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Grace Easton pressed onto her toes and raised her arms over her head, stretching her lithe, five-foot-eight frame to its max. A soft groan slipped from her lips as her lower back released, and she let her arms fall as she flopped back onto the oversized sectional sofa in her living room with an enviable amount of finesse. After spending the majority of the last fourteen months on tour, it was a relief to finally be back in a space that was hers.
She brushed her long, blonde hair from her face and gazed out the massive floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked the sculpted grounds of her private estate in the Palisades and the inky blackness of the Pacific in the distance below. The sprawling French provincial-style estate had been her main base once upon a time, but the need to escape after a particularly brutal breakup had led to her calling a limestone and brick townhouse in the heart of Tribeca home for the last five years, instead.
Grace smiled as her best friend and personal assistant, Cassie Michaels, fell onto the shorter section of the sofa beside her with a hollow thwump, and craned her neck to look at her. “Good to be back?”
“So good.” Cassie’s usually bright blue eyes were dulled with exhaustion from traveling. Even on Grace’s private jet, the fifteen-hour flight from Sydney to L.A. wasn’t an easy trek, but a large storm system had made the trip absolutely hellish. “Please tell me we’re ordering in tonight.” She cast Grace a pleading look as she tucked a lock of strawberry blond hair that had escaped her otherwise neat french braid behind her ear. “I love you, G,” she sighed, a hint of a sweet, southern drawl slipping into her tone, giving away just how tired she was as she continued, “but groceries aren’t going to be delivered until the morning, and I’m not up for a trip to the store right now.”
“Oh, god no.” Grace shook her head. She would never dream of asking Cassie to run to the store after the day they’d had. For as much as she tried to live a normal life, her celebrity made it impossible for her to do little things like shop for her own groceries. On the few occasions she’d tried, it’d ended with the police being called to manage the crowds. It was just easier for everyone—not just herself, but also the poor employees who had to deal with the aftermath of overzealous fans and paparazzi—if she let others handle it. “I definitely don’t have the energy to cook.” As if to prove her point, she was overcome by a jaw-popping yawn, and she groaned through the end of it as she waved a hand at Cassie’s phone on the coffee table. “Pick whatever you’re in the mood for. Just get me something you know I’ll eat.”
“I’m too tired to put any effort into figuring out what sounds good,” Cassie grumbled as she rolled onto her side to grab her phone. “How’s pizza sound?”
“Perfect.” Grace squeezed her eyes shut against another yawn and tipped her head back onto the throw pillow. She loved the energy of being on stage in front of a hundred thousand people—or more, depending on the venue—but songwriting was her passion, and she was looking forward to having some time to herself to get back to it.
After a well-deserved break, anyway.
She had every intention of doing nothing but surf and catch up on her to-be-read pile for at least the next month. The tour, which had been wildly successful by every conceivable metric, had drained her more than any of the others she’d ever done, and she needed to recharge before she could even begin to think about writing her next album.
She folded an arm over her eyes with a sigh and tuned out Cassie’s voice as she placed their dinner order. She was halfway to dreamland when the phone tucked into the pocket of her leggings started vibrating with an incoming call, and she groaned as she pulled it from her pocket.
There were only a select few who had her private number, and all of them knew she’d just gotten back from tour, so whatever it was, it must be important.
Grace frowned at the sight of her manager’s name on the screen. Amanda Dixon had been the guiding force behind the recent shift in her career as she tried to shake her girl-next-door image in favor of something more befitting a woman in her early thirties. But while she knew Amanda never stopped working, she usually let her recover from a trip before presenting her with a possible new project.
Cassie caught her eye from across the room and mouthed, Is everything okay?

Grace pulled a face and shrugged as she lifted her phone to her ear. “Amanda, hi. What can I do for you?”
As always, Amanda skipped the pleasantries and jumped right to business. “Is now a good time?”

“I just got home, and I’m exhausted, but Cass and I are waiting for dinner to be delivered, so yeah. What’s up?”

“I got a call from Gina Malone at Waterman Films this morning about a project I think you’d be interested in. Kristin Knight is in the process of casting her latest film, and she wanted to meet about the possibility of you writing a song or two for it.”

“Seriously? I love her work.” Grace’s pulse kicked up as her gaze drifted to the trio of acoustic guitars tucked into the curved bay in the corner of the room where a gleaming black grand piano sat with its top up, waiting to be played. “And I’ve always wanted to work on a soundtrack.”

“I know,” Amanda chuckled. “And I know this is coming right on the heels of you wrapping your tour, but she was hoping you could swing by Waterman Films’ offices on Wednesday morning to chat about the project. They hope to have the leads locked in by tomorrow afternoon, and the idea is for you to sit down with Knight and the actors to get a feel for the characters and the motif of the film as a whole.”

Grace scrubbed a hand over her face as she tried to do the math. It was already Monday night, so that gave her about thirty-six hours to shake as much of this jet lag as possible. Not ideal, but she’d performed for sold-out stadiums on less rest. “Yeah, sure. I can do that. Get the address and the time she wants to meet and everything to Cass, and I’ll be there.”

“I’ll send it over now,” Amanda replied, sounding pleased. “If you decide to do it, I’ll have Peter reach out to them about working out a contract.”

Grace nodded. She’d founded her own record label over a decade ago so that she’d have full creative control of her music, but on the rare occasion she needed someone to go over contracts for non-musical endeavors, Amanda enlisted Peter—the top-grossing agent at the firm she’d founded over two decades ago—to help. “Excellent. I’ll keep you posted, then.”

“Sounds good. I’ll talk to you soon. Tell Cass I say ‘hi’.”

“I will,” Grace promised before, after exchanging a few idle pleasantries now that the business aspect of the conversation had been concluded, she disconnected the call. “Amanda says hello,” she reported dutifully as she tossed her phone onto the coffee table. “And she’s going to be sending you details about a meeting on Wednesday.”
Cassie frowned. “I thought you wanted to take a break?”
“Yeah, well…” Grace shrugged. “It’s just a meeting about maybe writing some music for a film. It’s not like it’ll be something she needs, like, next week or anything.”
Cassie’s phone pinged with an alert. “Amanda just sent the details for it all,” she reported as she scanned the message. “Meeting is at eleven a.m. in Santa Monica.” A few more taps on the screen. “Looks like the office isn’t far from the pier, so it won’t take long to get there.”
Grace nodded jerkily as the mention of the iconic landmark brought to mind a host of memories she’d tried—and failed—to forget. Memories of long, soft dark hair between her fingers, smooth, pale skin beneath her lips, and bright emerald eyes alternately twinkling with laughter and smoldering with desire. Memories of long weekends in bed and quiet, pre-dawn walks along the beach before the world awoke and her need to hide chased them away from prying eyes, and of late-night dance parties and movie marathons that she never saw the end of because she inevitably fell asleep.
Once upon a time, she’d been as genuinely happy as she pretended to be now.
But then the memories shifted, and her heart ached as she recalled those same eyes clouded with hurt and betrayal, pleading with her to take back what she’d said. The way fragile tears had glistened on long lashes as a broken, melodic voice begged her to change her mind. Challenged her to be brave.
Dared her to love.
And she’d wanted to.
Oh, how she’d wanted to.
But she didn’t. Even now, she hid that part of herself for fear of how her life might be upended if the truth came out. She’d been twisting herself into knots ever since she’d been catapulted into the spotlight at fifteen, trying to make herself into what everyone else wanted her to be, and no matter how much she wished things were different, she was too damn afraid to take off her mask and be seen for who she truly was.
She startled at the feeling of a warm hand on her knee, and swallowed thickly as she registered Cassie’s concerned face in front of her. So much for thinking I was getting better. “Sorry, I kinda zoned out there,” she muttered. She cleared her throat softly and shook her head. “What did you say?”
Understanding softened Cassie’s expression. “Her?”
Grace bit her lip and nodded. Part of her hated that Cassie could read her so easily, but mostly she was glad her old friend hadn’t mentioned her ex by name. “It’s been five years, Cass,” she whispered. “When is it going to stop hurting?”
“Oh, Grace.” Cassie propped herself on the edge of the sofa beside Grace and pulled her into her arms. She pressed a gentle kiss to her temple and sighed as she squeezed her tightly. “I wish I knew, sweetie.” She kissed her again and rubbed her shoulders as she pulled away. “Pizza will be here in like half an hour. You want to crack open a bottle of wine or two and sit on the patio while we wait? We missed the sunset, but maybe a little fresh air will help?”
Grace swallowed around the lump in her throat and nodded. She’d long since learned that nothing really helped, but she didn’t want to worry Cassie any more than she already had. “Sure. Sounds good.”
“Good.” Cassie held out a hand as she got to her feet. When Grace took it, she gave her fingers a little squeeze before tugging her toward the kitchen. “So, tell me about this film they want you to do a soundtrack for.”
“I honestly don’t know much,” Grace admitted. “Just that it’s a Kristin Knight film.”
“Shit. No way! I love her movies. Do you think Trish Fletcher will be in it? She was so good in Lavender Fields .”
Grace smiled at Cassie’s excitement. “No idea,” she said as she peeled away from her to peruse the wine rack tucked into the butler’s pantry beside the kitchen. “Amanda just said that they’re doing some chemistry reads tomorrow and that they hope to have the cast set by the time I come in on Wednesday.” She plucked a pinot noir from a vineyard in the Pacific Northwest that she and Cassie had found on a girls’ trip after her breakup from the rack, and carried it into the kitchen, where Cassie had pulled out a corkscrew and a pair of stemless glasses. “So I’ll get a better idea of everything then.”
“Do you think you’ll do it?” Cassie asked as she handed her the corkscrew.
“Probably.” Grace shrugged. “I mean, I love Knight’s work, and it’s just a couple of songs. But I’ll wait to decide after I hear their pitch.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Veronica Adams resisted the urge to shout “Oh, thank feck” when Elena Kopel, the Casting Director for Undeniable , raised a perfectly manicured hand to call an end to this latest failure of a chemistry read.
“I think we’ve seen enough,” Elena told the pretty, twenty-something blonde Veronica had been doing her damnedest to generate any kind of chemistry with for the last forty-five minutes. Elena’s smile was tight enough that Veronica knew she wouldn’t be seeing the woman again anytime soon, as she added, “Thank you so much for coming in today. We’ll be in touch.”
Veronica plastered on an entirely fake smile as she nodded goodbye to the younger actress and drew on her years of experience in front of the camera to not let her utter disappointment show. Despite months of prep, their second day of chemistry reads wasn’t going any better than the first, and she was beginning to wonder if they would ever find someone to star opposite her.
The entire room let out a groan of frustration as soon as the door closed behind the blonde.
“Jesus, that was terrible,” Kristin Knight, the Korean-American director of the film, grumbled as she pushed to her feet. At five-foot-ten, her willowy frame and classically elegant features were practically made for film—or the runway, given how she managed to make black boots, faded jeans, and a half-tucked, slightly wrinkled Oxford with the sleeves cuffed to show off her corded, tattooed forearms and the chunky men’s watch on her wrist look like haute couture—but she’d chosen to focus her talents behind the camera instead. “How in the hell did she make it past the screening rounds?”
“After that? Fuck if I know,” Elena muttered. “Her initial audition was great, but that…” Her voice trailed off as she grabbed her phone and waved it toward the door the actress had just left through. “She was it for the day, so…” She blew out a rough breath and tucked her long, highlighted brown hair behind her ears. “There were a few others who just barely didn’t make it through the last round that I think could work. I’ll go make some calls.”
“Yeah, okay.” Kristin dragged her hands through the lush, ebony hair atop her clipped undercut and pushed it away from her face as she looked from Veronica to Gina Malone, the Executive Producer for the film, and Mari Davenport, the scriptwriter. “Do either of you have any ideas?”
Before Veronica could answer, there was a knock on the door, and April Yang, Gina’s assistant, poked her head inside. “Sorry to interrupt.” She glanced from Elena, who had stopped just out of striking range of the door, to her boss. “Gina, your eleven o’clock is in the conference room.”
Veronica arched a brow at the way Gina jumped to her feet with a slightly panicked, “Shit, I honestly forgot about that.” Though Gina stood a solid handful of inches shorter than the statuesque director, she was no less commanding a presence, and it was unsettling to see her so obviously flustered. “What do you want me to tell her?”
Veronica wanted to ask who, exactly, was the “her” they were talking about, but the tension on their faces had her holding her tongue. She made her way back to the chair she’d used off-and-on all morning, and crossed her left leg over her right as she watched four of the more powerful women in Hollywood quietly lose their shit.
Whatever was happening, it was probably best for her to stay out of it and wait until she was called upon.
Kristin’s lips pinched as she looked speculatively toward the hallway as if she could see into the conference room at the other end. “Fuck. I really wanted to give her a complete picture of what we’re trying to do here.”
Gina inclined her head as she considered the situation. Like Kristin, she was also dressed somewhat casually in a pair of dark-washed skinny jeans and a gray tee, though her red-soled boots and vintage brown leather jacket definitely classed up the outfit. “I know it’s not ideal, but one of us can read opposite Veronica to do that,” she eventually said, her brown eyes darting toward the door as she tossed her pen toward the notebook she’d been scribbling in all morning. She swore when the pen skittered off the paper and across the table before clattering to the floor, and shook her head as she got up to retrieve it. “I say that, since she’s here, we just go ahead and pitch it like we’d planned.”
“It can’t hurt,” Mari chimed in as she stood. She was practically vibrating with excitement as she pulled the navy blazer she’d discarded over the back of her chair and slipped it on over the white dress shirt she wore with a pair of dark-washed jeans. She pushed her black-framed glasses higher on her nose and asked, “Right?”
“Yeah.” Kristin pulled a face that said she wasn’t in love with the idea, but that she couldn’t think of anything better. “I think that’s the best we can do.”
Gina nodded at her assistant, who promptly hustled off to collect the recent arrival, and sighed as she straightened the collar of her blazer beneath her chic, dark bob. Veronica couldn’t be sure, but she was pretty sure Gina murmured, “Fingers crossed,” to herself as she began straightening her notes from the morning.
“If you don’t need me…” Elena’s voice trailed off.
Kristin shook her head and flicked a hand toward the door. “We’ve got this. Go make those calls.”
The tension radiating from the other women in the room as the door shut behind Elena was palpable enough that it put Veronica on edge. She’d worked with some of the most acclaimed directors in the industry over the last decade, but she’d never seen a production team so genuinely skittish about meeting someone.
Thankfully, the trip from the conference room they’d been using for chemistry reads to the one where the mysterious arrival had been waiting was a quick one, and Veronica sat up a little bit straighter when a sharp triple-knock echoed through the room before the door was pushed open.
Veronica swore her heart stopped beating when a devastatingly familiar face strode into the room. The world tilted around her so violently that she was afraid she’d be sick as she watched Grace Easton make her way toward Kristin, Mari, and Gina with an outstretched hand and a warm, positively breathtaking smile that was a world away from the broken, quivering frown that still occasionally haunted her dreams. She was overcome with an urge to flee that was nearly overwhelming as she watched Grace shake hands with the director, and she squeezed her hands into fists so hard that her nails, short as she kept them, bit into her palms as she forced herself to stay put.
She’d worked too goddamn hard to get to where she was to fuck it all up over a bad breakup that she should’ve gotten over by now.
Veronica gritted her teeth and tried to focus on her breathing as her pulse pounded in her ears. The greetings and introductions going on across the room sounded like they were happening underwater, the sounds muffled and unintelligible as Grace—who was as gorgeous as ever in a pair of light blue capris and a flowy white blouse that draped open over the sharp line of her collarbones with her blonde hair falling softly around her shoulders—shook hands with the remainder of the assembled production team. The hollow ache in her chest, the one she’d tried and failed to heal, grew wider, deeper, with every passing second until she was once again consumed by the crippling pain that had devastated her the night Grace had ripped her fucking heart out. She was shaking from the effort it took to stay where she was when Grace turned toward her, and bile burned the back of her throat as bright blue eyes she’d know anywhere landed on her. The healthy glow that colored Grace’s cheeks washed away as their gazes locked, and Veronica’s heart lurched as she watched Grace brace a hand on the table beside her as she swayed ever so slightly in place, looking as genuinely dumbfounded as Veronica felt.
For five years, they’d managed to avoid this very moment, and now here they were.
With an audience, no less, just to make things even more awkward.
Veronica was proud of herself for managing to get to her feet without incident despite the fact that her legs felt like jelly, and she tried to muster something that could pass for a polite smile as she made her way across the room to where everyone else stood.
“And you know Veronica,” Kristin said as she joined them, her brow furrowing as her dark eyes flicked between Veronica and Grace.

How would she know about…? Veronica started to wonder, but then shook her head at herself. Of course Kristin had seen the spate of articles speculating about their relationship that had been an almost weekly headline in the tabloids before they’d broken up.
Apology etched itself across Grace’s face as she nodded. “Hey, V.”
Though she tried to fight it, Veronica’s heart fluttered at the sound of her old nickname falling from those perfect lips in that sweet, slightly husky alto. She cleared her throat and returned Grace’s short nod. “Hey, G.”
“We asked Grace to come in today to discuss her potentially writing some songs for the soundtrack,” Gina explained, looking positively delighted that Grace had accepted her invitation.
“Right, soundtrack,” Veronica repeated dumbly. “Yeah.” She cleared her throat and did her best to ignore the way Mari was openly staring at them. “I think that’s a brilliant idea.”
She schooled her expression as Kristin studied her for a long moment, probably trying to figure out why she was behaving like a complete nutter, and breathed easier when the director’s attention shifted to Grace.
“Our plan,” Kristin said, “had been for you to meet both of the leads and have them run a scene or two for you to get a feel for the characters and the plot, but we’ve run into a bit of a snag with casting.”
Grace, who had been nodding absently as if she were listening while staring at Veronica like she was seeing a ghost, blinked twice before turning her attention to the director. “Oh?”
The broken eye contact was enough to loosen the vise that’d wrapped itself around Veronica’s chest, allowing her to draw a breath as Gina elaborated, “The actors we’ve brought in for these chemistry reads have been—”
“Awful,” Kristin interjected with a dramatic groan.
Grace’s lips twitched, though the flash of amusement faded as her gaze drifted back to Veronica. She cleared her throat and pulled her attention back to the director. “While I appreciate your desire to present a more complete picture of the project, maybe you could just brief me on the general plot of the film?”
Kristin nodded and turned deferentially to Mari, who pushed herself back onto the table to sit as she said, “Undeniable follows two women as they fall in love over a summer. Mae”—she gestured at Veronica—“meets Gemma, a pop superstar who retreats to a small town on a lake to write her next album. They spend the summer falling in love, but, eventually, real life demands Gemma return to the spotlight, and Mae has to make a choice between following her heart or her head when Gemma asks her to leave her small-town life and come with her.”
“That…” A shadow of remembered pain darkened Grace’s expression as she glanced at Veronica. Her lips twitched with the hint of a frown before she caught herself and turned it into a polite smile as she looked at Mari. “That sounds like something I can work with, for sure.”
“I’d hoped so. I…” Mari’s voice trailed off as she looked from Grace to Veronica. She bit her lip as she stared at Veronica long enough to make Veronica wonder if she’d done something wrong before shaking her head and turning to murmur something to Kristin. When the director shrugged and nodded, Mari turned back to them and looked pointedly at Grace. “Please feel free to tell me this is a ridiculous idea if you really don’t want to give it a shot, but would you, perhaps, be willing to read opposite Veronica? We have an extra copy of the sides for today.”
If Veronica thought she was going to be sick before, that feeling of discomfort had nothing on the gut-twisting nausea that wracked her now. The scene the production team had chosen for the chemistry read was the somewhat typical for the genre, third-act breakup that made the characters’ eventual reconciliation all the sweeter, but the beats of the scene were devastatingly similar to the conversation that had heralded the end of her relationship with Grace. And while that made it frighteningly easy for her to tap into her character’s emotions, every take she’d done over the last day and a half had dragged that old pain closer and closer to the surface, and she knew that doing the scene with Grace would catapult her fully back into the heartbreak she’d tried so hard to put behind her.
“I’m sorry?” Grace’s brow furrowed. “Me? Why?”
Veronica bit her tongue so hard that it nearly drew blood to keep from shouting, Yeah, why?

Sure, they’d been having trouble nailing down their Gemma, but the only acting Grace had ever done was two turns as host on SNL and a handful of guest spots on sitcoms where she’d been basically playing herself. Why in the hell would they want Grace to read for a full-length film?
The way Mari looked to Gina and Kristin for backup only confused her more, but Gina’s smooth explanation of, “We think it’ll give you a good feeling for the heart of the film,” made sense.
As did Kristin’s, “It’s a pivotal scene that speaks to the emotion that’d been growing between the characters throughout the film.”
But still…
There was something about the pinch of Mari’s lips that made Veronica think there was something more to the suggestion than the writer was letting on, and she swiveled her head to see if Grace noticed it as well.

Say no. For the love of god, Grace, please say no, she pleaded with her eyes.
But Grace wasn’t looking at her.
It was a fucking miracle that she didn’t scream when Grace’s brow smoothed and a neutral half-smile quirked her lips. “Sure. Why not?”
 



 

Oh my god, why did I say yes to this? Grace silently berated herself. She’d had every intention of politely declining, but Gina had been looking at her so hopefully that her people-pleasing tendencies took over before she could wrangle them into submission.
She scanned the handful of pages Kristin had given her for what felt like the hundredth time in the last ten minutes and barely resisted the urge to scream. The scene was powerful—just reading it made her throat tighten with emotion—and she wondered how in the hell she was going to get through it while looking at Veronica when every word, every fucking beautiful, poignant word made her feel like her heart was being ripped out all over again.
Knowing that it was ridiculous for her to be so affected when she had been the one to break both their hearts did nothing to mitigate the ache in her chest, and she sighed as her gaze drifted to where Veronica sat a few feet away.
She’d never been immune to the Irishwoman’s beauty, but after five years of purposefully avoiding any and all media that featured Veronica because it hurt too much to even look at pictures of her, she was particularly ill-equipped to handle being in the same room with her. Veronica looked as stunning as ever in a plain black tee and a pair of artfully ripped jeans with minimal makeup and her long, dark hair pulled back into a ponytail, and she was powerless to do anything but stare at the way the fingers of Veronica’s right hand dipped beneath the collar of her tee as she drummed the fingers of her left on the tabletop.
Grace’s heart stopped when keen emerald green eyes flicked her way, and the air was stolen from her lungs as a perfectly sculpted brow twitched in surprise when Veronica realized she was being watched. Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment at having been caught, and she sucked in a sharp breath as she forced herself to look away.

Stupid. I am so fucking stupid.

“So, are you ready to give it a shot?” Kristin called from across the room.
Grace paused her mental self-flagellation as she looked up to find the director, Mari, and Gina watching her. She did a double-take at the shared ember of hope that brightened their collective gaze, but she didn’t allow herself to wonder about it as she focused on the task at hand.

One problem at a time. She held the script aloft. “Can I read from this if I forget a line?”
Kristin smiled brightly and nodded. “Of course.”
“I…” Grace’s attention drifted to Veronica, and she swallowed thickly as she watched her get up from her seat to make her way to the open space in front of the long table where the production team sat.
Apparently, they weren’t “reading” so much as performing the scene.

Awesome .
She was tempted to say that she’d changed her mind and couldn’t do it. She was wasting the team’s time when they needed to find an actual actor for the role, and she had no right to put Veronica through this.
But now that she was actually in the same room as her, she wasn’t strong enough to make herself leave.
She missed her. Fuck, she missed her so goddamn much, and even reliving a facsimile of the conversation that had thrown her entire life into a tailspin it hadn’t yet recovered from was a more appealing option than walking out the door and having to wait another five, ten, however many years before she had the chance to be this close to her again.
Despite what the tabloids said and her fans believed, she wasn’t superwoman. She was just a woman. A fragile, all too human woman who was still, after all this time, desperately in love with the woman across from her and absolutely fucking terrified about what might happen if the world found out about it.
A throat clearing softly snapped her out of her thoughts. She turned a small, apologetic smile toward the sound, and then instinctively stood a little straighter when she saw that Gina and Kristin were intently staring at her and Veronica. “Sorry.” Her heart beat heavily in the base of her throat as she committed to what was, without a doubt, the stupidest course of action she could possibly take. “I’m good to give it a try then.”
“Excellent,” Kristin said. “Let me call Elena back in, and we’ll get to it.”
“I…” Grace had no idea who Elena was, but she was already so out of her depth that she figured one more witness wouldn’t matter in the end. “Of course.”
Kristin nodded and gestured toward Veronica. “If you could join Veronica at the center of the room, there, we’ll get started just as soon as the team’s assembled.”
Grace nodded and rolled her script in her hands as she got to her feet. Despite asking if she could read from it, she didn’t need it—the lines had burned themselves into her brain by her fifth read—but having something to hold grounded her. “Sounds good.”
 



 
Veronica clenched her jaw to keep from saying anything as Grace joined her in the space that made up their makeshift stage for the reading. She hadn’t missed the longing that had shone in Grace’s eyes when she’d caught her staring. Nor had she missed the sadness and resigned resolve that had pulled at her lips in the moment before she said she was ready to do the scene. She could tell by the way Grace held her jaw just a little off center with the corner of her mouth caught between her teeth that she was nervous and, for as much as she wanted to chase those nerves away, she didn’t trust herself to not say something that might reveal the extent of their past connection to the room.
Part of her hated how easily she slipped back into her old protective instincts, but as she looked at Grace—really looked at her, with a familiarity born of four years of late nights and early mornings, of whispered confessions and hushed promises—she was struck by the expertly concealed sadness that lurked just under the surface of her cheerful facade. For as much as she’d recoiled from the idea of Grace reading Gemma’s part, she had to admit that the blonde truly was an incredible actress if she could hide all of this from the myriad of cameras that followed her every move.
And for as much as her heart ached at being so close to Grace again, there was a part of her that felt traitorously alive because of it. Grace had always had that effect on her. And while she was certain that she would pay for this moment of reckless indulgence later, for now she was helpless but to soak in every second she got to spend in her orbit.
Veronica cast a careful glance at the table where Kristin, Gina, and the rest of the production team were gathered, and turned her back to them so nobody could read her lips as she said, “How’ve you been?”
“I…” Grace sighed and shook her head. “Fine. Busy.”
While Veronica didn’t doubt the latter, she seriously suspected the former was a lie, but she didn’t comment on it. “Just finished touring, right?”
A soft smile tipped Grace’s lips, as if she were surprised Veronica knew about it. Which was hilarious, but also endearing.
Because, even if she had wanted to avoid any news about Grace—which, truthfully, part of her had—it would have been impossible. The media had fawned over her tour, writing a host of feel-good articles about the size of the crowds attending her shows and how those who couldn’t get tickets still congregated near the venues to host their own events, the donations she made to food pantries wherever she stopped, and the boon her concerts had been for local economies due to people traveling to the various cities to see her perform live.
Never mind the fact that her social media had been completely overrun with fan videos for the last fourteen months. And like the glutton for punishment that she was, she’d watched every single one of them that she’d come across.
“Yeah.” Grace tucked her script into the back pocket of her pants and ducked her head shyly. “Finally done. Cass was begging me on the drive over here today to never do that long of a tour ever again.”
Veronica smiled, having no trouble picturing the petite redhead doing just that. “How is she?” She had always liked Cassie. Once upon a time, she’d considered Grace’s best friend-slash-personal assistant one of her closest friends, but they’d drifted apart after the breakup when it became clear that their continued contact was too painful for everyone involved.
“She’s good.”
“Still keeping you organized?” Veronica teased. Grace was a generational talent of a songwriter and performer, but she had so much on her plate at any given time that, without Cassie keeping tabs on her schedule, she’d probably end up missing her own concert.
Grace huffed a little laugh and nodded as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “She is.”
Veronica’s heart squeezed at the familiarity of the gesture, and a note of wistfulness crept into her voice as she said, “Good. I’m glad you have her.”
“Me too,” Grace whispered.
Veronica held her breath as Grace’s gaze danced over her face, shocked by the fragility in those blue eyes that were usually so warm and energetic. Grace looked like she was moments from shattering, and Veronica instinctively reached for her. “Grace…”
Grace blinked hard and shook her head as if jolted from a trance. “Sorry, I’m so—”
Whatever Grace was about to say was interrupted by Kristin calling, “Okay, guys. Sorry about that.”
Veronica’s heart thudded painfully against her breastbone, and she swallowed thickly as she spun to face the production team. They were all smiling at them in that same strangely hopeful and encouraging manner as before, but she didn’t give it much thought. She was just grateful that none of them seemed to be aware of the moment they had interrupted.
Kristin crossed her left leg over her right and waved a hand at them in a go-ahead gesture. “When you’re ready, take it away.”
Veronica nodded and turned back to Grace. “You start us off?”
“I…” Grace cast a nervous look at their audience.
“Deep breath, G,” Veronica murmured. Her stomach clenched at the way tears pooled in Grace’s eyes at the gentle support, and her eyes filled in turn as she watched Grace struggle to compose herself.
Before Veronica could try to make things better, Grace shook her head, and then she forgot how to breathe as the fragility she’d seen in Grace’s eyes overtook her entire expression.
“Come with me,” Grace said, her voice soft and pleading as she reached for Veronica’s hand.
Veronica’s brain blue-screened at the feeling of Grace’s hand sliding into hers. She’d opened her mouth to agree without knowing where Grace wanted to go when a rustle of movement to her left reminded her that they were being watched, and it was only then that she realized Grace had just delivered her first line. Despite having run through this scene more times than she could count over the last day and a half, it still took her a moment to remember how she was supposed to respond.
“I can’t.” Her voice cracked around the words, and she resisted the urge to wince at the way her generic American accent faltered as her emotions grabbed her by the throat. Every other time she’d delivered her line, she’d had to conjure a facsimile of regret, but the emotion came to her as easily as breathing as she stared into Grace’s eyes. Pain washed over her in a torrent as that old wound that had never fully healed was ripped wide open, and while she was dimly aware that she should try to get away from the agony, Grace was here and warm and real, saying the words she’d wished with all her heart to hear, and she surrendered to the beauty of the anguish that overtook her. “You know I can’t,” she whispered, and was relieved to note that Mae’s accent was back in place.
A lone tear rolled down Grace’s cheek as she inclined her head. “Why? Why can’t you?”
Veronica’s heart shouted I can. I’m sorry. I will , but her mouth thankfully formed the next bit of dialogue instead. “Because my life is here.” She yanked her hand from Grace’s angrily. Partly because the scene demanded that kind of energy, but mostly because she was so fucking livid that Grace could still affect her like this. “You’re everything I never thought I’d find,” she said, her voice at once soft with the warmth of golden memories and heavy with the weight of inevitability. She’d lived a variation of this scene. She knew damn well how it ended. “But I’m not made for your world, Gemma. You’re a goddamn star. Your face is on magazines and websites, and you sell out giant fucking arenas, and I’m…” She swallowed thickly as tears she’d been unable to summon in every other reading spilled free. “I’m just a small-town paramedic.”
Grace’s brow twitched, and she licked her lips as she stepped closer. Regret shone in her eyes as she lifted a trembling hand to tenderly cradle Veronica’s jaw, and a naked desperation laced her tone as she said, “I don’t care about that. I care about—” Her voice broke, and her pain-filled blue eyes dipped to watch her thumb stroke painfully close to the corner of Veronica’s mouth as she begged, “Please. I love you.”
“I love you, too,” Veronica whispered, meaning every word. Despite the years since they’d last spoken and her broken heart, as she stared into Grace’s eyes, she knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that she was still very much in love with her. “But… Damn it, Gemma, you’re asking me to walk away from my entire life.”
Grace shook her head. “I’m n—”
Veronica pressed a finger to her lips to silence her. It was a move she’d used with other actors, but the other women’s faces hadn’t shown even a fraction of the longing that Grace’s did at the touch. She licked her lips as she resisted the urge to lean in and kiss her, and delivered her next line with just a hint of fury. “You are.” It was a tone she hadn’t hit before, but it felt so right that she rolled with it as she repeated, “You are.” Her heart broke a little more as Grace blinked at her, and she took a deep breath in an attempt to get control of herself. This was a scene from the movie. This wasn’t about them. There was no them, anymore, for anything to be about. “And I get it,” she said, her voice softening as her anger flowed out of her, leaving her lightheaded and weak. “I do, but—”
Veronica’s voice caught at the feeling of Grace’s fingers wrapping around her wrist, and she stared, enchanted, as Grace gently, but firmly, pulled her hand away so she could speak.
“I’m asking you to take my hand and walk beside me. I know it’s scary, but I’m asking you to choose me,” Grace pleaded, her voice trembling, her expression taking a brokenhearted journey that left no doubt in Veronica’s mind that Grace, too, was reliving the night that Veronica had been the one to beg just that thing and Grace hadn’t been brave enough to say yes. “Please. I don’t want to say goodbye to you.”
Veronica shook her head. “I can’t.”
Grace hiccupped wetly, pleading with her eyes for Veronica to change her mind.
“I’m sorry,” Veronica murmured, her voice barely louder than a breath but etched with so much emotion that it landed with all the force of a shout. She took a shaky step backward. “I can’t.”
“You can. Please.” Grace stepped forward, not allowing her to escape, her expression so beautifully anguished that it was all Veronica could do to not fall into her arms. “V—” Her eyes widened at the slip, and she hurriedly corrected, “Mae…”
And, god, it was one thing to think Grace might be feeling some of the same things she was as they did this, but her nickname falling breathily from Grace’s lips was her undoing. She shattered, her voice cracked and thick with tears as she said, “I’m so sorry, but I’m just not brave enough.”
Defeat pulled at Grace’s shoulders. “But I love you,” she pleaded weakly.
“I love you, too.” The scene called for Veronica to reach for Gemma, but it was her very real longing to ease Grace’s pain that had her pulling Grace into her arms and pressing a kiss to her cheek. She squeezed her eyes shut as she breathed in the painfully familiar scent of Grace’s subtle perfume and high-end hair products, and held that breath until her lungs ached from the effort as she prepared to finish destroying what remained of their hearts by delivering a near-perfect recitation of Grace’s words to her all those years ago. “But you deserve someone who can love you in front of the cameras, too, and I’m—” Her voice caught as Grace leaned into her with a sniffle, and she cradled her against her chest as tears rolled freely down her cheeks. “I’m not that person, Gemma.”
Veronica held Grace tenderly as silence wrapped around them, their painful trip down memory lane finally completed.
The moment was shattered by Gina’s watery, yet triumphant, “Jesus fucking Christ. That’s what we’ve been looking for!”
“Yeah, it was,” Kristin said, sounding just as affected.
Veronica squeezed Grace gently before, with no small measure of regret, she relaxed her hold and stepped away from her. She felt so raw after performing that she didn’t even flinch at the feeling of Grace’s hand wrapping around her forearm as she leaned into her side, clearly needing the strength of that connection, and she covered Grace’s hand with her own as she arched a brow at the production team. Yes, that read was a million times better than anything else they’d done over the last couple of days, but Grace was a musician, not an actor. “I’ll admit that was good, but—”
“Good?” Mari wiped at her eyes. “That was incredible.”
Gina nodded in agreement as she pushed to her feet and stared imploringly at Grace. “You just finished touring, right?”
Veronica looked over at Grace when the hand on her arm tightened, and wasn’t surprised to see that Grace was staring down Elena with all the careful consideration a gazelle would grant a lion that had suddenly wandered across its path.
Grace nodded almost imperceptibly, the tension in her body palpable as she confirmed, “I did.”
“Do you have any other immediate commitments?” Elena asked, sharing a glance with Kristin and Gina, who both immediately nodded in response to her unspoken question.
“Well, no, but—” Grace’s brow furrowed in confusion.
Veronica wished she felt the same. She knew exactly where this was going, and she was decidedly torn about how she wanted it to play out.
“Would you be interested in playing Gemma in the film?” Elena asked.
Yep. That’s what she’d been expecting.
It was a highly unusual move to offer a role in a chemistry read—but after the last half an hour, Veronica had to admit that it was pretty much par for the course. They’d asked Grace to read under the guise of her getting a feeling for the film, but, judging by the way, even now, Mari’s gaze jumped almost continuously between them, Veronica couldn’t help but wonder if there was some other underlying motivation for the decision.
Not that it mattered.
Her signature had long since dried on her contract to star in the film. She was committed, one way or another.
Grace blinked at Elena. “I’m sorry?”
“Look.” Kristin placed her hands on the table as she pressed to her feet. “We probably shouldn’t show all our cards like this, but my god… That was lightning in a bottle, you guys. I’ve been doing this for years, and I’ve never seen chemistry like that.”

Yeah, well, chemistry was never our problem, Veronica thought wryly.
“I…” Grace licked her lips and glanced at Veronica, eyes begging for help.
Veronica bit the inside of her cheek so hard she wouldn’t have been surprised to taste blood. She knew better than to speak out against what was clearly the wishes of the production team. She might be a well-known name, but she wasn’t among the elite crop of actors who could dictate the terms of their films. All she could do was offer Grace a small, tight smile and an entirely unhelpful shrug.
Grace’s lips pursed, and she blinked slowly as she turned back to Elena. “Do you need an answer right now?”
“Ideally, we’d like an answer soon,” Elena said. “But as we don’t have any other chemistry reads lined up, you can take some time while we draw up a formal offer and submit it to your team. That’d give you a chance to read the script, take a look at your schedule, and discuss it with your people?”
“I…” Grace pinched her nose and nodded. “Yes. Okay.” Her chest lifted and fell with a breath, and she looked so utterly thrown by the offer that Veronica wondered if she even realized she was still holding onto her arm. “A little time would be great.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace tossed the script she’d been given onto the oversized island in her kitchen and slumped onto a barstool, mentally and emotionally exhausted after the events of the last few hours.
Across from her, Cassie braced her hands against the edge of the counter and drummed her fingers against the pristine white marble. “Tell me again what she said.”
“Which part?” Grace’s cheeks puffed with a frustrated breath. She’d gone over the details of everything that had happened with Cassie three times on the drive from Santa Monica back to the Palisades, and she was still just as thrown by the whole thing as she’d been when they’d left the production offices. “The ‘lightning in a bottle’ bit?”
Cassie pulled a face and tilted her head in a way that said that, while that wasn’t what she meant, she did find that particular detail rather amusing. “I mean, let’s be honest—you guys never had a problem with chemistry.”
“Cass,” Grace whined, rolling her eyes.
Cassie had the grace to look apologetic as she changed tack. “When are they expecting an answer?”
“You heard me tell Amanda that Elena said they’d get an offer to her soon.” Grace raked her hands through her hair. Her manager had been positively thrilled by the events of the morning, and had promised to reach out as soon as she’d received the offer from the studio and gone over it with a fine-toothed comb. “I have no idea how long that takes or how long I have to respond. Elena just said that they’d prefer I got back to them quickly in case they need to line up more actors to read with V.”
“So, quickly, then: what do you think? Just off the top of your head?”
Grace looked out the kitchen window as if the answers she sought were hidden beyond the glass. “I don’t know. It’s hard to think about the idea of doing a movie when all I can think about is her.” She sighed heavily. “It was so—” Her throat tightened as her stupidly unhelpful brain conjured an image of Veronica’s face that’d been so beautifully wracked with emotion when she’d said she loved her. Yes, the line had been in the script, but she hadn’t been acting when she said those three little words, and she was having a hard time convincing her heart that Veronica had been when she echoed them.
She touched a hand to her lips as she recalled the way Veronica had pressed a finger to them so softly. It was something Veronica had used to do whenever she’d start rambling, and it’d taken an insane amount of effort for her to not fall back into old habits and kiss it. Veronica used to complain that she was cheating whenever she did it, but she’d never understood why. Not when it led to Veronica taking her into her arms and kissing her until her soul sang from the pure joy of it all.
“It was so, what?” Cassie prompted gently.
“Nice,” Grace exhaled, the weight on her shoulders lessening with the quiet confession. “I mean, at first, I was too surprised to notice much of anything, but when the shock wore off…” She sighed as she pictured Veronica’s flawless, creamy complexion, dark hair, and plush pink lips. Veronica’s bright green eyes had always been windows to her soul, and while they’d shone with equal parts surprise and disbelief, it’d been the flicker of timid affection that rippled beneath those prevailing emotions that had nearly brought her to her knees. “It just felt so fucking good to be close to her again.”
“Sweetie…”
Grace shook her head as she recalled the anguish that’d been so plain on Veronica’s face when she’d pulled her close and pressed a tender kiss to her cheek. The way Veronica’s pulse had stuttered before stumbling into a sprint when she’d melted into her embrace, selfishly stealing whatever time she could in her arms. “I finally felt like I could breathe,” she whispered. “And, I mean, I know that I have no right taking up space on a film set, but part of me wants nothing more than to do it because it means I’d get to spend more time with her.”
“Oh, Grace.”
“Pathetic, right?”
“No.” Cassie’s expression was equal parts pity and understanding. “Just human.”
Grace nodded wearily. “Yeah.”
“Do you really want to do it?”
“I don’t know.”
“Why?”
Grace shrugged and looked down at her hands. She hoped that if she remained silent, Cassie would shift the conversation to something less painful, but it didn’t happen. The silence became stifling as Cassie waited her out, and when she looked up from her hands, Cassie was watching her with an expression that said she wasn’t going to back down.

Figures she wouldn’t give me the easy way out , Grace thought wryly. “I don’t know. I guess I’m just scared.”
“Of…?”
“Everything.” Grace wiped at her eyes. “Her. Myself. My stupid fucking heart. I don’t know if I can be close to her and not—” She shook her head, cutting herself off before she could say fall even more in love with her . “I hurt her so badly. But the idea of letting her slip out of my life again makes me feel like I’m going to throw up.”
Cassie pressed onto her toes to reach across the island and take Grace’s hands into her own. “So don’t let her.”
Grace turned her hands beneath Cassie’s so they were lightly clasped together. “It’s not that easy.”
“I never said it’d be easy.” Cassie squeezed her hands. “But wouldn’t she be worth it?”
“But I can’t…” Grace bit her lip.
When Grace didn’t finish the thought, Cassie prompted, “You can’t, what?” She dragged her thumbs over Grace’s wrists. “Be happy?”
Grace shook her head. “It’s not that.” Though, privately, she knew that it was. Because to be happy, she’d have to stop pretending, and she didn’t know if that was something she could do. She’d been in the spotlight since she was fifteen years old, which meant that, at thirty-one, she’d lived more of her life under a microscope than she hadn’t. People’s livelihoods depended on her, and that was a responsibility she didn’t take lightly. “It’s…”
“Grace,” Cassie sighed. “You fell in love with Veronica the moment you first saw her across the room at that boring-ass Met Gala. At first sight,” she repeated, shaking Grace’s hands a little for emphasis. “That’s some storybook shit right there.” She smiled when Grace huffed a broken little laugh, and her voice gentled as she continued, “And you were the happiest I’ve ever seen you when you were together. I know you’re scared, sweetie, and you know that I’m here for you no matter what, but would it really be so bad if you just stopped getting in the way of your own happiness?”
“I honestly don’t know. But it doesn’t matter,” Grace muttered. “Because she’s moved on.”
“You can’t know that.”
While a part of her secretly clung to that very hope, the fact remained that—despite her best effort to avoid any mention of Veronica—she’d seen the opposite play out in social media reels that had occasionally snuck past her blacklist and onto her feed. Veronica had looked so free whenever she walked the red carpet with Clara Martin. There had been no statement to the press. No crush of articles. She’d just lived her life as if being queer wasn’t a big deal, and the rest of the world behaved accordingly. And while Grace was happy Veronica had been able to live her truth without consequences, it was a kindness she was certain would never be extended to her.
“She dated Clara for, like, two years,” Grace reminded Cassie with a grimace. Just saying it aloud made her heart ache.
“And?”
“What do you mean, and?”
Cassie shrugged. “I mean… And? Just because Veronica dated someone doesn’t mean that she might not have feelings for you again. And, besides that, it’s not like she’s dating anyone now.”
“It doesn’t matter.”
“What doesn’t matter?” Cassie pressed.
“I don’t know,” Grace said, for what felt like the millionth time.
“What do you know, then?”
“Nothing, Cass. I know nothing.”
“Bullshit.”
Grace rolled her eyes. “I really hate it when you try to handle me.”
“Well, tough fucking luck. I’ve walked on eggshells around this long enough. What do you want, Grace?”
Grace blinked at the steel in her best friend’s voice. Cassie had never held back when she felt she was doing something stupid, but she could count on one hand the number of times over the last seventeen years that Cassie had challenged her so intensely like this.
Knowing she had her at a disadvantage, Cassie powered on. “What do you want, Grace? Huh? You’ve got the career you’ve always dreamt of, and you’re fucking miserable like ninety percent of the time.”
Though Cassie was exaggerating, she wasn’t wrong. Still, Grace couldn’t help but argue, “I am n—”
“You are,” Cassie cut her off. Her lips twisted ever so slightly in apology when Grace sighed and shrugged helplessly in defeat. “So just…” She shook her head. “Fuck everything and everyone else. What do you want? Don’t think about it. Just speak from your heart. What”—she squeezed Grace’s hands—“do you”—another squeeze, harder this time, commanding her full attention—“want?”
Grace tore her hands away. Her emotions were still painfully raw after the morning, and Cassie’s badgering effectively ate away at what was left of her already precarious self-control. “I want her!” she exploded, throwing her arms wide as if welcoming a challenge. Which, in a way, she was. “There. I said it. I want her. I’ve always wanted her. She’s all I can think about. All that I dream about. I fucking hate myself for what I did, but I did it, and I can’t take that back!” Her chest heaved as the words hung in the air between them. It was strangely freeing to admit what had been her most closely held secret these last few years aloud. “Are you happy now?”
Triumph flashed in Cassie’s eyes. “So do it,” she said, as if it were the easiest thing in the world. “You literally have nothing on your schedule because you’ve blocked off your calendar to work on your next album; so tell them you’ll do the movie and go get your girl.”
“I…” Grace ran her teeth over her lip. Cassie made it sound so simple, but wanting something wasn’t the same as being brave enough to have it. “She’s out, now. And I’m…”
When Grace didn’t finish the thought, Cassie finished it for her. “Scared.”
Grace nodded.
“So do it scared. Do it fucking terrified if you have to.”
Usually, when someone kept hammering the same point at her, Grace would rebel and do the opposite. But it had felt so good to be held by Veronica again and feel the soft press of those perfect lips against her skin. For the first time since she’d walked out Veronica’s door all those years ago after the accident, she’d felt like she was exactly where she was supposed to be.

And isn’t that, at least, worth fighting for? the little voice in the back of her head wondered. Grace sighed as her gaze drifted to the script on the counter. “I should read that first, don’t you think?”
“You should absolutely read it. But, in the end, will it really matter what’s in there? I mean, let’s be real—the only reason you’re even considering doing the thing is because of her.”
Grace inclined her head in a way that said Cassie wasn’t wrong. While she’d enjoyed doing SNL and various guest spots on sitcoms, she’d never had a desire to get into acting. “I’ve never done a movie.”
“And I’ve never done Margot Robbie. But you can bet your cute little ass that I’d be on her like white on rice, faking it till I made her come if I ever got the chance.”
Grace snorted. “Oh my god, Cass.” She shook her head fondly. “That was so bad.”
“Got you out of your woe-is-me funk, though.” Cassie grinned. “Look, they offered you the part, so clearly they think you can do it. And we can always get you an acting coach if you feel like you need it.”
That, Grace had to admit, seemed like a good idea. “But what if V doesn’t want me to do it? I don’t want to make her life any more difficult than I already have.”
“So be an adult and talk to her about it.”
“You deleted her number from my phone,” Grace reminded her. They shared a long look as they both recalled the night Cassie had found her in her bedroom, sobbing over her phone because her hands were shaking too badly from the half a bottle of tequila she’d downed in her misery that she couldn’t get the stupid thing unlocked. Cassie had promptly wrestled the phone out of her grip that was surprisingly strong considering how much she’d had to drink, and refused to return it until the next day, when she was too deep in the throes of the world’s worst hangover to care.
“Yeah, well, that was for your own good,” Cassie replied, the gentleness in her voice softening the harshness of her words. “But I still have it in mine.”
“And what do I say?”
“I mean, personally? I’d start with hello.”
“Smartass.”
Cassie laughed and winked at her as she reached for her phone. “I’ll drop her contact information to you.”
 



 
“And then they offered her the part.” Veronica punctuated her recounting of the morning’s events by taking a drink from the bottle of lager she’d been spinning between her hands as she talked.
Her best friend, Colin Harvey, nearly dropped his beer into the pool they were dangling their legs in as he gaped at her. “They didn’t.”
Despite the fact that she was still reeling from not only having seen Grace, but spoken to her and touched her and kissed her, Veronica smiled at Colin’s outburst. A fellow Dubliner, they’d met on the set of her first film, and he was one of the very few people who knew the truth about her and Grace’s ill-fated relationship. “They did. They offered Grace the part of Gemma right there in the chemistry read room.”
“Oh, feck.” He brushed his shaggy black hair away from his pale gray eyes and tipped his head back as he took a long pull from his beer. The late afternoon shadows from the large trees around her yard cast his angular features into sharp relief, and he shook his head as he set his drained bottle on the concrete between them. “What’d she say? Is she gonna do it?”
Veronica shrugged and scratched the corner of her thumbnail against the edge of the label on her bottle. “Elena said they’d draw up a contract and send it to her team so she had some time to read the script and whatever before giving them an answer.”
“Do you think she will, though?”
“God, I dunno. I mean, it’s a great script. And the part of Gemma reads like it was literally written for her. But it’s also, like, fantastically gay.”
“Which is why you were so pumped to do it.”
Veronica nodded. The fact that Undeniable was a sapphic romance was the hook that had grabbed her attention, but it’d been the similarities between Gemma and Grace that had made her desperate to win the role of Mae. It was pathetic, and she’d never admit it to anyone, but she’d never completely gotten over her, and the idea of living out the happily ever after they’d been denied had been too tempting to resist.
Sure, she’d tried to move on. Her first few dates had been such absolute disasters that she’d nearly sworn off it all, altogether. But then she’d met Clara at a party thrown by a friend of a friend and, for the first time since the night Grace had left, she’d found herself actually interested in another woman.
Like Grace, Clara was confident. Poised.
And unlike Grace, she wasn’t afraid to be seen with her. If anything, Clara had been out for so long that Veronica had found herself picking up pointers on how to deal with the low-level attention their initial dates had garnered.
She had grown to love Clara in a way that was different from how she’d loved Grace, but she’d been content. They had gotten on well, and she’d begun to hope that if they spent more than a sporadic weekend together, they’d find something deeper and more lasting. She’d been upset when Clara had refused to give up London when she’d asked so they could make a real run at things, but she would be lying if she said she’d been heartbroken. And when she realized that, she was grateful that Clara could see what she couldn’t—they were compatible, but they were never destined to be more than placeholders in each other’s lives.
“I mean, yeah. Roles like this don’t come along every day. And with Kristin at the helm? An out, proud, lesbian director? It’s… Feck, it’ll be amazing. But Grace…”
“Is so deep in the closet that she couldn’t find her way out even if there was a flashing rainbow exit sign over the door.”
Veronica pulled a face at his assessment. He wasn’t wrong, but, even now, she couldn’t stand hearing anyone badmouth Grace. “She has her reasons, mate.”
“They’re shite reasons.”
“Aye, well…” Veronica hummed and tipped her head back to drain what was left of her beer before setting the bottle aside. She didn’t necessarily disagree, but that didn’t invalidate Grace’s feelings. “They are what they are.”
Colin’s soft grunt conveyed just what he thought about that as he flopped onto his back and folded an arm over his eyes to block out the sun. “Do you want her to do it?”

That is the million-dollar question, Veronica thought as she rolled backward to lie beside him. She sighed as the heat from the sun-warmed concrete seeped into her back, softening the tension that’d crept into her neck and shoulders from the events of the day, and folded an arm over her eyes as she relaxed into the sensation. Do I want her to do it?

“I don’t know,” she said after a long moment. “I was fecking gobsmacked when she walked into the room, but once the shock wore off, it was…” Her voice trailed off almost wistfully. Seeing Grace had dredged up too many feelings, honestly, but despite the emotional upheaval, she’d felt more like herself in the short time they were together than she had in years. She had always thought that when their paths eventually crossed, they’d exchange a few tense pleasantries that wouldn’t even begin to hint at their secret past before quickly going their separate ways, but that hadn’t been the case at all.
Years of quietly held anger and bitterness had melted away the moment Grace smiled at her and murmured her name. It was pathetic how thoroughly Grace could still affect her, but there was no denying that she liked how being around Grace made her feel.
“It was…” Colin prompted when she never finished the thought.
“Nice.” Veronica sighed. “It was just really bloody nice to be close to her again.”
“Wow, such a glowing report,” Colin sniggered.
Veronica pulled her arm from her eyes to smack him in the stomach with the back of her hand, and she smirked at the sharp oof of surprise the attack earned her. “You deserved that,” she told him as she draped her arm back over her eyes.
“Says you,” he grumbled, no doubt rubbing at his stomach where she’d hit him.
“Don’t be a baby.”
“You hit hard! Damn, woman! I’m trying to help you, and you’re beating me up!”
Veronica laughed. It felt good to laugh after the day she’d had, and she bit her lip as she seriously considered his question. It was one thing to do a chemistry read with Grace, but it was quite another to spend months in close proximity while filming.
There was a part of her that wanted Grace to take on the role of Gemma just so she could see her again, but she also didn’t trust herself around her. If anything, this morning had proven that Grace was capital-T-Trouble for her heart. She shouldn’t want anything to do with Grace Easton, but it’d been all she could do to not try to get closer. She’d wanted nothing more than to soothe the hurt that’d etched itself across Grace’s face when she recited somebody else’s words that were so dangerously close to the ones they’d exchanged that fateful night in her old loft. It was frightening how natural it’d felt to want to care for her, because she hadn’t forgotten what had happened.
How could she, when Grace’s decisions had reshaped her life so completely?
But the warmth that’d blossomed in her chest when she’d pulled Grace close and pressed a kiss to her cheek suggested that she had, without even realizing it, begun the process of forgiving her.
Her heart thudded in her chest as she pulled her arm away to look at Colin, and she wasn’t at all surprised to see him already watching her, waiting for her to answer.
“I think I might,” she whispered. She startled when her confession was punctuated by the sound of her phone vibrating against the concrete beside her. There was no information to go along with the number on the screen because Colin had deleted that particular number from her contacts when he’d stopped her from drunkenly texting the woman it belonged to five years ago, but her stomach still clenched at the sight of it. She didn’t need a name to know who those ten digits belonged to. They’d been burned into her memory from the moment Grace had first punched them into her phone that night at the Met Gala. She shot Colin a wry grimace. “Um, if this starts to go badly, take my phone and throw it in the pool, okay?”
He frowned as he sat up. “If what goes badly?”
“This,” Veronica said as she accepted the call before it could go to voicemail. “Hello?”

“V, hi.” Grace’s voice flowed like silk over the line. “Is this a good time?”

Even though she’d been expecting to hear Grace’s voice, Veronica’s pulse still kicked up at the sound of it. “I… Um… Okay?”
Colin’s eyes widened as he silently asked, Is it Grace?

Veronica confirmed his suspicion with a nod as Grace replied, “I was wondering if we could maybe talk?”

Ignoring the way her heart fluttered in her chest, Veronica asked, “What do you want to talk about?”

“I, well…” Grace’s voice trembled, and she cleared her throat softly. “I’d like to talk to you about me possibly accepting the role of Gemma.”

Veronica’s heart skipped what felt like a handful of beats as she processed what Grace had said. “That’s… Ah…” She licked her lips. “So you’re considering it?”

“I don’t know. Maybe? I just…” Grace sighed heavily. “I wanted to talk it over with you before I decided one way or another.”

Veronica opened her mouth to point out that they were talking, but what came out instead was, “You want to come over?” She gasped when her phone was ripped out of her hand, and lunged after Colin as he twisted to hurl it into the pool. “No! Don’t!”
Colin didn’t look at all convinced, but he thankfully paused mid-throw with the phone still safely in his grip. “What the hell are you doing?”
“I don’t know. But it’s okay.” Veronica yanked her phone out of his grip. “It’s okay,” she repeated as she lifted the phone to her ear. She had no idea if that was true, and he didn’t look at all convinced, but he didn’t try to steal it again. She sighed as she turned away, unable to deal with his are you fecking crazy? expression and talking to Grace at the same time. “Sorry about that,” she apologized.
The sound of Grace’s answering laughter was a balm to her weary soul. “Colin?”

“Aye, the one and only.”
Grace’s laughter faded into a soft, hopeful hum. “If you’re serious, I think I really would like to talk about this in person.”

Honestly, Veronica had no idea how she felt about the accidental invitation, but she was surprisingly reluctant to rescind the offer. “No, I think that’d be good. I mean, if you’re thinking you’re gonna do it, we should probably—” Get used to being around each other again. “Um…is there a time that would work best for you?”
After a long pause, Grace suggested, “What about tonight? I can pick up dinner so we can eat while we talk?”

“I…” Veronica blinked. Part of her wanted to delay, even if just until tomorrow, but production was starting to run up against a deadline and, for as much as she’d rather have some time to wrap her head around all of this, time was the one thing they didn’t really have. “Yeah. That works.”

“Falcone’s okay?”

Veronica’s pulse stuttered. Falcone’s had been one of their favorite haunts back in the day, and, serendipitously enough, it was just down the hill from where she lived now. “Sure.”

“You want your usual?”

Veronica’s heart squeezed. Did Grace really remember her order? “Um, yeah. That would be grand. I’ll text you my address.”

“Oh, you’re not at the beach anymore?”

Veronica shook her head. No, I couldn’t stomach living in a place where the walls knew your name. “Nope. Moved up to the Hills. Not far from Falcone’s, actually, so you won’t be going out of your way.”

“I wouldn’t have minded,” Grace answered softly. “But okay. How’s seven sound?”

“Seven sounds perfect.”

“Okay.”

“Okay.”
After a long pause, Grace sighed. “Right, well… I’ll see you later, then.”

“Yeah.” Veronica tucked her hair behind her ear. “See you later.” She held her breath as the line disconnected, and let it go slowly as she lowered the phone, bracing herself for Colin’s reaction.
His wide-eyed, gaping expression of disbelief was a mirror to her own feelings, and he shook his head as he blinked at her. “Um, what the actual feck was that?”
Veronica’s brow furrowed as she looked down at her phone, unsure of how to even begin to answer. Had that really just happened? After five years of nothing, no contact whatsoever, was she really going to see Grace twice within the span of twelve hours? “She, ah…” She pulled a face as she looked back at him. “She wants to talk about the movie.”
Colin’s eyebrows lifted so high they disappeared beneath his fringe. “And you invited her over?” he squeaked incredulously.
Despite her own roiling emotions, Veronica couldn’t help but smile. I didn’t mean to, but… She took a deep breath and lifted a shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug. “Yeah.”
“Are you off your bloody rocker?”
Veronica huffed a laugh as her gaze drifted back to her phone, and she shook her head wryly. “Maybe, mate. Maybe.”



 
 

 
 
 
 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Cassie asked.
“Not even a little,” Grace admitted as she navigated a narrow, winding canyon road lined intermittently with imposing privacy walls and mixes of chaparral, lupine, and overgrown eucalyptus that provided a more natural barrier between the road and the houses tucked into the hillsides above Beverly Hills. “But you’re the one who said I should call her.”

“Well, yeah,” Cassie grumbled. “But calling her to talk and going to her house for a private little rendezvous are two totally diff—”

“It’s not a rendezvous. God, dramatic much?” Grace slowed and turned into a driveway that was blocked by an eight-foot-tall, rolling steel gate that completely shielded the property beyond from view. “It’s a business dinner.”

“My ass.”

Grace rolled her eyes. “We need to talk. And you know as well as I do that we can’t do it in public, so what other choice do we have?”

“The phone?”

“We have too much history to do this over the phone.” Grace double-checked her GPS and the house number on the gate to make sure she was in the right place before canceling the route. “And, besides, it’s too late to back out now. I’m here.”

“Shit. No, you’re right. You can’t do this over the phone.” Cassie sighed heavily, and Grace could easily picture her scrubbing a hand over her face in the way she did whenever she was coming to terms with a situation she didn’t particularly like. “Okay. Um, don’t do anything stupid, and call me if you get into any trouble on the ride back. I’m just going to be hanging out and catching up on laundry, so I can come to you if you need backup or a diversion or anything.”

“I’ll be fine,” Grace assured her with far more confidence than she felt.
Cassie’s silence said she wasn’t so sure, but after a long moment, she replied, “Tell her I say ‘hi’?”

“I will,” Grace said as she leaned out the window to press the button on the gate intercom system. “I’ll talk to you later.”
Just as the line went dead, Veronica’s voice crackled through the speaker. “Hello?”

Grace’s pulse stuttered into a sprint as her body reacted to the throaty tenor of Veronica’s voice, and she licked her lips nervously. This could very well be the stupidest thing she’d ever done. “Hey, V. It’s me.”
There was a slight pause before a low, grating buzz sounded and the gate jolted into motion. “Hey. Come on in.”

Grace’s gaze swept over the white, ranch-style house with a steeply-pitched, black tile roof as she bumped over the gate’s track and pulled to a stop in front of the oversized front door that was painted to match the roof. Manicured shrubs and palms lined the home’s foundation, the rich green boughs contrasting perfectly with the bright stucco facade and giving the home a relaxed, almost spa-like feel that was at odds with the nerves twisting her gut. Her hand trembled as she punched the ignition button to turn off the car, and she shook her head as she reached for the takeout bag on the passenger seat.
“Here we go.”
 



 
Veronica blew out a rough breath as she set her phone on the kitchen island. Inviting Grace over was quite possibly the stupidest thing she’d ever done, but Grace was here, and it wasn’t like she could back out now.
She ruffled a hand through her hair as she turned her back on the kitchen. Her bare feet were silent against the wide-plank, natural oak floors that were still warm from the sunshine that had streamed through the massive skylight that stretched the length of the foyer as she padded to the front door. After chasing Colin off with promises that she’d call to fill him in on how the night went, she had tried to distract herself from the enormity of what she’d done by straightening her already clean house. A quick shower and a change of clothes rounded out her preparations, and she pursed her lips as she paused in front of the tall, black-framed mirror tipped against the warm gray wall next to the console table that served as more of a catchall than a decorative piece to study her reflection.
It had taken her an embarrassingly long time to decide what to wear. She wanted to appear casual, like this was just another night, but not so casual that she looked like she hadn’t put any effort into her appearance at all. Besides that morning, the last time Grace had seen her had been the night she had ripped their entire goddamn world apart, and the last thing she wanted was to resemble the crying, desperate mess of a woman Grace had walked away from.
She chewed her lip as she smoothed her hands over her hips. Did her favorite ink blue hiking shorts and softest gray henley convey the right message? Her legs were strong from hours in the climbing gym and tanned from her time spent on the trails, but her shirt… She toyed with the buttons she’d left undone. Should she do them up? Grace had always been particularly fond of her breasts, and she didn’t want her to think she was flashing her cleavage at her, but she never buttoned this shirt because it wasn’t like the cut went that low, and—
She was pulled from her spiral by the melodic chime of the doorbell. Shite. Okay. Here we go. She shook her hands at her sides, leaving the buttons alone as she went to answer it.
She paused with her hand on the doorknob to take a long, deep breath and, after holding it until her lungs burned, blew it out slowly. Stop overthinking and just act normal, she told herself sternly. You can do this.

Veronica plastered on her best attempt at a welcoming smile as she opened the door. She felt like the wind was knocked out of her as her gaze landed on Grace, who looked like she stepped off the pages of SURFER Magazine in a pair of blue, teal, and pale pink knee-length boardshorts that were so faded that the colors were nearly washed out, a heather gray hoodie with the logo of her favorite Santa Barbara surf shop stamped on the chest, and her tousled blonde hair falling freely around her shoulders.
It was a look eerily similar to one she’d seen countless times before, one exclusively reserved for private moments where Grace was just herself and not her superstar persona, and her knees threatened to buckle as she was assaulted with memories of a life long lost.
Cozy nights around a fire pit, with Grace cuddled against her side and one of her ever-present guitars balanced on her knee as she crooned love songs to the background track of the ripple of wind through the leaves and the crackle and pop of the fire. Grace skipping out of the water with the remnants of waves lapping at her ankles, looking unfairly resplendent in a full-length wetsuit with her hair slicked away from her face and a surfboard cradled lightly beneath one arm. Grace at the kitchen table, hair mussed, eyes still vaguely unfocused and puffy with sleep, pouting adorably as she made grabby-hands for the cup of coffee she’d just poured for her.
Memories of long, lazy mornings in bed with Grace hovering above her, masterfully drawing out her pleasure until she was a gasping, begging, desperate mess. Grace spread beneath her, long, tanned limbs relaxed with her surrender, her blonde locks splayed across the pillow, and her blue eyes shining with so much love that she’d never been able to resist giving her exactly what she wanted.
“V?”
Veronica blinked in an attempt to rid herself of the images that lingered. It was mostly successful, but she had to wonder at what cost as she watched doubt spread across Grace’s face.

Christ, this was an insanely fecking stupid idea.

“Sorry,” Veronica muttered as she stepped aside and gestured for Grace to enter. “Come on in.”
Concern pinched at Grace’s lips, and Veronica hiked her chin as sharp blue eyes roamed over her face. She might be questioning her life choices at the moment, but she wasn’t going to shy away from them, either. She doubted Grace was fooled, but after a long moment, Grace’s brow smoothed, and she ducked her head in a short nod.
“Thank you.” Grace hefted the takeaway bag in her right hand as she slipped past with a breeze of subtle, familiar scents that made Veronica’s throat tighten. “Where should I…?”
“Oh, um…the kitchen is just there.” Veronica gestured to the wall on their right that separated the entryway from the kitchen. She peered out at the two-door, baby blue and white Bronco with surf racks on the roof parked in her driveway as she closed the door. Part of her was relieved that Grace had come on her own, but another part wished Cassie had driven her so they would have a reminder to keep their distance. It had always been easier to pretend when they had an audience. “No Cass?”
“Nah,” Grace called over her shoulder as she turned into the kitchen. “I mean, I was going to drive myself, anyway, but there were a handful of paparazzi camped outside the house when it was time to leave, so she took the Range Rover for a spin to bait them into following her so I could get away and not lead them here.”

Fecking paparazzi. Veronica’s hackles rose as she recalled all the times they’d ended up in dangerous, high-speed chases as they’d tried to evade the ever-present cameras. “Shite. I could’ve come to you, or—”
“It’s fine, V.” Grace set the bag on the island and turned to her with a sad smile. “At least this way they won’t get any pictures of us together.”
Veronica sucked in a sharp breath as Grave’s words hit her like a sucker punch to the gut. “Yeah. Right. O’course. Wouldn’t want that.”
It was unfair and she knew it, but god almighty, she hated how, even now, after literal years of not even speaking to each other, Grace was still afraid of what people would think if they were seen together.
“V.” Grace flattened her hands on the counter, her gaze pleading. “I just meant—”
“Are you really still ashamed to be linked to me?” Veronica interrupted.
“Oh, for fuck’s sake!” Grace exploded. “You know that was never… I was protecting you!”
“You were protecting yourself,” Veronica snapped. It was a fair shot, but she still hated the way Grace’s shoulders fell when it landed.
“I was protecting both of us,” Grace argued, a measure of defeat creeping into her tone.
“Maybe,” Veronica allowed. It was an old argument, one that had eventually led to the demise of their relationship, but, apparently, they weren’t done with it just yet. “But I was never ashamed of us.”
“Neither was I.”
Veronica chuckled mirthlessly. “Yeah, I reckon the way you always had a meeting across the country after one of those tabloid stories broke was just a coincidence.”
“Do you really think that was…?” Defiance flashed in Grace’s eyes as she threw a hand in the general direction of the city below, where they both knew cameras lurked in the shadows, lying in wait to capture candid pictures of celebrities who were just trying to live their goddamn lives. “If you want our picture taken, I’ll have Cass tip off the paparazzi, and we can go get our fucking picture taken. It’ll be everywhere within an hour.”
Veronica scrubbed a hand over her face. It was clear from the set of Grace’s jaw that she meant it, but it’d never been about the bloody pictures. “No, that’s—” She bit her lip before she could say anything else she’d regret.
Grace’s defiance melted into heartbreaking defeat. “Cass was right,” she muttered, shaking her head sadly. “This was a mistake.”
Veronica’s heart squeezed at the way Grace’s head fell forward and her shoulders rounded under the weight of their past that they just couldn’t seem to escape. “Maybe,” she whispered, hating the way Grace sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “But maybe we just needed to get that all out.” Emboldened by Grace’s soft, watery huff of disbelief, she ventured in a gentler tone, “I’m sorry. I was being an arsehole. Thank you for not leading them here.”
“You’re welcome,” Grace rasped. Tears glistened in her wide, imploring eyes as she lifted her gaze. “I swear that I really was just trying to protect your privacy. I’m not ashamed of you, V.”
Veronica wanted to say that she knew that, but it’d be a lie. Too much had happened for her to take Grace’s words at face value—but she wanted to believe it. If only for a night, she wanted to believe that there might be a path forward for them. “Can we try all this again? Without the unwarranted arseholery by yours truly? I…” She blew out a rough breath. “I’ve missed you.”
A hiccup of a sob caught in Grace’s throat as her short, jerky nod sent the tears she’d been fighting spilling over her cheeks. “I missed you, too.”
At the sight of Grace’s tears, Veronica moved without thinking to pull her into her arms. She pressed a hand between Grace’s shoulder blades to hold her close as a warm forehead tipped to rest against her temple, and she squeezed her eyes shut as Grace’s tears fell onto her cheek to mingle with her own.
“I really am sorry, G,” Veronica apologized again. “You didn’t deserve any of that.”
“I did,” Grace argued brokenly as she twisted the seams of Veronica’s shirt in her hands. “I do. I fucked us up. I fucked everything up because I’m stupid and afraid, and I’m so sorry. God, I’m so sorry. Please believe me, V.”
“I believe you.” Veronica’s throat tightened with emotion as she realized that she wasn’t just offering platitudes to ease Grace’s pain. She actually meant it. Despite their tears and the heaviness of the moment, a feeling of rightness blossomed in her chest as she tugged Grace closer. “I forgive you.”
“You do?” Grace whimpered, threads of disbelief and hope woven through her voice.
Veronica hummed and combed her fingers through Grace’s hair soothingly. “I do.” She was totally unprepared for the way Grace sobbed and sank into her at the reassurance. Clearly, she hadn’t been the only one who’d needed her to say those three little words. She continued to stroke her fingers through Grace’s hair as she rocked her gently from side to side. “It’s okay, G. We’ll be okay. I forgive you.”
It took Grace a while to cry herself out, and she sniffed a soft, “I’m sorry,” as she pulled away.
Veronica’s heart squeezed as she drank in the beautiful mess of a woman in front of her. God, she’d missed her. “Me too.”
Grace smiled shyly as she averted her gaze. “So, um, should we eat?”
“Yeah.” Veronica nodded. “I reckon that’s exactly what we should do.” She worried the inside of her cheek as she looked around. After venting their emotions like they had, they really just needed some space to learn to be around each other again, and she flicked a hand toward the backyard. “Patio good for you?”
“Yeah. That sounds great.”
“Good.”
After making up their plates, she led Grace through a pair of french doors to the poured concrete patio that wrapped around a large, rectangular swimming pool and the oversized, polished teak dining table nestled between a pair of standing space heaters that were nestled on the far end. It had been the lush, secluded yard more than the house itself that had sold Veronica on the property, and she had never been more grateful that this outdoor dining set had been her very first purchase as soon as she’d closed on the property than she was in that moment.
Their fragile detente was bolstered by the fresh air and space their surroundings provided. An understandable tension still lingered between them as they each endeavored not to say anything that might set the other off, but their conversation had gradually moved from stilted to almost casual by the time Veronica pushed her plate away from herself with a contented sigh. The chef who’d come up with the idea for a whipped honeyed goat cheese, pear, and prosciutto ravioli in a light white wine sauce was a bloody genius.
Belly full and feeling tentatively optimistic that they’d be able to navigate the conversation Grace had come over to have, Veronica grabbed her wine glass and tucked her legs under herself as she sank back in her seat. “So have you read the script?”
“This afternoon after we spoke,” Grace said, avoiding Veronica’s gaze as she studied the way her fork twirled to capture the last tendrils of her Pasta Aglio e Olio.

Veronica waited for Grace to offer some kind of critique, but when none came, she prompted, “And? What’d you think?”
“It was…” A delicate blush tinted Grace’s cheeks as she looked up at her through her lashes. “Beautiful. And compelling. And very…”
“Lesbionic?” Veronica waggled her eyebrows suggestively, hoping the playfulness would put Grace at ease.
It worked like a charm as a shy smile spread across Grace’s lips. “Yes. That too.”
The script was incredibly gay, with plenty of romantic kisses and a love scene that, knowing Kristin, was sure to be scorching hot. Veronica had every faith that the film would become an instant classic within the sapphic community, ranking right up there with Imagine Me & You and Saving Face .
What she did doubt, however, was that Grace would be comfortable being tied to the project.
“And you’re seriously still considering the role?”
Grace bit her lip and averted her gaze. “I think I am,” she confessed in a soft, trembling voice.
Veronica gaped at her. Grace had always avoided anything that might label her as queer like the plague, and now she was suddenly okay being filmed pretend-falling-in-love with another woman? “Why?”
“I don’t…” Grace’s voice trailed off. Her jaw flexed as she looked out toward the pool, the tremble in her voice growing even more pronounced as she said, “I’m just so fucking tired.” She blinked as she turned back to Veronica, and Veronica was struck by how weary she looked. “Of hiding. Hurting.” Her throat bobbed as she tried to swallow back the emotion that welled in her eyes. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She shook her head as her shoulders lifted and fell with a deep, steadying breath. “But, most of all,” she whispered, her lip quavering traitorously, “I’m just so goddamn tired of missing you.”
The world tipped like it’d been yanked from beneath Veronica’s feet, and a dull ringing sound filled her ears. Surely she was misunderstanding. Yes, they’d both admitted that they’d missed the other. But the look in Grace’s eyes wasn’t one someone had when they missed a friend . It was so much more raw and fragile than that.
Grace looked like one wrong word would shatter her completely.
Veronica shook her head to try to clear the ringing. It didn’t work. She scrubbed a hand over her face. None of this made any sense. Grace had broken up with her . Grace had walked away from her. So why in the hell was she saying those things and looking at her like that? “I don’t understand.”
“I fucked up, V.” A small, sad smile tugged at the left side of Grace’s mouth. “And there hasn’t been a single day that’s gone by that I haven’t regretted what happened.”
“What you did,” Veronica corrected. It was a petty distinction, but an important one. Because they’d been good. Great, even. Despite Grace’s insistence on staying firmly in the closet, she’d actually been talking with a local jeweler about designing a ring to propose with. And then US Weekly had run a spec piece with pictures some paparazzi in a helicopter with a telephoto lens had snapped when they’d been vacationing on a private catamaran charter in the Caribbean, and everything had quickly gone tits up.
Grace’s shoulders dipped shamefully. “What I did,” she agreed softly. “I wish…” Her voice trailed off as she averted her gaze again. “I wish I could go back and just…”
When the silence became too much, Veronica prompted, “You wish you could go back and, what?”
Apology glistened in Grace’s eyes as she looked at Veronica through her lashes. “I wish I had been brave enough to follow my heart.”
Veronica’s hand shook as she set her wine glass on the table. She’d dreamt of this conversation in so many forms over the years. But now that it was happening, she found herself stuck because she missed Grace. So much. Tonight, as awkward as it’d been, proved that. But when push came to shove, she didn’t trust her not to tuck tail and run again.
Not when she knew from painful experience that Grace would protect her image above all else—even her own heart.
“And you’re brave enough now?” Veronica asked.
“I want to be. I won’t lie—I’m scared.” Grace huffed a self-deprecating little laugh as her gaze drifted over Veronica’s shoulder for a moment before finding its way back. “Terrified, really. And, honestly, if someone had asked me about doing something like this yesterday, I would’ve said no.”
Veronica gritted her teeth. She couldn’t detect a hint of deception in Grace’s words and, truthfully, she did look terrified. It was clearly taking all of her self-control for her to keep her arse in her seat, but she was doing it. And despite the way Grace’s skittish gaze continued to jump from hers to some point over her shoulder and then back again, it did always come back.
That, for now, was enough for her to believe that Grace meant it. That she really did want to be brave. She wasn’t naive enough to think wanting to be something and actually doing it were the same, but it was a step.
One Grace hadn’t been capable of even considering five years ago.
She had entertained a myriad of imagined conversations with Grace in those first few years after they split, but even the best of them hadn’t gone quite like this. It had always been her wheedling her way past Grace’s defenses to convince her that they had a future and that it would be worth trying again.
The idea that Grace would be the one to take that first step had honestly never crossed her mind. Her thoughts swam with wisps of those simulated scenes, each gauzy and ethereal and entirely too indistinct to grasp onto, but the emotions they evoked were so tactile and real that she was buffeted by their wake.
She’d wanted this.
Dreamt of it.
But it was too good to be true, and she didn’t trust it.
She was afraid to trust it. After Grace had walked out, it had taken her two years to piece enough of her heart back together to try to move on. And she had genuinely tried. Harder than she should have had to, if she’d been in any state to actually manage it.
It didn’t help that she was assaulted daily by images of Grace. Despite her very best efforts, Grace’s celebrity had been inescapable, and she’d never seen an iota of a hint that Grace was second-guessing her decision to leave. So why now? When the scope of her fame was more astronomical than ever before? Why was Grace considering the one move she’d vehemently sworn was impossible for her to make? It didn’t make sense.
None of this made sense.
And yet, she wanted it to.
She needed it to make sense.
Her heart, long broken and never entirely healed, yearned for Grace to convince her that she meant it.
Veronica folded a hand over her throat, drawing on her years of experience as an actor to keep her expression carefully neutral even as her pulse beat erratically beneath her fingertips. “What changed?”
 



 
Grace’s gaze drifted up to the aged elm bedecked with fairy lights behind Veronica as she considered the question. What had changed?

Truthfully, not much. She was painfully unhappy and still firmly in the closet that, in a fucked-up Amontillado type of way, she’d stupidly bricked herself into. And before she’d done that chemistry read with Veronica, she would have said she was okay with it.
Was it ideal?
Not even remotely.
But she’d foolishly walked away from the love of her life because she had been too goddamn afraid of how coming out would affect her career, and she felt like she deserved to suffer for it. And then she walked into that conference room, and the weight that’d been settled squarely on her chest from the moment she broke her own heart lifted by a fraction. For the first time in five painful, torturous years, she felt like she could actually breathe .
She dragged her attention back to Veronica. Something in her chest ached at the way Veronica sat with a hand covering her throat, like she was protecting that oh-so-vulnerable part of her body, and she sighed as she shifted her focus higher and saw that same caution clouding Veronica’s usually bright green eyes as she waited for an answer.
Grace shook her head. Nothing had changed. And yet, at the same time…
“Nothing. And everything,” she exhaled, the truth spilling from her lips on a sigh. Veronica’s right eyebrow twitched in the way it did whenever she was surprised, and Grace’s breath caught in her throat as Cassie’s voice echoed in her head: Do it scared. Do it fucking terrified if you have to . Butterflies dipped and swarmed in her stomach as she whispered, “Everything changed the minute I walked into that room this morning and saw you.”
Veronica’s hand fell from her throat to her collarbone. “What does that mean?”

God, if only I had a clue. “I don’t know. I just… Seeing you… I felt whole again for the first time since I screwed everything up. I could breathe.” She pressed a hand to her chest, feeling her ribs lift and expand with her breath, painfully aware of the way her heart thundered beneath her palm. “And I don’t want to let that feeling go.” She shook her head and corrected, “I don’t want to let you go.”
Silence stretched between them as Veronica said, in a voice that sounded as exhausted as Grace felt, “You already did.”
Grace’s heart clenched. “I know. And I’m sorry. Not a day has gone by that I haven’t regretted it. And I know that doesn’t fix anything,” she hastened to add. “But I think I might be ready. For you, I think I just might be brave enough.”
Veronica’s eyes fluttered. “I can’t… If you’re serious, you need to be brave for yourself, Grace.”
Heartened by the fact that Veronica hadn’t said no, Grace pressed, “And if I was?”
“I don’t know.” Veronica blinked her eyes open slowly, and the pain Grace saw shining in them stole the air from her lungs. “I felt the same things you’re saying you did when I saw you this morning.” She sucked her lower lip between her teeth and released it slowly. “But that’s not enough. You broke me, Grace,” her voice cracked as the tears in her eyes built to the point that they spilled over to trace slow, anguished tracks down her cheeks. “You fecking broke me.” She took a deep breath and let it go slowly. “And I meant it when I said that I forgive you, because I understand why you thought you had to do it, but I don’t know if I can trust you like that again.”
Grace gritted her teeth, silent tears to match Veronica’s coursing down her cheeks as that hitched Irish brogue rebounded back and forth across her mind.

You fecking
broke
me.

“That’s fair,” Grace choked out. It was fair. More than, honestly. No matter how much it hurt to hear. “But I just…” She blew out a rough breath and laid the rest of her cards on the table. “Do you think it would be possible? For me to earn back your trust?”
She held her breath as Veronica considered the question.
One second turned into two, three, five, and she knew from the way Veronica’s lips twisted before she spoke that she wasn’t going to like her answer.
“I don’t know.”
Grace’s heart sank. “Right.” She looked away so Veronica couldn’t see just how devastated she was. If Veronica didn’t want her, she had no reason to stay. She’d tell the production team that she couldn’t do the film, and she’d go back to pretending to be happy for the press and hiding away in one of her too-big, too-empty houses that were far from prying eyes the rest of the time. “Okay. Then I guess I’ll just—”
“But I think,” Veronica tentatively interrupted her. “I think I wanna find out.”
Grace’s heart soared into her throat as her eyes snapped up to look at Veronica. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Veronica wiped at her cheeks. “I wanna see if we kin be friends again,” she said, emotion making her accent more pronounced.
Grace’s heart dipped back to a spot just below where it usually sat, and she resisted the urge to start crying. She wasn’t sure she would ever be able to be just friends with Veronica, but if that was all Veronica could give her, she’d take it. Anything was better than not having her in her life at all. “Okay. Yeah. Of course.”
“I’m not saying—” Veronica cut herself off with a small shake of her head. “I’ve just missed you so much.”
Grace dearly wished she knew what Veronica wasn’t saying, but swallowed back the urge to ask. Veronica was already giving her a chance to redeem herself. She wouldn’t ask for more. “I’ve missed you, too.” Her pulse fluttered faster than a hummingbird’s wings, making her feel like she was seconds from passing out. “So, you’re okay with me playing Gemma?”
Long, torturous seconds ticked by as Veronica stared at her, clearly considering the question and weighing her response. Grace’s pulse continued its untenable pace as she waited, and then it stopped completely, frozen with disbelief and a crippling measure of relief when Veronica finally replied, “Yeah. I am.”
“Okay.” Grace’s heart began working again as a small smile bowed her lips. Veronica had said yes. She was going to get to spend more time with her. Yes, it meant that she was going to have to face her fears, but she would find a way to do it. She had to. Letting Veronica go had been the biggest mistake of her life, and while friendship might be the only thing on the table right now, she couldn’t help but hope that, perhaps, with time, she might prove to Veronica that she could be trusted again. That she was worthy of her love. “I’ll do it, then.”
Veronica’s gaze was searching and fearful, but a hint of a smile tugged at the left side of her mouth. “You’re serious?”
Heart in her throat, Grace nodded. She’d never been more serious about anything in her life. Or more terrified. But Veronica was worth it.
Veronica exhaled slowly. “Okay.”
“Okay,” Grace echoed. She shook her head disbelievingly. “We’re going to make a movie.”
“Aye. Can’t say I had that one on my bingo card.” Veronica’s tentative smile blossomed into a bright, cheery grin that crinkled her eyes and drew out the dimples Grace had always loved. “Do you have any questions about the whole movie thing?”
Grace nodded. She’d always listened with rapt attention whenever Veronica had spoken of her work, but those snippets had always been centered around Veronica’s experience. Her frustration with her director or costars. Her pride when a scene went particularly well. But for all of that, she knew precious little of how a movie was actually made. “God, so many.”
Veronica chuckled and made a beckoning motion with her left hand as she reached for her wine glass with her right. “Hit me with ‘em.”
After their emotionally charged and vulnerable conversation, this shift was sharp enough to make Grace do a double-take, but she grabbed onto the opportunity for a shred of normalcy with both hands. She did not doubt that their old wounds would resurface down the line—they had too much history to work through for it all to be settled in an evening—but, for now, she would gladly take the opportunity to spend a few uncomplicated hours with the woman who would always have her heart.
“Well…” Grace’s voice trailed off as she followed Veronica’s example and gathered her wine glass before settling back in her chair. She pulled her left leg up under herself and thoughtfully touched the rim of her wine glass to her lips as she considered what to ask. She really did have a million questions, but, for now, she needed to stick to the ones that would keep things light. They were forging new ground, after all, and the last thing she wanted was to make Veronica uncomfortable. “Do I have to memorize the whole script before we start filming?”
“No,” Veronica chuckled. “I mean, it’s not a bad idea to have a working grasp of the script, but lines will be changed as we go along. You’ll get sides emailed to you each night for what we’re filming the next day.”
Grace nodded absently. She vaguely recalled Gina using that word earlier, but she’d been too overwhelmed by seeing Veronica at the time to bother sorting out its meaning. “And sides are…”
“Scenes. Like the one we did for the chemistry read.”
“Oh.” Fucking duh. “Okay. Cool. And how do they decide which ones to do?”
“Well, it depends on a few things,” Veronica began as she pulled her right foot up onto her seat and draped her arm around her shin. “We’ll shoot everything that’s scheduled for the soundstage before we head out to film on location, but if it’s an outdoor scene, weather will play a part. And then there’s the availability of extras and which sets are finished, and…”
Grace smiled around the rim of her wine glass as Veronica settled into the topic, her attentions split between soaking in the information being shared and Veronica herself. The melodic rise and fall of her voice. The way her eyes caught and reflected the lights overhead, sparkling like jewels in the night. The way she still spoke with her hands. And, okay, maybe she was paying more attention to Veronica than to what was being said, but who could blame her? For the first time since the night she’d broken her own heart, she felt whole. Complete.
Alive.
And as Veronica’s lips twisted with a smile at something she said, Grace made a promise to herself that she’d do everything in her power to try to win her back. Yes, she was scared. Yes, it would change everything.
But she didn’t care.
She couldn’t.
Not when it meant a chance at a lifetime of nights just like this.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace worried her lower lip between her teeth as she reread Veronica’s text for the hundredth time since she’d received it the night before. There’s nothing to be nervous about. We’re literally just going to be sitting at a table reading the script. You’ll be fine. Sleep well, G. I’ll see you in the morning.

While she hadn’t seen Veronica in the three and a half weeks since they’d had dinner together, they’d somehow ended up texting every day. Some days, it was just a “good morning” or “have a nice day”, while at others, they went back and forth for hours on end. Veronica had answered all of her questions, whether they were big—like when it came to contract negotiations—or small—like what to expect at a wardrobe fitting. She’d also mentioned Cassie’s idea about getting an acting coach, and had immediately received a list of five that Veronica or her friends had used to prep themselves before or during a shoot. Being able to reach out to Veronica again was strange and wonderful and precious, and for as much as she questioned her ability to do a project like this, a profound feeling of inadequacy was a small price to pay to have Veronica back in her life.
She looked up from her phone as she felt the car slow, and a swarm of butterflies swooped and dove in her stomach as Cassie pulled into the driveway at Sandbox Studios.

Holy shit, I’m really doing this.

She pushed her sunglasses higher on her nose and redirected her attention to her phone as Cassie rolled down her window to greet the security guard with a professionally cheery, “Hi there. I have Grace Easton here for a meeting in studio five.”
Grace could feel the guard’s eyes boring into the side of her head, and looked up to offer the young man a polite smile. When she’d become a household name, she’d had it ingrained in her that the details of every interaction with the public had the possibility of finding their way to the press or social media. And while she usually enjoyed meeting fans, there were days—like today—where she was in over her head and trying like hell not to drown, that she wished she were just a regular person. Her smile turned a little more genuine at the way he openly gawked at her before remembering himself and hastily flicking through his little clipboard to verify where they were expected and stumbling through rough directions of where Cassie could park.
While she would have preferred to hide, the familiarity of the exchange was grounding, and she gave him a little wave as he hastened back to his guardhouse to open the gate.
“Oh, buddy,” she chuckled when the poor guy ran into the doorframe.
“Oof. That’s gonna hurt,” Cassie sniggered as she rolled up her window.
“I don’t think he hit that hard.”
Cassie snorted as she drove through the gate and turned left to cut down a narrow alley between the studio’s perimeter fence and the back of a soundstage. “I meant the lingering humiliation that’ll come from you seeing him do that.”
Grace rolled her eyes. “He’ll be fine. Really, you’d think he’d be used to seeing celebrities.”
“There are celebrities, and then there’s you, darlin’,” Cassie pointed out as she pulled into a parking space beside the entrance to the soundstage where they’d be meeting and killed the engine. “Y’know, I kinda feel like I’m dropping you off for your first day of school.”
“That’s fair, given that I feel like I’m about to start my first day of school.” Grace ran a hand through her hair and sighed. “Tell me again that I can do this.”
Cassie, bless her, didn’t hesitate to offer the reassurance she needed. “You can do this.” A slow smirk quirked her lips as she added, “Just don’t get caught passing notes to your crush in class.”
Grace laughed and slapped her arm. “Oh, shut up.”
Cassie’s smirk softened into a genuine smile. “You ready?”
“Not at all,” Grace confessed as she opened her door. “But that’s never stopped me before.”
Gina Malone was waiting for them just inside the studio doors. “Hey there. Josh at the gate called to let me know you were here, so I thought I’d pop out to greet you and show you where we’re meeting.”
“I appreciate that,” Grace said, smiling warmly at the producer as she shook her hand.
“Is there somewhere I can wait?” Cassie asked. She tugged at the strap of the leather messenger bag slung over her shoulder. “I’ve got some work to take care of while y’all are doing your thing.”
“Of course. There are a couple of offices upstairs for you to choose from if you’d like. Do you need the wifi password?”
Cassie shook her head. “I’ll use my hotspot. Safer that way, you know?”
“Makes perfect sense,” Gina agreed genially. “I do the same, to be honest. But I just thought I’d offer.”
“I appreciate it,” Cassie replied before turning to Grace with a reassuring half-smile. “Text me if you need anything.”
Grace nodded and, as Cassie took off up the stairs, fell into step beside Gina, who was explaining, “We’d usually do something like this in the conference room at the office, but we figured that we’d do it here to give you a feeling for where we’ll be shooting while we’re in L.A.”
Grace absently nodded as she took in her surroundings. She’d shot enough music videos on soundstages over the years to know what one was like, but she appreciated the thought the team had put into helping her feel comfortable.
“Oh, hey, wait up,” a familiar voice called from behind them.
Grace’s heart leapt into her throat as she turned to see Veronica striding toward them. She looked positively breathtaking in a pair of medium-washed boyfriend jeans, black motorcycle boots, and a flimsy white V-neck tee with her thick, dark hair falling loosely around her shoulders. Grace felt her cheeks warm as her gaze lingered on the shadow of Veronica’s bra that showed through the fabric of her shirt, and her blush intensified when she tore her gaze away at the sound of a not-so-subtle clearing of a throat and found Veronica watching her with a playfully amused expression.
“Hey, G,” Veronica murmured, and Grace’s pulse stuttered at the way Veronica bit her lip as she gave her outfit a slow once-over.
She’d spent a good forty minutes last night deciding what to wear because Veronica’s advice of “honestly, anything goes” wasn’t at all helpful. The look of open appreciation that crinkled Veronica’s eyes when they returned to hers assured her she’d chosen well with her ankle-length jeans, white low-top Chucks, and a pale pink chambray dress shirt that she’d left half-tucked, and she was just glad that her voice didn’t tremble with the force of her pounding heart when she replied, “Glad you could make it.”
Veronica chuckled and ducked her head. “Sorry, I hit an obscene amount of traffic on my way here.”
The way Veronica looked at her through her lashes was so achingly familiar that Grace couldn’t help but tease, “Mm, I’m sure.”
Grace’s breath caught at the way Veronica’s plump lips curved in a smirk as she arched a sculpted brow in playful surprise, but the moment was shattered by Gina’s soft puff of laughter.
“God, I’m so glad you agreed to do this film.” Gina gestured toward the double doors at the end of the hall. “Come on. Everyone’s waiting.”
Sure enough, when they entered the soundstage, every seat save three at the large rectangular table created by pushing a bunch of folding tables together was filled. One on the side occupied by the production team, and two on the side opposite, where the cast was chatting amicably amongst themselves.
As someone who was always at least fifteen minutes early to everything, Grace chafed at being the last to arrive, but she followed Veronica’s lead and affected an unbothered air, waving briefly at the group as she made her way to the empty seat that had a bottle of water and a placard in front of it that read Grace Easton - Gemma Powell.

Grace was touched by the way Veronica angled her approach in a way that put her between Grace and the prying eyes watching them with far too much interest. As the leads, they were seated in the center of the assembled cast, and she pursed her lips to stifle her smile when Veronica threw a playful wink at her and pulled out her chair with a gallant, “M’lady.”
“Charming, V,” the actor occupying the seat to Grace’s left teased as she sat. With light brown hair and eyes to match, he was handsome in a Ken doll, golden retriever kind of way, and while Grace recognized him from a movie Cassie had made her watch on the plane at some point during the tour, she wouldn’t have known his name if it weren’t for the placard in front of him that read Bobby Jackson - Greg Carlisle .
Veronica laughed and helped Grace scoot her chair in. “Thanks, Bobby.”
Grace offered him her hand. “Hi. I’m Grace.”
“Bobby.” After the customary two pumps, he let her hand go and leaned back and gestured to the woman beside him. “And this is—”
“Tiffany Conroy,” Grace finished, absolutely awed to be in the presence of one of her favorite actresses. As one of the stars of her favorite show when she’d been a teenager, Tiffany had been her first crush, and Grace leaned forward to greet her with far more interest than she’d shown Bobby. “It’s an honor. Grace Easton.”
Her heart did a happy little loop-de-loop at the wide, pleased smile her introduction earned her, and she stared, utterly captivated by the way Tiffany’s sky blue eyes that stood in sharp relief against her auburn locks crinkled with her smile as she leaned forward to shake her hand.
“The pleasure is mine,” Tiffany insisted warmly.
Still standing behind her chair, Veronica touched Grace’s shoulder and gestured to the two people who would be seated on Veronica’s other side. “And these yahoos—”
Grace gaped at Travis Bell, an affable action star and one of the current Hollywood It Men, as he interrupted Veronica with a playfully affronted, “Watch it, you.” With his black hair, pale green eyes, and chiseled features, he was somehow both handsome and pretty at the same time, and his full lips bowed into an impish grin at the middle finger Veronica threw him. “Love you too, sis,” he teased, confusing Grace for a moment until she saw the character name on his placard had the same surname as Veronica’s.
Veronica laughed and shook her head. “God, you’re gonna be a right pain in my arse on this thing, aren’t ya?”
“Who, me?” Travis replied innocently before breaking character with a little laugh as he lifted a hand in a small wave and introduced himself. “Hey there. I’m Travis.”
Feeling more than a little starstruck to be grouped with Tiffany Conroy and Travis Bell, Grace returned his wave with a little one of her own. “Nice to meet you. I’m Grace.”
“And I’m Daphne,” the woman beside him said. Her caramel-colored eyes glowed against the backdrop of her dark skin and mahogany hair that tickled the backs of her shoulders, and she offered Grace a warm smile as she, too, waved hello.
“A pleasure,” Grace replied.
They all startled like a group of kids caught talking in class when Kristen interrupted with an amused, “I’m glad you all seem to be getting along. But now that we’re all here, why don’t we get started with some quick introductions of the production team, and then we’ll dive into the reading.”
Grace blushed as her attention snapped to the production team that was sitting across from them. She recognized Kristin, Mari, Elena, and Gina from her impromptu chemistry read, but the other women seated amongst them were strangers.
Kristin smirked as silence descended on the room and all eyes fell to her, and lifted a hand in a dorky little finger wave. “I’m Kristin. Director and chaos coordinator for the project.” She leaned back in her chair as a titter of polite laughter rippled through the group and gestured to the Persian woman to her left.
“Yasmine Azad,” the woman introduced herself with a wide smile that made her brown eyes crinkle. She tucked her long, dark hair behind her ears and leaned forward as her gaze swept across the assembled cast. “I’m the DP.”
Grace’s breath caught at the feeling of Veronica’s hand ghosting over her knee as she leaned in to whisper in her ear, “Director of photography. Kind of like an assistant director. Her and Kristin will work together to bring the whole thing to life.”
Grace nodded her thanks, but didn’t dare speak as the next woman at the table took over.
“Esther Wu.” Esther was a bookish woman with a pristine obsidian plait and sharp eyes to match, and Grace straightened when Esther’s gaze drifted over the cast as she folded her hands atop her open script. She reminded Grace of a stern librarian. “I’m the production designer.”
“Head of the art department,” Veronica translated in a hushed tone. “She oversees all the artsy shite and the visual vibe of the film.”
Next was a tall, striking woman who had eyes like daggers and a smile sharp enough to cut glass. Even though she had no idea who the woman was, Grace made a mental note to never piss her off. “Imogen Andrea. Costume designer.”
Some of Grace’s assessment must have shown in her expression, because Veronica said softly, “Don’t let the murder face scare you. She’s actually very cool.”
Grace threw an I don’t believe you look at Veronica as a stunning redhead lifted her hand with a cheeky wave. “Regan Waterman. CEO of Waterman Films. Gina will be the producer overseeing the project—I’m just crashing the party today because I couldn’t resist the chance to get a sneak peek.”
Gina winked at Grace. “Translation: she’s a huge Grace Easton fangirl and begged me to tag along.”
While Grace was in over her head with the whole film thing, she knew how to manage fans, and she smiled warmly at Regan. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”
“Believe me,” Regan replied with a grin, “the pleasure is mine. My wife is going to be so freaking jealous.”
“What about me?” Travis pouted.
“You’re very pretty, dear, but I am incredibly gay,” Regan drawled. Grace pursed her lips to hold back a laugh she wasn’t sure was appropriate, but surrendered to the impulse when the rest of the room cracked up. “It’s good to see you again, Trav,” Regan called over the din of laughter.
Travis waggled his eyebrows and blew her a kiss. “You too, Waterman.”
“Regan’s company has produced his last three films,” Veronica shared. “Be glad Gina is the one overseeing this project, because the two of them together”—she wagged a finger between Travis and Regan—“are like a pair of unsupervised kindergarteners.”
“Hey!” Travis protested with a laugh. “We resemble that comment!”
“Why do ye reckon I made it?” Veronica sassed. She grinned at Regan and turned her lush, Irish brogue up to eleven as she cooed, “Good to see ye again, too, o’course.”
Regan playfully swooned and fanned herself with her hand. “You and that accent, I swear to god.”
Grace looked away to hide her smile. Regan wasn’t at all wrong in her assessment. Veronica’s accent was unfairly enchanting.
“Okay, okay,” Kristin laughed. “And, last, but certainly not least”—she waved a gallant hand toward the end of the table, where Mari was sitting with her laptop open—“we have our incredibly talented scriptwriter.”
Mari smiled and waved. “It’s so nice to see you all again. I’ll be around throughout filming, but will mostly be hiding out behind the scenes. I’m very much looking forward to watching you all bring this script to life.”
“They’re going to crush it. I’m very excited about the group we’ve got for this project.” Kristin grinned at the cast and gestured to the three-ring binders in front of each of them. “So, that being said, can everyone please open their script to the first page, and we’ll get going.”
 



 
Veronica toyed with the edge of her script as she followed along with Kristin’s reading of the scene directions. Whether because the script was already polished, or simply because she and the other actors had come prepared with a fleshed-out understanding of their characters, the table read had been the most productive she’d ever taken part in. And with every scene they finished, the quiet buzz of energy in the room grew.
She’d suspected as much, but this really was going to be something special.
“The camera cuts from Mae to Gemma as she finishes the final song of the set. She is flushed from performing, but there’s a glow to her as well. Gemma's smile is blinding as her eyes drift over the audience. The camera zooms in on her face as she locks eyes with Mae. Her smile shifts to one of utter shock. She hands her microphone off and hurries to the front of the stage. Her eyes never leave Mae as security helps her to the ground. The background blurs into a riot of camera flashes while the shot focuses on Gemma as she makes her way to Mae.”
Kristin paused briefly as they all turned to the final page of the script.
“They’re close enough to touch, but they’re both holding back,” Kristin picked up where she left off. “Gemma is trembling and visibly shocked that the woman she’d thought she’d lost forever is standing in front of her. She feels like she’s looking at a ghost.”
“Wha…” Grace chimed in with her line at the end of Kristin’s introduction. “Mae? You’re here?”
There was a measure of pure wonder in her voice that sent a pleasant flutter through Veronica’s chest. She was going to be a mess when they got around to filming this. She hooked the edge of her thumbnail around the corner of the page as she replied, “I am.”
“But…why? I thought you… I mean, you said—”
“I was stupid. I was so stupid to think that I could live without you.” Veronica paused for effect, letting the moment build, and was unable to contain her smile as she said, “I love you, Gemma. And I know—”
“Whatever she’s about to say,” Kristin interjected, “is cut off by Gemma falling into her arms to capture her lips in a searing kiss. The crowd around them goes wild as the camera flashes fire around them. Mae pulls Gemma closer as she sinks into the kiss, and they’re both smiling by the time it eventually ends. Gemma rests her forehead against Mae’s as they linger in each other’s space, each of them glowing with joy and love. And,” Kristin playfully drew the single syllable out for a good three seconds before declaring, “fade to black.” She looked up from her script with a blinding smile. “And then the credits roll.”
“Hell yeah, they do,” Travis cheered.
Veronica laughed at his enthusiasm. Travis’ star was so bright at the moment that he could conceivably land any job he wanted—but you’d never know it from the way he leaned into the part of her well-meaning, if somewhat ridiculous brother. He seemed to genuinely revel in playing a more comedic role, and she had no doubt that his work on the film would add to his legion of swooning fans. “Down, tiger,” she playfully chastised. “This isn’t one of your bonehead muscle flicks.”
Travis waggled his eyebrows and flexed an impressively defined bicep, twisting his wrist this way and that to make the muscle bulge. “Every movie I make is a muscle flick, baby girl.”
“Oh my god, please,” Grace deadpanned. “Does that actually work on the women you meet?”
“Are you serious?” Travis spluttered as the room erupted in laughter.
Veronica gaped at Grace. She was used to Grace’s quick wit, but it usually only emerged when Grace was comfortable in her surroundings. And, yeah, she’d noticed the way Grace’s nerves had slowly turned into a bewitchingly sexy confidence as the table read progressed, but she’d written it off as Grace settling into her character. But this…
Her thoughts were derailed when Grace turned to her with a blinding smile, obviously and adorably pleased by the way her quip had landed. When an arched brow spurred her to add something to the conversation, she smirked and looped an arm around Grace’s shoulder. “She’s got you there, mate,” she said as she stared into Grace’s enchanting blue eyes.
Travis’ answering groan was hilarious, but Veronica was more focused on the way Grace’s smile softened into something meant just for her. Her traitorous heart fluttered into her throat as her gaze dipped to appreciate the shape of Grace’s lips, and she swallowed in a bid to force it back where it belonged as she gave Grace’s shoulder a little squeeze before pulling her arm away.
“Says you,” Travis droned, clearly amused by their teaming up on him. “But the hits on my Insta reels from the gym say otherwise.”
“And on that note,” Kristin drawled, her smile belying her droll tone, “can we get back to the business at hand?”
“He’s the one bragging about his thirst traps,” Bobby pointed out.
Travis blew him a kiss. “You’re just jealous.”
“Notes, people!” Kristin laughed. “Do you have any?”
“None for me,” Veronica said.
“Same,” Grace chimed in.
“I thought it was great,” Tiffany added as Daphne and the boys echoed similar sentiments.
Once the rest of the production team weighed in with their thoughts, Kristin flipped her script closed with a quick flick of her wrist and smiled at the assembled cast. “Keep an eye on your inboxes about final wardrobe fittings, and we’ll see you all here bright and early Monday.”
As Veronica and the rest of the cast stood, Travis raised a hand to get their attention. “Hey, you guys want to go grab a bite somewhere and hang out for a bit? Get to know each other a little before filming?”
Veronica didn’t miss the thoughtful look that settled on Grace’s face as Bobby, Daphne, and Tiffany agreed readily to the idea, and she tapped her wrist to get her attention. “It’s okay if you don’t want to, or if you have something else to do.”
“It’s not that,” Grace replied, shaking her head. “It’s just that it’s probably not a good idea for me to spontaneously go out somewhere. If I were to just show up at a restaurant…” She pulled a face.
Veronica nodded understandingly. Being trapped when the paparazzi were around was never a good idea. Granted, this was Hollywood, and there were plenty of restaurants they could choose that knew how to keep those particular hounds at bay, but she knew Grace would rather avoid the situation altogether.
“But would you like to hang out with everyone if that wasn’t an issue?” She smiled when Grace nodded, and hooked her index finger around Grace’s in the unspoken I’ve got you they used to use whenever they stepped out together. “How about we all just go to mine?” she suggested loudly enough to draw everyone’s attention. “We can chill by the pool and order in. Sound good?”
“Sounds excellent,” Tiffany agreed easily. “And, even better, there won’t be anyone trying to take pictures of us all to try to sell to some skeezy tabloid.” She pulled out her phone. “I’ll start a group chat, and you can drop your address there. I think the only numbers I don’t have are Travis’ and Grace.”
“Gee, I dunno, Tiff. Can I trust you with it?” Travis joked.
“It’ll be a struggle, but I’m sure I’ll be able to find a way to control myself.” Tiffany smirked when Travis laughed and rattled off his number. She smiled kindly at Grace, “You want in on this insanity?” Her gaze dipped to where Veronica and Grace’s fingers were still hooked together. “Or would you rather V fill you in?”
It was silly, really, how proud Veronica was when Grace waved aside the kind out Tiffany gave her with a light, “I think I’ll risk it,” before giving Tiffany her number.
Once everyone was in the chat, Tiffany sent a message with just her name so Travis and Grace could add her to their contacts.
“Okay, so, think of where you want to order from,” Veronica said as she put her address into the chat. “And I’ll see you lot in, say, an hour? Give everyone a chance to make some calls to handle whatever business is left to take care of?” She smiled and nodded when she was answered with a chorus of ‘sounds good’ and ‘yeah, should probably do that’ and the like, and lifted a hand in a small wave as, with a light tug on Grace’s finger that was still hooked neatly around her own, she turned toward the door.
 



 
Grace bit the inside of her cheek when Cassie’s gaze immediately zeroed in on Veronica when she joined them in the lobby. The ever-so-slight quirk of her lips signaled amusement, but that hint of humor was belied by the way she squared her shoulders and stood that little bit taller, stretching her petite five-foot-two frame to its limit.
“Well, hello, stranger,” Cassie drawled. Her eyes narrowed as she looked Veronica up and down. Grace rocked back on her heels. Cassie might be small, but she was all coiled muscle and controlled malice. She’d seen Cassie at her most protective before, but that’d been with pushy fans or paparazzi who wouldn’t take no for an answer. But this…if Grace didn’t know better, she’d swear Cassie was about to threaten to break Veronica’s legs if she so much as looked at her in a way that she found offensive. “Long time, no see.”
Veronica, for her part, just grinned and pulled Cassie into a playful headlock of a hug. “Missed ya too, Cass,” she replied lightly, using the four inches she had on Cassie to rock her back and forth like a child. A genuinely pleased smile lit her face when she pulled back to look at her. “How’ve you been?”
“You know, the usual.” Cassie’s threatening facade faded as she hiked a thumb in Grace’s direction. “Just dealing with my demanding boss.”
“Oh shite, that’s right,” Veronica groaned, her eyes dancing with amusement as she played along. “I dunno how you do it, mate.”
“Oh, fuck you both,” Grace grumbled, trying to sound annoyed but unable to quite manage it as Cassie and Veronica grinned at each other. She’d missed this. Not them teaming up on her—that she could do without—but she hadn’t realized until now just how much she’d missed Cassie’s sisterly teasing and the pretty smile that bowed Veronica’s lips as she played along.

God, I was so stupid to let her go.

Grace rolled her eyes when Veronica looped an arm around Cassie’s shoulders as the pair turned to her with matching impish smirks. “No, that wasn’t a suggestion,” she said, beating Cassie to the punch.
“One of these days, G,” Cassie quipped, winking ridiculously. She patted Veronica on the hip and slipped out from under her arm. “So, my dears,” she said in a more businesslike tone, “what’s the plan?”
“Cast dinner at mine,” Veronica answered. A thoughtful expression softened her features as her eyes danced over Grace’s face. “If you want, you are more than welcome to ride with me, and Cass can clock out for the evening.”
“I mean, that’s not a terrible idea,” Cassie replied before Grace could respond. “And not just because of the ‘clocking out’ thing.” The quirk of her lips told Grace that she was referring to the fact that the arrangement would allow her some time alone with Veronica, but she, thankfully, didn’t say anything about that . Her expression sobered into one of thoughtful calculation. “If I head out before you guys, I can draw any paps who’re lingering around off. That should leave you to make a clean escape.”
Veronica pulled a face. “Blimey, I forgot how involved all of this is.”
Grace stared as Veronica dragged a hand through her hair, ruffling the lush, dark strands as they fell through her fingertips so they landed in haphazard layers. Veronica was always gorgeous, but Grace had always preferred her when she was a little rumpled and so very touchable like this.
Her fingers itched to brush away the rouge strand that had landed on Veronica’s cheek and caress that soft skin that used to warm so beautifully beneath her fingertips. She bit her lip as she recalled the way Veronica would lean into her touch, plump lips parting invitingly as strong hands pulled her closer. Her pulse pounded at the memory of tender green eyes darkening with lust as their bodies fit together like they’d been made for each other, and the way Veronica’s breath crashed in hot, barely restrained waves against her lips as they hovered in that beautiful moment of anticipation before they—
“D’you really think that’ll work?” Veronica asked, snapping Grace out of her thoughts.
Grace cleared her throat softly and prayed the blush she could feel spreading over her chest didn’t creep up her neck to her cheeks and give her away. It was one thing to want Veronica—besides, it wasn’t like her feelings were exactly a secret—but it was quite something else to be caught openly fantasizing.
“I mean, there’s no reason it shouldn’t,” Cassie said as she pulled the sun-bleached blue Quiksilver cap Grace often hid under from her bag. Cassie managed Grace’s security protocols with the ferocity of a pissed off mama bear, and the fact that she didn’t seem particularly concerned about her riding with Veronica spoke volumes. Though Cassie was petite, she held black belts in jiu-jitsu and Krav Maga, and could seriously fuck someone’s shit up if needed. She had, twice, actually, and while Grace hated that Cassie had put herself at risk, it really had been something to watch her work. Cassie also regularly trained with the security company Grace hired for events when she was on tour to keep her skills sharp, and it was because of her competencies that Grace was afforded the luxury of not being surrounded by a gaggle of plain-clothed security every time she left the house. “She’ll just need to lay low until you’re a block or two away.”
“Lay low?” Veronica echoed.
Grace ignored the mischievous smirk that tipped Cassie’s lips as she took the cap. She tucked her hair behind her ears and pulled it on, tugging it lower than she normally would in an attempt to mask her identity. “Hide out of sight until we’re away from the studio,” she elaborated.
Veronica frowned. “Why would you do that?”
Grace’s brow furrowed. Was Veronica being serious? She’d thought the reason would be obvious. There was no way Veronica could have possibly forgotten about the terrifying lengths the paparazzi would go to just to get a picture of her. “So they don’t see me in your car.”
Veronica rolled her eyes. “I genuinely don’t care if they see us riding in the same car.”
“It’s to protect you,” Cassie interjected.
Grace barely resisted the urge to grimace at the ire that flashed in Veronica’s eyes. Veronica had made her point very clear that she didn’t want to hide and, while Cassie’s intentions were good, Grace would have rather she not lay them out quite so plainly.
“Oh, for feck’s—” Veronica’s jaw flexed as she cut herself off. She tipped her head back to look at the ceiling as if praying for strength, and her shoulders lifted and fell with one, two, three deep breaths before her posture relaxed and her eyes drifted back to Grace. The anger from a moment ago was gone, replaced with a weariness that stole the air from Grace’s lungs. “We’ve been over this, G. I don’t need you to protect me.”
“So you’re, what?” Cassie scoffed. “Just going to drive right out the front gate?”
Grace licked her lips as she held Veronica’s gaze. There was no mistaking the challenge that hardened her emerald green eyes. She sighed. This was closer to stupidity than bravery, but she remembered the way Veronica had accused her of being ashamed to be seen together, and she wanted to prove that wasn’t the case.
“Yeah,” she said. “We’re going to drive right out the front gate.” It wasn’t what she’d choose, but if this was what Veronica wanted, she’d give it to her. The pleasantly surprised smile that quirked Veronica’s mouth was the complete antithesis to the way Cassie’s fell open in shock, and she lifted a hand to stop Cassie’s argument before she could get a word out. “She doesn’t want to hide, Cass.”
“Oh, for the love of… It’s not about…” Cassie pinched the bridge of her nose. “Okay. New plan. I follow you.”
“I thought you wanted to distract them?” Veronica asked.
“That only works if they don’t see her sitting shotgun in your fucking car.” Cassie’s voice shook with frustration. “But since you want to play it this way, I’m going to be there to run interference or call in reinforcements if needed. I’ll peel off once you’re safely at your place, and we’ll go with the car service plan for when she’s ready to come home. Deal?” she asked, the angle of her chin signaling that none of this was up for debate.
Grace breathed a sigh of relief when Veronica immediately agreed, “Deal. Cass, this isn’t like— I’m not trying to get—”
“No, I know,” Cassie interrupted. “I just don’t want another call like…”
Grace’s stomach clenched. She remembered all too well the car chase down the 405 that had ended with them being run off the side of the freeway. Veronica’s car had flipped twice on its trek down the embankment, and while they’d both ended up in the hospital, her concussion and nearly head-to-toe bruises were nothing in comparison to the broken leg, ribs, and wrist Veronica had suffered.
The tabloids had been relentless after the accident, camping out outside Mount Sinai just waiting for a glimpse of the two of them. Despite her team’s statements regarding the cause of the crash, several of the less reputable tabloids ran stories that Veronica had been under the influence at the time of the chase. She hadn’t been, but they didn’t care. Even the LAPD releasing a statement to the same effect and placing all blame for the incident on the overzealous tactics of the paparazzi did precious little to quiet those rumors, and while Veronica had shrugged it all off, Grace couldn’t. She didn’t sleep for a week afterward, and it’d been in that sleep-deprived state that she’d decided the only course of action available to her to keep Veronica safe was to remove herself from the equation.
Veronica’s posture softened. “I know,” she assured Cassie gently. “I don’t want that, either.”
“None of us do,” Grace added.
Cassie turned to Grace with an expression that was simultaneously pleading and resigned. “You really want to do it this way?”

Not really. But I want her, Grace thought as she nodded. “Yeah.”
Cassie blew out a rough breath. “Right.” She hefted her bag higher on her shoulder and turned toward the exit. “Well, if we’re doing this, let’s get it over with.”
Grace glanced at Veronica as they obediently fell into step behind Cassie, and she swallowed back the giggle that bubbled in her throat at the small, conspiratorial wink Veronica gave her when their eyes locked. Her stomach fluttered at the way Veronica’s cheeks dimpled with an impish grin at her struggle, and Grace rolled her eyes as she gave her shoulder a light shove. “Behave.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Veronica protested, her expression shifting into a mask of faux innocence.
“You don’t need to,” Grace sassed. “I know you, remember?”
Veronica huffed a wry little laugh that was softened by the faintest hint of wistfulness. “Like I could ever forget.” She inclined her head in a small nod and pointed to a sporty white Lexus SUV two spots down from where Cassie had parked their black Range Rover. “That’s me.”
Cassie nodded approvingly. “I like the tinted windows. Blackout would’ve been better, but it’s better than nothing.” She turned to Grace. “Just keep the hat on until you get to her place, yeah?”
“Yes, Mom,” Grace joked. She pulled Cassie into a light hug. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“Of course.” Cassie squeezed her gently. “I’m sorry for freaking out. I’m sure it’ll be fine. And I’ll give Filippa a heads up, so she knows to get the fire hose ready.”
Grace winced. She honestly hadn’t thought about how this was sure to initiate a myriad of problems for her publicist to deal with. “Tell her I’m sorry.”
“I will.” Cassie arched a brow as she stepped out of Grace’s arms. “But it’s her job and, well, it’s about damn time she had to do something to earn her paycheck. She’s had it too easy with you playing the hermit for the last few years.”
“Fair point,” Grace chuckled, knowing that Cass was right.
Cassie blew her a kiss. “Damn right. Now, away with you both, so I can enjoy my unexpected evening off.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Grace muttered, rolling her eyes as she ducked through the door Veronica was holding for her and into the passenger seat. Her pulse picked up when Veronica slammed her door shut, and she sighed as she buckled her seatbelt. Even though she knew they’d do nothing to hide her identity from the cameras that were undoubtedly waiting beyond the gate, she still pulled a pair of oversized aviators from her bag and slipped them on. She wasn’t a fan of hiding, but while she appreciated that Veronica didn’t shy away from the insanity that followed her everywhere, she also wasn’t looking for trouble. And she knew that being seen driving away from the studio with Veronica was equivalent to handing out an engraved invitation for it.
“All good?” Veronica asked as she climbed behind the wheel.
“As I’ll ever be,” Grace answered dryly as she watched Veronica pull on a pair of black-framed Ray-Bans with iridescent red and yellow lenses and buckle her seatbelt.
“This thing’s a Turbo,” Veronica said as she pressed the ignition button and the engine roared to life.
“Yeah, well…” Grace smiled tightly. “Let’s hope we don’t need it.”
“We won’t.” Veronica’s hands flexed around the steering wheel, and her expression turned serious as she reversed out of the parking space. “I remember everything your team taught me, and I’ve never stopped practicing any of it.”
Grace blinked at her. “Really? Why?”
Veronica shrugged and shifted the car into drive. “Dunno.” She glanced at her rearview mirror to make sure Cassie was following as she rolled down the aisle. “I guess, maybe…” She sighed. “I guess part of me hoped that, despite everything, you’d end up back in my life somehow and that I’d need it to keep you safe.” She pulled a face. “Pathetic, right?”
Grace’s heart ached at Veronica’s quiet admission, and she reached out to cover her hand that rested on the gearshift. “Not at all.”
Veronica’s throat bobbed, and she raked her lower lip between her teeth. “You’re really okay with this?”
Grace peered through the windshield at the security gate and the cluster of paparazzi huddled on the sidewalks beyond. She wasn’t looking forward to the shitstorm this stirred up, but she was ready to face it. For Veronica, she’d face pretty much anything. “Yeah. I am.”
“Okay. Then here we go.”
Nerves swooped and swirled in Grace’s stomach as she pretended that she didn’t notice the cameras aimed at their car as they drove through the gate. She kept one eye on her sideview mirror to make sure Cassie also got out okay, and breathed easier when she saw that she had. News would travel fast of their heading, and she was sure that the vultures would camp outside Veronica’s house waiting for a picture of her leaving, but, in spite of all of it, she felt oddly alive. Free. Like she was finally living her life on her terms. She smoothed her hands over her thighs and stole a glance at the woman responsible for all of it.
As if sensing the direction of her thoughts, or at least the weight of her gaze, Veronica’s lips quirked as she asked, “What?”
Grace shook her head. “Nothing.”
“Bollocks,” Veronica sassed.
Grace smiled, feeling lighter than she had in years. “What’d you think of the table read? Did I do okay?”
“Did you do okay?” Veronica echoed, her tone somewhere between disbelief and amusement. “Are you serious?”
Grace smiled. “Really?”
Even though Veronica’s sunglasses hid her eyes, Grace swore she could hear the way Veronica rolled them in her voice when she replied, “You were bloody amazing, G.” Veronica flashed her a small smile as she pulled to a stop at a red light. “And no,” she added, her voice soft and melodious in a way that called to mind a host of happy memories and felt like coming home, “I’m not just saying that.”
There was no denying the sincerity in Veronica’s tone or her expression, and a delicate blush warmed Grace’s cheeks as she met and held Veronica’s gaze. “Thank you.”
A brief tap of a car horn behind them shattered the moment, and Grace laughed when Veronica flipped Cassie off over her shoulder as she turned her attention back to the road. The rest of the drive passed without incident—whether because the photogs were happy with the shots they got of them leaving the studio, or simply because they weren’t prepared to give chase—and Grace sighed with no small measure of relief when they pulled into Veronica’s driveway and through the gate that kept the rest of the world at bay.
 



 
Hours had passed since an unexpected, but much-needed light rain had rolled through and forced them inside, but the impromptu dinner party showed no signs of slowing. Tiffany and Daphne had immediately made themselves comfortable on one of the small sofas, while the boys claimed the pair of modern, scoop-backed upholstered armchairs facing the fireplace, leaving the remaining loveseat that completed the three-sided sitting area for Grace and Veronica to share.
Veronica had been momentarily worried that Grace would balk at them sitting so close, but Grace had just plopped onto the overstuffed cushion and turned so that she was half-facing her with her left shoulder against the back cushion as she tucked her long legs up under herself like it was the most natural thing in the world.
Veronica tried to pay attention to the conversation happening around her, she really did, but she was distracted by the warm, familiar weight of Grace’s knee against her thigh. It wasn’t anything scandalous—they weren’t in each other’s laps or anything—but even that small point of contact was a level of familiarity that Grace had only ever been comfortable displaying around a select few. And while she trusted that none of their castmates would go running off to sell them out to the tabloids, Grace had always been so bloody cautious around anyone who wasn’t from their inner circle that she was struggling to wrap her head around the fact that Grace was casually touching her like this in a room of veritable strangers.
She didn’t miss the way Grace’s shoulders would tense as her gaze dipped to that point of contact every now and again, but Grace never pulled away. Those moments became less frequent as the night wore on, and she could only stare at her in wonder. Sure, Grace had said she wanted to be brave enough to be out, but she honestly hadn’t dared to let herself consider it a real possibility. And yet, here they were, not quite cuddled up together, but very obviously familiar in front of a group of people Grace barely knew.
She startled at the feeling of a gentle finger brushing over her shoulder, and bit her lip when she turned to see Grace watching her with an arched brow and a small smile. Grace’s bright cornflower blue eyes shone with an old, familiar affection that made her stomach flip, and she was helpless but to stare, utterly enchanted by this bolder iteration of a woman she’d once known.
“Okay, okay. I got one,” Travis said, clapping loudly to get the group’s attention.
Veronica sighed and, with great reluctance, turned to look at their co-star. Travis was pretty, but nowhere near Grace’s league, and she put only a minimal effort into hiding her annoyance at his antics. She couldn’t quite contain her smile at the way Grace’s knee pressed that little harder against her thigh, silently chastising, and it blossomed into a full-blown grin when she glanced at Grace and found her shaking her head in playful reproach.

What? she mouthed.

Behave , Grace replied in kind.
Veronica sniggered and turned her attention back to Travis.
“So, this was when I was in Spain filming The Agent ,” Travis said, lifting his hands as he set the scene for his tale. Veronica settled deeper into the couch as she waited for him to try and one-up whatever Daphne’s story had been about her craziest run-in with a fan. The twinkle in his green eyes said he was sure he had a winner. “We were on location in the mountains, which is always an adventure because while there’s security, it’s impossible for it to be, like, totally secure.” He pulled a you know what I mean? face, and Veronica joined the rest of the group in making a small sound of understanding. “But yeah. So, when I went back to my trailer after we wrapped for the day, I opened the door and found a naked woman on the sofa in, like, this full-on, straight out of a porno, come-and-get-me-tiger pose.”
Daphne barked out a laugh. “No way!”
“Way,” Travis giggled. “She was just all…” He propped a hand on the side of his head and did his best to pop a hip even though he was sitting down. “Here I am!”
“Oh, yeah. I believe it,” Bobby laughed. “That happened to me, too.”
Tiffany smirked and inclined her head as she held up a hand. “Me three.”
“Seriously?” Daphne exclaimed. She affected a playful pout. “Well, now I’m kind of offended that I haven’t had one.”
“I’m quite fine not having experienced it,” Grace chuckled. “Cass would blow a fuse if anyone managed to get past security like that.”
Veronica pulled a face. Cassie wouldn’t just blow a fuse if someone got by Grace’s security; she’d go fucking nuclear. “Understatement of the year. Remember that time she took down that pushy waiter at—”
“Le Petit!” Grace exclaimed, smiling widely and bouncing a little in her seat at the memory. “I thought he was going to start crying when she slammed him onto the ground and shoved her knee into the back of his neck!”
Veronica laughed. The aftermath of the whole incident had been a headache and a half, but it really had been something to watch Cassie take down a guy who was a solid foot taller than her. Noticing the looks of polite confusion on everyone’s faces, she explained, “Cassie is Grace’s assistant. She also pulls double-duty as her daily security.”
“Wait.” Bobby frowned. “You mean the cute little redhead I saw you leaving the studio with earlier?”
“That’s her,” Grace confirmed.
Tiffany looked impressed as she waved a finger between Veronica and Grace. “So how long have you two known each other?”
Veronica’s breath caught as Grace turned to her with a small, wistful smile. It was unfair how completely the expression captivated her, but she was powerless to look away.
“Nine years,” Grace answered in a voice textured with nostalgia. “Feels like a lifetime ago, to be honest.”
“Wow, really?” Daphne asked. “How’d you meet?”
Veronica bit the inside of her cheek. She remembered everything about the night, from the exact shade of blue of Grace’s strapless gown—a perfect blend of the temperate blue waters of the Bahamas and a cloudless summer sky—to the music that’d been playing when she’d worked up the courage to walk over to Grace and introduce herself—Nora Kile’s Requiem for Love , the titular piece on the soundtrack that’d won her an Oscar for Best Original Score that year—but she wasn’t sure how much Grace wanted to share.
“Oh, it was at…” Grace’s voice trailed off, and Veronica’s breath caught at the tenderness in Grace’s expression when she looked at her. “The Met Gala.”
“Ah, right. The Met Gala. As you do,” Travis deadpanned.
Veronica didn’t look away from Grace as she flipped him off. “You’re just jealous that you haven’t been invited yet.”
“Yeah, that’s it.” Travis snorted. “I so want to go to another event where I have to wear a penguin suit.”
“God, no wonder they cast you two as siblings,” Tiffany snorted. Veronica chuckled as she tore her attention from Grace to look at Tiffany. “So did people introduce you, then, or…”
Grace shook her head. “Cassie and I were trying to figure out how to make a graceful escape when she walked up and introduced herself.”
Tiffany arched a brow at Veronica, clearly impressed. “You just walked up to her and said hi.”
Veronica smirked. “I know you Americans like ta march ta the beat of yer own drum,” she teased, purposefully laying her accent on extra-thick for effect, “but the rest o’ us find sayin’ hello works just grand.”
“Anyway,” Grace interjected, her tone bright with amusement, “we spent the remainder of the evening chatting, and the rest, as they say, is history.” She tapped a finger to her chin. “Not sure where that ranks on the whole crazy interaction with a fan scale, though…”
“Excuse you!” Veronica gaped at her in mock offense. “Crazy fan?”
Grace batted her lashes. “Are you not a fan?”
“Not anymore,” Veronica sassed, much to everyone’s amusement. She pulled an aggrieved face and played it up for their audience as she turned to them all and asked, “D’you think it’s too late to recast her part?”
Grace gasped and slapped her thigh. “Rude!”
Veronica laughed with everyone else as Grace settled back in her seat with a disgruntled huff.
“Well, I will proudly admit to being a fan,” Daphne said, smiling kindly at Grace.
“Same,” Tiffany chimed in. “Though I doubt I’d be brave enough to just walk up and introduce myself.” She flashed an impressed look at Veronica. “Mad props for that.”
Veronica doffed an imaginary cap. “Cheers, mate.” She stole a glance at Grace, and her stomach did a little pirouette when she realized Grace was smiling at her fondly. “Is there something you’d like to add?”
“No,” Grace chuckled. “I’ll leave you to prove what a dork you are on your own.”
“Who’s the most famous person you’ve met at a function?” Daphne asked Tiffany.
“Me?” Tiffany pursed her lips. “Um…I got to meet Hannah Waddingham at the Emmys last year. That was pretty wild.”
“Okay, officially jealous,” Veronica told her.
“Same,” Travis and Bobby echoed.
“How about you guys?” Tiffany asked.
Veronica tuned out the group as they took turns recounting their various celebrity run-ins and leaned into Grace so she could keep her voice between them as she asked, “You okay?”
“Yeah,” Grace murmured, turning to her with a soft, positively beatific smile. “I’m perfect.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Feck me,” Veronica muttered as she opened the article her publicist had just sent her. She’d known the tabloids would have a field day when the production team released a statement about the film and its cast, but she hadn’t expected them to go quite this hard right off the bat. “Gay girl summer,” she read aloud, as if that would make the clickbait headline somehow less offensive. “Longtime rumored gal pals Grace Easton and Victoria Adams to star in spicy girl-on-girl rom-com. Really? What arsehole editor approved that?”

“One who has an eye on their advertising revenue at all times ,” her publicist, Eliza Declan, replied amidst a flurry of clattering keystrokes. “You know as well as I do that articles about Grace are the equivalent of winning the lottery for these sites.”

“No, I know…” Veronica rubbed a hand over her forehead in a futile attempt to ward off the headache she could feel forming. “It’s just—”

“Grace,” Eliza supplied, her tone softening in understanding. She’d been Veronica’s publicist ever since she became enough of a name to need one, and knew more of the pair’s story than almost anyone else.
“Yeah.”

“Do you want me to reach out to Filippa to see how they want to handle this?”

It was a tempting offer, but one she knew she couldn’t accept. “Thank you, but no. While I’m sure you two will be coordinating statements again soon, right now this is between me and Grace.”
There was no mistaking the caution in Eliza’s voice when, after a long beat, she replied, “Okay.” She sighed. “Then I’ll leave you to that. Let me know what you two decide.”

“I will. Thanks, Eliza.” She gritted her teeth as the line went dead, and took a long, deep breath through her nose as she pulled her phone from her ear to stare at the screen. A frisson of nerves buzzed in her chest as she pulled up her contacts and stared at Grace’s name. She’d truly begun to believe that Grace wanted to be braver than she had before—but it was easy to be brave when nobody was really looking.
But people were definitely looking now.
She took a deep breath as her thumb hovered over Grace’s name. It did nothing to settle her nerves, but it stiffened just enough of her resolve for her to make the call.
She bit her lip hard enough that she winced at the sting of it as the line began to ring.
Once.
Twice.
Three times.
No answer.
Her pulse pounded harder and faster as each successive ring was ignored until she was positively lightheaded by the time the call got kicked to voicemail.
Fecking voicemail.
She forced herself to put her phone down and, to kill a few minutes, took her coffee cup into the kitchen, rinsed it out, and put it in the dishwasher. She then wiped down the counters just to waste a little more time before heading back to where she’d left her phone on the coffee table in the family room. Her second attempt to reach Grace fared as well as her first, and she disconnected the call with a huff as a mechanical voice recited, “You have reached…”

As if she didn’t bloody damn well know exactly what number she’d called.
Veronica pursed her lips as she stared at her phone in her hand, her nerves slowly falling prey to an increasing irritation. Sure, Grace could have a million other things happening right now, but damn it all to hell, she really needed to be reassured that Grace wasn’t going to tuck tail and run away again. They had a movie to film. And Grace had promised . She’d looked her right in the eye, and she’d sworn that she was in this.
But now she wasn’t answering her fecking phone.
Veronica clenched her hand around her phone, squeezing as hard as she could as if, by that force alone, she could push her rising frustration aside. It wasn’t helpful. Nor was the scared, petulant little voice in the back of her head that tried to goad her into hurling it across the room. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
If Grace wasn’t answering, she’d just have to go through Cassie, who she knew always had her phone on hand.
She exhaled slowly as she blinked her eyes open, and, with a muttered, “Come on,” pulled up Cassie’s contact information.

“Had a feeling I’d be talking to you today,” Cassie answered dryly on the first ring. “I’m assuming you’ve spoken to Eliza about the article.”

Veronica’s stomach sank. Grace knew about the article and was avoiding her calls. Perfect. Just perfect. This was just like before. “I have, yes. Look, Grace—”

“Has been on a video call with Filippa and Amanda for the last thirty minutes,” Cassie interrupted. And then, in a gentler tone, added, “She’s not avoiding you, V.”

The tension in Veronica’s shoulders eased by a fraction, but she gritted her teeth as her throat tightened almost immediately after. She wasn’t sure which she hated more—that Cassie knew she needed the reassurance, or that it helped. “Cass…”

“Look, I have no idea how long she’s going to be, so why don’t you just come over. You still remember how to get to the Palisades house?”

The idea that she could forget anything to do with Grace was laughable, but she appreciated the way the question allowed her to reclaim some of her dignity. “I do.”

“Good,” Cassie replied easily, a hint of a smile creeping into her tone. “See you when you get here, then.”

 



 
Grace worried at her lip as she paced in her home office, only half-listening as her publicist and manager worked through various options for how to handle the article. Knowing that a veritable shitstorm of media attention was coming did nothing to soften the blow when it landed, but except for a regrettable, brief freak-out when Cassie first showed her the article, she was handling the situation so much better than she would have five years ago.
“Look, we knew this would be something the tabs would run with when word got out,” Amanda said, twirling her sterling silver Graf von Faber-Castell pen between her fingers as she reclined in her plush, leather executive’s chair in her Manhattan office. “Yes, the bullshit clickbait headline is tacky, but there’s nothing factually incorrect in it.”
“Well, I mean, the ‘rumored’ part is kind of technically incorrect,” Grace chimed in. She stopped pacing and propped her hands on her hips as she looked at the oversized monitor on her desk. “You know, since V actually is my ex-girlfriend. They just don’t know that.”
Filippa pulled off her oversized glasses and chewed on the earpiece as her keen brown eyes studied Grace through the screen. “You’re cracking jokes.” She tossed the glasses onto her desk and tucked her long, light brown hair behind her ears. “You really aren’t upset about this, are you?”
It wasn’t a question so much as a confused observation, and Grace smiled as she offered her publicist a small shrug. “I mean, I was at first, but… We knew they’d get pictures of me in V’s car—that’s why Cass gave you the heads up the other day. And we knew the press would run with this angle once word of the film got out,” she added, waving a finger in a way that indicated she meant all of them. “We went over it at length before I signed.”
“Yes, but…” Filippa frowned.
Grace sighed. They’d been going around and around on this for the last hour, and she was honestly over it. “Look, I’m not ready to make a statement and come out publicly or anything, but…” She scrubbed her hands over her face. “I’m not going to hide. I will be starring in a lesbian romance alongside Veronica. She is obviously out, so it’s not really surprising that the tabloids are going to start speculating about our relationship again. I’m not going to deny anything—I’m just not ready to confirm anything, either, at this point.”
“Is there something to confirm?” Filippa put her glasses back on and reached for a pen.
Grace pressed her lips into a hard line and shook her head. “Not yet, no.” She looked up at the sound of a knock on the door, and arched a brow when Cassie’s head poked inside. “Is everything okay?”
Cassie nodded and glanced toward the computer. “Do you know how much longer you’ll be? Because, ah, someone’s here to see you.”
There was only one person Cassie would interrupt her on a work call for, and Grace’s stomach dropped as she pulled her phone out of her pocket. “Shit,” she muttered when she saw that she’d missed a handful of calls from Veronica while it’d been on do not disturb. “How is she?”
“Quietly losing her shit,” Cassie reported. “But I didn’t tell you that.”
“Fuck me.” Grace threw the phone down on her desk as she looked back at her webcam. “Do either of you need anything else?”
“No, I think we’re done here for now,” Amanda replied.
“Is it Veronica?” Filippa asked, concern furrowing her brow. “Is everything okay?”
“It is. And, probably not,” Grace admitted as she glanced instinctively toward the door. “But hopefully I can fix it. Look, I’ll keep you guys in the loop and let you know if anything changes, but for now let’s just run with the ignore it approach.”
“Sounds good. Talk soon,” Amanda promised as she disconnected.
“Should I reach out to Eliza to fill her in on what we decided?” Filippa asked. She pulled a face. “Assuming, of course, that she’s still Veronica’s publicist?”
“I honestly don’t know if she is or not,” Grace said. “Look, I need to go talk to her. I’ll let you know what we decide, and if she’d like you to coordinate with her publicist, okay?”
“All right. Tell her I say hi.” Filippa smiled reassuringly before she, too, left the call.
Grace didn’t bother to close out any of the tabs on her computer as she immediately spun toward the door. “Where is she?” she asked as she hurried past Cassie.
“Living room. I’ll make myself scarce.”
Grace threw her a grateful smile as she hurried past. ‘Thanks, Cass.”
Cassie winked and nodded. “Go get your girl, G.”
“God, if only it were that easy,” Grace muttered as she jogged toward the stairs.
It was like magnets pulled her eyes to Veronica as she made her way down the wide, curved staircase that overlooked the living room, and her heart clenched at the weary, almost resigned set of Veronica’s shoulders as she stood in front of the windows overlooking the back yard. Veronica made no sign that she’d noticed her arrival when she stopped a few feet away, and she tucked her hair behind her ears with a sigh. She could handle stupid stories in the press—what she couldn’t handle was Veronica doubting her.
“Hey,” she announced herself softly.
“How’s Filippa?” Veronica replied flatly without turning around.
Grace shook her head and moved to lean her shoulder against the window so she could see Veronica’s face. “Oh, you know…stressed. Mildly freaking out.” She huffed a little laugh and rolled her eyes. “But she seemed better by the time we got off the call. She says hello, by the way.”
“She’s mildly freaking out…” Veronica repeated as she finally tore her attention from the yard to look at Grace. Her eyes widened when Grace didn’t blink or shy away from her searching gaze. “But you’re not?”
Unlike when Filippa had noted her reaction earlier, this time it really was a question, and Grace smiled as she shook her head. “No.” She pulled a face. “Okay, well, to be honest, I did freak out when Cassie first showed me the article, but I’m good now.”
“You’re good now?” Veronica echoed.
“I mean, yeah.” Grace ran a tentative hand down Veronica’s arm. “It really isn’t surprising that the press started back up with their old bullshit when news of the movie dropped. And, if you remember, we did talk about how my being photographed in your car would add fuel to the fire.”
“But that headline was…?” Veronica’s brow furrowed.
“Tacky as fuck?”
Veronica snorted and inclined her head in a small nod. “To put it nicely.”
Grace smiled and tipped her head against the glass. “It’s just an article, V. I don’t care. Unless…” She tentatively touched Veronica’s wrist. “Do you?” She held her breath as Veronica seemed to seriously consider her answer, and let it go in a relieved rush when Veronica shook her head.
“I couldn’t care less about the bloody article. What I…” Veronica’s brow furrowed, and her lips pinched as she looked away. “When you didn’t answer your phone, I thought…”
Grace swallowed back the lump that formed in her throat. She didn’t need Veronica to finish the thought; her expression did it for her. I thought that you were running away again . “I put it on do not disturb when I jumped on with Filippa and Amanda.” She bit her lip as she lightly stroked the inside of Veronica’s wrist, and was heartened by the way Veronica didn’t pull away. “I wasn’t avoiding you, V. I promise.”
Her pulse stuttered nervously as Veronica looked down at where she continued to draw light, barely-there stripes up and down her wrist.
“This is the kind of shite that used to send you into a tailspin,” Veronica whispered.
“Like I said, I did freak the fuck out for a minute at first, but then…” Her voice trailed off as Veronica took her hand from her wrist and laced their fingers together. The familiarity of the gesture made her heart ache.
“But then…?” Veronica prompted softly.
“Cassie reminded me that the articles and the speculation are the kind of shit I signed up for when I accepted the role of Gemma.” She huffed a wry laugh. “And when I made the, quote, ‘completely batshit decision to ride fucking shotgun in your car the other day’ when we were leaving the studio.”
A note of disbelief crept into Veronica’s tone as she asked, “And that made it better?”
Grace shrugged. “I don’t know if it really made anything better, but it made me realize that it’s a tradeoff I’m willing to make.”
“I’m sorry if I’m being daft, I swear I’m not trying to be, but…what tradeoff?”
“This.” Grace squeezed Veronica’s hand. “Having you in my life.”
Veronica’s breath caught. “G…”
“Look, I’m not…this isn’t me pushing, or asking for anything more than what you’re comfortable with,” she insisted gently. “I know I gave up that right when I fucked everything up. All I’m saying is that this time I’m choosing right. I’m choosing you. No matter what. And if that means slime-ball, wannabe reporters write daily spec pieces about my sexuality, then that’s what it means.”
“I was afraid you were going to run,” Veronica confessed.

I know. “I’m not. I can’t promise that I won’t freak out, but I’m not running.” The look on Veronica’s face said that she both wanted and was afraid to believe her, but she knew that only time could prove how much she meant it. So in an attempt to give them that time and lighten the mood, she joked, “Would you feel better if I did my best Julia Roberts impersonation and gave you my running shoes?”
It worked like a charm.
Veronica giggled. “God, I forgot how much you love that fecking movie.”
“Excuse you,” Grace huffed in playful indignation. “Runaway Bride is a fucking classic.”
Veronica’s eyes danced with mirth. “Yer daft, woman.”
Grace’s heart fluttered at the fondness in Veronica’s voice. “Maybe.” She gave Veronica’s hand, which was still tucked so perfectly in her own, a light squeeze. “But you’re here.”
“Aye, well…” Veronica bit her lip and glanced down at their hands. “I must be soft in t’head, too.” Her shoulders lifted and fell with a breath as she slowly, so slowly that it seemed she was very much fighting herself to do it, pulled her hand from Grace’s. “I’m sorry for bargin’ in on you.”
“I’m not,” Grace whispered as she held Veronica’s gaze. She licked her lips nervously. “Would you… I mean, I’ll totally understand if you have something else you need to get to, but would you want to maybe stay and just hang out for a bit?”
For a moment, Veronica looked like she was going to decline and beg off, but then she nodded. “I’d like that.” A slow, mischievous smirk pulled at the left side of her mouth. “You’re not gonna make me watch that bloody movie again, are you?”
The thought honestly hadn’t crossed her mind, but Grace couldn’t help teasing, “And if I did?”
“I might have forgotten that I have an appointment for a root canal or something.”
Grace rolled her eyes, but couldn’t keep from smiling when Veronica’s smirk widened as she shrugged unrepentantly. You’re lucky you’re cute , she thought, but muttered a playful, “Whatever,” instead. Her stomach growled, reminding her that, thanks to that blasted article, she’d never gotten around to breakfast that morning, and she arched a brow at Veronica as she hiked a thumb toward the kitchen. “I was about to make some food when Filippa called. What would you say to brunch?”
Veronica’s playful smirk morphed into an eye-crinkling, dimple-evoking smile that was brighter than the sun reflecting off the Pacific at midday. “Are you going to make your cranberry scones?”
Grace bit the inside of her lip as she did a quick mental search of her pantry’s contents. She’d been leaning toward something simpler, like eggs over easy and avocado toast, but if Veronica wanted scones, she’d brave the grocery store herself if she was short on the ingredients just to keep that smile on her face. “I can make scones.”
Veronica’s expression gentled. “Yeah?”
Grace found it suddenly difficult to breathe. She felt like Dorothy stepping into the Technicolor world of Oz. She had thought she’d remembered everything about Veronica, but as she drank in the familiar, painfully intimate expression, she realized that her memory had done her a favor in dulling the echo of the times Veronica had looked at her like this . She’d put on a good show in public, pretending that she wasn’t stumbling through the world while clinging to the pieces of her shattered heart, but if she’d truly remembered the way Veronica’s eyes shifted color like this, simultaneously lit with an ethereal glow and shadowed with the expanse of infinite possibilities, she’d have walked away from everything and become a recluse.
Because there was no way she could have pretended that she was even remotely okay, knowing that she’d walked away from this .
A quirked brow snapped her from her thoughts, and she forced a small smile. “Yes, V.” Anything. Always. She cleared her throat. She could sit with the full weight of her memories later, but Veronica was here and looking at her with so much tenderness that it stole the air from her lungs, and she’d be damned if she let her feelings for Veronica make things between them awkward. She had meant it when she said she wouldn’t push. And right now, they were just friends who were about to have brunch. “Now, come on,” she said as she started for the kitchen. “I’m pretty sure the coffee turned off while I was upstairs, so you can be in charge of getting a new pot started while I see to the scones.”
“Aww, you’re not gonna let me help? I only messed them up that one time!”
Grace’s stomach lurched as she was assaulted with the memory of “that one time” when Veronica had boasted she could get her off in the fifteen minutes it took the scones to bake, and they’d gotten so lost in their hedonistic pursuits that they’d completely forgotten about the pastries until the smoke detector had gone off because the they had burned to a crisp in the oven. She was glad Veronica couldn’t see her face, because she could feel the way her cheeks had warmed and her smile had slid into wistfulness.
Or maybe Veronica didn’t need to see her face to know how it affected her. “Feck. I’m sorry,” she apologized. “I shouldn’t have said that.”
Grace waved her off. “It’s fine.”
“It’s not. It’s just—” Veronica sighed. “I’m sorry.”
Grace dearly wished she knew what it was Veronica had stopped herself from saying, but she didn’t press. “It’s okay, V,” she insisted, smiling at her over her shoulder. “I promise.”
Veronica didn’t look entirely convinced, but she smiled gratefully. “Okay.”
As they entered the kitchen, Grace veered off toward the butler’s pantry that separated it from the dining room and pointed toward the counter on the far side beside the window that overlooked the pool in the backyard. “Coffee machine is still over there,” she said, not seeing a reason to pretend that Veronica hadn’t been just as comfortable in this kitchen as her own once upon a time, “and I’ll bring the beans out for you.”
“Filters still in the cupboard?”
“Yep!” Grace called as she began pulling airtight containers from the shelves and stacking them in the crook of her left arm. Thankfully, scones were pretty simple as far as ingredients went, and she was able to get everything she needed, plus the coffee for Veronica, in one trip.
Veronica had just finished filling the reservoir on the coffee machine when she emerged, and she hastily set the carafe down to help her transfer everything from her arms to the kitchen island. “Still try to do it in one go, I see,” she noted with an amused chuckle as she rescued the bags of dried cranberries and white chocolate chips from the top of the stack before they could fall.
“Not one trip.” Grace winked at her cheekily as she set the flour, powdered sugar, and baking powder in a neat line. She spun toward the spice cabinet for some salt before veering toward the fridge for unsalted butter, milk, and an egg. “See, these I had to do separately.”
“Ah, my mistake,” Veronica drawled as she started scooping coffee into the machine.
Grace looked from her ingredients to Veronica. While the memory of Veronica’s comment about helping had dragged up a pleasant one, it might be time for them to make a new memory that, while different, could maybe be just as sweet. “You know, if you really want to try to help with these, you can grate the butter when you’re done prepping the coffee.”
“Really?”
Veronica sounded so excited that Grace couldn’t help but laugh as she pulled out a mixing bowl and used it to push her copy of the script that she’d been studying earlier out of the way. “Yeah.”
She’d just finished gathering the rest of the supplies she’d need when Veronica joined her at the island, and she nudged the box grater and butter her way. “Here you go.”
“Is that the script?” Veronica hiked her chin indicatively as she shoved the sleeves of her lightweight hoodie up to her elbows.
“Yeah, I was going over some lines with Cass earlier,” Grace shared as she began weighing out her dry ingredients. “I know you said that I’ll get an email each night with the sides for the next day, but I’ve been going through it with the acting coach you recommended, and I figure the more I learn now, the better prepared I’ll be when we get into it. I don’t want to be the reason production falls behind schedule or anything.”
“I’m sure you won’t be. But, if you want…” Veronica nudged her with her elbow and gestured toward the script. “We can run lines later.”
“Yeah?” Grace’s heart gave a happy little jump when Veronica nodded, and she smiled. “I’d really like that.”
 



 
Veronica pursed her lips to stifle her smile as Grace broke out into giggles. She wanted to be annoyed by the disruption, but Grace was just so damn adorable that she didn’t have it in her to be anything but amused.
She dropped the American accent she’d been using while reading her lines as she playfully reprimanded Grace, “This is actually quite an important scene!” She took advantage of the way they were sitting next to each other on the sofa in the living room to rock into Grace and bump her with her shoulder. “We’re about to kiss for the first time!” she said, gesturing dramatically toward the script in front of them.
“I know. I know. I’m sorry.” Grace waved her hands, her cheeks flushed prettily as she leaned back against the sofa. “It’s just…” She tucked her hair behind her ears. “Your accent .”
“My…” Veronica frowned. Her natural brogue had smoothed over the years but still lingered, so she’d put in hours of work with her voice coach over the last couple of months polishing her “nondescript American accent”. Nancy had said she had it down perfectly when they met last week, but if it was eliciting this kind of reaction from Grace… “What’s wrong with it?”
“Oh my god, no.” Grace’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. It’s nothing like that. It’s just, whenever I’ve been going over the script the last few days, I’d imagine your voice when I was reading Mae’s dialogue, you know? So it’s just strange to be looking at you and hearing somebody else’s voice come out of your mouth.”
Veronica arched a brow. That made sense, except… “If it’s so strange, why didn’t you giggle like this the day they talked you into reading for the part?”
“Honestly? I was so shocked to be in the same room with you again that I didn’t have the brainpower to even think about it.”
That, Veronica had to admit, was fair. Seeing Grace again had thrown her for just as big of a loop. “And at the table read the other day?”
“I don’t know. Maybe because it felt like we were just all doing this elaborate story time or something.” Grace squeezed her hands into tight fists on her lap. “I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
There was no mistaking the determination in Grace’s expression, but what stood out most to Veronica was the ever-so-slight tremble that’d crept into her voice. “G?”
Grace’s throat bobbed heavily. “I’m sorry.” She raked her lower lip between her teeth, and her eyes were pleading when she looked up at her through her lashes. “I’m good. Let’s try it again.”
“You’re sure?”
Grace nodded and turned her attention back to the script that was balanced on their thighs so they could both read from it. “Mae shivers as Gemma's thumb drags over her cheek.”
Veronica stared with rapt attention at the way Grace’s lips moved as she read the scene directions, and suddenly she understood what it was about all of this that was affecting Grace differently from before. Grace had been right—the last time they’d read this scene together, they’d been surrounded by people. But now they were alone, with this scene that was so beautifully rife with yearning, and the whole thing was so much more intimate.
“Gemma's grip tightens as Mae moves closer, and Mae's expression is soft as she gently cradles Gemma's jaw,” Grace continued to read aloud, her voice low, almost reverent, like she was describing something particularly precious. “Gemma and Mae both look spellbound by what’s about to happen. Mae dips her head to close the distance between them, but stops at the last minute to whisper—”
“This is a bad idea,” Veronica delivered her line with all of the hushed longing she knew Mae would be feeling in that moment. Maybe it was because of the way Grace’s thigh felt pressed against the length of her own, or everything Grace hadn’t said just now, or because of the way Grace was clearly fighting against herself to keep from doing anything that might make her uncomfortable, but it was impossible for her to not react to the care Grace was showing her. And because of that, she didn’t have to reach to get into Mae's head for this scene. As scary as it was, she found that she wanted to kiss Grace just as badly as Mae wanted to kiss Gemma.
“I know,” Grace whispered, the tremble in her voice from the moment before more pronounced. “I don’t care.”
Veronica placed her hand on Grace’s wrist and rubbed soothing circles over it with her thumb as she took up reading the scene directions. “They hover in that space,” she murmured, not bothering to dip back into her pretend accent, “staring into each other’s eyes, letting the moment build until, with sighs of absolute surrender, they come together in a slow, deep kiss…” She looked over at Grace as she finished, and found herself struck utterly breathless by the pained desire etched onto her face. “Oh, mo mhuirnín ,” she murmured, the old endearment slipping so naturally from her lips on a sigh that she hadn’t even realized she’d done it until Grace’s chest lifted with a shuddering breath and a lone, perfectly heartbroken tear broke rank to track slowly down her cheek.
“I’m sorry,” Grace muttered as she wiped at her face almost angrily.
“Don’t be sorry.” Veronica caught her hand and cradled it tenderly between her own. “Talk to me, G.”
“I can’t…”
“Why?”
“Because I’m trying to respect your boundaries,” Grace muttered. “And if I tell you, I won’t be.”
Veronica sighed as she caressed the backs of Grace’s knuckles. She appreciated the attempt, but between that and the emotion so plainly evident in her expression, she knew what it was Grace wasn’t saying.
Not just because she could still read Grace like a book, but because she felt it, too.
The weight of their past was an ever-present spectre that hovered in the corner of their every interaction. Sometimes it was threatening, sometimes benign, and sometimes, like now, it may as well have taken on a corporeal form and physically shoved them into each other’s arms. Once she got over the shock of seeing Grace again and welcomed her back into her life, this final step was inevitable. Her feelings for Grace had always been too undeniable for anything else.
“Tell me,” she cajoled gently. When just Grace bit her lip and didn’t respond, she pointed out, “If it’s bothering you this much, wouldn’t you rather we talk about it now, before we’re on set with lord knows how many people watching us?” Her heart ached at the way Grace’s jaw flexed as she shook her head again stubbornly. She hated seeing Grace so upset, but she was also touched by her dedication to not asking her for more than she could give. She caressed Grace’s knuckles as she stared at her beautiful, tear-streaked face. “What if I start us off?”
After a long moment, Grace murmured, “Okay.”
“Okay.” She squeezed Grace’s hand gently as she considered where to begin. “When I’m around you, it’s hard to remember that things are different than before.”
Grace sniffed and nodded. “Yeah.”
“I blew up your phone earlier because I was terrified you were going to run away when you saw that article. And when you didn’t answer, I called Cassie because I knew she would.”
“I’m sorry.” Grace bowed her head. “I’ll change your contact in my phone so you break through the do-not-disturb.”
Veronica sighed. “I wasn’t trying to make you feel bad. I’m just telling you how I felt.”
Grace nodded. “I will change it, though.”
Rather than argue that wasn’t the point, Veronica said, “If you want to. What I was getting at, though, was that I was afraid you’d run because in the last few weeks, talking and texting with you has become the highlight of my day. And I know you told me that night you first came over, back when you still hadn’t decided on the part, that you wanted to be brave, but I was afraid to believe you, y’know? But then you were so open around everyone the other night after the table read, and it was so fun hanging out and just being us and not watching what we were saying, and I… I’m still afraid something will set you off and you’ll pull a runner again—”
Grace’s eyes were wide, pleading as she looked up at her. “I won’t.”
“I want to believe that,” Veronica whispered. “I honestly didn’t realize how much until I saw that article and thought I might lose you again. And that’s what makes this hard. Because when I’m with you, it’s so bloody easy to slip back into the way we were.” Her heart pounded in her chest as she squeezed Grace’s hand gently. “But we’re not there yet.”
“Yet?” Grace echoed softly, her beautifully hopeful expression at odds with the tremor that quaked her voice.
Veronica twitched her shoulders in a small shrug. “I don’t know what the future holds for us, G. I don’t know if we’ll find our way back to where we were, or if that’s just lost to us forever.” She hated the way the light in Grace’s eyes dimmed, but knew it was better to be honest than to make promises she might not be able to keep. “But I’d be lying if I said that I didn’t want to kiss you when we were reading that scene just now. Not because it was in the script, but because…” She pursed her lips and sighed. Ah, feck it. In for a penny… “Because you’re kind and giving and generous, and even with everything that’s happened, I still love you.”
Tears glistened in Grace’s eyes. “I’ve never stopped loving you,” she confessed brokenly.
Veronica hadn’t thought that was something she needed Grace to say so plainly, but she swore it felt like her heart started stitching itself back together at hearing it. “I’m not ready to jump back into anything yet,” she murmured. “But I’m so bloody tired of walking on eggshells and pretending that we didn’t have something incredible once upon a time.”
Grace looked like a terrified bunny staring down a coyote as she pulled her lower lip between her teeth and nodded.
Veronica smiled reassuringly as she lifted a hand to coax Grace’s lip free. “Is that a yes for you, too?” she asked as Grace leaned into her touch. “I know that this can’t be only about what I need, but I do need to know that we’re on the same page.”
“I don’t like pretending, either,” Grace whispered. “I just… I don’t want to make you uncomfortable.”
“And I appreciate that.” Veronica let her gaze dip to where her thumb still lingered at the corner of Grace’s mouth. “But I don’t need you to protect me. I never did. So if you’re feeling something, anything—whether it’s big or small—tell me, okay? Let me decide what I’m comfortable with.”
“Okay,” Grace agreed quietly, her expression thoughtful.
When Grace didn’t say anything more, Veronica asked, “What are you thinking?”
“I’m just…” Grace sighed. “What do you mean when you said you’re not ready to jump into anything? Like, I get that it means you’re not ready for us to get together again or anything, but that doesn’t sound like ‘I just want to be friends’ either.”
“I don’t think I can ever be ‘just friends’ with you, Grace,” Veronica admitted softly. “I mean, if push came to shove, I’d find a way to manage it, but I don’t want to do that.” She caressed Grace’s cheek tenderly. “I like holding your hand and sitting close. I like the way your eyes glow when I caress your cheek like this.” Her lips quirked with a smile to mirror the small, shy one that bowed Grace’s lips at her confession. “For now, can that be enough?”
Grace’s throat bobbed. “Of course. What about… Can I hug you?”
A lump formed in Veronica’s throat at the way Grace’s chin quivered as she waited for her response. “Yes, mo mhuirnín. I think hugs are just grand, too.”
“I love it when you call me that,” Grace whispered. She licked her lips nervously. “Can I hug you now?”
“Aye. I’d really love that,” Veronica said as she pulled Grace into her arms. It took a bit of shifting around to find a way to embrace comfortably, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she savored the feeling of Grace melting into her. She knew that this was just the beginning and they still had miles to go—but as she breathed in Grace’s familiar scent, she dared to hope that they might find a way to get there in the end.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace clenched and unclenched her hands in her lap as her gaze drifted over the muddied yellow pools of light dotting Sunset Boulevard without really seeing any of it. Hollywood was beginning to stir as dawn approached, but she’d been up for two hours already because she’d been too nervous about her first day of filming to sleep.
“You know,” Cassie drawled, her tone light and teasing, “a good date with your vibe would take that edge off.”
The comment was so unexpected and wildly out there that Grace snorted in surprise. “Pretty sure that wouldn’t work this time, Cass,” she chuckled as she smoothed imaginary wrinkles from the thighs of her grey joggers.
Cassie smirked. “You sure about that? You’ve been pretty twitchy ever since Veronica came over on Thursday.”
“Yeah, well…” Grace sighed and tugged at the strings of her favorite worn hoodie from the surf shop in Santa Barbara where she got all of her boards. Cassie wasn’t wrong—she had been twitchy.
Exceedingly so, if she were being honest.
It was funny, really, how talking about their feelings made things somehow better and worse at the same time. On the one hand, it was just such a relief to know that her feelings were reciprocated, but on the other, she was painfully aware that she couldn’t act on them. Veronica wanted to take things slow, and she’d be damned if she pushed. Hell, even asking for a hug had felt like too much, but hearing Veronica call her sweetheart in Gaelic like she had when they were together had undone her so completely that she’d needed the physical reassurance that the whole thing was real.
That Veronica still wanted her, too.
It’d been all she could do not to sob when Veronica pulled her close, and if Veronica hadn’t been holding onto her so tightly, she would have been embarrassed about the way she buried her face in the sweet haven at the crook of her neck as she clung to her with all the desperation of someone who was drowning.
When they’d eventually broken apart, it was with matching shy smiles that were simultaneously hesitant and hopeful, and even just thinking about the way they’d just sat there drinking each other and the moment in, made her heart beat heavily in the base of her throat.
The rest of the day had passed in a blur, the world and their responsibilities falling away as they lost themselves in the heady, comfortable familiarity of their connection. They gave up on running lines and spent the rest of the day not quite cuddled together on the couch but definitely not in their own spaces either, alternating between chatting idly and watching the Great British Bake Off marathon that played quietly in the background.
It’d been intoxicating to have Veronica so close after years of dreaming about it, and she’d been absolutely drunk on the way Veronica would touch her shoulder or take her hand to play idly with her fingers whenever one of them shared something from the last few years that the other had missed. The glide of Veronica’s fingers over her skin, the melodic lilt of her voice, and the honeyed sweetness of her laughter had mended the pieces of her broken heart more effectively than time ever had, and by the time Veronica reluctantly gathered her things to leave, she had felt more like herself than she could remember.
The hug they’d shared at the door as they’d lingered in their goodbyes had gone on for far longer than necessary because neither of them had been inclined to let the moment end, and when she closed her eyes, she swore she could still feel the gentle kiss Veronica had pressed to her cheek before she pulled away with a small smile and a promise that they’d see each other soon.
Except “soon” hadn’t happened, because Veronica had an event that had taken her out of town the next day. They’d texted, almost nonstop at times, but it was impossible to really decipher Veronica’s intent when she couldn’t see her face or hear her voice, so she second- and triple-guessed her every response to make sure she wasn’t being too flirty, even when, at times, it had seemed like Veronica was flirting with her.
“Here we go.” Cassie’s announcement pulled her from her spiraling thoughts.
Grace resumed clenching and unclenching her fists as they pulled to a stop at the guard booth blocking the entrance to Sandbox Studios. She stared down at her hands as Cassie talked to the guard, and closed her eyes with a deep breath as the gate lifted and they drove onto the lot.
She could do this.
She focused on her breathing as Cassie slowly navigated the bustling alleyways that separated the soundstages, and by the time the car stopped, she was as ready to tackle the day as she was ever going to be.
Cassie shifted into park and turned in her seat to look at her. “You good?”
Grace pursed her lips and nodded. “Yeah.”
“Cool.” Cassie tipped her head toward Grace’s window. “Because she’s like ten feet away and headed right toward you.”
Grace’s eyes widened. “Are you kidding?” When Cassie just chuckled and shook her head, she asked, “How does she look?”
Cassie hummed and let her gaze drift over Grace’s shoulder. It lingered there for a few heartbeats before she looked back at her with a knowing twinkle in her eyes. “Like Grace catnip.”
“Oh my god,” Grace muttered as she punched her lightly in the shoulder. “That’s not what I meant.”
“You sure? Because the girl fills out those leggings really well, and I know you have a special fondness for her oversized sweatshirts that kind of fall off one of her shoulders and show off her bra strap.”
Grace’s mouth went momentarily dry as her mind had no trouble conjuring that particular image. Her thoughts then further betrayed her by dredging up a rose-colored memory of her slipping her hands under one such sweatshirt to caress Veronica’s stomach as she pressed a kiss to her shoulder. She rolled her eyes at the smug, knowing smirk Cassie gave her. “You are not as funny as you think you are.”
“Maybe. But you’re not freaking out anymore, so I’ll take it as a win.” Cassie’s smirk softened into a gentle smile. “You’ll be fine, G.”
“Yeah. I know. I just…” Grace let her voice trail off into a sigh. “I want her,” she whispered.
“I know,” Cassie replied just as softly. “And I am so goddamn proud of you for going after her. So maybe stop thinking so much and just go with the flow for now.”
That was something easier done in theory than in practice, but Grace nodded resolutely all the same. “Okay.”
“Good.” Cassie’s gaze drifted back over her shoulder. “She’s here,” she said, and a second later, Veronica was knocking lightly on Grace’s window.
Grace’s pulse spiked as she turned to see Veronica smiling at her through the glass. Cassie hadn’t been exaggerating when she called this particular look of Veronica’s her precise brand of catnip, and she bit the inside of her lip as her gaze lingered on the way Veronica’s dark hair fell in casually messy waves over the pale, exposed curve of her shoulder.
“Breathe, G,” Cassie sniggered.
Grace flipped her off with her left hand as she reached for her door with her right. “Please behave.”
Cassie, rather predictably, didn’t listen as she greeted Veronica with a dry, “Well, well, well…would you look at what the cat dragged in.”
Veronica grinned. “Good morning t’ye, as well, beautiful.”
Grace couldn’t help but smile at the familiarity of the exchange between her two favorite people in the world. Once upon a time, Cassie’s playful snark and Veronica’s purposeful exaggeration of her accent as she responded had been a daily occurrence, and she longed for a time when it might be again.
“Ugh, it’s too early for you to be charming.” Cassie poked at Grace’s shoulder. “Can you please take her away? I need a second cup of coffee before I deal with that shit.”
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the way Veronica’s nose scrunched with amusement as she laughed in response, and she took a deep breath to steady her pulse as she swung her legs out of the car. “Okay. I’ll see you later, then, I guess,” she murmured.
“You will,” Cassie promised. “Just remember what we talked about, okay? And I’ll take care of everything else.”
Grace smiled at her warmly. “You’re the best, Cass.”
“I know.” Cassie winked. Her expression turned mildly threatening as she jabbed a finger at Veronica. “Take care of our girl.”
Grace’s heart skipped a beat as Veronica wrapped an arm around her waist to pull her into her side as she replied, with far more seriousness than Grace thought Cassie’s playful warning warranted, “I will.”
Cassie’s answering tight-lipped nod suggested it was precisely the response she wanted, though. “Good.” Her expression softened. “Now, get out of here, you crazy kids. G, call or text when you have an idea of when you’re going to be done, and I’ll swing back to get you.”
Veronica’s arm fell away at the clear dismissal, and Grace tried to ignore the way her stomach sank at the loss. “Okay.”
“I can always give her a ride, too,” Veronica offered. “Y’know, if it’d be easier for you.”
“I’ll leave that up to you two.” Cassie grinned and waggled her fingers in a little wave. “Have a good first day!”
“Thanks, mum,” Veronica sassed. She sniggered when Cassie responded by flipping her off, and slammed Grace’s door shut.
“I just need to get my things out of the back,” Grace said as she made her way to the back of the Range Rover.
“Can I help carry anything?” Veronica offered as Grace popped the hatch.
“You can take my backpack, if you want,” Grace said as she pointed to the blue Osprey backpack that had traveled the world with her more times than she could count.
“Oof, what’ve you got in this thing?” Veronica huffed as she lifted the pack. “Bricks?”
“Oh, boo-hoo, you wimp,” Cassie teased from the driver’s seat.
Grace laughed as Veronica caught Cassie’s eye in the rearview mirror and stuck her tongue out at her. “It’s not that heavy,” she said as Veronica slipped the pack onto her shoulders.
“Says you.” Veronica huffed as she adjusted the straps. “You know we can go home at the end of the day, right?”
“Oh, hush. It’s just my laptop, iPad, a couple of notebooks, and some pens,” Grace said as she slipped the padded guitar case that held one of her favorite acoustics onto her back.
“What’s with the guitar? You gonna give us a concert?”
“Hadn’t been planning on it.” Grace threw one last wave to Cassie and then pressed the button to close the hatch. “But I’d rather play my guitar than whatever they bring in, and I figured that I could try to make use of the downtime to start sketching out the songs I said I’d write for the soundtrack,” she said as she looked around curiously. “Since, you know, Kristin wants to have me do one of them for the final scene.”
“This way.” Veronica flicked a hand toward the alley she’d come from. “I told the PA who showed me to my trailer when I got here that I’d show you to yours so they could worry about the rest of their to-do list.”
“That was nice of you.”
“Eh, I was here and the poor sod’s got too much to do, anyway. And you know that we’re not shooting the final scene until, like, the very end, right?”
Grace nodded as she fell into step beside her. “No, I know. But I don’t know how long it’ll take me to get the songs written and ready to record, or which one they’ll end up wanting for that scene, so…”
“Ah, well, that makes sense.” Veronica bumped her lightly with her shoulder. “How was your weekend? I’m sorry I had to go to that con in Vegas, so we couldn’t hang out more.”
Grace was, too, but she’d never ask Veronica to do anything that would negatively affect the career she’d worked so hard to build. “We’ll have other weekends,” she assured her. “And, it was fine. I made the trek up to Rincon Saturday morning because there was a strong northwest swell and the winds were just offshore enough to give the waves some shape, had dinner with my parents that night, and then just kind of hung out the rest of the weekend and knocked a couple of books off my TBR list.”
“Sounds much more enjoyable than my weekend.”
Grace frowned. From Veronica’s texts, it had sounded like she’d been having a good time. “You and Colin didn’t have fun?”
“No, we did. He dragged me to a magic show Friday night that was so bad it was actually brilliant, and we caught a wicked Charlotte de Witte show at the Sphere Saturday. And, I mean, it’s always fun engaging with fans and everything, I just…” Veronica sighed and lifted a shoulder in a lopsided half-shrug. “I just would’ve rather spent more time with you, is all.”
Veronica sounded so sad that Grace couldn’t resist reaching out to take her hand. Her throat tightened when Veronica immediately laced their fingers together. “I would have liked that too.” She gave Veronica’s hand a gentle squeeze. “But we’ll have plenty of time for that.”
“We will.” Veronica smiled and squeezed her hand back. “I reckon you’ll be sick of me by the time we’re done filming.”
“I very much doubt that,” Grace said as they wandered out of the alley into an open space lined with trailers that was bustling with people with walkie-talkies clipped to their pockets pushing carts laden with wires and cameras. It was instinct that had her relaxing her grip on Veronica’s hand and preparing to pull away when a tech glanced at them, and she gritted her teeth as she resisted the urge. You want this, she told herself sternly. Don’t be an idiot and fuck it up.

“You can let go,” Veronica murmured. “It’s okay.”
Grace shook her head. “I don’t want to. It’s just—”
“A big step.”
“Yeah,” Grace exhaled as Veronica’s thumb swept lightly over the side of her hand.
“People will talk,” Veronica pointed out gently as another tech with an overflowing cart rattled past them.
Somehow, that reminder did more to settle Grace’s nerves than Veronica’s patient understanding, and she smiled as she reminded her, “They already are. Cassie had way too much fun reading me the article that said I was doing the film because I’m secretly dating Travis.”
Veronica sniggered. “Colin liked that one, too.” Her expression twisted with insecurity as she took a deep breath and let it go slowly. “That’s different, though.”
“I know.” Grace stared into Veronica’s eyes and nodded resolutely. “I don’t care.”
They both startled with a new, distinctly masculine and playfully offended voice demanded, “Are you cheating on me?”
Grace shared an amused look with Veronica and very pointedly held onto her hand as she turned to Travis, who had an absolutely massive donut in one hand and an extra-large coffee in the other. “How do you eat like that and stay so fit?”
“Well, if you weren’t cheating on me, you’d know!” He smirked and took a big bite of the donut. “Oh,” he said around a mouthful of pastry as he hiked his coffee cup toward his shoulder as if to indicate something behind him, “I just finished in makeup, and I know you’re next on the list, so they’re ready for you guys.”
Grace frowned and pulled out her phone to check the time. “The call sheet said six forty-five. We’re not supposed to be there for like another twenty minutes.”
Travis shrugged and took a swig of his coffee. “Just figured I’d let you know. I’m sure a runner will be coming for you guys soon.” He lifted his donut in a little salute as he sauntered off. “I need to go get dressed. See you two on set!”
Grace watched him go for a moment before turning to Veronica. “Are we really late?”
“Nah.” Veronica tugged her forward. “Just means they’ll be able to get us in early. Come on, let’s put this stuff in your trailer, and we’ll head over.”
 



 
Veronica checked the time on the chunky tactical watch that sat heavily on her left wrist for what felt like the hundredth time as the camera operators and sound techs finished setting up their equipment at the generic replica of a police station they’d be using for the next scene. Grace had ducked off to her trailer for a wardrobe change after finishing her first scene—a benign, B-roll shot of Grace idly strumming her guitar that had been a genius way for Kristin to ease her into the flow of things—twenty minutes ago, and Veronica was eager for her to return so they could tackle their first scene together.
Her pulse picked up as she watched Grace step onto the set they’d be using for their upcoming scene. While she was dressed in a pair of khaki cargo pants and a navy blue polo shirt that had a generic fire department crest and ‘Paramedic’ embroidered on the chest, wardrobe had kitted Grace out in a pair of fitted light-washed jeans and a gauzy, pale blue linen shirt that, even from this distance, brought out the color of her eyes.

God, she’s so beautiful , she thought, biting her lip as an enchanting smile lit Grace’s face when she noticed her looking.
She dropped the script she’d been busying herself with while waiting, and arched a brow at Grace as she drew near. “You ready?”
“As I’ll ever be,” Grace replied, rubbing her hands on her thighs as she looked around the set. Her gaze lingered for a moment on Kristin and Mari, who were in discussion behind the monitors, and she shook her head with a sigh. “I just hope I don’t fuck up too badly.”
Veronica smiled and reached out to tuck Grace’s hair behind her ear. “You’ll be fine,” she assured her gently. Her heart skipped a beat at the way Grace’s eyes fluttered as she leaned ever so slightly into the touch, and she cleared her throat softly as she let her hand fall back to her side. “I have every faith in you.”
Grace’s cheeks pinked prettily as she averted her gaze. “Thank you.”
“All right!” Kristin gave an authoritative double-clap. “So, let’s lay out the blocking,” she called as she strode purposefully onto the set.
Veronica shoved her hands in the pockets of her khakis as Bobby made his way over to listen to Kristin run through the beats of the scene. The director’s wants were simple enough—she and Bobby would be tidying the small break room when Grace arrived with her thank you gift, and she’d wander over to meet her in the open space that’d been arranged to allow the camera to grab full-body shots of them while they worked through their dialogue and Bobby did a horrible job of acting like he wasn’t listening the whole time.
“Questions?” Kristin asked the group.
“Here’s that cake,” the props master—a fifty-something man with clipped gray hair and a weathered, ruddy complexion—announced as he handed a pale pink bakery box to Grace.
Grace’s brows lifted as she hefted the box. “Wait, it’s not just an empty box?”
The props master shrugged. “Was told to get a real one, so there ya go.”
“I’m not sure yet if we want to show it on camera, so I figured we may as well be prepared,” Kristin explained.
“Yo, cake!” Bobby enthused with a celebratory fist pump.
Kristin laughed and pointed a warning finger at him. “Hands off, dude.”
Bobby did his best impression of a kicked puppy as Kristin wandered off and, once she was out of earshot, turned to Veronica and Grace with a hopeful expression. “Do you think we’ll get to eat it once we’re done with the scene?”
Veronica shook her head at the way Bobby eyed the large chocolate bundt cake that was covered in a frankly sinful amount of frosting that dripped in tempting rivulets down its sides. Even at a glance, she could tell it would be perfectly moist and spongy when cut. “You can’t be serious? I swear I just watched you finish off your, what? Second donut as you walked onto set with Trav?”
“Third, actually.” He waggled his eyebrows and patted his belly. “Gotta get into character.”
Veronica snorted. “Do paramedics really fancy donuts like the police? And, besides that, since when have you been a method actor?”
Bobby smirked. “Since donuts were involved.”
“I mean, they were good donuts,” Grace chimed in.
Bobby threw his arms up victoriously. “See!” He held a hand out to Grace for a high five. “That’s what I’m talking about!”
Veronica rolled her eyes and gave Grace a disbelieving look as she laughingly delivered the requested slap. “Seriously?”
Amusement danced in Grace’s eyes as she replied innocently, “What?”
“Here we go, people!” Kristin yelled. “First position! Last looks and prepare to roll for rehearsal!”
“Saved by the bell,” Bobby sniggered as he jogged off toward one of the round dining tables toward the back of the set.
“Wish me luck,” Grace muttered, almost to herself, as she picked up the cake and turned to take her mark.
Veronica didn’t miss the hint of nerves that had crept into her voice, and she brushed a light hand over her elbow. “Break a leg.” The tight nod she got in response wasn’t particularly inspiring, and because she desperately wanted this first ‘real’ scene to go well for Grace and she hated seeing her doubt herself, she stepped in close so her words would stay between them. “Feck the cameras. Forget about everyone else, okay?” She lightly stroked her thumb over the back of Grace’s arm. “It’s just you and me, mo
mhuirnín .”
Her throat tightened at the way Grace’s nerves transformed into a bashful smile at the murmured endearment, and her breath caught as Grace’s crystalline baby blues dipped to her lips and lingered there for one, two, three long, promising heartbeats before, with a shake of her head, Grace’s eyes met and held hers once more.
“Just you and me,” Grace echoed, a quiet kind of wonder replacing her earlier shyness. She was so beautiful that Veronica genuinely wondered how she’d made it through the last five years without having her in her life. Grace tipped her head toward her mark off-camera. “I, ah…better go get in place.”
As if to emphasize Grace’s point, Kristin hollered, “Any day, guys!”
She sounded more amused than annoyed, thankfully, but it was enough to snap Veronica out of her Grace-induced haze, and she shot the director an apologetic smile as she turned to hustle back to the table she was supposed to be cleaning.
“You two aren’t supposed to be in love yet, dingus,” Bobby chastised teasingly.
Veronica stuck her tongue out at him and picked up the small white rag and prepared to start wiping down the tabletop as Kristin yelled, “Roll camera!” Her gaze drifted to Grace, who was standing at her one o’clock just off camera, as the camera operator called, “Camera rolling.” As if drawn by magnets, Grace’s eyes found hers as Kristin shouted, “Roll sound!” She nodded once, a silent just you and me , and was heartened by the way Grace winked at her as the sound mixer replied, “Sound rolling!” That audible slate was enough to get her back on task, and she tore her attention from Grace as the second assistant camera operator clapped the actual slate. She was already pretending to clean when Kristin called, “Roll rehearsal, and…action!”
Veronica pursed her lips and got to work wiping down the already pristine table.
Not even half a minute later, Grace knocked on the open doorway, and she plastered on her best customer service smile as she paused in her work to look at the new arrival. That fake smile turned into a more genuine one when she saw Grace hovering self-consciously at the threshold with the cake box in her hands.
“Hey!” She tossed the rag aside as she turned to greet her. “Is everything okay?”
Grace nodded as her gaze drifted over the room, lingering briefly on Bobby, who, Veronica could see in her periphery, was watching them with a perfectly flummoxed expression, before settling on her. “I, ah…” She cleared her throat as she strode further into the room, her gaze flicking nervously to Bobby for a quick moment before returning to her. “I wanted to say thank you for helping me out the other day.”

Fuck, you’re adorable , Veronica thought. “I mean, it’s literally my job, but you are very welcome.”
Bobby snapped his fingers. “Holy shit. She’s—” He smirked and arched a brow at Veronica. “Is she the—”
Veronica shot him her best shut the fuck up look. “Don’t you need to go check on that thing?”
Bobby’s answering shit-eating grin was so genuine that she found herself itching to smack it off his face. “What thing?”
“The thing ,” Veronica stressed. “That you were just saying you were going to look into.” She hiked her chin toward the cameras in a clear get out of here . “Y’know, that’s in the other room.”
“Ohhhh, that thing. Right. Totally. Yeah. The super-important thing that I am totally going to do because it’s important.”
Veronica huffed an embarrassed little laugh and scrubbed a hand over her face. “Just get out of here.” She shook her head as Bobby cackled and made his way toward the doorway Grace had just entered from. Once they were alone, she muttered, “I’m sorry about him.”
“No, I mean, I probably shouldn’t have just shown up here, but…” Grace’s voice trailed off as she wandered further onto the set. She sighed and looked up at her through her lashes as she confessed, “I wanted to see you again.”
And, oh, Veronica didn’t have to pretend to be affected by the quiet confession because her heart leapt and spun a giddy pirouette in her chest as the warmth in Grace’s eyes kindled something potent and powerful deep inside her. “Yeah?”
Grace raked her lower lip through her teeth and nodded. And then, as if remembering herself, she shook her head and offered her the box. “This is for you.”
Veronica smiled at Grace as she took it. She peered through the lid, and then arched a brow as she looked up at her as she asked, “Cake? At nine a.m.?”
“Well, I mean…” Grace lifted a shoulder and returned her smile with a small, sheepish one of her own. “I almost brought donuts, but I wasn’t sure how many people worked here and, well, the cake looked really good.”
Veronica laughed as, once again, she didn’t have to try hard at all to be charmed. “I mean, we will never say no to a donut, but this is awesome. Unnecessary, but very much appreciated. Thank you.”
Grace ducked her head and tucked her hair behind her ears. She shifted her weight from her heels to the balls of her feet in a clear sign of nerves, and her smile trembled with just the right amount of insecurity as she delivered her next line. “What about dinner?”
“Dinner?” Veronica repeated dumbly.
“I could cook? Or we could go out?”
“Dinner?” When Grace nodded, she asked, “Why?”
Grace lifted a shoulder in a small shrug. “I like you.”
Veronica furrowed her brow as if she were trying to connect the dots that were already so close together that they were pretty much right the fuck on top of each other. “You don’t even know me.”
Victory flashed in Grace’s eyes. “So have dinner with me, and we can maybe change that.”
Veronica struggled to keep from whimpering when her stomach clenched at Grace’s brazen confidence. “You want to have dinner with me?”
Grace nodded. “I do.”
“But you’re…”
“Starting to get a little self-conscious,” Grace chuckled wryly. She sighed and rocked backward half a step. “I’m sorry, I must have misread—”
“Dinner would be great!”
Grace brightened as she paused in her retreat. “Yeah?”
Veronica nodded a little too energetically, but she figured her character was realizing that she’d been a complete git and deserved to overcompensate for it. “Absolutely.” She rubbed the back of her neck sheepishly. “My shift ends at six all week.”
Grace licked her lips as her gaze dipped to Veronica’s mouth. “Would seven o’clock tonight work for you?”
“I…” Veronica cleared her throat. “Yeah. Seven sounds great.”
Grace smiled. “Are you okay coming to my place, or would you prefer to go out?” Her smile took on a playful edge. “I swear I’m not a serial killer or anything.”
“I know,” Veronica chuckled. “Am I right in guessing that you’d rather not deal with being recognized?” When Grace hummed and inclined her head in a way that conveyed she wasn’t wrong, she said, “Dinner at your place sounds perfect.”
“Good.” Grace pulled her phone from her back pocket and unlocked it before holding it out to her. “If you put your number in here, I’ll text you the address.”
“Is there anything I can bring?” Veronica asked as she pretended to type her number into the phone.
“Just yourself.”
Veronica shook her head. “Come on, there’s gotta be something.”
“No. Really. It’s fine.”
Veronica rolled her eyes as she handed Grace back her phone. “What about wine?”
“Okay. Yeah. Sure. Wine would be perfect.”
“Good.” Veronica smiled. “It’s a date, then.”
Grace’s posture relaxed, and she nodded. “I can’t wait.” She held Veronica’s gaze for a long moment before, with an embarrassed huff of laughter, she spun on her heel and made her way back to where she’d started the scene off-camera.
As soon as she was off the monitors, Kristin yelled, “And, cut!” She grinned as she pulled her headphones down around her neck. “Goddamn, you two. That was fucking perfect.” She looked to her lead camera operator and sound tech. “You guys good to do this for real?” When they both nodded and flashed her a thumbs-up, she shook her head as if she couldn’t believe her luck as she pulled her headphones back into place. “All right. Places, people! Let’s do this thing!”
 



 
Grace pulled her phone from her pocket and handed it to Veronica. “If you put your number in here,” she said, trying to imbue a little more nervousness into her voice like Kristin had asked, so that she and the team would have options when it came to editing everything together, “I’ll text you the address.”
She bit her lip to sell the emotion as Veronica’s thumbs tapped at the screen. They’d run this scene a handful of times already, so even with the minor tweaks they were throwing in, everything about it should’ve been old hat, but her breath still caught when Veronica changed things up and looked up at her through her lashes with a shy smile. “Is there anything I can bring?”
Grace lost herself for a couple of beats in the way Veronica’s eyes caught and reflected the overhead lights like facets of a gemstone, and shook her head to break the spell that had befallen her. “Just yourself.”
“Come on,” Veronica cajoled with an expression that was so sweet and earnest that, if she unleashed it in real life, it would convince Grace to give her anything she asked for. “There’s gotta be something.”
“No. Really. It’s fine,” she insisted.
Seconds ticked by as Veronica held her gaze before eventually rolling her eyes as she handed her back the phone. “What about wine?”
Their fingers brushed on the transfer, sending a delicious tingle across Grace’s skin, and she licked her lips as she delivered her next line with a measure of breathlessness that she hadn’t managed before. “Okay. Yeah. Sure. Wine would be perfect.”
Veronica’s eyes crinkled adorably with her smile. “It’s a date, then.”
Grace averted her gaze for a moment as a pleased smile tipped her lips. It was honestly freeing to not have to hide the way Veronica made her feel, and she swallowed pointedly as she dragged her eyes back to Veronica’s. “I can’t wait.” She stared into Veronica’s eyes for a long moment, conveying without a word just how much she meant it before, with an embarrassed huff of laughter, she spun on her heel and made her way back to where she’d started the scene off-camera.
After being under the bright lights on the set, it was almost a relief to be enveloped in the shadows that surrounded it. Her feelings for Veronica made it dangerously easy to slip into Gemma's character—to the point that, most of the time, the only acting she was doing was reciting the dialogue from the script—and it was refreshing to be able to take a step back from it all for a brief moment to let her character fall away and take a deep breath as herself . Because, while it made things easier in a way, leaning into Gemma’s emotions brought hers that much closer to the surface.
She’d just turned around to appreciate the way Veronica stared after her with a fragile, hopeful expression that made her want to rush back out and kiss her when Kristin yelled, “And, cut!” Kristin grinned as she ripped off her headphones, and she handed them to her assistant director, Lea Turner, who was standing beside her as she leapt from her chair. “Print it! Excellent job, everybody!”
“That’s a wrap for today!” Lea hollered, to a round of cheers from the crew who were understandably jazzed to be done early. She made a circling motion with her right hand. “We’re going into turnaround.”
“Grace.” Kristin gave her a come-hither wave as she started walking toward Veronica on set. “I just need a quick word before you guys run away.”
Veronica greeted her return with a warm smile and an outstretched fist that Grace obligingly bumped with her own. “You were fecking amazing, G.”
After listening to Veronica’s fake accent for the last few hours, her soft Irish lilt was even sweeter music to her ears than usual, and Grace blushed as she murmured, “You were.”
“You both were,” Kristin chuckled as she raked a hand through her hair, ruffling the onyx strands that took on a blueish hue under the bright lights.
Grace smiled at the way Veronica smirked and dipped into a short bow.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Kristin flicked a dismissive hand toward Veronica. “Look, you’ve earned the early night, but I wanted to talk to you guys about your meeting with Renata.”
Grace bit the inside of her cheek and tried to affect a casually interested expression at the mention of the intimacy coordinator for the film, even as her pulse stumbled into a sprint at her name. She’d been trying very hard not to think about the fact that she would be kissing Veronica, and more, in front of a camera all too soon.
“Another project that she’s consulting on is running behind on production and has adjusted their schedule to try to meet a deadline, and so she wanted to know if you would be okay meeting in the morning instead of the afternoon.”
Veronica hummed and shrugged. “My schedule is in your hands for the next few months, mate.”
Kristin rolled her eyes. “I know. But we’re scheduled to go late Friday to be able to take the weekend, and I want to make sure you guys are okay with maybe getting a little less than your usual beauty sleep. I mean, if you crush your scenes like you did today, it won’t be a problem at all, but…” She turned to Grace with an apologetic look. “I know we discussed slowing down the usual timeline for the love scene and those few kisses we’ll need to shoot here on the soundstage to give you a chance to get your feet under you, but we do need to meet with her this weekend because the first kiss scene is scheduled for next Monday, and I want you guys to have time to actually sit down with her before then so you can be comfortable with the whole thing.”
Grace didn’t miss the way Veronica was watching her, and she forced a smile that, thanks to years of pretending to be perfectly fine, actually managed to look genuine. She’d rather push the meeting with Renata Gordon off for as long as possible, but she was committed to the part of Gemma—and to doing everything in her power to show Veronica that she was serious about rebuilding their relationship—which meant that this was something she’d have to deal with.
And, well, who knows? Maybe she’d feel better about it all if they just got the fucking thing over with.
“No, I get it,” she assured Kristin. “Saturday morning is fine with me.”
Kristin’s shoulders relaxed. “Cool. Lemme nail down the time, and I’ll let you know when it’ll be happening.”
“Sounds brill,” Veronica replied. “Anything else?”
“Not really, no. We’re going to go over the dailies now, and we’ll get sides and call sheets for tomorrow out to you soon. Grace, do you have any questions?”
Grace blinked. Was she supposed to? “I…don’t think so?” She glanced at Veronica. “Do I?”
Veronica huffed a quiet laugh and inclined her head noncommittally. “Yer brain’s always been beyond my ken, G.”
Grace sighed and looked back at Kristin. “I can’t think of anything right now?”
Kristin chuckled. “Well, if you do, you have my number.”
“Sounds good,” Grace replied. “Thank you.”
“Excellent. Now, get out of here, you two.” Kristin shooed them away. “Enjoy your early night.”
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the feeling of Veronica’s hand coming to rest against the small of her back as they left the set, the touch at once light and grounding as she let Veronica steer her toward the exit. Outside, the studio lot was calmer than it’d been that morning.
“Did I really do okay?”
“Mo mhuirnín, you were bloody brilliant. I swear, if nobody knew who you were, they’d’ve thought you’d been doing this for years.”
The earnestness in Veronica’s voice made Grace blush, and she hummed softly as she tipped her head to touch Veronica’s. “I think it was just that I had an incredible scene partner.”
“Aye, well,” Veronica drawled, “I mean, that always helps. And, for what it’s worth, I could definitely say the same.”
Grace’s heart skipped a beat as Veronica’s hand slid across her back to wrap around her hip and pull her against her side in a half-hug. “It was more fun than I’d expected,” she confessed, glancing at her shyly.
“I’m glad.” Veronica squeezed her hip before letting her hand fall away so that they were simply walking side-by-side. It was probably the smart thing to do given the fact that it was still broad daylight and they were surrounded by strangers, but Grace missed the touch acutely. “Can I give you a ride home?”
Butterflies swooped in Grace’s stomach at the idea of not having to say goodbye to Veronica just yet. “I would really like that. But are you sure you want to go that far out of your way? You will literally drive past your house.”
Veronica gave her a look that said she was being ridiculous for asking. “I wouldn’t have offered if I wasn’t.”
“Okay.” Grace smiled. “I’ll text Cass and let her know she’s off the hook for tonight.”
Veronica’s answering smile was pleased as she murmured, “Good.”
They parted ways at their trailers to change back into their own clothes and remove all evidence of the makeup team’s work, and half an hour later, Grace was climbing into the passenger seat of Veronica’s sporty little SUV.
“You’re sure about this?” she double-checked as she closed her door.
“Not at all,” Veronica teased as she started the car. She gestured for her to fasten her seatbelt. “Now, buckle up before Cass has my head.”
Grace chuckled and dutifully buckled her seatbelt. “Better?”
“Much,” Veronica quipped as she backed out of her parking space. “You ready?”
Grace nodded and tucked her hair behind her ears as Veronica shifted into drive. She stared resolutely out the windshield as she alternated between clenching her hands and rubbing them over her thighs as Veronica navigated the narrow alleyways of the lot. When the gate came into view, she took a deep breath and let it go slowly as she adjusted her sunglasses. There was no question that their picture would be taken, and she’d be damned if she looked anything but relaxed and happy.
Because while she dearly wished she could just go about her life without everything ending up on the internet, she was happy. She’d just had a successful first day in a brand-new field, and now she was sitting in a car with the woman she loved.
“Oh, sod off, you fecking vultures,” Veronica muttered, her expression perfectly unbothered despite the veritable storm of camera flashes that surrounded them as she waited for a break in traffic so she could turn onto Sunset.
Grace smirked. “At least the studio’s security team is keeping them from swarming the car.”
“God, like when we were leaving the Bowl that one time. Remember?” Veronica groused. “Bastards chipped the paint with their bloody cameras rushin’ at us.”
“I thought you were going to run them over,” Grace reminisced with a little laugh. At the time, being surrounded by twenty photographers who were blocking the car so they couldn’t leave had been terrifying, but now it was an amusing, if utterly fucked-up, memory from before everything went to shit.
“So did I,” Veronica chuckled. “Ach, thank feck,” she muttered as she pulled into a gap in the cars traveling down Sunset and left the studio, and the cameras in their rearview. As she slowed to a stop at a red light, she gestured toward the radio. “You can plug in your phone and be in charge of the music, if you want.”
“Any requests?”
Veronica threw her a playful smirk. “Anything but that Grace Easton bird.”
“Wow. Rude!” Grace jabbed Veronica lightly in the shoulder, but couldn’t help but smile at the way Veronica tipped her glasses down to wink at her in response. “Anyway, I guess it’s a good thing for you that I’m kind of burned out on Easton’s stuff at the moment.”
“Are you really?”
“I toured for fourteen months,” Grace reminded her as she scrolled through her dozens of playlists for something Veronica would like. Despite being a pop star, she listened to everything from country to rap to modern classical and jazz. “So, yeah. I’m definitely ready for something else for a change.” She flicked her finger up the screen so the library scrolled past like the wheel on The Price is Right , and pulled a face when it landed on the playlist she listened to whenever she was working out. That definitely wasn’t the right vibe. “Okay, at least give me a direction.”
Veronica’s cheeks puffed out with a breath. “Something chill to balance out the craziness of all this traffic.”
“Thank you.” Grace pressed play on the playlist she’d titled ‘zoning out’ and set her phone into the cupholder. She was validated by the way Veronica murmured, “Oh, I love this,” as the opening notes of Melody Gardot’s Sunset in the Blue began to play, and sighed as she relaxed in her seat.
She turned onto her left hip and tucked her left leg under her right so she could look at Veronica directly. It wasn’t the safest position, but they weren’t being followed, and she was willing to sacrifice a measure of safety for the opportunity to drink in her beauty and the fact that she was so touchably close. “She’s touring later this year. I could have Cass reach out to her people to get us tickets to one of her shows, if you wanted. Maybe when she’s in Paris?”
“Paparazzi do tend to be better behaved in Europe,” Veronica noted.
Grace nodded. “And we’d be done filming.”
Veronica glanced away from the road long enough to shoot her a curious look. “You’re not planning on being back in the studio by then?”
“Not really.” Grace rested her temple against the headrest. “I mean, it’s not like I even have anything to record right now.”
“Seriously? You always have a bunch of ideas in those little notebooks you carry around.”
Grace looked at the way Veronica’s fingers tapped the steering wheel with the beat of the music as she lifted her right shoulder in a small shrug. “I haven’t been particularly inspired to write for a while, now.”
Veronica’s fingers stilled in their rhythm. “How long’s ‘a while’?”
“Like four years,” Grace answered softly. She’d poured her broken heart onto the page for the first ten months after she’d broken up with Veronica and hadn’t written much more than a bridge or a chorus in the years since. But between that bout of frenetic productivity and the masters in her vault that hadn’t made any of her other albums, she’d been able to hold her every-other-year release schedule without disruption.
“…Oh.”
“Yeah.” Grace looked down at her hands that were cradled loosely together on her lap. “Anyway, when I have something to record, I’ll be back in the studio. But if that’s in a year or two or ten…”
“I doubt it’ll be ten,” Veronica murmured.
Grace hummed noncommittally. She was tired of singing sad breakup songs. She wanted to get back to the upbeat ballads she’d been penning before she’d ruined everything, but it was easier to act like she was happy than write hopeful, love-tinged songs when she had a broken heart. “Do you have something lined up for after this?”
“Not really. The studio that did Fates and Prophecies has been in touch with me and Colin about doing a more modern spinoff.”
Grace perked up at the mention of the film that had catapulted Veronica’s career. They hadn’t known each other when it was the talk of the town, but she’d watched it so often that Cassie had taken to calling it her “girlfriend’s movie”. “You’re really going to be Morgan le Fay again?”
“Maybe.” Veronica’s lips twitched with a smile. “I have a soft spot for her. And witches are hot right now.”
“I had the biggest crush on you in that film.”
“Seriously?” Veronica’s smile widened into a grin. “You never told me that.”
Grace chuckled sheepishly. “I didn’t want to come off as a groupie or something.”
“You didn’t…” Veronica repeated disbelievingly before giving up and barking out a laugh. “You were worried about looking like a groupie? Do ye even ken who you are, G?”
Grace blushed. “I wanted you to think I was cool.”
“Mo mhuirnín ,” Veronica chuckled. “You are the biggest dork I know. And I love that about you.”
Grace’s heart skipped a beat at the casual way Veronica said ‘love’. Not in the past tense, but the present.
Still chuckling, Veronica asked, “What was it about Ms. le Fay that got your attention? Was it the corset dresses?”
“No,” Grace lied, even as a raging blush heated her cheeks.
“You sure?” Veronica teased. She puffed her chest out. “My girls looked pretty good in them.”

God, had they… Grace covered her face with her hands. “Can you stop?” She shook her head as Veronica sniggered. “Christ, I forgot how mean you could be.”
“Mean? Moi? Nah, darlin’. I’m just riding the high of knowing that Grace feckin’ Easton fangirled over a character I played!”
“Can we please talk about anything else?” Grace begged. Her stomach fluttered at the feeling of Veronica’s fingers tenderly curling around her left hand and pulling it away from her face. She sighed and stared beseechingly at Veronica. “Please?”
Veronica smiled and brushed a tender kiss over her knuckles. “Okay, mo mhuirnín .”
“Thank you.”
“I can’t believe Cassie never spilled the beans on that,” Veronica mused as she laced their fingers together and let their hands fall to her lap.
“I thought we were changing the subject.”
“Okay, okay…” Veronica squeezed her hand. “You wanna hear more about the show we saw at the Sphere?”
Grace nodded and relaxed in her seat. “Sure.”
“Well, first of all, that screen is ridiculous. You should totally try to do something there, someday.” It didn’t take much for Veronica to spiral into a play-by-play of the night, and she’d just finished telling her about how Colin, who’d had one too many at the venue, tripped over his own feet and crashed into a slot machine one night when they’d gotten back to their hotel by the time they arrived at her house.
A comfortable silence fell over them as the rolling gate shut behind them, and Grace smiled at Veronica as she pulled into the loop in front of the front door and shifted into park. “Thank you for driving all the way out here.”
Veronica gave her a look that said she was being ridiculous. “I offered, remember?”
“You did,” Grace confirmed. She licked her lips and looked at her front door. “Would you want to come in for dinner before you make the trek back to yours?”
Mischief sparkled in Veronica’s eyes. “You want to have dinner with me?” she asked in Mae’s voice.
Grace rolled her eyes. “No, I want to have dinner with Veronica.” When Veronica just waggled her eyebrows, she said, “Look, do you want dinner, or not?”
A tender, genuine smile bowed Veronica’s lips as she replied, as herself this time, “Yes, G. I’d really like that.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Despite having sat through more than a handful of meetings with intimacy coordinators, Veronica was still surprised by the nerves that tickled her gut as she made her way through the doors of the tower of office suites at Sandbox Studios on Saturday morning.
“Hey, wait up!”
She smiled at the sound of Grace’s voice calling out as the door shut behind her, and turned to try to catch it before it’d totally closed. Her heart fluttered into her throat at the easy smile that lit Grace’s face when their eyes locked, and she wouldn’t have been able to resist returning it even if she’d wanted to.
“Thank you,” Grace murmured as she slipped past her and into the lobby.
Veronica was struck by the warmth that glowed in Grace’s eyes when she pushed her sunglasses up onto the top of her head, but before she could lose herself in it, a flash of movement behind Grace caught her attention. She immediately put herself between Grace and the studio entrance behind her, and then sighed softly when she realized, a moment too late, that it was just Cassie watching them from her car that idled at the curb.
She would have been embarrassed by her instinctual slip into old routines if it weren’t for the way Cassie smiled and nodded, clearly pleased, and she blew out a soft breath as she threw her a little wave that said we’re good, you can go . She rolled her eyes at the answering warning finger and wink she got in return before Cassie drove off, and shook her head as she turned back to Grace.
“Y’know, I’d’ve thought giving you a ride home every night this week would’ve earned me a little more goodwill…” Her voice trailed off as her eyes dipped to appreciate the way Grace had left the top three buttons of her lightweight, baby blue button-down undone, and her pulse quickened as her eyes lingered on the modest glimpse of cleavage and the faintest hint of white lace those open buttons revealed. The sight of a pretty pink blush spreading across Grace’s chest told her that she’d been caught staring, and she cleared her throat as she dragged her attention higher. “Sorry.”
Amusement danced in the variegated, crystalline and navy hues of Grace’s eyes. “Would it be bad for me to say that I’m not?” she replied huskily as they started toward the bank of elevators on the far side of the lobby.
Veronica smiled. She’d thought that Grace would be on edge about their upcoming meeting, and this playfulness was a million miles away from the nervousness she’d been expecting. “I plead the fifth.” Grace’s answering laughter was music to her ears, and she chuckled as she rocked into her to bump their shoulders together. “Before we get up there, do you have any questions about what the intimacy coordinator does? I imagine you haven’t worked with one before.”
“I brought one in on my last few music videos, actually.”
Veronica’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “Really?”
“Well, I mean…” Grace turned to her as they stopped in front of the elevators. “You’d said that having them there made you more comfortable on set, so I thought that, even though it was just kissing, and technically it’s not required because music videos don’t fall under the same rules, it couldn’t hurt. I mean, whether I like it or not, there is a rather undeniable power imbalance with me being, well, me,” she said, looking adorably embarrassed that she even admitted it aloud, “and I wanted to make sure the guys were comfortable.”
“That’s…” Veronica blinked at her. “You’re incredible. D’you know that?”
“I’m not.”
“You are.” The elevator arrived, and Veronica placed her hand over the doors to hold them for Grace to enter first. Once inside, she immediately pressed the button to close the doors to keep anyone from trying to join them. Cassie would tear her a new one if she trapped Grace in an elevator with anyone they didn’t know. She glanced at Grace as she hit the button for the fourth floor, where their meeting was scheduled, and took advantage of the fact that they were alone to run an affectionate hand over Grace’s wrist. “Most people in your position wouldn’t bother to think about that.”
Grace hummed and averted her gaze. “It really wasn’t a big deal.”
Veronica took Grace’s hand and gave it a little squeeze, and her heart swelled as blue eyes lifted to look at her through thick lashes. “Just accept the compliment, G.”
The elevator eased to a stop as Grace’s eyes crinkled with her shy smile. “Thank you.”
“You’re very welcome.” Veronica gave Grace’s hand one last quick squeeze before pulling away. She scanned the hallway as the doors slid open, and inclined her head as she entreated, “After you, mo mhuirnín.”

 



 
Grace did her best to hide her nerves as she followed Veronica into the office at the end of the hall. Her eyes slid over the small, unimposing conference room that was decorated in bland grays and blues and overlooked Sunset Boulevard as she closed the door behind them. A statuesque, fiftyish woman was getting to her feet behind the small table that anchored the space, and Grace rubbed her hands over her thighs as she watched the woman flip a manila folder shut and toss it onto a blank yellow legal pad as she got to her feet.
“Thank you so much for agreeing to come in early.” Renata Gordon smiled at them kindly as she made her way around the table to shake their hands. Even through her quiet apprehension, Grace noticed that Renata was incredibly light on her feet.
“No worries. I’m Veronica,” Veronica said as she shook her hand.
“A pleasure,” Renata replied.
Grace smoothed her hands over her thighs as Renata turned to her. She didn’t miss the spark of recognition that flashed in Renata’s sharp brown eyes, and she affected a polite smile as she took the woman’s hand. “Grace.”
“So nice to meet you. And now I know why I was required to sign that incredibly comprehensive NDA.” Renata winked and made a show of taking a deep breath as she gestured toward a pair of chairs opposite where she’d been sitting. “Well, shall we…?”
Grace ducked her head and smiled her thanks to Veronica, who pulled a chair out for her, and slipped her purse from her shoulder as she sat. She crossed her legs as Veronica sat beside her, and folded her hands on her lap as Renata sat opposite them.
“So, firstly, as I’ve never worked with either of you, I’ll start by introducing myself.” Renata tucked her hair behind her ears and leaned back in her chair. “I earned an MFA from Tish while performing with the New York City Ballet. After a nagging ankle injury forced me to hang up my pointe shoes when I was twenty-nine, I decided to put my MFA to use by getting into choreography. After assisting with a few productions for NYCB, I branched out to Broadway, and from there, a colleague recommended me to a film production that was shooting in the city, so I then expanded to film. I quickly realized that there was an appalling dearth of qualified intimacy choreographers, and so I shifted my focus to intimacy coordination, which I’ve been doing for close to fifteen years.” She smiled and steepled her hands in front of herself. “So, all that being said, since we don’t have a working history, now’s the point where I ask: have either of you worked with an intimacy coordinator before?”
“On a few projects, yeah,” Veronica answered.
“I brought Stephanie Bruno in to consult on my last three music videos,” Grace supplied.
“Steph is great.” Renata smiled and inclined her head interestedly. “Can I ask what prompted your decision?”
“Veronica raved about how much more comfortable she was on set when there was an IC, so I told my team that we weren’t going to film unless we had one.”
Renata nodded. “So you two are familiar with one another beyond this project?”
Grace’s heart fluttered into her throat as she looked at Veronica. “Yeah.”
“Excellent. That will hopefully help make the rest of our conversation today a little easier.” Renata leaned forward and picked up the manila folder she’d been looking through when they arrived. “From my conversation with Kristin, I understand that there will be one love scene for the film, as well as a handful of identified kisses that are scripted as being somewhat intense.”
Grace held her breath as Renata looked up from her notes, but was reassured by her non-judgmental expression.
“Your contract has already stipulated a restricted set for those days, as well as limits on nudity. Now, as far as kissing goes,” Renata continued, “tongues are not necessarily standard practice. That being said, however, if Kristin felt the scene would be better served by using tongue, would you be okay with that?”
Maybe it was because she’d lain awake most of the night thinking about how Veronica’s lips had brushed against her throat last night when they’d hugged goodbye after what had become their customary late-dinner at her house after filming but, at the suggestion of french kissing Veronica, her imagination immediately called forth a particularly vivid memory of Veronica’s hands splayed over her hips as she pushed her up against a wall and kissed her so thoroughly that she forgot her own name.
“Grace?”
Grace blinked at the sound of Renata calling her name, and blushed when she realized that the intimacy coordinator was waiting for a response. “Um…”
Renata smiled gently. “You are perfectly within your rights to say no.”
“Oh. Well, I…” Grace’s pulse skyrocketed as Renata’s keen gaze flicked between her and Veronica. “In this case, I would be okay with it. Yes,” she muttered.
“I wouldn’t have a problem either,” Veronica chimed in.
“What do you mean by ‘in this case’?” Renata asked.
Grace’s pulse pounded in her throat. “With Veronica.”
“Okay.” Renata nodded. “Good. Well, then, let’s move on to the next step, shall we? Both of your contracts state that you’re okay with being topless, and Grace’s has a stipulation for no full-frontal.” When Grace nodded, she asked, “For clarification purposes, to help me and Kristin develop the scene, are you comfortable with, say, a side view of your breasts? I see that you have final approval for all scenes involving nudity, but it’s helpful to know the parameters before we start to film so we don’t end up with a lot of wasted footage.”
Grace raked her lower lip between her teeth as she considered the question. “Provided it’s done tastefully, I wouldn’t have a problem with that.”
Renata nodded and scribbled a note on her legal pad. “Very good. So, is there anywhere you are not comfortable being touched?”
Grace’s ears felt like they were on fire as she shook her head. When Renata just waited, she said, “I trust V.”
“I understand that,” Renata replied kindly, “but we’re not talking about something that will stay between the two of you. There will be cameras, some crew, and microphones. And, eventually, theaters full of people watching the scene play out. Keeping all that in mind, would you be comfortable with Veronica’s hands, say…on your breasts? Or her mouth?”
Grace’s breath caught as her nipples tightened at the idea of Veronica lavishing attention on them with that wickedly talented mouth of hers. God, she could recall with perfect clarity how Veronica would use just the fall of her breath and the very tip of her tongue to tease her until she was squirming, positively desperate to be touched.
“Grace…”
She looked over at Veronica at the sound of her murmuring her name, and licked her lips as their gazes locked. “What do you think?” she asked, resisting the urge to grimace at the smoke that’d crept into her voice.
“It doesn’t matter what I think, mo mhuirnín .” Though Veronica’s tone was neutral, the hint of a smirk tugging at the corner of her mouth said she’d noticed it, too. “We both get to set our own limits. Renata needs to know what yours are.”
Grace’s gaze dipped to appreciate the full, sensual shape of Veronica’s lips as she let her cheeks puff with her long, slow exhale. She very much wanted Veronica’s hands and mouth all over her body, but was she okay with having those moments immortalized on film? The answer wasn’t quite so simple. “If I said no, what would happen?”
Renata looked pleased by the question. “It’s the director’s discretion, of course, but they’d likely employ a body double for any contact you don’t want to do. This is why we’re discussing this now, so we can all get a clear idea of what you’re willing to do, and I can try to help choreograph a scene that fits Kristin’s vision while working within your boundaries.”
Grace’s throat bobbed. She’d committed to the film knowing that this was part of the deal. It was reassuring to know that there were options, but as scary as it was, she trusted Veronica to keep her safe. And there was nothing in Kristin’s previous projects that suggested she would exploit either of them when crafting her vision. “I’m okay with Veronica touching me,” and then, before Renata could ask, added, “with her hands and her mouth. But I don’t want the camera to be focused on my chest the whole time.”
Renata nodded and scribbled a note. “I’d also suggest agreeing on a safe word when we’re filming so that, should things change, you can stop the scene at any time. Maybe something like ‘pineapple’ that isn’t a word that’ll come up in dialogue, but I’ll leave the final decision to you two and Kristin. I just ask that, on the day of filming, you let me know what you’ve agreed on so I know to listen for it as well,” Renata said as she made another entry on her legal pad. She looked up at Veronica. “How about you? Same scenario—if you were topless, would you be okay with Grace touching your breasts with her hands or her mouth?”
Though she couldn’t be certain, Grace swore she saw Veronica’s pulse jump in her throat as she answered, “Aye, I’m perfectly fine with that.”
 



 
“I think that’s it for now.” Renata smiled at them as she dropped her pen onto her notepad and pushed it aside. “I’ll draft the nudity riders per our discussion today and email them to your teams. They’ll need to be signed and filed forty-eight hours before filming, after which time, any changes that would require more from either of you would need to be drawn up, agreed to, and signed, and then the forty-eight-hour window begins anew. Do either of you have any questions?”
Veronica glanced at Grace, and her throat tightened at her slightly glazed expression. Even having sat through such meetings before, the last ninety minutes had been a lot, and while she wanted nothing more than to reach out and comfort her, she fisted her hands in her lap because she wasn’t sure how that touch would be received.
“I don’t have any questions,” she answered without taking her eyes off Grace.
Answering Renata’s question by repeating it back to her seemed to help Grace find her bearings, because she blinked and smiled politely as she replied, “I don’t have any, either.”

Good girl , Veronica thought as she turned her attention back to Renata. She was all but certain that the intimacy coordinator had picked up on their dynamic and had made her own assumptions regarding the nature of their relationship, but she was grateful that Renata had been perfectly professional about it all. Not that she’d expected anything less from someone whose career was literally about making people feel safe in decidedly uncomfortable situations, but still. It was nice to leave it as something that they all presumably knew but didn’t feel the need to explicitly address. Like the idea of them being more than just colleagues wasn’t a big deal at all.
“Excellent. Per the tentative schedule I was provided, the first kissing scene will be filmed Monday morning, so I will see you then. We’ll block the scene before rehearsing, and will only film once everyone is happy with the plan.”
“Sounds good,” Veronica said as she stood.
Renata smiled and pushed to her feet with an outstretched hand. “It was lovely to meet both of you.”
“You, as well,” Veronica replied as she shook her hand. Once Grace had done the same, they left the office, and she waited until the door had shut behind them to place a hand on the small of Grace’s back. “If you’d like, you can text Cass and tell her that I’ll give you a ride.”
Grace nodded and pulled her phone from her purse. “Okay.”
Once she’d sent the text, Veronica asked, “You okay?”
Grace blew out a long breath and shrugged. “I think? I mean, do those meetings ever get less awkward?”
Veronica chuckled. “You mean, being asked if you are cool with receiving or performing simulated cunnilingus isn’t a conversation you have regularly?”
She was heartened by the Grace laughed and muttered, “No, I can’t say that I’ve ever had that conversation. For it being simulated or otherwise,” she added with a wry huff as a delicate blush colored her cheeks. “We just kind of always—” Her eyes widened, and she cut herself off with a shake of her head. “Sorry.”
Veronica glanced around to make sure they were still alone before pulling her hand from Grace’s back to take her hand, instead. “You don’t have anything to apologize for,” she assured her as she laced their fingers together. “I mean, besides the first time we used the strap, which we actually did talk about beforehand, we always just checked for consent as we went.”
“I know, but…” Grace sighed and pressed the button for the elevator. “I dunno, it just feels weird to talk about us in situations like that when we aren’t really…”
After a few heartbeats of silence, Veronica prompted, “What?”
Grace sighed. “Together.”
Veronica’s heart broke as the most vibrant woman she’d ever met kept her eyes pinned to the floor. She didn’t miss the way Grace tensed as the elevator doors slid open. While she was prepared to drop Grace’s hand at the first hint of someone inside, and was relieved when it was empty. She knew Grace, and the last thing she wanted was to leave her out on an island with her feelings right now. She pressed the button for the lobby and then took advantage of the elevator's seclusion to pull Grace into her arms. “Is that what you want?”
Grace’s cheek rubbed against hers as she nodded. “I do,” she confessed softly.
“Then we are,” she whispered. Her throat tightened at the way Grace sank into her, and she rubbed her back reassuringly. “We might not be where we were yet, but I very much want us to get there. Do you?”
“So much,” Grace sniffed.
Veronica’s heart squeezed at the feeling of Grace’s breath dancing across her cheek and the almost desperate way her arms tightened around her neck as she burrowed closer. She sighed as the elevator’s descent began to slow, and settled her hands on Grace’s hips. “We’re at the lobby.”
Grace nodded and slipped out of her arms. “Sorry.”
The aching longing etched into Grace’s expression when she looked up at her damn near broke her heart, and she swallowed thickly as she used their last moment alone for now to tenderly caress Grace’s cheek. “No more sorries, mo mhuirnín .” She gave her a small smile. “I know a lot of the reason things feel so complicated right now is because I need us to go slow, but I do want this.”
A beautifully bashful expression softened Grace’s features. “Me too.”
“Good.” Veronica winked at her as the doors slid open. While the lobby wasn’t bustling like it would be on a weekday, there were still plenty of productions filming—or wrapping up an overnight—and it was busier than when they’d arrived earlier. She didn’t miss the way a few of the people standing about did a double-take when they emerged from the elevator, but the majority didn’t react as she and Grace made their way toward the exit. “Do you have anything else on your to-do list for today?”
“Not really.” Grace tucked her hair behind her ears as she spared their watchers only the briefest glance. “How about you?”
“Not a thing.” Veronica pulled her sunglasses from her bag and slipped them on as they stepped outside. “D’you fancy brunch?” She watched Grace put on her sunglasses from the corner of her eye as they turned toward the nearby parking structure where she’d left her car. “We can either go out, or head back to mine and raid the cupboards, or order something in?”
“I can do brunch.” Grace ducked her head sheepishly. “I was honestly too nervous about the meeting to eat breakfast.” She ruffled a hand through her hair. “I’d be fine going out if you are.”
Veronica blinked at her. She wasn’t particularly surprised that Grace agreed to brunch, but she was absolutely taken aback by her willingness to go out to a restaurant. “Yeah?”
Grace smiled and nodded. “Shall I have Cassie get us a table somewhere?”
“You’re serious?”
Grace’s smile faltered. “Would you rather go back to your place? I mean, we can totally do that too.”
“No. I’m just a little surprised you want to go out somewhere and not—” The rest of her explanation died in her throat at the feeling of Grace’s hand slipping into hers. “Why?”
Grace tugged her to a stop as she pushed her sunglasses onto her head with her free hand. Her expression was breathtakingly sincere as she said, “Because I want this, too.” She squeezed her hand. “If you’re not ready for everything that’ll come from us being seen out together, I’ll totally understand, but I’m done hiding how much I love you.”
Tears stung the backs of Veronica’s eyes as she stared into Grace’s earnest baby blues. Holy shite, they were really doing this. She was so overwhelmed that she couldn’t not react, but she managed to restrain herself to simply pulling Grace close so she could press a quick, blink-and-you-missed-it kiss to the corner of her mouth. “Have Cass make us a reservation somewhere,” she said as she tugged Grace onward down the sidewalk.
Grace laughed and jogged to catch up as she pulled her phone from her purse, and Veronica couldn’t help but listen in as Cassie answered on the first ring.

“Hey, you. All done?”

“Yeah. But I’m going to brunch with V. Can you call ahead somewhere and get us a table?”

“You’re…okay. Yeah. Brunch. You sure?”

Veronica couldn’t help but smile when Grace squeezed her hand as she replied, “We both know I am.”

“Righty-o. Um, any requests?”

When Grace looked to her for input, Veronica just shrugged, and Grace answered, “Surprise us.”
Cassie’s answering chuckle was downright threatening. “Do you really want to leave me that much latitude?”

“Damn it, Cass,” Grace laughed. “You know what I mean!”

“Yeah, but it’s just so fun to rile you up sometimes. Sit tight. I’ll text you the information as soon as I have it.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Give V my love. Let me know if you need backup, an escape plan, or birth control.”

Veronica snorted as Grace gasped, “Cassandra Jane!”
Cassie cackled. “Bye, babe. Text you soon.”

Grace’s embarrassment at Cassie’s quip was so adorable that Veronica couldn’t resist poking the bear a bit more. “She knows that we can’t actually get each other pregnant, right?”
She’d expected Grace’s blush to deepen and that she’d maybe get a huffed chastisement similar to the one Cass had received, but instead Grace leveled her with a slow, teasing smirk as she murmured, “Never stopped us from trying.”
She tripped over her own feet as the playful retort heralded a flickering stream of rather explicit memories, and she was glad they were alone because if anyone else had seen her stunning failure of coordination, she would have never heard the end of it. “Jaysus, G…”
Grace giggled. “Sorry?”
“No, you’re not,” Veronica muttered, shaking her head as she turned off the sidewalk to wander into the parking structure.
Her feigned annoyance fell away as she slowed to allow Grace to catch up, and she bit the inside of her cheek as her gaze swept over the parked cars, looking for any sign of a threat that waited for them. It was a habit that’d been ingrained in her years ago, back when Grace’s celebrity had been bright but not quite as blinding as it was now, and she knew Cassie would be proud of the way she naturally slipped back into the role of Grace’s protector. She’d parked near the exit, so they thankfully didn’t have far to go, and she breathed easier once they were safely ensconced in her car.
Grace’s phone buzzed with an alert just as she’d locked the doors, and she looked over at her as she started the car.
“She got us in at WeHo House.”
Veronica nodded as she shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking space. While she genuinely didn’t have a preference for where they went, Cassie had chosen well. The restaurant was between the studio and her place, so they wouldn’t be traipsing all over Los Angeles and exposing Grace unnecessarily to the public, and it had a reputation of being someplace high-profile clientele could go without worrying that the staff would sell a story about them.
In what’d become their routine, Grace plugged her phone into the CarPlay as they made their way toward the exit, and they both pretended that they didn’t notice the handful of paps with long lenses camped outside the studio as they left.
Because the weather was gorgeous, Veronica opened the sunroof as she turned onto Santa Monica, and she smiled at the way Grace sang quietly with the radio, as if she were self-conscious about her voice.
“What’s with this whispering bollocks?” She playfully squeezed the ticklish spot just above Grace’s knee. “I know you can sing louder than that.”
Grace laughed and caught her hand as she squirmed away from her. “Maybe I don’t want to.”
“Since when?” Veronica retorted as she laced their fingers together. “Last night, you were belting it out.”
Grace shrugged as she guided their hands to a neutral spot on her thigh that was neither in tickling range nor scandalously high. “Last night, I was in the mood to belt.”
Veronica hummed and squeezed her hand lightly as she glanced away from the road to look at her. “But not now?”
“Not right now,” Grace confirmed. The wind cutting through the sunroof threw her hair around her face as she turned to smile at her. “You kissed me.”

Ah… Veronica was glad for the red light that forced her to stop so she could look over at Grace. The way Grace was smiling at her suggested she was happy about her lapse in control, but she still checked, “Was that okay?”
Grace nodded. “Yeah. I liked it. I mean, I was surprised, but I really liked it.”
“Me too,” Veronica confessed. She groaned when the car behind her tapped its horn to point out that the light had changed, and threw an apologetic wave as she turned her attention back to the road. “You reckon Cass would be okay with it?”
Grace’s thumb stroked lightly along hers as she replied, with no small measure of amusement in her tone, “Pretty sure she’d have squealed with joy if she’d been there.”
“And then given me the shovel talk again,” Veronica chuckled.
“Probably,” Grace agreed lightly. “Though, to be fair, the last one didn’t have too much of an effect, so…”
“I was bloody terrified! She said she had people who’d hide my body where it’d never be found!”
Grace sniggered. “I mean, she probably does.”
“That’s not helping!” Veronica pointed out as she accelerated through a light that was much closer to red than yellow.
“Would you rather I lie?”
“In this case, yes!” Veronica laughed.
“Okay. She totally doesn’t have five guys in her contacts who possess the ability to hide a body.”
“I’m surprised it’s only five,” Veronica muttered.
“Could be more,” Grace allowed dryly.
“Reckon it is,” Veronica chuckled as she turned down the side street that ran alongside the building the restaurant sat atop and whipped into the below-ground parking garage. Knowing Cassie’s thoroughness, she wasn’t surprised to see that security was waiting for them, and she waved her understanding as the man pointed to a reserved parking space directly beside the elevator.
Their playful back-and-forth ended as they exited the car, and Veronica nodded her thanks to the security guard who was holding an elevator car for them. She smiled at the feeling of Grace’s hand curling around her upper arm as they were whisked up to the rooftop restaurant, and pursed her lips in surprise when it didn’t fall away when the doors opened.
“Yer sure about this?”
The tightness around Grace’s eyes suggested she wasn’t, but she nodded resolutely. “Absolutely.”
To the hostess’ credit, she didn’t bat an eye as they approached her station—she just gestured toward the floor-to-ceiling windows on the far side of the dining room with a perfectly benign, “Right this way, ladies. We have the balcony all set up for you.”
All set up meant that the three tables on either side of them were empty so that nobody would be able to eavesdrop on their conversation, and Veronica leaned toward Grace with a conspiratorial smile after the hostess had left them with the promise that their server would be with them shortly. “I’m surprised Cass didn’t ask them to clear the entire balcony.”
Grace bit her lip against a smile and shrugged as she looked around them. She sighed when she noticed a couple on the other end of the balcony with their phones pointed their way. “If you tell her about those two, I’m pretty sure she will next time.”
“Next time?”
Grace nodded, her eyes bright with a hopeful wistfulness that stole the breath from Veronica’s lungs. “I very much intend on spoiling you as often as you’ll let me.”
“Even if there are cameras?” Veronica murmured.
Grace’s expression gentled as she leaned forward to take her hand. “Especially then.”
Veronica licked her lips as she looked down at the way Grace’s thumb bumped back and forth across her knuckles, and swallowed thickly as she dragged her eyes back to Grace’s serious baby blues. “You mean it.”
“I’ve never meant anything more,” Grace vowed, her gaze never faltering as she lifted Veronica’s hand to her lips and kissed the back of it softly.
Veronica’s pulse tripped over itself as she watched Grace’s lips bow into a smile against her skin. “G…?”
“I’m sorry. I should have asked,” Grace said as she quickly let go of her hand.
And, well, that just wouldn’t do. Veronica caught Grace’s hand before it could disappear beneath the pristine white tablecloth and laced their fingers together. It was funny, really, that they were being so boldly public with their affections when they’d yet to even kiss again, but she couldn’t deny that it just about silenced her concerns about whether or not Grace would run again when people found out about them. “You are more than welcome to do that whenever you want.”
Joy danced in Grace’s eyes. “Yeah?”
Veronica nodded and squeezed Grace’s hand. “Aye, mo mhuirnín . Anytime you want.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Oh, for fuck’s…” Cassie’s voice trailed off as the crowd of paparazzi flanking the entrance to Sandbox Studios descended on the car like locusts. Even though it was barely after seven, there were easily fifty cameras jostling for position, and Grace did her best to look unbothered by the circus as Cassie laid on the horn. “Come on! You gotta get out of the goddamn way and let me into the fucking driveway, you cunts!”
Grace chuckled at her phrasing and lifted an apologetic hand to the frazzled security guards trying to contain the mob enough that they could get into the studio, who startled and looked back at them at the blast. “Been a while since you’ve used that one. Being around V again is rubbing off on you.”
“Yeah, well, you get the pretty girl; I get the pretty girl’s profanity. Fair is fair,” Cassie sassed as enough of a gap appeared that she was able to drive through. Her shoulders relaxed as the camera flashes fell further behind them, and she ruffled a hand through her hair as she asked, “You okay?”
Grace nodded. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s not your fault they’re a bunch of fucking vultures.”
“Well, no. But—”
“And it’s not your fault that some asshole at the restaurant took pictures of you two and sold them to TMZ.”
“Yeah…” Grace sighed. The pictures, at least, were flattering, snapped in a quick burst that showed her and Veronica smiling as Veronica’s fingers played lightly with hers atop their table’s crisp white tablecloth. She honestly couldn’t remember what they’d been talking about, but there was no denying the affection that shone in both their expressions as they looked at each other. “At least they were good pictures?”
Cassie smiled and inclined her head in a short nod. “G, honey, they were freaking adorable. That’s not the issue.”
“I know.” Grace pulled a face. The issue was that the paparazzi swarmed both hers and Veronica’s houses within an hour of TMZ’s article going live. The coverage had been so intense that they had been forced to hunker down in their respective homes with only FaceTime to bridge the distance while their teams worked together to manage the shitstorm. “And I don’t regret the decision to go out with her like that. I just hate that those pictures are making things harder for everyone.”
“I’ll drive a fucking armored car if it means you smile like you did when you gushed about how much fun you had on your date.”
Though Cassie’s tone was light and more than a little proud, Grace bit her lip against the blush she could feel blooming. She had dragged Cassie over to the couch and gushed about everything that had happened during brunch like they were characters in some high school dramedy the moment the gate closed behind Veronica’s car. It’d been exhilarating to bask in the unbridled elation she felt about the shift in their relationship, but that joy had lasted only a couple of short hours before the photos hit, and her happiness was put on the back burner while they’d shifted their focus to deal with the reality of her celebrity. “It wasn’t a date.”
“Darlin’, it totally was.”
Grace shook her head. “Maybe it would have been before, when we were hiding. But this time around…” She sighed wistfully. This was one of her favorite daydreams of late to visit. “I want to pick her up and bring her flowers. I want to take her to a romantic dinner like a regular couple. I want to do it right, Cass. All of it. She deserves it.”
“So do you,” Cassie pointed out, her tone kindly reprimanding as she stopped in front of the narrow alley that separated the sound stages from the production’s trailers.
“No, I know. It’s just—”
“There’s no just,” Cassie interrupted. “You guys both deserve the storybook romance you didn’t get the first time through. So if you want help whisking V off her feet, I will call in every goddamn favor we’re owed so you can have the night you’ve always dreamt of.”
Grace smiled and leaned across the car to pull Cassie into her arms. “I love you.”
“Love you, too,” Cassie murmured. She brushed a kiss over Grace’s cheek. “Tell your girl I say hey. And that if she’s determined to drive you home tonight, to please give me like thirty minutes lead time to get some security precautions in place.”
Grace smiled and nodded as she pulled away. “Will do,” she promised as she reached for her door.
She’d just gathered her things from the back of the SUV and closed the hatch when Veronica came jogging out of the nearby parking garage. She looked like a dream in a pair of faded black joggers and a half-buttoned flannel over a plain white tee with her hair flowing around her shoulders with every bounding step, and Grace smiled as a familiar thrill tickled her chest when their eyes locked.
Dimly, she heard Cassie call out, “You good, V?” but Veronica didn’t even glance at her as she swept past the car to pull her into her arms.
“Hey, you,” Grace murmured as she melted into her embrace.
She didn’t need to look at Cassie to know that she was smiling fondly at them as she drawled, “Yeah, not even mad about being ignored. Have a good day, girls!” before she drove off.
“I’m sorry I’m late,” Veronica murmured as they were left alone. “The horde at the gate wouldn’t let me through.”
“It’s fine,” Grace assured her, feeling like a weight was lifted from her chest as Veronica’s arms tightened around her waist. “You’re not late. We got caught up there, too.”
“None of this is fine,” Veronica insisted, her voice rough with emotion. “I’m so sorry you were outed like that.”
Grace’s eyes fluttered shut as Veronica slid a hand up her back to tangle her fingers in her hair and cradle her close. “This was bound to happen,” she pointed out gently.
“Doesn’t make it better. Or easier. Feck, Grace, I’m so sorry I wasn’t able to get past the bloody paps to be with you yesterday. They had my blasted street damn well blocked off.”
Grace pressed her cheek to Veronica’s and tightened her hold around her neck. “It’s okay, sweetie. I know you wanted to, but I’d much rather you stay safe.” She sighed and toyed with the hairs at the back of Veronica’s neck. “I knew it would be a picture posted somewhere that would out me since I didn’t want to release a statement. Would I have preferred it to be something we arranged beforehand with one of the outlets Filippa likes to work with? Of course. But, like I told you yesterday, I’m honestly a little relieved that it’s been done and we can all just move forward.”
If she had to guess, she’d wager that it was equal parts frustration about the paparazzi and a lingering fear that she’d run that had Veronica clinging to her so desperately, and she brushed a gentle kiss over her cheek as she did what she could to try to assuage at least one of those issues.
“I don’t regret going out to brunch with you.” She pulled her right hand from Veronica’s neck to cradle her jaw as she whispered fervently, “Or the pictures. And I certainly don’t give a shit about the stupid articles or the discussions that people who don’t know us are having in the comment sections of them right now. The only thing I care about is the way all of this is affecting you.”
It seemed to have done the trick, because Veronica’s chest pressed into hers as she took a deep breath, and she nodded with the controlled exhale that tickled her neck. “I hate that you have to deal with this,” Veronica muttered.
Grace caressed Veronica’s cheek as she pulled back to smile at her. “I will gladly deal with this, and so much worse, to have you in my life again.”
Her pulse stumbled into a sprint at the sound of someone clearing their throat nearby, and she offered up a silent prayer that whoever it was didn’t have a camera to further violate their privacy as she disentangled herself from Veronica’s embrace.
She breathed easier when she saw that it was Kristin who’d happened upon them. She hadn’t known the director long, but she trusted her, and she didn’t try to hide her relief as she sank back into Veronica.
“Sorry,” Kristin murmured, her expression perfectly apologetic as she stood a respectful distance away with her hands shoved into the front pockets of her jeans. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”
Grace’s pulse steadied as Veronica’s arms wrapped loosely around her waist, and she smiled wanly at Kristin. “You’re good.”
Kristin’s answering smile was tight. “How are you two?”
Grace leaned her forehead against Veronica’s as Veronica’s left hand began drawing soothing stripes up and down her back. “I’m sorry about the photographs.”
“Oh my god, no. Please don’t apologize for that bullshit. You guys didn’t do anything wrong. That was just some…” Kristin’s voice trailed off, and she shook her head. “Class A fuckery.”
“Yer not wrong there, mate,” Veronica agreed, and Grace was relieved to note that a measure of amusement had crept into her tone.
Kristin inclined her head in a way that conveyed she knew and was so sorry about it. “Look, if you guys want to bail on your scene and push it back, we can. I reached out to the rest of the cast last night to ask them to be on call in case we needed to move the scenes from tomorrow to today, and Renata is available tomorrow, so it wouldn’t be an issue at all to switch the shot order around.”
While Grace appreciated the offer, she didn’t think it was necessary, but she bit her tongue as she looked up at Veronica to see what she thought. “V?”
Veronica caressed her side as she murmured, “I’m good with whatever you want to do, G.”
Grace held Veronica’s gaze for a long moment to commit the tenderness that shone in her eyes to memory before she turned to Kristin. “We can do it like we’d planned. There’s no reason to mess up the schedule.”
Kristin’s lips pursed as she inclined her head. “Okay, then. If you’re sure.” When they both nodded, she checked her watch. “Renata should be here any time, so we’ll get started as soon as she arrives. Don’t worry about wardrobe yet; we’ll block out the scene with you guys in your regular clothes. Once it’s where we want it and you two are comfortable, we’ll break for hair and makeup and all that while the crew sets up, and then we’ll flow into rehearsing and shooting. Just remember that this is literally the only scene on the call sheet for today, so we’re not in any kind of a rush, okay?”
“Sounds like a plan.” Grace nodded. “Thank you.”
 



 
After the “class A fuckery” as Kristin had aptly dubbed the events of the weekend, Veronica had been looking forward to two things when she finally got to set: first, to see for herself—in person—that Grace truly was okay with what had happened, and second, to have something, anything to distract her from the thoughts that’d kept her up all night.
As far as she was concerned, it was a rather cruel twist of fate that she was finally going to get to kiss Grace again and that none of it was going to be real. She’d been tempted to kiss her when they’d said goodbye on Saturday, but the day had been so nice, and they’d been in such a lovely place that she’d restrained herself to a whisper-soft brush of her lips over Grace’s cheek before taking her leave.
They had plans to hang out the next day, after all, and Grace had already stepped so far beyond her old comfort zone that she hadn’t wanted to push. Had wanted to give her time to digest everything that had happened and make sure that Grace was in a place where she wasn’t just willing to take a step forward—she wasn’t blind; she knew Grace was more than willing—but she needed her to be ready.
To want not just her, but everything that came with it.
But then those fucking pictures had dropped, and the internet had gone wild as it always did for news about Grace, and they lost their chance to see where the progress they’d made Saturday led them. Lost the chance to reestablish the them in all of this before they got pushed aside and Mae and Gemma took center stage.
Truth be told, Veronica had been looking forward to the quiet chaos of techs, camera operators, and random production personnel bustling around while they blocked and filmed today’s scene. Not because she particularly wanted an audience, but because that activity, those eyes watching, judging her every breath, would help her distance herself from the act.
It was one thing to kiss someone on camera. It was quite another when it was someone she so very badly wanted to kiss as herself and hadn’t had the bloody chance to do it yet.
But there was no noise. No activity.
Closed sets were great because having fewer people around made it easier to let go and really embody the emotions of a character and get lost in a scene, but she didn’t want it to be easier. She didn’t want to get lost in the moment. She wanted to feel like she was acting. She needed to be Mae, not Veronica, and she was frankly more than a little worried about being able to hold that separation in her mind when she finally felt the softness of Grace’s lips against hers again.
She was startled out of her thoughts by Grace’s finger skimming the side of her hand, and looked over at Grace as her finger hooked lightly around her pinky.
The slow smile that tipped Grace’s lips when their eyes met was absolutely bewitching, and Veronica was pulled further under her spell by the crushed velvet undertone that textured her voice when she asked, “Is there a reason there’s nobody here, and we’re not blocking this in costume?”
Veronica took a deep breath to try to quiet the urge that bubbled inside her to draw Grace into her arms. “I don’t know for sure, but I reckon it’s to help you feel comfortable.”
“So this isn’t how things are usually done.”
“Not for a kissing scene, no. Love scenes, yeah. But kissing doesn’t usually warrant this level of privacy.”
“Yeah, I know the love scene and some of the more involved kisses are contracted to be done on closed sets, but I don’t remember this one being on that list.” Grace’s brow furrowed. “Did I do something to make Kristin and the team think I needed to be coddled?”
“No.” Veronica pulled Grace up short so she could look into her eyes. “You’ve been frighteningly prepared and efficient from day one.”
Grace’s eyes crinkled with her smile. “Frighteningly prepared and efficient…?”
“Terrifyingly so,” Veronica confirmed with a little laugh. “Really, if you could be a little less amazing, it’d help lower the bar for those of us who actually do this for a living.”
As she’d hoped, the tension in Grace’s expression faded at the playful quip. “So why?”
Veronica shrugged. “I mean, I don’t know for sure, but I’d wager it’s because this is your first kissing scene in your first film. We could block with everyone doing their thing, but using a closed set doesn’t hurt anyone. The techs get a wee lie-in, and you get a wee bit o’ privacy while you get your feet under you.”
“She’s right,” Kristin said.
Veronica startled at Kristin’s comment. “Blimey, I’m gonna put a bloody bell on ye, I swear,” she grumbled as she turned to glower at her playfully. She rolled her eyes when Kristin just smirked and inclined her head in a way that dared her to try it. “D’you need something?”
Kristin half-turned toward the set of Gemma's house behind her, where Renata was pacing thoughtfully around the kitchen set where the scene would play out. “Just my actors.”
Veronica didn’t miss the way Grace’s throat bobbed and her jaw tightened as they stepped onto the set. She reassuringly squeezed the finger that was still hooked around hers. “Hiya, Renata.”
A warm, motherly smile bowed Renata’s lips as she tipped her head in a short nod. “How are we feeling this morning?” she asked in lieu of a more formal greeting.
Veronica looked over at Grace, who’d edged closer to her so that their arms were now pressed fully together. Grace’s smile was breezy, but Veronica had no trouble reading the nerves that lay beneath it, and she was suddenly grateful for the privacy the closed set gave her. “Okay.”
Renata nodded slowly as her eyes bounced between them. “Blocking is fairly straightforward, but we will go through it as many times as you need to feel comfortable.”
“Thank you,” Grace whispered.
“Of course.” Renata’s gaze dipped to their hands. “Do you need a moment?”
Veronica pursed her lips and gave Grace a look that said she’d defer to her.
Grace shook her head. “I think just getting into it will help.”
“Okay. If you need us to take a break, say so. If you need to be left alone so you two can work through things without an audience, say so. Did you agree on a safe word?”
Veronica squeezed Grace’s finger as she answered, “Aye. We decided ‘pineapple’ would work just fine.”
“Good. I want you to use it if the faintest thought of ‘should I use it’ even crosses your mind, okay? We will work at your speed.”
Veronica nodded. “That sounds brilliant.”
“Okay, so…” Renata spun around and gestured broadly toward the set. “The script has your characters doing the dishes after dinner. Kristin wants the scene to start playful, so Mae”—she pointed at Veronica—“you are going to be a stellar guest and do the washing since Gemma cooked.” She winked at Grace.
“That doesn’t sound familiar at all ,” Veronica joked, bumping Grace with her elbow before dropping her hand to move into position.
Renata arched a brow at Grace. “You enjoy cooking?”
Veronica could have kissed her for the way Grace’s shoulders relaxed at the casual question that had nothing to do with filming.
“Not as much as she enjoys eating,” Grace shared. She grinned when Veronica gasped loudly in playful indignation. “But yes. I do some of my best thinking in the kitchen.”
Renata smiled. “Well, I’m glad this blocking will feel familiar to you both. That should make it easier. So, Mae is at the sink, and Gemma, you will be beside her, drying.” She shooed Grace toward the sink. “Now…” She picked up her copy of the script and scanned the page that was covered in notes. “The scene begins with some light conversation and banter. Mae takes playful offense at something Gemma says and throws a handful of bubbles at her.”
“Oh, I’m liking this.” Veronica grinned and waggled her eyebrows at Grace. “Throws bubbles, you say? Can I fling a big handful of them in her face?”
Graced cocked a brow challengingly. “I will fight back.”
“I’m counting on it.” Kristin’s dark eyes sparkled with amusement as she joined them on the set, and she laughed when Grace celebrated with a fist pump that was equal parts awkward and adorable. “I want that playful back and forth to build the tension leading into the kiss, y’know?”
“So I do something like this…” Veronica pretended to flick a handful of bubbles at Grace.
Grace grinned. “And then I lean past her to scoop up some bubbles and do this…” She patted the top of Veronica’s head.
“And then it’s war,” Veronica declared as she reached into the empty sink and then tossed what she knew was going to be a bloody massive handful of bubbles directly at Grace’s face.
“Grace, catch her wrist,” Renata directed. “This is where you’d deliver your ‘gotcha’ line.”
Veronica’s breath caught as Grace’s hand wrapped around her wrist. The combination of the controlling touch and the slow expansion of Grace’s pupils shut down her brain.
Renata hummed approvingly. “Now, Veronica, grab her waist. This is where you’d retort with your, ‘do you?’”
Veronica’s pulse stuttered at the feeling of Grace’s thumb swiping a tempting line along the inside of her wrist as she grabbed her hip.
“Grace, now grab the wrist of the hand on your waist,” Renata instructed. “Your ‘sure seems like it’ would go here.” Veronica licked her lips as Grace’s eyes darkened further, so distracted by the way black overtook blue that she barely heard Renata ask, “Is this what you had in mind, Kristin?”
“Yeah. This is perfect. Can you give me a little back and forth, like you’re trying to gain the upper hand but aren’t willing to let go?”
Grace made a poor attempt to pull her hand away from Veronica’s. “Like this?”
“Mm, but more. So she stumbles into you a little.”
Veronica gasped softly as Grace’s hand tightened around her wrist to tug her forward, and she tipped into her in a way that looked like she’d lost her balance but left her with enough control that she didn’t crash into her. She used her hold on Grace’s hip to turn them as she gently pushed Grace back against the counter, knowing that the positioning would play well for the camera. She pulled her hand from Grace’s and let it fall to her waist as she pressed closer.
“Yes, that will work nicely,” Kristin declared.
Veronica’s heart beat into her throat as the change in their positions had Grace’s breath falling in short, ragged bursts against her lips. It’d be so easy to lean in and kiss her. So easy to—
“Grace—” Renata began to say, but Grace was a step ahead of her as she took her now free hand to cradle Veronica’s jaw. “Never mind. That’s perfect.”
“Veronica,” Kristin said, “lean in slowly . Like, I want it to take at least five beats for you to get from where you are now to where you’re very nearly kissing. And as you’re doing so, I want you to drag your right hand up Grace’s side until it’s resting over her heart and your fingertips are brushing the base of her throat. If it takes longer than five beats, fine. This is about the longing Mae and Gemma have for each other and letting the tension build until it’s suffocating. Once you’re there, hand over her heart, mouths so close that it’d be so goddamn easy to kiss her, you’re going to stop and deliver your line.”
Veronica held Grace’s gaze and dragged the backs of her fingers along the curve of her ribs, skating around the swell of her breast as she tipped forward in slow motion. Her eyes fluttered as her nose skimmed against Grace’s, and her stomach tightened as the fingers on her jaw curled to dig into her skin and urge her closer. “This is a bad idea,” she whispered.
Grace’s thumb swept over her cheek. “I know,” she replied, her voice soft and gloriously textured with desire. She pressed her fingertips harder into Veronica’s jaw. “I don’t care.”
Veronica choked back a whimper. Her heart felt like it was trying to beat right out of her chest.
“Nice,” Kristin enthused. “Veronica, hold there for three beats before you kiss. But, for now, you can just press your foreheads together so you feel that closeness without actually kissing.”
Fuck closeness, Veronica wanted to feel Grace’s lips on hers. Wanted to feel the silky glide of Grace’s tongue swirling around hers. Wanted to taste the high-pitched gasp that would catch in Grace’s throat when she dragged the tip of her tongue over the top of her mouth just so , and the low, trembling groan that would rattle her chest when she slanted her mouth over hers and kissed her like she’d die if she didn’t.
But she couldn’t, so she counted, “One, two, three,” under her breath before leaning in and letting her forehead rest against Grace’s.
“I think that works nicely,” Renata declared. “The playful lead builds the tension really nicely.”
“It does,” Kristin agreed.
Veronica nuzzled Grace’s cheek. “Grace?”
Grace groaned, and when she peeled her eyes open, there was barely any blue left to be found. “V…”
“Are you two good?” Renata asked.

No! Veronica thought even as she replied, “Yep.”
“Just peachy,” Grace rasped.
“Excellent.” Kristin clapped twice decisively. “Let’s run it again, this time focusing on the beats of each movement so I can get the cameras in the right place.”
Veronica bit her lip and looked down at her hands as if needing to see what she was doing as she slowly relaxed her grip to pull her hands away. She didn’t dare look at Grace as she stepped away to return to her starting position at the sink, and she grabbed the edge of the counter to keep from reaching for Grace when she returned to her position at her side.
“Okay, good,” Kristin said once they were in position. “So, Mae starts us off by flicking a handful of bubbles at Gemma…”
 



 

It’s not fair that I finally get to kiss her again, and it won’t be real.

Grace looked up from the message she’d typed in her chat with Cassie that was waiting to be sent at the sound of someone knocking on her trailer door, and sighed as she deleted the text. Just writing the self-pitying thought had been cathartic in its own way, and pressing send wouldn’t do anything to change the situation.
She slipped the phone into the back pocket of the capri skinny jeans wardrobe had chosen for the scene and gave herself a final once-over in the mirror. The light-washed jeans fit like a glove, and she bit the inside of her cheek as she tugged at the flared, open collar of her loose, pale blue linen shirt that had the top four buttons undone and sleeves rolled to just below her elbows. Wardrobe had paired the plunging neckline with a pair of sterling silver necklaces—one shorter, with a nickel-sized, halo-shaped charm that sat just below the points of her collarbones, and a longer one that drew the eye downward and disappeared into her exposed cleavage. Her hair was loose around her shoulders, her makeup extensive but in a way that looked like she wasn’t wearing much of anything, and the overall effect was both classy and relaxed at the same time.
The person at her door knocked again, and she called out, “Sorry! I’m coming!” as she slipped her feet into her flip flops that she’d wear to walk to the set before kicking them off so she could be barefoot for the scene.
She was ready to apologize again when she opened the door, but the words died on her tongue when, instead of an overworked PA, she found Veronica waiting for her. Her brain bluescreened as she drank in Veronica’s dark-washed jeans and form-fitting white tank with a neckline that scooped low to reveal a tantalizing amount of cleavage. Her lush, dark hair had been pulled back into a loose ponytail, and Grace’s fingers itched to trace the line of her throat.
She would have been embarrassed for staring if, when her eyes finally found Veronica’s, she hadn’t realized that Veronica was doing the exact same to her. Her throat tightened at the glimpse of Veronica’s tongue sliding over her lips, and she made a mental note to have Cassie call Imogen in wardrobe to find out where she could find the shirt she was wearing.
Hell, with the way Veronica was looking at her now, she’d buy one in every color available.
The blush that tinted Veronica’s cheeks when she realized she’d been caught was unfairly beautiful, and the rich, Irish burr that textured her voice when she muttered, “Ye can’t blame me for starin’ when ye look like that” made Grace’s stomach clench.
“God, V.”
“I…” Veronica glanced over her shoulder before stepping into the trailer. A small, shy smile curved her lips as she closed the door after herself. “We have a few minutes before they come lookin’ for us.”
While Veronica’s smile was reassuring, it didn’t quite reach her eyes, and Grace licked her lips as she tried to make sense of what was happening right now. “Is everything okay?”
“Yeah.” Veronica blinked. “No. It’s…” Her chest lifted and fell with a deep, purposeful breath, and she shook her head as she blew it out loudly. “Feck, G, I—"
Grace still didn’t know what, exactly, was going on in Veronica’s beautiful brain, but there was no mistaking the longing that shone in her beautiful green eyes. Her pulse sped at the tremble she could feel in Veronica’s hands as they settled on her waist, and she covered them with her own. “What is it, mo anamchara ?”
A whimper caught in Veronica’s throat at the endearment, and her brow pinched against the force of the emotions roiling inside her. “I want to kiss you,” she whispered, her voice rough with desperation as her hands tightened on Grace’s hips and she stepped closer. “I don’t want our first kiss to be as our characters; I want it to be ours .”
“I want that, too.”
“I know just walking in here and saying that isn’t romantic, but—” Veronica broke off, relief and disbelief mixing beautifully in her expression as a breathtaking smile bowed her lips. “You do?”
“So much,” Grace whispered as she slid her hands up Veronica’s arms. Her eyes fluttered as she leaned in to let her lips hover just above Veronica’s, but she stubbornly kept them open so she could watch the exquisite play of emotions that danced across Veronica’s face. She’d waited five long years for this moment. Had dreamt of it more nights than not. And now that it was here, she wasn’t going to miss a goddamn second of it.
“Yeah?”
“Yes, love.” Grace caressed the back of her neck as she nuzzled her cheek. A heady, intoxicating anticipation crackled in the air around them as she lingered there, letting their breaths mix, letting Veronica feel just how much she wanted her as she confessed, “I’ve wanted to kiss you from the moment I saw you again in that stupid conference room, but I promised you that I wouldn’t push. That I’d let you set the pace. It’s been killing me to hold back, but—”
“Feck, Grace,” Veronica exhaled. “Please.” Her eyes drifted shut as she lifted her chin invitingly. “Please kiss me.”
Grace lost the battle to keep her eyes open as Veronica’s breathy plea swept over her like silken fire, and she moaned softly as she closed the distance between them to capture Veronica’s lips in an exquisitely reverent kiss. That first kiss melted into a second that was just as soft, just as awed, just as holy, and she tightened her hold on Veronica’s hips as she sank into it.

Fuck, I missed this , she thought as she angled her head to deepen the kiss. Her eyes rolled back in her head when Veronica’s mouth opened for her, and their tongues brushed tentatively together. That hesitancy lasted only a moment, and then the hands on her waist tugged her closer, crushing their bodies together as Veronica’s tongue swirled with desperate abandon around hers.
The world fell away as she lost herself in the heavenly glide of Veronica’s tongue against hers, the strength of the hands on her waist, and the beautiful, breathy little sounds that tumbled from Veronica’s lips.
She tangled her hands in Veronica’s hair as she used her body to walk her backwards, and she genuinely wasn’t sure which of them moaned louder when Veronica’s back hit the door.
“Feck, Grace…”
“I know,” Grace murmured as she pressed closer, her words lost to the heat of Veronica’s mouth as they came together again.
It was a heaven she’d thought she’d lost forever, and she whined as she pressed closer, wanting to feel everything as she poured her heart and soul into a string of never-ending kisses that made her feel like she was flying and falling all at the same time. She lost herself in the intoxicating sweetness of Veronica’s kiss, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the tears that threatened as emotion overwhelmed her.
She’d been so fucking stupid to let this go.
To let her go.
“I love you,” she whispered between kisses.
The hands on her waist tightened. “I love you, too,” Veronica murmured, her voice pitched and exquisitely breathless as she chased after her lips.
The next kiss was slower, deeper, positively burning with intention, and Grace sighed as she surrendered to it completely. The rest of the world could fuck right off for all she cared—everything she needed was right here.
The world, as it often did, had other ideas, and she groaned when two sharp knocks on the door popped the golden bubble of joy that had enveloped them. She pressed her forehead to Veronica’s as she struggled to catch her breath. “My god, V.”
Veronica chuckled weakly. “I know.” She whined when two more knocks rattled the door. “I don’t wanna go to work.”
Grace felt the same, but still smiled in spite of the situation they found themselves in. She brushed a promise of a kiss over Veronica’s lips before pulling back to holler to the poor PA who’d been sent to fetch them, “We’re coming!”
“Well, not anymore,” Veronica muttered.
Grace giggled and stole one last lingering kiss before pulling back with a sigh when the PA called, “Okay! Thanks!”
“They’re ready for us,” Veronica noted softly.
“Yeah.” Grace licked her lips as she took one last moment to drink in Veronica’s flushed cheeks and enchantingly dark eyes, and smiled sheepishly as she carefully unwound her hands from Veronica’s hair. “I don’t think I messed it up too badly.”
“I really don’t care if you had,” Veronica husked as she shifted her grip so she was lightly cradling Grace’s waist. She sighed and shouldered her body off the door to steal one last kiss. “Come on, love. Time to go to work.”
Grace blew out a shaky breath and nodded. “Okay.”
Unlike when they’d left it after blocking the scene, the soundstage was now a hive of activity. For all her apprehension about kissing Veronica in front of so many people, seeing the way the techs and grips bustled about like this was any other scene went a long way to settle her nerves.
She and Veronica kicked their flip-flops off under the tall, director’s style chairs with their names stitched across the backs and left their phones on the seats as they made their way to where Kristin was chatting with Renata and Mari.
“Ready?” Kristin asked.
When they both nodded, Renata followed up with, “Do you have any questions?”
Grace bit the inside of her cheek and shook her head as Veronica replied, “Nope. All good.”
“I can’t wait to see what you two do with this,” Mari said with a bright smile before, with a little wave, she left them to go sit at the work station she’d set up out of the way of Kristin and the rest of the crew but close enough to be able to observe and take notes on the scene as it played out.
Kristin hiked her chin at Mari in a silent goodbye before turning back to them. “We’ll run through it once just to double-check the camera angles, and then we’ll do it for real. I would like you to actually kiss in this run, though, because those are the shots I’m particularly trying to dial in. Sound good?”
Grace was glad her voice didn’t crack or waver when she answered, “That’s fine.”
“Sweet. Places at the sink. Let’s not throw the bubbles now, though. You two look perfect, and makeup and wardrobe will kill me if I mess up all their work before we’ve even gotten one take on film.”
Grace let the light press of Veronica’s hand on her back lead her toward their positions. Veronica answered, “You got it, boss,” for both of them.
Grace’s gaze flicked to the boom mic that was positioned over where their bubble fight and kiss would take place as she took her spot. The sink was full of frothy, soapy bubbles, and she took a deep, calming breath as she dragged her fingers over the ridges of the white dishtowel the props master had set out for her. Thankfully, the marks on the floor that indicated where they had to be for this scene were just in front of the counter.
“You can do this,” Veronica whispered as she took her place at her side. “It’s just you and me, mo
mhuirnín . Forget about the rest.”
“All right, guys, here we go!” Kristin hollered from her position behind the monitors. “Roll Camera!”
“Just you and me,” Grace repeated as the lead camera operator confirmed loudly, “Camera rolling!” She smiled at Veronica as Kristin yelled, “Roll sound!” and picked up the dishtowel as the sound mixer called back, “Sound rolling!” She relaxed her shoulders and forced herself to ignore the crowd around them as Kristin called, “Roll rehearsal, and…action!”
“Okay, how about this one?” With a subtle change in her stance and voice, Veronica slid effortlessly into character as she handed a plate to Grace. “If animals could talk, which would be the nicest?”
Grace couldn’t help but stare at her for a second, startled by how Veronica seemed to transform before her eyes. Then she caught herself and gave the light laugh that the script required as she started drying the plate. “What does that even mean?”
Veronica grinned and bumped her with her hip. “What do you mean, what does it mean? It’s a simple question.”
“It’s not, though! Because assholes exist in every species! It’s blatant asshole erasure!”
“It’s blatant…” Veronica sniggered and mimed flicking a handful of bubbles at Grace. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Excuse you!” Grace reached toward the sink and “flicked” bubbles back at her. “I am not. I’m thinking about this logically.”
Veronica blinked in surprise. “Did you just…?”
Grace smirked. “Did I just…what?”
Veronica grinned and pretended to scoop up a gigantic handful of bubbles. She held her hand over Grace’s head threateningly. “Are you really prepared to go to war over this?”
“Are you?”
Veronica licked her lips as her gaze dipped to Grace’s chest, and her eyes sparkled with mischief as she replied, “You bet,” and flung her handful of pretend bubbles at Grace’s face.
Grace caught Veronica’s wrist just like they’d rehearsed. “Gotcha,” she murmured.
“Do you?” Veronica taunted as she grabbed Grace’s waist.
Grace nodded and wrapped her free hand around the one at her waist. “Sure seems like it.”
Her heart skipped a beat at the slow, playfully threatening quirk of Veronica’s lips as they held each other’s gaze and fell into the teasing back-and-forth that ended with her tugging Veronica into her and Veronica turning them so that the edge of the counter dug into her ass. She licked her lips as she let go of Veronica’s wrist so that she could cradle her face in her hand.
The line between make-believe and reality blurred as she heard Veronica’s breath hitch at the tender caress, and then it was her turn to forget how to breathe when Veronica’s right hand dragged slowly, so goddamn slowly along her ribs, just barely tickling the side of her breast, before drifting higher to press against her chest. The heat of Veronica’s palm seeped into her skin as Veronica’s head tipped closer, closer, closer, and her eyes fluttered at the first blissful fall of Veronica’s breath against her lips.
“This is a bad idea,” Veronica whispered.
“I know,” Grace replied just as softly. She caressed the curve of Veronica’s cheek with her thumb as she nuzzled closer. “I don’t care.”
She nearly whimpered as Veronica’s finger tapped out a silent ‘one, two, three’ against her chest, and there was no quieting the moan that escaped her when Veronica’s lips melted so perfectly against her own. Instinct took over as she pulled her hand from Veronica’s wrist at her waist to loop her arms around her neck as she arched into her, and her heart beat faster than a hummingbird’s wings as Veronica’s hips pressed into her and a strong thigh slipped between hers. She parted her lips greedily as Veronica’s head tilted like she was trying to deepen the kiss, and groaned when, instead of the silky warmth of Veronica’s tongue delving into her mouth like she wanted, Veronica whispered, “No tongues” before sucking against her lower lip. It still felt fantastic, but the hushed reminder that this was all for show washed over her like a bucket of ice water.
“And, cut!” Kristin yelled.
Grace was grateful that, instead of pulling away immediately, Veronica remained firmly in her bubble, the weight of her forehead replacing the sweeter press of her lips as they took a moment to process everything that’d just happened.
“Sorry,” Veronica whispered, sounding positively wrecked. “I want to kiss you properly.” Her arms tightened around Grace’s waist. “God, you have no idea how badly I want to. But this—”
“Isn’t us,” Grace finished for her. She drew a light line from Veronica’s cheek to the corner of her mouth. “I know. I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking.”
“I nearly wasn’t, either, mo mhuirnín, ” Veronica chuckled softly. “I don’t usually have a problem separating myself from a character, but with you…” She shook her head. “Let’s just say, this is going to be harder than I thought. Feck, I wish we were anywhere else right now so I could kiss you like I want to.”
Grace whimpered. “V…”
“Not helping?” Veronica asked, her voice choked with regret and self-aware amusement.
“At all,” Grace confirmed.
“Sorry.” Veronica punctuated the apology with a quick peck. “I’ll behave,” she promised as she pulled away.
Grace was about to make a quip that she really didn’t want her to, but the words died on her lips when she spotted Renata watching them from a respectful distance away.
“How are you two after that?” Renata asked.
“Good,” Veronica replied.
“I’m good, too,” Grace said when Renata’s attention turned her.
Renata smiled. “Well, you two looked incredible.”
“What she said,” Kristin interjected as she bounded toward them with a grin. She waved toward the temporary hair and makeup station that was set up twenty yards or so from the set so that it was safely out of the way of the working parts of the production. “Seriously, don’t change anything.”
Grace was grateful for the way Veronica hooked their fingers together as Kristin’s gaze swept over them, and breathed easier when they were dismissed with a wink and a grin. “Go get your lipstick touched up, and then we’ll do it for real.”
Between wardrobe changes and visits to hair and makeup between takes and the actual takes themselves, doing it ‘for real’ meant getting the takes Kristin wanted took far longer than she’d grown accustomed to. Bubble fights were fun until it meant a change of clothes and a solid thirty minutes in a chair before being sent off to do it again.
And again.
And again.
Not that kissing Veronica was a bad way to spend her day, but the reality that this was a movie became more and more stark with each shout of “cut!” that was inevitably followed by Kristin telling her where to put her hands or how to move her body to give the camera the desired angle. She was confident that the final product would be blisteringly hot, but the process was beginning to wear on her. She had no idea how Veronica could do take after take, sometimes interrupting the process herself to try something new until she and Kristin were both satisfied.
She’d lost count of how many takes they’d done, but it felt like it’d been forever ago that they’d scarfed down sandwiches from craft services while getting their hair fixed. And yet, here they were again, with her back pressed to the edge of the counter and Veronica’s body pressed so perfectly, tauntingly against her, trying to give Kristin the ‘something extra’ she had asked for.
She stared into Veronica’s eyes as she hooked the pad of her middle finger behind the hinge of her jaw, delivering just the slightest amount of pressure to urge Veronica closer as her hand flattened over her heart.
“This is a bad idea,” Veronica whispered.
“I know,” Grace replied just as softly. She caressed the curve of Veronica’s cheek with her thumb as she nuzzled closer, letting her lips brush against Veronica’s enticingly as she breathed, “I don’t care.”
Veronica’s breath caught on a beautiful whimper, and the hand on her hip tightened as Veronica pressed in tighter. She instinctively let herself begin to melt in anticipation of the taps against her chest, and gasped when Veronica replaced that beat with a soft, barely-there tease of a kiss. She felt more than saw Veronica’s lips quirk with a smile as she did it again, and when Veronica leaned in to do it a third time, she used her hold on Veronica’s jaw to deny her that taunting, teasing escape as she captured her lips in a searing kiss.
The groan that rumbled in Veronica’s throat as she sank into her spurred her onward. This time, she took the lead in angling her head as if to deepen this kiss, and she whined when Veronica’s tongue darted out to lick at her lips before capturing her lower lip between hers and sealing their mouths together. She clung to Veronica as her tongue swept teasingly back and forth across her lip, and her hips bucked against Veronica’s thigh when she sucked against it as she pulled away before hooking her upper lip with the tip of her tongue to coax her back in for more.

God, I love the way she kisses me, Grace thought as they repeated the playful, back-and-forth exchange, their kisses lengthening more and more as they lost themselves in the moment. It wasn’t them , but it was still incredible, and she hummed against Veronica’s lips as their kisses slowed to a series of lingering pecks.
Grace blinked her eyes open, and her throat tightened at the hunger that darkened Veronica’s gaze as their breaths crashed and mingled between their parted lips.
“And cut! Print it! That’s it for today!” Kristin shouted.
“Thank feck,” Veronica muttered as she tipped her forehead to rest against Grace’s.
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the breathiness in Veronica’s voice, and she lifted her chin to kiss her softly. “Are we allowed to get out of here, now?” she whispered as the first AD yelled, “That’s a wrap! Going into turnaround!”
“I don’t care if we are or not.”
Grace arched a brow as Veronica’s hand slipped into hers, and smiled when Veronica pulled her toward their chairs where they’d left their things. Their attempt at a stealthy escape, however, was foiled by Kristin and Renata, who intercepted them just as they’d stepped off the set.
“Holy shit, you two!” Kristin grinned. “That last one…I can tell you right now that’s the close-up I’m using. I’m going to set you loose on these things from now on and save us all a few takes!”
Renata’s lips twitched at Kristin’s enthusiasm, but her gaze was searching as she stared at them. “Are you guys okay with how that last one went?”
“Totally good.” Grace nodded. She had to fight to not look at Veronica, who squeezed her hand gently. “It was…” She shook her head. She wasn’t going to tell them that the kiss Kristin was so pumped about had been a fucking tease and that she needed to get Veronica somewhere private so she could kiss her slow and deep and dirty like she wanted. “Yeah. I’m good.”
The smile Renata had been resisting broke free. “Okay. And Veronica?” When Veronica nodded, she said, “Excellent. Just had to check.”
“We appreciate that,” Grace assured her. While she trusted Veronica implicitly, it was still nice to know that there was somebody behind the camera whose only focus was making sure she was safe. Veronica’s fingers twitched around hers, and she squeezed back as she looked at Kristin and asked, “Do you need anything else from us?”
Kristin, bless her, shook her head. “Nah. I’m good. We’ll get call sheets and sides out later today. Go enjoy the rest of your day.”
Grace giggled when Veronica dragged her past Kristin and Renata with a brusque “Cheers, mate”. Two days ago, she’d have been embarrassed by the way they chuckled a little too knowingly in response—but whether it was because she and Veronica weren’t hiding anymore or because they’d literally just watched them make out for the last six hours, their reaction just made her smile and shake her head.
“That was so smooth,” she teased, blinking against the bright mid-afternoon sun as she followed Veronica out of the soundstage.
“Mo mhuirnín ,” Veronica replied throatily, “I honestly don’t care. Don’t get me wrong, I love kissing you no matter the context, but if I don’t get you somewhere private soon …”
Grace swallowed thickly at the pitched, needy tenor of Veronica’s voice. She hadn’t cared, either—she’d just been making a joke—but now she really didn’t care. “Jesus. We need to get to a trailer.”
Veronica choked on a laugh as she picked up her pace. “I’m trying, darlin’.”
By the time they stumbled up the stairs to her trailer, Grace’s skin was buzzing with anticipation in a way she’d only ever felt in those precious moments before taking the stage. She licked her lips as she followed Veronica inside, fully prepared and oh-so-willing to be pinned against the nearest wall.
Except that didn’t happen.
Now that they were alone, it was as if time had stopped as the mood between them shifted. The hunger was still there, painted captivatingly in the barely visible emerald ring in her eyes, but it was tempered. Grace’s heart skipped a beat when she noticed the way Veronica’s free hand trembled as she lifted it to touch her, and her eyes fluttered shut as Veronica’s fingers curled to tenderly caress the line of her jaw.
“You are so beautiful,” Veronica whispered.
Grace swooned at the hushed reverence that textured the hills and valleys of Veronica’s gentle burr. “Please,” she whimpered, leaning in blindly in search of Veronica’s lips. Generally, it was Veronica who was reduced to begging, but after hours of holding back, she wanted nothing more than to let go. She released Veronica’s hand so she could grab her hips and pull her closer. Her heart thudded heavily in the base of her throat as Veronica panted against her lips. “Mo anamchara , please…”
Veronica’s breath caught in her throat at the old endearment as she curled a hand around the back of her neck. “G…”
Grace clutched at the seams of Veronica’s shirt as her knees turned to water at the raspy, naked hunger in Veronica’s voice. She leaned in closer, every ragged puff of breath against her lips pushing her that much closer to the edge of insanity. She’d wanted before. Needed. But never like this. God, it’d never been like this. “Please kiss me.”
The broken whimper that preceded the moment Veronica met her searching, seeking lips was the sweetest sound Grace had ever heard. Her head swam as their lips clasped lightly together in a kiss that was as achingly fragile as it was unwavering and certain. It was heaven. It was home. It was everything she’d ever wanted, and a sob caught in her throat as her lips parted with Veronica’s and their tongues stroked lightly together once, twice, three times before, with moans of pure surrender, their mouths slanted together and they abandoned themselves to the desire that swirled between them.
They stumbled to the couch on the far side of the trailer, and Grace laughed against Veronica’s lips as she was pulled down onto her lap. That laugh turned into a groan when the seam of her jeans rubbed with devastating precision against Veronica’s fly, and then she forgot about everything but the silken glide of Veronica’s lips and tongue as long fingers threaded into her hair and pulled her closer.
She marveled at the force of Veronica’s pulse pounding beneath her fingertips as she arched into her and the breathy cry that tumbled from Veronica’s lips when she sucked lightly on her tongue. Time lost all meaning as she lost herself in the intoxicating symphony of Veronica’s pleasure, and by the time their kisses eventually slowed, she was absolutely drunk on it all. She pressed her forehead to Veronica’s as the world tipped and spun around her, and stroked the backs of her nails up the sides of her throat to marvel at the way Veronica’s pulse beat heavily against her fingertips.
“I love you,” she swore.
“I love you,” Veronica replied just as ardently. She lifted her chin to brush a smile of a kiss over Grace’s lips. “We should get out of here.”
Grace hummed as she chased after her lips. She’d agree to anything Veronica wanted so long as she got to hold her close like this. “Okay.”
Veronica laughed softly. “Do you want to let Cass know I’m giving you a ride?”
Grace smiled. “Are you?”
“If you think I’m letting you out of my reach any time soon, you’ve gone mad, mo mhuirnín. ”
Grace’s heart squeezed at the warmth that simmered in Veronica’s voice, softening her vowels and blanketing every syllable in an affection so potent it hit her like a drug. She kissed her sweetly after she’d sent the text, and wasn’t terribly surprised when her phone buzzed almost immediately with a response.
“What’d she say?” Veronica asked as she nuzzled Grace’s throat.
Grace struggled to focus on her phone as Veronica’s lips brushed lightly over her pulse point. “She, ah…” She groaned at the feeling of Veronica’s tongue painting a thin, feather-soft lick to the same spot she’d just kissed. “Mo anamchara …”
Veronica groaned. “Sorry.”
“No, you’re not.”
“No, I’m really not,” Veronica said as she pulled away with a heavy sigh and arched a brow at Grace’s phone. “But I do also want to know if she has any instructions, so…”
Grace cleared her throat as she looked at the screen. “She said to sit tight for half an hour, and she’ll have Jordan and the boys from the security team out to run interference.”
“Half an hour?” Veronica’s eyes danced. “But that’s so long,” she deadpanned, her face a gorgeous mask of playful confusion as she slid her right hand up Grace’s spine to tangle in her hair. “What ever shall we do to pass the time?”
Grace grinned and gave Cassie’s message a thumbs up before tossing her phone onto the small coffee table behind her. She curled a hand around Veronica’s neck, and her gaze dropped to Veronica’s lips as she leaned in closer. “Oh, I’m sure we’ll be able to think of something …”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Veronica rolled her eyes at Colin as he groaned loudly through the end of an overly dramatic yawn. “Oh, stop. It’s not that early,” she chastised as she turned into a small parking lot that overlooked the 101 Freeway just south of Santa Barbara.
“Maybe not now,” Colin muttered, rubbing a hand over his face before scrubbing it through his hair, turning his already riotous bedhead into even more of an unruly mess. “Tell me again why I woke up at the arsecrack of dawn to drive almost two hours to a surf spot when there are a half-dozen breaks that aren’t even half an hour from my house?”
“Because Grace likes this one,” Veronica replied simply. He knew as well as she did that, conditions allowing, Grace preferred to make the drive to Rincon because it was beyond the haunt of the L.A. paparazzi, and, except for a few autograph requests, the locals had always left her alone. She sighed at the and I care, why? look he gave her.
She knew he didn’t really mean it—he just hadn’t yet forgiven Grace. Which, considering he’d been the one who’d held her while she cried her heart out after Grace had left, and then cried harder because it fecking hurt to cry thanks to her broken ribs from that fecking car accident, was more than fair. He’d been the one she’d relied on while trying to piece her broken heart back together. The one she’d leaned on as she’d struggled to rebuild her life around the gaping hole of Grace’s absence. He was her best friend. Her rock. Her brother in everything but blood, and she knew that he’d come around eventually, but she was impatient and didn’t want to wait.
“You care because I do.”
“Aye, I reckon that’s true. For now,” he grumbled as he vaulted out of the car. “Right. Nothing like a dip in the ocean to wake a lad up. Let’s go.”
Veronica shivered as she climbed out of her car into the misty morning fog that enveloped the coast, and tugged at the strings on her hoodie as she surveyed the parking lot. Her heart gave a happy little flutter when she spotted Grace’s blue and white Bronco at the end of the narrow lot closest to the trail that led down to the beach. She’d hoped the four of them could drive up together like they used to, but Cassie had shut the idea down when she mentioned it over dinner late Thursday night after filming, when they’d hatched this particular plan. The cameras that tracked their every step had grown in number over the last week, driven by the renewed speculation about the nature of their relationship, and Cassie had successfully argued that, while the paps might snap a picture or two of them leaving their houses, they’d be less likely to follow if Grace and Veronica weren’t seen driving off together.
It was annoying because they literally drove right past Grace’s house to get here, so it wouldn’t have been hard at all to swing by and pick her and Cassie up, but the subterfuge was a small price to pay to have Grace back in her life. And for as much as she wished Grace would have her team release something so the circus around them would die down a little, she wouldn’t ask her to do it. Grace had more than proven that she wasn’t running away, and lord knows they certainly weren’t hiding.
There was no deception.
No half-truths bordering on lies.
They just were —which was exactly how it should be, except the world, as it always did, wanted more. Demanded everything. Even when it had no right to it.
Hell, especially then.
So if Grace wanted to hold onto this one part of her life for herself, to treat their love like it was the precious gift that it was, she’d deal with the cameras and the speculation and the trashy clickbait articles that had her mother calling her in the middle of the night, so irate over what they were saying that she forgot about the time difference between Dublin and Los Angeles.
Colin stuck his tongue out at her as he stretched his right arm over his head to pull the length of nylon attached to the zipper of his wetsuit that he’d shimmied into while she’d been lost in thought. She flipped him off as she ducked into the back seat to start gathering the thermos of coffee, blanket, and snacks she’d brought to tide her and Cassie over while Grace and Colin were on the water.
Once he’d retrieved his board from the roof rack, they made their way side-by-side to the trail down to the beach. Her gaze swept over the water as Colin knelt to velcro his leash to his ankle, but she couldn’t pick Grace out of the two dozen or so wetsuit-clad surfers floating in the lineup off the point.
She caught his arm before he headed out and leveled him with a look that was at once stern and pleading. “Promise me you’ll behave. She wants to try to make things right.”
His glib, “I’ll return the lass in one piece, don’t worry,” wasn’t particularly reassuring.
“Colin…”
“I won’t make a scene,” he promised more seriously. “I wouldn’t do that to you.” He pulled a face, looking like it physically pained him to say it, as he added, “Either of you.” He ran his free hand roughly through his hair and shook his head. “Feck, the things I do for love,” he muttered as he left her on the beach to jog into the water.
Once he’d hopped onto his board and begun paddling out, Veronica turned her attention to the narrow strip of packed sand that separated the enclave of million-dollar houses clustered on the point from the water. At just before seven, the beach was otherwise empty except for a lone woman sitting beneath a blanket toward the end of the point where sand turned into rocks, and she hefted her bag higher onto her shoulder as she headed toward her.
The spot Cassie had chosen provided the best view of the surfers bobbing about on their boards as they waited for the next set to roll in and was, serendipitously, far enough from the trail that they’d be unrecognizable to the naked eye. Veronica smiled when she finally spotted Grace, and her heart fluttered at the small, almost shy wave Grace gave her when she noticed her. That happy feeling faded by a fraction a moment later as she watched Colin coast to a stop beside Grace and pull up to sit astride his board.
She shouldn’t have been surprised that Cassie had noticed the way Grace had waved to her, but she still startled at the redhead’s dry, “Sit your lovesick ass down and gimme my coffee. It’s colder than a witch’s tit out here.”
Veronica chuckled and set her bag down next to her so she could spread out her blanket. “It’s not that bad.”
Cassie gave her a look that said she was wrong as she dug into the bag. Her pretend ire faded into joy, however, when she pulled out the half-gallon Yeti thermos and two smaller, insulated cups Veronica had packed. “Oh, I love you.”
“I’m flattered, darlin’, but I’m taken,” Veronica joked as she sat next to her.
“I was talking to the coffee,” Cassie retorted as she unscrewed the cap and carefully filled the cups.
“Ah, well then…” Veronica smirked as she pulled the canvas bag out of Cassie’s reach. “I guess I’ll have to enjoy the danish I brought on my own.”
Cassie laughed and lunged after the bag. “Um, no. You will absolutely be sharing.” She hummed as she pulled out a zip-top baggie with four large strawberry and cream cheese danish and set it on the sand between them. Her gaze drifted to the water, and she arched a brow as she flicked a hand at Grace and Colin. “Neither of them is crying yet, so I guess that’s a win?”
Veronica sighed as she looked out at the pair. She wished she could just wave a wand and smooth things over between them, but this was something they needed to sort out on their own. “He promised that he won’t make a scene.”
“Well,” Cassie sighed as she pulled the baggie open with a hushed zipping sound of plastic teeth releasing and reached for a pastry, “I guess that’s the best we can ask for, huh?”
 



 
Grace rubbed her hands over her thighs as she warily watched Colin stop beside her. His expression was perfectly neutral, but the tension in his jaw and the unmistakable steeliness in his gray eyes told her this conversation wasn’t going to be a walk in the park.
Or the ocean, as the case may be.
Which was a little disappointing because, despite the paparazzi hounding her every move and the tabloids that insisted on trying to spin the most wonderful part of her life into something sleazy, the last week had been everything she’d ever dreamt of. Not being on a film set, necessarily—though she was surprised by how much she enjoyed the way the project challenged her—but because she had Veronica in her life, and in her arms, again.
They spent more of their downtime between takes making out in one of their trailers than they did studying lines, but she cherished the quieter moments, too. Like when Veronica would hook their fingers together as they walked to set. Or the way she’d smile at her over her salad at lunch. And especially the way Veronica insisted on driving her home every night, even though it added at least an hour to her already long day.
The way Veronica held her like she was something precious when they lingered at her door after sharing a late dinner, trading slow, soft kisses that spoke to a gentler longing that simmered beneath the inescapable desire that blazed between them.
“Rumor had it that I’d see ye out here,” Colin greeted dryly as he sat astride his board.
Not sure how to respond, but grateful that he was being civil when she deserved every angry, callous, hurtful thing he could think to hurl her way, Grace forced a small smile.
“Aye, that about sums it up,” he muttered, his lips quirking almost sadly as his gaze drifted out to the horizon.
Grace let her smile fall as her eyes dropped to watch the way the blue-black water rippled around his legs as he kicked his feet lightly beneath the surface, clearly content to leave the first move to her. Which, she had to admit, was fair.
She raked her lower lip between her teeth as the backs of her eyes stung with tears. They had been friends, once upon a time, before she’d gone and fucked everything up. She needed to fix this. “I’m sorry.” When he hummed and nodded to show he was listening, she continued, “I know I fucked up, but I swear to you that I’m not going to do it again.”
Colin’s jaw flexed, and he kept his eyes on the horizon as he responded, “D’you know what it’s like to have your best friend, who’s only just been released from the hospital after being run off the bloody road by arseholes trying to take pictures of her and her top-secret girlfriend, sobbing her eyes out because that girl broke her goddamn heart and you can’t even hug her properly because you fecking know that the pressure on her bloody ribs when you do will hurt her even fecking more?”
Grace’s heart lodged itself in her throat as she shook her head. “No,” she rasped.
“Once I got her to lay down in bed, she didn’t leave it for a week. I couldn’t get her to eat. Could barely get her to drink anything. She was a fecking shell.” His throat bobbed as he looked at her, and Grace sucked in a sharp breath at the tears that glistened in his eyes. “You did that.”
“I know.”
His jaw worked, and he opened his mouth but shut it without saying anything. When he did finally speak, she wished he hadn’t, because the pain in his voice was like a knife to the gut. “You broke her.”
“I know. She told me.” Grace let the tears building in her eyes spill freely down her cheeks. “I broke everything that day. Her. Us… Myself,” she whispered. She wasn’t trying to diminish Veronica’s pain, but she needed him to know that Veronica’s wasn’t the only heart she shattered that day.
She wasn’t sure how she expected him to respond. Malicious laughter, maybe. Likely followed by a string of well-deserved, creative Irish curses. Instead, his posture relaxed and his expression softened, the fight and the anger that had been sparking in his eyes flickering as he bumped her with his knee. “I know.” He chuckled when she gaped at him. “Cass and I may have kept in touch,” he explained with a small shrug.
Grace blinked at him. She’d known Cassie had tried to keep in touch with Veronica for a little while after everything, but had no idea that she’d done it with Colin, as well. “She never said…”
“Yeah, well, I never told V either, so…” His cheeks puffed with a breath, and he shook his head as he blew it out roughly. “It’s hard watching your best friend have to hide the love of her life, but it’s even harder watching her try to put herself back together when that love is ripped away…” His steely gaze was absolutely piercing as he flicked a hand toward where Cassie and Veronica sat huddled up together on the beach. “Watching her go through the motions of living, pretending to be happy, when you can see in her eyes that it’s slowly killing her.”
Grace gritted her teeth as her stomach twisted painfully. She knew Cassie had been worried about her, but she hadn’t realized just how much. “Oh…”
“Aye. Oh.” His expression transformed into something like resigned acceptance as his attention once again drifted to the horizon, where the next set of waves was beginning to take shape. “It’s quite something to see her come back to life, though.”
Grace’s throat tightened with emotion. “Colin…”
“If you pull that shite again,” he said, his voice thick with emotion, “I will fecking end you.”
“I’d let you.”
“I’m serious.”
“I am, too.” Grace’s heart squeezed at the hint of a smile that tugged at the corner of his mouth. “I love her, Colin. I’m not hiding it this time. And I’m not stupid enough to let her go again. She’s…” Her voice trailed off as she looked over to where Veronica and Cassie were sitting beneath a blanket, heads tipped together as they watched her and Colin. “She’s everything. I will watch the world burn before I ever do anything to hurt her. Hell, I’ll light the match myself.” She licked her lips as she looked back at him, and wasn’t surprised to find he was watching her. “Thank you for taking care of her.”
“Don’t make me do it again.”
“I won’t. I promise,” she swore as the first wave of the set rolled under them. She didn’t blink as he held her gaze, searching for any hint of a lie.
After a long moment, a boyish smile tipped his lips as he inclined his head toward the remainder of the set that was stacking up between them and the horizon. “Good. Now let’s catch some fecking waves, yeah?”
“Sounds perfect.” She laughed when he splashed her as they started to paddle toward the break. She caught his eye as they spun toward shore once they were in position. “Hey, Colin…” she began, knowing that there was one more apology she needed to make. When he looked at her with an arched brow, she said, “I’m sorry I hurt you, too.”
His eyes crinkled as he tipped his head in a short nod. “If you really mean it, you’ll let me have this wave,” he said, the warmth in his tone telling her that he accepted her apology.
She laughed and pulled up to sit so that she’d bob right over the crest. “It’s all yours.”
 



 
“Looks like they’re heading in.”
Veronica’s stomach gave a happy little jump, and she checked the time on her eReader before flipping the cover closed. Close to two hours had passed since Grace and Colin had started actually surfing instead of simply letting the waves roll by as they talked. Warmth bloomed in her chest as she watched the pair bouncing up and down on their boards next to each other as they rode the washed-out remnants of a wave into shore with wide, matching grins. She knew better than to hope things between them would be fully back to normal, but was heartened to see that they were on their way. “They stayed out longer than I thought they would.”
Cassie hummed in agreement as she pushed to stand. “I’m glad I don’t have to kick his ass.”
“I am, too,” Veronica chuckled as she started collecting their things. As was the case whenever Grace was nearby, her attention didn’t stray from her for long, and she bit her lip as she watched Grace effortlessly slip off her board and gather it under her right arm as she waded out of the water. “Damn,” she whispered appreciatively as her gaze lingered on the way the black neoprene of Grace’s wetsuit clung to every one of her curves. Wetsuits shouldn’t be sexy, but…
Cassie snorted and threw a rather sharp elbow into her side. “Down, girl.”
“I’m not—”
“Ogling your girlfriend and thinking decidedly impure thoughts?”
Veronica blushed. “I’m…”
“Fucking adorable,” Cassie sniggered as she crammed her towel into her large open tote. She slung it over her shoulder as she hooked her left arm through Veronica’s right. “Come on, Romeo.”
Grace and Colin had just finished looping their leashes around the back end of their boards by the time they reached them. Veronica nodded when Cassie squeezed her arm once before letting to take the lead as they made their way back up to the parking lot. She smiled at Grace as long, saltwater-damp fingers slid over her wrist to take her hand, and threw a silent thank you look at Colin as he fell back to take up the rear of their little formation.
She appreciated the gesture—not just because it gave her and Grace a measure of privacy, but because it also put him in a position to run interference if anyone happened upon them from behind—but what she was really grateful for was that he’d made the effort to fix things with Grace. The dorky, exaggerated wink he gave her said he understood, and she chuckled when he pointed at their joined hands and waggled his eyebrows.
She squeezed Grace’s hand as she turned to focus on where they were going and, in a voice low enough to stay between them, asked, “How’d it go?”
Grace hummed thoughtfully. “It was…” Her voice trailed off in a way that said she wasn’t upset so much as trying to figure out the best way to summarize her feelings on the matter. “Good,” she finally decided. Her lips quirked with a smile as she nodded and repeated, “It was good.”
Veronica breathed a little easier. She’d thought as much, from what she could see, but it was still reassuring to hear. “He wasn’t too mean?”
“No, love.” Grace tucked their joined hands behind Veronica’s back so that their arms were wrapped around her waist. “He wasn’t mean.”
Despite Grace’s many reassurances that she was serious about wanting her, wanting them, Veronica’s heart still leapt at the very public display of affection. A handhold could be explained away or easily hidden, but this was familiar and casually possessive, and there was no containing the smile that crinkled her cheeks as she leaned into her side. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah.” Grace rubbed the back of her thumb over Veronica’s side and tipped her head to rest against hers, giving them yet another point of connection. “He was honestly much nicer than I would have been if our positions were reversed.”
“Good.” Veronica turned her head to brush a quick kiss over Grace’s cheek. “I love you.”
She rolled her eyes when Colin sing-songed, “I can see you,” from behind them and flipped him off over her shoulder.
Cassie didn’t slow her pace or even glance over her shoulder as she called, “Yeah, it definitely takes some getting used to.”
“They’re cute, though,” Colin replied loudly.
Veronica laughed. “We are right here, you know.”
That did prompt Cassie to look back at them just long enough to blow them a kiss. “We know. Calling you out like that would’ve been a waste, otherwise.”
Veronica was about to sass her back, but Grace beat her to it. “Is that a challenge?”
Cassie cackled and threw a do whatever you want wave over her shoulder at them. “Go for it.”
“Please don’t,” Colin pleaded in a playfully panicked voice. “I don’t want to be scarred for life.”
That made Cassie laugh harder. “Like the time we were all on vacation in Greece, and we finished that bike tour they didn’t want to go on and came home to find them on the patio, totally bare-assed and fucking like bunnies?”
Veronica’s toe caught on a half-buried rock, and she stumbled. “Oh my god, Cass! Can we not?”
“Aye, I’d rather not remember that, myself,” Colin grumbled laughingly. Veronica didn’t need to look at him to know he’d shuddered dramatically. It’d taken them close to a fortnight to even be able to look each other in the eye after that one.
Veronica looked over at Grace as she squeezed her hand, and her stomach tightened at the playful twinkle that glinted in Grace’s eyes.
“To be fair,” Grace said, her voice silky-smooth in a way that made Veronica clench, “V was the only one totally bare-assed. I was wearing—”
Cheeks already burning, Veronica used her hold on Grace’s hand and their proximity to shut her up with a kiss. It was more of a hard press of lips than a caress, but her pulse still quickened at the feeling of Grace’s lips curving into a smile beneath hers in the brief moment they were touching before she pulled away. “That’s not helping,” she muttered.
“Mm, I beg to differ,” Grace mused as she pulled her more fully into her side and kissed her sweetly. “I’d say it’s helping quite a bit.”
“Bloody hell,” Colin grumbled laughingly. “Keep it in your pants!”
“Okay, while I am usually all for torturing Colin,” Cassie called, and there was no mistaking the protective edge that had replaced her previously teasing tone, “can you two please just save it until we get back to the house? We’re like twenty yards from the parking lot.”
Veronica sighed as Grace broke away with an apologetic look. They both understood Cassie’s unspoken message—we don’t know who’s up there . She didn’t resist when Grace let their hands fall from behind her back, and though she missed the warmth of Grace’s arm around her waist, the loss was softened by the way Grace very pointedly kept hold of her hand.
Still, they all breathed a little easier when they emerged to find that the parking lot was empty.
Veronica smiled at Grace’s huffed, “Oh, thank fuck,” as she dragged her toward the Bronco that was backed into a space surrounded by small banana plants, palms, and various shrubbery that would give them plenty of privacy when they swung open the rear hatch. She laughed at the way Grace, in her rush to escape Colin and Cassie’s too-knowing view, all but hurled her board onto the padded bolsters velcroed to the roof racks.
She resisted Grace’s pull just long enough to dig her key from the pocket of her shorts to toss it to Colin. “Why don’t you and Cass drive back together.”
He caught the fob with a smirk and tapped it to his temple in a little salute before turning to wink at Cassie. “Looks like it’s you and me, beautiful.”
“Gee, I am totally shocked that we’re being ditched,” Cassie deadpanned, blowing a kiss at Grace as she pulled the key to Grace’s car from her bag and tossed it to her.
“Go away, Cassandra,” Grace directed playfully as she hauled Veronica toward the back of the Bronco.
Veronica whimpered when, the moment they were sequestered between baby blue steel and lush, green foliage, Grace pressed her back against the car and captured her lips in a slow, deep kiss. She dropped her bag from her shoulder and grabbed Grace’s waist to draw her in close, but quickly reversed the decision and pressed her away when the water from Grace’s wetsuit seeped through her t-shirt. “You’re getting me wet,” she murmured against Grace’s lips.
“Me too, baby,” Grace purred as she braced her right forearm against the back window and chased after her lips.
Veronica laughed and pressed against her hips even as she tipped her head forward to kiss Grace. “Lose the wetsuit.”

Grace huffed and reached behind herself to grab the ribbon attached to her zipper and tug it down. Her eyes shone with equal parts intent and playful challenge as she peeled her arms from their sleeves and then bent just enough to work the clinging neoprene over her hips and down her thighs until she was able to pull it the rest of the way off by standing on the bit by her feet and pulling her legs free with a series of stationary high-steps that had her thighs flexing enticingly.
She propped her hands on her hips and hiked a brow as she kicked the wetsuit aside. “Better?”
Veronica licked her lips as her gaze dipped to appreciate the view. Grace’s long legs were as delectable as ever, but it was the skimpy, claret red bikini bottoms that clung dangerously low on her hips that made her mouth go dry. She licked her lips as she lifted her gaze over the royal blue rash guard that hugged Grace’s torso like a second skin, and a whimper caught in her throat when she saw the way Grace’s nipples strained against the top. All that to say, it was a particularly compelling view, but it wasn’t necessarily a drier one, and she arched a brow at Grace as she plucked the hem of her rash guard. “Not quite.”
“Oh?” Grace chuckled. “You want that off, too?”
“Mm.” Veronica nodded. “I want it all off.” She smiled at the way Grace’s chest lifted and stalled with her breath that audibly hitched, and had her own stolen by the desire she found darkening Grace’s eyes when she met her gaze. “Mo mhuirnín… ”
Grace’s throat bobbed as she looked left and right to make sure they were truly hidden, and then she arched a brow as she stepped closer and slowly lifted her arms over her head. “You do it.”
“Feck,” Veronica exhaled as she reached for her.
Undressing Grace like this was a dangerous game, but after a week of increasingly heated make-out sessions that left her in desperate need of a cold shower, it was one she couldn’t resist playing. Her pulse beat heavily in the base of her throat as she caressed the curve of skin where Grace’s bikini bottoms clung to her arse, and she leaned in to kiss her as she toyed with the ends of the bows that dangled temptingly at her hips. One little tug was all it’d take to bare Grace to her, but she restrained herself to slipping a finger beneath the center of each bow and pulling against them before grabbing hold of the hem of Grace’s rash guard. Her throat tightened when she lifted the shirt enough to reveal a bikini top that just barely had enough fabric to keep Grace decent, and her pulse thundered in her ears as she worked it over Grace’s head to strip her of it completely.
“Christ, Grace,” she exhaled as she dropped the rash guard to the ground at their feet. A moan caught in her throat as she pulled Grace into her, no longer caring about the state of her clothes as she captured Grace’s lips in an absolutely searing kiss. A wave of arousal settled between her thighs as she caressed Grace’s sides, and her eyes rolled back in her head at the way Grace melted into her with a positively wrecked moan when she palmed her breasts. They’d done a little light touching over each other’s clothes over the last few days while making out, but Grace may as well have been topless for how little her bikini covered, and Veronica’s head swam at the way Grace’s fingers tangled in her hair as she pressed into her hands.
Veronica groaned at the feeling of Grace’s nipples straining against her palms, and licked at the roof of Grace’s mouth as she dropped her thumbs to tease the stiff buds. The bikini was so flimsy that she could actually feel the pebbling of her nipples through the fabric. She was about to tug it aside to get to Grace’s nipples without the barrier when Grace broke away with a yelp and flattened her body against hers.
It was instinct to wrap her arms around Grace and hold her even as she struggled to understand what had happened.
Understanding dawned a split-second later at the sound of Cassie cackling mischievously. “I’d say hands were I can see them, but I could see them, and that was a major part of the problem.”
“Doesn’t mean you had to slap me on the ass,” Grace grumbled as she buried her face in Veronica’s hair.
Veronica shivered at the feeling of Grace’s lips brushing against her ear, and smoothed her hands over her back comfortingly as she arched a brow at Cassie over her shoulder. Even though she knew she should be protecting Grace’s dignity, she couldn’t help but chuckle at the entirely unrepentant smirk Cassie shot her in return. “Hands to yourself, Michaels. I’m the only one who gets to slap her arse.”
Grace groaned and pressed closer. “That is really not helping, V.”
Cassie laughed. “Then get the hornball”—she jabbed a finger at Grace—“changed so we can get you two somewhere a little more private.” She spun on her heel and circled her hand over her head in a get-moving motion. “If you’re not in the car in five, I’m sending the boy over to break you up.”
Veronica smiled when Grace whined and slumped against her in protest. “C’mon, mo mhuirnín .” She reached down to give her behind a playful squeeze. “Let’s go home.”
 



 
“Hands off, you grubby little leprechaun!” Cassie laughed as she wielded her fork like a sword and batted Colin’s away from the fat slice of chocolate cake on her plate. “It’s mine.”
Grace looked up from the guitar she’d been idly strumming, not really playing anything in particular, just letting her fingers dance over the strings as half-formed lyrics bounced around her head. She sniggered at the exaggerated look of offense that twisted Colin’s expression as he gaped at Cassie.
“Grubby little leprechaun?” he echoed, his accent more pronounced than it’d been all day. Living in Los Angeles for so many years had smoothed a lot of the Dubliner from his speech, much like it had Veronica’s, but, like Veronica, it emerged when his emotions ran high. Or, in cases like this, where he was clearly playing it up. “Is that any way to treat a guest?”
Cassie rolled her eyes. “You’re not a guest any more than I am,” she retorted as she sectioned off a gigantic bite of cake and tauntingly held his gaze as she forked it into her mouth.
Colin lunged for the plate just as her lips closed around the silverware, and barked out a laugh when Cassie deftly pulled it out of his reach. “Don’t be fecking rude!”
Grace smiled as she watched Veronica laugh as she set the cans of sparkling water Cassie had conned her into fetching on the ground between Cassie and Colin’s chairs that they’d pulled up to the tiled, natural gas fire pit at the edge of the patio overlooking the ocean.
“Bloody hell,” Veronica chided, bopping both of them on the back of the head before scampering away. “Are you two really still at it?”
Grace giggled and scooted forward so Veronica could climb back into the spot behind her on the outdoor sofa they’d been sharing ever since they’d all finished dinner a few hours ago. She glanced over her shoulder at her and shared, “They are.”
Colin scoffed and threw an accusing hand toward Cassie. “The lass isn’t sharing!”
“The lass isn’t sharing,” Cassie mocked in a rather impressive impersonation as she wrapped her arms around her plate like a dragon protecting its horde.
Grace set her guitar aside and sighed happily at the feeling of Veronica’s hands sliding around her waist. She smoothed her hands over Veronica’s forearms as she melted back into her. “I like this,” she whispered.
“Mm, I’m quite a fan, as well,” Veronica murmured. “You know I don’t mind if you keep playing, right?”
“I know. But I’d rather just be held by you.”
“Well, I’m not going to complain about that.” Veronica chuckled when Cassie loudly groaned, “Fine, I’ll fecking share—but you only get half!” and brushed a kiss over Grace’s cheek. “Aren’t you glad you invited him to stay and hang out?”
Grace smiled and lifted her right hand from Veronica’s to thread her fingers through Veronica’s thick, dark locks as she turned her head to kiss her properly. “I am, actually. I missed this.”
“I did, too,” Veronica whispered. Her lips quirked with a smile as she teased her fingertips beneath the hem of Grace’s tee. “Especially this.”
Grace’s abs twitched at the first brush of Veronica’s fingers against her skin, and she licked her lips as she used her hold on Veronica’s hair to pull her in for another kiss. A quiet moan caught in her throat at the first brush of Veronica’s tongue against her lips, and she pulled her hand from Veronica’s hair to tenderly cradle her jaw as she opened to her. They’d only been able to steal a moment or two for themselves all day, and she was genuinely tired of trying to keep her hands to herself.
She turned in Veronica’s arms to make it easier to kiss her, and her eyes rolled back in her head as her nipples tightened when Veronica’s plump lips enveloped her tongue. She squirmed as her clit twitched needfully when Veronica sucked against her tongue, and tore her mouth away with a gasp. “My god, V.”
Veronica’s voice was a low, pleased purr as she lightly scratched her stomach. “You like that?”
Grace nodded and closed the distance between them once more. She squeezed her thighs together as Veronica’s tongue dipped into her mouth to take control of the kiss, and angled her head to take her even deeper. Her dreams had been becoming increasingly focused on the magic Veronica’s mouth was capable of, and a wave of arousal flooded her panties as Veronica’s right hand dropped to grab her ass, squeezing firmly as their tongues deftly danced and swirled together. She dragged her hand along Veronica’s jaw, holding her close as they traded one long, deep kiss after another that made her toes curl, and whimpered when the need for a proper breath forced her to pull away.
“Feck,” Veronica groaned. “You’re so—”
“You guys remember that we’re still here, right?” Cassie’s amused voice rang out.
“Like, we can totally see your hand on her arse, V,” Colin added unhelpfully.
“Yeah? Can you see this?” Grace retorted as she flipped them off over her shoulder.
Colin laughed. “Aye.”
“Clear as day,” Cassie confirmed.
Grace giggled when Veronica muttered, “Can you please not encourage them?”
“Not that you aren’t nauseatingly adorable and everything,” Colin said, “but it’s getting late, and I’ve got an early call tomorrow. V, are you about ready to head out?”
Grace’s heart sank at the feeling of Veronica’s hand sliding back to her hip. She wasn’t ready to let the day end. She closed her eyes as she rested her forehead against Veronica’s. “Stay. He can take your car, and you can ride to the studio with me in the morning,” she offered. Her pulse stuttered at the way Veronica’s breath caught delicately, and she caressed the corner of her mouth with her thumb as she chased after her lips, desperate to taste the sweetness of her longing. “I don’t want you to go.”
“I don’t want to, either,” Veronica whispered. She drew a deep breath and let it go slowly. “But I know that if I stay,” she said, a tenor of resolve creeping into her voice that made Grace want to cry, “we’re not going to be able to keep our hands to ourselves, and we have an early call, too.” Her lips were as soft as rose petals as she turned her head to kiss the pad of Grace’s thumb. “I don’t want our first time to be rushed, mo mhuirnín . I want you to take your time with me.” Her eyes caught and reflected the flickering firelight like the facets of a gemstone as she rubbed her cheek against Grace’s palm. “And I want to do the same with you.”
Grace exhaled roughly as her stomach clenched. “Fuck…”
Veronica smiled. “We’ll get to that too, I’m sure,” she murmured, her voice smoky and smooth like finely aged whiskey. “Is that okay?”
“Of course. That’s more than okay.” Grace caressed Veronica’s cheek. “I love you.”
“Love you,” Veronica husked ardently.
“And we love you, you horny little assholes,” Cassie declared in a syrupy-sweet voice. “But, for real. Am I calling him a car, or what?”
Grace sighed and stole one last kiss before forcing herself to pull away from Veronica. “No, you don’t need to call him a car,” she said as she climbed off the sofa.
“Really?” Cassie and Colin squeaked in perfect unison.
“Oh, sod off, the both of you,” Veronica chuckled as she also got to her feet.
Grace looked over at Veronica as she took her hand, and smiled as she laced their fingers together. “We’ll need to do this again soon,” she said as they all started for the house.
“We already have plans to watch F1 next weekend, but y’all are welcome to join,” Cassie shared.
“Yeah, no,” Veronica said as she wrapped their hands behind her back like she’d done to her at the beach earlier. “I reckon we’re gonna pass on that.”
Cassie batted her lashes innocently. “But what’s more fun than watching F1?”
Veronica chuckled. “D’you really want me to answer that?”
A slow, wholly mischievous smirk quirked Cassie’s lips. “Do you really want to tell me?”
Grace laughed and aimed a kick at Cassie’s behind. “No, she doesn’t.”
“Ugh, you’re no fun,” Cassie grumbled playfully. She caught Colin’s eye and gestured toward the kitchen as they made their way through the french doors. “Help me clean these up real quick?”
Grace’s heart squeezed at the way Colin smiled at her and Veronica as he nodded. “Aye.” He inclined his head toward the front door. “You two go ahead. We’ll catch up.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“And, cut! Print it!” Kristin yelled. That command was followed quickly by the director calling, “Grace and Veronica, sit tight!”
Veronica smiled at Grace as they both relaxed back against the generic coffee shop booth they’d been sitting at for the scene. Her smile faded into surprised confusion when, a moment later, the First AD hollered, “That’s a wrap for today, guys!”
She shared a look with Grace. Kristin asking them to stay where they were after a take wasn’t unusual, but she swore it was still barely midday. She pulled her phone out from under her leg where she’d hidden it to check the time, and hummed under her breath when she saw she was right. “It’s not even lunch.”
Grace’s brow furrowed. “Why are we wrapping for the day?”
Veronica shrugged and tossed back what was left of the coffee from her last refill. “Feck if I know. But I reckon we’ll find out soon enough.”
Granted, she wasn’t going to complain about a half-day. Between the shooting schedule, the inevitable adjustments to the script, and spending time with Grace, she was running on roughly four hours of sleep half the time. Plus, she’d slept like shite last night. Actually, that was probably giving her attempt to rest too much credit because her mind had been too busy cycling through her memories of the day on a loop to allow her to drift off, and the best she’d managed was to fall in and out of a light doze. She had tortured herself with memories of Grace looking athletic and resplendent in her wetsuit as she glided along the waves; the feeling of Grace’s nipples straining against her hands, and the heavenly feeling of Grace whimpering against her tongue when she’d pushed her up against the car and kissed her; the warmth of Grace’s body relaxed against hers by the fire; the fragile longing that’d etched itself in Grace’s voice when she’d asked her to stay.
The disappointment that had dulled her beautiful blue eyes when she’d said no.
At the time, it had seemed like the right decision. They were hovering on the precipice of that next step, and she really didn’t want to feel like they were on any kind of a clock when they finally took it. But as the hours ticked past with nothing to keep her company except her spiraling thoughts and the shadows on the ceiling, she wished she’d taken Grace by the hand and dragged her upstairs instead of kissing her goodbye.
She jumped at the feeling of Grace’s foot sliding along the back of her calf, and smiled sheepishly as she refocused on her. “Sorry.”
Grace inclined her head. “You okay?” Her brow pinched ever so slightly. “You’ve seemed a little…off, today.”
Veronica nodded. “I’m fine,” she promised. “Just had a hard time falling asleep.” That didn’t ease the worry that pulled at Grace’s lips, so she smiled and reached across the table to take her hands. “I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”
Grace smiled prettily. “Yeah?”
She rubbed her thumbs over the sides of Grace’s hands. “I was an idiot. I wish—” She cut herself off and pulled her hands from Grace’s when she spotted Kristin approaching in her periphery. “Is everything okay?” she asked the director by way of a greeting.
Kristin nodded. “Yeah. Tiff is still recovering from the flu that her kid gave her last Friday, so we’re just going to take the rest of the day to try to catch up on some production stuff since you two knocking your scenes out so quickly has us ahead of schedule anyway.” She glanced over her shoulder at where Yasmine and other members of the team were huddled around a monitor. “Sides for tomorrow will be sent out later,” she said as she looked back at them, “but I can tell you now that you guys don’t have anything. We needed to shoot this one today because the extras were already scheduled, but because you were here Saturday night for that exterior shot, I’m giving you the day you should’ve had to rest.”
“That’s…” Grace blinked at Kristin.

Unexpected. Incredible. A fecking gift. “Bloody brilliant,” Veronica finished for her. She grinned at Kristin. “I knew you were my favorite director for a reason!”
“You’re just saying that because I’m giving you like, a day and a half off.”
“Well, yeah.” Veronica laughed and slid out of the booth. “But it doesn’t make it any less true.”
“I’ll take what I can get,” Kristin chuckled. She inclined her head toward the exit. “Get out of here, you two. Enjoy the break. We’ve got a little over a week left here, and once we get on location with the full cast, days off are going to be a rare treat.”
Veronica nodded as she watched Grace slide out of the booth. Her pulse stuttered at the way Grace’s eyes held hers as long fingers slid over her palm before lacing with her own. “We, ah— We will.”
Kristin smiled. “Good.” She tapped two fingers to her forehead in a little salute before turning on her heel to leave with a thoroughly amused, “See you Wednesday!”
Veronica squeezed Grace’s hand and led her toward the exit, determined to take advantage of the gift they’d been given to make up for her staggering bout of stupidity last night. She breathed a sigh of relief when they exited the soundstage to find the alleyway otherwise deserted, and let go of Grace’s hand to pull her into her arms.
“Come home with me,” she whispered against her lips.
Her heart leapt as Grace’s free hand tangled in the collar of her shirt to tug her closer as she whimpered, “God, yes,” and her eyes drifted shut as Grace swayed into her, searching for her lips.
The first brush of Grace’s lips against hers sent a bolt of pure electricity ricocheting through her body, and she groaned as she surged forward, desperate for more. She smiled at the sound of Grace’s soft, delighted laughter as she opened her mouth to invite her deeper.
“Mm, somebody’s eager,” Grace teased softly as she wrapped her free hand around the back of Veronica’s neck to hold her in place as their tongues stroked lightly together.
Veronica’s eyes rolled back in her head when Grace nipped at her lower lip as she pulled away, and she flexed her arms around Grace’s waist. “God, I was such a fecking idiot to leave you last night.”
“Mm, you really were.”
Veronica hummed and leaned in to kiss her again. “I’d really like to make up for it now, though.”
Grace whimpered and relaxed her hold on the back of Veronica’s neck. “I’d like that.”
Veronica stole one last kiss before letting her arms fall away. The soft look Grace gave her as she took her hand was the stuff love songs were made of, and she prayed her expression held just as much ardor as she lifted Grace’s hand to brush a tender kiss over her knuckles. The way Grace’s breath hitched suggested it did, and she smiled as she let their hands drop between them.
It was with no small measure of regret that she released Grace’s hand once they reached their trailers, and she rushed through changing back into her regular clothes and scrubbing away the makeup team’s work to get back to her. Grace stepped out of her trailer at the same time she did, and they shared a little laugh as their eyes met.
“We’re ridiculous,” Grace noted, sounding thoroughly pleased as she retook her hand.
“Maybe.” Veronica caressed the side of Grace’s hand with her thumb. “But I think we’ve earned it.”
A shiver tickled the back of her neck at the husk that textured Grace’s voice as she replied, “Hell yeah, we have.”
“Christ, yer gonna be the death of me,” she muttered, picking up her pace to something just below a jog. Grace’s laughter as she easily kept up was the wind at her back as she led her toward the parking ramp. Once they were safely in the car, she asked, “Have you let Cass know about the change in plans?”
Grace shook her head as she pulled out her phone. “Totally didn’t even think about it. I was a little more focused on you.”
Veronica smiled as she shifted into reverse and backed out of the parking space. “I like you focused on me.”
“Then, baby, just you wait until we get home,” Grace purred. She chuckled at the breathy moan Veronica couldn’t quite contain and lifted her phone to her ear. “Figure it’ll be easiest to call.”
Knowing Cassie’s protectiveness and attention to detail, Veronica agreed. “I reckon you’re right on that one.” She tightened her grip on the steering wheel as Grace’s left hand settled high on her thigh, and arched a brow at her as the sound of Grace’s call ringing through filled the silence that surrounded them.
She shook her head when Grace just smirked and slid her hand that little bit higher, and dropped her right hand to hold Grace’s. She didn’t mind the touch—she quite liked it, honestly—but if Grace’s hand traveled any higher, she would probably end up crashing into something, and Cassie really wouldn’t like that.

“Wasn’t expecting to hear from you so early,” Cassie answered on the second ring. “Everything okay? What’s up?”

“Everything’s fine,” Grace assured her. “I just wanted to let you know that I’ll be staying at V’s tonight.”
Veronica pursed her lips against the smile that threatened at Cassie’s answering rumble of suggestive laughter. “I mean, I’m not exactly surprised. You two looked like you were two seconds from dragging each other upstairs last night. But I’m impressed you decided so early in the day to finally fucking go for it.”

Veronica stole a glance at Grace, and pursed her lips against a laugh at the blush that colored Grace’s cheeks as she groaned, “Fucking hell, Cass. Can you— We finished our scene and got released for the day. So we’re—”

“Going to find a release of your own? It’s about damn time.”

This time, Veronica couldn’t stifle the bark of laughter that escaped her. She should’ve expected Cassie’s comment, but it still caught her by surprise. She tipped her head in a small nod of apology at the please don’t encourage her look Grace shot her, and squeezed her hand reassuringly.

“Oh, she’s with you…” Veronica could hear the delight in Cassie’s tone.
Grace picked up on it, too, because she sighed heavily as she confirmed, “We’re in the car driving back to her house.”
Cassie hummed knowingly, but didn’t press the hand she’d been given as she shifted her focus to more practical matters. “Do you need me to bring you a change of clothes or something for the morning?”

“Kristin doesn’t have us scheduled again until Wednesday…” Grace’s voice trailed off, and Veronica could see the speculative look she turned her way in her periphery. “I’ll let you know about that sometime tomorrow.”

“Sounds like a plan,” Cassie agreed easily. “I’d say be good, but I want you to have fun, so just… Hydrate. Stretch. And remember, you’re not twenty-two anymore. It’s okay to take breaks when you need them.”

Grace snorted. “I’m hanging up now.”
Veronica shook her head when Cassie signed off with a laughing, “Byeeeeeeee!” and lifted Grace’s hand from her leg to kiss the back of it. “That went better than it could have,” she noted as she let their hands fall back to her lap.
“It did,” Grace agreed softly. She sighed and dragged the pads of her fingertips along the inside of Veronica’s thigh. “How much longer until we’re home?”
“Touch wood, fifteen minutes.”
Grace’s thumb extended to brush beneath the hem of her shorts as she replied, “Hurry.”
Veronica’s nipples tightened at the hunger in Grace’s voice, and she accelerated through a signal that was definitely already red. “Feck, I’m trying, mo mhuirnín. ”
It was honestly a miracle that she didn’t wreck or get pulled over as she pushed every light that was even remotely questionable. She let go of Grace’s hand as they left the boulevard so she could drive with both hands on the wheel as she took the winding curves that led up the hill to her house at a speed well above what was suggested on the signage.
That dizzying need to hurry, hurry, hurry had her leaving her car in the driveway just outside her front door instead of the garage that was markedly further from her bedroom, but it faded into a luxurious hush as the door closed behind them.
They were alone.
They didn’t need to rush.
Veronica licked her lips as Grace’s arms wound around her neck to pull her close. A golden feeling of rightness took root in her chest as Grace’s lips softened against hers, and she cradled Grace’s hips in her hands as Grace took one, two short steps backward until she’d pinned her against the door. Veronica’s eyes fluttered at the moan that tickled Grace’s throat as she pressed closer, and she echoed the quiet, wanting sound as long fingers wound through her hair to urge her closer.
Her heart beat a slow, heavy rhythm in the base of her throat as she yielded to Grace’s touch. The heat of Grace’s mouth was nearly as devastating as the warmth of her skin when she slipped her hands beneath her shirt. Her thoughts turned to static as her fingertips brushed against the soft satin of Grace’s bra, and a wave of arousal flooded her panties when Grace arched into her hands with a moan that positively trembled with longing.
She peppered Grace’s jaw with a string of wet, open-mouthed kisses as she traced the curve of her breasts with the backs of her fingers, delighting in the high-pitched whines woven within Grace’s heavy breaths. She cradled Grace’s breasts in her hands just as her lips found her ear, and she nipped at the lobe as she dragged her thumbs over her straining nipples.
“You feel so good,” she murmured as she continued to draw her thumbs in broad, heavy stripes back and forth across Grace’s nipples. Her pulse stumbled into a sprint when Grace bucked against her, and she pressed closer, slipping a leg between Grace’s to hold her against the door as she nuzzled and nipped at her ear, teasing her with the play of her lips and her teeth and her breath.
“Oh god,” Grace whined, her fingers tightening in Veronica’s hair as she lifted and tilted her head, offering more skin for Veronica to lavish with attention. “I can’t… I need you, V…”
“Shite, Grace.” Veronica dragged a kiss over the sharp line of Grace’s jaw to nip at her pulse point. She squeezed Grace’s breasts as she rolled her hips forward, and stars flashed behind her eyes when Grace ground down against her thigh with a strangled cry. If they kept this up, they’d be fucking against the door, and she groaned as she just barely resisted the urge to strip Grace and take her where they stood.
They’d waited this long—they could hold off for two more minutes and make it to the bloody bed.
She dropped her hands back to Grace’s waist as she lifted her head to kiss her ear. “Please, mo mhuirnín,” she entreated as she slowly pulled away. She chuckled at the way Grace mewled as her arms fell to her sides limply and her head fell back against the door, but the sound died in her throat when Grace blinked her eyes open to look at her.
Grace was an absolute vision with her flushed cheeks and kiss-swollen lips, but it was her eyes that held Veronica spellbound. Grace’s normally bright eyes were as dark as midnight, with only the thinnest ring of blue visible.
“Feck, you’re gorgeous.” Veronica kissed her softly as she took her hand. “Let me take you to bed?”
Grace’s smile was almost shy as she nodded.
Veronica didn’t dare look back at Grace as she led her across the length of the house to her bedroom, not trusting her resolve to take things as slowly as they deserved to hold up against her need to touch and taste that grew with every step. She breathed a soft sigh of relief as she crossed the threshold to her room at the very end of the hall, and immediately spun to take Grace into her arms.
The feeling of Grace’s lips melting against hers as she sank into her was intoxicating, and she moaned into the kiss as her hands dipped beneath Grace’s shirt again, desperate to feel the softness of her skin.
A broken, plaintive whine caught in her throat when Grace pulled away, but was quickly replaced by an appreciative moan as she watched Grace take her shirt off. She licked her lips as she drank in the sight of Grace standing before her in a pair of off-white shorts and a baby blue demi-cup bra that lifted and cradled her breasts like the treasures they were.
“You are stunning ,” she whispered as she recaptured Grace’s lips in a reverent kiss. She stroked the backs of her fingers along Grace’s ribs as she angled her head to deepen the kiss. She’d never wanted anyone more than she wanted Grace in that moment, and she squeezed her eyes shut against the rising tide of her desire as she took Grace by the hips and walked her slowly back toward the bed.
Veronica forgot how to breathe at the first electric brush of Grace’s fingers against her stomach, and she nodded when Grace gave the hem of her shirt a questioning tug. She felt a pull low in her belly as she watched the way Grace’s eyes dipped to her breasts as the shirt fell to the floor at their feet, and her chest experienced a similar fate at the unmistakable wonder that softened Grace’s expression.
“Please tell me this is real,” Grace murmured as she ran a trembling hand from Veronica’s clavicle to the top of her left breast. “I can’t…” She licked her lips, and Veronica’s heart broke at the tears she found glistening in Grace’s eyes when she lifted them to meet her gaze. “You’re everything I’ve ever wanted.”
Veronica held Grace’s gaze as she reached behind herself to unclasp her bra. “This is real.” She didn’t miss the way Grace’s eyes dipped back to her chest as she shrugged it off, and a tender smile tipped her lips as she took Grace’s hands and guided them to her breasts. “I’m yours.” Her nipples tightened almost painfully as Grace’s hands covered her breasts, lifting and squeezing with a gentle hesitancy that spoke of the weight of their past. She let her hands fall to Grace’s waist as she kissed her softly. “I’ve always been yours, mo mhuirnín. ”
Grace’s breath caught on a fragile inhale, and Veronica caressed her sides as she kissed away the tear that slipped down her cheek.
She wrapped her arms around Grace’s waist and pressed another kiss just below that spot as Grace’s arms looped around her neck and she melted into her with a whimper. Her throat tightened with emotion at the feeling of Grace’s skin against hers, so soft and warm and real , and she held her close as she kissed her again, and then again, and again until she was able to capture Grace’s lips in an impossibly reverent kiss that she prayed conveyed just how much she meant it.
Even when she had tried to move on, she hadn’t allowed herself to forget anything about Grace. The pain of her heartbreak was her constant companion, crippling some days and a spectre that hovered in the background of her consciousness on others. The most she’d ever hoped for was to find a measure of peace within the pain, and she’d managed it at times, but she’d never been able to hold onto it for long.
Every swipe of her hands along Grace’s spine as they traded one long kiss after another pushed that darkness further aside until all that was left was the warm, comforting golden glow of her love.
Their love.
It was as inevitable as it was undeniable that this was where she was meant to be.
They undressed each other slowly between languid kisses, and Veronica clenched at the breathy mewl that tumbled from Grace’s lips when she tugged her back onto the mattress. She nuzzled Grace’s cheek as she settled beside her, and her heart skipped a beat at the feeling of Grace’s legs tangling with her own as she pulled her closer. She teased the seam of Grace’s lips as she caressed her side, bumping over her ribs to lightly circle her breast, and her stomach clenched at the amount of hot, slick arousal that painted her thigh when Grace rocked against her.
“God, Grace,” she murmured against her lips as she rolled on top of her. “You’re fecking soaked. ”
“V…”
Veronica’s hips bucked at the desperation that choked Grace’s voice, and she pressed her forehead against hers as she maneuvered herself into a position where they both had the friction they needed. “You feel so good.” She rolled her hips forward in an exploratory grind. “What do you need, mo mhuirnín?”

Grace groaned and lifted her hips to chase after her. “You,” she gasped, the syllable crashing hotly against Veronica’s lips as she grabbed her hip and pulled her closer. Her other hand wound itself in Veronica’s hair to guide their mouths back together. “I just need you.”
Veronica moaned and captured Grace’s lips in a deep, searing kiss as Grace’s hand drifted from her hip to her arse, and she sank into the warmth of Grace’s skin against hers as she allowed that touch to guide her into motion.
Oh, how she’d missed this.
She let go of Grace’s hip to brace her hand on the mattress beside her as their bodies found that old familiar rhythm that was distinctly theirs. They kissed slowly, deeply as she rocked into her, and she fell to her forearms as she lost herself in the intoxicating feeling of Grace’s tongue swirling with increasing fervor around hers as the fingers on her arse dug in harder, urging her closer, closer, closer as Grace’s hot, slick arousal coated her thigh. Her clit pulsed needfully every time her nipples brushed against Grace’s, and she pressed herself down harder against Grace’s thigh that flexed to meet her every thrust.
It was a dance—a simple, messy, fecking beautiful dance as they moved together, hips driving, bodies rocking, mouths swallowing every gasp and moan and mewl of pleasure, chasing a level of closeness that would forever elude them.
She squeezed her eyes shut against the pleasurable heat of her building release as it spread down her thighs and up toward her chest, and it was all she could do to hold herself off when Grace’s mouth broke away from hers with a strangled, “God, not yet…”
“Mm, yes.” Veronica brushed her lips over Grace’s ear as she encouraged, “Let go for me.” She ground her hips forward firmly. “I will give you as many as you want, mo mhuirnín. ” When Grace just whined and shook her head instead of succumbing, she drove against her even harder. “I’m so close,” she shared, her voice low and rough with the effort it was taking to hold herself back. She pressed her forehead to Grace’s temple as she strained against her. “Come with me, my love.”
“Fuck,” Grace hissed, squeezing her eyes shut as she tipped her head back into the pillow. “V…”
Veronica groaned as her body quaked with a brief, teasing foreshock of her climax at the need that cracked in Grace’s plaintive whine. “God, Grace, please.” She panted against Grace’s ear as the hand on her ass squeezed harder. The promise of release hovered tantalizingly just within her reach, daring her to take it, but she didn’t want to fall without Grace at her side. This time, after all this time, she wanted them to take that leap together. “Please let go for me. I’ll give you—”
Her heart skipped a beat as Grace’s body tensed beneath her with a sharp, keening cry of pleasure, and she buried her face in the crook of her neck as she surrendered to the force of her own orgasm and was swept along after her.
She shifted back to Grace’s side as the waves of her climax faded and a warm feeling of lassitude spread through her body, and couldn’t contain her smile as she kissed Grace softly. “That was…”
“Incredible.” Grace blinked her eyes open, and an awed smile tipped her lips as she lifted a hand to tenderly cradle Veronica’s jaw. “I love you.”
Veronica wrapped her hand around Grace’s hip as she leaned in to kiss her softly. “I love you.” She pressed her forehead to Grace’s as she caressed her side, and let her eyes drift shut as she basked in the warmth of Grace’s body beneath hers and the way their breaths mingled so perfectly in the space between their lips. She lightly traced the curve of Grace’s breast with her fingertips as their lips came together again, her touch as gentle as the kisses they shared. She smiled into the kiss when Grace twitched against her when she brushed over her nipple, and hummed as she captured the bud between her thumb and index finger. She swirled her tongue around Grace’s as she rolled it back and forth against her knuckle, loving the way it stiffened a little more each time.
Grace broke away with a ragged moan. “Fuck, V.”
Veronica sighed as she dragged the tip of her nose along Grace’s jaw to nip at her pulse point. Her heart skipped a beat at the way Grace groaned and writhed beneath her at the sharper touch, and she plucked at Grace’s nipple as she soothed the bite with her tongue.
“God, I love your mouth,” Grace moaned as she tangled her fingers in Veronica’s hair and tipped her head back further, offering more of herself to be devoured.
Veronica shivered at the feeling of Grace’s nails scraping against her scalp as she peppered her throat with kisses and licks and gentle bites, and her eyes rolled back in her head when the hand in her hair tightened to urge her lower.
Her pulse beat a slow, heavy rhythm between her legs as she took her time mapping Grace’s body with her lips and tongue, relearning all the places that made Grace whimper and moan. She licked her lips as she framed Grace’s breasts in her hands, lifting and pushing them together, delighting in the way Grace’s fingers twitched in her hair as she arched into her with a plaintive, breathy little whine.
She’d never seen anything more beautiful in her life.
“You are fecking gorgeous,” she whispered as she dipped her head to take the pebbled, dusky pink bud that she’d been playing with into her mouth. She hummed appreciatively at the way the nub strained against her tongue, and sucked against it firmly, stretching it to its limit and coaxing another sweet cry of pleasure from Grace’s lips as she pulled her head back to let it fall from her lips with a wet pop .
Grace’s trembling “God” was all the encouragement she needed to deliver the same attention to her other nipple, and she clenched with a fresh wave of arousal when Grace pushed against the top of her head with a breathy, “No more teasing. I need you.”
Veronica groaned as she let the nipple she’d been teasing fall from her lips to begin kissing her way lower. She looked up at Grace to watch her face as she trailed a string of wet, open-mouthed kisses down her stomach. She pressed a heavy kiss to Grace’s belly as the scent of Grace’s arousal enveloped her, and her mouth watered as she dragged her hands down the inside of Grace’s thighs to guide her legs apart.
She held stormy blue eyes captive as she settled onto her stomach and hooked her arms under Grace’s legs to pull herself in closer. Her eyes fluttered when Grace scratched at her scalp encouragingly, and she sighed as she brushed a whisper of a kiss over her clit before licking at it lightly, using the tip of her tongue to tease it from its hood.
“Oh, yes,” Grace hissed, rolling her hips entreatingly. “Just like that…”
Veronica dug her fingers into Grace’s thighs to pull them open wider. She rubbed her cheek against the soft skin of Grace’s inner thigh as she drank in the sight of glistening, swollen folds, and breathed in the heady, intoxicating scent of Grace’s need. She nuzzled closer, teasing Grace with her breath, delighting in the way Grace strained against her hands, trying to press against her mouth. “You smell so good.”
Her eyes rolled back in her head when Grace tugged sharply at her hair with a nearly feral whine, and tightened her hold to pull Grace’s arse back onto the bed as she took her clit between her lips and sucked against it. Grace melted beneath her when she rolled her tongue against the sensitive pearl, and she rewarded her submission by caressing her thighs as she dipped lower to run her tongue through the length of her. She moaned at the taste of Grace’s arousal coating her tongue, and pressed inside her ever so briefly before licking higher to swirl her tongue around Grace’s clit.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get enough of you,” she confessed as she leaned in for more.
Grace’s hips twitched as she moaned low in the back of her throat. “I’m very okay with that idea,” she murmured breathlessly.
Veronica smiled. “Yeah?”
Grace huffed a laugh as her legs fell open wider. “Yes, my love. Now, please stop teasing. I’ve been dreaming about having your mouth on me…”
“Feck,” Veronica exhaled shakily. Her heart skipped a beat as Grace’s free hand tangled in her hair as well, and she closed her eyes as she let Grace guide her to where she was needed, more than eager to give her everything she’d ever dreamt of and more.



 
 

 
 
 
 
“I’ve got these.”
Grace shook her head as Veronica took the dirty dinner plates she’d just gathered. “I can do it.”
“I know.” Veronica smiled and tipped her head toward the family room where they’d been cuddled on the couch all afternoon, basking in the afterglow of the last twenty-four hours. They were, unfortunately, not twenty-two anymore, and for as much as they would have liked to spend the entirety of their day off in bed, their bodies had demanded a break after a long night of making love and an equally indulgent, blissful morning. “Go finish what you were doing.”
Grace arched a brow with an unimpressed look, but before she could argue, Veronica’s soft, perfect lips were on hers, sucking lightly before parting them with the tip of her tongue in a way that sent a thrill ricocheting through her belly like a pinball. She whimpered as she chased after Veronica’s lips, suddenly glad to have her hands free as it allowed her to grab her by the hem of her tank and pull her closer. Her body lit up at the first slow, masterful slide of Veronica’s tongue against hers, and she huffed a laugh at the clatter of the plates Veronica had just taken from her being set hastily back down as Veronica pushed her back against the dining room table.
She tipped her head back to keep contact with Veronica’s lips as she settled on the edge, and angled her head to deepen the kiss even further. The quiet groan that bubbled in Veronica’s throat when she spread her legs and tugged her between them was exquisite, and she hummed encouragingly as she slid her hands over Veronica’s hips to caress her ass. She sucked on Veronica’s tongue as she teased her fingers beneath the edges of the hip-hugger briefs that completed her outfit, and nuzzled her lips as she snapped the elastic. “Not wearing pants was a genius idea.”
She grinned at the way Veronica hissed and threaded a hand through her hair as she pressed closer, her breath falling in tempting waves against her lips.
“You think so?” Veronica husked.
Grace reached deeper to grab hold of both cheeks and gave them a firm squeeze. “I really do.”
Veronica groaned. “If you keep this up, you’re never going to finish memorizing your lines for tomorrow.”
That was a good point, but Grace really didn’t care about the script right now. She brushed a light kiss across Veronica’s lips as she dragged her nails across the soft skin of her ass, delighting at the way Veronica shivered at the sensation, and hooked her thumbs under the waistband of her panties. “That’s a problem for Future-Me,” she said as she pulled them down over Veronica’s hips.
The hand in her hair tightened as Veronica groaned, “Feck, Grace…”
Grace paused, holding Veronica’s panties just below her ass. “Do you want me to stop?”
Veronica shook her head. “No,” she panted against her lips.
Grace smiled and yanked Veronica’s briefs low enough that gravity was able to take over and carry them to the floor. She scratched her nails up the backs of Veronica's thighs as Veronica claimed her lips in a deep, hungry kiss, and her stomach clenched when Veronica moaned into her mouth and widened her stance. She drew random spirals over Veronica’s ass that matched the tempo of their swirling tongues with her left hand as she let her right dip around the front of her hip to tease soft curls. “Do you want me to touch you?”
A broken, beautiful whimper cracked in Veronica’s throat as she nodded. “Gods, yes.”
Grace closed her eyes and took a deep, grounding breath. She’d always been affected by the sounds she could coax from Veronica’s lips, and the time she’d gone without hearing them, being only able to dream about them, had only made their effect that more potent. Because, try as she might, her memories had failed to truly capture the breathiness that crept into Veronica’s voice when she was feeling particularly needy. The rolling timbre that lay beneath every weighted syllable. The strangled, exquisitely desperate pitch that’d color her tone whenever she put herself so completely in her hands. Veronica’s surrender was a high like no other, an adrenaline rush a million times stronger than the one that hit her whenever she walked out onto a stage in front of a packed stadium, and she exhaled slowly, willing her pulse to settle as she blinked her eyes open.
She stared in wonder at the way Veronica stood before her with her head bowed and her eyes shut, her long, dark hair falling around her shoulders while she drew short, shallow gasps through full, rosy pink lips that were parted in anticipation. She was an absolute vision. A goddess.
And Grace wanted to see more.
Needed to see all of her.
“You are so beautiful,” she murmured as she took hold of the hem of Veronica’s tank and started pushing it up her torso, pressing slow, worshipful kisses to every inch of pale, perfect skin as it was revealed to her.
Veronica’s fingers tightened in her hair as she worked the shirt up over her breasts, and Grace’s breath caught at the marks in the shape of her mouth that dotted Veronica’s chest. She knew they’d both gotten caught up in the moment at times, but she hadn’t realized she’d left so many. Something primal and possessive flared inside her as her gaze lingered on those light bruises, and she licked her lips as she lifted her chin to press a tender kiss to one on the underside of Veronica’s left breast.
“I’m sorry.” She dragged her lips to the next closest mark and kissed it, too. “I didn’t mean to mark you like this.”
“It’s okay,” Veronica whispered. A soft moan escaped her when Grace traced the outline of a bruise just to the side of her areola with the tip of her tongue, and her fingers flexed in Grace’s hair as she pulled her mouth to her nipple. “I like it.”
Veronica’s abs tightened with her sharp inhale when Grace sucked the bruise between her lips, and Grace let go of the shirt she’d been holding above Veronica’s breasts to wrap her arms around her waist and hold her steady as she caught her nipple between her teeth and bit down, gently at first before increasing the pressure until Veronica let out a pleased hiss that confirmed just how much she meant what she’d said.
Her soft sigh when Grace released the nub to soothe her bite away with a long, light swirl of her tongue was equal parts satisfaction and disappointment, and Grace stared, enraptured by the pleasure that danced so plainly across Veronica’s face as she pulled back to blow lightly over the swollen bud.
“I love you,” she murmured as she dragged her mouth to Veronica’s other breast.
Veronica chuckled and scratched lightly at her scalp. “Is that for me, or my tits?”
“You,” Grace replied without hesitation. Her gaze flicked down to the pebbled, semi-erect nipple just in front of her mouth, and then she smiled up at Veronica. “And your tits.”
Veronica laughed, her lips bowing with a smile so full of tender affection that it made the arousal that dusted her cheeks and darkened her eyes even more enchanting.
Grace shook her head as she stared up at her. “God, I love you so fucking much.”
Veronica untangled her hand from Grace’s hair to frame her face between her palms as she bent over her to kiss her softly. “I love you.”
Grace caressed Veronica’s sides as their tongues swirled lightly together, and she sighed contentedly when Veronica pressed a kiss to her forehead before straightening. She blinked her eyes open slowly and arched a brow as she raked the backs of her nails up Veronica’s sides to where her shirt was still bunched above her breasts. “This needs to come off,” she said, nudging the soft cotton higher.
“Oh?” Veronica smiled and crossed her arms in front of herself to grab the edge of the tank and pull it off over her head.
Grace could see the way Veronica’s pulse jumped in her throat when green eyes found hers once more, and she nodded reassuringly as she held out her hand.
Veronica’s lips pursed as a light blush colored her cheeks, and her chest lifted and fell with a breath as she placed her shirt in Grace’s hand. “Better?”
“So much better,” Grace confirmed huskily. She held Veronica’s shirt in front of herself, drawing Veronica’s attention to the fact that she was still dressed—as much as one could consider boyshorts and a tee “dressed”—while Veronica was completely nude. It wasn’t much of a power play, but the soft whine that colored Veronica’s breaths and the darkening of her eyes told Grace that she very much enjoyed it.
Grace held her gaze as she slowly, deliberately folded the shirt before setting it on the table behind her. She wrapped her hands around Veronica’s hips, holding her at just enough of a distance that she could truly take her time to appreciate her body, from her lust-blown eyes and kiss-swollen lips, to her full breasts, the soft swell of her belly, and the powerful shape of her thighs. She bit her lip as she dragged her gaze back to Veronica’s face to watch and weigh her reactions as she caressed her sides, tracing the curve of her ribs and circling the swell of her breasts before reversing course, gliding down her belly and bumping over the jut of her hipbones before drifting tantalizingly close to cropped curls to stroke her fingers along her thighs.
Grace lost herself in the trust that shone in Veronica’s eyes and the softness of her skin as she let herself sink into the moment and enjoy having Veronica at her complete mercy. She varied her touch—slow then fast, soft then rough—keeping Veronica guessing as to what would come next, delighting in the way Veronica’s breath would hitch and she’d shiver ever so slightly when her touch glided over a particularly sensitive spot. When Veronica was practically vibrating in front of her, trying to remain still, she took pity on her and moved on, running her palms heavily along Veronica’s sides, fingers spread wide, touching as much as she could, to take her breasts in her hands.
“You are so fucking gorgeous,” she whispered, holding green eyes captive as she lifted and squeezed the pert, perfect mounds. She dragged her thumbs over their straining tips, coaxing a sharp, plaintive sound from Veronica’s throat. “I want you.”
Her pulse stuttered as Veronica hooked two fingers beneath her chin, lifting slightly so she had no choice but to meet her gaze, and her brain blue-screened when Veronica’s thumb pulled at her lower lip as she husked, “Take me.”
“Fuck…”
Veronica’s answering laughter was low and rich and positively sinful , but her touch was light and pure as she dragged her fingers over Grace’s cheek to tuck her hair behind her ear. “Please, mo mhuirnín ,” she murmured. “I need you.”
Grace gave Veronica’s nipples a quick tweak that drew a delighted gasp from her lips. “What do you need, baby?”
Veronica licked her lips and looped her arms around Grace’s shoulders, leaving herself fully open to her whims. “Touch me,” she pleaded, her voice shadowed and textured like crushed velvet. “Please. I need you to make me yours.”
Grace’s eyes fluttered at the smoke in Veronica’s voice, and she pressed a wet kiss to her clavicle as she wrapped her left arm loosely around her waist. She pulled back to watch Veronica’s face as she dragged her right hand along her inner thigh, absolutely spellbound by the dark, hungry eyes that stared back at her.
The air warmed with anticipation as she twisted her hand to dip her index finger into the hot, slick desire that waited for her at the apex of Veronica’s thighs. She bit her lip as she pulled that wetness to Veronica’s clit to tease it with light, broad circles, and her heart leapt into her throat when Veronica tipped her head back with a long, trembling moan of surrender.
She tightened her hold on Veronica’s waist as her hips rolled against her hand, and murmured, “Spread your legs a little more for me, baby,” as she reached deeper to coat two fingers with Veronica’s want.
Veronica’s arms were heavy on her shoulders as she shuffled her feet wider, and Grace caressed the top of her ass as she returned to her task with a soft, “Good girl,” that made Veronica’s hips twitch.
Grace teased Veronica’s clit with broad, heavy circles and quick, light ones. She kept her guessing, lingering only long enough with each approach to wind her up that little bit tighter before breaking away to stroke through swollen folds, effectively denying her any measure of relief.
Veronica’s body was an instrument she’d been born to play, and she reveled in the way Veronica gave herself over to her, trusting her to give her what she needed. Grace peppered Veronica’s breasts with kisses, some just a brush of her lips, others long and wet and heavy. Whenever Veronica’s breath caught in just the right way, pitched and textured and so fucking beautifully needy, she’d drag her teeth over the sensitized skin, and whenever Veronica pressed toward her with a desperate whine, she’d wrap her lips around the spot and suck hard, pulling it between her teeth and biting down sharply. The sounds Veronica made when she did were nothing short of majestic, and she’d close her eyes against the fluttery, golden feeling that’d bloom in her chest at the sound of them as she soothed the bite with her tongue.
She kissed her way back to Veronica’s nipple and teased it with firm sucks and playful bites as Veronica’s arms grew heavier across her shoulders and her cries of pleasure took on a decidedly desperate tone. She dragged a long, heavy lick over the bud, delighting in the way it pressed back against her, and hummed lowly in a way she knew drove Veronica wild as she slid two fingers between her folds to probe lightly at her entrance. She rocked against her slowly, teasingly with the pads of her fingers, and swallowed back the moan that bubbled in her throat when Veronica twirled the very ends of her hair around her fingers and tugged lightly as she bowed into her.
“God, please, Grace…” Veronica whimpered, her breasts swaying lightly as she tried and failed to force Grace’s fingers inside her. “Please. Please. ”
Grace nipped at a particularly delicious-looking mark on the inside of Veronica’s left breast as she deftly evaded Veronica’s attempt but kept up the slow, steady press, press, press that was driving her crazy. Veronica’s answering whine was a symphony in itself, and she swirled the tip of her tongue around the darkening mark as she looked up into Veronica’s face, wanting—no, needing to witness the exquisite flash of pleasure that’d soften her beautiful features when she finally gave her what she craved.
Veronica was so wet and so ready that it took only the slightest amount of pressure for her to press two fingers inside, and Grace flooded her boyshorts at the way Veronica’s body opened to her, sucking her in deeper. When she’d bottomed out, her palm smacking wetly against Veronica’s soaking folds, Grace stroked the backs of her nails up along Veronica’s spine as she stayed buried deep inside and rocked into her, letting her really feel the fullness of her fingers, knowing just how much Veronica loved it.
Grace hooked her fingers inside their velvet sheath as she raked her nails down Veronica’s back in perfect concert with her slow withdrawal. She paused when just the very tips of her fingers remained inside and settled back into the press, press, press of a tease that had Veronica whimpering and writhing and looking positively ethereal in her desperation.
Grace loved the slow build as she worked Veronica up, the way Veronica’s pale skin would flush with her increasing desire, the rough, almost primal texture that’d color her voice when she was denied that release again and again and again, but what she loved even more than all of that was watching her come. She loved the way her name sounded when it was torn from Veronica’s lips on a cry as she tipped into ecstasy. Loved the feeling of Veronica’s body closing around her fingers with so much force that she couldn’t move.
She loved everything about this beautiful, captivating, incredibly talented, and blessedly forgiving woman, and so when Veronica rolled her hips forward searchingly, pleadingly, with a ragged, almost unhinged “Please, mo mhuirnín !” of wanton desperation, she couldn’t resist giving her what she needed.
What they both needed.
She grabbed Veronica’s hip as she pressed back into her sharply, drawing a delighted gasp from Veronica’s lips, and surged up off the table. Their teeth clacked together gracelessly before their mouths slanted together in a wonderfully messy kiss that was completely devoid of finesse. She pumped her fingers in and out in short bursts as she walked Veronica backward until her back was pressed against the sliding glass doors, and once she had her pinned, she lifted Veronica’s leg over her hip and drove into her with everything she had.
Veronica broke away and tipped her head back against the glass with a cracked, desperate moan that slid over Grace’s body like a caress. “Feck, mo mhuirnín. ” Veronica rolled her hips forward, drawing Grace deeper. Taking as much of her as she could. “Harder. Please don’t stop.”
Grace groaned and nipped at Veronica’s earlobe. “You feel so good.” She curled her fingers to rub against the soft ridges that made Veronica yelp and writhe against her as she used her hips to grind the heel of her hand into Veronica’s clit. “So wet for me.” When Veronica nodded and whimpered something that sounded like “just for you,” she brushed a kiss over her ear and husked, “I could do this forever.”

The fingers in her hair tugged as Veronica’s body trembled against hers. “Please…”
Grace groaned and nipped at Veronica’s earlobe again before dragging a heavy kiss over the hinge of her jaw. Her eyes rolled back in her head at the feeling of Veronica’s pulse fucking pounding against her tongue, and she circled the spot with the tip of her tongue as she pulled out. She could feel Veronica start to tense beneath her, anticipating and steeling herself for another round of teasing, but Grace didn’t tease.
She wanted to make Veronica come so hard she forgot her goddamn name.
She grabbed Veronica by the back of the neck as she angled a third finger into position and plunged back in, pulling her down onto her hand even as she used her glutes and her slight height advantage to drive Veronica up onto her toes. All higher thinking abandoned her at Veronica’s high-pitched shout of pleasure, and she peppered her throat with bites and kisses as she fucked her with everything she had. Her forearm burned as she drove in harder, deeper, every thrust that little more difficult to complete as Veronica’s building release caused her to tighten around her fingers. When it became obvious that Veronica was close to falling, she licked her way back to her ear and tangled her fingers in her hair to hold it against her mouth as she panted against it, letting the sounds of her effort and the heat of her breath push Veronica closer and closer to her release.
She tugged at Veronica’s hair as her body went taut beneath her, knowing the flash of pain would be the perfect amount of pleasure to tip her over the edge.
And god, did it.
Veronica’s entire body tensed, crushing Grace’s fingers together as she came with a cry that was so lush with relief that Grace came at the sound of it. She relaxed her hold on her hair and pressed her lips to Veronica’s ear, murmuring soft words of encouragement and praise and love as she gentled her touch to work her through her release, extending it for as long as she possibly could. Her eyes stung with tears as Veronica trembled and gasped in her arms, overwhelmed as she always was by the love and the trust Veronica had shown her in her complete surrender.
Grace left her fingers sheathed when Veronica finally went limp with a trembling laugh of a moan that was tinged with equal parts awe and disbelief, partly to enjoy the lassitude as it settled into Veronica’s muscles, but mostly because she was unwilling to surrender the moment just yet. She caressed the nape of Veronica’s neck as she painted a string of soft kisses from her ear to her lips, and she scratched a nail down her spine as she kissed her slowly, sweetly, the gentleness of the kiss a perfect bookend to the forceful way she’d just fucked her.
She hummed questioningly at the feeling of Veronica fluttering around her fingers, and pressed her forehead to hers as she whispered, “Yes, mo anamchara?”

“Oh god,” Veronica croaked as she clenched around Grace’s fingers.
Grace nuzzled her cheek as she pumped her fingers exploitatively, and she smiled when Veronica whimpered and rolled her hips in response. “Do you need more, mo anamchara?” Her smile widened when Veronica groaned and twitched around her fingers at the endearment, and she hummed as she curled her fingers and started rocking into her in a gentle massage.
She kissed away the whine that spilled from Veronica’s lips, and her breath caught at the splash of wetness that coated her palm when she rocked out ever so slightly before pressing deeper once more. “What do you need, mo anamchara?”

Veronica dropped her leg from Grace’s hip with a quiet whimper, and sighed as she softened around Grace’s fingers, so beautifully open and wet and ready as she chased after her lips with a whispered, “Slow.”
Grace nodded and adjusted her stance to give Veronica exactly what she asked for. Her stomach tightened at the feeling of Veronica’s tongue probing at the seam of her lips. She moaned when she reached a little deeper to find a little more length in her next stroke and angled her hips in a way that, on her next easy thrust, her clit rubbed against the back of her wrist.
“Just like that, mo mhuirnín, ” Veronica exhaled dreamily when Grace bottomed out. She dragged the tip of her nose along Grace’s as she pressed down on her hand. “God, you feel so good.”
“Yes, you do.” Grace kissed her softly as she ground lightly into her. “My love.” She kissed her again as she pulled out. “Mo anamchara,” she sighed as she pressed back inside, the burn in her forearm forgotten as she lost herself in the sweetness of Veronica’s kiss.



 
 

 
 
 
 
“No,” Grace whined as the alarm blared to life, yanking them rather rudely from sleep. “Too early. Make it stop.”
Veronica’s heart squeezed at the way Grace’s arm tightened around her waist as she buried her face in her hair, as if that would be enough to keep the day and their responsibilities at bay. She hummed soft sounds of understanding as she reached out to silence the alarm, and smiled as she relaxed back into Grace’s warm, sleepy embrace. They’d stayed up far later than they should have given their early call, but she wouldn’t have had it any other way.
She stroked Grace’s forearm as she took a moment to relish the feeling of Grace’s lithe, deceptively powerful, and exquisitely nude body against her back as she basked in her memories of the last day or so. A part of her had known they’d been headed toward this point—careening toward it, really—from the night Grace had come over after her impromptu audition, but that did nothing to lessen the profound feeling of rightness that enveloped her now that it had arrived.
She shivered as Grace shifted behind her, snuggling closer and kissing her hair, and took Grace’s hand in hers to press it against her heart that felt suddenly too full to fit in her chest.
A soft, contented sound rumbled in Grace’s throat as she snuggled closer. “I love you,” she murmured, her voice thick with sleep.
Veronica lifted her right leg enough that Grace was able to slip hers between her thighs, and marveled at how that small adjustment made Grace’s embrace feel so much more all-encompassing. “I love you.” She pressed Grace’s hand against her skin. “So much.”
Grace hummed and lifted her head to kiss her cheek. “This is not making me want to get out of bed, mo anamchara .”
Veronica rolled her hips back into Grace’s, and groaned when Grace’s leg pressed that little bit further between hers. “Me neither.” She smiled and stroked her fingers along the back of Grace’s hand as she twisted so she could kiss her over her shoulder. “But we need to.”
Grace chuckled and lifted her hand from Veronica’s chest to cup her jaw as she captured her lips in a sweet, chaste kiss. “This is definitely not convincing me to let you get up,” she murmured silkily as she caressed her cheek. She propped herself up on her left arm as she leaned in for another kiss, this one slow and deep and full of playful intent, and used the pressure of her lips to guide Veronica onto her back beneath her. “I could happily spend the rest of my life right here,” she whispered as she settled on top of her.
Veronica’s eyes rolled back in her head at the smoke that infused Grace’s confession and the feeling of Grace’s legs tangling with hers beneath the lightweight duvet that was puddled at their waists. “God, Grace,” she whimpered as she pressed a hand to the small of Grace’s back, drawing her down into her as she lifted her head to chase after Grace’s lips. Desire, warm and honeyed, pooled low in her belly when Grace’s mouth slanted over hers with a hitched, breathy little mewl, and she threaded her free hand through Grace’s tousled locks to pull her closer as she opened to her.
She wasn’t sure which of them groaned louder when her secondary alarm went off, and her heart swelled as Grace grunted and buried her face in the crook of her neck as she went limp on top of her.
“Why does the universe hate me?” Grace grumbled.
Veronica resisted the urge to second the sentiment as she wrapped one arm around Grace’s waist and draped her other over the length of her spine, spreading her fingers to blanket as much of the warm pocket between Grace’s shoulder blades as she could. She closed her eyes as she took a final moment to just savor the feeling of Grace’s warm, naked body atop hers before, with a sigh that was heavy with regret, she let go of her to turn off the alarm.
When Grace didn’t move, she pressed a smile of a kiss to her ear and murmured, “We need to get up, mo mhuirnín. ”
“I know.” Grace sighed and picked her head up to stare balefully down at Veronica. “But I want it noted that I’m doing this under extreme protest.”

Feck, you’re adorable. “Noted.” Veronica kissed the point of Grace’s chin as she reached down to give her ass a playful squeeze. “Would you be less inclined to protest if we shared a shower?”
Grace’s lips pursed in a way that said she was trying not to smile as she replied, “I guess…”
Veronica laughed and gave her arse a playful smack. “Come on, mo mhuirnín. We need to be in hair and makeup in like an hour, and we don’t want to be late.”
 



 
Grace checked the time on her phone as they rounded the corner to the alley of trailers that served as their homes away from home while on set. Thanks to some very accommodating traffic lights, they managed to make record time from Veronica’s house to the studio, but they were still pushing it dangerously close.
“Okay, hurry,” Veronica said as she dropped Grace’s hand and nudged her toward her trailer. They’d taken to hanging out in one or the other during the day, but wardrobe still set their outfits for the day’s scenes in their individual trailers, which meant they started and ended each day on set in their respective spaces.
“You say that like I’m the reason we took so long in the shower,” Grace teased as she opened the door to her trailer.
Veronica paused at the threshold of her trailer and shot her a playful smirk. “I mean, technically, you are.”
Grace rolled her eyes as her cheeks warmed at the memory of Veronica, hair slicked back and skin glistening, her normally bright eyes blown with desire as she knelt in front of her. “If we’re getting technical, you were the one who got on your knees, bragging that you could get me off in under five minutes.”
Veronica arched a brow, her smirk blossoming into a beautifully triumphant smile. “Did I not?”
Grace bit her lip, her blush deepening as she recalled the way Veronica had lifted her left leg over her shoulder as she ate her out with determined enthusiasm. “You did.” She laughed and waved a hand toward Veronica’s trailer. “I thought we needed to hurry?”
“Hey, it’s not my fault you’re so bloody distracting.”
Grace shook her head fondly. “Veronica…”
“I know, I know.” Veronica blew her a kiss. “Later. Be out in a sec.”
Still shaking her head, Grace wandered into her trailer to drop off her things. She left her backpack that held her notebooks, tablet, and various charging cords beside the door so it’d be easy to grab if Veronica wanted to hang out in her trailer later and, after a quick stop to change into the thin white tee, that would be layered under a blue camp shirt for their first scene and a brief detour to the restroom, headed back out. She was surprised that Veronica wasn’t already outside waiting for her, and glanced up and down the alley of trailers as she jogged up the couple of short steps to her trailer.
“Knock, knock,” she announced herself as she poked her head inside. Her confusion deepened when she saw Veronica standing in front of the small standing rack that held the outfits wardrobe had dropped off for her. “Babe?” she asked as she eased through the door and quickly closed it behind herself. “You okay?”
Veronica’s shoulders lifted and fell with a deep breath as she turned to look at her. “We have a problem.”
Grace frowned. “Did they give you somebody else’s clothes or something? We’ll just let a PA know, and I’m sure they can get sorted while we’re in hair and makeup. But if we don’t hurry, we’ll—” The rest of her sentence died in her throat as Veronica held up a hanger with a lightweight gray and green flannel and a black tank top with a plunging neckline that would do amazing things for her cleavage. Normally, Grace would kill to see Veronica in the tank, but she’d left god knows how many hickeys all over her breasts, and… “Oh shit.”
Veronica chuckled mirthlessly. “That about sums it up.” She looked down at her chest and then back at Grace as she set the hanger back onto the rack. “Makeup will be able to hide the marks, but with all the articles and shite about us floating around… They’re gonna know .” She sucked her lower lip between her teeth as she made her way over to where Grace was standing, and arched a brow as she reached out to take her hand. “How do you feel about that?”
“I’m not…” Grace looked down at Veronica’s hand in hers. “I mean, we might not have confirmed the rumors or anything, but we also aren’t exactly hiding the fact that we’re together, so that’s kind of whatever.” She smiled at Veronica’s soft huff of agreement and played with her fingers as she looked up at her through her lashes. “I’m just sorry that I’ve put you in a position where people will speculate about what we…”
Veronica’s expression was gentle as she lifted her free hand to cradle Grace’s jaw. “Mo mhuirnín ,” she whispered, her green eyes shining with sincerity as she tenderly caressed her cheek. “I couldn’t give a flaming rat’s arse what anyone thinks of us or the things we do together. The only person I care about in all of this is you. I just want to make sure that you’re okay, because I can pretty much guarantee you that Xander is gonna make some kind of comment about the marks as he’s covering them up.”
Grace nodded. Veronica’s relationship with her makeup stylist was much more relaxed and friendly than the one she had with Laura, who did hers. “You won’t be embarrassed?”
Veronica smiled wryly. “I mean, I’d rather not be teased, but ‘embarrassed’ is not the word I’d use to describe how I feel about anything we did.” She kissed her softly. “I’m proud to wear your marks.” She nuzzled closer so her breath danced lightly over Grace’s lips. “To have the world know that I’m yours.”
Grace averted her eyes as her cheeks warmed at the quiet earnestness of Veronica’s voice. “That wasn’t why I… You just seem to like it, and I like making you feel good…”
“I do like it.” Veronica hooked her pinky under Grace’s jaw and coaxed her gaze higher. Her eyes crinkled with her smile as she kissed Grace again. “A lot.”
“Okay.” Grace swayed into her. “Good.” She blushed. “I do, too.”
“Good.” Veronica caressed her cheek. “Are you okay if I change into the shirts now so Xan can do his thing when we’re in there? Or do you want me to circle back for a touch-up when you’re on your way to set? I can get this lot on without messing anything up, so I can honestly do whatever you’d like.”
Grace shook her head. “You don’t need to take two trips.”
“You sure?”
Grace nodded, her heart swelling at Veronica’s thoughtfulness. “Yeah.” When Veronica hummed in a way that asked if she was sure, she met her gaze as she said, “I marked you. I think the least I can do is be by your side while your makeup stylist gives you shit for it.”
Veronica snorted. “Okay. Just gimme a sec to change, and we can get out of here.”
Grace nodded as Veronica pulled away and turned toward the wardrobe rack, and closed her eyes as she focused on her breathing. It was just a little teasing, and it’d probably be nowhere near as inappropriate as what they’d have gotten from Cass or Colin. She could do this. She would do this.
“Y’know, it’s a good thing everyone’s signed ironclad NDAs.”
Grace blinked her eyes open at Veronica’s statement, and her stomach fluttered when she saw Veronica standing in front of her in the gray joggers she’d worn to set and the fitted tank that clung to her stomach and breasts. “That is…” She licked her lips as her gaze drifted to the evidence of how they’d spent their time off that colored Veronica’s skin. She would rather keep their private life private, but she’d be lying if she said she didn’t like the view. “That is a very good look on you.”
Veronica smirked. “Yeah?” She looked down at herself as if considering the outfit. “I reckon it’d be better without a bra.”
Grace groaned and closed the distance between them in two long strides to take Veronica in her arms and kiss her soundly. “You aren’t wrong. But that is a view just for me.” She didn’t miss the way Veronica shivered at the possessiveness that’d crept into her tone, and she sighed as she restrained herself to pecking her lips once more before pulling away. She didn’t need to check the time to know that they were now dangerously close to being unforgivably late. “Come on, mo anamchara. Time to face the music.”
She waited at the door while Veronica pulled on the zip-up hoodie she’d worn to set, and took her hand as they made their way toward the hair and makeup trailer. It was a bit of a walk because it was closest to the soundstage to make quick touchups easier in case the team wasn’t already on set, but she was grateful for the few extra moments alone that the walk gave them. She ducked her head in thanks when Veronica got the door for her, and did her best to look like it was any other morning as Eddie and Faye, the hairstylists on the production who were sitting in their chairs and sipping at their coffee as they waited for them, looked up at their arrival.
“Sorry we’re late,” Veronica apologized as she closed the door behind them. “We, ah…ran into a bit of a snag this morning.”
“What kind of snag?” Daphne asked from her seat in Xander’s chair on the other side of the trailer.
Grace didn’t miss the curious look Tiffany, who was sitting in Laura’s chair next to Daphne, threw their way, and she pursed her lips as she pointedly didn’t answer as she made her way to the chair Faye had vacated for her, hoping that the distance would be enough to hide the blush that she could feel creeping up her neck.
It quickly became clear that choosing not to engage wouldn’t save them, because Daphne chuckled suggestively and winked at them in her mirror. “Ah, well, then. Hell yeah. Get it, girls.”
“Oh, leave them alone. They’re cute,” Tiffany laughed.
That, for some reason, made Grace blush even harder, but she could feel Veronica watching her, so she sat up straighter as she caught Tiffany’s gaze. “Thank you, Tiff.”
“Are we the last to come through this morning?” Veronica asked as she dropped into the empty chair beside her.
“Smooth segue, Adams,” Daphne teased.
Veronica smirked and doffed an imaginary cap as she settled back into her seat to make herself comfortable.
Eddie chuckled and began gathering Veronica’s hair in his hands. “You two are the last for this round,” he shared as he ran his fingers through her hair to check for tangles before beginning to quickly and efficiently pull it into a casual plait. “And they just want simple, casual looks for you both, so we’ll be able to get you in and out of here in no time.”
“And you, my dear Daph, are good to go.”
Grace smiled as she watched Xander dismiss Daphne with no small measure of flamboyance. He reminded her of Geoff, one of her favorite dancers from her last tour.
Tiffany was deemed good to go as well a moment later, and Grace breathed a little easier when their costars left with cheery goodbyes and the door shut behind them.
Grace startled slightly at the feeling of Faye tapping lightly on her neck as she held a fat curling wand around a clump of hair from the ponytail she’d pulled it back into, and blinked at her in the mirror.
Faye winked conspiratorially and tapped the spot again. “Make sure Lauren gets this. You don’t want to give them any more ammunition.”
“Oh…right.” Grace cleared her throat softly. “Thanks.” She shot a look at Veronica, and rolled her eyes at the sight of Veronica trying and failing to keep from laughing. “Fair is fair, I guess.”
Veronica grinned and reached out with her foot to tap Grace’s shin. “Something like that.”
“Tiffany was right. You guys are adorable.” Faye let go of the hair she’d wrapped around the curling wand and tousled it a bit to make sure the waves she’d just created were nice and loose before gathering another bit and hitting it with the heat protection spray and twisting it around the other direction so the waves, when completed, would look natural.
Grace caught Veronica’s eye in the mirror, and they shared a small smile. “Thank you.”
Thankfully, their hair was finished quickly, and Eddie and Faye wandered off in search of more coffee as Veronica and Grace transferred to the makeup half of the trailer, where Laura and Xander were waiting with sponges and heavy-duty concealer.
Xander smirked at the pointed look Veronica gave the bottle in his hand. “I just assumed that since she needed a cover-up, you would, too.”
“Well…” Veronica chuckled. Grace didn’t look away as Veronica caught her eye in the mirror, but she did hold her breath as she watched Veronica unzip her hoodie and flare it open so he could see what he would be working on. “You’re not wrong.”
“Day-um, girlfriend,” Xander whistled. He wagged a playful finger between Veronica and Grace. “Glad to see you enjoyed your day off.”
Grace blew out the breath she’d been holding as a guilty blush colored her cheeks. She was saved from having to respond, though, by Veronica reaching out to take her hand as she told him, “Boy-o, you have no idea.”
Xander giggled. “Good. Lord knows you’ve earned a little R and R after the hours you’ve been pulling here.” He winked at Grace. “Never mind that fucking epic tour you did.”
Still blushing, Grace ducked her head. “Thank you.”
He nodded in an unspoken you’re welcome before turning his attention back to Veronica. “Can I…?” His voice trailed off as his hand hovered over the strap of Veronica’s tank. When she motioned for him to go ahead, he pulled it aside as he explained, “I just want to make sure we get it all. The last thing y’all need is for anyone else to get up in your business.”
Grace worried the inside of her lip as Laura gently touched the side of her jaw, asking her to lift and tilt her head so she could get to the hickey Veronica had left on her throat. “Are there any others you need me to get?” she asked, her voice low enough that it stayed between them as she daubed concealer over the mark.
“I honestly don’t know,” Grace admitted. “I hadn’t even noticed that one until Faye pointed it out.”
Laura hummed and stepped back to inspect her handiwork. She nodded, clearly pleased by what she found, and smiled reassuringly as she motioned for Grace to lift her chin and look from side to side so she could look for others. “Looks like that was the only one,” she declared once Grace met her gaze again. She smiled reassuringly as she gently took Grace’s chin between her thumb and the knuckle of her forefinger to position her how she needed. “Right. Let’s finish you up so you can get into the rest of your costume and onto set. With the rate you two have been knocking out scenes, I daresay you’ll be out of here before dinner.”
 



 
“Oh, hey.” Travis grinned up at them from where he was bent over the pool table that anchored the set of what was supposed to be Bobby and Daphne’s characters’ basement for the scene they were going to shoot. Judging by the cue sticks in everyone’s hands and the balls scattered across the felt, they’d started a game while they waited. “Glad you guys could make it.”
Veronica flipped him off but didn’t otherwise rise to the bait as she slid onto a barstool at the small corner bar built into the back of the room. With its paneled walls and utilitarian forest green carpet, it reminded her of the house she and Grace had stayed at in Maine after she’d told her how she’d always wanted to explore the iconic lighthouses that dotted the rocky coast. “Who’s winning?”
“My money’s on the girls,” Grace said as she took the chair opposite her.
“Hell yeah, we are.” Tiffany laughed as Travis’ shot missed by a good couple of inches and used the end of her stick to nudge him away out of the way. “The boys suck.”
“It’s not our fault you’re a fucking shark,” Bobby grumbled.
“You’re the one who was talking shit,” Tiffany retorted, blowing him a kiss as she took the shot without even looking at what she was doing. It went in perfectly.
“Fuck it, I quit.” Travis mimed breaking his stick over his leg before holding it out toward Veronica and Grace. “You guys want a turn?”
Veronica smiled when Grace caught her eye and, when Grace arched a brow at her questioningly, shrugged. The boys might think they’d met a shark in Tiffany, but she’d once watched Grace run the table on a national champion at an after-party. It’d been an eye-opening experience. And not just because of the way Grace had winked at her before leaning across the table right in front of her in a way that gave her a delicious view of her ass as she cleanly buried the eight ball in the side pocket. “I know better than to take on that challenge, but you go right on ahead.”
Tiffany’s eyes widened. “Oh?” She spun her stick in her hands like a bo staff as she turned to grin at Grace. There was no mistaking the challenge in her voice as she drawled, “Do you play, Ms. Easton?”
Grace smirked and set her phone that she’d been using to review the sides for the scene on face down on the table. Her ponytail bobbed as she hopped off her stool. “I’ve been known to dabble.”
“Oh shit,” Bobby whistled as he, very wisely, backed away from the table.
“Yeah, I think I’m going to sit this one out, too,” Daphne said as she slid onto the chair Grace had just abandoned. “It’s all you, Tiff.”
Veronica caught Grace by the wrist and pulled her in close. Her pulse stuttered as Grace swayed into her, hair swinging lightly and eyes bright, looking too beautiful to be real, and she completely forgot what she was going to say as she stared at her.
Grace’s smile softened, and she inclined her head as she lifted a hand to lightly caress Veronica’s jaw. Her brow twitched, and a knowing glint twinkled in her eyes as she pulled Veronica’s arm around her waist as she sidled deeper into the space between her legs. “Yes, love?” she asked in a low, playful purr.
“Shit, that’s, like, so cheating,” Travis sniggered.
Veronica hummed. He wasn’t wrong. She wasn’t even a little mad about it, though. She loved this cool, confident version of Grace. And the fact that she was acting like this when they had an audience? It was all she could do to not push her back onto the table and show her just how much she liked it. She leaned into Grace’s hand and smiled up at her. “You jealous, Trav?”
He scoffed. “Um, yeah.”
“Me too,” Daphne chimed in laughingly.
Tiff threw her hat into the ring with a cheeky, “Yeah, me three.”
“What?” Bobby giggled. “You’re married!”
“To a dude!” Travis added.
“That is bi-erasure, young man, and you should knock that shit off. Also, are you saying you’re not jealous? Lookit them! They’re fucking adorable.”
Veronica’s eyes fluttered as Grace dipped her head to nuzzle her cheek, and she sighed happily when Grace’s lips softened against her own. The kiss was short and chaste, more of a playful peck than anything else, but it still left her feeling absolutely devastated in the best way.
“You are incredibly adorable,” Grace whispered, her voice threaded with a heat that did wonderful things to Veronica’s insides.
“You’re trouble,” Veronica exhaled as she chased after her lips.
Grace laughed and dropped a quick peck to her lips. “Save that thought for later, mo mhuirnín ,” she whispered as she pulled back. When Veronica managed to blink her eyes open, she smiled at her before, with a deep breath, she turned to take the cue stick that Tiffany held out to her. “You want to rack ‘em, or should I?”
“Hold on,” Kristin called as she ambled onto the set. “We’re ready to get going.” She nodded approvingly as they all straightened and gave her their full attention. “Right, so…blocking is kind of whatever to start, because it’s just your characters casually hanging out and you’re going to be playing pool so you can’t really control where the balls go and shit.”
Veronica bit her lip to keep from smiling as Grace opened her mouth to argue that she actually could before wisely closing it again without saying anything. She shook her head at the speculative look Bobby shot her and grabbed one of the bottles of non-alcoholic lager that was set out on the bar-top, pointedly turning her attention back to Kristin as she twisted off the top and took a sip. Fake beer at eight a.m. was a little disgusting, but the thought of Grace working the pool table had her feeling almost embarrassingly parched.
If Kristin noticed Grace’s reaction, she didn’t show it as she continued without missing a beat, “The first few takes will just be B-roll of you guys being all buddy-buddy and hanging out. Once we have those, I’ll arrange y’all how I need you to get the shots for the few bits of dialogue in this scene.”
“Can we talk while you’re getting the B-roll?” Tiffany asked.
“Go wild.” Kristin nodded. “Just, y’know, try to keep it in character so we can use it.” She shoved her hands in her pockets and surveyed the group. “Any other questions?”
Grace lifted her cue stick like a kid raising their hand in class. When Kristin nodded at her, she asked, “Who do you want playing?”
Kristin bobbed her head thoughtfully. “Eventually, I’m going to need you and Veronica on the couch there”—she pointed to the overstuffed, brown leather couch with worn cushions on the other side of the set from the bar where Veronica was sitting—“for your stuff, but Tiff’s character has come up for a visit to see why yours is reluctant to leave, so, actually…” Her voice trailed off as she looked at Grace and Tiffany. “Why don’t we have you guys run your lines while you’re playing. If it doesn’t work, we can change it—there are plenty of places we can stage a private conversation with this layout, but yeah. We’ve got the boom mics ready and what I think will be the most advantageous angles for the cameras lined up, so just go wild, and I’ll try to get some shots of the others hanging out all friendly-like while you do it.”
“Cool,” Tiffany declared. She turned to Grace with a smug smile. “I’ll rack, you break?”
Veronica bit her lip to keep from laughing. Giving Grace the break was the absolute worst thing Tiffany could have done.
“Wait to rack until I call action,” Kristin directed, waving over her shoulder as she jogged back to her spot behind the monitors.
“I’ll hang out with Veronica,” Bobby said as he made his way over to where she was sitting.
“Okay, Trav and I will chill over there,” Daphne said, pointing at the worn, brown leather couches on the other side of the room.
“And I will be here, exerting my dominance,” Tiffany boasted as she spun the rack around her wrist like a triangular hula hoop.
Veronica smiled and held up a finger to tell Bobby she’d be right back as she hopped off her stool and made her way over to where Grace was standing with her hands clasped around her cue stick. “Hey,” she murmured as she slid her arm around Grace’s waist from behind and pressed up against her back. When Grace hummed and leaned back into her, she brushed a kiss over her cheek to hide her mouth as she whispered, “Run the table on her cocky ass.”
Grace chuckled and turned to kiss her softly. “Just because you asked so nicely.”
“Hold right there, you two. That’s great. I want to get it on film,” Kristin hollered. “We’re rolling in three…two…one… Action!”
Veronica grinned and kissed Grace sweetly as Tiffany used the rack to gather the handful of balls that were scattered around the table before moving on to gather the ones from the pockets. “I kinda love that I can just kiss you and call it work,” she whispered.
Grace hummed and lifted a hand to cradle her jaw as she chased after her lips. “Me too.”
“Hey, knock it off!” Travis laughed.
The fact that the quip was both in character and not at the same time made them both chuckle, and Grace nuzzled Veronica’s lips as she pulled away. “I’m just going to go play this game.”
“You do that,” Veronica replied in Mae's voice. She bit her lip when Grace winked at her, and shook her head as she made her way back to the table where Bobby was sitting.
She arched a brow when he nudged her with an elbow, and couldn’t quite contain her grin when he lifted his bottle of “beer” toward Grace and asked, “What was that about?”
“You’ll see.”
“Is she any good?”
Veronica sniggered. “You’ll see.”
“Oh shit,” Bobby giggled.
Veronica nodded as Tiffany finished racking, tapped the one with the cue ball before rolling the plain white ball to Grace, and lifted the rack with a flourish.
“Your break,” Tiffany declared, her eyes glinting with playful challenge.
“Thanks,” Grace drawled, her tone playfully reproachful as she took the cue ball and set it in the spot she preferred to break from.
Veronica licked her lips at the way Grace drummed her fingers on the edge of the table as she double-checked her alignment, and made no effort to hide how much she appreciated the view as Grace bent over in front of her.
“Christ, put your tongue away,” Bobby teased, bumping her hard enough with his shoulder that she actually rocked sideways on her barstool.
“Can you blame me?” she retorted in Mae's voice.
“No, I don’t think I can,” he allowed, holding his bottle aloft.
They shared a smile as she tapped the neck of hers to his in a little toast, and then they both sipped from their drinks as they turned their attention to the game just as Grace snapped her cue stick forward powerfully to sink three balls off the breakout and leave the cue ball in a near-perfect position in the middle of the table.
She grinned at the way Bobby choked on his drink as he swallowed, and bumped him with her knee. “You all right there?” she teased as Grace prowled around the table, analyzing the break to decide on her next shot.
“Yep,” he spluttered. “Totally cool.”
“I’ll take solids,” Grace declared as she bent over the table again, her long fingers steepled against the felt.
Tiffany’s eyebrows about lifted off her head in surprise. Two of the three Grace had sunk off the break had been stripes—choosing solids was putting herself at a disadvantage. Except, Veronica knew, it really wasn’t. If Grace wanted solids, it meant that she thought the spread had better odds of her running it.
The confidence was incredibly sexy.
Veronica was vaguely aware of the fact that Grace and Tiffany were, indeed, running through their lines as they played, but she didn’t hear a one as the entirety of her attention was focused on the way Grace moved. She crossed her legs as she watched Grace’s tongue poke out between her lips as she buried the three ball in the side pocket with just enough spin to have the cue ball kick out into a position that she had a perfect line on the five and the corner pocket on the far end. Once that one was safely tucked away, she moved on to the four, and Veronica didn’t bother to hide her amusement at the look of dawning horror on Tiffany’s face as it, too, was put away cleanly and the cue ball landed in a spot that gave Grace a clean line on the one for another side pocket shot.
Veronica wished she could risk breaking the fourth wall to look at Kristin and the team behind the cameras to see what they thought of the show Grace was putting on, but Bobby’s soft exclamations were an amusing substitute. Still, the majority of her focus was on the long, lithe line of Grace’s body as she leaned over the table time and again.
When Grace rounded the table so that she was facing her, Veronica’s breath caught at the concentration on Grace’s face. The expression was reminiscent of the way Grace had watched her while she fucked her last night, weighing her every gasp and sigh and adjusting accordingly to draw her pleasure out until it was nearly unbearable, and she squeezed her legs together as Grace tipped forward for the shot, providing a rather spectacular glimpse of her cleavage in the process.
“I’d tease you about being so gone for her, but goddamn,” Bobby muttered.
Veronica squeezed her legs tighter and nodded. “Goddamn” perfectly summed up how she was feeling at the moment. Although “take me” and “please let me get on my knees for you” were close seconds.
As if knowing the effect her little show was having on her, Grace didn’t look her way until she was lining up her shot on the eight ball for the win.
“Corner pocket,” Grace drawled, indicating which one she meant with her stick, and Veronica’s mouth went dry at the wink Grace threw her before, without even looking at what she was doing, she snapped her stick forward and buried the eight ball in the corner pocket.
“I think I just came,” Bobby whimpered.
Veronica laughed as Grace straightened and blew her a playful kiss. “Me too,” she muttered.
“Fuck me sideways,” Tiffany grumbled.
“Sorry, babe, but I’m taken,” Grace chuckled, her blue eyes positively glowing as she held Veronica’s gaze.
“Yeah, you are,” Veronica agreed loudly, making everyone laugh.
“AND CUT!” Kristin yelled. “Damn, Grace! That was impressive!”
Grace smiled and dropped into a graceful curtsey. “Thank you.”
“If I said I needed another take, would you be able to do it again?”
Veronica shook her head at the sly smirk Grace shot her as she replied, “Probably.”
“Are you really going to make me suffer through that humiliation again?” Tiffany grumbled, shooting a playful glare at Grace, who just smiled prettily as she shrugged in a sorry-not-sorry kind of way.
Kristin cackled as she wandered out from behind the monitors to join them on set. “No. We actually got what we needed on that take. I just wanted to know so I don’t challenge her at the location wrap-party next week.” Veronica straightened when the director pointed at her and said, “I think we’ll have you two on the couch for your bit. The rest of you guys can fuck around playing pool or whatever. I want their conversation to be a background kind of thing.”
“C’mon, Tiff,” Bobby said as he hopped off his stool. “You can kick my ass to regain some of your mojo.”
“That was ridiculous,” Tiffany chortled disbelievingly. “Who knew Grace Easton was a fucking pool shark?”
“She ran the table pretty much just like that on Gerry Blackthorn at an afterparty once,” Veronica shared as she got to her feet and started to make her way over to Grace and the sofa where Kristin wanted the next take staged.
“Who?”
Grace shrugged as if it weren’t a big deal as she explained, “He was the US Champion like six or seven years ago.”
“Are you shitting me?” Tiffany exclaimed.
Grace laughed. “Sorry?”
“No, you’re not,” Tiffany muttered.
Veronica chuckled and pulled Grace into her arms. “She’s really not,” she confirmed as she kissed her cheek. She dragged her lips to Grace’s ear and whispered, “Do you have any idea how hot that was? I am so fecking turned-on right now.”
Grace’s breath hitched. “Oh?”
“Oh yeah.”
“That’s…” Grace cleared her throat. “Very good to know.”
Veronica hummed as Grace shifted in a way that said her confession had worked a little magic of its own. She squeezed her waist. “Mm, happy to help.”
Grace choked on a laugh and shook her head. “It’s not helping at all, but I do appreciate you sharing that information with me.”
“Good.” Veronica smiled at the way Grace swayed into her, and kissed her cheek one last time before pulling away. “C’mon, you. Let’s knock the rest of today out so we can go home and I can show you just how much I enjoyed the show you just put on.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace’s throat tightened as they neared Bullseye—a trendy, twenty-one-plus arcade in Santa Monica —and saw the absolute circus waiting for them.
“Damn, and I thought Cass was overreacting when she insisted on your security team working this thing,” Veronica muttered as she pulled up to the valet station that Cassie had arranged to be staffed with employees from the firm they usually contracted with.
Grace pursed her lips as her gaze slid over the crowd assembled on either side of the velvet ropes her security team had set out to provide a path from the curb to the sidewalk to the venue Waterman Films had booked for the location wrap party. Granted, she and Veronica still had one scene left to film, but as it was their love scene with just the two of them and a skeleton crew, the team had decided to hold the wrap party before they took a long weekend to get to Canada for the location shoot without feeling rushed.
She sighed heavily and unbuckled her seatbelt. “There were too many hands in the pot for this to stay quiet.”
Veronica hummed as she shifted into park and killed the ignition before unbuckling her own seatbelt. “How do you want to play this?” she asked as, outside Grace’s window, flashes from the crowd’s phones that were held aloft for a view of them began firing one after the other in a strobe-like effect that said they’d been recognized.
There was no judgment in Veronica’s tone, but Grace hated that she felt it was something she needed to even ask. “I don’t want to play anything except some games in the arcade,” she muttered. She looked away from the crowd to meet Veronica’s understanding gaze, and forgot how to breathe as two truths hit her at the same time and knocked her on her proverbial ass.
The first was that she was so goddamn in love with Veronica—which wasn’t a new realization by any stretch, but in that moment, it hit her with the force of a tidal wave all the same—and the second was that she really, really didn’t fucking care about the people or their cameras.
“I…” She licked her lips as her gaze dipped to Veronica’s mouth. “I want to kiss you.”
“Oh?”
Grace held Veronica’s gaze as she nodded. “Mm.”
A dark brow twitched enticingly. “Well, then,” Veronica murmured, and Grace’s heart swelled at the soft, awed expression that lit Veronica’s beautiful face as she leaned toward her. “You better come closer so you can do that.”
Grace sighed at the feeling of Veronica’s fingers sliding tenderly over her jaw as their lips met. The kiss was sweet and unhurried, and they were both grinning like fools when they broke apart. Her stomach fluttered when Veronica kissed the tip of her nose, and she laughed when she registered the sound of people screaming outside. “I think they noticed.”
Veronica chuckled. “I reckon you’re right.”
Grace’s smile widened to the point her cheeks positively ached from it as she leaned in to steal one last kiss. “I love you.”
“I love you.”
The screaming grew even louder—though how that was even possible, Grace didn’t know—and she blew out a wry breath. “Well, unless you want the internet tearing into you for not being a gentleman, I’d suggest you get my door and then hold my hand while we head inside.”
Veronica barked out a laugh. “Is that so?” When Grace nodded, she dragged her thumb over Grace’s lower lip and sighed as her hand fell away. “I can do that. Sit tight, mo mhuirnín. ”
Grace took a deep breath as Veronica ducked out her door, and let it go slowly as she purposefully averted her gaze from the crowd and their camera flashes that somehow managed to grow in intensity with every passing second. She’d expected to feel more…well, she didn’t know how to describe it other than as something other than perfectly herself after such a public display, but she was calm. She flexed her hands on her lap, marveling at the way they didn’t tremble or shake. She’d just kissed Veronica in front of god knew how many people and cameras, and it was as if it were any other Tuesday.
She licked her lips as a shadow outside her door blocked the flashes, and she smiled up at Veronica when it opened. Her smile widened at the charming grin that tipped Veronica’s lips as she held out her hand, and she laughed as she slipped out of the car and laced their fingers together. She waved to the crowd as they crossed the short distance from the curb to the door that one of the security team held open for them. The interior of the arcade was almost tomb-like after the cacophony outside, and Grace sighed happily when Veronica pulled her into her side the moment the door closed tightly behind them.
“Shit, man,” Travis greeted them with a grin. “How’s your hearing after that?”
“What?” Veronica replied loudly.
Grace laughed and pressed a kiss to Veronica’s temple. “I love you.”
Travis sniggered and held up a pitcher of beer. “Want some?”
Grace rested her head against Veronica’s as she smiled at him. “Why, Mister Bell,” she drawled in her best Southern accent. “Are you trying to get us drunk?”
He grinned and reached for a pint glass. “Just you, Sugah,” he sassed, sounding like he’d walked straight off a farm in rural Georgia. “After watching you kick everyone’s ass at pool last week, I figure we need to get you a little tipsy if we’re going to stand a chance at anything tonight.”
 



 
“So, whose genius idea was that stunt you two pulled out there?”
Veronica looked away from where Grace was playing an F1 racing sim with Bobby and Travis and frowned at Cassie. “Where’d you come from?”
Cassie smirked and hiked a thumb over her shoulder as she hopped onto the barstool next to her. “Through the kitchen. The crowd out front is huge, but they didn’t stop to consider that this place has a delivery door, it turns out. And you didn’t answer my question.”
“It wasn’t a stunt, first of all. Had it been, we would have given you lot a heads up.” Veronica nodded when Cassie lifted a shoulder in a yeah, you’re right kind of way and, knowing that they were likely going to be spilling the details on the phone later with their PR teams, figured there really wasn’t a reason to play coy. “We pulled up. Saw the crowd. I asked her how she wanted to play out our entrance, and she just looked at me with the sweetest smile and said she wanted to kiss me. So we did. And then…” She waved a hand vaguely. “I’m assuming pandemonium ensued.”
“Boy, did it,” Cassie sniggered. “You two are trending on every social network. Colin says your house has a gaggle of paps blocking the street—I asked him to run by and check things out when my alerts started blowing up—and Grace’s place has a small army outside the gate.”
“Feck…”
“Yep.” Cassie grabbed one of the clean pint glasses stacked in the middle of the table and poured herself a drink from the pitcher of lager that was sweating a pool of condensation onto the tabletop.
Veronica arched a brow when Cassie downed half of it in a long pull and then set the glass on the table to press the heels of her hands into her eyes with a heavy sigh. “Cass?”
“I love you. I love Grace. I love you guys together, okay? I don’t want that to be lost in any of this.”
Veronica’s pulse sped as she nodded. She’d expected there to be a pretty significant response from them kissing like that, but this… “Yer kinda worryin’ me, here, Cass.”
“Good.” Cassie smacked her in the arm. A half-crazed laugh bubbled in her throat, and she tucked her hair behind her ears. “I knew this was coming, and I was rooting for it, but holy fuckballs, Batman.”
Veronica hummed nervously. “Okay…”
Cassie blew out a rough breath. “Sorry. I’m just…it’s been a wild couple of hours.”
“I’m sorry.”
Cassie chuckled and threw her a perfectly disbelieving look. “No, you’re not.”
“Well, no. I don’t care where we are; I’ll kiss her every time she wants me to. But it seemed like the polite thing to say, considering…” Veronica gestured toward Cassie’s frazzled appearance as her voice trailed off.
“Appreciate it.” Cassie reached for her pint glass. “Was it a good kiss, at least?”
Veronica’s stomach fluttered, unable to keep from smiling as she was thrown back into that moment where Grace had kissed her like they were the only people in the world. “Aye. It was feckin’ fantastic.”
“Getting her door was a nice touch.”
“That was her idea,” Veronica confessed.
“Yeah, that tracks.”
Veronica laughed and gave Cassie’s shoulder a playful shove. “Rude!” When Cass just blew her a kiss, she tipped her head toward the racing sim where Grace was still going at it with the guys. She hated to do it—they’d both been having fun cutting loose and hanging out with everyone; Grace, especially—but she knew Cassie wouldn’t have made the trip over here unless she felt she absolutely had to do it to make sure Grace was taken care of. “Do you want me to go get her?”
“Do I want you to? No. Should you…?” Cassie sighed and pulled a face. “We need to figure out the next steps for you guys with Jordan, and I’m going to need to get Kristin over here so we can get the name of the firm they hired to talk about set security in Canada. If you were going to shoot the whole film here at the studio, that’d be one thing—it’s pretty locked down—but with you guys heading out on location next week…” She shook her head. “We’re going to need Jordan and his team to coordinate with and supplement whatever it is they’re doing.”
Veronica nodded as she imagined a horde of Grace’s fans swarming their hotel and the filming location. “Blimey…”
“Yeah, that about sums it up, you horny little leprechaun.” Cassie snorted when Veronica shot her a glare, and held her hands up as if to ward off further attack. “I did say that I love you guys, remember?”
Veronica resisted the urge to laugh as she deadpanned, “That’s no excuse for pejorative language.”
“Oh-ho-ho, lookit you pulling out the five-quid vocabulary.”
“Oh, sod off,” Veronica sniggered, flipping her off. She smiled warmly at Cassie and squeezed her shoulder affectionately. “Thank you for looking out for her.”
“I’m looking out for both of you,” Cassie corrected her gently. “But you’re very welcome.”
Veronica nodded and rapped her knuckles on the tabletop. “Love you too, Cass,” she murmured before, with one last shared smile, she turned to go get Grace.
 



 
“So all that’s left is to decide where you two are going to spend the night,” Cassie said as Jordan, the head of Grace’s security team, nodded beside her. Grace was glad that Cassie was leading this impromptu meeting—it made it feel less like she was in trouble than it might have if the burly, former SEAL had been the one doing it. He was a great guy, and she had never once regretted bringing him on, but his no-nonsense demeanor had a tendency to overshadow his innate kindness, and she was feeling a little fragile at the moment.
She scrubbed a hand over her face. She’d been having so much fun running around the arcade like a kid with Veronica and their castmates, playing games and joking around, that she’d honestly forgotten about the people outside and the fact that she’d kissed Veronica in front of all of them. For a brief, shining moment in time, she’d forgotten that she was Grace Easton, music icon, and not just a woman in love.
“Grace?” Veronica prompted softly.
Grace blinked at Veronica, and her throat tightened at the understanding expression on Veronica’s face. God, she so doesn’t deserve any of this. “I’m sorry.” Her eyes fluttered as Veronica’s free hand wrapped tenderly around her jaw, and she licked her lips as she leaned into the touch. “I wasn’t—” She muttered softly when Veronica’s thumb pressed ever so gently against her lips to cut her off.
“There’s nothing to apologize for,” Veronica murmured, leaning in closer to hold Grace’s gaze as her thumb drifted from her lips to caress her cheek. “We didn’t do anything wrong. This just—”
“Really fucking sucks,” Grace whispered.
Veronica nodded. “Kind of. Yeah. But I’d do it again in a heartbeat, so…”
Grace’s heart squeezed painfully, and the backs of her eyes stung with tears. “Do you really mean that?” she asked, hating the way her voice trembled with the question.
“Oh, mo mhuirnín, ” Veronica sighed. “I’ve never meant anything more.” Her lips quirked as she added in a voice loud enough to carry, “If Cass thought it’d help, I’d kiss you in the middle of Santa Monica Boulevard.”
“Cass does not think that will help,” Cassie deadpanned. “Cass does, however, think that’d be romantic as fuck.”
Grace smiled in spite of the trembly, buzzy feeling that still vibrated in her chest. She thought that sounded pretty damn romantic, too.
Veronica’s eyes glittered prettily as she muttered, “Ah, well… Was worth a shot.”
Grace raked her lower lip between her teeth as she pressed Veronica’s hand to her cheek, needing the feeling of security and comfort it provided more than she’d ever be able to explain.
Veronica seemed to understand anyway, though, as she smiled softly and leaned in to touch their foreheads together. “What do you want to do tonight?”
Grace let her eyes drift shut as Veronica’s thumb traced the curve of her cheek. “I just want to fall asleep in your arms.”
“We are in perfect agreement on that, mo mhuirnín. ”
Grace’s heart swelled at the earnestness that warmed Veronica’s voice, and she angled her head as she exhaled wistfully, “I want to kiss you.”
The fingers hooked around her jaw twitched as the thumb on her cheek stilled. “So do it.”
Grace huffed a little laugh. “We’re not alone.”
“We wouldn’t be on Santa Monica Boulevard, either.” Veronica nuzzled closer. “I will kiss you anywhere, any time, G, ” she murmured, her voice dipping into the shadowed, crushed velvet tones that never failed to short-circuit Grace’s brain. “So if you want to kiss me, kiss me.”
A moan caught in Grace’s throat as she surrendered to the smoke in Veronica’s voice and the longing that coursed through her veins and closed the distance between them. She felt like she was flying as she sank into the reassuring warmth of Veronica’s lips, the kiss unmistakably intimate despite its chastity, a thousand promises made and received without a word. She felt breathless and completely grounded when they finally broke apart, and her throat tightened at the emotion that shone in Veronica’s vibrant, emerald eyes. She blinked slowly, once, twice, and then again, as the weight of what that look meant altered her entire brain chemistry. She’d known Veronica loved her, had heard the truth of it in her voice and felt it in the heat of her touch, but seeing it like this…
“God, I love you so fucking much.”
Veronica’s cheeks dimpled adorably with her grin as she darted forward to steal another kiss. “I love you so fecking much, too.”
“And you’re both fucking adorable,” Cassie declared. “But, if we could maybe get back to the matter at hand…? Jordan is craning his neck so far to the left that he might sprain something.”
She sounded more amused than annoyed, but Grace still blushed as she pulled away from Veronica and settled back in her chair. “Right. Sorry.”
“I’m not,” Veronica said as she pulled Grace’s hand onto her lap and laced their fingers together.
Grace giggled at the way Cassie just stared at Veronica with a playfully unamused expression.
After a long moment, Cassie laughed and shook her head. “Yeah. Fair enough, Adams.”
“Whose house would be easier for us to get in and out of?” Grace asked, pretty sure she knew the answer already, but willing to leave this decision to her security lead.
Jordan’s answer was immediate. “Yours.” His biceps strained against the sleeves of his polo shirt as he crossed his arms in front of his chest. “With the crowd here and both of your houses being staked out, we’re going to need to go with the full caravan for an exit. While both your houses are gated, the roads in and out of your neighborhood are wider, your driveway isn’t as constricted, and the house is further from the street, so we’d have more maneuverability all around.” He nodded resolutely. “But if you’d rather go to Veronica’s, we can absolutely make it happen.”
Grace turned to Veronica to see what she thought, and fell a little more in love with her when Veronica just smiled and squeezed her hand as she answered, “Grace’s place is fine with me.”
He nodded once. “Okay.” He nodded once and smiled. “We’ll do that. I already spoke with Ms. Knight about the next couple of days at the studio, and she’s going to make sure the team there is put on high alert. And I got the contact information for the firm the production team hired to handle things in Canada, so I’ll coordinate with them over the next few days and arrange for the necessary additions to your and Ms. Adams’ personal security,” he said, looking between her and Veronica.
“Thank you,” Grace said.
He gave her a look that said she was being ridiculous. “It’s my job, Grace.”
“Yeah, but I still appreciate it,” she told him. She squeezed Veronica’s hand as she asked, “Is there anything else?”
He shook his head as he glanced at his phone. “Not at the moment. The team is on standby with the SUVs, ready to roll whenever you are done, and I have brought someone in to drive Ms. Adams’ vehicle so that you can travel together.” He smiled apologetically. “I know you prefer your independence, but with the paparazzi…”
“No, it’s fine. I understand,” Grace assured him. She took a deep breath as she turned to look at Veronica. “Are you okay with that?”
Veronica nodded solemnly. “I am completely on board with whatever keeps you safe.”
“Good answer,” Cassie quipped.
Grace smiled and stroked her thumb along the side of Veronica’s hand. “Do you want to go back out there, or—”
“I’m good just getting out of here.” Veronica lifted their joined hands to kiss the backs of Grace’s knuckles. “We should probably say goodbye to everyone, though.”
“Yeah.” Grace looked at Jordan. “Can you call the cars, please, and let us know when they’ve arrived?”
Jordan nodded. “Absolutely.”
 



 
Veronica took Grace’s hand and laced their fingers together as they stopped into the arcade’s small foyer area to wait for their car to pull up. Grace had put on a brave face while they’d been saying their goodbyes, but she could feel that bravado falter as they stood shoulder-to-shoulder and stared out at the crowd that had doubled, if not tripled, since they’d first arrived.
“I hate this.”
Grace’s voice was so soft that Veronica almost didn’t hear her over the din of conversation, laughter, and clinking glass behind them, and her heart broke for her as she squeezed her hand reassuringly.
Cassie had scampered off through the kitchen once they’d finished talking so that she could get to her car without drawing attention to herself, leaving them with Jordan and Paul, another guy from his team who had the same I dare you to try it physique, who hovered stoically a few feet behind them, ready to move when they were given the signal.

What a fecking shitshow.

“Okay, they’re pulling up now,” Jordan announced, sounding like he was about to initiate a raid on a hostile stronghold. “We will wait for Jess to get your car door open before we head out. She’ll remain by the vehicle to cover the front. When we move, it’ll be in our standard box formation. Paul and I will be just behind you on the corners. Gino and Brett, who are outside the door right now, will take the front. Any questions?”
Veronica squeezed Grace’s hand as they both shook their heads.
“Okay, they’re pulling up now. Wait for Brett to get the front door, and then we’ll move to the car.”
Grace’s hand tightened painfully around hers as they both nodded to indicate that they heard and understood his instruction, and Veronica soothed her thumb along the side of Grace’s index finger as they waited for the door in front of them to open.
A sea of camera flashes greeted them as they stepped outside, and it was all Veronica could do not to squint as she kept half an eye on Grace while smiling and acknowledging the fans who had gathered to see them with small, polite waves as they made their way to the car.
She only let go of Grace’s hand to let her slide in first, putting herself between Grace and the crowd like a shield until she was able to hop in after her. Jordan slammed the door shut the moment she was clear. She gathered Grace’s hand in hers as Jordan made his way around the back of the car to relieve the man who’d driven the SUV this far—as the head of Grace’s security, he always drove in situations like this—and Jess slipped into the passenger seat.
After the crush of noise and cameras and diplomatic-level protection detail, the way they pulled smoothly away from the curb was almost comically anticlimactic, but she breathed easier with every traffic signal that they put between themselves and the arcade.
When they merged onto PCH, Jess half-turned in her seat to look at them as she asked, “Are you two okay back there?”
Grace nodded. “Fine, thank you.”
It was a lie, Veronica could feel the tension radiating beneath Grace’s outwardly calm exterior, but Jess just nodded and accepted it at face value because, for all intents and purposes, they were fine. They were safe, and they weren’t being chased by overeager paparazzi swerving dangerously close in a bid to get their picture. Probably because they already have people waiting at our houses, too.

Once Jess had turned back around, Veronica lifted Grace’s hand to her lips to kiss the backs of her knuckles. She wished she could snap her fingers and make all of this go away, but she was heartened by the way Grace’s expression softened at the touch, so she did it again, and then one last time to make sure Grace knew that she wasn’t alone before letting their hands fall back to her lap.
She caressed Grace’s hand and forearm with her free hand as they rode in silence, the car quiet except for the hum of tires against the pavement and the occasional burst of hushed conversation as Jess and Jordan coordinated arrival plans with the cars ahead and behind them. The glide of her fingers along Grace’s skin centered her as much as it seemed to help Grace, and she forced herself to focus on that instead of the haunting memory of screeching tires and screams and sirens that hovered menacingly at the periphery of her mind.
Neither of them relaxed until Jordan pulled past the gate and into the space in the garage that Cassie had cleared for the SUV so they could exit the vehicle behind the privacy of the garage door. She’d never been more glad to see Cassie than she was when she greeted them with an understanding smile.
“I got this,” Cassie told them confidently. “You guys can head upstairs. I’ll see you in the morning.”
The silence that had settled between them on the drive lingered as they made their way to Grace’s bedroom, where they quickly went through their nightly routines before climbing into bed. Veronica’s heart lodged itself in the base of her throat when Grace curled against her side, and she held her close as she pressed a tender kiss to her forehead.
“I’m sorry,” Grace whispered. “Are you okay? In the car, were you…?”
“Just a little.” Veronica’s stomach sank as she realized that Grace had noticed after all. She combed her fingers through Grace’s hair as she replied gently, “Having you there helped to ground me, mo mhuirnín . And you have nothing to apologize for.”
Grace shook her head. “I do. I…you…it’s because of me that you were put in danger tonight. Just like the last time,” she added brokenly.
Tears stung the backs of Veronica’s eyes at the anguish in Grace’s voice. She’d hoped she’d been alone in recalling the events of the night they’d been run off the road. “We weren’t in any danger.”
Grace huffed a hollow, mirthless laugh. “We were driven home in a fucking security caravan, V. That doesn’t exactly scream safety.” She tried to pull away, and whimpered when Veronica refused to let her. “I can’t stand the idea of you being hurt because of me again.”
Veronica held her tighter as the events of the night and the events of the past wound together into a single clarifying event. “Is that why you walked away from me—from us —five years ago?”
A quiet sob caught in Grace’s throat as she gave up trying to escape and slumped against her side. “They put you in the hospital, V.”
“I remember.” Veronica kissed her forehead as the tears she’d been resisting broke free to course slowly down her face. She threaded her fingers through Grace’s hair and cradled her head against her chest. “That still hurt less than what happened next, though.”
A small, wounded sound tumbled from Grace’s lips on a sharp exhale. “I’m sorry.”
“I know.” Veronica pressed her cheek to Grace’s forehead. “I am, too.”
Grace shook her head. “You didn’t—”
“I didn’t keep you safe. I should’ve listened to Cassie more.”
Grace tangled her fingers in the collar of Veronica’s shirt as she burrowed closer. “The crash wasn’t your fault.”
“It wasn’t yours, either.” Veronica ducked her head to catch Grace’s eye. “I don’t care if we have to travel exclusively in cars chauffeured by Jordan and his team, mo mhuirnín ,” she whispered, hating the sight of the tears that wet Grace’s cheeks but knowing that this was a conversation they needed to have. “I don’t care if we can’t visit a restaurant or a bar or whatever without Cassie having to coordinate ahead of time and buy out half the place so we’re left alone. And I genuinely do not mind having a team on standby every time we leave the house if it keeps both of us safe.”
Grace pressed up onto her forearm, and her expression twisted with emotion as she stared down at her. “V—”
Veronica lifted her head to interrupt her with a kiss, and she trailed her hand up Grace’s side to tuck Grace’s hair behind her ear before cradling her jaw to hold her gaze. “Do you love me?”
Grace nodded. “Yes.” Her lips quivered as she added, “So much it hurts.”
Veronica caressed Grace’s cheek with her thumb. “So love me. And trust me to love you just as much.” She guided Grace’s lips toward hers and kissed her gently. “Grace, the only thing I can’t do is live without you. So just…let me live—let me love with you.”
Grace’s eyes fluttered as she softened against her. “Even if it means a lifetime of nights like tonight?” she asked in a small voice.
“Yes, my love. Even then.” Veronica kissed her sweetly. “Especially then. We’re lucky enough to have the resources to deal with these kinds of situations; let’s use them this time.” She guided Grace’s head back to her chest. “I want nothing more than to spend every night with you in my arms just like this.”
Grace sighed. “I love you.”
“I love you too, mo mhuirnín. ” Veronica kissed Grace’s forehead. “So much it hurts,” she added, affection blooming in her chest at the way Grace slipped a hand beneath the hem of her shirt to hold her waist as she snuggled closer.
“I want to fall asleep like this every night for the rest of my life,” Grace whispered.
“Good.” Veronica cradled Grace in her arms and pressed her cheek to the spot she’d just kissed. “Because I have no intention of ever letting you go.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace smiled when she emerged from her trailer after changing into her wardrobe and saw Veronica waiting for her. “Hey.”
“Hey, yourself.” Veronica winked and held out a hand. “So, are you ready to actually make out instead of just bloody talking about it?”
Grace chuckled as she took Veronica’s hand. They’d spent the last couple of hours rehearsing the scene they were about to shoot, talking through the beats of it all and sketching out the choreography that would have them stopping on certain marks so Kristin could get the shots she needed, and by the time they’d been sent off to wardrobe, hair, and makeup, most of her nerves surrounding what they were about to do had been assuaged. She wasn’t looking forward to being nearly nude with cameras around, but discussing the scene and running through it several times clothed so she knew where the cameras would be, and what Kristin would be focusing on, helped make the task at hand seem manageable.
And, well, the fact that she would be technically “making out” with Veronica didn’t hurt, either. As amazing as it still was to watch Veronica transform whenever they filmed a scene together, Grace couldn’t help but be drawn to what she could see of her in Mae.
“I think I can be up for that,” she murmured as she laced their fingers together.
Her heart squeezed at the way Veronica lifted her hand to her lips to kiss the back of it. “Good.”
Because this final scene was just the two of them and a skeleton crew, it was a lot quieter on the lot than she’d become accustomed to, but after the events of last night, the calm was especially welcome. Filippa and Eliza had advised them to stay off social media for the next few days and, while she didn’t follow anyone from her private account who would necessarily expose her to the firestorm of mostly celebratory posts and comments, after catching a glimpse of the Grace Easton Has Officially Gone Gay article that Cassie had been rolling her eyes at when she and Veronica had made their way down to the kitchen this morning, she wasn’t in a hurry to risk it.
Still, she mused as she glanced at Veronica—who was looking especially beautiful with her dark hair loose around her shoulders and the slightest hint of a smile pulling at the corner of her full, pink lips—she didn’t regret it. There wasn’t a single cell in her body that wished to go back in time and do any of it differently.
The hint of a smile tilting Veronica’s lips morphed into a grin as she turned to her with a playfully arched brow. “Yes?”
Grace blinked at her. How did I get so goddamn lucky to get a second chance with this beautiful, incredible woman? “I love you.”
And, oh, it was all she could do to not tug Veronica into her arms and kiss her senseless right outside the soundstage as Veronica’s playful expression softened.
“I love you. ” Veronica squeezed her hand lightly. Her eyes flicked to Grace’s lips, and she sucked in a sharp breath. “But I really don’t want to have to explain to Xander why I need a touch-up before we’ve even begun shooting, so if you can stop looking at me like that, I’d really appreciate it.”
Grace hummed, letting her gaze dip to Veronica’s lips as she leaned in closer. “Like what?”
“Jaysus,” Veronica groaned. “Like that.”
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the husk that had crept into Veronica’s voice, and she smiled as she lifted her free hand to gently caress her cheek. “We should go inside.”
Veronica’s throat bobbed as she nodded. “We should.”
They shared a wry laugh when neither of them made any effort to move, and Grace sighed as she tucked her fingers beneath Veronica’s chin to tug her close enough that she could kiss her softly. “Come on, my love. We need to go to work.”
Veronica blew out a shaky breath. “Yeah. Okay.”
Grace pecked her lips one last time before pulling away. She ducked her head in a silent thank you when Veronica chivalrously opened the door and gestured for her to go ahead, and did her best to ignore the way her pulse picked up as she stepped into the dim, almost tomb-like soundstage.
Kristin looked up at them with a kind smile when they joined her at her station behind the monitors. “So, any questions?”
Grace took a deep breath and shook her head. “I don’t think so.”
“Okay.” Kristin dragged a hand through her hair. “Well, like we talked about earlier, for this first take, I’m not going to give you too much direction. Both of you already know your characters, your lines, the blocking, and what you’re comfortable with, so just have fun with it. We’ve gone over where the cameras will be and the vibe we’re looking for, so just keep that in mind, and we’ll see how it goes. After that, I’ll step in as we figure out what plays well to the scene. Worst case, we have tomorrow to come back and do it again, but I’d much rather we knock it all out before we go home tonight.”
“Hey, I’m all for an extra day off,” Veronica drawled.
“Aren’t we all,” Kristin quipped as Renata chuckled in agreement beside her. The director shoved her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and rocked back on her heels. “Now, if I may take just a moment to address the elephant in the room?”
Grace and Veronica exchanged a curious glance before they both nodded.
“I know that this is awkward and that we’re asking a lot of you because people will most likely assume that they’re witnessing an intimate side of your relationship when they watch the movie. I wish I could change that. But for our part, I just want to assure you that everyone here will be as professional as possible. And if you need a break at any point, take it, okay? Seriously. Fuck the clock, because Gemma and Mae certainly wouldn’t think about it at all, and this is one of the focal points of the movie. We have a small crew, but if you need to be left alone so you can work things through without an audience, say so.” Kristin motioned toward herself, Renata, the two female camera operators who’d been working on the project, and then finally to Derek, the sound tech who had set up shop away from the set with his back turned to it to give them as much privacy as he could while still doing his job, and the curtained off area even further past Derek where the hair and makeup teams were set up. “We will totally make ourselves scarce if needed.”
“Thank you, we appreciate that,” Grace said as she looked at Veronica, who nodded in agreement. She hadn’t expected anything less from the director, who had been nothing but respectful of their boundaries from the start, but it was still reassuring to have it all stated so plainly.
“Good,” Kristin said. “And Renata will be standing by to help with anything you guys need.”
Renata smiled. “You guys both remember your safe word?” When they both assured her they did, she tipped her head toward the set. “Well then, off you go.”
Grace chuckled in spite of the butterflies that had begun to form in her belly at Renata’s motherly tone as Veronica led her to the doorway to the bedroom where they’d start things off. She took a deep breath as they stopped at the threshold, and let it go slowly as Veronica’s hands settled on her hips before, with the lightest pressure, she pushed her back against the doorjamb.
“You good?” Veronica asked softly.
Grace nodded as she looped her arms over Veronica’s shoulders. “Yeah.” She curled Veronica’s hair around her finger and gave the strands a light tug. “Are you?”
Veronica chuckled as a delicate shiver rippled through her, and leaned in to nuzzle Grace’s cheek. “Aye,” she whispered. “I’m just grand.”
“Looks great, you guys!” Kristin called. “Here we go! Roll camera!”
Grace giggled at the way Veronica grinned and waggled her eyebrows. She pressed her shoulders back more firmly into the doorframe so she could jut her hips toward Veronica as Kristin and the rest of the crew continued with the pre-shot routine, and licked her lips as the slate clacked loudly off to her right.
“Action!”
Grace sucked in a sharp breath as Veronica’s fingers dug into her sides at the director’s command, and moaned when Veronica used that hold to pull her onto her thigh as she surged forward to capture her lips in a searing kiss. Her awareness of their surroundings disappeared as she lost herself in the sweetness of Veronica’s lips, and she tangled her hand in Veronica’s hair and tugged as she angled her head to take her deeper. Her eyes rolled back in her head when Veronica complied with a broken whimper, and she echoed the sound a moment later when the hands on her sides dropped to her ass to pull her more firmly onto Veronica’s thigh.
Her stomach swooped as Veronica’s right hand dipped beneath her white t-shirt, fingers spread wide and pressing firmly against the small of her back as their hips rolled lazily together, and she broke away from the kiss with a gasp when that hand blazed a determined trail up her side. “Fuck,” she hissed, her hips bucking as strong fingers curled around her breast and a nimble thumb dragged over her nipple.
Veronica’s breath was hot on her neck as she panted against her, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she tipped her head up and away to give Veronica all the room she wanted to lick and nibble her throat. When it became too much, she used her hold on Veronica’s hair to tug her mouth away so she could claim it in a deep, wonderfully messy kiss, and she genuinely wasn’t sure which of them moaned louder when Veronica’s fingers closed roughly around her nipple.
“And cut!”
Grace was dimly aware of Kristin’s voice calling out as she swirled her tongue around Veronica’s, but it took three more tries from the director before it sank in. She blushed and buried her face in the crook of Veronica’s neck to hide her embarrassment, and hummed softly as Veronica’s arms enveloped her in a tender and equally protective embrace.
“Okay?” Veronica asked.
Grace nodded. “Sorry, I got carried away.”
Veronica chuckled. “I was right there with you, mo mhuirnín .” She kissed Grace’s cheek, and then dragged her lips to her ear to whisper, “And I’m not at all sorry about it.”
Grace smiled.
“You guys okay to continue?” Kristin hollered.
“Are we?” Veronica asked.
Grace smiled and nodded. “Yeah.”
“All right.” Veronica kissed her cheek one more time before pulling back to answer Kristin’s question. “We’re good.”
Kristin nodded. “That was…” She whistled. “Yeah, a great start. Can you do the neck thing again? I’d like the cameras to get a better angle of that.”
Grace took a deep breath and tipped her head back against the doorjamb to look at Kristin. “Anything else?”
Kristin pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Maybe drag your nose up her throat, y’know? Like you’re just breathing her in. Little kisses, maybe a lick or two if you’re comfortable.”
“I can do that,” Veronica agreed.
“Are you okay with that, Grace?” Kristin checked.
Grace nodded.
“We need verbal consent,” Renata reminded gently.
“Right. Sorry.” Grace cleared her throat. “Yeah. I’m okay with anything she wants to do to me.” She blushed when Veronica chuckled and whispered, “Same, love,” and sighed as she hastened to explain, “I just meant—” She bit her tongue when Kristin smiled and held up a hand to stop her.
“We know what you were trying to say, don’t worry.”
Grace sighed. “Thank you.”
Kristin nodded. “Of course. Give us two minutes to set up, and we’ll just hit that one element again, okay?”
Grace nodded as Veronica answered, “You got it, boss.”
Once everyone’s attention wasn’t focused on them, Grace groaned and touched her forehead to Veronica’s shoulder. “I can’t believe I said that.”
“I don’t reckon anyone here is judging us, love,” Veronica murmured, rubbing her back reassuringly. “Do you need a minute?” When Grace shook her head, she pressed her lips to her ear and asked, “Do you want me to lick you?”
Grace bit back a moan as a flood of arousal crashed between her legs. She could feel Veronica’s grin as she nuzzled her ear and, figuring that two could play that game, said, “You know I love the things you can do with your tongue.” She grinned at the soft “Feck” that escaped Veronica’s lips on the back of a strangled moan, and turned her head to kiss the sensitive hollow just beneath her ear.
“We’re ready when you are,” Kristin hollered.
Grace giggled at the way Veronica mewled in protest at the interruption, and tipped her head back against the doorjamb to smile at Veronica as she told Kristin, “We’re good.” She arched a brow and, in a voice quiet enough that she doubted even the mics would catch it, added, “I can’t wait to feel your mouth on me.”
Veronica barked out a laugh. “Yer an evil, evil woman, Grace.”
Thankfully unaware of their private conversation, Kristin yelled, “Excellent. Roll camera!”
Grace twined her fingers in Veronica’s hair as she lifted her chin and exposed her throat to Veronica’s hungry gaze as the crew worked through their pre-shoot routine, and her heart fluttered in exquisite anticipation when Kristin’s voice rang out, “And…action!”
 



 
“Cut!”
Veronica caressed Grace’s cheek as she lingered in the kiss they were sharing for a few beats longer before breaking away. Kristin’s vision for the love scene was fairly straightforward, relying on camera angles and close-ups of small moments to make the scene feel intimate, rather than voyeuristic, but it was still a lot —especially for a first time. She had been walking a tightrope for the last couple of hours, trying to give the director what she asked for while simultaneously protecting Grace. She reached down to pull the sheet bunched at their waists up over their shoulders to cover them, and propped her head on her hand as she smiled down at her. “Still okay?”
Grace nodded. “You?”
“Aye, love.” Veronica shivered as Grace’s hand swept up along her spine, and licked her lips as she returned the gentle, grounding touch by stroking the backs of her fingers along Grace’s jaw. Her heart swelled at the way Grace’s eyelashes fluttered prettily as she turned her head into the touch.
The moment was ruined by the sound of a throat being cleared, and Veronica sighed as she tore her gaze away from Grace to look at Kristin, who was standing a few feet away with her hands in her pockets and a thoughtful expression on her face. Renata stood a couple of paces further behind her, close enough to be ready to intercede on their behalf if called upon, but otherwise leaving them to do their work without hovering.
When Kristin saw that she had their attention, she said, “So, that was good. We will definitely get some usable footage out of that take, but I think the scene needs more movement.” She looked at Grace. “How would you feel about being on top?”
The joke was right the fuck there , but Veronica somehow managed to hold it back. Still, it was close. Especially when Grace huffed a soft laugh beneath her.
Some of her struggle must have shown, because Grace pinched her arse lightly as she told Kristin, “I’m okay being on top.”
Veronica really was trying, but she couldn’t quite stifle the giggle that bubbled in her throat as her brain unhelpfully added, Yeah, she is . That earned her another pinch, and she dropped her forehead to Grace’s shoulder to hide her face as she murmured, “That is not helping, mo mhuirnín. ”
“You okay, Veronica?” Renata asked.
Veronica groaned and shifted to lay her head on Grace’s shoulder as she assured the intimacy coordinator, “Doin’ just grand.”
Veronica hummed as Grace returned to caressing her back as she asked Kristin, “What are you thinking? Just reset with me on top, or we roll over while we’re kissing to switch positions?”
“Rolling over.” Kristin pulled her hands from her pockets and used them to emphasize her points as she said, “What I’m thinking is, start again with Veronica on top, but then you roll her onto her back. If you can do it without breaking the kiss, even better. More kisses as you settle on top of her, and then you eventually kiss your way down her throat, kinda like she did in the doorway shot earlier. So far, so good?”
“I can do that,” Grace said.
Veronica nodded as she added, “Works for me.”
“Excellent. So, then, I know we’ve been kind of keeping things covered so far”—Kristin swirled her hands in front of her chest—“and when we ran through the blocking earlier, we talked about Veronica kissing down Grace’s chest, but how would you guys feel about reversing that dynamic?”
Veronica nodded again. “I’m fine with it.” In all honesty, she preferred that arrangement. Her breasts were already immortalized on film—for better or worse—and, this way, Grace would be spared the exposure.
“Me too,” Grace chimed in.
“Cool. Because I think this will work better. What we have so far is good, but…” Kristin fluttered a hand vaguely. “There’s still something missing to complete it.” She shook her head. “Anyway, let’s try this and see. I know we’re asking a lot of you guys, but I want to capture the dynamic—the give and take, if you will—between Gemma and Mae. And don’t worry or be self-conscious about going where your characters want to go. I would never use anything either of you were against, anyway, but Grace also has final approval of this scene. So whatever happens here, we will sit down later as a group once the team and I have put together a few different cuts to decide which will be used in the film. How’s that sound to you guys?”
“Brill,” Veronica replied as, at the same time, Grace said, “Sure.”
“Any questions?” Renata asked.
“Can we have a few minutes?” Veronica replied. “There’s something I want to run past Grace.”
“Of course,” Kristin nodded, and true to her word, the room was vacated within a minute.
As soon as they were alone, Veronica tucked a finger under Grace’s chin and gently coaxed her eyes higher. She smiled as she gazed down into Grace’s bright, cornflower-blue eyes. “‘Go where your characters want to go’ is a pretty broad direction. Is there anything you don’t want us to do?” She ran her thumb over Grace’s lower lip as the blonde considered the question. “Or is there anything you specifically need from me?”
She was glad for the way Grace took a moment to consider the question before answering.
“I just need you in it with me. I don’t…” Grace’s brow furrowed as she drew small, thoughtful circles across Veronica’s lower back. “Would it be weird if I said this feels like a fucking massive invasion of privacy? Not because of Kristin and the team,” she clarified, “but we’re basically naked and this scene is going to be clipped and giffed and studied and judged by god knows how many people on the internet. I don’t want the world to assume that they’re somehow seeing part of our relationship when they watch the movie. But at the same time, I do want to make sure we do Gemma and Mae justice. You know?”
“I understand.” Veronica nodded. “And I totally agree. Would it help if I said that, just like Kristin, I’ve wanted to tell this story for a while now, and that this scene is a key part of it?”
“How so?”
“Because it’s not about sex. It’s about connection. Closeness. It’s about showing the world that, as trite as it might sound, love is love.” Veronica sighed as a small, almost disbelieving smile quirked her lips. “Never in my wildest dreams did I imagine doing this scene with you, though.”
“Yeah,” Grace chuckled. “Gotta admit, I never really thought I’d do something like this at all, let alone with you.”
Veronica smiled. “I’m glad it’s me, though.”
“I honestly wouldn’t be here if it were anyone else.”
“Lucky me.”
“Lucky me,” Grace argued, a hint of a smile pulling at her lips. Her expression sobered as she asked, “Is there anything you don’t want me to do? I mean, since we’re switching positions and everything? Do you want me to cover your nipples with my hands like we’d discussed you doing for me, or…?”
“Darlin’,” Veronica chuckled, “my girls have made more than a few appearances over the years, so I don’t need you to worry about that.” She caressed Grace’s cheek, and as professional as she generally was, there was a small flutter in her stomach at the thought of Grace touching her while the cameras were rolling. Not to say that Grace had just been lying back, but she’d deferred to her lead as the script had called for. But now… Veronica licked her lips as she dropped her forehead to Grace’s so that what she was going to say stayed between them. “Fuck whatever the world thinks. This scene is about Gemma and Mae first, and I will try to be Mae for the most part when we shoot this. But if I’m being completely honest…” She bit her lip. “There’s a part of me that quite likes the idea of everyone who sees the film assuming that I’m yours.” Her heart skipped a beat as she watched Grace’s pupils dilate as her words, and the meaning behind them, sank in.
Grace sucked in a sharp breath as a shudder rolled through her. “God, V…”
Veronica smiled and dragged the tip of her nose along the side of Grace’s. “Do you like that?” When Grace groaned and nodded, she kissed her softly. “Good. Then follow wherever you think Gemma wants to go, mo mhuirnín .” She traced the curve of Grace’s cheek with her thumb. “I trust you to keep me safe.”
Grace’s eyes fluttered as a moan broke and caught in her throat. “Baby…”
“I know, love,” Veronica whispered. “You okay for me to let them know we’re ready to start again?” When Grace nodded, she kissed her one last time as herself before pulling away and calling out to get the team’s attention. “Ready when you are, boss.”
“Okay,” Kristin said as she waved the sparse crew and Renata to their places. “Let’s give this a shot, then. How are you guys doing?”
Veronica arched a brow at Grace, and when Grace nodded, replied, “We’re good to go.”
“Sweet. Can you pull the sheet back to your waists?”
Veronica rolled more fully onto Grace and swallowed thickly at the intent that simmered in Grace’s gaze as she slowly dragged the sheet down her back inch by glorious inch until it was puddled just above the swell of her ass. She shivered when Grace ran a deft, exploratory finger beneath the sheet to make sure her panties were still covered.
“Excellent! Here we go. Roll camera!” Kristin hollered.
Veronica smiled and dipped her head so that her lips were but a few millimeters from Grace’s as Kristin and the rest of the crew continued with the pre-shot routine, and her heart leapt into her throat when the slate clacked loudly off to her left.
Grace lifted her chin to close the distance between them before Kristin had even finished calling “Action”, and she moaned against Grace’s lips as she surrendered to her kiss. She rocked up onto her forearms to press closer when Grace’s hand tangled in her hair, yielding immediately to the gentle tug that sent a pleasant ripple through her belly as it coaxed her head to the side so Grace could deepen the kiss. A delicious thrill vibrated through her veins as they kissed slowly, deeply, their bodies rocking lightly together to match the languid stroke and glide of their tongues as they let themselves become lost in the moment.
A firmer tug on her hair and a deft twist of hips had her on her back in what felt like the blink of an eye, and a low groan rumbled in her chest as she melted into the mattress. She grabbed Grace’s hips as she gave herself over to the heady glide of Grace’s skin against hers and the firm press of the thigh between her legs. A hitched, plaintive sound scraped its way past her lips when Grace broke the kiss to blaze a trail across her cheek, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she let the pressure of Grace’s mouth turn her face toward the cameras.
The silken warmth of Grace’s lips and tongue and the hot, heavy fall of her breath against her skin was intoxicating. She wouldn’t have been able to silence the moan that escaped her when those full, fucking perfect lips ghosted over her ear even if she’d wanted to as Grace coaxed in a sinfully lush voice, “Spread your legs for me, beautiful.”
Her stomach clenched as she immediately obeyed, and a rush of wetness flooded her panties when Grace slipped nimbly between her thighs and trim hips rocked into her with a gentle, exploitative grind.
“Okay?” Grace murmured.
Veronica tightened her hold on Grace’s hips as she nodded, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Grace pressed up on her arms so their nipples dragged lightly against each other with her next slow, purposeful thrust.
Grace’s cheek brushed against hers, hiding her lips from the camera as she husked, “You’re doing so well, mo anamchara. ”
Veronica swallowed thickly and exhaled a shaky, “Feck.”
“So good for me,” Grace purred, her voice dipping into the textured, smoky tones that Veronica knew meant she was just as affected by what was happening.
That just made her even wetter, and she whined, her breaths shortening to ragged, pitchy whimpers as Grace began laying a line of wet kisses down the column of her throat. She tipped her head back as Grace’s tongue dipped into the hollow at the base of her throat, and she clenched around nothing when Grace shifted above her to capture her hand and guide her arm up over her head.
Veronica squirmed as Grace licked a hot, wet stripe back up her throat until she was hovering over her. Her pulse thudded heavily in the base of her throat as she stared into Grace’s eyes, and her lips parted with a silent moan when Grace pressed her hand more firmly into the pillow.
God, she loved the way Grace handled her.
Grace cocked a brow in a way that said she knew just the effect she was having on her, and held her gaze as she reached down to grab hold of her other hand to lift it above her head as well. She dipped her head to hover her lips teasingly just out of Veronica’s reach as she gathered both of her wrists in her right hand. “Still good?” she checked softly.
Veronica nodded and lifted her head to chase after Grace’s lips, and groaned when Grace gave her exactly what she wanted and claimed her lips in a deliciously deep and messy kiss.
A shiver rolled through her as Grace’s right hand stroked lightly down her arm, and she moaned into her mouth as long, fucking talented fingers ghosted over her shoulder and started drifting across her chest. The hunger in Grace’s kiss contrasted exquisitely with the gentleness of her caress and the strength of the grip on her wrists that pinned her securely in place, and she spread her legs wider, desperate for more contact, more pressure, more friction as Grace’s hand drifted along the side of her breast.
“Cut!”
Veronica squeezed her eyes shut as Grace stilled above her, and whined when Grace’s tongue pulled out of her mouth and their bruising kiss softened into a gentle caress before Grace slowly pulled away.
She shook her head when the hold on her wrists slackened, not at all ready to be released, and breathed out a quietly pleading, “Grace…”
Grace hummed understandingly and stroked the inside of her wrist with her thumb as she left her hand where it was. “I know, love.”
The moment was further ruined when Renata asked, “Are you both okay?”
“I was fecking fantastic until you lot opened yer bloody mouths and stopped her,” Veronica muttered sotto voce .
Grace giggled and squeezed her wrists sympathetically. “We’re good,” she answered. “What do you need?”
“Not a lot, actually,” Kristin replied. She cleared her throat. “That was great.”
“Tell me about it,” Veronica grumbled, chuckling in spite of herself at the playfully reproachful don’t be a brat look Grace shot her.
“Grace, can you do the caress down her arm again? I had a decent angle, but I need to move a camera to really zoom in on it. And then I think I want to get a close-up of your hands there. That hold isn’t what I was originally thinking, but damn if it doesn’t work.”

Yer tellin’ me , Veronica thought.
“Okay. Anything else?” Grace asked.
“I’d like to maybe get a wider shot where you’re dragging your other hand down her arm as you kiss your way down her throat to her breasts. But let’s get those close-up shots first. Do you guys need to take a break before we move the cameras around? I’d like to have you in position when we do it so I can make sure I’ve got the angle I need.”
Veronica’s heart swelled at the way Grace looked at her to check, and she smiled at her as she said, “I’m quite comfortable where I am, mo mhuirnín. ”
Grace’s eyes softened with affection as she swept her thumb over Veronica’s wrist again, and she held her gaze as she told the director, “Do what you need to do.”
 



 
Grace was losing the battle to inhabit the scene as Gemma. The work she’d put in with her acting coach and Veronica to prepare for the scene was no match for the reality of filming it, and every minute that ticked past with them in this position made it worse. As much as she tried, she couldn’t separate herself from the moment, and it was very much Veronica’s body that she was worshipping in front of the cameras. Honestly, if it weren’t for Kristen’s determination to capture her vision of such a pivotal scene, they’d all be tired, frustrated messes thanks to the number of times they’d had to stop and restart.
Hell, as it was, she was inches away from pulling Veronica into the nearest trailer.
Though, judging by the heat and the wetness she could feel soaking Veronica’s panties where they were pressed against her stomach, she knew that Veronica must be feeling that way, too.
Although this was another element for her to juggle, because as breathtaking as Mae—god, just admit it , Veronica —was when she was bothered and needy, Grace kept easing her back from the edge she could feel her straining toward. The cameras could capture Veronica’s beauty, they could record the flush that colored her chest and cheeks when passion overwhelmed her, but that was the limit of what she was willing to share. The cameras could have these few private elements of their love, but she was selfishly keeping Veronica’s release for herself.
But as attuned as she was to Veronica, she couldn’t shut down her awareness of the cameras and eyes that lurked in the shadows beyond the set lights. This was them at a vulnerable moment, but it was also one that wasn’t theirs at all, and she squeezed Veronica’s hands as she brushed her lips over her ear, taking advantage of the privacy it allowed to whisper a reverent, “I love you,” before beginning her trek down Veronica’s body.
This was their fifth or sixth take to try to capture the whole thing in a single long shot, and for as ready as she was to be done, she still basked in the way Veronica’s scent enveloped her as she wrapped her lips around her pulse point. She teased the sensitive spot with the tip of her tongue as she sucked against it before capturing the warm, supple skin between her teeth. She clenched at the low, trembling groan of surrender that rumbled in Veronica’s throat as she bit down, and she exhaled roughly as she forced herself to break away before she left a mark.
“Later,” she breathed against the spot. That, too, was theirs and theirs alone. She sealed the promise with a kiss, and her breath caught as Veronica’s hips rolled needfully against her so she could feel the heat soaking the soft cotton that separated them.

We really need to be done here , she thought as she eased back into motion.
Her stomach tightened at the breathy, plaintive whine that spilled from Veronica’s lips as she drew a line along the column of her throat with the tip of her nose in time with her fingers that were dragging over the sensitive skin of her inner arms. She hummed in approval as Veronica’s head tipped back further in supplication, and murmured, “So good, baby,” before rewarding her surrender by raking her teeth over the point of her collar bones.
Grace fluttered her tongue in the dip at the hollow of Veronica’s throat as she whined and arched toward her, and pressed Veronica’s biceps into the mattress. She angled her head and, to give the camera a clear view of the way her upper lip and tongue pulled over the plane of Veronica’s chest, used her left hand to tuck her hair behind her ear as she kissed her way lower. She cradled Veronica’s shoulder with her right hand as she lightly stroked the fingers of her left hand from Veronica’s shoulder to her breast. She could feel Veronica’s heart pounding beneath her lips as she cradled her breast in her hand and lifted it toward her mouth, and her pulse beat a slow, heavy rhythm between her legs as she opened her mouth to let her breath wash over Veronica’s nipple. She hovered there for a moment to savor the way Veronica’s nipple tightened for her, and couldn’t quite stifle the moan that bubbled in her throat when she extended her tongue to trace the perimeter of the bud before pulling it into her mouth.
She teased it once, twice, three times with the tip of her tongue before sucking against it as she pulled back. She painted soft, grounding arcs across Veronica’s ribs with her thumbs as she kissed her way lower, lavishing her belly with her lips and tongue. She moaned encouragingly when long fingers wound in her hair and Veronica’s hips lifted entreatingly as her chin brushed against the waistband of Veronica’s panties.
Even though she knew it was going to happen, Kristin’s shout of “CUT!” still crashed over them like an icy wave, making them both freeze for a moment as the world rushed back in. “And that’s a wrap for L.A.!”
Grace rubbed Veronica’s side soothingly as she pressed one final kiss to her belly, and then pulled the sheet up with her as she rose to drape herself over Veronica’s body while the few people on set applauded the director’s wrap announcement. Her heart squeezed at the way Veronica, eyes still closed, lifted her lips beseechingly as she settled against her side, and she hummed as she delivered the requested kiss. She caressed her cheek lovingly as she pulled away, and nuzzled her lips as she whispered, “How are you, mo anamchara ?”
“I’m okay,” Veronica sighed. She pulled her arms from the mattress to loop them around Grace’s neck. “Just…” her voice trailed off as she tucked her face in the crook of Grace’s neck.
The embrace wasn’t crushing, but it was definitely needy, and Grace pressed her cheek to the side of Veronica’s head as she held her close. Today had been a lot for them both, but especially for Veronica, who’d submitted to her so beautifully again and again, and she really just wanted to get her somewhere private so she could take care of her.
She blinked her eyes open at the sound of a throat clearing nearby, and arched a brow at Kristin, who was hovering a respectful distance away with a matching pair of white, fluffy robes. “Okay?”
“Yeah.” The director nodded. “Seriously. Excellent work from the two of you today. That scene is going to be a thing of beauty.”
“Thank you,” Grace replied as Veronica remained tucked against her.
Kristin’s joyous expression softened as she clocked Veronica’s positioning. “Do you guys want to debrief with Renata?”
Veronica shook her head but didn’t pull away, so her “No, we’re good” was muffled, and Grace carded her fingers through Veronica’s hair as she repeated the sentiment.
Kristin’s lips pursed with concern, but when Grace nodded at her in a way that said they really were fine, she stepped forward to set the robes on the foot of the bed before hiking a thumb over her shoulder toward the cameras. “We’ll give you some space while you talk and get into your robes. Take as much time as you need, okay? We can wait until you’re done to start striking everything.”
“Sounds great.” Grace smiled. “Thank you.”
Kristin pressed her hands together in front of her chest and dipped into a short bow. “No, thank you. Truly. Enjoy the short break, and I’ll see you guys next week in Canada.”
Grace waited until the director had left to ask Veronica, “Are you okay if I move to grab our robes, or do you need me to stay where I am?”
“You can get the robes.”
“Are you sure?” Grace checked as she gently pulled her fingers through a tangle in Veronica’s hair. “I will make them wait all night if you need to stay here longer.”
“I promise I’m okay, mo mhuirnín .” Veronica twisted her hips so they pressed into Grace’s as she kissed the column of her throat. “I’m just aching for you to touch me for real.”
The edge in Veronica’s voice told Grace just how very true that confession was, and she sucked in a sharp breath as her nipples tightened. “God…”
Her heart fluttered at the way Veronica chuckled softly in response, and she kissed her cheek as she glanced toward the darkened cameras to check that the crew had, indeed, left before climbing over her so that her back was to the rest of the soundstage when she sat up. It was maybe a little silly to be so protective of their modesty at this point, considering everyone had gotten more than an eyeful while they’d been filming, but she used a combination of her body and the sheet that had fallen to Veronica’s waist to shield her as she reached for their robes at the foot of the bed.
Grace’s mouth watered as her gaze lingered on Veronica’s breasts and pink, pebbled nipples that begged to be bitten and sucked as she slipped into her robe, and she left it untied as she gave in to the urge to touch her instead. “You are so beautiful,” she whispered as she caressed Veronica’s stomach.
Veronica exhaled shakily as she arched her chest off the bed. “Please…”
Grace swallowed and forced herself to pull her hand away. For as much as she enjoyed the flush creeping across Veronica’s skin, she needed to get her somewhere private before she could indulge in it. “Soon, my love,” she promised as she quickly tied the sash on her robe. She slipped out of the bed and held Veronica’s robe open between them so that she was the only one who could see her, and fluttered it like a cape.
Veronica’s stomach flexed as she threw the sheet from her body, and Grace’s pulse sped as she drank in the sight of her lover before her in nothing but a pair of plain, nude-colored bikini briefs that were positively soaked through. She’d known they were, of course, she’d felt it, but seeing it…
Heat coiled low in her belly as her gaze lingered between Veronica’s legs. I want those off so I can really see her , she thought. Only, maybe she said it aloud, because suddenly Veronica’s hips were lifting off the bed as she shoved the panties down her legs.
Whatever the case, Grace found she didn’t particularly care as she was afforded the incredible view of Veronica in the nude, the patch of dark curls at the top of her thighs positively drenched with arousal.
“Fuck, you’re so wet,” Grace breathed. She licked her lips as Veronica’s hips twitched needfully, and shook her head as she fluttered Veronica’s robe again. She really needed to get her out of here before she did something incredibly stupid. “Let’s go, love.”
Even through her haze of desire, a feeling of immense protectiveness enveloped Grace as she helped Veronica into her robe. Her heart squeezed when Veronica turned to face her, and she resisted the urge to touch her as she took up the ends of the sash on her robe instead. She tugged the sash tight and kissed her firmly. “We need to get somewhere private. Now.”
“Feck…”
“Whatever you need, love,” Grace promised. “As soon as we’re alone.” She reached down to take Veronica’s panties that still dangled from her fingertips, and the sound Veronica made when she pocketed them nearly made her come on the spot. “We really need to get out of here.”
Veronica laughed softly and twined their fingers together as they wandered off the set, pausing only long enough at their chairs to slip their feet into the flip-flops they’d worn over before heading out.
Grace was surprised to find that dusk had fallen when they exited the soundstage, but appreciated the privacy the shadows provided as she led Veronica away. The few people they passed nodded politely before averting their gaze and hurrying on without a word, respecting the vulnerability their attire represented. She paused outside their trailers for the briefest of moments before climbing the two short steps to Veronica’s door, and she breathed easier once the door closed behind them.
All it took was a light tug on Veronica’s hand to coax her into her arms, and Grace’s eyes rolled back in her head as Veronica’s mouth slanted over her own. She held her close as they kissed long and slow and deep, their more carnal desires overwhelmed for the moment by the need to connect on their own terms. Tenderness bloomed in her chest as Veronica melted into her, and she threaded her right hand into Veronica’s hair to hold her close as she poured her heart and soul into every ardent stroke and swirl of her tongue and every lingering press of her lips at the end of each kiss.
“Please, mo mhuirnín. I need you,” Veronica whimpered, her hips rolling needfully.
“Okay, love.” Grace nuzzled Veronica’s lips as she reached down to tug open the sash on her robe. Her hands found Veronica’s skin the moment it was opened, and she kissed her hotly, delighting in the shiver that tumbled down Veronica’s spine as she ran her right hand up Veronica’s side to palm her breast. “Good?”
“So good,” Veronica whined. Her hips bucked hard when Grace’s fingers closed around her nipple, tweaking sharply before pulling at the bud. “Feck,” she groaned. “I don’t think I’ll be able to stand for this.”
“You won’t have to.” Grace plucked at Veronica’s nipple again and captured her lips in a searing kiss as she wrapped her left arm around Veronica’s waist to support her as she walked her backward toward the couch. She would have preferred a bed, but as this was the only piece of soft furniture in the trailer, that would have to wait until they got home. “Let me take care of you, love. What do you need? Hm? Do you want it soft?”
Veronica shook her head.
Grace licked her lips. “Do you want me to take you like I pretended to all afternoon?”
“Oh god, yes, please…” Veronica begged, her voice positively saturated with need.
Grace reached her left hand down to grab a handful of Veronica’s ass as she stopped beside the sofa, and pulled back to flutter her tongue over Veronica’s lips as she gave her prize a firm squeeze. “You were incredible today, baby.” She gentled her touch to a caress, swirling her nails lightly over Veronica’s hip to dip between her thighs. They both groaned when her fingers sank into the wetness she found waiting for her. “It was all I could do at times not to touch you like this,” she whispered against Veronica’s lips as she rubbed a slow circle over her clit.
Veronica whimpered and pressed herself down against Grace’s fingers. “I would have let you.”
Grace had suspected as much, especially given the way Veronica had stripped off her panties for her on set, but she still clenched at having those suspicions confirmed. She reached deeper, coating two fingers with Veronica’s desire and dragging them back to her clit. “Only I get to see how beautiful you are when you come.”
Veronica’s eyes fluttered as her head fell back with a breathy moan. “Feck…”
Grace hummed and pulled Veronica’s hips against hers as she guided her down onto the sofa. Their mouths came together in another gloriously messy kiss as she knelt between Veronica’s thighs to help work her arms free of her robe. Veronica’s hands found their way to her waist as soon as they were freed, and Grace held herself up over her as she allowed her the room she needed to strip her of her robe as well. She helped her toss it aside, and then got busy working off her panties before it’d even hit the floor.
She didn’t want anything separating her from Veronica when she took her.
Veronica’s hands drifted over her hips and sides as she shuffled out of her underwear, and once she’d kicked them off, Grace caught her right hand in her left and lifted it over her head as she stretched out between her thighs. Her clit twitched at the moan that rumbled in Veronica’s throat when she rolled her hips forward, smearing Veronica’s arousal over her skin. She kissed her slowly, deeply as she pinned her hand against the arm of the couch, and moaned into the kiss when Veronica lifted her other arm over her head, offering herself up completely to her touch.
“I love you,” Grace murmured against Veronica’s lips as she gathered her wrists in her hand.
Veronica groaned and rocked her hips beseechingly, grinding against Grace’s stomach as she begged, “Show me.”
Grace captured Veronica’s lips in a searing mess of a kiss as she pulled her hips back and slipped her right hand between them. Knowing that Veronica was more than worked up enough to handle her, she sank three fingers into the velvety heat that opened for her. “You take me so beautifully, love,” she rasped as Veronica’s body pulled her fingers deeper. She kissed away the whimper that broke on Veronica’s lips when she curled her fingers to rock against spongy, hidden ridges, and pressed up firmly against the spot as she pulled out.
Having spent hours working Veronica up and then denying her any kind of release, neither of them was in the mood to draw things out. She added her hips to her next thrust, driving herself forward with a sharp snap that had her palm smacking wetly against Veronica’s clit when she bottomed out.
Grace pressed Veronica’s wrists into the arm of the sofa as she ground into her, and used her chin to turn Veronica’s head so she could kiss her way over her jaw to her throat. She’d held back for the last week because she hadn’t wanted to mark her before their scene, but now that it was over, she wanted to brand Veronica’s body with the shape of her mouth.
“Please, G. Oh, god, please,” Veronica whined, craning her head to the side to give Grace full access to her throat.
Grace wrapped her lips around Veronica’s pulse point as she rocked away, and bit down hard with her next thrust. Her eyes rolled back in her head at the pitched, keening cry of pleasure that tore its way past Veronica’s lips when she sucked against the captured flesh, and she swirled her tongue over the spot as she pulled back to admire her handiwork.
The skin was already coloring beautifully, and she hummed as she brushed a wet, open-mouthed kiss over the mark.
“Again,” Veronica whimpered, velvet walls fluttering around Grace’s fingers as she writhed needfully beneath her.
“Where?”
“Lower.” Veronica arched her chest. “Please. I need you.”
Grace dragged her hand from Veronica’s wrists to her elbow as she nosed down Veronica’s throat. She raked her teeth over her collarbone and looked up at her as she asked, “Here?” When Veronica nodded, she closed her mouth around the sharp, beautifully defined line at the top of her chest and suckled against it as she drove back into her.
Veronica mewled prettily and writhed at the bite, and Grace fluttered her tongue over the mark that was lighter than the last but still visible before dipping lower to breathe hotly against the swell of Veronica’s breast. She lifted her gaze to watch Veronica’s face as she asked, “Here?”
Cheeks flushed, eyes screwed shut, Veronica nodded desperately. “Yes. Oh, god, yes.”
“Look at me, mo anamchara .” Grace licked a broad stripe over the soft, warm skin in front of her while she waited for Veronica to obey. There was barely any green visible in Veronica’s eyes when she managed the task, and Grace rewarded her effort with another lick and a susurrus, “Good girl,” before opening her mouth wider to pull Veronica’s breast into her mouth as she fucked into her.
Veronica quickly lost the battle to keep her eyes open, and Grace peppered her chest with kisses and nips and deliciously long sucks as she fucked her hard and fast. Later, when the edge had been taken off, they could worry about finesse, but right now she just wanted to make Veronica come.
She got her wish only four thrusts later, and she moaned against the breast in her mouth when her fingers were crushed together by the force of Veronica’s climax. She pulled back to watch pleasure dance across Veronica’s face as the walls around her fingers loosened and she began to guide her through her release, extending her pleasure for as long as she possibly could with long, deliberate strokes, gentle kisses, and hushed, heartfelt words of affection.
Grace pulled out carefully when Veronica went slack beneath her, and sat back on her heels to appreciate her handiwork that dotted Veronica’s skin as she lapped at the wetness clinging to her fingers. She smiled when Veronica blinked dazedly up at her, and winked as she took her fingers into her mouth with a moan to suck them clean.
“Feck…”
Grace hummed around her fingers as she withdrew them from her mouth. “You taste so good, baby.”
Veronica’s lips parted with a strangled groan, and she winced as she pulled her hands down from over her head to grab Grace’s hips. “I need you.” She tugged against her. “Please, mo mhuirnín. ”
A groan caught in Grace’s throat, and she pitched forward onto her hands so she was hovering over Veronica. Her stomach fluttered as Veronica surged upward to kiss her, and when Veronica broke away with a whine, she asked, “What do you want?”
Veronica’s hands tightened around her hips, and she tugged again as she whined, “Please, sit on my face.”
Grace’s heart swooped into her throat, and she tangled her fingers in Veronica’s hair as she moved to straddle her mouth. Her head tipped back in pleasure as the hands on her hips pulled her down, and she moaned gutturally at the first hot, heavy slide of Veronica’s tongue against her clit.
She braced her free hand on the wall of the trailer for leverage as she rocked against Veronica’s mouth, fucking herself on her tongue, and whimpered when, after only a minute or two of heavenly bliss, she realized she was about to come. She tried to lift away from Veronica’s mouth to extend her pleasure, but her legs were shaky and the hands on her hips were sure and strong and coaxing, and she gave up, sinking back down onto Veronica’s mouth with a strained, “Oh, fuck.”
The hands on her hips drifted to caress her ass as a low, encouraging moan rumbled against her clit, and her eyes snapped shut as her orgasm swept through her like a tidal wave. Her hips jerked unsteadily against Veronica’s tongue as pleasure pulsed through her, making her toes curl and her head spin from the devastatingly perfect onslaught of her release. She groaned when the world tipped around her, sending her tumbling awkwardly to the floor beside the couch.
“What the…?” Veronica spluttered, looking even more panicked than she sounded when she rolled over to check on her. “Are you okay?”
Grace couldn’t stop the laughter that bubbled out of her as she fell onto her back and covered her eyes with her arm. “Fine.”
“Are you sure?”
Grace laughed harder and pulled her arm from her face to smile at Veronica, who still looked adorably aghast at her being on the floor. “I just lost my balance,” she assured her as she reached for her hand. “I’ll be good as soon as my legs stop shaking, I swear.” She drew a deep breath and blew it out shakily. “That was…” She let her head fall back to the floor. “Wow.” She giggled. “Note to self, that only works on a flat surface.”
Veronica chuckled. “Okay.”
Grace lifted her head long enough to see Veronica lie back on the couch, and groaned as she flailed around to take her hand. When she finally captured it, she tangled their fingers together, and she squeezed lightly as she said, “I love you.”
Veronica sighed contentedly. “Love you too, mo mhuirnín. ”



 
 

 
 
 
 
“Oh wow,” Grace exhaled, a slow smile dawning across her face as Jordan steered their SUV down a narrow dirt road that serviced dozens of small log cabins. “It’s like a summer camp.”
Veronica nodded. She’d never been to summer camp, but this certainly looked like the ones she’d seen in movies growing up. She just hoped the cabins were less rustic than they appeared from the outside. The film’s production team had originally booked out part of a large hotel for everyone, but after the mob at Bullseye’s, Grace’s security team had insisted on a place where they’d have an easier time controlling access. Short stays in hotels were one thing, but four weeks was quite something else, and Veronica didn’t blame Jordan for demanding alternative accommodations.
She had no idea the lengths Cassie and the rest of Grace’s team had to go to in order to book out an entire fishing lodge like this, but a cabin on a lake was certainly an upgrade from a hotel room that would essentially serve as a prison cell whenever they were in it.

Assuming this place has air conditioning. God, there better be fecking air conditioning.

Still, even if there weren’t, she’d probably find a way to deal with it because Grace was looking at the shining waters of the Lake of the Woods like it was the Elysian Fields. It was so much better than the pensive, slightly anxious expression she’d worn on the flight out, thanks to an incredibly poorly timed call from her agent just as they’d boarded, inquiring about where she was in the process of writing the songs she’d promised for the film.
Even though Veronica knew Amanda was only doing her job, she had still wanted to crawl through the phone and strangle her as she watched the light in Grace’s eyes dim with every word of their conversation. The last week had been an emotional rollercoaster, and even though they’d spent the majority of the day after their last scene sequestered in Grace’s bedroom making love, cuddling, and just generally taking time for themselves to recover from the stress of it all, that small reprieve had been cut short by the need to uproot their lives for about a month.
And it was that, more than anything else, that made Amanda’s call so incredibly unwelcome.
She knew she was being melodramatic, but she just wanted a fecking week where they could live their goddamn lives without the world sticking its nose in their business and ruining things.
Grace had spent the majority of the plane ride staring out the window of her private jet at the clouds, occasionally strumming the guitar she held like a security blanket while her lips moved with the shape of lyrics she never fully breathed life into.
When Grace was inspired, music flowed from her like a wellspring, but Grace had been fighting the process more than Veronica had ever seen her do in the past—or, more accurately, perhaps, the process was fighting her.
They’d both been so wrapped up in this incredible, wonderful thing blossoming between them that the rest of the world, and its obligations, had fallen by the wayside. It was understandable, sure, but, as Amanda had pointed out, the clock was very much ticking down.
Grace had promised Waterman Films at least three songs for the movie, and she’d yet to write a single lyric.
Veronica wished she could do something to make things easier for Grace, but she wasn’t a lyricist. She read voraciously across all genres, could identify literary themes and poetic structure, but she couldn’t even begin to guess at how to craft the barest snippet of a chorus, let alone an entire song.
She wouldn’t even know where to begin.
But she did know that Grace’s writing had always been at its most prolific when she felt safe and secure, so she’d spent the flight pretending to read the new Maeve Dylan book that she’d bought for the trip, providing the physical proximity Grace seemed to need while giving her space to think and create.
Gaze still locked on the lake and looking lighter than she had since they’d left Los Angeles, Grace murmured, “It’s so beautiful.”
Veronica smiled and leaned across the back seat as if wanting to see for herself, but really, she just wanted to be closer to Grace. She closed her eyes to the view as she kissed Grace’s cheek, and sighed as she dragged the kiss to her ear. “Almost as beautiful as you,” she murmured adoringly. Her heart swelled at the feeling of Grace leaning back into her, and she nuzzled the hollow beneath her ear as she unbuckled her seat belt to slide in behind her. “How are you doing, mo mhuirnín ?”
“Good,” Grace replied. Her voice was as soft and warm as a summer breeze, without even a hint of lingering storm clouds that’d haunted her during their flight, and Veronica closed her eyes with a silent sigh of relief. “I’m really, really good,” she repeated, covering Veronica’s hand on her hip and turning her back to the view to kiss her softly as the car slowed to a stop. “I love you.”
Veronica smiled and pressed her hand against Grace’s stomach as she chased after her lips. “Love you more.”
Grace huffed a laugh. “That’s really not possible, mo anamchara .”
Veronica disagreed, but happily found herself unable to argue the point because Grace’s lips had once again softened against hers in a kiss that burned with devotion and stole the air from her lungs.
Grace caressed Veronica’s hand and sighed as she pulled away. “Later.”
Veronica hummed and stole one last kiss before sinking back into her seat, delighting in the way Grace moved with her so they didn’t lose contact. “I’m gonna hold you to that.”
“Please do,” Grace sighed as she leaned further into her side.
Veronica chuckled softly and nodded. She didn’t miss the way Grace’s eyes tightened as she turned to look at Jordan, and she pulled Grace’s hand onto her lap so she could draw gentle lines up and down her forearm reassuringly.
Grace’s chest lifted and fell with a fortifying breath. “So, what’s the plan?” she asked their security team.
“Jess and I are in the cabin to the left of yours.” He pointed toward the cabins out the passenger side windows. “Haven and Nico will be to your right. We’ve coordinated with the local sheriff’s office to have off-duty officers cover the entrance to the resort so only staff and people from the production can enter the premises. When you’re on the property, we’ll work in a rotation of three: one on the water in a speedboat we’ve rented from the nearby marina because the shoreline is a significant weak spot in our defenses, and two patrolling the property. One of us will go with you to set every day, and the firm the production company hired for the shoot will handle that side of things. I went through their personnel list for the job and vetted every one of them—they’re solid—and if they end up needing assistance, they’ve agreed to us filling in the gaps with our people.”
“Just one of you going with us to set, though?” Veronica checked, surprised. She’d expected two or three.
Jordan turned in his seat to nod at them. “To start, at least. The local firm is aware of the situation, and their plans look solid. If we decide you need more, we’ll increase numbers until we’re adequately staffed.”
Veronica frowned. “Do you think that’ll be an issue?”
“If it is, we’ll handle it.”
Veronica nodded. She trusted Jordan and his team to keep them safe, so all they could do was go about their lives as if none of this was a problem. “Okay.” She gave Grace’s arm a light squeeze. “Let’s go check out our home away from home, then.”
“We’ll help with your bags,” Jordan said as Jess hopped out of the passenger seat and jogged around to open the hatch.
Veronica handed Grace her guitar before slinging her backpack over her shoulder and stepping out of the way to let Jordan and Jess deal with the hard-sided suitcases that they’d each packed. She watched, impressed, as the pair manhandled the four large suitcases up the steps, and then dipped her head with a small wave to tell Grace to go ahead.
“You good if we leave these here?” Jess asked as she set Veronica’s suitcases on the deck outside the front door.
“Of course,” Grace assured her.
Veronica nodded. “Aye. We can drag ‘em inside.”
“Awesome.” Jess offered her a key dangling from a large, oblong, bright yellow, spongy-looking keychain. “This is for you, then.”
Veronica frowned as she took it. It looked like a wee buoy. Or buoyant, at the very least. Which, given the lake that surrounded the lodge, was probably a smart idea. She’d hate to know how many keys would be lost to a watery grave otherwise. “Thank you.”
“Of course.” Jordan turned to address Grace. “We’ll do our best to be as inconspicuous as possible so you can enjoy your downtime, just let either of us know if you’d like to leave the property and we’ll get the car ready.”
Veronica nodded her understanding as Grace smiled at him gratefully and said, “Thank you, Jordan.”
“Of course. If we don’t hear from you before then, we’ll have the car ready for you here at zero-five-thirty Monday morning to take you to set.”
“Perfect,” Veronica said. “Cheers, mate.”
Once Jordan and Jess took their leave with polite smiles and crisp nods, Veronica blew out a long breath as she turned to look at the weathered green door of the one-bedroom cabin they’d been assigned. She spun the key around her finger twice before offering it to Grace with a smile. “You want to do the honors?”
Grace shook her head and pushed Veronica’s hand toward the door. “It’s all you, my love. Go for it.”
Veronica pursed her lips as she slipped the key into the lock, genuinely scared of what would be revealed when she opened the door. She trusted Cassie to not book them into a total dive, but being restricted by time and a need to be close to the various locations during the peak of summer had to’ve lowered the bar on what she’d normally consider acceptable lodgings.

Please be clean , she thought, resisting the urge to shudder as a single bead of sweat trickled beneath her collar.
She held her breath as she pushed the door open, and exhaled slowly as the main room of the cabin was revealed. She pursed her lips as she wandered inside, seriously doubting that Grace had ever stayed anywhere even remotely as rustic as this because lord knows she sure as hell hadn’t. But as her gaze swept over the space, she found herself oddly charmed by the cozy, open layout and the clean, if somewhat dated, furnishings. The walls were paneled to a chair rail that encircled the room at about hip height, above which stretched a plain, perfectly neutral expanse of eggshell-white drywall. The flooring was a mix of cheap, low-pile forest green carpet that was barely a step up from industrial and worn, faded linoleum, and the furniture looked to be a mix of family heirlooms and thrift shop finds. She could do without the framed fish prints, but the space was clean and obviously cared for, and…
Her assessment of their home-away-from-home stalled as she spotted a rectangular, gleaming white single-room unit mounted above the worn sofa that was upholstered in what looked like the same fabric of a professor’s tweed coat at the far side of the small living room.

Thank feck, it has air con.

“Well, it’s not much.” She turned to smile at Grace. “But it has everything we need.”
“Everything we need…” Grace repeated. She blinked slowly, a blankness overtaking her expression as her thoughts took her elsewhere.
Veronica recognized the look, and gently nudged Grace toward the guitar case she had set on the small, round dining table when they’d entered. “Go. I’ll get us unpacked.”
“Oh.” Grace blinked and shook her head. “No. It’s okay. I can—”
Veronica huffed a quiet laugh and stepped in to stop her rambling with a kiss. She smiled at the way Grace’s arms looped around her neck with a strangled whimper, and wrapped her arms around Grace’s waist to hold her close as she teased the seam of her lips with the tip of her tongue before deftly dipping inside. Time, as it often did, slowed as she lost herself in the feeling of Grace’s body against hers and the heady taste of her kiss, and she sighed when their kisses slowed to a string of lingering pecks and she forced herself to pull away.
“Go play with your Muse, mo mhuirnín ,” she murmured against Grace’s lips. “I’ll be here when you’re done.”
Grace hummed and swayed into her. “Promise?”
Heart full to bursting, Veronica nodded as she stole one last kiss. “Always.”
 



 
Grace closed her eyes to the view and lost herself in the feeling of her guitar on her lap and the gentle vibration of the strings beneath her fingertips. It’d been too long since she’d lost herself in music like this. Years, if she was being honest. It was a freedom she hadn’t realized she’d lost until she found it again.
She lifted her face to the sun that was bright against the backs of her eyelids, and licked her lips as her shoulders dipped, her body riding the emotion beneath the melody as she sang, “It’s all too much, I swear I hate it. My life’s not complete without you in it.”
She pictured Veronica when they’d been sitting on the patio at her house the night of her impromptu audition, closer than she’d ever thought they’d be again but miles away from where she wanted. Her throat constricted as she recalled the longing that had swelled in her chest and spilled from her eyes as she’d laid her soul bare, all but begging for another chance. Their reunion had been so fraught that she hadn’t been able to say what was really in her heart that night, but she could now, and she poured her heart into the next stanza.
An ethereal high settled over her as she channeled her bolder, braver self.
“So here I am praying I just might find a way to fix it. By telling you to your face…” Her shoulders lifted with a breath before she launched headfirst into a variation of the chorus that’d come to her back at the cabin. “That you’re everything I want.” She blinked her eyes open and stared out over the lake as she sang softly, mimicking the backing vocals she imagined the next line would be. “Standing here saying it to your face.” Her shoulders straightened as her voice strengthened, taking ownership of her heart. “You’re everything I’ll ever need.” And then back to soft. Hopeful. Wistful. “Standing here saying it to your face.”
Movement in her periphery caught her attention, and her heart leapt into her throat when she saw Veronica stop to lean against a tree a respectful distance away, not wanting to intrude but more than close enough to hear. “My life began the day we met, and I know our story isn’t finished yet… So here I am, baby, I’m on my knees begging, please believe me…”
She smiled at her, warmth blossoming in her chest as she crooned, “You’re everything that I want.” She inclined her head, conveying with her posture that she had written these words for her. “You’re everything that I’ll ever need. The only one I’ll ever love…” She took a breath, the pause between lyrics new but fitting in a way she knew she’d keep as emotion swelled, and then finished earnestly, “And this is me, saying it to your face.”
She strummed her fingers over the strings of her guitar one last time, casting the final chord to the heavens. A feeling of lightness settled over her as she held Veronica’s gaze, and her heart squeezed as she watched Veronica wipe at her cheeks. She turned off the recording app on her phone and leaned her guitar against the log she’d been sitting on as she climbed to her feet. “Too much?”
Veronica’s expression crumpled, and Grace swore her heart stopped beating as Veronica jolted forward.
“It was beautiful, mo mhuirnín, ” Veronica’s voice was thick with tears as she pulled Grace into her arms. “I love you so fecking much.”
Grace’s heart positively leapt back to life as she framed Veronica’s beautiful face in her hands and kissed her slow and deep, pouring her heart and soul into the caress until her cheeks were also damp with tears. The emotional release was unexpected, and she smiled sheepishly against Veronica’s lips as she confessed, “I don’t know why I’m crying.”
Veronica huffed and pulled her in tighter. “I know why I am.” She tilted her head so their foreheads rested gently together. “Grace, that…” Her eyes fluttered, and she shook her head. “I don’t have words.”
Grace looped her arms around Veronica’s neck and sighed as she melted into her. “I wish…”
When she didn’t finish the thought, Veronica prompted, “What do you wish, love?”
“I don’t know.” Grace toyed with Veronica’s hair. She really didn’t know where she’d been going with that. The thought had escaped before it’d been fully formed. “I guess I wish that I’d been brave enough to write that song for you five years ago.” She closed her eyes as Veronica’s arms wrapped around her waist and pulled her into a positively crushing embrace. “I’m sorry.”
Veronica’s lips were soft against her cheek as she whispered, “You have nothing to be sorry for.”
Grace shook her head. “We both know that isn’t true.”
It was Veronica’s turn to sigh as she pulled away. “Hey, I thought we were past this?” She squeezed Grace’s waist, silently asking for her to look at her. When Grace did, she asked, “What brought this on?”
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the tenderness she found shining in Veronica’s verdant gaze, and it was all she could do to not look away as she answered, “I don’t know.” She lifted a shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “I guess I just got all up in my feelings writing, and I’m having a hard time shaking them off.”
Veronica ran a hand up Grace’s spine to spread her fingers wide between her shoulder blades and pull her closer. “What can I do to help?”
“This is helping,” Grace murmured as she sank into the warmth of Veronica’s body against hers. She ducked her head to chase after her lips. “I love the way you hold me.”
“Good. Because it’s one of my favorite things to do.” Veronica smiled as she playfully avoided Grace’s kiss. “What else do you love?”
Grace pouted, but when Veronica didn’t seem inclined to surrender the game, she said, “I love the way you kiss me.”
Veronica hummed and pressed her hand a little bit harder into the space between Grace’s shoulder blades, drawing their chests together. “I like that, too…”
Grace whimpered as Veronica’s lips finally found hers, and dragged her hands over Veronica’s neck to cup her jaw and hold her still as she plied her lips apart with her tongue. “I love the way you taste,” she exhaled into the velvety warmth of Veronica’s mouth before indulgently dipping her tongue inside. She caressed Veronica’s cheeks as their tongues danced languidly together, swallowing the pitched, breathy moan that caught in her throat, and dragged the tip of her tongue along the roof of her mouth before withdrawing to whisper, “I love the way kissing you makes me feel like I’m flying.” She kissed her again ardently. “I love you, Veronica.”
“I love you, mo mhuirnín .”
Grace’s stomach flip-flopped at the emotion that textured Veronica’s voice. “Did you really like the song?”
Veronica’s hands smoothed along her sides as she nodded. “So much.”
Grace dropped her right hand to rest atop Veronica’s heart, and looked down to watch the way her thumb slid over Veronica’s soft black tee as she traced the dip of her V-neck, soaking up the warmth that lay beneath. “And you’re okay with me performing it?”
It was the most honest, heartfelt song she’d ever written, but if Veronica said no, if she thought it was too much—too personal—she’d come up with something else.
“My love,” Veronica murmured, her voice an enchantingly susurrous burr as she tucked a finger beneath Grace’s chin and coaxed her eyes higher. A soft smile quirked her lips when their eyes met. “I will be cheering the loudest when you do.”
“Yeah?” Grace exhaled as Veronica tenderly caressed her cheek.
Veronica nodded, and Grace sighed as Veronica’s lips covered hers, sealing her silent oath with a kiss.
Grace couldn’t contain her smile when they finally broke apart, and she pressed her lips to the tip of Veronica’s nose, her cheek, her brow, before pulling her close so they were cheek to cheek. “Thank you.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Veronica argued. “But you’re welcome.” She sighed and snuggled closer. “It really is fecking beautiful here.”
“Like a slice of heaven,” Grace agreed as she leaned her head against Veronica’s crown to share the view with her.
Grace lost track of time as they stood there on the shore of the lake, basking in the vista and the quiet and the grounding, reassuring warmth of the woman she loved more than anything in her arms. She’d traveled the world several times over; had been to the biggest and the brightest locales, and had visited secluded oases that provided privacy in an otherwise overbearing world; she’d stood in front of tens of thousands of people cheering her every move; and it was in this moment, this quiet, fucking perfect moment that she finally felt completely and utterly at peace.
“Oh my god, do you two ever quit?” Travis’ laughing voice called, shattering the moment.
Grace’s heart leapt as gorgeous green eyes lifted to find hers, and she smiled as she held Veronica’s gaze. Travis’ intrusion was jarring, but in a surprisingly welcome way. Yes, she’d always want more time with Veronica, but she wasn’t panicked at being found. They weren’t hiding anymore. She wasn’t shoving parts of herself into a box to make sure she appealed to the masses. She was wholly and unapologetically and undeniably herself.
She winked at Veronica. “Do we?”
Veronica’s eyes shone with affection as she whispered, “Please don’t ever stop.”
“I won’t,” Grace swore as she claimed Veronica’s lips in a kiss that was chaste and sweet, but still spoke volumes to the shift she’d undergone in just a few short months. Happiness bubbled in her throat at the feeling of Veronica’s lips bowing into a smile beneath hers as Travis wolf-whistled at them, and she lingered in the moment, in this feeling of unmistakable joy for a heartbeat longer before pulling away and lacing their fingers together as she turned to face their interloper. “Did you say something, Trav?”
“Goddamn, Easton,” Travis laughed. “You are a smooth fucker. Do you know that?”
Grace beamed when Veronica took her hand and laced their fingers together as she agreed, “She really is.”
Travis hooted, and Grace rolled her eyes at him as she tugged Veronica close and kissed her cheek. “Just for you,” she whispered as she pulled away.
Veronica’s smile was utterly enchanting as she replied, “Good.”
“Yeah, yeah, we get it,” Travis groaned. “You’re fucking adorable. But you need to keep it in your pants because we’re all heading into town for dinner, and you lovebirds are coming with us.”
Grace arched a brow at Veronica to see what she thought, and when Veronica smiled and nodded, she told him, “Sounds good to us.”
 



 
“There you are!”
Veronica instinctively looked away from the conversation she was having with Daphne and Tiffany at the sound of Grace’s voice. After they’d finished dinner at a small, mom-and-pop type place where half the menu was some kind of fish caught fresh from the lake, they had made their way to the bar across the street that had a huge outdoor seating area with picnic tables, Adirondack chairs, and a myriad of lawn games. She didn’t know if it was because nobody seemed to recognize them in their decidedly unglamorous shorts and tees, or if the locals just didn’t give two shits that they were drinking alongside Hollywood celebrities, but they hadn’t gotten more than one or two looks in the couple of hours they’d been there.
She smiled when Grace, flushed from the badminton game she’d been playing with Travis, Bobby, and Kristin, plopped onto her lap, and wrapped her arms around her waist to hold her close as she brushed a kiss over her cheek. “Are you having fun, mo mhuirnín ?”
Grace nodded. “Kristin is a beast,” she shared with an absolutely adorable grin as she leaned forward to grab Veronica’s half-empty pint glass from the table. “We totally kicked the boys’ ass.”
Veronica laughed as Grace downed what was left of her lager. “Ye do know that was my beer you just drank, right?”
“Oh, I know.” Grace grinned and set the glass back on the table, looking freer than Veronica had ever seen her in public. “But you like it.”
“Do I?” Veronica stared, utterly enchanted by the way the Edison bulbs strung over the patio area caught and reflected the gold flecks in Grace’s eyes as she turned that unfairly sexy grin her way. She was helpless but to lean into Grace’s hand that slid over her jaw, fingers slightly damp from condensation on the pilfered glass, and her eyes fluttered as Grace’s thumb brushed against the corner of her mouth. “That’s cheating.”
“Is it?” Grace mused, a playful lilt warming her voice as she dipped her head to nuzzle Veronica’s lips. “What about this, then? Still cheating?”
It so totally was, but Veronica really didn’t care. She tightened her hold on Grace’s waist and lifted her chin. “Please kiss me.”
“Now, who’s cheating?” Grace murmured seductively, her hair falling around their faces like a curtain as she closed the distance separating them.
Veronica’s stomach swooped as Grace’s hand on her jaw tightened, pulling her closer as soft, full lips melted against hers. It was a chaste, sweet kiss that was honestly barely more than a peck, but that didn’t stop her from whimpering when it ended.
Grace caressed Veronica’s cheek, her expression positively lovestruck as she gazed down at her, and Veronica fell even more in love with her as she leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I love you.”
“Love you,” Veronica echoed as she tugged Grace back against her so she could rest her head on Grace’s shoulder. She didn’t miss the way Daphne smirked around the rim of her empty pint as she made a show of pointedly ignoring them, and huffed a laugh as she kicked at her ankle. “Shut up.”
“I didn’t say anything!” Daphne sniggered. She tipped her empty glass toward them in a little toast. “It’s good to see you guys so happy.”
“Hear, hear,” Tiffany concurred with a warm smile as she lifted her glass as well.
“It’s good to feel so happy,” Grace replied.
Veronica hummed and rubbed Grace’s hip in silent agreement.
“Amen to that, sister,” Daphne said as she set her glass on the table.
“Amen to what?” Kristin asked as she joined them.
“Being happy,” Veronica answered.
“Yeah, I can get behind that.” Kristin tossed back what was left of her beer. “The boys are getting another pitcher and some snacks,” she shared as she dropped into the red Adirondack chair across from Veronica and Grace.
Daphne wagged a finger between Kristin and Grace. “So, how badly did you two beat them?”
Kristin brushed her hair away from her face with a laugh. “I was expecting it to be close, but they honestly suck. I think we won by like six or something?”
Grace nodded as she confirmed. “About that, yeah. But, to be fair, I didn’t do a whole lot. Kristin pretty much ran the show.”
“As I do,” Kristin chuckled as she tipped her head in a playful bow.
“So, Madame Director, fill us in—what’s the assessment of the film so far?” Tiffany asked, crossing her legs as she turned her upper body toward Kristin.
Kristin blew out a long breath and leaned forward to set her empty glass beside Daphne’s on the table. “Dailies have been great. Production is beyond thrilled with the speed of filming. These two”—Kristin flicked a hand toward Veronica and Grace—“are crushing their scenes. It’s just been a dream shoot so far. Seriously. No notes, y’all are fucking amazing.”
Veronica’s heart swelled at the way Grace smiled down at her lap at the praise. She kissed Grace’s shoulder and held her close, letting her mind wander from the conversation happening around her as she basked in the simple joy of enjoying a warm summer’s night out with friends and holding the woman she loved in her arms.
She was pulled from her quiet revelry by the feeling of Grace’s fingers ghosting over her arm, leaving trails of tingling warmth in their wake, and she licked her lips as she smiled up at her. “Hm?”
“Just checking in,” Grace said, her eyes dancing over Veronica’s face as she caressed the line of her triceps. “You’ve gone quiet.”
“Everything’s just grand, love. I promise.” Veronica squeezed Grace’s waist. “I’m just enjoying holding you.”
“Mm,” Grace hummed as she snuggled closer. “I’m rather enjoying being held.”
Before Veronica could respond, she was interrupted by Bobby setting a fresh pitcher on the small table at the center of their little seating area with a triumphant, “We have beer!”
“And pretzels!” Travis crowed as he dropped an absolutely massive basket of pretzel bites beside the pitcher.
“Hey, before you guys sit,” Kristin said as she pulled her phone from the pocket of her cargo shorts. “Cram in by the girls. I’m having a proud mamma moment and want a cast pic.”
“You got it,” Bobby chirped while Travis acknowledged her with a cheeky little salute.
Veronica turned a little in her seat so that Grace was turned more toward Kristin while Bobby bounded through the gap between them and Daphne to kneel.
“Aww, lookit you two,” Travis teased as he took up his position on their other side.
Veronica leaned forward to look past Grace and stick her tongue out at him. “Jealous?”
He smirked. “Incredibly.”
“Sorry, Trav,” Grace drawled, not sounding even the slightest bit apologetic as she hooked a light but commanding finger under Veronica’s chin. Veronica’s breath caught as bright blue eyes streaked with gold from the bulb filaments dangling overhead captured hers. She stared, spellbound, as Grace’s thumb swept over her lower lip, tugging lightly, and her nipples tightened when Grace declared, “She’s mine.”
“Like anyone who sees you two together thinks anything different,” Travis sassed.
Veronica flipped him off as she lifted her chin beseechingly, and whimpered when Grace met her halfway with a kiss that was far too short and chaste for her liking.
“Okay, that was so fucking adorable,” Kristin said. “But if I can get one where everyone is actually looking at the camera, that’d be wonderful.”
“God, she’s so demanding,” Travis grumbled loudly.
“Do this, do that,” Bobby mocked in a terrible falsetto.
Everyone laughed when Kristin dropped her phone to glare at them. “Seriously?”
“What?” Travis and Bobby protested in perfect unison, sounding so much like a couple of kids who’d gotten busted messing about in class that they all dissolved into laughter.
Once they’d all gotten control of themselves, Kristin lifted her phone again and said, “On three, you hooligans.”
Veronica smiled widely at the way Grace’s head tipped to lean against her own while Kristin counted them down. Once Kristin declared herself pleased with the result, she cupped Grace’s cheek and drew her in for a quick kiss as Travis and Bobby set about refilling everyone’s glasses and handing them out.
“You’re amazing,” she murmured against Grace’s lips.
Grace sighed happily. “You are.”
“Okay, I’ve sent them to the group chat,” Kristin announced.
Veronica leaned her head on Grace’s shoulder as she took the pint Bobby was holding out to her with a soft, “Cheers, mate.”
He winked. “O’course.”
“Damn, we look good,” Travis whistled. “Any objections to me sharing these on my social? My agent has been on me to post more.”
“Lemme see.” Veronica made a grabby motion with her free hand, and grinned when he leaned forward to show her and Grace the pictures Kristen had sent. The group shot where everyone was smiling at the camera was great, but it was the one where Grace was kissing her while everyone else was doing what they were supposed to that made her stomach flutter. “We look so happy.”
“Because we are,” Grace replied.
Veronica nodded and blinked away the emotion that welled in her eyes as she touched her forehead to Grace’s. “What do you think? Do you want to go social media official?”
Grace nodded. “I want you as officially as I can have you, in every possible capacity.” Veronica smiled like an absolute fool when Grace kissed her softly for emphasis. “However…” Grace continued, her voice trailing off into a sigh as she pulled back and gestured toward Travis’ phone. “We should give Filippa and Eliza a heads up before we do it.”
“Do you always run your socials through your publicists?” Tiffany asked.
Veronica rubbed Grace’s side. “No, not usually.”
“I generally let Cass handle it, honestly,” Grace added. “But this would be the first picture we’re sharing, instead of the picture being something someone else took of us. It’s going to blow up, and our team needs to be prepared to handle it.”
“Damn,” Tiffany whistled.
“It can be a lot,” Veronica agreed as she pulled Grace closer.
Grace nodded as she sank back into her. “Never mind the fact that my fans will probably have our location nailed down within a couple of days.”
“Seriously?” Travis rolled his eyes. “Even with geotagging off?” He looked around them. “There isn’t like, a single recognizable landmark around here.”
Veronica chuckled as Grace replied dryly, “I’ve learned not to underestimate my fans’ intelligence.”
“They’re a frighteningly determined lot,” Veronica chimed in.
Travis rubbed his jaw, clearly not believing them. “I suppose, given a couple of weeks—”
“You’re cute,” Grace giggled. “I’d wager it’ll take them less than thirty-six hours to nail our location down once you post it.” When he scoffed and rolled his eyes, Grace said, “Wanna bet on it? If it takes more than a day and a half, I’ll buy everyone dinner. But if it’s less…”
“It’s on me,” Travis agreed. Veronica pressed her face to Grace’s shoulder to muffle her laugher as Travis leaned forward eagerly to shake her hand as he declared, “It’s a bet, Easton.”
“Excellent,” Grace replied smugly. “I look forward to spending your money. But, in the meantime”—she patted Veronica’s arm—“give us like ten minutes to clue our teams in.” Though Veronica was standing behind Grace, she had no trouble picturing the way her bright eyes undoubtedly sparkled as she taunted, “And then as soon as you hit send, I’ll start the clock.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace groaned as, with great reluctance, she rolled away from Veronica’s warm body that was draped against her back to silence the alarm on her phone. They’d stayed out far longer than they should have given their early call time, but she’d been having so much fun being a regular, normal couple with their friends that she hadn’t wanted the night to end.
She was definitely regretting that decision now, though.
“Fuck,” she grumbled, drawing Veronica’s arm up between her breasts in an easy embrace as she melted back into her. She smiled at the feeling of Veronica’s lips gliding over her shoulder, covering it with a trail of soft kisses. “Good morning…”
A quiet moan bubbled in her throat as Veronica shifted behind her, nosing her hair away from her neck as those blissfully gentle kisses trailed higher, and she pressed Veronica’s hand to her heart as she twisted to capture her lips in a lazy good morning kiss.
“Mm, good morning, indeed,” Veronica purred, her smile evident in her tone as she pulled away to give Grace room to roll onto her back so she could lie against her side.
Grace tangled her fingers in Veronica’s hair to pull her down into another deliciously languid kiss, and sighed against Veronica’s tongue as the hand on her chest slipped lower to cradle her breast. Her heart swelled with affection as Veronica tenderly caressed her breast in time with every ardent swipe and swirl and slide of her tongue. They didn’t have time for more than a far too brief make-out session because they were expected in hair and makeup in a little over an hour, but she didn’t need more than this. This moment was a heaven she’d never thought she’d find again.

Who am I kidding? she thought as their kisses slowed and Veronica’s mouth slanted further atop hers as she pressed closer, as if trying to fuse their souls together. A lifetime of waking up just like this wouldn’t be enough.

She whimpered as the hand on her breast slid lower to cradle her waist, and rolled onto her side to arch into Veronica, desperate to reclaim that warmth. That tenderness. Her stomach fluttered at the flash of electricity that ricocheted through her belly as their nipples brushed against each other, and she tipped her head back with a happy hum as Veronica’s lips ghosted along her jaw before dipping to suck lightly against her pulse point.
“You like this?” Veronica teased, dragging a smile of a kiss up to Grace’s ear as she reached down to squeeze her ass.
Grace chuckled and pressed her hips harder against Veronica’s as a strong thigh wedged between her legs. Her heart might not need more than this beatific moment of closeness, but her body came alive at Veronica’s masterful touch and teasing whisper, and she rocked against Veronica’s thigh as she lifted her head to nip at her earlobe.
They really didn’t have time. But maybe, if they were quick…
“You know I do.” She rolled her hips and smeared the proof of just how much she liked it on Veronica’s skin. Her arousal spiked at the low moan that rumbled in Veronica’s throat, and she smiled as she dropped back to the bed to smile up at her as she confessed, “But I love your mouth on me even more.”
The backup alarm chose precisely that moment to go off, and she laughed at the way Veronica exhaled a ragged “Feck” and slumped against her.
“You can say that again.”
Veronica groaned and snuggled lower to rest her cheek against Grace’s breast. She rubbed her head back and forth and then stilled with a doleful, “Feck.”
Grace hummed and ducked her head to kiss her cheek. “Tonight, mo anamchara .”
“I’m holding ye to that,” Veronica grumbled. She lifted her head to gaze down at her. “You…”
Grace combed her fingers through Veronica’s hair as a soft, thoughtful expression settled across her beautiful face. “Yes, love?”
The room flashed brighter as their phones lit up with alerts on the nightstand beside the bed, and Veronica caressed Grace’s cheek as she dipped her head to kiss her softly. “Do you regret it?”
Grace licked her lips as the room fell back into murky charcoal shadows. “Regret what?”
“Sharing those pictures.”
Grace shook her head. “No.”
A smile tugged at Veronica’s lips as she tilted her head toward their phones. “I reckon we’re gonna have a fair few messages from Filippa and Eliza waiting for us when we finally look at those. Wonder how bad it’s going to be.”
Grace shrugged. “They can deal with it.” She dragged her thumb over Veronica’s lips, and her pulse stuttered at the way they opened invitingly beneath her touch. “That’s what we pay them for, right?” When Veronica nodded, she asked, “Do you regret it?”
Her heart soared at the way Veronica positively beamed at her as she answered, “Not a whit.”
“Even though it means Jordan and Jess have to go pretty much everywhere with us until things calm down?” They hadn’t really talked about the addition of the security detail to their lives. She had grown accustomed to having the pair shadow her every move while on tour, but it was a new development for Veronica, and she wanted to do everything she could to make things easier for her.
Veronica’s gaze softened. “Aye, mo mhuirnín. Even if it means we have a platoon of security surrounding us every time we leave the house.”
“A platoon seems a bit much,” Grace murmured as she lifted her head to kiss Veronica sweetly. “You’ll tell me if it’s ever too much for you?”
“It won’t be,” Veronica promised.
“You can’t know that.”
“Maybe,” Veronica hummed, and Grace gazed up at her adoringly as she used the pressure of a kiss to ease her back to the pillow. “But I know that I love you.” Veronica nuzzled Grace’s lips as she whispered, “And I know that I want to wake up with you in my arms every day for the rest of my life.”
Grace blinked up at her. It was one thing to know she wanted that for herself, but she was overwhelmed by the way Veronica confessed the same wish with such ardent candor. “Yeah?”
Veronica nodded. “So if that means we have a team following us around to keep us safe, so be it.”
“You mean it?” Grace asked, her voice trembling with the weight of just how much she wanted it to be true.
“Aye, mo mhuirnín. ” Veronica’s eyes crinkled fetchingly. “I’ve never meant anything more.”
Grace’s heart squeezed. “I love you so much.”
“Good. Because I love you just as much.” Veronica captured Grace’s lips in a slow, positively searing kiss that had Grace whimpering and arching into her hands. “And later,” she murmured as the backup to the backup alarm went off, “I’m going to show you just how much I mean it.” She punctuated the promise with a chaste, playful kiss to the tip of Grace’s nose as she slid out of bed. “Now, c’mon, beautiful. If we don’t get moving, we’re going to be late, and you know we’ll never hear the end of it.”
Grace smiled and took Veronica’s hand to allow her to help her up, even as she mourned the loss of her body draped over her own.
Later couldn’t come soon enough.
 



 
Veronica tucked the key to their cabin in the front pocket of her backpack as she followed Grace down the steps to the black SUV that was idling out front, waiting to take them to set. After a late night like they’d had, she’d normally have had a hard time getting up and moving, but the fact that the sun had already risen made the arduous task at least a little less painful.
Her brain hadn’t started running at full speed yet, but the coffee Grace had made while she’d been drying her hair was helping as much as the early sunrise, and she nodded at Jess, who had hopped out of the car to open the door for them.
“Mornin’,” she said, tipping her travel mug in a little salute as she climbed nimbly into the backseat beside Grace. Her stomach sank when she saw Jordan sitting in the passenger seat. She had meant it when she’d told Grace she would be fine with a platoon of security personnel following them around, but she hadn’t really thought they’d get to that point this morning.

Maybe we should have looked at those notifications.

“Everything okay?” Grace asked as Jess hopped behind the wheel and shifted the car into gear. “I thought it was just going to be Jess with us this morning?”
“That had been the plan,” Jordan agreed as he turned to look at them. “But Travis’ post from last night blew up, and since we don’t really know what the crowd situation is going to be, I decided to tag along just in case. I’d rather have too many boots on the ground than not enough.”
Veronica spread her fingers wide as Grace’s hand found hers, and she squeezed it lightly as Grace asked, “Do you really think it’ll be an issue?”
Jordan smiled reassuringly. “We just want to be prepared. The remote location helps, of course. It’d be worse in L.A. or any major metropolis, but you guys are filming in a park out in the sticks today, so there will be angles of approach besides the roads in and out, and I just want to have a look.”
Veronica pulled Grace’s hand onto her lap and sandwiched it with her free hand. “That makes sense, I guess.”
Jordan nodded and turned back around in his seat. “We’ll be at the location in twenty minutes.”
“Thank you,” Grace said as she pulled her phone from her bag. Veronica’s stomach sank at the way Grace pursed her lips at the screen that held a veritable mountain of notifications. “Guess I’d better check these, huh?”
Veronica sighed. Her phone was in a similar state. She’d been kind of hoping the notifications would have magically disappeared while they’d been showering and getting ready to head out for the day.
“I reckon so,” she muttered as she retrieved her phone from her backpack. Her pulse spiked as she stared at the avalanche of tiles at the bottom of the screen, and she shook her head. All for a picture of one fecking kiss… Beside her, Grace was staring at her phone with unmistakable trepidation, and she forced a smile as she said, “Look at ‘em on three?”
“What if we just throw the phones out the window instead?”
Veronica laughed. “If only it were that easy.”
“Yeah, I know.” Grace smiled weakly. “Was worth a shot, though.” She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “One,” she started to count. “Two… Three.”
Veronica bit her lip as she opened her messages. Two from Colin, and god knows how many from Eliza. Just grand . Even though she knew she should get to her publicist’s concerns first, she tapped on Colin’s name.
The first was just a screenshot of the picture where they were kissing and a note: Too feckin cute. He’d followed that up with: KEEP THOSE HANDS WHERE I CAN SEE THEM, EASTON.

She had no trouble picturing the smirk he was wearing when he’d sent that one, and shook her head as she shared, “Colin liked the pictures.”
Grace chuckled and tipped her phone so Veronica could see the screen. “Cass, too.”
Veronica snorted as she read Cassie’s message. “Do you reckon we really ‘broke the internet’?”
“The fact that Filippa blew up my phone suggests yes,” Grace said as she closed out Cassie’s message and switched to the thread with her publicist. “She’s been in touch with Eliza,” she reported as she scrolled. “Major outlets have picked up the pictures. We’re the banner image on TMZ and a bunch of other websites.” More scrolling. “People , US Weekly , Vanity Fair , and Rolling Stone have all reached out, asking for an interview.”
Veronica nodded as she skimmed her messages from Eliza that followed the same vein. And also… “Eliza wants to know if we’d like to share a photo of just the two of us and make a formal statement confirming our relationship.”
“Mm, Filippa, too.” Grace sighed, her hand with her phone falling to her lap as she leaned her head back on the headrest to look at her. “She sent a draft joint statement if we want to go that way. What do you think?”
Veronica reached out to tenderly tuck Grace’s hair behind her ear as she tried to get a read on her. The pinch of Grace’s lips and the slight uptick of her right eyebrow suggested she wasn’t a fan of the idea, but Veronica needed to know what Grace was thinking before she weighed in. “About what?”
“All of it.” Grace worried her lip as she looked down at their joined hands. “I still don’t like the idea of issuing a statement about our relationship, but… Do you think it will help?”
Veronica tucked a finger beneath Grace’s chin to coax her eyes higher, and her heart broke at the uncertainty she found clouding Grace’s beautiful baby blues. “I don’t know if making a formal statement will help.” She smiled gently and caressed Grace’s lower lip tenderly with the pad of her thumb. “I mean, you sitting on my lap kissing me is pretty unambiguous in and of itself.” Her heart swelled at the quiet huff of laughter her observation earned her, and she dropped her hand back to her lap as she tipped her head against the headrest to mirror Grace’s posture. “But I’m not against the idea if it’s something that you want to do.”
“Yeah…” Grace sighed.
Veronica squeezed her hand. “Do you want to issue a statement?”
Grace pulled a face. “I mean, I would rather not issue a press release about my love life. Like, I know my career makes it so that we can’t exactly hide, but a formal release just seems so…” Her cheeks puffed adorably. “Detached, like the releases we do for tour stops and album drops. But our love is the most profound and important part of my life…” Her voice trailed off thoughtfully.
Veronica lifted Grace’s hand to her lips to kiss her knuckles as she gave her space to think.
“What if…” Grace’s brow furrowed with uncertainty. “What if, instead of a photo and a statement, we both just posted the same picture to our socials? The same picture, posted at the same time, would be a formal confirmation of our relationship without reducing it to a clickable quote that a million media outlets will just rehash ad nauseam .”
“Do you want to do that?”
Grace sighed and hiked a shoulder in a way that wasn’t really a “yes” or a “no”. “I prefer that to a statement.”
Veronica did, too, honestly, but Grace’s response wasn’t exactly a glowing endorsement. “You know that we don’t have to do anything, though—right?”
“No, I know.” Grace licked her lips and sighed as she looked up at Veronica through her lashes. “And I know we joked about it last night, but…” Her voice was shy as she continued, “I actually like the idea of us being ‘social media official’. But I also know that being tied to me is a lot , and if you’re not— If you need a little more—”
Veronica cut her off with a kiss and was heartened by the way Grace’s lips immediately softened against hers. “Grace,” she murmured tenderly as she broke away. She nuzzled her cheek, letting the touch soothe Grace’s worries and using the closeness it provided to keep her voice low enough to stay between them as she whispered, “I love you. Yes, that comes with a little extra scrutiny and bollocks, but I don’t care. I want you . You are fecking everything to me, okay?” When Grace nodded, she pecked her lips softly. “I also really like the idea of doing mutual social media posts. So let’s tell them that’s what we’re gonna do.”
“And the interviews?”
Veronica shrugged as she pulled away. For as much as she disliked the idea, she also knew that it wasn’t something they’d be able to avoid forever. “We’ll have to do the media circuit to promote the film, so those are coming eventually, whether we want them to or not. So it might not be a bad idea to do a formal sit-down with an outlet we trust before all that, just to maintain some control over the narrative and to get some of the questions out of the way. Otherwise, the entire publicity tour might end up revolving around us instead of about the movie.” She caressed Grace’s forearm as she watched her lashes flutter in agreement. “I know that’s not the most romantic thing I’ve ever said, but…”
Grace chuckled. “No, I get it.”
“I know you do. But at least that’s something that can wait until we’re done filming.”
“I just don’t want you to feel like I’m hiding you,” Grace whispered.
Veronica’s heart squeezed. “Oh, mo mhuirnín. ” She tenderly cradled Grace’s jaw. “This isn’t five years ago. We’re not hiding. We’re just being selective about how we share this part of our lives with the rest of the world.”
The tightness in Grace’s expression eased, and she sighed, full and deep, as if a weight had been lifted off her chest. She nodded. “Okay,” she whispered, happiness shining in her eyes as she leaned in, lips parted and searching for contact.
Veronica smiled as she obliged the unspoken request and kissed her softly. “Okay.” She lingered in the kiss for a few heartbeats before pulling away, mindful of the fact that, despite Jess and Jordan’s discretion, they were very much not alone. “So,” she said, lightening her tone as she settled back into her seat, “should we let Filippa and Eliza know what we’ve decided? Filming on location can get hectic because Kristin and the team are gonna try to cram as much into each day as they possibly can.”
Grace pursed her lips as her gaze dropped to her phone. “I guess we should.” She sighed as she unlocked it and pulled up the text thread with her publicist. “I still kind of hate that this is something we need to do, though.”
“I know,” Veronica murmured. She nudged Grace with her elbow. “So, what kind of picture do you think we should share? Me climbing on your lap and kissing you silly? Maybe with your hands on my arse?”
Grace’s lips twitched with a smile as she looked up at her through her lashes. “Do you really think that’s the way to go?”
Veronica laughed. “I mean…it wouldn’t leave room for interpretation.”
“And the pictures that were shared last night did?”
“Oh, I’m sure someone, somewhere, will look at them and think, ‘Wow, they’re such good friends ,’” Veronica deadpanned. She grinned at the sound of Grace’s puff of laughter. “Tell me I’m wrong,” she said as she unlocked her phone.
“I mean, you’re probably not,” Grace allowed. “Okay, then. Let’s decide on something that can’t be mistaken for friendly.”
“All right.” Veronica finished typing out a response to Eliza and hit send. She dropped the phone into her lap and leaned her head back against the headrest with a sigh. It was honestly too bloody early to deal with this shite. She smiled when Grace’s hand slipped into hers, and blinked her eyes open as Grace pulled their hands onto her lap. Affection squeezed her chest at the gentle affection softening Grace’s features, and she dragged her thumb along the side of Grace’s index finger as she murmured, “I love you.”
“I love you,” Grace whispered.
Veronica chuckled at the way Grace’s face screwed up with a yawn, and squeezed her hand lightly as she leaned forward to grab Grace’s travel mug from the cup holder in front of them. She handed it to her before picking up her own and settling back into the seat with a sigh as Jess turned off the paved county road onto a narrower dirt road that presumably led to the park where they were shooting for the day. Veronica sipped at her coffee as she gazed out the window at the peekaboo views of the lake through the thicket of trees lining the road.

It really is beautiful here.

A soft curse from the front seat pulled her attention from the idyllic view, and she resisted the urge to groan when she saw that a crowd had already amassed at the barricades production had set up to block off the road a few dozen yards before the entrance to the park.
“Jaysus,” Veronica muttered under her breath. “Well, looks like Travis is treating everyone to a night out.” She shook her head and asked in a louder voice, “Do they even realize we won’t start filming for over an hour?”
“Probably not,” Jess replied. “God, I wonder how many more will show once it’s actually, you know, daytime.”
“Yeah,” Jordan groaned. “Grace…”
“Go ahead, call for backup,” Grace told him. She sighed and arched a wry brow as she shook her head. “Would it be bad to say that I’m a little impressed? This was fast, even for them.”
“It’s wicked impressive.” Veronica lifted Grace’s hand to her lips and kissed her knuckles. While she’d hoped otherwise, she’d it was clear that Jordan’s caution had been well-founded. “We’ll do whatever it takes, mo mhuirnín ,” she reassured her softly.
A small, resigned smile tugged at Grace’s lips as she told Jordan, “Cassie can help make whatever arrangements you need to get more of your team up here.”
 



 
“And, cut!” Kristin made a circling motion with her hand in the air over her head. “We’re going to need a few to set up the next scene, so y’all are cool to head back to your trailers and whatnot for a bit if you want.”
Grace grimaced. While she’d normally love to soak up the little bit of downtime in the trailer with Veronica, doing so would mean walking past the crowd that had amassed at the barricades after lunch to watch the ensemble film in the park, and she honestly didn’t want to deal with the extra scrutiny. Not that the fans had been anything but respectful, but she was painfully aware of the camera phones that had been tracking her every step from the moment she’d left the sanctity of her trailer earlier, and she knew that number would at least double when she wasn’t half a football field away.
She tapped Veronica’s wrist and tilted her head toward the lake. “Feel free to do whatever, but I think I’m just going to go hang out on the dock.”
Veronica’s gaze flicked toward the crowd, and she shook her head. “Yeah, I’m not keen on going through that, either.” She flagged down a nearby PA. “Can you get us a couple of waters, please?”
“Sure thing,” the kid replied as he hustled off toward the small pop-up tent craft services had erected nearby.
“Make that six waters!” Tiffany hollered after the kid, who waved over his shoulder to show that he’d heard.
Grace smiled at her apologetically. “You too?”
Tiffany shrugged. “Why not? It’s a nice day.”
“And, this way, we can get back to things quicker,” Daphne added as they all started toward the lake. “Tomorrow’s going to be late with the bonfire scene that’s scheduled, so we may as well try to do what we can to get out of here at a somewhat humane hour tonight.”
“Amen,” Bobby agreed as Travis nodded beside him.
They all stopped at the edge of the dock to take off their shoes and socks. The towering trees that surrounded the kidney-shaped park effectively hid them from prying eyes, and Grace found herself breathing a little easier as she padded out onto the gray plastic dock that bobbed lightly beneath them.
“You two take the end,” Travis said, gesturing for her and Veronica to slip past him. “Let us make a wall, just in case anyone up there has an angle on us down here.”
Grace smiled her thanks as Veronica tapped her fist to his with a grateful, “Cheers, mate.”
He nodded. “Of course.” He glanced at the crowd. “I know you said they were good, but they’re like, Sherlock levels of good. How do you deal with that all the time?”
“Lots and lots of planning ahead of time,” Grace said as she sat at the end of the dock. She sighed happily as she dangled her feet in the water, and. leaned back on her hands as Veronica settled beside her, their arms crisscrossing behind them as Veronica took up a similar position. “This is nice,” she murmured as she closed her eyes against the sun and leaned into her.
Grace smiled at the feeling of Veronica’s lips brushing against her ear as she agreed softly, “It is.”
“We should all jump in when we’re done,” Bobby said.
“I could go for that,” Travis agreed.
“Yeah, I dunno,” Daphne laughed. She kicked her feet through the water. “This isn’t exactly warm.”
“Warmer than the ocean,” Grace said.
“Yeah, it is,” Travis agreed. “You in, Evans?”
Grace shrugged and glanced at Veronica. “I dunno. Are we?”
“I’m sorry? He asked you .” Veronica’s eyes danced with amusement as she bumped her with her shoulder. “When did this become a ‘we’ thing?”
Grace rolled her eyes and leaned over to whisper against Veronica’s ear, “You’d really let me get wet all by myself?” She chuckled at the pained groan that broke in Veronica’s throat, and kissed her cheek. “Well?”
“Gods, you fight dirty,” Veronica muttered. “Fine. I’ll jump in, too.”
Grace hummed and nipped at Veronica’s earlobe. “I’ll make it worth your while, baby.” She giggled at the way Veronica whimpered in response, and braced her weight on her left arm so she could wrap her right around Veronica’s waist to pull her closer. Her heart swelled at the way Veronica melted against her side with a happy sigh, and she dipped her fingers beneath the hem of Veronica’s tee to lovingly caress her waist.
“Damn it, V, I was counting on you,” Daphne whined. “Tiff?”
“I’m not going to be the one who wimps out.” Tiffany kicked her feet hard enough to splash Daphne. “C’mon, Daph. It’s not that bad.”
Daphne groaned dramatically and shook her head. “Fucking peer pressure,” she grumbled. “Fine. I’m in too, I guess.”
Travis cackled. “Hell yeah!”
“Hey, everyone, look this way,” Bobby hollered. “Making memories, and whatever.”
Grace kissed Veronica’s cheek before turning to see what Bobby wanted. Despite having come down to the lake specifically to avoid cameras, she smiled at the sight of his phone lifted out above his head. Because he was right—this was a memory that she could look back on fondly years from now. She leaned back a little to fit Veronica into the shot and, after a few selfies, they all relaxed, content to enjoy a quiet moment with friends and this incredible view.
She hummed thoughtfully as she turned to Veronica. Despite getting the go-ahead from their publicists, who were waiting for their posts before arranging for a joint interview, they hadn’t actually posted to their socials yet. “What if we asked one of them to take a picture of us before we head back up to set?”
Veronica smirked and waggled her eyebrows suggestively. “You reckon that’d be better than one of us climbing out of the lake?”
Grace laughed. “You don’t?”
“I dunno.” Veronica’s eyes sparkled. “I can see the merits of both.”
“Of course you do,” Grace muttered fondly. Though, to be fair, now that she was imagining it, she wasn’t against the idea of having a picture of Veronica wading out of the lake with her wet t-shirt clinging to her body.
Veronica chuckled. “You’re thinking about it now, aren’t ye?”
Grace rolled her eyes. “No comment.”
Veronica giggled and tipped to lean her head back on Grace’s shoulder. Her smile was positively mischievous as she purred, “Are you thinking about me in the wet shirt, or you stripping me out of it?”
Grace huffed a laugh and, figuring that two could play this particular game, angled her head to whisper, “Both,” against Veronica’s lips before kissing her.
“Not gonna lie, that makes me tempted to ‘accidentally’ fall in, right now,” Veronica murmured.
“Pretty sure Kristin wouldn’t find that funny,” Grace pointed out. “Or let me follow you to the trailer to ‘help’ you change, so…”
“Probably not,” Veronica huffed in a playfully grudging tone.
Grace smiled and kissed the tip of her nose. “I—”
She was interrupted by Kristin hollering from the end of the dock, “Okay, guys! We’re ready for you!”
“Damn, so much for a break,” Bobby muttered.
“Good thing we didn’t hike back to the trailers,” Tiffany agreed.
“Oi,” Veronica called after them. “Can one of you take a picture of us before we head back?”
“We need to do an official social media thing,” Grace explained.
“Ah, shit, guys. I’m sorry.” Travis frowned. “Because of last night?”
Grace shook her head, not wanting him to feel guilty about it. After all, they’d agreed to the post, knowing damn well what it’d mean. She’d hoped the response would be a little less fanatical, but yeah… “It was expected,” she assured him as Veronica climbed to her feet.
“That sucks,” Bobby grumbled.
“That’s why we needed to let our teams know,” Veronica said as she brushed her hands off on her seat before holding them out to Grace. “We’d just rather do a post of our own than release a statement confirming shite, ye know?”
Grace nodded as she took Veronica’s hands and allowed her to help her to her feet. “Exactly.”
“Still sorry it was expedited.” Travis held out his hand. “I got you guys. Gimme a phone.”
Grace pulled her phone from her pocket and handed it to him. “Thank you.”
“Least I can do,” he replied as he took a few steps back. “Any idea how you want to stage this? You’ll want to move to the left just a touch, by the way, so you’re not backlit.”
Grace glanced at Veronica as they repositioned themselves. “I honestly don’t know,” she admitted.
“What’s going on?” Tiffany hollered from the end of the dock.
“They’re taking a pic for their socials,” Travis answered. “Any ideas for what they should do?”
“Oooh, do the prom pose!” Daphne laughed.
Grace frowned. “Would that even work since I’m only a little bit taller than her?”
“Maybe not head-on,” Tiffany mused. “But from the side, it could be cute. And that way, it’s also more of a candid.” She clapped her hands and then gestured at them to look out at the lake. “Grace, stand behind Veronica and kiss her shoulder like you do whenever you think nobody’s looking.”
Grace blushed. She hadn’t thought anyone had noticed that. “V…?”
“Works for me.” Veronica’s touch was gently coaxing as she tugged Grace closer. “Come on, G. Before Kristin gets antsy.”
Grace licked her lips as she moved behind Veronica and wrapped her arms around her waist. She caressed Veronica’s stomach as she brushed Veronica’s hair to the side. “I love you,” she whispered as she dipped her head to kiss the curve of her neck. She didn’t know how she felt about Daphne noticing this little habit of hers, but she very much enjoyed the way Veronica relaxed against her.
“Love you,” Veronica echoed softly as she covered Grace’s hands with her own.
“Wait, no, not like that!” Tiffany yelled. “Damn it, Trav. Give me the phone.”
“What? No! Give it back! I got it!”
Grace laughed and pulled Veronica closer. “If you drop my phone in the lake,” she warned, “I will kill you.”
“I dunno, think of how much easier life would be without it,” Daphne sassed. “Dude, give Tiff the phone. She’s a better photographer.”
“Just let me try!”
Grace smiled against Veronica’s throat as laughter shook Veronica’s body. “What did we get ourselves into?"
“Shite, I dunno. I really wasn’t expecting this to turn into a thing ,” Veronica chuckled.
“What’s going on?” Kristin asked.
Grace turned her head to smile at the director. “We’re trying to take a picture for our socials, and the children are fighting.”
Kristin rolled her eyes and snapped her fingers at Travis. “Give me the phone.”
He pouted. “I can take a picture!”
“Yeah, well…” Kristin held her hand out and crooked her fingers impatiently. “Which one of us works behind the fucking camera, huh?”
Grace chuckled at the way Travis’ pout deepened as he slapped the phone into Kristin’s hand. “Wow,” she murmured as she looked back out at the lake and kissed the spot where Veronica’s V-neck cut across her skin. Veronica tasted like sunscreen and smelled like heaven, even after a long day spent outside, and Grace hummed as she slipped her right hand under the hem of Veronica’s shirt to caress her stomach while they waited for the okay to move.
“That’s fucking adorable. I have an idea, though…” Kristin’s voice trailed off thoughtfully. “Grace, stay where you are. V, do like a half-turn in her arms and kiss her.”
“No, please, don’t make me kiss Grace,” Veronica drawled, deadpan, as she followed Kristin’s direction.
Grace’s puff of amusement faded into a happy sigh as Veronica’s lips softened against hers. The kiss was sweet and chaste, and she stroked the soft swell of Veronica’s stomach as she melted into it. She would have gladly spent the rest of the day just like this, but the moment ended far too soon for her liking when Kristin called, “Okay. Good.”
“Mm, I’ll say,” Veronica murmured.
“Me too.” Grace dropped one last kiss to Veronica’s lips before squeezing her tight as she pulled back to rest her cheek on Veronica’s shoulder just in time to watch Kristin turn the phone toward Travis.
“See?” Kristin demanded in a playfully challenging tone. “Tell me that isn’t fucking perfect.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Travis grumbled. “Whatever, Ms. I-went-to-film-school.”
Kristin laughed. “Just for that, I’m saving your scenes for the end.”
“Wait! What?” Travis spluttered. “Why?”
“Because I suddenly like you the least,” Kristin sassed.
“Hold on.” Tiffany held up a hand as she gaped at the director. “Does that mean that he was your favorite before this?”
Daphne crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m offended.”
“Same,” Grace echoed as Veronica nodded in agreement.
Kristin laughed. “I don’t have a favorite,” she insisted as she held Grace’s phone out to her.
Grace smiled her thanks as she took it.
“But if you want a chance to be my favorite,” Kristin called over her shoulder as she started walking back toward the park, “you’ll hustle so we can get this scene shot before dark.”
Grace stifled her laughter by kissing Veronica’s shoulder again as their castmates all rolled their eyes and went to retrieve their shoes. She arched a brow when, instead of pulling away to follow, Veronica spun in her arms to face her. “Yes?”
Veronica shrugged and looped her arms around Grace’s neck. “They can wait a bloody minute. I’m not ready to go back yet.”
Grace folded her hands over the small of Veronica’s back and pulled her in close. “Was that okay?”
“I reckon it could’ve been done with less banter, but…” Veronica’s playful assessment faded into a laugh, and her gaze was soft as she lifted her chin. “I think it went splendidly.”
Grace’s heart fluttered at the affection that shone so plainly in Veronica’s eyes. “Should we look at the pictures?”
“I mean, we could,” Veronica murmured, her eyes fluttering prettily. “Or we could just forget about them, and you could kiss me?”
“I could,” Grace agreed as she kissed her softly. She smiled and pecked her lips again before pulling away. “Now, come on, mo anamchara . Let’s get this scene over with so we can get out of here.”
“Wait.” Veronica caught Grace’s wrist. “I actually do want to see the pictures, though, before we get back to work.”
Grace unlocked her phone and opened up her photos as Veronica snuggled into her side so they could look together, and her heart swooped into her throat when she clicked on the last photo Kristin had taken. She knew that she was hopelessly in love with Veronica, but seeing it captured like this… “Oh, wow,” she murmured as she flicked backward through the dozen or so photos of them.
“Yeah,” Veronica agreed, sounding equally awed. “Which one do you think we should use?” she asked once Grace had gone through them all.
Grace pursed her lips and flicked between the last of the “prom poses” and the first of them kissing. “They’re all fantastic,” she murmured. “These”—she paused on one of her kissing Veronica’s shoulder while they both looked out at the lake—“are sweet, like we got caught just enjoying the view. While these…” She flicked to one of them kissing, and pulled her lower lip between her teeth as her gaze lingered on the way Veronica was smiling into the kiss. “These are much more intimate.” She tapped her thumb against the side of her phone. “I think I’d rather keep these for us.”
“I agree,” Veronica murmured, her voice low and smooth like silk in a way that sent a pleasant shiver down Grace’s spine. “Drop them to me, and I’ll share that last one of the prom poses—yeah?”
Grace nodded and, after a few taps, said, “Done.”
“Brilliant,” Veronica murmured. Grace’s eyes fluttered at the feeling of Veronica’s lips brushing lightly across her cheek, and her stomach followed suit when Veronica added in that same sinfully textured tone, “Now let’s knock this scene out so I can take you home.”
 



 
Veronica tightened her hold on Grace’s hips as she used the pressure of her lips to guide Grace back against the doorframe to their bedroom. No longer hampered by needing to split her focus between kissing Grace and maneuvering across the still unfamiliar confines of their little cabin, she splayed her hands over the soft, hot skin of Grace’s lower back as she angled her head to deepen their kiss.
The anticipation of this moment had been building ever since they’d posted the photo to their separate accounts, and she’d seen the caption Grace had decided on for hers—this love is undeniable .
Part of her wanted to ask if Grace had run it by anyone beforehand, but mostly, she was too preoccupied with showing Grace exactly how much she loved what she’d done. She’d known that Grace was all-in, but for her to put that as the caption on the picture that was them hard-launching their relationship?
She groaned against Grace’s lips. “I fecking love you,” she whispered as she ran her hands up her back, taking the thin t-shirt Grace had thrown on after they’d finished filming for the day with it. She licked at her lips as she tossed the shirt aside, and smoothed her hands over Grace’s back as she resumed showing her just how much she meant it.
Desire bloomed low in her belly as Grace’s hands tangled in her hair, urging her closer, silently begging for more, and she wrapped her left arm around Grace’s waist to pull their hips flush as she dragged her right hand up her side to caress Grace’s breast through her bra. She hummed approvingly at the soft, hitched moan that broke over Grace’s lips when she found her nipple, and tightened her hold on Grace’s waist as she gave the bud a light pinch.
“God, V…” Grace gasped as she broke away, her fingers tightening in Veronica’s hair as her hips bucked.
“I know, love,” Veronica murmured, painting a line of kisses over Grace’s jaw and delighting in the breathy mewls of pleasure that fell from Grace’s lips as she nuzzled and licked at her pulse point. She alternated squeezing Grace’s breast and targeting her nipple with gentle flicks and heavy, rolling tweaks that made her hips jump as she lavished her throat with kisses and nips. She groaned as an exquisite flash of pain bolted from her scalp to her clit as Grace pulled roughly at her hair, and captured the skin she’d been teasing between her teeth in a sharper bite that drew a sinfully broken moan from Grace’s lips.
Desperate to taste it, she allowed the hands in her hair to coax her higher, and she sighed happily as she captured Grace’s lips in a deep, messy kiss. She moaned into Grace’s mouth as she lost herself in the heady sensation of Grace’s tongue and hips pressing, rubbing, sliding against hers, and her eyes rolled back in her head at the wanton mewl that vibrated in the back of Grace’s throat when she roughly tugged her hips forward so that only her upper back was pressed against the doorframe.
“Okay?” Veronica checked.
“Yes,” Grace whimpered. Her hands tightened in Veronica’s hair as she writhed against her. “Baby, please.”
Veronica hooked the fingertips of her right hand beneath the cup of Grace’s bra and tugged it down, kissing away Grace’s soft cry of pleasure as she drew broad, heavy stripes over her nipple with her thumb. She pulled Grace down harder onto her thigh as she teased her nipple to a stiff, throbbing point, and fluttered her tongue against Grace’s lips as she scratched her left hand up along her spine to pinch open the clasp of her bra.
“Still good?” she checked as she swept the halves of the bra aside to caress the length of Grace’s spine unimpeded.
A delicate shiver rippled through Grace’s body as she nodded. “So good.” She rolled her hips and dipped her back as she dragged her fingertips down Veronica’s arms to give her room to finish pulling the bra from her body. Her hands were twisting in the hem of Veronica’s shirt and lifting it off before the scrap of lingerie hit the floor, and her voice was thick with longing as she husked, “Want to feel you.”
Veronica clung to Grace’s hips as her shirt was pushed up over her breasts and abandoned there, so Grace could reach behind her to unclasp her bra. She drove her hips forward, fusing their bodies together as best she could when she was forced to lift her arms so Grace could finish stripping her. She wasn’t sure which of them moaned louder at the first, electric glide of skin on skin after her shirt and bra were tossed aside, and she flattened her hands on Grace’s back, cradling her to her chest and savoring the soft press of Grace’s breasts against her own as she captured her lips in a searing kiss.
Her head spun as Grace’s tongue stroked and swirled around hers, and it wasn’t long before her hands began to wander, caressing the familiar lines and curves of Grace’s body, her need to touch and feel and take heightened with every breathy gasp and moan that spilled from Grace’s lips. It wasn’t long before their shorts and underwear joined the rest of their clothes at their feet, and she smiled against Grace’s lips as she reached down to grab her by the backs of the thighs and lift her off the ground.
And then she very nearly dropped her when Grace wrapped her legs around her waist, rubbing a thick, wet stripe of arousal across her skin.
“Jaysus,” she rasped as she pressed Grace back against the doorframe, using it as an anchor as she adjusted her grip.
Grace giggled and tightened her hold on Veronica’s neck as she nipped at her earlobe. “You better not drop me.”
Veronica swallowed thickly as Grace punctuated the warning by grinding against her. “Feck, you’re so wet,” she groaned.
“I am,” Grace confirmed, rolling her hips for good measure. Veronica could hear the smile in Grace’s voice as she nipped at her ear and husked, “What are you going to do about it?”
Veronica swore under her breath as she tightened her hold on Grace’s legs and whirled away from the door. She gritted her teeth when Grace dipped her head to nip at her throat with a pleased puff of laughter, and muttered, “Thank feck” when her knees hit the bed. Grace’s arms tightened around her neck as she writhed against her, and Veronica whimpered as she climbed onto the bed and turned to tip Grace back onto the pillows. “Yer a menace,” she grumbled, the playful reprimand belied by the affection that laced her tone.
“You like it,” Grace retorted as her legs loosened around Veronica’s waist and she sank back into the bed.
“No comment.” Veronica smiled at the way Grace giggled in response, and brushed Grace’s hair from her face as she stretched out on top of her. She caressed Grace’s cheek reverently for a few heartbeats before dragging her thumb down to tease her lips apart. “I love you.”
“Love you.” Grace tipped her chin up invitingly. “Kiss me.”
Veronica’s eyes fluttered shut as she complied with a breathless little moan. She braced her weight on her forearms as her lips softened against Grace’s, that first slow, sweet kiss melting seamlessly into the next as Grace’s hands swept up and down her back before dipping lower to grab handfuls of her arse and pull her hips forward. Veronica licked into Grace’s mouth as she bent her right leg, spreading Grace open wider as she rocked into her, drawing a trembling moan that dripped with approval and anticipation from Grace’s lips as she ground against her.
She sucked in a sharp breath as short, blunt nails dug into the soft flesh of her behind as Grace’s hips lifted eagerly to meet her, and her stomach clenched at the slick heat that painted her skin. She pressed her forehead to Grace’s as she rolled her hips in a firm, steady grind, and dragged her eyes open to watch Grace’s face as she asked, “What do you want, mo mhuirnín? ”
Her nipples tightened when Grace whined and pulled her closer, her voice cracking with need as she whispered, “You.”
“You have me.” She kissed Grace passionately for emphasis, and hummed against her lips as she dragged her right hand down Grace’s side to cradle her breast and thumb her nipple. “I am yours, Grace.”
“God, V…” Grace tipped her head back with a beautifully wrecked whimper.
Veronica dipped her head to nuzzle and kiss Grace’s throat. “I want to make you feel good.” She licked at the sensitive hollow beneath Grace’s ear. “Please tell me what you need.”
“Will…”
Veronica pulled back to look at her encouragingly as she gave her nipple a light tweak. Heat pooled low in her hips at the way Grace’s eyes fluttered and her mouth fell open with a silent moan, and she gentled her touch as she promised, “Anything, love.”
“Fuck,” Grace hissed. Her throat bobbed, and she arched into Veronica’s hand. “Will you wear the strap?” Veronica’s stomach clenched, and then she damn near came when Grace’s nails dragged up her back to grab at her shoulders, pulling her down as she rasped against her ear, “I want you close.”
“Feck, Grace…”
Grace nipped at her earlobe and rolled her hips. “I want to feel your hands on my skin and the weight of your body on top of me while you take me apart. I want—”
Veronica groaned and captured Grace’s lips and cut her off with a kiss that more than conveyed just how much she liked the idea, and she nuzzled her cheek as she shifted on top of her to reach for the knob on the nightstand drawer where she’d stashed the few toys they’d brought with them. “Which one do you want?”
“The blue one.”
“Okay.” Veronica kissed her one last time before pulling away to find the requested toy. She looked over at Grace as she fit it through the silver O-ring on the black leather harness, and her mouth went dry at the way Grace was casually touching herself as she watched her. “Feck me…”
Grace chuckled and drew a pointed circle over her clit with the pad of her middle finger. “Maybe later.”
Veronica stared, absolutely enraptured by the sight of Grace’s finger sliding over her clit. She startled at Grace’s gently chiding “V…” and nearly fell on her face in her haste to finish strapping up.
It was harder than it should have been, but she blamed it on the fact that she couldn’t take her eyes off the way Grace held her gaze as she continued to touch herself. Eventually, she managed to get everything where it was supposed to be and cinched tightly, and she shook her head as she looped her fingers around Grace’s wrist and pulled her hand from between her legs. She held storm-tossed blue eyes captive as she settled back between Grace’s thighs, and smiled at her as she guided her hand down to the toy jutting from her hips. “May as well use that, hey?”
Grace smirked, and Veronica’s pulse jumped when she grabbed the cock and tugged hard enough that Veronica pitched forward, barely catching herself on her left hand as her right was still wrapped around Grace’s wrist.
“Absolutely,” Grace agreed, her voice low and textured in a way that sent a pleasant thrill down Veronica’s spine.
Veronica caressed the soft underside of Grace’s wrist as Grace teased the thick head of the toy through her sodden folds. She clenched sympathetically at the soft gasp that tumbled from Grace’s lips when the head dragged over her clit, and dipped her chin to kiss her as she was guided into position.
“I want you,” she whispered against Grace’s lips as she gently rocked her hips, keeping her thrusts light enough that she didn’t actually press inside but firm enough to keep the toy in place as she dropped to her forearms.
Her stomach fluttered at the way Grace teased her lower stomach with her fingertips before dragging her touch higher, lightly stroking her arm before wrapping her hand around the back of her neck as she lifted her hips, trying to coax her deeper. She smiled as she held back, continuing to gently rock her hips, teasing Grace with the promise of friction and fullness that she clearly was desperate for.
She touched her forehead to Grace’s, spellbound by the way Grace’s pupils dilated when their nipples brushed together, and held herself up so she could do it again, and again as she kissed Grace softly, still holding herself at bay as she entreated, “Let me have you?”
Grace nodded. “Please, mo anamchara .”
Veronica kissed her again as she eased inside her. She kept her first few thrusts slow and shallow, gently easing Grace into it before beginning to gradually lengthen her strokes. She touched her forehead to Grace’s as she sank deeper, letting Grace’s beautifully darkened eyes that bore into her soul and the fingers pressing against her neck and hip guide her movement until she was fully buried inside her. She nuzzled Grace’s cheek as the hands on the back of her neck and her hip tightened, and stilled to give Grace a moment to adjust.
“Breathe for me, G,” she whispered.
Grace whimpered, her eyes fluttering prettily as she pulled a slow, deep breath in through her nose.
“Just like that, baby,” Veronica murmured as Grace’s soft exhale danced across her lips. Her heart squeezed as Grace’s hand dropped from her neck to cradle her jaw on her next breath, and she kissed her sweetly as she felt Grace relax around her. She rolled her hips in a gentle grind that gave Grace a little extra stimulation but didn’t change her position inside her, and her mouth went dry at the soft, pitched gasp that hitched in Grace’s throat when she hooked a leg over her hip to pull her closer.
“Again,” Grace breathed, her gaze soft and desperate in a way that Veronica was helpless to deny. “God, please, V.” Grace’s eyes fluttered as her hips twitched plaintively. “You feel so good.”
Veronica reached down to pull the leg draped over her hip higher as she circled her hips again. “You want me like this?”
When Grace mewled and nodded, looking and sounding like she was dangerously close to coming already, Veronica captured her lips in a passionate kiss as she stroked her hand down Grace’s thigh to lightly caress her arse. She let her knees slide out wider to take more of her weight as she settled into a slow, slow grind that drew the sweetest gasps and moans from Grace’s lips. Her head spun, and she felt positively drunk on the way she could feel everything as Grace came apart that little bit more beneath her with every deliberate roll of her hips.
She raked her nails over Grace’s behind and up across her hip to palm her breast as she rocked closer, closer, closer, murmuring soft words of adoration and encouragement as she squeezed and rolled her nipple in time with their grinding hips, heightening her pleasure even further as she lovingly guided her toward that blissful edge.
Veronica stared, enraptured by the flash of pleasure that erupted in Grace’s eyes in the moment her hips stuttered and stilled as she came with a long, low moan that was absolutely lush with surrender. She held Grace close as storm-tossed eyes finally slipped shut and peppered her lips and cheeks with kisses as she pressed deeper, the movement of her hip never faltering as Grace rode the waves of pleasure coursing through her body.
She smiled when Grace’s eyes blinked slowly open to stare up at her, and kissed her softly. “I love you.”
“Mm, love you.” A serene smile tipped Grace’s lips as she slid her hand from Veronica’s jaw to tangle in her hair.
Veronica’s stomach fluttered when Grace’s hold tightened to urge her closer. “Yes, mo mhuirnín? ” she breathed as Grace’s lips brushed over hers.
Grace’s smile widened as she stroked her heel up and down Veronica’s hamstring. “I want you again.”
Veronica chuckled and drove her hips a little more firmly forward. “You have me, darling.”
“V…” Grace’s reprimand died on a gasp as Veronica’s hips pressed into her clit, and her hand tightened in Veronica’s hair as she dragged her mouth closer so that her husky “I want you to fuck me now” was delivered directly to her lips.
Veronica sucked in a sharp breath as her entire body clenched at the command, and then fused her mouth to Grace’s as she eagerly obeyed.



 
 

 
 
 
 
Grace wiped the condensation off the mirror and frowned at the dark circles under her eyes. Even though she slept like the dead when they finally stumbled back to their little cabin after a day on set, she was utterly exhausted after two weeks of twelve to sixteen-hour days without a break. The daily schedule wasn’t terribly different from when they’d been back in Los Angeles, but the cumulative effect of doing it all day after day after day…
It made her respect Veronica’s craft even more than she already had.
“Oy, G!” Veronica hollered from the main room, her voice carrying easily through the door. “Colin texted. They’re on their way over!”
Grace sighed heavily. For as much as she’d been looking forward to actually seeing Cassie after playing phone tag for the last fortnight, she was dangerously close to the point where she would break down and cry if she didn’t get more than six hours of uninterrupted sleep.
She cracked open the door to the tiny bathroom and asked, “About how long until they’re here?”
“Half an hour? He literally just texted, and they’re at the hotel in town, so…”
“Okay.” Grace pulled a face as she went back to getting ready. Thankfully, the plan was to spend the day exploring the lake on a boat Cassie had rented for them, so she didn’t have to do much beyond her most basic skincare routine and pull her hair back into a ponytail.
She tightened the towel tied around her body before opening the bathroom door the rest of the way. Despite her exhaustion, she couldn’t help but smile at the way Veronica’s eyebrows lifted when she spotted her.
“Oh, hello…” Veronica leaned against the kitchen counter that held a small cooler and the snacks she had been prepping for the day.
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the appreciative glint in Veronica’s eyes and the sensuous burr that softened her voice. Veronica was an absolute vision with her hair pulled back into a loose plait in a pair of skimpy black running shorts and an even skimpier bikini top that matched, and she stood there for a moment, unapologetically frozen in place as she drank her in.

How the hell did I get so goddamn lucky?

Veronica’s brow quirked in that ridiculously sexy way of hers that said she knew exactly what Grace was thinking, and she licked her lips as she boldly met and returned her gaze.
Grace’s nearly overwhelming exhaustion fell away as she was sucked into the intensity that crackled in the air between them, spreading, growing with every heartbeat until it crawled over her skin like a caress. Her pulse beat a slow, heavy, tempting rhythm in the base of her throat, her ears, between her legs, and her fingers itched to caress the curves of Veronica’s body.
The sound of a car door slamming shattered the moment, and she bit the inside of her lip as her gaze flicked to the door. She knew that not nearly enough time had passed for that to be Cass and Colin, but it was a reminder that their time alone was precious and quickly running out.
Though she hated to do it, Grace cleared her throat softly as she gestured at the towel tied around her body. “I just, um…need to go get dressed.”
“Or…” Veronica ventured, her voice dipping into an alluringly husky murmur, “you could come over here and kiss me like I know you want to.”
Grace smiled, unwilling to even try to deny it, and inclined her head as she took one step, then another in Veronica’s direction. Her pulse stuttered as she watched a delicate flush creep over Veronica’s cheeks as she drew closer, and she slid her tongue over her lips as she stopped just before they were touching. She held Veronica’s gaze, delighting in the way her pupils expanded in anticipation, and inclined her head as she lifted her left hand to tenderly caress her jaw.
They didn’t have time, but that didn’t stop her from enjoying the way Veronica’s pulse positively thundered against her fingertips as she leaned in, letting their breaths mingle and dance in the space between their lips as she curled her hand possessively around Veronica’s neck.
She arched a brow in that same slow, damnably knowing way Veronica had a moment before as she dragged the tip of her nose along Veronica’s, teasing her, relishing the rush that zipped through her belly when Veronica whined plaintively against her lips as she waited to be kissed.
Grace slid her hand back to cradle the back of Veronica’s neck, drawing the moment out until it was a bowstring pulled taut between them. “Do you want me to kiss you?”
Veronica nodded. “I do.”
Curious to see how far she could push her before the tension building between them snapped, Grace brushed a soft, barely-there whisper of a kiss over Veronica’s lips.
She pressed her free hand to Veronica’s hip, holding her at bay as she lingered close, nuzzling her cheek. “Like that?”
“No.” Veronica’s eyes fluttered as she shook her head. “More. Please,” she whispered, lifting her lips searchingly. When Grace didn’t immediately respond, she repeated, her voice trembling with desire, “Please , kiss me.”
Grace gasped softly as heat rippled through her to settle like molten lava between her thighs. She did so love when Veronica begged. Her fingers flexed against Veronica’s neck and waist as she resisted the urge to take her where they stood, and when she had control of herself, she used those holds to pull herself closer as she claimed her lips in a searing kiss.
She moaned against Veronica’s tongue when strong hands wrapped around her hips to crush their bodies together, and then moaned louder when Veronica used that hold to spin her around and pin her against the counter.
Grace draped her arms over Veronica’s shoulders, submitting to the force of her whims now that her little power game had played out. She loved having Veronica at her mercy, but damn if she didn’t also love these moments where those roles relaxed and they were free to just touch and taste and love in whatever way felt best.
Her pulse sang from the way Veronica’s hands swept up and down her sides as Veronica kissed her with the bruising intent of a woman burning from the inside out, utterly consumed by her need to touch and be touched. She ran her hands over Veronica’s back and shoulders as she met her with the same hedonistic passion, giving and taking in a most wonderfully intimate dance that left her feeling unmoored in the best possible way.
A low, appreciative hum tickled the back of her throat when Veronica broke away to trail a line of kisses over her jaw to nibble and suck at her neck, and she sighed as she turned her head to the side to give her more skin to worship. “Baby…” She cradled Veronica’s biceps as dull teeth raked over her pulse point, and the breathy pitch of her voice when she weakly reminded her, “We don’t have time for this,” revealed just how much she liked what Veronica was doing.
Veronica chuckled and nipped at her jaw before dragging a kiss up to her ear. “I can be quick.”
Grace’s jaw flexed as her nipples tightened at Veronica’s silky, suggestive tone, and she struggled to sound unaffected as she teased, “You say that like it’s a good thing.” She was unable to completely stifle the soft moan that escaped her when Veronica sucked on her earlobe, sending a bolt of pleasure straight between her legs. “Fuck, that feels good.”
A shiver rolled down her spine as Veronica’s teeth closed around her earlobe, tugging against it as Veronica pulled away. She turned her head to capture Veronica’s lips in a deep, messy kiss as the hands that had been lightly caressing her sides slid higher to palm her breasts.
She whimpered as her nipples stiffened against the heavy towel that passively pulled at them, and mourned her inability to tangle her fingers in Veronica’s hair and tug in a way that made Veronica whimper so goddamn prettily as deft thumbs began rubbing fleeting, teasing circles around the perimeter of her nipples.
Grace’s hips bucked when the edges of Veronica’s thumbs caught squarely on her nipples, sending a delicious spark straight to her clit that was powerful enough to make her knees weak. Her eyes rolled back in her head as Veronica broke the kiss to murmur susurrusly, “You like this?”
Grace moaned and pressed herself harder into Veronica’s hands instead of pointing out that Veronica knew damn well that she did.
Veronica’s lips were soft as rose petals against hers as she entreated, “I can make you feel even better.” She slipped a hand beneath the flap of the towel stretched across her chest to caress the underside of her breast, the touch at once a gentle plea and a burning promise. “Say yes, and I’ll get on my knees for you right now.”
Grace gritted her teeth and pressed her forehead to Veronica’s as she clenched at the idea. She squeezed her eyes shut as her need waged war with her knowledge that they didn’t have time for this. That their friends were—
She hissed, yanked from her thoughts by the way Veronica’s fingers clamped around her nipples and tweaked them hard . She swallowed, wincing at the way it felt like gargling shards of glass because all the moisture in her body had relocated to pool between her thighs, and stroked her thumb over Veronica’s pulse point, allowing herself to be swayed to surrender by the heavy thud, thud, thud that pounded beneath her fingertip.
“You…” She licked her lips and struggled to control her breathing as she blinked her eyes open to stare imploringly into Veronica’s beautifully dark emerald eyes. “You’ll be fast?”
It wasn’t a command, but a question. A plea.
And Veronica rose to the occasion like a rock star. “Like a feckin’ rocket,” she promised. Her touch gentled, soothing away the sting, and she brushed a kiss over Grace’s lips. “Grace…” Her hand slid higher to where the towel was tucked between Grace’s breasts. Touching. Toying. But patient. Waiting for permission. “Please let me have you.”
Grace swallowed thickly and scratched at the back of Veronica’s neck as she nodded. “Yes.” Her eyes fluttered with her sharp inhale as her towel loosened and fell to a puddle at her feet, and she swayed into Veronica as they crashed together in a slow, deep, absolutely filthy kiss. Veronica’s hands were positively inspired as they slid over her back and sides, down over her ass and then up to her breasts as they traded one long kiss after another. She smiled against Veronica’s lips when they broke apart to draw a proper breath, and toyed with hairs at the back of her neck as she murmured, “On your knees, mo anamchara .”
The whimper that caught in Veronica’s throat at her words was fucking exquisite, and she kissed her softly before pulling fully away to regard her with an expectantly arched brow. Her stomach clenched as Veronica’s gaze dipped to drink in her nakedness, and she was glad for the hands on her hips that held her steady when Veronica tipped her head in a small bow as she lowered herself slowly to her knees.
“Like this?” Veronica caressed Grace’s hips and thighs as she leaned in to kiss the soft swell beneath her belly button, and pressed her forehead to her stomach with a groan. “Feck, you smell so good.”

Jesus… Grace scratched at Veronica’s scalp as she widened her stance. “V…”
A strained mewl tumbled from Veronica’s lips, and she nuzzled the curve where Grace’s leg hinged as she sank back onto her heels.
Grace stared, bewitched by the hunger that burned in Veronica’s eyes as she knelt in front of her, reverently caressing her thighs.
“Oh, love,” Veronica exhaled, her voice hushed with ardor when she slipped a single finger between Grace’s legs and felt just how wet she was for her. “You’re soaked. I’m gonna make you feel so good,” she promised, her voice shrouded with desire as she pulled the wetness she’d found to Grace’s clit and began rubbing with targeted precision.
Grace gasped as nimble fingers teased the bud from its hood, and twitched her hips forward. “I want your mouth on me.”
She tightened her hold on Veronica’s hair as Veronica pressed up to nuzzle between her thighs, and her head tipped back with a trembling “Yes, baby. Just like that,” when Veronica’s tongue replaced the finger on her clit. She rolled her hips against Veronica’s mouth as strong hands grabbed her ass to hold her against the wickedly talented mouth working between her legs. “Fuck, you’re so good at that…”
“You taste so good.” Veronica hummed and opened her mouth wider to cover more of her, prodding at her opening with the tip of her tongue before licking a broad stripe through her folds. She dug her fingers into Grace’s ass as she pulsed her tongue against her clit in a way that made Grace gasp and buck her hips, and relaxed her hold as she pulled back to blow a slow, controlled breath over the sensitive bud. “I could do this forever,” she murmured huskily as she dove in for more.
Grace cried out and grabbed at the edge of the counter as Veronica’s lips wrapped around her clit. It became impossible to keep her eyes open as Veronica sucked the bud deeper into her hot, hungry mouth, and the pleasure suffusing her body grew tenfold when Veronica’s hands slid up her sides to palm her breasts. The sound of Veronica’s moans as she ate her out had nearly as powerful an effect as the magic she was working with her mouth, and it was all she could do to remain standing when Veronica’s fingers closed roughly around her nipples.
She gripped the counter harder as she drove her hips forward against Veronica’s mouth, and a long, loud groan escaped her when, instead of sucking again, Veronica’s hands retreated to her hips, gripping firmly in a bid to slow her increasingly haphazard thrusts as she rolled her tongue against her clit.
Grace swallowed hard as she dragged her eyes open to look down at the beautiful woman kneeling at her feet, and she licked her lips as she pulled her right hand from its anchor to trace the lines of Veronica’s plait. Her breath caught when green eyes lifted to hold her gaze as Veronica worked her over like a fucking master, as she tucked her fingers through the sinuous weave of lush, ebony silk to scratch at her scalp as she pressed herself harder against her mouth. She clenched at the firmer contact, and reached deeper to palm the back of Veronica’s head to urge her closer as she thrust her hips in a steady, demanding rhythm.
Her left hand joined her right at the back of Veronica’s head as she fucked herself on her tongue, spurred on by the hands on her hips and the increasingly loud sounds of pleasure that crashed over and around her pulsing clit. Her hold on Veronica tightened as the telltale, tingling warmth of her building climax spread up her belly and down her thighs, and she was only dimly aware of the increasingly desperate sounds falling from her lips as she chased after that sweet, heavenly release.
Her vision blurred, and her breaths came in ragged, broken pants as her pleasure built to a crescendo, and then, just when she was about to tip into blissful oblivion, Veronica’s tongue disappeared and the hands on her hips pressed her away.
Grace blinked, struggling to reorient to what was happening as her orgasm that had been right the fuck there slipped away like a thief in the night, leaving her flustered and utterly bewildered as she stared into jewel-like green eyes that shone with apology. “Wha—”
The answer to her question came before she could finish asking it, in the form of three booming knocks on the door that were so strong that the windows actually rattled.
“Fuck.” Grace squeezed her eyes shut and rolled her hips plaintively toward Veronica’s mouth. “So close.” She scratched at Veronica’s scalp. “Please…”
“You two better not be fucking!” Cassie shouted. “Open up!”
“Yeah, I need a feckin’ beer!” Colin hollered, sounding like he was enjoying their antics just as much as Cassie. “It’s like feckin’ England with the apologizin’ everywhere. I’m too sober for this shite!”
Veronica groaned and rested her forehead against Grace’s stomach. “I’m going to kill him.”
Grace hummed and combed her fingers through Veronica’s hair. Her abs twitched at the soft whimper the touch coaxed from Veronica’s lips, and she rolled her hips toward her mouth. “Can we pretend we’re not home?”
“God, I wish.” Veronica caressed her hips and stared up at her remorsefully. “I don’t reckon they’ll buy it.”
Grace whimpered when Veronica punctuated her thoughts with a gentle kiss to her clit. Her orgasm wasn’t right there anymore, but it was still close enough that it wouldn’t take much for her to get back to that point. “Do we care?”
“They’re totally fucking,” Cassie declared so loudly that people out on the lake probably heard her. Her laughter served as the backtrack for the next three booming cop knocks that rattled the walls of the cabin. “Hellooooooooo!”
“I’m afraid we probably do,” Veronica murmured, gathering Grace’s towel and sounding just as frustrated as Grace felt as she stood.
Grace sighed and took the towel Veronica handed her. “I hate her.”
Veronica chuckled. “You don’t, though.”
Grace arched a brow and pulled Veronica in for a deep, messy kiss, and groaned at the taste of herself on her tongue. “Right now, I kind of do,” she muttered. She pecked Veronica’s lips and sighed heavily as she pulled away. “I’m going to go get dressed.” Her stomach tightened as she watched Veronica wipe at her face with the back of her hand. Just one more minute—hell, probably not even that—and she’d have come all over that perfect fucking mouth. She groaned and darted forward to kiss her again, hard. “You’re getting back on your knees for me tonight.”
“Abso-fecking-lutely,” Veronica agreed breathlessly. She smiled ruefully and waved her toward the bedroom. “Go on, now. Before they break the bloody door down. I’ll wait until you’re in the bedroom before I let them in.”
 



 
“So…”
Veronica smiled at Cassie’s playful lilt, not taking her eyes off Grace as she dropped onto the padded bench beside her. Partly because she was acting as the spotter to make sure someone always had eyes on her, but a not insignificant part of her was more focused on appreciating the way Grace looked in her little white boardshorts and blue and yellow life jacket as she cut sharp lines back and forth across the speedboat’s wake, her long legs flexing and straightening to absorb the chop as she flew across the water on a single ski.
“How bad do you think I’d break the internet if I posted this one?”
Veronica sighed and reluctantly tore her attention from Grace to look at the phone Cassie was holding out to her. Despite being absolutely roasted by Cassie and Colin for leaving them standing on the porch “for feckin’ ever!”—the morning had been pleasant. It was nice to have their friends around again, even if it meant suffering more than a little good-natured teasing, and the weather was perfect. Sunny and warm but not too humid, with just enough of a breeze to keep things comfortable while not affecting the water conditions.
She bit the inside of her cheek as she drank in the image of herself, half-turned into the back of the seat and resting her head on her hand as she stared out at Grace, who was slightly out of focus in the background. It was a good candid. “Dunno about ‘breaking the internet’, but I reckon it’ll beat the two-million-some-odd likes the picture of our lipstick-marked coffee cups got that Grace shared last week.”
Cassie tucked a leg under herself as she dropped her phone onto her lap. “Would you care if I ran it by her?”
Veronica shrugged. The picture Kristin had taken of them on the dock actually had broken the internet, pulling in over eight million likes and ending up on pretty much every celebrity-adjacent website, blog, and tabloid. She’d been, admittedly, more than a little anxious about the public’s reaction because she wanted to protect Grace from any negativity their relationship might draw, but the response had been overwhelmingly positive. So much so, in fact, that their publicists had all but ordered them to begin posting more regularly to, quote, “saturate the market and drive down the fees paparazzi would get” for photos of them so that they could resume something of a normal life. “If she says yeah, I’m good with it.”
“Sweet.”
“Oi! Hold on tight! I’m spinnin’ us around!” Colin hollered from the driver’s seat, his voice nearly lost to the wind whipping around them.
Veronica reached across the padded deck to grab the edge and braced herself on her left foot just before the boat pitched to the right with the turn. She grimaced when Grace caught an edge and went down, and turned toward Colin as she yelled, “She’s down!”
He nodded and dropped the Coke he’d been sipping into the cupholder by his seat as he yanked the wheel all the way to the right to send them into a sharp turn.
She twisted back to keep her eyes on Grace, pressing more firmly through her foot to hold her seat. She relaxed as Colin throttled down, and scanned the area around them to make sure there wasn’t any traffic before returning her full attention to Grace, who was looking adorably annoyed that she’d wiped out.
“All right down there?” Colin teased as they coasted past Grace at an idle.
Veronica laughed when Grace flipped him off and yelled, “You wanker!” though her grin belied the harshness of her words as she further demanded, “The fuck was that?”
Colin cackled. “Dunno what you mean, mate!”
Grace leveled him with a playfully unimpressed glare. “Uh-huh. Yeah. Sure you don’t.”
“Whatever…” Colin stood, and Veronica leaned back so she wasn’t caught in the middle as he asked Grace, “You want another go, or you coming in?”
“What time is it?”
Cassie checked her phone and reported, “Little after noon.”
“I’ll come in.” Grace pulled her feet out of the ski and pushed it in front of herself as she started to swim toward the platform on the back of the boat. “I’m getting hungry.”
Veronica hiked a thumb over her shoulder. The lake was dotted with hundreds of islands, and earlier they’d pulled into the bay of one that didn’t have a cabin anywhere in sight when Grace had handed the wheel over to Colin so she could take a turn on the ski. “That bay that we stopped in back there looked pretty quiet. We could always…” Her voice trailed off as Cassie took Grace’s ski and slid it down the center aisle of the boat while Grace pushed herself up out of the water. She licked her lips as her eyes tracked the rivulets that trailed down Grace’s cleavage as she unsnapped her life jacket, and startled when Cassie laughingly backhanded her in the stomach.
Cassie smirked at the affronted look she shot her and slapped her knee as she got up to move back to the chair beside Colin’s so that Grace would have somewhere to sit. “Put your tongue back in your head, Adams.”
“Oh, I dunno…” Grace’s eyes danced with mischief as she braced a hand on the padded bench and leaned in to whisper against Veronica’s lips, “I can think of somewhere else I’d like you to put it.”
“Jaysus,” Veronica exhaled roughly. Her stomach fluttered at the way Grace hummed and cupped her jaw to coax her lips higher, and she reached up to grab Grace’s wrist as soft lips melted against her own. The kiss was slow and sweet, an unspoken I love you confessed in the way their lips fit together with tender languor. She opened for her with a sigh as Grace’s thumb caressed her cheek, the touch so unmistakably reverent that she ached to feel more, to give more, and she wasn’t quite able to stifle the whimper that cracked in her throat when Grace pulled away instead.
Veronica wasn’t sure if Grace had decided to have a little fun getting back at her for leaving her a little high and…well, not at all dry earlier, or if Grace was being especially flirty just to fuck with their friends, but as Grace’s tongue darted out to flick over her lips, she found that she didn’t particularly care.
She just wanted more.
Veronica stroked the inside of Grace’s wrist as Grace somehow managed to linger close, nuzzling her cheek even as she climbed over the back of the bench to settle onto the seat beside her, and was about to lean in for another kiss when Colin opened his bloody mouth and reminded them that they weren’t alone.
“Fecking hell!” Colin laughed. “Knock it off!”
In her peripheral vision, Veronica didn’t miss the way Grace flipped him off as she dragged her lips over her cheek to her ear, but quickly forgot to worry about him when Grace’s sinfully soft voice purred, “If we were alone, I’d have you on your knees for me right here.”
Veronica groaned and squeezed her knees together against the surge of arousal that crashed between her thighs. She’d been lamenting the fact that her fair complexion meant she’d needed to cover up, but she was suddenly glad for the lightweight sun shirt she’d pulled on over her bikini top that hid the way her nipples stiffened at Grace’s suggestion.
“Christ, G,” Cassie sniggered. “Give the girl a break.”
Grace pecked Veronica’s lips and ignored Cassie completely as she promised, “Later, mo anamchara ,” in that same silky-smooth voice that sent a warm shiver down Veronica’s spine.
Veronica swayed into Grace as Cassie teased, “Seriously! Didn’t you two get enough of that earlier?”
Impish intent sparked in Grace’s eyes as she held Veronica’s gaze and drew her thumb over the curve of her cheek. “No,” she sassed. “Because somebody blew up our door and interrupted us.”
“Ha!” Cassie cackled delightedly. “I knew it!”
Grace smiled and pressed her thumb to Veronica’s lips in a facsimile of a kiss before draping her arm over her shoulders and pulling her into her side.
Veronica barely noticed the water that dampened her clothes as she curled into Grace, the flash of arousal Grace’s teasing had sparked tenderly abated with every gentle stroke and swirl of Grace’s fingers on her shoulder. She breathed in slow and deep as she melted into her, and her eyes fluttered as Grace tipped her head to rest against hers.
“You know nothing,” Grace deflected. She lifted her free hand to point imperiously toward the horizon. “Enough dawdling. Driver, let’s go.”
“O’course, Miss.” Colin doffed an imaginary cap as he settled back behind the wheel, the perfect image of an obedient servant. Well, except for the too-knowing smirk tilting his lips and the sly look he shared with Cassie that said the matter wasn’t about to be forgotten. “Right away.”
Veronica wrapped an arm around Grace’s waist as the engine revved and the bow lifted out of the water as they picked up speed. The last few months had been life-alteringly wonderful, but rarely without stressors. She relaxed as the warmth of Grace’s embrace and the roar of the engine drowned out the rest of the world, and closed her eyes as she let herself enjoy the simple pleasure of the sun on her face and the woman she loved holding her close.
She blinked her eyes open when her body swayed forward against the sudden loss of momentum as the boat slowed, and pursed her lips against a fond, if exasperated smile when she saw Cassie looking at them.
“Can we help ye?” she asked, bracing herself to be on the receiving end of Cassie’s sharp, if affectionate, teasing.
But, instead of giving them shit, Cassie grinned and pointed her phone at them. “You two are so fucking adorable. Don’t move.”
“Right. Adorable. With my lake hair and—” Grace started to argue.
“Shut up and smile, Easton,” Cassie cut her off. She flicked a hand between them. “Pretend you love her, or whatever.”
Veronica gasped in playful horror. “You’re pretending?”
Grace rolled her eyes fondly. “Not even a little,” she promised, her hand tightening on Veronica’s shoulder as they both obediently smiled at the camera. When Cassie was done taking their photo, she pulled back to kiss Veronica’s cheek before dragging her lips to her ear. “You have my entire heart, Veronica Elise Adams. You are my world,” she vowed, her voice trembling ever so slightly with a quiet fervor. “And I will never pretend otherwise. I will walk away from everything before I give you up.”
Veronica swallowed as the tender earnestness in Grace’s voice brought tears to her eyes. She didn’t need the reassurance, but that didn’t stop her from swooning all the same as she turned to look into bright blue eyes that shone with gentle affection. “Grace—”
“If you mount her, V, I will video it,” Cassie interjected laughingly.
Grace’s eyes crinkled as she shot back, “And then your phone will be at the bottom of the lake.”
“This look good to you lot?” Colin asked as he throttled down even further so the boat crawled into the tree-lined bay.
Cassie scanned their surroundings and nodded decisively. “Yeah, this’ll work.” She pointed toward the shore at the westernmost side of the cupped inlet. “Let’s anchor in the shade over there, since these two technically aren’t supposed to be in the sun too much.”
Veronica smiled at the way Grace pouted at the reminder. It wasn’t a difficult rule for her to follow because she burned so easily, but Grace loved the sun as much as it loved her, and Veronica knew she found the restriction particularly grating.
“We can always swim to shore and chill on the beach for a bit if we want, too,” Cassie added before turning her attention back to Veronica and Grace as Colin steered toward the spot she’d indicated, mindful to use just enough throttle to make them go without throwing undue amounts of wake at the shoreline. “Okay, lovebirds…” She leaned forward with her phone held out to them. “What do you think of these for your socials?”
Veronica bit the inside of her cheek as Grace took the phone so they could flip through the pictures. While the one Cassie had taken of her watching Grace ski was cute and the ones of them cuddled together and smiling at the camera were adorable, the last few that Cassie had snuck when Grace had been whispering in her ear were positively breathtaking. “Oh, wow…”
“You can say that again,” Grace murmured. “Fuck our socials, I want you to drop those to me right now for me .”
Cassie sniggered. “Already done. But, for real. Filippa and Eliza want you posting somewhat regularly. So, what do you think?”
“I mean…” Grace tipped the phone toward Veronica. “What do you think?”
Veronica shrugged. “I’m fine with the skiing one, and any of the ones where we’re looking at the camera. But the last few…” Her voice trailed off as she looked to see what Grace thought.
Picking up on the hesitancy in her voice, Cassie asked, “What’s wrong with those? They’re cute!”
Veronica nodded. Cassie wasn’t wrong. But there was a line between needing to be public and keeping what was most important private, and—
“Those are for us,” Grace declared as she handed Cassie back her phone. “We’ll do what Filippa and Eliza want and give glimpses into our lives, but the public doesn’t get everything. They don’t get moments like that. ”
“Yeah, that’s fair,” Cassie allowed. “So, caption?”
Grace shrugged. “Just whack a heart on it and call it good?”
“I’d be fine with that,” Veronica agreed. The pictures said enough on their own; they really didn’t need to add anything to them.
“Blimey, it’s like I’m the hired help, here,” Colin groused. “Can one of you help a lad out and toss the bloody anchor?”
Grace laughed. “Yeah, I got you, man.”
Veronica smiled at the kiss Grace gave her before pulling away, and sighed as she settled back into the seat to watch her make her way past Colin to the bow. She arched a brow at the amused look Cassie was giving her. “What?”
“Nothing.” Cassie’s smile widened. “I’m just stoked you guys have really sorted your shit out.”
“Aye…” Veronica’s gaze drifted to Grace, who was leaning over the side of the boat and lowering the anchor. Her gaze lingered on the taut line of Grace’s hamstring and the supple curve of her ass, and she sighed as a bloom of affection warmed her chest. “Me too, Cass. Me too.”
 



 
“Hey.”
Grace’s heart squeezed as she looked up from her phone to watch Veronica wander out of the bedroom in a pair of worn, faded jeans and a black V-neck tee. Her hair, still damp from her shower, framed her face like the masterpiece it was, and her eyes were soft as she stopped beside the sofa with an outstretched hand. “Whattaya say we go outside for a bit? Get a bit o’ space from the hooligans who’ve—”
“I heard that,” Cassie called from the kitchen table where she was clearing her inbox from the day’s messages. Even though Grace had tried to get her to put it off until she was at least on the plane headed home—especially because they were meeting everyone down at the beach to grill and hang out around a bonfire in less than an hour—she had insisted that her life would be a million times easier if she took care of as much as she could now.
“Would have been wasted if you hadn’t,” Veronica sassed, her eyes sparkling with amusement. She tipped her head toward the door and wiggled her fingers invitingly.
Grace smiled as she took Veronica’s hand. “Sounds perfect.”
“Be good,” Cassie called after them, her tone distracted as she had already shifted her focus back to her emails.
Veronica blew her a kiss as she pulled open the front door and ushered Grace outside. “Would never dream of it.”
“That’s my girl!” Cassie laughed.
Grace rolled her eyes at the exchange, but wisely stayed out of it so she didn’t egg them on as she tugged Veronica away from the door. The wide porch surrounded the cabin, and for as much as she enjoyed the view of the lake from the front, what she craved was the privacy the woods that enveloped the back of the cabin provided.
“Excellent idea, mo mhuirnín ,” Veronica noted, her voice soft like the breeze rippling through the branches overhead as she followed.
Grace smiled and lifted Veronica’s hand to her lips to kiss the back of it. “I’m glad you agree.”
Veronica’s answering laughter was warm with affection, and Grace giggled when, as soon as they’d rounded the back corner of the cabin and were safe from prying eyes, Veronica tugged her into her arms. Her stomach tightened as Veronica walked backward until she was leaning against the porch railing, and she released her hold on Veronica’s hand to wrap her arms around her neck as she stepped closer, pinning her there. She combed her fingertips through Veronica’s hair as she took a moment to drink her in, memorizing the way Veronica’s eyes—so bright against the canopy of the forest behind her—seemed to glow with an ethereal light as she stared back at her.
She framed Veronica’s jaw in her left hand as she shuffled forward to slip her right leg into the space Veronica left for her so they were as close as they could possibly be. God, I love you , she thought as she caressed Veronica’s cheek, awed as she so often was that the universe had somehow seen fit to give her another chance to love and be loved by this breathtakingly beautiful soul. She marveled at the way her pulse slowed as the warm, solid press of Veronica’s body seeped into every corner of her heart, leaving her feeling inextricably lighter and more grounded at the same time.
A slow smile quirked Veronica’s lips. “Yer thinking pretty hard, there. Should I be worried?”
Grace huffed a laugh. “No.” She dragged her thumb down to Veronica’s lips, and when she spoke again, her voice was hushed and trembling with the weight of her overwhelming emotions. “You are so beautiful.”
“Oh, love…” Veronica’s expression softened as she traced the length of Grace’s spine with her fingertips before flattening her palm in the hollow between Grace’s shoulder blades, pressing lightly to draw her even closer. “You steal my breath away every time I look at you.” She cradled Grace against her chest, and her long, dark eyelashes fluttered as she murmured, “I love holding you like this.”
Grace swallowed against the lump that formed in her throat. “I love the way you hold me.”
“Yeah?” Veronica hummed and lifted her chin entreatingly. “How’s that?”
Grace tipped her head to rest her forehead against Veronica’s. “Like I’m something precious.”
“You are.” Veronica brushed a delicate kiss over Grace’s lips. “You’re the most precious thing in the world to me.”
Grace dipped her chin to chase after Veronica’s kiss. Her heart swelled when Veronica’s lips softened beneath hers, and she pressed her fingertips against her jaw as she angled her head to more fully seal their mouths together. The kiss was slow and reverent as they lost themselves in the golden warmth of their love, and Grace was absolutely breathless by the time they finally broke apart.
“Can I just hold you like this forever?” Veronica asked softly.
Grace smiled. “Only if I can hold you like this, too.”
Veronica chuckled, the sound lush with affection as she lifted her chin to whisper, “Deal,” against Grace’s lips.
“Lucky me,” Grace purred, her playful quip swallowed by Veronica’s lips as she sealed the promise with a kiss that was just as sweet as the last. They were both smiling when they broke apart.
“I love you,” Veronica whispered. She pressed her fingertips to the base of Grace’s spine, and sighed as she dipped her head to bury her face in the crook of Grace’s neck. “So much.”
Grace closed her eyes and leaned her cheek against Veronica’s crown. “I love you,” she exhaled, her voice trembling with emotion. She combed her fingers through Veronica’s hair as she held her close. Lately, their schedules had been such that her time and attention were constantly spoken for, and she was struck by how much she’d needed this quiet moment with Veronica. “We need to do this more often.”
“Ye won’t get an argument from me,” Veronica hummed, her soft burr thick with contentedness as she snuggled closer.
Grace pressed a smile of a kiss to Veronica’s hair. “Good.”
Even though they weren’t doing anything, they both tensed at the sound of a throat clearing softly behind them. Grace could feel the heat of Cassie’s smirk like a laser on the back of her neck, but she refused to acknowledge her as she pressed a tender kiss to Veronica’s forehead.
“I think we’re out of time,” she whispered.
“Yeah,” Veronica exhaled, that single syllable heavy with regret.
Cassie, thankfully, ignored the situation she’d walked in on and got right to business. “We’re heading down to the beach. You two wanna come with, or do you want to meet us down there?”
Veronica groaned and pulled away to look at Cassie over Grace’s shoulder. “We’re coming.”
Grace pressed a hand to Veronica’s chest to hold her still and smiled at her as she told Cassie, “Just give us two minutes, yeah?”
“You got it,” Cassie replied easily.
Grace held Veronica’s gaze as they listened to Cassie walk away, and kissed her softly once her footsteps disappeared. “I just wanted to do that without an audience.” She was heartened by the way Veronica smiled and lifted her chin in silent invitation for another kiss, and sighed happily as she closed the distance between them once more. The kiss was chaste and sweet as they basked in this final stolen moment together before rejoining the world, and she caressed Veronica’s cheek when the kiss reached its inevitable end. She blinked her eyes open as she pulled away to smile at her wondrously. “I could do that forever.”
“I will let you.” Veronica’s shoulders lifted and fell with a purposeful breath, and she gave Grace’s hips a gentle squeeze before letting her hands fall away. “C’mon. Before Cassie realizes she didn’t give us shite and comes back for another go.”
“That was a surprising lapse on her part, wasn’t it?” Grace chuckled as she caught Veronica’s hand and laced their fingers together. Their time alone might be over, but she wasn’t ready to let go of her completely.
She was grateful for that connection when they rounded the corner of the cabin and found Cassie and Colin waiting for them with tote bags full of food for the potluck that Cassie’d had delivered while they’d been out on the lake.
“Took ye long enough,” Colin drawled as he slung his bag over his shoulder and started off toward the beach.
“We can always go back inside,” Veronica replied breezily as he slowed his pace so that they and Cassie could catch up.
Grace chuckled. On the one hand, she was absolutely on board with that idea, but on the other… She squeezed Veronica’s hand as she leaned in to murmur against her ear, “Do you really want to leave them unsupervised with Travis?”
Veronica’s eyes widened as she shook her head. “Good point.”
Grace kissed her cheek and pulled back to catch Cassie’s attention. “Anything in those emails you were determined to tear through that I need to know about?”
“Not particularly. Just the regular day-to-day stuff. Nothing exciting.” Cassie shrugged. “Filippa texted while you two were necking on the back porch. She was very pleased with the social media post. Production is, too. The response has been insane.”
Grace arched a brow. “Like, how insane?”
“Over a million likes in the first five minutes, total is up over four now. Lord knows what the comments would’ve been if we hadn’t turned that off, but tracking the tags shows that most of the shares are…shall we say…”
“Thirsty as feck,” Colin supplied. “Jordan and Jess are gonna have their hands full keepin’ ‘em off ye.” He smirked and bumped Grace with his shoulder. “Your lesbionage career is officially over.”
Grace glanced at Veronica, and didn’t know whether she should be relieved or worried that Veronica looked just as confused as she was about what he’d just said. “My what, now?”
“Y’know…” He sighed, clearly disappointed that his brilliance hadn’t been immediately recognized. “Lesbionage…lesbian espionage—like an undercover lesbian.”
“An undercover lesbian,” Veronica echoed, her voice choked with amusement.
He nodded seriously. “Like, everyone thought she was straight, but she was actually gay as feck.”
Though she didn’t really want to encourage him, Grace asked, “Isn’t that just being in the closet?”
“D’ye wanna be in a closet, chokin’ on dust bunnies, or d’ye wanna be a spy?” Colin gave her a look that said he couldn’t believe he had to ask such a stupid question.
“I want to be a spy,” Cassie piped up.
“I mean, when you put it that way…” Grace laughed. “A spy is definitely cooler. But I think I like this even better.”
Veronica squeezed her hand. “And what’s that, love?”
Grace lost herself in the variegated depths of Veronica’s eyes as she took a long, deep breath, letting her lungs fill completely before letting it go with a smile. “Happy,” she said simply. Because when all was said and done, that was the most striking part of all of this. After years of being miserable, she was finally completely and entirely herself and whole and happy. Her smile widened when Veronica swayed into her as if physically struck off-balance by her confession, and she squeezed her hand as she dipped her head to kiss her softly. “I wouldn’t trade this for the world.”
Veronica’s eyes glowed like emerald fire as she pulled her to a stop. She licked her lips as she lifted her free hand to cradle Grace’s face, and the unmistakable tremble that quaked through the gentle touch was very nearly Grace’s undoing. Veronica licked her lips once, twice, as she stared at Grace with so much love that it brought tears to Grace’s eyes. “You… I… Grace…”
Grace covered Veronica’s hand on her face as her smile grew to the point she literally couldn’t smile any wider. “I love you.”
Veronica’s breath crashed in ragged waves against Grace’s lips as she pitched forward, her rough, “Feck, I love you so much,” punctuated by a kiss that left no question just how much she meant it.
“Okay, that was like the most romantic thing in the history of forever, but panties stay on, you two,” Cassie called.
Grace huffed a laugh at the droll quip and stole a glance at her best friend. Her heart swelled at the wide, proud smile lighting Cassie’s face and the obvious tears that were swimming in her bright blue eyes, and she leaned into Veronica as she held out an arm in a way that begged Cassie to join them. “You know you love it.”
“I love you guys.” Cassie kissed her cheek as she wrapped them both up in a crushing embrace. “The cavity-inducing Hallmark movie kisses, however…”
“Could definitely do without,” Colin finished quipped, though, beneath his dry, Irish wit, he sounded equally choked up.
“Oh, shut it,” Veronica chuckled as she released Grace’s hand to beckon him over as well. “Get o’er here, boy-o.”
They all laughed at the way he immediately dropped the bags he’d been carrying and swooped in to join them with a watery, “Fecking hell, you lot are ridiculous!”
“You love us,” Veronica sassed in a voice smooth and warm like honey.
He smiled, his eyes soft with affection and crinkled with boyish charm as he agreed, “Aye. I do.” He flexed his arms hard enough to make Grace squeak at the pressure, and rolled his eyes as he pulled away. “Now, c’mon. I came all the way up to the bloody sticks because I was promised a bonfire—I wanna eat s’mores and drink some bloody beer.”
“S’mores and beer!” Cassie cheered.
Grace groaned when, in the distance, Travis’ voice rang out, “S’mores and beer!”
“Feck, the lot of them are gonna be a terror together, aren’t they?” Veronica grumbled.
Grace pursed her lips against her smile as she watched Cassie and Colin gather their groceries and head off toward the beach where Travis and the rest of their castmates were waiting. “Probably. But it’s better than hiding.”
Veronica’s expression gentled. “Aye. It certainly is.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Veronica shoved her hands into the pockets of her jeans and stared out over the lake at the setting sun as she waited for Grace to finish in makeup and join her on set. The days since Colin and Cassie had left had flown past in a blur of sixteen hour days, and though part of her was sorry to see their time in Canada coming to an end, she was looking forward to returning to L.A. tomorrow so they could film the final scene on the shot list—Gemma’s concert and their big reunion—on Monday night.
She wasn’t especially looking forward to sitting down for the interview with Vanity Fair about their relationship that they had to do in the morning before filming the concert scene, but, given the response to their social media posts and the crowds that seemed to grow by the day on set, they’d agreed that it was something they needed to do sooner, rather than later. The hope was that the interview would humanize their relationship and that, by extension, the public might grant them a bit of breathing room to live their lives a little more freely. It was strange, and a little off-putting, if she were being honest, how her life wasn’t entirely hers anymore. She’d known, of course, that Grace’s celebrity would mean she’d suffer a staggering loss of privacy, but that didn’t make the shift any less profound.
It was worth it, of course. And, all told, a small price to pay to be able to love Grace. And not just that, but to be able to do it so openly.
Her heart fluttered at the feeling of familiar hands slipping between her arms and her sides as if summoned by the direction of her thoughts, and she pulled her hands from her pockets to give Grace the room she needed to wrap her arms around her waist. She covered Grace’s hands with her own as she sank back into her with a sigh. “Hey, you.”
A shiver tickled the back of her neck as soft lips brushed against her ear.
“Hey.” Grace’s thumbs swept over her stomach as she stepped closer, hugging her that little bit tighter.
Veronica closed her eyes and pressed Grace’s hands more firmly against her stomach, breathing long and slow and deep as she took this moment to soak in the warmth of Grace’s embrace.
Grace’s thumbs stilled. “You okay?”
Veronica nodded.
“You sure?”
Veronica nodded as she traced the backs of Grace’s fingers with her fingertips. “I’m just grand.” She smiled at the feeling of Grace’s lips brushing against her cheek, and reached up to wrap a hand around the back of Grace’s neck as she half-turned in her arms to touch their foreheads together. “I love you,” she whispered.
Grace’s arms tightened around her waist. “I love you.” Her thumbs resumed their gentle caress as she confessed, “I’m looking forward to sleeping in our own bed again, but I am going to miss this.”
Veronica stroked the backs of Grace’s hands. “Yeah,” she exhaled. “I know exactly what you mean.”
“Yeah?”
Veronica hummed and released her hold on Grace’s neck to cover the hand on her waist again. “For as crazy as our schedules are, we’re also in this insulated little bubble where the world doesn’t really exist. That’s going to change when we get back to L.A.”
“I wish it didn’t have to.”
Veronica pinned Grace’s hands against her, hoping the weight of the touch would be grounding enough to chase away the melancholy that shrouded her voice. “I know, love. Me too.”
“I just…” Grace’s voice trailed off as she turned to look out over the lake.
Veronica turned a bit more and leaned her head onto Grace’s shoulder to look up at her. Her heart broke at the fragile longing that shone in Grace’s expression. When Grace didn’t finish the thought, she gently prompted, “What?”
Grace shook her head. “I don’t know.”
Veronica suspected that wasn’t completely true, but she didn’t press her on it. “I quite like the idea of ‘our bed’,” she said instead, hoping to lighten the mood.
For as much as she was struggling to adjust to being under the microscope that came with Grace’s celebrity, she knew Grace was struggling just as much—if not more—as she found her equilibrium under the spotlight that was even more unrelenting now that she was out and in a very public relationship. She noticed the way Grace’s shoulders stiffened every day when they rolled onto set and saw that the crowd of fans waiting to catch a glimpse of them had only grown, though it wasn’t the eager fans with their phones pointed at them that were the problem, so much as the paparazzi that had joined their ranks. She saw the way Grace’s hands clenched in the moment before the car door was opened and she pasted on a too-bright smile that fooled everyone except her into believing that she was thriving instead of quietly drowning under the weight of the unrelenting attention.
“Me too.” Grace’s chest lifted and fell with a deep breath. “How are we going to do that?” she asked, her voice small in a way Veronica hadn’t heard in quite some time. “I’ve gotten used to falling asleep in your arms. I don’t want to lose that.”
“I don’t want to give that up, either.” Veronica sighed and spun in Grace’s embrace. This was a conversation best had face-to-face. She looped her arms around Grace’s neck and pulled her in close. “I reckon,” she mused as she stared into Grace’s eyes, “we’ll do it the same as we did before we came up here. Stay at yours most nights, because it makes it easier for Jess and the guys, and occasionally we sneak off for a night or two at mine?”
“No, I know. I just…” Grace rolled her eyes. “I guess…” She shook her head and confessed, “I just really want those places to be the same.”
Veronica smiled. “I’m not opposed to that idea,” she murmured.
An adorably shy smile bowed Grace’s lips. “Yeah?”
Veronica hummed and lifted her chin to kiss Grace softly. “Yes, mo mhuirnín . I know there will be times our jobs will force us apart, but I want nothing more than to wake up beside you every day for the rest of my life.”
A delicate blush colored Grace’s cheeks. “That’s a long time…”
Heart full to bursting, Veronica nodded. “It is.” She cradled Grace’s face in her hands and traced the gentle curve of her cheeks, delighting in the softness of Grace’s skin and the way her eyes fluttered so prettily. “I’m gonna marry you someday. But I don’t want to wait until then to start our lives together.”
Grace’s breath hitched beautifully. It was a soft sound cracked with joy and tremulous wonder, and her voice was choked with the emotion that made her eyes glow like blue fire when she exhaled, “V…”
It took only the lightest pressure against Grace’s jaw to urger her closer so she could murmur, “Do you like that idea?” directly against her lips.
Grace nodded. “I do.”
Veronica brushed a feather-soft kiss across her lips. “Good answer.”
Grace giggled. “I’ll try to remember it for ‘someday’.”
“Hey, uh…” Kristin called, effectively ruining the moment. “Sorry, but are you guys good to go? I want to get this before the sun totally sets.”
“Of course,” Grace, ever the professional, replied easily.
Veronica took Grace’s hand as they broke apart, and arched a brow at Kristin, who was standing maybe five yards away, watching them with her hands in her pockets and a perfectly apologetic expression.
“Where do you want us?” she asked as her gaze drifted to the trio of cameramen loaded up with backpack rigs and the two boom mic operators behind her who were clustered around the stairs to the deck of the A-frame cabin that was her house in the film. They’d blocked the scene in a way that it would work either here, on the lawn by the lake, up on the deck, or in the cabin’s living room, but Kristin hadn’t yet told them what she’d decided.
Kristin’s cheeks puffed with a breath. “Let’s do it here, first. I think we’ll end up using the cabin, but the setting has played such a large role in the film that I’d like to get something here to look at when we edit it all together.”
“You’re the boss,” Veronica agreed.
“Fuckin’ terrifying, right?” Kristin quipped as she gestured over her shoulder in a come-hither to the camera and sound guys. When they laughed, she grinned and pointed to a spot a few feet from where Veronica stood. “Right. V, let’s have you stand here… And then Grace, I’m going to have you come down from the deck to join her.”
Veronica smiled and squeezed Grace’s hand before letting it fall away. “Let’s do it.”
 



 
“Take it slow,” Kristin directed. “Don’t be in a rush to get down there. Let your posture and your gait convey how much you’re dreading this conversation.”
Grace nodded. She understood Kristin’s reasoning, but she wasn’t looking forward to filming this scene. The last time they’d done it at her impromptu chemistry read, it’d been too easy to tap into the heartbreak she’d used to hide behind a sunny smile, but she wasn’t that woman anymore, and she wasn’t particularly looking forward to channeling her again.
Hell, she wasn’t even sure that she could .
She wasn’t an actor. She didn’t know how to conjure powerful emotions on a whim.
“Do you have any questions?” Kristin asked.
“I don’t know,” Grace admitted. She glanced toward where Mari was sitting in a director’s chair, tapping at something on her tablet, and sighed. She really didn’t want to let either of either down. “I mean, I’ll try my best, but I just don’t know if I can recreate what I did that day at the chemistry read…”
Kristin inclined her head. “Why?”
“We…” Grace blew out a rough breath. “Because I wasn’t pretending, then,” she shared, her voice hushed with the memory of that day. “I mean, yeah, the words were from the script, but… I wasn’t pretending to be heartbroken.” Her gaze drifted off to where Veronica was standing at the edge of the lawn. “That was the first time I’d seen her in five years. We’d dated under the radar for years before that, but then US Weekly ran pictures of us on vacation, and then we got in that car accident when the paparazzi were chasing us and…” She shook her head. “The scrutiny was too much, and I wasn’t ready to come out. I was so scared for her safety, and even though I wanted to, I wasn’t brave enough to love her like she deserved, so I made the biggest mistake of my life and walked away.”
“Oh, shit…”
Grace chuckled darkly. “Oh, shit” was a rather succinct summation of the whole thing. “Uh-huh.”
Kristin propped her hands on her hips, her face a perfect mask of disbelief. “Fuck.”
“I know. Crazy.”
“No. I mean, yeah, but mostly that my wife was right.” Kristin huffed a laugh. “She swore you two were a thing back then, and I…” She shook her head. “I thought it was just the tabs doing what the tabs do best.”
Grace smiled wryly. “I mean, it was both, but…”
“Shit.” Kristin pulled her hands through her hair. “Shit!”

Not knowing what else she could possibly say, Grace just nodded.
Kristin, however, was clearly still processing and had no such issues. “God, no wonder your chemistry that day was so fucking incredible!”
Grace couldn’t help but laugh. “Yeah, well, chemistry was never our problem. It was always everything else.”
Kristin sobered immediately. “And now I’m asking you to relive it.”
“I mean, it’s not you so much as the script, but yeah.” Grace pulled a face and toed at the ground. “And, I mean, I want to do this story justice, but I don’t know if I’m actually capable of manufacturing that kind of emotion. Falling in love with V for the film has been easy because I’m not even remotely pretending, but this… I don’t want to let you all down.”
“You won’t.”
Grace averted her gaze. “I wish I had your confidence in that.”
“Grace.” Kristin touched Grace’s wrist to get her attention, and waited until she looked back up at her before continuing. “I wish you could see how incredible you’ve been. The chemistry with Veronica has always been there, but the rest? I’m not going to lie; I’m not sure you would’ve been able to handle this scene on your first day on set. But the fact is, you’ve just been steadily improving since then. The team and I have been talking about it, how it’s like we’ve been watching someone grow into themselves. You might not be a trained actor, but you’ve developed a natural way of conveying emotions that works well on camera. And trust Veronica. She’s your partner, and she will be right there with you. She will give you what you need for this scene.” She inclined her head. “I know this isn’t something you want to relive, but if you let yourself sink into your memories of losing her, you’ll blow the scene out of the fucking water.”
“You really think so?” When Kristin nodded, Grace took a deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it go slowly. They’d come this far; she just needed to trust that Kristin knew what she was talking about. “I’ll try my best.”
Kristin smiled and patted her shoulder. “I know you will. Do you need anything from me to make this easier?”
Grace appreciated the offer, but she was so out of her depth that she didn’t even know what she should ask for if she’d needed it. Kristin’s words helped, though. “I think you just did. Thank you.”
“No problem. Give me a second to get out of the shot, and we’ll get this show on the road.” Kristin gave her shoulder a quick, light squeeze before pulling her hand away. “You got this, Grace.”
Grace forced a smile and nodded. She clenched and unclenched her hands at her sides as Kristin jogged back to the crew, and licked her lips as she let her gaze linger on Veronica’s profile. Her vision blurred slightly as she slowed her breaths, and she closed her eyes as she let her thoughts drift back to the conflicting emotions she’d felt the night she’d walked into Veronica’s flat and broken both their hearts.
A buzzing sensation filled her chest as she sank deeper into her memories—Veronica’s eyes shining with tears, the crack in her voice, the way she couldn’t fucking breathe as she choked out the words that had been the death-knell to the most perfect thing she’d ever known.

You deserve someone who can love you in front of the cameras, V, and for as much as I want to be that person, I’m not. I’m so fucking scared all the time, and I hate it. I hate that I’m not brave enough to tell the world to fuck off, but I can’t…

“And, action!”
Her body reacted without any input from her brain at the cue, and she clenched and unclenched her hands in time with her steps as she made her way slowly across the lawn to Veronica, who was so goddamn beautiful she wanted to cry.
It wasn’t until she drew closer that she saw the way Veronica had folded her arms across her chest, and she raked her lower lip between her teeth as she stopped at her side. She stood there for a long moment, letting herself drink in Veronica’s profile and the way the fading sunlight caught and highlighted every facet of the anguish that creased her beautiful face.
Tears stung the backs of Grace’s eyes at the way Veronica’s throat bobbed as she purposefully avoided looking her way, and she lifted a hand to reach for her before thinking better of it and shoving it in her pocket, instead. Gemma didn’t deserve to touch Mae right now.
Veronica was the one to break the silence, her voice choked with tears as she demanded, “Why are you here, Gemma?”
“I couldn’t—” Grace’s voice cracked as the pain Veronica was radiating hit her like a knife to the gut. “I had to…” She licked her lips as she pulled her hand from her pocket to tentatively reach out to take Veronica’s hand. “Come with me.”
“I can’t,” Veronica said, and the buzzing in Grace’s chest filled her ears, making her feel like she was drowning. “You know I can’t,” Veronica whispered brokenly.
Grace blinked, sending the tears that had been building coursing down her cheeks. She inclined her head as she stepped closer, everything from her posture to her tone imploring as she begged the woman she loved to choose her. “Why? Why can’t you?”
“Because my life is here!” Veronica yanked her hand away to tug angrily at her hair. Her expression was wrecked , utter devastation blazing with barely-controlled rage. She was a woman in love, and she was fucking furious about it. “You’re everything I never thought I’d find,” she said, her voice softening with the warmth of golden memories and heavy with the weight of inevitability that broke Grace’s heart even though she knew that none of this was real. “But I’m not made for your world, Gemma. You’re a goddamn star. Your face is on magazines and websites, and you sell out giant fucking arenas, and I’m…” Her voice trailed off as the tears that had been building in her eyes broke free, and she shook her head as she whispered, defeatedly, “I’m just a small-town paramedic.”

No, you’re not. You’re fucking everything. Grace lifted her free hand to cradle Veronica’s jaw. “I don’t care about that,” she insisted, her voice pitched with naked desperation. “I care about—” Her voice cracked, and she sucked in a sharp breath as she trailed her thumb from Veronica’s cheek to the corner of her mouth. “Please. I love you.”
The ever-so-slight tremble of Veronica’s lip nearly brought Grace to her knees. “I love you, too,” Veronica whispered. “But… Damn it, Gemma, you’re asking me to walk away from my entire life.”
Grace shook her head. “I’m n—”
A fresh wave of tears rose in Veronica’s eyes as she pressed a finger to Grace’s lips to silence her. “You are,” Veronica said. Grace blinked at Veronica, begging her with her eyes to change her mind. “You are,” she repeated, the edge of her voice sharpened with anger. Her shoulders lifted and fell, and when she spoke next, her anger was gone, replaced with putrid acceptance. “And I get it. I do, but—”
Grace lifted her free hand to grab Veronica’s wrist and pulled her hand away from her mouth. “I am asking you to take my hand and walk beside me. I’m asking you to choose
me , Mae,” she pleaded, her voice so thick with tears she could barely get the words out. “Please. I don’t want to say goodbye to you.”
“I can’t.” The finality in Veronica’s tone knocked Grace on her proverbial ass. “I’m sorry,” Veronica murmured, her voice barely louder than a breath but etched with so much emotion that it landed with all the force of a shout. She pulled her hand from Grace’s. “I can’t.”
“You can. Please.” Grace reached for Veronica, her eyes pleading. “Mae…”
“I’m so sorry.” Veronica shook her head. “But I’m just not brave enough.”
Grace’s shoulders slumped. “But I love you.”
Veronica’s posture crumbled as she pulled Grace into her arms. “I love you, too.”
Grace buried her face in the crook of Veronica’s neck as she clung to her, desperate for the solace she’d only ever found in her embrace. She squeezed her eyes shut as Veronica pressed a kiss to her forehead, and fisted her hands in Veronica’s shirt as Mae finished ripping Gemma’s heart out.
“But you deserve someone who can love you in front of the cameras, too, and I’m—” Veronica’s voice caught, and she cradled Grace against her chest. “I’m not that person, Gemma.”
With no lines left to deliver, Grace brushed a kiss over Veronica’s jaw as they lingered there, letting the warmth of her embrace begin to chase away the demons she’d been forced to summon to do the scene justice. “Don’t let go,” she whispered.
The hands around her waist tightened as Veronica kissed her hair and swore, “Never.”
A beat passed, then two, three, four, before Kristin yelled, “And, cut!”
Though Veronica had promised to keep holding her, Grace gripped her shirt that little bit tighter at Kristin’s call. She’d known the scene would be difficult, but she hadn’t realized until she’d been in the thick of it just how much it’d affect her. She pressed closer to Veronica, desperate to fill the hole she’d ripped open in her chest with her warmth, her scent, her strength.
And Veronica seemed to understand, because she slid her right hand up her back to press between her shoulder blades and crush their chests together.
“It’s all right, mo mhuirnín ,” Veronica murmured. “It’s over. You did it.”
Grace couldn’t quite stifle the whimper that broke in her throat as she wound her arms tighter around Veronica’s neck. “I hated it. I hated seeing you hurt, even if I knew it wasn’t real.”
“I know.” Veronica kissed her cheek, and then sighed as she followed that first kiss with another, and then another, each one successively closer to her lips until she was able to whisper, “Me too,” directly against them.
Grace sighed as Veronica’s lips softened against hers. The kiss was slow and sweet, overflowing with so much tenderness that she found herself tearing up all over again. She hummed as that first kiss bled into a second that was just as gentle, just as quietly reassuring that everything was okay.
That they were okay.
It was exactly what she needed after everything, and she loosened her hold on Veronica’s neck as the ache inside her began to ease. She nuzzled Veronica’s cheek as she pulled away, and touched her forehead to Veronica’s. “Thank you.”
Veronica’s hands swept up and down her back in a gentle caress. “Always, love.”
Grace blinked her eyes open, and her throat tightened at the gentle affection that shone in Veronica’s eyes. “I don’t want to do that again.”
Veronica’s expression crumbled with sympathy. “Oh, G—”
“Right, so,” Kristin called, interrupting whatever it was Veronica was going to say as she joined them. “That was, like, really fucking great. Seriously. You both really went there, and it was just fantastic. Truly.”
Grace pursed her lips as the apologetic tilt of Kristin’s eyebrows gave away the bad news she was prefacing and softening with praise. “But?”
Kristin grimaced. “But the light is borderline shit, and I don’t know if we’ll be able to salvage it in post, so I want you guys to run it again up on the deck where we can control the lighting a bit better.”
Grace squeezed her eyes shut and resisted the urge to swear in frustration. It didn’t matter that she knew that it was beyond unreasonable to think they’d only run the scene once, but she’d still hoped … “Right.”
“I know,” Kristin commiserated, sounding contrite. “I know this is a lot, given everything, but…”
“Nah, it makes sense,” Veronica spoke up. “It’s just…”
“Hard,” Grace supplied with a sad smile. She sighed as Veronica’s hands slid up and down her back in a bid to comfort her, and forced herself to meet Kristin’s gaze. Yes, the situation sucked, but it was the scene that needed to be shot and, goddamn it, no matter how much she fucking hated it, she was going to be professional about it. “Do you want anything different from us?”
Kristin’s shoulders visibly relaxed. “No. Like I said, that was great. I just need another take or two so we have choices when we get to editing.”

Another take or two… Fuck , Grace thought, even as she replied, “Okay.”
Kristin nodded. “Go check in with hair and makeup while we set everything up on the deck, and by the time you get back, we should be good to go again.”
Grace wasn’t terribly surprised that Veronica held her back from following, and she shook her head as she pressed weakly against her shoulders. “We need to go to hair and makeup.”
Veronica’s hands tightened around her waist. “When we’re ready.”
Grace blinked against the sting at the backs of her eyes. She appreciated Veronica looking out for her, but she wasn’t ever going to be ready. “I just want to get this over with…”
Veronica sighed and kissed her softly. “You’re sure?”

Not at all. “Yeah.”
 



 
Veronica smiled tiredly as she took Grace’s hand as they made their way from their trailer to the SUV waiting for them in the nearby parking lot. “You ready?”
She was beyond emotionally spent after running the breakup scene three more times in full before doing another handful of segmented takes that focused on elements Kristin wanted different angles for, and she knew that repeating the scene over and over had been even more taxing for Grace, who wasn’t as experienced channeling such powerful emotions. It’d been a special kind of hell watching Grace suffer and not being able to do more than offer her a safe place to land whenever Kristin called “cut”, and all she wanted was to take her back to their cabin where they’d be away from the prying eyes of the world and hold her close.
Unfortunately, as the leads, it was their responsibility to at least make an appearance at this thing.
Her heart sank as she watched Grace’s shoulders lift with a fortifying breath before squaring determinedly with a long exhale, and she squeezed her hand reassuringly. “We don’t have to stay long,” she murmured.
“No, I know. It’s fine. I just…” Grace shook her head and smiled weakly.
“That wasn’t our easiest night,” Veronica finished for her.
“No,” Grace sighed. “It wasn’t.”
Grace looked so utterly beaten that Veronica decided the world could feck right off for the rest of the night. “Do you want to go back to the cabin? I can just pop in for half an hour or so for the both of us and then meet you there.”
Grace smiled weakly. “No. I need to at least go for a bit. Everyone’s expecting us.”
“Everyone can shove their expectations up their arse.” Veronica lifted Grace’s hand to her lips and kissed her knuckles. “They all know what we were filming. Nobody is going to fault you for buggering off to decompress instead of hanging out.”
“No, I know. But I think…” Grace rifled her free hand through her hair and shrugged. “I think the distraction will be good. Like, I’m not saying that I don’t want to just hide from the world and curl up in you, because I do, I always do, but I’d also like to forget—”
Veronica tugged on Grace’s hand to pull her up short, and lifted her free hand to cup Grace’s cheek and hold her gaze. “I get it.” And she did. Sometimes, after a hard scene, there was nothing she craved more than a good distraction, and she knew that their friends and castmates would supply that in spades. There was also no better way to remind Grace that the scene had nothing to do with the reality of their life now. She caressed Grace’s cheek with her thumb, and her throat tightened at the way Grace leaned into the touch. “I love you, you know.”
A softly pleased smile bowed Grace’s lips as she swayed into her. “Love you, too,” she murmured, her eyelashes fluttering temptingly as she angled her head for a kiss.
Veronica smiled as she pressed a tender kiss to Grace’s lips. “All right, then. Let’s get this over with.” When Grace huffed a little laugh, she asked, “What?”
“Nothing.” Grace shook her head as she pulled away. “We’ve just been saying that a lot, tonight.”
“Yeah, well, tonight’s been kind of a lot, so…”
“Yeah.” Grace blew out a rough breath. “It really has.”
Veronica caressed the side of Grace’s hand as they started walking again, their steps muffled by the packed dirt beneath their feet and the breeze rippling through the leaves overhead. Every step was a quiet catharsis that chased away the pain she’d been forced to lose herself in for the sake of the scene, and by the time they reached the door that Jess held open for them, she still felt emotionally bruised, but much more like herself.
She nodded a thank you to Jess as she climbed into the backseat after Grace, and let go of her hand only long enough for them to buckle their seatbelts before taking it again. She knew that she wouldn’t feel entirely herself until morning, after a good night’s sleep banished the ghosts they’d summoned, but, for now, it was enough just to hold Grace’s hand and know that she wasn’t alone.
Jess, to her credit, read their mood perfectly and, after a brief exchange to check that they were still headed to the small bar that production had booked out for the cast and crew to celebrate the end of their filming here, didn’t so much as breathe too loudly in their direction.
There were times when Veronica was still caught out by the fact that they had a perpetual shadow whenever they were out in public, but she liked Jess. She was observant and kind and, most importantly, tactfully discreet whenever she was with them. Jordan was superb at his job, but he was such an imposing figure that he never quite faded into the background, whereas Jess had mastered the art of being present without being oppressive about it.
Part of her wondered if it was because Jess was a woman, so she naturally felt more at ease around her, but whatever the case, she was glad that Grace had someone like Jess looking out for her.
The drive from the set to town didn’t take long at all, and Veronica spent the majority of it splitting her attention between the view out her window and the even more breathtaking one of Grace beside her as Jess navigated the now familiar streets of downtown. The sidewalks were crowded with tourists enjoying their summer holiday at the lake, and she squeezed Grace’s hand when Jess pulled to a stop in front of a nondescript, weathered brick building that sat between a pizza parlor that was still bustling with activity and a dimly lit souvenir shop that had long since closed for the night.
A moment later, Jordan, who had gone ahead to scout the building, opened her door, and she sighed as she let go of Grace’s hand to unbuckle her seatbelt. Her heart fluttered at the way Grace’s hand found hers the moment they were on the sidewalk.
“You ready?” she asked.
Grace took a deep breath and let it go slowly. “As I’ll ever be,” she said as Jordan slammed the car door shut and then hustled to get the door to the bar for them.
He tipped his head in a short nod as he stepped out of their way and beckoned them inside. “Everything’s been cleared,” he reported. “Only staff and production crew inside. I’ll be at the front door, and Jess will come in to monitor the back entrance after she’s parked. When you decide you want to leave, let one of us know, and we’ll get you home.”
Grace gave him a tired smile. “Thank you, Jordan.”
Veronica couldn’t help but laugh at the cheer that went up from the back when they were spotted, and squeezed Grace’s hand as she told her, “We’ll hang out for a drink or two, and then do the dance of my people and escape without a word of goodbye.”
Grace’s chest lifted and fell with a breath, and she looked more relaxed than she had since they’d left the set as she confessed, “I like the sound of that.”
“Me too, mo mhuirnín. ” Veronica kissed her sweetly. “Me too.”
 



 
Grace adjusted her grip on the dart in her hand and stared down the board, seven and a half feet away. She hummed softly to the melody of the campy, eighties hit playing in the background, and did her best to ignore the shouts of laughter that broke out at the pool tables behind her.
The noise and camaraderie and easy vibe of the party were more than a distraction from the emotional toll the scene had wreaked on her—it was an antidote. The heaviness that had felt all-encompassing had begun to lift the moment Tiffany hailed them from the bar when they’d arrived and insisted they join in a round of celebratory shots that had turned into three rounds because people kept wanting to get in on the fun. The noise and the laughter and the friendly, teasing banter was exactly what she needed, and by the time Travis and Bobby dragged Veronica off to one of the handful of pool tables for a game she was barred from joining—“you can take that shark bullshit somewhere else, Easton”—she was beginning to feel more like herself.
The shadows still lingered, of course—she figured that it would likely take her a day or two to get back to normal—but she felt like she could actually breathe again.
Her fingers twitched against the tungsten barrel of the dart as the sound of Veronica laughing at the pool tables behind her slid down her spine like a caress. She dropped her arm as she glanced over her shoulder to see what was going on, and smiled at the sight of Veronica smirking at a clearly disappointed Travis.
“Good girl,” she murmured as she turned back to her own game.
She drew a long breath in through her nose as she realigned her shot, and held it as she pulled her arm back and let the dart fly. It felt good leaving her hand, but quickly began to arc toward the bottom of the board, and she swore loudly when it sank into the drywall beneath the target. “Shit.”
She’d like to blame the miss on the shots, but the truth of the matter was that she just sucked at darts.
Tiffany, however, cackled and threw her arms up triumphantly. “Oh, hell yeah!” She spun around to loudly inform everyone within earshot, “Finally found her weakness, guys!”
“My weakness?” Grace laughed.
“I mean, yeah, Ms. Grammy winner, global superstar pool shark.” Tiffany winked. “It’s nice to know you’re human like the rest of us.”
Grace shook her head. “You’re ridiculous.”
“Besides,” Daphne, who was perched on the edge of a barstool at a nearby high-top, piped up, “I thought Veronica was her weakness.” She smirked around the rim of her pint glass when Grace rolled her eyes and flipped her off, and hiked her chin challengingly. “Am I wrong?”
“You—” Grace started to defend herself, but was interrupted by Veronica.
“Are most certainly not,” Veronica confirmed, her voice laced with amusement as she wrapped her arms around Grace’s waist and drew her into a casual embrace.
Grace huffed a laugh and tipped her head back onto Veronica’s shoulder to smile at her. “Is that so?” she teased, even though they all knew that it very much was.
The hands on her waist tightened as Veronica leaned in, her breath falling in light, teasing waves over Grace’s lips as she hovered just out of reach. Her gaze dipped ever so briefly to Grace’s lips, and her touch lit Grace’s skin on fire when she dipped her thumb beneath the hem of her shirt. “You tell me.”
Grace shivered at the feeling of Veronica’s thumb stroking lightly over her stomach, and her eyes fluttered when Veronica upped the ante by grinding against her ass. She grabbed Veronica’s wrist as her breath swooped in her chest, and licked her lips as she tried, and failed, miserably, to sound unaffected as she whispered, “Yeah.”
“Good lord,” Tiffany deadpanned. “Just kiss the girl, already.”
Veronica’s eyebrow quirked as she ghosted her lips across Grace’s in a teasing, almost-there kiss that left Grace feeling absolutely breathless with anticipation. “Would you like me to kiss you, mo mhuirnín ?”
There was nothing Grace wanted more in that moment than to feel Veronica’s lips against hers, but instead of saying so, she dragged the tip of her nose against Veronica’s as she pressed her ass back into her hips, solidifying their connection. They were close enough that the hitch of Veronica’s breath echoed like gunfire, and she smirked as she whispered, “Would you?”
Veronica’s fingers twitched against her stomach. “I—”
They both jumped when a splash of ice water hit them, and Grace blinked away the droplets as she whirled on Tiffany and Daphne, who were cackling like maniacs. “What was that for?”
Daphne set her glass onto the table with an entirely unrepentant smirk. “You two needed a little cooling off.”
“You lot told me to kiss her!” Veronica pointed out.
“Changed our mind.” Tiffany winked. “Anyway, move out of the way so I can finish mopping the floor with your girl.”
“Hey, y’all!” Bobby hollered. “There’s a back room with a fucking kick-ass karaoke set-up!”
“Oh shit, that’s my jam.” Tiffany tossed the three darts she was holding onto the high top and then grabbed Daphne’s hand to haul her off her barstool. “Let’s go.”
Grace blinked as the pair took off toward the draped doorway Bobby was holding open for everyone with a proud, beaming grin. “What the hell just happened?”
“I believe that’s called being saved by the bell,” Veronica chuckled.
Grace scowled and plucked at her shirt. “That couldn’t have happened like two minutes earlier? I’m all wet.” She rolled her eyes when Veronica sniggered indelicately behind her and slapped at her hand. “Shut up.”
“I didn’t say anything,” Veronica insisted, though the laughter that choked her protest said plenty.
The normalcy of the exchange was a further balm to Grace’s soul, and she sighed as she spun in Veronica’s arms. They didn’t have long before their friends came and dragged them apart, but they had this moment, and she wasn’t about to waste it. She cradled Veronica’s jaw in her right hand and lovingly traced the plump pillow of her lower lip with her thumb as she wrapped her left hand around the back of her neck. “Hey, you.”
“Hey.” Veronica’s smile was tender as she flexed her arms to pull Grace close as she kissed the pad of her thumb. “How are you doing, love?”
Grace lifted a shoulder in a small, lopsided shrug and tipped her head to touch her forehead to Veronica’s as she toyed with the corner of her mouth. “Better, I think.”
Veronica’s hands pressed into the small of her back, drawing her in closer. “Good.”
“Yeah.” Grace closed her eyes and relaxed into the warmth of Veronica’s embrace. Affection bloomed in her chest as Veronica’s left hand slid up her back to press between her shoulder blades, drawing their chests together. She slowed her breath to match Veronica’s, as it flowed lightly over her lips, losing herself in the easy intimacy of the moment. Yes, the playful teasing had been fun, but this…
This was everything .
She loved the way kissing Veronica made her feel like she was flying, but she loved even more the way being held like this made her feel grounded.
Protected.
Safe.
“HEY! Watch it!”
She tensed at the indignant shout, and squeezed her eyes shut tighter as the warm, glowy feelings she’d been basking in were washed away in an icy torrent. She was painfully aware of the way her wet t-shirt clung to her skin as she pulled away from Veronica, and her heart stopped when her gaze darted toward the direction of the shout.
Jess had left her spot at the back entrance to put herself between them and one of the waitstaff who’d been tending to the group, and her expression was somewhere between severe and menacing as she stared down the tall brunette.
Grace had known they weren’t alone, but the presence of her security and their friends had given her a sense of privacy. A false sense, given the phone in the tall brunette’s hand.
“Shit,” she muttered, her throat tightening with emotion that she knew she couldn’t dare show lest it be captured and broadcast to the world.
She’d made her peace with the fact that her life wasn’t entirely her own. Had come to accept that she’d have to share parts of their relationship. But this wasn’t a curated picture released on her terms.
This was a blatant, chilling invasion of privacy that made her skin crawl.
She tore her eyes from the scene playing out nearby, trusting Jess would control the interloper as she checked that Veronica was okay. Her stomach dropped leadenly at the way the bright green eyes she so loved had hardened into a positively searing glare, and her hand trembled as she touched Veronica’s wrist to draw her attention away from the scene playing out a few feet away.
She willed the tears that stung the backs of her eyes away as she whispered, “I’m sorry.”
Veronica blinked at her, the fire in her gaze melting into tenderness in an instant as she took Grace’s hand and cradled it gently between both of hers. “It’s not your fault, mo mhuirnín. ”
“No, I—”
Veronica’s grip tightened. “It’s not your fault that she decided to invade our feckin’ privacy.” She sighed as her gaze cut quickly to the woman before settling back on Grace. “It’s not your fault.”
Grace shook her head, her emotions spiraling and welling up inside her to the point that they were impossible to hide or contain. Her voice quivered as she insisted, “Still. You— You shouldn’t have to—”
“You shouldn’t either,” Veronica interjected. Her tone was firm, but tender. Unyielding. She ran her thumb over Grace’s knuckles. “It’s not your fault, mo mhuirnín. ”
“I hate this,” Grace whispered, her voice breaking.
Veronica squeezed her hand gently. “Me too, love.”
They both tensed as they sensed someone approach, and Grace blew out a shaky breath of relief when she realized it was just Jordan.
His expression was kind as he tipped his head toward the back room where their friends had disappeared. “We’ll handle this.”
Grace nodded as the hand atop hers fell away and Veronica threaded their fingers together, and was relieved when Veronica took charge of the situation, tugging lightly on her hand as she told Jordan, “Cheers, mate.”
It was all Grace could do to not shiver at the tickle of attention that prickled the back of her neck as they walked away, and she squeezed Veronica’s hand as she asked in a low voice, “You’re really okay?”
“I’m really okay,” Veronica murmured, her voice warm and smooth like honey. “Are you?”
Grace gritted her teeth and nodded. “Yeah. Annoyed, but…”
“Aye. It’s amazing the lack of respect some people have for boundaries,” Veronica said as she reached out to pull open the drapes for her.
Grace smiled wryly and nodded her thanks for the gallant gesture, and breathed a little easier when Veronica’s hand ghosted over the small of her back as she slipped past. Her step faltered for a moment as she took in the heavy, blue velvet drapes that lined the walls—no doubt as a means of keeping noise from the main room out as well as the sound from this room in—and the intimate cluster of leather loveseats and chairs that surrounded the small, raised dais of a stage that was set against the back wall. A string of blue LED lights at the ceiling line completed the tableau of giving the space a cozy, almost jazz bar type vibe.
The whole thing was, in a word, fantastic.
“Oh, damn. He wasn’t exaggerating,” she said as she took Veronica’s hand and led her to an empty loveseat.
“Apparently not,” Veronica agreed softly. “This is wicked.”
“Not gonna lie,” Tiffany teased as they sat, “I was expecting to have to send Trav out after you.”
Grace sighed as Veronica slid an arm over her shoulders and pulled her into her side. “Yeah, well…”
Tiffany’s eyes widened. “What happened?”
Graced shook her head. “Nothing, I think? I’ll get the report from Jess in a few, I’m sure, but she intercepted one of the servers who had her phone out. I dunno if she was taking video of us or thought she might come ask for a picture, but…”
“Shit,” Tiffany swore. Her expression turned pitying. “Does that happen a lot?”
“I mean…” Grace reached across her body to grab Veronica’s hand. “I was kind of a recluse for the last handful of years, so it wasn’t exactly an issue then, but now…”
“You two are a hot commodity.”
Grace nodded. “Pretty much.”
Up on stage, Daphne bopped the mic with her palm to get everyone’s attention. “All right, my guys, girls, and gays.” She smirked at Grace and Veronica. “I think it’s only fair that Grace starts us off, don’t you?”
Grace rolled her eyes as Veronica hooted approvingly beside her, and held up a hand in an I’m good gesture as she crossed her legs and made a show of relaxing further into Veronica’s side. “You’re the one holding the mic, Daph,” she called back.
“Just keeping it warm for you.” Daphne waggled the microphone entreatingly. “C’mon. You know you want to!”
“I really don’t, though.” Grace grinned at the way Daphne pouted and leaned her head on Veronica’s shoulder. “I’m good here. One of you guys can go first.”
“Fine.” Daphne pointed the microphone at her. “You will get your ass up here before the night’s over, Easton.”
“We’ll see about that,” Grace retorted.
“Don’t worry,” Veronica said laughingly. “I’ll get her up there eventually.”
Grace huffed a laugh as she turned to look at her. “You will, huh?”
Veronica smiled prettily, batting her lashes for good measure, and nodded. “Aye, love.” She pressed her fingertips into Grace’s shoulder as she lifted her chin to kiss her softly before dragging the kiss across her cheek to her ear. “I reckon I’ll be able to think of a way to convince you to sing a song or two.”
Grace resisted the shiver that tickled the back of her neck at the smoky, sinful promise that laced Veronica’s voice, but her own was distinctly breathless as she pulled back to look at her as she retorted, “Oh?”
A slow, devastatingly smug and sexy smile bowed Veronica’s lips as she nodded.
“Oh…” Grace licked her lips as every drop of moisture in her body relocated rather unhelpfully to between her thighs. “Yeah.”
Veronica laughed and darted forward to steal another kiss. “Indeed.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
Though Grace had put up a good front, Veronica hadn’t missed the way she’d struggled to find her equilibrium after the emotional toll of filming the breakup scene and then the incident with the overzealous fan at the bar. Grace had perked up when their plane touched down in L.A. around midday on Saturday, but it wasn’t really until after they’d spent the better part of yesterday afternoon with Cassie and Colin that she had truly seemed to come back to herself.
Veronica had never been so relieved to see Grace’s smile actually reach her eyes as she’d been when Grace had thrown her head back laughing at whatever ridiculous thing Cassie had said when they’d been hanging out on the patio, chatting about everything and nothing. That moment of levity hadn’t been enough to completely banish the storm clouds haunting her, but it was a good first step, and after they’d bid goodbye to their friends, she’d taken Grace to bed and spent hours showing her just how much she was loved.
It’d been well after midnight when they’d finally fallen asleep, but their internal clocks had yet to reset to the change, and they were both awake before their alarm. Normally, this would have pissed her off her to no end because sleep was a precious commodity while filming, but it was impossible to be bothered by it when Grace was draped half on top of her and kissing her like the world would end if they stopped.
A low, happy hum tickled her lips as she caressed the length of Grace’s back, and she smiled into the kiss as she relished the silky-smooth warmth of Grace’s skin and the way she melted at the gentle touch. And then it was her turn to melt as Grace nuzzled her cheek and whispered, “I love kissing you,” before kissing her again.
She pulled Grace into her as their kisses deepened, the gentle heat that had been building low in her hips since Grace first rolled on top of her with a sleepy, beatific smile to kiss her good morning spreading up into her belly as she surrendered herself fully to Grace’s whims. It’d been far too long since they’d enjoyed a slow build like this, and her head spun from the gentle intensity of Grace’s attention.
Her stomach fluttered and flipped when Grace’s hand that’d been idly caressing her hip drifted higher, blunt nails raking ever so lightly over her stomach, sending little bolts of electricity skittering through her, and she groaned when Grace began massaging and rolling her breast in time with their kisses. She tore her mouth away with a gasp when Grace’s thumb dragged over her nipple, and a kaleidoscope of stars flashed behind her eyelids when Grace caught the bud between her thumb and the knuckle of her forefinger and gave it a firm squeeze.
Grace hummed and gentled her touch as she kissed the corner of her mouth, then her cheek, and then down, over her jaw to her throat. “My beautiful girl.”
Veronica whimpered, her pulse spiking at the hushed possessiveness in Grace’s voice, and she rolled her hips needfully as Grace lovingly attended to what felt like every inch of her throat while continuing to play with her breast. Every kiss, every touch, was somehow more indulgent than the one before, leaving her feeling positively lightheaded, like she’d float away if it weren’t for the weight of Grace’s body pinning her to the bed. She clutched at Grace’s hip as full lips wrapped around her pulse point, and tipped her head to the side to offer herself completely to Grace’s whims as her stomach tensed in euphoric expectation of a bite, and there was no quieting the whine that escaped when it never came.
“Later, love,” Grace murmured, sounding perfectly apologetic as she brushed a gentle kiss over the spot. “We have to do pictures for that interview this morning, and we have our final scene tonight.”
Veronica appreciated Grace’s thoughtfulness, she did, but she didn’t care. She was wildly turned on and craved that euphoric jolt, that feeling of closeness that left her flushed and panting whenever Grace marked her. She dug her fingers into the soft skin of Grace’s waist and tipped her head back even further. The strain was delicious, but not remotely close to what she wanted. What she needed. “Please, Grace…”
Grace’s breath left her in a beautifully shaky rush as her hand tightened around Veronica’s breast, and she nuzzled Veronica’s throbbing pulse point, letting her breath ghost tantalizingly over the dampened skin. Her breath hitched, and she groaned as she nipped lightly at the spot.
The careful bite was pure electricity, and Veronica whined piteously when, instead of increasing her pressure, Grace pulled away.
“I know, love,” Grace said, her voice strained but resolute in a way that still did things to Veronica even though she was being denied what she wanted. Grace swirled the tip of her tongue over the spot as if signing her name to the promise she’d just made before dipping lower to paint a trail of open-mouthed kisses along the column of Veronica’s throat.
Veronica sighed as the sensation of dull teeth raking ever so lightly across her collarbone sent a pleasant flutter through her belly as Grace shifted, bracing her weight on her forearms as she hovered above her. She cradled Grace’s breasts as gentle kisses were rained upon her chest, and then dragged her nails over Grace’s ribs to scratch lightly at her back as she sank low enough to take her nipple into her mouth.
Grace’s name fell from her lips like a prayer as long, sure fingers curled around her breasts, lifting and squeezing as she sucked and nibbled and licked at her left nipple, then her right, and then back again and again and again. Her clit pulsed with every pull, every bite, every heavy drag of Grace’s tongue, and she tangled her right hand in Grace’s hair as she arched off the bed to press herself against Grace’s mouth, desperate for more.
She cried out when Grace’s grip tightened and she rocked forward on top of her, opening her mouth wide to take as much of her breast into her mouth as she could. The bold, heavy roll of Grace’s tongue against her nipple was exquisite, the pinch of her teeth pure heaven.
A broken, desperate sound escaped her when a firm hand on her ribs pushed her back to the bed and the glorious heat of Grace’s mouth disappeared. Her disappointment was quickly replaced by a wanton moan when Grace’s hands covered her breasts completely as she started kissing her way down her stomach. Veronica spread her legs at the gentle press of Grace’s hands against her inner thighs, and her eyes rolled back in her head when Grace’s arms wrapped around her thighs to pull them open even wider, licking along the seam where her leg and torso met as she settled between them.
God, she loved the way Grace handled her.
“You smell so good, mo anamchara ,” Grace murmured, her voice soft and awed and textured with desire. She licked Veronica’s inner thigh with a rumbling, indulgent moan. “Fuck, you taste even better.”
Veronica clenched at the sinful decadence that underscored Grace’s words, and she rolled her hips needfully. She scratched at Grace’s scalp as she moved lower, teasing her inner thigh with heavy licks and light flicks of her tongue, and her grip tightened when Grace pulled a mouthful of her thigh into her mouth and sucked against it hard .
“Oh, feck. Yes,” she gasped.
There was no silencing the moan that ripped from her when Grace bit down and rolled the skin between her teeth as her mouth continued to pull and pull and pull, and she swore the world tilted around her when Grace finally broke away.
“Okay?” Grace checked, brushing a gentle kiss over the mark she’d just left.
“Yes,” Veronica gasped. She rolled her hips beseechingly. “Please, more.”
She clenched when, with a pleased hum, Grace’s breath ghosted over her dripping center as she turned to nuzzle the inside of her other thigh. Her ragged breaths were like thunder in her ears as Grace lavished her skin with deft licks and wet, lazy kisses, seemingly perfectly content to linger in this moment, teasing her with the promise of what she so desperately needed.
“Please,” she whined. “Please, Grace.”
“Oh, love,” Grace exhaled, sounding just as Veronica felt. Her grip on Veronica’s thighs tightened as she pulled herself in closer, tucking her elbows under her for a little more leverage as she nipped at her inner thigh. “Here?”
“Yes. Oh, god, yes.” She rolled her leg out invitingly, opening herself completely so Grace’s whims. “Please. Please , Grace, I—” She choked on her pleas as Grace’s teeth clamped around her skin and she bit down hard . “Oh, feck yes…”
Her eyes rolled back in her head when a heavenly suction was added to accompany the euphoric sting of the bite. The sheets beneath her arse were positively soaked by the time Grace pulled back to study her handiwork.
She clenched at the pleased smile that curved Grace’s lips as she studied the twin marks she’d left high on her thighs, and shivered against the molten heat that spilled from her when Grace’s gaze locked between her legs. The slow slide of Grace’s tongue over her lips as she stared at her was pure, erotic anticipation, and the sound that tumbled from her lips as she dipped her head toward her target was downright predatory.
If not for Grace’s hands that still had an iron grip on her thighs, Veronica was sure she would have levitated off the bed at the first bold pass of Grace’s tongue through her sodden folds. That heavy lick transitioned to a deft, pointed swirl around her clit that stole the air from her lungs, and then the world around her disappeared as, with a moan lush with carnal hunger, Grace dove in for more.
Grace played her body like a master, working her up and then easing her back down again and again and again until she was reduced to a gasping, pleading, soaking mess . It was heaven. It was hell. It was everything she’d ever needed, and she surrendered to it completely, blind to everything but how perfect Grace’s mouth felt on her, how badly she needed to come, and how much she never wanted this feeling to end.
Her breath caught on a whine when the heavenly rhythm of Grace’s tongue against her clit was interrupted by the shrill ring of the alarm on her phone on the bedside table. She tightened her grip on Grace’s hair as she lifted her head enough to look down into Grace’s darkened eyes as she begged, “God, please don’t stop.”
A slow, wholly indecent glistening smile tipped Grace’s lips as she pulled further back and flicked her gaze toward the source of the offending noise. “Turn that off, will you?”
Veronica licked her lips and, with a great deal of effort, nodded as she summoned the strength to obey. Of course, it was a task easier assigned than completed with the way Grace’s hands stayed wrapped around her hips, holding her down, pinning her to the mattress, but she managed to twist her shoulders enough that she was able to blindly slap at the phone on the nightstand. She whined in frustration when she missed, and she pulled herself up into a half crunch to better see what she was doing as she tried again, biting her lip against the strain in her abs as she gave up trying to hit the oblong orange icon, grabbed the phone, and ripped it off its fecking charger.
She was keenly aware of the way Grace’s fingers dug into her hips as she flopped back onto the bed, victorious but almost comically winded from her efforts. Her hips lifted of their own volition, her body buzzing with need for them to pick up where they’d left off, as she silenced the alarm before tossing the phone blindly onto the other half of the bed, uncaring of where it ended up.
She clenched at the soft, “Mm, good girl,” that Grace murmured as she dipped her head back between her legs, and a long, low moan rumbled in the back of her throat when Grace’s tongue slid languorously through her folds.
“Feck, baby,” she sighed, arching her back as Grace’s tongue swirled slowly around her clit.
Grace hummed and rubbed her cheek against the inside of Veronica’s thigh. “Good?”
Veronica’s eyes rolled back in her head at the feeling of Grace’s breath, so warm and soft and teasing, cascading against her, and she rolled her hips as best she could against Grace’s hold. “So good.”
“I could do this forever,” Grace whispered as she resumed deliberately, meticulously devouring her.
The alarm had been a stark reminder that they needed to get ready to greet the reporter and photographer who’d be coming to the house for their interview, but there wasn’t an ounce of hurry in Grace’s touch. Every kiss, every lick was pure indulgence, and the sounds she made…
Gods, those little moans and sighs were absolutely sinful .
Veronica rolled her hips needfully when Grace pulled back to tease her by blowing lightly over her clit, the cool breeze such a stark, beautiful contrast to the heat of Grace’s tongue and lips. Her clit throbbed with every heavy beat of her heart, hard and desperate, pleading for relief, begging for release. She loved how Grace knew just the way to work her up and then hold her there, at the precipice of ecstasy for what felt like a blissful eternity. The tease was lovely , but she didn’t want to be teased.
She wanted to come.
Needed to.
Oh, how she needed to.
She grabbed Grace’s wrist and lifted her hips toward her mouth. “Please, mo mhuirnín. ”
“I know, love,” Grace murmured, her voice thick with smoke and sex.
Veronica drew a ragged breath as Grace’s right hand dragged over her hip and under her thigh, and somehow found a way to spread her legs even wider when two fingers dipped between her folds, lightly stroking, rubbing, probing. The promise of relief was so tantalizingly close, and she tugged lightly at Grace’s hair as she strained toward her mouth, her fingers, aching to be taken and filled.
The sound that was rent from her lips when Grace finally pressed inside her was absolutely primal, and she released her hold on Grace to tangle her hands in the sheets above her head as Grace’s fingers curled deep inside her, rubbing perfectly at the spot that never failed to make her see stars.
Her breaths came in desperate, heaving gasps as Grace fucked her with a precision that was downright masterful, and she clenched hard in an absolutely frustrating foreshock of an orgasm when Grace’s lips wrapped around her clit and began sucking in time with her thrusts. The heat of her impending release spread through her belly and up into her chest as Grace scissored and curled her fingers deep inside her, and flowed down her trembling thighs with every suck. She arched her back as the pleasure inside her built and built and built until every muscle in her body tensed to the point that she was damn near levitating off the bed.
The garbled cries raining from her lips as she chased her climax were at once pleading and profane, and then they broke off on a silent scream when, with a firm curl of Grace’s fingers and a bold, pulsing tongue against her clit, the tension building inside her snapped and she came undone.
She fell back to the bed with a groan as she surrendered to the dizzying warmth that rolled through her, too spent to do anything but float on the pleasurable waves as Grace’s touch gentled, the fingers inside her lightly massaging as a nimble tongue lapped delicately at her clit.
The soft words of praise and affection that Grace murmured as she attended to her did even more to extend Veronica’s pleasure than those gentle touches. She didn’t have the strength to form words by the time her release faded into a gauzy, golden memory, but she didn’t need them as, with one final, lingering kiss to her clit, Grace rose to lay on top of her, anchoring her in the moment with the warm, solid weight of her body and an achingly tender kiss.
Veronica moaned, the embers of her thoroughly sated desire flickering to life at the taste of herself on Grace’s lips. She wound her arms around Grace’s neck as that initial slow, deep, lingering kiss melted into another, and then another, and another as they lost themselves in the heady afterglow of their lovemaking.
She smiled against Grace’s lips at the first subtle, needy twitch of her hips against her, and hooked her knee over Grace’s hip to draw her in closer. She scratched at the back of Grace’s neck as their tongues twisted and twirled together, and hummed approvingly when Grace shifted atop her with a strangled, needy little whimper and their kisses deepened and turned gloriously messy.
A low moan bubbled in the back of Grace’s throat as she thrust against her, and Veronica relaxed her hold as Grace’s shoulders tensed and she straightened her arms to hover over her. Grace was a vision with her flushed cheeks that glistened with remnants of her release, and Veronica’s stomach clenched as storm-tossed eyes dipped to her lips and then her breasts, and then lower.
She shuddered at the desire that shrouded Grace’s voice as she husked, “Need you,” and clenched needfully when Grace reached down to take the knee she’d hooked over her hip and gently, but firmly, lift her calf to rest on her shoulder before pressing her knee up toward her chest, spreading her completely exposed.
Veronica licked her lips, spellbound as Grace straightened above her, and her breath left her in a cracked rush as Grace flowed like mercury into the space she’d opened. They both moaned at the first hot, wet press of their bodies coming together, and Veronica stroked Grace’s arms encouragingly as she rolled her hips, searching for the perfect angle.
She gripped at Grace’s elbows when their clits aligned and Grace’s head tipped back with a euphoric hiss, and reached down with her left hand to grab at Grace’s arse as Grace began grinding against her. The subtle flex of Grace’s abs and the sway of her breasts as she fucked her was nearly as arousing as the heavy pressure of Grace’s hips boring down on her. They were both entirely too wet for there to be much friction, but the increasing volume of Grace’s moans assured her that she didn’t need anything more.
Veronica, still spent from the orgasm Grace had just given her, dug her blunt nails into Grace’s arse as a telltale, molten heat puddled in the pocket of her hips and stole the air from her lungs. She shouldn’t be able to come again already, not when she was still buzzing from her last orgasm, but her body clearly had other ideas.
Grace pressed her leg deeper into her chest as she fucked her harder, faster, the tendons in her neck flexing enticingly as she strained closer, closer, closer. She looked like an angel with her golden hair falling wildly around her face as she chased her release one hard, rolling thrust at a time.
“Fuck, V,” Grace gasped, a hint of a whine creeping into her voice as she sat up straighter, searching for the pressure that would get her over the edge.
And then it was Veronica’s turn to gasp when, in an effort to brace herself better, Grace’s right hand anchored itself on her chest, fingers spread wide over her heart as she pressed her down onto the mattress.
Oh, feck, that was fantastic .
It was as if an electric current was unlocked and now flowed in a circuit from that heavy-handed hold to her clit and back again. She clutched at Grace’s wrist with her free hand as she lifted her hips against Grace’s thrusts, wanting nothing more than to watch, to feel Grace come undone atop her. Her heart thundered beneath Grace’s hand as the room filled with their desperate pants and gasps, and the wet, utterly debauched sounds of their fucking until, with a guttural cry of relief, Grace’s hips stilled and she pressed down harder against her.
Veronica exhaled a shattered “Oh, feck,” as her second orgasm in nearly as many minutes grabbed her like a rip tide and yanked her under. Her grip on Grace tightened as she surrendered to the pleasure pulsing through her body. She didn’t want to escape. She wanted to hang onto this feeling and drown in it forever.
She was eventually brought back to herself by the feeling of Grace pressing lazy, open-mouthed kisses to her calf and ankle, and blinked her eyes open to smile blearily at her. “That was…”
Grace smiled at her as she guided her leg from her shoulder. Her eyes crinkled with apology at the quiet whimper that caught in Veronica’s throat when she rolled her hips back and away, and she sighed as she stretched out on top of her. Her gaze was soft as she brushed Veronica’s hair from her brow. “Okay?”
Veronica choked on a laugh. “So much more than okay,” she assured her. She summoned the strength to lift her head to kiss Grace softly. “I love you.”
“I love you,” Grace murmured, her fingers ghosting lightly along the length of Veronica’s throat as she chased after her lips for a kiss that Veronica was only too happy to give her. They traded kisses for what felt like a blissful eternity and a blink of an eye at the same time, and Grace’s voice was hushed with regret when she nuzzled her cheek and murmured, “We need to get up.”
Veronica nodded. “I know.” She threaded her fingers through Grace’s hair to gently guide her lips closer. “But I reckon we can steal a few more minutes for ourselves, don’t you?”
Grace dipped her head, her hair falling around them like a curtain that effectively blocked out the world and all of their responsibilities. She dragged the tip of her nose along Veronica’s and, in a voice that was textured with pure, silken surrender, murmured “Absolutely,” as she closed that finite distance separating them to claim her lips in a slow, deep, passionate kiss.
 



 
Grace just barely resisted the urge to groan at the sight of Cassie sitting at the kitchen island with her open laptop and a cup of coffee. There was no misreading the slow, too-knowing smirk that spread across Cassie’s lips when she spotted her, and she held up a warning finger to try to forestall any quip Cass might see fit to throw her way. “Good morning, Cass.”
“Good morning, sunshine,” Cassie drawled as she snapped her laptop shut. Her smirk widened as she made of show of looking past Grace at the empty foyer. While an aesthetician would see to their makeup for the shoot, they’d been given the freedom to do their own hair, and Veronica was still upstairs finishing getting ready. “Your girl have a hard time getting out of bed this morning?”
Grace rolled her eyes but didn’t rise to the bait. Cassie would take any denial as confirmation of her suspicions, so why bother? She knew Cassie didn’t mean any harm, but the nerves she’d pushed aside while she’d been making love to Veronica had swarmed with a vengeance the moment her feet had hit the bottom of the staircase in the foyer, and she wasn’t in the mood to be teased. “Time zones will do that to a person.”
“True, but that’s usually when the clocks are springing ahead…” Cassie inclined her head, her smirk giving way to a more thoughtful expression. “You okay?”
Grace shrugged as she pulled a pair of matching cornflower blue mugs from the cupboard and set them beside the coffee machine. “I’m as fine as I can be. You know, considering.”
“Do you want to call it off?”
Grace shook her head as she grabbed the carafe and filled her coffee cup, leaving the other one empty for Veronica to fill when she came downstairs. They could cancel, but the public’s interest in them would only continue to spiral wildly until they wrestled some control of the narrative from the tabloids, and this interview was the easiest and most efficient way to manage that.
Did she want to do it? Absolutely not. She’d always drawn a hard line between her career and her personal life, but the unflagging public interest in their relationship and the memory of what happened when the paparazzi swarmed to get a glimpse of them the last time around made it so she didn’t have a choice.
She would do whatever it took to keep Veronica safe.
Cassie cleared her throat. “Grace?”
Grace cradled her mug in her hands in front of her chest as she turned and leaned back against the counter so she was facing Cassie. The warmth seeping through the porcelain was grounding, and she sighed as she held her gaze for a long moment, letting it chase away the haunting echo of screeching tires, crumpling metal, and shattering glass that assaulted her whenever she thought of that night. When the memories quieted, she shook her head and said what they both knew to be true: “We really can’t.”
“I know.” Cassie pursed her lips. “But we’ve always refused personal interviews because, celebrity or not, you deserve to have a private life, and I just really hate that you have to do this.”
“Me too.” Grace looked down at her coffee. “But for as much as the production team at Waterman and our agents are loving the press our social media posts are generating, they’re making things worse for us . And while I don’t want to do the fucking interview, I know that it’ll be a good way to pull back the curtain and humanize our relationship so that, maybe, when we ask them to grant us some privacy, they’ll listen.” She sighed. “We both know how awful the paparazzi are, and my fans can be…”
“Intense?”
Grace nodded. That was certainly one way to put it. “Yeah. But I think— I hope that, if we give them this, they’ll respect that we will share the parts of our lives we feel comfortable sharing, and let us hold the rest precious. Even if we’re out in public.”
“I still can’t believe that bitch videoed you two,” Cassie muttered, an unmistakable edge of malice creeping into her tone.
Grace hummed and sipped at her coffee. Because they’d technically been in public, Jess and Jordan couldn’t force the woman to delete the video without it becoming an even bigger story, but something they’d said to her must’ve made her realize just how badly she’d overstepped because the video had yet to surface online. She had no doubt that it was making the rounds via text and Discord chats and whatever, but at least it hadn’t been shared publicly or, even worse, sold to a mainstream outlet. Still, there was something about Cassie’s lingering anger about the ordeal that was comforting.
Grace sighed. No matter what had happened in her life—good, bad, or completely batshit insane—Cassie had always been there for her, and she’d been so caught up in filming and things with Veronica that she’d let the most important platonic relationship in her life slip by the wayside. “I love you, you know.”
Cassie’s scowl melted into a gentle smile. “I love you, too.”
“I’m sorry I’ve been absent.”
Cassie chuckled. “You’ve literally been in a different country, working an ungodly number of hours a week.”
Grace smiled. “Yeah, but I’ve missed this.”
Cassie shrugged, seemingly unbothered. Though there was no mistaking the note of sadness that crept into her voice when she murmured, “You’ve got V.”
Grace ducked her head apologetically. “She’s not you, though.” She looked up at Cassie through her lashes. “I promise that I’ll do a better job making time for us once this is over.”
Cassie’s expression softened. “I’d like that.”
“Me too.” Grace set her mug down and crossed to where Cassie was sitting to pull her into a hug. “Thank you for always being here for me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
Cassie slipped off her barstool to meet her in the embrace. “I don’t know what I’d do without you, either.” Her arms tightened around Grace’s neck. “And I know you don’t want to do this fucking interview, but I’m so goddamn proud of you for doing it.” Her hold turned crushing. “For choosing yourself and your happiness, and loving V openly like you both deserve.”
Tears stung the backs of Grace’s eyes at the earnestness in Cassie’s tone, and she squeezed her eyes shut as she leaned her cheek against the top of Cassie’s head. “Thank you for giving me the kick in the ass that I needed to do it.”
“It was time.”
Grace nodded. “Still…”
“I’ll always have your back, G.” Cassie chuckled when Grace sniffed and, in a voice choked with emotion, said, “Please don’t. If you’re crying when V gets down here, she’s going to kick my ass.”
Grace huffed a watery laugh. “Yeah, right. You’d take her down in two moves.”
That earned a more full-bellied laugh from Cassie. “Two? Pretty sure I can do it in one.”
Grace hummed and pressed a smile of a kiss to her hair. “I love you, Cass.”
Cassie sighed and squeezed her so tightly that the hug could be better described as a headlock. “Love you too, G.”
“Are ye tryin’ to run off with m’girl, Michaels?”
“I could fight you for her, if you want,” Cassie sassed, brushing a quick kiss across Grace’s cheek as she dropped her heels and pulled away.
Grace’s heart swelled as her eyes found Veronica smiling at them from the doorway. Veronica’s expression was playful, but there was a softness in her eyes that spoke to a deeper, quiet joy that bordered on pride, and Grace’s throat tightened as she looked from the love of her life to her best friend. “Nobody is fighting.”
“Well, I mean, yeah,” Cassie sniggered. “Because a fight implies she’d be able to actually do some damage.”
Veronica laughed. “That’s really feckin’ rude, y’know.”
Cassie crossed her arms over her chest and hiked her chin challengingly. “Am I wrong?”
Veronica sighed and ruffled a hand through her hair as she ambled into the kitchen. “You are not,” she admitted as she stopped at the coffee machine to fill the mug Grace had left for her. Grace thought she sounded adorably annoyed by the fact.
“Well, lucky for you both,” Grace interjected, “nobody will be fighting anyone.”
Cassie pouted dramatically. “You’re no fun.”
“Oh, I beg to differ,” Veronica sassed, her eyes glowing with affection as they found Grace’s. “We were having quite a bit of fun before the fecking alarm went off.” Her lips quirked mischievously. “She was—”
Cassie held up a hand to stop Veronica there. “I don’t want to know.” She looked poised to say something more, but was interrupted by an alert from the gate buzzing through to her phone. She rolled her eyes and jabbed a playful finger at Veronica. “I’ll get that. It’s either your publicists or the team from Vanity Fair , so playtime is over, girlies. You have maybe five minutes before I’m going to need you in the living room, so the pants stay on. Got it?”
Veronica set her coffee down and winked at Cassie as she crossed the kitchen to wrap her arms around Grace’s waist and pull her close. “But the pants can come off later, right?” she asked, her expression perfectly devoid of guile.
Cassie snorted and covered her ears with her hands as she left the kitchen singing, “La la la, I can’t hearrrrrrr you!”
Grace smiled as she draped her arms over Veronica’s shoulders and toyed with her hair. “The pants will definitely be coming off later,” she assured her softly. Both of their schedules were mercifully clear after tonight, and she had every intention of making full use of the freedom that allowed them.
A low, pleased hum rumbled in the back of Veronica’s throat as her hands dropped to grab Grace’s ass. “Lucky me.”
Grace groaned when Veronica’s grip tightened, strong fingers digging into her behind, and wrapped a hand around the back of Veronica’s neck to draw her closer. “Lucky me,” she husked as she claimed her lips in a slow, positively searing kiss.
Her heart fluttered at the way Veronica whimpered and adjusted her hold, one arm finding its way around her waist to hold her close while the other slid higher, fingers spreading wide between her shoulder blades to pull their chests together. The full-bodied contact was heavenly, and she couldn’t quite stifle the moan that escaped her at the first, fleeting brush of Veronica’s tongue against her lips. She dragged her thumb over the side of Veronica’s throat as she opened her mouth to lick lightly at Veronica’s tongue before forcing herself to pull away.
“We don’t have time for this,” she murmured regretfully.
“I know,” Veronica sighed. Her hands fell to Grace’s waist as she pulled back to look at her with a pinched brow and eyes soft with concern. Her thumbs rubbed small, calming circles over Grace’s hips. “Is everything okay with you and Cass?”
Grace’s heart squeezed at the gentle concern that shone in Veronica’s eyes. “Yeah.” She tipped forward to kiss her again softly. “We were just talking.”
Veronica nodded slowly. “Okay.”
It was clear from Veronica’s tone that the explanation didn’t clear anything up for her, but that she wouldn’t press, and Grace sighed as she leaned her head on Veronica’s shoulder. She closed her eyes and breathed in the familiar scent of Veronica’s shampoo as she relaxed against her, sinking into the security of Veronica’s embrace. “I hadn’t realized just how much I missed her.”
Veronica’s arms tightened around her waist. “Oh, love.”
“She was my rock these last few years. Like, I literally don’t think I would have made it without her. And then all of this kind of blew up, and I went from seeing her every day to…”
“Not,” Veronica finished for her with a heavy sigh.
Grace nodded and nuzzled closer. “Yeah. And I just feel bad because I don’t want to surrender a single moment I could spend with you, but she’s my person, y’know?”
“I do,” Veronica replied warmly.
“Yeah,” Grace exhaled. “She told me that she’s proud of me,” she shared with a small smile.
“For?”
Grace hummed and kissed Veronica’s throat. “This.” She lifted her head to look into Veronica’s eyes, and forgot how to breathe at the love she found staring back at her. “Loving you.”
Veronica’s eyes crinkled with her smile. “I’m selfishly proud of you for that, as well,” she whispered, inclining her head as if confessing a secret.
Grace’s heart swelled. “Me too,” she admitted quietly. She pulled her hand from the back of Veronica’s neck to cradle her jaw. She caressed her cheek slowly, marveling at the softness and warmth of Veronica’s skin, feeling undeniably blessed to be able to hold her and touch her like this. “Thank you for giving me another chance.” She dragged her thumb down to Veronica’s lips, and her chest tightened with emotion at the way Veronica’s breath stuttered against her thumb. She pulled at the pillow of Veronica’s lower lip before letting it slip free, and she held her gaze as she leaned in to whisper against her lips, “Thank you for letting me love you now the way that I should have then.”
“Oh, mo mhuirnín ,” Veronica sighed, lifting a hand to cradle Grace’s jaw in the mirror image of how she was being held. “You…” A plaintive sound broke in the back of her throat, and she sucked in a purposeful breath as her gaze dipped to Grace’s lips. “Thank you . You are the love of my life.” Trembling fingertips pressed against the underside of Grace’s jaw to urge her closer. “And I really need you to kiss me right now.”
Warmth bloomed in Grace’s chest at the emotion that flooded Veronica’s voice. She nuzzled closer, dragging the tip of her nose along Veronica’s, extending the moment for just a few heartbeats more before, with a soft sigh of pure surrender, she captured her lips in a slow, achingly tender kiss.
The world fell away as Grace was immediately lost to the warmth of Veronica’s lips beneath hers. She clung to her as she poured her heart into the kiss that overflowed with love and gratitude and an unspoken promise of forever. They were both breathless when they broke apart, and she kissed the tip of Veronica’s nose sweetly as she swore, “You’re the love of my life, too.”
Laughter sparked in Veronica’s eyes, and she sighed as she leaned in to steal one last kiss before pulling away. “I am very glad to hear that.” She arched a wry brow and tipped her head toward the front of the house. “You ready?”
Grace nodded. It had taken her an unforgivably long time to get to this point, but she was ready. “Yeah.” She sucked in a long, deep breath and held it for a moment before letting it go slowly as she took Veronica’s hand and laced their fingers together. “Let’s go.”
 



 
The only perk of this whole interview being about them , Veronica thought as she looked at the people gathered in the living room, sipping coffee and snacking on the donuts Filippa had brought, was that she didn’t have to pretend that she wasn’t hopelessly in love with Grace. She was free to run a gentle and all-too-familiar hand over the small of Grace’s back as she joined her and their publicists, and she kissed her cheek as she offered her half of the round, cake donut with pink frosting that she’d chosen from the modest spread laid out on the dining room table specifically because it was her favorite.
“Oh my god, I knew I loved you for a reason,” Grace enthused as she took the donut from her with a beatific smile.
Veronica chuckled and wrapped a hand around Grace’s hip to pull her close. “Happy to be of service.” She could have done without the eyes of the interview team furtively watching the way Grace leaned into her side as she carefully bit into the donut so she wouldn’t ruin the aesthetician’s efforts, but she was willing to pretend like she hadn’t noticed so long as Grace didn’t seem bothered by the scrutiny. She arched a brow at Eliza. “So, any last-minute words of advice or whatever?”
Eliza shook her head. “You both know the drill by now.” She ruffled a hand through her short, unruly dark curls and lifted a shoulder in a lopsided shrug. “Unless you have questions for us about all of this?”
It was Veronica’s turn to shrug as she deferred to Grace. They’d gone over everything with their publicists over the phone yesterday while on the plane back to L.A., and while she knew where she stood, she didn’t want to speak for her.
Because, yes, this interview was easily and without question the biggest of her career, but for Grace…
For Grace, this interview was so much more. She was going to formally come out. Sure, she’d had a coming out of sorts via their social media posts, but pictures were easy. Hitting ‘send’ and then signing off provided a nice little buffer from any potential fallout.
But there was no buffer here. Grace would be purposefully baring the most private and truest part of her soul to a stranger and trusting that she’d be treated with dignity and respect when that truth was shared with the world.
Veronica didn’t envy her in the least.
Yes, coming out was a never-ending process. Hell, she’d done it more times than she could count by this point—but it’d generally been to one or two or a handful of people at a time, and always because she felt comfortable enough to let them in. By the time she’d made the choice to walk a red carpet with Clara, she had reached a point where her sexuality was just an aspect of who she was . She wasn’t flaunting it; she was just living her life.
But Grace was being denied that courtesy.
The far-reaching scope of Grace’s celebrity meant that the world would forever be knocking at her proverbial door, demanding pieces of her that they had no right to possess. It was the price of fame, but it was also so patently unfair that she wanted to rage on Grace’s behalf because of it.
She took a deep, calming breath and let it go slowly as she jostled Grace lightly to get her attention. “Do we have any questions?”
“I don’t…” Grace’s voice trailed off, and she looked so small and unsure that Veronica was ready to unceremoniously toss the Vanity Fair team right out the door. “I don’t think so.” She raked her lower lip between her teeth and turned toward her with a heartbreakingly vulnerable expression. “Do you?”
Veronica had to swallow twice to get the lump that’d formed in her throat to clear enough to be able to rasp a short, “No,” when what she really wanted to say was We don’t have to do this . But they’d gone over it all so many times that she knew they kind of did.
Sure, they could just keep continuing like they had been, but it wasn’t worth the risk of things escalating around them to potentially dangerous proportions. The incident with the waitress had been annoying and intrusive, but tame. And she knew from firsthand experience that the paparazzi wouldn’t be nearly as pacificatory.
So, like it or not, this was the best way to take control of the narrative.
She cupped Grace’s cheek and tenderly caressed her cheek with her thumb. “I will follow your lead. Share what you are comfortable with, and I’ll play the doting, lovesick suitor. Which”—she smiled and touched her thumb to Grace’s lips in a facsimile of a kiss—“is a particularly easy role for me to take on because I am.”
“Are they always this adorable?” Filippa asked in a hushed voice.
“Oh, no,” Cassie chuckled. “Usually they’re like a million times worse.”
Veronica pursed her lip against a smile as Grace blushed at their banter, and shot a playfully unamused look at the pair. “Would you please shut it? We’re having a moment, here.”
Filippa laughed and tucked her long, honey-brown hair behind her ears as she glanced at the pretty blonde reporter from Vanity Fair who was doing a shite job pretending that she wasn’t staring at them as she huddled with her media team. She rolled her eyes, clearly not impressed with the woman’s lack of discretion. “I know this isn’t ideal, but she is well aware of the parameters of this interview. And we’ve made it more than clear that if she deviates too wildly from them that she will never get another interview with either of you. And we have final approval before it goes to print, so nothing will be shared that you aren’t okay with.”
Veronica arched a brow. She’d never seen the result of the interviews she’d done until they’d been plastered everywhere . “You can do that?”
“And then some.” Filippa smirked. “Nobody wants to jeopardize their access, so we set the ground rules for any and all media engagements.”
Veronica nodded. That made sense, but still… “Damn.”
“You make it sound so nefarious,” Grace muttered, her tone fond as she turned her attention to her publicist.
Filippa snorted. “God, I wish I could be nefarious. I just have to settle for stern.” She winked at them both. “Honestly, this isn’t something a lot of people can demand, and we do have to be somewhat reasonable about approval. But Grace hasn’t granted an interview in years, and this is an exclusive everyone is dying to get their hands on. Any outlet would’ve agreed to our terms. But, back to the matter at hand.” She hiked her chin toward the interview team, whose glaring lack of candor as they stared at them clearly conveyed that they were ready to proceed. “We’ll get a copy of the article once it’s gone through their process, and we’ll have twenty-four hours to review it and strike any sections we’re not happy with.”
Grace took a deep breath and let it go in a rush. “Okay.” She pulled away from Veronica and linked their pinkies together.
Veronica swung Grace’s hand lightly and smiled at her with as much tenderness as she could fit into the expression. “You ready?
“I…” Grace’s throat bobbed, and she nodded. “Let’s get this over with.”
 



 
Grace crossed her legs and focused on the warm, comforting weight of Veronica’s hand in hers as Emily, the Vanity Fair reporter, glanced at her notes. The interview had taken a conversational tone that was less of a defined Q-and-A session and more based on leading questions that allowed them to take their answers wherever they were most comfortable. It made the whole thing mildly less intrusive, but she couldn’t say that the approach necessarily put her at ease.
Not with the looming spectre of the questions she knew were coming, were still hovering on the sidelines, waiting to pounce. They’d talked through Veronica’s recent work, her feelings about her last tour, and what had drawn her to the film, and there honestly wasn’t much left except to dive into the weeds of what this interview was truly about.
“You’d said earlier,” Emily began, folding her hands atop her notebook as she looked back up at them, “that you reconnected at the chemistry read for the film, but there was a time you two were photographed together nearly constantly before you had that run-in with the paparazzi resulting in that horrific car crash, and then you, well…” She smiled apologetically. “Weren’t.”
Grace took a deep breath as Veronica’s hand tightened around hers. “Yeah.”
Emily nodded slowly. “There was quite a bit of speculation about the nature of your relationship then,” she said, her tone softening, “but you’d both refused to comment on it.” When they both simply nodded instead of answering one way or the other, she gently pushed for a response by asking, “May I ask why that was?”

And here we go. Grace squeezed Veronica’s hand. “I wasn’t ready.”
“To?”
“Come out.”
“So you were together.”
“Very much so,” Grace answered, drawing strength from the way Veronica pulled their joined hands onto her lap and began lightly caressing her knuckles. “But…” She sighed. “My manager at the time had convinced me that it’d be career suicide to come out, and I… I was afraid. Not just of how it’d affect my career, but of how that, in turn, would affect everyone who worked for me.”
“How so?”
Grace hummed and leaned into Veronica’s side. “I love touring and connecting with my fans, but there are so many people who depend on me for their livelihood. When I go on the road, it’s with a veritable fleet of semi-trailers, roadies, grips, security, dancers, choreographers, lighting and sound techs, my band…” She rolled a hand in a way that conveyed the list went on and on. “We’re like a traveling village. And I know that’s kind of a lame excuse, like I’m blaming my fear on them, but…”
“It’s a lot of responsibility,” Emily commiserated.
“Yeah,” Grace agreed with a heavy sigh.
“So you broke up after the accident?”
Grace nodded. “I thought it was the only way to keep Veronica safe. Because, like you said, the speculation was rampant, we were hounded and harassed by paparazzi every time we stepped foot in public, and I just… I couldn’t bear the thought of her being hurt again because of me. It was, without a doubt, the biggest mistake of my life; but, at the time, leaving was the only solution I could come up with.”
Emily turned to Veronica with a sad smile. “That had to’ve been hard.”
Grace wiped at the corner of her eyes with her free hand as Veronica replied wryly, “Aye, that’s one way to put it.”
Emily nodded. “So you didn’t see each other after that? Like, at all?” When they both shook their head, she murmured, “Wow. Did you try to see other people?”
Grace shook her head. “No.”
“I tried,” Veronica responded, “but as everyone knows, it didn’t work out.”
For a moment, Grace was afraid Emily would press the line of questioning, and was relieved when she gracefully pivoted with an arched brow as she asked cautiously, “So what’s changed? Between then and now, I mean, to make you okay with this?”
“Everything.” Grace lifted Veronica’s hand to her lips and kissed the back of it. “When I walked into that conference room back in May and saw her again, it was like… It was like I could finally breathe again.” She raked her lower lip between her teeth as she looked at Veronica, and her heart squeezed at the gentle acceptance and support she found staring back at her. “I’m still afraid of how my coming out will be received, but I’m done hiding who I am to try to be palatable to everyone. I know just how incredibly blessed I am that Veronica found it in her heart to give me a second chance, and I won’t ever hide how much I love her again. I’m not going to pretend for a single moment that she isn’t the most incredible—” She cut herself off and quickly amended, “The most singularly important part of my life.”
Grace took a deep breath and let it go slowly as the weight she hadn’t even realized she’d been carrying seemed to lift from her shoulders.
She was out.
She’d done it.
Tears shone in Veronica’s eyes as she whispered, “I am so fecking proud of you.”
Grace’s throat tightened, and she sniffed as she leaned in to kiss her softly. “I love you.” She cleared her throat as she pulled away, and smiled apologetically at Emily. “Sorry. I just—”
“Please, don’t.” Emily held up a hand to cut her off. “That was beautiful and bold and the most romantic thing I’ve ever seen.” She tipped her head toward the house. “Would you like me to give you a moment alone?”
When Veronica deferred to her with a soft smile, Grace said, feeling lighter than she had in years, “Thank you, but that’s not necessary. We can keep going.”
Emily nodded. “If you’re sure.” She glanced down at her notebook and then back to them. “So, we’ve covered your history and your work on the film… What’s next?”
Grace laughed and leaned into Veronica’s side. “That is a very good question.” She tipped her head onto Veronica’s shoulder to look up at her as she continued, “I mean, we haven’t really had time to talk about it. Eighteen-hour days on set don’t leave a lot of time to sit down and think about much else.” She sighed as she turned her attention back to Emily. “But yeah, our lives for the last few months have just been filming and then recovering from filming and then waking up to do it all again.”
“Sounds brutal,” Emily noted.
“Oh, it is,” Grace laughed. She rubbed the inside of Veronica’s knee. “I thought I’d be more than ready for it coming off my tour, but it’s been a real ass-kicker. It’s been all I can do to keep up with this one most days.”
“Bollocks,” Veronica interjected, her tone playfully chiding. She leaned forward and shared in a hushed, mock-whisper, “She’s been absolutely crushing it.”
Grace bit her lip against a blush as Emily laughed delightedly. “They’ve all been too kind to me,” she demurred as she looked back up at Veronica. “I think it’s safe to say the future will find us both tackling new projects, and that we’ll be figuring it all out together.” She smiled at the of fucking course we will look Veronica gave her. “But beyond that?” She shrugged. “We haven’t made any plans yet. All I know for sure is that at the end of every day, I want to come home to her.”



 
 

 
 
 
 
The Troubadour in West Hollywood had been an undeniable landmark in the music scene since its doors opened in 1957. The venue was intimate, with a balcony that seemed to hover just above the edge of the stage, providing an up-close look at the performers, and a floor space big enough to fit a large crowd that made the air positively electric.
It had borne witness to the birth of stars, played host to legends, and tonight, for the first time, the iconic stage would host Grace Easton—though not entirely as herself.
For now, the place was empty as the crew went about setting up for the shoot, but in an hour or so the doors would open and, once the space was filled and the cameras were in place, Grace and her band would take the stage.
Veronica smiled as she made her way from the wings where she’d been watching Grace drink it all in to where she stood at center stage. She looked relaxed with her hands in the pockets of her jeans, and the small, awed smile lit her face as her gaze swept over the venue was positively breathtaking. It was a relief, honestly, to see that their interview and the following photo shoot that had gone well into the afternoon hadn’t dampened Grace’s mood for their final scene.
Veronica was personally quite looking forward to standing at the edge of the stage to watch Grace strut her stuff. And she had no doubt that the kiss that would eventually follow would be absolutely ruinous.
Though Grace didn’t glance her way or make any indication that she’d noticed her approach, she didn’t startle when Veronica slid a gentle hand over the small of her back. Instead, her already relaxed posture softened further as she sank back into the touch.
“I’ve always wanted to play here,” Grace said in a voice so quiet she could have been speaking to herself. “This is…” She tucked her hair behind her ears, and her eyes were bright when she spun in Veronica’s arms. “Elton John played this stage. Bruce Springsteen. It’s…” She sighed dreamily.
Veronica smiled and pulled Grace closer. Affection bloomed in her chest at the way Grace melted against her, and she squeezed her waist as she brushed a tender kiss over her lips. “You are fecking adorable.”
Grace hummed and casually draped her arms over her shoulders. “Oh? Why’s that?”
Veronica shook her head, knowing that she didn’t need to point out that Grace was just as big of a star as Elton and The Boss, or that there would be an untold number of musicians in the future who’d take this hallowed stage, marveling that they were standing where Grace had once stood. All Grace would have to do is have her team make a phone call, and this stage would be hers whenever she wanted it, and yet she was acting as if just being here in what was basically an unofficial capacity was an honor in and of itself.
“Y’know, this is the first time I’m going to see you play to an audience,” she said, smoothing her hands over the top of Grace’s behind as their hips pressed together.
Grace arched a brow as she twirled Veronica’s hair around her fingers, tugging lightly at the strands. “Are you excited?”
“Not at all,” Veronica deadpanned.
Grace snorted. “Damn. Way to kill a girl’s ego, Adams.”
Veronica winked at her. “Saying that I’m excited would be massively under-selling just how much I’m looking forward to seeing you up here.”
Grace’s hips pressed into hers as she whispered, “Yeah?”
“Oh, aye.” Veronica nodded. She’d wanted nothing more than to attend Grace’s shows when they’d been together before, but had stayed away because Grace was afraid of what the tabs would say about her being there. “I mean…watching you, up here, commanding the stage?” Veronica reached down to squeeze Grace’s behind. “I reckon my panties are gonna be a right mess by the time we’re done.” She kissed Grace’s huff of surprised laughter from her lips, delighting in the sweetness of her joy.
Grace hummed happily. “Is that so?”
“It is.” Veronica licked at Grace’s lips. “Your confident swagger just does things to me.” She pulled Grace firmly against her, and her stomach fluttered at the way Grace yielded so easily to her. “I might need you to fuck me in the green room afterwards, before we go home.”
“Christ,” Grace exhaled shakily.
Anticipation coiled low in Veronica’s belly at the way Grace’s pupils dilated as her gaze dipped to her lips, and she gave her arse a playful little pat to recapture her attention. “Do you like that idea?” she asked softly, teasingly, when lust-filled blue eyes found hers once more.
“So much,” Grace whimpered, her fingers tightening in Veronica’s hair to pull her into a devastating kiss. “You have no idea how much I—”
It was a miracle that Veronica managed to hear the sound of voices making their way toward the stage when Grace’s tongue was delving and swirling around hers in a sinfully wicked dance, and she broke away with a groan. “People.”
Grace’s answering whimper was honestly unfair, and she gritted her teeth against the urge to say “fuck it” and pick up right where she’d so foolishly stopped as she grabbed Grace’s hips and held her at an intimate, but PG, distance. Whoever was about to join them would absolutely know what they’d been up to, but it was as much of a buffer as she could summon the strength to give them when her legs felt like jelly.
She rolled her eyes at the amused, knowing smirk Kristin gave them, and sighed as she traded her hold on Grace’s hips for her hand. “How long until we open the doors?” she asked, hoping to distract the director from what she’d walked in on.
Kristin dutifully glanced at her watch. “Twenty, thirty minutes. Once they’re all in, we’ll have Grace start playing, and then we’ll shoot you working your way through the crowd to the front of the stage. Then, like we discussed earlier, we’ll use a mix of stationary and handheld cameras to get some shots of you watching her, and her, you, and then the whole thing ends with the big reunion kiss.” Mischief glinted in her eyes. “Which, I assume, is what y’all were practicing just now?”
Veronica pursed her lips against a smile and flipped her off. “Oh, sod off.”
Kristin cackled. “Wardrobe has delivered to your green room. Once you’re changed, pop by hair and makeup for a touch-up”—her dark eyes glinted as she pointed to her own lips to tell them what she wanted fixed—“then come find me backstage.”
“My band?” Grace asked, heading off the bit of snark Veronica was lining up to throw at the director.
“In the green room next to yours,” Kristin shared.
Veronica fell a little more in love with Grace as she watched her brighten at the news. Not just because she loved to see Grace happy, but because of why they were here in the first place. Besides final approval of any intimate scenes, the use of her band for this scene had been one of Grace’s few demands when negotiating her contract for the film. Any band would have been able to play with her, but Grace knew that the film would do numbers at the box office, and she made sure that it was her band that would benefit from it all.
Grace nodded as she glanced toward the wings. “Really?”

Gods, she’s adorable. Veronica jostled Grace’s hand playfully. “Yer not gonna ditch me now that you’ve got yer friends back, are ye?”
“Of course not, mo anamchara ,” Grace laughed, throwing a wave at Kristin as she started to drag Veronica toward the wings.
They changed quickly into the outfits Wardrobe had chosen for them, and it was all Veronica could do to keep her hands to herself as Grace stepped into a pair of killer heels and then turned this way and that in front of the full-length mirror mounted to the back of the door. She was absolutely biased and thought Grace looked incredible in everything, but the maroon leather pants that laced up the front and fit so snugly Grace may as well have been poured into them paired with a sleeveless black silk blouse that—per the note that had been left with their outfits—she’d left the top four buttons undone to provide an unfairly tempting glimpse of the maroon and black corset bra she wore underneath it.
Amusement flashed across Grace’s face when their gazes locked in the mirror. “Well?” she asked, her voice dripping with smoke and promises as she turned and cocked a hip in a confidently challenging way that should have been illegal. She arched a brow and ruffled a hand through her hair, carefully tousling the loose golden waves. “What do you think?”
Veronica licked her lips slowly as she let her gaze drop to linger on every inch of Grace’s body before returning to meet her eyes. “Remember how I said that watching you on stage would ruin my panties?” When Grace nodded, she smirked and said, “Already there.”
“Oh?” Grace purred, a slow, predatory smile curling her lips as she started to sexily saunter across the room to where Veronica was standing half-undressed because she’d been too enraptured by Grace to finish changing.
The heat in Grace’s eyes as they dipped to take in her plain black bra and black jeans that hung open at her hips was enough that Veronica wouldn’t have been surprised if it’d set off the smoke alarms. She swallowed thickly as Grace drew nearer, and held up a trembling hand that begged her to stop. “My love, you look like a goddamn goddess, and if you get any closer, I can promise you that we will not report to set on time because I will strip those pants off you and get on my knees to worship you right now.”
Grace obligingly stopped just out of reach and arched a brow. “I thought you wanted me to fuck you?”
Veronica groaned as she clenched around nothing and her panties were, in fact, actually ruined by a flood of arousal. “Mo mhuirnín… ” she pleaded, genuinely unsure if she was asking Grace to take her or give her mercy.
The potent sexuality in Grace’s bearing vanished in an instant, replaced by tender understanding and affection. That shift was sharp enough to blunt the worst of the pounding of Veronica’s pulse between her legs, and she raked her lower lip between her teeth as her brow pinched in careful consideration. “Later?”
Veronica nodded.
“I look forward to it,” Grace whispered. She inclined her head and held out her arms. “Can I hug you?”
“Feck, please,” Veronica choked out as she pitched forward to throw herself into Grace’s embrace. She squeezed her eyes shut at the way Grace’s hands slid so gently over her ribs and around her back, and shivered at the feeling of Grace’s silk shirt against her skin.
Her reaction didn’t go unnoticed, and Grace’s fingertips curled around her shoulder blades, crushing their chests together. “I get it, love,” Grace murmured, her lips brushing ever so gently against Veronica’s cheek. She relaxed her hold and ran her hands down Veronica’s back from the nape of her neck to the dimples at the base of her spine, caressing, calming, claiming every inch of skin that she touched. She kissed the corner of her lips and pulled back to tuck a finger under her chin to lift and hold her gaze. “Will you be okay?”
Veronica’s stomach fluttered as she submitted to the gentle pressure coaxing her chin higher, and she held her breath as she affirmed with a short nod that was really more of an elongated blink that she would be fine. She was hopelessly turned on and frustratingly aware that no relief for that would be coming anytime soon, but she was all right.
Grace smiled beatifically, pride and a sneaking tenor of playfulness lighting her eyes. “Good girl.”
Veronica groaned as her nipples tightened and she came just a little at the praise.
Grace chuckled and dipped her head to kiss her sweetly. “I’m going to pop over to see Laura to get my makeup touched up, and then get the boys so we can do a quick sound check. I’ll see you out there?”
The press of Grace’s finger under her chin, gently but effectively demanding her attention, was beyond distracting, but Veronica somehow managed to make her voice work as she breathlessly answered, “I’ll see you out there.”
“I can’t wait.” Grace’s eyes dipped to Veronica’s lips as she leaned in to steal one last kiss before pulling away. She smiled as she took a long, deep breath that lifted her chest, drawing Veronica’s attention back to the corset she was wearing.
“That corset is feckin’ amazing.”
Grace laughed. “Yeah? I’ve never really worn one…” She looked down at her chest. “Should I buy one?”
Veronica licked her lips as her gaze lingered on the swell of Grace’s breasts that were lifted and cradled so temptingly by the black and maroon satin and lace. “Please.”
A delicate flush crept over Grace’s chest. “Okay.” Her throat bobbed heavily. “I’ll message Imogen to see where her team sourced it from.” She huffed a soft, but clearly affected laugh when Veronica continued to just drink her in, and murmured, “I’m going to go now, before we do something stupid.”
“Probably a smart idea,” Veronica rasped. She blinked and lifted her gaze to meet Grace’s. “Unfortunate. But smart.”
Grace nodded. “We’ve got plenty of time to be stupid once tonight’s over.”
Veronica smiled. “I can’t wait.”
“Me neither,” Grace murmured, her expression as tender as the warmth that colored her voice before, with one last lingering look, she opened the door to their dressing room and walked out.
Veronica blew out a rough breath as the door clicked shut behind her. “Feck me.” She shook her head and smiled wryly at her reflection in the mirror before turning to finish changing.
 



 
As Grace finished doing a quick sound check with her band while the crowd of extras for the evening filtered into the theatre, she couldn’t help but think that it was funny how something so familiar could feel so completely new at the same time. She’d always felt the most alive when she was on stage, but this…
She set her guitar back into its stand and ruffled a hand through her hair as she surveyed the growing crowd that was staring at the stage with rapt excitement.
It’d never been quite like this before.
Maybe, she mused as she smiled and waved to a pretty blonde who’d all but plastered herself to the barricade that kept the audience from being right on top of the stage, it was because she’d never truly been herself up here. She’d always held something back. But now…
Now she wasn’t hiding.
The article from that morning’s interview wouldn’t drop for another couple of weeks, but she was out. Anyone who recognized her knew what had been, for too long, her biggest secret.
She was relieved that nobody seemed to care, but part of her was angry about it, too. She’d denied and sacrificed so much of herself for so long, and yet, now that the truth was out, it didn’t seem to make a damn bit of difference. And while she knew that—with the exception of how her need to hide had resulted in her losing Veronica, the most precious person in her life—it was understandable and acceptable to have stayed in the closet for so long to protect herself, the devil on her shoulder was raging that she should have said “fuck it” and come out ages ago.
Before the paparazzi’s attention had gotten so stifling that it’d ended up with Veronica gravely injured in the hospital.
Before she’d felt backed into a corner and lost the woman she loved more than anything in the world.
Before she’d lived five years of her life in something close to a fugue, going through the motions of being happy and whole when she felt utterly and completely lost and shattered.
And, on top of that, a not insignificant part of herself was ashamed that, in her quest to hide, she’d kept the four men who’d become family to her over the years in the dark as well. Besides a few nonchalant words of congratulations, Jack, her lead guitarist, Ben, her bassist, Max, who played second guitar, and her drummer Hank had jumped straight to the details of their performance as if it were any other night. It was all rather anti-climactic, honestly, and while she knew that she should be grateful they weren’t hurt that she’d lied to them…
She was snapped from her thoughts when Jack bumped her with his shoulder as he joined her at the front of the stage.
He grinned when she turned to look at him, and ran a hand through his shaggy brown hair, pushing it away from his eyes that shone with equal parts amusement and gentle understanding. “Looks like a good crowd,” he noted casually.
Grace nodded as her gaze drifted back to the floor. Like the majority of her concerts when she toured, the crowd was made up mostly of women, and she idly wondered how the production team had gone about finding the hundreds of people who were packing the venue. She felt like she should know, but she’d been so caught up in everything else that she hadn’t thought to ask.
“They don’t look…” Her voice trailed off.
“Any different than usual?” Jack guessed. When she hummed and lifted a shoulder in unspoken confirmation, he asked, “Did you expect it to?”
Grace shook her head. “Maybe? It’s just…” She sighed and, trusting Jack like she should have all along, tried to explain, “Like, don’t get me wrong, I am so beyond glad that it seems like nothing’s changed, but I also can’t help but wonder if the response would’ve been the same five years ago. If I could have…”
“Been open about your relationship with Veronica and saved yourself a world of heartbreak?” He laughed when Grace gaped at him. “Oh, sweetie. You might not have been ‘out’, but you two weren’t exactly subtle. And you might have fooled them”—he inclined his head toward the crowd—“but we all knew you weren’t yourself after that fucking accident.”
“So why didn’t you…”
“Say anything?” He smiled and shrugged when she blinked at him dumbly. “It wasn’t our place.” He looped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into a brotherly half-hug. “We all know how much pressure you’re under, like, constantly, and we all just kind of agreed that the best way we could help would be to give you a safe place just fucking be yourself in whatever shape you were comfortable sharing so you knew that you were respected and appreciated and supported. Because when push comes to shove, you’re our friend first—everything else, all of this, is secondary.”
Grace sighed and leaned her head against Jack’s. “I’m sorry I didn’t—”
“Nope, not happening.” He squeezed her close and, with his free hand, waved at the rest of the band to join them. “The only person you owe anything to is yourself. And you were protecting her as best you could.”
Grace sniffed and wiped at her eyes. “Thank you.” She smiled at Max, Ben, and Hank as the guys looped their arms around each other’s waists and shoulders, pulling her and Jack into a loose huddle. “Thank you all for being the best friends and band a girl could ever ask for.”
Ben laughed. “We love you, too, Grace.” He arched a brow at Jack, who, Grace noted, nodded in her periphery. “And I know we congratulated you on the whole Veronica thing earlier—like, for real, way to bag a hottie.” He waggled his eyebrows comically as they all laughed. “But, seriously, we’re all so fucking proud of you. And, no matter what happens, we have your back.”
“Yeah, you’re our girl, G,” Max said.
“I mean, I think Veronica would fight you on that, but…” Hank grinned and tipped his head. “You know what he means.”
Grace’s heart swelled as she nodded. “I do. And I love you guys, too.”
“I think we’re about ready to get started.” Kristin’s voice broke through the little bubble they’d created. She grinned and nodded her thanks when Max and Hank split to let her into the ranks. She looked like she could have been part of the band in her black skinny jeans, fitted tank that showed off the extensive tattoos that covered her arms, and black motorcycle boots. She cocked a brow in the way Grace knew meant she was pumped and ready to go as her gaze swept over them all in turn. “How’re we doing?”
Grace shared a quick look with her band before nodding at the director. “We’re good to go.”
“Sweet.” Kristin glanced out over the crowd. “So, I know you and I went over this before, but just to rehash so your band knows the plan, too: you guys will play the set of those songs you’ve licensed to us to use in the film.” She tipped her head in a short nod of thanks. “We have camera operators on the floor and up in the balcony, as well as smaller, remote-controlled ones mounted on the lighting trellis behind the drum set and on the ceiling over Veronica’s mark. We’ll have you guys play a handful of songs so we can get various crowd shots, and then I’ll radio Lea, who’ll be out front with Veronica, that we’re ready for her.”
She paused as if to check that everyone was good so far.
All of this was old hat for Grace after months of filming, so she followed just fine, but she glanced at her band to make sure they seemed okay with it all. “Got it,” she said.
“Excellent. So, I’m planning to do a tracking shot of V from the street, through the lobby, and then as she weaves her way through the crowd before stopping there while you guys play Sweetest Sin .” Kristin pointed to the barricade at the very center of the stage. Grace’s heart fluttered at the idea of Veronica’s bright eyes staring up at her from the crowd. It was such a silly thing to be excited about, really, but she’d never played to a crowd that included her before, and she wanted so badly to share the electricity of it all with her. “When she hits her mark, you launch into the song you wrote for the scene. Cameras will be moving in and out at this point, circling all of you up here while keeping the focus on Grace and V, and at the end of the song, you put your guitar down, have the security team help you to the ground, and you go get the girl. Sound good?”
“Yeah,” Grace confirmed.
“I like the last part the best,” Jack chimed in, much to Kristin’s amusement.
“Yeah, I think she does, too,” Kristin agreed with a laugh.
Grace rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. After years of hiding, months of becoming slowly comfortable with herself and opening up to the world, and an interview that had ended up being more honest and raw than she’d ever planned, she was ready to put this film and its obligations behind her so that she could, as Kristin said, go get her girl and start the rest of her life.
Kristin blew her a kiss. “Right. Y’all go on and start your set to hype the crowd and all that shit, and I’ll let you know when everyone is in position to get this thing rolling.” She held out a fist to the center of their little circle. “Break a leg, guys.”
Grace and the guys all laughed as they pulled their arms from each other to tap her fist with their own in turn. “We won’t let you down, Kristin,” she promised.
Kristin pressed her palms together in front of her heart and dipped her shoulders in a short bow. “You never could, G.” She winked at her as she straightened. “Y’know, if I weren’t married and you weren’t hopelessly in love with V…”
“But you are, and I am, so…” Grace quipped with a cheeky grin.
“The universe will just have to make do with this amazing film we’ve made instead,” Kristin finished with a smirk. She tapped two fingers to her forehead in a little salute. “Catch ya on the flip side, G.” She winked at the guys. “Boys, try to keep up, hey?”
Grace took a deep breath and shook her head as Kristin sauntered off, the guys’ laughter the breeze at her back, and let it go slowly as she looked back at her chuckling bandmates. “Ready?”
“Hell yeah.” Ben grinned and nodded eagerly. “Let’s kick some ass.”
 



 
Veronica stopped pacing the sidewalk in front of The Troubadour at the sound of the first assistant director’s walkie crackling to life, and her heart soared at the sound of Grace singing in the background as Kristin reported, “Crowd shots are done, and they are fucking pumped. We’re ready when you are.”

“Copy,” Lea Turner replied. “We’ll go on my mark.”
Veronica bounced on the balls of her feet and shook out her hands as the petite AD unkeyed her walkie. Her skin was buzzing with adrenaline, and she just wanted to get in there so she could see Grace. “We rolling?”
“You ready?” Lea countered with a grin. She laughed when Veronica flipped her off, and tapped the antenna of her walkie on her shoulder as she turned her attention to Penelope, the camera operator who’d been assigned to this long follow-shot because of her nimble feet and smaller frame that would allow her to slip through tighter spaces. “Pen?”
Penelope nodded confidently. “I’ve got it.”
“Love it.” Lea pulled her walkie into position and keyed it on. “Let’s get hands-on doors.”
Veronica resumed her excited, anticipatory bouncing as the production assistants assigned to the entryways called in that they were ready, and nodded resolutely when Lea arched a brow at her after the last assistant had reported in. She was ready.
Gods, she was so fecking ready.
Lea laughed and keyed her walkie. “We go in three…”
Veronica stopped bouncing and stared at the first open doorway that would lead her to Grace.
“Two…”
She shook her hands one last time to rid herself of as much excess energy as she could. She needed to move with a purpose, not sprint inside like a maniac.
“One…”

Game time . It wasn’t difficult to summon a determined expression as she prepared to move, and she nodded once more to Lea to confirm she was ready.
“AND ACTION!”
Veronica was only peripherally aware of Penelope following her as she strode across the sidewalk and through the main doors like a woman on a mission. The sound of Grace and the guys playing on stage grew louder as she crossed the small lobby, calling to her like a siren’s song.
She nearly froze when the sight of Grace on stage as she stepped through the second set of doors to the main floor hit her like a punch to the solar plexus, stealing the breath from her lungs, but her feet moved of their own volition, determined to carry her onward to the woman who held her heart.
The spotters that had been placed in the crowd to let each section know when to move out of her way did their jobs admirably, opening up just enough room for her and Pen to pass as they wound their way through the mass of bodies that were bobbing and dancing to the beat and singing along with Grace at the tops of their lungs. Their energy was oppressive and overwhelming in the best way, but she only had eyes for the goddess on stage who was singing the song she’d written when they’d snuck off to a small, private island outside Vancouver for a secret getaway so many years ago that it felt like a different lifetime altogether.
Grace was in her element playing to the crowd, the overhead lights casting an ethereal glow about her as she leaned into her mic with her eyes closed, pouring her heart into the lyrics. It was a detail Grace had gone toe-to-toe with Kristin about—I never play with my eyes closed. It shatters the connection I’ve made with the audience —but goddamn if it didn’t make the soulful lyrics land all the more powerfully.
Veronica’s pulse stuttered, then leapt into a sprint as she stopped at the metal barricade at the front of the stage and wrapped her hands around the railing as she drank her in.
As if sensing her presence, Grace’s eyes blinked open, and Veronica forgot how to breathe when blue eyes she’d know anywhere locked onto hers. Grace’s eyes widened ever so slightly as her mouth formed a perfect O of surprise, and then that shock was replaced by a slow-growing smile that was brighter than a supernova.
Veronica had never seen anything more beautiful.
Grace held gaze unblinkingly as she sang, “I dream of your touch, your kiss. Your dark hair, bright eyes, and the softness of your lips.” She smiled. “Your hands on my waist. Your kiss on my skin. Oh, baby, our love is the sweetest sin. Oh, baby, baby, baby, our love is the sweetest sin.”
Veronica stared, enraptured, as Grace’s chest lifted with a breath, and her heart squeezed at the way Grace’s entire being softened as she let it go, the notes of the song she’d just finished transitioning into the one she’d written their first night on location.
Veronica’s grip on the barricade tightened as she stared up at the stage, utterly spellbound by the way Grace’s hips began to sway with the beat. Though it wasn’t the first time she’d heard the song, she was absolutely enchanted as she watched Grace perform it. She bit the inside of her lip as her stomach clenched, and her playful comment from earlier proved prophetic.
Her panties didn’t stand a chance against the slow, sensual roll of Grace’s hips and the smoky, alluring tenor of her voice.
She’d be embarrassed if she weren’t so completely, head-over-heels, ridiculously in love.
A shadowed, wistful expression settled over Grace’s face as the second pass through the chorus ended and she pitched onward, her voice thick with professionally controlled emotion. “Every time I close my eyes, your face is all I see. Oh baby, every time I fall asleep, memories of you haunt my dreams.”
Veronica swallowed. She remembered those days, weeks, years all too well.
Grace soldiered on, defiance a ragged backbone to her voice as she sang, “It’s all too much, I swear I hate it. My life’s not complete without you in it. So here I am praying I just might find a way to fix it. By telling you to your face…” Her shoulders lifted and fell with a purposeful breath before she launched into another round of the chorus. “That you’re everything I want.”
Veronica’s heart swelled with so much affection that she thought it might burst at the way Grace smiled at her as her band hit the background vocals, “Standing here saying it to your face.”
Grace lifted her chin, her shoulders squaring, confident and defiant as the guys behind her echoed the line, so very obviously taking ownership of her choices. Of her heart. Her life. “You’re everything I’ll ever need.”
She had eyes only for Grace as the guys behind her crooned, “Standing here saying it to your face.”
Veronica’s throat tightened as Grace inclined her head, everything about her imploring, begging to be believed as the guys once again repeated the line in a tremulously haunting, wistful tenor.
“My life began the day we met, and I know our story isn’t finished yet…”
Veronica nodded and smiled at Grace encouragingly. She wanted nothing more than to sweep Grace into her arms and kiss her, but she was equally reticent to let this moment where Grace was proudly and oh-so-publicly choosing her end.
Grace was hers.
She was Grace’s.
And neither of them cared who knew it.
Grace swung her guitar around her hip to rest against her back as she cradled the mic in both her hands, her expression achingly open and earnest as she launched into the next verse. “So here I am, baby, I’m on my knees begging, please believe me…”
Veronica had long since accepted that Grace wasn’t going to run away again, but it was still quite something to watch the woman she loved with her whole heart stand on a stage and promise her forever.
“You’re everything that I want.” Grace held out a hand to her. “You’re everything that I’ll ever need. The only one I’ll ever love…” Tears rolled down Veronica’s cheeks unbidden as Grace took a deep breath before finishing softly, earnestly, proudly: “And this is me, saying it to your face.”
Veronica licked her lips and mouthed I love you as the crowd around them fucking erupted , and her heart squeezed at the way Grace replied in kind before shedding her guitar and setting it onto the stage.
The buzzy feeling from before crackled down Veronica’s spine and across her chest as Grace didn’t bother to wait for the security team’s help as she braced one hand on the stage and dropped effortlessly to the ground, and then the crowd around them disappeared as Grace slipped through a gap that’d magically appeared in the barrier and strong hands slid over her jaw to urge her close.
Her eyes fluttered at the feeling of Grace’s breath cascading over her lips, so warm and soft and full of promise, and she couldn’t quite stifle the whimper that caught in her throat when, instead of kissing her like she wanted—like she needed ; hell, she was pretty sure she’d never needed to be kissed more than she did in that moment—Grace actually followed the bloody script.
“You’re…” Grace’s eyes shone with tears as her gaze roved greedily over Veronica’s face. “You’re here?”
A fresh wave of tears coursed down Veronica’s cheeks as she nodded. “I am,” she choked out as she grabbed Grace’s waist to steady herself.
Grace ever so gently thumbed away her tears as she asked, “But, why? I thought you… I mean, you said—”
“I was stupid,” Veronica interrupted. She was supposed to, but she would have even if it weren’t in the script. She really needed this bloody conversation to be over with so she could kiss her. “I was so stupid to think I could live without you.” She let the moment build, and was unable to contain her smile as she said, “I love you.” So much, her heart insisted. Forever . “And I know—”
A broken, plaintive whine shattered Grace’s next exhale as she surged forward to capture her lips in a deep, absolutely searing kiss.
Veronica’s eyes slid shut as flashes and lights sparkled around them, and she wrapped her arms around Grace’s waist to crush their hips together. Her stomach swooped, making her feel like she was flying as Grace’s hands tangled in her hair and their tongues slid together in a languid dance that was so beautifully, uniquely theirs. That first desperate kiss gentled into a second, then a third, and then a fourth that overflowed with so much love that Veronica genuinely thought her heart might burst from it all. She could barely see for the tears that clouded her vision when that final, perfect kiss broke and Grace’s forehead came to rest against hers, and she swallowed thickly to try to force her heart back where it belonged.
It was only then that she became aware of the thunderous cheers and screams and applause that surrounded them, and she smiled as she lifted her chin to swear against Grace’s lips, “I love you.”
“I love you,’ Grace whispered. Though she didn’t move, her gaze flicked to the left, then the right, and she huffed a laugh. “So, I think they liked that kiss.”
“I did, too,” Veronica chuckled.
Grace pulled her hands from Veronica’s hair to cradle her jaw. She swept her thumbs over Veronica’s cheeks, clearing away the remnants of her tears that lingered, and pecked her lips softly. “Mm, me too.”
They smiled at each other as the rightness of being out and seen and known wrapped around them like a comforting embrace.
This was their life, now.
And it was perfect.
Joy like Veronica had never known bubbled inside her, and it spilled out on a laugh when Kristin’s jubilant voice bellowed from the speakers, “AND CUT! FUCK EXTRA TAKES! THAT’S A WRAP!”



 
 

 
 
 
 
One year later…
 
 
Grace’s stomach fluttered at the feeling of Veronica’s hands sliding around her waist as she adjusted the black tulle and lace corset bra she’d chosen for the night because she knew how much Veronica loved the way she looked in it. She smiled as she looked up to capture Veronica’s gaze in the mirror. Her heart squeezed at the affection she found painted so plainly across Veronica’s face, and then it skipped a beat as she registered the subtle drag of the platinum band of Veronica’s engagement ring against her skin as her hands glided across her stomach.
She licked her lips as her eyes dropped to drink in the way the three-carat cushion-cut diamond on that oh-so-important finger. She smiled at the way it caught the bright, late-afternoon sunlight spilling through the windows of their bedroom, and her throat tightened as it always did whenever she saw it and was reminded of the crisp fall night she’d slipped it onto her finger.
 
 

Grace wiped her hands off on her thighs as she stepped back to survey the scene she’d spent the better part of the afternoon setting up. It had taken her two months of scouring the internet for inspiration and covertly amassing the supplies needed to pull off what she hoped would be a proposal fit for a princess, and she nodded slowly as her gaze drifted over the scene.


The soft string music playing through the speakers tucked around the yard that had kept her company while she worked dulled to an indistinct hum as her gaze swept over the large white picnic blanket she’d laid out on the grass overlooking the ocean. Rows of candles of varying heights in hurricane vases formed a walkway from the patio to the soft blanket she’d spread across the grass and curved outward from there, surrounding it in an ethereal, magical glow. A bottle of wine, two glasses, and an antique wicker picnic basket with a pristine white liner weighted down the center of the blanket. Inside the basket was a full charcuterie spread and a selection of Veronica’s favorite bite-sized desserts, and atop it sat the robin’s egg blue jewelry box that she’d picked up from Tiffany’s earlier that day and an elegant bouquet of long-stem roses tied up with a platinum-colored ribbon that glittered prettily in the candlelight.


It was simple, elegant, and wonderfully intimate, just like she’d imagined.


“Grace, are you out here?”


She startled at the sound of Veronica calling her name, and shook her hands out by her sides as she turned to face the house. They’d talked about this in roundabout ways more times than she could count over the last few months. Had spent hours cuddled together, sharing daydreams of what their future might look like. But the knowledge that this proposal was more of a formality than anything else did nothing to abate the nerves that swarmed in her belly like a horde of angry bees, making her feel like she genuinely might throw up.

God, please let her say yes, she thought as she watched Veronica step through the french doors to the patio.


Her pulse raced as Veronica’s eyes widened and her mouth formed a perfect O of surprise. She swore her knees were about to give out when those bright, jewel-like eyes found hers, and she had to swallow twice before she was able to find her voice enough to speak. “I thought we could take advantage of the weather and have a picnic.”


“This is quite the setup for a picnic,” Veronica noted softly, the melodious lilt of her accent creeping into her tone.


Grace nodded and held out her hands as Veronica neared. She drew a long, deep breath as Veronica’s hands slipped into hers, and smiled shakily. “Do you like it?” she whispered, her voice trembling with the force of her nerves.


Veronica nodded, the candlelight catching and reflecting in the variegated hues of her irises as she nodded. “It’s nearly as beautiful as you.” She squeezed Grace’s hands as her eyes swept over the scene, and her breath caught on an inhale when her gaze lingered on the picnic basket and the jewelry box that sat atop it. “It’s…” Her throat bobbed, and a fragile look of understanding softened her expression as she looked back at Grace.


Grace rubbed her thumbs over Veronica’s knuckles as she slowly dropped to one knee. Tears glistened in Veronica’s eyes as the gesture confirmed her suspicions, and Grace dipped her head to kiss to Veronica’s hands. She squeezed her eyes shut as she lingered there, kneeling with her head bowed, letting the warmth of Veronica’s skin against her lips ground her in the holiness of the moment. She sucked in a breath as she blinked her eyes open, and let it go slowly as she lifted her head to catch and hold Veronica’s gaze.


The love she saw shining back at her was so potent that she swore the world tilted and spun around her, altering her very existence. She blushed when Veronica’s lips quirked with the hint of a smile when she’d stayed quiet for too long, and pursed her lips sheepishly. “I knew I’d be nervous, but…”


Veronica blinked slowly and inclined her head patiently as a full, gentle smile curved her lips. “You don’t need to be nervous, mo mhuirnín.”


Grace squeezed Veronica’s hands and drew a slow, grounding breath. “Veronica, my love.” Her throat clenched as she watched Veronica’s lip quiver, and she pressed another kiss to her knuckles to steel them both. “I had a speech planned, but I don’t know if I’m going to be able to get through it,” she confessed.


Veronica huffed a watery laugh. “I don’t need a speech, love.”


While Veronica might not need one, she more than deserved one, and Grace shook her head as she decided to forego the flowery words she’d prepared and speak from her heart, instead. “I thank the Fates every day for leading me back into your life, and I will be forever grateful that you found it in your heart to allow me a second chance to love you like you deserve. You are my north star in a world that feels like it’s constantly spinning wildly out of control. My safe haven from the storm of chaos that is all too often my life. You see me as the woman I am and the one I could be, and you inspire me to be a better, bolder, braver version of myself.” She caressed Veronica’s fingers. “In your arms, I feel at peace. In your love, I have found myself.”


Two perfect tears slipped free to course down Veronica’s cheeks. “Grace…”


Grace smiled. “You have had my heart from the moment we first met, and I wish for nothing more than to spend every day of my life doing all that I can to make you feel like you are the most loved and cherished woman in the world. Veronica Elise Adams, my love, mo anamchara, will you marry me?”


More tears broke rank as Veronica nodded, and Grace found herself crying as well as Veronica rasped, “Yes.” She tugged at Grace’s hands, urging her closer. “Yes, Grace. I would love to marry you.”


A laugh bubbled in Grace’s throat as she was swept upward, the buzz of nerves from moments before replaced with a euphoric lightness that made her feel like she was flying. She cradled Veronica’s face in her hands as they came together, foreheads resting lightly against each other as they breathed in the heady perfection of promises made and accepted.


“I love you,” Grace whispered, her voice trembling with emotion.


Gorgeous green eyes glowed with affection as Veronica tipped her chin up beseechingly. “I love you.”


Grace’s heart soared as Veronica’s lips softened against hers, and she drew her closer as she poured all of her love and her joy into the kiss. They were both smiling through their tears when they finally broke apart, and she lovingly wiped Veronica’s away as she asked, “You want your ring?”


Veronica laughed and nodded. “I’ll never take it off.”

 
 
A soft kiss pressed with unmistakable reverence to the underside of her jaw pulled her from her thoughts, and she hummed as she caught Veronica’s hands and pinned them to her stomach. “Can I help you?”
Veronica hummed in a show of feigned contemplation as she threaded their fingers together. “I mean, I was gonna help you , but I’ll never say no if you wanna help me …” she murmured, her voice trailing off seductively as she nipped at Grace’s earlobe.
“You—” Grace huffed a laugh that was part amusement, but mostly regret as she glanced toward the bedroom door. While she’d normally love nothing more than to lose herself in Veronica, they were on an unforgivingly tight schedule. The red carpet premiere for Undeniable was in a few short hours, and they still needed to finish getting dressed and have their hair and makeup done before the car came to drive them to the theatre. “I so wish we had time for this, but Cassie is downstairs with Filippa and Eliza, and the team that’s doing our hair and makeup will be here soon.”
“Aye. I know.” Mischief glinted in Veronica’s eyes as she slipped her hands from the ones pinning hers in place to cradle Grace’s breasts. “But you look good enough to eat right now, mo mhuirnín. And they can wait.”
Grace whimpered as Veronica’s mouth dipped to lick and nuzzle her pulse point as masterful hands worked their special brand of magic, squeezing, lifting, and rolling her breasts while deft thumbs stroked and circled her nipples. Her eyes fluttered when Veronica nipped at her throat as she captured and tweaked her nipples, and she moaned softly as she tipped her head to the side to give Veronica more room to work.
“God, V…”
“You like this?”
Grace reached up to tangle her right hand in Veronica’s hair, tugging lightly at the silken strands in encouragement as she confessed, “So much.”
“I do, too,” Veronica murmured. She sighed heavily, her kisses slowing as she buried her face in the crook of Grace’s neck. “I’ve missed you,” she whispered. “Missed the way you smell. How you feel in my arms. The warmth of your skin.” She took a long, deep breath and blew it out slowly. “How much easier it is to breathe when you’re close.”
Grace’s heart squeezed. Veronica had been in Vancouver for the last two weeks filming the network show she’d signed onto not long after they’d wrapped on the film, and while she’d kept busy during the day in the studio, her evenings and mornings had been painfully quiet. Though they’d spoken several times each day, it wasn’t the same as being together, and the experience had more than solidified their plan to relocate to the sleek, modern penthouse they’d just bought to call home for the duration of Veronica’s tenure on the show.
She hummed and spun in Veronica’s arms so she could kiss her softly. Sweetly. “I know. I missed you so—” She groaned when she was interrupted by three booming cop knocks that damn near rattled the door off its hinges, and cursed softly under her breath when Cassie playfully warned, “Hair and makeup are here. Put your panties back on and finish getting dressed. T-minus one hour until we need to be in the car.”
Veronica groaned frustratedly, but mischief sparked in her eyes as she hollered, “Our panties are still on, ye feckin’ twat block!”
Grace snorted and shook her head as the door did nothing to muffle the sound of Cassie’s delighted cackle of laughter.
“Love you too, you horny little leprechaun!”
 



 
Veronica bit the inside of her cheek against a sigh as the limousine the film’s production team had hired to cart them and their publicists to and from the premiere bumped over the track for the gate at the end of the driveway. Thanks to a spate of weather delays, she’d only returned from Vancouver that afternoon, instead of two days ago, like she’d originally planned, and she was finding it difficult not to resent what would be a landmark evening.
It was Grace’s first movie premiere, after all, and the first red carpet they were going to walk together. Both were huge, huge events that should be celebrated fully, but she was worn down from filming and just wanted to spend a quiet night at home with her fiancée before having to deal with all of this.
But, seeing Grace in a tailored tuxedo with the top four buttons of her crisp, white shirt undone and a black silk bowtie draped artfully open around her neck made sacrificing the quiet night she so dearly wanted worth putting aside her fatigue—even if she knew she’d pay for it later.
Grace was always beautiful, but she’d really grown into herself over the last year. There was a glow about her now that was as unmistakable as it was utterly enchanting. Now that she was no longer concerned about hiding parts of herself, the confidence that she’d always had while performing had crept into her everyday life. She carried herself in a way that boldly took up space and dared the world to say a damn thing about it.
She had fully embraced that she was an absolute force to be reckoned with, and she was positively resplendent in her power.
It was breathtaking.

She was breathtaking.
Veronica’s heart fluttered as she watched Grace tuck one of the loosely curled strands the stylist had purposefully left free of her elegant chignon behind her ear, and her breath caught when Grace turned to her with an expectantly arched brow and blue eyes glinting with laughter.
Clearly, she’d missed something.
Veronica pressed her lips against a guilty smile and squeezed Grace’s hand that was tucked securely into her own. “Yes, love?”
Grace’s darkly painted lips bowed with a fondly amused smile. “We were talking about maybe doing brunch tomorrow since everyone is in town.”
Veronica shrugged. It wasn’t a bad idea, but she’d just spent a fortnight in a different bloody country, and the idea of sharing Grace—even if it was just with their friends and family for a few hours—made her want to cry.
Some of that turmoil must have shown on her face, because Grace’s expression softened. “What if,” she began as she leaned in to whisper against her ear, “we had everyone over for dinner, instead? That way we’d have all day to ourselves to just stay in bed and cuddle?” She nuzzled closer. “It can be like the surprise housewarming party Cass and Colin threw us after you moved in. Lowkey. Relaxed. They can get that BattleShots rematch they’ve been going on about, and we can hide in the pantry and make out…”
Veronica smiled and leaned into Grace. “Yeah, that sounds better.”
Grace chuckled softly. “It was the making out that sold you on it, wasn’t it?”
Veronica snorted and nodded.
“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” Grace murmured, and Veronica’s eyes fluttered as Grace’s fingers lovingly caressed her knuckles. “That was a fun day.”
“Aye, it was,” Veronica agreed, warmth settling in her chest as she remembered the love and happiness from their friends that had filled their home.
 
 

Veronica lifted Grace’s hand to her lips and kissed her knuckles as their car stopped at the edge of their driveway for the gate to open enough for them to drive through. They’d spent the better part of the morning and early afternoon with Kristin and the team deciding which of the cuts from their love scene to include in the film. While the whole process had been interesting and educational, it had also been a lot, and she was looking forward to tempting Grace into going for a swim to relax a little before leading her back to their bedroom so they could reclaim the intimacy they’d analyzed all morning for themselves.


Their bedroom.


In their house.


A week had passed since they’d moved the things she wanted to keep from her house in Beverly Hills that had sold within an hour of hitting the market into the Palisades house, and even though she had spent more nights here than not since they’d returned from Canada, it still boggled her mind that the French provincial mansion was officially her home.

It was like something out of a dream, honestly—though, last she’d checked, the dream didn’t come with a dozen or so cars crammed into their driveway.


“What the…?” Her brow furrowed as she looked from the cars to Grace. “Are we expecting company?”


Grace shook her head. “Not that I know of?” She leaned forward to get Jess’ attention. Jess had stepped into the role of their full-time personal security guard not long after they’d resettled into their lives in Los Angeles. “Do you know about this?”


“I do.” Jess smirked at them in the rearview. “Everything’s good.”


Veronica frowned as Jess pressed the button on the controller to close the gate behind them. While she usually appreciated the casual, friendly way Jess managed the weighty job of keeping them safe, there was something about the glint in her eye that reminded her a little too much of Cassie and Colin. “Is it, though?”


“Only one way to find out!” Jess replied cheerily. She shifted into park and waved toward the front door. “I’d get you closer, but, as you can see, it’s a little crowded out here today.”


Veronica quirked a brow as she held Jess’ gaze in the rearview. “Y’know, I reckon I liked you better before you got comfortable with us.”


“Cassie has definitely been a bad influence,” Grace agreed with a little laugh that said she wasn’t particularly concerned about their unexpected guests.


Jess cackled. “You both know damn well that nothing happens around here without Cassie’s approval, so…”


“We know whose arse to kick,” Veronica mused, shaking her head when she spotted Colin’s Audi coupe parked neatly at the front of the pack beside Cassie’s X3. It made sense that he’d be involved in whatever was going on.


Grace laughed as she opened her door. “Let’s see what she has planned before we jump to the ass kicking phase.”


Though she knew Grace was right, Veronica still jutted her lip out in a playful little pout as she slid out of the car after her. “D’you not think I can take her?”


Grace’s eyes sparkled as she leaned in to kiss her pout away. “Do you really think that you can?”


Veronica huffed and rolled her eyes as she took Grace’s hand. They both knew that, if it came down to it, Cassie would mop the bloody floor with her. “Whatever.” She pursed her lips against a smile at Grace’s burst of joyous, tinkling laughter, and swung their hands between them as they started making their way through the maze of cars crowding their driveway. “Do you recognize any of these besides Cass and Colin’s?”


“Pretty sure that’s my parents’ Land Rover.” Grace tilted her head toward a white SUV tucked in the middle of the pack. “The rest, though…” She shook her head.


The front door opened before either of them could reach for the handle, and Veronica’s eyes widened as Cassie stepped out of the way to reveal not just Colin and Grace’s parents, who they’d already deduced were present, but their movie co-stars who all wore matching shit-eating grins, Grace’s band-mates who just looked proud, more smiling friends than the cars outside suggested, and…


“SURPRISE!” the crowd cheered gleefully before erupting into laughter and applause.


Veronica blinked in disbelief as she stared at two smiling faces standing front and center of the crowd between a broadly grinning Colin, who looked rather like the proverbial cat that had gotten the cream, and Grace’s parents, who just looked quietly proud.


Soft lips brushed against her cheek, grounding her in the moment, and then Grace pulled her hand away as she urged her forward with a gentle, “Go on, love.”


“They’re here for us,” Veronica said, recapturing Grace’s hand before it completely slipped from her grasp and threading their fingers together. She appreciated the space Grace was trying to give her to greet her parents on her own, but she didn’t want it. This was the first time in years that all of her favorite people were in the same place, and she’d be damned if she spent a minute of it without Grace at her side to share her joy.


She barely registered the faces smiling at them as she led Grace toward her parents, and she laughed when her mother pulled them into an absolutely bone-crushing hug the moment they were in range. “Oof, Mum!”


“Oh, hush.” Ana Adams muttered as she pulled back to smile at them both. “It’s good te see ye doin’ so well, girls.” She smiled as she shared a look with her husband. “Gareth and I are both beyond thrilled that you’ve found your way back to each other.” She cocked a bow and glanced toward Colin, who shoved his hands into his pockets and grinned. “And if even half of what Colin has said when he was helping arrange our flights is true, I reckon it’ll be officially official sooner, rather than later. Don’t you agree, Andi?”


Veronica shook her head fondly as Grace’s mom laughed and hooked arms with her mother. “They are adorable together.”


“Disgustingly so,” Cassie chimed in with a cheeky grin. She sighed and shared a playfully conspiratorial look with the mothers. “At least this is a good test run for those bridal showers we’ll be throwing.”


“Bridal showers?” Veronica echoed.


Grace chuckled. “Take it down a notch, guys. I haven’t even bought a ring yet.”


Veronica blinked. The way Grace said that made it sound like she’d been thinking about it. Which was… She bit her lip against a smile and just barely resisted the urge to pull Grace close and, their audience be damned, show her just how much she liked it. Still, it was clear that Grace wanted to keep things light, so she teased, “And if I were to be the one to propose?”


Her heart swelled at the way Grace smiled at her tenderly as she leaned in and kissed her cheek.


“I wouldn’t say no.” Veronica’s eyes fluttered as Grace dragged the kiss to her ear, sending a pleasant shiver rolling down her spine. Grace lingered there for a moment before turning more fully into her side to hide her lips as she whispered, “I would marry you right now with a twist tie as a ring if you asked.”


Veronica swooned. “Mo mhuirnín.”

“See,” Cassie declared, effectively ruining the moment and saving their dignity at the same time. Veronica was legitimately torn between wanting to thank her for the distraction and cursing her out because Grace more than deserved to be kissed utterly breathless after saying something so totally romantic. “Disgusting.”


“Adorable,” Andi and Ana cooed.


“Very cute,” Steve, Grace’s dad, agreed. He winked at them both. “We’re glad to see you so happy. But now…” He arched a brow at Gareth. “We need to go do the dad thing and power up the grill.”


“Aye, we do.” Veronica’s dad grinned as he leaned in and pulled her into a quick hug. “Yer looking like ye took Cupid’s full quiver, a stóirín,” he murmured against her ear.


Veronica’s heart swooped, her gaze finding Grace’s as she pulled away. “I have.” Emotion tightened her throat as Grace smiled sweetly at her, and she sighed as she gave in to the urge to kiss this incredible, beautiful woman and leaned in to capture her lips in a slow, unmistakably tender kiss.


“Aaaand, that’s enough of that, you two,” Colin laughed.


Grace huffed and broke away just long enough to mutter, “Sod off, Colin,” before closing the distance between them and kissing her again.


Veronica smiled against Grace’s lips as she lifted her free hand to cradle her jaw. She caressed her cheek adoringly when they finally pulled apart, and her breath was stolen from her lungs when she found soft blue eyes staring at her with unbridled affection. Being openly loved by Grace wasn’t new—they’d been doing it for months, now—but she still found herself gobsmacked by the knowledge that this was real. That Grace was hers. “I love you.”


Unadulterated joy crinkled Grace’s eyes as she whispered, “I love you, too.”


“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Cassie inserted herself neatly between them and, with an arm looped around each of their necks, led them toward the backyard. “Now, knock it off. We’ve got drinking games to play and embarrassing stories to share.”


Veronica chose to ignore the implied threat of the latter half of that statement. Better to leave it be and hope Cassie forgot about it. “What kind of drinking games?”


“Oh, yer gonna love it, mate!” Colin crowed as he fit himself into their little group at her side. “Remember that Battleship game we used to play?”


Veronica arched a brow at him. “The one you always cheated at?”


“The very one!” He confirmed without an ounce of guilt. Hell, if anything, he sounded downright proud of his unscrupulous ways. “Some bloody genius has turned it into a proper game, with shot glasses instead of the little orange buttons.” He cackled and jostled her so forcefully that she would have stumbled if it weren’t for Grace’s arm that had found its way around her waist while they walked. “It’s gonna be epic!”

 
 
“Earth to Veeeeeeee.”
Veronica blinked and smiled sheepishly as she caught Grace’s wandering hand before it could sneak too far up the slit of her sleek, sleeveless emerald green gown and pinned it against her thigh. The heat of Grace’s touch burned in the best way, and she arched a brow as she murmured, “Can I help you?” She rolled her eyes when Grace responded with a slow, utterly devilish smirk, because, yeah, Grace had said the same thing when she’d intercepted her wandering hands earlier. Gods, they were such the pair. “Shut up.”
Grace laughed and leaned closer to nuzzle her ear. “Can you blame me? You are driving me crazy in this dress, mo anamchara . I don’t know what I want to do more—strip you out of it, or fuck you in it.”
Veronica groaned. She had no trouble deciding which she’d prefer—and it absolutely involved Grace pressing her back against a wall, using one hand to pin her arms above her head, and slipping her other hand through the slit that ran so indecently high that she’d had to forego underwear to touch her as they traded one deep, deliciously messy kiss after another.
Soft laughter and an even softer kiss to her ear drew her back to herself, and she bit back a blush as she turned to look at Grace, who was watching her with a small, knowing smile.
“Yes, love?” she asked, thankful that her voice didn’t crack traitorously and further give her away.
Grace winked and settled back into her seat, looking for all the world like she was unaffected by their exchange. Except Veronica could read her like a book, and she didn’t miss the blush that, thanks to the indecent number of buttons Grace had left undone, she could see spreading across her chest, painting the swell of her breasts a delicious, rosy pink.
Grace cleared her throat softly and tapped a finger beneath her chin to coax her attention higher. And, oh, if this was the game they were playing tonight, odds were very good that she’d be begging Grace to take her well before they’d returned home. Thanks to her fecking job, it’d been two weeks since they’d made love, and she was only human, after all. It was insane to expect her to have even a modicum of restraint when her strikingly gorgeous fiancée was finally within arm’s reach and looking so very kissable.
“Focus, love,” Grace admonished huskily, not even bothering to attempt to stem the wide smile that bowed her perfect lips.
“I am focused,” Veronica insisted as her gaze dropped from Grace’s mouth to the tempting glimpse of full breasts perfectly cradled by intricate black lace. Just not on this blasted premiere . I want to go home. I want to feel your lips and hands all over me. I want you to mark—

She bit the inside of her cheek when Grace cleared her throat in a way that demanded her attention, and dragged her attention higher.
When their gazes locked, Grace cocked a brow in a way that said she was both amused by her wandering eyes and did not for a second believe that she was focused.
Which, fair. But how could she possibly focus when Grace looked like a walking wet dream in that tux?
Grace chuckled softly. “Eliza was asking if we’ve had time to come up with a plan for how to attack the red carpet.”
Veronica hummed as she looked out the window over Grace’s shoulder, and was surprised to see that they were already making their way across Santa Monica Boulevard into Hollywood. For as much as she would rather banter and tease, they’d be best to make use of what time they had left in the car to nail down a plan. “I just got back this morning, so no,” she told her publicist. She crossed her legs, and smiled in spite of herself at the quiet whimper that caught in Grace’s throat when the move exposed a downright sinful amount of skin. “What do you guys recommend?”
 



 
Grace played with Veronica’s fingers as she stared out the window at the crowd packing the sidewalk outside the Dorothy Chandler Pavilion in downtown Los Angeles. Traffic outside the venue had been slowed to a crawl for the last three blocks as celebrities arrived to walk the red carpet, giving them an uncomfortable amount of time to mentally prepare for the gauntlet they were about to enter.
She took a deep, grounding breath as she tore her attention from the paparazzi crowding the velvet ropes outside the window as their car stopped at the drop-off point to look at Veronica, and her heart fluttered when she found green eyes glowing with love staring back at her.
A soft smile bowed Veronica’s lips as she inclined her head toward the circus that was waiting for them. “You ready?”
“With you by my side?” Grace lifted Veronica’s hand to her lips and winked at her as she kissed the back of it. “Always.” She squeezed Veronica’s hand as her door opened, and didn’t let go as she stepped lithely from the vehicle.
The roar that greeted her appearance was deafening, but her attention was reserved solely for Veronica as she helped her from the car. It was funny how, a year and a half ago, the thought of stepping out with a woman like this would have sent her into an anxiety-fueled panic, and yet, now, she felt nothing but pride.
For the woman who was looking at her with nothing but love in her eyes.
For the work they’d done.
And for herself, for finally being brave enough to let her mask slip and embrace the woman she’d always been so careful to hide away.
She was so utterly enchanted by the adoration that shone in Veronica’s expression that she barely registered the camera flashes that erupted around them when Veronica’s hand slid from hers to wrap lightly around her bicep. She felt positively buoyant as she gallantly led Veronica down the red carpet, and it was only when Veronica waved to the crowd that had amassed to see them that she remembered she should do the same.
Though they’d been out as a couple for over a year, the sight of so many excited faces and signs and rainbow flags was still overwhelming. Her throat tightened with emotion as she caught the eye of a teenager who wore a collection of braided rainbow bracelets on her right wrist and was standing at the barrier with a poster from her last tour and a pen in her hands and tears on her cheeks.
Despite Filippa’s instructions that they were to make their way directly to the first of the interview stations set up along the path, she covered Veronica’s hand on her arm with her free one to get her attention as she adjusted their route to approach the young girl.
She knew she wouldn’t be able to linger for more than a moment, but it felt important to acknowledge her.
The girl visibly trembled as they approached, and Grace was glad for Veronica’s hand on her arm that anchored her in this moment as they stopped close enough to be heard above the cacophony of noise that surrounded them.
She smiled at the girl warmly. “Hi, I’m Grace.”
“I—” The girl blinked owlishly, clearly disbelieving that this was happening. “Hi. I’m Ella.”
Grace nodded at her kindly. “It’s so nice to meet you, Ella.” Movement in her periphery caught her attention, and she sighed as she recognized Filippa’s politely impatient stance. They both knew how important these interactions were, but they were on a schedule. She half-turned toward Veronica, and happiness swelled in her chest as she rather unnecessarily introduced her, as well. “This is my fiancée, Veronica.”
Veronica’s thumb stroked along her arm as she smiled warmly at the girl. “It’s lovely to meet you.” Grace fell even more in love with her as she turned that same beatific smile onto the woman hovering protectively behind Ella to include her in their conversation, as well. “Are you lot enjoying the red carpet so far?”
“We are,” the woman, who looked so much like Ella that she had to be her mother, answered as her daughter nodded energetically in agreement.
Grace chuckled and glanced toward the poster in her hands. “Our publicists are going to be on us to keep moving, soon, but we have enough time for a picture and maybe an autograph, if you’d like.”
“Ohmygodyesplease.”
Grace grinned. “Do you have a phone?”
Ella’s eyes widened comically, and she nearly dropped her poster in her haste to retrieve her phone from the back pocket of her jeans.
“You can use mine,” her mother said as she held her phone out to Grace over her daughter’s shoulder.
Grace took the phone and tapped the icon to flip to the front camera as she and Veronica moved to the side enough to fit Ella and her mother into the frame, though Ella’s mother stepped out of the way so that it was just the two of them and her daughter. “On three!” she called as she lined up the shot, and she smiled at Veronica’s face on the screen as she counted down and then took a quick burst of pictures. “There you go,” she said as she returned the phone. “One of those ought to turn out.”
Ella looked like she was about to pass out as she replied, “Ohmygodthankyou!”
“Yes, thank you,” her mother echoed, looking thoroughly charmed and grateful for the time they were giving her daughter.
“Our handlers are looking anxious, mo mhuirnín. We’re going to need to get going,” Veronica warned softly, cutting her gaze to Ella and her mother in a look of clear apology.
Grace nodded and gestured toward the Sharpie in Ella’s hand. “Would you like an autograph before I have to go?” She smiled as she took the pen Ella all but thrust toward her, and hummed a soft thank you to Veronica, who let go of her arm so she could duck down to sign the poster. Usually, in situations like this, she just scribbled her name so that she could get to as many fans as possible, but this time she took the extra few moments to write out a heartfelt To Ella— Dream big. Love freely. Live boldly. before finishing it all off by signing her name with a flourish. She re-capped the pen as she straightened to hand it back to Ella. “It was nice to meet you both,” she said as Veronica’s hand returned to her arm, and she smiled over at her as she said, “Shall we, mo anamchara ?”
Veronica’s eyes crinkled with her smile as she nodded. “Lead the way.”
Though she didn’t glance back at her publicist, Grace swore she could feel Filippa relax as they resumed walking the carpet, and she tugged Veronica closer so she could murmur, “Thank you for doing that.”
Veronica’s hand tightened around her arm as she leaned in to answer, “It was my honor, my love.”
A dozen or so steps later, they stopped at the first interview station, where they were greeted by a pretty blonde in an impeccably fitted black gown holding a microphone. “I’m Ariana Volker with E! News, and that’s my cameraman Ben. Are you ready?”
Grace shared a look with Veronica as she replied, “As we’ll ever be!”
“Excellent,” Ariana laughed as she stepped aside so she wasn’t blocking Ben’s angle. She gave her hair a little toss and then nodded at him. “And we’re back with the stars of Undeniable , Grace Easton and Veronica Adams. Ladies, thank you so much for taking the time to stop and chat with us. You both look fantastic .”
Grace covered Veronica’s hand on her arm as she slipped into interview mode. “Thank you,” she replied with a charming smile as Veronica echoed the sentiment.
Ariana all but gawked at them as she said, “We’ve all seen the interviews you’ve been doing leading to this premiere, so I won’t ask you about what it was like to work together or any of that.”
Grace squeezed Veronica’s hand as she leaned into her side with a soft huff of laughter. “We appreciate that more than you know,” Veronica said.
“I’m sure,” Ariana replied in an amused tone. “What I’d love to know is, what does life look like for you now that you’re back in the studio”—she looked at Grace—“and you’re back on set filming your new television series?” she finished, looking at Veronica.
“It’s a little hectic,” Veronica shared.
“But so incredibly amazing,” Grace added as her thoughts drifted to a couple of months before.
 
 

With the unparalleled success of This is Me, the single she’d written and performed for the film, Grace had found herself more energized than she’d been in years to get back to the studio. After months of work, she and her band had finally begun recording the songs she’d written for the album, and she was still riding the buzzy high that came from being in the booth and making music as she made her way through the house to the backyard where Veronica had said she was sitting when she’d texted that she was on her way home.


She was greeted by the familiar notes of Symphony in Blue that were pouring from the speakers nestled around the yard as she stepped onto the patio. The song was among Veronica’s favorites to listen to while reading, and her step faltered when she spotted Veronica curled up on the outdoor sofa beneath a large umbrella that’d been moved to protect her from the sun while she studied her lines for her new show that was set to begin filming in a few weeks. While she wasn’t necessarily looking forward to the end of the easy, almost lazy time they’d had to really focus on blending their lives together as they lingered in the liminal space between projects, she was so incredibly proud of Veronica for landing the title role in a television series.


She found herself struck as she often was by Veronica’s beauty, and her stomach fluttered when she saw that Veronica wore only a skimpy black swimsuit that was more string than bikini. She rubbed her hands on the seat of her jeans as she stumbled back into motion, suddenly desperate to kiss the full, pink lips she couldn’t see and caress the miles of skin that was waiting for her.


Veronica, engrossed in her work, didn’t notice her approach, and Grace murmured a gently reassuring, “It’s just me, mo anamchara,” as she leaned over the back of the sofa to brush an adoring kiss over her cheek.


The pleased purr that rumbled in Veronica’s throat as she turned to capture her lips in a deep, exquisitely indulgent kiss did wonderful things to Grace’s insides, and she cradled Veronica’s cheek in her hand as she poured her heart and soul into the kiss. She nuzzled Veronica’s lips when the kiss reached its inevitable end, unwilling to surrender this heavenly feeling of closeness just yet. “I missed you today.”


Veronica tossed her script aside as she turned in her seat to face her. “Missed you more,” she murmured as she lifted her chin beseechingly.


Grace tucked her fingers under Veronica’s jaw as she delivered the requested kiss. It was lovely but not nearly enough, and she swallowed Veronica’s laughter as she climbed nimbly over the back of the sofa to straddle her lap. She tangled both of her hands in Veronica’s hair as she settled onto her thighs, and tugged lightly at the strands as she rubbed her chest against hers. “Prove it,” she husked as she closed what little distance separated them to claim Veronica’s lips in another searing kiss.

 
 
 
“Yeah, for as much fun as it’s going to be being back on set with my best mate, I am very much looking forward to the next few weeks where I get to wake up with her every day.”
Grace bit the inside of her cheek against the blush that threatened as Veronica’s hand lazily stroking her arm snapped her from the memory of what had been a particularly erotic few hours of them indulging their every desire right there on the back patio. She prayed her expression didn’t give her away as she turned her attention back to the interview.
Ariana cooed appropriately as she turned her mic to Grace. “And from your socials, we know you’ve also been back to work in the studio. How’s that going?”
“Splendidly,” Grace replied as she leaned into Veronica’s side, drawing strength from the contact. “We ended up recording twenty-five songs, and are in the process of deciding which to include in the album’s initial release, and which to hold onto for a future release—be it another album or an EP, or maybe a series of singles.”
“Twenty-five?” Ariana arched a brow in clear surprise. Which was fair. It was a frankly ridiculous number of tracks. “Does the album have a name?”
Grace smiled at Veronica. “This Love is Undeniable ,” she answered. And then softer, because she couldn’t hold it in, “Just like my love for her.”
“I know you two need to keep moving,” Ariana said, sounding beyond pleased with the content they’d given her, “so I’ll let you go. Thank you so much for stopping to chat with us. Good luck with the film, your new show, and the album.”
After they’d thanked her in turn, effectively ending the interview, the cameraman called, “And, cut!”
Grace nodded at the pair as she steered Veronica into an elegant turn so they could stop at the next station. They’d taken only a handful of steps before the hand on her arm tightened, and she shivered at the feeling of Veronica’s lips ghosting over her ear.
“Are you okay? You wandered off there for a moment.”
Grace shook her head. “I’m fine. The question just got me thinking about that day on the patio…”
Veronica huffed a laugh. “Yeah, that was a really good day.”
“It was.”
“Yeah.” Veronica groaned. “Gods, I wish I could kiss you right now.”
Grace glanced over their shoulders at Filippa and Eliza, who were following a handful of yards behind so they wouldn’t be in whatever pictures were taken of them. She had a feeling that what she was about to do would make mountains of work for the pair, but she really didn’t care.
Veronica wanted to be kissed, and she would be damned if she ever denied her something that was in her power to provide.
Grace pulled Veronica to a stop right there in the middle of the red carpet, and smiled as she tugged on her hand to pull her into her arms. A cascade of flashes fired around them as photographers hastened to capture the moment, but she ignored them as she wrapped her free hand around Veronica’s waist. Her stomach clenched at the obvious absence of underwear beneath Veronica’s dress as she pulled her close, and she swallowed thickly as she ran her thumb over the small of her back.
“Mo mhuirnín?” Veronica murmured breathlessly as she draped her arms over Grace’s shoulders.
Grace licked her lips as she touched her forehead to Veronica’s. The embrace was unabashedly intimate, and a euphoric mix of anticipation and exhilaration thrummed in her chest as she whispered, “Do you really want a kiss?”
Veronica nodded. “Feck, yes.”
“Right now?”
“Gods, yes.” Veronica’s eyes fluttered prettily as she nodded. “Grace…”
“I love you,” Grace exhaled as she closed the distance between them. The world around them fell away at the first brush of Veronica’s lips against hers. The kiss was slow and sweet, chaste but overflowing with love. Grace hummed into the kiss and slid her left hand up to press between Veronica’s shoulder blades as she wrapped her right arm fully around her waist, and she smiled at the way Veronica squeaked in surprise when she tightened her hold and swept her into a thoroughly romantic dip.
Even if she had wanted to, there was no way she could have ignored the eruption of applause and cheers that surrounded them when Veronica’s right leg hooked around the back of her knee as she melted into her, and laughter rumbled in her chest when she pulled Veronica tighter against her chest as she twisted them upright with their lips still pressed firmly together.
She nuzzled Veronica’s cheek as they finally broke apart. “I love you, Veronica Adams,” she swore as the camera flashes continued to flare like supernovas around them.
Veronica’s arms tightened around her neck as she replied just as ardently, “I love you, Grace Easton.”
Grace hummed as she put an unspoken exclamation mark on the moment by stealing one last quick kiss before pulling away. They had more interviews to do. And a premiere to watch. But when it was over, she was going to take Veronica home and show her just how much she loved her and this wonderful life they were building together.
She guided Veronica toward the next media stop on the carpet. She smiled when she recognized the face beside the camera, and extended her hand to greet Jeff Bosman from Rolling Stone. “Jeff, how are you?”
“Not as good as you, it’d seem,” he replied with a boyish grin and a playful wink. “It’d seem this love of yours truly is undeniable.”
Grace laughed. “You’re not wrong, my friend,” she agreed, her amusement softening into tender affection as she looked at Veronica, who was smiling beatifically back at her. “You’re not wrong at all.”



 
 

 
 
The idea for this story was born, as I’m sure many of you may have already guessed, when I was writing Halcyon Nights . When Grace first appeared there, she was a one-off, almost throwaway character to support Mari’s inspiration for her screenplay, but the more I thought about her and Veronica, the more I knew I needed to tell this story. I’m a sucker for a good second-chance romance, and lord knows that after the backstory I gave Veronica between Evolution and Halcyon Nights , she deserved a happily ever after of their own.
Writing is a painfully solitary journey, and I honestly don’t know if I’d be able to force my way through the (unforgivably?) long stories that I write on my own. So onto the shoutouts!
Firstly, many thanks to Eloise, who read this thing in bits and pieces whenever I managed to string enough words together to warrant a second set of eyes. Your insight and “immoral support” are invaluable, and I am beyond grateful for your willingness to help me slog my way through the process of crafting this story.
Thanks also to Trina for being the world’s best beta reader-slash-cheerleader. Your enthusiasm is contagious, and I legitimately cherish your unwavering support. Words are hard, but they come easier with a dedicated cheering section, so thank you for that.
And last, but certainly not least, as always, I would be incredibly remiss not to give Lou her well-deserved recognition. It’s amazing to think that all of this started because, too many years ago now to count, we crossed paths because we wanted the same two fictional idiots to kiss. Thank you for pointing out the places I misstepped, scenarios I hadn’t thought to consider, and elements that needed a little rearranging. I know that LifeTM tends to make it hard for you to tell me all the ways I’ve fucked something up, but thank you for helping make the world a smuttier, gayer place.
And finally—and most importantly—thanks to all of you, dear readers, for your support. I sincerely hope you enjoyed Grace and Veronica’s story. 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 of sentences is enough to help my books get noticed by people who might otherwise pass them by. I also 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. Dream big. Love freely. Live boldly.
~mj
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