter’s blush deepened as the table burst into laughter. She wanted to argue the point, but it would’ve only brought her more pain in the end because they all knew it was true.
Erica’s smirk deepened as she cajoled, “C’mon, Burke. You know you wanna share. What’s the mom’s name?”
“Yeah, Carter,” Jeremy, Mike, and Amber echoed. “What’s her name?”
“Ugh. Fine,” Carter relented with a groan. “It’s Kate Walker. Are you happy?”
Erica whooped and slapped the table. “I fucking knew it!”
“There’s nothing to know,” Carter argued. “I spoke to her for maybe five minutes, and then they left.”
“Aww.” Jeremy ruffled her hair. “You should’ve told her it was your birthday.”
“Why?” Carter batted his hand away. “I’m not fucking five.”
Amber sniggered. “Maybe you’ll get another chance to talk to her tomorrow.”
“Did she have a ring on?” Jeremy asked. “Or, you know”—he did a little hand waggle—“give off any vibes?”
“Okay, you know what?” Carter paused as their waitress arrived with a fresh pitcher and, once she’d left, admitted, “Yes, she’s gorgeous. And, yes, she’s totally my type—”
“Ah, blonde,” Erica noted as an aside to the group. “With a great rack.”
Carter rolled her eyes as everyone chuckled and nodded in agreement. While she loved her friends dearly, this was one of the times she wished they didn’t know her quite as well as they did. “But that’s it. She’s just a professor whose kid likes to row. Can we please just drop it?”
“Hold up!” Mike leaned forward. “You’re talking about Professor Kate Walker?”
Carter shrugged. “Is that supposed to mean something?”
“Do you know her?” Erica asked.
“If it’s who I’m thinking of…” Mike bobbed his head. “I know of her. Haven’t met her, but she’s, like, the preeminent expert on hydropower in the US. She’s doing some crazy-innovative stuff with turbines that could affect so many other areas of green tech. I know a few guys at MIT who’d kill to get their hands on her research.”
Erica made a yeah, yeah motion with her hand. “Is she married?”
“Divorced, I think?” Mike frowned. “Dunno, actually.”
“Oh my god,” Carter muttered.
“Chill, Burke.” Erica waggled her eyebrows. “I’m just trying to help you get laid.”
Carter threw her hands in the air. “I don’t need to get laid!” Her cheeks flamed as everyone at the tables surrounding them turned their way at her outburst. She sank in her seat in an attempt to hide as she begged, “Can we please just talk about something else?”
“You do, in fact, very much need to get laid,” Erica argued, her eyes dancing with mirth. “But fine. It’s your birthday, so we can talk about something else.”
“Thank you.”
“So, birthday girl, what would you like to talk about?” Erica asked as their waitress returned with the appetizers the group had ordered before she arrived.
“Literally anything else,” Carter groaned as she eyed the plate of nachos.
Jeremy sniggered and nudged them her way. “Here.” Carter smiled her thanks and tore three chips piled with chicken, cheese, and black beans from the pile as he did the same. He waved his chips around the table. “Oh, I might be able to get my firm’s box at Fenway for the game Saturday afternoon if you guys are free.”
Mike nodded enthusiastically. “Hell yeah!”
Carter shrugged and looked at Erica. “Only thing on my calendar is the training row we’re supposed to do.” 
“Eh, if we head out first thing, it shouldn’t be a problem,” Erica allowed. “Though I was hoping to sleep in, so never question my love for you.”
“Was that meant for me, or Mike?” Carter asked as she popped her nachos into her mouth.
“Both.” Erica dragged the loaded tater tots closer to herself and Amber. “I only have a few more weeks of sleeping in left before I have to start getting up at zero dark thirty again, so waking up early was definitely not on my bingo card for the weekend.” She wagged a finger at Carter. “I still can’t believe you talked me into rowing a double with you for Head of the Charles.”
Carter rolled her eyes. She’d met Erica when they’d both been coaching at MU—Erica as a full-time assistant, and her as a part-time one while she was getting her masters and training for Tokyo—but Erica had joined the Harvard women’s staff when an assistant spot opened up two years ago and gave her the chance to work with one of her idols, and she knew damn well that Erica was looking forward to tackling the iconic race just as much as she was. 
She held up a finger as she finished chewing, and pointed it at Erica as she retorted, “Didn’t have to talk too hard to get you to say yes.” She smirked. “I can’t believe being over at Radcliffe has made you so soft that you balk at the idea of a little 4k head race.”
“I am not soft,” Erica scoffed. “Keep it up, and I’ll make you row the damn double by yourself.”
“Please.” Carter rolled her eyes. “Like I couldn’t find someone to take your spot.”
“Children, behave,” Jeremy deadpanned. He bumped shoulders with Carter and added, “Besides, we all know Erica isn’t going to bail on you.”
“Oh?” Erica winked at Carter. “And how do you know that?”
“Because you guys bet me and Mike two hundred bucks that you were going to finish higher in your standings than we would in ours,” Jeremy replied with a smug grin.
“He has a point,” Carter told her.
Erica groaned as if legitimately aggrieved by the reminder. “Fine. I guess I’ll row with you. But I’m staying at your place Friday night so that I can sleep a bit later, and I call dibs on being the big spoon.”
Carter arched a brow. She had eight inches on Erica, so if either of them was going to be the big spoon, it should be her. “And why’s that?”
“Because if you’re not getting laid on your birthday, the least I can do is give you a little snuggle and a boob grab this weekend.”
Carter laughed. “Dude, Mike. You really gonna let your girlfriend feel me up?”
“Whatever makes her happy.” Mike grinned and reached for his beer. “I’m more than comfortable with our relationship.” 
“And, I mean, c’mon,” Erica chimed in with a matching grin. “The world is hard and cold, but titties are so soft and warm. Who wouldn’t want to hold one if given a chance?”
Everyone looked at Jeremy, the only person at the table who wasn’t at all interested in women. 
“Oh, fuck you all,” Jeremy muttered.
Matt blew him a kiss. “If I had to pick a dude, you’d definitely be at the top of the list.”
“Same,” Carter agreed as she reached for another cluster of chips. Her eyes drifted to one of the many televisions scattered around the bar. Figuring she’d give Jeremy some slack since he’d done the same for her, she hiked her chin at a screen. “Looks like the Yanks are gonna lose to the Nats.”
“Oh, hell yeah,” Mike cheered as he turned to check out the game.
Carter grinned at the little nod of thanks Jeremy gave her, and tapped her nacho to his. “Anytime, dude. I got your back.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Hey, Professor Walker. You here for the regatta?”
Kate smiled at Stephanie Chu, one of her engineering students who was a coxswain for the team. With her small stature and quick, analytical brain, she was a natural for the position that required her to not just steer a boat that was a long as a school bus with eight bigger bodies blocking her view, but also suggest technique corrections for her rowers. Stephanie was manning a folding table just inside the main doors of the boathouse that, she had been chagrined to learn when she picked Maddie up on Tuesday, was where campers were signed-out at the end of each day. She’d been so late on Monday that the station had been cleaned up and all the counselors dismissed by the time she arrived.
“I am. I know I’m a bit early, but—”
Stephanie waved her off and tilted her head toward the stairs. “You can head on down if you’d like. I think Carter’s just giving the crews one last talk before sending them out to warm up.” She grinned and added, “You’ll want to get a good spot to watch the race. I worked with Maddie this morning; she’s really kicking some major butt out there.”
Kate’s smile widened at the mention of her daughter. She cared more that Maddie was having fun than excelling, but it was nice to hear that she had managed to do both during her week at camp. “I’m glad she’s been doing well. And thanks for the tip.”
As she was early, she took the time to pause and actually look at the multitude of pictures lining the stairwell that she’d ignored during her last visit as she made her way down to the boat bay. Even though she’d never worn the crimson and black of Mass U in a regatta, a surge of nostalgia washed over her as her gaze drifted over the photographs of smiling crews huddled together. Rowing had been her life, once upon a time, and while it’d made sense to walk away after leaving Smith, she couldn’t help but reminisce about the friendships she’d forged in those early-morning practices and painful wintertime erg sessions. She still kept in touch with most of the girls she’d rowed with, and, while they inevitably ended up rehashing their glory days whenever they were together, it wasn’t until now that she found herself genuinely missing the sport.
“Oh, hey! You’re here!” 
Kate tore her gaze away from a picture of the national champion women’s eight throwing their coxswain into the river at the sound of Carter’s voice. Her breath caught in her throat at the beaming smile directed her way. Carter looked so thrilled that she glanced over her shoulder to see if someone else had followed her down the stairs, and her stomach did a traitorous little flutter when she saw that nobody was behind her.
After her mishap on Monday, she’d added an extra alarm to make sure she’d arrive at least five minutes early to the end of each camp session—but because she’d never had a reason to wander much beyond the table upstairs, this was the first time she’d seen Carter since then. Which was a shame, because Carter looked even better than she remembered in her skintight black tank and crimson running shorts that showed off her toned, tanned legs.
Good lord, get a grip on yourself, Walker, you have students older than her, Kate chastised herself as she hiked a thumb toward the top of the stairs. “Stephanie told me I could come down.”
“That’s totally cool.” Carter lifted a handful of inflatable, suspender-style personal flotation devices. “I was just grabbing some PFDs so we can head out.” She gestured toward the open bay door. “C’mon.”
“Are you sure?” Kate protested even as she joined her. “I don’t want to be a distraction.”
“Please.” Carter threw her a disarmingly playful wink before pulling her sunglasses into place. They stepped onto the apron that stretched from the boathouse to the long launching dock that already had three bright red eights leaning against its edge. “You can’t possibly be more of a distraction than Erica’s been today.”
“I’m afraid I don’t know who that is,” Kate admitted.
Carter swung the PFDs in her hand toward a petite, muscular brunette in black running shorts and a white tank who was deep in conversation with a trio of shorter kids. “Erica Ruiz is an old friend of mine who’s an assistant coach at Radcliffe. She coxed the men’s eight in Tokyo and the last two world championships before stepping back from the national side to focus on coaching. Anyway, I asked her to swing by today to give those three some pointers since they all expressed interest in coxing in high school. Steph’s been great, but E brings a whole ‘nother level of information—y’know?”
Erica’s ears must have been burning, because she looked away from her charges to holler, “Hurry up with those PFDs, Burke! We need to get these crews out on the water!”
Carter sighed and glanced at the chunky Garmin on her right wrist. “Yeah, we do,” she muttered to herself, sounding mildly annoyed that Erica was right. She looked up at Kate and, in a warmer voice that made Kate’s pulse jump, added, “I’ll be right back.”
“Of course.”
Kate was glad for the reflective lenses that hid her eyes as she drank in Carter’s long, easy stride as she jogged over to her friend. She was even more grateful for the way they hid her surprise when, after Carter had distributed the gear to the three coxswains, Erica said something that had Carter throwing a PFD at her face. It all seemed to be in good fun, however, as everyone burst into laughter, and she bit her lip as she turned away to scan the kids milling about the dock for her daughter. 
Her lip slipped free with her smile when she spotted Maddie huddled with a group of seven other teens. Judging by the kids’ pointing and gestures, they were discussing their race plan, and pride bloomed in her chest at the way the group seemed to defer to Maddie’s opinion. Maddie had been almost painfully shy before she’d taken up rowing, always choosing to sit off to the side with a book instead of engaging with her peers, but her confidence had grown tenfold since she’d taken up the sport in the last year.
“She’s a good kid.” Kate jumped at the sound of Carter’s voice, and Carter ducked her head sheepishly as she added, “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“No. You didn’t. I—” Kate rolled her eyes at the way Carter pursed her lips and arched a brow in a clear sign of disbelief. “Okay, fine. You may have startled me a little.”
“I really didn’t mean to.” When Kate waved off the apology as unnecessary, Carter asked, “How about you come ride with me on the launch so I can make it up to you?”
“There isn’t anything to make up for,” Kate maintained.
As if sensing blood in the water, Carter smiled hopefully as she cajoled, “Come on. You’ll have a much better view.”
Kate sighed. That smile should be illegal. “Is it even allowed?”
“Sure. Why wouldn’t it be? Although, you will have to wear one of these”—Carter hefted a blaze red PFD—“if you do.”
Kate found herself reaching for the life jacket before she’d even processed what she was doing. “You’re not afraid the other parents will be offended that they weren’t extended the same offer?”
Carter shrugged as she tossed her own PFD over her head. “If they wanted a shot at it, they should’ve come early.”
“Really?”
“No.” Carter shook her head wryly. “The absolute last thing I need is parents camping out all day trying to get onto a launch.”
Kate smiled and pulled on her life jacket. “So why let me do it, then?”
“Dunno.” Carter leaned in and inclined her head as if sharing a secret. “Maybe I just like talking to you.”
Kate tried to hide the pleased blush that warmed her cheeks by looking down to buckle the strap that connected the two halves of the life jacket over her stomach. She tightened the cinch enough that it wasn’t constricting but was snug enough that she was pretty sure the thing wouldn’t fall off, and cast a curious look at Carter as she asked, “Does this look right?”
Even though she knew that Carter was inspecting the fit of the life jacket, her pulse still stuttered when the younger woman’s gaze dipped to follow the bright red nylon that cut bold stripes over her breasts, and she plastered on what she prayed passed as a perfectly neutral expression when Carter’s looked back at her to declare, “Yep. Looks good.”
Kate licked her lips and tried to not focus on the way Carter’s eyes had darkened. “Great.”
“Campers to their boats!” Erica bellowed. “You’ll have half an hour to warm up before we race!”
Carter cleared her throat. “We should probably go get our launch.”
Erica clearly agreed, as she followed up her directions for the kids with a playfully chiding, “That means you, too, Burke!”
Carter rolled her eyes and flicked a hand at Erica in a way that, while not expressly flipping her off, conveyed the same message. And, judging by the delighted, “Love you too!” that Erica shouted back, the message was more than received. 
Carter sighed as she inclined her head toward the side of the apron where a half-dozen launches were tied off to a trio of shorter docks. “Y’know, I’m really beginning to regret asking her to come out and help,” she muttered in an unmistakably fond tone.
“How long have you known each other?” Kate asked as she watched a guy in a white hat, crimson Greyhounds Crew tee, blue PFD, and black shorts throw the bowline off one of the catamaran coaching launches.
“About seven years,” Carter said as the guy powered up the launch and maneuvered to the end of the dock. As he dropped the craft to an idle to wait, Carter continued, “We coached here together while I was getting my master’s, but she defected to Radcliffe a couple of years ago.”
The guy idling on his launch tore his attention from the kids to smile at them as they approached, and Kate noted that he was closer to her age than Carter’s. He was a few inches taller than Carter, with a lean build that was common to endurance athletes. He scratched at the whiskers that dusted his jaw as he asked Carter, “Got a copilot today, huh?”
“Yeah.” Carter nodded. “Kate, this is Dalton Smith, our men’s lightweight coach.”
Kate offered him a little wave. “Kate Walker.”
Dalton returned the gesture with a murmured, “Nice to meet you,” before turning his attention back to Carter. “Do you have any preference on which eight you want to follow this time around?”
“Yeah…” Carter glanced over her shoulder. “We’ll take Winnifred so Kate can watch her daughter.”
“Works for me.” Dalton looked past them and said, “Carter’s taking Winnie. Who you got?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Erica replied as she joined them. A playful smile quirked her lips as she extended a hand to Kate. “Hi there. I’m Erica Ruiz.”
Carter groaned under her breath, and Kate shot her a brief, curious look before turning her attention back to Erica as she shook her hand. “Kate Walker.”
Erica’s smile widened into a wholly mischievous grin. “Yeah, you—”
“Better get going,” Carter interrupted. “Kids have shoved off already.” She placed a hand on the small of Kate’s back and urged her into motion as she told Dalton and Erica, “Radio when we’re getting close to race time so we can divvy up starting, safety, and finish duties.”
Erica stuck her tongue out. “Whatever you say, boss.” She tapped two fingers to her forehead in a little salute and added, “It was lovely to meet you, Kate.”
“You too.” Kate glanced at Carter as they broke away from the other coaches. “Everything okay?”
“Yeah. Fine. She’s just…” Carter’s cheeks puffed out in an utterly adorable show of exasperation. “Anyway, was I right in thinking you’d like to follow Maddie? Because I can always get Dalton to switch if you want to give her space.”
“No, that’ll be great,” Kate assured her. “I usually only get to watch from the shore.”
“Good.” Carter’s shoulders relaxed as she gestured toward a launch. “Then your chariot awaits.”
“Chariot, you say?” Kate teased as she climbed onto the small, no-wake catamaran with a single bench and a medium-sized outboard motor that was only distinguishable from every other coaching launch on the river by the crimson ‘MU’ painted on its gleaming white cockpit.
Carter shrugged. “It’s the best I’ve got, I’m afraid.”
“She’s not kidding,” Erica chimed in as she hopped onto the launch on the other side of the dock from theirs. “Girl doesn’t even own a car.”
“I don’t need a car,” Carter retorted, looking so genuinely aggrieved that Kate couldn’t help but laugh. 
Erica smirked and tilted her head toward Kate as she shared, “She thinks she can just ride her bike everywhere.”
“I do ride my bike everywhere!” Carter shot back.
“Um, guys,” Dalton interrupted in an amused voice as he popped his launch out of idle and began to pull away from the docks. “The kids are running away.”
Erica cranked the ignition on her boat. “Saved by the campers, Carter!” she teased as she revved the throttle and tore away from the dock.
“Wow,” Kate murmured as she watched Erica push her little launch to its limit to catch up to her crew.
“That’s usually the general consensus after meeting her,” Carter agreed as she started their engine. “You okay?” 
Kate was tempted to point out that she hadn’t been the one being roasted, but since Carter was getting enough crap from her friend, she opted for a reassuring, “I’m doing great.”
“Good.” Carter flashed a quick smile before sliding the throttle forward. 
Kate draped her left arm over the side of the molded fiberglass bench to help herself stay on the seat as Carter pressed the throttle to its limit and whipped the launch into as sharp a turn as it could manage the moment they’d cleared the end of the dock. She found herself utterly hypnotized by the small smile that played across Carter’s lips and the way the wind whipped at her short, sun-kissed curls as they sped toward Maddie’s eight. But before her wandering eye could get her into too much trouble, Carter killed the throttle so they could drift to a crawl off the stern of the Winnifred.
“Pause at the finish here,” the cox’s amplified voice commended as, in front of her, all eight rowers froze in place with their legs extended, arms pulled into their ribs, and bodies tilted ever so slightly toward the bow. “Good, I want us to take three strokes and then do that again. Ready, row.”
Kate held her breath as she watched the boat bobble as the kids leaned forward at different rates to move up their slides, but was impressed by how they found their synchronicity by the time they reached the catch.
“Much better,” Carter noted approvingly in a low voice so she didn’t pull the crew’s attention away from their coxswain.
“And we pause again here,” the cox called as eight blades pulled free from the water after their third stroke. “Izzy, feather your blade a bit more…good. This time, we’re going to take three strokes and then do a three-part pause—finish, arms away, and body prep. Ready, row.”
“The cox is good,” Kate observed as the kids followed her command.
“Yeah. Mia’s caught all of our eyes this week,” Carter shared. She glanced across the river to where Erica was following her crew as they rowed further into the basin toward where they’d be starting the race in a little bit and added, “Especially Erica.”
“And we pause at the finish here,” Mia called. After her crew had frozen a long beat, she said, “Hup.” Mia nodded as all eight rowers extended their arms. “Hup.” Eight torsos swung forward in perfect sync, and the cox rewarded their effort with a pleased, “There it is. That’s what I’m talking about. Gimme five strokes this time before we pause. Ready, row. ”
Kate shifted her focus from the boat as a whole to Maddie, who was sitting in the seven-seat, as the kids took their prescribed strokes, and clicked her tongue as she muttered, “You’re opening too early, Mads.”
“Yeah, we’ve been—” Carter tore her eyes away from the water to gape at her. “Wait. You know rowing?”
“Mm, I rowed at Smith,” Kate shared, her brow furrowing ever so slightly as she watched her daughter make the same technical mistake on her next stroke.
“For real?”
Kate smiled at the way Carter’s eyebrows had lifted over the frame of her wraparound sunglasses in surprise. “I mean, it was basically a lifetime ago, but yeah.”
“Do you still row?” Carter asked interestedly. “You know, with one of the local master’s teams or something?”
“No,” Kate scoffed. “I haven’t touched an oar since I left undergrad.”
A positively distraught look crossed Carter’s face. “Why?”
Because a girl broke my heart and it reminded me too much her, and then I just got too busy, seemed like too much information to share with a veritable stranger, so she opted for the simpler excuse she offered whenever her past athletic exploits came up. “Just didn’t have time for it anymore.”
While that was usually enough to get people to drop the matter, Carter only dug in harder as she asked, “Don’t you miss it?”
Two hours ago, Kate would have said no, but after being back in a boathouse and now out on the water with the crews… She pursed her lips as Maddie’s boat traded their pause drill for some steady-state rowing. “Maybe a little,” she admitted with a small shrug as she watched the shell slowly but surely pick up speed with every stroke.
Carter’s expression brightened. “You should come out in a double with me!”
Kate huffed a disbelieving laugh. She’d been an okay rower close to thirty years ago, but there was no way she would’ve been able to keep up with an Olympian back then, let alone now. “Yeah, right.”
“Why not?”
“Are you serious?”
“Absolutely.” Carter threw her an unfairly entreating look. “If you miss it, why not get back out on the water?”
That, Kate had to admit, was a valid question, but she had an equally valid excuse as to why she couldn’t. “I’ve never sculled.”
“Eh.” Carter shrugged. “It’s basically the same thing as sweeping.”
Kate smiled. “No, it’s not.”
“Sure it is.” Carter lifted her hands from the wheel and pantomimed a sculling motion. “You just have two smaller oars instead of one longer one.”
“It’s not that simple, and you know it,” Kate couldn’t resist pointing out.
“So come out in a double with me and prove me wrong.” When Kate just stared at her, Carter cajoled, “Come on. An hour or two on the water, tops, and if you hate it, I’ll never bug you about it again.”
Kate shifted in her seat to look at Carter more directly. “Why are you so adamant I do this?”
“Why are you so adamant not to?” Carter grinned as if she’d already won. 
Kate would have been annoyed by her cocksure confidence if it didn’t look so good on her. “Oh my god,” she chuckled. “I can’t. We’re heading to the airport after Maddie’s done with camp to fly out to Madison to visit my parents this weekend.”
“That’s fine. I’m actually kinda busy this weekend anyway.” Carter shrugged. “What about next weekend?”
“You’re really not going to let this go, are you?”
“Not if it means I can get you into a boat,” Carter confirmed. She smiled hopefully. “Come on, Kate.”
And, oh, while Kate knew that she should say no, she couldn’t resist the combined effects of that smile and the way her name fell so sweetly from Carter’s lips. “Okay. Fine.” She shook her head. “Maddie is spending next weekend with her dad, so my schedule is basically wide-open. Which day would work better for you?”
“How does Saturday morning sound? Say…nine o’clock? Or would you prefer earlier? I could always do my training row afterward if you’d rather go out first-thing.”
Even though she was convinced it was going to be an abject disaster, Kate couldn’t quite contain her smile as she said, “No need to rearrange your training. Nine will be fine.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“I think you’ve got it,” Carter declared as Kate seemed to find her rhythm with the sculling drill she’d been working through for the last ten minutes.
“I think I’m not going to be able to move tomorrow,” Kate grumbled from the seat in front of her.
Even though Carter was pretty sure she detected a note of wry amusement in Kate’s tone, as she watched Kate’s shoulders lift with a deep breath, she wished she could see her face to get a better read on how she was feeling. It’d been pure instinct to invite Kate out for a row when she’d admitted to missing the sport, and after Kate initially declined, it’d been equal parts hubris and the desire to see Kate again that had her doing everything she could to talk her into it.
Part of her had wondered if Kate would even show up, considering how she’d basically browbeaten her into agreeing, but she had, and now the last thing Carter wanted was to push her too fast. She knew it was silly, given that they’d only spent about an hour together on the launch the week before, but she liked Kate. It’d been a few years since anyone had caught her eye like Kate had, and while she knew nothing was likely to come of this beyond friendship, she was okay with that. Erica hadn’t been kidding when she’d said her life revolved around the boathouse and, while sitting in a double with a novice sculler wasn’t exactly stepping beyond that sphere, it felt like it was. Besides, she didn’t want this to be the last time she got to see her.
So while Carter wanted nothing more than to keep going, she offered, “Do you want me to take us back to Wolfe?”
Kate’s blonde braid tickled the back of her charcoal gray tank as she shook her head. “No. I’m good.”
“You’re sure?”
Carter’s pulse jumped when the boat tilted as Kate turned in her seat to look at her, and then her heart skipped a few beats altogether when Kate’s smiling lips confirmed, “Positive.” 
This little crush of hers was going to be an inconvenience until she got past it, but, in the meantime, she figured there were worse things than getting a little flutter in her chest when a beautiful woman smiled at her. “Cool. You ready to string together some full strokes?”
“If you are,” Kate answered gamely.
Carter nodded and double-checked that her blades were feathered to sit flat on surface of the water to help balance the boat. Though the river was beginning to fill with day trippers in kayaks and on paddle boards, it was still early enough that the traffic was manageable. After a brief glance over her shoulder to make sure there wasn’t anyone in their path, she said, “I’ll hold us steady until you settle into a good rhythm, and then I’ll join and match you. So just go ahead and do whatever feels comfortable. Don’t feel like you have to rush anything, okay?”
Kate nodded and turned back around. Her shoulders lifted with a deep breath as she set up in her catch position, and she muttered, “Here goes nothing,” as her back tensed and she began to straighten her legs in a controlled drive.
Carter tightened her core to hold the boat steady as she split her attention between Kate’s form and the movement of her blades. She held her breath as Kate’s body pivoted into the finish position and her blades popped out of the water.
Kate hadn’t been wrong when she’d called bullshit on her claim that sweeping and sculling were the same thing, but she also hadn’t been entirely right because whether using one oar or two, it all boiled down to moving a boat as efficiently and effectively as possible. She’d been pleased to see Kate’s muscle memory kick in almost immediately when she started her off with some one-arm drills, and while Kate exhibited a natural amount of hesitation and awkwardness as she adapted to the new skill, she was picking it up so quickly that Carter couldn’t help but be impressed.
There you go, Carter thought as Kate paused for a beat with her shoulders toward bow before pivoting at her hips and engaging her hamstrings to return up the slide. Kate’s second stroke was smoother than her first, and as she began to fall into something of a rhythm, Carter started paying more attention to how Kate moved so she could match her.
Her gaze followed the movement of Kate’s hands as she squared her blades at the catch to the way her delts, traps, and lats tensed as she moved into the drive phase of the stroke. As Kate’s legs straightened and her hands swung inside the gunwales, Carter shifted her attention to the point between Kate’s shoulder blades as she leaned back into bow at the finish, her blades coming free with a quiet splash before she feathered them and carefully reversed course again.
On Kate’s next stroke, Carter started to silently talk through her rhythm—roll up to square, place, slight hesitation, drive slow, one, two, swing, finish, tap down, feather, recover, slow, two, three, roll to square…—and when she was confident that she had it, she called on Kate’s next pause after her finish, “One more on your own, and then I’ll join.”
“Okay,” Kate said as she moved up her slide.
Carter wiggled her fingers on the grips of her oars as she watched Kate’s blades square in anticipation of the catch, and when Kate’s blades dipped into the water and her seat began to slide toward the bow, she mirrored the movement so that she could pick the stroke up from the finish.
Here we go…
She moved up her slide to Kate’s four-count and flattened her wrists a touch early to square her blades so that she’d be ready to match Kate’s catch. She held her breath as all four of their blades dipped into the water for the first time, and kept her eyes glued to the spot between Kate’s shoulder blades as she drove back with minimal press to not disrupt Kate’s momentum.
She smiled at the sound of Kate’s delighted laughter at the increase in speed as their blades pulled free from the water and, as they moved in unison back up their slides, asked, “Okay?”
Kate’s braid twitched with her nod as she confirmed, “Yeah.”
“Cool.” Carter glanced over her shoulder to check their positioning, and put a little extra weight on her right foot on their next stroke to bring them toward the shoreline as they neared the turn in the river just before Riverside Boat Club. “Hey, um, just so you know, I’m going to be pressing a little harder on port to get around this next turn, okay?” 
“Do you need me to do anything?” Kate asked without breaking her rhythm.
While it would have been easier to get through the turn with Kate helping, Carter didn’t want to do anything that might disrupt the flow she’d found. “Naw.” She stole a peek at her SpeedCoach that she’d strapped to her rigger. “I got it. You just keep nailing this eighteen that you’re setting, and I’ll get us to where we need to be.”
Kate nodded. “How far are we going?”
“Dunno. I was kinda thinking we could go up to Weld, maybe dock there for a few to grab a drink and rest, stretch a bit if needed, and then turn around to head back. How’s that sound to you?”
“I honestly have no idea how far that is, but if you think it’s doable…”
“Wolfe to Weld is a little under two miles, so I’d say it’s maybe just a touch over 2k from here.”
“Oh, just ‘a touch’, huh?” Kate quipped.
Carter smiled at the amusement in Kate’s voice. “I can get us home on my own if you get too tired. Don’t worry.”
Kate blew out a breath as she rocked into her finish position, and shook her head as she retorted, “I can do four clicks and change.”
“Good to know,” Carter teased as they flowed through the recovery phases of their strokes.
On the next drive, she took a longer glance over her shoulder to make sure she was holding a safe line, and grimaced when she saw they were veering a little too close to the center of the river for her liking. She turned her attention back to Kate as she hit her finish to make sure she timed her next stroke properly and, once their blades were back in the water, looked over her left shoulder as she put even more pressure onto her right side.
While it wasn’t necessarily the prettiest turn, they made it through safely, and she blew out a quiet breath when she saw that there was only a pair of paddle-boarders off their starboard that she’d need to worry about steering around. She turned her attention back to Kate and the white apartment building on the Boston side of the river she liked to use as a fixed point to make sure she didn’t veer too far in either direction. While the thirteen-hundred-meter-long section from the Riverside Boat Club to Weeks Bridge was relatively straight, there were a pair of bridges to navigate, and she kept her head on something of a swivel as they made their way along the course. 
“Looking good, Kate,” Carter called as they coasted under the River Street Bridge. “Another three hundred meters to Western Ave. You’re crushing this Powerhouse Stretch. How are you feeling?”
Kate nodded, and Carter was pleased to note that she didn’t sound too winded when she answered, “I’m doing good.”
Being in a double meant that Carter could pick up some of the slack so that they were still making decent time despite their low stroke rate, and less than three minutes later, they were coasting through the rightmost arch of the Western Avenue Bridge. 
“About eight hundred meters to Weld,” Carter reported as she increased the pressure on her left side to get a head-start on the nearly ninety-degree turn that the river took heading toward the Weeks Footbridge. In front of her, Kate simply nodded to signal that she’d heard, and Carter split her attention between Kate and the river as they covered the final half-mile to their midway point. After Weeks, it was only a couple of hundred more meters to Weld, and when they got in range of the dock that ran along the front of the storied boathouse, she called, “Okay. I’m going to need you to pull hard on port for one stroke and then weigh enough to let me handle the docking.” And then, because it had been a while since Kate had last rowed, she clarified, “Remember, port and starboard are switched for us since we’re facing backward.”
“Yes, Carter, I do remember that much,” Kate teased.
“Just making sure.” Carter grinned and glanced over her shoulder to check their distance. “We go on two. Here’s one.” Despite telling Kate to increase her pressure on the second stroke she called, Carter put more weight on her right side on the first, and then looked over her shoulder again as she called, “And, two.”
The extra force from Kate was just what she needed to get them on the correct line. Carter hummed approvingly as a glance assured her that Kate had paused at the finish with her left oar hovering at a level above the low dock and her right feathered atop the water. One more half stroke was all Carter needed to get them to drift slowly alongside the dock, and she gathered her oars in her right hand as she reached out with her left to grab the edge and guide them in the rest of the way. 
Once their oars and riggers were resting lightly on the dock, Carter slid forward to give Kate’s shoulder a light pat as she said, “Nicely done, Ms. Walker.”
The boat bobbed as Kate turned to smile at her. “Thanks.”
Carter’s stomach fluttered as her gaze dipped from Kate’s cheeks, which were a delicious shade of pink from her exertion, to the luscious curve of her lips. She cleared her throat softly and reached for the water bottle she’d tucked in the hollow by her foot stretcher as she asked, “How are you feeling after all that?”
Kate’s smile widened. “That was really fun.”
A fluttery feeling filled Carter’s chest as she grinned. “Told ya.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Kate grumbled. She gestured toward the open bay doors of the boathouse, where a handful of college kids were eyeing them curiously. “Do you think it’d be okay if I got out and just walked around for a bit?”
“Totally.” Carter tugged the straps on her shoes to loosen them and pulled her feet out. “I told Erica we’d be using this as our turnaround point, and she said to go for it.”
“Oh, good,” Kate murmured as she twisted back around to free her feet.
Carter held the boat steady as Kate placed her left hand on the dock and carefully climbed out of the boat. Though she was watching Kate’s progress as she transitioned onto the dock to make sure she made it safely, she couldn’t help but appreciate the way her ass looked in her black capri leggings. She prayed Erica hadn’t decided to stop by Weld on her way home after their row because, whether it was for safety purposes or not, she’d catch all kinds of shit from her for staring.
Although, really, she thought as her eyes swept along Kate’s body as the blonde straightened. How could I not? She’s gorgeous.
She took a long drink from her water bottle as Kate stretched her arms out wide and twisted from side to side, and very nearly spat out the drink when Kate followed it up by stretching her arms up over her head to arch her back.
“So, on a scale from one to ten, how bad was I?” Kate asked as she fell into a forward fold to stretch her hamstrings.
“You did great,” Carter said as she straightened her legs and bent at the waist to stretch as well. She closed her eyes as her hamstrings twinged at the pull, but held still until that flash eased before sinking a bit deeper into the stretch.
“No, be honest,” Kate insisted.
Carter groaned as she lifted out of her stretch. “I was. For your first time sculling, it was a good row.”
“Carter,” Kate drawled as she lifted just enough to rest her hands on her knees so she could flatten her lower back. “Come on.”
Carter wanted to insist that Kate had done remarkably well for her first time, but was distracted by the way Kate’s position gave her an unobstructed view down her shirt. She was glad for the mirrored lenses of her sunglasses that hid exactly where she was looking as her eyes lingered on Kate’s breasts for far longer than was appropriate. Not that any amount of time was appropriate, really, but she figured she deserved something of a break because it really was impossible to not look when they were right in front of her. 
“I can’t learn if you don’t tell me the truth,” Kate insisted.
Carter drew a shallow breath as she forced herself to look up at Kate’s face. She wasn’t sure if the slight quirk of Kate’s lips was due to insecurity or the fact that she’d been caught staring, but she decided to bank on the former because the latter was too damn embarrassing. “I am being honest. You picked it all up remarkably fast.” When Kate tilted her head in a way that said she didn’t believe her, she added, “I wouldn’t have suggested we row for as long as we did if you hadn’t.”
That seemed to mollify Kate, because she nodded as she lowered herself to the edge of the dock. She rested her feet in the footwell in front of her seat as she grabbed her water bottle. “Okay, then give me something to work on for the way back. And don’t tell me there isn’t anything, because there’s always something that can be done better.”
I know that I need to work on not staring at you like a total pervert, Carter thought as she watched the way Kate’s throat bobbed when she swallowed. “Maybe try to spend a little less time at the finish. I know you’re checking your feathering, but just trust the little chunk that you feel.”
“I can do that.”
“Okay.” Carter closed her eyes and arched her back as she twisted away from Kate. She winced at the flash of discomfort that flared in her lower back at the move, and knew she’d be spending some quality time with her foam roller and her yoga mat that afternoon. 
“You’re not going to break on me, are you?”
Though Kate’s tone was playful, there was an unmistakable undercurrent of concern in the question as well, and Carter flashed a reassuring smile as she twisted back the other way to look at her. “I’m good. Just a little tight.” At Kate’s questioning look, she explained, “There’s only so much you can do with rigging to make up for a height difference as big as mine and Erica’s, so we did probably 14k of steady state to find our rhythm before we tried the race piece we’d planned for the day.”
“Race piece?”
“We’re doing the Head of the Charles Regatta this year. Because of our schedules, we train on our own during the week, and then we jump in a double on the weekend to practice together.”
“So you did a 14k, raced the regatta course and then rowed back to Wolfe, which is basically another 10k, and then you did this?” Kate spun a hand between herself and Carter. When Carter nodded, she asked, “Are you insane?”
Carter smiled and shrugged. “Yeah, I don’t know if I’d go that far, but I definitely have a few screws loose. Haven’t ever met a rower who didn’t, honestly.”
“That is true,” Kate allowed as she leaned back on her hands. “Do you think it holds for those of us who quit, too?”
“Asks the woman currently sitting on a dock two miles from home with her feet resting on a double,” Carter teased. She chuckled at the way Kate stuck her tongue out at her. “Hey, it’s not my fault you came back to it.”
“It’s entirely your fault,” Kate pointed out with a smile that said she was glad for it. “If it weren’t for you talking me into this, I’d be in my lab working on my latest prototype at the moment.”
“Tell me this isn’t way more fun than being cooped up in a lab.”
Though Carter couldn’t be sure because of Kate’s sunglasses, she was pretty sure Kate rolled her eyes as she admitted, “Okay. Fine. This is definitely more fun. There’s just something about being on the water, you know?”
“Oh, I totally know.” Carter leaned forward to set her water bottle back in front of her foot stretcher. “It’s the reason I decided to go into coaching. I just couldn’t imagine ever giving this up.”
“It definitely suits you,” Kate agreed.
Carter bit her lip as she looked over at her. “Yeah?”
Kate’s chin lifted with a short nod as she murmured, “Yeah.” She cleared her throat. “I mean, you clearly love it.”
“I do,” Carter confirmed. “And you must, too, given how you’ve focused your research on hydro-tech.” 
A surprised smile tugged at Kate’s lips as she asked, “How do you know that?”
Carter’s heart fluttered at the way Kate smiled at her before sinking as she realized how incredibly creepy that must have sounded. “Don’t worry,” she hastened to assure her. “I didn’t, like, Google you or anything. Erica’s boyfriend is an engineering professor at MIT. He recognized your name.”
Kate’s cheeks pinked, and she cleared her throat as she looked off toward Weeks. “That makes sense.”
Carter’s brow furrowed as she tried to figure out what it was that she’d said that made Kate react like she had, but she figured it was probably best not to push. Her stomach provided the perfect segue into a different avenue of conversation as it growled loud enough to draw Kate’s attention, and she shrugged as she explained, “I logged some pretty serious meters this morning.”
“You did.” Kate’s expression gentled as she nodded. “Would you like to head back?”
Not if it means I have to say goodbye to you. Carter arched a hopeful brow as she countered, “Would you like to go to lunch with me after if we do?”
Kate smiled. “What does that have to do with us heading back?” she asked as she began to slide back into the boat.
It was easier for Carter to let herself be recklessly honest when she wasn’t looking Kate in the eye, and she held the boat steady as she said, “Well, I mean, if you said no, I’d suggest we should maybe row a bit longer then, instead.” 
“You’re kidding, right?” Kate asked as she fiddled with the velcro on her shoes.
Even though Kate couldn’t see her, Carter shook her head. “Not at all.”
She was afraid she’d said too much when Kate turned to look at her, but breathed a little easier when she saw there was only cautious curiosity in Kate’s expression as she asked, “Why?”
Carter lifted her right shoulder in a little shrug and prayed it was enough to downplay the truth as she confessed, “I like hanging out with you.”
For a moment, she was convinced she’d overstepped, but then a soft smile curved Kate’s lips as she nodded. “Lunch sounds wonderful.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
In two weeks, Trixie’s—the popular MU Castle pub that overlooked the Charles—would be overflowing with students, but for now it was comfortably busy instead of uncomfortably packed, and though they had long since finished their lunch, they were left alone as they lingered with their drinks and each other’s company. 
“Okay. My turn now.” Carter shoved her glasses up onto the top of her head, and Kate wasn’t surprised to find that her eyes were crinkled with the smile that had been playing across her lips ever since they’d returned to Wolfe from the row. She leaned forward interestedly. “What’s your favorite movie?”
“Well…” Kate sipped at her shandy to give herself time to think of an answer. On the rare occasion that she had time to herself, she preferred to read, and besides the handful of dates she’d been on over the last decade that included a stop at the theater, the majority of her recent cinematic exposure was confined to movies marketed to children. “I will absolutely stop whatever I’m doing to watch A League of Their Own if it’s on.”
Carter nodded. “Excellent choice.”
“Oh, well, I’m so glad you approve,” Kate chuckled.
Carter’s smile widened. “Why?”
Though Kate was pretty sure she knew what Carter was asking, she couldn’t resist teasing, “Are you seriously asking why I’m glad you approve?”
“No.” Carter rolled her eyes and sank back into her seat. She propped her left foot up onto the edge of the chair that sat between them as she asked, “Why do you love it?”
“Why wouldn’t I?” Kate countered as she stretched her legs into the sun that warmed the patio pavement beyond the protection of the umbrella that covered their table. “It’s a film that focuses on women in sport and the relationships they build, and it just…” She shrugged. “I’ve probably watched it at least a hundred times, and I still get choked up when Dottie walks out onto that field at the end. And when they’re in the Hall of Fame afterward? I’m a mess. Every time.” She smiled wryly. “Maddie loves to tease me about it.”
“Yeah, well, Maddie’s probably never been told that she can’t do something because she’s a girl.”
“True,” Kate allowed. She set her glass on the table. “Though, I can’t imagine you’ve experienced much of that, yourself.”
Carter hummed and bobbed her head from side to side in a way that signaled neither agreement nor disagreement. “For the most part, I’d say I was pretty lucky. Not that I haven’t had to deal with my fair share of sexism, but thankfully most of that bullshit was sorted before I really got involved in high-level athletics.” She pulled her sunglasses off the top of her head and tossed them onto the table. “But my mom’s sixty-one,” she shared as she ruffled her fingers through her hair, “and she made sure that me and my twin sister Chloe knew all about how, when she started playing basketball as a kid, they were only allowed to play half-court because girls were considered too fragile to run up and down the entire court.” Carter shook her head at the ridiculousness of it. “Even now, she remembers finally playing her first full-court game when she was eight. And I’ve had coaches who were only allowed to race 1k’s because it wasn’t until the 1984 Games that the IOC allowed women to race the same 2k distance as the guys.”
The happy little bubble that’d been building in Kate’s chest over the last couple of hours deflated a bit. Carter was so fun and engaging and easy to talk to that she’d honestly forgotten how young she was, but it was impossible to ignore it now that she’d been smacked in the face with the fact that she was closer in age to Carter’s mother than she was to the woman sitting across from her. “Well, I’m glad she made sure you knew your privilege.”
“Oh, my parents always made sure we knew about that.” Carter brushed a rogue curl from her eyes. “Not just in sports, but life in general. They’re both judges, so we had a pretty sheltered childhood.” She waved a hand as she elaborated, “You know—exclusive suburb, private schools, club sports, and all that stuff. But they made sure we understood how lucky we were. Chloe and I worked as counselors at a summer camp for displaced youth all through high school, and, even now, after we all do the turkey trot on Thanksgiving morning, we spend the afternoon at a shelter in the city, serving dinner to the families that are staying there.”
“Well, now I feel like a failure as a mother,” Kate quipped dryly, though it was mostly self-deprecating. While she didn’t take Maddie to volunteer at soup kitchens or anything, Maddie and her friends organized a winter coat drive at their school every year, and at Christmastime, the two of them selected a family from a local charity and had a blast playing Santa and getting them everything on their list—and usually more.
Carter’s expression softened. “I’ve met your kid, so I can assure you that you’re not.”
The warm feeling that had faded only moments before returned as Kate drowned in the gentle earnestness of Carter’s gaze, and she cleared her throat softly as she tried to shift the conversation to lighter topics. “Why am I not surprised that you run a 5k on a holiday?”
Carter laughed and waved her right hand idly as she playfully challenged, “You don’t?”
Kate grinned. “I haven’t run on purpose since I stopped rowing. And I only ever did it then because it was required. I hate running.”
“But you love rowing.”
There was no hint of a question in Carter’s tone, but Kate still answered as if there were. “I do. I’d honestly forgotten how much I love it. So thank you for dragging me out there today.”
“Believe me, it was my pleasure.” Carter’s eyes sparkled as she pulled her foot from its perch on the chair between them and used it to lightly kick Kate’s foot. “So does this mean that I’ll be able to get you back out on the water again sometime soon?”
“Mm, maybe.” Kate shook her head when Carter gave a celebratory fist-pump. “I didn’t say yes.”
Carter’s expression was smug as she countered, “Maybe not, but you will.”
“And how do you know that?”
Carter laced her fingers behind her head, and her biceps flexed as she said, “Because you love rowing. And now that you’ve gotten a taste for it again, there’s no way you’ll be able to resist coming back for more.”
As Kate drank in the shape of Carter’s muscles and the enchanting ease of her smile, she realized two things: one, that Carter was right, and two, that she was still just as susceptible to being swayed by the alluring qualities of tall, tanned, toned, beautiful women as she’d been back in college. Carter’s easy confidence certainly didn’t help matters, either. But, she figured, there were certainly worse ways to spend a Saturday than rowing the Charles with a gorgeous woman, and she sighed as she begrudgingly allowed, “Probably.”
Carter smirked. “I knew it.”
Kate crumbled up her napkin and threw it at her. “No you didn’t.”
“I did!” Carter laughed as she caught the napkin and tossed it onto the table. “I mean, you said it yourself—there’s something in the water.”
While the statement itself was proving to be accurate considering the abrupt one-eighty her view on rowing had taken in the last week, Kate couldn’t resist correcting, “I believe I said that there’s something about being on the water.”
“Potato, tomato.” Carter waved her off.
Kate arched a brow in surprise. Carter was too well-spoken to have butchered the phrase that badly unless it’d been on purpose. “What?”
“What do you mean, ‘what’?” Carter replied. When Kate just inclined her head in a you know exactly what I mean kind of way, Carter gave her a playfully horrified look. “Oh my god. You’re serious.” She shook her head. “You and Mads need to watch Brooklyn Nine-Nine.”
“Oh?” Kate inclined her head. “And why’s that?”
Carter huffed and threw her hands in the air. “Because it’s the best.”
And, well, Carter was so cute in her insistence that Kate was unable to keep from poking at her a bit. “Is it better than Leverage? Or White Collar? Or Ted Lasso?”
“Okay, those are all really good, too,” Carter grumbled. “But I can’t in good conscience take you out again until you’ve watched at least one episode of Brooklyn Nine-Nine.”
Even though she knew Carter was talking about rowing, Kate’s heart still skipped a beat at her phrasing. “So you’re telling me that if I said I wanted to go out again right now, you’d really tell me no?”
“I…” Carter’s shoulders dropped. Kate’s breath caught in her throat at the way Carter’s tongue swept slowly over her lips as her gaze drifted over her face, and her stomach gave a traitorous little flutter when Carter said, “No. I’d take you right back to the boathouse.” Her cheeks puffed out with a breath, and a small smile quirked her lips as she rolled out her neck. “I could probably do another ten clicks.”
“Yes, well,” Kate sighed, “while you might be able to, I am certainly not up for another row today.”
Carter’s expression turned hopeful. “Some other time, then.”
Kate hummed and tipped her head in a small nod. “Some other time,” she agreed. She cleared her throat softly. “So, your turn, Ms. My-television-show-is-the best—what’s your favorite movie?”
“Of all time?”
“Is there another definition of ‘favorite’ that I’m unaware of?”
“So sassy,” Carter murmured playfully. “Okay, fine.” She pursed her lips and, after a moment, rolled her eyes and said, “You know this is a really mean question, right?”
“You asked it first!” Kate pointed out with a grin.
“Yeah, but you weren’t supposed to turn it around on me,” Carter whined. “But fine. If I use your metric of ‘I will absolutely watch it if it’s on’, I gotta go with… Shit. Um…Fried Green Tomatoes. But that one isn’t just ‘on’ all the time, so…”
“Okay, I wasn’t expecting Fried Green Tomatoes from you.” Kate leaned forward interestedly. “Why?”
Carter shrugged. “It was the first movie I saw where I looked at a character and thought, ‘Oh my god, that’s me’.”
There was only one character Kate could picture Carter relating to, but she still asked, “Really? Who?”
Carter swallowed, and her expression shuttered slightly as she answered, “Idgie.”
Nailed it, Kate thought. And then, wanting nothing more than to ease Carter’s obvious discomfort, she said, “Ah. The tomboy in love with her best friend.” She offered Carter an understanding smile as she reached for her shandy. “Yeah. Been there, done that.”
Carter’s shoulders relaxed, and her eyebrows lifted interestedly. “Oh?”
“Mm. Sophie DeLuca.” Kate sipped at her drink. “She was my roommate my freshman year at Smith, and the one who talked me into joining the rowing team,” she shared as she set her glass back onto the table. “We actually ended up dating for three-and-a-half years.”
“What happened?”
“Her very wealthy, very conservative parents saw us kissing through the window of our apartment the night before we graduated, and told her that they’d cut her off if she didn’t end it.”
Carter’s eyes widened. “That’s awful.” When Kate just hummed, she asked, “So I’m guessing she did?”
Kate nodded. “It was…” She blew out a loud breath. She didn’t think she’d loved Sophie more than Grant, so maybe it was simply because Sophie had been her first everything, but it was funny how, even now, that abrupt, tear-filled breakup pulled a deeper ache from her than the conversation that’d heralded the dissolution of her marriage. “It was hard. I mean, I totally understood how scared she was at the idea of being cut off and losing the multi-million dollar trust she was set to gain control of after graduation, but I still hoped she’d choose me, instead. But she didn’t , and I never heard from her again.” She lifted a shoulder in a small shrug and, because she didn’t want to ruin what had been an otherwise pleasant day by digging into old wounds, summed up with a short, “Anyway, yeah. Sophie DeLuca’s mine. How ‘bout you?”
“Her name was Kelly Graves.” Carter’s gaze drifted toward the river. “She was three years older than me, and we rowed together at Vesper.” She turned her attention back to Kate with a small, lopsided smile. “Never dated. Probably because I didn’t come out until I was at Stanford, but yeah.”
“How’d that go?”
“Coming out?” When Kate nodded, Carter shrugged. “Fine, I guess? I mean, my family didn’t seem particularly surprised.” She pulled a face that was a cross between amusement and mild frustration. “But yeah. I had that pretty easy, I guess. How about you? Were your parents anything like Sophie’s?”
Kate shook her head. “All they ever cared about was that I was happy.”
“Good parents,” Carter murmured.
“They are,” Kate agreed. “But enough about that—it’s my turn now, right? What’s your favorite food?”
“Excuse you. It’s not your turn!” Carter protested with a laugh. “You turned my question around on me! It’s my turn!”
“Okay, fine. What’s your question?”
A playful smirk tilted Carter’s lips. “Favorite food?”
Kate snorted. “You can’t just steal my question!”
“Like you’re not going to ask me after you’ve finally answered.” Carter’s smirk morphed into a full-blown, breathtaking grin. “Come on, Kate. What is it? Pizza? PBJ?”
Kate gave her an are you joking? look. “Who over the age of six would pick PBJ?!” 
“Please,” Carter huffed, “you can never go wrong with a good PBJ.”
While true, Kate had never met anyone who’d claimed the sandwich as their favorite food. “Is PBJ really your favorite?”
“I will tell you my favorite after you’ve told me yours.” Carter’s eyes danced as she kicked her foot lightly. “Stop stalling.”
“I’m not stalling. I’m thinking!” At Carter’s disbelieving look, Kate said the first thing that came to mind, “French toast.”
“Interesting.” Carter leaned her elbows on the table. “Cheesesteak.”
Kate hummed. That made sense, given that Carter was from Philly. “What’s your favorite—”
“There you go, jumping the line again,” Carter teased.
“Am I though?” Kate sassed. “You told me your favorite food without being prompted. So it’s my turn to ask a question.”
“I…” Carter’s eyes danced with amusement as she affected a playful pout. . “Damn. Well-played. You sure you’re not a law professor?”
Kate grinned. “I considered it, briefly, but couldn’t fathom the idea of giving up engineering.” 
“Really?”
Kate lifted a shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug. “I actually started Smith as an English major because I love to read, but quickly found that I didn’t particularly enjoy reading quote, unquote, literature. So when I decided to drop English, I just elevated my math minor to an major.”
Carter gaped. “English and math?” When Kate nodded, she joked, “I thought that was illegal?”
Kate laughed. “No. Just unusual.” She drew on their earlier conversation and asked, “Hadn’t you ever considered anything other than psychology?”
“History, very briefly,” Carter confessed. “But it only took me a semester to realize that I much preferred exploring on my own to reading about it all in textbooks.”
“Oh?” When Carter nodded, Kate wondered, “So, out of all the places you’ve been, what’s your favorite?”
“That’s like asking someone which child is their favorite.”
“You say that like the answer to that question is difficult.”
Carter barked a laugh. “You only have one child.”
“Ergo, the answer is easy.”
Carter rolled her eyes and changed tack. “Probably Lucerne.”
“Because of rowing?”
“I mean, the Lake of the Gods is the pinnacle of rowing venues as far as I’m concerned, but I just love the trails that wind through the mountains and the architecture and vibe of the old city centre. And the food…” her voice trailed off into a soft hum of appreciation.
“I’m particular to Brasserie Juliette, myself,” Kate shared with a smile.
Carter blinked at her. “In the Grand Hotel?”
Kate smiled. “That’s the one. Their artichokes are to die for.”
“You’ve been to Lucerne?”
“A handful of times. It’s by far my favorite place to visit in Europe.” Carter looked adorably pleased that they had this in common, and Kate couldn’t resist adding, “And you’re right, the medieval architecture is stunning. Would you like to go back someday?”
Carter nodded. “Absolutely. You?”
“One thing you should know about me is that, schedule allowing, I will never turn down a trip to Europe.”
Eyes soft and thoughtful, Carter replied, “Noted.”
Kate’s cheeks warmed under Carter’s gaze, and she cleared her throat. “What’s your favorite season?”
“I’ll pretend like I don’t realize you’re skipping my turn and say that as long as it’s warm enough that I can row, I honestly don’t care,” Carter replied, amusement tipping her lips. “But we’ll go with summer. Longer days. Warmer weather. Can’t go wrong with any of that. What about you?”
“I like the fall. Mads and I usually head out to World’s End to hike and take in the changing leaves and…” Her voice trailed off as a menagerie of memories from those hikes flashed across her mind. Two-year-old Maddie, in a pair of tiny little cargo pants and her favorite ‘Diego vest’ over her fleece, tugging impatiently at her hand as she urged her to ‘doe fas’er’ so they could get to the lookout and have the snack they’d packed. The studious furrow of five-year-old Maddie’s brow as she knelt beside a rotting log, the binoculars draped over her neck slung across her back so she could watch the bugs skittering through the decaying wood with a magnifying glass. Ten-year-old Maddie standing at the edge of the cliff, looking impossibly grown-up as she stared out over the sea. Twelve-year-old Maddie’s hand slipping into her own as they stood at the edge of the very same cliff at the top of the trail, the contented sigh that fell from her daughter’s lips and the way her hand tightened around her own saying more than words ever could. She blinked as she came back to herself, and smiled sheepishly as she added lamely, “And, yeah. That’s why fall’s my favorite.”
“Sounds great,” Carter murmured.
Kate’s breath caught in her throat at the softness in Carter’s eyes as she studied her. Before she could do something stupid like suggest Carter join them on the hike in a couple of months, she was saved by their server, who appeared at the edge of their table to ask, “Is there anything else I can get you guys?”
Kate glanced at Carter, who just shrugged in a way that said she didn’t want anything. She smiled up at the girl as she replied, “No. I think we’re good.” She dug her wallet out of the little crossbody bag she’d put her things in before heading to the boathouse that morning and handed the girl her credit card. “You can put it all on here.”
“I’ll be right back.”
“Thank you. But you didn’t need to do that,” Carter said as their server disappeared inside.
“It’s not a big deal,” Kate insisted as she set her bag onto the table. “Especially after you were nice enough to give me a rowing lesson.”
Carter looked poised to argue, but instead relented with a sighed, “Fine. But next time, lunch is on me.”
“Next time?”
“Oh yeah.” Carter grinned and nodded. “I’m totally getting you out on the water again, so we can just make a day of it like we did today. Deal?”
Though it was undoubtedly courting trouble, Kate found herself nodding as she agreed, “Deal.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
There was nothing like the stillness of the river at dawn, when the world was still trapped in quiet slumber and the water was a black stripe that reflected the shadows of night. Everything was softer in this magical hour, and as Carter pushed away from Wolfe and lowered herself to the seat of her single, a feeling of rightness, of being home, settled over her.
As soon as she’d gotten her license and could drive herself to the Vesper boathouse, she’d practically lived there. If the docks were in and the water was safe for rowing, there wasn’t a morning she couldn’t be found on Schuylkill River. Her parents used to joke that they were going to call the EPA to test the river to see if there was something in the water that made her so determined to spend every waking moment on it. 
Her days were always full—too full, a lot of the time. But here, out on the water, with nothing but her thoughts and the steady, meditative push and pull of the rowing stroke, she found the calm she needed to get through it all.
Rowing was a brutal sport, where hours upon hours of training were put in for a seven-minute race, with little to show for the work except the blisters and calluses that built up over time. It was merciless in its simplicity. You were either the first boat across the line, or you weren’t. The winners were those who could take the most punishment and block out the most pain. It wasn’t uncommon for rowers to black out from the exertion of a race—sometimes, when all you cared about was pushing as hard as you could, remembering to breathe was something that fell by the wayside.
And yet it was in that brutality where the beauty of the sport lay. 
She’d spent hours upon hours on the water, pushing herself to be better, stronger, faster, searching for perfection. She’d found it on occasion and even had an Olympic gold to show for her efforts, but her love for the sport had never been about the medals. 
For her, it’d always been about the early-morning stillness before the rest of the world woke up, flat, glassy water, and the beauty of the sky that was painted a breathtaking ombre of indigo and gold as a new day dawned. It was about the soundtrack of quiet exertion that enveloped her senses—the chunk of her oars feathering and squaring in the oarlocks and the soft, musical splash of her blades dipping into and out of the water; the sound of her breath and the steady beat of her heart in her chest; the hiss of her seat moving up the slide, the tug across her lats as the water grabbed the blades of her oars, and the way that, when everything went right, the water beneath her hull would sing as she glided over it. 
This was her happy place.
She sank effortlessly into the zen-like haze that fell over her as she glided over the water, all conscious thought disappearing as she settled into a metronomic rhythm. She ignored her SpeedCoach—the palm-sized GPS device mounted near her feet that showed her split, stroke rate, and other metrics she needed to train—as she timed her strokes to her breath. Later, when she hit the water with Erica for their training row, she’d need to worry about all that, but this one was just for her.
The sun had cleared the tops of the trees lining the river by the time she reached the pond in front of Community Rowing, Incorporated’s boathouse, and she pinned her oars between her knees and body as she dug her water bottle from the footwell in front of her foot stretcher. She took a long drink as she watched two masters rowers in a double shove off from the long dock in front of the massive orange-clad building, and popped the top of her water bottle closed against her shoulder as she swallowed. She pressed her legs flat to stretch her hamstrings as she dropped her water bottle back in front of her feet, and compared the time on her Garmin to the rate she’d been pulling on her stroke coach on her way upstream as she leaned into the stretch.
Still have over an hour until Erica is supposed to meet me at Wolfe.
She hummed as she sat up, and pinned her oars in her left hand as she twisted to look over her right shoulder. Though she hadn’t been pushing her pace so far, she would be soon enough, and the looser she could keep her muscles, the better. She spun her shell around to head back to Wolfe when she’d finished stretching, and put on a bit of speed to get ahead of a trio of unsteady single scullers leaving CRI.
While her head had been perfectly empty on her way upstream, river traffic had increased to the point that she was unable to sink into that same blissfully mindless state on the return trip. Despite this, the easy, early-morning row did exactly what she had hoped it’d do, and by the time she climbed out of her single at Wolfe, she felt relaxed and loose and ready to take on not just the day, but also the coming week. Besides being the head lightweight coach, she also helped coach the program’s novice squad, and her schedule for these next couple of months was going to be beyond hectic.
She’d made good enough time on her way back to Wolfe that, by the time Erica texted that she’d arrived, she had not only cleaned and stored her single, but had enough time to actually sit down and enjoy the protein-boosted cold brew that she’d brought as a recovery drink. She downed what was left of the coffee as she climbed to her feet, and tucked the travel mug into her usual hiding spot just inside the doors before making her way across the apron to the side gate where Erica was waiting for her.
“Hey, glad you could make it,” Carter teased as she opened the gate.
Erica stuck her tongue out as she gave her a once-over. “You look like you’ve already been out.”
“Needed to clear my head, so I just did an easy paddle up to CRI and back.” Carter stepped aside while Erica passed, and then gave the spring-loaded gate a light shove to help it close.
Erica whistled softly. “Everything okay? Sixteen clicks isn’t exactly a nothing row.”
“Yeah. Just trying to get into the right headspace for this week, you know?” Carter said as she led Erica into the bay of the boathouse where MU’s doubles were stored.
“Yeah. I hear ya. I love the fall season, but it really is like jumping straight into the fire,” Erica commiserated. “Here’s your squad… Boom, it’s head season—time to race 5k. Good luck!”
“Basically,” Carter chuckled. “How’d your first week go? You guys ready?”
“It went.” Erica pulled a face. “How about you?”
“About the same. We had a decent group of walk-ons show up the first day, and like ninety percent of them are still hanging around after the first week, so we’ll see.” Carter stopped beside a rack of doubles and gestured for Erica to take the bow end of the one mounted on the third rack. When Erica was in place, she called, “Hands on. Up and inch, and, up. Slide it out.” Once they’d guided the boat from the rack onto their shoulders, they paused at the doors to grab a pair of slings before making their way outside. 
Once the shell was nestled in the slings on the apron, Erica asked, “So, Ms. I-need-to-get-my-head-on-straight—how’s your professor?” 
“No idea,” Carter admitted as she loosened the wing nuts on her foot stretcher to adjust the placement of her shoes.
“Hold up.” Erica blinked at her. “You seriously haven’t talked to her since last weekend?”
Carter ducked her head sheepishly. “I forgot to get her number,” she muttered.
“You…?” Erica barked out a laugh as she took out two of the spacers that were tucked beneath her port oarlock and moved them on top of it. “Christ, I forgot how useless you are around pretty girls.” 
“I am not.”
“Oh, you totally are.” Erica jabbed a finger at her to emphasize her point. “But I thought you said she wanted to go row with you again? How are you going to set that up if you don’t have her fucking number?”
Carter blushed. “I don’t know.”
“Like I said, useless,” Erica murmured fondly as she adjusted the spacers on her starboard oarlock. “Just grab her email from the engineering department’s page, and you can get in touch with her that way.”
“I…” Carter sighed. Christ, she really was useless. She’d spent more time than she’d ever admit lamenting her oversight in not getting Kate’s number because she genuinely liked her. She wanted nothing more than to see her again, but the idea of looking up her email hadn’t even crossed her mind. “Yeah, I know,” she lied. Erica threw her a skeptical, knowing look, but she soldiered on with a faux dismissive, “I’ve just been busy. And with school starting and everything, I didn’t want to bother her.”
“You said you guys spent, like, three hours at Trixie’s after your row,” Erica reminded her. “I don’t think she’d feel bothered if you sent her an email that said you had fun and were looking forward to doing it again.”
“That makes it sound like a date.”
“Oh you sweet summer child. You spent pretty much the entire day with her. It basically was,” Erica said as she moved around the bow of the boat to adjust her other oarlock. Before Carter could argue, Erica continued, “Besides, I saw how she was looking at you when she showed up last weekend.”
“Oh?” Carter rolled her eyes. “And how was that?”
Erica smirked and waggled her eyebrows. “Like you were a snack and a half.”
Carter snorted. “She was not.”
“She absolutely was. And you are.” Erica tilted her head. “For real, though—did she do or say anything that suggested she swung your way?”
Carter bobbed her head as she recalled the sad, slightly wistful look that’d been on Kate’s face when she’d told her about her college girlfriend. Though she’d only hit the low points of their breakup, Carter got the impression that it’d hurt much more than Kate was letting on. “Yeah, but—”
“But what?”
“I dunno,” Carter groaned. “Why are you bugging me about this, anyway?”
“Because you like her.” Erica arched a brow at her in a way that dared her to dispute the point. “And it’s been how long—honestly, now—since you’ve been with anyone? Why not throw your hat into her ring and see what happens?”
“I’m not sure that’s the way the phrase goes,” Carter pointed out.
“Potato, tomato.”
Carter smiled in spite of herself as the rejoinder reminded her of her conversation with Kate the weekend before. She genuinely couldn’t remember the last time she’d had so much fun just sitting and talking with someone like that. Kate was so smart, and funny, and, yeah, arrestingly beautiful, but—
“Fuck, you’ve got it so bad,” Erica sniggered.
Carter rolled her eyes. “I do not.”
“So you’re not going to send her an email?”
Oh, I absolutely will, Carter thought even as she replied, “We’ll see.” The last thing she needed was to give Erica any more ammunition to use against her when it came to Kate. “I’ll be right back—I left my SpeedCoach in the bay by the sculling oars.”
Erica nodded and gave her rigging one last look before turning toward the boat house. “Is that your way of saying we’re done talking about her?”
“Do you really want to stand here and shoot the shit, or do you want to get this workout done?” Carter countered as she trailed after her. “Because it’s supposed to be, like, ninety today. And the longer we wait, the hotter it’s gonna get.”
“Okay, fine. I’ll let it drop.” A devious smirk quirked Erica’s lips. “For now.”
Carter groaned and rolled her eyes. “I’ll take what I can get.”
“I know. You always do.” Erica patted her shoulder. “That’s why I’m trying to help you get what you deserve.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“I don’t know why you’re bothering with the menu,” Missy Flowers teased. Even though they were sitting beneath an umbrella on the patio outside their favorite brunch spot, her rich, naturally bronzed skin radiated the warmth of the sun. She tucked her wavy, chestnut curls behind her ears, and her dark brown eyes sparkled as she said, “We all know you’re getting the french toast.” She smirked at Joan Chambers, who was sitting between herself and Kate at their little square café table. “Right?”
Joan’s honey-blonde hair fell over her forehead as she sniggered and inclined her head in a short nod. “Pretty sure the server submitted the order the moment she saw her walk in.”
“She did not.” Kate mock-glowered at them over the frames of her sunglasses. She pointedly ran a finger down the laminated page of the brunch menu. “Maybe I’ll get something different this time,” she lied. Elizabeth’s on Newbury had the world’s best french toast, and it would be a sin not to indulge.
“Uh-huh, sure,” Missy drawled.
“I’ll believe it when I see it,” Joan chimed in, her hazel eyes crinkled with mirth.
“Oh, fuck you both,” Kate laughed. She set the menu down and reached for her coffee. “Tell me again why I put myself through this every other weekend?”
“Because you love us,” Joan replied without missing a beat.
“Obviously.” Kate rolled her eyes at her sister-in-law fondly. They had met in the Mass U gym during her first year of her master’s program when Joan was pursuing her teaching credentials, and they’d hit it off right away. It was Joan’s invitation to the Chambers family’s house on Nantucket that had led to her meeting Grant. And even though that relationship hadn’t been meant to last, she felt truly blessed to have walked out on the other side with the family she’d acquired because of it still intact. “I meant besides that.”
“You’re an absolute glutton for punishment?” Missy offered.
Kate smiled at Missy and cradled her coffee cup between her hands as she leaned back in her chair. “Yeah, that’s probably closer to the truth.” 
Out of all the people in her life, Missy knew better than anyone just how much that was true. They’d met when Missy had joined the Smith crew team her sophomore year, so she’d had a front-row seat to all of the defining punishing moments of Kate’s adult life—from the fallout of her relationship with Sophie, to the end of her marriage, to the five months of morning sickness when she was pregnant with Maddie that had lasted all-day and had sent her to the hospital twice for dehydration, and everything afterward and in-between. Missy was her person—the one she knew would help her hide a body if needed, no questions asked. Not that they’d ever had a reason to test that particular scenario, but there was comfort to be found in knowing that, no matter what happened, Missy would be there to pick her up and dust her off whenever she needed it. 
“Speaking of punishment…” Joan smiled and let her menu that she’d propped on her lap fall to rest against the edge of the table. “How’s the search for my brother’s replacement going?”
Kate huffed. “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you this, Joan, but I’m not looking to replace Grant.”
“Maybe not, but I bet your vibrator is,” Missy jibed.
“Oh my god,” Kate snorted as she leaned forward to set her coffee cup back onto the table before she accidentally spilled it all over herself. “If you keep that up, I’m leaving.”
Missy blew her a kiss. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”
“Oh? Like this?” Kate braced her hands on the arms of her chair and started to stand.
Even though they all knew she was kidding, Joan held up her hands. “Come on, guys. Kate, sit down.”
“Please, like you didn’t start it,” Missy sassed.
Kate arched a brow at her sister-in-law as she retook her seat. “She does have a point.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Joan grumbled playfully.
Missy’s smile turned mischievous as she reached for her mimosa. “But, for real, Kate. It’s been…what? At least a couple of years since you’ve gone out with anyone?”
“That’s not true,” Kate replied before she could stop herself. She had found herself often thinking about Carter and the day they’d spent together over the last week, replaying not just Carter’s expertise on the water and how beautiful she was, but also the ease of their conversation. It’d been years since she’d connected so effortlessly with someone. And when she’d realized that they hadn’t exchanged information so they could set up a time to meet for another row, she’d looked up Carter’s MU email address. She’d drafted at least a half-dozen emails to send to her, but deleted every single one because they all came across as being too flirtatious.
And she wasn’t looking to flirt with Carter.
Not in any way that mattered, anyway. Because despite how much she enjoyed Carter’s company or how attractive she found her, the fact remained that Carter was two decades younger. And, no matter how much she liked spending time with her, there was no way that Carter—who had her entire life ahead of her—would be interested in beginning a relationship with a single mother twenty years her senior.
Her stomach dropped when Missy and Joan immediately perked up at her slip, and she tried to correct, “I just meant—” 
“WHO?!” Missy and Joan demanded in perfect unison, their voices loud enough to draw the attention of everyone sitting on the patio around them and a handful of pedestrians on the sidewalk.
Kate ignored the curious glances as she insisted in a more moderated tone, “It’s not like that. I just meant that I went out last weekend for a row with the women’s lightweight coach.” When Missy and Joan’s eyes widened, she hastened to add, “It wasn’t a date.”
Missy shared a long look with Joan, and their matching, devilish grins were enough to tell Kate that they weren’t buying what she was selling. 
“What’s his name?” Missy asked as Joan pulled her phone out of her purse.
Kate sighed. And because she knew neither of them would drop the matter until she gave them an answer, said, “Her name is Carter.”
“Ah, swinging back to the sapphic side,” Joan noted as her thumbs danced over her phone’s screen. “Smart, honestly. You’ve always done better with women.”
Kate chuckled as she reminded her, “I was married to your brother.”
Joan grinned. “I know. And look how well that turned out.” 
Kate shook her head. While Joan wasn’t exactly wrong, she wasn’t entirely right, either. But before she could point that out, Joan whistled and turned her phone to show Missy the screen. 
“She’s really trying to say that this”—Joan wiggled the phone in a way that emphasized whatever was on it—“isn’t like that”—she flicked a hand toward Kate.
Missy glanced from the screen to Kate and arched a brow as she grabbed Joan’s wrist to turn the phone so that Kate could see the picture of Carter in a pair of mirrored sunglasses wearing a white, short-sleeved compression tee that was painted onto her trim, muscular frame and a navy unisuit that’d been pulled down and was bunched at her waist. “Is this her?” When Kate nodded, she turned the screen back toward herself. “Well, I can see why you finally decided to get your ass back in a boat.” She whistled softly. “Damn, and an Olympian too? Can she be any more your type?”
Kate groaned and scrubbed a hand over her face. “Oh my god. You say that like I’ve ever even met an Olympian, let alone dated one. Would you just—”
She was interrupted by their server returning with a bright smile and a perky, “Hi, are you guys ready to order?”
“Sure,” Missy answered for the group. “She’ll”—she pointed at Kate—“have the brioche french toast with strawberry compote and a mountain of whipped cream.” She and their waitress both laughed when Kate just flipped her off but didn’t correct the order, and she continued, “And I’ll have the eggs Benedict.”
“Excellent,” the server murmured as she turned her attention to Joan. “And for you?”
“I think I’ll go with the eggs Benedict, as well.”
“All right.” The server clicked her pen closed. “I’ll get those orders turned in for you right away.”
“Thank you,” they all chorused as she left.
“So, this Carter…” Missy waggled her eyebrows as she picked up right where she’d left off. She smirked when Kate just crossed her arms over her chest with her best unimpressed glare instead of rising to the bait. “Aww, come on, Kate.”
Kate sighed heavily and relaxed her posture. “I honestly don’t know what you want me to say.”
“She’s gorgeous,” Joan noted.
“And twenty years too young,” Kate pointed out.
“So you admit that she’s pretty,” Missy declared triumphantly.
Kate rolled her eyes. “Like that’s even a question.” She gestured toward Joan’s phone. “I mean, look at her. She’s basically a goddess come to life.” And so funny. And sweet. And interesting. And disturbingly easy to talk to. “But there’s no way she could be interested in me like that. I mean, for fuck’s sake, we’re not even in adjacent decades. She’s closer in age to Maddie than she is to me.”
Joan tilted her head in a way that said she’d be circling back to her point in a moment as she asked, “How is my favorite niece doing? What’s she up to?”
Despite her frustration, a small smile tugged at Kate’s lips as she remembered the way Maddie had bounded out the door with her father and his partner this morning. “She talked Grant and Brian into taking her and a couple of her friends paddle boarding and then out to lunch.”
Missy pulled a face. “That sounds…”
“Awful?” Kate finished for her with a wry smile as she ran a hand through her hair. “Oh, absolutely. Which is why I’m more than fine letting them manage a handful of thirteen-year-old girls while I enjoy brunch with—”
“Kate?” a familiar voice interrupted from the sidewalk behind her.
Kate pursed her lips and prayed for strength as Joan and Missy gaped at the new arrival over her shoulder. Of all the cafes in all of Boston… she thought wryly as she turned to look at Carter. Despite being all too aware of the fact that Joan and Missy were watching, she couldn’t help the way her gaze lingered for the briefest of moments to appreciate the way Carter’s black compression tee hugged her torso and accentuated the pert fullness of her breasts. She blushed at the sound of Joan clearing her throat beside her, and dragged her eyes higher to finally meet Carter’s gaze. “Hey. Fancy seeing you here.”
“I’ll say,” Missy murmured.
Kate aimed a blind kick at her ankle to shut her up, and gritted her teeth against the flash of pain that erupted when her shin hit the central support bars of the table instead. Her blush deepened as Carter’s lips twitched, having clearly seen the failed attempt, and she sighed as she waved at her brunch companions. “Carter, these are my friends, Joan and Missy.”
Carter lifted her right hand in a little wave. “Pleasure to meet you both.”
“You too,” Missy drawled. “Kate was just telling us about how much fun she had on your row last weekend.”
Kate was winding up for another attempt to kick Missy for meddling, but the urge was quashed by the shy smile that lit Carter’s entire face as she looked at her.
“Yeah?” Carter asked, her voice soft and so quietly pleased that it made Kate’s stomach flutter and Missy’s grin turn smug. When Kate nodded, Carter looked back at Missy as she said, “I had a lot of fun, too.”
“I bet you did,” Joan muttered under her breath.
Kate barely resisted the urge to reach out and smack her in the arm, which, judging by the laughter dancing in Joan’s eyes as she blew her a little kiss, hadn’t gone unnoticed.
“Would you like to join us?” Missy asked.
Kate’s eyes widened as she snapped her attention back to Carter, and her pulse stuttered at the smile that pulled at the left side of Carter’s mouth. 
“Are you sure? I wouldn’t want to impose,” Carter said, her lips wrapping hopefully around the words as she looked at Kate.
“You wouldn’t be,” Joan insisted. 
Kate stared, entranced by the way Carter’s tongue peeked out to wet her lips as she watched her with an expression that begged for some kind of clue as to how she should respond. Kate knew it was courting trouble and that Missy and Joan were going to have a field day if Carter joined them, but she wasn’t strong enough to resist the flicker of hope in Carter’s beautiful brown eyes. 
“Are you meeting anyone?” Kate asked. When Carter shook her head, she gestured toward the empty chair to her left. “It’s yours if you want it, then. We just ordered, so I’m sure it wouldn’t be too difficult to add yours to the tab so they all arrive together.”
Carter grinned. “Is this your way of trying to buy me lunch again?”
Kate ignored the sound of Missy choking on her laughter as she said, “Well, first of all, we’re having brunch. So no.”
“And secondly?” Carter asked, her smile widening in playful challenge. 
And, oh, it was incredible, really, how that smile and the soft, rumbling tease in Carter’s voice bulldozed whatever inhibitions Kate had about her joining them. “We can worry about that later.” She arched a brow. “So, what’s it gonna be?”
Carter hooked a thumb under the strap of the backpack she had slung over her right shoulder. “You’re certain I won’t be getting in your way?”
“Positive,” Kate assured her as Missy and Joan nodded in agreement.
“Okay.” Carter inclined her head toward the restaurant’s entrance. “I’ll be right there.”
Once she was out of earshot, Missy let loose the laugh she’d been holding back. “Goddamn, Kate. Oh yeah, it’s totally not like that at all.”
Joan sniggered. “I think I just got a cavity from watching you two.”
Kate glanced toward the door Carter would be coming through any moment as she hissed, “Oh my god. Would you two please behave?!”
Missy’s eyes widened. “You really do like her.”
Kate rubbed a hand over her face and let it fall heavily into her lap as she admitted, “She’s frighteningly easy to like. I just… I don’t…”
Missy’s expression softened. “Oh, honey.”
“We’ll be nice to your girl, don’t worry,” Joan assured her.
“She’s not my girl,” Kate insisted. The door that linked the restaurant to the patio opened, and she was unable to contain the small smile that tugged at her lips as Carter strolled onto the patio toward them.
“Tell that to your face,” Joan chuckled.
Kate took a deep breath and tore her attention from Carter to level it on her friends. “Please.” She laid a hand on the table between the three of them. “I just…” I like her. I know that I shouldn’t, but I do.

Missy leaned forward and gave her hand a light squeeze. “It’s okay.” She nodded understandingly. “We’ve got you.”
“Yeah, we do,” Joan echoed as she added her hand to the pile.
They all looked up when Carter paused with one hand on the back of the empty chair beside Kate. 
Carter’s brow pinched as her eyes swept over the three of them, no doubt picking up on the tenseness of Kate’s shoulders and the kindly reassuring slant of Missy’s and Joan’s posture. She gestured toward their stacked hands. “So, is this like a pre-brunch huddle, or something?”
Joan chuckled softly and tipped her head in an enigmatic nod as she pulled her hand back to her lap while Missy replied with a light, “Something like that.”
“Go team?” Carter asked, the golden flecks in her eyes glowing in the dappled sunlight as her gaze danced over Kate’s face.
Kate’s pulse stuttered at the gentle concern in Carter’s gaze, and she forced a little laugh. “Exactly.” She pulled her hand back and rubbed her palm on her shorts as she deflected, “We should get you a menu.”
“No need.” Carter waved her off as she pulled out her chair. “I found someone when I was inside and got it covered,” she said as she shrugged off her backpack and tucked it under the table.
“Efficient,” Missy noted.
“More like starving,” Carter countered breezily as she sat down. “I was on the water for close to three hours this morning,” she added as she scooted her chair in.
“Coaching?” Joan asked.
“Nah. Sunday is the kids’ day off,” Carter said. “I just did an easy warm-up before a training row with my friend.”
“Training for what?” Missy asked.
“We’re racing Head of the Charles,” Carter shared.
Kate didn’t miss the way Carter rolled her shoulders back and twisted a little to her left, and she frowned as she asked, “How far did you go?”
“Oh…um.” Carter smiled sheepishly. “I logged close to thirty clicks.”
Kate shook her head. Somehow, she wasn’t terribly surprised—especially given what she knew of Carter’s training load the weekend before—but it was still a lot. “Carter…”
“Thirty thousand meters?!” Missy gaped at Carter, and when Carter nodded, she asked in a comically horrified tone, “WHY?”
Carter sniggered. “I mean, if I’m being honest, the first sixteen were more for my mental health than anything else.” 
“Oh god, you’re one of those people,” Joan deadpanned.
Carter pulled a playfully chagrined face and rubbed at the back of her neck as she looked at Kate. “Should I run away?” she asked in a hushed whisper.
Even though Kate knew it was a joke, she shook her head perhaps a little too emphatically, insisting, “You’re fine. Missy is training for the marathon next year, so she’s in no position to talk about training loads.”
Joan smirked. “I, however, am sane, and will absolutely give you shit for thinking almost nineteen miles of rowing is ‘easy’.”
“Joan,” Kate groaned.
Carter laughed. “Maybe I just needed them to get to a place where I was sane.” She propped her right ankle atop her left knee and folded her hands over her shin. “The season started last week, and I needed to get out on the water to decompress from all the craziness.”
Just then, their server arrived with a tray piled high with food. “Okay, we’ve got two plates of eggs Benedict,” she announced as she set plates down in front of Joan and Missy. “And a strawberry french toast with extra whipped cream.” She set a plate in front of Kate. “And an order of the same,” she said as she set a plate in front of Carter before adding another, smaller plate of scrambled eggs and sausage links beside it, “with a side of scrambled eggs and sausage.”
“God, to be young and able to eat like that again,” Missy drawled as she eyeballed Carter’s breakfast.
Kate rolled her eyes at Missy’s comment and gave Carter a curious look. “French toast, huh?”
Carter smiled and shrugged. “It just sounded good.” There was an underlying amusement in her voice that suggested she’d ordered it specifically because she remembered that Kate had said it was her favorite. “And the rest is because I need protein,” she said, glancing at Missy.
“Still…” Missy smiled.
“Thirty clicks,” Carter reminded her with a wink.
“I’m impressed you can even move your arms,” Missy replied as she picked up her fork. “I think the most we ever did was twenty in a session, and that killed me.”
Carter’s expression brightened as she gathered her silverware. “Did you row?”
“She was on the team with me at Smith,” Kate shared as she draped her napkin over her lap.
“Cool. Do you still row?” Carter asked Missy.
“Just on an erg for cross-training,” Missy shared. She pointed a fork at Kate. “I am impressed you got that one back on the water, though. And she said you taught her to scull?” she added incredulously.
“Oh yeah.” Carter nodded. “She’s a natural.”
Joan’s eyes twinkled. “So when are you guys going to go out again?”
Kate’s fork froze halfway to her mouth as Carter turned the sweetest of smiles her way and said, “Whenever she wants.” She cleared her throat softly and added, “Though I should probably give you my number so we could arrange that, huh?”
Kate nodded. “That’d probably be a good idea, yeah.”
“Speaking of numbers,” Missy said in a too-loud voice. “Joan—how are your classes looking this year?”
Kate didn’t miss the way Carter’s cheeks pinked at Missy’s brutally obvious topic change, but she made a mental note to thank Missy for it later. She gave Carter a small smile as she dug into her food. Never in a million years would she have been able to anticipate crossing paths with Carter at this small Back Bay cafe, but even with her friends undoubtedly cataloging their every word and expression to comment upon later, she couldn’t find it in herself to be anything but pleased to have Carter sitting beside her.



 
 

 
 
 
 
“This one’s on me, girls,” Missy said as she checked their bill and handed the server her card.
“But…” Carter glanced at Kate, who just smiled in a way that discouraged argument. It felt a little weird to accept Missy paying when she’d literally crashed their brunch, but Kate didn’t seem bothered. “Thank you,” she said, smiling at Missy.
“My pleasure,” Missy assured her with a playful wink. Carter didn’t miss the way Kate sighed at the gesture, the sound at once exasperated and fond, and it seemed Missy noticed it too because her smile turned mischievous. “You should join us again, sometime.”
“Absolutely!” Joan agreed, nodding enthusiastically.
Carter grinned. She hadn’t been sure what she was getting herself into when she’d accepted the group’s invitation to join them. Honestly, she’d only really agreed because she hadn’t missed the way Kate had checked her out when she’d first arrived and a little voice in the back of her head had practically shouted at her to say yes—but Kate’s friends had been surprisingly easy to get along with. Not quite as much as Kate, of course, but they were both so open and comfortable with themselves and their friendship with Kate that she couldn’t help but feel drawn into their circle. Still, it was their circle, so she turned to Kate and asked in a low voice, “Would that be okay?”
Kate’s gaze flicked toward Missy before she leaned in close. “It’s your call, Carter. Fair warning that they can be a lot, sometimes. As for me, I don’t mind,” she murmured.
Carter’s breath caught as Kate’s perfume flooded her senses—the subtle, earthy scent at once incredibly alluring and intoxicatingly understated—and she bit her lip as she stared into Kate’s pale green eyes that, in this dappled sunlight, reminded her of sea glass. Her pulse stuttered and stumbled into a sprint when Kate began drawing a light line down her wrist with a fingertip, and her mouth fell open with a quiet gasp as Kate reversed course to drag a blunted nail along the sensitive skin. There was no mistaking the way Kate’s eyes darkened the longer they stared at each other, and suddenly she wanted nothing more than to drown in the sweetness of Kate’s lips.
She snapped out of her haze and Kate’s hand jerked away at the sound of a throat clearing, and her stomach sank at the way Kate’s expression shuttered. She ached to reach out to Kate, to assure her that she wasn’t at all opposed to what’d just happened, but there was a tenseness to Kate’s posture that told her to let it go.
When she turned to look at Missy and Joan, she wasn’t at all surprised to find them staring at her and Kate with amusement dancing in their eyes. While she was glad for the confirmation that that had really just happened, the spark of joy she felt was overshadowed by the need to ease Kate’s obvious discomfort. So she plastered on a wide, probably too cheery smile as she said, “Yeah, sure. That sounds fun!”
“Excellent!” Missy slapped the table. “Two weeks. This spot. Ten thirty.”
Carter blinked. She hadn’t expected ‘sometime’ to come with such precise details. “Oh…kay.”
“You’re incorrigible,” Kate told Missy, her tone at once gently reproving and fond. She turned back to Carter with the faintest hint of a smile playing across her lips. She still looked mildly uncomfortable, but there was an openness in her gaze that assured Carter she was telling the truth as she said, “We have a standing date every two weeks for brunch. So don’t feel like you have to make that one if you have something else going on.”
“Cool.” Carter nodded. “Pretty sure I can make it in two weeks, but I’ll let you know if something comes up.”
“And on that note,” Joan declared, her voice rich with amusement, “I’m afraid I need to run. We’re taking Harrison shopping for a new laptop and some other things before he heads back to Yale.” She stood and offered Carter her hand. “It was lovely to meet you, Carter.”
Carter stood to shake her hand. “You, as well. Thank you for letting me crash your brunch.”
“Believe me, Carter, it was our pleasure,” Joan assured her as she leaned over to drop a kiss to Kate’s forehead before murmuring something against her ear.
Whatever Joan said had Kate barking out a laugh and slapping her arm as she said, “You’re insane. Go spend some time with my nephew before he leaves.”
“Yes, boss,” Joan drawled. “I’ll talk to you later. And I’ll see you”—she pointed at Carter—“in a couple of weeks!”
“Wow,” Carter whispered as Joan walked away.
“That is the general reaction to her,” Missy joked.
“As if you’re any better,” Kate accused in a tone that could only be described as fond.
Carter chuckled when Missy blew Kate a kiss and sassed, “It’s all part of my charm.” Her laughter faded, though, when Missy’s gaze drifted to her, and the amusement in Missy’s eyes morphed into something sharper. “Right?”
Carter nodded quickly. “Absolutely.”
Kate made a small sound of annoyance as she began gathering her things. “You don’t have to suck up to her, Carter.”
“I’m not sucking up.” When Kate rolled her eyes, Carter said, “I mean, come on. Can you blame me? She’s kinda scary.”
Missy cackled. “Oh, I like you.” She looked at Kate as their server returned with a leather billfold that held her card and receipt. “Keep this one around.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “Your recommendation is duly noted,” she deadpanned.
“Good.” Missy retrieved her card and scribbled her name on the slip before returning it to the server with thanks. She smiled at Carter as she got to her feet. “Seriously though. I’m glad we crossed paths today.”
“Me too,” Carter replied as, beside her, Kate also stood. She reached for her backpack as she followed suit. 
Missy dug her keys out of her purse and spun them on her finger as she looked between them. “Can I give either of you a ride?”
While Carter appreciated the offer, her apartment was only a five-minute walk away. “I’m good, thanks.”
“I’ll just walk,” Kate said at the same time.
“Right, well, in that case…” Missy grabbed Kate’s hand to drag her closer so she could kiss her cheek. “It was great to see you, as always. Don’t be a stranger, okay?”
“Yes, dear,” Kate promised in a playfully long-suffering tone as she stepped out of Missy’s grasp.
“And, Carter?” Missy smirked when Carter straightened at the sound of her name, and winked conspiratorially as she said, “If you can get a video of her rowing, I’ll love you forever.”
Carter glanced at Kate, who was shaking her head in an oh my god, you’re ridiculous kind of way, and shrugged on her backpack. “I never video a woman without her consent.”
Missy pursed her lips and nodded. “That is actually a very good rule.” Her eyes sparkled with mischief as she drawled suggestively, “And if they do consent?”
The question was laced with so much suggestiveness that Carter, who was so used to fielding comments like that from her friends, responded on pure instinct. “I’ve never had any complaints.” She froze the moment the words left her lips, and barely resisted the urge to see how Kate took them for fear of what she might find. Missy, for her part, laughed so loud that the tables around them all turned to see what was going on, and Carter felt her ears flame with embarrassment as she forced herself to act like she hadn’t just suggested that she regularly engaged in making sex tapes.
“And on that note…” Missy’s voice trailed off as she inclined her head toward the exit. “I think it’s time we get out of here.”
Elizabeth’s was such a popular weekend spot that the lunch crowd had immediately filled the tables vacated by the departing brunch crew, and it wasn’t until they were on the sidewalk in front of the cafe that Carter felt like anything she said wouldn’t be overheard by a myriad of strangers. She hadn’t missed the way Joan and Missy studied her every interaction with Kate, and after spending the last hour and a half under the microscope, she craved a measure of privacy.
She fisted the strap of her backpack as she turned to face Kate, and her heart gave a telling lurch as the breeze picked up a strand of Kate’s hair and blew it into her face. She is so goddamn beautiful.
Now that they were alone, the tension that had settled over Kate disappeared, and there was a disarmingly attractive glint in her eyes as brushed the errant strand back behind her ear. “That was fun.”
“It really was,” Carter agreed, relieved that Kate didn’t seem bothered by her innuendo-laced exchange with Missy. “Thank you for letting me join you guys.” Carter rubbed the rough nylon edge of her shoulder strap and glanced around as she wracked her brain for something that might prolong their time together. “So, you live nearby?”
“Yeah. Just down Marlborough.” Kate tipped her head toward the Charles. “You?”
Carter twisted her shoulders in the same general direction. “My apartment’s on Comm Ave.” 
Kate’s lips twitched. “So we’re practically neighbors.”
Carter’s stomach fluttered at the faint husk that shadowed Kate’s tone. “It would appear so,” she confirmed. There was something about Kate that she responded to so instinctively that it was as effortless as breathing, so she really wasn’t at all surprised that her own voice held the same whisper of roughness that Kate’s had. She cleared her throat and waved in the general direction Kate had indicated. “Can I walk you home?”
“That’s really…” Kate’s voice trailed off as her gaze drifted toward the river. Carter’s pulse began to race as the seconds stretched on without Kate saying anything else, and she was about to brush the suggestion off as ‘just an idea’ when Kate looked back at her with an expression that was so endearingly shy that it stole the air from her lungs. “That’d be great.”
“Yeah?”
A light blush colored Kate’s cheeks as she confirmed, “Yeah.” She dipped her shoulders indicatively as she spun toward the street. “This way.”
Carter bit her lip to stifle the grin she could feel wanting to break free. Play it cool, Burke, she chastised herself as she fell into step beside Kate. After the electricity of their earlier exchange, she wanted nothing more than to ask Kate on a proper date, but she wasn’t sure what to make of the way Kate had pulled into herself when they’d been interrupted. She’d bet her gold medal that the change in her demeanor wasn’t just because Missy and Joan had been watching. That was a part of it, for sure, but she was pretty confident that Missy and Joan would have been nothing but approving if they had actually kissed—probably embarrassingly so, truth be told—which meant that the shift had something to do with Kate’s feelings. And no matter how willing she was to explore it, the last thing she wanted was to push Kate into something she wasn’t ready for, so she opted for a benign, “So, how was your morning?”
She knew she’d done the right thing when Kate’s posture noticeably relaxed as she pressed the crosswalk button. 
“Not as productive as yours,” Kate teased.
Carter rolled her eyes and bumped Kate with her shoulder. “Whatever. You’re just jealous that you didn’t get to go for a row today,” she jibed as the signal changed.
“Maybe a little,” Kate admitted as she stepped off the curb.
Kate’s voice was so quiet that Carter wasn’t sure if she had meant for her to hear it, though her heart fluttered at the confession all the same. 
“Just a little?” Carter asked, her tone soft and gently teasing in a way she hoped Kate would read as her saying that she wasn’t pushing, but that she was interested and willing to wait.
Kate’s throat bobbed invitingly, and she cleared her throat. “Okay, maybe more than a little.”
Carter grinned. “Knew it.”
She was heartened by the way Kate rolled her eyes and jabbed a light elbow at her side as she grumbled, “Whatever.” The smile that lit Kate’s face when she just laughed was breathtaking, and the warmth that crept into her voice when she asked, “How’s the team looking this year?” was enough to assure Carter that they just might find their way to the same page eventually.
“Good.” Carter couldn’t resist leaning into Kate to bump her with her arm as she elaborated, “We have a solid returning class and, honestly, too many walk-ons at this point, so we’re in a good place from a numbers perspective.”
“Never a bad problem.”
“No, it’s definitely not.” Carter agreed. “It’ll be interesting to see how many stick it out when we really get into the weeding out phase of it all this week.”
Kate pulled a face and shuddered dramatically. “Yeah, I don’t envy them that. The pre-dawn runs and stadium stairs and never-ending erg tests.”
Carter chuckled. “If I could roster every kid, I would, but I can’t—even with the healthy budget the program has thanks to the university having to balance funding because of Title IX.”
“No, I totally get it.” Kate shook her head. “I just wouldn’t want to go through it again.”
“Yeah, that’s totally fair. The process isn’t meant to be easy. But it does help us figure out who wants it the most, so…”
Kate hummed sympathetically. “How many boats will you guys have racing Head of the Charles?”
“We’ll send two open eights, one lightweight eight, and a coxed four for each program.” Carter stole a glance at Kate, and nearly tripped over her own feet when she saw Kate was watching her. She blushed at the way Kate’s lips quirked at her near-tumble, and blew out a long breath as she forced herself to pay attention to where she was walking.
“I’d’ve thought the program would be able to send more. I mean, the race does start right in front of Wolfe…”
Carter bobbed her head. “There are still timing restrictions to keep in mind for the regatta. I mean, hell, if all the schools and clubs on the river here put boats in every event, we could have a full two-day regatta on our own.”
“Not a bad idea, though.”
“Mm, no, it’s not. But it’s too much fun racing against all the talent that comes into town for Charles. I mean, I’d love to get more boats in, but not at the cost of diminishing the level of competition.”
“I guess that makes sense.”
“How about you?” Carter swayed to bump arms with Kate again. “You ready for the semester?”
“Not at all.”
Though Kate’s tone was light, Carter shot her a curious look. “Oh? Everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Kate waved off Carter’s concern with a little flick of her hand. “A colleague of mine is on sabbatical this semester and I agreed to pick up one of his courses. It’s a 101 course and isn’t going to give me too much of a headache, so that part of it is fine. But I’ve finally gotten closer to cracking this microhydropower turbine that I’ve been working on all year, and I’m regretting the time I’ll lose in the lab because of it.”
“That sucks,” Carter commiserated.
Kate bobbed her head. “It does, but Maddie is doing cross country for school and still rowing with her club, so I should be able to sneak in some longer nights when she’s at practice.”
Though Kate was obviously annoyed by the intrusion on her lab-time, the way her expression brightened when she spoke of her daughter was adorable. “I think that sounds like a viable trade-off. So what does a microhydropower turbine do?”
“What all turbines do,” Kate deadpanned. “Generate power.”
Carter rolled her eyes and blew a raspberry. “Smartass.”
Kate laughed and tucked her hair behind her ears. “I’m trying to reduce the footprint of the turbine while increasing the power generated. Ideally, I’d like to increase the efficiency too, so there’s more power from less input energy, so we could use it in places with less water, for example.”
Carter frowned. “Yeah, I’m sorry, you lost me.”
“I’m trying to build a smaller turbine that can generate larger amounts of power than they do currently,” Kate tried again, her voice slipping into a tone that Carter imagined she used while lecturing. 
It was incredibly distracting, honestly, to the point Carter was certain that—if she’d had to sit through multiple lectures a week listening to Kate speak like that—she’d have had to drop the course because she’d spend the entire class imagining bending the professor over her desk or, even better, being pressed back onto that same desk with Kate’s hand between her legs.
She was snapped from her thoughts by Kate asking, “Does that make sense?”
Fucking hell, Burke, get yourself under control! Carter nodded. “Yeah, sorry.” She quickly recounted what she’d actually heard Kate say, and summarized, “So, smaller turbine, more power.”
“Exactly.” Kate’s lips twitched. “Am I boring you with this?”
“No!” Carter shook her head. “Not at all. Please, tell me more.”
“You’re sure?” Kate asked. When Carter nodded, she inclined her head. “Okay, so, the idea is, smaller turbines take up less room, but the problem we’ve always run into is that when you decrease the size of the unit, the output is similarly reduced. What I’d like to do is come up with something small enough to mount on, say, the front of someone’s dock on the river that could power their entire cabin.” 
“That’d be great.”
“Right?” Kate brightened, clearly in her element. “And if I could get something that could be built into something like your coaching launch—say…one on each catamaran hull, each wired to a different battery—while that wouldn’t, couldn’t, totally power your skiff, it would extend the range or the time you could spend out on the water. On a river or even a particularly strong current you could potentially moor it facing upstream and fully recharge the batteries overnight.”
“That…” Carter’s voice trailed off as she pictured what Kate was suggesting. “That would be fucking awesome. I mean, I know it’s possible to get electric launches now, but they’re so expensive, and then there’s the whole charging issue. But with the turbines, that wouldn’t be a problem anymore.”
Kate nodded. “And when we manage to clear that hurdle, we can either look at scaling up to ships, where it—along with airfoil wind turbines and solar—could be part of the solution to making them more environmentally friendly as well. Conservation of energy means we can’t ever win with this approach, but we can trickle something back in on days when the wind and sun isn’t really giving us quite enough, which could help.”
Carter didn’t quite follow, but she didn’t need to. Kate looked so excited by the prospects she was describing that the idea of it all was good enough for her. “Sounds incredible.”
“It is,” Kate agreed. “But there are lots of other applications too. Powering remote cabins, or, on a slightly bigger scale, if we can crack the efficiency problems, remote villages that have a nearby stream. That’d be great in developing countries. Or think of how often you hear about places having power issues when the grid goes down. Now they don’t have to be connected to the grid, they can generate their own power, and save all that copper from the wires too! We can reclaim that for better uses elsewhere.”
Carter smiled at her enthusiasm. “I’m sure you’ll get there. According to Erica’s boyfriend, there are a bunch of guys at MIT who would love to get their hands on your research.”
Kate lifted her chin, clearly pleased. “Oh?”
“Yep. He’s an engineering professor over there. Robotics.”
“Ah, well, it’s always nice to hear that I’m keeping those guys on their toes. I almost went to MIT for grad school, you know.”
“Really?” Carter arched a brow. When Kate nodded, she said, “Well, from the way he talks, I’m sure they’re all scrambling to keep up with you.” 
“Good.”
Carter chuckled. “Can I ask why you decided on MU instead of MIT?”
Kate lifted a shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug. “When I was starting grad school, MU had Laurie Stern, who was doing some incredibly cutting-edge things with green tech, and I wanted to study under her. And then, after I’d gotten my Ph.D.—” She dragged her hands through her hair in an entirely distracting way. “Teaching, as I’m sure you know, isn’t exactly known for its generous compensation. And while I enjoy it, my real love is fiddling with things and working in the lab, and I was considering a handful of local firms who were actively trying to recruit me when MU made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.”
“Oh?” Carter asked. “What was that, if you don’t mind my asking?”
Kate tipped her head in a way that said she didn’t mind at all. “Generally speaking, any royalties from patents developed by university faculty are funneled back into the school and the department involved, sometimes with the people responsible for the inventions getting a small cut. But MU wanted me so badly that they offered me fifty percent of the royalties on any patents I would secure, ad infinitum—after the university took twenty percent off the top, of course—with the rest going to the engineering department.”
Carter whistled. “Wow.”
“Exactly.” Kate smiled proudly. “I still have to deal with the usual academic bullshit, but I have more freedom than most, and the university goes out of its way to guarantee I have plenty of time in the lab. So, yeah. That’s why I’m still at MU. They allow me to delve into any avenues of research that interest me, and I am compensated incredibly fairly for it. And, I mean, MU, being a state school, might not carry the prestige of some of the private universities around here, but we do good work. We’re leading the charge on green technology, and I’ve never once regretted my decision to stay.”
“No, I can’t imagine you would,” Carter agreed as she followed Kate across Commonwealth Avenue to the wide, grassy, tree-filled boulevard that separated the opposing directions of traffic on the busy thoroughfare.
“How about you?” Kate asked. “I’m sure that, with everything you’ve accomplished, you could have gone to a powerhouse program. Why MU, and not Princeton, Cal, or Washington, or something?”
Carter’s rowing career wasn’t a topic they’d ever discussed, which meant that Kate had looked it up, and Carter was surprised by how flattered she was that Kate thought she was worth that effort. “First of all, the only Pac-12 school I’d ever consider is Stanford.”
“Because that’s where you did your undergrad, right?”
“Exactly.” Carter elbowed her lightly in the side. “We have standards of loyalty where I come from.”
“Oh, I see,” Kate chuckled. “Okay, then. So you joined the MU program because…”
“I love the rowing community and culture in Boston, and my coaching philosophy meshes well with Susan Carroll’s, our program head, so it was a good fit.”
“So not because of loyalty, then,” Kate teased.
Carter shrugged. “I mean, the fact that I coached here when I was getting my master’s before Tokyo helped make the decision easier, but let’s be real—coaching positions can be hard to come by. I needed a job, they had an opening, and I knew from experience that it’d be a good fit.” Carter pulled up short when Kate’s hand wrapped around her wrist, and she arched a brow as she looked over at her.
Kate’s expression was earnest. “I was just giving you a hard time.”
“I know.” Carter licked her lips as the warmth of Kate’s touch seeped into her skin. “I was…” Her pulse sped at the feeling of Kate’s thumb brushing over the inside of her wrist, and her breath felt ticklish and light in her chest the longer they stared at each other without speaking. Her eyes dipped to Kate’s lips, and a quite buzzing filled her ears as Kate swayed forward, ever so slightly, into her space, and she imagined how easy it’d be to lean in and capture Kate’s lips with her own. 
Not surrendering to the urge was the sweetest torture Carter had ever suffered, and while her stomach sank when Kate murmured an apology and pulled her hand away, her heart soared hopefully. 
Kate wasn’t ready, but she clearly wasn’t in this alone. 
So while Carter mourned the loss of Kate’s touch, she tried to cover it with a smile that held only understanding. “It was a fair question,” she reassured her. “Especially after I went off about loyalty like that.”
Kate worried her lower lip between her teeth. “Still…”
“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Carter insisted. She touched Kate’s elbow lightly, both for emphasis and to encourage her to follow as she started walking again. She glanced at her watch, wanting nothing more than to recapture the easy conversation they’d been sharing, asked, “So, since it’s barely noon—any exciting plans for the rest of the day?”
“Not really.” Kate took a deep breath and let it go slowly. “Maddie has been talking about wanting to see the new Marvel movie this afternoon, but that was before she conned her dad into taking her and some friends paddle boarding, so I’m honestly not sure what the rest of my day is going to look like. Depending on when they get back, I might just hang out and read all afternoon.” 
“You didn’t want to go?”
“No. Grant and Brian, his partner, are more than capable of managing a handful of teenagers.” Kate’s expression gentled with warmth as she spoke of her family. “And, well, I didn’t want to miss brunch with the girls.” 
“I think you drew the winning hand, honestly,” Carter said. When Kate arched a brow at her, she elaborated, “I mean, it’s hectic enough corralling the kids during camp when they’re confined to a boat. But on boards where they can scatter freaking everywhere…?”
Kate grinned. “Exactly. And it’s good for Grant to spend time with her like that, so, really, it’s a win-win.”
“Sounds like you guys have really figured out the co-parenting thing.”
“We try our best. It wasn’t easy at first. Which, I mean, was kind of to be expected—neither of us had pictured having kids, and he was still really coming to terms with the fact that he’s gay, but…” Kate’s voice trailed off into a sigh. “We got our shit sorted before Maddie’s first birthday, at least, so she doesn’t know anything except the life she has now.”
Carter’s heart squeezed painfully at the weight of what Kate hadn’t shared, but that Carter’s imagination had no trouble picturing—Kate, alone with a newborn Maddie, enduring sleepless nights and all the stress that came with being responsible for an entire human, all while trying to rebuild her life. “You’re incredible.”
“What? No, I’m not.”
Carter shook her head. “You really are,” she insisted earnestly.
A pretty blush colored Kate’s cheeks, and she bit her lip as she averted her gaze. “Anyway,” she deflected, her eyes bright as she looked up at Carter through the wispy veil of her lashes, “how about you? What’re your plans for the rest of the day?”
Part of Carter wanted to make sure Kate knew that she meant every word that she’d said, but it was clear that Kate wanted to talk about anything else, so she didn’t press. “Cleaning. Laundry. Y’know, exciting stuff like that.”
“Oh, to be young, wild, and free,” Kate teased.
The tightness in Carter’s chest eased at Kate’s playful tone. “Yeah, I know you’re jealous.”
“Oh, yeah. Terribly,” Kate deadpanned. She gestured toward the upcoming cross street. “We’ll cut down there.” When Carter nodded to signal that she understood, she asked, “So, what’s your week looking like?”
“Just getting the season up and running. Morning practice Monday through Saturday with weights or an erg session in the afternoon Monday through Thursday, and the usual meetings and emails and whatever in-between. Oh, and Erica and I will be filming a trial workout for our friend Amber’s startup.”
“A trial workout?”
Carter lifted a shoulder in a small shrug. “They’re trying to develop something similar to Hydrow—instructor-led rowing workouts and stuff, but it needs to be done in a studio because of trademark stuff, so they’re trying to find a format that works. She asked me and E and our friend Jeremy to help, and…yeah.”
“Sounds interesting.”
“It could be.” Carter dragged a hand through her hair. “Anyway, Erica and I are gonna pop over to the Axis offices Thursday afternoon to try a few things, and I guess we’ll see how it goes from there.”
“I’m impressed you guys have time for that with coaching.”
“It’s going to be tight,” Carter admitted. “But she’s a friend, and if we can help…” She lifted a shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug. “What about you?”
“Nothing nearly as exciting, just the typical beginning of term stuff.” Kate shrugged. “And trying to sneak-in as much lab time as I can to work on that turbine. I really would like to get a few more iterations field tested before winter hits and the river freezes.”
Carter nodded and circled back to Kate’s earlier comment about her plans for the day if Maddie’s paddle boarding excursion went longer than expected. “So, what are you reading? Anything good?” She pulled a playfully horrified face and added, “Please tell me it’s not, like, a textbook or something.”
“Definitely not a textbook.” Kate threw a speculative look at Carter as she said, “I’m about halfway through the Lynn Turner novel that came out last month, and I have Maeve Dylan’s latest sitting on the top of my TBR pile.”
Carter smirked. It was clear from the way Kate was watching her that she was being tested—or, well, maybe not tested, exactly, but that her response was most certainly being weighed. “Lynn Turner, huh?” She waggled her eyebrows. “Nice.”
Kate laughed. “So you know her work.”
“I honestly can’t tell you how many times I’ve reread her stuff over the years,” Carter confessed. “They were, like, my go-to whenever I was vegging out between sessions when I was at training camps.” 
“Really?”
“Totally. I mean, come on—her characters are great, and the smut is top-notch.”
“I thought it was ‘spice’.”
“Oh, lookit you pulling out the TikTok slang,” Carter teased. “And you had the audacity to crack jokes about my age!”
An adorable blush colored Kate’s cheeks as she looked away. “Instagram,” she corrected. “And, I mean, I am twenty years older than you, so—”
Carter scoffed. “Bullshit.” When Kate’s eyebrows lifted at her outburst, she said, “There’s no way.” Ten, maybe twelve years, sure, but there was no way Kate was that much older than her.
A pleased smile curved Kate’s lips. “Oh, there definitely is.” She cleared her throat. “But thank you. I needed that ego boost.”
Carter blinked at her. Not because of the age thing, but because there was no way a woman as brilliant and stunning as Kate Walker could possibly be lacking in self-assuredness. “You’re fucking gorgeous. What do you mean, ‘needed an ego boost’?”
“I… You…” Kate’s blush deepened. It was an incredibly alluring look on her. “I meant that you thought I was younger.”
Carter grabbed Kate’s wrist to pull her to a stop, much in the way Kate had done to her earlier, before she even realized what she was doing. Her stomach fluttered at the feeling of Kate’s pulse thundering beneath her fingertips, and all the air was stolen from her lungs when Kate turned to her with her lips parted in surprise. That look was enough to give Carter pause, and she slowly unwound her grip. “Sorry. I…” She blew out a rough breath. “Age is just a number, right?”
It was a miracle she didn’t physically smack herself in the forehead for pulling out that trite as shit line, but she definitely gave herself a mental flogging for it as Kate’s surprise morphed into something closer to disbelieving mirth as she asked, “Is it?”
Because she’d already blurted out that she thought Kate was beautiful, Carter decided she may as well go all in and just throw the rest of her cards on the table. “I think so, yeah. I’ve always liked women who were older than me. My only serious girlfriend was fourteen years older than me.” Of course, things with Amy had fizzled once the newness of it wore off and they realized they had precious little in common besides wanting to jump each other, but that, she figured, was something that could happen in any relationship, regardless of the ages of the people involved. She cleared her throat. “If two people have a good connection and there’s mutual attraction and respect, I just don’t see why it matters.”
“That’s…” Kate’s throat bobbed enticingly, and it was all Carter could do to keep from reaching for her again. “Really?”
Carter nodded and took a small step back to put some space between them. It didn’t lessen the urge she felt to take Kate into her arms, but the distance did make it easier to resist. “Is that okay?”
“Of— Of course. But…” Kate’s brow pinched. 
It was clear that Kate’s thoughts were spinning, and Carter sighed as she gestured toward the signal. Clearly, laying her cards on the table wasn’t working as intended, but what was done was done. For now, all she could do now was try to bring things back to a lighter level for Kate. “It’s our turn to cross.” 
She was relieved that Kate followed without hesitation, though an awkward silence fell over them as they made their way along the tree lined streets to Kate’s house. 
“This is me,” Kate said when they reached an immaculately maintained Victorian brownstone.
Carter nodded and looked from the polished black wood door to Kate. “I’m sorry if I made things uncomfortable for you.”
“You didn’t.” There was a distance in Kate’s gaze, but Carter was heartened to see nothing but honesty in those beautiful sea-glass depths. “I’m sorry if I made you think you had.”
“No, it was just—” Carter shook her head. “I dunno.”
Kate nodded slowly. “A lot, considering that it’s only the third time we’ve spent time with each other?” she asked with a look of gentle understanding.
Carter blew out a breath. “Yeah.” Honestly, ‘a lot’ was a bit of an understatement given everything that’d happened over the last couple of hours, but there was no other way she’d have rather spent the time. She pushed her sunglasses onto her head, desperate for Kate to see how much she meant it as she confessed, “I had fun today.”
Kate’s breath hitched, and for a moment Carter was worried she’d overstepped, but then Kate whispered, “Me too,” in such a soft, earnest voice that it sent a shiver down Carter’s spine.
Kate inclined her head and, in a tone that could only be read as cautiously hopeful, asked, “If I don’t see you before then, will I see you at brunch in two weeks?”
Carter smiled. “If I’m still invited, absolutely.”
“Of course you are.” Kate smiled and reached into her purse for her phone. “Look, how about I text you my number, so if anything changes, you’ll know how to get ahold of me, and vice-versa.”
Relief washed over Carter as she reached for the side pocket of her backpack for her phone. “Yeah.” She chewed her lip thoughtfully for a moment before suggesting, “And then, maybe once things settle down, we can figure out a time to go for another row?”
“I’d like that.”
Carter’s heart fluttered. “Me too.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Though the beginning of term marked the unofficial shift in seasons and summer could still be found in the daytime highs, fall was beginning to make its presence known as the early morning temperatures dropped. Kate tugged the zipper of her quarter-zip up to her chin as she steered the small Jon Boat that the MU faculty could use for their research away from the basin. She had always said that one of the best parts of her particular field was the fact that her office sat on the bank of a perfect testing ground, and, after a week of fine-tuning the latest iteration of her turbine, she was curious to see if the changes she’d made to the design would yield the results she was looking for.
Because all of the universities were now in session, the river was crowded with rowing teams training for their fall seasons as she made her way upstream from the basin, but traffic lightened enough once she neared Arsenal Bridge that she felt comfortable cutting the engine and dropping anchor with the bow of the boat facing directly into the current. 
She unzipped the large backpack she’d set in the middle of the boat that held the devices she’d need for the test and a slate of tools and miscellaneous parts that could be swapped in if needed. She pulled out the differential pressure flow meter that she used to measure the river’s flow velocity that was mounted to a steel frame and connected it to the starboard gunwale with a C-bracket and a pair of wingnuts. Once it was secured, she powered it on and checked the app on her phone to make sure it was connected before dropping it into the water. Next was the turbine, which was about the size of her forearm, and the L-shaped length of two-inch metal tubing that she’d painstakingly attached it to back at the lab. After making sure that the wires that ran from the turbine to the data recorder app that’d show her exactly how much power it was generating hadn’t become dislodged during transport, she lowered it over the side with far more care than she’d shown the flow meter and secured it to the mount welded to the gunwale in the same fashion as the flow meter.
There wasn’t much for her to do once everything was in place, so she sat back to let the apps record the data. While most of the serious analysis would be done back in the lab, she thought things through better while recording her results long-hand, so she dug a notebook and a mechanical pencil out of her bag. Every few minutes she would check for the flow rate of the river and the power from her turbine and record the data in her notebook. 
After half an hour of collecting data, it was clear that, while these changes she’d made were resulting in some improvement over her last prototype, it wasn’t to the degree she’d been hoping. She tapped her pencil on her knee as her gaze flicked from her notebook to her equipment and back again. It would take a detailed analysis to see if sufficient gains had been made and it if was worth pursuing this route further, but it was looking like this iteration wasn’t the breakthrough she’d been hoping for.
While most might be put off by yet another idea failing to produce the desired results, Kate preferred to look at it as another piece to the puzzle she was trying to solve. Scientific innovation never came easily, but that was what she liked about it. And after spending the last week replaying her conversation with Carter over and over and not knowing what to make of it all, the familiarity of this puzzle was a welcome respite.
This, she knew.
This, she didn’t have to wonder about. 
She had decades of experience of analyzing data and making these kinds of decisions, and while others might balk at the number of choices facing her, she knew how to weigh the pros and cons of each and understood the consequences of getting it wrong. 
It wasn’t easy, but it was fair, and she understood the rules and parameters in play.
Whereas, with Carter, the parameters seemed to be constantly shifting.
She’d been flattered when Carter had called her ‘fucking gorgeous’, but completely thrown by Carter’s casual revelation about the age gap between herself and her one serious girlfriend. It was one thing to find Carter attractive—she was human, after all, and Carter truly was magnificent—but, somehow, knowing that Carter thought she was beautiful, and that the age difference she had been so fixated upon didn’t matter to Carter at all, left her feeling unmoored.
It was one thing for her to enjoy Carter’s company. It’d been so long since she’d met someone who made her feel energized and alive and seen that it was only natural for her to want to sink into that connection. But to do so, knowing that those fluttery feelings could lead to something more? Something real?
That was, quite frankly, a little terrifying.
Kate had long since accepted that she wasn’t destined for the grand, romantic kind of love her friends had. And she was okay with that. Truly. She had Maddie, whom she loved beyond words. She had her work, which she still found engaging and challenging after decades in the field. She had great friends. She had a good, fulfilling life that objectively didn’t need anything more. 
But then Fate thrust Carter Burke, with her breathtaking smile and disarmingly charming personality, into her path, and suddenly it felt like her entire life was on the verge of being thrown off-kilter. It wasn’t just that Carter was much younger, but the very real the sense that Carter could, given time, bring about a seismic change in her life. Worse, for the first time in forever, there was a little, tenacious voice in the back of her head that looked at the world through rose-colored glasses and sparked idle daydreams that all began with Carter and segued into ideas of what if…?
The timer on her phone chimed, pulling her from her thoughts, and she blew out a rough breath as she reset it before quickly jotting down the flow rate from the meter and the output from the turbine. She had just hooked her pencil to the page so it wouldn’t disappear before the next timer went off when a familiar voice, magnified by a bullhorn, broke through her concentration.
“Weigh enough here!” 
Oh god, did I summon her? Kate turned to watch an MU eight and a pair of coxed fours slowing to a stop about fifty meters away, with Carter trailing close behind them on her launch. Kate bit her lip as she tracked the way Carter coasted up to the stern of the boats before dropping to an idle. Even from a distance, Carter looked vibrant and striking in a pullover, with her dark curls spilling over the top of her crimson MU visor and the polarized lenses of her sunglasses reflecting the bright morning sun. Kate tugged the old, faded navy blue Smith Rowing cap she’d pulled on before leaving the house down to obscure her face in hope that, if Carter glanced her way and noticed her little boat tucked against the shore, she wouldn’t recognize her. The voice that was persistent with its what ifs grumbled about how she was being ridiculous to hide like this, but she was convinced that it was better this way.
Safer.
Because she couldn’t forget the way Carter’s pulse had jumped beneath her fingertips when she’d touched her wrist the weekend before, or the way her own had done the same when Carter had returned the favor. And for as much as she’d enjoyed it, she wasn’t at all sure what she wanted to do about it.
But as she watched Carter direct her crews with a series of pointed gestures for emphasis, her heart gave a traitorous little flutter that conveyed its own thoughts on the matter. It was disconcerting how Carter could look so young and yet commanding at the same time, and she helplessly stared as Carter backed away from the crews and, once she’d stopped a safe distance away, pulled her phone from the pocket of her shorts while she left the team to enjoy a water break.
A moment later, Kate’s cellphone buzzed with an alert on the seat beside her hip, and she was almost grateful for the distraction as she tore her attention from Carter to see who it was from. She doubted Maddie would be awake yet, but couldn’t think of anyone else who would be texting her this early on a Saturday morning. 
“Oh, you’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” she muttered to herself when she saw that it was Carter who’d messaged her. Because of course it was.
My six seat is late to the catch every. single. time. today. You wanna sub in? ;)
Kate chuckled and looked up at Carter, who still hadn’t noticed that she was nearby. Can’t today, she responded. Running my turbine through some tests.
From this distance, she couldn’t make out much of Carter’s expression, but the smile that lit Carter’s face when her message was delivered was so wide and so bright that she couldn’t help but mirror it. She wished she could say it was unexpected, but she’d noticed herself frequently smiling in those moments when her thoughts drifted to Carter before another internal voice, this one insistent that she keep her distance, could admonish her for it.
Oh? How’s it going?

Kate glanced at the turbine’s display. Numbers are looking good. Not quite where I want them to be, but considering the river isn’t flowing that fast this morning, I’m not terribly disappointed with the results.
Three telltale dots appeared almost instantly. You’re on the river too?! I didn’t see you, and we’re all the way up past Northeastern’s boathouse. Where are you?
Kate ignored her better demons that told her to lie and keep her distance as she replied, Look up. Her heart fluttered when Carter’s head immediately snapped up to scan the river, and she laughed at the way Carter’s mouth opened in surprise when she finally spotted her. She lifted her left hand in a little wave as she murmured, “Hey, you.”
She didn’t know what she’d expected Carter to do once she realized that she was there, but she would have never guessed it’d be saying something to her team before backing out of her spot between the boats to motor her way. 
“Well, hello, stranger,” Carter called as she coasted to a stop a couple of meters off Kate’s starboard with an absolutely breathtaking smile. “Am I okay here?” she asked as she shifted the throttle to neutral and her launch settled into a quiet idle. “I don’t want to mess up your experiment.”
Later, Kate would look back on this moment and marvel at how, with one smile, Carter managed to banish every single one of her reservations, but now, in the moment, she felt only an intoxicating sense of peace.
“You’re fine,” Kate assured her.
Carter’s posture relaxed as she folded her hands over the top of her steering wheel. Her forehead pinched in an adorably thoughtful way as she looked at her, and, after a long moment, she inclined her head. “So, how’ve you been? Did you have a good week?”
“It went as well as could be expected,” Kate replied, fighting back a grin of her own at Carter’s pedestrian entrée to conversation. “How was yours?”
“It’s so much better now,” Carter answered. 
Kate bit her lip as the gentle honesty in Carter’s voice slid over her skin like silk, making her pulse trip over itself. She knew that her concerns were valid—mutual attraction wasn’t enough to nullify a staggering age difference or the fact that they were at very different points in their lives—but those concerns disappeared completely when faced with a flesh and blood woman who looking at her with an expression so soft and alluring that she wanted nothing more than to drown in it.
“Was—” Carter pulled off her sunglasses and fiddled with the rubber pads on the arms where they connected to the white plastic frame that held the lenses. Her eyes flicked from Kate’s to the water and back again. “Was it okay that I texted?”
The caution in Carter’s voice broke through the already crumbling walls of Kate’s best intentions. She was only human, after all, and maybe it was something in the water affecting her judgment, but, as she stared into Carter’s eyes, she found she didn’t care.
She was simply a woman who wanted, and she was powerless to resist the temptation of the woman standing before her who, despite all logic and reason, seemed to maybe, possibly, want her, too.
“Of course,” Kate assured her. And then, because she wanted to chase away the doubt that shadowed Carter’s expression, added, “You can text whenever you’d like.”
Kate’s heart leapt as Carter brightened, her tone hopeful as she asked, “Yeah?”
“Yes, Carter. As long as you don’t mind if I do the same, every now and then.”
Carter’s shoulders lifted with a deep breath, and her entire being seemed to relax as she let it go. “Not at all.” She rocked forward as if sharing a secret. “I’d been thinking about doing it all week, but didn’t want to bother you.”
Kate’s breath caught at the idea of having been on Carter’s mind. “Oh?” When Carter nodded, she asked, “Any reason in particular?”
“Not really. I just…” Carter’s voice trailed off. Kate couldn’t tell for sure, but she could have sworn she saw a light blush color Carter’s cheeks as she admitted, “I just wanted to talk to you, I guess.”
“Why?” Kate asked before she could stop herself.
And, oh, she really should have, because an achingly wistful look settled across Carter’s face as she replied in a voice just loud enough to carry over the water between them, “I like you.” 
Kate’s heart skipped a beat at the frankness of Carter’s confession. She still wasn’t at all convinced that this wasn’t a mistake, but she didn’t have the strength to reverse course now. She braced her right hand on the seat and leaned forward, trying to convey with her body how much she meant it when she replied, “I like you, too.”
“Yeah?”
A reckless bubble of laughter caught in Kate’s throat. Considering her doubts, it wasn’t the smartest choice, but as she drank in the joy in Carter’s expression, she didn’t have it in herself to take the words back. “Very much. More than I probably should, if I’m being honest.”
Something between them shifted as this truth, so fragile in its newness, wove itself around them. Where it might lead was still undecided, but there was no mistaking the fact that by putting it out there, by opening a window to her heart and allowing Carter to see inside, that her life was irrevocably changed.
“Kate—” Carter was interrupted by one of the coxswains hailing her over her boat’s speakers, and she shook her head wryly as she glanced over her shoulder at her crew.
“You should get back to your team,” Kate said with a rueful smile, wishing she could keep Carter with her, instead. 
“Yeah,” Carter said, sounding just as wistful as Kate felt. She glanced over her shoulder and lifted a hand to let the team know that she’d heard them. Her expression was a picture of regret as she slipped her sunglasses back on. “I’ll get in touch later?”
Kate nodded. “I’ll be around.”
“Cool.” Carter reached for the throttle. Her shoulders lifted and sank with a deep breath that made it look like she was summoning the strength to conquer a Herculean task. “Good luck with the rest of your experiment.”
“Good luck with the rest of your practice.” Kate chuckled at Carter’s obvious reluctance to leave, and lifted her chin toward the trio of boats downriver. “Get going, Coach.”
“See you soon,” Carter promised as she inched her throttle into reverse.
Kate waved. “Can’t wait.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“I can’t believe you just straight-up told Kate that you liked her,” Jeremy teased. “What are you—eight?”
“Oh, fuck you,” Carter grumbled. She bumped up the volume on her earbud as she stopped at the campus side of the MU bridge and swung her leg over the seat of her bike. With morning training done and no meetings scheduled, she didn’t have to be back at the boathouse until later that afternoon, and she was taking advantage of not having any meetings for a change to go home for lunch and maybe a quick nap.
Jeremy laughed, his voice rising to a mocking falsetto as he continued, “Will you be my girlfriend? Check yes or no.”
“Okay, you know what—if I wanted my gay ass to get dragged over this, I’d’ve called Erica.” Carter shifted her weight onto her right foot and stood on her pedal as she coasted around a trio of students who were more interested in whatever was on their phones than what was happening around them.
“Yeah, no. Your useless gay ass is getting dragged by everyone for this one, girlfriend.”
“Hey, she said she liked me, too,” Carter pointed out as she picked up her pace to make the light to turn onto Comm Ave. “So, while it’s apparently a highly draggable offense, it fucking worked.”
Jeremy hummed. “But to what end?”
“Yeah,” Carter sighed. “I haven’t figured that out yet.” Sure, they’d texted almost every day over the last three weeks since her inelegant confession, but it was never anything particularly deep or revealing. And with her not being able to get to brunch with Kate, Missy, and Joan the weekend before because she’d gone down to New Haven to visit her sister and her newborn niece, she hadn’t seen Kate since the day she’d happened across her on the river.
“Just ask her out.”
“I’m not asking her out via text. That’s lame.”
“Fuck, you’re such a wimp. You know you could just call her, right? Phones, as this conversation shows, are good for more than just firing off quick messages or watching porn.”
Carter gasped in playful horror. “You watch porn on your phone?!”
“Like you don’t?” Jeremy snapped back.
“No. I read it—like a fucking lady,” Carter sniffed as she passed the MU library.
Jeremy giggled. “Nice.” He took a deep breath and let it go loudly. “Look, for as fun as this is, I gotta run. You and E still up for a training row with me and Mike on Sunday morning?”
Carter nodded. “Hell yeah.” With the Head of the Charles less than a month away, they were ramping up their training regimen, and going out alongside the boys was a good motivator for them to push themselves a bit harder. 
“Sweet. You gonna launch from Wolfe?”
“Yeah. I’ve reserved one of the team’s doubles, so there’s no reason to launch anywhere else. We’ll swing by Riverside for you guys, probably around eight or so.”
“Cool. See you then.”
“See you,” Carter confirmed before tapping her earbud to disconnect the call. 
Her eyes widened as a woman in a sinfully tight black pencil skirt and heels stepped into the bike lane in front of her without looking. She swore as she slammed on her brakes. Already precariously balanced thanks to the sudden stop that had nearly sent her toppling over her handlebars, Carter practically fell over when the woman turned at her shout and she realized it was Kate. Not just because it was Kate—though, really, that would have been reason enough—but because she’d only ever seen Kate in casual clothes. She’d never given much thought to what Kate would wear to work but, damn, she should have, because Kate was a walking wet dream in skirt and heels and flowy silver satin blouse with its top three buttons undone. Carter licked her lips as she dragged her eyes away from the hint of black lace that peaked from beneath the flared collar of Kate’s shirt, and felt herself blush when she found Kate watching her with an amused quirk of her brow.
With Kate in heels, they were nearly eye-to-eye, and Carter’s stomach fluttered and dipped as she stared into the striking sea glass eyes that had taken residency in her dreams. “Kate.” She winced when her voice cracked, and cleared her throat before trying again. “Hi.”
“I’m so sorry,” Kate apologized as she tucked a strand of hair that’d escaped her loose bun behind her ear. “I was lost in thought, and—”
“Don’t worry about it,” Carter cut her off. “No harm, no foul. Right?”
“Still…” Kate shook her head and eased her way back onto the sidewalk. “I can’t believe I did that. I’ve passed this way thousands of times and I’ve never just…” Her voice trailed off as she flicked a hand toward the bike lane.
“It’s fine.” Carter hauled her bike up onto the curb so she wouldn’t be blocking the bike lane. Kate didn’t look entirely convinced, so she added, “Really.” When the worry clouding Kate’s expression eased, she asked, “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah,” Kate said, not at all convincingly. When Carter just inclined her head in a way that said she didn’t believe her, she elaborated, “It’s just some stupid administration stuff. Nothing serious. Just a pain.” 
Kate looked so bothered that Carter was struck with the urge to pull her into her arms, but she wasn’t sure if Kate would be okay with that. “I’m sorry,” she offered instead.
“Thanks.” Kate smoothed her hands over her hips in a thoroughly distracting way as she looked around them. “So what are you doing on this side of campus?”
“Contrary to what Erica thinks, I do actually leave the boathouse every now and again,” Carter huffed. “I was just going for some lunch.” She smiled hopefully as an idea came to her. “Do you maybe have time to grab a bite with me?”
For a moment, Carter was convinced Kate was going to turn her down. Which, honestly, would have been disappointing, but understandable given that it was the middle of the day on a Wednesday. Then Kate dipped her chin in a short nod. “I have a class at two, but I can do lunch. What do you have in mind?”
Carter’s smile widened. She’d been planning on going home and raiding her fridge, but this was much better. “I’m good with anything,” she said as she unsnapped her helmet and slipped it off. 
She ruffled a hand through her hair in a bid to fix whatever damage the helmet had wrought. She caught the way Kate sucked her lower lip between her teeth as she watched her. She bit the inside of her cheek as Kate’s gaze dipped to her mouth, and her throat tightened at the way Kate’s eyes darkened as she continued to stare at her. An indistinct buzzing filled her head as she watched Kate’s lip slip slowly free, and she very nearly whimpered when Kate’s tongue peeked out to slide over her lips and soothe away the bite. A shiver tickled the back of her neck as Kate’s lips parted, and it was all she could do not to lean in and capture them with her own.
In fact, the idea was so enticing that she didn’t realize Kate had said anything until those perfectly kissable lips quirked with amusement, and Kate, in a voice that was low and textured in a way that made her clench, asked, “What do you think?”
“I—” Carter blinked. She blushed at the way Kate hummed low in the back of her throat, the sound at once amused and enticing, and shook her head as she said, “Sorry. What?”
Kate chuckled softly. “I said, what about Yume?”
Right. Lunch. Goddamn, Burke, get your shit together. Carter looked down at the helmet in her hands and carefully fit the two ends of the snap back together. For some reason, it seemed like a colossal success that she was able to complete the task. “Sure.” She looped the strap over her handlebars. “I can go for that.”
“You okay?” Kate asked.
“Oh yeah. Totally.”
“You sure?”
Carter nodded as she maneuvered her bike to the edge of the curb so she could walk beside Kate. “Hundred percent.” 
The smile crinkling Kate’s eyes suggested she hadn’t been at all convincing, but Kate thankfully just switched her messenger bag to her right shoulder so there were no obstacles between them as she said, “Okay.”
Desperate to shift Kate’s attention away from her glaring lack of chill as they started making their way toward the restaurant, Carter offered, “Do you want to vent about whatever the administration shit is making your life miserable?”
“It’s more of a headache than ‘miserable’,” Kate corrected with a little laugh.
“Still…” 
“It’s fine. Nothing I haven’t dealt with before,” Kate assured her. “Honestly, I’d rather just forget about it and enjoy lunch.”
“Sure.” Carter flexed her hands around her handlebars as she tried to think of an avenue of conversation that would, one, distract Kate from her troubles, and two, wasn’t just her flat-out confessing, I can’t stop thinking about you. 
“How was your practice this morning?” Kate asked.
There was an unmistakable warmth in Kate’s voice that sent a pleasant flutter through Carter’s chest. “It was good. Thankfully, most of the girls kept their base up over the summer, so we’ve been able to launch into some heavy training pieces instead of having to build up to them. Should bode well for Charles in three weeks.”
Kate smiled. “And the infamous six-seat?”
“Why? You want to sub in?” Carter teased.
“I don’t think that’d be a smart rostering decision on your part,” Kate chuckled. “I haven’t been under one-thirty since I was seventeen, so you’d surely be disqualified. But seriously”—Kate bumped Carter with her arm—“you don’t seem like the type to mention something like that unless it’s at least a little concerning. Is she getting better?”
“Oh, yeah.” Carter nodded. Truthfully, Hailey hadn’t ever been off badly enough to need a sub, the kid having a bad practice had just seemed like a safe topic to try to spark a conversation. “She was a walk-on last year and brand new to the sport, so she had a bit steeper of a learning curve than some of the others, and then when you factor in the jump from the novice squad to the two-boat… It’s a lot, you know?”
Kate hummed. “What do you think the team’s chances are at Head of the Charles?”
“Oh, geez.” Carter glanced over at Kate, and her stomach tumbled into a little somersault when she saw Kate was watching her with a small, soft smile. “Who knows? There’s so much speed out there now—it kinda just depends on if the gods are smiling on you on any particular day at this point.” 
Kate laughed in that thoroughly enchanting way of hers that had Carter wanting nothing more than to do or say something that would let her hear it again. “I think that’s the most bullshit answer I’ve ever heard, Coach.”
Carter grinned. “It’s true, though!” She shivered as Kate’s hand brushed lightly against her own, and she cleared her throat. “Fine. I think we have a shot at the title in the eight and the A boat four. B four is still kind of a toss-up, but they should finish in the top-half of the field.”
“There it is,” Kate teased, her voice smooth and warm like honey.
Carter had no idea what ‘it’ was, but she found she didn’t particularly care when it meant Kate was looking at her like she was now. She could feel a blush creeping up her neck as Kate’s gaze lingered on her, and she looked away in hopes that Kate wouldn’t notice as she tried to direct the conversation away from herself. “I’m not really in the loop with what Ali and Susan are doing with the openweights because I’m focused on my boats and the novices, but I’d imagine they’re anticipating something similar.”
“Makes sense. If your boats finish where you’re thinking, would it be an improvement from last year?” Kate asked. When Carter nodded, she said, “Well, that’s all you can ask for then, right?”
“Oh, I can always ask for more.” Carter grinned when Kate rolled her eyes and aimed a sharp elbow at her side. “But in terms of realistic expectations of them delivering…yeah, I’d be happy with that.”
“And what about your race?”
“God, hell if I know.” Carter blew out a loud breath. “Erica is strong as hell, so that makes up for a lot of what she lacks in height, but her being five-six is a pretty big hurdle that we have to deal with right out of the gate.” 
“Or a small one,” Kate deadpanned.
Carter snorted. “True, though I’d never dare say that to her face. She fights dirty.”
“Somehow, I can see that,” Kate mused.
“Right? She’s like a vicious little terrier when you get her wound up. But she pulls a good split, so I think it’ll come down to how I handle my job in bow. If I can steer a good course and cut it as short as possible, I think we have a shot at a decent finish position.”
“Since she’s a cox, shouldn’t she be the one bowing?”
“I mean, ideally, yeah.” Carter bobbed her head. “But we tried that, and found it’s easier for me to match her stroke than for her to try to row longer to match mine.”
“That’s fair, I guess. What about Michelle and Molly?” Kate asked. “Maddie is very excited to watch them race.”
“Shit, I would be, too, if I wasn’t racing the same event as them. It’ll be interesting to see what they throw down. They had a great World Cup in Lucerne. I’m just glad they’ll be an exhibition pair and we don’t have to actually race them.”
Kate hummed in a reassuring way and patted Carter’s shoulder. “I’m sure you and Erica will do great,” she said as she dragged her fingertips along the length of Carter’s arm to give her wrist a gentle squeeze.
Carter’s pulse jumped at the casual contact, and she smiled, making no attempt to hide just how much she liked the touch as she swayed into Kate in a bid to prolong the contact. The air between them crackled with electricity as Kate’s pinky curled to caress her wrist. But before either of them could do anything about it, a car horn blared, shattering the moment.
“Fuck,” she hissed under her breath.
Kate’s voice was decidedly rough as she husked a soft, “I’ll say.” She licked her lips, and with a deep breath, looked away. She gestured toward the sign emblazoned with a calligraphy-styled Y up ahead. “Looks like it’s your lucky day. There’s room at that bike rack by the restaurant.”
With Jeremy’s voice in her ear telling her to stop being a coward, Carter ventured, “Pretty sure it was my lucky day the minute you agreed to come to lunch with me.” She watched, enraptured by the way Kate’s lips fell open in surprise before the lightest blush colored her cheeks. 
“Carter…” Kate murmured.
Heart in her throat, Carter asked, “Too much?”
Kate’s eyes danced over Carter’s face. “No,” she confessed softly. A small, shy smile tilted her lips. 
“Yeah?” Carter’s stomach fluttered at the way Kate’s throat bobbed as she nodded. “Okay.” She smiled. They were really doing this. “Cool.” Her smile widened into a full-blown grin. “So, does this mean that I’ll finally be able to get you to come out for another row with me?”
Kate huffed a laugh, the question clearly catching her by surprise. “When did you have in mind?”
Carter inclined her head hopefully. “Sunday?”
Kate bit her lip as her eyes dipped to Carter’s mouth, and it slipped slowly free as she dragged her gaze higher. There was a brightness in her eyes that stole the breath from Carter’s lungs, but that brightness had nothing on the warmth that slipped into Kate’s voice as she silkily murmured, “Sunday sounds great.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“So, Ms. Let’s-go-up-to-Arsenal-Bridge—are you ready to head back? Or do you want to push on to CRI or something?”
Kate gathered her oars in her right hand and turned to look at Carter over her left shoulder. The weather on the river was chilly, with cloudy skies and temperatures hovering in the low fifties, and while part of her mourned the loss of Carter’s tanks that showed off her shoulders and arms, she had to admit that the way those muscles filled out a long-sleeved compression tee was incredibly alluring. 
She’d been thrown a few days before outside the restaurant when, after she’d admitted that she enjoyed Carter’s flirting, Carter had asked her to go for a row. Not that she’d had any real idea of what she expected to happen next, but it hadn’t been a morning on the river. Dinner? Sure. Or maybe meeting for coffee or a drink. But what basically amounted to a grownup playdate hadn’t been anywhere on her radar. 
It was good, though. Genius, even. 
She’d been so nervous about what to expect now that she and Carter were on their way to becoming a thing that she’d barely slept the night before. It’d been a lifetime since she’d last cared—genuinely, truly cared—about how a date went, and she’d been terrified that the easy conversation and banter that had marked their time together would be replaced by something stiff and uncomfortable. But except for the blush that’d colored Carter’s cheeks when she touched her hand as she slipped past her into the boathouse, the morning had been blissfully, perfectly normal. Whether it was because they had a task to accomplish, or simply that she genuinely enjoyed being on the water and mastering something new, the row had been fun, and she’d found herself smiling through most of it.
“Why? Are you tired?” Kate teased.
“Me?” Carter moved to half-slide to pin her oars between her knees and her body as she reached for the zipper of her lightweight, long-sleeved training shirt. The cadet collar flared open as Carter tugged the zipper all the way open, exposing the elegant curve of her neck and the enticing hollow at the base of her throat.
Despite the clouds, they both wore sunglasses to combat the glare, and Kate was glad for the cover they provided as her gaze dipped to appreciate the view. It should be illegal look good in high-vis yellow, but Carter pulled it off with such aplomb that it was all she could do to keep her hands to herself.
Carter, unaware of the effect she was having, glanced at her watch as she grabbed her water bottle from the well behind her foot stretcher. “I mean, I dunno what the rest of your day looks like, but it’s only ten thirty.” She waved the water bottle toward the curve in the river behind her. “And I’ve got another week and a half of high-volume work before I start to taper for Charles, so I can push as far upstream as you want.”
It was a tempting offer. Not because Kate was particularly inclined to row until she couldn’t move, but because she was loathe to sacrifice even a moment she might have with Carter. Unfortunately, she did have other plans for the day, and she sighed with no small amount of regret as she shook her head. “I probably should be heading back soon. Maddie has a birthday party this afternoon, and I’ll need to shower before I drop her off.”
For the briefest moment, Kate could have sworn Carter’s lower lip jutted with the slightest hint of a pout, but that glimpse was quickly replaced by a kind, understanding smile. 
“You got it, boss.” Carter dropped her water bottle back into the shell. “Just leave your blades feathered on the water, and I’ll turn us around,” she instructed as she began rowing arms-only, alternating squaring and feathering her blades as she pushed away with her left and pulled with her right to spin the double in a tight circle. 
Kate’s fingers twitched with the urge to reach out and trace the hypnotic flex of Carter’s forearms as she rowed. Unbidden, an image of those arms framing her head as Carter hovered over her flashed across her mind, and she bit her lip to stifle a groan.
A slow, pleased smile tipped Carter’s lips. “See something you like?”
The combined effect of Carter’s flirtatious tone and the warmth of her smile drew the truth from Kate’s lips. “Very much.” She laughed when Carter, clearly surprised by her answer, caught a crab—the blade of her port oar getting stuck under the water at the finish and consequently jamming the handle into her stomach. “Sorry.”
“Yeah, not really buying that,” Carter grumbled, her cheeks pinking prettily as she corrected her mistake.
Kate hummed and twisted a bit more in her seat to run a light hand over Carter’s calf. “You’re right.” She dragged her fingers over the line of Carter’s Achilles and delighted at the way Carter visibly shivered in response. “I enjoy looking at you.”
Carter’s throat bobbed. “Kate…”
Kate’s stomach clenched at the delicious husk in Carter’s voice, and she gave her ankle a light squeeze as she hummed, “Yes?”
Carter pinned her oars in her left hand and slid forward until her shins were perpendicular to the water, the boat rocking lightly as she reached out to tenderly cradle Kate’s jaw. She inclined her head, and Kate stared, transfixed by the way Carter’s tongue peeked out to wet her lips as she leaned closer.
The air around them grew heated as they lingered in each other’s space, breaths crashing in ragged waves between their parted lips. Time slowed as anticipation built, and Kate’s breath caught with a quiet, plaintive sound as she lifted her chin beseechingly when it became too much. 
Her heart fluttered into her throat as Carter’s fingertips curled against the hinge of her jaw to urge her closer, and then it stopped beating altogether at the first hesitant brush of Carter’s lips over her own. She whimpered and traded her hold on Carter’s ankle for her elbow as she chased after her lips. Her head spun at the sound of Carter’s breath catching as her fingers flexed against her jaw, and then the world fell away as Carter’s lips, so soft and warm, wrapped fully around her own. The kiss was slow and sweet, almost tentative, and she sighed as it was immediately followed by another that was breathtakingly tender. And then another. And then three more, as neither of them were willing to surrender the moment just yet. 
Kate blinked her eyes open when Carter pulled back to draw a ragged breath, and smiled at the dazed look on Carter’s face as they lingered in the intimate bubble that surrounded them. She stroked Carter’s arm and nuzzled her cheek as she murmured, “That was so good.”
Carter drew a sharp breath as her fingers flexed against Kate’s jaw, urging her closer. “It’s fucking perfect,” she rasped as she dove back in for more.
Kate moaned as Carter’s mouth slanted over her own, and her eyes rolled back in her head at the first heavenly brush of Carter’s tongue against her own. An exquisite heat bloomed low in her belly as their kisses gathered momentum like a stone rolling down a hill, the initial short, deft strokes melting and lengthening into bold, toe-curling swirls that stole the air from her lungs. Carter kissed with such brazen confidence that it was overwhelming in the best possible way, and she clung to her as she met and matched the tenor and tempo of her kisses with such abandon that her head spun. She felt overcome and distinctly unbalanced as she melted into Carter—wanting, needing, desperate for more—and blinked in confusion when the boat rocked and Carter broke away with a sound that was a cross between a laugh and groan.
“We nearly flipped.” Carter smiled sheepishly. She dragged her thumb lightly over Kate’s lips and leaned forward to steal another kiss. “God, I’ve been wanting to do that since the day I met you,” she whispered as she pulled away.
Kate briefly caught Carter’s hand and pressed a quick kiss to her knuckles. “I’ve been resisting doing that since I first met you.”
Carter hummed low in the back of her throat as she inclined her head. “Why?” 
“Because you’re so young, and… And I’m not.” Kate shoved her sunglasses up onto her head. For as much as she wished their ages weren’t an issue, they were, and this was a conversation that deserved full transparency. “I mean, you’re closer in age to Maddie than you are to me. I have grad students older than you, for fuck’s sake.”
“Kate…” Carter sighed. She pushed her sunglasses up, too, and her eyes were soft and imploring. “I honestly don’t care that we’re not the same age. You’re funny, smart, and confident, and if that comes with a certain age it’s not a big deal to me. Unless…” Her voice trailed off, and Kate’s stomach twisted at the way Carter worried her lower lip. “I mean,” Carter began again, her voice trembling ever so slightly with uncertainty, “do you have a problem with mine? Do you think I’m too young, or that we’re not a good match because I’m just a rower and haven’t accomplished as much?” 
Kate reached out and caught her wrist. “Carter,” she said in all seriousness, “You are so much more than ‘just’ anything. I think you’re magnificent. And, as for accomplishments? You’re an Olympic medalist. That’s pretty much the pinnacle of human achievement and statistically rarer than anything I’ve done.”
“Then why shouldn’t we see where this goes?” Carter asked softly, running her thumb over the hand that still encircled her wrist. “I’m not one of your students, and there’s no chance I’ll ever be. There’s no ethical dilemma here.” 
Kate smiled softly, surprised and touched by Carter’s argument. “You’ve really given this some thought, haven’t you?”
Carter nodded, her expression earnest as she replied, “Yeah. I have.” 
“Why?” Kate couldn’t resist asking.
“Because it matters to you.” 
“And Maddie?” Kate hated raining over what had been a beautiful moment, but it was important Carter understood that, if they did this, if they really and truly pursued this, there were three lives that would be impacted by it. “I have a daughter.” 
“I know.” Carter turned her hand in Kate’s to play with Kate’s fingers. A grin tugged at her lips as she reminded her, “I actually got to know her before I met you, if you remember.”
Hope flickered in Kate’s chest. Maybe they could actually make this work. “I’m just making sure you realize what you’re getting into. Because Maddie will always be my priority, and it’s not just—”
Carter’s expression turned serious. “I know, Kate. And it doesn’t scare me. Maddie’s a great kid. We got on well during camp, and I’m more than willing to follow your lead when it comes to her. I just…” Her dipped to where she was lightly dragging the backs of her nails along the length of Kate’s fingers. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”
Kate sucked in a sharp breath. She couldn’t stop thinking about Carter either, but they were at such wildly different places in their lives. Could this work? What would happen when the world weighed-in on their relationship and Carter realized that she could do so much better than a middle-aged mother of a teenager? “Carter…”
“Please.” Carter’s fingers stilled as she looked up at her through her lashes. “Can’t we just try?”
Kate’s heart squeezed at the hope that shone in Carter’s eyes. It should be illegal for anyone to be so guileless and tempting at the same time. There were a million reasons why she should nip this thing in the bud but, in the end, it was the leaden feeling that settled in her stomach at the idea of pushing Carter away that overruled them all. “Okay,” she whispered. “Let’s try.”
Carter positively beamed at her. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Kate reached out to brush her fingers over Carter’s cheek. “But…” Her heart squeezed at the way Carter’s expression fell by a fraction at the word, and she hastened to add, “I’d prefer not to tell Maddie anything until we have a better idea how this is going to work.” She lightly caressed the plump curve of Carter’s lower lip as Carter inclined her head understandingly. “I mean, she idolizes you already, and—”
The boat tilted dangerously as Carter surged forward to interrupt her with a kiss that was slow and deep and breathtakingly perfect. A happy sound rumbled in Carter’s throat when she eventually pulled away, and she nuzzled her cheek as she promised, “We can take this at whatever pace you want.” Carter kissed her again softly. “I just want the chance to get to know you.”
Kate hummed as Carter’s lips glided over her own once more. This was, without a doubt, the most reckless thing she’d ever done, but Carter was like a drug, and she was well on her way to becoming addicted to her. “I want to know you better, too.”
“Lucky me.” Carter pecked her lips before, with a heavy sigh, she straightened and pressed away to quarter slide, giving her legs a break from the compacted position she’d been holding. “I should probably warn you, though, that, with coaching and everything else, I probably won’t have much time to do more than grab a quick lunch or something until after the regatta.”
Kate smiled. “Consider me duly warned.” She tapped Carter’s foot. “But for as much as I’d love to keep kissing you”—she smiled at the way Carter’s eyes dipped to her lips—“we really should start heading back so I can get Maddie to her party.”
Carter’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath. For a moment, she looked like she was going to lean in for another kiss, and Kate was quietly disappointed when she didn’t. 
“Okay.” Carter winked and pulled her sunglasses back into place. “Then I really need you to turn around. Because now that I know what it’s like to kiss you, I kinda don’t want to stop, and you are incredibly tempting right now.”
A pleased flush warmed Kate’s cheeks at Carter’s blatant flirting. She cleared her throat as she followed Carter’s lead and put her sunglasses back on. “Carter…”
Carter smirked, clearly delighted by Kate’s flustered reaction. “Yes?”
If they weren’t in a small, tippy boat and she didn’t have somewhere else to be, Kate would have grabbed Carter by the collar and kissed that unfairly sexy smirk off her face. But they were, and she did, so she just shook her head and turned to face the stern. “Shut up and row.” 
Carter snorted. “Fine. Just lemme finish getting us turned around, and then we can get moving.”
Kate wiggled her fingers on her oar handles and nodded. She made sure to keep her blades feathered on the water for balance as Carter resumed their spin, and rocked carefully from side to side to line her sitz bones up with the little divots in her seat. She sat up straighter when the boat stilled.
“Okay, we’re good to head back when you’re ready,” Carter announced. “You wanna call it?”
Because her oar handles were between her knees and her chest and trying to get to the catch from this position would be a disaster, Kate asked, “From the finish?”
“Sure.”
Kate slowly pressed her knees down until her legs were extended in front of her and her arms were pulled into her ribs just below her sternum. She tightened her core as the movement made the boat bobble, and took a deep breath to steady herself.. “And, row,” she called as she tapped her oar handles down to lift her blades from the water as she recovered up the slide. She began to square her blades as her hands passed her knees, and grit her teeth as she reached the catch and let her blades dip into the water.
The first stroke was always the heaviest, as the boat was being picked up from a stop, and she loosened her jaw as her shoulders swung into bow and she tapped down to pop her blades free. The second stroke was easier, the third even easier than that, and they’d found their rhythm by the time they reached Northeastern’s boathouse. The river wasn’t running terribly fast, but it was easier to row with the current than against it, even if it did make the boat feel a little unstable, and she relaxed into her stroke as they moved together.
She focused on bracing her core and hanging her arms off her oars on each drive like Carter had suggested earlier to let her lats and glutes take the pressure of the catch and her legs carry the bulk of the work. As she got used to the movement, she found that she was expending less effort on each stroke. She smiled at Carter’s softly approving, “There it is,” when she strung together a handful of good strokes in a row. 
Emboldened by her burgeoning competency, Kate asked, “What’s our rate?”
“Eighteen. Why?”
“Can we try to maybe pick it up a bit? I want to see if I can do this at a higher rhythm.”
“We can do whatever you’re comfortable with, Kate. I’ll follow you,” Carter promised.
Kate nodded to signal she understood and, on her next stroke, let her hands flow away from her body a bit quicker, and glanced at her starboard oar as she squared her blades for the catch. 
“Nineteen,” Carter reported on their next stroke. And then, a handful of strokes later, “Twenty.”
It was only two beats, but the increase in speed those two extra strokes per minute gave them made it feel like they were actually rowing instead of just tapping their way downstream. “You okay to hold here for a few?” Kate called over her shoulder.
“As long as you want. Just make sure to focus on that tap-down so your blades are clear before you feather.”
“Right,” Kate muttered under her breath as, on her next stroke, she did as Carter had instructed. It was funny how even two beats could affect her timing, but she found that by making sure she got her shoulders into bow and pulled all the way into the finish before worrying about her tap-down, the increased pace was manageable.
More than that, it was fun. It was honestly all she could do to not laugh as they made their way back to Wolfe and, because they weren’t pressing hard, the twenty didn’t leave her any more winded than the eighteen had. She knew that twenty wasn’t a particularly trying rate, but after not having rowed this far in literal decades, it felt like a real accomplishment to hold it all the way back to the MU Bridge.
“In two, let’s weigh enough so I can check the traffic,” Carter called as they passed MU’s boathouse. “This is one… And two.”
Kate paused at the finish and squeezed her quads to press her legs into full extension as she extended her arms flowed away from her body with her blades off the water. They coasted for a moment, perfectly balanced, and she could hear the smile in Carter’s voice when she finally called, “And down.”
Kate sighed and let her blades fall to the water. The boat slowed, and she tightened her core as she braced against the slight tilt that signaled Carter’s turning to look over her shoulder at the water in front of their bow. A not-unpleasant ache was beginning to settle into her muscles. She pinned her oars in her left hand and wiped the sweat from her brow with her right forearm as she turned to look as well. 
“Okay, the coast is clear both ways,” Carter reported as she turned back around. She smiled when their gazes met, and tipped her head toward the boathouse. “We can head into dock without having to worry about traffic.”
“What do you need me to do?”
“Do you want to try to turn us?”
“Um—” Kate pulled a face. “What do I need to do?”
Some of her unease must have shown in her voice, because Carter chuckled. “You’re gonna back with port and row with starboard, but you’re going to keep your hands moving together the whole time—kind of like how pairs work together in an eight.” When Kate nodded to signal that she understood, Carter continued, “So you’ll feather your starboard blade when you’re backing with port, and then feather port when you’re rowing on starboard. Make sense?”
“Can I go slow?”
“As slow as you need,” Carter replied easily. “And if you get uncomfortable and want me to take over, or join in, just say the word. But you can do this.”
“I…” It was reassuring to know Carter thought so, but Kate wasn’t quite as sure. “Okay.” She sat at the finish with her starboard blade feathered and her port squared, and bit her lip as she pushed her hands away slowly. She paused with her hands extended to switch her blades, and her lip slipped free with her smile when she’d pulled her hands back into her stomach.
“Perfect,” Carter cheered.
Kate took a deep breath as she settled into the rhythm of turning the boat, and blinked in surprise when Carter called, “Okay, that’s good. Weigh enough there.” When Kate had feathered both her blades atop the water, Carter said, “Sit tight, and I’ll take us across.”
Kate brushed the few flyaway strands of hair that’d escaped her braid as she looked up and down the river as Carter rowed them steadily toward the Cambridge bank. “How’d I do turning us?”
“You kidding? You were great,” Carter said, her voice trailing off as the boat tipped ever so slightly to port. When Kate sat up straighter, Carter said, “Sorry, was just checking where we were in relation to the dock. You want to try spinning again, or do you want me to do it and just take us in?”
Kate rolled her shoulders and craned her head to look toward the dock that was only ten meters away. “I’m good letting you handle it.”
“You okay?” Carter asked, concern seeping into her tone.
“Fine,” Kate assured her. “Just tired.”
“Okay. Sit tight. I’ll take us home.”
Kate did her best to set the boat as Carter did the hard work of getting them home, and obediently pressed her left hand down when Carter called, “Starboard oar up to clear the dock.” She gathered her handles in her right hand and turned to grab the edge of the dock as they drifted into range.
“Nicely done,” Kate congratulated as they pulled themselves smoothly against the floating platform.
“You too,” Carter said. 
Kate was glad Carter couldn’t see the way her cheeks warmed at the praise. “Thanks.”
“Here, I’ll hold us steady so you can climb out first.”
Kate gathered her oars in her left hand before carefully placing her feet on the small strip of grip tape on the reinforced section of the hull her seat had been gliding over. She braced her right hand on the dock for balance as she stood, and held her breath as they both transferred to the dock.
The small smile they shared as they stood sent a pleasant ripple of electricity dancing down her spine, and it was all she could do to focus on the task at hand instead of pulling Carter close and tasting that beautiful smile for herself.
She was somewhat heartened by the way Carter’s lips twitched in a way that suggested she was having a similar problem.
Once their oars were freed from their oarlocks and set aside and they’d put on their shoes, Carter cued them through lifting the boat out of the water and onto their shoulders, before they walked it up the ramp to the slings that were still laid out where they’d left them on the apron. 
“If you wanna start wiping the boat down, I’ll go grab the oars,” Carter said once the boat was resting guts-down in its slings so the hull could be dried off. “Do you remember where the towels are?”
Kate nodded and gestured toward the boathouse. “Little coat rack type stand just inside the doors.”
“Excellent.” Carter smiled. “I’ll be right back to help,” she added as she hustled off to retrieve their oars.
When Carter returned, they each grabbed one end of the boat and picked it up to spin it so it was upright in the slings.
“We weren’t throwing water around, so we really just need to make sure the slides are clean,” Carter said as she bunched up her little yellow rag and ran it along the length of the metal track her seat rolled on.
Kate did the same and, once they were done, they slipped little sections of cut-up pool noodles over the tops of the oarlocks to help keep them from damaging other boats when being moved in and out of the racks.
Carter hiked a thumb over her shoulder at the boat bay behind her. “Are you okay with helping me get this inside?”
“Of course.” Kate nodded. “But I have no idea where it goes.”
“No worries. I’ll take the stern and lead us in.”
Kate tucked the corner of the microfiber towel she’d been using into the waistband of her shorts as she moved to the bow of their double. “I can do that.”
Once Carter was in position, she glanced over her shoulder to make sure Kate was ready. A smile tipped her lips as she said, “Hands on.” Her smile widened as Kate obediently reached with her left hand for the far side of the bow deck, and she turned her attention back to what she was doing as she called, “To shoulders, and go. And walk her in.”
After being in the sun for the last couple of hours, the shadowed bay of the boathouse was particularly dark, and Kate mirrored Carter again as they shoved their sunglasses up onto their heads as they made their way deeper into the bay.
“And weigh enough here,” Carter said as she slowed to a stop. “You still doing okay?”
Kate nodded. The double was honestly disarmingly light considering how it’d supported both their weight. “Yep.”
“Sweet. This goes on the third rack”—Carter gestured to the empty rack on their right—“so, let’s go up and over heads, and then we’ll just carefully slide it in.”
“Sounds good.”
“Cool. On two. One.” Carter’s shoulders bunched. “And two.”
Kate held her breath as she pressed the boat up over her head, and then let it go slowly as she mimicked Carter’s movement to gently guide it onto the empty rack. Her stomach fluttered at the way Carter smiled at her after the boat was secure, and her heart skipped a beat as those dark, hypnotizing eyes dipped down to her lips as Carter sidled closer. 
“There we go,” Carter murmured. Her gaze flickered over Kate’s face as she ran a hand down her arm, and her smile turned shy as she threaded their fingers together. “Is this okay?”
Kate’s heart lodged itself in her throat as Carter eased even closer, close enough that she could feel her breath on her lips. She lifted her chin invitingly and hummed, “Yes.”
Her eyes fluttered shut as Carter’s free hand lifted to cradle her jaw like she had back on the river, but this time Kate didn’t have a narrow, tippy shell working against her, and she sighed as she tugged Carter closer to mirror the touch. She didn’t miss the shiver that rippled through Carter as her fingertips ghosted over her cheek, and the low, tremulous sound that caught in Carter’s throat as she claimed her lips in a slow, searing kiss that sent a similar tremor down her own spine.
Kate moaned as Carter wrapped their hands behind her back as she angled her head to deepen the kiss. The kiss was pure indulgence with soft sighs and slowly stroking tongues, and when Carter tugged her hand free to grab at her hip as she pressed closer, Kate took advantage of the freedom to loop her arms around Carter’s neck and draw her down into her as she angled her head to deepen their kiss. 
The kiss was even better than the ones they’d shared on the river because she could feel the heavenly press of Carter’s body against her own as they moved together, searching for a way to get even closer than they already were. They were both breathing hard by the time they broke apart, and Kate sighed as she nuzzled Carter’s cheek. “You really are unfairly good at that.”
Carter’s hand swept lightly over Kate’s back as she murmured, “You are, too.” She tightened her hold on Kate’s waist and kissed her again softly. “Can I call you later?”
“After all this? You better.”
Carter’s arms relaxed to hold Kate in a gentle embrace. “I just— I promised you that I’d go as slow as you wanted. I want to make sure I’m doing it right.”
Kate arched a brow and pressed her hips into Carter’s. “Kissing me senseless in a boat bay where anyone could walk in on us is slow?” The blush that colored Carter’s cheeks as she averted her gaze was adorable, and Kate smiled as she tucked a finger under her chin to lift her eyes. “I’m kidding.”
“Still…”
Kate caressed Carter’s lip with the pad of her thumb. “I will tell you if I’m ever uncomfortable, okay?” When Carter nodded, she continued, “I just want some time to see if this”—she kissed her again—“is going to work before we tell Maddie.” She nuzzled Carter’s cheek. “And now that I’ve finally gotten to kiss you, I will seriously cry if you decide to stop.”
Carter kissed her softly. “Like this, you mean?”
“Exactly like that,” Kate hummed, lifting her chin and capturing Carter’s lips in a slow, sweet kiss. She toyed with the short hairs at the nape of Carter’s neck as she pulled away, and when she blinked her eyes open, her heart fluttered at the happiness shining in Carter’s beautiful brown eyes. “Call me.”
Carter’s fingers flexed against her sides as she nodded. “Okay.”
Kate rewarded her with another kiss. “Lunch this week?”
“Lunch this week,” Carter confirmed. She dragged her thumbs over Kate’s hips as she amended hopefully, “At least once.”
“I look forward to it,” Kate whispered, the words lost beneath Carter’s smile as soft, eager lips captured her own.



 
 

 
 
 
 
With the Head of the Charles Regatta set to begin the next day, the river was flush with competitors getting in some last-minute practice on the notoriously demanding course. Carter tugged a black MU Rowing quarter zip over the neon training shirt she’d worn for her final practice session with Erica, and pulled her right arm across her chest in a gentle stretch as she strode down the apron to where Erica was watching the boats passing through the start buoy and heading out on the course. 
“Everything cool?” Erica asked when Carter stopped beside her.
“Yep.” Carter let her arm fall and flashed a wry, determined smile at Erica as she inclined her head toward the basin. “You ready for this?”
Erica’s answering grin was mildly feral, and Carter was reminded once again about why she’d had such a successful coxing career. If the person on the mic had that level of ass-kicking swagger and was yelling at the boat to push harder, every seat poured their fucking heart into their legs to do it. “Absolutely. You?”
“Hell yeah.” Carter lifted her left fist for Erica to knock. “We’re gonna kick some serious ass this weekend.”
Behind them, there was a sudden swell of voices, and Carter resisted the urge to turn to see what the source of it all was. There were two boats of alumni that would also be racing on Saturday, and the eighteen former Greyhounds who’d be powering the boats had descended on the boathouse with a frenetic amount of energy at the beginning of the week, eager to prepare. 
She had coached a fair number of the women who’d come back to Boston for the weekend, and so, when they came to her office yesterday afternoon asking for help, she’d agreed to take on the role of coach for the alumnae eight on top of her standard coaching duties and personal training regimen. Before this week, she’d been running herself ragged, but the extra responsibilities of the alumnae eight took her already packed schedule from busy to absurd.
Which, in years past, would have been fine—tiring, but not really a big deal. But her schedule and Kate’s had only aligned three times for them to meet for lunch over the last two and a half weeks, and while she knew that helping the alums was the right thing to do, she hated that she’d had to cancel today’s lunch date with Kate to be able to fit them in. Not just because they’d planned to meet at Camila’s, her favorite sandwich shop in all of Boston, and she’d been craving a pulled chicken and avocado panini, but because she’d been craving Kate’s company even more. They hadn’t shared a proper kiss since that morning here in the boathouse, but she’d already become addicted to the feeling of Kate’s fingers brushing lightly over her own as they walked or talked, and the way Kate’s arms slid so naturally over her shoulders whenever she pulled her in for a quick hug hello or goodbye. 
And the chaste kiss that was brushed over her cheek in the moments when those too-brief embraces ended? 
Intoxicating.
As if sensing the direction of her thoughts, Erica asked, “So, how’s your professor?”
“She’s…” Carter shrugged, trying to play it cool, though she couldn’t stop the same, dopey smile that always bowed her lips whenever thoughts of Kate. She’d meant it when she told Kate she’d take things as slow as she needed and had planned to keep things to herself until they’d found some kind of a stride. But she’d been unable to keep from grinning whenever Erica mentioned Kate’s name, and thus the cat had escaped its proverbial bag. With Erica, at least. For some reason, she was better at playing it cool with the rest of the world. “Good.”
“And you are as eloquent as ever,” Erica teased. “God, you’ve got it so bad already. It’s adorable. You gonna see her before the regatta?”
Carter lifted a shoulder in a small, half-shrug. “Only if I can find a way to sneak over to her side of campus tomorrow for lunch or something.” She sighed. “How is it that Charles prep takes me by surprise every goddamn year?”
“Shit, I wish I knew,” Erica grumbled. “We’re putting our girls through their final reps this afternoon, and then tomorrow will be recovery erg sessions and race prep, and—”
“Yeah. Same here. And I have the alumnae eight on top of all of that.”
Erica sniggered. “You’re such a sucker.” When Carter rolled her eyes and inclined her head in a yeah, I know type of way, she clapped her on the shoulder and turned toward the open doors of the boathouse. “C’mon, Burke. Let’s get out of here.”
Carter bit her lip as a trio of singles with the blue and white striped blades of Riverside Boat Club and a coach’s launch pulled up to the beginning of the chute that funneled boats to the start buoy, and sighed as she, too, turned her back to the course to head inside. 
The loud, distinctive thrum of erg fans spinning in sync grew louder as they climbed, and Carter arched a brow in surprise when Ali Raby, the openweight assistant coach, pointed at her when they reached the main floor. “Oi, Burke,” she called, her distinctive Kiwi twang carrying easily over the ergs. She tugged at the end of her long, blonde ponytail as she continued, “Was just coming to find you. You have a visitor.”
Carter’s brow pinched. She wasn’t necessarily surprised by the news—the boathouse really had become a revolving door of visitors over the last few days with alumni flying in for the regatta—but the alumnae eight wasn’t scheduled to hit the water until four o’clock that afternoon. “Where are they?”
Ali’s blue eyes crinkled with her smile as she hiked a thumb over her shoulder. “Upstairs. Didn’t know if you’d want me to let her into your office, so she’s waiting in the team room.” She added, “Didn’t get her name, but she had a bag of food and said that she was meeting you for lunch?”
Carter’s heart soared. “Is she a tall blonde?”
Ali’s grin widened as she confirmed, “Yep. A real stunner.”
“Kate. Her name’s Kate,” Carter shared as a fluttery feeling erupted in her chest.
“And on that note,” Erica sniggered, “I’ll see myself out. I’ll text you tomorrow to nail down the plan for Saturday.” 
Carter nodded. “Sounds good. Thanks.”
Erica waggled her eyebrows and slapped Carter on the ass. “Now go enjoy your lunch.” She traded knuckles with Ali as she passed with a light, “Catch ya later, Rabs.”
“Yep. Go train up your crew, Ruiz,” Ali quipped. “We’re gonna mop the floor with ya come Sunday.”
Carter smiled when Erica just cackled and flipped Ali off over her shoulder before disappearing from view. When Ali’s attention shifted back to her, she said, “If you don’t beat her, you know that you’re never going to hear the end of it, right?”
Ali shrugged. “I’m not worried. What time are you doing the cox prep?”
Carter checked her watch. “In about an hour and a half. Was going to do it tonight after practice, but then the alums wanted in, so I bumped it up because none of the kids had class and that’ll let me take the alum eight out during that time. They won’t have the best light, but it’s better than nothing.” 
Ali nodded. “Damn, mate. And I thought I had it bad. You gonna do it in the team room?”
“Yeah.” Carter nodded. “Can’t fit all of them in my office, so…”
“Fair,” Ali chuckled. “Thanks for taking that over, by the way. Coxing is really not my forte, and I’d hate to muck up their instructions.”
“Seriously not a problem,” Carter assured her. Between racing Charles a dozen times over the years and coaching, she knew all the tricks of navigating the course.
Ali winked. “Well, I’ll let you enjoy your lunch then. It’s poor form to keep a lady waiting, y’know.”
“And yet, you keep talking,” Carter joked as she made for the stairs to the upper floor.
Ali snorted and threw her a little wave. “See you in a bit.”
Carter ruffled her fingers through her hair as she took the stairs two at a time. She tugged at the hem of her quarter-zip as she strode into the team room—if she didn’t have time to shower and change, the least she could do was try to look as put together as she could manage after a morning on the water. The team room was at the end of the hall, past the coaches’ offices, with windows on two sides that provided a breathtaking view of the Charles, and she couldn’t contain her smile when she saw Kate standing in front of them, looking out over the river.
Absolutely stunning. As Carter’s gaze fell to appreciate the delicious fit of Kate’s tailored slacks, she lamented the fact that, in her leggings and fleece, she was severely underdressed in comparison. But all those thoughts disappeared when Kate turned to her with a smile so bright that it stole the air from her lungs.
“Hey.” Kate gestured to the paper bag stamped with the Camila’s sandwich shop logo and two large paper cups sat on the middle of the long table that anchored the room. “Your text said that you didn’t have time to leave for lunch, so I thought I’d bring lunch to you.” She inclined her head, a shadow of doubt creeping into her voice as she added, “I hope that’s okay.”
“It’s perfect,” Carter assured her. Her heart squeezed at the way Kate’s expression lightened. “Would you maybe want to eat in my office?” She gestured over her shoulder. “It’s not much, but—”
“Sounds great.” Kate grabbed the bag of sandwiches. “Could you maybe grab the drinks? I got you a lemonade, since you’d been raving about how great theirs is.”
“Oh my god, you’re my favorite person in the whole world,” Carter said, delighting in the way Kate giggled at her enthusiasm. Once she had the cups in hand, she lifted the one in her right hand toward the door. “This way. I’m the second one on the right, here.” She realized the error of her ways the minute she stopped in front of her locked office door. “Could you maybe…” She held a cup out toward Kate.
“Oh. Sure.”
Once Carter had a hand free, she dug the lanyard with her office key from the side pocket of her leggings and unlocked the door. She shoved it open and stepped aside with a little wave. “After you. We can just use my desk as a table.”
“Okay…” Kate’s voice trailed off as she looked at Carter’s cluttered desk. “Do you want to move any of this stuff?”
Carter grimaced. “Yeah, just gimme a sec.” She set the cup she was holding on the corner of the desk and began hurriedly stacking the rogue papers that littered the desk onto her laptop. Once she’d gathered everything, she picked it up and turned to look for somewhere to put it. Her office had the same killer view as the team room but was barely larger than a modest walk-in closet, which meant that it was just big enough for a desk and two visitor’s chairs. Thankfully, with everything being digital anymore, the file drawer of her desk went unused, and she shot a sheepish smile at Kate as she used the toe of her shoe to pull it open. “Sorry, wasn’t expecting company,” she apologized as she set everything in the drawer and slid it shut.
Kate’s eyes sparkled as she set the things she was carrying on the newly cleared desk. “If it makes you feel better, I’m not entirely sure I can see the top of the desk in my office at all.”
“That does make me feel better,” Carter confessed as she ducked back to close the door. Usually, she kept her office neat, but with everything going on this week, tidying up had fallen by the wayside. She sighed with relief as the dissonant hum of activity from downstairs was instantly muted, and her stomach fluttered when she turned to find Kate looking at her with soft eyes and a smile so sweet that she longed to taste it. She licked her lips, suddenly painfully aware that this was the first time they’d been alone since their row two and a half weeks ago, and took a couple of short steps to stand in front of Kate. Carter’s eyes danced over Kate’s face as she lifted a hand to gently caress her jaw. “I’m so glad you’re here.”
Kate’s eyes fluttered as she leaned into the touch. “Me too.”
“Kate…” Carter dragged her thumb over the corner of Kate’s mouth. She watched, utterly hypnotized by the way Kate’s tongue slipped out to wet her lips, and her heart lodged itself in her throat as Kate’s hands curved around her hips.
A low hum rumbled in Kate’s throat as she drew Carter in closer, her eyes drifting shut as she lifted her chin invitingly. “Kiss me.”
Carter’s stomach flipped at Kate’s quiet plea, and she groaned as she closed what distance separated them. Her heart leapt as Kate’s lips wrapped around her own, sucking lightly, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Kate’s mouth slanted over hers to deepen the connection. She lifted her free hand to tangle her fingers in Kate’s hair as Kate’s tongue swept boldly around hers, and eagerly matched the tenor of Kate’s kisses that were deep and hungry and nothing short of devastating. It was like they were both trying to make up for two weeks of lingering looks and chaste kisses on cheeks, and her head spun as the hands on her hips tightened to urge her closer. 
“God, Kate,” Carter breathed when Kate broke away.
“Sorry, I didn’t—”
Carter flexed her fingers in Kate’s hair and silenced her with another searing kiss. She knew this wasn’t really the place for them to lose control, but it’d been two fucking weeks and they were in her office with the door closed, and goddamn it, they deserved this. There was no silencing the moan that bubbled in her throat when Kate’s hands slid over her hips and strong fingers dug into her ass as Kate arched into her with a whimper that was so wanton that Carter’s knees threatened to buckle at the sound of it.
Carter licked her way deeper into Kate’s mouth, using the pressure of the kiss to urge Kate backward until she’d pinned her against the wall. The taste of Kate’s groan when she pressed against her was delicious, and she echoed the sound as she let Kate’s hands lead her hips into a languid, heavy grind. Heat bloomed low in her belly as their kisses lengthened and slowed, mirroring the rocking of their hips, and she gasped a broken, “Fuck,” when the need for a proper breath forced her to pull away. 
Kate drew a ragged breath as she leaned her head back against the wall. “God, please.” A slow, playful smile tugged at her lips as she blinked her eyes open, and Carter was struck by how dark they’d become. “If that’s the thanks I get for bringing you a sandwich, I may start bringing you lunch every day.”
Carter groaned and dropped her forehead to Kate’s. “Sorry.”
“Mm, don’t be,” Kate murmured. She smoothed her hands over Carter’s hips. “That was…” She sighed. “Incredible.”
“It really was.” Carter kissed her again softly. “And, for the record,” she added, nuzzling Kate’s cheek, “I’m not at all opposed to more lunches like this.”
Kate arched a brow and reached back to give Carter’s behind a quick squeeze. “Like that, you mean?” Her eyes crinkled with amusement as she pulled her hand away. “Or actual lunch?”
“Both?” Carter winked at Kate as she pulled away and kissed the tip of her nose. “Both sounds good.”
“Right,” Kate chuckled. “I’ll take that under advisement.”
“Mm, please do.” Carter traced the curve of Kate’s cheek with the backs of her fingers, a gentle ache settling in her chest as she watched Kate’s eyelids flutter beneath her touch. “You are so beautiful.” Her heart skipped a beat at the way Kate’s cheeks pinked at the compliment, and she dragged her thumb over the pillow of her lips. “Can I take you out next weekend?”
Kate nodded. “I’d like that.”
“Good.” Carter dipped her head to kiss Kate softly. “Me too.” She stole one last quick kiss before taking a step back and half-turning toward her desk. “Lunch?”
“I mean, if we must…” Kate drawled, her eyes dancing playfully.
“Kate…” Carter chuckled. 
“Hmm?” Kate hummed as she slipped past Carter to start pulling their sandwiches from the bag on the desk.
Carter bit her lip as her eyes slid over Kate’s body. “Nothing.” She grabbed the back of the chair nearest the door and turned it so she could face Kate as she ate. She nodded her thanks when Kate set a paper takeaway container by her elbow. “So, what’d you get me?”
“That was the million-dollar question,” Kate admitted as she pulled her lunch toward the other chair. She crossed her legs and cracked open the lid on her takeaway container. “I wasn’t sure, so I got you the same thing I always get—the pulled chicken panini with avocado.”
No way… Carter opened the box Kate had given her, and cheered softly when she saw that Kate hadn’t been kidding. “Oh my god, just marry me now.”
“Wow.” Kate arched a brow. “Are you always so easily won over?”
“Pretty much,” Carter admitted as she took a gigantic bite of her sandwich. It was all she could do to not moan at the taste. The more time she spent in Boston, the closer this sandwich got to surmounting her beloved cheesesteak as her favorite food.
“For future reference, are there other foods that elicit this reaction?” Kate arched a brow as she took a much daintier bite of her own.
Carter hummed thoughtfully as she chewed. Once she’d swallowed, she shared, “Pasta anything, really.” She wiped at her mouth. “What about you?”
“Why, so you can order it next time we go out?” Kate teased.
Carter snorted. “For the record, I don’t order french toast when we meet for brunch because of you. I actually like it!”
“Tell that to Missy and Joan.” Kate rolled her eyes. “I swear, the shit I get from them about that…”
Carter made a grabby motion with her free hand. “Sure. Give me your phone.”
“No!” Kate laughed.
“But you wanted me to tell them!” Carter argued playfully.
“I was kidding!”
Carter smirked. “I’m totally telling them next time I see them.”
“Yeah, you do that,” Kate quipped, her expression saying quite clearly that she didn’t believe it would happen.
“I will.” Carter nudged Kate with her foot, and melted a little when Kate just rolled her eyes fondly. This was all so new, but there wasn’t one part of it that didn’t feel right. “Are you and Maddie going to watch any of the regatta?”
“Oh, yeah.” Kate set her sandwich down and reached for her drink. “She’s got a detailed itinerary of the races she needs to see.”
“Anything in particular?” Carter asked, a distracted note creeping into her voice as she focused on the way Kate’s lips wrapped around her straw.
“Mm.” Kate traded her drink for her sandwich. “Apparently we have to be on Eliot by two thirty on Saturday so we can be in place in time to watch someone”—she smirked and kicked at Carter’s foot—“finish her race.”
Carter blushed. “You’re kidding.”
“Not in the least.” Kate’s smirk gentled into a genuine smile. “We’re both really looking forward to watching you row.”
Carter’s blush deepened at the warmth in Kate’s tone. “Yeah?”
Kate’s lashes fluttered enticingly as she nodded. “Yes, Carter.”
“I…” Carter’s voice trailed off and she looked away, feeling suddenly shy. It was funny, really, how not even ten minutes ago she’d had Kate pinned against the wall and Kate’s hands had been on her ass, but it was Kate’s quiet reassurance that she was looking forward to watching her race that made this thing between them feel so much more real. She bit her lip and looked up at Kate. “I’ll try my best to make you proud,” she promised.
She’d never given anything short of her best possible effort in a race before, but as Kate smiled at her, she knew that she’d push herself to her ultimate limits to make sure she made it happen.



 
 

 
 
 
 
As was a yearly tradition, hundreds of thousands of people from around the world had descended on Boston for the weekend for the Head of the Charles. As the largest three-day regatta in the world, with thousands of crews competing in over fifty different events, the regatta was a spectacle of rowing at the highest levels with teams from around the globe coming to prove themselves on the notoriously difficult course.
Kate swore under her breath as the gap Maddie had found through the crowd that clogged the paths of Herter Park near the finish line disappeared, causing her to bump shoulders with a large gentleman in a purple University of Washington hoodie. The contact sent a small wave of beer cascading over the lip of his plastic glass and over his hand, and she offered him a chagrined look as she hastily apologized, “I’m so sorry.”
With her eyes firmly on the bridge up ahead, Maddie didn’t bother to look to see what had slowed her down; she just tugged at her hand with an aggrieved, “Come on, Mom!”
The gentleman Kate had bumped into just smiled and waved them along. “No worries.” The people crowding the dock at Cambridge Boat Club across the river let out a roar, and Maddie responded by tightening her grip on Kate’s hand and all but dragging her forward. As Kate stumbled to keep her feet under herself, the gentleman hollered cheerfully after them, “I hope whoever she’s in such a rush to watch has a good race!”
“Me too!” Kate called back as she sped her pace to keep up with her daughter. Good lord, when did she get so strong?! “Geez, Mads, slow down!”
“If we slow down, we’re gonna miss it!”
Kate couldn’t help but grin at Maddie’s enthusiasm and, with half an eye on the path in front of them, pulled her phone from the pocket of her windbreaker to check the time. Her eyes widened when she saw that she’d missed a text from Carter. “Carter’s division is literally just starting. We have like fifteen minutes until she’s even going to be close.”
Whatever gods look after children as they hurtle headlong through the world must have been looking out for Maddie, as the crowd in front of them parted, providing an unobstructed path to Eliot just as she turned around to declare, “I want to see how our eight finishes!”
Kate had been so focused on Carter’s race that she’d forgotten that the club eights went right before the champ doubles. She let go of Maddie’s hand and gestured toward the bridge so Maddie could run up to watch the end of her club’s race. “Go on. I’ll catch up.”
“Thanks, Mom!” Maddie yelled as she took off at a sprint.
Kate waved as her attention drifted back to her phone. She’d traded a few texts with Carter earlier that morning while Carter had been getting ready to head out to the boathouse, but hadn’t expected to hear from her again until after her race. She glanced around as she stepped off the path and opened the message, and smiled at the picture of Carter and Erica on the dock at Wolfe. 
They looked fit and strong and ready to conquer the course in their navy rowing trou and white compression shirts. Her stomach fluttered as her gaze lingered on Carter’s assured grin, remembering the way those soft, kissable lips had felt gliding over her own, and the exquisite way Carter’s body had molded to hers. When she’d showed up at the boathouse with lunch after Carter had been forced to cancel their date, it’d been with the hope that Carter wouldn’t mind the intrusion. Never in a million years could she have anticipated the way Carter had pulled her close and kissed her so thoroughly that, forty-eight hours later, she was still feeling delightfully off-balance from the sheer perfection of it all.
Not that she was complaining. Ever since they’d said goodbye, she’d found her thoughts drifting to the events in Carter’s office that afternoon. Even now, in the middle of a crowded park, her pulse picked up as she recalled the feeling of Carter’s lean, strong body pressed against her own and the way Carter’s hips had rocked forward, delivering the perfect amount of pressure as long fingers twisted in her hair, holding her in place as they traded deep, searing, absolutely breathtaking kisses. She’d never once considered doing something like that at work—and, granted, the boathouse wasn’t her office, but it was Carter’s, and so it wasn’t at all the place for them to have lost control like they had—but now that she had, her subconscious had grabbed onto the idea and begun crafting sinfully detailed dreams about all the other things they might do.
A roar from the spectators drew her attention back to the regatta. She bit her lip as she replied to the picture with a heart before she could talk herself into giving it a more neutral thumbs up instead, and pocketed the phone as she hustled to join Maddie on the bridge.
While the overwhelming majority of crashes on the course happened around the hairy, ninety-degree turn at Weeks Bridge, Eliot overlooked the tail-end of a long, sweeping curve that ended in a sharp turn to port that rowers had dubbed ‘Dead Man’s Curve’ due to its tricky nature. 
Though the bridge was packed, Kate had no trouble locating her daughter amongst the crowd. Her heart swelled as she watched Maddie waving and shouting to the boats passing by, her face alight with pure, unadulterated joy. 
“So, how’d CBC do?” Kate asked as she wedged herself into a gap to Maddie’s left.
“Good.” The breeze sent Maddie’s hair into her face, and she smiled as she brushed it aside. “They looked strong. No idea how they’ll end in the standings, though.” She took a deep breath as her gaze drifted back to the course. “I think I’m going to try to make one of the junior boats for Charles next year.”
Kate arched a brow. Racing Charles was a daunting endeavor, and it spoke to Maddie’s commitment and love for the sport that she was even considering it. She bumped Maddie with her elbow as she leaned against the railing. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” 
Maddie chewed her lip thoughtfully for a moment before letting it sleep free. “Do you think Carter would maybe give me some tips?”
“I—” Kate’s heart lodged itself in her throat. Did Maddie know? There was no way Maddie could possibly know. She cleared her throat and affected what she hoped passed as a neutrally curious expression. “Why Carter?”
Maddie rolled her eyes. “Because she’s the only Olympian we know?”
“Technically, not true,” Kate couldn’t resist pointing out. “Her friend Erica coxed the men’s eight, remember?”
“Mooom,” Maddie whined. “You know what I mean!”
It was clear from Maddie’s reaction that she wasn’t clued into her burgeoning relationship with Carter, and Kate couldn’t resist poking at her a bit. “Oh? What’s that?”
“Oh my god. She’s taken you rowing how many times? And you don’t even like it!”
“Twice. And that’s not true,” Kate corrected. “I’ve never disliked rowing.” It was the memories that were interwoven with the sport that she’d run away from, not the sport itself. A small smile quirked her lips as her thoughts drifted to the woman responsible for that change. “I’m just rediscovering my love for it.”
“Seriously?” Maddie asked, looking thoroughly unimpressed.
Kate arched a brow and schooled her expression into one of feigned apology. “Right. Sorry. Please continue.”
Maddie’s jaw flexed with frustration. “Can you please be serious!”
Not wanting to provoke her daughter into a mood, Kate replied, “I’m sure she’d have tons of ideas for how to train for the race. Next time you see her, you can ask.”
“Okay.” Maddie’s brow smoothed. “Cool.”
Around them, the crowd grew more animated, and Kate glanced downstream at the oncoming boat traffic. “Looks like the doubles are coming.”
“Already?” Maddie’s eyes widened as she spun to face downstream. “What was Carter’s bow number again?”
“Eight,” Kate answered. And then, thinking that Carter might like a picture of her and Erica from their race, she opened her camera as she waited for them to appear. Unlike a sprint race, where all the boats left the start line simultaneously, head races were time trials, where the only way to gauge your progress while on the course was to keep tabs on how many boats you passed on the way to the finish line. The more you passed, the better the odds of finishing atop the rankings once results were tallied.
“Do you know what kit they’re wearing?”
A small smile tugged at the corner of Kate’s lips as her mind instantly pulled up the picture Carter had sent. “Navy trou and white shirts. And they’re using an MU boat and oars.”
Maddie acknowledged the information with a thoroughly distracted, “Cool.”
Kate chuckled softly under her breath and fished her sunglasses from the crossbody pack she’d crammed their things into. She split her focus between Maddie, who had popped up onto the balls of her feet for a better look at the boats headed their way, the crowd around them, and the last of the eights working their way around the final turn. 
In what seemed like no time at all, Maddie was bouncing in place and shouting, “I see them! Here they come!”
Even though she’d been expecting the announcement, Kate’s heart still leapt at her daughter’s words. She combed her free hand through her hair as she turned to focus on the strip of water beneath them, and then, when she realized what she was doing, rolled her eyes. Carter was going to be too focused on finishing the challenging head race to pay any attention to the spectators, and yet, here she was, unconsciously primping herself.
God, I’m being ridiculous, she thought as she double-checked that her camera was on the right setting and that the zoom was set to where she’d get a good picture of Carter rowing past. What was funny, though, now that she was aware of her actions, was how little she cared. 
Because, yes, she was being a little silly, but if it made her feel this alive, how could it be wrong?
Her pulse began to race with anticipation as she braced her elbows on the bridge railing to wait for Carter to appear, and her heart lodged itself in her throat when a familiar shock of caramel curls and a white visor glided into view.
She watched, entranced at the way Carter’s body compressed so smoothly into the catch, a distinct V of backsplash marking the moment her blades entered the water. From this angle, she had the perfect view of Carter’s deltoids and lats flexing at the catch and through the first part of the drive before her shoulders swung back toward the bow and her hands flowed into her body. Though Carter was wearing the wraparound Oakleys she favored whenever she was on the water, Kate still knew the exact moment Carter’s eyes found hers as she reached the finish of her stroke. After over two miles of racing, Carter should have been exhausted, but she didn’t look it as a breathtaking smile lit her face and she lifted her chin in greeting.
“GOOOOOO CARTER!” Maddie shouted as she bounded up and down beside her.
Kate snapped a picture of Carter and then, when Maddie shouted, “GOOOOOO CARTER AND ERICA!” managed to capture the moment when Erica also smiled and looked up at the sound of her name.
Though Kate couldn’t hear what Carter was saying over the cheering crowd and clanging cowbells, both she and Erica sat up that little bit straighter, and there was a noticeable bit of added effort to their next stroke. A half-dozen strokes later, they slipped past their nearest competitors, and Kate and Maddie cheered as they took the inside line into the final turn. 
After a morning spent looking forward to watching Carter race, it was over in the blink of an eye, and Kate bit her lip as she scrolled through the pictures she’d taken. Her heart fluttered into her throat as she stared at the shot she’d taken of Carter, but before her thoughts could drift too far, Maddie leaned in with a delighted, “Oh my god, that’s such a great picture!”
“Isn’t it?” Kate replied, her gaze lingering on the defined bulge of Carter’s quads before focusing on the smile that bowed Carter’s lips. She was struck with a nearly overpowering urge to find Carter after she finished her race to kiss those lips and tell her how proud she was of her. Her imagination picked up the idea and spun it into a scene fit for a RomCom, complete with Carter picking her up and spinning her around with a triumphant whoop as they kissed and kissed and kissed, heedless of anyone and everyone who might be watching.
Kate was thankful that Maddie was unaware of the route her thoughts had taken as her daughter nodded enthusiastically and exclaimed, “Totally! Did you get one of both of them?”
Kate cleared her throat as a light blush warmed her cheeks, and nodded as she quickly scrolled to the few she’d taken of Carter and Erica together.
“Can you send them to me?” Maddie asked.
“Of course, sweetheart,” Kate assured her. “Do you want all of them?” When Maddie nodded, she selected the pictures and dropped them to her. “There you go.”
“Sweet.” Maddie placed her hands on the railing and peered toward the finish line. “It’d be cool to find them and tell them good job.”
Kate agreed, but doubted they’d be able to pull it off. “They launched from MU’s boathouse, so they’ll have to row the whole course to get back there. So unless you want to skip browsing the vendors here to ride our bikes down there and hope we catch them…”
“Well, could we ride down and then come back here?”
While Kate wasn’t at all opposed to the idea of seeing Carter, the idea of fighting the crowds to get back to Wolfe and then doing it all again to return to the park before having to do one more time to go home wasn’t at all appealing. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Fine.” Maddie huffed dramatically. “Let’s go shopping, then. I want to go by the JL tent to get some new trou and tights—they have some fun new patterns.” She smiled hopefully. “And maybe a splash jacket?”
Kate shook her head, not at all surprised that Maddie had a wish list. “Oh? That’s it?” She teased, knowing by the sparkle in Maddie’s eyes that there were plenty of other items her daughter would be trying to talk her into buying. “Okay. Let me know when you want to head over to where the vendors are set up, and we can look at some of that.”
Maddie squealed and leapt up to pull her into an excited hug. “Thank you! You’re the best!”
Kate squeezed Maddie’s waist and teased, “I’ll remind you of that when you start pouting once your shopping spree is over.”
“Oh, like you won’t be buying stuff, too,” Maddie quipped as she linked their arms. “You know, now that you’re going rowing with Carter all the time,” she added, laughter creeping into her tone as she tugged Kate away from the railing.
Kate jostled Maddie’s arm. “Keep sassing the lady with the credit card and see how well it ends for you, kiddo.”
Maddie giggled. “Love you!”
Kate’s heart squeezed at her daughter’s playful affection. Balancing work and motherhood had been a constant struggle from the moment Maddie had been conceived, but moments like this were much-needed proof that she had done something right. She prayed that they would never lose this closeness. She pulled Maddie into her side and kissed her temple. “Love you too, Mads.”
A couple of hours later, as Kate had expected, Maddie’s wish list had proven to be far longer than a few items of training apparel. Though, to be fair, Maddie had also been correct in guessing that she would end up picking up a few things for herself so she’d be better prepared to hit the water the next time Carter asked. So while her credit card was getting quite the workout, the sun was shining and Maddie was smiling and, sure, there were too many bags looped around both of their wrists, but it wasn’t often anymore that she got to take her daughter out and spoil her like this, and there wasn’t one part of it all that she wasn’t enjoying.
“Mom! Can we go in there?” Maddie pointed to a large tent of licensed HOCR souvenirs.
Kate swung the bags on her wrist to spur her daughter onward. She’d be putting a stop to Maddie’s shopping spree soon enough, but, at this point, it seemed criminal to go home without a tee or hoodie stamped with this year’s regatta logo. “Go for it.”
In a blink, Maddie was gone, and Kate rolled her eyes as she followed after her. The crowd had grown significantly over the last few hours as racing for the day began to wind down, and while she didn’t need to be in Maddie’s back pocket while she shopped, she wanted to at least be within hailing distance so they didn’t get separated.
She was so focused on finding a path through the throng of people that she didn’t realize anyone was approaching until a hand touched her elbow and a familiar voice called her name from her right.
Her heart fluttered as she turned to find Carter grinning at her, and she held her breath as she drank her in. Carter’s hair was still slightly damp from her post-race shower, and her curls were a wild mess from the wind sweeping the park. With her chin lifted ever so slightly and her shoulders squared, she looked strong, confident, and so completely desirable that Kate wanted nothing more than to launch herself into Carter’s arms and kiss her perfect lips. 
If they’d been alone, she absolutely would have. 
But they were very much not alone, and her daughter was somewhere nearby, so she restrained herself to a warm smile as she gave the sleeve of Carter’s black MU Rowing hoodie an affectionate little tug. “Nice racing, you.”
Carter’s grin softened into a shy smile. The golden streaks in her eyes glowed with the warmth of the bright October sun shining down on them as she captured Kate’s hand and squeezed it lightly. “Thank you.” Kate’s throat tightened as Carter’s thumb dragged across her palm, leaving a tickle of sizzling electricity in its wake, and the urge to kiss her became nearly overpowering when Carter leaned in to whisper, “You looked so beautiful on the bridge. Seeing you was all the extra motivation I needed to finish the race.”
It was impossible to think when Carter was looking at her like she was two seconds from kissing her so thoroughly that she’d forget her own name, never mind the way Carter’s thumb’s continued idle caress made her skin thrum. “Oh?”
“Mm.” Those beautiful, honeyed eyes dipped to linger on Kate’s lips. “I can’t stop thinking about—”
“Mom!” Maddie’s voice rang out, effectively ruining the moment. Kate wasn’t sure whether to be glad for it or annoyed. “Are you com— Oh! Hi, Carter!”
Amusement pulled at Carter’s lips as her shoulders lifted with a deep breath, and she winked at Kate as she let go of her hand and turned to Maddie. “Hey, Mads! You having fun?”
“You and Erica looked so good!” Maddie enthused as she bounded closer. “What was your rate? How fast was your average split? How’d you finish?”
“Wow. Okay. Lemme think.” Carter laughed and dragged a hand through her hair. “Our base rate was thirty-two, but we did the powerhouse stretch at thirty-six to pass like four boats.” Pride and no small amount of amusement danced in her eyes as she shared, “We passed a boat going through Weeks.” She smirked as Maddie gaped at her. “Yeah, it was pretty epic. They nearly wrecked against the abutment. Anyway, after that we lengthened back to base, bumping the rate a touch whenever we were in a position to pass, and then took the last two hundred meters or so to the finish at a forty. Our split was around a one-fifty-five average. And I have no idea how we finished. Results hadn’t been finalized when we got back to Wolfe because someone had filed a protest, and I forgot to check if they’d been updated after I’d showered because I just jumped on my bike to get up here.”
A look of utter disbelief twisted Maddie’s expression. “Why wouldn’t you check?”
Kate’s stomach tightened at the way Carter’s gaze flicked to her as she answered, “Had other things on my mind, I guess.” Carter’s lips twitched, and heat pooled low in Kate’s hips at knowing that she’d been the ‘other thing’ on Carter’s mind. The ever-so-slight widening of Carter’s pupils suggested she might have caught what that knowledge was doing to Kate, and her throat bobbed heavily as she shifted her attention back to Maddie. “You haven’t checked the results either?”
Maddie rolled her eyes and lifted the bags in her hands. “We’ve been shopping!”
“I see that,” Carter teased. She arched a brow playfully. “Did you buy the place out?”
“Not yet,” Kate drawled, finally inserting herself into their conversation. “Though, not for a lack of trying,” she added as she shoved the hand Carter had been holding into her pocket so she wouldn’t reach for her. 
“It’s all useful, though,” Maddie argued with a petulant little pout. “I need rowing gear!”
“Kid has a point,” Carter chimed-in, throwing Maddie a conspiratorial little wink. “Rowing gear is very important.”
“Thank you!” Maddie huffed.
Kate laughed. “Too true. And, really, we’ve been having fun looking at everything, haven’t we?” When Maddie smiled and nodded, she asked, “Did you find anything that you like?”
“Yeah!” Maddie swung her bags in the direction of the tent behind her. “Come see!”
“Should I…?” Carter gestured in the opposite direction.
The last thing Kate wanted was for Carter to leave, but before she could tell her that, Maddie answered for her as she hollered, “Mom! Carter! Come on!”
Kate’s heart swelled at Carter’s amused grin as they obediently turned to follow after Maddie. Yes, this thing between them was still perilously new, but the fact that Carter and Maddie got along bode well. A shiver tickled her spine at the feeling of Carter’s hand brushing against the small of her back as she fell into line behind her to squeeze into the tent. She spotted Maddie in front of a rack of hoodies, and stole a glance at Carter as she asked, “You seriously haven’t checked the results?”
Carter stopped to peruse the stacks of licensed tees laid out on a long table. “Nope.”
“You’re kidding.”
An impossibly tender smile tipped Carter’s lips. “Like I said, I was more focused on finding the stunning woman who’d been cheering me on from Eliot.” 
“Carter…” Kate warned lowly.
“Sorry,” Carter said, though the way her smile turned just a little bit impish belied the apology. She cleared her throat and added, “But I know we had a finish time of eighteen-twenty-three, if that helps.”
“It really doesn’t. I mean, it sounds impressive, but I honestly don’t know what a good time for a double would be since I only ever raced eights,” Kate admitted as she pulled out her phone. “Let’s just check Regatta Central, huh?”
“Go for it,” Carter agreed as she rifled through a stack of navy long-sleeved tees in search of her size. “What do you think?” she asked as she held the shirt in front of herself.
Kate bit her lip as her gaze drifted from Carter’s thoughtful expression to the shirt. It was, quite frankly, beyond cute that Carter, an Olympic gold medalist and multiple-time world champion, was looking for a souvenir from the regatta. “It looks great.”
“Cool.” Carter draped her selection over her arm. Her gaze flicked over Kate’s shoulder. “Um, we should probably go get Mads before she grabs, like, every hoodie they got.”
That absolutely sounded like something Maddie would try, and Kate rolled her eyes as she pulled up the regatta results website on her phone. “She can choose one thing,” she said as she searched for the women’s champ doubles results. She frowned when the results showed as pending, but when she refreshed the page, the final rankings appeared. Heart in her throat, she grabbed Carter’s wrist to get her attention. “You got second!”
“Wait? What? For real?” Carter moved closer to peer at the screen. An infectious laugh bubbled in her throat when she saw their result, and she laughed even louder a moment later when she pulled her phone from her pocket to answer it with an excited, “Holy shit, dude! We got second!”
Kate was standing so close that she had no problem hearing the way Erica hooted loudly as she added, “And we won two-hundred bucks because the boys got eighth.”
Kate smiled at the way Carter bounced happily, and tapped her hand to get her attention. When Carter’s eyes found hers, she gestured toward Maddie to let her know that she was going to give her a bit of privacy to celebrate their win.
“What’s going on with Carter?” Maddie asked when Kate joined her.
“She’s talking to Erica. They got second.”
“For real?” Maddie squealed. “That’s awesome!”
“It is.” Kate smiled at Carter, who was positively beaming, before looking back at her daughter. “You can get one thing, and then that’s it for today. Okay?”
Maddie nodded and pursed her lips as she surveyed the trio of hoodies she’d pulled from the rack. “Which one do you think?”
Kate looked over the options. The hoodies were identical except for the color, so it was just a matter of deciding which would get the most wear. She pursed her lips as her gaze lingered on the white hoodie with cornflower blue rugby stripes. If she were choosing for herself, it’d be the one she’d go with, but the last white hoodie she’d bought Maddie had ended up in the trash after the first day she wore it to school because it’d been splattered with pasta sauce at lunch and a pen had somehow exploded in the pocket. “I’d say either the black or the navy. I love you, kiddo, but you don’t have the best track record with white.”
“Yeah, that’s fair.” Maddie sighed and put the white and blue one back. “The logo did look cool on it, though,” she mused as she studied her remaining two options. “Which one do you like better?”
Before Kate could answer, Carter rejoined them with a soft, “Hey, sorry about that.”
Maddie completely forgot about the decision she was trying to make as she turned her attention to Carter. “Oh my god, you got second!”
“I know!” Carter exclaimed with a happy little hop. 
Their shared joy was, without a doubt, the most adorable thing Kate had ever seen. The world fell away as Carter and Maddie did a complicated handshake-high-five routine that they must have come up with when Maddie was at camp. Her chest filled with so much affection when Carter’s bright eyes found hers that she found it difficult to breathe.
“Yeah, so,” Carter said, a hint of genuine apology softening her voice. “Erica is leaving Weld to head up to the Attager tent to get her medal, and I told her I’d meet her there.”
Maddie’s eyes widened. “Can we come too?”
While Kate quite liked the idea of seeing Carter collect her medal, she didn’t want to impose. “Mads, we—”
“Absolutely!” Carter replied at the same time. She cleared her throat, and a small, hopeful smile quirked her lips as she held Kate’s gaze. “I mean, if it’s cool with your mom, of course. I’d love it if you guys came along.”
Kate's heart squeezed at her daughter and Carter’s matching puppy-dog expressions. It’d been years since that look from Maddie worked on her, but she had no such immunity against Carter. Never mind the fact that the two of them combined were devastatingly effective. She’d never be able to tell them no. They could ask for the world with that look and she’d find a way to give it to them. She just had to hope that, if they ever realized their power, they’d only use it for good. “Sure. Let’s get your hoodie, and then we can head over there.”
“Carter, should I go with black or blue?” Maddie asked as she spun back toward the hoodies.
“I’m going navy,” Carter shared as she held up the tee she’d selected.
Kate bit her lip to stifle her grin when Maddie immediately shoved the black hoodie back into place without fanfare before grabbing the navy one and hightailing it toward the checkout line. She linked her pinky around Carter’s and gave it a little tug. “Come on, you. Let’s pay for your shirt so you can go get your medal.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Carter stacked her hands atop her head and arched her back as she watched the boats flowing through the warmup zone and marshaling queues from the team room windows three floors above the start line. She squinted against the bright, midday sun that reflected off the rippling waters of the basin, her eyes tracking the progress of a cluster of junior coxed fours as they made their way through the chute.
“Get it, kiddos,” she muttered under her breath as the last of the fours hit the course.
Her phone buzzing in her pocket drew her attention from the water, and her stomach fluttered when she saw Kate’s name on the alert banner.
For as much as she’d enjoyed racing, she’d loved the time she spent wandering through Attager Row with Kate and Maddie even more. Kate had looked so beautifully relaxed in her jeans and fitted fleece with her hair flowing gracefully around her shoulders that it’d been torture restraining herself to brief, stolen touches whenever Maddie wasn’t looking. She wanted Kate more than she’d ever wanted anyone before, and seeing that longing mirrored in Kate’s gaze as they orbited each other set her pulse racing.
Her phone buzzed with another alert. She glanced toward the door to make sure the coxswains she was waiting on weren’t on their way in before opening the messages. Kate’s first text had been a video, but it was the message she’d sent after it that caught Carter’s attention first.
I think you might have been replaced as her favorite.
Carter rolled her eyes, unsurprised that Erica had managed to win Maddie’s favor. She’d seen hints of it yesterday when they’d been chatting with Kate and Maddie after collecting their medals, and Erica had invited the pair over to Weld to watch today’s races from the balcony of the storied boathouse. 
She was admittedly jealous that Erica was going to be spending the day with Kate and Maddie, but when she pressed play on the video, she could only smile. Erica had pulled Maddie into the middle of the Radcliffe huddle on the dock at Weld, and she was jumping up and down in time with the girls as they chanted and hyped themselves up for their races. Erica was in her element, and Maddie’s beaming smile said she was having the time of her life, but it was the sound of Kate’s laughter off-camera that really grabbed her attention.
God, she had the most enchanting laugh.
Carter’s stomach fluttered as she allowed herself a brief moment to imagine the smile that must have been on Kate’s face, and then swallowed thickly as she forced the thought out of her mind. For as stunning as Kate was, now was not the time to daydream. I’m glad Mads is having fun. She hit send, and then, with a brief thought of ‘fuck it’, fired off a flirty, Am I still *your* favorite?
Her heart did a funny little flip-flop when Kate immediately replied, Yes.
A giddy smile bowed Carter’s lips. Good. Because you’re mine.
Ellipses immediately popped up on her screen, but the four coxswains she’d been waiting on spilled through the team room door. “Hey, guys,” she greeted the coxswains as she shoved her phone into the back pocket of her jeans.
Hayley Watts, the junior cox who’d be in one of the openweight eights, smirked as she and the other coxswains set their CoxBoxes and mics onto the table in the middle of the room, mindful to leave the map of the river embedded in it unobstructed.. “Everything okay, Carter?”
“Yep. Everything’s cool,” Carter answered as her phone buzzed in her back pocket. She was painfully curious to see how Kate responded to her confession, but she pushed that aside for the moment to focus on wrapping up Charles weekend. “We ready?”
“Hell yeah,” Stephanie answered with an unrestrained grin that could only be described as ferocious.
Carter nodded. Stephanie was usually painfully reserved and polite, but she attacked races with the verve of a Valkyrie heading into battle. “Excellent.” She inclined her head toward the map on the table. “Shall we get on with it, then?”
As the girls all made small sounds of agreement, she said, “You know the drill for launching, so we’re not going to cover that. Just make sure to listen to the marshals, and you’ll be fine. Now, as for the race”—she tapped the starting line in front of Wolfe on the map—“as you’re coming up the chute, you want to time it so you’re hitting that first power twenty right as you hit the start. You want to get as much of a jump on the boat ahead of you as possible, but wait until after the bridge to pass anyone.”
“Is it even possible to do that?” Olivia Chang, the sophomore who’d be coxing the four for her very first Charles, asked.
“Anything is possible out there,” Carter replied with a wry smile that made the experienced coxswains, who’d seen more than their fair share of mishaps over the years, snigger. “Now, for the powerhouse stretch—take whatever line is the cleanest through River Street and Western, but just make sure to hold your point on the blue dome as you come up on Weeks and try to start your turn just as you hit the turning tree.” As they all nodded, she reminded, “Really watch your clearance at Weeks—the ideal line will take you dangerously close to the port abutment, but make sure other crews don’t push you into it. Be loud and decisive when addressing other crews, but remember to keep it clean. We don’t want any unsportsmanlike penalties.”
“Which sucks, by the way,” Hayley quipped. “Because sometimes they really fucking deserve it.”
Carter gave her a look that said she agreed but that rules were rules. “Still…”
“Yeah, yeah,” Hayley grumbled playfully. “Keep it PG. I got it.”
“Good,” Carter chuckled. With a glance at her watch, she directed the kids’ attention back to the matter at hand. “After Weeks, you’ll want to be lined up for Anderson, and then once you’re through that bridge, it’s The Big Turn and Dead Man’s Curve. Take the pass when you can, but watch out for dislodged buoys on the turn. Remember, you have to stay inside them no matter where they are on the course—so hug that turn as much as you want, but keep an eye for anything that’s been caught and dragged out onto the course.”
“We got it, Carter,” Stephanie spoke for the group.
“Good. Eliot is the final obstacle, but if you’ve managed Dead Man’s properly, it won’t be a problem, so let’s focus on the race plan…” Carter’s phone buzzed again but she silenced it as her gaze drifted over the coxswains. “You know your boats’ abilities. Try to settle at a rate that pushes them but that they can hold. Take power tens or twenties when you’re trying to pass or hold crews off. If they look like they’re getting too deep into the pain cave, throw in some technique tens. I know it’s early in the year, but they can handle more than they think, and it’s up to you to draw that out of them.”
“We got it. Right, girls?” Hayley declared with a confident nod that Stephanie mirrored. Olivia and Emma, the sophomores, were understandably less assured, but they gritted their teeth and nodded gamely. 
“I know you do.” Carter smiled and hooked a thumb toward the door. “Charles is a coxie’s race, so go have some freaking fun out there, huh?” She checked her watch again. “If you’ve got an eight, you want hands-on to launch in half an hour, so grab your crews, do your pre-race meetings, and get your boats sorted. Liv, you’ve got an hour until you need to worry about the four, but it's not a bad idea to make sure your crew’s here and warming up.”
When Olivia nodded, Carter hiked a thumb toward the door and released the coxswains with a confident, “Go crush it.”
Once they’d all left, she immediately reached for her phone. Both of the texts she’d been forced to ignore had been from Kate. Her heart leapt when she saw Kate’s response to her admission—Good. Because I can’t stop thinking about you. Would you want to come over for dinner tonight?—and then it promptly sank when she read the message that had followed when she hadn’t answered right away—It’s okay if you’re busy. I know Charles weekend is crazy. Maybe another time?
“No, no, no, no, no,” Carter breathed as she hurriedly typed—Sorry, had to do a quick coxie meeting before setting the kids loose on the course. She hit send just to get something to Kate quickly, because she swore she could feel Kate’s nerves that she might have overstepped in her second text, and that just would not do. She bit her lip and drafted her response to Kate’s question even as ellipses appeared in a chat bubble to show Kate was texting back—I can’t stop thinking about you either. Dinner sounds WONDERFUL. Is there anything I can bring?
She didn’t realize how hard she was biting her lip until it’d begun to sting. She soothed the bite with her tongue as Kate’s chat bubble disappeared and then reappeared before words finally replaced the three little dots.
Just yourself. I’ll take care of the rest. Does six work?
“Hell yeah, it does,” Carter answered aloud as she restrained herself to a more reserved response. Six sounds perfect. I’ll see you then.
This time, the ellipses were on her screen for only a moment before Kate’s, Can’t wait. Good luck today, Coach, took their place. 
Anticipation fluttered in Carter’s chest as she sent back, Me neither. Cheer extra loud when my girls pass you guys? She looked up at the sound of cheering down below, and when her phone buzzed one last time, her breath caught in her throat when she saw that Kate had sent a selfie of her standing on the Weld balcony with a cheeky grin and showing off her crimson red sweatshirt stamped with the Massachusetts University seal. Way ahead of you. ;) I’ll see you later.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Kate was so engrossed in prepping the ingredients for dinner that she was startled when her cell phone started vibrating against the marble countertop in time with the ringtone assigned to the brownstone’s intercom system. She quickly wiped her hands off on a dish towel before grabbing her phone. Even though she had been actively trying not to count the minutes until Carter’s arrival—she was impressed to note that a whole four minutes had passed since the last time she checked—her stomach still fluttered when she accepted the call and saw Carter smiling back at her. Carter must have gone home to change after the last of her team’s races, because she was wearing a light blue dress shirt that looked impossibly soft. Kate’s lips bowed to mirror Carter’s smile as she stared at her, drinking in the way the porch light caught the highlights in her hair and made the golden streaks in her eyes shine, and touched by the fact that Carter had dressed up for the evening. 
After looking forward to this all afternoon, it was surreal to have Carter actually standing on her porch. Part of her had been convinced that Carter would cancel when she realized how much bigger a family dinner was than a date, and yet here she was, the twinkle in her eyes only growing brighter with each passing—
Carter interrupted her spiraling thoughts with a light, “So, are you going to let me in, or…?”
“I— Yeah. Sorry.” Kate blushed as she tapped the ‘unlock door’ button on the bottom of her screen. “Come on in. Our door is on the left.” She waited until Carter disappeared from view before disconnecting the call, and dropped the phone onto the counter as she hurried out of the kitchen to meet Carter at the front door. She reached the door just as Carter’s knuckles rapped against it, and her heart skipped a beat when she opened it and saw the gorgeous bouquet of orange and red lilies and roses in Carter’s hand. “Carter…”
“I know you said not to bring anything, but…” Carter inclined her head as she held out the flowers. “These are for you.”
Kate bit her lip at the way Carter’s index finger lifted to stroke against her own as she took the bouquet, sending a ripple of electricity over her skin. Her heart, remembering that it was supposed to do more than hover silently in her chest, began to beat heavily in the base of her throat as Carter’s gaze lingered on her lips. When Carter’s eyes lifted to meet hers, they were dark and overflowing with so much longing that she reached for her before she realized she was doing it. She was hypnotized by the way Carter’s mouth fell open with a quiet gasp, and, after a quick glance at the stairs behind her to make sure Maddie hadn’t heard the door, leaned in to capture Carter’s lips in a slow, searing kiss.
Heat pooled low in her hips at the plaintive sound that caught in Carter’s throat as she slotted their lips together, and she echoed it a moment later when strong hands wrapped around her waist to pull her in. Butterflies swooped and soared in her belly as she opened her mouth to deepen the kiss, and she moaned long and low at the first delicious slide of Carter’s tongue against her own. She traded her hold on Carter’s collar for her jaw as they traded one deep, lingering kiss after another, their bodies arching and pressing closer, closer, closer with every kiss. The world fell away as she lost herself in the gentle hunger of Carter’s lips moving with her own, and there was no suppressing the hushed mewl that escaped her when their kisses lengthened and slowed before Carter eventually pulled away.
“God, I wanted to do that so badly yesterday,” Carter sighed. She dipped her head to brush a sweet kiss over Kate’s lips, and a smile crept into her voice as she whispered, “I’ve been thinking about kissing you like this from the moment you invited me to dinner.” 
“Me too,” Kate whispered. She lifted her chin invitingly, and hummed when Carter’s lips softened against her own. 
The flowers she’d managed to hold onto until then fell to the floor with a quiet rustle when Carter’s hands slid over her hips to curve around her ass. She tangled her newly-freed hand in Carter’s shirt as Carter angled her head and a nimble tongue flicked lightly against her own before delving deep with a boldness that made her toes curl. All thoughts of taking things slowly left her mind as Carter squeezed her ass possessively and a strong thigh found its way between her own. An absolutely wanton moan caught in her throat at the pressure, her hips automatically rocking forward in search of the heavenly friction that was somehow both too much and not enough at the same time. Her head spun as Carter’s hands drifted over her behind and up her back, lightly caressing, fingertips pressing firmly, urging her closer. She broke away from the kiss with a gasp when deft thumbs swept across the curve of her ribs to brush against the sides of her breasts. 
“Fuck, Carter…”
Carter’s hands flexed, and she dragged her lips along Kate’s jaw to husk against her ear, “Good?”
Kate nodded as she swayed lightly on her feet. It’d been forever since she’d craved someone’s touch like she did Carter’s, and if it weren’t for the sound of Maddie’s bedroom door slamming downstairs—a much-needed and equally annoying reminder that they were not alone—god only knows what she might have done. “So much better than good.” She took a deep breath and dragged a finger over Carter’s kiss-swollen lips. “But…”
The sound of Maddie storming up the stairs finished the thought for her.
Carter ducked her head as she murmured, “Yeah.”
Carter was so beautiful that Kate couldn’t resist leaning in to steal one last quick kiss before pulling away with a hushed promise of, “Later.” She knelt to pick up the bouquet she’d dropped, and was relieved to see that the flowers hadn’t been damaged when they hit the floor. “You want to come with me into the kitchen?”
“Sure.” Carter stepped inside and closed the door after herself.
Kate didn’t miss the way Carter’s eyes lingered on the low V of her heathered tee as she stood, and she bit her lip at the way Carter’s eyes—still blown with desire—somehow managed to darken further when she finally dragged her gaze higher and she realized she’d been caught. 
“Carter,” Kate warned.
“Sorry.” Carter’s throat bobbed. “I’m sorry. Ah—” She took a shaky step back and dragged a hand through her hair as she looked down at her feet. “Um, shoes?”
Kate inclined her head toward the door. “On the mat, there, is fine.”
“Mom! When is—” Maddie’s voice broke off into a delighted, “Carter! You’re here!”
“I am.” Carter quickly toed off her shoes before she and Maddie fell into the same high-five, fist-bump, handshake routine from the day before. Kate still had no idea how the whole thing had come about, but she wasn’t bothered by the lack of information because they were so incredibly cute. 
“I can’t believe your eight won!” Maddie enthused.
Kate chuckled at the playfully unimpressed look Carter gave Maddie as she asked, “Did you really doubt my team?”
Even though the question hadn’t been directed at her, Kate was compelled to answer, “Not for a moment.” Carter’s answering smile was a tempting mix of bashful and pleased, and she held her breath as she forced herself to take a small step backward before she could do something stupid like pull her close to taste it.
Carter seemed to be feeling the same way, because her smile softened as, with a deep breath, she turned her attention back to Maddie. “How was your day at Weld?”
“Oh my god, it was awesome!” Maddie enthused.
Before Maddie could get on too much of a roll telling Carter about their afternoon at the Radcliffe boathouse, Kate lifted the bouquet Carter had brought and excused herself with a light, “I’m just going to put these in water.”
“Right.” Carter glanced at Maddie. “We’ll…ah, come with you?”
“Sure,” Maddie agreed easily. “Those are really pretty.” She gave Carter a curious look. “But why’d you bring flowers?”
“I…” Carter’s cheeks pinked as she stared wide-eyed at Kate for help.
Kate smiled innocently at Carter in a way that clearly said, this one is all yours.
Carter’s blush deepened to the point that Kate was convinced she’d be able to feel the heat of it if she touched her. “I just…” She cleared her throat as she tore her attention away from Kate and focused on Maddie as she pushed ahead, putting a little space between them as she entered the kitchen. “I was always taught to bring something when I was invited over to someone’s house for a holiday or a party or whatever, and since your mom said that I didn’t need to bring anything for dinner, I figured I’d pick up some flowers, instead.”
“Oh.” Maddie nodded. “Yeah, that makes sense. My mom’s always telling me stuff like that, too.”
“Because I’ll be damned if I raise a child without manners,” Kate laughed. She caught Carter’s eye as she laid the bouquet on the counter beside the sink. “They really are beautiful. Right, Mads?”
“I like the orange ones,” Maddie declared with a definitive nod. “They’re very Halloween-y.”
A gentle warmth simmered in Carter’s eyes as she held her gaze, her soft, “I’m glad you both like them,” so achingly earnest that Kate had to press her hands onto the countertop to keep from reaching for her. 
Figuring that it’d be best to shift to a less loaded topic, Kate caught Maddie’s eye as she pulled a vase from the cupboard above the fridge and prompted, “Wasn’t there something you wanted to ask Carter?”
“Oh, yeah!” Maddie pushed herself up to sit on the kitchen counter. It was a habit Kate had long since given up trying to correct, and Maddie kicked her feet lightly as she said, “I think I want to try to make my one of club’s Charles boats next year. Do you have any tips?”
“Dude, totally!” Carter replied, and Kate bit her lip to keep from laughing at how relieved Carter looked to talk about anything other than her reasons for bringing flowers. “Are you wanting training stuff, or—”
“Training.” Maddie pulled a face. “I need to drop like twenty seconds on my 2k before teams are made in the spring to have a shot.”
Kate’s heart squeezed when Carter leaned back against the counter opposite Maddie with a thoughtful expression. “I think that’s doable.”
“Yeah?” Maddie asked hopefully.
“Oh, yeah. It’s probably not going to be easy, though. Twenty seconds is a lot,” Carter said, and chuckled when Maddie grumbled, “Yeah, I figured as much,” under her breath. “Look, let’s start at the beginning—what are you doing now?”
Kate cut the stems of the flowers and started to arrange them neatly in the vase while Maddie started to walk Carter through some of the workouts she’d done recently with her junior’s team. It was a lot—Kate had always been impressed by what the coaches were able to do with the kids—and from the questions Carter was asking and the little comments she was making, it seemed like she concurred. Once the flowers were displayed as artfully as she could manage, Kate moved them to the peninsula counter that separated the kitchen from the family room before starting on their dinner. 
As she worked, she made little mental notes whenever Carter brought up something important so that she’d be able to help Maddie later if needed, but for the most part, she lost herself in the familiar, comforting mechanics of preparing a meal. The rise and fall of Maddie and Carter’s voices were enhanced by the quiet contact of her knife against the thick wooden cutting board, the scrape of the large sauté pan against a metal grate, and the occasional crackle, hiss, or bubble of ingredients as they cooked. 
She got pulled back into Maddie and Carter’s conversation when it shifted to a general discussion of the weekend’s races. While she was out of the loop on who was the team to beat anymore, she found herself smiling at Carter’s dry quips and Maddie’s peals of laughter. It was such a simple thing, really—the three of them hanging out in the kitchen chatting while she cooked—but she’d honestly given up on finding someone who fit into their lives. Yet, here Carter was, looking perfectly at home as she and Maddie talked about rowing. She knew dwelling on such things was putting the cart before the horse—they hadn’t even gone on a proper date yet, for fuck’s sake—but there was no denying how easy and right tonight felt. 
“Okay, you two,” Kate said as she tossed the spoon she’d used to check the sauce into the sink. “Dinner’s done.”
“Cool!” Maddie pressed up onto her toes to peer into the pan. “What are we having?”
Kate rolled her eyes fondly. “You’ve been here the whole time and haven’t figured it out yet?” When Maddie just shrugged, she said, “It’s the creamy chicken with sun-dried tomatoes and pasta dish you love.”
Maddie grinned. “Sweet! I love Marry Me Chicken! Did you make enough for leftovers so I can take it for lunch tomorrow, too?”
“In theory, yes,” Kate said, hoping that by answering Maddie’s leftovers question, Carter wouldn’t give the dish’s name too much thought. She honestly hadn’t considered that when choosing what to cook. She just remembered the way Carter had smiled at her the other day when she’d said she loved pasta, and since this one was Maddie’s favorite, it seemed like a no-brainer. Except, now Carter was looking at her with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, and, well… Maybe she should have opted for something with a less suggestive name. She cleared her throat and looked back at Maddie. “You can have a soda with dinner tonight if you want.”
Maddie pushed off the counter with a cheer and promptly yanked the fridge open to survey her options.
Carter took advantage of Maddie’s distraction to lean in close. “Proposing before I’ve even had the chance to take you out on a proper date?” she whispered. “That’s a bold move, Kate.”
Kate gasped at the feeling of Carter’s breath against her cheek as a light hand ghosted over the small of her back. It was both wonderful and awful how acutely her body responded to Carter’s touch, and she gritted her teeth as she gave Carter a look that implored, please behave!

“Sorry,” Carter murmured, though the apology was belied by the roguish smile that quirked her lips as she pulled her hand away.
Kate instantly missed the feeling of Carter’s hand on her back. “I didn’t pick the dish because—” They were already so close that Carter’s breast brushed against her arm as she turned into her, and her eyes fluttered at the way the soft, innocent contact sent a bolt of electricity straight to her core. Judging by the way Carter’s breath audibly caught, she wasn’t alone in her reaction, and she smiled shakily as Carter moved away just enough so that they were no longer touching. “Carter…”
“I was just joking around.” Carter bit her lip and looked pointedly at the pan on the stove. “It looks delicious.”
“It is,” Kate murmured. She startled at the sound of the fridge slamming shut, and her lips twitched with a smile at how Carter jumped and moved further away. After confirming with a quick glance that Maddie was none the wiser to their situation, asked in a louder voice, “Carter, would you like a glass of wine?”
“I…” Carter blushed and took another small step backward. “Sure.”
Kate’s eyes dipped to Carter’s lips as the husk in her voice rippled over her skin like silk, and it was all she could do to keep her voice level as she asked, “Red or white?”
“I prefer reds,” Carter said, clearly trying—and mostly succeeding—to sound more casual. “But whatever you think would go best with the dish would be fine.”
Not that Kate was looking for signs that she and Carter were fated to be, but the fact that their tastes in wine were the same didn’t hurt. “Pinot noir, okay?”
“Yeah.” The tension in Carter’s shoulders eased. “Perfect.”
Maddie appeared then with a plate already piled high with pasta from the strainer in the sink in her hands. “Head’s up, coming through.”
“I apologize for my child’s behavior when it comes to food,” Kate drawled, shooting Maddie an affectionate look that belied her words as she stepped out of the way. “Guests should be served first, remember?”
“Yeah, but you guys were taking, like, forever, and I’m starving,” Maddie sassed with a cheeky little grin as she stepped past.
“Don’t worry, Mads.” Carter shared a conspiratorial smile with Maddie as she spun toward the opposite counter where, Kate saw as she followed Carter with her eyes, Maddie had set out two other plates beside the sink. “I think that’s a perfectly valid reason to jump the line.” 
“Maddie, after you put your plate on the table, can you grab the salad out of the fridge, please?” Kate asked as she wandered over to the narrow wine rack set into the cabinets between the double oven and the doorway to the front room. 
“You got it,” Maddie answered.
Kate glanced over at Carter, who hadn’t budged from her spot beside the stove, as she pulled out a 2009 Spectrum Reserve. “Carter, please go ahead and serve yourself.”
“Can I make a plate for you, too?”
“That’d be great,” Kate said as she set the wine on the counter and went in search of a corkscrew and glasses. “Thank you.” By the time she poured hers and Carter’s wine and carried the glasses out to the dining room, Carter and Maddie were seated with their hands folded in their laps and wearing matching Cheshire Cat grins. “Do I want to know what this is all about?” she asked, waving Carter’s glass at the pair.
“What what’s about?”  Maddie asked, her expression pure sweetness and feigned innocence.
Kate gave her a look that said she didn’t buy what she was trying to sell before turning to Carter and handing her the glass with an arched brow.
Amusement danced in Carter’s eyes as she echoed Maddie’s, “What what’s about?”
Kate rolled her eyes. “I’m beginning to think that letting you two team up is a bad idea.”
“Too late,” Maddie giggled, lifting a fist to Carter.
“I’m afraid you’re just going to have to find a way to deal with it,” Carter concurred, her gaze never leaving Kate’s as she bumped knuckles with Maddie.
Kate made a show of sighing heavily into her wine glass even as her stomach fluttered at the warmth in Carter’s voice. “I guess I will,” she murmured, her heart fluttering at the gentle affection that shone in Carter’s eyes as she sipped at her wine. 
Yes, this was new. So new. And so terribly fragile. But as Kate watched Carter and Maddie share a sly look before picking up their utensils to dig in, she found herself hoping that this already wonderful evening was only a preview of many more to come.



 
 

 
 
 
 
After the dinner dishes had been cleared and put away, the three of them had settled around the coffee table in the family room to play Maddie’s favorite card-slash-board game, Happy Little Dinosaurs. It took Carter a couple of games to get a grasp of the mechanics, but she more than had a handle on them now, which meant this third one had become something of a brawl as she and Maddie went back and forth at each other.
“And flip,” Maddie directed.
Carter winked at Kate—who’d already been knocked out and was curled on the couch beside her, watching the rest of the game play out—as she flipped the card she’d been holding onto since the initial deal for this round. “Flaming Chainsaw. Nine points.” She arched a brow at Maddie, particularly enjoying this little bit of karma because Maddie had used the same card to kick her ass in the last game, as she read, “During this round, all other point card effects are ignored.”
Maddie scowled at the card that effectively rendered hers—which would have allowed her to give Carter her lower point value and take the higher one for herself—useless. “How long have you had it?”
“Since the beginning.” Carter smirked and shoved the rolled sleeves of her shirt back to her elbows. “You ready to move on to the scoring round?”
Maddie, the lower-scoring player from this round, got to go first, and she grinned as she pulled a card from her hand and threw it onto the table. “Take two off your score.”
Carter lazily tossed a score booster card toward the one Maddie had just played. “And I’ll take those two right back. Which means…” She rocked forward and stared Maddie down as she counted out each space her blue dinosaur figurine passed before declaring, “I win!” as she pushed her little guy over the finish line.
She smirked at Maddie, who, in a pique of frustration, muttered under her breath and threw her cards onto the table. She wasn’t usually one to gloat, but after Maddie celebrated winning the last game by jumping up and down and jabbing a taunting finger her way as she shouted, ‘Ha! Take that!’—she figured the kid deserved a little of her own medicine.
“Madeline. Language,” Kate warned.
Carter bit her lip at the way Maddie huffed indignantly in response. It was adorable, but she could understand Maddie’s point. And, figuring that it was better for her to have Maddie as an ally than an enemy, she let her lip slip free with her smile as she turned to level Kate with a playfully incredulous look. “Really? From the woman who taught me a couple of new swear words when she was knocked out five minutes ago?” Her heart fluttered at the amusement that crinkled Kate’s eyes as she lifted a hand in a way that said, touché, and it was all she could do not to lean over and kiss her. 
Truth be told, it was an urge she’d been fighting all night.
Not just because her body still thrummed with the memory of the way Kate had kissed her when she’d given her the flowers, but because everything about the evening had been amazing. Though she’d tried to ignore the truth of it, she knew that this dinner was far more important to the future of their budding relationship than their date next weekend. But everything from that kiss, to hanging out with Maddie while Kate cooked, to the easy conversation that flowed between the three of them while they ate, and through the last hour and a half of board games had been perfect.
Beyond perfect, honestly.
And judging by the soft smiles and lingering looks Kate had given her all night, she wasn’t the only one who thought so.
Maddie giggled, her loss forgotten in the face of her mother being called to the mat. “Oh, that was nothing.”
Carter grinned at the way Kate’s cheeks flushed as she averted her gaze and began gathering the cards on their half of the coffee table. “Sounds like there’s a story there, Mads.”
“There is,” Kate confirmed, leveling Maddie with a look that was so mom-like that it even gave Carter pause. “But it’ll have to wait for another time because you, my dear, need to go finish your homework, and then it’s bedtime.”
Maddie groaned. “But—” She cut herself off when Kate shook her head. “Okay,” she sighed. She pushed her cards toward her mother before climbing to her feet. She glared playfully at Carter. “I’ll get you next time.”
Carter hiked her chin challengingly. “Bring it on.”
Maddie tucked her hair behind her ears as her gaze flickered between Carter and her mother. “I’m going to my dad’s next weekend, but maybe the one after that?”
Carter wanted to say yes, wanted nothing more than to spend a million more nights just like this, but she bit her tongue as she glanced at Kate, not wanting to make her feel like she was trying to rush anything. “Um…”
The surprise in Kate’s expression softened as she held Carter’s gaze, and she inclined her head in a way that said she was fine with it if Carter was. 
As if I’d ever say no, Carter thought as she nodded. 
A slow, pleased smile curved Kate’s lips as she told her daughter, “I’m sure we could find a way to make that happen.”
Maddie cheered. “Cool!”
“Sounds like a plan, then,” Carter promised, holding Kate’s gaze for a few more beats before forcing herself to look back at Maddie. “Good luck with your homework.” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from laughing at the way Maddie rolled her eyes as she turned to leave. 
“Good night,” Kate called after her.
“Good night,” Maddie echoed as she disappeared from view. “Love you.”
Kate smiled. “Love you too, sweetie.”
Carter couldn’t help but mirror Kate’s smile as she sank back into the sofa. “That was quite the eye-roll.”
Kate chuckled as she set the cards she’d collected on the table. “I wish I could say that I had no idea where she got it from, but…” Her voice trailed off as she turned and tucked her left foot under her right leg so she was facing Carter.
Carter smiled and leaned her head back on the cushion as Kate braced her left arm on the back of the sofa and tipped her head onto her hand. “So she’s your mini-me in that, too, huh?”
“It would appear so,” Kate agreed, a quiet happiness creeping into her voice. A fragile, cautious kind of wonder settled over her face as her chin dipped ever so slightly as if sharing a secret. “I think she likes you nearly as much as I do.”
Carter’s stomach fluttered as green eyes shining with emotion locked onto hers through a curtain of long, dark lashes. “God, Kate…” She lifted a hand to gently caress Kate’s cheek. Affection bloomed in her chest at the way Kate leaned into the touch, her skin as soft and warm as the expression on her face. She stared into Kate’s eyes as her thumb dipped to stroke the corner of her mouth, reveling in the heady feeling of anticipation that built in the silence between them as the desire they’d been doing their best to ignore swelled around them like a storm. Her heart beat a slow, heavy rhythm in the base of her throat as Kate’s lips parted beneath her thumb, and she lifted her chin invitingly as she whispered, “I really like you, too.”
“Carter…”
Carter whimpered as Kate tipped closer, cradling Kate’s jaw as she rose to meet her. Her stomach fluttered at the feeling of Kate’s breath against her lips, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Kate’s mouth finally covered her own. She caressed the curve of Kate’s cheek as that first, sweet kiss blended into a second, and then a third, their lips clinging together in passionate kisses that were so achingly tender they stole the air from her lungs. 
It was heaven. Pure heaven.
Her heart squeezed when Kate pulled away to draw a proper breath, and she threaded her fingers through Kate’s hair as she lifted her chin pleadingly, her voice trembling and breathless as she begged, “Please don’t stop.”
Kate’s answering moan made Carter’s stomach clench, and she echoed the sound a heartbeat later when Kate surged forward to capture her lips in a deep, searing kiss as she shifted to straddle her thighs. Carter wrapped her free hand around Kate’s waist to urge her even closer as their tongues danced and swirled and stroked together. Desire crashed hotly between her thighs at the low groan that shook Kate when she sank onto her lap. She grabbed Kate’s hips to pull her in tighter, and an electric thrill tumbled down her spine at the first soft brush of Kate’s breasts against her own. 
Her hands took on a mind of their own as she lost herself in the moment, stroking boldly over Kate’s back and her sides before molding to the sweet curve of her ass and squeezing roughly. Her thoughts turned to static at the feeling of Kate’s fingers dragging through her hair, lazily at times and demandingly at others. She licked her way deeper into Kate’s mouth as she reverently traced the curve of her ribs, and she wasn’t sure which of them groaned louder when she finally cradled Kate’s breasts in her hands.
A fresh wave of arousal flooded her underwear when Kate pressed into her hands and ground down hard on her lap. She panted against Kate’s mouth as she dragged her thumbs over Kate’s nipples, and smiled at the soft, keening mewl that spilled from Kate’s lips as a result. Eager to find out what other sounds she could coax from her, she peppered a line of kisses over Kate’s jaw to nip at her earlobe. Kate gasped at the sharp little bite, and she pressed her lips to Kate’s ear as she whispered, “Do you know how long I’ve wanted to get my hands on you like this?”
Kate’s head fell back in supplication. “Fuck, Carter…”
Carter dipped her head to wrap her lips around Kate’s pulse point, sucking lightly and nipping hard enough to make Kate whimper but not quite hard enough that it would leave a mark before pulling back and blowing softly over the spot. “I am definitely on board with that idea,” Carter husked, kissing her way lower as she gave Kate’s nipples a particularly firm tweak. She smiled at the way Kate’s hips jerked against her, and rubbed her palms over her breasts as she said in that same, crushed velvet tone, “But I want to have you first.”
Kate inhaled sharply as her fingers flexed in Carter’s hair to drag their lips back together in a gloriously messy kiss that was all teeth and tongues and sprinkled with plaintive moans and desperate whimpers.
When Kate pulled away with a broken whine to draw a proper breath, Carter dragged a wet kiss over her jaw to continue mapping the elegant line of her throat with her lips. She teased Kate’s nipples to hard, tight points as she peppered the column of her throat with kisses, licks, and light, fleeting bites, and dragged the tip of her nose along the column of Kate’s throat as she licked her way lower, reveling in the soft, increasingly desperate cries that rained down upon her as she lavished attention on every inch of skin she could reach. 
“Could do this forever,” she rasped as she nuzzled closer to lap at the hollow of Kate’s throat.
“Carter…”
Carter nipped at Kate’s throat as she dropped her right arm to encircle her waist and hold their hips together as she pressed up enough to be able to turn and lay Kate out on the couch beneath her. The show of strength earned her an enthusiastic moan for the effort, and she chuckled lowly as she stretched out on top of Kate, nestling her hips in the cradle of Kate’s thighs. A fresh wave of arousal crashed between her legs at the feeling of Kate’s hips bucking needfully against her. She braced her weight on her elbows so her hands would be free to continue playing with Kate’s breasts, and a slow, wolfish smile curved her lips as she dipped her head to whisper, “Do you like being handled?” 
Kate hummed and stroked a single finger along the back of Carter’s neck. “I do.”
Carter’s clit pulsed as Kate’s words, so beautifully textured with longing, cascaded over her tongue, and groaned as she buried her face in the crook of Kate’s neck. She shivered at the feeling of blunt nails scraping through her hair, and pressed a hard, heavy kiss to the skin beneath her lips. Encouraged by the way Kate turned her head invitingly, Carter kissed her way lower, nosing the collar of Kate’s shirt aside to gain access to even more skin to worship. Her stomach fluttered when her lips brushed against the swell of Kate’s breast, and she looked up to watch Kate’s face as she tugged the neck of the shirt down even further to trace at the line where pink lace and soft skin met with her tongue.
Though the way Kate’s head tipped back, her mouth open, panting raggedly as desire overwhelmed her was encouraging, she still checked, “Okay?” 
Kate nodded. “So good.”
Enchanted by the pleasure dancing so plainly across Kate’s face, Carter stared, spellbound, as she slipped her tongue beneath the edge of the lace. 
“More,” Kate whimpered, arching into Carter’s mouth.
“God, yes.” Carter grabbed hem of Kate’s shirt and shoved it up over her breasts. Her breath caught as she drank in the sight of pale, soft skin flushed with desire and delicate lace that barely contained Kate’s perfect, full breasts and provided a mouthwatering view of Kate’s nipples that strained against it. “Fuck, you’re gorgeous,” she breathed, her hands falling to cradle Kate’s breasts as she dipped her head to drag her lips over one of Kate’s nipples.
She made no effort to stifle the moans that bubbled in her throat as she showered Kate’s breasts with kisses, delighting in the juxtaposition of rough lace and smooth skin against her tongue. Her head spun at the feeling of Kate’s fingers dancing against the backs of her hands and up her arms in silent encouragement when she finally tugged the lace aside and took a straining bud into her mouth, fluttering her tongue against it as she rolled it between her teeth.
Emboldened by the increasing fervor of Kate’s rocking hips, she slipped her hands into the gap between Kate’s back and the sofa to pinch her bra open. “Okay?” she checked as she sat up to work the bra and Kate’s shirt off over her head.
Kate nodded, the green of her eyes absolutely lost to desire.
“Words, beautiful,” Carter encouraged as she dropped them both on the floor.
Kate licked her lips as she grabbed Carter’s hands and placed them on her breasts. She had just opened her mouth to voice the same consent she’d just physically given when the sound of a body bumping against the wall in the hallway behind them crashed over them like a bucket of ice water.
Their eyes locked with a shared, OH, SHIT!, and Carter hastily sat up as Kate dove off the side of the couch to retrieve her clothes. 
Carter’s heart pounded in the base of her throat as she rubbed her hands over her face in what was probably an utterly failed attempt to push away any visible signs that she’d been well on her way to ravishing Kate right here on the sofa. She’d just flopped back onto her butt when Maddie stumbled into view, her attention focused on the glowing screen of the laptop in her hands, and she plastered on what she prayed passed as an innocent expression when Maddie looked up at her with a smile.
“Hi, Carter.” Maddie leaned against the wall at the end of the hallway, her brow furrowing as she glanced around the room. “Where’s my mom? I need her signature for something.”
Carter’s eyes cut to the floor at the mention of Kate—who had laid down on the rug to hide as she dressed—and bit her lip when she saw that Kate was having a particularly difficult time with the shirt collar she’d stretched out while trying to get at her boobs. “She’s, ah…”
“Trying to find a dinosaur guy that seems to have gone missing,” Kate chimed in, popping up and leaning against the couch cushion in a way that magically, mercifully hid the damage Carter’s lustfulness had wrought. She sighed dramatically as she looked at Carter, her eyes still a little panicked. “You were right. It’s not down there.”
Carter pulled a face and dragged a hand through her hair in an attempt to hide any damage Kate might have done to it. “I dunno—”
Maddie snorted. “You guys are so obvious.”
Carter’s mouth fell open, her heart damn well stopping at the far-too-knowing look on Maddie’s face.
“We’re—” Kate’s voice cracked as her eyes locked onto Carter’s. “What do you mean?”
Maddie just shook her head, and Carter willed the couch to open up and swallow her whole as she watched a delicate blush color Maddie’s cheeks as she padded over toward them. “I’m sorry. I’ll, uh, go back downstairs in a minute, but…” Maddie’s blush deepened as she looked at her mom. “I forgot to have you sign this permission slip, and it’s due tomorrow.”
Kate’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath, and her eyes flicked toward the ceiling as if praying for strength as she held out a hand. “Okay. Lemme see.”
Carter did her very best statute impersonation as Kate scanned the form before swiping her finger over the touch screen in an approximation of a signature and handing the laptop back to Maddie with a defeated, “There you go.”
“Thank you.” Maddie snapped the laptop shut and half-turned to leave. “I’ll, uh—”
“Do…” Kate spoke up, stopping Maddie in her tracks. “Do you have any questions? About”—she waved a hand between herself and Carter—“this?”
“I dunno.” Maddie shrugged. “Why didn’t you tell me you were dating?”
“God, I’m sorry, Mads. I just…” Kate pushed up onto the couch to sit beside Carter. Not knowing what else to do but desperate to support Kate however she could, Carter placed a hand on Kate’s knee and gave it a gentle squeeze. Her heart swelled at the grateful look Kate gave her before, with a sigh, she turned back to Maddie to answer her question, “I know how much you look up to Carter, and I just wanted a little bit of time to see if things were even going to have a chance to work out between us before we told you.”
Maddie pursed her lips and stared for a long moment before her expression relaxed, and she nodded. “Okay. Yeah. I guess that makes sense.” Maddie’s expression hardened, a fierce protectiveness glinting in her sharp, sea glass eyes as she all but glared at Carter. “Don’t hurt my mom.”
Carter swallowed thickly and nodded. “I will never purposefully do anything to hurt her.”
Maddie’s glare melted into a grin. “Good.” She tapped her laptop against her hip and looked at her mom. “Can I go now?”
“Please,” Kate answered, sounding utterly wiped. “Go right ahead.”
“Good night!” Maddie called over her shoulder as she all but scampered out of the room.
After waiting a long moment to make sure they were truly alone, Carter turned to Kate and whispered, “Fuck, I’m so sorry.”
“I feel like I should be apologizing to you,” Kate groaned, turning and hiding her face in Carter’s neck. “God, couldn’t we have had even one stupid date before she walked in on us?”
Carter couldn’t help it—she giggled. “She’s a little terrifying, you know.” Her heart soared at the feeling of Kate’s huff of laughter crashing against her neck, and she wrapped her arms around Kate to hold her close. “And our date on Friday will be amazing,” she promised, ignoring the little voice in the back of her head that tried to remind her that she had been so focused on regatta prep that she hadn’t actually begun planning it yet.
“I’m sure it will be,” Kate murmured, a hint of a smile creeping into her tone as she snuggled into Carter’s side. “That was just…” She blew out a trembling breath. “Wow.”
Carter tucked a finger under Kate’s chin to coax her gaze higher. Tenderness swelled in her chest as their eyes locked, and she dipped her head to brush a soft, chaste kiss over Kate’s lips. “It was definitely all kinds of wow.” She touched her forehead to Kate’s. “Are you okay?”
Kate lifted a hand to frame Carter’s face. “I’m a little mortified that she found out like that,” she admitted slowly. “But otherwise…” She lightly stroked Carter’s jaw as a small smile crinkled her eyes. “Yeah. I’m very okay.”
“Good.” Carter kissed her softly. “Me too,” she added to assure her that they were on the same page. And then, even though leaving was the last thing she wanted to do, asked, “Should I go?”
“If you want,” Kate whispered, looking very much like she hated the idea just as much as Carter did. “Or…we could maybe just cuddle and watch a movie or something?”
I’d stare at the wall all night if it meant I got to hold you like this. Carter pecked Kate’s lips. “A movie and cuddles sounds perfect.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“So you are alive.”
Kate looked up to see Missy standing in the doorway to her office. “I am.” She set her pen on top of the exam she’d been grading and leaned back in her chair. “What are you doing here?”
“Oh, you know…” Missy strolled inside and braced her hands on the back of the visitor’s chair that was serving as a catchall for the journals, schematics, and machine parts Kate had moved off of her desk so she could grade. “I just figured that I’d pop by since I was down this way for a meeting, and I haven’t heard from you since you called me on Sunday, freaking the fuck out—”
“I wasn’t freaking the fuck out,” Kate lied.
Missy arched a brow. “So you’re telling me that it wasn’t you that I had to talk off a cliff because you’d gotten so caught up in wanting to see a woman you’re falling for that it didn’t even occur to you until after you invited her to dinner at your house with your daughter was, perhaps, just maybe, putting the cart before the horse and—”
“Oh, shut up,” Kate groused. “And I never said I was falling for her.”
“Sweetie, you don’t need to say it. I know you.” Missy inclined her head encouragingly. “So, come on. How’d it go?”
“It…” Kate’s voice trailed off as her thoughts drifted to the events of Sunday night, and her cheeks warmed as Carter’s voice, low and textured with desire, echoed across her mind—Do you know how long I’ve wanted to get my hands on you like this?

“That good, huh?” Missy drawled, a slow smirk tilting her lips.
“She brought me flowers.” Kate smiled. “She and Maddie hung out in the kitchen while I cooked, and she was a saint answering all of Maddie’s questions about rowing. And then we sat down for dinner, and it was just…” She felt her blush spread as she remembered Carter and Maddie’s easy banter and the way they’d roped her into it as well. In hindsight, it was funny how she’d been so worried about it being too soon to introduce Carter into their little family that she’d called Missy, because as soon as Carter had stepped through the door, it was like she’d been there forever.
“I’m glad it went well. But that blush”—Missy wagged a finger—“says something else was amazing. Come on, Kate. Spill. You know you want to.”
“Fine,” Kate grumbled, though it was mostly for show. After being trapped in her thoughts and feelings about what had happened for the last few days, she realized that she wanted to gush about how incredible Carter had been. “After dinner, the three of us played that game you gave Maddie for her birthday, and then, after she went to finish her homework, me and Carter made out on the sofa like a couple of teenagers.”
Missy grinned. “Now that’s the gossip I came over here for. So it was good?”
“God, it was so fucking good,” Kate practically moaned. “There’s this intensity to the way she kisses that’s intoxicating. Like, it’s kissing, it should be fun and whatever, but the way she does it… I don’t think I’ve ever been so turned on from just kissing before. And her hands… Christ, her hands, Miss.”
Missy laughed. “So I take it she got to second base?”
Kate snorted. “What is this, high school?”
“No, this is me trying to find out if she finally got those apparently amazing hands of hers on your tits that she can barely keep from staring at.” When Kate’s blush deepened, Missy prompted, “So she did get her hands on your tits?”
Kate’s ears felt like they were on fire, and she glanced toward the open door behind Missy. “Keep your voice down!” she hissed.
Missy obligingly lowered her voice. “I’m thinking that intoxicating mouth of hers got some action in there, too.”
Kate rubbed a hand over her face. “Okay, yeah. It did. But—”
“Katherine Walker!” Missy gasped, looking and sounding so goddamn pleased that Kate couldn’t help but match her wide grin. “You got some!”
The sound of voices in the hall propelled Kate to her feet. “Do you want to go get lunch or something?”
Missy pivoted like a champ. “Sure. I’d ask what you’d like to eat, but…” She waggled her eyebrows suggestively.
“You’re not as funny as you think you are,” Kate grumbled as she pulled on her coat.
“Please, I’m hilarious.” When Kate turned to her with an unimpressed look, Missy begrudgingly said, “I can admit that was bad, though.”
Kate huffed a laugh as she shoved her phone and wallet into one of her pockets. “I’m glad you recognize that. Are you ready to go?”
Missy dipped into a low bow and swept a hand toward the door. “After you.”
It was a small mercy that the hallway was empty when they stopped for Kate to lock up, and she was grateful that Missy didn’t resume their conversation until they were out on the street, where the sounds of city traffic drowned out their voices. “So, did you get some?”
“No.” Kate shook her head at Missy’s skeptical look. “I mean— We might have. God knows I was close to suggesting we go downstairs to my room, but then…”
Missy’s eyes widened. “Oh fuck. Please don’t tell me that Maddie walked in on you.”
Kate confirmed Missy’s suspicions with a grimace as she pointed down the street. “You okay just going to Camilla’s?”
“Sure.” Missy waved a hand in a way that said she didn’t care. “But back to Mads. What happened?”
“I don’t think she saw anything too scarring,” Kate said as the signal changed and they were able to cross the street with traffic. “I mean, as soon as we heard her, I rolled off the couch and pulled my shirt and bra back on so she couldn’t see that I was topless.” She rolled her eyes at Missy’s shit-eating grin. “So it was more messed up clothes and hair and flushed faces than anything else.” And the neck of my shirt that was so stretched out from Carter trying to get to my boob that it’s permanently ruined, she thought wryly. 
“So did she figure out what you two were up to?” 
Kate blew out a long breath. “Yeah.”
“Fuck. How’d she take it?”
“She…” Kate sighed. “She was hurt that I hadn’t told her we were dating. But after she walked in on us like that, it’s not like I could tell her we hadn’t even been on a date yet—”
Missy snorted. “No, you probably don’t want your thirteen-year-old daughter to think it’s okay to let someone smother themselves in her tits before they’d even bought her dinner.”
“Can you not?” Kate lifted her eyes to the sky and prayed for strength. She had always been open and honest with Maddie when it came to sex, and she trusted her to make good decisions when the day eventually came, but, like any other parent, she hoped that that day was far, far away. Maybe a decade. Hell, maybe two. “And, I mean, yeah, our first ‘official’ date will be on Friday, but it’s not like we haven’t been having a bunch of unofficial ones over the last couple of months.”
“Mm, you keep telling yourself that, you little seductress, you,” Missy teased. 
“Why am I the seductress?”
“I’ll give you two guesses,” Missy drawled, looking pointedly at Kate’s chest. When Kate gave her shoulder a light shove, she hooked her arm around Kate’s and pulled her close. “Seriously, though. I am so happy for you.”
Kate blinked at the earnestness of Missy’s tone. “Why?”
“Because I love you.” Missy squeezed her arm. “And, yeah, I know you’re happy with Mads and your work, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen you glow like this when you talk about her. And it killed me not to say anything when you were so deep in your ‘she’s too young for me’ bullshit. I didn’t want to scare you away from her even more, but it’s been obvious since the first time you talked about her that she’s special.”
“She is,” Kate agreed, smiling softly as a honeyed warmth settled in her chest.
“She’d have to be, to make you smile like that.”
Feeling a little too exposed in the face of Missy’s insight, Kate bit her lip and looked down at the pavement as she asked, “This is okay, right?”
“Is what okay?”
“Her,” Kate whispered, surprised by the tears that stung at the backs of her eyes. “Wanting her.”
“Oh, Kate.” Missy squeezed her arm reassuringly. “Yes. It’s more than okay to want her. And, I mean, hell, it’s pretty obvious to anyone who’s ever seen you together that she wants you back.”
“God.” Kate chuckled weakly. “Sorry. I don’t know why I’m getting choked up.”
“Because she’s important to you,” Missy replied sagely.
Kate nodded and wiped at her eyes. “It’s honestly a little terrifying how much.”
“I know. But don’t overthink it, okay? Just let her make you happy. And…” Missy jostled Kate playfully and pointed. “Speak of the devil. There’s your girlfriend, now.”
Kate’s heart skipped a beat when she looked at where Missy was pointing and saw Carter and Erica sitting at a table next to the large front window of Camila’s. “She’s not my girlfriend.”
“Sweetie, she had you topless and on the verge of begging for it three days ago.”
Kate’s cheeks flamed. She wasn’t sure which was worse—Missy’s loving but painfully blunt teasing, or being unexpectedly faced with the depth of her rapidly growing feelings for Carter. “I just…” Her breath caught as she watched Carter turn to look out the window, and her stomach fluttered at the way Carter’s eyes widened and a bright smile lit her face the moment their eyes met. “We haven’t talked about it yet.”
“Yeah, I’m pretty sure that conversation is just a formality. She’s looking at you like you just made her entire goddamn life just by standing here on the sidewalk outside a sandwich shop.” She tugged Kate forward. “And, for the record, you’re looking at her the same way.”
Kate blushed. “Well, can you blame me? Look at her.”
“No blame here,” Missy assured her fondly. “Now, come on. I need to give her the shovel talk.”
“Sorry, Maddie beat you to that one,” Kate said as Missy let go of her arm.
“I totally need to hear that story.” Missy opened the door and ushered Kate inside. “But it’s okay. I can still do mine. You can never have too many shovels lined up.”
“Oh god…”
Missy laughed. “In the interest of not being repetitive, what’d Maddie say?”
Kate could feel Carter’s eyes on her as they joined the back of the queue to order, and she was helpless but to turn and meet her gaze even as she answered Missy’s question. “She glared at Carter and grilled her about her intentions before warning her not to hurt me.” She smiled as Carter pointed at the empty chairs at their table in obvious invitation, and nodded before glancing back at Missy. “It was honestly a little scary.”
“Hell yeah, Mads. That’s awesome,” Missy cheered. She danced away from the elbow Kate aimed at her side. “Why don’t you join them, and I’ll order for us. You want your usual?”
Figuring that buying her lunch was the least Missy could do considering the teasing she’d already suffered and, knowing Missy and Erica, was undoubtedly set to endure more of, Kate said, “Yeah. And a Diet Coke.”
“Coming right up. Go get your girl.” Missy smirked at the way Kate preened at the idea of Carter being ‘her’ girl, and gave her light shove. “Just don’t jump her when you get there; okay? This is a family establishment.”
Kate rolled her eyes and discreetly flipped Missy off before turning to make her way to Carter’s table. Warmth bloomed in her chest at the way Carter’s smile became brighter with every step she took until, by the time she stopped beside the empty chair next to Carter’s, it was positively blinding. 
“Hey, you,” Carter murmured.
Kate’s heart squeezed at the tenderness softening Carter’s voice. “Hey.”
Erica snorted. “Good lord, you two are, like, nauseatingly sweet.” She smirked when Carter and Kate looked at her like they’d forgotten she existed. “I know this is a stupid-ass question, but…Kate, would you and your friend like to join us?” She gestured at the empty chairs at their table.
It was, without a doubt, an absolutely ridiculous question given the obviousness of her answer, but since Erica asked, Kate figured she might as well answer. “We would, thanks.”
“I am so sorry about her,” Carter apologized as she shot Erica a warning look. “She promised she’d behave.”
“And she,” Erica quipped as Kate took the chair beside Carter, “was crazy enough to believe it.”
Kate chuckled at the exasperated look that flashed across Carter’s face. She placed a hand on her leg as she leaned closer to murmur, “I made Missy promise the same thing. But I should warn you that she’ll probably be just as bad as Erica.”
“Great,” Carter deadpanned, her droll tone belied by the smile crinkling her eyes.
“Exactly,” Kate whispered. 
“Good lord, just kiss and get it over with,” Erica muttered.
Kate’s stomach swooped at the way Carter bit her lip and tilted her head in a way that said she wasn’t opposed to Erica’s suggestion. There was no pressure in Carter’s gaze, just a quiet, hopeful longing that Kate found herself reacting to instinctively. Her hand tightened on Carter’s thigh, her pulse stuttering as she lifted her chin invitingly. She sighed at the feeling of Carter’s fingertips ghosting along the line of her jaw, and her eyes fell shut as Carter’s lips softened around her own. She’d never been one for public displays of affection, but as Carter sucked on her lower lip, all she could think was I never want this to end.
It had to, of course, and far more quickly than she would have liked, as Missy stopped beside them with a laughing, “Well, would you look at what we have here.”
Kate blushed as they broke apart with a shared, shy smile, and squeezed Carter’s leg as she straightened. Her heart fluttered at the way Carter’s eyes lingered on her lips as she straightened, and she was this close to leaning back in and recapturing Carter’s lips, audience be damned, when, with a wink, Carter’s hand fell away. 
“What do we have here?” Carter echoed Missy’s question with a playfully innocent expression as she placed her hand on top of Kate’s on her thigh.
“A couple of smitten kittens,” Erica answered. 
Missy cackled. “Definitely. And since they are too distracted with each other to introduce us themselves—hi, I’m Missy.”
Erica lifted a hand in a small wave. “Erica.”
“When was I supposed to introduce you?” Kate asked. “You literally just got here.”
Missy ignored Kate completely as she told Erica, “It’s a pleasure.” She pulled out the chair between Kate and Erica, and tossed the little plastic number for their server to find onto the table as she sat. “Were they like that the whole time?”
“Honestly, the kissing was better than the giant I-want-to-kiss-you heart-eyes they were exchanging beforehand,” Erica reported with a long-suffering sigh.
Missy pressed her hand to her heart. “Ah, young love.” She grinned at Erica and waved a hand between Kate and Carter. “So, do you need to give a shovel talk too? Because we can get ‘em with a twofer if you want to save time?”
Erica barked out a laugh. “Sure. Why not?”
“Oh god.” Kate muttered.
Carter chuckled and leaned in as if to keep whatever she was about to say between them, even though her playful, quasi-whisper was clearly meant to be overheard, “Want to go find another table and leave these two to their bullshit?”
Kate bit back her smile as she pretended to consider Carter’s question. “Do you honestly think we can trust the two of them unsupervised?” 
Carter snorted and shook her head. “Not at all.”
‘Wow,” Erica chortled. “Rude.” She took a deep breath and leveled Kate with an unmistakably serious look. “I’ll make it really simple—be good to my girl. Okay?
“Deal,” Kate agreed quickly.
Missy arched a brow at Carter. “And you?”
“Me?” Carter asked, her lips quirking as she looked at Kate. All playfulness faded from her expression as their eyes locked, and Kate swooned at the way Carter held her gaze as she promised, “I will never do anything to hurt her.”
“Well, Kate’s panties just dropped,” Missy drawled, effectively shattering the moment.
Kate groaned. “Goddamn it, Missy!”
Erica cackled and held out a fist to Missy. “Oh, I like you.”
Missy smirked and bumped their knuckles together. “Thanks. You’re not bad, yourself.”
“Guys, please?” Carter begged.
“Okay, okay,” Erica said, holding up her hands. She made a show of taking a couple of deep breaths to calm herself before promising, “We’ll be good.”
“For now, anyway,” Missy added, winking at Kate and Carter before turning to Erica. “So, Erica. How do you know Carter?”
Kate rubbed a hand over her face and smiled despite the roasting she’d just received when Carter brushed a kiss over her ear and whispered, “You okay?”
Kate nodded, letting Missy and Erica’s conversation faded to a low buzz as she sank into the familiar, calming warmth of Carter’s presence. While she was sure that they would eventually pay for letting the two of them meet, for now she was simply glad to take advantage of the break from their teasing. “Yeah. You?”
“Yeah.” Carter nuzzled Kate’s cheek and pulled her in close with a happy sigh. “You’re here. So I’m doing great.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Carter glanced at Erica as she plucked a bouquet of cream roses with a dark pink fringe at the edges of the petals from the refrigerator at the florist shop. “You’re sure this isn’t too much? I mean, I brought her flowers last week…”
Erica rolled her eyes. “The flowers are not too much. The blazer you decided on, however…”
Carter’s stomach dropped. “What? Really?” She looked down at the black blazer she’d paired with a crisp, white, untucked dress shirt, her best pair of dark-washed jeans, and her favorite black boots. Erica had said she looked good back at the apartment, but now… “Do I need to change?” she asked with rising panic as she stepped out of the way so a thirty-something finance bro in designer jeans and a sleeveless puffer vest could get to the bouquets.
“Oh my god, no,” Erica muttered. “I was just kidding around, trying to loosen you up. I failed, clearly. You look incredibly fuckable. And the flowers are beautiful. So just go buy them already so you can pick Kate up and start your motherfucking,” she stressed, her eyes glinting with amusement at her wordplay, “date.”
The guy snorted and shot them an apologetic smile. “Sorry, I swear I wasn’t trying to listen in.” He gave Carter a quick once-over. “She’s right, though. You look good. And roses are always a solid choice.” He nodded once for emphasis before disappearing to the cashier with his selection.
Carter’s cheeks felt like they were on fire. “Erica…”
“Talk to me, Burke,” Erica directed. “Why are you freaking out?”
The searching look in Erica’s gaze was too much, and Carter lifted her eyes to the ceiling as she mumbled, “I just want tonight to be perfect.” 
Erica gave Carter’s lapels a sharp tug, and when Carter looked down at her in surprise, she said, “Well, it won’t be until you get your cute little ass”—she pulled at the blazer again—“to her place”—she arched a brow—“to start the damn thing.”
Carter laughed weakly. “Yeah. You’re right.” She blew out a shaky breath. “Thanks.”
“Of course I am.” Erica smoothed her hands over the lapels. “That’s why you called me over to help, right?” She smirked when Carter nodded, and tilted her head toward the register. “Now, go. I’ll be outside when you’re done.”
“Okay.” Carter took a long breath and let it go slowly before spinning on her heel. “Yeah. You’re right.”
She avoided the finance bro’s eye as he passed, and was grateful that the woman working the till just rang up the flowers. She knew that she was being ridiculous. Knew that dinner with Maddie last weekend, never mind everything that had happened afterward, held far more weight in the grand scheme of things than tonight—but there was a part of her that needed to prove to Kate that she was worthy of her.
“Back again, I see. I take it the flowers last weekend were a hit?” 
Carter blinked at the florist, and smiled sheepishly when she realized that the petite, pretty brunette was, indeed, the same person who’d helped her last Sunday. “Ah, yeah.” She nodded. “They were.”
“Good.” The florist smiled. “Do you want a card for these?”
“I…” Carter shook her head. “No. I don’t think so.”
“Okay.” She punched at the register screen and then gestured toward the payment pad. “Then it’ll be forty-one twenty-three.”
Carter arched a brow as she tapped her phone to the pad. The price seemed low, but she wasn’t versed enough in flower pricing to know if it was or not. “Thanks.” She slipped the phone back into the inner pocket of her blazer as the machine beeped.
The florist handed her the bouquet and a ten-punch card with the first two squares already punched out. “Good luck on your date.”
“How did you—”
The florist waved a hand at Carter’s outfit. “You’re dressed to kill and buying roses. If my wife weren’t waiting at home for me, I’d be slipping you my number along with that punch card just in case things didn’t work out.”
“I…” Carter blushed. “Um… Thank you?”
The florist’s eyes sparkled with amusement. “I’m sure she’s going to love the flowers.”
Carter looked down at the bouquet and then flashed the florist a small smile of thanks. “I hope so,” she murmured as she turned to leave.
Erica was leaning against a tree, flicking through her phone when Carter exited the shop, and she slipped her phone into her pocket. “You ready to get your date started?” 
Carter took a deep breath and wiggled her fingers against the bouquet's bunched stems. She did the same thing on her oars before a race to remind herself to stay loose, and her body, in what was a Pavlovian response by this point, immediately calmed. “Yeah. Let’s go.”
She could feel Erica’s eyes on her as they started walking. She had no doubt that Erica was watching her with the calm, quietly calculating look of a coxswain trying to diagnose what their crew needed.
“Chatter or quiet?” Erica asked, confirming her suspicions.
Carter seriously weighed the merits of both. While mindless chatter would provide a nice distraction, there was an equal chance that it’d key her back up. It’d be better to just sink into her nerves, to find comfort in the anticipatory tingle that was skittering across her skin and making her feel like every breath she took wasn’t quite enough. Nerves, she’d learned long ago, weren’t a bad thing—she just needed to find her equilibrium through it all. “Quiet, I think.”
“Okay.”
It didn’t take them long to cover the couple of blocks to Kate’s house, and Carter’s shoulders lifted with a long, deep breath as they stopped in front of it. 
“All right, Burke,” Erica said in a no-nonsense tone. “It’s go-time.”
“Yep.” Carter nodded. 
Erica slapped her on the ass. “Go get her, tiger.”
It was precisely the levity Carter needed to shake her out of her brooding thoughts, and she smiled at Erica. “I will. Thanks, E.”
“I’ll see you at lunch on Monday for all the dirty details.”
“I don’t kiss and tell.”
“Maybe not with everyone else. But you know you’ll be telling me everything.” Erica waggled her eyebrows. “And I will be shocked if you two stop at kissing.”
Carter blushed. “Go away, E.”
Erica smirked and flowed into motion, putting those first few steps of goodbye between them. “Carter and Ka-ate, sitting in a tree,” she sang as she walked away. “F-U-C-K-I-N-G.”
“Oh my god, dude!”. 
Erica cackled. “Love ya, C!”
Carter smiled and lifted the bouquet in a little wave that she knew Erica would understand meant love
you, too as she climbed the steps to Kate’s door. She took a deep breath as she pressed her thumb to the intercom button for Kate’s unit, and just barely managed to tuck the bouquet behind her back to hide them from view before Kate’s face appeared on the screen.
“Hey, you,” Kate murmured, the hint of smoke in her voice drawing Carter’s full attention as an expectant shiver tickled the back of her neck. But before Carter could respond, there was a low buzzing sound of the door being unlocked. “Come on in.”
The screen went black a split-second later, and Carter took a deep breath as she reached for the door. She’d been impressed by the gleaming marble tile that lined the main entry of the duplex and the intricate hardwood banister that led to the upper unit when she visited the weekend before, but paid no attention this time as she noticed Kate’s door was already opening.
Carter’s breath caught as Kate stepped into view, looking like she’d walked straight off the pages of Vogue with her hair falling in golden waves around her shoulders. She was wearing a gorgeous emerald green wrap dress that stopped a few inches above her knees and had a plunging neckline that left an enticing amount of cleavage on display. Carter had been painfully aware of her beauty from the moment they’d met, but in this dress… 
She licked her lips as her gaze dipped to appreciate the delectable swell of Kate’s breasts. 
God, she’s so fucking beautiful.
The sound of Kate chuckling softly snapped Carter out of her haze, and she bit her lip as she dragged her attention higher. She held out the flowers she’d brought with a slightly breathless, “You’re stunning.”
Kate’s cheeks pinked. “Thank you,” she replied softly, a sweet, almost shy smile bowing her lips as she accepted the roses. “And thank you for these. They’re lovely.”
Carter stared, bewitched by the way Kate’s tongue slid slowly over her lips as her free hand lifted to play with the lapel of her black blazer. She held her breath as Kate’s eyes dipped to appreciate the way she’d left the top three buttons of her white dress shirt undone before flicking down over the jeans and black boots that finished her outfit, and it left her in a rush when those beautiful stormy green eyes returned to hers.
Kate rubbed Carter’s lapel between her thumb and forefinger as she murmured in a voice thick with appreciation, “You look absolutely delectable.”
Carter swayed toward Kate, her stomach fluttering as Kate’s hand slid along the line of her lapel and over her shoulder to wrap around the back of her neck to urge her closer. Her hands settled on Kate’s hips as she dipped her head, and a low, happy hum tickled the back of her throat at the way Kate’s lips softened around her own. A gentle press of her fingertips was all it took to coax Kate closer, a shared sigh falling between them as they moved in concert to deepen the kiss. She wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist, holding her tightly as their tongues stroked slowly together, one kiss blending into the next as they lost themselves in the sweetness of the moment.
Carter sighed happily as their kisses slowed to a string of lingering pecks, and nuzzled Kate’s cheek as she whispered, “You know, I think this might be my favorite doorway in the world.”
“Oh?” Kate hummed. “Why’s that?”
Carter rubbed her hands over Kate’s hips and kissed her softly. “Probably because whenever I’m here, you kiss me like that.”
“Well, when you put it that way…” Kate pressed up onto the balls of her feet, her eyes fluttering shut as she murmured, “I’m quite fond of it, too,” against Carter’s lips before capturing them in a kiss that was somehow both playful and overflowing with so much desire that it stole the air from Carter’s lungs.
Carter groaned as her hands drifted higher to cradle the curve of Kate’s ribs as she surged forward. She pulled Kate closer and guided her into a calculated spin so that she was able to pin her against the doorframe. She was dimly aware of the soft crash of cellophane hitting the floor, but was distracted by the way Kate’s newly freed hand grabbed her ass and pulled her in tighter.
She let her hands wander as she allowed Kate to guide her to where she wanted, and an intoxicating fog enveloped her brain at the taste of Kate’s strangled moan when she slipped a leg between her thighs. She palmed her breasts firmly, drawing another desperate sound from Kate’s lips that made her clench, and pulled back to lick at Kate’s lips as she shifted her grip to draw heavy circles over Kate’s straining nipples with her thumbs.
“Fuck,” Kate panted, her chest heaving in Carter’s hands as she turned her head to suck in a proper breath.
Carter pressed her thigh in harder and groaned as the hand on her ass dipped beneath the tail of her coat to slip under her shirt and press hotly against the small of her back. Her skin burned in the best way beneath Kate’s hand, and she tweaked Kate’s nipples as she dragged a wet kiss along the line of her jaw. She nipped at Kate’s earlobe, earning herself a breathy, wanton mewl that sent a flood of arousal crashing between her legs, and squeezed Kate’s breasts roughly before lightening her touch and settling into a gentle massage that made Kate’s hips roll desperately against her thigh as she melted into her. 
Carter’s pulse throbbed in her ears as she pressed closer, all but fusing their bodies together. Stars flashed behind her eyes when Kate shifted against her and the thigh between her legs delivered the perfect amount of pressure to her clit. She pulled back with a strangled, “My god, Kate,” and dipped her head to nuzzle and nip at Kate’s throat.
“Carter…” Kate whined, digging her fingers into the back of Carter’s neck and her side, holding her as close as possible as she lifted and tilted her head, offering more skin for Carter’s attention.
Carter fluttered her tongue over Kate’s pulse point and drove her hips forward as she covered the spot with her mouth and sucked against it hard. Her eyes rolled back in her head at the way her name fell from Kate’s lips in a half-cry, half-moan, and she dragged her teeth over the spot, nipping sharply before pulling away to blow lightly over pinked skin. She nuzzled the mark that was already blossoming, knowing that she should be sorry for it because they hadn’t talked about whether that was okay, but she only felt the desire to leave a trail of them all over Kate’s body. “I can’t get enough of you.”
Kate groaned and turned her head to capture Carter’s lips in a deep, messy kiss. The world could have ended around them and Carter wouldn’t have noticed as she gave herself to the surge of Kate’s desire. It swept over them like the tide, powerful and all-encompassing, and there was no quieting the plaintive whimper that tumbled from her lips when Kate pulled away with a ragged, “Carter.”
“Hm?” Carter hummed, her hands sliding around Kate’s sides to press against the wings of her back as she dipped her head in a blind search for Kate’s lips.
“Carter,” Kate repeated, her voice stronger, though no less affected. 
Carter blinked her eyes open as Kate’s heels dropped back to the floor, putting an unacceptable amount of space between them, her attention split between the way Kate’s breasts heaved with every short, sharp breath that she took and the exquisite drag of Kate’s nails as they scratched a quartet of lines down her neck and into the gap exposed by her open collar. She licked her lips as Kate ever-so-briefly dipped a single finger into her cleavage, and stared, spellbound by the storm that raged in Kate’s eyes as she withdrew that touch to drag her fingers across her chest to grasp the lapel of her jacket.
Kate’s gaze dipped to Carter’s mouth as she gave her lapel a light tug. “How attached are you to the idea of actually going out tonight?”
Carter’s stomach swooped and dipped at the unspoken intent behind Kate’s question, and Kate’s name spilled from her lips on a shaky exhale. She had gone sub-six-thirty on her 2k tests for years when she was on the national team, but her legs had never felt as unstable as they did at that moment. After how carried away they’d gotten last weekend, she’d been pretty sure their night would end with them falling into bed, but she’d never anticipated that this would be how it’d start.
She must have taken too long to answer, because Kate averted her eyes and murmured, “I’m sorry. That was—”
Carter closed the distance between them and cut her off with a kiss. She framed Kate’s face in her hands and caressed her cheeks as she poured every ounce of the longing she’d been barely holding at bay into the kiss, letting the hungry press of her lips and the slow, purposeful slide of her tongue convey just how much she wanted this. 
Wanted her.
They were both breathless when they broke apart, and Carter sighed as she nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “You’re sure?”
Kate’s hand twisted in Carter’s jacket, and her voice trembled as she whispered, “I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.”
Carter groaned and captured Kate’s lips in a kiss that was overflowing with hunger and devoid of finesse as she eagerly allowed the pressure of Kate’s grip to usher her inside. She broke away with a confused gasp when her foot brushed up against something, and arched a brow when she looked down and saw the roses. “Wow, that’s twice in a row, now,” she noted, kissing Kate softly to assure her she was teasing before ducking down to pick up the bouquet.
Kate closed the door behind them. “I’d apologize, but, really, it’s your fault, so…”
Carter grinned and set the bouquet on the console table in the entryway. “How’s it my fault, exactly?” she asked as she grabbed Kate’s hips and pulled her back into her arms. Her heart fluttered at the way Kate sank into her with a happy sigh, reaching up to wrap one hand around the back of her neck while the other settled atop her shoulder.
“Because you’re just so damn good at this.” Kate’s eyes flicked to Carter’s mouth. “I can’t tell you the number of times I’ve found myself thinking about kissing you over the last week.” She lifted her chin invitingly. “Thinking about your hands on my—”
Carter cut her off with a hard, bruising kiss. “If you keep this up,” she rasped, “we’re never going to make it to bed.” 
Kate’s fingers dug into the back of Carter’s neck as she chased after her lips with a breathy, “And that’d be bad because…”
“Fuck,” Carter exhaled. She smiled at the sound of Kate’s soft, pleased laughter, and pressed a gentle kiss to her forehead. “Because I want to take my time worshipping you.” She pressed a kiss between Kate’s brows. “I want to map every inch of your body with my hands”—she kissed the tip of her nose—“my lips”—she nuzzled lower so that her next words fell in heated waves against Kate’s mouth—“my tongue.” She fluttered her tongue against Kate’s lips. “I want to lose myself in you. To savor the way you taste, and the way you tense and move against my mouth.”
Kate moaned as she surged forward, swallowing Carter’s gasp of surprise with a searing kiss as she grabbed the collar of her blazer and pushed it off her shoulders. 
Carter swirled her tongue around Kate’s as she helped her take the jacket off, and broke away with a groan when Kate’s hands began working at the buttons of her shirt as soon as the blazer hit the floor. Her abs flexed at the electric sensation of Kate’s hands brushing against her stomach, and she took a deep breath to steel her resolve as she captured Kate’s hands in her own. 
“I’m not against letting you have me whenever and however you want,” Carter husked, bumping her thumbs over Kate’s knuckles. “Or me taking you like that.” Her stomach clenched at the hitched moan that addition earned her, and she lifted Kate’s hands to paint the backs of her fingers with her lips and a softly entreating, “But, for now…”
Kate’s chest heaved, and her eyes were blown with lust when she blinked them open. There was the faintest tremble in her hands as she curled her fingers around Carter’s, and she licked her lips as she tugged ever so gently at Carter’s hands. She tilted her head toward the stairs before walking backward toward them. She let go of Carter’s hands at the top of the stairs to twine the fingers of her right in Carter’s left and squeezed once before descending.
Carter stayed a step behind her, mirroring her movement in the same way she would sync with Kate when she rowed in front of her. When Kate stepped, so did she. When Kate’s shoulders lifted with a breath, so did hers. The heat of Kate's body, so close and yet tantalizingly just out of reach, sent little ripples of electricity skittering down Carter's body as, with every step, the air thickened with so much anticipation that she found it hard to breathe. 
Carter’s pulse pounded in her ears as Kate led her across the short distance from the bottom of the stairs to the open doorway that faced them, and a heavy, molten desire pooled in her belly as her feet sank into the plush carpet of Kate’s bedroom. She barely had time to notice the room’s cream-colored walls and gorgeous walnut four-poster king-sized bed, except to pause while Kate swept the dove gray comforter and half dozen pillows in varying shades of gray and white aside before she was turning back to her. Time slowed as her attention was commanded by flushed cheeks and plump rosy lips. 
A longing so potent and profound that it stole the air from Carter’s lungs swelled between them as Kate stepped into her, pulling their joined hands behind her back as she framed Carter’s jaw with her free hand to guide their lips together. 
When Kate released her hand, Carter splayed her fingers across Kate’s lower back and pulled their hips firmly together. They traded slow, deep, deliciously messy kisses as Kate picked up where she’d been stalled upstairs, nimble fingers deftly undoing the remaining buttons on Carter’s shirt while Carter tugged on the sash of Kate’s dress and plied it apart with hunger only barely tempered by reverence.
Carter’s breath caught at the light scrape of Kate’s nails against her skin as she divested her of her shirt, and then she forgot how to breathe altogether when she blinked her eyes open and found herself graced with a view of full hips and breasts in sheer black lingerie that did nothing for support but goddamn did it do everything for aesthetics. There was a hint of insecurity in Kate’s gaze that just wouldn’t do, and Carter chased it away with a kiss as she pushed the dress from her shoulders to let it cascade to the floor with a whisper.
“So pretty,” she breathed, pressing her forehead to Kate’s as she trailed the backs of her fingers up and down her arms. “If I’d known that this was waiting for me under that dress, I’d’ve stripped it off you sooner.”
Kate’s eyes crinkled as her gaze dipped to drink in Carter’s simple, pale blue bra. Though it wasn’t nearly as fancy as Kate’s lingerie, the slow slide of Kate’s tongue across her lips as she palmed Carter’s breasts said that she didn’t particularly care. “I could say the same for you…” She hummed at the way Carter shivered when she brushed her thumbs over her nipples, and fluttered her tongue along the seam of Carter’s lips as she tugged at the edges of the cups. “Can I take this off?”
Carter nodded and raked her nails down Kate’s back to toy with the clasp of her bra. “Can I?”
“Yes,” Kate whimpered as she reached behind Carter to unclasp her bra.
Carter dipped her head to recapture Kate’s lips as they stripped each other of the obstructing garments. She sighed into the kiss as eager hands raked over her stomach to unbutton her jeans, and cradled Kate’s breasts in her hands as she rocked her hips back just enough to give her room to work. A fresh wave of arousal crashed between her thighs when Kate’s thumbs dipped under the waistband of her boxer briefs to push them over her hips along with her jeans. 
“Want you,” she husked as she stepped out of her clothes and pushed Kate toward the bed. 
Carter clenched at the breathy, high-pitched whimper that tumbled from Kate’s lips when she pressed her back onto the mattress, and moaned approvingly at the way Kate spread her legs wider and grabbed her ass to pull her in closer. She bit at Kate’s shoulder as she settled atop her, and her heart skipped a beat at the feeling of Kate’s sodden panties rubbing against her skin. 
“Gonna make you feel so good,” she rasped as she drove her hips forward, coaxing the most exquisite cry from Kate’s lips. Kate’s hands swept up and down her back encouragingly as she set a slow, purposeful rhythm, and she used her chin to turn Kate’s head to the side so she could nuzzle and nip at her throat. She fluttered her tongue over the mark she’d already left before dipping lower to lave attention on the curve where Kate’s neck and shoulder met and nip at it sharply. 
“Yes!” Kate cried as she turned her head further to the side, offering Carter more skin to devour.
Carter soothed the bite with the flat of her tongue and pulled back to blow lightly against it. Her stomach tightened when Kate’s hand curved around on the back of her head, pressing firmly.
“Again,” Kate husked.
Carter hummed as she traced the pinked skin with the tip of her tongue once, twice, three times before clamping her mouth around it. She alternated between heavy sucks and light, teasing licks as she slid her right hand down Kate’s chest. She dragged her teeth over the blossoming bruise as she rolled Kate’s breast in her hand before squeezing roughly, and licked her way back up to Kate’s mouth to whisper, “You are so fucking sexy,” against her lips as she plucked at her nipple.
“Fuck, Carter, please…” Kate hooked her knees over Carter’s hips and pressed her heels into the backs of her thighs to urge her closer.
Carter squeezed her eyes shut as she clenched at the desperation in Kate’s tone. “What do you need?”
“I need…” Kate raked her nails down Carter’s back. “Fuck— I— Please!”
Carter rolled Kate’s nipple between her thumb and forefinger and thrust against her forcefully. “Like this?” 
“Yes,” Kate hissed, her nails biting into Carter’s shoulders as she arched her head back into the pillow. “More. Please more…”
Carter licked at Kate’s mouth as she gave her nipple one last tweak before sliding her hand down Kate’s stomach. She blinked her eyes open to watch Kate’s face as she cupped her over her panties, and clenched at the unabashed pleasure that washed over Kate’s face as she moaned at the touch. “Just like that,” she encouraged as she pressed the knuckle of her middle finger against Kate’s straining clit and began rubbing in a firm massage. “You feel so good.”
Kate’s eyes screwed shut as she gasped, “You— Ah!”
“That’s it, beautiful.” Carter pressed her forehead to Kate’s as she massaged her, delighting in the way Kate’s breaths fell in ragged, increasingly desperate pants against her lips as she drew closer and closer to the edge. “Don’t hold back,” she encouraged. “Let me hear you.”
Kate tipped her head back and moaned Carter’s name, the syllables long and lush with abandon in a way that said she was so very close to the edge. 
Carter’s clit pulsed at the sound of it, and she kissed her sloppily as she shifted to grind against the back of her hand so she could come with her. She peppered Kate’s throat with kisses when Kate broke away with a gasp, and sped the tempo of her hips as Kate chanted her name like she alone could bring her salvation. “So good,” she whispered. “Just like that.”
Kate’s hands scrabbled over Carter’s back as she whimpered, “God, Carter, please.”
Carter curled her fingers into the sodden fabric and pressed against the ocean of want puddled at her entrance. “Fuck, you’re so wet.” She licked a line up to Kate’s mouth as she tugged her panties aside, and kissed her hard and dirty as she stroked lightly through slick, swollen folds, once, twice, three times, coating her fingers in Kate’s arousal before dipping lower to press at her entrance. She broke the kiss to lick at Kate’s lips and rasp, “How many do you like?”
“Three,” Kate rasped. “Please, oh—” Her plea faded into a moan as Carter sank inside her.
Carter’s stomach tightened as hot, velvet walls fluttered and clenched around her fingers, pulling them deeper. When she bottomed out and her palm pressed against Kate’s clit, the euphoric cry that tumbled from Kate’s lips caused Carter’s eyes to roll back in her head. “You feel so good,” she murmured. She drew a deep breath as she pulled back to bask in Kate’s pleasure, the furrow of her brow and the fullness of her lips that were parted in a picture of ecstasy as she sucked in sharp, ragged breaths. She was the most beautiful thing Carter had ever seen, and Carter bit her lip against the tingling warmth that began to creep its way up her belly and down her legs.
Desperate for Kate to come first, Carter curled her fingers as she reversed course, purposefully stalling her retreat to massage hidden ridges that made Kate’s eyes squeeze shut and her hips buck against her hand. “That’s it,” she encouraged, pulling out to tease at Kate’s entrance before slamming back in with a wet slap of her palm to Kate’s clit.
“Don’t stop,” Kate croaked, her voice vibrating with the storm building inside her.
“Never,” Carter promised, using her hips to drive her next thrust. She dragged her fingertips over fluttering ridges as she withdrew, and grunted quietly with the effort it took to bury herself inside Kate once more. 
It only took a handful more thrusts for Kate to tumble into release, her breath hitching around a sharp cry before settling into a heavy moan that swept over Carter like a wave and pulled her over the edge after her. She rolled her hips in a slow grind against her hand that was pressed against Kate’s clit to draw out each of their pleasure for as long as possible, and only pulled out once Kate’s trembling eased.
“You are so goddamn sexy when you come,” Carter whispered, brushing a playful smile of a kiss over Kate’s lips. Her heart fluttered into her throat at the way Kate whimpered and immediately deepened the kiss, and she hummed at the feeling of Kate’s hands sweeping up and down her sides as their tongues stroked idly together. She nuzzled Kate’s cheek when the kiss reached its inevitable end and plucked at the waistband of her panties. “Can I take these off?”
Kate lifted a hand to cradle Carter’s jaw, her thumb brushing a gentle arc over Carter’s cheek as she consented with a small nod and a soft, “Please…”
Carter licked her lips as she pulled the absolutely ruined panties down Kate’s legs. Her stomach tightened at the way Kate’s legs fell open for her as she tossed the panties aside, and she pressed Kate’s knees out wider to drink in the sight of pink, swollen lips glistening with desire. “So pretty,” she purred, rubbing her hands over Kate’s calves as she dipped her head to kiss the inside of Kate’s thigh. A quiet moan hitched in her throat as the scent of Kate’s arousal overwhelmed her, and she lifted her eyes to watch Kate’s as she began kissing her way slowly higher.
“Oh, Carter,” Kate sighed as she melted into the bed. She carded her fingers through Carter’s hair, a look of complete surrender softening her features as she lifted her hips invitingly.
Carter stared, utterly entranced by the way Kate’s free hand slid over and around her breasts in a gentle caress as she placed one kiss after another along the line of Kate’s thigh. Her eyes fluttered shut at the first taste of Kate’s arousal when she licked at her upper thigh, and she honestly wasn’t sure which of them moaned louder when she finally dipped her tongue into the source of that sweetness. She bathed Kate’s clit with soft, fleeting licks as she stretched out between her legs, and grabbed her slowly rocking hips to hold her still as she pulled back to exhale a rough, “Fuck, you taste so good,” against her center. 
Carter groaned as Kate’s voice cracking around her name sent a molten shiver cascading between her thighs, and she guided Kate’s legs over her shoulders as she nuzzled closer, bathing her clit with firm, tight swirling licks that made her whimper and moan. She wrapped her hands around Kate’s thighs to hold them open as she captured the swollen bud between her lips and sucked against it once, twice, three times before pulling back to blow lightly over Kate’s clit. 
“Please,” Kate whined, her hips twitching wantonly as she tugged at Carter’s hair.
Carter licked her lips as she allowed Kate to guide her to where she was needed. She was rewarded with a breathy cry when she dove back into her task, and relaxed her grip to let her hands wander up and down Kate’s sides as she lost herself in the intoxicating sweetness of Kate’s pleasure. She worked Kate up slowly, lingering on the spots that made her whimper and moan, bathing them with kisses and alternating between heavy licks and light, teasing flicks of her tongue, delighting in the way Kate writhed against her mouth. Her hands returned to Kate’s hips when soft, feminine cries became desperate and pleading, and she moaned against Kate’s clit as she sucked it between her lips, batting the bud with the tip of her tongue. 
She held on tight as Kate cried a positively debauched, “Fuck,” that faded into a deep, rumbling groan as her body stilled for a moment before pulsing against her mouth as she came.
Carter released Kate’s clit to feast on the fruits of her effort. When the last waves of Kate’s pleasure receded, she rested her cheek against Kate’s inner thigh with a contented hum. “God, that was amazing.”
Kate sighed and scratched lightly at Carter’s head. “I feel like that should be my line,” she said as she rubbed her free hand over her face. “My god, Carter…”
Carter pressed a wet kiss to Kate’s thigh before pushing up onto her hands and knees and sweeping higher to capture Kate’s lips with her own. 
A low moan bubbled in Kate’s throat when she tasted herself on Carter’s tongue, and she dragged her hand from Carter’s hair to push at her shoulder. “Want you,” she mumbled against Carter’s lips.
Carter’s clit throbbed needfully, and she nodded as she panted, “How?”
“Oh, there are so many ways,” Kate murmured as her hands curved around Carter’s hips. A slow, sinful smile curled lips, and Carter very nearly came when she continued in a voice that brooked no argument, “But for now, put your hands on the headboard. I want you to sit on my face.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Warm contentment swelled in Kate’s chest when she blinked her eyes open early the next morning and found Carter stretched out on her stomach beside her, arms extended beneath the pillow that only the very top of her head was resting on, fast asleep. She bit her lip as her gaze drifted from Carter’s soft, kissable lips to where the sheets had bunched just above the defined curve of her ass. Heat pooled low in her belly when she noticed the faded pink marks her nails had left on Carter’s waist, and she licked her lips as memories of how those marks had come to be flashed across her mind.
Carter hovering above her with dark, lust-filled eyes and lips parted as she panted with the effort of her thrusts as she fucked her.
Carter’s knees on either side of her head, her powerful thighs as soft as silk against her cheeks as she rode her face.
Carter’s face alight with laughter as she pressed her down onto the stairs, their quest for food forgotten as a hot, hungry mouth wrapped around her nipple with a satisfied hum and long fingers plunged inside her.
Her lower back twinged at the memory of that one, but it was far outweighed by the pleasant ache between her legs. She’d expected sex with Carter to be amazing—there was no way it could be anything but, given how much Carter’s kisses affected her—but the reality of just how incredible it’d been left her feeling tingly and satisfied and eager for more despite still feeling the effects from the night before.
God, she’s gorgeous, she thought as her gaze drifted back to Carter’s face.
Her fingers itched to caress Carter’s cheek, and she curled them into a fist to resist the urge. Only a handful of hours had passed since they’d finally fallen asleep, and just because she’d woken up with the sun didn’t mean Carter had to. 
While Carter wasn’t awake, her stomach was, as it made itself known with a comically loud grumble, but Carter was so zonked out that she didn’t even twitch. 
Kate chewed her lip as her eyes flicked to the clock on the bedside table. She very much wanted to be here when Carter finally woke up, but if that grumble was any indication, she was going to be famished when she did. And, well… Carter was so dead to the world that she figured she could dash upstairs, put together a quick breakfast for them, and be back before Carter even realized she’d left. 
She slipped carefully out of bed and, after a quick bathroom stop, picked up Carter’s button-down up from the floor and pulled it on, buttoning the bottom four buttons and rolling the too-long sleeves above her wrists. Her hamstrings twinged as she started up the stairs, and she grinned at the discomfort. It had been years since she’d last taken anyone to bed, but she couldn’t recall a time she’d ever felt this good afterward.
As if to match her happy afterglow, the front room was painted in soft golden hues by the early-morning sun shining through the front window. Her smile widened as she turned toward the kitchen, a fluttery feeling settling in her chest as she reveled in the incredible perfection that was her life. That fluttery feeling relocated to the pocket of her hips a moment later when she spotted her favorite well-worn Smith sweatshirt and a pair of little black running shorts beside an empty pizza box on the floor beside the dining room table. Her step faltered, and she blushed as her pulse stumbled into a sprint as she recalled, with striking, stomach-clenching, nipple-tightening clarity, the way Carter—reenergized after having polished off two-thirds of the pie herself—had stripped her bare, laid her out on the table, and absolutely ravished her.
Kate bit her lip as she knelt to pick up her clothes and the cardboard box, trying and failing to direct her thoughts to anything other than the way Carter’s hands had molded to her hips to hold her still as she went down on her, and made a mental note to disinfect the table as she tossed the clothes onto it. She shook her head with a wry thought of Now that’s something I never thought I’d say as she wandered into the kitchen with the pizza box and set it on the counter.
She pulled the carafe from the coffee machine and turned to the sink to fill it. Her chest filled with a warm, honeyed feeling as her gaze landed on the bouquet of roses on the windowsill above the sink, and she took a deep breath, letting herself sink into the unfamiliar sensation as she reached out to gently rub one of the soft petals between her thumb and forefinger. Everything about last night had been so blissfully perfect that a part of her wondered when the other shoe would drop. It still boggled her mind that a woman as young, gorgeous, and charming as Carter might be interested in her, and yet, she’d brought her flowers—twice in one week, something not even Grant had done when they’d been dating—and the sated lassitude in her limbs, never mind the myriad of marks scattered over her body, were all undeniable proof that she did.
Honestly, if this is a dream, I don’t think I ever want to wake up from it.

She was snapped out of her thoughts by the sound of water cascading into the sink from the overflowing carafe
Once the coffee was brewing, she turned her attention to breakfast. Though she’d had no real expectations for how last night would end, she’d stopped at the market to make sure she had ingredients on hand for breakfast this morning with the same hopeful anticipation that that she’d had when selecting her lingerie when she’d dressed for their date.
Eggs, strawberries, whipped cream, and a loaf of cinnamon bread were all laid out on the counter, and she’d just set a glass baking dish beside them all when a husky voice tinged with amusement said, “So that’s where my shirt disappeared to.”
Kate sucked a sharp breath in through her teeth as her entire body reacted to Carter’s voice, and her jaw dropped when she turned and found her leaning casually in the doorway, wearing nothing but a playful, cocky smile. If she’d been wearing panties, they’d have certainly been ruined as her gaze dripped slowly over Carter’s broad shoulders to linger on pert breasts that her hands twitched to hold before dropping to appreciate toned abs, trim hips, and gloriously powerful thighs. “Fuck…”
Carter laughed, and her abs flexed deliciously as, with a tilt of her hips, she shouldered herself upright. “I gotta admit, though,” she drawled, picking up where she’d left off as she sauntered into the kitchen, her voice dipping into shadowed, sultry tones that made Kate squeeze her legs together, “it looks a million times better on you.” Her smile softened as she slid her hands lightly over Kate’s hips, and her eyes flicked to Kate’s lips as she tilted her head. “Good morning.”
“Good morning,” Kate murmured, a shiver tickling the small of her back at the feeling of Carter’s thumbs dragging gentle stripes over the points of her hips. She licked her lips as she ran her hands up Carter’s sides to palm her breasts, delighting in the way Carter’s nipples stiffened for her before she’d even touched them directly. Her stomach fluttered at the way Carter pulled their hips together as she cupped Carter’s breasts that seemed made to fit in her hands, and lifted her chin to capture Carter’s lips in a slow, easy kiss as she circled small, taut nipples with her thumbs.
A breathy, needy whimper hitched in Carter’s throat as Kate drew heavy stripes over the buds, and a thrill rippled through Kate when strong fingers flexed against her sides to guide her backward until she was pinned against the edge of the countertop. She looped her arms around Carter’s neck, tugging her closer as their hips crashed together, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Carter’s tongue plunged boldly into her mouth to deepen the kiss.
The kiss turned deliciously indulgent as their hands wandered with increasing confidence over newly familiar curves, hitched breaths and pleased mewls blending seamlessly with ragged gasps and quiet moans of encouragement as they surrendered eagerly to the passion that had overwhelmed them the night before.
A broken, “God, please,” spilled from her lips as Carter’s hands began working at the few buttons holding her borrowed shirt closed, and she genuinely wasn’t sure which of them moaned louder when the last one was undone and Carter was able to push the shirt open and caress her bare skin.
She pressed hot, open-mouthed kisses to Carter’s throat as those talented hands slid over her hips to stroke the backs of her thighs, and she arched into Carter with a breathy moan when strong fingers dug into her hamstrings with a vice-like grip.
“Do you like this?” Carter asked, her tone more teasing than questioning.
Kate smiled and tangled her fingers in Carter’s hair to draw her mouth closer as she husked, “You know I do.”
This time, it was Carter who exhaled a soft, “Fuck,” but Kate barely had time to bask in the way that single, harsh syllable glided over her skin like the softest of silk before Carter’s grip shifted to grab her by the hips and spin her around. She tipped her head back onto Carter’s shoulders as hungry, insistent hands pulled her borrowed shirt from her shoulders, and her eyes rolled back in her head when it was tossed aside and Carter’s body pressed firmly against her back. 
Carter peppered Kate’s throat with hot, heavy kisses as her hips settled into a slow, deliberate grind that made Kate’s pulse spike and sent a fresh wave of desire crashing between her legs. She cupped Kate’s breasts, lifting and squeezing as she dragged her thumbs over Kate’s pebbled nipples, and hummed throatily at the way Kate gasped and bucked against her in response. She brushed a smile over the hinge of Kate’s jaw and up to her ear to whisper, “I dreamt of waking you up like this almost every day this week.” She chuckled softly when Kate whimpered, and nipped at her earlobe. “But then you weren’t there when I woke up,” she said, a playful pout clear in her voice.
“I—” Kate lost the ability to form words as her body clenched needfully. Her nipples tightened to an almost painful degree when Carter’s grip relaxed so she could lightly stroke the perimeter of her breasts, and she licked her lips as she struggled to explain, “I was planning to bring you breakfast in bed.”
“Mm.” Carter dragged her hands heavily down Kate’s sides to caress her upper thighs. “And I was planning to have you for breakfast in bed.” 
Kate groaned.
“I know…” Carter kissed Kate’s ear and then dipped lower to lick at the hinge of her jaw. “I guess that just means I’ll have to have you here,” she murmured silkily as her lips found the nape of Kate’s neck. She began kissing her way slowly down Kate’s spine, fluttering her tongue over each vertebra before covering the spot with her lips.
It was, without a doubt, the most exquisite torture Kate had ever experienced. She braced her hands on the counter as Carter sank to her knees behind her, and electricity arced through her body when Carter’s mouth latched onto her left cheek and sucked hungrily. “Carter!”
Carter’s lips bowed into a smile, and she nuzzled Kate’s behind as she gently tugged her hips backward. “Yes?”
Kate’s fingers pressed into the marble countertop as she tilted toward Carter’s mouth. “I—” She shivered at the flutter of Carter’s breath between her legs. “Fuck.” She widened her stance and hinged at the waist to offer more of herself to Carter’s wonderfully wicked mouth. 
“Perfect,” Carter murmured, caressing Kate’s thighs as she kissed her way toward where Kate ached for her. “God, I love how wet you are for me,” she whispered. “I could do this forever.”
Starbursts of pleasure flashed in a kaleidoscope of colors behind Kate’s eyelids when Carter licked a bold stripe through the length of her with an appreciative moan. She was dimly aware of the way Carter’s fingers dug into her inner thighs, pulling her open wider as she ate her out with wanton abandon, but it was the wet sounds of Carter’s mouth working between her legs and the heavenly sensations that mouth was eliciting that dominated her focus. She arched her back deeper, lifting herself toward Carter’s tongue that probed lightly at her entrance, and there was no stopping the desperate cry that escaped her when Carter’s tongue thrust inside her.
Her knees threatened to buckle at the feeling of Carter’s answering moan vibrating against her, in her, through her, and she flattened her palms against the counter as she instinctively rocked back against Carter’s mouth. The part of her still capable of cogent thought mused that Carter fucking her from behind with her tongue might very well be the death of her, but as Carter’s tongue curled inside her with a satisfied hum, she found that she didn’t care. If she went out being tongue-fucked by her incredibly sexy, much younger lover, so be it.
She squeezed her eyes shut against her climax that was already dangerously close to overwhelming her, and might have managed to hold it off for a minute or two more if it weren’t for Carter slipping a single finger between legs to flick lightly back and forth over her clit. But there was no resisting the combination of those fast flicks and Carter’s tongue thrusting wetly in and out of her. She came hard, Carter’s name falling from her lips like a prayer as she clenched around her tongue, before softening to a half-pleading, half-grateful chant as Carter prolonged her release with soft kisses, gentle sucks, and tender little kitten licks until she was so utterly spent that she was genuinely surprised that her legs hadn’t given out on her. 
She pressed her forehead to the cool marble countertop as Carter smeared a kiss over her right cheek and then her left with a well-deserved, self-satisfied hum, and groaned when Carter’s mouth dipped back between her legs. “I can’t,” she protested weakly, even as her hips lifted of their own accord to meet the tongue that swirled enticingly around her clit.
A quiet whine bubbled in Carter’s throat, and she caressed Kate’s thighs as she whispered, “Are you sure?” 
Kate twitched at the feeling of Carter’s breath cascading over sensitive nerves, and she rocked her head against the counter as she groaned, “I don’t even know. Just go ahead and do whatever you want to me.”
Carter hummed and pulled back to nip at Kate’s behind before pushing to her feet. She wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist and pressed a kiss to the back of Kate’s shoulder as she draped herself over Kate’s back. She nosed Kate’s hair out of the way to murmur against her ear, “You’re incredible.”
Kate melted into the comforting warmth of Carter’s embrace, and she smiled as she argued, “Pretty sure that was all you. My god, Carter…”
Carter’s arms flexed around Kate’s waist. “Good?”
“Absolutely terrible,” Kate deadpanned.
Carter snickered and trailed a hand down Kate’s stomach to caress her inner thigh. “I can always try to do better…”
While Carter’s words were lush with promise, her touch was light, more comforting than arousing, and Kate licked her lips as she somehow found the strength to press herself upright and turned around in Carter’s arms. She looped her arms around Carter’s neck, her heart swelling with affection as she gazed up into Carter’s beautiful brown eyes, and sighed as she lifted her chin to confess, “I seriously don’t know if I’ll survive better,” against her lips before kissing her softly.
Kate hummed at the taste of herself on Carter’s lips, and didn’t miss the way Carter’s hips shifted against her as the kiss deepened and their tongues swirled lightly together. She stroked her fingers through the short hairs at the back of Carter’s neck as she melted into the kiss, and her stomach tightened at the way Carter shivered and pressed closer in response with a sharp gasp. 
“I’ve got you, beautiful,” she promised, wrapping her left hand around the back of Carter’s neck to hold her close as she dragged her right down over her chest. The taste of Carter’s breath catching when her palm ghosted over her nipple was electric, and she swirled her tongue around Carter’s as she gave the bud a firm tweak before trailing the backs of her fingers down Carter’s stomach to where her hips were shifting needfully. She tugged at Carter’s neck, guiding her forehead to rest against her own as she dipped two fingers into the ocean of desire pooled between Carter’s legs, spellbound by the pleasure that flashed across Carter’s face when she teased her clit from its hood with purposeful little swirls of her fingers. She kissed Carter softly and murmured, “You feel so good.”
Carter’s eyes squeezed shut, and her hands flexed on Kate’s hips as she bore down on her fingers with a desperate, “Please, Kate. Please. I’m so— Close. So—” Her pleas were overtaken by a deep moan as Kate slipped two fingers inside her.
Kate could tell from the way Carter clenched around her fingers that she was, indeed, incredibly close just from having touched her. It’d been the same the night before, whenever Carter had stopped touching her long enough to allow her to return the favor. It was incredibly flattering to know that Carter found so much pleasure from seeing to her needs, and having learned that while Carter enjoyed the fullness of her fingers inside her, she preferred a prolonged heavy grind to sharp, repeated thrusts, she licked at Carter’s parted lips and rubbed her palm against Carter’s clit as she crooked her fingers in a targeted massage.
Time lost all meaning as Kate savored the warm crush of Carter’s body around her fingers and the way her name fell from Carter’s lips, hushed and trembling with desperation like a prayer. She caressed Carter’s back as she took her with firm thrusts and long, heavy grinds, doing her best to meet and match the rhythm of Carter’s hips that were writhing against her hand. She whispered words of encouragement as she guided Carter closer to the edge, entranced by the flush coloring Carter’s cheeks and the breathy, plaintive tenor of her cries. She wanted nothing more than to extend this moment of exquisite surrender for as long as possible, but Carter’s body had other plans as, with a strangled shout that rang with relief, her hips bore down on Kate’s hand as her climax overwhelmed her.
Kate captured Carter’s lips in a string of slow, reverent kisses as she gently eased Carter through her release, only stilling her hand when the final wave of Carter’s orgasm faded away and Carter sank into her with a gloriously breathless, “Holy shit.”
Kate smiled and carefully pulled out, kissing away Carter’s soft whimper at the loss. “Indeed.” Carter’s stomach growled angrily as if to agree, and she laughed. “How about we make breakfast for real this time?”
Carter pulled a playfully thoughtful face, but gave up the act when her stomach, no longer distracted by sex, growled again. “Okay. Yeah. Breakfast sounds wonderful.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
After a day spent indulging the urge to kiss and touch and take whenever it struck them, Carter woke the next morning in the same position she’d finally succumbed to the frustrating limits of her endurance the night before—completely nude and draped over Kate’s side with her cheek nestled on the world’s most comfortable pillow. She came awake in stages, the dull ache between her legs making itself known first, followed by the pleasant burn of the muscles that had survived the literal best workout of her life. Then was the warmth and the softness of Kate’s skin against her own, and the lingering scent of sweat and sex that clung to their bodies and the sheets tangled around their legs.
She sighed as Kate’s fingers began to draw light, random swirls up and down her back, and rubbed her cheek against Kate’s breast. “Mm, good morning.”
“Good morning.” Kate kissed Carter’s forehead. “You know, for someone whose day typically begins before dawn, this is now two days in a row that I’ve woken up before you.”
Carter squirmed as Kate’s hand drifted to tickle the top of her ass, and smiled as she pointed out, “I usually go to bed before nine.”
“Oh?” Kate reached lower to smack Carter’s butt. “So it’s my fault?”
“No.” Carter pushed herself up onto her elbow and looked up into sparkling green eyes as she circled Kate’s nipple with the tip of her tongue. Her stomach tightened at the way Kate’s mouth fell open with a sharp inhale, and she held Kate’s gaze as she used the tip of her tongue to guide the stiffening bud between her lips. A wave of arousal crashed between her legs at the long, low moan that rumbled in Kate’s chest at the way she fluttered her tongue against the tip while she sucked it deeper. She hummed encouragingly as she rolled on top of Kate and cradled her fucking perfect breasts in her hands. “I just can’t get enough of you.”
“Carter,” Kate whimpered.
Carter shivered at the feeling of Kate’s fingers combing through the short hairs at the back of her neck, and she sucked hard against her nipple as she pulled back, stretching it to its limit before allowing it to slip free with a wet pop. She fondled Kate’s breasts and sighed, “God, I love your boobs,” as she took Kate’s other nipple into her mouth.
“I’ve noticed,” Kate chuckled. She combed a hand through Carter’s hair and, in a voice that carried no small measure of regret, whispered, “I don’t think I can go again, darling.”
Carter’s breath caught at the endearment, and she looked up through her lashes as she pressed a soft kiss to the nipple she’d only just captured. “Are you sure?”
Kate looked away bashfully as she nodded. “I’m sorry.”
“Hey.” Carter dropped her hands to Kate’s side and rocked up to murmur against her lips, “No sorries.” She kissed Kate sweetly, desperate to assure her that she meant it, and her heart squeezed with affection when Kate’s body softened beneath hers and she began to kiss her back.
They’d traded a myriad of kisses that ranged from playful and chaste to desperate and wanton over the last day and a half, but it was the tenderness of this moment, Carter thought as Kate’s hands framed her face, guiding her ever so slightly to the right as Kate’s tongue stroked languorously against her own, that made these kisses among her favorite. She’d thoroughly enjoyed learning all the places Kate loved to be kissed and touched, the tempos that made her whimper and moan, and testing how long she could hold her on the edge of release before letting her fall, but kissing Kate just because? With no expectation of it becoming anything more?
It was an all-new level of intimacy, and she was pretty sure she was already addicted to it.
Her head spun at the taste of Kate’s sigh as their tongues swirled indulgently together, and she smiled at the way the room continued to tilt around her when they finally broke apart.
Kate’s eyes crinkled as she brushed a thumb over Carter’s cheek. “What’s that smile for?”
Carter dragged the tip of her nose along Kate’s. “You’re incredible,” she whispered, punctuating the statement with another slow, deep, devastatingly tender kiss. “I could kiss you like this forever.”
“I would let you,” Kate breathed, lifting her chin invitingly.
Carter hummed as she dipped her head to capture Kate’s lower lip between her own. She sucked against it lightly before releasing it, delighting in the way Kate’s fingers pressed against her jaw as she chased after her lips and sighed, “Never want to stop,” as she dove back in for more. 
Each kiss was somehow even more unhurried and sweeter than the last, until they were more breathing against each other’s lips than actually kissing.
“You—” The blissful, sleepy haze in Kate’s expression sharpened when she was interrupted by her phone ringing on the nightstand. “I’m sorry, but… Maddie and Grant are the only two who break through my do not disturb.”
Carter slid off of Kate, and propped her head on her hand while Kate turned onto her side to snatch the phone off its charger. She tried to ignore the leaden feeling in her gut as Kate answered the call with a taut, “Grant? Is she okay?”
In the silence, Carter was able to hear Kate’s ex-husband’s amused, “She’s fine. She apparently just remembered”—Carter bit her lip to keep from sniggering at the way his voice rose to mimic Maddie’s speech—“that she has an essay due tomorrow on a book that she forgot in her room there, so I thought I’d call ahead to let you know I’m going to bring her home early.” After a beat, he asked, “How was your date?”
Carter grinned and arched a brow to say she was also interested in Kate’s assessment. The stern look she got in response would have been a hell of a lot more effective if Kate wasn’t gloriously naked, and she muffled a laugh as she sat up and started looking around for her clothes.
She froze, however, when Grant, in a voice ringing with amusement and what she prayed was approval, asked, “Oh, is your girlfriend still there?”
“She’s…” Kate’s cheeks flamed, and Carter didn’t know what to make of the chagrined look she gave her as she said, “Yes.”
“Okay. Well, it’s almost nine now. If I bring Mads home around noon or so, would that be okay? Or would you rather I take her to get another copy of the book, and she can work on the essay here?”
“That’s not…” Kate’s blush spread over her chest. She cleared her throat softly. “Noon is fine.”
“Okay. And, Kate, I really am sorry I interrupted your morning. I know how much you—”
“It’s—” Kate cut him off, and Carter was both concerned and impressed by just how deep her blush had gotten. “I’d rather you call than…” Kate’s voice trailed off, and Carter didn’t miss the way the pulse in her throat jumped. She cleared her throat. “I’ll see you in a few hours.”
Grant signed off with a cheeky, “If there’s a sock on the doorknob, I’ll take her out for ice cream or something. Would serve her right, honestly, for putting this thing off till the last minute. Hope you enjoy the rest of your morning with your girlfriend!”
“I’m sorry.” Kate set the phone back on the nightstand. “He…”
Carter smiled reassuringly and leaned in to kiss away Kate’s frown. “He did us a favor by calling ahead,” she murmured against her lips. “I mean, imagine if they’d just come back and found us in the kitchen like yesterday.”
Kate nodded slowly. “That’s a good point. But…”
“But now you know you can enjoy your morning with your girlfriend for a few more hours.” Carter had been expecting at least a smile and maybe a little laugh and a kiss in response, but Kate bit her lip and averted her gaze, looking so suddenly unsure that it broke her heart. She used the pad of her thumb to coax Kate’s lip from her teeth. “Kate?”
“We never…” Searching green eyes looked up at Carter through a soft fringe of lashes. “And I didn’t want to assume if you’d like to be?”
Carter’s pulse thudded as she met those beautiful eyes. “If I’d like…what?” 
Kate’s voice was the softest Carter had ever heard it when she answered, “To be my girlfriend.”
Carter’s heart squeezed as Kate’s halting inquiry echoed across her mind. She’d been so focused on the fact that her feelings weren’t one-sided that she hadn’t considered anything beyond that. Hadn’t realized that Kate might need a label for what was happening between them. Or that she might like one, too. 
“Oh, sweetie,” Carter sighed. She tucked a finger under Kate’s chin, lifting it just enough that she was able to capture Kate’s gaze. “Absolutely,” she breathed, before sealing her words with a kiss. Her heart fluttered at the feel of Kate’s lips bowing beneath hers, and she kissed her again, letting the gentle press of her lips convey how much she meant it. 
“Yeah?” Kate whispered.
Carter nodded and kissed her softly. She might have failed at giving Kate the clarity she needed before but, now that she knew just how important this was to her, she was determined to fix her mistake. She caressed the corner of Kate’s mouth as she nuzzled her cheek, and smiled when Kate blinked her eyes open to look at her. “Kate Walker,” she murmured, her voice trembling ever so slightly with anticipation because, now that things were official-official, she wanted it more than anything. “Will you be my girlfriend?”
The affection Carter held for Kate went supernova in her chest when Kate exhaled shakily and, in an adorably shy voice, replied, “I’d like that very much.”
Carter ran her fingers along Kate’s jaw to tangle them in her hair, her soft “Yay,” drawing a surprised huff of laughter from Kate that she muffled with her lips. She leaned into the kiss as she guided Kate back down onto the bed, and hummed happily as she stretched out against her side. She trailed her right hand up Kate’s side to cradle her ribs just under her breast as she fluttered her tongue against her lips, and arched against Kate’s thigh when strong fingers curled into her ass to pull her closer. A broken moan caught in her throat as her arousal spiked. “I thought you were too sore?” she whispered huskily.
“I am,” Kate sighed. “But I’m not ready to let you go just yet.”
I hope you never do. Carter lightly stroked Kate’s stomach as she relaxed beside her. A delicate shiver tickled the small of her back as Kate’s fingers caressed her behind. “What do you have in mind?” she whispered.
Kate smiled and lifted her chin invitingly. “I really like kissing you.”
“Mm, lucky me,” Carter hummed as she dipped her head. She smiled against Kate’s lips as that first gloriously languid kiss melted seamlessly into a second, and she didn’t resist when Kate’s hand curved around her hip and pressed her down onto her back. She tangled her fingers in Kate’s hair as Kate settled atop her, and held her close as she met and matched the unhurried, wholly indulgent tenor of Kate’s kisses. 
Their kisses slowed but never stopped when they transitioned from the bed to the steamy enclosure of Kate’s massive walk-in shower some time later. Despite the clock ticking over their heads, they lingered there, defiant in the face of their looming goodbye, trading one burning kiss after another, their hands following the paths of the droplets dripping down each other’s bodies until the water ran cold. 
That defiance bled into getting dressed, where fingertips and lips sought to caress soft skin one last time before it was hidden away behind layers of clothes, and followed them upstairs to the kitchen where they lingered at the counter, trading soft, playful kisses between sips of coffee and bites of fruit left over from their breakfast the day before. 
There was an easiness to the morning that was undeniably idyllic, the way they moved so seamlessly around and with each other, their conversation familiar and hopeful and perfectly boring in all the best ways because none of it was forced or fake. Kate teased Carter when she whined about having to wake up early the next morning for practice, tickling her side as she chased after her lips, and Carter sweetly kissed away Kate’s pout when they discussed their plans for the week and realized that it was very likely they wouldn’t be able to do more than catch a quick lunch or two before next weekend. 
It was, in its own way, a more intimate morning than if they’d lingered in bed. For as compatible as they were sexually, there was something to knowing that they still genuinely enjoyed each other’s company when they had their clothes on as well, and Carter’s heart broke just a little when Kate glanced at the clock on the stove and whispered, “They’re going to be here soon.”
“I know.” Carter touched her forehead to Kate’s with a small sigh. “I had a lot of fun this weekend.”
“Me too.” Kate lifted her chin to brush a gentle kiss over Carter’s lips before, with a deep breath, she pulled away and took Carter’s hand into her own. 
Carter followed Kate into the foyer and, after shrugging on her blazer that’d only gotten hung up twenty-four hours after Kate had first stripped it off her, pulled Kate back into her arms. “Is it too clingy to admit that I don’t want to go?”
Her eyes fluttered at the way Kate’s fingers slid along her jaw, and her heart followed suit when Kate whispered, “No. Because I wish you didn’t have to go, too.”
A broken whimper caught in Carter’s throat as she dipped her head to capture Kate’s lips in a searing kiss. She giggled against Kate’s tongue when she was pushed against the front door, and despite wanting nothing more than to strip Kate bare and take her back downstairs, restrained herself to caressing the swell of her behind instead. She smiled when their kisses gentled to a series of slow pecks, and melted back against the door with a dreamy, “Seriously my favorite doorway in the entire world.”
“I’m sorry,” Kate murmured, her voice rough and breathless in a way that tested every ounce of Carter’s self-control.
“I’m not.” Carter dragged her hands up Kate’s sides to frame her face and draw her in for a sweet, chaste kiss. “You can kiss me like that whenever you want.”
Kate smiled. “I’ll remember that.” She smoothed her hands over the lapels of Carter’s blazer. “Can I call you later?”
Carter nodded. “I’d like that.” She caressed Kate’s cheeks with her thumbs. “Lunch this week?”
“Absolutely.” Kate’s hands fell to Carter’s waist, and she sighed as she leaned in to rest her head on Carter’s shoulder. “And next weekend?”
Carter combed her fingers through Kate’s hair. “I’ve got practice Saturday morning, but I’m all yours after that.”
“Wait, so you guys aren’t done on the water yet?”
Carter leaned her cheek against Kate’s head. “Few more weeks to go, still. I got Ali to cover my boats yesterday so I didn’t have to go in.”
“Presumptuous much?” Kate teased.
Carter chuckled. “Says the woman who wore the sexiest lingerie set I have ever seen in my life.”
Kate smiled against Carter’s throat. “You liked that, huh?”
“Very much.” Carter turned her head to press a kiss to Kate’s forehead. “But, as I was saying, I just have practice Saturday morning. And, well, I did promise Maddie that I’d kick her ass at that game again.” She smiled at the feeling of Kate’s laughter tickling her throat. “But besides that, I’m yours to do with as you please.” 
“As I please, huh?” Kate repeated huskily.
And, though Carter knew Kate was playing, she answered solemnly, “All yours.” She kissed her again and, with a heavy sigh, said, “I should probably go before Mads and Grant get here.” When Kate just sank into her more, she wrapped her arms around her waist and squeezed her tight. “Are you going to be okay?”
Kate nodded. “You know I’m not trying to hide you from them or anything, right?”
“I know, sweetie.” Carter kissed her forehead. “But if I don’t go soon, we’ll probably have to come up with some kind of explanation for Maddie as to why I’m here, and…”
“Yeah,” Kate sighed. She took a deep breath and let it go slowly as she pulled away. “What are your plans for the day?”
“Nothing exciting. Laundry. Grocery shopping.” Carter smiled and gave Kate’s hips a playful little wiggle. “Catching up on the sleep I didn’t get this weekend.”
Kate smirked. “I’d apologize for that, but—”
Carter cut her off with a kiss. “I’ll learn to function on four hours a night if it means I’m up all night making love to you.” When Kate groaned, she pecked the tip of her nose and said, “No rush, Kate. We have all the time in the world. Call me later?”
Kate licked her lips and nodded. “I will.”
“Good.” Carter tugged at the hem of Kate’s shirt and, even though she really did need to get going before Kate’s ex-husband and daughter walked in on them, couldn’t resist stealing one last kiss. “I’ll talk to you later.”
“Later,” Kate agreed. She stepped back as Carter opened the door, and grabbed the edge of it as Carter made her way out into the hall. “Text me when you get home? Just so I know you got there safely?”
Carter spun to face her and dipped into a short bow. “As you wish.”
Kate chuckled. “Are you really quoting The Princess Bride at me?”
Carter winked as she straightened. “Maybe.” She paused with her hand on the knob to the brownstone’s main door to drink in the dreamy look that softened Kate’s face as she leaned against her doorway, and blew her a kiss as she opened it. “Bye for now, beautiful.”
Kate blushed and murmured, “Bye for now, my beautiful girl.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Kate cradled her coffee cup in her hands and leaned against the doorway connecting the kitchen and front rooms. She smiled at Maddie standing sentinel at the window, waiting for Carter to appear on the street. “Mads, just relax. She’ll get here soon enough.”
Not that she didn’t understand her daughter’s anticipation. Even after staying up far too late talking to Carter on the phone, she’d still woken up before six, too excited about seeing her again. They’d both moved things around on their schedules and managed to meet for lunch for four days this past week, but she was looking forward to having more than a stolen hour in a crowded restaurant with her. 
Maddie huffed and turned to face her. “It’s pouring.” She gestured pointedly outside. “There’s no way they’re out in this.”
“Probably not,” Kate agreed. Rain was one thing, but the wind was particularly vicious—so much so that she’d decided to put off testing the latest iteration of her turbine until Monday morning when the forecast was better. When Maddie sighed dramatically, looking nearly as put out as Kate felt, Kate asked, “You’re really looking forward to her coming over, aren’t you?”
Maddie shrugged. “Yeah.”
Kate bit her lip as she studied her daughter’s expression. She’d known, of course, that Maddie looked up to Carter, but she’d never asked Maddie what she thought about her dating Carter. And, given that this relationship affected them both, she should. “Hey, Mads…”
“Hm?”
Kate dragged a hand through her hair. “Are you okay with this?” At Maddie’s utterly confused look, she clarified, “Me dating Carter.”
Maddie rolled her eyes. “Yes, Mom.”
While Kate was heartened by Maddie’s laissez-faire reaction, she still pressed, “I’m serious. If you’re not comfortable with me dating her…”
Maddie cocked her head. “Why wouldn’t I be?”
“I don’t know.” Kate frowned. “She’s a girl, for one thing—”
“Yeah, and Dad’s married to a boy. This isn’t, like, the nineteen-hundreds or anything.”
“The nineteen…” Kate blew out a long breath. “You know what? I’m not even going to go there. I’m just trying to make sure you’re okay with Carter being my girlfriend.” 
Maddie sighed as she crossed the room to stand in front of her. She looked at her earnestly as she took her hand. “Mom, does she make you happy?”
“She does,” Kate replied honestly.
“Then that’s good enough for me,” Maddie declared. She gave Kate’s hand a little swing. “She’s also, like, the coolest person I’ve ever met.”
Kate chuckled. “Me too, honestly. But it’s probably best to not tell your Aunt Missy that.”
Maddie’s eyes sparkled. “I dunno, I think she’d agree that Carter’s pretty cool.”
“But cooler than her?” Kate arched a brow.
“Good point,” Maddie sniggered. “Though, she doesn’t have a gold medal…” Her laughter faded as she glanced back toward the window, and her lower lip jutted in a small pout. “What time did Carter say she’d be coming over?”
“She just said after practice.” When Maddie’s pout deepened, Kate waved her coffee mug toward the stairs. “You know, you could always go downstairs and erg if you’re bored.” There was no misreading the instant don’t wanna that flashed across Maddie’s face, and she hid her grin. “What happened to following that training plan Carter wrote up for you?”
“But steady state Saturday workouts are so boring!” Maddie whined. “What’s the point of doing a 15k zone-2 row at an eighteen? And doing it feet out?!”
While Kate was well aware that Maddie already knew the answers to her questions, she dutifully supplied them anyway. “Feet out forces you to focus on your form and use your core to stay on the seat. And low-rate, steady-state pieces are good for your aerobic base. Building that up will make sprints easier.”
“But it’s so boring,” Maddie groused.
Kate had to admit that Maddie was right, but she also trusted Carter to prescribe workouts that weren’t too difficult for a thirteen-year-old and would help Maddie reach her goal of making the top boat next season. “So put something from your Netflix queue on your iPad and watch that while you row. Or don’t,” she added with a shrug. “It’s your training. If you don’t want to do it—”
“Ugh, fine,” Maddie huffed. She stole one last glance at the window before slumping off toward the stairs. “If you need me, I’ll be erging, I guess.”
“Proud of you, honey,” Kate called toward her daughter’s retreating form, and chuckled under her breath when Maddy threw a yeah, yeah wave over her shoulder. Still chuckling, she made her way back to the kitchen and topped off her coffee before sitting at the peninsula counter where the folded pages of the morning crossword puzzle waited for her. 
She connected her phone to the Bluetooth speaker in the family room behind her and cued up her favorite modern classical playlist. Classical music had always seemed so tedious—but when Missy invited her to a concert at the Boston Symphony Orchestra back in April that featured a collection of pieces by Gwen Harrison, a cellist with LA Phil, she’d been captivated by the woman’s work and now only rarely listened to anything else. She hummed along with Symphony in Blue, her favorite of the woman’s pieces, as she picked up her pen, and lost track of time as she let the enchanting melodies from the speaker and the demanding puzzle consume her.
There were only a dozen clues left to answer when her phone buzzed on the counter beside her empty mug, and she smiled when Carter’s picture flashed on the screen.
“Hey, you,” she answered the call warmly. “How’s practice going?”
“Oh, we finished like half an hour ago. Because the weather sucks, we just had them do some erg relays for fun and then a long steady state piece before calling it a morning. How’s everything there?”
“Better now,” Kate replied softly. “I really can’t wait to see you.”
“Me too. What are you up to this fine morning?”
“Drinking coffee and doing the crossword. Mads is downstairs doing the erg workout you gave her. Why?”
“Well…” Carter’s voice lifted hopefully. “I’m actually standing on your porch.”
“Carter!” Kate jumped to her feet and hurried toward the front door. “Why didn’t you just ring the bell?”
“Because if you were busy, I was just going to—”
“Carter,” Kate interrupted as she yanked her front door open. “Get your cute little ass in here already!”
“You need to open the door,” Carter pointed out, her smile evident in her tone. “And do you really think my ass is cute?”
“Are you really fishing for compliments?” Kate retorted teasingly. Her heart soared when she spotted Carter through the decorative glass, phone pressed to her ear beneath the hood of her crimson and black splash jacket that she’d pulled over her head and her shoulders hunched against the rain, and she couldn’t contain her grin at the way Carter straightened when she spotted her. 
“Maybe…” Carter murmured as a positively breathtaking smile lit her face.
Kate laughed and disconnected the call. She slipped the phone into the side pocket of her leggings as she padded across the cool marble tile of the foyer. She shivered against the chill that rushed in when she opened the door to let Carter in.
Carter stepped inside. “Thanks.” 
Kate looked past Carter and, seeing the porch empty, closed the door. “No bike today?”
“Nah, I took an Uber,” Carter said as she flung off her hood, sending water flying everywhere. “Didn’t want to bike in this mess.”
“That makes sense,” Kate murmured, so thoroughly distracted by the way Carter’s eyes darkened as she eased closer that she barely registered the chilly hand sliding along her jaw. “Hi…”
“Hey.” Carter inclined her head and, in a voice thick with longing, whispered, “I’ve been thinking about doing this ever since I had to say goodbye to you yesterday,” as she closed the distance between them. 
Kate gasped as Carter’s freezing lips slanted over her own, but that shock was quickly chased away by the heat that flared between them as Carter eased closer, her free hand wrapping around her waist to draw their bodies flush together. A nimble flutter of a tongue turned the kiss from a sweet, chaste hello to something wholly indulgent and wonderful, all soft sighs and slowly swirling tongues. Kate giggled when they broke apart and realized the rain coating Carter’s GoreTex jacket had thoroughly soaked her sweatshirt.
“I’m all wet,” Kate muttered, frowning down at herself.
Carter chuckled and dusted a kiss over her cheek. “Me too.”
Kate rolled her eyes and slapped Carter’s shoulder. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”
“Should I be offended that kissing me doesn’t make you wet?” Carter murmured, her smirk belying her playfully wounded tone. She nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “Is there anything I can do to fix that?”
Kate groaned and pecked Carter’s lips before forcing herself to take a step back. “If you get any better at kissing”—she grabbed the hem of Carter’s jacket and tugged her along with her as she began walking backward—“I’ll probably orgasm on the spot.”
“And that’d be bad because…?” Carter asked, her voice trailing off into a smile as she closed Kate’s door after them.
Kate lifted her shoulders in a little shrug. “I honestly don’t know.” She combed her fingers through her hair as Carter toed off her running shoes and pulled off her jacket, and hummed happily when a shoeless, mostly dry Carter enveloped her in a gentle embrace. She looped her arms around Carter’s neck and sighed as she brushed a kiss over her pulse point. “I’ve missed this.”
Carter squeezed her tight. “Me too.” Her chest lifted and fell with a deep, contented breath, and a soft purr rumbled in her throat as she rested her cheek against Kate’s forehead. “It feels like forever since I held you.”
“I know,” Kate hummed, nuzzling closer. She closed her eyes as she melted into Carter, relaxing into the feeling of Carter’s strong arms holding her tight and the warmth of Carter’s skin against her lips. Her breaths slowed to match the gentle back and forth of Carter’s fingers dragging lightly over her lower back, tension she hadn’t realized she’d been carrying disappearing with every slow inhale and exhale until her limbs felt surprisingly heavy and her thoughts reduced to a pleasant static. 
“Are you falling asleep on me?” Carter asked in a voice laced with amusement.
“No. But I totally could, right now,” Kate admitted as she lifted her head to smile up at Carter. “You’re just so…” Her voice trailed off as she pressed onto her toes to capture Carter’s lips in a sweet kiss. 
An adorable smile tilted Carter’s lips when the kiss broke, and Kate let her heels sink back to the floor. “You’re pretty just so, too…” Carter murmured. She pressed a lingering kiss between Kate’s brows and sighed as she lifted a hand to caress the line of Kate’s jaw. “I can’t stop thinking about you,” she confessed. “Any time I’m not busy with something, you’re all I can think of.”
Kate closed her eyes as the quiet affection in Carter’s voice stole the air from her lungs. She knew the feeling all too well, as Carter dominated her thoughts whenever she found herself between tasks and starred in her dreams every night. “Carter…”
“Too much?” Carter asked softly, hesitantly.
“No,” Kate breathed. She blinked her eyes open and mirrored Carter’s touch, dragging the backs of her fingers along the sculpted line of her jaw as she whispered, “I can’t stop thinking about you, either. It’s…” She licked her lips. “Distracting.”
Amusement danced in Carter’s eyes. “Distracting, huh? What are you thinking about, Kate?”
Images of her dream the night before flashed across Kate’s mind—Carter’s hands spreading her legs wider, dark eyes watching her intently as full, smiling lips dipped between her thighs—and Kate trailed a single, teasing finger along the back of Carter’s neck as she purred, “Wouldn’t you like to know.”
“Shit,” Carter exhaled, a delicate shiver rippling through her. “I really, really would.”
It was a rush to know that she had such an effect on a woman like Carter, and she was about to tell her about the dream that had left her so turned on when she woke that she’d dug her vibrator out of her nightstand drawer and made herself come three times to the memory of dream Carter’s voice whispering words of adoring encouragement in her ear when real-life Carter’s stomach growled and effectively shattered the mood.
“Worst timing ever,” Carter groaned.
Kate smirked and pecked Carter’s lips. It really was, but she had to admit that it was probably a good thing. She had no doubt that she would have found herself pinned against the door if she had shared that dream with Carter. Which was all kinds of appealing, but something that’d be best saved for a time when they were actually alone.
“Come on, you,” she said, taking Carter’s hand and lacing their fingers together as she led her toward the kitchen. “What are you in the mood for?”
“Besides you?” 
Kate threw her a warning look. “Maddie’s home.”
“Two minutes ago, you were going to tell me how distracting I am in the sexiest voice I have ever heard,” Carter grumbled playfully. “But noooo, now you’re all—‘the kid’s downstairs, we can’t’.” 
That, Kate had to admit, was a fair point. “Sorry?”
“You should be,” Carter chuckled, her fingers tightening around Kate’s as she pulled her close. “I am so wet for you right now. I would have let you take me right there in the foyer.”
Kate hooked a finger in the collar of Carter’s shirt and swayed into her to whisper huskily against her lips, “And if what I wanted was for you to take me instead?”
“Fuck.”
Kate smiled and nuzzled Carter’s cheek. “I was thinking something softer—you, on your knees, my leg over your should—”
“Hey, Carter! You’re here!”
They both started at the interruption, and Carter blew out a shaky breath as she brushed a soft, “You two might be the death of me,” over Kate’s lips.
Kate groaned and hid her face in Carter’s neck as Carter turned to greet Maddie with far more composure than she felt. 
“Mads! How was the steady state?”
Despite her embarrassment that Maddie had once again walked in on them—though this time, she was at least fully clothed—Kate smiled at the sound of Maddie blowing a long, drawn-out raspberry and muttering, “Steady state is the devil.”
She sighed at the feeling of Carter’s hands settling lightly around her hips, and pressed a quick kiss to her throat before pulling away to face her daughter. “You hungry? I was just going to make some brunch.”
“French toast?” Maddie asked, a hopeful smile lighting her face.
Kate bit her lip and glanced at Carter, and it slipped free with a smile when she saw her wearing the same expression. “Yeah, we can do that.”
“Can I help?” Carter asked, her expression gentling as she lightly stroked the inside of Kate’s wrist.
Kate’s heart skipped a beat at the affection shining in Carter’s eyes. She wanted nothing more than to sink into Carter’s arms, but she settled for capturing Carter’s hand and giving it a quick squeeze as she said, “Sure. Can you get the bread, eggs, and milk out for me?” When Carter nodded, she turned to Maddie, who was starting to slink out of the kitchen. “Oh, no, no, no, my dear. You’re not getting out of helping. Get out a baking dish for the eggs.”
“Ugh, fine,” Maddie grumbled, though her smile belied her disgruntled tone. “Carter, can you grab me a chocolate milk, too?”
“Absolutely.” Carter pulled open the fridge, grabbed one of the little cartons of the protein-boosted chocolate milk from the bottom shelf, and tossed it to Mads with a light, “Here ya go. I love those, too.”
Kate was glad they were both occupied so neither of them could see the way she blushed as her brain decided to pull up a memory of a very naked Carter leaning against the sink after chugging one of the milks and grinning at her as she declared, “Protein is important for recovery after a workout.”
“Kate?” Carter’s voice drew her attention.
“Hm?” Kate blinked as she looked at Carter standing in front of the open fridge.
A knowing smirk quirked Carter’s lips. “How many eggs do we need?”
Kate shook her head at herself and asked, “How hungry are you?”
Carter’s stomach chose to answer for her, growling so loud it was basically a roar, and they all laughed. 
“Grab four to start. We can always add more,” Kate said, still chuckling as she turned on the burners under the flattop plate in the center of the range to get it hot. “Oh, and butter, too, please.”
“You got it,” Carter replied as she began piling the requested ingredients in her arms.
“Here’s that dish, Mom,” Maddie said as she set it on the counter beside the stove.
Kate smiled at her. “Thank you, sweetie.”
“So, Mads, tell me about your row,” Carter prompted as she set the items she’d collected beside Maddie’s dish.
There really wasn’t much more for the two of them to do, so Kate left them to discuss Maddie’s workout as she cooked. She added her own two cents here and there, but with Carter being the expert, she didn’t contribute much to the discussion. It was nice, though, just hanging out in the kitchen with her daughter and girlfriend. Like the night after the regatta, the entire thing felt effortless, like Carter had always been a part of their lives and that this was just another morning, and she found herself imagining a million more just like this.
After the breakfast dishes were cleared and the kitchen cleaned, Maddie challenged Carter to the Happy Little Dinosaurs rematch Carter had promised her two weeks ago, and Kate smiled when Carter pointed toward the family room and told her, “Set it up.” 
Rather than join in, Kate tucked her legs under herself on the couch and leaned back against the cushions to watch Maddie and Carter battle it out. They both took the game far, far too seriously, and it wasn’t long before best-of-three turned into best-of-five, and Kate couldn’t help but smile at the way Carter pouted when Maddie emerged the victor.
“Aww, you gave it a good run,” Kate consoled Carter, rubbing her shoulder as Maddie danced happily in celebration.
“Yeah,” Maddie said, stalling her jumping to grin at Carter. “You’re way better than Dad. And I’ve been playing it with him for like a year!”
Carter rolled her eyes. “Yeah, yeah.”
Kate laughed and, though it felt strange to do so in front of Maddie, leaned in and kissed Carter’s cheek. “I thought you had her there at the end,” she murmured.
“Me too,” Carter whispered, her cheek beneath Kate’s lips lifting with her smile.
“You know what we should do?!” Maddie declared, her voice rising with excitement.
Kate hummed as Carter shifted to lean back against her. She rested her chin on Carter’s shoulder as she asked, “What?”
“We should get everyone to play!” Maddie answered as if it were the most obvious thing in the world.
Not quite following, Kate prompted, “Oh? And when would we—”
“Thanksgiving!” Maddie interrupted before steamrolling onward to elaborate, “Dad and Brian, Aunt Missy and Uncle Kevin.” She cackled. “Carter, you’d kill Uncle Kevin—he sucks at this game.”
Kate’s heart lodged itself in her throat. While Maddie wasn’t wrong, Kevin was awful at board games, her relationship with Carter was still so new and holidays—
“Sounds fun,” Carter said, snapping Kate out of her thoughts. She turned to look at Kate. “If it’s okay with you, of course. I wouldn’t want to crash your—”
Kate blinked at her. She remembered Carter telling her how her family always did a Turkey Trot before serving dinner at the shelter. “You’re not going home for Thanksgiving?”
Carter smiled shyly and shrugged. “I was going to, but if you want me there…” She glanced at Maddie before looking back at Kate with soft eyes. “If you’d rather wait a year, I totally understand.”
All Kate could hear was the confident way Carter said, ‘Wait a year,’  as if there was no doubt that in a year, they’d be right where they were now. She could picture it easily—her, Carter, Maddie, Grant, and Brian all together—and she swallowed back the lump in her throat as her heart took the reins. “I wouldn’t want you to be anywhere else.”
Carter stared at her for a long moment as a slow smile lit her face and, without breaking eye contact, said, “Maddie, turn around.”
“Why?”
Dark eyes dipped to Kate’s lips as Carter answered, “Because I’m gonna kiss the shit out of your mom, and I’m not sure you want to see that.”
Kate choked on a laugh, Maddie’s amused but slightly grossed-out, “Yeah, I don’t need to be traumatized like that,” barely registering as Carter turned more fully to face her and gently cupped her face. Her eyes fluttered as Carter’s thumb swept over her cheek, and her heart followed suit as soft, soft lips covered her own. Despite Carter’s warning, the kiss was relatively chaste as their lips slotted and molded together, though the emotion behind it was anything but. She grabbed Carter’s thigh for balance as she melted into her, pouring every ounce of affection she felt for Carter into the kiss, and a hitched whimper caught in her throat at the way Carter’s lips clung to hers as she pulled away.
“You mean it?” Carter exhaled.
Kate smiled and chased after her lips as she whispered, “I’ve never meant anything more.”
Just as Carter’s tongue flicked at the seam of Kate’s lips, Maddie effectively ruined the moment with a playfully aggrieved, “Are you guys done yet?” 
Kate sighed as she squeezed Carter’s leg before pulling away. “Yes, sweetie. Sorry.”
“I’m not,” Carter muttered, her cheeks flushed and her pupils so blown that the honeyed ring of her iris was barely visible.
Kate squeezed Carter’s thigh again and confessed softly, “Me neither.”
“Okay, for real, though. Can we watch The Marvels now?” Maddie asked as she flopped onto the other end of the sectional.
Carter winked and pecked Kate’s lips before turning to Maddie with a grin. “Absolutely. I freaking love that movie!”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“So, the fall season’s over?” Carter’s mother, Melanie Burke, asked.
Carter looked up from the hand-thrown mug cradled in her mother’s hands on her computer screen. The steam rising from it showing it was still full of the apple tea she’d preferred for as long as Carter could remember. “Yep.” She waved at her father, Nate, who entered the frame and sat in the empty chair to his wife’s right. “Hey, Dad.”
“Hi, Sprout.” He grinned and ruffled a hand through his hair. “Sorry, I was out back clearing leaves. How was your first day of erg season?”
Carter beamed. “Amazing.” Erg Season had been her least favorite as a rower, but, as a coach, she found herself looking forward to the next six weeks of reduced responsibilities. Instead of twenty hours a week with the kids spread over six days, her ‘hands-on’ schedule was reduced to ten hours over five days until their training trip to Florida after New Year’s. “The coxies supervised practice this morning, so I got to sleep in.”
“Must have been nice,” her mom noted. “So, what do you have planned for your free time?”
Carter rubbed at the back of her neck. “You know, catching up on laundry and stuff. Me, Erica, and Jeremy are helping Amber with content for Axis—the interactive rowing machine startup she’s working on—and…” She licked her lips. “I’ve been seeing someone.”
Her mom’s eyes widened, and a delighted smile tilted her lips as she leaned forward interestedly. “Oh? Since when?”
“Officially? Around the beginning of October. But we met back in August and spent a lot of time together before then.”
“And? What’s her name?”
“Kate.” Carter smiled. “Her name’s Kate.”
“Well, I like that smile,” her dad chuckled. “Is Kate going to be joining us next week for Thanksgiving?”
“Um, no, actually.” Carter took a deep breath. This, right here, was why she’d FaceTimed her parents in the first place. Thanksgiving was a big deal for the Burkes, and she knew they’d been looking forward to having the whole family together to celebrate—her, Chloe, and Chloe’s husband Logan and their daughter Brenna—since it was little Brenna’s first. And while she didn’t regret her decision to stay in Boston with Kate and Maddie in the slightest, she wasn’t exactly looking forward to breaking the news to her parents, which was why she’d pushed it off again and again until, suddenly, it was the weekend before she was supposed to be in Philly and she couldn’t delay any longer. “She’s invited me to stay here and spend the day with her family.”
“Ah,” her dad hummed as her mother blinked at the screen, her smile fading in disappointment.
“Sorry this is kinda last minute,” Carter said, shrugging somewhat lamely. “But…”
“She must be something special,” her dad said.
“She is. She’s, god, she’s just…” Carter’s voice trailed off into the dopey smile she wore whenever she thought of Kate. The last two weeks had been a dream of date-like lunches and ‘family’ dinners, and she was happier than she could ever remember being. “Incredible. Understanding. You know how busy the season gets? I was worried it was going to be an issue. She just gets it, though. She has commitments, too, and we’ve been figuring out where our schedules have some flexibility even if it’s just to meet for a quick lunch here and there.” 
“Someone actually found a way to coax you away from the water during the season? That’s promising.” Her mom sounded somewhat mollified as she set her mug on the table. “We’ll miss you.”
“I’ll miss you guys, too,” Carter assured her.
“Will you be home for Christmas?” her dad asked.
“I…haven’t thought that far ahead, honestly,” Carter said. Her parents’ brows furrowed, and she quickly added, “But probably, yeah. I’ll let you know soon.” Her phone buzzed against the tabletop. “Excuse me a sec,” she muttered as she reached for it. Maddie was going to a sleepover party at a friend’s, and she and Kate had plans to go to dinner before meeting Erica and the rest of her friends at a bar. “Hello?”
“Hey, sexy.”
Kate’s cheeky greeting did wonders to chase away some of the tension that’d been building between Carter’s shoulders, and Carter rubbed her thumb over the side of her phone as she said, “Hey. Come on up.” She pressed the unlock button on her screen and, after hearing the telltale buzz of the front door’s lock disengaging, disconnected the call. “Sorry,” she apologized as she looked back at the computer, “but I have to go…” 
While she did want to introduce Kate to her parents eventually, she’d rather not do it over a video call. There was also a niggling worry at the back of her mind that they hadn’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat for Amy, and a big part of that had been because Amy had been much older. To be fair, their concerns hadn’t been unfounded, but not because of age. Amy had worked full throttle all week and blown off steam during the weekends, and she hadn’t been able to wrap her head around why Carter wouldn’t join her for late nights out, or the impromptu trips she liked to take. Amy had quickly come to resent the near-endless days and hours that Carter devoted to training when she wasn’t at work, which left only a sliver a time available for anything else.
A sliver that apparently wasn’t enough, as Amy had made sure she knew when she’d broken things off with her. After months of trying to balance Amy’s expectations with the demands of being a national team athlete, the dismissal had left Carter heartbroken.
Carter knew her parents loved her, and that their worries stemmed mainly from not wanting to see their daughter walking around like half her heart had been wrenched out of her chest again. She was sure that they’d support her choice of partner in the end, but she’d rather address their concerns in person. And without Kate around to overhear. 
Kate wasn’t as fixated on their age difference as she had been in the beginning, but Carter wasn’t so lost in her happiness to forget that it was still a thing—and she didn’t want to put Kate in a situation where she’d be uncomfortable so soon. Kate was too important to risk exposing to her family before she made sure her parents understood how much she adored Kate and Maddie, and that there was no part of their relationship that she didn’t already treasure. 
Carter turned her attention back to her parents, who were watching her like hawks. She straightened under their scrutiny and lifted her right shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “I need to get going. We’re meeting Erica and everyone else, and I still need to change.”
Her dad nodded. “Sounds like you have a lot going on. Will you be able to call next Thursday?”
“Definitely,” Carter promised, a leaden feeling settling in her stomach.
“All right. Talk to you then, Sprout,” her dad said.
Her mom lifted a hand and waved. “We love you.”
Carter did her best to smile as she mirrored the gesture. “Love you, too.”
She’d just shut down her laptop and set it back into its charging station on the bookshelf that occupied the entire side wall of her main living area when Kate knocked on her door. She brushed her hands off on her jeans as she hurried to answer. She’d been in such a good mood before that call, riding the high of a successful first foray into coaching a rowing workout for Axis and looking forward to a grown-up night on the town with Kate. But now it was being eclipsed by a rising anxiety as her brain threw up several unhelpful scenarios about her parents’ possible reaction to Kate, and worse, Kate’s reaction to them. She’d never seen Kate back down from anyone—as someone who’d worked in a male-dominated field for some twenty years, Kate had to be assertive. Kate did not suffer fools gladly, and if Carter’s parents tried to treat her the way they had passively-aggressively dealt with Amy…
Carter’s thoughts began to spiral until she opened her door to Kate, who looked perfectly put together as always, not a hair out of place and her makeup understated yet impeccable, in a camel-colored pea coat that hung open to reveal a sinfully soft-looking forest green silk blouse that brought out the darker flecks in her eyes. Worries instantly forgotten, Carter forgot how to breathe as her gaze lingered on the tantalizing glimpse of cleavage revealed by the top three buttons Kate had left undone, and she bit her lip when Kate’s soft laughter let her know she’d been caught staring.
“You really can’t blame me,” Carter muttered as she stepped aside to let her in.
“No,” Kate agreed softly. She dropped a playful kiss to Carter’s cheek as she passed. “Especially because I left them undone just for you.”
Carter lifted her eyes to the heavens for strength as she shut the door. “Kate…”
Kate threw a playful wink over her shoulder as she hung her coat and purse on an empty hook on the rack beside the door. She smoothed her hands over the hips of her fitted dark-washed jeans as she turned, but her smile faltered when her eyes swept over Carter’s face. “You… Did your thing with Amber not go well? I know you were nervous about filming—”
“No, that went great, actually. Dana, the director-whatever setting up the studio shots, said we were all naturals.”
Kate tilted her head, and Carter swore it was like she could see right through her. “So what has you looking like somebody just banned you from the boathouse?” 
Carter arched a brow. “Banned from the boathouse?”
Kate shrugged. “It’s the only thing I could think of that would make you look so down.”
Carter hummed and pulled Kate into her arms. “That would do it for sure.” She kicked the front door shut, blocking out the rest of the world, and smiled as she dipped her head to nuzzle Kate’s cheek. “But not nearly as much as if I couldn’t do this.”
Kate’s hands were soft as they curved around Carter’s jaw, and the look in her eyes even more so as she whispered, “Carter…”
Carter closed her eyes as she angled closer. “Kiss me,” she pleaded, her voice barely louder than a breath. She ghosted her lips over Kate’s. “Please, Kate. I—” She’d had no idea what she was going to say next, but it didn’t matter because Kate cut her off with a gentle kiss. Carter whimpered and slid her right hand along Kate’s spine to press between her shoulder blades as Kate sucked on her lower lip before releasing it with a sigh as she angled her head to deepen the kiss.
A lifetime of kissing this beautiful woman won’t be enough, Carter thought dreamily as she let the softness of Kate’s lips and the perfect fit of their bodies melt away the leaden feeling that’d settled in her gut while talking to her parents. She knew their ages made their relationship a little unconventional, but she also knew how perfect and right it felt to hold Kate in her arms and kiss her like this. There’s no way in hell I’m giving her up.
Carter spun them around to push Kate back against the wall, and she smiled at the surprised huff of laughter the move earned her. She grabbed Kate’s hips as she pressed closer, fusing their bodies together, her thumbs brushing against Kate’s breasts as she cradled Kate’s ribs. She lightly caressed the sides of Kate’s breasts as she pulled Kate’s lower lip between hers to gently suck and nibble at it before painting a soothing stripe over it with her tongue. Her stomach swooped at the feeling of Kate’s fingers pressing against her jaw to hold her close as she chased after her lips with a plaintive mewl, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the affection that swelled in her chest at the feeling of Kate’s quiet, happy sigh tickling her lips as Kate’s mouth covered her own.
The kiss was just like the ones that’d preceded it, every brush of Kate’s lips and tongue so achingly gentle that the backs of Carter’s eyes stung with tears from the sheer perfection of it all. Every kiss was a silent I’ve got you, every flex of Kate’s fingers against her skin an unspoken I won’t let you fall.

She clung to Kate as their kisses slowed, and touched her forehead to Kate’s as gentle thumbs brushed away a tear that had slipped free to roll down her cheeks.
“What’s wrong, darling?” Kate whispered.
Carter shook her head. “Nothing.”
Careful thumbs swept over her cheeks as Kate prodded, “This doesn’t feel like nothing.”
Carter blinked her eyes open slowly, and her heart clenched at the tenderness shining in Kate’s gaze. A fresh wave of tears spilled free, and she huffed an embarrassed laugh as she looked away. Or tried to, anyway, but Kate’s hold tightened as she refused to let her hide. “I know it’s early but this—us—it feels so perfect.” 
When Carter didn’t continue, Kate prodded, “And that’s a bad thing…?”
Carter bit her lip and averted her eyes. How could she even begin to explain that she was crying because she’d never felt so understood in her entire life? “No. I don’t know. You make me feel so seen and accepted, Kate. And I just don’t want anything to mess this up.”
“Darling, you know I feel the same way, right?”
Carter nodded. 
“Okay then,” Kate exhaled. She kissed Carter softly. “Do I need to be worried about what brought this on?”
Worried? Carter’s eyes snapped back to Kate’s. “No, I swear—” 
Kate cut her off with a kiss. “Breathe, sweetheart,” she murmured against her lips.
Carter took a deep breath and slumped against Kate as she let it go. “I’m sorry.” She buried her face in Kate’s hair and, desperate to make her unexpected overflowing of emotion disappear, weakly joked, “I guess this doorway isn’t as good as the one at your place.”
Kate chuckled and smoothed a hand over Carter’s hair. “Definitely a different experience. But not bad,” she added, tilting her head to kiss Carter’s neck. She nuzzled closer, her lips ghosting over Carter’s skin as she murmured, “Anywhere that lets me hold you like this can never be bad.” She sealed her words with another kiss, and sighed as she pulled back to peer up at Carter. “As long as you’re okay?”
The naked concern shining in Kate’s eyes stole the breath from Carter’s lungs. “I am.” She nodded. And then, because Kate deserved something, even if she wasn’t quite sure how to put it into words, she added, “Give me time to process a few things? When I figure it out, I’ll tell you. I promise.”
Understanding softened Kate’s expression as she leaned in to kiss Carter tenderly. “Do you still want to go out?”
A small smile tugged at Carter’s lips as she nodded again. “I want nothing more than to take you out on that date we still haven’t gotten to.”
A sheepish look flitted across Kate’s face at the reminder of how their first attempt at a date had been spectacularly derailed. “Okay.” She pressed onto her toes to cover Carter’s smile with her own. “Go get dressed, and I’ll get you some water.”
Carter was about to protest that she was fine, but there was something in the tilt of Kate’s head that said she wanted to help. “That’d be great. Thank you.” She rubbed Kate’s sides. “Glasses are in the cupboard to the left of the sink.”
“Got it.” Kate’s eyes danced over Carter’s face. “I—” She cut herself off with a shake of her head. “Go.”
Carter went, though not without stealing one last kiss. She chewed her lip as she stood in front of her armoire, considering her choices. She had just decided on a navy quarter-zip sweater over a long-sleeved white polo so that she wouldn’t need to bother with a jacket when Kate’s voice drew her attention away from her clothes.
“Gotta say, I wasn’t expecting to find a penis by your kitchen sink.”
“A…?” Carter’s eyes widened in horror when she turned to see Kate smirking at her from the doorway with a glass of water in one hand and a seven-inch dildo in her other. “Oh fuck.”
“Mm, indeed,” Kate murmured.
“You—” Carter forgot how to form words as she watched Kate’s tongue slide slowly over her lips as she studied the realistic-looking cock from various angles. Twinkling green eyes looked past the toy to stare into what felt like her goddamn soul, and she cleared her throat when an arched brow bid her to continue. “The other night, you said that you’d like it if I wore my strap,” Carter explained a little breathlessly. “And it’d been just sitting in my drawer for…” She blinked, finding it impossible to think when Kate was just casually resting the head of the cock against her lips as she listened. “It was… I mean… It’s been, like, shit, two years? So I, uh, just wanted to make sure it was clean if we—”
“God, you’re cute.” Kate tossed the toy onto the bed. Her hips swayed distractingly as she sauntered into the bedroom to force the glass of water into Carter’s hand. “Drink.”
Carter downed the entire contents of the glass in five gulps. “I swear I’m not trying to pressure you into any—”
Kate pressed a finger to Carter’s lips. “Do you have any idea how adorable you are when you’re flustered?” She pressed a little bit harder and inclined her head in a way that said she wasn’t looking for a response when Carter tried to open her mouth to answer. “I’m not feeling pressured,” she murmured. “And when we get home, I absolutely want it.” 
Carter groaned, suddenly feeling very, very sorry she’d insisted they go out. And also like she had the world’s worst-best case of whiplash, because five minutes ago she was crying because she felt too goddamn much, and now her pulse was thundering in her ears like she’d just set a new personal best on a 2k test and her underwear was fucking soaked.
“I know,” Kate whispered, sounding just as affected as she leaned in to replace her finger with her lips. The kiss was slow and deep, burning with intent and promises, and she hummed as she nuzzled Carter’s cheek when she pulled away. She pecked her lips and plucked the empty glass from her fingers. “Now. Clothes. Date. Night out.”
“You are making it very hard to do any of that,” Carter croaked.
“Says the woman who left her cock on the counter for me to find.”
Carter whimpered. “Kate…”
Kate laughed and gave Carter’s behind a light pat. “I’ll go wait in the other room so I don’t distract you.”
“Um, pretty sure I’m just permanently distracted right now.”
Kate threw a sultry wink over her shoulder. “Me too.”
Carter didn’t move as Kate all but sashayed back into the living room, and exhaled a shaky, “Fuck,” once she was alone. She dragged a hand through her hair as she stared at the empty doorway for at least a solid minute trying to wrap her head around what had just happened before she gave up and focused her attention on getting dressed. 
Kate had apparently gotten her fill of teasing because when Carter wandered out of her bedroom five minutes later, she just smiled at her from where she was leaning against the back of the couch, flipping through something on her phone. “Ready?” When Carter nodded, she looked back at her phone, tapped the screen, and said, “Okay. Uber is on its way. Car is close, so we won’t have to wait.”
“Nice.” Carter slipped her keys into the front pocket of her jeans and her phone and wallet into her back pockets while Kate stowed her phone in her purse. Her stomach fluttered when Kate zipped her bag shut and looked up with an expectant little half-smile, and she bit her lip as she pulled her into her arms. Yes, their ride would be here soon, but she wanted one last moment with Kate before she had to share her with the world.
“Darling, the car,” Kate reminded weakly as she melted into her.
Carter hummed and guided Kate back against the front door. “Will be there when we get downstairs,” she husked as she used her body to pin Kate against the door. Her pulse stuttered at the low, breathy whimper that caught in Kate’s throat when she rolled her hips forward, and she sighed as she dipped her head to capture Kate’s lips in a kiss that started slow and sweet but quickly became deep and heated. 
She groaned into Kate’s mouth when long fingers tugged at her hair, tilting her head to the side as a nimble tongue licked its way into her mouth, and rasped a broken, “My god,” when that wonderful, talented mouth painted a line of kisses along her jaw so Kate could nip at her earlobe. Her nipples tightened at the richly pleased tenor of Kate’s laughter rumbling against her ear, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she surrendered to the hand in her hair that tipped her head further to the side.
Kate’s lips bowed into a smile as she nuzzled Carter’s ear. “You like this?”
“So much. Kate…” Her eyes rolled back in her head when Kate answered with a soft sound and a sharp bite to her pulse point, and she gritted her teeth as she tried to rein-in her skyrocketing arousal. If they kept this up, their second attempt at a first date would fail as spectacularly as their first one had. She tightened her hold on Kate’s hips and husked, “Dinner?” 
Kate trailed her tongue over the hinge of Carter’s jaw to flutter it against her ear. “You’re the one who started this,” she murmured teasingly. She released her grip on Carter’s hair and sank back against the door with a contented, Cheshire Cat grin.
It was an incredibly good look on her.
Carter groaned and tilted her forehead to rest against Kate’s. “It seemed like a good idea at the time?”
“Is that a statement?” Kate asked, her eyes twinkling with amusement as she combed her fingers through Carter’s hair, smoothing the strands she’d mussed. “Or a question?”
“I don’t even know,” Carter chuckled. She pecked her lips. “God, Kate.”
“Mm.” Kate looped her arms around Carter’s shoulders. “Gotta admit, this doorway has made a strong comeback.”
Carter laughed. “It certainly has.” She caressed Kate’s hips and dipped her head to kiss her softly. A happy hum tickled the back of her throat as she pulled away, and she smiled as she asked, “So, about that date…?”
Kate’s eyes crinkled and she stole one last kiss before gently, but firmly urging Carter to take a step back. “Yes, that date. Let’s go, beautiful.” A black sedan was waiting at the curb for them when they exited the building, and Carter dipped her shoulders in a half-bow as she opened the car door for Kate with a gallant, “Your chariot, milady.”
Kate brushed a kiss over her cheek as she passed, and Carter grinned as she followed and closed the door after them. Her heart fluttered at the feeling of Kate’s hand sliding into hers as the car pulled away from the curb, and she held Kate’s eye as she lifted Kate’s hands to her lips to press a lingering kiss to her knuckles. 
“Mm, what’s that for?” Kate murmured.
Carter shrugged and kissed her knuckles again. “Just happy you’re here with me.”
Kate’s gaze flicked to the back of their driver’s head for the briefest of moments before she leaned in and kissed Carter softly. “There is nowhere else I’d rather be.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Bullshit!”
Kate smiled at Mike’s outburst and jabbed a finger at an L-shaped section of the design she’d sketched out on the back of a cocktail napkin. “It’s not bullshit, it’s—”
“So completely obvious that I can’t believe I didn’t see it before.” Mike scrubbed a hand over his face. “Tell me again why you’re not at MIT?”
Kate sighed at the feeling of Carter’s arm tightening around her shoulders, and sank into Carter’s side as Carter raised her voice over the dueling pianos and the crowd singing along to the tune. “Because you guys can’t afford her.”
Erica snorted into her drink. “Down, Burke. Damn. He’s not trying to steal your girl. He’s just pouting.”
“Happens a lot,” Kate quipped. 
“I’ll bet it does,” Amber laughed, holding her pint glass up in a toast.
Kate winked at Amber as she tapped their glasses together. It’s funny, in hindsight, how nervous she’d been about meeting Carter’s friends. Even though she knew Erica didn’t seem to think anything of the fact that she was so much older than Carter, it would have been crazy to expect the rest of Carter’s friends would be the same. Except they were. As soon as introductions had been finished, they all fell into easy conversation as if she’d been a part of their group for years instead of a few minutes. And after a while, when their conversation splintered, and Mike had pounced on her like an overeager doctoral student to pick her brain about a problem he was having with one of his robots, and Amber had joined in the troubleshooting as if it were something they all did on a weekly basis. She’d been immediately impressed by their quick thinking and creative solutions, and it wasn’t long before Carter was kissing her cheek and murmuring, “I knew you guys would get along,” against her ear before leaving them to ‘geek out over robot shit’ while she, Erica, and Jeremy fell into their own conversation that, predictably, centered around rowing.
Her only wish for this introduction to Carter’s friends had been for it to not be a complete disaster. She hadn’t dared to consider that she’d genuinely enjoy the evening, and yet she was. Mike and Amber were obviously brilliant, but personable and funny and didn’t take themselves too seriously. Erica was…Erica—a little brash, but with an unmistakable layer of kindness and care hiding beneath her big personality that reminded her of Missy. And Jeremy was the utterly charming dad of the group, whose easy-going personality kept their little coterie even-keeled and clicking along smoothly. 
Kate’s stomach fluttered at the feeling of Carter’s lips brushing against her ear as she asked in a voice low enough the others wouldn’t hear, “You doing okay?”
Kate turned to assure Carter that she was fine, and found herself struck breathless by the gentle affection burning in Carter’s eyes. She’d caught glimpses of it all night—peeking through the vulnerability of whatever had sparked Carter’s mini-breakdown and reflecting the gentle glow of the candle on their intimate corner booth at dinner as they held hands and spoke in low voices about anything and everything that crossed their minds—but this was so much more than a glimpse. A glimpse was fleeting, something that could be explained away as a trick of the light or a fanciful wish, but this… 
This was protective and tender, a promise of everything a heart could offer without reservation or caveat. It was everything Kate had given up looking for and convinced herself she didn’t need. 
The music and conversation surrounding them faded into an unintelligible buzz as she hooked a finger under Carter’s chin to urge her closer, and then it disappeared altogether when Carter’s lips met hers. Her pulse beat a slow, heavy rhythm in her ears as Carter’s hand lightly framed her jaw, holding her close as if she were the most precious thing in the world. Her heart swelled with a feeling of profound rightness as that first kiss bled into a second, then a third, and if it weren’t for the shrill wolf-whistle shattering the moment, lord knows how long she would have continued to kiss Carter as if they were the only two people in the world. 
But it did break through, bringing with it the sounds of the bar that swept over her like the tide—and she buried her face in the crook of Carter’s neck as she was buffeted by the reminder that they were far from alone. Despite her embarrassment at having lost control like that in public, she couldn’t help but smile at the husk evident in Carter’s voice when she reprimanded the intrusive whistler with a brusque, “Fuck you very much.”
“Yeah,” Erica chimed in, not even pretending to look away. “That was fucking hot.”
“I know,” Mike sassed. “Why do you think I whistled?”
“Because you don’t want Kate to help with your little robot problems anymore?” Jeremy joked.
Mike gasped. “She wouldn’t.”
Kate smiled at the low rumble of amusement in Carter’s throat, and she kissed the side of her neck as Carter teased, “I mean, you’d kind of deserve it…” 
Kate nuzzled closer, eliciting the sweetest shiver from Carter, and she couldn’t resist nipping at her pulse point before pulling away to level Mike with an unimpressed glare. “You absolutely do,” she told him, letting her voice drop into the stern, no-holds-barred tone that, without fail, sent many a student running for the nearest exit.
To his credit, Mike didn’t flinch, though his playful smirk faded. “Sorry.”
“Okay, we totally gotta keep you around if you can get him in line like that,” Erica sniggered. She pressed her hands together in front of herself and dipped her shoulders in a short bow. “Please teach me your ways, oh wise one.”
The group broke into laughter, and Kate relaxed into Carter’s side as she replied, “I’ll think about it.”
“Ooh, teach me too,” Amber said, bouncing lightly in her seat. “There are a few guys at work I’d love to use that little trick on.”
“Ah, well, in that case, absolutely.” Kate nodded at Amber as she rubbed a hand over Carter’s thigh. “We can’t let the patriarchy continue unchallenged. No offense, guys,” she added, glancing at Mike and Jeremy.
Jeremy lifted his glass in a little toast. “None taken.”
“Totally fair,” Mike agreed.
Kate was poised to respond when the music stopped, and one of the pianists said, “Before we take a short break, we have a birthday in the house tonight with a special request.”
“Oh, fuck you all, you didn’t,” Jeremy said. “The whole reason I picked this place is because I didn’t want to sing!”
“What do you mean?” Erica asked, her face a perfect mask of innocence.
“Yeah?” Mike echoed, his wide grin belying his feigned confusion.
Carter’s arm tightened around Kate’s shoulders. “We absolutely did,” Carter confirmed as the pianist said, “Can we get the group here with Jeremy to come on up to the stage?”
“That’s our cue, birthday boy,” Mike declared as he hopped out of his chair. He grabbed Jeremy’s shoulders and gave him a little shake. “Let’s go!”
Carter pressed a kiss to Kate’s cheek as she got to her feet. “You can sit tight, if you want. We’re gonna embarrass our boy real quick, and then we’ll be back.”
“No, she can’t,” Erica declared as she grabbed Jeremy by the hand and hauled him to his feet. Despite his protestations, Kate noticed that he didn’t put up a fight. “She’s one of us now. She’s in, whether she wants to be or not.”
Warmth bloomed in Kate’s chest at Erica’s words. She’d wanted to win Carter’s friends over and prove that she was worthy of Carter’s attention, but she hadn’t expected to be welcomed into the fold already. “Okay.” She nodded. “I’m game.” 
“Are you sure?” Carter checked.
“Yeah.” Kate arched a brow at Carter as she stood. “Should I be worried?”
“That depends,” Carter hedged as she took Kate’s hand and laced their fingers together. “How familiar are you with the song You Belong With Me?”
Kate rolled her eyes. She raised her voice to be heard over the cacophony of hoots and hollers and applause as Carter led her along the narrow aisle between tables to the stage dominated by a pair of black baby grand pianos. “I do have a teenage daughter.” 
Carter laughed as she stopped beside the short stage that sat maybe eighteen inches above the main floor and used their joined hands to assist Kate up. “Yeah, I guess that was a pretty stupid question.”
The stage was just big enough to house the two pianos, which left the six of them crammed together in what little space remained. Kate smiled up at Carter as a protective arm wrapped around her waist to hold her close, and her eyes widened when a petite redhead appeared in front of them with a small basket of microphones. “Um, Carter…”
“It’ll be fine,” Carter assured her as she took two mics from the girl before she moved on to the rest of their group. Her expression gentled as she offered one to Kate. “You can totally go back to the table if you want. You don’t have to do this.”
“Bullshit,” Erica interjected. She leaned past Carter and grinned. “We’re the backup singers. If you don’t know the words, just fake it and try to keep Little Miss Can’t Dance, here”—she tapped her mic to Carter’s chest—“somewhat in time.”
“What are you talking about?” An adorable pout pulled at Carter’s lips. “I can dance.”
The crowd that had already been primed to help Jeremy celebrate his birthday cheered when the music began and they recognized the opening notes of the song. Erica flashed Kate a playful wink before falling back into line between Carter and Mike with a little hop and an enthusiastic, “Yo, let’s go!” 
It was clear this was something they’d all done before as they bobbed their heads to the beat, and Kate watched, utterly delighted, as Jeremy—who, despite his protestations—stepped up and took control of the opening lyrics as if the entire thing had been his idea. Amber joined in with the second line, her voice blending perfectly with Jeremy’s, and Kate looked to Carter for her cue to join in. That point was the chorus, and she smiled as she joined Carter, Erica, and Mike in lifting her mic to belt out the words. 
Despite Erica’s teasing, Carter did just fine keeping the rhythm as they fell into a somewhat standard shuffle step from one foot to the other before the whole thing devolved into them just bopping around with the beat, letting the energy of the music and the enthusiasm of the bar that was belting the lyrics out right alongside them carry them along. While Jeremy and Amber had the best voices in the group, Carter, Mike, and Erica made up for their average vocal skills with enthusiasm and an absolute absence of self-consciousness.
Kate threw her head back and laughed when Carter took her hand and lifted it to lead her into a little spin as they danced and sang, and her face hurt from grinning when Carter slipped their joined hands around back to pull her into her side. The place was electric as the song wound its way to its close, and despite the fact that the audience had put just as much energy into the song as they had, the bar erupted into raucous applause once they’d finished.
Kate leaned her head on Carter’s shoulder, feeling appropriately winded from their no-holds-barred performance. It’d been years since she’d sung in public, and while this hadn’t been anywhere on her radar for the night, she was a little sad it was over.
“You good?” Carter asked loudly. 
“Yeah!” Kate nodded. “That was a blast!”
Carter beamed at her. “You can really sing!”
“Yeah, she can,” Erica shouted, obviously impressed as the petite redhead reappeared to collect their microphones as the pianists left for their break. “I’m totally picking a karaoke bar for my birthday. You got some pipes!”
Kate smiled and ducked her head in a short bow of thanks. “Well, then I’ll make sure to drink lots of tea with honey that day.”
“Sounds like a plan.” Erica held out a fist and grinned when Kate bumped knuckles with her. “God, it’s gonna be so much fun getting the two of you up for a duet.”
“A what?” Carter squeaked as they began making their way back to their seats. “You know that I only do group songs where I can, y’know, blend into the background.”
“Yeah, well, now you got yourself a girl who can probably belt out Broadway shit, so you’re gonna have to up your game, Burke,” Erica retorted with a smirk and a delighted little spin. 
Kate took Carter’s hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “You don’t have to.”
“Um, no. She absolutely does,” Erica argued as they neared their table. “Whatever the birthday person says goes.”
Kate arched a brow as she retook her seat. “So why did you force Jeremy into this?” 
Erica caught a passing server’s eye and made the universal another round gesture as she explained, “Because he loves it.”
Kate glanced at Jeremy, who was positively beaming as he dropped into his seat, and smiled. Erica was right. He might have protested getting up to sing, but it was clear that he’d loved every minute of it. She bumped her shoulder against Carter’s and asked, “What’d you do for your birthday?”
“Nothing much. We just hung out at Cornwall’s.”
“Where she gushed all about the gorgeous woman she’d met that day,” Erica added, her eyes twinkling with mischief.
A delicate flush tinted Carter’s cheeks as she argued, “Fuck off. I did not gush.”
Kate ignored the jealous twinge that flared at the idea of Carter finding another woman attractive. “A gorgeous woman, huh? Should I be worried?”
Carter chuckled. “Not at all.” She leaned in to kiss her softly. “Considering it was you.”
Kate’s heart leapt. She distinctly remembered how much of an impression Carter had made on her that day, but she’d never once considered that she’d had the same effect on Carter. She lifted a hand to cradle Carter’s jaw, and gently stroked her thumb across her cheek. “Me?” she whispered.
Carter’s eyes fluttered as she nodded. “You,” she murmured, sealing that single syllable with a kiss so sweet and overflowing with affection that it stole the air from Kate’s lungs. 
“C’mon, knock it off, you two,” Erica grumbled playfully. 
“Mm, no, don’t think I will,” Carter sassed, her voice layered with hunger softened by a touch of joy.
Kate hummed happily as Carter doubled down on her defiance by capturing her lips in a playful kiss. She laughed into the kiss when Erica groaned and shoved at Carter’s shoulder, jostling the both of them, and nipped at Carter’s lower lip as she pulled back to level Erica with an unimpressed look. “Really?”
Erica smirked. “Really, really.” She tilted her head toward the door. “Get out of here. You know you want to.”
Kate’s pulse stuttered as Carter’s eyes dipped from her lips to the open collar of her shirt. They’d been having so much fun that she honestly hadn’t thought of bailing early, but as dark, beautiful brown eyes lifted to capture hers, she found herself wanting nothing more than to take Carter by the hand and drag her out the door.
“I…” Carter licked her lips. “What do you think?”
Kate glanced at the rest of the group. For as much as she liked the idea of heading home, she knew Carter had been looking forward to the two of them hanging out with her friends. “I’m okay staying for a bit more if you want.”
“Are you—”
Carter was interrupted by Erica tossing her phone onto the table. “Your Uber will be here in five minutes. You can thank me by keeping it in your pants until you get home.”
“Subtle, as usual, E,” Carter muttered, shaking her head. 
“That’s Erica,” Jeremy laughed. “But, c’mon. Don’t get me wrong, I love that you guys came out to celebrate with me, but you’ve wasted enough of your date night with us.”
“You sure?” Carter asked.
“Totally.” Jeremy nodded and turned to Kate with a kind smile. “Kate, it was great to finally meet you.”
“You, as well,” Kate assured him. She glanced around the rest of the group and added, “All of you. Thank you for letting me crash your celebration.”
Mike rolled his eyes. “Crash,” he scoffed. “As far as we’re concerned, you and Carter are a package deal.”
“A much better deal, honestly,” Amber added, winking playfully at Carter.
“Wow. Thanks for the love, guys,” Carter grumbled. 
Kate grinned. “We’ll have to do this again sometime.”
“Absolutely,” Erica agreed. “But, for now”—she hiked a thumb toward the exit—“out you go.”
“Fine.” Carter lifted Kate’s hand to her lips and brushed a smile of a kiss over her knuckles. “It looks like we’re being kicked out.”
Kate smiled. “It does.”
Carter’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath as she turned to Erica. “What’s the car we’re looking for?”
“Shit, I forgot.” Erica picked up her phone. “Red Prius. You going back to yours?” When Carter nodded, she tapped at her screen and then reported, “All set. Your driver’s name is Kira.”
“Got it,” Carter said as she stood.
Kate followed suit, and blushed when Carter gallantly plucked her coat off the back of her chair to help her into it. “Thank you.”
“Take note, boys,” Erica drawled. “That’s how you do it.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Mike smirked and waved them off. “Go away and stop making us look bad.”
After one more quick round of goodbyes and promises that they’d all get together again soon, Kate and Carter made their way to the door. A red Prius was rolling to a stop at the curb just as they stepped outside, and after a quick check to make sure it was their ride, they climbed into the backseat.
Kate’s heart fluttered into her throat when Carter took her hand and pulled it into her lap, and she sighed when Carter’s long fingers began stroking from the heel of her palm to the tips of her fingers as the car pulled away from the curb. Both painfully aware of the fact that they had an audience, they rode in silence, letting the quiet sound of the radio playing some mix of top-40 music fill the air.
They were well into Back Bay before Carter finally broke the silence, her voice hesitant as she asked, “Did you have fun? They weren’t too much for you, were they?”
Kate turned her head to smile at her reassuringly. “I did. And, of course not. They weren’t any worse than Missy or Joan.” She pulled a face. “Okay, mostly Missy.” She smiled at Carter’s soft puff of laughter. “But it was nice to be able to put faces to names.”
“I’m glad.” Carter’s gaze drifted to their hands as she continued her light caress. “They loved you, too.”
A soft sound that was dangerously close to a moan caught Kate’s throat as Carter’s fingers circled her palm in a lazy caress. “They’re all lovely. I can see why you are all such good friends.”
“You’re lovely,” Carter murmured. Tender brown eyes flicked up to capture Kate’s gaze through a wispy veil of dark lashes. “Do you like this?” she asked as she traced Kate’s lifeline.
Not trusting her voice, Kate simply nodded.
Carter mirrored the nod as she spiraled a single blunt nail from the perimeter of Kate’s hand to the center of her palm. “Thank you for letting me take you out tonight.”
Kate chuckled softly. “Pretty sure I’m the one who should be thanking you. I had a wonderful time.”
A small, almost shy smile quirked Carter’s lips. “Yeah?”
“Yes, darling,” Kate whispered. Her gaze dipped to Carter’s mouth, but before she could do or say anything else, the car pulled to a stop in front of Carter’s place. 
Kate slipped out of the car as Carter thanked the driver and confirmed that she’d closed out their fare, and held her hand out to Carter when she joined her on the sidewalk. She twined their fingers together as Carter led the way, and couldn’t resist dropping a chaste kiss to Carter’s cheek when she held the door for her. “Thank you.”
“Mm, no. Thank you,” Carter hummed as she followed her inside. 
A quick, shared glance all the conversation needed to confirm that neither of them were inclined to wait for the elevator to take them up to the second floor. Kate squeezed Carter’s hand as they started up the stairs, an easy silence laced with an almost tangible anticipation settling over them as they climbed. The air seemed to thicken with it as Carter fumbled with her keys at the door, making it hard to breathe, and Kate honestly wasn’t sure which of them sighed louder with relief when Carter managed to unlock it and shove it open.
Carter’s eyes crinkled with her smile as she murmured, “After you.”
Kate didn’t miss the way Carter’s gaze dipped to her chest as she passed, and her pulse stumbled into a sprint as she shrugged off her coat and hung it and her purse on the same hook she’d used earlier. She’d been so captivated by Carter during dinner and distracted by everything at the bar to really think about what waited for her once the night was over, but now that they were here, alone, with Carter’s bedroom just a dozen or so steps away, she found herself unable to think of anything else.
She shivered at the feeling of strong arms wrapping around her waist to draw her into a light embrace, and her breath caught in her throat when Carter’s lips brushed against her ear. “Is it bad that I’m glad they made us leave early?”
Even though Kate knew what Carter meant, she tipped her head back against Carter’s shoulder so she could look into her eyes as she asked, “Why’s that?”
Carter’s gaze dipped to Kate’s lips as she squeezed her waist. “Because it’s been torture keeping my hands to myself.” 
“Oh?” Kate’s eyes fluttered as Carter’s hands slid up her stomach to palm her breasts, lifting and rolling them beneath her hands before adjusting her hold just enough to be able to drag her thumbs over her nipples.
“Mm.” Carter’s breath fell in heated waves across Kate’s lips. “You are so beautiful.”
Carter’s name spilled from Kate’s lips on a moan as she arched into her hands. When the kiss she was desperate for never came, she reached up, tangled a hand in Carter’s hair, and dragged her mouth closer. Her eyes rolled back in her head as Carter’s hands flexed on her breasts, squeezing roughly as her lips molded to her own, and she groaned into her mouth as their tongues stroked lazily together. The kiss was slow and sweet, positively indulgent in every way, and she whimpered when Carter’s hands fell to her waist to guide her into a spin that left them chest to chest. She wrapped her arms around Carter’s neck as she angled her head to take her even deeper, a soft hum of delight tickling her throat at the feeling of Carter’s hands sliding over her hips to grab her ass.
“Been wanting to do this all night,” Carter rasped, digging her fingers into Kate’s behind to pull their hips together. Her touch relaxed into a firm massage as she licked at Kate’s upper lip. “Do you have any idea how sexy you are when you’re geeking out over engineering shit?”
Kate couldn’t help it; she laughed. “I’m sorry?”
Carter nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “It’s true. You get this spark in your eyes, and it’s just…” Her voice trailed off into a sigh as she captured Kate’s lips in a lingering kiss. A soft, contented hum rumbled in the back of her throat as she pulled away, her voice a rough whisper as she confessed, “It was all I could do to not climb into your lap at the bar and kiss you silly.”
“Oh…” Kate’s stomach fluttered at the idea. “That’s…” She licked her lips as she blinked her eyes open, and was promptly struck breathless by the sincerity that shone in Carter’s eyes. “Really?”
Dark eyes flashed to Kate’s lips as Carter’s grip on her ass tightened and she pulled her up onto her toes. Kate felt, more than saw, Carter’s lips lift with a smile as she said, “Oh yeah. If I was a student in one of your classes, I’d totally fail. I’d be too distracted daydreaming about all the ways I want to have you to pay attention.”
Kate’s breath hitched as a flood of arousal crashed between her thighs. She shivered at the feeling of Carter’s hips rocking against hers, and twisted her fingers in Carter’s hair, tugging lightly in the way that never failed to coax a deliciously wanton gasp from her lips. “And how’s that?”
“In every way possible.” Carter’s eyes burned with desire as she lifted a hand to cradle Kate’s jaw, her thumb brushing a tender arc along the curve of Kate’s cheek to the corner of her mouth. “But right now? I want to lay you out on my bed and take my time fucking you slow and deep with my strap. I want—”
Kate groaned and kissed the rest of her words from her lips. Whatever it was Carted wanted, she was more than up for it. Her hands fell from Carter’s shoulders to her hips, and she wasted no time untucking Carter’s shirt before she began stripping her out of it and the sweater she wore over it. The taste of Carter’s moans when she dragged the tops over her breasts was delicious, and she licked her lips as she drank in the sight of pert, perfect breasts in a pretty white satin demi cup bra once she was able to toss them aside. “Stunning.”
Carter’s chest heaved as she reached for her. “Kate…”
Kate lifted her chin to meet Carter’s lips as Carter began tugging her shirt from her waistband. She looped her arms around Carter’s neck as nimble fingers began working at the buttons, their tongues sliding together with increasing hunger as button after button came undone. A warm shiver tickled the nape of her neck before tumbling down her spine to where Carter’s fingers were making quick work of the clasp holding her bra closed. Her heart skipped a beat when it came loose, and she whimpered when Carter opted to caress her back and sides and stomach instead of stripping her bare.
Carter panted lightly against Kate’s lips as she ghosted her fingers along the sides of Kate’s breasts, dipping a finger beneath the cup of her bra to stroke soft, sensitive skin before following the line of fabric up across the plane of Kate’s chest to her shoulders. “You…” Her voice trailed off as she hooked her thumbs through the straps of Kate’s bra to guide it and Kate’s shirt down her arms, her gentle touch leaving a burning trail of desire in its wake. “God, Kate.”
A broken moan caught in Kate’s throat as her knees turned to water, and she clung to Carter as she struggled against the weight of her rising desire to blink her eyes open, wanting, needing that visual connection. When she finally managed the task, her breath was stolen from her lungs at the look of stark adoration that softened Carter’s features as she drank in her nakedness. 
Carter’s tongue slid over her lips as she dragged her gaze higher, and shook her head as she closed the distance between them to take Kate into her arms. “I can’t believe I get to call you mine,” she whispered, her voice trembling with emotion as she spread her fingers wide against Kate’s back and drew their bodies flush together.
“Please—” Kate’s voice cracked as her desire flared. It’d only been a little more than a week since they’d found time to do this, but, god, just the feeling of Carter’s skin against her own had her already on edge. She licked a stripe up Carter’s neck to her ear. “Take me to bed.”
Carter’s head tipped in a jerky little nod, and she pulled back to capture Kate’s lips in a gloriously messy kiss as she spun Kate around and started toward her bedroom. Their hands took on a mind of their own, fumbling with buttons and zippers as they shuffled down the hall in fits and stops, and by the time the backs of Kate’s knees hit the edge of the bed, they were both blessedly, gloriously bare.
The press of Carter’s lips and firm hands on Kate’s hips guided her back onto the mattress. Kate’s legs fell open as her head came to rest on the pillows, and a low, ragged moan tore itself from her throat as Carter’s hips settled between her thighs. Her hands wandered freely as they traded deep, messy kisses that were more desire than finesse, caressing the length of Carter’s spine and the toned curve of her behind, her hips lifting to meet the steady rock of Carter’s as they lost themselves in the heady perfection of their connection.
Carter’s hips drove forward harder, and she groaned as she broke away, using her chin to turn Kate’s head so she could paint a searing line of kisses along Kate’s jaw to nip at her earlobe. “Want you.”
Kate grabbed Carter’s ass and pulled her closer. The way her clit pulsed at the firm pressure was delightful, but she needed more. She ached for more. She wanted the stretch and the friction and the feeling of Carter filling her so completely that they became one. “Please.” She tipped her head back into the mattress as she arched her chest into Carter, a fresh wave of arousal crashing between her legs at the electric feeling of Carter’s nipples brushing against hers. “God, Carter, please. I need you.”
“Fuck…” Carter rested her forehead against Kate’s temple, her breaths falling in short, ragged bursts as she rolled her hips against Kate in a heavy grind. A breathy little cry that was somewhere between a whimper and plea spilled from her lips when Kate moaned and bucked against her, and she brushed an open-mouthed kiss over her ear. “Okay,” she panted as she drew her hips back. Her pupils were completely blown when she pulled away to gaze down at Kate, and her throat bobbed as she nodded jerkily. “Okay.”
Kate caressed the line of Carter’s obliques that flexed enticingly as she leaned over to open the top drawer of her nightstand, and there was no quieting the desperate sound that escaped her when Carter sank back onto her heels with a black leather harness dangling from her fingers.
“Yes?” Carter asked.
“Yes.” Kate licked her lips. “Oh, fuck, yes…”
Kate stared, spellbound, as Carter worked the harness over her hips, and her mouth fell open with a silent moan when she clenched around nothing as long fingers made quick work of fitting the dildo into place. Dimly, she noted that the soft silicone that curved ever so slightly upward was a near-perfect match to Carter’s skin tone, but the majority of her focus was on how much she wanted it inside her.
Carter tipped forward onto her left hand, and her head tipped downward to look between them so she could watch as, with her right, she rubbed the flared head of the cock through her soaked, swollen folds. “Christ, Kate. You’re so wet for me…” Dark eyes flashed to Kate’s as Carter guided the toy into position, hips rocking lightly to probe at her entrance. “Do you want this?”
Kate’s voice cracked around Carter’s name as she lifted her hips, and was quickly overwhelmed by a low, positively debauched moan when Carter’s hips rolled forward to ever so gently sink inside her. Carter was bigger than anything she had at home, but dear god did she feel fucking amazing. She caressed the curve of Carter’s shoulders that flexed with the effort of holding herself up during her controlled thrust, and lifted her legs to hook her knees over Carter’s hips to take her even deeper.
Their lips crashed together a heartbeat after Carter bottomed out, and Kate’s eyes rolled back in her head when Carter ground their hips together. The pressure against her clit combined with the feeling of the fullness from Carter’s cock buried inside her was exquisite, and she was torn between crying out in protest at the loss of that feeling when Carter’s hips canted back, and euphoria at the delicious glide of Carter’s slow withdraw.
Carter paused at the back end of her stroke when only the head of her cock was left inside Kate. “Okay?”
“Yes, darling.” Kate chased after Carter’s lips as she pressed her heels into the back of Carter’s thighs. “Please don’t stop.”
“Fuck,” Carter exhaled shakily. Her abs tensed as she dropped to her forearms and slid her knees outward for better leverage.
A breathy wine escaped Kate when Carter finished her thrust with a heavy grind that had her toes curling, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Carter’s lips molded to her own as she began her retreat. The kiss was slow and deep, a perfect match to the easy rhythm of Carter’s hips, their tongues stroking languidly in time with the easy rhythm of Carter’s hips and swirling purposefully, hungrily, with every grind. 
Carter shifted her weight to drop her right hand to Kate’s thigh and hike her leg up higher over her hip. “Fuck, you feel so good,” she rasped, her voice thick with desire as she drove her hips forward.
Kate groaned and bit Carter’s shoulder as the adjustment let Carter push that much deeper. Stars danced behind her eyelids at Carter’s guttural cry of pleasure as she ground especially hard against her clit. Kate clung to Carter as her head dropped back to the pillow, a broken plea spilling from her lips as she turned her head to the side to gasp for air. She yielded eagerly to the strong fingers that dug into her thigh as desire began to overwhelm Carter’s control, the familiar heat that’d been pooling low in her belly spreading steadily outward as their pace shifted up a couple of beats so that every thrust was marked by the sound of Carter’s hips smacking against her ass. 
Her awareness shrank to this beautiful, perfect bubble that was Carter’s gasps and moans crashing against her neck as she fucked her, and while she wanted nothing more than to lose herself in these heavenly sensations forever, it wasn’t long until the faster, stronger thrusts pushed her over the edge. A shout was ripped from her throat as she came undone, pleasure washing over her and pulling her under as Carter’s thrusts fell harder and faster as she panted desperately against her throat, and then the world went white as a second orgasm slammed into her before the first had even finished.
Kate dimly registered Carter’s body slumping atop hers, the firm, warm weight a comfort as she slowly came down from her high. Her limbs were heavy, and her skin buzzed with an enticing warmth everywhere their bodies touched. Everything about the moment, from their sweat-slicked skin that stuck together to the ragged pace of her heartbeat and the soft fall of Carter’s quiet gasps against her throat, was a plane of perfection she’d never imagined might exist. It was too much, honestly, but in the best possible way—and she looped her arms around Carter’s neck in an attempt to keep this perfect moment, this perfect woman, as close as possible.
Carter brushed a tender kiss over Kate’s pulse point as she came back to herself enough to ask, “Am I squishing you?”
Kate held her all the tighter as she purred, “Mm, not at all.” She licked her lips as she somehow managed to summon the strength to turn her head to look at Carter. Her heart leapt at the affection that shone in Carter’s beautiful brown eyes, and she hummed low in the back of her throat as she dropped a hand from the back of Carter’s neck to cradle her face in her palm. “You are exactly where I want you.”
Carter’s eyes somehow managed to fill with even more emotion as she tipped closer to capture Kate’s lips in a sweet, lingering kiss. “Good,” she whispered as she pulled away. “Because there is nowhere else I’d rather be.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Carter groaned as she sank back against the concrete wall at the top of Harvard Stadium’s bleachers. “Tell me why I agreed to this again?”
“Because,” Erica panted as she flopped down beside her, “you wanted to get a run in even though you weren’t doing the Turkey Trot in Philly.” She swung an arm out to smack Mike, who had finished just ahead of them, in the stomach. “And this asshole thought stadium stairs was a good substitute.”
Mike laughed and shook his head. His chest heaved with exertion as he protested, “I didn’t force either of you. You could’ve just gone for a jog along the river or something.”
“Now you tell me,” Erica grumbled playfully, making Mike laugh even harder. Which was impressive, really, because none of them had managed to catch their breath after tackling the last two aisles at an all-out sprint. Erica rolled her eyes and flashed a tired smile at Carter. “What time are you supposed to be at Kate’s?”
Carter shrugged and glanced at her watch. She’d met Erica and Mike at the stadium at seven to get the workout in before they needed to leave to get to his brother’s place outside New Haven by midday, so it was still early. “She just said to come over whenever I was ready. I guess Grant and his husband usually roll in around one or so.”
“You nervous?” Mike asked.
“More like terrified,” Carter admitted wryly.
“Oh, Carter,” Erica tutted. “You have nothing to worry about. Kate’s absolutely crazy about you. God, I thought she was gonna climb into your lap and kiss you stupid at the bar last weekend.” She grabbed Carter’s arm and pulled her closer to ruffle her hair. “You’ll be fine.”
Carter’s heart gave a happy little flutter at Erica’s assessment. Not that she doubted Kate’s feelings, but it was still reassuring to hear that Erica thought the same. “I hope so.”
“You will,” Erica confirmed. She patted Carter’s leg. “But not if you roll in smelling like you’ve been running stairs all morning.”
Carter rolled her eyes and bumped Erica with her shoulder. “Like you’re any better.”
“Never said I was,” Erica sniggered. “How’d your call with Momma Burke last night go?”
Carter scrubbed a hand over her face. Chloe, Logan, and Brenna had arrived at her parents’ place the night before so they could tackle the annual Turkey Trot together—with Brenna along for the ride in her jogging stroller—so she’d knocked out her holiday call home a day early since schedules for today were all over the place. “Fine. My mom was distracted by the baby so she didn’t give me too much guilt for not being there.”
“Well, that’s good.” Erica leaned back on her hands. “Were you with Kate when you called?”
Carter shook her head. “Mads had a thing after school that she had to pick her up from, and then they had to go grocery shopping for today. And since we put the kids through some 2k testing yesterday afternoon because we’re giving them the weekend off, I just went home after practice.“
Erica pulled a sympathetic face. “How’d that go?”
“The 2ks?” Carter asked, confused.
“Yes, because I absolutely care about your team’s 2k results.” Erica rolled her eyes. “Not going to Kate’s at the end of the day,” she said, her voice absolutely dripping with duh. “You’ve been having dinner with her and Maddie nearly every night for the last two weeks.”
Carter hummed. They were trying to take things slowly around Maddie, so she’d yet to spend the night when Maddie was home, but those handful of hours each night were the absolute highlight of her day. The first few nights she’d been afraid to even look at Kate too long because she didn’t want Maddie to be uncomfortable with her around, but that phase had passed quickly. She wasn’t pinning Kate to the counter and kissing her senseless when Maddie was around or anything, they would hug or share chaste kisses, and it was honestly all kinds of perfect. So much so that saying goodbye each night was becoming torturous. Not because she wanted to drag Kate off to bed and have her way with her—though she wasn’t opposed to the idea—but because she wanted to fall asleep beside her so that her face was the first thing she’d see when her alarm went off at four-thirty in the morning.
She startled when Erica snapped her fingers in front of her face, and smiled sheepishly as she apologized, “Sorry. It was…” She cleared her throat. “It was fine. I mean, not ideal, obviously, but we FaceTimed for a bit once she and Mads were done with dinner and stuff, and then I just went to bed.”
Erica nodded sagely. “So what you’re saying is that you’re jonesing for your Kate fix.”
Carter opened her mouth to deny it, but knew Erica would see right through her. “You don’t have to rub it in,” she grumbled.
“God, you’re cute,” Erica chuckled. She looked at Mike. “You about ready to head out so we can get to your brother’s and this one can get to her lover?”
Mike pursed his lips in a completely failed attempt to hide his smile. “Yeah. Probably.”
“Okay,” Erica grunted and pushed to her feet. “Shit, I hate these fucking stairs.” She swung her arms back and forth in front of herself and tilted her head from side to side as if she were loosening up to go another round. “All right. Get out of here, Burke. Go home, shower, and then go enjoy a little alone time with your girls before the rest of the family rolls in.”
Carter smiled at the thought of Kate and Maddie being ‘her girls’. “Yeah. I think I will.” She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly as she stood. “Thanks for the run, guys.”
Mike grinned and tapped two fingers to his forehead in a dorky little salute. “Any time.”
They made their way out of the stadium at a much more sedate pace than they’d traversed it during their run. After saying goodbye at Mike’s car and retrieving the backpack she’d left in their trunk for safekeeping, Carter slipped on a thick tech hoodie and hopped on her bike. The long, leisurely ride back to her apartment was the perfect cooldown after their workout, and by the time she’d stashed her bike in the storage room at her building, she was feeling as good as new.
After a quick shower and a brief debate over what to wear—Kate had said casual, but there were multiple degrees of ‘casual’, and she wanted to make a good first impression on Grant and Brian—she opted for her favorite, well-worn 501s and her softest baby blue button-up shirt. As she studied her reflection in the mirror, she had to admit that it leaned more ‘smart’ than ‘casual’, but with the sleeves cuffed and the shirt untucked, it wasn’t too dressy, either.
She threw a spare set of clothes into her backpack because Kate had invited her to stay over since Mads was going to be spending the night at her dad’s, pulled on her coat, and then shouldered the bag as she headed out to make the short walk to Kate’s house.
Maddie answered the door when she arrived, and there was no stopping the smile that spread across her face when Maddie greeted her with a delighted, “Yay, you’re here!”
“Happy Thanksgiving,” Carter chuckled at the way Maddie bopped up and down on the balls of her feet as she shrugged off her backpack and coat and tucked them away in the hall closet. “You’re awfully bouncy this morning,” she noted, a twinge of uncertainty prickling her gut as she took in Maddie’s bare feet, simple black leggings, and baggy heather gray Archer Academy hoodie. If Kate was dressed similarly, she was going to have to trade her shirt for the faded Stanford Crew sweatshirt she’d shoved into her backpack for the morning. She arched a brow at Maddie and asked, “What’s up?”
“Nothing.” Maddie gestured down the hall. “Mom’s in her office. She said we had to wait for you before we could start baking.”
“Ah, so I’m a means to the sugar,” Carter drawled as she toed off her running shoes and left them on the mat beneath the console table beside the door. When Maddie nodded with a wholly unapologetic grin, she tilted her head down the hall. “Want me to go get your mom, or do you want to?”
“Eh, you can do it.” Maddie waved a hand toward her mother’s office. “I’ll start getting everything out.” 
While grateful for the chance to steal a minute or two with Kate, Carter still asked, “You sure?” The last thing she wanted was for Maddie to feel like she was impinging on her time with her mom.
“Totally.” Maddie nodded. Mischief sparkled in her eyes as she added, “Besides, I’m sure you guys would like to say hi without me around.”
Carter rolled her eyes and resisted the urge to blush because, while Maddie certainly wasn’t wrong, it was weird to be called out by a kid. Still, she figured, it was better that Maddie was inclined to tease her and not, well, try to run her off or anything. She flicked what she hoped passed as an unamused hand toward the kitchen. “Go get the baking stuff out.” 
She couldn’t help but smile as she watched Maddie turn to skip off toward the kitchen with an impish little giggle, and shook her head as she started down the hall toward Kate’s office. Her heart squeezed when she spotted Kate at her desk, and she hovered in the doorway for a long moment just to drink in the sight of her. Kate was always gorgeous, but Carter thought it was a crime that she was only now seeing her in what looked like a buttery-soft teal plaid flannel over a white V-neck tee with a plunging neckline. She bit the inside of her cheek as her gaze drifted from the tempting glimpse of cleavage that fucking amazing shirt provided and up over the sensitive hollow at the base of Kate’s throat before sliding higher to appreciate the elegant slope of her neck that was left on tantalizing display thanks to the loose ponytail that kept the majority of her hair out of her face. 
She glanced over her shoulder toward the kitchen to make sure Maddie wasn’t watching and was just about to knock on the doorframe to let Kate know she was there when Kate looked up from her work, a pleased smile lighting her face when she spotted her. 
“Hey, you,” Kate murmured, happiness and surprise and a hint of something softer, sweeter in her voice. She leaned back in her chair. “How long have you been standing there?”
“Not long,” Carter assured her as she padded into her office. Her stomach fluttered at the emotion that simmered in Kate’s eyes as she drew closer, and a breathy whimper caught in her throat when sure hands curled around her thighs to pull her closer. She braced her hands on the arms of Kate’s chair for balance as she hinged at the waist, and her eyes drifted shut as she captured Kate’s lips in an exquisitely slow and decadent kiss. 
It felt as if her soul sighed with relief as the warmth of Kate’s kiss soothed an ache she hadn’t even noticed until now, and she moaned softly as she angled her head to deepen the connection, needing more, desperate to let this feeling consume her whole. She poured herself into the kiss, trying to convey with her lips and tongue the words she wasn’t quite ready to speak aloud, and when the need for a proper breath finally forced her to pull away, she felt like her heart had been cracked wide open.
A contented purr tickled the back of Kate’s throat as she blinked her eyes open slowly, as if waking from a particularly pleasant dream. “God, I love the way you kiss me.” She pulled her right hand from Carter’s leg to wrap her fingers around the back of her neck, holding her close as she pushed to her feet. She smiled as she dipped her left hand beneath the tail of Carter’s shirt to lightly caress her stomach and used her hips to guide Carter backward until she was perched against the edge of her desk. “Not that you don’t look amazing, but I thought I mentioned that you didn’t need to dress up?”
“You did,” Carter admitted as she nuzzled closer. “I just wasn’t sure how casual your casual was, and…well…”
Kate’s hands settled on Carter’s hips, her thumbs brushing light stripes over her stomach as her beautiful gray-green eyes drifted over Carter’s face, searching for the words she hadn’t said. 
Though there only quiet concern in Kate’s expression, Carter averted her gaze, feeling suddenly too exposed. She’d been trying very hard not to think about the weight these next handful of hours carried, but Kate was looking at her like she was something precious, and, fuck, she didn’t want to lose this. Lose her.
Kate squeezed Carter’s hips and patiently waited until she lifted her eyes. “And what, darling?” she prompted gently. 
Carter’s throat tightened, and she tipped her forehead against Kate’s. “I didn’t want to be underdressed. You’re so incredibly brilliant and accomplished, and you’re raising, like, the world’s coolest kid, and I…want to make a good impression.” She swallowed thickly. “I want to prove that I’m worthy of being a part of your life. That I’m good en—”
Kate cut her off with a kiss that was achingly sweet and overflowing with affection, and Carter whimpered as she wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist and surrendered to her completely. This, right here, was everything she wanted in the entire goddamn world.
“You have nothing to prove,” Kate whispered, her voice cracking with so much emotion that tears stung at the backs of Carter’s eyes at the sound of it. “If Grant or anyone else has a problem with us, they can fuck right off as far as I’m concerned.” She cradled Carter’s face in her hands. “I know what I want, darling. And I’m very much intent on keeping you.”
Carter’s heart leapt. She’d hoped that she and Kate were on the same page, but to hear it spoken so plainly, with such vehement determination? It was almost too good to be true. “Yeah?”
“Mm.” Kate’s thumbs brushed gentle arcs over Carter’s cheeks. “Is that okay?”
Carter nodded. “More than okay.” She took a deep breath and angled her head as she sidled closer to whisper against her lips, “I want to keep you, too. Kate, I—” The words were there, waiting to be said, but a clatter of pans hitting the floor in the kitchen interrupted her. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest as she stared into Kate’s eyes that she swore mirrored the warmth and love that she knew was evident in her own. She flexed her arms around Kate’s waist to pull Kate flush against her. “I—”
“Everything’s fine!” Maddie yelled.
Carter groaned and lifted her eyes, casting a silent Really?! Again?! to the heavens.
“That kid…” Kate chuckled and pressed her thumb to Carter’s chin to pull her lips back into kissing range. A soft smile crinkled her eyes as she pecked Carter’s lips. “Me too.”
Carter sighed and buried her face in the crook of Kate’s neck, forcing Kate to wrap her arms around her neck instead. While part of her mourned the lost opportunity to tell Kate that she loved her, it was enough, for now, to know that Kate felt the same.
“Come on, guys,” Maddie hollered, her voice ringing with laughter. “Don’t make me come in there to get you. None of us need the mental scarring.”
“For as much as I’m enjoying this, darling,” Kate murmured, brushing a kiss over Carter’s cheek, “the child makes a good point.”
“The child is going to be doing all the dishes later for interrupting,” Carter grumbled as she obligingly let Kate pull away.
“Mm, I love how you think,” Kate chuckled. She groaned when Maddie’s gasped, “Oh shit!”, was immediately followed by what sounded like eggs splattering. “But I think we should go see what kind of trouble Maddie has gotten into.”
Carter smiled, feeling lighter than she had all day as Kate tangled their fingers together to pull her into the kitchen. “I thought you were going to take the day off and sleep in?” 
“I slept in,” Kate argued. She pulled up short at the edge of the kitchen and sighed at the sight of Maddie kneeling beside a puddle of broken eggs and cleaning up the mess with a wad of paper towels. “Really?”
Maddie smiled sheepishly. “They slipped!”
Carter bit her lip. “Should I run to the store? I think TJ’s is still open.”
“No,” Kate sighed. “I bought plenty when I went shopping yesterday.” She patted Carter’s chest. “But thank you.” Then, in a stern voice that brooked no argument, she told Maddie, “Make sure you disinfect that spot, too, once you’ve got all the goop off.”
Maddie pulled a face. “Yes, mom.”
In a bid to distract Kate from the mess, Carter tugged her close and whispered against her ear, “Anything I can do?”
“God, so many things,” Kate whimpered. A small smile tipped her lips as she extricated her hand from Carter’s, and she stole a quick kiss before carefully stepping around Maddie to grab a sheet of paper on the counter beside the stove. “Okay, so once Maddie’s cleaned that up, we can get started on the cheesecake because it’ll need to set in the fridge once it’s cooled, and then we can use that oven for the sides.”
“Is that…” Carter peered at the paper. “A timetable of everything that needs to be done?”
“That’s the third draft,” Maddie shared helpfully.
“Yes, well, your father kept changing his mind on what they were going to bring,” Kate sassed with a long-suffering eye-roll. “Anyway”—she snapped the page imperiously—“cheesecake is the first order of business, and we really should have started it twenty minutes ago, so…”
Carter nodded and brushed her hands off on the seat of her pants. “What can I do to help?”
Kate wandered over to the double oven to turn the bottom one on as she said, “The recipe is in the binder on the counter. Can you check the ingredients Maddie’s already pulled out and then grab anything that’s missing?”
“You got it, boss,” Carter said as she pressed up on her tiptoes and braced a hand on the edge of the counter as she stretched to pull the aforementioned binder closer.
With the three of them following Kate’s frighteningly precise schedule, the rest of the morning flew by in a haze of idle conversation, laughter, and the pleasant buzz that came from spending time with people who genuinely enjoyed each other’s company. It was, without a doubt, the absolute best Thanksgiving of Carter’s life so far, and she was so enchanted by the way Kate would steal a kiss or grab her butt when Maddie wasn’t looking that she genuinely forgot that other people would be joining them.
Which was why, when Kate’s phone rang while she and Maddie were monitoring the progress of the strawberry compote that would go on the cheesecake right before serving, she didn’t think twice about Kate answering with a pleased, “Oh, hi,” or the fact that she wandered out of the kitchen as she said it.
“Do you think it needs to thicken up a bit more?” Maddie asked.
Carter frowned and offered a little shrug. “You know better than I do, Mads. I’ve never made this before.”
Maddie shot her a look of pure disbelief. “Seriously?”
“Seriously. My mom hates cheesecake, so—” 
“I didn’t think it was possible to hate cheesecake,” Maddie muttered, shaking her head. “Me and my mom have had nights where we’ve made one and just had it for dinner.”
Carter chuckled as her brain had no problem conjuring an image of Kate and Maddie on the sofa with a half-eaten cheesecake on the table in front of them and a movie on the TV. “That sounds like a freaking awesome idea. We totally need to do that.”
Maddie grinned and held up a fist for knuckles. “Deal.”
“Hell yeah,” Carter said as she tapped her fist to Maddie’s.
“Should I be worried?” Kate asked, her voice layered with warmth and ringing with amusement.
“Not at all. We were just…” Carter’s voice trailed off as she turned to look at Kate and saw two men she didn’t know standing behind her. “Oh.”
“Hey, Dad,” Maddie hollered, waving the wooden spoon she’d been using to stir the compote and flinging little drops of strawberry juice over the stovetop. “We’re finishing the strawberries for the cheesecake.”
“I see that,” the taller man on the left replied. He was conventionally handsome, standing a few inches taller than Kate—Carter estimated him to be around her height—with a lantern jaw, kind blue eyes behind a pair of wire-rimmed glasses, and his dirty blond hair was streaked with bits of dull gray. He was also, Carter was relieved to note, dressed similarly in jeans and a long-sleeved button down in a blue checked pattern with the sleeves cuffed. He held Carter’s gaze as he strode into the kitchen with an outstretched hand. “You must be Carter. Grant Chambers.”
“That’s me,” Carter croaked, her stomach tightening with nerves as she shook his hand. It was a nice handshake, firm but not overpowering, and though her heart thundered in her throat, she forced a small smile. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”
“You, as well,” he replied with an easy smile. The crinkle in his eyes suggested he wanted to say something more, but instead he looked over his shoulder toward the shorter, good-looking man with brown hair and eyes to match, who looked to be somewhere between Carter and Kate age-wise, and said, “This is my husband, Brian.”
Brian lifted a hand and smiled genially. “Nice to meet you.”
“You too,” Carter said, returning his wave.
Grant patted Carter’s hand that was still in his before letting it drop as he moved to pull Maddie into a one-armed hug. He peered into the sauce pot Maddie was tending. “Hey, monkey. Looks good.”
Feeling out of place, Carter shuffled aside and muttered, “I’ll let you two—”
“Nonsense.” Grant stepped back and waved a hand at the stove. “You two keep it up. I’ll put the pie in the fridge and start opening the wine we brought. Is red okay, Carter?”
Carter glanced at Kate. The knot of apprehension in her gut loosened at the sight of Kate’s warm smile. She looked back at Grant as she answered, “Red is preferred, honestly. Thanks.”
“Excellent.” Grant grinned and winked at her. “Coming right up. Mads, do you want a root beer? Brian got some of the special ones you like when he was in New Hampshire last week.”
“Yes, please!” Maddie chirped.
“Kate?”
“Like you even need to ask.” Kate sidled into the kitchen, and ran a hand over the small of Carter’s back before grabbing her hip. She leaned into her side to brush a kiss over her cheek en route to checking their progress on the sauce. “Looks nearly done,” she noted as she brought her other arm around Carter’s middle to wrap her in a light embrace.
Carter’s pulse slowed as she sank into Kate, and she resisted the urge to see if anyone besides Maddie—who was smiling with far too much fondness at the strawberry compote she was tending—as she draped an arm over Kate’s shoulders as she leaned into her to ask in a low voice, “Is everything okay?”
Kate’s eyes crinkled with her smile as she leaned in to kiss Carter softly. “Everything’s wonderful, darling.” She pecked her lips again. “I just wanted a hug.” Kate rolled her eyes when Maddie started to feign gagging, and flexed her arms around Carter’s waist as she warned her daughter, “Oh, shut it, you.”
“What?” Maddie protested.
“You know what,” Kate quipped, using her hold on Carter’s waist to push her sideways to bump Maddie.
“Hey!” Carter laughed when Maddie rolled her eyes and aimed a playful elbow at her middle. “Can you two maybe hash this out on your own so I don’t get beat up in the process?”
Without missing a beat, Kate and Maddie answered “No” in perfect unison as a fit of giggles overtook them.
“I’m afraid you’re stuck with us, darling,” Kate murmured, sealing the words with a sweet kiss that made Carter’s heart skip a beat. She rubbed a hand over Carter’s stomach as she pulled away when Grant appeared with two glasses of wine, and she spun to lean against the counter beside Carter as she sipped at her glass. “Oh, this is lovely.”
“I would hope so.” Grant smiled at Kate as he handed Carter hers. “It’s from that winery you said we, quote, ‘absolutely had to visit’ when we took that trip to the Pacific Northwest last summer.”
Kate grinned, looking as comfortable as could be as she caught Carter’s eye. “Spectrum is a gorgeous little vineyard in Southern Washington, and the owner and her wife are just incredible. Missy, Joan, and I discovered it on a girl’s weekend a couple of years ago.”
Feeling entirely out of her element, the best Carter could offer was a polite, “Ah.”
“Have you met the terrible twosome?” Grant asked Carter.
Carter smiled at the nickname and nodded. “Yeah.”
“She actually met them before we’d even begun dating,” Kate shared.
“And they didn’t scare her off?” Grant doffed an imaginary cap in Carter’s direction. “Well done. It took me a year to earn Missy’s approval.”
“Oh…” Carter blushed. “Well…”
“It took Carter maybe two minutes,” Kate shared. “It was, quite frankly, a little frightening.”
“I’ll bet,” Grant chuckled.
Carter bit her lip and decided to hide in plain sight by checking the compote’s progress as Maddie lifted the spoon she’d been stirring with to watch the way the fruit sluiced off of it. “I think that’s done, Mads.”
“Yeah, me too,” Maddie agreed as she turned off the burner and moved the pot off the heat. She set the spoon on the spoon-rest beside the stove and rounded on her father with a grin. “Wanna play Mario Kart?”
Grant pursed his lips in playful contemplation. “Depends. Can I be Toad?”
“No, Carter’s always Toad. You can be Yoshi, though. I’ll be Luigi.”
“Mads, maybe…” Carter started to argue, but her voice trailed off when Grant shot her a look that said don’t worry about it. 
Kate smiled around the rim of her wineglass when Carter looked to her for backup and inclined her head toward the family room. “Go play, darling. Once I put the turkey in, we’ve got a few hours before anything else needs to be done.”
“You’re sure?” Carter asked.
Kate nodded. “Positive. I’ll join you in a few minutes.”
Carter took a deep breath and turned to Maddie and Grant. “All right. I guess I’m playing.”
Maddie cheered and clapped her hands happily before grabbing Carter by the arm and all but hauling her into the other room as she lectured, “You have to watch out for him because he will totally stock up on shells to take you out.”
“That’s not cheating, Mads,” Grant argued as he followed at a much more sedate pace. “That’s the game. You’re just mad because I kicked your butt on the Rainbow Road last time.”
Carter pursed her lips to keep from smiling at the thoroughly unimpressed he’s totally lying look Maddie gave her. She cast one last look at Kate in the kitchen, her heart giving a happy little flutter at the unadulteratedly joyous smile lighting Kate’s face, and then promptly tripped over her own feet when Kate winked and blew her a kiss, just barely catching herself before she spilled wine everywhere.
“You okay there, Carter?” Grant chuckled as she quickly righted herself.
Carter’s eyes slid from Grant’s amused smirk back to Kate, who was looking back at her with so much affection that it was all she could do to not say ‘fuck it’ to the game and go back to taste her beautiful smile. “Yeah. I’m great.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Come on, Mads,” Carter said as she began gathering the dirtied dessert plates. “Help me with these dishes.” 
Maddie, who was showing Brian a reel on her phone, looked up with a plaintive look. “We did the dishes last night.”
Kate smiled and placed a gentle hand on Carter’s thigh to get her attention. “I can help.”
Carter lifted Kate’s hand from her leg to brush a kiss across her knuckles. “We got it.” She caught Maddie’s eye. “Right?”
“Yeah, yeah,” Maddie grumbled as she set her phone face-down on the table and got to her feet. “But the whole ‘she cooked so we clean’ thing doesn’t really work here because we’re the ones who made dessert!”
“Oh, boo-hoo,” Carter teased, drawing a rumbling wave of laughter from everyone except Maddie. She brushed one more kiss over Kate’s knuckles before letting it go with a small smile. “You just relax,” she insisted as she stacked hers, Kate’s, and Grant’s plates and gathered their silverware. “We’ll be right back,” she added as she stood and, picking up her small collection, directed Maddie into the kitchen with a small tilt of her head.
“Wow,” Grant chuckled as the pair made their way into the kitchen. “I never thought I’d see the day our daughter voluntarily did the dishes.”
“I don’t know if I’d call that ‘voluntarily’,” Kate murmured as she dragged her attention away from the way Carter had added a couple of extra cuffs to her sleeves so that they now strained against the swell of her biceps to look back at Grant. Heartened by the quiet joy and complete lack of judgment in his expression, she shared, “She and Maddie do the dishes most nights.”
“Oh?” Grant’s easy smile turned just a little mischievous as he asked, “And how often is ‘most nights’?”
Kate rolled her eyes and smiled in spite of herself. “Nearly every night for the last two weeks. Unless Maddie was with you guys, and then it was just the two of us.”
“Oh…” Grant’s eyes drifted back to Carter at the sink.
“I’ll uh…” Brian cleared his throat softly. “I’ll go help them with the dishes.”
“You don’t—” Kate started to argue, but cut herself off when Brian shook his head and got to his feet.
A small smile bowed Brian’s lips. “I don’t mind. And I think you two need a moment.” He arched a brow at Grant. “Yeah?” When Grant nodded, he patted his shoulder once before ambling into the kitchen with a boisterous, “Reinforcements have arrived! Maddie, run for your life!”
“Thank god!” Maddie cried dramatically.
Kate couldn’t help but mirror the playful grin on Carter’s face as she tried to get Maddie to stay while Brian encouraged her to rebel. Their back-and-forth was so carefree and easy that one would have thought they’d been doing this for years. The trio’s laughter as Carter successfully countered every attempt Brian made to spring Maddie free was contagious, and Kate’s heart swelled as she watched the future she’d never dared to wish for play out in real-time.
Even if she’d dreamt of this moment, it certainly wouldn’t have included Carter flinging a handful of soap bubbles at Maddie’s face with a dramatic, “Fine! Go ahead and leave!” that would have been over-the-top on even the worst midday soap opera.
The look of shock on Maddie’s face when the bubbles found their target was hilarious, and when Maddie’s surprise morphed into a devilish smirk, Kate dearly wished she had her phone on her to record whatever happened next.
Maddie stared down Carter as she scooped the bubbles from her face and then, with a quick feint, dashed in to smash them on top of Carter’s head. The moment her attack succeeded, Maddie promptly hauled ass out of the kitchen in a fit of uncontrollable giggles while Carter ruffled her hands through her hair as she hollered after her, “Oh, it’s on now, baby girl! Just you wait!”
Still chuckling, Carter shook her head at Brian, who was chuckling after Maddie, and reached into the sink to gather bubbles to flick in his direction. Carter cackled at his undignified squeak when the bubbles hit their mark, and then tossed a dish towel at his face before returning to her dishwashing.
“You know,” Kate mused as Brian grabbed a handful of bubbles from the sink to fling Carter’s way before promptly holding up his hands in a sign of surrender, “I think the three of them are going to be trouble.”
“Oh, absolutely,” Grant agreed, sniggering. “But I’m pretty sure we’re stuck with them.”
Kate shot him a playful grin. “I guess there are worse things, huh?”
“Indeed.” Grant’s eyes softened. He sighed and shook his head. “You know, I honestly can’t remember the last time I saw you this happy.”
Kate’s heart squeezed as her gaze drifted back to the woman responsible for that joy. Dramatics clearly forgotten, Carter was smiling and chatting with Brian as they took care of the remaining dishes. She licked her lips as she turned her attention back to her ex-husband. “I am very happy.”
“Good. That’s all I’ve wanted for you.” Grant smiled. “And, while my opinion doesn’t matter, I like her. We both do.”
Tears stung at the backs of Kate’s eyes. She hadn’t been joking when she told Carter that she didn’t care if Grant approved of their relationship, but she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t been a little worried. Even if she and Grant hadn’t remained close friends, as Maddie’s father, he was an indelible part of their lives, but Carter was already just as much a fixture of her life, and she desperately wanted the two halves to fit together. “Yeah?”
“Oh, Kate,” Grant sighed as he moved to sit in Maddie’s vacated chair next to her. He took her hands into his and rubbed his thumbs over the backs of them. “I knew from the few things you shared, and the way Maddie raved about her that she was something special, but seeing you two together?” A small, almost sad smile quirked his lips as he shook his head. “Kate, you’re fucking glowing.” His shoulders lifted and fell with a breath, emotion filling his eyes as he squeezed her hands gently. “She’s good for you.”
While Kate was sure he was exaggerating on the first part, she agreed to the second with a whispered, “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome. I’m…” Grant caught his lower lip between his teeth and worried it for a moment before releasing it with a sigh. “I’m happy for you, Kate. Truly. I… I know I screwed things up, and I know I made your life harder than it should have been, and…” His voice trailed off, and he lifted a hand to wipe at his eyes. “I am just so goddamn proud of you for being brave enough to love again.”
The tears Kate had been fighting broke free at the sight of his. “I never said I—”
“Kate, it’s written all over your face.” Grant smiled and inclined his head toward the kitchen. “And it’s written all over hers, too.”
Kate wiped at her tears as her gaze drifted to Carter. “She’s just so…” Her voice trailed off as Carter looked up in the middle of handing a dish off to Brian and saw her. Carter’s carefree expression faded into instant concern as their gazes locked, and Kate offered her a soft smile as she shook her head to assure her that she was fine. Carter clearly misunderstood the gesture, however, because she wiped her hands off on a dishtowel and, after a brief word to Brian—who immediately shot an oh shit look toward her and Grant—she started toward her.
“Protective,” Grant noted in an approving tone.
“It would appear so,” Kate hummed. Her heart fluttered at the steel that crept into Carter’s bearing as she drew closer. She’d never needed a champion—she’d never wanted one—but she wasn’t opposed to Carter filling that role. And it was especially endearing given that she knew how worried Carter had been about making a good impression. Once Carter was close enough, she reached out to run a soothing hand along her forearm. “Hey, you.”
Carter’s posture softened by a fraction at the greeting, but concern still furrowed her brow as she stared at Grant. “Is everything okay?”
Kate didn’t miss the impressed glint that flickered in Grant’s eyes. Carter had already won him over, but this cemented the deal. She took Carter’s hand and gave it a light squeeze. “Everything’s fine,” she assured her softly. “We were just talking.”
Carter bit her lip and ducked her head. “Right. Sorry,” she murmured.
Kate lifted Carter’s hand to her lips to kiss her knuckles, and there was no containing her smile when Carter’s gaze found hers through the dark veil of her lashes. “Thank you for looking out for me.”
An adorable blush colored Carter’s cheeks. “I’m sorry, I was just—”
“It’s perfectly fine,” Grant interjected. He sniggered at the surprised look Carter gave him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to spoil your moment.” 
“And yet, here you are,” Kate replied drolly.
“I am.” A gentle smile crinkled Grant’s eyes as his gaze drifted from Kate to Carter. “So, forgive me a moment to just say… Kate deserves someone who will put her first like this.” He inclined his head in reference to the way Carter had immediately rushed to Kate’s side. “She’s stronger than anyone I know, but it’s nice to know she has someone in her corner.” Kate’s heart squeezed as he flashed her a soft look, and he cleared his throat as he turned back at Carter. “I know I don’t have to tell you how special she is, so please, just…take care of her.”
Kate looked up at Carter at the feeling of her hand tightening around her own and found herself struck utterly breathless by the sincerity that shone in Carter’s eyes as she held her gaze and promised, “I will.”
“Good,” Grant replied solemnly. He blew out a loud breath and slapped his hands on his legs as he stood. “Okay, yeah. Enough of that. I’ll go help Bri with whatever’s left of the dishes and give you two a moment.”
Kate was so spellbound by the affection shining in Carter’s eyes that she completely ignored his exit. “Carter…”
Carter’s throat bobbed as she glanced over her shoulder to make sure they were alone before whispering, “Did he just…?”
“Give us his blessing in a strangely formal manner?” Kate finished for her, trying to lighten the mood with a bit of humor. Instead of laughing or smiling as she’d hoped, Carter nodded slowly as if she couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. Kate pushed to her feet and wrapped their joined hands behind Carter’s back as she lifted her free one to caress Carter’s neck before gently cradling her jaw. Her throat tightened with emotion as she stared into Carter’s beautiful brown eyes, and she brushed her thumb over the corner of her lips as she whispered, “He did.”
“Oh,” Carter exhaled. A small, relieved smile dawned across her face as she melted in Kate’s arms and touched their foreheads together. “Good.”
Kate held her breath as she committed this moment to memory. She had never seen anything more beautiful or felt so cherished in her life. Carter’s name slipped from her lips with a sigh as she curled her fingers into the hinge of Carter’s jaw to draw her closer. She whimpered at the first whisper of Carter’s breath against her lips, and her eyes fluttered shut at the sound of Carter echoing it as their lips met in a tender kiss. 
She released Carter’s hand as she opened her mouth to Carter’s seeking tongue, and a low moan rumbled in the back of her throat when Carter used that freedom to wrap the arm around her waist and pull her even closer. She melted into Carter’s hand that slid up her spine to press between her shoulder blades, long fingers splayed wide, holding her to her chest as if she were the most precious thing in the world. She lifted her free hand to frame Carter’s beautiful face as she poured herself into the kiss, desperate to hold onto this perfect woman, this perfect moment, for as long as humanly possible.
An enchanting flush colored Carter’s cheeks when she eventually drew away, and Kate licked her lips as she stroked her thumb over the corner of Carter’s mouth. “Please don’t ever stop kissing me like that,” she whispered.
“Never,” Carter vowed softly, her voice textured with such ardent candor that it stole the breath from Kate’s lungs. She nuzzled closer, her breath falling in trembling waves over Kate’s lips. “God, Kate—” 
“Mom, where’s my duffel bag?” Maddie hollered as she pounded up the stairs with all the grace of a rampaging elephant.
Kate squeezed her eyes shut and took a fortifying breath before pressing a gentle kiss of apology to Carter’s lips. “Sorry.”
Carter chuckled softly. “It’s okay.”
A chagrined, “Oops!” announced Maddie’s full arrival, and Kate stole one last chaste kiss before turning to her daughter and asking, “Did you check the laundry room? We washed it after your last cross-country meet because it was raining, and it got all muddy.”
“That’s right!” Maddie shouted as she spun on her heel and took off back down the stairs.
Kate smiled at the feeling of Carter’s lips brushing against her temple, and sighed as she stepped out of her arms. “We should probably save this for later.”
Carter’s eyes drifted shut as her shoulders lifted with a deep breath, and she blinked them open as she let it go slowly. “Yeah, you’re right.” She half-turned toward the kitchen and gestured for Kate to lead the way. “Shall we?”
Kate nodded and dragged a light hand over Carter’s hip as she passed. Grant and Brian were just finishing the dishes when they joined them in the kitchen, and she leaned against the counter as Grant closed and started the dishwasher. “Thank you.”
“Our pleasure,” Grant replied. “Any big plans for the weekend?”
Kate shrugged. “Not especially. Since the river’s not frozen, I need to run another test on my prototype, but that’s it.”
“How’s it coming? Getting any closer?”
“I think so.” Kate rapped her knuckles on the counter.
Grant smiled. “How about you, Carter? Are you guys still on the water?”
“Nah, we went indoors last week.” Carter leaned back against the fridge and crossed her legs at the ankles. “The kids will be on ergs until the travel trip after New Year’s, and then hopefully, if the weather behaves, we’ll get out on the river when we get back.”
Grant nodded. “I hated erg season.”
“Everyone does,” Carter chuckled. “I do appreciate the little bit of extra time it gives me, though.”
Kate didn’t miss the spark of mischief in Grant’s eye as he looked poised to respond, but he was interrupted by Maddie shouting from the foyer, “Dad, Brian, I’m ready!” 
Grant rolled his eyes and shot Brian an amused look. “I guess that’s our cue to head out.”
Brian pulled a face and nodded. “I think you’re right.”
Kate smiled as she pushed herself away from the counter to see them out. “Have fun Black Friday shopping. Feel free to keep her until she’s caught up on sleep and isn’t a complete monster.”
“Now, where’s the fun in that?” Brian joked as he pulled her into a hug. “As always, it was wonderful, Kate.” He squeezed her tight and brushed a soft kiss over her cheek. “Take advantage of Mads being at our place until Saturday, huh?” His eyes danced with amusement.
Kate blushed and slapped at his shoulder as her eyes naturally sought Carter, and her heart squeezed when she saw Grant pulling her into a light hug goodbye. 
“Well, wouldya look at that,” Brian drawled. 
“You got that right,” Kate breathed.
Brian chuckled and elbowed her playfully. “She’s really great, Kate. You did good.”
“I think so, too,” Kate agreed as Grant said something as he pulled away that made Carter look her way with a devastatingly beautiful smile. She bit her lip and held Carter’s gaze as Grant patted Carter’s shoulder before turning toward her.
“What did you tell her?” she asked as Grant’s arms enveloped her waist.
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Grant teased. His arms flexed around her as he rocked her from side to side. “I’m sure she’ll tell you if you ask.” His hold relaxed, and he bussed her cheek. “She really is wonderful, Kate. I’m so happy for you.”
Kate’s heart squeezed at the gentle warmth in his voice, and she smiled up at him as he pulled away. “Thank you.”
“Always.” Grant winked at her and then turned to Brian. “We should probably get going before Maddie just steals the keys and drives off without us.”
Kate drifted to Carter’s side and took her hand as they followed Grant and Brian into the foyer. After another quick round of goodbyes and promises to connect to arrange Maddie’s return, the three of them left, and Kate’s heart fluttered when she finished locking up after them and found Carter watching her with a tender smile.
“That’s quite a smile,” Kate noted as she sank into Carter’s arms.
Carter brushed a gentle kiss over her lips. “Yeah, well, it’s been quite a day.”
“It has.” Kate leaned her head on Carter’s shoulder. She closed her eyes and hummed happily at the feeling of Carter’s hand stroking softly up and down her back. “It was a good one, though.”
“It was.” Carter rested her cheek against Kate’s head and held her close as she sighed, “It was the best day.”
Tears of happiness pricked the backs of Kate’s eyes. “It really was,” she whispered. She pressed a kiss to Carter’s throat. “Thank you.”
Carter’s arms flexed as she turned her head to kiss Kate’s forehead. “For what?”
“I don’t know. I guess…” Kate licked her lips as she tried to find a way to put this happy, golden feeling into words. “I’ve always been afraid to hope for a day like today.” She sighed. “My life was good. I have a job I love and an amazing kid, and I’d just kind of accepted that it was enough. I mean, nobody has it all, right? So it seemed silly to hope to find something like this, too.”
“Like this?” Carter echoed, her lips brushing ever so gently across Kate’s forehead.
“Like you.” Kate blinked her eyes open and pulled back just enough to look into Carter’s beautiful gold-flecked eyes. “I’d given up hope of ever finding someone like you.” 
“Kate…” Carter exhaled shakily.
Kate smiled and lifted a hand to caress the elegant line of Carter’s jaw as she drank in the adoration that softened her gaze. “I wish I was a poet so I could put everything you make me feel into words that’d make sense because you deserve that and so much more. But all I can think when I look at you like this is how much I love you.”
Carter’s eyes fluttered as she leaned into Kate’s hand. “I love you, too,” she confessed, her voice lush with so much tenderness that it made Kate’s heart skip a beat. 
“Oh, Carter,” Kate sighed as Carter’s lips landed softly against her own. 
Kate melted in Carter’s arms as their lips parted, their tongues finding each other in the heated space between to dance slowly together on shared sighs that trembled with reverence. She clung to Carter as one kiss flowed into a string of ardent kisses broken by quick breaths and quiet moans, and it was only the gentle press of Carter’s lips to hers at the beginning of each kiss that kept her grounded as she lost herself in the perfection of this love she’d found. Kate blinked her eyes open slowly when their kisses slowed to the point that they were more breathing against each other’s lips than actively kissing, and caressed Carter’s cheek as she drank in the love she found staring back at her. 
It was overwhelming, but in the best way, and she held her breath as she took a moment to bask in the feeling of being loved. Her heart swelled at the way Carter’s gaze gentled as if understanding what she was doing, and she let the breath she’d been holding go with a sigh as she pressed a soft, sweet kiss to Carter’s lips. “I love you.”
“Kate…” Carter squeezed Kate’s waist as she dipped her head to capture Kate’s lips in a deep, lingering kiss. A soft hum tickled her throat as she pulled back to press her lips to Kate’s palm. When she blinked her eyes open, they were shadowed with arousal, and she licked her lips as she tipped her head toward the stairs. “Can I take you to bed and show you how much I love you?”
A plaintive whimper caught in Kate’s throat as she nodded. She’d never wanted anything more. Her eyes dipped to Carter’s full, kiss-swollen lips, and she sighed as she swept in to steal one last kiss. “Yes.”
Kate turned off the lights on the main floor while Carter retrieved her bag from the hall closet, and they shared a soft smile as they linked their hands together at the top of the stairs. Kate’s heart beat a slow, expectant rhythm in the base of her throat as they made their way into the bedroom, and a familiar heat bloomed low in her hips when Carter tossed her backpack aside and took her into her arms beside the bed.
She sighed happily as she lifted her chin to meet Carter’s searching lips, and let her hands wander freely to map the broad planes of Carter’s back as their tongues stroked and swirled lazily together. There was no doubt on either of their part where the night would end, but neither of them were in a rush to get there as they lost themselves in another string of slow, deliciously deep kisses that left Kate feeling completely unmoored and yet somehow anchored at the same time.
Carter was the first to yield to the rising tide of desire that flowed between them, a broken whine catching on her lips as she pushed Kate’s flannel from her shoulders. “Need you,” she whispered, her breath falling in hot, ragged waves against Kate’s lips as her fingers dipped beneath the hem of her tee. “God, I need you, Kate.”
“Oh, Carter…” Kate lifted her arms to let Carter pull off her shirt, and hummed as she leaned back in to kiss Carter as she deftly stripped her of her bra as well. Her nipples tightened at the feeling of Carter’s shirt rubbing against them, and a fresh wave of arousal crashed between her thighs as Carter’s hands swept up her sides to cradle her breasts. 
“You’re so beautiful,” Carter whispered.
Kate’s eyes fluttered at the feeling of Carter’s thumbs sliding lightly around her nipples, teasing them to tighter points, and she threaded her fingers through Carter’s hair as she arched into her hands. “You feel so good.”
Carter whimpered, her thumbs pressing that little bit harder into Kate’s nipples. “You do.” Her touch eased back to the light tease from before as she kissed Kate softly. “I love you so much.”
Kate smiled, positively giddy that this was something she could say now. “I love you.” She dragged her hands over Carter’s shoulders to unbutton her shirt. “So, so much,” she breathed, surrendering eagerly to Carter’s searching lips as she began working the buttons free.
The taste of Carter’s soft sighs that spilled into the kiss as she lovingly caressed every inch of newly exposed skin as she worked her way down Carter’s body was intoxicating, and she was positively drunk on it when the last button was undone and she was finally able to press her hands fully against Carter’s sides. Her stomach tightened at the feeling of Carter’s abs tensing under her fingers, and she pulled back to flutter her tongue over Carter’s lips as she slipped her hands around her back to unclasp her bra. “Let’s get these off, huh?”
“Please,” Carter whimpered.
Heat bloomed low in Kate’s hips at the quiet desperation in Carter’s voice, and she tossed the clothes aside blindly as Carter’s hands splayed across her back to draw their naked chests together. They both moaned at the contact, and Kate looped her arms around Carter’s neck as she claimed her lips in a slow, deep kiss that was positively overflowing with emotion. 
Kate’s joggers and panties were next to go, and it took all of her self-control to resist the tempting press of Carter’s hands against her ass that were trying to pull her closer. If she did, she had no doubt that Carter would use that hold to push her back onto the bed, and while she wasn’t at all opposed to letting Carter have her way with her, she wanted to show her just how much she loved her, first.
Kate smiled as she kissed away the quiet whine of protest that tumbled from Carter’s lips. “I want to see you,” she whispered, sealing her intent with a lingering kiss before pulling back to watch her hands as she dragged them slowly from the sculpted curve of Carter’s shoulders, over her breasts, and along the lines of her obliques to her waist. She licked her lips as she pulled the zipper down so slowly that it made Carter’s hips buck, and lifted her gaze to watch Carter’s reaction as she sank to her knees in front of her.
And, oh, was she glad she did, because Carter was staring down at her with flushed cheeks and dark eyes and full, perfect lips that fell open as Carter whispered her name like she was something holy.
Kate’s skin warmed as she basked in Carter’s stare, and she drew a shaky breath as she held Carter’s gaze and leaned in to press a kiss to the soft skin of her stomach. She lingered in the kiss, reveling in the warmth of Carter’s skin beneath her lips as she slipped her fingers beneath the waistband of her jeans and underwear. Carter’s hips swayed when she gave them a gentle tug, and she nuzzled her stomach at the feeling of long fingers tangling in her hair. Her mouth watered and a low moan bubbled in the back of her throat at the earthy scent of Carter’s arousal as she worked the clothes down over her hips. 
It was too tempting to resist, and she abandoned her plan to strip Carter bare as she grabbed her hips and buried her face in the soft, slick curls in front of her with a positively debauched, “God, you smell so good.”
Carter’s fingers tightened in Kate’s hair as she pressed against her mouth, and Kate looked up just in time to watch Carter’s head fall back in wanton supplication as a strangled, “Fuck,” tore itself roughly from her lips.
Kate’s mouth fell open as she clenched around nothing. Carter standing in front of her, head thrown back in pleasure, the soft lines of her abdominals thrown into relief as they flexed to hold her thrust, pert breasts pressed together between her biceps as she held her in place, her small, dusky nipples standing at perfect attention, was the most beautiful sight she’d ever seen.
It was also the perfect impetus for her hands to find their way back to the clothes caught at Carter’s thighs and shove them the rest of the way off. She pressed a kiss to the inside of Carter’s knee as she helped her step out of them, and her breath caught when she lifted her eyes to see Carter watching her with dark eyes and an expression so soft it brought tears to her eyes.
“I love you,” she murmured, her voice trembling with the weight of the love she felt as she pressed up onto her knees once more. 
“I love you,” Carter breathed in a voice just as wrecked.
Kate’s pulse pounded between her legs as she stared, entranced by the emotion that played across Carter’s face as she dragged her fingers along taut hamstrings, delighting in the way they twitched and trembled beneath her touch. When she reached the gentle slope of Carter’s behind, she didn’t dare blink for fear that she’d miss something when she curled her hands around Carter’s thighs, tugging ever so gently as she whispered, “Spread your legs for me, beautiful.”
Carter’s breath cracked around Kate’s name on a sharp inhale, her fingers tightening in Kate’s hair as she widened her stance.
Kate caressed Carter’s legs and ass as she placed wet, lingering kisses across her lower belly, worshipping every inch of skin she could reach. Her eyes drifted shut beneath the gentle scratch of Carter’s fingers against her scalp, and yielded to the gentle pressure of the hand in her hair to kiss her way lower when Carter let out a strangled, “Please.”
Her hands continued their idle caress as she dipped her chin between Carter’s legs, and she licked her lips as the scent of Carter’s need overwhelmed her. She pressed closer, digging her fingertips into Carter’s behind to steady the both of them as her mouth hovered above Carter’s clit for the briefest of moments, her breath falling in heated waves over the sensitive bud and drawing the most delicious whimper from Carter’s lips before finally, finally dragging the tip of her tongue over her. A long, low moan rumbled in her chest at the first taste, and she pulled Carter closer as she dipped lower, plunging her tongue into the ocean of want that waited for her.
Carter bucked wildly against her mouth as she finished that first long lick with a deft swirl around her clit, and she groaned as she grabbed her hips to try to hold her still. She wanted to take her time loving Carter, wanted to revel in the sounds and taste of her pleasure as she worked her slowly toward that ultimate peak. Carter seemed to understand because her hips pressed forward and held instead of rocking, and Kate rewarded her with a low hum as she curled the tip of her tongue against the back of Carter’s clit and pulled it to her lips for a gentle kiss before letting it fall away to trace the seam of Carter’s folds. 
She continued to caress Carter’s hips as she made love to her with broad, heavy licks that made her moan, soft, barely-there flicks that made her whimper, and gentle, teasing sucks that made her beg. She utilized everything she’d learned about Carter’s beautiful body to guide her slowly toward that euphoric edge, her pulse racing as she struggled to resist the urge to give Carter what she wanted, what she wanted Carter to have, so she could selfishly enjoy this moment a few heartbeats longer.
It was after a particularly long suck and feather-soft swirl of her tongue over Carter’s clit that her restraint broke, and she croaked a broken, “Oh, god,” as her hips started to roll desperately against Kate’s mouth. She flexed fingers in Kate’s hair before, with a trembling mewl, she pulled one hand free to grab Kate’s upon her hip. “Kate… Please… I…”
Kate looked up at Carter as she dipped deeper to lave her tongue through the length of her and groaned. Carter was a breathtaking image of desperate surrender with her flushed cheeks and dark, heavy-lidded eyes, the ragged breaths falling from her parted lips as she chased her release a primal plea for mercy, and Kate was powerless to deny her any longer. 
Kate let the pressure of Carter’s hand tightening and relaxing around hers and the increasingly frantic rock of Carter’s hips guide her as she abandoned any attempts at finesse and flattened her tongue against Carter’s clit, delivering the exact amount of pressure and friction she knew Carter enjoyed. She watched, utterly spellbound as Carter raced toward her climax, hypnotized by the play of her muscles and the breathy, high-pitched whimpers that tumbled from her lips.
Carter’s hips stuttered as she tumbled into release with a positively sinful moan, and Kate echoed the sound a heartbeat later when her body surprised her and she tipped over that blissful edge as well. She pressed herself against Carter’s legs to help steady her as she guided her through wave after wave of her release until Carter relaxed against her with a satisfied groan.
“God, Kate,” Carter husked, shaking her head as she struggled to catch her breath. Her eyes shone with awed affection as she carefully untangled her hand from Kate’s hair to caress her cheek. “You were… That was…”
Kate turned her head to press a kiss to the center of Carter’s palm. “It was.”
“Kate…” Carter licked her lips as she curled her fingertips around Kate’s jaw and, with the lightest amount of pressure, whispered, “Come here.”
Kate trailed her hands over Carter’s body and pressed a line of sweet, sticky kisses up Carter’s stomach as she stood. She smiled at the way Carter’s hands wrapped around her hips, holding her loosely as she peppered her breasts with soft kisses before looping her arms around Carter’s shoulders as she kissed her softly. “I love you.”
A beatific smile lit Carter’s face as she dragged her right hand up along Kate’s spine to press between her shoulder blades and draw her against her chest. She angled her head, her whispered, “I love you,” falling against Kate’s lips as she closed the distance between them. 
Kate’s hips rolled forward, sending a delicious ripple of heat through her belly when Carter’s tongue dipped into her mouth, and her eyes rolled back in her head at the low, wanton moan that rumbled in Carter’s chest at the taste of herself. She clung to Carter as they traded one slow, deep, exquisitely messy kiss after another, and then it was her turn to moan when Carter’s hands dipped to grab her ass. 
“You were incredible, my love,” Carter murmured as she turned her toward the bed. An unmistakable husk textured her voice as she guided her back to rest against the pillows as she added, “But it’s my turn now.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“If you keep that up,” Carter warned, smiling at the feeling of Kate’s hands slipping beneath her shirt to caress her stomach, “I’m never finishing these dishes.”
Kate hummed and slid her hands higher to squeeze Carter’s breasts. “And that’d be bad because why, exactly?”
A slow-rolling shiver tumbled down Carter’s spine when Kate punctuated the question by fluttering her tongue over her pulse point, and she set the plate she’d been drying down on the counter as she spun in Kate’s arms. It was becoming harder and harder to say goodbye every night and not just tug Kate down the stairs so she could hold her close as they fell asleep, and even though she’d gone home near midnight the night before, she’d been back by eight to enjoy a quiet breakfast with Kate before the three of them headed out for a day of ‘playing Santa’. She had been looking forward to today ever since Maddie had demanded she come along on their shopping spree over dinner on Monday when Kate had finally received the list of the family the Walkers were given by the charity.
Her heart squeezed at the playful desire dancing in Kate’s eyes, and she dipped her chin to kiss her softly. “That is a very good point.”
Kate smirked and dragged her thumbs over Carter’s nipples. “I thought you’d think so.”
Carter didn’t miss the way Kate’s breath hitched when she grabbed her ass and drew their hips flush together, and she chuckled as she playfully avoided Kate’s searching lips. “Oh? You did?”
“Carter,” Kate whined.
Carter gave her behind a light squeeze. “Hm?”
“Please…” Kate pulled her hands from beneath Carter’s shirt to wrap her arms around her neck. Her eyes drifted shut as she nuzzled closer. “Kiss me.”
While Carter was rather enjoying their playful back and forth, she was powerless to resist a request like that. She wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist as she coaxed her lips apart with the tip of her tongue. Her stomach fluttered at the taste of Kate’s happy sigh as their tongues stroked lazily together, and she echoed the sound a moment later when she licked at Kate’s upper lip as she pulled away. She pressed her forehead to Kate’s and whispered, “God, I love you.”
“Love you,” Kate murmured as she threaded her fingers in Carter’s hair and drew her in for another kiss.
As Carter’s lips softened against Kate’s, she marveled at how, even after saying those three little words every day for the last few weeks, hearing Kate say that she loved her still made her feel like she was flying. She cradled Kate to her chest as she lost herself in the slow, deft swirl of their tongues and the way they lingered in the gentle clasp of lips as they breathed each other in, each knowing that another kiss would follow but neither wanting to let the current one end. It was an exquisitely tender give and take that left her feeling weak-kneed and distinctly lightheaded, and she whimpered against Kate’s lips when Kate shifted against her and their legs slotted perfectly together.
“Oh my god. Come on, guys. There’s a kid around. Knock it off.”
Carter froze at the sound of Maddie’s voice and started to pull away but was held in place by Kate’s arms tightening around her neck. Mischief danced in Kate’s eyes as she nuzzled closer, her murmured, “Not done with you, yet,” the sweetest breeze against Carter’s lips. 
A surprised hum tickled the back of Carter’s throat as Kate’s lips softened against hers in a kiss that was even sweeter. In the three weeks that’d passed since Thanksgiving, Kate had become less reserved about showing affection around her daughter. Not that they were making out in front of her or anything, but Kate would kiss her lightly and then continue on as if it weren’t a big deal. It was a new level of intimacy that made Carter fall even more in love with Kate but, every once in a while, it still caught her by surprise.
Her heart fluttered at the way Kate just laughed into the kiss when Maddie started dramatically gagging behind them and, figuring that they may as well go all-in if they were traumatizing the teenager, wrapped her left arm more securely around Kate’s waist as she slid her right hand higher to press between her shoulder blades for support as she dipped her, Old Hollywood style, right there in the kitchen. Despite the show they were putting on, the kiss was mostly chaste, and Carter smiled against Kate’s lips as she swung her back upright.
“That was incredibly sexy,” Kate purred. 
Carter hummed softly at the feeling of Kate’s fingers tickling the back of her neck. “Yeah?” When Kate nodded, Carter grinned and nuzzled her cheek. “Glad you liked it.”
“Okay, that was actually pretty cute and all, but please,” Maddie groused. “We have things to do.”
Kate stole one last kiss before she turned in Carter’s arms to address her daughter, “We do?”
Maddie rolled her eyes. “You’re the one who said we were leaving at ten.”
“She has a point,” Carter agreed. She dipped her head to whisper against Kate’s ear, “Bet you’re regretting that now, aren’t you?”
“So much,” Kate groaned.
Maddie giggled at her mother’s playful distress. “I don’t want to know.”
“Probably a good call,” Carter agreed. She relaxed her arms so she was holding Kate in a loose embrace, and leaned her cheek against the side of Kate’s head. “So do I finally get to know what the plan is?”
“We’re going shopping.” Maddie smirked at the unimpressed look Carter gave her, and then her eyes widened as she thought of something. She held up a finger and called, “Hold on,” as she bolted out of the kitchen.
Carter smiled at her dramatic exit and brushed her lips over Kate’s ear. “Do I want to know?”
There was something in Kate’s tone when she said, “Mm, probably not,” that made Carter think that whatever Maddie had planned meant trouble for her, but before she could wonder too much about it, Maddie came skidding around the corner with a triumphant grin.
“Here,” Maddie said as she flung a bundle of red and white at Carter.
Carter noted how soft it was as she snatched it out of the air, and couldn’t help but laugh when it unfurled into a fuzzy Santa hat. “What’s this for?”
Maddie rolled her eyes. “It’s a hat. You put it on your head.” She shook her head at the I’m not a fucking idiot look Carter shot her as she tossed a second hat toward her mother. “We always wear Santa hats when we go shopping.”
Kate nodded and leaned her head back onto Carter’s shoulder. “When she was little, she’d wear a reindeer antler headband that had lights all over it so I wouldn’t lose track of her in the crowds.”
Carter chuckled as she imagined it. “Oh my god, that would’ve been adorable.”
“She was pretty cute back then,” Kate agreed. 
“What do you mean ‘back then’?” Maddie challenged.
“Okay, fine. You’re still pretty cute.”
“Would be cuter in that headband, though,” Carter chimed in.
“Hey, it’s still in the closet downstairs if you wanna wear it,” Maddie offered, her bright eyes dancing with amusement.
Carter grinned and plopped the Santa hat Maddie had given her onto her head. “I think I’ll stick to this one, thanks.”
“Wimp.” Maddie cracked up when Carter stuck her tongue out at her, and leaned back against the counter. “Anyway, we should be able to find everything on the list at the Natick Mall, so Mom and I figured we’d head out there to start and then, depending on how the shopping goes, decide where to go from there.”
Carter nodded. She hadn’t seen the list, so she had no idea what was on it, but that mall was huge, so it seemed like as good a place to start as any. “Cool. So, you ready to head out?”
Maddie smirked. “I was ready like fifteen minutes ago. You two, however…”
Kate aimed a playful kick at her daughter. She patted Carter’s hand as she slipped out of her arms, and tucked the puffy bobble on her hat into the back pocket of her jeans. “Do you want breakfast before we leave?”
“Eh.” Maddie shrugged and shook her head. “It’s like a half-hour drive. I’ll just have a bar in the car—that should hold me over until lunch.”
“Oh, are you buying?” Kate teased as she put the plate Carter had been rinsing off into the dishwasher and used her foot to close the door.
“Sure. I mean, I’ve got your card saved in the wallet on my phone,” Maddie sassed.
Carter barked out a laugh, and shrugged when Kate leveled her with a playfully unimpressed glare. “Aww, come on! She was so quick with that one!” When Kate just pursed her lips, she tried, “Love you?”
Kate’s feigned annoyance melted in an instant. “God, it’s so unfair how well that works,” she muttered as she closed the dishwasher. She shot a look at Maddie, who was rummaging in the pantry. “Go get your shoes on.”
Maddie nodded and shoved a Cliff Bar into her pocket. “Okay.”
“Not you,” Kate said, grabbing Carter by the back of her shirt when she made to follow. She chuckled at the surprised look Carter gave her. “You know, I’m not sure I like the two of you teaming up like that.”
“Yeah, I don’t think you really mean that,” Carter teased as she kissed her softly. She chuckled at the feeling of Kate smiling against her lips and pulled her into her arms. Her heart squeezed at Kate’s happy little sigh as she pulled away to rest her head on her shoulder, letting herself be held, and she pressed her lips to Kate’s forehead. “In case I forget to say it later, thank you for letting me come along today. It means a lot that you’re letting me join yours and Maddie’s holiday traditions.”
“Oh, Carter.” Kate’s arms tightened around Carter’s waist as she pulled back to look at her. Kate’s gaze was so soft that it stole the breath from Carter’s lungs, and she smiled as she lifted a hand to caress her jaw. Her thumb brushed lightly over Carter’s cheek, and she sighed as she pulled her closer to press a soft kiss to her lips. “Thank you for wanting to join us.” She kissed her again. “For being so good with her.” Another kiss. “For being so good to me.”
“Always,” Carter promised, her heart swelling with so much affection she was half-afraid it was about to burst as she captured Kate’s lips in a deep, searing kiss. 
“Seriously?” Maddie exclaimed in a tone between annoyed and amused as she returned to the kitchen. “Again?”
Carter laughed and stole one last a quick, chaste kiss. She was hypnotized by the emotion glowing in Kate’s gorgeous sea-glass eyes as she pulled away, and she held Kate’s gaze as she apologized, “Sorry Mads.”
Maddie huffed. “No, you’re not.”
Carter smiled and kissed the tip of Kate’s nose. “No, I’m really not,” she agreed softly. She smiled wider at the pleased blush that tinted Kate’s cheek and pressed her lips to her forehead. “Come on, love,” she murmured as she forced herself to take a step back. She winked at Kate as she plucked the Santa hat from her back pocket and set it neatly on her head, and laced their fingers together as they headed toward the foyer. 
“God, finally.” Maddie smirked at them as she spun on her heel and disappeared around the corner.
“Teenagers are so much fun,” Kate deadpanned under her voice as they followed.
Carter chuckled and squeezed Kate’s hand. “I’m sure we can figure out a way to embarrass her at the mall if you want. You know, to pay her back for the sass.”
Kate grinned. “Oh, I love how you think.”
“Just how I think?” Carter teased, waggling her eyebrows.
“No, darling.” Kate tugged Carter close to peck her lips. “Definitely not just that.”
Carter squeezed her hand. “Good to know.”
Kate keyed the remote start for her car as they pulled on the jackets and shoes and, once everyone was ready to go, they filed out the door. All three of them shivered at the blast of wintry air that hit them the moment they stepped onto the back porch. Though they hadn’t gotten much snow, Mother Nature was making her presence known with the biting, mid-December wind that swept across the city, and Carter smiled at the way Kate leaned into her side for warmth. She draped an arm over her shoulders as they made their way down the short flight of wooden stairs leading to the alleyway behind the building where Kate’s hybrid CRV was parked.
They all wasted no time piling in to get out of the cold, and Carter laughed when Kate’s phone paired with the sound system as she was backing out of her space and the chorus of cardigan blasted from the speakers. “Oh, you know her songs because you ‘have a teenage daughter’, huh?”
Kate smiled and shrugged. “To be fair, she made the playlist.”
“You like Taylor Swift?” Maddie asked, sounding positively delighted.
Carter turned in her seat to smile at her. “Who doesn’t?”
Maddie grinned. “Okay, you can keep dating my mom.”
“Sweet. Thanks.” Carter winked at her before turning back around.
“Really, Mads?” Kate caught her daughter’s eye in the rearview mirror. “That’s the bar she needed to clear for your approval?”
“I mean, I literally just walked in on you two making out, so I’m pretty sure she’s good?”
Carter kind of wished Kate wasn’t driving right then because the soft smile that lit her face at Maddie’s playful reminder was absolutely adorable and she wanted nothing more than to lean in and taste it. But she settled for rubbing Kate’s thigh as she said, “Aww, thanks for that ringing endorsement, Mads.” When Maddie giggled, she said, “Seriously though, you should’ve seen your mom at my friend Jeremy’s birthday. She crushed the song we all did for karaoke.”
“Carter, please,” Kate muttered, looking embarrassed.
“Really?” Maddie asked. 
“Absolutely.” Carter nodded.
“What song did you guys sing?”
Carter grinned as the song that’d been playing ended and pointed at the display as the opening notes for the next one began to play. “This one, actually.”
“Cool. Turn it up!”
Carter blew Kate a kiss as she reached for the dial. “You gonna sing with us?” she asked as Maddie began belting the lyrics.
“Are you really going to give me a choice?” Kate retorted.
“Nope,” Maddie cackled before picking up the song again without missing a beat.
Carter couldn’t contain her smile when Kate’s hand covered hers to twine their fingers together, and she was still smiling when they pulled into the parking lot at the mall half an hour later.
With only nine shopping days left until Christmas, the mall was predictably packed, and the Santa hats came in especially handy in helping them find Maddie whenever she got distracted by something and wandered off. Carter preferred shopping online to wandering a bunch of stores trying to find the same thing, and it was all she could do to keep up with Maddie and Kate, who navigated the mall with frightening ease. They’d worked their way through a good chunk of the wish list—and added quite a few things that weren’t on the list but seemed like something that fit—by the time they agreed to take a break for lunch, and Carter sighed with relief as she sank into the booth at Cheesecake Factory.
“You know, for being an Olympian and everything, you’re a wimp when it comes to shopping,” Maddie teased as she opened her menu.
Carter chuckled wearily. “Pretty sure that if shopping were an Olympic event, you guys would crush the field.” She pulled off her Santa hat and ruffled a hand through her hair as her gaze drifted to the pile of bags on the seat next to Maddie. “You two do some serious damage.”
“Yeah, we do.” Kate leaned forward to give Maddie a high-five. Her hand fell to Carter’s leg as she settled back in the seat beside her. “Are you having fun?”
Carter nodded. “I am.”
A beatific smile lit Kate’s face, and she murmured “Good,” as she leaned in to kiss her softly. She sighed happily as she pulled away, her bright eyes tracking the slow swipe of her thumb over Carter’s lips as she wiped away traces of her lipstick. “Do you have any shopping to do before you leave for Philly?”
“Nope. I just ordered it all online and had it sent to my parents’ place.”
“It really sucks that you won’t be here for Christmas,” Maddie grumbled.
Yeah, it does, Carter agreed silently. It wasn’t that she wasn’t looking forward to seeing her parents, sister, brother-in-law and niece, but she didn’t want to leave Kate and Maddie behind, either. She’d grown accustomed to seeing them every day, and with the team’s training trip after New Years, she was going to be spending an inordinate amount of time away from them. 
“Next year we’ll plan better,” Carter promised, not really considering what that meant until Kate’s hand that had been drawing idle swirls over her thigh stilled. She bit her lip as she glanced at Kate, afraid for a moment that she’d overstepped, but it slipped free of her teeth with a smile at the lovestruck look on Kate’s face.
Kate arched a perfect brow. “Yeah?” she whispered.
Carter covered Kate’s hand on her leg and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Oh yeah.”
“Cool,” Maddie said. “Are you going to come to the airport with us to pick up Gramma and Pop on Christmas Eve after we deliver these presents to the family?”
Carter nodded. “Yeah. Will you protect me if they decide they don’t like me?”
Maddie snorted. “Please, they’re gonna love you. I mean, we already do, so…” She flipped back to the front of the menu. “Can we get an appetizer, too? I’m seriously starving.”
Carter blinked at Maddie before looking at Kate, her thoughts stuck on the way Maddie had included herself in that statement. It was clear from the happy tears glittering in Kate’s eyes that she was just as surprised by it as Carter. The urge to lean in and kiss Kate to celebrate this moment was nearly overwhelming, but Carter restrained herself to looping an arm over Kate’s shoulders to pull her into her side as she told Maddie, “Yeah, Mads. That sounds perfect.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Over a week later, it was the smell of brewing coffee that coaxed Kate awake. Three other things registered the moment she was aware enough to process her situation. Firstly, from the crick in her neck, she realized that she’d fallen asleep on the couch. Secondly, Carter had clearly done the same, as she was draped on top of her with her head nestled on her chest and one leg thrown over her thighs. And, finally, and perhaps the most comically, Carter had managed to work a hand under the sweatshirt she’d changed into when they’d gotten home from picking her parents up from the airport and was holding her left breast.
If they were safely hidden away in the privacy of her bedroom, Kate would have been inclined to linger and enjoy holding Carter in her arms, but the brewing coffee meant her parents were awake and nearby. And while Carter had thoroughly charmed the pants off them before their luggage had even hit the baggage claim carousel, she’d rather not be caught with her girlfriend’s hand under her shirt. Not because it would change her parents’ opinions of Carter, but because they’d find the whole thing hilarious and she and Carter would never hear the end of it.
Kate cast a cautious glance toward the kitchen—it was empty, thank god—and slipped her left hand under her sweatshirt to move Carter’s hand.
Carter protested Kate’s attempt with the cutest little whine as her grip tightened. She shifted against Kate’s side with a low, satisfied hum and began idly thumbing Kate’s nipple that immediately swelled beneath her touch. “Mine,” she murmured sleepily against Kate’s throat as nuzzled closer.
Kate closed her eyes and prayed for strength as Carter’s sleepy ministrations did a more complete job of waking her up than any cup of coffee ever could, and stroked her fingers over the back of Carter’s hand as she whispered, “Darling, it’s time to get up.” She hissed when Carter answered by giving her nipple a firm pinch, and gritted her teeth as she carefully pried Carter’s fingers away from her nipple. She kissed Carter’s forehead as she relocated her hand to her waist, and her heart skipped a beat when Carter immediately grabbed her hip as she rolled fully on top of her.
So much for finding a less suggestive position, Kate thought wryly as a toned thigh nestled between her legs to press against her center. Her hips bucked instinctively at the pressure, and she chuckled in spite of her situation as she smoothed her hands over her girlfriend’s back. “Carter…”
Carter wriggled closer and plucked at the seams of Kate’s sweatshirt. “You have too many clothes on,” she grumbled.
Kate caught Carter’s hands before she could begin trying to strip the offending sweatshirt off her. “I’m afraid that I can’t let you do that, darling.” She smiled at the why?! that shone in Carter’s soft, sleepy eyes when she blinked them open, and lifted her head to capture her pout in a chaste kiss. Her smile widened at the blush that flooded Carter’s cheeks when she came awake enough to realize where they were and why Kate was so insistent she keep her clothes on. “Good morning, my love.”
Carter groaned and hid her face in Kate’s neck. “Sorry.”
“Nothing to be sorry for.” Kate lightly scratched her fingers up and down Carter’s back. “While I’m not averse to waking up to your hand on my boob, maybe save that for when we’re…oh, I dunno, alone?” She swore she could feel the heat of Carter’s blush as it deepened, and laughed as she wrapped her arms around Carter and held her tight. “God, I love you.”
“I can’t believe I did that.”
“Oh, yeah. Total shocker,” Kate teased, tickling Carter’s back. “Honestly, with how much you love touching them, I’m surprised it doesn’t happen more often.”
Carter huffed and picked her head up to glare at Kate in mock offense. “Are you telling me that you don’t like it?”
Kate slipped her hand beneath the hem of Carter’s long-sleeved tee to tickle her stomach. “I never said that.” Her eyes fluttered at the way Carter’s thigh flexed against her as she braced herself on her forearms, and she dug her nails into the small of Carter’s back as she admitted, “I love the way you touch me.”
“And what about kisses?” Carter murmured as she nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “Do you like the way I kiss you?” When Kate nodded, she captured her lips in a languid kiss full of soft sighs and gently swirling tongues. “Good,” she hummed as she pulled away.
“Very good,” Kate exhaled dreamily as Carter laid back down and nestled her head on her shoulder.
“Could stay here forever,” Carter whispered.
Kate leaned her cheek against Carter’s forehead. “That works for me.”
“Yeah?”
Kate hummed and held Carter that much tighter. “I would be very happy never letting you go.” Her eyes widened when, instead of sinking closer as she’d expected, Carter pushed herself up to look at her. Kate bit her lip to stifle the moan that bubbled in her throat when the move drove Carter’s hips forward and grabbed Carter’s waist as she tried to decipher the emotion swirling in her gaze. There was an urgency there that caught her off-guard. “Are you okay?”
“Can I give you your present now?”
Kate’s breath hitched as she realized that it wasn’t urgency she saw, but excitement. Her pulse began to race as her imagination started spinning theories about what it was that Carter apparently couldn’t wait to give her, and she caressed Carter’s hipbones with her thumbs as she reminded her, “I thought we were doing presents when Maddie woke up?”
Carter inclined her head as she answered with a question of her own. “Do we really have to wait?” Her lower lip jutted in a playful pout as she braced her weight on her left side, and she nuzzled Kate’s cheek as she slipped a finger under the collar of her sweatshirt to brush a tantalizing arc across the plane of her chest. “Please let me give it to you.”
Not that Kate was inclined to deny Carter anything, but the combination of her feather-light touch and the breathiness of her plea was unfairly effective. “Okay,” she whispered, her eyes fluttering as she chased after her lips to seal her surrender with a kiss. Her heart leapt at the soft, happy sound that caught in Carter’s throat as their lips met, and she echoed the sound when Carter’s nails raked over her clavicle and along the side of her throat to tangle in her hair as they kissed. She was distinctly light-headed by the time Carter pulled away, and struggled to summon the energy to blink her eyes open to watch as Carter climbed off her. She licked her lips as her gaze dipped to appreciate the glimpse of toned abdominals Carter’s rucked up shirt provided before it was tugged back down, and arched a brow at the sound of Carter’s quiet laughter. “Yes?”
“I didn’t say anything.” Carter ruffled her hands through her hair and glanced toward the kitchen. “I really didn’t mean to fall asleep like that last night.”
“I know, love.” Kate reached out and gave her leg a reassuring squeeze. “It’s fine.” Carter didn’t seem entirely convinced, so she added, “I mean, a bed would’ve been more comfortable, but I’m not at all sorry that I got to wake up with you.”
Carter ducked her head. “I’m not exactly sorry about that part, either.”
God, I’m so in love with you, Kate thought as she drank in the shy smile that quirked Carter’s lips with her confession. She bit her lip as she swung her legs off the side of the sofa and got to her feet, and it slipped free with her smile as she pressed up onto the balls of her feet to kiss Carter. “We’ll get to do it more often soon,” she promised. “I just want to make sure Maddie’s comfortable with everything before we—”
Carter cut her off with a kiss. “I know.” She sighed and pressed a kiss to the tip of Kate’s nose. “I’m not trying to—”
Kate giggled as she interrupted Carter with a kiss of her own. “I know.” She pecked her lips again. “Since the kitchen is suspiciously empty, I’m guessing my parents are in the front room. So why don’t you get us some coffee while I go get the presents from under the tree, and then I’ll meet you back here?”
Carter blushed. “Okay. Yeah. Sounds good.”
“All right.” Kate traced the plump curve of Carter’s lower lip with her thumb. “Be right back.”
She stretched her arms overhead and arched her back as she padded toward the kitchen and the front rooms beyond. She dimly noted the sound of Carter pulling a couple of mugs from the cupboard as she reached for the pocket door that separated the kitchen from the dining room, and took a deep, fortifying breath before sliding it open.
As she’d expected, her parents had made themselves comfortable at the dining room table with two of her largest mugs filled with coffee and the Sunday paper spread between them. They were dressed for the day in jeans and casual sweaters, and Kate ran a hand through her hair as her gaze drifted to her mother’s perfectly styled blond bob. It was a pointless gesture, really, because there was no way they hadn’t seen her and Carter sleeping on the couch, but it made her feel a little less rumpled.
Her mother’s light green eyes danced with amusement as she glanced up from her paper to greet her with a thoroughly nonchalant, “Good morning, dear.”
“Sleep well?” her father chimed in without looking up from the sports page.
Kate rolled her eyes at their antics. “Incredibly well, thanks.”
“Really?” Her mother set her paper down. “I know that couch is comfortable, but my back would be killing me…” Her voice trailed off, and a mischievous smirk quirked her lips as she leaned to the side to look past Kate and into the kitchen. “How about you, Carter?” she asked loudly. “Good sleep?”
Kate bit back a groan and glanced over her shoulder at Carter who, even from this distance, she could see was blushing furiously as she answered, “Um, yeah. Very good, thanks.”
“She did look more comfortable than Katie did,” her dad said in a horrifically loud mock whisper.
Kate pursed her lips to keep from grinning at Carter’s quiet squeak of embarrassment. She shook her head at her parents. “Really, guys?”
“Oh, come on,” her father chortled. He lowered his voice back to a normal, conversational pitch as he said, “You know we had to say something.”
Kate rolled her eyes. “You could have woken us up when you all went to bed.”
“Oh, we tried.” Her father’s hazel eyes danced with amusement as her mother chuckled softly beside him. “But Carter just clung to you like a little koala, and Maddie told us to leave you alone.”
Kate gaped at them. “She did?”
“Yep.” Her dad nodded as he turned to his wife. “What was it she said, dear?”
“I believe it was something along the lines of, ‘they’re too cute to move’, and then something about deserving to spend as much time together as you could since Carter would be leaving for the week.”
Kate’s heart squeezed. “She’s a good kid,” she murmured.
“Just like her mother,” her father said. He tipped the sports page against the tabletop and inclined his head toward the empty seats across from him. “Would you and Carter like to join us?”
“Maybe in a bit. We’re…” Kate’s voice trailed off as her gaze drifted to the absolutely massive ten-foot tree on the far side of the room. 
The tree was a good four feet larger than she usually bought, but when they’d stopped at a pop-up tree lot on their way home from their shopping trip, Maddie and Carter had insisted on buying the biggest one they could carry. Carter had seemed particularly enamored with being the one to muscle the tree onto the car and then into the house when they got home, and after dinner they brought up the bins of ornaments and miscellaneous holiday decor from the guest room closet and sang along with Maddie’s eclectic holiday playlist while decorating. She’d always cherished their little tradition of decorating as a family, but it was even more special this year with Carter at their side, and she was overwhelmed by memories of it every time she looked at the tree and the red, blue, and yellow lights that reflected in the living room windows overlooking the street and on the collection of packages nestled beneath the tree’s boughs.
“Earth to Katie,” her mother teased.
Kate blushed as she started for the tree. “Sorry. We’re, ah…well, she wants to give me my present now, so we’re going to exchange gifts in the other room. But maybe after?”
“Of course. When does she need to leave, again?”
“After lunch.” Kate knelt beside the tree and reached for Carter’s gift that she’d hidden toward the back before picking up the thin rectangular box in delicate white and silver patterned paper with her name written in Carter’s neat, block print on a foiled tag that Carter had added to the pile when she’d arrived the day before. Beside it was a much larger package with Maddie’s name on the tag, and she smiled to herself as she recalled the way Carter had deftly avoided Maddie’s incessant pleas for a hint as to what it was, only offering her a vague, ‘Don’t worry, you’re gonna love it.’ She rubbed her thumb over the edge of Carter’s gift as she stood, and gestured toward the kitchen as she elaborated, “Her train leaves at a quarter after one.”
“That seems late?” her dad asked.
Kate nodded. “She wanted to stay as long as possible, and it was the last one she could catch and still get to her parents’ place in time for dinner.”
“God, that’s so cute,” her mother cooed. She waved a hand toward the back of the house. “Go on, then. Go enjoy the time you’ve got left with her before she has to leave.”
Kate ducked her head in thanks as she slipped back into the kitchen. Her heart leapt at the sight of Carter leaning against the counter waiting for her, and she couldn’t contain her smile as she closed the pocket door snugly behind herself to give them as much privacy as possible. After her parents’ teasing, she figured they’d earned it. “You didn’t want to go back to the couch?”
Carter grinned and lifted her right shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug. “It’s more comfortable with you.” She hiked her chin toward the dining room. “Okay, so, joking aside, were they okay with…?”
“Finding their daughter being groped by her girlfriend?” Kate teased in a voice low enough that it wouldn’t carry into the other room.
Carter’s eyes widened in horror. “Oh my god, just kill me now.”
Kate giggled. “At least they didn’t mention that,” she reassured her. “Just said that you did a rather adorable impression of a koala when they tried to wake us last night before Maddie told them to leave us alone.”
“Oh. That’s…” Carter’s voice trailed off into a smile. “She did?” When Kate nodded, she said, “I knew I loved that kid for a reason.”
Kate’s breath caught in her throat. Sure, Carter seemed to genuinely enjoy spending time with Maddie and the two of them got along like peas in a pod, but she’d never… “Love?”
“Well, yeah. I mean, she’s, like, the coolest kid I know. And she’s totally your little mini-me. How could I not?” Carter’s smile softened and she set the mug she’d been idly holding onto the counter to draw Kate into her arms. “Is that okay?”
Of course it is! It’s everything! Kate wanted to say, but her heart had lodged itself in her throat, making it difficult to speak, so she just nodded instead.
“Good,” Carter whispered as she claimed Kate’s lips in a tender kiss.
Kate clung to Carter as that first kiss trailed off into a string of others, each gentler and full of more emotion than the last. She caressed Carter’s cheeks as their kisses slowed to a series of lingering pecks and sighed happily when those stopped and they lingered in each other’s space, their breaths cascading lightly together in the space between their lips. “I love you.”
“I love you,” Carter whispered. She pressed a smile of a kiss to Kate’s lips and rocked them both from side to side. “Can I give you your present now?”
“Of course, darling. Here, or…?”
Carter gestured toward the couch. “I wanna cuddle with you when you open it.”
In the family room, Kate set the packages onto the sofa as she climbed into the corner where they’d slept the night before while Carter grabbed an engineering magazine from the pile on the center of the table in the family room to act as a coaster for their coffee cups. She laughed when, instead of cuddling up against her side, Carter literally climbed onto the couch to wedge between her back and the cushions and, once Carter seemed settled, teased, “Comfy?”
“Incredibly,” Carter sassed. She wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist and drew her back against her. “I did say that I wanted to cuddle you.”
There was nowhere Kate would rather be than in Carter’s arms, but… “It’s going to be so much harder to watch each other open their presents this way.”
“Ugh, fine,” Carter grumbled. She pressed a kiss to Kate’s shoulder and, with a playfully off-put sigh, relaxed her hold just enough to allow Kate to turn so they were sitting perpendicular to each other, with Carter’s right leg draped over Kate’s thighs and her left pinned between Kate’s back and the sofa cushions. “Better?”
“Much.” Kate tilted into Carter to kiss her softly. “And now I can kiss you easier, too.”
“Well, I’m never going to argue against that.” Carter smiled and tapped Kate’s thigh with her gift as she pecked her lips. “Will you open your present now?”
Kate bit her lip and nodded as she allowed Carter to slip the box into her hands. Between Carter’s excitement and the package’s shape and weight she was pretty much certain it was some kind of jewelry. Carter’s fingertips stroked lightly across her waist as she slipped a finger beneath a neatly folded edge of wrapping paper, and she bit her lip when the last seam was opened and the paper fell away to reveal a black velvet jewelry box. Even though she’d been expecting it, the sight still made her heart skip a beat, and she cast a shy smile at Carter as she rubbed her thumb across the top of the box. “Carter…”
Carter’s eyes shone with emotion as she pulled Kate closer to cradle her against her chest. “Go on.”
Kate’s heart fluttered into her throat as she pried the box open, and she gasped at the stunning necklace inside. Her finger trembled as she traced the white gold chain that matched what little jewelry she usually wore, and she swallowed thickly as she traced the perimeter of the diamond-encrusted halo that encircled a gorgeous pale green stone that was about the size of her fingertip.
“I was looking for something with aquamarine, because we met by the water and had our first kiss on the river,” Carter shared, her whisper as warm as a summer breeze. “But then I saw this one, and it reminded me of your eyes, and I just had to buy it for you,”
“Oh, Carter…” Kate blinked back tears at the feeling of Carter’s lips ghosting over her cheek as she spoke and dragged her index finger over the stone. “It’s gorgeous.” She licked her lips as she carefully plied the chain free from the tabs holding it in place, and smiled at Carter as she set the box aside. “Help me put it on?”
Carter nodded solemnly as she took the necklace. “Of course.”
Kate lifted her hair out of the way as she turned her back to Carter. She closed her eyes to let herself truly savor the soft glide of Carter’s fingers drifting over her shoulders and against the back of her neck, and her heart squeezed at the feeling of Carter kissing the clasp once she’d successfully hooked it.
“There,” Carter whispered.
Kate bit her lip as she turned to face Carter, and the tears she’d fought back a moment ago threatened again at the utterly lovestruck look on Carter’s face as she looked at the modest pendant that sat about an inch below the spot where her clavicles met.
“It’s nearly a perfect match to your eyes,” Carter noted, sounding distinctly pleased as her gaze drifted from the stone to Kate’s eyes and back again. An ever so slight tremble crept into her voice as she asked, “Do you really like it?”
“I love it,” Kate assured her softly.
“Good.” Carter pressed a tender kiss to Kate’s lips. “I love you.”
Kate wrapped a hand around the back of Carter’s neck to hold her close as she whispered a devout, “I love you,” against her lips before kissing her again. She sighed when the kiss reached its inevitable end and smiled as she pulled back to look at her. “You want to open yours?” She laughed at Carter’s excited nod and leaned forward to trade the box her necklace had come in for Carter’s present. “Here you go.”
Carter failed miserably at trying to contain her smile as she took the package, and Kate bit her lip at the swarm of butterflies that erupted in her chest when Carter began to unwrap it. She’d been so proud of the idea when she’d thought of it, but now that she knew what Carter had gotten her, she was worried it would look like she hadn’t put much thought into the gift at all.
Her fears, however, were put to rest at the softly disbelieving, “Holy shit,” that Carter murmured as she tossed the wrapping paper aside.
“You were saying that yours wasn’t holding a charge as long as it used to,” Kate explained nervously as Carter flipped the box over to work the tab holding it closed free, “and all of my research said that this was the best watch for rowing.”
“Of course you researched it,” Carter murmured fondly as the lid fell open. A wide smile lit her face as she touched the watch’s titanium bezel. “Kate, this is seriously awesome.”
“It has sapphire glass so it’ll be able to take a beating, and solar charging so it’ll top off the battery a little when you’re out on the river, and—”
Carter cut her off with a kiss. “I love it.” She nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “And it’ll remind me of you every time I look at it, which makes it even more perfect.” She kissed her softly and wiggled a little in her seat as she pulled away to start unboxing the watch. “I’ll just make sure it’s charged, and then I can pair it with my phone.”
Kate rubbed her new pendant between her thumb and forefinger and settled back against the couch as Carter powered on the watch. While it booted up for the first time, Carter pulled the charging cable from the box and began digging between the cushions for one of the USB extension cords that she kept nestled between the back cushions to charge phones or iPads while watching TV to plug in the watch.
“Hell yeah, eighty-seven percent,” Carter cheered when the loading screen was replaced with a default watch face. Her excitement faded a moment later, though, when she reached for her phone and found that the battery had died. “Fuck me.”
“Mm, I wish I could,” Kate murmured. She laughed at the disbelieving look Carter shot her, and rubbed Carter’s thigh that was still draped over her lap as she leaned forward to pick up her coffee. “Please, you would’ve said the same thing.”
“Well, yeah, but…” Carter chuckled. “Excuse me for being bummed that I can’t pair the super-awesome watch my amazing girlfriend gave me for Christmas to my phone so I can wear it.”
Kate smiled around the rim of her coffee cup and flicked her left hand toward the cushion one over from where Carter was sitting. “The charger’s right there. If you plug it in now, it should be good to go after we do presents with Maddie.”
“Did I hear somebody say presents?” Maddie asked excitedly as she skipped around the corner. 
“Good morning to you, too, Mads,” Carter drawled.
Kate shook her head at their rapport and rubbed Carter’s leg as she asked her daughter, “Too cute to move, huh?”
Maddie grinned. “You guys were freaking adorable. And Carter looked so adorable holding onto you when we tried to wake you guys up that none of us had the heart to separate you.” Her smile dimmed when she saw the open watch box that was still in Carter’s lap. “Aww, I wanted to watch her open it.” She looked at Kate. “What’d she think?”
“I think it’s the best present ever,” Carter answered as she pressed a kiss to Kate’s cheek.
Kate smiled at Carter. “Pretty sure mine is the best ever.”
“How about we call it a tie?” Carter offered.
Kate pursed her lips and pretended to think about it for a moment before agreeing with a soft, “Sure.”
“Pretty sure my present for Carter is even better,” Maddie piped up.
“Oh yeah?” Carter challenged.
Maddie smirked and hiked a thumb toward the front room. “Yeah. Let’s go,” she said as she spun on her heel and started down the hall without bothering to see if they’d follow.
“C’mon, you.” Kate rolled her eyes after her daughter and patted Carter’s leg as she started to stand. “The boss has spoken.”
“Yeah, just lemme plug this in real quick,” Carter said as she pitched sideways to pull the Garmin’s cable from the block and put the USB-C one back in. She got to her feet once her phone was plugged in, and bit her lip. “I…” Her eyes dropped to the necklace on Kate’s chest. “I wish I didn’t have to leave later.” Her voice was quietly fragile as she pulled Kate into her arms.
Kate looped her arms over Carter’s shoulders and buried her face in the crook of Carter’s neck. She wasn’t particularly looking forward to it either—especially because Carter would be leaving for the team’s two-week training trip in Florida not long after she got back. “As you said, next year we’ll plan better.” 
Carter squeezed her tightly. “I like the sound of that.” She brushed a kiss over Kate’s forehead as she pulled away, and a small smile tipped her lips as she held out her hand. “Shall we?”
Kate nodded and twined their fingers together. They left their mugs on the table as they made their way to the living room, and she smiled when she opened the sliding door and saw her parents had abandoned the newspaper to sit closer to Maddie, who was camped out in front of the tree.
“Someone’s eager.” Kate smiled when Maddie responded by sticking her tongue out. She exchanged a playful what are we going to do with her? look with Carter as they wandered over to the sofa opposite the armchairs flanking the fireplace that her parents were sitting in.
“Aww, give her a break,” Carter murmured, winking at Maddie as she sat next to Kate. She nodded to Kate’s parents as she draped an arm over the back of the couch cushions so Kate could nestle against her side. “Good morning, Bob. Barb. Did you sleep well?”
“Almost as well as you two did, I’d bet,” Barb teased lightly. She chuckled at the way Carter blushed and waved a hand. “I’m just messing with you.”
Carter’s droll, “Lucky me,” had everyone cracking up, and Kate rubbed Carter’s leg as she tried to change the subject. “Mads, do you want to open a couple of your presents?”
Maddie nodded and immediately began rustling through the packages. “Which ones can I open now?”
“The one from me, for sure,” Carter said.
“And you can do the one from me that’s in the red paper next to that,” Kate said. “The rest will wait until tomorrow when your dad and Brian come over.”
“Is that the…?” Carter whispered. When Kate nodded, she drew a light circle over Kate’s shoulder with her index finger. “Good. I was hoping I’d get to see her open that one.”
“Are you two, like, conspiring, now?” Maddie asked.
“You’re gonna be glad we did,” Carter promised. “But open mine first.”
Kate squeezed Carter’s thigh and leaned in to whisper against her ear, “Are you always this excited about gift giving?”
Carter’s cheek twitched with her smile. “Most of the time, yeah,” she murmured.
Kate’s heart fluttered when Carter kissed her temple before pulling away with a soft sigh at the sound of tearing wrapping paper. Kate blushed at the knowing looks her parents were giving them, and pointedly turned her attention to her daughter, who was now fighting with the tape holding the box she’d just unwrapped closed.
“God, how much tape did you use, Carter?” Maddie grumbled as she gave up trying to rip the panels apart and began picking at the ends of the clear packing tape stretched across the seam.
“Consider yourself lucky,” Carter chuckled. “One year, I wrapped my sister’s entire present in duct tape. And I’m talking boxes within boxes of nothing but duct tape. I think I ended up wasting like three rolls on it all. Took her half an hour to get to the actual present in the middle.”
“That’s so mean,” Maddie sniggered as she grabbed the little bit of tape she’d pulled free and tugged the entire strip off.
“Yeah, well, the next year she got a friend whose dad owned a construction company to encase my present in a chunk of crumbly concrete that I had to chip away to get to the Barnes and Noble gift card she got me, so…” Carter’s voice trailed off as Maddie opened the box.
“No way!” Maddie shouted as she pulled out a black Under Armour backpack with crimson accents. She turned it to show everyone the embroidered crossed oars and MU Rowing on front. “Is this the same one that the team has?” When Carter nodded, she squeezed it to her chest. “This is so cool!” Her eyes widened. “Is there something inside?”
Kate snuggled into Carter’s side and teased, “Only one way to find out.” Warmth bloomed in her chest at the way Carter’s arm tightened around her shoulder as she tipped her head to rest against her own as Maddie started searching for the zipper. She reached up to take Carter’s hand as a feeling of pure contentment settled over her, and gave it a light squeeze as Maddie dug into the bag with a wide grin.
“It’s the crochet kit I was telling you about!” Maddie squealed as she pulled out a smallish foil packet and waved it at Carter. “And the narwhal is the coolest one! Oh! And you got me the dino one, too!”
“Is crochet something the kids are really into these days?” Barb wondered.
Maddie nodded. “My friend Izzy at school makes these cool little octopuses and she’s been kind of teaching me, but I keep getting mixed up with the stabbing and strangling and these kits”—she popped up onto her knees to hand them to her grandmother to inspect—“are supposed to be really good to learn with.”
“How cool,” Barb murmured as she inspected the narwhal kit.
“Stabbing and strangling?” Bob echoed.
“That’s just how Izzy was trying to teach me how to remember the steps,” Maddie said as she rocked back onto her butt and reached for the backpack.
Carter’s breath tickled Kate’s ear as she leaned in to whisper, “With those cues, I think Erica and Amber would love it, too. Maybe I’ll get them a set for their birthdays next year.” 
Kate nodded. “Missy, too.”
Carter sniggered. “Good point.” Then, louder, she told Maddie, “I thought they’d be a nice little project for your ski trip with your dad and Brian in a few weeks.”
“Pretty sure I’ll be done with them both before then,” Maddie said as she set the kits aside and dug back into the bag.
“I thought you were just getting her the bag and a couple shirts or something. How much is in there?” Kate asked.
Carter smirked and dropped a quick kiss to her lips. “Just a few things.”
“An MU hoodie,” Maddie shared as she unfurled a crimson red hoodie with Greyhound Rowing stamped across the chest in black and white. She set it aside and reached back into the bag. “And a quarter-zip. And two tee shirts!” she announced as she pulled each item out.
“Keep digging,” Carter told her.
Maddie’s eyes widened as she reached into the bag and came out with a pair of black joggers and two pairs of running shorts—both of which sported the same team identification as the hoodie. “This is so freaking cool!”
“Is that the team’s kit for the year?” Bob asked as Maddie stood up to check the length of the joggers. They were a bit long, but wearable, and Kate had no doubt that, at the rate she was growing, they’d fit perfectly by spring.
Carter nodded as she tore her attention away from Maddie. “I talked the Equipment Manager into tacking a few extra things onto this year’s order and then I just paid the difference so the program didn’t get hit for it.”
“Carter was very excited about making sure Maddie had the, and I quote, ‘right gear’,” Kate shared.
“Yeah, well,” Carter laughed, “I can’t have Erica stealing her away.”
“Erica?” Barb asked.
“My best friend,” Carter explained. “She’s one of the assistants at Radcliffe. She got these two”—Carter squeezed Kate’s hand and inclined her head toward Maddie—“prime seats at Weld for Charles this year.”
“I was wondering how you two got in there,” Bob said, looking impressed.
“It was so cool!” Maddie shared, her eyes dancing with excitement. “And she showed me the locker room and stuff, and let me lead the team in a cheer before they shoved off!”
“Harvard wouldn’t be bad…” Barb mused.
“Wow, Barb.” Carter clutched her chest dramatically. “And just when I thought we were getting along.” She grinned when Barb waved a hand in an oh, you, kind of way, and wrapped her free arm around Kate’s waist as she told Maddie, “Keep digging, Mads. There’s one more thing in the front pocket.”
“Really?” Maddie asked excitedly.
Kate leaned her head back on Carter’s shoulder and chuckled as bright, honeyed eyes dropped to look at her. “You know you’re only setting yourself up to disappoint her next year, right?”
Carter smiled sheepishly and nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “I’m sure I’ll be able to come up with something by then.” Her eyes shone with adoration as she caressed Kate’s side and murmured, “I just really wanted to spoil my girls this year.”
Kate’s eyes fluttered. “Your girls?” she whispered.
“Yeah.” Carter smiled against Kate’s cheek. “My girls.”
“Seriously?” Maddie yelled, effectively popping the little bubble that had surrounded them. “A hundred bucks to Amazon? I can get so many books!”
Everyone laughed at how Maddie’s first thought was all the books she’d be able to buy, and Carter dropped a kiss to the corner of Kate’s lips before turning to grin at Maddie. “Load up that kindle, kiddo.”
“I totally will.” Maddie set the gift cart on top of the pile of team gear she’d just gotten and climbed to her feet. She made her way over to where Carter and Kate were sitting, and smiled as she wiggled her way into the gap between Carter and the arm of the sofa. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft and earnest as she wrapped her arms around Carter’s neck.
“Oh, Maddie,” Carter exhaled, her voice cracking ever so slightly around Maddie’s name. “You’re very welcome.”
Kate’s heart squeezed at the emotion in Carter’s voice. She bit her lip against the sting of tears that threatened when the arm around her waist disappeared and Carter shifted to pull Maddie into her side. She turned in her seat to join the embrace, reaching for Maddie and pinning Carter between them.
“Love you guys,” Maddie murmured.
The tears Kate had been fighting slipped free at her daughter’s words, and they began falling in earnest at Carter’s soft, “I love you two so very, very much.”
Maddie sighed as she pulled away, and her eyes widened when she noticed Kate’s tears. “Why are you crying?”
“I’m just happy.” Kate sniffed and kissed Carter’s neck.
“Just give her a second,” Carter told Maddie, a soft burr of amusement tickling her voice. She pulled Kate into a gentle embrace and swept a hand up and down Kate’s back. “Why don’t you go open the present from your mom, now.”
Kate hummed at the feeling of Carter’s lips against her forehead, and wiped at her cheeks as she looked up at her daughter. “I’m fine,” she assured her. “Go open your gift from me, and then you can give Carter hers.”
Carter’s hand faltered for a beat before resuming its easy rhythm along Kate’s spine. “Wait. What? I thought you were kidding.”
Maddie grinned. “I got you something, too!”
“Oh? I like somethings,” Carter joked.
Maddie bounced excitedly in place. “Can I give Carter her present first?”
Kate nodded. “If you’d like, sure.” She blushed when she realized her parents were watching the three of them with expressions that could only be described as smitten, and sighed as she settled back against Carter’s side.
Maddie, thankfully, drew everyone’s attention when her slide toward the tree took her close enough to rattle the ornaments, and Kate shook her head when Maddie emerged with a box that was a little bigger than a standard shirt box.
Maddie took a deep breath as she held it out to Carter. “This is from me.”
Kate smiled at the way Carter’s throat bobbed as she let go of her to take the package from Maddie. Between the slight tremble in Carter’s hands and the way Maddie’s toes were curling and uncurling against the rug, she honestly wasn’t sure who was more nervous about the reveal, and she settled for placing a grounding hand on each of their legs as Carter crumpled up the wrapping paper and set it on the table before taking the lid off the box.
“Oh, Mads,” Carter breathed when she peeled back the crisp white tissue paper inside and saw the heather-gray Archer Rowing sweatshirt Maddie had gotten her. Her eyes shone as she lifted it from the box and held it by the shoulders to see the whole thing, and she smiled at Maddie as she said, “It’s seriously my new favorite hoodie. Thank you.”
Maddie ducked her head. “Yeah?”
“Oh yeah,” Carter declared as she pulled it on. She grinned at Kate. “What do you think?”
“You look great.” Kate smiled and gave the hoodie’s strings a little tug. “You’ll fit right in at the regattas this spring.”
Carter’s eyes softened as she looked back down at Maddie’s school logo on her chest, and she bit her lip as she looked back up at Kate and Maddie. “I can’t wait.” She grabbed Maddie’s wrist and tugged her down onto the couch to wrap her in a crushing hug. “Thank you, Mads. I love it.”
Kate wiped at her eyes as the two lingered for a few beats, and huffed a watery laugh at Maddie’s teasing, “Mom’s crying again,” as she got to her feet.
“Oh, shut up,” Kate muttered as she wiped at her eyes. She flicked a hand toward the tree. “Go open your last present for now, so we can make breakfast.”
“Ooh, breakfast,” Carter enthused, her stomach echoing her excitement as it rumbled loudly.
“I was thinking french toast, since it’s Katie’s favorite,” Barb shared.
“Mine too,” Carter said as Maddie skipped off toward the tree.
Maddie didn’t bother to sit to unwrap her gift this time, instead opting to stand as she tore into the present Kate had said she could open. Her eyes widened to a comical degree when she saw the NK stamped navy blue carrying case, and she jumped up and down as she tossed the box aside—sending the charging cable skittering across the floor—to fight with the zipper. “Oh my god you got me my own SpeedCoach?!” She squealed when she opened the zipper and saw the neon pink bumper that protected the unit’s black housing. “And it’s pink! Carter, will you show me how to use it?”
Kate smiled at Maddie’s enthusiasm, and her heart, already overflowing with happiness and love, found a way to grow three sizes more when Carter drew her back into her side as she said, “Absolutely. We’ll hit the river and take it for spin as soon as the water’s safe.”
Carter’s stomach growled again, and Kate chuckled softly as she tilted her head back to kiss the side of jaw. “Hungry?”
Carter tickled Kate’s waist. “What gave you that idea?” Her stomach growled again, and she sighed. “Yeah, I’m starving.”
“Now, we can’t have that,” Barb said, her voice rich with amusement. “Katie, do you want to help me make breakfast?”
Kate squeezed Carter’s thigh as she got to her feet. “Sure. I can do that.”
“Then I guess that leaves the three of us free to tackle Rainbow Road,” Bob said, wagging a finger at Maddie and Carter. “Somebody”—he pointed at Maddie—“owes me a rematch.”
“I’ll top off our coffee and meet you guys in there,” Carter said. 
Kate smiled when Carter detoured on her way to the coffee machine to give her a quick hug, and sighed happily as she watched her wander off into the family room where Maddie and her dad had made themselves comfortable on the sofa and were in the process of selecting their characters for the game.
“I know we told you this last night,” her mom said softly, drawing her attention back to the kitchen and the eggs she was supposed to be cracking, “but she’s really something special.”
Kate nodded and touched her new pendant as her gaze drifted back to Carter, who had plopped onto the couch next to Maddie and had started a playful fight over the red Joy-Con. “She really is.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
While nowhere near warm, the weather in Philly was certainly warmer than it was back in Boston. So as soon as the Burkes had finished opening presents Christmas morning, Carter laced up the new pair of Brooks her parents had gotten her and took off for a run. She’d enjoyed hanging out with her family and snuggling Brenna, who’d grown so much in the few months since she’d been born, but whenever things got quiet, she found her thoughts drifting to Kate and Maddie and all the things she was missing by being here.
It was, she knew, a little ridiculous, but the frequent texts she’d gotten from Kate since they’d parted ways at the train station reassured her that she wasn’t alone in her feelings. Their messages ranged from doleful I miss yous to a video of Bob victory-dancing after beating Maddie to take the Special Cup trophy—though, for as adorable as Maddie’s pout was, it was the sound of Kate’s giggles in the background that had her watching the clip on repeat. And while the contact helped her feel connected to her life back in Boston, they also drove home the fact that she wished she’d never left. She loved her family, but it felt wrong to be away from her girls on Christmas.
So in a bid to find some measure of peace, she’d put in her earphones and took off on her old route through the wide streets of her childhood until the ache in her chest had eased. Ten miles after she’d headed out, she slowed to a walk at the end of the long, curving driveway that led to the two-story stone colonial she’d grown up in and wiped the sweat from her brow with the back of her sleeve before stopping the tracker on her watch and saving the run.
She turned off her playlist and dropped her earbuds into the zippered pocket on her running jacket as she strolled up the drive, the sound of the wind cutting through the bare branches of the trees a relaxing soundtrack as her heartbeat and breathing slowed to normal. Her parents’ house had just crept into view when her watch buzzed with a text alert, and her heart fluttered when she saw Kate’s name beneath the little green message icon on the screen.
So much for the run, she thought wryly as she cleared the alert. She was back to missing Kate all over again.
Her watch buzzed again, this time with a short What do you think? that was just vague enough to completely capture her attention. 
She bit her lip as she fished her phone out of the side pocket of her leggings, and damn near dropped it when she opened the message to find a picture of Kate standing in front of the full-length mirror in her closet, wearing nothing but the baggy sweats she had been wearing the day before, the necklace she’d given her, and a smile.
“Fuck me,” Carter exhaled, a slow smile tilting her lips as her appreciation for what she was seeing replaced her surprise. She glanced at the house to make sure nobody was looking for her, and tapped Kate’s picture at the top of the screen to pull up her contact info.
A message like that deserved more than a text as a reply.
Kate’s voice was tinged with amusement when she answered on the first ring. “Hello, stranger.”
“Hello yourself.” Carter ruffled a hand through her hair and grimaced at the damp, clammy strands sticking to her fingers. “That was, like, the best reward I’ve ever gotten for finishing a run.”
“So you liked it?”
“I fucking loved it. Your tits make even the worst day better.”
Kate snorted. “I meant the necklace.”
Carter grinned. “If you wanted me to focus on the necklace, you shouldn’t have shown me your boobs.”
“Ah. Noted,” Kate drawled playfully. “So how’s Christmas going?
Is everything okay?”
“Yeah. Everything’s fine,” Carter said as she cut across the lawn to sit on the steps of her parents’ front porch. She braced her elbows on her knees and stared off into the woods. “I just miss you guys, is all.”
“Oh, darling. We miss you, too. But you’ll be home soon enough.”
“And then I’ll have to leave again,” Carter grumbled petulantly. She scrubbed a hand over her face. “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have—”
“It’s okay. I feel the same way, to be honest. But it’s not like these training trips aren’t going to be a thing every year, so we may as well get used to dealing with it, y’know?”
Carter smiled in spite of her fit of melancholy. “I like the idea of ‘every year’. I mean,” she hasted to correct, “not me leaving, but just that we’ll have more of those years.”
“I knew what you meant, love,” Kate murmured. “And I do, too.”
Carter took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. While she loved Kate’s response, she hated that she’d ruined the fun, playful vibe the conversation had started out with. She desperately wanted to get it back so she could ride it through the rest of the day. “So besides sending me a picture of your boobs, how’s your morning been?”
Her heart soared at the sound of Kate’s answering giggle. “I was sending you a picture of the necklace.”
Carter smiled. “Mm, and the world’s, like, two best accessories that totally stole the show.”
“Carter!”
“What?”
“I swear, you’ve got a one-track mind sometimes,” Kate chuckled.
“Maybe. But I’ve got two hands that are pretty good at following it.” Carter startled at the sound of the front door opening behind her, and quickly turned to see who it was. She relaxed when she saw it was Chloe, and sighed. “My sister just came out front. Can I call you later?”
“You better.”
“Give my love to Mads. And tell your parents I say ‘hi’.”
“I will. I love you.”
“Love you too,” Carter murmured. Her heart squeezed as the line went dead, and she bit her lip as she slipped the phone back into her pocket. Even from the corner of her eye, there was no mistaking her sister’s mischievous smirk. “What?”
Amusement danced in Chloe’s dark eyes as she leaned back onto her hands. “Did I seriously just walk in on you having phone sex on Mom and Dad’s front porch?”
“Oh my god, Chlo.” Carter rolled her eyes. “No!”
“I dunno. You sure looked like you got caught with your hand in the cookie jar when I walked out here.” Chloe waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Or should I say in her cookie jar?”
Carter snorted. “Please shut up. And never mention Kate’s…cookie jar ever again.” She bumped her sister with her shoulder. “Do you really talk like that around your daughter?”
Chloe cackled. “She’s in the family room with Logan getting her late-morning bottle. And, fine. I guess I’ll stop for now.” She nudged Carter’s foot. “You got any new pics of this girl who has you whispering unspeakable things over the phone?”
“I thought you were stopping?” Carter argued laughingly.
“You know you love it. Now, pics! Updates! What’d you end up getting her for Christmas?”
Carter pulled her phone back out. “A necklace.” She opened her photos and pulled up the one she’d taken of Kate the day before at the train station. She smiled as she admired the picture for what had to be the thousandth time since taking it, her gaze lingering on Kate’s bright eyes and the soft smile that tipped her lips as she indulged her request for ‘One last picture before I go’, and the loose neckline of her v-neck tee showed off the point of her collarbones and the pendant that sat beneath them to perfection. “This was yesterday at the train station,” she said as she tilted the phone so her sister could see.
“Okay, I know I was giving you shit, like, two minutes ago, but goddamn, Carter. You must be doing something right if you can get her to smile like that.” Chloe giggled at the way Carter’s cheeks pinked and tapped-spread her fingers on the screen to zoom in on the necklace. “I love the ring of diamonds around the stone, but I thought you were going to get aquamarine for the whole water thing you guys have in common.”
“I was, but then I saw that one, and it, like, perfectly matches her eyes…”
“God, you’re so gay for her. I love it,” Chloe chuckled.
Carter rolled her eyes at how much her sister sounded like Erica. “I think it’s well-established that I am incredibly gay for her.”
“Um, Carter…” Chloe’s brow furrowed as she zoomed in even closer on the necklace. “What type of stone is this?”
“I think the jeweler said it was peridot?” Carter shrugged. “I dunno. It wasn’t cheap, but it wasn’t, like, emerald type money.”
“You are seriously shitting me right now.”
Carter blinked at her. “What?”
“Dude, that’s our birthstone.” Chloe shook her head, looking like she was trying very hard not to crack up.
Carter frowned. “Are you fucking with me?”
“Nooo!” Chloe’s self-control crumbled, and she cackled. “You gave your girlfriend a necklace with your birthstone! That is, without a doubt, the gayest thing that you have ever gayed.”
Carter’s cheeks flamed as she grumbled, “I don’t think the word conjugates like that.”
“It does now.” Chloe wiped at her eyes. “God, Carter, just brand her next time!”
“I didn’t know!” she protested.
“Well, I’m gonna tell her when I finally get to meet her.”
“Dude, no. Please.”
“Please, what?” their mother asked.
Carter shared an oh, shit! look with her sister. They’d been so wrapped up in their conversation that neither of them heard the door behind them open. “Nothing,” she said as she turned to look at her mother. Her mother’s arched brow as she leaned against the doorframe was a perfect tableau of the times they’d been caught out as children, and she pasted on her best nonchalant expression as she said, “We were just talking about the necklace I got Kate for Christmas.”
“Oh?” Her mother brightened. “Do you have a picture? We still haven’t seen what she looks like.”
Carter bit her lip. She hadn’t been actively hiding Kate from her parents, had posted several pictures that they’d taken together in fact. But while Chloe had liked quite a few of them, neither of her parents were into social media beyond a few minutes of scrolling here and there. “Sure.” She cleared her throat. She’d spent the entire train ride to Philly concocting scenarios where she’d finally bring her parents up to speed on Kate and Maddie, but her mother walking in on her while her sister was razzing her about Kate hadn’t been one of them. A shiver tickled her spine—the combination of her sweaty clothes and the morning chill finally registering—and she gestured toward the house. “Can we go inside, though?”
“It is pretty nippy today. Let me warm something up,” their mother said as she went back in.
“Want me to play backup?” Chloe whispered, her eyes flashing with the same determination they’d held when Carter had confessed that she was worried about how their parents would react to finding out Kate was so much older, as they stood to follow her. 
“Yeah,” Carter murmured. While Chloe had often seemed to thrive on getting into fights with their parents when they were growing up, she had always done everything she could to avoid confrontations. Chloe was the storm—fierce, fiery, and oftentimes unpredictable—and she was the mediator. The conciliator. The reconciler. But she couldn’t be that person now. Kate and Maddie were too damn important for her to worry about her parents’ feelings. She pursed her lips. “Probably going to need it.”
Chloe held up a hand with her pinky finger extended. “I got you.”
“Thanks,” Carter said as she hooked her pinky around Chloe’s.
“You want some tea?” her mother called as they entered the house.
Even though her mother’s back was turned, Carter lifted a shoulder in a half-shrug as she closed the front door. “Yeah, sure. Thanks.” She smirked at Chloe’s sour face—her sister hated tea—and blew out a long breath as they started down the hall.
Her father looked up from the turkey he was getting ready to put in the oven when they wandered into the kitchen and smiled. “Nice run?”
“Yeah, great.” Carter nodded.
Her mother turned on the electric kettle and leaned back against the counter. “So you got Kate a gift?”
Carter nodded as she dropped into one of the chairs at the kitchen table. “A necklace, yeah.”
Her mother smiled and pushed off the counter to approach the table. She sat in the chair next to Carter and inclined her head. “Jewelry is always a good choice. Do you have a picture?”
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Why do you look like you’re about to face a firing squad?” her father chuckled.
Carter shot Chloe a wry look as she pulled her phone back out and opened up her photos. The small, reassuring smile Chloe gave her did little to settle the butterflies that were swarming in her stomach as she pulled up the photo she’d just shown her sister. “This is from the train station yesterday,” she said as she set the phone on the table and slid it closer to her mother.
Carter had never wished her mother had a better poker face more than she did at that moment, as her smile turned obviously forced and the skin around her eyes tightened.
“She’s…pretty.”
Chloe scoffed. “Mom, she’s fucking gorgeous.” She rolled her eyes at the disapproving look she got for swearing and waved at the phone. “I don’t even go for women, and she’d make me think twice about it!”
“Oh? Who are we talking about?” Logan asked, his voice tinged with amusement as he joined them. He hiked a thumb over his shoulder. “Bren’s riding out her milk coma in the travel swing.”
“I swear that thing was worth every penny,” Chloe muttered.
“Anyway, who’s this that I need to be worried about?” Logan teased.
“Carter’s girlfriend.”
“The professor?” Logan smirked. “I mean, I can’t blame you there, babe.”
Their playfulness was just the levity Carter needed. She smiled at them as she warned, “Hands off. She’s mine.”
“Professor?” Carter’s dad repeated. He wandered over to peer at the phone, and Carter sighed when his face took on a similar transformation that her mother’s had. “She’s…”
“Older than me. Yes, I know,” Carter said, deciding to just rip off the band-aid and get right to the heart of their concerns. “Mom, please—” She reached out to take her phone back as her mother swiped right on the screen, and groaned softly when she failed to get to it in time.
“You’re not supposed to scroll through people’s photo albums,” Chloe scolded. “That’s rude.”
Her mother ignored the rebuke and pointed at the picture she’d scrolled to. “Who’s this?”
Carter bit her lip as she looked at the picture Bob had taken of her, Kate, and Maddie in front of the tree in the living room before she and Kate left for the train station. She was standing behind Kate with her arms wrapped around her waist, and Kate had an arm looped affectionally over Maddie’s shoulders as Maddie leaned into her side. It was a great picture—they were all beaming at the camera—and Kate had made it her lock screen photo the moment she saw it. “Kate’s daughter, Maddie.”
Her mother’s little pretense of a smile dissolved completely, making her look like she’d just eaten a lemon. “She has a daughter.”
It wasn’t a question, so Carter didn’t respond.
“How much older is she?” her mother asked. “More than a decade, at least, if that’s her daughter.”
Carter crossed her arms over her chest. “I don’t see why that matters.”
“Sweetie, we’re just…” Her mom took a steadying breath. “There can be…dangerous power dynamics in a relationship with such a marked age difference.”
Carter shook her head. “Maybe, but there aren’t any in ours. We’re both faculty, neither of us report to or evaluate each other, and her department has no bearing on the rowing program. We might need to file something with the university someday when things get more serious but that’s about it.” In spite of the situation, a slight grin tugged at her lips because she looked forward to the day when things got to that point. 
And maybe her parents picked up on that because their expressions eased a tiny bit. Still her dad said, “I’m glad you’re being careful, but there can be an imbalance even when it’s not about work.”
Carter sighed. “I know, Dad My friends used to joke about how I practically lived at the boathouse. And they weren’t exactly wrong. Sure, I’d meet them for drinks or something every once in a while, but rowing was my entire life.”
She felt a light touch on her wrist and looked up to meet Chloe’s sympathetic gaze. “And is it different with Kate?”
Carter smiled. “Everything is different with Kate.” While Chloe nodded encouragingly, her parents didn’t seem impressed. Carter sighed and scrubbed a hand over her face. She didn’t like getting into her emotions, but that was probably the only way she was going to be able to convince them to give Kate a chance. “Look, I don’t know how to explain it except to say that she sees me. She checks in with me all the time, and when she senses something is wrong, she won’t let me brush it off but she doesn’t push either. And I’m so happy with my life right now. It’s not just having her and Mads, we’ve also introduced our friends to each other, and we’ve been going out whenever our schedules allow and trying new things. I’m still at the boathouse, like, constantly, but my life is so much more than that now.”
She met her parents’ skeptical eyes. “Look, I get that you wish I’d picked someone closer to my age, but Kate has been completely supportive and understands the demands of my job. Maybe it’s because she’s driven herself, she’s a widely respected engineer and professor, but she’s never once complained about how much time I have to devote to the team. We just…we work. And, yeah, she has a daughter, but Mads is terrific and I don’t see the problem.”
Her father was still frowning, but the tilt of his head said he was thinking about what Carter had just said. “Dating a single mother is…” He wisely opted to leave that thought there and pivoted to ask, “Are you ready to be a mother to a teenager?”
“I’m not trying to be her mother,” Carter groaned. “Mads already has two parents who love her very much, and one of them is brilliant and loving and the most incredible woman I’ve ever met. And Mads is seriously the coolest kid. I’m honored that I’m allowed to be a part of her life.” She set her jaw and amended, “Both of their lives.”
“Sweetie, we’re not—” Her mother intervened. “We’re not questioning your judgment. We’re just…concerned.”
“That Carter’s dating one of the preeminent scientists developing green technology in the world?” Chloe drawled. “I mean, yeah. What a loser.”
Carter chuckled in spite of herself. “Not helping, Chlo.”
Chloe just shrugged and stared down their parents. “You’re seriously going to look at your daughter’s smile just now and in that picture—where she’s the happiest I’ve seen her in my life—and say it’s wrong?”
“We’re not saying it’s wrong,” their mother protested.
“You kind of are,” Chloe said.
Carter grabbed her phone as she got to her feet. “As much as I’m enjoying this discussion of my love life—and, yeah, I mean that exactly how it sounds, I love Kate and Maddie—I’m a grown-ass adult, and mine is the only opinion that matters in this. And Kate’s.” She blew out a rough breath. “What I’m saying is that they are who I’ve chosen to let into my life. And while I want nothing more than for you guys to get to know them so you can see for yourselves how amazing they are, I’m not going to walk away from the best thing I’ve ever found just because you don’t approve of the fact that she’s a little older than me.”
“She’s not just a little older,” her father muttered.
“I don’t care!” Carter snapped.
Chloe tapped a finger on the table to draw Carter’s attention, and Carter stood a little bit straighter at the small, supportive nod her sister gave her. Her pulse was thundering in her ears and it felt like electricity was zinging from her fingertips to her shoulders, but knowing her sister was on her side meant everything.
Carter’s gaze drifted to her parents, who looked shocked by her outburst. “There’s really nothing else to say. If you want to meet them, awesome. We’ll find a way to make it happen. But I’m not asking for permission to be with Kate.” She stared them down defiantly and then, after a long moment of tense silence, said, “And, yeah, I’m gonna go take a shower now.”
She squared her shoulders as she stalked off toward the stairs, and had just started to climb when Chloe caught up to her, grinning widely. 
“Carter…” Chloe jumped up and pulled her into a headlock of a hug. “I am so fucking proud of you for holding your ground.” She pressed a wet, smackeroo-type kiss to Carter’s cheek and sighed as she let her go. “They’ll come around. There’s no way they can’t after you stood up for her like that.”
Carter wasn’t so sure, but she trusted Chloe to have a better read on their parents right now than she did. She held up her hand with her middle and index fingers crossed. “Here’s to hoping.”
“You gonna tell Kate?”
Carter pursed her lips. She knew that she should, but… “I will, eventually, but, for now…” She blew out a rough breath. “I think I’d rather get some rest and pretend none of this happened.”
“You know that’s a stupid-ass idea, right?”
Carter shook her head with a wry, watery laugh. “Yeah, well, I’m apparently a fucking idiot who doesn’t know what’s best for her, so…” She wiped at her eyes. “Look, I will talk to Kate. I just… I need a little time to figure out how to do it.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“I’m gonna go grab a sweatshirt, and then we can watch a movie?”
Kate closed her eyes and melted into the gentle press of Carter’s lips against her temple. Carter had been noticeably subdued ever since Christmas, and she wished she knew what had brought it on. “Okay.”
Carter nuzzled her cheek and pulled away with a sigh. “Be back in a sec.”
Kate nodded, her heart lodging itself in her throat as she blinked her eyes open to watch her go. Carter had been putting on a good front ever since they picked her up from the train station that afternoon, but there was weight on her shoulders that hadn’t been there when she’d left. And while Kate could tell that Carter was happy to be back, her smiles came slower, and they didn’t quite reach her eyes. 
“Mom, is she okay?” Maddie whispered once they were alone.
Kate’s heart squeezed at the concern in Maddie’s voice, but she’d promised herself long ago to never lie to her, so the best she could offer was a soft, “I don’t know.”
Maddie’s voice quavered. “She’s not going to leave, is she?”
“Oh, sweetie.” Kate pulled Maddie into her arms. Part of the reason why she’d never really dated after Grant was this right here—this fear clouding her baby girl’s eyes had been the main driving factor behind her remaining single. She’d made her peace with being left, but she never wanted Maddie to know that pain. “I doubt it’s anything like that.” She pressed her cheek against the top of Maddie’s head and rubbed her back reassuringly. “I just think something happened that made her sad, and she’s trying to figure out what to do about it.”
“I don’t want her to leave,” Maddie confessed in a small voice.
Kate swallowed thickly. “Me neither.” She squeezed her eyes shut and held Maddie that little bit tighter. “We’ll figure it out, okay?”
“Promise?”
Kate pressed a kiss to the Maddie’s hair. “I promise.” She sighed and relaxed her embrace. “But, for now, I think she needs a little space, so why don’t we go find a movie to watch together?”
Maddie nodded slowly and slipped out of her arms. “Okay.”
They had just made themselves comfortable on the couch and opened Apple TV when Carter returned wearing the hoodie Maddie had given her for Christmas. Kate bit her lip against the tears that threatened at the way the concern furrowing Maddie’s brow eased at the sight. It was a simple thing, really, but it did wonders for reassuring them that Carter was where she wanted to be.
“Anything look good?” Carter asked as she dropped onto the sofa next to Kate. 
“I dunno.” Maddie bit her lip and shrugged. She turned her attention back to the television and resumed her scrolling. “What’s your favorite movie?”
Carter took Kate’s hand and played with her fingers as she stretched her right leg up onto the chaise next to Kate. “Oh. I dunno if it’s even streaming, let alone if you’d—”
“That one” Kate interrupted. She pointed at the screen with her free hand. “Fried Green Tomatoes.”
“Do you like it, Mom?” Maddie asked as she highlighted the movie.
“It’s no League of Their Own…” Kate smirked playfully at Carter, who just smiled and rolled her eyes in return. “But yeah. It’s good. I think you’d like it.”
“Okay.” Maddie clicked on the movie and hit play. She tossed the remote onto the cushion beside her and snuggled under her blanket that she’d been cocooned under earlier.
Carter stopped playing with Kate’s fingers. “I’m fine watching something else,” she whispered. “We don’t have to—”
Kate silenced her with a kiss. “Don’t be ridiculous,” she murmured. “Now, shush.” She leaned her head on Carter’s shoulder as the opening credits began to play. “Or you’re gonna miss the movie.”
Carter lifted Kate’s hand to her lips. “Okay.” A quiet sigh tickled her throat as she leaned cheek against Kate’s head and resumed idly caressing her fingers.
Truthfully, she wouldn’t have picked this movie for the three of them to watch together—while it was Carter’s favorite, she honestly wasn’t sure how Maddie would take to it—but it wasn’t long before all three of them were completely sucked into the story. Whenever Kate tore her attention away from the screen, she found Maddie watching with rapt attention, but she was most enamored by the way Carter would be mouthing Idgie’s dialogue. She and Carter both laughed when Maddie cackled along with Evelyn as she repeatedly rammed her car into the little red bug that stole her parking space at the Winn Dixie, and Kate smiled at the way Carter and Maddie echoed Evelyn’s euphoric, “Towanda!”
Carter shifted to snuggle against her side not long after, and she stroked her fingers through Carter’s hair as she lost herself in the story of Idgie and Ruth. By the time the end credits began to roll, Carter was heavy against Kate’s side, and when Kate craned her neck to get a look at her, her throat tightened at how peaceful she looked. 
Oh, I love you, she thought as she brushed a gentle kiss over her forehead. 
In her sleep, Carter hummed and snuggled closer, and Kate smiled as she looked over at Maddie. “So, what’d you think?” she whispered.
Maddie’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath as her gaze lingered on Carter. “I liked it.” Her brow wrinkled as she looked up at Kate. “But why did they keep calling their relationship ‘friendship’ when it was obviously more than that? Like, they were in love, right?”
“They were. And it’s a lot clearer in the book. But it’s a very recent thing to be able to make movies for wide, theatrical release that are obviously queer. Hell, even now, that kind of art faces a lot of ridiculous scrutiny. But it’s better. Even with the asshole right-wingers trying to take our rights away, the tide is turning towards more accepting and inclusive every year.”
Maddie nodded slowly. “I guess that makes sense. It’s just stupid that people think love is wrong.”
Carter stirred against Kate’s side. “You’re not wrong there, kiddo,” Carter murmured. She yawned as she sat up and flashed an apologetic smile at Kate. “Sorry, didn’t mean to fall asleep.”
Kate hummed and tenderly brushed Carter’s hair away from her eyes. “I’m glad you were able to rest.”
Carter’s expression shuttered, and the muscles in her jaw flexed as her eyes darted to Maddie. “Yeah. I, ah…haven’t been sleeping great the last few nights,” she muttered.
It was obvious that Carter wasn’t going to talk about whatever it was that was bothering her in front of Maddie, so Kate gave her daughter a please just do this for me without arguing look. “It’s getting late, and you’re gonna need your rest if we’re going to try cross-country skiing with Carter in the morning, so why don’t you go on down to bed.”
It was a testament to how worried Maddie was about Carter that she immediately nodded. “Okay,” she agreed easily. “See you guys in the morning.”
Once they were alone, Kate rubbed Carter’s back and prompted, “Darling, please talk to me. What’s going on?”
Carter shook her head. “My parents were…” Her voice trailed off, and guilt tugged at her lips as she whispered, “Let’s just say they aren’t exactly thrilled about our, um…”
Oh. Kate exhaled as she slowly connected the dots. Carter had said that her parents had been accepting of her being gay, so that meant their issue was with her. And given that she’d yet to meet them, there was only one thing she could think of that would warrant enough concern for them to say anything to Carter. “They think I’m too old for you.”
Carter averted her eyes and nodded. 
Kate blew out a heavy breath. She wished she could say she was surprised, but she wasn’t. Lord knows she’d have some reservations about Maddie dating someone twenty years her senior. Still, for Carter to be this affected… “What did they say?”
“Nothing especially bad,” Carter defended weakly, looking so small that it broke Kate’s heart. “They didn’t like the age thing, and they were…um, worried, I guess you could say, about Maddie.”
Kate gritted her teeth and forced herself to remain calm as she asked, “Why in the world would they be worried about Maddie?”
Carter dragged her hands through her hair. “I think it was more about me being, well, the age I am, and them wondering if I’d thought about what it meant to be involved with someone who has a kid.”
Kate rubbed a hand over her mouth so she’d keep it shut. It was honestly a good thing the Burkes lived a couple of states away, because if they were closer, she’d be inclined to jump in her car and give them a piece of her mind so that they’d have a real reason to dislike her. All it would take was for them to spend two minutes watching Carter with Maddie to know she was absolutely wonderful with her.
“That was when I lost it,” Carter continued, somehow managing to sound both sadder and more determined at the same time. “Like, I knew they weren’t going to be jazzed about the age thing, but to bring Mads into it?” She shook her head. “It was kind of wild, honestly.” She chuckled mirthlessly. “I mean, between me and Chlo, I was always the ‘good’ one, y’know? Like, she’d pick fights and I’d smooth it all over. But they just made me so…” 
They were making Kate pretty so herself, but Carter didn’t need her emotions added to the mix when she was already upset by what had happened. “When was this?”
“Christmas. After I got off the phone with you.”
Kate sighed and pulled Carter into her arms. “That was days ago. Why didn’t you say anything?”
“I’m not sure,” Carter murmured as she curled into Kate. “I guess…I was hoping they’d see that they were being ridiculously unfair to all of us before I left, and then it wouldn’t be a problem.” She blew out a rough breath. 
Kate kissed her forehead. “But they didn’t.”
“No,” Carter whispered. “Chlo says they’ll come around, but yeah. The last few days have just been really tense.”
Kate’s heart broke that she wasn’t there for Carter when she was having to deal with all of that, but she was glad that it sounded like her sister was firmly on her side. “What else did your sister say?”
Carter hummed and snuggled closer. “That you could turn her.”
“That I could…” Kate chuckled. “Well, I gotta admit, my ego doesn’t hate that.”
Carter’s soft puff of laughter tickled Kate’s neck. “Nope. You’re all mine. She’s stuck with her husband.” She rubbed Kate’s hip. “She did say that she was proud of me for standing up for myself, though.”
“I am selfishly proud you did, too.” Kate leaned her cheek against Carter’s head. “Although, really, you never struck me as someone who wouldn’t. You’re usually…” Her voice trailed off as she searched for the words she wanted, eventually landing on, “Devastatingly confident.”
“Devastatingly?”
“Okay, maybe that wasn’t the best descriptor, more…your confidence is devastatingly sexy.”
“Oh…well…I’m…”
Kate pulled back to look at Carter. “Are you seriously flustered because I said that you’re sexy?” She grinned at the way Carter’s cheeks pinked, and hooked a finger under Carter’s chin to lift her lips so she could kiss her. “You’re adorable.”
Carter smiled against Kate’s lips. “I thought I was sexy?”
“You’re both. And a million other wonderful things. It’s honestly unfair. Like, how are we mere mortals supposed to resist?” 
A soft, happy sound bubbled in Carter’s throat. “Maybe I don’t want you to resist. Maybe I just want you to love me.”
Kate sighed. “I don’t think that’s ever going to be a problem.” She kissed her softly. “I am so sorry your parents weren’t accepting.”
“It’s fine.”
“It’s not,” Kate insisted. “I mean, I can understand where they’re coming from, but it breaks my heart that you have to deal with it.”
“I know.” Carter nodded slowly. “I…told them that I don’t care what they think.” She sniffed softly, the small, broken sound belying her words. “I said they should get to know you and Mads so they can see how happy I am with you.” Her eyes fluttered when Kate smoothed a hand over her cheek, and she licked her lips. “And I told them that I’m not walking away from you guys, no matter what.”
“God, Carter.” Kate’s eyes welled with tears. “I’m so—” The rest of her sentence was lost to the sweetness of Carter’s mouth as she was kissed with such ardent devotion that it stole the breath from her lungs. She drew a shaky breath when Carter pulled away, and traced the curve of Carter’s cheek with her thumb as Carter’s forehead pressed against her own. “I love you.”
“I love you,” Carter whispered.
“Do you think your sister’s right? That they’ll eventually come around?”
“I hope so.”
“What if…” God, Kate hated the idea of opening Carter up to more heartache, but she longed to do something that might help fix this. “What if we had them over for dinner? Your parents, Chloe and her family, and Grant and Brian. Kind of like a big ‘meet the family’ type thing.”
“Chloe would love that.” Carter pulled Kate onto her lap. “But I don’t…” She sighed and buried her face in the crook of Kate’s neck. “I won’t put you and Mads through that unless they seem like they’re really willing to try.”
“Okay.” Kate leaned her cheek against Carter’s head. “Maybe float the idea by your sister so she can work on them?”
“Okay,” Carter murmured as she burrowed closer.
Protectiveness flared in Kate’s chest at how utterly exhausted Carter sounded. She needed to sleep, but a painful lump lodged itself in Kate’s throat at the idea of walking Carter out. She wanted to keep Carter here, with her, so she could take care of her in all the ways she hadn’t been able to while she’d been gone.
I don’t want her to leave, Maddie’s voice, so small and scared, echoed through her mind.
Kate closed her eyes and smoothed a hand through Carter’s hair. She didn’t want her to leave, either. She’d been resisting the urge to ask Carter to stay over when Maddie was home for weeks now, and after everything that’d happened since Carter got back that afternoon, she just didn’t have the strength to do it tonight.
Kate kissed the top of Carter’s head. “Come on, love. Let’s go to bed.”
“But Mads—”
“Will be fine,” Kate promised. “I just want to hold you tonight. Will you let me do that?”
A weight seemed to lift from Carter’s shoulders as she melted into Kate and pressed her lips to the underside of Kate’s jaw. “I’d love that.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“That’s Izzy’s house,” Maddie said, pointing to an immaculately kept Brownstone.
Carter was glad her sunglasses hid her reaction as she surveyed the townhouse that was less than a block from the public gardens. Archer Academy was the most elite all-girls school in Boston, so she’d assumed that the majority of Maddie’s classmates were from privileged backgrounds, but this was… “Damn.” She winced when Maddie giggled, and threw her a small smile. “Sorry.”
“It’s fine.” Maddie waved her off as she turned to reach into the backseat for her things. Izzy was having a sleepover party for New Year’s Eve and, since Kate had been in the middle of preparing a few appetizers for the party they’d be hosting for their friends, Carter had volunteered to drive Maddie to her friend’s house with Kate’s car. As Maddie settled back in her seat with her sleeping bag and backpack on her lap, she ventured, “Hey, Carter?”
There was a note of insecurity in Maddie’s tone that caught Carter’s attention, so she shifted into park and pulled off her sunglasses so she could look at her directly. “What’s up?”
“I just…” Maddie worried her lower lip. “Thank you for not leaving.”
Carter pursed her lips as she tried to figure out what Maddie meant. She’d yet to sleep in her own bed in the three nights since she’d returned from Philly. She and Kate hadn’t done more than sleep together, but falling asleep with Kate in her arms and being able to kiss her the moment she woke up was the absolute best way to start and end each day. But surely Maddie wasn’t thanking her for that? “Last night?”
“Just…” Maddie shrugged. “In general, I guess.” She blew out a rough breath. “You were so sad when you got back after Christmas that I was kind of worried that you…”
Carter held her breath as she waited for Maddie to finish her thought and, when nothing came, she murmured, “Oh, kiddo.” She dragged a hand through her hair and looked past Maddie to her friend’s front door. She hadn’t been surprised when Kate had picked up on her mood, but she’d really thought she’d managed to hide it from Maddie. “I was sad. I kind of still am,” she admitted. She’d texted her sister more over these last three days than she did in the last three months, and between that and Kate’s quiet support, the cloud of doom that’d been hanging over her head ever since her blow-up with her parents was slowly beginning to fade. Not completely, of course, but enough to allow the occasional ray of sunshine to break through. “But I’m getting better.” Maddie nodded, looking relieved but still obviously troubled, and Carter sighed. How am I supposed to show her that I’m exactly where I want to be? “Can I give you a hug?”
Carter’s heart squeezed when Maddie nodded and all but launched herself into her arms. She rubbed Maddie’s back and pressed her cheek to the side of her head. “I’m sorry I worried you.”
“It’s okay,” Maddie mumbled. She took a deep breath and whispered in a rush, “I just don’t want you to leave us.”
Fuck. Carter held Maddie tighter. “I’m not going anywhere, Mads.”
“Promise?”
Carter blinked back the tears that stung at the backs of her eyes. “Yeah. I promise.”
“Good.” Maddie wiped at her eyes as she pulled away. A small smile tipped her lips as she reached for her door. “So I’ll see you tomorrow morning?”
“Absolutely,” Carter said as Maddie opened her door. “Just text when you’re ready to be picked up, and we’ll be here as soon as we can.”
She waited at the curb until Maddie was safely inside, and blew out a rough breath as she shifted the car into gear and checked over her shoulder for a gap in traffic. It’d been killing her that she’d worried Kate as much as she had, and it broke her fucking heart to know that she’d done the same to Maddie. 
She took the long way home, going around the garden and over to Beacon Street to give herself time to sit with the hurt that her trying to protect Kate and Maddie had caused. She wished there was a way she could just snap her fingers and make it all better, but there wasn’t. What was done, was done. All she could do was try to do better next time. Even if it hurt. Even if it was hard.
Especially then, she promised herself as she made her way inside.
Her resolve to do better was strengthened even more when, after leaving her shoes on the mat in the foyer, she found Kate in the kitchen, dancing to the music playing from a small Bluetooth speaker. She stared, spellbound by the way Kate’s hips swayed to the beat as she worked, looking positively resplendent in a pair of faded jeans and a half-tucked white button-down with her sleeves rolled to mid-arm. She’d pulled her hair up into a low, messy bun that left the exquisite expanse of her neck open to Carter’s view, and the smile that quirked her lips when she found Carter watching her from the doorway was full of so much love that it made Carter’s heart skip a beat.
“You find the place all right?” Kate asked as she set the knife she’d been using onto the cutting board beside a veritable mountain of crudités and wiped her hands off on a towel.
“Yeah. Mads said she’d text in the morning when she’s ready to be picked up,” Carter reported. Her gaze dipped to appreciate the way Kate’s three open buttons left the pendant she’d given her on perfect display, and she smiled at the sound of Kate’s quiet laughter.
“See something you like?” Kate teased as she looped her arms around Carter’s neck and pulled her close.
“Mm, something I love,” Carter murmured as a shiver tumbled down her spine at the feeling of Kate’s fingers scratching lightly at the short hairs on the back of her neck. She cradled Kat’s waist in her hands and ducked her head to kiss the hollow at the base of Kate’s throat before dragging the tip of her nose along the line of Kate’s neck. “I can’t believe that I get to do this,” she whispered against her ear.
Kate sighed happily. “People are going to be arriving any time now,” she said, the warning belied by the breathy timbre of her voice and the way she inclined her head to offer more sensitive skin for Carter to worship.
Carter nipped at Kate’s earlobe. “But it’s good luck to kiss the person you love on New Year’s Eve.”
Kate hummed. “That’s at midnight.”
“Oh?” Carter brushed a kiss across Kate’s cheek before capturing her lips in a chaste, playful kiss. “Well, I’m sure it’s midnight somewhere.” She licked at the soft pillow of Kate’s upper lip as she pulled away. “But I guess I can stop if you really want me to.”
The hand in Carter’s hair tightened as Kate laughed and pulled Carter’s lips back to hers. “I never said I wanted you to stop.”
“Are you sure?” Carter asked as she playfully evaded Kate’s searching lips. “I can probably wait until midnight if you really want.”
“What I want is for you to kiss me.”
Carter’s stomach tightened as she nuzzled closer, letting their breaths mingle but keeping a hair’s width between them and coaxing the sweetest, softest whimper from Kate’s lips. “Like this?” she whispered as she closed the distance separating them to press a soft, sweet kiss to Kate’s lips. She smiled at the way Kate whined when she broke contact, and hummed as she mused, “Or did you want something more?”
Kate’s hips arched into Carter as she rasped, “I want you to kiss me like you mean it.”
Carter groaned and pulled Kate firmly against her as she captured her lips in a searing kiss. It wasn’t the first kiss they’d shared over the last few days, but it was certainly the least restrained, and her body reacted immediately. Warmth bloomed low in her hips as she swirled her tongue against Kate’s, and she moaned softly as she slid her hands under Kate’s shirt to caress the warm, soft skin along her sides. The quiet groan that rumbled in Kate’s throat when her hands drifted along the sides of Kate’s breasts was exquisite, and she echoed the sound when Kate arched her back so she could palm her breasts.
“Do you know,” she whispered as she traced the perimeter of Kate’s nipples with her thumbs, “how many times I looked at that picture you sent me while I was gone?” When Kate just whined and shook her head, she tugged the cups of Kate’s bra out of the way so she could capture the buds between her thumbs and forefingers to give them a light tweak. “Every chance I could.”
A low, keening sound rumbled in Kate’s chest as she ground down on Carter’s thigh. “God,” she gasped as she tore her mouth away. “Carter—”
Carter dipped her head to nip at Kate’s throat as she continued to tweak and roll her nipples. “You are stunning,” she rasped against Kate’s throbbing pulse point. She fluttered her tongue over the spot before painting it with a broad, heavy lick that made Kate writhe against her. “And knowing that you’re mine?” She moaned and swooped up to capture Kate’s lips in a bruising kiss as she made quick work of the buttons holding Kate’s shirt closed. “That I’m the one who gets to touch you like this…” Her voice trailed off as she pulled back to watch as she peeled Kate’s shirt open. She licked her lips as she drank in the delicate flush that colored Kate’s chest that heaved with her ragged breaths and the way her nipples stiffened beneath her gaze.
Kate tucked a finger under Carter’s chin. “Carter— Fuck,” she swore softly under her breath as she was interrupted by her phone ringing with the distinctive tone of the main door’s intercom.
Carter groaned as she buried her face in the crook of Kate’s neck. “Can we just ignore it?” she asked as she pulled Kate against her chest.
“God, I wish,” Kate sighed. “But Missy has a key, and if we don’t answer, she’ll just let herself in, and—”
“Yeah, that wouldn’t be good,” Carter agreed with a little pout as she pulled away. “Later?”
Kate chuckled softly. “Oh, you can bet your cute ass that we’ll be revisiting this later.”
“I look forward to it,” Carter murmured. She gestured toward Kate’s phone that was still ringing as her attention drifted to Kate’s breasts. “You, ah…gonna answer that?”
Kate smiled and left her phone where it was—and, by extension, its camera, which was safely aimed at the ceiling—as she tapped a finger to the ‘accept’ button. “Hello?”
“Hello yourself,” Missy replied breezily. “You took a while to answer, I was starting to get worried about what we’d walk-in on if I had to use my key.”
“You’re hilarious,” Kate drawled, rolling her eyes. “Come on in. Be there in a sec.”
“Right, so keep the key in my bag,” Missy quipped.
Instead of answering, Kate just unlocked the front door and disconnected the call. “Can you let them in while I fix this?” She gestured toward her chest.
Carter hummed and ducked her head to drop a kiss to each of Kate’s nipples. Her stomach fluttered at the high-pitched breathy little gasp the move got her, and she smiled at Kate as she rose to her full high to capture her lips in a sweet, lingering kiss. “I can do that,” she whispered as she pulled away slowly. She smiled at Kate’s dazed expression and hooded eyes, and bit her lip as she resisted the urge to dive back in for more. “Holler when you’re good, and I’ll let them in.”
“I… Uh… Okay,” Kate murmured distractedly.
Carter pecked Kate’s lips. “Do you need me to stay and help?”
Kate looked like she was tempted to say yes, but she took a deep breath and shook her head. “I got it. You just need to go so I’m not distracted.”
Carter licked her lips slowly and looked pointedly at Kate’s chest. “You sure?”
“Not even a little.” Kate gave her shoulder a little shove. “But you need to go before Missy actually lets herself in.”
That was a fair point, Carter had to admit. While she’d love to stretch this moment out indefinitely, she did not want to deal with Missy’s teasing. Or Erica’s, when she eventually arrived and Missy told her about walking in on them. “Okay,” Carter said, smiling and holding her hands up in surrender. “I’ll go let our guests in.”
“Yeah, you do that,” Kate muttered, though her tone was fond as she started putting herself back together.
Carter ruffled her hands through her hair as she walked out of the kitchen, and rolled her eyes when Missy, presumably, began pounding on the door. “Yeah, yeah, keep your pants on!”
Behind her, Kate laughed. “Oh my god, please don’t egg her on.” After a beat she added, “And you can let them in.”
“You got it, boss,” Carter said. She rolled her eyes as the knocking somehow managed to pick up more steam, and yanked it open with a playfully annoyed, “You made your damn point already!”
“God, it’s about time.” Missy waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “Took you guys forever to answer—did we interrupt something?”
“Wouldn’t you like to know,” Carter sassed as she stepped aside so they could enter. Her gaze drifted to Missy’s husband as the pair stopped to take off their shoes. He was tall—easily six-foot-six—with a lean, muscular build and cropped black hair flecked with gray, and she blinked as she realized that she knew him. Or, not knew him, knew him, but she absolutely recognized him. Kevin Flowers had been a decorated member of the Celtics in the early aughts, and now worked as an analyst for the local broadcast of their games. Mike is going to lose his ever-loving shit, she thought as she offed him her hand. “Hi, I’m Carter.”
“Kevin,” he introduced himself as he shook her hand. His grip was strong but not overpowering, and his warm brown eyes danced with amusement as he inclined his head toward his wife. “I’ve heard a lot about you.”
“Oh god, I’m afraid to ask.” 
“Smart girl.” Missy drawled, patting her on the hip as she sauntered into the kitchen. Her voice rang with laughter as she called, “Are you presentable, Kate? Because Carter is wearing a damning amount of your lipstick.”
Carter’s eyes widened. She wiped at her lips as Kate replied, “Oh, fuck you.”
“You’re fine,” Kevin assured her in a conspiratorial whisper. “She’s just messing with you guys.”
Carter sighed. “Yeah, that’s on par.”
Kevin chuckled and patted her shoulder. “On the bright side, it means she likes you.”
“Lucky me,” Carter deadpanned. She pulled up at the threshold of the kitchen when Kate’s phone chimed with the intercom alert, and half-turned toward the door as she caught Kate’s eye. “You wanna let them in and I’ll get the door?”
“Just, here.” Kate unlocked the main door and then passed Carter her phone. “You may as well hold onto this for a few. I have a feeling everyone’s going to be showing up soon.”
Carter nodded and slipped Kate’s phone into her back pocket as she made her way back to the entryway. She managed to get to the door before their new arrivals could knock, and she smiled at Erica, Mike, Jeremy, and Amber as she ushered them inside. “Did you all come together? Or did you just get here at the same time?” she asked as she gave each of them a quick hug hello.
“We met at Jer’s place, and he drove,” Erica said. “Figured it’d be easier to just have to find one parking space.”
Mike gestured toward the mat with Missy and Kevin’s shoes. “Shoes off, I’m assuming?”
“Please.” Carter nodded.
Erica handed Carter the six-pack of Angry Orchard cider she was holding. “Take this. I gotta untie my boots.”
“Yeah,” Amber echoed as she passed Carter the large Tupperware container she was holding as well.
“Oh damn,” Carter murmured excitedly when she saw what was inside. “You made your cheesecake brownies!”
“Is it really a party without them?” Jeremy joked as he toed off his sneakers.
“Fair point,” Carter conceded.
Once they’d all shucked their shoes, Carter led the group into the kitchen where Kate was arranging the veggies she’d cut up around a bowl of dip on a large plate. She’d just turned toward her friends so she could introduce them to Missy, who was perched on the counter beside Kate with a glass of wine, and Kevin, who had made himself comfortable on one of the barstools at the far end of the kitchen, when Erica took over with a jubilant, “There’s my bitch!” that had Missy cackling.
Figuring it was better to leave them to it than interrupt and draw their attention, Carter dropped the six pack of cider off in the fridge and then slipped over to Kate to see if she could help. “What can I do?”
“Well—” Kate eyed the container Amber had given Carter. “Does that need to be refrigerated?”
“Nah. It should be fine.”
Kate nodded and nudged the crudités toward her. “Well, if you could maybe put these and whatever those are on the counter by Kevin, I figure everyone can just load up their plates whenever they get snacky.”
Carter set the plate on top of the Tupperware. “I can do that.” She pulled a face as Kate’s phone vibrated in her back pocket. “Someone’s at the door. You wanna do this or go get it?”
“I should totally choose getting the door so I can escape.” Kate smiled and kissed her cheek. “But I’ll take one for the team and deal with these yahoos.”
Carter laughed and pecked Kate’s lips as she handed her the food. “You are a brave woman.”
Kate’s eyes danced as she grabbed Carter’s shirt and pulled her in for a real kiss. It was still chaste, but her lips softened around Carter’s in the sweetest, lingering connection, and she smiled as she pulled away. “I expect you to make it up to me later.”
“Anything you want,” Carter promised as she pulled away to answer the door.
The last of their guests arrived over the next half-hour, and Carter was pleased that their mixed friends group—led by Erica and Missy’s somewhat terrifying affinity for each other—was getting along fabulously. It was a low-key affair with good food and good friends and an eclectic mix of board games and, while could have maybe done without the dangerous duo’s teasing, it was worth it to see Kate so happy.
“Hey, Burke.” Erica snapped in front of her face. “Stop ogling your girlfriend and pay attention. You’re up.”
Carter rolled her eyes but knew better than to protest. She had been ogling, but, really, it wasn’t her fault. Kate was gorgeous, and with every glass of wine she finished, she found it harder and harder to focus on anything else. Thankfully, she’d planned out her next move before she’d gotten distracted appreciating the tempting shape of Kate’s smile, and because neither Brian nor Missy had taken advantage of the open triple-word score square she’d been eyeing, she was able to clear out her tile rack.
“Abscond,” she announced as she laid down the tiles. “Double-letter on the S, and D off ejaculate”—she smirked at Erica, who’d been the one to play that particular word—“with the triple-word and an extra fifty points for playing all seven tiles, gives me…one hundred eighty.” She laughed at the way Missy swore under her breath as she recorded the score and couldn’t resist teasing, “What was that you were saying earlier about jocks sucking at Scrabble?”
“Oh, fuck you,” Missy retorted playfully as she tossed the pen onto the table.
“Sorry, Miss, but she’s mine,” Kate joked as she slid onto Carter’s lap. She arched a brow as she eyed the board. “Ejaculated? Really?”
Carter smiled and wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist. They’d been flitting back and forth between conversations and games all night, and she wanted nothing more than to keep Kate right where she was for a while. “I just added the D to that one. Erica was the one who made the rest of it.”
“Why does that not surprise me?” Kate chuckled as she draped an arm over Carter’s shoulder and leaned into her.
Missy gasped in mock offense. “Excuse you! I would’ve totally done it, too!”
“Oh, I’m sure you would’ve, Miss,” Kate assured her as she stroked Carter’s arm around her waist. “When you guys are done, we should get a group picture. It’s almost midnight, and I’m sure some of us”—she smirked at Grant, who was in the middle of stifling a yawn—“will be heading out not long after.”
“Like you won’t be kicking us out,” Missy retorted.
Erica cackled and leaned forward to give Missy a high-five. “Okay, that was good.”
“We can kick you out now, if you’d rather,” Carter offered.
“Nah, you’d like that too much,” Grant quipped.
Carter pressed her lips to Kate’s shoulder as Kate rounded on Grant with an affronted gasp. “You did not.”
“Ah, but he did,” Missy said as she gave him a high-five as well.
Grant sniggered and gave her an apologetic shrug. “Sorry?”
“No you’re not,” Kate huffed.
“No, I’m really not,” Grant agreed, which only made Missy and Erica laugh harder. He leaned forward to grab the scoresheet, and shook his head as he looked it over. “This game’s over, anyway. Your girl’s up by over two hundred and there are, like, basically no tiles left.” He tossed the paper aside and smiled wryly at Missy and Erica. “What do you say we call it and go take that picture so we can crack open the champagne Brian and I brought?”
“Yeah, may as well,” Missy said as she flipped her tiles over. “I’ve got nothing, anyway.”
Kate smiled and swirled her fingers through the short hairs at the back of Carter’s neck. “Carter, will you help me figure out where to set up my phone so we can get everyone in the shot?”
Between the playfulness of Kate’s touch and the warm weight of her on her lap, Carter was tempted to say no and stay right where she was, but Erica was watching them with an all-too-knowing smirk that she wanted nothing more than to get away from. “Sure.”
In the end, the picture was easy enough to set up—they just propped the phone on the mantel and turned on the video once everyone was assembled so they could just pull the best shot of all of them from the reel without having to fiddle with a timer or anything. Carter pulled Kate back against her front and leaned her cheek against the side of her head as she smiled at the camera when Missy told everyone to smile, and after a handful of takes, the group disbanded to help make sure the champagne was ready to ring in the new year.
Carter cradled Kate in her arms as she watched them go, more than confident that Grant could handle it. She sighed happily as Kate spun in her embrace, and her heart fluttered at the way Kate’s arms looped around her neck as she melted into her. “Are you having fun?”
Kate’s eyes glittered with joy as she nodded. “Yeah. Are you?”
Carter smiled. “Yeah.” She dipped her head to capture Kate’s lips in a sweet, tender kiss. “I love you.”
“Love you, too,” Kate whispered.
“Oh my god, save it for midnight,” Missy joked as she poked them with Kate’s phone. “Here. So you don’t lose it.”
Carter grinned when Kate took the phone and pocketed it with a cheeky, “It’s midnight somewhere, Miss.”
“Yeah, like here,” Amber said as she joined them. “Or, well, in about two minutes, anyway.” She held out two flutes of champagne for Kate and Carter. “Ladies.”
Kate turned in Carter’s arms so that they were side-to-side. “Thank you,” she said as she took one of the flutes and Carter took the other.
“What about me?” Missy joked.
“That was an unforgivable oversight on my part. My apologies,” Amber drawled. She offered Missy her arm with a gallant bow. “How about we go find you one?”
“I think that sounds like a marvelous idea,” Missy said in a comically bad Southern accent. She waggled her eyebrows at Amber. “You know, since my husband has been stolen away by Erica’s boyfriend, I might be in need of someone to kiss at midnight. Whattaya say?”
“I… Uh…” Amber’s cheeks flamed.
Kate aimed a kick at Missy’s behind. “Be nice.”
Missy placed a hand over her heart as if wounded by Kate’s accusation. “I’m sorry? Kissing isn’t nice?” She arched a brow at Amber.
“No, kissing is nice,” Amber mumbled. “I just try to not kiss other people’s wives.”
“Because they’re women?”
Amber laughed. “God, no. I might be bi, but I generally prefer women.”
Missy nodded sagely. “Smart.”
“You’re married to a dude,” Carter sniggered.
A slow, mischievous smirk titled Missy’s lips. “Yeah, well, sometimes when two bi people find each other—”
She was interrupted by Brian yelling from the kitchen, “Here we go! Ten!”
“Come on.” Missy dragged Amber forward. “Let’s go get our champagne before the boys drink it all.”
“Nine!” a cluster of voices joined Brian in counting. “Eight! Seven!”
Carter tapped her glass to Kate’s, and they shared a smile as they each took a small sip.
“Six! Five!” the voices called.
Carter lifted her free hand to cradle Kate’s jaw as the countdown continued.
“Four! Three! Two! One!”
“Happy New Year, Carter,” Kate whispered, pressing closer to cover Carter’s lips with her own.
Carter didn’t even hear the cheer that went up from the group in the family room as she melted into the sweetness of Kate’s kiss. One kiss became two, three, four, and she was absolutely breathless by the time they broke apart. She smiled as she nuzzled Kate’s cheek. “Okay, now I see what the fuss is about,” she whispered.
“Fuss?” Kate hummed, sounding rather breathless herself.
Carter shrugged and pecked Kate’s cheek. “I’ve never kissed anyone at midnight before,” she confessed a little shyly.
“You’ve…?” Kate blinked her eyes open, and Carter couldn’t quite place flitted across Kate’s face before she pressed up onto her toes to kiss Carter again softly. “I love you.”
“I love you,” Carter murmured as she swayed after Kate’s lips. She sighed when she was rewarded with another kiss. This, right here, was how she wanted to ring in every new year for the rest of her life.
“What do you say we give them all ten minutes, and then we kick them out?” Kate proposed.
Carter smiled and pecked Kate’s lips. “I think that’s a fucking genius idea.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
There had been a time when Kate had relished coming home to a quiet house but now, as she wandered into the kitchen on a snowy Thursday evening, it just made her feel lonely. Maddie was off enjoying her annual ski trip with Grant and Brian in New Hampshire and Carter was wrapping up her training trip in Florida, and she was left in Boston with only work for company. She knew she was being melodramatic—Maddie had only been gone for a little over a day and Carter would be home in two—but she’d gotten used to having Carter by her side and, without Maddie around to help distract her from Carter’s absence, she felt adrift.
She pursed her lips as she studied the contents of the fridge, looking for anything that sounded palatable for dinner, but gave up after less than a minute. She’d had a late lunch after wrapping up in the lab, and no amount of staring at food was going to make her feel hungry right now. 
A voice in the back of her head said that she could take advantage of the quiet to get a bit more work done, but her brain was fried from a day of tinkering. She didn’t need to work; she needed to shut her mind off and relax. And nothing helped her do that more than a long soak in a hot bath with a glass of wine and a book.
Feeling moderately better about her solitude for the evening, she opened a bottle of wine and grabbed a glass before padding downstairs. She set the bottle and glass on the vanity and then turned on the heating element in the large soaking tub that helped keep the water from losing its warmth too quickly before turning on the tap. The sound of the water crashing against porcelain filled the room as she grabbed the padded headrest and bamboo bath tray she’d gotten for her birthday a few years ago from beneath the sink. The pillow was more of an elongated back rest that made lounging more comfortable and, once it was arranged how she liked, she turned her attention to making sure the tray was securely nestled atop the edges of the tub.
Thanks to the oversized spout, the tub filled quickly and, by the time she’d slipped her wineglass into the cutout that kept it from accidentally getting knocked over and tucked her phone into one of the grooves that spanned the center of the tray, it was nearly a third of the way full. She ruffled her hands through her hair as she turned to the sink to remove what little makeup she wore and twist her hair up into a messy bun before, with a quick check on the tub—nearly half-full—she wandered off to collect her iPad from her bedside table. On the way back, she stopped in her closet that separated the bathroom from her bedroom to pull out the pair of sweatpants she’d liberated from Carter at Christmas and a tee to sleep in before undressing. It wasn’t the same as having Carter next to her, but it was a passable substitute until she could hold her again.
She was pleased to note that the tub had passed the three-quarter mark as she set a large, fluffy white towel on the edge for when she was done. After pouring herself a glass of wine and double-checking that the angled brace on the tray was locked so that her iPad wouldn’t fall in, she climbed into the tub while it finished filling.
A sigh escaped her as the hot water slid over her chest, warming her from the outside in, and she closed her eyes as she tipped her head back onto the pillow. She used her foot to close the tap once the water spilled over her shoulders, and she blew out a long, contented breath at the silence that surrounded her. 
Oh, this is wonderful, she thought as she blinked her eyes open and reached for her wine. She’d been soaking for less than ten minutes and she already felt more relaxed than she had in weeks. I really need to do this more often. 
Her phone rang just as she’d set her glass back in its little notch, and a smile tipped her lips at the sight of Carter’s picture on her screen. Not wanting to handle the device with wet hands, she answered the call on speaker as she leaned back against her padded headrest. “Hey, you.”
“Hey yourself.”
Kate wasn’t sure if it was because she was already naked and drifting in a pleasant lassitude, or simply because it’d been close to two weeks since she’d last felt Carter’s hands on her body, but her stomach fluttered at the gentle warmth that textured Carter’s tone. She prayed her voice didn’t betray her as she asked, “How was your day?”
“Good. We took the kids out to the Intracoastal Waterway this morning to do some long steady state pieces, and then this afternoon we did a lift and some 2ks at Benderson. We just got back from dinner, and the kids will be doing skit night here in like forty-five minutes or so, so I figured I’d call before I had to go back down for that.” Carter hummed through a yawn that spoke to how long her day had been. “How was your day?”
“Productive,” Kate reported. “My latest round of modifications performed well in lab tests today, so tomorrow I’m going to take advantage of your teams being gone and use the rowing tank to put it through a wider range of flow rates.”
“That’s awesome,” Carter murmured. “God, I wish I was there so I could give you a big kiss to celebrate.”
Kate squeezed her legs together as her traitorous mind called up the image of her pulling Carter down on top of her as they kissed long and slow and dirty, and she gritted her teeth against the arousal that bloomed in the pocket of her hips. “We’ll be able to do that soon.”
“Not soon enough,” Carter replied huskily. Kate bit back a groan as her nipples tightened at Carter’s tone and shifted against the back of the tub. Carter must have heard the quiet ripple of water the movement produced, because she asked, “You doing dishes or something?”
“No. I’m actually in the bath.” Kate frowned at the quiet thud that echoed through the line. “Carter?”
There was a strange rustling over the line before Carter replied, “Yep. I’m here. Just, ah…dropped the phone.”
Kate smiled. “Why’d you drop your phone?”
“Because I was assaulted with the mental image of you being all naked and wet and my fingers forgot to hold on to the stupid thing.”
“Assaulted?” Kate chuckled. “Really?” Instead of answering as she’d expected, her phone rang, and she frowned as she sat up to see if the call had been dropped. Her heart swept into her throat when she saw that she was still very much on the line with Carter. She was just trying to FaceTime her. While she was naked. She swallowed thickly as she picked up the phone and pressed the green circle on the screen. Her stomach clenched at the hunger that darkened Carter’s eyes, and there was no disguising the rasp that crept into her voice as she said, “Carter.”
Time seemed to still as Carter’s gaze dipped to where the water covered her chest, and Kate’s breath caught as she watched Carter’s tongue slide slowly over her lips as she drank in the view. 
“God, Kate,” Carter whispered, her voice breathy with appreciation and textured with longing. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”
Kate whimpered as Carter’s words slid over her body like a physical caress, making her pulse stutter and her clit twitch.
“Lovely,” Carter murmured. Her gaze dropped back to where the water met Kate’s chest, and she groaned. "I want…”
Heart pounding in her ears, Kate prompted, “What?”
“To see you.”
Oh. Kate sucked in a sharp breath. Now she wanted that, too. Heat spread across her lower belly as she sat up that little bit more.
“You are an absolute vision.” A slow smile tipped Carter’s lips when Kate whimpered softly, and she inclined her head as she suggested, “Arch your back for me a bit more?”
Kate bit her lip and pressed her chest out of the water. She’d never done anything like this, but the open appreciation in Carter’s eyes and the quiet, confidence in Carter’s voice had her wanting to give her everything she asked for. Her skin felt electric beneath the weight of Carter’s gaze, and she reached up to caress the spot where her pulse pounded in the hollow of her throat.
“Fuck, and I thought my dream last night was hot,” Carter groaned.
Emboldened by Carter’s words, Kate trailed her fingers lower to draw light, teasing arcs across the tops of her breasts. “Dream?” 
Carter cleared her throat softly. “I dreamt that I surprised you at your office on campus, bent you over your desk, and—” 
A low, positively sinful moan spilled from Kate’s lips as her imagination conjured an image of her bared and bent over her desk with Carter’s hands gliding over her hips and ass, stroking, teasing, working her up until she dipped a hand between her legs and pressed into her from behind.
“Oh.” Surprise colored Carter’s tone. “Do you like that idea?”
Kate gritted her teeth and drew a shallow breath. Her instinct was to say no—it would be entirely unprofessional to do anything like that at her office where anyone could hear them—but it was impossible to ignore the ache throbbing between her legs that said there was a part of her that very much liked the idea. “I…uh…” She cleared her throat softly. “I think I do.”
“That…” Carter’s eyebrows lifted. “We are going to revisit that one later.”
Kate hummed. “We are?”
“Oh, we definitely are.” Carter nodded. A small, lopsided smile quirked her lips. “But, for now,” she said, her voice low and dripping with sin and suggestion, “I’m thinking there’s something else we might try.”
Kate squeezed her thighs together. “What’s that?”
Carter bit her lip as her eyes tracked down to Kate’s breasts, and Kate watched, spellbound by the way it plumped back up as it slipped free. “You look so pretty right now. So relaxed.” Her throat bobbed and her shoulders lifted with a breath as she dragged her dark, dark eyes up to look Kate in the eye as she asked, “Will you touch yourself for me?”
“Christ,” Kate groaned as she clenched around nothing. “Carter.”
“I want to make you feel good,” Carter murmured, her voice lush with desire. “I am going to lay you out on the bed and worship every inch of your magnificent body when I get home, but I don’t want to wait that long to watch you come.” 
Kate’s eyes rolled back in her head as she confessed, “I’ve never…”
“We don’t have to,” Carter assured her quickly.
Kate shook her head. That wasn’t what she meant. She trusted Carter, and she was already so turned on that she’d likely be taking care of matters on her own later if this ache wasn’t handled now. She just wanted Carter to know that this was new for her. “You’ll tell me what to do?”
“Fuck,” Carter groaned, and Kate’s entire body came alive at the raspiness in her voice. “Yeah. I’m going to take such good care of you, baby.”
Hot, molten arousal pooled between Kate’s legs at the confidence Carter managed to imbue in that promise, and she sighed as her hand that had been drifting along her chest skated lower to lightly caress the soft skin of her breast. 
“Oh, that’s good. Use both hands,” Carter instructed softly.
Kate closed her eyes and tipped her head back as her left hand began mirroring the movement of her right, tracing the curve of her breasts. The gentle touch felt incredible, somehow managing to be both arousing and relaxing at the same time, but knowing that Carter was watching made the glide of her nails across her skin absolutely electric. She pressed herself further out of the water, baring more of herself to Carter’s view as she dragged the backs of her fingers along the underside of her breasts.
“Fuck,” Carter exhaled shakily.
Kate smiled and used her hands to lift her breasts higher. “You like this?”
“So much,” Carter rasped. “God, baby, tease your nipples for me.”
Kate gasped as her entire body came alive at the first brush of her thumbs over her nipples. She moaned Carter’s name as she used the sides of her thumbs to paint bold, heavy stripes over the swollen buds.
“You are so fucking sexy,” Carter whispered. “Does that feel good?”
Kate licked her lips and nodded.
“Words, love,” Carter prompted, her tone at once gentle and firm in a way that made Kate’s pulse trip over itself.
“Yes,” Kate exhaled with the slightest hint of a whine as she continued to play with her nipples. “Feels so good.”
“Mm,” Carter purred. “Pinch them. Nice and firm, just like you like me to do it.”
Kate moaned as her fingers responded as if Carter were manipulating them herself, closing around the stiff buds and squeezing roughly. She tipped her head back further and arched into her hands as she began rolling her nipples between her thumbs and forefingers, sending delicious little bolts of electricity skittering down her belly to where her clit pulsed between her legs. “Carter…”
“So good. You’re doing so good, baby.”
Kate gasped as her hips jerked at the praise. 
“Fuck,” Carter whimpered. “Are you wet?” 
“God, yes,” Kate groaned. “Carter…”
“Spread your legs for me. As wide as you can.” When Kate bit her lip as she pressed the sides of her legs against the walls of the tub, Carter murmured, “Perfect. God, you are so fucking sexy. Do you want to touch yourself?”
Kate nodded as her stomach fluttered and swooped, sending a fresh wave of arousal crashing between her legs. In this moment, she was pretty sure she’d never wanted anything more. “Please.”
“Can you move whatever your phone is propped on? I want to see more of you.”
Kate hissed under her breath as her hips jerked at the smokiness in Carter’s voice. She wanted Carter to see more of her, too. God, she wanted her to see everything. She nodded as she sat up to carefully slide the tray to the far end of the tub and, after a quick adjustment to make sure her phone would be pointed at her, settled back into her previous position, head nestled on the pillow, chest lifted just so that Carter could see her nipples, and her legs spread wide. She pulsed needfully at the hunger that darkened Carter’s gaze as she drank her in, and lifted her chin as she whispered, “Please.”
“Start with your tits again.” When Kate wasn’t quite able to quiet the sound of protest that caught in her throat, Carter murmured, “Patience, love. I’ll take care of you.”
That was something Kate was quickly running out of, and she closed her eyes as she forced herself to ignore the rising tenor of her need to do as Carter wished. She dipped her right hand in the water before circling the stiff points of her nipples. The tension in her jaw faded as she imagined the light, wet touch was Carter’s tongue against her skin, and she groaned as she squeezed her breast roughly.
“Christ,” Carter exhaled.
Emboldened by Carter’s response, Kate dipped her left hand in the water before treating her left nipple to the same delicious treatment as she plucked and rolled her right. Too turned on to stay still, her hips began rolling with every delicious flash of pain, and there was no quieting the moan that escaped her when she caught both nipples between her thumbs and forefingers and pinched hard.
Fuck, that’s so good.
“Fuck, so good,” Carter husked, sounding nearly as affected by what was happening as Kate was. “Leave one hand on your tit, but you can stroke you inner thigh with the other. No higher, though. I still want you to tease yourself.”
Kate exhaled shakily and toyed with her left nipple as she slipped her right hand beneath the water, caressing her stomach lightly as she reached down, down, over the jut of her hipbone and along the line where her leg hinged to dip her fingers between her thighs. Her pulse beat a heavy, desperate rhythm as she teased herself, alternating light and rough touches on her breast and always stopping frustratingly short of where she ached to be touched with every stroke of her hand. Her hips lifted every time her fingers brushed against the short hairs between her legs and then retreated, but the flash of disappointment was soothed by Carter’s soft words of encouragement to extend this most exquisite torture for one more pass. And then one more.
And then one more.
“Please,” she begged when Carter had her deny herself again. “Please, darling.” She squeezed her eyes shut as her fingers hovered centimeters away from where she desperately needed them. “I need—” She whimpered as her hand twitched, sending a small ripple that landed with the force of a tsunami between her legs. “God, Carter, please.”
“What do you need?” Carter husked.
You. Kate dug her fingertips into her inner thigh. “Please let me touch myself.”
Carter groaned and, with a loud exhale, relented. “Not your clit. And not inside.” When Kate mewled, she murmured, “Soon, love. You’re doing so well. I’ve got you. Just hold off for a bit longer.”
Kate bit her lip as she spread herself open with two fingers. Her hips rocked instinctively in a bid to draw her fingers inside, and she drew a sharp breath at the flash of pleasure that rocked through her as her fingers brushed against her entrance. 
Carter’s voice was soft as she asked, “How wet are you?”
“So wet.” Kate licked her lips. “Carter… Please.”
“Okay,” Carter exhaled shakily. “Touch your clit. Keep it slow and light.”
Kate cried out as stars flashed behind her eyelids at the first teasing brush of her fingertips against her clit, and she clenched needfully at the way Carter responded with a firm, “Do not come yet.” 
Desperate, ragged breaths fell from her parted lips as she struggled to keep from tipping over that euphoric edge as she played lightly at her clit, her need to come at war with her desire to be good for Carter. She squeezed her eyes shut as she simultaneously chased and avoided that blissful fall, the violent crash of her breaths echoing like thunder against the modest waves that lapped at the edges of the tub from her movements as with every deft circle and delicate flick, she inched that much closer to release.
“Are you close?” Carter murmured.
Kate nodded violently. “So close,” she whimpered as her hips bucked against her hand. She drew a sharp breath and let it go in a rush. It didn’t do much to stem the tide of her building orgasm, but it bought her enough clarity to add, “I’m so close, Carter. Please let me come.”
The pounding of her pulse in her ears drowned out all but a whisper of Carter’s answering “Fuck”, but it miraculously dimmed enough for her to hear the decisive “Come for me” that followed soon after.
Unshackled, Kate moaned loudly as she rubbed firm, fast, tight circles against her clit, and a half-dozen circuits later her entire body seized as the orgasm she’d been craftily evading hit her like a tidal wave, stealing the breath from her lungs as that first flash of paralysis melted into wave after glorious wave of relief as pleasure washed through her. She’s dimly aware of the sound of Carter’s voice, so gentle and warm, talking her through her release, and by the time it finally faded away, she was boneless and spent in the way only Carter ever leaves her feeling.
“Oh my god,” Kate muttered into the silence that surrounded her. She blinked her eyes open slowly as she came back to herself, and blushed at the awed, absolutely love-struck look on Carter’s face. “What?”
“What?” Carter teased, rolling her eyes. “You are incredible. That was…” She blew out a rough breath. “Fuck, I wish I wasn’t here right now.” She tugged at her hair, making her curls stand up in the devastatingly enticing way that it did whenever Kate pulled at it when she went down on her, and a sweet, charmingly sincere smile spread across her lips as she whispered, “I love you so fucking much. Thank you.”
Kate’s blush deepened as she murmured, “Pretty sure I’m the one who should be thanking you.”
Carter’s charming smile widened playfully. “Oh?”
Kate hummed as she drank in Carter’s dark eyes and the delicate flush that crept from her hairline all the way down beneath the scooped neck of her tank top. “I can return the favor, if you’d like,” she offered.
“Oh, I’d definitely… Goddamn it—” Carter swore as she was interrupted by a knock. 
Kate bit the inside of her cheek as Carter looked down at her wrist, and she knew from the way Carter’s smile fell and her shoulders slumped that this call was about to be over. “Go,” she said gently. “It’s okay.”
“I don’t want to,” Carter pouted. “Do you have any idea how turned-on I am right now after watching you touch yourself like that?”
Kate groaned softly under her breath. “Darling…”
Carter sighed. “I hate my job.”
“No you don’t.”. 
“I kinda do right now,” Carter insisted, a ghost of her earlier smile quirking her lips.
“Well, we always have tomorrow,” Kate offered.
Carter brightened immediately. “Promise?”
“Yes, darling,” Kate chuckled. “I promise.” She cleared her throat and added softly, “And, maybe, when you get home, we can try this again. You know, so you can get the full effect.”
Carter’s eyes widened and her mouth fell open as she processed the idea. “I, um…”
God, it was such a rush to know that she affected Carter so completely. “Words, love,” Kate teased lightly.
Carter groaned. “Yes, oh my god, please.”
Kate smiled at Carter’s enthusiasm. “Okay.”
“Okay,” Carter echoed a little lamely. She rolled her eyes at the way Kate’s smile widened in response, but before she could fashion a retort, the person at her door knocked again. “Fuck,” she hissed. She shook her head and yelled, “Yeah, yeah! I’ll be right there!!” Her eyes crinkled with a small, apologetic smile as she held Kate’s gaze. “I love you.” 
“I love you. And I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”
“Yeah,” Carter sighed. “I can’t wait,” she said softly before, with one last lingering glance, the screen went black.



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Fuck,” Carter groaned as she got a hand on the dock at Sarasota Rowing Club and guided the double she’d taken out with Ali Raby to a stop. “Untie,” she directed as she leaned forward to yank on the quick release strap on her shoes. Once free, she said, “Foot to stripe, and out,” and then promptly fell onto her back onto the dock with her feet resting on the shell to keep it from floating away.
“Now that’s what I call an adventure row,” Ali declared with a wide, devil-may-care grin as she flopped beside Carter.
“It was that,” Carter agreed weakly. She tugged at the hem of her soaking wet trou as their swamped double bobbed heavily beneath her feet. They were both absolutely drenched from the rollers that had swept over their gunwales when the wind unexpectedly picked up just as they’d reached their turnaround point. “Why is it that this happens to us, like, every freaking time we try this on a training trip?”
“The universe hates you?”
Carter pulled a face, but had to admit that wasn’t an unfair assessment between being interrupted the night before and now this. “Maybe.” She crunched into a sitting position and pulled a face at the water puddled in the footwells. “This is gonna be a heavy sonofabitch to get out.”
“Good thing we’re big strong girls, eh?” Ali quipped as she rolled to sitting as well.
“This big strong girl is tired,” Carter grumbled. 
“After that little row?” Ali chuckled when Carter responded by flipping her off. “You have a late night on the phone with Kate or something?” she joked as she pushed to her feet. 
Carter was grateful for the flush of exertion she could feel warming her skin because it meant her blush was hidden. She’d been tempted to call Kate back, but the skits had run long and she hadn’t wanted to risk waking her up. She’d just had a hell of a time falling asleep because her mind was fixated on how incredibly sexy Kate had looked touching herself. “No.” She gave Ali a playfully chastising look. “You actually interrupted my call with Kate before the skits.”
“Ah.” Ali grimaced. “Sorry.”
“You should be,” Carter told her as an image of Kate in the tub, one hand on her breast while the other worked between her legs, flashed across her mind. She’d honestly expected Kate to shy away from letting her watch her get herself off, but the way she’d surrendered control so completely and let her tell her what to do.
That was easily the hottest fucking thing she’d ever seen. 
“Well, that explains why it took you so long to answer the blimmin’ door.”
You have no idea. Carter set her hands on her hips and pointedly looked at their waterlogged boat. “You ready for a shower?”
“As I’ll ever be, I reckon,” Ali agreed.
“Right.” Carter sighed and bent to place her hands on the gunwales. “Hands on.” When Ali was in place, she called, “Down and then up. And, go.” 
They shoved the boat down to let the water help them lift it up, and Carter gritted her teeth as they muscled the boat up over their heads. She held her breath as the water that had puddled in the footwells crashed over her head, and once the barrage finished, shook her head to clear the water from her eyes.
“Well, that was refreshing,” Ali grumbled.
Carter grinned at the annoyance in Ali’s voice as she wiped at her face, and, knowing that Ali preferred to carry on her left side, stepped to her left to put her right shoulder under the gunwale as she called, “To shoulders.” Once the boat was lowered, she said, “And walk her up. Let’s get her cleaned off so we can get out of here.” She checked her watch. “We’ve got about an hour and a half before we need to meet with Sue before the final practice tonight.”
“Gonna be tight with the drive back and needing to shower,” Ali noted as they picked up their pace.
Washing and drying the boat took up a decent chunk of what time they had, and it was only Ali’s treatment of the speed limit as a suggestion more than a hard and fast rule on the drive to the hotel that got them to their meeting with two minutes to spare. Carter grinned and held a fist out to her as she held the door to the conference room the team had commandeered for the week to serve as their base of operations. “Looking good, Rabs.”
Ali smirked and blew Carter a kiss. “You too, handsome.”
Carter was about to respond when her phone buzzed in the pocket of her shorts. Her heart fluttered at the sight of Kate’s picture on the screen, and her stomach followed suit a split-second later as she recalled Kate’s promise from the day before. Which she was all for—god, was she for it, she’d been on edge ever since yesterday because she restrained from touching herself so that she’d be good and ready for Kate—except it was the middle of the afternoon and at least three hours before what had become their usual window of time to call and check-in with each other.
Surely Kate wasn’t expecting for them to do that now?
She turned away from Ali as she lifted her phone to her ear, a hint of confusion creeping into her voice as she answered, “Kate?”
“Carter…”
Carter’s heart stopped at the way Kate’s voice cracked around her name. “Baby, what’s wrong?”
Kate sniffed and, in a trembling voice, shared, “Maddie’s hurt.”
Carter’s stomach sank, and she just managed to drop into a chair at one of the banquet tables before her knees gave out. “What? How? Is she going to be okay?” Carter asked, fear driving the volume of her voice up with every question.
“Grant called and said he was in an ambulance with her to the hospital,” Kate said, sounding so small and broken that Carter’s eyes welled with tears. “She wiped out snowboarding.” She sniffed. “It’s her clavicle. He said it’s bad. Like, can-tell-from-looking-at-it-that-it’s-broken, bad.”
Carter startled when Ali appeared at her side, and shook her head at the questioning look on her friend’s face. She didn’t have time right now to reiterate what’d happened. “Are you on your way there now?”
“I’m throwing some clothes in a bag and then I’ll be heading out.”
Carter dove forward to grab a scrap of paper and a pen that were left over from when they’d scored the teams’ skits last night. “What’s the name of the hospital they’re taking her to?”
“Hospital?” Ali echoed, her eyes widening with concern.
“County General in Littleton. I guess it’s the closest with a trauma unit.” Carter’s stomach clenched painfully. “I dunno. Maps says I can get there in two and a half hours.” Kate blew out a shaky breath. “I just gotta beat rush hour traffic.”
Carter finished writing down the name of the hospital and threw the pen down onto the note in frustration. She would give anything to be able to take care of Kate right now, but she was twelve-hundred miles away. She scrubbed a hand over her face and took a deep, steadying breath as she watched Ali jog across the room to where the rest of the coaching staff were huddled around a table. “Please drive carefully. And keep me updated.” 
“I will.”
“I’m supposed to land tomorrow at, like, noon. I’ll rent a car at the airport and meet you there.”
“That’s not—”
“Kate. Maddie’s in the hospital. I’d be there right now if I could, but I’m in fucking Florida and I can’t—” Carter’s voice broke with emotion, and she shook her head at herself. Kate was dealing with enough already. She didn’t need to add to it. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s okay. I’m scared too.”
Carter wiped at her cheeks. “God, baby. I’m so sorry I can’t be there for you guys.”
“Me too,” Kate whispered. “But we’ll be okay. I’ll let you know what’s going on as soon as I find out more.”
“Thank you. Give her my love when you see her?”
“I will.”
“I love you.”
“I love you too, darling.” Kate sniffed. “I’ll talk to you soon.”
“Okay,” Carter murmured. When the line went dead, she dropped the phone on the counter and buried her face in her hands. How am I supposed to focus on practice knowing that Maddie’s hurt? She pressed the heels of her palms into her eyes and took a long, deep breath in. Maddie is going to be okay. She exhaled slowly. She’s with her dad, and Kate will be there soon.

“Carter?”
Carter quickly wiped at her face as she looked up to see Susan Carroll, the head coach of the MU women’s rowing team, standing beside her. Even though Carter didn’t detect a hint of anger in Susan’s dark brown eyes, she still found herself apologizing as she jumped to her feet. Susan demanded excellence from the entire team—staff and students alike—and she did not tolerate tardiness. “Sorry. I, um—”
Susan stopped her with a hand on her arm, and her expression was kind as she asked gently, “Ali said something about a hospital?”
“Maddie got hurt snowboarding,” Carter reported, not needing to explain who Maddie was because the two had met just a couple of weeks prior, when Susan had found her and Maddie doing an erg workout at the boathouse the day before the team had left for Florida. She raked a hand through her hair and blew out a rough breath. “Most likely a broken collarbone. She’s on the trip with her dad, and Kate didn’t have a lot of information. Just that she was hurt and the name of the hospital she’s being taken to.”
Susan tucked her shoulder-length chestnut brown hair behind her ears and nodded. “Go pack your stuff.”
Carter blinked at her. “I’m sorry?”
“I said go pack. Ali says she’ll look into changing your flight.”
There was nothing Carter wanted to do more than what Susan said, but… “But we still have one more practice, and then the team dinner tonight.”
“Carter, no.” Susan held up a hand. “Between me, Ali, and Leslie, we’ll manage it all just fine. You need to go home.”
“I…” Carter blinked at her, and half-turned toward the door as she asked, “You’re sure?”
“Positive. Family is more important than rowing.” Susan’s lips quirked with a small, understanding smile as she inclined her head toward the door. “You need to go take care of yours.”
“Okay.” Carter nodded. “Thank you.”
“No thanks necessary, Carter.” Susan insisted gently. “Just keep me posted on how she’s doing, okay? If you need more time, we’ll figure out a way to make sure your practices are covered. And let her know that, when she’s up to it, I still owe her that interview for her historical research project.”
Carter smiled at the reminder. Maddie’s history class was doing a civil rights unit and, after meeting Susan, Maddie had asked Carter to see if the soon-to-be-retiring coach—who was a member of the infamous group of women who had stormed the Yale Athletic Director’s office in 1976 to protest the unequal treatment the women’s rowing program was receiving from the university in the wake of Title IX—would let Maddie interview her for her essay. “I will. Thanks again, Sue. Really.”
Ali was waiting for her in the lobby when she returned from packing with an anxious expression that made her instantly nervous. “Come on,” she said without preamble as she turned sharply on her heel and started for the exit. “Flight leaves in ninety. I forwarded the info to your email. I’ll drive.”
Carter gripped her bag tighter as she jogged to catch up to Ali. “You sure?”
“Boss’ orders,” Ali reported with a nod. “Besides, we both know I’ll get you there faster than a cab or the blimmin’ shuttle.”
True to her word, Ali made the twenty minute drive in a little less than fifteen. And because the gods’ desire to fuck with her had apparently been satisfied during her and Ali’s row, there was an open porter at the curb who got her bag checked quickly, and there were only a dozen people in front of her in the security line. She was at her gate ten minutes before the flight had even begun boarding. 
Too anxious to sit, she double-checked the boarding time, then adjusted the straps of her backpack as she took off to walk the concourse. If she didn’t burn off at least some nervous energy, odds were good the people sitting next to her just might kill her during the three and a quarter hour flight back to Boston.
For as easy as it’d been for her to get to her gate, the concourse was bustling with travelers. The sight of a young mother following a toddler who was careening wildly through the wide central walkway reminded her that she hadn’t called Kate yet to let her know she was coming home early—and she tracked the little girl’s progress, grateful for the small distraction, as she pulled her phone from her pocket.
Kate answered on the first ring, her voice at once surprised and equally concerned. “Carter?”
“Hey. I just wanted to let you know that I’m on my way,” Carter said, trying to imbue as much reassurance into her tone as she could as she checked her watch. “I should land in Boston in about four hours or so, and then I’ll rent a car and meet you at the hospital. It’ll probably be after visiting hours, though, so I’ll call you when I get close, okay?”
“You’re…what?” Carter winced at the sound of a horn honking in the background, but Kate didn’t seem bothered by it as she asked, “How?”
“Susan and the other coaches are going to handle the rest of the trip while Ali helped get my flight changed so I can come be with you and Mads.”
“Really?” Kate asked, sounding like she was close to tears. “You’ll really be here tonight?”
“As soon as I can,” Carter promised. “How are you doing?”
“I’ll be better when I see her. Grant’s last text said she’s been seen by an ER doc and is waiting to be taken for x-rays to see how bad the break is.”
Carter sighed and nodded. “At least she’s been seen.” She looked toward her gate as a robotic voice announced her flight was beginning to board. “Okay. My flight’s boarding now, so I’m gonna let you focus on driving. I’ll text when I land, and will give you a call when I’m on the road, okay?”
“Okay,” Kate echoed. “Thank you.”
Carter swallowed thickly. “Always, my love,” she promised. “Please drive safely. And if you see her, tell Maddie to hang in there. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Kate clenched her jaw against the yawn that wanted to break free as she watched Maddie’s gurney surrounded by her operating team disappear through the swinging doors that led to the operating rooms. While her broken collarbone had been broken badly enough to require surgery, her procedure had kept getting pushed back as higher-priority cases were seen first. On the one hand, she was grateful that Maddie’s injury, while serious, wasn’t so bad that she was the one being rushed into the operating room. On the other, she simply wanted her daughter taken care of. 
“Don’t worry, she’s in great hands,” a kind-looking nurse whose name Kate had forgotten said as she smiled at Kate, Grant, and Brian. “If you want, I can show you all to the surgical waiting room. Her doctor will find you there once they’ve finished to give you an update.”
Kate nodded. She was so tired, she felt like she’d already run a marathon, and the day wasn’t even close to over yet. She checked her phone as she followed the nurse out the door, and sighed when she didn’t see an update from Carter. Nearly four hours had passed since Carter had called when she’d landed in Boston, and she was beginning to worry that something had happened to her on the drive to New Hampshire.
“Still no message from Carter? She probably ran into a line at the rental place,” Grant reasoned with a wan smile. “I’m sure she’ll be here soon.”
“No, I know,” Kate murmured. “I just…” Her voice trailed off as her phone buzzed in her hand, and her heart leapt at the sight of Carter’s smiling face on her screen. Thank god. She slowed her pace to fall a little behind the pack as she answered with a soft, “Hey, you.”
“Hey, sorry. The car rental at Logan was insane, but I’m walking into the hospital now. Is she out of surgery yet?”
“They just took her in, actually. Another emergency case came in right after I texted you earlier,” Kate reported as the nurse led them into a long, rectangular waiting room. “Can you hold on one sec?” When Carter assured her she would, she pulled her phone away from her ear to ask the nurse, “My partner just arrived. If I went down to meet her in the lobby, would we be able to get back here on our own?”
The nurse nodded. “Of course.” She pointed to the doors they’d come through. “If you head back that way, take the first left, and you’ll be able to follow the signs to the lobby. The cafeteria should still be open, too, if you want to get coffee or something to eat. It’ll probably be an hour and a half to two hours before she’s back in recovery.”
“Coffee,” Brian half-moaned.
Kate chuckled. “We’ll get it. You two sit tight, just in case.” Grant and Brian nodded and dropped into a couple of nearby chairs, and Kate lifted her phone back to her ear as she pushed through the door. “I’ll be right down to meet you,” she told Carter.
The path to the lobby wasn’t as easy to follow as the nurse had made it sound, but Kate eventually found it. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Carter standing near the visitor’s information desk that was empty at this late hour. She looked ruffled and tired and entirely underdressed for New Hampshire in January in her lightweight joggers and MU Crew hoodie. The fear that’d been squeezing her chest like a vise since Grant’s initial call, making it hard to breathe, loosened at the feeling of Carter’s strong, capable arms wrapping around her as she fell into her. 
Something inside her broke as Carter’s familiar warmth enveloped her, setting the tears she’d been fighting all day free as she tucked her face in the crook of Carter’s neck, and she clung to her as she allowed herself this moment of weakness. She would have managed on her own, but she was so, so glad she didn’t have to. And while she knew that Grant and Brian would have understood and supported her, that wasn’t what she wanted. 
She wanted—no, she needed—Carter. 
“Thank God you’re here,” she whispered, her voice cracking as a fresh wave of tears broke rank to wet the collar of Carter’s hoodie.
“Oh, Kate,” Carter sighed, her voice thick with tears. Her arms flexed around Kate’s waist as she brushed a kiss over her forehead. “Me too, baby,” she murmured, sliding one hand up Kate’s back to press between her shoulder blades to cradle her against her chest. “I’m sorry it took me so long to get here.”
Kate closed her eyes as she melted into the comforting warmth of Carter’s embrace. She burrowed closer, and a feeling of completeness settled over her as she matched her breathing to the slow glide of Carter’s hand up and down her spine. She’d known she missed her these last couple of weeks, but it was only now that she truly realized how much.
Not just because the house was too quiet, or because she longed for the warmth of Carter’s touch, but because Carter’s presence calmed her. After too many years of facing the storms and squalls of life on her own, she could now take refuge in the safe harbor of Carter’s arms. If she had time for introspection, she’d have found it interesting that she felt freest in the arms of another, but for now she was simply grateful for the comfort Carter’s presence provided.
“God, I didn’t realize how much I missed this,” Carter confessed softly.
Kate hummed and brushed a kiss to the underside of Carter’s jaw. “I was just thinking the same thing.” She sighed and pressed up onto her toes to give Carter a proper kiss hello. “Hi.”
“Hi,” Carter exhaled. She dropped her forehead to Kate’s and caressed her hips. “How are you?”
“Better now.” Kate smiled and dragged a thumb over the corner of Carter’s lips. “And Maddie was all smiles when she learned you were on your way.”
Carter grinned and kissed the pad of Kate’s thumb. “That was probably the drugs.”
Kate lifted a shoulder in a playful little shrug. “Maybe.”
“Did they say how long the surgery would take?”
“Hour and a half, two hours.” Kate blew out a long breath. “The nurse that showed us to the waiting room said that the cafeteria is still open, so I told the guys we’d bring back coffee.”
“Coffee sounds like an excellent idea.” Carter held out a hand. “Shall we?”
Kate nodded as she took Carter’s hand and twined their fingers together. The nurse had been exaggerating a little when she said the cafeteria was open—with the kitchen closed, it was more like a self-serve general store—but they were able to grab coffee and snacks for everyone before making their way back to the waiting room.
The family that had been waiting by the doors had left in the time she’d been gone, and Kate was pleased to see that Grant and Brian had taken their spot. It was silly, really, because the thirty seconds it’d take them to get up and walk over to the doctor was nothing in the grand scheme of things, but she felt better being as close to Maddie as she possibly could.
“Gentlemen,” Carter greeted Brian and Grant as she handed them their coffees.
“Thank you.” Grant offered Carter a warm, if tired, smile. “How was the drive?”
“A little nerve-wracking, to be honest.” Carter flashed a sheepish smile as she dropped into a chair across from them next to Kate. “It was hard to focus on traffic when all I wanted was to be here. Thankfully, there were a good number of rabbits out—”
“Rabbits?” Brian frowned.
Carter took the coffee Kate held out for her and draped her free arm over the back of Kate’s chair as she stretched her long legs out in front of herself. “That’s what my sister calls cars who are really booking it. They catch the Staties’ attention so they’re the ones who get hunted down while she just coasts behind them, a few miles an hour slower and less appealing for the boys with the flashy lights.”
“Oh, I like that,” Grant chuckled.
Kate rolled her eyes and leaned into Carter’s side as much as she comfortably could. “Like you need an excuse to speed.” She smiled at his unapologetic grin, and sipped at her coffee as Brian started asking Carter about her trip.
They spent the next ninety minutes alternating between idle chit-chat and sitting in a tense but companionable silence as they waited for word on Maddie’s surgery. They were the image of a modern mixed family with Brian cuddled into Grant in much the same way Kate was with Carter, and, despite the situation that had thrust them together like this, Kate was thankful for the family she and Grant had created together.
Brian was snoring softly with his head on Grant’s shoulder when the doors to the surgical wing opened and a petit, thirty-something man in crisp blue scrubs walked out. His sharp gaze swept over the four of them as he asked, “Maddie Walker’s family?”
“That’s us,” Kate confirmed as Grant jostled Brian awake. 
“Excellent.” The surgeon pulled his cloth cap off and ruffled a hand through his clipped brown hair. “I’m Dr. Allard.”
Kate grabbed Carter’s hand and got to her feet. “How’d she do?”
“Wonderfully,” he reported with a kind smile. “She did a really good job breaking that clavicle, so we ended up using a plate and six screws to realign the bone, but she’ll be as good as new in three to five months.”
“Will the hardware need to come out?” Kate asked.
Dr. Allard shook his head. “Not unless it’s bothering her.”
“Physical therapy?” Grant asked.
“Oh, definitely.” Dr. Allard nodded. “Do you have an orthopedist back in Boston?”
Kate arched a brow at Grant, who pulled a face that said he didn’t know one—they’d been lucky in that Maddie hadn’t ever broken anything before.
Carter cleared her throat. “I’m sure our training staff can recommend somebody.” At the surgeon’s quizzical look, she explained, “I coach at the women’s lightweight rowing team at MU.”
His gaze dipped to her hoodie, and he grinned. “Nice. I coxed at Columbia. Yeah, I’m sure your people will know a few.” He nodded for emphasis. “Anyway, she’s just about shaken the last of the anesthesia now, but I’m afraid we can only let two of you back at a time to sit with her.”
“Oh—” Kate frowned.
“How about…” Grant’s voice trailed off as he caught Brian’s eye. After a long look, Brian nodded, and Grant said, “How about we pop back to say hi, and then”—he inclined his head toward Kate—“you guys can stay with her and we’ll head back to the condo for the night.”
Relief swept over Kate, and she squeezed Carter’s hand as she nodded. “That sounds wonderful. Thank you.”
“Oh, thank you,” Grant joked. “While you two are trying to sleep in those stupid reclining chairs, being woken up by nurses checking-in on her constantly, we’ll be in our nice, cozy bed.”
“Where we’ll also be trying to sleep because we’re worried about Maddie,” Brian added with a tired smile.
“Yeah, well, a bed is better than a chair, so I guess that means you’re bringing us some good coffee in the morning,” Carter teased.
Grant nodded and tapped two fingers to his forehead in a brief salute. “Yeah, I think that can be arranged.” He glanced at Brian, then Dr. Allard. “Ready when you are.”
Kate sank into Carter’s side as Grant and Brian followed the surgeon into the recovery area.
“You okay?” Carter asked as she pulled Kate into a gentle embrace.
Kate hummed and rested her head on Carter’s shoulder. “Yeah. Just tired. And anxious to see her.” Her eyes fluttered shut as Carter began rubbing her back. “That feels nice.”
“Good.” Carter pressed a soft kiss to Kate’s forehead. 
A soft sigh slipped from Kate’s lips as she snuggled closer, more than content to let herself be held. When Grant and Brian returned from checking in on Maddie, it was her and Carter’s turn. She focused on the warmth of Carter’s hand on the small of her back as they followed a recovery nurse past empty hospital beds to one that was half-cordoned off toward the center of the ward. Her heart squeezed when her gaze landed on her daughter’s resting form.
“She’s still shaking off some of the anesthesia,” the nurse reported in a hushed whisper. “And she’s on some pretty strong pain medication that is also going to make her sleepy.”
“But she’s okay?” Carter asked.
Maddie’s eyes fluttered at the sound of Carter’s voice. “Carter?” she murmured sleepily.
Kate fell even more in love with Carter at the way her expression softened with affection as she reached out to give Maddie’s foot a little squeeze. “Hey, Mads. Sorry it took me so long to get here.”
“Is ‘kay. Jus’ glad you’re here.” Maddie’s chest lifted and fell with a breath as her eyes fluttered. “Missed you.”
“I missed you too, kiddo.” Tears shone in Carter’s eyes as she smiled at Maddie. “Just rest for now, okay? Mom and I will be right here.”
Mom and I, Kate repeated to herself with a small smile. It was a silly thing, really, and possibly had more to do with her state of exhaustion than anything else, but hearing Carter refer to her as ‘Mom’ instead of ‘your mom’ hit differently. Like they weren’t two different units anymore, but one.
A family.
Kate smiled as she slipped an arm around Carter’s waist and nestled against her side as she told Maddie, “She’s right, sweetie. Just rest. We’ll be here when you wake up.”
“Promise?” Maddie slurred.
Kate nodded as Carter draped an arm over her shoulders and pulled her close. “Promise.”
A small, sleepy smile quirked Maddie’s lips as she nodded. “M’kay,” she exhaled as she slipped back under.
Kate wrapped her free arm around Carter’s stomach to hold her in a loose embrace as the nurse made a note of the diagnostics on Maddie’s monitoring equipment.
After she’d finished, the nurse excused herself with a quiet, “Someone will be by in half an hour or so to help get you all back to her room. I’ll bring another chair over.”
Kate nodded. “Thank you.”
The nurse smiled. “My pleasure. Don’t worry, Mamas, she’ll be back to her old self in no time.”
Once the nurse was out of earshot, Carter whispered, “Did she just call me Maddie’s mother?”
Kate nodded as she looked up at Carter, whose brow was adorably furrowed as she processed what the nurse had said. Carter was understandably surprised, but the ever so slight quirk of her lips suggested she wasn’t upset by the newly acquired title. “She did.”
A cautious joy sparked in Carter’s beautiful brown eyes as they swept over Kate’s face. “Do you know what Sue told me right before I left the hotel earlier?”
Kate shook her head.
“That family is more important than rowing.” Carter lifted a hand to caress Kate’s cheek. “And that I needed to go take care of mine.”
Kate swore her heart felt like it was about to burst out of her chest as she croaked, “God, I love you.”
“Oh, Kate.” Carter pulled Kate against her chest and pressed a sweet kiss to her forehead. “I love you two more than anything.” She cleared her throat as the nurse returned. “Sorry.”
“No worries,” the nurse replied. “I know it’s hard seeing your kiddo in this place.”
Kate turned in Carter’s arms but didn’t pull away as she offered the nurse a quiet, but heartfelt, “Thank you.”
The nurse nodded and rolled the chair she’d found at the foot of Maddie’s bed. “Here’s that extra chair for you guys. I’m sure it’s been a long day.” She smiled at them warmly. “My name’s Janine. Don’t hesitate to holler if you need anything.”
Once she’d left, Carter asked, “You want to sit?”
Kate sighed and nuzzled into Carter. “Can we just stay like this for a bit longer?”
“Of course.” Carter pressed her cheek against the top of Kate’s head. “As long as you want, love.”
“Could be forever,” Kate confessed.
“Good.” Carter’s arms flexed, crushing Kate against her chest. “Because I have no intention of ever letting you go.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Last set.” Carter ignored Maddie’s little pout and inclined her head at the resistance band Maddie was using to do her exercises. “Ten more extensions, and then you’re done.”
“This is stupid,” Maddie grumbled. She flicked the length of yellow Thera Band irritably. “How is this going to help me get back to rowing?”
Carter sighed. While she understood Maddie’s frustration, she needed to build strength and range of motion slowly so she didn’t overtax her surgically repaired collarbone. “Mads, it’s only been four weeks since your surgery. The fact that your therapist is letting you use bands at all is a huge step forward.” Maddie’s pout only deepened, and Carter knew it was time to break out the big guns. “Would you rather I get Mom to come help with this?”
Maddie’s eyes widened in offense. “What?! No! She won’t let me do anything!”
Carter sniggered. Anything was a bit of a stretch, but Kate definitely erred on the side of too much caution while Maddie was inclined to full speed ahead at everything. So she had somehow ended up as the one responsible for finding a happy middle ground between the pair that allowed Maddie make gradual progress while satisfying Kate’s instinct to protect. 
It’d been an interesting juggling act—especially during that first week and a half after they got home, before Maddie got the hang of doing things one-handed and needed help with practically everything—but they’d settled into a routine over the last few weeks. On the days Maddie met with her therapist, Kate handled things, and on the days Maddie had to do the exercises on her own, she’d focus on her homework after school and, once Carter got back from afternoon practice, the two of them headed downstairs to the workout room to tackle her at-home exercises. 
Carter pointed at the band. “Then get to it. If Hanwen isn’t happy with your progress when you go back on Monday, she’s not going to add anything to your program.”
“I know,” Maddie muttered. 
“Do you want me to hold the other end of the band so you can just focus on feeling that activation?” Carter offered. Maddie had been doing it on her own, but she had a feeling her whining was due to fatigue more than anything else. 
“No, I can do it.” Maddie looped one end of the band around her fist and bent both her elbows to ninety degrees. Her jaw flexed as she set her elbows against her sides, and she exhaled slowly as she began pulling her left hand away from her right. 
“Slow. Remember to hold the tension on the way back in, too,” Carter reminded as Maddie reached the extent of her range of motion and reversed course. She ignored the eye roll the reminder earned her, and when Maddie had returned to her starting position, said, “Nine more.”
Once Maddie finished her final rep, she dropped the band with a strained, “Done.”
“Good job.” Carter held out a fist for Maddie to bump. “Really. I know those last few were tough, but you powered through. How are you feeling?”
“Just tired.”
“No pain?” Carter checked. When Maddie shook her head, she said, “Good. Now, why don’t you wash up, and then we’ll go see what Mom’s making for dinner.”
“Can we watch a movie after?”
“Did you finish your homework?”
Maddie nodded. “I just had ten problems for math, and I did the rest during study hall since I can’t do P.E.”
“Well, then I don’t see a problem with it. But we should probably run it by Mom first.”
“Are you going to stay awake this time?” Maddie teased.
Carter pursed her lips to hide her smile as she rolled her eyes. Ever since they’d returned to Boston, she’d been spending more nights than not at Kate’s. At first, it’d been to help with those early days of Maddie’s recovery, and when Maddie’s pain had become manageable and she’d learned to work around her injured shoulder, they’d fallen into a comfortable routine that neither of them were inclined to stray from. 
And while she wasn’t necessarily a fan of being called out for barely being about to stay awake until nine thirty at night, she wasn’t at all mad about the fact that it meant she fell asleep cuddled up to Kate on the couch. 
Or that she was often woken with a soft kiss and a sweetly whispered, “Come on, darling. Let’s go to bed.”
“Hey, since tomorrow’s Saturday, you can always come to the boathouse with me in the morning to see how fun it is on not a lot of sleep.”
Maddie pulled a face as she slipped her sling back on. “No thanks.”
Carter laughed. Saturdays were her easy days—those didn’t start until seven, so she got an extra hour of sleep compared to the school week. Though, by the forecast, the extra hour wasn’t going to make the row any warmer. Carter grimaced internally. She was going to need several layers and her waterproof, cold-weather gear to stay even remotely warm on the launch. She’d never minded these early-spring rows when she was rowing because she was generating body heat from the effort, but they were a special kind of experience when coaching. 
Or coxing, she added silently, making a mental note to make sure the kettle in the team room was prepped and the hot chocolate was ready for after practice.
“You do realize that you’re gonna have to get used to waking up early if you stay with it?”
“Yeah, but that’s a problem for Future Me to deal with,” Maddie quipped with a shit-eating grin.
“Yeah, well…” Carter aimed a playful kick at her behind. “If Future You wants any food, you better get Present You upstairs for dinner because I’m starving.” 
“That was so lame,” Maddie giggled.
“Oh, shut up,” Carter huffed as she shooed Maddie toward the door. “Just go.” She smiled as she followed a still giggling Maddie up to the main level, and she blew out a dramatic sigh as she wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist at the kitchen counter. “Maddie is being mean to me.”
Amusement danced in Kate’s eyes as she turned to greet her with a chaste kiss. “So, I take it the exercises went well?”
“As well as they could,” Carter reported as the television in the family room blared to life. “She’s frustrated with how long it’s taking, but that’s nothing we didn’t expect. Will just need to keep an eye on her to make sure she doesn’t push too hard when we’re not around.”
“Fun,” Kate deadpanned. She stole one last quick kiss before turning back to the salad she was making. “Chicken and the pasta should be done at the same time, so we’ve got…” Her voice trailed off as she turned to look at the timer she’d set. “About five minutes until dinner’s ready.”
Carter hummed and stole a piece of cucumber from the salad. She popped it into her mouth and asked, “What’re you making?”
“Marsala.”
“Nice.” Carter wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist and kissed her cheek. “What do you need me to do?”
“Well, I’ll let you decide—you can either set the table, or just keep doing what you’re doing.”
Carter hummed and nuzzled Kate’s ear as she molded herself to Kate’s back. “Gee, I wonder what I’ll choose,” she murmured. She smiled at the feeling of Kate’s ass rocking back into her hips, and slipped her right hand under Kate’s untucked tee. 
“I know, I’m so mean, making you pick between the two,” Kate chuckled.
“You really are,” Carter hummed as she caressed Kate’s stomach. “I don’t know how I’m going to choose—” She sighed happily when she was interrupted by Kate turning in her arms to kiss her, and she held Kate tighter as her lips parted to let her lick her way inside. The kiss was slow and gently teasing, more of a playful connection than an attempt to arouse, and she smiled against Kate’s lips when Maddie interrupted them with a long-suffering groan.
“Can we help you?” Kate asked, smiling as she nuzzled Carter’s cheek. 
Carter stared, hypnotized by the way Kate’s eyes managed to shine with amusement and burn with affection at the same time, and cleared her throat softly as she forced herself to look away. The smug, knowing look on Maddie’s face wasn’t much better, and she sighed as she muttered, “Setting the table, it is.” She squeezed Kate’s waist before pulling away. “What do you want to drink?”
“I can go for a glass of wine, if you can,” Kate said as she turned her attention back to the salad she’d been prepping before Carter interrupted her. “Pinot would go well with this.”
Carter nodded and turned to the wine fridge to grab a bottle of pinot noir. “Mads?”
“Can I have a Coke?” Maddie asked hopefully.
“Yeah, that’s fine,” Kate allowed. 
Carter bit her lip to keep from laughing at the victorious little fist pump Maddie gave at her mom’s answer. The urge faded a moment later, though, when Maddie asked, “When can I take another pain pill?”
“Is it hurting?” Kate asked, instantly concerned.
Carter met her gaze across the kitchen and shrugged as she set the wine on the counter beneath the cupboard that held the wine glasses. Maddie hadn’t seemed to struggle when she’d been doing her exercises.
“A little,” Maddie admitted. 
Carter had no trouble reading the concern that pinched Kate’s brow—if Maddie admitted it was bothering her, it meant that it was probably hurting more than just ‘a little’. “Was it bugging you when we were doing your PT stuff?”
“No.” Maddie shook her head. “It’s just getting achy now.”
Kate nodded slowly. “You took the Naproxen around, what—seven thirty this morning before school?” When Maddie nodded in confirmation, she looked at the clock and said, “You’re supposed to wait twelve hours between doses, but I guess since it’s nearly seven now, you’d be okay to take another if you feel like you need it.”
“And let’s get some ice on it,” Carter suggested. “I can help strap it on your shoulder while Mom finishes dinner.” She smiled at Kate’s small nod of thanks, and gestured toward the pill bottle on the counter beside the sink. “I’ll get the ice pack ready while you worry about that.”
By the time Maddie had been properly bundled into her ice pack sleeve, the timer was going off, and Carter nudged Maddie toward the table with a soft, “Mom and I got this. You go sit.”
When Carter joined Kate at the sink, where the pasta was draining in a colander, Kate asked in a low voice, “Do you think she’s okay?”
Carter stole a glance at Maddie, who was scrolling through her phone, and dropped a tender kiss to Kate’s forehead. “I think it’s just some muscle soreness since she had the bands added into her program yesterday. We’ll keep an eye on her and, if it seems like it’s something more, we can take her to the urgent care at the orthopedist’s office to get it looked at.”
The tension in Kate’s shoulders eased at Carter’s reassurance. “Thank you,” she murmured.
“I didn’t do anything,” Carter deflected. “But you’re welcome.”
“You did.” A soft smile bowed Kate’s lips. “You do. So much. Every day.” She shook her head slowly. “I don’t think I’d’ve managed these last few weeks without you.”
Carter’s heart squeezed at the emotion in Kate’s voice, and she sighed as she cupped Kate’s jaw in her hand and traced the curve of her cheek with her thumb. “You absolutely would have,” she argued gently, “because you’re an amazing mom.” She smiled at the pleased look that flashed across Kate’s face, and couldn’t resist dropping a quick, chaste kiss to her lips. As she pulled away, she murmured, “But I’m glad I was able to be here for you so you didn’t have to.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Kate’s stomach fluttered as she looked up from her reflection in the bathroom mirror to see Carter leaning casually against the doorway, watching her with dark eyes and a small, appreciative smile caught between her teeth. Carter looked good enough to eat in a pair of fitted jeans and an unbuttoned flannel that she wore over a plain black tee, and Kate licked her lips as she dragged her gaze along the length of Carter’s body. 
“If you keep looking at me like that, we won’t be meeting the girls for brunch,” Carter warned, her playful tone low and textured in a way that did wonderful things to Kate’s stomach.
Kate arched a brow at her as she slipped her mascara wand back into its tube. “You know Missy and Erica would never let that stand.”
“Probably not,” Carter chuckled. Her expression gentled as she made her way over to the counter and wrapped her arms around Kate’s waist. “Can’t blame a girl for trying, though,” she murmured as she dipped her head to kiss Kate’s neck.
“No, I definitely can’t do that,” Kate agreed, sighing as she tilted her head to the side to offer Carter more skin to worship. She lifted a hand to tease her fingers through Carter’s hair as she surrendered to the heavenly sensation of Carter’s lips and tongue gliding along the length of her neck. “That feels so good.” 
“Yeah?” Carter asked, her lips bowing into a smile as she nuzzled closer.
“Yes,” Kate whimpered, her fingers clutching at Carter’s hair to hold her close when a delicious little bite was delivered to her pulse point. Her entire body reacted to the nip as if they hadn’t spent the morning tangled together in bed, taking full advantage of Maddie being at Grant’s for the weekend, and she groaned as she forced herself to pull away. “As much as I’d love to let you have your way with me again, we really do need to get going if we don’t want to be late.”
“I know.” Carter’s lip jutted in a little pout as she let her go. “I just…”
When Carter never finished the thought, Kate prompted, “What?”
Carter shook her head. “It’s silly. Don’t worry about it.”
Kate grabbed Carter by her belt loops and drew their hips together. “Tell me.”
“Kate…” Carter’s gaze softened as she lifted a hand to cradle Kate’s jaw. “Last night…this morning…” Her shoulders lifted and fell with a purposeful breath. “Were wonderful. And I guess I just don’t want it to end.” She rolled her eyes at herself. “I mean, I know we’ll have more nights and more mornings, but it’s been nice, being able to focus on us again, if that makes sense.”
Kate’s heart squeezed. What Carter said made perfect sense. Now that Maddie was two months into her recovery, their lives were finally beginning to creep back toward ‘normal’ and, though Carter continued to spend more nights wrapped around her than back at her apartment, last night had been the first time since everything had happened that she’d been truly able to put aside her worry and exhaustion and just be with Carter. Not to say they’d been living like nuns all this time, but last night had been so much more energetic and creative and all-consuming than the tired kisses, gentle touches, and hushed words of affection that wouldn’t carry down the hall that they’d grown accustomed to sharing. “I know exactly what you mean, darling.” She kissed Carter softly. “I’m sorry.”
“What? No, that’s not—” Carter pressed her forehead to Kate’s. “While I never want to see Maddie hurt like that ever again, I’ve loved being here for you guys these last couple of months. On the rare night I actually go back to my place, it feels like I’m missing a part of myself.”
“I hate those nights, too,” Kate admitted. “It’s all I can do to not call and beg you to come back. I’ve grown quite accustomed to falling asleep in your arms.” She pecked Carter’s lips. “I even miss your stupid alarm when you’re not here.”
Carter chuckled disbelievingly. “Really?”
“Well, maybe more the way you whine and squeeze my boob like it’ll save you from having to get up.” Kate smiled at the way Carter’s lips quirked in embarrassment. “I miss everything about you when you’re not here.” She stared into Carter’s gold-flecked eyes, and debated whether it was too soon to ask the question that’d been poised on the tip of her tongue for weeks now. 
Ah, fuck it, she thought as she traced the curve of Carter’s cheek with her thumb. 
“If you think it’d be moving too fast, I promise we can just revisit the idea later, but…what would you say to moving in here with me and Maddie?”
Carter’s eyes widened. “Oh, Kate. I wasn’t, like, angling for—”
Kate silenced her with a finger to her lips. “I know. I’ve been thinking about asking you for a while now. And I know it’s a big step, but—”
Carter cut her off with a kiss. “I’d love to.” She kissed Kate again, a happy giggle escaping her as she lingered in the kiss that overflowed with joy that was so contagious that Kate swore her heart would explode from it. “But shouldn’t we ask Maddie if she’d be okay with it first?”
And this is why I love you. Kate’s throat tightened with emotion at the earnestness in Carter’s expression. She had no doubt that if Maddie had any concerns, Carter would insist they wait until all three of them were ready. God, can you be any more perfect for us?

“She’s okay with it,” Kate assured her. She chuckled when Carter blinked at her in surprise, and dragged her thumb over the corner of her mouth. “Like I said, this isn’t a new thought or anything. I kind of floated the idea by her when we were driving home from therapy last week.”
“Is that why she was giving me a hard time about leaving after dinner?”
“Probably. She wanted me to ask you that night, but I…” Kate sighed and caressed the line of Carter’s jaw. “I was afraid you might feel like it’s too soon. I want— I need you to want it as much as I do.” And then, remembering Maddie’s joyous expression when she’d brought it up in the car, amended, “As we do.”
Tenderness welled in Carter’s eyes as she dipped her head to capture Kate’s lips in a breathtakingly gentle kiss. “If she’s okay with it, then yes.”
Kate’s throat tightened with emotion. “Yeah?”
“Yes, Kate.” Carter’s arms tightened around Kate’s waist. “I love you two more than anything in the world, and I’d love nothing more than to move in with you guys. Just tell me when, and I’m in.”
“Yesterday.”
“Works for me.” Carter looked poised to say more when Kate’s phone that was still sitting on the vanity, buzzed with an alert. “You should, ah, probably…”
“Probably,” Kate agreed, though she stole one last kiss before slipping out of Carter’s arms. She rolled her eyes when she saw it was a text from Missy—Got a table inside. You *better* be on your way.
“What?”
“Missy’s at Elizabeth’s already,” Kate reported. “She says we”—she crooked the index and middle fingers of her free hand in air quotes—“better be on our way.”
Carter smiled. “Okay, okay. We can talk about this some more later.” She dropped a kiss to Kate’s forehead and held out her hand as she stepped away. “Come on, love. Let’s go before she decides to send a search party or something.”
“It’s cute that you think she’d only send one instead of leading it,” Kate teased as she took Carter’s hand. “But you’re right. We have plenty of time to continue this.”
“Yeah, we do.” Carter’s smile widened as she lifted Kate’s hand and brushed a kiss over her knuckles. “Because I’m moving in.”
Kate’s heart swelled at the happiness in Carter’s voice that mirrored her own. “You are.”
Carter’s steps took on a happy little bounce as she asked, “Can we tell them all at brunch, or are we keeping it to us for now?”
“I’m fine telling them if you are.” Kate made a mental note to pull Grant aside when he brought Maddie home to tell him as well. “I’m sure they’re going to know soon enough, anyway.”
Thankfully, the walk to Elizabeth’s on Newbury was a quick one, and, fifteen minutes later, Kate led Carter to their friends’ table at the back of the restaurant. After the successful introduction of everyone at New Year’s, Erica and Amber had begun joining them for their bimonthly brunches, and she was at once heartened to see their friends all getting along and mildly concerned by the all-too-knowing smirks that quirked Erica and Missy’s lips when they spotted her and Carter weaving their way through the crowd.
She arched a brow at the glass flutes at each setting and the half-empty pitcher of orange juice that, no doubt, carried a punch of champagne, and caught Missy’s eye as she sat in the chair Carter pulled out for her. “What are we celebrating?”
“Nothing,” Erica drawled around the rim of her champagne flute.
“Just, you know, the fact that you two somehow managed to stop fucking long enough to join us,” Missy added with a cheeky little wink.
Carter squeezed Kate’s leg as she leaned forward to grab the pitcher with her other hand. “I’m glad you recognize how much of an effort it is for me to keep my hands to myself.”
Missy, Erica, Amber, and Joan all cracked up at that, and Kate rolled her eyes. “Can you please not encourage them?”
Carter smiled sweetly as she tipped sideways to drop a playful kiss to Kate’s lips. “Okay. But just because you asked me to move in with you.”
There was a long pause while the group processed what Carter had said, and then Missy, Erica, Joan, and Amber all screeched, “You what?!”
Kate blushed as everyone—and she did mean everyone—at the surrounding tables turned to look. “Oh my god, shut up.”
“This deserves another round of mimosas!” Erica declared.
“It totally does,” Joan agreed, already lifting a hand to get their server’s attention.
“They’re right.” Amber grabbed the pitcher to fill Kate and Carter’s empty flutes. Once she set the pitcher back down, she smiled at them as she picked up her flute and held it out in a toast. “I’m so happy for you guys.”
“It’s about damn time, honestly,” Missy teased, though her smile was pleased as she lifted her glass in their direction. “I wish you both all the best.”
Kate smiled and tapped her glass to Missy’s as Carter pressed a kiss to her cheek. “Thanks, Miss.”
Their server returned just after they’d all finished sipping at their drinks, and Kate smiled as she leaned into Carter’s side, more than content to let the conversation flow without her input for a while as she basked in the warmth of their friends’ support and Carter’s love.
While she would have loved to have stayed in to celebrate this milestone alone with Carter, there was something special about doing it with their closest friends. She’d missed these brunches the last couple of months when they’d been so preoccupied with Maddie’s recovery, and she was so genuinely happy that her cheeks hurt from smiling. She’d needed this, and it was clear from the wide, beaming grin that never once left Carter’s face that she’d needed it, too. 
By the time their plates had been cleared at the check paid, Kate was half-buzzed and happier than she could remember being in a long, long time. She tangled her fingers with Carter’s as they all lingered in the entryway to hug their friends goodbye.
“Two weeks,” Missy said, pointing at each of them in a way that made it seem like more of a threat than confirmation of plans.
Kate nodded. “We’ll be here.”
Carter laughed when Missy arched a brow at her expectantly. “I will make sure we’re here on time.”
“Now that’s what I like to hear.” Missy pressed a kiss to Kate’s cheek, then Carter’s. “I really am so fucking happy for you guys.”
Kate caught her wrist with her free hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thanks, Miss.”
“Always,” Missy promised with a wink. 
The rest of the goodbyes went quickly after that, and Kate tucked her hand in the crook of Carter’s arm as they set off down the sidewalk toward home, feeling happier than she had in what seemed like forever. “So, that went well.”
“It did,” Carter agreed. She flexed her arm, pinching Kate’s hand between her biceps and forearm, and her smile tightened as she asked, “Can I ask you a question?”
Kate rubbed Carter’s arm reassuringly. “Of course.”
Carter’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath as she stole a glance at Kate. “Do you remember, back in December, when we were talking about maybe having my parents up to meet you and Maddie?” When Kate nodded, she continued, “They’ve been better on the phone lately, asking about you, and checking in on how Maddie’s recovery is going.”
Kate’s heart squeezed. She’d suspected from Carter’s mood after those calls that her parents were coming around, but Carter hadn’t said much, and she hadn’t wanted to press. “Oh, darling, I’m so glad.”
“Me too,” Carter whispered. She sucked her lower lip between her teeth and let it go slowly. “And, well, with everything that’s happened, I was thinking… What if I called them and tried to set something up?”
Kate pulled Carter to a stop and lifted her free hand to caress Carter’s jaw. She didn’t miss the fear that pinched Carter’s mouth, but it was offset by the hope that dared to shine in her gaze. And, recalling Carter’s promise from a few months ago—I won’t put you and Mads through that unless they seem like they’re really willing to try—she said, “Let’s do it. And you should invite your sister, and I’ll have Grant and Brian join us as well.”
“Yeah?”
“Yes, my love.” Kate pressed up onto her toes to kiss Carter softly. “I can’t wait to meet Chloe in person.” She, Carter, and Maddie had FaceTimed with Chloe, Logan, and Brenna a couple of times since Christmas, and she genuinely loved Carter’s sister. 
It’d been a little surreal, at first, talking to someone who looked just like Carter but who was so different in personality, but it hadn’t taken her long to see past their shared features to recognize them as two very different people. Carter moved through the world with a quiet confidence that inspired people to want to follow her, not because of anything she said, but because she did everything she asked of them and so much more. Chloe, on the other hand, was sassy and bold, with a wicked sense of humor. She took on the world with the force of her personality, cutting tension with well-timed jokes that put everyone at ease.
“She’s been bugging me to introduce you ever since Christmas,” Carter admitted with a small smile. “I was going to suggest we do something with her and Logan after my training trip, but then…”
Kate sighed. But then, indeed. “So let’s do it. Mads is going to love Brenna. Chloe and Logan, and Grant and Brian will have our backs if we need them, and if your parents say they’re willing to try…. Let’s find a weekend that works for everyone and doesn’t conflict with your rowing schedule, and we’ll make it happen.”
Kate smiled reassuringly as Carter’s eyes danced over her face, and swallowed thickly when Carter’s chin dipped in a short nod.
“Okay,” Carter murmured, looking like she was steeling herself to attempt a particularly herculean task. “Let’s do it.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Fuck it.” Carter gave up trying to analyze on the film she’d taken of the team on the water that morning and closed her laptop. Her inability to focus was most definitely going to come back to bite her in the ass, but with her parents arriving in a few short hours, rowing was the last thing on her mind.
She blew out a long breath and spun to stare out the window at the Charles below. 
As much as she wanted to rely on her parents’ declaration that they trusted her to know what was in her own best interest, she wouldn’t truly believe it until she saw it for herself. Still, she was comforted by the knowledge that Chloe and Logan would be there. And Grant and Brian.
If her parents ended up disappointing her, at least she, Kate, and Maddie would have plenty of people on their side.
“Hey, Carter!” 
Maddie’s voice snapped Carter out of her thoughts before they could spiral too badly. She plastered on a smile as she turned away from the window to look at Maddie, who was standing in her doorway. Maddie had come with her to practice so she could interview Sue for the civil liberties essay her teacher had given her a generous extension on, and the pair had retreated to Sue’s office afterward. “You get what you need?”
“Yep. Got more than enough. They were really something.” Maddie grinned and held up the little spiral notebook she’d brought to record Sue’s answers in since Kate had put her foot down about taking her laptop on the launch. Which was probably a smart move. Carter had lost count of all the things she’d accidentally sacrificed to the water gods over the years. “You done?”
Carter nodded and shoved her laptop into her backpack. “As much as I think I’m going to be for now, yeah.” She slung her bag over her shoulders as she stood. “I promised Mom we’d stop and pick up the things she needs from the store on the way back, so we should probably get going, anyway.”
“Can I put this in your bag?”
“Of course.” Carter turned so that Maddie could tuck her notebook into the backpack. Once it was zipped back up, she said, “Did you have fun?”
“Oh, yeah,” Maddie said as she followed Carter out the door. “Sue is, like, so cool.”
Carter smirked at Sue, who was locking up her office. “Yeah, she has her moments.”
“I am involved in deciding who gets my job, you know.” Sue grinned as she tucked her keys in the front pocket of her team backpack. 
Carter laughed. When Sue had announced her plans to retire, she’d encouraged her to apply despite only having a couple of seasons under her belt as a full-time coach. She wasn’t sure if she was quite ready to head a Division I program, but she’d done as Sue recommended and thrown her name in the pile. Last she’d heard, the AD was narrowing down candidates for formal interviews that were to begin next month, but Sue had all but guaranteed that she’d get one. “Right. Sorry. Sue is the absolute GOAT and you couldn’t have found anyone better to interview for your paper.”
“Better,” Sue chuckled. She smiled at Maddie. “If you have any more questions, don’t hesitate to make Carter bring you to the boathouse so we can talk some more, okay?”
Carter bit her lip the star-struck look on Maddie’s face as she nodded. It was how Maddie used to look at her, once upon a time, but she much preferred the easy familiarity of their relationship now. “I will, thanks.”
“Good.” Sue nodded at her. “Carter, I’ll see you Monday.”
“Bright and early. I’ll bring coffee,” Carter promised.
“Bribery will get you everywhere, Burke,” Sue teased. She waved as she started toward the stairs. “Have a good rest of the weekend!”
Once Sue was gone, Carter locked up her office and gestured for Maddie to lead the way. “If we hurry, we can stop at Dunks for a drink after we hit Target.”
That was all the prompting Maddie needed to get a move on, and Carter chuckled to herself as she hurried to catch up. 
Even though Maddie was now three months post-op and had been given the okay by her physical therapist to begin erging with light resistance, she wasn’t cleared to ride her bike yet, so they’d taken Kate’s car for the morning. It was a very different experience than Carter was used to—they’d parked in the lot near Mills where Kate had a monthly pass and walked across the river. But at least Target was near the MU Bridge, so they could hit it and then Dunks on their way back to the car.
It took them a little over an hour to complete their errands, and Carter tossed Maddie the keys as she pulled the grocery bags and her backpack out of the back of the car. “Can you get the door, while I grab all this stuff?”
“I can carry something,” Maddie offered.
Carter waved her off. The bags weren’t heavy, but she didn’t want to put any undue strain on Maddie’s shoulder. “Nah, it’s not that much. I’ve got it.”
Kate wandered out of the kitchen when they were taking off their shoes and jackets in the foyer. She looked stunning in a pair of faded jeans that clung to her thighs and a half-tucked white button-down with the sleeves rolled and the top three buttons undone to show off the necklace Carter had given her for Christmas, and she smiled at the appreciative look Carter gave her. “How’d it go?”
“Good,” Maddie reported as she dug in Carter’s backpack for her notebook. “I got to ride on the launch with Sue, and she answered all my questions.”
“Oh?” Kate arched a brow at Carter. “I thought she was going to ride with you.”
Carter shrugged and smiled at Maddie as she picked up the groceries. “Yeah, well…I guess I just can’t measure up to Sue Carroll.” 
“Don’t worry, Carter. You’ll get there someday,” Maddie joked as she took her notebook and headed for the stairs. She laughed at Carter’s loud gasp of playful outrage, and waved the notebook over her shoulder. “I’m just going to get started on this before everyone gets here!”
“Sassy little shit,” Carter muttered after her.
Kate giggled and reached for the bag in Carter’s left hand. “I can help.”
“I know you can.” Carter pulled the bag out of her reach and dropped a smile of a kiss to her lips as she made her way into the kitchen. “But I’ve got it.”
“You’ve got something, all right,” Kate agreed, chuckling softly as she followed. 
“How’d your call with that company about the turbine go?” Carter asked as she set the bags on the counter beside the sink and began pulling out the groceries. 
“Good.” Kate reported as she started sorting the groceries into piles for the pantry, fridge, and things that could stay on the counter until she needed them. “I’ve worked with Kit’s team at Titan Tech a couple of times before so it should be good. They’re pleased with the results I’ve recorded, and are drawing up an agreement to present to the university’s legal team.”
“So how does this work? Are they buying the patent for the turbine?”
“Right now, it’s more an expression of interest, like a first look. They want to come down for a demonstration and to run a few tests themselves. The university will make the arrangements. They’re eager to show it off since the technology was developed with their resources.” 
Carter rolled her eyes and turned to Kate. “Yeah, but without your brain, they wouldn’t have anything.”
“True,” Kate agreed with a small, touched smile. “That’s why the university and I share the patent. If someone does offer to buy it, both of us will need to sign-off to transfer ownership. Don’t worry, love, Grant is a very good lawyer, and will look over the documentation every step of the way to make sure the university is adhering to our agreement.”
“Good. I hate the idea of you being taken advantage of.”
Kate’s eyes sparkled as she sidled closer and looped her arms around Carter’s neck. “The only person I’d ever let take advantage of me is you.”
Carter snorted and grabbed Kate’s hips to pull her close. “That was so bad.” 
“And yet”—Kate lightly scratched the back of Carter’s neck—“you’re about to kiss me for it.”
“Am I, though?” Carter hummed and dipped her head to nuzzle Kate’s cheek, purposefully lingering to let their breaths mingle in space between their lips. The building anticipation was delicious, and she whimpered when the hand on the back of her neck tightened and pulled her into a sweet, lingering kiss that was all soft lips and gentle tongues and left a pleasant flutter in her stomach when Kate eventually pulled away. 
“Since Maddie’s doing her homework…” Kate hooked a finger in the collar of Carter’s hoodie. “I can help you change, if you want.”
Warmth bloomed low in Carter’s hips as she imagined all the things that could lead to, and she squeezed Kate’s ass as she murmured, “Oh, I def—” She broke off with a groan as she was interrupted by the distinctive tone of the intercom.
Kate chuckled and pecked Carter’s lips. “It’s probably a delivery guy. You know they just hit whatever unit so they can leave the stuff in the foyer.”
“Yeah, but why is it always us?” Carter grumbled.
“Because you are too cute when you’re flustered.” Kate stole one last kiss before turning to grab her phone. “Just hold that thought, okay?” She tapped at the screen, and Carter knew from the pitch of her, “Oh, hi!” that she’d be holding onto that thought until at least tonight.
“Hey, Kate,” Chloe’s voice carried through the line. “You said to come up whenever, so we headed out before Bren’s morning nap to make the drive quieter. I hope that’s okay?”
“No, it’s not okay,” Carter muttered under her breath. “Go take a walk by the river or something.”
Kate smiled and patted Carter’s chest as she told Chloe, “Of course, it’s fine.” She unlocked the door. “Come on in.”
Carter groaned and buried her face in the crook of Kate’s neck. “Can’t believe I was just clitblocked by my own twin,” she grumbled as Kate set the phone down. 
“Isn’t that what siblings are for?” Kate teased. 
“Not funny,” Carter whined. When Kate just sniggered, clearly not at all bothered by the situation, she figured two could play this game, and rubbed her hands over Kate’s ass as she dragged her lips up to her ear to whisper, “I was going to strip you bare, lay you out on our bed, pin your hands above your head, and take my time absolutely ravaging you.”
Kate’s breath left her in a rush as she sagged in Carter’s arms like her knees had given out. “Jesus.”
“Mm.” Carter nipped at her earlobe. “But I guess that’ll have to wait”—right on cue, someone knocked on the front door—“because now we have company.” 
She bit her lip as she pulled back, and her heart stuttered as her gaze landed on Kate’s face. Kate was the picture of arousal with her blown pupils, flushed cheeks, and the way her mouth hung open ever so slightly as she drew shallow, ragged breaths, and Carter licked her lips as she dipped her head to kiss her. Chloe and Logan could stand in the foyer for an hour for all she cared. Kate was fucking gorgeous, and she deserved to be kissed.
She groaned against Kate’s lips when their guests knocked again, and sucked against Kate’s lower lip to hold on to it for as long as possible as she pulled away. “Gonna kill her,” she muttered once Kate’s lip slipped free.
“Shit, I might just let you,” Kate rasped.
Somehow, Kate’s complicity in her sister’s murder was what Carter needed to shake the haze of lust that’d befallen her. She chuckled as she stole one last kiss before, with a sigh, she stepped out of Kate’s arms. “I’ll go let them in.”
“Yeah, you do that.” Kate took a deep breath and let it go in a rush. “I’ll just stick my head in the freezer to cool off.”
“Sounds good.” Carter laughed and gave Kate’s ass a little smack. “Lemme know how that works for you.”
“Oh, it won’t,” Kate deadpanned, though she at least sounded amused by her situation.
Carter was still chuckling when she answered the door. She dragged a hand through her hair as she stepped aside so Chloe, who was holding Brenna in one arm and her car seat carrier in the other, and Logan, who was laden down like a pack mule with a bursting backpack, a folded stroller, and Brenna’s trusty travel swing. “You can put that stuff down wherever,” she told Logan.
“Thanks,” he muttered, offering her a small smile as he veered off to the living room.
“I’ll take her,” Carter told Chloe, gesturing to her niece, “so you can take off your shoes and hang your coats in the closet there.”
“I can accept your help and give you shit for taking forever to answer the goddamn door, you know,” Chloe teased as she handed Brenna over. 
“Yeah well…” Carter’s voice trailed off as Kate wandered out of the kitchen to join them. There was still the faintest hint of a flush coloring her chest, but she otherwise looked like the freezer trick had done its job, and Carter smiled at her as Brenna grabbed the strings of her hoodie and gave them a gleeful yank.
Chloe must have followed where she was looking, because she poked her in the side. “Yeah, I get it. I’d’ve left our asses out there, too.” 
Kate’s eyes crinkled with her smile as she lifted a hand in a little wave. “Hello, Chloe.”
“Hey, Kate.” Chloe left her shoes on the mat and pulled Kate into a friendly embrace. “It’s so nice to meet you for real.” 
“Agreed,” Kate murmured as she returned the hug. “I’m sorry we weren’t able to do this sooner.”
“Oh, no worries,” Chloe said as she pulled away. “You guys had other stuff going on.”
Logan stepped into the spot Chloe had left to give Kate a quick hug hello as well. 
Tired of being left out of the conversation, Brenna squealed and dove for Kate to get her hello in, too, apparently.
Carter swore under her breath as she caught her. “Dude, Bren.”
“Of course I want to meet you, too,” Kate cooed as she lifted Brenna out of Carter’s hands. “How are you, beautiful?” 
Brenna grabbed Kate’s cheeks as if to demand her full attention as she babbled happily in response, and something inside Carter melted as Kate pulled an interested face and nodded along, her soft responses of ‘oh yeah?’ and ‘tell me about it’ sparking more delighted babbling from her niece.
That is the cutest thing I have ever seen.
A not-so-gentle shove startled her from her thoughts, and she glared at her sister, who was smirking at her. “What was that for?”
Chloe pulled an innocent face. “What was what for?”
Kate smiled. “Are they always like that?” she asked Logan.
He smirked. “Define ‘always’?”
“We can behave sometimes,” Chloe assured Kate.
“Glad to hear it,” Kate teased. She caught Carter’s eye and inclined her head toward the stairs. “You can go change, if you want. And maybe tell Mads that Brenna’s here?” She winked at Chloe. “She’s quite excited to meet this little one.”
“You sure?” Carter asked.
“Oh, go, Carter,” Chloe drawled, flicking a hand as if shooing her away. “We’ll be fine. I won’t even tell her how the necklace you gave her is our birthstone.”
Carter groaned. “Chloe!”
Kate looked very interested. “What was that?”
Carter shook her head. If she was going to be thrown under the bus, she’d honestly rather not be here for it. She threw a disappointed look at Chloe, who just grinned and blew her a kiss in response. “I’m sure she’ll tell you all about it.” She kissed Kate’s cheek. “Just remember, she’s prone to exaggeration and you shouldn’t believe half of what she says.”
Chloe gasped in mock offense. “Just because you went and pulled the lesbian equivalent of giving her your letterman jacket—”
“Yeah, I don’ t think I want to be here for this,” Carter muttered as Kate failed to stifle her laughter at her sister’s phrasing. “I’ll send Mads up before I change. And you”—she glared at her sister—“please behave.”
The saccharine smile and little finger wave she got in response weren’t at all reassuring, and she sighed as she turned toward the stairs. And to think, the little voice in the back of her head mused wryly, this was the introduction I was the least worried about.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Carter’s hand, which had been idly tracing the curve of Kate’s deltoid while Maddie played with Brenna and they chatted with Chloe and Logan, froze at the sound of Kate’s phone buzzing on the coffee table. The easy, affable mood they’d all been enjoying vanished in an instant, replaced with a tension that set Kate’s teeth on edge as they all stared at the phone.
“We could always leave them out there?” Chloe offered.
Kate sighed when Maddie threw her a look that said she wasn’t opposed to the idea, and squeezed Carter’s leg as she reached for the phone. She arched a brow when Carter snatched it off the table before she could get it, and rubbed Carter’s thigh as Carter answered with a tight, “Hello?”
The flex of Carter’s thigh under her hand was all the confirmation Kate needed that the Burkes were on her porch. 
When Carter buzzed them through a moment later, Kate offered up a silent prayer to whatever god might be listening for these next few hours to not be a complete disaster.
“Breathe, Carter,” Chloe said, her voice gentler than Kate had ever heard it as Carter set the phone back on the table. A hint of steel crept into her tone as she added, “We’ve got all three of you.”
“Absolutely,” Logan agreed with a determined nod.
When Carter just nodded stiffly, her jaw flexing like she was resisting the urge to throw up, Kate reached for her hand. “Thank you.” 
Maddie looked up from the tower of blocks she was rebuilding. “Mom?” 
Kate couldn’t help but smile when Brenna took advantage of Maddie’s inattention to surge forward and knock the blocks over with a delighted cackle. “It’ll be fine, Mads,” she promised as Maddie huffed good-naturedly at the carnage the eight-month-old had caused and poked Brenna’s belly in retaliation, prompting another fit of giggles. God, they are too cute. “Come on.” She squeezed Carter’s hand. “Best to not keep them waiting.”
“Yeah, okay,” Carter murmured as she got to her feet.
“You’re so whipped,” Chloe giggled.
The playful quip did wonders to break the tension, and Kate offered Chloe a small smile of thanks as Carter led her out of the family room. She was worried for a moment when Chloe said something to Maddie that she didn’t quite catch as they started down the hall, but she was reassured by the way Maddie answered her with a steadfast, “I know.” 
Chloe wasn’t just looking out for Carter. She was looking out for all of them.
Carter’s parents knocked just as they reached the foyer, but Kate pulled Carter to a stop before she could answer. Her heart broke at the wide-eyed look of confusion Carter shot her, and she murmured a soft, “Oh, darling,” as she tugged Carter closer. Yes, they needed to answer the door, but Carter’s parents could wait a goddamn minute until she was ready. Tears stung at the backs of her eyes when Carter fell into her with a broken little whimper, and she smoothed her hands over Carter’s back reassuringly. “It’ll be okay.”
Carter’s arms tightened around her waist as she nuzzled closer. “I hope so,” she whispered. “I want to believe them when they say that they trust me to know what’s best for myself. I do believe them, mostly. But I’m afraid they’re going to say something that’ll upset you, or, god forbid, Maddie. And I just…” She sniffed. “I want them to love you as much as I do.”
Carter sounded so small that Kate was tempted to say ‘fuck it’ and send Carter’s parents away. She cradled Carter against her chest and pressed her cheek to Carter’s forehead. Part of her wished she’d asked Grant to come over earlier instead of leaving these couple of hours for Carter’s family to get to know her and Maddie on their own, just for the extra support. But she did feel better knowing that Chloe and Logan were squarely on their side. “For now, though, all we can do is take them at their word.”
“Yeah.”
“I love you.”
Her eyes fluttered at the feeling of Carter’s lips brushing a tender kiss over her jaw, and warmth bloomed in her chest at the emotion in Carter’s voice when she swore softly, “I love you.”
Kate rubbed Carter’s back. “Ready?” she asked, knowing that their guests were waiting but unwilling to let them in until Carter was prepared to face them.
Carter took a long, deep breath, and let it go slowly as she pulled back to smile weakly at Kate. “Yeah.” She tilted her head like a boxer preparing to go another round as she took Kate’s hand and laced their fingers together. “Let’s get this over with,” she muttered as she reached for the door.
Kate squeezed Carter’s hand and plastered on her most professionally polite smile as the door opened. She didn’t miss the way Carter’s parents’ eyes dipped to where her left hand was tucked into Carter’s, but she ignored it as she greeted them with a reasonably warm, “Nathan. Melanie.” She didn’t let go of Carter’s hand as she stepped forward with her right outstretched. “I’m so glad we were able to find a weekend that worked for all of us.”
Carter’s mom’s smile was a little forced as she took Kate’s hand. She was about Kate’s height, and her dark brown hair was styled in a neat, shoulder-length bob. Her equally dark eyes shone with interest as she gave Kate a quick once-over, and her grip was firm but polite as she gave her hand the customary two pumps hello. “Us too.” She looked around the front rooms as she released Kate’s hand. “You home is lovely.”
“Thank you,” Kate said, heartened by the way Carter’s grip relaxed slightly at the polite exchange. She turned her attention to Carter’s father as Carter gave her mom a one-armed hug hello. Carter had shown her pictures of her parents, so she’d known Carter looked like her father, but the resemblance was uncanny now that she was meeting him in person. He was perhaps an inch or two taller, with the same lean, powerful build, gold-flecked brown eyes and, while his hair was cut shorter, there was a distinct hint of curl in the longer strands that were swept away from his forehead. “I hope the drive down from Albany wasn’t too bad?”
“It was much more enjoyable than the conference we were at. And, please, call me Nate.”
“That’s not saying much,” Carter drawled. “You’ve always hated that conference.”
“True,” Nate agreed with a wry smirk that was at once guilty and unapologetic and identical to the one Carter often wore. “But we were looking forward to seeing you, so it made the week much more bearable.”
The knot of worry in Kate’s stomach eased by a fraction at Nate’s amicable tone. “Everyone is in the family room.” She gestured down the hall as a peal of baby laughter rang out. “Please, take off your coats and make yourself comfortable.”
“Are Chloe, Logan, and Brenna here?” Melanie asked as she shrugged off her coat.
“Yeah, they got here a while ago. Decided to time the drive with Bren’s nap,” Carter said.
Nate hung his and Mel’s coats on a hook and, after glancing down at Kate and Carter’s feet, toed off his shoes, as well. “So, how was practice today, Sprout?”
Kate smiled at the nickname as Carter bobbed her head and replied, “It was good. The team is really starting to come together. And Maddie came with me to the boathouse because she needed to interview Sue for an essay she’s doing on Title IX for the civil liberties unit in her history class. It was fun watching her interact with the girls and everything.”
Kate watched Carter’s parents’ faces intently at the mention of her daughter. She understood where they were coming from and could handle whatever they threw their way just fine, but she would do whatever she needed to protect Maddie. She was relieved by the fact that Carter’s parents only looked intrigued as they glanced down the hall, and that feeling was further confirmed when Carter’s thumb brushed lightly along the side of her hand.
“I’m impressed she was willing to wake up early enough to go with you,” Nate told Carter. “You hated morning practices when you were that age.”
“I never hated the practices,” Carter argued. “It was waking up that I had a problem with.” She gestured toward the family room for her parents to go ahead. “But we get to start a little bit later on the weekends, so it wasn’t too bad.”
Nate chuckled as he followed Carter’s direction and started down the hall. “She’s lying.” He threw a playful smile over his shoulder at Kate. “She used to go to sleep in her practice kit so she didn’t have to waste time in the morning getting dressed.”
“I can believe it.” Kate squeezed Carter’s hand as they fell into step behind her parents. “Maddie was on a swim team when she was little, and I used to put her to bed with her suit on under her pajamas on nights when we had to wake up early the next morning for a meet so I could just scoop her out of bed and put her in the car.”
“Seriously?” Carter asked. When Kate nodded, she said “Okay, that would have been adorable.”
“It was. But still…” Kate rolled her eyes as she remembered fighting to get Maddie out of bed on those mornings. “Just be glad you weren’t the one she was growling at when she was being woken up.”
Carter gaped at her. “She really growled at you?”
“Who growled?” Maddie asked from her spot on the floor by Brenna.
“You did,” Kate replied. “When I had to wake you up for your swim meets when you were little.”
Chloe snorted. “Yeah, that’s fair. Mornings suck.”
“Right?!” Maddie exclaimed. She grinned when Brenna squealed and clapped beside her. “Yeah, you know what’s up, B.”
“God, I wish,” Chloe groaned. “Girlfriend there wakes up at five a.m. every day.”
“Ew.” Maddie frowned at Brenna. “Really?”
Everyone laughed when Brenna replied by flapping her arms and blowing an impressively wet raspberry.
Warmth bloomed in Kate’s chest when Chloe caught her eye and slipped off the couch where she’d been sitting by Logan to settle-in beside Maddie. In the grand scheme of things, it really wasn’t much, but the subtle show of support and allegiance did wonders to make her feel better.
Judging by the ever so slight twitch of Carter’s mom’s brow, she also understood what it meant. Her lips pursed in displeasure, but the ever so slight dip of her shoulders suggested an air of resignation. It wasn’t enough to signal defeat, but it was a crack, a hint that she was beginning to realize she was fighting a battle she wasn’t going to win.
She held her breath as she looked from Chloe, who was staring at Carter in a way that seemed to say here we go, to Carter, whose eyes widened just a touch when she turned her attention from Maddie and Brenna to her mother. 
“Um.” Carter cleared her throat as she stepped forward, not enough to block Maddie from view, but certainly enough that it was clear she was putting herself between her parents and the teen. 
Kate may have swooned a little at the fact that Carter was prepared to bodily protect her daughter from harm. She thought she’d hid it well, but the devilish glint in Chloe’s eye suggested otherwise, and she bit her lip at the ridiculousness of it all.
Unaware of the effect she was having on Kate, Carter said, “Maddie, these are my parents, Melanie and Nate.”
Melanie’s smile was marginally more relaxed than the one she’d worn in the foyer a few minutes ago. “It’s nice to meet you,” she greeted Maddie directly.
Kate’s heart squeezed at the way Maddie’s gaze flicked from Carter’s parents to her and Carter before she echoed, “Nice to meet you, too.” She glanced at Brenna, who had crawled onto her lap, and captured the little hand that was trying to reach her hair before it could gain purchase. “I’d get up and shake hands, but—”
“No worries,” Nate assured her. “It’s hard to dissuade little Bren once she’s taken a liking to you,” he said with a fond glance at his granddaughter. “You’ll probably have your hands full all day.”
“Please, have a seat.” Kate gestured toward the furniture. “Can I get you anything to drink?”
Nate shook his head, and, with a polite smile, answered, “I think we’re fine for now.”
Kate nodded and, with a quick peek at Carter, opted for the seats closest to Maddie instead of their “usual” spots on the couch. She didn’t miss the way Melanie’s lips pressed into a line at having the spots closest to her granddaughter taken, but she had two priorities for the day: protect Maddie, and do whatever she could to do the same for Carter. Winning Carter’s parents over, while beneficial in the overall scheme of things, was a distant third on her to-do list. She had no doubt that she and Carter would deal with whatever happened together, but her priority was for both her girls to survive the day with their hearts intact.
“So how was the conference?” Chloe asked her parents as they settled themselves on the sofa by Logan.
Kate’s stomach fluttered at the feeling of Carter’s fingertips ghosting across the back of her neck as she draped an arm over her shoulders, and she bit her lip as she stole a look at her. Though Carter’s expression was placid, she had no trouble reading the tension that pulled at the corners of her eyes. Things were going as well as they’d dared hope—perhaps even better, in that Carter hadn’t been sure either of her parents were truly on board and it seemed that Nate was somewhat more mollified—but she was grateful for the way Chloe expertly guided the conversation through a series of benign topics as they all got their bearings.
Or she was, anyway, until Chloe shifted the focus onto her.
“So, Kate, Carter said you finished your turbine?”
Kate licked her lips as Carter’s fingers, which had been drawing idle circles across her shoulder, stilled. Part of her wished Chloe had let her fly under the radar for a bit longer while Nate and Melanie adjusted to seeing her and Carter together, but the furrow in Melanie’s brow had nearly disappeared over the last half hour, and she figured that was as good as she was going to get. She tucked her feet up under herself and leaned into Carter’s side under the guise of facing Chloe more comfortably, and was heartened by the way Carter’s fingers resumed their gentle caress.
“I did. Finally,” she added with a wry chuckle.
“Finally?” Nate repeated interestedly. “How long were you working on it?”
“Three years.” Kate pulled a face. “I’d hoped it’d be a much more straightforward process. After all, turbines have been around forever, but it turns out that building a microhydropower turbine that can still generate useful amounts of energy is actually rather difficult.” She smiled at Carter. “Honestly, if it wasn’t for this one, it’d’ve probably taken me longer.”
“What?” Carter’s eyes widened. “Me?”
“Yeah, her?” Chloe echoed. 
Maddie, who now had Brenna tipped backward in her lap as she helped her hold her bottle, giggled. “Carter knows a lot about boats and water and stuff.”
“She does.” Kate smiled at her daughter. She patted Carter’s knee. “But she’s also a great rubber duck. Whenever I’d get stuck—which was way too often for my liking—I’d talk through what went wrong with Carter.”
Carter smiled. “That really helped? I didn’t understand, like, half of what you were telling me, though.”
Kate ignored the way Carter’s parents were watching them as she told Carter, “But you understand water better than anyone I know. How it moves and how it affects objects.” Her heart squeezed at the way Carter brightened at the compliment, and she couldn’t resist leaning in to drop a quick, chaste kiss to her lips. Yes, Nate and Melanie were watching, but she’d be damned if she let a moment pass her by where she could show Carter how wonderful she thought she was. “You’d ask just enough questions to get me thinking a different way about things, and I’d take those ideas back to the lab.” 
“That’s not nearly as fun as the idea of her in a duckie outfit,” Chloe said.
“Oh my god, yes!” Maddie sniggered. She pointed at Carter. “Like the onesie we saw at Target this morning! You should totally go get it!”
“You liked that one, huh?” Carter asked. When Maddie nodded, she joked, “Maybe I’ll wear it to your graduation in a few years.”
The mirth on Maddie’s face vanished. “Please no,” she groaned.
Carter grinned and nudged Maddie with her foot. “But you liked it!”
“Not that much!” Maddie argued.
Kate glanced at Carter’s parents to see what they thought of the exchange. Nate’s wide grin was reassuring, but it was Melanie’s smaller, but no less open, smile as she watched her daughters interact with Maddie that made her breath catch in her throat. 
It wasn’t a full thaw, but it was a start.
“Hell, for the look on her face right now, I’ll wear one with you,” Chloe told Carter. She cackled as Maddie’s expression crossed over into properly horrified. “Oh yeah. And Brenna. I bet Brenna would love to dress up like a duck!”
Melanie chuckled as Carter leaned forward to give Chloe a high five. “No, they won’t,” she assured Maddie. She arched a pointed brow at her daughters. “Right?”
“Don’t worry, Mads,” Kate said, smiling as Carter’s arm tightened around her shoulders. “Carter won’t wear a duckie onesie to your graduation.”
“Psh. She might not be allowed to do it, but I totally will,” Chloe sassed.
“Then you won’t be invited,” Kate shot back.
Chloe gasped and turned pleadingly to Maddie. “You’d really let her disinvite your favorite aunt from your graduation?!”
“I would if that aunt was going to show up in a duckie outfit,” Maddie retorted without missing a beat.
“Wow, Mads.” Chloe shook her head in disappointment. “And I thought we were friends.”
Kate smiled and was about to respond when she was interrupted by her phone buzzing with the intercom’s tone. “Excuse me,” she said as she reached for it. She smiled when she tapped the video icon and saw Grant and Brian on the porch, and offered the guys a quick, “Come on in,” before hanging up. She patted Carter’s leg as she stood. “Grant and Brian are here. I’m just going to go let them in.”
Carter caught her hand and gave it a little squeeze as she asked softly, “You okay?”
Kate glanced around the room at Maddie feeding Brenna while Chloe looked on, to Logan, who was discreetly looking at something on his phone, and then finally to Carter’s parents, who were watching with matching smiles, and nodded. They might not be a big, happy family yet, but she was confident they were on their way. “Yeah.” She squeezed Carter’s hand. “I’m great.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Carter fisted the strap of her backpack and leaned against the doorway to Kate’s office. The chatter and clatter of students fleeing the building after class and Kate being laser-focused on her work meant her arrival had gone unnoticed, and her heart squeezed as she took a moment to watch the woman she loved.
Life had become increasingly hectic over the last month as Maddie was cleared to return to her usual activities and the MU rowing season really kicked into gear, but they still managed to find little pockets of time that were just for them. Sometimes that meant a night on the town, while at other times it was a quick lunch, running errands, or a sleepy cuddle at the end of the night. But her favorite moments were the times like this, when she was done coaching and Kate’s last class had long since been dismissed and Maddie was busy with her own schedule. And so the world, for the next few hours, was theirs.
She tugged at the thigh of her jeans as she pushed off the doorway and, after glancing up and down the now empty hall one last time, rapped her knuckles on Kate’s open door.
Kate didn’t look up from her work as she beckoned her inside with a quick little wave and a distracted, “Come on in. What can I help you with?”
Carter smiled as she stepped inside. “I’d like to discuss my grade on my last exam.”
“Oh?” Kate’s eyes danced with amusement as she leaned back in her chair to look at her. “And why’s that?”
“Well, you see…” Carter let her voice trail off as she closed the door and, with a deft flick, twisted the lock shut. She shrugged off her backpack and left it by the door as she made her way toward Kate’s desk with slow, purposeful steps. Her pulse jumped at the way Kate’s gaze dipped to drink in the extra sway she put into her hips, and she willed her voice to remain steady as she said, “I really need to pass your class, Professor, and, well, I was hoping I could maybe do some extra credit to raise my grade.”
Kate’s tongue swept slowly over her lips as she dragged her gaze back up Carter’s body, and a small smile quirked her lips as their eyes locked. “I’m afraid I don’t give out extra credit. I’m sure you remember me highlighting that point when we went over the syllabus?”
The playfulness of Kate’s reply sent a pleasant shiver tumbling down Carter’s spine, and she held her breath for two beats as she willed herself to remain cool. She had a plan. And okay, it was mostly half-formed and entirely fueled by a particularly vivid dream she’d had a few nights ago, but it was a plan, and goddamn did she want to see how far they could take it.
She dragged a finger along Kate’s desk as she rounded the corner of it to lean against the edge. She was close enough to Kate’s chair that she swore she could feel the warmth of her body even though they weren’t quite touching. “What if I have a persuasive argument as to why you should allow an exception?”
Suspicion flashed across Kate’s face as she played along, one brow arching temptingly as she asked, “Do you?”
“I believe so.” Carter’s pulse pounded in her ears as she reached for Kate’s hand. She studied Kate’s expression intently as she placed Kate’s hand on her upper thigh, and her stomach swooped as she watched confusion melt into surprise and then guarded interest as long fingers traced the length of the bulge tucked beneath her jeans.
Kate’s pupils dilated until only the thinnest ring of green was visible as she hooked the pad of her middle finger around the tip. She licked her lips as her gaze dipped to watch as she stroked the head of Carter’s cock. “Carter…”
Though the shadowed, breathless longing that textured Kate’s voice as she touched her was encouraging, they hadn’t discussed the idea of them doing this since the night she’d FaceTimed Kate from Florida, and no matter how much Carter wanted it, she needed to know Kate was one hundred percent on board. She hooked a finger under Kate’s chin to coax her dark, desire-blown eyes higher, and her thumb trembled as she caressed her cheek. “Is this okay?”
Kate’s hand flattened over the toy, the touch firm and unmistakably possessive as her gaze drifted to the door. “Is it locked?”
Carter groaned and leaned forward to capture Kate’s lips in a searing kiss. “Yes, baby. I locked it.”
“Then this is very okay.” A slow, positively sinful smile spread across Kate’s lips as she popped the button on Carter’s jeans.
It was a good thing Carter was already leaning against the desk, because her knees turned to water when Kate worked her zipper all the way down and pulled her cock out. Yeah, she’d dreamt of this, but her imagination paled in comparison to the reality of Kate’s hands spread against her thighs, holding her in place as she eyed her hungrily.
Carter’s hand slipped back to tangle in Kate’s hair as Kate tipped forward, and a low, utterly wanton moan rumbled in her throat as she watched the tip of Kate’s tongue lick a fine line across the head of her cock.
Kate dug her thumbs into Carter’s inner thighs. “Is this okay?”
“Oh my god, yes,” Carter exhaled shakily.
“Mm, good.” Kate squeezed Carter’s thighs as she slipped out of her chair and settled on her knees in front of her. “I love being on my knees for you,” she murmured, her voice so soft that Carter wondered if it’d been meant for her to hear. Kate tucked her fingers into the waistband of Carter’s jeans and tugged them down over her hips as she swirled her tongue around the tip of the toy.
Carter’s free hand found its way to Kate’s hair as her jeans were worked down past her thighs to her ankles. She tugged at the soft blond strands as blunt nails scraped a delicious path up the back of her thighs, sending sparks of electricity rocketing through her, and there was no silencing the moan that escaped her when Kate’s plump lips opened wide to take her into her mouth.
Kate looked up at her through her lashes, her dark eyes dancing with amusement and no small measure of pride at the reaction she’d elicited.
Carter stared, utterly bewitched, at the way Kate’s lips glided along the length of her as she took as much of her into her mouth as she could, and she scratched Kate’s scalp encouragingly as she pulled away, sucking with enough force that the straps of the harness pressed into Carter’s glutes.
Carter’s breath was stolen from her lungs as she watched Kate’s eyes flutter shut as she pressed a lingering kiss to the tip before opening her mouth wide to take her again. Even though she knew it was impossible, she swore she could feel the heat and the slickness of Kate’s mouth surrounding her, and she tightened her hold on Kate’s hair to pull her closer as her hips surged forward to press deeper into that beautiful mouth.
The low, broken, pleading whimper that bubbled in Kate’s throat in response sent a wave of arousal crashing between her thighs. Carter’s eyes fluttered when Kate dug her nails into her ass as her plump lips slid sensuously back up the shaft that glistened in the wake of her retreat, and her knees very nearly buckled when Kate dragged a hand over her hip to grab the base of her cock and hold it firmly as she swirled her tongue around the tip.
Dark eyes that held only the faintest hint of green held Carter captive as full pink lips puckered to press a lingering kiss to the tip. “Do you like this?”
“Yes,” Carter whimpered as her hips bucked into Kate’s hand and she clenched around nothing. She tugged at Kate’s hair to try to guide that wickedly talented mouth back to work, and groaned when Kate resisted. “Baby, please.”
“I’ve got you, love,” Kate murmured as her hand fell from Carter’s cock to stroke her inner thighs. She hummed when Carter widened her stance to give her more room, and her eyes drifted shut as she opened her mouth wide to take Carter deeper once more.
Carter’s brain blue-screened at the first brush of a fingertip over her clit, and if she’d been capable of higher thought, she’d have marveled at the fact that she somehow managed to remain upright as she was assaulted with the heavenly image of Kate sucking her off and the wickedly effective drag and swirl of Kate’s finger against her clit.
A particularly firm press sent her hips jolting forward sharply, and the low, utterly shameless moan that escaped Kate in response obliterated what remained of Carter’s control. She fisted Kate’s hair as she began thrusting against her mouth in earnest, drawing even more strangled sounds of pleasure from the woman kneeling in front of her, and it wasn’t long at all before she felt the first tendrils of her release began to spread outward, up through her belly and down her trembling legs.
Carter swore when Kate dipped two fingers inside her as she swallowed the length of her, somehow finding a way to take her even deeper, and she bit her lip so hard to stifle the cry that wanted to rend itself from her throat as she came that it was a miracle it didn’t draw blood. Her hips stuttered against Kate’s mouth as pleasure coursed through her, and she murmured a raspy, “Sorry,” as she relaxed her grip on her hair.
Kate hummed low in the back of her throat as she pulled back to smile at her. Her lips were swollen, flushed, and glistening from her efforts, and Carter had never seen anything more beautiful in her life. 
“No need,” Kate replied softly, punctuating the words with a playful flick of her tongue across the head of Carter’s cock. “You were wonderful.”
Carter wrapped a trembling hand around Kate’s jaw to urge her to her feet. “You’re a goddess,” she breathed as she captured her lips in a kiss that was slow and deep and blissfully indulgent. Her stomach fluttered at the way Kate moaned into the kiss, and she dropped her hands to Kate’s waist to flick open the button on her slacks because goddamn did they need to go.
Kate clearly agreed, as she hastened to assist, and if Carter wasn’t still so turned on and desperate to give Kate as much pleasure as she’d just received, she’d have found the whole thing hilarious. As soon as Kate’s slacks were undone, she shoved them and her panties down over her hips, and she grabbed Kate’s ass to crush her against her front, pinning her cock between their bodies as she plied her lips open with her tongue and licked her way into her mouth. She rolled her hips into Kate and kneaded the firm muscles beneath her hands as their tongues swirled messily together.
Her heart fluttered when Kate broke away with a wrecked groan, and she slid her hands from Kate’s ass to her hips. “Turn around,” she murmured against Kate’s lips, and she very nearly came again at the way Kate moaned as she complied. Carter’s clit pulsed at the feeling of her cock dragging across Kate’s ass as she spun in front of her, and she pulled her back against her chest so she could whisper against her ear, “I am going to make you feel so good.” She smiled when Kate’s ass bucked back into her, and dropped her hands to caress her upper thighs as she nipped at her earlobe. “Do you want that?”
Kate’s hips rolled eagerly. “Yes.”
Carter grabbed Kate’s hips, pulling her back against her as she dragged her lips over her ear and whispered, “Bend over for me.”
A choked, almost feral sound caught in Kate’s throat as she pitched forward, her forearms landing solidly against her desktop as she lifted her hips, and Carter’s mouth went dry when she saw just how wet Kate was.
“Oh, baby,” she exhaled as she ran a light finger through Kate’s sodden folds. Her stomach tightened at the way Kate moaned as her hips lifted to chase after her touch. Fucking exquisite. “Is all this for me?”
Kate nodded weakly. “Yes. God, please, Carter.”
Even though Carter knew exactly what Kate wanted, she dragged a damp line across the curve of her right cheek as she prompted, “Please, what?”
Carter knew that it was mean of her to tease Kate like this when she was already so painfully aroused, but it was so fucking worth it when Kate dropped her forehead to her fists as her ass lifted searchingly, trying to guide Carter where she needed her. 
“Fuck me,” Kate husked.
“You need to be quiet,” Carter reminded as she grabbed the base of her cock and used the head to spread Kate open wider. She licked her lips at the way Kate’s pussy clenched and unclenched needfully as she lifted her ass even higher in the air, and wrapped her free hand around Kate’s hip to hold her still as she guided herself into position. “Can you do that?”
Kate nodded, and then proved it when she managed to restrain herself to a choked moan when Carter slipped inside her.
“Good girl,” Carter praised. She set her now free hand on Kate’s other hip and pressed as deep as she could. She held Kate against her as she ground into her once, twice, three times, before canting her hips back and slowly reversing course.
Her next thrust was sharper, and she lifted her eyes to the heavens and prayed that she would be able to remain quiet, too, as the slap of Kate’s ass against her hips as she bottomed out sent a bolt of pleasure ricocheting through her.
Her strength was further tested by Kate’s breathy, “Oh, god, yes,” of encouragement, and she gritted her teeth as she withdrew quickly before slamming forward again. This time, they both moaned when she bottomed out, and she bit her lip as she leaned back to watch herself slide out of Kate. Liquid heat puddled between her legs at the sheen of Kate’s arousal coating her cock—if Kate had been wet before, she was positively dripping now—and she scratched a nail along the taut curve of Kate’s ass as she paused with just the head of the toy nestled inside her.
“Darling,” Kate whined, a soft sound of protest catching in her throat when Carter stopped her from pushing back onto her.
“I know, baby,” Carter promised, giving Kate’s ass a little smack for emphasis before digging her fingertips into the hinge of Kate’s hips as she drove herself forward. She set a wicked pace, each thrust falling with more force than the last until Kate’s office was filled with the wet sounds of their fucking, gasping breaths, and the strangled sounds of their pleasure.
Carter could tell by the increasingly frantic tenor of Kate’s muffled cries that she was close. Her strokes naturally shortened as she tipped forward to brace one hand on the flat of Kate’s desk, and she ignored the burn of protest in her glutes and thighs as she increased the force of her thrusts to compensate. The insides of Kate’s thighs were obscenely slick when she dipped her free hand between her legs, and she bit her lip against the moan that threatened to escape her as the change in position drove the base of her cock directly into her clit.
Kate failed spectacularly at silencing her own pleasure when Carter’s fingers dipped into the ocean of arousal pooled between her thighs to find her clit, but she promptly slapped a hand over her mouth to stifle the cries that escaped her as Carter’s fingers swirled over her in perfect sync with every short, powerful thrust of her hips.
The sight of Kate struggling to remain quiet as she fucked her was exhilarating, and Carter redoubled her efforts to make Kate come. She drove into her with short, sharp thrusts as her fingers flew over the swollen, oh so sensitive bud at the apex of Kate’s thighs, until with a shout that was only partially muffled by the hand over Kate’s mouth, Kate’s entire body tensed beneath her.
Carter tumbled over the edge after her a moment later with a broken little moan that was thankfully quiet enough to not draw attention to what they were doing. She caressed Kate’s hip as Kate’s hand fell away from her mouth, her deep, ragged breaths trembling with the force of her climax, and lengthened her strokes to gently guide them through their releases.
Time lost all meaning as she drew every ounce of pleasure that she could from Kate’s body, and she was almost disappointed when Kate reached back with a shaky hand to grab her thigh.
“No more,” she croaked weakly.
Carter stilled where she was, with her cock buried completely inside her. Despite not being at all certain she had the energy to go again, she still asked, “You sure?”
Kate laughed and relaxed her grip on Carter’s thigh. She patted it twice in a way that conveyed a job well done as she nodded. “Yeah.”
Carter bit her lip as she pulled out slowly, and murmured a soft apology when Kate whimpered at the loss. She caressed Kate’s backside and thighs as she gave her time to come back to herself, and her heart swelled with affection when Kate summoned the strength to push herself upright and immediately captured her lips in a tender, lingering kiss.
“That was…” Kate sighed as her voice trailed off into a blissed-out smile. “Wow.”
Carter cradled Kate’s hips in her hands and held her close. “Very wow,” she hummed as she chased after her lips, a low moan tickling her throat as Kate’s lips immediately parted for her to allow their tongues to stroke slowly together.
A rumble of voices in the hall made them both startle as they remembered where they were, and Carter smiled as she stole one last quick kiss. “Maybe we should get out of here?”
“Mm.” Kate licked her lips as she looked down at the toy protruding from Carter’s hips and then at her watch. “We still have two hours until Maddie’s home from practice,” she noted in a beautifully textured voice. Arousal darkened her eyes when they returned to Carter’s, and she arched a brow as she asked, “How would you feel about keeping that on for a bit longer?”
“God, I am so on-board with that idea.” Carter groaned and surged forward to kiss her firmly. She gave Kate’s backside a little smack and smiled as she whispered against her lips, “Let’s go home, baby. I want to make you scream.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Three years later
 
 
The weather couldn’t be more perfect, Carter thought as her gaze drifted over Archer Academy’s ivy-covered brick buildings that stood in striking contrast to the bright, cloudless blue sky overhead. Pristine rows of gleaming white folding chairs had been set up in the school’s central courtyard facing the large temporary stage bedecked with the school’s banners and six-foot tall Grecian columns topped with lush greenery that cascaded down the sides. A burnished dark wood podium bearing the school’s seal sat at the center of the stage, with neat rows of chairs for the soon-to-be graduates who’d be filing out shortly framing it on either side.
It was striking and stunning and altogether strange to think that in a couple of hours Maddie would officially be a high school graduate. Even stranger was the thought that, come August, they’d be helping her move into her dorm room at Smith where she’d follow in her mother’s footsteps on the rowing team while majoring in environmental studies. Part of her had hoped Maddie would come row for her at MU, but she couldn’t blame her for wanting the chance to spread her wings a bit, either. College was difficult enough, never mind trying to navigate it as the kid of the head coach of your program. Still, it was bizarre to thing that soon it’d be just the two of them in the house the three of them had called home for the last three-and-a-half years.
Time, she thought as she looked at Kate, who was positively glowing in a pair of simple black slacks and a sleeveless emerald green blouse that draped fetchingly over her chest, was a master thief who had somehow managed to make months and years pass in what felt like the blink of an eye. It seemed like only yesterday that she’d first laid eyes on this beautiful, incredible woman, and yet next week they’d be jetting off to the US Virgin Islands to spend a fortnight aboard the Veritas, a catamaran charter, to celebrate their second wedding anniversary.
The smile that quirked Kate’s lips when she caught her staring left her as breathless as the first time she’d seen it, and she couldn’t help but mirror it when Kate asked, “Penny for your thoughts?”
“Only a penny?” Carter teased as she wrapped an arm around Kate’s waist and pulled her against her side. She pressed a kiss to her temple, and her heart fluttered at the feeling of Kate’s hand sliding over her abs to grab her waist as she snuggled into her. She leaned her cheek against Kate’s head and sighed as she looked around them. “I can’t believe she’s already graduating. Like, for real, where did the time go?”
“Believe me, love, I know,” Kate murmured. “I swear, the days at times seemed to go on forever, but the years came and went in a snap.” She rubbed Carter’s hip as she melted just that little bit further into her embrace. “We did good, though. She’s a good kid.”
“She is,” Carter agreed softly. “But that’s all because of you. I don’t think I had much to do with it.”
“You did, though.” Kate’s eyes were soft as she looked up at her. “I know becoming a bonus-mom to a teenager couldn’t have been easy, but you….” She smiled. “Just by being yourself, you’ve shown her how to rise to challenges with grit and determination, and how even the most hard-won victories should be celebrated with grace and humility. You are the epitome of the type of woman I hope she someday becomes, and I’d say that I couldn’t love you any more for all of it, but I seem to find a way to do just that every day.”
Carter swallowed against the emotion that tightened her throat at the solemn earnestness in Kate’s voice, and buried her face in Kate’s hair as she crushed her against her chest. “I love you guys more than anything in the world.”
“We know.” Kate brushed a smile of a kiss over Carter’s throat. “And we love you just as much.”
Carter sniffed as she relaxed her arms to gaze down at Kate, and lifted a hand to cradle her jaw. Her heart squeezed at the adoration that shone in Kate’s eyes as she caressed the curve of her cheek. “How did I get so lucky?”
The adoration in Kate’s gaze flickered with mirth. “Well, I mean, you didn’t drop the ring in the river when you proposed…”
Carter rolled her eyes. In her defense, it had been an incredibly muggy evening so her hands had been sweaty and that, combined with a perfectly understandable bout of nerves at the—admittedly ridiculous—idea Kate might say ‘no’ made it hard to hold on to the platinum band encrusted with diamonds she’d tucked into her pocket for the occasion. It would have been more sensible to propose on land, where the risk of losing the ring overboard wouldn’t have been an issue, but they’d had their first dates and their first kiss on the Charles, and it’d seemed only fitting for the river to serve as the backdrop for their engagement, too.
Of course, she would have been fine even with the humidity and her nerves, had it not been for the frat boys in a tricked-out Malibu with an absolutely massive chrome-plated wakeboard tower that tore past the antique twenty-five foot wooden speedboat she’d rented for the evening just as she’d started to drop to one knee, and thrown her sideways. It was one of those things that was heart-stopping at the time and hilarious after the fact, and she pulled a face as she muttered, “I’m never going to live that down, am I?”
Kate’s eyes danced. “Not anytime soon.”
“Oh, are we giving Carter a hard time?” Brian said by way of hello as he and Grant joined them.
“No, we are not,” Carter deadpanned as she shook their hands.
“I dunno…” Grant drawled. “It sure looked like—”
Carter was saved from further teasing by a little voice gleefully shouting, “Auntie Kate!” 
She smiled as she turned to see Brenna sprinting across the lawn toward them in a blue and yellow polka-dot sundress and white sneakers, and her smile widened when Brenna drew close enough that she could see that the polka-dots on her dress were actually cartoon rubber duckies.
Kate squatted down and held out her arms, and laughed when Brenna threw herself into her arms. “Oof! When did you get so big?”
“On my birfday,” Brenna replied solemnly as she pulled away. She promptly whipped into a theatrical twirl and declared, “I have a duckie dress!”
“I see that,” Kate said. She smiled her thanks when Carter held out a hand to help her up, and tilted her head toward her as she asked Brenna, “You going to say hi to Aunt Carter?”
Brenna smiled toothily and waved. “Hi Auntie Carter!”
“Hey, munchkin.” Carter scooped her up into a hug and spun her in a circle so her little feet flew out behind her. Brenna stumbled sideways when she set her down, and she chuckled as she caught her arm to steady her. “Sorry, kiddo. You okay?”
Brenna nodded and held up her arms. “Again?”
“Not right now,” Chloe answered. She shook her head when Carter and Brenna both pouted at her. “It’s too crowded,” she explained as she pulled Kate into a quick hug. “Hey, you.”
Kate patted Chloe’s shoulder and smiled at Logan as she pulled away. “I’m so glad you guys could make it.”
“Of course! I’m just sorry my flight was delayed and we had to miss dinner last night,” Logan replied.
Kate waved him off with a smile. “We’ll make up for it tonight, I’m sure.”
“Hell yeah, we will,” Brian said, smirking as he shook Logan’s hand. “You owe us a round of shots for that game your boys dropped!”
Chloe sniggered at the way Logan grimaced at the reminder of the Celtics knocking his Cavaliers out of the playoffs. She looked around the courtyard. “Where are the parental units, anyway?”
“Around.” Carter took Kate’s hand and they shared a small smile as she laced their fingers together. Her parents might have taken longer than she’d have liked to warm up to their relationship, but they’d been nothing but supportive in the time since. “Dad and Bob wandered off to check out the new stadium”—she gestured over her shoulder with her free hand—“and mom and Barb…” Her voice trailed off as she spotted them making their way to where they all stood. “Are right there.”
After another quick round of greetings, the dads returned, and they went through it all again, and when members of the school’s band began to play, they took that as their cue to claim their seats for the ceremony. Carter draped her arm over the back of Kate’s chair as they settled in, and her heart swelled at the way Kate’s hand rested a hand on her thigh as she snuggled into her side. 
Before long, the soft jazz tunes from the band shifted to Elgar’s Pomp and Circumstance March No. 1, and Carter squeezed Kate’s shoulder when Maddie strolled onto the stage, looking impossibly grown-up and confident in her ice blue robe with her shoulder-length blond waves tickling her shoulders and a veritable rainbow of honor cords draped around her neck. Maddie’s smile brightened when she spotted them all in the crowd, and Carter held Kate tight as Maddie waved excitedly at them.
“You did good, Momma,” Carter whispered.
Carter’s heart squeezed as Kate pressed a watery smile to her lips and murmured, “Yes, we did.”




 
 
 
There’s a running joke around boathouses that the first rule of rowing is that you MUST talk about rowing, and I guess this book is proof enough that it’s true. I spend a large chunk of my time during the spring, summer, and fall at the boathouse, and when I finally came up with an idea for how to work rowing into a story, my Muse grabbed it by the horns and refused to let go. 
Carter’s love for rowing is a mirror of my own, and when I was working on this story during the cold, dark, dreary winter months when I couldn’t get on the river, it allowed me the chance to focus on the reasons why rowing is so special to me. Yes, the daily 4:30 a.m. alarm can be brutal (and often has me questioning my life choices in the first few minutes after it goes off), but there is no better way to start the day than on the water. I sincerely hope I was able to convey even a sliver of that magic while telling this tale.
Speaking of telling tales, while writing is an incredibly solitary experience, it’s made so much easier when you have friends to bounce ideas off of, and this story is no exception to that rule.
Many, many thanks to Eloise, who read this thing in bits and pieces whenever I managed to string enough words together to finish a chapter, and had the patience to hang with me on it while I took a two month break from writing to recover from a knee replacement. Thank you from the very bottom of my “I was a creative writing and math major, IDK shit about science” heart for fixing all the science stuff that I messed up. I swear I was actually trying when I wrote those bits. Thank you, too, for the “rude” comments that not only helped keep this story in line, but me, as well. Your input is invaluable, and I am so grateful that you are so willing to offer your time (and brain) to help me out.
As always, I would be incredibly remiss not to give Lou her well-deserved shout-out. Thank you, my friend, for cleaning up my prose, highlighting my repeated words/phrases (even if I cringe at all the yellow because omg how did I not see that?!), and pointing out all the spots where I could make this thing better. I know that LifeTM makes it difficult for you to find time to crack open the ol’ lappy and work your magic helping make the world a smuttier, gayer place, and I sincerely appreciate all the time you carve out of your life to make me sound smarter than I am.
Thanks to all of you, dear readers, for your patience and support. I know I have once again made you wait longer than usual for my latest offering, and I hope that Carter and Kate’s story was worth it. Thanks to everyone who takes the time to leave such wonderful reviews—those stars and kind words do wonders to help my books get noticed by people who aren’t familiar with my work. Reviews don’t have to be long, even a couple sentences is enough to help my books get noticed by people who might otherwise pass them by. And finally, I gotta send the hugest of thanks to those of you who recommend my books to others—be it by word of mouth, social media, and especially those amazing reels I’ve seen on Instagram (I grin like a fucking idiot every time I see one. Yes, this is me blatantly soliciting more). It isn’t easy being an indie author, and if it weren’t for your support I would probably be forced to go get a “real” job, so thank you…my smut-obsessed Muse would die if forced to sit quietly by while I spent the day doing anything else.
 
Until next time, my dudes.
~mj
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